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Notice: Uploads Normalized from Episode 434...!!!


The episode number after Episode 433, which was uploaded on June 21st at 12 PM...


jumped up to Episode 443 instead of Episode 434! A bizarre incident occurred, it seems...!!!


As a result of Nymph Rodnoy, who is in charge of uploads, putting her curious hand into a strange spacetime distortion and falling into the future, a problem arose...!!!
 
MnZBMElkRjFKc3ZCR0RiWklQRlA5WlZINzRaZThhUzZ1cnMyS01IbEgxWWVRemJWZnJSNVUvZHVNL3o1c2RPUg

After 12:40 PM on the same day, the uploads following Episode 433 were normalized back to Episode 434...!!!


Overwhelming apologies to our readers-nim...!!!


From now on, to prevent any confusion in the upload schedule, we will make sure to pay... attention to Rodnoy's curiosity...!!! 













Notice: Typos cannot be corrected until 6/14...!!!


I, Mitchuri, won't be able to touch a computer until June 14th...


I'm going through a reader and nymph-hating schedule...!!!


Therefore, I'll be correcting typos after June 14th (Fri)...!!!




MnZBMElkRjFKc3ZCR0RiWklQRlA5WlZINzRaZThhUzZ1cnMyS01IbEgxYTJSZ3lLNWlaQ2V0UmNVdnZzM2M2Qw





Notice: A Huge Thank You to Our Sponsors...!!! 7/11


Surviving as an Illegal Cult Leader in Another World...!!!


This is a message of gratitude to the readers who have sent sponsorships...!!!


These sponsorships... are sponsorships picked up by the night-watch Nymphs of the Nymph Relief Foundation...!!!





============


July 11th...!!! The Nymphs were extremely happy with the coins they picked up for the first time in a long while...!!!





"Let's do the Nymph dance of joy-is-it...!!!"





Aat-!!! Kwang-sam-nim, who sent a King Coin!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, had no idea that a story I wrote a long time ago would be uploaded to a new place in '24... Since many readers are enjoying it and welcoming it back, I, Mitchuri, am happy as if I'm meeting my past self...!!!





On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


============


July 1st...!!! Pairiol practiced the Nymph Secret Art to become Charizardnoi...!!!





"Nymph Secret Art, Fury Swipes!"





Dududududududu-





Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! A new work has come out...!!! I wonder if the readers will like it...!!! I, Mitchuri, am full of thoughts about wanting to show the stories I've written to the readers quickly...!!! I want to show the stockpiled chapters I've written soon-is-it...





Aat-!!! Popokpung-nim, who sent a King Coin!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, get energized when readers enjoy reading...!!! It's proof that I, Mitchuri, am moving forward well...!!! For endless fun in the future, I, Mitchuri, will try to become Endless Mitchuri...!!!





On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


============


June 30th...!!! Pairiol picked up a lot of coins today too...!!! Antiope praised such a Pairiol...!!!





"Pairiol, you are the best companion Nymph...!!!"


"This Pairiol is the best companion Nymph-is-it...!!! I'm happy-is-it...!!!"





Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! It has already become the last day of June...!!! I, Mitchuri, will be revealing a new work to the readers tomorrow... I'm very nervous and trembling-is-it...!!! I hope it suits the readers' tastes-is-it...!!! Please enjoy watching-is-it...!!!





Shield-Otaku-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! Thank you for enjoying reading my old work...!!! I, Mitchuri, plan to upload a new work starting tomorrow, July 1st... I hope the readers will enjoy reading the new work as well-is-it...!!! You must watch it-is-it...!!!





On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


============


June 28th...!!! Pairiol picked up coins under the bed today too...!!!





"This Pairiol picked up a lot of coins-is-it...!!! Antiope, hurry up and stroke this Pairiol's head-is-it...!!!"





Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! The sponsorship sent by the reader will be used for Pairiol to buy and eat delicious sugar apples...!!! And the remaining coins will be used by me, Mitchuri, to buy and drink a can of cool Zero Coke... The weather has become so hot lately... Reader-nim, please be careful of the heat too...!!!





On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


============


June 27th...!!! I give my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships...!!!





Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, am revising the manuscript like crazy while simultaneously stacking up the volume steadily-is-it...!!! What development would be best...!!! I'm agonizing in many ways over how to give the readers anticipation and fun-is-it...!!!





Aat-!!! Kim Lemon-nim, who sent a King Coin!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! The sponsorships and support sent toward me, Mitchuri...!!! It was an opportunity to feel once again how much interest and affection I, Mitchuri, received from the readers while uploading my previous work...!!! Please show a lot of interest in my new work starting next week as well-is-it...!!!





On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


============


June 26th...!!! Pairiol gained a mysterious technique through the power of coins...!!!





"I've learned the Nymph Secret Art-is-it...!!! Nymph Secret Art, Fury Swipes...!!!"





Paipaipaipaipaipai-





"Sister Pairiol, why are you shouting your own name?"





Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, am stacking up the manuscript steadily-is-it...!!! Since I've already read this manuscript over and over several times, I've reached a stage where I can't even tell if it's fun or not-is-it...!!! I only have the desire to show it to the readers quickly-is-it...!!!


 


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


============


June 24th...!!! Pairiol found a lot of coins under the bed...!!!





"Mhehe, look at the coins this Pairiol found-is-it...!!! This Pairiol is also an amazing Nymph-is-it...!!!"





Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, have officially started writing the next work-is-it...!!! Next week, probably in early July, it's certain that you'll be able to find my work on Novelpia-is-it...!!! I hope it suits the readers' tastes-is-it...!!!


 


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


============


June 23rd...!!! Pairiol met the Nymph Paranoi...!!!





"Mhehe, this Pairiol is traveling to become Charizardnoi-is-it...!!!"


"You are a very strange Nymph sister-is-it...!!!"





Aat-!!! Hehe-hehe-nim, who sent a King Coin!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, have been alternating between rest and work until recently, but I plan to start working again from tomorrow-is-it...!!! The release of the new work that the readers might be curious about... there's a high probability it will be the week after next-is-it...!!! Please wait-is-it...!!!





On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


============


June 22nd...!!! Antiope and Pairiol decided to go on a new adventure...!!!





"This Pairiol will try hard to become Charizardnoi-is-it...!!!"





Aat-!!! Hehe-hehe-nim, who sent a King Coin!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! It's raining-is-it...!!! I felt like the hot weather had let up a bit, but it was so hot I was flustered-is-it...!!! The rainy season might start soon... While hoping it cools down a bit to escape the summer heat, I'm scared thinking it might become incredibly humid-is-it...!!! It's truly a time to be careful of health-is-it...!!!





On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


============


============


June 21st...!!! Antiope decided to adopt a stray Nymph from the Nymph Relief Foundation...!!!





"Pairiol...!!! From today, you are my companion Nymph! My tattoo name is Pairi, and you are Pairiol! This is destiny!"





Aat-!!! Hehe-hehe-nim, who sent a King Coin!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, have already seen 2 months pass since the completion-is-it...!!! It's been 2 months where many things happened...!!! During those 2 months, I uploaded existing works and purchased illustrations for the new work-is-it...!!! Readers, have a Friday full of various pleasures for a happy weekend-is-it...!!!





On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


============


June 20th...!!! Antiope looked around the Nymph Relief Foundation...!!!





"Isn't there a Nymph here that's good for adoption?"





Aat-!!! Hehe-hehe-nim, who sent a King Coin!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, keep repeating writing and deleting the beginning part-is-it...!!! Originally, I intended to start the new work in June, but a person's plans don't always go as intended... It seems the serialization start date will be around the end of June-is-it...!!! Please wait for sure-is-it...!!!





[image: ]





This is... part of the illustration I'll show in the next work...-is-it...!!!





On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


============


June 19th...!!! Antiope planned to catch a Nymph and make them her coin-collecting servant...!!!





"Demigods are usually served by Nymphs, right? Like my sister. Then I should have at least one Nymph...!!!"





Mint-Choco-Melon-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, sometimes have readers who are having a hard time in the present send sponsorships-is-it...!!! The only thing I, Mitchuri, can do is offer a small bit of comfort...!!! What I, Mitchuri, think is most important is walking exercise-is-it...!!! If you look at the world while strolling through the neighborhood... there are times when you feel better-is-it...!!! It's good to try starting from small challenges step by step-is-it...!!!





Aat-!!! Hehe-hehe-nim, who sent a King Coin!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, am seeking all sorts of ways to avoid the heat, like opening the window and turning on the fan, or closing the window and turning on the air conditioner...!!! The weather outside right now is 35 degrees...!!! I'm writing... a refreshing story suitable for the sweltering weather-is-it...!!!





On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


============


June 18th...!!! Antiope was in deep thought lately...!!!





"I heard the lucky coins that Nymphs collect are so effective... how can I get some?"





Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, originally planned to present the new work to the readers within next week... but I didn't like the beginning part I wrote, so I've been repeating writing and deleting it several times-is-it...!!! After the tempering process to show a more interesting and enjoyable story to the readers, I want to reveal the new work quickly-is-it...!!!





On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


============


June 17th...!!! Gloria became the Goddess of Youth...!!!





"I am now Hebe Gloria, the Goddess of Youth!"





Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! The weather has been so hot lately that I'm showering a lot-is-it...!!! My skin has also gotten bad-is-it...!!! However, the manuscript for the new work is stacking up bit by bit... I hope the time to reveal it to the readers comes soon-is-it...!!! I only hope the readers will like it...





On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


============


============


June 16th...!!! Gloria leveled up through the coins collected in Ing-ing's body...!!!





"I can now become the Goddess of Youth and Whining too!"





Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, have reached the time where I must write the manuscript like crazy starting next week-is-it...!!! I don't remember when I last took a break like this... but it was a very meaningful break... now the time to work again is coming-is-it...!!!





On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


============


June 15th...!!! Ing-ing's body became heavy because it contained too many coins...!!!





-Gyuiing...





"Collect just a few more coins...!!!"





Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, have returned home after finishing a long journey in many ways and am putting many things back to normal-is-it...!!! Today is the day I put in the second illustration commission for the next work-is-it...!!! I want to show it to the readers quickly-is-it...!!!





On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


============


June 14th...!!! Gloria's Ing-ing brought back a lot of coins in its fluffy clouds...!!!





-Ing-ing-ya-ing





Mint-Choco-Melon-nim...!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, am actually a person who is clumsy at many things-is-it...!!! Recently, there are many times when I'm not satisfied with the results of my work... but I, Mitchuri, like the Indian-style rain ritual-is-it...!!! Doing something until it works...!!! And the experience of failure will one day become a foundation-is-it...!!! Also, people have their own timing; Obama retired in his 50s, but Trump started in his 70s... in the end, life is something where you can't tell the winner or loser until the coffin lid is nailed shut...!!! So it's important to have strength and not give up on anything-is-it...!!!


I, Mitchuri, also learned about novels, which I had never thought of or learned about, because I was desperate for money, and I've been on this path until now-is-it...!!!





Hehe-hehe-nim...!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, have returned today after various experiences and labor-is-it...!!! Now, after spending the weekend, I will handle all the things I've put off starting next week and firmly prepare and launch a new beginning-is-it...!!! Please keep an eye on me, Mitchuri...!!!





Aat, f7fbx-nim, who sent a King Coin...!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, have a desire to show the Novelpia special side story to the readers in many ways, but I'm also curious about what the content will be-is-it...!!! Still, I hope it really pleases the readers-is-it...!!! I will consider various things so that the readers can be satisfied-is-it...!!!





On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


============


June 13th......!!! Gloria collected a lot of coins from here and there...!!!


"Ing-ing-ah! If we have this, our task will be over soon...!!!"


Ing-ing-ya-ing





sorka-nim...!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! All gods have their own domains they govern-is-it...!!! The same goes for Luna-yang, who can be called a pure-blood god and a member of the Titans...!!! Luna-yang is revered as a goddess symbolizing the small yard and reconciliation-is-it...!!!





On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


=========


June 12th...!!! Gloria figured out the use of the coins...!!!


"Ing-ing-ah, bring back more coins...!!!"





Hehe-hehe-nim...!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, am walking 20,000 steps a day-is-it...!!! The weather is very hot and I'm thirsty, but I believe these experiences will become the foundation for a good story...!!! I'm honing my skills for the start of the serialization-is-it...!!!





On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


==========


June 11th...!!! Gloria's Ing-ing brought back something strange...!!!





Gyuiing-.





"What's this? A coin? What's it for?"





Cheon Yun-seol-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! A number symbolizing luck...!!! You've truly breathed a Luck Coin into me, Mitchuri...!!! Right now, I, Mitchuri, need luck more than anyone, so I feel like my strength is growing thanks to the reader-is-it...!!! I hope the reader is full of luck too-is-it...!!!





Hehe-hehe-nim, thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, am currently away from home on a long journey-is-it...!!! It's a pity I can't participate in the started challenge right away... but if you wait just a little, I'll be there soon-is-it...!!!


I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!





On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


==========


June 10th...!!! There are readers who sent sponsorships...!!!





Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, while preparing for serialization again and uploading 'Surviving as an Illegal Cult Leader', felt that doing something consistently every day is difficult-is-it...!!! I, Mitchuri, also need a lot of passion to upload 'Surviving as an Illegal Cult Leader' every day... the sponsorship you send to support me every day must surely require even greater effort-is-it...!!! I, Mitchuri, will also try harder-is-it...!!!





Aaaaaat-!!! SKT0-Youth-nim, who sent King-King-King-King Coins!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, checked the sponsorship window and was surprised to see it full of various messages and sponsorships-is-it...!!! My birthday hasn't come yet, but it feels like I've received an early birthday celebration...!!! I have a strong desire to work on the 'Surviving as an Illegal Cult Leader' side story and the new work simultaneously-is-it...!!! But I'm thinking a lot because simultaneous serialization might have a bad influence on both works-is-it...!!! I'm also considering increasing the 5+5 daily serialization to 6+6 or even 7+7-is-it...!!! Anyway, I, Mitchuri, will work hard so that my stories can be like a pleasant gift to the readers...!!!





I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


==========


June 9th...!!! There are readers who sent sponsorships...!!!





Goggle-i-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, am thinking of the additional side story as a sort of bonus...!!! I don't know if it will satisfy the readers' expectations or not-is-it...!!! Small and trivial stories... I hope it can be written with such stories-is-it...!!!





Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! You've sent a message of support today too-is-it...!!! The weather is getting hotter and more humid lately, so I, Mitchuri... am becoming like Friede before she commits arson-is-it... I will try to overcome the heat by controlling my mind-is-it...!!!





Mal'Ganis-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri... since I'm uploading 10 chapters a day, comments are piling up endlessly-is-it...!!! I'm reading as many as possible and also checking for typos, but... there might be some typos that some Mitchuris missed-is-it... I'll go fix the typos you mentioned right away-is-it...!!!





Aaaaaaaat-!!! Donggeul-donggeul-dongjitdal-nim, who sent King-King-King-King-King Coins!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I intended to start the new work in June, but time passed too quickly and there were many things I had put off... so the probability that the new work will start in July is increasing-is-it... I'll return with an interesting story in a good timeframe-is-it...!!!





I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


==========


June 8th...!!! There are readers who sent sponsorships...!!!





Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! The weather is getting very hot lately-is-it...!!! I, Mitchuri, feel like my immunity and resistance to heat are decreasing more and more as I get older-is-it... The earth, which is becoming increasingly warmer, is truly Mitchuri-hating... I'm worried if it's right to start a new work in the summer-is-it...!!!





Yoing-yoing-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! June is already heading toward the middle-is-it...!!! It's been nearly 2 months since I took a break after the completion, and I feel like I've rested well-is-it...!!! Please love both my old works and the new work I'll start in the future-is-it...!!!





Goggle-i-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, also had the mind to just upload everything quickly-is-it...!!! But if I did that, there's a high probability many readers would leave because of the sheer volume... so I decided on 10 chapters a day-is-it... But sometimes... more might be uploaded-is-it...!!!





I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


==========


June 7th...!!! Paranoi, the Nymph of the Stream, picked up a lot of coins...!!!





"I don't know when the coins will run out, so I must get as many as I can while I can-is-it...!!!"





Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, have been analyzing and researching what kind of stories are trendy lately-is-it...!!! In my opinion, stories that are touching, relatable, and tug at the heartstrings are what readers like these days... so I, Mitchuri, will try to become an Empathy Mitchuri-is-it...!!!





Aat-!!! Popokpung-nim, who sent a King Coin!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, feel like I won't be able to survive with just a fan as the weather gets hotter lately-is-it...!!! If I end up operating the air conditioner, it will be thanks to the sponsorship sent by the reader... I hope the reader also has a cool summer-is-it...!!!





I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


==========


June 6th...!!! I give my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships...!!!





Sorea-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, also feel a sort of raw fun when I look at the stories I wrote in the past while uploading them-is-it...!!! I, Mitchuri, hope to regain my initial mindset and be able to write stories with that day's joyful feeling again-is-it...!!!





Mint-Choco-Melon-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! You've followed most of my works-is-it...!!! This is something impossible without great affection...!!! I, Mitchuri, also have many regrets about my works when I look back now... in the future, I'll try hard to write stories that can scratch the readers' itchy spots-is-it...!!!





Aat-!!! Hehe-hehe-nim, who sent a King Coin!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! The first week of June is already passing-is-it...!!! This month is the month I decided to release a new work...!!! I only hope that it goes according to the schedule and plan, and that the envisioned fun is well-revealed-is-it...!!! Please wait just a little-is-it...!!!





Aat-!!! Alphatru-nim, who sent a King Coin!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! Indeed, I, Mitchuri, want to upload everything quickly until the completion-is-it...!!! I also want to show the small and tiny side stories that will follow the completion quickly... please follow along until the very end-is-it...!!!





I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


==========


==========


June 5th...!!! I give my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships...!!!





Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! Recently, I've been reading a lot of other works to find out what fun is-is-it...!!! In a situation where there are many interesting authors, I, Mitchuri, must have a point of differentiation to appeal my work to the readers-is-it...





Squeezed-Juice-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! The first week of June is passing smoothly-is-it...!!! But my concern is that the weather is getting hotter and hotter... I hope the reader can spend this summer coolly like juice in the refrigerator-is-it...!!!





I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


==========


==========


June 4th...!!! The Nymphs picked up a lot of coins inside the nest of the wolf spider Keong-keong-i...!!!





"Mhehe, this Paranoi will use these coins in a good place-is-it...!!!





Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, wrote the first chapter of the new work yesterday-is-it...!!! I'll try to stack up stockpiled chapters bit by bit starting today-is-it...!!! The problem is that it must suit the readers' tastes... in that sense, I, Mitchuri, will try to become a Michelin Chef... a Mitchuri-lin Chef-is-it...!!!





Aat-!!! Purinoi-nim, who sent a King Coin!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, am preparing a new work-is-it...!!! My goal is to upload a new story before June ends...!!! I'm looking forward to the moment I meet the readers with a new story-is-it...!!!





I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


==========


==========


June 3rd...!!! Luna, the Goddess of the Small Yard, met the Nymph Oinoi...!!!





"It's the Goddess Kore-is-it...!!! In the eyes of this top Nymph Oinoi, you are a very excellent Kore and an excellent goddess-is-it...!!!"


"That's right! I am a Kore and a goddess! And you are a strange Nymph! I'll stroke your head!"





Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, have slowly started writing the new work-is-it...!!! This time, my goal is to put in more effort and write a smooth, seamless, interesting, and stimulating beginning... I'm revising and revising again, hoping the readers will be happy-is-it...!!!





I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


==========


==========


==========


June 2nd...!!! Hearing the sound of Keong-keong-is fighting, Luna, the Goddess of the Small Yard, appeared...!!!





"Oh shit...!!! What is this...!!! There's a dog-squirrel...!!! It's my first time seeing a dog-squirrel...!!! Come here!!!"





─Keong-keong...!!!





sorka-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! 'Surviving as a Cult Leader in Another World' was a story I, Mitchuri, had wanted to write for a long time... it was a story I wrote with a very unique feeling-is-it...!!! The next work... actually, it will be a story that is somewhat similar yet different from 'Surviving as a Cult Leader in Another World'... that's what it will be-is-it...!!!





Aat-!!! Popokpung-nim, who sent a King Coin!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, am uploading 5 chapters every 12 hours... a total of 10 chapters a day-is-it...!!! At this rate, there's a high probability that everything up to the final chapter will be uploaded in about 40 days-is-it...!!! However, sometimes... I might upload even more chapters-is-it...!!!





Aat-!!! Hehe-hehe-nim, who sent a King Coin!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! Indeed, today is June 2nd...!!! Yesterday, I thought of an amazing novel introduction while sleeping... but after waking up, I couldn't remember a single word, so I was very sad-is-it... It was a fantastic introduction that would have made me, Mitchuri, number one... I'll try to remember it quickly-is-it...!!!





Aaaaaaaaaaat-!!!! Jeokbarim-nim, who sent King-King-King-King-King King-King-King-King-King Coins!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, am uploading 5 chapters every 12 hours...-is-it...!!! But depending on the circumstances or situation, I might end up uploading 10 chapters every 12 hours...!!! In that sense, I hope the readers don't get exhausted by the large amount... Thank you for liking my story...!!! Thank you for the huge sponsorship, and I, Mitchuri, bark like crazy-is-it...!!! Churi-churi Mitchuri-it...!!!





I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


==========


==========


June 1st...!!! The Keong-keong-is all brought back a lot of coins...!!!





─Keong-keong...!!!


─Keong-keong...!!!





"In the eyes of this Paranoi, the match between the two is neck-and-neck-is-it...!!!"


"In the eyes of this Oinoi, they seem like soul rivals-is-it...!!!"





Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! Today it has already become June...!!! There's a high probability that my new work will be released within this month-is-it...!!! I haven't firmly decided on the exact date yet... but it will probably be around the 3rd or 4th week of June...-is-it...!!! I hope the readers enjoy reading it-is-it...!!! 





Jisaeneunbam-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! Indeed, you have an exam coming up-is-it...!!! Every time I write a work, I always feel like I'm taking an exam...!!! I remember times when my score was low and times when it was high-is-it...!!! The important thing is the heart that doesn't give up until the end...!!! Fighting-is-it...!!! I, Mitchuri, am cheering for you-is-it...!!!





I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


==========


May 31st...!!! The wolf spider and the dog-squirrel Keong-keong-i decided to settle who the real Keong-keong-i is with a coin-bringing contest...!!!





─Keong-keong...!!!


─Keong-keong...!!!





Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! Today is the last day of May-is-it...!!! And the weather was so hot... I, Mitchuri, ended up turning on the air conditioner yesterday-is-it...!!! And I discovered a very huge cockroach wandering around Mitchuri's old house...!!! It was a day that left a strong impression in many ways-is-it...!!! I hope the reader's June is also full of pleasant impressions-is-it...!!!





I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


==========


May 30th...!!! The wolf spider Keong-keong-i and the dog-squirrel Keong-keong-i faced each other...!!!





─Keong-keong...!!!


─Keong-keong...!!!





"In the eyes of this Oinoi, it seems like they're saying let's distinguish who the real Keong-keong-i is-is-it...!!!"


"In the eyes of this Paranoi, it's certain that this will be a great fight-is-it...!!!"





Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! May is very long-is-it...!!! It's a month with as many as 31 days...!!! Still, I, Mitchuri, spent this May meaningfully by visiting various hospitals and going hiking-is-it...!!! Now that June is ahead... I've received the rough sketch of the purchased illustration, so the time has come to start a new story quickly-is-it...!!!





I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


==========


==========


May 29th...!!! Oinoi received a coin from the wolf spider Keong-keong-i...!!!


-Hioong...!!!


"Truly, the Keong-keong-i of this world is the wolf spider-is-it...!!!"





Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, recently got a canker sore on my tongue-is-it...!!! In the past, it would have disappeared in a day... but for some reason, it's been continuing for three days... I feel like I, Mitchuri, am also getting older-is-it...!!! With the experience points accumulated as much, the next work... I will definitely make it a hit-is-it...!!!





I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


==========


May 28th...!!! Through the power of the mysterious sponsorship coins, a small dimensional gate was created on the rooftop of the Nymph Relief Foundation...!!!





"This is the Gaia Continent-is-it...!!! In the eyes of this Oinoi, it's a Nymph-friendly land-is-it...!!!"


"Mhehe, this Illinoi will make this place a colony for Nymphs-is-it...!!!"


"Hieeek...!!! Nymph sisters from another world really came to meet this Doris-is-it...!!!" 





Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! Not much of May is left-is-it...!!! That means the time to start a new work is not far off...!!! The work that will start anew with the newly purchased illustration... I, Mitchuri, also have high expectations... hoping it's interesting, I'm honing my skills today too-is-it...!!!





I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


==========


May 27th...!!! The Nymphs collected a lot of coins and piled them on the rooftop of the Nymph Relief Foundation...!!!





"With this, a new era of Nymphs will open-is-it...!!! We will become one with Nymph sisters from all over the universe through coins-is-it...!!!"


"This Doris also wants to meet Oinoi or Punchinoi again-is-it...!!!"





Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! Indeed, today I've recovered perfectly-is-it...!!! All that's left is to upload stories like crazy and completely finish the conception of the new work to prepare for June... Having rested for over a month since the completion, my physical strength is also fully charged-is-it...!!! I've come to want to serialize the new work quickly-is-it...!!!





I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


==========


May 26th...!!! The Nymphs raided the settlement of Elves who had settled on the continent and plundered their coins...!!!





"Mhehe, this continent belongs to us native fairies, the Nymphs...!!! The coins also all belong to us Nymphs-is-it...!!!"


"Kyaaaak! Nymphs crazy for coins are attacking...!!!"





sorka-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, am also glad to have the opportunity to show my old work to new readers-is-it...!!! And I'm very grateful that the readers welcomed it more joyfully than expected... I hope the readers will read the new work to be written in the future with a joyful heart as well-is-it...!!!





Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, had my knees, calves, and thighs suffer a lot yesterday, so I tried something called a muscle relaxant for the first time in my life-is-it...!!! Thus, now that it's the next day, my condition has become very good...!!! In the future, I'll exercise frequently to build up my physical strength-is-it...!!! Enjoyable stories come from strong physical strength-is-it...!!!





I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


==========


May 25th...!!! The Nymphs attacked Friede and took her coins...!!!





"Mhehe, these sponsorship coins are for us Nymphs...!!! Long-eared Kkan-peu should get lost-is-it...!!!"


"What's with this Nymph brat!"





Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, have very sore legs as an aftermath of going hiking yesterday-is-it... but it's certain that I'm healthier than the Mitchuri of yesterday-is-it...!!! I hope my efforts for health can be repaid to the readers with an enjoyable story-is-it...!!!





qws2-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, was uploading this story on another site, but moved it to this new land due to various circumstances... I'll work hard in many ways to quickly upload the part the reader was reading, and even the part before that-is-it...!!! Thank you for coming here-is-it...!!!





I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


==========


May 24th...!!! Friede picked up a coin under her pillow...!!!


"Is this a sponsorship coin? I'm an Elf, not a Nymph?"





Atomsk-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! Producing new songs for the Nymphs is also an interesting and enjoyable task for me, Mitchuri...!!! So that the Nymphs can sing joyfully, I, Mitchuri, will find an old man with a song pouch and exploit him like crazy-is-it...!!!





I'm-not-bored-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! The wolf spider is a deep and thoughtful spider-is-it...!!! Many Nymphs think of raising a wolf spider along with a dog-squirrel as a dream-is-it...!!! I hope the reader is also full of such luck-is-it...!!! May you meet cute animals in your dreams-is-it...!!!





Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, have just returned from hiking-is-it...!!! I climbed and descended a mountain of about 800 meters, and it was so hard that I realized how comfortably I, Mitchuri, have been writing until now-is-it...!!! It's thanks to the readers-is-it...!!!





I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


==========


May 23rd...!!! The Nymphs used the new coins as capital and poured out opinions for a new song...!!!








"The new song is the Paranoi March-is-it...!!!"


"The Flight of the Honey Water is good-is-it...!!!"








Mal'Ganis-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! Indeed... you are a reader encountering Mitchuri's old work for the first time-is-it...!!! I feel grateful that you're reading it with interest-is-it...!!! So that many readers can encounter Mitchuri's work... I hope there are many events... opportunities...-is-it...!!!








Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, plan to climb a large mountain in Mitchuri's hometown soon-is-it...!!! It's been a long time since I've gone hiking, so I'm looking forward to it... I'll train hard so that I don't suffer from physical problems when serializing the new work-is-it...!!!








Atomsk-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! To upload until the final chapter... there's still a lot of volume left-is-it...!!! I have a strong desire to finish the upload quickly and release a new work, but... I also have a mind that maybe I can work on the new work and the upload simultaneously-is-it...!!! I'm very conflicted-is-it...





I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


==========


May 22nd...!!! The Nymph Choir gathered the many collected coins into one and counted them...!!!





"If we have this many coins, we can even produce a new song...!!!"


"That's good...!!!"





Kil'jaeden-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! All Nymphs should be cherished... and some Nymphs can be cherished even more-is-it...!!! Paranoi is one of those Nymphs...!!! Giving such a Paranoi a honey-chestnut (flick on the head) is not an easy task...!!! I'll try to look for an opportunity-is-it...!!!





Atomsk-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! Kores are friends who should be preserved and cherished just like Nymphs in my, Mitchuri's, world...!!! I, Mitchuri, am pondering in many ways so that various Kores can appear in the next work too-is-it...!!! I hope the illustration comes out soon too-is-it...!!!





Stray-Cat-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I'm very grateful that you're supporting Mitchuri's works-is-it...!!! Indeed, Nymphs appear in swarms in this work... I hope cute Nymphs can appear in swarms in the next works too-is-it...!!! I want to show you more interesting stories-is-it...!!!





 Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! It's already been over a month since I, Mitchuri, finished the work-is-it...!!! Since it's been a long time since I've rested this long, I, Mitchuri, think I spent a week just remembering how to rest-is-it... but now the time to start working again has come-is-it...!!!





Aat-!!! Mabinogi-is-Ruined-nim, who sent a King Coin!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! In addition to enjoying reading, you've sent a large sponsorship, so I, Mitchuri, am truly swept away by a huge wave of gratitude and emotion-is-it...!!! To receive even more support and sponsorships in the future, I, Mitchuri, will greedily pursue fun-is-it...!!!


 


I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


==========


May 21st...!!! The Nymphs each collected many coins and fell into thought...!!!





"I'm taking opinions on where to use these coins-is-it...!!!"


"In this Doris's opinion, it would be good to use them as funds for going on a Nymph adventure-is-it...!!!"





Yoing-yoing-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, have a lot of stories prepared until the completion-is-it...!!! I sincerely hope they are stories that the reader can enjoy driving through-is-it...!!! Please look forward to Mitchuri's new work too-is-it...!!!





Atomsk-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, am gaining energy by receiving support from many readers-is-it...!!! The outline of the new work is also mostly set... with the goal of stacking up an appropriate amount of stockpiled chapters, I'll try to evolve into a diligent Mitchuri once again-is-it...!!!





Qudrbs-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! Thank you for the support...!!! I think the readers who send affection, support, and even sponsorships to me, Mitchuri, are even more amazing-is-it...!!! I, Mitchuri, will also follow the example of the amazing readers and put more enthusiasm into my future work-is-it...!!!





Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri... have neglected my health too much for the past 5 years-is-it...!!! I've planned to go hiking in a few days... I'll evolve into a Mountain Mitchuri by diligently climbing the mountain-is-it...!!! I'm truly a Mitchuri overflowing with wild power-is-it...!!!





I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


==========


May 21st...!!!


The Nymphs gathered at the Nymph Relief Foundation received coins as a gift from Arnoi, a Nymph from a distant land...!!!


"The sponsorship coins that can be obtained from a place called Ludens Island look like this-is-it...!!!"


"In this Doris's eyes, it looks like something a plumber who jumps well would like-is-it...!!!"





Atomsk-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! Pheasant...!!! That is a bird that appears frequently...!!! I, Mitchuri, have never tasted its meat... but it's certain that it will taste like a very high-class... chicken-is-it...!!! High-class chicken... that is exactly what a pheasant is...!!! That's why the saying 'chicken instead of pheasant' came about-is-it...!!!





Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, have recently focused on mental and physical recuperation-is-it...!!! As a result... I'm happy that my physical condition has improved greatly even though I stopped taking the medicine I had to take consistently-is-it...!!! It's thanks to the readers' generosity that I could rest-is-it...!!! Thank you-is-it...!!!





I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


=========


May 20th...!!! Ignoi, the Nymph of Tears, woke up in the morning and checked her coin pouch...!!!


Stepping over her nervous heart, she checked the pouch and found many coins inside, making her feel very good...!!!





"Mhehe... many... coins... are inside... maybe... Ignoi... can become... a top Nymph too..."





Atomsk-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! Ignoi has received the sponsorship you sent well-is-it...!!! Ignoi, the Nymph of Tears... is one of the Nymphs I, Mitchuri, cherish very much...!!! It seems the sponsorship you sent will be used for Ignoi to buy and eat the Dalgona she likes-is-it...!!!





Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! The sponsorships sent to the old work and this work...!!! Both Ignoi and Gubulnoi received them well-is-it...!!! And I, Mitchuri, also packed the small coins they left over into my pocket-is-it...!!! My pocket has become bulging-is-it...!!!





I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


=========


=========


May 18th...!!! The Nymphs gathered at the Nymph Foundation each picked up a large amount of coins and bragged to each other...!!!





"Mhehe, look at this Paranoi's coins-is-it...!!! There are so many-is-it...!!! It's certain that no other Nymph could have picked up as many coins as this Paranoi-is-it...!!!"


"This Doris, the Nymph of Honey Water, is the one who picked up many coins-is-it...!!! They're swarming like honeybees-is-it...!!!"


"...."





But the kind and innocent Ignoi, the Nymph of Tears, stayed quiet. Because she was the only one who couldn't pick up any coins...


That night, Ignoi, the Nymph of Tears, slept with a box by her bedside, harboring anticipation. Hoping there would be enough coins to brag about...





Void-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! Actually, I, Mitchuri, have a separate... first work-is-it...!!! However, if you ask what the most meaningful work for me is, this story is one that would be counted on my fingers...!!! I hope it becomes an interesting story that is also counted on the reader's fingers...!!!





Atomsk-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! A totem of coins...!!! Indeed, it's a totem I, Mitchuri, hadn't thought of-is-it...!!! A name that sounds like coins will gush out...!!! I, Mitchuri, will also keep a totem of coins well in my house and collect coins for a long time-is-it...!!! I'll finish the upload quickly and write the next work like crazy-is-it...!!!





Pizza-Cheese-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! Indeed, I hope this story is as delicious and interesting as the cheese in a pizza-is-it...!!! I have many things I want to show the readers by uploading quickly until the final chapter... I have to write side stories and a new work, and I, Mitchuri, feel like even two bodies wouldn't be enough-is-it...!!!





I'm showing it to you-is-it...!!!





I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


=========


May 17th...!!! Daphne-ssi, the receptionist of the Mars Adventurer's Guild in Sodomora, picked up a coin that was in her drawer...!!!





"Is this the sponsorship coin I've only heard about...? I heard only Nymphs pick them up... I guess I can pick up coins because I'm a half-Nymph...!!! I should buy and eat bread with this...!!!"





Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! Indeed, it's a sponsorship of exclamation marks today too-is-it...!!! I, Mitchuri, also feel a lot while uploading my old work... I'm getting a strong urge to finish the upload quickly and write a new work-is-it...!!! I'm staking my life on this work in many ways-is-it...!!!





Atomsk-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! Truly many Nymphs appeared in Mitchuri's work-is-it...!!! Faces that the readers will be glad to see...!!! They might appear in many ways-is-it...!!! And in the next work too... I'll show you various and charming characters in many ways-is-it...!!!





I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


=========


May 16th...!!! Paranoi received a coin from the Nymph Foundation of a distant world...!!!





"Mhehe, Oinoi, the Nymph of the Stream, enclosed the coin she found in a parcel-is-it...!!!"





Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! Indeed, a sponsorship with very many exclamation marks...!!! It's certain that the reader felt something-is-it...!!! I, Mitchuri, am also taking a full rest while uploading my old work... I'm itching to upload a new work quickly-is-it...!!! I hope that day comes soon-is-it...!!!





Atomsk-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! 'Surviving as an Illegal Cult Leader in Another World', which I wrote when I was younger and more full of vigor than now...!!! Thank you for liking it-is-it...!!! I, Mitchuri, also want to not lose my initial mindset and carry that momentum well to show you a more interesting and improved appearance in the next work-is-it...!!!





I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


=========


May 15th...!!! Paranoi stuffed the coins that arrived at the Nymph Relief Foundation into her squirrel cheek pouches...!!!





"Mhehe, this is not embezzlement, but just holding onto them for a moment-is-it...!!!"





Heum-heu-ming-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, have received trust from many readers-is-it...!!! It is Mitchuri's mission to do my best so that I, Mitchuri, do not betray such trust from the readers...!!! I will be careful not to use the trust the readers have entrusted to me in vain in the future-is-it...!!!





Hehe-hehe-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! Indeed, you've sent a sponsorship to Paranoi, not Gubulnoi-is-it...!!! Nymphs and Imps live by receiving various coins in various places... it's certain that the sponsorship you sent will have a good influence on the Nymphs of the Nymph Relief Foundation who have arrived in the new land-is-it...!!!





Aat-!!! Chicken-Skewers-Lover-nim, who sent a King Coin!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! Indeed, the protagonist Hassan rolls around in a way befitting a protagonist-is-it...!!! But at the time the story was being written... there was talk that he was being rolled too much-is-it... I don't know how much the protagonists of '24 will roll-is-it...!!!





I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


=========


May 14th...!!! Paranoi embezzled a few coins that arrived for the Nymph Relief Foundation...!!!





"Mhehe, this Paranoi is a Nymph who strives for the world...!!! It's okay to take this much pocket money-is-it...!!!"





Atomsk-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! It seems many readers have already started reading again even though they've already read the work-is-it...!!! I, Mitchuri, am also uploading the work with the feeling of ruminating-is-it... I want to upload even more vigorously-is-it...!!! Maybe I'll end up uploading even more-is-it...!!!





Winter-Kim-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! Since this story hasn't been on Novelpia for long, there are no cons (emoticons) produced yet-is-it... However, I'll try to give it a positive review in many ways-is-it...!!! I'll also work hard on uploading the remaining stories-is-it...!!!





Common-Jang-bung-i-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! Indeed, you've sent affection, interest, and even a sponsorship to me, Mitchuri-is-it...!!! It's a very big luck and blessing to be able to receive such interest while re-uploading an old work...!!! I bow my head with overwhelming gratitude-is-it...!!!





I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


========


May 13th...!!! Melinoi, the Nymph of Nightmares, picked up the largest coin and became today's top Nymph...!!!





"I get to be something called a top Nymph too!"





Morea-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, am also newly reviewing the stories I wrote in the past while re-uploading them-is-it...!!! The memories of writing the stories in those days come back vividly, so the feeling is very unique... it's becoming a very pleasant memory and reminiscence-is-it...!!!





Atomsk-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! Actually, there was one thing I worried about when moving this story-is-it... it was what if surprisingly no one showed interest-is-it...!!! But it's a relief that the readers are showing interest and liking it more than I thought-is-it...!!!



MnZBMElkRjFKc3ZCR0RiWklQRlA5WlZINzRaZThhUzZ1cnMyS01IbEgxYkZ3alFnQ0ZuZEFMNTVaYXFld29qMw

Aaaat-!!! Jisaeneunbam-nim, who sent King-King Coins!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! Looking back now, I, Mitchuri, have written many stories-is-it...!!! To have maintained a long-time relationship with the readers who have enjoyed reading those stories is something I, Mitchuri, can also feel great gratitude and happiness for...!!! Thank you for being with me until now...!!! Please definitely stay with me in the future too-is-it...!!!





I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


========


May 12th...!!! The Nymphs gathered in a swarm and shared the coins they had each obtained...!!!





"Mhehe, this Paranoi is 1st place-is-it...!!! This Paranoi has the qualification to be a top Nymph-is-it...!!!"


"This Doris, the Nymph of Honey Water, wants to buy jelly for the honeybees with these coins-is-it...!!!"





dnddltl****-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! Indeed, the Mitchuri at the time of serializing this story didn't have an air conditioner-is-it...!!! What I, Mitchuri, had back then was only a somewhat sharp sense of humor...!!! Now I, Mitchuri, have an air conditioner, but... I also feel like that sharpness from back then has dulled a bit-is-it...!!!





I'm-not-bored-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I'm very grateful that you're reading it with interest-is-it...!!! Unlike the Mitchuri of now, the Mitchuri of those days might have had something unique-is-it...!!! I, Mitchuri, am also regaining the things I lost while looking at my past self...-is-it...!!!





Vurgil-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! Indeed, due to the trickery of the naughty Nymphs, I, Mitchuri... had fallen into a curse of oblivion as if I had drunk the waters of the River Lethe-is-it...!!! I hope I can show you stories that will solve various curiosities in the special chapters to be written after the final chapter is uploaded-is-it...!!!





Aaaataaaaat-!!! Donggeul-donggeul-dongjitdal-nim, who sent King-King-King King-King-King Coins!!! Thank you for the huge sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, was truly surprised to see that you sent such a huge sponsorship amount-is-it...!!! For the support and sponsorship you sent, I, Mitchuri, have no way to repay you other than with small yet special side stories and the new work I'll be presenting in the future-is-it...!!! I'll try hard-is-it...!!!





I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


====


May 11th, the Nymph Paranoi was very joyful looking at the coins gathered in a swarm...!!!





"Mhehe, let's raise the reputation of our Nymph Relief Foundation in the new continent, the new land-is-it...!!! Everything is for this Paranoi... no, for the great Hassan-nim-is-it...!!!"





Atomsk-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! The new side story to be shown in the new land...!!! What happened to Hassan and his friends... and what the little Nymphs are doing, I, Mitchuri, hope to show the readers as a small yet enjoyable story-is-it...!!! I want to upload until the final chapter quickly-is-it...!!!





l-Maga-l-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! The story I wrote with my own affection a long time ago has finally returned to the readers-is-it...!!! I would be very happy if I could receive interest and affection from the readers...!!! Since many people are congratulating me and welcoming me back, I, Mitchuri, am grateful-is-it...!!!





Metacraft-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! While re-uploading a story that many readers had already loved, I felt many emotions and was a bit worried-is-it...!!! But it's a great relief that many readers are welcoming it...!!! I hope the readers will also welcome Mitchuri's new story to be written soon like this-is-it...!!!





Du-u-rumi-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! That Mitchuri's story became a memory, it also becomes a huge memory for me, Mitchuri...!!! I'll try hard in many ways so that the stories I'll show in the future can also remain as pleasant memories and fun memories in the readers' memories-is-it...!!! Please look forward to the future-is-it...!!!





Wang-mra-ol-ol-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! Time has passed and that day's time has finally come-is-it...!!! The time that seemed like it would never come has suddenly arrived, and I've ended up uploading the story like this...!!! I hope the stories I've written, and the stories I'll write in the future, become a happy time for the readers-is-it...!!!





 Aaaat-!!! Gapil-ui-geojang-nim, who sent King-King Coins!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! Indeed, it's a work that can be called the first appearance of the Nymphs for me, Mitchuri...!!! The heroines I loved so much also come out in this work...!!! It's certain that finding Mitchuri's affection contained in the story will also be a fun topic for the readers-is-it...!!!





I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


====


====


May 10th, Doris, the Nymph of Honey Water, who was standing night watch at the Nymph Relief Foundation, picked up a lot of coins...!!!





"Indeed, just as the mysterious Nymph Oinoi said, when I hung sponsorship socks on the tree, those socks were filled with coins-is-it...!!!"





5-Seol-rok-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! The story of the white dog and the raccoon Leaf... is still tied up in various contracts-is-it...!!! As a side note, in my, Mitchuri's, opinion... I feel like this world of Novelpia might not be ready to accept the white dog's story yet-is-it... I, Mitchuri... don't really know-is-it...





Runania-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! Moving boxes are swarming in-is-it...!!! Many Nymphs of the Nymph Foundation are carrying out a busy move... I hope the work ends safely and without trouble-is-it...!!! I hope it becomes an enjoyable story for the readers too-is-it...!!!





Andromon-nim!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! From today, there's a high probability that 5 chapters of 'Surviving as an Illegal Cult Leader in Another World' will be uploaded every day at midnight and noon-is-it...!!! A total of 10 chapters will be serialized a day...!!! Depending on the circumstances, more stories might be uploaded-is-it...!!! I'll try to prepare a special side story after the final chapter-is-it...!!!





Aaaat-!!! Byeolkkot-Latte-nim, who sent King-King-King-King Coins!!! Thank you for the sponsorship...!!! Indeed, the celebratory sponsorship amount you sent brings back memories of the long-ago past vividly-is-it...!!! Those old days full of hardships and troubles...!!! Now, after much time has passed since then, truly many things have changed-is-it...!!! I give my thanks to the fellow author who has been with me for so long through various times...!!! I look forward to working with you in the future too-is-it...!!! I hope all things work out smoothly for you-is-it...!!!





Hehe-hehe-nim, thank you for the sponsorship...!!! I, Mitchuri, am currently away from home on a long journey-is-it...!!! It's a pity I can't participate in the started challenge right away... but if you wait just a little, I'll be there soon-is-it...!!!





I've given my thanks to the readers who sent sponsorships-is-it...!!!


On behalf of Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of the Small Yard, I, Mitchuri, cast a King Luck Voodoo Spell on the readers...!!!


====

































Notice: Story Upload Schedule and Greeting


Another World's Illegal Stay Cultist.


This work was originally serialized and completed on another site.





In many ways, a good opportunity arose, and I feel refreshed to be able to present it to the readers-nim on this new site.


There might be those who have already read it, and to those who will read it completely new, and to the readers-nim who will read a work they've already encountered with a fresh mind, I first offer my words of gratitude.





Also, if there are those who were reading it on the previous site, I offer my apologies regarding the sudden archiving of the work.


I only hope our paths will cross so that I can meet the readers-nim again on this new site.





Anyway, getting to the main point, this story originally consists of a little over 600 chapters and is written all the way to completion.


A story that was serialized for approximately one year, to be uploading it again, in many ways, the feelings and emotions are new...


In my heart, I want to show all 600 chapters of the story to the readers-nim at once, but as a result of adjusting various schedules...


it seems like approximately 10 chapters will be serialized per day...!!!





I, Mitchuri, will diligently upload 10 chapters per day...!!!


And... someday, after the final chapter... a special side story, first revealed on Novelpia...!!! I'll try to prepare it, even if it's small... To the readers-nim who have already purchased the story on other sites...!!! And to the readers-nim who will newly come all the way to the end, I hope it can be a source of joyful anticipation...!!!





Anyway, 10 chapters per day... steady uploads... I'll try my best to do it...!!!
 
MnZBMElkRjFKc3ZCR0RiWklQRlA5WlZINzRaZThhUzZ1cnMyS01IbEgxWjZRU1pSM3QzV1NTaDBTYTd1Q0VsRw

Depending on personal circumstances, there might be even more uploads...!!!













Notice: Character Settings and Illustrations (Spoiler Alert!)


1) Luna Noxdoti





[image: ]




Luna Noxdoti





Luna, who was born and raised on Ideope, an island full of fog and swamps, outside the continent of Gaia.


Luna apparently lived with the elder-nim of the Noxchild tribe from a very young age.


According to Luna, the elder-nim was strict, and the sisters around her treated her coldly and excluded her.


For example, whenever Luna tried to join their pretend play, the island residents apparently hurried to keep their distance from her.


In particular, the residents of Ideope detested getting dirt or water on Luna's hands.


Because of this, Luna apparently felt like she was floating disconnectedly within the island, living with a sense of alienation.


Perhaps because of that, the only voodoo magic Luna learned on Ideope island was what she saw over people's shoulders.


Her knowledge of her hometown was also just 'hearsay,' so she ended up becoming a somewhat clumsy sorceress.


The reason Luna left her hometown was also apparently due to that sense of alienation.





"To save the cursed island of Ideope, we need Lord Nox's pomegranate seeds! Then, more baby boys will be born!"





Thus, Luna left her homeland where she was born and raised, seeking acceptance from her island's people, and headed for Sodomora after passing through strange lands.


When asked why she came to Sodomora of all places, Luna apparently liked Sodomora's sky-smell, which lacked proper sewage facilities, because it was similar to Ideope.


I hope there comes a day when I can visit Ideope, Luna's hometown.


As a side note, when I asked Luna about her surname, Noxdoti. Apparently, all orphans of the Noxchild tribe are given the surname Noxdoti, or Noxson.


Children who don't know their parents are called that because it means 'children of Nox'.

MnZBMElkRjFKc3ZCR0RiWklQRlA5WlZINzRaZThhUzZ1cnMyS01IbEgxYlZ2L0dNVEJ1dzdkKzlxSEhVczQ2Tw

This is just my own thought, though.


I wonder if the people of Luna's tribe in Ideope knew she was Lord Nox's daughter?


Listening to her story, it feels less like the residents were trying to keep their distance from Luna, and more like they were flustered, as if attending a precious young lady...











- Excerpt from Hassan's Study Notes -








2) Elfriede Desmund
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 Alvheim, the paradise of elves, said to be located across the sea, outside the continent.


 I've seen many elves who worship the World Tree, so enormous it reaches the sky, as a god of fertility. But I'd never seen an elf as peculiar as Elfriede.


 Most elves tend to be quite ascetic, almost to the point of being finicky, but Elfriede had none of that.


 She's honest about her desires and gets angry easily.


 True to her nature as a witch who wields fire, she's hot-blooded and wild like a flame.


 Of course, only a very select few knew this. Outwardly, she acts like a kind Madonna to everyone.





 Kind Elfriede.


 Affectionate Elfriede.





 As a Silver Tier adventurer, she has good reviews from clients and gets along well with her colleagues. The sadistic side she shows me, and the kind demeanor she shows others.


 Which one is Elfriede's true self?


 What's certain is that either way, she's an incredibly strong and outstanding adventurer.


 Her basic stats are level 35, and she wields top-tier fire magic with ease. You could say Elfriede reaches level 45 when she's in good condition.


 I sometimes get the urge to become a strong adventurer someday and put Elfriede in her place. But I don't know when that day will come, or if it ever will.


 As a side note, elves are among the longest-lived races in this world. Therefore, being twenty as an elf feels quite different from being twenty as a human.


 As far as I know, Elfriede is twenty-two this year.


 By elven standards, does that mean she's still considered a child? Of course, no one mentions it because she'd get angry if treated like a kid.





 Thinking about it now, she's younger than me, how dare she... .








 - Hassan's Notes excerpt -








3) Hippolyte Heavensinger
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Hippolyte Heavensinger





Hippolyte, a Silver Tier adventurer of the Mars Guild.


She's like a model of a successful adventurer and a great warrior.


Hippolyte seems like someone who would have grabbed a sword as her first toy at birth, but surprisingly, she only started wielding a sword around the time her adolescence was almost over.


One day, the moment she became convinced she was the daughter of Mars, Hippolyte scoured the kingdom searching for strong warriors and eventually boldly applied to Chiron's Academy, known as the mentor of many heroes.


However, for some reason, Hippolyte's admission was rejected. Vowing revenge, Hippolyte proved her prowess by ambushing and defeating the academy's students.


Hippolyte's record in one-on-one combat consists of countless victories and three defeats.


Her first defeat was against a Samaritan woman, an outstanding student at the academy.


And the remaining two defeats were against Luna Noxdoti, an adventurer from the Mars Guild.


However, these defeats apparently only fueled Hippolyte's desire to improve even more.


And as a side note, Hippolyte doesn't seem much older than me. She might even be younger, damn it. That would be hilariously funny.


Also, she seems tough on the outside, but surprisingly, she might be weak to praise...








- Excerpt from Hassan's Study Notes -








4) Stream Nymph, Parapara Paranoy
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Paranoy, the Stream Nymph





A nymph from a cult.


She betrays and flatters people as easily as eating a meal.


Having gone through various hardships alone since childhood, she apparently prioritized survival over pride.


She looks about middle school age, but is surprisingly older than she appears.


However, her mental age is exactly as she looks.


We've been through a lot together, and spent a lot of time together, but Paranoy seems to firmly believe I'm a prince who descended from Hell.


Paranoy's dream is to flatter me well and eventually become the Margrave of Hell, the Imp Paranoy of Hellfire.


However, since there's no way I could make that happen, Paranoy's dream is always distant and arduous.





Sorry, Paranoy. You lie to me a lot too-.





- Excerpt from Hassan's Notes -














5) Gloria


[image: ]

Gloria, a half-human, half-demon and outstanding graduate of Chiron's Academy.





Gloria is more famous by her nickname, Samaritan, than by her name.


The Samaritan who runs faster than words.


The barbarian who eats steel.


The black-haired one who picks fights and kidnaps people.


The terror of the wilderness.


It's no exaggeration to say that most of the scary tales and rumors about black-haired people spread across the continent of Gaia were spread by Gloria.


But despite the rough rumors, she looks like an ordinary girl when she keeps her mouth shut.


Her wild aura, exotic charm, and the magnetism of her black hair seem to attract men indiscriminately.


However, the men who approach her are all, quite literally, folded in half on a daily basis.


I almost got folded too.


The most frightening thing is that you can't figure out what she's thinking.


What will happen to Gloria, now that she has completed all her tasks and escaped Juno's holy war?








- Excerpt from Hassan's Notes -








6) Antiope Grimkeeper
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Antiope Grimkeeper.


Amazonesses are scattered throughout the continent of Gaia.


And most of them live as belligerent and strong warriors, just as their famous reputation suggests.


Even now, Amazonesses working as mercenaries, bodyguards, and adventurers are likely heightening the fear and reputation of Mars' daughters somewhere across the continent.


Among those Amazonesses, Antiope is famous for relentlessly cornering her enemies with her merciless spear techniques and tracking skills.


Antiope's skills weren't achieved overnight, apparently.


As a child, Antiope, who roamed the southern jungles, naturally broadened her understanding of spear techniques and tracking skills while running around with beasts.


The wildness Antiope sometimes exudes seems to have been literal wildness.


Apparently, she could barely even speak until she joined the Order of the Sword, which Hippolyte ran.


Anyway, from what I've seen up close, Antiope is a hedonist who likes alcohol and magic herbs, and prefers playing over working.


Despite that, she gets her work done perfectly. To Hippolyte and her older sisters like Seila, the Amazonesses seem to always see her as just a kid who used to roam the jungle.


Antiope herself hated being treated like a child, though.


Seeing how well she gets along with Paranoy, it seems she really does have a very childlike, innocent side.


Also, thanks to her pretty looks and positive, lively personality, she receives a lot of attention from men. Like all Amazonesses, she's popular among women too.


Hippolyte seems worried that Antiope might run into some strange man because of her intense appearance and sharpness, but...


Antiope doesn't seem particularly interested in romance.


According to Hippolyte, Antiope apparently never went through puberty...








- Excerpt from Hassan's Notes -














7) Hassan (Protagonist)





This is a portrait of Hassan, purchased with funds unleashed by KkeongKkeong-i...!!!


There might be some personal bias from Wolf Spider KkeongKkeong-i included...!!!
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There are various rumors about the black-haired warriors, the Samaritans.


Like breaking a bull's horns with bare hands.


Or tearing open the jaws of an attacking alligator, top and bottom.


It's inevitable that adventurers and warriors attract exaggerated rumors, but...


Since some rumors about the Samaritan warriors are true, the ability to discern truth from falsehood is a crucial virtue for headhunters like us.


In that sense, the rumors and hearsay about Hassan of Samaria serve as a perfectly classic and excellent example.


A rising star who began to stand out from the Iron rank.


The Samaritan who defeated a giant lion with bare hands, subdued Diana's deer, and became the scourge of cultists and the terror of nymphs.


His vigorous stamina, changing nightly companions, and heroic magnanimity.


Another rumor even mentions his delicate refinement, knowing how to use a fork and knife, unlike a typical Samaritan.


This representative predicts that Hassan of Samaria will rise beyond Iron and Bronze ranks to become a rising supernova representing Sodomora within the Mars Guild, and furthermore, Sodomora itself.


It is recommended to assign Hassan of Samaria important missions to foster loyalty towards the guild.





- From the Mars Guild HR Representative's Notes -








"Who wrote this? Changing women every night. Is that how you saw me?"




















8) Hippolyte and Luna's Happy Times
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- While writing Hassan's Notes -








Luna and Hippolyte are closer than I thought.


Luna is subconsciously intimidated by Hippolyte, a Gold Tier adventurer, and Hippolyte, despite her makeshift victory, is determined to get revenge on Luna who defeated her.


Perhaps due to their mutual insecurities, or maybe it's the attraction between those with divinity, they often seem to meet up for meals or go grocery shopping when I'm not around.


The scene above is a flashback from when Luna and Hippolyte went herb picking together.


It makes me happy that the women close to me get along well.


But sometimes, when they're whispering amongst themselves and I show up, they clam up, which makes me a little uneasy.


Even when I ask what they were talking about, they wouldn't tell me.





"It's girl talk!"





I wish I had more people to have guy talk with.


The only guys I know are Malko and Baldy Kalidur.


Maybe I'll meet up with them this weekend-.






























    
      Chapter 1: Hassan, Slave in Another World (1)

      
      For every person, health is the first priority. As long as you stay healthy, everything will eventually work out.

      These were the words my father would often tell me whenever he got the chance.

      My father, Dae-su, who grew up impoverished as a child, was always sick without ever being able to satiate his appetite.

      If you eat only one meal in the course of a few days, you feel a dreadful sense of desolation. His heart still aches when he reminisces about those harsher times.

      My father, who suffered from hunger as a child, eventually set up a health center to fulfill his desire to eat healthy food to his heart’s content.

      
        
          『Mountain and Sea Health Center』
        

      

      It was named after me and my father.[1]

      He was over 60 years old when he appeared on a show as a muscular man and did a squat, deadlift and bench press with 500 kilos of weight, but that’s not the point.

      Anyway, not only was he eating all that weird stuff, but he also forced me to eat them as well…

      Close your eyes and eat it. It tastes just like shrimp. They have the same number of legs as well. Eating while it’s still alive is the most effective.

      Ah, fuck, it’s still moving!

      What is this? Anyway, I boiled it and made soup out of it. I covered my nose and gulped it down my throat. Don’t taste it. Don’t ever taste it. Never.

      -Urgh.

      Hassan, this is our new home, which also enriches us with vitality from the mountain range behind us.

      
        Crackle-! Crackle-!!
      

      Son, it must have been so delicious that it left you speechless. Nobody would ever give you something like this, but I’m giving it to you because you’re my son.

      Thanks to my strict father, I ate and tasted a lot of things. Perhaps no one my age would have tried this many different dishes.

      When they hear this tale, my acquaintances would often ask me what it tasted like.

      To be honest, I never want to talk about it. Remembering the taste or whatever they were called would just end with me throwing up.

      Even without thinking about it, the air of the Health Center reeks of all kinds of things that were boiled and cooked. The smell always lingered in my nose, making it really difficult to stay there.

      That fucking smell.

      Now that I think about it, I absolutely hated the wretched scent of the Health Center.

      That scent stuck to my body, as if wrapping around me.

      If I had the ability to see scents, I’d probably be surrounded with a hazy green.

      It was especially hard during my adolescence. It was very difficult to get rid of it and I went through a bottle of deodorant every week.

      Well, I was merely overreacting. Now that I’m older, it’s all just memories.

      Anyway, thanks to my dad and his strange tendencies, I grew up quite strong compared to my peers. I became a healthy young man that didn’t suffer from any illness.

      “Thank you, dad.”

      I bowed to where I thought my father would be.

      If I had grown to be a weak person, I’d be accompanying that decrepit skeleton in this underground labyrinth.

      A Labyrinth.

      Yes, indeed, an underground labyrinth.

      Some might be wondering why I am wandering around a Labyrinth as a 21st century Korean citizen.

      I’m just as clueless as them.

      Well, it isn’t really that hard to guess if I think about it.

      ****

      It was the day I returned to my parent’s house in Seoul during college vacations.

      It was scorching hot, there was also a mild shower of rain before, increasing the humidity so, I was sweating a lot.

      Feeling my back and armpits getting sweaty, I tried to catch a taxi.

      It would be nice if the taxi had the air conditioner turned on.

      “Excuse me…”

      Just as I grabbed the handle of the door to get into the Taxi, someone called out to me from behind. I reflexively turned my head.

      It was a beautiful woman, wearing a sky blue shoulderless dress. She was about the same size as me.

      Wow!

      It was a beautiful appearance that evoked a fresh feeling. A woman that you’d rather call beautiful than sexy.

      A foreigner?

      Her blonde hair was tied in a ponytail, she had blue eyes, and slightly long and pointed ears. Maybe something unique to foreigners? But that wasn’t what mattered the most right now.

      I can’t believe the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen is calling out to me.

      Any man is bound to get embarrassed in this situation, whether they want to or not.

      “Who, me?”

      “Yes, you. Could you spare some time? Just a moment.”

      The way she spoke Korean sounded clearer than even some of the natives.

      Fortunately, she didn’t ask me something in English, else it would have sucked since she would have triggered my severe case of English-phobia.

      “A moment?”

      There was no rush. I just had to go home and unpack. I was a little intrigued by what this foreign woman was going to tell me.

      “It won’t take more than a minute. First of all, can you take a look at this?”

      The woman pulled a big mechanical device from the shoulder bag she was wearing.

      It was the latest tablet that was advertised on TV and the Internet. Soon she manipulated it with her thin fingers a couple of times to play a video, then showed that to me.

      
        -Bling!
      

      
        
          
            『Brother and sisters around the world. Would you believe it if I said everything in this chaotic world revolves around one sole entity? Join the Sanctuary of the New Heavens and open your eyes to the bright side of life–』
          
        

      

      Video quality gave the impression that it was produced in a day as a group project. However, what’s more terrible than the quality of the video is the content itself.

      
        
          
            『–Lord Primordial Chaos is the light of the New Heavens.』
          
        

      

      
        For fuck’s sake.
      

      In fact, I felt ominous from the moment she took out the tablet from the bag. No, I should have noticed from the moment she talked to me.

      It was normal for cults and sects to entice young men by using pretty women.

      It was an extremely vicious trick to lure naïve men into the wrong path, mainly targeting the pure-looking ones. Surprisingly it works quite well.

      “What do you think?”

      She asked after the video ended. I mustered up any good feeling I had and answered as cheerfully as I could, trying to hide my disappointment and irritation.

      “I don’t believe in things like these. Thank you.”

      This is Korea in the 21st century. Where people are free to believe in anything they want. Even suspicious cults and pseudo religions were tolerated.

      Maybe I was still too soft-hearted.

      “Hey, let’s go to a cafe and talk. The karma you bear– no, it’s because the virtues of your ancestors are so unique and diverse. First of all, I’d like to discuss the ancestral rites and the estimates.”

      She suddenly grabbed my arm and began to drag me somewhere while spouting nonsense.

      This foreigner lady was trying to entice me to the point of being creepy.

      I don’t know how far this bitch is willing to go just to entice me. But even if she is a pseudo-cultist, isn’t this a bit too much?

      “Quick, follow me. Let’s go somewhere quiet.”

      No, where is she trying to drag me?

      Somewhere quiet?

      I began to get scared.

      Maybe I’d be taken to a secluded place, then beaten up with a stick until I was knocked out. Then wake up imprisoned in a prayer house or something.

      Or perhaps I might be shipped to god knows where via a shady fishing boat.

      When these thoughts crossed my mind, I felt like I really had to shake her off.

      “Well, I’m busy. My family already holds ancestral rites four times a year! Hey, hands off me!”

      A firm grip.

      Perhaps because of the unique physique of this woman, her grip was unusually strong.

      I’m 179 centimeters tall. I’ve always been in good shape since leaving the military. Never had I thought I’d be in a position where I’d be dragged by anyone. How come this woman is so strong?

      “Hey, let go.”

      “What? What’s going on?”

      “What’s going on?*”

      As I raised my voice, I could feel the stare of the surrounding people. Only then did her blue eyes contract and she released my wrist.

      “Then, read this at least.”

      Still feeling disappointed, she handed me a pamphlet.

      “Have faith in the Chaos and attain salvation. We don’t know when the gates leading to the New Heavens will open, so we need to be prepared. Especially the disciples.”

      That’s how this bizarre situation ended.

      I turned my gaze away from the woman’s back and looked at the booklet in my hand.

      The only thing I see, (with my eyes closed to soothe my shocked heart), is a cover with a sloppy design and letters written in a cursive font.

      
        
          
            『Brothers and sisters reading this. Take a moment and let these words sink in. You, too, can go to the world of salvation. Let’s all hail “Long Live the Chaos” and welcome to the Sanctuary of New Heavens.』
          
        

      

      Sanctuary of the New Heavens?

      “What’s this?”

      The new world and heaven were common subjects among cultists and fanatics.

      That’s why I didn’t feel like reading the words on the back.

      I just crumpled it and threw it into a trashcan. What a weird event. I got into the taxi with that thought.

      ****

      Now that I think about it, I really should have checked the pamphlet’s content.

      “Long Live Chaos”

      Several letters sprang to my mind as I mustered this disgusting incantation.

      『Stats』


Name: Hassan
Level: 7
Strength: 2
Agility: 2
Stamina: 3
Task: 137
Status: ❰Medusa’s Curse❱




      “Hahaha, dammit.”

      I have been royally screwed.

      It took me two years to accept it.

      2 years.

      730 days.

      Enough time for a newborn baby to learn how to walk and utter basic words.

      Enough time for clumsy military trainees to put on their caps and leave the battlefield.

      It was more than enough time to fundamentally change the essence of a person who has fallen into a bizarre world.

      “What are you laughing at Hassan, did you go crazy? What is even this “Chaos” you speak of?”

      
        -Smack
      

      Someone slapped the back of my head and kept my mind from drifting in such thoughts any further. The only things I could see were the dark corners of the Underground Labyrinth.

      Of course, there wasn’t any sunlight.

      We could only hear the sound of water dripping from god knows where.

      “Hey, you bastard. You’re losing focus again, aren’t you? You’re really nervous today. You better get your head straight. Your pay will be cut if you don’t get a hold of yourself.”

      “Oh, yes, yes. I’ll be careful.”

      I rubbed my head over the hit area and bowed my head as apologetically as I could.

      The woman’s expression under the torch’s dim light was crumpled to the fullest extent, making her look like a monster. I obviously wouldn’t say it to her face though.

      “Do it right. If you let your guard down in the labyrinth, you’ll die without even realizing what killed you.”

      “Yes, I’ll be careful, Ms. Elfriede.”

      “We’ll be camping here today. Hurry up and start to set up. Give my legs and shoulders a little rub after you’re finished. I’m exhausted after walking so much.”

      “…Yes, yes.”

      I glanced at Elfriede.

      Like other adventurers, she was wearing tight-fitting leather clothes, silver hair tied behind in a ponytail, and ruby-like eyes. An elegant woman with long eyelashes and vertical pupils that were reminiscent of a cat’s eyes- Elfriede.

      She looked haggard and irritated, so I had no choice but to set up the tent and lit a bonfire and so on, lest she gets angrier.

      
        Clatter-
      

      I loosened the heavy burden I had on my back for a full day and diligently began to set up the tent for four people.

      Even though this was where they were supposed to sleep, none of the four-party members gave me a helping hand.

      That’s because I was a porter and the slave of a stuck-up Elven bitch.

      Slave.

      Indeed, a slave.

      A human being who is forced to work 24 hours under inhumane conditions, deprived of his freedom and will.

      There was no concept of human rights or minimum wage in this world.

      Like an orphan, abandoned in this strange world of barbarism. After struggling for two years, I ended up being reduced to a slave.

      “Gosh, you’re so slow. Is it gonna take you a whole day to raise a tent? Do you want to be whipped so bad? Look, it’s falling again.”

      “I’ll fix it, I’ll fix it.”

      Damn it, not only is she not helping, she’s also complaining. She even whips me sometimes. My body is full of scars thanks to her.

      -lash-lash.

      “Ugh! Argh! Arghh!”

      Still.

      Still, today’s whipping session was less painful than usual.

      Of course, I’m not saying that Elfriede felt merciful today. It’s just how I feel.

      Anyway, being beaten and abused was tolerable today. The reason was none other than the contents in my pocket.

      Goodbye-.

      I felt the weight of the bundle bag hidden deep inside my leather jacket. Desperately trying to prevent the corners of my mouth from rising.

      Every time I can get out of these ruins safely, I get paid a little.

      I’m finally going to collect all 30 Silvers coins as I had planned.

      30 Silver coins.

      This was all the money I had saved after a year and a half of slavery by cutting on my diet and daily expenses.

      This money can do so much.

      You can eat over 100 bowls of soup no matter the ingredients.

      It was also the price to free a healthy, black-haired barbarian slave.

      A quick-witted person would have guessed it by now.

      I was going to buy my freedom with this money. Buy my freedom, then become an adventurer like these four bastards.

      If my rank as an adventurer increases, I’ll be given an identity. This inhumane lifestyle will finally come to an end.

      “You’re slacking off again! Maybe I should use my whip again.”

      “No need to trouble yourself. I’ll whip myself.”

      “Dammit, looks like I didn’t whip you enough yet.”

      “Arghk.”

      
        lash-lash
      

      I’m gonna endure it for today.

      Just for today.

      Everything will change tomorrow.

      I eagerly laid her sleeping bag, lost in the fantasy of tearing my slave contract in the face of that grumpy and pretentious Elfriede.

      
    

  
    Chapter 2: Hassan, Slave in Another World (2)
I was anxiously observing Elfriede.
She was examining her sleeping bag laid out in the tent.
“Hmm. Good. The sleeping bag is laid out nicely. You’re finally coming back to your senses, aren’t you? Are you not doing better after a little whipping session? Good Job.”
“Ah…Thank you.”
Apparently, she is satisfied with my work.
This vicious elf is usually very strict about her lodgings.
It wasn’t uncommon for her to reject my arrangements multiple times, having me lay them out over and over again. Fortunately, it worked out rather well on the first try today.
She peacefully lay down for a rest.
Lazy Bitch.
“Why do I feel like you’re thinking something rude about me?”
“Th-there’s no way I’d think something like that.”
-Gaze
Elfriede’s faint red eyes were fixated on me as I felt a chill down my spine. This woman’s instinct is sharper than I thought. I can’t even curse her inwardly from now on.
I put on an innocent expression and tried putting on a dumb facade. I still had to prepare the tents and sleeping bags for the other party members.
It was around the time I had finished preparing the camp.
“Hassan, come and massage my shoulders.”
In the large clearance of the ‘Underground Labyrinth’. Just as I lit the bonfire, Elfriede, who was busy doing her own thing, sternly called out to me.
I clapped off the dust gathered in my palms and walked to Elfriede’s tent and stood behind her, while she was sitting on a cot.
“Give me a strong massage. My shoulders ache from all the heavy load I had to carry. Even whipping you is tedious now.”
Heavy load you had to carry? Bitch, I was carrying all of you punks’ stuff.
I wanted to scream my heart out right now, but I still decided to put up with it.
Elfriede, a ❰Silver Ranked Adventurer❱, is a monster that surpassed me in terms of combat power and overall physical strength. If my level is 2, her level is around 30s.
The only foreseeable result of me fighting her is complete and utter defeat.
And because this bitch has me on a leash, I can’t rebel either.
I had no choice but to massage her shoulders.
“Yes, like that. Ah, that’s the spot. You’re mostly useless, but you at least know how to give a good massage. Are all Samaritans like you?”
‘Samaritan’ is the term that is used to refer to black-haired barbarians. They are ostracized as savages and lunatics running through the wilderness while screaming their lungs out.
How would I know what they are like?
“Well, I don’t know about others. I just learned what I could from my father.”
I remembered my father was running a health center and an orthopedic clinic at the same time.
The clinic was filled with anatomical models and acupressure treatment tables. My father made sure to teach me all this boring stuff so that I could take over the clinic.
I found it rather boring, but that experience still ended up being useful to me.
Elfriede tended to calm down after getting a massage.
“Yes. That’s perfect. Hmm-“
Elfriede trembled, looking satisfied.
-push
I could clearly feel the clamps in her shoulders through my palms. Why are her shoulders so stiff despite her not carrying anything?
I lowered my gaze slightly until I had a sight of her front body.
-Glance
Two voluptuous hills that couldn’t be hidden by the characteristic tight leather outfit of adventurers.
After all, she is indeed a wood elf. Those who are blessed with prosperity and beauty by the Forest God.
No wonder her shoulders were so stiff from carrying such prominent lumps of flesh.
“Alright, you’re done with my shoulders. Switch to my legs.”
“Understood.”
-Rustle
With my prompt reply, Elfriede took off her shoes and exposed her bare legs to me.
I knelt in front of her and applied acupressure on her thin calves, ankles, and her white bare feet with my palm and fingers.
It felt so cold that it was hard to imagine they were wrapped in long boots for a whole day.
It was a little sweaty, but I knew better not to voice my complaints if I didn’t want to lose my life.
“Heuhg-Ha-“
Elfriede twisted her body as if in agony at each press of my finger on the soft flesh above her heel.
Sigh.
I shivered at the realization of my failure to control my strength. I was prepared for an eventual beating, but Elfriede did nothing and started yelling at me instead.
“Your hands have stopped! The strength was just right, so continue.”
“Yes, yes.”
-press, press, press
I pressed my palms very hard on her feet as if to squeeze them out.
I felt a little more relaxed with every moan that came out of this elf’s mouth.
Her uterus isn’t in good condition. Her kidneys aren’t in good shape either. Yes, be more ill, you bitch.
“Well done, Hassan. That’s it, keep up the strength.”
“Understood.”
“I’m so envious.”
“I really wish I could touch her legs.”
“I want her to step on me with that foot.”
As I was partaking in this humiliating massage, I heard a few men whispering amongst each other. It was the other three adventurers that were part of Elfriede’s party.
They were like her guard dogs. They were obsessed with this elf’s beauty and treated her like their queen. Apparently, they seemed to be jealous of me, who had the ‘Honor’ of touching her legs.
I might have shared such sentiment if I wasn’t a slave.
As far as her appearance was concerned, Elfriede was indeed a woman with immense beauty. She was sought after by a lot of men multiple times a day. Too bad she had such an unpleasant personality.
To be able to massage the body of such a woman, of course, my lower body would normally be raging.
But my lower body didn’t even budge.
There was no blood running in there at all.
The reason for that was this slave imprint, ❰Medusa’s Curse❱ I was inflicted with.
Because of this vicious curse, my lower body wouldn’t even budge on any occasion.
Many people who were afraid of having burly men as their slaves would just cut off their manhood. However, since many men couldn’t endure such ruthless incision, this effective, albeit expensive method came into existence.
The words of the slave trader who captured me and later sold me to Elfriede were replayed in my ears.
The ❰Medusa’s Curse❱ that he has cast on me resulted in my pride and dignity being on Elfriede’s leash, forcing me to obey her every command.
Only my master, Elfriede, could lift this curse.
“Your hands have stopped again! Don’t slack off!”
-lash
“Ugh-“
****
Fuck, it’s an unfamiliar ceiling.
“Oi, wake up. Are you still slacking off?”
When I opened my eyes, I saw Elfriede looking down on me with an icy gaze. So, I hurriedly got up.
“I’m awake. I’m awake.”
I couldn’t sleep well the previous night, and after briefly closing my eyes, by the time I opened them, it was already dawn.
“Hurry up and pack away the tents and the sleeping bags. This journey is getting needlessly longer. If I’m late because of you, you’ll get another taste of my whip.”
“I’ll do it promptly.”
As I was shoving the adventurer’s tents and sleeping bags into my backpack, I grew even more aware of what I had become in this world.
A slave.
My identity as a slave was instinctively making me behave like one.
After enduring beatings and torment every day, the pride of a young man would eventually shatter.
I’ve seen my fair share of men who just like me were sold as slaves and eventually became dysfunctional. Retards, drooling and grinning at the crumbs left on the floor.
If I don’t get my act together, I’ll be joining their ranks soon.
Even if I stay cautious, this prolonged lifestyle as a slave might still cause unrepairable damage to my psyche.
It would be too late to do anything at that time.
After packing all the luggage and lifting the heavy backpack on my shoulders, I saw Elfriede talking to her party members.
“I have to get out of these ruins today, so we’ll be hurrying up. According to the investigation, there should be an altar in front of us. Let’s take the relic and get out of here.”
Altars and relics were out of my interest. I definitely agree on the ‘getting out of here today’ part though.
Even if I receive the least possible amount of pay today, I’ll still be able to collect 30 silver coins.
I’ll still be able to free myself.
We began to forge ahead, clearing the cobwebs on our way forward.
-Hiss, Hiss
As I was moving through the deep hallway of the underground labyrinth, I could see a giant spider, as big as a human body, running towards the party while screeching.
It was a monster called ‘Giant Aracrab’.
-Clattering
I felt chills down my spine as I looked at the eight hairy legs lit by the dim light of the torch.
Shit, I hate spiders.
Because of what my father subjected me to in my childhood, I had many reasons to call spiders traumatic.
I already hated spiders that were smaller than my hand, but these things are as big as a human body.
Really, it’s freaking terrifying. Its fangs were as thick as my arm. Getting bit by them would only result in death.
“Ifrit.”
Elfriede, who still had a calm expression, chanted a spell. The body of the ‘Giant Aracrab’ was immediately burned to crisps after getting hit by a fireball.
Fire magic.
I still haven’t gotten used to this despite living in this world for two years.
Magic is overpowered!
“What are you doing? Hurry up and dismantle it.”
Elfriede authoritatively instructed me, who was spacing out while staring at the burnt spider. Soon I regained my senses, took out my dagger, and started hacking at its arms.
-Slash
I skillfully dismantled the shell from the charred body. It was my job to dismantle the corpses of the monsters we killed.
-Clank
It seems like the legs and shell of the Aracrab could be used as materials for fairly expensive armor. Everything else was useless.
-Crinkling
Even if its usefulness was limited, I couldn’t help but salivate at the sight of the ripe white flesh.
Dammit, it’s so frustrating to be hungry at the sight of this giant spider.
I couldn’t help it as I was never given a chance to relish a proper meal as a slave. Even the 30 silver coins were collected by saving the inn and meal expenses.
To my starving self, the white plump flesh of this monster looked really delicious and was reminiscent of shrimp or crab.
It was named Aracrab, so it might really taste like a crab.
I heard that many adventurers were used to eating the flesh of monsters. It won’t hurt if I take a nibble-.
“What the hell are you doing? Hurry up.”
“Oh, yes. I’m done.”
I regained my senses and diligently finished the dismantling.
My backpack, which was already quite heavy, now had a massive shell on top of it. It felt no different from marching with army equipment on your back.
“We’re almost there. Look for Pluto’s crest.”
Elfriede was walking down the dark hallway, carefully inspecting the hard stone wall with her palms. Her hand finally revealed a six-petaled crest resembling a hexagonal star amidst the falling dust.
“It’s a crest that resembles a daffodil.”
“We’ve come to the right place, Elfriede. It’s just as you said.”
“Reaching this point without a map, as expected of a silver-ranked adventurer.”
The sight of the three bootlickers sucking up to Elfriede made me crease my eyebrows.
Morons.
As we curb our sexual desires and examine such a spectacle, we are posed with philosophical questions– 


 ‘What is man?’
‘Why do we even have an urge to procreate?’




“Hmm.”
Elfriede also had a displeased look on her face, only nonchalantly listening to their flattery. She then continued to examine the stone wall with her palm.
“Don’t stand still. Keep looking around. There must be a door leading to a secret passage somewhere around here. That’s how Pluto’s ruins are usually structured.”
At those words, they began to examine the stonewall closely, moving their hands in haste as if trying to impress her.
I too half-heartedly started sweeping through the wall with my bare hands. I felt something click under my hand and one of the stones sunk deeper into the wall.
-Rumble
The walls of the ruins began shaking violently, and the structure was noticeably changing. Soon enough, an opening leading to a long corridor appeared.
Elfriede was looking at me, her eyes full of praise.
“How did you do it, Hassan? Good job, I’ll give you some extra money this time. Get yourself a nice meal after we return.”
“Ah, thank you.”
One scary thing about Elfriede is that she always made a clear distinction between rewards and punishments. She was a natural at dealing with slaves.
Her compliments made me feel great even if I hated it. Is this what slavery feels like?
“Tsk, you bastard slave.”
The envious gazes the bootlickers sent to me were just as painful and cumbersome.
There is nothing more terrifying than the jealousy and tyranny of bootlickers.
Anyway, we started walking through the secret passage of this Underground Labyrinth. The ❰Silver-Grade Quest❱ that lasted for two days was finally coming to an end.
-Stomp, Stomp.
I was quietly walking behind the adventurers, torch in hand, still thinking about my eventual freedom.
Elfriede offered to pay me extra because I was the one to find the secret entrance. She must have been quite pleased.
Now, I even have some surplus money after freeing myself.
I still have to put money aside for the equipment if I want to become an adventurer.
While I was cheerfully thinking about the extra money.
“It’s a relic. There’s really a relic here.”
“It’s true, Elfriede. It’s at least an Epic-grade one.”
Elfriede and her goons stopped walking, so I followed suit.
There was a huge pedestal in front of us and a rod was plunged into it.
I don’t know what it is, but looking at Elfriede and the others’ expressions, it surely must be important and expensive.
“All right, Hassan. Go there and retrieve it.”
“Wait, what?”


  
    
      Chapter 3: Hassan, Slave in Another World (3)

      
      “Hassan, go there and retrieve it. It’s simple.”

      “Huh?”

      “Did you not hear me? Don’t make me repeat myself for the third time.”

      In the large clearance of the ‘Underground Labyrinth’. A pedestal was located at the center of the room, lit by the torches hanging on the wall. A rod was plunged into the pedestal.

      That relic had an unusual air about it. Anyone could tell at a glance that it was extremely valuable.

      It looked like it was made out of gold and multiple jewels were embedded in it. It seemed otherworldly at a glance, and definitely precious and expensive.

      “What the hell are you doing? Leave your luggage here and go.”

      Elfriede was rushing me.

      I couldn’t help but feel anxious.

      Most underground labyrinths were filled with traps, even more so for the case of those that had precious relics.

      This was an undeniable fact to me, who had already followed Elfriede to many underground labyrinths and ruins. So, I didn’t dare take a single step.

      “Why are you still not moving?”

      She wants to use me as a sacrificial pawn, but I have no other choice.

      No matter how absurd and unreasonable her orders were, I couldn’t refuse them because of the slave imprint. That’s why hiring slaves was so appealing to adventurers.

      Oh God.

      Just when I thought things were going well.

      I put down my luggage and stretched my shoulders, arms, and legs. There was a cracking sensation and a cold feeling surged over my body.

      I don’t know what kind of traps await me. I had to at least make sure my body wouldn’t falter.

      “What the hell are you doing? Are we supposed to wait for you all day?”

      I was still stretching when I felt Elfriede’s finger pressing on my back. I took a deep breath and advanced forward.

      
        -Stomp
      

      
        -Stomp
      

      Each step was heavy.

      Fortunately, there was at least no trap installed on the floors.

      I could easily reach the pedestal without a hitch.

      “Phew.”

      The platform was fairly high, and a long rod was plunged into it. I unknowingly opened my mouth wide and uttered a sound of admiration.

      The rod, seen up close, was adorned with beautiful carvings in addition to precious jewels. It looked like some sort of staff or a King’s scepter.

      On the top, several snakes with jewels in their mouths were intertwined. A glance was enough to realize it was worth a lot of money.

      “Hurry up and retrieve it!”

      Elfriede was urging me from afar.

      It isn’t like I could carelessly pick up the rod. A trap would most likely be triggered if I’m not cautious.

      However, I have no choice but to do it.

      A fireball launched by Elfriede might end my life before any of the traps here might even activate.

      As such I resolved myself and gripped the rod.

      
        -Ding…
      

      『Achievement: "1st come 1st served" unlocked』

You are the 1st to acquire the Epic-Grade Relic 'Asclepius' Staff'.



      
『Task Points: +100』
『In the meantime, ‘Blessings’ will be unlocked by settling tasks.』




    

  
    
      Chapter 4: Imperfect Acupressure Can Cripple a Man (1)

      
      “Oh, you’re awake?”

      “Ah.”

      I briefly replied to the person holding the lantern. She was the blue-haired healer.

      “I was really worried since you didn’t wake up for three days straight.”

      “Yes.”

      The last thing I remembered in the back of my fading consciousness was Elfriede’s slap. Such an ordinary slap knocked me out for three days?

      She truly is a fearsome woman that transcends common sense.

      She must have slapped me with the intent to kill. Just thinking about it makes my cheeks tingle from pain.

      “Your nose is bleeding? Wait a moment.”

      The blue-haired woman’s steps resounded. She shortly came back with a pair of white underwear, a top and a bottom that looked like those you’d find in hot springs.

      “Quickly undress. I have to do the laundry.”

      She was the kindest person among the people I’ve met in this world filled with barbarians and superstitions. It seems healers are usually nice.

      I mean, you wouldn’t think of healing the wounded unless you were a nice person.

      Of course, her fees must be quite high.

      “He-Here you go.”

      Anyway, to me, who had been a target of contempt and violence, her kindness was akin to a beacon of light in my world engulfed in darkness, and I felt refreshed, basking in it. However, I was still slightly puzzled by this.

      “Then take a good rest. It’s still early in the night. By the way, Elfriede said she would return in five days.”

      “Aargh-!”

      “Yes? What did you just say?”

      “No, it was nothing important. It’s just a Samaritan expression… to say I’m happy to see you.”

      “Ah…”

      The name of the woman who nearly killed me was now completely traumatic for me. Hearing her name from another person’s mouth was enough to make me shudder in fear.

      My body has been etched by the pain of that slap. If just hearing her name makes me tremble, then what will happen when I come face-to-face with her again?

      I might actually wet my pants, then it seems I need a change of clothes at that time.

      The blue-haired healer continued while I quivered in fear.

      “Ms. Elfriede is a very good-natured person. She does a great job as an adventurer and often gives donations to our clinic. She’s really kind.”

      What the… was there another Elfriede I didn’t know of?

      I don’t think words such as ‘good-natured’ and ‘kind’ are appropriate to describe Elfriede, not at all. Unaware of my thoughts, the blue-haired healer continued.

      “I’ve never seen anyone bring a slave to a clinic before. I wouldn’t mind such a person being my master…”

      It was hard to say if this woman was teasing me or if she was being serious.

      My heart, brimming with gratitude for her, dried up upon hearing her words, just like how snow evaporates when it falls on the floor.

      “Yes. Well, that’s right.”

      “Oh, I’ve already been talking for so long. It’s time for you to sleep.”

      She shrugged as if only realizing her mistake too late. I could hear only snores and groans in the background when she closed her mouth.

      “If you need anything or feel unwell, please call me. I make rounds from dusk to dawn.”

      Only when she started mumbling so quietly that I examined the blue-haired woman’s face.

      Whether or not her staying all night was true, I couldn’t deny the presence of dark circles under her eyes.

      Thus, I inquired.

      “Well, I actually need something…”

      “Yes? What is it?”

      “I’d like a job. Is there anything I could do while waiting for Elfriede? I’d like to get paid too if possible…”

      I need to raise money to buy my freedom again. I couldn’t sit still knowing that I had to start all over again from scratch.

      “Um-.”

      The healer who was making ‘um’, ‘ah’ and ‘hmmm’ sounds suddenly bit her lips and said.

      “We’re in shortage of people right now, but can your injured body handle the workload?”

      “I can manage.”

      I patted my chest as I exclaimed.

      The splitting headache has subsided along with the bleeding nose. The throbbing pain in other areas was greatly reduced as well.

      It was good enough to call it a perfectly healthy condition. In such a state, I had to move my body even if only to earn a few scraps.

      “I’m in a good condition.”

      “Well, I do have a lot of work and wouldn’t mind some help.”

      *****

      “Oh my God-.” 

      The adventurer was holding his head and screaming as if his skull was being split apart.

      “It hurts! M-my body is getting torn apart! Let go of me, bastard! Let go of-”

      “Mr. Hassan! Hold him tightly! Don’t let him move!”

      Finley, the blue-haired healer yelled at me.

      In my mind I braced myself to face some retaliation, as I clutched the adventurer’s body and shoulders and firmly and fastened them to the bed.

      “All right, that’s it.”

      “Hold on! Cure-!”

      She urgently chanted the spell, and the adventurer began screaming as soon as she finished.

      “Argh, that’s it!”

      The large, torn scars in his stomach and chest were wrapped in a strange glow and noticeably started mending.

      Healing magic.

      It was my first time seeing healing magic since it was very rare. Not many people had the required aptitude.

      It was a sight that couldn’t be explained by anything other than the word “magic”. It was beyond common sense, no matter how you looked at it. Magic is indeed a fraudulent skill that fills your heart with awe.

      However, the process of healing wasn’t painless. The middle-aged adventurer was flapping like a fish fresh out of the water under the pressure of my body.

      “Argh, it hurts so much! I’m gonna die.”

      “Don’t worry Mr. Belos, you’re not gonna die. We’re healing you, please calm down!”

      “You guys are trying to kill me! Let go of me! Hands off me! How can this be considered healing? Bunch of quacks!”

      Series of procedures ended after a few hiccups. I finally understood why she stated that it would be hard work.

      “Whoa. That was tough.”

      Finley, who had successfully completed the treatment of fellow adventurer Belos, said to me. Her face and vivid blue hair were drenched in sweat.

      Despite that, her face remained pleasant to gaze at. A woman who looks pretty and knows how to break a sweat in her work. A woman full of vigor, that’s my type.

      The sweat-soaked white dress made the sight of her chest moving up and down very arousing. I turned away, feeling my little brother waking up lest I make it awkward for us both.

      “Hehe, doesn’t my face look silly? My makeup is ruined, though.”

      “Nah, my face is worse.”

      I was being serious when I said it was worse.

      Looking at my reflection in the mirror, I could see some patches on my head where there should have been strands of hair. My beard also grew wild because I couldn’t trim it. I looked like a beggar.

      Some beggars were even doing better than me since I was penniless.

      “The morning shift is now over. We’ll receive more guests in the afternoon. I’ve been so busy I didn’t notice the time fly by at all.”

      Finley suddenly said and heaved a sigh.

      “Is it like this every day?”

      “What do you mean by ‘like this every day’?”

      “I was wondering if you were this busy every day.”

      “There were fewer customers today than usual. It gets so much busier when labyrinths are opened, I feel like running away then…”

      Finley wiped the sweat off her temple with the back of her hand, letting me see a few drops of blood on her right wrist.

      “Oh, you’re bleeding.”

      “Ah, that’s right. I think I got scratched by one of the struggling patients. One or two wounds like these are nothing serious.”

      Finley, this blue-haired, this healer, nonchalantly licked her wounds with her tongue and disregarded it as mere scrapes.

      It’s ironic how she is treating other people’s wounds without paying no heed to her own. This will evoke sympathy in the corner of any man like myself.

      I reached out to her wrist.

      “Let me see.”

      “Yes?”

      “You might feel better if I bandage you.”

      “Ah, I don’t think so.”

      In spite of her obvious shyness, Finley held out her wrist towards me.

      In the morning alone, we dealt with more than 10 or so patients together, so there was already a strange sense of camaraderie welling up between us.

      If only Elfriede had been only half as good to me as Finley.

      
        -Grab
      

      It was at the moment I furrowed my brows while looking at her scratched white wrist.

      Ding-.

       [Stats]

Name: Finley
Level: 4
Condition: Insomnia 》 Ankle sprain 》 Stomatitis



      What the hell is this?

      My brows furrowed further when I saw the letters floating in front of me.

      The reason I didn’t scream this time around was that I had already seen this a few times now, so I had developed a certain amount of self-restraint. 

      Elfriede’s case.

      Finley’s case.

      What is causing these words to show up?

      In Elfriede’s case, I had supplementary information about her physical strength and characteristics.

      In Finley’s case, it was much more simplistic. It only had her name and her condition.

      “Is there any problem…?”

      Finley cautiously asked when she saw me frowning.

      “There’s nothing wrong, don’t worry. Does your ankle hurt sometimes?”

      “Ah right, my left ankle is a little…”

      “Do you feel a burning sensation in your mouth?”

      “That’s right! Wow, that’s amazing! Have I told you this before? How did you find out?”

      I wrapped a clean bandage around the curious Finley’s wrist. The letters disappeared as I tapped her wrist again.

      What is this?

      I don’t know what it is. Being able to know other people’s information is a very unusual ability.

      Starting from the afternoon shift, patients began flooding in.

      The three healers including Finley couldn’t manage that many people.

      Apparently, this is a world of barbarism both in law and culture.

      It would be strange for the number of wounded to be low in a world where it was common for two people to shove knives into each other’s guts because they didn’t see eye to eye.

      
        Ding-
      

       [Stats]

Name: Veneris
Level: 5
Condition: Habitual dislocation 》 Back Pain 》 Rhinitis



      However, such an atmosphere was a godsend to me, who had gained such a strange ability.

      I was now sure that this ability activates when I touch a person’s wrist.

      I feel like one of the doctors in those old dramas that can figure out a person’s condition by getting their pulse.

      “Mr. Veneris, lie down here straight. I can see that your pelvis is very twisted. Do you often sit with your legs crossed?”

      “Oh, how did you know?”

      “Here, your left and right legs are uneven. It means that one side of your pelvis is twisted. It’ll get better after I correct it for you.”

      
        Crack-
      

      “Argh, bastard. Whoa-“

      Crack- Crack-.

      “Oh Lord, ugh-.”

      Not caring about his howls, I pressed his pelvis, waist and back with my palm.

      Whenever that happened, the man’s bone-cracking sound would echo through the whole clinic as if there was an earthquake.

      This is a manual therapy called chiropractic therapy or ‘Chuna therapy,’[1]a medical practice that is categorized under oriental medical practice.

      I obviously didn’t have any related certifications. I was only replicating what I saw my father do to his patients-

      『Healed Veneris’ Back Pain』



      『Task Points + 10』



      There was nothing for me to lose as the number of task points kept going up.

      I don’t know what good the task value going up would do me, but it should probably be something positive.

      “Okay, I’m done. You can stand up.”

      “Oh, shit. My back really stopped aching! Wow, this is really amazing.”

      A middle-aged man complaining of chronic back pain switched from sleeping on his stomach to sleeping on his back.

      “Just moving a little would usually make me shudder in pain. How did you do that? Even healing magic left me helpless.”

      “I just changed what was wrong to make it right. Still, if you don’t fix your posture, the pain might come back.”

      “Damn it, that’s awesome. It’s fascinating. My back is moving! The cracks definitely did hurt a bit but after that I felt rather refreshed.”

      “You mustn’t try to imitate me, though. You might become paralyzed if you hit the wrong nerves.”

      The expression of fear immediately descended upon the man’s face when he heard my warning. I, however, wasn’t exaggerating. There were a lot of people who actually became crippled or even died after carelessly going through the wrong procedure.

      “So I can’t do this recklessly? Is it some kind of Samaritan magic?”

      At the man’s question, I thought about the black-haired barbarians. Crazed prophets fanatically screaming about the looming end of the word while wandering the vast wilderness.

      “Something like that.”

      In my hometown, Korean Chuna and chiropractic therapy were designated as oriental medical practices. Calling them secret techniques wouldn’t be too much of a stretch I guess? 

      “Anyway, thank you. Thank you so much. Here you go, I’m so happy that the pain I’ve had to put up with for years is finally gone.”

      The thin, middle-aged man took a coin out of his pocket and handed it to me.

      Just when I thought that I had been given a single copper, I opened my eyes wide in astonishment when Inoticed a white glow.

      One Silver coin!

      I couldn’t control my surprise as my eyes widened at its radiant glitter.

      
    

  
    Chapter 5: Imperfect Acupressure Can Cripple a Man (2)
Before I knew it, it was already dark outside the clinic.
“Woah, you really pushed yourself today! Great job.”
Finley, the blue-haired healer, handed me a leather water canteen. I took it without hesitation and gulped down its content.
Perhaps because I sweated a lot, I felt like getting drenched under a shower of rain while standing in the middle desert.
Meaningful work.
Drinking water after a day of meaningful work makes you feel unusually fresh.
“You did a great job, despite it being your first time. Is it because of your tough physique?”
Finley pounded on my back and shoulders with her palm. She had quite the strength, but it only felt like an itch to me who was trained by Elfriede’s whip.
Actually, I was pretty strong.
My height and physique, that grew up enjoying the perks of capitalism, stood out particularly in this world where food and nutrients were scarce.
Finley continued.
“Are all Samaritans like this? The ones I saw before were tall too.”
“There were a lot of people with similar height in my hometown.”
“Ah, still you’re quite reserved. I thought the Samaritans were all ill-tempered and noisy bunch.”
Comparing me to the savages of this world would be as disrespectful as saying Koreans and Chinese look alike.
But from the perspective of foreigners, whether it was a Chinese or a Korean, they really didn’t look much different.
So I had no intention of explaining I wasn’t a Samaritan, but a foreigner from another world.
It did bother me a little though; the gazes directed at me were always harsh as if they were looking at a lunatic.
I was about to continue chit-chatting with Finley.
“Come to think of it, Mr. Veneris was very grateful. His back pain completely vanished. How did you do it?”
“Veneris?”
“The adventurer you treated earlier in the day. His face is dark and—“
“Ah!”
I remembered the face of the man who had thrown me a silver coin.
He had an ordinary appearance that wouldn’t stick out in a crowd, but the scene of the thrown silver coin was etched so deep in my mind that it was hard for me not to remember him.
I had treated his chronic back pain.
It was probably thanks to my newly acquired blessing ❰Imperfect Dexterity❱. I can’t think of anything more plausible than that, hehe!
“How did you do it? Even with healing magic, it’s difficult to treat chronic diseases which are deep-rooted within your body.”
“Is that so?”
I was surprised to hear about the limitations of healing magic, which I thought was fraudulent.
Actually, concepts such as ‘Magic’ and ‘Blessings’ were still unfamiliar to me as a foreigner. There weren’t many opportunities to come in contact with them even after two years. I naturally wasn’t very knowledgeable about them.
Thus, I inquired.
“Can’t healing magic fix everything?”
“Although recent wounds such as stabbing wounds and bruises are not much of a problem, karma that is deeply ingrained in the body and chronic illnesses usually require long-term treatment or can’t be treated at all in some cases.”
I don’t know what kind of karma is ingrained in my body, but according to Finley, healing magic isn’t as perfect as I presumed.
I wonder if my newly acquired ‘Blessing’ is something great—
It was around this time, while I was immersed in such thoughts that…
“Well, uhmm… Can you teach me this unusual massage technique?”
After hesitating for a while, Finley asked me with a firm expression. I woke up from my daze and then looked at the woman sitting next to me.
“You want me to teach you?”
“Yes, I want to do more for those who are sick…”
Even if it’s not omnipotent, you can still use healing magic to heal certain injuries five times a day if you can’t afford to seek other treatments.
There was a stark contrast. Being used to Elfriede’s whipping, I was moved to see the sight of a woman show such altruism.
Why can’t Elfriede be more like her?
While I was deliberating over a proper response.
“I am willing to compensate properly for such a great secret technique. After all, medical knowledge is invaluable.”
“A proper amount?”
“Are 10 silver coins enough?”
“Yes?”
“20 silver coins.”
“No, wait a minute.”
I felt like I couldn’t keep up with the current situation. It was because the amount of 20 silver coins I just heard was quite a lot of money for someone like me.
One part of me was tempted by the thought of taking the money, while the other one felt like I shouldn’t cheat people with this mysterious power of mine.

"1. Cheat Her."




"2. Teach Her."



More than anything else, I didn't think it was right to cheat the kind and friendly Finley out of her money.

“Then I’ll give you 30 silver coins. It’s all that I have right now. Is that still not enough?”
“No, it’s enough. Please lie down on the bed over there.”
It was too much for me to refuse. I didn’t have to worry about freeing myself anymore if I get my hands on that amount.
“You want me to lie down?”
“Yes, the best way to learn would be to experience it yourself.”
When it comes to learning massages, the best way to do it is to experience it yourself and try to comprehend the sensations and feelings.
Once you understand the refreshed and good feeling yourself, it is easy to pass on those feelings to others.
Finley laid face down flat on the empty bed.
“Umm, it’s kind of embarrassing.”
She buried her face in her pillow and expressed in a flustered manner.
It sounded very cute, but I had to calm down so as not to cause any ‘unfortunate accident’.
“I’m soon going to touch you with my hand. I’m telling you in advance so that you’re not too surprised.”
“Yes, yes. I’m fine.”
With Finley’s permission, I put my hand on her back. Her thin waist could clearly be seen through the thin, black fabric.
I started scrolling through her spine with my finger.
“You have a slight tilt to the right.”
“What? Is that a bad thing?”
“No, we all tend to lean to one side as we go through life. It’s not too bad in your case. It won’t take too long to fix it. Now, breathe in…”
“Hahh….”
“Huff—”
I placed my palm on Finley’s back and pressed very hard after she breathed out. Then a loud sound echoed through the treatment center. It was hard to believe such a loud sound would come from such a slender back.
“Agh–!”
But what surprised me the most was Finley’s grotesque scream.
“Fi-Finley? Are you all right? It might hurt a little at first.”
“Oh, no… It hurts a little more than I thought… so I was just a little surprised. Are you done?” 
“Not yet. Breathe out again.”
“Whoa…”
Crack— Crack—
“Hey-! Whoa!”
I finally lifted my hand from Finley’s back after pressing and correcting her waist and pelvis.
Finley whined like a dog that was being beaten and dropped on the bed like a puppet whose strings have been cut.
“Are you all right?”
“P-Please let me rest a little longer.”
“It hurts a little at first. But you’ll feel a lot better if we keep doing it. It is recommended that you do it consistently two to three times a week to see good results.”
“I-Is that so? I’m feeling very refreshed right now.”
Probably still feeling weak, Finley didn’t even get up from the bed yet. I sat on her waist like that.
“Hassan? What are you doing?”
“Since I’m getting 30 silver coins from this, I have to do my job thoroughly. I’ll show you simple and efficient acupressure methods. Feel it for yourself. The human body has certain spots we call acupressure points.”
I placed both thumbs on the side of Finley’s outstretched neckline.
It was the part where the neck meets the back of the head. I pressed the dents with my thumbs and started circling around it, as Finley fluttered beneath me.
“Ah— Uhh—“
“Does it hurt?”
“N-No, I just felt a tingle all over my body for a moment… What effect does it have?”
“It works great for insomnia.”
“Great for insomnia? Uh-.”
I remembered that Finley suffers from insomnia. She doesn’t sleep much, so she could even take care of the night shift.
Thanks to that, dark circles that shouldn’t belong on her face were present.
Unlike Veneris’ chronic back pain, I couldn’t get rid of Finley’s ‘insomnia’ condition by pressing on the acupoints of her neck.
What am I doing wrong?
Am I pressing on the wrong spot?
I got up and looked at her entire body as she laid down. The first thing I noticed was her palm.
The hand is like a microcosm of the human body, and most acupoint methods were concentrated on the palm of the hand. The second thing to check is the soles of the feet, also called the second body-.
“What are you doing now!?”
Finley screamed in astonishment when I started taking off her sandals.
“I wanted to see the sole of your feet for the massage.”
“Hey! You can’t do such a thing! No!”
“Why can’t I?”
“Of course, you can’t! It’s taboo to touch a woman’s feet!”
Fuck, I didn’t know there was such a thing.
It was truly the first time I had heard of such a thing. I became restless, as I felt like someone who had been falsely accused of molestation and sexual harassment.
“I didn’t know there was such a thing. I didn’t do it on purpose.”
In my mind, a newspaper article flashed through my mind.
"Savage slave molested a female healer."

"He was castrated as a punishment."

Of course, there was no such thing as a newspaper in this world. Still, violating a woman was a vicious sin in both worlds.
“I really didn’t know!”
“Ah… you’re a Samaritan, after all. It makes sense for you to be unfamiliar with the customs of the Gaia continent. Anyway, please be careful from now on as touching a woman’s feet is extremely shameful.”
Finley put on her sandals with a flushed face.
At that very moment, the white soles of her feet that she so dearly wished to protect came into my sight.
Swish–
There was a red dot that looked like a drop of ink in the center of her tiny soles.
It resembled the acupressure points that I pressed with my finger to cure Veneris’ back pain and headache.
Perhaps…
I clung to Finley’s ankle as a sudden thought flashed in my mind. Her thin ankles were now in my grasp.
“Mr. Hassan?”
“It’s a necessary part of the treatment. You won’t feel ashamed if it’s an act of treatment, right?”
“It’s an act of treatment?”
“Yes, it’s simply a treatment. Do you not change clothes for patients who are paralyzed and can’t move?”
I remembered the work I did with Finley today.
Even if he can use magic, a healer doesn’t simply use magic and call it a day. They do all sorts of miscellaneous, nasty tasks like a nurse would back on Earth.
When dealing with sick people, you are bound to unintentionally witness embarrassing scenes. However, Finley and the other healers acted as if they saw nothing.
“You can just think of it as me treating your feet.”
“But my feet are fine.”
“That’s what I’m saying. I must do it in order to implement my secret technique.”
“Now, hold on a second. Just give me a moment… Ah…”
Finley sat on the bed and gasped.
To her, the act of showing her bare feet to someone was more shameful than seeing her patients’ naked bodies.
Her face turned bright red, and she seemed anxious. I felt anxious as well.
Simply taking off her shoes makes my little brother rise with pride and glory. Of course, the reason my little brother is raging is because of the clinic’s unique and loose outfit.
“I-I… The-Then, just for a moment.”


  
    Chapter 6: Imperfect Acupressure Can Cripple a Man (3)
“I-I… The-Then, just for a moment.”
Finley was speaking with a flushed face and seemed to be on the brink of tears.
I did it!
I finally got permission from her and was inwardly delighted.
I didn’t want to surprise Finley, who was crouching like a frightened deer. Finley took off her sandals while pretending to be calm.
I can finally see her small soft soles.
I’ve already seen Elfriede’s feet so much that I was tired of it. I didn’t think there was anything special in seeing a girl’s feet.
The meaning of such a place didn’t seem that different from their secret region.
Puk-
Finley buried her face even further in the pillow.
Maybe it was to hide her embarrassment, but it was also rather fortunate for me that I didn’t have to face her.
“I’ll start touching you then.”
“…”
There was no answer from Finley. I accepted the silence as an affirmation of her consent and placed my hands on her feet.
Soft.
Her soles were soft and supple like a baby’s skin.
Unlike Elfriede’s feet, which were as cold as ice, Finley’s had a warmth that I felt good to touch. Perhaps because of her small stature, its size was especially cute.
“Ah, hah, aah…”
I could hear Finley groan at my touch through the pillow. Her ears which she couldn’t hide were burning red as if they were about to burst.
“Well, I’ll be quick then.”
I set my gaze on Finley’s small and adorable feet that perfectly fit in my hand.
Then slightly above the center of the sole of her left foot.
If I pinch her toes, I can see a bright red spot about the size of my thumb in the recessed area.
It’s as if it was asking me to be pressed.
I pressed on it as I did with her neck.
In addition to pressing on it, I also began to rotate it clockwise.
“Sob, sob, sob…”
Finley, whose face was covered in a pillow, sounded like she was crying. I started feeling guilty, somehow feeling like a freak who defiled her dignity.
Unlike my guilty conscience, my little brother was standing more upright than ever, ready to burst out. I couldn’t believe I was getting excited by forcibly touching a woman while listening to her cries.
I’m really no different from a beast.
No, no this is a medical procedure.
That’s how I kept myself from getting too agitated.
“Sob, sob…”
The only thing that could be heard in the darkness of the clinic aside from the patients’ groans was Finley’s cries. 
Everything else was engulfed in silence.
Had I made a mistake?
Just when I was immersed in my thoughts.
Ding—
『Healed: Finley's Insomnia』


『Task Points + 10』


As the letters appeared, I also felt like something was being sucked out of the tip of my thumb.
I also felt a bit dazed, but that’s all.
“Uh, uuuh, whoa.”
Finley, who was crying with her face on the pillow, suddenly trembled and soon lost consciousness.
I immediately put my palm on her neck to check if something was wrong. Fortunately, she just lost consciousness and fell asleep.
****
Finley opened her eyes after a day had passed, as the night sky had long parted and the morning sun rose high. After she regained consciousness, she approached me, who was sweeping the clinic.
“Hey, what happened to me yesterday?”
“You suddenly fell asleep. I thought it would be a shame to wake you up, so I let you rest.”
“I never slept like that before. I don’t think I’ve ever had such a good sleep.”
“Did you have sweet dreams?”
“Sweet dreams?”
“That’s how we ask if you slept well in my hometown.”
Upon hearing this… Finley tried to enunciate ‘sweet dreams’ a few times.
“That’s right. Sweet dreams. That’s very fitting. I did have sweet dreams. I haven’t been able to sleep so peacefully since becoming a healer. It was years ago. It’s amazing….”
Finley suddenly burst into tears. I began to panic, as I couldn’t understand the reason for her sudden emotional outburst.
Is this a side effect of the treatment?
While I was thinking about that, Finley wiped her tears and said.
“I can’t stop crying. That’s weird. I’m not sad or anything at all, but I can’t help it. I’ve been feeling like this since I woke up. Did something go wrong?”
“It seems that negative energy is trying to get out of your body. Insomnia comes out in the form of tears”
“Is that the case?”
Is that the case?
How am I supposed to know?
I just uttered the first thing that came to my mind and somehow tried to make it sound logical.
Didn’t those quack doctors say things like this? For example my father, I wonder what he would say in such a situation?
“Listen to me, it’s actually bad to hold back your tears. That’s why it keeps trying to get out. If you feel like crying, just cry heart out.”
“I-Is that so?”
Perhaps because of her tears, Finley’s eyes were sparkling. I don’t know if it was because of this weird mood, but they contained something akin to trust.
Indeed, a quack’s words are dazzling.
A drug dealer’s words are bound to convince people if they are accompanied by proof.
Many charlatans and cultists began their journey by saying they would cure anything. They convinced a lot of people by performing miracles.
Of course, I wasn’t considering being one of them. Just thinking of that cultist that sent me to this world is enough to make my blood boil.
“Oh, here’s something for you.”
Chink–
Finley, who had been sobbing for a long time, took out a package from the spacious bosom of her white medical blouse and handed it to me.
It was probably money.
I was pretty sure it was money…..
“What is that?”
“It’s the promised amount, 30 silver coins. I want to give you more but I really can’t. This is all I have.”
“Ah, it’s fine. This is enough. I’m rather sorry that I didn’t teach you much.”
“That’s not true!”
Finley yelled at me for being humble.
“What?”
“It’s…It’s not true at all! What a wonderful technique. I was taught healing in a temple and thought I knew a lot about human anatomy. However, Hassan, you showed me a lot of things that we weren’t taught, from correcting the spinal cord, twisting the pelvis and the ligaments…”
Finley spouted multiple complex medical terms that I didn’t know of.
I could vaguely understand that what I did was something difficult and proved that I possess proper medical knowledge.
Finley continued.
“And the blood of the neck, the back, the soles of the feet. It can’t come out without fully understanding the circulation of mana. That’s awesome; I feel like I’m one step closer to solving the mystery of the human body!”
“Ye-Yeah, that’s right.”
“Anyway, it was amazing! It’s like you were a reincarnation of Lord Asclepius!”
When was the last time someone showered me with compliments?
I felt butterflies in my stomach and my face burned. I didn’t know what expression I was supposed to make.
After becoming a responsible adult.
Also, after being abandoned in this world and becoming a slave. Compliments were the last thing to ever come my way.
Finley’s gratitude and praise to me, who has been whipped and abused, touched my heart more deeply than the money bag in my hand.
“Honestly, I don’t have the confidence to improve this technique, but if I work hard I’ll at least be able to use it right?”
“If it’s Ms. Finley, then you’ll definitely be able to do it!”
I didn’t know if she’d ever achieve it, but it wouldn’t hurt to encourage her.
Looking at Finley’s bright smiling face whose eyes were finally rid of the dark circles underneath, I thought it wouldn’t be too bad if she actually succeeded.
Because I’m not a bad person.
“Anyway, Ms. Finley. This money will be put to good use. I have something to do today so I’ll leave for a while.”
“Do you have anything to buy?”

"My freedom."



Holy Shit–

That was pretty cool, wasn’t it? I put the 30 Silver coins in my arms and left the clinic.
Stomp, Stomp
The city of Kalkata came into my sight where mud, filth and trash filled every corner of the street.
Kalkata is a city of adventurers where junk food, robbers, pagans, thugs and scammers were in every alleyway.
There was no way to know if this was a corpse or a faint drunkard. No one would care if pigeons or rats were gnawing away at it.
I made my way through the street, where I would normally just hang my head down and move quietly. However, today I walked with resounding steps with my head held high.
There was no stopping my path with my pride and money restored.
A world without Elfriede looming on the horizon looked so beautiful.
****
“The fuck did you say? You’re a goddamn slave?”
A nasty bald man furiously raved at me. 
My mood, raised so high by that money and pride seemed to be sinking again.
This is a slave management center located in Kalkata.
I came here to get back my slave document, which was in essence buying my freedom.
However, the head of the management center began to threaten me with blood vessels bulging atop his shiny bald head.
“Damn it, you want to free yourself?”
“Yea-Yeah. I brought the money, 30 Silver coins. According to the protocol, I’m free once this amount is paid, right?”
“That’s right. But where did you get these 30 Silver coins? How can a slave come with so much money?”
Fuck.
I didn’t know it would come to this.
It would obviously be strange if Hassan, a slave from another world, suddenly came to this office with loads of money, without anyone doubting him.
“It isn’t dirty money!”
“Fuck, that’s what everyone says. But if it’s stolen, you’re going to prison. You won’t be treated as a slave but as a criminal, the true bottom. Do you know how prisons are?”
The words ‘Criminal’ and ‘Prison’ reminded me of the dark underground prison cells infested with rats where the convicts rotted.
I’ve never been to prison myself, but I know a few people who have gone into prison and never got out of it.
Of course, the harsh prison life wasn’t something that most people could survive.
As my mind was still wandering, the bald placed the coins on his desk in bundles of ten and asked.
“Can you tell me the source of this money?”
“Yes, yes. I got it from Healer Finley. Please check in with her.”
“Are you talking about Ms. Finley from the clinic at the White deer three-way intersection?”
“I don’t know the name of the street, but she was a pretty young woman with short blue hair.”
I felt some longing when I thought about Finley’s face. I don’t know if I’ve grown attached to her or her kindness.
“Blue hair? Well, there’s only one with that hair color. Oi, go and check it out.”
The bald manager spoke to a young waiter who was listening closely. Judging by the iron chocker/cord hanging from his neck, he seems to be a slave too.
“Y-Yes!”
The boy ran away fast. He was moving so fast I couldn’t even see his feet move.
“I sent someone to verify your claims. It’s too late if you want to run away now.”
“Yeah…”
The baldy stated something terrifying.
Just like criminals who trembled in fear at the sight of a police car. This bald head of the slave management center seemed very terrifying to me.
Above all, his muscles were bulging, and he looked intimidating and strong.
If his skin was a little darker, he would be a carbon copy of ‘The Rock’.
If I had to fight him with my bare hands, I’d lose to him 9 times out of ten.
“Getting anxious now, aren’t ya? Just admit that you stole it.”
“I didn’t steal it.”
“Ugh, your confident expression won’t fool me.”
The bald-headed manager had a strict expression on his face.
Of course, it couldn’t be helped. He was just doing his job, but from my point of view, he seemed really scary. I felt like I could die any minute.
Just when I started getting restless.
Chime-.
The doorbell rang and the waiter who had previously disappeared came with an urgent look on his face. Then, while panting, he explained with a ruptured breath.
“Whoo, I just confirmed it. Ha- Ha-, He wasn’t lying. I even got a handover certificate.”
“What the…you serious? Are you really saying this money belongs to this bastard?”
He knitted his brows in irritation as if he didn’t like the news. On the other hand, I felt like a death row inmate who was presented with a lifeline. 
“See? It’s my money.”
“A slave who freed himself. I don’t think I’ve ever seen something like this. Oh, well the laws of the kingdom should be respected. Take this, it’s your slave contract.”
He took out a small scroll from a drawer and held it out to me.
Finally, it was finally in my hands. After, two years.
I was finally going to become free.
“I’ll warn you. Once a slave, always a slave. You’re bound to be one again, whether it be by debt or by accident. See you again, Hassan.”
Yeah, see you again, bastard.
I’ll definitely lose if things get rough, so I’ll let you off this time.


  
    Chapter 7: Hassan is Free (1)
Last day of service.
Although many years have passed, I can still recall the memories of that day.
The sun was shining brightly.
Warm weather pervaded Gangwon Province. The rice paddies laid out in front of us and the blurred eyes of the soldiers who were looking at us.
A feeling of irony that was somehow cool yet melancholic.
A firm belief that I could do anything and a vague feeling of fear.
Every Korean citizen would have felt similar emotions on the day of his discharge.
As I left the main gate of the battalion, I thought I’d never have to experience that feeling again.
However, I was about to savor the same emotions in a completely bizarre world for farcical reasons.
"Freedom."



  
    Chapter 8: Hassan is Free (2)
“Mr. Samaritan, we’re almost there. This is Sodomora, the city of pleasure. Strong people like you all are driven here.”
We arrived in Sodomora on a horse-drawn carriage after a full day of travel.
My first impression of the city was that it was very disgusting and filthy.
Kalkata, the city where Elfriede made her base, was also full of filth and the typical barbarism of the medieval era.
However, Sodomora was so filthy that it made the former look like a model town.
Naturally, filth and waste were dealt with carelessly.
The sewage system was similarly squalid, resulting in filthy water flowing back to the surface, creating muddy and fetid puddles of water.
The road was so bumpy it made it really hard for the carriage to advance.
Most of the buildings were made of old wooden planks and wet rags were tangled all the way in the laundry line, giving it a messy appearance.
Just standing here was enough to make me feel nauseated.
Damn, not getting any illness like cholera, malaria or some sort of pox should be considered an achievement. 
There was no way I’d be tough enough not to complain or frown about this after having been exploited to the bone.
“Damn it, whatcha looking at you stupid son of a bitch?”
“It’s one of those black-haired bastards, my luck has been shit since this morning. Ptooey—“
Some people cursed me as they passed by. Nothing unusual in this place. I felt like there were at least some rules and common sense in Kalkata.
All the passersby had knives in their hands, making them look menacing, as if they could rob you at any minute. Even beggars and homeless people had unusually sharp glints in their eyes.
People were glaring at me as if they were going to attack me and snatch all my belongings at any moment.
I witnessed a man being beaten over there. It was unknown if he was a homeless vagrant or just a beggar.
“Ugh, eh! Ugh! Stop, I’m really gonna di—“
“Shut up, you bastard! How dare you put pineapple on my pizza? Even my mint-flavored ale can’t suppress that awful taste!”
“Let’s cut his finger so that he never makes such abominations again!”
Damn it, isn’t chopping fingers too excessive for such a reason?
I turned my gaze away, ignoring the situation. I know I could get caught in this mess just by simply making eye contact with them.
I was surprised to see the yellow-toothed driver smiling at me.
Noticing my gaze, he spoke.
“Isn’t this city lovely? We’ve come a long way. It’s gonna be 80 copper coins. But, of course, I wouldn’t mind a tip.”
80 copper coins. It’s similar to the price Finley mentioned. I was no half-witted Samaritan.
One silver coin costs around 100 coppers. I’ll get some spare change back if I give him a silver.
So I took out a silver coin from my pocket and handed it to the coachman.
The coachman took the coin and then said.
“A Silver! Wait, let me find my Copper coin—“
“No need for that. You’re from Sodomora, so you must be pretty knowledgeable about the city, right?”
“Right, I could get around even with my eyes closed.”
“Then can you tell me where the Adventurer Guild is?”
After being in Kalkata for about a year I knew a lot about it and its geography but in Sodomora I was nothing more than an ignorant newbie.
In this world where there are no smartphones and only rough maps exist, I had no choice but to ask around to find my way.
It was better to ask a coachman that was used to traveling than to ask a random passerby on the streets. Fortunately, he seems to be a local.
“Hmmm—“
The driver began scratching his dirty beard with his fingernails, unsure how to answer.
“I can show you the road to the Adventurer Guilds. Which one are you going to join, the Mars Guild or the Minerva Guild?”
“There are two Guilds?”
“Right. Sodomora is quite a large city, even comparable to the royal capital. Of course, Sodomora’s filth is unrivaled. Anyway if you’re joining an Adventurer Guild you should choose carefully.”
The Minerva Guild and the Mars Guild, these two names, weren’t completely unfamiliar to me. I had some vague ideas about them but nothing concrete.
I couldn’t remember anything significant as all my knowledge for the past two years was focused on keeping Elfriede in a good mood.
Noticing that I had suddenly stopped speaking, the coachman clicked his tongue.
“Mr. Samaritan looks like you are just a country bumpkin and don’t know a lot about here. I don’t think you’ll last more than a week here. Since I’m getting paid for this, listen well while I show you the ropes.”
The coachman looked around with his yellowish eyes and continued.
“The Minerva Guild serves ❰Minerva❱ the ‘Goddess of Wisdom and Exploration.’ The Mars Guild serves ❰Mars❱ the ‘God of War and Valour.’ Although both Guilds similarly also serve as a temple dedicated to their related God, they each have their own characteristics.”
“How do they compare to each other?”
“Well, they’re pretty similar. The Minerva Guild is home to many prideful aristocrats who find sick pleasure in risking their lives for grandiose discoveries. The Mars Guild houses numerous vagrants and hoodlums who can’t even eat their meals unless they get into a fight. Since you’re a Samaritan, the Mars Guild is naturally more suited for you.”
“Is that so?”
I nodded moderately at the coachman’s explanation.
I felt a sense of déjà vu from hearing the Guilds’ names. It was very similar to the name of Roman Gods back in my world.
In fact, the Gods, cultures, religions, and even the languages of this world had many similarities with the ones back on earth.
Of course, there were a lot of differences too.
In any case, human life is roughly the same anywhere.
“Then do you want a ride to the Mars Guild? I can do that for you as an extra service.”
*****
“Amazing.”
I looked at the tall building as I got out of the carriage and bit my lip. I wasn’t ridiculing it or being sarcastic at all. What came out of my mouth was genuine admiration.
So it wasn’t a lie that this place also serves as a temple.
The Guild building was much more imposing than I expected. It was grand and magnificent, so much so that I didn’t even notice my mouth widening.
To put it simply, there were stacked columns made of granite or marble with a triangular roof atop, reminiscent of ancient architecture.
To think there would be people with such a refined sense of architecture in this barbaric and violent world. Well, religious buildings were definitely made carefully, even back in my world.
Pyramids, ancient Greek temples, and ancestral rites that my father used to set up on holidays were all such examples.
“Well, I’m off. Good luck with the Mars Guild, Mr. Samaritan. If you ever need to travel again, please find me in Mercury!”
“Mercury?”
“Yeah, it’s the same name as the Messenger God, Mercury!”
Clip-Clop–
The horses kicked their hooves and the carriage moved as the coachman whipped them.
Standing in front of the Mars Guild, I started trimming my messy beard, hair, and rags that clothed my body then entered.
The interior was quite spacious, as I had expected from looking outside. A vast hallway appeared in front of my eyes.
Counters similar to reception desks of a bank were lined up, and women with neatly cut hair were standing behind them.
Unlike the chaotic city where vagrants roamed around. This place had a certain regularity and sophistication behind it that tickled my heart as a 21st-century man. 
Is this really a temple?
This made me even more ashamed of my messy appearance.
The big bearded men that went in and out didn’t look much different from me, thus restoring some of my lost confidence.
Regardless of whether it was a man or woman, everyone was wearing armor, shields, swords, or bows. It was still very unfamiliar to me and I tensed up.
“Hmmm, hmmm—“
I coughed a few times and approached an empty counter. A green-haired woman with pointy ears moved her gaze towards me and asked in a relaxed voice.
“What’s the matter?”
“Well, uh, I’d like to register as an adventurer.”
“Are you saying you want to join our guild?”
“Yes, yes.”
How long has it been since I last had such a procedural conversation? It was nothing major, but I felt sweat dripping between my buttocks.
“Did you bring the money?”
“What?”
“There’s a registration fee for new adventurers. 20 silver. It’s written over there, can’t you see it?”
The receptionist pointed at one of the walls behind my back.
When I followed the tip of her slender finger, I could see a wooden board saying,
Mars Guild - Registration fee of 20 silvers.


“Oh, before that, you can read the letters, right?”
“Oh, yeah, I can.”
“Really–”
The receptionist raised her eyebrows with a look of surprise. In this world where literacy wasn’t high, it seemed like a barbarian like me knowing how to read is unusual.
Although, I was just as surprised at my ability to read the letters.
Anyway.
It was the first time I heard of the 20 silver coins required to join the Adventurer Guild. Is it like a subscription fee?
I felt dejected because 20 silver coins might seem insignificant, but it’s my treasure.
“We are cheaper than the Minerva Guild, so we’re definitely on the lower side. They charge a whopping 40 silver coins, although it also includes education and training fees. They call it “education” and “training” but it’s just basic swordsmanship, aren’t they just scammers?”
“Yeah, they really are.”
The receptionist spoke deftly as she sensed my hesitation. My face turned white at the mention of 40 silver coins.
Dammit, to think I could have gone to the Minerva Guild and then ended up being kicked out because of my lack of funds. This is genuinely terrifying.
How fortunate that the nameless coachman recommended the Mars Guild rather than the Minerva Guild.
Thank you, nameless coachman.
“Since you said you could read, please take a look at the following rules and put your fingerprint on it if you want to join. We issue no refunds, so think carefully.”
Rustle–
The receptionist held out a thick bundle of scrolls in front of me.
It was actually a crude booklet made of low-quality parchment and paper.
The writing was all crooked, something unique to this world that I couldn’t read.
Well, it was hard to tell if the handwriting was bad or if it was just too old for anything to be legible. 
“It’s just a formality, you can directly stamp your fingerprint there.”
“Ah, yes.”
Press—
“Then please hand me 20 silver coins.”
At the receptionist’s words, I took out 20 silver coins from my bag and handed them to her. How many bowls of soup could this money buy?
Noticing my hesitation, the receptionist snatched the silver coins from my hand and took them away.
“Well, that’s exactly 20 silver coins. Settlement confirmed. So, what’s your name?”
The receptionist who was counting the money matched her gaze with mine. I got a little nervous for some reason since she was a prettier person than I thought.
My little brother seems to get excited very easily since the curse’s release.
“Umm, It’s Ha-San.”
“Then, Mr. Haksan—”
“No, it’s Hassan. Ha-San.”
“All right, Mr. Hassan. Could you press your finger on here? It might hurt a little.”
The receptionist held out something that looked like a small fountain pen to me. The tip looked quite sharp. It wouldn’t surprise me if it did hurt me.
“Which finger?”
“Any finger is fine. One that withstands pain better, preferably.”
I-I… can a finger be better than the others at withstanding pain?
I reluctantly poked it with my left thumb. Then with a stinging sensation, blood came out and began to flow into the tip of the pen.
“Please give it back now.”
Upon receiving the pen, the receptionist took out a blank parchment and started writing with red ink.
Scribble— Scribble—
Name: Hassan

Strength: 2

Agility: 2

Stamina: 3

Blessing: Imperfect Dexterity



  
    
      Chapter 9: Hassan is Free (3)

      
      The receptionist disappeared somewhere before coming back just when I started to get bored.

      “Mr. Hassan, which temple do you pray at? Which of the twelve gods do you worship?”

      The receptionist urgently asked after sitting on her chair. Which temple do I pray at? The face of my senior in the army inquiring whether or not I attend religious events flashed through my mind.

      “I don’t go to any temple.”

      The only time I went to pray in my life was during the army and that was only because they promised me choco pie1. Looking even further back on my memories, didn’t I once follow my friend to the church because I was seduced by the prospect of Christmas presents?

      Of course, it was the farthest thing from a religious act.

      Well, considering religious acts, wouldn’t visiting my ancestor’s graves under the persuasion of my ancestral-rite-obsessed father count?

      It wasn’t like I was grateful to my grandfather and great-grandfather that I had never seen before.

      It was just that my rough and muscular father always forced me to do it. My allowance was taken if I didn’t comply. You’ll eventually hate something if you’re forced to do it.

      But, that’s how it was for most Koreans I guess.

      As I was thinking about that the receptionist’s face turned beet red.

      “What? You don’t pray to anyone?”

      She began screeching.

      “You aren’t going to any temple yet you received a blessing? How is that possible?”

      The receptionist seemed to think that I was lying. It’s not hard to understand why.

      This world that I had lived two years in couldn’t separate itself from superstitions and religions. The concepts were both deeply connected to daily life, just like in the Dark Ages.

      It is said that people offer sacrifices and devote themselves to the God they serve. In return, they get corresponding favors and blessings.

      Give and take.

      It’s way simpler to understand than the talks of salvation and liberation that the religions on earth spoke of. But I didn’t worship any God.

      No wonder she was surprised since only the part where I received a blessing has been achieved. I was just as doubtful as her about this situation.

      …Moreover, I even had two blessings. There was an even more suspicious blessing that didn’t get detected.

      What the hell is this ❰Blessing of Chaos❱?

      It sounds ominous.

      “You serve no God. This can’t normally happen. Do you know what this blessing is for? We can infer the name of the God from the ability.”

      “Oh, if that’s the case… Can you please give me your hand?”

      “My hand?”

      At my question, the receptionist clasped both hands in front of her chest and suspiciously eyed me.

      “Why my hand? Are you trying to do something weird to me? Filthy Samaritan bastard!”

      Is she for real?

      I wouldn’t be surprised if she was just a little repulsed at my request, but calling me a filthy Samaritan bastard goes a little too far, right?

      It was a little sad to say that I already became accustomed to the verbal ostracization of others in this world and gradually developed some immunity to it.

      “You were wondering what kind of blessing I had… Just give me your hand.”

      “How dare you exploit this situation to touch my hands! It’s obvious you’re taking advantage of me because I’m a little pretty!”

      This bitch, I want to punch her face.

      It was the first woman I seriously wanted to beat up since meeting my sister and Elfriede. But that’s not how it should be…

      
        Clink— Clank—
      

      
        Gnash—
      

      I felt the gazes of the temple guards, armed with flashy armor and swords.

      If I let my anger go to my head, I’ll definitely be dragged away by these ignorant bastards…

      “It’s not painful or anything weird, just give it to me.”

      “Huh, huh… All right. Let’s see what you want to do then.”

      She stretched her hand with an expression mixed with doubt and expectation.

      I held back my anger trying to avoid worsening this already bizarre situation.

      
        Badump—
      

      There were unexpectedly quite a lot of calluses on the white palm of a girl in charge of reception. Weren’t they supposed to just be in charge of the counter?

      Well, it’s a world where everyone has to work hard. It makes sense that fairer hands would be much more difficult to find.

      “Then I’ll hold onto your wrist for a while.”

      I was a little scared that she would complain about sexual harassment had I not notified her in advance. Then I slipped my finger under the receptionist’s white sleeves until I reached her wrist.

      I placed my fingers so that the area of contact would be as small as possible.

      I wondered if it would work.

      
        Ding—
      

       [Stats]

Name: Daphne
Level: 6
Condition: Indigestion



      Fortunately, a slight touch of the wrist with my finger was enough.

      Interesting.

      “…What are you doing?”

      “Ms. Daphne, are you having trouble with your digestion lately?”

      “Ah, umm, how did you know my name!? And how did you know I was having trouble with that!?”

      “This is what my blessing does…”

      “I get it! You’re a stalker! I felt like someone was spying on me a few days ago. It must have been you. Security! Security! Get this creep before he runs away! Hurry!!”

      
        Clink— Click—
      

      “Eh— Ehhh—”

      ****

      “No, I’ve just found out about it today. I don’t even know who that woman is, and it’s also my first day in the city.”

      “You-You’re lying. You just touched me!!”

      
        Slap—!
      

      “Guh—!”

      Receptionist Daphne slapped my cheeks. I was tied to a chair before I even got the opportunity to defend myself. She rebuked me so fiercely that even I, who is used to violence felt tears well up in my eyes.

      “Damn it! It hurts so much!”

      “You’re the criminal but why are you cursing me?”

      
        Slap— Slap—
      

      I was inside a secret prison in the temple. Only the sound of the slaps was resounding inside. I was slapped so much that my cheeks were burning and I wasn’t feeling much pain anymore.
Wouldn’t I be able to boil an egg if I placed it on my face right now? Daphne kept rambling while I was immersed in this silly thought.

      “What were you doing? Did the Minerva Guild send you? You keep following me, harasser!!”

      Daphne was acting crazy. I also felt I’m going insane because of this mysterious hysteria evoked by this situation.

      “Gyaa! Guaak!”

      “Y-You creep! You even dare to struggle? You finally showed your true colors, filthy barbarian!”

      “Stop it, Daphne. I can hear you all the way up here.”

      
        Clank—
      

      At that moment, someone stepped into the cramped dungeon. Noticing that the guards at the door straightened their posture, I guessed this person must be fairly high in the hierarchy.

      “This is Minerva Guild’s mole? Oho, you’re rather big, not really what I’d picture first when talking about a mole.”

      “He’s a mean jerk! Dirty Samaritan bastard! Not gonna say anything until we kill him!”

      “Alright. Alright. You have work to do so go upstairs and leave this to me.”

      “Bastard creep!”

      
        Slap—
      

      Daphne finally walked out after giving me one last slap.

      Only when her shadow completely disappeared did the man turn his gaze to me.

      An eye patch covered his left eye. He had M-shaped brows, a shaggy amber beard that was mostly peeled off, and his face was riddled with hideous scars.

      He was dressed in plain leather clothes that failed to hide his aura of experience and wisdom.

      He was slightly shorter than me, but he exuded an aura similar to my father.

      “You’re the Minerva Guild’s spy? I also heard you were stalking Daphne?”

      “I don’t even know what that means.”
I raised my voice to plead my innocence.

      A woman’s single word was enough to irreversibly change a man’s life and send him into the abyss. Proof? Some tears and a few words were more than enough!

      This happened even in my modern world which boasted of incredible technology like CCTV. It could only be worse in this barbaric and savage world.

      “I roughly heard from the guards’ words that you touched Daphne’s hand and rubbed it.”

      “No, no, I swear I didn’t! I just put a finger on her wrist! I’m innocent!”

      “Yeah, yeah, looks like you aren’t lying. Release him.”

      At the man’s words, the guards quickly released the restraints on my chained and wounded body.

      
        Ah—
      

      This was actually a pretty normal and rational behavior, but I was dumbfounded because in this world there aren’t many things that can be considered normal.

      “You believe me?”

      “No, how can I trust a savage bastard like you? I don’t trust you at all, but my distrust of her is even bigger. She is a little… Hmm… a little unstable. Mentally, she is favored by Chaos.”

      I don’t have any clue about what he was talking about, but I’m glad I was released. I caressed my injured wrist and frowned. Did these bastards have to tighten the chains so much? They flayed my skin.

      “Anyway, follow me to my office. You’re not proven innocent just yet. If you’ve been unfairly accused, I can help you.”

      The office of this one-eyed, middle-aged man was in one of the Guild’s remote corners.

      A spacious room secluded in a corner of the Guild. All I could see inside it were junk, stuffed animals, rusty armor, and dusty old books.

      It would be more appropriate to call it a warehouse than an office.

      It actually might be one.

      “Sit down.”

      At his words, I looked around. There’s no chair in sight, damn it. Where am I even supposed to ‘sit down’?

      I just put some things away and sat on a cardboard box. It creaked and wobbled, but was good enough for now.

      “I wouldn’t sit there if I were you. Something with a terrifying curse is inside.”

      Sprung up–

      I didn’t really believe in superstitions that I would be cursed if someone wrote my name with a red ink pen. However, the curses of this world are in a different league altogether.

      They’re real. They’re similar to ❰Medusa’s Curse❱.

      I ended up with no choice but to sit on the ground.

      “Hassan, average stats are over 2, overall is 7. A Samaritan with a blessing. You said you didn’t worship any god. Did you really not join any temple before?”

      The man’s only brown eye looked down at me. The atmosphere was very oppressive, not too different from when I was bullied by Elfriede.

      “This paper is never wrong. The fact that you’ve been blessed is incontestable. It’s not completely unheard of. Elves and Samaritans are strange creatures indeed.”

      
        Thud—
      

      The man sat in front of me and crossed his legs and reached out his wrist to me. It was strong enough to be a thick wooden log or a stone pillar rather than a wrist.

      I could feel the hardness and strength of the bone without even touching it.

      “W-What?”

      “I heard you could get information on people by just touching their wrists. Don’t tell me it only works on women?”

      Ah- I could finally understand his intentions. He was giving me an opportunity to prove my claims. It also happened to be what I wanted to do.

      Not living up to his expectations would probably result in me getting pummeled by his enormous arms.

      I nervously moved my fingers and put them on his wrist.

      
        Ding—
      

       [Stats]

Name: Baltma
Level: ???
Condition: Hangover 》 ??? 》 ??? 》 ???



      What the hell? Question marks?

      Why did these question marks pop up? This could happen? It was safe to say that there was no information aside from his name.

      “What’s wrong? You didn’t lie, did you?”

      Perhaps because he was still doubting me, his only eye was frowning, and the man— called Baltma clenched his fist.

      “Do you know what my name is?”

      “Baltma… Baltma, right?”

      “You figured it out as expected. But you see, there aren’t many people in this city that don’t know me. It’s even less likely for them not to know if they visit the Mars Guild. Did you figure out anything else? In Daphne’s case, you knew she had digestion problems.”

      Aside from the hidden information, all I knew about him was that he was suffering from a hangover.

      “You seem to have a terrible hangover.”

      “Huh?”

      The man’s brow furrowed, as if he couldn’t believe it. His face was so grim and it made me flinch.

      “I have a hangover?”

      Baltma sniffed and smelled his own body.

      “There’s no smell of alcohol, yet you still say I’m hungover.”

      “You definitely have a hangover.”

      Silence reigned in the room after my words. I had no choice but to trust the words that appeared in front of my eyes at the man’s suspicious gaze.

      Ah. There must be a cause, there has to be something—

      While this prickly silence was still reigning.

      “…Shit, how did you know? It’s an odorless drink even my wife wouldn’t notice. If she realizes I’ve been drinking at work, I’m going to get fucked.”

      Baltma started rummaging through his junk after saying that and then took a bottle and a glass from it.

      The bottle was filled with a wine-looking purple liquid.

      The man opened the cork and gulped down its content. Didn’t you just say you shouldn’t be drinking at work? Just as I thought, he is crazy.

      “Wanna take a sip?”

      “N-No…”

      ”It’s a wine made by fermenting Tiger Wasps in wine. Not a lot of people know about this, but this would be effective to solve some men’s problems…lately, if it weren’t for this I’d truly be afraid of nights.”

      The man mumbled information I didn’t ask for and took a few sips. My heart grew relieved after seeing him talking to me casually.

      “Well, I know you’re not lying. I also have a rough idea of which God blessed you?”

      “Oh, is that true?”

      The stinging pain in my burning cheeks seemed to instantly disappear. The thought of getting a hint about my ability was enough to lessen the pain. Although my situation was still a little awkward, it’s miles better than before.

      
        Pop—
      

      To my question, Baltma put back the lid on the bottle and answered.

      “I’m a little concerned about the word “Imperfect” in front of your blessing. Dexterity and your other talents. In addition, there is only one God that bestows upon people the blessing of information appraisal.”

      “Who is it?”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 10: Hassan, Iron Rank Adventurer (1)

      
      “A blessing for information appraisal. A ray of light that illuminates the darkness born from incognizance. Only one God grants this blessing.”

      “So who is it?”

      “The God of Light and Sun. Looks like you’re lacking some culture, little friend, you’re a Samaritan after all… Anyway, the ‘Blessing of the Sun God’ is famous for being rare.”

      Baltma, sitting atop the pile of garbage, scanned me from head to toe.

      “I don’t know why this power was given to such an ignorant Samaritan who also lacks faith. Only one among 100 devout believers would normally receive it…”

      The deeds of Gods couldn’t be understood by us foolish mortals. After muttering a few words, Baltma chomped as if he couldn’t understand the reason and smacked his lips.

      God of Light and Sun.

      I thought of the blazing celestial body when I muttered these words.

      The Sun God.

      The influence of the sun was significant no matter the civilization or tradition.

      Even in ancient myths and legends, the worship of the sun was extremely popular.

      I don’t know what it meant exactly, but since I’ve been given a rare blessing it should be quite good then, right?

      After two years of hellish slavery, spring has finally arrived in my life!

      Talent!

      Riches!

      Hell yeah!

      Fuck yeah. After getting used to the comfortable life of the 21st century, I got thrown into this barbarous and superstitious land, where I was even forced into slavery.

      If you lose something, you’re bound to get something else in return. It goes without saying that tough times never last and eventually good times come your way. It’s normal to finally be awarded for your hard work.

      While I was indulging in this bright, beautiful, and hopeful, self-created fantasy.

      “Before you get too happy, being blessed isn’t all shine and rainbows. It means you’re being watched by transcendent powers far beyond our mortal comprehension. It ends in tragedy most of the time.”

      Baltma’s words felt like a bucket of cold water being dumped on me, giving me chills to my bones.

      “Even the most famous kings, heroes, and even beasts faced a mournful end. Lest a faithless Samaritan. I can’t wait to see how you’ll die. And I’m not cursing, rather, it’s a compliment.”

      Damn it, there’s no such thing in this world as a free meal.

      ****

      The bald-headed Baltma seemed to hold a fairly high-ranking position in the Mars Guild of Sodomora.

      All misunderstandings were cleared with a few words of his.

      “We need to go through a thorough verification procedure. You savage Samaritan, I bet you killed a lot of people in the wild, didn’t you? He’s ugly and has quite a robust physique. It’s a pass.”

      Rather, I was able to enjoy the fastest guild joining procedure. However, what I loved the most was the opportunity to get an apology from Daphne. 

      “…I’m Daphne. Starting today, I’ll be in charge of Mr. Hassan. What happened earlier was really my-my-my…”

      “Your fault?”

      “Bastard, you made a mistake first!”

      However, even though I got this opportunity, I didn’t receive a proper apology. I don’t know when I will receive a sincere apology. It might never happen. Let’s pretend that I stepped on crap while passing by it.

      Anyway, I lost a huge amount of 20 silvers. And through some misunderstandings and a few slaps, I was able to become an Iron-tier Adventurer.

      Iron-tier.

      Iron-rank Adventurer.

      The fifth tier of adventurers, the bottom tier.

      In game terminology, I was a newbie left in the dust of the better players.

      “Hehe.”

      Still, it felt great.

      Having a tier was similar to creating your account and playing the placement matches.

      Up until now, instead of using a computer, I’ve been using small pebbles and lumps of mud. It was like a meme. A dumb one at that. It felt like I was living in a third-world country where there was no form of entertainment besides sound.

      I can’t be satisfied with the fact that I have now access to the ladder, I need to climb up the ranking.

      “Mr. Hassan, if you take a quest and successfully complete it, you’ll get the promised reward from the client. If the number of [received commissions/successful quests]reaches a certain amount, you can try applying for rank promotion. If you end up getting promoted to a higher rank, you can get quests that pay better and…”

      Upon entering work mode, Daphne gave a surprisingly solid explanation of the adventurer’s work, promotion, and monetary settlement. Is this really the Daphne that was freaking out before? It doesn’t look like it.

      “That’s about it.”

      Even though I was Elfriede’s slave, I still had some knowledge about how adventurers worked, making her explanation easier to understand.

      Adventurers were like handymen, and the Guild was like a labor market where all kinds of workers gathered.

      There, you can get money by doing various tasks, and after accumulating enough experience you can get promoted, have more job opportunities, and get paid more…

      That’s about it.

      It was a very simple system.

      “For reference, you can pay 5 silver to have your name displayed in the job searching panel for a year. See that crowd over there?”

      Daphne pointed with her finger to a corner of the Guild. Behind the crowd of people, something like a large bulletin board was hanging on the wall.

      “So my name will be displayed there?”

      “Yes, you’ll get a lot of exposure by having your name displayed there. Not only that, you’ll also get requested much more, and even finding a party will be easier. You can go take a look.”

      “A moment, please–”

      I got up from my seat and headed towards the job-searching bulletin. Then I saw papers with writing on them hanging all over the wall.

      
Name: Thereseus
Strength: 5
Agility: 4
Stamina: 2
Rank: Bronze
Special Features: Has one hell of a shield and plate armor. Good at offense and defense. Handsome. Pretty girls are welcome. Men, scram!




      That’s roughly how it was.

      It feels like you’re attracting aggro in front of the dungeon in the game, all the while spam-pinging everyone in your party and filling the party chat with strings of “@@@@”.

      What about the other guys? Let’s check one more.

      
Name: Big Dick Destroyer
Strength: Enough to make most men bow their heads.
Agility: As agile as a hawk.
Stamina: 3 days and 3 nights are no problem
Rank: Silver
Special Remarks: Can attack and defend, but prefers to attack. Holds a thick rod. Strong thrust. Skills are no joke. Full of love.




      ….….

      Ugh, what did I just witness? I feel like I’ve stared into an abyss whose existence I shouldn’t even be aware of.

      I faced the front desk again and then sat down.

      “Do I need to register there to get a job?”

      Five silver coins were too much money. It was enough money to eat and sleep for at least a few weeks to up to a month.

      I was a little disappointed that I had to use my leftover money for this. What would I be doing now if I hadn’t gotten the money back from Elfriede? It’s horrible.

      “Hmm.”

      Perhaps, feeling my hesitation, Daphne ‘Hmmed’ and then continued.

      “To be honest, it’s better to register there after settling down and getting used to the job to a certain degree. It’s better to use it when you’re stable rather than a new member.”

      “Stable?”

      “Yes, for the first three months after signing up, the Guild itself will provide you with quests. You’re all alone after that. At that time, the higher your reputation, the better. Thus it’s a little useless at first.”

      “Oh, then I’ll think about it a little more then.”

      “Yes, it’s better this way. Then we’re through with the registration process, Mr. Hassan. As a receptionist, we are bound to frequently meet, so I hope we get along well. And about what happened earlier… I’m sorry, I’ve been a little touchy these days. Especially when a man touches me, I just lose my temper…”

      The funny-looking green-haired Daphne blushed as if at a loss.

      Although she had exposed a fiery and hysterical side earlier, there was no denying the fact that she is a beauty.

      It’s natural she’d be good-looking since she’s in charge of the Guild’s front desks. 

      Her having a stalker didn’t seem inconceivable. No wonder she’d mistrust or even dislike males.

      Anyway, as she said, I’ll often see her at the front desk. It’s better for my future to lighten the mood.

      “Ah… well, I understand. I freak out sometimes too…”

      “Slap me five times now!”

      “What?”

      “I slapped you five times, it’s only fair if you return them to me.”

      “No, I’m asking you if you’re being real here.”

      “Yes, I’m being serious here. I don’t think I’ll be able to fix my peculiarity if you don’t do it. Come on.”

      Is she crazy?

      Daphne closed her eyes tightly and gave me her cheek. I was confused about whether what I was going through right now was real or fake.

      Slap her on the cheek? Right now?

      Looking around, I could see the inside of the guild building, where many people were going in and out.

      If I slap a woman, all eyes will inevitably turn on me. It’s also expected that many problems will come my way if I go through with this.

      “Come on! Come on! Please, I need you to help me with my peculiar habit! If you don’t hit me now, I’ll scream!”

      Daphne kept urging me while keeping her eyes closed tightly. I decided to slap her five times with a confused look.

      
        Slap—!
      

      “Kyaa!”

      
        Slap— Slap—! Slap—! Slap—!
      

      “Ugh, enm, hagh!”

      Daphne’s face was dyed red with the palm of my hand. It looked as if it was going to burst at any moment.

      It looked like this even after I made sure to control my strength. This woman’s skin felt completely different from mine, that had been hardened by all kinds of labor.

      
        Whisper— Whisper—
      

      “What the… Oh my god!”

      “Why is he slapping her? Is it because he didn’t agree with the pay?”

      “Black hair. Maybe this savage is trying to cause a ruckus-“

      “What are the guards doing?”

      It was Daphne that got hit, but why do I feel like my cheeks were even redder than hers? It was the first time I had slapped someone like this.

      
        Ding—
      

      『Healed Daphne's peculiar ‘Paranoia’』



      『Task Points + 50』



      The words that crossed my mind told me a weird story. Healed her peculiar ‘Paranoia?’ I don’t think there was anything like that when I touched her wrist.

      And to say that a slap on the cheek would heal her paranoia, what is this… Is it some kind of physical therapy?

      “I’m sorry Hassan. I was wrong. I realized it now. My mind has been cleared. I’ve been such a bitch!”

      Daphne began shedding tears, either because of pain or regret. Daphne cried for a long time and I had no choice but to stay with her. 

      This feels like a penalty game.

      However, after receiving her apology, I felt weird. When was the last time I received such an apology? I feel so ashamed.

      When the sobbing gradually diminished, I spoke out the words I had been holding in.

      “Miss Daphne, is there anything I can do today?”

      “Today…? Usually, it’s difficult to get a request on the first day due to regulations…”

      “Can’t you do anything about it?”

      I felt the weight of the coin bag in my hands.

      
        Clink—
      

      It was light.

      Fourteen silver coins. If I register my name on that bulletin board, five silver coins will go away? I’ll only have nine silvers remaining. 

      If I save that money for my daily expenses, I’ll be able to fend off rain and malnourishment for a month or two. Still, I should earn it back while I can.

      I’ve gotten used to hunger and homelessness, but I’m no longer a slave. It’s necessary to avoid living as such.

      It would be nice if I could quickly raise my adventurer rank to silver and get citizenship.

      Finley… as that married woman said, setting up a clinic after reaching the silver grade was a good option.

      “Hmm…”

      Daphne seemed troubled.

      “Okay Mr. Hassan, I really wronged you so, I’ll try my best to help you. But you can’t tell anyone I was the one to give you the quest.”

      Daphne said, as she took out a huge ledger and rummaged around. The pages were fluttering, and then she stopped and pointed to a certain spot with her fingers.

      “Here, this was scheduled for someone this afternoon. Since that person left, there is a vacancy. I’ll put Mr. Hassan’s name instead. It’s not a difficult one, it should be fine.” 

      Daphne, who had previously slapped me, was starting to look lovely in my eyes. Wasn’t it great to have a receptionist in my debt just by slapping her? 

      Of course, those weren’t really my thoughts, but this development felt oddly comforting.

      “The total salary is 120 coppers, making it 30 coppers per person.”

      “So, there are three others besides me? What are we doing?”

      “I didn’t choose something hard since it’s your first day. There are abandoned ruins outside Sodomora that need to be regularly cleaned. It’s usually done by Iron-rank adventurers.”

      That was as much as I could do as a newbie. This job was, in fact, so easy that even a kid could take care of it. It’s just cleaning after all.

      I had mastered the art of cleaning at Elfriede’s cabin.

      “Cleaning is my specialty.”

      “Great. It’s not that difficult. You’ll be done in half a day.”

      Working for half a day would bring me 30 coppers.

      How much effort did it take me to collect 30 coppers as a slave?

      Back then, I could save about four coppers from the average price of rice soup per day, so 30 coppers would have taken me a week to collect back then.

      Impressive.

      This is probably why people put a lot of effort into getting a job.

      “Then, Mr. Hassan, please take this wooden plaque and go to the west gate of Sodomora. Your three other companions will have the same one.” 

      Daphne gave me a wooden plaque that looked like a key chain. A wide piece of wood the size of my palm.

      After wiping it a little, the letters “Mars Guild” were engraved on it. 

      I remember seeing Elfriede and other adventurers carrying these to recognize their designated party members.

      Holding this plaque in my hand made me feel warm, fuzzy, and excited.

      “It’ll be noon soon, so I’ll be on my way.”

      “Well, Mr. Hassan, about the…”

      Daphne turned her back to me and tried to say something. It seems it’s something she has difficulty bringing up considering the way she is hesitating without finishing her sentence.

      “Well… I have to tell you something….”

      “Is it because of the earlier conflict? Don’t worry about that anymore.”

      “No, that’s not what I’m talking about. There’s a strange person among the cleaning crew. It’s a simple task so there shouldn’t be an issue, but I thought I’d let you know just in case.”

      Fuc–, you’re worrying me now.

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 11: Hassan, Iron Rank Adventurer (2)

      
      West gate of Sodomora.

      West gate of Sodomora…

      I kept muttering the name of this important location like a private on duty.

      I would regret ruining my debut as an adventurer, by a mistake or some unforeseen accident.

      Since reputation was important enough for an adventurer to warrant paying a monthly fee to have it on a bulletin board, it would be better to stay vigilant and succeed in this quest even if it’s an easy one.

      
『Hassan: Diligent Worker』




      Thinking of the day I’ll be on the bulletin board, I reached the west gate of Sodomora.

      Damn, this city was so big! I don’t even know the way around. I couldn’t reach the west gate until noon because of that.

      The west gate was relatively quiet considering it’s a city gate-

      I was scanning my surroundings, trying to find someone holding the same wooden plaque as me.

      “What are you staring at? Wanna have a go, bastard?”

      “Still not lowering your eyes, hah? Think you’re tough because you’re big?”

      I couldn’t see a sign of my party members anywhere I looked, only people spouting curses at me.

      They were wearing armors and had weapons in hand, the farthest thing from cleaning equipment.

      The only cleaning they looked likely to be doing was ethnic cleansing. Obviously, these bastards are vicious fascists.

      So, where the hell were my party members?

      Did they really leave first and left me behind because I was running late?

      Well, that’s one hell of a start. If I knew this was going to happen, I would have spent money to recruit a guide. Just when I began wallowing in regret.

      “There you are, Samaritan.”

      Hmm? Was someone calling out to me? I’m pretty sure I’m the only Samaritan here.

      “Yeah, you. Are you part of the shrine cleaning party?”

      It was a timid male voice. I turned my head at the sound but couldn’t find anyone.

      “Here, here.”

      
        Swoosh-
      

      I lowered my head and saw a bearded man, not even half my size, looking up to me. Why is he so short? A Dwarf?

      No, he was a little too thin to be one.

      If dwarves gave off a feeling like they’re strong as boulders, then this old man seemed more like a thin cucumber, not to mention he looked weak. On top of that, a dwarf’s beard is as thick as a broom, while this old man’s beard was more like that of a weasel.

      He was an old man with gray hair, a white beard, and wrinkles on his face like a child’s raincoat.

      I think I heard people talking about a kind similar to him but I can’t recall what they’re called.

      “What are you looking down at? Are you ignoring me because I’m short? I always heard that Samaritans were big but small down there.”

      Fuck? How did he know?

      I didn’t know who he was, but he didn’t seem like an ordinary person at least. He had an unusual aura about him.

      Anyway, I confirmed that he was my party member by checking his plaque. I looked around the west gate and addressed the old man.

      “I thought I’d be the first to come here. Did anyone arrive before you? To think a Samaritan would precede us. You’re quite the diligent one, it’s also quite rare among the young folks.”

      “I was the first one here?”

      “Yeah, I suppose so. They’ll probably be here any minute.”

      I thought I was late, but it turned out I was the first one who arrived here? I saw someone approaching while waving his hands as I was thinking about that. 

      “Howdy~. Looks like the cleaning party?”

      He was a man with a very distinctive conical red hat. He was a little shorter than me, but that still could be considered quite tall for a human being in this world.

      His face was covered by his dangling long red hair and a very prominent nose. The nose seemed normal but looked a bit ugly.

      He had something akin to a huge piece of wood on his back. I thought it was something like an adventurer’s weapon or just cleaning gear.

      
        Strum-
      

      It was a string instrument similar to a guitar or something. What the hell is this?

      
        Strum-.
      

      “Same wooden plaques. Praise to Mercury, God of Encounters. Great guide of Travelers. Fateful Encounter. Painful separation~”

      Strum, strum-strum, he started singing along with his performance.

      What the fuck is this nut-job doing?

      He started singing and playing the guitar as soon as we met. I thought I had seen everything adventurers had to offer while I was a slave belonging to Elfriede, but this bard is a rare lunatic.

      I was desperately trying not to be associated with him when pedestrians passing by witnessed this scene and inquired, “What is happening?”

      Come to think of it, Daphne did talk about a weird person. It must have been this bard.

      In fact, even the half-baked old man looked weird, but this young bard takes the cake.

      That’s what I thought at the time.

      I’ll have to delay my growing suspicions that it might be a get together of clowns for now unless the next person who arrives is also shady like them.

      “Are you the cleaning party members tasked with cleaning the shrine located on the outskirts?”

      The first thing I saw was a huge mask. A huge ass mask. Like a Chinese lion mask, a large head depicting a goblin or a demon was carved out instead.

      Below it, she adorned her body with very exposing attire, just like the dancers I had sometimes seen when I was with Elfriede. She was also barefoot.

      She also had many accessories attached to her feet, arms, and waist that clinked every time she walked.

      Probably a girl. She looked just as strange as the others.

      Below the mask. Just as I began assessing her by looking at her revealing clothes and her rather ample bosom.

      “Hoh, that distinctive mask, clothes that barely cover anything, and a unique amulet. You’re a shaman of Ideope. Never had I thought I’d be stuck with a daughter of the wild in this city.”

      The midget-like old man proudly laid out his flamboyant knowledge like a peacock showing off his feathers. A shaman, huh? What kind of job was that?

      It wasn’t strange for shamans to exist in a world where magic existed and Gods granted curses and blessings.

      “You have quite the sharp eyes for an old halfling grandpa! I am Luna, the shaman of Ideope. Luna, who is the daughter of the Great Night.”

      “What? An old halfling grandpa? Who do you think I am? I, Dr. Plato, am pretty famous in the Delphian school. Even the daughter of the barbarian tribes should have heard of my renowned reputation?”

      “Not really.”

      “Ah, young people these days have no culture. Just as it’s foolish to try to get a turtle to fly, it’s foolish to try to impart knowledge and culture on a stupid barbarian.”

      The name of the masked woman was Luna.

      And this midget-like old man is Plato, apparently a halfling. It seemed to be time to introduce myself too. Just as I was about to say my name.

      
        Strung-
      

      “My name is Marco~ I’m a wandering bard and an iron-rank adventurer like everyone else~”

      He introduced himself without anyone asking. Being the only one not having introduced himself, all eyes were on me now. 

      It’s been a while since I’ve been in the spotlight like this, I began getting nervous and thus I introduced myself in moderation.

      “I’m Hassan. Please take care of me today.”

      It was a little awkward greeting, but the quest is all about cleaning trash and pulling out some weed, anyway.

      Since we were only teaming up for today, there was no need to talk deeply about myself or get attached to them.

      I guess that’s what everyone was thinking as well since no one asked for a better introduction or any more questions after that. 

      ****

      “Old man, are you sure we’re on the right track? You know how to read a map, right?”

      It has been hours since we left the walls of Sodomora.

      Walking in the fields to the west of Sodomora, we soon arrived at a dense forest. The shrine that we needed to clean up was in this area.

      “Don’t rush me, young Samaritan. Reading a map is akin to reading the world. Reading the world means grasping the truth. Therefore, reading a map was no different from realizing the truths of this world.”

      I didn’t understand what he was going on about, most importantly with halfling Plato’s guidance, we had been circling the same path for an hour while he was preaching his dogshit philosophy.

      Bastard, talking like a hotshot philosopher, but you don’t even know how to properly read a map.

      - X - - X -

      I saw another one of the marks we had left with a dagger on one of the trees. It was at that moment I started getting really annoyed.

      “Kyaat! Horned wasps!”

      One of the party members started running while shouting like an eviscerated pig. It was Luna the shaman.

      “I got you, hehe! Lucky!”

      Luna grabbed a thumb-sized bee with a chisel-like tool, then shoved it into the leather bottle she was carrying on her waist and closed the lid.

      There were already more than five wasps in there.

      
        Buzz Buzz-.
      

      I was annoyed by the constant flapping of wings inside the leather container. At the same time, the halfling old man, Plato, opened his mouth.

      “According to the superstitions of outlands, alcohol made from wasps is good for stamina. I heard that people in Ideope use bee stings as medicine. It must have been true. They’re really a barbaric bunch.”

      “You’re only saying this because you’re ignorant. A bottle of these little things is expensive, it sells for one silver per bottle!”

      “W-What? U-Umm, I can’t believe people actually pay for this. Ah, what is our world turning into? This has never happened when the titans were ruling.”

      As if imagining the pile of money waiting for him, Plato’s eyes began to busily scan the trees and bushes.

      Everyone was looking for the bees now.

      Just look at the map, you punk. We’ve been circling the same area since forever.

      
        Strum-
      

      “The flapping of the wasps’ wings is inspiring me! The title “Flight of the Wasp”*! I can already hear it in my head. Wasps are buzzing, the day is buzzing, keep working hard~”

      I don’t want to complain too much, but this is such a shitty party.

      Daphne had said there was a strange fellow in the party, but isn’t everyone besides me a troll?

      Everyone here was so weird that I started to doubt whether I was the strange one.

      Dammit? Am I the odd one here?

      While I remember that Elfriede and her companions were a little rough and unusual, they weren’t as weird as these guys.

      The gap between a silver-rank adventurer and an iron-rank one seemed to be as different as the difference between a crawling ant and a soaring wasp.

      Then, I saw something flying in front of me.

      Fuck it, it’s even tormenting me.

      
        1 Silver!
      

      I jumped even faster than I thought I could and slapped the wasp with my palm.

      The wasp fell to the ground as if it fainted. I then hurriedly grabbed it by its waist.

      It was a wasp as big as my fist, so the sound of its flapping wings was akin to a helicopter. Damn scary.

      Its shiny black color definitely looked cool. The tick-tock-clicking sound was so loud I could even hear it after blocking my ears.

      Wow, how did I even catch this with my hands?

      Anyway, I’m going to make bank! These bees are going to pay for tormenting me!

      I then whiningly put the struggling bee I had caught in the leather pocket of my waist.

      “Wow, you caught a wheel bee! You dared to touch it with your hands? Are Samaritans really as fearless as I heard? You said your name was Hassan, right?”

      Luna, the shaman, who was hysterically chasing after the wasps until now, suddenly spoke to me. She showed great interest in the way I caught the bees.

      “Wheel bee?”

      “Yeah, they can sell for 20 coppers. They’re very fierce, making them hard to hold on to. I don’t think you got stung either. You’re quite lucky. A living specimen can sell for 30 coppers!”

      I couldn’t see her expression because of the mask, but she seemed to be envious of me.

      Actually, I was really afraid of spiders, but bees were okay.

      Whether it was because of my father who made me experience a lot of things or because of my military life in the Gangwon-do mountains, bee stings were nothing new to me. I was used to them and no longer thought much of them.

      I was having a hard time believing a single bee was worth 30 coppers. This alone was more than the cleaning reward. Was this for real? Thirty coppers meant six bowls of rice soup. I could even eat 10 of them if I went for the cheaper options.

      Damn it, I’m exhausted.

      “30 coppers-? Do wheel bees have such high value? I never imagined a bee would have such a price.”

      “30 coppers are more than this Marco can make after a full day on the streets-“

      Perhaps because of the sudden mention of high amounts of money, Dr. Plato the quack philosopher, and Marco the big-nosed bard became interested in whatever we were doing.

      Thus our journey has turned into one of gathering wasps, beetles, mushrooms, and so on. We were all boasting about our findings and envying others’ treasures. How did things turn this strange!!

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 12: Hassan, Iron-Rank adventurer (3)

      
      “Found it! Crispy Mushroom! It’s 1 copper per root. Alchemists use this to make potions!”

      Luna pulled out a strange mushroom and exclaimed loudly. Next to her, the bard and the philosopher were also picking mushrooms and insects from the same tree bark and storing them in their respective leather pouches.

      The gathering was going very smoothly. I couldn’t help but wonder if we could continue this. We still had to clean the shrine.

      “This is how most low-level quests proceed. There are no strict restrictions on your actions, and most people tend to finish their quest voluntarily, so it’s good to reap extra money.”

      Plato, the iron-rank halfling adventurer, was chucking handfuls of roots and mushrooms in his bag.

      “It’s something we have to do as iron-rank adventurers, as it’s hard to make a living with just the quests.”

      These words definitely had some credibility attached to them coming from the mouth of an old man. In a world where the internet existed and information was quickly shared, knowledge was available in abundance.

      In a world where books are rare, let alone advanced pieces of technology, the knowledge and wisdom of the elderly were truly priceless. I thought he was just a quack philosopher, but it seems he does have a reliable side to himself.

      I don’t think it would be a bad idea to get information about adventurers from this elderly philosopher in the future.

      So I sat down next to the old man who was digging for plants and roots and asked.

      “Is there any reason you are working as an adventurer and a scholar? Wouldn’t it be easy to get a job somewhere nice with a degree?”

      There were also universities in this world. The university back in the world where I used to live was more like a shop instead of a place for learning. However, the universities in this world were like iron fortresses that were hard to enter.

      So, in this world, the pride of college students and degree holders really soared.

      I have met my fair share of college students and who were lucky enough to enjoy partying in clubs on a Friday night.

      However, there was a stark contrast between them and me. Those sacrilegious bastards are the reasons the sales volume of condoms would soar on Christmas, not to mention Christmas is an event that lasts for two days.

      I never really felt compatible with those college bastards even after I became a slave.

      In any case, a scholar who had received a Ph.D. was digging for mushrooms while burying his face in the dirt. Was he an empiricist? 

      “I majored in philosophy.”

      “Ah-.”

      I was aware that scholars surely are different. Everything becomes clear with their single explanation. In this world, philosophy seems to be rather non-mainstream.

      After all, in a world dominated by adventurers who lived day to day, there was no easy way for thinkers to make easy money.

      As important as the basics of philosophy, mathematics, and science were, it seemed this world had different priorities.

      “The world wasn’t like this before. Back then, philosophers were respected. I was young back then, but everything changed since the Titans fell and the 12 gods replaced them. Young people these days are too brash and only want immediate benefits.”

      As if he was pleased to have been asked, the old halfling philosopher kept speaking without me asking him.

      It seems that even in this world, old people couldn’t resist the urge to tell their stories to other people.

      “Who are the 12 gods? They’re just irresponsible gods warming their seats. It’s not just the 12 gods. Look at Pluto. I don’t know what he’s doing in the underworld. Labyrinths leading to the underworld are being discovered all over the world. Monsters and undead are now surfacing up.”

      Pluto.

      I don’t know much about the 12 gods, but I’ve heard this name a few times already.

      As he was the ‘God of Wealth’, it was said that many treasures were buried in Pluto’s realm. Adventurers who coveted wealth always targeted his underground ruins.

      Even if they didn’t believe in God, most competent adventurers would know this.

      “But that’s not all! These days a lot of foreign people are coming to the Gaia continent. Like the daughter of Ideope over there! The elves of the world tree or the Samaritans of the wilderness! They are trying to stick a straw into this kingdom and continent we worked our sweat off to build!”

      “This can only spell disaster for us citizens, especially minorities that can be discriminated against by foreigners if they gain too much power. Elves are especially vicious!”

      End of the world, End of-!I nodded to the old man, who was angrily spouting saliva like a soldier whose vacation had been cut short. Then, as if satisfied with my approval, the corners of his mouth slightly crept up, then he started speaking softly so only I could hear him.

      “Young man, it seems you’re a little more aware than you look? Are your parents from the Gaia continent?”

      “I was born and raised in Samaria.”

      Of course, my real hometown was the Republic of Korea on earth. Damn it.

      “Well, I suppose so. You resemble a savage, no matter the angle I look at you. Anyway, I’ll bring back the titan faith to its prominence. I’m currently working on an amazing thesis. Once it goes out into the world, it’s definitely gonna make a lot of noise. It will sweep everything away like a tornado-!”

      Well, it seems that even this old man had a dream.

      A dream.

      Dreams and vision were the driving force behind people’s actions. They’re what prevent one’s soul from withering away. In a way, weren’t these what kept this old man in his prime? However, I don’t think it saved his little brother.

      “Young Samaritan, this is for the sake of research, but why did you become an adventurer? What made you leave the wilderness to join Sodomora?”

      Looks like it’s my turn to answer questions now.

      “I heard that Samaritans roam the world in search of a glorious way to die. Is this what you are searching for too?”

      “Something like that, I guess?”

      “As expected! My guesses are never wrong! Still, you’re the most good-natured Samaritan I ever talked to. You seem quite learned for one too. Did you study in any institution?”

      I was about to graduate from college back in my world. Are my degrees and diplomas accepted here? The man answered his own question while I was pondering about it.

      “Even if times have changed, there’s no way barbarians would go to school. Well, that being said, it’s not like I’m in a better position myself. I’m still rolling in the dirt with the savages I’m cursing-”

      That’s how my conversation with the old man ended.

      Although we talked about a lot of things, I couldn’t remember much for some reason. Only the feeling that elves were despicable remained.

      ****

      “I’ll be honest with you. I have no idea where we are. I must be getting old.”

      Damn it, old bastard. Only after the sun had set and the forest was submerged in darkness did he say with a doubtful voice.

      Well, I did know that this old man was struggling with reading the map, but I didn’t know it was gonna be this bad.

      
        Strum-
      

      “Like a lost child, crying and whining in the wild-“

      “Shh. Shut up. Quiet.”

      “Okay.”

      My nerves were getting more sensitive the darker it was getting. If there’s one thing I have learned by living in this world for two years is that a dark forest is the last place you ever want to be in.

      You never know what will appear or what accident could happen, so vigilance was key. How could someone sing and play instruments in such a place? Damn it, it’s unacceptable even if the Elder Music God descends.

      Maybe because of my muttering, the big-nosed bard put his instrument on his back and looked at the map with a serious expression.

      “So, brother, the white thing is the paper and the black things are the letters, right?”

      This young bard was even more ignorant than I could imagine. It was useless to ask for help from him.

      I wasn’t familiar with the surrounding terrain, so I couldn’t figure out where we were by looking at the map. The map itself was also vaguely drawn, not precise at all-

      All that’s left is that voodoo shaman or whatever.

      Luna was struggling with her back. It seems like all the things she stuffed inside made it hard for her to even walk.

      “Lost? Worry not, it’s the perfect occasion to use my apocalyptic voodoo!”

      Luna spouted confidently behind her mask.

      ‘Apocalyptic voodoo’ just its name sounded ominous. Though, we have no choice but to rely on her and her mysterious witchcraft, blessing, or whatever!

      “Bring me a stick. I need a stick.”

      At Luna’s instructions, the big-nosed bard and I brought several suitable-looking sticks.

      She looked at each one and would say things like “This one is too curved” or “This one has too many twigs.” She was judging them one by one until she finally nodded her head, holding a branch in her hand that was straight enough to be used as a whip.

      “Alright. This one should be good enough!”

      “I never thought I’d get a chance to witness the magic of Ideope. Interesting.”

      Even the old man, who had previously just been staring at us with a perplexed look on his face, seemed to be interested in the ‘Apocalyptic Voodoo’ of Luna.

      I, too, looked forward to what Luna was going to do.

      Most of the magic I have seen so far looked unbelievable, such as shooting scorching fireballs to kill a huge monster or mending a person’s injuries in an instant.

      “Everyone, be quiet now. I need to concentrate.”

      
        Thud-
      

      Luna inserted a rod into the soil like a pillar and started reciting a mysterious spell.

      “…”

      It sounded so horrible that it was hard to even describe. Rather than an incantation, it felt more like abyssal howls from the bottom of a swamp.

      It felt like the chaos was approaching us with slow and casual footsteps as if the gates of time and space opened up right now.

      “Hayaaat-!”

      Luna suddenly fell to the ground with a weird scream, as if she fainted because of tension.

      “What’s going on brother? I can feel a very wicked and sinister magic ene-”

      I don’t think I was feeling the same kind of energy the big-nosed musician was feeling, but I couldn’t help but swallow my saliva nonetheless at his exclamation.

      “I, I don’t know. What do you think, old man?”

      “Ideope’s sorcery hasn’t been studied a lot. Most data was swept away after the Giant War 50 years ago. Let’s wait and see for now.”

      Luna was breathing heavily. Hah- Hah- Hah?By the time I thought of helping her stand up, she staggered up and approached the stick that was planted on the ground.

      Then she banged her feet around it and then knocked it to the ground.

      
        Splat-
      

      What kind of religious significance did that have? I was seriously contemplating this when I was interrupted.

      “Come on, let’s go this way!”

      Luna pointed in the direction of the fallen rod.

      “No, does this even make sense?”

      “Hiik-!”

      As Luna, the voodoo shaman, retreated close to me, my body can’t help but heat up. And the big-nosed Marco who was watching the scene next to me held my shoulder.

      “But brother. There’s no other way, is there?”

      “Sigh, that’s true.”

      Still, we had to find our way through a dark forest. I couldn’t help but feel it was strange.

      We also wasted time trying to catch wasps. It’s not like I could complain since I was an accomplice.

      So we decided to walk in the direction the stick pointed to as Luna said.

      The moon rose before I realized it, and howls of unknown beasts resounded. I don’t know what will happen to me if I stay here for too long, so I started moving my feet faster.

      We rustled through tree branches and grass for a long time.

      “Look! Look! I told you guys… My voodoo is never wrong.”

      “Don’t bullshit us. You were just muttering a while back how it might not be the right way.”

      Under the dim moonlight, an abandoned shrine appeared in our sight. Stone pillars were smashed and cracked here and there.

      True to the name of ‘Abandoned Shrine’, the collapsed building with its cracked stone walls and statues gave an eerie feeling. It would have been quite picturesque and charming had we arrived in the day.

      But under the moonlight, it looked like the entrance to a cursed temple or an underground dungeon. Truly, what a refreshing view.

      In any case, we were fortunate enough to find the ruins. It also made it easier for us to go back now that we had a marker for the map.

      “Let’s camp here today then. We should also quickly make a fire. Beasts and demons around here are afraid of fire.”

      “Brother, that would be great.”

      “Yeah, why not.”

      The big-nosed bard and I agreed with the old man. We collected dry wood and stones and set up a somewhat decent camp around the bonfire.

      “You’re good at this, young man. Well, as expected of a Samaritan, you must have a lot of experience with homelessness and outdoor camping, right?”

      The old man was running his tongue while I was quickly making a simple camp. It seemed that doing all kinds of chores while I was Elfriede’s slave was helpful in its own way.

      “Here’s a flint. I always keep one with me.”

      
        Chink, chink-chink!
      

      
        Woosh-
      

      The flint the old man gave me finally sparked and we all sighed in relief as a flame lit up.

      For the 1st time after becoming an adventurer.

      I had finally set up a camp.

      It felt a little different than what I thought it would, but it was worth doing it anyway.

      
        Kuruk, Kuruk!
      

      
        Kuruk, Kuruk!
      

      “Brother!! Holy Fuck! A horde of goblins has appeared! It looks like they were led here by the campfire!”

      “What? Why are there goblins so close to the city? In the old days when Titans were ruling, this kind of thing was…”

      “Haha, damn it.”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 13: Hassan, Iron-Rank Adventurer (4)

      
      
        Kuruk, Kishhh!
      

      “The goblins are coming this way?! What do we do, brother-!”

      Goblins.

      According to the legends of this world, humans were sculpted by the gods using clay. After being done with the creation of humans, they brushed their hands and some clay fell to the ground.

      That fallen clay that remained on the ground blended with all sorts of evil and gave birth to many demonic monsters and beasts. However, if I had to choose the ugliest demonic monster, it’s got to be the goblins.

      I don’t know if the story was true, nor does it really matter right now.

      I did agree with the fact that the goblins looked hideous.

      Their skin was green and wrinkled. Their muscles were surprisingly flexible and strong for a creature with the build of a child.

      
        Kisisis!!
      

      
        Kisik!
      

      What made them harder to deal with was that they were extremely aggressive and ferocious against humans and any living being in general.

      “Kyaa-!”

      We were ambushed by 13 goblins. Luna was particularly scared and screamed her lungs out while stomping her feet on the ground as if she was going to faint at any moment.

      “Kyaah-! Goblins! This is bad!”

      
        Kisis Kisisis-
      

      All of the goblin’s eyes were drawn to her. Her screams drew their aggro.

      Even though goblins were ruthless monsters with an albeit low intelligence, they were still wise enough to use siege and annihilation techniques.

      They instinctively knew that they had to aim for the weakest link to destroy our group. Luna was, in more ways than one, the weak link currently.

      “Why, why are they coming this way? Kyaaah!”

      Luna started cowering back and ended up falling on her ass. Taking advantage of that opportunity, the goblins rushed to her and began madly scratching her mask, clothes, and flesh.

      
        Kisis- Kisisis!
      

      
        Kisis! Kaesaes!
      

      “Argh!!”

      With that scream, a bloody battle broke out in the ruined temple, lit up by the moonlight.

      
        Kassaesae!!
      

      “Th-These bastards!”

      Even though they had the body of a child, I could clearly feel murderous intent from them. These bastards are looking down on me.

      “Die!”

      I pulled a dagger from my waist and thrust it into the neck of a goblin that was coming my way.

      
        Kwadeuk-
      

      I could feel the dagger piercing through the goblin’s neck very vividly.

      The smell of the blood spraying everywhere made me dizzy, but I didn’t have the luxury to take some time and regain my composure. I drew my dagger out and kicked the goblin’s body.

      
        Keek!
      

      “Bastards, I’m gonna kill all of you!”

      Perhaps because of the smell of the blood and the adrenaline rush due to the fight, my head was burning, and I began getting enthralled by that feeling. There was nothing better than violence to release the resentment I had accumulated throughout my life because of this world’s absurdity.

      Above all, goblins weren’t very strong creatures. I was more than enough to deal with two or three of them at the same time.

      By this world’s standard, an average person should be able to handle two to three goblins with bare hands by himself. In other words, they were just pushovers.

      Therefore, beating 10 of them wouldn’t be difficult if I and my party members cooperated…

      “My, my amulet mask! Give it back! Whoa, someone help!!”

      “My instrument is going to break! It’s the foundation of my business! Oh Lord Mercury, what’s going on? Gah- Gwak!”

      “Ah, I can’t do it! Why are these punks here? I miss you, Titans!”

      Fuck. Besides me, everyone was struggling as if they were drowning at sea while having two or three goblins stuck to their bodies.

      Their clothes were torn off, clumps of hair were missing, and they had scrapes all over their body while they were screaming.

      And it made the goblins attack even more madly, increasing the number of wounds we received. These fucking bastards are going to be the death of me!

      “Look here, punk!”

      I channeled all my anger in my fist and slammed a goblin near me. The goblin flew in the air for a brief moment then collapsed.

      
        Kishaaaa!
      

      
        Kishyaas!
      

      
        Kasaaski!
      

      The goblins, after confirming their companion’s injury, pounced on me even more savagely.

      I can’t understand the language of goblins but I felt like they were mocking me, saying things like “What a big fellow!” or “So much food!”.

      Do I have to be underestimated by even these midget bastards? Unacceptable. You’re still not strong enough to make dinner out of me.

      “You guys aren’t good enough!”

      I resentfully gripped my short dagger.

      The heartless blade started cutting through the goblins’ skin, continuously splattering their blood and a foul stench engulfed the surrounding area.

      
        Kiiishh…
      

      
        Gaenk- Wodeukdeuk-
      

      I stomped on the fallen, struggling goblin’s throat and shattered it, I opened my mouth and shouted loudly.

      “YOU GUYS AREN’T GOOD ENOUGH!!!”

      
        Geeek…!
      

      The goblins’ attacks began to weaken, perhaps intimidated by my roar. It was too late to ask for forgiveness now that it has come to this.

      I swear on my father’s name, who is relaxing on the electric heating mat back home, that I won’t spare the lives of any of you filthy demon bastards!

      Because each of the goblin’s fangs is sold at one copper!

      There are about ten goblins!

      Fangs are in total four including the bottom and upper teeth!

      Hell yeah, 40 coppers, I’m stacked!

      
        Ki, Kieeek!
      

      
        Giek!
      

      Sensing my menacing intent the goblins stopped attacking my companions and focused their attention on me.

      “They’re surrounding us! Damn it, these punks!”

      Chaos spread around me. I just started floundering my arms around wildly and began stomping and kicking with my foot. I don’t know if anything I ended up hitting was a goblin or not.

      Still, there are limits.

      
        Rip, Rip-
      

      “Argh, fuck! It hurts! Ah, they’re ripping my clothes.”

      
        Kyeeek!
      

      Even if they had the size of a child, their cooperation dealt a lot of damage. They were ripping my hair and poking at my eyes. Ah- don’t touch me there!

      “I’ll help you, Hassan! Guys, let’s go!”

      I was struggling, and the pain was invading my body. I heard a high-pitched noise from somewhere, then a buzzing akin to the propelling of a helicopter.

      In this world where not even wagons existed, it was hard to believe something like a helicopter was making this sound.

      
        Buzz, Buzz-
      

      It didn’t take long for me to realize that it was none other than the noise of the wasps that Luna had kept in her jar.

      
        Kiig! Keeeeg!
      

      “Oh, it hurts! Ouch! It stings, bitches!”

      “Ha-Hassan!”

      ****

      “I’m sorry, Hassan. I couldn’t help it, the bees don’t know who’s on our side. But thanks to that the goblin ran away.”

      “…”

      “….”

      “Alright, I’ll be quiet. You were stung by the bees but it didn’t swell that much. I don’t think you need an antidote. Is it a characteristic of Samaritans?”

      “Uh, Uuuh-“

      In front of the burning campfire, I was so busy trying to pluck the stingers stuck all over my body.

      In addition to the poisonous stings, I was also injured by the goblin’s fingernails and tree branches.

      What made me the saddest was that my clothes were ruined.

      There was a limit to keep relying on rags. So, when I was a slave I saved up to 3 silver coins and bought these clothes.

      I endured Elfriede’s whipping and thought these clothes would now last at least a few more years, but they got ripped apart just like this.

      “Brother, here are the twenty fangs of the five goblins you killed. You fought so bravely. You slaughtered those little goblins so mercilessly, like the savage giant Cyclops. The one-eyed giants-.”

      Strum- and the bard Marco started playing music. I didn’t have the strength to scold him anymore so I just remained silent.

      If something happens from now I’ll just run away. I don’t see a good ending for myself by staying with these guys.

      “I don’t know why there were goblins here. Although they’re stupid, they don’t come anywhere near human settlements. This is the first time I witnessed this in seven decades of life.”

      From the singing bard to the questioning philosopher, the aftermath of this battle was nothing like I imagined it would be.

      I was checking for scrapes and lost items when someone said.

      “After moving a lot and singing my body is screaming for food. Why don’t we share the food we brought with us? I brought something in case the work took longer than expected.”

      “Yeah, yeah, that’d be great! I have mushrooms and other stuff. I also have a pot and some water.”

      They suddenly started taking out food from their bags, one by one. I didn’t bring anything since this was supposed to only take half a day.

      “…Ha-Hassan you get some rest. We’ll prepare the meal ourselves. Don’t look at this, it’s kind of scary.”

      “The savage young man had a hard time. We should exempt him from the night watch. You guys also agree, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “This Marco has no objection.”

      They’re exempting me from the night watch? That’s a fucking relief. I can sleep in peace now.

      After taking the last stinger embedded in my body out, I laid down on my back near the campfire.

      Trees were swaying in the wind. The sky and stars behind them painted a beautiful scene.

      This night sky was no different than the one back in my world, except for the fact that the stars were a little brighter and the presence of two moons instead of one.

      I felt weary from the sizzling of the pot and the throbbing and stinging pain in my body.

      What am I doing in this place? I miss my mom. I even want to see my father and sister, who I disliked so much.

      “Sister, it has been two songs so we can eat one. My singing is very accurate and it should be perfectly cooked.”

      “Yeah, I think so too. Hassan come and have a late-night snack! Why don’t you have a drink gramps?”

      “I’m fine. Young people should eat more. I’m writing a paper on the consequences of eating at night. I’m in the experimentation phase right now. I also want to think about the goblin attack.”

      Plato, the old philosopher, took out a small scroll and started writing on it with a quill. We put back his share into the pot without further ado.

      
        Thud-
      

      I also got up and peered into the crumpled and dented pot. I could see all sorts of herbs and mushrooms boiling inside it.

      
        Bubble Blurp Blup Blup-
      

      I frowned.

      “There’s something strange in between the herbs and the mushrooms.”

      “Ah, you noticed, Hassan! It’s an ‘Oil Toad’. It’s a valuable medicine that’s good for health. Especially if you’re wounded…”

      A hot pot with a toad in it, it’s likely to cause acidity if you eat it.

      However, I have become accustomed to hunger while I was struggling to survive as a slave, and my innate repulsion has already worn out due to my father’s extreme educational policy.

      “Sister from outlands, no matter how I see it, the toad–”

      “It’s delicious. It’s good for healing minor wounds! It’s a popular ingredient in the Ideope! I couldn’t eat oil toads because they are rare.”

      “Well then let me try. Ughhhh…. It feels like the toad is… Alive and swimming inside my mouth.”

      “Delicious, right? I’ll try it as well.”

      
        Rustle-
      

      Luna took off the ridiculous mask on her face. She could actually take it off.

      I came to believe it was her real head at some point.

      Her pink hair was exposed after she took off her mask. Her bangs also looked a little damp from sweating while her back was neatly tied in pigtails.

      “Eh?”

      Emerald-colored eyes met mine. It was so cute that I forgot the pain for a moment and swallowed my breath.

      It was said that beautiful women rob men of their five senses, and that’s why they tended to do silly things for them.

      I laughed at Elfriede’s followers for following her every whim like fools.

      But now that the Curse of Medusa has been lifted, a beautiful woman was a fatal stimulus to me, so I could understand their feelings somehow.

      “Wow! Sister, you’re much younger than I thought, how old are you?”

      “I was recently done with my coming of age. In Ideope you have to be an adult before going abroad.”

      “So, you mean that you weren’t even an adult not too long ago? Do all girls wear such promiscuous clothes in Ideope? I definitely want to go there someday!”

      “What do you mean promiscuous?! These are traditional shaman robes. B-By the way, how old are you, big nose?”

      “My name is not big nose, it’s Marco. You’d better remember it in advance because I’ll soon become famous. I have also turned twenty-six this year.”

      “What? I thought you were at least thirty!”

      “That’s rude! Brother, do you think I look over thirty?”

      Marco’s big face crept toward me and formed a shadow. I almost punched him thinking he was a goblin.

      “Oh, yeah, well, roughly. Thirty-five I guess?”

      “I’m shocked that you thought so!”

      From his shaggy beard to his rough skin, I thought he’d be thirty-five at least, but I didn’t expect him to be the same age as me. Now, that’s shocking.

      Are the faces of people in this world not in accordance with their ages? Elfriede, Finley, and now even this guy.

      “How old are you brother?”

      “I’m twenty-six as well.”

      “Gosh, that’s amazing! I thought you were older than me. Let’s be friends since we are the same age. Fret not, you deserve it, brother.”

      What kind of similar-aged friend are you? You obviously look older than me.

      I never thought I was older than Marco.

      Well, my appearance wasn’t exactly in order currently. My hair was shabby and scruffy like lacquer was applied, and my beard also wasn’t trimmed in addition to some scars on my rough skin.

      It must appear even more disheveled with all the goblin blood on it.

      When I go back to the city, my first priority should be a bathhouse to tidy up my appearance. I think I noticed one on my way to the west gate.

      “I killed goblins, caught wheel bees, and made a pretty good additional income. I think I deserve to get a bath, a little haircut, and some shaving. This little bit of luxury should be fine, right?”

      Above all, maintaining a degree of cleanliness was very important to stay healthy.

      …….

      And thus the night passed as indulged oursevles in banter and songs. Soon the sun rose and it was time to clean the shrine as we were supposed to.

      We started by cleaning the traces of our campfire, then the scattered corpses of the goblins, and just as we started removing vines entangled with the surrounding statues, we noticed something strange.

      “Brother, look at this. There’s a strange item inside the broken statue.”

      “No, you bastard! You mustn’t touch it.”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 14: Hassan, Iron-Rank Adventurer (5)

      
      The first to discover it was the big-nosed bard.

      “I don’t think this was here yesterday. Was it shattered in yesterday’s commotion? What do you think, brother?”

      Marco pointed to the broken statue and noticed the strange sculpture inside, then asked for my opinion. Not like there was any way for me to know anything, even if he asks.

      I frowned and began carefully examining it.

      There was a sculpture inside the statue.

      This looked really similar to the Matryoshka dolls back in my world. The shattered statue had quite a large space inside of it and it contained an oddly shaped figure.

      Its size was slightly larger than my hand. Maybe it was a little more appropriate to call it a sculpture or a statuette.

      What was this statuette made after?

      Even though it was hard to see, because it was covered by some broken fragments of the marble sculpture, its glitter couldn’t be hidden. Looks pretty precious to me.

      Luna, who was wearing her mask again, poked out her head and sighed.

      “Shouldn’t it be very precious since it was hidden? A treasure maybe?”

      “That makes sense, sister. Why don’t we try taking it out?”

      Just as the big-nosed Marco stretched out his hand to grab the statuette.

      “No, you bastard, you mustn’t touch it! You guys are going to bring us trouble!”

      The old man, who had just finished pulling weeds out from the other side, suddenly made a commotion. We stopped and turned our heads in his direction.

      “Gasp, gasp… You guys shouldn’t recklessly touch that thing or you might face divine retribution.”

      I thought he probably would run out of breath before we faced divine retribution, though.

      In any case, the old man was acting unusual, and his expression contained something akin to madness. We ended up with no choice but to do as he said.

      “This, this is…!”

      The old man was shocked at the sight of the statuette inside the marble sculpture. Did he know something? Marco then asked, as if thinking the same.

      “What’s wrong with you, old man? Do you know something we don’t?”

      “No, I don’t know!”

      Damn it, you said you were a scholar, but aren’t you just a quack? I grumbled when the old man snorted.

      “I don’t know… That’s why it’s even more dangerous! I took a Ph.D. in theology and philosophy, I’m quite knowledgeable about gods and the religions surrounding them. But this is the first time I’ve seen something like this. How can such a thing happen!?”

      The philosopher seemed half-crazy. So, since they couldn’t touch the object recklessly, they had no choice but to gawk at it with their eyes wide open.

      I then asked excitedly.

      “So, is it something incredible?”

      “Amazing! Hopefully, it’s a rare-grade relic, or better yet an epic-grade one! It might even be a legendary-grade one!”

      Legendary-grade relic?

      I don’t know what they were talking about but since the word “Legendary” was attached to it, and taking into account the old man’s reaction, it must be something amazing. I think I’ll get scolded if I ask what a legendary relic is in this situation so I’ll just keep my mouth shut.

      “Old man, what’s a legendary-grade relic?”

      The bard who didn’t care about other people’s opinions asked in my stead.

      “Stupid bastard, an adventurer who doesn’t even know the rank of relics? How the times have changed… There are five stages for relics. Common relics. It’s just old antiques, the trash that no one wants besides collectors. It’s the kind that street vendors sell.”

      The old man’s words reminded me of all the second-hand shops spread throughout the city. Broken jars, worn-out straw shoes, and such items were sold there.

      Honestly, I don’t understand who’s selling these and even less who’s buying them. Anyway, these were common relics.

      “Above common relics, we have rare relics or luxury relics. They’re like noble decorations. Then we have epic relics. You can get some ridiculous abilities starting from this grade. The price is also great. A relic of this grade is something people like us will never see in our entire life.”

      My ears twitched at the mention of epic relics. I once touched the epic relic ‘Asclepius’ Staff’.
It was only after that I received my blessing, and the ability to give a peculiar massage was acquired. Epic-grade relics seem really precious.

      Then Luna barely lifted her mask, showing her bare face.

      “I know of epic relics. Isn’t the fountain pen used in the guild one? It’s a strange object that reads Karma.”

      “Hmm, tsk.”

      When Luna inquired as such, the doctor merely clicked his tongue.

      “I wouldn’t call it an epic relic but that’s how it is. Epic-grade relics contain divine blessings. Concerning legendary-grade and beyond… I’ve only heard of it and never have seen it in person.

      “So, you’re saying this could be a legendary relic, old man?”

      As I continued to listen while organizing my thoughts. I finally concluded and then asked.

      The old man folded his arms and made a groaning sound.

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Then, are Legendary relics expensive?”

      “Expensive? If the product was deemed real, it would have a really high academic value. Even a few gold pouches wouldn’t be enough!”

      A few gold pouches?

      Damn, do they really exist? I’ve never even seen gold coins in the first place.

      I can’t believe you could even get a pouch of them. My heart soared with so much joy that my shoulders were trembling. Shit, I’m rich! Was my debut as an adventurer also going to be my retirement day?!

      “Gold coins!”

      “I can buy a new guitar!”

      “I want to switch my amulet for a better one too!”

      While Luna, Marco, and I were rejoicing, I noticed Plato’s facial expression gradually turning grim.

      “Old man, it’s gold coins! Shouldn’t it be something to be happy about? Why are you looking so gloomy?”

      “You savage, this is not something to be happy about. It is said that high-grade relics contain huge amounts of magical power. Your life will naturally end in tragedy! You will be cursed if you tamper with something like this!”

      Marco, the bard asked the old man, who was starting to spit saliva from his excitement.

      “So, as the old man says, we can’t touch this?”

      “It’s this black thing inside the statue… It was probably sealed. Sealing something in a temple was a common practice in ancient times…”

      Seal? What kind of nonsense is this? My danger sensor, which went through all sorts of hardships, was ringing sirens in my head.

      “If it’s a seal, then there should be something sealed inside. Any idea, old man?”

      “I don’t know. It could be an evil spirit. It could be a demon. Or something beyond our understanding. Look at its form. I don’t think it’s normal.”

      I looked more closely at the statue, exactly where the old man was pointing. There were black tentacle-like protrusions.

      It looked like an octopus that had bird-like wings. It was like a mix between an octopus and a bird in a meditating position. Anyway, that’s what it looked like to me.

      “Old man, I, Marco don’t believe in curses. A breathing, living person shouldn’t be intimidated by such things.”

      
        Grab—
      

      “Fuck!”

      The fearless bard took out the obsidian statuette from the broken statue.

      After having my awareness raised to the max after Plato’s explanation, I couldn’t help but tremble and shout at his reckless actions!

      “Lunatic! What are you doing? It could be dangerous!”

      “Heh, foreign brother, you’re more of a scaredy-cat than you look like. There’s nothing to be afraid of because it’s just an object. It’s just an object. It’s just an object. It’s just an object. It’s just a—“

      “Damn it, you punk! You’ve just been cursed!”

      Marco lifted the statuette high into the sky and kept repeating the same sentence like a broken record. He was looking like a lunatic, but the statuette looked so bizarre that I trembled at the sight of it and stopped getting agitated.

      “Uh, what should we do, old man?”

      “I, I don’t know! I think getting rid of that thing would be a good start.”

      “Please do something Hassan, I’m scared!”

      I could feel everyone looking at me. These bastards talk and act high and mighty all the time, but they never do anything when it actually matters.

      Damn it, why did I have to be involved with a cursed object during my first quest as an adventurer? Did my career really have to start with such a shitshow?

      As such, I stopped giving a damn and began smacking the big-nosed bard with all my might.

      “It’s just an ob— Eugah!”

      “Wake up you son of a bitch!”

      
        Puk— Puk— Puk—
      

      I have to save him! I have to save him!

      I clenched my fists with all my strength and then started to respectfully pummel his face, all in order to save his life.

      “It’s not enough! Let’s all beat him together.”

      “All right! T-That’s a good idea!”

      “I’ll help too!”

      We began trampling on the body of the bard, who was lying on the ground, with our feet. Although it looked like unilateral lynching, we were actually trying to save him… probably…

      
        Diriring—
      

      『Healed: Lesser Mind Corruption』
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      “Ughhh…Arghhh.”

      After being fiercely beaten up for a long time, he finally uttered a human-like sound.

      “H-Hey stop… are you planning to kill this Marco…”

      “Bastard! You’re alive!”

      ****

      “Suddenly, I lost my vision. I felt dizzy and everything seemed to be spinning around me. Even now, I can hear voices in my head… U-Uh, brother, please lower your fist. I might really die if you punch me one more time. I’m sober now!”

      Marco shivered as he was recalling what happened when he touched the relic. It’s truly a dreadful relic that resulted in Marco’s face being riddled with bruises and nosebleeds.

      “I’m sure it’s a cursed object. It seems a seal that shouldn’t have been messed with has been released…”

      Scholar Plato made a disturbing comment. We had long since finished the cleaning of the shrine, but we had been unable to leave the place, even though we were left terrified.

      Our eyes were gathered on the strange marble statuette.

      A very ominous-looking obsidian figure. So ominous it felt like the surrounding air was trembling. We didn’t think it was okay to leave it like this. We also couldn’t take it with us.

      Should we wait here until one of us brings a high-ranked individual from the city? Right as I was wondering about the feasibility of this plan.

      “F-Fine, I’m just gonna seal it again with apocalyptic voodoo…!”

      “Silence.”

      “Hiik…”

      We couldn’t find a solution even if we all tried to. I was a stranger to this world in the first place, everything was weird to me, I didn’t know a lot about magic, let alone curses!

      The most reliable one here was the elderly scholar, but he also had never seen something like this.

      Even the old man started making weird noises. Someone unaware of the situation might have thought he was struggling in the bathroom.

      “Don’t tell me you’re going to soil yourself?”

      “This scoundrel! Anyway, there might be something we can do…”

      “Is that true, old man?”

      “Yes, but it’s not within the reach of Iron-rank adventurers like us. As the Shaman of Ideope said, we have no choice but to seal it again.”

      “Is it even possible to seal it again?”

      “This is an old shrine of the Sun God. It may be possible to withstand the magical nature of that statuette if you have his blessing. Of course, that’s just a theory. I’m not sure of anything. Unfortunately, those who have the Sun God’s blessing in Sodomora can be counted on the fingers of a hand.”

      
        Tink.
      

      The Sun God’s blessing?

      I remembered the blessing I had — ‘Imperfect Dexterity’. According to that one-eyed man in the guild, it was given to me by the Sun God.

      Wasn’t this a great coincidence?

      I could sense an ominous foreboding, because I, the blessing, and the statuette were all here together.

      Was this the power of fate? It felt like a ray of light was tearing through the darkness.

      “Old man, I have the blessing of the Sun God. What should I do exactly?”

      “H-Huh? You’re claiming a savage like you is blessed by the Sun God? There’s no way an Iron-rank adventurer could have a blessing!? Did you get cursed as well!?”

      “It would be a hassle to explain. Just tell me what to do!”

      “You’re so impolite, rushing an old man. Although I said it needed to be sealed, I have no real idea how it should be done. You said you had the Sun God’s blessing, right? Maybe something will happen if you touch it yourself.”

      No, isn’t this too much? I mean, I have to touch it and risk being cursed myself.

      “Brother, don’t worry, I’ll hit you as hard as I can if it looks like you’re getting cursed! Just pick it up!”

      “Yeah, yeah! I’ll also help you, Hassan! I’m confident I can hit hard too!”

      I approached the statuette, half-listening to the words of my noisy party members. Honestly, I wouldn’t want to touch something like this even if I got paid.

      I also had a strange ability to break curses and peculiarities…

      It may be because of the weird situation, but I felt like the statuette was calling out to me for quite a while now. It was vibrating fascinatingly as if forcing me to touch it.

      “Oh fuck it, I don’t give a damn!”

      
        Grab—
      

      
    

  
    Chapter 15: First Quest Accomplished! After Party… for Succeeding? (1)
“Oh fuck it, I don’t give a damn!”
Grab-
The first thing I felt when I grabbed the statuette was a weird feeling. Why is it so soft?
Unlike its dark and cold appearance, the statuette was softer than I expected, it was reminiscent of gummy jellies rather than stone or marble. That’s how it seemed to me.
I felt a strange and peculiar sensation going through my nerves directly to my brain as if an electric current was flowing through them. Very similar to what Marco said, I feel like my brain is being twisted.
“Euagh.”
“Young lad! As expected, you’re cursed. What should we do? We aren’t strong enough to stop this Samaritan from going wild! Everyone pick up rocks from the ground!”
“Argh, hey, hey! Hold on!”
I raised my palms and tried to dissuade the group from trying to strike my head with a stone. Soon they frowned as if they saw something incredible.
“You look fine! A savage like you really does have the blessing of the ancient sun god? What a surprise. I’ve never seen anything like this in the seventy years of my life!”
This old man is so annoying. Anyway, I couldn’t help but be surprised. The sensation wasn’t caused because I touched the statuette nor was it caused due to the weird feeling when I touched it, rather it was because of the letters that appeared before my eyes.
Ding—
 『You can increase the value of one of the following attributes by 1 after consuming 100 task points.』


『1. Strength +』
『2. Agility +』
『3. Stamina +』



Weird characters were displayed in front of me, but they gave a very familiar feeling to the 21st-century boy whose brain was accustomed to video games.
Using task points to raise the value of an attribute. Isn’t this what usually happens after leveling up?
I didn’t know what its use was nor did I know where to ask, but now I was very aware of how these ‘Task points’ could be utilized.
I feel like I have figured out a secret of the world, and my mind, which had previously been muddled, became clear.
“Brother, wh-why are you silent? Everyone, prepare to throw stones!”
“Damn it, give me a fucking moment you bastard!”
“All right! But your mind might still be getting eroded by the curse. If you stay still for 30 seconds, I’ll smash your head with this stone! I’m doing this for your sake brother!” 
Big-nosed punk. Didn’t he say he never believed in curses just a moment ago?
He was fully prepared to strike me with that big stone in his hand.
Or maybe he just wants to grind my head with a stone. Everyone has the destructive urge to hit someone with a stone sometimes.
Anyway, I had no time to relax since my companions were staring at me with burning eyes.
I’m not confident in explaining the letters that appeared in my sight coherently. I was also confused, so I just clicked on ‘Strength’ with my finger.
Ding-
Then, a strangely artificial sound resounded, and the letters disappeared. Is that it? Just when doubts filled my head.
Rustle-
The soft obsidian statuette in my hand soon dissolved and turned into dust, then sipped through my fingers. Wait, what’s wrong? This is freaking me out.
However, the feeling of the electric current zapping my head disappeared, and my body was also relieved of its strange tension. Overall, I felt pretty refreshed.
Contrary to what I was worried about, it seems like I am in perfect shape.
“G-Gone, it’s gone… it was reduced to powder…”
Luna quietly murmured behind her mask. Marco, the bard, was still holding his stone, then spoke to me.
“Brother, are you fine now? Can you recognize us?”
“Yeah, I’m fine. It seems the sealing has been successful.”
“Young man, it was more like an eradication rather than a sealing. Let’s wait another five minutes, just in case. Don’t come near me! Stand where you are!”
Old man Plato’s worry was perfectly understandable, so we waited until Marco, the bard, was done with two songs.
♪–
♪–
“How long do I have to wait, old man? I don’t think there’s anything wrong with me.”
“I don’t know. Curses slowly erode the mind. It seems like this has ended well. Let’s return before the sun sets!”
Anyway, my first quest as an adventurer finally ended.
****

『Money Earned!』
- One wheel bee, +30 coppers.
- Remuneration for cleaning the temple, +30 coppers.
- Goblin fangs, +20 coppers.
- Ripped clothes, -10 to -30 coppers.
- Mental and physical wounds, +- 0 coppers.
- Increment in ‘Strength’ attribute, +1.




  
    
      Chapter 16: First Quest Accomplished! After Party… for Succeeding? (2)

      
      In Nemea, the witch’s alchemy shop, there was a place that could be called a basement. When I opened the wide door, a staircase appeared, along with a musty and muddy stench that lingered in the air.

      Nemea was walking in front of me while holding a lantern. I followed her cautiously, my legs trembling and anxiety dwelling in my eyes.

      I felt like I was walking straight into a spider’s web.

      A subtle sweet fragrance emanated from the woman walking in front of me. I don’t know if it was a scented candle or something else that was producing it.

      “I haven’t cleaned in a while~ So it’s a bit messy~”

      Finally, the woman arrived and opened a thick iron door. The rusted and thick door opened with a ‘creak.’

      Just when I noticed that I couldn’t see anything in the darkness beyond her, she uttered a nearly inaudible incantation.

      “Varthema—“

      At that moment, in the dark space.

      
        Flare— Flare— Flare—
      

      Torches began to light up sequentially. Soon enough I could also see bloodstained tools made from wood and iron.

      “W-Well, I’m sorry. I’m just gonna pretend nothing happened…”

      They obviously were torture tools.

      I have no knowledge of medieval torture tools but even a toddler could tell that these sharp, thorny, and hideous shapes were malicious objects made for the purpose of torture and murder.

      It was time for me to slowly take my leave.

      “Ah~ You’re a little more scared than what your size lets on. No worries. I’m just as troubled. I want to throw them away, but it’s so heavy I don’t think I can do it on my own~”

      
        Ugh—
      

      The woman’s slender fingers were resting on my chest. Her thin, slender fingers were freely wriggling on my chest like a spider. She then grinned.

      “Such an impressive physique~ You must be pretty strong right? I want you to use your unparalleled strength, my Samaritan friend~”

      It seems this witch simply wants me to move the tools out of the basement. Did I look like I had experience in this?

      Actually, my size was bigger than most guys around me in this world. Two years of slavery and suffering from physical exertion and starvation made my body quite tough, with no sign of fat.

      Of course, I wasn’t a special case or anything. Anyone who had gone through military life for two years would either give up or end up becoming strong.

      “All I have to do is move them…?”

      “You are rather wary my friend~ just like a wild beast. Yeah, just move them out of the store. A friend of mine who collects junk said he was going to take them with her in a cart~”

      Could this be considered a quick errand? Taking the luggage out of the basement for 30 coppers. It doesn’t seem like there are a lot of them either. As the witch said, I’ll be done in 10 minutes by using all my strength.

      Whether it was before becoming a slave or after becoming one, I often earned pocket money by working hard like this. For a simple task that can be completed in 30 minutes, 30 coppers seem like a lot.

      This felt like a side-hustle to make some extra money. I started moving the wooden frames and iron needles to the front of the store while groaning.

      Perhaps because my strength stat rose by one, this work wasn’t as difficult as I expected it to be. Of course, it was still pretty heavy. They were whole ass lumps of iron.

      “All right, we’ve moved everything~ All we have to do now is wait for the cart~”

      The witch languidly smiled at the sight of all the items in front of her store.

      Although I clearly mentioned it earlier, because of those menacing tools of torture, the front of the store, which was located in a gloomy back alley, had now transformed into something that I’d never want to set foot inside again.

      “Here~ For the bees and the goblin fangs~ And your efforts~”

      The witch’s slender hand reached out to me. She was holding a bag full of coins.

      Only after confirming that it was my due 80 coppers was I able to sigh in relief.

      “More than that, friend. Aren’t you interested in fate and divination~? I think you were born under a strange star~“

      “Fortune Telling?”

      “Yes~ Fortune~telling~ I also work as a part-time fortune teller. My friend, your karma is very bizarre. So interesting~”

      “I don’t want to if you’re gonna charge me for it.”

      “Heh~ Don’t worry~ Although It’s usually a paid service~ My friend’s karma is so unique I don’t want to miss it~ I won’t charge you a dime~”

      You won’t charge me for fortune-telling? Is this for real? It’s nigh unbelievable that such fortune tellers existed. Is she a quack?

      Frankly, I wasn’t really a fan of divination and such things.

      If anything, I mostly disliked things like these. I can’t help but grind my teeth in anger when I recall that I’m suffering in this world because of these superstitious beliefs and the cultist that sent me here.

      But looking at those big things, not knowing if they were watermelons or a regular chest, I think it’s okay to indulge her.

      Therefore, I took a seat on one of the chairs located on the first floor and then turned my gaze towards the witch, who placed a strange crystal ball at the center.

      “Now, touch the crystal ball~ With both hands~”

      
        Grasp—
      

      Upon touching, it literally gave a sensation of a round crystal ball. It was smooth, hard, and cold.

      I earlier thought I’d hear voices or a strange feeling like when I touched the statuette. However, whether it was fortunate or unfortunate, I didn’t feel anything like that. 

      
        Swoosh—
      

      What surprised me, however, was the witch’s palm that gently rested on the back of my hand.

      What?

      I began doubting whether she was truly a resident of this barbaric world with how soft and slender her hands were.

      I felt somewhat embarrassed and weird at her touch.

      
        Ding—
      

       [Stats]

Name: Nemea
Level: 7
Conditions: Chronic Fatigue 》 ????》 ????》 ????》 ????》 ????》 ????》 ????



      Why are there so many question marks?

      The usual letters appeared in my sight as I accidentally touched her left wrist. Like the middle-aged man at the guild, there were a lot of question marks and thus and not a lot could be inferred. 

      These question marks keep popping up time and time again. Is it broken? Or is it something else?

      “You have been blessed by an annoying god, my friend~”

      “Ah~”

      Did she realize I’m blessed? She seems to have sensed some sort of magic or something. It wouldn’t be strange if this mysterious witch actually manages to do so.

      “No, it’s even weirder. Two… Three… No four…? I don’t know. I can feel at least two gods. This shouldn’t be possible. Well, one of them seems very unstable.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I don’t know either. It’s the first time I’ve witnessed such a thing. It’s normally impossible for a human to contain the power of two Gods. But you unusually can do this, my friend. What… Who are you really?”

      “Y-Yeah?”

      “Gods are jealous. So, for two gods to share their champion. But you… Hmmm, I don’t know~ Maybe my divination isn’t accurate. I’ve been so exhausted these days, I’m not sure~”

      The witch gently rubbed her hands on mine that were touching the crystal ball. The floating letters in front of her also disappeared.

      Exhausted. It seems my blessing is still as accurate as ever.

      What did she mean by saying it was impossible for the power of two Gods to reside in a single human? I have two blessings that seem to have been granted to me by different Gods.

      “Well, I wonder what happens to a person who has been blessed by two Gods… Could you tell me?”

      “Yes. Oh, it’s very simple. If you’re blessed by two Gods. You can’t get too strong. Or… Think of two boys pulling on the legs of a frog. Its internal organs would spill out. Its bones would crack.”

      The witch was describing a gruesome scene with her usual languid tone. Damn it, so having two blessings really was nothing good. This is so fucked up. 

      “Well, anyway, that’s intriguing. My divination could still be wrong. I only recently moved to Sodomora and I’ve had so much to do. I’m exhausted. Huuam~”

      Nemea, the ‘Witch’ yawned with her mouth agape. This somehow unsightly action created a large gap in her peerless beauty, showing a glimpse of her humane side.

      “…Well, I know a good massage to relieve fatigue.”

      Was it because of that, or maybe because of my softening feelings after the skinship? I gathered my courage and offered her a massage.

      “Massage~?”

      “Oh, yes. That’s umm, sorry, I was wondering if you could let me touch your palm…”

      “My palm~? Huh~ Let you touch my hand for a massage~? How original~.”

      The witch’s eyes fluttered open. I was so used to being on the receiving end of women’s cold and frosty contemptuous looks that I got drunk on the current mood and messed up. 

      Would she go “What the fuck! You’re trying to molest me!” like Daphne and then slap me? This is going to be so awkward. What the fuck are you doing, Hassan? Are you a damn dog in heat?

      “Alright, well~. A palm. My right hand should be fine, right?” 

      Damn it, she’s an angel!

      I softly glanced at her stretched-out slender palm.

      I had already seen it when she touched the crystal ball, but the woman’s palms had red spots all over them.

      It wasn’t just one, but several. Although it looked a bit peculiar, it wasn’t any of my business.

      “Why are you looking at it like that? Is there anything wrong?”

      “Oh, it’s just…”

      “I heard that there were shamans that could read fate with lines drawn in their palms in Samaria. Are you like one of them?”

      Was she talking about palm reading? Are there quacks in Samaria too? Damn, it looks like the preconceived notions about Samaria and the savages living there are only getting worse.

      This information was very useful to me in this case.

      “…Yeah, something like that. Now, let me touch you for a moment.”

      “Oh. Touch. So naughty~ Go ahead.”

      I tried not to be too conscious of it, but my ears were burning red because of her teasing.

      I calmed my mind and glanced toward the woman’s fingers and palms. My eyes then scanned the region between her thumb and index finger. Soon afterward, I pressed the area between her thumb and ring finger.

      According to my father, this posture was one of the basics of palm massaging.

      I’m pretty sure there was a deeper medical terminology for this, but I knew nothing as I learned this from just watching my father. I doubt he knew the medical terms himself.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Well, I’m gonna press hard right now.”

      
        Press—
      

      I slightly tried to pull the woman’s palm by exerting a bit of force right above her wrist. I then pressed the concave part of her thick flesh with both of my thumbs.

      As far as I know, this was good for blood flow and alleviating chronic fatigue. I could see a red spot on it too.

      “Heunghh~”

      
        Press—
      

      The witch was letting out soft moans each time I strongly pressed on her fingers. A red spot was disappearing on each area I pressed, at the same time my little brother was rising higher and higher. Yes, it was gradually getting bigger.

      Some might wonder why the hell it was getting bigger. I was a guy in his prime that wasn’t allowed to relieve himself for a long time.

      Wouldn’t it be stranger if my little brother stayed paralyzed while touching the soft palms of a voluptuous woman who I didn’t even know?

      “I feel tingling all over my body~ So intriguing~ Is this a Samaritan secret? Or maybe a foreign blessing~?”

      “C-Can I continue?”

      “Yes, I’m not feeling bad at all. If anything, I’m feeling rather great… Oh God~”

      I pressed the red spot on the woman’s thumb as hard as I could. What’s so good about this part? It affects the feet. It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that your whole body will be tired if your feet are.

      
        Press— Press—
      

      It was time to see if it was going well.

      “It feels like I have a cramp in my foot. Why do my feet feel so numb if you are only pressing on my thumb?”

      It was definitely effective. I got in the mood and began pressing and twirling around all the spots that appeared on her middle finger, such as the tip and so on.

      The witch’s body trembled at my every touch and couldn’t help but utter moans of ‘Hungh’s and ‘Ah’s from her lips.

      
        Ding—
      

      『Healed: Nemea's Chronic Fatigue』



      『Task points: + 10』



      When the last spot was cleared, familiar letters appeared in my sight.

      It’s not like I could get this opportunity again so I continued to rub Nemea’s hand.

      It was smooth, soft, and warm. It looked like it would easily break if I just applied a little pressure but it was surprisingly strong…

      Ahh, Kimochi~*

      “Woah~ So Intriguing~ It looks like my disturbed mana is being readjusted. That’s enough~ My friend~”

      The witch then asked me to stop. I wonder if it was because she was tired or whether she noticed that my hand movements became a bit suspicious. Damn it, I was too obvious!

      I had to regretfully stop touching her hand. I could still feel the woman’s warmth in my hand. Probably 36.7°.

      “I feel so refreshed, pleasant, and cool~ I’m going to get addicted for sure~ I haven’t felt anything like this in forever. But be careful my friend~ After Asclepius has been struck by lightning, medical practice without authorization from the temple has become taboo.”

      “Does this kind of simple massage count as medical practice?”

      “That is for the Gods to judge. A simple massage would be fine~ But no matter how I look at it, what you seemed to do didn’t look simple at all. Do you know the pathways Mana flows through in my body~?”

      Mana? I can’t even do simple magic tricks, let alone real magic. The witch then smiled upon seeing my dumbfounded expression.

      “Anyway, visit me again if you acquire quality goods such as what you sold me earlier~ I’ll give you a good price~”

      Normally, I’d have to pay for rubbing such a beautiful woman’s hand as much as I wanted. Realizing that, I quickly turned around before she got the chance to ask for money.

      I heard Nemea’s farewell as I turned around.

      “Ah, today is the double full moon~ Be careful of the light, Hassan~ Days with the double full moon are omens of bad luck.”

      “Huh?”

      I turned my head to inquire about what she was talking about, but she had already entered her store and closed the door.

      What was she talking about? Wait, I don’t remember telling her my name. Maybe I forgot because of the embarrassment and nervousness back then.

      I lifted my head and noticed that it was already pretty dark outside as the sun had set. I should probably stop by a bathhouse and then join everyone in the tavern.

      I’m still so shaken that I don’t even remember the name of the tavern. Was it Nymph’s Tail inn?

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 17: First Quest Accomplished! After Party… for Succeeding? (3)

      
      I could see two moons shining in the sky after getting out of the bathroom. The usually dark and barren streets were quite bright tonight because of the double full moon.

      Although it has been two years since I have been tossed into this world, I still find the sight of the two moons in the sky strange.

      How much more time do I have to spend here to get used to it?

      Do I even have to stay here that much? This feels so similar to my military service in Gangwon-Do.  

      I could still call home back then, go on vacation, or just be discharged and done with it. I don’t know if I can even escape this unknown world, so depressing.

      I think I’ll go crazy if I keep thinking about the family and friends that I’ll probably never see again. Let’s think of something else.

      What’s this world?

      Why did I get sent there?

      How many sleepless nights did I spend trying to answer such fundamental questions? And despite that, I wasn’t getting any closer to the answer. Pondering about it only led to more questions. 

      I can still clearly remember the last day I spent with my family back in my world.

      It has been two years already.

      The full moon was rather bright that day.

      I was walking while admiring it. Of course, there was only one. I think it feels way more attractive that way.

      I was on my way back from the convenience store holding a bag with food for myself and ice cream for my sister.  

      I was staring at the moon towering over the sky as if possessed. I think it was a ‘Supermoon’* or something. The moon looked bigger than usual that day, fascinating.

      
        Souk—
      

      All of a sudden, I felt a weird sensation. As if my body was sinking as the ground disappeared from under my feet.

      Walking and watching the moon without paying attention probably made me inattentive to what was around me. I wondered if I fell in a manhole but-.

      When I regained consciousness, I was in a different world. Damn it! I don’t know what the hell happened that day.

      
        —
        
          Be careful of the light—
        
      

      Nemea, the witch, warned me to watch out for the light when she bid her farewell. I wish she had said this to me two years ago.

      I was now a barbarian that was treated as an imbecile, truly not the best experience. Damn it, what the fuck is wrong with this world!?

      Fortunately, I was now freed and had a way out of this bleak future. I need to stay optimistic!

      “…Long Live the Chaos.”

      
        Ding—
      

       [Stats]

Name: Hassan
Level: 7 → 8
Strength: 2 → 3
Agility: 2
Stamina: 3
Task: 227
Blessing Blessing of Chaos 》 Imperfect Dexterity



      Letters appeared in front of me after reciting the incantation. My strength rose by one, probably because of my interaction with the obsidian statuette. This also made my level go up by one.

      What I learned from this was that I could spend Task Points to raise one of my attributes, including strength by one. My overall level was also the total sum of each attribute.

      And in order to increase the number of task points, I had to heal people’s conditions with quack-like acupressure methods.

      Anyway, that’s roughly what I could gather right now.

      I hope that I can somehow study my powers and learn how they work. I have to do well so that I can settle down in this world and live like a human being-. I made such a wish while looking at the full moon.

      Damn it, I don’t know which moon to pray to since there are two of them. Anyway, I hope this more magical and effective moon grants my wish!

      Maybe the power of the wish will be doubled since there are two moons? As expected, I’m way smarter than the uncivilized bunch in this world. I graduated from college after all.

      “Here you are, brother. You’re late!”

      I finally arrived at the Nymph’s Wing Inn. The lobby on the first floor of the inn served as a tavern and had tables with all kinds of people. It was a mess, with loud noises and food being spilled here and there.

      It looked like a pigsty, but most inns and restaurants in this world looked like this.

      A world that knew nothing of food hygiene laws. It’s a world that my father who runs the ‘Mountain and Sea’ health center would love, but why am I in this world instead of my father?

      Of course, even in this barbarous world, high-class and fancy restaurants existed. It’s just that they were reserved for nobles and high-ranking adventurers. I’ll probably never lay a foot in there in my whole life.

      “Sister and I started eating first since you weren’t here.”

      “We just started eating. Come here, sit down.”

      I thought about telling them that I forgot the Inn’s name but decided against it. I remembered that it had ‘Nymph’ in its name, but not the rest of it.

      From the Nymph’s Tail Inn to the Nymph’s Bridge, and then to the Nymph’s Tears Inn and the Nymph’s Blabla Inn after that. I was finally able to reach this place after a pilgrimage.

      Bastard innkeepers, so many inns with ‘Nymph’ in their names. Were they similar to restaurant chains back in my world? 

      “You’re looking fresh. Did you shave?”

      It looks like Luna was the first to notice the changes in me after going to the bathhouse. I spent 10 coppers on bathing and shaving. I would have been disappointed if no one had noticed.

      I would have preferably also gotten new clothes. Clothing stores and equipment shops were, unfortunately, all closed perhaps because it was night already. I had no choice but to postpone buying new clothes for the next day.

      “Do I look weird?”

      “You looked rather good with a beard. It had a very savage feel to it. Now you look like a bandit!”

      Luna looked into my face and began evaluating me. I had no clue whether she was praising me or cursing me.

      I just nodded with the unfamiliar sensation of stroking a shaved chin.

      Even Luna’s face was bare as she removed her mask and put it somewhere else.

      “Where’s your mask?”

      “It’s inappropriate to bring traditional clothing to a meal~”

      Was that similar to working attire? Anyway, I’m not going to complain since she looks better without it.

      She was a little rude and her pink hair looked funny. Despite that, you couldn’t deny her beauty.

      Actually, it was obvious that Luna’s cheerful voice attracted a lot of attention. Most tables around us consisted of dull men sitting together and drinking.

      Naturally, I had no intention of mocking them or laughing at them. I, myself, couldn’t believe I was drinking with a girl! How long has it been? I was simply amazed at this situation.

      I started getting nervous and curious at the same time. Aside from drinking with a girl, when was the last time I sat face to face with someone to exchange drinks and food like this?

      …….

      It must have been too long ago if I can’t even remember.

      Beer in this world had no bubbles, it tasted bland and lukewarm. It was more like drinking cold barley tea rather than alcohol.

      One other difference was that it was much more alcoholic. Drinking a few glasses was enough to make you drunk.

      Maybe it was because of the tough times we went through together or maybe because of alcohol. We started talking without pretense or awkwardness.

      “Anyway, this Marco will definitely conquer Pluto’s ruins. Orpheus will be there, and I’ll inherit a song from him that’ll make me famous throughout the lands. My song will spread through pubs and be known by all travelers!”

      Marco, the bard, said in a hoarse voice.

      My knowledge of this world was rather lacking. I liked to listen to people’s tales about it. The relatively sober Luna then answered him.

      “Oh, Orpheus, I know him. I heard he was a very famous bard, but isn’t he dead already? How is he going to give you a song?”

      “Oh, looks like you don’t know, sister from the outlands. It is said that at the end of Pluto’s ruins is a river that leads to the underworld. It’s also said that if you go there you can go to the land where the dead await.”

      Pluto’s ruins appeared all over the world. All kinds of traps and beasts inhabited them. They were all said to be all part of a humongous underground network.

      The end of all the ruins is supposed to lead to the Place where Pluto rests. In modern terminology, it could be interpreted as the underworld or hell. I don’t know if I’d call it that, to be frank.

      “Oh, the ‘Land of the Dead,’ I know it too. Are you referring to the ‘Land of the Formless?’ That’s what we call it in Ideope.”

      “Land of the Formless? That’s a strange expression. I feel inspired.”

      “It’s where someone is supposed to go when he dies. Why would anyone want to go there? I really can’t understand the thoughts of people from the continent.”

      Ideope’s Luna began lightly shaking her head facing this incomprehensible cultural barrier. She then looked at me and asked.

      “What about you, Hassan? Why did you become an adventurer? Is it to meet a dead person too?”

      “What’s the point of asking, sister? Hassan of Samaria must be a proud warrior wandering in search of battles and a glorious death! He’d rather send people to the land of death than visit it himself!” 

      Shit, what the fuck is he talking about? What kind of psycho is this bard trying to turn me into?

      Just as I tried to protest, I felt sluggish because of the ale.

      “It’s wonderful to find a place to die. It’s actually the first time I’ve seen a Samaritan. I’ve always wanted to meet one since I was back home.”

      “It’s the first time for this Marco too. You’re much better than what I heard. You tore and trampled over those hideous goblins, spawns of hell with your bare hands. Amazing work. To be fully honest, my pants got a little moist at that time.” 

      
        Strum—
      

      Marco suddenly pulled out the instrument on his back and started strumming with his fingers.

      “Hassan of Samaria. I already feel the inspiration, it’s gonna be a great song. If you finally achieve a glorious death, let me offer you a good chant. You will then live on through everyone’s hearts!”

      “That’s wonderful, big-nose. It would be nice if that happens.”

      What the fuck is nice about that you crazy bitch? You guys want me to die.

      ****

      Maybe because it’s more comfortable to have a drinking party with partners who don’t even read the room. I didn’t know if it was late or early, as everyone was drunk and spouting gibberish, as only leftovers remained on the table.

      Marco, the bard who was drinking glass after glass from the start, is now lying on the table and snoring.

      Only I, who was quite good at holding my liquor, and Luna, whose limits I was ignorant of, still talked with slurred voices while eating the leftover snacks.

      “It was then that I said ‘Sergeant Kim, no! The goalkeeper is the battalion commander-! As it stands, if he shoots the ball he’ll have to retire-.’”

      “Puahaha, what is that? Anyway, it’s a fun story. Are all Samaritans as funny as you?”

      Luna was smiling with a flushed face. She was laughing at whatever gibberish I was spouting.

      My personal experiences of the 21st century seemed like ridiculous jokes to the people living in this barbaric world.

      Thinking about it, being in this world, and thinking about my old comfortable world, it does seem like a joke.

      I would find it hard to even believe myself. It would just sound like a ‘Wonderland Fairy Tale’ set in Samaria, the land of the barbarians.

      Of course, I wasn’t going to complain about the fact that a girl was bursting into laughter at the stories I was telling her.

      People in this world are the kind to easily laugh after they drink alcohol. I’m sure she’ll laugh to the point of glowing red if I simply sneezed.

      Still, having a good laugh is always a good thing.

      When it comes to men, a woman’s laughter has unimaginable healing powers.

      I feel like my self-esteem as a man had been somewhat restored after having been treated as the lowest of the low by Elfriede.

      “Look, I brought some of Ideope’s Snowflake liquor. It’s very precious. I’m only letting you drink it.”

      
        Pop—
      

      Luna then began pouring a bluish liquid from a leather pouch into my empty beer mug.

      I wondered if food from outside was allowed in the tavern. I didn’t worry too much since I was drunk.

      Anyway, she was smiling at what I was saying and even refilled my glass every time I emptied it.

      As a healthy young man, there’s no way I would dislike such a situation. I felt like all the pain and hardships I’ve been through in the past had finally been rewarded. This is why everyone wants to succeed and sit high in life.

      “The glass is empty again. You’re a good drinker, Hassan.”

      Is she trying to apologize for the bee incident? Or maybe she is just trying to thank me for saving her from the goblins and reeling enough money so she won’t end up in the streets.

      “Hassan, were you really not sought out by ladies back in your hometown? You’re such a strong and funny guy. You must have been popular.”

      “I wasn’t popular at all…”

      Man, that hurts. Having one of my sore points poked didn’t feel great at all. It was like a bee sting in the back of my neck. I also was getting tipsier by the minute.

      Of course, it was because of the atmosphere. Although far from getting drunk, I didn’t have the strength to lift my fingers. My mind was clear, my body however felt very sluggish.

      “Intriguing. If… go… Ideope… you’ll definitely… popular. Ideope’s women… like men… who are strong… and have good physiq—“

      Because she was drunk, Luna’s words were intermittently cut off.

      Or maybe the issue is with me judging by the fact that my eyelids were getting heavier and heavier.

      ”Hassan, … been blessed…ght? Then you…really popular… sure… wasn’t any woman?”

      “…There wasn’t.”

      “…Hassan, are you sleeping?”

      “No, I am not sleeping. I’m not that drunk yet…”

      “Are…ou sure?” 

      This conversation wasn’t going anywhere.

      Luna, who previously was pretending to have a good alcohol tolerance, was now so drunk she started talking gibberish. I couldn’t let this young woman walk alone, drunk in the streets of this dangerous world.

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 18: River Styx Flows Indifferently (1)

      
      I woke up in a room under the dim light of a small candle. A musty and damp stench filled my surroundings.

      Is this a room in the Inn?

      Looking around, I remarked that the room was fairly large. I also noticed a desk in a corner with a chair facing it, the candle that served as the room’s only source of light atop it.

      No matter what angle you look at it, this is a single room in an inn. I can’t believe I’ve just slept in a single room. I didn’t know I could afford this kind of luxury.

      This oh-so-soft bed was also made of cotton rather than piled-up straw layers and ragged blankets. I felt like my body was melting in.

      It took every inch of willpower I could muster to get out of bed.

      The first thing I did after getting up was to check the contents of my pockets.

      It was somewhat of a habit. I had to make sure that the money I worked hard to save and the amount I brought with me last night weren’t lost or stolen.

      It was a perfectly rational thing to do in a world full of pickpockets and thieves.

      My bag contained 10 silvers and 40 coppers. Looks like the amount of money was reduced a little, probably the fees for booking the room in this inn.

      The next thing I checked was the number of fingers and toes on my limbs, and whether I had broken teeth or any kind of injury.

      I was happy to conclude that I wasn’t lacking any belonging and that there was nothing wrong with my body.

      It was time for the next step. When the hell did I enter this room to sleep? I tried to recall my last memory of the night.

      The last thing I can remember is drinking with Luna. Then the lights faded out and everything went dark. And that’s where my memories cut off.

      No matter how much I drank in the past, I never blacked out like this. The bluish alcohol that Luna kept pouring non-stop must have been really strong. 

      It’s hard to believe I drank enough to pass out. It’s lucky nothing bad seems to have happened. Had I been less fortunate, I could have lost my money or even injured myself.

      Damn this dumb shit, I’ll never drink again. I packed out my luggage and left the room with that thought.

      I went down the stairs and headed to the familiar lobby on the first floor. Unlike yesterday, the tables were quiet, and the atmosphere seemed to be dismal. People were crudely eating their breakfast.

      “What do we have here? Oh, it’s the Samaritan gentleman from yesterday.” 

      The bald man, who was wiping bowls and cups with a dry cloth behind the counter, noticed me and then approached to greet me.

      If my memory isn’t failing me, then he is the innkeeper. I don’t remember us being this close though.

      “The pain has lessened a lot since you rubbed my shoulders. Actually, it doesn’t even hurt anymore. Take a seat, take a seat. Breakfast will be served soon.”

      “…”

      Still wondering how to respond, I just settled down at a nearby empty table as the innkeeper asked me to.

      It was a rather uncomfortable chair with no backrest. It was also hard enough to be painful on my buttocks by simply sitting. However, this chair wasn’t the biggest reason for my discomfort.

      “Look over there. It was definitely the guy from yesterday. Look at that grim expression. It’s giving me the chills.”

      “Did you hear the song from the bard yesterday? I heard he slaughtered 50 goblins by himself.”

      “Horrifying indeed. This bastard is just as scary as he looks.”

      People all around me were staring at me and gossiping. Some strange rumors seemed to have spread for reasons that I couldn’t fathom.

      I could gather from their mumbling that one of Marco’s songs played a big part in the outspread of these rumors. I couldn’t see Marco nor could I find Luna, so I was completely in the dark. What the hell is going on?

      “Here’s your breakfast. And don’t worry, this is included in the price you paid for that single room yesterday. The add-ons are just a little service.”

      A breakfast soup suddenly appeared before me while I was looking around.

      It was an ordinary breakfast with a large earthenware bowl that was filled to the brim with broth. As the innkeeper said, it was quite plentiful. There were a lot more pieces of vegetables and meat compared to what you’d normally get.

      It looks delicious.

      I was starving after waking up from my inebriated state and as such, I gradually began eating the bowl of soup.

      Because of the lack of seasoning, the soup was rather bland, which didn’t prevent me from gulping it down like there was no tomorrow, however. The bowl was quickly emptied.

      My head seems to clear up a little with my hunger satiated. With a clearer head, I finally calmed down after the earlier situation left me a little restless.

      To summarize, I drank a lot of booze yesterday after finishing the quest.

      After waking up, the innkeeper, along with a few strangers, became friendly and began talking to me as if we were acquaintances.

      It looks like something weird happened yesterday. Wait, didn’t the innkeeper say that I healed his shoulders yesterday?

      I cautiously muttered under my breath so that no one could hear me.

      “…Long Live the Chaos”

      I couldn’t help but frown.

      
        Ding—
      

       [Stats]


Name: Hassan
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Strength: 3
Agility: 2
Stamina: 3
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Condition: Styx’s Oath
Blessing: The Blessing of Chaos 》 Imperfect Dexterity




      What the fuck? So many things have changed! 

      First of all, the ‘Task Points’ rose by 20. I probably unknowingly relieved someone’s back pain or insomnia. 

      The thing that worried me the worst however was my ‘Condition’. There were unfamiliar terms there.

      Styx’s Oath?

      What the fuck is that?

      I don’t know what it is, but I don’t sense any good vibes from it at all. Everything I have seen there until now were things like insomnia and least of all ❰Medusa’s Curse❱.

      I don’t need to point out how most of them were negative conditions that affected your daily life, such as back pain.

      I can only conclude that ❰Styx’s Oath❱ didn’t spell anything good for me either. Is it some kind of curse?

      A curse.

      I felt sweat dripping down my buttocks and my palms gradually grew colder at the reminder of my eunuch life because of Medusa’s Curse.

      Well, according to the size of my little brother this morning. It seems at the very least it’s different from Medusa’s Curse…

      I couldn’t think of anything wrong with me right now.

      So after a while, I quietly approached the bald innkeeper, who smiled at the sight of me, and then winked as if to insinuate something.

      “Uhm— about what happened yesterday…”

      “Don’t worry, I know how to keep secrets. I won’t tell anyone about what happened yesterday. I swear by the name of Bacchus, God of Wine and Festivities!”

      The bald innkeeper answered on his own without even letting me finish.

      Even if I try to ask him, he’d just say “I won’t say a thing, don’t worry.”stubbornly.

      Damn, how can I not worry?

      I wondered if there was a red spot on my body just like when I was under Medusa’s Curse, but I couldn’t find a thing after going back to my room, taking my clothes off, and inspecting my body.

      ****

      “Oh, Mr. Hassan.”

      I went back to the Mars Guild as the day brightened. I met Daphne again and gave back the wooden plaque she gave me and then waited patiently for my commission.

      “I heard about what happened from Dr. Plato. That old man is commonly known for being stingy with praise. He said you were a rare seedling that needed to be nurtured.”

      It seems like Dr. Plato told Daphne about what I did. Although, I don’t think I’ve ever done something that would warrant praise by that old man.

      The only thing I could think of was that I listened to his jargon and faced the goblins.

      Anyway, I accepted the promised 30 coppers. Now that I was done with my commission, it was time for me to ask a question, as it was my other reason for coming here.

      “Did anyone other than Plato come? I’m searching for Luna or Marco.”

      There’s no better way to know what happened yesterday than to ask those two. I could only head to the guild to ask about their whereabouts.

      “Both of them came in early in the morning, got their money, and left.”

      “You don’t know where they went?”

      “No, I don’t. We don’t pry too much into an adventurer’s personal life. Is there anything wrong?”

      
        Ugh—
      

      Daphne’s eyes suddenly narrowed.

      Although she seemed to be kindly asking, her judging eyes were telling me she would be writing about anything problematic in her personal evaluation.

      “No, there’s nothing wrong.”

      “Truthfully, I didn’t prepare another job for you because I thought you might be injured. It looks like your arms and legs are fine. Anyway, I’m glad this quest ended without any mishap.”

      Is it even possible to injure your limbs while cleaning? Anyway, that wasn’t what I had to focus on for now.

      “Then, Ms. Daphne. Just a little question. Do you know anything about Styx?”

      “Isn’t that the river that leads to the underworld? Why?”

      “Then, did you ever hear of something like the Styx’s Oath…?”

      “Ah- I think you’d better visit the library. You said you can read, try borrowing this book.”

      
        Scribble—
      

      Daphne tore a small piece of parchment and began writing on it. She then handed me a wooden thing similar to a key chain.

      “This is a library pass. I can’t lightly give it away, but you can have it since I owe you a lot. It would be better for you to get more familiar with the continent’s common sense before going on another quest!”

      “You’ll have to deal with a lot of people in the future.” she encouragingly said after stuffing the piece of parchment and the library pass in my hand.

      
『How to Act Like a Continental for Dummies』




      The title of the book is a bit odd. In this world, all things that most folks consider as normal are strange to me.

      
         
      

      I only got to the library after lunchtime. I was once again a victim of the town’s unfriendly direction signs. I couldn’t help but get lost in the middle.

      I really have to allocate some free time to memorizing the city’s layout.

      That aside, what’s with this library…?

      This city’s Guild Buildings that also served as temples had been so grand and magnificent that I was slightly expectant to see what a library in this world would look like.

      But what was in front of me was just a poorly built warehouse. It felt more like a secondhand bookstore in a random alley rather than a grand library.

      I opened the door, entered, then walked toward something like a reception desk or a checkout counter. A pale-faced and skinny man glanced at me.

      I couldn’t tell whether he was young or old because of his gray hair and pale skin tone. Anyway, he spoke to me with a somewhat shrill voice.

      “This isn’t a place you can just barge into, Barbaroy.”

      Barbaroy was an old-fashioned derogatory term to belittle Barbarians. That’s what most educated people usually call me.

      This librarian seemed to be a fairly educated man since he was in a book management position of sorts. Well, it’s not like speaking elegantly was going to make curses any less insulting, you bastard.

      “Here’s my library pass.”

      I handed the pass I had taken from my packets in advance to the librarian and started looking around.

      All kinds of scrolls and old-looking books were neatly arranged on bookshelves. It still looked quite nice inside, despite its shabby outside appearance. 

      “Did you steal it?”

      “No, I got it from Daphne of the Mars Guild. You can check with her if you feel like it.”

      “Okay then, wait a minute. Is anyone here?”

      “I’m here, Mr. Erimantos.” 

      “Good, Sophos. Please go to the Mars Guild and talk to the receptionist Daphne…”

      Damn it, I hope I’m not going to be subjected to this every time and waste time on these verifications. Living as a barbarian in this world was such a drag.

      …

      …

      “Alright, it looks like there’s no problem after the verification. So, what book are you trying to borrow? It’s easier to learn how to kill people in the wilderness rather than in a library.”

      The librarian smiled in self-satisfaction at his sense of humor. Why would I want to learn about that, you punk?

      “Do you have this book here?”

      Wrinkles appeared on the man’s forehead as I handed him the piece of parchment Daphne gave me.

      “Wait a minute.”

      He then promptly disappeared and soon reappeared with a hard-covered, bulky, and thick book.

      The book was quite thick and was around a foot in length. Wouldn’t I instantly die if someone struck me with it?

      How did this skinny librarian lift a book that looked even heavier than himself? It would make more sense for the book to carry the librarian.

      “You can borrow it for a week. I swear by Minerva’s name that I will make you pay if it gets even slightly damaged.”

      “How much will I have to pay then?”

      “23 Silver”

      “Gyagh—“

      “This book isn’t a geometry book[1]?”

      “Nevermind.”

      Shit, 23 was way over what I had on me.

      In a world where printing technology was still undeveloped, books were a luxury and an object of entertainment for rich intellectuals.

      It makes sense for each one to be expensive since they were handmade.

      I was left with no choice but to treat this thick book with extreme care as if it was some kind of sacred object. I only need to learn a bit of information and then return it.

      After taking a loan for the first time at the library, I walked out to the street. Soon, I settled down with my back against a tree under its shade in a quiet park and then opened the book.

      Simply opening the book was enough to make me drowsy. Maybe it was because I hadn’t read a single book or studied for the past few years, but the letters just seemed overwhelming.

      Wake up, bastard! You can’t let yourself fall asleep and have drools dripping out of your mouth.

      After reminding myself not to fuck up and to stay alarmed, I started by checking the table of contents. It seems the subjects were ordered in alphabetical order.

      I need to know more about River Styx. S, S, S…

      
『Styx. Pluto's Underground Labyrinth, it’s one of the rivers that was said to lead to the underworld. It was also said that the resentment of the dead and monsters resided deep at the bottom of the river.

It also seemed like it had great significance for Gods and humans alike. Promises and oaths made in the name of this river couldn't be broken.

Modern theologians seek to drive superstitions and barbarism out of fate and often dismiss these kinds of things as mere symbolic meaning.
Actually, quite a few people suffered from misfortune after supposedly breaking their oath made in Styx’s name. Whether it was purely coincidences or proof of the sanctity of Styx’s oaths is still a controversial topic to this day.
Famous figures associated with River Styx include ‘Goddess Styx’ and—』




      The chapter about Styx was dense enough to surpass 16 pages. It seemed somehow useless to read everything, so I only picked the relevant portions.

      River Styx looked like a symbol of firm resolve or so-called promises and oaths.

      Come to think of it, I think I remember hearing something similar in a cartoon that dabbled in mythological subjects when I was young.

      Such a brand being imprinted on me could only mean I had made a vow to someone.

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 19: River Styx Flows Indifferently (2)

      
      “This much writing is difficult for a Barbaroy to understand, isn’t it?” 

      Less than half a day after borrowing the book, the librarian summoned me to the library again.

      I was more worried about the possibility of damaging the book rather than the difficulty of understanding it. I decided not to say that, however.

      “No, I’m not having any issue with reading it.”

      I could only relax after the skinny librarian was done with his examination of the book. Damn, why did borrowing a book have to be such a hassle?

      “If you’re going to return it so soon, it’s better to just read it here next time. We have desks and chairs over there.”

      “I will.”

      Not like I knew if I’d ever see this librarian again. Anyway, I just left the library after giving him a brief reply.

      The afternoon was a little cloudy, though the sun was still visible. I’d better finish what I have to do today before evening comes.

      I have to change or mend my pitted clothes.

      Most of all, it would be a good idea to buy some armor if I can afford it.

      I was unexpectedly subjected to a goblin attack on my first quest and had to endure the frequent throbbing pain of injuries.

      It’s evident that it’s only going to get worse in the future and that my body is going to have to endure even harsher things in order to gain money and raise my adventurer rank.

      An adventurer’s work is as dangerous as jobs in the mining industry back in the modern world.[1]

      Jumping on the field without any plans was akin to wishing for death. That’s why armor will be highly beneficial to protect my body.

      Actually, most adventurers, including Elfriede and her party, paid great attention to their armor. So, I have to be just as cautious about it.

      The knowledge I gathered during my slave life seemed to be somehow useful after all…

      I remember walking past an armor shop while looking for the library, so that’s where I decided to go.

      “Welcome.”

      I was greeted courteously the moment I entered the shop.

      I could see multiple breastplates and helmets made of bones, iron, and wooden planks hung all around the store. The smell of iron and oil was horrible, but tolerable to some extent.

      “What are you looking for?”

      A man of half my height, who was sitting on a chair, clicked his tongue after seeing me. His eyes, however, weren’t directed to me but a breastplate with a lustrous sheen that he was polishing.

      Unlike Plato, who looked like a cucumber, he had a firm shape and rich beard. He looked more like a potato or a sweet potato or a boulder. 

      A Dwarf. That’s amazing.

      “What’cha looking at? First time seeing a dwarf, eh? You probably didn’t come here to see me, big guy. What brings you here?”

      There were many shops that traded weapons and armor, but those held by dwarves could be said to be the ones with the best price-to-quality ratio. Anyway, I answered this dwarf that I presumed to be the shopkeeper.

      “I’m looking for armor my size.”

      “I guess so. Not surprising you came here then. You’re so big though. I don’t think I have anything that will fit you. Guess I’ll have to take a custom order.”

      “Custom order?”

      “The price depends on the material, but you’re massive. I think it’ll cost around 20 silver coins? There are cheaper versions, but I don’t think you can wear them.”  

      20 silvers? I don’t have this much money.

      Obviously, this was also kind of cheap. Temple knights and high-ranking adventurers that were above the silver rank poured many times this amount into a piece of equipment belonging to an armor set.

      I had no choice but to compromise and buy a pair of wrist guards and gaiters to protect my shin.

      “Oh, you’re lucky I got a big-sized one. It seems to fit just right. I couldn’t sell it to anyone since it was so large and heavy. I’ll give you a discount since it’s in stock.”

      “Oh, a discount, nice. I also really like the shine of this black armor. It looks like the shell of a horned insect.” 

      The black wrist guards were long enough to protect the zone between my wrists and my elbow.

      And since the gaiters had a slight protrusion near the knee, they could protect my joints without impeding my movements.

      The band-shaped fixture, however, felt a little tight and was way heavier than it looked. It was a little difficult to move around in it.

      It looks like these items were the only ones that both fit my size and the size of my money pouch.

      “It’s made out of the shell of giant aracrabs and oiled olive wood boards, very sturdy. It’s so hard to break even if you try to. There are no downsides other than it being a little heavy.”

      The giant aracrab, a monster we often fought when I was Elfriede’s slave. I still don’t understand how combining bark and wooden boards would cost 5 silver coins though.

      “The wrist guard is a little tight. Can anything be done about that?”

      “It’s from the tendon of a horned crocodile. It will probably stretch out enough to be comfortable if you bear with it for some time. It’s pretty expensive, you know.”

      “Hmmm…”

      “Still, if you resolved yourself to buy something, you might as well buy the expensive one. The cheap ones break easily, not to mention they get damaged so often, meaning maintenance costs will be very high. You don’t even need to clean it, since a savage like you wouldn’t care anyway.”

      It sounded more like it was truly harder to do than him just being lazy. In any case, it looked like quite the expensive defensive gear.

      From what this dwarf is telling me, buying a sturdy one was better than using a cheap one and ending up obliged to keep replacing, and fixing it over and over again.

      I didn’t understand a lot of his words and was hesitant to trust the slimy tongue of this dwarf trader. What he said did make some sense, but it sounded a little too vague for my liking.

      I wasn’t the kind to be easily influenced by others.

      “I don’t think anyone has better gear than this among iron-grade adventurers. You won’t regret it. I can also repair them twice for free, so you can come back if it breaks down.”

      I still somehow felt sullen at the idea of spending so much money. Let’s just consider this as investing for better gains in the future.

      I’m going to reach the silver rank, take a bank loan, and set up a health center here. I can finally relax and comfortably make money then.

      I had a blessing that not many people had, but having to roll on the ground was just too hard.

      And just like that, half of my money was gone. I only had 6 silvers and about 50 coppers left, which would make around 650 coppers.

      Three meals a day would cost me around 15 coppers. A bed would cost me 10 coppers. So my daily spending would be at around 25 coppers. 650 coppers will last for around 25 days, maybe a little more if I skip breakfast. 

      It was just the right amount of money for my living expenses, but that wasn’t a lot. In this world, unexpected events were common…

      “Hey, you punk! I’ve finally found you. You savage bastard. Did you think you were going to get away with it?”

      Fuck my life!

      ****

      I was walking the streets while happily wearing the armor I had just bought when it suddenly happened. I heard a rough man’s voice loudly calling out to me from behind.

      “Bro, that’s him! That’s him! That black-haired giant! It’s that bastard, no doubt about it!”

      Black hair?

      I was the only one with black hair around here. Because of that, I always had to deal with truck loads of annoying people.

      Still, the reaction of this guy was a little worrying. This didn’t look like a simple quarrel. Do they know me?

      There were three people.

      Everyone looked threatening and rough, to the point they were somewhat hard to describe.

      Judging by the scars on their face and the shoulder guards they were wearing, they should be mercenaries. Each of them was also armed with an ax and a longsword, giving them a menacing appearance.

      
        Clink—
      

      I could see the iron identity band symbolizing an iron rank in the adventurer guild around their necks, meaning they were iron-ranked adventurers like me.

      “You bastard, I couldn’t find you anywhere, so you were prowling around here!”

      The bald man with M-shaped hair, who seemed to be the leader of the group, growled at me.

      His face was so unique that seeing it once was enough to not forget it in a lifetime. I, unfortunately, couldn’t remember knowing anyone with that face. 

      “Look at this bastard, trying to play it off as if he doesn’t know. Are you ignoring us? Huh?”

      “Brother Utter, we need to teach him a lesson.”

      Why are you guys acting as if you know me?

      Did I quarrel with them yesterday when I was drunk? Maybe the fight was part of the memories I had forgotten? That’s the best theory I could think of right now.

      Although they were one head shorter than me, they were armed.

      Also, them being three didn’t raise the prospects of me winning the fight if the situation got physical.

      “Son of a bitch, did you think you could get away with what you did? Huh? Speak up if you have a mouth, you punk!”

      I didn’t like the way they kept swearing at me, so I decided to ask them why they were after me. Maybe this problem could be avoided this way. 

      “What happened? Do you know me?”

      “You bastard, you think we won’t do anything if you play dumb? If you don’t know, I’ll tell you so you can remember it. Guys, take him to that dark alley over there.” 

      “Yeah.”

      “Bring this bastard along!”

      So, even iron-ranked adventurers seemed to have a kind of hierarchy?

      Anyway, the two men, at the bald guy’s instruction, came to my left and right and tried grabbing my arms. Damn, nothing good will come out of me getting dragged to a dark place like this.

      I began to vigorously swing my restrained arms while resisting the pain.

      “Why is this bastard so tough!?”

      “Hey, stay still, you punk! I’m trying to talk to you but you won’t let me.”

      
        Schwing— Schwing—
      

      It looks like they gave up on simply using their bare hands and pulled out their longsword and ax from their waists.

      I couldn’t help but start getting nervous before the might of blades.

      “You bastard!”

      The man with the ax swung it towards me with all his might.

      This is, without a doubt, an act of manslaughter.

      This bastard is trying to kill people on the streets in broad daylight and no one is batting an eye. No matter how fucked up this world is, it can’t be that bad, right?

      As I avoided the attack and looked around, I noticed that people were exchanging glances and then curiously looking at the scene.

      “Wh-What?”

      “Are they fighting?”

      “It looks like it’s gonna be fun.”

      No one seemed to want to be involved.

      It might get troublesome if we get involved, so let’s just lightly watch from afar. That was their trail of thought from the looks of it.

      This is the Gaia continent.

      A continent where chaos and disorder were an everyday occurrence!

      “This shit!”

      I had no choice but to continuously step backward to avoid the ax and the blade that were flying toward me. This task being very taxing, I was bound to leave a gap eventually at their constant pincer attack. 

      “Send my regards to Pluto!”

      The ax-wielder noticed such a gap and took advantage of it. His ax was raised high and was crashing down towards me.

      I could see the rusty blade slowly approaching me. My life was flashing before my eyes.

      Damn, am I really going to die without even knowing why? It was with such a feeling of injustice that I desperately raised my arm. I’d rather have an arm cut than end up with a decapitated head.

      
        Clink— Clank—
      

      It was then.

      “Uh, w-what?”

      The ax that I thought was just going to sever my forearm bounced back, and the assailant stumbled backward.

      It was only then that I remembered the existence of the brace on my arm. I already was unfamiliar with wearing it, and the additional stress of the situation just made me forget about it.

      Anyway, it was definitely worth 5 silvers if it was this sturdy. But it’s dented now! Fuck, I just bought it!

      “These bastards!”

      Ruining something I had just bought? I wasn’t magnanimous enough to forgive this.

      I felt a sudden rush of anger, and by the time I returned to my senses, my already clenched fist was right in front of the stumbling man’s face.

      
        Pow—
      

      “Guaaah—“

      It was a fist strong enough to crush his lower jaw.

      The weight of my fist increased because of the wrist guard I was wearing. Anyway, I was much more surprised by how fast the punch was.

      “Aaarghhh-!”

      “Skar! Skar! Damn it, you savage bastard. Slapping Miss Daphne wasn’t enough for you, you even broke Skar’s chin!” 

      “What, Daphne?”

      “Don’t act dumb with us, you savage! You slapped Daphne. That’s unacceptable! We, who watch Daphne from afar, will exert the appropriate punishment on you!”

      Watching Daphne from afar? What’s with this contrived way of saying you guys are stalkers?

      Stalkers.

      Akin to the night before an exam, the cogs in my mind began to furiously spin as I thought of that word.

      Didn’t Daphne say that she was suffering from delusions of someone following her?

      Maybe it wasn’t just her mind playing tricks on her and she was actually being followed for real.

      What if some people were really chasing Daphne and spying on her, making her feel watched?

      Wouldn’t it be fair for me to return the slap I received and the humiliation I felt because of the misunderstanding of that day?

      “Because of you punks, I… it’s fortunate that we met. Stalking is punished by the death penalty, you punks!“

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 20: River Styx Flows Indifferently (3)

      
      “Damn it, it’s fortunate that we met, you damn stalkers!”

      “Heuhahaehag!”

      Spitting out those words, I then went on to land a punch on that Skar fellow, whose jaw I had already broken, moments before.

      With the armor adding its weight, my fist was falling on them like an iron hammer. It looked extremely lethal to any onlookers.

      “Gaaghh!”

      The fellow with the broken jaw, Skar, had already started sobbing. With my fists having landed on him, his body smashed head first on the ground, a pained groan leaking out of his dislocated jaw. Foaming from his mouth, he soon passed out on the spot.

      “W-What the fuck!?”

      Faster than the others, the swordsman reacted to the situation.

      “Son of a bitch—“

      Just as he was about to slash his sword at me, I smashed the handle of his sword with my fist, before punching him straight on his head.

      
        Puk—
      

      “!”

      Unable to even let out a single groan, the man’s head slammed on the dirty floor, after being knocked out by my heavy wristband-enhanced punch. It seems that the difference in physical strength mattered a lot in combat involving blade-wielders.

      Furthermore, the shock they received at the effectiveness of my defensive gear, which was efficiently blocking every one of their hits, furthered their hesitation, eventually ending in their inevitable loss.

      It went without saying that buying this expensive armor had just saved my life. This is why expensive gear is worth it, regardless of its astronomical price.

      “Damn it, you savage bastard!”

      The leader of the stalker group, the bald man, was now the only one left standing among them. Not that his subordinate’s helplessness against Hassan, did anything to lessen the hostility he was emitting now. Is that how it is to be a boss?

      “You better not underestimate me just because this Sir Uther’s lowly subordinates have been dealt with. I’ll have you know that I have the rare Blessing of Light, from the Sun God himself.”

      I couldn’t prevent my shoulders from trembling at that bold declaration. Why did the Sun God bless such a hooligan? Besides, I had heard that the God of Light didn’t give his blessings to any Tom, Dick, and Harry, which made this situation even more absurd to me.

      “Oh mighty God of Light and Sun! Your son Uther, earnestly prays for your assistance!”

      While listening to his prayers, I wondered if the gray clouds covering the sky would suddenly clear out, letting the bright sunshine through, illuminating the surroundings with an all-encompassing shower of light.

      
        Wave—
      

      A bright light was reflected from his shining forehead, suddenly blinding my eyes.

      “Ugh…”

      To be honest, this was a very effective attack. No way in hell could I have expected anything like this. I reflexively frowned, narrowing my eyes due to the blinding light. Such bullshit…it’s so dazzling—

      “You spineless bald bastard!”

      “This is the light of the Sun God! There’s no way for a savage like you to even dare to look at it.”

      “Damn it, you bald bastard! How cowardly of you to use such a wimpy trick!”

      “I’m not bald, it’s the Blessing of Light, okay!? ‘Bald this’, ‘bald that’, that’s all you can bark, huh!? For your knowledge, baldness is a sign of overflowing masculinity, you ignorant and savage buffoon.”

      “Damn it, you baldy!”

      “Bastard son of a bitch, just die!”

      I heard the sound of his heavy steps spluttering the mud, in the short moments when my vision was obscured by the bright rays of light. Fearing the inevitable assault, I hastily threw a fist in the rough direction of the sound. Unexpectedly, I ended up hitting nothing but air.

      “Did you think I’d be hit by a blind, mindless attack like that?”

      “Fuck!”

      My vision being impeded didn’t mean that I was powerless and unable to attack anymore.

      Randomly, I began throwing my fists and kicks all around like an angry gorilla going on a rampage.

      “Guaak—“

      “Such a master of fights in the wild! Still, I’m not gonna fall for this stupid trick— Ughhh!!!”

      
        Puk—
      

      I felt like my haphazard blows had landed on something heavy. Without hesitation, I threw more and more arbitrary attacks in the direction of the pained groans, it seems that I was fortunate enough to place some hits on his head or his torso.

      “Ughhh—“

      I wondered if that heavy hit was enough to end that god-forsaken skill of his, blinding my vision. This shit was strong enough to turn my vision completely white, despite my eyes being tightly shut.

      It was as if the sun itself had fallen on the ground, right in front of my eyes, blinding the surroundings with its brilliance. Although ridiculous, having this kind of blessing that can spout so much light was nothing to scoff at in the least. Damn, didn’t it feel like I was facing the sun itself?

      “M-my nose is bleeding? Son of a bitch! I’ll kill you! I’ll offer your blood to my dual swords!”

      
        Brrrr~
      

      I felt a chill running down my spine, hearing his wrathful roar, directed toward me.

      My danger sensor, which had been painstakingly cultivated during the past two years by going through all sorts of hardships and mishaps, began ringing again, right at this moment. Judging by how loudly it was ringing in my head, things were about to get really rough, really soon.

      I was momentarily out of breath, having mindlessly swung my arms and legs for a while. Meanwhile, my sight was still completely blocked by that dazzling skill of his.

      It was then, that I remembered Nemea’s warning from before, ‘Watch out for the light’. I was at a complete dead end. Shit, what should I do in this situation?

      “L-Let’s go, guys! Hurry up! Let’s help Hassan!”

      I heard some screams mixed with familiar buzzing noises coming from my surroundings at that dreary moment. When my fears were slowly turning into despair, knowing my inevitable fate — death.

      “Argh, it stings! What the fuck just bit me?”

      “What’s going on?! It’s so bright, I can’t see shit!”

      “Huh, what! I-It’s a bee! There are even more! Where the fuck did they come from?”

      I was confused by what was happening in my surroundings, but it looks like a commotion arose because of whatever the baldy did. I could still hear the damned voice of the bald guy among the blinding light, and the previous screams.

      
        Buzz—
      

      I could also hear sounds reminiscent of a helicopter’s propellers, rotating at max speed, every now and then. Of course, there was no such thing as propellers, or helicopters for that matter, in this barbaric world, leaving only one possibility for the source of that bumbling sound.

      “Shit, Luna, it stings! They’re going after me too!”

      Honestly, It stung a lot. I’ve already experienced the stinging of these creatures, that love to cling to your body, yesterday, during my first quest as an adventurer. I’ve never thought I’d have to go through it again! That too, so soon!

      “I-I’m sorry, Hassan! We were just trying to help!”

      “You’re not helping shit! Does helping mean stinging your ally!? Damn, they’re even coming underneath my clothes! Fuck!”

      My body was violently quivering because of the stinging pain from the bees’ assault.

      “Damn it, it’s that weird sorceress! But, I’m not going to lose! Die, you wretched witch!”

      “Ugyaaa—!”

      
        Shatter— Plop—
      

      I heard the screams of a familiar girl along with the roars of a furious man.

      The sound of something shattering resounded near me, following which was a huge ‘plop—‘ that was reminiscent of the sounds of an object dropping to the ground.

      Amidst this disconcerting situation, I could clearly tell that Luna had beaten the baldy. What I heard earlier was probably the earthen pot she usually carried shattering on top of the man’s head, smashing his shiny stadium in the process, followed by him collapsing on the ground.

      I only knew her for a day at most but she was still an incredibly pretty girl who talked to me, a very unpopular guy, in a friendly and free manner. She was unlike any girl I’ve ever met.

      Also, she might be the only lead for me to gather more reliable information about the Styx Oath I recently made — unknowingly as I did. To die just like this? This is so frustrating.

      I suddenly frowned at that moment since I wasn’t feeling the blinding effects, and the searing pain, of his blinding skill anymore.

      
        Fade—
      

      The dazzling source of brilliant light started losing its power, gradually dimming to nothingness.

      Gray clouds were covering the sky again by the time I began fluttering my eyes open, the light rays were getting thinner as well, slowly receding back behind the clouds.

      It was only then that I could properly see what was transpiring in my surroundings.

      People around me were scampering away from the aggressive bees that were buzzing around, all over the place, attacking everyone that came into their path.

      A few paces ahead, Luna was lying helplessly on the ground, her mask, now broken and cracked, not too far away from her. Most importantly, the bald man was standing in front of her, both of his swords raised high in the sky, seemingly intent on killing Luna by slashing her into pieces.

      “Hey, damn it, you bald bastard!”

      “Shit, did my skill end already?”

      “What a weird trick. Just die already, god damn it.”

      I put strength in my legs and pushed the ground as hard as I could. My tightly clenched fist, containing all the power I could gather, was directed straight towards him as I punched him square in the face.

      The man, after being hit on the chin with my fist strike, fell to his knees, eventually crashing directly on the floor like a bowling bowl. His body then slammed head first directly into the ground.

      “Gaaghh—“

      “Bastard! Fuck, I’m in trouble now!”

      “I have no choice then… O’ Almighty God of Light and Sun, I beg thee to protect me with your everlasting light, lead me with your ever-brilliant wisdom, protect me from death and from my enemies, g-great fortune…”

      “Give up.”

      “…What?”

      I stepped towards him, casting him under the dark shadow of my huge body. I could feel the man’s eyes, hidden in the darkness, frown at me.

      “There’s no light here.”

      “Ha…”

      The nosebleeding goon sighed in despair as my hammering fist was nearing his face, ready to knock him out of his senses.

      
        Puk—
      

      “Ugghh—!”

      
        Thud—
      

      ***

      “Hassan, here, I found 2 coppers in his pockets—!”

      Luna and I started rummaging through the pockets of the now beaten and unconscious stalkers. We got around 10 coppers in total and three swords.

      “Fucking beggars.”

      I spit on the floor, firing curses nonstop, seeing the beggar-like state of my assailants.

      Well, getting 3 swords wasn’t too bad either… I think? I didn’t have enough money to buy a weapon anyways, after getting that expensive piece of lifesaving armor. So getting these blades was quite the overhaul.

      Though, not everything was usable, unfortunately. The ax, for instance, was incredibly rusty and was even missing some of its teeth along the edges of the curved blade, losing more than half of its effectiveness with that fact alone. I’ll just throw this away, then. I don’t think it can be used in the least.

      Anyway, I added the 10 coppers to my money pouch and hung the short sword with its sheath around my waist.

      With this, I became Hassan the tri-swordsman, a practitioner of the Santoryu style! I can feel my combat power rising already!

      Well, it wasn’t like I knew anything about swordsmanship, to begin with. All I could do was aimlessly swing my swords like any other amateur, new to the art. Still, I was aware of how powerful a sword could be! Even in the hands of a newbie like me.

      I could even sell two of them since I had three.

      “P-Please, don’t take my swords away… They’re the foundations of my business, they cost 5 silvers a piece!”

      The bald man began pleading with me, it was insane just to think he was still conscious after all that beating I inflicted on him.

      Clearly, he was strong enough to be the leader of the gang. Even if it was a ragtag gathering of stalkers!

      “W-Without it, I’ll starve to death…”

      Hesitation took over my weakening heart at the pitiful appearance he projected now.

      “He’s still awake!”

      Suddenly, Luna started screaming at the top of her lungs, picked up a rock lying next to her feet, then smashed the baldy’s head with said rock, all done in a smooth and systematic motion. The man’s eyes rolled inside his sockets and he crashed to the ground with a thud once again, hopefully, for the last time as he finally seemed to lose consciousness.

      I can’t believe she nonchalantly smashed the man’s head. This isn’t normal either. I again questioned the sanity of the people of this barbaric world.

      Damn it, I hope the baldy isn’t dead. Killing people in the city is a bit of a risky move.

      Even if they were the ones that were picking a fight with me, I’d still be severely interrogated by the guards if this fellow really ended up dead. Because I was nothing but a savage Samaritan in their eyes.

      My anxiety was rising through the roof at the realization that my lack of money or status practically dictated that I would only end up being directly imprisoned if this damn miscreant really ended up kicking the bucket.

      Anxiously, I placed two of my fingers on the necks of the collapsed bastards. I was trying to check if they had any pulse and whether they were still breathing or not.

      “L-Look at that! He’s trying to kill him, he’s trying to strangle him!”

      “No, he’s trying to skin his face! I heard Samaritans skin the faces of their defeated opponents.”

      The onlookers who had yet to leave the area despite the onslaught of the bees promptly started whispering. I’ll get misunderstood no matter what I do in this damned place, aren’t I?

      
        Clank— Clank—
      

      “What’s all the fuss about?”

      Soon enough, city guards, armed to the teeth with swords, round shields, and red cloak armors appeared on the scene. The commotion quickly ceased to a tense silence with their sudden arrival.

      “No, it’s these bastards that hit me first. Wielding a sword against me while I was unarmed. Anyway, they’re pure bad guys. They’re Daphne’s stalkers, all of them. Yeah—“

      “Hmm.”

      I had to explain to the city guards that my actions were born out of self-defense and weren’t excessive in any way, making me a bit sweaty with ever-growing anxiety, waiting for their reactions to my reasoning. Even if we committed the same crime, the law would be much harsher towards me as a black-haired savage.

      “These hooligans are pretty well known around these parts.”

      “I saw those bastards picking up a fight first! Then there was a bright light that blinded me for a while. The commotion had ended by the time I could open them again.”

      I was lucky to have the onlookers defend me, resulting in me being able to avoid the scenario — where I would get immediately thrown in jail without even being able to justify my actions.

      In this world, without the presence of any CCTV, the testimony of people around you had a big weight. It could either be beneficial or detrimental depending on the individual that was the subject of the people’s speech.

      A simple duel. That’s how the case was closed.

      “As the Gods and the royal palace have decreed, those who are defeated in a duel are to be imprisoned.”

      “And remember not to make a fuss, you savage. This city isn’t like the chaotic wilderness you might be used to, the laws of the Gods will follow you everywhere.”

      “Hey, let go! I am Uther, offspring of the Sun God! Uhm, someone who has been blessed by the Sun God, damn it!! Release me!!!”

      “We know your father, you damn miscreant! He runs a cloth shop near the north gate. Now, shut up and follow us already.”

      My legs were trembling uncontrollably as I was watching the guards tie up the three men and drag them away.

      The adrenaline that had kept me excited during the fight was no more, and hearing the word ‘jail’ was enough to sober me up and cool my head.

      Losing a duel meant going to jail. Not even mentioning the fact that in this world human rights were moot. Going to jail was synonymous with dying or worse.

      “Sigh~”

      All in all, things went well. It was truly fortunate that I could avoid being injured while fighting three armed guys simultaneously.

      My fists were still throbbing, the bee stings were still burning, and throbbing pain surged throughout my body. Well, that was still a cheap price to pay to deal with the three armed gangsters so it was worth it, I guess…

      “Hassan, you know I didn’t do that on purpose, right? Bees don’t know who’s on whose side… My voodoo skills aren’t good enough at controlling them… yet…”

      Luna was stammering while shyly looking at me. She seemed to remember my pained cries each time I was stung by one of the bees she released to ‘help’ me.

      “Still, I’m alive thanks to you.”

      “Really? That’s right? I knew it, right?”

      I politely thanked her. If Luna hadn’t shown up at that opportune moment, while I was still affected by the dazzling light, I probably would have been the one being dragged out by the guards.

      Maybe what had remained of me would be nothing but a mere corpse by then.

      “These bees would have brought me 20 coppers if sold. It’s heart-wrenching to think I had to release the bees I caught yesterday and today. Even my amulet mask has been damaged…”

      Luna started sobbing when she saw the broken pieces of wood scattered on the floor. The wooden mask was unrecognizable after countless people stepped on it again and again.

      The item must have been very important to her since she prioritized protecting it instead of her body when we got attacked by the goblins in the forest.

      Should I give her the 10 coppers I got from the robbers? I decided against it since I was struggling to get by myself. I didn’t need to give her anything she didn’t ask for.

      I need to change the mood at the very least, though. So I tried talking to the intermittently sobbing Luna.

      “How did you get here?”

      “Oh, I was looking for you. I went back to the inn after stopping by the guild. They told me you had already left by then. I then went to the guild again, thinking you might’ve gone there to get your rewards. From there I went to the library, as I heard that Daphne sent you there. Coming here, I thought I heard your voice in the park near the library, so I came to check, only to stumble upon this scene of chaos.”

      Luna systematically explained what she had gone through to get to the point of helping me in the fight against the stalker gang.

      “Anyway, you’ve been looking for me?”

      “Yeah, we were going to make a child. We swore on the river Styx and established a vow, don’t you remember?”

      
        Shock—
      

      “Ah! I think I remember that, yeah…”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 21: Child-Making Date With Luna (1)

      
      The cultural differences between the Gaia continent, of this barbaric world, and Earth, the world I came from, were rather huge.

      In my old world, it was even possible to find culture and lifestyle differences between the various districts of the same region, much less the inherent dissimilarities between countries, and in larger cases — continents.

      It’s only natural then that some parts of my common sense would mismatch with the common sense of a person from this world of savagery and barbarism. Let alone mentioning the differences between the districts back in the 21st century I came from, this was another world altogether.

      “Yeah, we were going to make a child today. We swore that agreement upon the river Styx, don’t you remember?”

      You promised to have a child with someone you’ve just met for a few days. Wasn’t this outright too much? Was this seriously how the common sense of this world was like?

      Does that mean sexual intercourse isn’t as sacred in this world as it was on earth?

      Maybe the problem was with this girl named Luna, rather than it being a commonplace occurrence. Maybe in her hometown, Ideope, sex was like a greeting or a handshake. Just like how hugs and kisses were a form of greeting for the French people of my world.

      I think I also heard that somewhere in Mongolia, a country situated on Earth, there was a tribe where the biggest honor you could offer to a visiting guest was letting him sleep with your wife. Since Mongolia was like that, could it be that this world had similar places like that country? Maybe, Ideope was one of them?

      
        Tsk—
      

      I rolled my eyes, exasperated at the gradually escalating thoughts my mind was cooking up, and then stared intently at Luna, carefully observing her features. She had slender limbs and an erotic outfit that barely covered her important areas. I tried not to be conscious of it but Luna was a very beautiful and incredibly desirable woman, beauty-wise. Her erotic clothing enhanced her appeal multiple times over.

      The men constantly throwing lecherous looks at her while walking down the road in our surroundings probably wouldn’t disagree with my opinion, although the person in question, Luna, seemed oblivious to it. It’s like she was naturally seducing the men around her. Even the hair, which she usually covers beneath her mask, had an unusual pink color — akin to the succubuses and nymphs you’d see in games or read up in a fantasy book in my past world.

      Maybe Ideope was like the Jeju island of old, where women were required to collect the seeds of foreigners?

      “Hassan? You didn’t forget, now, did you?”

      “Oh, of course not. I remember our promise.”

      I hurriedly collected myself after seeing the uneasy flickering of her enchanting emerald eyes.

      Did she use some kind of high-level flirtation skills on me when I was dead drunk yesterday?

      I didn’t expect her to hide such a talent. It was honestly terrifying, to say the least.

      If I had to be honest, this felt pretty darn amazing to me, who hasn’t even had a drink with a member of the opposite gender since my freshman welcome party. I was almost 20 years old back then, now I’m 26.

      It was sex with a pretty girl, sex! Scrutinizing my current situation from different angles, I was afraid of missing this incredible opportunity of fucking a pretty girl, so I finally decided to roll with it. Meanwhile, thinking it through, stereotypes and weird common sense didn’t seem as bad to me as I once thought they would.

      Damn it, who am I kidding! It still felt incredulous to me. I was gonna make babies with a girl with a beautiful face and fair skin! This Gaia continent is the fucking best! This is the first time, in the long two years of my hellish life here, that this world looks somehow good and pleasant to me.

      “Thank god, I was worried that it might have been drunken talk. Terrible things tend to happen if you don’t keep the Styx’s Oath!”

      Luna bent all of her fingers in a claw-esque shape, trying to scare me by impersonating a beast. I don’t know what kind of terrible things would happen if the oath were to be broken, but I was stunned by her behavior at the moment.

      “I rented out all the necessary materials and a room in the morning. You only need to come, Hassan, we should be done before dinner!”

      What? You rented all the materials and the room? Finishing before dinner? Wait, wasn’t this going way too fast?

      I never thought this voodoo shaman could act so decisively. Even more so when it came to a sensitive matter like intercourse.

      Luna did nothing but scream or haphazardly release bees, who could distinguish neither friend nor foe, while facing the goblins during our cleaning quest.

      『Luna: The Screaming Totem. Intermittently screams to lower allies’ morale.』

      That was the assessment I had made after interacting with her for the last couple of days. Maybe I’ll have to revise a thing or two in her assessment now.

      “Hassan, why are you so good to me? You’re such a great person! To be honest with you, I got a little scared when I first met you. You looked really scary…”

      Luna shamefully confessed to me with a bashful look, while, seeing her, the corners of my mouth were slowly rising to form a wide smirk.

      It seems that my previous dirty and scared appearance with an untrimmed beard contributed to giving a terrible first impression about me.

      Not that I really hated it. In this world, looking scary was better than people looking down on you. The former would keep you isolated, but the latter would, most definitely, make you the target of people who’d walk all over you for their own twisted form of entertainment. In the worst-case scenario, death wasn’t out of option.

      “We have to make a lot. So, hurry up and let’s go, Hassan!”

      “A lot? How many do you even want?”

      “Uhm— five? Six…?”

      “Holy sh—! Ahem, this is going to require some serious level of effort.”

      I’m not completely sure if this was achievable at one time. In fact, the possibility of that happening seemed really low, impossible even. But, somehow confidence welled up in me, thinking about my prowess. Confidence that, if it was me, then I’d surely be able to do it.

      “Holy sh? What are you talking about? What does that mean?”

      “It’s a way to express happiness and excitement back in Samaria.”

      “Holy sh! It sounds like the bustling of the wind, amazing! It also sounds like the cries of a snake. I love snakes. Holy sh!”

      “Yeah, it’s all good if you like it. That’s what matters the most.”

      We were flirting in a nonsensical manner while being on our way to the place Luna mentioned that she booked for us. We were heading to the western part of the city, more precisely the outskirts of the slum.

      Sodomora was one of the typical ancient historical cities, you’d learn about in the history lessons back in our world. The difference here being, that there was the presence of fantasy elements. Different from the historical cities of my world, it usually expanded by excavating nearby underground labyrinths and the treasures buried there.

      And like any other historical city, the gap between the rich and the poor was glaring. And it showed in the infrastructure of the cities. The roads leading to and amid the slums weren’t even paved and the eyes of the passersby were equally glazed with a maddened look of hunger and despair of living.

      I actually get very anxious about the quarrels that usually come my way, and Luna, who could attract aggro by simply standing still on a spot while doing nothing, being present with me today did nothing to lessen that feeling of extreme anxiety.

      “This girl looks very soft. Her pink hair is so lewd too.”

      Naturally, many people flirted with her and tried to talk to her on our way.

      Most of them were beggars who were following us with their lecherous gaze, and I don’t think anything they were seemingly trying to take out of their pockets was in any way good for us. This place screamed trouble at every corner.

      There was a possibility of them stabbing my stomach with a rusty dagger or a blade. That guy also has such an incorrigible mouth. What do you even mean by lewd pink hair?

      “Are you a priestess of Venus? I’d like your services if so, hehe~ My sword here is probably thicker and much sharper than that of this big brother here. You definitely won’t be disappointed at its performance.”

      Priestess of Venus naturally referred to the women working at the temple of Venus, the Goddess of beauty, desire, love, and the most iconic of them all — sex!

      In this world, most of the competent women were the priestesses of the goddesses. It was actually a very major occupation.

      I think he got the wrong idea because Luna’s outfit was naturally very revealing.

      I faced the bastard that was blocking our road toward our room, hindering us from conducting one of the most important events of my life. Looking down at him, I placed my hand on the hilt of my sword, threatening him with pulling out my sword, so that he wouldn’t hinder us anymore.

      
        Shudder—
      

      “Get away if you don’t wanna get hurt, idiot.”

      “W-Who on earth uses three swords like that, huh…?”

      He started retreating, did the dangers of the Santoryu art finally dawn on him? Taking these swords from the hooligans was such a good idea.

      We walked down the streets in the slum for a rather significant amount of time, before arriving at our destination.

      “The-There, Hassan!”

      Luna, who was slightly shivering behind my back, pointed to a dilapidated tree house, with her fair and slender fingers. Maybe calling it a tree house was a little too fancy of a name, it would be more appropriate to call it a humble nigh-collapsing structure of sorts.

      A hut that was half-crumbling due to the influence of the wind and rain. It also looked to be rather windy on the inside because of the holes that seemed to be dug into the walls by insects.

      “Is it really here?”

      “Yes, It’s the only place I could borrow with my current funds…”

      “Well, the location isn’t important anyway.”

      I opened the door and immediately noticed a dry straw mat lying in front of me.

      Judging by the stench, it seems like this place was previously used as a stable or a barn for animals.

      It looks a little dirty, but the place doesn’t really matter, right? Wasn’t even Jesus said to be born in a stable during the season of summer?

      My heart began pounding at the thought of having such an important event of my life finally happening in this place. I couldn’t even calm down and my heart started pounding even faster, my eyes were shaking too, flitting all over.

      
        Thud—
      

      Luna entered the cabin and closed the door behind her. Then, she addressed me after lighting a candle that was hanging from a wooden pillar in the barn-like tree house.

      “I have to confess first, Hassan… I’ve only seen it being done before and it’s my first time doing it myself.”

      “First time?”

      “Yes… I told you I could be very clumsy yesterday. I need you to support me a lot, Hassan.”

      Who said that it was a lewd pink? It was clearly a pure pink, goddamn it! What kind of man would hate taking a woman’s first time? I’ve hit the jackpot!!!

      Of course, there’s no way I’d know if there existed some playboy bastards who already got so tired of ruining women’s purity that they would be disinterested in a virgin girl. But that wasn’t the case for me at least.

      I-It was my first time too. I shut my mouth from speaking, as I was going to embarrassedly confess too. I don’t think it would shape into anything. Lord Shiva, what should I do now? Should I start undressing already?

      I didn’t know what to do since it was just the two of us here.

      All my knowledge about child-making was still stored in my 3 terabytes of E drive, back in my computer.

      Although I could vividly remember the sequential titles of these sex-ed videos, I still felt clueless about what to do in this situation. Was this the result of cramming too much education in too little a time?

      My mouth was currently very dry from the built-up tension.

      “I’ll start by showing you a demonstration and you just need to follow along.”

      “Uh, yes, yeah.”

      Luna began rummaging through the pile of straw in the middle of the hut and promptly pulled out a small piece of wood.

      What could I say about it? It was a piece of wood that oddly looked like a human being, like the Korean Moai statues from Jeju island. It was about an inch in size, perhaps? That seemed to be the approximate length of the wooden piece.

      Maybe because my mind was geared to thinking about perverted thoughts right now, I thought its shape and size were very dildo-like. Why did she take this out all of sudden?

      “This is a finished ‘child’, Hassan. We have to make five pieces like this.”

      “That’s a… child?”

      “Yes, Moai, it’s a kind of totem. These are pretty important on our island. Improving fortune, wealth, health…”

      It was pretty similar to my father who used to sell germanium health stones to our customers. Luna then started reciting questionable effective uses of these small wooden carvings. I had no idea what she was talking about as my mind had already gone blank at that time.

      “Oh, Holy sh—“

      “Yes, Holy sh! I’m glad you’re here too! I don’t think I would have been able to make 5 by myself, otherwise.”

      ***

      
        Crunch—
      

      
        Swish—
      

      To be frank, I couldn’t help but feel extremely sour while dealing with the ingredients.

      It was already absurd that I, who previously didn’t have any significant relationship with a female other than my mother and sister, suddenly became popular and went through a great popular streak.

      It didn’t prevent me from having high expectations though.

      As a man, I was already a creature with extreme self-confidence. Weren’t Luna and I in a very good mood back then, during the drinking party?

      Didn’t I show my manliness while killing the goblins in the abandoned temple last night? I thought I heard Luna say that she liked manly men too. Was it a mistake in assessment or hearing, done while in a drunken stupor? In the first place…

      “Wow, Hassan, this one is really well made. Are you already experienced in child-making?”

      “So-Something like that.”

      I carved the log I received from Luna with a carving dagger while deep in thought. I carefully shaped it into a human-like figure.

      Luna said that these completed totems were called Aina Moi in her hometown. Damn it, why did these savages make such a confusing name for this wooden carving?

      I couldn’t blame Luna since she probably explained this to me and I just completely forgot about it because of the alcohol.

      So I had to piece everything together by myself, akin to doing a group musical performance where I sang, danced, and also played all the instruments.

      My anger which had nowhere else to be vented could only be directed at the little pieces of logs. I was chipping at them as if they were irreconcilable enemies with me.

      Fuck off, you Moai bastards—!

      “Wow, that’s incredible. I don’t think I’ve seen one shaped like this before but it still has very good vibes. This one is really well-made!”

      You’ve never seen one like this before? Of course, you wouldn’t, this is a Korean-Moai-statue-inspired carving. There’s no way for you to see it. It doesn’t exist here after all.

      “You’re good with your hands, Hassan. I still haven’t gotten the complete hang of it.”

      Luna then showed me a piece of log she was carving.

      As if it was made half-assedly, the end result was so jagged it looked like ancient garbage rather than a Moai carving, to put it mildly.

      Well, It’s not like she could do anything with those soft fingers of hers. Luna didn’t seem particularly endowed in knife handling and the wood we were using was rather hard, even for me.

      “Can’t we use a softer wood? it’s rather hard to carve for me too.”

      “Although Cedar is hard, nothing improves the effects of the totem better than it does. It’s a tested fact.”

      “Hmmm…”

      Totem Effects. Maybe fortune and health-promoting effects?

      It sounded very questionable to me though, who had a father that ran a wild herbal health center.

      Actually, everything that Luna, this voodoo shaman, had shown up to now was very superstitious in nature. It’s funny how I’m trying to keep up with it, even though I have the mindset of not believing in that crap. But that’s just how I am.

      Even a promise made while being drunk was a promise that should be kept.

      Since I was a small child I was told that I should always keep my word, and because of that upbringing, I was now making these ridiculous sculptures, being true to the promises I’ve made.

      Well, I was also concerned about the Styx’s Oath, so there’s that too.

      Making them was fortunately not as difficult as I thought it would be, I didn’t need to put too much effort into them.

      I was actually surprised at how dexterous I was at making them.

      I never had such a talent, obviously. Maybe it was because of the ‘Imperfect Dexterity’ blessing that I had which led to my dexterity shooting through the roof.

      Not only did it let me show proficiency in manual therapy, but it also developed my aptitude for sculpting and carving. And I wager, that also implied to anything dexterous.

      It really deserved to be called a blessing. Come to think of it, my punching was very sharp when I was fighting the stalker gang earlier… Maybe my overall efficiency in using my hands has improved?

      “Wow, you’ve already made two, Hassan! At this rate, we can really finish before dinner! Holy sh!”

      I liked the hissing sounds, which resembles that of a snake, that Luna was making every time I did something. My sister in high school was just like that too. I think they are also similar in age.

      Thinking about that, I started to feel like she was my sister.

      How could I have impure thoughts about such an innocent girl? This weird feeling of shame made my little brother a little harder.

      This situation couldn’t be helped, however. I was alone in a narrow and gloomy place with this strange girl wearing revealing clothes. Anyone would react the same way I did… probably.

      Most of all, Luna smelled rather good unlike the other savages of this world. That smell also attracted my fancy.

      “Oops—“

      Luna suddenly dropped her dagger and a piece of wood she was holding onto the floor. Crimson drops of blood were steadily dripping from her hand. She had cut her hand!

      The shape of the sculpture was somewhat awkward to carve, to begin with, an accident like this one was bound to happen sooner or later.

      “Th-There’s blood. It hurts—“

      Luna put her injured thumb into her mouth with a pained groan.

      “Ah, well, I knew it was bound to happen. Give me your hand.”

      Just as I was going to tightly wrap a cleanly washed piece of dry fabric, I had just found among the materials, around her wound…

      
        Ding—
      

       [Stats]

Name: Luna Knoxdotty
Level: 3
Conditions: Curse of Nox 》Curse of Erebor 》Curse of Weak Concentration 》Curse of Weak Growth 》Styx's Oath



      
    

  
    
      Chapter 22: Child-Making Date With Luna (2)

      
      Curse of this, curse of that, curse of blablabla…

      I felt a shiver run down my back as I held Luna’s hand.

      Why are you cursed so much? Did she turn herself into one of those totems or idols whatever, that the voodoo mages used to inflict curses on others? Was this what voodoo is all about? Does using curse magic inflict yourself with part of the curses too?

      Wait a minute. Won’t I be able to accumulate task points and raise one of my attributes if I get rid of all her curses?

      Luna looked like a walking piggy bank to me at this moment.

      “W-What’s happening Hassan? The look on your face is a little scary…”

      I probably frowned without realizing it. Luna’s shoulders were trembling a little as if she was terrified. It seems like my reddened face, due to my surging excitement, looked a little scary to her.

      “Uh, Um…”

      To be frank, I was a little curious about the curses Luna was inflicted with. I was worried if it was okay to just ask her about it though. It’s not like I could directly say “You have a lot of curses.” to her now, could I?

      Maybe it was due to the lasting damage from what happened with Daphne at the Guild, I was a little afraid to ask for people’s personal information.

      What if Luna just slapped me and would hysterically ask “How did you know I was cursed?! Creep!” when I revealed to her my knowledge about the curses?

      Even if she didn’t, reading other people’s information and saying it out loud was a breach of their privacy. No one would like for that to happen for obvious reasons.

      If someone touched my wrist and then suddenly said, “You used the SEX-005 to masturbate yesterday, didn’t you?” I might also jump and cry out in surprise. I would definitely be scared and suspicious of that individual in that scenario.

      Other people would too. That was the nature of peering at other people’s private life.

      Luna gently pulled her hand out of the dry cloth that was covering her wound while I was hesitating about what to do with this information.

      “Hey, we don’t have time for dawdling around, the rental time for this hut is going to run out.”

      The letters then disappeared as abruptly as they had formed.

      “Still, thank you, Hassan. I’ll wash the cloth and return it to you later.”

      With this, we each grabbed some pieces of wood and a dagger and began carving the wood into totems again.

      However, I couldn’t sit still now, having touched Luna’s hand. The strange and awkward silence that permeated between us, made way for a somewhat suffocating ambiance, making me feel stuffy and uncomfortable. All I can hear in the small cramped room is the sound of my and Luna’s breathing and the sound of carving wood.

      
        Swick- Swick-
      

      Looking at it in a different light, I could now concentrate more on what I was doing.

      I was already making the third wooden ‘child’, as Luna likes to call them, while Luna was struggling with her first. I only needed to make an additional one and we’ll be done with this bizarre arts and crafts class.

      Even after finishing a quest together and having a drink last night, there was still some unease between me and Luna making this silence feel even more awkward and suffocating than it was already.

      “So, how are you going to use this totem? Are you just gonna carry it around?”

      I just spoke about the first thing that I could think of. Additionally, my voice sounded louder in this cramped cabin than I thought it would.

      Luna’s hands, carving her piece of totem, stopped for a moment.

      “I wanted to give these to people as presents.”

      “Presents?”

      “Yes, I’ve caused a lot more trouble to people than I intended…”

      She sounded like she wasn’t very confident in herself. So she actually knows she’s been doing stupid things and causing trouble here and there? Isn’t this enough to be considered an intellectual in this world? She’s definitely smart, by this barbaric world’s standards.

      “I think giving them this totem will make it easier for us in our adventures if we meet again in a quest…”

      I nodded, “Yes, I see”. There are many ways to make your life as a beginner adventurer easier and this was a good method among them.

      “Who are you giving it to then?”

      “Hassan, do you really remember what happened yesterday?”

      I could feel Luna’s sharp gaze directed my way.

      This was a turning point in our conversation. Should I bluff my way out of this or should I say the truth? I think saying the truth is better for us and our future interactions.

      “To be frank with you, I forgot everything at some point.”

      “Then you don’t remember when I told you the reason why I became an adventurer?”

      “I don’t.”

      “I thought so! Anyway, I just finished one! Finally! Woohoo~!”

      Luna lifted the totem she just carved high in the sky and looked at it with delighted eyes. It was small about the size of a hand.

      It looked a lot like the ominous obsidian statue I had seen in the abandoned temple. Only this time it looked more like a mixture of an octopus and an elephant crushed together then stepped repeatedly upon to make a grotesque doll.

      If the goal was to make it look as disturbing as possible then this was a resounding success.

      “What do you think, Hassan? Isn’t it well made? I tried to model it on your face!”

      What the fuck? Did she mess up while making this? Or do I really look this ugly? I thought it was meant to be an offering to a Lovecraftian God — beings of Eldritch horrors with the nastiest appearances you could think of. No wonder she kept glancing at my face like that, she must’ve been trying to fashion it like me… [1]

      “This is for you, Hassan.”

      “Ah, Uh, Uum-.”

      When was the last time I had received a gift from a woman? My mother and sister obviously don’t count. The only thing that was close to that was the humiliating chain collar Elfriede gave to me as a symbol of my slavehood under her.

      Looking at it this way, receiving something from a girl was a very new experience for me.

      “Thanks… I guess.”

      Just when I received the wooden statue from her…

      Letters then appeared with a familiar Ding- noise…

      『Exposure to Cursed Objects: ❰Clumsy Fingers❱ acquired』



      『The condition was nullified by the Blessing of Chaos 』



      Cursed object? Condition? Nullification?

      I don’t know why, but I felt like my head had become a jumbled mess from the horrifying content of the notification. I couldn’t prevent a curse from leaking out of my lips.

      “Holy sh-“

      “Wow, I didn’t think you’d like it so much. I’m a little embarrassed…”

      I looked at the ignorant Luna who was fidgeting and blushing like a virtuous virgin before her first night. Damn, girl, you have the gall to give me a cursed object? Did you do that on purpose?

      I opened my frowning eyes and looked at Luna. Was this girl trying to kill me with a cursed object? I need to determine if this is intentional or not…

      “W-why are you looking at me like that?”

      Luna’s face was turning as pink as the salacious color of her pinkish hair. She must be feeling really embarrassed by my heated gaze, unaware of the catastrophe she was going to inflict upon me. Or maybe she was aware and all of this was her acting to make me fall into her trap.

      If this curse was intentional and this was really all an act to make me drop my guard, then she was one wicked and cunning girl.

      Why do weird issues like these always arise when I least expect them-.

      Just when I began tightly grabbing the wooden statue…

      
        Ding-
      

       『You can increase the value of one of the following attributes by 1 after consuming 100 task points.』


『1. Strength +』
『2. Agility +』
『3. Stamina +』




      “Holy shhh-“

      ***

      Luna and I finally finished making the last of the totems. Four were made by me and the last one by her for a grand total of five. We packed each in a separate bag and then headed out.

      I ended up keeping the one Luna made for me. The other Korean Moai Totems seemed to be destined for Marco, Plato, Daphne the receptionist, and the innkeeper of the Nymph Wings Inn.

      
        Bustle- Bustle-
      

      Just like usual, the pub was crowded and absolutely chaotic in the evening.

      “You’re back, Samaritan. I heard you were quarreling near the park. You look rather impressive after leaving for just half a day. The defensive gear and the swords you have hanging around you do too.”

      Damn, the news already circulated? How can information be shared so fast in this internet-less world?

      That being said, I handed one of the totems I had made to the middle-aged innkeeper then spoke…

      “Take this. The pink-haired girl is gifting it to you.”

      “Huh? A gift? I guess my wife will like it since it looks so phallic. Anyway, thanks, missy.”

      Luna and I sat down at an empty table soon after delivering the totem.

      “C-Can I really order anything on the menu?”

      Luna asked, a bit unsure if she should order or not.

      “Yes, as long as it’s less than 10 coppers, I’ll pay for it.”

      “You helped with the child-making and now you’re even offering me a meal. I’m so embarrassed…”

      Luna blushed while her eyes were darting around, hesitating where to look from the embarrassment she felt. She looked very moved by my offer. I’ll just answer like I didn’t notice that.

      “You also helped a lot. Moreover, the bees you were going to sell were all wasted because of me. Don’t overthink, just pick a meal.”

      Of course, it wasn’t just because of that.

      It would be a lot more effective to bribe her with free food if I wanted to know more about the mysterious effects of these wooden statues. It’s a shame, but I’ll have to use the 10 coppers I looted from the gangsters.

      “Really? Then-.”

      It was only then that Luna felt reassured and checked out the menu as if half-forced.

      “What should I eat? hihi…hehe…”

      She couldn’t hide a tinge of excitement from leaking on her face at the prospect of being treated to a meal.

      I was immersed in my own thoughts while looking at her side profile.

      Luna’s wooden statue was a very weird item. It granted me a special condition, a curse of sorts, and let me consume task points to raise any of my attributes by one.

      Whether it was because of the witchcraft or the voodoo she used, it was definitely happening because of Luna.

      On the bright side of things, Luna’s yet-to-be-named ability is rather useful since leveling up was so hard in this world.

      I didn’t even have to mind the afflicted ‘Conditions’ since the《Blessing of Chaos》could negate them for me.

      Still, making hasty conclusions after a single experiment isn’t a good attitude to have. I wonder if I should ask Luna to make more of them for me?

      “Hawaiian pizza, and mint chocolate. There’s even a Stargazey pie- Holy shh! There’s so much to choose from! What are you picking…Hassan?”

      “Um, yeah. Did you set your eye on anything yet?”

      “Hmmm, no. I’m still thinking.”

      “Just pick anything.”

      It was a waste of time to think about it since the food in this world tastes bad no matter where you ordered it from. Damn, why does everything here taste so terrible?

      “I’ll order this then. Excuse me, over here!”

      I ordered, then asked Luna while waiting for the food to come…

      “Can you make one of the wooden statu- uhmm totem at any time?”

      “The Moai? No, I can only make them by consuming Karma, so I have to wait until I have enough of it replenished.”

      Karma — It was one of the main differences between my homeworld and this world. Everyone seemed to be talking about it in some vague way. From my vague understanding of it, it seemed to be represented by my ‘Task Values’ like experience points in a game.

      Luna followed her speech.

      “In my current state, I can only make one every two months. Sometimes even 3 months are nee…”

      “Once every two months?”

      “Usually, people accumulate Karma by praying in a temple or exploring ruins. I only accomplish one quest per month so that’s about it for me.”

      The ‘quest’ she talked about must be referring to the Adventurer’s Guild quests, naturally. Wouldn’t making two quests per month let you make one totem during that same period then?

      If memory serves me right, even the worst Iron-tier adventurers can carry out at least a quest per week.

      Once a month was way too little. Luna answered with an ominous voice when I asked her the reason for this occurrence.

      “No one wants to party with me since my voodoo can get pretty unpredictable. And the few that are willing are just perverts…”

      I can understand that somehow. Luna wasn’t very helpful in performing quests, especially when it came to the difficult tasks given by the Adventurer’s Guild.

      Luna was just a pretty doll. Like a Chikorita. Even if you looked favorably on her she was only good at being cute.

      If someone asked me if I wanted to party with her, I’d be really hesitant about it.

      Luna could at most, do some benign tasks like temple cleaning. And quests like this weren’t very frequent, probably a once-per-month thing. So, her statement was pretty reasonable.

      I felt somehow refreshed at my reasoning that made everything fit.

      “Can you even live normally by completing a single quest per month?”

      “Impossible. I had to go days without eating after paying the registration fee of 20 silvers. I ate grass roots and gnawed at tree barks to satiate my hunger. And even though it has been months, I still barely can afford one meal a day.”

      Luna’s eyes welled up with tears as she was recalling her misfortunate past. It seems her slender body was that way because of malnutrition rather than dieting to keep her beautiful and slender physique.

      I don’t know about what kind of hardships she went through, but she seems to be having a hard time too. I can understand why her eyes turn red with madness at the sight of the bees, insects, mushrooms, and herbs during the quest.

      It wasn’t the eccentricity of a voodoo shaman but the struggle of a human to get a meal on the table — it was a struggle for survival. With all that in mind, she looks really pitiful as I gaze at her now… I know how hard it is to not eat your fill.

      “Won’t you have more chances of making them if you complete more quests?”

      “Yes! I’d be able to make more money and even become a proper voodoo shaman if I could complete more. I’d be able to raise snakes and spiders for battle instead of bees. Everyone is looking down on me but one day I’ll be able to walk with my head held high!”

      I lost my appetite when she started mentioning snakes and spiders. Luna mumbled for a while then looked at me with gleaming eyes.

      “…Hassan is strong, right? Even the goblins were powerless against your trampling. You also smashed the adventurers to death earlier.”

      “I didn’t kill anyone.”

      The adventurers were still alive and went to jail. Maybe sending them to jail still counts as killing them?

      “Ah, right. Umm, anyway. You’re certainly twice as strong as others right…? Could you possibly carry another person with you?”

      Luna looked like she was tiptoeing around a certain subject and looked kinda depressed doing so. Just when I was wondering what she was going to spout this time.

      “Well, Ummm… Do you mind if we adventure together from now on?”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 23: Child-Making Date With Luna (3)

      
      Luna hesitated for a while before speaking in a shrill voice.

      “Well, Ummm… Do you mind if we party regularly from now on? Until we raise our adventurer rank…”

      The anxious look she sent towards me was very pitiful. I had a brief idea about what Luna wanted from me after looking at that expression.

      She wasn’t capable enough to take care of things alone. It’s not like there was anything wrong with her, it’s just that being ordinary in this savage world was the same as being useless.

      “Hmm…”

      I don’t think I can take care of anyone though. I had recently been freed from slavery myself and was already having trouble with just managing my daily life and expenses.

      Well, being at a regular party with her meant I’d interact with her a lot more in the future… Such matters require a lot of thinking and shouldn’t be rushed.

      I’m not depraved enough to pick a pink Chikorita as my starter Pokemon just because it was pretty and cute. Wasn’t this like deliberately playing on hard mode?

      “Well, I don’t think…”, I don’t think that’s possible was what I was going to say, but…

      I shut my mouth as a sudden pain assaulted me. It felt like my stomach was swelling and my intestines were twisting as if someone was playing twister with them. I don’t know what’s happening right now but I really need to hit the bathroom.

      What? The pain suddenly disappeared when I closed my mouth…

      Did I eat something rotten yesterday? Well, I haven’t drank alcohol in a long time too.

      The food in this world was lumped together and made by hands that most probably weren’t even properly sanitized. Staying healthy while consuming it would be stranger.

      Man, it has been a really long time since I experienced such acute abdominal pain. This shit ain’t normal, damn it.

      Luna continued speaking while I was embarrassed by my sudden stomach ache.

      “Aren’t we? You promised me yesterday. You said we would make children together and make a party together. We even swore an oath upon the Styx. You said you couldn’t remember earlier so I’m just reminding you.”

      “I swore upon Styx to party with you?”

      “Yes.”

      I looked at Luna’s restless and pleading expression that was reminiscent of an abandoned puppy’s. She didn’t seem to be lying to me from her reactions.

      Shit, I never expected something like this to happen.

      I chanted the accursed remark, quietly enough for no one to hear me.

      “Long Live the Chaos-“

      
        Ding-
      

       [Stats]

Name: Hassan
Level: 8 → 9
Strength: 3 → 4
Agility: 2
Stamina: 3
Task: 247 → 147
Condition: Styx's Oath
Blessing: The Blessing of Chaos 》Imperfect Dexterity



      I had once again leveled up, thanks to Luna’s totem. My growth which had been stagnant for the past two years was now explosive enough to leave others in awe.

      However, what I should be thinking of right now should be the Styx’s Oath rather than the change in my level.

      I had already been worried about why it hadn’t been cleared out despite helping Luna with the totems as promised.

      I didn’t know I had promised more, way fucking more. Damn, no matter how drunk someone can be, making this kind of outlandish promise while drinking and partying is shocking.

      I wonder if the pain that ran through my stomach earlier and made my sphincter rumble, as if it would burst at any moment, had something to do with me breaking the Styx’s Oath.

      I had been trained by my father’s monstrous habits for as long as I can remember. So, I had a strong stomach that wouldn’t budge even against Jjangdoljjige. [1]

      Only a curse of this caliber could cause my insides which had never failed in two years of slavery in another world to be so upset.

      Damn it, I’m suffering from a weird curse that forces me to keep my promises. Of course, it’s easy to answer her in this case…

      I shut my eyes.

      
        Aaaagghhh-
      

      It was a life crisis.

      I really want to run to the nearest bathroom but I don’t think I can even stand up at this point.

      “You promised me, Hassan… Don’t tell me you aren’t going to keep it. Horrible things will happen if you break your promise.”

      Luna’s voice was cracking, almost sobbing at the end. I felt like I was caught in a trap, only the pain in my abdomen, which was making my face turn blue, kept me from getting dizzy.

      Damn it!

      “Alright, I got it. Let’s form a party from now on.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah!”

      I reluctantly shouted. The pain in my lower abdomen suddenly ceased as if it was never there, to begin with when I finally agreed to her request. I don’t know what this pain was, but it was freaking insane and intense

      It was a pain I didn’t want to be subjected to ever again if I could. I think I would have soiled my pants on the way to the bathroom, had something gone wrong.

      While the contempt of being called “Barbaroy” was acceptable, the thought of me being called “Long Splitter Hassan” [2] was unacceptable.

      
        Ding-
      

      『Styx's Oath has been fulfilled.』



      『Task Value + 10』



      It seems my Task Value could go up without the necessity of using manual therapy to heal people. At least, I got some knowledge out of this whole ordeal, although it wasn’t in a direction I very much liked.

      I shouldn’t make promises from now on. Nor should I ever drink again.

      “Please take good care of me from now on, Hassan…”

      Whether she knew of my inner turmoil or not, Luna’s smile shined ever so brightly. Well, her cute and cheerful look when she smiled so much, that her perfect pearly white teeth appeared, was nice to gaze at.

      I didn’t have the confidence of protecting her from a goblin or beast attack as she thought I did, though.

      She seemed to think of me as a ‘Superman’ kind of existence, a brilliant invulnerable warrior. But as I mentioned earlier I was just plain old Hassan who had just gotten out of slavery and was desperately trying to maintain my living.

      **

      We decided to share the Stargazy pie that Luna ordered.

      I began shoving pieces of the pie in my mouth without tasting them. Eating in this world was more akin to a chore that one wanted to get done with it quickly rather than something to enjoy and lavish in.

      Damn, what kind of ‘novelty’ bastard thought it would be a good idea to bake a pie by adding a fish in it, it was also worth noting that the fish wasn’t even grilled, obviously.

      Who liked this tarnation so much that the idea of putting it on a menu became normal? Only a bastard would sell something this, and another bastard who had zero taste for food would buy this crap. What a savage cuisine!

      “It tastes so good, Hassan… Can you imagine how great it would be if we were able to enjoy this delicacy every day?”

      “Huh, yeah, eat a lot.”

      “You’re such a great guy!”

      With my permission acquired, Luna started stuffing even bigger pieces of the Stargazy pie into her mouth. It reminded me of one of the stray cats that roamed in front of our house back in my world.

      I heard that stray cats usually stuff their stomachs with food whenever they can because they don’t know if they’ll be able to find more food later.

      Even stray cats had moms to take care of them, though. Barbarians like us had no one to take care of us, so we have to eat as much as possible while we can.

      “Is it really that good?”

      “There’s still some left, do you want more?”

      “No.”

      Dinner, which was the end of my daily routine was nearly over. I then spoke to Luna who was now sipping cheap Barley wine instead of a glass of water.

      “So, all we talked about yesterday was child-making and forming a party, right?”

      “Yes. Other than that, I also talked about why I became an adventurer. Did you forget that too?”

      “Well, yes. Could you please tell it to me again?”

      “In Ideope, everyone has to travel outside after their coming of age ceremony. Only then, can you be recognized as a full-fledged member of the island.”

      A coming of age ceremony? That’s how I interpreted it at least. You had to leave the nest and travel to another country to be considered a true member, this worked similarly to Mornomonism, a heretical religion in my homeland.

      I always wondered why foreigners would walk around wearing suits while preaching in English. It was said that playing missionary overseas was essential to be a member.

      While I was immersed in my thoughts, Luna began chatting without a break, like a parrot that had finally learned to speak. She was very happy that she got herself a meal and a regular party to go on adventures.

      “Ideope is cursed by the gods. Children are not born well and crops do not grow much. That’s why we set out on a journey to get Knox’s Arils[3]. I heard it’s somewhere in the underground labyrinth. With that our island will be a little bit livelier!”

      “Hmmm, curse- curse, that’s it. I’m just asking because you’re a party member, but have you been cursed before?”

      “Huh? Did such a thing happen to me? I don’t have any recollection about that, though.”

      Looking at her, the way she was avoiding my eyes told me all I needed to know. It just looks ridiculous to me who is already aware of all the curses riddling her body.

      Is she trying to hide that she’s been cursed? Well, it makes a lot of sense, no one would want a cursed person in their party.

      Luna, that Chikorita, was desperately trying to hide her flaws. Wasn’t this a bad way to start things off with your party member?

      Anyway, it looks like I’ll be adventuring with Luna for a while. We’ll have to work together at least until she reaches the Bronze tier and I fulfill my promise.

      We might be attacked by goblins or be surrounded by gangsters again. But even then, Luna’s presence would be of great assistance.

      Exploration parties, especially fixed ones have their own strength which was the expectation of your allies’ help.

      My former master, Elfriede, a silver-ranked adventurer, also had a bunch of goons she ordered around. Like a queen bee and her worker bees.

      Well, even the worker bees in this case were skilled silver-ranked adventurers. It was a far cry from Luna, a useless Chikorita…

      All in all, forming a party with her wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.

      Didn’t she have a weird talent that allowed her to make weird totems that enhance my abilities?

      I pushed the positive thinking circuits in my head to produce the maximum output. Sensing that they started overheating, I changed the subject and then addressed Luna.

      “Um, Uh, yeah. Luna. I’m only saying this because we are partying together. There are actually requirements to fulfill if you want to become my party member.”

      “Requirements?”

      “Yeah, you should find someone else to party with if you can’t fulfill them…”

      “I’ll do it!”

      I’m not done, girl. Can’t she at least wait until I’m finished before agreeing?

      “Please, listen to the end. I’m not forcing you, okay? If you don’t like it just say so…”

      “Okay!”

      “Please, just listen until the end. Anyway, don’t get this the wrong way but… I may have to touch your body.”

      “My-My body?”

      Luna who had been cheerfully and vigorously agreeing without even listening to me until now suddenly trembled hard, along with her pink twin tails, in embarrassment. Well, that’s a pretty normal reaction, if you ask me.

      I’d stutter in embarrassment too if someone asked me, “Hassan let me touch your body” or something like that.

      My intentions, contrary to what they may seem like, were very transparent, however. I was just trying to rid her of her curses and gain some Task points on the occasion.

      Dispelling the curse of weakness that was holding her down became a priority since we were going to work together. This will help her grow and advance in many ways.

      “Um, It’s because of the blessing I have. I have my reasons for asking this of you.”

      “Ah-!”

      Luna, who was blushing suddenly nodded as if she understood what I was trying to convey to her.

      “…Are you talking about that? The thing you did to the innkeeper?”

      I have no clue what she’s on about. It looks like she had watched me treat others while drunk since she mentioned the innkeeper.

      It’s good too. It will make my explanations shorter and reassure her that it’s not sexual harassment.

      “Right. Then, let’s get it done before going to bed tonight.”

      “…”

      Luna had a troubled expression on her face after hearing my words and was noticeably hesitating.

      It must be difficult to give a definitive answer in this situation. Even if it was an act of treatment, she had to show her bare body to someone she had just met for a few days.

      I somehow understood the turmoil she was going through so I patiently waited for her reply.

      “Hey, do I have to? Can we not form a party if I don’t…?”

      “It’s necessary, yes.”

      “…Oh, I see. So do we do it tonight? Or now…?”

      “I think the sooner we are done with it, the better.”

      After curtly answering her, I recalled all the manual therapy I had done on people using the healing power of my blessing.

      Up until now, I’ve treated the conditions of two persons already. I was a little muddle-headed at the time and didn’t know much about what was happening, though.

      It’s better to try knowing more and do some testing with my abilities since I’ve got the opportunity now. We both had a lot to get from this. Luna’s curse will be lifted, and my task number will go up. It’s a win-win situation for both of us.

      Time passed.

      I’m now sitting on the bed of the room I rented.

      I never thought I’d rent a double room in my life. 20 coppers per night was a really expensive fee but I had to do it since I couldn’t treat Luna in a 6-person room.

      I already spent 30 coppers in this inn in the last twenty-four hours.

      It would never hurt to have more money as a newly-released slave, so this spending was simply too much. I’ll have to take some time to reflect on my extravagant expenses these days.

      Why isn’t she here yet?

      Luna disappeared somewhere saying she had something to prepare. I’m kinda curious as to what these preparations were about.

      Maybe the savages from Ideope had something akin to a “Pray before you get a massage” habit.

      Just when I started getting really nervous about her delay.

      
        Knock- Knock-
      

      “Luna? Is that you?”

      “Y-yes.”

      “Come in, it’s open.”

      
        Creak-
      

      I heard the crude doorknob move, and then the door opened with a coarse sound.

      Beyond it, I could see the hesitantly standing Luna. I wonder if it was because I just had dinner or if it was because of the dark hallway but Luna looked like… wait!

      “My god, why are you dripping wet?”

      “I was at the well, sir. I washed my body and brushed my teeth. Was it bad that I did so?”

      Hmm, her hair and body being wet wouldn’t cause a problem, probably.

      “Well, come on in.”

      “Ugh, yeah…”

      She wavered as she reluctantly answered my call and then closed the door after entering the room. She had a pleading expression on her face, like a puppy that was being sent to the vet.

      At the same time, a sweet floral scent started spreading throughout the cramped room and began stimulating my nerves.

      “What’s with the peppermint smell?”

      “I washed my body with Menthe flower oil. It’s good for the teeth too…”

      “Ah.”

      It seems this world also had its equivalent of Shampoo and toothpaste. It was a sweet smell mixed with a somewhat refreshing and cool scent, that I could pick up without even trying. All in all, it felt very good.

      “Well, just lie down on the bed.”

      She flinched at my words.

      She also started trembling with tears welling up in her eyes as if she was about to burst into tears. Soon after that, she began undoing her accessories and untying her ornaments, and removing her clothes.

      
        Strip- Strip-
      

      Aiyo, what the fuck are you doing?

      “Wait, why are you taking off your clothes?”

      “Y-You said you’d to me the same thing you did to the innkeeper…”

      More flesh was being revealed while she was talking but most shockingly… Damn, what the fuck did I do to the innkeeper?

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 24: Child-Making Date With Luna (4)

      
      Luna took off her thin and minimal clothes, which barely covered her body, along with her accessories and dropped them one by one on the floor. 

      Her face which was lit by the candles’ dim light was as red as a fully ripe apple. [1]

      She was trembling intensely while biting her lower lip. She was very clearly ashamed and totally clueless about what to do.

      I was at a loss and embarrassed too by her sudden behavior.

      I was only going to touch her palms or massage her back at most. I had to object to this useless display of exposure as soon as possible.

      “Wait, why are you taking off your clothes?”

      “Y-You said you’d do the same thing you did to the innkeeper… I have to take them off so that they don’t get wet…”

      I felt the urge to just lose it all at Luna’s response. Her voice was shrill as if she was on the verge of tears.

      Damn, what the hell did I do with the innkeeper to lead to this scenario? I scurried my head for answers, trying to remember what I forgot during the night I was drunk.

      Damn it, I still can’t remember what happened after I blacked out.

      “…” 

      Luna started moving while I was immersed in an anguish-filled dilemma.

      She gently covered her chest and inner thighs then laid on the bed on her stomach while burying her face in the pillow. 

      “P-please, get done with it quickly…”

      “Hmm, huh, yes, I’ll do it as fast as I can.”

      I cautiously approached the bed, after absent-mindedly spouting out that line. 

      I didn’t know where to look at. Of course, Luna, who was burying her head in the pillow, like an ostrich that buried its heads on the ground, would never know where I was looking. I could steal glances at her beautiful body and even take a peek at her privates, but I felt like that would be inappropriate and immoral, hence my dilemma as to where to look.

      I began by appreciating the sight of her rear that was lit by the lantern placed at the bedside table.

      As she grew up in poor nutritional conditions, Luna’s physique was rather small compared to most women.

      Despite that, her slender waist and round, protruding hips fitted her cute personality, which along with her arched back, created a soft curve full of feminine charm.

      A curve.

      Yes, a curve. 

      All I had seen in this world were sweaty muscles or scrawny bodies. They were closest to sharp angles rather than a soft and supple curve that was pleasant to the eyes.

      Taking that into account, it was understandable why Luna’s naked body was so effective on me. It was enough to make me start shaking my head in awe.

      The closest experience to this one that I have gone through, was when I accidentally saw Elfriede undressing.

      I was bedridden for a few days after getting slapped by her after that. Damn it, just thinking about it is enough to make my cheeks burn with shame and unbridled anger.

      I was sure I knocked three times on the door and asked if I could come in. I get really annoyed each time I remember this incident, damn it. Anyway…

      My head started to pile up with useless thoughts at the sight of Luna’s naked body. The situation must have been so surreal to my brain that it decided it was better to stop functioning altogether.

      Should I put my hands on her naked back like this? Will I be charged with sexual harassment if I touch her? I finally decided to not think much about it and get along with my task.

      “Luna, I’m gonna start.”

      “…”

      No answer came back. Interpreting her silence as a sign of consent, I sat down near Luna’s thigh and placed my palms on her slender waist.

      
        Ugh—
      

      
        Flinch.
      

      Luna’s body intensely quivered at my touch. She couldn’t hide her fear and nervousness, as I could definitely feel it through her shaking body.

      Her body was cold, probably because of the shower she had just taken, and surprisingly soft to the touch.

      Was a woman’s body supposed to be this thin and soft?

      Maybe I’m exaggerating, but I feel like I could hold her waist in my palm, and that red palm marks would remain on her bare white skin if I applied the slightest force to it.

      Considering she had barely eaten a meal or two during the past two days, her soft flesh was slightly folded on the sides. It felt very good to the touch. She also smelled rather nice since she had just washed up.

      I would love to continue poking and rubbing her soft skin but it was time to get the work done. I put my palms on both sides of her narrow back and applied a considerable amount of pressure on it.

      “Heup—“

      The sounds of cracking bones resounded loudly in the enclosed room.

      “Eugyaah—!”

      This sounded more like the sound of a collapsing house rather than the cracking of a young girl’s bones.

      At the same time, a muffled scream came out from Luna’s mouth that was buried in the pillow.

      “Aah, it hurts! It hurts!”

      Luna writhed while wriggling her arms and leg and pounding them on the bed. I put my palms on her back again and spoke to her in a reassuring tone.

      “Don’t worry! Although it hurts the first time, it will soon get better. Rather, you’ll be begging me not to stop in a few moments.”

      “I-I don’t think I’ll ever like this…”

      The sounds of cracking bones again reverberated in the room.

      “Uuaah!”

      The level and intensity of the sound vary between each person, but this is the first time I’ve ever heard such loud sounds. Was it because her bones were very misaligned and twisted?

      Anyway, I could feel the blood vigorously flowing again through the blocked spots each time I put my fingers on her back.

      Her skin, which had been previously cooled down by the cold shower, once again warmed up and looked full of vitality. I still saw no sign of the curse being cured, however.

      As expected, I have to clear up all of the red spots.

      “Heu, heuuuh… I-Is it finally over?”

      “Far from that, we haven’t even started yet.”

      I reached out to Luna, who was sprawled in the bed like a dried mackerel again.

      Letters appeared in my sight again along with a Ding—noise when I touched her wrist. 

       [Stats]

Name: Luna Knoxdotty
Level: 3
Conditions: Curse of Knox 》Curse of Erebor 》Curse of Weak Concentration 》Curse of Weak Growth



      Damn it, no matter how many times I look at it, I can’t get used to the number of curses. What the hell is this girl doing? Wait, didn’t she say that Ideope was cursed by the gods? Is this the result of that curse? Did that mean all the people of Ideope were like her?

      No use thinking about it now since I wasn’t going to reach an answer on my own. Anyway, I have to focus on my current task.

      “Oh.”

      Looking again at Luna’s body, I could see red circles appearing on it. The spots were very reminiscent of the patterns on a ladybug’s wings.

      I finally understood when these spots appeared.

      They only appear after checking her pulse from her wrist.

      I felt very satisfied with having a better understanding of my abilities. Capitalizing on my great mood, I promptly put my hands under her scapula. I pressed on the two spots that were symmetrically placed there, one on the left, the other on the right.

      I heard that this hard-to-reach area of the scapula was important for releasing shoulder, neck, and overall upper-arm tension.

      Obviously, that’s just what my father said to me, I’m clueless about all of this. I just speculated that pressing on these red spots would make people feel better by relieving the tension on their bones and joints.

      
        Press—
      

      My thick thumbs pressed on Luna’s soft back as if it was going to pierce through it… 

      “Uyaaag—!”

      Luna’s whole body jumped up, with a shrill shriek I didn’t even think she was capable of producing. She was struggling quite fiercely, and this was despite my huge body sitting on top of her.

      It was at such a time that I had to apply what I learned at Finley’s clinic. It was sometimes necessary to use force against patients, so as to not be subdued by their struggles.

      I pressed both hands on Luna’s shoulders, not letting her move. Again, I strongly pressed on the two red spots and started doing circular movements with my thumbs. Again and again, I repeated that motion.

      “Euaagh, kyaaa, Ha-Hassan, t-that’s enough, I’m gonna die, I-I can’t breathe!! Please, stop this already!!”

      “We’re gonna be done soon, just close your eyes and count some snakes in your mind. You like snakes, right? Shhh.”

      “Ah, haah, hang! Ah, no, m-my belly…”

      Then, Luna’s body stiffened and started shuddering as if she had an epileptic seizure. Then she began trembling even more violently after I pressed my thumb harder on the spot.

      She couldn’t talk anymore and just kept gasping for air as though trying to save herself from drowning by inhaling as much air as she could.

      
        Ding—
      

      『Luna Knoxdotty's Curse of Weak Growth condition has been healed.』



      『Task Points + 10』



      Oh, I finally got rid of one of the curses. My mouth opened in an ‘O’ shape in excitement at seeing the increase in my Task Points.

      “Hyaaa—!”

      Luna then let out a loud scream that shook the whole room, then wetted the bed sheet with her piss!

      “Wait, what?”

      Why did she suddenly wet herself? This was embarrassing and frightening at the same time. What went wrong? The Chikorita just used Hydropump[2]. Was it a water type all along?

      “Hey, why did this happen all of a sudden?”

      “I d-don’t know, that’s why I said no, sob, sob…Bouhouhou.”

      Luna buried her head even deeper in her pillow, sobbing and crying about the fact that she just wetted the bed.

      I couldn’t help but feel guilty, although I actually did something good by ridding her of her curse.

      I can’t believe this is even real. Anyway, this blanket is ruined now, I can’t continue without getting another one.

      I was left without any choice but to head to the ground floor at the lobby where the innkeeper was and ask him for extra blankets.

      “Uhm, can I get another blanket? Even if I have to pay for it…”

      “Ah? Don’t tell me you wetted yourself? Or was it the pink-haired girl?”

      How did he know? Do innkeepers get future sight powers after rolling around for a few years?

      “Come to think of it, you aren’t very dexterous, brother. The same happened to me yesterday. It happened multiple times too…”

      “Ah…”

      Damn, I need to get out of this place as soon as possible, I’d rather stay ignorant about whatever the innkeeper is talking about.

      “Sigh, just give me some more blankets.”

      “I would usually charge two coppers for this, but since brother is asking, it will be free. Just hang the blanket outside and you can continue to do what you were doing like yesterday.”

      I got an extra blanket from a warehouse-like room and went back to the room. When I opened the door, I saw a curled-up Luna, she was sitting on the bed while wrapping herself with a blanket.

      “Hiik—!”

      She screamed when she realized my presence and hid her head under the blanket. 

      Was she perfecting her impersonation of a turtle? Maybe it was a new kind of voodoo? And since I’ve come this far already, I might as well get rid of all the curses! As they say, it’s better to strike the iron while it’s hot.

      I walked closer toward Luna who was curled up under the blanket, then grabbed her ankles and pulled her legs.

      
        Pop—
      

      Then, Luna’s legs spilled out of the blanket.

      With her head and legs sticking out of the blanket, Luna looked like a snail. I also noticed there were red spots on her legs too.

      I shifted my gaze to Luna’s tiny soles, that I was holding in my hands. They were trembling and unable to resist my touch.

      Her feet were smaller than my palms. That’s how most women’s feet were, I guess.

      For a savage who walked barefoot, her feet were abnormally soft with no calluses on them.

      She doesn’t look to be injured there too. Unexpectedly well maintained, even. Anyway, let’s get to work again…

      “N-Not the soles of my feet! It’s a place you shouldn’t casually touch, you know!”

      Luna suddenly exclaimed when I was about to touch her Achilles tendon with my thumb and index fingers.

      Luna who was in a squatting position while burying her head in the blanket, suddenly jumped up, resisting my touch. Sadly for her, the results were minimal. It would already be hard for her to shake me off, but it became nigh impossible for her after my strength rose by 1.

      Didn’t Finley resist the idea of me massaging her feet too? It seems even though Finley and Luna came from two different continents, Gaia and Ideope respectively, they shared a common repulsion at the idea of someone touching their feet.

      While I was pressing Luna’s Achilles tendon, I decided to ask Luna about something I had been curious about.

      “Why not there?”

      “T-That… It’s the weak point of a person. People only show it to people they trust, only couples and lovers do it…”

      Ah, so that’s how it was. Well, the Achilles tendon is definitely one of the prominent weak points of humans. Getting hurt there would certainly impede your ability to walk, and would obviously hurt a lot and feel uncomfortable.

      There’s no way I could miss such a great opportunity.

      “I’ll be careful not to hurt you.”

      “N-Not because of that… Hah, heuh…”

      If melting ice cream could scream it would make the same sounds Luna was making right now.

      It might sound ridiculous or silly to someone unaware, but it was an understandable reaction for someone whose Achilles tendon was being grabbed.

      “Ah, no, s-stop, Hassan… Haah, heuu, heuu…”

      This situation was very complicated for my little brother. It couldn’t help but harden despite all my efforts to ignore the strange, almost lewd, groans coming out of Luna’s mouth.

      Only a thin blanket was hiding Luna’s smooth naked body from my eyes.

      It’s good that I was a civilized person of the 21st century. A savage of this world would without a doubt just take off the blanket and assault Luna here and now.

      “Heu, heuuu— something is coming, waa, it’s tingling! heuuaaah…!”

      
        Ding—
      

      『Luna Knoxdotty's Curse of Weak Concentration condition has been healed.』



      『Task Points + 10』



      The usual sound and words appeared, letting me regain my senses before I got too horny.

      I was already done with two curses, this was going very smoothly. And this time I wasn’t rushing and taking my time to carefully root out all her curses.

      
        Swish—
      

      I suddenly felt my bones freezing and the air around me chilling. It wasn’t the mood or the atmosphere, instead, my surroundings’ temperature was actually dropping quickly and becoming colder.

      I could hear Splashes and Cracks coming from all around me, then a fissure opened up in the middle of the bedroom. What the hell, is it finally the time for this world’s Ice Age to begin? What a fucking damned world!  

      Just when I was entertaining such stupid thoughts.

      The soles of Luna’s feet which had been held by me, slipped back into the blanket. There was something eerie about it.

      “You dare, mortal?”

      “…Damn, what is it this time?”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 25: Nemea's Cat (1)

      
      “You dare mortal?”

      An unusual chill permeated the cramped room of the cheap inn.

      An overbearing voice came out from under the blanket where Luna currently was. Even an idiot would figure out that something very wrong was happening.

      “Damn, what is it this time…”

      I could see the air condense as I breathed out. It’s so cold, why the hell is this suddenly happening?

      I heard Luna’s voice again while I was trembling in bewilderment and fear.

      “The laws of supreme subordination can’t be broken so lightly by mere mortals. I hope you’re ready to pay for breaking the religious precepts, you puny mortal.”

      “Huh, yes ma’am!”

      The voice was so overbearing that I unconsciously talked respectfully to it. Was it really the dull-witted Luna that was talking to me right now?

      No, it probably wasn’t. I could instinctively feel it. What I had in front of me right now, was something akin to a Schrodinger’s Luna. I would only know if it was really her if I directly checked it, without that her identity would remain uncertain.

      I really didn’t feel like doing that though. I was a little too frightened at what I might unearth from that revelation.

      I chose to kneel face down on the floor with a metaphorical blade on my neck, instead.

      “Truthfully, I’m sorry! Please, forgive me just this once!”

      I don’t know what happened nor what I did wrong here, but apologizing first wouldn’t hurt anybody.

      The cold was so unusual that the idea of me turning into an ice cube didn’t seem weird at all. The back of my head was buzzing and my survival sense was sounding the emergency alert at ear-splitting noise.

      “At least you know that what you did was wrong. Recognizing one’s faults is very important after all. It is very pleasing to see a mortal take such an attitude.”

      “So… will you forgive me?”

      “No. Only great chaos can ensue after involving sentiments in law enforcement. I can’t ignore it too. Fret not, I’ll let you die painlessly at least.”

      “Uh, it’s so so unfair! What did I do wrong?”

      You die when you get killed. Even then, I still wanted to know why I would die here at least. From inside the blanket, Luna’s cold-as-ice voice resounded, providing me the answer.

      “It’s your medical arts mortal. Just like Asclepius, they have the potential to violate the laws of the heavens and the underworld in the ensuing future.”

      “What do you mean…?”

      “Asclepius was struck by lightning because he could revive the dead. The world was in chaos because of this transgression. Such a tragedy should be prevented from being repeated at all costs. Therefore, your life must be taken today, mortal.”

      The voice from under the blanket reminded me of a long-forgotten story I had heard.

      That was what Finley, the healer, told me about the illegality of practicing your medical skills on the street.

      I thought you’d have to confront government officials, but this is so very much worse, damn it. God fucking damn it…

      “Be content with having a painless death, mortal. I’m only giving you this honor to reward your penitent attitude.”

      
        Whiirrrr—
      

      
        Swoosh—
      

      A pink gas began emitting from under the blanket where Luna was curled up.

      “Hiik.”

      As a healthy boy from the Republic of Korea, I had gone through military training and had been discharged from the Gangwon province. I could confidently say that I knew the horror of chemical warfare better than anyone in this barbaric world.

      I took in a deep breath, at the thought of inhaling something I didn’t know whether it was smoke or gas. Damn, I need to get out of this place quickly! Gas, Gas! [1]

      I quickly got up and rushed to the door.

      
        Thud—
      

      But the door was frozen solid, like a big lump of ice, and didn’t budge at all. Damn, such an inhumane ice prison!

      “You will slowly lose consciousness and die. You won’t feel any pain. Accept it, and pay the price for messing with my daughter. You won’t be able to hold your breath forever. So, it’s just a matter of time anyways.”

      “Cough— Uh, uh—“

      Pink mist inevitably began seeping through my orifices. I went half crazy when I felt my chest being invaded by this hazardous gas.

      No! I’ve just been freed from slavery, I can’t die like this!

      “Open the door, owner! Open the door! Open the door!!”

      
        Bang— Bang— Bang—
      

      I was relentlessly banging on the door as if my life depended on it, well it actually did. I was hitting the door so hard that my hands began hurting, almost bleeding from the force of my banging. I checked the windows but it was in a similar state to the door.

      Shit, the room has been sealed!

      I heard Luna’s voice along with an eerie laugh while I was ripping out my hair in frustration.

      “You lasted a long time for a mortal. Ordinary mortals would have lost their lives after a single whiff.”

      “Owner, this place has become dangerous! Open the door! Please, open the fucking door!”

      “Indeed, you’re rather strong for a human child. What a waste of talent.”

      “I’m dying! Help! Owner, open the door! Open the door!!”

      “…You’re being a little too loud. When the hell are you going to collapse? Moreover… I can feel a familiar Karma laced within your own Karma. Mortal, do you have any blessings?”

      I, who had been acting crazy for a while now, suddenly stopped at her inquiry.

      It was also because her usually cold voice considerably softened, and the surrounding air that was chilly enough to freeze my bones like Gangwon province’s warmed again.

      “B-Blessing? That’s right. I have been blessed by the Sun god…”

      “…It can’t be. It feels very different from that smug Sun god. Oh, so that’s what happened… How interesting. My goodness, I didn’t think this was even remotely possible. Boy, what’s your name?”

      She asked for my name after asking me then answered herself. I don’t know what is happening, is she trying to forgive me?

      I tried saying my name with a runny nose and a mouth that could barely move because of the shivering cold.

      “Ha-Hassan.”

      “Ha-ssan? Yes, Hassan. I, the Primordial Night will suspend your execution and forgive you for your sins done against my daughter. I will also bless your journey. With my blessing, you can fool the eyes of others.” [2]

      
        Ding—
      

      『You receive a Blessing from 'Knox, The Primordial Night'.』



      『You have acquired 'Veil of Night'.』



      Instead of killing me, she suddenly blessed me? I was a bit puzzled at the sudden 180 turn in the way she treated me. It looks like I’m at least safe for now.

      “T-Thank you.”

      “What a polite child! I’m the Primordial Night, the mother of superstition, Knox. My power will form a dark curtain that will deceive the eyes of unwanted observers.”

      “I… Uh, can I ask what you mean?”

      “I was being rather literal. You’ll be able to deceive the eyes of the other gods and keep your identity a secret. My faith is declining and so are my powers, so the effects will be humble and could compare in no way to what they once were. Therefore… on’t overus… wers for… cinal practice.”

      The voice of the woman who identified herself as Knox began cracking like an out-of-frequency radio from the 90s.

      “About your Su… od blessing don…orry. You… your sanity… I’m leavin… Take responsibi… for my… ghter…”

      I couldn’t distinguish what she was saying after that. It was like a whisper during a blizzard, It was hard to even hear her clearly let alone make out her words.

      ******

      “Wake up, Hassan. It’s morning!”

      “I’m waking up Elfriede! I’m waking up! Please, don’t beat me…”

      “Who is Elfriede? It’s me, Luna, your pa-party member…haha. We’re now party members, right?”

      “Ah, oh? It’s Luna…”

      I woke up once again after closing my eyes for just a few moments. Damn, it feels like time flows much faster when I’m asleep. Am I the only one that feels that way or is it more universal?

      It looks like I just woke up from sleeping, but it didn’t feel like that at all. It felt like, instead of sleeping, I had just closed my eyes and opened them again. When did I fall asleep in the first place? What the hell is going on?

      Fortunately, I woke up to Luna’s bright and cheerful voice instead of Elfriede’s ruthless beating.

      I remembered that I was far from that miserable slavehood of a life I had been living for the past two years and felt relief wrap my whole body in its relaxing embrace.

      “Good morning! How refreshing! Is this how adventurers that are part of fixed parties wake up? So that’s how it is.”

      Luna energetically greeted me. Her reddish cheeks shone as bright as spring flowers budding under the morning sunlight, a refreshing scene to look at, especially as the first thing after waking up.

      It seems I was affected by yesterday’s curse. Most importantly, certain things need to be addressed first.

      “Is everything okay? Yesterday, Knox took over your b—“

      “Hah? What happened yesterday?”

      Luna tilted her head as if wondering what was going on. Her reaction left me speechless.

      “You don’t remember?”

      “I remember washing, lying on my bed then… Weird. I didn’t drink much yesterday. Don’t tell me you can get drunk on barley juice?! Anyway, I feel refreshed.”

      “Y-Yeah, that’s what happened.”

      Can’t she remember the Ice-Age-like scenario that had struck us yesterday?

      I began thinking I was dreaming at the time. I fell asleep too, so it being a dream wouldn’t be too surprising, but-

      “…Long live the Chaos.”

      
        Ding—
      

       [Stats]

Name: Hassan
Level: 9
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Agility: 2
Stamina: 3
Task: 177
Blessing: Blessing of Chaos 》 Imperfect Dexterity 》Veil of Night



      A new blessing had been added and proudly appeared on my blessings list. This was definitive proof that all that happened last night was actually real.

      “Hey, I’ve been wondering, what is your mother’s name?”

      “Yes? My mother? Didn’t I tell you I didn’t have one? I’m an orphan. I lived with one of the elders back in Ideope.”

      “Oh, umm, I see. I shouldn’t have asked, then. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay! I never felt bad about it since I never lost anything, to begin with. I’m feeling great right now like I’ve taken a load out of my chest. So, what are your plans, Hassan? It’s our first day as a party!”

      “Hmm, we sho—“

      Just as I was trying to stand up, I felt my body losing strength and a throbbing pain wracking my whole body.

      “Guaah—“

      What can I say? I feel like my limbs have been sapped out of all their energy, and I couldn’t move them a single bit.

      It was like invisible hands had sprouted from the ground, grabbed my legs and shoulders, and began pulling me down in earnest, not willing to let me leave the cold ground’s embrace. Maybe last night’s near-death experience and the consequent backlash came back now as a belated storm.

      Maybe I should just lie down and sleep. It was when I was entertaining such thoughts that I felt a jolt run down my body, remembering yesterday’s pink mist, keeping me from going back to sleep. I was afraid I’d never open my eyes again if I closed them now.

      “Are you okay, Hassan? You don’t look too well. Should we just rest for today?”

      “You can’t make money when you’re resting.”

      It was with that goal in mind that I moved my droopy body and headed to the guild building.

      I can’t help but feel surprised at my incredible willpower. Well, it’s not like I had any other choice since I’d just starve to death otherwise.

      “It’s nice to see you again Mr. Hassan. You’re looking quite impressive.”

      The eyes of Daphne, the receptionist, were scanning my body.

      She blatantly looked at the three extorted swords and the 5 silvers worth of protective gear, not masking her unrestrained gaze or the interest evoked in them.

      Daphne then narrowed those pretty eyes of hers and licked her lips in a dangerous fashion.

      “I heard some interesting rumors. It seems you fought with some people from the guild?”

      Oh, for fuck’s sake. How do these rumors spread so fast? I hope it isn’t forbidden to fight with guys from the same guild. Don’t tell me I’m gonna get sanctioned now. Just as I started getting scared…

      “You roughed them up for real, didn’t you?”

      “Um, y-yeah.”

      “It’s all thanks to Lord Mars’ Blessing then. Iron-grade adventurers Skar, Uther, and Corinne were expelled from the guild after being defeated by you in a duel.”

      “Will I get expelled from the guild if I lose a duel too?”

      “Yes. Lord Mars, the god of valor and war, doesn’t like losers. Still, you have great luck for being able to win even after fighting three guys at once, Mr. Hassan. They were about to be promoted to the next rank too so it must have been even harder for you to win. You, who have just started your adventuring journey, won against them, I can only contribute it to beginner’s luck, otherwise, it would be too absurd…”

      “I was there to help too!”

      Luna quietly interrupted Daphne, with a soft murmur, who was nearing the end of her story.

      “Oh, it’s Luna, right? I hope you won’t mind the question, but… did you two come together?”

      “Ah, that’s…”

      “Starting from today, we are in a regular party. That’s why we came here!”

      Luna screeched in my stead. Why is your voice so loud, girl? My ears are almost bleeding.

      “A fixed party? Luna and Hassan?”

      “Yes, yes! Take this by the way!”

      Luna rummaged through her bag and pulled out one of the totems that I had made.

      “What is this? This looks like… a dick? Why are you giving me such an obscene and ugly object? You know this can count as sexual harassment right?”

      Huh? I thought Daphne’s situation got better after the slap reconciliation agreement but looks like it didn’t. Luna and I felt ashamed and could only slightly giggle awkwardly in embarrassment.

      “Just kidding.”

      Daphne’s lips rose to form a smile. Her eyes, however, were still very cold, she didn’t seem to take it lightly at all. Anyway-

      “So, do you have anything in store for us today?”

      “I actually do. Someone requested you for something. It was actually a task that required a party of adventurers so I’m happy to see you’ve formed one.”

      Wait, what? Someone requested for me? Like specifically me?

      
    

  
    Chapter 26: Nemea's Cat (2)
West gate of Sodomora, the slums.
The client who had asked for me was said to be there. I have only been in Sodomora for a week and can’t think of anyone I was on friendly terms with.
 I don't think I had a disposition that was unique enough for people to choose me. I have no clue who's asking for me no matter how much I think about it.

"Wow, not many Iron-Tier adventurers get commissioned by a client. As expected, you're a great guy, Hassan!"

Contrary to me who was very confused by this situation, Luna was making a fuss as if she was very impressed by it.
Although I was the one being requested, she seemed to have grown more confident in herself instead, as though the one to get commissioned was her not me. It felt ridiculous to me if I had to be honest.
“So who is it? Doesn’t it say who? What is it that we should do?”
“It just has the location written on it.”
On the parchment, I received from Daphne, was the location of the client along with the promised reward and a signature. Nothing more.
Very uninformative and crude, I know, but that’s how it is. No use complaining about it in a world without any proper system.
I ignored what the request will entail nor was I curious about who the requester is. The only reason I’m following this unfamiliar road to an unknown location was because of what was written on the latter part of the piece of parchment.

『Basic remuneration of 2 silvers. More can be negotiated depending on the amount of work.』



2 silvers.
Two whole silver coins!
I don’t know what was waiting for me, but what I knew was that I was going to get 2 silvers out of it. There’s no way I can turn down such a great opportunity at earning money.
It’s a huge amount of money. 2 silvers are about 200 coppers.
Just when I was happily and excitedly thinking about my newly earned money after having used 5 silvers on acquiring the protective gear…
“B-By the way Hassan… Although we’re a fixed party already, there are some things we have yet to discuss…”
Luna who was walking next to me addressed me in a tentative tone.
Not good, not good at all. Nothing right can come out of her mouth when she starts talking like that. Damn, what is it this time? I hope it isn’t something too bad.
“What is it?”
“It’s important… Hmm, don’t get mad, or get me wrong, just listen… From now on, I’m gonna talk business, without any ulterior motives.”
“What are you trying to talk about? It’s alright, just say it.”
“…I don’t think we’ve talked about profit distribution…yet…”
“Ah…”
Come to think of it, I didn’t think about that at all. I thought dividing things equally among all the party members was the way to go, just like how we did during that quest from the guild, which also happened to be my very first one.
“I-I’m okay with forty percent…”
“Forty?”
Luna’s shy voice surprised me. I was thinking along the lines that a 50-50 split would be the fair way to go.
“Forty? Are you sure?”
“Well, then thirty…”
Wait, why is she going for a lower cut?
“I think it will be difficult even for me with less than thirty…”
She was acting very servile. Her helpless attitude was enough to give me flashbacks of my time as Elfriede’s slave.
If it was Elfriede, that misbegotten and merciless bitch, I would have been relentlessly whipped already in such a situation. But I, a 21st-century citizen of Korea, didn’t want to be the same as that damned psychotic elf.
“Okay, call! Thirty percent it is. Done deal!!”
“R-Really? Holy shh! You’re really giving me thirty percent?!”
“I can even give you a little more as a reward depending on your performance during every quest we undertake.”
“What, what? You’ll give me even more…? Whoah, you’re lying, right!? I won’t be easily deceived, I tell you!”
Shit, I’m being questioned even when I’m showing my goodwill. So unfair! But, I guess that’s just how this word is.
Most people who showed goodwill here were scheming bastards. Of course, she’d doubt me.
The heart of generosity in this world is just as dry and tasteless as the food served here. It was rare to see people help each other or show goodwill without any particular reason.
“S-Swear by the river Styx, Hassan!”
“What?”
Damn, do you want me to go through that hellish stomach pain again? I feel like the title of “Long Splitter Hassan” that I had previously outrun was catching up to me again right now. This is enough to make me shiver uncontrollably in fear.
“W-Well that’s a little bit… Do I really need to swear by the river Styx?”
“But… You’ll be punished if you act in vain and break your vow. S-So if you change your mind…” 
“There is no need for that. We’re in a regular party now. We have to trust each other.”
Of course, it was a little hypocritical and fake of me to have said that. Talking about trust and things like these without even writing a contract made me a little uncomfortable too. I and Luna had a boss-and-subordinate-like relationship, rather than one based on trust and friendship, after all.
In this situation, Luna had no choice but to do as I say.
Of course, It’s not like I was gonna be abusive to her or rob her of her money.
I just didn’t want to swear a Styx’s oath. Not one that I would be forced to uphold at least, because, although I always did my best to do what I promised, I wasn’t the best at it if I had to be honest.
Anyway, it looks like the problem was settled for now.
Luna, however, was still muttering to herself while making strange sounds such as, “Hmm”s and “Ah”s but didn’t talk to me again for a while.
But just when we were near the place that was inscribed on the parchment…
“D-Do you like me?”
“What?”
I was so confused by this unexpected query that I couldn’t stop a question of my own from popping out of my mouth.
For a moment, I had a feeling that I was going to be making a very unsightly expression, so I pretended not to be embarrassed and adjusted my expression and emotions as best I could before asking.
“What did you just say?”
“I was wondering if you liked me… You wouldn’t treat me so well if you didn’t, otherwise.”
“Hah?”
It was the first time since elementary school that I had been asked that question. My head began overheating as I didn’t know how to answer her.
Can’t you interpret my offer as just me being reasonable? I didn’t think she’d go and imagine something like this. This was honestly very embarrassing.
What should I say? Luna then interrupted me while I was agonizing about what to reply to her…
“I-I might not be able to answer your feelings, Ha-Hassan…”
What the fuck, I got dumped before even confessing? Confession: 0, Rejections: 1. I felt thoroughly humiliated at these statistics of my love life. My KDA has been thoroughly ruined from the get-go. [1]
“I swore an oath of chastity to the mother of the night, Knox. That’s why I can’t date or connect in body and soul with a man…”
“Ah—“
I’ve heard about vows of chastity before.
Many people swore an oath of chastity; some to get a blessing or gain the favors of a certain god, while others did so to express their gratitude after being blessed.
Of course; I had only heard of it. It was the first time I’ve seen it in person like this.
“So you made a vow of chastity to Knox?”
“Yes… if you touch me, you’ll be punished by Knox…probably…”
Luna answered with little confidence in her voice.
Providing what I knew about Luna and what happened last night, she might be the daughter of the being called Knox. It was like a mother protecting her daughter’s chastity or something.
It made little sense that a girl that wandered the world in such a skimpy outfit hadn’t been kidnapped or sold anywhere.
As a matter of fact, my parents were also strict enough to set a curfew for my sister. In any world, sons are raised and then released into the outside world while daughters are always more cherished and well-kept.
Now that I think about it, my sister was very cherished by my father while I was subjected by him to eating all kinds of weird food. Something about a foolish daughter and genius son or so he used to say.
“Sigh, I think you’re misunderstanding something here. Let’s talk about it calmly later. We’ve arrived already.”
Having someone to talk to made long distances feel rather short. I couldn’t help but narrow my eyes and crease my forehead when I noticed the familiar street.
Squeak— Squeak—
A wooden signboard with beakers and potions engraved on it was swaying with the wind. I know of this place.
“Welcome, my friend~”
A woman appeared out of the rusty door of the shop. Her conical hat was hiding her flaming red hair and huge watermelon-like breasts.
Anyone who had seen it once would never be able to forget it.
“I was waiting outside since I didn’t know when you were going to arrive~ Come in~”
******
“Sit anywhere you want~ I’ll bring a cup of tea, well, two cups of tea, wait for a little~”
The witch moved behind a corner filled with junk and debris and then disappeared from that spot.
I could hear Clatters and Clicks and other loud sounds coming around that junk-filled corner. She truly seemed to be preparing tea.
I was sitting on a long chair made of a kind of leather I had never seen before. There was no way I could hide my uneasiness and quivering heart so I just closed my eyes while waiting for her arrival.
“Ha-Hassan, look there…”
After facing the witch, Luna hid behind me and began shivering like a meerkat facing a lion.
Then, she busily moved her eyes and started looking around when the witch left to make some tea.
“…It’s full of snakes.”
Luna’s gaze turned to a glass container that was rather well made and transparent for an object of this world.
My eyebrows frowned instinctively at the sight of the snakes that were immersed in an unknown liquid, probably alcohol or some other kind of chemical compound.
It was because it reminded me of the snake liquor that used to fill every corner of my house, back in my world, for as long as I could remember.
“Woah, it’s a snake. It has three heads. It’s a three-headed snake! So rare!”
Luna’s eyes lit up like a kid on Christmas morning. She went close enough to that glass container to smell it and then peered into it to get a good look at the snake.
Hiss—
“I-It’s alive.”
Luna screamed with joy when she saw the snake inside wriggling. I have to quietly warn her before an accident happens which would definitely end in our demise.
“Hey, stop it!”
“B-But I’ve never seen something so amazing before. Who’s that woman? Is she really your friend?”
“I don’t know. Anyway, just come and sit down for now…!”
“Y-Yes.”
Just when Luna followed my orders and discouragedly pressed her butt on one of the chairs, the witch appeared from the previous corner holding a wide tray.
“I’ve made you guys wait a lot~ This is my own creation~ Try it~”
The witch took out a wooden cup and handed it to Luna first. There was a very suspicious-looking liquid contained inside it. It was also bubbling as if it was boiling lava.
Churn— Churn—
What kind of color is this? Why is it fluorescent? Nothing good can come out of drinking this, I’m positive about that.
It’s not an ordinary tea no matter from which angle I look at it. After living in this world for two years, I wasn’t dumb enough to drink something a witch was handing to me.
“Whoa, it’s delicious. What is this? It gives off a slightly burning aftermath in my mouth. It’s really soothing.”
Luna who had already drunk her share shouted excitedly. Damn, what a reckless girl. How are you even still alive after being so reckless all the time?
“Won’t you drink yours, Hassan? Can I have it, then?”
“Yeah, just drink it all.”
“Holy shh! I like this so much!”
“The little one seems to like it~ It’s my latest creation~ I just got some Hydra blood from a friend and successfully neutralized it~ I also added pepper among other things to brew this connotation of tea~”
“H-Hydra blood? How could there be such a thing?”
Luna started crying because she had just drank two shots of the tea without even knowing how it was made. The witch laughed at her reckless behavior.
“Don’t worry~ I deprived it of its divinity until it was at a level where it’s harmless to the human body~ Your pink hair is rather cute~ You don’t see this color a lot around here~ Where are you from little one? Do you mind if I draw some of your blood?”
“H-Hiik—“
Luna trembled in fear like a little furry animal in front of a gleaming predator, and then fell down on her butt. Without hesitation, she hid behind my back for protection, just like someone at the bottom of the food chain would do.
“Just kidding~ I can’t help but want to make fun of cute children whenever I see them~ How cute~!”
“A-Anyway, I heard you needed me for something?”
I tried to change the mood and grab the attention of Nemea who seemed to be having fun teasing Luna. I wanted to pass as little time as possible in this different world version of my father’s health center.
“Yes, my friend~ I’m still new in this city and have yet to know many people~ I thought I could trust you with this, my friend~”
“So, what am I to do? Only the reward was written, nothing else.”
“It will be a piece of cake~ Nothing too difficult~ There’s something precious to me I’d like you to find~ My pet cat~ My poor white cat has disappeared~”
“So, you want me to find that white cat?”
“Yeah, I’m glad you’re quick on the uptake, my friend~ My cat probably left the shop the last time, when you touched me~ I had left the door open at the time~ That stinking cat tries to run away every time I take my eyes off it~”
“Hassan touched what?”
“That little thing hates being hungry more than anything~ I don’t know how much pain it must be going through right now~ Fortunately, I have a rough idea of where it is~ It likes dark and damp places~ There are not many places it could be in~”
“Wait, Hassan touched you? I wonder what that means…”
“Well, that’s a little too soon for a kid like you to talk about.”


  
    
      Chapter 27: Nemea's Cat (3)

      
      When I came out of the store, the sun was still shining brightly on the street.

      I had no way to know the exact time, but looking at the sun’s placement in the sky, it’s probably around 2 o’clock in the afternoon.

      “May Mars bless you, my friend~ you too, little one~”

      Nemea, the witch, waved at both me and Luna as we left the store. Moments after, she closed the door without leaving us the time to answer her back.

      The moment she was out of my sight, I was finally able to heave a sigh of relief. It really felt similar to the experience of coming back safely from a straight trip to the wolf’s den.

      “Hassan, you can’t trust that woman.”

      Luna, who had been in a bad mood after being exposed to Nemea’s relentless teasing, finally opened her mouth and uttered those words of caution.

      Her narrowed eyebrows and stuck-out lips, forming a cute pout, told me all I needed to know about her first impressions of the witch.

      I couldn’t help but ask.

      “Why?”

      “That woman is too suspicious. She’s not an ordinary person. She must be a monster in disguise!”

      Damn it, what are you even talking about again?

      “Why do you think so?”

      “Her chest is the size of a human head! No one in Ideope had such a big bust. She is surely a bad person.”

      I don’t know what kind of calculations she went through in that dull head of hers to determine that a big-chested woman equated to a bad person. Maybe Luna, who was showing some symptoms of Asperger’s Syndrome, thought it was a matter of course.

      “She’s the one that’s paying us, don’t needlessly badmouth her.”

      Although we were already far from the vicinity of the store, I was still afraid the witch may have heard us.

      It wouldn’t be weird since she called herself a witch. Maybe she was using some kind of magic I wasn’t aware of to overhear our conversation? For a witch, that felt like a plausible scenario.

      “At any rate, I just don’t feel good about her. Can’t we just give up this job and do something else?”

      “Oi, you think I have a lot of friends that can provide quests with a reward of 2 silvers? Does it look easy to you? We still need money to eat, you know.”

      “No, but…”

      “And you want us to do that just because you don’t like that witch?”

      “…”

      Luna shut her mouth completely after I pointed out the unreasonableness of her argument with a harsh scolding.

      She probably had a lot she wanted to say but couldn’t find the right words for them, or maybe she was just sulking and didn’t want to talk anymore.

      My sister usually kept her mouth shut whenever she got angry.

      Like a turtle that retreated into its shell, I would see her tongue hide behind the confines of her sealed-shut mouth. From then on she would start acting like an iron fortress that rebounded every attempt at striking a conversation with her. Well, that’s how it usually went with that troublesome sister of mine.

      From experience, I knew that the best course of action is to leave such a person alone for a while.

      So, we walked down the street in total silence, no words were exchanged between us.

      The situation was a little bit uncomfortable but I had to stay strong here. If I relented now, she might get used to the idea of sulking to get what she wants. I shouldn’t try to soothe her anytime soon. Well, that’s how it should be.

      Anyway, our new destination was clear. The witch said that her cat, or the hell whatever she was raising, would probably be frolicking around in an underground aqueduct.

      Underground waterways were a very familiar place to me as I used to go in and out of them when I was living my life as a slave.

      Of course, that was back in Kalkata. But, I didn’t see any reason why it would be any different here in Sodomora.

      They all were damp and smelly places with enclosed corridors that made you nauseous just thinking about them. Lepers and vagabonds of all forms infested its every corner, spread all over like a horde of plaguing rats, laughing gloomily with shriveled and dismal eyes that had lost all hopes in life. They were the kind of people who didn’t mind going to any and all lengths for the most minuscule of benefits, as they had lost any attachment to life. Going fully prepared to such a place was strictly advised.

      “Hey, you’ve said that you’ve been here for a few months. Do you know any general store around here?”

      “…”

      I asked her, thinking that she would have stopped sulking by now. But, contrary to my expectations, she didn’t respond a single bit, merely glancing at me with eyes that seemed to express that she was still angry with me.

      If it was my sister, I’d have started rubbing her hair while sweet-talking her. “You’re so annoying,” she’d have replied while feeling slightly shy and embarrassed.

      “There’s one there.”

      As if sensing my discomfort, Luna reluctantly spoke in a high-pitched voice that did little to hide her annoyance.

      *****

      
『Ruth’s General Store』




      That’s what the sign was showing.

      
        Dililing-
      

      A bell started ringing in a high-pitched tone when I opened the door. The first thing I could see inside the store was a cloud of dust blasting out of it and all sorts of rubbish and junk stacked all around in messy piles. This indeed feels like a general store, alright.

      It was just like that small general store that you could see in almost any neighborhood or the mini stationary store in front of your primary school as a kid.

      “Who is it?”

      Asked a middle-aged man with thick muscles as he trudged out of the store. A necklace with a square plate reflecting a bluish tint was hanging around his neck.

      It was the identification tag of the adventurer’s guild. A tag that exhibited his identity as a bronze-tier adventurer.

      He looked like a clerk or maybe the store owner? But it seemed that he was also an adventurer.

      Luna really took me to the right place this time. They even had things that we would definitely need and some that I didn’t even think of before but would be useful on our journey, nonetheless.

      “What do you need?”

      “We’re going down to the underground waterways. We need torches and preserved food, do you have them?”

      “Ah… Right. The underground aqueduct. A lot of people are heading there these days, I have everything you need.”

      The bronze-tier middle-aged adventurer handed me a package that looked as massive and heavy as the military gear I used to wear during my time of service. The volume was rather big and the weight quite significant, it seemed to contain many things. I wasn’t sure if all of it was necessary or not.

      “A torch, wood for making bonfires, dry rations, water, bandages, insect-repelling herbs… I swear by Lord Mars that nothing necessary for your trip is missing.”

      “Can I check what’s inside?”

      “You’re free to do so as long as you do it under my supervision.”

      “Give me a minute…”

      
        Rummage~
      

      After asking the owner’s permission and opening the package I could see all kinds of necessary-looking items as he had informed me.

      When it comes to items that were bundled in a bag, some bastards in Kalkata would often replace the goods with stones. Taking that horrible experience into account, I couldn’t be careless. But by the looks of it, it seems there wasn’t such a thing in Sodomora.

      “How much is it?”

      I asked after packing all the things again.

      “It’s only 50 coppers.”

      50 coppers — a little more than I thought.

      “You think it’s a little expensive, right? But there’s a reason for this. I’m charging you 10 more coppers for a raincoat.”

      “A raincoat?”

      “Yes, this city’s underground waterways are poorly managed, putrid and turbid water fall from all directions, flooding the corridors. You’ll end up drenched from the stray splashes or direct showers if you don’t wear something appropriate, especially this pink-haired girl…”

      The shopkeeper glanced at Luna.

      “You can’t go there without shoes too. If you buy sandals, I’ll sell them to you along with two raincoats for 50 coppers, making a total of 1 silver for everything.”

      Damn, 1 silver. Although I was getting 2 silvers from this quest it also meant that 1 silver coin from my reserve funds had to be used too which drastically reduced the gains for this quest.

      Feelings that I was somehow being deceived began building up in my heart, right until the owner hammered the final nail into the coffin that was my feelings.

      “Listen to me before you regret it later. You’re from the Mars Guild, right? That’s the only guild that accepts Samaritans as far as I know. I’m from there too, so I’m selling it cheap, as consideration for a fellow guild member.”

      “Hmmm.”

      Just as I was humming in hesitation, Luna closed the gap between us and spoke quietly in a whispering tone.

      “I don’t need sandals, Hassan. I like walking on my bare feet.”

      To be frank, I’m not sure if she walks on her bare feet because she likes it or because she can’t afford to buy shoes. But, in any case, I think that Luna needed sandals too.

      No matter where you have lived previously, the sewers weren’t a place that was sanitary enough to walk on barefoot.

      And because feet were also called the second heart for humans, close attention must be paid to them.

      “Sigh, 1 silver. Alright, I’ll take it.”

      “Wise decision, Samaritan, you definitely won’t regret it. I don’t know why anyone bothers visiting these underground waterways. Still, if you find anything that looks useful, bring it here. I’ll buy it from you.”

      Although it felt like I was cutting off a part of my own flesh, parting with my precious fund reserves, I still decided to agree to his deal and pay one silver for the underground waterway exploration package, a pair of raincoats, and sandals for Luna.

      The term ‘Raincoat’ was very appropriate since it was just a hood that was attached to a sack or some straws hewn together… maybe. I wasn’t too sure about the materials, as they looked all kinds of weird.

      Of course, I didn’t have any right to complain since most, if not all, clothes sold for less than 1 silver were this crude and sloppy.

      “What do you think?”

      I put on the ragged coat and then asked Luna that question. She narrowed her eyebrows and then casually replied in a leisurely tone.

      “You look like a murderer.”

      Fuck off.

      “How about me, Hassan? It’s a little long, isn’t it? Don’t I look dumb in it? I sure feel dumb, at least.”

      The raincoat that barely fit me, was long enough to reach Luna’s feet.

      She looked like a kid that was wearing an adult’s clothes. It was very funny to look at. But, even though it was a bit regrettable, in a way, I also felt relief that her body was now a lot less exposed.

      Luna’s usual clothes attract way too much attention. They were perfect to provoke unnecessary quarrels or cause troublesome incidents. It would be a lot better for us today if she dressed properly like this.

      “It looks good, don’t worry. Are the shoes fitting?”

      Well, I say shoes but it felt more like sandals with two strings strapped on a thick leather plate. Although it wasn’t much, the difference should be enormous compared to walking barefoot.

      Luna looked at her feet and then replied in a slightly annoyed tone.

      “I feel a bit heavy wearing them. Maybe, because I’m used to walking barefoot. But… I like it. You didn’t have to buy them for me, though. S-So, thank you, Hassan.”

      Her gratitude left me a little dazed.

      Even though I had lived for almost two decades and a half I was still a little clueless as to what kind of expression I was supposed to make after someone praised me or showed their appreciation.

      “I’ll pay you back later.”

      Or so she said while smacking her lips in resolution.

      “How cute, it’s good to be young. Now that I think of it, me and my wife also explored this and that together when we were your age. Well, take this, it’s a map of the underground waterways issued by the Sodomora government office. It would normally cost 5 coppers but consider it a free service.”

      Free service? Damn, I never thought I’d get a favor from others. This is such a nice shop.

      I need to memorize the location of this store. I’ll definitely come here again to stock up on items before adventuring.

      *****

      “Check this out! It’s a water puddle! It’s so comfortable to walk on it with shoes.”

      
        Splash- Splash-
      

      Luna began running around the mud and the still water puddles to the point where the newly-bought shoes were all wet from the mud and water. Seeing her doing that while wearing an oversized raincoat made her look exactly like a little kid.

      “Well, that’s the point of buying shoes. You’ll be able to walk over irritating terrains and substances without having to feel any of them. It’s really convenient that way.”

      “Oh! S-So it’s like that, huh? You’re even smarter than I initially thought you to be, Hassan.”

      Was this really a matter of being smart or not? I felt like I was being teased rather than praised, damn it!

      After running around for a long time, Luna finally came back to my side and calmly followed me to our destination.

      She seemed to be feeling so good that it swept away all the negative feelings she had for me following the argument we had, just after leaving the witch’s house.

      The only thing I could think about after seeing this was that in addition to showing symptoms of Asperger’s Syndrome she seemed to be showing signs of ADHD as well. Will I be able to heal her by slapping her a little as I did with Daphne?

      I was seriously considering that option while wondering if the terrifying mother of the night, Knox, would appear again if I did slap her.

      “Look here, Hassan. I think this is it.”

      Luna, who was vigorously walking beside me, suddenly said with a really discouraged tone.

      It seems that the cause of her loss of enthusiasm was what she was looking at right now. Luna was staring straight down at a dark and gloomy-looking hole in the middle of the road.

      According to the owner of the general store, this was the entrance to the underground waterways.

      
        Whisper-
      

      The strange, slightly eerie sound of the wind coming out of it was like the wails leaking out from the depths of the abyss. I felt like I could hear the cry of beasts and the screams of people if I listened carefully.

      Although Kalkata’s waterways were disgustingly dirty they didn’t feel as menacing as this one. Damn, do we really need to go there?

      At that time, Luna came closer while blankly peering into it. She then softly whispered in a quivering tone.

      “…Those who dared to come here… Abandon all hope!”

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s what’s written in Pluto’s underground ruins. From ancient times, many underground places have been discovered to be connected to Pluto’s ruins. M-Maybe this is one of them.”

      Luna took a deep breath after muttering out that disturbing piece of information.

      I felt very nervous because, although we were just stepping into an underground aqueduct, it felt more like stepping into the gates of hell.

      “Didn’t she say the cat was named Whitey? Won’t it come out if we just call it?”

      “Oi, no matter how much you want to avoid going inside, isn’t that too far-fetched?”

      “You never know, it just might work. Whitey, Whitey, are you here? Answer me if you are…”

      Luna screamed into the hollow halls of the dark hole and listened carefully, praying for a response. But, no answer came back, shattering her naive hopes.

      “Th-This is weird, why isn’t it coming out.”

      “Of course, it won’t come out if you say it like this. You need to use cat language, you dummy.”

      “Is that so? Meow, meaow!”

      Damn, should I really be forming a party with her?

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 28: Nemea's Cat (4)

      
      “Meow, Meaow.”

      It has been a while since Luna started producing these weird cries from her mouth.

      “Oh, I was just wondering who was calling me, from some time ago, so it was you, brother!”

      I turned around feeling a presence behind me, and all I could see was a conical hat. For a moment, I was engulfed in a deep fear that the witch might have overheard us and then followed us here to take her vengeance. But, after I noticed the big nose under it, the fear was replaced by a seething feeling of anger.

      “Buzz me a tooter before you just pop out, you creep.” 1

      “What’s a tooter? Anyway, I just came because I heard a pleasant voice calling for me. It seems that Lord Mercury, the great god of encounters, is looking after us.”

      
        Clap- Clap-
      

      Marco raised his hands while holding what looked like dentures and began making weird noises while clapping them between his palms.

      “Ah, this is my new instrument, Castanets. I have no choice but to use this since my Lyre got destroyed while fighting the hateful goblins. When you clap them like this a sound will be produced from the groove insi-“

      “I didn’t ask, you bastard. What the hell are you doing here? And… Who called you, again?”

      “Were you guys not calling for Whitey? That was my nickname as a kid.”

      Luna, who had been silently listening to our bickering until now, beat me to it and answered instead.

      “Whitey is a cat.”

      “It’s a cat? Damn, I thought you guys came to see my underground performance.”

      “You’re performing underground now, big nose?”

      “My name is Marco, not big nose, alright. And yeah, I perform every week on the streets and the undergrounds. Didn’t I tell you during the drinking party?”

      “Did you, now?”

      Luna stared in my direction while narrowing her eyes thinly. Her eyes seemed to be asking me if I could remember what he was talking about. But the memories of that day were completely shut out from my mind and I couldn’t remember much even if I tried my hardest to recall them.

      “You don’t seem to remember anything, do you? Anyway, are you guys going down the underground waterways to search for a cat? To meet here despite coming to this place for different reasons can only be said to be a fateful meeting.”

      I didn’t interact with this Marco guy a lot but the minuscule time we did was enough for me to notice he liked to attribute all kinds of things to the power of fate. I guess that’s how most street musicians are.

      I don’t know if being a bard can be considered to be a good fortune or a tragedy. After all, bards were sensitive folks that staked their lives around their ability to overdramatize every tale they could get their hands on.

      To put it bluntly, these were the type of people that placed the fulfillment of their artistic needs over their need to satiate their hunger.

      To put it even more bluntly, they were just poor souls that were completely disconnected from the reality of their situation and the world they live in.

      “You said you often perform in the underground, big nose. You should probably know the way around here, right?”

      “Yeah, sis. Do you need any guidance? You said you were looking for a cat, didn’t you?”

      Marco, the big-nosed musician, was a better person than I had initially thought. Well, he was still a guy that lived in a dangerous world and made a living only wielding a single instrument. So, it would be weird if he didn’t have a few tricks up his sleeves.

      Although he was completely useless in a battle, the fact that we got one additional helper was somewhat reassuring in itself.

      In this world where battle tactics were still primitive, numbers were the mightiest force that could topple over everything else.

      But then again, that probably means we’ll have to split the reward with him.

      One silver has already been spent on this quest, and the back of my head was running all kinds of selfish calculations till then. An additional take on the reward pool wasn’t something my mind was going to allow right now. What should I do now?

      “You won’t get any share of the reward though, big nose.”

      “Sigh, do you think this Marco is a person that is only driven by money, sister?”

      “Yes.”

      “Ideope’s people indeed have a good eye for people! Money rocks! In accordance with the laws set by Lord Mercury himself, I’ll only take 10% of the commission.”

      10%? Increasing our manpower for a measly 10% doesn’t sound too bad to me.

      “Marco, you’re a corrupted and half-baked artist. Okay, you win. You’re getting that 10%.”

      “Artist? Did you just call this Marco an artist? I’ve heard people call me an entertainer or a clown but this is the first time I’ve heard someone call me an artist. What’s this warm feeling welling up in my chest? Anyway, let’s get going!”

      We slowly went down the hole leading to the underground aqueduct.

      As I descended the ladder, the first thing I noticed was the dark and damp floor along with the red eyes of rats, infesting the underground sewers, that were as big as my fists.

      
        Blaze-
      

      Even with our torches lit, the rats showed no signs of fear or running away. I felt a shiver run down my back at this horrifying realization.

      
        Squeak- Squeak-
      

      Having attentively listened to my liberal art classes, I was well aware of how these rat bastards carried all kinds of germs and illnesses and caused overwhelming and unrestrained chaos in the middle ages.

      It’s not hard to predict what the outcome of being bitten by a rat in this world, where the art of medicine was still crude and underdeveloped, would be.

      “It’s a rat! So cute! I wanna hold it!”

      Luna, however, didn’t seem to be sharing my worries, as she naively knelt down and held out her palms in the direction of the dastardly rats. A few of the rats quickly came close and began rubbing their heads on her opened palm.

      “Yo, what the fuck, put them down!”

      “Why? They’re cute. Rats are Lady Knox’s servants, you know.”

      “Shit, it doesn’t matter! Just put them down already! They’re dirty and filthy!”

      “Hmm-“

      Luna frowned with an expression of incomprehension at my sudden nervous shout and reluctantly released the rats back to the bottom of the gutter.

      
        Squeak-
      

      In a world where talks about the existence of germs and viruses would be dismissed as senseless blabbering of a buffoon, my actions may appear as nothing but an unnecessary fuss to the others. But I had no choice but to still do it as rats were a no-go.

      I get mad enough to grind my teeth when I remember all the hardships I had to go through because of these filthy bunch back when I was a slave.

      “Hmm, Samaritans are afraid of rats. How unexpected.”

      “Sister, everyone fears at least one thing. Didn’t the great Achilles die because his heel was bitten by a rat?”

      “True. But there are so many rats here, much more than the amount back in Ideope’s gutters.”

      Luna’s lips curled upwards, seemingly excited at the sight of all the rats squeaking all around her. Marco on the other end was pathetically clapping with his denture-esque instrument.

      “Sodomora’s gutter’s rat swarm has an interesting story behind it. It was said that a long time ago, a musician used his flute to drive the rats aw-.”

      “Anyway, let’s go.”

      “Let’s talk about it later then.”

      I was afraid his useless chatter would go on for way too long than I was able to handle, so I decided to move on. It was also because I noticed that the raincoat was becoming increasingly wetter because of all the water falling around us.

      It smelled disgusting as these were sewers where all kinds of nasty things were flowing. Probably, even a healthy country would have been ruined if it had such an abominable place, even worse was the fact that this place was also filled to the brim with filthy rats.

      “There are a lot of rats around here, it’s not strange for a cat to be snooping around in this place. Do you know what that Whitey looks like?”

      I remembered the appearance of the white cat, that the witch described, at Marco’s sudden question.

      “Its fur is pristine white all over. You could immediately tell it apart by simply looking at it.”

      “A white-furred cat huh? Definitely, something you don’t see every day in Sodomora. Anyway, mark my words, we’ll find it real quick.”

      ****

      So, Marco, me, and Luna continued making our way through the dark, damp, and gloomy underground road. Although our trip could be said to be going seamlessly, for now, the same couldn’t be said about our task.

      I knew for a fact that looking for a cat in such a big city wasn’t easy, to begin with. It was highly likely that this quest would take us multiple days to complete.

      Nemea, however, said that she would pay us more if the quest took longer.

      Believing that we would get extra money for this, we quietly moved our legs and advanced through the filth-covered road.

      We can’t fail or give up on this quest as it will be harder for us to rank up to the silver rank if we do.

      “Meaaaow.”

      “Sister, I have to say, you genuinely have a great talent for making cat noises.”

      “It’s a matter of course. In Ideope, the first thing you learn to become a voodoo shaman is how to imitate animals. It’s because we have to communicate with a lot of things. We talk to each other’s soul through these cries.”

      Luna and Marco were chatting nonchalantly, seemingly unaware of our serious situation.

      This reminded me of the group assignments that we were assigned in the liberal arts class during college. Even then only the leader of the group would hurry the others to work while they would just mindlessly rattle like these two buffoons.

      “Anyway, let’s keep going.”

      “Meeeeaoww-“

      Damn it.

      I had been walking for a long time while listening to these strange cat sounds until…

      
        Kareureuk-
      

      “What the hell?! Did you guys hear that?”

      I suddenly stopped when I heard a sound that was remarkably similar to what Luna was making. It was coming from a corner where the sewage was clogged, and I could see decayed garbage and dead rats floating around that place.

      “You heard it? How should I say this? I was just scratching my armpits, brother.”

      “I didn’t hear anything.”

      Luna shook her head in plain denial.

      Marco, standing next to me said in a tentative tone, “Are you having hallucinations, brother? I hope you weren’t cursed by that obsidian stone we touched last time.” all that while having a regretful expression, full of pity for me, as if doubting my mental sanity.

      ….

      It’s strange, I’m sure I heard something just now.

      “Were you listening, Hassan? I told you it was me.”

      “No, it was something else. It was the sound of a living being, I’m sure of it.”

      
        Kareureuk!
      

      “Y-you’re telling the truth? Yeah, something really just made a sound over there!”

      Luna, who was previously skeptical, suddenly screamed in surprise and pointed to the corner where I originally heard the sound from.

      “Wow, the cat must have actually heard my soul speak! My voodoo skills must have reached a new height!”

      Damn, how could a cat actually react to such a bizarre mimicry or this soul thingamajig, as Luna liked to call it… Is this the world that is in the wrong or is it just me? I was having a literal headache at that bizarre thought.

      Still, I was glad to have finally gotten a clue about our task. It was now time to check the place where that sound came from.

      “Brother, that place… I’d rather not go inside.”

      Marco, who until now had been talking and singing with excitement lacing his every word, suddenly grabbed my shoulders and tried to dissuade me from going to that place with an unprecedented serious expression.

      “Why? What’s wrong?”

      “I-Is there a monster inside?”

      “No, it’s just very dirty inside. It’s so smelly that even the vagrants wouldn’t dare to go inside there.”

      Man, what can I even say? Why did you have to hold my shoulders and talk in such a serious tone just to warn me about that trivial thing, you damn bastard?

      Thinking about it more deeply though, he was indeed right. Was Marco smarter and more hygienic than I thought? Marco just went a few steps higher in my hygiene ranking list with that remark.

      Luna began sniffing next to me.

      “I don’t think I smell anything though.”

      The stench around us was so strong that it made my nose crook immediately, but Luna seemed oblivious to it and shrugged her shoulders. It seems her sense of taste and smell are completely nonexistent at this point. What a poor girl!

      “Sister’s sense of smell is so amazing.”

      “I’ve been training since I was a kid! I’m not even affected by the vilest smell. But even so, I still have something good for remedying that.”

      Luna suddenly shoved her hand inside her raincoat and took out a small shell from it.

      “This is mint oil, you won’t smell anything bad if you rub it under your nose.”

      She then dipped her fingers inside the white and thick liquid contained in the shell and smeared it in the center of both my and Marco’s philtrum.

      
        Smear-
      

      It was a sensation that I couldn’t decide whether it was hot or cold, seeping through my nose and traveling directly up into my head.

      This sensation reminded me of one of the punishment games we used to play in my middle school’s cafeteria, where we had to put toothpaste under our noses. It felt exactly the same actually.

      It was a little bit uncomfortable but a lot better than smelling the disgusting stench of the sewers.

      “Argh, it burns, I-I’m gonna die! It smells like mint.”

      “Don’t make a fuss, bastard! Lets’s go inside but be careful, we still don’t know what kind of things could be present there-“

      I gave a brief warning to the party and then prepared myself to draw out my sword at any moment.

      
        Sichik- Sichichik-
      

      My hair stood on its end when I noticed something akin to a black wave surging toward us. Rats. Fucking filthy rats, and a whole ass lot of them. It was a swarm of rats that congregated together so much that it looked like a literal wave of living rats.

      “Oh, damn it! What the hell!”

      “The rats here love mint! It’s because of the residues of the mint-flavored beers, that drop on the ground, ends up flowing here.”

      “Oi, you should have told me about that earlier!”

      The rats quickly encircled me, Luna, and Marco.

      Not only that, they kept jumping from all directions of the surroundings as if spamming the spacebar key. They were continuously climbing our bodies and then clawing or gnawing at everything in their wake, almost tearing our bodies apart.

      “This shit! Damn rats!”

      I began shaking my torch and a sword in the air in a threatening manner, to get the rats away. It’s finally time for this great Hassan of the Santoryu style to shine.

      “I’m gonna behead all of you like I did with the goblins, bastards”

      
        Scratch-
      

      “Hasagi!” 2

      
        Squeak- Siksik-
      

      But these little devils were fearless and kept gnawing at my raincoat with their tiny razor-like teeth, completely ignoring my sword swings.

      Damn, the 110 coppers worth of raincoat that I just bought ended up being these rats’ meal.

      “L-Lemme try something! Sik- Siksik-! Siksik-!”

      “Hey, what are you doing?”

      “I’m making rat noises. I’ll try convincing them to leave us alone with my voodoo of soul communication. A-Argh! H-Hey guys, stop, we’re friends! Si-Sik!”

      “Stop messing around! Just start swinging something away!”

      This wicked wave of rats that were surrounding and swarming us was simply a bunch of evil robbers. At the current pace not only would we have to pay for new clothes but also for treatment. This is going to cost way more than just two silvers!

      Just as the words, “Let’s run away” were going to get out of my mouth…

      …

      A gentle melody suddenly began flowing out from somewhere in a rhythmic flux and in that instant, as if the stop button of the rat swarm had been pressed, all of the menacing rats suddenly froze in their spots.

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 29: Nemea's Cat (5)

      
      Damn it, I’ve never thought that I’d meet my demise by being bitten to death by filthy rats. Maybe I wasn’t cut out to be an adventurer after all.

      This fucking damned world. Will I ever be able to go back to the earth where I lived? How will I even do it? Just when I seriously started contemplating these questions…

      …

      A gentle melody suddenly began flowing out from somewhere in a rhythmic flux and in that instant, as if the stop button of the rat swarm had been pressed, all of the menacing rats suddenly froze in their spots.

      Slowly, the filthy vermins started backing up one by one, and then, they disappeared in some corner of this god-damned place in the same fashion that they had attacked us — in a swarm.

      “… I thought I was going to get ransacked.”

      I was only able to calm my rapidly beating heart after they all had hidden back somewhere in the shadows. Looking around, I could see Luna and Marco crouching on the ground, shuddering in fear, maybe waiting for their eventual demise.

      “Oi, all the rats are gone, you guys can wake up now.”

      Only then did Luna lift her head and look around.

      “I-I thought I was going to die. I guess my heart-felt persuasion using my soul-speak ended up working on them.”

      “I can’t believe we just got attacked by rats! Mint should be avoided at all costs from now on inside here. Whew, that was such a close call!”

      “Is everyone okay? Make sure to check your bodies for any rat bites.”

      The party got up at my words and we began checking each other’s bodies for any injuries and bites. Although our clothes were thoroughly ruined we didn’t seem to have been injured at least.

      I don’t know why it happened, but I was very glad that it did. We were incredibly lucky that the rats had escaped, when they did, otherwise, this gloomy place would’ve turned into our graves.

      . .

      Then, I heard that gentle melody again and turned my head in its direction. It was probably a tune produced by a wind instrument.

      
        Step- Step-
      

      At the same time, I felt someone’s presence, approaching us. Soon, someone’s shadow was reflected by the light of my torch.

      The first thing I could distinguish about the person was a dark gray-colored robe.

      Underneath the robe, there laid pale white skin and thin lips that had a long instrument placed in between them. But, the most eye-catching thing about the unknown individual was the cleavage of her up-lifted chest area that was clearly visible from under the robe.

      A woman? I got relieved for an instant, but, in the very next moment, quickly tensed up and prepared myself to unsheathe my sword again at a moment’s notice. No regular woman would casually wander the underground like this. She was definitely dangerous.

      The woman, who had suddenly arrived before us, took the flute off her thin lips and uttered in slight incoherent speech.

      “Fateful encounter. Thanks to Lord Mercury.”

      Although a little inarticulate, the voice itself was very gentle and pure, matching the sound of the soothing melody she had produced from her flute.

      I could feel the words laced with fatigue and dissatisfaction building inside of my throat disappear just by listening to her tranquil voice.

      “A flute’s tune that controls rats! Y-You’re Hamelin, aren’t you?”

      Instead of wondering what she was doing here, Marco opened his mouth and asked for her name instead. The gray-robed woman opened her thin lips and answered him with the same gentle tone.

      “Such a nickname, have had. I’m Augeas, honored guardian shepherd of the…”

      “Damn, I never thought I’d get the chance to meet the Hamelin! This is such a great honor! My name is Marco, Aksa Marco! I’ve lost count of the number of months I’ve been wandering this underground hellhole in search of you!”

      Marco began babbling non-stop, at the woman in front of us, while foaming from his mouth like a cockroach that had just consumed boric acid.

      Although he had been overwhelmed by the rats and nearly died a few moments ago, he got excited and heated up like nothing of the sort had ever taken place in the first place.

      Seeing Marco’s great enthusiasm at meeting her, I became somewhat interested in this woman too…

      “Hamelin the flutist! Can you tell me the secret of music that can charm rats!?”

      “Divulge secret, I can not. I felt, familiar feeling.”

      I could feel her gaze from under the robe be directed at me.

      
        Flash-
      

      At that moment, her bewitching red eyes, which were twinkling from under her dark robe, met mine, and a creepy feeling shot straight up my back. My knees momentarily lost all their strength and I nearly fell down. Damn it…

      I’m not able to pinpoint what it was, but something was telling me I shouldn’t get involved with this woman. Only a few people in this world could make me feel like this. None of them was good news for me, however.

      This woman too was probably one of them, meaning bad news for poor old Hassan.

      Controlling rats with just a flute! I can’t imagine how such a thing could be possible unless you sold your soul to the devil.

      “A familiar smell. Nemea’s friend. Aren’t you?”

      My vigilance that had been raised lowered down a little at the mention of the name — Nemea. Because, I surmised that, the name of the witch that had tasked me with finding her cat was probably Nemea, the name the flute-bearing woman spoke of.

      “Oh, y-yes. T-Thank you for saving us.”

      “Amazing karma. But unripe, still. Two? No, three or more. Warrior of the gods. No, just a toy. Poor thing…”

      The woman with the flute began mumbling incomprehensible words to herself. Soon, she clicked her tongue, turned back, and began walking. Then she said, without turning back to look at us who were very confused by her incomprehensible behavior.

      “Follow me. Cat you’re looking for. I have.”

      Then she continued walking away just like that. Whether we were overwhelmed by the situation or because of her weird atmosphere, we didn’t know, but we couldn’t take off our feet from the ground and just stared at each other blankly, not moving a single inch from our spots.

      I was seriously thinking about what to do when Luna interrupted, voicing her unease about the matter.

      “I-I have a bad feeling about this.”

      “Sister, is this your opinion as a shaman?”

      “No, that woman’s breasts are too big. They look so big despite being covered with a robe. She must be a monster disguised as a human. Exactly like that witch who commissioned us this task.”

      “Damn it, you still haven’t given up on that.”

      Even though I dismissed Luna for her incoherent logic, I too was unsure about whether it was safe to follow this woman or not, although for different reasons.

      Well, that uncertainty didn’t stay for long. The dismal sounds of the rats beginning to squeak again along with a cold wind brushing along our napes made the decision easier for us to take. Soon, we all followed her simultaneously as if our backs had been pushed by some unknown force. Fear — should be an apt name for that, I guess.

      
         
      

      “Oi, can we really follow her, Marco?”

      The woman showed no signs of stopping even after walking for so long.

      I lost count of how many times we had circled this winding underpass, I can’t tell where we are even with the help of the map now. We were completely lost in this damned place.

      I obviously couldn’t help but worry and asked Marco again.

      “Oi, big nose, you seemed to know that girl, are you sure she’s reliable?”

      “It would be hard for you to find a musician or a bard in Sodomora that doesn’t know her. Her story is somewhat of an urban legend or akin to a ghost story. I never thought we’d meet this way.”

      Why are you talking about a legend when I’m asking you if she’s trustworthy or not?

      “In any case, she’s a great musician!”

      What can I say? It reminded me of how my sister, a fan of idols, ditched studying at night to attend a concert.

      That day I had to uncaringly listen to the ramblings of that blabbering little cunt until I fell asleep from boredom and annoyance. Marco was acting just like my sister from back then.

      He was acting crazy after meeting the idol he had always admired. There’s no way someone in this state can make a sound judgment.

      “Unbelievable! How could that woman shapeshift into a human…”

      It seems that once again I was the only sane person in this ragtag group of lunatics.

      Even if all he did was just nagging, in a way, the old-fashioned Plato’s stories would at least be somewhat helpful, something these rascals were incapable of. I never thought I’d miss that decrepit old man.

      “Nemea’s cat. It’s inside.”

      The woman suddenly stopped, so we shut our mouths and stopped alongside her.

      The flutist woman stopped at a dead end blocked by a cage, akin to an underground prison, and then slowly caressed the rusty iron bars with her slender fingers.

      
        Sweep-
      

      It was kind of weird to look at — the way she caressed the bars, was almost erotic. Wasn’t this sexual harassment?

      “So, you’re saying the cat is inside? Are you sure?”

      “Yes. Different from Nemea Erimantus. Always tell the truth. Sometimes truth more smelly than lies. Ugly.”

      I have no clue what she was talking about but it seems Nemea’s cat was over there. I think I could even hear it if I attentively listened with my ears perked.

      “There, go. Check it out yourself.”

      The woman broke the lock with a bang. Even though the lock was rusty and corroded, still, breaking it with your bare hands… How incredibly strong!

      “Anyway, let’s hurry up and get done with it. You said your name was Oygayas or something? In any case, thank you.”

      “It’s Augeas. Hamelin enough, if find Augeas hard.”

      “Well, let’s get to work then. Oi, let’s go.”

      I felt impatient at the mere thought of elongating my stay with this freaky woman, so I quickly went through the gap in the cage’s frame.

      “W-wait for me!”

      “I’m coming too.”

      I could feel the woman’s red eyes placed on my back, an unflinching gaze directed at me, until I finally disappeared around the corner.

      She was looking at me with a gaze that felt like it could stab holes in me, did I do something wrong? Was she mad at me for calling her gay? 1

      Or maybe she was angry because I had cut her favorite rats in half back then? That’s all I can think of right now.

      Not being subjected to her piercing gaze anymore, after turning around the corner, I finally let out a sigh of relief.

      “Huh, wow, that was laborious.”

      “L-Look there! It’s white fur!”

      Then, Luna began screaming, in that high-pitched tone of hers, while pointing at something on the floor.

      I looked at the ground while touching my nigh-deafened ears after Luna’s scream. There, I could see a few handfuls of long white hair lying on it.

      “Sister, let me check.”

      Suddenly, Marco knelt on his knees and picked up a few twigs. He then sniffed them and took out his tongue to lick and taste them. It was a pretty disgusting thing to witness.

      “It’s cat fur. It must have been starving for a long time. It’s malnourished.”

      “Hey, that’s very intriguing. Can you really tell that by just tasting it?”

      “Cats are good for pain in the muscle joints, you can use their fur to make comfortable pillows or furniture to regulate the pain. Also, you can make good musical instruments out of their fur. She must have been cute when she was still among us — the living. Thank you kind beast, your final gift will not be forgotten. Ho, there are some strands here too. Hehe, it’s good that I had tasted the fur, now I can make a comfortable pillow out of them with this residual fur. I’ve struck gold!

      I can say for sure.

      This is hell.

      Maybe I actually died a long time ago after falling into a manhole or being hit by a stray flying rock. That’s probably why I was in hell right now. There’s no way I could describe my current situation otherwise. I was about to lose everything if the cat is dead as Marco described.

      
        Kareureuk.
      

      As if to lift my mood, which was gradually falling into despair, and sweep the depressive thoughts away, the incoherent cries of some kind of animal resounded from deep inside the hallway.

      Not only that I could also feel something trudging toward us with light steps on the wet murky floor of the hallway.

      “Wow, it’s a cat! Look over there, Hassan! It’s a white-furred cat! It’s probably Whitey!”

      Luna shouted excitedly and pointed at a spot in the dark, she seemed to have a rather good vision. Shortly after that, I could finally see a dazzling figure, boasting long white fur coming over. Definitely a cat…

      A… big… cat.

      “Brother, isn’t this cat a little too big? Am I dreaming?”

      “D-Damn it!”

      
        Kareureureug!
      

      It was the size of a small-sized car, more akin to a lion or a leopard than an ordinary house cat.

      Such a fierce beast running toward us made the blood run out of my face and I felt I wasn’t too far away from wetting my pants, then and there.

      “Damn it, r-run away!”

      “That would be for the best!”

      “Hi-Hiik!”

      “Oi, what are you doing Luna? We have to get the hell away from here.”

      Luna froze like a rat in front of a cat. I had no choice but to forcefully grab her shoulders and shake her to make her come to her senses.

      She just turned white and began trembling. Even after my relentless shaking, she still seemed out of it. Damn it, should I just abandon her? Just when I began thinking about it…

      
        Swoop-
      

      With the sound of something sharp cutting through the air, my body was flung into the air, hitting the floor in the next moment.

      
        Crack- Clatter-
      

      At the same time, the package I was holding exploded in all directions, scattering all kinds of junk and debris on the floor. Damn it, my 1 silver package!

      “How dare this bastard ransack my belongings…”

      I adjusted my posture while full of rage. In front of me, a giant cat, rather a damn lion, was growling at me with a mouth so wide open that I thought it was a cave entrance. The eerie darkness inside didn’t help much to dismiss those thoughts.

      
        Kareureuk!
      

      “I can do it!”

      Damn, I can’t, these fangs were the size of my forearm.

      
        Gyargh!
      

      Nervously, The lion began stirring, with its claws, through the remains of my torn package as if searching for something.

      
        Kyaargh!
      

      Well, the sight of it turning around and scratching at the ground certainly didn’t look normal. It seems even animals suffered from mental deficiencies in this world.

      Anyway, this lion bastard being busy was the perfect opportunity for us to escape without having to fight it.

      “Oi, wake up! We have to get away!”

      “W-WE can’t Hassan! We have to bring him with us!”

      “Damn it, that’s right. How the fuck are we going to do that?”

      Dealing with wild beasts was something I’d rather not do unless you gave me a K2 rifle with plenty of 30-round magazines. Only then could I do something about it by showering it with a continuous barrage of bullets.

      “Oh man, damn it, we can’t deal with this! No human can, let’s just give up!”

      “N-No! I think I know what’s wrong with it!”

      Luna pointed at the floor with her finger while discouraging me from running away.

      “It’s that grass! The insect repelling herb! It’s probably that! Cats go crazy about it!”

      Luna pointed at the grass on the ground that had been removed from the underground-waterways exploration package. My eyebrows narrowed in lack of understanding of the matter at hand.

      “As expected, sister has a way to get us out of this predicament! Hail the sister!!!”

      “Hassan! I’ll try to burn the herbs, s-so, in the meantime, deal with the cat!”

      Luna fearlessly began reaching out toward the place where this white wild beast was raging about. The lion in the form of a cat, then began nervously swinging its paws at her.

      
        Kaak!
      

      “Hiik-“

      
        Kang-
      

      I could hear the sharp sound of metals colliding along with Luna’s scream. I felt a sharp pain in my raised left arm and gritted my teeth in immense suffering.

      “Fuck, I won’t last for long too! Argh-!”

      I began to crumble under the onslaught of the claw attacks that would have surely severed my arm if not for my trusty 5 silvers armor.

      At that very moment-

      
        Ding-
      

       [Stats]

Name: Nemea's Whitey
Level: 15
Condition: Dirofilaria immitis (Heartworm) 》 Diabetes 》 Asthma



      Red spots began to appear on the slightly stained, white, and neat fur of the lion-cat.

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 30: Lions Are Prideful (1)

      
      It was said that people, when faced with extreme situations, often used wits and means previously unknown to them. They would accomplish wonders they previously thought impossible.

      I was able to think about multiple things, drawing up multiple scenarios to get out of this perilous circumstance, while blocking the claw that swung like a cleaver, and it was also the first time my mind had been showing such amazing capabilities.

      
        Ding-
      

      Red spots appeared on the beast’s body with the usual sound and letters that accompanied said sound. I never thought that I’d ever see acupoints on a beast’s body. It was surreal.

      It reminds me of the time when my father used to practice acupuncture on the chicken he raised.

      Damn it, it seems the weird practices that he was doing were actually legit. I thought it was plain bullshit!

      
        Kareureuk.
      

      “Ugh-“

      Anyway, there was an issue that was more pressing to think about right now. It was obvious to me as to how to escape the attacks of this beast’s foreclaw.

      As it was a huge beast, the strength of its front paws was beyond my imagination. No, I was even scared to imagine it. It reminds me of Elfriede’s overwhelming physical strength. The only result of me being hit by its attacks is ending up as a flattened sandwich, ready to be eaten as the lion-cat’s snack!

      “Oi, oi, hurry up and do your thing, Luna!”

      “Wait a little bit more! It’s so hard to light it up! Is it because I’m wet?”

      “Ugh, damn it, fucking groundwater!”

      “Wait, brother! I’ll cheer you up with some battle chants!”

      
        Tak- Tak- Tak- Taktak-
      

      Marco began playing his instrument in a battle chant. I still didn’t know whether to call that instrument of his castanets or cashew nuts. It was just too bizarre.

      
        Tak- Tak - Tatak- 
      

      
        Tak-
      

      Fucking bastard!! We’re probably gonna end up in this lion-cat’s stomach and the best idea you can come up with is to play that god-damned instrument? I’m gonna go fucking mad because of this damned musician!

      
        Kareureuk!
      

      It seems that the lion-cat was also angry at Marco’s heartless acts — leaving me, his friend and party member, to fend off the lion-cat by myself while he played around with his absurd-looking instrument. So angry the beast was, at him, that…it actually ignored me completely and ran in anger toward Marco, smashing his torso with its front paws.

      “W-what, why, why did it come my way! L-Lord Mercuryyy!”

      
        Kak!
      

      The lion-cat kept punching Marco, with its big cat paws, as if enjoying his reactions to its assault.

      
        Puk- Puk- Pukpuk- Puk-
      

      Although it looked like the soft paws of a cat, when it was used to punch at someone, it looked quite a bit scary because of the weight and force behind it, which made it quite lethal. I’m so glad I’m not in his place.

      “Gaeg, Gag, Hikhik, Hak!”

      Marco made a funny noise with each hit from the gigantic cat. Because he couldn’t handle the pain, he ended up becoming a musical instrument himself. Truly, he was a model figure for all street musicians.

      “Damn it, bastard. I’ll never forget you, even after you die! Your sacrifice won’t be in vain.”

      “I-I’m not dead yet, please save me… Don’t write me off as dead already, brother!”

      “I-I’m done! I-I lit it on fire! Smoke… smoke is gushing out!”

      I heard Luna’s joyful voice from behind me. Smoke began spreading everywhere at the same time Luna spoke out her words of joy.

      A peculiar yet indescribable stench began spreading around with the advent of the dark-gray smoke.

      
        Keureureu- Keureureu-
      

      The body of the pristine-white lion-cat, who had been busy bullying Marco until now, twitched violently, its body turning towards Luna and me with an abrupt and hasty jerk.

      “Oi, oi, this should work right?”

      “Cats become crazy when they smell it. It also weakens their senses, enervating them and making them fall asleep if inhaled long enough. D-Don’t worry, the beast will go down in no time.”

      I wonder if trusting Luna was a good thing? I couldn’t decide if it was or not, no matter how many times I thought it through, in that split second.

      What I could see in front of me right now was a lion-cat with teeth, that matched the ones of the ancient predators called Sabertooths, hanging from its mouth and saliva dripping through them, dropping on the groundwater in sticky droplets.

      Most noticeably, the eyes of the beast were red and bloodshot, like a savage and heartless entity out for blood and gore.

      “T-That’s strange, why isn’t it collapsing yet? Maybe the effect was halved because it’s too big?”

      “Fucking… Damn it!!!”

      
        Geuaag!
      

      The white lion-cat soon angrily roared at us with its mouth wide open. The power and intimidation behind that roar were so great that Luna fell with an “Heuu-“ sound right into the ground, landing on her buttocks, and began sinking into the reeking groundwater.

      It didn’t seem weird to me that her feet loosened from the fear of the great roar of the lion-cat. Had I not been used to Elfriede’s overbearing intimidation, I would have probably wet my pants. Even if that were not to be the case, I was sure, at least, that I would’ve probably been in a worse condition right now than the scaredy-cat Luna.

      Ah, damn it. I had to suffer for two years under that vicious, psychotic girl, and now, that I finally freed myself from her wretched clutches, I was gonna end up as animal food in this smelly and damp underground waterway?

      I’m unwilling.

      “Bring it on, you damn animal bastard!”

      
        Kareurek!
      

      Both me and the savage lion-cat jumped up at the same time, our bodies overlapping as both of us engaged in a contest of strength. It seemed to be trying to knock me down by squeezing on my shoulders with both of its front paws.

      “Oi, Luna! It seems to be working!”

      Compared to before, its strength and vigor were significantly reduced, so it was relatively easier to fight it now. Alright, this hopeless endeavor now just became worth a try at least.

      So, I clenched my fists, I clenched them as hard as I possibly could, using all of the strength in my body, and aimed directly at one of the exposed red spots on the savage beast’s stomach.

      
        Puk- 
      

      
        Kareureuk-
      

      It looks like the effect of the punch on the white beast was quite good, the lion-cat’s body shook greatly after getting a taste of my fists.

      I followed up on the created momentum and rapidly began hitting any red spots I could see on its stomach.

      
        Takakakakakakaka-
      

      “Die, bastard!”

      
        Kagaeck!
      

      However, contrary to what the painful cries of the lion-cat might make one think, it showed no signs of falling down at all, stubbornly standing still on its spot.

      Maybe its thick leather-like fur made it impervious to human fists. Anyway, my hands were hurting so bad that I was more likely to go down before the beast would.

      
        Kareureureuk!
      

      I, inevitably, was the one to lose strength first, and the lion-cat pressed on my shoulder as soon as it noticed my exhaustion. I had no choice but to fall backwards under the might of its strong paws.

      
        Kareureu…
      

      But against my expectations, the lion-cat didn’t attack or bite me at all, it just blankly looked down at me with an unfocused gaze. Maybe it was deciding from where to take a bite of its food, which is me of course, first?

      
        Kareureu- 
      

      The lion-cat seemed to have made up its mind as it shove its head right into the nape of my neck. I had no way to stop this animal that weighed hundreds of pounds from pressing down on my poor body.

      “I’ll be eaten alive! Damn it, help me, you guys!

      “Hassan! Hold your breath!”

      
        Clink-
      

      Soon a terrible smell began spreading along with the sounds of shattering glass. It was simply indescribable. It stank like the hottest and smelliest pits of hell. I was almost doubting that even hell might not be cruel enough to inflict its sinners with such an unbearable smell. The effluvium was simply that bad.

      “Gasp, sister, what kind of smell is this? I’m unable to breathe!”

      “Paralytic Toad Oil! Each bottle costs 1 silver… Anyway, are you all alright, Hassan?”

      Luna checked in on me. I was mostly fine, aside from the smell that made my nose crook and nearly fall off from its place, that is. Seeing this lion-cat bastard suffer filled me with energy and unprecedented vigor.

      
        Kareureureuk!
      

      “Damn, this shit stinks so fucking bad!”

      I noticed that the lion-cat flinched for a moment, and I took advantage of that small opportunity by tying my arms around its neck, like a tight noose, as hard as I possibly could.

      
        Akekek, kaek, kaek
      

      “Take this sleeper hold, bastard!”

      
        Kaek, kaekaek
      

      The lion-cat struggled in distress as if it was in great agony.

      “Bastards, don’t just gawk from there, help me beat it up, already!”

      “I-I’ll help you, Hassan!”

      “I am here too, brother!”

      Only then did Luna and Marco come to their senses and press on the lion-cat’s body as hard as they could.

      Although they repeatedly got repelled by the beast’s frantic struggles, they didn’t give up. Did these guys actually have some guts in them? I can’t fall behind then.

      “Damn iiiiiiiit!!!!!”

      
        Gaeg- Gaegaeg- Gaeg- 
      

      The lion-cat then began to continuously gasp as if something was stuck in its throat.

      I thought it was a sign of it weakening, so I clenched my teeth hard, agitated as I used every last bit of my strength that I had saved till now, and tightened my choke-hold around its neck; dead set on bringing this fucking animal down.

      “Uuuuuggggh!

      
        Gaeg- 
      

      
        Ding-
      

      『Healed Whitey's Heartworm』



      『Task Value + 10』



      The lion-cat finally dropped to the ground as if it was dead, the sound of something being spit out was also heard before its collapse. My hands relaxed at the same time. Whoo, damn it. I thought my arms were going to come off from holding the dastardly animal for so long.

      “B-Brother! Brother defeated the lion! My god, is this for real? Brother subdued a lion with his bare hands!”

      “Hassan! Alive! We’re still alive! What do you think? Wasn’t I helpful?!”

      “More than anything, my battle music certainly played a big role…”

      Luna and Marco got up from under the drooping lion-cat’s body and began making a fuss. I too was very happy about our impossible victory, but the tiredness that spread throughout my body didn’t let me celebrate. In the end, all I could do was just keep panting with a rough breath.

      “What is this? It seems like some kind of a bug… Oh, what do we have here, this is actually a Heartworm!”

      Luna grabbed the rough ball of fur that the lion-cat had just spit out.

      The size of the curled-up worm was about the size of the marbles that were usually sold in stationery stores when I was young, and the shape was very similar to the round body of an Armadillidium Vulgare — the potato bug from my world.

      “It’s pure black! Wow, it’s a real Heartworm! We’re so lucky! It must be the blessing of Lady Knox at play here!”

      “Sister, why are you making a fuss because of a worm that looks like a salt-sprinkled snail that’s pulled straight out of its shell?”

      “This kind of worm nests in the hearts of cats! It is primarily used to make elixirs by drying and grinding it into powder. Wow, since the cat is rather big, the worm is relatively big too!”

      “Dried insect powder? That’s one surefire way to reduce someone’s appetite. Do people in Ideope enjoy eating things like this?”

      “It doesn’t have much of a taste, although it’s very good for health! The completed elixir sells for around 6 silvers, so even after splitting equally, it’s 2 silvers for each one of us!”

      “Bastards, if you can afford to talk, tie up this bastard beast here…”

      On the very brink of exhaustion, I did my best to firmly grasp the last vestiges of my consciousness and picked up the rope that was tossed on the floor. It was fortunate that a rope was included in the exploration package.

      We then used the rope to tie the giant lion-cat’s feet, even tying it three times for good measure, lest the beast may regain its senses and easily tear its constraints apart. We also tied a knot so that the constraints wouldn’t come loose.

      “Damn, it’s finally over…”

      I was finally able to celebrate… Barely so. Then I felt a sudden movement behind me, it was Hamelin, the female flutist, who appeared from the dark and came our way with heavy footsteps.

      “Interesting results… Expectations exceeded. A bit sloppy. Passable. However…”

      The flutist disappeared into the darkness from which she had suddenly appeared after having muttered inaudible gibberish.

      “What is it, damn it? Passable? What would failure mean then? Anyway, let’s get out of here as soon as possible, I wanna take a bath.”

      Thus, the quest to find Nemea’s cat came to an end. Damn it, there’s no way this savage beast can be considered a cat.

      ***********

      When I came out of the underground waterway, the world was covered in a veil of dim darkness.

      “Oh lord, look at that. Look at that white fur. Is that a lion?”

      “It looks like a cat, though; so cute!!!”

      “But it has the size of a lion, doesn’t it? So it’s probably a lion… I don’t think you can find any cat of this size.”

      “Damn it, you bastard, are you questioning my statement? Let’s duel, I’ll send you to Pluto, fucking bastard.”

      “Come, you one-balled bastard. I’m gonna cut off the other one and turn you into a eunuch.”

      A lot of attention was directed toward us as we were carrying the giant lion-cat on our heads. Some of them even began addressing us with compliments and questions.

      “What a fine catch… such great fur! Did you hunt it yourself?”

      “Actually…”

      When I was about to answer, Marco, who was lifting the lion-cat’s ass, answered instead.

      “Yes! This Samaritan brother here killed this lion with only his bare hands! This bard Marco has seen it clearly with my own two eyes!”

      “Wow, damn it, I can’t believe he captured that humongous beast with his bare hands. He is not your run-of-the-mill savage. I would wet my pants like a little girl if that beast just gazed at my general direction.”

      “Isn’t this guy Hassan? The one that slashed a hundred goblins. He has the same black hair as the rumors.”

      “Have you been exiled to the city by your brethren because you killed too many people in the wilderness?”

      “From what I’ve heard, he was once called the human butcher, when he roamed the wilds. They say he’s a great bastard.”

      Wait, damn it, what the hell is happening? Is there a Hassan, besides me, that I don’t know about?

      “Brother, it seems you’ve become quite famous now thanks to me. Don’t worry, there’s no need to thank me since we’re brothers…”

      “Oi, damn it, is this your doing? What the hell have you been spreading about me?”

      “I never lie brother. I only speak the truth, it’s just that sometimes the truth is uglier than the worst of lies.”

      This bastard was spouting the same words as that flutist woman, Hamelin. He seemed to like her words a lot.

      But… Where the fuck is the truth in these rumors? Rather than it being the ugly truth, everything is only heinous lies, you damn bastard.

      I honestly felt bothered by all the attention that was centered on me. I should give back this monstrous beast to its owner and get my money as soon as possible.

      “Brother, can I put it down here?”

      “Yeah, you worked hard, bastard. She said it was a cat but damn is this bastard heavy, I feel sore all over just from carrying this heavy beast… Hmm?”

      “Leave my 10% in the Guild’s front desk. I have a job to do in the underground waterway. So, umm, I’ll be leaving right now.”

      “Oh, big nose. Before you go, take this- It’s a Moai totem.”

      Luna took out a Korean Moai statue-shaped totem from the now crumpled and old-looking raincoat, that she wore, and handed it over to Marco.

      “What a great way to stimulate my artistic libido. Anyway, let’s talk later, gotta go…”

      Marco laid down the lion-cat in front of Nemea’s alchemy shop and hurriedly left the scene, not even looking back once as if he was going back to take some kind of hidden treasure.

      “Big-nose, that boasting bastard. His big nose will really get hurt one of these days if he keeps doing things like this.”

      “It’s all right, Hassan. My expertise as a voodoo shaman is telling me he’s gonna get stoned to death someday.”

      “Y-yeah…”

      Still, he was of great help no matter what I say about him, it was good that we met him in the waterways.

      I honestly don’t think his guiding capabilities were needed, but without him, I and Luna would have to move this huge cat or lion or whatever this bastard beast was alone.

      In other words, I’d have to move it on my own. It was honestly dreadful just thinking about it. Of course, Luna was helpful in her own way too.

      If Luna hadn’t burned the grass and used her toad something oil at the critical time, I might have ended up in this lion-cat’s stomach already.

      “You did a great job too, Luna. You were very helpful.”

      “R-Right? I can do it if I try!”

      After using a potion worth one silver the cost of this quest went straight to 2 silvers.

      It was an utter waste of money but I didn’t say anything because I didn’t want to dampen Luna’s mood with this info.

      “Then, can I leave too, Hassan?”

      Luna hesitated as I was about to knock on the door to Nemea’s shop. She was holding a leather water bottle while looking rather conflicted as she looked back and forth between me and the bottle.

      She looked like a child that was holding her Christmas present, and just couldn’t wait to unwrap it to see what’s inside.

      She has been in this state since she got her hands on that worm, that Heartworm or something.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “The freshness of the ingredients is of key importance when making elixirs. I’m gonna get the rest of the ingredients right away. I don’t think the shops are closed yet so I have to go now. If I stay up overnight making it, then the elixir should be ready by tomorrow morning.”

      “Why don’t you wait till we both get paid together for this job? We both worked so hard for it, you know…”

      “…I-I don’t want to go in there.”

      “Hmmm…”

      “See you in the guild tomorrow morning, Hassan!”

      “Oi,” Luna disappeared from her spot with a smile and a mischievous “Hehe…” sound without even letting me finish my words.

      Sighing at her antics, I knocked on the store door while being inwardly bewildered by the ridiculous sight of the pink twin tails disappearing behind the corner of the merchant alley.

      
        Knock- Knocknock-
      

      “Ah~ You’ve arrived, my friend~ See you later, then~ I have to deal with guests now~”

      Nemea’s soft, slightly lethargic voice came from across the door of the shop. I wondered if there were some other guests she was tending to. Soon, however, the door opened and a swarm of filthy black rats stormed off at my feet, disappearing into the darkness of the night.

      
        Sisisik!
      

      “Damn it, What the hell!”

      “Oh, my goodness~ It’s whitey~ Look how thin my poor little thing became after not eating for a while~”

      The witch clicked her tongue in pity after opening the door and seeing the white-furred beast lying almost lifelessly on the ground.

      No matter how many times I looked at it, it seemed like a big lion, rather than a cat, that ate well enough and was in pristine condition. It looked in no way slender or thin. It also was very energetic for someone supposedly starving. It’s terrifying to think of how the fight would have gone if it was in perfect condition.

      “Come in, my friend~ There’s a lot I want to talk about~ You seemed to have met Hamelin too~”

      “The story has already spread all the way here?”

      “Witches have many eyes and ears and they’re everywhere~”

      How did you hear this piece of news so fast in a world without cell phones? As expected, she had some terrifying surveillance magic up her sleeves.

      Of course, science wouldn’t develop with such convenient magic around. If you just think about it, magic is actually a deep-rooted evil.

      “Whitey~ How long will you lie down? Hurry up“

      
        Clatter- 
      

      “Oh damn it, you scared me!”

      The giant beast, that I previously thought was unconscious, ripped the rope that was tied to its front paws like mere grassroots then stood up and turned to face the witch.

      And then it started to rub its head on the hem of the witch’s skirt, like an obedient pet. This scene was so fucking scary it gave me goosebumps all over my body.

      
        Kareureureuk
      

      “Did you get a massage?”

      
        Kareureuk!
      

      “You spit out a bug too? Hehe My friend, it seems like Whitey liked it~ Well, I did like it too~ I can still remember that day very vividly~ That’s definitely cheating~ Don’t go out as you like from now on, Whitey~ Okay~?”

      The witch and the cat entered the store while I was in a daze, seeing their interactions.

      “What are you doing? Hurry up and come in, my friend It looks like the kid isn’t here with you~ There are a few places I want you to take care of with your magic hands~”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 31: Lions Are Prideful (2)

      
      “Well, miss witch. W-What the hell is this…?”

      “An experimentation table~ I dissect various substances on top of it~ It’s also where I prepare my ingredients for my experiments~”

      No, I know this is an experimentation or operating table. But why the fuck are you laying on it? Was what I wanted to ask but, I didn’t really have the courage nor the resolve to ask such a question.

      There were various reasons at play, but if I had to choose the most glaring one… Then it would be because a white-furred cat, that was more of a bonafide lion than a cat, was ferociously glaring at me from the distance.

      “It’s okay~ Our Whitey is very well-behaved~ He won’t bite~”

      Shit, hearing those words of persuasion somehow made this whole predicament much scarier. It was very uncomfortable, downright frightening even, to be in the same space as the lion-cat I was previously fighting a bloodied battle to the death with.

      
        Poppysmic-
      

      D-Did this beast just smack its lips? Wait, can they even be called lips? I was so frightened by the beast’s actions that my brain almost short-circuited, unable to produce any coherent thoughts.

      “Come on, my friend~ My shoulders are rather stiff these days~ I can’t concentrate on my work at all~ Can you relieve me of this pain? Just like you did the last time I’ll pay the appropriate price for that~ 1 silver~”

      1 silver? How can someone get so much money just by massaging a woman’s shoulders?

      A miraculous experience where my greed for money overcame my fear of the lion-cat, prowling in the corner with a savage gaze, flowed within me.

      And just like that, with my greed fueling my actions, I reached out my hands towards Nemea’s body that was laid out on the operating table, or whatever the hell it was.

      Right then.

      
        Kareureureuk!
      

      The gigantic white-furred cat growled loudly with its mouth wide open and fangs bared.

      “Be a good boy, Whitey~”

      “I’m asking just in case but, is it a male?”

      “It’s a girl, actually~ She’s just like my little sister~ Anyway, lying down here, on this hard table, is very uncomfortable~ Why don’t you start working soon~?”

      “Ah, yeah…”

      My hands finally reached the witch’s shoulders.

      “Ha~ Ugh~ Huuh~ Y-You’re so strong~”

      “… I haven’t pressed on anything yet, though.”

      “Just a joke~ You’re too stiff~ Do I look like I’m going to eat you, or something~~? I’m not going to eat you…yet… Don’t worry~~“

      “Yet? Does it mean you’ll eat me someday?”

      “….”

      Wait, damn it, why are you not answering my question?

      Moreover, I couldn’t relax even if you told me to. I mean how could you even relax while being in the same room as this behemoth of a kitten that was threateningly licking her lips like she was about to cleave me with those sharp claws of hers at any moment?

      Fretting over this matter for some time, I finally made up my mind. I have to get done with this as soon as possible. That aside, even if it didn’t seem to bother Nemea, the smell of the sewers that was sticking to my body made me seriously uncomfortable. It’s so disgusting, I want to wash up as soon as possible.

      “Well, then, show me your wrist… I want to get your pulse?”

      “My pulse? Alright“

      
        Ding-
      

       [Stats]

Name: Nemea
Level: ??
Condition: Chronic Fatigue 》 Back Pain 》 Stiff Shoulder》 ????》 ????》 ????????



      Well, it looks like some letters have been unlocked compared to the last time I accidentally checked her condition. Another weird thing I noticed is that the ‘Chronic Fatigue’ condition is back. Didn’t I get rid of it last time? Why is it here again?

      Am I interpreting the letters wrong? Or maybe the system malfunctioned? Unlikely in both cases. There should be some other reason for the condition to have resurfaced.

      “Hey, miss witch. Do you feel any kind of pain in your back?”

      “Wow~ That’s amazing~ My friend~ Can you tell that just by taking my pulse~?”

      “Do you feel tired too?”

      “Yes~ I felt rather light after you touched my body the other day, but it soon started to feel heavy again~ I would have known if it was like that from the beginning~ But, it keeps alternating between lightness and heaviness every now and then, my stomach hurts like hell too~”

      “Ah, I see…”

      That’s how massages and manual therapy are.

      After the message, your body feels very light as if on the verge of flying but a few days after your body would go back to its initial stage again.

      The fatigue that accumulates in a body over a long time can’t completely disappear after a single massage.

      Those that can’t bear to part with the lightness and coolness that they feel after a massage session will use their money and get another one. In fact, the more massages you receive, the better the effect it has on your body, relieving fatigue and pain.

      Well, I now know that chronic diseases couldn’t be easily cured after a single massage session. Good to know for the future.

      “Well, then I’ll start with lightly rubbing your shoulders.”

      I pressed both of my thumbs on the witch’s neck, especially the red spots that glowed over it. This is the Fengchi, although I remembered the name I’m not sure what would happen if I pressed on this spot.

      “Uh, Guh, my neck? But you said the shoulders?”

      “Everything is connected in the human body. Your shoulders hurting doesn’t necessarily mean the problem stems from there. Now, do you usually walk with your chin lifted up?”

      “My chin~?”

      “If you form the habit of pushing your chin forward like how a turtle does, your neck muscles get overworked. To not compromise any bodily functions your shoulders are gonna compensate for the overworking, indirectly leading to them hurting instead of the neck.”

      “My shoulders are compensating~?”

      “And if your shoulders are strained, your whole body’s balance will be disturbed. That’s why your body feels so sluggish.”

      It sounded rather plausible, right? It was actually all improvisation on my part, though. Simply speaking, I was just spouting bullshit on the fly…

      I have no clue if what I’m saying is true or not. As for my medical knowledge, it was something I picked up on the streets akin to the preaching from quacks, so it was probably not true, at least I think so.

      Well, just as my father said, it was enough if it sounded plausible to the clients of the health center. If it worked, they wouldn’t care about it anyway…

      “Indeed~ I do tilt my head forward~ My chest is huge~ My whole body leans forward because of it ~ Is that a problem? Ah, Uh So refreshing… I’m getting chills down my spine~”

      The witch trembled and leaked out an “Heuuuh” sound, just like an old man. I don’t know why nor how but it seems my touch was very pleasant to her as she constantly sighed in comfort.

      It lead me to wonder about how effective my massages actually were. Believe it or not, rather than doing them, I liked receiving massages instead.

      However, pressing on one’s own body and receiving a massage from someone else couldn’t be compared at all, so I never knew how my massages felt.

      Anyway, I just kept pressing on the witch’s thin neck, nape, and shoulders over and over again, targeting the red spots accurately.

      Even if they were both girls, Elfriede had tough skin and muscles, while Luna’s skin was as soft as a rice cake.

      Nemea was also very unique in her own way. Her skin was so tender that my fingers would just sink in with a pleasant sensation no matter how hard I pressed. Rather than calling it tender, calling it soft as cotton feels way more appropriate.

      
        Ding-
      

      『Healed Nemea's chronic fatigue.』』



      『Healed Nemea's stiff shoulders.』



      『Task Value + 20』



      Alright, both the stiff shoulders and fatigue have been healed at the same time. My ability seemed to be pretty flexible since it could heal multiple things simultaneously.

      Was every part of the body really connected like I was rambling earlier?

      “Ugh~ Wow, so refreshing~ This i- This- Now that I know how this feels, I can’t go back~ I feel like even my head has been cleared up from all the troubles and fatigue~”

      The witch lay flattened on the operating table like a steamed bun that had been thoroughly microwaved. She seemed to be feeling pretty good. After coming this far, I’m starting to get confidence in my abilities.

      “I’m going to press on your back now. Excuse the offense, can I pull your clothes?”

      “My goodness~ How risque~ Are you going to take all of my clothes off~?”

      “Well, it’s more effective if I can have direct contact with the skin…”

      “Fufu, you’re such a pervert~ Well, if you, my friend, say so then I’ll trust you wholeheartedly~ Can you heal my back pain? I was moving luggage around when it suddenly started hurting a little“

      “You’ll know once we try.”

      “Great~”

      I thought she was just going to roll up the hem of her robes. Instead, the witch untied her off-shoulder dress and exposed her shoulders, back, and waist to my shocked eyes.

      Her skin was white and smooth enough to even reflect the light of the lamp. I could even see the sides of her massive breasts from behind, damn how big are those even?

      Of course, her whole body would hurt all over if she daily had to carry things that are so massive. I could somehow relate to her as I felt heavy on my lower torso every day because my little brother was ginormous too. Anyway, it was definitely because of my little brother that I felt so bothered.

      “Well~ I’m ready~ I don’t usually show this to anyone~ Count this as an honor, my friend~”

      “W-Well… Then I’ll take a look.”

      I could see red spots popping up on her waist and the sides of her erector spinae, quite close to her butt. Just as I tried to place my fingers on them as I did with her neck and shoulders…

      “Haaah~!?”

      Nemea growled out a terrifying scream and pushed my hands away from her body with great force, startling me quite a bit.

      “I-I’m sorry!”

      Damn it, it’s gonna be a pain to deal with if she makes a fuss about sexual harassment and whatnot. The punishment that was dealt to molesters in this world was truly terrifying. So terrifying that… I don’t even want to describe it.

      “Ah, no~ I was just a little surprised~ You can continue~ I’m just kidding, just kidding~”

      The witch spoke in her usual soft, languid voice after recovering her breath.

      “Come on, Hurry~”

      “Y-Yes…”

      
        Ugh-
      

      I rested my palms on Nemea’s bare waist again. The witch trembled violently as if her body was inflicted with excruciating pain because of my touch.

      “Then I’ll press…”

      
        Press- Press-
      

      “Woo~ Weuah~”

      Something very unexpected happened right after I began the massage on her waist. Nemea’s waist which had been previously lying flat on the table, being pressed by my hands, suddenly rose along with her pelvis, ending in her buttocks being lifted high up in a slanted position.

      “Uhm, miss w-witch?”

      “It’s okay~ Go on, go on~ Why don’t you try slapping it? With your palms“

      “L-like this?”

      
        Slap- Slap-
      

      “Huuh~ T-this can’t be~ This can’t be happening~”

      She wanted me to slap her waist. What kind of massage is this even? But Nemea, the witch, looked like she was dying of joy, from her reactions, and she gasped so much that I thought she was going to run out of breath at any moment. Was she originally a pervert or something?  

      I began teasing Nemea with my hand movements while lost in thought ruminating on the various types of fetishes that the different races of this world might have. As the number of slaps on her waist increased, the witch’s breath became rougher and rougher.

      “Huh, Hoo, a little stronger~ Yeah, just like that~”

      Wait, I think I’ve heard this somewhere before?

      
        Kareureureuk!
      

      Just then, in a corner of the room, the gigantic cat that had been quietly picking its own fur until now suddenly cried out. I rapidly looked back and forth between the lion-cat and the moaning Nemea.

      As I alternatively looked between them, I was reminded of the mating video I had watched two years ago when my life was still easy-going and I had access to my smartphone and youtube.

      Damn it, isn’t this a cat’s erogenous zone?

      The way she raised her ass and shook it after I spanked her waist was very similar to Gungdipangpang. [1]

      “Euh~ Won’t do. How is this How is this possible~?”

      The way in which she was rubbing her thighs together while erotically breathing out made me feel like I had just entered a scenario I shouldn’t have, making me feel very embarrassed and uncomfortable all around.

      “Guaaah~ Huuuuh~”

      Soon after, Nemea began making strange sounds that could hardly be qualified as human speech, and I couldn’t make sense of those sounds no matter how much I tried to interpret and comprehend them.

      Her vivacious, long, and drooping scarlet hair was fluttering back and forth as she was shaking her head uncontrollably, just as I was going to say something.

      “Uhm, huh, should I stop?”

      “Noooo~ Go on~”

      
        Bareureureu-
      

      After some time, as I continued my message, Nemea’s buttocks were raised so high up that I thought they’d eventually touch the ceiling.

      Rather than someone who was getting a massage, her posture was similar to the crouching position before a track and field athlete would start running.

      
        Ding-
      

      『Healed "Nemea's Back Pain"』



      “Gareuuuuuaaa~”

      Nemea shouted with her mouth wide open, at the same time as the usual Ding-sound and the accompaniment letters appeared.

      It was more of a roar than a normal shout, though, and my legs began faltering before I even realized it.

      It was said that animals would run away or urinate when they hear the cry of a predator, a beast that was higher up on the food chain than them. That was the best way to describe my current situation.

      Thank god, I had done a lot of things in the sewers. I nearly peed my pants. Actually, I might have had a little leak.

      “Ah~ Uh, Uhm~ What is~ What am I doing? Hmmm, Hmm It’s weird~ Huuh~”

      Nemea rose from the table and put the dress that had been pulled to her waist back on her shoulders again.

      With her back facing the lamp, her face was clouded in the darkness. Only her inhuman-looking red eyes and terrifying long fangs were visible through her slightly opened lips, making up a scene that felt absolutely surreal.

      
        Whoosh- Rattle-
      

      The windows then suddenly opened with a rattle letting the unruly wind in. It made her fiery red hair swing like a beast’s mane, giving her an even more beastly feel.

      “My friend~ Why do you look so dazed? Wake up?”

      The witch grabbed my shoulders after I had fallen down on my buttocks, owing to the abrupt rattling sound. My body was then abruptly lifted up by her hands…with a power and grip that I couldn’t even imagine coming from a woman.

      It was more like being pulled out than lifted up. I felt like a cabbage that was being rooted out from the ground.

      “My friend~ You have an interesting talent~ Are your hands special~?”

      Then, the eerie witch brought her nose close to the palm that had been patting her back and began sniffing it.

      Goosebumps ran down my back and blood rushed down my lower body at her animalistic and inhuman-ish act.

      “I don’t know~ It wouldn’t be a bad idea to have a good relationship with someone like this~ I forgot how long it has been since I got this heated up~ But~”

      
        Sniff- Sniff-
      

      The witch kept sniffing around my body.

      “It smells so bad~ Ah~ I can’t stand it~ My nose is sensitive contrary to someone like Hamelin~”

      “W-Well then can I go? I want to take a shower and rest.”

      “Not a chance.”

      “Y-Yes?”

      The disagreeing witch’s voice wasn’t the usual soft and languid one that I was used to. It was like a growl that escaped from the depths of her humongous chest, carrying a beastly resonance akin to the gigantic white cat.

      “Kareureureu, I can’t stand it.”

      Wait, damn it, she’s growling for real!!!?

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 32: Lions Are Prideful (3) 🔞

      
      
        Pitter— Patter—
      

      I twisted something that looked like a faucet, or a valve that was attached to a pipe, and a stream of water began pouring down from the ceiling.

      The room was cramped like a telephone booth.

      I received a barrage of cold water, devoid of any form of warmth, directly on my face and body.

      But the temperature of the water wasn’t really a bother, so, this was more than good enough. I can’t believe this store had a private shower. Money truly is great.

      Anyway, after being showered with the cold barrage of water from head to toe, the sewer stench that seemed to be latched onto my body disappeared along with the embarrassment and excitement that were clouding my judgment. All in all, I felt very refreshed in more ways than one.

      “My friend~ Shall I scrub your back~?”

      The gentle voice of a woman resounded from behind the door. I hurriedly let out some gibberish sounds in embarrassment.

      “I-It’s okay!”

      “You’ll find scented candles in the corner~ Wipe every nook and cranny of your body, okay? The most important thing in cooking is preparing the ingredients, after all“

      The witch chuckled with a “Fu~ Fufu~” sound. I don’t what that laughter meant but it was very witch-like, at least it sounded like that to me.

      They were called witches because they couldn’t be understood by normal humans after all.

      “Sigh…”

      No matter how much cold water fell on me, I couldn’t calm down a bit now. My heart kept pounding like a large speaker with a loud woofer connected to it.

      I was taking a shower in a stranger’s house! This is simply unreal!

      How can someone not be nervous or excited in such a situation?

      If such a person existed it was either a eunuch or some kind of Buddhist monk. And unfortunately or rather fortunately I was none of these.

      “Hurry up and come out~”

      “Uhm, I-I’m nearly done washing everything!”

      After rubbing all of my body with these scented candles or whatever that the witch pointed out, I rinsed my body one last time with the cold barrage of the shower water, then began drying myself with a cloth lying nearby.

      I saw Nemea’s red-stained pupils in the dark as soon as I stepped out of the shower, and my knees almost buckled up from the fear those eyes evoked in me.

      “Great~ The smell is finally gone~ You’ve done well~”

      “W-Where are my clothes…?”

      “You won’t be needing them~ Come here~”

      The witch’s slender fingers grabbed my arm and dragged me somewhere, and seated me on a chair.

      The power with which she dragged me behind her was so strong that it was hard to think of it as a woman’s power, I couldn’t offer any resistance as she made me sit on a chair, like a little girl playing with her doll.

      Was I actually weak? I couldn’t help but feel ashamed despite the fact that it was probably because of her magical powers. Even the elven witch, Elfriede, had the strength of a gorilla despite her thin arms.

      Maybe only people with strong physical prowesses were given the title of witch? My overworked brain could only come up with such a stupid answer.

      “Great~ Actually, it would have been better if I could have cooked it a little bit more, but~ Well, it is what it is~ The wait is unbearable already~” 1

      The witch who had suddenly disappeared somewhere reappeared just as fast with a large pair of scissors in her hand. They were huge.

      They were actually so huge that they needed to be held by two hands. They looked so terrible, their edges with such a sharp glint, that I began wondering if a human hand could be cut with these blades.

      “Um, uh, w-what are you trying to do?”

      “I really wanted to do this from the first time I saw you~ At the time, I wasn’t sure~ Don’t worry~ It won’t hurt if you stay calm~ It will hurt only if you struggle~”

      Why is she bringing the scissors close to my head and neck? Damn it, is she going to behead me? I felt an urge to move my body and run away in that instant.

      However, my body didn’t fall off the chair no matter how much I struggled as if I had been glued to it. Damn it, did she use glue on the seat? Some kind of magic glue that would hold you in place without even letting you know of its presence? What kind of primitive and powerful trap is this?

      I was like a mouse stuck in a sticky mouse trap. My palm that was placed on the armrest couldn’t move too. The witch then spoke leisurely from behind me.

      “You won’t be able to lift a finger~ This chair is a legendary relic~ Ever heard of the Chair of Forgetfulness~?”

      “L-Legendary relic?”

      I could see a lot of gold coins, no, bags of gold coins glimmer in front of my eyes at the mention of a ‘Legendary relic’. Damn, how can I have such fantasies in this kind of predicament? Has my mind gone down the drain from greed!? Calm down, Hassan!

      “Yes, once you sit up on this chair you won’t be able to get up unless someone picks you up~ Weak-willed people usually lose consciousness after just sitting on it~ Is it because of your blessings that you still look fine~?”

      
        Snip— Snip—
      

      At that moment, I felt something sharp cutting my hair. I felt a shiver run down my neck, my whole body trembling violently from fear.

      “S-Since you’ve wanted to do this from the first time we met, was the quest a bait to catch me?”

      “Yes, it was~ You’re a Samaritan that has been blessed~ Where would I be able to see something so rare again? Any witch would covet you You’re all mine now~!”

      “S-Somebody help me!”

      “Are you scared? Why don’t you pray to the gods you believe in, my friend? Well, there’s no god here, though~ In fact, there’s no such thing as a god in this world in the first place~ They’re just a bunch of self-important and bitter idiots that give zero fucks about the mortals below~”

      I-I’m screwed.

      If there’s something I learned after struggling to survive in this barbaric world for two years is that everything here was deeply tied to beliefs and religions. You couldn’t separate those concepts from this world even if you tried to.

      In a world where magic and superstition reigned supreme, where science and rational thinking were not developed in the tiniest bit, it wasn’t surprising for people to have faith in the great although questionable existence of God.

      In my world, where people had gone to the moon, and we could communicate with people on the other side of the world using radio waves, religion still remained a powerful force to reckon with.

      Hence. in this barbaric world, it wasn’t surprising to see that religion and belief themselves were no different than absolute truth.

      It was simply unimaginable for someone to curse or insult the gods.

      Some form of polytheism groups that insulted other gods in favor of their own gods did exist.

      But no one denied their existence altogether. The general public would ostracize you, trample you, then wipe you out of the surface of this world if you even spoke something against them, much less deny their existence altogether!

      This witch however was casually breaking such taboos as if it was nothing significant.

      She’s more dangerous than I had previously thought her to be.

      “My Samaritan friend~ Your hair is really black~ At this rate, you won’t have any choice but to be ostracized as a descendant of Pluto~”

      
        Snip— Snip—
      

      The witch continued to haphazardly cut my hair with her giant pair of scissors.

      My hair, which used to reach my shoulders, was mercilessly cut, like I was an animal meant to have its fur trimmed, and they rolled down on the floor.

      “Alright~ Now, it’s clean~ Your hair is a pretty good material~ Well, not just the hair~ The nails~ Toenails~ Blood~ Bones~ Flesh~ Nothing can be thrown away~”

      “Hiik!”

      “You guys are on the verge of extinction~ I’ll save you~ I’ll protect you~ Forever~ Forever and ever~” 2

      My eyes frantically moved to look at all the flasks and beakers around me while the witch was muttering.

      The blank eyes of the dissected frogs, snakes, and birds looked at me as if saying, “Welcome, friend. Welcome to the collection.” I won’t be your friend you dissected punks!

      “Damn it, r-release me!”

      “I guess you’ve finally got the picture of what’s happening~ You should have trained against the seduction of women, my friend~”

      
        Click— Click—
      

      The witch finally went on to cutting my nails with the giant and ruthless-looking scissors. This scene was so scary it made me want to close my eyes, not willing to look at the aftermath of my nail being cut with those terrifying scissors.

      “The cuts don’t look good~ Should I just cut off your whole finger? I’m just kidding There’s no way I’ll cut off the belly of the goose that lays golden eggs~ The nails are finally done~”

      The witch who had just finished cutting my nails with her giant scissors disappeared behind my back in a flash.

      I could do nothing but scream as I got frightened due to the sudden disappearance of the witch.

      “W-What are you going to do to me, you damn witch?!”

      “Oh, my~ How brave~ I won’t do anything to you~ I’ll just cut your hair like this from now on~ I’ll also clean off your nails and toenails~ I’ll also feed you well during that time~ All you need to do is to just quietly sit here~ Forever~”

      I felt something approaching me and soon something soft touched the nape of my neck. It was the witch’s luscious lips, caressing that sensitive spot in the back of my neck.

      “A life of ostracization is tough~ I know it fully well~ Won’t it be hard to make ends meet? I’ll let you live without working another day for the rest of your life“

      The witch’s voice, akin to a devil’s whisper, caressed my ears, promising me a carefree life. A beautiful woman actually gave me a proposal to not work for the rest of my life.

      Getting proposed to by a rich and mature beauty, and being taken care of by her at home. In other words, getting a sugar mama. It was the wet dream of many men out there.

      Come to think of it, wasn’t this on my bucket list? Damn it, this is really tempting. However, I’d rather not stay sitting on a chair for the rest of my life! Even if it meant rejecting an offer that I yearned for.

      “I-I’m unwilling!”

      I declined the offers while internally crying tears of blood. I would have blindly accepted it if the situation had been different but I couldn’t in this case.

      “Why? Oh, I see, as someone from the wilderness, being stuck in a house must be rather hard for you I know what to do! I’ll attach wheels to the chair and take you out for a walk every now and then“

      “M-My companions will doubt you if I disapp…”

      
        Chu— Chuu—
      

      Something soft and sticky began running along my ear, stroking it in its sticky goodness, before I could even finish my words.

      It didn’t take long for me to realize that it was Nemea’s tongue and that my ears were now being playfully bitten and licked by her gentle tongue.

      “Whoa…”

      It was the first time I ever experienced something like this.

      It was only then that I realized what it felt like to have your ears licked. It was akin to an exhilarating stream of electric current running through my spinal cord from top to bottom — from the back of my head to my tailbone, right above my buttocks.

      She then whispered with her tongue still flicking in my ear.

      “My friend? How could there be such a thing in this world? You’re naive for a Samaritan~ In this world, people have to live for themselves. Foolish trust is akin to a dagger stabbing you from behind~ Just like this~”

      
        Thrust—
      

      Something sharp and pointy was strongly digging into my shoulders.

      “Ah—!”

      A pain so strong struck me that a deep fear akin to being eaten alive colored my now despairing face.

      In the past, Elfriede would sometimes get sick of whipping me and would bite my forearm, such a scene of the past flashed in my eyes right now.

      Maybe this witch enjoyed biting and chewing on other people.

      “Your skin is rather tough, just like leather~ It feels quite good to chew on it~ What else do we have here~”

      The witch’s hands slowly ran down my shoulders and my chest, then descended along my belly. It was like a snake leisurely moving along a streamlined path to its prey.

      “What’s making you so hard? Pervert“

      “Hum, t-that…”

      I felt shameful and embarrassed for getting hard in such a situation where I was bound and restricted.

      I have to defend myself here, but, what kind of man would I be if I wouldn’t have blood rush down there after feeling the softness of her humongous chest touching the back of my neck or the pleasure of having my ears licked?

      “I heard that Samaritans weren’t very well endowed down there~ But this is way bigger than I thought~ What a pleasant surprise~!”

      Her snuggling fingers then wrapped around my lower body. I was so startled by the sensation that I almost jumped a few centimeters in the air but was unable to due to the restrictions of the legendary relic.

      I finally understood why Finley and Luna made a fuss after I touched their feet. It takes great determination to face such a feeling of weakness and vulnerability.

      “It’s good to be healthy~ It’s as hard as a rock~ Doesn’t it feel like a real stone statue~?”

      
        Graaaab—
      

      That witch grabbed my thing so mercilessly that I thought it was going to burst from her strong grip, it was so painful that I felt some tears were about to come out of my eyes.

      “I-It hurts—!”

      “Hmm~ Weird~ Wouldn’t it normally feel better if I held it~?”

      
        Grab— Pull—
      

      The witch just grabbed my shaft and clenched it tightly.

      “Guaag!”

      I couldn’t feel any better at this change of actions, this was simply bullying. A man’s body is delicate! Maybe some people would feel pleased with such rough treatment but not me! I wasn’t like those masochistic bastards.

      “Maybe, the place is wrong? How do you feel when I touch it here?”

      The witch then decided to take hold of my pair of precious marbles in her palms and tightly pulled them.

      “Y-You’re ripping them apart! Damn it, stop! You’re really going to rip them off!”

      “Hmm~ What~ You really don’t feel good? What if I press it hard like this“

      “Damn it, this shit hurts so much, just kill me already! Uggh—“

      The pain was no joke. If this was an attempt at torture, then it was a great success.

      “How do I get it out? Your semen Should I just cut it off? Well, it won’t be too different from cutting the belly of the goose that lays golden eggs, I suppose“

      What, cut it off?

      My mind blanked at such a ruthless and violent comment. It wasn’t even a matter of pain anymore. It was a matter of life and death for my little brother.

      “Hum, huh, witch~ Would you let me say something?”

      “How polite, my friend~ Great~ What do you want to say? I’ll do my best as long as it isn’t about releasing you“

      “E-Excuse me, if I may, could you use your mouth at least?”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 33: Lions Are Prideful (4) 🔞

      
      “E-Excuse me, if I may, could you use your mouth at least?”

      It was now or never. I’m going to die anyway, so I might as well go and say it. I just wanted to avoid having my balls and my little brother crushed by this ruthless sexual harassment before I’m eventually offed by her.

      It would have been better if I had died at the mercy of those filthy rats back in the sewers than to die here in this miserable state — naked and tied to a chair.

      “Use my mouth? Do you want me to bite you? My teeth are very strong and sharp, you know~ It will definitely hurt you~ It might be cut off too~”

      No, why would I even want you to bite it?

      The witch didn’t seem to have any knowledge about how to make men feel good using their schlong. Since I was already going to die and had, in the literal sense, nothing to lose, I mustered up my courage and asked the question brimming in my mind for a while.

      “Hmmmm… Witch~ Excuse me, but, have you ever dated a man before?”

      “Why? Does it have anything to do with this?”

      “It has a lot to do with this, in fact.”

      “I never did~”

      “Then, hmm, how do I say this… Well, do you have some sexual experience or anything similar…?”

      “My Samaritan friend~ I’m a woman who graduated from Corinth’s Ivory Tower~ I have a master’s degree in magic~ Do you think I, who is called Nemea the lioness, don’t have any experience in that~?”

      “Y-You have…?”

      “I saw it in a book~”

      Damn it, isn’t that the same as not having any experience?

      Well, in this world, where Youtube and Torrent sites didn’t exist, sexual knowledge probably was like hidden knowledge that only close people conversed about in secret.

      It was somehow ridiculous and incredible at the same time that such a good-looking woman had no experience with men. Well, I remember hearing somewhere that the prettier a woman was the less experience she had with men.

      Maybe it had something to do with the aura she was exuding, which made it hard for men to approach her. Now that I think about it, my little brother down there wasn’t very cheerful the first time I saw her either. My hypothesis may very well be close to the truth.

      The witch who only had rough knowledge about sexual matters, without any experience to back it up, was in a worse situation than not having any knowledge about the matter at all… I’ve seen enough to understand that fact.

      Maybe, I’ll be able to turn this situation in my favor. I’ll surely be able to get out of this weird confinement if I play my cards right. Think, Hassan, think!

      “Hmm, huh, didn’t you lick my ears earlier? Can’t you do something like that to my little brother too, at least…?”

      “My friend? Are you looking down on me? Do you think I’m a fool~?”

      “I-I didn’t say that.”

      “If you dare criticize my methods another time, I’ll turn you into a Sparthe~ To think you would dare teach me, isn’t this the same as looking down on me~?”

      I have no clue what a ‘Sparthe’ 1was. But from the way she said it and my current situation it was bound to be something scary. 

      Did I touch a sore spot?

      It seems my unnecessary tricks made the situation worse for me, damn it.

      “I’ll-I’ll take care of everything~”

      To not even allow any kind of advice, god-damn, what kind of dictatorship is this? Damn it, I’m gonna die due to my little brother being ripped off.

      All of this happened because I was secretly hoping for some skinship when the witch asked me to give her a massage.

      As expected, men were creatures that were very weak to sexual temptation. My father always reminded me to keep my libido in check. Damn it… Father, this unfilial son will be leaving first. I’ll wait for you in the afterlife.

      Just when I had accepted my soon ensuing death with a tranquil state of mind…

      “I know what I need to know~ I even know it better than others~ There are subjects you shouldn’t touch my friend, even if I like you a lot~ Don’t ever look down on me again~”

      The witch finally showed her true colors and stared down at me with a steely-cold gaze. It was the same look of contempt I had grown accustomed to in the past two years, the ones directed to me by the other witch I knew of.

      In the final moments of my life, I remembered Elfriede, the witch of flames. I was hit with a sudden bout of nostalgia, having remembered her at this time. I somehow ended up missing that crazy bitch just before dying.

      I don’t think Elfriede would have locked me up like this or tried to tear my thing apart.

      “No one can look down on me~ Only my path is absolute~ My ways are not wicked~ Against the precepts of the gods? Don’t make me laugh Anything must be done to reach the truth~ Anything~ Really…anything~”

      The witch then kept repeating “Anything~” like a parrot that had been starved for days. Abruptly, she sat on my lap, the next moment.

      “W-What?”

      “A surefire method — I guess I’ll have to use that, in the end~ Be quiet, my friend~ I will be done soon~ Look at the patterns of the ceiling, in the meantime~”

      Her fingers sneakily and nimbly wrapped around my little brother. Then, she brought it under her thin fluttering skirt while sitting on my lap.

      I had an incredible experience then. All my mind, 100 fucking percent of it, was focusing on my lower body, and it felt so sensitive that I began wondering if I grew another hand there.

      My hard hot rod brushed against the cool clothes and fibers adorning the witch’s body, then, suddenly, I was blasted with the sensation of my schlong rubbing against something akin to a rough and coarse bush. Soon after, it faced a solid wall.

      I said wall but it felt soft and warm, rather than solid, very smooth even. It was the first time I was experiencing such a feeling in my life.

      Despite my unfamiliarity with this feeling, I was well aware of what it was.

      “Heu~ This is the best way~ Isn’t it? My purity I held onto it for a long time but it’s gone now~”

      “A-Are you serious?”

      “Don’t be afraid~ I know a contraceptive spell~ Because I’m a genius~ Whoo~ Stay silent~ I’ll kill you if you make a sound~ Just stick it in~”

      The witch began breathing heavily right under my nose. The breath she was exuding was so sweet it made me dizzy just from its sheer intensity.

      As her body, which looked like it was floating in the air, came down, it felt like it was now my body’s turn to feel like it was floating in the air, ascending to the skies above.

      
        Squelch- Clap-
      

      My rod, which had never risen so high before, was accurately penetrating the gap between her legs with strong friction barring its ascend through the witch’s wet snatch.

      “Ugh~ I-It hurts~ How about you, my friend~?”

      It was difficult to describe my feelings with my limited vocabulary and my current dull head.

      I always wondered why so many cultures and ethic morales in the world forbid sexuality… I finally understood the reason now. Whether it was addiction or reckless decadence, it truly warranted to make sexual things taboo, lest one may drown in them and lose themselves in their flow.

      Damn, how could such a wonderful sensation exist in this world? Were those insider bastards enjoying such a good thing only among themselves, without even letting anyone else in on it?

      “Whoo~ I-I thought it all went in already~ Half of it is still left~ Damn it~”

      Is such a slippery and warm thing even real? I’m feeling goosebumps rising all over my body, the overwhelming feeling was somehow scary…

      
        Drip-
      

      A tear full of emotion flowed out of my eyes. Nemea sighed when she saw me tearing up.

      “Poor thing~ I heard that the Samaritans weren’t simple barbarians and valued their chastity a lot~ And now you’ve been robbed of it by someone who you don’t even love~ How sad~ But, I couldn’t hold myself~”

      
        Squelch- Clap-
      

      It felt like my whole body was being enveloped in the wonderful sensations she evoked through her actions.

      The witch’s body was repeatedly going up and down above my legs, pressing on my thighs. I was feeling like a nail that was being pulled in and out, repeatedly, off the muddy earth.

      Her wet and wrinkled folds tightly clung to my little brother, smothering it in its warm embrace. I felt like I was going to cum right away, it was hard for me to hold it in.

      “Everything went in~ Easy~ Way easier than I saw in the book~ As expected of a genius like me~ How do you feel about losing your virginity~?”

      I couldn’t muster up an answer no matter how hard I tried. For my body which had been deprived of all forms of sexual stimulus for the past two years, this experience was too much to handle. It made me dizzy and unresponsive, all my senses were focused on merely feeling the otherworldly pleasure.

      Fortunately for me, Nemea’s downward movements were rather awkward.

      “Whoo~ It~ Really~ Hurts~ I feel like something sharp is stabbing my stomach~ However~ Even though it’s more painful than I thought~ I can bear it~”

      Nemea groaned like she was going through a great deal of pain. It was a moan of bitterly enduring pain rather than of pleasure or lust.

      “Huuh~ Whoo~ Oh, I’m gonna start~ I can~ I can do it~ I’m gonna start moving seriously from now on~”

      
        Jiggle- Smother-
      

      Thanks to Nemea hugging my shoulders while facing me, I could revel in the sensation of her giant watermelon-sized breasts rubbing on my bare skin.

      Despite the frills of her dress being rather rough, I could clearly feel the softness of her bosom, exuding a feeling of motherhood.

      
        Squelch- Squelch-
      

      I could hear the wet sound of friction each time the witch exhaled and moved along the length of my rod. I never thought I’d live to hear this kind of sound with my own ears. My first sexual experience was more intense and pleasant than I had ever imagined it to be.

      Squelch- Squelch- Squelch- Clap-

      “Huh, it hur~ It really hurts~ Why? You’re crying? Is this the sorrow of a man whose chastity got robbed by a woman that he doesn’t even like much less love? Huuh“

      While tears did come out, they wear tears of excitement and joy, and maybe a bit of subtle loss about my graduation thrown into the mix, rather than whatever the witch was talking about.

      It was a weird misunderstanding but the current mood wasn’t appropriate for me to point that out to her.

      “The deed itself hurts~ Ugh~ It’s really painful but~ A man’s tears~ That’s a little exciting~ I could get used to this~ Whoa… It’s unfortunate that I can’t keep them~ What a waste~”

      
        Clap- Clap-
      

      The witch began licking the tears falling down my cheeks with her flexible tongue, while still maintaining the undulation of her waist as if it was a rare delicacy to her.

      Squelch- Slurp- Squelch- Clap- Slurp-

      Whether it was because of her unfamiliarity with the matter, due to a lack of any kind of sexual experience, or maybe the pain, her movements were very slow and rather awkward.

      Because of that, my girthy rod didn’t immediately harden but was currently in a process of getting hotter, due to the exponential increase in blood flow, and growing bigger with each move, like water that was boiling over low heat. 

      Even though the feeling her dripping snatch flooded me with was somehow pleasant, the fact that this greatly arousing and mind-blowing sensation kept coming and then leaving again as though taunting me almost made me go crazy. It was like seeing the doors of heaven and the contents within, having it within a hand’s reach, yet never being able to cross that line and acquire them for yourself. It might sound like an exaggeration, but I felt like my brain was going to fry! 

      “Ugh, Y-You should also be in pain too~ Just like I am~”

      
        Bite-
      

      Nemea bit the nape of my neck as hard as she could as if she was withstanding terrible pain and needed some object to bite into to lessen even a little bit of the pain. Sadly, that object turned out to be my neck. She was biting so hard I thought she was going to tear off a piece of my flesh. Thanks to that, my immediate ejaculation was delayed for the time being.

      “Fill my insides~ With your savage cum~ Let it all out in the body of this genius~ Quickly~ Do you think you’ll have such an opportunity ever again~?”

      She was forcing me to cum.

      I’m glad I was born, such a sentence appeared in my mind decorated in big flashy letters. My past struggles in this damned world were worth it for this moment alone.

      I finally understood why many males insect still decided to mate even if they were about to be eaten by the female insect right after the mating process.

      “H-how? I-It’s getting harder and harder Haah, Haah~ I-It feels different~ My lower abdomen hurts so much~”

      
        Clap- Clap- Squelch- Clap- Clapp-
      

      A wet obscene sound was spreading throughout the room, originating from under her skirt. Perhaps because she got used to the pain, the witch’s undulating movements gradually became faster and smoother by the second.

      “Haah~ Ha, Ha~ It hurts~ It definitely does~ But~ It feels weird~ W-What is this? It feels amazing“

      
        Clap- Clap- Squelch- Squelch-
      

      Despite being similar sets of movements her up and down motions felt very different from masturbation.

      My male instincts were telling me, almost literally screaming at me, that I was about to experience the greatest ejaculation I had ever had in my entire life.

      “Huh, Hah~ H-Hurry up~ Bastard dick of a lousy barbarian~ Quickly let it all out~ Hah~”

      
        Clap- Clap-
      

      I could clearly feel her soft cushiony buttocks touching my toned thighs.

      She was coming down my shaft. completely swallowing it in the process — from the glans to the base — then quickly going up again as though dead set on pulling out the contents within. This was obviously a movement with the sole intention of scooping all of my semen out, from every nook and cranny of my sack..

      “Ugh, W-Wait…”

      “Who gave you the permission to open your mouth? You’re just a semen-producing stallion, know your place That’s what you are~ That’s enough~ Ugh~ So Hot~”

      
        Splash- Splash- Splash-
      

      I came deep inside the witch while being subjected to the condescending words she spoke to me.

      I came so hard inside her that I began wondering if my body was being emptied of all of its fluids.

      
        Squelch- Shoot- Shoot- Squelch- Splash- Squelch-
      

      The witch’s hip movements, however, didn’t stop, even though I was cumming inside her.

      The continuous and relentless back-and-forth movement of hers, and her tightening vagina wringing my rod, was very cruel to my now sensitive shaft after cumming.

      “Haah, I have to do it quickly~ Hurry up and stock it~ I can’t waste any time~ Belnus~ Kramagus~ Apopeipii~”

      The ceiling began spinning as the witch began muttering in a language I couldn’t understand.

      The last thing I could see, with my fading conscience, was her large watermelon-shaped breast and red hair swaying before my eyes as her erotic cat-like moans tickled my ears prolonging my euphoria before everything gradually blurred — the intensity rising before I blacked out completely.

      **********

      “As expected, it’s not ripe yet~ Maybe I harvested it too early~ Ah, it’s about time you woke up, my friend~ Wake up~ It’s morning already~”

      “D-Damn it!”

      
        Clatter-
      

      I began trembling, like a rooster flapping its wing in surprise, at the voice that was calling out to me.

      “H-Help me!”

      “Huh? What do you mean? You looked tired, so I let you sleep here? Did you have a bad dream?”

      “D-Dream?”

      “Yeah, a dream~ You must have had a bad dream~ Well, The room is full of dreamcatchers and cursed totems~ It wouldn’t be weird for you to have one if you fell asleep here~”

      
        Jingle-
      

      On the ceiling, where Nemea was pointing, I could see mobiles, akin to what could sometimes be seen hung on children’s beds, swaying in the wind while making a clear jingling sound.

      “I fell asleep? When did it happen?”

      “Well~ It was after you massaged my back, I guess~”

      Dream? Was all of that a dream?

      I got up from the soft-leather-covered chair I was sitting on~ I was properly dressed, and nothing was missing from my pockets after a thorough check.

      “Here are the two silvers I promised for finding Whitey~ And one more silver for the massage~”

      The witch handed me the 3 silvers and they fell into my palms with a cling sound. The sound of the silver coins rubbing against each other was enough to make me completely awake.

      Unlike imaginary and intangible fairy tales, the sound of the silver coins hitting each other was very real. It was so beautiful it was no different than the masterful tune of a musical maestro.

      Hehe, I hit the jackpot!

      “T-Thank you!”

      “What are you thanking me for?- You’re just getting your deserved due~ That aside, my friend~ I really enjoyed your massage yesterday~ Would you mind coming back to do it another time~ I’ll pay you 1 silver per session for it~”

      “So you’re asking for a business trip massage?”

      “You can say it that way~ I think once a month is just right~ It will also let us avoid unwanted attention~ What do you think~?”

      Once a month. So, I was getting a fixed income of 1 silver per month by simply massaging her for a bit?

      Did I have any reason to reject it? I was in no way in a comfortable position that would permit me to refuse this great offer. 1 silver was equivalent to 20 bowls of soup. I’d be set for at least 10 days with this amount.

      “That would be great.”

      “I’m glad you agreed~ My friend, I have a lot of work to do today~ I have to give Whitey a bath too~ So busy~ I also got a good harvest~”

      “Ah, well, sorry then. T-Then farewell.”

      I walked out of the store after slightly bowing my head. My body felt very light, I slept rather well it seems.

      I felt the familiar feeling of getting out from the barber. My head felt lighter and my neck cooler, after having my hair cut by Nemea. Wait, having my hair cut by Nemea?

      
        Badump-
      

      My heart then suddenly froze when I put my hand on the nape of my neck and could directly touch the back of my head, shortly trimmed hair lay there instead of the long locks that I used to have.

      In addition to not feeling anything on the nape of my neck, I could feel that I didn’t have much hair on my head too. And when did I cut my nails this short?

      “See you later, my friend~ You can sleep here the next time too if you want~ Of course, don’t think of being a tattletale~ No one would believe you anyway~”

      My whole body trembled when I heard Nemea talking to me from behind.

      I blitzed from the scene as fast as I could, without looking back, as soon as I heard her speak. I ran like no tomorrow until I thought the store wasn’t visible anymore. It felt like my life would depend on this moment, on how fast I could remove myself from that accursed location.

      …Damn it, it wasn’t a fucking dream! I knew it!

      Running like no tomorrow, I ended up at the Temple of Mars, the God of War, that also doubled as the Mars Guild’s building.

      Just as I was about to go in, I stopped at the sight of a familiar face sitting on a bench.

      Dangling pink twin tails, who could it be other than Luna? What is she doing here, though?

      Although I wanted to talk to her, I stopped myself as she was now surrounded by a group of women and I was no way near brave enough to jump into a group that was exclusively constituted of women. More so after the events that happened with the scary witch last night.

      Were they her friends? It was a little difficult for me to imagine that Luna had friends.

      “Hey- Are you ignoring me now? Come with us. We’ll let you be our porter.”

      “Don’t you want to join us, the Sword Maidens? If you join us, you’ll have a smooth sailing ride right into the Bronze tier.”

      Of course, that wouldn’t be possible. It was a fucken cult invitation. Luna had no friends as expected.

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 34: Hassan — The Swamp Local (1)

      
      The women surrounding Luna were all wielding swords and shields while adorning shiny armor that looked durable at a mere glance.

      Unlike the usual street hooligans and the baseline iron-rank adventurers, their armor looked clean, well-maintained, and ready for undergoing combat at any moment. Their weapons were also sharp and exuded a dangerous glint.

      The more area strong metals, like iron and copper, covered in an armor, the higher its price went.

      It seems roman-style armors were the most popular among adventurers of these lands.

      Wearing expensive and sturdy armor was a sign of prosperity among adventurers. It meant that its wielder completed a lot of quests and that in itself meant they were a great adventurer with a lot of experience under their belt.

      Great adventurers could cut people, animals, and even demonic monsters to death without a single shred of remorse. Most of these lots were cold-blooded killing machines with no heart or conscience to hold their morality in check.

      “Hey, Luna. You know the kind of people we are, right? We’re the best. It will be of great assistance to you too.”

      “Y-Yeah but… I never asked for your assistance though. You’re just doing whatever you please.”

      “Look at this little bitch. You’re going to cut us off now, is it? You keep avoiding us lately. Perhaps, it’s because you have some money to give food to your belly now, right?”

      They were surrounding Luna while speaking in a hushed voice.

      From afar, it would seem like a normal discussion between a group of women, but from up close anyone could clearly see the pitiful Luna shaking and trembling at their intimidating words and gestures.

      I think I have already seen this somewhere before, it was probably in a documentary. A gazelle was surrounded by a group of lionesses — the hunters looking down on their prey with a condescending gaze of bloodthirsty savagery.

      “Even if it’s not to one of the twelve gods, you still made an oath of chastity to a goddess — Lady Knox, the Primordial Night. All conditions for joining the Sword Maidens have been met. What could a weak girl like you do all alone?”

      “I-I have a fixed adventuring party now! So, I kindly refuse.”

      “Fixed party? You still don’t know your place, do you? It seems like you’ll have to be educated. Oi, Oi, Hold it! Give us everything you have!”

      Damn it, what kind of pseudo-religious cult solicitation is that? When I looked around, I noticed that most people were just glancing at the scene and then going on their own way as if not wanting to get involved in this troublesome situation.

      Well, I would have probably done the same if I didn’t know her. The only thing you’d gain out of picking a fight with that Sword Maiden gang is a blade stabbed in your stomach, sending you into the everlasting embrace of death.

      Wouldn’t my intervention just increase the number of victims by one? Damn it, they’re all bronze-rank too. This is fucking scary!

      “What is this? Why are you trying so hard to hide it?”

      “No, don’t do that! My heartworm elixir! Give it back!”

      “Throw it away, throw it away! Why are you even carrying something like this?”

      “No!!!”

      Tears began falling down Luna’s pale cheeks. It made me indescribably angry, giving me a reminder of the times Elfriede and her goons would bully me for their sick sense of pleasure.

      My anger surged, making me impulsively move in their direction without giving much thought to the consequences of this action.

      “Oi, damn it. Why would you throw such a precious thing away? If you’re just throwing it away, then give it to me, ya’ll bitches.”

      “W-Who’s this huge punk? Damn, I thought I was getting attacked by a troll for a second there.”

      I stole the bamboo water bottle from the speechless woman. Opening the cap, I promptly gulped all of its content without taking any time to note its taste or scent.

      “D-Damn it, you crazy bastard!”

      “Damn, how the hell is he drinking that so fast? Does he not have any tongue to obstruct the water flow or something?”

      The women began making a fuss about my height. Honestly, I wasn’t really that big, they were just too small.

      Also, I was rather scared of what effect the elixir could have but I had no choice but to gulp it down quickly, lest this precious potion might go to waste.

      Now that I had gulped it for some time, I could tell that its taste was akin to a tea with strong spices thrown into the brew mix. Compared to the weird juices my father used to make me drink, this was child’s play, like drinking coke or sprite.

      Well, it tasted more like Tejava milk tea rather than carbonated water, if I had to be specific about it. It really tastes exactly like that tea. How on earth did the people of Ideope reenact its subtle taste?

      “Tastes better than I thought.”

      
        Ding-
      

      『Temporary increase of Stamina by 1.』



      What the hell is this? Doping? Never mind, there are more urgent matters to focus on for now.

      “Hassan!”

      Luna looked at me with a face full of tears, her eyes trembling with water brimming in them. I suppose it’s the same kind of expression someone would make at the sight of their last lifeline.

      However, unlike Luna’s hopeful expression, my and the other sword-wielding women’s expressions were turning grimmer with each second that passed.

      “Hassan? Ah, the Samaritan everyone has been talking about the last few days. He does look as strong as I heard.”

      “So he’s the reason Luna is refusing us? She’s gonna join us if we beat him, right?”

      
        Schwing-
      

      The way they immediately unsheathed their swords was extremely scary. These bitches meant business.

      I was in a similar crisis not so long ago.

      It was three iron-rank adventurers, and I was able to go against them somehow with some luck and the timely protection of my gear and Luna.

      But I had to deal with seven people this time. Moreover, these were all bona fide bronze-rank adventurers.

      There’s no way for me to deal with seven bronze-rank adventurers at the same time. I wasn’t even sure if I could deal with even one much less seven. Damn it, I’m going to die here, aren’t I?

      I had no intention of getting beaten up, however. With that thought in mind, I held a sword in each hand and then loudly screamed with a roar.

      “Fuck it, I’m gonna kill whoever strikes first! No matter the cost! Bring it on!!!”

      I roared out loud in a voice that was loud by even my own standards. Thanks to it, the front of the guild, which had been previously bustling with people and all kinds of noises, abruptly quietened and fell into complete silence.

      It didn’t last for long though.

      “Look at that spirit. That passion for battle. That sheer will. So cool!!!”

      “What are we supposed to do when he says something like this? Hey, Renee? Wanna go first?”

      “You’re leaving it to me? Thanks, then!”

      “Well, he said he was going to kill the one that attacked first! He was kind enough to warn us!”

      Despite my sincere warning, they showed zero signs of shrinking back, rather they oddly seemed fired up. I clenched my teeth at the confirmation of the loathsome fact that there were only crazy bastards in this barbaric world.

      Should I attack first? Or should I just run away? Just when I began evaluating my options with my back soaking in cold sweat… |

      “Stop…”

      At that dire moment, someone appeared in between me and the women warriors to mediate the situation. It was a woman with a pretty tall stature for these world’s standards.

      The first thing I saw at her arrival was the fluttering of her long brown hair, followed by her healthy tanned skin glistening with a brown sheen under the sun.

      She had a protruding chin, perhaps a showcase of her stubborn nature, and her tight lips formed gave her an air of indifference and superiority. She was honestly unlike any woman I’ve ever met, be it her features or the vibe she exuded with her mere presence. Nevertheless, her brown eyes that were blazing like a fierce fire, set on burning everything asunder, didn’t fail to plunge me into fear, almost making me lose my ground.

      Was she a Samaritan? Probably not. The Samaritans of this barbaric land had a skin tone that looked paler than hers, similar to my skin complexion. That was also one of the main reasons for me to be labeled as a Samaritan, along with my trademark size. This woman looked like she was more of South American descent, rather than being Asian like me.

      And why were her defenses so lacking? She only had a bronze breastplate, ankles, and wrist protectors for armor. Everything else was left bereft of any protection.

      Wouldn’t leaving your belly and thighs exposed be dangerous in combat? Was this protective gear even a little effective?

      Just when I was wondering about her armor’s efficiency, I finally noticed the metallic plate hanging from the woman’s neck. I turned as white as a sheet when I recognized what it was and the significance it held.

      
        Rattle-
      

      Damn it, a fucking silver-rank adventurer? It was the same rank as Elfriede, the Wild Flame. A veteran among veterans.

      The difference between an iron-tier adventurer like me and a silver-tier adventurer was like the difference between an injured trainee and a sergeant of the special forces. 1

      I’m fucken doomed!!!

      “H-Hippolyte.”

      “…It’s none of your business. We’ll take care of it.”

      Like a ravenous dog, the bravest and most scary-looking female warrior, among the group of bronze-tier adventurers, stood up to the sudden appearance of the silver-tier adventurer that seemed to be the superior of this group. She spat out words of anger, warning her to not meddle in this issue.

      
        Step- Step-
      

      The silver-ranked adventurer women, however, came directly toward me without even sparing them a single glance.

      Despite her body being a head smaller than mine, I still felt a lot of pressure coming from her whole being. This was definitely a woman who was strong enough to contend with Elfriede or even the witch, Nemea.

      Looking at her body closely, it was rather tough, full of compact muscles, and riddled with countless scars — small and big. It was pretty unusual for a woman. I couldn’t help but feel like my life was in danger while facing such an astounding female warrior.

      Honestly, this is the first time I’ve seen such a good fit for the term ‘female warrior’ in this world. The silver-tier female adventurer interrupted my trailing thoughts with her sudden words.

      “Samaritan. Recklessness and courage shouldn’t be confounded. I haven’t seen someone so interesting like you in a while.”

      Her voice could be said to contain a lot of spirit. Her face up close was very attractive, bewitching even, if I had to be honest. I couldn’t help but feel slightly nervous facing such a ravishing woman.

      “Are you the Samaritan that was said to have beaten a lion and slaughtered a hundred goblins with his bare hands?”

      “W-Well… That would be me, yes. It’s not that accurate though. What happened is that…”

      I’m going to kill that bastard. I’m going to pummel his big nose with a rock and end his puny life.

      “You look as tough as I imagined. You smell like my father. The scent of courage, struggles, and barbarism, like a savage roaring lion standing in front of an army of millions with its head held up high. A warrior born for WAR. You must be cherished by the gods, Samaritan. Very cherished, indeed”

      The woman took a deep breath, then began shouting again after exuding out a long sigh.

      “I am Hippolyte, daughter of Mars, the God of Courage, the one who holds dominion over War. What is your name, oh mighty Samaritan?”

      “First of all, my name is not Hassan of Samaria…”

      “Hassan of Samaria. I, Hippolyte will watch over you from henceforth.”

      **********

      What could a small flower do in front of a raging tempest? It could only tremble and sway in tune with the storm’s whims.

      That’s exactly what happened now.

      It felt like being lifted by the wind and being tossed all around until the wind finally dies down, and you find yourself being flung so far that you don’t even know where you are anymore.

      I had no choice but to sit on the bench until my weak legs recovered a little. I needed some time so that I could gather myself again.

      “That was close.”

      I can’t believe I nearly got done in by a silver-ranked adventurer. Damn it, this matter is so big, it could have ended with us having to leave the city to keep our lives.

      “I’m sorry, Hassan. Getting caught by the sword maidens was my fault.”

      Luna began apologizing next to me. I nearly got angry at her until I remembered that she wasn’t at fault in the least. It was all on the Sword Maidens this time.

      I’m not Hassan of Samaria, but the cultured Hassan of the 21st century. I had to be clear about who I was directing my anger at…

      “It looked like you knew them. Who are they?”

      “The Sword Maidens? They’re very dangerous people. They’re a regular adventurer party organized by the youths from the Amazon islands.”

      Amazonesses, is it this world’s version of women’s associations?

      You’re telling me those female warriors were legally able to run around while holding swords and shields? This is hell, god-damn it.

      “Oi, how come you have anything to do with this bunch?”

      “When I first arrived here I got some help from them. I thought working with them didn’t suit me, so I decided to leave.”

      “Ah…”

      “Their leader, Hippolyte, is a very scary girl. S-She tore people to death with her bare hands. Rumors has it that she’s Lord Mars’ real daughter.”

      “You’re saying she’s the daughter of a God?”

      I’ve met many who claimed to be the children of some god.

      Didn’t the guy with M-shaped hair whose name I can’t remember say that too?

      Either because they got blessed or because of their reverence and fear of the gods, people in this world always liked to claim that they were the sons or daughters of a particular God.

      Of course, I was well aware that most of them were just bluffing.

      It was a different matter when a silver-rank adventurer claimed to be one though.

      “I fucked up.”

      “W-Well what you did earlier was kind of cool. How could you gulp something so bitter so easily? I can’t do that. Nor can most people, in fact. It’s common practice to dilute the elixir with water before drinking it.”

      “Oh, that. Now that I think about it, 6 silvers were wasted just like that. What a shame.”

      Perhaps because of the elixir’s effects, I suddenly felt a certain part of my body spring up with vigor.

      At that moment, I remembered that time in middle school when blood suddenly rushed into my third leg after being pranked by a friend and swallowing a pill he secretly brought.

      I have to sit on the bench until it goes down again, but it showed no sign of doing so. Damn it. Do I really have to walk with my hands in my pockets now?

      “That aside, Hassan, you cut your hair again. You smell a little bit strange too.”

      Luna began sniffing me. I immediately pushed her away, afraid that she’d discover the shameful things that happened yesterday.

      “Oi, why are you smelling me? Are you a fucking dog, now!?”

      “It’s alright. I like your smell, Hassan. It’s a lot like the smell of boiling and weaving. It smells a lot similar to back in Ideope.”

      “Y-You like my smell? Don’t say things like these again. Men are creatures that easily misunderstand things like these.”

      “But you’re the smartest man I know, Hassan!”

      Should I be happy that she was trusting me so much or sad because I was stripped of my dignity as a male mere moments ago?

      Now that I think about it, wouldn’t my image in Luna’s mind change for the worse if she knew what I was doing with the witch yesterday?

      “Oi, I’m curious about something.”

      “What is it?”

      “Do you know how babies are born?”

      “…”

      Luna’s now scarlet cheeks wore a hesitant expression as she avoided gazing toward me. Well, that was a sufficient answer in itself.

      I internally raised Luna’s IQ by a notch. She was at least on the standards of a normal human now.

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 35: Hassan — The Swamp Local (2)

      
      “Oh, Mr. Hassan. I have heard a lot about your feats again. It seems you caught a big lion with your bare hands?”

      The green-haired receptionist, Daphne, welcomed us with a laugh. And as soon as she saw me, she asked about the events that had happened with the lion-cat.

      The same thing happened with the Sword Maidens earlier, rumors in this world spread so fast that it’s simply unreasonable.

      Most probably, this rapid transmission of hot news is because they were shared as idle talk during having snacks in bars, and among street musicians that sang those tales in an epitomizing fashion.

      “Well, It wasn’t really a lion… More like a giant cat… I didn’t kill it either, I just captured it with other people’s help.”

      “I see. But that’s great too. Mr. Hassan’s fame is spreading all around the city.”

      “Fame?”

      “The expectations for you are high since an outstanding rookie has finally appeared again after a long time! The last one was Hippolyte. It feels great to be able to rebuke the pretentious receptionist bitches of the Minerva Guild!”

      “I-I see…”

      “Let’s just say that you killed it. Do you want me to exaggerate the size too? Let’s make it a drake instead.”

      “Isn’t that too big of a lie!?”

      “You have to do this much if you want to trample the bastards from the Minerva Guild. Let’s completely destroy those bastards using this method!”

      The conflict between the Minerva Guild and the Mars Guild seemed to be somewhat similar to the Cold War between the Soviet Union and the United States.

      They seemed to see each other as rivals, wanting to brag and show off their strength to their opposition and being anxious about not being able to weaken the other on any given chance.

      Daphne flipped the abacus in front of her while I was having boring thoughts about the political structure of this world’s society.

      “Hmm, two silvers for that kind of work seems kinda cheap. I’ll have to warn Ms. Nemea, the alchemist of the west gate slums.”

      “A warning?”

      “Yes, as a start we won’t allow her to use the guild’s services for a few days and up to a few months. If the pricing even then is still not up to par and doesn’t fit the market price, we’ll have to consider permanent denial of services.”

      So there was something like that. Damn, I can’t believe getting two silvers means I got the short end of the stick. I had no idea, I just thought it was good that I was getting more money than my time as a slave.

      Looking back on it again, I was really suffering a lot.

      Of course, I paid dearly then for gathering money… Well, I’d rather not remember it, I’ll just bury it in my heart for the rest of my life.

      “Anyways, I have great expectations for you, Hassan. You’re the blessed Samaritan, after all. It’s going to make a lot of noise! By increasing your reputation, our guild’s reputation will also improve. As your receptionist, I might even get promoted too…”

      Daphne was smiling like she was having a great dream about a beautiful future ahead of her. Well, everyone would have similar reactions when their interests were at stake, I suppose.

      “That aside, someone requested for you and Ms. Luna specifically. The commission fees are 10 silver coins! And if you complete it…”

      
        Tak- Tatatak- Tak-
      

      Daphne kept using her abacus to do some calculations, then she looked at Luna and said in a jovial tone.

      “… After taking into account all her achievements and contributions, Ms. Luna will be promoted to the bronze rank.”

      “I-I will be promoted?!”

      Luna, quite literally, screamed in disbelief.

      I was just as surprised as her. Luna will be promoted to the bronze rank? Won’t she then be in the same rank as those armored Amazonesses from earlier?”

      Well, it wasn’t that Luna’s growth prospects were poor. She was the daughter of that strange being, Knox or something like that. She was practically the daughter of a divinity. But isn’t the bronze rank still too much for the current Luna?

      “I-I thought it would take way more quests for me to get the bronze rank tag…”

      “That’s what was decided after an internal meeting. Luna is very valued by the executives as she’s the only supplier of Wasp Liquor in the entirety of Sodomora. You’ll qualify for a loan from the guild if you are promoted to the bronze tier. Starting from there it will be easy for you to set up your own brewery.”

      “Opening a brewery? Really!? That’s crazy!”

      “There’s nothing crazy about it. After checking with the Mercury bank I found out that a lot of land in Ideope islands was legally yours. That’s way more than enough credit… I wonder why you’re starving yourself when you have so much. You’re a very strange person, Ms. Luna.”

      “Oh my god, Hassan! They said I will be promoted! I will be able to set up my very own brewery!”

      Luna grabbed my hand and began excitedly jumping around. I wasn’t able to respond much though, being rather distracted after the claims about how much real estate she owned were uttered by Daphne.

      I thought she was a helpless beggar like me, but she turned out to be a super rich lady or something along those lines. Luna’s image in my mind started to change.

      “Hassan, did you hear that too?”

      “Y-Yeah, I heard it, ma’am.”

      “Hmm? What’s wrong with you all of a sudden?”

      Luna frowned at my sudden polite tone of speech. Daphne, the receptionist, on the other hand, quickly explained to us the catch of the matter.

      “Of course, all of that is based on the assumption that the following quest is finished successfully. As you might expect from the rewards, this quest is very delicate and difficult. You’ll have to go to the swamps of Acheron1. The quest boils down to dealing with indigenous spirits living there and getting rid of the Pluto cultists among them.”

      Dealing with spirits, getting rid of cultists.

      Now that sounds like a normal quest for an adventurer.

      I remember catching glimpses of what an adventurer’s life was like back when I was still with Elfriede and her gang of goons. These kinds of life-threatening quests were only given to Bronze tier adventurers and above, with only a few exceptional cases like us right now.

      It seems that I am progressing rather quickly. I am probably carrying a lot of expectations on me. Am I something like a super rookie, now?

      “Well, May I ask what the Pluto cult is Ms. Daphne?”

      “Ah… They’re wicked guys. The god of death… Hmm…”

      She closed her mouth near the end, as if on the verge of revealing something she shouldn’t have. She then coughed, to hide her momentary slip, and continued on with her explanation.

      “They are heathens who unofficially worship the god of wealth, Pluto. No matter how many times you hang or burn them on a stake, these blasphemous corpses keep reappearing. It’s only natural to want to beat them up and reduce their numbers, right?”

      “I see.”

      “Since you’re partying with Ms. Luna, take this opportunity to learn about religions from her. Although she’s not worshiping one of the Twelve Gods, faith in Knox is still within orthodox religions.”

      **********

      I came out of the Guild with Luna. Daphne told us that we were to depart tomorrow. She also said it would be a fairly large expedition, and that I’d have to work along with other adventurers other than Luna.

      That’s a lot of expenditure since the reward was 10 silvers per person…

      …Money that I could only collect after suffering as a slave for half a year was given like this in a single quest?

      Is this for real?

      My monetary senses might have become weird.

      It felt very similar to organizing a boss raid, and due to this ominous thought, I couldn’t help but become slightly nervous.

      Damn it, I’ll have to run as far away as possible if a boss appears for real. Well, not just me, everyone will probably start running if that were to happen.

      “Are you still listening to me?”

      “Ah… Yes, ma’am.”

      “Why are you talking so respectfully all of sudden? It’s weird. Stop it already.”

      “That’s n-nothing. Nothing at all…”

      “So, the twelve Gods dwell in Mount Olympus. Among them, three gods carry the highest power. The most famous would be Jupiter, the almighty god of the sky. Then Neptune, the undisputed lord of the seas, and finally Pluto, the god of wealth and treasures.

      Luna began sharing her knowledge about this and that while we were walking. She was now talking about the gods and myths of this world. It sounded like a fairytale to me if I had to be honest.

      Part of me was bothered by something as I was listening to her explanation.

      “Shouldn’t it be the underworld when it comes to Pluto? I mean, shouldn’t they be the god of the underworld.”

      Now that I think about it, a swamp seemed fairly adequate as an entrance to the underworld.

      The sky, the sea, and the earth were the most basic components or hierarchies in most myths and tales. I began remembering the contents of the comic books I had read back when I was a kid.

      “Shhh, you can’t say that. It’s a taboo.”

      Luna started to look around like a Korean who secretly shouted “Long live the rebellion!” in the middle of Japanese police officers and warned me in a startled, whispery tone.

      “Pluto is the god of wealth. Only cultists think he’s the god of the underworld. Don’t say that ever again.”

      “Really?”

      I was going to ask why it was like that but decided against doing so. It had nothing to do with me, after all. That wasn’t even what I was most curious about.

      We had earned two silvers after finding Nemea’s cat. I gave Luna one silver, her share of the commission fee, and then asked her the question irking me the most.

      “Hey, Luna.”

      “Yes? Do you have more questions? What is this thing? Holy shh- Is this really a silver!!? That’s way too much, Hassan!”

      “Anyway, I didn’t mean to pry but, I heard you had a lot of lands under your name.”

      “Ah, that? I don’t know. The elders of the village take care of that. The lands are like a sanctuary in the first place and cannot be sold, there’s no way to make money out of it. So, it doesn’t matter much, no matter how much land I have under my name.”

      What did she mean by them being a sanctuary and that she couldn’t make money out of it? Maybe it was like the greenbelt in Korea that prevented the land from being developed? Still, having the ownership of so much land was still amazing to me.

      Not like having lands or buildings to your name was weird, but it was a concept that felt closer to my own world than to this barbaric one.

      Damn, it wasn’t a stupid pink but a “Gorgeous” pink. Was it actually a shiny Chikorita all along? Can I even call it a Chikorita anymore? But what should I say then? What the fuck? I can’t figure it out with my dull brain.

      “But you would have been able to have a good life were you to stay on the islands, right? Is there any reason for you to come here, so far away from your home, and suffer like this?”

      “As I told you, the islands of Ideope are cursed. I want to find a way to release this curse. Maybe I’ll find a relic to lift the curse if I become a high-ranked adventurer!!! I have to try at least.”

      “Hmm, you might succeed.”

      “Are you not in the same situation, Hassan? Samaria is pretty far from here, what led you to this place then?”

      “Far away from home? Indeed, you’re right about that.”

      Damn it, no one in the world wants to know how I came to be transported here more than I do!

      Why am I, Hassan, here? Korea, where I used to live, was so far away from here compared to the wildlands of Samaria that there was no way to even describe the difference, at least with my limited vocabulary.

      Leaving useless thoughts aside, it was time for lunch, and we entered a nearby restaurant.

      I ordered a rice soup worth 5 coppers which was more than enough to fill my stomach along with barley tea worth 3 coppers a cup then came out with a satiated belly. As I got out, I could see people gathering on the main plaza and making a ruckus.

      “Want stones? Come close, come close. I’m selling tough and easy-to-throw stones. I collected them myself!”

      “We sell it cheaper than the competition over there! 1 stone for 1 copper, you can also pay 5 coppers for a massive one.”

      Damn, what are they even selling stones for?

      “Hassan, look there! It must be a stone festival!”

      Luna began excitedly jumping around like a high school girl that was attending her favorite band’s concert. What the hell is a Stone Festival? I could only wrinkle my eyebrows in confusion.

      I was left with no alternative but to ask the turban-wearing sandman bastard next to me, that was selling stones on a stall.

      “What kind of festival is this?”

      “Festival? You’re mistaken. This is an execution. Those who broke the precepts of the gods will be killed with these stones. With that said, wanna buy one? It’s very cheap.”

      An execution?

      Hearing this terrible word, I began looking around until I finally could see someone tied to a crucifix-like frame that was raised high up in the plaza, probably for everyone to see.

      His face was swollen to an indescribable degree, and his tattered clothes, probably due to the continuous throws, showed heart-clenching wounds. It looked like he was whipped more than 20 times. I’ve been brutalized so many times by Elfriede and her goons that my observation probably wasn’t too far from the truth.

      “Ahem…ahem…listen up, people! This man here, Penny, broke the precepts of the gods. His crime was treating people without getting permission from the temple.”

      “H-He fed me mold!”

      “Me too! Me too!”

      The prisoner coughed out blood at these accusations.

      “I-It’s not mold but medicine! Antibiotics to treat diseases that are invisible to the naked eye…”

      “Shut up, evil cultist! The mold you fed me caused my hair to completely fall off! It was a cursed potion for hair loss, you damn bastard!”

      “T-That’s probably due to hereditary reasons…”

      “I don’t care! It’s your fault! Let’s throw some stones!”

      Woh!

      People all around me began throwing stones, this horrifying and barbaric scene couldn’t be described with mere speech alone. Naturally, I remained speechless throughout the event!

      “Chicken Skewers! 5 coppers for a chicken skewer!”

      “Spend as little as 3 coppers and get a refreshing barley tea!”

      All around me were stalls that were selling all kinds of snacks, they were all busy and people seemingly enjoyed the stone show as if they were really in the middle of a festival rather than in the midst of an execution where you brutally stoned a man to death.

      This goddamned fucked up world! How could people nonchalantly smile and laugh after stoning a person to death like that?!

      “You want a skewer, Hassan? I’ll pay for it since I just got paid!”

      “Of course, I want one.”

      As expected, rich people always loved to spend away money as soon as they got them.

      As I was waiting for the chicken to be grilled, the man that looked like the host came back and continued the execution, bringing in the next victim on the stage.

      “Here comes the next one! It’s Marco, a street musician! He is already more than 20 silvers down in debt! Up to you whether he will be disposed of or sold as a debt slave!”

      “Let’s throw stones!”

      “B-Brother, help me! I said I’d pay you back once I became famous! This signature is gonna turn into a fortune once I do. It’s a treasure in the making!”

      ……

      ……

      “Let’s throw a stone!”

      Woh!

      No, why is he tied up there? Anyway, I was fortunate in meeting you, fucking bastard. I suffered so much because of you.

      “Boss, give me a rock. A big one.”

      “Oh, you adapted very quickly to the customs of this continent, Samaritan. There’s nothing more entertaining than throwing stones. But be careful, you might get addicted to this. You might even sell your wife for some stones.”

      I could get a stone as big as my fist with a single copper. I clenched my fist as hard as I could and was about to throw it at the bastard’s big nose when…

      “W-Wow, is that you brother? This is a fateful meeting! Thank you, Mercury! Brother! I’m gonna be stoned to death, why don’t you give me a little help?”

      After seeing me in the crowd, Marco began struggling until the rope tying him loosened a little.

      Damn, how did he notice me among so many people? Is it because of my hair? He was very sly indeed.

      “Helping a prisoner?”

      “Who dares?”

      Marco’s loud cry brought attention to me. The sight of this large crowd holding rocks was terrifying enough to make my legs weak from fright.

      “I have no intention of helping, I just came to throw stones.”

      “Let’s throw stones!”

      “Woooh!”

      “B-Brother! Gaah, o-only the innocent can-!”

      Marco’s nose which was already big became even bigger after getting hit by the stones. After some deliberation, Marco finally raised his hands as if tired of the endless thrashing.

      “O-Only the innocent can throw stones at me”

      
        Thud- Thud-
      

      The hands that were throwing stones suddenly stopped. Marco began screaming, not letting this opportunity go to waste.

      “Brothers, I know about everything! The blonde guy there! Y-You sneaked out yesterday behind your wife’s back…”

      “Uh-huh!”

      “Y-Yes, sister, you, next to him! Even though you guys made a vow of chastity…”

      “B-Be quiet! You vile criminal!!”

      “We are all sinners! Why would a sinner be able to convict another sinner? Only god can judge my sins!”

      His voice was akin to that of a dying man, very heartbreaking as if his intestines were cut in half as he spilled out the last cry of indignant resistance.

      There was something akin to madness, a certain type of unsettling eeriness, in it that made people drop the rocks in their hands and disappear. Maybe it’s because he used to sing on the street but his voice was very loud and powerful, being able to resonate all around in a large area.

      “My god, I nearly died there.”

      “I’ll give you one more week to pay me back you half-baked clown. I’ll castrate you then sell you as a eunuch slave if you don’t.”

      “I-I’ll p-pay you back.”

      And thus Marco was released. He then hobbled in front of me and Luna while wiping his bloody nose.

      “Wow, I survived thanks to you, brother. Thanks to you, I was able to flip it!”

      Damn, I didn’t do shit. I just sneakily threw my stone on the ground so he wouldn’t see it.

      “Oi, you bastard. Why don’t you pay back your debts? That’s why you’re getting stoned like this.”

      “I’m as poor as one can get, what am I supposed to do when I’m hungry? The path of an artist was always riddled with hunger. I have it even worse. I want a way to raise money, but I can’t find any job.”

      “You have a lot of problems, you bastard!” 2

      “Talking about my problems would take very long! Sigh, Lord Mercury! What am I supposed in this time of struggle?!”

      Marco’s lonely back slowly got further and further away. I would be lying if I said I wasn’t pitying him at least a little. Anyways, we’ll probably never meet again.

      That’s what I was thinking until I met him the very next day in front of the west gate.

      “Sisters of the Sword Maidens. Give me your luggage! This Marco will safely carry everyone’s luggage! To the Acheron swamp!”

      I think I’m starting to believe in that god of meetings and fate, Mercury or something. True faith was best demonstrated by actions rather than sermons.

      Anyway, that’s how my first subjugation quest started. In other words, this quest was my real placement game, as for Luna it was a promotion game, I guess? 3

      “Hassan of Samaria! We meet again! It seems we’re in the same group. We’re gonna see each other a lot the following days.”

      “Hi-Hippolyte…!”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 36: Hassan — The Swamp Local (3)

      
      Despite it being very early in the morning, there was quite a bustle near the front gate of Sodomora.

      Most of the adventurers gathered there were basically the members of the same guild, their wooden tags indicated so, and they were all preparing to go on an expedition to the Acheron swamps. Even at a single glance, you could see that there were at least 10 to 20 people.

      Except for me, Luna, and Marco — the bard that somehow ended up with us, in the end, for some reason — everyone else was at least a bronze-rank adventurer. I was unable to describe it properly, but something vague, akin to determination or spirit, was exhibited from their solemn facial expressions.

      My heart was beating faster and faster by the moment, as I faced the cold wind of dawn while encountering this tense sight of the serious-looking full-fledged adventurers.

      Well, I did have some experience in this kind of large expedition while following Elfriede.

      The only difference was that I was now a participant instead of just being an insignificant porter or a handyman of a slave.

      I feel like my dream of becoming a full-fledged adventurer and living a good life with my blessings was getting closer and closer. Today shall be my glorious first step towards the fulfillment of that dream!

      “Oh my, It’s sir Destroyer. To think Lord Destroyer is taking part in this expedition as well. Oh, my my!”

      Luna kept checking out the famous adventurers that were surrounding us while shouting out their identities while annoyingly tapping on my arm.

      As I turned my head, I sighted a perverted bastard wearing nothing but suspenders above his muscular pectorals.

      “Who is that?”

      “Lord Destroyer. He’s the holder of the epic-grade artifact Dallos’ Hammer! He’s also a very famous silver-tier adventurer in the Sodomora region!”

      I couldn’t help but look back at the pervert again when I heard the words ‘Silver-tiered-adventurer’. There really was a silver plaque shining atop his bushy chest hair, it looked especially small when compared to his thick iron-esque pectoral muscles.

      “Lord Destroyer is believed to be very close to the Gold-tier — the realm of the heroes.”

      “Gold-tier?”

      “His overall statistics surpass 40!”

      Is she talking about his level? Damn, I was only level 9. How powerful would a level 40 person be?

      Hmm, this middle-aged uncle seems to be an amazing person.

      He still looks like a bona fide pervert from every angle though.

      Damn it, I made eye contact with him. Shit!!!

      I felt my butt aching for some reason, so, I hurriedly turned my head away from looking at the creepy adventurer. At the same time, a woman appeared, with a long red cape flapping behind her, from among the people and stood up on the podium.

      “This cult subjugation mission in the Acheron swamps will be led by the young Hippolyte, a silver-tier adventurer from the Mars Guild.”

      The hall that was previously bustling with chatter, suddenly became quiet, as though someone had tapped the mute button on the scene. It was due to Hippolyte’s appearance.

      “As always, just follow my instructions and things will go smoothly.”

      You could see just how great and exalted this warrior woman was by how quickly all these seasoned adventurers paid attention to her every word.

      “Sigh, even Hippolyte is here, Hassan. This mission is definitely not normal. Are we going to catch the Cerberus or something?”

      Two silver-ranked adventurers were part of the subjugation team. Even a clueless country bumpkin with little to no knowledge of the world would notice that something was weird with this whole situation. A terribly ominous feeling slowly crept up my spine, making me tremble with uncertainty and fear of the future ahead.

      It meant nothing good for a newbie like me. Manpower wasn’t recklessly wasted in this world where capital and resources were extremely precious.

      Damn, why is that Hippolyte here too?

      I didn’t want to share the same space as the scary girl that said she would watch over me just the day before. It was creepy and disturbing. I had no clue how to deal with this kind of girl.

      Seemingly unaware of my internal turmoil, Hippolyte continued with her inspiring speech.

      “We have two objectives. Finding and Exterminating. Let’s exterminate these damned cultists without leaving a single trace of their existence behind!”

      Then Hippolyte let out a weird “Arararararagh!” roar. Soon after that, the Sword Maidens followed her and screamed their lungs out, it didn’t take too long for the rest of the remaining adventurers to roar out too.

      I was thrown into confusion by this weird fanatical-ish dialect.

      That’s how her speech ended. The 20 present people were divided into groups of 10, each under a leader, Hippolyte and Lord Homo Destroyer.

      “Samaritan, it’s a shame that you’re in a different group.”

      A man that looked to be the very personification of a bandit talked to me.

      “Hiik!”

      The hairs on my body stood on end as I was shocked by the sudden appearance of the man. How can someone with such a big frame approach me without me noticing?

      “You’re, Uhm, Lord Destroyer, right? You know of me?”

      “We know each other now, don’t we? Hehe. That’s good enough. We’ll get to see each other a lot from now on. Let’s explore each other’s personalities as we interact.”

      The fuck you’re talking about? Damn, I was so lucky to be in another group than this lecherous bastard. This guy is probably… Well, I’d rather not say it. He was just very scary… Plain and simple…

      “I’ll see you later then. Group 2, follow me into the cart! Sit next to me Marco cutie!”

      “H-Help me!”

      Just as I was looking at Lord Destroyer’s slowly receding back getting further and further away, Luna began tugging on my sleeves.

      “Lo-Look! Hippolyte’s coming this way.”

      Luna seemed to be warning me of the approaching danger in the form of the silver-ranked warrioress.

      It was too late sadly. The frightening female warrior was facing me before I knew it, making my plan of fleeing the scene, on the pretext of going to the bathroom, absolutely invalid.

      “Hassan of Samaria. We’re in the same group, it seems. We’ll be seeing each other a lot in the next few days. I hope we get along well.”

      “H-Hippolyte… ma’am! I-I hope we get along too!”

      “I’m looking forward to witnessing your rumored imposing wild style. I have high expectations of you Samaritan.”

      Fucking damn, I wanna go home already. I miss my mommy…

      **********

      
        Rattle- Rattle-
      

      
        Rattle-
      

      Entering a cart, with soft tires attached to the wheels, in this world, that had unmaintained and rocky roads, was just torture. It was bouncing so much that my head was moving in all directions from the bumps while my butt was getting bruised and scratched from the repeated impact.

      When it comes to traveling, there was no comparison between a fancy carriage and a simple cart. There was simply no way of describing how uncomfortable riding a cart was. I wish I had a straw mat or a fluffy blanket to lay on with me right now.

      How are the other guys holding up despite all this?

      I gently moved my eyes toward Hippolyte. The way this cart was built was very reminiscent of that of a subway train, meaning Hippolyte was actually facing me, so I could see everything about her in detail.

      “…”

      Hippolyte’s arms were folded in front of her chest while her eyes were seemingly closed. She didn’t seem to be moving much despite the turbulence.

      Is she sleeping? Perhaps, only a veteran silver-tiered adventurer could sleep with all the chaotic shaking of this cart. I couldn’t help but feel a little bit of awe at that fact.

      “When will we arrive, Hassan? My butt hurts so much.”

      Luna, who was seemingly struggling as much as I was, was tossing and turning next to me, trying to find a comfortable position to sit in.

      However, it looked like she couldn’t settle in a comfortable position no matter how much she tried, so, she just randomly laid down as if giving up on her rather impossible endeavor.

      “We’ll be there by tomorrow morning.”

      Damn it, she scared the living shit out of me. Wasn’t she asleep?

      Hippolyte suddenly uttered a reply to her question, surprising the babbling Luna so much that she immediately shut up. The tanned warrioress then slightly opened one of her eyes and looked at us.

      “Just bear with the pain. If it’s really too hard, wanna walk instead? Hmm? I don’t think you would want that though. Unless you want this journey to become more than twice longer than it already is.”

      She then closed her eye again and went back to her previous immobile state. Luna and I were so scared that she would scold us again that we chose to not talk anymore.

      On the other side, Lord Destroyer’s cart, which had departed first, was very noisy while ours remained eerily silent like the soundless state of mourning in the middle of a funeral.

      
        Shink- Shink-
      

      All I could hear was the terrifying sound of sharpening blades.

      “Hehe… I’m gonna slash the bellies of those bastard infidels with my trusty sword.”

      The Sword Maidens were polishing their swords while muttering creepy and terrifying lines to themselves. Frightening lines that would rob you of your sleep at night. I creased my brows at the realization that I was locked in here with literal psychopaths.

      Is anyone in this cart even remotely normal?

      
        Whoosh-
      

      My eyes were then directed to the woman next to Luna.

      She was wearing a long black dress that didn’t expose much of her skin, a fishnet cloth was masking her face from being seen, and something akin to an eyepatch was covering both of her eyes.

      Wasn’t she feeling hot? And that eye cover, is this a solo bondage play or something? Maybe she’s actually blind.

      That being said, this black-dressed woman seemed to be the only normal one in this cart. She sat there silently and just swayed with the bumping of the cart along the road throughout the whole trip.

      Of course, I have no clue what kind of atrocity may come out of her mouth if she ever begins to speak, so I’m gonna put my judgment on hold for now.

      
        Rattle-
      

      Feeling some motion sickness creep in, after the constant rattling of the cart, I stopped looking at the woman and looked back outside instead, to freshen up my mind a bit.

      After getting accustomed to the vast, ripe yellow fields of grains under the bright sun, we finally entered a bare wasteland with dry trees surrounding us.

      Vultures could be seen flying around the rotten and dry bodies of beasts.

      A four legged-beast, similar to a hyena, or maybe a jackal looked at me with its red eyes from behind the dead trees. I looked away immediately. I’ve had enough of the scenery anyways.

      “So, Hassan of Samaria. How many people have you killed?”

      What the hell was wrong with her? Staying silent for so long then asking something dreadful like this out of the blue?

      I couldn’t find a way to answer her question as I was very confused by this sudden scenario. Hippolyte, however, didn’t wait for me anyway and opened her lips again, uttering out more unsettling words.

      “I heard you got banned from the wilderness for killing too many people. Banished even from Samaria that’s widely known for its barbarism. How many did you kill exactly? Fifty?”

      “N-No.”

      “More than that!? That’s a lot more than what I expected for someone as young as you. This is getting more and more interesting.”

      I didn’t think the situation could get any worse.

      It looked like Hippolyte changed her mental image of me after asking me a question and deciding on an answer herself without even letting me clear her misconception.

      I hesitated briefly since I didn’t even know where to start explaining the situation anymore. I was agonizing over what I could tell her, how I would say it, and whether I should even say it or not. I was so overwhelmed that my head started hurting from overthinking this matter.

      
        Rattle- 
      

      The cart in front suddenly stopped and we were obliged to follow suit.

      “The wheels are completely stuck in the mud. The swamp has advanced a lot more than the last time. This can’t even be considered a road anymore.”

      The coachman who was pulling Lord Detroyer’s cart clicked his tongue after seeing the wheels get half submerged in the mud. One of the wheels of our cart was in a similar state too.

      “Guests, get off please!”

      
        Step- Step-
      

      My feet were soon soaked in the muddy ground as I stepped out of the wagon. It was a very uncomfortable sensation, one I definitely wouldn’t want to feel ever again.

      “Did it rain recently? Why is the ground so muddy around here?”

      Luna frowned her eyebrows while muttering to herself, as she was looking at the gooey mud seeping in between her sandals and toes.

      The woman with the eyepatch that I was observing earlier suddenly replied to her question.

      “It’s the curse of Ceres, the goddess of seasons. Acheron is the region where Lady Ceres used to be worshipped, her influence here is very strong.”

      “Ah, I see. That aside, who are you?”

      “I’m Cassandra, a priestess from Delphi.”

      “You’re from Delphi… Does that mean you worship the God of Light and the Sun?”

      “First of all…”

      “I’m from Ideope, a voodoo shaman from Ideope, to be exact. I serve Knox, mother of the night and superstitions. Can I be considered a priest too?”

      “…”

      Cassandra, the woman with the eyepatch, didn’t answer and fell into a deep silence again. Maybe she was meditating since she was a priest?

      Luna who had been ignored after her self-introduction, tilted her head while observing the muddy ground and the cart slowly sinking into it. She opted to not talk anymore.

      While everyone had perplexed and frowning expressions adorning their faces, I secretly approached Luna and quietly asked her my question.

      “Luna, what’s the Curse of Ceres?”

      “Ah, I think it was probably 30 years before I was born. A harsh winter assaulted the lands, it lasted two years, I think. Many places became completely frozen. After the winter ceased, all of those places turned into swamps after the ice melted.”

      A winter that lasted two years? I could feel my bones shivering and creaking just thinking about it.

      How fortunate it is for me not to be transported into this world then. It was the worst time to be homeless and a slave on top of that.

      As I was imagining what it would be like to live in such a world, the coachman started speaking with a grim voice.

      “This is going to need some strength, we’ll have to dump the carts otherwise. Why don’t we try pushing it from behind?”

      “That’s not a job for Lord Mars’ warriors.”

      “We’ll take care of it, Hippolyte. Rest Well. Come here, guys.”

      Thus, those who had some strength in their arms all gathered behind the cart and gave their all to pull out the wheel that was stuck in the mud.

      It was very hard for us to move the sunken wheel as we couldn’t properly step on the muddy ground too, resulting in us being able to exhibit far less strength than what we were capable of.

      “What’s wrong noble Amazoness? Try harder. Weren’t you supposed to be strong warriors, only second to the Spartans in strength and might?”

      “We’re doing our best here! It’s this Samaritan bastard that’s slacking off! He’s just pretending to be tough!”

      “Uh-huh, what do you mean? Don’t slander me.”

      Damn it, how did she know I was faking it? Is this bastard an esper or something? Is reading one’s mind required to be promoted to the bronze tier or something?

      Chuckling inwardly at those nonsensical thoughts, I couldn’t help but leak a sigh. I had no choice but to actually take this seriously, it seems.

      
        Hihihing!
      

      “I-I-It’s moving! It’s getting out! Give it your all guys!”

      Then, the deeply submerged wheel suddenly began moving with the same sound as a thrashing horse.

      “Almost, Almost there! Just a little bit more… Kaek-“

      The voice of the coachman that was encouraging us to give it our all suddenly got cut off with the sound akin to a person’s that was choking on food.

      The coachman made a weird “Kaek, Kaekaek!” and then fell down on the muddy and wet floor.

      “The-The coachman was hit by an arrow!”

      Luna screamed as her white skin turned noticeably paler at the sight. An arrow penetrated the coachman’s chest and could even be seen from the other side. His body was spewing a lot of blood. It was definitely a fatal wound.

      
        Kisisisik.
      

      
        Kisisik!
      

      The adventurers suddenly and in simultaneous motion raised their heads and looked around at what they had first thought to be normal swamps.

      “Go-Goblins!”

      “It’s swamp goblins, damn it!”

      The sound of screams and unsheathing weapons spread out here and there. I could still hear Hippolyte quietly murmur for some reason.

      “It’s finally time to work.”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 37: Hassan — The Swamp Local (4)

      
      Goblins.

      I’ve already met them before on the temple-cleaning quest. My state back then was rather embarrassing as I got beaten by them rather badly because I wasn’t expecting a fight.

      Today, however, I was ready for a battle and had a clear intention to deal with them by any and all means. It won’t be the same as the last time.

      
        Kisik- Kisisik-
      

      
        Kisisis-
      

      The goblins were looking down on us while snickering, unaware of their inevitable demise.

      Stupid mud-covered scoundrels. Maybe they were looking at me and sneering with words like “Look at that guy over there, with the three swords.” or some disgruntling thing along those lines.

      How dare they laugh at the Santoryu sword art? Do they have a death wish?

      Unacceptable!!!

      “Spawns of the devil. Face my hatred that has been brewing for days.”

      I unsheathed two of my blades and charged at the dastardly goblins.

      The muddy floor was very uncomfortable to step on, but it was not enough to stop me who was charging at those disgusting wretches faster than anyone.

      “Die, ugly fuckers!”

      
        Swing-
      

      I cut off the head of a nearby goblin with a single horizontal swing of my sword.

      
        K-Kyargh!
      

      The previously excited red eyes of the goblins that had been towering over us, standing on the trees, finally dimmed, and their expression leaked a trace of panic.

      I was just as panicked.

      I thought I’d feel a bone or some form of restriction, but my sword went through its neck like a hot knife through butter.

      Was there a creature with such a frail body? This new sword seems to be pretty good.

      Or maybe my strength jumping up to 4 was what created such an astonishing feat.

      
        Kisisis!
      

      
        Kaesaeski!
      

      “Did you just fucking curse at me, you sonuvabitch?”

      I swung my sword sharply at the goblins that were aiming at me with their crude arrows. I had never learned the sword and the only other weapon I had ever picked up and had a decent amount of familiarity with was a rifle.

      
        Swoosh- Swing- Swish-
      

      With the help of my strong and towering physique, coupled with the long reach of my sword, I could cut off the goblin’s shoulders, necks, and arms even by swinging recklessly as I was doing so at the moment. Many of the said parts were now rolling on the muddy ground, slowly submerging in its stinky depths.

      “Die, bastards!”

      
        Kyaeek!
      

      
        Kaek!
      

      More and more of these goblin bastards were falling down from the trees, the number was far greater than I thought it could be.

      Some of them even tried to run away with their buttocks facing me but I had no intention of letting even a single one of them flee.

      They had no choice but to die under my blades of vengeance.

      Even if the way I was fighting was unsightly and ridiculous, I still had to fight for my life with all I’ve got.

      I had no time to think about my stature, my sword style, or even what the other adventurers might think about my reckless fighting in such a tough situation. I didn’t have that leeway.

      “You guys are dead, rotten scums!”

      
        Swing- Splash-
      

      It was only after dealing with all the goblins within my field of view that I could spare a moment to glance at what the other adventurers were doing.

      I could see a few goblins dangling on their feet, they were obviously struggling against these bastards.

      “Renee! Something! Do something! You’re the best swordswoman among us!”

      “W-What do you want me to do? Just fling it away or something!”

      “D-Don’t touch me! Y-You’re so dirty! Yuck”

      Damn, what were these rascals doing? Are they really bronze-tier adventurers? These fancy armored idiots were getting done in by these weak-ass goblins? It’s not like it was a breeze to me, but their performance is still so damn disappointing.

      Maybe it was my fault from the very beginning— for overestimating what a bronze-tier adventurer was capable of.

      Thanks to them, the value of adventurers’ credibility stocks probably decreased to an all-time low, at least in my eyes.

      “I-It’s finally time…to use my Silence totem!”

      I heard Luna’s solemn and determined voice from beside me. I subconsciously rolled my eyes when I noticed Luna making a life-or-death decision while facing a single frail goblin.

      Luna took out something akin to a thick and elongated stick that was hidden in her raincoat.

      It was better to call it a club rather than a simple stick, something akin to a face, weirdly enough, was engraved on it, making it look like a Jangseung. 1

      Silence Totem?

      I was rather looking forward to what, Luna, daughter of the goddess Knox, could do now.

      
        Kisisik!
      

      “S-Shut up!”

      Luna swung it and slammed the club hard on the goblin’s head.

      
        Gaek!
      

      The mercilessly beaten goblin fell on the floor with a thud, convulsed slightly, then stopped moving altogether without making a single noise.

      Damn, that’s why it’s a silence totem? But, isn’t this just a plain old club?

      “Hassan! B-Behind you!”

      Luna’s cry brought my mind back to reality — at what was happening around me. I quickly noticed a goblin swinging a rusty dagger at me from behind me. It was a sneak attack!

      
        Kisaeki! Damnsaeki!
      

      “Attacking me from behind? Despicable bastard, I won’t let such an offense go!”

      I hurriedly waved my arms, swinging the blade in a last-ditch effort to kill it before the nasty bastard could attack me. The goblin, however, nimbly avoided my blind swings and raised up his dagger with a murderous glint, eager to stab me dead with its rusty blade.

      Damn it, this is gonna hurt. Just as I resolved myself to the incoming pain.

      
        Pyong-
      

      Something akin to a bullet pierced through the air and hit the goblin’s head, shattering it like an explosive.

      “Hassan of Samaria. How very fierce! Like a wild beast randomly swinging its horn to tear apart everything it could lay its eyes upon! Reckless yet brutally effective.”

      “H-Hippolyte!”

      “The rumor about you slaughtering more than 100 people must have been true, right? This is really an amazing feat, especially for a mere iron-tier adventurer.”

      Did she just kill a goblin just by flicking a small pebble with her fingers? This has to be some kind of magic missile, otherwise, it doesn’t make sense how a random pebble could burst its head apart like that. So fucking scary, damn it!

      The value of the adventurers’ credibility stock which had previously plummeted rose so high it even went public. This is how adventurers should be!

      Man, no matter how strong I’ll get, I don’t think I could ever reach her level. Was she even a human being to begin with?

      **********

      A total of 40 goblins were slaughtered by our combined force of 20 adventurers.

      We began looting the fangs and crude junk from the corpses without bothering to chase after the fleeing goblins.

      These bastards that lived in the swamps only had crude daggers and wooden arrows as weapons, they were so out of shape that most of them were rusty and crumbling apart with a few swings. Taking them would net us nothing and would create an additional burden instead.

      “Hey, shithead. I’m the one who killed this goblin.”

      “D-Do you have any proof?”

      “Proof? Look at the clean cut on its right side, look how clean that is. I was definitely the one to kill it, okay?”

      A member of the Sword Maidens was trying to loot one of the goblins I had killed. She looked scared and hesitated after I shouted at her to bugger off.

      “Ah…”

      “Piss off! Where did you learn to pull off this kind of shit? Are you really an adventurer or a petty thief?”

      I frowned as if I had a lot to criticize about her. She soon left the scene and rejoined her party without replying anything.

      Damn it, this scene reminded me of how my sister would covet other people’s possession and would try to take them for herself. Ironically, she would get angry at others for doing the same thing. Wicked bitch!

      Anyway, I ended up getting 40 fangs after slaughtering 10 goblins by myself. 40 coppers, That’s a great harvest already!

      Last time, I was heavily wounded after dealing with only 5 of them and even ended up collapsing in exhaustion. This time, however, I was only out of breath after killing 10 of them, I wasn’t even the slightest bit injured!

      Damn, you’ve grown up, Hassan! Is this the power of level 9? Maybe it’s the power of Santoryu art?

      “Look, Hassan! I got two, holy shh! I feel so great! What do you think?”

      Luna was happily pulling out the fangs of a goblin. While it’s amazing that I killed 10 goblins I was even more amazed at the fact that Luna was able to kill two of them by herself.

      Some people were even talented enough to kill people by just throwing a pebble at their head… Maybe she’ll become a famous killer in the future too.

      Just as the goblin looting session was going to end.

      “Huh, huuh. I-It hurts…”

      “Your life isn’t in any danger. Although it penetrated deep in your flesh, it, fortunately, missed your vital organs.”

      In a corner, Hippolyte was checking the state of the coachman who had previously been hit by an arrow. She then began giving instructions to the adventurers beside her after stating her insights about the old man’s current state.

      “Report all injuries and loot before sunset today.”

      The silver-ranked Alpha Girl of our pack of 20 adventurers began doing her job. It seemed very boring to look at, so I decided to find something else to do.

      
        Rustle- Splash- Splash-
      

      “Hah!”

      The priestess jumped in surprise as if she had met a molester. She then fell flat on the mud and bowed to me with a quivering tone!

      “W-What brings you here? I-I’m sorry for showing you my lacking appearance. I didn’t expect you to show up all of a sudden.”

      “…Yeah?”

      I was dazed and somehow felt guilty when she suddenly bowed to me in that fashion.

      Damn it, I shouldn’t be feeling guilty over simply approaching a woman like this. What was she even doing?

      Why was she acting this formal all of a sudden? It felt like something religious, maybe something related to the god she worshipped? While I was mulling over that thought, the woman got up and shook off the dust and mud from her body with her palms then spoke.

      “Oh, I’m sorry… I mistook you for someone else. Really… It often happens since I am unable to see. Don’t worry.”

      “I see. Then can you move your feet a bit? You’re stepping on the body of a goblin.”

      “Ah, I see.”

      Hehe, that was a corpse no one had looted yet. 4 free coppers, all up for grabs! Just as I was enthusiastically going to recover the goblin’s fangs, the priestess who was looking down in my direction spoke in a whispery tone.

      Well, she wasn’t really looking at me, as she couldn’t really see, but that’s just how it looked like to me.

      “Hassan, you’re Hassan, right? You’re an outstanding warrior, these goblins attacked a wheeled carriage that was stuck in the mud. Do you think it’s a coincidence?”

      “So, you think the Goblins dug a trap to catch us here?”

      “Maybe… the world has been changing rapidly lately. It wouldn’t strike me as strange if these goblins suddenly learned to dig traps.”

      Cassandra, the priestess from Delphi, seemed to be feeling anxious about the idea of goblins working together and using a well-thought-out strategy like this, after the goblin attack.

      I casually agreed with her. The fact that goblins existed was weird enough already.

      To me, a man from a world without any magic or mythical creatures, nothing these bastards could do was stranger than their existence itself.

      **********

      “Alright, it’d better if we camp here for now. The ground is tough and we have enough space for everyone. What do you think Lord Destroyer?”

      “I’ll trust Miss Hippolyte’s judgment. It’d be dangerous to run into the mud at night. We also have spring water nearby, so we’ll be able to clean our dirty equipment and our bodies of the filthy mud.”

      “Then let’s camp here. Everyone get ready to unpack!”

      After concerting each other, the two silver adventurers decided that stopping the carriage in this large open space was for the best and we thus began unpacking.

      “It’s an abandoned temple.”

      Cassandra muttered to herself. She seemed to know what was happening around better than me despite being blind.

      “Look over there, Hassan! It’s stone statues. Won’t something come out from inside if we break them?”

      Maybe because she remembered what happened in the temple cleaning quest, Luna shouted while pointing at the broken and corroded statues.

      “Breaking the statues? You must not do such a blasphemous act.”

      Luna hid the silence totem that she just pulled out back into her raincoat at Cassandra’s hurried dissuasion. I also sheathed back my sword alongside that. I had no clue if there was anything inside anyway, best not to anger anyone this way.

      Breaking the stone statue in front of the others seemed like a taboo. Destroying religious symbols was bound to be considered profane or hostile to a religious person like Cassandra.

      “A Goddess… This part of the sculpture looks like a sickle in her hand… We’re in a temple of Ceres.”

      Cassandra was scouring the rough surface of the statue with her hands. Then, Hippolyte, the female warrior with her waving red cape, approached her and asked.

      “Priestess of Delphi. We’re going to camp here today. Have you received any oracles?”

      “None.”

      “Then let’s camp here. Unpack and get ready to spend the night everyone.”

      Thus, I began preparing to settle down. We sat around the camp in groups and shared our dry rations.

      My share of food was a tough bread, I was too afraid of biting into it with force and breaking my teeth in the process. Wouldn’t it be better to melt it in water at least?

      This was more of a weapon than food… “Will the bastard in front of me collapse if I hit him with it.” was what I was thinking right now sitting alongside the other adventurers.

      “T-That’s hard to eat.”

      Even Luna, who liked abysmal foods like stargazy pies and mint chocolate, was struggling with something this tough.

      “We lost some water bottles while battling against the goblins. Just take it on yourself and eat them tough.”

      
        Crunch-
      

      Hippolyte was biting the bread like she was eating chocolate. I could clearly feel my little brother shrinking from that sound alone. Damn, is she a hippo or what?

      After finishing this hard meal, which felt more like self-harm, Hippolyte called out to everyone and then shouted in a loud voice.

      “It looks like everyone is done so focus on me. After deliberating with Lord Destroyer, we decided on who’s on the night watch. I’ll call them out right now.”

      Damn, even a night watch?

      Fortunately or maybe, unfortunately, I was picked to keep a night watch during the second shift.

      The second shift is in one word the ‘Worst’. It was a very hard time to keep watch since— before the start of the watch you had finally gotten the chance to let your body rest after a hectic day of adventuring, however, before you could even fully rest and let the tiredness of the day melt away with a much-needed sleep, you had to wake up abruptly, when the first shift was over and resist your sleepiness until the morning. There was no time to rest afterward as it was time for another day of adventuring… yet again.

      Luna ended up being a part of the second shift too. While it was certainly unlucky, that was still miles better than what Marco was currently going through over there— on the other side of the camp…

      “Mr. Marco, we’re using the same tent. I think we’re going to have a good time. Let’s have a male-only night, shall we?”

      “H-Hii! Oh, Lord Mercury!!! Don’t put me to the test!”

      Damn, poor Marco. I’m glad I wasn’t in his place. This is karma, bitch! You should have paid your debts.

      “Wow, you’re really good at making tents, Hassan. Yours is the best I’ve ever seen in these lands. It’s just like the ones our elders used to set up back in Ideope.”

      I, who had raised a cramped Type-A tent for two, was in fact not happy with how it came out. It was crudely made because of the lack of materials, but Luna seemed to be awed by it nonetheless.

      “It’s very cozy. I can’t feel the wind too. I can’t believe hanging a raincoat on the side would have this much of an effect inside. Take these fluorescent fireflies! How is it? Doesn’t it make it brighter inside the tent? I caught a few of them after dinner earlier. I’m glad that we can use them this way.”

      Luna smiled brightly while hanging a glass bottle atop the tent. Inside it was bugs I couldn’t recognize. They were buzzing around the bottle while producing dazzling light.

      “D-Don’t you mind using the same tent as me?”

      “Why? Is there anything wrong with me being here with you?”

      “I mean, usually men sleep with men and women with women.”

      “I-I don’t want to sleep with the sword maidens.”

      While it was very common for regular parties to use the same tent, some were still reluctant to sleep with the opposite gender. But Luna didn’t seem to care about that at all.

      “Also, I like it here since the tent is so big!”

      “That’s a given since my body is rather big. The space has to be much larger than normal after all.”

      “The floor is soft too, just like an inn bed! Where did you learn all of this?”

      “I used to know someone who was very picky about their lodgings.”

      “Someone you know… Is it a former colleague? A hometown friend, perhaps?”

      Damn, there was no way I could call Elfriede a colleague. So, while I was brooding on how to answer Luna, she simply stretched out her arms and lied on the floor in a careless fashion.

      “Haa… I’m so very tired and sleepy today. I just washed my body in the spring water and feel very drowsy.”

      
        Slowly- Gently-
      

      The wind was pushing her crude raincoat apart revealing her soft white flesh. Maybe because she just had dinner, her slightly round and convex belly immediately caught my attention.

      Looking at her white skin, memories of its warmth and smooth texture naturally came to my mind.

      At the same time, I felt my heart beat faster, heat rushed up all the way to my face and even my lower body became full of vitality.

      “I was going to keep it on since you gifted it to me, but it’s too uncomfortable to sleep in. I’m gonna take it off while I sleep.”

      Wait, you’re taking off your raincoat here? Do you even care about the state I’m in right now? Damn it.

      Luna was simply laughing, blissfully ignorant of my inner turmoil.

      “I’m glad you set up the tent right now, Hassan. My whole body was hurting and I felt like I could die any minute. The hard wagon made my butt hurt so much… My arm is still also sore from swinging the silence totem so much today.”

      Luna went “Huuh…” while gently pressing down on the sore flesh of her soft arms.

      As I was entranced at the sight of her white and smooth-looking armpits, my true thoughts leaked out of my mouth.

      “…D-Do you want me to give you a massage?”

      “…Huh?”

      
    

  
    Chapter 38: Hassan — The Swamp Local (5)
As I was entranced by the mesmerizing sight of her white and smooth armpits, unconsciously, my true thoughts leaked out.
“Are your muscles really sore? Do you want me to give you a massage?”
“…Huh?”
Silence spread throughout the cramped tent after her short exclamation, hearing my dubious words. Regret filled my whole body the moment I broke out of my stupor.
Contrary to the last time, I wasn’t trying to rid her of curses or any soreness her body might be suffering from. This time, my suggestion was purely motivated by my sudden desire to touch her supple body.
Although I didn’t have much experience with women, I knew for a fact that they inherited great senses to detect insidious intentions when it came to men.
No matter how naive and innocent Luna may be, or rather because of those exact characteristics, there was no way she wouldn’t be able to see through my obvious intentions.
Inhale- Exhale-
Luna and I get along rather well. I hope it won’t get awkward between us because of my stupid blunder.
“What did you just say, Hassan?”
Damn, she really asked me again. I don’t know if she actually didn’t hear me the first time or if she was just playing dumb to give me a leeway to correct my blunder.
I now have two options.

1. Play dumb too and correct this subconscious mistake of mine.
2. Repeat what I just said and walk on the path of no return.




  
    
      Chapter 39: Hassan — The Swamp Local (6)

      
      Two hideous-looking men were looking down at me with criticizing gazes as I got out of the tent after adjusting my messy clothes from all the sweat.

      “Get here quickly, brother! Don’t you know that it’s common courtesy to arrive at your post slightly before the beginning of your shift? Why were you being so late?”

      “Oh, I didn’t know, I’m extremely sorry.”

      I bent my body slightly, it was with the intention that they wouldn’t notice the bulge in my pants that way. At the same time, it gave the impression that I was being apologetic for my lack of decorum. It was like killing two birds with one stone.

      “Ah, Hmm?”

      It seems that my sincere apology had done its trick since the two men looked at each other with a blend of embarrassed and blank expressions. They probably didn’t expect that a savage from Samaria like me would apologize to them in such a fashion.

      “Well, that’s good, then. We’ll let it slide this time since you apologized so earnestly.”

      The bronze tier adventurer coughed and then continued to speak in a level tone.

      “There’s not much to do anyway. Just check if there are wild beasts nearby, and make sure the bonfire won’t run out of firewood. Oh, and…”

      The middle-aged man suddenly paused, at the end of his explanation, he hesitated briefly before warning me in a whispery tone.

      “The person who’s on the same shift as you is kind of… strange, so just consider it as working alone. Well, we’ll be going now. Don’t worry, the shift will pass in a jiffy if you just sit by the bonfire and hit up a conversation or two with your partner.”

      “Next time, don’t forget to wake up early,” they shouted with their backs facing me. Soon, they disappeared into their tent.

      I wonder who’s standing guard with me. The fact that the bronze-ranked adventurer duo warned me about them left me slightly unsettled.

      With that thought in mind, I looked towards the bonfire that was set up in the very middle of all the tents, trying to find the identity of my shift partner. There, I was greeted with the sight of a woman basking under the warmth of the campfire, her whole body was covered in an assortment of black clothes.

      I’ve already seen this woman before. In fact, I had even talked with her during the journey.

      Her name was Cassandra, I believe. Cassandra, the priestess from Delphi.

      Holy shit, she’s blind. Who’s the idiot that made a disabled person like her take part in the night watch?

      It’s a really inhumane and barbaric system. Do these savages not even have the slightest bit of conscience?

      “It must be hard for you, being on the night watch like this… Do you want me to take over for you? You can go and rest, I’m sufficient enough to keep guard.”

      I approached the priestess and politely asked. The blind priestess just quietly laughed at my polite inquiry and shifted closer to the bonfire before speaking.

      “It’s okay. The distinction between light and darkness is nothing to someone like me, who can’t even see anything. That aside, yours is the weirdest form of Karma I’ve ever seen. You look like someone I know, but I’m not really sure.”

      “Someone you know?”

      I still remember the incident when she mistook me for someone else and suddenly bowed to me in a subservient manner. How ironic for a blind person to say that she was confusing people up.

      Was she distinguishing people by her sense of smell? Maybe she had developed enhanced touch and smelling senses since she couldn’t use her eyes.

      Interrupting my thoughts, she started speaking again.

      “I’m sure you know him too. He’s the one that brightly shines high above in the infinite sky. He who controls the light and the future of the world.”

      “You mean the sun god?”

      “Hahaha. The sun god, how blasphemous for you to refer to the great him as such. But yes, you’re indeed correct. Your karma looks and feels very similar to his. How could a savage that came from the wilderness have similar karma to the sun god? Intriguing.”

      “About that, could it be because I’ve been blessed by the sun god?”

      “Blessing? You’ve been blessed by Apollo? How could that be…..?”

      Having said that, Cassandra abruptly reached out to me with her palms. I panicked at her sudden behavior and pulled back from her grasp.

      “Wh-What?”

      “Ah, I’m terribly sorry. Please wait, will you allow me to touch your face? It has become a habit of mine to touch anything I can’t see since I’ve become blind…”

      “Th-That’s fine, I guess.”

      
        Rustle-
      

      Her soft and smooth palms touched my face. Her fingers were very cold, like frozen ice, very different from the temperature one would expect from someone basking near the warmth of a campfire for god knows how long.

      Now that I think about it, her black clothes looked rather thin, like the light-wear rich women wore at night. Moreover, the cold night probably affected her blood circulation. Maybe that was the reason her hands felt so cold?

      Well, even though her hands were cold, it didn’t feel bad by any means. She then scratched some of my facial hair, with her fingertips, while going through my cheeks and nose.

      “You have a lot of hair. Weird.”

      “I-Is that bad?”

      “You must have received Apollo’s blessing not too long ago. Those that are blessed by Apollo… their hair tends to fall out and their forehead eventually starts shining like the bright rays of the sun.”

      Damn, for real? Was my hair really going to fall off?

      This is definitely the most terrifying thing I’ve heard in the past two years. Fuck, can I get rid of this blessing somehow? I don’t want to lose my precious hair!

      I was reminded of the shiny head of the adventurer who had lost to my Santoryu sword style. Shit, now that I think about it, he did claim he was the son of the sun god or something.

      Fucking hell! I need to stop that scenario at any cost.

      “Can I stop that? My hair falling out, I mean.”

      “It doesn’t always happen, of course. The influence of blessings can be hard for humans to endure and it’s usually expressed in their appearance… Hassan of Samaria… If you truly dedicate your heart and strong body to faith in the sun god, you won’t lose your hair, I promise you that.”

      “I-I see.”

      She then continued to grope my face for a while longer. It was starting to get rather uncomfortable, to be frank. She was infinitely close to stabbing my eyes or putting her fingers in my nostrils many many times, so much so that I had lost count.

      Fuck, how long is she going to do this? I hope she washed her hands at least, otherwise, my face will become dirty.

      “After touching you, I can say that it’s definitely different from him. Karma exists in different forms, his was very brilliant but yours… it’s like… like…”

      The priestess didn’t speak anymore after saying the word “Like…” several times, like a stuttering parrot. Wasn’t it kinda vicious to just stop there? Was she indirectly asking me for money? Would she only tell me the rest if I paid her?

      “It’s like?”

      3 coppers were the most I was willing to pay for this, so I cautiously asked her again in a probing tone.

      “Hmmm, like…”

      The priestess seemed to be hesitating to answer. But soon, she reluctantly replied after taking a short pause.

      “… Your karma is like a huge castle. However, with only the foundation being laid. To describe it clearly, it’s like a huge but empty bowl. What kind of life did you live? It’s like you’re not even a being of this world…”

      “Hmm? Are you perhaps saying that I am broad-minded and generous? Your words don’t make sense otherwise…”

      Was it perhaps because she couldn’t see? The senses of this woman named Cassandra were pretty sharp. I can’t believe she guessed my true identity by just touching my face. Is this magic, perhaps? Was she a witch too?”

      “If you don’t mind telling me, can you really guess all of this just by touching me?”

      “It’s thanks to my blessing. I also received a blessing from a lofty being when I was younger.”

      “Aha… It makes sense now.”

      “Of course, I don’t deserve such a blessing. I’m a sinner, after all. To I, who dared to directly look at the sun god, being blind was a very light punishment.”

      Was her blindness a side effect of receiving the blessing?

      My curiosity was piqued and I wanted to ask more. But seeing Cassandra close her mouth shut, I reluctantly stopped myself from uttering my queries. I didn’t want to tackle what seemed like a touchy subject to her.

      If it was Marco, he would have questioned her without caring about her feelings. Let’s not be like that clumsy clown.

      I kept gazing blankly at the campfire, not knowing if it was time to add more firewood or not. I don’t think I can hold on for another hour or two like this.

      I somehow felt nostalgic, thinking of the earlier warmth and softness I felt from massaging Luna all over.

      It was really supple. Luna was trying to say something at the end… I wonder what would have happened were we not interrupted by those adventurers.

      It definitely did feel like something was going to happen in that steamy mood.

      Just as I was immersed in my own delusional thoughts…

      “Erm, please forget what I said earlier.”

      “What?”

      “I can’t even walk a few meters without tripping on a stone or a hole… It was presumptuous of me to act like I knew something about the subject of your karma. If possible, please forget it ever happened.”

      “If that’s what you want… I will.”

      Cassandra never spoke again after stating that. She just recited prayers in front of the campfire and sometimes added firewood to it.

      This priestess of the sun god seemed to be finding joy in taking care of the small fire. Perhaps she was imagining it to be blazing around.

      Maybe she wanted to set the whole place on fire. Everyone had an inner desire to set everything ablaze at least once in their lives.

      I didn’t have anything to say to her either, so I just stood up and did simple stretching and gymnastics to pass the time.

      I also checked our surroundings for any signs of wild beasts from time to time.

      

      **********

      As I was spacing out from the boredom, it was finally time for the next shift. So, I went to pass the baton to the next batch.

      I stood in front of one of the tents of the Sword Maidens, where the people responsible for the next shift were sleeping.

      I tried to get their attention by calling them out “Hmm, Rene, Tifa.”… Soon, two women wearing armor and holding weapons in their hands appeared from inside the tent.

      
        Screech- Schwing-
      

      “Yawn, It’s our turn already? You didn’t wake us up earlier than necessary, right?”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “Yaaaawn…”

      The bronze-ranked women began stretching out. Looking at their appearance for the past few days, I couldn’t really call their rough skins and freckled faces pretty.

      But under the moonlight like this, they looked very lovely. Even their rough and unkempt blond hair, which looked like a crow’s nest, was still worth looking at under the dazzling radiance of the moonlight.

      Amazoness Rene, who looked like a country girl with her blond hair flowing down her back, asked with a sleepy voice.

      “Anything unusual?”

      “Nothing of importance.”

      “Alright, that aside… Hassan of Samaria. Aren’t you a little too dirty? Why don’t you go wash up in the spring there before going to sleep? Even if you were originally a barbarian from the wildlands you should follow the customs of civilized people now!”

      Fuck, never did I think I’d be lectured about being civil by a woman who was wielding a sword and shouting like a deranged beast.

      Well, it’s not like they were wrong though.

      As I had been rolling through the thick mud, during today’s intense battle, pieces of dried and putrid mud were staining my leather clothes and protective equipment.

      I tried washing up in the spring earlier but the waiting line was so long that I just gave up on it. Since everyone is asleep now, this should be an opportune time to go to the spring and get rid of all of this filth.

      My soaring little brother will probably be calmed down as well by the cool water. Damn it, how long are you going to stay up for? Little bastard, are you trying to rebel?

      I then headed to the small stream next to the abandoned temple. I couldn’t help but be anxious at the possibility of a wild beast coming out of the odd fog surrounding the area, catching me off guard.

      Still, I was able to walk with a confident gait. Killing ten goblins without much pressure raised my confidence in my abilities somehow.

      
        Ripple-
      

      I kept walking towards the sounds of the flowing water until I ended up facing something like a small lake or a brook.

      The moonlight reflecting on the water alongside the beautiful flowers surrounding it made the sight of this brook extremely enchanting. It could mesmerize anyone with its ephemeral beauty.

      It looked empty after a quick glance over, so I took off my clothes and tried to get in. But…

      
        Ripple-
      

      The water suddenly rippled and something appeared from under the water. Damn it, is it an ancient god this time? Or a human-eating water ghost?1

      This sudden development scared the living shit out of me.

      Looking closely, however, I noticed that it was neither. It was actually a person. A tough-looking body with smooth tanned skin shining and moving graciously, full of vigor, under the moonlight.

      But what caught my eyes the most was the medley of the large and puffy chest with firm-looking pink nipples sticking out, enchantingly trimmed midriff, wide pelvis, and the glistening wet brown bush peeking out from between the person’s thighs.

      I-It’s…

      I looked away in a hurry. Startled brown eyes with something akin to astonishment brewing in them met my gobsmacked gaze.

      The woman then hurriedly covered her chest with her arms and plunged back into the water, shouting out in an enraged tone soon after.

      “Y-You-!”

      “H-Hippolyte…! I-It’s a…”

      I was utterly fucked. She could blow up a goblin’s head just by throwing a pebble at it. I can’t believe I saw the naked body of such a woman.

      I had to lay on my bed for several days after witnessing Elfriede changing, and subsequently getting slapped by her.

      Elfriede was a relatively frail-bodied witch while this woman was a full-fledged female warrior that fought with her body. I think I will just keep spinning 720 degrees and then fly off who knows where if she slaps me right now.

      “Why are you naked? A-Are you trying to attack me!!? Do you intend to molest this esteemed Hippolyte, daughter of Mars?”

      “Well, I can explain it…”

      “Explain it? That vicious-looking thing over there, dangling between your legs, is more than enough to explain everything. What’s more there to explain?”

      Hippolyte pointed between my legs with her trembling index finger and shouted out. Indeed the object between my legs was ready for some vigorous workout.

      But it wasn’t in that state after looking at her body. I couldn’t deny the fact that it had a little impact on making it a tad bit harder, but it was mostly because of the previous circumstances with Luna back in the tent.

      “Pervert…! Were you waiting for the moonlit night to pull this off? You’re so wicked-! I’ll scream if you do anything to me!”

      Hippolyte began breathing heavily with trembling breaths. Seeing her chest go up and down in a rapid motion, I felt I could vividly imagine the scenes of how her body would move and react if I were to have sex with her.

      Shit, what if other people saw this scene? Weren’t the Sword Maidens, Hippolyte’s companions, just out there, keeping the night watch?

      Being merely accused as a molester would probably be the best direction this terrible case could lead to if they were to discover this scene. In the worst case, they would most definitely mercilessly cut off my little brother and pierce my heart without even letting me plead my innocence; they would probably not even ask a question before taking action.

      … Bleeding to death after having my schlong cut? I need to avoid that at any cost!!!

      So, I dived into the water without wasting any more time and threw out my hands towards Hippolyte’s lips before she could start to scream out.

      “Y-You, savage bastard! I-Is there anyone-!”

      I can’t believe I am covering the mouth of an adventurer of the same level as Elfriede.

      It was even more reckless and brave than a rat swaggeringly going in and out of a lion’s mouth, but I had no time to worry about that right now. I had to save both my and my little brother’s life, damn it.

      “U-Umb!”

      “Sh-shhh! Please, b-be quiet!”

      “Uuuumb!”

      Hippolyte ferociously tried to resist me with fierce actions, splashing water all over us in the process. She was recklessly swinging her fists, trying to shake off my hold, however, she was hitting me with a much weaker force than I imagined her to exert.

      “Be quiet, I told you to be quiet…!”

      It is said that men often exert mental and physical prowesses multiple times stronger than their usual capabilities in moments of crisis. Or perhaps this was my last hurrah before my impending death?

      But, for some god-forsaken reason, I was confident I could do it. I felt like I could hold her down and stop her from screaming out.

      Because I was actually overpowering Hippolyte right now! Was I always this strong?

      “U-Umb! Umb!”

      “S-Stay still, I c-can explain! Sh, sh, shhh..”

      
        Splash- Ripple- Struggle-
      

      “You need to calm the fuck down.”

      Just as I forcefully grabbed the hand that was trying to resist me.

      
        Ding-
      

       [Stats]

Name: Hippolyte Heavensinger
Level: ?? → 3
Condition: Boiling Blood 》Moonlight Enervation 》Severe Menstrual Cramps 》???? 》



      
    

  
    
      Chapter 40: Hassan — The Swamp Local (7)

      
      Question.

      What is cold yet warm, firm yet soft at the same time?

      The answer is Hippolyte’s wet body in the cold lake.

      The struggling body of Hippolyte was desperately toiling in my arms and looked somewhat fragile and soft, completely different from how a silver-tiered adventurer should be.

      Her big lumps of fat, that were pressing on my chest, were softer than anything I’d ever felt before, even softer than Luna’s elastic derriere. Her beautiful pink nipples that were sticking out were firmly piercing my chest, sending chills throughout my body and arousing my little brother.

      “Umb-!”

       [Stats]

Name: Hippolyte Heavensinger
Level: ?? → 3
Condition: Boiling Blood 》Moonlight Enervation 》Severe Menstrual Cramps 》???? 》



      Just as I was moving around to stop Hippolyte from screaming, a familiar format of letters abruptly appeared in my vision.

      I thought I was overpowering Hippolyte using my own strength but it turned out that she was now in a weakened state, damn it. There goes my delusions of superiority….

      Level 3 was the same level as Luna who was getting beaten up by those frail goblins during the temple cleaning quest. It also meant that her Strength, Agility, and Physique were all at 1 currently. It was the level of a regular person.

      I have no clue why her level decreased so much, but it must be because of one of the aforementioned conditions she was suffering from.

      Boiling blood? Weakening due to moonlight? What even are these? I at least knew what menstrual cramps were since I had a little sister.

      My sister’s mood during that god-forsaken time would be as sharp as that of a bear who had been starved for a few days.

      Just as I began wondering why Hippolyte had stopped making any sound and showed no signs of struggle anymore…

      
        Chomp-
      

      The tanned-skinned warrioress suddenly bit my palm, resulting in me letting her go while screaming out in pain.

      “Aaargh!”

      Damn, my fingers hurt so much. I thought they were going to get cut off, no joke!

      Hippolyte’s jaw was strong enough to eat the hard-as-brick bread as if it was soft chocolate. I was most probably fortunate to still have my fingers left intact.

      It did still hurt to the point of bringing me to tears though. At the very least, it’s not bleeding. That’s a plus point in my books.

      “Y-You were trying to assault me. I already swore a vow of chastity to Diana, the God of Maidens and Hunting…! Don’t you know what happens when you assault a woman who pledged a vow of chastity? Stupid idiot.”

      “No, Sigh, I didn’t mean to assault you…!”

      “You didn’t mean to assault me? Then why is that guy so fucking big? It’s obviously a sign of a man being greedy for a woman’s body…!”

      “This is a normal reaction after seeing a woman’s naked body. This is a misunderstanding. Do you think I am crazy enough to assault a silver-tier adventurer?”

      “As expected, i-it happened after you saw my body…!”

      “No, that’s not…”

      Damn it, this is so unfair. I wanna cry. How should I even begin to explain this?

      “I heard that the Samaritans kidnap and attack members of the opposite sex secretly to marry them. Isn’t that what you were trying to do with me!?”

      “What?!”

      They assaulted and kidnapped members of the opposite sex to marry them? Didn’t I hear that male Samaritans cherished their chastity a lot? Fucking hell!!!

      These Samaritans are little fucking bastards, stupid mongrel bitches. Of course, they’d be despised everywhere if they were the type to pull off this kind of heinous shit.

      I’ll have to reconsider referring to myself as a Samaritan from now on. Well, I’ll think about it more after dealing with this precarious situation first.

      “… Anyway, I’m going to let this one slide on account of your great performance today. It’s not uncommon for people to experience greater libido after a day full of slaughter. Cool your head with the cold water here, you savage. And from now on, try not to assault women this way or the consequences would be unimaginable…”

      
        Chapak- Chalpak-
      

      I thought she would create a commotion. Instead, she just quickly got herself together, got out of the water, picked up her clothes, and disappeared through the thick foliage.

      She just forgave a man who tried to assault her? Did such a merciful silver-tier adventurer even exist?

      Or was she actually broad-minded because she was one? Still, there was a big difference in the way Elfriede and Hippolyte handled this kind of situation despite them being of the same rank. So, I could not draw up any concrete outlook on the nature of silver-ranked adventurers. I needed more examples and data.

      Wait, I didn’t actually solve the misunderstanding now, did I? Damn, I fucked up. Was I supposed to feel joyful after being forgiven for something I didn’t even do?

      I quickly tried to follow Hippolyte, but I couldn’t see her visage anywhere.

      **********

      After a bout of prolonged searching but with no conclusion, I took a bath in the cold lake water and finally reached my tent. The first scene that greeted me was the visage of a sleeping Luna, exuding calm and even breaths. She must be deep in slumber after the massaging session.

      I had just been tip-toeing on the line between life and death. But, now, looking at Luna sleeping peacefully made me realize I had finally reached what I could call my safe haven, and so I could finally relax my strained mind.

      Like Luna who was facing the wall, I laid down beside her, facing the other wall while putting my back against my sleeping companion. Our backs touched, and I could feel the softness of her small back from beyond her clothes. I was nearly moved to the point of tears from the feelings that sensation evoked in me.

      Predictably so, the heart of a frail and vulnerable girl was the most surefire way to sway a man’s heart.

      I ended up drifting to the realm of sleep without even realizing it while immersed in my thoughts, waking up later with the fresh air of dawn.

      Waking up, the first thing I noticed was that Luna wasn’t sleeping beside me. She must have gotten awake and gone out to freshen up. It made me feel oddly empty inside, not feeling her presence in the cramped-up tent.

      I got out of the tent after loosely wearing my armor and haphazardly sheathing my swords. I could already see people outside, talking in groups of two or three. They had a grim air about them.

      “Such a bastard. How did he have the balls to do that?”

      “How reckless. Did he not consider the possibility of being punished by the guild?”

      Damn, what the fuck is happening. All traces of sleepiness disappeared as I felt my mind get overwhelmed with nervousness. I felt a sudden prick in my chest as my heart started beating a mile a second from fear and anxiety.

      I’m really innocent in the matter that transpired with Hippolyte. But would anyone really care? It was the words of a mighty and charismatic silver-tier adventurer against those of an iron-tier nobody like me. Our words didn’t have the same weight and impact. It just couldn’t compare…

      “Uhm, what are you guys talking about?”

      I joined their conversation trying to sound as casual as possible. The two men, hearing my interjecting words, suddenly stopped talking and focused their angry gazes on me. Damn, were they really talking about me?

      I couldn’t help but feel a little scared.

      “An adventurer ran away during the night.”

      
        Whew-
      

      They were actually talking about someone else. A sigh of absolute relief leaked out of my mouth, but I hurriedly recovered and answered in a tone of mock astonishment.

      “What? He ran away?”

      “Yeah! That coward! He must have been scared of facing the pluto cultists, right?”

      They weren’t talking about me. Holy shit! That’s good, great even… The men continued with their rant as I inwardly became happy that last night’s incident was in the dark, still.

      “Asymmetric eyes Jackknife and one-armed Krag both ran away in the dark of the night. They did look nervous during the day.”

      “Don’t get ahead of yourself, it’s too early to conclude that they ran away. Let’s just wait until the search team comes back. Lord Destroyer is scouring the surrounding area with adventurers competent in scouting, they’ll definitely find something, I’m sure of it.

      And thus started the second day with chatter about two guys that presumably ran away.

      I was worried about Hippolyte changing her mind and revealing to everyone the events that transpired between us last night, but nothing of the sort happened, fortunately.

      “What are you looking at, Samaritan? You’re in love with this Renee now, are you?”

      “What the fuck…! No, not a chance.”

      “Then look away and piss off.”

      Even the fierce Sword Maidens were ignoring me. There’s no way they’d treat me like this if Hippolyte had told them anything.

      Wait, now that I think about it, where the hell’s Luna?

      I looked around the mist for any signs of her pink twin tails.

      Soon, I saw her appear from within the fog while holding two creatures as big as her palms from their legs in both of her hands.

      “Look at this, Hassan. It’s a shaman toad…!”

      “Oi, I was worried about you. I thought you ran away too.”

      “Run away? Nah, I just left to catch these. That aside, Hassan, look, it’s shaman toads! I couldn’t catch them before since they’re so fast. But I could today, my body has become much lighter than it previously was, I’m sure of it!”

      Luna’s hands were rapidly moving around, shaking the slightly fluorescent and black-dotted bodies of the frogs.

      
        Croak-
      

      Fucking hell, what kind of frog croaks like that? If gods really existed in this world, they clearly half-assed in its creation and were probably just messing around.

      Anyway, I couldn’t say that this morning was the most stress-free of days, but listening to Luna’s cheerful voice made me feel a little better at the very least. Her presence is really refreshing to the mind.

      “Anyway, they were jumping around a lot so I had to run and jump a lot too to catch them!”

      “Y-Yeah, great job, Luna. So, what’s their effect? Can you make an elixir with them?”

      “Elixir with shaman toads? Nah, these little guys aren’t used in anything anymore. I just caught them because I got bored during the night watch. I’ll let them go now.”

      Luna then released the toads she had just caught.

      The two toads landed on the mossy stone of the abandoned temple, and looked back as if hesitant about their next action. But then they abruptly jumped high.

      
        Crroak-
      

      “D-Damn it!”

      Even though they jumped rather high, never did I think they would try to jump on me like this. Luna hastily spread her palms and shouted as I embarrassedly tried to shake these little rascals off.

      “Ha-Hassan, don’t let it touch your skin!”

      Luna, who brought her palms close to my body, suddenly flinched and stopped moving.

      “Huu, Huuuuh…”

      
        Croaak-
      

      So close…

      The toad bastards suddenly rushed somewhere else. Luna then asked me with a face full of crimson blush as I sighed in relief.

      “… Are you alright?”

      “Y-Yes. Damn, that was really surprising.”

      “T-That’s a relief… Their skin is poisonous, so, your skin would have itched had you touched any one of them. I’m personally used to it, that’s why it’s not a problem for me but for anyone else…”

      “Poisonous?”

      Although I was feeling okay just now, I suddenly felt a bit itchy. It was probably just me, just some psychological phenomena. They never went into contact with my skin and only touched my clothes.

      “Ha-Hassan… Uhm, I’m gonna do my morning prayers…”

      Luna was trying to say something to me while I was checking for any swollen areas on my body, but she got interrupted by the nearby commotion.

      “The advance party is back!”

      “Lord Destroyer is back!”

      A half-naked man holding a gigantic hammer in his hand was walking from between the tents and let out a roar that cut through the fog. He then opened his mouth and informed us of the situation in a serious and heavy tone.

      “I found the footprints of Jackknife and Krag but the fog was too thick, making further pursuit impossible.”

      “Ha, so they really fled. Fucking cowards.”

      “It’s not really that bad if you think it through. Fewer people mean a bigger share of the rewards for us!”

      “Quiet. I’m not done with our findings. This is the only thing they left. I found this nearby, check it out, everyone.”

      Lord Destroyer then lifted something up high in the sky. I could see his armpit hair because of that movement of his arms. Fucking disgusting, bleach my eyes. Why are you showing us this terrible sight so early in the morning? My disappointment is immeasurable, and my day has been ruined. (Lol)

      “Those armpits look hideous!”

      “Look at that fur. Is he a human or a centaur?”

      “I heard that Lord Destroyer was from a mixed race, it seems that the rumor was true. Makes sense as the prowess he showed until now was far from normal for a mere human.”

      “Don’t look at my armpits, useless bastards. Look at what I have in my palm.”

      I then rested my gaze on his palm. There, I could see something like a necklace or maybe a brooch, I didn’t know the distinction. It was hard to describe from there as I wasn’t the best at descriptions, to begin with.

      What’s that?

      I had no clue what it specifically was. Is he bragging about finding something pretty on the ground?

      Well, I might have done the same if I had found something that pretty. I’d do it at least once in my life. Even Luna showed me her toads after she caught them, didn’t she?

      It was human nature to want to show off what you have gained to others. Everybody likes to brag…

      “T-That’s…”

      Contrary to my carefree thoughts there was a strange tension permeating between the adventurers. It seemed this brooch or whatever the hell it was, wasn’t an ordinary object.

      At that time, Hippolyte, who was wearing full armor, folded her arms, and closed her mouth in contemplation before speaking out in a deadly serious tone.

      “A daffodil mark, the symbol of Pluto.”

      “Yes, it’s highly likely that there are cultists nearby. We need to double our vigilance from now on.”

      **********

      “Lords and ladies, we can’t go any further by carriage. The horses aren’t willing, they won’t go any further even if I whip them to death.”

      The driver of the carriage expressed his disapproval to go forward. He wasn’t lying, the horses weren’t walking forward and just silently hoofed, without budging a single bit, after every whip.

      
        Brrrrg!
      

      I could guess how they were since I’d been whipped before too.

      Whipping was of no use if you really didn’t wish to do something, if your very soul was against it, or if your own body’s stamina was failing you.

      Sometimes getting whipped was miles better than doing something you were ordered to.

      Anyway, the horses were currently on strike. They strongly, and with utmost vigor, refused to do any more useless labor.

      We were thoroughly fucked up.

      The fog around us was so thick that we could only see an inch ahead at best. I didn’t even want to try imagining how hard it would be to walk without a carriage in these dreadful conditions.

      
        Splash-
      

      Hippolyte was the first to get out of the carriage. She gently stroked the long neck of the black horse and casually spoke out.

      “Animals have great senses. They always know if they’re about to face something they wouldn’t want to. Basically, they can sense danger ahead.”

      “As their owner, I don’t think these guys are very smart. They simply don’t want to drag such a heavy cart through the mud. I wouldn’t want to move too were I in their place.”

      “Well, we’ll eventually find out. Everyone gets off the cart! We’ll walk from now on!”

      The remaining adventurers got out of the cart, silently grumbling along their descent.

      Of course, sitting on a stationary cart was a waste of our time, so we lined up and moved forward in the fog under the instructions and careful guidance of the silver-tier adventurers.

      Walking with my feet completely submerged in the mud was a worse experience than I had imagined it to be. As if that wasn’t bad already— dismal fog was surrounding us from all sides, completely blocking our vision.

      And because we were wary of the presence of cultists around us, even our minds couldn’t relax due to tension, an unsettling aura settled between us adventurers.

      “We won’t know if something is going our way. We could all be killed by simple arrows…”

      “We can’t even see the ground well because of the fog, it’s like we’re staring at Tartarus— the deepest depths of hell.”

      “Damn it, maybe we unknowingly have fallen into hell in the evening.”

      Some adventurers were joking like that, but it did nothing to alleviate the atmosphere, if anything it became much gloomier. Luna seemed to be the only carefree one among us as she was smiling at the scenery.

      “The weather is nice, it reminds me of Ideope. The musty and damp smell, the sunlight obstructing fog, the muddy ground. It’s really similar to my home!”

      Luna’s values seem to vary a lot from the ordinary populace. Was this what multiculturalism was all about or something like that?

      “Shh… Be quiet. Something is roaming nearby.”

      At that moment, Hippolyte, who seemed to be having it the easiest among us suddenly stopped walking. The other 20 or so adventurers soon stopped too.

      What the hell will it be? Swamp Goblins?

      With tension filling my body, I tightly grabbed the two swords sheathed at the sides of my hip.

      “Aaargh-!”

      “Ooogh!”

      Some of the adventurers suddenly disappeared in the fog with a horrible scream.

      “Damn it… too late. Draw your swords everyone!!!”

      Arghrgrgrh…

      Soon after that, a green-eyed creature with thick-ridged leathery skin, a long tail, and sharp teeth appeared from the swamp.

      “Damn, it’s a crocodile! A swarm full of swamp crocodiles has appeared! Shitttttt!!!!”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 41: Hassan — The Swamp Local (8)

      
      “Aaargh!”

      I could hear the sounds of water and mud splashing around, along with the clamor of the adventurers and their terrified shrieks from all around me…it was the scene of nightmares.

      “S-Save me!”

      
        Grrrrr!
      

      A crocodile with its mouth stretched wide-open just gulped half of the body of a bronze-tier adventurer down and tore him apart, with its razor-sharp teeth and inhumanely strong jaws, spewing blood everywhere in the surroundings.

      The other crocodiles approached the torn body parts of the unfortunate adventurer at the sudden smell of blood. The violent beasts, as if losing all sense of reason, swallowed and tore every bit of flesh and debris remaining of the poor adventurer apart, relishing in the taste of the torn parts.

      Fucking crocodiles! Shiiiit!

      I felt a shiver run down my back at this terrifying scene. Damn, did people die so easily?

      It’s been a long time since I saw a person die in front of me, my heart was beating fiercely from anxiety, fright, shock, and myriad more emotions that my brain was too jumbled up to even make sense of..

      “Damn, r-run away! Everyone, run the fuck away!!!”

      “Don’t run away, cowards! Fight proudly if you’re a warrior of Lord Mars!”

      Hippolyte and the Sword Maidens drew their swords out with utmost swiftness. Not wasting a single moment of time, they then began slashing at the crocodiles, that were half-submerged in the muddy waters, with all their might.

      “Their eyes and neck! Those are their weak spots. Everyone, aim at their eyes and neck!”

      
        Schwing— Whoosh—
      

      Hippolyte ripped one of the thick-skinned swamp crocodiles apart in a single slash. She showed no signs of yesterday’s weakness. The feeble form that had struggled in vain in my arms was nowhere to be seen. Her show of absolute domination over the dastardly monsters looked extremely reliable, as expected of the silver-tier warrioress.

      The other Sword Maidens followed Hippolyte’s example and were also working hard at desecrating the crocodiles around them.

      “Hi-Hiik!”

      
        Grrrrrrrr!
      

      These crocodiles’ skin was unusually tough, adding loads of confusion to the already difficult fight for the struggling adventurers. The toughness of their skins resulted in some adventurers not even being able to pull their knives out or falling down trying to do so and getting themselves injured by the counterattacks of the swamp monsters.

      Not like there was any shame in this troublesome happenstance. It was very hard to move around in a swamp, any movement would be naturally slow and heavy, the fact that this was the home ground of the crocodiles was also a notable reminder. They were fighting at the monsters’ habitat, their home turf, of course, they would be at a significant disadvantage.

      These crocodiles were truly great predators. They had a ruthless nature— true killing machines that couldn’t be compared in any way to the measly goblins that they confronted yesterday.

      
        Slither— Leap—
      

      A huge crocodile soon lunged at me too with the rapid slithering of its body in the viscous water, and my mind completely blanked at that scene. I hastily walked backward and fell down on my butt, fear and terror coloring my eyes and face. The crocodile didn’t let go of that opportunity and quickly jumped on me with its fangs bared.

      
        Screech—
      

      Thanks to me flailing my arms around at the very last moment, the crocodile ended up only biting my wrist protectors. Holy fuck! If it wasn’t for this expensive piece of equipment, my arm would have probably become the contents of its stomach by now.

      “Let go of me you fucking reptilian piece of shitty bitch!!!”

      Thanks to the dumabss me, falling and losing my long sword, I had no choice but to take out the dagger from my waist and directly swing it at this damned crocodile’s face as fast as I possibly could.

      
        Kaching—
      

      The crocodile’s body dropped down with the sound of my dagger ripping through its skin. It seems I was, fortunately, able to cut through its skull and part of its brain.

      Damn?! Did I just kill such a cruel and ferocious reptilian monster all by myself? I’m Dragon Slayer, Hassan from now on, god-damn it. Woohoo!

      I was thrilled and my heart was overflowing with shock and excitement, but the sheer amount of crocodiles around me didn’t give me much time to revel in the joy of my first big hunt.

      I’m already struggling so much, I wonder how the other guys, especially Luna were doing right now. I hurriedly turned my head at that troublesome thought, searching for the sight of the pink twin tails with an anxious gaze.

      
        Sway—
      

      Luna was raising her arms high in the sky, like a scarecrow, and oriented them towards the alligators surrounding her. Soon after, she began running in a zigzag motion with a weird posture.

      “Kiooooooh, Haiyaaaa!”

      Luna then opened her mouth and started producing weird incoherent screams, directing them towards the crocodile. Did she lose her mind because of her fear of death?

      Not that I felt I could blame her for that, I felt I was going to go crazy too.

      Shit, it seems that Luna’s mind had broken beyond repair. Could a massage fix this mental breakdown state of hers? Would I have to press the acupoints on her brain or something? Fuck, what should I do?

      But something ludicrous unexpectedly happened at that time.

      
        G-Grrrr!
      

      
        Barrrrr!
      

      The crocodiles that had been surrounding her with vicious gazes hurriedly turned around and promptly disappeared to god knows where like lizards walking on water.

      “Fucking sh-hit, what in the fuck is this?”

      My mind just bluescreened from reality at this incomprehensible scene.

      “What are you doing, Hassan? Follow along! Swamp crocodiles are afraid of creatures who run in zig-zag motion while making loud noises!”

      “They’re afraid of what? Damn!”

      “Hurry up!”

      My brain wasn’t processing anything Luna was saying as it was getting blocked by my rationality filter. What she was doing and what was happening didn’t make the least bit of sense to me. However, the truth of the matter was that…it was somehow effective. Her movements, that resembled a drug addict bereft of its favorite drugs, were indeed making the crocodiles afraid.

      “Hurry up, Hassan! It will be even more effective with someone your size! Come on, follow along, already! Damn it!”

      “Oh, fuck it all!”

      
        Grrrrrr—
      

      
        Slither—
      

      The crocodiles were quickly approaching and I had no time to spare anymore for any form of thoughts. So, I did the best possible action in that situation. Taking a deep breath, I raised my arms high in the sky. I decided to follow Luna along in her lunacy.

      
        Clap— Clap—
      

      I ran in a zigzag motion! My zigzag evasion movements were pretty good; years of FPS games and training to avoid Elfriede’s whip attacks made my movements much sharper and dazzling than anyone around me, I was damn sure about that.

      In addition to avoiding them in my zigzag gait, I also swayed my body and twisted around like a rubber balloon.

      “Hwaaaaaaaaaah-!!!!!!!”

      
        G-Gaerrr!
      

      
        Damngrrrrrryouu!
      

      The crocodiles — who were, at the end of the day, merely puny beasts at best — were awed by my majesty and fled in fear while showing their tails and long serrated backs to us.

      Damn, these crocodiles were actually scared of me. Woohoo!

      “Hehe, you can’t go! I won’t let you g-go… Ahgghghghgh!”

      
        Gaek!
      

      I swung my long sword at the back of their heads, it easily penetrated their skin and took their lives in a flash. Damn, I can’t believe it would be so easy to hunt these bastards down!

      “What the hell is this? The bastard crocodiles are running away? Is that a secret Samaritan hunting technique from the wildlands?”

      “Yeah. I heard that’s how locals of the swamps deal with these freaks.”

      “What are you all doing? Hurry up and imitate him, damn it!”

      The misty swamp was now flooded with mad lunatics moving like fiddlesticks and producing weird god-forsaken sounds.

      
        Ga-Garrrr!
      

      It became a place where a weak crocodile, this mere beast, couldn’t survive anymore.

      **********

      “Hey, check out this leather, it’s so fucking good! To think catching crocodiles was this easy.”

      “I can’t help but feel sorry for these dead bastards though.”

      After some time, the frantic jungle party finally ceased and it was time to get our loot from the scattered and mutilated bodies of the dead crocodiles.

      I skillfully collected the skin of the two crocodiles I had slain, other adventurers around me couldn’t help but exclaim in awe at the sight of my masterful flaying.

      “To think such a thick leather could be cut so easily by such a short knife.”

      “Even as a person who lives in the wild, his dexterity is nothing to scoff at.”

      Well, skinning and dismantling the bodies of dead monsters was one of my specialties, after all.

      Because of my father who ran a health center and used to make his own medicine from weird ingredients, I had been forced to learn how to take care of these kinds of barbaric things.

      And I eventually got used to it after being slaved by Elfriede for over two years.

      Now, I could get an idea of how to do such things just by looking at it and feeling a little with my hands. Even if I were to do the same kind of things on new materials, I would be able to do it efficiently.

      
        Sigh—
      

      Of course, I couldn’t deny the impact of <Imperfect Dexterity> along with my increase in strength in making the crocodile’s skin come off so easily.

      As I had suspected before, my newly acquired blessing seemed to correct or enhance any kind of action that required my hands and my efficiency in general.

      Although it was a more useful blessing than I thought, I still don’t think it’s worth going bald for.

      “Wow, you were done with this one in under two minutes. Amazing. Can you skin the crocodile I caught too, Samaritan? I’ll give you 10 percent of the estimated sale price of the leather.”

      “Please, take care of mine too. If someone skins it without damaging them they should be able to get 5 silvers per skin at least. Crocodile skins in a good state sell very well…”

      “Holy Shit!”

      “W-Why? You can’t?”

      “Just form a line and wait.”

      Adding these four crocodile skins would make a profit of two silvers, at least.

      Gains summary!

      My two crocodile skins will sell for around 10 silvers.

      Then I’ll get an additional 10 silver after completing the quest.

      44 coppers after selling the goblin fangs and two silvers for skinning 4 crocodiles.

      I currently have 5 silvers and 40 coppers.

      After all of this is over, I’ll nearly have 30 silvers. The same amount I painstakingly collected after two years of slavery.

      Fucking heeell, how could I earn so much money in such a short amount of time?

      I finally understood how Elfriede and the others could spend so much money on their equipment.

      Thanks to all the new weight, my backpack had become a lot heavier, but I was feeling so elated and light that I felt I was on the verge of soaring in the clear skies above.

      “Where on earth did you learn this? That’s quite a neat and clean work.”

      The middle-aged bronze rank adventurer was affirmatively nodding at the end result. Just when I was about to answer him.

      “Don’t Samaritans take off the skin of the opponents after killing them? This brother of mine probably has been making clothes out of the skins of his opponents before he even learned how to speak properly.”

      “I didn’t expect it would be like this, damn, that’s scary.”

      Marco answered before I could even open my mouth.

      How is this little bastard still alive? Tough motherfucker. Is his nose tougher than this rigid crocodile skin? How incompetent must the guys who died be since even this living burden called Marco survived?

      “Hey, brother. I enjoyed your performance today. Hassan — The Swamp Local. That seems like an avid title. I’ll make a good tune out of this.”

      “Motherfucking bastard, I’ll beat you up if you exaggerate the story again.”

      “When did I ever exaggerate? It’s just my artistic talents taking over, that’s all.”

      “Marco-Kun!!! Where did you go? Come here and pick up the skin of the crocodiles we caught!”

      “Sigh… I’ve been doubting my path as an artist these days. Should I go back to my hometown, in the end?”

      Marco returned to Lord Destroyer’s side with drooping shoulders. The luggage he was carrying on his back was full of crocodile skins. Still, nothing he was carrying on his back could be heavier than the affection Lord Destroyer was constantly showering him with.

      Well, that’s how things concluded.

      I lifted my bag and then looked around for Luna. My mind almost went blank when I saw her sprinkling coins on the ground.

      Ho…ly… No matter how rich you are, throwing coins on the ground was still a little excessive, wasn’t it? I don’t even know what to say anymore.

      “You just saved my life, Luna. How did you know how to deal with the crocodiles like that?”

      “Ah… Ideope has a lot of swamps. We get attacked by crocodiles whenever they’re bored, so it’s quite often in frequency. Since their eyes are on the floor level they tend to misjudge heights, so the bigger you are, the better the effects of this technique.”

      This sounded like the ramblings of someone who was out to sell something shady. However, I had no choice but to believe it since it actually worked. Anyways, that’s not what I really wanted to ask currently.

      “Why are you tossing coins on the ground? Just give it to me if you don’t want it.”

      “Ah, I’m not throwing them away, it’s not even my money, to begin with. This money is for Charon, it’s their travel expenses, I got it from their pockets, 1 copper each.”1

      Luna then began putting coins into the mouths of the corpses with terrifying upturned eyes. Is this some kind of funeral rite in this world?

      Come to think of it, I was often asked to leave money in the bodies of fallen adventurers back when I was with Elfriede and her party.

      People in this world seemed to believe in some kind of afterlife. As for me, I just stood there. I didn’t say anything or asked any more questions after that, silently observing the strange funeral rite.

      **********

      “Five deaths and two fugitives before even meeting the damned cultists. That’s bad. We have only 13 people left now, right?”

      “Yes. Should we go on Miss Hippolyte? The Sword Maidens seem to have picked up some injuries too.”

      “Thanks for worrying Lord Destroyer but there’s no need for that. It’s going to be fine as long as you and I are present.”

      “Is that so? Well, it doesn’t matter to me. You don’t look well though, Miss Hippolyte. Are you injured anywhere?”

      “…No. Let’s leave this place..”

      The group packed up their belongings and advanced through the muddy swamp without even having time to mourn the dead.

      Some people were excited by their newly found gains while others were still shaken by the previous devastating attack that resulted in the loss of one-fourth of our party members.

      
        Hooooooo-
      

      
        Maeoooow-
      

      “D-Damn it!”

      “Why are you scared, little bitch? It’s just birds.”

      It was clear that the tiredness and tension of the group were a notch higher than earlier. People were alarmed and expected an attack at any slight unusual sound or anomaly.

      “Damn, I hope the fog clears up soon.”

      “Was this place even supposed to be so foggy? It wasn’t if I remember correctly.”

      “I don’t know bastard, just look around you. Tell me if you can discern it or not. Stupid bitch!”

      I was silently walking while listening to the chatter around me. From what the adventurers were saying, it seems this fog was unusual and was a bit uncharacteristic for this swamp.

      Human perception mostly relied on sight and having it blocked like this wasn’t doing any good to our already drained mental state.

      Moreover, the air was getting hotter and hotter as we were advancing through the fog as if walking inside a giant steamer…as if we were about to be cooked alive.

      “Hassan, you caught 2 crocodiles!”

      As usual and completely contrary to everyone else, Luna was excitedly jumping around as if she was in a great mood.

      Was she roaming so freely because it felt similar to her hometown? Well, seeing her this cheerful did help in alleviating my mood…even by a little.

      Luna was giggling as she peeked through my backpack to check out my crocodile skins.

      “You can make clothes out of these.”

      “Clothes?”

      “Yes, weren’t they ripped up when we were attacked by goblins during the temple clean-up?”

      “Oh yeah. I almost forgot.”

      I was covering my tattered clothes with my cheap raincoat. What I am wearing right now is closer to being called rags rather than clothes.

      I couldn’t buy clothes after splurging so much on protective gear. I’ll have to get new clothes if I make money this time.

      Luna’s idea wasn’t half-bad either. Would the price be lowered if I supplied the crocodile skin myself? It was a possibility, and any avenue that saved up money should be treaded…

      However…

      Clothes made out of crocodile skin. Never thought I’d have the luxury to wear those.

      Hippolyte, who was walking in front, suddenly stopped while I was indulging in my self-induced fantasies.

      Shit fuck, what is it gonna be this time around? Hippolyte then spoke in a firm voice as if she had made up her mind.

      “Not good. We can’t continue unless we deal with this fog somehow. Cultist camps have been sighted around this position.”

      “What do you propose then, Miss Hippolyte?”

      Some focus was shifted to Hippolyte after Lord Destroyer’s inquiry. It was all because of the faint hope in their hearts that a mighty silver-ranked adventurer would be able to solve this hopeless issue somehow.

      I was of the same thought. In my head, I was imagining the mighty Hippolyte conjuring a typhoon with the movement of her arms, utilizing her inhuman strength, and blowing all of the fog away… 

      Hippolyte then spoke in a loud tone, breaking my reverie…

      “I am unable to clear out this fog, but I know someone who might be able to. Priestess from Delphi, let me borrow the blessing granted to you by the god you believe in. The luminous light of the esteemed god is perfect to get rid of the fog.”

      Cassandra promptly emerged from the crowd after being called. She then shook her head and silently spoke after looking around.

      “My prayers cannot reach the heavens because of the cold energy around here. Rather than me, why don’t you ask the guy over there for help…?”

      She then pointed her finger at the group. Everyone’s eyes followed her finger until they finally reached the person she was pointing at.

      Damn, just as I was wondering who it was, it somehow ended up being me. This shouldn’t be possible. Was she perhaps mistaken?

      I need to clear things up…

      “Me?”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 42: Pluto's Black Star (1)

      
      I was very much embarrassed by their attention which had suddenly shifted to me.

      My blushing face and timid attitude due to the sudden influx of gazes fixed on me made way for an extremely stupid display, making me want to die of shame.

      “W-What am I needed for?”

      Cassandra slowly and gently walked over to me at my panicked inquiry. She then placed her hands on my shoulders, I don’t even know how she was able to do it in spite of being blind but she did nonetheless, and addressed the adventurers around me.

      “When it comes to the blessing of Light, Hassan of Samaria here is the most blessed among us. His prayers are the most likely to reach the silent and lofty peaks of mount Olympus.”

      Cassandra’s words spread like wildfire and created a rather big commotion instantaneously.

      “That guy was a blessed?”

      “Isn’t the God of Light famous for not easily blessing people?”

      “I don’t think the priestess from Delphi, the great temple of the sun, would lie to us…”

      “Be quiet.”

      It was Hippolyte’s heavy voice that finally put the chattering group’s debate, about my status as a blessed, to an abrupt halt in a single instant. Her words just had that much weight.

      The silver-ranked warrioress then walked closer to me with a group of adventurers trailing behind her, including the sword maidens, and stood up just below my face, glancing straight at me with her steely eyes.

      Fuck, the people of this world had no awareness of any form of personal space. It was kinda embarrassing every single time they nonchalantly walked up so close to me without respecting my personal boundaries. It felt very shitty, in fact.

      “Can you do it?”

      “T-That…”

      How can she look straight into my eyes like that?

      As I returned her gaze, I abruptly recalled the scene in the cold lake last night— the scene of our entangled bodies under the moonlight, and felt blood rushing to my little brother at a frightening pace.

      “If you succeed, I will back you up for your promotion to bronze rank and even personally request Baltma for it.”

      Holy god-fucking-damn, a promotion?

      “I’ll give it a try, but I have to warn you, I can’t assure you of the success.”

      Promotion to the bronze tier? Fireworks and fanfare for my promotion party began ringing in my head.

      I thought It would take another half a year for me to leave the iron tier, at the minimum. Although this was a very happy occasion, I still felt a chill go down my neck looking at the pair of brown eyes nailing me down.

      “Then, try. Pray.”

      And so I started a strange prayer ceremony while surrounded by the other adventurers.

      Everyone looked at me with some nervousness, anticipation, interest, or doubt; some form of emotion rested in their gazes without exception. My mouth dried up while my hands got sweaty from nervousness and anxiety.

      “The prayer of a blessed Samaritan. I’m really looking forward to this.”

      Hippolyte was urging me to start. Fucking hell, what was I to do now? As I said before I have no prior religious experience.

      What am I supposed to do if you guys suddenly ask me to pray? All I could think of right now were the ancestral rites my father used to force me to join four times a year. Damn, should I just try and do that? It was worth a try, at the very least.

      “Then, please, can you spread out some food around here? Just a bit from the rations you guys have packed.”

      Hippolyte nodded and soon after the Sword Maidens reluctantly began putting down some food from their bags on the ground while glancing at me with stern eyes.

      Putting food on the muddy floor didn’t feel right to me, so I took out some crocodile skin and set the assembly of dry rations, dried fruits, and the newly acquired crocodile meat on them.

      I think this was good enough as a ritual table, filled with the ritual offerings, for the ancestral rites, but if my strict father saw this makeshift table then he would be angrily badmouthing me while spitting out in rage.

      As the eldest son of a large family, he had always been passionate about ancestral rites.

      I, then, sat neatly in front of the ancestral rites table, then I made two bows toward the muddy ground; wet sounds were made whenever my head touched the mud.

      Twice? Maybe doing thrice was appropriate since it was a god. Damn, I’ll do it once more; just to be safe.

      
        Splash-
      

      “What is he doing?”

      “I don’t know too. I guess it’s a kind of Samaritan prayer?”

      “It has a primitive feel to it.”

      “That’s how they did it in ancient times, I suppose.”

      Contrary to the noisy adventurers that were making a ruckus, Casandra’s voice was muffled and barely audible, like a forced-out whisper.

      “I heard that in ancient times, before even temples were built, people used to pray after preparing offerings such as food and other kinds of sacrificial objects. Burning offerings before praying was an everyday occurrence to the people of the old.”

      “Indeed, this is the old-fashioned way. How unexpected.”

      “Let’s see what happens from now on.”

      **********

      The crowd and I were immersed in a state of awkward silence after I bowed three times toward the simple makeshift ritual table.

      Only fog and the cries of wild animals were filling our surroundings.

      Even after waiting some more, the fog showed no signs of lessening, it didn’t even stir the slightest.

      Well, that’s about what I expected.

      Although I was full of confidence in my abilities after what happened these few days, I still didn’t believe in the gods of this world and didn’t offer them even a single prayer since getting sent here for who knows what reason!

      Damn, this is plain embarrassing. Won’t they beat me up if nothing happens after all the ruckus they made and the anticipation they placed on me?

      Just as I started worrying about the dark future that was surely ahead…

      “Hassan of Samaria. Brother. Why don’t you try offering praises or compliments?”

      I could hear Cassandra’s voice from behind me, I felt like I was stuck in a deep and dark hole and a rope of salvation was finally offered to me. She was my savior, I’m sure of it, damn it!

      “Praise?”

      “Yes, brief praise is okay. Please do your best. You can recite a prayer. Samaritan dialect is fine t…”

      I couldn’t hear the rest of her words as I was immersed in my thoughts. She wants me to praise a god? Nothing comes to mind though. I’m not the kind to easily praise others, to begin with. Hallelujah… Fucking hell, that isn’t the right religion, for fucks sake! What should I say?

      Right now the closest thing I knew to prayers was the ridiculous “Praise the chaos” or whatever that line I often had to mutter to invoke the status screen.

      Shit, being ridiculed never killed anyone, I have nothing to lose, I’ll just do it.

      “Praise the Sun-!”

      Just when I uttered such a ridiculous and awkward praise that almost made me cringe visibly.

      
        Ding-
      

      
Your current task points are 217.



『Yes.』
『No.』




      Holy. Fucking. Shit! Letters appeared! They really appeared!! I’ve never seen these before. Even an optional “Yes/No” appeared too.

      I felt hope and a sense of deja vu when I heard I could consume 200 task points to borrow some power from the gods.

      “Nothing is happening.”

      “Was he lying?”

      It was time to move, I couldn’t hesitate anymore when they were slowly giving me more and more suspicious and scary looks.

      I’m gonna get promoted if I do well. Damn, I’ll raise my rank to the next tier! More money and an even more comfortable life was awaiting me! Wooohooooo!!!

      
        Ding-
      

      My hand moved and pressed on the floating 『Yes.』option, the letters faded away with an artificial noise akin to those you’d hear when choosing an option in a mobile game.

      What’s going to happen now? I’m so nervous that I couldn’t even breathe properly.

      
        Swish- Bang-
      

      Something flew out through the fog with lightning-fast speed. Brushing my face, it crashed on the muddy ground with a resounding splash, nay, it was more of a thud than a splash which was weird for the muddy and watery ground we were standing upon. At the same time, the thick fog that was surrounding us began to slowly clear up, faintly revealing the bright sky as if the previous fog was merely an illusion.

      Holy shit, what was that?

      Did that thing just fly in from the fog and then get stuck on the ground? The speed and weight looked way too much. Was this a missile or a meteor or something similar? Fucking shit, just what the fuck was that?

      The land surrounding me was actually hollowed out as if an object of considerable mass had collided with it. It was akin to the state when a meteor had just landed on earth with a terrible momentum. And in the middle of that hollowed space, was an object blazing with fire.

      “An arrow…?”

      Luna said it was an arrow, and I also confirmed that fact with my own eyes.

      Instead of feathers, fluttering and shining gold flames were vividly burning at its end. It was a very hard-to-process scene, especially for me who had come from a world without magic.

      It soon disappeared, like a flame that had burned out all of its firewood with a whoosh sound.

      “Wow, damn, the fog cleared up in an instant!”

      “It wasn’t just the fog! Look! Even the mud has suddenly dried up!”

      “What!? What just happened? I didn’t see anything, I just heard a loud sound!”

      The adventurers began loudly rambling with each other in shock at the earthshaking changes around us. Hippolyte then interrupted them after looking at the hollowed-out ground.

      “The food and leather on the ground are gone. It seems the great God of Light has accepted the tribute. The way the floor is dented and this heat…”

      Hippolyte, then, knelt down on the spot where the arrow was and swept the floor with her palm.

      The priestess from Delphi was also kneeling next to her and was also getting a feel of the ground. She then spoke in her characteristic quiet voice.

      “He never answered no matter how many tributes I offered. To think he’d answer so quickly… Uuh, Uuuh, Uuuuggh…”

      Cassandra who was looking fine just now suddenly started convulsing violently.

      “Ugh, Gugh, Hah, Haagh-!”

      S-shit, what the hell is happening? Is she having an epileptic seizure?

      In this world where people had weird eccentricities and bizarre conditions, I wouldn’t be surprised to see someone suffer from a mental illness or two.

      Even if it was a well-dressed Priestess who seemed to be living quite the good life.

      “The priestess from Delphi. W-What’s happening to her? What’s wrong?”

      Even Hippolyte couldn’t stay calm after seeing her body shake like that, as if she was going through a great amount of pain.

      She then grabbed the slender shoulders of Cassandra, who now started foaming from her mouth, and began shaking her back and forth.

      “Wake up!”

      “Geuh, Uuuugh. O-Oracle-!”

      “It’s an oracle?”

      “…Geuh, the s-sun rose high from below the ground and stayed in the sky for three days. Nothing could hide from its bright light whether it was high in the mountain peaks or deep on the sea floor… But it then sank back into the earth, breaking with it its own covenant and crown of light…”

      **********

      Cassandra who had lost her consciousness after rambling that oracle of hers suddenly woke up after a few dozen minutes.

      “Uh, Uuh…”

      The woman woke up behind me in a state similar to the ones I’d seen on those experiencing a hangover. She then shouted in surprise at the realization that a man with tanned skin was holding her on his back.

      “W-What the hell is going on?”

      “I had to lift you on my back since you lost consciousness. Get off now since you have regained your consciousness. You’re heavy.”

      I wasn’t really bothered by the duty of carrying her being dumped on me. It was like having to carry another piece of luggage after losing at rock-paper-scissors.

      I even liked it at first since it meant I’d be carrying a soft-looking woman on my back. I couldn’t say the same thing after walking a few kilometers with all this load under the rays of the scorching sun, however.

      “I was unconscious? Okay, first things first, sorry for showing you such an unsightly side of me.”

      Cassandra came down and patted her body to dust off the leaves and other residues that got stuck on her clothes. She then slowly came to my side and quietly expressed her thanks along with her apology for burdening me so.

      “Hassan of Samaria. I’d recommend visiting Delphi if you have the time after we’re done with this mission. It seems to be the wish of the great God of Light and the Sun, Apollo himself.”

      “Delphi?”

      Where is Delphi situated anyway? I heard people say that it was the city where the headquarters of the church believing in the Sun God was located.

      In a world without cars and buses, traveling to another city required a lot of effort. This quest wasn’t called an expedition or journey for nothing.

      “That’s all I can tell you as a mere mortal.”

      Cassandra distanced herself from me after leaving those words. It seems she didn’t care about any kind of question I might have for her sudden and cryptic recommendation.

      “Heugh, uh, ugh-.”

      Luna then walked up next to me, making strange groaning noises.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I-I think I sprained my ankle. There was a rock and I kinda tripped over and fell…”

      This troublesome bitch walked so freely on the muddy ground and then ended up injuring herself on dry ground.

      Was it similar to having your feet hurt on the plain ground after having fun jumping on a trampoline?

      Maybe her feet that were used to the muddy terrain couldn’t adapt to the suddenness of the dry ground.

      “I-It hurts-.”

      “Oi, let me see. There doesn’t seem to be any problem on the surface.”

      I was used to curing strange diseases so a simple ankle strain shouldn’t be too much of a deal, right? I put my hand on Luna’s wrist.

      “I-I hurt my feet, so why are you touching my arms…?”

      “Stay still. Don’t speak.”

      
        Ding-
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      There was nothing mentioned about a sprained ankle. What was the difference between what appeared on my ability and what didn’t? More research on this was needed to ascertain that fact. For now, I should approach this the traditional way.

      “Want a massage to make you feel better?”

      Well, I didn’t really need the help of my ability to cure something as trivial as this.

      Just as I was trying to reach for the ankle of the sitting Luna she suddenly swung her hand and blocked mine mid-route.

      “H-having my ankle touched in public is a little…”

      “Ah…”

      I forgot about that. I can’t even imagine the number of rumors that me touching her feet right here would produce.

      
        Whisper- Whisper-
      

      “The Samaritan prayer method wor…”

      “Put food on the floor and keep bowing down…”

      Since the weird ancestral rites incident from earlier, people began keeping their distance from me while muttering to themselves.

      “What’s going on there?”

      As if thinking it was strange for us to slow down, Hippolyte stopped walking and looked at us with that indifferent gaze of hers. There was a slight frown forming between her brows as she looked at us.

      “Hey, is there something wrong? Any problems?”

      “No, nothing’s wrong.”

      “We’re already behind the schedule. Nothing should be in our way since the fog has been cleared and the ground is now dry. So, we need to speed up.”

      Then we started walking again. It was a ruthless march. It was frankly quite difficult to keep up with Hippolyte, who was leading us as though she was running.

      “What do you want to do Luna? Should we take a break?”

      “N-No, we can’t do that. I need to get promoted to the bronze rank…”

      Luna, who was weakly limping, began walking again with a pained expression on her face. I can’t stand this, she just looks so pitiful.

      “Want me to carry you on my back?”

      “C-Can you? I-I owe you one then, Hassan.”

      I bowed down a little then Luna approached me and wrapped her arms around my neck as if she had been waiting for this to happen for ages. The weight of my luggage and her combined was rather significant.

      Perhaps because I had become stronger, I wasn’t feeling too bothered about it. Luna who could barely have a proper meal every day was thin and light, to begin with, so there wasn’t any additional burden to speak of.

      
        Touch-
      

      Maybe because of the bag on her back, Luna kept leaning forward. Because of that, I could feel her warm and soft front pushing on my back.

      In addition to that, and although I had no impure intention, I could feel her soft and springy rear after lifting her from her butt.

      “Is it too heavy for you…?”

      “No, it’s alright.”

      “But it’s so hot. I’ll blow some air for you.”

      It was very commendable of her to blow some air on the back of my neck with “Hou, Houuu” sounds. My body, however, was getting hotter instead from the stimulation that action brought to my very core.

      Fuck, this was getting dangerous.

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 43: Pluto's Black Star (2)

      
      I carried Luna on my back for a while.

      Since the fog was now lifted, the Acheron swamp was like an open wilderness without any obstacles to hinder our march. Simultaneously, there was also nothing to threaten us and no need to unsheathe our weapons.

      Well, this kind of open space like those in a savanna makes sense. After all, before entering the swamp area, we had witnessed large plains with paddy fields surrounding us.

      That didn’t mean we could slack off and drop our awareness, however. I made sure to look around with vigilant eyes and made sure that no form of abnormal sound, if they were to ever come up, could avoid my keenly listening ears.

      Maybe mole-like wretches— abnormal variants of monsters like those, could pop out of the ground and grab my ankles. I made sure to check where I was walking and gave attention to my footing as well.

      “Looks like you’re carrying a lot, Samaritan.”

      Someone commented on my situation, interrupting my silent and vigilant march.

      I turned my head to see who it was. It turned out to be one of the members of the Sword Maidens, her blond hair was tied with an odd korean-themed ribbon and she had freckles on her face. I think I knew her. Her name was Rene if I remember right.

      I could feel Luna nervously tremble on my back as soon as she talked. Was Luna scared of her?

      “Want me to carry her for you?”

      “No, it’s alright.”

      I hurriedly distanced myself from her after clearly and concisely expressing my rejection. Rene however stepped closer to me, shortening the distance between us despite my efforts to keep our distance. I was once again reminded of the fact that these barbarians were unaware of the definition of ‘personal space’.

      “You’re more amazing than I thought. You killed the crocodiles and even slashed the goblins. Are all Samaritans as ferocious as you? Moreover, the way you fought was very different from the Spartans.”

      I’d never thought that an Amazoness that would scream and fight with a face covered in mud would call me ferocious. Was my bearing as a modern and civilized person lost forever? What went wrong I wonder? I was forced to contemplate my life due to her sudden statements.

      “It seems you also received a blessing from a famous god, somehow. You’re a funny guy. The funniest guy I’ve met lately. This is a compliment. I don’t usually give out compliments, you know?”

      “Is that so?”

      The corners of my mouth faintly curled up after being unexpectedly praised by a woman.

      To me, who had been mercilessly abused by Elfriede, praise and compliments were as sweet as the greatest honey.

      No one in the world dislikes praise, and I liked it too. You could even say I reveled in them due to my abusive past.

      Just as I was thinking about that I felt Luna’s arms press with a bit more force around my neck.

      Luna’s relationship with these guys was not dissimilar to that of the circumstance between a predator and a herbivore. Maybe it was more appropriate to call it the relationship between a bread shuttle and the bullies? 1

      Of course, she’d be feeling anxious with such a bully standing next to her and talking casually with the guy she was friends with.

      “Well, I don’t feel like talking anymore, go away.” was what I was about to say…

      “See you later then, Samaritan.”

      Rene walked away before I could even have the chance to say those words. Promptly, she rejoined the Sword Maidens while gently waving her hand toward me. I think the Sword Maidens were making a racket about something but my attention was soon caught by Luna.

      “Ha-Hassan…”

      “A-Are you uncomfortable? Are your ankles fine?”

      “The thing I was going to say the last time…”

      “The last time?”

      “Before the night watch… I prayed to Knox, early into the next morning… Her response….”

      Luna, who was about to say something suddenly stopped as if she was choking, perhaps at the heaviness of the word she was about to relay to me.

      Her body then began to tremble and shake like a person who had been damned with the fate of sleeping outside during the bone-chilling nights of winter with nothing to keep her warm.

      Was she having a seizure? Just when such a worrying thought crossed my mind, Luna spoke again.

      “P-Put me down, Hassan… Hurry up!”

      “Put you down?”

      I had no clue what was going on but I had no reason to keep carrying her in this situation when she asked me to stop carrying her. Just as I placed her down on the dry ground…

      
        Sprout- Sprout- Sprout-
      

      Sounds similar to the ones of something coming out of the ground resounded from around us. White stick-like objects began popping out from the ground below.

      Why did bamboo suddenly shoot out from the ground? Although such a ridiculous thought crossed my mind, I unhesitantly pulled two of my swords out instantaneously, revealing their shiny and glorious splendor.

      The time for me to use the Santoryu art has finally come.

      
        Sprout-
      

      What actually sprouted from beneath the ground was a kind of bone. These bones were old enough to look bleached white. Moreover, it was wriggling abnormally as if it was alive.

      They were actually skeletons. The remains of the deceased. Or whatever you felt like calling them.

      For me who followed Elfriede into Pluto’s Underground labyrinth countless times, they were something like a regular sight, as we encountered them multiple times. The count was so many that I couldn’t even recall the exact number.

      Still, no matter how much experience I had accumulated, it didn’t lessen the surrealness of the scene of the dead corpses being animated to life.

      “Draw your weapons!”

      One of the adventurers shouted so, his voice had a hint of panic laced within. That’s because…

      “There are too many of them, fucking damn it!”

      The number of skeletons was similar to that of a platoon. Did they have a spawning area under the ground that could infinitely create them or what? The constantly adding numbers compelled me to think as such.

      
        HeuHeuHeuHeuHeu…
      

      At that time, a peal of deep resonating laughter spread out among the panicked adventurers.

      “The Acheron swamps… It’s infested with those who have fallen during the cold winter… They died without even being able to receive the fare for their journey to the afterlife… They became ghosts, having been denied entry to Charon’s boat…”

      
        Whisper-
      

      I could suddenly hear a voice, that gave me the fucking creeps, from god knows where. It was terrifying, similar to the sound of someone licking the damp bottom of the swamps with its devilish tongue.

      Rather than a voice, it would be better to call it a curse or a very disturbing and bizarre noise.

      
        Rustle-
      

      Soon after that, a black shadow appeared among the skeletons.

      There was no reason for a shadow to appear on this large plain with no tree on the horizon. It was clearly an anomaly without any valid reason for its existence.

      “The scent of deep fear…”

      The shadow grew bigger and appeared on the ground in human form. Its body was covered by a black robe.

      Seeing the bulging chest of the figure, it was clearly in the shape of a woman. She also had a pointy necklace on her neck that looked like a mace without its handle.

      “The fog is gone… and the mud has dried. However, the power of light… It can’t get rid of the dead that lurks deep within this earth…”

      Damn, was she a witch? I’m weak against this magical shit. I was vulnerable against witches in more ways than one, god-damn it!

      “You’ve finally revealed your identity, vile cultist! Are you the one controlling these skeletons?”

      Hippolyte drew her sword and gallantly exclaimed out loud. Lord Destroyer also raised his huge hammer and took a fighting stance, ready to kill his enemies with overwhelming force.

      “Necromancer Koma! I will get rid of your army!”

      “No one… can restrain death… Pluto, the god of death, will rise from the dark depths of the underground and rule over the earth, the seas, and the skies… Nobody can stop his almighty reign…”

      “That’s crazy!”

      Hippolyte pulled her sword out and fiercely attacked the figure; it was as if she couldn’t stand listening to her mindless blabbering anymore. Countless remains consisting of white-colored bones, however, assembled in front of her, blocking her path.

      
        Clatter- Clatter-
      

      “This kind of trick-!”

      
        Clatter- Clatter-
      

      At the same time, the bones, which had remained immobile after surrounding us, creating a great amount of tension among the adventurers, suddenly began attacking us with a maddened fervor.

      They had no weapons, but their basic appearance, reminiscent of the very essence of death itself, was enough to scare some adventurers silly.

      Most of all, there were just way too many of them.

      “Whoooagh!”

      “H-Help me!”

      The skeletons of the dead were resentful and longed for life more than anything else. One of those vengeful skeletons grabbed the arms and legs of a bronze-tier adventurer and tore them off like it was a mere piece of paper.

      The adventurer let out an unsettling scream before being torn into pieces in the next second by the same skeleton.

      “Tanathus, Sigtes-. Bel Mos Grima…”

      The flesh of the fallen adventurer then came back together, to form a jumbled mess of flesh and gore, after the witch had let out some scary sounds, and formed a crude shape in the visage of the fallen adventurer consisting solely of gorey flesh.

      “Go, my flesh golem…”

      
        Ughaaaaa…
      

      Damn, this necromancer is too much of a cheat. Can’t I change my savage warrior class into the one of a necromancer? No way wielding a bladed weapon could hold up to something this unfair and broken.

      A bladed weapon wouldn’t affect bones in any significant way, so the strategy here was to sheathe the sword back and swing the sheathe like a makeshift mace instead.

      “Damn you, skeleton bastards! I’ll kill you, fucking undead scums!”

      
        Swing- Clatter-
      

      The skeleton bastards lost their shape and crumbled on the floor with every hit of my sheathed sword.

      Indeed, striking them with a blunt object was more effective than just trying to slash them with a sword’s edge. The knowledge I had learned from Elfriede was no joke and was coming in handy right now. At least, there was some form of silver lining in that god-forsaken life of a slave that I was living the past couple of years.

      “S-Skeletons? I-It’s time to use my spirit voodoo.”

      I woke up from my reveries at Luna’s sudden shout. I just remembered the fact that she was a voodoo shaman.

      Wasn’t a part of voodoo all about making zombies? Weren’t they like close relatives of the necromancers?

      “Spirit Voodoo! Haah!”

      Luna raised a huge stick and fully swung on the body of a skeleton and smashed it apart.

      Damn, wasn’t this just like her Silence totem from yesterday? She said it was called Spirit Voodoo; she seems to be thinking that just naming them something fancy like that was enough for them to be seen as something cool. As I thought, she was just a plain retard.

      Luna’s Silence totem had worked for her like a charm and had a 100% working rate. And similarly the skeletons she hit after swinging her arms turned into pieces.

      Adventurers watching the scene of my and Luna’s one-sided slaughter also changed their strategy, sheathed their swords and used them like that, or just picked up sticks and hit the skeletons with them.

      
        Clatter- Clatter-
      

      Soon, the sounds of bones falling apart spread out throughout the battlefield. For beings that looked so scary that they nearly frightened everyone to death, they were rather weak.

      Truthfully, however, it was difficult to fight a skeleton warrior or a skeleton knight even if multiple adventurers banded together. Fortunately, the people who died here, naked and struggling from the harsh winter, were weaker than even the weakest goblins. Not only were they not strong, but they also weren’t really smart either.

      “Guys! It hurts!”

      
        Graeuuk-
      

      Even the flesh golem who looked like the final boss lost its shape and collapsed on the ground when one of the Sword Maidens hit it with a cutting board after they surrounded it.

      Damn, necromancers are actually shit, what the fuck! I’d rather keep being a barbarian warrior. I decided to give up on requesting a class transfer.

      “That’s pretty good… How about this… Arise… My servants.”

      
        Clatter- Clatter- Clatter-
      

      The piled-up bones and the remains of fallen adventurers began converging into a single place at the commanding words of the necromancer.

      They then began combining like legos and formed into the shape of a scary-looking skeleton dragon with flaming blue eyes.

      
        Karrrrr…
      

      “I-It’s a dragon…”

      Just until a few moments before, these bastards were excitedly beating the limping skeletons, and had finally found the chance to relax and loosen the strength they put in their weapons. But now… only terrible despair remained on their faces when they looked at the horrific scene of an undead dragon.

      “S-Sister Hippolyte…!”

      I could see how serious the current situation had become when I saw a member of the Sword Maidens, that was holding the cutting board, falling to the ground with her legs still trembling from fear and shock.

      A dragon made out of bones, god-fucking-damn! This shit is as big as a three-story building, so fucking scary. Was this even something that humans could deal with, to begin with?

      The only way I could think of to get rid of this damned monstrosity required the assistance of a helicopter or a tank. And at that moment, when my mind was cooking up outlandish thoughts to defeat the skeletal dragon, something heavy jumped on the ground and then propelled itself up in the air.

      Looking at the thick fur and huge hammer, it must be Lord Destroyer who had decided to take the first hit.

      “Lord Vulcan! Give this servant of yours the strength to fight his adversaries!”

      
        Thump-
      

      The huge hammer hit the dragon’s head, emitting a huge shockwave of giant proportions.

      The swing of the epic-grade hammer along with the strength of a silver-tier adventurer was enough to create an enormous impact reminiscent of a huge cannonball fired from a barrel!

      “Haaaargh!”

      The aftermath created by the huge blow even made some adventurers trip off balance from the resulting shockwaves; they lost their footing and fell flat on the dry ground. I might have fallen or downright flown away too if I didn’t put a lot of strength in my legs.

      “My God!”

      Damn, probably because she was as light as a feather, Luna flew far away, like an ant swept by the wind! Was she going to be okay? I can’t afford to worry about her right now, unfortunately.

      
        Grrrrr…
      

      Even after being hit with that strong-looking hammer, the skeleton dragon didn’t budge and was left without even a single scratch!

      He then lifted his heavy foot up and ruthlessly slammed it on the chest of Lord Destroyer who was lying on the ground, recovering from the backlash of his huge attack.

      Lord Destroyer was flung far away and hit the ground with a loud thump. At the same time, the skeleton dragon began violently moving around, waving its sharp bone claws and heavy bone tail in all directions like a frenzied beast.

      
        Grrrrrr…
      

      “Uh! Uuaaaah!”

      “R-Run!”

      It was a one-sided slaughter. Adventurers were sent flying and crashing here and there after getting hit with its tail that looked like it weighed a fucking ton, at least. It was like being crushed by a heavy truck!

      No one would call them cowards for wanting to run away right now. I was so scared, I wanted to run away too. But the hands of a skeleton were wrapped around my legs with a tight grip and didn’t let me budge from my spot.

      “Unhand me! Bastard! Let go of me! What’s wrong with you?

      And just then…

      “Skeletons? Do you think mere skeletons are enough to stop me? Such puny tricks to stop me!? The daughter of the great Mars? Laughable!!”

      Hippolyte cut all the skeletal warriors surrounding her with the slashes of her sword. Taking a different stance than usual, she abruptly swung her blade several times in short instantaneous bursts.

      
        Whoosh- Swoosh-
      

      I thought it would be a waste of time to try and fight this bony monstrosity but I was proven to be wrong. The warrioress proved me wrong. The invisible waves she was producing made my ears ring from the way they cut air apart in its wake. The invisible slashes were actually able to hurt the dragon!!!

      
        Swish- Swoosh- Bump-
      

      I was simply left speechless, what could I even say in this situation? My mouth was wide open at the sight of the skeleton dragon collapsing before the might of her blows.

      With a sword? Damn. Could such a thing even be possible? Is this magic? Or was Hippolyte a witch too?

      Seeing something so surreal was making my head spin.

      “Ouuugh… You’re nowhere near worthy enough to claim Mars’ blood.”

      The necromancer, bamboozled by what transpired, turned into a shadow again and tried to flee the scene.

      
        Swish-
      

      My inner evaluation of the necromancer rose by half a star. They sure have a lot of tricks up their sleeves.

      “Koma is on the run! Everyone follow me! If we don’t catch her right now then all the deaths and even this expedition itself will all be in vain!”

      Hippolyte tried to follow her and called everyone for help but no one was in a state to heed her commands.

      I was the only one still standing, everyone else was rolling on the floor and groaning with serious injuries plastered all over their bodies.

      “Oh, fucking damn it… Hey! Samaritan! Follow me! Quicky!”

      “Y-You mean me?”

      “If all goes well, I’ll completely forget about yesterday’s scandal. So, follow me already, you big oaf!”

      Is this how a prisoner feels after getting rid of their electronic anklet? I felt refreshed and my mind sprung up with positive thoughts at her declaration.

      “Not only will I forget about it, but you’ll also be promoted to the bronze rank if you catch her. I swear it by the river Styx!”

      What? She just swore by the Styx? I know the credibility of that better than anyone.

      “What are you doing Miss Hippolyte? Let’s go!”

      “Ah, T-That’s right! You’re more fearless than I thought brave Samaritan.”

      It’s not like I’m not scared.

      It’s just that the Necromancer couldn’t use her ultimate attack anymore. In other words, she was just a mage on cooldown. I might be able to win over such a weak mage, god damn it! No way was I going to miss such a chance.

      I was also confident because Hippolyte would be with me. Fuck, this woman could even shoot invisible projectiles from her sword. She was no different from a walking missile launcher. I was thoroughly assured of our victory. That promotion is on the bag already! Woooohooooo!

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 44: Pluto's Black Star (3)

      
      “Here are her footprints… She couldn’t have gone too far, hurry up!”

      “Hak, Heu, Ha… I-I’m coming but…”

      Hoo… I was panting and my breath was coarse from fatigue. Although I didn’t know any swordsmanship or martial arts I was at least confident in my running ability.

      My self-confidence waned a little after today.

      Hippolyte was effortlessly running as though she was floating on the ground. She was kicking the ground with her two legs like a fucking cheetah. Holy fuck, I don’t think she’d lose in speed to a cheetah at all. How the fuck is she so fast?

      Even though I recently got a bit stronger, it was still merely at the level of a fairly robust man. Since my growth was fairly limited, by the standards of this barbaric world. I could barely follow Hippolyte’s footsteps.

      Hippolyte would sometimes look behind, trying to see if I was keeping up with her.

      “Hurry up!”

      “Geuuh…”

      Instead of falling at the hands of the Necromancer, I might just drop dead here from exhaustion while following Hippolyte.

      “Fucking… tired… Ah, damn it…”

      “Fucking, damn it…”

      All of a sudden…

      I suddenly felt my body kick off from the ground and hover in the air. Hippolyte actually picked me up and carried me on her shoulders like I was a piece of luggage.

      The way she casually picked me up, like casually picking up a lunch box from the ground, after briefly stopping was fucking amazing. What was more amazing was my flipped view of the back of her legs moving rapidly on the ground.

      
        Shake- Shake- Shake-
      

      Wow, it felt really similar to riding a two-wheeler. I felt like I was sent back to my world for a few moments.

      “Wow, you’re so fast, this is no joke. Do you even need a carriage at this point?”

      “You’ll bite your tongue if you speak! Don’t open your mouth.”

      “Umm.”

      I immediately closed my mouth, hearing her warning words.

      I kept my mouth shut until Hippolyte, who had been running around with her drizzling brown hair like a horse’s fluttering mane, suddenly stopped in her tracks and began looking around with a vigilant gait.

      Having her untidy hair cover up my face wasn’t what I could really call comfortable, but she might just throw me away if I made any comments so I kept it all in.

      
        Sliding-
      

      Due to her sudden stop, her body which was moving at high speeds left a long trace on the ground as though she had been sliding on a snow-covered path.

      From her shoulders, I could see the rare sight of her smooth thighs expanding like they were the brakes of a car.

      Hippolyte soon groaned, interrupting my thoughtless indulgence in this weird yet beautiful sight.

      “We caught up. Get down.”

      I quickly stepped down from her shoulders and took a good look at our surroundings. It didn’t look any different from the previous plains we were previously in, at least to me

      “There’s nothing here though…”

      “I can feel the eerie mana. That mage can actually use concealment magic? I can’t believe she can use such a large-scale concealment as this. Is she perhaps from Corinthe’s Ivory Tower?”

      She could actually feel mana? Wow! The plebian that was me, however, could only feel the hot air and sweat drops falling down my back under this scorching hot sun. Damn, it was fucking hot!

      Whenever I heard something like this, I’d feel uncomfortable at the clear differences between the humans of this world and those of my original world.

      “There…”

      Hippolyte lifted her blade up in the air. And the same sharp yet invisible wind blades that cut the skeleton dragon were produced once again; it began tearing through the air and was probably targeting a specific spot.

      
        Whoosh-
      

      Not only was she actually cutting through the air ahead, but I was made to witness the bizarre sight of blood starting to spray from somewhere along the wind blade’s path.

      
        Fwooh-
      

      At the same time, our surroundings began fading out like paint being peeled off from the walls of a house.

      The wilderness disappeared, replaced by dark passages, and cold and mossy stone walls suddenly surrounded us from all sides.

      Damn, is this shit for real? I was probably even more surprised than Sima Yi after he had discovered an empty fort. 1

      Hippolyte lifted her mouth and calmly spoke while seeing the dilapidated walls…

      “This feeling… It’s pluto’s ruins. How long have we been inside? Did an entrance to the depths appear in the Acheron swamps too”

      Her eyes were directed at a corpse wearing black robes. He had collapsed after being hit by the invisible blade and subsequently died after falling on the cold floor of the ruins.

      “To think you’d see through Golos’ concealment magic… You have great senses… But it’s too late… This is our home turf… A place full of the aura of death… The aura here fuels our magic to unsurmountable heights…”

      Soon after that, a group of people, wearing black cloaks, appeared from the dark depths of the dilapidated ruins and blocked our road ahead.

      I didn’t know what to do and could only tremble in fright. Fuck, I shouldn’t have followed her! Just when I started regretting my choices.

      The necromancer with the pointy necklace, probably the psychopath from earlier who was called Koma by Hippolyte, spoke in a sinister voice.

      “Warrioress… Your skills and strength have indeed reached the level of the heroes…

      
        Spark- Spark-  
      

      I could see black sparks and lightning crackling out from Koma’s necklace, encircling her shadowy form.

      “Too late… The spell has been performed… You’re an experienced warrior… You must know how difficult it is to face a mage who has successfully performed their spell…”

      A mage who finished performing his spell?

      I could instinctively feel how bad that sounded. From my little involvement with magic, I knew that this spelled nothing good for us.

      “Come behind me, Samaritan! A big one is flying our way!”

      Damn, how reliable!

      I didn’t refuse her words and immediately hid behind her back. My heart was overflowing with unknown emotions at the sight of her fluttering and reassuring cape. Damn, she was really charismatic, worthy of being called a hero.

      “Ideos… Koperu…”

      The necromancer suddenly shouted in that weird language of hers and even more sparks burst out from her necklace. Giant black lightning bolts as thick as my thighs were coming our way.

      
        Spark- Spark-
      

      The black streaks of lightning were flying like an arrow while bouncing off the stone walls; it then flew straight towards Hippolyte’s body which was firmly standing in front of me, protecting me behind her.

      “If I cut it like this then…”

      Seeing Hippolyte accurately swinging her sword on the swift-moving black lightning was again an amazing sight.

      
        Swoosh-
      

      Unfortunately, Hippolyte’s sword simply moved through the air without having any effects on the lightning. As a result, Hippolyte was directly struck by the thick black thunderbolt and fell down with a grotesque “Argh!” sound. It was particularly jarring to the ears and made my heart almost leap out of my throat from fright.

      “Ugh- Huuh…”

      Now that the wall defending me was thoroughly smashed, it was my own responsibility to protect my life from these black-robed cultists.

      “Spiritual Severance… Great Beginning of the Heavens, the power of Chaos… You will survive this even if you have the blood of Jupiter… One more is left… Die, you barbarian…” (Hippolyte is saying she’s the daughter of Mars, and Mars is the son of Jupiter/Zeus)

      Thus, the necromancer grabbed her necklace again and seemed to be gathering mana for one last deadly attack aimed at me. If I don’t do something I’ll get turned into charred crisps by the black thunderbolt from earlier.

      “What the… fucking damn it all!”

      I chose to pull out my sword and charged forward with a fierce howl.

      “W-What?”

      Maybe because they never expected that I’d attack them so fiercely, the people in black robes looked very flustered.

      Wasn’t it common sense to attack mages when they were busy casting their spells? Were they retards or what?

      “S-Stop him!”

      Koma shouted loudly at her, seemingly hesitating, comrades. Although flustered, the robe-clad cultists quickly tried to block my path, but my sword was much faster and cut through their bodies like a knife through butter.

      
        Whoosh-
      

      My long sword that had previously cut through the frail goblins and crocodile skin was now cutting the other person’s shoulders and arms with a fountain of blood in its wake. At the same time, I could feel the black-robed cultists falter under my berserk hits.

      It was then that I realized.

      They’re pretty damn weak, aren’t they? I can fearlessly deal with these weaklings.

      
        Swoosh- Swish- 
      

      I would hear “Argh!” or “Gyagh” every time I swung my sword in the narrow hallways of the moss-covered ruins. Some of the black-robed scums even pulled out daggers and tried to counterattack using their weak bodies.

      Still, even with daggers in hand, their reach was nothing compared to my long sword. I began cutting off their dagger-holding wrists before they could even come close to me.

      
        Sniff-
      

      Although the stench of blood was very unpleasant to the nose, I had no time to worry about that right now. My life was on the line, damn it!

      “What are you doing…?! Use your spells to subdue him…!”

      “W-We’re trying to but it’s not working…! Our spirit-scattering spells are not working…!”

      “I heard Samaritans had great mental fortitude. Isn’t what we’re doing practically meaningless?”

      “Damn, what are you guys even useful for…! Foolish bastards!”

      I had no clue what they were talking about. The black-robed cultists began shouting at each other, clearly, they weren’t as united as I was told they were.

      Infighting while the enemy is in front of you? Isn’t this the same as declaring defeat? They really were retards, weren’t they?

      I continued to cut off the arms and shoulders of all the bastards blocking my way and knocked them directly to the ground.

      In a world where welfare for the disabled was nonexistent, this was the same as killing them, maybe even worse.

      “I-I did it! Ideos… Koperu…”

      The lofty necromancer shouted after seemingly completing her spell casting. Soon after that, black sparks started buzzing out of her necklace and a black thunderbolt was shot out of it with immense speed.

      This black thunderbolt was enough to knock down an inhumanely powerful warrioress of the silver tier. I couldn’t help but feel scared out of my wits as I was sure a mere weakling like me stood no chance against it.

      It was impossible for a human to avoid the clasps of lightning. Eventually, I was hit by the black thunderbolt and helplessly screamed before my inevitable demise.

      “Damn it! Gyaagh!”

      “I-I did it! F-Fucking idiot… V-Very good… I’ve got some nice bodies… A warrioress of Mars and a Samaritan. You’re gonna be my henchmen now… V-Very good…! Ah, I-I thought I was going to wet my pants for a second there… Fucking lunatic almost scared me silly… But he’s finally down, no one can stop me now…. Hahahahaha…..!”

      Only the terrifying laughter of the necromancer could be heard in the dark hallways. Something was off, however. I was still alive…

      When I was struck by the lightning I reflexively screamed, waiting for the unbearable pain to assault me. But, for some reason, I actually wasn’t feeling pain or anything like that.

      Well, my muscles were a little bit numb but it was nothing extreme. Damn, what is this? Did she miss or something? How was I fine when even the mighty Hippolyte had been knocked cold by that terrifying attack?

      Anyway, she just missed her finisher which took a long time to cast. No fucking way I was gonna let this golden opportunity go through my hands. Not waiting for a single additional instant, I raised my sword as high as I could and swung down with all my strength.

      The necromancer whose laughter was resounding all across the stone walls suddenly flinched and was left bewildered at my sudden momentum.

      “W-What?! The black star’s spiritual severance spell isn’t working? I-It can’t be!”

      She seemed bewildered as she was touching her necklace in utter doubt as though she couldn’t fathom this turn of events. Seeing another opening, I slashed her shoulders as hard as I could. Her arm fell to the floor and rolled over with a thudding noise. Blood sprayed everywhere from her wound.

      “M-My arm! My aaaarm!”

      “It’s not your arm anymore bitch.”

      “Geuh, W-What?! I don’t get it! Lord P-Pluto! G-Give me your strength…! Help meeeeee……”

      The necromancer held out her injured shoulder, with the severed arm, and began staggering back in retreat. I didn’t get why I was unaffected too, but if there was something I was sure of, it was that I was the predator here.

      “Praying is of no use. I’m the only God here now damn witch.”

      “D-Damn it…!”

      “You should have chosen your class wisely, stupid witch!”

      “W-What even is that…!”

      
        Swing- Swing-  
      

      I then cut off her remaining arm with another swing of my blade. She then fell to the ground with both arms severed and struggled hard until she bled out and lost consciousness, probably from blood loss.

      “Whoa…”

      Once the situation was over, and the effects of adrenaline had thoroughly faded out, I finally grew fully aware of what situation I was in.

      My legs lost all strength and were on the verge of giving in, and my hand that was holding the sword was shaking like an old man with late-stage Parkinson’s disease. Fuck fuck fuck… I can’t believe I just beat those mages!

      “Geuh, Huugh…”

      I let out a sigh of absolute relief as my excitement after winning this tough battle faded out a little. Only then did I remember that Hippolyte had taken a hit in my stead and was injured because of it.

      “Ughh…”

      Hippolyte continued to groan in pain while lying on the ground as if she had a severe fever. It doesn’t look life-threatening but it might be risky to just leave her like this.

      Damn, what kind of first aid should be given to a victim of an electrocution spell?

      Should I do CPR? I ended up putting my finger on her wrist after cringing at my stupid idea.

      Ding-

       [Stats]

Name: Hippolyte Heavensinger
Level: ??
Condition: Blood Curse 》 Moonlight Enervation》 Severe Menstrual Pain 》 Partially Blocked Airway 》 ????》



      As expected, what I could see now was different than the last time. Blocked airway? Was she perhaps having trouble breathing?

      I then laid Hippolyte flat on the ground and lifted her chin slightly to not obstruct her airways from their natural flow.

      “Geuh…”

      But her breathing was showing no signs of improvement. Shit, is there any spot that I could press on that could help remedy her breathing difficulties?

      Fuck, I can’t see shit. Still, I need to do something… her chest!

      Compressing her chest would surely help in removing the block. Swiftly, I took off the iron plate armor covering her chest area.

      
        Cling- Clong- Clang- 
      

      The knots on her backside were very tight. I was fortunately very dexterous due to my ability and could easily unravel them. A very thin piece of black fabric appeared in my sight, something resembling a sports bra or maybe a tank top.

      
        Shock- 
      

      I lost focus for a few moments at her chest, which had bulged out after removing her armor, which was bigger than I imagined it to be.

      Wow, Holy Fuck…!

      I didn’t notice before because it was covered with the iron plate but damn, of course, you’d have difficulties breathing if you were forced to press something so massive with stuffy chest armor like that.

      “Well, Miss Hippolyte. This is… This is an act of rescue. It’s nothing weird. Please don’t think of it as sexual harassment”

      I put my palms on her chest after declaring so, trying to alleviate my troubled conscience.

      Jiggle-

      The softness of her chest was transmitted from my palm through my spinal cord and directly to my brain. How could something be so soft? Fuck…

      Damn, I’ll just touch it one more time.

      
        Jiggle- Jiggle- 
      

      Just when I felt the smooth surface and soft sensation once again, almost started to get addicted to that feel…

      “Euuh, Euuh, Euuuh. W-What a cowardly trick… Cough, Euuh…”

      Hippolyte finally woke up while coughing. I was so happy to see her, who was seemingly about to die, suddenly wake up that I began shouting in excitement and joy. My benefactor was alive!

      “M-Miss Hippolyte! Are you alright?”

      “Whoa… W-What’s wrong with me? Wait!!! W-Why are you touching my chest!?”

      “Holy shit!”

      I knew it… I’m fucked… Again…

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 45: Pluto's Black Star (4)

      
      “H-Hmm, Hassan of Samaria, you seem to have the habit of desiring to release the excitement of battle by venting your sexual urges, yes? But I am not a priestess of Venus, though. If it’s sexual desires, just let them deal with it, please. Don’t be like this…”

      “It was an act of rescue, I was actually trying to ease your breathing difficulty…”

      “Hoou, good, then. I’ll let it slide this time too since you’ve done a really good job here, but there will be no next time, okay?”

      Hippolyte, after regaining consciousness, doubted me by herself and then proceeded to forgive me of her own accord too.

      I gave up on explaining what CPR was since it would probably be considered illegal in this world. This woman won’t care about anything I would say anyway. That’s the kind of person Hippolyte was.

      Well, if a woman were to tear off my pants and said she was trying to rescue me by pressing on my schlong, I wouldn’t believe her either. So, I can get where she’s coming from.

      “You’re even better than I thought, Samaritan. The moment I think I’ve fathomed your limits, you go and surprise me again with your ludicrous stunts and actions. Even though your movements are savage and barbarous, you were able to miss their vital points perfectly. They were injured but with no harm to their lives. This way we’ll be able to capture and interrogate them later. A pretty good job you did there if I say so myself.”

      Hippolyte then praised my swordsmanship to change the awkward mood between us. I was wielding my swords with the intention to kill them, so I wasn’t sure whether saying that I perfectly missed their vital points was a compliment or a curse.

      To be frank, I think my crude swordsmanship was good enough as is.

      “Necromancer Koma. I, Hippolyte, priestess of Mars, will restrain you today, by the authority of lord Mars.”

      Hippolyte spoke in a dignified tone to the necromancer who was rolling on the ground with her arms severed. The necromancer then laughed hysterically while vomiting mouthfuls of blood.

      “Death… can never be restrained… I told you… We’re all equal before death…”

      
        Disintegrate-
      

      As she uttered those last words in that eerie voice of hers, the body of the necromancer began crumbling down, like ashes they scattered in all directions as though influenced by an unknown current of wind. Damn, what the hell is going on?

      It wasn’t just her body, even the bodies of the other fallen cultists also scattered as if they had been turned into fine powder.

      “…Did they use poison? To think they’d take their own lives. Aren’t they afraid of receiving divine punishment in the halls of Tartarus?”

      “I’ve already… accomplished my goals… Beginning of the Heavens… The seeds have been planted in the body of its legitimate successors… Chaos…wants a new beginning…and…he shall have what he desires…”

      The necromancer’s body finally turned completely into a mix of dust and ash, scattering like the rest at the end of her words. All that was left on the ground were her bloody and dirty black rags and the weird mace-shaped necklace she was wearing.

      Hippolyte then picked up her necklace and spoke in a tone of surprise.

      “This is an epic-grade relic. The Black Star. I heard it was lost in a temple in the Acheron region a decade ago. So this is where it was, huh…”

      
        Swish-
      

      She then moved it toward me. Having already experienced the terror and terrifying imposingness of the relic, my voice shook a little in panic.

      “W-What is it?”

      “You’re the one that killed her so the spoils should be yours too. This Black Star belongs to you.”

      “R-Really?”

      An epic relic? Damn, this is so cool!!!

      I can’t believe I just got an epic-grade relic, just like that. Aren’t these things worth quite a lot? Ten gold coins at least or something!

      “Holy shit, thank you, Miss Hippolyte!”

      “This is just what you rightfully deserve. Don’t raise your hopes up though, Hassan of Samaria. The Black Star of the Acheron spews out wild mana that can sever the spirit of its users too if not subdued first. Its power is something that is hard to bear with or suppress for most…”

      Hippolyte was apparently talking about something serious but my mind wasn’t registering anything she was saying. The only things on my mind right now were images of the shiny gold coins that would land in my pockets soon. There’s so much I could do with those gold coins.

      Should I buy a house? A personal carriage? My dull brain was having a lot of trouble deciding on what to do with such a large sum of money.

      “Just take it. This thing gives me the creeps, I don’t have good compatibility with it. I don’t want to keep it, so it’s yours.”

      “Compatibility? Does such a thing matter with relics?

      “Yes, epic-grade artifacts are left by the glorious heroes who left their names in the historical epics. They are products created by their deeply-ingrained karma. So, unless it’s someone with matching karma as theirs, trying to use an epic artifact would be fruitless. Some people even went crazy because of them sometimes.”

      What is she even talking about? Was this similar to a class-specific item?

      So this Black Star would be a necromancer-only item, right? That made it no different than an expensive piece of junk for people who didn’t have a matching class.

      
        Rustle-
      

      That being said, I still received the relic from Hippolyte’s hands.

      At that moment, I felt electricity run throughout my whole body starting from the fingertips coming in direct contact with the object and soon after that, somehow familiar letters appeared in my vision.

      
You’ve acquired Pluto’s Black Star.



『Yes.』
『No.』




      Something strange has yet again appeared in front of my eyes. Strengthening equipment by consuming task points? Did it have such a function too?

      This is actually not my first time touching an epic-grade artifact.

      Because just before getting freed from my slavery I could hear “You are the first to acquire the Epic-Grade Relic Asclepius’ Staff” after touching the Asclepius’ Staff on the labyrinth raid with Elfriede’s gang and even got this strange <Imperfect Dexterity> ability from that encounter.

      I didn’t understand back then but now I could conscientiously assume that all epic-grade artifacts had stranged and unexplainable powers after getting this necklace.

      Fuck, things that need task points keep popping up left and right. They’re really precious, huh… Well, it wasn’t that great of a deal since I knew of a few ways to collect them very swiftly.

      “Is there a problem? What’s wrong with you? You didn’t lose your mind, right?”

      Hippolyte drew her sword and positioned herself in a sword stance as if ready to cut my throat at any given moment. Seeing that horrific scene, I hurriedly spoke to avoid any kind of unfortunate accident from transpiring this time.

      “There’s no problem, p-put your sword away, please!”

      “Then let’s go back. Well, Hassan of Samaria, again, you’ve done a great job today. You’ll hear good news you can look forward to from the guild soon, I can assure you of that.”

      **********

      When we returned to the place where we had fought with the skeletons, I was greeted with the sight of priestess Cassandra performing medical treatment for the injured.

      I could see bandaged people groan in pain all around me, struggling in the dry ground. And just as I arrived, the big-nosed Marco excitedly greeted us with hasty steps.

      “You made it back, brother!”

      “Fucking hell, how are you still alive after these skeletons attacked?”

      “I was comforting the dead with a requiem so that they can peacefully reach Charon.”

      “I’m the one who protected Marco-kun!”

      Lord Destroyer appeared and cast a shadow over us with his towering body. His whole upper area was covered in a plethora of bandages. He alternatively looked between Hippolyte and the relic hanging around my neck then asked with a voice filled with intrigue.

      “Miss Hippolyte, Koma is…?”

      “All the cultists from the Acheron died.”

      “I guessed that much but… this necklace did Samaritan-kun…?”

      
        Nod-
      

      Hippolyte silently nodded her head, understanding the silent question that Destroyer wanted to ask.

      “The more I look at you, the more interesting you seem, Samaritan-kun. You’ve gained a few points in my heart with that act, keep it up!”

      Holy motherf… When it came to men, this guy was a lot more dangerous than a few cultists. No matter how many times I simulated a battle with him in my head, I lost 9 times out of 10. I don’t think I could remain standing for more than 5 seconds if I clashed head-on with this beast.

      That would have been fine if it just ended in me getting beaten, but I knew that clearly wasn’t all, god-fucking-shit.

      “That aside, there seems to be an entry to Pluto’s ruins here, Lord Destroyer.”

      “Pluto’s ruins?”

      “Yeah, it’s probably the cause of the cultist’s presence here and that weird fog. The entrance has been blocked for now but we’ll have to appropriately deal with this eventually, lest another catastrophe descends on us.”

      “Well, this is something we’ll have to discuss with the other silver-tier adventurers. It seems we’re done here so let’s go back. I’m glad we dealt with it sooner than our previous estimation. It would have taken a lot more effort and sacrifices had we kept walking through the mud and the fog.”

      The journey lasted less than two days, it shouldn’t go past three days even after counting the way back.

      Fatigue was piling up quickly on my body even on the way back, but I finally could feel every speck of energy leaving my body after finally sighting the tall walls of Sodomora.

      I’m finally back, damn it. It feels like it has been years since I left.

      “Then I’ll go report the completion of the quest as the representative. You should visit your dedicated receptionist tomorrow for your share. With that, everyone is dismissed!”

      We disbanded after reaching the outskirts of the city, it was time for everyone to do their own things and live out their own lives.

      I was holding the goblin fangs and the crocodile skins I worked hard for in my hands while excitedly thinking about all the money I was going to get for it. My steps were very light as if hovering in the air, I was on cloud nine with the excitement I felt.

      Where should I sell them? Should I go to the general store from before? What was its name again? Ruth’s General Store or something like that, I think… I felt someone tap on my back as I was sinking into deep thoughts.

      “What is it, Luna?”

      “Hassan.”

      “Hmm? What do you want to say? Wanna have a drink with me today?”

      “Mmhmm, we worked hard! We need to have an after-party for such an occasion! Do you have anything to do?”

      I just returned and had yet to plan on doing anything.

      Visiting a bathhouse to clean my body and deliberating how to best use my newly-earned money aside I had nothing holding me back.

      “I’m as free as one can be.”

      “Well, then let’s meet at Nymph’s Wings at dinner time, like the other day!”

      And before I could even answer her, Luna ran away and disappeared from my field of vision.

      Maybe she left to sell the swamp mushrooms and other materials she harvested during the quest?

      Now that I think about it, Luna, who I had thought would be a burden, ended up being of great help in this quest. We might’ve been completely wiped out by the crocodiles if not for her unusual methods that were effective against them.

      I had promised Luna to party with her until she reached the bronze tier. Maybe, it wasn’t a bad idea to keep partying with her even after that?

      Anyway, the sun was currently high in the sky and I had a lot of time until the after-party. So I went to a bathhouse, thoroughly washed my body, and began scouring the streets for a decent clothing shop.

      Although one of my crocodile skins was used as a tribute or a sacrifice for whatever happened back then, I still have one more crocodile skin of great quality left that I could use.

      Which one of them should I go to?

      After thinking about it and agonizing over and over about which one to visit, I finally settled on a clothing shop with a large sign saying, “Clothing Shop Blessed By Lord Minerva,” etched on it.

      Even clothing stores can be blessed? What was this even supposed to mean? Was it like winning a sewing contest and then getting a blessing as the first prize? It was probably something along those lines.

      **********

      
        Diriring-
      

      As I opened the wooden door, I could see the typical sight of a clothing store with bright wallpaper and fabrics hung all around.

      I could smell a rather distinct aroma after coming in. It smelled great and refreshing. Maybe lavender? Or jasmine? Anyway, it smelled good and that’s all that mattered. No need to think deeply about that.

      “Oh my, it’s a young Samaritan. Welcome!”

      A woman with long dark navy hair greeted me after my entry.

      She was wearing a purple shoulderless dress that looked to be made of silk. It left a clear view of her dazzling white thighs, calves, shoulders, and neck.

      The dress was actually very weird since both of the sides were only connected together with a very thin knot in the front, exposing a lot of her upper torso… As expected of a worker in the fashion industry, I guess.

      Although she was a beauty, her face had a glint of sharpness and fierceness embedded within, giving her an overall spooky aura. She looked to be in her mid-thirties? I wasn’t really sure.

      Well, you couldn’t accurately judge someone’s age just by looking at their faces in this world. It was a world of magic after all. Just as I was sinking deep in my thoughts, the female shopkeeper spoke out in a calm tone.

      “What brings you here, young Samaritan? That’s a nice necklace you’ve got there. You’ve got a great sense of fashion. It looks pretty expensive too, I’m sure I’ve seen it somewhere before though.”

      The woman’s attention was caught by the relic hanging around my neck. Maybe she was knowledgeable in accessories since she knew a lot about fashion.

      “Umm, well, I came to sell some leather.”

      “Leather? Is it from a rabbit, a squirrel, or a deer?”

      “Crocodile.”

      “What? C-Crocodile leather…? Wow, interesting. I never expected something like this out of the blue. Take it out, then.”

      So I took the crocodile skin out of my backpack. I could see the blue eyes of the shopkeeper flicker slightly as she keenly watched the long and rigid skin I took out from my bag.

      “The quality is pretty good, excellent even. Swamp crocodile’s skin can spoil pretty easily but yours, dear customer, seems to be well maintained. The drying process was a little lacking in comparison but this is more than enough. I’ll give you 7 silvers for this.”

      “Oh.”

      7 silvers? That’s more than I expected.

      “Or, you could give me three silvers, and I’d make clothes out of these for you. A jacket, a pair of pants, and some leftovers that you can use or sell if you like.”

      The middle-aged shopkeeper spoke as such while glancing up and down, scanning my body. Was my appearance that bad?

      Anyway, I was happy she offered me this service since that’s what I was thinking of doing all along.

      “I’ll give you three silvers.”

      “Unlike how you may look, you must be earning quite a lot. Well, let me take measurements of your body.

      The navy-haired woman came closer to me and measured my waist, arms, and other parts of my body with a belt-like measuring tape.

      
        Squish-
      

      Her large and soft breasts were repeatedly touching my arms and back, and I felt blood rushing down to my little brother at breakneck speed. Is she unaware of the way she’s touching me or is she doing it on purpose? I didn’t know…

      Although it was probably just an urban legend among adventurers, I heard that some shopkeepers used their bodies to get regular customers. Was this woman the same?

      “Please sit there and wait for about 30 minutes.”

      “30 minutes? Wow, that’s way faster than I expected.”

      “I was blessed by Minerva, the goddess of talents, I’m on a completely different level from the competition, I can guarantee you that.”

      The shopkeeper confidently snorted as though she believed her craft to be the greatest. In the next moment, she fetched scissors, needles, and a wool of thread. She began cutting the skin back and forth while adding fabric to it in between, to make a set of clothes for me.

      
        Cut- Cut- Sew-
      

      She looked dazzling and full of skill, like a veteran spider building a large web while treading around with its numerous legs.

      “I think there will be some fabric left, more than I initially thought there would. Do you have anything you want to make currently?”

      “C-Can you really make something with what’s left?”

      “Aha… it’s not that difficult for me. But I’ll have to charge you two more silvers for that. This takes a lot of work, after all, you see…”

      “Hmm…”

      I ended up getting a fairly sturdy weight-jacket-esque coat along with comfortable leather pants.

      I even got another piece made from the remaining leather. The product was made-well and came unexpectedly good. As expected, people with blessings were just of a different breed.

      “Please come again, young Samaritan!”

      The female shopkeeper waved her hands as she sent me off with a dazzling smile hanging on her lips, I waved back to show my goodwill as I started walking on the street; my feet carrying me to my destination.

      The sky grew dimmer before I even realized and I headed to the Nymph’s Wings Inn. I got there rather quickly after growing familiar with the geography of the surrounding area. When I arrived there, I could see a pink-haired girl, fashioning her usual twin-tail hairstyle, holding a table in a corner of the first floor of the tavern.

      “Hassan! I’m here!”

      “Did Marco not arrive yet?”

      “Huh? I didn’t call big-nose though. I heard he had an appointment with Lord Destroyer. More importantly, you got new clothes! Oh my Gods, they look great. You look like a competent bandit now!”

      Luna often compared me to murderers and the sorts. A bandit, huh… Do I really look like a bandit now?

      Maybe it was a compliment in some way? She said ‘competent’ this time, so this must be some big praise in her dictionary, perhaps… Fucking shit, what the hell was I supposed to make out from that? Let’s just stop thinking and consider it a compliment. It’s better that way.

      Luna was snooping around and looking at me in agitation as though she was excited about something. There was also a faint trace of gloominess in her eyes that I didn’t know the origin of.

      “Wow, crocodile skin looks so good. It’s considered the best in Ideope. Very few could get to wear one.”

      “Really?”

      “I’m so jealous! I wish I was strong enough to catch one!!”

      Come to think of it, crocodile skin was expensive in my world too. There was a lot of discourse about how collecting it was animal abuse and killing or harming them was even labeled illegal in some places too.

      Anyways, I might have understood where the gloominess I felt from her was coming from… Well, it was great that I had just the item to surprise and dispel that sadness with in my hands…

      Luna’s eyes suddenly lit up, while she was sniffing my new clothes, as she saw that I was hiding something behind my back. Her eyes were twinkling in interest. Damn, I was caught…

      “That aside, what are you hiding behind your back?”

      “Ah, this? Here, take it. It’s yours. I had it made for you.”

      I would have preferred to give it to her later, but I was caught already so I might as well give it to her now. It was for the better in my opinion.

      “F-For me? Really!? Seriously!?”

      “Yeah. It cost me two silvers.”

      Although it was an astounding 30% of the crocodile skin’s price, I wouldn’t have been able to catch them without her help. In a way, this was her fair share of the loot.

      So I handed her a small pair of leather sandals made of crocodile skin.

      They were strap and leather sandals, typical of ancient European culture.

      Luna’s emerald eyes widened a lot like saucers when she received them in her hands, and drops of liquid began forming at the rims of her sparkling eyes.

      
        Drop-
      

      Her eyes widened further and further, and soon after that tears began falling drop by drop from her dazzling eyes making my heart almost freak out from fright.

      What the hell????

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 46: Little Night (1)

      
      Lots and lots of thoughts crossed my mind after having the crocodile skin sandals made for Luna.

      What should I say when I hand them over to her? How should I do it? When should I even do it? Would she like them?

      It has been a long time since I gave a gift to someone, not to mention the fact that it was a gift for someone of the opposite gender, so I was feeling rather awkward about the whole ordeal. Constant thoughts that this whole gifting process was actually pointless troubled my mind, making me afraid.

      I sincerely hope that she’ll like them.

      I don’t think many women in this world own products made out of crocodile skin.

      Well, this world was still more or less a mystery to me. Maybe she’d get angry at how I wasted precious crocodile skin for mere sandals.

      I had imagined multiple possible reactions— multiple ways this whole scenario could play out.

      
        Drop—
      

      But I never thought that she’d start crying instead.

      What? Why is she crying?

      I felt my heart tighten up in guilt and anxiety. Had I done something perilous?

      “Hey, why did you suddenly start crying?”

      “Uh, it’s weird… I’m just so happy. Don’t you know what it means to gift someone shoes?”

      “Does it have any meaning? I just thought I’d prepare something for you..”

      “I see. You were unaware… W-Well, you don’t have to know for now. On the other hand, these look so well crafted.”

      Luna wiped the trail of tears falling off her cheeks with the back of her hand. I can’t describe the amount of relief I felt when I realized she was crying tears of happiness instead of sadness or anger.

      “Hassan, this is the first time I’ve ever received such a valuable gift… B-But what should I do? I have nothing to gift back even though you gave me something so precious…”

      “What do you mean by you can’t give me anything in return? Can’t you make me a child or two?”

      “C-Child?”

      “Why are you so surprised? Can’t you give me one of those Moai totems or something? They are called child, right? Did you forget already?”

      The bizarre carvings Luna had made, during that whole child-making fiasco, offered me the ability to increase my stats such as strength and agility by consuming 100 task points.

      Instead of having to train for months or even years and invest countless efforts into increasing my stats, I could just ask Luna for a few totems and easily increase my overall parameters.

      “T-Totems? Yes, a Moai… I’ll make a lot for you. I’ve got a lot of Karma after finishing this quest. Still, thanks a lot. I think these are too precious for me to wear them.”

      Somehow, I felt proud of my own insight when I saw the pink-haired shaman girl rubbing the sandals on her face while sniffing them every now and then.

      “I can’t just wear something so precious. It would be such a waste to dirty them.”

      “Just wear them, will you? And if you’re still troubled about what to give me, then, buy me something better with your own money after you get some good income.”

      “Okay, then. I’ll use them well! And, you can be sure that I’ll gift you something really good when I am able to afford it!”

      Nothing could beat the feeling you get when you see the recipient of your gift liking it so much.

      I think I now understand why couples would spend so much money on gifts and anniversaries back in my world.

      “The subtle scent of the swamps that these shoes are giving off… I love it, it reminds me so much of Ideope.”

      Luna continued to sniff the leather until the food and alcohol we had ordered were about to be served. Seeing that, she finally put them down but I could clearly perceive that she was reluctant to do so.

      Come to think of it, she was living alone in a place far away from her hometown for all these years. The swamp-infused smell of the crocodile leather must have made her feel a little bit homesick.

      I wondered if I intentionally made her feel depressed but I couldn’t notice any lasting feeling of sadness on her face so I just ignored that gnawing thought.

      “Samaritan gentleman, here’s the pheasant you ordered. They came out pretty good too.”

      “That’s not really grilled pheasant, is it?”

      “How did you know?”

      Wait, I thought it was only a mistake with the menu but he was actually trying to scam me, wasn’t he? Shit, what in hell is he trying to pull off?

      “My health has improved a lot since the last time I saw you, by the way.”

      The owner of the inn secretly whispered to me after placing the dishes on our table— where I was sitting along with Luna. This guy often tried to sneakily talk to me.

      I don’t know if he was brazen or just nosy. Anyway, I was feeling great after making a lot of money so I didn’t really feel bothered or displeased by his sneaky acts.

      “I’m just asking because I noticed the change, but is that really crocodile skin? It seems adventurers make quite a good amount of money. Of course, it makes sense too since you have to risk your life a lot. Ah, think of this as a special service.”

      
        Clatter—
      

      The innkeeper slammed a plate with something solid on top of it on the table. When I looked at it, I was awed at the sight of an unevenly frozen lump of ice.

      “Keep it a secret from the other customers, okay? They always make a small ruckus if they can’t get their hands on some of this.”

      Holy fuck, was he giving me ice cubes for free?

      In this world without refrigerators, ice cubes were pricy commodities.

      Let’s not even mention completely filling your stomach on a day-to-day basis, most could not even afford a single meal per day and had to starve for days on end. Ice cubes that had no use other than making your drink cooler were a luxury among luxuries in that regard.

      There were about 10 coppers of ice cubes inside the plate.

      “S-Special S-Service? L-Look, Hassan, it’s ice cubes!”

      Luna’s hands were visibly trembling from the sheer excitement she felt at the thought of putting these cubes in her lukewarm drink. The innkeeper laughed heartily, seemingly satisfied at our honest reactions.

      “A good-natured mage visited the day before yesterday. He could use ice magic without having to use a spell or any form of chants, but the shape came out a little messed up. Anyway, I was wondering if you could help me with something…”

      Aha, and I was wondering why he was being so kind. Looks like it was some kind of bribe, damn it.

      “What do you need? You’ll have to go through the guild if it’s a quest though.”

      Personal requests and formal quests requested through the Adventurer Guild were quite different matters altogether.

      Without the guild acting as an intermediary, the one offering the quest could save money, money that would most of the time go to the one being requested, netting an additional gain for the adventurers commissioned. At the same time, private contracts offered a lot more freedom in the clauses which was different from formal contracts regulated by the guild.

      While the short-term gains were quite appealing, there were still risks— one of the major one being, the one commissioning the quest refusing to hand over the reward or it disappearing somehow. It was a high-risk high-reward choice, so to speak.

      On the other hand, the guild would take commissioning and relay fees from the reward money for their services, but they also ensured that nothing would happen to the money and that the content of the quest wouldn’t change halfway through out of the blue.

      The guild wouldn’t stay still if something like that happened.

      Although each method had its advantages and drawbacks, I preferred going through the guild. The legal way was just overall better, in my opinion and there was also a plus side that personal unregulated quests could never bring…

      And that was contribution and fame. Simply said, the more guild requests I accepted, and in that way, the more I brought income for the guild in commission and relay fees, the easier it would be for me to reach the silver tier and higher.

      “Well, I wouldn’t have come to talk to you like this if I could do it through the guild now, would I?”

      “Ah…”

      Well, the innkeeper was a native of this world and probably dealt with a lot of adventurers throughout his life. And thus, he should certainly have a good reason for this sudden and illegal request.

      That probably meant that…. What he was about to say next was something for my ears only. No authorities could be privy about that matter. Shit, this is making me a bit nervous now.

      “What is it then? I’ll decide after listening to your request.”

      “Well, it’s regarding my wife… old age hasn’t been tender with her and her lower back is not in a good state. The alchemists at the treatment center gave me some potions for her but they weren’t very effective for some reason…”

      “Ah… So, she’s having trouble with her lower back, huh…”

      “Do you have free time in three days during the evening? I’ll be sure to reward you handsomely. I’ll obviously keep it a secret, I can swear it by the river Styx too if you’d like.”

      Was this innkeeper asking for an illegal business massage or something along those lines? Of course, it wouldn’t be a weird massage like whatever happened last time but a true physical therapy this time around.

      Doesn’t sound like a bad idea to me. I was in pressing need of a hefty amount of task points too, at the moment.

      I had a need for every single point I could get my hands on since I had recently discovered that they had so many uses.

      “Alright.”

      “Sigh, what a relief! I’m so grateful. Enjoy your meal then. Just ask me if you need anything.”

      The innkeeper left for another table to take orders after leaving me with those parting words. I and Luna then began gobbling down the fake-pheasant meat that the dastardly innkeeper scammed me into eating.

      This grilled pheasant, or whatever the fuck it was, turned out to be more delicious than this world’s standard dishes and their god-damned weird names filled to the brim with unique spices.

      And so we drank barley wine while stuffing ourselves with copious amounts of meat. I soon felt full and began feeling rather tipsy from all the alcohol I chugged down my throat.

      “Then you started screaming “Hwaaaaah”! I thought you went crazy for a second there, but then a miracle happened and the crocodiles actually started running away in fright.”

      “Is that so? But you did well too, Hassan! I felt really afraid when you started screaming as you slashed all the goblins and crocodiles. You were just like a vicious murderer, out for blood.”

      “Dayum, that bad, huh?”

      Even though we didn’t have anything to snack on, our conversation was still enjoyable. It always felt great to discuss the experiences we shared together, be they good or bad. Was this great mood why every adventurer pushed themselves so hard?

      Sizzling hot meat.

      A cold brew.

      And heavy coffers that would give you a good night’s sleep.

      Not to mention, a casual stress-free conversation full of laughter with your comrades who you shared life and death with.

      To the tired me, all of these felt like finding a true oasis in the middle of a blazing hot desert. It was no different from achieving paradise. I was so happy, smiling so hard that my cheekbones began hurting from the overused muscles.

      “I’m going to get promoted to the bronze tier soon. T-To think I am a bonafide bronze-ranked adventurer now! I still can’t believe it. It really feels like a dream.”

      Luna blinked rapidly as though she couldn’t believe that all of this was real. I was surprised too when I first heard she was getting promoted, but I quickly changed my mind after seeing how the bronze-ranked adventurers I partied with during the expedition behaved throughout the quest.

      There were very few differences between iron, bronze, and silver-ranked adventurers when it came to experience and equipment; what truly differentiated them, however, was their skill. And when it came to skill, there was no chance of comparing between them, the gap was just that large. It was akin to the difference between heaven and earth.

      “I’ll have to face new hardships after getting promoted to the bronze rank. I don’t know if I’m ready to face them. I’m feeling a bit scared now that I’m thinking clearly about it.”

      “What are you so stressed about? Don’t worry, you’ll do well.”

      I remembered Luna’s image as she viciously swung her silence totem while fighting the skeletons and goblins.

      Instead of a voodoo shaman maybe the role of a physical warrioress suited her better; that was the conclusion I came to after observing her during the quest.

      “Thank you for your support. Unlike what your looks might suggest, you’re really kind, Hassan.”

      “I’m kind?”

      Well, calling an adventurer kind in this world wasn’t really a compliment in the slightest.

      Only idiots that were waiting to get exploited to their very last bones were unlucky enough to be called kind in this ruthless and barbaric world…

      “From your spirit, I can gleam that you grew up loved by many people. You grew up far from struggle and fighting, right?”

      “Hmm…”

      I got lost in myriad thoughts after hearing Luna’s evaluation of my life. As Luna just mentioned – and as I was a person from the 21st-century earth – I lived as sheltered as one could get.

      Wow, Luna actually had great intuition. Has her voodoo talent finally been awakened? She then added in a whispery tone.

      “But then you went on and became a savage murderer that could cut people and goblins alike in half without the slightest hesitation.”

      “I had to, I’d be the one currently lying dead otherwise.”

      “True. I’m happy though. We actually came back safely from the dreadful swamps of Acheron. We fought goblins, crocodiles, and even a giant skeleton dragon. It wouldn’t have been weird for us to get severely injured or leave a few limbs behind in this kind of dangerous scenario. You even faced a necromancer, Hassan. That’s amazing you know! Really amazing!!!”

      Luna’s eyes were sparkling as she directed her eyes at my spoils of war – the necklace hanging around my neck – the Black Star. Holy shit, now that I think about it, I still can’t believe I just dealt with one of those overpowered necromancers, that too all alone as Hippolyte became immobile from that spell spewing out black lightning.

      Previously, I was still overwhelmed by the excitement of combat and obtaining an epic-grade relic, and could only process my feelings right now.

      I could only come to the disappointing conclusion that I was very lucky. It’s an actual miracle that I didn’t get a single injury from fighting the goblins, the crocodiles, and the skeletons, and even the last fight with the overpowered necromancer.

      Damn, how did I even survive all that?

      I began reminiscing about the past events with a slightly intoxicated mind. Soon, however, I remembered something I had forgotten in the wake of the intense battles.

      “Is your ankle okay now?”

      “My ankle?”

      “Didn’t you trip over a stone and fall on the ground last time?”

      “Ah…yeah, I did, didn’t I….?”

      Luna absent-mindedly nodded as if completely clueless about her injury. No matter how clueless she might be, I never thought she’d even forget how she got injured.

      “Doesn’t look like it should be hurting anymore since you forgot about it.”

      “It’s actually still stinging a bit even now but I’m alright, it’s bearable.”

      “It might worsen if you leave it like that. Apply some medicine or have it checked out at a health center.”

      Even in the modern society, that boasted of high medical development, I came from, little injuries could easily spiral out of control and turn into life-threatening calamities.

      Not to mention this superstitious world where licking a wound was expected to have a healing effect.1

      “What? Going there just for this? The health center is very expensive. They’d treat me for things I didn’t ask for and would charge extra for issues that may not even exist…”

      “I guess so… But it’s worth it at the end of the day. Anyway, do you want me to massage it for you then?”

      “H-Huh?”

      It was a drunken joke. I knew Luna was reluctant to show her ankle to others and would thus not easily accept it.

      “W-Well, if you don’t mind doing it…”

      Holy shit… Was she really agreeing to my bullshit proposal…!?

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 47: Little Night (2)

      
      “Then just go to the corner room on the top floor.”

      The innkeeper gave me a brief explanation of the directions, and then handed me the key to a room on the third floor, the highest floor in the inn.

      There were only five rooms on the third floor. They were akin to the hotel suites back in my world, costing a minimum of 2 silver per night. I never thought I’d get to experience staying at one of these luxurious rooms in my life, be it in this world or my previous one.

      1st floor.

      2nd floor.

      3rd floor.

      I could see signs hanging on the handles of the tightly closed doors, my head fumbling every time I read the words written on them. Leaving that questionable musing aside, we had finally reached the corner room the innkeeper had pointed out to us.

      
『Interlude Room1』




      “Ah, here it is. The last room.”

      
        Click— Creak—
      

      Immediately, I could see a rather spacious room after unlocking the lock and opening the large door to the room.

      Following that, I noticed the sight of curtains swaying and fluttering with the gentle breeze, A distinctive soft and slightly sweet scent of incense candles overflowed the entirety of the room, even the chairs and the work desk looked luxurious at a glance. There was even paper and a pen on said desk, damn…what the fuck!!

      Holy shit, I didn’t think he’d send me to such an expensive room. And… Wait, why was there only a single bed in the room?

      I’m sure I had asked for a room with two separate beds. We somehow ended up with a room with a single double-sized bed instead.

      Did the innkeeper mess up again? Or was I too drunk and asked for a single-bed room instead of a two-bed one? No, I’m sure I wasn’t drunk enough to make such a rudimentary mistake.

      The innkeeper was definitely the one who messed up here. I decided to go down to the first floor and complain, annoyance started filling up my mind at the blatant mistake of the innkeeper; my tipsy mind and the thought of the subsequent journey down in this intoxicated state didn’t help my temper either. All of a sudden, I heard a whimper from behind my back, halting me in my tracks.

      “What’s wrong? Why are you not going in?”

      It was Luna, questioning me in an intoxicated tone. Her body and clothes were drenched for some odd reason.

      “What? Why are you all wet?”

      “I-I heard it was good to bathe before going to sleep.”

      “Didn’t you already go to the bathhouse earlier today?”

      “…I usually bathe twice a day.”

      Wow, Luna had better hygiene than I thought she would. I could even smell some kind of fragrant incense scent wafting from her body when she came close. Her damp pink hair slightly sticking to her beautiful face gave her a very enchanting look.

      For someone wearing clothes that expose so much, her skin was very smooth without any kind of blemishes. Damn, what’s her secret to this amazing look. I feel like I’m growing older every day, looking at the state of my body.

      “Anyway, l-let’s go in. I-It’s pretty cold around here.”

      “You should have dried your body properly, you idiot.”

      I scolded the trembling Luna just like I used to scold my little sister.

      Maybe because of the hardships we shared together and the multiple interactions we had these days, the awkwardness between me and Luna decreased a lot. Now, I could confidently consider her a dear friend of mine.

      Well, that’s just how I feel, I don’t know if it was the same for Luna.

      “There’s only one bed though, Luna. You okay with that?”

      “It’s big. We can share it just fine. One bed is cheaper than two, after all.”

      “Right.”

      Luna was right. Having one bed was cheaper than getting two. And wasn’t there a sense of camaraderie between us? I mean, we both slept in a cramped tent already, sharing a large bed shouldn’t pose much of a problem for us.

      Sleeping in the same room should be fine, in that sense.

      Still…

      Sleeping in the same bed as a girl didn’t leave me completely unaffected or unfazed; the heart and the lower body of the inexperienced me were raging violently.

      Even my inebriated state, which was fully displayed on my completely flushed face, seemed to lessen a little at that thought.

      Now that I think about it, wasn’t this a great chance to experience the suppleness of her body again?

      I could feel my schlong almost visibly stiffen as I remembered the softness and smoothness of her incredibly lithe body. I felt like the damn rascal was going to tear through my pants even though I had yet to do anything.

      
        Thud—
      

      With the muffled sound of something falling, Luna let herself sink onto the bed that was covered by a blanket while I was lost in my inner turmoil.

      She buried her head in the pillow while swinging her legs in the air like an overly excited young girl.

      “It’s very dusty in here.”

      “…”

      Luna didn’t reply back. It was weird. The usually excited and parrot-like blabbermouth that was the being called Luna had suddenly turned so quiet. Was she tired, perhaps?

      Owing to that silence, the atmosphere suddenly became stiff and awkward. Meanwhile, the hopeless me didn’t know what to say anymore. I was all out of dialogue options. It was so quiet, I could even hear the sound of the breaths coming out from my nose.

      “Well, let’s get done with this quickly and go to bed early. I’m so tired, I have a lot to do tomorrow too.”

      Having said that, I slowly approached Luna, who was lying on the bed face-down, still not reacting to any of my words.

      Was she asleep already? We had quite a lot of drinks today, and this journey has been very tiring for us, she was probably as tired as me.

      
        Stare—
      

      Well, seeing that her emerald eyes were peeking at me from the side of her pillow, she probably wasn’t completely asleep at least.

      “As usual, I’ll start by checking your pulse.”

      I gently lifted Luna’s wrist, which was lying on the blanket, to trigger my ability and observe her stats and conditions. Although I had touched her hand many times already, I was always dumbfounded by how thin her wrists were.

      How could such a thin wrist produce enough power to swing that heavy-looking Silence Totem? This is probably the main cause of her growing muscle pains.

      
        Ding—  
      

       [Stats]

Name: Luna Knox Dotty
Level: 8
Strength: 2
Agility: 5
Stamina: 1
Status: Fluttering Heart 》Bad Meals Lover
Conditions: Curse of Knox 》Curse of Erebor 》Mild Growing Pains 》Mild Excitement



      What the hell is this?

      There was a lot more information than the last time I checked her stats.

      I was a little surprised that, instead of just seeing her level and condition, I could now see her other stats such as strength and agility too.

      Now that I think about it, weren’t her stats just as detailed as the time when I accidentally touched Elfriede’s wrists for the very first time?

      Is there any reason for the sudden differences? Is it because I’ve grown more skilled in handling this ability of mine after going through various experiences? I can’t know for sure.

      Pondering a bit more, I realized that there was no need to waste time thinking too deeply about it. Hence, I shifted my attention to the floating letters again.

      What immediately caught my eye was the ‘Mild Excitement’ condition she was afflicted with. Was it, perhaps, because of the tension of the expedition and the gift she received earlier?

      I also noticed that her pulse rate was pretty high. Simultaneously, her skin was very warm despite the fact that she just washed herself with cold water. It looked similar to the early symptoms of high blood pressure.

      “Well then, I’ll start by putting some pressure around your wrist area.”

      “…”

      Luna didn’t answer this time either. I interpreted her silence as consent and touched a spot about 5 centimeters below her wrist. Stimulating this spot, known as the Inner Pass Acupoint, should invigorate her blood flow

      
        Press— 
      

      I heard that pressing here lowered stress and helped to calm down strained nerves.

      I didn’t actually believe in any of this acupuncture bullshit. But honestly, I had no choice as putting pressure on these red spots has shown results far too many times already for it to be a fluke.

      “Heuu…”

      “Tell me if it hurts, okay?”

      “H-Heuu…”

      Since a woman’s body was very fragile, I have to be exceedingly thoughtful and attentive with each and every touch of mine. I gently, and as carefully as I could, pressed the area around Luna’s wrists and slowly began doing round motions with my thumbs.

      Then Luna’s body, which was previously as rigid as it could get, maybe because of her nervousness, finally loosened a little.

      “Whoo…”

      Luna leaked out a small sigh, probably from the relief she felt due to my massage. Soon after that, the usual letters appeared in my sight with that familiar noise.

      
        Ding—
      

      『Healed Luna Knoxdotty's Mild Excitement condition』



      『Task Points + 10』



      『Current Task Points: 27』



      Oh, nice, I finally got my hands on some task points. I really needed those. I am now able to use task points to raise my stats, strengthen my necklace, or even borrow the power of Gods. They were now paramount for my future growth, so the more points I earned, the better.

      “What do you think? Feeling any better?”

      I asked Luna after dealing with – what seemed to be – the early symptoms of high blood pressure she was showcasing. She then answered with her face still buried in the pillow.

      “A little?”

      “Then I’ll move on to your shoulders, back, and then the rest of your body.”

      Luna was still suffering from the ‘Mild Growing Pains’ condition.

      Our last massage session had been cut short before I could deal with her growing pains condition. The way she’s been experiencing them for such a long time, which shouldn’t have lasted more than a day at most, is really unusual.

      So I gently climbed onto her thighs and pressed on the dented area near her shoulder blade with my thumbs. Gently pushing my thumbs in, I began rotating them in a circular motion.

      What was important for massaging this particular area, below her shoulder blades, was to put proper force while keeping up a firm revolution with your thumbs.

      “Heuaah…”

      And just like that, Luna’s body relaxed completely and went limp as though her whole body melted into the blanket-covered bed.

      The human body had certain parts that one normally wouldn’t be able to reach by themselves and, if one were to stimulate these spots accurately, they would make the whole human body relax. I don’t know what causes this phenomenon but that’s just how it is.

      “Ah, Euuh…”

      “Does it hurt?”

      Even if I do my best not to press too hard, it might still be rather painful on her already feeble body due to the chronic muscle pain. Thus I made sure to frequently ask Luna if the amount of power I was putting in was appropriate or not.

      “Tell me if it hurts. Don’t hold it in.”

      “I-It’s okay. I can put up with it…”

      So it’s hurting, huh?

      Hearing her words, I made sure to use even less force than I had planned initially. Due to that, the presses of my thumbs, on her shoulders and sides, turned more into sweeping strokes.

      Well, just sweeping over her skin was already good enough as it stimulated the blood vessels and promoted blood circulation.

      
        Swish— Swoosh—
      

      “Haaaah…”

      My hand which was gently stroking her back and shoulders, then went in the direction of her armpits.

      As I mentioned the last time, stimulating the lymph nodes was very important and beneficial to the human body. It was a rudimentary part of full-body massaging. And… I admit… I also held the desire to touch her soft and smooth armpits.

      I wanted to experience that mesmerizing soft feeling I had felt back then in the cramped tent. I wanted to go for a sniff too but I’d probably get slapped right in the cheeks, so I abstained from that degenerate act.

      “Euuh… Haah, Hahhahaha. I-It tickles, Hassan-!”

      Luna was shaking as she was feeling ticklish. She was reacting much more than I thought she would. Was she the kind of person to be extremely sensitive to external stimuli?

      “Heuheuh, Heuheu!”

      She kept trying to close her arms and cover her armpits, so I had her put both of them on her head like an arm pillow.

      “You need to bear with it even if it’s ticklish. Just like the last time, okay? Alright! You can do it!”

      “Heu-Heuuh. B-But, Heuheub…”

      
        Press— Press—
      

      And so, I kept pressing her lymph nodes with a moderate force while rotating the area of applied force in clockwise motions.

      I didn’t know whether it was me or Luna, who was sweating so heavily, but my hands were now drenched with sweat.

      
        Press—
      

      Although I was just pressing on the soft skin of her smooth armpits, that mere act was enough to make my schlong so hard that I felt like it was almost about to explode.

      My hard and stiff rod would sometimes rub between Luna’s thighs and buttocks but she didn’t seem to notice that. Whether that happened because she was naive or because she was too absorbed in the massage, I didn’t know for sure. I was just glad that I didn’t get accused of molestation already.

      My actions, however, were more geared toward wanting to experience Luna’s supple body than giving her a proper message. I didn’t know before that a man’s sexual desire could give him such a frightening drive— a drive that would force him to do such daring and immoral acts.

      “Ah… Hang… Aaah…”

      After rubbing her shoulders, with stroking motions, for a long time, Luna couldn’t hold it in anymore and began grabbing the blanket with her hands while producing sweet and sultry moans.

      I didn’t notice before, as I was too absorbed in my own actions, but this didn’t sound like what people would make as they were enjoying the refreshing feeling of a massage. Not for a single bit…

      “Ah… Haang… Haaah…”

      My hot and hard rod rubbed frequently against her soft and springy buttocks while she kept producing those obscene sounds. My mind had almost fully succumbed to that sweet sound as thoughts of depravity kept churning in my head.

      
        Rub— Touch—
      

      She was completely oblivious to my inappropriate advances.

      While I kept feeling guiltier and guiltier inside, I also wondered how something that felt so exciting, thrilling, and jubilating could exist in this world.

      Holy hell, my only regret, at this moment, is that my alligator pants are too thick. How good would it feel if I was wearing thinner pants or maybe even underwear?

      What would it feel like without anything on?

      What if I unleashed my overbearing lust on Luna’s soft bare skin? What if I forgot all my restraints and ravaged this lithe body of hers to my heart’s content? And just as my hip movements were getting faster with such savage thoughts…

      “Ha-Hassan, euh, Hang…o-on… T-That’s enough… I think you can stop now…”

      “Uh, uh… Ah! Hmm, yeah…”

      I hurriedly lifted my hands from her shoulders and stealthily stopped my waist movements at the sudden call of my name. I was so shocked by the sudden call that I unconsciously raised both of my hands up into the air— akin to a criminal who was caught in the act and was left with no choice but to surrender with raised arms.

      “D-Do you want me to massage you anywhere else or should we end today’s session?”

      “M-My ankles…if you can…”

      “Ah, yeah, you had a sprained ankle. I almost forgot about that….”

      I’d have to go further down her lower body to touch her ankles, and I, thus, lost the opportunity to furtively get a rub or two more using her heavenly and supple body.

      It was very regrettable but I had no choice as I had already been asked to stop. Fuck, I’m gonna have to rub one, two, or maybe a dozen or so out today before going to sleep.

      Pushing those hazy thoughts to the very back of my head, I went down to the other side of the bed and gazed at Luna’s ankles. I was thus greeted with the sight of her slender toes, and tiny and cute soles.

      Thin anklets hanging around her thin ankles like a hula hoop caught my attention in particular. They looked really cute on her thin ankles.

      Luna’s ankles were so thin that I was made to wonder how they could support the weight of her body. A single hand was more than enough to grab both of them and still have a lot of leeway left to grip some more.

      They were, however, slightly thicker than the last time I saw them. Maybe, they were swollen after being overtaxed during the arduous journey?

      I never told this to anyone before due to the fear of getting teased, but I actually had a kink for thin ankles. Seeing the area from the thin ankles slowly widen until the calves was an extremely delightful sight to me.

      “I’ll start by slightly rotating your ankles, tell me if it hurts, okay? Again, don’t hold it in like before.”

      “Euh, Hmm…”

      
        Press—
      

      It is important to not put too much pressure on a sprained ankle since it could lead to the worsening of the injury.

      Keeping that thought in mind, I carefully held onto Luna’s feet and rotated them as meticulously as I could to check the functioning of her joints.

      I don’t feel like there’s anything wrong with her joint movements…doesn’t seem like the blood flow is blocked either. This area didn’t need any treatment at all. It would most probably get better after she wakes up tomorrow from her slumber.

      Having confirmed the state of her ankles, I stopped taking care of them and directed my attention to her wide and cute soles. Every time I gaze at her bare feet, I couldn’t help but wonder how someone’s soles could look so adorably cute.

      Suddenly, I had the feeling that I could now understand the desire to protect and cherish cute things that some men were said to experience in their lives. Slowly, my face got closer to Luna’s toes and then…

      
        Sniff—
      

      “W-Why are you suddenly smelling me? Do I smell weird?”

      “No, you don’t smell weird, don’t worry.”

      “I-I washed up already, after all… Anyway… B-Be gentle when you press on them, will you…? A-And don’t… just don’t smell my feet like that… p-please….”

      “Alright.”

      Although I agreed to her request, it was actually better to put a lot of force into pressing the feet for an optimal outcome.

      I then clenched my fists, like a person doing a dutch rub, with a slightly raised middle finger. With that raised point, I applied pressure on the Bubbling-Well acupoint in the upper part of Luna’s soles.

      The spot I was aiming for was the bent part of the feet forming a (人) shape on the soles.

      
        Press—
      

      “Hah-!”

      Luna’s body bounced up high, as soon as I accurately pressed the acupoint, like a slug that had been sprinkled with salt.

      I heard that pressing on the Bubbling-Well point was so stimulating that even the dead would spring back to life. Well, that’s just what my father used to blabber on, at least, when he imparted me with his weird medical practices.

      Stimulating this acupoint had various positive effects on the body and mind, ranging from fatigue recovery and relieving insomnia to strengthening the heart and dealing with edemas and swelling. It sounded very vague and unrealistic, but that’s what alternative medicine was all about, wasn’t it?

      “Haugh! I-It hurts, Hassan, it hurts! So much!!”

      “Foot massages have better effects on the body the more they hurt. Don’t worry, you’ll be begging for it soon. I promise!”

      “It hurts! It hurtsh! Geyagiiigh!”

      Such a vivid reaction of pain and agony! This reminds me of the first time I used this method on Elfriede. She was twisting in pain just like Luna, and I soon joined her, in her twists of pain and agony, after she slapped me in anger.

      Although she slapped me the first time around, she later would get mad if I didn’t press there strong enough, even going as far as to order me to put more strength in my massages. There was no coming back for someone after experiencing such a stimulating and effective massage. Your body would only keep begging for more and it would feel more and more refreshing every time you received it.

      “Haagyaaaagh-!”

      While it might feel better in the future, Luna was right now struggling in pain. Seeing her struggles full of anguish, I decided to stop pressing her on that spot, which left her in a heavily breathing state. She looked like she was about to pass out any moment. At least, her screams had stopped this way.

      My hands never stopped massaging her, however. They even climbed from her calves to her thighs, I really wanted to touch Luna’s smooth and soft thighs at least once today.

      Wouldn’t it be fine to get a rub or two with my thick and hard meat-stick if I blame it all on me losing concentration during the massage?

      
        Rustle—
      

      
        Squish—
      

      Luna didn’t say anything after I began rubbing her thighs. Her body just began twitching and shivering like she was being electrocuted.

      This was my golden opportunity. Capitalizing on it, I began moving my hand higher and deeper inside her thighs.

      I’m gonna touch her smooth and squishy parts as quickly and as much as I can so that I can remember this exhilarating sensation later when I relieve myself before going to sleep.

      “Euh, Heung, Euuh…”

      “T-Tell me if you are feeling any pain.”

      I forcibly reminded myself again that this was just a simple massage and not an obscene act of molestation by asking her if she was feeling any pain or not. This way I could lessen the perpetually gnawing guilt that was building up inside me.

      “N-Not there, Hassan… A-A little higher…”

      “A-A little higher…? H-Here?”

      “…”

      The reply didn’t come…
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        Swish— Swoosh—
      

      It felt surprisingly cramped in the king-sized bed— placed right at the center of the spacious inn room.

      The only thing that was getting registered in my head was the fleeting sounds of me slowly stroking Luna’s body along with the occasional sound of the wind passing through the window, shaking it with a soft rattle.

      The drunkenness I had felt was now all gone, hence the truth of the situation was that— I was fiddling with Luna’s body with a clear and conscious mind, fully aware of all my actions. No, this is a massage! I repeatedly told myself about that fact, trying to pull myself together.

      It was enough, I had my share of fun already. I was able to massage Luna’s thighs, groin, hips, and oh-so-soft buttocks to my full enjoyment. It was time to call it quits already.

      Lymph nodes were not only situated under the armpits but also in the hip joints, essentially around the hip flexors. So, they were extremely important areas that a professional masseuse would take note to stimulate in order to help blood circulation and get rid of the accumulated waste permeating in those nodes.

      The reason I didn’t try to go for them earlier was because…few women would normally allow someone to touch those rather sensitive areas. Despite what my not-so-innocent actions may look like to an observer, I was doing my utmost to avoid massaging any of the secretive and sensitive areas of Luna’s lithe body.

      I never thought, for the life of me, that Luna would take the initiative and ask me to massage her in that spot, stimulating it and invigorating it.

      Well, that just went to show how much pain she was feeling there, suffering from intense muscle aches. Seemingly, the massage I had given her the last time around must have felt really great, probably relieving her from most of her pains at that time, which prompted her current controversial decision…

      The pleasure and refreshing feeling of receiving a butt massage couldn’t be explained properly without experiencing it firsthand. I even heard a few people would get injured on purpose just to experience it again. Which is honestly nuts, at least to me it is!

      “Euuh, heuuu. Haeuuuh…”

      Luna began exhaling hot, steamy breaths and throaty moans after I rubbed my thumbs over her smooth hips for some time.

      To be frank, I was already at the very limits of patience and endurance at this point. The only thing revolving in my mind right now was just how much I wanted to tear this thin cloth off and rub my face against this heavenly derrière of hers.

      However, it was a known fact that a first-class masseuse must know how to restrain oneself— that is one of the basic codes of professional massaging.

      Hence, I made absolutely sure to remember the feeling of the soft hip and groin that I’d touched for the first time in my life.

      
        Swish— Swoosh—
      

      “Ahh…”

      What was bothering me the most was the knowledge I had once learned. Many people said that this area right here was connected to the secretive areas of a woman’s body. As a result, massaging this area would probably make her feel a lot of things one shouldn’t feel during a massaging session.

      “Ahh, Hang… Heuahh…”

      Was this the reason Luna was moaning so much? Instead of enjoying a simple massage was Luna actually craving a man’s touch instead?

      Damn, what should I do?

      My stiff schlong was filling my brain with useless thoughts along those lines.

      Should I try brushing along Luna’s legs with my hands and check my theory? I can still say that it was an accident if Luna complains about my dubious movements.

      I decided to sneakily run the back of my hand and fingers across Luna’s soft butt while pretending to stretch out.

      
        Rustle—
      

      “M-My shoulders are feeling rather stiff.”

      “Heu, Hiik…!”

      Luna quivered visibly. I was a little afraid— nervous and almost certain that she might say something, pointing out my sudden movements, but she didn’t and just buried her head further in the pillow.

      Should I move to the next step?

      With this idea in my mind, I directed my hand toward Luna’s butt and grabbed it with a firm grip. Her lovely buttock could fully fit in my palms. My hand was moving as if intent on devouring her smooth rear like a starving man finally given a proper meal after years.

      
        Soft— Squish—
      

      The skin was soft and supple enough that it would form into the shape of my palms with the slightest push, but it also felt pretty firm at the same time, retaking its well-rounded form the moment I removed my palms. How could such a conflicting feeling even exist?

      And this warmth… If just her butt feels like this, how would her breasts feel?

      “Ha-Hassan…”

      “Huh, yeah?”

      My hand movements became slightly hesitant as she addressed me with a shaky tone.

      “I… I’ve actually been thinking of going back to Ideope for a while now.”

      “R-Really?”

      “I’m not good at completing requests… I can’t even afford to eat… Everyone looked down on me… Then I decided I’d do one last quest before heading back to Ideope. That’s when I met you, Marco, and Plato.

      “I see.”

      Although I stated as such, I was completely clueless, not understanding where she was trying to go by mentioning these things. The only thing still latched on my mind was the softness and warmth of her supple skin. I was really a pathetic existence of a human being…

      “Hassan, that day… you know, the day we drank together… When you swore by the great river Styx… What actually happened was…”

      “You made me drink so that I would invoke the Styx’s oath, right?” 

      “Y-You knew…?”

      “Only an idiot wouldn’t notice that. I’m not the kind to recklessly make promises anyway, so it was easy to figure out.”

      “As expected… you don’t look angry at all. You’re so nice to me. But I can never repay you for that kindness… I’m such a horrible person, aren’t I?”

      “…”

      Being unexpectedly put in such a sober situation I couldn’t find any way to answer her. Luna’s voice was trembling as if she was on the verge of tears, making me even more solemn with each passing moment.

      As if taking the hint, even my excited little brother, down there, lost a little of its raging vigor. Luna then began sniffing and her voice was cracking the more she spoke.

      “I’m such a horrible person…”

      “Don’t be so harsh on yourself. Everyone lies. And it wasn’t that bad, was it? We did end up succeeding in our adventures. We make a great team.”

      “N-No… I’m a horrible person. Because… Although Lady Knox should have already occupied the entirety of my heart… Holding dominion over all my love, affection, and devotion…”

      Luna paused for a moment, probably because she was bawling out the words. She finished her sentence soon after that.

      “… I think I like you a little bit more than her now, Hassan.”

      She mumbled a few more words after that shocking statement, but my brain didn’t register any of them. Because what I just heard was occupying the entirety of my mind.

      She…liked me?

      It was the first time in my life that I got confessed to by the opposite sex. Until now, I could only imagine and wonder in my dreams about how it would feel to receive a confession from a woman and how I’d respond to it. But now, it was happening to me in reality.

      Contrary to what I had expected, my mind completely blanked out while confronted with the real deal. At the same time, my heart was pounding a mile a minute, so ultimately I was unable to respond and remained speechless for some time.

      “… You can do whatever you want, Hassan. Although I dedicated my body to Lady Knox… I’ll be all yours for tonight…”

      My head emptied of all thoughts as if I was hit with a hammer to the head, rattling my brain off all of its capabilities.

      I just kept silently staring at Luna’s trembling body.

      Although my mind was currently unresponsive, my body was still very much responsive and up to the task— the proof being my fingers excitedly latching onto her buttocks and hips immediately with a mind of their own.

      “Heu…”

      Did Luna notice that my touches were different than usual? Her body which had been previously loosened and relaxed by the massage tensed up again from nervousness and perhaps excitement.

      I was, in fact, just as nervous. It wasn’t going to be a massage from now on, everything after this was venturing into unknown territory for me.

      What should I do first?

      I thought that the knowledge I had amassed through gossip and audio-visual stimulations would come in handy, but I was completely clueless as to what to do right now.

      Guess I’ll start by taking off her clothes first. Surely, I can’t go wrong with this one… I think…

      
        Rustle— Rustle—
      

      My movements were a little hesitant since it was my first time doing something like this but I was somehow able to accomplish the task, revealing Luna’s white and smooth skin as a result.

      But because she was lying facedown to hide her embarrassed appearance, all I could see was her back, waist, and bulging buttocks.

      That was obviously good enough but what I wanted to see the most was her front.

      “S-Show me your boobs, Luna.”

      I gathered every ounce of courage I could muster and uttered those shameful words. My embarrassment went through the roof, my heart beating so fast it was almost dizzying.

      “Let me take a look at your front.”

      
        Flinch—
      

      Luna flinched and trembled intermittently. In the end, however, she slowly turned her face, and in turn the front of her lithe body, toward me.

      She covered her chest and inner thighs, mainly covering her sensitive areas, with her hands but that made it even more exhilarating for me. But what made me the happiest was the fact that Luna actually did as I requested of her.

      
        Rustle—
      

      After climbing atop Luna’s body, touching her belly, sides, and armpits on the way, I could finally get a feel of her chest which I had only taken a peek at previously.

      “Heuuaah…”

      Luna’s chest sunk under the pressure of my hands as she moaned out loud. I can proudly and confidently say that this soft and tender flesh, under the confines of my hands, was the softest and warmest thing I’ve ever touched in all of my life.

      
        Soft— Squish—
      

      Then as if it was a matter of course, I grabbed the other one with my remaining hand. No matter how much I touched them, I don’t think I’ll ever get sick of this intoxicating feeling.

      But what caught my attention the most right now were Luna’s nipples which were as pink as her beautiful hair.

      Luna’s body jerked up every time I touched them with my thumb and index fingers. I was very excited since it meant she was responding to the stimuli that my hands were providing to her body.

      “…Heu…aah… Euaahh…”

      Her thin lips, which were letting out sultry moans, couldn’t look any more lovely to me. So I tried overlapping her lips with mine, kissing her for the first time.

      The first thing I felt was the indescribable softness of her lips and her firm and smooth teeth that tasted like peppermint, then, at last, I felt the soft sensations of her cute tongue that was quietly sitting inside her oral cavity.

      
        Chu— Chu—
      

      I shoved my tongue into Luna’s mouth and began moving back and forth like a thirsty man— given the water he desperately needed. It was a clumsy and monotonous kiss even by my standards.

      “Heu, Slurp, Eup, Heu.. Ha-Hassan… I-I can’t breathe…”

      Luna who was on the receiving end wasn’t any more skillful than me, so we ended up having a short and clumsy smooch that soon ended with both of us left panting for air.

      However, how sloppy and clumsy the kiss was didn’t really matter, my heart was already floating like it was attached to 20 balloons and I couldn’t calm it down at all.

      How could a kiss feel so good?

      So, I took a deep breath and kissed Luna again, but this time, even Luna made clear efforts and readily accepted my tongue.

      “Chu. Chuu. Chuuu…”

      Only the kissing and slurping sounds of saliva overlapping and being exchanged remained in the room. Then I grabbed Luna’s chest again and began rubbing her firm nipples with my fingers.

      “Has-, heu… Hassan…”

      Luna would repeatedly call my name from time to time as if my name was the only thing left on her mind.

      I obviously liked that fact a lot. To think it was me and no one else who got to take the first time of this pure and lovely woman.

      She would be all mine for today. Mine and mine alone. With these ravenous thoughts, my possessiveness soared to an all-time high and my schlong rose even higher and was definitely…harder.

      I’ll taste everything before the end of this night. And I’m gonna engrave it anywhere on her body that she is mine. Mine and mine only for however long I desire.

      I then took my mouth off Luna’s lips, then went on to lick her ears, neck, and collarbone, and finally headed toward her tits.

      I couldn’t understand why, but the only thing on my mind right now was how much I wanted to lick her firm nipples clean. Wasn’t this an instinct naturally embedded in men since they were born?

      “Euh, euuh… euuuh, haaaah…”

      
        Bite— Bite— Lick— Nibble—
      

      I kept stimulating Luna by biting her nipples and licking them thoroughly with my tongue.

      While her firm and stiff nipples unexpectedly didn’t have any taste to them, I oddly still liked the feeling of biting and licking them.

      “Has, heung, eu… Haang…”

      Her body would tremble and flinch every time I did so, and the way she was moaning was so responsive to each of my actions that I didn’t feel like stopping any time soon.

      What Luna seemed to like the most was when I’d lick around her areolas rather than when I directly licked her nipples or bit them with my teeth.

      With that, Luna’s waist couldn’t stop trembling and saliva that she couldn’t swallow was leaking out from her mouth in steady lines as though she was drooling.

      “Heu, ha, ha…haah, haah…”

      While I didn’t mind licking and touching her nipples like this for longer, my sexual desire which was at its all-time high was asking for something more direct and sensational.

      So I slowly moved my head toward Luna’s lower body. Sensing my actions, she covered her private parts with her hands and clenched her legs in shame.

      When I lifted her obstructing wrist, I saw pink pubic hair, sticking out from her pelvic region, which was short and tidy…as if it had been recently trimmed. I thought she might not have any pubic hair at all but I got excited after seeing their existence.

      As expected, she was an adult. I can be relieved of some of my worries now…

      Putting that thought aside, I reached out to Luna’s body and then, slowly and gently, tried to open her clasped thighs to reveal the sight that I was dying to witness.

      “S-So embarrassing…”

      Luna lifted a pillow atop her head and tightly pressed it against herself as if she was feeling extremely ashamed due to my brazen actions.

      It was the first time she was showing her private place to another person, of course, she would be ashamed, I thought in my hazy mind.

      But even though she was embarrassedly hiding her body, her pale and pink skin and clenched thighs were infinitely cute. And here I thought I had been numbed to women’s charms after the blatant exposure to various audio-visual media.

      How could something in the shape of a straight line feel so pure and clean? Pretty? Beautiful? Could it be described this way?

      It felt, in a way rude, to refer to this as female genitalia or pussy. It didn’t matter to me right now as I just reached out to it with my shaky hands.

      “Haeu, euuh…”

      Carefully, I widened Luna’s quivering snatch, which was closed shut, and revealed her trembling pink depths. Widening it further, I could already see further along her leaking pussy, revealing more of her pale pink depths.

      I could clearly see her labia minora, labia majora, and the pale pink skin covering her cute clitoris.

      I could see some blood trickling due to the sexual tension she was feeling and with that, I could now attest to Luna’s purity.

      Her wide vaginal hole and the reddish-pink membrane wall covering and blocking the way to her very depths were clear proof of it.

      I felt sympathy for our common lack of experience, making my heart beat even faster with thrill.

      “D-Don’t spread it so wide…”
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      With utmost admiration, I just kept blankly ogling the previously tightly clenched snatch of Luna, not unlike a typical lecherous bastard, that was now opened wide and quivering in front of my heated gaze. Soon, I heard Luna’s small and shrill voice, leaking from under the pillow she had used to cover her face.

      “Please… Hassan… D-Don’t spread it so wide… I-It’s very embarrassing for me…!”

      “Ah! A-Ahem, sorry… It’s my first time seeing something like this, so I was a bit too intrigued there… Sorry…”

      Then, following a desire that I didn’t know the origin of, I started sniffing and whiffing out the smell of Luna’s trembling honeypot. Needless to say, Luna’s body started quivering violently as though she was utterly horrified.

      “Hey, What the hell are you doing? D-Don’t smell it like that-!!”

      “You smelled me too, you know… Besides, this is the first time I’ve seen a vagina, so I’m a bit curious, you see… “

      “H-Huh? D-Did you just say that this is your first time…?”

      The subtleties underlying Luna’s sudden question slightly disturbed me. If her question had been along the lines of seeing a naked woman for the very first time then I would have to answer with a resounding no, the constant intake of audio-visual stimuli had practically made me a veteran in that field. However, if we were to just talk about the experience in itself, then wasn’t it safe to say that it was my first time?

      But then wouldn’t the event that transpired between me and Nemea count too in that case? Personally, I definitely believed that it can’t be counted in any way. For all that had happened, one thing was sure and it was that…there was not even a single iota of affection between the two of us.

      All in all, I believe there would be no problem in saying that this was my very first experience. Thinking till here, I immediately capitalized on that decision.

      “Huh, hmm. Yes, It’s my first time too.”

      “T-Thank god. I was so afraid… So very much afraid that you wouldn’t feel satisfied by just how clumsy I was… B-By the way, there… I mean… It didn’t look too weird or anything below there…..right?”

      “Of course not. Why would you think that? If I had to be honest, you’re so pretty down there that I can’t help but have thoughts of licking you clean. In fact, now that I think about it, that’s pretty much been the only thing on my mind for a while now.”

      “H-Huh, what are you talking about? L-Lick it…?! Wha- Euh, heuaah, e-euh…”

      
        Slurp— Slurp—
      

      Sticking out my tongue, I wantonly began carrying out all my inner desires as I constantly lapped around the raised labia of Luna’s beautiful pussy. That and the cute pink-colored bean, that was her cute clit, atop it was basically my primary focus here.

      Even though I was a full-fledged virgin and had zero knowledge in the arts of pleasuring women, I still knew for a fact that this region around the pussy lips was extremely sensitive and stimulating for womankind. It was basic human biology, and you certainly didn’t need to be a casanova to know about that.

      Gently, I placed the flat upper part of my tongue over the pink quivering skin and began twirling around the sensitive parts in semi-round, clockwise motions. No sooner had I started my ministrations, Luna immediately clenched the inner side of her beautiful thighs and began rocking back and forth with violent trembles. Due to that sudden action, my head was practically sandwiched between the confines of her legs and I was literally stuck shut in that spot. The pressure was too strong, I was seriously experiencing a lot of pain as a result. I couldn’t for the life of me, understand just how such feeble-looking legs could generate enough pressure that it would hurt so much.

      “Aaah, whoa… Hang!”

      
        Slurp— Slurp—
      

      And as if I had tasted the most delicious thing, my tongue kept scouring Luna’s pussy, getting a taste of every inch of it.

      Like a moth being drawn to the flickering of fire, the redolent scent of Luna’s intoxicating pheromones and the slight minty note that permeated from her pussy lips, and possibly her vagina too, attracted more and more of my attention and senses towards her secret depths.

      Moreover, the physical and vocal responses that Luna’s body was showing me were more than enough to make me agitated, excited, and happy from deep within. It seriously boosted my self-confidence and stroked my ego.

      “Hang…! Heeuh, haaah…”

      Well, even though Luna was giving out such a wonderful and strong response to my ministrations, I wasn’t nearly deluded enough to have the thoughts of me having an innate skill or instinctive knack for this sort of thing. What I think truly happened was probably Luna’s innate physical disposition coming into full play here. From what I had seen, she was quite easy to tickle. That basically meant that she was quite sensitive, far more than other people. Women were usually a very sensitive bunch, but Luna felt special even among them. At least that’s what I remember reading in one of my father’s books.

      “Hiss, so d-deep, Hassan…”

      I, who was enjoying the feeling of licking around the region of her hymen inside her fully-spread-open vagina with the tip of my tongue, heard Luna’s voice colored in the slightest notes of pain and the calling of my name, prompting me to stop my actions. I retracted my tongue out of her quivering pussy and inquired her about her condition.

      “Does it hurt, Luna? Are you feeling uncomfortable…?”

      “No, not really…”

      “Well, I’m glad then if that’s the case. Speaking of pain, can’t you loosen your legs a little, please? It’s a little uncomfortable being constantly squeezed by your legs like this. Why don’t you just hug your thighs and spread your legs open, you know… maybe like a frog or something…”

      “B-But, that position is very embarrassing…”

      “Hurry up, please!”

      Hearing my urging words, hesitantly, Luna hugged the underside of her wonderful thighs and spread her legs in an M-shape as I had asked of her.

      
        Rustle—
      

      Her lovely thighs and cute and thin calves stretched out wide, creating a perfect symmetry with her ankles and the soles of her feet. In this position, I could clearly see the slightly widened pink-hued pussy right in the middle shyly quivering under my gaze.

      
        Flutter—
      

      Soon, underneath her beautiful snatch, I noticed her shyly closed anus fluttering with the quivers of her pussylips.

      Absentmindedly, with a sudden desire straight outta nowhere, I tried to reach out towards the small puckered hole, but…

      “Noooo-! N-Not there! Don’t touch me there-!”

      With a shrill scream and a shout of rejection, Luna closed her legs in a panic so I took my hand back with a sudden instinctive jerk. I was positively surprised by her reaction and was also curious about her sudden and firm rejection.

      “What’s wrong? What’s wrong?”

      “J-Just don’t touch me there…Hassan-! Please, I beg you-!”

      “A-Alright, I understand. I won’t touch it, I promise.”

      Well, it wasn’t like I didn’t get where she was coming from. I’d be way more than just being flustered and embarrassed if someone suddenly went on and touched my anus too. Probably, it would be way better if I took the gentle and caring approach with her since this was her first time. It was my first time too, but that’s beside the point here…

      Leaving that trail of thought, I resumed by using my thumb on Luna’s clitoris, gyrating around the small bean pole and caressing it with soft touches.

      The feeling and texture of her glistening love juices, that were sprouting out of her body, along with the saliva that I slathered her snatch with was simply incredible in a word.

      Can it even be compared to anything?

      Well, if I were to really try then the closest thing should be akin to stroking a warm mollusk? Maybe, maybe not. Obviously, it should be very different from that, obviously, her pussy could never be comparable to a disgusting mollusk, but that was the only thing I could think of right now, comparison-wise.

      “Haah, huu, haeuu, Haang…”

      To reiterate, this was no mollusk but, in actuality, Luna’s most secretive spot.

      Luna’s small body trembled and shuddered with every move I made with my thumb, her nipples which were previously standing firm, stood up even higher and harder than before, after my careful and arousing ministrations.

      “I-It feels weird down there… Ha-Hassan… I-It’s hard to describe… T-Tell me the truth. I-Is it really your first time?”

      Luna just spoke some strange words. Did she mean that my moves felt experienced because of how pleasurable it was for her? This feeling, of having my skills recognized, felt oddly good. Did <Imperfect Dexterity>affect my bedroom skills as well?

      The voice in the back of my head was screaming at me to slide a finger inside her tight vagina and stimulate her quivering insides. To immerse myself in the soft and sensual feeling of her inner walls.

      Oddly enough, or maybe not, that felt extremely wrong to me. For Luna, who was experiencing her first time, it would be a disgrace if I used my fingers at the very start. She deserved better than the ministrations of my fingers, she deserved my thick and hard cock.

      With that thought in mind, I decided it was time for me to undress and join Luna in her nakedness. So, I removed my shirt and proceeded to remove my pants after untying the belt around my waist.

      Soon after, my hard and pulsating dick, which was previously contained inside the confines of my tight pants, sprang up high with a crazy momentum, nearly surpassing my navel.

      “Sure you’re okay with this, Luna?”

      I made sure to ask again just in case. There was no coming back after this. As stupid as that might have felt, I was basically giving the shaman girl one last chance to back off from this experience. Though, to be frank, I’d be extremely disappointed if Luna withdrew at this moment, after everything we’ve been through.

      
        Slowly—
      

      Luna’s face, which was previously buried under the confines of the blanket, slowly turned in my direction, facing me at last. Her cute and lustrous emerald-hued eyes were sparkling, not unlike real gems, under the dim light of the candles.

      Soon, she inquired in a quivering tone…

      “W-Will this thing go all the way inside me…?”

      While my little brother was rather thick and hard, it was only slightly larger than the average size, at least that was the case by my previous world’s standards.

      But I had to agree, for the short and petite Luna this must look far too big and intimidating, definitely not her cup of tea.

      Honestly, I was unsure how I should go about this. To begin with, I doubted whether my hard dick would even be able to fit inside Luna’s tight and stiff body. It felt like I wouldn’t even be able to make it enter her small hole. And even if I did, it might just reach her belly button, maybe even go above it, which honestly made me worried and anxious.

      “I-I’m scared…”

      Luna stammered as she spoke, she seemed genuinely afraid about the whole ordeal. Even her pink twintails were shaking in anxiety.

      “But, I-I’ll try putting up with it since it’s you, Ha-Hassan…”

      But in the end, Luna gave me her consent, much to my joy and delight. So, without even wasting another second, I grabbed my thick rod and kneeled near Luna’s widely spread thighs.

      I didn’t forget to rub and stimulate Luna’s clenched pussy, labia, and clitoris with my bulbous glans like I had seen in those ‘educational videos’. It wasn’t like I was forcing myself to do this, to be frank, I genuinely liked the sensations I felt from rubbing it alongside her sticky and wet genitals.

      
        Slosh— Slosh—
      

      “I-It’s so h-hot…”

      My hard and raging boner must have become quite hot from all the blood that rushed to that menace all along. Moments after, I placed my hands on Luna’s thighs and opened them wider to position myself in the middle. Firmly grabbing my rod by its roots, I slowly and gently tried to push it inside.

      I could feel something very soft and slippery envelope my sensitive blood-filled glans, as it was, to my surprise and astonishment, sliding inside Luna’s pussy, unimpeded. Honestly, I never expected that I would be able to slide inside her this easily.

      “Hu-Huuugh.”

      Luna couldn’t contain her groans of pain from leaking out of her tightly clenched mouth.

      “Uggheuuh…!”

      From her reactions, She was seemingly in much more pain than I had expected her to be. I thought I did more than enough to soothe and prepare her pussy for insertion during the foreplay session. Was I lacking in my ministrations?

      Anxiety colored my mind, making me think it might be better to delay the intercourse. Having decided that, I promptly started pulling back my throbbing cock out of her vagina, but…

      “I-It’s alright, H-Hassan. I-I can take it…”

      As though she read through me, Luna spoke with a tone of reassurance. Her words and tone of concern and care, even though the pain and suffering she was going through, were enough to touch my heart. I thought that I may even shed a few tears at this rate from how touched I felt by her small act.

      Although, right now, instead of tears, there was something else that was probably going to shoot out from my body any second.

      Holding back that urge, I hastily added a pillow under Luna’s waist to make it easier to adjust her position and height. What this did was that it created an angle that would make it easier for my penis to slide inside without barging into her vaginal walls, helping her to accept my thing inside of her.

      “I’ll put it in slowly from now. Take deep breaths, it will help. Like this… Whoo- Whoo-…”

      “Whoo…”

      I took ahold of Luna’s waist and hips with my hands as she continued taking deep breaths just like I asked, slowly penetrating her tight flesh with careful movements.

      Penetrated— it felt like an odd word to say. Was there any other fitting expression? My mind was not really in a state to come up with one so I just went with that.

      Despite how tight and moist her vagina felt, my raging, stiff schlong was, for some odd reason, able to easily penetrate her small hole. I could already feel the distinct sensations of pleasure as my girthy rod was now wrapped by the soft, sticky, and supple walls of her narrow cave.

      “U-Ugh… W-Whoo… Heuu, heuuu…”

      Lying under my large body, Luna was deeply breathing out loud just like I had instructed her. Even the love that had been lost between two estranged lovers would surely get reignited after seeing your significant other endure so valiantly for you.

      “I-It… It’s all in…? Whoo… Tell me, it’s all in, H-Hassan-!”

      The petite shaman girl never stopped breathing as I instructed, not even once. Looking down from my position above, I could clearly witness tears forming around the edges of her eyes. Truthfully, only about half of my dick had actually made it inside of her, but she wasn’t aware of that as she was unable to see that due to being distracted by the pain. So, I did what any other man would do— I lied.

      “Yes, it’s all in, Luna.”

      “I-It’s in! I-I did it…”

      “Yes, you did well. Good girl!”

      I softly spoke, smiling warmly while gently stroking her hair. Her hair was warmer and far softer than I had expected it to be. But I wasn’t surprised much

      
        Smoothly—
      

      Suddenly, the ribbon tying Luna’s hair was undone, probably it became loose from all the back-and-forth movements we did. Due to that, her bundled hair fashioned in twintails was let loose, letting her hair messily fall over and cover her breasts and collarbone.

      It was an unexpected event, but it didn’t matter to me. Even with her hair untied, she remained just as cute and pretty as the first time I saw her. I am always surprised by her beauty, and more so by the fact that such a beauty had become my companion and now even my partner in bed. If it was back in my world, I don’t think I would have even been able to talk with a girl of her caliber, much less be as intimate with her as I was now.

      “Ha-Hassan… K-Kiss me…”

      Hearing her passionate and longing plea, what else could I do but comply… So, I slowly lowered my head and tenderly kissed her for the third time today. If I were to be asked whether I liked it the third time around or not, then the answer would still be a resounding yes. I fucking loved kissing her. Who wouldn’t?

      
        Slurp— Gulp—
      

      Our tongues embraced one another as we kissed slowly and softly, we were both moving our mouths vigorously as though we wanted to consume the other.

      Seemingly, the shy Luna also had an unexpectedly passionate side to her. I felt moved by that thought and decided to slowly push my now stiffer rod deeper inside Luna’s depths.

      
        Rub—
      

      “Euugh, geuuh…”

      The next moment, Luna was groaning in pain again. She was waving her arms wildly as though she was about to fall into a pit of never-ending void. Her movements were so wild and exaggerated that the blanket covering us was crumpled up everywhere. Hastily, I held her hands with mine, trying to comfort her and assure her that she would be alright.

      “Euuuuuh…”

      
        Scratch—
      

      Luna’s sharp fingernails dug into the back of my hands as she tightly clenched my hands for support.

      That fucking hurt. But I was sure the pain I was feeling right now was nothing compared to Luna’s who was getting impaled by my stiff and searing hot shaft.

      My schlong finally went all the way inside. Reaching there, I stopped my waist from making any more motions, I even stopped the act of stimulating Luna’s sensitive spots to stop her pain. I stopped everything and just focused on tightly hugging her slender body, keeping her, all of her, in my passionate embrace.

      I did it on my own initiative, Luna didn’t ask that of me like she had asked to kiss me the previous time around. Perhaps because my lower body was penetrating her tight and narrow insides, I felt as though it was my whole body that was wrapped in something warm and moist rather than just my stiff cock.

      “Ha-Hassan… Thank you… I-I like you…”

      “M-Me too… Luna, me too…”

      Holy shit, couldn’t I have come up with a better response? Still, it felt really embarrassing and this was the best I could do right now. And with that response, I put more strength in my hold and hugged her lithe body close to me. We remained in that peaceful state for a long while.

      That simple action was enough to make me feel as if I had ascended to the highest realms of the heavens. I could have never imagined that holding a soft and slender girl in my embrace could make me feel so pleasant and happy.

      Compared to that, what happened with Nemea could only be considered a better form of masturbation, at best.

      Having shared our warmth with each other for a while, we were interrupted by Luna’s whispering voice.

      “Whoo… You can move now.”

      “Sure you’re gonna be okay?”

      “Heuh, hung. Yes, I feel much better, now. It feels less painful when you hug me tightly like this…”

      “Then I’ll start moving.”

      “Eu, hung. H-heu, heuu…”

      
        Slosh—
      

      Faint moans leaked out of Luna’s lips as I slowly pulled out my hot shaft from her depths. Undoubtedly, she wasn’t feeling as much pain as she had felt during the insertion of my penis inside her honeypot. It should feel much better now.

      
        Slosh— Rub— Slosh—
      

      Luna’s pussy, which was now drenched with saliva and love juices, with my precum added into the mix, had some blood flowing out of it now. The sound of my dick rubbing with her vaginal walls was so delightful that I nearly cummed from that alone.

      “Heu, e-euhh…”

      I lowered my head and went on a crusade to kiss every sensitive part of the petite beauty’s body, starting from her neck, then slowly transitioning further down along her collarbones, upper breasts, and thin shoulders.

      My actions were done with the explicit intention that stimulating and caressing her other sensitive areas would somehow lessen the pain she was feeling and maybe even make her feel pleasure instead.

      What I was doing seemed to be effective as Luna’s nails which were fiercely piercing my palms began to loosen little by little.

      Seeing that, I decided to let go of her palms and decided to focus on her navel instead. Gently, using my thumbs, I rubbed and stimulated the area around her navel where I surmised my thing was penetrating her the deepest.

      I did that because I thought that the pain might lessen somehow if I massaged that area. It was a blind guess but it didn’t hurt to try. Unexpectedly, Luna’s reactions intensified as I started my caresses.

      
        Rustle— Rustle—
      

      “Whoo… Ah, aaah, hang… Aaaah… Hang… Hah…! Euuh, S-Stop… S-Stop d-doing that-!!”

      
        Gush— Rub— Rub—
      

      Whether the massage was effective or not I didn’t know for sure. What I noticed, however, was that her voice would reach a higher and higher tone each time I accelerated my waist movements.

      “Heu, haah, Ha-Hassan… Eu-Euuhh..”

      Luna’s previously wide-opened thighs were now tightly wrapped around my waist and hips, sticking our bodies closer together.

      I stayed quiet after that, my main focus shifting only to ramming my dick deep inside her snatch. I particularly focused on the feeling of my dick rubbing against the walls of her narrow hole.

      
        Splash— Splash— Rub— Slosh— Slosh—
      

      The warm and humid air, that could only be produced when two bodies exchanged their warmth, along with the stench of sweat and bodily fluids filling the entirety of the inn room.

      The feeling of our sticky flesh rubbing against each other was making my spinal cord tingle with pleasure. No words were exchanged between us, only the groans of pleasure remained in the inn room.

      “Hak, haah, hang, aaaah… H-Haah, heuuh, haaa, hang, hang, hah, hang, hang, hang, hang-!”

      
        Sosh— Sosh— Sosh— Rub—
      

      My hard shaft and enlarged glans kept scratching and poking Luna’s smooth insides. I could feel her insides clamp on my throbbing dick as if they never wanted to let it go. It made me feel like I was about to cum at any moment, the pleasure was just that intense.

      These thin and slender shoulders, small but reasonably sized breasts, that felt oh so soft and supple in my palms, her waist that was thin enough to fit in the confines of my large hands, smooth thighs, and pinkish pubic hair of hers.

      Most of all, her beautiful calves and cute soles were mine, all of her was mine and mine alone. The speed of my thrusts kept getting faster and faster as more and more possessive thoughts filled every corner of my mind.

      
        Rub— Rub— Squelch— Slosh— Rub—
      

      “Hah, hang, hah, euh, hah… A-Ang, Ha-Hassan….

      Luna suddenly hugged me tighter, even more than before, even her legs and thighs tightened around me further and further. Finally, her vagina began contracting as though it wanted to suck everything out from my balls. Thanks to that, I could feel even more of her soft chest and smooth skin, raising our shared corporal warmth even higher.

      While it became a little harder to move, my arousal had gone through the roof. I didn’t care anymore whether she was feeling pain or if she would feel good enough to cum or not. The only thing on my mind was how much I wanted to shoot my seeds inside her womb.

      
        Rub— Rub— Rub— Squelch—
      

      “Heuaa, Aeuu, euuuh, ang, aah, heeuuh, heuaaah…”

      I could feel Luna’s pussy tighten more and more with each of my movements. She was probably feeling more pleasure than pain right now.

      I could see tears falling from her eyes, saliva flowing down from the sides of her mouth, and small beads of sweat flowing down her collarbone and thin neck.

      I lowered my head and licked them all like a thirsty dog, moving my waist even faster with each passing moment. I have never done something like this before as I practically had no experience whatsoever, but my instincts were screaming at me to move along this path, so I obliged.

      “S-So tight… You’re sucking me in… You’re sucking me in so tightly.”

      “Aah-, aeeuuh, euang, haah, ang, aaah, euuuh, haaang, haaah…!”

      
        Rub— Rub— Rub— Slosh— Splash— Splash— Splash—
      

      Luna didn’t seem to be even able to speak anymore. Her insides were tightly undulating around my schlong, keeping me completely inside her. Well, even if they didn’t, I didn’t have nearly enough restraint to pull out and finish outside.

      Wanting to feel more of her damp and soft warmth even a little more, I clasped her slender body even more tightly inside mine and pushed my stiff rod inside as much as I could, completely crushing the entrance of her womb with my repeated thrust.

      
        Shoot— Shoot— Shoot—
      

      “Heuu!!! Euuh!! Euuhh-!!!”

      As though in complete sync, Luna’s body began trembling at the same time I came inside her. Her insides were throbbing and repeatedly contracting as if it was going through a violent seizure.

      “E-euu… Heuaa, heeuh, euuuh… Hah, haaang…!”

      “Whoo…”

      Damn, that was much faster than I expected it to be. I could do nothing but blame my lack of experience and the tightness of her pussy for my early release.

      
        Pop—
      

      I then slowly pulled my rod out of her vagina which was still tightly latching onto it, as if unwilling to let it go out of her. A loud popping noise was made as a result. My schlong was naturally covered in a bit of her blood, proof of her recently lost purity, it looked kind of scary if to be completely honest about it.

      At the same time, Luna’s slightly open pink pussy was overflowing with my semen which was mixed with a bit of her blood to form a pinkish puddle below.

      The manly sense of accomplishment along with the desire to completely conquer filled my body and soul at this scene.

      So I used my fingers to push my flowing semen back into her vagina and tried to keep it there.

      
        Push—
      

      I didn’t mean anything by this gesture, I just felt like doing it, so I did. Regardless, the situation right now was that Luna was silently trembling and I was completely clueless as to what to do now.

      “Heuuh, Ugyeeuuh…”

      With nothing coming to mind, I just thought up about doing what I could do best in this situation. I had Luna lie face down and then massaged her back and waist with my hands. I could feel a lot of tension in them after staying in the same position for a long time throughout that strenuous sex session.

      
        Ding—
      

      『Luna Knoxdotty's growing pains have been cured.』



      『Task Points + 10』



      『Current Task Points: 37』



      “Whooooo…”

      Luna began slowly panting out loud.

      I wanted to ask her if she was feeling alright or if she was feeling any pain, but I, myself, was feeling so muddleheaded that I couldn’t even formulate those words with my mouth. So, I just let my mind drift to the nearest thought that I could find and enacted it by hugging Luna’s body under the warm embrace of the blanket covering our naked bodies.

      Nothing could feel better than the warmth and softness of her body right now.

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 50: Hassan – Sodomora's Rising Star (1)

      
      After waking up, all around me, the vision of a landscape completely dyed in a deep shade of black greeted my eyes. Confused, I couldn’t help but muse… Wasn’t I sleeping with Luna in the Interlude room mere moments ago? How the hell did I end up here?

      Let alone the bed and the inn room, I couldn’t even spot the source of my warmth and affection, Luna, around me, as I glanced at my surroundings, looking for her. Only a cold and somber sense of pure darkness greeted me wherever my eyes went.

      The somber darkness and the eerie silence didn’t last for long as something in the shape of a round ball, softly glowing in the middle of the ever-stretching darkness, illuminating the area around it, suddenly floated in the air in front of me. Thanks to the illumination of the fuzzy, glowing ball of light, I could now see my body and the surrounding scenery.

      
        Ripple—
      

      With the entrance of light, I was able to notice that I was buck-naked. It was funny that I wasn’t able to notice that until now. Moreover, now that I focused, my body seemed to be submerged underwater, well, part of it. The water was shallow so only till my ankles were underwater. The water around my ankles was softly rippling in a constant pattern.

      Was this a dream? No, I don’t think so. I was too clear-headed for it to be a dream.

      Damn, just what in hell is happening here?

      Inevitably, I felt very flustered at this unexpected and sudden situation I was thrown into.

      I wasn’t able to ruminate much on that thought as soon I felt something, slowly creeping under the depths of the ever-stretching darkness, abruptly appearing right under my nose. It was… it was an existence with a kind of indistinguishable, and utterly indescribable shape.

      No that wasn’t just it, the thought of even terming it as indescribable felt wrong somehow. It looked curved yet straight, soft yet hard.

      In fact, its shape denoted its existence to be close to a weirdly wriggling monster. I was so confused by its abstruse form that I didn’t even have the time to feel afraid, the primal fear I should be feeling from confronting such a being of horrors. Damn, What the hell even is this fucker?

      Little Night.

      Little Moon.

      Little Knox.

      You sought me.

      Worship me.

      Sing my praise.

      Your destiny.

      He opened his mouth, well, assortment of mouths, and whispered in a tone that chilled me to my core. There were more than ten of them and each was saying a different type of word, constituting a sentence and consequently a series of sentences. It was honestly scaring me out of my wits.

      Worship me. Little one. Kneel before me and worship me, I’ll give you all of it. Everything you desire.

      Damn, why the hell do you want me to worship you all of a sudden? Give me what exactly? What do you even mean by everything, huh?

      Abruptly, out of nowhere, a podium rose within the darkness in front of the utterly confused and terrified me.

      I could see three fruits resting on it with a soft luster. There was a pomegranate, an apple, and a grape.

      Pick.

      One.

      Up.

      I picked up the most-ordinary-looking apple at the enthusiastic urging of the creepy voice.

      
        Rustle—
      

      The apple was cold to the touch as if it had just been taken out from a refrigerator. I then heard a familiar Ding—sound.

      
        Ding—
      

       Apple of the Darkest Night》


『Along with Gaia, mother of earth, Knox was called the mother of all things and beings. This is an apple she cultivated in secret, not even Jupiter, Lord of the Skyes, ignores its existence. It’s her own little private secret. Well, no one has tasted it, so the taste can’t be guaranteed, however.』
『After ingesting it, “Night’s Curtain” can be strengthened by consuming accumulated karma.』
『Would you like to upgrade “Night’s Curtain” to “Night’s Cloak” by consuming 1 strength stat?』
『Caution: 20% chance of Acquiring “Nyctalopia”』




      Using your karma to strengthen a blessing, a ludicrous concept no matter which way I spin this matter. This is the first time I have seen something like this.

      I wouldn’t have been surprised if it was the usual jargon along the lines of “Consume task points to…” etc etc, but it wasn’t the case this time around.

      Holy Shit, I didn’t expect anything remotely similar, at all, when I had decided to pick up the fruit. Using my stats to boost my abilities? This was a little baffling concept, but, more than anything, the word ‘Caution’ gave me the chills.

      What am I supposed to be careful about? What risk? Damn it, I need some answers not more and more questions like this…

      Eat it.

      Accept it.

      Little one.

      That strange-looking eldritch abomination, standing silently without any sort of movements, in front of me was urging me to eat this apple. I wasn’t nearly air-headed enough to let it fool me into absentmindedly eating it, however.

      I carefully returned the apple back to the center of the podium above and now took up the pomegranate-looking fruit that was next to it. It felt warm, akin to a hand warmer and a sizable chunk of it looked shattered as if it had exploded from the inside out.

      
        Ding—
      

       Sunfilled Pomegranate》


『This pomegranate was carefully cultivated by the priestesses of Delphi in the garden of the Great Temple of the Sun God. It was, however, so ripe that it ended up cracking on its shell, showing its insides. While Pomegranates are usually said to be good for women, Delphi’s Pomegranate worked best for men instead.』 
『After ingesting it, “Imperfect Dexterity” can be strengthened by consuming accumulated karma.』
『Would you like to upgrade “Imperfect Dexterity” into “Hearty Hands” by consuming 1 dexterity stat?』
『Caution: 90% chance of acquiring “Weakened Capilar Roots”』




      Weakened Capilar Roots? Motherfucking bitch. This has to be avoided at any and all costs. Even in the modern world, where I hail from, hair loss was an incurable disease. There was no going back from this shit! I’d rather die than be faced with that situation.

      I can’t help but wonder, would the scientist who would eventually cure hair loss feel guilty if he got a Nobel Prize? Wouldn’t it be a slap to all the previous winners?

      Quickly forgetting that nonsensical thought, I hurriedly put the pomegranate down with such force and movements that one would think that I had touched something extremely filthy. I then went and picked up the grape next to it, it was purple and full of grains.

      
        Ding—
      

      
        Ding—
      

       Diana's Secret Grape》


『Athene, the city of philosophy and politics, is famous for its annual production of high-quality grapes. Among them, the highest-quality grapes of each batch were said to be offered to Minerva, Lord of the city and the goddess of wisdom. This is one of such grapes that Diana, goddess of the moon, stole to eat secretly.』
『After ingesting it, “Imperfect Dexterity” can be strengthened by consuming accumulated karma.』
『Would you like to upgrade “Imperfect Dexterity” into “Nimble Fingers” by consuming 1 agility stat?』
『Caution: 80% chance of Acquiring “Hand Tremors”』




      Well, overall, this looked to me like a chance to strengthen my abilities albeit selectively. It was still quite hard to choose though. Couldn’t there have been more explanations regarding the effects and the drawbacks?

      “Is this the end?”

      …

      The eldritch monstrosity, which had been making a lot of noise until now and was spouting random bullshit like “Worship me-” and other similar crap, suddenly stopped speaking altogether, having closed its innumerable mouths.

      Well, I didn’t expect it to just stop its mouth, or rather mouths, shut like this.

      Anyway, inferring from what I’ve just seen “Hearty Hands” will probably make my hands warmer… I think… It doesn’t seem outlandish to also expect that it would improve my dexterity.

      Night’s Cloak sounded very mysterious from the get-go, I have no clue whatsoever as to what it might do with how cryptic the prompt was. Even the description of the fruit was obscure and veiled in mystery. It was worth noting that it had the great perk of being the least risky one among the lot. Only a 20% chance of getting a debuff was far more desirable than the other two.

      Damn, I’m getting a bit worried now. Do I really have to choose one among these fruits?

      With thoughts of escaping pervading every corner of my mind, I decided to look around for any form of exit. My gaze, however, happened to land on the eldritch being standing silently in front.

      Wriggle- Wriggle-

      …

      This…thing…looks so weird, it was giving me the creeps, not gonna lie. No matter which angle I look at it from, I could only describe it as horrible to look at. Just being in its presence was enough to terrify me to my very core.

      With a cursory glance at my surroundings, I eventually came to the conclusion that I won’t be able to get out of here unless I choose one of the three fruits placed on the podium.

      I chose to go for the apple. I don’t know what Night’s Cloak was but it seemed to be the one with the lowest risks, safety was my first priority, after all. In the first place, I was even picking up these dangerous fruits because I wanted to get the hell out of here.

      Knox’s apple.

      Eat it.

      The power of the Protogenoi.

      Hesitantly, I took a bite out of the mysterious apple while being mindful of this blabbering monster.

      
        Crunch—
      

      Unlike what I was expecting, its hard pulp tasted oddly refreshing. Abruptly, my eyes widened. I felt a jolt had passed through my brain. It ended up tasting so delicious that I stuffed it completely down my mouth, straight into my stomach, in a single mouthful.

      Come back again.

      Little one.

      **********

      When I opened my eyes the next time around, I was greeted with the sight of a ceiling made of densely stacked wooden planks and ocher-colored wallpapers.

      The ceiling was rather familiar to me.

      If I recall correctly, this should be the ceiling of the Interlude Room of the Nymph’s Wing Inn. The windows were wide-opened letting the sunlight and the chirping of the birds in.

      When did it become morning again? It was such a weird and mysterious dream if I say so myself. What did dreaming of eating an apple mean?

      My father often did dream interpretations and fortune-reading for the old people that would visit the clinic, but all of his spoutings sounded like a load of bullshit to me, even by my father’s standards, so I never paid attention to his ramblings at all.

      As a result, I wasn’t sure what the dream meant. Damn, I’ll just ignore this silly dream. Better to leave it that way.

      According to what I had learned in the liberal art classes, dreams were merely a manifestation of your subconscious, was my subconscious telling me it wanted to eat fruits now?

      I muttered the usual incantation just in case. There was no way all of that absurdity happened to be real, but it didn’t hurt to be sure.

      “Long Live the Chaos…”

      The usual words appeared in front of me with the usual sound.

       [Stats]

Name: Hassan
Level: 9 → 8
Strength: 4 → 3
Agility: 2
Stamina: 3
Task: 37
Blessings: Blessing of Chaos 》 Imperfect Dexterity 》 Night's Cloak 》



      Damn, it was real! It was not a dream! Holy shit!

      My Strength was actually reduced by 1, consequently, my level was also reduced by one. And just as I frowned at the term Night’s Cloak. Words began appearing in front of my eyes.

       Night's Cloak》


『Increases the probability of not being caught when moving covertly in the dark.』




      Ooooo-

      There was even an explanation for what the blessing did. I tried doing it on my other blessings, but nothing appeared this time.

      Anyway, just as I tried getting up from the bed, I noticed that the other side of it was now empty. Did Luna wake up first and leave the room?

      Sleeping alone in this king-sized bed felt very lonely to me. Where did she go? Did she leave to eat? Why didn’t she wake me up then?

      Just as I was immersed in all kinds of thoughts revolving around Luna.

      
        Creak—
      

      The door of the Interlude Room opened and a familiar pink-haired girl barged inside the room.

      “Ha-Hassan, you’re awake…!”

      Luna talked bashfully as if she felt very embarrassed. Her lovely face turned crimson as soon as she faced me.

      Well, I was very embarrassed too. I could feel my whole body becoming hotter and my little brother hardening every time I thought about what happened yesterday. How did lovers put up with this feeling every day?

      Trying to avoid this shameful and awkward situation, I decided to take the lead and talk about something else.

      “Where did you go? I thought you left already.”

      “I couldn’t wake you up, Ha-Hassan, you were sleeping so d-deeply. I just went out to get some fresh air. My body feels very light you know? O-Of course, I feel a little sore between my legs…”

      Luna stopped talking after saying that line. The pain between her legs was probably a constant reminder of what happened yesterday.

      “A-Anyway, take this.”

      Luna gave me a wooden cup after gathering her bearings.

      After accepting the cup and looking inside, I noticed a gold-colored sparkling drink inside. Barley tea? No, it was too bright and smelled a little too sweet for it to be Barley tea.

      “What’s this?”

      “This? It’s honey water. I picked up some from the Bashkir bee house. You looked very tired, Hassan… So, I thought I’d get you something to drink…”

      It was really honey water. I couldn’t deal with my thirst anymore and gulped it so fast that the sweetness almost made me a little dizzy.

      The sweetness was so intense it made my mouth numb, and the sleepiness and tiredness that seemed to have seeped into my body directly disappeared with a single mouthful.

      “It tastes really good.”

      It really tasted way too good. Sweet things were a luxury in this world. When was the last time I tasted something so sweet? I can’t even remember, damn it…

      Anyway, it had been time since I had a decent intake of sugar and my whole body was now energized.

      “It’s delicious. Thank you, Luna.”

      “R-Really? That’s a relief. Anyway, the sun is already up high in the sky. It’s almost lunchtime.”

      So late already? It’s been a long time since I fell into such a deep state of sleep. It was probably the accumulated fatigue after the expedition and all the night watches that I had to go through.

      Anyway, me and Luna went down to the inn’s first floor and had a simple breakfast followed by a light brunch.

      It was a simple meal with sausage and corn porridge. I wasn’t really concerned about the taste. I was honestly more concerned about the awkward silence between me and Luna rather than the taste of whatever we were eating.

      Should we talk about what happened yesterday?

      I directed my gaze towards Luna. I could see her round lips blow cool air through her mouth to cool down her soup.

      Did I actually kiss those thin, soft, and glistening lips just yesterday?

      I felt my schlong become stiffer every time I saw Luna bite the thick sausage with her small mouth.

      I felt like I finally understood why so many men sought girlfriends and lovers, be it here or in my previous world.

      The world felt drastically different. Did all couples in the world feel the same?

      What was my current relationship with Luna? Couples? Girlfriend-Boyfriend?

      I don’t know. And I feel like I won’t be able to get the answer to that anytime soon.

      Needless to say, I wanted to do it again. Have sex, I mean. But considering what Luna previously told me, it seemed to be a one-time thing only… Didn’t she say her life would be at risk if she broke her vow of chastity?

      Just as I started fretting alone in impatience, hesitation, and anxiety.

      “…Hassan, what are you gonna do today?”

      “Today? Today…”

      What are we going to do today? Should I give her a massage in the inn today as well? Damn, My mind is filled with all kinds of improper thoughts, I can’t think straight, fuck!

      I heard there were a lot of people who never had sex but never who had only done it once in their entire life. I now understand why.

      
        Whoo—
      

      I let out a short sigh, took a deep breath, gathered my thoughts, and then spoke out the thoughts that I had gathered through my mind.

      “I have to get to the guild to fetch my payment.

      “I have to go to the guild too. So…let’s go together.”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 51: Hassan – Sodomora’s Rising Star (2)

      
      Luna was keeping a meter’s distance from me at all times. Whenever I tried to close the distance between us, she would faintly tremble, and promptly distance herself again.

      Predictably so, Luna seemed to have been mindful of the happenings of the previous day, even though she spoke nothing regarding that matter.

      My eyes were repeatedly drawn toward Luna.

      I felt akin to a soft bubble rising in my heart every time I got a look at her profile paired with the absolutely comical view of her pink twin tails dancing with the wind. I felt as though my heart was floating in the air, as light and as unbridled as a father.

      “The weather is nice, isn’t it?”

      I glanced around, hearing Luna’s words, and observing the state of the weather.

      There were a few clouds here and there but the sun was radiantly shining in the sky— unobstructed and unfettered.

      A cool breeze was blowing under the gentle warmth of the mellow sunshine. It was the very definition of the typical spring weather. The perfect time to go for a walk and have a picnic. Should I take some time and invite Luna to a walk in the park?

      “The shoes you gave me are really comfortable, Hassan!”

      Ah, now that I think about it, Luna was currently wearing the sandals I had gifted her. The size specified for the footwear had been the result of complete guesswork on my part. I’m glad that my guess wasn’t off the mark, seeing that they perfectly fitted her small soles.

      “Somehow, it feels as if you’re holding my soles, for some reason. It’s rather ticklish.” Luna kept smiling, laughing with every step she took. It was a smile not dissimilar to one who was trying their best to hold back their urges to laugh after being tickled.

      “I’m glad that you liked them.”

      “Ha-Hassan…”

      “Huh, yeah?”

      “What happened yesterday, it… It’s a secret between us, okay? Even the gods don’t know about it…”

      “Ah, oh, yeah.”

      And thus our conversation ended once again.

      Due to the silence, all I could do was look around at my surroundings while thinking about this and that, as we roamed the streets. Before I could even notice, we had reached the masterfully-crafted magnificent building of the Mars Guild.

      “Ah, Mr. Hassan, Miss Luna. Welcome. I’ve been eagerly waiting for you guys.”

      Daphne, the receptionist, was welcoming us with just the slightest bit more warmth tinged in her voice than usual, her hands and eyes diligently kept moving through multiple books and documents, always keeping track of her work.

      “I heard Mr. Hassan did quite well during this expedition. I’m very proud of you as a receptionist. Here are 15 silvers— your pay for this commission.

      15 Silvers? That’s more than the promised 10 Silvers as the reward of the expedition. I felt so agitated, elated, and restless by this unexpected windfall that I felt like I couldn’t sit still.

      The bag, that she handed me, was quite heavy since it contained 15 Silvers in total. Just holding it and shaking it a little, hearing that delightful jingling sound of money, was enough to make me feel full.

      One, two… Alright, there were no mistakes, there were exactly 15 Silvers.

      “This is more than I expected. Wasn’t the reward 10 Silvers only?”

      “You can always give the additional 5 Silvers back if you don’t like it.”

      “Ah, no. I was just wondering why the sudden increase in the reward.”

      “It’s because we ended up having to reward fewer people. Anyway, with this, we’re now done with the settlement. And finally, Luna has officially been promoted to the bronze tier after her contributions during this expedition and previous quests.”

      Luna trembled in amazement at Daphne’s words.

      “R-Really?”

      “I’m gonna measure your Karma first though. You have no problem with that right? Tap your finger here, please.”

      Daphne pointed out the fountain pen from the last time in Luna’s direction, urging her to use it. It wasn’t just a simple fountain pen but a genuine epic-grade relic called the needle of appraisal or something along those lines.

      Drawing blood through the tip, its abilities were put into display as it used said blood as ink to write one’s karma— stats as I like to call them.

      “I-I don’t want to go through this again….”

      “Don’t be such a crybaby.”

      Hesitantly, Luna proceeded to press the pointy end of the fountain pen on her thumb. Soon after that, red drops of blood were drawn out through the sharp end, wetting the tip.

      Daphne then took out the fountain pen and soon frantically started writing, as the pen moved on its own rhythm, on a small yet oddly wide piece of paper similar to the one I had seen before during the time my karma was assessed by this very pen.

       [Stats]

Name: Luna Knoxdotty
Level: 8
Strength: 2
Agility: 5
Stamina: 1



      “Wow, you’ve developed so much, Miss Luna! What the hell?! The last time I checked you only had 1 point on each attribute and your level was only 3. What happened?! How did you get so strong?”

      Daphne, after being done jotting down the information, couldn’t believe what she was seeing with her own eyes. She could only blink her eyes in obvious disbelief, shell-shocked by this outcome.

      Luna was in as much disbelief as her, she opened her mouth wide and repeatedly tapped my arms in excitement.

      “L-Look at that, Hassan! I’ve improved so much! I’m strong now, right? Right??!”

      Unlike Luna and Daphne, who were clamoring in surprise and excitement, I just responded with a cursory “Oh, I see.” and didn’t show further reactions. Well, I was already aware of the overall improvements in her stats when I checked her pulse the last time around, so it didn’t come as a surprise to me this time around as it did for the two excited girls.

      What surprised me, in fact, was the confirmation that such meager growth was actually very difficult to achieve.

      If even Daphne who was used to seeing a lot of different people while doing her job was surprised then it was only a testament to how hard it was.

      “Hmmm-.”

      Daphne only stared at the paper for a time. She then let out a low and long “Hmmm…” before speaking again.

      “Well, it would be a lie to say I’m not interested in your means but that’s probably a secret, right?”

      “My means? I-I don’t know. What did I do? What I did? It was just the same as usual.”

      Luna, who had been silent, clearly in deep thought, suddenly blushed as if coming to a realization of some sort.

      “I-I don’t know.”

      “I see. Anyway, you’ll get your bronze certification plaque soon. I wish you the best in the future. And Mr. Hassan…”

      “Y-Yesh.”

      Instinctively, I became nervous after hearing her call out my name.

      Perhaps, because I was still affected by our first meeting, my palms were sweaty, and felt my face tingling each time I faced this woman.

      “Go over there, Mr. Hassan.”

      
        Point—
      

      Her well-trimmed index fingernail was pointing to what looked like a fairly large door. Was it perhaps a special type of room attached to the Guild building?

      “What should I do there?”

      “Just go. You’ll see when you enter. Alright, next one!”

      **********

      Since Luna had some work to do in the afternoon, we went on our separate ways, with me going into the area by opening the large door Daphne pointed to. Immediately, what could only be described as a large vacant space appeared in front of me.

      The ground was pretty flat with sand placed all over it, I could also spot all kinds of training equipment along with stacks of hay and dummies all over the place. An exercise yard? Or rather training grounds, perhaps? Something like that, I guess.

      I could also see both women and men holding weapons such as swords, bows, and spears, attacking the dummies.

      
        Pak— Kwak— Kwajik—
      

      The gruesome sight of them viciously hitting the defenseless dummies was so terrible that I couldn’t help but want to turn my head right away. That was a joke, of course!

      “Hassan of Samaria. You came just in time. I’ve been waiting for you.”

      I turned my head in the direction of the voice suddenly addressing me from behind. Soon, I saw the sight of Hippolyte with her long brown and her matching chocolate skin.

      Could anything fit the idea of a wild horse-like woman dressed in armor better than this?

      That aside, god-damn, I couldn’t even notice her closing in on me like that. I felt no presence from her. Had she been an assassin aiming for my life, I would have died without a single clue.

      “M-Miss Hippolyte!”

      Strangely, just having Hippolyte come near me was enough to make my legs feel weaker and my heart tighten. I was, in many ways, very vulnerable to this type of strong woman. From what I can sense, my body seems to have become permanently affected by this debuff.

      “… You were waiting for me?”

      “Yes, it has been decided that you will be promoted to the bronze rank, Hassan. This fast pace of promotion is pretty much unheard of throughout the history of Sodmora’s Guilds. Well, it’s not like something like this never happened but this is still pretty big. The higher-ups of our guild would like to confer a title to you.”

      “A-A title?”

      I had heard of titles or whatever they are called before, they were akin to nicknames that were only provided to famous and reputable adventurers.

      Among the silver-tier adventurers that followed Elfriede, one of them had a title. It was something like Ittoryu Nalbil. 1

      Anyway, titles were only given to those with great skills or those who somehow distinguished themselves in the adventuring field. And I couldn’t see how I was fulfilling either.

      “Do you have any specific title in mind? Like what do you want to be called?”

      “I-I’ll go with Hassan of the Samtoryu…”

      “Well, no use asking you now since it has been decided already.”

      Then why did you still ask, dammit? I really wanted to argue, but thinking of how Hippolyte could easily launch an intangible sword slash flying across great distances I just coyly bowed my head.

      “Frankly speaking, this title bullshit is just for appearances’ sake, we’re not like those bitches from the Minerva Guild. Your name, Hassan of Samaria should be enough as is.”

      “S-So what’s my title?”

      “As I said already, Hassan of Samaria. It was proposed by Lord Destroyer since it was based on your hometown and could represent it to the world, nicknames are pretty popular these days.”

      Hassan of Samaria, wasn’t that what I’ve been called for a while already? And fuck, I’m not from Samaria.

      It was now officially impossible to get the Samaritan label off my skin.

      That aside, I felt goosebumps at the mere mention that this title was suggested by Lord Destroyer.

      “Can’t I refuse?”

      “You can do whatever you want. Just keep in mind that that’s still what you will be called inside the Guild even if you don’t acknowledge it. Just like how I was nicknamed ‘Hippolyte the Empress’.”

      “Oh, Empress.”

      Empress? Really? Well, it wasn’t like it didn’t fit her all. It actually did somehow, but it still sounded very funny to me. Now that I think about it, wasn’t there a speed skating Olympics champion with that nickname too? 2

      “It suits you.”

      This woman was a real powerhouse of this Guild. She was even an incredible adventurer and simultaneously a magnanimous person that forgave me for groping her chest. There’s no harm in flattering her a little, right? It was about time that I made use of the boot-licking skills that I picked up while working under that witch, Elfriede.

      “Empress Hippolyte. Sounds very awe-inspiring. It has a great aura to it too. Like you’d be able to cut down and decimate anything and anyone with a sword in hand.

      “Well, I don’t really like this nickname, but having an official nickname does have its few perks. My popularity increased a lot and even more, people want to fight me when they see me on the streets.”

      “Wait, is it really good to have more people want to fight you?”

      “Yes, of course. Karma grows the more battles of life and death you have. A Samaritan as cruel as you should know it best, right? The sight of you scaring away that horde of crocodiles still makes me shudder every now and then.”

      “I-Is that so?”

      “Anyways, the Guild expects a lot from you and the other rising stars. So, I sincerely advise you— struggle hard, harder than you have ever before, only that way will you be able to maintain this position of yours among your peers.”

      “My peers? I actually have peers?”

      “You’ll find out more about it when you meet them, it will be sooner than you expect. That being said, Hassan, bronze-tier adventurer, I approve of your use of these training grounds, so come here to swing your sword, often.”

      It seems that I was allowed to use the training grounds, having been promoted to the bronze tier now. However, I didn’t feel very excited about this…privilege.

      Could sweating myself to death under the scorching hot sun improve my sword skills? Well, probably, but I was a complete beginner without an ounce of knowledge about swordsmanship.

      Just when I was smacking my lips lost in thought, Hippolyte spoke.

      “Speaking of that, I wanna see your skills since you’re already here. Swing your sword with the intent to kill the dummy there.”

      “D-Do I really have to?”

      “Come on…”

      ゴゴゴゴ 3

      Hippolyte’s body was emanating some kind of intense pressure.

      Holy shit, is she gonna start ORAing out of nowhere now? Scared at that prospect, I was left with no choice but to unsheathe my sword, I had no choice but to slash as hard as I could at the dummy despite my trembling hands.

      I held a sword in each and blankly stared at the dummy.

      “Think of the person you hate the most.”

      The dummy’s face briefly overlapped with Marco’s face, before it soon changed into Elfriede’s face, with her oh-so-hateful silver hair and red eyes.

      Even now that I had finally become free, the things that happened during my time with that crazy witch were enough to make me seethe in anger. Even now, I sometimes woke up panicked and terror-stricken.

      “Y-You fucking bitch!”  “

      
        Swoosh—
      

      I struck the dummy made with wood and straw two times, deep cuts were left on it after I slashed my swords in a cross shape.

      “Hmm… Very strong emotions, very strong indeed. You must be thinking of your parents’ enemies, right?”  “

      “Well, something like that, I guess.”

      I felt exhausted and out of breath after using all my strength at once. Soon, Hippolyte stated her evaluation of me with cold and hard facts, not caring at all about my panting state.

      “That was about it. Nothing but emotions. The level of your swordsmanship felt even lower than that of a beginner. As if I’m looking at a kid that has been holding a sword for less than a year. Well, not like it’s the case right now.”

      Hippolyte quickly denied her own words, however, that remark had actually hit the bullseye.

      But damn, I didn’t expect her to directly guess I was a beginner after seeing a single move of mine. Her eyes were much more discerning compared to that wannabe shaman.

      “Tell me, Samaritan. Why did you call yourself the Three Swords Swordsman when you’re just using two swords.”

      “W-Well… the last one is a hidden blade”

      “I see. I think I can roughly guess your situation now. Just bring it on, nothing is going to be more accurate than this.”

      Hippolyte fell silent after humming to herself for a while, she then suddenly faced me and clapped her hands. She didn’t make her intentions very clear with her choice of words but she seemed to be asking for a spar with me.

      “Y-You’re not going to use your sword?”

      “Yes. My arms are more than enough to deal with you. Besides, a trained warrior’s fists are no different from a weapon, after all. This is fair.”

      Lightly clenching her fists, she lifted them high in the air. Her fists were shaped like slanted rabbit ears. Even though I had no knowledge in this field, I felt that her posture was similar to the typical Muay Thai posture.

      Anyway, it was a fight between someone bare-handed and someone wielding a sword.

      It reminded me of one of those old martial arts movies where they used 3 Dan Kendo. I remember hearing once that sword-wielders were, by default, three Dans higher than bare-handed people.

      Did it mean that the person holding a sword was in a more advantageous position?

      But I couldn’t see myself winning against her at all even if she only used her fists. Damn, can’t she just randomly shoot some wind slashes?

      I, for some reason, had a deep feeling that this woman could kill me with just a snap of her fingers.

      “Are we really doing this?”

      “No need to be scared. I won’t kill you.”

      Hippolyte then tied a string to her waist.

      “If you are able to take away this belt, I’ll grant any wish you might have. Isn’t this supposed to be the greatest motivation for a man? Right?”

      Holy shit, you’ll really grant me any wish? No man, in both worlds I’ve lived in, wouldn’t be excited by this offer. And it just so happened to be that I was a fucking man too.

      I’ll ask her to massage my shoulders. There are a lot of places I want her to rub. Although It didn’t feel bad to massage others, what I liked the most was receiving one myself.

      “Alright, let’s do it. You better keep your word.”

      “Alright. I swear it on the River Styx.”

      Hearing her answer so arrogantly, I began wondering if this was a spar or perhaps a duel.

      Despite, my initial excitement, I still couldn’t figure out a way to attack her and we ended up just doing a staring contest for a while. simply staring at each other for a while. Soon enough, people ended up gathering around us and making a fuss.

      “What? What’s happening over here?”

      “It’s Hippolyte, looks like she’s fighting someone.”

      “For which bastard should I prepare a coffin again? Let me see his face.”

      “Black-haired Samaritan? A Samaritan in the Mars Guild… It should be that guy, right?”

      “It’s probably him. I’ve been hearing his name a lot in the past few days.”

      Thus, the crowd surrounding us formed a makeshift arena. Damn, I really had no choice but to fight Hippolyte now, didn’t I?

      “Good, then I’ll be going first.”

      
        Kick—
      

      The sound of feet kicking the ground with tremendous force resounded and Hippolyte disappeared from her spot. I wasn’t exaggerating, I really couldn’t find her anymore.

      What is this? Damnit, is it magic?

      As I let panic take over me for a while, I suddenly felt a chill on my jaws, so I hastily looked down.

      Before I could even understand what was happening, I saw the sight of Hippolyte, slightly crouching under me as she swiftly raised her right fist and delivered a sucker punch right in my abdomen.

      “Guh, guaaaak-!”

      Body Blow, Clean Hit4. The crowd watching this scene also went “Ugh-“ or “This must have hurt”, seeing me cry out in agony and pain.

      Of course, I had no idea what was happening, I wasn’t registering anything that was happening around me at all, and my mind was completely blank. Soon, I was bombarded with a combination of hits on my chest and abdominal areas.

      
        Bang— Pak— Pak—
      

      It hurt so much, as though my body was being repeatedly smashed with a stone. Soon, I fell onto the ground after stumbling back and forth for a while.

      Elfriede’s punches were already pretty strong, and after getting repeatedly beaten by her, I got conceited, gaining confidence in my resilience and endurance. Expectedly so, the punches delivered by a witch couldn’t hold a candle to that of a warrioress.

      All air escaped my lungs and I felt it hard to breathe again, frantically coughing as a result. Some sand even found its way into my mouth but I felt so weak that I couldn’t even muster enough energy to spit it out.

      Damn, the passionate events of yesterday made me have the illusion that this was actually heaven, but I was once again reminded that the cruel world I was thrust into was without a single shred of doubt the worst corner of hell.

      “I-Isn’t he gonna die at this rate? Somebody stop her!” ”

      “How do you want me to stop Hippolyte, you bastard? Why don’t you stop her yourself?”

      “Wow, not even the Samaritan can face Hippolyte.”  “

      “That’s a given really… matter of course. Hippolyte has already reached Achilles’ realm, she’s just been refusing the Gold-rank promotion.”

      I could hear the lengthy and noisy clamor of the crowd spread all around me.

      
        Inhale— Exhale—
      

      For a while, all noises went silent and my panted breaths were the only thing registering in my mind. But soon, even those noises died down and the world was suddenly drenched in silence.

      
        Biiiiiiiii—
      

      In that mute world, I could see those people pointing fingers at me. I could see their teeth, pealed out due to their crooked smiles, shining under the rays of the sun, forming mocking smiles.

      These bastards were making fun of me, weren’t they?

      How dare these irresponsible motherfuckers, watching from a distance, laugh at me?

      UNACCEPTABLE!!!

      “G, uaagh…”

      “What? I thought I had hit him enough to make him pass out. I can’t believe he can still stand up after that. How resilient! Did you reflexively move so as to avoid any hit on your vital areas?”

      “Whoo…”

      “It’s certainly not a skill that you can get after being beaten once or twice. You must have led quite a rough life in the wild. You have no way to win this, but, do you still want to continue?”

      The female warrior raised her fists again and returned to her initial posture.

      “Do you really want to take this belt away?”

      As expected, despite saying she forgave me, Hippolyte was still resentful about the matter of me groping her. Well, it would have been weird if she simply forgave the man who saw her nude, no matter how unintended that was.

      Just as I was going to answer her, I noticed that I couldn’t open my mouth at all.

      『Looks like you’re in a tough situation. Want some help?』

      A strange voice whispered in my ears.

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 52: Hassan – Sodomora's Rising Star (3)

      
      Even breathing felt cumbersome and the only thing I wanted to do was to lie on the ground. But, I was somehow able to stand up again, using my sword as a clutch by stabbing it into the ground.

      The fear that I would be mocked for the rest of my life, if I were to keep lying on the ground and fainted on the spot, was so powerful that my body started moving on its own.

      It didn’t matter if I were to be mocked back when I was a mere slave under Elfriede.

      However, as the free man that I now am, there was no way I was going to let myself get reduced to a mere laughing stock for these motherfuckers. Such prideful and reckless thoughts brought strength to my body again, enabling me to stand in front of that woman.

      “Whoo…”

      “Just… keep… laying… down. It… feels… better… to… lie… down, right? You… have… done… more… than… enough… already.”

      Out of breath after blocking all my futile attempts at breaking her defenses, Hippolyte’s voice became more sparse, making it hard to understand them.

      How long has it been since the last time I was held down by violence like this? I think it was around middle school… I stole my father’s wallet and got a good beating after I got caught.

      No, I could recall something even more recent. It was back when I arrived in this world, I was captured by hunters, mercilessly beaten until I lost consciousness, and forcefully enslaved. Of course, my life of slavery was the last thing I wanted to think of right now.

      Damn, that time, I was still able to stand up after all the pummeling my body went through. But what about now? Can I really win this bet? Screw it. What should I do?

      It happened when I was gasping while my mind was filled with hesitation about my next course of action…

      『Looks like you’re in a tough situation. Want some help?』

      A clear voice that spread out like ink on a blank sheet of paper, resonated in my ears.

      It was the voice of a male, brimming with a confident note and a clear tone. It sounded similar to a loud bursting noise or a lion’s roar.

      『Since it seems hard for you to answer, just nod your head.』

      I don’t know what this was about. But, after coming to this world, I had already a plethora of events that went beyond my understanding and reason itself.

      So, was something akin to magic is being used on me this time around? Wait, could it be… Could a mage be hiding inside this crowd?

      Whatever was actually happening, it was an offer that I had nothing to lose by accepting in such a desperate situation. Sadly I didn’t have the energy to think about anything complicated right now, so I just shook my head slowly, denying the offer.

      『Did you just refuse without even thinking about it? Why is that?』

      Was he seriously asking me why? Did the guy think of me as a fool who would accept such a convenient and dubious offer?

      As I’ve mentioned before, I believe in the fact that there is no such thing as a free lunch, especially in this barbaric world. Each favor has a hidden intention behind it, so most of these scheming bunch attempt to disguise it under the veil of goodwill.

      Also, that man, whoever or whatever he was, just used magic to deliver his voice straight to my ears. I’m sure that he will ask for something big as recompensation.

      Rather than being manipulated by that kind of person, fighting fair and losing is way better, in my opinion.

      Having settled that matter, I was about to take a step…

      『What an interesting lad.』

      With those words, the voice slowly faded out, and soon everything began gradually going slower and slower before… finally, everything stopped.

      The sand blowing with the fluttering of the wind, the clamor of people, flying birds, and falling leaves were all hardened in the middle of the air as if they were frozen in place.

      The same thing happened to my body as well.

      Only my eyes and thoughts were left out of this phenomenon. It was an unbelievable situation that went beyond all sense of reasoning, no matter how much I pondered and looked around.

      Damn, what even is this? Is this some new kind of pre-death premonition? Does this damned world have such a ridiculous concept too? While I was immersed in such thoughts…

      
        Whoosh— Thwack—
      

      An object, or perhaps a person, freely falling from above lightly landed in between Hippolyte and me.

      The first thing I could see was the fluttering of a red cape, immediately following it was the image of brown hair that was let loose, and a helmet worn on a head. Under the helmet resided caramel skin that seemed to be almost glowing under the sun.

      In this suspended world, a man wearing what seemed to be a set of impenetrable armor was looking at me, grinning widely as though to show off his pristine white teeth. It was a very cheerful smile, but somehow I felt a chill crawl up along my spine at that sight.

      『It’s indeed nice to see you up closer. First, I’d like to thank you for choosing me instead of Minerva. Minerva was outraged due to that. Anyway, consider this as my way of giving you a gift for choosing me.』

      With a swift move, the man held the knot on the side of the frozen Hippolyte’s armor.

      
        Twang—!
      

      He pulled the knot like it was a grenade pin, snapping Hippolyte’s armor.

      Then, he spoke again, 『This is actually against the laws of Olympus, so I’ll leave right now.』 After the word, he jumped again and disappeared out of my sight.

      The fluttering red cape disappeared alongside his presence. At the same time, the world, which had been frozen still, slowly began moving as though someone had finally supplied it with the once-lost energy that was required for it to run again.

      Starting at a snail’s pace, the movements of the world gradually accelerated, until it finally recovered its original speed.

      
        Twang— Clatter—
      

      At that moment, the armor wrapped around Hippolyte, as she was standing in front of me, fell off, leaving her copper-colored skin exposed for everyone to witness.

      “Wha- What!?”

      I reached out to Hippolyte with all my force, not wanting to waste the opportunity her momentary shock gave me.

      I don’t even know what I am doing at this point, but I knew that I had to take advantage of this opportunity.

      The suffocating pain running through my body and the aftermath of my actions were the last things on my mind. Such an opportunity wouldn’t present itself again.

      “O-oh, my God.”

      I could feel Hippolyte covering her body, freezing on the spot, and clicking her tongue. Her inability to adapt to this sudden situation rendered her fully immobile.

      It was the first time I saw her always fiery eyes waver. At the same time, she used one hand to cover her chest area and held the other one toward me as if trying to catch me.

      The conflicting actions of someone who was both a woman and a warrior were clearly showcased in this.

      “Where did you-?”

      Hippolyte was trying to stop my palm from extending to her waist, but her hesitation, a result of her inner conflict made it impossible for her to do so.

      Damn, I got it!

      With my right hand, I could grasp the belt around Hippolyte’s waist. Now, all I had to do was pull as hard as I can and everything would finally come to an end.

      However, as I was about to snatch the object that would decide my victory, my wrist was caught by a firm iron grip. Holy fuck, I thought someone tied a noose around my wrist but it was just Hippolyte’s hands instead.

      
        Clench—
      

      Moreover, the iron grip was applying so much pressure that I felt like my hand was about to break then and there and I was left with no choice but to scream out in agony. What the fuck was going on with this ridiculous grip of hers?

      This was exactly the sort of feeling you’d get by having your arms squeezed to mush by a fucking machine.

      “Ughh… arghh!”

      Due to this, my hand, which was holding onto Hippolyte’s belt, also lost all of its strength. She then twisted my arms, making me fall to my knees right on the ground.

      “Just surrender. If you keep struggling, your bones will be crushed to powder.”

      Shit, my bones will be crushed? Even though there is the miracle of healing magic, can it heal back the broken bones which have been crumbled into pieces? It will be a tremendous loss to become a disabled man in such a world where people cannot even dream of pensions or welfare for the disabled.

      “I- I surrender! I surrender! Eugh!”

      “Phew.”

      Only then did Hippolyte let go of my hand with a small sigh. Damn it, I felt like I was going to tear up due to the tremendous pain I felt in my throbbing arms. It hurts a lot, god-fucking-damnit. I hope it’s not broken.

      Fortunately, after checking for a bit, it didn’t seem to be broken or cracked. However, if Hippolyte had put some more strength on that ridiculous grip of hers, my arm would have literally been broken to pieces.

      
        Throb, throb.
      

      Was this fucking real? How could a person have such a grip? It seemed like her muscle density and physique may be structurally different from ordinary people like me.

      “Phew, I have been unusually acting a little out of it. That really caught me off guard. However, it’s your loss. Still, you were the first to be able to even grab my belt. You should feel proud of this accomplishment.”

      
        Clank— Clank—
      

      Hippolyte picked up her armor lying on the ground and immediately put it back on her body. However, when she noticed the abnormally torn knot, creases formed on her forehead.

      In the next moment, she glared up at the sky with a deep frown etched on her face.

      * * *

      “It doesn’t look like anything is wrong.”

      Daphne, the receptionist, evaluated me by looking at my swollen arm with a red handprint covering the swollen part.

      I was amazed at the fact that a person’s handprints could remain like this for such a long time.

      Damn it, who the hell did I even decide to compete with? This is why men should be mindful of their schlongs. Nothing good could ever come out of thinking with their lower body.

      However, along with my throbbing arm, the throbbing of this dastardly dick of mine was not even showing any signs of calming down anytime soon. It’s been in this situation from the moment I had seen Hippolyte’s mesmerizing bare skin and hints of her beautiful bosom earlier.

      Damn you, dickhead, why don’t you calm down a little?

      Anyway, I had completely and utterly lost. Meanwhile, I had a strange experience in the middle of the fight.

      What the hell was that? I don’t remember what happened because I was so out of it back then. All I remembered was that it was a very significant event.

      Daphne spoke again as I was lost in my thoughts.

      “Anyway, you managed to grab Ms. Hippolyte’s belt. That’s an amazing feat you did there. You can add one more line to your lifetime achievements.”

      Can I really add just that to my lifetime achievements? This somehow reminded me of the bulletin board posted by the adventurers to promote their names.

      Something like『Hassan: Hippolyte’s belt toucher.』 Was it really okay to add such absurd things to the bulletin board?

      “Is that such a big deal?”

      “Think about putting your head into a sleeping lion’s mouth and returning safely. Wouldn’t that make you want to brag? Whoo…”

      I imagined putting my head in the lion’s mouth as Daphne explained. Indeed, if it was to that extent, it could be a story worth sharing while drinking out with friends.

      “It’s just as great as that. It’ll help your career as an adventurer.”

      “Ah-ha-ha. By the way, when will the next request come?”

      It wasn’t that long since I had returned from the previous expedition, but I was still hungry for more money. I didn’t have a home in this world, after all, and living from one inn to another was terribly cumbersome.

      It was ridiculous to have to pay every time you wanted to have a good place to sleep.

      I want to quickly make money and then get a house of my own. It would also be good to get promoted to the silver tier, that way I will be able to have my own space and permission to start my own business.

      I was considering opening a small health center with Luna if I were to get such a space. Luna was good at making alcohol with bee ingredients or concocting an elixir.

      Meanwhile, I could give massages to customers and get paid for that. I think we will have good chemistry in working together.

      We’ll have about ten children. I’m not the one giving birth anyway, so the more the better.

      However, I am a little worried whether Luna, who has such a petite figure, will be able to give birth to so many children. Shall we compromise and reduce it by half? How about five? Seems doable.

      “Mr. Hassan, that’s a disgusting look you’re giving there. What are you thinking about?”

      Damn it.

      “Ms. Daphne, can’t you just keep your opinions to yourself and not just throw them out like that?”

      “I also want to do that, but your expression is just that much disgusting. So, I had no choice. Anyways, it’ll take a while until the next request. I have some things that need to be dealt with first. Whoo…”

      Daphne sighed again. She has been sighing like this for a while already.

      I think I already vaguely know that she’s suffering from an excessive workload. In that case, it’s no wonder that she might feel mentally burdened. But this time it felt a little different.

      “Are you feeling sick?”

      “What? Oh, I’m just feeling a little bloated. Maybe it’s because I only sit and work for the whole day. I feel like my stomach wasn’t able to digest the pheasant meat I ate for lunch very well.”

      “Oh, indigestion. Can you show me your hand, then?”

      “Huh? Hand? Why?”

      Daphne’s eyes couldn’t become any fiercer. I was worried that there might be another mishap as I had previously suffered a lot due to her misunderstandings.

      Still, it was regrettable to miss the opportunity to get task points.

      “I-it’s nothing weird. You know that I have a blessing, right?”

      “Oh, right. There are a lot of bastards who try to touch my hand using several such excuses. So, you should stop doing this kind of thing, too.”

      After that, Daphne’s hand reached out toward me. Although her thin and long hands were very beautiful, her palm was surprisingly rough and unsophisticated.

      “I’ve felt this before but… Have you ever wielded a sword or a weapon before, Ms. Daphne?”

      “Oh? How did you know that? Did you do a background check on me? Stalker!”

      “D-damn it!”

      “Haha, I’m just kidding. That’s right. I used to be a bronze-class adventurer. However, I couldn’t wield a sword anymore because I had seriously injured my shoulder. I’ve been recognized for my abilities, so I ended up working here like this.”

      “Aha…”

      Is it similar to a military mutual aid association for disabled soldiers?

      Learning that people who got injured while working as adventurers will be given other work opportunities like this is somehow surprising to me.

      Anyway, I put my fingers on Daphne’s wrist. Then, like last time, letters appeared in my mind, along with a tinkling sound.

       [Stats]

Name: Daphne
Level: 6
Condition: Indigestion》Excessive Sweating》



      Ah… While looking at those letters, I thought they kind of reminded me of something. Last time, Daphne also had the word “Indigestion” but this was the first time I saw the excessive sweating condition, however. She must have gotten that disease somehow since the last time I checked her condition.

      “Mr. Hassan, I have a question. What do you find out when you touch my wrist like this?”

      “It’s about sensing the pulse. It’s just, how to say this? Think of it as reading the flowing karma through your body by sensing your pulse. Uh, can I press the palm of your hand?”

      “Try it, then.”

      Anyways, I quietly grabbed the thick flesh between her thumb and index finger and pressed on it with some force using my thumb.

      This is called the Hand Valley acupoint. Pressing it when you have an upset stomach will improve the blood circulation of the body. This method is super effective to help relieve digestion issues.

      If it was only a palm massage then I think there was no need to worry about it being thought of as an illegal medical practice. I think I won’t get subjected to a Stone Festival just for doing this.

      Later, I should spare some time to find out what was qualified as a medical practice in this world.

      
        Squeeze—
      

      “Uh, uh, oh, it hurts!”

      “I didn’t press it that hard, but seeing that you feel so much pain, it must be because your blood circulation and energy flow are clogged up.”

      Squuuueeeeeze— 

      I kept pressing that part. Actually, it’s better to stimulate this part as strongly as possible, even if it hurts. However, Daphne began to twist as if she could not bear it anymore.

      “Ugh, uh, uh, uh, uh, uh… I-it feels so weird! This is sexual harassment! Ahh… O, ouch!”

      What the heck was this? This was such an unexpected reaction. So, I was taken by surprise and immediately dropped her hand.

      
        Ding!
      

      『Daphne's Indigestion has been healed.』



      『Task points + 10』



      『Current task points: +47』



      “Burrrp-.”

      Daphne’s pale face turned beet red as she began burping nonstop.

      “What, what? What is this…?”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 53: Hassan – Sodomora's Rising Star (4)

      
      “Buuuurp…”

      Daphne blushed, her face turning beet red, as she let out a soft burp. This seemed to be something new to her as she bombarded me with questions right after.

      “W-what was that? What was that just now?”

      Daphne seemed to be wondering how her indigestion condition suddenly improved. Hiding my surprise, I tried to calmly answer her queries to the best of my abilities.

      “There is a distinct place where energy passes through a person’s body. If you stimulate that area, the congested energy circulation will improve, and your body will feel energized due to the improved circulation.”

      “Energy? Is it like Mana?”

      Was energy something similar to Mana? I honestly had no idea about that. In the first place, I was never able to sense the energy that was coursing through my body, the same was the case for the Mana the people of this world can sense and manipulate.

      Both of them had similarities that were beyond my understanding. However, from what I can understand, their attributes seem to be similar, so maybe we can say that they’re the same thing? Even though I believe that this concept is too absurd, in alternative medicine, half of the truth can be covered as long as the bullshit you spouted was convincing enough.

      “You can think of it as something similar. Who knows, it could be the same thing too.”

      Still, just in case, I answered as vaguely as possible to leave some leeway if I ever were to need it in the future.

      “Treating Mana falls under medical practice. You didn’t do any illegal medical practice out there now, did you?”

      Hearing Daphne’s question, I could already see the vision of innumerable pebbles flying toward me. Fucking hell, I absolutely don’t want to become persecuted at a Stone Festival like that.

      “Well, i-it’s just a massage, nothing more. It’s okay to give a massage, right?”

      “Hmm, that’s true. Anyways, it was a very interesting massage session. I almost slapped you there because, at some point, it suddenly started feeling really weird. I’m glad I believed in you and held it in.”

      “Well, please be more trusting of me in the future.”

      “Wow, but it’s really amazing. I feel so refreshed. What is that even? It really hit the spot. Can I also massage myself as you did just now? I often feel uncomfortable in my stomach, so it would be perfect to know such a massaging method.”

      As the sun had already settled behind the horizon, the guild had become empty and quiet, devoid of the bustle of the adventurers. Due to that, my talk with Daphne lasted for quite a while.

      Since I still had to wait for Luna, who was supposed to meet me here anyway, and I had nothing left to do, I agreed to Daphne’s request of teaching her that massaging method. Besides, it was a good occasion to dig up all the facts and stories of this world that I was unaware of, at least the ones that will be beneficial for me.

      “Should I press here?”

      Daphne pointed at the part where I had previously pressed with my thumb. She vigorously pressed on the thick flesh of her left hand with her right hand.

      “It does hurt!”

      Actually, the Hand Valley acupoint is a spot that anyone can easily stimulate with their opposite hand, so even someone who has zero knowledge about massaging can also use this technique. I kept reminiscing about the anatomy of the human body alongside the antique drawings that I saw hanging in my father’s study.

      Damn I wasn’t interested in that shit previously, so I couldn’t remember them well because I saw them such a long time ago. If I knew something like this was going to happen, I would’ve done my best to memorize those things.

      “Yes, if you feel a slight bulge or moderate discomfort in the pit of your stomach or have mild indigestion, just press on that part. If pressing on that spot doesn’t work or if the indigestion is particularly severe, you’ll need to apply pressure in another place.

      “Another place? Is there really another place? Where is it?”

      “It’s on your feet.”

      “F-Feet?”

      Daphne stared at me again, suspicion brimming in her eyes, as she felt flustered and anxious about the mention of “feet.” The people of this world were very conservative and sensitive about their feet. In fact, the level of their awareness and the subsequent importance and protection they related to it was comparable to their nether regions.

      But, of course, the opposition here, when asked to show them their feet, was significantly lower than in that area.

      “A-are you going to touch my feet now?”

      “No, I didn’t say that. I just laid out the fact that there’s a spot in the feet. And pressing there does work really well.”

      “It works well…?”

      Daphne gazed at me while biting her lower lip. Soon, after glancing around at the lobby of the quiet guild and her receptionist colleagues who were chatting at the back, she rose from her seat.

      “Then, Mr. Hassan, let’s go this way.”

      Grabbing my arm, she started leading me somewhere else.

      “Well, where are you trying to drag me now?”

      “Shh, be quiet. You have to keep it a secret.”

      I was taken aback by the abruptness of her actions. Yet, I followed her calmly because I didn’t think she was trying to kidnap me or take me to a place to get me beat up by bad guys.

      Soon enough, Daphne led me to a room that looked like a typical warehouse where all kinds of scrolls were covered in dust and piled up everywhere. Was this like an archive room? It didn’t look to be a significant place anyway.

      “Mr. Hassan, can you promise to keep this a secret?”

      “What? What for?”

      “B-Because you’re going to touch my foot now. If that fact spreads around, I can’t get married anymore. Or will you take responsibility for me then?”

      Why are you telling me to take responsibility all of a sudden? This green-haired woman was being ridiculous right now. She often had the habit of misunderstanding and then going full throttle after that, it was a little hard to deal with.

      Yet, she was still amiable and pretty enough that stalkers would follow her.

      Hearing such a woman ask if I would take responsibility for her in such a cramped space unconsciously made my little brother very excited. Damn you bastard! Why are you rising up so frequently these days, huh?

      “Of course, it’s a joke. I’m not like the innocent Kore. I don’t want to seduce a man by using that move. Anyway, I’m just asking you to keep this a secret.”

      I couldn’t help but feel immensely excited at the thought of being able to share a secret with a woman. Moreover, the guilt of perhaps doing something questionable made me feel even more thrilled.

      “Uh, okay, I promise to keep this a secret.”

      “Then, swear by the River Styx that you will keep what will happen from here on a secret.”

      Ugh, I didn’t really like this part. Did she want me to experience that hellish stomach ache again? I’d really like to decline that part.

      “Well, that’s a little….”

      “You don’t want to do that? Then I’ll scream right now. Do you know what would happen if I were to scream in this situation?”

      In the next moment, Daphne quickly tore off some of the buttons neatly fastened to her work clothes.

      “If you get caught like this, you won’t be able to get out.”

      “D-damn it… Just a second, please.”

      “Then, you just need to promise me. Now, say you swear by the River Styx.”

      “Okay, I see. I swear.”

      “Good.”

      That’s when Daphne finally smiled contentedly. I was nervous, thinking that the cursed state would show up again in my status. Fortunately, no words appeared in front of my eyes.

      Swearing by the River Styx doesn’t seem to automatically give you that status. Was there a specific condition for that?

      “Well, then…”

      Ssk— Ssk—

      Daphne sat on a pile of papers and began taking off the sandals that covered her feet.

      Soon, her tiny white ankles were revealed before my eyes. It was a typical Greek foot in which the second toe was longer than the big toe. Is her feet size 230? I wasn’t sure but that should be rather close.

      “I-I’m feeling very embarrassed, so hurry up and press that spot already. I can’t leave my seat for too long.”

      After that, Daphne reached out her foot to me.

      Since it was a skirt-type work uniform, her smooth white legs, and skinny ankles were clearly revealed for my eyes to witness. Moreover, as she had been wearing footwear for a long time, her feet were slightly sweaty.

      I sat in front of Daphne, balancing my body on one knee, and gently grabbed her feet.

      Compared to her rough palms, the soles of her feet were soft and tender, somewhat like a baby’s skin. I often wondered just how the people of this world tended to take care of their feet, which were hidden inside footwear, more thoroughly than their hands which would often be visible to the eyes.

      
        Sniff— Sniff—
      

      It smelled like sweat. She did have an excessive sweating condition, after all. Of course, it was not at a terrible level, but it was just a natural thing as a human, so it’s not worth paying attention to. So, I kept going.

      “Then I’ll press down on your Sham acupoint now.”

      After wrapping Daphne’s right foot with my hands, I proceeded to press my thumb on the top portion of her foot, about 2 cm deep between her big toe and second toe.

      The exact place of this acupoint was where the second toe and the big toe started to divide.

      This is called the Sham acupoint. It is a vital point in the meridian massage technique and a good spot for eliminating all kinds of diseases.

      It always felt strange whenever I exaggerated an acupoint as a vital acupuncture point.

      Damn, but it was true that most acupuncture points were indeed considered to be important. There were virtually no unimportant acupuncture points. That’s why you can’t trust alternative medicine.

      
        Squeeeeeze—
      

      “It’s gonna hurt a little here. So, bear with me for a bit.”

      Just pressing the Sham acupoint was already painful for most ordinary people. However, bloating due to indigestion or unclear body circulation would increase the resulting pain of pressing on the acupoint by a lot.

      “Ah… Argh, it hurts….”

      
        Squeeeeeze— Squeeeeeze—
      

      With my thumb, I kept stimulating the soft soles of her feet and the top part of the Sham acupoint. I think I can stimulate it for another 10 seconds before it becomes too painful for her to endure.

      “I-it hurts, but I have to say that it feels so refreshing. I feel good. W-what is this? It’s the first time I am feeling something like this. Oh… uh… oh…”

      A woman moaning in either pain or pleasure was quite the spectacle to me. Although I understood that this was nothing but a massage, blood had already rushed to my schlong, making it throb in eager anticipation.

      In the first place, feet were somehow a kind of erogenous zone for the people of this world. Being allowed to touch that part was already a crazy thing.

      “Oh… Ha… Oh… Oh…”

      “Should I stop pressing it now?”

      “N-no… please press a little more. I-I feel a strange sensation… But it’s in a good way. It feels so good. Mr. Hassan, p-please press it a little bit harder. Has…”

      Pressing her feet in a small room like this and listening to her moan somehow excited me to no end, and my hands eventually started to sweat from the tension and the atmosphere.

      Of course, there was some sweat coming from Daphne’s feet as well. Nonetheless, my hands and Daphne’s feet were both now wet from each other’s constant sweat.

      “Oh… M-Mr. Hassan, p-please press it a little bit harder. Uh, oh, oh, I feel something tingling!”

      She wanted me to press harder? Damn! To be honest, I was already simulating the acupoint rather strongly.

      Pressing with further strength would be harmful to her feet. Using more strength didn’t always give better results, after all.

      “H-hurry, hurry up, a, a little more… Oh, oh, yeah, yeah, yes!”

      However, I was quite unsure of the consequences of defying Daphne’s wishes, so I resolved myself and kept pressing as hard as possible, just as I was asked by her. Using my index fingers, I vigorously pushed her acupoint as though pushing a stamp on a piece of paper.

      “Oh, there’s something big, something big, something… big… Oh, Ah, Ah, Ah! Oh!”

      Then, with her toes stretched out toward me, Daphne’s body curled up hard, her body arching like a bowstring. Due to the sudden movements of her body, she slipped from her seat atop the pile of papers and fell on the floor. Her body started flinching violently as soon as she fell on the floor.

      “Uwaaaa!”

      
        Flinch— Flinch—!
      

      Her curvy waist kept bouncing up and down, her whole body twitching with no signs of stopping. It really looked like she was having a seizure. At the same time, a stream of letters appeared in front of my eyes.

      
        Ding—!
      

      『Daphne’s Excessive Sweating has been healed.』



      『Task Points + 10』



      『Current Task Points: +57



      Oh, the task points I’ve accumulated have exceeded the halfway mark of 100. So, it was not only for pressing the red spots. It also worked when I pressed on other places too.

      When I was thinking about how it was also a beneficial experience for me…

      “M-Mr. Hassan, I-I… ugh….”

      Still feeling the effects of massage, Daphne laid on the pile of papers and then gazed at me.

      Her green eyes were moist and somehow full of satisfaction.

      As she gasped for air, sweat dripped down from her nape, and her slightly unbuttoned front revealed her prominent collarbone and bountiful cleavage.

      She opened her red lips and said in a breathy voice.

      “I, oh… Mr. Hassan, i-it was a great experience.”

      “Oh, yes, I’m glad that you’re satisfied.”

      “N-next time-”

      Just when Daphne was trying to say some more words…

      
        Knock— Knock—
      

      
        Startle—
      

      Daphne and I were utterly startled to hear someone knocking on this storage room full of scrolls.

      
        Hey, Daphne? Are you inside? It’s not time to get off work yet. How could you leave the counter? The visitor you are in charge of has come. The girl with pink twintails hair, the one who looks like Kore.
        
          1
        
      

      “Oh, yes, yes! I’m here! I was searching for something! I’ll clean up a bit and return in a jiffy! I have found everything I want now!”

      
        Then, come out soon.
      

      After shouting to the staff member outside, Daphne hurriedly tidied up her messy appearance and softly warned me, “Mr. Hassan, please come out a while after me. I don’t want to get into any misunderstandings and I assume neither do you.”

      Speaking till there, she hurriedly left me behind.

      Thanks to that, now I ended up alone in this archive room.

      When I thought about the things I did just now, I couldn’t help but put my palms in front of my face and take a few whiffs of my hand.

      
        Sniff— Sniff—
      

      Surprisingly, my palm didn’t smell at all. Then, I checked the situation outside after waiting inside the room for a while.

      After roughly noticing that no one was walking through the hallway, I secretly opened the door and pushed myself out of the storage room.

      “What are you doing here, Hassan?”

      At that moment, somehow, I felt a cold shiver run through my body when my eyes met a pair of emerald-colored ones waiting for my arrival in the hallway.

      “Lu-Luna, how did you get here?”

      “We promised to have dinner together, didn’t we? Why are you sweating so much? What were you doing?”

      Then, Luna suddenly sniffed my body. I shivered at that move, so I pushed her cheek away from my body.

      “Hey, why are you suddenly smelling me like that?!”

      “Hngg… That’s okay. I like your smell. But, you smell a bit different from usual. Where did I smell this before? This smell is rather familiar. I think I smelled it recently too….”

      
        Sniff— Sniff—
      

      Luna continued to sniff the smell around my face. This girl’s nose was more sensitive than I previously thought. I didn’t even know that my body was emanating Daphne’s scent.

      More than that, why was I feeling so scared about her smelling me like this? I’m not sure why, but I was suddenly feeling like a sinner who got caught doing something terrible.

      “I-it must be the smell of scroll papers. There was a lot of mold on the papers inside that room.”

      “Scroll paper…”

      Luna’s bleary eyes suddenly opened wide after murmuring a bit about the scroll paper, and then she furrowed her brows in thought.

      “Why, what happened? Why are you looking at me like that?“

      “Scroll paper!”

      After saying that, Luna brought out a scroll paper with a seal made out of red wax and placed it on my hand.

      “W-what is this?”

      “It’s scroll paper.”

      I know, but what kind of scroll paper is this?

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 54: Hassan – Sodomora’s Rising Star (5)

      
      The scroll that Luna handed me was quite antique looking. It was made of a very thin sheepskin that was flattened with a hammer.

      The way it was wrapped with a seal made me think that it just might be an exquisite document of sorts.

      This kind of scroll document usually came from the government offices of this world. For example, these documents often circulated within the city hall or those shitty slave management centers.

      And the scroll issued from such a place was always deemed to be a very important document.

      “What’s this?”

      “Open it up, and see for yourself.”

      Luna spoke with an unusually calm tone, accompanying her voice. Perhaps because she usually speaks with so much enthusiasm in all of her words, her calmness was somehow scary.

      What kind of scroll did Luna shove at me now? Was it something like a marriage registration document?

      With such outlandish thoughts in mind, I unwrapped the scroll’s seal with my trembling hands. Unrolling the scroll, I quickly skimmed through the content inside.

      
『The rights to the land and the buildings in the 5th street area of Sodomora West Gate were transferred to the Bronze Tier adventurer of the Mars Guild – Luna Knoxdotty. Sodomora Market (인)1.』




      “Oh, what is this?”

      “This is a certificate of ownership for the land! What do you think? Isn’t this great?! Now I have my own hideout!”

      Luna jumped in utter delight. I also felt surprised and happy at the same time. I’m not sure what this meant, but no matter how you looked at this situation, didn’t it mean that Luna was now the owner of a building now?

      Of course, she was already a lady who owned a lot of land back in her hometown. However, those lands were, unfortunately, non-transferable, in other words, unsellable. Anyway, the fact that she could buy a building and land in the city’s center was already remarkable enough.

      “Wow, that’s great. Look at you! How did this happen?”

      “Let’s go! I’ll tell you once we’re there.”

      Then, we walked out of the guild and went down the street toward Luna’s new home.

      Luna walked so fast that it seemed like she was almost running. I even had difficulty following her pace. Well, Luna’s agility level was much higher than mine, after all.

      Soon, after departing from the city’s central area, we arrived at the west gate of Sodomora. It was a kind of slum area with many hooligans hanging around its vicinities.

      Since it had already been a while since I have become active around the west gate area, somehow, I was able to become familiar with this place already.

      
        Swish— Swish—
      

      As Luna and I walked and reached the corners of an alley, a group of bastards was eyeing us with interest. I wasn’t sure if they were muggers, thieves, or simple pickpockets but I knew that they didn’t have any good intentions. Somehow, the place we finally arrived at was…rather familiar…

      “Isn’t this that place? The cabin.”

      This place was the same cabin where me and Luna diligently indulged in carving those Moai totems.

      You could also call it a dilapidated wooden warehouse as well. However, no matter how you named the cabin, the last thing you could call it was luxurious.

      “That’s right! This is the only place I can buy with all my money. But I had to buy it at a high price. I spent all my money on it.”

      “How much did you have to spend to buy this place?”

      “Three golds! Actually, two golds were loaned… Anyways, I bought it as soon as possible because they said if I don’t buy it now, it will be sold out soon.”

      Luna spoke some more, but honestly, I wasn’t able to register any of her words anymore.

      Oh, fucking damn it, three golds? I can’t even begin to imagine just how much that amount of money was. Three golds were the equivalent of three hundred silvers. I can’t even calculate just how many 3 coppers soup bowls you could get with that amount.

      Anyway, Luna seemed to have more money than I thought.

      But, why did she buy this place for so much money? Was there any oil under here? I couldn’t help but ask Luna because I was very curious about her intentions behind this purchase.

      “What are you going to do here?”

      “I plan to establish a workshop. Here, I’m going to make a brewery, an elixir store, and many many more things that I have thought up to establish!”

      “Ah…”

      Indeed, it occurred to me that we already had this conversation before. Luna planned to set up a workshop after promoting to the bronze tier and subsequently becoming eligible to get a loan. I just wanted to think of it as a little far into the future. But it seemed that Luna’s ability to act on a plan was better than I thought.

      Come to think of it, Luna was surprisingly really competent in the strangest of matters. Was this what a spiteful city like Sodomora did to a soft girl like her? Making her do such things, go to such extreme lengths in order to survive living in this wretched place?

      “But there’s still a lot to prepare. I have to fix the exterior. And several things need to be prepared for the interior too…”

      “Did you only buy the land?”

      “Yeah, well, just that, but isn’t it cool though? This is my land! All mine! Let’s go in! Come on!”

      After unlocking the rusty chains and locks, Luna went inside to find a rather dusty warehouse.

      “This is a nice place. That’s how it feels like. I’ve been paying attention to it for a long time already.”

      This place is… nice?

      I didn’t realize it when I came here to make the Moai statues because I didn’t pay much attention to my surroundings. Now that I got the chance to take a closer look, however, I could see some details that I previously failed to notice.

      The overall size of the cabin was about the right size for a studio. If you put in a bed, a closet, and a desk, there would be little to no space left to fit anything else.

      I wasn’t sure if this place was enough for a girl to run a workshop alone. However, what I immediately understood with just a glance was that… this place was really too old.

      Drooping spider webs, dirty straws, along with animal hair were scattered all over the dilapidated warehouse. I think it would still take a few days of cleaning even if we did our very best to barely clean this place up.

      “Wow, i-it’s a wolf spider! Holy shh!! “

      Suddenly, Luna, who was looking keenly at a corner of the warehouse jumped in excitement and quickly ran toward that direction, flipping something over with both hands when she reached that place.

      A giant creature escaped in surprise and shock because of her sudden intrusion. It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say I almost jumped about a meter high when I saw that creature sprinting toward me.

      “W-What the fuck?!”

      It was a spider. A palm-sized spider, damn it. Was it a tarantula?

      Man, I didn’t even want to touch such a dangerous, furry, and colorful-looking spider. As I stated previously, I was okay with bees but spiders were another matter altogether. In fact, I was fucking terrified of spiders, dammit.

      “Hassan! C-Catch it! Don’t let it run away!”

      “Hiaaaak!”

      Luna seemed to be running around trying to catch this furry creature, but I just wanted that spider to disappear from my sight as soon as possible. In the end, Luna used her full speed to catch the spider, capturing it in the confines of her palms.

      Holding it by its legs, Luna smiled as she stuck it out toward me as if trying to show off her spoil.

      “Wow, it’s really big. I’ve never seen a wolf-spider this big before. So lucky!”

      
        Kong— Kong Kong—!
      

      “What’s wrong with this spider’s cry?”

      “It’s a wolf spider. Is this the first time you see a wolf spider, Hassan? Anyway, they’re pretty precious as far as medical ingredients go. They can also be sold as a pet for about 20 coppers. Isn’t this cute? It is not poisonous and has a gentle personality to boot. Actually, it is very cowardly.”

      
        Grrrrr— Kong— Kong— Urrrrr— Kong— Kong— Kong—!
      

      Damn it, no matter how I took a look at it, I couldn’t imagine it having a gentle personality. All I could see was a beast that was eager to bite my nape and tear it apart. It was like an assassin sent by nature.

      It felt like a lie that such a rainbow color creature was deemed not poisonous. However, Luna turned around the palm-sized spider she caught, rubbed its stomach with her finger, and then spoke again…

      “Wow, it’s a female! I have to raise it well. Now, go in….”

      Then, she opened the old jar in the corner, drove the spider into it, and closed the lid. It was only after the spider disappeared from my sight that I could breathe a sigh of utter relief.

      “Damn it, this is so scary.”

      “I don’t think you ever mentioned being scared of spiders, Hassan, or did you?”

      “I’m as scared as one can be.”

      “Spiders are cute. Anyways, if we put a chair and a desk here, then put a furnace in this corner and buy a large pot and several different things, it’ll look good, right?”

      Luna explained her plan by pointing her finger at every dark corner of the cabin. It just looked like an old cabin to me, but for Luna, it seemed like a kind of stepping stone to use and leap forward to achieve her grand dreams.

      But I couldn’t really understand what the picture of the future she held in her head was, so I just nodded along.

      “So, you’re not going to be an adventurer anymore?”

      “No, I will still remain an adventurer. This business won’t be profitable for a while. Also, I think it’s time for me to go around looking for ingredients. Speaking of that, Hassan…”

      Luna hesitated a lot, as though what she was about to say was very important to her.

      “What is it?” ”

      “Well, for… for the time being, can you pair up with me….”

      “No.”

      At that moment, Luna’s expression turned sad after hearing my response. She must have been full of expectations and hope that I would agree. Tears were forming in the corners of her wide-open eyes and it looked like she could cry at any moment so I chose to speak again…

      “I’m just kidding. You want to form a party with me for a while, right? Of course, I’d love to do that.”

      Luna was a mysterious girl to me in many ways. In other words, the longer my relationship with this girl pertained, the more advantageous it would be for me.

      Above all, Luna was growing rapidly. Maybe she could surpass me in ability and soon become the leader of our adventurer party.

      Of course, it didn’t necessarily need to be like that for me to form a party with Luna. I just felt good just by being near her.

      “Hassan, you are not lying, right? Really? You will pair up with me, right?”

      “Yes, rather than that I’m more curious about another thing.”

      “Huh? Is there anything you’re curious about me?”

      “That’s… I was wondering just what are we? Just what is the relationship between us? I don’t think we’re merely party members at this point. Right?”

      After hearing my question, Luna blushed heavily and shut her mouth as if she wasn’t willing to say anything about that matter. During this moment of silence, this cramped cabin suddenly felt bigger than it was in reality.

      Luna finally spoke up first after a moment.

      “Hassan, what do you want us to be…? What do you want to view me as…?”

      “I don’t know, maybe like a g-girlfriend?”

      It was the most courageous moment of my life.

      Wouldn’t it be better to call this “the first confession in my life”? After all, prior to this, all I experienced was getting dumped before I even had a chance to confess.

      I stared at Luna, waiting for her reply, while my heart was pounding a mile a minute.

      Luna looked down at her feet as if she was too shy to answer. It was cute to see her toes fidgeting inside the confines of her sandals.

      “Ha-Hassan, actually, I have a confession to make….”

      “Confession?”

      My heart sank at the word of confession.

      Yes or no. It was either these two answers or something unusual that often was just another form of rejection.

      “What are you trying to confess?”

      However, I still asked carefully just in case. Luna hung her head low and hesitated for a long time without answering.

      “Tell me. I won’t be angry with you.”

      “…Last time, when I was on night duty. I prayed to Lady Knox, the mother of the night.”

      “….”

      This seemed to be an extension of the story that Luna had been trying to relay to me but could not continue due to the unexpected situation we got caught into. Nothing would disturb us now. There were only Luna and me in this small space.

      Because of this, I had no choice but to look at Luna’s lips with a tense expression.

      “Knox answered my prayers for the first time in my life. Of course, it was similar to a hallucination. It was like I was dreaming in my sleep….”

      Luna stopped talking again after saying that.

      “Why, what is it? Keep talking.”

      

      “S-She said that unless my marriage partner was a God, he wouldn’t be able to handle being with me, At the very least he should be a hero with great achievement. Only then is it possible for him to marry me.”

      I felt like I was hit straight in the back with a hammer.

      Although Luna doesn’t seem to know that Knox, the goddess of the night, is her mother, I already knew who she was because I could say that I had met her once.

      Plainly speaking. Knox was the mother of Luna, the girl who might become my girlfriend. And that mother didn’t like me.

      The reason was that I was far from a great male God or the hero that she spoke of.

      I was just Hassan, the unregulated worker, an illegal resident.

      Is this what people termed as a parent’s opposition? It felt like it was something else. However, nothing other than one’s parents’ objections came to my mind as I heard her speak so it should be similar to that.

      But Knox had already given me a blessing. Didn’t that mean that she liked me?

      I spoke to Luna.

      “But, uh, we were together yesterday. Regardless of your vow of chastity….”

      Just like an ant drifting in the water, desperately struggling to catch something, I was also racking my brain hard to find a way out of this situation.

      Luna answered.

      “I… was only allowed that one day only…”

      “What?”

      I, now, understood how people could crumple to their knees when facing great despair.

      At that moment, I felt like a doll hanging on a single thread. Soon, the thread loosened, and I, the doll, had fallen on the floor, shattering into a million pieces.

      “So you’re going to marry someone else someday?”

      Luna shakes her head at my question.

      “I don’t want to do it unless it’s you. I didn’t even think about doing it with anyone else.”

      At Luna’s words, I could feel my body gain its strength back. This is not the time to sit around like this.

      “So what do I have to do to become that kind of hero?”

      Where can I even get that license? Damn it, of course, no one would be able to provide it to me.

      Some time passed.

      On the next day.

      What I heard from Hippolyte on the training ground shook me to my very core.

      “There’s a way to get that license.”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 55: Hassan – Sodomora's Rising Star (6)

      
      Luna told me that she would be busy with various paperwork and cleaning up the warehouse, or cabin as she liked to call it.

      “I have a lot of things to buy, and I think I’ll be busy today. So, see you tomorrow, Hassan!”

      “Okay.”

      After separating from Luna in front of that inn, I decided to head back to the guild building.

      There was nothing much to do for me there. But, for some reason, I suddenly became obsessed with the idea to become stronger.

      So, as Hippolyte advised me before, I tried to swing my sword at the scarecrow a few times, However, not soon after I started I sensed something or someone from behind.

      
        Whoosh—
      

      “Is that you, Miss Hippolyte?”

      “Oh, you realized it was me without even looking.”

      The only person who would pop up behind me like that was this damn Hippolyte. So, I didn’t really need to guess to get it right.

      Anyway, I ignored the approaching Hippolyte and continued to swing my sword at the scarecrow. It was perfect for moving your body roughly if you just wanted to vent and relieve your anger then it couldn’t get any better.

      Then, Hippolyte suddenly spoke.

      “You’ve been working hard since this morning. It’s good to have the ambition to improve oneself. I can feel a purpose in the way you’re wielding your sword today. You must have been so upset that you lost to me, right?”

      Her words reminded me of the duel I had the day before. I wasn’t really sure if someone could even call it a duel. She unilaterally beat me, it was complete dominance.

      But I didn’t feel begrudged that I had lost to her. It was a fight that was impossible to win in the first place.

      In order to feel that something was unfair, I personally thought that you had to lose by a narrow margin, or both the participants had to be of equal skill. However, I didn’t feel like explaining it to her as it felt like a chore.

      “You can say that.”

      “Hassan of Samaria, I thought you were a true scumbag. It turns out you’re still much better than your peers. All right, at least I’ll correct your posture for now.”

      
        Grab—
      

      After saying that, she just went on and grabbed my arms, clinging to my body all of a sudden. Damn, did she have no sense of restraint at all?

      Of course, my back was only met with the texture of her hard armor, so there was nothing to be excited about, but my personal space being invaded like this always made my heart pound for no reason.

      “At a slightly slanted angle, if you slash it down like this, from the collarbone to the side… “

      She held my hand as she explained to me the correct trajectories of slashing the sword. But, if I had to be honest, I couldn’t concentrate at all.

      The reason was none other than Hippolyte herself. How should I say this, well, from her I could smell the scent of perfumed oil mixed with the faintest whiffs of sweat perhaps. Anyways, whatever it may be, the fact of the matter was sent that smell was enough to make blood uncontrollably rush toward a man’s lower region.

      As if it was a wild beast, I was scared that I would be devoured by this raging sense of lust and horniness that I was feeling right now.

      “All right, you’re pretty talented. Of course, there’s still much to improve. Visit this place often in the future. If I have the time, at the very least, I’ll correct your posture.”

      After correcting my posture, Hippolyte walked away since she had some duties to attend to. As I was facing her back, looking at her drifting further away, I couldn’t help but ask.

      “Well, Miss Hippolyte. What should I do to become a hero?”

      I have come to this world for about two years already. And in that time, I’ve heard people talking about heroes quite a few times.

      But I didn’t think it was related to me at that time, so I wasn’t interested. Of course, I didn’t believe that it was related to me even now if I had to be honest. Actually, why did I use the “hero” word instead of “hero”? It sounds a little bit silly.1

      “Hero?”

      Hippolyte only slightly turned her shoulders and head to look at me. Her expression seemed to be saying “What is this punk trying to say?” or something along those lines.

      “Are you asking me how to become a hero class?”

      “That’s right. Do I have to get a license to get recognized as a hero?”

      “Yes, there’s a way to get that license.”

      Holy shit! There really was a license for becoming a hero. I was just asking for the heck of it, but I never imagined that there would be an actual license for something like that.

      “Where can I get it?”

      “If you follow the path of Mars, you’ll naturally reach it.”

      After saying that, Hippolyte pointed her finger toward her bosom. Because of that, I immediately thought about her bulging chest and the huge bosom that was surely contained within that bulge.

      What is this? Are you bragging about your big breasts? Of course, they are big enough to brag about alright. After having touched it myself, I know just how big they are. I couldn’t hold it all in one hand, after all.

      “What’s wrong with that distasteful expression of yours? It’s disgusting. What kind of dastardly things are you imagining? I’m talking about the identification tag, damn it!”

      Ah…

      Only then could I focus and see the shining silver identification tag hanging on Hippolyte’s chest.

      That was similar to the dog tag that you would get in the army. The difference being that this was for adventurers, not military men. like the adventurer’s tag. Every time you raised in rank, the material of the identification tag changed from iron, bronze, silver, and gold, in that order.

      “People usually term anyone who has the gold identification tag as a hero. It can be compared with Kairos, the great teacher who hung a gold necklace on his disciples.”

      I don’t know who this great teacher was exactly. Anyway, what I understood from this was that the gold-tier adventurers were called heroes. If not, then maybe the adventurers who were able to enter the realm of heroes were probably eligible to become promoted to the gold tier.

      Anyways, that gold identification tag could be called a license or verification of sorts. Damn it, just when I thought that I was able to clear up one of my troubles, another one popped up.

      From Elfriede, who could use magic without the use of spells, to Hippolyte, who could shoot sword slashes like it was nothing. There was even that Lord Destroyer who could wield a gigantic hammer and swing it around like a toy. You’re telling me that all of these ridiculously strong people were only silver-tier adventurers?

      Just what kind of monsters could reach this realm of gold rank that even these ridiculous bunch weren’t able to achieve?

      “Becoming a gold-tier adventurer isn’t going to be easy. There are many things to consider, starting from your reputation in the surrounding area to you also needing to win sufficient popularity among the citizens.”

      “What? You also need to care about your popularity and image?”

      “Despite being skillful, there are many people who cannot reach the gold tier because they are cruel and violent and people don’t acknowledge them. Sometimes there are adventurers who don’t get accepted because they are arrogant and conceited as well. For example, Altair from the Minerva guild.”

      Hmm… You also need acknowledgment from other people, huh? That was probably the most difficult condition that I needed to fulfill. I’m Hassan of Samaria, after all. More often than not, I would get despised and teased rather than acknowledged for my deeds.

      “But having an aspiration is a good thing. Hassan, if you’re an adventurer, always aim for a higher place. And… About last time…”

      “Y-Yes?”

      “No, it’s nothing.”

      * * * * * * *

      I walked around the park after having a small lunch. I got myself a two-copper burrito from the streets as my lunch for today. As expected, hitting a scarecrow did not suit my aptitude.

      And even if I simply practiced 100 days in. At this rate, it might take weeks, months, or even years for my strength to rise by even one level.

      “Long live Chaos!”

      
        Ding—
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      I creased my forehead as I looked at the letters and numbers hovering in front of me.

      Didn’t I already have a mysterious ability that would make people wonder in awe if they were to learn about it? I’m sure that I will be able to grow twice as fast if I were to use it efficiently.

      However, in this world, using something like this was considered an illegal medical practice that was heinous enough to be beaten to death. Is there any way to wriggle around this?

      “Look, who has come? Isn’t this the new Baraboroy that I haven’t seen for a while?”

      After wandering in the park, I arrived at the library of Sodomora. Of course, although it was called a library, it was more like a cramped secondhand bookstore.

      However, the knowledge that was piled up here would be able to enrich my mind.

      “So, Baraboroy, what do you want to find out in this place? Rather than coming here, it will be faster for you to search for it in the wilderness outside the gate.”

      A skinny grey-haired librarian spoke to me in a sarcastic tone after seeing me enter the store.

      Of course, I knew this was his way of joking around, but his sense of humor was rather dry. This was what happened when you buried your nose in books for too long.

      
        Rattle—
      

      On the man’s neck, there was a blue name tag. After glancing at the name written on it, I asked kindly in my own way.

      “Well, Mr. Erimantos, I’m here to borrow some books. Do you have an encyclopedia?”

      “Encyclopedia? I have. What are you going to do with it?”

      “I’m thinking of reading it.”

      “What a surprise!”

      Damn it, could you use a book for any other purpose than reading it? I suddenly felt like opening the librarian’s head and looking into his thoughts.

      “A Samarian, who wants to brush up his knowledge? This really feels like a novel experience to me. But we have to maintain the procedure now, don’t we? Show me your identification tag.”

      Therefore, I showed Erimantos, the library keeper, my identification tag that was jingling around my neck.

      This was a bronze tag I had just received from the guild, and every time I showed it around, I couldn’t help but feel very proud about it. I was now a bonafide bronze-tier adventurer!

      “Hassan of Samaria, I have checked it already. But I must say, you really got an ugly necklace there.”

      Erimantos narrowed his forehead when he saw the fist-sized necklace hanging around my neck. I wasn’t sure if an educated person like him could sense some mysterious power from my necklace.

      “I can’t believe you really put something like that on your neck. Don’t you feel anything? I can feel something unusual coming from it.”

      “I don’t feel anything. Anyway, please give me the book quickly.”

      “Hmm, is it a Samarian special mental protection? Anyway, please wait.”

      Erimantos disappeared among various old bookshelves. When he came back, he was holding a large and heavy-looking book in his hand.

      “Here you are. You will have to pay for it if it is lost or damaged.”

      “There, I’ll sit at that desk and read.”

      “Okay then.”

      Receiving the thick and heavy book from the librarian, I went and sat at a table in the corner of the library. The title on the cover of the old book was—

      
『How to Act Like a Continental for Dummies』




      Damn, this is the exact same book I read last time.

      I flipped the thick book cover and started reading from things I remembered to the part I was curious about.

      
 『Knox, the goddess of the night? An existence of the beginning. As one of the Protogenoi, she’s in charge of the dark night. It is said that as a pre-Titan existence, her power is unfathomable.
 She lives in Pluto’s underground palace, at the deepest part of Tartarus, where even the gods are reluctant to enter.
 That alone will tell you how big her prowesses are. However, since she rarely comes out of her place, there’s nothing much to be known about her』




      Luna’s mother seemed to be a very mighty goddess.

      Damn it, then why the hell was her daughter, Luna, a Chikorita? Was she not her real daughter or what?

      No, maybe Knox is a powerful Chikorita then? A Gigantamax Chikorita? Shit, that alone was already quite scary.

      
        Schliff— Schliff— Schliff—
      

      I kept flipping the page and stopped at a page with familiar words written on it.

      
        Uh… uh…
      

      I found it. It was in the very back of the book.

      
 『Asclepius? A healer who is said to have lived decades ago. According to the literature, it is said that he lived in the Acheron region, and he was active near Babylia or Kalkata.
He was a very talented healer. He could point out someone’s condition just by looking at the other person’s eyes.
However, his outstanding skills became a source of trouble and eventually caused anger among the gods. Asclepius eventually revived the dead with his medicinal prowess and went against the will of Pluto, the ruler of the underworld.
For this reason, he was struck by lightning by Jupiter, who was in charge of the laws of the gods. He was trapped in the deepest level of Tartarus and suffered eternal torment and anguish.
However, it is said that Asclepius was released from the underworld at the pleas of Apollo, the god of light, who is his father. Then he was raised to a high status in Olympus and was revered as the god of medicine.
From this event, the relationship between Pluto and Jupiter seems to have been significantly shifted and twisted, and the sudden appearance of underworld remains in various places seems to be Pluto’s protest.
In addition, many changes have occurred on earth, with new laws on medical practices being designated so as not to repeat Asclepius’ mistakes.』




      So Asclepius is the god of medicine.

      Damn, I couldn’t believe there was someone who could judge someone’s condition just by looking at their eyes.

      I thought it was already extraordinary to see letters when I touched someone’s wrist, but I couldn’t even imagine being able to know one’s ailments by only looking at them. It was already not within the realm of medicine.

      However, I finally slightly understood why people of this world were so wary and guilty about illegal medical practices.

      “If you don’t understand anything, just ask, Barbaroy. I’m free at the moment, so I can answer some simple questions. I hate ignorant people, but I don’t hate the ones who want to learn.”

      The librarian hinted at me, who was searching through the book and trying to cram all those pieces of information inside my head.

      That was right, there were very few customers at the moment, and the information in the book felt boring. Nothing made the time go by so quickly as talking to someone else.

      I didn’t miss the opportunity and opened my mouth to ask because, coincidentally, I also had some questions.

      “Well, I have a question about medicine.”

      “Medicine?”

      Erimantos, the librarian, looked really surprised after hearing my query.

      His face was like a person who asked a kindergarten student to ask him a question and in return was asked what the mathematical brain teaser, poincaré conjecture was. Then soon, his eyes began to glitter in interest.

      “Medicine, for now, is an unlucky study. Well, since you’re curious about medicine, just ask what you want to know.”

      “To be exact, I’m more curious about its distinctions than about medicine itself. What are the categories of illegal and non-medical activities?”

      “Are you asking about the Asclepius Act? Well, it’s not written in detail in that book. So, about the Asclepius Act….”

      After murmuring to himself for a while, Erimantos took out a thick book from a corner. Something about the code of laws was written on the cover, but I couldn’t get the full name.

      Erimantos opened the book, rummaged through several pages, and started to read a part out loud.

      “Here it is. It defines violations as illegal medical practices. First, receiving patients on the street without authorization from temples and treatment centers. Second, a case where a healing magic user who has not reported to the temple demonstrates magic on the patient’s body without permission. Third…”

      “Uh, I’m sorry, but how many are listed there?”

      “Around 155.”

      Shit, that was a lot of rules. Would I even be able to memorize all those things in my head? Asking a few relevant questions seems better.

      “Well, I have a question. Let’s say, I’m massaging Mr. Erimantos’ palms.”

      “It won’t be happening. I don’t have a hobby of holding a man’s hand.”

      “I’m just giving you an example. So, if you massage someone’s palms or back to heal their stiff shoulders, can this be considered an illegal medical practice?”

      “It’s a pity that you don’t know such basic things even though you’re a savage from the wilderness. If a massage is considered a medical practice, you will have to arrest all the men who knead a woman’s chest. Can you regard just a kneading as a medical practice, huh?”

      The medical science and medical techniques of the wilderness seemed to be really inferior or so was Erimantos muttering to himself. Maybe he just lost interest in me, so he cut off the conversation.

      Anyway, to sum up, does it mean that there was no risk of getting stoned to death? What? Damn it, I have been scared for no reason at all.

      Still, it would be a big problem to attract people on the street and ask them if they wanted a massage or open a massage shop like a mat seller. You’ll attract more attention than you needed and something troublesome will surely pop up.

      For the time being, I should only massage the reliable people that I am acquainted with and steadily obtain task points.

      Having roughly solved all the questions that I was bothered by, I returned the book and got up to get out of the library. Shouldn’t Luna be almost done with her business by now?

      “See you next time, Barbaroy.”

      “See you again too.

      I was on my way to the street after such a brief greeting.

      “Tall body, black hair. Everything checks out.”

      “Are you Hassan of Samaria?”

      When I turned my head to the sound of someone calling me from behind, I saw city guards armed with armor, shields, swords, etc. coming toward me.

      What is this? Why are these people looking for me? Damn it, I didn’t know what was happening, but my legs were shaking violently, and I felt like my whole body was drained of blood at that moment.

      “…What’s the matter?”

      “You don’t have to be wary of us. We’re not trying to take you away. Rather, we’re here to ask for your help. Do you happen to know a woman named Luna?”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 56: Midnight Negotiations (1)

      
      “Do you happen to know a woman going by the name of Luna?”

      Inquired the guard who called me up on the street. I was scared until just now, thinking if he was trying to interrogate me. I even had the thought of being arrested for doing something illegal without realizing run through my mind.

      But, hearing Luna’s name from the guards’ mouths made me utterly dumbfounded.

      “Luna? The girl with pink hair and twintails?”

      “That’s right. Bronze-tier adventurer from Sodomora’s Mars Guild. I heard that she formed a party with you, Hassan of Samaria. Is that correct?”

      “That’s true, but…just what the hell is going on…?”

      “I don’t have enough time to explain all the details. First of all, I need you to come with me to the guards’ office.”

      Following his words, I headed to the guard’s office located in the west gate area, wondering whether to call it an escort or a watch.

      Luna was probably the last person in the world to have anything to do with these armed soldiers. Then, just how on earth could Luna’s name come out of their mouths?

      I wanted to ask them about some details, but no matter how many questions I mustered myself to ask, they just answered with the same, “Go and check the details yourself.” and shut off my prying attempts.

      Just as I started worrying about the possibility that I had fallen into the guards’ trap in disguise, I arrived at the guard’s office in no time.

      The guard’s office is similar to a local police precinct with bases in certain areas of the city, such as the west gate, the north gate, and the south gate. Their scope of work is also similar to the modern counterpart back on my homeworld.

      
        Creeeeaak— Clank—
      

      Screak—

      When the office’s iron door was opened, and I entered through, tough-looking musclemen with armor and weapons turned their unruly gazes toward me. One of them asked the guard who came with me.

      “Is he the one?”

      “He is the Samarian, yeah. I found him in front of the library and brought him back. What is the victim doing now?”

      “She became quieter after I gave her some food. All the beef jerky I had kept as snacks is all gone now.”

      After speaking till here, the guard pointed to the prison cell in the corner of the office with his chin.

      When I moved my gaze following the chin gesture, the scene of a petite body entered my eyes. Her back was facing the cold wall and her small body was curled with her head buried between her knees.

      The way she was sitting on the floor while hugging her knees made her look like a large egg. However, those distinctive twintails didn’t leave a doubt as to who she actually was.

      “Luna, what are you doing over there?”

      Why was Luna locked up in a cell? God damn, I couldn’t help but scream in surprise at such an unexpected situation. Then perhaps because she had heard my voice, Luna slowly raised her head.

      “…Hassan?”

      “Yes, it’s me, Luna! What are you doing here? How could you end up locked up?”

      “Hassan! L-listen! I got swindled! All the money I had left, every single bit of it was swindled! I’m broke now!”

      Luna’s face was flushed, a shade of crimson colored all over her small head, as she shouted at the top of her lungs. All of her leftover money had been swindled? Just what did that mean?

      Anyway, it was my first time seeing Luna so angry. She was crouching inside the prison cell, but whenever she recalled what had happened to her, she started fuming again as though she was not able to control the overflowing anger inside her.

      “Deer! Be careful of the deer!”

      After turning away from the upset Luna, I couldn’t help but question the guards in the guard’s office about just what in hell had happened to her.

      “Well, sir. Why is Luna locked up like this?”

      “She was too upset and uncontrollable when she came to us to complain, so we decided to isolate her for a while to let her calm down. The only room that we could use inside the office was the prison cell, and you know the rest.”

      “Still, how could you lock up a person, moreover a victim, like a mere criminal?”

      “You should see how much strength such a petite body of hers could produce. Although she looks a little calmer right now, I had to go through heaps of trouble just to contain and isolate her. Why don’t you go inside and try to comfort her?”

      
        Clank— Clank—
      

      “Hiik!”

      As the guard tried to open the prison cell, Luna began to tremble again, perhaps still anxious about what happened to her.

      Looking at a human acting like an abandoned animal that trembled out of fear somehow was pitiful yet funny. But real pet abandonment is still an atrocious crime.

      Anyway, I carefully walked through the open door of the prison cell.

      “Hey, what the hell’s going on?”

      “M-my money. It took my money and ran away with it…!”

      “What? What do you mean? Who ran away with your money?”

      “A-A deer ran off with my five silvers!”

      A deer ran off with her five remaining silvers? Damn, the more I listened to the story, the more I couldn’t wrap my head around it.

      Perhaps because Luna and I both were too overwhelmed by this sudden situation, we had problems explaining and understanding each other and coming to an understanding of the current circumstance.

      Therefore, I thought the first thing I needed to do was to calm Luna down, who was crying so pitifully. So I went beside her and started patting her on the back. I also grabbed Luna’s palm with my other hand to examine her condition.

      
        Sweep— Fiddle—
      

      Familliar letters showed up in my mind after I touched her small wrist.

       [Stats]

Name: Luna Knoxdotty
Level: 8
Strength: 2
Agility: 5
Stamina: 1
Status: Fluttering Heart 》Bad Meals Lover
Conditions: Curse of Knox 》Curse of Erebor 》Mild Depressive Anger



      Depressive Anger?

      Among the several curses in her status, seeing an additional word, “Depression Anger,” that newly appeared made me wonder deeply. Just what happened to her to make her upset to such a terrible extent?

      So I pressed the red spot floating on Luna’s pinky finger with my thumb.

      To be exact, it was the lesser surge point. It was located around 2 cm above the pinky fingernail.

      I remember pressing this part is effective when someone is in a state of shock.

      It would be nice if I could feed her with a clear mind pill. But seeing her tremble and shiver, I deemed that perhaps there was no need for a pill or any external medicine.

      “Ugh…Ugh…! Ouch…!”

      『Luna Knoxdotty’s Mild Depressive Anger 》has been healed.』



      『Task Points + 10』



      『Current Task Points: +67』



      Oh, it’s working.

      “Huft…”

      I asked Luna, who was sighing aloud.

      “How is it? Don’t you feel much calmer now?

      “Well, first of all….”

      * * * * * *

      

      So, this morning.

      After going our separate ways, Luna reportedly had a busy day cleaning and repairing her newly acquired hut.

      It took more than half a day to clean up and tidy the abandoned cabin that had already existed for decades.

      “After I finished with all the cleaning, I was so worried about the holes in the walls and the dilapidated ceiling that I couldn’t just stand still. So I was going to buy some wooden planks to repair them. But I didn’t have enough money….”

      Luna hesitated as she recalled what had happened to her back then. We were sitting at a table in the corner of the office and talking calmly.

      “It’s because I only had about five silvers left, so I was running around looking for lumber with it. I found someone who told me that he would sell the cypress planks I wanted for just five silver.”

      Thus, Luna headed to the south gate, where a middle-aged man piled up a lot of boards.

      Naturally, Luna wasn’t familiar with the geography of the south gate because she was usually active in the west gate area, around the slums of Sodomora.

      Since the southern gate faced a long forest, so she had some suspicions, but the idea of selling wood planks in the woods wasn’t really that far-fetched.

      The story continued; Luna and the seller walked out from Sodomora’s south gate to enter the forest together.

      Like its name – Deer Forest – many deers with long necks appeared around the forest.

      While Luna was amazed by the picturesque view, suddenly, those deer flocked around her and licked her palms, shoulder, and face while acting cute.

      “But then, one of them bit my moneybag and ran away! That man also ran away with it! I’m sure the deer was cooperating with that man to lure me in and snatch my bag!”

      Luna raised her voice again as if her anger had yet to subsidize.

      So, to conclude Luna’s words, there was a man, the main mastermind perhaps, he sided with a deer to lure Luna into a secluded place so that the man-animal duo could snatch her money.

      “Was it really the deer, the one that did the stealing?”

      “I told you already, didn’t I!? Anyway, I tried to chase after them, but they were so fast that I couldn’t even chase them for long. I lost all my money. So I rushed to complain to the guards but they locked me up like this…”

      “This lady went on a rampage. Although she looks like the naive and pure Kore, she isn’t an ordinary girl in the least. As expected from a bronze-tier adventurer.”

      “Oh, I understand.”

      I felt like I could roughly figure out how out of control Luna had been before she got confined in the prison cell.

      So, with a complicated state of mind, I was racking my brains to come up with something to speak. At that moment, the guard with a bronze helmet, who had been present from the start, decided to speak up to me.

      “Hassan of Samaria, I think this case is definitely related to the deer swindler of the South Gate. I often hear complaints and rumors of a deer that robbed people’s moneybags.”

      Shit, just which son of a bitch came up with this deer swindler trick, huh? These sonuvabitch robbers from this outlandish world were really creative in finding a way to cheat someone’s money out of them more efficiently.

      However, even though I was lost in my own train of thought, the guard never stopped his speech.

      “The damage done by him has exceeded 100 silvers already. When the damage goes over 100 silvers, that person can be treated as committing a serious crime. But he’s such a sneaky bastard that we can’t catch his trail at all. Hassan, I heard that you’re strong enough to catch a lion with your bare hands. Is that true…?

      Lion? While thinking along the lines, ‘what lion,’ I remembered dragging the witch— Nemea’s cat, out of the underground waterway with my party not long ago. That was truly an incredibly huge cat we caught.

      As Marco blabbered around, the cat seemed to have turned from just a very big cat to a full-fledged lion in their eyes.

      “Uh, how do I explain this? Um, that’s a very complicated situation we had to go through….”

      I couldn’t just go and lie to the police guards who maintained public order and captured criminals, so at that moment, I was trying to explain the reality behind that falsified piece of information.

      “Since you can capture a lion with your bare hands, it will be easy for you to catch a trivial deer. Why don’t you take a request from us and show your loyalty to your party member?“

      “Request?”

      When I heard the word request from the guards, I became so shocked that my mouth opened wide; my jaws almost touching the ground. It wasn’t mandatory to only submit a request or a quest through the adventurer’s associated guild when you wanted to avail the services of an adventurer.

      For example, city guards like them and government offices, charged with maintaining public order, or temples in general were capable of legally requesting the adventurers for individual quests.

      According to Elfriede’s colleagues, quest requests from public institutions were both cheap and extremely difficult most of the time.

      The quests commissioned by the temple, for example, were the lowest-paying service among all the forms of individual requests, because these ‘services’ were derived from faith, and thus couldn’t really be refused.

      Even though it often felt like forced labor, which required one to do hard work at minimum wages when hearing of such requests, adventurers still were eager to receive such quests requested from public institutions or temples.

      The reason for that stemmed from the fact that… The adventurer who was commissioned from such a public and governmental body or a temple would always be deemed highly skilled by everyone.

      Moreover, I think it also provided a significant amount of positive scores in terms of contribution to the guild. These scores greatly affected the ranking systems of adventurers and served as a great boost for their future.

      To make it easier to understand, it was a quest that would give me a small compensation but in return would help me in racking up a lot of experience for upgrading my adventurer rank.

      When I was a slave, I also used to wonder if someday I would be able to become an adventurer who would be requested by a public institution like those famous adventurers.

      Should I say that I was a bit bewildered by the fact that I could suddenly fulfill that dream of mine just like that? Somehow all of this felt surreal to me.

      “What do you think? Will you do it or not? A compensation of 50 silvers is still quite a lot of money.”

      The guard with the bronze helmet covering his head asked me again. The metal scales on his armor were clunking loudly with the slightest of movements. Under the barbute helmet, his blue eyes peeking through, showing faint traces of deep fatigue, were staring at me.

      I was really scared for no reason, even though I didn’t do anything wrong. It seemed to me that the guard station somehow had a certain aura surrounding it that would stimulate the innate fear and uncertainty in any individual who was brought inside the building, even if they didn’t do anything wrong.

      Soon, the man wrapped in that bronze barbute helmet added some more words.

      “We can’t give more compensation because we don’t have enough budget. If you finish this well, in addition to your guild contributions, you will also have the opportunity to form a connection with us, the west gate guards, and come to us for anything as much as you like in the future.”

      Successful completion of this work would create a small connection with the government offices, including getting contribution points. Plus there was next to no reason for me to refuse such an incredible offer.

      However, some things in life didn’t require such reasons to exist.

      “My, my money… Deer….”

      My companion, Luna, was shocked to the extent that she had become absolutely devastated. I couldn’t just sit still and do nothing.

      Moreover, she had been robbed of 5 whole silvers, dammit. If it was me in her place I couldn’t even imagine being able to fall asleep at night. I would probably be screaming at the top of my lungs with unquenchable anger.

      “All right, let’s do this.”

      “I like your answer, it’s pretty cool. Then I’ll provide you with some information about the deer swindler and the locations of some of his hiding places. I don’t really know how good your skills are Samaritan, but I’d still be vigilant if I were you, Samaritan.”

      “Be careful?”

      “That swindler was originally a famous bronze-tier adventurer before becoming the thief he is now. He was also a prominent hunter. Perhaps that’s why he is able to get away without leaving any signs or traces. Since he can tame wild animals like deers, he is probably also blessed with some kind of blessing from a god.”

      Oh my, he was someone who had a blessing, huh?

      Seems like I really should be careful with this.

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 57: Midnight Negotiations (2)

      
      As usual, the two moons were shining brightly in the sky at the time we got out of the guards’ office. They were covering each other’s brilliance, resulting in the creation of beautiful nail-shaped shadows.

      “Is that a New moon or a Crescent moon?” muttered Luna to no one in particular, making me recall my grades in Earth Science.

      “I’m sorry, Hassan. You’re in trouble because of me…”

      Luna talked in her characteristic shrill voice after her anger had subsided.

      With money being one of the proofs of her achievements, losing it probably ended up in a loss of confidence in her own abilities. One can’t help but start doubting themselves once one’s wallet starts getting thinner.

      “I already said that I’d help you, didn’t I? So let’s do it together. I don’t have anything to do anyway.”

      “But I can’t just keep receiving your help forever. I’m the one responsible for the cabin. I have to do it myself.”

      Luna’s objective of doing everything herself without asking for others’ help, was in itself very commendable. But I couldn’t help but feel a tinge of sadness settle within my heart at her declaration. It really felt like she was drawing boundaries between us. A thin line differentiating my matters from hers.

      Even if Luna, obviously, didn’t mean it like that, it still felt that way to me. It was also surprising to me how her words were enough to make me feel so lonely and lost.

      I had thought till now that it was only Luna who was relying on me all this time. But now… It seems that I was unconsciously also relying on her mentally.

      In this filthy world where even fucking wild animals like deers could empty your pockets and rob you of all your worth, Luna’s gentle and pure persona made my whole body feel lighter. Her very existence was like a beacon in the dark to me as I kept struggling alone in this barbaric world without a single person to rely on.

      It was a lonely and grim life that I was leading.

      My life could never be compared to those who had a reliable partner with them, a partner with whom you could share all your hardships and grievances.

      “From now, don’t blindly follow other men as you did. What would you have done if something dangerous had happened to you, huh?”

      “…”

      Perhaps because she realized her mistake, Luna looked mortified and said nothing in response. Adding salt to her wounds like this would accomplish nothing and Luna also seemed to have realized her mistakes. So, in the end, I just decided to stay silent for the rest of the walk.

      After walking in silence for a while, we finally reached Luna’s cabin located on the west side of Sodomora.

      “Are you really sleeping here?”

      “I don’t have enough money to pay for an inn.”

      “I can lend you some money if you want.”

      “No, I don’t want to get into the habit of borrowing money from others. One day, it will suddenly grow beyond what I can manage. I am already 2 golds in debt, I can’t go much higher than that.”

      Luna’s decision seemed final. She was probably thinking something along the lines of “I can’t live alone while being in someone else’s debt” and I totally understood her mentality.

      I, however, couldn’t shake my unease about leaving her alone in this place.

      Although I didn’t feel like picking at the poor, I couldn’t in good faith say that Sodomora’s slums were the safest place for taking residence.

      You could hear the sounds of people falling down from who knows where and even shrieking like “Ugh, ugh…” without even concentrating on the noises.

      This place was situated in the western back alleys of Sodomora. Robbers, vagrants, and sick individuals with bandages wrapped all over their bodies resided in this god-forsaken place. Their pale yellow eyes, peeking out of their indolent faces, seemed to be flashing in the dark as they watched over these black alleys.

      Even I, with my sturdy body and fully armed with three swords, felt nervous every time I passed through this place.

      I couldn’t even imagine just what might happen should Luna sleep in a shady neighborhood like this all alone. Who knows, maybe a homeless guy would just enter this cabin to seek shelter from the winds,

      So I asked her once more.

      “Are you really going to sleep here?”

      Luna replied in a matter-of-fact tone.

      “What’s wrong with this place? It’s pretty nice since I cleaned it.”

      
        Swish—
      

      Just as she uttered those words a gust of wind blew from somewhere, shaking the planks full of holes hard, making it seem as if the whole cabin was on the brink of collapsing

      Luna shuddered with the intrusion of the cold wind.

      “Well, it’s a bit cold. But I’ve slept in places worse than this. Anyway, thanks for your help today, Hassan. Goodbye, and see you at the south gate of Sodomora tomorrow!”

      Luna seemingly made up her mind to sleep here no matter how much I objected to her decision…

      Her stubbornness was similar to a prisoner on death row or perhaps it would be better to compare it to a monk on a quest for asceticism.

      Was it like a punishment she inflicted on herself for losing all her money? I had no way to know about that right now.

      “Then I’ll sleep here too.”

      I ended up spouting out the words that had been lingering on the edge of my tongue for a while already. I wasted too much time thinking of how I should word them and as a result, I just ended up crudely declaring my words.

      Luna frowned slightly as if she was puzzled as to what the hell I was saying,

      “Hassan, sleeping here? But why?”

      What did she mean by “Why?” exactly? I had no clue whether she was truly wondering just why I wanted to stay here with her or if it was just some form of fancy rejection of my declaration.

      Well, I don’t think Luna was smart enough to reject someone like that. So, it was probably just her curiosity about my intentions for being here with her.

      “I can’t?”

      “It’s going to be very windy here though…”

      “Guess we should just stay close to each other then.”

      Although I didn’t have much time to think about what to say, it seems my wit and smarts shone perfectly in this situation. Two people raising each others’ temperature by sharing their warmth during a cold and breezy night wasn’t unheard of.

      I was desperately racking my brain for more words to add to my reasoning, fearing that she would refuse my suggestion.

      “It will be a little warmer for both of us if we stick close together under a warm blanket. Won’t it be better than trembling in the cold alone?”

      “Hmm, is that so? I agree, then!”

      Oh yeah, it worked! Well, to be frank, as someone who had enough of being homeless, I thought sleeping in a cramped cabin would feel very uncomfortable.

      But compared to my previous hellish experience, this could be considered as playing a game on easy difficulty.

      Moreover, the presence of Luna’s warm and soft body couldn’t help but make me feel a little bit emotional.

      
        Rustle— Rustle— Flap—
      

      After laying the old blanket on the floor, I and Luna put our shoulders together and sat with our backs leaning against the wall and covered ourselves with my long raincoat.

      Not as bad as I thought it would be.

      “Not bad.”

      “Isn’t it? It’s a nice place. I can feel a kind of subtle magical energy nearby.”

      Luna began bragging about her cabin, saying how much she liked this place or how this place gave her some weird voodoo vibes that she liked as a shaman.

      As a servant of Knox, the god of superstitions, she seemed to have a deep belief in the vibes of certain locations and the corresponding energy they emanated.

      Anyways, my attention was currently focused on Luna who was excitedly chatting with a sparkling luster in her eyes rather than the cabin she was so enthusiastically describing.

      Looking at her side profile, her twinkling eyes were the first thing I noticed, then came her surprisingly long eyelashes, and her sharp nose that had the perfect amount of curvature and no flatness or thickness to it. It was perfect, in a word.

      Her jawline was thin and slender. It went perfectly with her milky white and soft skin creating a pretty feminine outline.

      I could feel the warmth and softness of her skin from the contact between our shoulders especially vividly.

      Did I really sleep with this girl before? Now that I think about it, what happened before felt like a dream on a midsummer night.

      Because I was rather hectic and clumsy with my first time, some memories of that day were distorted or magnified in my senses. Regrets about the things I hadn’t done with her or parts that I hadn’t touched or licked were welling up inside me.

      
        Sniff— Sniff—
      

      Luna’s characteristic cool and minty smell entered my nose as I sneakily sniffed her scent. The smell felt strangely sweet and refreshing today. Perhaps it was because she had not yet bathed.

      
        Throb—
      

      Damn, despite knowing nothing would happen today, my schlong was quickly rising in my pants. This bastard is really the king of positivity.

      “Anyway, that’s what ended up happening! So how is it? You understand why I choose this place now, right? 3 gold really isn’t a lot for a place like this. It’s actually a great deal, in fact! I could probably sell it for twice the price in the near future.”

      Luna concluded after muttering by herself for a long time.

      Since I was entranced by Luna’s side profile, I only roughly listened to what she was saying to me. In Summary, she was basically partaking in this world’s version of real state speculation.

      That wasn’t what mattered to me right now though.

      “L-Luna.”

      “Hmm? Yeah?”

      Luna turned her head toward me with a curious expression plastered on her innocent face. I couldn’t help it anymore and slowly moved my head closer to hers, inching my lips toward her own.

      I did it because there was nothing I wished for more right now than feeling the softness of her shiny lips again. However, Luna’s slender fingers gently touched my chest and pushed me away…

      “Oh, don’t, Hassan…”

      “Why? It’s just the two of us, after all. No one will know it if we just do it quietly and secretly.”

      At that moment, I remembered the effects of the new blessing I had gotten, the “Night’s Cloak”…

      “Night’s Cloak” could reduce the probability of being discovered while doing secretive actions in the dark. Could it be that doing ‘that’ was also included in its repertoire? To be frank, I couldn’t think of anything more secretive than ‘that’ act…

      Luna quietly spoke while I was lost in my muddled thoughts.

      “It’s not just the two of us. The wolf spider is here too.”

      Luna pointed toward a pot in the corner of the room. Holy shit! I couldn’t help but tremble violently at the realization that a spider the size of my palm was nearby.

      “And there’s also Lady Knox.”

      
        Point—
      

      I moved my gaze toward the spot Luna was pointing at with her index finger. At the end of my sight, I could see some kind of strangely-shaped wooden statue there.

      It was about the size of my palm, I thought it was just a random interior prop at first.

      “Is that really Lady Knox?”

      “Yeah, yeah, it’s a simple statue. Pretty well-made right? I made it based on the voice I told you about last time.”

      Hearing her words, I stood up and approached the so-called statue of Lady Knox. Now that I looked at it from up close, I became speechless. I didn’t know just how to describe this monstrosity.

      Damn, this doesn’t look like a statue at all. If I had to describe it, it looked closer to a cursed object than a statue of a goddess. Something that you would insert in the puzzles inside of a maze as a key piece to open a secret door in your typical horror game.

      Its appearance was a mix between an owl and a human. It honestly gave me the creeps just looking at this abomination. What was particularly creepy about it were its two wide-opened eyes which felt like they were strangely gazing at me.

      “Why did you suddenly make this?”

      “From now on, I have to pray to Lady Knox every day before going to sleep. She said she wanted to hear about my day and thoughts from now on.”

      “I see.”

      This felt like a girl reporting to her parents about their day. I pictured Luna sitting silently while chatting in her own mind. It was a surprisingly cute scenario in its own way.

      “T-That aside, do you believe me, Hassan?”

      “About what? The deer that ran away with the money? It does sound a little fake, to be frank…”

      “No, about how Lady Knox talked to me in my dreams. Other people would tell me to stop lying to them… It actually felt like a dream to me too at first.”

      Aha-! It seems that despite the fervent belief in God of this world’s people, Luna herself didn’t seem to think that she actually spoke to Knox.

      Only a few people could receive the blessing of the gods or hear their voices in this world. Most people would just abide by the “Greater beings obviously existed” philosophy or something along those lines.

      That said, the me, who actually met Knox and talked to her while she was hiding under the blanket by possessing Luna’s body already, had no doubts about Luna’s claims.

      I returned to Luna’s side. I guess I should be content with only her warmth that I could feel through my shoulders for now. Still, I have to do something eventually.

      “I believe that you really talked with Knox, Luna. I think it actually happened.”

      “R-Really? It’s real?”

      “I suppose so.”

      “It feels very convincing when you say it, Hassan. Why did the Gold of Light directly help you last time though? I only heard something like this happening only in myths and legends. It’s the first time I actually saw someone receiving a God’s help with my own eyes.”

      Luna spoke out in admiration when reminiscing about what happened back then. Suddenly, I was also reminded of what happened in Acheron’s swamp.

      An arrow of flame pierced through the unending fog and blew away all the moisture in the swamp. That experience was very taxing. A similar thing happened during my duel with Hippolyte.

      The man who appeared in the middle of the suspended world claimed he was one of this world’s gods.

      Could he be Mars, the god of struggle? Him quite literally talking about how I chose him over Minerva was probably a reference to how I joined the Mars Guild instead of the Minerva Guild.

      That only meant that man was actually Mars, the god of struggle.

      Wait, wasn’t it said that Hippolyte was the daughter of Mars? Did a father just strip his daughter’s armor? What? I don’t know anymore.

      “That’s amazing, Hassan. It’s actually fascinating now that I think about it. Are you really someone great? Are you perhaps Jupiter’s son?”

      “Whose son?”

      “Jupiter, the god of lightning and thunder!”

      What? Damn, did she just curse my parents or something? I was taken aback for a moment by her words until I realized what Luna really meant.

      Actually, ‘Son of Jupiter’ is a term that I’ve heard quite a lot. Luna said it as though it was a great compliment but it actually was a kind of contemptuous insult.

      Because it basically meant being a child with unknown roots. A child without a father.

      Jupiter, considered the greatest deity in this world, was quite the playboy in reality and fattened the bellies of quite a number of women wherever he went.

      That’s why many women who gave birth to fatherless children would say ‘This is Jupiter’s child’.

      “My parents are still alive and kicking back in my hometown.” I think.

      “Really? Then how can you get the attention of so many gods without being the offspring of one? You even made them break their 30 years of silence…”

      Luna fell into deep thoughts. It seemed to me that she wasn’t able to understand the reasonings behind the miracles surrounding me.

      How would Luna react if I told her that I wasn’t Hassan from Samaria but actually Hassan from Korea?

      Luna fell so deep into her own thoughts that she ended up drifting to sleep before I even realized it.

      It was now time for me, who had been gazing at her sleeping figure for some time already, to close my eyes too and preserve my strength for tomorrow’s action.

      
        Shiver—
      

      A chilling cold began permeating the cramped cabin, making me shudder. At first, I just thought the chilly wind was getting through the multiple holes in the planks covering the cabin but…

      
        Crack— Crackcrack—
      

      Damn, I remembered that I already experienced this abnormal bone-freezing cold once before.

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 58: Midnight Negotiations (3)

      
      
        Crack— Crack—
      

      No matter how old and perforated this barn was, it was a bit excessive if I could see my leaking breaths on a spring night,

      This was obviously an abnormal weather event. Also, I experienced a cold sensation that seemed to be seeping deep into my body down to my very bones.

      『I. Have. Arrived.』

      As soon as I heard an eerie voice echoing inside the room, I jumped up from my sitting position.

      Standing up, I immediately proceeded to prostate deliberately to the simplified god statue that Luna made in the corner of the cabin. It had been staring at me with hostile eyes for a while already so I reckoned the goddess of the night had used that to descend into this place.

      
        Plop—
      

      “Lady Knox! Did you really descend to this place?”

      『Which direction are you prostrating at? It’s this way, not that way.』

      The voice that leaked out was not coming from the god statue but from behind my butt.

      No way! She didn’t descend into my butt, right? Okay, that stupid idea disappeared as quickly as it came to my mind. I was able to understand everything when I saw Luna swiftly taking the blanket and covering herself from head to toe.

      “Are you going to descend using Luna’s body this time too?”

      『Yes, I am. But I won’t take too long.』

      Lady Knox, who took over Luna’s body, covered herself with the blanket and the quilt lying on the floor. She covered herself in such a manner that not even a strain of her hair could be seen.

      Anyway, I changed my direction and prostrated toward the direction Lady Knox had descended. That was… I prostrated toward Luna wrapped from head to toe using the blanket and quilt.

      I don’t know why, but I often thought that kneeling down flat on the floor like this was a good move to preserve my life in front of higher entities.

      “I-I was wrong!”

      『This God hasn’t said anything yet. Yet, I don’t feel bad seeing you repent for your mistakes. You’re a commendable child, so I won’t punish you right away. Let me hear your excuses.』

      “T-Thank you!”

      『So how did it feel like, you small, useless thief? How do you feel about devouring something that this God cherished and cultivated with all her might? How did it feel to enjoy my precious?』1

      “P-Pardon!?”

      Devouring? How could she use such a strong word to describe that? I felt that my face was literally getting hot due to embarrassment.

      『Don’t pretend you didn’t. This God has already learned about everything before descending here. I’ve been taking care of her since she was small and I’ve kept her safe from anyone who dared to touch it, but then how dare to touch, trample, and even get a taste of her?』

      “W-Well, it’s…”

      Knox seemed angry that I had touched her daughter, Luna, in such a reckless fashion.

      The floor began to freeze from the bottom of that ridiculous quilt, so I could only tremble in fear and the chill permeating from all around me. I might just freeze to death at this rate if I kept kneeling flat on the floor like this!!!

      『Tell me, how did she taste? Tell me how you feel about what you’ve tasted! Right from how you felt when you touched her. Tell me, in detail!』

      “Uh, I…”

      No, shit, how could I even discuss such a thing?

      In front of my girlfriend’s mother, how could I say that Luna’s breasts were so soft that they could be held in just one of my hands and that the warmth and softness of them were wonderful and fantastic? Which crazy bastard in the world even dares to say something like, “Does she take after you, Ma’am?” 2

      Of course, someone in this hideous world might just be brazen enough to utter those words, but I definitely wouldn’t, at least.

      『Why don’t you quickly say it? Or should I freeze your useless mouth and make you unable to taste anything in your life?』

      I couldn’t tell because she was covered by the blanket, but I could clearly sense that Knox was really angry right now. I was so scared that I couldn’t do anything but kneel down and tremble in fright.

      Fortunately, I’ve relieved myself become I came here, if not, I would definitely have wetted my pants already.

      『Hurry up! Tell me everything! How did my precious taste? Tell me!!!』

      “Well, uh, okay. Please calm down. Whoo…”

      Damn it, this will be the end of my life, I can feel it. However, even if you enter a tiger’s cave, you still can survive if you keep your head straight.

      So, after steeling myself for my eventual death I frantically raised my head. I think this was the first time I used my brain to such a degree in all my life.

      Anyway, if possible, it would be better to just go with a nonprovocative and vague approach, Anything will do as long as it doesn’t upset Knox.

      “Well, she tasted very good.”

      『Hmm. Is that it?』

      “She was small and petite… It felt so good when it came into my arms… I thought she was well taken care of so I liked it very much.”

      『So how did she taste? Was it sweet?』

      Sweet? Damn it, how could you explain a person by their taste?

      “Well, yes. She was very sweet. At the same time, she tasted a little sour as well… but I felt like I wanted to keep tasting her more.”

      『How dare you want to keep tasting it even though she is not yours? You mean that you would continue to steal and devour something that this God took care of if given the chance?』

      “That was a slip of the tongue…! I was just going to say…. that’s how good she tastes. Anyway, I-I’m sorry.”

      『However, it’s the first time that someone has tasted and evaluated her.』

      Of course, it’s the first time. Damn it, I had no idea that I would be saying these embarrassing things in front of Knox one day.

      Wasn’t Knox referred to as a mighty goddess from Tartarus’s abyss? Indeed, like a goddess who lived in hell, her way of thinking was very hellish. She was indeed a hellish goddess!

      『I raised her with great care. I oversaw her for 100 nights and was so nervous about its 1,000th day that it would get screwed up by a bad beast that wants to devour it. I was nervous that the bugs might get a taste Do you even know what parenthood feels like?』

      “I’m so sorry…”

      『However, what’s already happened can’t be changed. It’s impossible to undo what’s already happened, even for this God. Anyway, I’ll make sure to keep an eye on such mishaps from now on. I won’t allow a thief like you to lift a finger in front of her in the future.』

      
        Ta-da!
      

      The words that were spoken from beneath the blanket made me dizzy. I immediately thought of this situation to be similar to your typical drama where parents opposed the relationship between a boy and girl in love.

      After experiencing such a thing in person, my mind became blank and my back was covered by cold sweat.

      『Swear to the Styx River that you’ll never touch her again!』

      “It’s…”

      I was quite literally in a life-or-death crisis, hesitating while standing on that two-pronged path. One of the two was clearly the path that led to death and complete demise.

      I clearly knew the answer as to what path I should choose, but somehow the words wouldn’t come out of my mouth. How could I give up on Luna? Let alone make a promise by the river Styx to never touch her again.

      “A-As expected, I can’t. I can’t promise that.”

      『What? Are you going to continue sucking her nectar with that dirty mouth of yours? You have some guts, I’ll give you that. All right, then let’s make a deal. If you can promise that you won’t touch her anymore, I’ll give you appropriate compensation.』

      “Compensation?”

      『Yeah, it can be a substitute, for example, something like this.』

      
        Swish.
      

      A tiny palm was sticking out from under the blanket. It was Luna’s thin and slender palm. On top of it was a very round and shiny billiard ball-sized bead.

      It was like looking at the universe inside a glass ball, shining with a dark navy blue luster and pristine white grains that resembled flaky salt.

      『What do you think, don’t you want it? I let it sit inside a Titan’s tears for not only ten but 20 nights. Of course, it is no match for the precious I cherish the most, but it is already a treasure in itself. If you are a mortal, you will be able to sell it and live well for the rest of your life.』

      Indeed, Knox’s words were quite convincing. I then picked up the Night Tears bead, it felt very surreal to touch.

      That bead looked like a pretty expensive thing to me, even to the inexperienced eyes of a noob like me. To think she was trying to appease me with something as precious as this. Is Luna’s existence that important to her?

      『You don’t like this? How about this? Men like this kind of thing or so I’ve heard.』

      
        Ssk— Ssk—
      

      The hand that was holding the bead went under the blanket again and eventually reached out back while holding something else.

      How could I explain that thing? A crooked wire? A poorly-made stick? I don’t know what it was just from looking at it.

      “What is that?”

      『Don’t be surprised when you hear this. This is Jupiter’s thunderbolt, which fell into the deep abyss when he misfired it once. Although it has lost all of its divinity, there is no weapon like this in the mortal world.』

      
        Zap— Zap—
      

      I immediately knew what those sparks shimmering along the red copper would do as I heard the word “thunderbolt”.

      That was like a copper wire filled with a deadly dose of high-voltage current. Even without touching it, I could easily guess how it might feel to come into contact with such a dangerous-looking thing with my bare hands.

      “W-Well, that’s a little….”

      『What? Even this isn’t satisfactory for you? Wait a minute. I’m sure there’s something you’ll like.』

      Then, Luna, no, Knox began to move around in the blanket. After a long time, I slowly spoke first to clarify the matter to her.

      “I… whatever you take out, I won’t give up.”

      
        Humph. 
      

      That statement made Knox stop moving.

      『Even if you lose your life? Do you think it’s that good?』

      “Well, it was the best thing I’ve ever tasted in my life. I won’t be able to taste anything else so delicious ever again.”

      『Hmm, I honestly don’t feel bad when you say it like that. I wanted to raise her well to entertain the other gods. I have confidence in myself. Erebor was looking forward to the harvesting day.』

      What the heck is this? You’re planning to make Luna entertain the other gods? Who the hell even is this Erebor?

      After hearing that, I couldn’t suppress the rising anger inside me. Even if she is her parent, how could she treat such a young petite girl as though she was an object? Did she think she could do whatever she wished with her?

      I stopped prostrating and slowly got up. Then I said in a tone of anger.

      “That, that’s not acceptable. Knox, i-it’s mine! I can’t give it to anyone else!”

      『What? Are you trying to say that it’s all yours? How disrespectful! Have you contributed anything into raising it?』

      “A-Although I didn’t, Lu-luna has promised me! I’m never going to hand her over to anyone else!!”

      Wow, damn it! I went and really said it. Not gonna lie, that was pretty sick, even coming from me. I even dared to refute a woman who could erase me with just a snap of her fingers.

      I wasn’t sure but I probably have grown my nerves after going against strong women like Elfriede and Hippolyte. Of course, compared to them, Knox was the real deal, completely incomparable to those two women.

      Nevertheless, I’ve said everything I wanted to say! I wasn’t going to die now, was I? Should I gauge her mood from under the blanket?

      『What are you even talking about? This God is talking about the apple she was raising in Tartarus.』

      What? Apple? Which apple? What was she talking about?

      I couldn’t keep up with the sudden unexpected turn this story took. Apple, apple… Immediately a certain memory struck my mind.

      It was an apple that I ate in my dreams on that first intimate night that I spent with Luna. Its name was Apple of the Darkest Night. Now that I think about it, perhaps the thing Knox was speaking about was the apple and not Luna!

      『What does Luna have to do in this conversation?』

      Damn, I was the only one who had been talking nonsense all this time. I’m screwed, seriously screwed, damn it. I need to salvage this somehow.

      If she found out that everything I said was about Luna, this would definitely be the end of me. I was going to die a terrible and miserable death. I couldn’t imagine how horribly I was going to die. Has my time finally come…?

      “I-I was also talking about the apple. The apple was so good. It was so delicious!”

      『Yes, of course, it was. However, the mortal body cannot handle ingesting the apple. No matter how you wish for it, that fruit cannot be yours.』

      “W-Well, I think so too. I was out of my mind for a moment there. I just realized how big my fault is for thinking something like that. Please forgive me.”

      I prostrated to Knox again. Knox replied to that in a warmer tone.

      『That’s all right. This God is the mother of the night. The dark night has an endlessly broad mind so I’ll forgive you. Then, you promise that you won’t touch the apple again, right?』

      “Yes, of course. How can I be so reckless and foolish all over again? I’m just a little worm.”

      『Well, while you might be a little dull, you at least know how to quickly self-reflect. Yet, this God can’t just let you give up only with words alone. I’ll compensate you.』

      
        Swish—
      

      Soon, her hand came out from under the blanket again. There was a small coin in her palm.

      Compared to the beads and the broken thunderbolt that she had offered so far, this one looked way inferior, so I was looking forward to the goddess explaining its functions.

      “Well, may I ask what it is?”

      『You’re really not so bright now, are you? Can’t you already guess just by seeing it? This is a coin.』

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 59: Beware of the Deer (1)

      
      『You’re really not so bright now, are you? Can’t you already guess just by seeing it? This is a coin.』

      I knew that it was a coin already. It would be fucking weird if I didn’t even know that.

      However, as it was an object from Knox, I expected it to be a coin with some form of special powers, or perhaps it may even be a rare relic.

      But then, Knox’s next words broke all of my expectations.

      『It’s just a coin. It’s also called 1 copper. The mortals seem willing to risk their lives for this small round thing. I assume you are the same, right?』

      “Well, that’s true, but….”

      『This is the only earthly possession this God has. It’s something I’ve been interested in and cherished for a long time, but I’ll give it to you.』

      
        Cling— Gurllll—Tuk—
      

      Knox moved her hand and rolled the coin toward me. It spun a circle around me and then stopped exactly at the spot where I was prostrating and fell over in front.

      Ssk—

      When I slightly turned my head, I could see that it was really just a regular copper coin.

      The copper coin was embossed with the face of a once-great hero. The size was similar to a 500-won coin. In fact, the value was equal to a few 500 wons at most.

      Anyway, I felt relieved that, at the very least, I was able to survive this situation. With that in mind, I held on a sigh of relief from leaking and picked up the coin.

      Then a sudden stream of letters came inside my head followed by aDing sound.

      『Achievement “Mom, please just give me 1 Copper!” completed, rare relic ‘Coins I lost at night’ acquired.』



      『Task points + 100』



      『Current task points: +167』



      Oh, so the result of attaining an achievement was my task points increasing by 100 points, huh? This way of getting achievements and task points was really similar to a game system, wasn’t it?

      While I was not very familiar with how karma and mana worked in this world, something like this, however, was very easy to understand for me as a modern person.

      “Please accept my deepest gratitude.”

      『You are not very bright but you do have good manners. Anyway, the allotted time is almost up. Any longer than this and I will get caught by those dimwits from Olympus, so I’ll be leaving now.』

      “Go home safely!”

      『Oh, one more thing, Boy. This God takes care of an apple like one does to one’s child— with sincerity and affection. It’s my job to keep the bugs and birds from taking it away. The same thing is also applied to my daughter, Luna, who is like my other self… 』

      I thought that she would be speaking about some more things, but, Knox’s voice slowly dropped like a radio that had run out of its batteries.

      Maybe Knox wasn’t aware of the specific restrictions or the time set for her to appear in this world. While talking, it seemed like the connection between the mother and the daughter had been abruptly cut off without her assent.

      Anyway, even after Knox stopped talking, I still maintained that prostrating position without lifting my head for a few more minutes.

      Knox’s imposing presence disappeared after a while, and with it, the unreal feeling caused by this weird situation that was akin to walking on clouds quickly faded away as if time had finally resumed. Soon enough, I grew aware of what had just happened to me.

      Damn it, I can’t believe that I talked back to a literal goddess and refuted her back there. It was an impossible thing to do without having a lot of guts and plucking up some courage. Has my schlong finally taken over my brain?

      After surviving the threshold of life and death somehow, the sudden feeling of relief along with the nervousness that still persisted made my body lose all its strength.

      After a few more minutes of being immobile, I was barely able to get up and fit into my raincoat for warmth. I was using it instead of the blanket for obvious reasons.

      
        Snore— Snore—
      

      Luna was sleeping soundly as if she didn’t notice the calamity that I just went through just now. She completely trusted me and was sleeping calmly and comfortably.

      “Sigh, at least I managed to survive. Long live chaos.”

       [Stats]

Name: Hassan
Level: 8
Strength: 3
Agility: 2
Stamina: 3
Task: 67 → 167
Blessing: Blessing of Chaos 》 Imperfect Dexterity》 Night's Cloak



      My mouth which had previously become stiff due to the tension slowly curved up and formed a radiant smile. I couldn’t believe that my task points went up to 167! This was a very good sign for me in many ways.

      Did this mean that anything Knox gave to me would be a rare relic? I didn’t know that even a simple 1 copper could wield such a great meaning when that belonged to a God.

      Just in case, I would keep the 1 copper that Knox rewarded me in my other pocket.

      However, it was very monumental to me that the task points finally reached over 100. There were a lot of things that I could do with that many task points.

      What I was most curious about right now was this necklace that I took away from the necromancer not long ago.

      The epic relic —The Black Star of Acheron1 — could reportedly be strengthened by just using a hundred task points.

      The letters naturally floated into my sight once again as I fiddled with the necklace.

       『Would you like to use the 100 task points to strengthen The Black Star into Pluto's Eye?』


『Yes.』
『No.』




      I moved my hand without hesitation and promptly pressed the ‘Yes’ button. When I pressed the letter in the air, a long loading window appeared before my eyes with a beeping sound.

      I heard a deafeningly loud sound soon after.

      
        Clang— Clang—
      

      『Strengthening? 39%』



      
        Clang— Clang—
      

      『Strengthening? 67%』



      It felt like I was playing a speculative game. As I was getting a bit nervous, wondering if there would be a probability mechanic in strengthening or some other mechanic of that type, a sudden and small sound akin to that of exploding firecrackers rang in my ears.

      『You have successfully strengthened the equipment.』



      『The epic relic, The Black Star, has been safely strengthened into the epic relic, Pluto's Eye.』



      I didn’t know what it was, but it seemed that the strengthening process had been successful anyway. Now, just what the hell was going on? While I felt a little suspicious, some additional letters showed up in my mind.

       『Pluto's Eye』

 Kore said that she didn't like the dull underworld. To Kore, who was depressed, Pluto gave a necklace that looked just like his eyes, but Kore didn't like the color of it. So she threw it into the river that flows through the underworld.
 It can protect the wearer from mental corruption-related magic and blessings.
 By consuming 100 task points, you can strengthen Pluto's Eye by + 1.
 Strengthening probability 80%



      This fucking strengthening option did have a probability mechanic, after all.

      * * * * * *

      “Hassan, get up. It’s already morning.”

      “I-I’m up, Elfriede…!”

      “I’m Luna.”

      “Oh, it’s Luna.”

      It was only when I woke up that I could finally breathe a sigh of relief.

      I dreamt about getting beaten up and whipped by Elfriede, but it didn’t feel like it was just a dream because it was too vivid.

      I must have had a nightmare because of my current state of being in low spirits. A lot of things happened last night, after all, it must have affected my psyche.

      “On top of that, who is Elfriede? You also called this name last time.”

      Luna blinked her eyes with curiosity. I didn’t want to explain my slave life or about Elfriede to this girl. We would never cross each other’s paths anymore, so there’s no need to dig up my dark past.

      “A very bad person. You don’t have to worry about it though.”

      “Perhaps she is a female?”

      
        Crease—
      

      The middle part of Luna’s brows tightened into a small wrinkle.

      It was something that you wouldn’t notice if you didn’t really look closely at her expressions. But perhaps because I had grown used to her usual bright expression, the difference was clearly apparent to me.

      At once, I felt goosebumps trail all over my back. And all traces of sleepiness in my body disappeared with that single glare of hers.

      “Well, how should I explain it? It’s a bit complicated. Anyway, let’s get ready!”

      I did my best to change the subject. Luna’s serious gaze persisted for a while. But soon, she shouted in an extremely energetic and cheerful tone.

      “Anyway, take a look at this! Hassan, you did it, didn’t you?“

      There was a simple statue of Knox at the end of the direction Luna was pointing towards. However, it was very different from the strange shape it had last night.

      The statue was in the form of a woman in a long, drapery dress, sitting in the lotus position on a platform with her robe pressed down.

      While giving off a mysterious aura, the folds and curves of the dress were insanely detailed, it was finally fit to be called the statue of a God.

      “You did a great job! I feel as if you made it after seeing Lady Knox in person! It seems to have a cool magic power as well.”

      “Really?”

      But damn it, I wasn’t the one to carve it. How did that statue change shapes like that?

      Was it Knox? Maybe the sight of the grotesque statue made by Luna was simply too much for her to bear.

      Anyway, we left the cabin early in the morning and had a simple meal at a nearby inn. As always, it was the super cheap dry bread, milk, and watery porridge combo that we had, and as usual, its taste left much to be desired…

      “It’s delicious! Right?”

      Luna, however, was more cheerful than ever. Poor Luna! Her taste buds must have been ruined beyond repair. Even if I boiled a rock and gave it to her to eat, she would probably also say it tasted delicious and munch it down.

      Of course, looking at it from another angle, it could be called a great blessing to have this kind of talent in this world filled to the brim with tasteless foods.

      After finishing all the meals, Luna and I left for the streets, heading towards Sodomora’s south gate. The south gate was full of all kinds of shops, including the marketplace, so the whole place was bustling from very early in the morning.

      I felt like I would have been easily distracted by the items sold by various merchants and the auctions that were going on all over the place, had I not been here with a purpose today. With thoughts about what I had to do in mind, I kept myself from being distracted and headed straight toward a certain place.

      Lapu, Lapu.

      I remembered the name of the swindler I had to chase and catch today. His name was Lapu. A former Bronze-tier adventurer of the Mars Guild.

      He was a promising hunter, but one day, he was caught in a case of money fraud and was subsequently ousted from the guild, resulting in him becoming a crooked scammer.

      Until yesterday, he had nothing to do with me. But today, fate had it that I was chasing after him in high spirits. I had all the intentions to make the bastard pay for all of his wrongdoings.

      “Look at this, Hassan! It’s a squirrel!”

      However, Luna, who had been the one to get robbed, was distracted by all the junk sold in the market. Weren’t you making a big fuss at the guard station just yesterday?

      It was impossible to make one’s anger completely disappear. Even though I had healed her Depressive Anger, I didn’t believe that it would’ve been enough to make her completely forget about all that pent-up fury.

      “Squirrels are cute!”

      But Luna looked cute even as she was staring at the squirrel sitting in her hand with her gleaming and enchanting eyes.

      “Yes, you’re cute. I-I mean the squirrel is.”

      “Right? It actually tastes even better than it looks.”

      Damn it, so squirrels around here was supposed to be eaten? Well, this was a useless concern in a world where protein-based food was rather rare… But seriously, this is quite shocking even by taking that into account.

      “Here, you can go back.”

      Luna released the trembling squirrel from her hands and began walking again. In any case, we must find Lapu, who frequently appeared in this south gate area.

      However, how were we supposed to lure that bastard out when he was able to cause losses of up to 100 silvers, which was equal to 1 gold, and still not get caught by anyone?

      “Hey, Luna.”

      “Hm?”

      “How did you find that swindler?

      “When I just entered the market, that guy came and started talking to me first.”

      “Hmm.”

      Was he the type that targeted someone who was easy to trick? That should be the case since Luna indeed looked like a person that could be easily conned.

      My query led to zero results. And with that, there were no leads we could pursue. This was why I wasn’t sure if we could find a clue even if we went around this large south gate market area.

      “Let’s scatter and look for him. We should meet up in front of that fountain over there later.”

      “Okay!”

      That was how I and Luna decided to disperse and look for that damn swindler by ourselves. Although there was a sketch of the guy, it was useless to try to find anyone with a similar face because he was capable of escaping from the guards.

      But I could tell a person’s identity just by touching their wrists. Assuming that Lapu is his real name, I would be able to identify him using this method.

      No, no. I’d rather have him find me instead of looking for him. These swindlers were always in search of an easy target to trick and loot.

      My mind recalled a story that I had heard a long time ago. So, I picked up a stone from a nearby road, sat on the ground inside a crowded park, and then began grinding the hard ground with its surface.

      
        Ssk— Ssk— Ssk— Rattle—
      

      The sound of me grinding the stone against the hard ground attracted a lot of people’s attention.

      In some ways, people already stared at me because of my physique and appearance. And now I was also doing something strange, so it was natural to attract a lot of people’s attention.

      It was hard for me to act like that when I had a rather timid side to me, but I had no doubt that this method would surely entice him to approach me.

      “What are you doing?”

      Then someone approached and talked to me. I spoke to him as if it were a matter of course, like what I was doing was nothing unordinary.

      “Well, I’m going to grind the stone and make a needle.”

      “What? You’ll grind a stone to make a needle? That’s the craziest thing I’ve heard this year. Let me see if you can do that.”

      Then he burst out laughing in a maniacal fit as if he was going crazy from my words and went back on his way. I still continued to grind the stone on the ground silently.

      At that moment, a lot of people took interest in me and talked to me.

      “Crazy guy.”

      “How barbaric.”

      “Isn’t he the Samaritan who caught the lion?”

      However, when I did what I had to do silently without answering much, people got tongue-tied and soon left as if they had lost interest in me. It was a bonus that everyone was looking at me like I was a doormat.

      Of course, some of them looked at me with expectant eyes.

      “It seems to be something meaningful. That’s interesting.”

      “Maybe it holds a philosophical meaning. something like to never stop trying until you achieve whatever you want.”

      “No, on the contrary, doesn’t it mean that there are some things that are impossible no matter how hard you try?”

      I never stopped grinding the stone on the ground despite many reactions from the crowd. Being patient until your target took the bait was the basic rule for fishing. I think that the swindler wouldn’t miss this kind of easy target.

      
        Rattle— Rattle—
      

      How long had it been?

      “Hassan, I found him! He’s over there in that square! Why are you grinding stones on the ground like that?”

      “I know right?!”

      I threw the damn stone on the floor without looking back. Damn it, I’d been doing that for nothing!

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 60: Beware of the Deer (2)

      
      I slowly walked behind Luna after throwing away the stone in the park. For a while, we walked in silence, before Luna pointed her finger toward someone in the marketplace.

      “There! There he is! That’s him…!”

      Luna whispered carefully to avoid getting caught by her target— Lapu, the swindler. That guy already knew Luna’s face, so he might run away if realized his whereabouts had been found.

      It was unlike how Luna usually would act, but it was wise of her to quickly seek me instead of going after the swindler all alone.

      Anyway, so that was him, huh? 

      Gently—

      From a distance, I looked around the marketplace and watched the man wandering about in a steady gait.

      Lapu, the swindler, was a middle-aged man in a cloak that was as oversized and long as the one I was wearing right now. He had a head full of light brown hair, meanwhile, his face was marred with innumerable scars and wrinkled folds. 

      The eye patch he wore on his left eye was slightly different from what Luna had described. He probably altered his appearance and took a new identity.

      “How should we handle him? Should we attack him at the same time?”

      Luna took out her silence totem from inside her raincoat.

      She looked like she could no longer wait to hit that wretched man on the head with that totem of hers. Of course, it would be weird if you could act calmly while looking at the bastard swindler who scammed you of all your money.

      However, the opponent was an unidentified mugger with a bounty of 50 silvers to his name. He wouldn’t be an easy opponent that you could catch by simply knocking him out and putting him down.

      He might have all kinds of unimaginable tools and tricks hidden under his leather cloak.

      Most hunters who wore such long clothes obviously had a lot of sneaky tools that they could use against their opponents. So, there was nothing wrong with being careful.

      Other than that, we must also capture that deer that formed a gang with him. So it was better to attack him when he joined with that deer.

      “Oh, who is this? Isn’t this the Samaritan fellow?”

      While tailing after that swindler, someone talked to me from behind. I only had a few acquaintances in this city who would talk to me like that. That was why I immediately turned my head back, wondering who it was, when I heard that distinct female voice.

      The first thing I could see after turning back was her blonde hair, tanned skin with a slightly light-reddish tone to it, and the small freckles scattered on her face.

      The next thing I noticed was the copper armor with a red cape attached to her back. Finally, a set of gaiters and gauntlets could be seen protecting her limbs. She gave off the typical vibes of a rural female warrior.

      I felt the sight of her blue eyes blinking rapidly to be quite familiar too.

      What was her name again? Wasn’t it Renee from the Sword Maidens?

      “Luna is here, too? What are you two doing? Are you out on a date?”

      “I don’t have time to deal with you, go away.”

      Renee was interested in us as though she had stumbled onto an interesting situation. But I didn’t have time to pay attention to her because I was on duty to catch a pair of thieves.

      Moreover, that swindler, Lapu, was quick to slip into the crowd. It was to such an extent that I thought I would immediately lose his trail if I lost concentration for even a second.

      In order to not let him slip away, should we just go and attack him right now? Renee just kept talking to me while I was seriously contemplating our next course of action.

      “Why are you acting so cold? We’ve done a request together. Isn’t it okay to at least tell me what you’re doing?”

      “We are carrying out a request. There… I’ve told you what we are doing now, so go away.”

      “I see, a request? Hmm, I was wondering why you were trying to stay low and kept looking forward like that. Are you trying to catch a criminal with a bounty on their head? Then, I think it should be a request from the guards. It hasn’t been long since you were promoted to the bronze rank, but you’ve got a request from the guards’ office already! You guys are doing better than I thought.”

      Wow, the way Renee was able to draw up such a conclusion, which was really close to the truth, with such a small amount of information was kind of impressive, to say the least. As expected, the intuition of a bronze-rank adventurer who went through numerous struggles was really otherworldly. Their hard work didn’t go in vain and their perceptions never failed to deliver.

      “Could you please leave now that you know the truth? I’m about to lose the guy I’m chasing.”

      “You’re really cold. Then good luck. I’m busy, too. I must go to the deer forest because I have a transaction to conduct.”

      Luna reacted to the word “deer forest” before me.

      “Deer forest? What kind of goods are you going to trade?”

      “An armor I used to wear. They’re taking it off my hands for 50 silvers. I paid around 30 silver for it when I first bought it, so selling this piece of junk for 50 silvers is quite the deal.”

      How could someone want to pay more for something that has been already worn and used? For some reason, this story sounded extremely familiar, like I had heard it somewhere else before, but I thought it was just a coincidence and decided to not bother with it anymore.

      So we went our separate ways and continued tailing Lapu, the swindler to his destination.

      Without doing anything suspicious or talking to anyone, Lapu focused on walking out of the south gate and eventually heading to the open field beyond.

      We could see the deer forest beyond the open field, filled with tall and sharp trees.

      **********

      The deer forest was full of trees and grass. There were also a lot of bugs and birds chirping here and there, making the whole forest very loud and noisy.

      “Wow, there are so many bugs around us. It’s practically worth a small fortune.”

      Luna talked while looking around as if she had to make a tough decision to let go of the opportunity to make money.

      She looked like she wanted to pick up some herbs and mushrooms and catch some bugs as soon as she can. Yet, since we had a mission to chase after someone, she couldn’t do that and became restless instead.

      “Let’s do that later. More importantly, just what kind of animal leaves so many footprints?”

      On the forest ground, many stalks of grass were trampled all over the place by many sets of footprints.

      It was apparently the traces of a four-legged beast with two claws obliquely sticking from its soles, could these possibly belong to a deer?

      “W-Watch out for the deer, Hassan.”

      Luna’s pink twin-tailed hair was trembling intermittently, perhaps because she remembered what had happened to her before. I wasn’t sure if it was because the experience of being ripped off by the deer still remained like a trauma in her psyche.

      That was not the most important thing here, anyway. The more urgent thing to do was to find where Lapu — that bastard — had disappeared ever since entering the forest.

      So as I was surveying the surroundings to find out where the heck that swindler bastard had fled to, Luna spoke in an urgent tone…

      “Shh, I hear something, Hassan.”

      “What did you hear?”

      I also followed Luna’s words and listened to the surroundings, but I could only hear the insects, birds, and— I wasn’t sure if the last noise I heard was that of a cicada or something else.

      “I can’t hear anything.”

      “Here, this way.”

      After saying that, Luna started moving swiftly while lowering her posture. Avoiding the narrow path and slowly passing through the tree and bushes for a while, Luna finally stopped walking.

      “There, he is there! He is talking to someone.”

      I could see Lapu, who had been out of our sight, in the direction Luna pointed out with her fingers while we hid in the cover of the bushes.

      Damn, how was she even able to hear Lapu talk from such a distance? Did entering someplace like a forest increase her physical and sensory abilities, including hearing? Was this an ability she got for being a grass-type Pokemon?

      Although I had a lot of doubts about her abilities, soon, I was also leaning with my ears open to listen to what was coming out of Lapu’s mouth. I couldn’t hear well because of the bushes covering him, but Lapu was talking to someone at the moment.

      “This time, it’s real. It’s a Maiden’s possession. I’m sure that your situation will improve, my friend.

      
        Purr— Purr—
      

      I was wondering who the fucker was speaking to. But I was only able to spot one damned deer near him. But, like, how could a person even talk to a deer?

      Although there were lots and lots of crazy bastards roaming the world, this was my first time seeing a person talking in such a serious tone with an animal.

      “Wait, I sense a presence. You should stay away for now.”

      Lapu lowered his posture and keenly listened to his surroundings. At the same time, the deer who was talking to him went hiding behind the tall grass.

      Luna and I were also on high alert as the swindler was wary of his surroundings, so we held our breaths, opting to make no sounds. Did he notice that someone was spying on him?

      As expected of a Bronze-rank adventurer. I now understood how he could trick people without being caught. We better launch a surprise attack as soon as possible, but grasping the correct timing in this situation isn’t easy.

      He was like a thorny hedgehog, not resting or letting go of his guard even for a split second.

      “…Who’s there?”

      That swindler suddenly shouted toward the tall grass.

      “Are you the one who posted the transaction notice on the guild market?”

      Out of nowhere, a maiden with freckles and a familiar voice appeared from behind the grass and spoke to Lapu.

      “Yes, are you the female warrior?”

      “Yeah. You want to buy the armor, right?”

      Damn, it was really Renee. Renee did say that she was going to conduct some deal in the deer forest but I didn’t expect it to be with that swindler.

      “Is the armor you’re wearing for sale? Can you confirm that this is something you have frequently worn in the past?”

      “Yeah, it’s definitely what I used to wear and use on a regular basis. I think I used it for about a year already.”

      “Then your mana must have permeated all over the armor. It’s not a waste of 50 silvers then.”

      “Old man, you sound like a damn pervert. I would’ve chopped you down right now if you weren’t going to pay me. Then give me the money first.”

      “I’ll get the goods first and give you the money later.”

      “What, you don’t trust me?”

      “It seems that we can’t trust each other. Then how about this? I’ll put the silver bag full of coins on this stone and you take off your armor and put it over that rock. On the count of three, we both will run towards our items of interest. Deal?”

      What kind of deal was that?

      Hearing this was enough to tip me off. It was clearly a fraud.

      Having played all kinds of video games from an early age, I was familiar with all types of phishing and fraud schemes, this suspicious transaction method was alarming all my honed instincts.

      “All right.”

      Renee readily accepted the offer and began taking off her armor in a swift move.

      Her sweaty cotton T-shirt hidden under the armor and the shorts that were barely covering her smooth and plump buttocks were fully revealed before my eyes. My pupils stretched wide open at this somewhat erotic scene.

      “D-Don’t look…!”

      Luna covered my eyes so I couldn’t witness the scene of the female warrior undressing. Just as I was about to ask her what the hell she was on about, something unexpected happened.

      “What is this… A deer?”

      “Run, run!”

      “Wait, shit, you fucking bastard! Why don’t you stop right there?!“

      With a loud howl, rough movements began to spread in all directions, and the sounds of bushes and branches breaking abounded the open space.

      “Shit, stop there!”

      Renee’s bewildered voice was heard between the grasses. I took off Luna’s hand, covering my eyes, and immediately stood up.

      “Shit, let’s go after them!”

      If I knew this would happen, I should have just attacked from the get-go. I then heard Renee’s screeching voice after running for a while.

      “D-Damn it…He is really fast. The hell…”

      I finally found Renee resting with her arms on a tree while gasping for air.

      “What are you guys doing here? Why are you even here?”

      “We came after the swindler. Where did he run to?”

      “Shit, is he that swindler? That damn deer went to the left, and that human bastard went to the right. Bastards! They better pray that I don’t catch them.”

      Renee shouted furiously with her sword drawn. Luna then suggested to Renee in an urgent voice.

      “Renee! You chase after the deer! That man is ours!”

      “Shit, no. I’m going to beat that bastard with my own hands. You guys follow the deer!”

      Then Renee got back on her feet and started running in the direction where Lapu had fled to.

      It didn’t matter where we went because eventually, we had to catch both the deer and the man.

      “Luna, then let’s hurry up and go!”

      Luna and I were heading in the direction the deer had run off to.

      “Footprints! There are footprints here!”

      I could see what appeared to be fresh deer footprints in the direction Luna pointed towards.

      Damn you, deer bastard! I inwardly swore to kill that fucking deer and make its leather into a quality quilt for Luna’s cabin. I pulled out my sword with such thoughts in mind.

      
        Drrr…
      

      
        Drrr…
      

      Suddenly, deer with unnatural scarlet eyes and disordered antlers popped out of nowhere. Wait, they were surrounding us?

      Above all, holy damn, just what kind of fucking deer had such scary long Dracula-like fangs?

      They looked like huge elks with antlers galloping above their heads. Their eyes were even more horrifying as they looked like those of predators that wanted to rip off my flesh rather than the innocent eyes of a herbivore.

      They were drooling too. With their long heads and antlers combined, they were way over my height and of a huge size overall. Their muscles also seemed very sturdy, and in a way, they looked like kangaroos running on four feet.

      “L-Luna, what are they eating? They look so hungry.”

      “Deer from this forest can eat anything.“

      “Do you know how to talk to deer? You know, something like the voodoo stuff you usually do.”

      “How can I talk to a deer? Hassan, sometimes you talk about weird things in the most serious of ways.”

      The f-fuck!?

      Just when I began feeling immense shame after being scolded by Luna…

      “But shall I try? I improved a lot recently, so maybe I can pull it off.”

      
        Tap. Tap.
      

      After saying that, Luna approached the around ten-something deer while trembling hard in fear. She soon put her fingers on her head, making a shape like antlers, and began doing some strange imitations.

      “Hurrr, purrr, purrrr.”

      
        Plop— Plop—
      

      One of the deer saw that and approached Luna. Damn, was it really working? Was interspecies communication possible in this world? While I was thinking about that…

      
        Hurrrrrrr!
      

      “Gyaak!”

      The deer swung its huge antlers and crashed into Luna with what seemed like the force of a literal truck!

      
        Shwoop—
      

      Luna flew due to that ruthless strike and hung on a tall branch as if she was a wet laundry caught on a clothesline.

      “L-Luna!”

      “Eeek”

      “These fucking bold bastards, I will give you a reason to fear humans!”

      Just like that, my anger rose to the top of my head like a boiling volcano ready for eruption. I immediately drew my sword and shouted at the top of my lungs.

      “Come here, you fake vegan bastards, I’ll kill the first one who comes at me!”

      Right after I finished that vigorous shout.

      
        Plop— Plop— Plop— 
      

      All the fucking deer started running toward me while pointing their antlers forward at the same time.

      “Damn it, come one by one, you fuckers!!”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 61: Beware of the Deer (3)

      
      They had irregular branch-like antlers.

      
        Plop— Plop— Plop—
      

      Seeing these animals rushing toward me with their antlers pointed in my direction gave me goosebumps. If I got hit by any of these antlers, I just might get some glorious holes all over my body.

      “Damn it, come one by one, you fuckers!!”

      It was a critical situation.

      Although I was holding a sword, my brain was full of hesitation about whether this thin thing would work against these deer’s muscular muscles and their huge and sharp antlers.

      “Long live the Sun!”

      『Insufficient task points.』



      “This fucking hell— Damn it!!”

      
        Crash— Crash—
      

      In the end, the deer horde struck my body using their crazy momentum, and the impact from the crash— a crash so strong that I was loudly breaking all the branches in my way, made me dizzy.

      I thought it was going to be the end for me…that I would die after having a hole drilled into my body, but fortunately, my crocodile leather jacket was much thicker and tougher than I first thought.

      Despite the antlers not penetrating my body, it was still hurting as if they actually did and I couldn’t help but let out a few screams of pain.

      “It hurts so much! Y-you, antler motherfuckers!”

      
        Crash— Crash—
      

      Fortunately for me, the deer got their antlers tangled with each other after rushing towards me and struggled to move for a while.

      This situation reminded me of an old fairy tale where a boasting deer tangled his antlers with a tree branch and ended up being stuck. I, however, couldn’t find it in myself to laugh at such a situation when it was causing me to be trapped too.

      “Luna, save me!”

      I hollered while trapped inside the prison of antlers. I was crouching on the floor, too afraid of the idea that I was about to be crushed to death by these deer’s front paws.

      At that time, Luna, who was watching the situation from the tree, took something out of her raincoat and threw it toward the ground.

      “Hassan! Cover your nose!”

      It was a bamboo-textured wooden water bottle.

      The bottle spun in the air and soon dropped near me, where the deer were huddled together. The liquid inside was sprinkled all over the head of these fucking animals.

      “What the hell is this smell?!”

      I thought I had become resistant to mild smells thanks to the environment I grew up in. But this liquid smelled so terrible that I wasn’t even able to think straight while my nose felt numb.

      I couldn’t stand the pungent and spicy smell of this abominable liquid, my nose feeling like it was burning.

      Tears overflowed, and my nose became runny, it reminded me of CBR training.

      “It’s so pungent!”

      “Nose! I told you to cover your nose! Anyway, it’s Habanero pepper oil that the deer hate! Hang in there and everything will be fine!”

      I didn’t know what that Habanero pepper oil or whatever was but It smelled so pungent that tears were leaking out of my eyes like a broken dam.

      Therefore, these fucking deer also couldn’t withstand this pungent wild scent and started to plunge their heads into the ground.

      Seeing these motherfuckers suffer more than I did, I suddenly felt a little energized.

      “Fuck! Serves you right, you motherfuckers! I have already said I’d kill the first one coming at me, didn’t I?!”

      I thought I shouldn’t miss this chance. I tried to swing my sword at the necks of these fucking deer, who fell on the ground and floundered about. That was the moment when–

      “H-Hassan, don’t! Don’t kill it!”

      My hand stopped in mid-air at Luna’s voice.

      “Why? What do you mean I shouldn’t kill it?”

      “T-The deer in this forest are sacrificial offerings to the goddess Diana…! I don’t know what punishment you’ll get if you kill them carelessly!”

      Due to my nose and mouth still tingling from the abhorrent smell, I was not in the right mind to understand what a sacrificial offering meant or what it even was in the first place.

      However, one thing that I was sure of was that these deer belonged to someone and should not be killed without their permission.

      Damn, these motherfuckers struck me hard enough to send me flying, but I wasn’t even able to kill them? Even the rules in Yu-Gi-Oh were slightly more lenient than the laws of this damned world.

      “Shit, so I just don’t have to kill them, right? Come here, motherfuckers!”

      So I put my sword back into the sheath and clenched my fists. In the next moment, I swung my fist as hard as possible to hit the head of the first fucking deer who stampeded my body with its antler.

      
        Whack—!
      

      Kurrrr— Purrr— Sob—

      The one that I hit with my fists floundered miserably and let out a pitiful sound.

      Motherfucker, you had struck me so hard before with those pointy antlers, and now you’re acting weak? Of course, I wasn’t soft-hearted enough to be fooled by this cowardly trick. I was the cold-blooded Samaritan, after all.

      Therefore I used both of my fists to hit the head of the deer floundering on the ground.

      
        Plop— Plop— Plop—
      

      I heard the sound of hooves kicking on the ground from somewhere, and in the next moment, my body started levitating in the air.

      “Ackkkk!”

      Just when the landscape in front of my eyes changed instantly, the grip of gravity soon caught me again, and I plunged to the ground like a meteor.

      Thus my waist and back hit the ground so hard that I could only make a painful groan without even being able to scream out loud.

      “A—ugh—”

      I thought these fucking deer were all incapacitated by that habe-whatever chili oil. I held back the feeling of pain and opened my eyes to see what was happening.

      My eyes were drawn to a deer whose pale amber-colored fur shone with dazzling brilliance.

      Its antlers were also soaring high in the air, and its magnificent appearance made it evident that this motherfucker was the boss of these deer.

      Then I heard Luna’s voice coming from the tree.

      “H-Hassan! That’s the one! That is the deer who ran away with my money bag!”

      “Huh? Damn it, so that’s the punk, huh? All right, I will make sure to catch him!”

      So I endured the pain that was wracking all over my body and got up from the floor. The deer was looking down at me with a very arrogant and aloof gaze.

      Somehow I felt disregarded and mocked by that haughty gaze, making me inwardly boil with rage. I couldn’t believe that a mere animal dared to look down on me.

      “Meteor Swarm!”

      I pretended to grovel on the ground for some time as I secretly clenched my fists to grab some stones, pebbles, and sand from the forest ground. I, then threw the rubble at that fucking deer, catching him off guard.

      This move couldn’t be called cowardly as using your surrounding environment and the tools at your disposal to achieve your goals was the result of the accumulation of centuries of human wisdom.

      
        Purrrrk— Purrrk—
      

      At the same time, when that fucking thief of a deer was flinching due to my surprise attack…

      Step— Step—

      Not losing this chance, I kicked the ground and jumped high in the air. Then, I grabbed its nape, held it in between my arms, and began strangling it with all my might. I planned to suffocate this beast until it lost consciousness and then bring it to the guards!

      
        Tightened—
      

      I mustered all the strength in my body to strangle this motherfucker.

      However, as a dastardly deer who acted like the leader in the wild and extorted money and valuables from people, its strength wasn’t on an ordinary level at all. It started jumping around wildly while I was still hanging and holding onto its neck.

      
        Purrrrk— Purrrrk—!
      

      
        Bang— Bang—!
      

      This fucking deer smashed my body against trees and rocks in an attempt to make me lose my hold around its neck and drop from its body. Damn it, how could a mere deer have such a level of wisdom?

      I felt like I was going to let go of my hand at any moment because the pain started throbbing violently in my waist, back, shoulders and arms, but I was never going to give up. Instead, I even tightened my arms around its body to cement my hold.

      “Keuuuhhh, Keuuuu!”

      I winced in pain due to clenching my teeth hard for a long time. Forget about getting into the mythical gold rank, if I lose to this mere animal, I might never be able to escape from the bronze rank’s harsh circumstances.

      “Go dieeee!!”

      
        S-, st-, s-, stop…!
      

      “What the hell!”

      I was surprised by the deer suddenly talking to me. When I lost my grip due to the shock, the deer came out of my restraint and staggered for a few steps. But it soon turned around and started to run away.

      Although I was dumbfounded for a moment, I immediately rode its back, thinking that I couldn’t let it run away at all costs.

      
        Purrrrk—
      

      The fucking deer eventually fell on the ground due to my heavy weight when I held on to its torso. That was how the deer and I showed off our on-field skills and struggled with our arms and legs tangled together.

      Perhaps because this fucking deer was kicking all over my body with its four legs, I was in great pain to the point that even tears started leaking out of my eyes.

      “Damn it! You have four legs, you fucking coward! Let’s fight fair and square with two legs only!”

      Just as I tried to grab one of its legs to impede its movements.

      
        Ding—
      

       [Stats]

Name: Actaeon
Level: ?? → 16
Conditions: Diana's Curse》Immature Shed-Antlers》Tough Hooves



      I creased my forehead when seeing the words that floated into my mind.

      “Actaeon?”

      
        Halt—
      

      The deer suddenly stopped moving at once. In the next moment, it got up from the ground, trembling on the spot, and began walking away with a hobbling gait.

      “Hey you, this motherfucker, where are you trying to run away? Fight me!”

      Hearing my loud yell, that deer looked back at me and then hobbled again into the grass.

      What the heck was this? Did it want me to follow it?

      I was in a dilemma as I looked at the tree where Luna was still hanging and the surrounding forest a few more times. However, I couldn’t let the deer run away like this, so I had no choice but to follow it.

      “Luna! Wait there for a second!”

      “H-Hassan!”

      **********

      The deer kept hobbling deep into the forest. However, there was no sign of it running away, and occasionally it would stop and check on me to see if I was following it. It seemed like the deer was leading me somewhere.

      Of course, since this animal was so clever that it could extort money and valuable things from people, I chose not to let my guard down as it might lure me into some kind of trap.

      It was a deer with extremely high-level intelligence. It was definitely not your average run-of-the-mill deer.

      After walking for a long time, the deer stopped in front of some kind of rocky cave. It squeezed its body into the cave, and once inside, it made a few loud noises…

      “Are you asking me to follow you inside?”

      
        Purrrrk—
      

      Never in my life did I ever think I’d be able to talk to a deer. This world is such a fucking crazy place…

      I thought… I wouldn’t be attacked by its fellow deer, who was waiting for me inside, as soon as I entered this cave, right?

      Fortunately, the rocky cave was so cramped and narrow that there was no room for any other of its freaking accomplices to hide.

      That aside, what the heck was this place?

      As my eyes got used to the dim light source, I saw all sorts of the clutter piled up on the floor and in the corner.

      There were several types of things, from broken bowls to old armor, rusty weapons, and even pieces of cloth of unknown origin.

      It literally looked like how it would be if wild animals collected and gathered human objects.

      “This motherfucker, so you are a repeat offender, huh… These things are certainly not gathered after doing it once or twice only!!”

      
        Purrrrk— Purrrrk—
      

      Then that deer started rubbing its own antlers on the cave wall while snorting.

      I wondered whether it was that animal’s peculiar mental illness relapsing at this moment or it was just scratching the wall because its antlers were itchy. But soon, I could see some words written on the cave wall.

      I’m. Actaeon. Kairos’. human. disciple.

      What the heck? Who wrote these letters?

      Sensing my doubt, the deer continued pointing at the words with its antlers. So, I couldn’t help but ask…

      “Human? You’re a human?”

      
        Purrrrk—
      

      That deer slightly moved its hooves. No matter how I looked at it, it was clearly a deer, but it claimed to be human. Was it perhaps an identity disorder?

      No, maybe there was an extensive range of definitions of human beings in this world. If we only look at the outer appearance, we even consider those bastards that behave like beasts as also humans.

      It looked like a deer, but if it had a high level of intelligence and was competent, wouldn’t it be more like a human than your average human would? I didn’t know what the fuck I was thinking about, but I was way too out of my mind at this moment to care.

      “Do you mean you understand me? If you understand, hit your hoof against the wall.”

      
        Bruk—
      

      Damn, God, that was amazing. How could an animal understand people? Although I have seen all kinds of bizarre events, I have never experienced something like this before.

      Therefore, I imagined putting this motherfucker on a leash and selling him on the market. How much would this guy sell for? Could I get at least one gold coin from selling it?

      
        Purrrrk— Purrrrk—
      

      Then, as if that deer wanted to convey something to me. It soon began writing something on the cave ground with its hoof. It was very crooked and hard to read, but I could somehow read it.

      “I have been cursed… This der appearance… Der?”

      That deer quickly added another letter with its front hoof.

      “Oh, the deer appearance. Are you saying that you became a deer because you were cursed?”

      
        Nod— Nod—
      

      “Damn, this world is really too strange.”

      The deer wrote some words on the floor again.

      “If I help you lift the curse, you’ll give something in return? There is something among what a pure virgin possesses that can help you lift the curse?”

      
        Nod— Nod—
      

      It seemed that it was really not your typical deer. It was hard to believe that a deer was able to write and hold a conversation with me.

      Did he really become an animal after getting cursed? This kind of bizarre thing also existed in this world? A curse was really something scary, after all.

      Anyway, I could see why this deer took Luna or Renee’s stuff and ran away last time. So, to lift the curse, he needed a pure maiden’s belonging. But Luna was no longer a virgin…

      The deer was writing several words on the ground with its hoof while I was immersed in such thoughts.

      The. Only person. Who. Can. See. Through. My. Thoughts. Was. Only. My colleague, Lapu. If. You. Can. Help me. Lift the curse. I swear. By the River Styx. That I will. Give you something in return.

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 62: Hassan— Masseur of The Wild (1)

      
      I organized the story I heard from the deer in my head.

      This person was severely punished for some reason, and the punishment was a curse that turned him into a deer. Somehow, it seemed that he needed to collect some maidens’ belongings to break the curse.

      And then, he gave me an offer that…If I helped him to lift the curse, he would give me something in return.

      The maidens’ belongings, attacking and defending, hardship, fraud…

      “You want me to join your swindler squad?”

      
        Nod— Nod—
      

      Holy shit, no matter what, if I got involved in such a fraudulent activity, my life would practically end before I knew it. Not only must I kiss the dream of becoming a Gold-tier hero goodbye, but I might also become every woman’s number one enemy.

      Still, I had a hunch I could solve this situation if it was really a curse that caused this. I’ve already solved many curses before, including my slave imprint and Luna’s assortment of curses.

      The problem was that…the one I needed to help was a fucking animal.

      Wait, when I brought Nemea’s white cat back, didn’t the giant cat spit out the heartworm that it was suffering from after I had attacked the red spots on its body? That probably meant that my methods would also work on this animal.

      “How about this, I won’t join your swindler squad, but I’ll try to lift your curse.”

      Then, I grabbed the deer’s front paw again.

       [Stats]

Name: Actaeon
Level: ?? → 16
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      There were some words describing antlers shedding and hooves, but that weren’t the things that mattered for now. The most problematic of them all was probably the condition that caused this abnormal state, Diana’s Curse.

      Where did I hear about Diana’s name again? Seeing as how she used an awful curse to turn someone into a deer, she mustn’t be that good of a person.

      
        Slide—
      

      When I turned my sight to the deer’s body, I saw red spots spread all over the dazzling pale amber-colored fur. Most of them were concentrated in the animal’s body— I wasn’t sure whether to call it the spinal bones or the back.

      If it were my father, he would be able to recite the name of all acupuncture points of this fucking beast. Such a feat didn’t sound all that appealing to me so I didn’t study much about animals.

      But at this point, I could only bitterly regret that I didn’t. Damn, how would I have known at that time that I’d be massaging a deer’s back?

      “Sit still.”

      I went behind the deer’s back and touched the line of its spine. Its structure and form differed from humans, but trusting my ability and simply applying pressure on the red spots always proved to work so far.

      
        Press—
      

      
        Purrrrk!
      

      The deer was struggling while looking like it was in a great amount of pain. My brain was whirling for a moment while thinking about what the hell I was doing, but I tried to force my mind into focusing on the task at hand.

      However, the red spots disappeared quickly after being pressed, so I minimized the amount of time I was pressing each spot and just quickly put pressure on it like pressing a button.

      “Then let’s get this over with quickly.”

      
        Whoo—
      

      After a short deep breath.

      
        Tatatatatatata—
      

      I swiftly pressed the deer’s body with my thumb like a master of martial arts.

      
        Pr— Prrrt— Prrrrt—!
      

      I hit the deer’s body like a drum, and it made a strange noise every time I hit one of the red spots.

      But anyhow, I was in the zone and was completely focused on pressing every dot on the animal’s body!

      
        Ding—
      

      『Diana’s Curse has been healed.』



      『Task points +10』



      『Current task points: 77』



      Indeed, my task points increased simultaneously as the notification saying that the curse had been lifted showed up in my mind. So, I looked at the fucking deer, wondering what was going to happen now.

      
        Clatter— Clatter—
      

      Then the body of Actaeon, the deer, started to twist around, followed by a horrible and vivid sound of popping joints.

      
        Clatter— Clatter— Crushed—
      

      The front legs were twisted in an impossible direction. The head couldn’t spin 180 degrees, so it shook back and forth wildly as if he was having a seizure. It was like a scene from a horror movie, so I didn’t want to keep staring at him anymore.

      What the fuck did I just touch? Did I press the wrong place without realizing it?

      While I was very concerned about what I had done…

      The deer’s outer appearance was gradually expanding as if it were swelling into the air, and soon its skin started flapping as if it was being peeled off.

      A fair-skinned male soon appeared from under the loose skin.

      “M-My body has returned. I’ve become a real human being again!”

      Actaeon raised himself from his sitting position and exclaimed loudly. Having become a human being again, he actually turned into quite the handsome guy with amber-colored hair reminiscent of the deer’s fur.

      But he was completely fucking unclothed right now, so I felt like shit when I was looking at him. Frankly, I don’t want to describe the naked man’s appearance.

      Actaeon patted his arms, legs, and body with his palms with an astonished expression donned on his face, as if he couldn’t believe his transformation, and then held my shoulder tightly.

      “Samaritan! You saved my life! Oh, my god, I can’t believe this! You have lifted Diana’s Curse! I-I thought my life was over! These days, I’ve been losing more and more of my ability to think as a human!”

      Then he crashed into my body and even hugged me tightly.

      Men were allowed to touch other men up to the shoulders only, so this clearly had crossed the line and I felt incredibly terrible about this situation. But he was so strong that I couldn’t stop him from hugging me.

      In particular, this bastard’s deer-like antlers, growing on his head, kept getting on my nerves. I thought he hadn’t become entirely human yet.

      But I didn’t say anything about that since he didn’t seem bothered by it.

      “L-Let go of me!”

      “Wow, you have an amazing skill! How were you even able to lift that terrible curse?! None of Kairos’ disciples had the ability to do so! You are indeed my hero!”

      No matter what, that man looked utterly delighted.

      He looked like someone who had just gained a new life. The doubts and hostility that had been brimming in his eyes previously had completely disappeared, so I felt relieved.

      “Damn, how the fuck did you become a deer?”

      “It was because I committed a taboo. But I can’t tell you any more about it. Anyway, I’m very grateful to you. Are you an adventurer from the Mars Guild? What’s your name?”

      
        Grip—
      

      His grip on my shoulder was so tight and firm that I thought my shoulder was about to be pulled out.

      Not only that, this completely stripped man’s strength was so strong that wherever he pressed, it felt like he was about to pull out that part entirely. This man was indeed not an ordinary person.

      “I-I’m Hassan of Samaria.”

      “I see. Hassan of Samaria. I am Actaeon, a disciple of Kairos and a member of the Argus Expedition. I am a Gold-tier adventurer of the Minerva Guild.”

      Gold-tier?

      The word “Gold-tier” made my eyes gleam immediately. I didn’t expect to see a Gold-rank adventurer right before me like this.

      But, damn, the sight of this flamboyant idiot being happy all stripped down and everything made me a little uncomfortable. I should’ve just let him be a deer. A deer who could speak the human language would have sold for a lot.

      “Anyway, I won’t forget this favor. This is all I can give you right now.”

      This man showed me the junk piled up in his cave.

      However, those were really just useless junk, so miscellaneous stores and antique shops wouldn’t even accept most of the stuff from this pile.

      “I don’t really want those things. Just give me back the money you took from Luna yesterday.”

      “Luna? That pink-haired Kore? Uh, well, that money has probably already been used up by my partner, Lapu. It required quite a lot of money to find a way to lift the curse, you see…”

      “Shit, then you better just follow me to the guards obediently and surrender yourself.”

      * * * * * *

      “Oh, my god, you are Actaeon, aren’t you? I heard that you have gone missing. There were a lot of people who thought you were dead! But why are you all stripped like this? What’s with the horns on your head?”

      The guards were so surprised to see me showing up while dragging a naked Actaeon with me that they started shouting in disbelief.

      Actaeon was a Gold-rank adventurer who was famous to the extent that there was no one in Sodomora who didn’t know about him, and he was pretty talented too.

      That missing person suddenly appeared and was caught by me, so for one reason or another, I was able to understand the reactions of the people who were surprised.

      “It’s a bit long to explain. Anyways, I’m sorry. Lapu and I will pay for our sins. Please, don’t ask for further details.”

      “Uhm, Ackkk”

      Lapu, the swindler, responded with a swollen face. That punk was beaten so severely by Renee that the idiom – bruised and battered – wasn’t enough to describe his current situation.

      “I unintentionally got a share of your reward, Samaritan.”

      The reward for capturing the deer swindler squad was 50 silvers. But, twenty-five silvers went to Renee. It was such an unfortunate situation, but Renee was the one who had caught Lapu, the swindler. So, the administrative procedures dictated that she’d get half the share of the bounty.

      Still, the money I received was a tremendous sum. Because of this, my pocket, which now held about 47 silvers, had become so thick that it felt heavy, even with my enhanced strength.

      Of course, if the pocket felt even heavier, obviously with money, then I would have felt much much better.

      Anyway, there was no use in staying here any longer as I had finished all the work the guards assigned to me. So I was about to leave when Actaeon called me again from behind.

      “Hassan of Samaria, I owe you a favor that I will never forget until the day I die. Please, take this.”

      I wondered just what this punk had given me now. But it just turned out to be deerskin with abundant and lustrous fur. This deerskin was larger than any other ordinary deerskin I had witnessed. It was drooping and long, almost as long as a carpet.

      Actaeon added a few words to his previous speech as I took the gift with an indifferent expression.

      “If Lord Kairos was alive, I would have written you a letter of recommendation. It’s so unfortunate, but I believe that I’ll see you again.”

      After that, Luna and I exited the guard’s station with the deerskin in hand. Of course, the place we were walking toward was the cabin situated on the land that Luna bought for three golds.

      When we opened the lock and walked into the place, there was no furniture or wallpaper to be seen, so what registered in my eyes was the scene of a very desolate and gloomy space.

      I spread a thin layer of straw on the cold floor and laid down the deerskin, I had just received, on top of it. Therefore this unsophisticated space finally got a touch of warmness added to it.

      “It’s warm! It’s very soft! With this, I don’t need to put anything else on the floor!”

      While sprawling out on top of it, Luna opened her mouth wide in absolute delight. She must have liked it quite a lot because she was laughing so loud that all of her pristine white teeth were visible for me to witness.

      Of course, I also felt satisfied that there was something to put on the floor. The floor must be warm and soft, that way this gloomy place would finally feel like a place for humans to live in.

      “You should take off your shoes before getting on top of it.”

      “Is that so?”

      Thus, Luna untied the string of her tightly wrapped sandals and put them in a corner of the cabin.

      
        Crunch— Crunch—
      

      “It feels so nice!”

      When I looked at how she stepped on the deerskin carpet with her cute bare feet, my schlong started to grow hard on its own. Luna’s bare skin was too stimulating a sight for me right now, so it was an unavoidable occurrence.

      However, I looked around to calm myself down. Besides the huge deer carpet on the floor, the rest of this place was still in a disastrous condition.

      “This place will be more acceptable once the ceiling and walls are repaired. I’ll help you this time around.”

      “R-Really? You will help me out? I’m so sorry but….”

      Luna couldn’t speak up looking as though she felt really bad for making me work…

      Suddenly, I remembered something. Then, I took the money bag out of my pocket and grabbed 13 silver coins from within. Taking the coins out, I promptly put them in Luna’s hand.

      “The amount of money you lost is 5 silvers, and 30% of the reward is 8 silvers, so these 13 silvers are now yours.”

      “13 silvers? Y-you’re giving me this much..?”

      “It will cost a lot of money to fix this place. Try not to get scammed again at least. Please ask me to go with you when you need to buy things for yourself.”

      I wasn’t sure just what kind of scam she would become a victim of the next time around, so I thought I would be more relieved if I were by her side.

      With that out of the way, we spent some idle time together, lying on the comfortable and fluffy deerskin while sharing the beef jerky that was presented to us by the guards.

      When it was almost time for us to sleep, Luna suddenly spoke up while looking a bit hesitant.

      “Hassan, um… I have a favor to ask of you….”

      “Favor?”

      As surprising as it may seem, Luna had a great sense of independence. Although she had relied on me a lot throughout our time together, she also had a certain obsession with doing things on her own. That’s why it was very difficult for her to ask for my help.

      Therefore, I was positively surprised when Luna asked me for a favor despite her usual reluctance.

      “What is it?”

      “Uh, it’s— well, my legs are aching a bit. So, I was wondering if you could massage….”

      “You want me to massage your legs, right?”

      “….”

      Luna was blushing hard from shame, so she didn’t answer any further. It might have already consumed all of her mental capacity to endure the embarrassment of asking for a massage.

      “All right, lie down on the carpet here.”

      
        Sweep—
      

      Luna turned her body, her back now facing the ceiling, and gently laid down on the carpet. The back of her knees and the bare soles of her feet were so fair and white that I thought their luster was enough to almost blind my eyes.

      I never thought that I’d have a chance to touch that soft body again.

      It was only a massage, not a medical practice, nor a lewd act. So, neither the vow of chastity nor the Asclepius act had any say in this situation.

      I knew how to go about with this massage, But, I was feeling so nervous that my palms became wet with sweat. I rubbed the sweat off on the waist of my pants and said.

      “Then I’ll start massaging your legs.”

      So my hand found its way to the bottom of Luna’s tiny feet.

      
        Flinch—
      

      Due to the unfamiliar feeling, Luna’s feet trembled for a moment, but she quickly got used to my touch and her legs slowly relaxed.

      After I wrapped the tiny soles of Luna’s feet in between my hands, I used both of my thumbs to push up the entire soles of her feet to stimulate them.

      “Ugh… I-it hurts a little….”

      “The soles of your feet are a little swollen, that’s why.”

      Luna must have been tired after walking through the market and forest all day today. Therefore, I had to loosen the muscles on her legs so they wouldn’t be swollen when she woke up tomorrow.

      “Ack… Uh… It hurt at first. But, it feels better now, though, it still feels a little painful. Ah…”

      “Right? That’s how it should feel like.”

      Luna’s warm soles were so soft and smooth. It would be good if I could just keep touching them like this forever.

      
        Sniff— Sniff—
      

      “D-Don’t smell it…!”

      “No, I’m just doing a health check. Your feet are very healthy.”

      Although the health check was obviously a big fat lie, there were actually precedences of some famous cult followers doing check-ups by tasting bodily fluids like sweat or smelling the body odor.

      Anyway, to remind myself that this was a massage, I didn’t forget to press the concave part of the soles of her feet and pull her toes out.

      
        Press— Press—
      

      When you are applying acupressure like this especially, you should persistently stimulate the middle part of the soles of the feet that I pressed last time. That part was called the Bubbling Well acupoint. For women, this part was the acupoint that was responsible for their functional aspects.

      “Ugh…”

      In short, it was a very stimulating place for women.

      “Hhh… ack…. H-Hassan, I feel strange…!!”

      Luna seemed to be enjoying my massage, so she made a sweet noise that sounded like it was melting in the dark. Soon Luna’s body started twitching as if she was going to have a spasm.

      “S-Stop! Don’t…! S-stop, I-I have some business to do!!”

      She then sneaked out of my grasp and then hurriedly left her seat. Was she in such an urgent need to go to the toilet?

      I slightly blamed myself while wondering if I had made a mistake after getting a bit carried away by the mood.

      A few minutes later, after returning to the cabin with her blushing cheeks, Luna spoke.

      “Hassan, let me do it for you this time.”

      “What? Massage me?”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 63: Hassan— Masseur of The Wild (2)

      
      “Are you going to give me a massage?”

      “Yes. Lie down here, Hassan.”

      While I’ve been massaging people for a while now, it has been really long since I’ve received one myself. Isn’t it the first time since coming to this world?

      Because of that, I couldn’t hide my surprise at all.

      “Come on, you also had a hard time while fighting the deer.”

      I was practically forced to lie down on the deer skin at the urging of her shrill voice. I could feel the soft skin of a small palm resting on my back.

      
        Press— Press—
      

      Though, I was only feeling rather ticklish every time she was pressing on my body.

      “How is it?”

      How was it? I wasn’t feeling much of anything, to be honest. Luna didn’t seem to know the basics of massaging or even the concept of massaging itself. Moreover, her presses were rather weak, lacking any significant amount of force.

      “Why don’t you try pressing a little harder?”

      “I’m already giving it my all. Isn’t it because your clothes are getting in the way?”

      Now that I think about it, the jacket I am wearing is rather thick. No wonder her touch was feeling rather weak. I was already very sturdy but with that extra thick layer of clothes added to the mix, Luna had no chance of applying any significant amount of pressure on my body.

      
        Rustle— Rustle—
      

      I stood up for a moment and took off my jacket. Now that this thick leather jacket was gone, even the feeble Luna should be able to massage me more easily.

      “…Why are you taking off all your clothes all of a sudden?”

      “It’s gonna be more effective if you directly press on my bare skin.”

      “Y-Your bare skin…? I’ve never touched a man’s body before…”

      I could hardly believe the fact that I was getting a massage from a woman who never touched the body of a man before. The realization made me feel a little strange.

      “Well, then try to do your best.”

      “Hmm, I’ll try. Don’t raise your hopes though…”

      Luna then sighed, as if she was trying to pull herself together. She was making massaging me look like a pretty big deal. Soon, she reached out to my back with a confident expression on her face, though her trembling hands told me a different story.

      Perhaps because she had just been outside, her palms were unexpectedly cool. Of course, that was for the best as it felt very good.

      “Wow, your back is so wide, You have a lot of scars and wounds too. There are even some fresh bruises.”

      My body trembled as her soft hands touched my back.

      “Ah, dammit, you know that I’m bruised there, right? So, don’t press on that area.”

      My whole body was covered in bruises after getting trampled under the deer’s hooves and hit by their antlers. While it would eventually get better after a few nights of sleep, right now, it was hurting like hell.

      “Huuh, uhh, s-so should I do this?”

      Luna sat on my butt and began earnestly massaging my back with both of her hands. She seemed to be mimicking what I did to her earlier.

      I wasn’t really feeling that great, to be honest. As I thought earlier, she’s too weak for this. This is going to strain her muscles eventually.

      “Why don’t you stand up and step on my back?”

      “Y-You want me to step on you?”

      “Step on my back with your feet. That way you can apply more pressure. Press it well.”

      “Won’t it be too heavy for you?”

      Luna hesitated and was unsure about what to do. And just as I began thinking there was no helping it, she carefully stepped on my back with those small and cute soles of her feet and began pressing it hard with all her weight.

      I could vividly feel the warmth and softness of her soles and protruding toes, but I still wasn’t feeling that great yet.

      “Is it good like this, H-Hassan?”

      “No, you need to put in a little more force. Come on, keep stepping on my body while putting in the whole weight of your body without holding anything back.”

      “A little more?”

      
        Press—
      

      Luna then firmly stamped on my back. It felt a little bit better now that she was using her full body weight.

      
        Crack—
      

      “D-Did I break something?”

      “No, it’s okay. That aside, you’re pretty good at this, Luna. I’m feeling kinda great right now. Good.”

      “…Really?”

      Perhaps because my praise motivated her, Luna pressed on my back with even more strength on her feet.

      I could smell her menthe fragrance intensify as she stepped on me. Moreover, blood was rushing more and more to my lower body each time her soft feet touched my back. I couldn’t think straight at all.

      How would her gentle and soft presses feel somewhere else? Should I turn around? Just as I was entertaining such nasty thoughts.

      “Whoo, I’m tired. I don’t want to do this anymore. I didn’t think it was much, but it’s really hard.”

      Luna’s sweaty body collapsed into a sitting posture on the carpet. Looking at her, it felt like she had just come out after doing a really physically straining job.

      That’s how massages are in general. They don’t look much and don’t seem to necessitate a lot of effort, but, in actuality, they drain your body of all its energy.

      Another way to put it is to say… It’s as if your energy was being drained by someone else.

      Because I had a lot of experience in this line of work, I could now control my pace to some degree but it must have been very difficult for a beginner like Luna.

      The main reason was that I had a rather fit, thick, and sturdy body, while Luna’s hands and feet were thin and weak. She definitely needed more exercise.

      “I’m going to sleep now. Good night.”

      Luna covered herself with the raincoat and fell asleep right after saying that. I’ve noticed for a while now, but it didn’t seem to take more than a minute for her to sleep after lying down.

      If this wasn’t considered a talent, then what could? I looked at Luna’s sleeping face for a while then drifted to sleep myself.

      **********

      We woke up the next day and wandered around the market in the south of the city after getting a quick breakfast. We had to buy nails, hammers, and some wooden boards for renovating the cabin.

      “We need glue too, Hassan!”

      I bought glue too at her reminder. While Luna just decided to buy it like that, she had already used up 10 of the 13 silvers she had received from me just yesterday.

      It was really hard to make money, and the fact that we nearly spent it all in one day was enough to nearly drive me insane.

      We returned to the cabin with a lot of luggage and promptly began fixing all the holes we could see using the nails and planks we had bought.

      
        Tak— Tak— Tak— Tak—
      

      Speaking of the repairs, we didn’t actually do much, what we did looked very primitive like patchwork, but that was the only thing the skill-less Luna and me could do.

      Despite that, we were somehow able to cover all the holes that we could find in the cabin after half a day of hard work.

      “Now that we have covered these holes, the wind shouldn’t leak inside anymore and our nights should be warmer as well. And thanks to the glue, not even rainwater will drizzle in. Cozy, isn’t it?”

      Luna looked outside the hut and commented with a satisfied tone.

      Frankly speaking, I didn’t like it, but in a situation where we were lacking in both budget and time, this was the best our efforts could make up for.

      I could, however, still feel a sense of satisfaction at the assessment that the previously dilapidated shack was now in a state where it could at least serve the basic functions of a proper home.

      “Oh, I need to feed Kongkong!”

      Luna suddenly ran somewhere after seemingly coming to a realization.

      She approached the small jar in a corner of the cabin, opened the lid, and inserted her hand inside.

      Soon after that, Luna’s hand came out with a rainbow-colored spider held in it.

      
        Kong—! Kong—!
      

      Damn, it’s the spider from last time. How can she hold it with her bare hands? And what’s her name again?

      “Hey, how in the hell are you holding it with your hands?”

      “Werewolf spiders are smart. They recognize whoever feeds them. Because of that, many people in my hometown used to raise them at home or in warehouses. They can also catch wandering mice on their own.”

      “Wouldn’t it be better to just raise a cat in that case?”

      “It’s cute in a different way compared to a cat, so there’s no problem.”

      Luna held the spider’s front legs and oriented the scary-looking spider towards me.

      
        Arrrghh— Kongkong—!
      

      “I-I don’t think this bastard likes me or does she?”

      Its horrible appearance made my face twitch. How the fuck am I supposed to touch something like that? Its fangs were the size of literal thumbnails.

      Well, since it could calmly be held in Luna’s hand I could at least give it a try once, I guess.

      And just when I reached out to it.

      “Kong! Kong!”

      “Ah, damn it! You scared the shit out of me!”

      At the time, because of Luna’s mischievous shout, I almost jumped a meter high into the air. It almost looked like I had pressed the spacebar as hard as I could, resulting in me making such a high jump!

      “Puah, puahahahaha!”

      The mischievous pink-haired girl started laughing so much that it looked like she was on the verge of choking…

      “Fuck, why did you suddenly do that? It’s not funny at all, dammit!”

      “Phew, wait, you look so scared. So spiders are your weakness? Interesting. I think the deer was much scarier though.”

      Luna then put a piece of beef jerky inside the spider’s mouth and put it back in the jar.

      I couldn’t relax for a while because of all the sounds the spider was making from inside the jar. Only after it calmed down did I feel relieved.

      “Ha, so now that we have roughly repaired the cabin… What are we going to do next?”

      “We need to get some furniture. It would be nice to have a chair or two, maybe even a cupboard. Hmm…”

      Luna looked at the empty space around the cabin and thoughtfully hummed. In any case, decorating a house is much more expensive than one might ever expect.

      Food, clothing, and shelter were are three necessities of life. It takes a lot of effort to satisfy these three basic needs. One really has no time to be lazy.

      “You’ve worked hard already, Hassan, so feel free to do whatever you want! I’ll take care of the rest. I also need to carve some totems.”

      “Really?”

      Looks like Luna needed some time for herself. I decided to head out to the guild building and see if there was anything I could do to earn some more money.

      While I might have been pushing myself too hard these days, seeing my pockets getting heavier never failed to energize me for further work.

      I have about 34 silvers now. Didn’t Renee say yesterday that I needed 30 silvers for breastplate?

      Getting a nice set of strong and cool-looking breastplates sounded like a great idea if I ever have a little extra to spare for an upgrade.

      Spending money on buying armor for my wrists and shins already proved to be worth it, so, it was essential not to be too stingy when it came to my own equipment.

      Not only did armor make one feel safe and confident it also rendered some bold maneuvers to be possible.

      Of course, it would also make one more efficient in carrying out commissions or doing tasks killing monsters. More efficiency also meant more money and guild contributions…

      “Ah, Mr. Hassan. You’re coming here rather often these days.”

      “Miss Daphne. I was wondering if you had anything for me today?”

      “You’re working very hard. Usually, people rest at least three or four days after finishing a quest though…”

      Daphne’s words reminded me of the other adventurers. Lower-tier adventurers in the Iron and Bronze rank that I met were similar to day laborers.

      Work if you have something to do, otherwise rest.

      Of course, the fact that most adventurer jobs were dangerous and could quite easily lead to injuries— injuries which themselves would also lead to huge gaps between each quest had to also be taken into account.

      In addition, many people spend all their hard-earned money on drinking and gambling, so only a few of them managed to develop a diligent work ethic.

      “Hmm, I don’t have anything in particular for you right now. That aside, I heard that you met Actaeon yesterday. There’s an uproar, right now. You may be contacted by the Minerva Guild soon, Mr. Hassan.”

      The mention of the Minerva Guild reminded me that there actually was another adventurer guild in this town.

      According to what I heard, contrary to the Mars Guild where everything was handled wildly and roughly, the Minerva Guild had strict discipline and rules, like a military organization.

      I also heard that people belonging to the Minerva Guild had a great sense of belonging. They were also rather prideful and good-looking. It sounded like a place full of Hermiones.1 It was quite frankly the last place I’d want to get myself involved.

      “Ah, Miss Hippolyte said that she reserved some time for you. She asked you to meet her in the training grounds.”

      “Time for me? Should I go to the training ground right now?”

      “Nope, tonight.”

      “Tonight?”

      That was quite an unexpected incident.

      **********

      “Ah, I’ve been waiting for you, Samaritan.”

      The owner of the inn welcomed us as we stopped there for dinner.

      I wondered what he meant by that until I finally remembered that I had agreed to set some time aside to treat his wife’s aching back.

      Perhaps because I was busy, I completely forgot about this matter altogether.

      “Do you have time after finishing your meal? One hour will be enough.”

      I looked towards Luna at the innkeeper’s words. She simply shrugged her shoulders.

      “I don’t think I’m going to sleep much tonight since, as I said earlier, I still have some Moai totems to make. You can sleep in the inn today, Hassan. Now that we fixed all the holes in the cabin, it shouldn’t be too cold to sleep there anymore.”

      And so Luna and I ate dinner at our own leisure.

      After seeing Luna off and going back to the inn, the innkeeper closed in and whispered to my ears, seemingly being done with his preparations.

      “You must keep this a secret from everyone else. It won’t be good if people know that I let someone else touch my wife…”

      “No need to worry about that.”

      I also had no issues with keeping our dealings a secret. It was better for me to quickly get this over with and quietly bury this matter rather than attracting unnecessary attention and noise.

      And just like that, I followed the innkeeper into the basement of the inn. I could see barrels and bowls stocked along the way. While it was dark and stank of mold, it was still within the realm of being bearable.

      “She’s waiting in that room over there. She can’t even get up these days so she only lies face down on the bed all day. She can’t even climb the stairs so I prepared a special room for her in the basement.”

      The innkeeper stood in front of a room in the basement and knocked on it.

      “It’s me, honey. I brought the man I told you about. The one who rubbed my shoulders here and there. Can we come in?”

      His tone changed a lot as he was speaking to his wife. So, despite having a thick beard and looking like a bandit, he was actually quite the devoted husband, huh?

      I heard a soft voice reply back from the inside as I was immersed in my thoughts.

      …

      “Ah, she said we can go in. Let’s enter together then.”

      
        Click— Creak—
      

      The rough wooden door opened wide. Inside, I could see a rather cozy room, with several candles shining brightly all over. There was a bed with a blanket, a platform, and even a soft carpet on the floor.

      Because it was an underground room, I expected it to be something more along the lines of a gloomy semi-basement. But what I was witnessing in front of me right now, was a carefully crafted room that seemed to be made for newlyweds.

      But instead of the room, what flabbergasted me the most was the person lying on the bed.

      “I-Is that your wife?”

      “Yeah, isn’t she pretty?”

      Could I really call her pretty? Because she was the wife of the innkeeper, I was expecting a simple plump aunt to appear before me.

      However, the appearance of the innkeeper’s wife was so shocking to me that I was considering whether I should be calling the guards or not.

      The blue-haired woman lying on the bed was similarly-built to Luna but her assets and proportions were completely different from the petite girl that Luna was.

      The woman lying on the bed was completely flat as if she had just begun going through puberty. The quantity of baby fat on her face was telling me that she was still underage. Was she maybe in her teenage years?

      “Damn it, innkeeper, no matter how lawless this world is, keeping an underage child in a basement as your wife is pushing it too far!”

      “Ah? What are you talking about? My wife is going to be over thirty this year.”

      “Don’t lie to me! There’s no way someone can age thrice as slowly as normal. This is evidently a kid. What’s your secret? No, forget about it, I’m just gonna call the guards!”

      “No, no, listen to me. Looking young is one of the characteristics of the Nymphs. Echo, my wife, is a nymph!”

      “Nymph?”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 64: Hassan – Masseur of The Wild (3)

      
      Nymph? My ears pricked up at the mention of nymphs. 

      “Nymph?” 

      “Yes, a nymph! Nymphs usually mature slowly, so they look twice as young as other species! Take a closer look, she’s different from humans or dwarves.” 

      The innkeeper was shouting, seemingly trying to make me understand that he was truly innocent. I listened to the innkeeper and then took another look at the little girl lying on the bed. 

      Her long blue hair was fluttering like the turbulent sea, and her exposed sharp ears were actually a little bit different from those of humans. 

      I felt goosebumps run through my whole body at the sight of her ears. Those pointy ears were trauma-inducing, as they reminded me of a person I never wished to meet again. 

      Naturally, they weren’t exactly the same. Elfriede’s ears were longer and pointier than hers. Now that I think about it, weren’t Daphne’s ears short and pointy too? 

      “She really isn’t human?” 

      “Yes. Well, I understand why you would have this misunderstanding. Since Ceres’ curse 30 years ago, most of the nymphs have been exterminated, their numbers dwindling, making an encounter with them a rather rare event. Because of that, not many know about the nymphs in this day and age.” 

      I could vaguely remember hearing about a fairy-like race that looked like elves existing in this world. They were probably nymphs. So, this was my first time seeing one of them for real. 

      “…” 

      The innkeeper’s wife blushed and covered her head with the blanket as though she felt extremely embarrassed when I peered in. I think her name was Echo or something like that? 

      “Can’t your wife speak?” 

      “Like all nymphs, she’s naturally shy. They’re very different from the elves of foreign lands.” 

      While Elves and Nymphs had similar names, in reality, they looked completely different. 

      Elfriede’s body in my memories was tall and slender. I could only say that her body was very developed for a woman. 

      But, this woman, Echo, looked like a little girl no matter the angle I viewed her from. Her face was like that of a fairy— cute and pretty, moreover, she didn’t feel like an adult at all. 

      To use a comparison from back in my world, it was like elves were the exotic bullfrogs whereas nymphs were like the native tiny green frogs. 

      Thinking of nymphs as the native species that were helpless and couldn’t survive against the foreign species made me feel a little sorry for them. 

      “Please take good care of her, Mr. Samaritan. I can’t leave the inn for too long so I’ll leave now. I’ll come to check in from time to time, so tell me if you need anything.” 

      The innkeeper then walked away, leaving quite an awkward atmosphere in the basement I shared with this strange nymph. 

      “…” 

      Moreover, befitting her alleged shy persona, Echo wasn’t saying anything at all, making me quite a bit embarrassed as well. 

      Well, I can’t just waste time like this. I was supposed to meet Hippolyte in the training grounds later tonight. 

      I could easily imagine what kind of misfortune would befall someone after refusing a call from a Silver-grade adventurer or even being late for it. 

      “Hmmm, uh, can I address you as Miss Echo? I heard your back was feeling a bit painful these days, right?” 

      “…” 

      I sparked every ounce of motivation in my body and tried to initiate the conversation. The blue-eyed nymph, who was covering her knees and chest with her hands, trembled in response to my words. 

      Damn, of course, this would be nerve-wracking for her.

      “Well, I don’t know if you heard from your husband or not, but I’m good at giving massages. I might even be able to heal your injured back. I, however, need to hold your hand first, so may I?” 

      “…” 

      The nymph didn’t say anything and just blinked her eyes with her head just slightly peeking out of the blanket that was covering her whole body. 

      She didn’t affirm it, nor did she deny it. I’ll just interpret it as her giving consent then.

      With such thoughts in mind, I slowly approached the bed, trying to look as harmless as possible. Closing in, I sat at the end of the quilt and faced her. 

      “I’ll start then, first things first, can you give me your wrist…?” 

      A thin wrist stuck out from under the blanket at my careful request. Her wrist was thin enough that I could wrap it with one of my hands and still have a lot of leeway left. 

      Letters floated into my mind with the usual Ding- noise as I touched her slender wrist. 

       [Stats]

 Name: Echo
 Level: 4
 Conditions: Curse of Slow Growth》 Chest Clumps》 Weak Lumbar Discs




      It seems that she couldn’t move her back because she had ‘Weak Discs’. And what’s this ‘Curse of Slow Growth’ that she had? Was there such a curse in this world? 

      “Well, can you lay down straight here?” 

      “…” 

      And yet another time, I had been left unanswered. Though this time, I did somehow receive some semblance of an answer at the sight of her body moving as though cooperating with my movements. She then slowly lay down on her stomach. 

      I then laid her slender body flat and checked if the length of her two legs was equal or not. Next, I checked the condition of her pelvis and shoulders, seeing if they were twisted or not. 

      The balance of her body wasn’t actually as bad as I had expected it to be. If it’s just this, traditional Korean medicine should be enough to cure her. 

      The biggest issue was her lumbar discs. 

      Healing a disc with surgery was nothing short of a miracle. And I had no clue how to achieve that with just a massage. 

      “Well, I’ll start by pressing around your waist soon. You’re going to need to take off your clothes, is that alright with you?” 

      “That… J-Just a little…” 

      Wow, she finally opened her mouth. Her voice was so quiet and soft that I had to fully concentrate to just pick up what she was saying. But I felt a lot better now that I got her direct permission instead of just settling on guesses and implications. 

      
        Swish— 
      

      Anyway, time to start the massage. I moved my hand toward the nymph’s waist. 

      Now that I think about it, the fact that she was wearing a one-piece dress meant that she had no choice but to roll up her skirt until her waist or pull down her top for me to massage there, right? 

      “I-I’m sorry, but I need you to roll off your skirt and pull down your top for me to massage your waist.” 

      
        Shiver— 
      

      The Nymph’s body trembled once again after hearing my words. 

      “I’ll have to start from the buttocks otherwise.” 

      “Ah…” 

      As if she had only realized what I meant now, the woman slowly began taking off her clothes. 

      
        Swish— Swoosh— 
      

      Just as I started seeing a little more of her body’s curves, she hastily took the blanket, hugged her chest, and covered her front. Then she laid down in front of me again with her back facing me. 

      The first thing I saw after observing her back were the red spots all over her thin back and waist, it was very similar to what I had seen with Luna. 

      What’s this spot again? Her renal arteries? 

      Renal arteries were located in the waist and were linked to one’s kidneys. Massaging that spot is said to reduce the chronic pains around the waist region and rejuvenate the functions of one’s kidneys. 

      When a person’s back was in terrible condition, there was a great chance that the organs of their stomach were also in a precarious state and vice versa. So massaging around the area of the waist and the back was never a bad idea. 

      Even if it wasn’t the crux of the problem, relieving the erector muscles near the area, which were probably often stiff or tense from her weak lumbar discs, will definitely help with fixing her condition. 

      “Whoo~” 

      I let out a short sigh and then reached out for the nymph’s waist. I couldn’t help but become nervous, despite how familiar this procedure was to me. 

      It was because applying the wrong massage to the lumbar discs would be really painful for the patient. 

      Moreover, unless you were an expert, interfering with it might just leave the patient in a worse state. Could I really trust my hands and that weird blessing of mine to heal her like this? 

      Fuck it, what’s the big deal anyways? 

      “I’ll gently start pressing then.” 

      
        Pressss— 
      

      “Ugh…” 

      The small nymph groaned painfully and gripped the blanket tightly as though she was feeling excruciating pain. 

      Echo’s waist was surprisingly lacking in muscles. The entirety of her waist was soft and smooth. 

      Those few muscles, however, were clearly very stiff and fatigued. She must have been feeling even more pain than normal, she was lacking the necessary power to lift her back. 

      “Ah…. Heuuu… Haa…” 

      Echo, the nymph, continued exhaling intermittent hot breaths while trembling erratically. 

      Of course, I had no time to dwell on such thoughts, I had to gather all my focus on my thumbs that were pressing on her waist. 

      
        Press— Preees— Pressss— 
      

      I had to find a balance in my pressing strength, as pressing too strongly would damage her nerves and muscles, while pressing too weakly would end up not doing much for her. Sweat began flowing from my forehead as I realized how hard this was to achieve. 

      “U-Ugh…!” 

      
        Kwaaaak— 
      

      I had been pressing on the woman’s waist for a while already. 

      
        Tear— 
      

      Suddenly, Echo tore off the bedsheets she had been holding onto with a tight grip, this was a testament to the extreme pain she must’ve been feeling at this moment. I began thinking that I just might’ve massaged the wrong spot and worry began to overtake my psyche when… 

      
        Ding— 
      

       『 Echo's Weak Lumbar Discs have been cured.』




       『 Task Points +10』




       『Current Task Points: 87』




      I could finally let out a sigh of relief at the appearance of those familiar letters. That aside, damn it, I didn’t think I’d actually manage to do it. 

      Unlike things like curses and whatever, that felt unreal, I didn’t think I had it in me to cure such a realistic disease like this. My confidence in my abilities rose significantly with this monumental achievement. 

      Damn, wouldn’t I have been making loads of money had I still been in Korea with such an amazing ability? 

      Just as I was immersed in thoughts that contained a mix of pride and regret. 

      “Ha… Heuuu. M-Mr. Doctor…” 

      I was suddenly brought back to my senses by the call of the nymph, seemingly having trouble breathing properly. Was there any issue? 

      “What’s the matter? Anything wrong? And I’m not a doctor, by the way.” 

      “My… My chest feels very stuffy… What’s happening to me…?” 

      Her chest was stuffy? Just what kind of illness was that? And just as I began wondering what the cause for this was…

      
        Grab— 
      

      I couldn’t believe what was happening in front of my eyes. Echo, the nymph, suddenly grabbed my hand and placed it on her chest. 

      
        Squish— 
      

      Her breasts were very soft and just small enough to fit in my palm. I then felt something slightly hard protruding above them directly in my palms and I was so surprised that I nearly let out a scream. 

      “Haa…” 

      “W-What’s this?” 

      This woman just made me touch her breast. 

      Damn, just what the hell is happening? Dazed by what suddenly transpired, I finally remembered that the renal blood vessels I massaged just now also had the effect of promoting the production of female hormones, along with an increase in sexual drive. 

      That was the only explanation I could find for why such a shy woman would do something like this. 

      “Haaaah…” 

      “Well, that’s… That’s a little…” 

      
        Preeesss— 
      

      I tried multiple times to remove my hand from her soft breasts, but Echo wouldn’t let go, tightly clenching it with her small palms. 

      Of course, It’s not like I hated this wonderful sensation and wanted to let go, but as a masseur, grabbing the chest of a child-like young woman was nothing short of suicidal. I would probably be sentenced to death at this rate. 

      But as if my hand had been glued to her chest, the soft sensation I was feeling right now, made me unable to move even an inch away. 

      
        Squish— Squish— 
      

      “Haa… Heuu…” 

      But after pressing a few times, I noticed that it wasn’t feeling smooth at all. As if something was clumped together inside. It was as though small air pockets were embedded inside her soft and fragile skin. 

      Is this the chest lump from earlier? 

      
        Squish— Squish— Squish— 
      

      “Aaah, hang…” 

      I then shamelessly continued to rub the chest of someone else’s wife in the newlywed room that he especially erected for her in his basement. 

      Weirdly, the more I rubbed her soft and small chest, the lumps I had felt earlier started to become smaller and smaller. 

      
        Squish— Squish— 
      

      After a session of intense rubbing and kneading with my hands, I was finally able to completely get rid of those nasty clumps. 

      “Heuu, ah, aaaah…!” 

      Echo, who lifted her body into a bridge posture, began shaking in that state and seemed like she didn’t know what to do. 

      
        Ding— 
      

       『Echo’s Curse of Slow Growth and Chest Clumps have been treated』




       『Task Points +20』




       『Current Task Points: 107』




      My task points went over the 100 points mark after treating both her conditions. I did a great job. Wait a minute, did I? 

      “M-Mr. Doctor…” 

      Could I really call it doing a good job, when Echo, the nymph, was calling out to me in such a sticky and lustful voice while laying limp on the blanket like that? 

      “You… You have blessed hands… Did you receive a blessing?” 

      “That, I… I’m sorry it turned out this way.”

“…” 

      Echo then fell into silence once more after I replied to her query. Without saying a word, she slowly pulled up her one-piece dress again and hid her body under the blanket. 

      “… Then I’ll be going. Don’t lift heavy things from now on and don’t forget to exercise and develop your back muscles.” 

      The awkward silence being a little too heavy for me to bear, I got up from my seat and headed out to the entrance of the first floor of the inn. 

      “Are you done? So, how is it? Is she going to be okay?” 

      The innkeeper suddenly accosted me, but because of the guilt I was feeling after what I did with his wife, I couldn’t muster the courage to look him in the eyes. 

      “Probably… She shouldn’t be facing any more complications from now on.” 

      “What a relief! Hmm, why are you sweating so much?” 

      “Well, massages take a lot of effort…” 

      “Well, it wouldn’t be a secret technique if it wasn’t hard to perform. That being said, here’s the money I promised you.” 

      The innkeeper gave me a package with 5 silvers in it. It was equivalent to 500 coppers, or 100 bowls of rice, so more or less one month’s worth of food. 

      Touching a married woman’s breasts and then getting paid for it. I felt like I was some kind of distinguished guest for some reason. 

      “Next time, can you take a look at my bo—“ 

      I left the innkeeper who seemed to be talking about something I didn’t care much about and went outside of the inn. Feeling the cold wind brushing against my hot face helped my emotions to subside a little. 

      “Wow…” 

      I thought again about what happened there and the wonderful sensation of kneading Echo’s pillowy soft breasts. Everything still felt like a vivid dream, even now. 

      Nymphs, while they looked skinny on the outside, they were actually quite soft and smooth to the touch. 

      How do women go on about their daily lives with such things attached to their bodies? I’d probably be too busy to do anything other than touch myself if I were to be a woman. Wait, did that mean that women rubbed their own chests every day or something? 

      “You’re a little late. I’ve been waiting for a while already. Well, it wasn’t really that long.” 

      It was already late at night when I arrived at the training grounds and everyone else was already away. I could see a lightly-dressed Hippolyte waiting for me on a bench. 

      She was wearing a tank top and a short bottom that resembled your average gym pants, or hotpants to be specific. Her casual and skimpy attire beautifully showcased the wonderful and sexy curves she wielded. 

      Her smooth and shiny tan-colored skin, along with her slim abs and thighs, looked a little weird to me under the moonlight. Perhaps because she usually wore armor, the impression her casual clothes gave was very different from the norm. 

      She had no makeup on but her natural face was so well-groomed that such a tiny detail didn’t matter at all. 

      Facing such a beautiful woman under the dim illumination of the gentle moonlight made me a little fidgety. 

      “The reason you wanted to meet me at such a time is…”

      “Hassan, I heard that you apparently have an interesting talent related to your hands.” 

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 65: Hassan— Masseur of The Wild (4)

      
      The stars twinkling in the night sky were reminiscent of the scene of a deep blue-colored silk being sprinkled with grains of pure white salt. At the center of the sky, the two moons hung high above while subtly illuminating the objects on the training ground. 

      
        Swish—
      

      Hippolyte spoke as she raised her body from the bench. 

      “Hassan, I heard that you apparently have an interesting talent related to your hands.” 

      Hippolyte was talking quietly and softly, but somehow I could feel goosebumps spreading on my nape from hearing her voice. It was because her tone suggested that she knew about everything there is to know, so I couldn’t help but confess before I got entangled in another troublesome scenario. 

      “Where did you hear such a thing…?”

      Where did Hippolyte hear about my talents? Did Daphne break the oath she made by the River Styx and talk around about it? Hundreds of thoughts began spinning in my mind about where she might’ve learned about this secret talent of mine… 

      “I heard about it from Mr. Baltma.”

      Baltma? Who was Baltma again? Looking back on my memory, I finally recalled the face of a middle-aged man who saved me from being slapped by Daphne when I first joined the Mars guild.

      It seemed like the half-bald man’s name was actually Baltma. I forgot about that because I hadn’t even seen him once after that day. Yes, he was the first person to inform me about my blessing. 

      “…So what do you want to talk to me about?” 

      “When you attacked me that night, you probably already learned about why I refused my promotion offer to the gold tier.” 

      “Pardon?” 

      I didn’t know anything about that though. I only recently learned that Hippolyte refused to be promoted to the gold tier. 

      But before I could make any excuse, Hippolyte continued her speech. 

      “My overall stat points is already over 40. I mean, it’s been a long time since I passed the gold tier promotion standard. But this stat is only applicable when the sun is shining above the sky. I’m weak under the moonlight. I’m probably as vulnerable as an untrained ordinary person in that state.” 

      Hippolyte’s words reminded me of the moment I encountered her in the pond not long ago. 

      At that time, Hippolyte’s level dropped drastically for some reason and only remained around level three. 

      “In that sense, Hassan… Do you want to spar with me once again?” 

      Hippolyte clenched her fists and then entered a stance resembling a Muay Thai athlete’s. 

      I couldn’t comprehend the sudden change in this situation. I mean, she just confessed that she was as weak as an ordinary person during the night, didn’t she? Then why was she suddenly asking me to spar with her? It just didn’t make any sense to me. 

      “Are you serious?” 

      “Bring it on. The last duel was unexpectedly interrupted by a bothersome third party. Let’s make this an additional part of the last duel then.” 

      Hearing her mention the interference in the last duel, I was able to understand that Hippolyte was somehow able to notice that time had stopped for a brief period during the duel. At the time, the female warrior just shrugged her shoulders once and didn’t say anything about it. 

      “What are you hesitating about? Are you scared of me, Samaritan?” 

      “Well, don’t regret it.” 

      It might seem like a provocation, but this time the odds were strongly in my favor as I had already been able to bring a bathing Hippolyte down the last time around. 

      At that time, Hippolyte was weak enough that I could easily overpower her, even with my meager strength. If what she said was true, she must be as vulnerable as that time since she was also under the presence of moonlight at this moment. 

      Let’s pretend to make a mistake while sparing - I felt my motivation beginning to spark into a blazing flame. Let’s squeeze that big, soft, and pillowy bosom once more. 

      “Okay, from your expression, you seem to be full of fighting spirit. Then I’ll go first.”

      
        Kick—.
      

      Hippolyte swiftly rushed toward me with the sound of her feet kicking the earth. 

      She was pretty fast even after being weakened to such an extent, but this time I could follow her movements with my eyes. The last time around, she was so fast that it felt like she was literally teleporting from one place to another. But of course, pursuing only with your eyes and reacting with your body were two different things altogether. 

      
        Whoosh— 
      

      Then Hippolyte stuck out her hand toward me. Her hand was directed toward my collar, and just as I thought that she was going to grab it, my body rose into the air and my back landed on the ground with a loud noise. 

      “Uck!” 

      In an instant, all the air gushed out of my lungs. It hurt so much that I wasn’t even able to breathe properly, but I was more curious about just what happened than the pain that was surging throughout my body. 

      “Now, you’ve already died once.” 

      Hippolyte stepped on my chest. Looking up from below, I was greeted by the sight of her slim calves, firm thighs, healthy abs, and the lower delightful curves of her large breast. It felt really nice to be able to witness such a sight. 

      “Do you want to go for another round, Samaritan?” 

      
        Sweep—
      

      She removed her foot that had been putting pressure on my chest as she stepped on it. Her next action was to offer her hand to me as though she wanted to help lift me up. I grabbed her hand and raised myself while still bewildered about how she could defeat me with such ease. 

      
        D-ring— 
      

       [Stats]

Name: Hippolyte Heavensinger
 Level: ?? → 3

Conditions: Boiling Blood 》Moonlight Enervation 》Severe Menstrual Cramps 》???? 》




      On the status window that showed up inside my mind, her level is definitely shown to be decreased to three. Most probably this phenomenon had occurred due to the ‘Moonlight Enervation’ condition that was shown in the window. 

      However, I couldn’t understand. How she, who was currently only at a meager level 3, could put me, who was almost thrice her level, to the ground just like that? 

      “You look like you still don’t understand why this happened. Then try, try to beat me until you realize just what is causing you to lose. For starters, if you succeed in attacking me, I will give you a prize.” 

      Prize? Holy shit! Truth be told, I was actually hiding my real skills for such an occasion. It was a tactic to catch Hippolyte off guard and attack her to aim for the greatest benefits. 

      “Now, just what are you trying to do here? Ignorantly swinging your arms like that won’t land you a good attack.” 

      “Keuukkk!” 

      But damn it, no matter how many times I restarted the spar, my attacks would never land on Hippolyte. 

      “Come on, untie it, hurry up.” 

      With both arms held, I was being choked on the neck by her strong thighs. 

      
        Squeezeeee— Pressss— 
      

      Although I liked the feeling of her soft and strong thighs being in such intimate contact with my neck, I couldn’t breathe properly due to her chokehold. I started to lose my vision and my eyes began rolling up into my sockets. 

      “Geck…” 

      I felt like I was going to die due to being suffocated by Hippolyte. 

      “You’re dead once again.” 

      Only then, did the strength of her thighs tightening around my neck loosened, and I could finally take a relaxed breath after a long time. 

      As blood seemed to flow back into my head, my body was so tired that it almost gave out all its functionings. Was this something like the choking game or what? 

      “Ugh. Cough. Cough.”

      “Samaritan, you’ve already died 12 times tonight. When the hell are you going to finally land an attack on my body? Although I don’t mind continuing this game for the whole night.” 

      I was furious at how she looked down at me while I breathed heavily, gasping for each breath. Now I was convinced that I couldn’t beat Hippolyte even in her current heavily-weakened state. 

      Despite getting defeated a few times already and the extreme pain surging through my body that was enough to make me faint, my fighting spirit was somehow soaring high like never before. 

      This situation was completely different from the time when I subdued her with sheer strength alone. Damn, are you cheating? 

      “You look like you still don’t realize the reason you’re in such a state. If we are to look at the current stat points between us, it would definitely be strange if your attack, which is twice more than mine, isn’t working on me, right?” 

      “T-That’s true.”

      “Because ever since epic-grade artifact, the needle of appraisal, has been discovered, adventurers have become more inclined to rely only on their stats to get stronger. Only wimpy scholars who have never been on the field would take these numbers seriously. You should not disregard someone’s experience and skills in combat.” 

      In other words, as Hippolyte said, no matter how high the numerical representation of your level was, if you lacked the combat experience and skills, the result of winning or losing was unknown. 

      To be honest, losing to a mere level 3 Hippolyte was a bit of a shock to me. It meant that having a high level wasn’t the most critical factor to guarantee that you would win in combat. 

      “I know that you must have realized it by now, Samaritan. You are like a beginner who has not even learned the basics. It’s a pity that you’re wasting your talents like this.” 

      “D-did you call me in the middle of the night just to tell me that?” 

      “Yeah, because those who got a blessing tend to be conceited and eventually face their downfall sooner or later. That’s why I thought it was better to lower your arrogance at least once before you develop a bad habit of being too arrogant and ignorant about your own reality.”

      Indeed, what Hippolyte said was absolutely true. These days, I have earned a good amount of money from several different sources of income, so my confidence and arrogance have indeed risen quite high. 

      After continuing to suffer such overwhelming defeats, I finally realized the importance of being more humble. Damn, I was still such a sore fucking loser!!

      While I was suffering a setback, Hippolyte lifted my body and shook the dust off me. Then, she said with a firm tone.

      “But you’re the first to try more than 10 times to defeat me without giving up on the second or third time. I’ll acknowledge your determination and spirit. I like your mindset of not wanting to remain a loser like that.”

      “I-is that so?”

      Hippolyte seemed to have misunderstood something. Actually, I didn’t keep coming at her because I didn’t want to lose per se. 

      Hippolyte, whose level was decreased, mainly used the ground grappling technique to attack me. Due to the nature of the grappling technique, her body and mine had no choice but to stick together. 

      Because of that, whenever she used the arm bar technique, she would hold my hand between her bosom. 

      Another reason to not give up was that I also liked how her toned thighs pressed my face, and I could smell her sweaty fragrance. In fact, Hippolyte would never know that I was the real winner in this sparring. I was such a friggin’ genius. 

      When I was giggling to myself like that…

      “Since you have lost looking so excited and all, tonight you will be my slave. Actually, I’ve wanted to own a Samaritan slave for a long time. Samarians are hard to tame like wild horses, but they’re so strong that they’re treated as luxury goods, right?” 

      “W-What!?”

      I was shocked by the unexpected words she uttered, and my body started to tremble. Be her slave? What the hell did this mean? 

      Did this duel suddenly have some “Duel to the death” rules without my knowledge? It was so unfair that I was falling into slavery once again..

      “What did you mean by being your slave? Just what the hell are you talking about?” 

      “What are you so surprised about? How can you not know that the lives of those who lost a duel or a fight will be up to the winners to decide?” 

      “B-But, isn’t this just a mock duel?” 

      “There is no such thing as a mock duel. It’s simply a duel. Will you discuss your circumstances with the evil spirits who are trying to take your life?” 

      “It’s not like that, but being a real slave is a bit….”

      “Don’t worry. I’m not going to make your life hard. Now, shall we start with running five laps around this training ground? Of course, do it in the leapfrog position.” 

      Fuuuck… 

      That was how I had to carry out all the silly things Hippolyte ordered me to do. From doing leapfrog jumps around the training ground to sitting on a transparent chair and doing personal training. 

      I ate well these days, so I thought I gained some fat in my body. But I felt like my whole body was losing all of its calories due to the intense training regimen. 

      “Get up and do one more!” 

      “I-I really have… No more strength left in my body. Ugh…” 

      “Only when you exceed your limits do you gain stamina and muscles properly. Hurry up!” 

      “Ugh, n-nineteen…” 

      “Good, one last time, then!” 

      “But, you said it was the last time before….” 

      “I’ll finish it after you reach twenty. This will be the last one. Now, go for twenty!” 

      “T-T-Twinty…”

      “Twinty? You must have said twenty wrong, right?” 

      “Ack…” 

      After finishing five sets of 20 push-ups with Hippolyte sitting on my back, I completely lost all of my strength and fell on the dirt-covered ground. I didn’t even have any strength to lift a single one of my fingers. 

      “You’re weak, Samaritan. Children in Kairos’ introductory class could have done this much well. Didn’t you say you wanted to be a hero? A Gold-tier adventurer, huh?”

      “T-That’s true….”

      Fuck, just what kind of strict training is this!? Apart from being trained, I just felt like she was slowly chipping away all my life energy. 

      “Come on, the night is still long. There’s still a lot of training to do. If you want to exceed the overall stat points of 40, you can’t do it with ordinary training alone.” 

      “…Well, didn’t you say that it’s not all about points in a duel?” 

      “Yes, however, the promotion is still dependent on overall your stats. To be a Silver tier, you must have an overall of above 30, while to be a Gold tier your overall stats must be above 40. Come on, stop thinking about these things and get up quickly.” 

      “I really can’t lift a finger. I’m telling the truth.”

      “You are being personally trained by Hippolyte. Don’t you know just what type of an opportunity this is? It’s not something that anybody can get even if they pay gold for it. Hurry up!” 

      “Keug…” 

      But I was telling the truth. My head was spinning, and I didn’t have any energy left in my body. 

      The face of a senior officer from my military days immediately came to mind. My senior officer was a famous gym rat in the battalion, and whenever we had time, he would drag me to the gym and torture me with all kinds of fitness training. 

      That senior officer also habitually said, “Not everyone can learn this kind of thing from me, even if they wanted to pay me for it.” Damn, are all those workout maniacs the same? Was this something that transcended both time and the boundary of worlds? 

      Therefore, I was lying on the ground and dragging time. 

      Suddenly, a firm grip started putting pressure on my back, and at the same time, I could hear a loud cracking sound from the joints of my spine. 

      “A-ack!” 

      In addition, I also started screaming at the unexpected pain that assaulted my senses. 

      “Then stay on your stomach. I’ll try to loosen your muscles and joints.” 

      While hovering above my back, Hippolyte began pressing the area near my waist with her huge palm. 

      It was a very rough touch, but my muscles, which were being overworked, felt more relaxed than I thought after that massage. 

      Although Luna’s massage felt somewhat commendable, it was still a little clumsy. Meanwhile, being massaged by Hippolyte felt like getting an authentic massage. 

      Did all people who like to work out know more about how to release the tension of muscles like this? 

      All my muscles that felt stiff were already loosened— from the shoulder blade region that I couldn’t reach to even my nape. She even loosened my neck. I felt like my body was softening under her experienced touch..

      “You have a knack for massages. Have you studied the human body before?” 

      “I’ve killed a lot of people. If you look at where and how to hit to deliver a critical strike, you will naturally grow familiar with something like this.”

      Shit, I wish I hadn’t asked that. The massage I initially received at ease started to give me anxiety. I felt like I was an experimental animal under the hands of a mad scientist. 

      “But this is my first time touching a man’s body other than hitting them. On top of that, this is actually the first time I’ve met a man other than my father alone. Yeah, since we’re talking about my father, it looks like you’ve met him, haven’t you?”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 66: Hassan – Masseur of The Wild (5)

      
      Hippolyte kept massaging my back firmly while speaking to me.

      “Y-You’ve already met my father, haven’t you?” 

      “Your father, Miss Hippolyte?”

      “Yes, Mars, the god of war. Some people don’t really believe it, but I’m really the daughter of a God. I’m a Demigod.” 

      It was hard to believe that she really called herself the daughter of a God. Yet, I had already encountered many people who spoke of themselves as children of God or sages. 

      For example, the pseudo-religious sect leaders of the world I originally lived in had also claimed themselves as that. They always used to preach that they were the savior or creator who had been brought back into this world. 

      It was obvious that it was a big fat lie, but the funny thing was that there were people who really believed this story. That was why it’s hard to eliminate pseudo-religion from the world entirely. 

      Fuck those cult bastards. Wasn’t I trapped in this strange world because of them? Wait, but since I’ve actually been sent to this world, then are they really a bullshit-spouting cult? I don’t know, damn it. 

      However, while I was drowning in these thoughts… 

      “Do you not believe that I am the daughter of a God?” 

      “I-I never said that..” 

      “Your muscles have become tense. I can tell whether you are telling a lie or not.” 

      Huh, you said you could tell if someone was telling a lie just by observing how their muscles moved? What she said just now sounded more like a lie than when she told me that she was a daughter of God. 

      “Honestly, I can’t believe it….” 

      “Yes, it’s totally understandable. I haven’t met my father much either. Actually, I was an orphan initially. I used to live by going through trash cans, eating leftover food, and doing dangerous and dirty work in the back alleys. If I hadn’t sworn purity to Lady Diana, I might have been ruined by the hands of some wicked men already.” 

      Hippolyte was an orphan. I had no choice but to become curious about that fact as it was the first time I had heard of it.

      For some reason, I thought this woman was a natural-born female warrior who was literally raised to be a killing machine from a young age. 

      “Sodomora at that time was much more brutal than it is nowadays. It’s much better now. After the adventurer’s guild was established, security improved a lot. But back then, all the evil-doers had no bottom line. Imagine living in a female’s body there at that time.” 

      “I don’t really want to think about it.” 

      “Yeah, well, that’s okay. You are free only to think whatever you want.” 

      The grip on my shoulder became stronger. It was so painful that I wanted to scream. 

      “Eck!” 

      “Anyway, one day, when I was very hungry and wondered if I should scoop mud from the ground, I met him in the back alley. Seeing the fierce-looking eyes ablaze with a kind of fighting spirit, I could immediately tell that day that this man was not human, I wasn’t an orphan either, and that this man was my father.” 

      I had no choice but to reply as if I were interested in the story because she rubbed my shoulder to the point where it started to hurt. 

      “Gah, a-are you saying that you felt it instinctively?”

      “Yes, you can call it an instinct that permeates in the blood that flows through my body. I realized my destiny as a Demigod that day. Then I could feel all my senses and nerves getting more sensitive.”

      “Eck, a-are you saying that your nerves became more sensitive?” 

      “Yes, I was very surprised at first. I could hear people talking in the distance. I thought I had gone crazy. Later, I found out that what I have experienced is common for those who come to sense their own divine nature. It’s called the Divine Awakening Syndrome.”

      I couldn’t wrap my head around this story of a Demigod who had realized her divinity. 

      Just like the concept of Mana and Karma, this kind of concept felt like a rather secretive thing among the residents of this world. What the hell is this Divine Awakening Syndrome? It was a hilarious name. Was it like the spider-sense? 

      Anyway, I guess Hippolyte was probably relieved after telling me this story. Her grip, which was almost crushing my shoulders into powder, now felt more relaxed. 

      “I’m working as an adventurer so I can meet my father again. When you reach the end of Pluto’s labyrinth, you can get your hands on the Nectar of Immortality. After obtaining that, I will no longer be a demigod but a great god, and I’ll be qualified to enter Olympus. Then I’ll be able to meet my father again.” 

      “Ah, so that’s your goal, Miss Hippolyte. I thought you just liked to fight.” 

      “I want to fight my father.” 

      What an immoral statement! Anyway, I had heard a little about the Nectar of Immortality previously. 

      It was like the so-called immortal panacea from the myths, and many adventurers went through all the adversities of their life to reach the end of the underground labyrinth to get the Nectar of Immortality just to escape the fear of death. 

      Elfriede said she became an adventurer because of this as well. 

      But to me, the funny thing was that they were doing something contradictory. They entered the labyrinth of Pluto, which is like the underworld, to avoid death. 

      Hippolyte spoke again. 

      “You smell like my father. You have a smell that represents blood and war. For a moment, I suspected that my father had turned into a human to enjoy the pleasures of the mortal realm. I also thought you might have been my half-brother.” 

      I am a God who turned into a human? Or a half-brother of hers? What kind of ridiculous misunderstanding was she having alone? 

      “Those speculations are not the truth. The only truth is that… I’m Hassan of Samaria.” 

      “Yes, I became sure of that fact when I watched you rolling on the dirt ground tonight. You’re not my father or my brother. But I can see that the gods are paying attention to you. They seemed to be having some kind of expectations from you.” 

      
        Sweep— 
      

      Hippolyte got up from my body. Then after I also got up and sat on the ground, she turned and showed her back to me. 

      “It’s my turn now. Try massaging my back as I did to you.” 

      “What? Do you want me to massage your back, Miss Hippolyte?”

      “There’s nothing to be too nervous about. Just copy what I just did. Even a beginner can at least massage a shoulder so you’ll be fine.” 

      Then Hippolyte shrugged her messy brown hair forward and showed her back clearly. Her back was narrow like a woman’s, but she looked very fit with well-trained muscles all over. 

      I was amazed by her upright posture without a single sign of bend. She might not require any fixes at this point. Was the problem in the lower body then? 

      After swallowing my saliva, I slowly extended my hand toward her shoulder. 

      Perhaps due to the training we had just done, her shoulders’ temperature was pretty high, and she was sweaty. It felt a bit smoother. 

      I massaged her shoulder first, right on the true shoulder acupoint near her trapezius muscles. It was tenser than I thought. 

      
        Press— Press— 
      

      “Is this enough for you if I do it like this?” 

      “Well, yes, that’s all you need to do. Well, although this much can be done by just about anyone.” 

      Did Hippolyte know how much of a pleasure it was to me as a man to fondle her body? 

      Not to brag, but my massage skills were even recognized by Elfriede, who was very strict and sensitive. I suddenly wondered how the strong-willed female warrior would scream if I were to show her my true skills. 

      I had been the victim of her throws over the shoulder and joint lock move, and now I finally had a chance to get some revenge on her. 

      “Then, since I’m not skilled enough, I’ll repay you for the massage you did to me.” 

      “No need to put too much will into it. You can’t really stimulate someone’s body by force.””

      “Y-Yesh, I’ll keep that in mind.” 

      At the end of the sentence, I gently rubbed Hippolyte’s trapezius muscles without saying a word. 

      When I stimulated that part of her body for about a dozen seconds to a minute, I could feel her initially tight and tense body slowly becoming more relaxed. 

      “Hmm, so, how does it feel?” 

      “Whoo… It’s better than I thought. Even if you’re not good at swordsmanship or martial arts, you show unexpected talent in massage.” 

      “Thanks.”

      
        Tremble— 
      

      Taking advantage of the moment when Hippolyte trembled as if she had goosebumps all over, I slightly moved my fingers that were initially on her shoulders to her back. 

      I didn’t notice it because her skin was originally ruddy, and the moonlight was dim, but when I looked closely, I saw a red spot near her straight spine. 

      The red spot was on the Shenshu acupoint, the same area I pressed to heal Echo, the nymph, just before I arrived here to spar with Hippolyte. This spot and the Three Yin Intersection near the ankle were good acupoints to treat women’s diseases. 

      Come to think of it, didn’t Hippolyte have a condition called Severe Menstrual Cramps? With that in mind, I put my thumb on the Shenshu acupoint because I wondered if I could heal her condition. 

      “….” 

      Hippolyte didn’t say anything, but she was trembling hard as if she was shivering from immense cold. 

      “Are you okay?” 

      “…I’m okay. I was just a little surprised that someone touched my back. Come to think of it. This is the first time I have trusted someone with my body. I feel a little nostalgic because you look like my father.” 

      “Then I’ll massage it.” 

      I pressed the Shenshu acupoint on both sides of her waist with tremendous pressure. 

      Since her back, including her erector muscle, was well-developed, I thought it would be more stimulating if I exerted a little more force. Maybe because her body was elastic, my fingers would bounce off whenever I slightly loosened my strength. 

      
        Quiver— Quiver— 
      

      Hippolyte’s body trembled whenever I applied strength to my hands. I couldn’t tell whether she felt pain or pleasure. Hippolyte, surprisingly never let out any sound from her mouth. 

      Did the effect each person received differ from one another? 

      So I decided just to stop being obsessed with it and focus on accumulating task points by getting rid of her conditions. 

      “Ugh…” 

      I heard a small voice coming from Hippolyte, who was turning her back to me. It was so faint that if I didn’t pay attention closely, I would never be able to catch it. 

      It was very soft, like the sound of a caterpillar gnawing at a leaf, but the moment I heard it, I was motivated as if a trigger button had been pressed in my mind. 

      So, I intended to sweep Hippolyte’s side and back with my palm and twist her muscles around using my thumb. 

      Due to her sweaty body, her body was already shining and smoothly reflecting the moonlight.

      Since her body temperature slowly got heated, it became much more interesting. Hippolyte had a relatively high body temperature. Her metabolism was really active. Was it because she was a sun person? 

      “Ugh… Hhh… Kk….”

      Now Hippolyte started letting out tiny screams. I didn’t know why, but she sounded like she was desperately trying to stop the sound from coming out of her mouth.

      I couldn’t see her face, but I thought she might be biting her lower lips to control her groans. 

      “How do you like it? Are my massaging skills good enough?”

      “S-skill? Honestly, it’s terrible… I… cannot feel anything.” 

      What? I couldn’t believe someone criticized me like this. Forget about everything else, but I was extremely confident in my massage skills. 

      “I see. Then I’ll try to press it a little harder. “ 

      “P-Press harder…!” 

      
        Press— 
      

      I also wanted to put more strength in my thumbs. 

      As soon as the red spot on the Shenshu acupoint, which was located on Hippolyte’s waist, disappeared, the words floated in front of my eyes. 

      『Hippolyte Heavensinger's Severe Menstrual Cramps have been healed.』




      『Task points + 10』




      『Current task points +117』




      “Ukh, uh, ha, ah, ah…. Ahh…!”

      In the end, Hippolyte crashed down on the ground without being able to keep her position. 

      It was fun to see her flinching like an insect that had been sprayed with insecticide.

      “Ugh, hmm…”

      I was thinking of letting her rest like this. But my anger rose again when I recalled Hippolyte making me roll on the dirt-covered ground for all kinds of training. 

      I had to use this opportunity to get revenge on her. When else could I get revenge on a silver-tier adventurer like her? 

      So after perching near Hippolyte’s hip, I swept up her solid backside with my palm. 

      My hands smoothly ran on her back, even without any lotion, due to her sweat. 

      Rubbing your skin and stimulating it without pressing any acupoints like this was good for your health. 

      
        Sweep— Sweep— 
      

      “Ung… Huah…!”

      But I felt good because she was smoother and softer than I thought. A slender body like Luna’s was good, but a curved body like this was quite good to touch as well. 

      “Ugh… S-stop it. How dare you keep… Ack….” 

      She moved her body as if to resist me, but her body was already under my control. 

      It was a mount position with her back showing. In this unfavorable situation, no matter how good Hippolyte was at using the ground technique, she didn’t have enough strength to push my heavy physique away to stand up. 

      So I gently rubbed her from her back to her shoulders and sides with my palm. 

      “Huh, Y-you bastard! H-how dare you do this to me!” 

      “It’s just a massage.” 

      “No matter how you look at it, this is not a ma-.”

      When Hippolyte was about to say something, my hand slipped from her back and accidentally jabbed deeply into the spot between her side and armpit. 

      “Ang… Y-you!?” 

      Hippolyte bounced in surprise like a mouse in a mouse trap. Because of that, I involuntarily fell back. 

      Hippolyte stood up and corrected her posture before I realized it, then she looked down at me with cold eyes and said. 

      “I-it was a terrible massage. Y-you can’t even do such a simple thing. Hassan, you really have no talent…!”

      Then she huffed as if she were enraged, then quickly ran away and disappeared from the training ground. 

      I was so excited that I ignored the silver-tier adventurer’s feelings behind me. Damn it, while feeling that I had done something screwed up, I shook off my butt and raised my body from the ground. What do I do now?

      
        Zing— 
      

      Suddenly something sharp flew from the sky and brushed past my cheek before it stuck on the floor. Fuck, just what in hell passed by me in the middle of the night. I feel something flowing my cheek. Blood? 

      So I lowered my gaze to the ground, wondering what had grazed my cheek. 

      At that moment.

      
        Press— 
      

      Was something hitting my neck and pressing me down as hard as possible to the ground? Lying face down on the ground, I found myself unable to move, as though there was a noose on my neck. 

      “Gyaak—” 

      No, I felt like I was being crushed by a heavy anchor rather than a noose. I really felt like my neck was going to break. Holy shit, what the hell was going on here? 

      I wondered what the hell was going on, but it didn’t take long before I realized that it was someone’s foot. 

      『It seems like you are getting quite cocky these days. Or is it just me?』 

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 67: Sun and Moon (1)

      
      I plopped to the ground like a mouse pressed by a cat’s front paw and couldn’t even move an inch. 

      It didn’t take long to find out that someone’s soft soles were pressing hard on my neck. 

      『It seems like you are getting quite cocky these days. Or is it just me?』 

      It was the most amazing voice I’d ever heard in my life. Her voice was refreshing and cold, like a drink that had freshly been taken out of the refrigerator. It was a very weird way to describe the otherworldly voice, but it really was true. 

      However, even if I wanted to see what was going on and who was stepping on my neck, I couldn’t turn my head because she was pressuring my neck with quite a bit of force. 

      『Where are you going to look? A mortal like you will be blinded just by looking at me.』 

      A mortal? Damn it, I am screwed. It was obviously another strange person that had shown up from god knows where. I feel like this was becoming an everyday event at this point. 

      For a moment, I thought that it was Knox, but her aura was too different. If Knox felt like an old-fashioned Madam, this woman felt like my younger sister. Her voice is also a little younger and more immature.

      And in my experience, a woman who was as young and immature as my sister would, most of the time, cause terrible problems for unexpected reasons. 

      “W-who are you!?” 

      『You don’t know who I am? I can’t forgive you even more then. I am the goddess of the hunt and the moon. I’m the protector of wild animals and the purity of the girls.』 

      “Uck…”

      The pressure trampling on my neck became more powerful, so I could only struggle with my arms and legs like a roach sprayed with insecticide. 

      I thought I would really die due to having my neck broken at this rate, so I desperately racked my brain to figure out how to get out of this troublesome situation. 

      “I’m sorry…! I have committed a great sin!” 

      I didn’t know why, but I felt like she was furious at me, so I thought it would be better to apologize first because there was nothing I could do right now. 

      I wasn’t sure if my thoughts would work well or not. However, the strength on her foot, which had been stepping on my neck, slightly loosened, and I finally had enough leeway to breathe properly. 

      『I wanted to feed you to the dogs and let them rip you apart right away. But, you unexpectedly apologized obediently. All right, since I’m generous, I’ll forgive you.』

      “S-So, are you going to let me live?” 

      『No, I’m going to kill you! I will rip you to death!』 

      Oh no, this fucking woman is crazy!!! In my experience, an apology wouldn’t even work for someone like her. 

      『Not only have you defiled the girls I’ve been protecting, but you have even messed with the deer I deeply cared about. Now, you say you want to be forgiven?』

      Girls? Deer? A few possible identities of the goddess came into my mind. She introduced herself as the goddess of chastity, the hunt, and something more, right? Then… 

      “…Are you perhaps, Lady Diana?” 

      『So you know who I am! You, hideous mortal. Looking at the fact that you smell like nymphs, recently you must also have attacked the poor nymphs, haven’t you!?』

      My body smelled like a nymph? I didn’t know what I smelled like, to be honest, but I could see that the smell lingering on my body caused anger to reach the top of the head of the goddess, Diana. 

      “It’s a misunderstanding. I just gave her a massage!” 

      『Massage? Don’t lie. There’s no way a simple massage could lead to the emission of a smell this strong. You must have pretended to do a massage and rubbed her all over the place, right?』 

      Damn it. I couldn’t argue with that. 

      『After rubbing women all over the place, then, y-you must have put that ugly thing of yours inside them, right? You… Purity destroyer…!』 

      What, purity destroyer? That’s quite a nice nickname for my schlong. But it felt unfair because my schlong was actually a devoted lover, so I had never done it with anyone but my left hand and Luna.

      “No, I only gave a massage to the Nymph! Nothing else! You’re misunderstanding!” 

      『You only gave her a massage, but didn’t move on to the next step after that? Do you think I’m stupid? How can I believe that?』 

      “I can swear by the river Styx.” 

      『…You are willing to swear by the Styx?』 

      The hostility, which had been burning fiercely as if she wanted to trample me to death, seemed to have eased a little. 

      I wasn’t sure why, but swearing by the River Styx seemed to have a significant impact on the gods. 

      『Hmm, if you dare to go to that extent… All right, then do that massage to me, too. I’m going to judge for myself whether it’s obscene or not.』 

      “W-what?”

      『But if you look up, I’ll punish you immediately. All you can look at is here, right up to this foot.』 

      
        Sweep— 
      

      The foot that was pressing against my neck had loosened its strength and disappeared. Only then did I manage to get up and sit on the floor. 

      But I wasn’t allowed to raise my head, so I could only stare at the dirt-covered floor of the training ground. Then, she positioned her small bare feet in front of me. 

      My first impression was that her foot was very fair and thin, and her second toe was slightly longer than the thumb. She had a greek foot, so to speak. 

      Maybe she applied nail polish? Her toenails were light sky blue. They were also very bright and shining.

      She stepped on the dirt barefoot, but her foot didn’t get any dust on it. Indeed, she was definitely an ethereal being. 

      Just by looking at her feet, I could imagine how beautiful the woman standing proudly in front of me was. Therefore, I wondered if I could really hold onto her foot. 

      『What are you doing? I don’t have much time.』 

      “Uh, I heard that the feet are a symbol of purity. So, I’m not sure if I am really allowed to touch it like this….” 

      『Ha? I am the goddess of chastity. Do you think that the hands of a mere mortal like you can defile my purity? Are you looking down on me? Or are you thinking about defiling me?』 

      “N-no, that’s not what I meant. I’m just asking because I’m really curious… Just when is it considered defiling someone’s purity and when is it not? How do I distinguish?”

      “It’s obviously when you are doing direct copulation, you idiot. But, of course, there is another theory of three things related to purity— heart, spirit, and body. Yet that theory is too hard for you to understand, so you just need to understand this.』 

      “I-I see.”

      I decided to close my mouth because I thought I might provoke this crazy woman even more if I spoke anything else. My hand slowly reached out to the fair white sole as I shut my mouth as tight as I could. 

      
        Sweep—
      

      This woman’s right foot was chillier than I imagined it to be, so it felt very cool to the touch. Moreover, it was softer and smoother than I thought. Did I have to do a foot massage now? 

      Yet, my mind went blank, and I couldn’t think of anything. The existence threatening to kill me right now was looking down on me.

      『What are you doing?』 

      I tried to dismiss such a thought and pressed the Bubbling Well acupoint in the center of the sole that was trampling me earlier. Whenever I pressed this part, soon, Luna would laugh and tremble. 

      So far, everyone has had good reactions. Would it also work for this quirky goddess, Diana? 

      
        Press—
      

      『It hurts!』 

      “I’m sorry!” 

      Damn, I forgot to control my strength well. I had pressed her feet too hard! So while still feeling surprised, I tried to adjust my strength to her preference. 

      “Then how about this much… Is this good enough?” 

      『Well, I’m not sure, but I think it’s good?』

      I kept pressing the soft sole with force as though I was pressing a remote control button. Diana’s legs trembled when I gently pressed on her big toe from time to time.

      『…. H-hngg, well, that’s quite good. I will cut you some slack. Not bad.』 

      Then she slipped her foot out of my hand. 

      『Okay, I’m willing to slightly forgive you. But you’ve done great sins, so I’d like to make an appropriate compromise.』 

      “Are you saying that you will spare my life?”

      『Only if you agree to my condition. You’ll swear to keep your purity from today on. And pay tribute only to me. You can only do this massage to me.』 

      “Is that the condition…?”

      『I’m trying to make you my great warrior. I’ll give you a blessing accordingly. You’re the first man who gets this blessing after Orion, so you’d better feel honored about this.』 

      I wasn’t sure whether it was a great event or a blessing, but I couldn’t understand what it meant to make a chastity vow. That feeling of uncertainty was overwhelming my mind.

      『By the way, if you don’t make the vow, you’ll get a big punishment. The same thing is also applied if you don’t keep the vow of chastity. In some cases, it might be better to just die.』

      What kind of unreasonable thing was she trying to do to me? Damn it, what should I do? I was just rubbing Hippolyte’s shoulder earlier, and I didn’t expect this to happen. 

      Losing my life or losing the use of my schlong. Those were the only options. 

      In fact, it was similar to facing a two-pronged path, and instantly, I had a serious decision to make about my future. 

      Both choices were extremely difficult to make. Both sides of the scales rose and tilted repeatedly and eventually reached a point of conclusion in my mind. 

      In the end, life is much more important. 

      “T-Then, I choose…” 

      The moment when I tried to pluck all my courage and open my mouth with determination… 

      
        Crush—.
      

      Right then, while Diana was on my left, someone else gently landed on my right and showed their presence. Maybe because he was holding onto a bright lamp, the dark training ground had become bright like it was daylight. 

      『Diana, your actions now have just violated the laws of Olympus. Also, your penalty points are already above the standard due to Actaeon’s case. So you better not act selfishly for your own good.』 

      He had a beautiful voice that sounded like a voice actor’s, but hearing the heavy tone and depth of the voice, I became certain that it belonged to a man. Of course, I didn’t have the guts to raise my head and check his identity. 

      I kept my head hanging in the same position and hoped this catastrophe would pass as soon as possible. 

      『Hurry up! Go back to your place.』 

      『Humph, I’ve said everything I have to say today. All right, I’ll get out of here.』 

      
        Step— Step— 
      

      After a short leap, the chilly air that Diana was exuding had now disappeared. 

      I could swallow a small sigh of relief because the one aiming for my life was now gone. Damn it, I just narrowly escaped from becoming a eunuch. 

      『Yes, I can feel a karma that is similar to mine from you. Is it because of Asclepius’ ability?』 

      
        Swish—.
      

      I was surprised to see him bending down to me with a delightful tone. This catastrophe hasn’t completely gone away yet, it seems. 

      “T-Thank you for saving my life.” 

      『I can’t talk with you for too long, but I have duly received the tribute and task token you sent me last time. When you become a great man in a high position, you should be able to reciprocate in exchange for what you have received.』 

      
        Ssk—.
      

      I felt something touch my head. 

      A big and warm hand? I wasn’t sure what it was, but it felt like a hand to me… 

      Fuck, why the heck was he touching my hair all of a sudden? After the crazy high school girl-like goddess there was even a homosexual god trying to harass me now? I started to tremble with anxiety. 

       The Radiant Sun, Apollo, has given you his blessing.


 As a reward, ‘Imperfect Dexterity’ has been strengthened to ‘Shining Hand’. 

 By repeating a particular action, you can make your hands emit light for a certain period of time.





      What the fuck? Shining Hand? I couldn’t believe the words that appeared even after seeing them with my eyes. Anyway, I felt grateful that he decided to grant me a blessing. 

      “T-Thank you!”

      『Due to the law of cause and effect, what I can give to you is just something this small. But it’s a useful skill, so I hope you can use it well. For example, you can use it when exploring Pluto’s labyrinth. Yeah, that’s the perfect time to use this blessing because it’s dark inside.』 

      Apollo, God of Light and Sun, probably had favorable feelings for me. Since that was the case, I opened my mouth to ask something I was really curious about. 

      “Uhm, I’d like to ask you something if it isn’t much of a bother.”

      『What is it? If it is short, I’ll have time to answer.』 

      “Uh, I won’t get hair loss even if I use this ability, right? I heard that if you receive the blessing from the Sun God, you will start to lose your hair.” 

      『…It’s beyond the scope of what I can answer. Anyway, I will never make a direct intervention in the life of a mortal like today again in the future. No being of this world can get around this world’s rules.』 

      
        Kick—
      

      Along with the sound of kicking the earth, the sense of heaviness completely disappeared. Darkness sank again in the world that was bright like the day, and the world that was silent as if it was in the dead hours of the night began to revitalize once again. 

      All I could hear were the crickets and the birds chirping at night. 

      Haa, what the hell happened? I wasn’t sure what was going on, but I was surprised that my hands shone with a subtle white light like some kind of firefly’s butt. 

      “Fuck, this scared the shit out of me!” 

      * * ** * *

      I thought it was already too late for me to sleep but there was still some time before the sun was up, so I decided to visit Luna’s cabin. 

      Luna was carving wooden blocks with a small dagger, perhaps not noticing it was already very late into the night. 

      “Hassan, why are your hands shining so brightly?”

      Luna opened her mouth as if she was very amazed when she saw my illuminated hands. Of course, the same goes for me. 

      So I gave a brief account of a newly acquired blessing on my hands. Of course, I didn’t talk about the story of being misunderstood by the goddess of the hunt. I just explained the changes in my blessings. 

      While listening to it with interest, Luna asked.

      “But how do you put off the lights? Will you keep emitting light like this?” 

      “If I leave it alone, the light will eventually turn off.” 

      
        Swish— 
      

      After about a minute or so, the softly radiating light in my hand gradually lost its light and went back to normal. 

      “Wow, that’s true. Then can you make the light back on?” 

      “Wait a minute.”

      After Luna’s question, I repeatedly folded and unfolded my hand. 

      Therefore, my hands were wrapped in a subtle light again. I was also only able to figure this out after some experiments, but it was amazing no matter how much I looked at it. Damn, my hands were emitting light! 

      “Wow! I can save money on candles now! This is like magic!” 

      Luna’s words were correct. My new ability, Shining Hand, was such a blessing that it allowed me to save some money by no longer needing to buy candles. 

      I couldn’t think of how to use this Shining Hand elsewhere, and I was too tired to give it any additional thought. 

      However, I would have almost died tonight if Apollo had not come down to save me. This event just made me realize that Diana, the goddess of the moon, was a rather crazy goddess. 

      In the past, when people from the West wanted to express that the person had a few loose screws, did they say something like the moon possessed them? Werewolves also went wild when they saw the moon. 

      Was she crazy like the moon because she was the moon goddess?

      Come to think of it, Luna’s name also meant moon. Was the name the problem then? Would Luna’s mental state improve if I changed her name? 

      “It’s done!” 

      Then Luna held the dagger high and shouted out loud.

      For a moment, I thought Luna, the crazy girl, was trying to stab me to death, but she stuck out the broad board she carved toward me. It was one of the boards left after repairing the cabin. 

      “What’s that?”

      “What do you think about this workshop sign? It’s cool, right?”

      When I glanced at the thing that looked similar to a “workshop sign,” some letters were engraved over it. It was quite difficult to recognize because the handwriting was crooked, but it was not to the extent that it was very difficult to read. 

      Sun and Moon Beverage Workshop… 

      “Sun and moon?” 

      “It’s poetic, right? I named it after Hassan and myself.” 

      I knew that Luna’s name meant the moon, but I wondered why the sun suddenly popped out of my name. 

      “Part of my name is Sun?” 

      “In the old Gaia dialect, Hassan is similar to Hot Sun, which means the hot sun. Didn’t you get the name Hassan from this word? So I was thinking that you also received a blessing from the Sun God.”

      “Ah, that’s how it is.” 

      The hot sun, you might think it like that. Seeing a letter named after me in the store sign for the workshop that Luna had been wishing to open was a very touching sight to me. 

      On the other hand, it reminded me of the health center, Mountain and Sea, run by my father. Therefore, it suddenly made me miss my hometown. 

      Luna turned out to be more like a healer. When I heard she was a voodoo shaman I thought she would corrupt other people’s minds or something. Was it because she was a grass Pokemon, and she would spout something like phytoncide? 

      “I-if you don’t like it, I’ll change it. I’m sorry if I offended you by putting your name without your consent….” 

      Looking at the girl who had no self-confidence and felt embarrassed by her decision, I suddenly felt emotional and got the urge to hug Luna’s waist. 

      Luna trembled in surprise at my actions. 

      “…H-Hassan!?” 

      Luna struggled really hard to get out of my arms. 

      “Why? Can’t I even hug you like this?”

      “It’s not that. You smell like nymphs.” 

      Just what in hell is this situation? 
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      Luna sniffed me out and immediately frowned because of the smell that lingered on my body. 

      “It’s not only that you smell like nymphs but I also could smell another scent from you. What’s this smell…?” 

      Luna already stopped struggling and started sniffing out my shoulder and chest. 

      “It feels like I’ve smelled this kind of smell before. Where did I smell it? I think someone from the guild has a smell like this….” 

      I didn’t know why but somehow I got the creeps for no reason. It felt as if I had been caught doing something wrong, so I released Luna from my embrace and tried brushing off her doubts.

      “What kind of smell could I have? Maybe it’s just your imagination.” 

      “Really? Is it just my imagination?”

      “Yeah. You’re probably confused because you are working until late at night instead of sleeping.”

      “I usually work better at night though. I guess I’m good at staying awake at night because I eat a lot of owl meat!” 

      “What does eating owl meat got to do with working better at night?”

      “Did you not know, Hassan? If you eat rabbit meat, your legs will get faster, and if you eat bear meat, your arms will get stronger.”

      It felt like she was talking about something from the totemism era. But in this bizarre world, such superstitions were naturally spread far and wide, so refuting them would only result in being called a fool. 

      “Forget that, here, look at this. Ta-da!”

      Luna moved on from the topic we were talking about and showed me the totem she had carved instead. However, unlike the horrible Moai totems she made last time, what she made today was quite well-made. 

      But the shape was the same as the Korean Moai statue I made last time. I wondered if she liked this kind of shape. Well, it was true. Korean Moai statue had a quite distinctive shape, after all.

      Luna grabbed the dagger again and started to dig into the wood while speaking. 

      “I feel quite alright, even though I haven’t gone to sleep tonight. Isn’t this situation quite strange? Is it because my name is Luna? My senses become sensitive at night, and I can hear all kinds of sounds really well, even the tiniest of sounds.” 

      “Ah, yeah.” 

      Luna became more sensitive at night. Hearing this piece of information didn’t surprise me since I had a slight idea about why she was like this. 

      It was probably because Luna was the daughter of the goddess of the night. So becoming nocturnal was something that was inherited from her mother. It was certainly not because she had consumed a lot of owl meat. 

      Still, I slightly touched Luna’s wrist, just in case. Then her stats came to my mind, followed by the usual ding sound. 

       [Stats]

Name: Luna Knoxdotty
Level: 8 → 11
Strength: 2 → 3
Agility: 5 → 6
Stamina: 1 → 2
Status: Fluttering Heart 》Bad Meals Lover 》Nocturnal Nature
Condition: Curse of Knox 》Curse of Erebor




      What the fuck was this? Somehow it was like… her stats had changed a lot. How could her level go up by three while I had been away from her? 

      I was really surprised that all of her stat points went up by 1. If we were in a game, she would already be reported as using a hack. I couldn’t believe she’d already overtaken my level! 

      “Why, what’s wrong, Hassan? I’m holding a dagger, so it’s a bit dangerous.…” 

      Luna blushed, not knowing what to do in this situation. She was feeling shy because I was holding her wrist. 

      “Luna, what did you eat while I was away? Or what did you do?” 

      “Huh? I was just carving the totem, these Moai totems. I’ve collected a lot of Karma by doing this. Is there any problem?”

      Was Luna unaware of the changes that happened to her body? 

      Increasing three levels in such a short time could be seen as something unusual, even for me, who was unfamiliar with how this world really worked. 

      “Speaking of this, Hassan… You asked me to make a Moai totem for you before, right? Here… I should have one for you here. 

      Luna started to rummage around the corner of the cabin after sneaking her wrist out of my grasp. Soon she held out a wooden statue similar to the one she had given me last time. 

      Of course, the shape was very crude, but I was slightly able to recognize it as being in a human form. 

      “It’s better than last time, right? I also made it so it resembles your face, Hassan.” 

      Luna said proudly, but to be honest, I thought this totem just looked like a weird-looking wooden doll. Was I this ugly in Luna’s eyes? That would be a bit of a shock.

      I accepted the Moai totem anyway. 

      『You have received a wooden doll filled with Little Night's Affection.』




      
『You can increase the value of one of the following attributes by 1 after consuming 100 task points.』
『There is a 40% chance of obtaining additional points.』



『1. Strength +』 
『2. Agility +』
『3. Stamina +』




      I felt like my eyes almost popped out of their sockets when I read the additional words in the information that appeared. 

      I had predicted that this notification would show up because I had already experienced it once before. But I only knew about the option of strengthening my ability by consuming task points. 

      Where did this 40% probability of gaining an additional point come from? Was it because of my newly acquired Shining Hand? No, Probably not 

      Even my dumb brain could guess that it wasn’t the case. 

      The most plausible reason I could come up with was that Luna had improved, consequently improving the quality of the totems she made. 

      This time, the words 『You have received a wooden doll filled with Little Night’s Affection』came together with the other pieces of information. 

      Huh, what the hell was this 40% chance? This felt neither likely nor unlikely. 

      I know I would be livid if it failed. But considering my record with such things, I couldn’t call myself lucky at all.

      Luna was my lucky goddess at the moment, so should I leave this choice for her to make? 

      “Luna, choose between 1, 2, and 3, which one is the best?” 

      “Then I’ll pick number four.”

      “No, choose a number out of one to three.”

      “Hmm… I cannot understand what you’re talking about all of a sudden. Hasan, I’ve been thinking about this for a while, but you say and do a lot of weird stuff. Is it because you are from Samaria?” 

      It was quite a shock hearing that I was weird when it came from someone like Luna. It felt like the pot calling the kettle black here. 

      “Then I’ll choose number three. No, no, choose number 2. Ah, no, let’s just go with the number one.”

      Luna ended up choosing the number 1 in the end. Strength, huh? This was also what I wanted to choose. I decided to trust Luna and slowly moved my head toward the button. 

      Whoo, damn it. I am so nervous. Choosing correctly means I get to level up two times. 

      I then pressed the『1. Strength + 』button that was floating in the air with my finger. 

      
        Ding— Ding— 
      

      With a clear sound, the level-up notification appeared twice. I overcame the 40% success probability and had a successful gacha roll.

      “Holy shit! Damn!” 

      I was so happy that I grabbed Luna’s waist again and started circling her around in the air while in my embrace. 

      This reminded me of the puppy I used to own back home, It would struggle, just like Luna was doing right now, whenever I did this.

      “Why, what happened? I’m holding a dagger! It’s dangerous!” 

      I buried my face in Luna’s soft and smooth belly. 

      
        Sniff— Sniff— 
      

      The smell of her sweet flesh and the strong mint flavor emanating from her had never smelled this good before. My lower body also showed its presence by expanding in my pants as if it was extremely happy. 

      “Ugh, i-it tickles. S-Stop it.”

      I put Luna on the carpet made of deerskin leather and kissed her exposed stomach. 

      “Ugh, y-you’re tickling me…!”

      Luna kept pushing my head away. 

      However, I didn’t want to let go of this petite body because of the joy and all kinds of other emotions brimming within me that had taken control of my mind. 

      So I slowly stuck out my tongue and licked her gently on the lower abdomen near the navel area. 

      “Uh, hh, Hassan, no…! You will break my chastity vow this way…!” 

      Luna blurted out carefully, just in case anyone out there could overhear us. However, after meeting with Diana tonight, one thing I had been curious about for a long time had been resolved. 

      According to Diana, as long as it was not a form of direct penetration, it wouldn’t be counted as defiling one’s purity. 

      It was a clear fact because the Goddess of Chastity said so herself. Thinking about it this way, the experience of meeting that hateful Diana seemed to have had its own benefit. 

      “Hhh… ack…!”

      When I licked her navel, Luna couldn’t help but moan. She could never stand it whenever I put my tongue on that specific rounded area of hers. The body underneath me was getting hotter with each one of my licks. It felt good that I could immediately know her reaction like this. 

      However, she looked pitiful because she was shaking and shivering a lot. It looked like she was feeling scared due to my actions. 

      Forcing myself on someone who didn’t want to do it with me didn’t fit my sentiment as a modern man from the 21st century. So I took my mouth off Luna’s stomach and explained to her in a low voice. 

      “I heard from Lady Diana that It’s okay to do things as long as it’s not direct penetration” 

      “L-Lady Diana? Penetration? What do you mean…Ugh!?”

      My tongue, which was slowly licking Luna’s stomach, now moved to the area below it, to the area between the pelvis, hip, and legs. 

      A thin piece of cloth that was covering the secret and most important part of a woman’s body. When I tried to bring my face near it, something soft grabbed me tightly on both sides of my face. 

      It was Luna’s thighs. I couldn’t believe there was such a soft trap waiting for me at this place. I wanted to stay like this forever. 

      “D-don’t do this…!” 

      Even though we had already done it once before, Luna was still strongly holding on to her chastity. 

      To be honest, I already thought of Luna as my girlfriend or something like my lover at this point, but I wasn’t sure what to do after seeing her reject me to this extent. 

      Then suddenly, I remembered reading a famous article on social media about a woman’s heart when I was a freshman a long time ago and was still interested in dating. 

      Men tend to take a woman easily when they think they have already had her once. However, things were drastically different from the woman’s side. The woman would only allow that situation to happen once, and it was unclear whether she would let the man have her again. 

      I also thought that if I had a girlfriend someday, I would understand that feeling, but I forgot about it altogether because I had been single for more than five fucking long years. 

      “You really don’t want to do this?” 

      “L-Lady Knox is watching over there….” 

      Luna extended her hand to point at Knox’s statue that was sitting in the corner. 

      I didn’t realize it before because of the blood rushing to my head, but now that I saw goddess Knox’s statue, I could feel like she was watching over me. 

      I slipped out of Luna’s soft thighs, took off my raincoat, and covered the statue with it. IT looked nearly identical to someone covering the CCTV cameras.

      “Now we are safe.” 

      “T-That’s…” 

      Luna hesitated a lot. I decided to ask Luna carefully. 

      “Do you hate me?”

      “It’s not like that… To be honest, I’m a little scared… Uh, y-you’re too big and thick… it was painful as well…” 

      Ah, I didn’t realize that her mind started to develop a fear of men after her first experience with me. 

      Now I remembered hearing somewhere that many women started becoming afraid of men after a painful first experience. 

      Of course, I thought that it would have nothing to do with me then, so I didn’t think much about it when I heard that. Damn it, what did they say there? 

      I think they recommended something like stimulating her and letting her gain some experience so that she is no longer scared of sexual contact. 

      So I made up my mind to untie the knot in my pants in front of Luna. Soon, my firm and stiff schlong that had risen inside my loose pants were now exposed to the cold air. 

      I was a little embarrassed, but Luna’s round eyes immediately became wide open after seeing me do this. She was feeling so awkward and embarrassed that she didn’t know what to do. 

      “…Why did you suddenly drop your pants?” 

      “Here, look, this is the thing that went inside you last time. It’s not that big, right?”

      Luna covered her face with her palms and blinked her emerald eyes through the gaps of her fingers, perhaps because she couldn’t bring herself to see it directly. 

      “I-It’s big…”

      I felt like my pride as a man was soaring up with just that one sentence of hers. On the other hand, looking at the fear brimming in Luna’s eyes somehow started to make me anxious as well. 

      Fuck, did the plan fail? Of course, if I gave up at this point, the chances to be brave enough to do this again would also be gone for good. 

      So I pretended to act indifferent to her emotions. 

      “Try to grab it. Just do it as you did during yesterday’s massage.”

      “Ma-massage….”

      “Yes, massage. It’s nothing unusual. It’s just a massage. There’s nothing wrong with it.” 

      “Massage…” 

      At the word “massage”, Luna’s eyes showed that many thoughts had flashed inside her mind simultaneously. 

      Sometimes she took a peek at me every once in a while looking very anxious as if fearing that she would hurt my feelings if she didn’t respond. 

      “Hassan, d-do… you want me to do that to you?” 

      “Absolutely.” 

      “….”

      Luna just blushed very hard at my reply without answering me back. She was looking like she’d pop if I poked her with a needle.

      After lifting Luna’s body so that she would sit on her knees, I brought my solidly raised rod right in front of Luna’s face. 

      Her eyes shook nervously as if they were at a loss for what to do right now. So she chose to direct her gaze to the ground. Her trembling hands slowly approached my thing. 

      
        Sweep— 
      

      Soon, my mind felt open to a sense of achievement, including a kind of desire for conquest, when her finger completely wrapped around my thing.

      “How does it feel when you touch it…?” 

      “I-It-s hot… and also very hard…”

      Luna muttered softly and then sniffed me out. The sudden action made me feel rather embarrassed. Because I suddenly remembered that I didn’t wash after rolling in the dirt ground and massaging Hippolyte. 

      “There’s nothing to smell.” 

      On the contrary, I was about to fall into a brief agony while thinking, “This is too embarrassing. Should I quit?” 

      “B-but Hassan, your smell….” 

      But Luna put her nose and face on top of my stiff stick as if she liked the smell and kept smelling it for a while. Her soft breaths and nostrils keep touching my hard meat rod. 

      “Huuu… This smell….” 
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        Sniff— Sniff— 
      

      Luna kept sniffing me like that for a while. 

      She looked like a small beast trying to get a feel of the other person’s feelings or identity through smelling, or was it maybe something akin to a greeting? 

      Anyways, Luna’s emerald-colored eyes, which until now, were filled to the brim with a mixture of fear, dread, and unbridled shame, had now a strange glint of curiosity to them. 

      “This part of you… Smells like my hometown…” 

      My stuff down there smelled like Luna’s hometown? Was there something wrong with my schlong or did Luna’s hometown really smell like cock or something? I felt my head spinning for a while after hearing Luna’s words, but I quickly regained my wavering senses. 

      Well, isn’t it good news that Luna became interested in my thing now? She isn’t afraid of it anymore, at least. 

      Kwaaaak. 
Luna then gripped my schlong hard enough to make me instinctively pull back my hips. How was her grip so strong? 

      “Hey, you shouldn’t hold it so tightly.” 

      “R-Really? It was so hard and solid that I wanted to check if there was a bone inside.” 

      “Why on earth would there be a bone inside?”

      While it felt like an absurd assumption to me, it might not be the case for Luna who saw a man’s solid schlong up close for the first time in her life.

      And with that out of the way, Luna kept pressing and pulling my thing for a while. It was similar to the acts of someone checking out a toy they received for the very first time. 

      Even as someone who had sworn a vow of chastity, it wasn’t weird for her to be interested in sexual subjects. It seemed that her curiosity about this body part that she didn’t possess overcame any feeling of fear and shame she was previously riddled with. 

      As for me, I couldn’t really describe the scene of the pink-haired petite girl sitting on her knees in front of me while holding my thing and fiddling with it as anything but a pleasant sight. 

      Seeing her flushed face look up at me as if to check for my reaction every once in a while was incredibly cute. Unfortunately, what Luna was doing right now gave me little to no sexual relief. 

      
        Scratch— 
      

      I almost screeched in pain when she scratched my sensitive glans with her fingernails. Dammit, it really fucking hurts! 

      “Hey, y-you can’t do that!” 

      “…R-Really…? Then how…?” 

      Luna was restlessly gazing my way when I told her off like that. She probably turned passive after realizing just how much pain I was in. 

      It was then that I realized that I could fill this empty canvas-like girl with all the knowledge I wanted. 

      “T-Try using your mouth.” 

      “Mouth?… Should I bite it…?” 

      “No, d-don’t bite it! Just lick it with your tongue or something…” 

      “Ah…” 

      Luna then slightly nodded her head as if understanding what I meant to convey to her. There, however, seemed to be a big gap between knowing what to do and actually doing it. 

      
        Swish— 
      

      Luna’s cute tongue slowly stuck out of her tiny mouth and was hesitantly approaching my shaft. It was such a slow movement that it almost looked like a still image. 

      Just as the tip of her extended tongue touched my glans, I felt a strange tingling sensation along with a subtle feeling of pleasure and achievement going from my tailbone straight to my brain through my spinal cord. 

      “Yeah, keep licking it like that, or try holding it inside your mouth.” 

      “Haa…” 

      I gave Luna some additional directions but she seemed completely absorbed in the taste of my meat stick that she had just touched with her tongue. 

      And then, without even waiting for me to say anything more, she began eagerly licking my shaft and glans as though she was licking ice cream. 

      
        Lick— Lick— 
      

      I couldn’t really tell if she was doing a good job or not since it was my first time getting such a thing from someone. 

      Still, I couldn’t help but feel touched by the fact that the girl I liked was doing something like this for me. Of course, those feelings only lasted for a moment. 

      
        Slurrrp— 
      

      Luna then began nibbling on the tip of my schlong with her small lips and made me wonder just how could anything in this world feel so pleasant. 

      
        Slurp— 
      

      Oh lord, I can’t believe a woman’s mouth can feel this good. 

      Soft tongue and cheeks, moisture, warmth, and just the right amount of pressure. It was as if all the elements to make one feel good were combined together to give birth to this ecstatic experience. 

      “Hauuu… Ha…” 

      Luna kept leaking out hot breaths while repeatedly licking and sucking my dick with her small mouth. 

      She was now doing well without me having to tell her anything. Did she have a knack for it because she was the daughter of the goddess of the night? 

      I then kept watching Luna licking my schlong for a while. Her pink hair was shining and gracefully swaying under the soft light of the candles. Seeing this, I had a sudden urge and began to gently stroke her lustrous hair with my hand. 

      “Uuh…” 

      Luna shivered as if stimulated by the strokes of my hand. 

      Because of that, her teeth slightly brushed against my meat rod, which was rather annoying, but she soon retracted them and continued stimulating my schlong by using her lips, cheeks, and tongue. 

      
        Slurp— Sluurp— Slurrrp— 
      

      It felt better than I ever imagined it to be. Back when I watched porn, I used to skip all the fellatio scenes every single time without exception. 

      Why did they keep this scene in? Why do people even like this? These were the questions I used to have but I finally understood them after experiencing it for myself. 

      The act of a woman serving a man this way was nothing short of blissful. I won’t skip the fellatio scenes from now on, I’ll watch it all! Damn, who am I kidding? Can I even do that anymore? 

      
        Slurp— Sluuurp— Slurrrrp— Slurp— Sllurp— 
      

      An obscene sound of saliva was resounding in the air while I was lost in my thoughts. 

      I couldn’t help but grow even more excited when I remembered that these sounds were coming from the ever-nonsense blabbering Luna. 

      Actually, what I wanted to do the most right now was to insert my schlong between her legs. I, however, couldn’t do that, as sad as that may be. 

      So I laid down on the deerskin carpet and put Luna’s small body on top of me with her butt pointing toward my face. 

      I really like the feeling of her small and warm body weighing down on me like this. 

      With such blissful feelings in my mind, I pulled down the fabric that was covering the most secretive spot of Luna’s body. 

      “Huu, Ha-Hassan…?” 

      “It’s okay. I won’t put it in, I’ll just lick it.” 

      
        Drip— 
      

      I could see a viscous and sticky liquid stretching like a thin thread from the cloth I just pulled. Was Luna also excited despite not receiving any stimulation from me? 

      “That, ah, you can’t…” 

      “It’s okay. I’ll just take a look.” 

      I could see Luna’s wet pussy appear again between her legs which were softly illuminated by the candlelight. I felt like I could cry at witnessing this beautiful sight. 

      My brain was melting in the delicate smell of a female. 

      “I-It suddenly got bigger…” 

      Luna, who was stuck to my lower body, seemed to be saying something to me. However, I couldn’t care any less about it at the moment. 

      I began opening and closing my right hand, activating my newest skill, Shining Hand and then brought it close to Luna’s dripping wet pussy. 

      What met my fingertips was a smooth and soft sensation. 

      As I began rubbing Luna’s thin skin-covered clitoris with my thumb, she closed her legs back after letting out a moan. 

      My hands then reached out for Luna’s small and round buttocks and stretched them sideways. 

      “D-Don’t spread it…” 

      Even though we already went through this before already, Luna was still grumbling with an embarrassed tone. 

      She raised her body as if trying to free herself from my arms, but I was already holding her butt close to me and she couldn’t move at all. 

      Not caring about her protests, I stared at Luna’s gaping pussy, her pretty little labia along with the clear droplets dripping from her hole. 

      Because my hands were shining due to my skill, I could still get a nice view of everything despite being in the dark. 

      
        Swish— 
      

      I then slightly lifted my head and neck and approached her wet pussy with my tongue out. 

      I then placed my tongue on her love-juice-soaked clitoris trying to make slurping noises that were as loud as possible. 

      Luna’s waist and hips began shaking more and more as I was rolling her clitoris clockwise with the use of my tongue. 

      “Huuh, ang… uuh, haa, Hassan, t-that’s no…” 

      I had finally succeeded at bringing out her lustful voice once again. While I knew about this trait of hers already, I was once again, surprised by how sensitive Luna was. 

      “Uh… Hang…! Has-, uuuh, I-I feel weird…” 

      To have been able to give her such sexual pleasure to the point where I could actually see it clearly despite my obvious lack of sexual experience made my confidence rise so much that I felt like my schlong was about to soar through the roof. 

      I, however, couldn’t help but grow tired from repeatedly raising my head and neck to stimulate her honeypot so I ended up removing my face from her wet cunt and started stimulating her vagina with my fingers. 

      I wanted nothing more than to put my fingers in her soft, moist hole. 

      While it wasn’t direct penetration, I was afraid it would still be considered as copulating, so I only touched the area around it. 

      Not knowing when I’d have such an opportunity again, I played around with her labia with my fingers as if strumming a guitar, trying to make as obscene of a sound as I possibly could. 

      “Huuh, uuh, ang…” 

      Luna, who was holding my schlong, stopped moving and simply started shuddering in pleasure. Had she finally lost it? 

      Then, with a feeling of wanting to experience all she had to offer, I lubed my finger with her love juices and approached her buttocks, wanting to reach out for her butthole. Luna reacted rather sensitively the last time I tried to go for it. 

      And just as I was stroking her clean pink hole with my thumb. 

      “N-Not there…!” 

      Luna seemed rather startled by my actions. She was struggling very hard, trying to escape my restraint. Looks like I have no choice but to give up on it for now. 

      Ending it like this, without ejaculating, would feel quite a bit frustrating. Luna didn’t seem intent on sucking my schlong right now so I had to do something about it. 

      Suddenly, a very crazy thought went through my head. I then got Luna off my body and made her stand up straight. 

      Luna was very surprised at the sight of my determined gaze. 

      “Ha-Hassan, y-you can’t put it in… gonna get punished…!” 

      “Don’t worry, I won’t.” 

      Intimacy between men and women wasn’t just about penetration. Through the 100,000 years of evolution, human beings developed multiple techniques when it came to sexual relief. 

      I then slightly lifted Luna who, perhaps because she was feeling afraid, was trembling slightly, then put her groin atop my solid rod. 

      My schlong which was already pretty sensitive, could now clearly feel the thick flesh of Luna’s pussy. The feeling of Luna’s hot breath along with her wrapped hands on my neck and shoulders also felt very good. 

      While simply feeling its weight was very pleasurable already, I decided to try slightly moving it back and forth. 

      
        Splash— Squelch— 
      

      “Uaaah…” 

      Even if it wasn’t direct penetration, such a subtle pleasure did indeed feel good. Most of all, our close contact made me feel a great sense of fulfillment and satisfaction. 

      So I ended up removing every piece of clothing left on me and Luna, making every inch of her flesh, including her soft breasts, press on my body while I was moving my hips back and forth. 

      
        Rub— Rub— Splash— Slurp— Squeeze— Sqeulch— Splash— 
      

      The feeling of Luna’s soft and smooth flesh rubbing against mine felt so good that it couldn’t simply be described in words. 

      
        Splash— Splash— 
      

      It kind of felt like I was literally buried in soft flesh. Is this why so many people liked this position? 

      “Hah, huuh, it’s weird… I-It didn’t go in… Hah, uuuh, huuuh, ang…!” 

      Luna seemed to be enjoying this ‘Sumata’ a lot too. 

      “How is it? Is this not too bad?

      “Huuh, that, I-I don’t know… ang… uuuh…!” 

      I heard women would initially feel pain or even feel afraid of direct insertion, and that this was a nice way to gradually increase their experience. 

      As expected, all this miscellaneous knowledge that I had filled my head with so far wasn’t completely useless after all. 

      “Huuuh, ang… uuuh, haang… Has-… ang!” 

      Most of all, the immorality I was feeling from having our bodies close to each other like this, enough to share each other’s warmth while secretly rubbing each other’s private parts, had no equal. 

      I was feeling very guilty as if I was doing unspeakable things to a naive and innocent child. These subtle feelings of guilt were slowly transforming into a feeling of ecstasy that was coursing through my veins and reaching my head and back, giving me so much pleasure that it was literally overwhelming my senses. 

      I then clasped Luna’s buttcheeks with both hands and kept rubbing them. It was as soft and sticky as a rice cake. 

      “Uh, huaa, ang, aah, huu, hang, ang…!” 

      
        Splash— Splosh— Squelch— Splash— Squelsh— 
      

      My schlong, which was now rubbing against Luna’s thighs and labia, was so wet, due to her leaking juices, that my movements couldn’t be any smoother. 

      Sliding through her soft skin was giving me pleasure that couldn’t be quantified. 

      That aside, the sight of her nipples sturdily sticking out of her cute breasts and rubbing against my body, excited me a lot. The fact that they were poking out like this even though I haven’t touched them much until now just added to my excitement. 

      So I lowered my head towards Luna’s soft and perky breasts and took them in my mouth intermittently switching between sucking and licking her stiff nipples as hard as I could. 

      “Haang…!” 

      Luna’s body shuddered as if she was screaming her heart out. I noticed her nipples hardening and thought I could easily get addicted to this sensation. 

      
        Slurrrp— Slurrrrp— 
      

      “Hassan, huu, aah, haaa… S-Stop… M-My stomach is tingling… I need to go to the, to the… Let me go…” 

      After rubbing my schlong on her pussy and licking her nipples for a while Luna began struggling between my arms as if trying to escape from my grasp. 

      “Haaang, ang, anf, aah, ang… Q-Quickly…! Haaah, ang!” 

      Conflicting feelings of wanting to let her go and watching what was going to happen collided inside of me. 

      Of course, I, who was very heated up at the moment, didn’t let go of the little Luna from within my arms. 

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 70: Sun and Moon (4) 🔞

      
      
        Splash— Splash— Splashh— Squelch— Rub— Rub— 
      

      “Ang, ang! Haah! Ang! Q-Quickly! R-Really! Has— Ang…!” 

      The faster my waist was moving back and forth, the stronger the moans Luna was leaking out became. 

      So strong, in fact, that I started to become worried that someone passing by the back alley might hear her sultry voice leaking out of the cabin. 

      But that worry was nothing compared to the arousal and the feeling of ejaculation, getting increasingly clearer with each passing moment, that was filling my mind. 

      
        Splash— Squelch— Splash— Rub— Rub— 
      

      Just a little more and I’ll come. Really, just a little, just a little bit. 

      “Huuuh, Ha— I said no, Hassan…!” 

      Suddenly, Luna began pushing my body back with all her might. 

      Luna’s pushing strength was much more significant than I thought it would be. Was it because her overall level was higher than mine? She was actually pushing off my body, nearly separating it from hers. 

      But my burning hot body refused to separate from hers. So I leaned over and brought my head right next to Luna’s and pushed my mouth against hers. 

      
        Splash— Splash— 
      

      “Haauuh…” 

      Luna’s body trembled as soon as I took a taste of her lips and inserted my tongue inside her small mouth. Soon after that, I could feel her lower body convulsing as well as my schlong suddenly getting warmer. 

      Did she just orgasm? I can’t believe I just made a woman orgasm like that. A sudden feeling of excitement along with a sense of accomplishment took over my body, with that realization. 

      Moreover, the friction between my schlong and Luna’s increasingly tightening thighs increased further, getting me even closer to my eventual release. 

      
        Splurt— Splurt— 
      

      And just like that, hot and thick semen spilled out of my throbbing shaft and slathered all over Luna’s smooth thighs and puffy labia. 

      “Uuuh, Has—… Huuh, aaah… Aaaah…” 

      Luna, who had been rigidly holding onto my body till now, suddenly slumped down on the bed as though she was melting. 

      * * * 

      There really was no stopping me after I got excited, and because of that, the post-nut clarity I was feeling now was strong enough that I felt like all of the universe’s secrets were within my reach.

      In a way, the higher your excitement and pleasure were during orgasm, the clearer your thoughts would become after the deed was done. 

      And once again, post-nut clarity didn’t fail to take over my mind. 

      The first thing I worried about after regaining my reason, was whether this act of ours could be considered as tarnishing Luna’s purity and if the gods would appear to punish me as a result. And after a few minutes of waiting in agony, fortunately, no such thing happened. 

      It seems that Dianna, the goddess of purity, didn’t lie to me when she said that only direct intercourse counted as the defilement of a girl’s purity. That was a huge relief for me. But this relief that had washed over me didn’t last long as I now had another troublesome matter to take care of. 

      “I-I’m sorry.” 

      “…” 

      Luna silently glanced at me and then went back to her totem carving. 

      After I calmed down from the high of the ejaculation and came to my senses, I was able to realize just how harshly I had treated her. I forced myself on her and prevented her from going to the bathroom. 

      Even for Luna, this must have been disgraceful and embarrassing enough to anger her. Her anger was justified. But her struggling figure was too cute and I just couldn’t bear to let go of her in the heat of the moment. 

      Of course, saying this out loud would be very embarrassing and shameful for me so I refrained from doing that. 

      “D-Don’t be angry. I’m sorry, it was my fault.” 

      Because of my life as a slave, I got used to dishing out apologies without thinking much about them. But it somehow felt very difficult to apologize to Luna this time around. 

      A lot of complicated and indescribable emotions were swirling inside of me. Even apologizing felt very shameful for some reason. 

      Luna simply continued carving the totem with her dagger, seemingly uncaring about my inner turmoil. She looked really scary when she behaved like this. I didn’t think she’d be this upset. I’m starting to panic for real now. 

      How can I ease her anger? 

      In my original world, I’ve had a lot of friends who suffered from relationship problems or often fought with their girlfriends. 

      How the hell did they reconcile with them? Did they give them something delicious to eat? I don’t know, dammit. I’m feeling too embarrassed right now to think things through! 

      “…I-I’ll buy you something delicious tomorrow morning.” 

      “…at.” 

      My desperate attempts finally prompted a response from her. 

      “What did you just say? What ‘Me’?” 

      “…Buy me some meat.” 

      “Meat! Yeah! Don’t worry! I’ll buy you some meat!” 

      How much money do I have right now? Buying meat to relieve Luna of her anger is gonna cost quite a lot. I began rummaging through the pockets of my leather jacket for money with such thoughts when… 

      
        Ting— Ting— Roll— 
      

      A coin fell out of my arms and rolled on the dirty floor. The floor had become dirty again after we removed the deer skin to get it washed. 

      Anyway, that one copper coin rolled down on the floor for a while and was heading toward Luna. Luna’s eyes which were frowning while staring at the totem she was carving, suddenly lit up and widened when she gazed at the rolling copper coin. 

      “Hassan! Where did you get this?” 

      I jumped out in surprise at Luna’s sudden shout. I wasn’t joking at all, I really jumped. Was this the same Luna that was sulking moments before? 

      “The coin I lost!” 

      Luna picked up the one-copper coin that fell on the ground while jumping up with unbridled joy. I felt like I couldn’t keep up with this unexpected change of mood. 

      I remembered that it was the one-copper coin I had received from Knox and suddenly became curious about what it actually was. 

      “What’s that?” 

      “This is the first-ever amount of money I made on my own! Look, there’s even my name written here!” 

      Luna then flipped the coin and showed it to me. 

      I wondered what the hell she was talking about, and when I looked closely at the coin, I could see the word “Luna” engraved on the hero’s face that was on the surface of the coin. 

      Damn, what the fuck is going on here? 

      “Where did you get this? I lost it a long time ago and just considered it to be a tribute to Lady Knox.” 

      Her reaction was so grave that I was about to tell her that I got it from Knox herself. However, I soon recalled that Knox was hiding the fact that she was Luna’s mother, so I kept my mouth shut. 

      I didn’t know why she was doing it. Was there some kind of family history that wasn’t supposed to be revealed? Could I really just blurt out something like that? 

      No, I can’t risk it, someone might just pop up to punish me for it. It wasn’t my place to stick my nose in other people’s family business anyways. 

      “I just, well, uhm, picked it up.” 

      “Really? Ha-Hassan. Do you mind giving it to me? I’ll give you another copper coin in exchange.” 

      Luna began to rummage through her own pockets. She seemed to not have any copper on her right now as she just picked up a silver coin out of her pockets. She wasn’t gonna trade a silver coin for a copper one now, right? 

      “I-I’ll give you this silver coin. I’m all out of coppers.” 

      Luna was holding a silver coin with trembling hands as if it couldn’t be helped. One silver is a lot of money, equivalent to 100 coppers. 

      Based on my two years of experience in this world, if I were to compare it to my old world, 1 copper would be about 1,000 won, 1 silver being 100 coppers, would be equivalent to 100,000 won. 

      There was obviously no way to exactly compare them, but even taking that into account, how could one exchange 100,000 won for a measly 1,000 won? It was a completely ridiculous deal. Damn, even the second-hand resellers from the flea market might criticize me for being too malicious.

      “I-I’ll give you two silver then. Deal?” 

      “Wait, why are you trying to spend so much on it?” 

      Seeing her being so excited about it, going as far as to offer two silver coins for that measly copper coin, I began wondering if this one copper coin had some special ability I was unaware of. 

      It’s only natural to wonder what the heck was happening if someone suddenly offered a hefty price for a random antique stored in your house. 

      “What’s so special about this coin?” 

      “It’s because it’s the first money I made on my own. I was even going to give it a name… I was really sad after I lost it. I never expected to see it again!” 

      “Well, you can just keep it, then.” 

      “R-Really? 

      “Yeah, take it.” 

      I gladly gave the coin to her. 

      I just couldn’t find it in me to take away 2 silvers from someone I liked so much. It was also kind of commendable to see her attach so much meaning to the first copper she made in her life. 

      She was the kind of girl to greatly cherish her firsts, even when it was just a single copper coin. I also began to feel anticipation about how she would treasure me, her very first man. 

      “Thank you so much, Hassan!” 

      Luna then hastily ran up to me, tightly wrapping her hands around my waist as if her earlier sulking was an illusion. 

      It was a very wholesome hug with no mood or lewdness mixed within. It was warm and comforting, which felt good in its own way. 

      * * * 

      When morning arrived, we went to a nearby restaurant and ate a small piece of bird meat. 

      The bird was fist-sized at most so there really wasn’t much to eat, but perhaps because it was roasted on an open fire, it still tasted quite good. 

      That aside, we finished our meal and then headed out towards the guild building as usual. 

      “Hurry up! Come on! 

      “Report the damage!” 

      I couldn’t help but feel like something strange was going on when I entered the noisy interior of the guild. Of course, the guild being busy and swarming with people was nothing unusual in itself. 

      But, it felt a bit different today. 

      With that feeling in mind, I spoke to the tired-looking Daphne. 

      “What the hell is going on here?” 

      “Oh, Mr. Hassan. We’re in big trouble. Apparently, some Pluto cultists set fire to the east and west gates and kidnapped the guards there.” 

      I remembered the black-robed necromancer whose necklace I was wearing now at the mention of the Pluto cultists. 

      Were they really just a group of psychos who went around and casually killed people and offer them as sacrifices? 

      It was kind of scary to see such a group of psychos actually break into the city and set the city gates on fire. 

      “So what do we have to do? Do we have to deal with the cultists too?”

      Luna popped her head from behind me and spoke to Daphne. Daphne hid her serious expression and then began rummaging through the request book placed in front of her. 

      “Silver-tier adventurers will take care of that so you won’t have to do anything about it… I do have a perfect request for you two, however. Where was it—” 

      Daphne, who was flipping through the paper book with her fingers eventually stopped on a page and pointed toward a certain request. 

      “Here it is. Mr. Joseph said he needed help at his lumber yard. I heard you opened a workshop, right, Luna? You probably need a lot of wood to make furniture. You can get it from there for cheap. The reward is pretty high too, 40 silvers.” 

      “Should we accept this quest, Hassan?” 

      The image of a landscape with densely packed trees and tree stumps everywhere appeared in my mind at the mention of a lumber yard. 

      Trees. 

      It’s trees. 

      Luna’s workshop certainly looked rather empty at the moment, like an empty warehouse, getting some wood to make some furniture for cheap would be really nice. 

      I only grew aware of that fact after buying some wooden planks to repair the cabin, but, wood was a very expensive commodity in this world. Were trees more valuable than I expected? 

      Then Luna said. 

      “I think it would be great if we made a furnace, a shelf, a table, and some chairs as well. Jars can be separately made using clay.” 

      Now that I think about it, why don’t I secretly receive customers and raise my task points after we’re done with the workshop? 

      It would be like an illegal massage parlor, where Luna would sell weird potions and I would give massages. Sounds like a great plan to me. 

      It was actually more efficient for me to just gather huge amounts of task points instead of swinging a sword or doing some senseless physical training till my body couldn’t move anymore. 

      Anyway, Luna and I accepted the request and began waiting for our party members at the west gate of Sodomora. 

      Daphne mentioned that me and Luna aside, some other people were needed too to take on this mission. Seeing how many people are required, this quest is shaping out to be rather difficult. 

      I hope I’ll get proper party members this time. 

      Just as I started growing nervous about what kind of guys I had been matched with for this quest, I could hear a vaguely familiar voice calling out to me from afar, “Oi, the strange couple over there.” 

      Her blonde hair that was neatly tied in braids, healthy-looking tanned skin, and worn-out bronze armor looked pretty familiar. 

      “What, Renee? Are you our party member?” 

      The girl was Renee, a squad leader of the Sword Maidens group led by Hippolyte. 

      I couldn’t say that my first impression of her was very good, but she was still a force to be reckoned with. 

      I don’t think Luna liked her much too. I glanced toward Luna to see if she was okay with this and was surprised to see that she wasn’t reacting much to her presence. 

      Did her guts grow bigger with her increase in levels? 

      “I’m gonna be in charge of the party’s arrangements as well as its leader. Why are there only two of you? I guess the other one has yet to come?” 

      Me and Luna began looking around when she said that one member was still missing. 

      Luna then asked curiously. 

      “Who’s the remaining one?”

      “I don’t know, I heard it’s an elf mage from another city. Anyway, elves really can’t keep their promises. They aren’t even as cute as nymphs.” 

      Fuck… 

      I immediately felt goosebumps running down my back at the mention of an elf mage from another city. Damn it, I have a bad feeling about this. 

      “…D-Does that elf mage use fire magic?” 

      Renee frowned at my cautiously asked question. 

      “Fire magic? No, fire magic is high-level attack magic, why would someone of that caliber work in a lumber yard? What did he say his powers were again? I think he said that he dealt with mysterious things.” 

      “What this little monk does is revere nature.” 

      “Damn it, you scared me!” 

      I was started by the sudden appearance of a presence behind me. 

      I saw a shiny bald head as soon as I turned my head. Who’s this baldy again? He had a shaggy beard and his ears were pointy and long, giving him a rather comedic feel. 

      Damn, it was just a bearded bald elf. It, fortunately, wasn’t Elfriede, the Flame Witch, but his appearance was just as shocking in its own way. 

      “Ladies and gentlemen, pleased to meet you. This monk is called Khalidur, servant of the World Tree.” 

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 71: Lumberjacks in the Lumber Yard (1)

      
      
        Clank— Clank— 
      

      I have had this thought for a while already, but the horse-drawn carriages in this world were too horrible to be classified as comfortable rides. 

      While it was referred to as a horse-drawn carriage, in reality, it was more like a wagon since it only had a luggage compartment. 

      A more accurate reason for this problem would have been that the road or street, in the first place, was bumpy and unorganized to the extreme. 

      
        Clank—
      

      It felt really painful when my butt bumped into the hard wooden floor of the carriage every time the wheels went over a protruding stone while loudly creaking.

      It seems like this world’s aristocrats, and high-ranking adventurers bought their own private carriages and rode them around. 

      One day, I’d like to buy a carriage with good cushioning and ride it around too. 

      However, for the time being, I had no choice but to find a comfortable posture by tossing and turning in various ways to get used to this unpleasant ride. 

      If I moved for about half a day like this, I would arrive at the lumber yard. It was located in the west of Sodomora city. 

      “So how many lives have you killed till now, Pointy Ears?” 

      Everyone was arranging their equipment without uttering anything. Renee, the bronze-tier female warrior, who was diligently wiping the oil off her sword, opened her mouth to speak first.

      The bald elf, who was muttering a prayer by himself, promptly replied to her question.

      “This monk shan’t kill anyone. The nature of the unknown world isn’t about stealing or taking away, but coexisting with each other.”

      “Elves really do spout some nonsensical stuff, don’t they? It doesn’t make sense to believe that a big tree is a god, in the first place. A God must be strong and cool. For example our Lord Mars.” 

      “There are many different forms of faith.”

      “Alright, let’s say that you really don’t kill any living beings. . Then do you not even eat meat?” 

      “I don’t eat meat. Eating is done for the sake of filling one’s stomach, after all.” 

      Khalidur, the bald elf, was a little eccentric as it seemed. In this world where there was no other delicious food than grilled meat, what would you eat if you didn’t even eat that? 

      Were there some differences even between the elves? In Elfriede’s case, she wouldn’t even bother at all if there was no meat on the menu. 

      Immersed in the story, Luna opened her mouth after a long time and spoke. 

      “If you don’t eat meat, then do you only eat grass?” 

      “That’s right. We mostly only eat vegetables and fruits. That’s enough for us, Alfheim elves. How sad it is…tormenting another life just to fill your stomach?” 

      Was he something like this world’s version of vegans? Not very surprising, as not eating meat was one of the fundamental doctrines that would come up when discussing religious matters. 

      Basically, it had the same context as forbidding the act of killing. But I couldn’t believe that there was a religion that would forbid killing in this barbaric world. It was a little bit unexpected. 

      In Mars, the guild where I belonged to, “kill a lot and fight a lot” was our sole motto. How could there be a nonviolent religion? There was a huge difference between him and Elfriede, who was also an elf. 

      At that time, Luna spoke up once more. 

      “But grass and trees can also feel pain. Yet, you are allowed to eat them?” 

      
        Clank— Clank— 
      

      After Luna threw that question, silence momentarily filled the carriage. Laughter immediately broke from the bald Khalidur’s lips as he revealed his white teeth through his brown beard. 

      “Haha, this sister from this land said something incredibly funny. It’s the first time I’ve heard that grass and trees can feel pain.” 

      After saying that, he burst into laughter once again as if he had just heard a hilarious story. At the same time, Renee was also showing an expression that made it seem like Luna was blabbering nonsense. 

      I used to go through the internet to read the news, and I remembered seeing an article talking about this story. I couldn’t remember the exact words of the article clearly, but it more or less said that a particular experiment had shown that plants also feel fear and pain. 

      In a way, Luna’s opinion held a pioneering insight that was about hundreds to a thousand years ahead of her time. 

      “I-It’s true. Even grass and trees can feel pain…!” “

      “Quiet! Let’s stop talking about what we eat. When we are at the lumber yard, you better not cause any disturbances because a warrior of Mars will slash down anything in their path.” 

      After saying that, Renee slid her sword back into the sheath. The carriage was again filled with an awkward air of silence, with only the rattling sound of the carriage that could be heard every now and then. 

      I asked Luna, who was looking at the clouds in the sky. 

      “What should I do at the lumber yard?”

      Luna had more experience as an adventurer than I did. Therefore, although she looked like she knew nothing, she had knowledge in some areas that I did not. 

      “At the lumber yard? There are all kinds of jobs we can do there. We can cut down the trees, pull weeds, and can also drive away demons and beasts that appear nearby. Honestly, I’m also not really sure about what to do. This is my first time going there in person because it is a job that only a bronze-tier adventurer can do.” 

      Could I safely say that we would all be doing the miscellaneous work in a place with many trees? For more accurate information related to what the job might entail, I would have to reach the place and see for myself. 

      * * * * * *

      The lumber yard was precisely like what I had imagined it to be. A long line of large trees dominated the forest, and stumps littered the ground. Depending on one’s mindset this could ever be seen as a friendly scene of lumberjacks doing their work or as a terrifying place filled with people who were holding frightening weapons. 

      However, if there was something that went beyond my imagination, then it would be the size of the trees. 

      Damn it, the trees here were at least about some tens of meters tall. The thickness of the trunk was also so great that it even far exceeded the size of Luna’s cabin. 

      In fact, there was a gap between the trees. That gap seemed to be a resting place and office for the lumberjacks. I couldn’t believe this. How could a house be built inside the tree itself? Therefore, the scene made me frown. 

      However, when I went inside, I felt like I was inside a house that had come out of a fairy tale with all the adorable furniture, the candlestick on the wall, and the tablecloth. 

      The problem was that everything in this place was too small, so someone with a big figure like me had to bend down to fit inside. Of course, the reason for the small size was because of a certain person. 

      “Oh, you’re here. I sent a request to the guild and eagerly awaited for the adventurers to come!” 

      Joseph, the owner of the lumber yard, was a man who was uncommonly much shorter than even Luna. He came from a race of dwarfs that were usually chunky and very muscular, so they looked like pebbles.

      Although I had already encountered this race several times before, a person of this race was always intriguing to me, no matter how often I saw them. How could a race like theirs exist? 

      Then Joseph shouted angrily out of nowhere, causing his coolly braided red beard to flutter. 

      “Some motherfuckers are destroying my lumber yard! Please do something about it!” 

      Our party was utterly dumbfounded at Joseph’s sudden outburst, filled with vigor, What on earth was making this man so angry? 

      Then Renee, the party leader, calmly opened her mouth and spoke. 

      “Calm down. What’s the actual problem here?”

      “There’s a very serious problem here! Those demon-like bastards are gnawing on my livelihood! Those bastards are Pluto’s henchmen, I tell you. The true motherfuckers from hell!” 

      A moment of silence fell on the lumber yard at the word of Pluto’s henchmen. Everyone narrowed their brows with a serious look, and so did I. I folded my arms and took a serious stance, mirroring the others. 

      “Are there any Pluto’s ruins near this place? If it’s something like malignant beasts or spirits coming out from that place, I’m afraid that it is not something we can solve.”

      In contrast to her confident statement, Renee’s facial expression didn’t really match her voice. 

      However, her words were very reasonable, and most of the work related to Pluto’s ruins was a heavy task that needed the exclusive participation of silver-tier adventurers to solve.

      In other words, it had nothing to do with someone who had just become a bronze-tier adventurer like Luna and me.

      “There are no such things as ruins here. It’s just a tree. But it is a terrible tree!”

      Joseph, the lumber yard owner, said that in a way as if he was trying to scare the shit out of us. Fuck, I came here thinking that I would just need to cut down a few trees and pull out some weeds. However, the situation turned out to be more serious than I had ever imagined it to be. 

      Luna threw a question at Joseph while I was feeling a little nervous from the sudden seriousness of the situation. 

      “What do you mean, how could a tree be terrible? Did the tree get sick or something?” 

      “You can say it’s something similar to that. However, please listen carefully—“ 

      
        Crack— Clack— Clack— 
      

      When Joseph tried to explain something, a loud sound came from outside the tree house as if something was breaking and falling in the distance. 

      “T-These motherfuckers! How dare you have the galls to show up here!” 

      Joseph, the lumberjack, ran outside, brimming with deep and ravenous anger. He was clutching the axe that was previously placed on the wall. 

      At the sudden appearance of an unknown commotion, I, Luna, and all the party members had no choice but to follow him outside. 

      
        T-reeee— Tree— 
      

      
        Triiiii— 
      

      Following Joseph, as I went outside, the things that I saw first were trees moving around the lumber yard. The trees were as big as me, and they were moving on their own, dragging their roots on the ground! 

      Fuck, did it make sense for trees to be alive and moving like this? I didn’t believe that I was hallucinating. This seemed to be real. 

      “I’ll turn you all into a table, you punks!”

      Joseph swiftly landed an axe the size of his body on the moving trees. 

      
        Crash— Crash— 
      

      
        Treeee—! 
      

      Then, from the tree, amber-colored sap began dripping out as though the tree was spouting blood. The tree then fell to the ground, making a loud noise. 

      “What are you guys doing? Hurry up! Cut it down! Don’t let these motherfuckers take root on this land! These guys will suck up all the nutrients from the soil!”

      
        Unsheath— Unsheath— 
      

      At the urgent voice of Joseph — the lumberjack — Renee and I immediately pulled out our swords. However, while I was still seriously considering whether I could cut down these trees with this damn sword, Renee charged in with her sword held high. 

      “Araright!” 

      Then, her sword pierced into the thick pillar of the strangely wriggling tree. 

      
        Thrust— 
      

      
        Eeeee—! 
      

      The moving tree screamed as the blade made a slashing sound while deeply piercing the tree’s body. Damn it, I couldn’t believe that a tree could scream like that, and although it felt strange to describe a tree screaming, it was something that truly happened in front of me. 

      “W-Why isn’t my blade coming out? What should I do?” 

      However, Renee, who had driven the blade inside the tree, became flustered when her blade pierced deeper than she thought and wasn’t budging from its place. So, she started grunting while trying to pull the blade out of the tree trunk with all her might. 

      Treeughh ! 

      Just then, the distressed tree, spouting sap from its wound, moved its branch and smacked Renee’s cheek with all its might. 

      “Ukh—!”

      Screaming in anguish, Renee then fell far away, due to the force of the blow she received. Then the way she was wriggling, twitching, and trembling on the ground seemed quite pathetic. 

      
        Eeee— 
      

      
        Reeee— 
      

      
        Crack— Crack— Clack— 
      

      However, the problem right now wasn’t the fallen Renee. Perhaps because of the sudden attack, the trees became angry and began to surround us all at once. 

      
        Crackle— Crackle— 
      

      Facing the living forest’s siege, I felt like my whole body had become drained of all its colors. 

      Moreover, those motherfuckers only spewed fluid from the area Renee slashed with her sword, but they did not seem to have sustained any serious injuries. 

      “Hey, Luna, can we really do nothing about them? 

      “Stompers can be easily knocked down when we set them on fire. Their sap burns easily!” 

      Stompers? Did she mean it was what those tree monsters were called? Was setting this forest on fire really a good idea? Yes, indeed, there was nothing that could beat trees better than fire. 

      In fact, there was no exaggeration to say that most of the problems in this world could be solved by setting them on fire.

      “No fire is allowed! Do you want to see all the trees in the lumber yard also get burnt? If I could solve this situation by doing something simple as that, I would have already had them decimated long ago!”

      However, Joseph, the lumberjack, firmly forbade us to use fire to solve this situation. It must be because he would rather die than have the trees in his lumber yard — which was his livelihood — get caught up in a fire. 

      Holy shit, what the hell was I supposed to do now? 

      Just like that, Luna and I could only shiver in fear as the trees narrowed the distance. Why didn’t the bald elf, who had been watching this situation for a long time, come forward yet? 

      “Following the teachings of the great tree of the world, the monks of Alfheim always treat nature as their friends. Stompers are also a part of nature. I’ll come forward and try to solve this—“ 

      
        Slide— 
      

      The roots and branches of the stompers suddenly wrapped around the bald elf’s ankle before he even could finish talking. 

      The bald elf’s body floated in the air like a rabbit caught in a trap. Twigs and roots began to infiltrate his clothes and wrap around his body! 

      “Please let me go, my friends!” 

      “L-Let me go! What the hell is this? Huh, where are they coming from? Argh!” 

      Other than that baldy, Renee was also lying on the floor in the same state. Small roots were penetrating through the joints of her armor. 

      I was worried that Luna and I might also fall victim to the stompers’ terrible tentacle attacks if we stayed like this. Therefore I swung my double swords wanting to at least do something to solve this situation rather than stay still and die without even putting out a fight. 

      
        Whoosh— Bam— Bam—! 
      

      My double swords soon pierced the huge wooden pillars of the stompers, and, as expected, they didn’t budge at all. Damn it! It was too much, wanting to cut a tree was still too much, it seems! 

      
        Gasp— 
      

      Still, when I mustered out all my strength, I somehow succeeded in pulling out my swords. And then, the stompers started spouting sap-like blood and faltered back. 

      If I did it well, is it possible to deal with them one at a time? With that thought in mind, I swung my sword again.

      Tung! 

      Unlike before, when I swung my swords strongly, they would quickly bounce off without being stuck in the wooden pillar. 

      I wondered what was going on, but then I found out that the sap stuck to the swords was spreading along the edge and coating the blades, ruining the sharpness of the blade. 

      
        Sticky— Sticky— 
      

      Damn it, it was impossible to cut these trees down. What was I supposed to do now? 

      “There, big guy! Use this!” 

      At that time, something flew in front of me, followed by a swooshing sound, hitting the tree trunk. Due to the shock, the stomper, which was attempting to attack me, fell to the ground. 

      I wondered what it was. Looking at it, it turned out to be a giant axe. In fact, it was more appropriate to call it a huge lump of iron or a Battle Axe rather than an axe to cut down trees. 

      “Fucking hell!” 

      However, I didn’t have much choice in this situation I got myself tangled up in, so I grabbed the thick handle, pulled the axe out of the wooden body of the tree, and hit the stomper’s body with all my might. 

      
        Pull— Crash—! 
      

      Then, along with a deafening noise, that stomper’s thick body split vertically in two… 
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        Crack— 
      

      Witnessing how the stomper’s body had been severed into two equal pieces like that left me stunned. Did I just cut this damn monster in a single slash? 

      Even though my strength had already increased by two points, I didn’t think it would be significant enough to pull off such a feat.

      Treeugh…! 

      “H-Hassaaaan—!” 

      Turning my head to the scream that came from behind, I saw that one of the trees had caught Luna’s ankle, and she was now hanging upside down with her pink hair trembling violently in the air. 

      What actually happened was that two Stompers were now holding each of Luna’s arms and legs and pulling them apart as if they were trying to split her into two. 

      “Y-You motherfuckers!” 

      At this rate, Luna might get split into Lu and Na, like in the fabled judgment of Solomon. 

      In an instant, anger reached the top of my head, so I swung the axe sideways and tore apart that disgusting wooden demon’s body at once. 

      
        Crash— Crash— 
      

      Even though I was the one who was doing this, it still felt incredible and shocking to see how those thick pillars were smashed into pieces as if they were only sorghum straws. Damn it, I have become so fucking strong! 

      I, in fact, had my very own axe-wielding techniques.

      Wielding an axe was a skill I had mastered long ago. It was because since I was a child, I grew up following my extremist father to cut weeds, I was also in charge of mowing the land when I served in the military, and then I also had to split the firewood for Elfriede’s bath when I was a slave under her. 

      
        Whoopsh—! 
      

      
        Crash— 
      

      Every time I swung the giant axe in the air, twigs and chips were scattered in all directions. Then, I eventually got Luna released from the grasp of those stompers. She then collapsed to the ground and rolled around. 

      “Hey, are you okay?” 

      “I-I thought they were going to rip me apart! But, you’re so amazing, Hassan! You could cut the stompers down in one go! How did you do that?”

      “I’m not so sure either!”

      Nonetheless, after saving Luna, what was left was to save Renee and that bald elf, Khalidur. 

      A loud cracking sound followed the giant axe when I swung it at the stomper that was restraining the bald elf. I managed to split the tree vertically right along its wood grain in just a single swing. 

      “T-Thank you for saving me!”

      In the meantime, the bald fellow, who had become skinny enough to look like a scrawny ascetic monk, tidied up his clothes and clenched his fists. 

      “Take the wrath of Alfheim, you tree-shaped demons!” 

      
        Whoosh— BAM—! 
      

      Then the bald elf threw his fist at the wooden pillar. However, the punch did not affect the wooden pillar at all. With that, Khalidur was, once again, held captive by those strange roots and branches. 

      “S-Save me! I have no energy left because these trees have absorbed my body of all its mana.” 

      Fucking bastard, it was absolutely pointless to save him! 

      So I turned my back on the bald elf and decided to save Renee instead. Renee had already been attacked by all kinds of roots and had become a miserable wreck at this point. 

      “Ack, ugh, n-not there—!” yelled Renee out loud.

      …I thought we could wait a little longer and see what she would do in this sort of situation. 

      “Hassan, what are you doing?! You should hurry up and save her!” 

      I was jolted back to reality when Luna’s voice came from behind me. So I drew a deep breath before swinging the axe. 

      
        Reeeee— 
      

      
        Treeetttt— 
      

      All the tree monsters, including the stomper that was wrapping around Renee, stopped moving and began to creep back somewhere else. 

      I became alert due to the sudden change in the situation. 

      
        Sweep— 
      

      Joseph, the lumberjack, who appeared with another axe, stood next to me and explained the sudden turn of events to me. 

      “It’s those punks’ queen’s calling. Those damn stompers dedicate all the nutrients they’ve absorbed from the ground to their queen. Whoo, anyway, you managed to block them once. They will probably calm down for about a half day.” 

      “Let’s go back to the office. I’ll give you the details about the request when we reach there,” muttered Joseph, who turned around and went back into the tree house.

      Luna and I picked up Renee and the bald elf lying sprawled on the ground. Then we followed Joseph inside the house. 

      * * * * * *

      “Drink it up. It’s a sequoia sap. Although it has a lower sugar content than honey, it has a refreshing aftertaste. So it’s better to moisten your throat. It is also effective for recovering the energy you have lost to the Stompers.” 

      The lumberjack brought wooden glasses out of somewhere. It was enough for all of us to get a glass each. The amber-colored liquid overflowing inside the glass smelled sweet, almost like sugar water. 

      
        Slurp— 
      

      It tasted really clean and sweet when I tried it. 

      If I must make a comparison, should I say that it felt like maple syrup mixed in water? It tasted a little different from the sap taste I had in mind, but it was somehow worth drinking. 

      As I said before, sweet taste was quite a luxury in this world. 

      “It’s delicious.” 

      Luna also licked around her lips to express the delicious taste of the drink, and then she took a small scroll and a quill pen from a hanging pouch around her waist. She scrawled “Sequoia sap” on the scroll with her crooked handwriting. 

      “What are you writing?”

      “I think it’ll be good as an elixir ingredient.” 

      Ah, she had her own way of studying. She was far more studious than I gave her credit for. 

      Joseph opened his mouth to speak again when he recovered his energy after drinking some sap from the wooden glass and eating some tasteless biscuits.

      “As you’ve just experienced in person, these stompers have caused great damage to this lumber yard. The trees that are intact are suffering because those moving rootling bastards steal all the nutrients from my lumber yard without permission!”

      Upon hearing the dwarf’s explanation, Renee, still with dull sunken eyes, asked a question. 

      “I heard that stompers are gentle creatures. Why did these punks start attacking people and absorbing their nutrients? I almost died!”

      “Originally, stompers from this lumber yard have lived along with us, the lumberjacks, for decades. They would give us wood while we gave their useless lives meaning by ending their lives and procuring their wood.” 

      Fuck, how did they think that was mutual cooperation? Didn’t they just exploit these stompers’ lives and wood? 

      I didn’t know what these damn stompers looked like originally when they were gentle, but it would not be strange for them to become aggressive, after decades of exploitation like that. 

      After that, Joseph continued to speak. 

      “But one day, they changed. Let alone sucking up all the earth’s nutrients like the evil spirits who were hungry for nutriments; they also tried to absorb more energy by attacking people and animals. That’s all because of their queen.”

      Joseph was trembling in anger while clenching his thick fist. Luna asked him a question right then. 

      “Queen? It’s the first time I’ve heard that stompers have a queen. I know bees and ants have it but do stompers have a queen too?” 

      “Of course, there is no queen among stompers. Queen is just a name we, the lumberjacks, have given her. However, deep inside this woodland, there’s a terrible sorceress who’s driving these stompers into a rampage. Please catch that bitch.” 

      When I heard that there was a sorceress, I immediately imagined those peculiar bastards in black robes back in the Acheron swamp. Fuck, if they show up again, could we solve this problem on our own without someone like Hippolyte? 

      “Talking about sorceresses, wouldn’t this queen be part of Pluto’s Cultists?”

      Renee swiftly pulled her sword out of the sheath. Her eyes were fixed on the blade, which reflected the gleam in her eyes, for a long time. Her gaze was complicated as if she was thinking of many problematic things. 

      “It was impossible to cut down stompers with a sword. Yet, you also don’t allow us to set it on fire. There is nothing we can do here.” 

      “Oh, about that problem, we have specially custom-made axes. They are axes that are made only for cutting down trees.” 

      Then Joseph pointed his finger to the corner of the room. 

      Various axes were neatly stored on the stands there. Among them was the Battle Axe, which I had swung around previously. 

      
        Sweep—
      

      Renee got up and grabbed a small hand axe from the storage box. Then she frowned while looking at it for a long time.

      “There is a real incantation on it. It must be expensive.” 

      “It can’t cut anything else other than trees, but that’s why it’s a great weapon to use against a tree monster.”

      “Hmm, this axe is used just to cut down the trees—” 

      Renee soon slid the sharp axe blade into her palm. 

      Contrary to the expectation that blood would spill out, the axe blade only left a little mark on Renee’s hand, and not even a small wound could be seen. 

      “It seems like this axe really can only cut down trees.”

      “Isn’t that how incantations work? They put restrictions on a thing, and the thing will only work around the restriction. Those axes are the most excellent blade in the world to cut down trees, but other than that, they are no different from blunt sticks.” 

      Now I could understand why the battle axe could split those stompers like that. It was partly because my strength had increased, paired with the fact that the axe worked perfectly for that action. 

      While I was trying to accept the reasoning behind what I had done alone, the bald elf spoke up. 

      “Are you saying that due to that incantation, this brother from the wilderness was able to cut down the stompers in a single blow?”

      “No, the incantation doesn’t work like that. My battle axe didn’t have an incantation. Man, that was the most exhilarating axing I’ve seen in recent years. You’ve cut down some trees in your time, haven’t you? You’re a natural lumberjack.”

      Rene snorted as if surprised by Joseph’s logic once again. 

      “There is nothing in the wilderness of Samaria, right? There is no tree over there. So, is there anything he could cut down over there? This skill is probably from the experience of cutting down a lot of human bodies.” 

      “That makes sense. Anyway, I’m glad that I can trust this skillful Samaritan brother over here. No matter what happens, please beat the queen to death.” 

      * * * * * *

      We began to move after getting tipped off by Joseph about where the hideout location of the Queen of the Stompers, the sorceress, was. 

      This woodland was large enough to cover half of the forest, so could we even reach the hideout by walking through the trees for more than half a day? 

      If no other problem arises on the road, we probably won’t need to camp out tonight. Not that it was something we had to worry about since I had prepared and brought everything we needed for camping. 

      “Holy shh! It’s Hyacinth flower!”

      Luna then dashed somewhere and got some dirt on her hands. When I saw what she was doing, it turned out that she was carefully digging out the roots of some white-colored wildflowers. 

      “What are you doing?” 

      “I’m collecting medicinal herbs. Wow, there are a lot of mushrooms in the tree. They all cannot be found around Sodomora! I think it is possible to get 10 coopers per root!” 

      This woodland felt like a treasure trove for Luna. 

      Khalidur, the bald monk, muttered a few words while looking at Luna, who was busy digging mushrooms and wildflowers spread over the forest.

      “It seems that you were just recently promoted to the bronze tier. When this monk still wore the iron necklace, this monk also made money by digging for grass and medicinal herbs. This is making this monk want to immerse into those memories again for the first time in a long while.” 

      Then he also began to put the mushrooms into his pocket. 

      The look in his eyes immediately changed after hearing the word 10 coopers per root. It turned out this religious man was also full of greed. 

      Whether it was the iron-tier or bronze-tier adventurers, they all seemed to make money by digging for medicinal herbs as a side job. This fact had always stayed the same, regardless of time. 

      “Hmph, medicinal herbs. I’m fine with all these, but don’t hold me back too much.” 

      Looking down on the worth of medicinal herbs and mushrooms, Renee was just watching us with her arms crossed as if she was looking at something pathetic. Just then, the bushes shook. 

      “Damn it! There is a rabbit! It can be our dinner menu!” 

      Renee screamed and disappeared deep into the grass thicket, abandoning her cool and calm attitude. What the hell? I didn’t expect this damn party to disperse like this. 

      I wondered if it was okay to do this. However, I couldn’t ask since no one was in the mood to talk. So I just kept digging mushrooms and stuffing them into my pockets. Because of this, I could smell the scent of mushrooms coming off all over my body. 

      Since it was 10 coopers per root, I already earned about two silvers with this many mushrooms in my pocket. 

      I lifted my head and looked around, wondering what the other party members were doing when my pockets were so full. 

      Soon I could see Luna digging under the tree’s roots with her hands like a dog. 

      
        Dig— Swipe— Dig— Swipe— Dig— Swipe— 
      

      “Hey, what are you doing?” 

      “I think there’s something here.” 

      “What’s there?” 

      “Look at the tree roots here, they’re slightly shaded in color. It’s also moist around here. When you dig in a place like this, sometimes you’ll get precious ingredients.” “

      Luna’s appearance reminded me of my father, who would always do shading things like this on private property. He always used to tell me, there are many bees in the sunny mountain and snakes in the deep gloomy mountains. 

      “Alas, there is nothing here.”

      Not long after that, Luna stood up while dusting her hands off as if she had lost interest. 

      “What were you trying to find?” 

      “Wildling. They’re worth about 30 silvers per head. They’re also used as potion ingredients, so it’s lucrative to even find just one.” 

      I didn’t know what this wildling was, but my eyes almost popped out of my eye sockets when I heard that this thing was 30 silver per head. I couldn’t believe that there was a beast worth 30 silvers each in this world. Was that something like the fabled white snake that fed on wild ginseng or something? 

      “They’re something that lived inside the forest. I think it’s around here—.” 

      Luna peaked at the tree’s base with a sharp gaze as if she was a detective chasing after a criminal. 

      “Is it supposed to be here?” 

      
        Swipe— Swipeee— Swipe— Swipe—! 
      

      Luna and I dug around the tree’s base for some time afterward, but eventually, we couldn’t find the fabled beast worth 30 silvers. 

      As we walked through the forest doing this and that, the sun had already set, and darkness plunged into the woodland. Due to the dense trees, no moonlight could come through the forest. Therefore, the evening must have come earlier than general. 

      “Hassan, this must be an abandoned shelter! We can set up a tent here!”

      While we were doing some work for the camp tonight on an empty lot of stumps among the trees, Renee finally showed up again while holding a rabbit. 

      “Boil some water!” 

      Thus, for dinner, we had a rabbit stew. 

      The herbs and mushrooms that had just been dug up were boiled in sap water.

      
        Bubbling— Bubbling— 
      

      I put many things inside the pot and boiled them along with rabbit meat. The smell the stew was giving off was quite appetizing. 

      I distributed it to each bowl and only remembered afterward that there was a vegan among us. But it was already too late. 

      “Sorry, I completely forgot about you and only now remembered. Didn’t you say you don’t eat animals? Do you want me to take out the meat from the soup?” 

      “Put it underneath properly. It’s already dead. It is no longer an animal. So it doesn’t matter if I eat it or not.” 

      Damn it, you fucking fake. 

      Well, indeed, how could someone live without eating meat for a lifetime? It was a nonsensical story, to begin with. 

      We thus cooked such a simple stew dish and ate it. 

      It was super delicious, almost like ginseng chicken soup with a slightly spicy taste, because we sprinkled a little bit of habanero pepper oil that we used to chase away the deer last time. 

      “Brother from the Barbarian Lands, your cooking skills are better than I thought. Samaritans often said that the men from their homeland do housework too. It seems to be true.” 

      This baldy bastard talked to me after clearing all of his dishes. I had sensed it from the first time I met him, but he was a really creepy, and scary guy because he could show up behind someone’s back without anyone knowing. 

      “W-What, is there a problem?”

      “I’m just asking because I’m curious. Have you ever met another elf beside me?”

      “Another Elf—?”

      Elfriede’s face flashed across my mind at that moment. 

      “It’s because you act like you know elves’ preference well. Didn’t you take this out when you put a lot of ingredients into the stew?” 

      This baldy pushed something towards me. I wondered what it was and ended up taking it out from the pot after noticing that it was ragrant glass.

      I didn’t know the name of that herb, but because it smelled like shampoo, Elfriede, who has a picky appetite, didn’t really like that kind of spice. So I avoided cooking using it.

      I took it out because Khalidur was also an elf. So, I subconsciously thought this baldy would have the same preferences as her, but I didn’t realize that he observing me.

      “Why do you ask that?” 

      “This monk came from Alfheim to this Gaia continent in search of a fugitive. They had committed such a terrible sin. If you ever meet this elf later, please let this monk know.” 

      “What does this elf look like?”

      “Oh, they can be easily distinguished from a distance. This elf is cursed from birth and deprived of their color. They have an overall pristine white body and only their eyes are of a shiny red hue.” 

      It looked like this fugitive elf was an albino. But anyone could tell that the one Khalidur was chasing after was Elfriede. I didn’t realize Elfriede was a criminal on the run from her hometown. 

      Well, she didn’t talk much about her hometown anyways, and at first thought, I had already expected there would be a reason for her to work as an adventurer in this distant place. 

      “But you must be careful because they are so beautiful that they can easily mislead people. Roses protect their beautiful petals with thorns, right? This sinner is someone like that, someone who cultivates their beauty in order to hide their thorns.” 

      “May I ask what crime they did?”

      Khalidur, the bald fake monk, stopped talking as if he was pondering my question for a moment. His light brown eyes were wearing quite fierce glint, now that I have seen them. 

      “They set the World Tree on fire.”
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      The World Tree.

      To qualify as the world tree, a tree must have high enough branches, enough to even touch the skies. 

      I’d also heard a few times about the World Tree in Alfheim, the homeland of the elves. 

      The tree’s branches really soared high into the sky, and the roots extended deep into the ground, going so far as to reach the underworld. 

      In the old days of Korea, the biggest and oldest tree in the village was usually called the Dangsan tree and would be worshiped as the village guardian.

      So I was, to a certain degree, able to understand the desire to worship a giant tree. 

      Of course, in this braggart world where cats could turn into lions, the prestige of the tree must have been somewhat exaggerated. 

      However, it must be a giant and magnificent tree since it’s called by the name of World Tree and is also worshipped by the race of elves. I wanted to witness with my own eyes just how majestic this tree was. 

      However, even the Dangsan tree had a certain superstition attached to it. It was said that something unlucky would happen if you picked its leaves or broke its branches recklessly. 

      Fuck, I couldn’t believe this. She even dared to set fire to the great deity known as the World Tree? Elfriede was far crazier than I ever imagined her to be. 

      “I’m not really sure, but I heard rumors about a white-haired elf having been seen in another city, Kalkata.”

      I ended the conversation with the intent to hide my relationship with Elfriede as much as possible. 

      Why? Because it would probably lead to a situation where this bald elf would get interested in me and start asking many bothersome questions. 

      “Kalkata, I’ve heard of this city. It’s the city where the labyrinth of the underworld was first discovered, right? The city is famous for its entrance to hell… Indeed, there’s a chance that they are really roaming around there.” 

      The bald elf, Khalidur, murmured to himself as if he had been enlightened and came to a conclusion on his own. 

      I thought that was the end of this awkward conversation, but why was Khalidur still watching me while I was trying to finish organizing the dishes? 

      “What else do you want from me?” 

      “This is just this monk’s personal curiosity. Do you mind if I touch that necklace of yours?” 

      Sometimes I could feel Khalidur staring at me with a piercing gaze. So I had already guessed that he was interested in my necklace, Pluto’s Eye. 

      In fact, the medal-sized, pointy-sea-urchin-shaped necklace attracted people’s attention in many ways.

      Should I say that the synergy was doubled because my physique and appearance stood out like a sore thumb and I was also wearing this strange necklace on top of that? 

      Still, since this was an epic relic that could be sold at a fairly high price, I wondered if it was okay to let others touch it like that. 

      Epic relics usually were worth dozens of gold coins, so even if I combined everything I had, they wouldn’t be as expensive as this necklace. Maybe, even my own life was cheaper than this necklace. Damn it, what if he ran away with it after getting his hands on this. 

      After seeing the obvious doubt in my eyes, this baldy said a few more words to me. 

      “You don’t have to take it off your neck to let me touch it. I’ll just put my hands on that pointy thing that looks like a star. This monk isn’t bragging, but I have a natural talent for feeling the existence of spells.” 

      If I didn’t have to completely let go of the necklace to let him touch it, then I think there was nothing much to worry about.

      So I roughly finished organizing the dishes, straightened my back, got up, and let this baldy touch the necklace by putting it on his hand. 

      But why was this bald monk, Khalidur, suddenly trembling violently after obtaining the necklace? 

      “Uoohhhh.”

      A groan broke out from his mouth under his shaggy beard as if he had just been electrocuted. What happened? Why the heck was this baldy trembling like this?

      “Uoohhhh!” 

      He soon screamed and even threw away the necklace from his hand. I felt a little offended because my stuff was treated like dirt. 

      “Why are you suddenly having a seizure? Is there any problem?” 

      “Huh, it seems that the object itself refuses to let this monk touch it. It is as if this thing was specially made for someone.” 

      “Hmm—“

      I wasn’t sure what he was trying to say, but was it safe to think of the necklace as an item that specifically belonged to me? 

      I had considered selling it in exchange for gold coins if it didn’t work out later. But if this necklace could only be worn by me, then I wasn’t sure if anyone would be willing to buy it, even then, it would be at quite the low price. 

      “I’ve heard that people from the wilderness have excellent mental power. It’s actually more than I imagined. Indeed, we can really call them natural warriors.” 

      Anyways, that’s how my conversation with this ridiculous and crazy monk ended. Since it was already late at night and my stomach was full, it was better for me to sleep and preserve my stamina. 

      Unfortunately, all we had was the single small tent I brought with me.

      “Paper! Holy shh! I won!” 

      We played rock-paper-scissors, and only the winner, Luna, could sleep inside the tent. 

      The rest of us had no choice but to sleep with blankets near the campfire. Fortunately, the woodland was warmer than expected, so we had no problem staying outdoors. 

      * * * * * *

      The next morning. 

      I woke up thanks to Luna, whose pink hair was gently shaking above my head, tickling it. I thought I had died and met an angel for a moment. 

      “Morning, Hassan.”

      “Damn, I feel like I just closed my eyes and it’s morning already.”

      I spent the whole night feeling uneasy at the possibility of getting attacked again by those tree monsters and I ended up barely sleeping, making my body feel quite heavy as a result.

      
        Splash— 
      

      I then splashed some water from the leather bucket to get rid of my sleepiness. It worked quite well, finally making me feel completely awake.

      The party leader, Renee, spoke up as she packed her camping equipment into her bag and ate a simple meal consisting of dried meat and small biscuits.

      “I’m going to complete this task and go home today. From what Joseph said, it seems like this sorceress isn’t anything more than a bronze tier. We probably will manage to defeat her if we make a surprise even if it’s only us. “ 

      I thought she was trying to take care of it too roughly, but that was just how most things were done in this world. 

      Still, if it was coming from someone who had become a leader and tried leading people, it as probably a well-thought-out plan. 

      “Did you sleep well, Hassan?”

      Luna yawned with her tiny mouth wide open. And maybe because she hadn’t realized it yet because of her sleepiness, her head hair was quite disheveled.

      “No, I didn’t sleep well.” 

      “I slept well! Sleeping in the tent felt super good!”

      “Uh, well, yeah.” 

      What a joke. Is she making fun of us?? But I don’t think Luna was such a snide or had malicious intentions when she spoke like that. She was simply telling me that she slept very well. 

      “Let’s go then. We’re almost there.”

      The party members started to march again, following Renee’s instructions.

      Everyone was holding an exclusive lumberjack’s axe given by Joseph. I had taken a rest, so I was in a better condition than the previous day, and this distance wasn’t much of an issue to me.

      
        Crackle— Crackle—
      

      “Good to see you, you bastards! How dare you humiliate me yesterday!” 

      As we approached the hideout where the sorceress was located, those wooden monsters, stompers, began to appear sporadically. 

      As soon as she saw them, Renee charged forward without deeming it necessary to weigh the situation or discuss the strategy. How could a tanker attack like that as soon as they saw their enemies? Damn it! She’s definitely the worst tanker I’ve ever seen. 

      
        Whoosh— Crash—! 
      

      Unlike yesterday’s struggle, Renee could easily cut down the stompers with an iron axe in her hand this time around. 

      “This axe is a little heavy but definitely worth using.”

      In the end, was it because the axe was strengthened by incantation? It seemed to cost 20 silvers per shaft. 

      “Hassan, look at this! I’m cutting down the stompers!”

      Luna also cut down the wooden monsters using the axe in her hand. 

      It was impossible to split them neatly into two, but she quickly knocked down a monster by swinging her arms several times over, akin to a proper woodcutter. 

      “I guess I’m actually powerful! My voodoo skills level definitely leveled up!” 

      I wondered what the connection between wielding an axe and thelevel of her voodoo skill was. It seemed like Luna’s voodoo skills have a comprehensive and broad meaning in many ways in her dictionary.

      I guess she didn’t let herself be confined by her concept. She was the daughter of a goddess after all and she probably had a lot of potential. 

      
        Reeeee— 
      

      “Be quiet!” 

      Luna completely crushed the wriggling wooden monster, which then fell to the ground. She also did not forget to collect the sap by pushing an empty leather can to the monster’s body that was spilling sap as if spouting blood from its wounds. 

      “Why are you collecting these punks’ sap? Can you consume that, too?” 

      “You cannot consume their sap. But when it becomes solidified, you can use it as a glue replacement. Now I can remake my amulet mask!”

      Speaking of the amulet mask… I remember that when I met Luna for the very first time she was wearing a giant wooden mask over her face. Her mask was unfortunately smashed to pieces when we fought with the bullies. 

      Since then, she hadn’t mentioned it anymore, so it slipped out of my mind. But she still seemed to be upset about losing that mask. 

      “Hey!, Fuck! Stop idling around and hurry up! Kill these stompers! Have you come here to play around or what?!”

      After hearing Renee’s angry voice, I immediately took out the battle axe embedded on my back. 

      This was a cast iron axe that I especially borrowed from Joseph. It was just a heavy, sturdy axe with no incantation applied.

      The tip was quite heavy, and when paired with the blade, it caused it to have a completely different center of gravity, giving me more strength when gripping the handle. 

      
        Crush— Crush— 
      

      At that moment, a stomper moved its rigid body and came toward Luna, who was collecting the sap. 

      Luna did not have time to respond to its sudden arrival, so I swung the axe in my hand as hard as possible and smashed it into the tree trunk. 

      I fully swung the axe in a lateral direction with all my strength. 

      Crash! 

      Then, the stomper’s body was smashed as if it was a thin wooden board, and its fragments flew in all direction. 

      “Damn it, I’m so fucking strong!”

      Thanks to Luna, my ability exploded due to those bonus points, and my strength reached a whopping 5 points. I was twice as powerful as the average person now… 

      I think my dexterity blessing as well as my experience with handling an axe were also factors along with my extraordinary strength that made these stomper-bastards to be unable to withstand my blows and get completely crushed in an instant. 

      “I’ll kill you all, you tree bastards!”

      After gaining momentum, my body repeatedly swung the giant axe from left to right and right to left. Every time I did that, the crashing sound from these stompers was loud and crisp, and it felt absolutely incredible. 

      “Woo…” 

      After swinging the heavy weapon non-stop and cutting down more than ten demons like that, the after-effect rebound came to me. I felt like I was running out of stamina and breath, while my head felt like it was spinning. 

      Still, I could sigh in relief without worrying because I had roughly handled all the trees that gathered around me. 

      “It’s really a violent way to wield an axe. The performance is very violent, but I think you are doing well with heavy metal. At this point, why don’t you handle a blunt instrument, for example, something more like a club, instead of a sword?”

      Khalidur, the bald elf, had praised me for constantly knocking down the stompers. It might have been just empty talk, but for a person who was weak about getting praised, I felt somewhat flattered. 

      Was there really a weapon that suited me better than a sword? 

      Anyway, the number of stompers we had knocked down like that already reached about 20. The stompers that had been on the offensive before also started to retreat somewhere like last time.

      “I’m not going to let them go!” 

      Renee increased her pace and ran after those monsters alone. Our party members were also running hard after her. 

      Not long after that, the stompers could be found hiding in a cave inside a rock cliff. At first glance, we could sense that it was a very suspicious cave. 

      As if someone was advertising it as a hideout of a wicked being, this situation started making us more and more suspicious. 

      “Let’s go in.”

      Renee, the party leader, confidently led the way as if she had nothing to fear. As she managed to cut down the trees with the magic axe, I thought she had gained a lot of confidence in herself. 

      However, I was a little nervous as I had already confronted a sorceress before with Hippolyte. 

      “It’s very dark. The atmosphere is also creepy, so it feels like we’re walking on Niflheim. I want to finish this task quickly and leave.”

      Khalidur muttered a few words as he walked through the fairly wide cave. As he said, the farther away we were from the entrance, the farther away we were from the light, and our sights could only meet the ever-stretching darkness that encompassed this cave.

      “Should I light up the torch?”

      When Renee tried to take the torch out of the thin package on her back, Luna opposed the idea and blocked her. 

      “Oh, no. You can’t do that. The sap from the stompers is all over the place, and it’s hardened. If you light up a fire, it will catch fire from all directions, and you won’t be able to breathe any longer.” 

      As Luna said, when I looked around, there was a lot of hard resin stuck all over the place. So, we couldn’t light a torch in the dark. Then there was only one way. 

      Without letting go of my axe, I squeezed my other hand to invoke my blessing. Then my palm began to emit a strange light source like a bright lantern. 

      “What? How did you do that?”

      As the surroundings quickly brightened, Renee stuck out her tongue in amazement. 

      Of course, it was surprising to me as well. I still wasn’t used to the way my hands shone like this. 

      
        Slide—
      

      Suddenly, that bald elf held my hand. It surprised me, and I almost screamed for real. 

       [Stats]

Name: Khalidur
Level: ??
Condition: Decreased Sexual Desire》Extinct Hair Root 》 Lack of Protein》 The Seal of the World Tree》 Cold-Blooded》




      I shook his hand off in surprise while yelling at him. 

      “This fucker! Why are you suddenly holding my hand?”

      Was he into me or something? I’m meeting more and more people like him in this world lately. I can’t believe he is coming out like this all of a sudden. Damn you, bald bastard.

      “Don’t hold my hand without permission like that!”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I just wanted to make sure that you weren’t angry. In some cases, some of the high priests of Alfheim use their fists to express hostility like this; I thought it was the same for you, but it seems I was mistaken.” 

      Did he have to touch my hand to find out about that? Elves are really are a difficult bunch.Their way of thinking is simply to different to get used to.. 

      I was highly annoyed due to this event. However, we could proceed through the dark as black cave thanks to my shining hand. 

      “Hassan, look over there. There are some traces on the ground.” 

      “You’re right. Is it that way?” 

      Broken branches and leaves seemed to be seen everywhere, and soon the sight of dead animals and human bodies that had already dried up without moisture welcomed us. 

      As we went further inside the cave, something that could be called a huge cavity or open space appeared. 

      The ceiling was high, and the walls quite wide, so my chest felt relieved now that I could breathe easily again. On the other hand, the tension rose to its peak because it felt like the final stage of our adventure. 

      “Be careful. We don’t know what will come out.” 

      Following Renee’s warning, the party members clenched the weapons in their hands. Soon, we heard a mysterious voice ringing through the wide cave. 

      “I wondered who dared to destroy my precious trees. It turned out to be Mars’ dogs.” 

      Then a woman dressed in black clothing swiftly appeared in front of us.

      Her cloth was made of extremely thin materials, like the clothes worn by dancers. To make a better comparison, it looked exactly like what Luna usually wore.

      However, rather than looking erotic like Luna, I could only strongly question whether it was okay for her to dress like that. 

      The reason was that her appearance looked too immature for her to be wearing usch revealing clothes. 

      Yet, the pointed ears protruding from her scarlet short bobbed hair vaguely explained her situation and choice of clothing. 

      She was a nymph. Having met Echo, the innkeeper’s wife, I now knew a little about Nymphs.

      “I am the priest of Pluto, Paranoy. You guys—“ 

      
        As the nymph sorceress tried to explain something— 
      

      
        Kick— Kick—
      

      Something passed by me in a flash. It mercilessly reached her tiny nape and smacked her on the head. 

      “Kyaaak!”

      Paranoy, the nymph sorceress, fell to the ground with a desperate scream leaking out of her throat. 

      Fuck, what just happened?

      The rest of our party members couldn’t do anything but blink at the bald elf, Khalidur, who dusted off his palms after making that move.

      “With this, we should be done with the request, right?” 

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 74: The Descendant of Pluto (1)

      
      “She won’t be able to wake up for at least half a day, but it’s still better to put her on restraint, just in case.” 

      Still in shock over the words of Khalidur, we hurriedly moved the body sprawling on the ground. 

      Then, each of us took a thick rope and wooden stick out of our luggage, tied the Nymph’s thin body around with them, and hung her on the tree. 

      She looked quite pitiful as she was looking similar to the spitting image of a victim being dragged away by a cannibal tribe, but this woman was actually a terrible sorceress. So, we couldn’t let our guard down. 

      “W-We should also gag her mouth just in case she might cast a spell.” 

      Luna even picked up a small stick and stuck it inside the sorceress’s mouth, which was already forming bubbles. 

      
        Ding— 
      

      Some letters appeared in my mind when I checked the knot around her wrist to ensure that it was securely tied. 

       [Stats]

Name: Paranoy

Level: 21
Condition: Unconscious 》Curse of Slow Growth 》Loneliness 》Sugar Addiction




      According to the information that appeared, Paranoy’s level was 21. 

      In other words, it was about twice as high as mine. 

      Hippolyte had said that someone’s level was not the absolute measurement of their abilities, but I was pretty sure I would, at the very least, have some difficulty in taking her down in a fight with this much discrepancy in levels.

      “We’ve lost too much mana to the stompers. But you’re still pretty good at beating people. I heard that elf martial arts are similar to magic. It seems like that’s true.”

      Renee said a few words as she sheathed her sword back in the scabbard. Hearing that compliment, Khalidur only patted his beard with a solemn expression on his face. 

      “It’s just one of the insignificant talents of this monk. There’s nothing to flaunt or boast about.” 

      Khalidur spoke quite modestly. 

      However, darting out like an arrow and accurately hitting someone’s nape looked like quite a sophisticated skill even to someone like me, an outsider when it came to martial arts. I almost thought this baldy was John Wick. 

      When I peeked at his information, there was a question mark beside his level status. 

      Perhaps, Khalidur was actually an extremely strong adventurer? 

      In other words, I couldn’t ignore my growing suspicions that this old man was deliberately playing around with us newbies by pretending to be a beginner. 

      Then again, he said he came from Alfheim to catch Elfriede. Elfriede was a powerful witch, in her own right, so it was fitting that the pursuer sent to capture her was likewise as strong as her if not stronger. 

      Thus, the request to catch the sorceress was quickly ended by Khalidur’s Deathly Strike.

      
        Reeeee— 
      

      The stompers we encountered on the way back were just shaking like motionless trees, but they did not attack or hinder us. 

      I wondered if it was because their control tower, Paranoy— the sorceress, had been caught by us or if there was another reason behind it. But I could only wonder about it because no one could ever tell me the answer.

      After walking for about a quarter of a day, we returned to the office, and Joseph, the office director, welcomed us while drinking sap tea leisurely. 

      “You managed to capture her! The Queen of the Stompers! You don’t know how much suffering we have endured while considering revising the labor law because of this terrible nymph bitch enticing the trees to go on strike!” 

      “We’ll report this punk to the Mars Guild and imprison her.” 

      “All right, all right. This beaten-out nymph is honestly none of my business. Muahaha, fucking stompers, everything has come to an end. Now it’s time to work overtime without pay all week, you motherfuckers.” 

      The way he rubbed his palms in anticipation of what would happen in the future was no different from the way typical villains would do. Luna opened her mouth to speak to him. 

      “Do the stompers work?” 

      “Of course, they are excellent employees. They pull weeds day and night for no pay. As a reward, we take their useless lives and turn them into planks, beautiful houses, and furniture. That’s how we coexist.” 

      The concept of coexistence that Joseph, the lumberjack, had seemed very different and twisted from the norm. Should I say that I felt like I knew why the stompers in this lumber yard were so angry? 

      Honestly, though, it was none of my business. 

      “As expected, any problem will be quickly solved if you ask the adventurer guild! You guys did a great job! You will get paid by the guild! I’ll get all of you some extra wood, so take it if you need it.”

      “Wood!”

      Luna literally squealed in excitement at the mention of the word ‘Wood’. Well, we came to this lumber yard to earn money and buy wood cheaply in the first place, so her excitement was justified. 

      So we returned to Sodomora after receiving the limited amount of wood that the carriage we rode could carry. 

      * * * 

      From collecting the mushrooms to getting wood, my luggage became heavier than before I came to work for the quest. But my heart was so much at ease that I felt like I was floating unfettered above the clouds… 

      The commission reward this time was 40 silvers. If we divided it into quarters, each person would get about 10 silvers. Then the money I now had summed up to about 44 silvers, if I sold more mushrooms and several more things that I collected on this quest, it seemed like I would get nearly 50 silvers. 

      Wow. I had 50 silvers now? It was very exciting to have such a huge amount of money.

      With that money, even if I couldn’t get a whole-body full-plate armor, I still could buy a breastplate with a wide range of iron plating, at least, right? 

      In this world, with no laws regulated about the possession of long swords, everyone had one hanging around their waist. The probability of being stabbed in the chest itself was quite significant. So, having armor that could reduce that probability was very important.

      Above all that, there was a widespread perception among the masses that the adventurers who wore armor were highly skilled individuals, so they would definitely earn more money. 

      Getting achievements and collecting guild contributions would help me get promoted to the gold tier. 

      So, my progress was going very well. I felt satisfied with this situation for now. 

      “What should I make with these planks? A bed? A chair? A desk? No, no. Of course, I should make an amulet mask first.”

      Luna was also delighted to see the wood she had obtained from our recent quest. Although we surprisingly still had a lot do, this could still be considered a success, right?

      Anyway, as I was thinking about what I had obtained from the quest and the things I needed to get soon, I could already see the high walls of Sodomora. 

      “You cannot enter the gate after the sun has set. Show me your pass first.”

      However, perhaps because the horse was unable to speed up due to the heavy luggage, the return schedule was delayed more than expected, and the gate on the west side of Sodomora was already tightly shut off. 

      “You must be kidding me.”

      Renee got out of the wagon and began to argue with the guards. 

      “We should still have two hours until the gates close down? Why is it so early today?”

      “Order of the Count. The security was strengthened a couple of days ago when cultists from Pluto’s cult raided the gate. Didn’t you read the official letter yesterday?” 

      “Motherfucker, I was away from the city since the day before yesterday, how could I know about the official letter that came down yesterday then, huh?” 

      “Oh, come to think of it, that’s also true. But there’s nothing we, guards, can do, we just do what we’re told.” 

      The guard expressed the hardships and sorrows a civil servant like him must face. Even if we complained to him, the tightly closed rampart gate was unlikely to open today. 

      “This situation is almost going me crazy. Should we camp in front of the castle gate then? I really want to wash up.”

      Renee poked her tongue inside her mouth while looking like she had a plan and was full of energy to cause some havoc. At that time, however, Khalidur, who had been muttering to himself for a while – I didn’t know whether he was casting a spell or muttering a prayer by himself – suddenly rose to his feet. 

      What was he going to do in this situation? Was this fucker going to hit the guard’s nape as he did to that nymph? 

      However, after the performance he showed us back in the cave, I couldn’t help but look forward to what he would do. Yet, Khalidur had a very normal conversation with the guard. 

      “We are carrying a cult priest inside our carriage. I think taking her inside as soon as possible would be the safest and wisest choice.” 

      Then, he even secretly slipped a round-shining silver coin to a guy who seemed to be the head of the guards. 

      “A cult priest?” 

      The eyes of those guards under their helmets became wide-opened at the mention of the “Cult Priest.”

      Soon, they even checked the things inside our wagon, and these people began running around busily while murmuring among themselves. 

      We stared at them with a slight expectation on our faces that this situation could be resolved as we wanted. Soon, our wish came true. After someone shouted, ‘Open!’, the tightly closed rampart door was pulled up along the pulley. 

      Thanks to Khalidur’s proper judgment and timely intervention, we could avoid camping outside the castle today. 

      “It was a pleasant meeting. This monk is thinking of leaving for Kalkata city now.” 

      Khalidur planned to part ways with us without even mentioning the after-party to celebrate our success in the quest. I thought that he was trying to chase after Elfriede, who was probably in Kalkata right now. 

      So I asked him. 

      “What would you do after finding the fugitive elf?” 

      “That’s something I won’t know until then. But since she has committed a great crime, we probably will give her an equivalent punishment. With that—“ 

      Khalidur only bowed his head toward us at the end of his sentence and disappeared in the distance at a rapid pace. 

      If we only looked at his gait alone, he looked like he was simply taking a relaxed stroll. Yet, his speed was so fast that it seemed like he was running. So, in no time, he had already disappeared among the crowd. 

      “He was such an amazing bald man. I think he also has very high skills. Why is he still at the bronze tier?” 

      I was unable to answer Luna’s question. Renee chimed in a few words while I was thinking of how to answer that question.

      “Probably, he doesn’t feel the need to go up any further in the ranks. His name is Khalidur, right? I wonder who will win if he fights with Hippolyte.” 

      If Renee, who usually trained under the great warriorress, Hippolyte, even said the same thing as I had been thinking of in my mind, it seemed that Khalidur, who could overpower the sorceress, was indeed stronger than your average adventurer.

      “Then I’ll take this sorceress to the guild. It’s too bothersome to have an after-party and I don’t want to get in the way and ruin your fun. So, enjoy.” 

      The party leader, Renee, took on the troublesome task of delivering the sorceress to the guild, so Luna and I had some free time for ourselves in the evening. 

      I wanted to sell the mushrooms and medicinal herbs in my hold, but it was already pretty late, so I thought all the stores would be closed by now. 

      So, I decided that I should first move all the luggage in the carriage to Luna’s cabin. 

      I gave the horseman an additional 50 coppers and asked him to pull up the carriage in front of the cabin so that we could move all the planks inside.

      After putting in all the logs inside, the cabin that was initially already cramped now really had no room to step on. Was there even any space to put furniture in the first place? 

      I wasn’t sure what kind of blueprint Luna had drawn up in her mind. But honestly, this place would be packed after we put just one desk and one bed inside. So, I wondered how we could even put pots and a furnace in such a place. 

      “Luna, this place is indeed too small, isn’t it?”

      “Hmm—“ 

      Luna didn’t say anything in response. Perhaps she was troubled by my question. Soon, she opened her tiny lips as if she had gotten an idea and asked me back. 

      “Shall we make a second floor then?” 

      “A second floor? Can we do that without any permission first? Isn’t there any law that prohibits this or something like that?” 

      “Is there a law like that where you lived before, Hassan? There’s nothing like that here though. This is my land, so I can do whatever I want with it.” 

      Since there was nothing in the law against building a second story in the cabin, there was nothing better than a duplex to utilize space. We also had a lot of wood, so it seemed like we had enough materials to make the second floor. 

      “By the way, Luna, do you know even how to build a two-story building?” 

      “I absolutely know nothing about that! How about you, Hassan? Do you know something about it?” 

      “I don’t know either.” 

      “Uh, really? Then what should we do—” 

      After discussing what to do for the whole night, we decided to hire a dwarf called Benjamin through the guild the next day. He was a bronze-tier adventurer and an experienced carpenter. 

      “So, you want to make a second floor? I think you also already have all the materials. It probably will only take a day to finish. But it’s going to be quite expensive. I’ll commission 10 silvers to do this task.”

      Damn, he wanted 10 silvers for the payment? Yet, while I was wondering why his labor costs were so high, Luna had already taken action. 

      “Here, 10 silvers!” 

      Luna handed over all the 10 silvers she received from the Lumber Yard quest to Benjamin, the carpenter. 

      I was often confused when it came to Luna. Sometimes she would do something like this… generously spending all her money as soon as she got hold of some, then there were times when she even went as far as to write her name on a copper coin to keep it safe. I was seriously unable to decide just who the real Luna was… 

      No, it seemed that it was my fault to judge Luna by my poor standards in the first place. 

      I had lived with my little sister for about 20 years, and every time I saw her, I always felt like she was a completely different person. So, of course, there would be many things that I didn’t know and understand about Luna, who I had just met recently. 

      “All right, now that I have gotten the 10 silvers in advance… I could definitely put some of your strength to use, Samaritan. Do you mind helping me? We’ll be done sooner that way.”

      “I’ll help you, too!” 

      Therefore we helped Benjamin, the carpenter, expand the cabin to the second floor for the whole day.

      * * * *

      “I will also repair the first floor as a bonus service. If you pay an additional fee later, I’ll apply the surface with plaster too.” 

      Building supports, building walls, and building new roofs. 

      We had done a lot of construction today, but maybe because of Benjamin’s excellent skills, the cabin’s second floor was built in less than a day. 

      Damn it, there was a reason he asked for 10 silvers from us. Indeed you wouldn’t starve anywhere if you had such skills under your belt. 

      “Wow, this is really the second floor. I always wanted to live in a two-story house! Now we can put a bed and a drawer on the second floor!” 

      After checking the finished second floor, Luna was overjoyed and her mouth was wide open. When I brought the cleanly washed deer skin and laid it on the floor, the second floor felt quite cozy. So I was pretty satisfied with everything. 

      Having only the cabin’s first floor in this slum environment actually made me slightly uneasy. 

      Although the first floor had been heavily repaired, only a single wall separated the interior of the cabin and the street. Not only that, but the lock was also not of great quality, so anyone could break in anytime if they so wished. 

      However, if we set the bedroom on the second floor, even if an intruder broke inside, we would still have time to prepare ourselves because there was a gap before they went from the first floor and reached the second floor. 

      “There’s a window here, too! Wow, the view feels different when I look down from here. Now I have become the owner of a two-story house!” 

      Luna was looking outside while stretching her waist out of the window and peeking at the elevated view. 

      While standing behind her, from my point of view, I could see her protruding buttocks sticking out through the thin cloth of her skimpy attire. That sight was enough to make blood rush into my lower body. I thought that my sexual desire had gotten a bit too strong these days.

      I was finding it increasingly harder to hold myself back after discovering how warm and soft Luna’s body was. On top of that, Luna’s reaction was always so cute. 

      But if I snuck behind her and touched her, even Luna would probably get angry, right?

      
        Knock— Knock— 
      

      At that moment, someone knocked on the first floor’s door. The sudden knocking was rather surprising, and I quickly came back to my senses. 

      “What’s that? It seems like someone is here.” 

      “W-Who is it?” 

      Luna must have been shocked as well after hearing the sudden knock. 

      “Didn’t someone just knock on the door?” 

      I shut my mouth at Luna’s question and tried to sense the presence of any individual that might be downstairs. However, no signs or sounds were heard after the knocking on the wooden door. 

      
        Was that the wind we heard or what? While we were thinking about that— 
      

      
        Knock— Knock— Knock— 
      

      There was a knock on the cabin’s first-floor door again. 

      To be exact, there were three knocking sounds that were done in a rhythmical pattern. I even got some goosebumps when I heard the regular intervals of the sound. 

      It was already late in the evening, so it was natural to be nervous if someone knocked on the door when we were already getting ready to sleep. 

      “Someone must be there. Are you expecting anyone tonight?” 

      I thought Luna might have told someone else about her workshop when I wasn’t aware of it. Perhaps it was one of Luna’s acquaintances? But did Luna have an acquaintance in the first place? 

      “Visitor? I can’t think of anyone in particular. What’s happening here?” 

      But Luna shook her head and negated my words. It turned out that Luna didn’t have any friends either. 

      Then all I could think of was maybe Benjamin, the carpenter, might have left some of his tools and had returned to fetch them. 

      “What should we do, Hassan? Shall we open the door to see who’s here?” 

      “I’ll go down to check it.” 

      “Then let’s go down together!” 

      Thus, we went down to the first floor and stood in front of the door. Did this visitor feel our presence? 

      
        Knock— Knock— Knock— 
      

      Someone was knocking on the door again. 

      “Ahem, hmm, who’s is it this late at night?” 

      I yelled at whoever was outside of the cabin in the most threatening voice I’d ever used. 

      It was a kind of voice that if a part-timer spoke this way in his part-time job, someone would file a complaint against him immediately. 

      Of course, it was just a surface trick, like a cat threatening its enemy by puffing its fur, but my voice gave a sense of distance to express, “Get lost if you’re going to say useless things.”. 

      Then suddenly, I wondered if I was too scared, or if I was showing an excessive amount of anxiety for no particular reason. 

      “T-That was kinda scary, Hassan..” 

      I became more anxious because Luna somehow also started shaking while hiding behind me. I was now ready to draw my sword any time, so I asked again through the door. 

      “Who is it? I’m asking you one last time or else.” 

      Schizo. 

      At that time, an unexpected answer came from behind the door. Schizo? Who the hell was Schizo?

      However, what should be said was that the voice was quite heavy as if it had been altered. It made me frown.

      It’s me, Schizo. Comrade, is this the meeting place? You said it’s located in the slum, in a shabby wooden house around the corner, right? It’s such an excellent hiding place. 

      I turned to look at Luna’s face in response to the question that came from outside. Luna then shook her head as if she had never heard the voice before. 

      “You must have misunderstood something. This is not an appointment place for anything, so please go away now. I’m not your comrade.” 

      No way, I can feel the profound magical power of Tartarus from here. It is dark and ominous, like a primordial hell pit, akin to nighttime darkness. 

      
        Squeeze— 
      

      Luna held my sleeve tightly. I shouted loudly in a really angry voice because I thought Luna might get all freaky again.

      “Hell, this is really not the place! If you don’t scram from this place quickly, I’ll show you the taste of my blade! This is just a family home, for fuck’s sake!” 

      That’s strange. 

      At the end of that remark, the man, who identified himself as Schizo, hid his traces far away with the sound of his heavy footsteps slowly receding into the distance. 

      A few minutes after, when we could no longer hear the sound of the heavy footsteps of the shady individual, I carefully unlocked the lock and opened the house door. 

      However, as usual, I could only see the back alleys, garbage rolling around, and the scene of rats running all over the place under the moonlight, but no human shape in sight. 

      What the hell? There were all kinds of fucking strange people in this world, huh? 

      Was it because the house was in the west slums? When we made a lot of money later, moving to a shopping complex in the south would be a good idea. 

      “No one’s here. I guess he probably only misunderstood this place as somewhere else.” 

      After searching around the house, I finally spoke to Luna with relief. 

      Luna, whose emerald-colored eyes were shaking in fear till now, also sighed in relief after hearing that. 

      “Whoo, I got scared for some reason. I would have been in trouble alone without you, Hassan.” 

      “It’s because this place is a slum, so the security is not good. We need to pay more attention to the locks and security. Or…” 

      I wanted to ask her something along the lines of, “Or should I live here with you?” but I couldn’t speak those words out loud. What if Luna refused? Because of this thought, I didn’t finish my sentence.

      A man would dream about living with a cute girl at least once in their life. We could open our eyes together in the morning and close them together at night. 

      And, of course, when we were together in the same place, we could do many raunchy things too. I wanted to have sex with Luna again. Luna was really warm and soft when she was in my arms. 

      “Well, then, Hassan, you can sleep here today. It’s also already so late—” 

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 75: The Descendant of Pluto (2)

      
      “Well, then, Hassan, you can sleep here today. It’s already so late too—”

      “Really? Can I do that?” 

      As I was lost in my thoughts, Luna’s sudden words made me feel like I was over the moon. She just said I could sleep here tonight, didn’t she? 

      Honestly, I was also looking for an excuse to stay here with Luna. And since the end result was in my favor like this, I even felt grateful to the man from earlier, though I didn’t remember his name. Wasn’t it Schizo or something like that? 

      Anyway, I just lay down to sleep on the deerskin side by side with Luna on the second floor of the cabin. The new floor was made from wood and had a refreshing grassy smell to it. 

      
        Sniff— Sniff— 
      

      I didn’t know if it was just me, but I still felt a strange smell coming up from the deer skin. It was probably because Luna peed here last night. Of course, that only happened because of me since I didn’t let her go to the toilet on time. 

      “By the way, have you washed this carpet cleanly?” 

      “O-Of course. I washed it three times already.” 

      “But why does it feel like there’s still some smell left?” 

      As I sniffed, Luna also sniffed at the carpet draped over the floor. 

      
        Sniff— Sniff— 
      

      “…It’s probably only in your head.” 

      “I don’t think it’s just in my head though.” 

      “…I’ll put a curse on you if you keep smelling it like that.” 

      “Curse?!” 

      “My voodoo skills have leveled up, and my curse will work well. I guarantee it.” 

      I couldn’t believe that Luna could now cast curses. 

      Indeed, voodoo skills were a collection of superstitions, so there might be a form of witchcraft that incorporates barbaric medical practices, curses, and exorcisms too. 

      And because of how incompatible with Luna all of that sounded, I couldn’t really believe it.

      “How do you even do that curse thingy, in the first place?” 

      “I know of some simple curses like making cursed dolls and driving nails into them, or chanting spells to ward off evil spirits on moonless nights.”

      “Wow, that’s interesting. Can you show me?” 

      “I-I don’t really recommend it… I also can’t guarantee the outcome if I don’t have my amulet mask…” 

      Luna spoke out in a quivering tone. Whether she was embarrassed or lacked confidence, I wasn’t really sure. And with that my slightly growing expectations died down a little. 

      “Huh, are you lying to me?” 

      “I-It’s true! Alright, I’ll show you, Hassan. Just don’t regret it.” 

      Luna suddenly stood up from her seat. Then, she brought a pointy needle and a piece of cloth that was usually used to patch up clothes from somewhere. 

      Would she poke the needle into her pinky finger to make it bleed, then write my name on the cloth with her blood or something? 

      “This is the curse skill!” 

      “What is it?” 

      “If I write someone’s name in red, the person with that name will get cursed!” 

      What? I couldn’t believe that something like that existed in this world. 

      But just in case, I stood up from my seat, nervous about what may happen to me. Yet, nothing happened. 

      “Huh, nothing happened though…” 

      “…I-It’s because I didn’t wear my amulet mask. Alright, good night, Hassan.” 

      Embarrassed after her sorcery had failed, Luna spoke curtly, turned her back to me, and lay down on the carpet. 

      I was looking forward to experiencing her soft and smooth body again.

      But maybe because I was utterly exhausted after building the second story of the house today, I fell into a deep sleep as soon as I laid my head on my side of the carpet. 

      * * *

      “Wake up. It’s morning.”

      I hurriedly woke up because something thin and soft was tickling my face.

      I dreamed that a rabbit as big as me climbed on my stomach and pressed down on it, so I didn’t feel like I had slept for the whole night. What the hell?! What kind of dream was that? Was it a result of the curse? 

      “Wake up, Hassan.”

      When I opened my eyes, Luna looked while her hair was gently tickling my face…

      “When did I fall asleep? It’s already morning.” 

      “You fell asleep as soon as you put your head on the pillow. I guess you were really tired. I almost thought you were dead, Hassan.” 

      “I’ve done a lot of physical labor these days. I probably accumulated some fatigue.” 

      My strength had leveled up, but on the other hand, I felt that my stamina was not keeping up.

      At this time, I thought that if my father had been here, he would have given me a supplement – then I would be able to resolve this problem instantly. Damn it, I never knew the day when I’d miss those tasteless, suspicious juices would come like this. 

      Anyway, I felt like I needed to gain more stamina. 

      Should I invest a little in stamina other than strength when I get to raise my stats again? Maybe rather than putting everything in one basket, it would be better to raise each stat equally. 

      Luna then spoke. 

      “Your stamina is low? That reminds me that I have made something for you, Hassan!” 

      Luna quickly ran down to the first floor and eventually returned to give me something that looked like a small bottle. 

      “Here, take it!”

      It was an earthenware about the size of a bottle of soy milk that could fit in one hand. The bottle’s mouth was covered with a thin leather like a handkerchief and sealed with a knot. It looked very suspicious. 

      “What’s this?” 

      I was still not fully awake when I accepted it in a groggy state. Then, some mysterious words appeared before my eyes right when I touched the bottle. 

      『You have received Little Night’s token of affection, a low-level stamina elixir.』




      『You can increase your stamina for a limited period after ingesting it.』




      In addition to totems, she could now create mysterious potions.

      Ah actually, wasn’t Luna’s specialty making elixirs and not carving totems in the first place? I completely forgot about it. Moreover, I heard that she bought this cabin to use it as a workshop for elixir brewing and crafting.

      “Hurry up, drink it! I worked very hard to brew this for you, Hassan! Tell me what it tastes like and what you think. If you like it, I plan to sell it as a product!” 

      Luna looked up at me with anticipation, so I hesitantly peeled off the leather cover. 

      
        Sour— Sour— 
      

      When I opened it, I could immediately smell a scent that you would only encounter when smelling a yogurt that had been fermented for one year. In an instant, all my sleepiness vanished away. 

      “D-Do you really want me to drink this? The smell is no joke. It’s making me feel terrible.” 

      “You’re only feeling bad because you don’t know what’s in this potion. You will feel much better if you listen carefully as I list the ingredients.” 

      “Really? What did you put in here?”

      Luna mumbled briefly to my question, then rolled her eyes around and thought back to the ingredients. 

      “I added a bit of sequoia sap to add some taste to the mashed wasp larvae, goblin teeth, and troll blood. Also, my special secret additive… Anyway, what do you think?”

      Did she seriously ask me how I was feeling about this?

      “The potion looks a lot better after you got to know about it in detail, right?” 

      “No, of course not. Now, I feel even worse because now that I know.” 

      “The ingredients used to make a bottle cost about one silver. I worked really hard on this elixir too… I even borrowed a firepot from the bakery next door…” 

      Luna looked very dispirited after receiving my criticism. For a moment, I imagined Luna’s struggle to make this elixir. 

      “Whoo, I understand. I’ll try it.” 

      …I really didn’t want to drink anything like this again. I didn’t expect that, after my father, now even Luna would start handing me weird concoctions… 

      
        Breathe In— 
      

      I blocked my nose and poured the liquid into my mouth. Then, my whole body trembled because of the indescribable sour taste of the potion. 

      The terrible taste woke me up as if a glass window had been broken inside my head, and the drowsiness that had remained till now was completely gone. Damn, is this an energy drink or something? 

      『Your stamina has been temporarily increased by 3.』




      『23: 59: 59』




      The taste was so sour and bitter that I didn’t even want to describe it, but the effect was quite uncommon. A stamina increase of 3 points for 24 hours? 

      “What do you think? What do you think? Are you feeling like your body is regaining some of its strength?” 

      “I think I’m gaining some strength, yeah. Can’t you just make it taste good? If you do so, I think it will sell really well.”

      If even I could feel disgusted when consuming this potion, other people probably wouldn’t be able to even put it in their mouths. Wouldn’t it be better to pay attention to the taste a little, if she planned to sell it as a product,? 

      “Who consumes elixirs for their taste? They consume it to take care of their health! Anyway, I’m glad you liked it! I’ll make you another one next time!” 

      “Uh, yes… Anyway, thank you for making it for me. Still, my body really feels energized.”

      After becoming wide awake because of the taste of the potion, Luna and I roughly packed our clothes and swords and left the cabin. 

      When we were about to leave the cabin, Luna made a short ‘Uh—‘sound as if she had seen something strange. 

      When I turned my head to see what it was, there was an ‘X’ shaped mark on the wooden door of the cabin. It looked as if it had been carved with a knife. 

      “Hasan, was this originally here?” 

      “I don’t think so.”

      As far as I remember, this was the first time I had seen something like this engraved on the door. If Luna didn’t know, and I also didn’t remember about it, then this probably was made last night?

      Luna started trembling before I knew it… 

      “This mark is kind of creepy.”

      “Then, we can just erase it.”

      I remembered that there was sandpaper left in the cabin from yesterday’s use, so I rubbed off the strange mark with it. 

      “Hassan, look here. There are some more here, too.”

      As I walked down the street, I looked in the direction Luna pointed her finger toward and saw X-shaped markings like the sign on the front of Luna’s house on each house’s front door. 

      What was this? Did they do a household survey or something? I couldn’t come up with a plausible answer for this no matter how much I thought about it.

      Soon after that, we arrived at the Mars Guild’s guild building in the city’s center with an uncanny feeling creeping into our minds. 

      “Holy shit, what is this?” 

      “H-Hassan, what’s going on here…?” 

      Luna was greatly shocked when she saw that the guild building was almost half destroyed. 

      Of course, it was the same for me. I was also greatly astonished by this horrific scene.

      This place was also used as a temple to Mars, the God of War. They even boasted it as the most magnificent and outstanding building in the world. However, right now it seemed like this place had gotten bombed last night as the marble columns and the roofs of the once magnificent building were now in shambles. 

      “Did a dragon appear yesterday…? How could such q sturdy building be so thoroughly destroyed?”

      Luna was trembling. Hearing her mention the word ‘Dragon’, I immediately thought of a monster with ginormous wings and scalding hot fire coming out of its mouth. The idea that such a terrifying being existed in this world was honestly very scary. 

      “Oh, you’re here. The guild looks terrible right now.” 

      Then a woman appeared from behind the piles of remains of the guild building and approached us. It was Daphne, the guild receptionist with green hair and short ears. 

      “What the hell is going on here?” 

      “A bunch of Pluto cultists attacked us. Miss Hippolyte and along with the other silver-tier adventurers somehow managed to repulse their attack. Regardless of whatever cult they are, how dare they attack a temple inside the city? Looks like they really are not afraid of divine retribution.” 

      Even from the point of view of Daphne, the resident of this bizarre world, this incident had definitely crossed some lines. 

      But from where should I get requests, now that the guild is like this? Looks like I won’t be making money for a while.

      Daphne then talked to me while I was worrying about my future income. 

      “Oh, there’s another thing, Mr. Hassan. Mr. Baltma was looking for you in the guild’s basement. You should head there soon.” 

      Baltma’s name evoked the face of a middle-aged man with a bald head and an eye patch on one eye. Wasn’t he quite the high-ranked person in the Mars Guild? 

      Despite the chaotic attack that destroyed half of this building, the prison under the guild seemed to be unaffected to some extent. 

      But I didn’t expect that I would need to go to this guild’s underground prison once again. 

      Honestly, I didn’t want to step into this prison anymore. All it reminded me of was Daphne’s sudden outburst and how I ended up getting slapped and jailed here.

      “Hassan, let’s go!”

      I started to move as Luna was rushing me from behind. Then, I found the entrance to the basement among the debris. 

      When I went down there, the moldy underground prison remained relatively intact compared to the top of the guild building. 

      “Oh, you’re here, Samaritan. You even came with the cute pinkhead. Your skills have also grown a lot all of a sudden. Did you chance upon some secret method?”

      “Well, that’s… I’m also not sure about that.”

      “Well, I’ll hear more about that later. There’s something more urgent we have to deal with at the moment.” 

      Baltma intently stared at something in front of the prison cage with his arms crossed. Next to him, Hippolyte, with wounds all over her body that were still bleeding here and there, also crossed her arms. 

      The state of her fine bronze armor, ripped and torn all over the place like a sheet of paper, seemed to tell us how serious last night’s battle was. 

      “What is it that you want to see me for?” 

      Instead of Baltma, Hippolyte opened her tightly-closed lips to answer me. 

      “We didn’t ask to see you. It’s this person who called you over.” 

      
        Slide—
      

      I wondered who was behind the prison bar that Hippolyte pointed to. 

      Blindfolded, gagged, handcuffed, and shackled, the person inside had her whole body restrained, like a mummy.

      Shackles held each of her arms in place and hung them wide apart on the stone wall. 

      Another pair of shackles held each of her legs and tied them to the ground. Her legs were spread wide and formed an M-shape. Somehow, it seemed a little erotic to me. 

      She was probably the Pluto cult member we caught at the lumber yard last time. 

      What was her name again? Paranoy or something? It was also my first time seeing a nymph join a cult, so I didn’t forget the name and remembered it quite well. 

      With her short scarlet hair and pointed ears, she also had a distinctive appearance that couldn’t be easily forgotten. 

      “Why is she looking for me? What happened here?” 

      “We also want to know why. Anyway, go and try to talk with her.” 

      Then, Hippolyte and Baltma quietly exited this basement prison and left me alone with this strange cultist nymph. 

      “H-Hassan—“

      “Follow me too, airhead. That cultist only wants to be alone with the Samaritan. I also happen to have some business with you, Knoxdotty.” 

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 76: The Descendant of Pluto (3)

      
      All of a sudden, only this strangely tied-up Nymph and I were left inside the basement prison. 

      Perhaps, after realizing that everyone other than the two of us had left the room, Paranoy, the cultist Nymph, started pulling on her handcuffs and started struggling to get out.

      “Ugh, uh-!”

      Was she now asking me to remove the gag from her mouth? 

      She appeared to be no different from an adolescent girl, so seeing her inhumanely restrained like this seemed quite pitiful to me. However, I reminded myself that I shouldn’t be fooled by this sight as she was actually a psycho-cultist. 

      I wondered what the hell this psycho girl wanted from me for her to call me in this place. So, I removed the gag from her mouth to try and figure that out.

      “Puhaa…” 

      Then Paranoy gasped loudly as if she breathed out the air that was stuck in her throat for a while. 

      “Uwah, those stupid people. I almost suffocated to death because to them. Those Mars’ dogs don’t know how precious a Nymph is! You have to handle a nymph with utmost care.” 

      Paranoy continued to breathe in and out like that for a long while. After her breathing became steadier to some extent, I opened my mouth to ask. 

      “You asked to see me. What do you want from me?” 

      “How come you are still asking me why? Of course, I called you here to free me from this place. Hurry up, remove these shackles. I can’t scratch my back because of them! There seems to be an ant stuck behind there! Hurry up already!” 

      She asked me to release her so naturally that I almost thought about letting her go for a second. Damn it, no matter how immoral I was, I wasn’t crazy enough to release this cultist. 

      “Why on earth should I release you?” 

      “What, how long will you pretend even though there’s no one around us anymore? You’re our comrade, aren’t you? Didn’t you go undercover to infiltrate the city?” 

      “I’m not.”

      I thought she had mistaken me for someone else. Moreover, it was the first time I heard that a comrade of theirs was hiding among us. 

      Now I felt anxious about the inevitability that I might be falsely accused because someone misunderstood that I had a connection with these guys. Moreover, this would just end up in me getting locked up in this underground prison and getting slapped once again.

      “You must have mistaken me for someone else, but let me be clear here, I have nothing to do with you guys.”

      “Alright, just keep lying like that, even though I can clearly tell that you’re full of Pluto’s magical power. I had already noticed your powers when I first met you in the cave.” 

      Paranoy was moving around while sniffing me. 

      “I could sense such powerful mana emanating from you. Now, I may not be able to see you, but it feels like Lord Pluto himself is standing in front of me.” 

      Just when I was thinking, “What the hell do you mean by you can feel Pluto’s mana emanating from me?” I remembered that the necklace I was wearing around my neck was actually taken from someone who might be a comrade of these guys. 

      The Eyes of Pluto… 

      Perhaps this girl’ misunderstood me because of this necklace? I realized that I could use this situation to teach these cultists a hard lesson.

      『Hassan, Sodomora's hero, wiped out all the cultists! 』



      『Received the gold-tier adventurer necklace!』



      Attained Luna’s mother— Knox’s recognition and got married to Luna! 

      
        Wa—! Wa—!
      

      How should I propose? Would she like it if I secretly put candles in our room and did a special romantic event? I could also prepare a handwritten letter for her too. 

      Wouldn’t Luna just go crazy out of excitement if I prepared a special event using the know-how of a modern person? However, she shouldn’t be so moved that she cries throughout the event, right? 

      “Hehe.” 

      Amidst my delightful imagination of the wonderful future ahead, Paranoy cut me off by speaking out loud. 

      “Why are you laughing strangely like that? Anyways, release these restraints quickly! Those stupid people can’t escape after failing to raid Mars’ temple.” 

      “No, I can’t let you go. If I do that, I’ll get in trouble.” 

      “Alright, it’s not the time yet, is it? Then, do me a favor, will you? Scratch my back for me. I feel so itchy like an ant is crawling on my back!”

      Scratch her back? I don’t think I can release her, but that much should be fine, I guess. Not being able to scratch her back even if it was itchy when being tied like this, made sense.

      Moreover, feeling itchy while your hands and feet were tied was a very painful experience. 

      Elfriede often tied me to a chair and tickled me all over my body with feathers as a punishment. She was truly unrivaled when it came to viciousness. I’m starting to get pissed off just thinking about it.

      I hope that bald monk will catch Elfriede and teach her a real lesson. 

      Anyway, I grabbed Paranoy’s shoulder and made her show her back to me since this cultist nymph complained that her back was feeling itchy. However, I was greatly shocked to see what was stuck to her back.

      “W-What the fuck is this?” 

      There… a spider with eight legs and hair all over its body. It had the size of a palm. Fuck, of course, she would feel itchy if this kind of animal was stuck on her skin! 

      “Why, what’s wrong? Is there a problem?” 

      “There’s a fucking spider attached to you!” 

      “S-Spider!? T-Take, take it off! Take it off!” 

      Paranoy, whose entire body was restrained, began moving around violently as soon as the word “Spider” left my mouth. 

      Because of this, the black spider attached to her back now jumped from its spot and landed on my shoulder. I screamed so loud that it was as though bubbles were really going to form in my mouth out of shock. 

      “Holy F-!” 

      Eventually, after I slapped it away with my palm, the spider yelped twice and hid inside a small hole in the basement prison. 

      Damn it, I still can’t get used to spiders that make creepy sounds like that. Luna would be delighted if she saw it though. Luna liked spiders, toads, and stuff like that. 

      “Spider, spideeeeeeeer!!”

      However, Paranoy, the cultist nymph, was still struggling hard and trying to fight back without knowing that the spider that had stuck to her body had fallen from there already. 

      “There’s a spider stuck to me!!!”

      Her arms were handcuffed, chained, and hung on the wall. She was probably unable to grasp the current situation because her eyes were also blindfolded. 

      Serves you right, you wicked cultist bitch! 

      I thought it might be an opportunity to resolve my grudge against this cultist, so I slowly moved from my spot and put my hand on her thin ankle. 

      
        Slide— 
      

      Paranoy shivered as soon as my fingers touched her body. 

      “T-There’s a spider on my ankle! Take it off! Hurry!”

      Spider? Did she think my hand felt like a spider? Indeed, when I put my nails down and moved them around slowly like this, it might feel like a spider was standing there for someone like Paranoy, who couldn’t see anything at the moment. 

      I slowly moved my fingers from her ankle to her thin calf and thigh to mimic the walk of the spider. 

      
        Slide— Slide— 
      

      It was quite exhilarating to see her slowly getting anxious and scared to the extent that she didn’t even know what to do. 

      “H-Hurry up! Take it away from me! Come on! I-I’m scared of spiders—!” 

      
        Ssk— Ssk— 
      

      Ignoring Paranoy’s pleading voice, my hands still moved back and forth between her thigh and calf and gently pressed her soft flesh with the tip of my fingernails. 

      “Hiiik! Hiik!” 

      Seeing her trembling like she was going to shriek every time my nails touched her was a pretty funny sight. 

      “H-Hurry up, take it off me—!” 

      However, seeing her about to burst into tears also seemed quite pitiful to me, so I took my hand off her thigh and walked away from her. 

      “Here, I already took it off. There is no spider here now.”

      “Y-You’re not lying, right? Damn it, I was almost scared to death—!” 

      “There’s no spider on you anymore, don’t worry. I already took it off.

      “Comrade—! You’re such a nice guy! I will not forget this favor, once I escape from here, !” 

      Was she a fucking idiot? It was just me pretending to be a spider. 

      I was a little scared because she was part of a terrible cult, but Paranoy seemed to be lacking in the brains department. At this point, I even felt bad for her. 

      It seemed kind of crazy to me that even in this world where most people were lacking in the brains department, cults still existed.

      You wouldn’t fall victim to a cult if you were a smart person, to begin with. Wow, how could I come to this wonderful conclusion? I’m smart, indeed. 

      “So, other than asking to release you, is there anything else you want to say to me?” 

      “Yes, I have one more favor to ask of you. Comrade, I’m only asking you because I trust you. This is a really important request.”

      It was a really important request? 

      That made me swallow my saliva, thinking that I might be able to make a high achievement with the information that she would be providing me from now on. 

      “—What is it?”

      “I-I’m in a hurry. Uh, please help me out… Those Mars’ bastards have locked and tied me up so I can’t do my business. I really cannot hold it in anymore—” 

      Wow, it was a completely unexpected request. If she was tied up like this, it’s natural that she would need to go to the bathroom sooner or later. 

      “I-I was able to endure it till now, but I cannot hold it in anymore because of the spider… I think it’s going to come out soon—!”

      I also became very nervous after hearing the urgency in her voice, 

      If I witnessed a nymph urinate like this, I thought it might remain an unforgettable trauma that would be imprinted on my mind for the rest of my life. 

      So I looked around and found a small wooden barrel rolling around on the basement floor that was probably used as a trash can. 

      I held it with my hands, emptied the contents within, and put it between the nymph’s wide-opened legs. 

      “Y-You can pee here!” 

      “Ugh, you need to take off my underwear first—!”

      What? Did she just ask me to take off her underwear? 

      For a moment, I suspected that this cultist was acting like a fool and was actually trying to mislead me and manipulate me as she wanted. 

      “Uwaaahhh!” 

      However, seeing that she was twisting her whole body as if she was in a real emergency and even twitching every now and then, it seemed to not be the case. 

      “T-Then I have no choice but to touch you. Don’t complain later!”

      “Alright! Hurry up!” 

      Then, I grabbed the soft, black cloth and pulled it down between her thighs and calves. 

      However, I thought it would be difficult to urinate if the wooden barrel sat on the floor, so I had to lift it between her legs and hold it in the air. 

      “H-Hurry up, relieve yourself.” 

      “Euhhh…”

      
        Then, with a sigh that seemed to come out from deep inside her— 
      

      
        Gushhhh—
      

      The clear, muffled sound of streams rang through the underground prison. The sound was very loud, like a water bank bursting out. 

      “Uwaaahhh…” 

      Fuck, what the hell was I doing right now? I got a sudden reality check. The world had shed blood, been destroyed, and was in chaos due to the cultists’ attack, and I couldn’t believe that now I was helping a nymph pee. 

      “—Euh, you have saved me, Comrade. You’ve done me such a weird favor. I will never forget this favor, even after hell arrives here. I’m really sorry for making you do something weird. But now… Can you dress me up again? My lower body feels cold.”

      “O-Okay.” 

      
        Sssk— Slide— 
      

      Paranoy then talked to me as if nothing, in particular, had happened when I put her underwear back up. 

      “Then, will you continue to pretend to be an adventurer, Comrade?” 

      “Shouldn’t I?”

      “Alright, then if we talk any longer, you could be misunderstood by those Mars’ bastards. You can go up now. Just lie to those stupid dogs that you have tortured me to find out information.’

      “Information?” 

      “Yes, it would be good to leak false information at this time. I have already planted a mole, so now is a good time to use them after so long. As expected, I’m smart. Let’s see, what kind of false information can we spread? Yeah, let’s tell them that the marked houses will be the target of the attack.” 

      “The target of the attack?”

      The word “mark” made various thoughts flash in my head. The first thing that came to mind was the X-shaped mark I witnessed as we left Luna’s cabin this morning. 

      “You mean the X-shaped mark, right? The one on the front doors.” 

      “As expected, you know about it as well. In fact, the unmarked houses will be the target of an attack three days later. What do you think? At that point, the fear of chaos and death will spread further, right?” 

      They were trying to start a terrorist attack, huh… Cultists, indeed, would always act like a cultist. 

      “There will be total chaos by then.”

      “I know, right? Haha, I’m smart, indeed. At this point, my priesthood may go beyond bronze to silver tier.” 

      Paranoy’s words gave me a lot of information that I needed to store in my mind. First of all, pluto cultists were trying to launch indiscriminate terrorist attacks inside the city. 

      And the target would be mainly houses without the X-shaped marks.

      Didn’t I also find out that the Pluto cult’s organization system also consists of classes such as bronze, silver, and so on, just like the adventurers guild? 

      However, when talking about cults and levels that were named after minerals, what came to mind right away was not the adventurer’s guild but the multi-level marketing. 

      In addition to all the information she gave me about the cult’s structure, she even went on a tangent about how nymphs don’t grow hair. A very vital piece of information indeed. 

      “Comrade, I’ll be calling you again. So, the next time you come, sneak in some sugar for me. I-I can’t calm down unless I eat something sweet. Also, it’s so dark and desolate here—”

      “I got it.”

      That ended the weird conversation I had with this odd cultist. As I climbed up the basement prison, Baltma awaited my arrival with his one remaining eye shining brightly. 

      “I heard that nymph screaming back there. It seemed like you used some violence thereDid you torture her?”

      “T-That’s…” 

      Did he misunderstand that her scream about the spider actually resulted from torture instead? 

      “Is it not allowed?” 

      “It’s not that it’s not allowed. No matter how much I hit and yelled at her, she didn’t even budge. I wonder what kind of torture you did that made her scream so loud throughout the basement like that.”

      “I just used my hands to do several things—” 

      “Well, it seemed like you used some terrible torture method from Samaria’s wilderness. With the addition of your dexterity blessing, the taciturn cultist must have been unable to endure the suffering without screaming, right? 

      Baltma seemed to have misunderstood the screams and my lack of explanations for something else, brewing a story of his own in his mind. 

      What kind of expression would he make if I said that I just tickled the nymph’s thighs and even helped her urinate in the basement? 

      Damn it, no matter how I thought about it, it seemed like it would be better if I kept this a secret.

      I felt Luna might look at me with a chilling cold gaze once she heard this story. 

      “On top of that, there’s something else I’ve found out from her. I heard that there will be an attack from the Pluto cultists inside the city in three days.” 

      “Attack? You said there will be an attack?”

      Baltma’s expression became extremely serious at the word “Attack”.

      “Tell me more about that.” 

      So I briefly explained what I heard from Paranoy. Like about the houses with and without markings. 

      “All unmarked houses will get attacked— So if we put a mark on every house, we can disrupt these cultists’ operations. Samaritan, this is a great piece of information! Not any of our vicious torturers could even discover such an important fact!”

      What the fuck did he mean by a vicious torturer. Was it a compliment? Since I first met him, I had felt that this man had been lacking a lot when it came to complimenting others.

      “Where is Luna anyway?”

      “Oh, that pink-haired lady is in the training ground with Hippolyte.”

      Luna was on the training ground with Hippolyte? 

      I suddenly began feeling uneasy after hearing that. Even I, who was strong, had a hard time dealing with Hippolyte. Furthermore, would the fragile Luna survive the power of the female warrior? 

      That aside, this damn Hippolyte! Why did she take Luna to the training ground like that? Was she a grinding-obsessed gamer? That girl is addicted to training! 

      So I rushed to the training ground site. Then, among the murmuring crowd, I saw who overlapped her body with Hippolyte’s. 

      “Gasp—!”

      Luna was breathing heavily. Then, she hugged Hippolyte’s body tightly, put strength to her legs, and bent her waist back to make Hippolyte’s face crash on the ground below with an overhead throw. 

      “Ugh!” 

      Hippolyte let out a desperate scream after being hit by Luna. 

      Just what in hell was going on here? 

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 77: The Descendant of Pluto (4)

      
      “Ugh!” 

      A scream full of agony leaked out of Hippolyte’s lips as her face planted squarely on the ground. 

      It was hard to believe that the one screaming like this was actually Hippolyte. Although this was something that was uncharacteristic of Hippolyte, it had truly happened in reality and I had no way to explain how. 

      Furthermore, the fact that Luna had performed a suplex on Hippolyte was more than unbelievable to me. I almost thought that I was seeing things, for a second, but it had truly happened. 

      It seemed that I wasn’t the only one who couldn’t believe in this situation. The passers-by and adventurers who surrounded me also thought the same. 

      “Oh, my God, how could this happen?”

      “Even though it’s a bare-handed match, how could Hippolyte not even be able to use her hands and get beaten so badly?”

      After getting everyone’s attention, Luna flexibly broke away from the suplex move’s bridge state, released Hippolyte, and then raised her hands high in front of the gathered crowd and exclaimed out loud. 

      “Holy Shh—! I managed to beat a silver-tier adventurer—!” 

      It felt like witnessing the scene of a young and energetic newcomer managing to defeat an old defending champion in a championship title match. This scene was enough to make my heart swell with excitement. 

      It turned out that Luna had leveled up quite a bit. Wait, that shouldn’t be the case. Even if she had leveled up, how could this situation possibly happen? 

      “Ugh— t-this doesn’t make—”

      At that moment, Hippolyte rose from the ground while bleeding from the orifices of her face— like her nose and mouth. She, too, seemed to be greatly shocked and was unable to accept that Luna had defeated her. 

      
        Tremble—Tremble— 
      

      Seeing her usually confident brown eyes trembling violently with uneasiness and anxiety made her look quite pitiful. 

      “P-Please, let’s have a rematch—!” 

      “No, thanks!”

      “U-Ugh—!” 

      Hippolyte bit her lower lips as if she was at a loss as to what to do with Luna’s firm refusal. 

      Soon, however, she shouted at the buzzing crowd that had flocked them from all sides, seemingly wintending to silencethem. 

      “Y-You done watching already!? Hurry up and go back to your business!” 

      Although the Pink Chikorita had defeated her for an unknown reason, Hippolyte herself was still a strong warrior. So, it was not strange that her shout was so powerful and threatening that it was able to intimidate the gathered crowd. 

      Sensing the wrath in her shout, the crowd quickly dispersed like rats running away after getting hit by a stone.

      I almost peed in my pants like the nymph that I had helped out in the basement prison. I’m glad that my bladder is rather strong. Was it because of Luna’s elixir?

      “G-Go!” 

      “Yes, I also have something else to do.” 

      Just like that, only Luna, Hippolyte, and I remained in that spot. 

      “Knoxdotty, i-if you don’t want to have a barehanded rematch, then how about we do an arm wrestling match instead?”

      I could see that Hippolyte was your typical sore loser who couldn’t just accept losing in a game. Though I would have done the same if I lost to Luna like that too. So, I was able to understand her reaction to a certain extent.

      “Arm wrestling—?” 

      Luna reacted slightly as if her interest was picked up by the word “arm wrestling”. But then she opened her mouth wide enough to reveal her pointy snaggletooth and then shouted out loud once again.

      “No, thanks!”

      “Ugh— i-if you win again this time, I’ll give you my belt!” 

      “Your belt?” 

      “Yes, this is not an ordinary belt. As much as—“ 

      “I don’t need it! Wow! I beat Hippolyte! I’m going to brag about it!” 

      “—Damn it!” 

      Luna was clearly dominating Hippolyte, both in the confrontation and post-conflict conversation between them. 

      Holy shit, wasn’t Luna used to be at the bottom of the food chain? Did Luna have a hidden type? Or was there some type of affinities I wasn’t aware of?1

      I never thought that things such as type affinities would matter in front of Hippolyte who could fling a stone with her fingers like it was a bullet.

      “I beat Hippolyte! Holy shh—!”

      Luna started yelling around as if she was really excited about Hippolyte asking her for a rematch like that. If I had beaten Hippolyte myself, I couldn’t really blame her as I would have done the same if I beat Hippolyte.

      If I had to make a comparison of the current situation, it was like a BSG from the low tiers won the first blood solo kill against Faker, the pro player, in his heyday in a line match. What the fuck did she do?2 

      “Ugh… then, what should I do for you to have a rematch with me? O-Okay, I’ll even lick your feet!”

      Now, Hippolyte even kneeled in front of Luna and bowed her head just to make her have a rematch. It was a relief that there was no one around, otherwise, what she was doing now would have subjected her to teasing and ridicule for the rest of her life. Yet, looking at her, I could see that she was determined to face such a fate. 

      Indeed, unlike the Minerva Guild, which valued the honor and glory of a battle, what really mattered to Hippolyte, who served Mars, the God of War, was merely victory and defeat, not the method or honor behind the battle. 

      Being a loser would be more hurting to her pride than anything else. 

      “W-Why do you want to lick my feet? I hate it even more.”

      “T-Then what—!” 

      Hippolyte lowered her head and lifted her body as if she was really about to lick Luna’s feet. Luna pondered for a while as if feeling lost and confused due to Hippolyte’s actions.

      “Well, then, if I win again this time, please promote the elixir I will sell in the future.” 

      “Y-You said elixir? Uhm, if it’s an elixir—” 

      Hippolyte hesitated for a moment. She had been thinking for a while, but soon she nodded after coming to an understanding within herself.

      “Okay, if that will allows me to pay back the disgrace of previous defeat then I am willing!” 

      In the first place, Hippolyte was ready to lick Luna’s soles if she could pay back the disgrace of losing the previous match. Though, I wondered if getting revenge on someone still held any meaning if your honor and dignity had been trampled to the lowest ground already. 

      “Alright, then, let’s do a single round of arm wrestling.” 

      “All right. Samaritan, please help us out. Be the judge of this match.”

      Thus, a match to decide who would become the slave and the king took place above the flat platform of the guild ceiling wall that had fallen apart due to the terrorrist attack.

      My back started to sweat just by looking at both women’s dead serious expressions as they held each other’s right hands. 

      “Well, then, the person whose hand touches the surface first will lose. So let’s—” 

      They tightened their grab on each other’s hands. Hippolyte’s solid upper arm was hardened enough for her muscles to become visible. 

      “Fight!”

      The women’s power struggle began with the signal from my lips. To be honest, I thought it would be just a one-sided beatdown. 

      
        Tightened— 
      

      Yet, what happened in front of my eyes was something that was hard to believe, even if I was directly witnessing such a scene. Hippolyte and Luna were struggling to overpower each other’s arms! 

      “Uwaaaah!”

      No, on the contrary, Luna’s side seemed a little more dominant in this confrontation! Luna was actually pushing Hippolyte with her strength! 

      What the fuck is going on here? 

      Had Luna become much much stronger than before? 

      No, I don’t think that’s possible. Even if Luna was leveling up rapidly these days, it was still not enough to beat Hippolyte. 

      Luna’s level was 11 and— according to her own words— Hippolyte’s level was over 40. 

      If we were looking at the situation now, it was more likely that Hippolyte had become considerably weakened rather than Luna becoming incredibly strong. What was the reason? It was not night yet. So, there was no moonlight to weaken her. 

      “I—I will win—!” 

      With a shout of determination to win this bout, Luna began pushing Hippolyte’s hand toward the flat surface. 

      “Ugh, hooah!”

      With the fierce momentum generated by Luna, the back of Hippolyte’s hand was gradually leaning toward the surface. Shocked and taken aback, Hippolyte clicked her tongue and yelped in fury and frustration due to the sudden turn of events. 

      And then, a surprising change occurred. 

      
        Sssk— Tightened— 
      

      Hippolyte’s other hand casually shot up from under the platform and broke into the game which helped her to start pushing back Luna’s attack! How could she use both hands like that? Damn it, wasn’t this cheating? 

      “Miss Hippolyte, I know you take victory and defeat very seriously but isn’t this a bit too much?”

      “T-The only rule is to make the back of your opponent’s hand touch the surface! All that matters is to win!” 

      “T-Then I’ll do it, too!”

      Luna also pressed Hippolyte’s wrist to the surface with her other hand. 

      “Hooah!” 

      “Wow! I beat Hippolyte again!” 

      The game was a perfect defeat for Hippolyte, despite her already using a dirty trick to try and snatch the win from Luna. 

      Luna hopped around like an excited rabbit, intoxicated by the joy of her victory. 

      “I won!” 

      Of course, I was glad too. Even worms had the skill to wriggle out when they were stepped on. Yet, Luna was a vicious scorpion. Not only could she wriggle out, but also had the skill to strike back! 

      “Wow, Luna, you won! How did you do that?” 

      “I don’t know, too!” 

      “Uh… that—”

      Unlike Luna and I, who held each other’s shoulders and rejoiced, Hippolyte, who had even used a dirty method, began to tremble as if she just could not accept that she had experienced another defeat. 

      Her reddish skin became even redder to the extent that it seemed like her head started fuming, perhaps because of embarrassment or anger. 

      “Since I’ve won against a Silver-tier, does it mean that now I’m a Silver-tier too? Just like this?!”

      “Hic— Hic—” 

      “I’ve heard that some people, after getting too angry can’t control their anger and end up crying instead. Hipholyte seemed to be that kind of person, as she was now sniffling with tears in her eyes.

      Somehow, seeing Hippolyte crying like that started to give me the chills, and my smile quickly disappeared. 

      “I’m so happy! Now Hippolyte will also promote my elixir around!”

      However, Luna could not hide her joy, not caring at all about how her opponent was shedding tears. 

      This was how cold it was in the world of competition. However, looking at the female warrior’s burning red face, which looked like it was about to burst, I poked Luna’s side to get her attention. 

      “Hey, Luna, s-stop it.”

      I got an ominous feeling that something irreversible may happen if Luna kept teasing her or celebrating her joy like this. Of course, Luna, clueless as she was, was busy jumping up and down and kept teasing Hippolyte without a care for her feelings. 

      “Are you crying? I even made Hippolyte cry! Whoohoo!” 

      Hippolyte clenched her fist and trembled violently as if she was finally unable to bear Luna’s teasings and bizarre behavior anymore. 

      Goosebumps spread on the nape of my neck as I had an ominous feeling that things were about to turn for the worse. 

      As I anxiously watched the situation unfold, Hippolyte spoke in a restrained tone, seemingly trying to take control of her violent emotions. 

      “I’ll use magic! I-I’ll make it so that it never happened!” 

      Magic? Did Hippolyte know how to use magic? However, Hippolyte, who shouted in a mysterious tone, clenched her fists and shouted once more. 

      “Memory erasure magic!” 

      
        Swish—! 
      

      Then she swung her fist with all of her might. 

      Luna lowered her head, letting out a short, surprised scream as Hippolyte’s iron-like fists fell on her. Luna let out a ‘Hyuk-’ at the sudden attack and agilely dodged. 

      The problem was that Hippolyte’s fist, following along the wind-up, accurately landed on my stomach since I was standing right behind Luna. 

      “Cough—“

      This fist that hit out of nowhere hurt a lot and even prevented me from breathing, and with that, I just fell forward and lost consciousness.

      * * * * *

      When I opened my eyes again, the first thing I saw was the unfamiliar ceiling above, followed by walls, a bed, and the blanket covering me. 

      I thought that this would be the afterlife, but the bandages and medicines wrapped around my body seemed to be indicating that my life had been prolonged somehow. 

      I really thought I was going to die there. 

      Did she say that it was memory erasure magic? More like terrible beatdown magic.

      ….

      Damn it.

      But where am I? A treatment center? No, rather than a treatment center, this placed looked more like a warehouse, I guess.

      Armor and weapons were lying all over the place. It was cramped, just like Luna’s cabin. In addition, there was a lot of exercise equipment, such as barbells or dumbbells with heavy weights. 

      Looking particularly closely, this looked like the supply room of a gym, or a training center. Just where the hell was I? 

      “Is there anyone here?” 

      Left with no other choice, I shouted at the surrounding area to find out where I was. However, there were no signs of movement around me

      When I stood up, I realized that my body was completely naked and only wrapped in bandages. 

      Who took off my clothes? What about my gear and money bag? 

      Fuck, did I just lose the money bag that was more valuable than my life? There were about 50 silvers in it! 

      It felt like the blood in my body suddenly turned cold, and a terrible sensation wracked through my body. So, I forcefully moved my body, which wasn’t even able to move around well due to my injuries, and began rummaging through the room’s drawers.

      
        Push— Thud— 
      

      But I couldn’t find my belongings anywhere in this room. All I could see were women’s black underwear which probably belonged to someone. 

      Was this something like a bra? 

      It was big enough to cover my face. 

      
        Sniff— Sniff—.
      

      When I smelled it— just in case— I smelled something strange, along with the smell of clean, washed textiles. That smell made my lower body hot and hard. 

      The scent was also spread throughout this warehouse-like room. I felt like I couldn’t calm down because of that.

      What was this? Where and when did I smell something like this? 

      While I tried to remember just where I had smelled this scent before, and was finally coming close to remembering it, someone entered the room following the sound of the door being opened. 

      “Have you come to your senses?” 

      “M-Miss Hippolyte.”

      “I was worried because I thought you would never open your eyes anymore—“ 

      Hippolyte quickly creased her brows. What her sharp eyes were looking at was none other than my lower body. 

      My magnificent towering schlong was peeking out through my lower region’s bandages. 

      As if that appearance felt burdensome for her, Hippolyte murmured in a low tone, just enough that I was able to barely hear it, while diverting her gaze to the side. 

      “—The first thing you did after coming back to your senses was to go through my underwear? You must be quite healthy after all.” 

      “Y-Yeah, h-haha.” 

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 78: The Descendant of Pluto (5) 🔞

      
      “You’ll have to lie down for another day to regain your strength according to the healer. You’re stronger than I thought, Samaritan. You’ve improved your stamina, haven’t you?” 

      According to Hippolyte, her memory erasure spell left me unconscious for a day or so. 

      Did I end up only fainting for a day because I drank Luna’s potion beforehand? I wasn’t sure. 

      “W-What happened to Luna?” 

      “She was sent on a quest because of the cultist attack. She’s engraving an ‘X’ mark on every house. She’ll probably come to pick you up tomorrow.” 

      Pick up. It was kind of strange to refer to people as if they were objects but I guess that’s just how things are in this barbaric world. 

      Moreover, it probably didn’t mean much coming from Hippolyte as she spoke in a stiff and military-esque tone. 

      “Then take a rest. I have to warm up for tomorrow’s work. I’ll sleep a little later.” 

      “I’m sorry for sleeping on your bed.” 

      “Don’t be sorry. I don’t mind it either way. It’s partly my fault, to begin with.” 

      Hippolyte then started doing push-ups and other bodyweight exercises in a corner of the room while I was lying on the bed. 

      As she was wearing short black-colored workout-like clothes, the movements of her elastic muscles along with the curve of her sweaty waist were fatal for one’s sight. 

      What stood out in particular, were her voluptuous and alluring breasts that were protruding through the sweat-drenched crop top that was clinging to her voluptuous body. 

      That aside, a kind of strange and hot scent was filling my surroundings. 

      “Huuuh, twenty, twenty oneee…” 

      It was then that I lost my composure after realizing that what was making my lower body stand up so magnificently was something that Hippolyte was releasing— something akin to pheromones. How could she seduce a man like this? 

      No, Hippolyte probably wasn’t aware of such matters. She was the farthest from any sexual matters, she probably didn’t even masturbate once in her life. 

      “F-Fifty-one… Whoo.” 

      That made her look so defenseless, and ironically, made me even more excited about what was happening in front of my eyes. 

      She was a healthy and beautiful woman, no man could possibly resist her charms. 

      The blanket covering my lower body was very thin, thus the chances of my erection getting spotted were very likely. That was why, I started singing the national anthem in my mind to calm my raging lower body. 

      “My forearm isn’t improving much lately. Your body is pretty well trained Samaritan. Do you know any special training techniques for it?” 

      Hippolyte, who had been checking herself out in the mirror for a while suddenly talked to me. Damn, I’m glad she finally stopped with her exercises. 

      “You’re asking me how to exercise?” 

      “Yeah.”

      Shen then approached me and carefully stared at my bandage-wrapped body. 

      A certain part of my body was currently making me feel very embarrassed but I was afraid it would anger her if I tried to hide it so I acted nonchalant about it. 

      “It never got as thick as yours no matter how much I trained.” 

      “I think it’s just the inherent difference between men and women. Aren’t your muscles many times stronger than mine despite being thinner?” 

      “But I still lost to Knoxdotty. I was completely defeated by that soft kid who seemed to have never trained in her life. What about that?” 

      Why is she asking about this out of the blue? 

      What should I say here? I was desperately thinking of something to say that wouldn’t result in my defenseless solar plexus getting hammered by her fist again. 

      “I-It was probably an accident. Miss Hippolyte fought hard with the cultists the day before and you might have been tired… Yes, you weren’t in perfect condition. That’s it.” 

      “So you’re saying that I’m an idiot who can’t even exert her full strength unless I am in perfect condition?!” 

      Why was she getting so angry? Damn, was this the so-called unblockable move? Damned if I say anything, and damned if I don’t. 

      I’m completely screwed right now. Will it be a week until I wake up this time? 

      Wait, am I even going to wake up this time around? Just as such terrifying thoughts filled my head, Hippolyte softly spoke out. 

      “You’re actually right. I’m a complete idiot. A moron that can only exert her strength during the day. Very few people know about this fact.” 

      “I-Is that so?” 

      “I’m powerless under the moonlight. I had a similar feeling when I was fighting against Knoxdotty. It was as if there were shackles all over my body.” 

      “M-Maybe it’s because her name is Luna. She has moon in her name…” 

      “You’re talking nonsense now, Samaritan. That aside… That aside, why is your lower body standing up like that?” 

      Hippolyte looked at my lower body and narrowed her brows as if she found my current state to be absurd. 

      My lower body which had calmed down a little rose up again after Hippolyte approached me with her sweaty body. 

      Any healthy man would have the same reaction if a woman who had been vigorously working up a sweat suddenly approached him like that. 

      “That’s how a man’s body is, always getting feisty for no reason at all. It’s not something I intended to happen, yes, definitely…” 

      “…I see.” 

      That was how my awkward conversation with Hippolyte ended. 

      Because I had a passive skill that made me very weak against strong women like Elfriede, the Flame Witch, and Nemea, the Alchemist Witch, it was also very awkward for me to be alone in a room with Hippolyte who could be seen as your typical strong woman. 

      I’ll quickly get out of here tomorrow and enjoy my freedom to the fullest. 

      Probably because of not being fully recovered yet, I lost consciousness and fell asleep while thinking about that. 

      
        Unwrap— Unwrap— 
      

      The reason I regained my senses was that I could feel something moving and sometimes rubbing against me which was slightly tickling me. 

      I couldn’t see anything because of the darkness, but I could tell that someone was changing the bandages that were wrapped around my body. 

      The way she was carefully and attentively taking care of my bandages was surprisingly kind of her. 

      I didn’t know if I should wake up right now and say thank you to her or just pretend to still be asleep. Due to my hesitation, I ended up missing the right timing to wake up. 

      Let’s just go back to sleep. And right as I thought so. 

      
        Swoosh— Swoooosh— 
      

      After removing all my bandages, I could feel Hippolyte’s touch on my skin, and perhaps because she had applied ointment to them, they felt smooth, cold, and somewhat subtle. 

      
        Wet-—Wet— 
      

      She went from my chest to my abs and my sides. She was firmly rubbing my body with her hands. It felt good, like a refreshing and cool ‘Mulpas’ being applied to my body. 1

      What medicine was she using on me? I want one. Though it was probably expensive since it was used by a famous adventurer like her. 

      
        Press— Preeess— 
      

      She would sometimes also press on my body with a moderate amount of force as if she was trying to massage me. It helped relieve my fatigue quite a lot. 

      Just like I thought the last time, Hippolyte was really good at giving massages. I’ll just enjoy this massage while pretending to be unaware of her actions and then go to sleep for real. I stayed silent while thinking like that. 

      Was pretending to be asleep going to cause problems? Hippolyte’s hands, which had been applying medicine to my body, were gradually moving down from my chest toward my thighs and pelvis. 

      The blanket covering my lower body fell down and I tightly closed my eyes in response. 

      Damn it, no matter how kind you are, you’re not gonna apply medicine there too, right? 

      I couldn’t calm down, and my heart was pounding at a fast pace. It felt as if I was going to die any second. 

      “I-I have to apply it there too…” 

      Hippolyte’s barely audible mutter, in this dark space, sounded especially clear to me. 

      “…Pardon me.” 

      Since she thought I was asleep, Hippolyte went on and started applying the ointment to my thighs, knees, and calves without asking for my permission. 

      
        Swoosh— Wet—
      

      Of course, her movements themselves were very formal and awkward, so it wasn’t anything exciting or naughty in a sense. 

      But the fact that I was lying in an unfamiliar woman’s bed while being nursed by her was making me harder and harder with each passing second.

      
        Bulge— Bulge— 
      

      I was doing my best to calm myself down, but more and more blood was continuously rushing toward my lower body with no way for me to stop it. It was slowly pushing up my roughly worn underwear forming a magnificent tent. 

      Hippolyte, who was stroking my thighs audibly flinched after noticing my state. She must be feeling embarrassed. I’m feeling just as embarrassed, damn it. 

      “Samaritan… Are you still awake?” 

      Hippolyte then lightly whispered, calling out to me. Was she trying to check whether I was asleep or awake? 

      I had now two choices in front of me. Pretend to be asleep, or pretend to have just woken up. 

      But what could I say after waking up to such a huge erection? 

      It’s perfectly normal for healthy men to get erections during their sleep, was what I wanted to say, in fact. And just as I was quickly trying to come up with words to explain this to a woman like her. 

      “Was it just my imagination…? It grows on its own, even during sleep it seems.” 

      But Hippolyte came to a conclusion by herself before I even had a chance to decide on what to do, and because of that, I just continued to pretend to be asleep. 

      “Do men seriously carry such things around with them? No wonder the balance of their lower body is messed up. Might as well cut it off…” 

      Damn, what the hell was she spouting in front of a sleeping man’s dick? I was utterly terrified at the prospect of Hippolyte cutting off my erect schlong. 

      Because of that, my schlong, which was previously unbeknownst of the fear of silver-tier adventurers and was thus swelling and soaring arrogantly lost a little of its strength and slightly sunk down. 

      
        Tap— Tap-— 
      

      I suddenly felt something awkwardly touching my underwear and nearly jumped up and arched my waist in surprise due to that. 

      I initially thought she accidentally touched me while applying the medicine around my pelvic region. 

      
        Peek— 
      

      However, when I slightly opened my eyes, I was able to see Hippolyte sitting in the dark while seriously looking down at my erect dick with a keen gaze. 

      Hippolyte raised her finger as if about to press a button, then repeatedly kept poking my hard cock. 

      It was neither a massage, nor did it have anything to do with applying medicine. But it couldn’t really be considered a weird sexual experience either. 

      It was more similar to the notion of a curious child touching something they didn’t know about. 

      I was rather distraught at the realization that I unexpectedly became a living dummy for sexual education. 

      “It’s harder than I thought…” 

      Hippolyte seemed to be so nervous that she didn’t even notice that her thoughts were leaking out of her mouth. .

      
        Tap— Tap— Tap—
      

      Hippolyte who was slowly poking my schlong with her index finger suddenly cleared her throat and then hummed as if she had suddenly realized something. 

      “Hmmmm, hmmm. Samaritan, answer me if you’re still awake.” 

      Did she notice that I was just pretending to be asleep? Maybe she was giving me a chance to come out clean right now. 

      “Hmmm, you’re just like a log, that’s quite the silly face you’re making there.” 

      Hippolyte then pulled down the underwear that was wrapped around my lower body. 

      What? Did she just take off the pants of someone sleeping just like that? I could feel my hot burning rod come in contact with the cold air, making the back of my head tingle. 

      The fact that I was now naked in front of a woman, made me feel a strange kind of erotic excitement, making my cock even harder than it was initially. 

      
        Bulge— Bulge— 
      

      “A-A vein… It looks so hideous…” 

      She then looked at my exposed schlong that had nothing left to cover its magnificence and began evaluating it with her keen eyes. She then started to rub my inner thighs with her ointment-coated hands. 

      “…I-I’m just applying medicine here.” 

      I don’t know who she was talking to like that, nor who were these excuses supposed to be for. I just know that she continued stroking my groin and thighs with her hands. 

      However, the way she was lightly brushing the shaft of my dick and glans with the back of her hand made me feel quite suspicious about the nature of her acts. 

      She was definitely touching it deliberately. 

      She was actually very interested in what she was touching but took an “I don’t actually want to do this, I have no choice-“ type of approach because she was burdened by ethics, morality, and rules pertaining to her current actions. 

      I did a lot of massages so I knew what she was going through right now. 

      And, damn, that aside, Hippolyte is actually interested in my lower body. 

      Does she like me? 

      No, no, that’s the kind of mistake I used to make in middle and high school just because a woman was talking to me or smiling at me for a moment. 

      After accumulating multiple defeats throughout my life, I knew very well that very few girls would actually come to like me. 

      I was, until recently, still a slave at the bottom of the food chain, while Hippolyte is a woman who made it far enough up the social ladder to be called the hero of a city. 

      Objectively speaking, there was just nothing about me that would make her fall for me. It’s quite opposite actually… 

      Anyway, I was kind of going crazy at the moment because I couldn’t figure out why Hippolyte was doing this to me. 

      The only thing that I could come up with, that made some form of sense, was that Hippolyte, who was mostly surrounded by women paired with her vow of purity, didn’t know much about men and this was just her being curious since she seemingly found a harmless and fun toy to play around with. 

      I also heard that women who exercise a lot secreted a relatively higher level of male hormones which increased their libido compared to ordinary women. 

      “I-I have to apply medicine here too…” 

      Perhaps that suppressed sexual drive and curiosity finally burst out while I was asleep. What should I do now? 

      A part of me wanted to continue pretending to be asleep and enjoy this experience, while another equal part wanted to stop Hippolyte from going out of control. 

      The other thing that immediately came to my mind was Luna’s face. The Luna who poured her all into making me an elixir even though she didn’t have much money. 
No matter what happens here, whether it ended up being something big or small, I thought I’d feel guilty while facing Luna in the future either way. 

      I didn’t yet know how Luna really felt about me, but I seriously wanted to reach the gold-tier and marry her in the future. 

      So what should I do now? 

      Would Hippolyte freak out and stop this if I pretended to adjust my position while still acting to be asleep? Just when I was planning to do just that… 

      
        Swipe— 
      

      Unfortunately, or maybe fortunately in this case, I could feel Hippolyte’s warm fingers, which were previously applying medicine, suddenly distance themselves from my body. 

      I thought she might have noticed that I was actually awake, but it didn’t feel like that. It was as if she suddenly lost interest in me. 

      That’s what I thought, at least. 

      “Haauuh…” 

      Until I heard Hippolyte letting out a sticky moan from one of the corners of the dark room. 

      “Uung…” 

      It sounded as though she had closed her mouth, trying her best to muffle her sultry voice, but I could still hear her gentle cat-like moans in the dark room anyway.

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 79: The Descendant of Pluto (6) 🔞

      
      Silver-tier adventurers were considered to be some of the most successful people in this world of barbarism. 

      If I had to make an analogy, using my limited knowledge, they could be said to be big earners, like prosecutors or youtubers. Of course, not every adventurer was the same but that’s how it generally was for the people of that level. 

      I could at least attest to the fact that Elfriede’s group was making quite a lot from their adventures. They earned themselves a big bag of silver coins every time they went through one of Pluto’s treasure troves. And I’m pretty sure they even occasionally got a few gold coins during exploration. 

      That aside, with their profits being so high, it was natural that the quality of their living conditions – like food, clothing, and housing – would rise alongside it too. 

      Delicious food. 

      Nice clothes. 

      A spacious and comfortable house. 

      Hippolyte’s house, however, had only a single room and didn’t feel the least bit extravagant. 

      It was basically just a warehouse where she lived and stored her belongings or essentially her sleeping quarters. 

      As I had been scanning her room for my coin bag, I started thinking that rather than being frugal, Hippolyte just didn’t seem to see any need in getting a large house for herself. 

      What I’m trying to say is that… Hippolyte’s house was quite small, and with the training equipment, bed, mirror, and armor stand thrown into the mix, it felt even more cramped than it already was. 

      And because of that, I had no choice but to be aware of whatever Hippolyte was doing in the room. 

      “…Hauu, huahh.” 

      How long has it been already? It felt like decades, to be honest. 

      Was it really that weird for my perception of time to get warped when I was lying on a bed while listening to a woman’s moans and sticky saliva sounds? 

      “Huuh…” 

      I could hear her moans along with a wet and moist sound spread throughout the room. 

      I opened my eyes, wondering what the origin of that sound was. Slowly, very slowly, I raised my head and glanced toward my feet, toward the location of that weird sound. 

      After taking some time to get accustomed to the darkness, I could finally distinguish a black silhouette sitting with its back against the wall, and with its legs spread wide open, touching and stroking its huge and humongous breasts with its frantic hands. 

      
        Splat— 
      

      “Aah…” 

      The way the figure was squeezing its own breasts with its sticky, colorless medicine-coated fingers was an extremely lewd sight. 

      All miscellaneous thoughts that had been filling my head disappeared at that moment and my mind went blank. Accompanying that blankness was blood rushing to my head and my schlong, making the throbbing organ as hard as it could possibly become. 

      And thus despite all I could see being a faint silhouette through the dim moonlight seeping through the window. 

      Rather, the lack of vision only led to my imagination filling the gaps, making this scene even more so exciting. 

      
        Swoop—
      

      I could see Hippolyte’s index and thumb fingers press against the silhouette of her ample and full chest, pinching its pointy, perky ends like a button. 

      “Huuuh…” 

      Perhaps due to the intense stimulation she was feeling or her complete absorption in the moment, Hippolyte suddenly lost her balance and collapsed on the ground. 

      “Haaa…” 

      Then, as if the heater was turned on, the air in the enclosed room began getting hotter and hotter with each second. 

      The scent of a woman’s sweat that reached my nose and stimulated my senses was almost driving me insane. 

      “…Ang…” 

      Despite the fact that she was clearly suppressing her moans, and I had to really concentrate to hear them, they were still clearly resounding in my ears. 

      This all felt like a dream.

      The adventurer everyone was looking up to was currently masturbating while fondling her own chest right next to me. 

      Despite all the disorienting happenings, I was only able to keep my composure because of the abuse I received from my father when I was young, along with the self-control I had acquired after living with Elfriede for two years. 

      It was nothing short of being akin to a superpower that transcended human limits. 

      
        Rise— 
      

      Still, it’s been going on for a dozen minutes already, I had to at least do something about my raging boner somehow. Should I pretend to go to the bathroom and take care of it there or just wait until I calm down and do nothing? 

      I heard that too much blood clotting in the corpus cavernosum could cause necrosis in the surrounding tissue and blood vessels. .

      Anyway, even the absurdly strong and durable Hippolyte,

      “N-Not enough…” 

      I snapped out of my thoughts and closed my eyes hurriedly in surprise at the voice that suddenly reached my ears. Hippolyte, who had been lying on the floor while panting depravedly and twisting her legs around suddenly stood up on her feet. 

      
        Splat— Splat— 
      

      I could hear the sounds of Hippolyte’s sweaty bare feet stepping on the smooth ground until I felt her presence close as she was now standing next to me. 

      What? What is she going to do? 

      Even then, I still couldn’t muster the courage to open my eyes. 

      
        Swoop—
      

      Soon after, I felt the cheap bed tilt to one side as the weight of another individual was added onto the bed. 

      Hippolyte positioned her legs at both sides of my left shin and sat on top of it with her butt placed down. 

      The feel of her firm, yet pillowy soft buttocks on my lower body nearly made me squeal. 

      
        Swoop— Swoop—
      

      But the surprise I was feeling at the moment couldn’t even hope to compare to what happened next. Hippolyte quite literally started rubbing her crotch on my sleeping body. 

      She was rubbing her cushiony ass on my arms, stomach, and chest, like a cat that was marking its territory. 

      “It’s not bumpy enough…” 

      Hippolyte was tossing and turning on top of me as if she was still dissatisfied about something. After a few minutes more of fidgeting over my body, she again sat back on my left shin. 

      And while still sitting in that position, on top of my shin, she began rocking her waist back and forth, rubbing her soaked genitals on my shinbone and instep. 

      Whenever my big toe lightly poked at her soft and supple lower body, she reacted with uncontrollable trembles and quiet gasps, as if the sensation was too much to bear. 

      She was probably looking for a body part that was prominent enough to stimulate her body adequately when she was scampering around rubbing her lower half on it. 

      
        Swoop— Swooop—
      

      My shin got hotter and hotter as she kept rubbing her soaked and seething hot genital on top of it with desperate movements. 

      Since Hippolyte’s ultra-mini hot pants were made of a strange and clingy material, I could clearly feel the shape of her round buttocks and the stimulating heat they were emanating. It honsetly felt like that she was wearing nothing at all at the moment. 

      “Haang…” 

      
        S-Swoop—
      

      Her soft skin was continuously coming in contact with my calves, insteps, and outstretched toes. 

      
        Sizzle—
      

      In particular, my protruding shinbone was experiencing a delicate and exquisite sensation within the small crevice that aesthetically splits a woman’s body into two. The sensation was so plump and soft that I could practically visualize the heavenly scene in my mind. 

      “Huuh, haaa…” 

      
        Swish— Swoosh— Splat— 
      

      Despite my mind being filled with complex thoughts, Hippolyte continued to rub her lower body against mine, placing her hands on my thighs in a way that made it look like she was riding a horse. 

      
        Swoooosh— Swooooosh—
      

      She was sometimes moving as slowly as a crawling snail.

      
        Swoosh— Swoosh— Swooosh— 
      

      And at other times, violently, like she was riding a horse. In fact, so violent were her movements that I barely had any time to adapt to this absurd situation. 

      Thanks to that, my calves were now throbbing, twitching, and pulsating ceaselessly, not too different from an aroused organ. To think she’s really using me as a masturbation toy. Did she lose her mind or something? 

      Did she not think of the possibility of me waking up due to her actions? I can’t think of what would happen if I pretended to just awaken right now. 

      “…Ang…haah, aha, haaah…” 

      
        Splat— Splat—
      

      Hippolyte began moaning more and more with each moment. 

      Maybe because of sweat or something else entirely, her cotton pants had become damp and now felt very smooth. 

      The more she was moving her back while exhaling hot breaths, the more an obscene and strange smell was continuously reaching my nose. 

      And yet, I couldn’t move my hands at all, let alone even pretend to wake up. 

      Hippolyte might just instantly kill me in shame if I woke up right now. It’s not a figure of speech, she’d really kill me. 

      “Huuuh, haaau, haa, n-not enough… Not enough, but…”

      This was true torture for me. If there was such a thing as a soft and warm hell, then this would be it. 

      “Huuuaa…” 

      Soon, Hippolyte abruptly clung to my thighs, perhaps because she was about to collapse due to her intense workout. 

      
        Soft—
      

      Thanks to that, I could feel the sensation of her cushion-like breasts directly on my thighs. It was needless to describe just how stimulating that feeling was to me. 

      All senses in my thighs were now heightened, I could more or less three-dimensionally picture their weight, temperature, softness, and shape in my head. 

      They were quite heavy and large, yet soft and plush. Just like how I imagined they would be when I first saw them with my eyes. 

      Amidst that indescribable softness of her heavy mountains, a nipple was firmly standing up. What color and shape was it? 

      What was, however, even more stimulating to me was that because of the way she was sitting on my body, her face was positioned inevitably close to my crotch. 

      “Haaa…” 

      I could clearly feel her hot breath on my firmly erect dick through my underwear as if that piece of clothe wasn’t even there in the first place. 

      I heard that the fighting spirit of a strong adventurer would make one feel defenseless. Was it something like that? 

      “Huuuuu, haaaa…” 

      Hippolyte breathed in as if trying to completely fill her lungs with the aroma in the air. My hot and hard cock felt slightly cool for a moment because of that. 

      “Sniff, hang…” 

      Hippolyte took one big breath right above my dick and continued rubbing her lower body back and forth against the instep of my foot. 

      
        Splat— Splat—
      

      My shin, ankle, instep, and toes were now damp and slimy as if a large slug had crawled over them, leaving a trail of mucus behind. 

      “Aaah, ang, haang, haaa…” 

      Hippolyte’s groans were gradually getting louder and harder to suppress. Had she given up on trying not to wake me up completely by now? 

      Was she so much in the heat that she couldn’t think straight at all? 

      “Huuaa, ang, haaa… Ang…” 

      I didn’t expect such groans to come out of an overly-stern woman like her. 

      Did anyone else know about this side of hers? I shook my head at this unexpected behavior from the warrioress lady. 

      “Just, just a little bit more…”

      
        Splat— Splat— Swoop— Rub— Splat— 
      

      Hippolyte’s waist movements became incredibly fast. 

      And with that, the shabby bed began creaking out loud, and my body violently rocked around with her own. 

      Still pretending to be asleep at this moment felt too far-fetched to me. Was Hippolyte doing this on purpose? Did she realize I was already awake? I slightly opened my eyes with that thought. 

      “Hauuuaaa…” 

      She was squirming while rubbing her face against the huge bulge under my underwear. She was looking like she was at a loss as to what to do in this situation.

      The sight of her firm and curved back, and her raised hips under the moonlight was so mesmerizing that I could feel my blood rush to my head. 

      In a way, the current Hippolyte was no different than a raving beast. 

      A raving beast in heat, that is. A female in heat— so excited and horny that she didn’t even know what she was doing anymore. 

      There are multiple possible explanations for her current state. Maybe it was the excitement from her previous battle, or maybe the fact that she skipped her usual training recently, which left her with too much energy that she needed to somehow deplete… Damn it, I actually don’t know what’s happening anymore. 

      “J-Just a little more…” 

      
        Rub— Splat— Rub— Rub— 
      

      After rubbing her waist on my shin back and forth, it was now making very obscene and sticky sounds. 

      Hyppolyte too was getting more and more excited with each moment while emitting sounds that would only come from a female beast in heat writhing under the body of a male beast at the peak of their mating. 

      The problem was that with her hands, tightly gripping my calves while straddling me like no tomorrow, they had now become very numb, perhaps because of the lack of blood flow in the region. 

      And as if that wasn’t bad enough, I had also been lying down for a while without moving the slightest bit. 

      Soon, a tingling sensation akin to being pricked by needles engulfed my calves, and I eventually ended up lifting my toes slightly to relieve that unbearable sensation. 

      
        Rub— Swoosh—
      

      Then, I vividly felt my toes slightly digging into something beyond the thin cotton clothing of her hips. I could feel something strangely warm and moist being poked at the tip of my toes. 

      At the same time, Hippolyte’s rocking body suddenly began trembling while letting out a strained scream. 

      “Ang…” 

      
        Flinch— Flinch— Flinch—
      

      Her shoulders and back began to intermittently shudder as if she was suffering from a seizure. 

      “… Uuuh, ugh, haaa…” 

      
        Press—
      

      I nearly screamed in pain at the sudden increase of her already iron grip on my thighs. 

      It would have really become awkward if I didn’t forcefully hold my breath to block my voice in this instant. Climbed atop my body, Hippolyte now just convulsed and trembled for a while without doing any other movements. 

      “Huuuuuh… Huuaaaa…”

      Hippolyte’s quivering body then became limp. Thanks to that, I could now feel her soft chest and solid abs directly on my thighs, with nothing blocking that heavenly sensation. 

      But, maybe because she was now feeling exhausted, her weight was fully pressed on top of me, and the weight felt quite substantial. 

      Did she run out of energy after all that trembling and spasming? If I remember correctly, she seemed to be suffering from a debuff on moonlit nights so her stamina should be on the level of an ordinary person right now. 

      She probably used up all her energy as I expected. 

      … 

      Just as it was starting to get hard to bear Hippolyte’s weight, she suddenly sprang up and slowly reached out to my cock? 

      What? Was she still in the mood for it? Is this just the start? Just as I started getting confused by such depraved thoughts… 

      “Whoo… No, I’m calm now. Hmm, looks like my period is getting closer…” 

      She said such words as if trying to comfort herself. She then scurried off to a corner, opened the door, and ran off somewhere. 

      Left alone in the room, I began breathing heavily like a man that was deprived of oxygen after holding his breath for a long time. My heart was pounding so fiercely against my chest that I just couldn’t calm down. 

      I didn’t know if this was natural. 

      But the room was full of Hippolyte’s smell. The smell of the boiling blood of a woman in complete heat. 

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 80: The Descendant of Pluto (7) 🔞

      
      After leaving during the night, Hippolyte didn’t return, even as the sun rose above the horizon during dawn. She definitely went somewhere, but I had no way to know where. 

      Most importantly, I wasn’t able to lie down and sleep at all because of what happened last night. 

      I would vividly remember the thick texture that I had felt on my shin and the wetness that slathered my big toe each time it dug into her crevice whenever I closed my eyes in an attempt to sleep. 

      Alright. Should I try sleeping with one leg out of the covers then? 

      I was barely able to sleep only after rubbing one out on someone else’s bed. I used one of the bandages wrapped around me to wipe my semen off and then threw it into the trash. 

      And with that incident behind me, I somehow woke up the next morning. 

      Hippolyte showed no signs of coming back, so I got up and began searching for my things. Where were they though? 

      As I was moving through the room to look for my stuff, I saw a scroll with something written on it hanging on the wall. 

      You’ll find your belongings in the bottom right compartment of the corner drawer. There’s also some medicine for your injury. Put it on later. 

      Was that a note Hippolyte left behind for me before going out yesterday? 

      Her penmanship is as good as her swordsmanship, it seems. Her words were crisp and without errors as if they were printed straight out of a computer. 

      It was in a whole other league compared to Luna’s crooked and cute handwriting. 

      I then went to the mentioned corner drawer and opened the bottom right compartment as instructed. There, I could see my clothes and other items neatly stacked inside. 

      
        Rattle—
      

      After a quick count, the money inside the bag totaled 47 silvers and 25 coppers. I felt relieved as this was exactly how much I remembered having. 

      Done with the checking, I packed my swords, clothes, necklace and then went outside. 

      What immediately registered in my eyes was how my surroundings were different from the landscape of the west slums of Sodomora that I was used to. 

      The road was well-paved with evenly laid bricks, probably so that wagons could pass without any bumps. Street lamps were also placed to illuminate the still-dark alleys. 

      It looked so much like a real electric pole that I couldn’t help but stare intently at it for some time. Inside the lamps. I could see some bugs flapping around while emitting light. 

      Of course, the fact that something like this existed on the streets was amazing in itself. 

      The attires of the people walking on the streets were also impeccably neat, like that of aristocrats or successful adventurers. 

      Unlike the slum gangsters who usually just stare blankly at the ground or glare at the passersby, these individuals had plump faces and carefree expressions. 

      Wherever I currently was, it felt like a place I didn’t belong in. 

      People actually even started gossiping after noticing me. 

      “Hey, isn’t that a Samaritan? What’s he doing here on East Street?” 

      “Isn’t he a cultist? I heard Samaritans are the descendants of Pluto. That’s why they have dark hair and eyes.” 

      “It must be a slave escapee from some noble house.” 

      “Shh, be quiet. He can hear us.” 

      From the way they were whispering to each other, I didn’t seem to be very welcome on this street. 

      I thought I had settled well in Sodomora, but it seems that I was only welcomed in the vicinity of the guild building and the slum area where I had set up my residence. 

      Of course, I’ve been receiving this kind of stares for nearly two years now, and I wasn’t bothered much by them anymore. 

      “Hassan!” 

      When I turned my head toward whoever was calling me, I saw a cute girl running toward me. As expected, she was quite the eye-catching spectacle in this old-fashioned-looking place. 

      Her pink hair would obviously stand out no matter where she went, but now I was starting to find it endearing. 

      “Luna! What the hell happened!? I was in Hippolyte’s house when I woke up!” 

      “You’re finally awake!” 

      Luna suddenly hugged me and began sniffing me. 

      “Ugh.” 

      But she soon began frowning and furrowing her brows and then, all of a sudden, she grabbed my arm and sunk her teeth into it. 

      “Uuuuuuh!” 

      “Ouch! W-What!? Why did you bite me?!” 

      It was nothing like an affectionate bite or a cute nibble, it was the real deal. I felt like she was going to rip my flesh off, and it was so painful that my eyes started tearing up. 

      
        Aaaaaaaaaaaagh—
      

      Luna, who had been biting my arm for a long time, finally slowly let go of my arm after noticing that I was in real pain. 

      
        Splat—
      

      I could see a string of saliva stretching between her mouth and my arm. But what caught my attention the most was the bite mark left on my arm after she had sunk her teeth into it. 

      I was so surprised and hurt by this sudden action of hers that I didn’t even find the time to be angry. 

      “Oi, why did you bite me out of the blue, like that?” 

      “Marking my territory.” 

      “What the…” 

      I was going to ask what that was all about until I realized that my body was probably reeking of Hippolyte’s smell and I suddenly shivered on the spot. 

      I thought I had washed well enough in the simple shower booth at Hippolyte’s place. 

      Wait, am I just reading too much into this? Maybe Luna’s hometown had the tradition to bite people as hard as you could to welcome them. Damn it, I don’t even know at this point. 

      “Did it hurt, Hassan? Did it hurt?

      “…Ah, of course, it hurts.”

      “Good then.” 

      I thought she was going to apologize, but she was smiling with a satisfied expression and even snorted like she was upset about something. 

      Damn, this is bad. She is definitely onto something. But nothing really happened. No, something definitely happened, but it wasn’t something that crossed the line, right? 

      However, looking it at from another angle, would I be able to keep my calm if Luna did something similar with another man? 

      That’s impossible, goddamn it. I’d be so angry that I’d smash and destroy everything around me without even realizing it. 

      Having come to the realization that no matter what happened, I had still made a terrible mistake, I opened my mouth in embarrassment and shame. 

      “I-I’m sorry…” 

      I would usually find it easy to prostrate in front of others and apologize. 

      But it was strangely difficult today when I was facing Luna. My voice was very low, almost akin to a whisper. 

      I thought that my sense of pride had been trampled flat during the past two years, and even reduced to atoms at this point, but I guess I still had some of it left in me. 

      “I’m sorry!” 

      “It’s good that you apologized. But be careful from now on. Because as a daughter of Ideope, a shaman, I have unique instincts and will be able to figure out if you do something bad like that.” 

      “Y-Yesh…” 

      Luna had become quite scary this morning. She had a higher level than me and easily subdued Hippolyte with a suplex. Of course, she’d look scary in my eyes… 

      Today, I saw another side of Luna, who usually only smiled and seemed somehow to be mentally challenged, which sent chills down my spine. She was indeed the daughter of the Goddess Knox. 

      * * * * * * * * * *

      I then began working on putting X marks on the houses of the wealthy east district. 

      “What are you doing in front of someone else’s house? Why are you carving that there? I’m going to call the guards!” 

      We would occasionally meet people who didn’t understand what we were doing, but we managed to explain the reason behind our actions and move on. 

      It was late afternoon and the sun was setting down when we returned to Luna’s cabin after going around most of the eastern district. 

      “Whoo, It’s finally over!! We can take a long break now. I heard the guild building was in too bad of a shape, so we won’t be able to receive any requests for a month or two.” 

      Luna’s words were quite worrying. 

      “How can we survive without work? This is a huge problem.” 

      “Shouldn’t we stay at home anyways since the cultists are about to attack? In the meantime, I’ll make a lot of elixirs to sell.” 

      Was it something like self-quarantine season? Well, it would be a good idea to stick by Luna and raise my task points by massaging people. 

      As said earlier, it will be a while since our next guild request, so all I can do is collect task points so that I can convert them into stats later. 

      “Whoo…anyways, my legs are hurting a lot and the soles of my feet are sore as well.”

      Luna grumbled while sitting down on the carpet of the second floor. 

      Of course, her feet would hurt after spending the whole day going around the city like that. Even I was a bit tired. 

      “I think I got blisters on my feet too. The soles of my feet would have been peeled by now if it wasn’t for the shoes you bought me, Hassan.” 

      I was immediately scared when the word ‘blisters’ was uttered by the teary-eyed Luna. Blisters on Luna’s soft and smooth soles? 

      Unacceptable!

      “Lemme take a look.” 

      “H-Hmm? I-It’s not that bad… Stop… I-I didn’t wash them yet…” 

      Luna’s face turned pink as if terribly ashamed by my words. 

      However, the sight of her feet slowly stretching forward, revealing more and more of her soles was so enchanting that I couldn’t look away from them. 

      “Don’t smell…” 

      “Don’t worry…” 

      I held Luna’s ankle that a full day of walking’s worth of sweat on it. 

      Then probably because she was wearing flat sandals, only the part that had direct contact with the floor was red, making her soles look very weird. 

      “There doesn’t seem to be any blisters.” 

      “Really? What a relief. My feet won’t look as pretty if I have blisters.” 

      Now that I think about it, didn’t the women of this world value their feet and their appearances a lot? I suddenly began to wonder why and asked Luna about it. 

      “Luna, do you take care of your soles too?” 

      “Hmm? Of course! I even take very diligent care of them. I make sure to bathe them in healing mineral water once per day, apply medicinal ointment on them at least once per week, and put on moisturizer—” 

      “Aha.” 

      Luna began muttering various terms that I didn’t understand. 

      I actually never saw Luna putting on makeup or taking care of her body so I didn’t know about this side of her. It seems she was taking good care of her body in ways I wasn’t aware of. 

      Luna’s feet were actually very pretty— slightly curved, thin, and tiny. 

      I wasn’t aware of it before meeting Luna, but I really liked her pretty feet. Just touching them was making my lower body heat up like a volcano.

      It was so damn hard to force myself not to take a whiff of her lovely feet. 

      So, I gently pressed my thumbs against Luna’s small soles while holding them in my hands. 

      
        Press—
      

      I applied a moderate amount of force on them, making sure not to press too hard. Luna trembled and couldn’t help but let a little “Aang…” sound escape from her mouth. 

      “H-Hassan?” 

      “You walked a lot today. I’ll give you a massage to relax your feet and avoid you getting plantar fasciitis or something like that.” 

      “P-Plantar…? Hah, huuaa…!” 

      
        Press— Preess—
      

      What I was specifically pressing was the arched part between her heel and inner foot, known as the Baihui acupoint. 

      Pressing on this part of the body was notoriously said to relieve foot swelling after long periods of walking. 

      All I had to do was press there while doing round motions with my hands. Luna was shaking and groaning with each of my moves like she was about to convulse. 

      “I-It hurts.

      “It’ll feel better soon.” 

      “Can’t you let me wash them first? T-This is s-so embarrassing…” 

      Luna loudly expressed how much she was ashamed of the fact that she didn’t wash her feet. Feeling a little playful by her words, I directly took a sniff at her cute feet. 

      “Wha-Wha what are you doing…? Don’t!” 

      Luna was struggling hard, but it was impossible for her to escape my clutches. 

      I continued to press on the soles of Luna’s cute feet with my thumbs, all the while bringing them closer so that I could smell them. 

      Luna’s body suddenly arched like a bow as I playfully stuck out my tongue to lick the large area. 

      “Hauuung…!” 

      What I learned from this short interaction was that… these lovely feet of hers were a very sensitive erogenous zone to her. 

      She seemed to be as sensitive there as she was in her secretive parts. Was it because it was a body part she felt a lot of shame about? 

      In that case… 

      What would she do if I rubbed my cock there? 

      
        Undress—
      

      The atmosphere in the room was so hot that I untied the knot on my waist without a single shred of hesitation. 

      My hot rod was already near its limit from the moment I sniffed Luna’s soles. It was now exposed, making me feel a little cooler. 

      “Hassan, w-what are you trying to do?” 

      Luna, who had yet to regain her composure because of my teasing, asked in utter embarrassment after seeing me take off my pants and reveal my cock. 

      I then carefully tucked Luna on the deerskin rug, and then folded her feet around my schlong, like two buns wrapping a sausage. 

      I could now feel Luna’s soft soles on my hot rod. 

      The thought of putting my throbbing cock, in a part of her body that she cherished so much and took such good care of, that she had also shown to no one but me, was very exciting and nearly made me instantly ejaculate all over her cute feet. 

      “H-Hot, Hassan— Why did you put my feet on that thing…?” 

      Did Luna not know about footjobs? Well, she didn’t seem to be the kind to be knowledgeable about lewd stuff. I honestly quite liked that part of her. 

      
        Swoop— Swoosh—
      

      I began rubbing my hot and eager rod against the soft soles of the confused Luna. A sense of accomplishment and satisfaction, that was much different than anything I felt while I usually masturbated using my own hand, was filling my body with each stroke. 

      Not only that, a strange sense of humiliation, because I was being stepped on by a woman along with the strong desire to conquer her and know everything about her, made this experience ever so slightly more satisfying. 

      “Uuuh, h-hot, Hassan…” 

      It seems Luna’s sensitive feet were strongly affected by the heat of my schlong.

      Of course, since I was rubbing it on her bare feet, there were bound to be some places I would feel friction along my hot rod, which was kind of embarrassing for me. 

      Because of that, I was wondering if there was a better way to do this. Should I just spit on them? It was only then that I suddenly remembered what happened last night. 

      
        Cling—
      

      I began rummaging through my inner pockets until I found a small glass bottle the size of my thumb that was firmly closed with a cork and was full of liquid. 

      It was the spare medicine bottle that Hippolyte gave me. I then applied the sticky and smooth medicine all over my cock and Luna’s soles. 

      I carefully made sure to reach every part of her feet— her soles, heels, the arched part, and even the space between her toes. 

      
        Splat— Splat—
      

      “I-It tickles, hehe—“ 

      Luna was constantly squirming as if she was really being tickled. What I wanted to hear wasn’t her laughter, but her lusty moans, however. 

      I then put my schlong back in between the soles of her feet after applying the ointment in every nook and cranny on them. 

      
        Rub—
      

      My schlong, after rubbing it on her elixir-soaked thin, and wet soles, made a very obscene sound. 

      “Ang…! Uuh, w-what?” 

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 81: The Descendant of Pluto (8) 🔞

      
      “Uh, uuh, w-what…?” 

      Luna’s body shuddered, as though she was greatly embarrassed by this situation. 

      Was it because the unfamiliar feeling of something hot brushing against her damp soles made her feel uneasy? 

      Of course, it was also my first time getting a footjob from someone. So I was inwardly glad that both me and Luna were sharing this sensation for the very first time together. 

      The warmth, softness, and smoothness that were enveloping my cock sent shivers down my spine and gave rise to emotions that I simply couldn’t express with my limited vocabulary. 

      How much better would it get once I started moving? 

      
        Swoosh— 
      

      
        Wet— Rub— Rub—
      

      Obscene sounds could be heard in the room as I moved my waist back and forth while firmly holding Luna’s gooey liquid-soaked feet with my hands. 

      “Hah… I-It tickles! Hahaha!” 

      Luna still seemed to be feeling ticklish and would occasionally burst out into innocent laughter every now and then. I know that the feet can be considered an erogenous zone, but would rubbing my schlong against them really make her feel good too? 

      I wasn’t really sure about that. 

      Shaking those thoughts out of my head, the only thing I wanted to do at the moment, was to move my waist back and forth. It was like an electric current was going through my head. 

      When I slightly lowered my head toward Luna, I could see the enchanting sight of her lying on the floor with her barely covered feet in an O-shape, completely revealing her inner thighs.

      
        Swish— Swoosh— Rub— Rub— 
      

      Just as I began enjoying this otherworldly sensation of Luna’s soft soles even more, while sometimes sliding a finger between her toes. 

      “U-Uuung…” 

      Little by little, the small laughs that were leaking from Luna’s mouth began turning into faint hot breaths and steamy moans. 

      Her white skin along with her face began turning redder and redder. 

      Rather than just feeling good by myself, I was happy to see that Luna was enjoying herself too. This somehow filled me with a sense of deep satisfaction, making my movements even more eager and vigorous. 

      “…Oh, I’ll remove your clothes for you. They will get dirty if some semen gets on them.” 

      “Huuuuuuh…” 

      Luna looked ashamed and unsure of what to do at my words. She probably found it difficult to refuse my touch when her body was so heated up and meekly submitted to my actions. 

      
        Slide—
      

      Her pure white body, along with its soft and smooth curves was soon revealed before my hungry eyes. While her breasts couldn’t be described as big, they weren’t really small either. They were just the right size. 

      
        Boing—
      

      My eyes went all over her thin waist, wide hips, and pink areolas and nipples that were firmly standing despite not being touched at all. 

      My heated gaze finally settled on her slightly separated soft thighs and the pink pubic hair peeking out from between them. Below that, I could barely see her closed hole that was flowing with a clear liquid. 

      
        Open—
      

      I slowly pried her pussy open with my fingers.
“That, d-don’t spread it up…”

      Luna then lifted her arms toward her face, covering it with her hands, and began trembling with a mix of shame and embarrassment at my deeds. 

      It’s not the first time I’ve done this to her but Luna didn’t seem to get used to my actions at all. 

      Well, I wasn’t used to this pretty and bright pink thing between her legs either. It felt as new and exciting as the first time I had witnessed it. 

      I gave up rubbing my dick with her feet, and went for her clitoris and started lapping it with my tongue, after laying down between Luna’s thighs and burying my face in them. 

      
        Swish— Swash— 
      

      “Aang… I-I didn’t take a shower yet…” 

      Luna rested her hand on my forehead, trying her best in an attempt to push me away from her leaking hole. 

      She had a neat and clean personality and seemed to be reluctant in showing me her sweat-drenched lower body after coming back from quests. 

      
        Sniff—
      

      I, however, couldn’t help but enjoy her scent. It would always turn my lower body rock hard, send shivers down my spine, and make my hair stand on end whenever I took a whiff out of this wonderful spot. 

      I was almost wishing her smell was stronger inwardly. Maybe, I’ll prevent her from washing up the next time too. I was already looking forward to how Luna would wriggle and squirm in shame when I made her do that. 

      
        Slurp— Slurrp— Slurp— 
      

      “Aaang, aaah, haaauuu…” 

      I tasted Luna’s labia, clitoris, and gaping vagina with my tongue. 

      As I slightly inserted my tongue into her vagina, Luna would go “Hah“ and “Hicc“ with each of my stimulating touches. It made her look incredibly adorable and equally arousing. 

      How would Luna react if I inserted my cock inside her right now? During our first time with each other, Luna was in pain for most of the time and didn’t get to feel much pleasure. 

      I was confident I could do a little bit better now but I sadly had to put off such thoughts for today. 

      Still, being able to touch her pussy was amazing in its own right. 

      Luna is such a beautiful girl that I would normally be nervous just talking to someone like her. Her exotic pink hair also attracted a lot more attention than necessary. 

      She was an exotic-looking beautiful woman. No man could possibly dislike her. 

      Just today itself, while we were working on engraving houses in the east district, she caught the attention of two men. 

      They both had nice clothes and neat haircuts. They were likely to be high-ranking adventurers or sons of nobles. 

      They also had enough confidence to show interest in Luna without caring about my presence at all. 

      Did they just not care about me? Maybe they thought I was her servant or her slave or something. Samaritan slaves are quite popular in this world, after all. 

      I was very well aware that me and Luna were not very compatible, appearance-wise. 

      Even by taking everything else into account, Luna was the owner of a lot of land in her hometown, she even was the daughter of a great being. 

      What about me then? 

      I was just a foreigner. What could I even possess? Nothing, not even scraps. I was honestly quite insecure about whether I was fit to be with Luna or not. 

      But wasn’t I still the only one who had the privilege of burying his head between her legs at the end of the day? 

      
        Slurp— Slurrp— 
      

      “Uuuhm, haang… Aang… Uuuuh!” 

      That fact was enough to make me extremely satisfied and boosted my self-esteem as a man. Luna was mine and mine only. 

      Thoughts of putting my cock inside her pussy, filling her belly, and impregnating her were invading my mind. 

      
        Slurp— Slurp— Swish— Swash— 
      

      “Uuuuhm, hauuuh…!” 

      Soon, Luna wrapped her legs around my head, with her toes slightly digging into my skin. Thanks to that, my head was now fully wrapped in her soft and smooth flesh, and there was no way left for her pussy to escape the clutches of my mouth. 

      “Aauu, uuuh, H-Hassan…!” 

      Luna’s breaths were becoming noticeably rougher, her pussy leaking even more fluids that were falling down, and soaking her butthole. 

      Her body was also sweating a whole lot, emitting the pungent and musky smell of a female in heat. It only served to make me lick her womanhood with even more intensity and enthusiasm. 

      I then inserted my tongue even deeper into her wriggling folds, enough to feel what remained of her hymen, making Luna convulse and twitch even harder. 

      “Aaaah, ang… Haang, aaah, uuuh, uuung…! Ang!” 

      Using those obscene moans of hers as a stimulant I began stroking my rock-hard cock. 

      “S-Stop… Hauu, my, back, is going to break…” 

      I didn’t know much about women but even I could understand that Luna was getting close to reaching her climax. 

      Wouldn’t Luna dirty the deerskin like she did last time if this goes on any longer? She was really upset about it too the last time around. 

      So I begrudgingly removed my mouth from between Luna’s legs and started rubbing my cock between her soft soles again. 

      “Aauung, uuuh, huuuuu…” 

      
        Rub— Rub— Rub—
      

      Luna’s toes were curled up, increasing the tightness I was feeling on my erect schlong. 

      I, who had already been close to ejaculating from the excitement and earlier strokes, couldn’t hold back anymore and spurted semen on her soft soles and toes. 

      
        Shoot— Splurt— Splurt—
      

      “H-Hot, aah, aang, haaah…!” 

      Luna’s soles, which were previously red hot in color, became stained in white, as if cloudy cream sauce had been sprinkled on top of them. 

      Perhaps because she was surprised by the hot temperature, Luna crouched down, like she had a stomachache, and began shivering. 

      “Haaung, uuuh, haaah, aaang…!” 

      Did Luna climax by only using her feet? 

      I heard that unlike men, whose erogenous zones were concentrated on their dicks, women could be aroused no matter where they were touched. 
“Huuuh, hauuu…” 

      Luna continued trembling for close to a minute then limped out as if her stamina was completely exhausted. 

      Her lower body was still stained with love juices, but it didn’t seem like she was going to urinate this time around. 

      “Hauuuu…”

      “Are you okay?” 

      “Y-Yeah…” 

      After answering me, Luna grabbed the deerskin on the floor and used it to cover her breasts and face with an expression of shame.

      The shy look on her face made my heart swell, so I gently laid Luna down and pressed my hands on her waist and shoulders to relieve her. 

      “Hauu, r-refreshing…” 

      Luna, after looking nervous at first, accepted my massage, and melted down like a cat resting on a hot roof. 

      “I think I’m starting to get addicted to this…” 

      Luna kept wincing and squirming with each of my presses as I was massaging the muscles on her hips, which were probably tense after a full day of walking and intense spasms from reaching an orgasm. 

      Obviously, I couldn’t avoid getting hard again after looking at her fully exposed damp ass and pussy. 

      “Huu, that’s good…” 

      But as I listened to Luna’s voice, relieved of tiredness by my massage, I felt a twinge of guilt and decided to hold off on using my cock until the next time. 

      “Haaaauuuu…” 

      Is it just me or was she enjoying this massage more than my cunnilingus? 

      As it was already late at night at this point, Luna asked me to sleep in her cabin tonight too. 

      Cultists were roaming the streets, and you could never tell what might happen to you in these slums, so she was understandably afraid to sleep alone. 

      While I felt bad for Luna, I was still happy that I got to sleep with her once again. 

      Even just sleeping together under the same blankets with our arms touching was enough to make me feel warm and fuzzy. I was sure to have good dreams tonight.

      * * * * * * * * * * 

      I had a terrible nightmare. 

      In it, a giant rabbit, many times the size of my body, sat on top of me, preventing me from breathing and leading me to die by suffocation. 

      A dream with a rabbit? What kind of dream is that? My father would have probably explained it if he was here right now. Was it an omen of luck? Maybe I should buy a lottery ticket, though I doubt there’s such a thing in this world. 

      Just as I was going back to sleep with such thoughts. 

      Heavy. 

      My stomach and chest felt heavy as if I had yet to wake up from that dream. It felt like something heavy was pressing down on me. 

      I slightly opened my eyes wondering what it was, and I almost screamed in fright. 

      It was actually none other than Luna. 

      She was lying on my stomach with her face lifted up, directly staring at me. 

      Damn it, what the fuck is happening? Is she sleepwalking or something? What was happening to me at the moment was as frightening as it was surprising. 

      “W-What are you doing Luna?” 

      “…” 

      Luna didn’t answer. She just slid down next to me with a soft thud and fell asleep once again. 

      What the hell was that?

      Wondering if Luna had developed sleepwalking from all the hardships she’s been through lately, I touched her wrist. 

       [Stats]

 Name: Luna Knox Dottty
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      I couldn’t see anything that could allude to sleepwalking or any similar behavior on her status board. I didn’t know what the effects of ‘Curse of Knox’ and ‘Curse of Erebor’ were anyways to begin with. 

      And because I couldn’t see any red spots on Luna’s body, I was clueless about how to get rid of those curses. 

      What the hell? 

      Did all the work we have done lately, from opening a workshop along with our adventurer work take a toll on her mental? I started feeling a little sorry for her. 

      The next morning. 

      “So refreshing! My body is full of vitality!” 

      As usual, Luna cheerfully woke up. On the other hand, I felt like my body was made of lead, probably because of all the fatigue I’ve experienced lately. 

      While I tend to have rough mornings, I didn’t think my stamina was that bad. Well, I’ve had a lot to do these days, could it be affecting my body? 

      “Why do you look so weak, Hassan?” 

      “No clue. Rather than that, do you remember climbing on my stomach last night?” 

      I asked Luna if she remembered what happened last night. Her eyes just widened with an incredulous look. 

      “I did what last night?” 
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      The memories of last night when Luna was sitting on my stomach and looking down at me resurfaced in my mind. 

      Now that I think about it, it truly felt like a dream or something I simply imagined because I was too tired. The dread I was feeling then was, however, very real.

      “I did what last night?” 

      However, Luna asked back in such a way that made it seem that she had never heard something like that before. It wasn’t like she was pretending that she didn’t know what I was saying or anything. I genuinely felt that she was completely unaware of the happenings of last night. 

      Had she actually forgotten what happened last night? Could she have been sleepwalking? If that was not it, then then the only possibility was that it was something that I cooked up in my mind. 

      “It’s okay, forget about it”

      “Actually, I had a very interesting dream last night. I was swimming in a huge pile of gold coins, you know! Could this be a precognitive dream? I heard that something like this could happen when the level of a shaman’s voodoo skills increases! 

      Luna turned to ask me after babbling all by herself for a while. 

      “What are you going to do today, Hassan? I’m going to make some elixirs I have already bought the ingredients in advance, so I only need to make them, that’s pretty much all I planned.”

      “Me? I don’t have anything to do today.” 

      If Paranoy — that cultist nymph — didn’t lie to me, today would be the day the cultists would launch their attack. 

      I wonder if Daphne, a guild official, advised people to stay at home and not cause trouble outside.

      The number of people walking around outside had actually already noticeably reduced after the cultist attack on Mars’ temple.

      Although Hippolyte and other silver-tier adventurers had repelled their first assault, the cultists seem to be skilled enough that even someone like Hippolyte was injured and the guild building was almost reduced to rubbles.

      In that situation, low bronze adventurers like Luna and I couldn’t do anything other than just stay inside the house, shivering and hoping that we wouldn’t get implicated in the incident and get hurt! 

      “Then, I’ll just stay at home.” 

      “That’s great! Let’s make some elixirs together if you have nothing to do today!” 

      Luna shouted excitedly as if she was glad to have some extra hands to help her around with doing the household chores. 

      Because I had no qualms about helping Luna with her work, I immediately started helping. The first thing to do was to peel the strange radish-like plants. 

      
        Crunch— Crunch— Grind— Grind— 
      

      I also took care of all kinds of miscellaneous tasks, like grinding some bones of unknown origin into fine powder.

      It wasn’t really difficult, I was also happy about the fact that I was doing something creative for once, and most importantly, that I was helping Luna.

      “You’re better at this than I expected, Hassan. I heard that men usually do the housework in Samaria. Is that actually true?” 

      Luna seemed to be admirative of the fact that I was so good at preparing ingredients. It seemed like the experience of helping my father with all kinds of miscellaneous things since I was young ended up benefiting me today.

      “I’ve just learned a lot from my father.” 

      Come to think of it, my father was a very talented man, even though he lived life as though he was on a wild goose chase. My father did everything from housework to cooking. He was a complete pushover through and through. 

      “I’d like to meet your father, Hassan! He sounds like an interesting person!”

      “My father?” 

      Hearing Luna’s words, I imagined taking Luna with me and introducing her to my father and mother. 

      Introducing your girlfriend to your parents— It, honestly, was something I wanted to do at least once in my life. 

      Wouldn’t my father be very proud of me? He had always been wondering when his son would finally get a girlfriend. 

      Damn it, I indeed had no luck with women as I looked very rough and manly like my father. But, of course, now I had Luna next to me. 

      Actually, Luna was the kind of pretty girl that you could proudly show off to others no matter where you went. I was sure that my parents would really love her if they ever saw her. 

      My sister might swear and whine about how a loser like me could date a girl like Luna though. 

      “What if your parents don’t like me?”

      “I don’t think that’s going to happen. To be frank, I am worried that your parents will hate me instead.” 

      “That won’t be a problem since I’m an orphan.”

      “R-Right? Yeah.”

      Huh? What kind of backhanded compliment is this?!

      Of course, I knew Luna didn’t know about Lady Knox, but it was still bewildering to hear anyway.

      I could also feel Knox’s statue on the first floor creaking in anger right about now. 

      “I shouldn’t have said that. I’m sorry.” 

      “It’s okay. But, Hassan, you will probably return to your hometown someday, right? Can you take me with you then? I want to go to Samaria at least once. I heard it’s a vast wilderness without a single tree!” 

      “My hometown?”

      When I heard the word “hometown,” what I thought of was the beautiful blue planet called Earth, not the barren desert and savage lands of Samaria. 

      It was a crowded planet with a population of 7 billion. Will I ever be able to go back there? Yet, even if I could go back, would I be able to take Luna with me? I wasn’t sure.

      Even if there’s a way back to my home, what should I do if I had no choice but to do so without Luna? 

      Had it been a few months ago, I would have returned to my world without a shred of hesitation, but now…

      “Y-You don’t have to introduce me to your parents if you don’t want to.” 

      “No, I don’t think it’s burdensome to take you there with me. It’s just that… I don’t think I can go back to my home anymore. This… is my home now.” 

      
        Rattle— 
      

      While we were chatting, all the grains in the millstone had become powder already due to the constant grinding. All we needed to do now was to put it in a pot, cover it with leather, and then store it well. 

      “Everything can be done very quickly when we team up! It would have taken me another half a day without your help!”

      Luna seemed very satisfied after the ingredients had been grated, peeled, and transferred to various pots. 

      Based on her sloppy handwork skills when she carved the totems, Luna might have needed at least until tomorrow, not only a mere half a day, to do the tasks if she were to handle it all by herself. 

      “If only I had a fire pot, I would have heated the medicine myself here. It’s really unfortunate.” 

      Come to think of it, Luna had mentioned that it would be nice to have a furnace or firepot for ourselves. Couldn’t we make do with just lighting a fire? 

      “You can’t make a firepot yourself?” ”

      “I have to get approval from the city If the size exceeds a certain amount. It’s because a fire could break out because of it.” 

      In this world where firefighting facilities had not been well established, if there were any instances of a fire running amok, it would really spread out of control since most of the building materials were made out of wood. 

      It turned out that even in this reckless world, laws and systems still had a semblance of existence. I guess that was why this world was still functional to some extent. 

      “Well, I’ll just borrow the firepot from the bakery next door!” 

      After saying that, Luna mixed all kinds of ingredients, poured some water inside, and lifted the heavy pot with her arms. However, seeing the way she stumbled every now and then made me feel somewhat anxious about her well-being. 

      “Do you want me to help you instead?” 

      “Really!? I’d appreciate that! Put a lot of firewood and boil it over high heat! This way, the ingredients inside will melt properly!” 

      Did she just want me to boil the pot over high heat? That would be very easy for me. Although I was pretending to be a barbarian right now, I was actually the eldest son of a health center owner. 

      I was confident in my liquid boiling and extracting skills. 

      “I’ll go and come back soon then.” 

      “Well, I have to prepare the ingredients for a special elixir, so stay out for a while, Hassan.”

      Special elixir ingredients? 

      No clue what that was, but maybe Luna had something like a special sauce that she couldn’t tell me about. 

      Was it like a trade secret or something? 

      Luna seemed to want to hide it from me too, well, I wasn’t very interested in it anyway, so I just nodded in acknowledgment and went out to the street with the pot in my arms.

      * * * * * *

      Since I didn’t know where the bakery Luna told me was, I wandered around for a while. And just when I was about to run out of energy, I finally found the bakery. 

      Rather than a bakery, the place felt like a dark miscellaneous store. That was why I couldn’t recognize it when I first saw it.

      “What brought you here?”

      The bakery owner was a woman in her 40s with quite a good physique. 

      She had brown hair cut short enough to make her look like a man. Although she wore an apron, her thick arms were full of fine muscles without any signs of body fat. It made me feel like if we ever were to duke it out, then I would definitely lose. 

      She looked more like a blacksmith rather than a bakery lady. 

      The fact that she had a food business in this kind of place, full of beggars and tramps, was proof that she had the ability to subdue them easily. 

      “Uh, I’d like to borrow a firepot.” 

      “Is it to boil things inside that pot?” 

      “Y-Yesh.” 

      “You’re that pink-haired girl’s friend, aren’t you? I often see you guys walking around together.” 

      I didn’t know anything about this lady, but she seemed to have recognized me somehow. 

      Indeed, if there was a Samaritan who stood tall like a telephone pole and a woman with pink hair walking around the street together, I would also glance and stare at them a few times myself. 

      “Just pay the cost for using the firewood. The price changes according to the weight. So, be careful about it.” 

      “Yesh.” 

      I bought 20 coopers worth of firewood from her. I thought I had bought a bit too much, but according to the lady, it was the appropriate amount. 

      I put the pot on an iron pedestal and let it warm up. I was worried that the heated pot might break, but fortunately, nothing of the sort happened. 

      
        Crackle— Crackle—. 
      

      While I was looking at the burning firewood for a while, the bakery lady suddenly talked to me as if she found the silent atmosphere boring. 

      “What’s your relationship with that girl? The pink-haired girl, I mean.” 

      “I’m just her colleague.” 

      I had endlessly thought about what to say regarding our relationship to the others and soon ended up with the option of voicing our relationship as mere colleagues. 

      Luna was a woman who had made a vow of chastity, and according to the norms of this world, it was very reprehensible for a woman who had made the vow to have a lover. 

      Of course, it was true that we were not a couple or a pair of lovers yet. One could say that we were in a vague relationship where we worked as colleagues. 

      “I see. While she may be a little slow, she’s still a nice girl. Definitely not the kind to betray other people. I’ve known her since she first arrived in this town so you can trust me on that.” 

      “I-Is that so?” 

      The back of my head felt itchy because of the awkward atmosphere between us. But the bakery lady kept talking without a care in the world. 

      “Her face is lovely. Also, her arms and legs look so soft, like a spring goddess. She is a pleasant girl to look at.”

      “That’s true.”

      Hearing a compliment about Luna’s beauty made me feel really good. 

      Luna was actually pretty enough to make some passersby turn their heads at her as they came across her. 

      As I was thinking about Luna’s face, the bakery owner went on with her speech. 

      “I’ve never seen a girl who keeps her vow of chastity so well at a time when the gods are silent like this. Of course, I heard that women and men who violate the vow will be sanctioned by the maidens group or whatever, but they can’t catch them all.” 

      “I see.”

      “She could easily get a decent man and live a comfortable life. But the fact that she didn’t do that is already so amazing. Anyway, I think the content of the pot should have been boiled by now. Turn off the heat and let it cool down before you take it back.” 

      After hearing the bakery owner’s words, I put out the fire by digging through the firewood with something like a long skewer. 

      When I looked into the pot to see how well the ingredients melted, I saw that the boiling hot water was bubbling. 

      The color was not like clear water but very of a murky and thick brown hue. 

      It smelled bitter, like oriental medicine, but it was more or less bearable. I couldn’t even imagine what it would taste like, but it definitely didn’t look like something that would taste good. 

      “You also can’t have bad intentions toward her just because the girl is so pretty. You should protect and take care of her, okay?” 

      “Uh, well… I see.” 

      
        That ended the conversation between us. The bakery owner must have been worried that I might attack Luna and hurt her. Yet, it was already a little too late to worry about something like that— 
      

      When the contents of the pot had slightly cooled down, I lifted it up with my arms again and went out into the lightly dim street.

      Due to the fact that the information about the cult members appearing today had been spread publicly, there were not many people walking on the streets. 

      Even if there was a person, they would soon disappear with quick and nimble steps. I was also worried about Luna being alone, so I fastened my pace to reach her place. It shouldn’t be a big deal, but you never knew what would happen the next moment. 

      
        Clang— Rattle— 
      

      “Ah— the Dark Star of Acheron. There you are, Comrade.” 

      At that time, I turned my head to the sound of someone calling me from behind, and the man standing behind me was so tall that I had to look up to see his face. 

      He wore a full-plate armor that looked so sturdy and hard that it was difficult to identify him. His overall matte black appearance made the man look like a shadow hovering above the ground. 

      Whoever he was, he did not fit with the atmosphere of this desolate and trashy west slum.

      As I explained before, wearing armor with a lot of iron plates proved that you had excellent skills in this world. 

      The full plate armor wasn’t just a plain suit of armor covered in metal plates, but rather a stunning piece with sharp designs that emphasized its appearance. The helmet was also impressively crafted in the shape of a dragon’s head, reminiscent of the head of a turtle ship.

      
        Rattle— 
      

      Also, that massive thing hanging on his back was enough to make one wonder if it could even be called a sword because it just looked like a hideous lump of iron plate with a handle attached to it. 

      The man talked to me again. 

      “It’s almost time. You’d better hurry because you might be late for the meeting.” 

      The hair all over my body stood on end as goosebumps appeared all over my body. I’d heard this voice somewhere before. It was a thick voice that was similar to a sound ringing inside an icy cave. 

      This man was probably the one who had come to Luna’s cabin and knocked on the door that day. Was his name Schizo? 

      I could easily imagine what my fate would have been if I had opened the door back then. Luna and I might have been mercilessly ripped apart. 

      No matter how much I racked my brain, I didn’t think I could beat this giant lump of iron plates. 

      “Come on— let’s go already. Everyone is waiting for us on standby. Today, Sodomora will be Pluto’s first place on this land.” 

      “Everyone—?” 

      The man whispered something unbelievable in answer to my question.

      “We brought three silver tiers and one gold tier. That will be enough.” 

      I wasn’t exactly sure what they were up to, but they seemed like a group with high enough ranks to do whatever it was they intended to do.

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 83: The Descendant of Pluto (10)

      
      My head was filled with nothing but terror.

      I should have just stayed inside the cabin. Why did I choose to come out and get caught up in a terrible situation like this?

      Rattle— Rattle— Rattle—

      Anyone who saw this black armored man walking next to me would be sure that he was a cult member. Yet, such a man had mistaken me for his comrade.

      Just what in hell caused this situation?

      The reason that immediately came to my mind was that one of this man’s comrades might have been a Samaritan, who looked more or less like me.

      If that was not the reason, then, just like Paranoy – the nymph in the underground prison – maybe he misunderstood me for a cult member because of the ominous magical power or whatever it was that my necklace contained.

      Fuck! I only carried it around because it was an expensive and interesting-looking necklace, but, as expected, people should carry things that fit their means. This necklace would be the end of me! I should’ve realized it when everyone else said that it was horrible!

      “Uh, look, I have something important to do, so I have to go—”

      The giant black armored man made a loud rattling noise after hearing my words. Soon, he sternly put forth his opinion in a sharp tone.

      “Nothing is more important than our big project.”

      “But, I am just an ordinary citizen—”

      “Are you trying to come all the way here and take your foot out? If that’s the case—“

      
        Goooo—
      

      There was a strange kind of pressure that suddenly emanated from the man’s body. Although he stopped talking halfway, I could clearly understand what he was trying to say next.

      That massive, broad iron plate on his back could easily split my torso into two pieces at any moment.

      What the fuck? Since this man had been listening to me intently for a while, I couldn’t just weasel my way out of here and return to Luna.

      “T-There’s something I left behind—“

      “There’s no time.”

      No matter what kind of excuse I gave, it felt like I was talking to a wall.

      However, that massive sword would fly toward my back if I tried to escape.

      Damn it, did he really believe that I was his comrade? Paranoy and these cultists seemed to have a few loose screws in their heads.

      Therefore, I was now stuck with a strange giant in black armor and had no choice but to follow him to the place he was taking me. That place in question was the most remote and isolated part of the western slums of Sodomora. It was practically a dumpster with all the rats, birds, and tramps scattered all over the dirty ground.

      There were constant groans of sick patients coming from everywhere, and the loud and sharp screams of a woman could be heard, followed by the sounds of something breaking and shattering in the distance.

      “What do your eyes see, comrade?”

      At that time, the man who had kept his mouth shut unless I spoke up to him decided to speak to me first.

      “R-Rats.”

      “That’s true. I can hear the sound of rats. Also, the sounds of people suffering. I can smell death all over this place. We’ve almost arrived at our destination.”

      I became very nervous when I heard that we were almost there. Soon, the man turned around the corner and we found ourselves in front of a dilapidated cabin with a shabby door. The giant of a man then firmly knocked on the door of someone else’s house.

      It was an ordinary house in the slums. There were holes all over the walls and a broken roof above. Trashes were also scattered everywhere around the run-down shack.

      Was this the place where those cultists gathered?

      “Who is it?”

      The door opened with a thud and a face stuck out from behind. He looked pretty tired, but his face was full of scars, and his eyes were sharp, just like a bandit’s.

      “My house doesn’t have anything precious to rob, not even a stove. Also, why are you holding that pot?”

      “I’m going in.”

      “W-What, what the hell are you doing? Who gave you permission to enter?”

      The homeowner looked perplexed by the giant man’s behavior. Yet, he didn’t seem to be able to stop the black-armored man from doing whatever he wanted.

      
        Rattle— Rattle—
      

      In all seriousness of the word, the cultist barged into the household like a tank trying to conquer a territory. Soon, he kneeled on the floor and started tapping on the ground with his hands.

      
        Knock— Knock— Knock— Knock—
      

      “What the fuck are you doing!?”

      The homeowner asked with a snarl, anger surging in his voice. I also wanted to know just what the hell he was doing after entering someone else’s home like that. But the cultist man didn’t say anything and just kept on knocking on different places on the floor.

      
        Knock— Knock— Tung—
      

      Then, all of a sudden, a strange sound was heard on one part of the floorboards he had been knocking on.

      “It seems to be here.”

      Having said that, the cultist clenched his fist covered in iron plates and hit the floor section where the strange sound had come from.

      A large hole quickly formed on the old flooring as if it was about to break into pieces. Below that hole was a strange staircase going down.

      “W-What the hell is that? How could I have something like this in my house!? Who the hell are you?”

      I was incredibly bewildered at the scene of the homeowner pulling out a dagger from his waist in anger. I thought I would get stabbed at this rate.

      But the cultist didn’t even pay attention to the man and just spoke to me in a blunt voice.

      “I’m going down.”

      * * * * * * * * * *

      I once dived quite deep into the sea when I was very young. I had to dig up the crabs, clams, and seaweed living on the sea floor and squeeze out their innards.

      Being under the deeper levels of the sea was quite burdensome for me as a child. Due to the pressure of the water pressing down on my whole body, and the movements of my limbs being restricted by the constant pressure, it honestly felt suffocating. Even my ears had become numb due to the pressure at one point.

      It was a sense that I had forgotten for a very long time, and I felt that way again at this moment.

      “Whoo—“

      “It seems like you are not used to invisible barriers. It will get better soon.”

      I walked down the stairs behind the man and went down the strange hallway. Cold bricks surrounded the hallway on all sides, and only the candles hanging on the walls were dimly lit as the only illumination source in this dark hallway.

      It was a perfect place to be called an ancient passageway. But what was interesting was that the process of walking in this hallway itself was quite challenging.

      It was suffocating and restricting me in a manner that made me feel like I was walking deep inside the sea.

      According to the man’s explanation, it seemed that it was because of this thing called the invisible barrier.

      Damn it, what do you mean by an invisible barrier? Was there something like that in this world?

      It felt like I was going to a place I shouldn’t be going to. I didn’t know how I was going to survive here. I just wanted to go and see Luna.

      Was she worried that I hadn’t come back yet? Perhaps, she would be out looking for me by now? No, Luna shouldn’t get caught up in something troublesome because of me.

      I was extremely worried about her.

      After walking for a long time, a small door appeared at the end of the long hallway.

      It was a thick iron gate embossed with daffodils.

      I knew that flower was a daffodil because it was a mark I often saw when I entered Pluto’s underground labyrinths with Elfriede and her crew.

      The iron gate engraved with daffodil flowers looked like an entrance to the dungeon. Maybe it was really a dungeon entrance?

      Whatever it was, what was certain was that if I went in there, I would walk on a completely irreversible path.

      
        Clang— Creak—
      

      However, the man pushed the tightly closed iron door without caring about my thoughts.

      
        Gooooooooooooooooooo—
      

      The door was pushed open toward the inside with a heavy sound. What lay beyond the door was surprisingly simple and shabby.

      There was a round table with five or six chairs inside a cramped room. The candles were burning all over the place of the room.

      However, the guys sitting in the chair looked anything but simple. They were actually quite extraordinary, to say the least.

      There were a total of three people sitting in this strange secret room.

      Each person was wearing a strange attire, such as a mask, helmet, or robe so deeply hooded that their identities were hard to determine. However, it was evident that these individuals were also crazy cultists like the other black armored man I came here with.

      “Schizo, you are quite late. If you came a little later, I would have started the meeting without you.”

      The first person to talk to us was a man in a black robe sitting neatly at the table. His voice was relatively young and soft. He also spoke in a humble manner.

      I couldn’t see his face because he had pulled his robe so low that it covered his whole face, but I assumed that he was pretty handsome just by listening to his voice. Damn, he was another one of those annoying bastards.

      The long stick he was holding, which wouldn’t seem strange even if carried by mages, made me wonder if he was some sort of a mage. If he was a mage from the cult, he was definitely not a normal guy.

      At that time, the woman seated beside me replied to his words instead of the big man accompanying me.

      “Schizo has no eyes. I’m sure he has been wandering around to find this place, so he is late. He was late because he had mistaken the place a few days ago too. That’s why we also failed the temple raid. Stupid. Idiot. Asshole. Moron.”

      A sharp, high-pitched voice came from under the strange mask that resembled the face of a Korean Totem Pole.

      She was sitting with her legs propped up on the table, swaying them back and forth. It made it seem like she wielded a relatively relaxed personality.

      However, why was she sitting in such a provocative position while just wearing a thin piece of cloth covering only the important parts of her lower body?

      There was only a thin, translucent veil over her waist, but if I looked closely, I could still see what was behind that veil.

      As I scrutinized her legs, which appeared to be quite strong and sturdy, the man in the black robe spoke once again.

      “Who is the person next to you? I’ve never seen him before. How could you bring a nobody just as you wish?”

      Even if there was a deep shade of black under the robe, veiling his face from my eyes, I could practically see the hostility that was directed toward me by the man.

      So, there was some normal bastard who didn’t consider me their comrade here, after all. Of course, that was how it was originally supposed to be, but at this point, it was a rather tricky situation for me.

      Damn it, I will really be screwed if I stayed here any longer.

      Then the man in black armor called Schizo dragged his body to sit down in a chair and said lightly.

      “He is our comrade.”

      “A comrade? But I’ve never seen him before. Are you sure he’s safe to bring here on such an important day like today—?”

      Tighten—

      I could see the man’s hand, holding the wand, tense as he spoke those words.

      The roughly 1.5-meter-long stick, with a large pumpkin-colored gemstone attached to the end, started to emit a peculiar light with that action of his.

      What the fuck? Will he attack me just like that? I’m really screwed.

      “Anxious, you worry too much. Hey, you loser, are you telling me that there was a flaw in my sorcery barrier? Do you think just about anyone can come inside just because they want to?”

      “To be honest, yes. Unlike the magic I have studied in the Ivory Tower, don’t your voodoo skills rely too much on mere superstition, Somnia?”

      “Are you underestimating this Ideope’s daughter now, punk? Do you want to be cursed?”

      I wasn’t sure what happened, but the atmosphere was getting very hostile in here. These cultists were starting an internal strife among themselves. Maybe this was my chance to run away?

      How could I turn this situation in my favor? My head became overwhelmed by these thoughts.

      “Silence—!”

      The last person who sat in the corner and seemed to show no interest in me opened his mouth. Just that alone had already dismissed the buzzing atmosphere of the room.

      I was able to realize it in a heartbeat.

      That man was the head of this group.

      In the darkest corner of the room, where he was hiding, he wasn’t even visible enough to be seen, but his pressure, intimidation, and ambiance were considerably heavy. What was that exactly? Was it something like mana or something?

      Nonetheless, the man who made the hall quiet for a moment closed his mouth once again after speaking that word. Some moments of awkward silence passed like that for a while.

      The masked woman, who said she was the daughter of Ideope, brought up the story again after clearing her throat a few times.

      “Hmph, anyway, my spell is perfect. If you don’t have Lord Pluto’s blessing, you’ll be devastated just by entering the hallway. Since he has endured the corridor, it means he is on our side.”

      “Although I still don’t trust him, I certainly can feel Lord Pluto’s magical power from him. Well, it would be quicker to ask in person. Who are you?”

      The black robed mage, probably named Anxious, asked me a question. My legs almost trembled for a moment after hearing his voice.

      “I-I’m— the spy who infiltrated the city.”

      I racked my brains, trying to use the information I got from Paranoy, the cultist nymph. I heard a spy was hiding in the city that was not even known to the cult members.

      I had no choice but to act as that spy right now.

      I felt like I should at least try to do something since I would die either way, no matter which path I choose.

      “Oh, I see. If that’s the case, I understand why you didn’t know our faces. Captain, you said you knew the spy, right? Is that him?”

      Anxious, the black mage, spoke to the man in the corner again. Damn it, there was someone who knew the spy’s face? Though, I should have guessed that there was at least one among them who recognized the spy…

      Dammit, am I screwed now?

      When I was about to give up on any hopes of survival—

      “….”

      There was no voice from the man sitting in the corner.

      “….”

      I was nervous, thinking that he might sentence me to death. My heart was pounding hard against my chest since I felt like I would get caught by these sick bastards at any moment now.

      “Captain hasn’t said anything.”

      “Doesn’t he always act like a fool, staying in that pose and doing nothing? Anyway, I’m glad you came. But what the hell is up with that stupid pot in your hands?”

      Somnia, the masked woman – perhaps a shaman – rose from her seat and looked at the pot of medicine that I was holding.

      “Wow, damn! This is an elixir. Fucking hell! I can’t believe you brought such a precious thing with you!”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 84: The Descendant of Pluto (11)

      
      “This is some really hard stuff to get, you know!”

      Somnia, shouting cheerfully like a little boy who had discovered an interesting toy, took the pot from my hand and placed it on the round table.

      I tried my best not to let her take away Luna’s pot from my hands, but the strength her slender body wielded was beyond my imagination. So I couldn’t do anything but be devastated like a squirrel whose food was taken away, in the end.

      “Gosh, damn it! It tastes awful.”

      Somnia scooped up the elixir that wasn’t even her own into a small wooden cup, then opened her mask to reveal her mouth and gulped down the liquid with loud gulping noises.

      “But I feel like my body is getting more and more energized with each moment! It’s really effective. Yet, it’s really hard to make it this effective immediately…!”

      “Somnia, what is this?”

      “It’s an elixir to boost your stamina for a short time! Damn it, I didn’t know I could find something like this in such a place. I’m so lucky! I can’t even make this myself. This is really awesome!”

      “It smells so rotten. Does this thing really work?”

      “Of course, it does. It tastes awful, but once you feel the effects, you can’t live without it. I haven’t been able to sleep well these days, so I felt like dying. But now, I’m feeling energized once again.”

      
        Sweep—
      

      The masked woman reached out her hand toward me.

      “I am Somnia, daughter of Ideope. A silver-tier great shaman. Nice to meet you, barbarian.”

      Is she asking for a handshake?

      I thought that it was a good sign when someone was showed me goodwill. So, I decided to accept her hand and her goodwill.I will quickly escape this place and report these motherfucking bastards’ hideout to the guild, whenever the opportunity arises.

      Then, I will be Hassan, the man with the most outstanding contribution in this scenario, turning crisis into an opportunity, and destroying the cultists!

      An illegal resident caught a spy. This was definitely some newsworthy material.

      Honestly, wouldn’t there be a huge reward if I made such a great contribution? What would I get? A house with a yard? A big sum of gold coins? Damn, I couldn’t even begin imagining the potential rewards.

      “I’m Wutugu1… of Samaria.”

      “Wutugu? What a fucking strange name.”

      It felt like a fucking strange name to me too. But I had an ominous premonition about this situation. Who knew what might happen later if I mentioned my real name here?

      So in a haste to think up a good name, the only goddamn name that I could think to be suitable for a barbarian at that moment was Wutugu so I just blurted that out to her. Fuck it. I’m sorry, Wutugu bro.

      “Whatever, it’s not like it’s something new that Samaritans have a garbage taste. Anyway, you brought us all these precious gifts. So, you’re a nice guy.”

      
        Ssk—
      

      I grabbed the great shaman’s hand that stuck out toward me. Then, a set of letters appeared in my mind, followed by the usual Ding sound.

       [Stats]

Name: Ri Somnia
 Level: ??
Conditions: Insomnia 》Cannabis Addiction 》??? 》??? 》




      Seeing that there were so many question marks, she seemed to be more than twice as strong, if not much stronger, than I was. Of all the people I’d seen so far, the only ones I’d seen with question marks were the most powerful ones.

      This was a simple concept, the higher the level of the person compared to me, the less I could know about them.

      “Forget about that. You, you have such an interesting wound.”

      However, Somnia, the great shaman, seemed interested in what was beneath the rolled-up sleeves of my leather shirt. Were Luna’s teeth marks still visible there?

      
        Slide—
      

      After raising her mask up to her nose, she even started sniffing and smelling the teeth mark on my arm. Damn it, what the fuck was she doing? Did people from Ideope have no qualms about smelling others?

      “…It’s a little weak, but… it’s definitely the magical power of night and darkness. Look at you… You actually have a stigmata on you!? You’re really an amazing guy, you know that!?”

      Somnia, the great shaman, shouted out loud because of the teeth marks on my arms, making it seem that the marks were something extraordinary…

      What the heck was a stigmata even?

      “Is it real? Knox and Erebor are one of the Protogenoi, the source of hell’s magic!?”

      “Don’t act like a know it all and speak in simpler terms! Such an asshole, I swear!”

      “To put it simply, it means that he is an ally of the great Lord Pluto. So that means he is also our ally.”

      For the very first time, even the black-robed mage, Anxious, who had shown me nothing but blatant hostility till now, raised his voice as if those teeth marks were actually a very big deal.

      “Did you say your name is Mr. Wutugu? I’m sorry to have doubted you, sir.”

      Underneath the robe’s hood, I could even see his neat and tidy teeth as he grinned from ear to ear, giving me the impression that he had witnessed something incredibly amusing and joyful.

      Seeing this scene, I couldn’t help but wonder why they had to make such a fuss about the teeth marks that I got due to Luna’s bite. As expected, all of these cult members were really just crazy morons.

      That must be true. Otherwise, they wouldn’t get involved in this evil religion.

      I was actually a bit terrified of their vigor and spirit previously. Now though I was feeling a little more confident about my chances of survival. All I had to do was coax them and get out of this place; pretty simple, right?

      “I…”

      Just when I opened my mouth to speak—

      “Schizo! Even though you are blind, you can bring the right guy if you try, huh! We can fill the empty spot of Paranoy with him now!”

      Somnia, the great shaman, shouted with great excitement and brought something like a big basin from the corner of the room.

      It was about the size of a rubber basin used to make kimchi, and at the bottom of the basin, there was a bizarre six-pointed star-like figure drawn with black ink.

      The great shaman from Idiope slammed the basin onto the round table’s surface and said out loud.

      “Get your blood out, you punk!”

      “W-What?”

      What did she mean by getting my blood out? Damn it, the image of being slaughtered with a decapitated head once again appeared inside my head. Didn’t you just fucking acknowledge me as your ally just now?

      “You’re going to draw my blood?”

      “To cast the enchanted fog, you need a lot of magical power mixed with blood and dark magic. Paranoy was a fool, but she had the best magical power reserves among us.”

      
        Draw—
      

      Somnia soon pulled a short dagger out of her waistline.

      The blade was short, but the handle was long. From its design, it looked like it was made for ceremonial or religious activities rather than for the act of killing.

      However, getting stabbed by that, would probably hurt and make me bleed a lot. I could even die if I got hit on a critical spot..

      Was she going to fucking stab me with that—

      When I was feeling nervous and on edge—

      
        Spout—
      

      Somnia cut her palm with the sharp blade and shed blood.

      Soon, the blood falling from her palm hit the basin, emitting a strange scorching sound and a smoke-like substance sizzled out of the basin.

      
        Sizzle—
      

      “Look, in response to the karma and magical power in one’s blood, it causes fog to erupt.”

      Somnia’s blood sizzled and continued to create a calm fog. It looked like a dry ice device installed on a stage.

      “It’s your turn, Anxious.”

      “But, my blood is precious.”

      “Shut up, you moron. We’re already late. I’m going to cover their vision with fog, pack everything necessary for the raid, and destroy the rest.”

      “Yes, I see. Alas…”

      Anxious, the black-robed mage accepted the dagger from Somnia’s hand. Soon after, red blood flowed out and dropped onto the basin when he slightly slid the dagger across his palm.

      
        Sizzle—
      

      Just like what happened with Sonnia’s blood, the drops of his blood that touched the magic circle drawn on the bowl created a white smoke and released fog around it that slowly occupied the surroundings. The process was akin to hot oil spattering on a pan.

      Because of this phenomenon, this enclosed space was gradually filled with a hazy and unpleasant mist that reached up to our knee levels.

      “Well done, Anxious. I guess your magical power has improved.”

      “I don’t rely on superstitions or luck like a certain someone. Still, it would be difficult to produce enough fog to fill the entire city. Indeed, if it’s not Paranoy, this thing won’t work out.”

      “Let’s believe in the power of the stigmata!”

      The dagger that made a cut along the palm of the great shaman and the mage was now handed to me. While I was holding it, I was unexpectedly taken aback. Thus, I asked again.

      “Is it already my turn? This person here hasn’t shed any blood yet.”

      “Schizo has no magical power at all. He is good at fighting, but he is useless when it comes to things that involve magic. Anyway, try your best.”

      “Uh, can I go to the bathroom—”

      “Are you trying to back out now? Sit down already! Look at you. Are you scared of cutting your palm? Is a big man like you going to chicken out? Come here!”

      Somnia, who was suddenly angry at my hesitant attitude, took the dagger from my hand, swung it, and made a straight cut on my left palm.

      “Eck!”

      There was a sudden bout of terrible pain as a sharp blade cut into my flesh, and a considerable amount of blood poured out of my hand and trickled down my palms.

      
        Siiiizzzzle—
      

      A few drops of my blood went into the basin and created white fog like the others.

      “Oh, the effect is very good! What great Karma you have there!”

      Somnia shouted with great joy, but I couldn’t think of anything other than to stop the bleeding by grasping my bleeding palm with my other hand.

      It was normal for people to get taken back when they saw their own blood.

      
        Sweeeep—
      

      “…Somnia, isn’t this amount of fog a bit too much?”

      “Damn, that’s what I just thought too! We’re screwed! Did I do the spell wrong or something!?”

      
        Dense— Dense—
      

      There were endless amounts of fog leaking out of the basin as if there was a massive fire raging inside. It was so much that we couldn’t even see an inch ahead.

      It filled the enclosed space at a scary speed like water pouring out of a broken dam. I usually exaggerate a lot, but this was all real this time around. I didn’t exaggerate anything at all.

      “This is too much! If we don’t do anything about it, we will get caught. Anxious, do something already!

      “I’m not the one in charge of the spell!”

      I wasn’t sure what happened, but the voices of the cultists making a ruckus in shock at this unexpected situation could be heard through the fog. Wasn’t this a really good opportunity for me to escape? Whatever, let’s run first!

      So I reached my arms into the surroundings, trying to find the door.

      
        Gooooo—
      

      As I pulled the heavy door open with all my might, uncontrollable smoke and fog started to pour out from the enclosed cabin space.

      However, I couldn’t afford to care about it, so I ran super fast along the hallway, climbed the stairs, and escaped the cultists’ meeting place with everything I had in me.

      Damn it! Finally, I’m free! Stupid cultists, you fucking morons!

      * * * * * * * * * *

      The whole city was covered with a terrible fog, and I couldn’t see even an inch ahead.

      However, I was finally able to reach Luna’s house after great efforts.

      This became possible as I was able to overcome the thick fog with the Shining Hand ability I gained not too long ago.

      I ran with all my strength, as if my butt had been lit on fire, as I could hear the rattling sound of armor chasing after me.

      “Luna, open the door!”

      Someone opened the wooden cabin door after I knocked and shouted in front of it. Coming from inside, Luna greeted me with a deep frown on her face.

      “Hassan! Where did you go until now with such a thick fog outside? Why are you only coming back now?! I was so worried!”

      
        Sniff—Sniff—
      

      Then, Luna started smelling me out like usual.

      “It seems like you did not do something useless this time around… Wait! How did you hurt your left hand? Blood, you are bleeding!”

      “That’s not the point right now! The cultists have appeared!”

      “T-The cultists!? Then we should report it quickly!”

      “But the guards have already closed all the doors! Not to mention, it’s too hard to see in this fog! What should we do?”

      “I don’t know either!”

      Luna and I were so confused wondering what to do that we fell into total chaos. Damn it. My name even wasn’t Wutugu. I was just a nameless miscellaneous!

      “Is there any way to call them?”

      I wish there was a cell phone in this damn world. Fucking damn it. This world sucked so much for not even having a phone. How could I get Hippolyte or the other adventurers to come here now? Or, at the very least, I should find a way to get the guards to come here somehow.

      So I was seriously considering the prospects of whether I should burn Luna’s wooden cabin to light a signal fire for them to come at this moment.

      “I-I can call someone with my spirit magic!”

      “Really? Then hurry up and do it! Call someone who is strong!”

      “But I need a part of that person’s body. Something like hair or nails—”

      I immediately thought that Hippolyte would be the nearest person I could call right now.

      Wouldn’t there be some part of hers on my body, like her hair or follicles? After rubbing her crotch on my lower body so hard, perhaps she left some pubic hair on my legs or something.

      So I searched through my leg hair like a madman, focusing on my thighs and shins, but nothing was there. Damn it, I must have washed it off when I took a shower!

      “W-Why are you looking for things from there?”

      Luna slapped me on the back of my head as I crouched down to search my calves.

      
        Slap—!
      

      “Eck!”

      But it hurt more than I thought it would, so a shrill scream came out of my mouth. Did she notice that I was looking for Hippolyte’s hair on my legs? Her sixth sense was so good in these kinds of situations.

      “T-Then what should we do?”

      So when I was stamping my feet for a while in frustration, anxiously wondering about what to do now, I soon saw someone’s ‘hair.’ Fuck, yeah, there you are.

      I picked it up and lifted it up high.

      “This is it!”

      “H-Hassan, why are you taking fur out of the deer carpet—”

      “Fur! Fuck, this is fur! Won’t it work?”

      This deer fur was similar to a certain gold-tier adventurer’s skin, Actaeon— someone I had saved not long ago by lifting the curse that made him transform into a deer.

      Honestly, I initially felt a little underwhelmed inside when he rewarded me with this fur-covered leather, but now…

      “Hurry up and summon that gold-tier adventurer!”

      Hope surged within me with the thought of calling upon a dependable ally to use him as a valuable asset in this troublesome situation.

      
        Rattle—
      

      But then, there was a sudden sound of a huge lump of iron crashing in front of the cabin.

      “Even if a thick fog evnveloped the world, it wouldn’t affect me, who is always in the dark. Come out. I know you’re there.”

      “This fu—“

      I drew out the swords that were hanging on my waist. Now it was time for a real fight.

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 85: The Hero of Sodomora (1)

      
      I have toconfess something shameful at this moment; I’ve never been much of a fighter.

      In the first place, how could a 20-something-year-old man living in the 21st century, who had never taken up any martial arts, be able to develop his fighting skills? At least, there wasn’t any method that I knew of.

      So far, the laws, norms, and morality of the 21st century protected people quite thoroughly. Therefore, there was no occasion where a normal person could engage in a life-or-death duel.

      My fighting experience was limited to the times I fought with my friend in elementary or middle school due to my temper issues. However, as I entered high school, I left that hot-blooded mentality behind and so there were no such issues anymore after that.

      Yet, after getting trapped in this world, I had to roll around on the dirt and use my fists to protect myself from different kinds of punks, ranging from those who had a similar big build as me to lunatics who were suddenly picking a fight with me out of nowhere.

      I didn’t have to do something like that when I was sold to Elfride as her slave. However, in the years before that event, when I was a mere slave in the arena, it was a dark time for me as I experienced a series of horrible beatings and assaults.

      Honestly, I didn’t want to recall the memories from that time. Nothing really good happened back then. Every single day I got bruised and battered, suffering from unimaginable pain.

      However, if I had to choose something from that time that helped me immensely to survive in this world, then it would be the experience I gained in the arts of fights and duels.

      “Whoo—“

      When I fought for the first time, I was really distracted by the excitement I felt from the blood rushing to my head. After experiencing that process several times, although a small percentage of that excitement still remained inside of me, I was now very calm and level-headed in a fight.

      For instance, when facing a much stronger opponent like Schizo, the dragon-helmet-wearing cultist, I no longer felt like running away while screaming at the top of my lungs, nor did I lose strength in my legs.

      “If you don’t come out, I will destroy this house.”

      “Damn it! I knew you would do something like that.”

      “This old cabin must be more precious to you than your life, huh?”

      Schizo, the man in black armor, slowly pulled out the sword hanging like a piece of baggage behind his back.

      
        Swoosh—
      

      Creating a wide arc in the air, the huge, broad iron plate hit the ground with a heavy thud. No matter how you looked at it, that thing was more like a siege engine than an ordinary sword.

      I didn’t understand the idea behind carrying such a thing around and wondered to myself if anyone was even able to use such a thing. Though, I was very curious about that fact, I didn’t really want to find out, to be honest.

      “I’m coming.”

      
        Clank—
      

      Something akin to a black bullet came at me at a swift pace, followed by the sound of an iron greave hitting the ground.

      The black armored man already had a huge build. Moreover, as he was also wearing heavy armor on top of that, the giant of a man looked no different than a literal tank.

      What was even more surprising was the fact that he could easily lift his hands, which gripped the huge iron plate of a sword, and swing it from the lower left to the upper right like it was nothing. It was as though he was just swinging a light stick!

      
        Swwwinggggg—!
      

      Following that move, the huge iron plate ripped through the air, producing sounds akin to a howling scream. Getting hit by something of that caliber could only result in getting crushed to little tiny bits.

      Therefore, I quickly moved my sword-holding hands to parry the attack from the solid iron plate of a blade.

      
         Clang!
      

      Then, with the grating sound of metals hitting each other, my body flew like a ball hit by a baseball bat and landed straight in the garbage pile.

      If these junks hadn’t acted as cushions, my body probably would have been badly smashed up already.

      “Fuck—“

      I managed to stop the attack somehow. However, the blow was so strong that my hands, which held the swords, had started to sting, and my whole body tingled and creaked in pain.

      Schizo, the huge-sword-wielding warrior, didn’t look exhausted at all, while I barely pulled myself together and got up from the garbage pile.

      “You have no chance of winning. Just surrender yourself obediently.”

      “So, now you have finally fucking realized that I’m not your comrade, huh, you moron!”

      “Yes… Although my eyes can’t see anything, I can figure out that much by now. However, you have great talent. Once you receive the blessing from Lord Pluto, I have no doubt that you will become a great priest.”

      The pseudo-religion of this world seemed to preach with their great sword. Damn it! Magic and voodoo had already been widespread. Now, preaching seemed to be a popular physical activity, too.

      “I’ll have to take the person in that cabin with me, ff you don’t obey. Based on their breathing and the weight of their steps, then it must be a petite girl. Girls are very useful, you know…”

      “F-Fuck—!”

      I was horrified when I realized that this bastard was aware of Luna’s existence. According to the circumstances, Schizo was supposed to be blind though.

      Just like Luna had an incredible smelling ability, Schizo, who was blind, seems to have superhuman hearing or something of the sort.

      “Get lost!”

      “Even if we don’t hasten death, everything that has lived will eventually go to Lord Pluto. It’s just the difference between being late and being early, that’s all.”

      
        Swoosh—
      

      The huge sword was raised high like a guillotine’s blade. Soon, with an explosive stepping sound, the huge iron plate came straight down at me in a vertical line.

      Swwwiinggg—!

      I had a very short time to move my legs and avoid the blade.

      Thinking that I would rather give up a finger or an arm than lose my life altogether, I crossed the pair of swords in my hands in an X-shape and lifted them above my head.

      
        Claaaaang! 
      

      Innumerable sparks flew in the air following the powerful bursting sound. Having used enough strength with the determination to lose my arm or at least a few fingers, I was somehow able to parry his greatsword!

      “Uckkkk—!”

      However, I didn’t realize that he would strike me with such a fucking strong force that my knees would literally buckle. I also felt that my hands were about to lose strength any moment now.

      “I can hear your joints and muscles cracking. You have a fairly strong body, but I don’t think you’re trained to catch a sword of this caliber.”

      “Ugggh!”

      “I’ll can easily crush you by just pressing down my sword like this.”

      Even though I could block the black armored warrior’s attack, he began to push me down with stronger and greater force.

      
        Clang— Clang—
      

      The terrible sound of sharp metal grating against each other continued for a while. I ended up kneeling on one knee as though I was being pressured by a literal elephant.

      “F-Fuccc— aack!”

      I was really going to die if I didn’t do anything soon!!! Was there anything sharp around me? My head desperately searched for a way to survive.

      However, as expected, nothing came to my mind. I had to buy more time until Luna completed her spell somehow. When the fuck would that spell be finished, dammit?

      “Just give up already.”

      At that time, the weight of the huge sword pressing my body down slowly declined.

      The reason was that Schizo lifted the sword above his head again with all the intention of beating me to death.

      He struck the sword, he had raised high, once again with tremendous force.

      
        Crash—! Crash—! 
      

      Along with it, the two swords I held in my hands were smashed to bits, and I was thrown back and fell to the ground as a result.

      My wrists felt numb, and all my fingers and joints ached so badly that I felt like I was gonna die. Maybe it had already cracked at this point.

      “Your weapons are broken. What are you going to do now?”

      “Fuck that, you moron! I still have another one!”

      
        Pull—
      

      I drew a dagger from my belt this time. Damn it, the Santoryu art was really the best. It would have remained a symbol of defeat if it consisted of just dual swords.

      “It would be better for you if you do nothing and just give up quietly. Don’t worry. I won’t kill you. I will take you and tell Somnia and Anxious to open your head and modify your brains.”

      Hearing this man’s words, I immediately imagined a scene where someone opened up my skull and performed brain surgery on this world without proper medical equipment. Damn, perhaps death was a better option in that scenario.

      Fuck, this was a lose-lose situation.

      “Whoo—“

      I let out a very deep sigh.

      “Have you given up now?”

      Did Schizo think this was a sign of giving up? But contrary to what he thought, I hadn’t given up yet. Instead, I was going to try my chances.

      “Hoo— Heuuu—”

      With a pounding heart, I made a calm decision after exhaling a few ragged breaths.

      “…Lady Knox, could you lend me some strength?”

      When I felt like my prayer had been heard to a certain extent, I took a deep breath and held it in, suppressing my breaths.

      『The Night’s Cloak Blessing 》has been invoked.』



      『Calibrating the probability of detecting covert behavior by consuming task points.』



      『Current Task Points: 17』



      16.

      15.

      “Huh, he’s gone—?”

      I could sense him getting flabbergasted. Using my ultimate skill and seeing such a clear response was worthwhile indeed.

      Of course, I didn’t have time to relax like this either. I probably had only been given no more than a dozen seconds at most. No matter how long the time was, I had to do something effective during this period.

      
        Push— Push—
      

      “I don’t know what kind of trick you’re playing… But, it doesn’t matter. You can’t hide your Mana. I know that you’re there!”

      At that time, the warrior with his sword raised high came rushing through the fog as if he had located me already. The sword he had raised in the air hit the ground once again.

      
        Boom—!
      

      As if he was digging the ground with a forklift, the greatsword plunged itself into the unevenly paved ground and created something akin to a pit.

      The rocks and debris of grit splashing in all directions were like bullets coming out of a shotgun.

      But the sword was not able to cut through my body.

      “He is not there—? Then what the hell is this—”

      The startled man reached toward the ground to see what he swung the sword at. After the rattling sound, what that man’s hand could feel was—

      “The star of Acheron, don’t tell me you were using your necklace as bait—!?”

      Schizo straightened his knees to lift his body and get up from his sitting position.

      But he was too late to notice the anomaly.

      Standing beside the necklace, I was holding my breath to the point where even the sound of my heartbeat was becoming faint.

      I grabbed the startled man’s helmet and pulled it back, then accurately stabbed a dagger into the only hole that was available in his full plate armor— the eye sockets.

      
        Crush—
      

      The sensation of the makeshift dagger piercing through flesh and bone and tearing it sharply was vividly transmitted to my palm. Soon, a dreadful scream resounded from beneath the helmet.

      “Argh!”

      “Go and say hello to Pluto, you punk.”

      Even the strongest warrior would not be able to withstand the fatalities of such a sudden attack.

      After seeing Hippolyte lose to Luna, I realized that no matter how strong a person was, in the end, they could still be defeated one way or another.

      Even this literal lump of iron plates that was no different from a monster would surely die if he was fatally wounded.

      
        Snip— Snip— Crush—
      

      Nevertheless, being anxious as I was, I repeatedly stabbed his eyeballs and was able to finish him, in the end.

      As if all strength had left his body, Schizo’s spasming figure finally fell as he could no longer handle the heavy weight of his weapon.

      
        Thud—
      

      Shit.

      I won.

      I won against this monstrous being.

      His blindness must have been a great cause of his eventual defeat. Also, the power of the blessing I had received from Knox became a big variable and helped me knock him down.

      
        Ding—
      

      『Achievement 'Hitting a Rock with an Egg' — It is the first time you knocked down an opponent with a level difference of 20 or higher.』



      『Task Points + 200』



      『Current Task Points: 204』



      “Damn! I can’t believe this, I won! Take that, you punk!”

      I was relieved that I had somehow crossed the threshold of death. And now, the overwhelming feelings and excitement of defeating a foe that seemed too powerful to be taken down by me and being able to survive made blood rush to the top of my head.

      Perhaps the after-effect from holding my breath for so long had finally come. My breathing became rougher, and my heart was pounding as if it were about to explode.

      It was at that very moment when…

      
        Tramp— Tramp—
      

      I reflexively swung my hand, holding the dagger, at the presence I felt behind my back. Perhaps there were more cultist comrades of his here!

      
        Swoosh—
      

      However, my elbow was blocked by something, and I couldn’t move it anymore.

      “I came here because I felt like a friend was calling me. This is— a hell of a circumstance, yeah…”

      It turned out to be a pervert wearing a red cape over his body and triangular panties on his lower torso. His curly amber-colored hair was quite an impressive sight, and his face had thick and prominent features, so he was somewhat handsome. However, it still didn’t change the fact that he was wearing a pervy outfit.

      I could feel it instinctively. This punk was like Viole1. No matter what I did, I couldn’t beat this bastard.

      “What, what are you so scared of? Samaritan, my friend, did you forget my face already? It’s me, Actaeon— Hero of Sodomora!”

      Only after hearing Actaeon’s words was I able to come to my senses.

      Luna’s sorcery must have succeeded. That was why this guy came here to find us. It also meant that I didn’t have to stand here and hold my fucking stance anymore.

      My trembling legs lost strength, and I collapsed to the ground.

      “I was on standby after hearing that they were going to raid Minerva Guild’s guild building. So, you met the black warrior in such a place, huh…”

      “D-Do you know him?”

      “The Priest of Pluto. Schizophrenia, The Black Warrior. He’s a pretty famous guy actually. I heard that he was the guy who smashed Mars Guild’s guild building with a weird trick a few days ago.”

      I didn’t know what this weird trick Actaeon was speaking of. I think he didn’t use that trick when dealing with me just now.

      Did I survive because he was careless and didn’t use his ultimate move? Fuck, whatever it was, I was really lucky this time. I must have looked like a pathetic bronze-tier fighter to him, and that was why I was able to survive.

      “More than that, I knew that you had talent, my friend. You were the one who knocked down this cultist priest, right? Now I like you even more, my friend. You are the second most interesting Samaritan I’ve ever seen! Looking at it like this, I think you guys look alike too!”

      Actaeon raised my body from the ground. And then he put his arm around my shoulder as a sign of comradeship.

      I felt awful when his armpit touched my shoulder. Shit, was this bastard a real homo or what?

      “Anyway, you have done a great job! You can expect to be rewarded handsomely!”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 86: The Hero of Sodomora (2)

      
      The fog that had overturned Sodomora didn’t clear until the following morning. It was a very beautiful morning with the sun shining so clearly and brightly in the sky that it almost made me forget about yesterday’s ruckus.

      Contrary to what was planned, the cultists’ attack didn’t happen.

      We didn’t know the reason behind the abandonment of their plan, but the city that was once cowering due to the fear of the cultists had slightly returned to its usual lively self.

      Merchants started roaming the streets once again and innocent children ran around the parks and even swung wooden toy knives at each other, playing without a single care in the world.

      “I am Hippolyte, daughter of Mars! Have a taste of my sword, Altair!”

      “Why am I Altair? I want to be Hippolyte!”

      “You fool, you’re a man. How can a man play a girl—“

      Anyways, it was clear that the city that was scared of the cultists’ machinations had now begun to come to life once again.

      Based on my intuition as a modern person, I honestly thought they should be more careful, at least for a few days to a week. It was dangerous to be so careless like this.

      “Everything that happened yesterday seems like a lie.”

      Luna heard what I muttered to myself as she was standing next to me.

      “I know right…! But that’s still a relief. It ended well without any injuries. To be honest, I didn’t think that you would be able to catch the cultist like that. Hassan, you’ve worked hard!”

      “I did work hard, didn’t I?”

      Luna’s overreaction made me feel somewhat proud. However, I thought that it was sheer luck rather than my own strength that enabled me to knock down the damned cultist yesterday.

      However, now that I think of it, in terms of survival and fighting, it was not the strongest that survived, but the ones who were able to survive were labeled as the strongest.

      So maybe I was stronger than that bastard called Schizo?

      I am actually really fucking strong, aren’t I!?

      After being unreasonably arrogant for a while, I remembered that my success was not at all because of my strength. Therefore a pang of embarrassment came upon me, and I spoke up.

      “But still, I lost the elixir you made yesterday despite having tried to guard it with my all.”

      I was sorry when I thought about Luna’s elixir from yesterday, which Somnia, the cultist great shaman, took away from me. Luna shook her head slowly after hearing my words. 

      “It’s okay. It’s not that expensive because it’s only a test piece. It’s more important that you survived that event. Hassan, you might become a real gold-tier adventurer if things go on like this!”

      “You think so?”

      When I heard the words ‘gold-tier’ an image of a glimmering gold necklace popped into my head. Honestly, that status seemed so out of reach that I was already starting to give up on the idea of achieving it in my life.

      However, I could now visualize the goal in the distance, as if it was really possible to reach that monumental achievement.

      It was when I was walking while chatting with Luna that—

      “I can see it over there!”

      When I looked in the direction Luna pointed her finger at, a towering statue came into view. The statue of considerable height was almost akin to the Statue of Liberty of my world.

      Of course, this statue was only about half the size of the statue I was thinking about in my mind, but it was the first time after coming to this world that I’d seen such a tall statue.

      It was the figure of a goddess wearing a helmet, moving forward with a shield and a long spear in her arms.

      It seemed to be a sculpture of Minerva, the goddess of wisdom and exploration.

      “Why did the Minerva Guild want to see Hassan again?”

      “Well, I’m not sure either, to be honest.”

      I got a summons from the Minerva Guild earlier in the morning.

      When I asked the errand boy, who visited me to deliver the news, what was going on for me to be invited like this, he only replied that he had to keep the reason a secret from the others even me.

      “What is this? Are they planning to reward me?”

      “I hope so! Hassan, you should get a lot!”

      Since I had taken down the cultist, Actaeon informed me that I would be rewarded accordingly for this achievement.

      Damn, getting rewarded in proportion to my efforts felt really good. It also motivated me to work harder in the future.

      Anyways, the Minerva Guild’s guild building that I was now visiting with Luna had a lot of interesting aspects to it. The building itself was no different from the guild building of Mars Guild before it had been destroyed.

      However, the atmosphere of the people roaming around here, or should I say, their personalities, were noticeably different.

      If Mars Guild had a strong feeling of a labor force office where all kinds of Kims, Parks, Chois, and Lees gathered to form a crew, this place was filled with people dressed in neat and clean attires, as if they were in a government office or something of the sort.

      Only a few people wore armor and an interesting thing to note was that most people were dressed in normal clothes.

      “Are there no warriors here?”

      “There is, but you are not allowed to enter the guild building wearing armor. The Minerva Guild is a little stricter about discipline and standards.”

      “Oh, I see. I get it now.”

      Anyways, I could feel the people’s eyes fixating on Luna and me as we walked around the Minerva Guild’s guild building.

      It was bound to happen since, in their eyes, something akin to black or pink monsters had appeared on their grounds. So, their stares were not surprising in the least.

      “I don’t know what brought you guys here, but this is a sacred temple. You will have to keep your weapons and protective equipment with us.”

      Then, a person who appeared to be the temple guard approached me. They were armed with armor, spears, and shields while warning me about this place being a sacred temple or something.

      
        Bulge—
      

      Seeing that the armor’s chest protruded in a streamlined shape, this guard seemed to be a woman. Wow, it was somewhat rare to see a female guard.

      In fact, not only this woman but all the guards in this place seemed to be women, too. Was this also a kind of regulation to work here?

      Anyways, I put all my weapons – the remaining long sword and the dagger – in the basket, except for the two long swords that were broken yesterday.

      After the spider shell armor worn on the arms and legs was also removed, I felt quite a bit lighter, which was honestly not a bad feeling.

      “You’ll get them back when you come out later.”

      After the conversation with the strict female guard, I approached a certain place set up like a reception counter.

      Amidst the bustling crowd, the only vacant counter was the counter where a beautiful woman with straight dark purple hair was seated.

      “Hey, I’m here because I have something to do.”

      “Of course, I’m sure you’re here because you have something to do alright… By the way, our guild can’t afford to deal with barbarians.”

      
        Boing—!
      

      Just like in Daphne’s case, when I first interacted with the guild receptionist, the response was so cold that it made me feel like tears were about to well up in my eyes.

      “No, I mean, I’m Hassan of Samaria… Someone called me here to meet them. Perhaps—“

      “Hassan of Samaria— Hassan… That Hassssaan? Actaeon’s—!?”

      The receptionist interrupted me as her eyes became wide open in an instant.

      “You should say that first! Do you want to see someone get fired, huh!?”

      “Uh, I-I’m sorry.”

      What the hell? I wasn’t sure if this was something I should apologize for. Dammit, I ended up apologizing because of the sudden overwhelming pressure I felt. 

      “Anyways, he is waiting for you in the underground. You can go there now. However, that pink-haired lady over there must remain here.”

      “Hassan, I guess I have to wait here again.”

      “I’ll bring some souvenirs when I come back.”

      * * * * * * * * * *

      I was looking forward to what the Minerva Guild’s underground prison would look like, but surprisingly, it turned out to be nothing much.

      Rusty iron bars were lined up similar to the underground of Mars Guild and there were rats scurrying about making holes here and there while squeaking out loud.

      Anyways, I felt intimidated by this familiar and unpleasant place because there was virtually no difference between this place and the Mars Guild’s underground.

      “You’re here, my friend.”

      Actaeon, wearing a red cape and high-exposure clothes, welcomed me with wide open arms.

      I’d only met this guy a few times, but every time I saw him I couldn’t help but feel that it would have been better if I just left him in his deer form.

      There must be a good enough reason for a person to receive a curse that would turn them into a deer, I idly thought. Anyways, I didn’t want to be hugged by a fucking man, so I pushed his body away hard.

      “So, why did you ask to see me?”

      “It’s because I have something to say about the cultist priest you subdued.”

      “Subdued?”

      My eyebrows slightly furrowed because he used the word ‘subdued’ instead of assassinate or execute.

      When I turned my head toward the underground prison like that, I almost screamed out loud because I saw Schizo, the man in black armor, there, sitting cross-legged with his arms tied behind his back.

      “Oh my gosh, you almost scared me to death!”

      I actually screamed anyways. I was so surprised that I couldn’t hold myself back from screaming out loud!

      Fuck, I was so sure that I had dug into his eyes and brain with my dagger back then.

      I felt a little guilty about killing someone last night, so I prayed for repose, but now it felt like I repented for nothing. Fucking dammit!

      How the hell was he even alive?

      Was it just the same armor but a different person inside?

      My head was full of innumerable thoughts, making me feel restless and agitated.

      “It’s surprising, right? We’re also surprised by this. Well, I’ve managed to retain him. However, I felt like I should inform you of this matter.”

      “Are you sure you retained the right person? It could be someone else with the same armor—”

      Actaeon shook his head when I asked with clear doubt in my voice.

      “It is unlikely to happen. That man’s armor is already a prison. No one can take it off, not even himself. The fact is still the same. He’s the guy you killed yesterday, friend.”

      “What does that even mean…? Then, are you saying that he died and came back to life?”

      I couldn’t understand what Actaeon was trying to say to me. I couldn’t believe that the man I thought I’d killed was still alive right now.

      No matter how chaotic and lawless this world might be, people would still die if a knife pierced their hearts and this stayed true for everyone in the world.

      Because of this universal fact, people valued their lives highly, and adventurers who risked their lives for money could make a lot of profit.

      However, this black armored bastard was a fucking cheat.

      “Have you ever heard of a Holy Warrior?”

      “No, what the hell is that?”

      “It may seem like a distant story now, but merely 30 years ago, the gods who resided atop the high peaks of Mt. Olympus communicated a lot with humans. The Holy Warriors were said to be the remnants of that time. They are the cursed great warriors of the gods.”

      I also knew a little about the great warriors of the gods.

      The gods of this world bestowed grace or blessings upon the humans they favored.

      And those who were even more pleasing to them were taken in as their great warriors who carried out various tasks as if they were the gods’ limbs. In a way, they were like the gods’ servants in this world.

      However, there was not much sense in the words ‘cursed great warrior’ of the gods. If you were a great warrior, then you were a great warrior. How could a warrior like that be cursed?

      “From the look on your face, you don’t seem to understand what I am saying. It is said that the gods do not bless only those they care about and make them great messengers. Sometimes they curse the objects they hate with a passion and make them solve impossible tasks for the entirety of their lives.”

      Actaeon crossed his arm defensively after saying the word ‘curse.’

      Because of the curse, this man almost gave up his humanity and turned into a deer. It was uncertain whether people held a very serious view on the consequence of the word ‘curse’ in this world.

      Of course, I also once suffered a terrifying curse called the Curse of Impotence for about two years. Damn, curses were really fucking scary. 

      Actaeon spoke again.

      “Those who are cursed like that must live like slaves of the gods until the moment they die. That’s the fate of the Holy Warrior. They are in an endless holy war. Therefore, I think this man is probably Pluto’s Holy Warrior.”

      “Do you mean that not being able to take off his armor and not dying has something to do with it?”

      “Yes, it’s good that you’re quick on the uptake. Of course, coming back from death is something no great hero can do. I’m sure there will be a condition or repercussions for that phenomenon.” 

      It was what Actaeon, the gold-tier adventurer, said, so I trusted him. The black armored man couldn’t just die and be resurrected as he wished.

      “Anyway, I have many questions, but he never opens his mouth. So, I think maybe he will open his mouth if you are the one who questions him. Do you mind if it’s just the two of you here?”

      Leaving Schizo and me alone in this dungeon? To be honest, I was terrified of that. Even if his hands and feet were tied up, I thought that the cultist would attack my neck by firing a laser beam from his eyes. 

      “Then you can call me if something happens. I’ll come running in a jiffy.”

      Actaeon didn’t even wait for my answer and just left the underground prison like that. Suddenly, I was left alone with this monstrous bastard who seemed to be impossible to kill.

      It was very awkward and disturbing.

      “….”

      He originally was a quiet guy, but he wasn’t mute. However, he didn’t open his mouth even though I was right before him.

      Was he really that mad? To be honest, I would also be furious when I met the bastard who drove a blade into my eye socket.

      “Uhm, what I want to say is that— Don’t blame me. You came at me with the intention of killing me so you must have been prepared to die too, right?”

      I scurried around in case that bastard broke out of prison and took revenge on me. Soon, that man’s shoulders trembled, followed by a rattling sound.

      Was he laughing?

      It was scary to hear him laugh so silently.

      That monstrous punk laughed silently for a while.

      Several seconds passed like that; many many several seconds, in fact.

      I seriously wondered if something was wrong with this guy’s head after getting attacked by my dagger.

      When I watched him laugh for a long time—

      “…I’m Schizo, only a storyteller. I didn’t even get permission to tie the shoes of this esteemed person.”

      He spoke in a terrible voice. It was like someone grating the iron floor. But I couldn’t understand what he meant by those words.

      “What? What do you mean by suddenly talking about tying up shoelaces?”

      “You slaves of the 12 high thrones are so foolish… You probably think that we’re fighting a losing battle. But we have received a prophecy. Soon, very soon— Choke—“

      He suddenly coughed like he was about to vomit blood.

      “…Two eyes for the first death, nose for the second death. And my tongue for the third death. All right, come on.”

      
        Tightened—
      

      At the same time, blood spouted out from his dragon-headed helmet. He didn’t stop laughing even though he spewed blood like that.

      “…In no time, he will come to this land. No one can stop him.”

      I wasn’t sure what he meant by those words, but there was something about his demeanor that made the hair on my body stand on end. I thought he was just a crazy cultist but was there some part of me that might have believed in his words?

      “What is this, who’s coming? Is it Pluto, the one who is residing in the underground labyrinth?”

      “The Son of Death— the descendant of the Demon God Pluto. The herald of a new order presided over by Chaos. You, too, are tied to this fate.”

      He kept his mouth shut after that, leaving nothing but a shitty analogy behind.

      I kept asking on and on and threw stones into the prison cage to get him talking again, but he just stood still like a machine that had stopped functioning… Just like that…

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 87: The Hero of Sodomora (3)

      
      I left Schizo, Pluto’s Holy Warrior, alone in the underground prison since he didn’t speak anymore no matter what I did. Having left him there, I went up to the neat first-floor lobby of the Minerva Guild.

      Then Actaeon, who was waiting for me at the entrance of the basement, spoke out.

      “Did you get any information from him, friend?”

      “You could say that, but it’s a little bit complicated—“

      The things I heard from Schizo were so puzzling that I had no choice but to relay what I heard from him to Actaeon word by word.

      I told him everything; from the moment Schizo suddenly started spewing out blood to when he relayed a bizarre prophecy of sorts to me.

      “Hmm.”

      This pervert, who had been listening for a while to my words, hummed while crossing his arms.

      Honestly, I wondered if there was any use in telling this guy about anything, but I decided to put my trust in the gold necklace that was glittering between those great thoracic muscles of his.

      “‘The Son of Death’— this is the first time I’ve heard of Pluto having a son. I’ve never even heard of the god of wealth, Pluto, having a wife in the first place. Pluto is famous for being a loner, after all.”

      “Is that so?”

      However, back on Earth, the story about the god of the underworld’s wife was well-known even in the countries where people didn’t have much knowledge about mythology.

      So, I asked in a low voice, just to make sure.

      “Don’t you know about Persephone?”

      “What is that? Is that also something Pluto’s Holy Warrior said to you?”

      I spoke about Persephone because I thought it would be helpful, but Actaeon asked me back in such a manner as though he didn’t have the faintest clue about what I was telling him.

      Although this world resembled the ancient Greco-Roman worldview I was familiar with, some things were still different. So, expectedly, my marginal knowledge of mythology didn’t offer much help in this case.

      The gods’ names also differed somewhat from the ones I knew about.

      Again, I had mentioned that detail to him, just in case, but I think it would be best for me to stay quiet as I’d always been. I didn’t really want to be treated weirdly.

      “Anyway, it will be a big problem if Pluto really has a son. Also, if his son has his eyes set on the lands above, something really huge is about to transpire on these lands.”

      The Son of God—

      For a moment, I glanced to my side and stared at Luna, who was simply blinking and quietly listening to our conversation.

      “What?”

      Luna asked why I was looking at her like that. It was slightly crazy, but this girl was actually a Daughter of Goddess. However, she was more like a pink chikorita than anything else.

      Of course, while the pink chikorita may be very cute and have cult-like popularity due to its rarity, its overall performance would undoubtedly never be able to surpass the limitations of a Chikorita.

      Therefore, I figured that it wouldn’t be a big deal, even if someone claimed to be Pluto’s son.

      Looking at the stupid and clumsy appearance of the Pluto cultists, it seemed that their leader, the god Pluto, would also be an unrefined individual, and his son would probably be like a fool or an imbecile. If not… then, never mind…

      “Would he be a big problem in the future?”

      However, Actaeon’s thought seemed to be a little different from mine.

      “Like Jupiter, Pluto is also a descendant of the ancient ruler Saturn. Although Jupiter is ranked higher than Pluto, Pluto is actually the ruler’s foe. His immense power is so great that he is even called the Jupiter of the underworld.”

      Actaeon, who was rambling on and on, stopped talking momentarily, all of a sudden and glanced around with his slender eyes.

      We were currently inside the large hall of the Minerva guild. After staring at the people walking around us and brooding in silence for a while, he murmured in a voice so low that only I could barely hear his words.

      “It’s the foe of the foe. He is not a typical dangerous opponent. I’m not sure why the great Olympus is so silent at a time like this. Just as ants cannot understand humans, it is difficult for us humans to grasp the will of the gods–”

      Olympus was the name of a high mountain located somewhere on this continent. Wasn’t it said to be the place where the palaces of the gods were built?

      It was common knowledge in this world that the gods living above decided to silently watch over the mankind without interfering after some point.

      Of course, I’d already met some gods, so even if I heard such a story, I would just think something along the lines of, “Oh, I see.”

      “Anyway, we have managed to capture one of the key personnel of the cultists. Also, since we still have quite some time to prepare for the future, we should have some hope. It’s the hope that you’ve created, Samaritan friend. So, we prepared a special reward for you.”

      “Reward?”

      Luna shouted in surprise, in my stead, at the mention of the word ‘reward.’ Of course, I was also quite stunned by Actaeon’s words.

      Actually, I was secretly looking forward to this, but I felt it was impolite and inappropriate to ask, “Aren’t you going to reward me something?” first, so I just kept silent about it.

      Still, when I clearly heard the word ‘reward’ coming out of his mouth I felt butterflies in my stomach, making my mood pleasant and jubilant…

      “Well, if it’s a reward, what’s it—?”

      Was it a bag full of gold coins?

      Land documents?

      A house?

      I was looking forward to receiving something incredibly good, but Actaeon pushed my back with his hands instead and spoke.

      “I’ll explain it slowly over a meal. It’s your first time in the Minerva Guild, right? The indoor restaurant here has some really delicious items.”

      * * * * * * * * * * 

      “What the fuck is all this—!?”

      If possible, I didn’t want to use swear words in front of Luna.

      However, after seeing such a fantastic sight, my mouth overflowed with swear words without showing any signs of restraint.

      “Hassan, I don’t know what I’m looking at right now—!”

      Luna, too, stuck her tongue out in surprise like she couldn’t believe what she was seeing.

      In front of our eyes were long tables covered in white tablecloths while various plates, full of items, were placed on top.

      On top of a particular wide plate placed on the table were plenty of simple vegetables, meat, and unidentified foods.

      The view reminded me of the buffets and the salad bars from the time when I was still enjoying the sweet life of modern civilization.

      I thought I wouldn’t be able to see this kind of scenery ever again. Holy shit, I didn’t know that in a world where food was a scarce and precious commodity, there would be a place where the very same food was piled up like this, waiting to be eaten.

      When Luna and I were just dazedly looking at the bowls of food, Actaeon, who led us to the restaurant, started speaking.

      “Our honorable adventures start the day with a good meal. That’s why Minerva Guild puts great effort into running this restaurant.”

      “Do you eat like this every day?”

      “Yes, bronze-tier adventurers in the Minerva Guild can enjoy eating in the restaurant for ten coppers daily.”

      “What the fuck!”

      “Hmm? Is there any problem, my friend?”

      Was there any problem, he says? Of course, there was a big problem here.

      Holy shit! I just realized that I had picked the wrong guild to join!

      I should have joined the Minerva Guild, even if it meant saving up a little more money!

      It made me really upset to think that I missed the buffet I could eat at a low price every day due to a single wrong choice.

      Anyways, after taking the corner seat, we decided to bring enough food for ourselves and moved busily in all directions with that specific reason in mind.

      “Holy shh! Look at this! It’s a swamp snail! It’s hard to buy this even at the market! We are so lucky today!”

      Luna put the steamed dish that looked like a conch into her bowl.

      “Hmm, hmm…”

      She hummed and glanced around, eventually opening the multipurpose leather bag she was carrying around her waist, and started secretly stuffing various food items into it.

      “Hey… What are you doing—!?”

      In the world I lived in before, packing buffet food was considered very rude and even illegal in some places. So I couldn’t help but feel restless and baffled by Luna’s behavior.

      However, why did Luna look at me in a way that looked like it was a given to do something like this?

      “Hassan, you, too. Quickly stuff them into your bag—! By doing this, we won’t have to worry about our meals for three to four days at least!”

      “It does sound like a good idea—!”

      Luna and I were always dealing with starvation in our day-to-day life, so we could no longer care about abiding by the law.

      For us, who daily ate only tasteless street food or hard bread from the inn, the abundance before us was simply too dazzling!

      So I put a lot of conchs all over my pocket, whether it was a swampy snail or something that I had no clue of.

      Hehe, damn! This felt really good!

      It wasn’t until we filled our pockets to the brim that Luna and I finally started eating.

      Honestly, the taste wasn’t up to par, as it was akin to mass-produced food and had the typical uneven seasoning style of this world’s cuisine, but it was still edible.

      Moreover, it still had a sense of flavor to it that made me feel like the biscuits, bread, and bits of meat I usually ate were just animal feed in comparison.

      “Hassan, these are so delicious!!”

      Of course, Luna filled her stomach with so many things that it seemed like it was her first time eating such delicious food.

      She looked determined to eat as much of the food as possible for her because who knew when she might have the opportunity to try them again. She did not want to regret missing out on such a chance later on.

      As already mentioned, since starving street cats never knew when they would be able to eat again, they stuffed every food they could have into their stomachs at once.

      So, we ate without any hesitation when given the chance.

      Furthermore, Luna and I, who didn’t even have a caring cat mom, stuffed our stomachs like we were gonna eat until we dropped dead.

      “It feels good to see you two eat so well. I rented the entire restaurant for today, so eat as much as you want.”

      “Holy Shit! Bro, it turns out you are such a nice person!”

      Now that I thought about it clearly, Actaeon’s cloak and underwear also looked very frugal and modest. Was it an innovative outfit to conceal his wealth?

      By the time the plates were piled up in front of us.

      “Ugh—“

      Luna was frowning slightly as she stuffed food into her stomach to the point where her stomach bulged out.

      “…Hey, a-are you okay?”

      “I need to eat more—“

      Saying so, Luna trudged off to get another plate, waddling and wobbling like a fat penguin on the way.

      I couldn’t believe Luna was so greedy for food. But who could speak ill of her?

      Luna, who used to eat the tree bark and graze due to her hunger, was pushing her limits so that she did not leave regrets on a day like today.

      However, I stopped eating because there was no more place to fill in my stomach. If I ate any longer, everything I had eaten would come out the way it went down.

      “By the way, Mr. Actaeon, what is my reward exactly?”

      So I talked to Actaeon, who was eating a pudding-like dessert, to lighten the mood surrounding us. I directed a smile full of curiosity toward him.

      “Ah, right, your reward. Although it was only for a short time, we had a lot of discussions about it. The countess said that she would give you about ten gold coins. Of course, I turned it down because I knew that you’re not doing this for money.”

      They were about to give me ten gold coins as a reward, but Actaeon rejected it? I was feeling so emotional for a moment that I almost grabbed this jerk by the collar without realizing it.

      I didn’t fight him right now only because I knew I would lose. This motherfucker! Who are you to refuse my money in my stead?

      Hell no, fuck, it was ten gold coins dammit—!

      Ten gold coins was a lot of money. For that amount of money, I could also buy over the site next to the land Luna had bought.

      If it were exchanged into silver, it would be a thousand silvers; if we compared it to copper, it was a lot of money that I couldn’t even calculate with my piss-poor brain.

      “Y-You turned it down—?”

      “Yes, it’s such a small amount of money for you, right, my friend? Because you don’t work as an adventurer just for money.”

      Then what else would I be working as a damn adventurer for, you motherfucker!?

      I was so angry that my face turned red from the agony I was feeling right now. But Actaeon smiled like he was very happy to see the change in my facial expression.

      “You’re blushing out of embarrassment, aren’t you? How could you also be so modest? You are indeed a very virtuous adventurer. Yeah, that’s why you also didn’t accept the things in the deer’s den. If you had just sold them at that time, you would have made ten gold coins at the minimum quite easily.”

      What? The stuff in that fucking deer’s den had such a high value? I thought it was just a bunch of junk. That was why I turned it down, but goddamnit, they were actually so fucking expensive?

      I felt like I was going to faint right now. If it was going to be like this I’d rather not know about their true value.

      I wanted to return to the past and beat myself to death. If I had accepted those junk items, wouldn’t Luna and I have been able to avoid all the hardships we were facing currently?

      I was so very angry, but the big reward had already disappeared from my grasp, so there was no use in venting my anger. I was going to find that past Hassan and beat him up for good later.

      …Fuck!

      “I was in a deep dilemma. You, my friend, don’t seem materialistic, but I can’t just reward you with things that have no value, right? Honoring you with contributions alone is not enough, as you have done a huge thing for the city. So I made a hard decision. I’m sure you will be pleased with it.”

      Then, Actaeon clapped his hand twice.

      Soon, twin women with sky blue pigtails, wearing black dresses and white aprons, appeared with something like a bright red cushion in their hands.

      “Uh, that’s—“

      I couldn’t help but feel very surprised to see the object on the cushion.

      It was because the thing was something I could have never expected. No way, I couldn’t believe he actually gave me this as a reward.

      “You must be so surprised that you can’t even speak, right?”

      “T-That’s true. Holy shit, this is—”

      I picked up the stuff laid on the cushion.

      It was a wooden stick.

      The stick was about 50cm in length.

      It was quite thick, so calling it a short-staff or baseball bat would be better. The shape was really similar to a bat, but there were twigs branching out here and there from the body of the stick and it was much heavier than expected.

      “What a nice stick. So where’s my real reward? I don’t like this kind of prank.”

      Where was the real reward?

      Did he hide it under the table?

      No, maybe these twin women were my reward?

      While thinking, maybe if I just lifted the skirts of those reserved ladies, I would see the hidden reward underneath, then—

      “Aren’t you picking it up already, my friend? The club is the best weapon for Samaritans. You look really good holding onto it like that. You now officially look like a caveman in that outfit.”

      “Damn, that’s fucking great, but— I’m afraid it’s too much for me. I’d like to have it in the form of gold coins, please.”

      “M friend, there is no need to be so humble and modest between us.”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 88: Hassan’s Day off (1)

      
      A stick.

      How could a mere stick be my reward?

      To be honest, I was feeling sorely disappointed right now as I had been looking forward to this reward quite a bit.

      The stick I got as a reward looked pretty solid, but it was such a common item that it would blend really with the forest and wouldn’t look out of place at all…

      Of course, I couldn’t show any blatant disappointment over this reward. If I did, he might even take this stick away from me.

      “I like it, but—”

      “Once, one of my fellow disciples used to wield the same kind of club as this one and let me tell you, that bastard was an amazing warrior without equal. There was nothing in this world that punk couldn’t destroy with the club.”

      At the mention of a famous warrior wielding the same kind of club as mine, I couldn’t help but glance down at the stick or rather club in my hand.

      “So, just what the hell is this thing?”

      Was it a magic club or something? Maybe if I hit the floor with it while chanting a spell, gold coins will flow out of the ground? Damn, that was way too far-fetched. No way that would be the case, right?

      No matter how much I looked at it, it looked like an ordinary club to me. As I was squinting my eyes, doubting the authenticity of the weapon, Actaeon started his explanation.

      “It is from an olive tree blessed by Lady Minerva herself. The tree was cut down and hammered till it was compressed to its current size. It may look light and thin, but you’re basically holding a tree right now.”

      “R-Really?”

      Holy shit! After listening to that explanation, the club really started to seem a bit out of the ordinary to my eyes.

      Was this really a compacted tree? Honestly, it sounded like a bluff, but in this world, there were times when even nonsense could become reality, so I wasn’t really sure what to do with this information.

      This was a world where magic and sorcery existed, and there were dwarfs who could build houses just in a day, after all.

      Anyway, while I was still feeling surprised by this shocking piece of information, Actaeon continued his words.

      “What’s even more surprising is that the tree is still alive even though the base of the root was cut off. This is most definitely because it is a tree blessed by Lady Minerva Herself.”

      “Are you saying that this weapon is alive?”

      “It’s just that the tree won’t ever die. It will absorb your karma and grow stronger in the future, my friend. Also, as your power increases, the club will become harder and much stronger than it is right now.”

      A weapon that grew along with its owner. So, that kind of thing really existed in this world, huh?

      Actually, I had thought about getting a new weapon already. Just yesterday, when I fought the Black-Armored cultist warrior, my two swords had been crushed into pieces of scraps during the fight.

      I was worried as I didn’t know if they could be repaired or if I needed to buy new weapons instead.

      
        Whoosh—! Whoosh—!
      

      I swung the club in the air a few times.

      It didn’t produce a sharp wind-cutting sound like a sword would, but I liked it because it had a rough and cool feeling to it. It was a different feeling from wielding a sword that had to be managed by polishing it with oil and taking care of the condition of the blade. Not to mention the fact that I needed to acquire skills like swordsmanship just to be able to wield the weapon efficiently.

      However, I could easily control the club even if I just wielded this weapon with raw strength alone.

      “You seem to be enjoying it, right?”

      “It’s nice.”

      “The Count’s daughter herself bestowed a name upon the club. A weapon with a name that is something even I, Actaeon, have never seen before.”

      Actaeon let out a small smile and shoved the dessert — that looked like pudding or something similar — into his mouth.

      After that, he stood up and muttered for a second, “Symphony, Harmony. Help me out.”

      
        Rustle— Rustle—
      

      Then the female servants, with the sky-colored twin tails hairstyle, waiting behind him took some clothes out of their bags and covered Actaeon’s body with them.

      Soon, the pervert who only wore underwear no longer existed; now replaced with a man in a clean suit.

      This sudden change in appearance gave him a strange aura, making me feel a bit intimidated. Goddamn, didn’t he just turn into a totally different person altogether?

      “It’s like they say, ‘Good clothes always bring out a person’s charms’.”

      “It’s a shame that I must cover my beautiful body like this, but I can’t help it. Today, I have a meeting with the higher-ups of the Mars Guild on the cultist issues. I shouldn’t show such an informal appearance before them.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Anyways, the Young Lady herself had given the club a name. She has a talent for that sort of thing. The name of the club is Fear Smasher. Also, that will be another nickname that will be attached to you, Hassan of Samaria.”

      Hassan, the Fear Smasher?

      It was a name that gave me extreme levels of goosebumps on my back. It was the sort of name that a middle schooler would be proud of and scribble in his notebook, but would never let anyone else see those scribbles in his life.

      However, there was just something with the nicknames of this world that gave me the creeps. Did the people here really like this sort of thing?

      Anyway, the normal-looking club was given a pretty hideous name. Honestly, I didn’t think I would ever say that name with my own mouth, but—

      “My friend, I’m gonna get busy dealing with the cultist affairs, so I’ll get up first. Enjoy your meal with the lady of Ideope. And—“

      Actaeon stopped momentarily as he was about to leave his seat, saying some obscure words under his breath.

      “Anything else?”

      “How’s Hippolyte doing? If you are in Mars Guild, you should have met her at least once, right?”

      Actaeon seemed to have some sort of relationship with Hippolyte. Indeed, both were influential adventurers in Sodomora, so it was not strange if they were close to each other.

      Of course, I was also close to Hippolyte. I was a victim of her ruthlessness. Someone who was unilaterally beaten by her in various ways.

      “Just as usual, I think she is doing well. Should I help you send her a message when I meet her the next time?”

      “No, there’s no need to do that. We’re not exactly on good terms with her per se. But, well, it wouldn’t hurt to send one or two words. Let’s see—“

      After a moment of hesitation, Actaeon made a noise that sounded like he was trying to choose his words carefully. Then, he must have thought of something good to say because soon, he spoke up again in a soft tone.

      “The warrior’s task is not over yet— That should be good enough.”

      “What does that mean? Is that all the message I have to deliver to her?”

      “Hippolyte would understand if you told her that much. Anyway, it was nice meeting you, my friend.”

      * * * * * * * * * *

      Luna’s eating spree was over about half an hour after Actaeon left the room.

      After eating like someone with a grudge against the swamp snail species and could no longer stuff more food inside her stomach, she made an “Ugh!” sound like she was in great pain right now.

      However, even after all that her belly growled as if it still wasn’t satisfied.

      “L-Let’s get up now, Hassan.”

      Luna put more conches between her clothes as if she didn’t want to leave any regrets behind. In the future, when I was able to make hefty amounts of money, I really needed to take Luna to a buffet every now and then.

      We left the Minerva Guild and returned to Luna’s cabin just like that.

      After filling the jar with the conches from my pocket and hers, Luna finally shouted as though she was feeling relieved.

      “Now we don’t have to worry about eating for a few days—!”

      “Yes, good for us.”

      “More than that, Hassan! What is that stick in your hand?”

      Luna, who had only been paying attention to the food in front of her, only now registered the presence of the club tied to my waist.

      “This is the reward I received this time.”

      “The reward is only this club? Aren’t they being too stingy?”

      “He said it’s not just an ordinary club.”

      “I think you’ve been tricked, Hassan. I think you are really prone to lies. Hmm, I should’ve been there beside you, when you received the reward.”

      Luna looked at me with a puzzled and uncomfortable expression in her eyes.

      Hadn’t I also been deceived by Luna a few times before? It hadn’t been long, but it felt like a really long time since that happened. It was like that back then too.

      “I don’t know. Actaeon said it’s a good thing. Do you want to touch it?”

      I gave the Fear Smasher club to Luna. Then Luna held it with both hands, and she was suddenly so surprised that her eyes widened prominently.

      “I-It’s thick!”

      “Right?”

      “Also, it’s harder and heavier than I think— a-and I think it’s alive? What is it? Ah, is it just me or what?”

      “No, it’s not just your mind playing games on you Luna. It seems like it’s really alive. It will absorb my karma or something like that and continue growing with me.”

      “Holy shh! Then, doesn’t that mean it is like a living weapon?! This thing is super rare! Oh my gosh! This reward is really worth receiving! It feels like they gave you a rather big reward—”

      Luna examined the stick in her hands. There was a strange glint in her emerald-colored eyes. It seemed like she was coveting the stick I got as a reward for herself.

      Seeing that Luna, who was disappointed just a moment ago, was reacting like this, the item should be quite good, right?

      “Hassan, your club—”

      “The Honorable Young Countess has given it a name. I-It’s called ‘Fear Smasher’—”

      I was feeling really embarrassed to reveal that name to her. Would it feel much better if I said it in English or something? How to say “Fear Smasher” in English though?

      While my mind was wandering in such bizarre thoughts, Luna scrutinized the barbarian bat in her hand, turning it over and over.

      “The Fear Smasher — It’s thick, hard —“

      Muttering something under her breath, she soon held the club in front of her nose and took a whiff of it.

      “It also has some smell—“

      Then she slightly extended her tongue and licked its surface.

      Smack—

      “…It tastes like a tree.”

      “It’s because it is a tree. Anyways, this thing is good enough to keep, right? Honestly, I thought it would be better to get the gold coins as a reward.”

      “Anyone can earn gold coins if they just work hard enough for them. However, not everyone can get a living weapon like this, no matter how hard they try. So, this reward is much much better!”

      “Is that so? I’m relieved then.”

      Did that mean Actaeon’s arrangement was actually appropriate?

      “Anyway, you have also acquired a silence totem. Now, it pairs with mine now—!”

      Luna seemed more pleased that the weapon I had acquired was a club akin to the one that she wielded and called the silence totem than the fact that it was a very valuable and important item.

      What the— Our first matching couple item wasn’t a ring or a T-shirt, but a weapon… This kind of thing would be impossible if this world weren’t a fantasy world.

      But, of course, I didn’t feel bad about this outcome.

      Whatever the item may be, I liked the idea of using something similar to what Luna wielded, as it felt like it brought our relationship closer and made it advance further.

      * * * * * * * * * *

      Just like that, another day turned into the night.

      I said that it would be better for me to sleep with Luna because we couldn’t be sure if the persistent cultists would attack this place once again.

      Luna seemed to have mused about that for a moment, but eventually, she thought it was the right decision and gave me permission to stay here for the night.

      Honestly, in my opinion, I thought we could take advantage of the darkness of the night and do something naughty together.

      However, we were not really able to get into the mood, so I just settled for sleeping together with Luna under the blanket.

      How did couples set the mood in the first place? For a beginner like me, in the dating scene, it was quite hard to figure that out.

      Should I just go ahead and touch her sensitive spots or something?

      No, even if it was the carefree Luna, she would definitely dislike being touched like that out of nowhere.

      If I started getting hated by her due to doing something like that and she said, “Never touch me again for the rest of your life!” I would be so sad that I would literally burst into tears. Just imagining it made me feel like I was feeling sour in my mouth from the food I had earlier.

      Just like that, I started thinking hard about how to set up the mood the next time around… As I was running countless simulations in my head on this matter—

      “Burp—“

      Luna made a very small burping sound.

      “Hmmph, hmmmph.”

      Suddenly, she started humming a weird tune with her nose.

      “Luna, did you just burp?”

      “…I-I wuld never do such a thing like that!”

      “Don’t lie. I heard it loud and clear.”

      “Argh! I didn’t do that—!”

      Luna suddenly became really angry at me. Was she embarrassed about burping like that? Although I thought it was cute, it might really be embarrassing from her perspective.

      After everything we’ve been through together, it was refreshing to know that she would still get embarrassed due to something so small as this.

      “Heu—“

      However, Luna was no longer angry at me, instead, her breathing was starting to become rougher. I grabbed Luna’s wrist to check on her condition, just in case.

      
        Ding—
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      Indeed, after examining her pulse, Luna seemed to have overeaten to the degree that her stomach seemed to have overloaded. Could it be that she had an upset stomach right now?

      Ah, I guess this was going to happen sooner or later.

      So I pressed Luna’s palm, the thick part between her thumb and index finger. This was the Hand Valley acupoint.

      It was a multipurpose acupoint that solved Daphne’s indigestion earlier. If you pressed it when you had an upset stomach, you would feel refreshed and light all over.

      “Ack, ack!”

      However, Luna wriggled as if she was in great pain. When pressed here, some people might experience severe pain depending on the person, especially when their stomach is not feeling particularly well.

      “Even if it hurts, please, hold on.”

      “H-Hassssan—! I-It hurts!”

      However, I found it strange that Luna felt such extreme pain as I hadn’t really pressed that point with that much pressure.

      As a result, I wondered what was going on with her, so I lifted the blanket and sat up to check Luna’s palm.

      As I activated my glowing hand to brighten the dark room, I noticed that some spots had appeared on Luna’s hand that I had never seen before.

      Ten Dispersions Points.

      It was an acupoint located at the bottom of each nail. It was also where people poked their hands with needles when they had an upset stomach.

      Anyway, the tiny spots on the Ten Dispersions points on Luna’s hand, which were smaller than the size of a thumb, differed from her usual spots. What could this mean? I couldn’t think of any reason behind this strange occurrence.

      “Luna, where did you put the needles?”

      “H-Hassan, why do you need the needle now?”

      Luna started trembling while holding onto my hand, looking like she was about to burst into tears like a frightened sheep.

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 89: Hassan’s Day off (2)

      
      Poking your fingertips with needles when you had an upset stomach was a popular folk remedy in Korea.

      If you lightly poked the proper areas with a sharp needle or a filiform one, the stagnant energy and dirty blood in your body would immediately flow out through the poked spot, relieving your stomach aches.

      Honestly, I wasn’t sure if it really worked or not, but everyone in Korea tried out this method at least once in their lives.

      “Hassan—! D-Don’t!”

      However, in a world where almost every folk remedy and superstition ran amok, it was surprising that there were no notions of poking hands with needles being used as a medical practice.

      Luna could only tremble in fear, not being able to do anything, as she looked at the needle in my hand. Did she think that I was going to hurt her?

      “It won’t hurt at all. You don’t have to be so scared.”

      The sight of her trembling in fear was somewhat pitiful, yet it felt fun to tease her at the same time, so my lips twisted into an ambiguous smile.

      “I’m just going to poke the tip of your fingers with a needle. Don’t you also poke your finger to draw some blood when you are working on your spells?”

      “I-It’s two completely different things!”

      Of course, there was a huge difference between being prepared as you poked your finger yourself and someone else poking your finger instead.

      People who have experienced this already would know that getting poked by someone else was a scary experience.

      In that sort of situation, the fear one felt seeing a sharp needle was quite intense.

      However, if we kept dragging this on, Luna’s pain – caused due to acute congestion – would only prolong further and might even take a turn for the worst.

      So I patted Luna’s arm gently and massaged her so that the blood would flow downward toward her fingertips.

      “A-Are you sure that nothing wrong will happen because of this?”

      “It’s totally okay, I promise. I disinfected the needle using the fire from the candle. If you’re still feeling scared, just turn your head the other way and don’t look this way.”

      “Uh, ung—“

      Luna turned her head, following my words. However, she, perhaps feeling restless and anxious due to not knowing what was happening, soon looked at me again and started whining.

      “It’s scarier when I don’t see it—“

      “Yes, that can happen. Then I’ll be poking your fingers now.”

      “Argh!”

      “Look, I haven’t poked you yet.”

      “R-Really—?”

      When Luna was still overwhelmed by the situation, I quickly used the needle to press on the Ten Dispersions Point at the tip of her fingernail with just the right amount of force.

      And then, the clogged-up blood started flowing from Luna’s thumb the moment Hasan poked it.

      “Oh! Blood, blood! I am bleeding!”

      “It’s more like the blocked energy inside your body is now being released with this.”

      “Really?”

      Of course not. It was just a blatant lie.

      It was natural for the blood to turn black on a spot if you tied the arm around that area for a long time to prevent the blood from flowing down.

      However, when you actually look at your dirty blood like this, even the nonsense I was spouting can seem to be plausible.

      “Are you feeling better now?”

      “Oh, yeah—! Now that you say that, I realize that’s indeed the case. I think my stomach hurts a little less now!”

      Luna gave me a thumbs-up, and from her expression, I could confirm that the congestion pains she was experiencing had significantly reduced. However, I hadn’t seen the notification “The congestion is healed” appear before my eyes yet.

      Did I have to poke all 10 of her Ten Dispersions Points to heal her?

      “Since you now know that it doesn’t hurt, I’ll start poking the rest of your fingers.”

      “…Yip!”

      Then, I tightly grabbed Luna’s flailing arms and poked all the spots I could see on the rest of her fingers with the needle.

      
        Ding—
      

      『Luna Knoxdotty’s Acute Congestion condition has been healed.』



      『Task Points + 10』



      『Current Task Points: 214』



      Finally, the task points appeared in front of my eyes. The number of task points that seemed challenging to collect at first now exceeded 200 already.

      It made me feel quite good to think that I could obtain a double level-up again. Damn! I was about to become super strong soon.

      “Hugh— Heu— Ugh—“

      I thought Luna would get better soon after her congestion had been treated. However, she was trembling as if she had been electrocuted. I felt a little nervous after seeing her precarious condition.

      Although I had some experience doing massages with my hands, it was my first time doing something with a needle.

      Did this method have side effects that I was not aware of?

      So I asked Luna in a careful tone.

      “What’s wrong? Are you okay, Luna?”

      “I-It feels like Mana is flowing anew throughout my entire body. Uwaahh—!”

      Luna kept trembling for a while, and then, all of a sudden, she curled up into a fetal position as though her stomach was hit by an arrow.

      Moments after, she started rolling and writhing on the soft deerskin. Not only did she just curl up into a ball, but also twisted and turned, twitching and spasming all over the carpet.

      “Ugh, yip—!”

      Her reactions scared the living hell out of me. No matter how you look at this, no way in hell was it a reaction that could happen just by poking someone’s finger. God damn it! Did I do something wrong in the process?

      I didn’t know what to do, so I couldn’t touch Luna’s body hastily and could only tentatively look on at her writhing figure.

      “Whoo—“

      Suddenly, Luna sighed as if she had just had an out-of-the-world experience before collapsing on the deerskin.

      “…Hey, Luna. Are you… all right?”

      “I-I thought I was going to die there. But my stomachache is gone now. What is this? How did you do that? Hassan, do you also know how to do things other than massaging?”

      The eyes of the girl lying down while looking up at me were quite moist. Perhaps, it was because she had undergone something she had never experienced before in her life.

      “Other than a massage, I can do simple acupuncture.”

      “Acupuncture—? What’s that?”

      Luna seemed to not know what acupuncture was.

      Of course, I could not say that I knew much about it either. The only thing I’d tried related to acupuncture was just poking long acupuncture needles into a human model a few times.

      Learning acupuncture was too hard for me, the son of a health center owner, and it was a topic only a health maniac would want to know, so my father didn’t tell me much about it. Would I get in trouble if I recklessly stuck acupuncture needles in someone’s body?

      Anyway, I was taken aback because it was the first time I had seen a mark of that size, that could barely be pressed with a needle, popping up on someone’s body.

      My Imperfect Dexterity skill seemed to have much broader applications than my initial expectations.

      Just like that, the commotion caused by poking hands with needles came to a pass. We put out the fire again and covered ourselves with the old blankets together. In the next moment, something approached me while wriggling.

      “Luna, what are you doing?”

      “Huh? I didn’t do anything.”

      “Aren’t these your fingers?”

      The things were so thin and pointy. I wasn’t sure if it was a fingernail or something else. It tickled as it crawled gently over my arm, and I felt like laughing out loud due to the sensation.

      “Don’t lie to me. You’re touching my arm.”

      “It’s really not me.”

      
        Slide—
      

      Luna took her hands out of the blanket.

      “Look, my hands are right here.”

      “Shit, what the hell is this then?”

      So I uncovered the blanket while wondering what it was. Then, I almost fainted from shock when my eyes met with eight eyes that were directed at my own.

      “What the fuck! It’s a spider!”

      
        Kong—! Kong—!
      

      It was a rainbow-colored spider. Was it called Kong Kong or something? Anyway, I was stunned because this fucking animal had crawled over my arms and got stuck in that place!!

      “Fuck!”

      Still, I didn’t smash it off with my palm because I knew that Luna was quite fond of this guy and was raising it as a pet.

      “Take it away from me! Hurry up! I really hate spiders! Heeeek!!”

      “W-Wait! Stay still!”

      Only then did Luna transfer the spider that seemed to have stuck itself to my forearm into her hand.

      “Did you come out because I forgot to feed you? I’m sorry, Kong Kong.”

      
        Kong—!
      

      The tension building up within me dissipated as soon as the creature fell off my body, and my surging blood gradually settled down. Damn, it was fucking scary. My pounding heart wasn’t able to settle down no matter what I did.

      “You are unusually afraid of spiders, Hassan. Brandishing your sword at the cultists should’ve been much scarier than this, though.”

      “No, they at least have two legs. I can’t handle creatures that have more than six legs. So, you know, about this guy, can you—”

      I stopped myself before I could say something like putting the spider out of my sight or something worse.

      I recalled hearing somewhere that conflicts often arise when living with your girlfriend and most of the time those fights were related to the pet of your girl. Even if I don’t like spiders, I shouldn’t go as far as to suggest disposing of them to Luna.

      However, Luna spoke out first; as if she had already grasped what I was trying to say, persuading me with subtle words.

      “But it can also help us to catch the rats, too. If many rats dig holes in jars or leather bags, it will become difficult to make an elixir.”

      “Yes, well, we don’t have any other option then.”

      Since this was Luna’s house, I had no choice but to follow along with her wishes.

      However, on the other hand, I felt that Luna cared more about that punk, Kong Kong, than she did about me, so I felt a bit disappointed and sad.

      Fucking damn it! Regardless, I’d known Luna longer than that hairy fellow. I couldn’t believe she thought that it was cute just because it knew how to catch rats.

      Above that, was I seriously feeling jealous of a spider? Thinking like that made me sound foolish, and it hurt my pride, so I lay down again and turned my back as if there was nothing wrong.

      “Whatever, let’s sleep.”

      “Okay.”

      Luna fed the spider a dried jerky, let him go, and slipped into the blanket again. Perhaps because I was turning my back, Luna put herself excessively close to my body.

      The sudden warmth attached to my back made me feel really good.

      “Hassan, are you mad because of Kong Kong?”

      “No, I’m not angry.”

      “Then why are you turning your back on me?”

      “I usually sleep on my sides like this.”

      
        Slide— Slide—
      

      Then, while I was laying on my sides, with my back still facing her, something thin and pointy began to touch my arm. This time it was definitely Luna’s hand.

      “But Kong Kong wants to be friends with you, Hassan.”

      
        Slide— Slide—
      

      Luna’s fingers moved with the intention of trying to tickle me.

      
        Rustle— Rustle—
      

      It felt amusing and weird that she was trying to imitate a spider by using her fingers.

      “Kong, Kong!”

      Soon after, she even started shouting like the wolf spider. I couldn’t help but laugh at my own childishness. It was really ridiculous of me to behave like this.

      “All right, I understand. It’s my fault.”

      As I lay down straight, like usual, Luna also turned her body towards the ceiling, slightly twisting her body sideways that had been leaning towards me.

      So we fell asleep while facing the same old ceiling.

      * * * * * * * * * *

      I had a nightmare where spiders were crawling around my neck. It was a truly horrifying and heart-palpitating nightmare.

      “Gasp.”

      It was when I tried to calm down my pounding heart and, at the same time, lift my body that—

      I couldn’t move my body; it felt like heavy lead was pressing down on me. Did I have sleep paralysis or something?

      Holy shit, did I feel so shocked by that nightmare that I was even experiencing sleep paralysis, right now? I felt utterly disoriented in my mind, wondering just what the hell was going on with my body.

      It was my first time having a nightmare that induced sleep paralysis like this. So, I had absolutely no idea what to do in this situation. Should I just go back to sleep? That was the first thought I had in my mind.

      However, I was feeling scared, thinking that I might have another nightmare if I fell asleep. Moreover, whenever I tried to relax my mind and tried going back to sleep, I was washed over with a feeling as though I was falling into the darkness of a deep obsidian dark sea.

      So I chose to wake up.

      I remember hearing somewhere that if you put pressure on any part of your body, you can get out of the sleep paralysis state.

      
        Whoops—!
      

      When I was trying desperately to put strength on the pinky of my right hand—

      
        Slide—
      

      At that time, I felt faint movements coming from my stomach, so I tried to lift my eyelids.

      As soon as I opened my eyes, they met with a pair of emerald orbs, looking down at me from above.

      “….”

      It was none other than Luna.

      She was looking down at me while lying face down on my stomach.

      I wondered what the hell was going on with her, but I couldn’t even open my mouth or lift even a single one of my fingers for some reason. It felt like my whole body was being pressed down by heavy lead or some other similar substance.

      What should I do now?

      Why was she lying on my stomach like this?

      It was the very moment when I felt utterly confused by the shocking set of events that—

      
        Lick—
      

      Luna suddenly stuck out her tongue and licked my cheek. She looked like a dog or cat licking its owner’s face.

      The warm and soft sensation made my head dizzy for a moment. Nevertheless, my body showed no signs of getting up no matter what.

      
        Lick— Lick—
      

      However, Luna kept on licking my face like that for a while.

      “. . .”

      All of a sudden, she even started muttering something in some alien language that I had never heard of in my life.

      Perhaps I am dreaming right now? But isn’t my brain showing me very bizarre content even though I am dreaming right now?

      I wondered if my subconscious mind had become so twisted because I’d been thinking about too many vulgar things these days.

      So when I thought that I should just let go of my consciousness and wait for the morning to come that—

      
        Press—
      

      I was startled by something like a strong pressure that was being applied to my neck. Luna licked my face and was even biting my neck now!?

      
        Crush—
      

      The pain was so vivid that it pulled me back to reality.

      Because of this, the weight and pressure on my body seemed to have disappeared, and my mouth and hands regained their freedom.

      “Ugh, Luna! What are you doing—?!”

      I was so shocked that I grabbed Luna’s shoulders and shook them back and forth. Luna shuddered as if she was surprised by my actions.

      “H-Hassan, you are up—!?” 

      “Huh, what are you doing? Why are you biting my neck?”

      “T-That’s—“

      Luna hesitated as if she had been caught red-handed in the midst of doing something wrong. She actually did something terrible to me right now. You shouldn’t bite a sleeping person’s neck while pressing down on them like that, after all.

      “I’ve been feeling heavy in my body when I sleep these days, and it turns out that you are the culprit behind that sensation, huh…”

      “That’s— a s-spell—”

      “What? A spell?”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 90: Hassan’s Day off (3)

      
      In the blink of an eye, it was already the next morning.

      The mornings in Sodomora were usually filled with the chirping of birds and dew-glistened flowers blooming in the fields.

      Since it was a Sunday, many people would often walk their way to the sanctuary or temples of the gods or goddesses they worshipped.

      If not, they would be dealing with things that they were unable to do during the weekdays or even take a break and rest all day.

      On the second floor of Luna’s cabin, the cabin owner— Luna, who had been driven to a corner of the room, was in tears as if she were about to break down at any moment. It was evident from the quivering of her eyes that she was extremely panicked right now.

      I felt like I had made a big mistake. But, this problem must be addressed firmly so that the problem doesn’t get bigger with time and similar problems don’t arise in the future.

      So, I spoke out.

      “Uh, I’m not really angry, you know. Just tell me what in hell you were trying to do to me. What kind of spell were you about to cast?

      Luna told me that she was trying to cast a spell or something like that on me last night.

      The heavy weight I felt every night these days was probably because of Luna’s spell. So, it was no coincidence that I had a nightmare about a huge rabbit crushing my body the previous night.

      “Well, that’s… I was trying to cast a spell, you know…”

      “What kind of spell?”

      “A spell to lower your flirting—”

      What the hell! What kind of spell was that? Hearing her say something that was out of my expectations made me feel dizzy in the head.

      “W-Why are you casting something like that on me?”

      “It’s because I always smell the scent of other women on you, Hassan. There was a nymph’s scent the day before. And then Hippolyte—”

      Luna’s words felt like an excuse to me…

      “No, it’s—”

      Right then, I felt very embarrassed and was at a loss for words. Before I could even realize it, I had already done several offenses that gave me a bad rep with Luna.

      However, I never had the intention to cheat on her. Did Luna misunderstand me?

      “Whatever, just don’t do anything like that to me again. What’s the effect of that spell anyways?”

      “I-I can absorb a little bit of energy from your body—”

      “Energy from my body!?”

      Now I could finally understand why Luna was so lively in the morning these days. Conversely, it also became clear why I felt so listless even though I didn’t have low blood pressure or any other complications.

      All of this fiasco was because Luna was somehow sucking out the energy from my body! I was unable to believe that Luna had such an ability. It was both astonishing and horrifying.

      “But if there is a curse like that, isn’t it more effective to use it on the monsters and cultists instead of me?”

      Luna shook her head at my innocent question.

      “I can only use it when touching someone’s skin.”

      “Ah—“

      Then it would be hard for her to use it silently on others. Moreover, I never wanted to see Luna stick to other people’s bodies— casting spells or not.

      Was it like an exclusive curse for Hassan or something?

      “Besides, didn’t you belittle my curse the last time—!”

      “Oh, yeah, you’re right.”

      The word curse reminded me of when Luna wrote my name in red letters.

      Now that I think about it, I started to feel heavy after that curse was cast on me. In my opinion, it was not a big deal. However, it seemed like Luna was bothered by that time.

      “A-Anyways, I didn’t mean to do it for a long time either. I heard that if a woman doesn’t consent to her lover touching her, men might cheat or break the relationship—”

      “What does that mean?”

      I was not sure where Luna heard that, but it seemed like Luna also had her own share of insecurities about our relationship.

      I didn’t really think much of it, but I could understand that she might have different thoughts about it.

      “Anyways, I was really surprised.”

      “I won’t do it anymore—”

      I was able to easily notice that she was disheartened by this incident.

      I hated spending a weekend morning in such a dreary mood. I thought it would be great if she could quickly recover her energy and cheerfulness. So, I subtly tried to lift Luna’s mood.

      “Do you want to go eat some meat?”

      “Yes, I want to eat pheasant!”

      It was good that she was so easy to please.

      * * * * * * * * * *

      We devoured two whole-baked pheasant meat from our usual go-to tavern, the Nymph’s Wings.

      It’s been several days since we started eating this dish, so it was highly likely for us to get sick of it by now, but Luna showed no signs of discomfort while eating the food. Was it perhaps because she was going through a growth spurt?

      “Don’t you get tired of it already?”

      “It’s good. Also, the price here is the cheapest in this area. We should save money for the time being since the guild building has collapsed.”

      It was fortunate that Luna was feeling better already.

      Someone once told me that… when your girl gets angry and both of you get into a fight, or if the situation becomes a bit awkward between us, buying her something delicious always helps in those scenarios.

      When I used it in real life, it did work out quite well.

      People get sensitive when they’re hungry; when they’re sensitive, they easily get angry or depressed. It feels like this was the wisdom men have discovered over the ages by being with women.

      The knowledge that I had acquired from modern society was surprisingly helpful.

      Lost in such thoughts, I subtly asked Luna a question to change the mood.

      “What will you do after eating?”

      Usually, we would have gone to the guild even if it was the weekend and would have proceeded to do some quests. However, with the destruction of the Mars Guild’s guild building I had no choice but to remain unemployed.

      Of course, I was still able to survive for two to three months with the 50 silvers I had earned so far. Moreover, if I were to spend the money miserly then I could use it as living expenses for around six months to a year.

      “I don’t know yet. Do you have anything in mind, Hassan?”

      “I don’t have anything in mind either.”

      “Then it’s best to just rest at home.”

      I nodded at Luna’s words, acknowledging it as a plausible choice. Thinking about it, I had been working hard lately; almost too hard.

      I thought it would be good to do nothing for about a day and recharge my energy. So, after roughly finishing the meal we got up from our seats to leave when—

      “Hey man, I heard something unbelievable these days”

      When I turned my head to the sound of someone talking to me, I saw that the innkeeper of the Nymph’s Wings was looking at me.

      “I heard a Samaritan with black hair had knocked down someone from the cult. Although a few Samaritans are taking residence in Sodomora right now, I immediately thought of you when I heard these rumors. Perhaps it really was you, bro?

      Had the rumor already spread so much that it even reached the innkeeper’s ears? Even though it hadn’t been long since the incident took place?

      I felt a little proud for some reason.

      “Even if it sounds like a lie, it’s not. It really happened. I knocked him down myself.”

      “Wow, that’s a great piece of news! I know that it’s your business, but I’m really happy for you bro! Not to mention, my tavern will also gain some benefits if one of our regulars just happened to be an outstanding adventurer.”

      Was it similar to the stores that promote it as a place that celebrities have visited? In this world, a famous adventurer was no different from a celebrity, so I understood where he was coming from.

      “Since you are making a big fortune, that ridiculous big-nose musician friend of yours would probably be pleased.”

      The words “big nose” immediately reminded me of Marco’s face. Was he still alive even?

      “How is he doing lately?”

      “You don’t know? Well, if you’re busy, you might not be able to keep tabs on him. That’s understandable. Anyways, ummm, how should I say this? I need to talk to you about something…”

      “Something to say? What is it?”

      Suddenly the innkeeper turned his face toward me in a swift motion. Damn it! I was shocked because of his sudden action. I barely held back my fist that was about to go up to punch him square in the face.

      He whispered softly in my ear.

      “I have something important to tell you. Can you spare me a minute—?”

      “You want me to spare you some time?”

      “Keep it a secret from that lady.”

      I also had to keep it a secret from Luna?

      When I looked at Luna to ask her opinion with a subtle look on my face, she just shrugged her shoulders.

      “I’ll sit here and wait.”

      Luna was already used to waiting for me. So I left the room, following the innkeeper, who guided me down to the basement.

      We went to the basement, where I had massaged the innkeeper’s wife, the Nymph Echo, not long ago. As I walked into the room I had once entered, I could see that the room was still the same. It was set up like a newlywed couple’s room.

      But if there was anything different from before—

      “Oh, my! Holy shit!”

      “As expected, you are surprised too. Brother, I wanted to ask you just what the hell happened here!”

      The innkeeper paced back and forth as if he was distraught about something. Our eyes were now drawn to the woman named Echo, sitting on the bed in a somewhat reserved posture, with her hands folded above her legs.

      “Hello, Mr. Healer.”

      However, she was quite different from the Echo I had seen before.

      Echo, who I had met before, was like an immature teenage girl. The Echo that I was seeing now seemed like a voluptuous married woman in her late 20s or early 30s at most.

      She no longer exuded the fresh vibe of youth in her spring. Should I say the feeling she was giving off was akin to the sweetness that had intensified just before the fruits were fully ripened and about to fall to the ground?

      Overall, her chest had grown quite a bit, and her physique had gone through a complete change. I would have mistaken her for Echo’s older sister or young mother if she didn’t greet me as she did.

      “What in the world is going on here?”

      “That’s also what I want to ask you! Her body changed within a few days after you healed her waist!”

      Did it make sense for a person to change like this in just a few days? It felt like the years that had been pushed back so far had returned to her all at once.

      “I thought you would know what happened. Do you have any idea?”

      Of course, it was not that I didn’t have a clue about this situation. After I massaged Echo’s chest, it seemed like I had inadvertently also healed her Curse of Slow Growth and that was the only reason I could think of for her current change in appearance.

      I might be correct about that. That should be the only cause of this strange event.

      “So what’s the problem here? Didn’t she become more beautiful now?”

      “Of course, I have no problem with that. Thanks to this, our marriage and bonds are only getting stronger. However, the problem is that she is now not only pretty in my eyes.”

      “Huh?”

      “Fuck, those beggar-like bastards keep flirting with my wife!”

      Oh, in the end—

      If it was before, Nymph Echo, in her adolescent girl appearance, might not catch anyone’s attention. However, the now matured and voluptuous Echo was an undeniably attractive woman, even in my eyes.

      Echo was the innkeeper’s wife, so there would be many cases in which she would have to greet the guests. Then the innkeeper who could do nothing but watch that scene before his own eyes would be totally feeling angry.

      “That’s not the only problem. The rumor that there was a mature-looking nymph has spread so widely that even the high-ranking nobles have heard of it—!”

      “Who are these nobles you are talking about—?”

      “Of course, I’m talking about those annoying aristocrats. Anyway, they’re asking me for tips and tricks on how to make nymphs grow up like my wife. But how should I know?”

      “…Then did you talk about me?”

      I feared that rumors about my massages were growing out of control. In this world, illegal medical practices were subjected to severe punishment.

      Of course, someone said that if it was only a massage, then it was still acceptable. Still, many things about what I did during a massage could be deemed to be suspicious even if it was part of my job. Thus, I shouldn’t let my guard down.

      “I didn’t say anything about you, of course. We have sworn by the River Styx to keep each other’s secrets, haven’t we? Still, there is a limit to what I can gloss over. What should I do about this? Is there any way out?”

      * * * * * * * * * *

      After roughly finishing the conversation with the innkeeper…

      As I headed to the restaurant on the inn’s first floor, I saw Luna sitting at a table, collecting the bones of the bird meat she ate and creating a bizarre tower with them.

      “What did you guys talk about?”

      Luna’s round eyes widened when she saw me approach her, and she immediately asked me about my conversation with the innkeeper.

      “Nothing much, really. It’s just work-related stuff.”

      “Really? Forget about it then. Look at this. I made it well, right? It’s a bone totem!”

      Luna declared in an excited tone as if she was very proud of the small bone tower that she had created on top of the plate. I glanced at it while wondering what was so special about it for her to brag like this.

      
        Thud—
      

      It was looking much better than I thought it would as she could build a pyramid out of bones. How the hell did she make it?

      Was it the temple for idol worship? Or the false sacrificial offering?

      “You made it very well. Does this tower have any effect?”

      At my question, Luna opened her eyes wide and stared at me as if looking at someone strange.

      “Of course, it doesn’t have any effect at all. Hassan, sometimes you ask some weird questions in such a serious manner. Is this something like a cultural difference?”

      What the fuck—?

      I felt like I had taken a punch to the gut from Luna unintentionally and my face flushed red in embarrassment.

      Anyways, that was how our lunch ended.

      On the way back to Luna’s cabin together…

      “Hassan, do you have any concerns?”

      Luna’s question snapped me out of my thoughts.

      “Concerns? No. Why?”

      “You haven’t said anything since earlier. Did the innkeeper say something serious?”

      Luna’s gut feelings were quite sharp, weren’t they? In fact, that was all I had in my head since my conversation with the innkeeper.

      Since things have already reached this point, should I discuss this with Luna?

      “Luna, do you happen to know about Baron Fleur—”

      When I was going to bring up the topic like that—

      “Oh, my~ Who is this? What a rare occasion to see all of my cute friends in a place like this“

      A languid voice, trailing off at the end of each sentence, echoed behind me, leaving a sensation of something sticky latching onto my ears that I just couldn’t shake off.

      “I can’t believe this~ My luck is excellent today~ I could meet all my precious friends in this place like this~ Hassan~ Or should I call you Sodomora’s little hero, now? Like this”

      
        Slide—
      

      The red hair of Nemea, the alchemist witch, wearing a pointed cone hat, bounced like the scorching tongues of fire. Honestly, I didn’t think we’d see each other again like this.

      “…M-Miss Nemea.”

      “There’s been a lot of interesting rumors about you these days~ That’s your story, isn’t it, my friend? I was curious because you didn’t come to see me Are you avoiding me on purpose~?”

      Looking at her face-to-face like this made my limbs tremble as though I had committed some serious crime.

      “Hi, little girl~ I feel like you are getting shorter every time I see you~ Is it because you’re a kid~?”

      “….”

      Luna’s face kept on getting darker and darker without her speaking a word. When I was about to open my mouth because I thought something would happen—

      
        Slide—
      

      Luna, who moved really quickly, caught up to Nemea, the witch, and wrapped her arms around the witch’s waist, grabbing her sides. After positioning herself behind the witch like that she clasped her fingers together and held her tight.

      “Hmph!”

      “You~ What are you doing? Don’t press my stomach like that Something’s going to come out, hey~”

      “Gasp!?”
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      “Haaa!”

      Luna cried out, looking like she was about to squeeze out every last bit of force that was inside of her body. While embracing Nemea, her arms exerted all the strength she had accumulated on the witch.

      
        Drip—
      

      Thick drops of sweat trickled down between my brows as I was looking at that scene. What on earth was going to happen now?

      I had some expectations for Luna as she had managed to overpower Hippolyte – who was considered to be a strong warrior in Sodomora – with a Suplex move before.

      It seemed like Luna was trying to show her ultimate move to Nemea now for some reason.

      “Gasp!”

      “Heu~ You~ What are you doing? Don’t press my stomach like that Something’s going to come out, hey~”

      However, Nemea only laughed out loud; as if someone was merely tickling her sides.

      For some reason, Luna’s attack, which allowed her to easily lift Hippolyte up and smack her down to the ground, seemed ineffective against Nemea.

      “It’s tickling me~ Stop it~”

      
        Slap—
      

      “Yip!”

      Nemea just lightly hit Luna on the back of her hand, but Luna got so startled that she bounced right off her.

      “H-Hassan—!”

      Luna looked at me while rubbing the back of her swollen red hand; her round eyes shining brightly.

      In that gaze, I could see that she was asking me a question, “Why did my attack not go through when it even worked on Hippolyte?”

      Luna, who had leveled up many times over and even knocked down Hippolyte, was overflowing with confidence these days.

      But facing another barrier in this situation, she probably felt confused and lost and wasn’t able to properly understand just what happened.

      Of course, looking at me like that did not mean that I would suddenly be able to develop a sharp wit by some miracle and give Luna her desired answer.

      
        Tuck— Tuck—
      

      Nemea tucked away the wrinkles of her crumpled dress with her palms. After smoothening it for some time, she smiled languidly once more, acting as if nothing happened at all.

      “Anyways~ Nice to meet you, my friends~ I was just wondering if I could meet with you guys if I walked around the streets~ I didn’t foresee this at all~ We were finally able to meet today~”

      “Well, perhaps do you have any business that you need us for—?”

      To be honest, Nemea, the witch, made me feel a great deal of discomfort.

      I was especially scared of people who were witches because of my experience with Elfriede. Moreover, Nemea and I were more than just acquaintances so that also added to my discomfort with her presence.

      What kind of relationship could this woman and I have? I wasn’t exactly sure about that. Honestly, even now, that event only felt like a hazy dream to me.

      Nevertheless, I couldn’t help but be wary of Nemea, the witch.

      Although Luna didn’t seem to know what happened between this woman and me, if Nemea were to open her mouth, she could create a big rift between us if she wanted to.

      Damn it, was this how everyone feels when they saw their ex-girlfriend while they were with their current girlfriend? I wasn’t sure about that because I had never experienced it before. Nonetheless, I felt horrible inside.

      Regardless of the bafflement I was feeling right now, Nemea just spoke with a serene look on her face.

      “Hmm~ My friend~ You don’t have to feel so scared~ I just wanted to see if my cute friends were doing well~ Actually, it’s not me who has something to do with you, my friends, but my colleague who lives underground~”

      “Miss Nemea’s colleague?”

      “Yes~ I’m sure you’ve met her already~ She is the piped piper who lives in the underground waterway~”

      I immediately looked into my memories at the mention of the words “piped piper living in the underground waterway.” When I tried to remember if I had ever met such a person, Luna opened her mouth all of a sudden.

      “The one who can control rats?”

      “Yes~ That friend has many worries these days~ Well~ She’s living underground, so it’s natural that she has a lot of worries~ Anyways, here’s the advance payment that the friend paid for the request~”

      Nemea, the witch, pulled out a small pouch from between her ample breasts; the pouch was small enough to easily fit into one’s pockets.

      
        Jingle—
      

      In a momentary daze, I received the pouch from the witch. As I looked inside, I could see that there were several pebble-like objects in the pouch.

      I couldn’t help but feel disappointed because it wasn’t money.

      “Maybe she is trying to hire us, but I don’t think this is enough for the payment.”

      “Hassan, this is black agate, onyx! Oh, my gosh! She is giving you such a precious thing as an advance payment, but you—!?”

      “Tell me what the request is.”

      “I don’t know the details~ It would be quicker to hear it from her directly~ Just follow this guy here~”

      Nemea suddenly plunged her hand into the gap between her clearly visible collarbones once more. Soon, a small rat with an impressively long tail and a ribbon tied to that tail popped out, caught in the confines of her hand.

      Fuck, just how many things was she carrying in her cleavage? Was it like Doraemon’s pocket or something?

      Then the rat squeaked softly.

      
        Squeak— Squeak—
      

      To be honest, I didn’t really like rats, but I could handle this one since it had a small red ribbon at the end of its tail, and the fur looked clean and healthy. Was it a pet rat?

      “Wow, it is so cute.”

      Luna was delighted to receive the rat from the witch’s palm as if she had already forgotten her hostile actions against Nemea.

      “What’s its name?”

      “Of course, its name is ‘Rat’~ Actually, I’m also not really sure~ Anyways, the little guy will show you the way to my colleague~ I’ve told you everything, so I’ll leave you alone now~”

      After putting the rat in Luna’s hand, Nemea turned away from us as if she was done with her business.

      
        Click— Clack—
      

      After several taking several steps and widening the gap between us—

      
        Halt—
      

      Soon the sound of Nemea’s high heels stopped resounding, and she turned toward me.

      “My friend~ I apologize for the last time~ It seems that there are things in this world, that need more meticulous attention, than just reading books~”

      After saying that, she kept walking in the direction she was headed towards and disappeared from our sight.

      While I was staring blankly at the flaming red hair shaking under the cone-shaped hat, Luna, standing next to me, put the little rat on her shoulder and spoke with a frown on her face.

      “As expected, I still feel uncomfortable when I meet her. I don’t like her a bit. You, too, Hassan. Don’t trust her too much. I’m sure she’s the type to do horrible things to others. That’s what my shaman instincts are telling me.”

      
        Squeak— Squeak—
      

      Thinking about it now, I realized that Luna’s intuition was quite accurate.

      However, the problem was that her intuition might be a little too slow. Rather it might be super slow.

      As Luna mentioned, I already had a lot of uncomfortable encounters with Nemea.

      However, I felt a little caught off guard because I never thought she would apologize to me like this. Yet, still, I didn’t think that would be enough to improve my relationship with the witch.

      “So what do we do now?”

      It was great to get a job out of the blue like this. However, I also felt startled because it was a job I had not expected to receive like this.

      “We were about to go home to relax, but then a request popped up so suddenly. Luna, what do you think about this?”

      When I asked her, Luna just glanced at the black pebbles in the small pouch and her lips formed a bright smile.

      “Wow, Holy shh! It’s really Onyx! This is a pretty hard material to get!”

      “What’s that? Is it a jewel?”

      “Yes, yes, it’s the jewel of the underworld! It is also called Knox’s Tears.”

      “Knox’s Tears?”

      I immediately imagined Luna’s mother, Knox, crying. How badly did she shed tears to create such a black pebble? Probably the state of her eyes was not very good.

      “Is it precious?”

      “It is also called rat’s jewel because it is usually found in rat’s nests. It’s also a gem used to make talismans or amulet masks! It’s really, really expensive!”

      There wasn’t really anything about the talismans or amulet masks that took my interest so I just replied with an “I see.” but it seemed like Luna was very excited about this reward.

      “Anyway, it’s a hard material to get. She must have a lot of faith in you, Hassan, to give you this as an advance payment!”

      “Really?”

      My shoulders twitched momentarily as I was bewildered by Luna’s words. However, soon, my rational mind calmed down my sudden excitement.

      When someone gave something precious and expensive in advance, there was a big chance that it was because the request was quite likely to be very hard.

      Luna talked to the rat placed on her shoulder.

      “So, will you guide us to that place?”

      
        Squeak—
      

      The rat swiftly descended from Luna’s shoulder and started sprinting somewhere. Luna shook her body in surprise when she saw the rat doing that.

      “Hassan, hurry up. Let’s follow that rat!”

      “Oh, yes.”

      Luna already seemed to be in the mood to fulfill this request.

      I was still shocked and bewildered by the unexpected encounter but just decided to follow the rat with Luna.

      By proceeding with the request, Luna could gain karma or something of the sort, and then she could make moai totems for me. Using those, I could also raise my abilities too.

      My body had been itching to use the task points I had collected already.

      * * * * * * * * * *

      “Oh, you guys are the customers from back then, right?”

      Ruth’s general store was located near the entrance to the underground waterway. The place’s owner, the Bronze-tier adventurer Ruth, seemed to have recognized Luna and me.

      We had only been to this store once though.

      I was not sure if it was because the veteran shop owner’s memory was good or because our appearance was too unusual, but he seemed to be able to recognize Luna and me at a glance.

      “Both of you look much better now since the last time I saw you guys. I guess the earnings of an adventurer are good, right?”

      “It’s all right. Well…”

      “I know it well because when I, too, was on active duty, I was able to save some money and open this store. But more importantly, are the rumors true?”

      “What rumors?”

      “I heard there was Samaritan who knocked down the cult member who invaded Sodomora. I immediately wondered if that Samaritan was you.”

      “Yes, you’re right. It is really Hassan!”

      Luna answered cheerfully in my stead.

      “Hassan knocked him down and put him in prison!”

      It was kind of funny to see her proudly mention it as though it was her own achievement.

      Embarrassed as I felt that I was somehow showing off myself, Ruth, the general store owner, stroked his rough beard and nodded, saying, “Indeed—“

      “Indeed, so things worked out like that, huh… When I first saw you, I felt that you were unskilled and rough. But after just a few days, you are exuding quite a bit of the aura of a true warrior.”

      “I-Is that so?”

      “Whatever, anyway, enough with the chit-chat. Seeing that you are coming to my store means that you’ll go underground again. Should I just give you the same things as before?”

      Thus, Luna and I bought the four silvers worth package that contained a brown cloak that could be used as raincoats, food, firewood for torches, and grass for pest control.

      It was heartbreaking to spend money even before the quest officially began. But telling myself that it was an investment for reaping better rewards, I was able to bear the expense.

      “Anyways, I know you guys have some skills. Still, you’d better be careful. These days, the underground waterways are a little different from before.”

      “What do you mean?”

      At Luna’s words, Ruth blinked his eyes and stared blankly as if lost in thought.

      It took Ruth a while to open his mouth again after keeping silent for some time.

      “I don’t know the situation well since I didn’t go in person, but I heard that the place was covered in grass now. I heard it’s better not to light a torch there if possible.”

      “Grass?”

      “Hassan, there is grass underground?”

      At the mention of the word grass, Luna and I only looked at each other with an unpredictable feeling. What kind of grass was able to grow in the underground waterway?

      ”Anyway, because of the overflowing grass, it is said that the vagrants are also fleeing the underground waterway these days. So, be careful. I don’t want to lose a famous customer.”

      
        Jingle—
      

      We went out of the store after giving a proper goodbye to the store owner.

      
        Squeak— Squeak—
      

      Thus, we followed the rat with a ribbon tied around its tail into the underground waterways. And it was only then that I could understand why Ruth, the store owner, said that grass had grown inside the waterway.

      “Damn it, what’s all of this?”

      I already knew from the start that Sodomora’s underground waterways were dirty and messy.

      Yet, the sight of all kinds of green colonies growing inside the waterways made even me, who was resistant to disgusting things, frown with revulsion.

      It looked more like an ancient, horrible jungle than an underground waterway at this point. The situation became worse as there was no source of light inside, so I couldn’t even see anything properly.

      Luna bent down to her knees on the ground and stroked the plants with her hands. Then she explained the situation to me in a rather serious voice.

      “They’re all fire-prone plants. That was why he told us not to use the torch.”

      “I see.”

      It was obvious that this many plants would cause a terrible fire if burned.

      Moreover, the underground waterway was full of all kinds of gas. If we were reckless with the use of a torch, a big explosion could happen at any moment and blow the entire underground tunnels away.

      “Damn it, I have no other choice then.”

      I gave up on lighting the torch and worked hard on invoking my blessing.

      Then a small light source appeared on the palm of my hands.

      “Hassan, that’s really such a convenient blessing! Then I’ll take them out, too.”

      After admiring my palm, emitting dazzling light, Luna also took out a small glass bottle from something like a money pouch she was carrying around her waist.

      
        Flap— Flap—
      

      I could hear the flapping of wings from inside.

      
        Clatter— Clatter—
      

      As soon as she shook the glass bottle around like a bartender, the tiny light sources inside began to emit light. Was this the same firefly jar that Luna used to light up the tent before?

      “Do you usually carry that jar around?”

      “Well, you don’t really know when you may need it, so…”

      Indeed, Luna usually carried around all kinds of things, for example, a particular pungent oil. Surprisingly, her thorough preparations helped a lot in these kinds of situations.

      Anyway, now that we had a light source with us, we could venture inside. When I was about to follow the ribboned rat once again—

      
        Gyarrrr—
      

      I could see red eyes starting to flash around us in the tunnel. Did those rats come out due to the light?

      I was surprised when I stretched my palm and directed the light forwards.

      As I expected, there were rats there.

      “Hassan! The rats became so big!”

      However, fucking damn it! They were so fucking big. They were half as big as Luna. Instead of rats, they now looked something like Pokemon. If I had to draw a comparison, they looked like Nutria that had grown abnormally large due to radiation or something like that.

      Damn it! What did these rats eat to make themselves swell and become so big? Furthermore, even strange plants, such as grass or flowers, were hanging from their terrible faces.

      Squeeeeeakkk!

      Anyway, one of those freaking monster rats jumped at me.

      
        Step— Step— Step— Step—
      

      That was indeed a wild animal-like speed. It couldn’t be anything other than a ruthless ambush. Was this fucking monster aiming for my neck?

      However, I was able to see its movements, which was different compared to Hippolyte or the great warrior from the Pluto cult, Schizo, whom I’d fought against before.

      “Fuck, the time has come for my club to come out.”

      
        Slide—
      

      I took the newly acquired 50cm long Fear Smasher out of my waistline. Then, I swung it down toward the head of the giant rat.

      
        Whoosh—
      

      Due to the weight of the club, wind pressure was created along the trajectory of the weapon.

      
        Smack—!
      

      
        Squeeeakkk—!
      

      I smacked the rat’s head flat.
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      What I did was quite simple.

      Thrashing the club in my hand toward the rats with all my might.

      It was an action that required no thought or skill and was a simple movement that anyone could perform if they just had the strength to enact it.

      
        Whoosh— Smack—!
      

      
        Squeeeeakkk—!
      

      That alone was enough to smash the head of the damned giant rat. I could quite clearly feel its bones crack under the weight of the long club.

      “Holy shit!”

      It surprised me immensely that the output was so much stronger than I had expected it to be, even though I was the one who exerted the power to accomplish this very act. The giant rat looked very pitiful as it twitched and spasmed on the ground.

      “The giant rat fell in just one shot!”

      Like me, Luna also raised her voice as though surprised by what had just happened before us. However, I didn’t feel relieved with just one hit, so I smashed the seemingly dead rat’s body with my club several more times.

      
        Smack— Smack— Smack—
      

      “W-Why are you hitting the dead rat over and over again?”

      “It could still be alive, you know…”

      After dealing with that bastard called Schizo, the cultist warrior, I learned a valuable lesson from that harrowing experience. And that was to make sure that I had thoroughly killed my opponent.

      This rat might just come back to life for some absurd reason like that damned cultist, so I believed that I had to ensure the complete destruction of its body so that there was no chance of resurrection.

      Perhaps because of my thorough beatdown, the rat now lay motionless on the ground, sprawled about like how a dead body should be.

      “It’s good now. It is completely dead.”

      “Indeed, Samaritan people are really cruel. I’m glad we’re on the same side. But, Hassan, you’re now covered in blood.”

      
        Dripppp—
      

      As Luna said, my body was covered in blood from head to toe. Splattered metallic blood was dripping from my raincoat and club in slow drops.

      It was not an edged tool but rather a blunt club, so I didn’t really have to wipe off the blood or oil stains from it, right? I just loved how low-maintenance my new weapon was.

      
        Slurp—
      

      All of a sudden, my club began to swiftly absorb the blood that had splattered all over its body as if it was a sponge sucking in water. Holy hell! I was so surprised that I almost threw away the weapon for a second there.

      “Wow, holy shit! Luna, did you just see that? This punk just sucked in all that blood!”

      “It is a living weapon, Hassan. So, it can suck in blood, along with the Karma that is ingrained in the blood of your enemies. Still, this is my first time seeing this phenomenon take place in person, too.”

      “Wow, that’s so interesting.”

      
        Thump—Thump—
      

      The club vibrated akin to a soft heartbeat. That was when I truly realized that the club I was holding was an authentic living weapon.

      However, while I was marveling at the club in my hand for a moment—

      “But what is this—”

      Luna came close to the completely dead giant rat’s body and spoke out loud.

      “Do you have any dagger, Hassan? There’s something that’s bothering me about all this.”

      “I have one. Here, handle it with care. This thing is used for sharpening tools, so it’s quite sharp itself.”

      
        Slide—
      

      Luna received the dagger from me and then proceeded to cut off the flowers growing on the head of the rat.

      
        Sniff— Sniff—
      

      Smelling the flower for some time, Luna then pulled off a leaf from its stem, chewed on it for a moment, and then spit it out while she mumbled something under her breath.

      I approached Luna and asked her in a low tone.

      “Do you know what that is?”

      “Maybe it’s just my feeling, but this seems like the cannabis from Ideope. However, why is this here—?”

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s a forbidden plant used to create Nzambi… It’s used to punish prisoners and strip them of their willpower. It was forbidden to export it beyond the island. What’s going on here?”

      I didn’t know what a Nzambi was, but Luna seemed to know a lot about the leaf she was inspecting. Also, based on her explanation, I didn’t believe that it was a good item.

      “I think this rat had become addicted to this cannabis plant. That’s why its size became so big.”

      “What? Does that flower have that kind of effect?”

      Holy shit! It was the type of leaf that would make parents with short children go crazy when they hear about it. Wouldn’t I make a fortune if I just sold it in the right way?

      Luna, as though she had read her mind, slightly clicked her tongue and explained more about the plant to me.

      “It is also called the berserker flower because it takes away your reasoning and will. You could use it as an ingredient in the manufacturing of a strength potion if you grind it into powder, soak it in water, and put the right amount of it in a batch. However, it’s challenging to control the amount. Even I can’t do that.”

      “I see. So, you’re saying that there are serious side effects of this cannabis plant, right?”

      “Yes.”

      I thought it should be true since Luna, an expert in making medicine, said as such. Come to think of it, didn’t the cultist shaman Somnia also say that Luna’s elixir was terrific?

      I thought she also said something about being the daughter of Ideope.

      A great shaman from Ideope. Cannabis that only grew in Ideope.

      Could she be the one behind this rat incident or the widespread grass growth in the underground waterways? I decided to ask her, just in case.

      “Luna, do you know someone called Somnia?”

      “Somnia? No, I’ve never heard of it before. Who’s that?”

      “I told you a while ago that I was taken into the cultists’ hideout, right? There was a great shaman from Ideope there. I think her name is Somnia. She was also wearing a weird-looking voodoo mask.”

      “Really?”

      I tried to explain to Luna what I had seen and heard in the hideout. However, I didn’t really have a talent for explanations, so I felt like I was just talking in circles.

      Damn it, how should I explain this clearly to her?

      “Her clothes were fluttering like yours, but the color was darker. Yes, that’s right.”

      “Well, I’m not sure about that actually. In Ideope, after we reach adulthood, every one of us will leave our hometowns, so we don’t know each other’s faces. There are some differences between tribes because we live far apart, divided into different regions. But she is the most likely suspect behind this incident.”

      “She calls herself a great shaman.”

      “Really? If she refers to herself as a great shaman, it means she is a fairly high-level shaman of the voodoo arts—“

      “Is her skill higher than you then?”

      “…Uh, yeah. I can’t even begin to compare—”

      Luna seemed to have lost all her confidence when being compared to Somnia, almost making the idea of her being a literal goddess’ daughter meaningless. If she felt so defeated with just being compared to her, that Somnia must really be something.

      
        Squeak—! Squeak—!
      

      The ribboned rat, which had been ahead of us til now, appeared in front of us again. He squeaked at us a few times and then quickly disappeared into the shadows.

      “Let’s hit the road again.”

      “Yes.”

      * * * * * * * * * *

      
        Kyaaakkkk—!
      

      Some giant inflated rats attacked us as we followed the ribboned rat. I smashed each and every one of them with the club, right in the head, every time they showed up in front of us.

      
        Whack—! Whack—! Whaaack—!
      

      
        Squeaaaak—!
      

      At first, it was very awkward for me to swing such a blunt instrument like that. However the strength and the feeling I got after hitting the rats with it was quite satisfying, so I felt a sense of attachment to the weapon already.

      
        Slurp—
      

      Still, I felt quite a bit horrified as I wasn’t able to get used to the bloodsucking ability of the club.

      It felt like the club was in reality a cursed demon sword. Indeed, it really deserved that terrifying name— the Fear Smasher.

      
        Squeak—! Squeak—!
      

      How far did we walk till now?

      After following the rat for a while, a small opening soon appeared before us, and the grass in this place seemed to have been pulled by someone.

      We could see a dirty tent standing tall in that place.

      “A-Anyone there?”

      When I asked the question, there was a sudden rustling noise, followed by a person in rat-colored robes coming out of the tent. I was only able to remember her now after I saw her holding a flute in her hands.

      “Welcome.”

      “Are you Miss Oygayas?”

      “…Hamelin.”

      “Oh, right, Miss Hamelin.”

      Fuck, I didn’t know why, but I could only remember that her name was Oygayas. She said her name is Hamelin, right? Okay, Hamelin. Now I have remembered the name. Surely…

      “I’m here because someone told me that Miss Hamelin has some business with me. I have also received the advance payment for the work.”

      “…Request.”

      Hamelin only responded in short concise words.

      I remembered that she was someone who was prone to cut off her words like this. It felt like she had just gotten worse in the meantime.

      It was difficult to grasp her complexion due to the robe covering her face, but judging from her faint breathing, I surmised that she might be feeling exhausted due to fatigue.

      Hamelin then spoke up again.

      “The grasses. They’ve grown a lot. Rats are suffering, too. A spell mark. Get rid of it.”

      Hamelin had difficulty speaking, so it was equally arduous to understand what she was talking about. Is this a bug in her system?

      I was going to ask what she was talking about, but Luna, quietly petting the rats next to me while listening to Hamelin’s words, asked before I could even speak.

      “Are you asking us to remove the spell mark that is making these grasses grow in this place?”

      “Yes. After finishing. This one. I’ll acknowledge your task. I’m exhausted now. Guide the way, Ronnie.”

      Hamelin lowered the ribboned rat on her shoulder to the ground.

      Then, the rat squeaked as if it had been waiting for a while for that command and disappeared into the faraway darkness.

      “It’s enough. With both of you only. Still. Be careful.”

      After that remark, Hamelin went into the tent without saying anything else. Her appearance looked so lifeless, like the faint stalks of grass swaying restlessly in the midst of the heartless desert.

      However, it would’ve been ridiculous to expect someone living in this stinking underground waterway with rats all over 24/7 to have a bright and motivated personality.

      Since everyone had their own lifestyle, I thought that it wasn’t something I should comment about.

      Still, I was feeling pretty disappointed as I wasn’t even able to ask all the questions that I had in my mind and had to go after the rat first.

      Fuck, it felt like something was stuck in my nose.

      So I asked Luna instead.

      “What does it mean when she said that she’ll acknowledge our task?”

      “I don’t know either. Doesn’t it just mean that she will give us a good reward? We already got the Onyx as an advance. Then the rest of the reward should be something huge!”

      Luna’s words made sense. She had really become quite quick-witted and smart these days.

      “Heu, Onyx. I love it so much.”

      Luna smiled as she looked into her pouch again and again. She was still a girl, so, of course, she would naturally have a fondness for jewelry.

      Thinking till here, I spoke.

      “How about we don’t sell any of these and just keep them instead?”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, 30% of it is yours anyways. There are five, so if we split 30% of it, you’ll get roughly one and a half of the Onyx beads.”

      “Then, of course, I’d love to! I should make a new amulet mask with these! A jewel-encrusted amulet mask, holy shh! Just thinking about it makes me feel great already. Well then, let’s hurry up and go!”

      Luna walked ahead vigorously as though she was brimming with motivation right now.

      But that motivation didn’t last very long.

      “H-Heeek—!”

      Luna trembled after shrieking out loud as if she saw a ghost.

      Of course, I was feeling just as scared as her.

      “Luna, what’s this? I don’t think that’s something normal now, is it?”

      “T-That is a spell. It’s a very high-ranking and difficult spell—”

      Eerie pieces of wood were reflected in Luna’s frightened emerald eyes.

      Rats, snakes, and birds were nailed to the logs, about the size of a human body, while being covered with blackened blood.

      There was no way to discern the expressions those animals had, but it was safe to say that they had all died in terrible pain.

      The decaying flesh was infested with maggots.

      “Holy shit! That’s so fucking terrible.”

      Immediately, what came to my mind, that could relate to what I was seeing right now, was shamanic totems.

      However, unlike the cute and adorable totems that Luna made, these were simply screaming that they were either meant to be used for a curse or a sinister type of voodoo sorcery.

      “T-They were nailed alive… It’s such a cruel spell. Look here. There are a lot of scratches caused by their toenails and beaks. It’s the traces of them struggling frantically before slowly falling to their deaths.”

      “What’s the effect of this cruel sorcery?”

      “It’s a terror statue. It’s made with the sole purpose of inducing fear and breaking the morale of whoever sees it.”

      Indeed, if someone saw something like this, their morale would surely plummet to rock bottom.

      “I heard that such a terrible spell was only used during the ‘War of the Titans’ 50 years ago… Anyways, we’d better break this.”

      Soon, Luna took out the silence totem she was carrying on her back. Then she swung it at the terror statue as hard as she possibly could with all the intention of breaking these accursed totems.

      
        Crash— Clatter—
      

      Bones, wood, and dead animal remains clattered down to the ground. I thought it was over with that, however—

      
        Slide— Slide—
      

      Luna took something like an empty sack out of her arms and put the dead body of a mouse inside it. I couldn’t help but frown at what she was doing.

      “Why are you taking that?”

      “Items used for casting curses must be crushed. Especially so, if it’s a spell of hatred and malice like this; everything must be destroyed. I’ll burn it outside later.”

      “I see.”

      “You should do something to break this, too!”

      Thus, Luna and I wielded our clubs and smashed the terror statues in the underground tunnels.

      
        Crash— Clatter—
      

      It was not until Luna’s sacks were filled with the bodies of the unfortunate victims that our destructive spree was somewhat over.

      “There is a very high chance that the cultist great shaman you mentioned before is related to this situation. Even though I had already more or less confirmed it when I saw the Cannabis plants outside, now I am sure of it as no one could use such sorcery except for the people of Ideope.”

      Indeed, the attack of the cultists was not over yet as I didn’t hear anything about the adventures managing to arrest the rest of the cult members except for Schizo who I had subdued.

      Having infiltrated Sodomora, they may be plotting some evil schemes in the shadows.

      “So where did the ribboned rat go?”

      We were too distracted by the totems that we lost track of the ribboned rat.

      It had dashed away relatively fast earlier; as expected, it didn’t seem to know much about directions since it only had a tiny brain.

      
        Squeak—! Squeak—!
      

      Then I heard a familiar sound coming from inside the dark hallway.

      Of course, all rats sounded the same, but to me, it looked like it was responding to someone’s call. Now that I think about it—

      Indeed, as expected, a rat with a red ribbon bound on its tail appeared from the dark hallways.

      
        Squeak— Squeak—
      

      It was inside someone else’s hand.

      
        Splish— Splash—
      

      The sound of someone walking in the underground tunnels with their bare feet spread loudly in the surroundings. A huge mask soon emerged from the darkness. It was a strange mask with pointed fangs akin to the totems of a village guardian that also slightly resembled the face of a goblin.

      Also, I remember seeing that mask before.

      If I remember correctly, that person was definitely Somnia, the cultist great shaman. Holy fucking shit! I didn’t know she was here!

      We either had to run away or pounce at her with the intention of defeating her, but my body seemed to have no intention of moving anymore, as if it were stuck to the ground. Wait a minute, I was really not able to move even if I tried to. What the fuck was going on here?

      “I came here because some fucking bastards broke the statues I painstakingly made.”

      
        S-Squeeakkk—!
      

      
        Crush—!
      

      At that time, the ribboned rat held in Somnia’s hand was pressured by a strong grip and burst into a messy gore of flesh and blood, dying a painful death. Holding the blood and intestines of the poor rat in both of her hands, Somnia murmured a spell underneath the mask.

      “…!”

      Luna grabbed my arm as though she was utterly freaked out by that scene.

      “H-Hassan… w-we have to run! Come on!”

      Only then did my body regain its strength and was able to start moving again.

      “It’s too late. Now, rise up, all of my Nzambis.”

      Soon after, something began to rise from the remains of the dead bodies, and hardened blood scattered all over the ground.

      
        Groooooan—
      

      “What the fuck is that!?”

      It already looked pretty disgusting as is, and now it even made such a terrible sound. Seeing this chilling phenomenon, I almost completely lost it. Holy fucking shit! That bastard is so grotesque and nauseating!

      “Get up, spirits of the dead.”

      “…D-Don’t get up!”

      Luna swung her silence totem at the grotesque flesh. Then, a lump of fat popped down on the ground.

      
        Eck—!
      

      “Huh? Who are you to interfere with my spell? How did you do even that?”

      
    

  
    Chapter 93: Clean-up (3)
The mud-esque bits of flesh that were wriggling on the ground, were turned back into the remains of the dead after being hit by Luna’s Silence Totem.
Splosh—!
Geccck—!
Hearing the dreadful scream, the cultist great shaman, Somnia, trembled so violently that the accessories on her body made a cluttering sound.
“What? How did you stop my spell? Who the hell are you even?”
“I, I am Luna, the shaman of Ideope! The daughter of the Great Night, Luna Knoxdotty!”
Luna raised a rather sturdy-looking Silence Totem high into the air and shouted arrogantly. Her appearance overlapped with Zhang Fei from the Three Kingdoms who was bravely guarding the Changban bridge.
For some reason, she looked pretty dependable right now.
However, Somnia, the great shaman, only burst out into boisterous laughter beneath her ominous mask at those words.
“Ah, if you’re the daughter of the Great Night, are you the child of the Knox Child tribe? I couldn’t tell because you weren’t wearing a mask. Is that a Silence Totem you’ve got there? Looks like it’s pretty well made.”
Still, I could say that Somnia’s attitude, which had been filled with hostility just moments before, had eased considerably… to the point that it was hard to believe that she had been hostile toward us in the first place.
Was this like the scenes from those movies where meeting someone from the same hometown led to the situation working out for the better?
Of course, it was not like I couldn’t understand why such a thing happened. I would also be thrilled to meet a Korean like me in this strange world.
From behind her mask, Somnia started to speak out.
“I am Somnia, the daughter of the Deep Abyss. Nice to meet you, fellow friend from my hometown. By the way, I’m just saying this for the sake of it but… Can’t you pretend that you didn’t see any of this? I don’t wish to clean up the dead body of a fellow friend from my hometown, you see…”
“T-That’s—“
“There’s no way you, who doesn’t even wear a mask, can stop me, a great shaman, right? Moreover, the Knox Child tribe is originally supposed to serve the same hell magic as us. So, why don’t you just join us?”
“What? Are you telling me to become a cult member?”
Luna’s shoulders shuddered as though she was truly horrified for being offered to be scouted by the Pluto cult. I had experienced this a few times already, so I had become used to it, but this really seemed to be the first time Luna had experienced something like this.
“Just imagine it… The deep and intense magic of a formless world. It is something that we barely felt through the mist emanating from the cracked grounds… And now, we are bringing that very magic to this land.”
Somnia’s fist, clenched and outstretched in the air, trembled as she spoke further.
“The ascension of hell into these lands above. Breaking the boundary between life and death. We, the voodoo shamans, who wield the power of the dead, will live like kings in this new world. We won’t be disregarded just because of our belief in superstitions.”
“Wow, living like a king—“
I couldn’t just let this be. Luna seemed like she was losing her mind as though she was being possessed by this nonsense. I had once wondered just how on earth the pseudo-religions were sustained.
But from what I have seen, it seemed like they were exploiting and using innocent children like Luna to sustain their power and existence. If things continue on at this rate, Luna just may become a cult follower!
“Luna, you don’t have to listen to this cultist’s words! She’s just spouting some random lies!”
“I know that, too. I was just trying to listen to what she wanted to say. You said you are Somnia, right? This is my answer!”
Slide—
Luna held her fist and stretched out her middle finger and pointed it toward Somnia.
“Take this!”
It turned out that action was a universal way to curse someone. Looking at that finger, Somnia laughed as if she was utterly dumbfounded, and all her jewelry and mask started shaking violently.
“Wow, I’m really speechless.”
After laughing for a long time, her body suddenly stopped altogether.
“Ha, this is why I don’t like children from the Knox Child tribe. Children from rich and fertile islands won’t ever understand what I felt growing up on a barren and poor island.”
Slide—
Somnia drew a dagger from her belt.
“Whatever, all right. I’ll kill you, fill your stomach with cotton, and turn you into a Nzambi since you, being a daughter of Ideope, makes us siblings and so your compatibility with my sorcery is very high.”
Frankly, the dagger she took out was more like an awl or a black horn than a dagger. The rugged patterns drawn in a conical shape over its body made it look extremely ominous.
Seriously, if someone got stabbed by something like that, they would definitely contract all kinds of diseases, including actual tetanus.
“Also, you there, Wutugu, no, Hassan of Samaria! You tricked us last time, didn’t you!? I’ll tear you to pieces and put you in hell, you punk!”
I was extremely shocked when she suddenly directed her hostility toward me. I thought she didn’t remember me because she hadn’t mentioned anything about me till now…
“Oh, no. uh, I was also a victim… in a way.”
“Shut up, you sonuvabitch of Mars! Because of you, everything was ruined! Eat this voodoo from the Deep Abyss!”
Holy shit! I couldn’t believe that she was blaming me after they, themselves, failed to enact their evil plans. She really had no fucking shame at all. However, it was not surprising because this was the average personality of the people from this world.
“Hup—!”
Somnia swung the strange dagger and stabbed it into the ground with all her might.
Crack—
The dagger pierced through the hollow bricks of the underground hallway and settled deep into the ground.
I wondered what the fuck she was trying to do right now, but without giving us a moment to react, strange bony and fleshy protrusions began to randomly rise up through the walls.
Splosh— Clash— Splosh—
“Come to me, the entrance to the Deep Abyss. Breaking the boundaries between the living and the dead, Oh Dark Dawn—!”
Splosh— Splosh—
The wriggling flesh absorbed all of the mud and water to inflate its grotesque size.
Griiiind—
Grind—
It was soon lumped together into a mass of about half the size of Luna, each in the bizarre shape of a person or beast. Was that what a ragged goblin made out of mud would look like?
It didn’t seem very strong, but their numbers were quite high. 10? 20? It kept increasing! Damn it! Wasn’t this cheating!? This shaman was so fucking strong! Did Luna take the wrong skill tree or something?
“H-Hassan, let’s run away for now!”
Suddenly, Luna grabbed my arm and quickly dragged me out toward the distance. Of course, I also chose to run away with Luna for now.
Behind us, Somnia’s loud voice could be heard echoing throughout the hallways.
“You can’t escape death! You fucking bastards!”
* * * * * * * * * *
We ran in a hurry without even trying to look back for a moment. The number of zombie goblins chasing from behind was just too much for us to deal with.
Of course, we could have somehow handled them if there were only zombie goblins chasing after us. However, unless that powerful cultist Somnia was an imbecile, she wouldn’t just sit idly by and let us deal with the goblins as we wished.
It was an utterly crazy notion to deal with the zombie goblins and Somnia at the same time, so it was important for us to get past them somehow.
Kong— Kuooonggg—!
“Euakkk, holy shit!”
All of a sudden, something crashed on my ankle.
When I turned my head to see what caused the piercing pain on my skin, I was greeted with the sight of a four-legged beast, an abominable combination of flesh and hide, dangling while clutching to my ankles.
Arr— Grooowl—!
At that moment, it let out a loud growl that seemed to be made for the purpose of signaling our position to our pursuers.
“Shut up, you motherfucker!”
I was outraged at the sight of it attacking my body. I became so enraged that I swung my club at its head with as much force as I was able to generate in one go.
Smash—
Aaaarrrgghhh—
Then, the damned monster screamed painfully, turned back into grotesque flesh and rotten mud, and disappeared into the ground.
“Uh, holy shit! Luna, what’s the best way to handle this monster?”
Luna was a shaman from the same place as Somnia— Ideope. Maybe she knew something like an effective way to attack this monster. But Luna just shook her head as if saying that there was no other way except for us to run for our lives.
“The Tatari tribe is the best in Ideope in making statues and Nzambi. I can’t beat so many of them all at once. There’s just no possible way to beat them—!”
“Fuck! Then we really only have the option to run away!”
“They are weak to fire so we can actually burn them, but—”
Luna shuddered and stuck out her tongue at the sight that lay before our eyes. If we were to set fire in a place like this, she knew that starting a fire in this place would only lead to a disaster.
It was probably safe to say that this was Somnia’s home term. As expected of a cultist, she was well-versed in dirty tricks. Her tactics were shrewd and cunning.
So, we ran as hard as possible to find the ladder leading to the underground exit. However, something had already disastrously destroyed the ladder leading to the exit.
“Somnia must have broken it!”
“Fuck! We are really dead now!”
Eventually, we came to the conclusion that we were trapped in this smelly and horrible underground waterway; unable to do anything to get out of this terrible situation.
Groooowl—!
At that moment, a zombie goblin came at me with its ragged mouth open wide. In its hand, a sharp piece of bone from an unknown animal was clutched like a dagger.
It was a very crude weapon, but if someone got stabbed by something like that, they would definitely get infected with all kinds of germs.
“Ugh, you filthy bastard!”
Hence, I swung the club with all my might and struck it in the head.
Whoosh— Smack—!
Even in this situation, seeing the punk’s body get smashed by my club which made it scatter all over the ground looked pretty cool.
If my weapon was an ordinary sword, it would have quickly become dull after cutting off that dirty, greasy skin a few times.
Groooowl—!
“Go die, you punk!”
Smack—!
I continued swinging my club at the zombie imp offspring swarming toward me.
Then, interestingly, the weight of the club I was wielding began to feel lighter and lighter somehow.
Thump— Thump—
It’s not like I suddenly misjudged the weight in my excitement or something. I genuinely felt that the club’s weight had gotten slightly lighter, making it easier and more comfortable to wield.
I wasn’t sure what was happening, but it was still super interesting!
“You’re all dead now, you bastards!”
So I swung the bat with one hand and smashed the heads of all these fucking dead animals. The weight had become lighter, but the strength remained the same, which made it far more effective to use against these damned zombies.
Geeeeeck—!
“Luna, they’re nothing special.”
“T-That’s—! What’s that? It would be difficult to make them return to the soil easily without using the Silence spell!”
“Did I suddenly become super strong?”
Was it because I gained confidence in battles after dealing with Schizo, the greatsword-wielding warrior?
Or maybe my newly acquired club had additional damage to the dead and undead perk attached to it. In fact, it was a universal rule to use blunt force on undead monsters, after all.
Grrrrr—
Gr—
In any case, these damned zombies had stopped rushing at me recklessly due to my fierce momentum and started looking around cautiously.
I couldn’t believe that these zombie punks were able to feel scared. They seemed a bit different from the skeleton warriors of the Necromancer I had faced before.
“Shit! Indeed, having a stigmata does make a difference. You even use an interesting club. Does it have the effects of a Silence Totem on its own?”
At that time, Somnia appeared once again, cutting a path through the grass of the underground waterway in the dark.
Somnia’s appearance changed the whole situation as cold sweat flowed down my spine, unlike when we were facing the crude zombies.
“I didn’t want to use this method as there would be no traces left of my original form anymore.”
Somnia soon pulled a hefty amount of strange grassroots out of her pocket from the inside of her belt.
And after slightly lifting the mask and revealing her mouth, she put the grassroots in her mouth and munched on it.
“Grrrrr— Grrwwwww— Uaaaaa—!”
A beastly groan was heard immediately.
The sound of joints and bones cracking and twisting echoed loudly in the underground waterways.
Sominia’s muscles and flesh expanded through the thin fabric of her robe and became noticeably reddish in color.
“The sky toad that leaps off the ground!!!”
With an unintelligible shriek, Somnia started swinging her fist in the air and her surroundings.
Bang—!
Soon, her powerful fist smashed into the head of a zombie goblin beside her.
Geeeck—!
Fuck! How could you attack your own comrade? I didn’t understand what in hell was up with this situation. Was there an invisible battle taking place that my eyes were not able to see? In any case, the problem was that the strength behind those swings seemed quite powerful.
“Damn, that motherfucker also used doping! You fucking coward!”
“She swallowed the cannabis flower directly! With that amount, even an elephant wouldn’t be able to pull itself together for a day!”
“Geeecck—!”
Driiippp— Plop— Plop—
Blood flowed from Somnia’s fist after she smashed the heads of all of the zombies she had created.
Also, from under her strange mask, I could see a transparent liquid, that was probably her saliva or even tears, dripping down to the ground.
“Yalongbalongkkamdoongi!!!”
Step— Step—
After slaughtering the zombies, Somnia now charged at Luna. Luna must have gotten frightened by the immense pressure she was exuding as she simply fell on her butt with a horrified expression on her face.
“Hiiiiii!”
“Sma-sh!!”
The red blood-colored fist was pointed at Luna’s head while she was in such a defenseless state. Luna’s head would totally snap off if she were to be hit by something like that!
“Damn it! Luna, lower your head!”
So I had no choice but to kick the ground as hard as possible and dash at the incoming Somnia.
While holding the club tightly in my hands, I passed Luna’s head and hit Somnia right in the stomach. Immediately, I felt a strong impact on my hands, followed by a loud noise.
Holy shit! It felt like I was hitting a literal telephone pole, instead of a human body.
I didn’t know why, but the hand I used to hold the club, that hit her body, had started to tingle. Her skin felt like it was as hard as a rock, and I thought to myself that even a blade might not be able to cut her skin.
“Geeeeee—“
Still, Somnia, who had come toward Luna with raised fists faltered for a few steps. It seemed like my attack had not been completely ineffective, after all.
However, the problem was that the target of her attack had now been completely transferred to me.
“Grrrwwwwwwl!!!!”
I could hear Somnia’s grotesque screams coming from beneath her mask and saw her charging toward me at full speed.
Whoosh—!
She raised the soles of her feet high in the air.
And soon, when they reached the ground with all their might, the waterway’s rough and crumbling brick floor was completely destroyed, and debris flew in all directions.
Crunch—!
“Damn it! That was so freaking scary!”
Still, due to the large movements of her attacks, and the interval between the attacks being so long, they were not very hard to avoid.
Whoops—! Boom—!
However, it was obvious that I would die in a heartbeat if I couldn’t avoid these attacks. Every shot was like an ultimate move!
"Praise the Sun!"

『The current location is out of reach of the power of Light.』


“Holy fuck—!”
"Lady Knox!"

『The Blessing— Night's Clock has been invoked.』


『Calibrating the probability of detecting covert behavior by consuming several task points.』


『Current Task Points: 214』


213…
214…
“Snicker-snack!”
However, even though I had activated the Night’s Cloak, Somnia’s fist still flew straight toward me.
It was because the blessing was only able to reduce my presence. It was not something that was able to make my body transparent.
Fuck, it was a situation where every move in my arsenal was being blocked.
Crunch—
Somnia’s fist clenched tightly with a fierce and loud sound as if it had gotten exaggeratedly enlarged. Then, the strengthened fist was shot toward my head like a bullet.
“Fu—!”
I somehow managed to duck my head to avoid her attack.
Whoosh— Bang—!
The attack extended in a straight line and eventually pierced through the stone wall, embedding her fist deep into it. Somnia flinched as she tried to pull her hand out.
“Grrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr—“
During that brief moment, I shouted at Luna.
“Luna! Is there really no solution for this?”
“A-Actually, I have one!”
Luna rummaged through her small pouch and threw something toward me.
It was a plant with red petals whose roots were cut off.


  
    Chapter 94: Clean-up (4)
The thing Luna threw toward me was an unusual-looking plant with red petals. It was the plant that had previously grown on the head of the giant rat, similar to something Somnia had eaten raw some moments ago.
Was it called the cannabis plant? Since I was now dealing with someone that consumed the plant myself, I was well aware of its effects.
“Hey! You said that if this is eaten raw, even an elephant can’t wake up for a day, right!?”
“W-Well, there’s no other way now, is there!?”
Luna was right. It was not time for me to be picky when a scary monster, in the form of Somnia, was targeting us. We should make do with whatever we are able to.
“Roar, roar, roar—!”
“Fuck! Damn it!!”
Partly resigning myself, I decided to take advantage of Somnia’s struggle with her fist stuck in the wall and picked up the cannabis flower and stuffed it inside my mouth.
After munching on it begrudgingly, I could feel a terrible spicy and pungent taste immediately assaulting my tongue.
No, it was more akin to pain rather than just a spicy taste.
“Uwwarrrghhh!”
It was so fucking spicy that I almost lost my rationality for a second there.
I could see why Somnia’s skin had turned burning red, and why she was drooling under the mask. Anyone who ate this spicy plant raw would certainly go crazy like her.
『Strength level has been temporarily increased by 3 points.』


『The ability— Insanity Rush has been temporarily acquired.』


『The relic— Eyes of Pluto invalidates the detrimental mental side effects.』


Other than the stream of information I saw popping up before my eyes, some more words appeared alongside them. The spicy sensation had disoriented my mind so much that tears welled up in my eyes, but my whole body was coursing with newfound strength and vigor.
Sweat flowed out from all over my body and the insides of my mouth had become fiery hot. The spicy sensation was literally driving me crazy.
“Fuckkargh!”
It felt slightly different than what I thought it would, but my body was unmistakably coursing with far more strength than I could have exerted usually.
So, to relieve this anger that was disorienting my mind, I tightly clenched my club, swung it toward Somnia, and smacked her squarely on the place between her back and waist.
Whoosh— Smack—!
“Gccckkk!”
The crazed great shaman shrieked under her mask as if my attack had inflicted quite a bit of pain on her; probably because I had thrown a full swing of my club at her with all my newfound might.
In fact, I thought it wouldn’t be strange if she broke a bone or two due to my attack. However, her body seemed to be stronger than my expectations.
“Die quickly, you motherfucker!”
Smack— Smack— Smack—!
I kept beating Somnia’s body with my club. Her fist was stuck inside the wall, so she couldn’t even move. Hadn’t it been said since ancient times that to cure crazy people, all we needed to do was just hit them with a club?
“Hick, heck, hick!!”
It actually seemed to be working pretty well.
However, no matter how much she was beaten by me, Somnia only emitted loud screams but showed no signs of collapsing or losing consciousness. Indeed, should I deliver a fucking decisive blow to her?
Thinking like that, I lifted my club high with both of my hands, then swung it toward that big, ridiculous amulet mask of hers with all my might.
Whoosh—!
“S-Stop it!”
Somnia, who seemed to have regained her mind somewhat, pulled her arm out of the wall and tilted her head back, but it was too late to do anything about my strike. I couldn’t stop my hands from dealing the blow anymore. It was like an arrow that had left the bowstring.
Smaaack—
Soon, my club broke the mask on her head and revealed her bare face to the world.
The first thing I saw was filthy bandages completely covering her face. Pink hair was sticking out in between the gaps of those bandages.
Then, I could see the twisted ears and forehead strangely exposed from between the bandages. She seemed to have not covered those parts with them.
I thought that her current condition was probably the result of getting burned sometime in the past. Did she use the bandage to cover the scars of the burn wounds on her face? I wasn’t sure what it was, but I thought that it must be really painful for her.
“Uh, d-don’t look—!”
Somnia, who had been acting crazy until now, covered her face with both of her palms, seemingly not knowing what to do anymore.
“I-I said don’t look—! You motherfucker! I-I’ll dig your eyes out!”
She even trembled like a baby animal whose nest was discovered by a predator. Was she ashamed of her face full of scars being exposed like that?
Seeing such an unexpected appearance, I couldn’t help but the strength I had gripped my club with.
Strangely, the so-called fighting spirit that was coursing through me till now had somehow dissipated with that sudden reaction of hers.
It was just during that time when—
“Hassan! Don’t let your guard down!”
Luna suddenly popped out of somewhere, lifted the Silence Totem high with her hands, and smacked Somnia square in the face.
Smack—!
“Gcckkk!”
Falling down after being hit in the face like that, Somnia started rolling on the floor in agony.
But Luna’s frenzy never stopped.
“Cultist! Go die! Die!”
“Geckkk, eck, hick!”
Smack—! Smash—! Smash—!
“Ugh, heuk, heck, hick, geecccckkk!”
Luna continued hitting Somnia on the face for a while, then sighed and stopped the act only after Somnia wasn’t in a condition to even leak a sound anymore and could only twitch on the floor.
“Phew. I finally got rid of her—”
Puff— Hissssssss—
Somnia’s body, which had become reddish and swollen, returned to its original form, followed by a strange smoke oozing out of her body. Had we thoroughly knocked her down now?
Looking at that scene, Luna looked really happy while raising her arms up high.
“Phew, we finally did it! Hassan! We knocked her down!”
“Uh, uh, yeah—!”
“But she will come to her senses soon! So, let’s tie her up quickly!”
Luna’s judgment was perfectly normal. I had been shocked and rooted on the spot due to Somnia’s sudden reaction after her face was revealed, however, I was able to quickly come back to my senses after Luna’s violent actions and cooperated with her in restraining Somnia.
We gagged her mouth, bent her arms and legs behind her, and bound them tightly to my club.
There was no eye patch here to cover her eyes, so we emptied a leather pouch and put it over her head.
Only after tightly binding her in such a way that screamed the word ‘excessive’ did I feel relieved and relaxed all over.
“Phew, damn it! I thought I was going to die for sure. I never thought that there would be a cultist here. Hamelin surely knew that, right? Why didn’t she fucking say anything about it?”
Wasn’t this like… she was trying to get us killed? I felt indescribably angry at that thought… My whole body was throbbing, and my mouth burned as if I had just swallowed a bomb right now…
“Holy shh! She has talismans in her pocket! These are priceless!!”
Meanwhile, Luna didn’t forget to rummage through Somnia’s pockets to loot for her items. In fact, taking the goods of the loser was the most basic and important act of all in this world.
“Dagger!”
Among the various objects she found, Luna had the biggest response toward the awl-shaped dagger that Somnia was holding in her hand like a weapon.
“T-This is so awesome… There’s even a magic correction spell written on it… It’s a genuine obsidian dagger… Haaaa—“
Luna trembled as if she was really at a loss, as to what to do with the excitement she was feeling all over, when she saw the dagger in her hands. The way she looked at the item was like someone who had just defeated a boss and obtained a job-specific unique item from it.
No, come to think of it, the current situation was actually not that different from that metaphor.
“Is it any good? It looks so ominous.”
It didn’t even look suitable to be used as a weapon.
The short, bizarre, awl-shaped blade seemed unsuitable for stabbing others or even crushing the bodies of demons.
“It’s really incredible… H-Hassan, can I have this? Please?”
“Yeah, sure.”
“Really!? Holy shh!”
Jump— Rustle—
Luna started doing a strange dance, perhaps because she was overwhelmed with immense joy.
“What are you doing?”
“This is the voodoo of joy!”
I wasn’t sure what the joyful voodoo was, but she seemed to be following a pendulum motion while placing both hands on the waist and swaying left and right, moving the waist, shoulders, and head in a bouncy motion.
The anxiety and exhaustion I was feeling were somewhat relieved when I saw her ridiculous and strange movements.
“Sigh, okay, now let’s destroy this spell or whatever the hell it is.”
“I’ll do it! Take a rest, Hassan!”
After arresting Somnia, we went to destroy the shamanistic hexagram circle carved deep inside the underground waterway.
Then, interestingly, all the thick bushes occupying the underground waterway dried up and twisted. I was at a loss for words because it was just too bizarre of a scene.
At this point, we could probably say that we have completed all of Hamelin’s requests.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we returned to the tent in the underground waterway, Hamelin, who had been out in advance, greeted us. She didn’t even react when she saw Somnia, the cultist great shaman, hanging on my shoulders.
I believed that we needed to address the issues we had faced, so I confidently raised a protest toward her.
“Fucking hell! If you knew such a dangerous person was there, you should have told me in advance. We almost died—!”
“….”
However, Hamelin didn’t say anything in response to my complaint. She just stood still, remaining motionless. Was she trying to maintain a poker face and not reply to anything at all?
People from this world tended to be selfish and do things however they pleased without caring for others.
Fucking shit! This was why you shouldn’t take requests that didn’t go through the guild first.
There might be cases where they end up lowering the payment for inexplicable reasons or you could end up taking on strange requests and not getting paid for them at all.
“Give me your hand.”
After being silent for a long time, Hamelin finally opened her lips for the first time after our arrival.
“What is it?”
Hearing her words, I extended my hand, thinking she might give me a gold coin or something. Soon, however, Hamelin handed me something like a strange brooch that she had been holding tightly in her hands till now.
“…A rat?”
It was Luna who responded instead.
As Luna said, Hamelin had placed a small rat-shaped brooch on my palm.
It was a brooch made out of bronze, and only its small beady eyes were shining red like cubic zirconia. It didn’t look like it was going to cost much.
Damn it! What in hell was I supposed to do with this? For a moment, I became disappointed at the thing placed on my hand.
『Achievement: “Clean-up” has been accomplished –You have obtained the common relic—Grey Rat Brooch.』


『Task Points + 100』


『The Karma Points have increased after settling the previously accomplished tasks.』
『Agility +2』


“Wow, holy shit!”
I had already experienced getting achievements and achievement settlements once.
Didn’t these letters first come to my sight when I took Asclepius’s cane in my hands during my time as Elfriede’s slave?
“This is what you expected. It’s a little different, but. Anyways, my role is over. I’m going to rest now. Because of curse protection. I’m so tired. I’m going to sleep a little longer.”
Hamelin went back into the tent after saying her usual gibberish. Soon, we could even hear some loud snoring noises coming from the inside of the tent. I thought, just as she told us, she had really fallen asleep due to exhaustion.
Anyways, I was about to get really angry back there.
But, since my ability level rose directly, and I received some task points as a reward, my anger completely disappeared, along with my bewildered mind.
"…Long Live Chaos.”

Letters appeared before my eyes as I mumbled softly under my breath so that no one would hear those words.
[Stats]

Name: Hassan
Level: 10 → 12
Strength: 5 (+3)
Agility: 2 → 4
Stamina: 3
Task Points: 412
Blessings: Blessing of Chaos 》Shining Hand 》Night's Cloak


Looking through the letters I was quickly able to see that many stat numbers had changed significantly. Was the (+3) mark next to the strength stat due to swallowing the cannabis plant?
My mouth started to tingle again when I realized that.
Damn it! Honestly, it was a taste I never wanted to experience ever again.
Then we started walking with the intention of leaving the underground waterway. Luna suddenly asked as if she had just remembered something after walking for a long time.
“But Hassan, how do we get out? The ladder is broken.”
“Oh, right! What should we do?”
So we just stood before the broken exit, not knowing what to do now.
“Should we scream? Someone may hear us while passing by.”
Luna’s idea seemed perfectly plausible. Other than that, there were no other options for us at all.
“Is there anyone there!? We’re trapped in here!”
After screaming for help in front of the broken ladder for a while, someone seemed to have finally heard our screams.
“What are you doing there?”
It was none other than Ruth, the owner of the general store.
“The ladder is broken!”
“Oh gosh! Wait a minute.”
Then a long wooden ladder slipped down through the manhole. It was good that we didn’t have to camp in this fucking underground waterway tonight.
“There’s also someone with you that I haven’t seen before. Seeing that you tied her up like that, she doesn’t seem like a good person, right?”
Ruth, the general store owner, asked while helping me climb the ladder. It seemed like he was interested in Somnia, who was tied up and was being carried by me on my back.
“In any case, she doesn’t seem like an ordinary person. Anyways, I came here because I heard someone screaming and it seems that I have made the right decision.”
“Thank you!”
“I’ve felt this for a while now, but you really don’t talk much, do you, miss?”
“Yes, yes!”
After a brief thank-you from Luna, we hurried to the Mars guild’s guild building.
Soon, we could see the sight of simple tents being lined up like battlefield barracks next to the destroyed debris of the once glorious guild building.
“Is anyone there?”
As I shouted into the tent, a woman appeared with a rustling sound. She looked unfamiliar to me, so I momentarily wondered who she was, but it just turned out to be Hippolyte.
Did she get some new armor? Damn it! I really envied her for that.
“Hassan of Samaria, haven’t we told you that the guild’s business has been suspended for the time being?”
“Hippolyte! We have captured a cultist!”
“Heck! Hm, ehmm, hmm, i-it turns out Knoxdotty is also with you. My throat is not in a good condition these days, so I sometimes cough like this. Ehem, on top of that… What do you mean by a cultist?”
“It’s this guy right here.”
I dropped Somnia, who was placed on my back, in front of Hippolyte. I finally felt relieved after I dropped Somnia in front of her.
Was this how it felt to carry a bag full of bombs with you and finally be able to put it in a safe place?
Hippolyte was a very strong person. Even if this motherfucker suddenly got up and started struggling, Hippolyte could somehow handle her as the sun was still up.
Slide—
“Hmm.”
Hippolyte furrowed her brows.
“Since this guy isn’t wearing her mask, for a moment, I wondered who the hell she is. But she is actually the cultist great shaman who worships statues and the dead. Did you guys suppress her? Even so, the difference in your skills must have been considerable…”
“Well, you could say that we had gotten lucky.”
“All right, luck it is then. It’s an important factor in determining victory or defeat. Anyways, thanks for your hard work. I’ll put this criminal in jail. Come here again tomorrow to explain the details. For now, you can go home and take some rest first.”
Thus, we could finally relax again during the weekend.
After stopping by the bathhouse, washing our bodies and clothes covered with dirt from the underground waterway, and returning to the streets, I could see that the sun had completely set already and it was time for the two moons to show themselves on the sky above.
“Time for dinner!”
Despite Luna’s happy shouting, honestly, I didn’t feel like having dinner right now. It was because my mouth was still tingling after consuming that cannabis plant.
“I don’t think I can eat dinner today. My mouth hurts so much. What can I do to ease this sensation?”
At my question, Luna mumbled something while smoothing her hair which was still wet, as if she was embarrassed.
“Well, it’s not like there’s no way out. I-It’s a little hard and complicated—”
“What is it? Anything is fine, do something about it. It feels so spicy in my mouth that I feel like I’m going to die!”
“C-Come here then.”
Luna led me to a dark corner. Then, she tapped my knees and thighs with her palms to bend my posture.
“S-Sit here like this while thinking that there’s a transparent chair in the air—”
“Transparent chair?”
“And you have to close your eyes!”
This was such a bizarre way to do sorcery.
However, I felt like I could even eat dirt right now if it would allow me to get rid of this burning sensation, so I followed what Luna told me to do.
I closed my eyes like that and bent my posture obliquely in the air.
“Like this? Is it okay now?”
“Uh, yeah! Then you have to stay still—“
Stealthy—
Then I felt something tiny and warm touching my eyelids and forehead. Was it Luna’s palms? At that moment, while I was wondering what the hell she was trying to do…
Soft—
I felt something soft and smooth touching my lips and something even softer and warmer than that was now penetrating my mouth.
Perhaps because my eyes were covered, it felt like only my face was transported to a whole different world and was experiencing something sublime.
“Chrrrrr— d-done now!”
As soon as I opened my eyes, Luna’s face shone under the moonlight and looked slightly red, perhaps because she had just washed up not long ago. I felt really good because there was a sweet and subtle smell lingering on the tip of my nose.
“H-How is it? It’s not spicy anymore, right?”
Luna smirked while smudging her lips with the back of her hand.
Somehow my face started burning with heat, and my heart was pounding loudly. Was it because of the effect of the cannabis plant? Or was it because the excitement from fighting with Somnia hadn’t gone away yet?
If that was not the case, maybe it was because Luna had cast some strange spell on me right now… I didn’t know…
Luna looked down at her toes with a hot-red blush on her face and spoke in a timid tone.
“T-Then, let’s make a bet on who gets home first! The loser will buy breakfast tomorrow!”
“Start!”
“Hey, you’re cheating!”
The world of competition was really cold and calculating.


  
    Chapter 95: Visiting The Patient and Hassan's Club (1)
In life, there would always be some days when you don’t even want to lift a finger.
It was the kind of day when you didn’t feel like doing anything and just lay around all day long.
Was this similar to something like burnout symptoms?
An experience that made you feel like you were losing your momentum in life, drained of all of your focus and energy and eventually collapsed into a state of utter lethargy.
That was exactly what I was feeling right now.
Of course, in my case, it was more due to a physical condition that I was now left in a state where I couldn’t even lift a finger.
“Hassan, here’s the water.”
“Ah, uhh—“
Now laying on the deerskin on the second floor of Luna’s house, I was only barely able to take in the medicine she was spoon-feeding me.
“Gurrrrrrr—“
“Why are you spitting it out? You know, this is extremely beneficial for your body—!”
“No, I didn’t mean to spit it out on purpose. My mouth was simply not able to swallow it. What the hell is this even made of?”
“… It’s better for you to take the medicine without knowing the details. Anyways, take this again.
Whoosh—!”
“Gurrrrr— Eheup—!”
“Don’t taste it. Just swallow it whole.”
Luna blocked my mouth with her palm, so I had no choice but to swallow down the liquid that had been pushed into my mouth.
Gulp— Gulp—
It was an excruciating experience as the taste reminded me of licking an animal’s raw gallbladder with my tongue. The taste was extremely bitter and terrible.
However, Luna, as though oblivious to my suffering, spoke in a bright tone after stirring the spoon inside of the small wooden bottle.
“All right, you have had enough for the morning portion! What do you think? Do you feel better now?”
“Uh, no. It’s the same.”
“Did I make a mistake in controlling the amount of ingredients? Then I’ll put in some new medicinal ingredients and some other things! Experiment whenever you have a chance— No, ahem…”
“W-What do you mean by experimenting?”
“Nothing! Anyways, I need to head out to the market.”
Saying those words, Luna moved her bare feet and disappeared who knows where.
“I’ll be back later, so be a good boy and just stay here!”
Soon, the sound of the door being opened came from the first floor with a metallic clang and soon everything quieted down. There was no more sound of other humans inside the cabin and a quiet silence settled in the air.
“Luna, have you left?”
No answer came back when I asked while gazing toward the first floor. Did she really leave? Still, I shouted loudly, just in case.
“G-Give me some water before you go!”
I had just taken a bitter medicine and really needed to rinse my mouth with some water. However, Luna did not return to bring water to me as she was already gone from the house.
“Ughhhh—“
I had no choice but to move my body to reach for the water bottle near my feet.
Throb—
Due to extreme pain coursing through my muscles, even lifting a finger felt almost impossible to me, so getting up and drinking water was definitely an impossible task.
Today was the second day since the fight against the great shaman, Somnia.
Aside from the overpowering pungent taste that ravaged my mouth, the aftermath of eating Ideope’s cannabis berserker plant raw was now hampering my daily life.
I felt like my body had become a prison that was locking up my soul.
I felt so weak on the first day that I could barely even speak. I thought I was going to die!
Maybe it was because of the elixir that Luna had forced me to take or perhaps due to my natural healing power, but I could at least move my lips, tongue, and eyelids now.
I wasn’t sure how many more hours or days it would take for my entire body to be able to move freely again. I’d be dead if it weren’t for Luna acting as my caretaker.
Rattle—
Was I able to successfully deliver my inner thoughts to her somehow? I sensed some movements coming from the first floor. Someone had opened the door and entered the workshop.
“L-Luna, can you give me some water?”
I desperately wanted to relieve my thirst by asking for Luna’s help. At that time, along with the noise of something moving at a swift pace, a shadow fell on my face. It was a shadow formed by someone’s face.
“Hassan of Samaria. I’m not Luna.”
“M-Miss Hippolyte!”
I was so surprised by the sudden appearance of a person that I didn’t even think would come right now that I almost jerked up like a shrimp that had accidentally come up to the land.
But I could not jerk or even move because I had no strength in my body to do that.
“Ugh.”
“Didn’t I tell you to come to the guild because we have to talk about those cultists? Ignoring my words like that, you’ve really grown some balls these days, haven’t you?”
Only now was I able to remember that, after I handed over Somnia— the cultist great shaman, Hippolyte had told me to return to the guild to give her a detailed explanation of what happened in the underground waterway.
Looking at the date, I should have visited the barracks— the temporary building of the guild, yesterday.
“No, it’s not that I didn’t go because I didn’t want to go, but the situation is a little—”
“Yes, I can see what happened now. You must be suffering from the aftereffects of taking a drug, right?”
“Something like that.”
“That’s what happens when you seek power in an unjustified way. Drugs, elixir, and alchemy… The power sought within such things is only temporary, leaving you with only terrible pain in the end.”
Thud—
Hippolyte sat beside me and spoke as if she was about to give me a lecture. She didn’t wear her usual armor today. Instead, she was now wearing a comfortable-looking outfit that looked like a loose training attire consisting of a sports bra and sweatpants.
Above all, the shape of those large breasts of hers looked quite impressive when viewed from below. Perhaps due to the design that had ventilation holes cut out beneath the chest of her sports bra, the lower part of her breast looked really prominent and was peeking out all for me to see.
I could see that there was even a mole under the left side of her breast. How daring!
Throb— Throb—
“Ugh—“
All of a sudden, I felt a sudden pain coming from my lower body, so I had no choice but to turn my eyes to quickly check what happened there. Holy shit! I was actually feeling pain due to an erection? The aftereffects of illegal doping were really horrendous.
I would never partake in any kind of doping anymore! Fuck this shit, I’m out!
Just as I made that decision with utmost determination, Hippolyte, who was sitting beside me with her arms crossed below her sumptuous melons suddenly spoke up.
“Nevertheless, thanks to that action of yours, you were able to capture the cultist called Somnia. Originally, you wouldn’t even have had a chance against her with your meager skills.”
“Well, that’s true.”
Hippolyte’s words sounded quite reasonable to me. If there had been no illegal doping involved, would we have been able to subdue Somnia in the underground waterway that day?
Definitely not. Perhaps we would have been floundering as part of Somnia’s collection of zombies right about now. I was pretty sure that was the future waiting for us if I didn’t do what I did back then.
“So, what brings you here—?”
“I have something to talk about related to the cultist issue, besides, I have also come here to talk to Knoxdotty about the procedures of promoting her elixir. She must have left the house as I can’t sense her.”
“If her work is completed swiftly, then she would probably return in ten minutes, otherwise it would take at most an hour for her to return.”
“If it only takes her that long, then I can surely wait for her arrival.”
After speaking that line, Hippolyte directly sat next to me and kept her mouth shut tight from then on.
Only the chirping of the birds on the outside world and the boisterous voices of the slum dwellers could be heard amidst this silence. Unable to move, paired with the awkwardness I felt from the current atmosphere, it felt so suffocating that it made me want to die here and now.
Was she really not even going to say a word?
While I was thinking along those lines—
“The cultist you captured recently, Somnia and Schizo— Pluto’s Holy Warrior, have been successfully transferred to the prison city of Dorgent.”
Hippolyte was the first to break the unsettling silence.
“Prison city?”
“I originally wanted to torture them and then interrogate them slowly to uncover their plans… However, those cowards from the Minerva Guild didn’t want to take the risk. They think that if we keep these cultists in this city for any longer, we will continue being targets of those insufferable cultists.”
I had also heard about the prison city while living my life as a slave. In the cold edges of the north of this continent, there was a large prison about the size of a small city.
It must be an exceedingly terrible place!
“Anyways, even though we didn’t expect you to do something like this, you have still played a big part in capturing the cultists that plagued these lands. Those cultists are not the type of guys who easily reveal their true identities to others.”
Slide—
Hippolyte’s brown eyes narrowed after saying those words. There was a sense of doubt and vigilance in that gaze of hers, so I couldn’t help but feel a chill run down my spine.
“Was it a mere coincidence that you encountered that cultist?”
“I-I suppose so. Actually, we don’t really know either.”
“Well, I don’t really know about you for sure, but I don’t believe that Knoxdotty has had any contact with the cultists. By the way, you seem to be twitching uncomfortably since earlier. Do you have something you want to say to me?”
“Uh, that, can you get me some water from that leather bottle down there—“
“Ah—“
Only then did Hippolyte pick up the water bottle that was placed near my feet as she understood what I tried to convey to her from the start. Soon, she took the cap off the bottle and tactfully put it near my mouth.
Splash—
However, Hippolyte was not good at nursing or feeding others, and the water in the leather bottle overflowed out of my mouth and trailed down my face, drenching it in the process.
Damn it! I was all wet now. She gave away most of the water in the bottle to my skin rather than my mouth.
But Hippolyte started scolding me instead, as though I was the one in the wrong.
“You can’t even lie down and drink water properly, Samaritan? You really don’t have any sort of talent in you, I swear…”
“What!? Fucking damn it! Just now, I don’t think I’m the problem—”
“Hmph.”
Hippolyte snorted and turned her head away. Soon her eyes flashed as if she had seen something interesting.
“Ho, what’s that—?”
Sneak—
The thing that made Hippolyte get up from her seat, move a few steps, and pick something up was none other than my new weapon— Fear Smasher. The 50-centimeter-long club was leaning on the wall in an upright posture.
“This is a living weapon, right? God, I can’t really believe it! They gave you such a precious reward…”
After saying that, Hippolyte swung the club here and there with such force that even loud noises of surging wind were produced in the air. As she swung the club inside the room, I couldn’t help but suddenly feel nervous.
Even if a single invisible sword slash came out of the club in her hands, then it would be enough to make the whole cabin collapse in its entirety. And if that happened, Luna would be really sad and heartbroken… and angry, really, really angry!
Clank—
“Huh, hmm—!”
“What? I just heard something breaking there.”
“You heard it wrong, Samaritan. Are your ears now broken too? I feel so sorry for you.”
“No, I just heard something breaking—”
I wanted to turn my head around to check, but my body showed no signs of moving. Actually, just what the hell did she break just now? There were only things that held significance to Luna on the second floor of the cabin.
“Damn it! How could you be so reckless in someone else’s house and destroy things like that!?”
Slide—
All of a sudden, she pushed the edge of the club toward my head, stopping it mere centimeters away from me.
“I must have misheard it…”
“Yes, you must be out of your mind because you’re sick right now. I’ll let you go this time. Anyways, this is a great weapon. Simple and rough. It would suit you who doesn’t have the knack or skill to wield a more precise weapon. The person who recommended it has a good eye for these things.”
Stroke— Stroke—
Hippolyte continued to stroke or touch the club.
How she looked at the club reminded me of the bullies who wanted to snatch away a loser’s belongings. The sight really brought up the old and painful memories from a long time ago. Damn it! I had saved up my allowance to buy those shoes!
“Honestly, I want this weapon. It’s a waste to give something like this to you.”
“Well, that’s—“
What should I do if Hippolyte suddenly wanted to borrow my weapon?
Could I say no to that request of hers?
If I asked her to return it, would she even do it?
While my mind was full of such ominous thoughts, Hippolyte placed the club back to lean against the wall on the corner.
“I want it, but I have a bad association with wooden clubs like these. Honestly, I don’t even want to look at it anymore. I remember being severely beaten by a warrior who handles a similar weapon.”
Hippolyte also had a hard time…? One where she had been beaten by someone before? Come to think of it, didn’t Actaeon say that one of his friends was a skilled warrior who used the same kind of club as mine?
Speaking of Actaeon, suddenly, a memory came up to my mind.
“Miss Hippolyte. Mr. Actaeon wanted me to send you a message.”
“That punk? To me?”
Hippolyte was sitting cross-legged next to me again while folding her arms. She frowned as if she didn’t understand what I was suddenly talking about.
“What kind of useless words did he ask you to deliver to me? Tell him I’ll kill him if he asks me to lend him money.”
“Uhm, he said something like the warrior’s task is not over yet—“
“This is driving me crazy! I’d rather have him ask me to lend him some money…”
Before I could even finish speaking, Hippolyte clicked her tongue in frustration as though there was serious trouble she had to face now after I delivered those words.
“Is there a problem?”
“Hassan of Samaria… Do you know about the rumors surrounding the Samaritans that are spreading throughout the world?”
I couldn’t understand what Hippolyte was suddenly trying to say to me by mentioning that.
Still, I was bored lying alone waiting for Luna to come back, and I hated being in a state of awkward silence with Hippolyte, so I just decided to respond to her with what I knew.
Hippolyte must have brought that topic out because waiting for Luna alone with me was awkward for her as well.
Anyways, she talked about rumors surrounding the Samaritans.
“Are you talking about the Samaritans being barbaric?”
“Yes, the rumors depict that the Samaritans would skin the face of the opponents they killed. Also, stories about forcing the opposite sex they like into marriage or being able to engage in three-day battles without rest are also widespread.”
Honestly, was there anyone who knew the characteristics of Samaritans as much as I do? Damn it! I’d gone through all kinds of trouble because of that misunderstanding.
I was captured as a slave because of the perception that “Samarians are born warriors, strong enough to work for days without feeding!” Fuck! It made me so fucking angry just thinking about it. Give me food before you ask me to work, you accursed motherfuckers!
“Yes, I know it well. Almost too well…”
“Some stories are true, but many are mixed with fiction and exaggeration. That’s what the rumors of the world are like. However, there’s no smoke without fire. There’s a Samaritan who is really like that. It’s all because of that punk that the Samaritans’ notoriety has spread around the world.”
Holy fucking shit! There really was a jerk out there who caused the start of racism against Samaritans? That bastard was no better than an enemy for me!
“What did that punk do?”
"The Goddess Juno’s Holy Warrior. That’s the only name with which that bastard was known to the public. That punk is actually a poor fellow who had been cursed by the goddess since birth and had to live as a slave to this day as a result. That rascal also aimed for the belt of this body."

Ssk—
Rolling my eyes, I looked at Hippolyte’s waist and saw something tightly wrapped around her extremely well-toned body without any signs of fat.
That was a belt that Hippolyte was very proud of; it was akin to the symbol of her pride.
Did she say that there were a lot of people who were after that belt? It seemed like an extraordinary item.
“Honestly, even if it’s me, I want to avoid fighting with that punk again.”
“That fucking bastard is really strong, huh…”
Hearing Hippolyte speak in such a weak voice, it was hard to imagine how terrifying of a person that guy really was. That asinine punk must really be a Samarian who would skin off people’s faces. Damn it, that was so fucking terrifying!
The fucker must be a terrible bastard since the bitch was treated as a barbarian and ostracized even in an already barbaric world such as this.
While I was thinking about the savage warrior who wielded an axe and a club and chewed on human flesh, Hippolyte added a few more words with a very serious expression on her face.
“That punk is the strongest among Kairos’ disciples and the bastard is not just targeting me… So you should be wary of that too, Hassan of Samaria. Yes, you, in particular, should be extra careful and vigilant.”
“M-me—?”
“Yes.”
Why though—?


  
    
      Chapter 96: Visiting The Patient and Hassan's Club (2)

      
      My mind went blank at those words.

      “Are you saying that the Goddess Juno’s Holy Warrior, or whatever in hell that bastard is called, will target me?”

      “Yes, that punk always picks a fight with strong warriors. There are more than dozens of warriors who died in that devil’s hands.”

      “Damn it…! Miss Hippolyte, don’t you know very well that I’m not that strong? And yet you are still saying that the punk will target me?”

      “Hassan, if you want me to be frank with you, then yes, it is true that there are many adventurers who are stronger than you. However, there is no Samaritan as famous as you in this city. The Good Samaritan— it’s a popular ballad about you that is spreading throughout the slums right now.”

      If it was a ballad, then it was some kind of song that contained a story or short tale within it. It was a song that minstrels and bards sang to people in exchange for coins as donations for their lyrical storytelling. However, “The Good Samaritan” was a title I had never heard of before today.

      “…What song is that?”

      “They said that it was a story about how you saved the bard called Marco. When that stupid bard was about to be stoned to death, you showed up and spoke something, right? You said that only the truly innocent and pure were qualified to throw a stone at that fellow.”

      Damn it! That story did remind me of something. However, what I said before was in a totally different sense from what was being conveyed here. I clearly said that everyone could throw stones at him.

      How could that event turn into a different story altogether like this?

      “Uh, what I said was—”

      “Only the truly innocent and pure can throw stones at others. It’s a wise answer that I never thought would have come out of the mouths of such a heartless Samaritan as you. In the end, it gained immense popularity in the public.”

      Damn you, Marco! I didn’t know where he was or what he was doing now, but I might have to teach him a lesson when I run into him on the streets later.

      “You look like you didn’t know anything about this at all. Then you also don’t know the song about the witch Nemea’s lion?”

      “…I’ve never heard of it before.”

      “How about the dance of the crocodile and the warrior?”

      “Holy shit! Just what the hell is that again…?”

      “Hmph, whatever. Whenever there is a slightly famous adventurer, there will be a bard following along to preach and spread his achievements. And as the stories circulate from their mouths and the support from the citizens is added into the mix, it will help the adventurer to go up the ranks to reach the gold tier at a faster rate.”

      The word “gold tier” reminded me of the image of a gold necklace jingling before me.

      For me, who was forcibly brought into this world, the necklace I wanted to obtain was worth nothing less than what a ticket to return to my original world would.

      If the fictitious songs and rumors that Marco was spreading could greatly help my reputation which would in turn enhance my chances of being promoted to a gold-tier adventurer then that’s not a bad thing, right?

      Hippolyte spoke again in the meantime.

      “Anyways, the more your rumors spread, the sooner they will reach that troublesome Holy Warrior’s ears; especially since the rascal is known for not holding back against fellow Samaritans, and I’ve even heard that the fellow was exiled from the lands of Samaria because of it.”

      My attention was drawn from the song that Marco was spreading about me back to the barbarian Hippolyte was talking about— the Holy Warrior of Juno.

      So, the more famous I became, the more likely it was for me to be targeted by the barbaric human hunter, right? Damn! That was so fucking scary!

      “Are you scared? You said you wanted to be a gold-tier adventurer right, Hassan?”

      “I know…”

      “Perhaps, the reason you want to become a gold-tier adventurer is Knoxdotty?”

      “Uh, what? T-That’s—”

      Did I ever tell Hippolyte I wanted to become a gold-tier adventurer because of Luna? No, even though I had a bit of a hazy memory these days, I didn’t remember saying anything like that to her.

      Damn it! How did she know?

      “I can already tell from that shocked look on your face that I hit the bullseye. Adventurers who reach the gold tier are given the right to take a woman with a vow of chastity as their legal spouse. You must be aiming for that, right?”

      “Wow, there really was something convenient like that?”

      I never knew a gold-tier adventurer had such a right.

      Originally, gold-tier adventurers were so rare in the city that there were hardly one or two, and it was almost impossible to even get the chance to see them.

      In this world without the presence of the Internet, it was no wonder that I was in the dark about such matters.

      Anyways, that was why Luna and Knox told me to at least be a gold-tier adventurer to marry her, huh…

      As I was lost in coming to my own conclusions about this matter, Hippolyte, looking down at me, suddenly spoke out.

      “I can tell that the feelings between you and Knoxdotty are not ordinary. So I ask you this, have you already committed a crime?”

      “C-Crime? What crime?”

      “What else? Uh, I-I am talking about that very obscene and profane act between members of the opposite sex. If you’ve already crossed the line, I’ll have to immediately cut your neck as the head of the maiden group.”

      Damn it! What did you mean by you’re gonna have to cut my throat, huh? I would like to think of it as a joke, but as far as I know, Hippolyte was not the type to joke around. In many ways, she was the sternest woman I knew.

      Therefore, I had to rack my brains to desperately find an excuse so that I can prevent my neck from being severed by this crazy woman.

      “How could that be!? Even though I’m an uneducated barbarian, I have never gone that far!”

      “Your lips may utter such words, but your muscles can not lie.”

      
        Slide—
      

      Hippolyte’s slender fingers crossed the blanket covering my naked upper body and were now touching my abdomen. This woman was a monster with a ferocious ability to recognize lies by looking at how someone’s muscles moved.

      So I couldn’t help but become frightened.

      “I-It’s true!”

      Hippolyte’s slender fingers pressed down on my abdomen, sides, and chest as I tried my best to make an excuse filled with all the sincerity I could muster.

      “Ughhh!”

      I was already suffering from so much muscle pain that I couldn’t even move my body, and now, with her pressing her fingers on top of it, my body started hurting so much that I thought I was going to cry any second now.

      “Gasp!”

      “Hmm… What an absurd bodily injury. All right, obviously, you can’t move at this rate.”

      After pressing hard on my body for some time, Hippolyte’s fingers suddenly stopped. Soon, the broad and firm surface of her palms began to gently stroke the muscles all over my body.

      “W-What are you doing?”

      “It’s hard to grasp the truth by looking at these injured muscles. Hold still.”

      
        Slide— Sliiiide— Press—
      

      “Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh—“

      After suffering from muscle pain in every corner of my body, when I suddenly felt the soft touch of a woman, it felt like my body was about to completely melt down.

      It was actually hard to explain if this was really effective or not without knowing how bad my muscle injury was and where to press to revitalize it. So, I was practically in the dark about this matter even though I was knowledgeable in terms of massages.

      “Ughhhhh—“

      “W-Wait, I am finding this position quite uncomfortable.”

      She found it awkward to sit next to me while she was massaging my body so she decided to change postures. Soon, she came and sat near my lower body.

      Then, she stretched out her hands and intensively massaged the thoracic muscle on the side of my armpit.

      
        Press— Press—
      

      The area where she applied pressure to felt extremely painful, but for some reason, it also made me feel ticklish and refreshed in some parts of that area, which almost made me lose my mind from the pleasure and relief I was feeling right now.

      
        Chill—
      

      I felt so good that I got goosebumps all over my body. Moreover, the massage seemed really effective, so I started to gain back my lost vitality.

      “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen someone with such a heavily-injured body. Since your condition is this bad, isn’t it better to visit the healing center?”

      “Well, isn’t the healing center expensive?”

      “Well, this kind of injury will cost you about 60 silvers.”

      Damn it! 60 silvers were even more than the amount of money I had on me. There was no way I could go there to be treated.

      “Uwaaahhh—“

      “Anyways, can you just not make that sound?”

      “Uh, that’s, it’s, a strange feeling! I can’t stand it argh, I can’t—”

      “I-I see, I understand. Before I became a warrior, I was also serving as a priestess of Mars. The priestesses of Mars are able to infuse energy into the body of others by touching the skin like this…”

      There was no way for me to know whether what Hippolyte was saying was real or not… as I was currently feeling so strange that I was about to completely lose it.

      However, I couldn’t completely let myself go now.

      As I felt that blood started to gradually rush toward my lower body at an alarming rate.

      The warmth of Hippolyte’s soft yet sturdy hips, sitting near my pelvis, vividly seeped through my pants, and it was nothing short of a feeling to die for.

      Of course, she might really kill me if my schlong stood erect in a situation like this. What the hell should I do now?

      
        Slide— Slide—
      

      “It’s quite uncomfortable to sit in this position too. Samaritan, do you not even have the talent to be a seat?”

      At that moment, Hippolyte slowly moved her waist as if the current posture was also quite awkward for her, and started to lower her body. As a result, my lower body started rubbing against her soft thighs and buttocks, and I couldn’t help but get aroused due to these sensations.

      
        Erect—
      

      Hippolyte suddenly stopped her massage out of the blue.

      
        Jolt— Jolt—
      

      My schlong which was directly positioned underneath her hips rose high as if it was protesting against the world. It was so close to tearing through my pants that it wasn’t even funny anymore.

      Fuck!

      Now I was dead for sure.

      It was such a ridiculous thing to lose my life like this when I even survived a duel to death against a great shaman like Somnia.

      Unlike my lower body which grew harder and hotter with each second, my head gradually grew cold as it sensed the ensuing aura of death.

      “…How did it become so hard?”

      Sitting above my hard schlong, Hippolyte spoke in a low voice that came out more like a small growl. I couldn’t bear to look into her eyes as she stared down at me as if nailing me with those cold eyes of hers.

      “Uh, when a beautiful woman touches me like that… it is natural that my little brother down there would have a reaction like that—!”

      “B-Beautiful woman!?”

      Hippolyte was startled, and her shoulders shook. It felt like she had heard something really embarrassing, enough to make her lose her speech. At that moment, I, too, regretted the embarrassing as hell words that came out of my lips.

      Damn it!

      But could anything be more embarrassing than having a hard-on in front of a woman and being discovered by her on top of that? I was truly feeling quite desperate right now. Desperate enough to let those words leak out of my mouth,

      After a brief moment of silence…

      Exaggerated dry coughs leaked out of Hippolyte’s mouth followed by her voice as she spoke.

      “Ahem, well, uh, then there’s nothing we can do about it. But Samaritan, I am a warrior of Mars before I am a woman. It’s a little unpleasant to be called a beautiful woman like you did just now.”

      “I-I’m sorry—”

      That was the end of the conversation between Hippolyte and me. It was terrible to have such a sudden bout of silence, even though the atmosphere between us was quite awkward, to begin with.

      Where the hell did Luna go and why was she not coming back yet? I wanted her to come quickly because Hippolyte was especially weak against Luna.

      “…Samaritan, I’m asking you just in case, but do you really think that I’m a beautiful woman?”

      “W-what, yes, of course, you are—!”

      I wholeheartedly answered her question with utmost sincerity.

      
        Stealthy—
      

      Suddenly, her palm was gently placed on the left side of my chest. Strangely, her palm was smooth with no calluses, even though she had lived her whole life fighting and struggling as an adventurer.

      She closed her mouth as if she sensed something with her hands that was placed on my chest.

      “Well, well, Samaritan. As expected, you have no talent for lying as well. I should punish you indeed. Now get up.”

      “I-I can’t move my body—”

      “You whine a lot, unlike what your physique may indicate. Hurry up, put some strength on your body.”

      Hippolyte sat up from my abdomen near the epigastric region. As her weight disappeared, I felt significantly lighter. So I tried to put some strength into my waist just in case.

      “Oof.”

      Although I didn’t expect much, surprisingly, as if my previous harrowing condition had been a lie, I was suddenly able to move my body. I had not been able to move since yesterday but now I was able to do it just fine. Of course, my muscles still hurt like hell and my joints creaked and groaned.

      However, there was a huge difference between being able to move my body and not.

      Fuck! I was finally able to scratch the itch on my back!

      
        Scratch— Scratch—
      

      I thought I was going to die from the itchiness I was constantly feeling. Ahh! It felt so fucking good. I thanked Hippolyte in my mind for this refreshing feeling.

      “I guess you really have a talent for massages. I don’t know how to thank you for this.”

      “I won’t be fooled by your flattering words anymore. As a warrior, actions speak louder than words.”

      After letting out a snort, Hippolyte sat next to me. Then she turned around, revealing her smooth neck and back.

      “There’s no reason you can’t pay me back if you want to. You can just pay me back by massaging my body as I did yours.”

      “Are you asking me to give you a massage?”

      “Yes, even if your hands are useless, you can still use them into doing something helpful.”

      Hippolyte flicked her tied hair forward with her hand.

      Due to that, I was now able to see her slender neck, healthy prominent scapula, ramrod straight spinal cord, and toned erector muscles at a glance.

      I had already thought about this before, but her body was so well-proportioned and healthy that it could be used as a human anatomy model.

      Anyways, I was highly motivated because, thanks to Hippolyte, I was now able to move my body even if by a little. Also, I remembered her criticizing me for giving her a lousy massage the last time.

      I clenched my fists and spoke modestly.

      “Then, let me try out my skills, no matter how lacking they may be.”

      “All-rriggght—!?”

      Hippolyte failed to answer correctly, and her voice was suddenly out of tune.

      The reason was that my clenched fists tightly pressed down on one of her pressure points— the Baliao point. That pressure point was located in the part where her pelvis and buttocks touched.

      Not only did I press down with a firm pressure, but I also started vibrating my fist; almost like a massaging tool.

      
        Buzz— Buzz— Buzz—
      

      Hippolyte probably got surprised by my vibrating motions since she hadn’t experienced the advantages of civilization as I did. Also, this massage technique could effectively stimulate the Baliao point.

      The Baliao point referred to the eight acupoints near the tailbone, which was very effective in treating women’s diseases, including reproductive problems.

      I thought this place would be the most effective since Hippolyte seemed to suffer from period pain, such as menstrual cramps.

      “Ouch, ow!”

      However, as I had not been careful with my fists I seemed to have stimulated the area recklessly, causing Hippolyte to shudder and writhe in pain.

      She seemed to have a lot of muscle mass and a sturdy frame, so I pressed down with a rather strong force using my fist, but had I failed to control my strength there?

      “Um, a-are you okay? Did I press too hard?”

      “N-no, it’s fine. Your fists are so weak that they can’t hurt me at all—!”

      Whether she was pretending or if she was genuinely okay was something I was not able to tell, but Hippolyte’s reply had been quite optimistic.

      So this time, I only placed my thumbs vertically on top of her back and firmly pressed the Shenshu point near her Levator Ani muscles with a fairly soft touch.

      I pressed on the Shenshu acupoint once again with my thumbs. It was located near the kidneys.

      It was a good spot to massage for women.

      As I pressed down firmly, Hippolyte’s tense muscles, which had been stiffening since the start, began to loosen up as if they were melting away, and she eventually broke out of her stiff posture.

      “Huaaahh, ughhh—”

      Hippolyte just lay on the floor, trembling and shuddering intermittently.

      “Heuh…ugh….”

      I was surprised and amazed to learn that she was able to make such delicate and soft breathing sounds. It was very feminine of her to do that and went against her strong and sturdy build and persona.

      Perhaps that was why blood rushed to my lower body, and my manhood became painfully erect.

      “Are you okay?”

      “O-Of course I-I’m fine, it’s just that… with your soft hands, it’s not quite refreshing enough…! I-I think that’s enough for now—“

      “If my hands are not to your satisfaction, I’ll try using a tool instead.”

      I stood up and picked up the club I had put in the back corner. Since this was a thick and sturdy living weapon, I was sure that even Hippolyte would be satisfied by it.

      “U-Ughh—“

      Because of that, for a moment, I saw fear spreading in the eyes of this female warrior, who seemingly didn’t know what fear even was.

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 97: Visiting The Patient and Hassan's Club (3)

      
      Over the years, as human society and tools evolved in various ways, so did massaging techniques.

      There were a lot of massaging methods that involved not only a simple application of pressure on the acupoints with hands but also the usage of various tools.

      Among them, what I was trying to enact now was a massage using a wooden bar or stick.

      “A-Are you going to use that for a massage? You’re crazy! Indeed, Samaritans are truly an ignorant bunch!”

      However, I could see that Hippolyte’s brows had furrowed while her slender shoulders were trembling somewhat as though she had never expected that something like this could be used for a message. For some reason, I was feeling quite excited to see her in such a cowering form.

      Somehow, it gave me the feeling of being superior to this ridiculously tough woman!

      “Miss Hippolyte, it seems like you have never tried using a wooden stick for massages now, have you?”

      “You’re not going to hit me with that now, are you? I won’t tolerate such rudeness against me!”

      “I’m not going to hit you. I’m just going to roll it like this.”

      I rolled the round side of the club on my arm like a wheel.

      
        Drrrr— Drrr—
      

      Hippolyte’s stiff body loosened while her attitude softened somewhat at that sight.

      “Do you really think I will feel satisfied just by you rolling that stick on my body like that? It seems like this is a Samaritan’s way doing of massages, right?”

      “Well, yeah, something like that.”

      I just vaguely explained it as a Samaritan technique since I didn’t know how to explain it in detail.

      In fact, even though Hippolyte was overreacting like that… the idea of using a club, a stick, or, more accurately speaking, a cylindrical object to stimulate the body was a fairly mainstream massaging technique back in my world.

      Using foam rollers for stretching or bamboo for bamboo massages were some examples of such techniques.

      Since the human body has many curves and linear shapes, these rounded cylindrical objects provide suitable stimulation from an ergonomic perspective.

      I even remember rolling my sister’s foam roller on my back for stretching when she bought it for dieting purposes.

      Indeed, it was undoubtedly the best stretching method for modern people with hunched backs and necks that were caused due to excessive computer and smartphone usage.

      Since Hippolyte said she wouldn’t feel satisfied if I massaged her with only my hands, I reckoned if I used this excellent tool, I would probably be able to break down her tough exterior, right?

      “You’ll definitely feel refreshed. It might even feel better than massaging you with my hands.”

      “Better, you say…?”

      Hippolyte seemed quite a bit hesitant about this but was still interested at the same time.

      “Or is the club just too intimidating for you?”

      “Hmph, just a mere chunk of wood? Intimidating? It’s nothing to me. However, if I’m not satisfied by this massage of yours, I’ll punish you. You dared to raise a weapon against a warrior of Mars, so you have to pay for your crime.”

      Punishment?

      The moment I heard the word “punishment” leak out of her lips, I became utterly terrified. I would probably be punished if I couldn’t satisfy her. It never occurred to me that I would see a day when I could hear the words Elfriede used to say to me coming from Hippolyte’s mouth.

      
        Slide—
      

      Soon, Hippolyte laid her arms over the deerskin where I had been lying before and leaned forward. She showed her straight legs and firm and toned muscles; as if challenging me to give my best in trying to please her.

      Now that I had come this far. I would not be a real man if I just ran away right now.

      Anyways, it was another opportunity to touch the perfectly trained body of this woman. My little bro was getting very excited at that thought.

      Hehe, actually, at this point, whatever I did to her was a win for me, wasn’t it?

      Thanks to that, I could leisurely admire Hippolyte’s back, calves, and plump buttocks while she lay before me with her eyes closed.

      “What…? Scared to give me a massage now, are you?”

      Hippolyte started provoking me; as though urging me to get it done already.

      “Well then, I’m going to start now.”

      First, I set the club down and grabbed the insides of her shoulder blades with both of my palms.

      Since Hippolyte was now lying down in front of me, I was finally able to make some corrections that only this position allowed me to do.

      “Heup.”

      
        Thunk—
      

      “Euk…!”

      With a short burst of strength and pressure that I applied with my palms, the upper back area, near her neck, made a loud popping noise. Accompanying that loud noise were the small groans, leaking out of Hippolyte’s mouth.

      “Ugh… w-what are you doing?”

      “I’m doing a simple correction. I didn’t notice it at first glance, but after touching your body for some time, I realized that your body tilts slightly to the right. However, your muscles are still holding it up well so it’s barely noticeable…”

      “My body is tilting to the right? Hmph, that’s quite a funny joke there, Samaritan.”

      Hippolyte just gave a snort full of disbelief at that remark I made.

      However, as I have said already, the human body is actually constantly wearing down in real-time, so it’s natural for someone’s body to start tilting or leaning to one side rather than being in a perfectly balanced state. The nature of the tilt depended on several factors such as whether someone is left-handed or right-handed and even their usual posture throughout their daily life.

      So, it was extremely beneficial to get occasional corrections like the one I was planning to do for Hippolyte.

      Of course, explaining such a difficult concept to people from this world wouldn’t be an easy task.

      In fact, I also didn’t know much about the theoretical aspect of this myself.

      All I can do is—

      
        Ssk— Ssk—
      

      —Just adjust the curved part of the spine by pushing it in the opposite direction of the tilt.

      “Heup!”

      
        Raise—!
      

      “Eugh—!”

      After having laid for some time without saying anything, the female warrior suddenly jerked her head back and twisted her waist at my action. Was she perhaps feeling pain? It was actually natural for some people to experience pain during the correction procedure.

      It could only mean that her body is significantly misaligned which is causing her to react like that.

      “Now, I’ll move to the pelvis.”

      I spoke, notifying the exhausted Hippolyte, who had been bending her head back for a while and had now collapsed again, probably from the fatigue she felt. She said nothing else except for a “Heu—“ noise and a deep sigh.

      I made her right thigh bend into a ninety-degree angle without waiting for her rejection or agreement to my words.

      Her solid and toned thigh, which I had touched very subtly, was quite soft to the touch. It made me feel rather good for being able to feel the soft sensation of her thighs.

      “Hoo, hhhhh—“

      Regardless of whether my hand touched her or not, Hippolyte continued to leak out heavy breaths from her mouth.

      Therefore, I was able to steal a glimpse of her round buttocks, which were visible through her tight clothing, every now and then.

      Perhaps because her legs were bent and spread out right now, I could see the deepest part of her thighs, which was really an eye-catching sight. Wouldn’t the slightly split part that was protruding like that bethat thing?

      But before pressing down on her pelvis to correct it…

      “Um, then I’ll stretch your thighs as a warm-up.”

      Saying so, I grasped Hippolyte’s right thigh, which was bent at a ninety-degree angle by me before, with both hands and squeezed it tightly, pressing and releasing it like I was squeezing out the milk from a cow.

      “Ugh….”

      As I smoothly moved my tightly clasped hands from top to bottom, Hippolyte, lying on the floor, suddenly grabbed the deerskin and squeezed it hard as if wanting to tear it apart with her hands.

      “Heugh….”

      “How is it? Do you feel refreshed now?”

      “No, not at all—“

      Hippolyte denied my question, just pretending to not have found my massage refreshing.

      That was just her pride talking, I was sure of it.

      I might not have many talents, but I had a certain level of pride and confidence in my massaging techniques.

      Even the strict and picky Elfriede used to praise my massages, at least that was what I could recall in my head.

      Therefore, I did not doubt that this tough female warrior also enjoyed my touch and slowly became more and more comfortable with my massage.

      Perhaps Hippolyte, with that strong self-esteem of hers, did not want to admit that getting a massage from a lower-level adventurer like me could actually make her feel good.

      Of course, such guests were quite common in my father’s health center. This group of guests consisted of old people from previous generations.

      They were usually old and experienced customers who would grumble and complain at first, saying, “Oh, this isn’t worth the money,” but gradually got hooked by the taste of the massage and ended up giving my father their money.

      
        Ssk— Ssk—
      

      Anyways, I continued to stroke Hippolyte’s thigh with considerable care. I had to pour my heart and soul into this first-time guest of mine so that I can make a regular customer out of her.

      “Heuwaaahhh—“

      Hippolyte’s waist trembled every single time I massaged her.

      Her grasp on the deerskin was tightening further and further.

      Her ankles started to bend and were giving away what she was feeling inside.

      Huh! She actually came inside the house with her sandals on. Damn it! How could she enter someone’s house with her sandals on? What an ill-mannered adventurer!

      “Ughhh—!”

      Hippolyte jumped as though she was startled due to something.

      
        Stealthily—
      

      That reaction was actually caused because of my left palm… The palm that had been stroking her thigh from top to bottom accidentally brushed along her groin.

      It wasn’t intentional, but her reaction was so extreme that it surprised the heck out of me. Damn it! Am I going to get slashed to pieces by her sword now?

      I was so scared that I started trembling as I had somehow managed to unintentionally harass her.

      “….”

      Hippolyte didn’t say a word… She just raised her head slightly and gave me a deathly glare.

      While I was trying to think of what excuse to make to her, Hippolyte snorted and once again buried her face in the deerskin on the ground.

      I wasn’t sure what happened, but it seemed like I had managed to get over this incident somehow.

      “T-Then, I’ll finish up with your pelvis quickly.”

      I placed my hands on her slightly twisted right hip and, as I felt the joints and muscles stiffening, I applied some force there with my arms.

      “Hup!”

      
        Thud—!
      

      “Hu, hup…!”

      Although quite a concerning noise had leaked out after I corrected the hip position, surprisingly, Hippolyte, who had been screaming continuously since earlier, let out a fairly satisfied sigh after I aligned her hips in their rightful position.

      “Whooo. Well, it’s nothing, after all.”

      I wondered if she got used to the pain after experiencing my massages for some time.

      “Well, let’s use this thing properly now.”

      I gently slapped the club that I had placed on the floor against my hand.

      When I touched it like this, I could feel the denseness of its inner region, reassuring me again that the club was a really useful and handy tool.

      I placed it on Hippolyte’s back and rolled it around like a chef kneading dough.

      
        Swish— Swish—
      

      “Uh, um—“

      “Please let me know if the pressure is too strong for you.”

      “Honestly, it just tickles a bit.”

      “Really?”

      I kept rolling the club, going down from her back to her waist and from her waist to her round, bulging buttocks.

      As I rolled the club on her protruding buttocks, the muscles on her buttocks started to tremble.

      “Is there any problem?”

      “Oh, no. None, in fact. It’s just that the tool is indeed better than those clumsy hands of yours.”

      Did she like the massage I was doing with the club? An actual compliment about the club massage came out from Hippolyte’s mouth!

      I thoroughly massaged all over her body with the club to get her used to the hard and round cylindrical shape.

      I paid the most attention to her thighs, buttocks, and groin.

      “Aah… It feels so refreshing.”

      When I pressed hard on the insides of her thigh with the club, Hippolyte leaked out a satisfied sigh.

      Did she like to be massaged on the lymph nodes?

      “Mmm…”

      Anyways, I couldn’t hide the strange excitement I felt at the thought that I was able to stimulate this strong woman with my club.

      Hippolyte wasn’t able to notice it, but my other club, down in my pants, had become so stiff and hard that it felt like it would pierce through the clothing.

      What would it feel like to rub my schlong on this sweaty body of hers? Only wicked thoughts filled my head, thoughts like wanting to bury my face between the crack of her buttocks.

      It couldn’t be helped really. For the past few days, I wasn’t able to satisfy my sexual desires by masturbating as I had been sleeping with Luna. My mind had been aroused by various stimuli, and I had honestly reached my limit already.

      “Well then, let me change the position now. Would it be okay if I massage the soles of your feet for a bit?”

      “M-My feet!?”

      Hippolyte was taken aback at that request.

      Although I now vaguely understood why women of this world were reluctant to show their feet to others, it was a bit surprising to see that even Hippolyte, who was somewhat masculine in nature, also reacted the same as others.

      “…W-Why do you want to see my feet?”

      “I just want to give you a massage there. It feels really good when you roll the soles of your feet with the club.”

      Anyone who has stepped on a round ball or club with their foot could relate to the sensation I was trying to enact here. It was a really good feeling. The round part of the club… if used on the arched part of the sole of the feet, made for a very stimulating tool.

      “Feet are the part of the body where blood does not circulate well and it is also a part where it is very difficult to relieve muscle fatigue easily. Why don’t you take this chance to relax those muscles?”

      “Hmm, hmm…”

      Hippolyte, laid on the deerskin, was now deep in thought as if she was struggling to accept this idea of mine.

      “I just want to give you a massage.”

      “O-Okay, then there’s a condition.”

      Hippolyte was proposing a condition?

      This was the first time someone had suggested a condition for a massage, so I was quite intrigued.

      “Huh? What’s the condition?”

      “Well, cover your eyes. E-Even though I want you to give me a massage, I don’t feel comfortable showing you my feet. Will it be okay for you to do it with your eyes covered, or is that not possible?”

      Ah, it was in that sense, huh…

      “Well, I’ll have to find something to cover my eyes with then.”

      As I was rummaging around, Hippolyte slightly raised her body and untied the belt around her waist. Then, she handed it over to me while saying…

      “Tie this around your eyes.”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 98: Visiting The Patient and Hassan's Club (4)

      
      Ssk— Ssk— Tighten—

      Hippolyte tied her belt around my eyes. She didn’t forget to check the knot several times to make sure whether it had been well-tied or not.

      “Done. Now I can feel relieved with doing this massage.”

      I couldn’t see anything with my eyes. However, my other senses, like hearing and sense of smell, became sharper because of the restrictions that had been put on my sight.

      I could smell a faint, pleasant womanly scent wafting from Hippolyte’s belt that was tied around my eyes. And it was so potent that it almost made me feel like I was high or something.

      While I was still lost in the thrilling sensations of the pleasant scent, there was suddenly a rustling sound of something being untied and removed that reached my ears.

      
        Thud—
      

      Soon, I could clearly feel something as heavy as a person laying on top of the soft deerskin.

      “O-Okay, I’m ready now. Let’s do this.”

      I could roughly locate her position by listening to Hippolyte’s voice.

      A massage without being able to see anything. Damn it! This was truly an amazing and fascinating experience if I say so myself.

      
        Tap— Tap— Tap—
      

      Just like that, my hands groped around in the air trying to find Hippolyte’s body. Soon, my hands dug into the soft, warm flesh of her strong body and fell on top of her smooth skin.

      “Hyaaaa!?”

      At the same time as my hand fell on top of one of her softer body parts, Hippolyte screamed as if she was startled by the sudden touch.

      “W-Where are you touching, you pervert!”

      “Where did I touch exactly!?”

      “Ughhhh, you idiot! My foot is over here.”

      
        Ssk— Slide—
      

      All of a sudden, something wide touched my chest. It was warm and had a pleasant heat, and I was oddly sure at that moment that it was none other than the sole of Hippolyte’s broad foot.

      I grabbed the foot that was touching my chest with my hands.

      “…Then, I’ll be touching it now.”

      “Uh-ah—“

      Although I couldn’t see right now, I was sure that what I held in my hands was the slender, soft, and moist sole of a woman’s foot.

      
        Ssk— Ssk—
      

      Her ankles were bony, and her toes were rather long. It was her right foot that was being held by my hands right now.

      I thought a warrior’s feet would feel a bit rougher, but it was surprisingly softer than I imagined it to be. Could it be that Hippolyte, just like women from this world, took delicate and thorough care of her feet?

      “I’ll touch it a little to get a feel…”

      “….”

      Her toenails were not too long or pointed, and if there was anything unusual about these feet from the ones that I was used to, it was that the thumb was slightly longer than the second toe.

      Also, maybe it was due to her high metabolism, but her body temperature was quite high. That inevitably made her foot feel slightly sweaty as I held it in my hands. Of course, that was a natural phenomenon since she had been wearing shoes until just now.

      
        Sniff— Sniff—
      

      “…I-If you try to smell me, I’ll choke you to death. Breathe through your mouth, you dumbass…”

      “O-Okay….”

      Because of Hippolyte’s strict orders, I quickly changed my breathing method; only using my mouth to breathe. I felt a little disappointed, but I tried to put all my focus on feeling her foot with my hands.

      
        Slowly— Slowly—
      

      For starters, I touched her toes with my fingers to engrave the shape of her feet in my mind.

      I tried putting my fingers between the gap of her toes, stroking them with my thumb, or scratching the arches of her foot with my nails.

      “….”I focused on the sound, wondering how Hippolyte would react to my actions, but surprisingly, no sound came out of her mouth no matter what I did.

      Was Hippolyte perhaps different from Luna, who had sensitive soles? If I touched Luna’s feet like this, she would have groaned like a sick cat right about now.

      Soon, I lightly touched the top part of her foot and my thumb swiftly found the Sham acupoint.

      To be precise, it was the acupoint on the top of the foot where the second toe and the big toe separated and distinguished themselves…

      The reason why I pressed this part was—

      “Agh…”

      This spot was a sensitive area that could elicit a strong response just by touching it. It was also an acupoint that was easy to find even in a situation where I couldn’t see anything with my eyes.

      
        Squeeze— Squeeze—
      

      “…Ugh.”

      As I pressed on Hippolyte’s Sham acupoint, a sound like a weak moan escaped her lips. This greatly boosted my confidence in my massaging skills.

      So I tested my skills out by pressing various acupoints, including the Bubbling Well acupoint. When else would I have a chance to experiment with pressing the foot of a warriorress like Hippolyte if not now?

      “Ugh, huh—”

      I was excited to hear the moaning noises come out of Hippolyte, which was starting to burst out in frequent streams. It honestly felt like I was being rewarded for my diligent actions.

      Hippolyte’s leg trembled uncontrollably as I used both of my thumbs to press and massage her foot from her heel to her toes.

      “Huh, euck—!”

      Perhaps due to sweat from my hands and her foot, my fingers could easily rub against her skin and precisely apply pressure on the acupressure points.

      
        Press— Press—
      

      “Huaah, euhhaaa—!”

      “Does it hurt?”

      “N-No, it’s not that. Hmm, let’s stop playing with my foot already and try using that club of yours to do some massages or something…”

      “Oh.”

      I had forgotten the original purpose of the massage while playing around with Hippolyte’s foot.

      Hence, I started searching for the club by feeling it with my hand, picked it up when I located it, and then started rolling the round end of the club around the soles of her foot.

      “Huh, haaah—”

      Hippolyte, who had been desperately holding back her moans during the time I had massaged her with my hands, now leake out an unfiltered stream of moans full of pleasure.

      “How do you feel?”

      “T-This feels quite good. It feels likeee… all of my fatigue is scattering away… Huh, haaah—”

      Honestly, just relieving the fatigue that accumulated on one’s foot could take away half of the body’s fatigue in itself. That was how important the soles of one’s feet were, which suffered the most throughout a person’s daily life.

      Since Hippolyte was naturally spirited and had taken on various strain-heavy tasks as a silver-tier adventurer, her body might have accumulated fatigue without her even realizing it.

      In addition, in a world without many concepts of massage or rest like this one, the fatigue in her body remained without a chance of being relieved.

      This fatigue had definitely piled up on the soles of her feet, which could be considered the deepest part of her body.

      “Ah, ugh, euk… kruk! T-That’s it, please stoooooppp—“

      “There’s still the other foot left.”

      I grabbed Hippolyte’s left foot as she tried to stop the massage. I repeated the massage from the simple acupressure massage to rolling the club on her left foot, just like I did to her right foot.

      
        Ssk— Ssssk— Press—
      

      “Ukh, kuh, huaah, ung—“

      Every time I rolled the club, Hippolyte made a gasping noise as if she couldn’t stand the sensations she was receiving from her soles.

      Was she now feeling so absent-minded that she couldn’t even resist the sensations anymore?

      “What do you think of my massaging skills now, Miss Hippolyte?”

      “Euh, uh… “

      I slowly moved my hand, which was holding her foot, and rubbed the soft muscles of her calves in a squeezing motion.

      “Heung, akh, aah…!”

      As I held her leg, it began to twitch and spasm, and I could feel the excessive strain that was being put on those muscles.

      
        Ding—
      

      A certain artificial sound effect was suddenly heard in my head. Since my vision was obstructed, I couldn’t confirm what letters had appeared with the sound effect.

      Should I take off the blindfold?

      While I was entertaining those thoughts—

      
        Kong— Kong— Kong Kong—!
      

      
        
      

      The loud noises of a dog’s barking drifted over from the first floor.

      Of course, there couldn’t be any dogs or puppies in this cabin. It must be Luna’s pet, the wolf spider, making this noise.

      “W-What is it!?”

      Hippolyte stammered, surprised by the sudden noise.

      
        Ssk— Ssk—
      

      The sounds of something being tied were made and then she promptly removed the blindfold that had been blocking my vision.

      Only then did I see Hippolyte’s face, which was burning red as if it was about to burst, enter my vision… Was that a tear stain that I was seeing around her eyes?

      
        Kong— Kong Kong—! 
      

      “There’s a sound coming from the first floor.”

      “It must be the wolf spider.”

      “I see. Why is it suddenly barking?”

      “I have no idea—”

      I couldn’t even begin to understand why a spider that could bark like a dog existed in the first place. So, there was no way in hell that I would be able to answer why it was barking right now.

      Maybe it just wanted to bark?

      “Hmm, w-well, you’re more useful than I thought, Samaritan. You seem to have at least one useful skill under your belt.”

      As the barking continued for a while, Hippolyte smoothened out her clothes and hair with her hands. She took a deep breath and spoke again in a calm tone.

      “It’s still lacking something, however. It probably has to do with your lack of control over your magical powers. That’s why, no matter what you do, you’re only half-baked at best. I can’t help but p-provide special guidance to you from now on.”

      “Are you saying you’ll teach me how to massage?”

      “Yes. Once a week from now on—“

      As Hippolyte was about to say something—

      
        Kong— Kong Kong—! 
      

      The barking on the first floor became even louder, and a clanging sound like a lock being opened could soon be heard from the floor below.

      Hippolyte and I both shut our mouths tight as if we had made some kind of agreement at that moment. Then, the air became still and silent.

      
        Creak— Clank—
      

      
        Kong— Kong—!
      

      “Why is Kong-Kong barking so much all of a sudden? I’m here, Hassan!”

      With the sound of the first-floor door opening, a bright voice entered my ears. Yes, Luna had just returned to the cabin.

      
        Ssk— Ssk—
      

      As I heard the sound of shoes being taken off and being placed on the shoe rack on the first floor, I couldn’t help but become flustered and quickly started looking around in a hurry.

      Soon, I made Hippolyte, who was in just as much of a hurry as me, get out of the way before I laid down on the deerskin and covered myself with a blanket.

      
        Thud— Thud—
      

      “Hassan, you were waiting for me, right!?”

      As I heard Luna’s bare feet stepping on the stairs leading to this floor, I was soon able to see her head filled with bright pink-colored hair at first followed by the wide grin on her face that came into my vision with the advancement of her steps.

      “Hmm?”

      Luna, who was smiling from ear to ear, suddenly narrowed her eyes.

      “Huh, you are here, Hippolyte! When did you come?”

      “I-It’s you, Knoxdotty. I was waiting for you. I just arrived here not long ago.”

      Hippolyte sat beside me with her legs and arms crossed and acted as if nothing had happened before. I also pretended to lay quietly on the floor like I did before Luna had left.

      I didn’t know why we had to act like this, but I felt like if we didn’t do something like this, Luna would notice something troublesome. Hippolyte might have also felt that way and was fidgeting around in nervousness beneath the calm exterior she was putting on before Luna.

      “What’s wrong? Why is Hippolyte sweating like this?”

      
        Sniff— Sniff—
      

      Luna wrinkled her nose to sniff around.

      “Well, I was bored while waiting for you to come, so I did some exercise. Uh-hmm, hmm.”

      “Hmm.”

      Roll— Roll—

      Luna’s emerald eyes started scrutinizing each and every corner of the second floor.

      When her eyes passed over my face for a moment, I felt a shiver of fear run through my spine for reasons unknown. Damn it! Why was my heart racing like this when I hadn’t even done anything wrong?

      “Huh! The earthenware broke!”

      At that time, Luna, who was at the entrance of the second floor, rushed in as if she had discovered something and started shrieking as she looked at the floor.

      “I worked hard on it!”

      
        Crunch— Crackle—
      

      Luna shrieked further as she picked up the white pieces of the earthenware scattered on the ground. It seemed like it might be the item Hippolyte had broken when she was swinging my club around.

      “Hippolyte, it must be you who broke it! How could you break someone else’s stuff like this?”

      “Well… I’ll pay you for it. How much is it?”

      “Three silvers!”

      Hippolyte’s brows furrowed at those words.

      “That doesn’t seem to be right. For such a crude earthenware jar, you are asking for three whole silver coins!?”

      “Three silvers!”

      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

      Hippolyte left after saying that she would bring the money soon.

      “I earned three silvers! Wow!”

      Seeing Luna’s happy expression after earning that money, I was finally able to breathe a sigh of relief.

      The thought of Hippolyte and Luna being present inside such a small space made me feel immensely uneasy.

      I wondered if Hippolyte had left because she was feeling just as uncomfortable as me at that thought and just used the money as an excuse.

      “Three silvers! I earned money without even working today!”

      “W-Wasn’t it a precious jar of yours?”

      “No, I just picked it up from the garbage dump. Don’t tell Hippolyte, though. Okay?”

      Luna pressed her index finger against her lips and gave me a subtle warning to not be a tattletale. Huh, damn it! How could she ask three silvers for pottery she found in the garbage dump? Was it really okay for her to do that?

      Anyways, Luna was so excited about earning three silvers that she twisted and jumped as though her soles were itchy. After dancing around alone for a while, she suddenly frowned as if something suddenly came to her mind.

      “But why did Hippolyte come to our house?”

      “Well, she said that she had something to talk with you about your elixir’s promotion or something like that.”

      “Oh, that’s why… So, have you been alone with Hippolyte until now?”

      Luna looked down at me while narrowing her eyes. It was unlike Luna to have such an expressionless face without any hint of emotions. Since Luna usually smiled a lot, the contrast was so big that it was simply terrifying.

      I couldn’t help but twitch like a deer targeted by a hunter because of that expression of hers.

      “How could we be alone? Kong Kong was also here.”

      “Ah, that’s right!” Luna’s complexion brightened as she said that. Indeed, I felt like I was now trying my best to avert a crisis and trembled in terror inside. Then, Luna suddenly asked in a cold tone.

      “So, what did you two talk about when I wasn’t here?”

      “We didn’t really talk about anything in particular. I think she mentioned that the cultists were taken to the prison city… but that’s about it.”

      “…If you lie to me, I’ll bite.”

      “W-What? Bite what? Bite me?”

      “Your club.”

      Luna ended the conversation with that. Fucking hell! What kind of nonsense was she talking about? Biting my club? Why would she even bite a club in the first place, dammit!

      
        Step— Step—
      

      Suddenly, Luna went downstairs with swift steps.

      I thought that was the end of this weird situation.

      But Luna came back with a colorful wolf spider on her palm. A huge spider on someone’s palm, that was a really unbelievable sight…

      “W-Why did you bring that spider here? You know that I’m afraid of spiders, right!?”

      “Right, I forgot. Anyways, Kong Kong, did Hassan and Hippolyte do something strange?”

      
        Kong—! Kong—!
      

      Luna’s eyebrows furrowed as she listened to the wolf spider’s wailing. I felt perplexed and unjustly accused, at those words.

      “Why are you asking that to a beast?”

      “Wolf spiders are smart animals. If you raise it with affection, it can understand a few words that people say.”

      “I know, but no matter what—“

      “Okay, let’s do this. Kong Kong, if Hassan really did something bad without me knowing, you bark, and if he really didn’t do anything wrong with Hippolyte, then just let me know by howling.”

      No matter how convinced she was that something happened between me and Hippolyte, using an animal to punish me was just way too much.

      “Hey, i-isn’t i-it only able to make a barking sound? It’s just a wolf spider—“

      “Shh… Be quiet, Hassan.”

      
        Ssk—
      

      The eight red pupils of the wolf spider, that perched on Luna’s hand, shone as they looked at me. It was so unbelievable for me to look at my own reflection in eight different pupils like this!!

      
        Thump— Thump—
      

      The tension kept building on as the creature’s big front teeth clattered, and it seemed like it would cry out at any moment.

      “Hi-oong—“

      “I told you to be quiet, Hassan.”

      Damn! She didn’t buy it.

      My heart raced as I realized that this eight-legged creature held the fate of my life in its grasp. I guess I always had a terrible fate in store for me whenever spiders were involved.

      
        Hi-oong—
      

      
    

  
    Chapter 99: Second Moon (1)
Hi-oong—
A strange sound came out of the spider’s tiny mouth.
How should I even begin to describe it? It was a sound that was similar to the sound of the wind escaping from a balloon through a small hole or a small animal calling for its mother.
Whatever it was, the sound that this spider made was indeed quite strange and funny.
Was Luna also surprised by the unexpected sound?
“K-Kong Kong, is that the sound you just made? Do it again!”
Grrrrrgggg—!
When Luna shook the spider she held in her palm, it jumped down and scurried over to the first floor with an attitude that seemed to be saying that it was immensely annoyed.
It must have returned to its home— the jar.
I had looked down at the spider as a gross-looking animal till now, but it turned out to be a very clever little creature. Anyways, fuck! I shouldn’t miss this opportunity since I had gotten help, unexpectedly so, from an animal!
“See, we really did nothing here.”
“T-This is strange…”
However, Luna still couldn’t let go of her suspicion and sniffled and twitched her nose, trying to smell things out inside the room.
Oh, right! Luna still had her specialty— sniffing out scents.
Ssk—
She lifted the blanket, covering me from head to toe, and sniffed around my neck and sides.
“Hmm…”
Then Luna stopped sniffing as if she was deeply pondering something.
“W-What’s wrong?”
“The smell is everywhere, I can’t really tell for sure… we need to air this place out.”
And after uttering those words, she headed for the window and opened it wide with her hands.
Suddenly, a cool breeze blew in from the outside, cooling down my face, which had heated up from the surprise and excitement I had been feeling due to this situation. I felt relieved but was still not entirely at ease.
“Seriously, nothing happened here. Didn’t you already see it yourself when Kong Kong howled?”
“Well, it did, but…”
“Luna, I know that it’s hard to trust anyone in this town of Sodomora, but we at least need to trust ourselves as we are a team— members of the same party, right?
“You’re right. Y-Yeah, I guess I was just being too sensitive. Sorry, Hassan.”
Somehow, the words that had been delivered to her with quite a bit of a struggle on my part, had managed to move Luna’s heart, and she even apologized to me, unexpected as that may be. It was only then that I could breathe a sigh of relief.
Fucking hell! Perhaps it was better for me to not do something like cheating on Luna. The guilt I felt just from lying to her was enough to make me feel like the blood in my body was drying up.
“I’m sorry for misunderstanding you, Hassan. D-Do you dislike me now…?”
Luna apologized once again; as though she was truly sorry for misunderstanding me as I did nothing wrong.
And then, glancing at me, who was lying down on the ground, she looked unsure about what to do. The look she gave at that moment seemed very pitiful and sad.
I felt a tremendous sense of guilt wash over me at that sight.
“Uh, about that… I understand that something like that can happen sometimes”
I wondered if I could say something cool and comforting to make Luna’s uneasiness go away, but I couldn’t think of anything in particular.
So I decided to redirect the conversation to Luna, who still seemed to be feeling hesitant about something.
“Anyway, where did you go? It seemed to have taken you a while to return.”
“Oh! Hassan, I brought something good for you! Wait a moment!”
Thump— Thump—
Luna rushed down to the first floor and quickly returned with something chubby that was squirming in her hand. At a glance, it looked like the fingers of a fat dude.
“W-What’s that?”
“This here? It’s a loach—“
“No, it’s better for me not to know what that is. But why is that—?”
Squirm— Squirm—
It looked really grotesque.
Because I had a memory of raiding a beehive with my father and eating a few larvae, I think I knew how that thing would taste. Uh, to express the taste of those things I ate… they had something like a popping texture that started to roll around in your mouth once you chewed on it… They truly had an awful and disgusting taste.
“This is really good for severe muscle pain!”
“I see…”
“A-And, it’s really good for men, too. Anyway, Hassan, I worked so hard to dig it up from the park grounds to give it to you. Come on, try it.”
She dug it up from the park grounds to give it to me?
When I looked at Luna more clearly, I noticed that she was covered in dirt, and her skin seemed to have gotten sunburned. It was evident that she had gone through some hardship not long ago.
Holy fuck! While Luna was suffering out there, under the sun, my schlong got hard from touching another woman’s feet that wasn’t Luna’s. All of this was really the fault of this damned dastardly dick of mine.
“Ah—“
So, I promptly opened my mouth.
“W-Why are you opening your mouth like that?”
“You said you brought that thing to give it to me, right? Come on, just put it inside my mouth. Ah—“
“B-But…”
“Hurry up. I need to get well soon so that we can go out for a walk and get some food together.”
“B-But…”
Luna hesitated as she looked at the grotesque organisms in her hand. Why did she want to back out at this point? Of course, I just want to repay the kindness she was showing to me in any way I can.
Also, I could think of this as a punishment for myself to atone for my sins.
“Come on, hurry up. My jaws are starting to hurt already.”
“Uh… O-Okay.”
Luna finally placed three or four of those plump things inside my mouth. I closed my mouth, chewed, and swallowed them, feeling like I was about to die from doing something like this.
I had been eating this kind of caterpillar since I followed my father around the mountain and became Elfriede’s slave. The taste was usually terrible, but it was high in proteins, which was good for the body.
However, at that moment, something popped, and the taste of popping and tingling became very strong, so I was momentarily surprised. What was this, a bug with a carbonated taste?
I thought it would be terrible, but it was unexpectedly really tasty.
“A-Are you okay, Hassan?”
Gulp—
As I swallowed all the bugs inside my mouth, Luna observed my reaction carefully.
“Why? Is there a problem?”
“I-It has a strong poison, so you’re supposed to neutralize it before eating it… Y-You should have felt it in your mouth right away.”
“Poison?”
The mention of poison suddenly gave me chills all over. Damn it! No wonder I felt something popping in my mouth like that…
However, despite Luna’s fears, I didn’t feel any noticeable changes in my body.
“It’s okay.”
“Last time, you were also stung by wasps, but it went away quickly. Maybe you’re immune to poisons, Hassan! Then we can use all the other venomous insects to make an elixir for you! You’ll get better really soon! Just wait!”
Luna was about to go downstairs, thinking that she had made a huge discovery just now. At this rate, I might be forced to drink the bitter and horrible-tasting green juice-like concoctions she would prepare for me forever!!!
“Oh, m-my body is suddenly feeling stronger!”
I shouted and got up abruptly as if I was surprised by the sudden changes in my body. Luna, who was about to go downstairs, stopped in her tracks and then her eyes suddenly widened as she looked at me.
“Hassan! How did you get up?”
“Wow, Luna. I can move my body now!”
“Oh my, it looks like my elixir worked!”
“Surely!”
Since my body was already healed, Luna probably would not make an elixir or catch insects for me! I am indeed very smart.
“Hassan must be the type that responds well to elixirs! I’ll make it for you every morning from now on!”
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Hippolyte had left after saying she would come back with her wallet but she had not shown up even after a long time had passed. Soon, the evening fell as we waited for her in the hut.
“Maybe she ran away because she didn’t want to give me 3 silvers…”
Still waiting for Hippolyte, Luna looked on nervously, as if she had seen the ominous figure of a silver-tier warrior somewhere.
As for me, I just nodded in agreement and spoke, “I guess so.”
It seemed that empathizing with women was quite important or so I have heard.
Uh, I wondered if she would like it more if I showed excessive sympathy…
“Hippolyte is really a bad woman. Breaking other people’s things and running away, she is truly trash.”
“No, Hassan. You don’t have to speak so harshly about her. There might be a reason behind her behavior. She’s a skilled adventurer, so she might have had something come up.”
What!? I didn’t expect to hear such a reply coming out of her mouth.
“I-Is that so? Luna, you’re much more broad-minded than I expected.”
“Anyway, here… it’s done! Hassan, catch this! Moai!”
Luna, who was carving wood while waiting for Hippolyte to come, suddenly gave me a small wooden statue in the shape of a Korean Moai statue.
As always, the shape and structure were very crude, so you could only vaguely see that it had a human form. Still, compared to Somnia’s ominous totems that I had seen before, this was quite charming to the eyes.
Also, this piece of wood that looked like a clumsy prehistoric artifact played a significant role in my growth.
Ding—
『Consume the task points to—』


Words appeared before my eyes, along with the usual sound effect.
As always, it meant using 100 task points to increase a specific stat by one. My current task points exceeded 400 already.
Luna also said that she had accumulated a considerable amount of Karma or something from our fight with Somnia, so she told me that she could afford to make three or four totems for me.
If I converted all these into ability points, my level would increase by at least four points.
So, my current level, level 12, would become level 16, right?
Wow, damn! It felt like just the other day, I was struggling at the single-digit level, but now, after I had become an adventurer, I had broken through to the two-digit barrier and was even about to reach level 20!
If things continued on like this, it seemed like becoming a gold-tier adventurer was not just a dream anymore!
Of course, having high ability points didn’t solve everything. However, despite everything, there was a certain joy in feeling like I was steadily growing as I leveled up fast.
It felt like I had been putting in real effort into my growth.
『You have a 40% chance of obtaining additional points.』


Believing in my luck, I pressed the button that would let me increase my strength stat.
With a Dingsound, my strength point increased by one.
Fucking hell! I failed…!
So I used the next totem and pressed the strength button once again. Ding.My strength point still only increased by one point again.
“Damn it!”
What were the chances of failing twice in a row with a 40% probability? It was a complicated calculation. Therefore, it was hard for me to calculate it in my head. Still, wasn’t it an extremely unlikely probability for me to fail twice in a row?
As I was frowning and screaming in anger, Luna, who was carving the wooden figures again, suddenly raised her shoulders as if she were startled.
“Why, why? You don’t like the Moai…?”
“Oh, no. Um, Luna. Pick one out of 1, 2, and 3.”
“Again? Hassan, sometimes you talk about really strange things.”
“Well, I have a bit of a situation here…”
“A situation?”
“Um… nevermind.”
No matter how much Luna insisted, I didn’t feel like talking about my strange ability with her.
I didn’t really like talking about myself to others, to begin with, and I wanted to avoid unnecessary controversy and misunderstandings.
“Don’t think too much, just pick one.”
“I’ll choose 3 then!”
Number 3? Is it stamina?
I chose stamina as Luna said.
Ding—
Then, after that usual sound, only one point went up again.
“Fucking damn it…!”
“Why, why again…?”
Luna trembled as she looked at me with shaky eyes. It seemed like she got scared because the anger that had come out of me, when the gacha roll had failed, was simply too intense.
“Luna, choose one more for the last time!”
“T-Then 3 again…”
Do I have to press on stamina again?
I was a little hesitant to do that.
Since it was the last one, should I follow my choice again? Or, should I press the stamina stat following Luna’s words, who had let me hit the jackpot last time?
In the end, feeling that I should follow Luna’s words again, I pressed the stamina stat button.
Ding—
Ding—
As two sounds simultaneously rang out, my stamina stats increased by two times!

“Long lives Chaos.”




  
    
      Chapter 100: Second Moon (2) 🔞

      
      As that time of the month drew near, women were usually divided into two categories.

      The first kind were those who, as if trying to conserve energy before going into hibernation like certain wild animals before winter, experienced an increase in their appetite.

      “Hassan, shall we go eat some pheasant meat? If not, we can just get some eggs!”

      “Luna, I’ve already told you earlier. It’s too early in the morning; even the inns where they serve food are closed around this time. Even if we go out, there will be nothing we can find to eat.”

      “Heung… I am really hungry. Is there anything to eat at home? I should have bought something on our way from the bathhouse.”

      Luna, like my little sister rummaging through the refrigerator, searched all over the place for something to eat. Then she came to the point where she even looked into the jar and pulled out the colorful spider pet of hers— Kong Kong with hunger in her eyes.

      
        Growl—!! Growl—!!
      

      It looked really scary when it growled like that; as though we had disturbed its sleep and made it angry by waking it up.

      But since I already know that it was an intelligent beast, far more intelligent than what I gave it credit for, it looked pretty cute in my eyes now. You brat! Thanks to you, I was able to dodge a disaster earlier…

      “Hey, why are you taking him out?”

      “…I just think he will be delicious once we roast him.”

      
        Growl—!
      

      “Ouch!”

      Seemingly realizing that his life was in danger, the wolf spider drove its thick front teeth into Luna’s palm and fled through the half-opened window on the first floor of the cabin.

      He fled quite far out of the cabin at that.

      “Hu…”

      After looking at Kong Kong who had fled away, Luna touched her slightly swollen palms and made a sad noise. Didn’t she say that wolf spiders aren’t venomous, so there should be no problem after being bitten by it, right? But to be sure, I still asked her.

      “Luna, are you okay?”

      “No, I’m not okay… I want to eat something…”

      Luna whined like she had not eaten in days, but there was no such thing as a 24-hour delivery service in this barbaric and uncivilized world.

      Nor was there the existence of any convenience store that would be open 24/7.

      When there was nothing to eat at home, there was no other choice for the people but to wait until the restaurants, inns, and food stands opened the next morning.

      “I’ll buy you some pheasant meat tomorrow. Try to endure it for now.”

      “Huh… Then let’s go to sleep!”

      “If you say so…”

      Luna was already done creating all the totems she was presently able to with her recent harvest of Karma from defeating Somnia.

      Hippolyte, who had gone somewhere to pick up the 3 silvers she owed to Luna, showed no signs of coming either.

      In this world where there were no cell phones or computers, the nights were pretty dull and boring, so there was nothing to do but get a good sleep and wake up with the break of dawn.

      Luna and I eventually chose to lie down together under the blanket on the second floor of the cabin. Soon, I questioned Luna who was busy burrowing herself into the blanket after blowing out the candle.

      “Doesn’t it hurt when your ‘time of the month’ comes?”

      “Not really? It’s kind of hard for a day(?) or maybe two at most(?) though, but overall, it’s just an okay experience. But before the day arrives, it’s really problematic for me. I usually become really, really hungry… It makes me want to even gnaw on tree roots if it would mean I could relieve my hunger.”

      Did she really feel almost no menstrual cramps or pain due to how skinny she was?

      If that was really the case, then it’s fortunate for her. But I think it’s a big problem if her appetite increased so much that she would even want to gnaw on tree roots.

      But, just that much can even be considered cute if compared to a certain someone I know back in my home world. I should buy her something delicious tomorrow.

      Thinking like that… I closed my eyes when…

      
        Slither— Slither—
      

      I could feel something lifting one of my arms, accompanied by intense tickling sensations coming off from that arm.

      “Luna, what’s wrong?”

      “I can smell something delicious coming from Hassan’s arms.”

      What touched my arm were Luna’s lips and hard front teeth. She kept biting and releasing the skin intermittently, just like a dog chewing on a chew toy.

      
        Press— Press—
      

      When I tried to ignore her shenanigans as it only felt a bit itchy and somehow cute.

      
        Bite—
      

      “AHHHHH!”

      Suddenly, the powerful sensation of her biting my arms caused me to let out a powerful scream. Fuck! There will be complaints coming from the neighbors at this rate. Anyway, it was actually very painful! Fuck!

      “Hey…! What are you doing!”

      “Ah, no, it just smells really delicious…”

      “Even so! How can you just bite me like that?”

      “B-But I’m really hungry.”

      “Let’s just go to sleep now. Moreover, it’s not good for the body to eat so late at night.”

      “Then we can just eat at night and just not sleep.”

      
        Eureka—!
      

      Was she perhaps a genius or something?

      As I admired Luna’s wisdom, she poked her head and dug into my sides.

      
        Tickle— Tickle—
      

      Because of that action of hers, I felt her itchy hair scratching my skin which made me laugh out loud.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Hassan, are you hiding some food from me?”

      “If I had something like that, I would have given it to you already.”

      “Weird.”

      Then, Luna sniffed under the blanket and started smelling me with her cute nose. It’s quite fun to see her smelling and sniffing me out like that, going from my stomach to my legs.

      “Luna, if you move, you’ll get hungrier, so let’s—“ just sleep, was what I was about to say to her… But I immediately flinched and shut my mouth.

      The reason for that was that Luna had placed her hands into my pants’ pockets and started to rummage around.

      “Uh, hey, that place is…”

      Luna, who was digging into my pocket, soon came in contact with the second club that I owned inside. Perhaps because of that unfamiliar and ticklish touch, the throbbing organ started becoming hard as blood rushed into it nonstop.

      Fuck! What if Luna bites off my schlong in her hunger?

      I didn’t think Luna would do something like that, but the way she was now, she just might. So, I had no choice but to grab her shoulders and move her up.

      “Uhm, hey! Let’s stop now and just go to sleep, okay?”

      “Hmm… Okay. Then I’ll just bite onto Hassan’s arm and sleep.”

      “Why are you biting my arm again!?”

      “I-I like that sensation…”

      She bit my arm because she likes the sensation? What? I recalled something that I had heard in my early liberal arts days about Freud’s blah, blah, blah oral cavity.

      But when I tried to fully recall it, my head instantly went blank. That stupid Freud. You failed to teach me anything, in the end. It’s a clear win for me. You will never be able to teach me anything!

      Fucking hell! Since I was so sleepy, all kinds of thoughts started running through my head, including some nonsensical things. I should just sleep soon.

      
        Gnaw—
      

      But then, I suddenly started to vividly feel the bites on my right arm.

      I was thinking of telling her that it hurts, but after seeing her biting softly by controlling her strength, I decided to just leave it alone and go to sleep.

      By the time I was about to drift into the realm of sleep and dreams.

      
        Sweep— Sweep—
      

      Something soft and squishy started moving around my right arm and brought me back to my senses.

      
        Sweep— Sweep—
      

      The thing that was rubbing against my arm was definitely Luna’s body. She was rubbing her body against me while my right arm was being squished between her soft breasts.

      “Huuu, Ha-Hassan, are you sleeping?”

      Was I sleeping?

      I was debating whether to say I was awake or keep pretending to be asleep, but Luna brought her lips closer to me as if she was preparing to bite me again, so I had no choice but to move at that moment.

      “No, I haven’t slept yet. What’s the matter?”

      “M-my breasts are feeling very lumpy and heavy…”

      Luna gasped for breath as if she was in real agony. Her breasts were feeling lumpy? As a man, I don’t know whether it was a big deal or not, but it could be a really big deal for women so I was contemplating checking up on her.

      “Hassan, p-please do something…”

      Luna’s request really brought me back to my senses.

      Since she asked me to relieve the lump she felt in her breasts, doesn’t it mean that she gave me permission to touch her cute peaks? I’ve been feeling a little pent-up lately, as things haven’t exactly been going my way these days.

      I never thought that Luna would come up with a proposal like this.

      
        Flicker—
      

      After getting up, I lit the candlestick hanging on the wall. Under the dim light, I could faintly see Luna lying on top of the blanket.

      Her pink hair was untied and was now flowing freely, while her cheeks were slightly flushed, probably due to the strain she felt while breathing. On top of that, I could even clearly see her teardrop-shaped breasts that hadn’t even lost their elasticity and cute round shape despite the fact that she was lying down.

      
        Jiggle—
      

      “Are you really sure that your breasts are feeling lumpy?”

      “Y-Yes…”

      For some reason, my mouth became dry, without even a hint of saliva.

      Trying to hide that fact from Luna, I licked my bottom lip with my tongue and slowly stretched my hand toward Luna’s wrist.

      “Are you checking my pulse?”

      “Yes, it looks like you remember about this.”

      
        Ding—
      

      [Stats]
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      “Oh—“

      My lips formed a round ‘O’ as I exclaimed out loud. Luna’s level went up by 4! Did she level up that much due to defeating Somnia?

      I was also amazed by the fact that Luna, who was at level 3 when we first met, had already leveled up so much that she was now close to level 20.

      But, more importantly.

      “You really are suffering from breast lumps.”

      “Y-You can tell that by simply touching my wrist?”

      When Luna asked that, I felt like a lightbulb had suddenly lit up in my head. Did the eureka moment of the geniuses feel like this?

      “No. To be honest, I am not too sure about it. A-As expected, I wouldn’t be certain until I touched it myself. That’s why Luna… Can I touch your breasts…?”

      “…”

      
        Sweep—
      

      Luna didn’t answer my question. She only pulled the blanket over and covered her face with it. Since she didn’t say no, it should be safe to assume that she gave me her permission, right?

      That was why I tried to regain control of my wildly beating heart before pulling the blanket past Luna’s chest from the bottom up. At my action, Luna’s body started trembling intermittently.

      Luna’s chest, which was only covered by a thin piece of cloth, was now clearly visible to my eyes. I never thought I would be able to touch those soft breasts again.

      
        Swoop— Grope—
      

      And just like that, my hand touched her breasts and I could clearly feel their soft sensations through my hand.

      But is it only me? When I touched it in the past, it felt like it could fit in just one hand. But today, even when I stretched my hand, I could feel a bit of her breasts escaping from my grasp.

      It was as if it had gotten a bit swollen.

      
        Grope— Grope—
      

      And as if to prove she really had breast lumps, I could really feel something solid like jelly beans inside of her breasts.

      “Heuh… I-It hurts… Be gentler…”

      Then, from within the blanket that covered her face, a sound similar to a moan could be heard. My lower body instantly became painfully stiff after hearing that sound.

      Not content with the fact that I was touching them through her clothes, I gently moved the fine fabric aside to expose her breasts.

      
        Jiggle—
      

      And then, as if on cue, a slightly voluminous breast appeared in front of me. The flesh looked very pretty and warm, and her pink areolas and equally pink nipples at the centre of her breasts stood out from the rest.

      
        Swoop— Swoop—
      

      As I flicked her nipple with my index finger, some of Luna’s body, namely her waist up to her shoulders started jerking abruptly.

      “…Heung!”

      A voice leaked out of her mouth… A voice that would make anyone hearing it instantly realize that the wielder of it was in a state of excitement due to sexual tension.

      Thanks to that voice of hers I became even more excited than ever. I grabbed Luna’s swollen breasts with both of my hands, as if to wrap them in the confines of my palms, and kneaded them as I wished while sometimes grabbing her nipples with my index finger and thumb, and flicking and rotating them in different directions.

      “Hauh… Ang… Ha…”

      Luna trembled as I continued on with my act, which was not really a massage but rather a simple loving caress. I was sure that Luna could feel that it was not like the usual massages that I used to give her.

      If it was the Luna from before, she would have blocked my hands or stopped me with her words. For example, something like, “Hassan, Lady Knox is watching.”

      But the current Luna strangely did not avoid my touch, and just calmly accepted it.

      Perhaps Luna wanted me to touch her right now?

      No, no matter how I think, I believe that it was just my imagination acting up and muddling my brain with these incoherent thoughts.

      I suddenly remembered the two categories of women that were divided by their behaviors when that “time of the month” came closer for them, which I had thought up earlier.

      The first kind, as I mentioned before, experienced an increase in their appetite.

      And the second kind was the category of women that experienced an increase in their libido.

      I think I had heard somewhere that there were women who would secrete a staggering amount of female hormones during ovulation and have increased libido as a result.

      Fuck it! Where did I hear it again? Was it in something like how to succeed in confessing or some other title?

      It was mentioned that if you confessed to a woman you like when she was ovulating, the success rate of the confession would instantly go up.

      Fucking hell! Just why was I supposed to remember the menstrual cycle of a woman just to confess to her?

      …Also, Wasn’t it problematic in itself to know about the period date of the woman that I haven’t even confessed to?

      “Eu… Ang…!”

      Anyhow, whenever I touched her breasts, Luna would let out a weak moan that made the blanket covering her face feel like it didn’t exist in the first place.

      Her nipples became erect and her body temperature rose to such an extent that drops of sweat started appearing around her breasts, belly, and sides and slowly dripped down along her lithe and sexy body.

      “Heeung…”

      By the way, Luna’s appearance right now was different from usual and even looked a bit defenseless…

      Perhaps…

      Perhaps she was feeling a sense of anticipation to be bred today?

      So, I slowly lowered my hand that was busy touching Luna’s chest till now.

      From her chest to her sides, from her sides to her lower belly. Then, when I arrived just below her belly button, I pressed my thumbs hard and spun them around in circles near her pelvis.

      “Ha… Haaaa…!”

      In response to that stimulus, Luna bent her outstretched legs and her hips rose up with a sudden jerk.

      This Gate Of Origin that I pressed on was the place where the womb was located, and it was also an important place commonly called Dantian by martial artists.

      Didn’t it say that this part should be massaged gently, as though drawing a circle, with the intention of conveying a soft and warm feeling rather than pressing hard and being rough with it?

      “Heuu… Ahh… Ah… Ang!”

      Probably because Luna loved the feeling of my thumbs on her origin point, she pressed her thighs together and lifted them up, unable to stop herself from shuddering all over.

      “Ha, Hassan… Stop touching there…”

      “Stop?”

      Luna’s hand gripped my wrist, which had been rubbing her Gate Of Origin for a while already. It was said that I should be gentle while pressing this area, but was the stimulation too strong for her to handle?

      However, because it was the place where I could see the blood-red spot blinking due to my skill, I did not stop even when Luna asked me to.

      
        Sweep— Sweep— Sweep—
      

      “Hang, haat, aang…!”

      In response to my action, Luna’s on my wrists tightened further. It had become so tight that even her fingernails began digging into my wrist and it really hurt a lot. At the same time, her body started trembling and started experiencing small streams of twitches and convulsions.

      
        Ding—
      

      『Luna Knoxdotty's Weak Menstrual Pains condition has been cured.』
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      “Eung, keuk…”

      Luna seemed like she was really out of it and didn’t know what to do at this moment after I had cured her menstrual pains.

      Her thighs, which had been tense for a while, drooped over the blanket once again in a powerless state. Her thin belly also rose and fell in sudden jerking intervals that made it look like her whole body was spasming and it was accompanied by her hurried breaths that rapidly leaked out of her nose and mouth.

      I ran my palms over the smooth, firm skin of her thighs and touched it to my heart’s content.

      “Ang…!”

      All of a sudden, Luna started reacting violently once again.

      Seeing that, I couldn’t afford to just do a massage anymore. I had to use this opportunity to make my advances on her! So I made her two thighs, which were closed like clams, open slightly to the sides.

      At the same time, I pulled down the knot and fabric of the underwear hanging on her waist so that it now hung over her ankles instead.

      
        Shiver—
      

      I felt like I was going to burst into tears at the lovely wet and glistening pink color that was once again revealed before my eyes after a long, long time.

      My erect penis will definitely go inside whatever hole of hers that was available today. I was determined to see things through!

      With those naughty, debauched feelings brewing inside my heart, I slowly put my hand between Luna’s thighs.

      Slowly…

      In a manner that wouldn’t surprise her, I reached out to her intimate parts.

      “No… Not there!”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 101: Second Moon (3) 🔞

      
      At the time when I was still sucking out the nectar of knowledge in college.

      There was this one bastard that left quite an impression amongst all the male friends I had in my lifetime.

      His nickname was Hickey. His real name was… well, I already forgot…

      Anyways, Hickey was the so-called popular guy in our circle— the social butterfly.

      Whenever he went on a fun date with his girlfriend, or whenever a special development happened in his romance, he would share it with his friends.

      For example, something like their first date or the place they had their first kiss or basically anything along those lines.

      The problem was that… the stories that came out of his mouth even included tales about the intimate skinship between the two of them.

      As he drowned himself in more and more alcohol, all the lamentation, dissatisfaction, and worries that he had accumulated inside his mind would come out of his mouth in tides.

      From trivial things.

      To serious topics.

      Of course, I didn’t think that he had any bad intentions while saying those things. Most of those stories just flowed out because he sought counsel for his love troubles among his friends.

      Anyway, among the stories that came out of his mouth, there was this particular story that left the deepest impression on me.

      ‘My girlfriend says everything else is fine, but she won’t let me touch her butt even if she dies. By that, I mean her anus. It’s been over two years since we’ve been dating already but…’

      I couldn’t understand why the fucker would even think of telling his friends about something like that much less be so open about it.

      After all, what kind of solution can we – people who have never dated before – offer after hearing such a story? Even just listening to it made us feel extremely embarrassed.

      And wasn’t it common sense for anyone to get mad if the most intimate part of their buttocks was touched like that?

      Anyway, I remember that, on that day, the guy drank as if he was sad because he felt utterly miserable about his life. It was as if he felt sorrow at facing the greatest problem of his life.

      At that time, I really couldn’t understand the reason why he was feeling so devastated.

      However, now that I saw Luna closing her legs to make an iron wall to the entrance of her butthole, I could finally understand what he was feeling, albeit a little bit. That guy was hoping to be his girlfriend’s first in more than just one way.

      Anyways…

      “N-Not there…!”

      Luna’s ass, glistening thanks to her love juices, was like leafy petals.

      Probably due to the fact that she had washed herself in the bathhouse earlier, she was so clean that there was not even a speck of stain on her body. It was to the point that I found her insanely cute and adorable right now.

      As I rubbed her ass that was soaked in her love juices with my fingertips, Luna jerked and convulsed as though her butt was actually on fire.

      “This part has nothing to do with the vow of chastity.”

      “I-It’s not due to that….! U-Ugh… S-Stop it!”

      As Luna whimpered, telling me to get my hands away…

      She put more strength in her body to reject my advances. However, there was no way Luna would be able to defeat me in a simple power struggle, as her strength level had only reached 7 to this date.

      
        Rub— Rub—
      

      “Hassan, I-I’m, going, to, get, angry…!”

      At some point in time, as I had been stroking Luna’s ass with my thumbs, she had brought the blanket, that she used to cover her face till now, down to her nose and glared at me with her small and round eyes.

      She probably wanted to make it obvious to me that she was angry, but her wrinkled forehead looked more cute than scary.

      Toward Luna, who was in such a state, I couldn’t help but ask out loud.

      “I really can’t?”

      “E-Eung…”

      It seemed like touching her ass was not allowed. Somehow, I felt really sad and regretful about that.

      To be frank, I harbored some insecurities about my relationship with Luna.

      I was just an outlander who had nothing but my body going on for me. Meanwhile, Luna owned a decent piece of land in the city, and she was also a talented girl who was surprisingly good at housekeeping.

      No, before I could even start thinking about those things, the fact that the one who hung out with me was a super pretty girl like Luna was enough for me to question myself if I was even worthy to be by her side. No matter how I looked at it we were not a good match for each other.

      Because of that, I felt really nervous about my relationship with her.

      My relationship with Luna had become stagnant due to her vow of chastity. Moreover, it was hard to introduce her as my girlfriend or lover because, to the world, she was just my party member.

      Nominally, Luna was currently single. Solo. Uno. Il. Maybe that’s why there were always a lot of men approaching Luna and among them, there were some pretty good-looking bastards, so I felt quite uneasy about everything at this point.

      After all, the thing called human relationship was anything but predictable.

      Even though Luna and I were living our lives to the fullest right now…

      Knox, a perfect yet fickle being, could introduce a gold-tier adventurer as her groom out of nowhere and there was nothing I could do about it.

      Other than that, Luna and I might have a huge fallout one day.

      That was why I felt so impatient and nervous all the time.

      After all, I, who fell into this world all alone, didn’t even have a single friend to talk to about relationships or even romance. I had to embrace those worries by myself and had to come up with a solution to them too.

      And I knew very well that I was not smart enough to give myself the right idea or solution with my thinking alone.

      What I barely came up with the little brain I had was that if I took away all of Luna’s firsts, she would also become deeply entangled with me and be unable to leave me.

      Luna was someone who put a lot of attention to detail and valued her first experiences a lot. She even went to the point of inscribing her name on the first bronze coin she had earned.

      I’m sure if I took all of Luna’s firsts, the distance between me and Luna would lessen by a lot as well.

      “-san.”

      While I was lost in my thoughts, I heard Luna calling me from below.

      Starting from her tiny belly button, her waterdrop-shaped breasts, and her clearly visible collarbones up to her slender neck. I gradually looked up at Luna’s face and saw her emerald eyes staring at me deeply.

      Luna seemed to not even think of covering her face anymore and was looking straight at me with those emerald orbs of hers. Her gaze was so clear that it suddenly made me feel a lot of embarrassment.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “Hassan, there’s no need to be so impatient. Hassan will be a better man someday.”

      “…Is that so?”

      “Yeah. Try to Imagine this… People will praise the name of Hassan, and wherever you walk, there will be embroidered petals and evergreen leaves strewn about akin to a silk road.”

      At Luna’s words, I imagined people chanting my name wherever I went. To be honest, it wasn’t a scene that I could easily imagine.

      After all, I was only used to criticism, jeers, and whispers filled with mockery behind my back.

      Luna continued on, not caring about my thoughts.

      “A palace-like house with dozens or hundreds of servants moving busily… and a multitude of guests waiting for you to allow them to visit you… It will be like a house that shines as brightly as the sun at night and is full of noise and merriment.”

      Luna stretched her palms toward the air slowly. Her eyes stared into the space where a single candle burned in a dim light.

      The candlelight twinkled in her pupils, making them shimmer in a strange light, and it felt as if her eyes itself were set on fire.

      “Try to imagine. The arrival of a multitude of guests. The silver platter they will bring with them will be full of treasures from various places far and wide and precious fabrics such as silk, linen, and flannel will be gifted in unimaginable amounts. Meanwhile, Hassan, you who will sit in front of the pile of endless gifts, your chair shining like a king’s throne, and all the nations of the world will bow down to worship you.”

      Luna explained feverishly, like a shaman who had received a prophecy. But the content was so absurd that I could only laugh as I heard her speak.

      “But, I think that’s a bit too far-fetched. Are you asking me to become a king?”

      Neither my mother nor my father had such high expectations for me as their son. However, since Luna said it casually as if there was genuinely a high probability for me to really achieve all of that, I almost thought that I could really do it if I tried.

      Luna spoke at that time.

      “I am Luna, daughter of Ideope, child of the Great Night. If you want to be the man who stands next to me, you should be at least that much, right?”

      “Huuuh, the fence is a bit too high, no?”

      “Moreover, according to our earlier agreement, a third of Hassan’s treasures, goods, fame and power are mine!”

      
        Bam—!
      

      Her words make me feel like being hit by a hammer in the back of my head.

      “What the, was that your goal all along?”

      “Eung, eung…”

      I laughed out loud; as if I’d been tricked into some sort of a prank. I wasn’t offended, of course. I lay on top of Luna, who had her lips pursed as if she had more things to say.

      Then, I blocked that small pocket of prophecy of hers, that kept trying to utter more and more gibberish, with my own mouth.

      “Heub?! Heuu…. Smooch, haeuu…”

      Luna, who tried to resist slightly at first, soon accepted my advances to her mouth.

      Since it was a kiss after a long time, I even forgot to breathe and just greedily tasted Luna’s small lips and tongue.

      As always, Luna’s lips and soft tongue smelled like refreshing mint.

      Whether it was yesterday, today, tomorrow, the day after tomorrow, or even in any other universe where Hassan, a foreign worker, became a king, Luna’s lips will always smell like this bittersweet and cool menthe flavor that I was so familiar with at this point.

      “Heut, slurp, slurp…”

      As I licked and bit her lips for a while more, Luna, who acted as if she found it difficult to breathe, pushed my chest away with her hands.

      She then laid me down on the deerskin and slowly moved her hands to pull my pants down.

      “Wh-What are you going to do…?”

      “…”

      I was taken aback by her actions and couldn’t help but ask, however, Luna didn’t answer no matter how I asked her. She just showed me what she intended to do with her actions.

      
        Rustle—
      

      Ten fingers soon wrapped around my hot schlong. It was so cool to the touch that it literally sent shivers down to my very bones.

      
        Sniff—
      

      Soon after, Luna put her face between my legs and started sniffing out loud.

      “…”

      
        Sniff—
      

      While Luna was sniffing my dick, she didn’t forget to touch my balls and rub them repeatedly with her hands.

      It shouldn’t have smelled bad since I had washed up in the bathhouse earlier in the evening. However, I still somehow felt quite ashamed and awkward about her smelling my cock like that.

      Since it was so much embarrassing to be touched and smelled like this, being touched on the butt should probably be a really frightening experience. I kinda understood why Luna had reacted like that before.

      
        Lick— Lick—
      

      While I was slightly reflecting on my own reckless actions, Luna stuck out her tongue and started licking my rod like it was a tasty lollipop.

      “Haeu… Haeum… Smooch.”

      After a few tasteful licks, she opened her tiny jaws, wide enough so that she would be able to accommodate my cock head and the rest of it inside of her sticky canal.

      I felt a pang in my chest as I watched Luna take my cock into her mouth the next moment, even though I hadn’t forced or asked her to do so.

      “Slurp, heub, sluuurp…”

      Though, even for me, who did not have much experience in sexual matters, I could still feel that Luna’s actions were pretty clumsy and awkward.

      Still, that wet, warm, moist feeling of the insides of her mouth was simply heavenly.

      I was proud to see Luna’s willingness and desire to do something like this for me.

      Occasionally, as if to gauge my reactions, she would raise her eyes and look intently at my face.

      I seriously contemplated whether I should give some signs to her and pretend to feel good by her actions, or whether I should at least let out a moan or not, even though I felt embarrassed with just the thought of doing something like that.

      
        Bite—
      

      At that time, I was startled when Luna suddenly bit into the hard, swollen shaft of my penis quite strongly with her teeth.

      “Wh-why did you bite it!”

      “Because I felt angry for some reason. I won’t do that anymore.”

      Was she disappointed that I didn’t respond? While I was feeling a bit regretful for not reacting, Luna suddenly took the chance to sit on top of my thighs.

      She even gently wrapped the ribbon, that she used to tie her hair, which was lying on the floor around my eyes like a blindfold.

      “Y-You can’t open your eyes.”

      After giving out many such warnings, Luna sat directly on top of my lower body.

      I couldn’t tell because my eyes were covered, but I could vaguely feel that my hard, towering rod was being pressed under the weight of some crevice and was trying to dig into it.

      “Heuk, keuk…”

      From Luna’s lips which were now in front of my face, a muffled groan, that seemed to indicate that she was enduring a great deal of pain, leaked out and entered my ears.

      
        Swallow— Sliiiide—
      

      Soon, my hard and long schlong dug into a small round hole and was soon surrounded by moist and smooth walls.

      “Huuuuh, huuuuuh…”

      Luna breathed heavily as if she had just finished undergoing a huge ordeal. She felt like a person who had finally popped out from underwater and breathed out all the accumulated breaths she had been holding back after being down for a long time.

      Thanks to that, I could smell the cool refreshing scent of menthe coming out of Luna’s mouth and tickling my nose.

      “I-It’s sooo biiig…”

      “Luna, is this perhaps…”

      “Shh, shh…! Be quiet! If you say more, ugh… I’m just going to go to sleep…”

      I couldn’t help but shut my mouth at Luna’s fearsome threat.

      A closed mouth.

      And two covered eyes that were unable to see anything but darkness.

      So, the only place where my heated nerves could now concentrate was my dick that was standing tall and Luna’s weight on my thighs.

      I was sure that my rod had gone through something similar to a very narrow hole.

      I could clearly feel that something was tightening all around, as though a rubber band was wrapping around the bottom of my pole.

      Except for that part, everywhere else, a vague feeling of being wrapped in something soft and warm, and a sense of delectable pressure, could be felt.

      
        Schlup— Schluck—
      

      “Ahh…”

      As Luna slowly raised her body while holding onto my shoulders, along with the wet sounds… accompanied a painful voice that had burst out of Luna’s mouth.

      “Ugh… Ah… E-Everything went in, riiiiight?”

      “That’s right. Everything went in this time.”

      
        Tup— Tup— Swoop—
      

      Instead of using my blinded eyes to locate her back, I used my hand to feel around and finally grabbed Luna’s back to support her head and torso. And just like that, I slowly shifted my weight forward and laid Luna down on the deerskin once again.

      After that, I inserted my hot schlong deep into her ass as if driving a nail inside the puckering hole along her moist and scathing hot depths.

      
        Slap—
      

      At the same time as I heard the pleasant sound of my thighs colliding against her sticky ass, I could feel the trembling sensations that started coming from Luna’s back with my palms.

      “He, aeung…!”

      “…Then, I’ll try to move now.”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 102: Second Moon (4) 🔞

      
      If it were up to me, I would have just moved my waist like a crazy lunatic and rushed toward climax as soon as I could.

      I wanted to taste the pleasant sensations of her quivering fleshy walls using all of my schlong— from the bulbous tip to the very roots. The desire to pour all the hot and cloudy liquid, churning inside of my balls, deep inside of the depths of her convulsing anal hole almost overwhelmed me for a moment; it started from the nape of my neck and traveled all the way up to the back of my head, making them tingle all over in the excitement from that thought alone.

      If I had been masturbating right now, I wouldn’t have wasted another second before enacting that thought of mine.

      However, Luna, whom I held in my arms, was thinner and softer than I could have ever imagined her to be. I was seriously afraid that if I were to apply the wrong amount of strength, even for a single second, she would instantly break into pieces in front of me.

      That was why I tried to move slowly and gently inside her depths, making sure I didn’t give her too much stimulation at any moment in time.

      Oh My God! To think that I would see the day when I tried to prevent myself from giving too much stimuli when I was doing an act that had the sole purpose of sharing more and more stimuli between the parties involved… It was somewhat of a contradictory action, but right now, just holding Luna like this was enough to give me immense joy and satisfaction.

      “Ahhh, uhhh… I-It feels so strange…”

      Whenever my waist moved, Luna would leak out a breath through her mouth, seemingly not being able to hold her voice any longer.

      Her hands wrapped around my back tightly while her nails intermittently scratched my skin. Maybe, tomorrow morning, there would be red fingernail marks left all over my back due to that.

      “Ugh!”

      Not only that, Luna even reached the point where she had to bite my neck strongly to not lose herself to the overwhelming sense of pleasure. How could she be so sensitive to stimuli?

      I thought in my mind that if Luna ever asked me to stop, then I would probably stop right away no matter when she asked me to, so I slowly started pushing my rod in and out of her depths with that in mind.

      
        Schlup— Schlup— Schlup—
      

      “Haeung, ugh, ugh…!”

      Each time I repeated the action, the moans leaking out of Luna’s mouth, which was biting my shoulder right now, grew stronger and stronger.

      Since my eyes were covered, I couldn’t tell what kind of expression Luna was making right now and whether she was moaning because it hurt or because she liked it, so it was all a bit disappointing, to be honest.

      
        Schlup— Schlup— Schlup— Schlup— Press—
      

      “Ughh, hauu, uhh, haangh, uhh, huuungh, uhh…”

      I was nervous as Luna could ask me to stop at any time and I would have no choice but to comply. However, Luna unexpectedly showed great endurance and did not stop or restrain me from doing anything.

      But I could vaguely sense that since my stick rod was ramming into her over and over like this, her whole body would become very tired and exhausted after we were finished with this sexual act.

      
        Press—
      

      Soon, a sudden surge of power went into Luna’s stomach and lower half making the muscles of that region contract and undulate.

      Because of that, the walls that were smothering my schlong with their fleshy and moist warmth began to tighten further and further, and so I had to put a lot of effort into moving my dick inside of her.

      
        Schlup— Schlup— Schlup— Schlup— Schlup—
      

      “Haaang, haang, ah, ah, ah…!”

      “Luna, tell me if you’re feeling tired, okay?”

      “Heung, ahh, haang, heuh, ahh, hah, hah…”

      Was she in a state where she couldn’t even answer my questions any longer? Or maybe she was just trying to put up with all the pain and suffering for the sake of my feelings?

      Due to that, I made up my mind on finishing this act as quickly as possible and gradually increased the speed of my thrusts. I believed that putting all of this to an end would make it more comfortable for Luna as well.

      “Heuu, haangh, ang, ah, ah, aaaah!”

      At that moment, a series of screams and moans, which sounded like the death throes coming out of a person on the verge of losing their life, came out from Luna’s mouth, tickling my ears.

      “Ugh, ah, ah, ah!”

      Did I do it too hard? I was a little bit worried about her at this point. However, it would be too disappointing to start slowing down now as I was already in a state where I could reach orgasm at any moment.

      So, while hoping Luna’s body, which had grown to level 15, would be strong enough to withstand the onslaught of my rapid thrusts, I turned her body over and laid her down on the ground on her stomach.

      “Now, I won’t stop even if you ask me to.”

      “Huh!?”

      I inserted my dick inside Luna’s puckering hole as she was lying down on the floor, face down. Soon, Luna lowered her waist and lifted her ass high, making it easy for me to thrust into her.

      “Uughh, euuu…!”

      Before Luna, who was twitching like no tomorrow, had time to adjust to my length, I began thrusting my hard object between her ass.

      “Ahhh, ughh, haaa…! Y-You are too fast… I-I think I’m going to die…”

      When Luna said that she was about to die, I was so startled that I instantly stopped moving altogether. As expected, I had done it too hard and now she was not able to take it anymore.

      “A-are you okay…?”

      “Huh, huh…”

      I asked into the thin air in front of me, not knowing where to look as I was blindfolded, but other than the occasional sounds of exhaling, Luna didn’t respond to my question. As expected, it was uncomfortable to be blindfolded in this kind of situation.

      So, I pulled the ribbon and peeked a bit with my left eye in order to prevent Luna from noticing my sneaky actions. Thanks to that, I was able to observe some things like Luna’s back and her disheveled pink hair.

      Luna was holding her ass high, like a cat stretching out its body with a yawn.

      Her face, shoulders, and arms were sprawled about on the ground, her body showing no signs of movement whatsoever. Well, it was quite natural since her stamina should have been depleted by now from all the exhausting acts we had been doing till now.

      
        Thrust—
      

      When I thrust into her ass once again, I could clearly see her back becoming rigid and her head tilting upwards.

      “Haeung…!”

      
        Schlup— Schlup— Schlup— Schlup—
      

      “Heut, hiik, haah, aangh, aangh, angh, angh, aahh, angh…!”

      It was a lot of fun for me to see her raw responses like this. If only I could enjoy it like this a little bit more…

      However, my cock was becoming indescribably stiffer with time, probably due to the intense stimulation which kept gradually increasing over time with the lengthening of our sexual act.

      Once the signal started to rush into my brain, the guy called Ejaculation rushed like a bull that had seen red and showed no signs of restraint any longer.

      I gritted my teeth as the thought of wrapping this act up and ending it and the thought of enjoying this magical time a little longer played a game of tug-of-war inside my mind.

      
        Grab—
      

      I placed my hands on Luna’s firm ass and squeezed them with all my might to endure the constant rush of the intense stimuli that I was receiving through my cock.

      “Ang…!”

      As if my act of rough-handling her ass had a big impact on her, Luna arched her back and spasmed all over.

      
        Schlup— Schlup— Schlup—
      

      At that moment, I felt a tightening around my schlong that was so strong that it made my dick unable to dig inside of her depths any longer.

      The sensation of her walls rubbing against my sensitive glans sent a wave of jolting pleasure coursing through my body— from my toe to my tailbone as well as from the shaft of my cock to the tip of my head, forcing me to immediately cum.

      “Uhhh…!”

      Even though I honestly thought that it was stupid to see a man moaning like I was doing now,

      It was really hard to keep the moans from escaping my mouth as I cummed inside her depths which were soft, moist, and tightened so lovingly around my dick.

      “Wh-What the… H-Hassan, I feel, s-strange, heuh, aangh, ah… !”

      In any case, together with that shrieking sound, Luna trembled even more before slumping onto the floor like a dead body.

      
        Splurt— Splurt— Splurt—
      

      I poured out all my semen, that was churning inside my balls till now, into her warm insides. It was a long and thick ejaculation that made me wonder if It was the culmination of everything that had piled up until now.

      “Heuu, uh, W-What… S-something’s cumm— ah, ah ah…!”

      Probably due to the feeling of being cummed inside of her depths, Luna also seemed to have reached a climax so strong and incredulous that she shouted her lungs out in pleasure.

      
        Schlup—
      

      After I finished ejaculating, I pulled my throbbing rod out of the hole between Luna’s legs.

      Then I could clearly see that the puckering hole, which had been closed so tightly before, had opened slightly up to the girth of my thick rod, making it puffy and swollen.

      There couldn’t be any prettier sight than that in the world, I was sure of it.

      Of course, since Luna still thought that I was blindfolded, I would pretend that I didn’t see this appearance of hers.

      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

      Luna, who had become absolutely spent, regained some of her energy back after I gave her a small massage.

      She even started moving her body quite a bit after a stream of letters that indicated that her breast lumps as well as her mild menstrual cramps had been cured appeared before my eyes.

      “Huh, it feels a little better now.”

      “I’m glad. Now, lie down for me… I’ll massage your back too.”

      Since she just had an unfamiliar experience in an unfamiliar position, she would definitely suffer from muscle soreness tomorrow if left unattended.

      That’s why I stroked her arms, legs, armpits, forearms, and even neck with my palms and massaged them carefully with my fingers.

      “Hehe, it tickles.”

      Only after being massaged for a while did Luna regain her usual smile. Now, I finally was able to feel relieved.

      “Then shall we sleep now?”

      “No, we have to wash up first!”

      I thought I could just sleep as is. But, Luna insisted that we must wash our bodies first before sleeping.

      So we ended up wiping off each other’s bodies outside, beneath the two moons that were hanging up in the sky. It was a unique and extraordinary experience in its own way.

      Luna’s soft and curvy body threatened to make my cock rise again, and I was trying my utmost to suppress it to the point where I felt like I would die if I suppressed it for too long.

      When the quick shower was over, Luna opened her mouth as her knees buckled and shook like someone who had to go to the bathroom to relieve themselves.

      “Heuu… Seems like something is flowing inside… It’s also very painful…”

      “Menstruation?”

      “N-Not that!”

      “Then, what is flowing inside?”

      “I-I don’t know.”

      
        Slap—
      

      Suddenly, Luna slapped my upper torso with her wet towel; it hit me like a literal whip and hurt me more than I thought it would.

      “Hassan, let’s wash our bodies in the bathhouse first before eating tomorrow.”

      Even though Luna had wiped her body with a wet towel right now, it seemed like she wasn’t the least bit satisfied yet. I was also someone who liked to regularly clean my body, so I just nodded my head in agreement.

      So, after washing our bodies, we lay down on the ground as if nothing had happened between us. It was kind of a pity to just lie down on the hard wooden floor in our current tired state.

      “It would have been nice if we had another blanket.”

      “Y-Yeah.”

      “…”

      A brief moment of silence followed after Luna gave me her answer.

      Luna and I were acting so awkwardly right now that it would be unthinkable for someone seeing us that we had just had a steamy affair not long ago.

      It was as if we had agreed to not talk to each other about what happened between us not long ago.

      Since we acted like nothing happened, it became super awkward as though there was a hole of an entire day in my memories and I was literally forcing myself to not recall them.

      Would this awkward atmosphere get better tomorrow morning?

      I was tired after doing so many things today. On top of it all, as I slept with the blanket covering my body, I started to feel drowsy from the cozy warmth of the blanket.

      I yawned out loud and closed my eyes shut.

      “Hassan. Are you sleeping?”

      Probably because she couldn’t sleep yet, Luna called out to me in a small voice.

      “No, not yet. Why?”

      “The thing I said before… About Hassan becoming a great man…”

      “Ah, what about it?”

      “Now that I think about it, it’s okay even if that doesn’t happen. I… In a small house like this… I think it’s nice to stay like this… covered in a blanket together while sharing each other’s warmth.”

      “Is that so?”

      Luna’s words made me feel the sensation of the hard wooden floor even more vividly than before.

      A small, cramped room.

      If you listened closely, you could hear almost everything that was happening in the slums from inside of this cabin and even things that were hard to make out, whether it was cats or rats scurrying around or something else entirely, disturbing your sleep.

      It was like a secret base that was so incredibly small that I could hear Luna’s chattering voice from almost anywhere inside the cabin, whether it was the first floor or the second.

      I wished in my heart that I could spend every day with Luna inside of this cabin just like that.

      Of course, I knew very well that an ordinary life and ordinary happiness were hard things to achieve in life. I would have to work harder in the future— around the time I was thinking like that…

      “However, Hassan will surely go far someday. Higher than I could ever imagine. Or deep into the ground…”

      I was pulled out of my thoughts by Luna’s voice, which contained some hints of worry underlaid in them.

      “I will go that far?”

      “Yeah. It would be so very far that It would be difficult for me to find out where Hassan would go if you suddenly disappeared from my sight.”

      “Who said that I’ll go? Is this one of those intuitions of yours as a Shaman of Ideope that you talk about every other day? That mysterious feeling that you have?”

      “Umm, no.”

      Luna shook her head in response.

      “It’s just a woman’s intuition.”

      
        Whoosh—
      

      At that moment, the wind of dawn blew from somewhere and cooled the air inside this little cabin of ours. That was probably because the first-floor window was left slightly open so that Kong Kong, who had left the house, could enter at any time it wanted.

      The breeze created a momentary silence that settled over our bodies like a blanket of mystery. I opened my mouth to blow away the silence with my words.

      “Luna, I don’t think you should trust those feelings of yours. You just feel worried because it’s already pretty late. Let’s just sleep and forget about it all.”

      “Is that so?”

      
        Rustle— Rustle—
      

      As I closed my eyes in order to sleep, Luna grabbed onto my arm again. Was her hunger problem not resolved yet? Well, it only made sense that she would feel hungrier after the heavy workout that we did not long ago.

      When I thought that Luna would bite my arm again in order to endure the hunger, I found out that she didn’t do anything like that and just quietly sniffed it with that cute little nose of hers.

      “What are you doing?”

      “If I remember your smell, wherever you go, I will be able to find you.”

      “What are you? A wolf?”

      “…”

      Luna didn’t say anything after that. From the fact that her breathing had become steady soon after, I surmised that she must have fallen asleep.

      Just until a moment ago, I was feeling so tired that I was sure that I was about to fall into a deep sleep at any moment. However, Luna’s last few words bothered my mind, so I couldn’t help but fall into a pondering state instead of sleeping outright.

      To think that she would say something like I would go somewhere far away from her. Was Luna showing signs of separation anxiety?

      The only place I wanted to go that was out of Luna’s reach was the afterlife, which I would only visit after my death, or my home, which might be in another universe.

      The home that I couldn’t even remember the door password of anymore.

      Home, huh?

      I suddenly remembered the day that I fell into a trap and arrived in this strange world.

      I came here like I had been kidnapped without even having the time to say goodbye to my parents, younger sister, and acquaintances. Fuck! Even thinking about it was enough to make me feel wronged and angry.

      Just like that…

      What if one day, without any notice or warnings, I fell into a strange trap once more and returned to my original world?

      If Luna and I were unable to meet again for the rest of our lives, without even having the time to say goodbye to each other then…

      Wouldn’t Luna wander around this strange world to look for me who suddenly disappeared one day?

      The image of Luna that wandered throughout the crowd, searching for my face, was so vivid in my head that it felt like I was seeing it firsthand.

      There was something very sad about it that made my heart sink endlessly. Even though it was the home I wanted to return to so badly.

      For some reason, I liked this old cabin more than the cool air conditioning and a refrigerator full of Coke that I had going for me in the past.

      Until now, I’d lived my life with a mindset of having nothing to lose but my own life, so I’d been living it one day at a time. Now that I had more and more to lose, I started to feel rather anxious. Fucking shit!

      Just what the hell was this world?

      Why in hell was I here?

      Until now, I thought that my entry into this world was just an unfortunate coincidence, but it now seemed like there were a lot of things that I needed to ponder about the circumstances that lead me to this world.

      For example, that long-eared cultist woman I met before falling into this bizarre world of superstitions.

      Just who was that woman who told me to believe in the chaos— the beginning of everything?

      Even if I pondered about it alone, I didn’t think that I would be able to come up with an answer to this question.

      Seems like I would have to go to the library after waking up tomorrow.

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 103: Cultish Nymph and Pluto’s Underground Labyrinth (1)

      
      Honestly, I wasn’t very fond of books or even studying.

      My grades were always on the average side— starting from my school up to my university days.

      It was not like I had never attempted to improve my scores, but strangely, whenever I opened a book, I would become drowsy and would eventually fall asleep in the midst of my studies.

      So, when I learned that I had to take over my father’s health center, I focused more on my practical training than the theoretical aspects.

      In fact, practical training seemed to suit me better than reading books and studying.

      Anyway, the reason I suddenly brought this topic up was…

      
        Swoosh— Swoosh—
      

      It had really been a long time since I had even gazed upon a book, much less read it. The small font of the characters densely written on the pages of the book did not spark even a bit of an interest in me, and I couldn’t understand what they were trying to convey, nor could I retain the information that was being delivered to my mind through my eyes.

      As I was dozing off after trying to read the complex book for about two hours, the librarian, Eremantos, approached me from a distance and started speaking to me casually.

      “It’s surprising to see that you’ve diligently gone through the entire library for some books to read. Are you planning on changing your career path during this golden opportunity since the guild building has been destroyed by the cultists?”

      His sharp voice woke me up slightly from my drowsy state. I wiped away the drool that had unknowingly leaked out from the corner of my mouth and returned my focus to the book before me.

      『Chaos— a crack in the primordial world that existed since before the creation of the world. After the War of the Titans and the rise of the Twelve Olympian Gods, the faith in the Chaos had declined and dwindled over time, leaving behind very little documentation about it.』



      “Hmm….”

      “It seems like there’s something you don’t understand in there. I haven’t heard the sound of pages being turned for quite a while now.”

      Eremantos, the skinny librarian, approached me from the sides.

      Actually, I didn’t like my personal space suddenly being invaded like this, but I didn’t say anything pertaining to that because I felt like I might be kicked out of the library if I even tried to.

      The librarian glanced over the page of the book I was reading and leaked out a short snort.

      “I was wondering what you were reading so seriously… It turns out you were looking at something utterly useless. Discussing Chaos is a meaningless act. That’s why it’s Chaos, and it’s natural not to understand even a lick of it.”

      “Is that so?”

      “However, I don’t dislike those who seek to learn more. Take this book.”

      Rustle— Rustle—

      Erementos fumbled around inside his ash-colored robe and handed me something wide and flat. It was another book. What was this again? Was he recommending another good book to me?

      So I sneakily opened it to see what was written inside, but the old book, made of worn-out material, was full of blank pages. Damn it! I, Hassan, got fooled once again.

      “What is this?”

      “It’s an empty book. The chaos of the beginning of times. Chaos is exactly like this book— blank and desolate. Take it… You’re free to fill it up with whatever you like.”

      “Oh.”

      The strict-looking librarian had actually given me a notebook as a gift! In this world where papers and books were considered luxury items, a notebook was a pretty precious thing in itself.

      It also seemed to have dozens of pages. This book’s worth would easily exceed one silver coin. Why the heck did he give this to me for free? What was he planning here?

      “What do you want me to do?”

      As someone who knew full well that there was no such thing as a free favor in this barbaric world, I couldn’t help but be suspicious of his sudden goodwill.

      “I have nothing I want from you at the moment. However, it won’t hurt to make a connection with the famous Samaritan of this city in advance. Samaritans are excellent mercenaries, after all.”

      “I see.”

      “Anyway, don’t go too deep in your studies of Chaos. Those who look into the abyss and receive the blessing of chaos are known to go insane over time. That’s exactly what the cultists of Pluto are like, so you must be vigilant to not end up like them.”

      After saying those words, Erementos began to organize the library shelves with his slave, Aesop. Do not delve too deeply into knowledge about Chaos, huh?

      Was it like forbidden knowledge? For example, blasphemous texts or something along those lines that have received the condemnation of the world.

      Anyway, it was great that I received a notebook since I had been planning to study these days.

      I had been considering buying one anyways, but, if I had to be honest, I was leaning toward not buying it, thinking that it was a little too wasteful to buy one just for studies in this world of superstitions.

      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

      As I stepped out onto the streets, I could see that it was still sunny and bright outside. I had felt like I was stuck inside the library all day, but time seemed to have passed much slower than I thought it had.

      I had told Luna I would be studying until evening, but finishing my studies so early made me feel rather bad. I didn’t want to seem like I hadn’t studied at all and was goofing around instead.

      However, I had filled my head with some knowledge, so I still felt like I had spent the day quite productively.

      But… what should I do now? Should I go to a PC room or an Internet cafe or something like that?

      Luna had asked me to not return before evening as she had an important secret potion to make so I was not able to return to the hut.

      However, I doubted that there was such a convenient spot as an Internet cafe in this world. So, I started wondering absent-mindedly to see if there was anything I could do to kill time. With that thought in mind, I just headed to the guild building.

      I wanted to see how much the ruined temple of Mars had been restored by now.

      “Hey, you bastard! Hurry up and move!”

      “What the hell is up with this bastard!?”

      On the guild site, tough-looking dwarfs who had removed their tops were busy building the pillars after removing the debris from the demolished site.

      As I was absentmindedly watching them mix water, pebbles, sand, and cement and spread it evenly on the flat ground, I heard someone call me from behind—

      “Oh, it’s you, Mr. Hassan!”

      Someone spoke to me in a fairly bright voice. There were not many people who would pretend to know me around this area of the guild building.

      “Is it you, Miss Daphne?”

      “Yes, it’s me. I was just thinking about seeing you, Mr. Hassan. I’m glad I ran into you here.”

      As I turned my head, I saw Daphne wearing a work outfit that looked somewhat dirty with a piece of cloth wrapped around her head.

      She seemed to be helping out with the restoration work as I could see her holding a basket full of rocks around her waist.

      What kind of business did she have with me even? Could it be that she wanted me to participate in this boring and tedious construction work? It made me nervous for some reason.

      At that moment, I hesitated whether to run away quickly, wondering what this woman was trying to say to me or if there was something she needed to show me or something along those lines when…

      “The nymph in the underground prison asked to see you, Mr. Hassan.”

      Upon hearing the words ‘Nymph in the underground,’ I relaxed a bit and felt puzzled at the same time.

      Nymph in the underground?

      What did she mean by that?

      My brain was overloaded with information right now since I had used it for the first time in a long while, so I was struggling to think clearly for a moment.

      Then, I remembered Paranoy, the crimson-red-haired cultist, who was imprisoned in the Mars Guild’s underground prison.

      According to Hippolyte, they had already transported the captured cultists to the prison city. Why was Paranoy still here in the underground prison then?

      “Why did she ask for me?”

      “I don’t know either. She won’t talk to us and she also won’t even eat the food we provided her. Even if she is a small Nymph, it must be hard for her to starve for more than a few days like that.”

      Daphne clicked her tongue as if she had thought up an extremely stubborn and spiteful woman. After giving her a brief farewell, I made my way to the underground prison.

      I expected it to be cold down there, but, to my surprise, it wasn’t.

      Due to the scorching sunlight beating down from outside, the temperature inside the prison cell had risen considerably, making it feel uncomfortable and stuffy. It was almost as if the prison had turned into an animal’s den with an unpleasant beastly smell lingering about.

      
        Step— Step—
      

      The sound of my footsteps echoed through the dark interior of the prison and soon, I stood before the only prisoner locked up in this underground cell— a cultist Nymph named Paranoy.

      “You called for me?”

      “Uhh, ugh!”

      The Nymph, Paranoy, who was shackled, gagged, and restrained, seemed to sense my presence and reacted as if a machine that had been inactive for a long time had finally roared back to life. How many days had it been since she was confined like this?

      
        Creak—
      

      Using the key to her cell that was hung outside, I opened the door and entered the cell.

      I knew from experience that this punk wouldn’t be able to harm me even if I entered this cell, so I had no qualms about entering inside.

      As I entered the prison and removed the gag from her mouth, Paranoy drooled out a long stream of saliva and began to breathe heavily in the air.

      “Ahh, hah, finally, some relief. C-Comrade, you have finally come! Have you been busy?”

      This woman still thought I was her comrade, huh? It was probably because of the Eyes of Pluto— the necklace I was wearing.

      But I thought that after the fight with Somnia and Schizo, all the misunderstandings the cultists had about me would have been cleared up by now. As the first one trapped in the underground prison, it seemed like she still didn’t know about my true identity.

      “Yes, I was just really busy.”

      “The plan, what about the plan? We were supposed to take advantage of the fog and destroy the Minerva Guild! We declared war…! The date has long passed. What happened to the temple of Minerva? Did the towering statue of the goddess break?”

      Paranoy asked me in a quiet voice. I recalled the Minerva Guild’s guild building that Luna and I had visited recently. The statue of the goddess there was still standing tall with impressive valor.

      “The mission failed.”

      “Geez, indeed, it’s because I was caught… They didn’t have enough magic power to create the fog. Somnia and Anxious are like dried anchovies when it comes to magic power and quantity. S-So, what happened to the other comrades?”

      At the mention of other comrades, I thought of the cultists who were gathered inside the underground hideout that day.

      “They were all caught. Somnia and Schizo are even said to have been taken to the prison city.”

      “What, what? That can’t be! Those two were caught? B-By who?”

      Paranoy yelled in disbelief at the fact that Somnia and Schizo were caught. Did she trust their abilities that much?

      Well, they were certainly strong enough to not be caught by the average adventurers or guards of the city so her reaction was somewhat understandable.

      “Well, it is what it is. Anyway, if there’s nothing else you want to say to me, then I’m leaving.”

      “P-Please, don’t go, comrade—! There’s still something I need to ask you…”

      “Ask me what?”

      A cultist was trying to make a request to me. I couldn’t help but feel suspicious about what she was planning to ask.

      I became tense, wondering if she would ask me to set her free or if it would be something urgent and weird like last time.

      “What kind of request is it? Is it something urgent like last time?”

      “N-No. Even if it’s like that, I won’t make such shameless requests anymore. I didn’t even eat the food that the Mars’ dogs purposely gave me.”

      At Paranoy’s words, I quickly glanced around the underground prison. Looking around, I finally saw the sight of flies flying above the simple meal provided for her to eat.

      That was probably the cause of the unpleasant smell that was permeating the underground prison. Did she refuse to eat it because she thought it was what the enemy had given to her? For a foolish cultist, she still did have some sense of dignity.

      “Well, what’s the request then?”

      “Um, just stay with me for a little bit. It’s too dark and quiet here—“

      “Hmm.”

      Was Paranoy the type of person who was prone to feeling lonely? Well, anyone could end up like that if they were locked up alone in such a gloomy prison.

      Come to think of it. The word ‘Loneliness’ might have been in Paranoy’s status section the last time I checked.

      So, I reached out my finger to her wrist, thinking I could earn some task points while resolving the loneliness she was feeling.

      “What, what is it?”

      “No, it’s just there’s a bug.”

      “A-A bug?! It’s not a spider, right?!”

      Paranoy overreacted after mentioning the spiders herself. Come to think of it… She seemed to be someone who really disliked spiders, didn’t she?

      “S-Spider, spider, I hate spiders! SPIDER!”

      But even though there wasn’t a spider, seeing her get so worked up all by herself was rather pathetic. What was I even doing down here because of this cowardly punk?

      So, just to mess with her a little, I gave her inner thighs a little pinch.

      
        Pinch—
      

      “Eek! T-The spider bit me!”

      It seemed like Paranoy thought that a spider had bitten her.

      “A-A spider! The spider bit me! T-There’s, there’s venom! Holy fucccc…! A venomous spider has bitten me! I-I can’t breathe! I am dying!!”

      However, Paranoy’s reaction was way too extreme. Since her eyes were covered, she probably couldn’t overcome the fear she had created in her own mind.

      “Eeek, eeeeek!”

      Watching Paranoy thrash around like that, as if she really had been bitten by a venomous spider, made me scared and anxious too.

      I mean, it didn’t really matter to me whether she stayed locked up down here or not, but if she keeled over and died right in front of me, I think it would give rise to bad luck for me.

      “Hey, it’s okay. It’s not a spider. It’s not a spider. It’s—“

      “A-A venomous spider has bitten me! The venom is spreading throughout my body!”

      However, Paranoy’s mind was consumed by madness, as if nothing else remained in her mind except the fact that a venomous spider had bitten her. Since she hadn’t eaten well these days, seeing her thin body writhe inside the prison was quite a pitiful sight.

      “C-Comrade! S-Suck the venom out! Q-Quickly! I-I don’t want to d-die!”

      “W-What?”

      “H-Hurry! My t-thigh! I hate sp-spiders…”

      After struggling for a while, Paranoy suddenly collapsed as if her strength had given out.

      “I-I can see the River Styx— Is that C-Charon’s boat over there? I-I don’t have a single copper on me. I-I don’t want to d-die…”

      I didn’t know what she was talking about, but she seemed to be experiencing hallucinations beyond the blindfold that was covering her eyes. It was only natural for her to experience these symptoms after not eating for a long time.

      “Huu—“

      Feeling helpless, I pushed my face between Paranoy’s thigh and then sucked the flesh on the part that I had pinched earlier.

      
        Suck— Suck—
      

      Then, I felt Paranoy’s flesh inside my mouth. Of course, there was no venom there and the only thing I could taste was the prickly sweat that was all over her skin.

      Damn it! What the hell am I doing here?

      
        Spit—
      

      I spewed out the saliva and her sweat to the ground and spoke in a casual voice.

      “It’s done. I’ve sucked up all the poison, so you’ll be all right now.”

      “R-Really?”

      “Yes, you won’t die now.”

      “C-Comrade, you are my lifesaver!”

      Damn it! Whenever I talked to her, I strangely felt like my brain was gradually degenerating into a chimpanzee’s.

      Also, when I was slightly hesitating between a pang of strange guilt and sadism that was making me want to pinch her again…

      
        Slide—
      

      Paranoy slipped open her ankles, fixed to the floor, to both sides. As a result, her groin, which was hidden behind the old ragged cloth, was slightly revealed to my eyes.

      “W-What are you doing?”

      “T-This is all I can give you now in return…”

      Hah?

      What the hell!?

      
    

  
    Chapter 104: Cultish Nymph and Pluto’s Underground Labyrinth (2)
Inside the prison, the cultist nymph, Paranoy, slowly spread her thighs open.
Was there anything else out there that could stimulate someone’s most primal senses than this action of hers? Any healthy man would inevitably have his gaze fixed on that arousing sight.
“What did you just say…?”
“Y-You have done me a great favor by saving my life. You even risked your own life by sucking out the spider venom with your mouth… S-So, I will give you, my comrade, what I have been guarding dearly like my own life.”
I couldn’t understand what the tied-up cultist, Paranoy, was trying to say to me. There was never a spider venom or anything of that sort, to begin with.
What did she plan to give to me?
I glanced down between her legs, wondering if a treasure might be hidden there, but I could see nothing in that place.
“Uh, a-are you trying to give me your virginity?”
“….”
Paranoy only swallowed her dry saliva, not answering anything back.
This silence…. Can I take it as an affirmation?
Holy shit! What the hell was this? Was this some kind of wicked honey trap that was mainstream in the cultist community or something?
“I’ve been treasuring and protecting this to one day offer it to the son of the Lord of Death… b-but this is all I have to offer you now.”
At Paranoy’s words, my face heated up, and blood rushed to my lower body; so much so that I thought my little brother was about to burst out of my pants at any moment.
What man could ever refuse a meal set up in front of him like this?
Of course, there was one type of man— the man who already had a lover.
For me, I already had Luna, who I treasured and cherished with all my heart.
Moreover, Paranoy had been imprisoned for so long that the state of her hygiene was extremely questionable. I was afraid I would catch some strange disease if I had sex with such a woman.
If only Paranoy’s hygienic condition had been a bit better, I might have seriously considered her offer. Despite being a foolish and idiotic cultist, she was pretty cute and befitted her identity as a member of the “Nymph” race.
So, after considering various factors, I had no choice but to refuse Paranoy’s kind offer.
“Paranoy, there’s no need for that.”
“R-Really? Phew… t-that’s a relief. You’re a big-hearted person, my comrade. I was short-sighted—“
Paranoy also breathed a sigh of relief, perhaps secretly fearing the idea of giving her purity to a stranger like me.
“Someday, if I can get out of here, I will repay the favor, dear comrade. You can count on it.”
“Suit yourself.”
It seemed like Paranoy still held onto the hope of escaping this underground prison. It was strange how she didn’t lose hope even in such a despair-inducing situation.
Wondering if there was some other trickery or scheme that the cultists were planning, I secretly glanced around, carefully observing the surroundings.
“So, is there any way to escape from here?”
“Huft, it’s not completely impossible. Those idiotic dogs of Mars offered me a proposal. If I’m willing to convert to a new faith, then they will set me free… or so they said.”
If she was willing to convert, they will set her free?
From my standpoint, I wondered if it was really okay to release a cultist like that…
“Did they really say that?”
“Yes, a man who looked quite important and high up the hierarchy personally told that to me, so it must be true. It’s mainly because pureblooded nymphs like me are desired almost everywhere; they want to make me one of their comrades. I-It’s ridiculous for them to think that I would betray Lord Pluto, but…”
“Hmm.”
“B-But still, if I just pretend to convert, I might probably be forgiven by Lord Pluto, right? It’s not like I’m actually converting, just pretending, so it might be okay—“
What a stupid and clumsy cultist…
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After spending one week buried in the smell of books and elixirs—
Just as I began to feel bored, wondering if anything interesting would happen.
Are you there, Hassan of Samaria and Luna Knoxdotty?
We received an urgent message from the Mars guild. They came looking for Luna and me.
“Hassan, what’s going on?”
“I don’t know either.”
Was the guild works about to resume once again? Or was there perhaps a chance to hit some punks with my trusty club and earn some money on the sides? I secretly became excited at that thought.
I must have become addicted to the sensation of hitting something with the club without even realizing it. I went to the guild building, hoping I could at least smash some goblin heads or something of the sort.
Among the ruins of the broken guild building, some adventurers were gathered together while others could be seen arriving at the gathering like us.
Among the unfamiliar faces, the only person I knew in that bunch, Hippolyte, came up to us when she spotted us among the crowd.
“Oh, you’ve come.”
“What’s going on, Hippolyte? Why did you call all of us here like this?”
“Oh, well, um, ahem.”
Hippolyte seemed greatly flustered by Luna’s question, and after a small sigh, as if nothing had happened just now, she spoke.
“Oh, it’s you, Knoxdotty. Uhm, it’s nothing big. We just called you to witness the conversion ceremony.”
“We’re going to participate in the conversion ceremony? Really? Wow!”
Luna was very surprised as though this news was hard to believe for her.
Seeing her excitement, I couldn’t help but ask after lightly tapping her on the flank with my finger.
“Luna, what’s the conversion ceremony?”
“I don’t know either! But it must be something good and exciting! Holy shh!”
“O-Okay…”
“Ugh—“
Seeing this scene, Hippolyte kindly explained after groaning to herself for a few moments.
“The conversion ceremony is an event to change the god or goddess one has sworn allegiance to. In the case of cultists, who believe in the false gods, five or more silver-tier adventurers should gather together to witness the ceremony.”
Silver-tier adventurers, huh?
At Hippolyte’s words, I looked around and saw several people wearing silver necklaces, including Lord Destroyer who was standing there with his twin great hammers on his waist and Hippolyte herself.
They all looked like seasoned adventurers. Holy fuck! I guess I’ll have to compete with these guys someday if I ever grew strong enough to get a chance to become a gold-tier adventurer.
Although I’ve grown rapidly recently, I still felt that I was unimaginably far behind compared to these silver-tier adventurers.
But looking at their flashing weapons, firm and bulging muscles, and cool-looking staffs, I felt a little intimidated in my mind.
I turned my gaze away from them and asked Hippolyte in a calm tone.
“But why did you call us to this conversion ceremony though?”
“Because you played a big role in subduing the cultists; I called you here as a special spectator. It’s not a big deal, to be honest. You don’t have to worry about it. You can just sit there and watch everything quietly.”
“I see. So, who exactly is converting here?”
“They’re coming as we speak.”
Just then, I turned my head slightly and saw them approaching from afar.
Thump— Thump— Creak— Creak— Creak— Creak—
A small wooden cage with wheels beneath it appeared among the adventurers.
There, tied up inside of it, was none other than Paranoy, the nymph cultist, in tattered clothes!
What the hell?
I was surprised to see her trapped inside like a monkey which was kept inside a small wooden cage in a cruel zoo.
A conversion ceremony? No way. Did that nymph really decide to convert? After being imprisoned for so long, did she also break down mentally?
Then Baltma, the one-eyed bald man sitting in a chair with a frown on his face, stood before us like a zookeeper.
“Well, here stands Demetra’s daughter, Paranoy, before all the gods and goddesses, and the witnesses gathered here. Today, Paranoy has renounced her faith in Pluto and pledged to live as a faithful servant of Vesta, the goddess of hearth.”
Murmur— Murmur—
As Baltma finished speaking, the adventurers and eyewitnesses who had filled the space looked at each other and murmured with surprise in their eyes and voices.
Luna also quietly spoke to me, as if she had come to a realization of some sort.
“Someone said that it’s the cultist we met and captured at the lumberjack’s. But Hassan, why are you sweating so much? Are you feeling hot?”
Luna fanned me with her hand, as sweat started trickling down my head like an outpour of rain. She even breathed out with her mouth and blew a cool breeze toward me in an attempt to cool me down.
Although it was hot, the reason for me sweating like this was probably not just because of the hot weather.
“Paranoy, do you swear to live as a faithful servant of Lady Vesta from now on?”
Baltma asked Paranoy, who was trapped inside the cage. Paranoy started fidgeting as though she was unsure about what to do.
“Well, that’s…”
“If you don’t reply quickly, you will also have to be sent to the prison city. Do you know what will happen to a soft, weak nymph like you in that place?”
“W-What will happen?”
“Hehe, I don’t know either. You can tell us when you go there. Of course, only if you have the luxury of writing a letter or something, that is.”
“Heuu…”
Did Baltma’s threat work? Paranoy trembled as though she was a frightened mouse among giant feral cats and didn’t know what to do in such a situation.
Who could imagine that she was a sinister cultist while seeing that appearance of hers? Damn it! By now, I no longer knew who the bad guy was in this situation.
“Paranoy, do you swear? This is your last chance.”
Baltma asked again, directing his voice toward the cage. Soon, Paranoy answered with determination in her voice, as if she had made a big decision that could change everything for her, while closing her eyes tightly.
“Y-Yes, I swear! I swear!”
“Good, then try saying, ‘Pluto, you bastard’ out loud right now.”
“W-What? Y-You didn’t say that I had to say something like that!”
“If you really want to convert to a new faith, this is something you must say.”
“Ugh….”
Paranoy’s eyes moved uneasily as if wondering what to do in this situation. Her amber-colored eyes scanned through the faces of the crowd and soon met mine.
“Ukkhhh….”
She screamed in a way that made me feel like she had finally made up her mind…
“P-Pluto, you bastard!”
I didn’t know what changed her mind after our eyes had met just now, but her shout was like a thunderous roar almost akin to a lightning strike that shot from the sky.
Who would have thought that the small body of a nymph like her could make such a loud noise? Anyway, after hearing her clear oath, everyone around her was satisfied and laughed out loud.
“Okay, then there’s one final hurdle left.”
“W-What? Mars’ bas— No, Baltma! It’s too different from what you’ve promised to me! I’ve done everything you asked for! Hurry up and let me go already!”
Paranoy growled as if she couldn’t understand anything at all. Hippolyte, who had been listening quietly with her arms folded in one corner of the crowd, stepped forward at that moment.
“Paranoy, the proselyte. You will join the labyrinth exploration team that is departing tomorrow and excavate Pluto’s ruins with them. Show us evidence of your conversion to your new faith and apostasy with that.”
“Y-You are telling me to excavate the ruins of Lord Pluto?”
“Yes, Pluto’s labyrinths are like temples for worshiping Pluto. If you steal the artifacts there and present them to us, we will recognize you as a free person.”
“I-I can’t do such a thing. Lord Pluto will curse me!”
“That’s not my concern. And it’s best not to have any other thoughts in the midst of your exploration. A cruel guard will be following you closely.”
“Ugh….”
Paranoy groaned and gritted her teeth as if she was indignant for being unjustly treated. But Hippolyte only loudly recounted her words, as if she didn’t care about what the little nymph was feeling right now.
“Departure is at dawn tomorrow. And the destination is the bronze-ranked labyrinth that has risen in the swamps of Acheron. I will now name the personnel assigned for the exploration mission.”
Shrrrr—
Hippolyte took out a scroll from her pocket and unfolded it from both sides. She scanned the words written on it and opened her mouth to announce the names.
“For the upcoming exploration of the bronze-ranked labyrinth, we have selected promising newcomers from within the guild. The chosen adventurers will receive the seal from me! At the forefront, we have Eilen’s little beast, Didier!”
“Haha, what an honor. I knew I would be chosen.”
As Hippolyte made her announcement, a short man stepped forward from within the bustling crowd.
He held a large double-edged axe in his hands while a steel plate was wrapped around his small body, giving him the impression of a great warrior.
He seemed quite skilled, but judging by the necklace around his neck, he was probably only in the bronze tier.
“I’ll give those monsters of the labyrinth a taste of my axe! Those bastards will pay for biting my leg off!”
I wondered why he was so angry, but then I saw that that dwarf’s left leg was actually a wooden prosthetic.
Even a guy with only one leg could become a good adventurer, huh? While I thought that to myself—
“Is that dwarf the one-legged Didier? The adventurer who single-handedly defeated a basilisk?”
“He’s more competent than I thought.”
“Maybe the one who will be promoted to the silver tier this year will be him…”
People around me murmured their evaluations of Didier, the one-legged dwarf. I didn’t know what was so impressive about him, but he must be quite remarkable if they were praising him so much.
“Ahem, quiet, please. Next, we have Velmina, the Witch of Frost from the lands of Corinthe!”
“Hmph.”
Velmina, a woman adorning a blue robe, stood up and accepted a small seal from Hippolyte’s hand just like Didier. Her long sky-blue hair looked refreshing and cute, but she seemed to be a bit haughty and arrogant. Since she was holding a small staff-esque stick in her hand, could she be a mage?
Compared to my club, it wouldn’t be appropriate to call what she was holding in her hands a stick. It was thin and flimsy and looked more like a magic wand than anything.
“I heard she graduated from the Ivory Tower as a top student?”
“And she’s able to use ice magic freely.”
“Wow, ice magic. Even if it’s not as strong as fire magic, it’s still high-level attack magic, isn’t it? And yet it’s hard to believe that she’s still a bronze-tier adventurer.”
“She’s probably still working her way up from the bottom.”
But despite my low evaluation of their kind, the blue-haired female mage seemed to be quite impressive in her own right. After all, mages were almost always considered to be highly skilled individuals, so this did not come as too much of a surprise to me.
It is said that someone who took magic as their profession and learned it from a place like the Ivory Tower, an institute of magical studies, was instantly considered to be on the same level as a silver-tier adventurer or even higher.
“And for the third member, we have… Luna, the d-daughter of Ideope— the shaman of superstition and violence.”
“Whaaat!?”
Luna jumped up in the air as if surprised that her name was being called. Of course, I was equally as confused as her and wondered what the hell was going on here.
Weren’t they just forming an Avengers team with human weapons for the Labyrinth conquest here? But why the hell was Luna being included there then? It felt like a Pomeranian was getting thrown in between a horde of muscular Pit Bulls. Wouldn’t she just get crushed?
“I-Is it really me—?”
Luna hesitated as if she couldn’t understand what was happening here, but eventually stood up and took the seal from Hippolyte’s hand like the others.
“Is she the young lady who’s been leveling up quite fiercely lately?”
“I heard that her karma points have gone up by three or four points in just a few months.”
“She looks much prettier than the rumors have painted her to be. I thought she was just some wild barbaric woman. She can be compared to the Young Lady.”
“Well, even so, the Count’s daughter is more—“
It seemed that various rumors about Luna were spreading without her knowledge. The day had come for Luna, who used to be beaten by goblins and wriggle around in the dirt, to be recognized by people.
I felt proud like a father who had raised his daughter well.
At that moment when I felt a sense of pride swelling up inside—
“Well then, for the last announcement… We’ll announce the leader of the labyrinth exploration party. Yes, there probably isn’t much I need to explain about this man…”
As soon as she said that she would announce the leader of this expedition, the excited murmurs of the people came to an abrupt halt.
“This man single-handedly subdued the great warriors of Pluto and even subdued the witch’s lion and the wild crocodiles of Acheron using only his bare hands.”
Amidst a tense atmosphere and a silent stillness, that seemed to float around the surroundings, Hippolyte spoke up in a powerful voice.
"The leader of this expedition is the descendant of Jupiter, the soul hunter of the black wilderness. A great warrior of the silent gods— Zagreus!!"

Zagreus? Damn it! Who was that again?
“Also known as Hassan of Samaria! Young warrior, you are in charge of this expedition!!”


  
    
      Chapter 105: Cultist Nymph and Pluto's Underground Labyrinth (3)

      
      “Hassan of Samaria. Young warrior, you will be in charge of this labyrinth expedition!”

      Hippolyte’s piercing gaze suddenly bore on my face as though she could see right through me. Caught off guard due to being called out by her, I couldn’t help but be taken aback by this situation.

      As I tried to stand up from my chair, the surroundings began to buzz around loudly.

      “Even just by looking once, I can tell that he is a barbarian.”

      “I heard he received a weapon and a name from the Young Lady herself.”

      “This is my first time seeing him in person. Wow, he looks exactly as I imagined him to be.”

      I felt my face getting hotter and hotter with their words as I didn’t have much tolerance for being the center of attention like this. They had told me to just relax and enjoy being a spectator for the conversion ceremony. I never imagined that there would be another event like this afterwards.

      I don’t particularly enjoy these kinds of surprise party scenarios.

      However, I knew for a fact that I couldn’t show any hint of nervousness or any awkward behavior in front of the guys I might end up competing against for the gold-tier necklace in the future.

      So I stood tall with over-exaggerated confidence and composure in my gait and then faced Hippolyte, which caused cheers to erupt from the crowd surrounding us.

      “His head is even bigger than the Amazonian queen. The Samaritans truly are born warriors. Even their skeletons feel different from the people from other continents.”

      “Hey, what’s good about being tall? He will just be a target for arrows.”

      “Yeah, especially so when standing next to a fucking dwarf. Dwarves are tiny as hell, ain’t they?”

      “What the fuck did you say?”

      “Quiet, quiet down.”

      Hippolyte silenced the growing chaos that was stirring in the crowd.

      She looked up at me who was about a head taller than herself.

      Unlike when she showed a more human side to Luna and me, her current serious expression, without a trace of humor, made me feel very tense.

      Was this what it looked like to strictly separate work and personal life?

      “Young warrior Hassan, if this task goes well, you will be able to safely advance to the silver tier.”

      Advancing to the silver tier? I heard that to become a silver-tier adventurer, you at least needed an overall average of 30 stat points.

      My level had been rapidly increasing lately, but I still had a ways to go before reaching level 30.

      “Miss Hippolyte, is that—” Is that true? That was what I wanted to ask her but…

      “Hippolyte! That’s outrageous!”

      Someone stood up from their seat and shouted angrily and everyone’s attention was thus focused on the origin of the voice filled with anger and wrath.

      At the end of the countless pairs of eyes, a man wielding a long sword came into view.

      He had ash-colored hair and a scruffy beard, but his face looked quite young and didn’t suit the color of his hair. He was probably in his mid-thirties.

      He looked like a seasoned veteran as his body was adorned with lightweight leather gear, belt, breastplate, and gauntlets. Even the bronze necklace around his neck looked worn out from long use.

      Anyway, the thing to note was… he looked like an extremely experienced adventurer.

      Hippolyte, who was looking at him, opened her narrowed eyes and spoke.

      “You’re Barnes, the Fixer, right? Just like the rumors say, you’re quite the rude man, aren’t you?”

      “Should I be honored that the great priestess of Mars knows of my name? But I have something to say to you. That’s the only way I, can live up to my name as the Rude Man Barnes.”

      The bronze-tier adventurer, and spectator of the conversion ceremony, known as Barnes glanced around the room.

      “Everyone gathered here has shed blood, sweat, and tears for months or even years just to be able to reach the qualification to wear the silver necklace of the adventurer guild. There are also those who have given up along the way and permanently quit the life of adventuring. But now, you plan to promote a rookie who has barely been in the guild for a month at most to the silver tier?”

      People briefly looked at each other’s faces in response to the man’s words. As he had spoken, the adventurers gathered in this place were no less veterans than the person named Barnes. However, most of them were still in the bronze tier.

      In fact, most adventurers retired due to feeling skeptical of their chances of advancing to a higher tier or just flat-out died after suffering major injuries in the process of completing bronze-tier missions. So, unless someone was really blessed with an environment that allowed them to rise higher, bronze rank was the limit for most adventurers.

      “Therefore, I, Barnes, protest this appointment of the barbaric Samaritan. I also don’t approve of the fact that I wasn’t included in this expedition in the first place.”

      With that, Barnes ended his words. Somehow, I felt extremely embarrassed, as if I had become a guest at a wedding without receiving an invitation. Fucking shit! This was absolutely embarrassing as all hell.

      As I was lost in those cumbersome thoughts, Hippolyte suddenly spoke up again.

      “Barnes Rodelheim. The length of one’s service does not determine the prowess of a warrior. Because you haven’t realized this simple truth yet, your level hasn’t gone up any further. That’s also why you’ve been stuck in the bronze rank for more than five years.”

      “That’s really harsh. Even you, Your Holiness, have been stuck in the silver tier for several years, haven’t you? I have heard that you are under some kind of curse which has ultimately stagnated your growth.”

      As Barnes finished speaking, the people around him began to murmur out loud in voices of surprise and astonishment.

      “A curse?”

      “Lady Hippolyte is cursed?”

      “There must be a reason she hasn’t been promoted to the gold tier yet, right?”

      When the rumor about her curse was being tossed around among the gathered crowd, Hippolyte surprisingly didn’t say a word. She simply had an expression on her face that seemed to say, “Here we go again.” and calmly watched over the commotion like she was completely unrelated to whatever was being discussed among the crowd.

      Perhaps thinking of Hippolyte’s stance of remaining silent as a positive sign, Barnes proceeded to add a few more words to his earlier speech.

      “You might be wondering how I know about this piece of information but when you have been around this profession for as long as I have, even if you don’t know about the actual achievements of the warriors, myriads of rumors surrounding them will eventually reach your ears.”

      “As expected, your information-gathering skills are quite impressive. That’s why you are called the Fixer, right?”

      “Isn’t it shameful to advise others when you can’t even protect your own body? Don’t you feel ashamed to be called Mars’ daughter? No, how can a girl who used to wander the alleyways even become Mars’ daughter in the first place?”

      
        Tense—
      

      Hippolyte, who had been acting nonchalant until just now, suddenly furrowed her brows. Her expression even made me feel nervous for some reason.

      If we were to let this punk called Barnes keep rambling on like this, wouldn’t his head explode in the end? I didn’t want to see a corpse with a blown-up head right now. Just what kind of balls did he grow to even think about challenging this crazy woman’s temper? It was making me feel extremely uneasy.

      But then, I realized that most people in this world were morons and dumbasses. They didn’t even realize when they were actively sticking their hands into a tiger’s mouth and went headfirst into danger.

      However, Hippolyte didn’t get angry or upset and instead regained her composure after a few breaths of time.

      “All right, Barnes. You’ve been beating around the bush for some time already, but ultimately, you are trying to say that you oppose my decision as the new high priestess, right?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Then, we can only communicate through the language of warriors in this scenario, it seems.”

      “Fine, that seems fair to me.”

      Barnes’ face lit up at Hippolyte’s words.

      “Now we’re on the same page. Hippolyte, the priestess of Mars! I, Barnes, hereby challenge that sonuvabitch barbarian to a duel!!”

      
        Wow—!
      

      At that moment, loud cheers erupted on cue, as if they had been waiting for this exact moment for a long time. It seemed like they were in a festive mood at that news, but all of this only made me feel more and more uneasy.

      “Wow, is this fucking for real!? That Barnes guy! That motherfucking punk sure knows when to pull something daring!”

      “What a crazy guy, challenging a Samaritan! Isn’t he just courting death? Does that guy actually have two lives or something?”

      “Barnes’ overall karma points are around 20. I heard that the Samaritan’s total points are only around 7.”

      “You fucking moron! Do you think that Samaritans even care about those kinds of numbers? It’s said that as young babies the Samaritans can grab a venomous snake with their bare hands and crush them to death.”

      “Anyway, someone will end up as a corpse. That’s for sure.”

      Amidst the noisy laughter and shouts of everyone present, Barnes’s ash-colored pupils stared straight at me which was completely different from his previous clownish behavior. It was a sharp gaze that was akin to that of a wild animal’s eyeing its prey.

      “I’ll let you choose the duel method, you barbarian sonuvabitch. Whether it’s bare-handed or armed combat, I won’t back down!!”

      Barnes loudly shouted with pure confidence in his tone. Hearing his words, Hippolyte, who was standing in front of me, just snickered under her breath.

      “It’s a trick to draw attention to oneself and increase their fame. He doesn’t realize that he won’t be able to improve his status by resorting to such tactics. However…”

      Hippolyte paused and closed her eyes. After taking a few deep breaths, she opened her eyes wide and flashed a feral grin of malice.

      “But it’s really interesting. I like it!”

      Shit!

      I didn’t even say anything and just stood still on the spot, but somehow the duel had been confirmed on its own and I had no choice but to participate. What kind of indiscriminate PK behavior is this?

      Fuck those uncivilized and barbaric lunatics. Who’s the real barbarian here? It felt so fucking unfair!

      “Ha-Hassan…”

      All of a sudden someone grabbed the collar of my clothes from the back and spoke with a worried tone. When I turned my head, I found out that it was none other than Luna, looking up at me with an anxious expression on her face.

      Luna seemed to be feeling restless about my upcoming duel with the veteran adventurer.

      “D-Don’t kill him, Hassan…”

      Huh?! It turned out that she was actually worried about my opponent instead of me. Did she not even think for once that I would lose?

      The situation seemed so unreal and ridiculous that I couldn’t help but laugh out loud like I had lost my mind.

      An inexplicable maniacal laughter rose from within my chest.

      “L-Look at him, laughing even though he is about to duel with a veteran adventurer!”

      “Damn, I’m too scared to even watch this shit. Just tell me the end result!”

      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

      “I’ve specially made an octagonal arena for this duel. Let’s see what party leader bro is capable of.”

      The one speaking those words was a dwarf with a giant double-edged axe in his hand. Was his name Didier or something like that? He had brought some wood and ropes from somewhere and made an octagonal arena for the duel.

      After pounding in some stakes and stringing the ropes, a makeshift octagon-shaped stage was completed in a short time.

      The people surrounding us scanned our faces with a mixture of interest and tension as the man named Barnes and I entered the arena.

      “Barnes! Show the prowess of us continentals! Don’t lose to that barbarian from the wilderness!”

      The cheering and encouragement coming from all sides, along with the excited faces of the crowd, made the heart beneath my chest throb in an odd rhythm.

      The fear of battle, the tension and anxiety, and the sense of the impending bout of life and death created a tingling sensation to course all throughout my hands and feet.

      I used to feel these sensations every day until the arena, where I lived as a gladiator slave, burned down due to an incident about two years ago.

      I could even feel the raging fighting spirit of my opponent, who wanted to defeat me in this duel.

      “A bare-handed fight? That’s great! This will give me a chance to show off my skills as the Chaldea’s wildcat.”

      
        Whizz— Whizz—
      

      Barnes stood in the distance, in front of me, and launched both of his hands toward the air. The sound of his fists slicing through the wind was loud and deafening. Was he trying to warm his body up like that?

      However, I just crouched down and sat on the arena floor and rubbed some dirt and sand over my hands. It would be foolish to waste any energy before the start of the fight.

      While we were preparing for the fight in our own ways—

      Hippolyte, who had now worn something like a red robe over her armor, appeared in the middle of Barnes and me.

      “I, Hippolyte, stand here as the representative of Lord Mars, the god of battles and war. Both of you… swear to show a battle befitting the name of Lord Mars.”

      “I, Barnes, son of Philemon, swear to fight without shame.”

      Barnes, son of Philemon? Is this a ritual where you have to swear by your father’s name? I had been through quite a few fights to this date, but this was my first time encountering something like this.

      Is this like a “Duel to the Death” bet where you stake your parents’ names? It felt uncomfortable to have to do that here. Even though I was a reckless child, something like this was a bit too much.

      “I, Hassan of Samaria, also swear to do the same.”

      “Okay, the duel starts now!”

      After saying those words, Hippolyte swiftly left the arena. Now, only Barnes, this motherfucking punk, and I were the only ones left inside this narrow octagonal ring.

      How was I supposed to beat this tough-looking guy? Should I try to trip and make him fall by walking on his feet? Or should I try to use my measly grappling skills to aim for a fight to the ground?

      While I was pondering these things for a while—

      Barnes, standing tall like a boxer with both of his fists raised, spoke softly from behind those rock-like fists of his.

      “Hmph, it seems that the rumors are true that you are indeed a descendant of Jupiter since you can’t even stake your parents’ names.”

      “What did you just say?”

      “I said you’re a parentless bastard. Your biological parents must have died or have already been enslaved somewhere. After all, the specialty of the Black Lands is the high-quality slaves that we can acquire from those lands.”

      “What the fuck did you just say?”

      Who was he to even dare insult my parents? I got really, really angry at his words. While I could tolerate insults toward myself, I couldn’t stand disrespect directed toward my family.

      As a result, I erased all the tactics I had been thinking of in my head and charged toward him like a raging bull who had seen red.

      “Hmph, easily falling for such a cheap provocation! As the rumors say, you are no different from a wild beast!”

      Barnes quickly swung his fist at me. His sharp and strong punches hit my chest and abdomen, causing me to lose my breath for a few moments.

      “What the fuck? What did you say about my parents, you fucker!?”

      That pain did nothing to quell my anger, however.

      
        Whizz—
      

      I grabbed him around his waist and promptly slammed him onto the arena floor.

      “A dirty fight? I’m in! Come at me, you bastard! I’ve been doing street fights since I was a toddler!”

      As he struggled to resist with his arms and legs, I pinned him down with my weight and swung my fist down and hit him square in his face.

      
        Thwack—!
      

      “Ukhhh!”

      My fists connected perfectly with Barnes’ chin, causing him to deflate like a balloon and lose all strength in his body. With that hit that landed square on his jaws, I believed that it was enough to make his brain go on a roller coaster ride inside of his skull.

      But, I still couldn’t calm down my seething anger, so I mercilessly continued to pummel his face with my fists.

      
        Crack— Thump— Smack— Smack—!
      

      “Urgh, crunch, aaah, thwack, aaargh….”

      Even my fist felt like it was about to crack and was going numb while hitting the guy’s tough face, but I couldn’t stop myself from throwing punches at him due to the wrath that was bubbling inside me.

      “…”

      Eventually, just when the guy, spitting blood from his nose and mouth, collapsed without even having the strength left to twitch, I stopped the wanton violence that I had been pouring over his face till now. At that moment, a text containing a string of letters appeared before my eyes—

      
        Ding—
      

      『You have cured Barnes Rodelheim's Histrionic Personality Disordercondition.』



      『Task Points+10』



      『Current Task Points:42』



      In what kind of nonsensical world did hitting someone in the face resulted in curing their attention-seeking disorder?

      Anyway, I couldn’t remember how many times I had hit him already.

      Barnes, lying beneath me, wasn’t moving at all.

      …

      Did he die, by any chance?

      I never intended to kill him, no matter how angry I was.

      So I was about to check his pulse and breathing when I suddenly heard a commotion coming from the crowd—

      “H-He’s trying to peel off the skin on his face!”

      “Damn, it looks like the rumors are really true!”

      “No matter what, this is just too cruel! S-Someone, please stop him!”

      As the audience began to murmur some strange form of nonsense, I became so startled that I immediately withdrew my hand from his face.

      “Cough.”

      Just then, Barnes, who was lying underneath me, vomited out some blood and groaned, confirming that he was still alive.

      “P-Please, spare me…”

      “No can do, motherfucker!”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 106: Cultist Nymph and Pluto's Underground Labyrinth (4)

      
      “P-Please, spare me…”

      Barnes murmured in a weak, almost fading tone… as though he was about to die at any moment now.

      Seeing the veteran adventurer in this pitiful state, far from the overwhelming confidence he had been exuding just moments ago, I was finally able to calm down slightly.

      “P-Please, spare me…”

      “No can do, motherfucker!”

      That, however, didn’t mean that I would forgive him for the things he said to me. So, I punched him in the jaw once again with all my might which resulted in him immediately losing consciousness.

      And thus… he now became a quiet person who could no longer cuss at someone’s parents or plead for their life anymore. The moment the noisy guy stopped chattering, I finally felt a sense of peace washing over my heart.

      This Barnes bastard had become a good boy during the last moments of our duel.

      I suddenly realized something. Everyone became a nice person once they got punched enough times.

      Didn’t that basically mean that thick fists and long and hard clubs made for excellent moral teachers for the people of this barbaric world?

      Anyway, after confirming that Barnes was down for the count and would not be able to utter any more of his nonsense, I got up and threw a question at the authorities standing outside the ring.

      “Does this count as a win for me?”

      “Yes, it is without a doubt your flawless victory. And… as per the guild’s customs, Barnes Rodelheim will be expelled from the guild and imprisoned in the city jail! Guards!”

      
        Clang— Thud—
      

      At Hippolyte’s calling, the guild guards, clad in full body armor, appeared one after another with quick strides. They lifted Barnes’s body, sprawled on the sandy ground of the ring, and dragged him away to who knows where.

      Losing in a duel not only resulted in being expelled from the guild but also being thrown into prison. When I think about it… this was really an insane rule they had going there and was an absolute fit for this barbaric world. Damn it! Luckily, I was able to win somehow.

      I, however, didn’t feel particularly happy or excited about winning the duel.

      Instead, I began to calm down like someone who had just narrowly escaped the clutches of danger. This allowed me to start hearing the surrounding noises and the people’s voices and breathing more vividly.

      “That Barnes guy… actually got beaten up like some back alley trash…”

      “However, that punk… wasn’t he still a promising guy with great potential?”

      “You have to be careful not to insult a Samaritan’s parents in front of them.”

      “Goddamn! Aren’t punks like him practically swarming all over the Dark Wilderness that’s located across the continent? It’s fucking terrifying. I’m glad that the Samaritans, in general, are afraid of sailing across the seas to travel to new lands and like living in seclusion in their homeland.”

      The spectators of the fight whispered to each other in soft about the fight they had just witnessed, as though they found the duel very exciting and exhilarating and couldn’t wait to gossip about it. It seemed like they were trying to whisper their feelings to the others in hushed voices so that their words wouldn’t reach my ears.

      After the duel, my concentration oddly heightened to the extreme, and all sorts of noises became clearer than ever in my ears, including the sounds of the people swallowing their saliva, their exhaling breaths, and every other noise imaginable that was contained in the surroundings. It was a suffocating feeling; as if someone had ramped up the volume of the world to the maximum and only allowed me to experience the full brunt of that action.

      “Samaritan—“

      “Even the Mars Guild has such talented individuals—“

      “A formidable foreign indigenous race with unimaginable strength and power—“

      As those voices grew louder and louder in my ears, to the point where I could feel a throbbing headache starting to emerge from within…

      “Holy shh! Hassan! I won money! I bet 50 coppers on you winning the match! I earned two silvers after betting only 50 coppers! Holy shh!!!”

      And suddenly, as soon as I heard Luna’s voice and saw her jumping all over the area outside the arena, I felt that the odd, almost eerie, phenomena of the sudden increase in my hearing vanished into thin air like a lie.

      “Luna, did you bet money on me?”

      “If I had more money on me, then I would have bet some more. Anyway, I won four times the amount I had gambled with!”

      “Hmm, okay then. That’s good enough.”

      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

      After the duel ended in my unilateral victory, we returned to the small cabin that belonged to Luna.

      The living space on the second floor of the cabin was currently filled with the groaning sounds of the pain I felt all over.

      “Eugh, ahhhh, does this really have an effect?”

      “Yes, I have told you already, haven’t I? It’s good for bruises once you apply it to the swollen area. I bought it with the two silvers I had earned from betting today.”

      “Hmm, thank you. Ah, ouch…”

      Luna attached a leaf, shaped like a human hand, to my bruised chest and gently stroked it with her slender hands. Normally, it would have felt very itchy to have this sticky material latched onto me. However, as my chest was throbbing due to the pain I felt from my wounds, I was only able to feel increasingly more pain even though Luna was being so gentle in applying the medicinal patch to me. I hadn’t realized the magnitude of my injuries back then as my head was filled with adrenaline due to the anger and excitement that was boiling inside me throughout the duration of the fight.

      Now that I was in a safe place and could finally breathe a sigh of relief, the pain that had been building up inside me was like a dam that had finally found the chance to burst, wreaking havoc on my body with its overwhelming might. It was probably happening because the adrenaline rush had already subsided and my body was now back in its normal state.

      Did he say that his name was Barnes? Fucking damn it! He was a bastard with a mean punch. No wonder he had the balls to challenge me to a duel with such confidence even after knowing who I was. It made me think that if I hadn’t gotten agitated enough to ignore everything except for the rage and hatred I felt for the guy, I probably might have been knocked out by his fierce punches and lost the duel.

      Fuck! Now that I think about it, how the hell did I even win? Could I win if we fought again? Of course, since he was locked up in jail already, there was no chance for me to ever see him again.

      As I reminisced about the duel that had just taken place, Luna suddenly spoke.

      “Okay, I’ve applied everything to your chest! Are there any other painful spots?”

      “O-On my flank…”

      “Your flank? But the leaf patches have all run out now. Hmm…”

      Luna looked a bit troubled after she realized that she had run out of all her miraculous pain-reducing leaves.

      “Let’s just put some saliva on it. That should do the trick!”

      Then, befitting someone belonging to this barbaric and superstitious world, Luna made a nonsensical remark and proceeded to lower her head toward my flank.

      
        Lick— Lick— Lick—
      

      And soon after, she suddenly ran her tongue along the reddish spot on my left flank, licking it with all she had.

      “Heh, heh.”

      But it felt so ticklish that I couldn’t help but burst into a fit of laughter.

      “How do you feel? Any better?”

      “I think I do? B-But it hurts in other places too. Can you put your saliva in there too?”

      “Where?”

      Luna looked up and glanced at my face. The look she gave me was cute in its own way, so I couldn’t help but want to play a prank with her.

      “M-My, my lips too…”

      “I-It seems like you didn’t get beaten enough back there! I-I’m going to start preparations for tomorrow’s expedition!”

      After saying that, Luna slapped my back with her palm and stood up. As Luna had already said, we needed to make adequate preparations for tomorrow’s expedition.

      Moreover, I also had an important role to play in said expedition. Maybe it was because of the duel earlier, but I didn’t feel like doing anything and thus decided to lie down on the deerskin carpet.

      It was fortunate that I was able to win the duel.

      But what was this feeling of loss that I was washing over my mind right now?

      
        Clang— Thump—
      

      A loud noise of something like a wide metal plate falling on the wooden floor was suddenly heard. When I turned my head, I saw the sight of Luna picking up an old breastplate from the ground.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m trying on these armor pieces that we took from that punk, Barnes, but they aren’t fitting me well.”

      “Well, they were made for men, after all.”

      Of course, the loot I picked up wasn’t something I could wear either. I would have to sell them secondhand at the armor shop later and get a breastplate or something for myself.

      Even if it was secondhand, including the gauntlets made of steel, I could get around 30 silver for them, right? When I thought about it, it seemed like the duel hadn’t been all that fruitless as I thought of it to be.

      No, wait a minute.

      If I could make 30 silvers with just one fight, wouldn’t it be quite profitable to request a duel against weaker-looking guys and plunder their belongings indiscriminately? While I was thinking along those lines…

      …

      I realized that Luna was eerily quiet right now which was so uncharacteristic of her. Thinking that something was wrong, I pushed myself up from the carpet that I had laid on and turned my head… only to see the sight of her curled up in the corner of the room, squinting intently at something.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Aren’t we going to enter a maze tomorrow? I’m painting a protective spell with some dye.”

      Feeling curious about the ‘protective spell’ she was making, I took a closer look at her. I immediately found out that Luna was painting her toes with a dye that was inside a little glass bottle or something.

      So, she was doing a pedicure, huh? The light pink dye actually matched quite well with Luna’s pinkish hair.

      But her current actions felt more like doing makeup rather than the voodoo arts that she had claimed to be doing.

      Of course, I didn’t say that out loud.

      Just watching Luna’s cute toes being painted with pink nail polish made me feel a little less pain and a bit more relief in my body.

      “W-Why are you staring at someone else’s feet like that? Do you want me to paint your toenails too?”

      “No.”

      I silently watched Luna paint her nails and toes with dye for some time.

      
        Slide— Slide—
      

      Maybe because she was feeling embarrassed by my blatant stare or maybe because she couldn’t stand the silence anymore, Luna opened her mouth to speak.

      “Hey, Hassan, I never thought you’d have a second name.”

      “My second name?”

      “I mean Zagreus… Why didn’t you tell me? I didn’t know you had a last name like that…”

      Luna frowned deeply, looking like she was really upset for some reason. Was she sulking because I had kept a secret from her? But this time, I also felt that it was unfair for me to get treated as such by her.

      “I couldn’t tell you because I didn’t know I had that name either. It’s a name that came out of the blue.”

      It was the first time I had heard of that long-ass title— Jupiter’s descendant or something. To be honest, I couldn’t help but feel like I was being teased and harassed with that title.

      “If you also don’t know about it, then it must have been a new second name given by the guild which acts as a last name or a surname.”

      “The guild could also give us a last name or surname?”

      “Yeah, since in the guilds like Mars and Minerva, which also serves as a temple for their respective gods, we have some temple duties to perform alongside the usual adventuring. For example, Hippolyte works both as an adventurer and a priestess simultaneously. The priests or priestesses in the temple sometimes also bestow a second name to exceptional adventurers like an oracle from the gods that they can use as their surnames.”

      My mind then once again wandered on to the thoughts of Hippolyte, who was wearing a red robe during the duel. I didn’t notice it when she was wearing armor or comfortable clothing, but she looked fit to be a priestess after putting on the sacred red robe.

      “Hmm, I see.”

      “Anyway, it’s good news to have a second name as a surname since it’s one of the ways for imperfect beings like humans to get closer to the gods who reside on the high mountains of Olympus. It raises one’s dignity!”

      Raising one’s dignity? Does it mean improving one’s physical attributes? I had a hard time understanding Luna’s words. They were not written in the encyclopedias of this world after all.

      I wasn’t able to understand what the connection was between having a last name and being close to the gods.

      Honestly, I wasn’t interested in the whole thing about getting a last name or how it would raise one’s dignity, but Luna kept chattering on as if she had been waiting for a topic like this which she was an expert in to come up in our conversations.

      “Most of the gods have two names. One is a name that creatures like us can easily call them with, and the other is the grand name holding their divinity, known as the True Name.”

      Her babbling reminded me of a drenched sparrow that couldn’t stop chattering even if its life depended on it. It looked somewhat ridiculous to me but I still pretended to be interested in her speech. Maybe this was what being in a relationship actually felt like.

      “What is this True Name exactly?”

      “Well, the true names of the gods aren’t something that creatures like us can call out lightly. So they bestowed upon us humans with their first name so that we can freely use that name to call them.”

      I couldn’t quite grasp the meaning of “bestowed with their name” that she spoke of so I asked Luna a question from what I understood on my own to clarify this whole matter.

      “If we use Mars, as an example, does that mean Mars is the god of war’s fake name, and there is a separate True Name which is his real name?”

      “That’s right! Anyway, a name and a last name or a second name… Having two names like this is a sign that we, as creatures, are getting closer to the gods— the creators of this world and everything contained within it. So nobles or famous adventurers alike all have a second name.”

      “Ah, I see. So that’s how it is, huh?”

      Those with a second name seemed to be people from wealthy families or famous adventurers who were bestowed with a last name.

      Luna had a second name— Knoxdotty and Hippolyte also had a second name— Heavensinger, which was not often mentioned.

      Although Elfriede did not mention it much, she also had a second name— Desmund.

      As for me, I was just Hassan.

      But now, I had a strange second name attached to me as well which acted as a surname of sorts.

      Getting another surname, other than the one I had received from my parents, made me feel strange… as if I suddenly got another father. How should I describe this feeling? It was almost like, “Huh? I have two fathers now?” or something along those lines.

      “But why did it have to be Zagreus? Just what the hell is that? It sounds so weird and I honestly don’t like it.”

      “Anyway, since the second name is only used during prayers or religious ceremonies, we wouldn’t have to hear it often, so it’s kind of okay, isn’t it?”

      If it was a name that would only be used during religious ceremonies, could we think of it as a baptismal name that you would receive from the church in Christian and Jewish religions?

      If that were to be the case, I didn’t think I would have to say my surname in front of others.

      After all, fucking hell, even Hassan was not my real name.

      Actually, my real name is Ha San.

      It’s a name with the family name Ha and a single character which meant Mountain attached to it in the end.

      As I wondered how I came to be called Hassan, the face of someone, who may very well be called the first true friend I made in this world, popped into my mind.

      He was a dumb-looking guy for being a barbarian who was notorious for his brutality.

      Originally, the name Hassan was a nickname that he gave me. What would he say if he knew that I now wielded a cool last name or second name that came after the name he gave me?

      Wouldn’t he probably say, “Damn! You barbarian bastard, you’ve made it big, haven’t you!?” and feel pleased about it?

      “Hassan, what are you thinking about?”

      Luna stared at my face intently while I was lost in my idle thoughts.

      “I have finished painting all my fingers! It looks good, doesn’t it!?”

      Luna showed off her nails which were painted in a light pink color, almost akin to cherry blossoms, by wiggling them in front of me. And thus, just by looking at her lively appearance, all the worries and negative thoughts that were churning inside of my mind disappeared like smoke in the wind.

      “Arrghh, I can’t stand it anymore!”

      I pulled Luna’s waist and lay her on the deerskin, burying my face in her soft, fluffy, and supple chest.

      “W-What are you doing!?”

      
        Fluffy— Supple—
      

      There was a thing about Luna’s soft and warm skin that melted people’s emotions into a warm and pleasant form. It was the warmest and softest thing I have ever encountered in this world.

      I felt like I could now understand why men sometimes behave like fools when they are dating or are married.

      When I buried my face in such a warm and soft place of hers, all my thoughts, including my worries and concerns, were washed away like they were being cleansed by holy water.

      I would love to give Luna a peck on her face right now, but I decided to listen to Luna’s heartbeat quietly by putting my ear on the left side of her chest.

      
        Badump— Badump—
      

      It was a steady and rhythmic heartbeat. It was clear that a very healthy heart lay beneath her soft and supple flesh.

      “Puft, it tickles! What are you doing, Hassan?”

      “I’m listening to the voice of your heart.”

      “My voice…?”

      “I can also recognize you by your voice, Luna, no matter where you are.”

      “R-Really…?”

      Luna seemed to understand my words and fell silent, lying still and staring at the ceiling like she was thinking of something at that moment.

      
        Badump—
      

      
        Badump—
      

      As I was concentrating on the sound of her lively heart beating in a loud and steady rhythm—

      Suddenly, I thought that instead of just remembering her voice, I should also familiarize myself with her softness.

      It would be great if I could tell whether someone was Luna or not just by touching her chest with even my eyes closed. I’m indeed a very smart fellow, aren’t I? Should I try touching her right now?

      
        Hehe—
      

      “Hassan, can we do well in Pluto’s labyrinth tomorrow? I’m a little worried about it.”

      “Huh, what are you worried about?”

      “Um, like… Hassan, Paranoy the Presolyte, Didier the One-legged Dwarf, Velmina the Witch of Frost, and me… The five of us are going into the labyrinth, so I’m a little worried that—“

      “Hold on, what?”

      …Five people?

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 107: Cultist Nymph and Pluto's Underground Labyrinth (5)

      
      The work that the adventurers of a guild were assigned to do could be broadly classified into three categories.

      Firstly, there was the kind of jobs that revolved around escorting people or subduing monsters in return for money and contributions to the guild. The job of the so-called mercenaries more or less also fell into this category.

      The primary task of the people from this category revolved around killing or knocking down creatures using their weapons and combat prowess.

      It could be said that this category of work was the main business of the Mars Guild, which valued the most primitive form of power— violence. That was why Mars Guild was overflowing with rough, raggedy, and tough-looking bastards who were more akin to fierce mercenaries rather than typical adventurers.

      Secondly, there was the kind of work that involved a group of investigators that were dedicated to exploring uncharted landscapes and making new discoveries. From the old Earthen viewpoint, I guess these were the kind of people that were like the explorers of old that were active from the 19th century to the 20th century or something along those lines?

      These kinds of people were said to have traveled between the continents and explored the dangerous valleys as well as, reportedly, the mysterious and treacherous jungles just to shed light on the mysteries of the world that had not yet been revealed to others.

      I believe that the outstanding adventurers of the Minerva Guild mainly did this category of adventurer work. In fact, I even believed that the word ‘Adventure’ from ‘Adventurer’ perfectly fit this archetype of jobs.

      Discovering new creatures, minerals, plants, and all sorts of things in general, creating charts, exploring new terrain, and increasing existing knowledge while mapping the world… all of these tasks were truly suitable for the word ‘Adventure.’

      Anyway, let’s just move on from this discussion and get to the real crux of this talk.

      What I really wanted to talk about was the third and final category of the work that adventurers do in this world… and that was raiding Pluto’s underground labyrinths.

      That’s right. Raiding the underground labyrinth was probably the main passion for many adventurers.

      This was also the form of adventuring that everyone without fail was highly enthusiastic about, regardless of people from the Minerva Guild or the Mars Guild.

      Invading Pluto’s labyrinth, killing the demonic monsters sleeping in the depths, and bringing rare and valuable relics to sell in the market— those were the tasks that every adventurer should strive to do and truly befitted being called an ‘adventure.’

      Just like the European powers during the gold rush era, when they would dig up every mountain and every mineral vein they could get their hands on, it was a golden task that every guild, adventurer, or whatever other powers out there were enthusiastic about doing in present times.

      In this world, the equivalent of that golden task from that old era from Earth was… raiding Pluto’s labyrinth.

      As for me, I was just a newbie who hadn’t even taken a step into the mercenary or exploration tasks yet.

      However, I could still boast that I knew more than enough about raiding Pluto’s labyrinth. At least among the bronze-tier adventurers, I was more than sure that I didn’t fall short in comparison to them in this aspect.

      I had entered the labyrinth more than ten times already as a porter for Elfriede.

      Therefore, I dare say that it was undoubtedly dangerous for a team of five to venture into the labyrinth.

      “So, Hassan of Samaria, are you suggesting that we exclude one member from this expedition?”

      Hippolyte, leaning against the corner of Sodomora’s west gate, narrowed her forehead into a frown when she heard my suggestion.

      She looked tired as though she was a teacher and had heard a bunch of students’ excuses and nonsense as to why they were not able to do their homework in the given time. Perhaps she was not pleased with my suggestion?

      “There’s only an hour left before the labyrinth expedition begins. I don’t understand why you are trying to say something like this all of a sudden…”

      “Miss Hippolyte, you must know a lot about Pluto’s labyrinth as an experienced adventurer, right? Don’t you think it’s a bit risky with only five members? It might be better to have seven or eight members instead to raid the labyrinth.”

      “Oh, Hassan… Now I understand what you mean. Are you talking about the difficulty level increasing depending on the number of people who enter together?”

      “That’s right.”

      As expected of a high-level adventurer like her, she seemed to understand what I was trying to convey to her almost immediately. Pluto’s Labyrinth was not just a random construct. It was more akin to a living organism with moving body parts.

      That was why… the number of traps and monsters that appeared in the labyrinth increased depending on the number of people who entered simultaneously.

      For comparison, how should I say this…

      Oh yes… To compare them, it was similar to a dungeon in a game where the difficulty level increased as the number of party members increased.

      That was why large expeditions consisting of huge forces like the Kingdom Knights couldn’t conquer the labyrinth. The difficulty level increased exponentially with the number of people!

      And as far as I knew, the standard for increasing the difficulty level was a multiple of five.

      So there was a significant difference in difficulty between clearing the labyrinth with four and five people. It was not an exaggeration to say that the difference was considerable like the mode itself changed from easy to normal or normal to hard in an instant with just the inclusion of one more person.

      There was no way that the upper echelons of Mars Guild, who planned the expedition to the labyrinth, didn’t know about this. So, in protest, I had no choice but to ask Hippolyte the reason why they had organized the expedition this way.

      Then, her answer was to that was—

      “If clearing the labyrinth is too easy, then it’s not a mission. It’s just a leisurely walk in a dark atmosphere at most. That wouldn’t be fun.”

      “Fun…?”

      “That’s right. Fun. Fun has many aspects to it, you know? The fun of slaughter. The fun of injury. The fun of growth. And the fun of reward that you obtain after accomplishing a hard task.”

      Fucking hell! How the fuck did ‘Fun’ get so many variations? What the hell was fun about getting injured? Was getting injured even supposed to be fun in the first place? What kind of lunacy…

      “Well, how should I phrase this? Miss Hippolyte, you seem to have a very broad perspective on the definition of fun.”

      “Perspective?”

      Perhaps thinking that my reaction was lackluster, Hippolyte looked around as if trying to check if anyone was listening to our conversation before continuing her words.

      “Samaritan. It seems that you know a lot about the labyrinth. Your opinion is quite reasonable. But there are one or two things that you are unaware of.”

      “What do you mean by that exactly?”

      “As I said, a task is meaningless if it’s not difficult. The more difficult the task, the more karma you accumulate and the higher your level rises as a human.”

      “Are you saying something along the lines of… the higher the difficulty, the greater the reward?”

      “Yes, you catch on quickly. Five. That’s an appropriate number to conquer the labyrinth. The other silver-tier adventurers like me, as well as the heroes who have those shiny golden tags dangling around their necks, have always conquered the labyrinths in groups of five people.”

      According to Hippolyte’s point of view, five people were the most suitable composition for balancing the difficulty and reward aspects of a labyrinth exploration. It would pose the right level of difficulty while simultaneously allowing the adventurers to get a large reward after conquering the dungeon.

      Perhaps it was a perfectly legitimate argument, yes…

      But it might only be possible when all five people were in agreement and work as a cohesive team.

      Top, mid, jungle, bot, and duo…1 When I calculate the number of people up to five then—

      “The participants in this expedition have all been carefully selected from the promising candidates within the guild. As long as everyone fulfills their roles, there shouldn’t be any difficulties for you guys in conquering this labyrinth.”

      Hippolyte left after speaking out those words in a lighthearted tone, as though already confident of our success.

      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

      It was still early dawn— a time when there was still a faint trace of loneliness lingering in the air permeating the world.

      Four people were already waiting for me in front of the west gate of Sodomora.

      Among them, the first person I noticed was, of course, Luna, who had a huge backpack placed on the ground while she was sitting on it and looking at the surroundings with those cute and curious eyes of hers.

      “Hassan! Over here!”

      Seeing Luna waving her hand, I felt a bit relieved.

      It was better to start with at least one ally by your side than to undergo a journey into the unknown with people that you were not acquainted with.

      “Everyone’s here.”

      At Luna’s words, I quickly scanned the faces of the people gathered for this expedition. They were a dwarf wearing robust armor throughout his body, a mage with a short staff in her hand, and the cultist nymph, Paranoy.

      
        Glare—
      

      As soon as I locked eyes with Paranoy, I saw a momentary flash of anger brimming in her scarlet-hued pupils. When I wondered why she got mad as soon as she saw me—

      “Ah…”

      I soon realized that yesterday Hippolyte had declared herself that I was the one to subdue Schizo— a member of the cultist group she previously belonged to.

      Even as stupid as she was, Paranoy would have realized that I’m not one of Pluto’s cultists by now.

      I wondered if she was feeling betrayed right now due to my actions…

      Damn it! I already had a bad feeling about this expedition even before it started.

      It was like the situation where you met a friend, you had trolled on the previous game and got cussed as a result, again as a teammate in the next queue. Yeah… that was more or less the feeling that was going through my mind at the moment.

      I felt tense, not knowing what crazy thing this cultist, probably cussing me inside her head, would do this time around.

      Not only that, but I also felt like I couldn’t breathe when the other pairs of eyes stared at my face simultaneously. I just hated being a group leader. Fuck!

      “Well, then. Before we leave, since we may have to spend a few days together, why don’t we introduce ourselves to each other? I am Hassan of Samaria. I happened to become the party leader this time. Please take care of me.”

      After that, I tried to think of something more to say, but nothing really came to mind. Luna was the only one who clapped happily in the midst of that awkward atmosphere.

      And soon after, she shouted cheerfully, just like how she did when we first met.

      “I’m Luna, a daughter of Ideope! I am the daughter of the Great Night! Please take care of me from now on too!”

      “Hmm, so you’re from Ideope, huh?”

      Unlike the lackluster reaction to my introduction, there was a small exclamation following Luna’s. It was Paranoy, who had been quietly staring at me till now, who had suddenly spoken up.

      “If you’re from Ideope, do you happen to know someone named Somnia?”

      “Of course, I know Somnia! I smashed her head before with my own hands! Then, I took this obsidian dagger and talismans from her too as loot.”

      “W-What?”

      “Ahem, uh-hum, well, then, next. Who’s next…!?”

      I wondered if there was anything I could do to help Paranoy, one of our party members, calm down at this moment. Since it felt like we were going to face a crisis before we even set off at this rate, I quickly intervened in Luna and Paranoy’s conversation.

      “Next, that Mr. Dwarf over there, can you introduce yourself?”

      “Me? Y-You mean me?”

      The dwarf, touching the protruding bull-like horns of his helmet, trembled at my words. I could see that he was hesitating as if he was feeling terribly shy about something.

      “Ahem, well, introducing myself. Uh-hum… Uh-hum…”

      He seemed very shy for someone armed with a huge double-edged axe and donning a thick red beard, no?

      “It makes me feel awkward that I need to introduce myself so abruptly. Haha, what should I say? I haven’t even thought about it.”

      “Just say anything that comes to mind.”

      “Anything, ah, anything. Right. Um, I am, uh, who am I again? Oh yeah… I’m Didier, son of Troggzor. I don’t have a girlfriend yet… M-My ideal type is a woman like the goddess Vesta. A woman who is like a warm, welcoming hearth. The kind of woman who doesn’t complain if I’m stuck in the workshop for a couple of days but instead will make sure that I’m fed on time or something along those lines… I guess…”

      “Ah—“

      Why the heck was this midget suddenly talking about his ideal woman? But… if people from this world were not used to introducing themselves, then they might be flustered and babble out nonsense, I guess.

      Even I, who had gone through numerous group projects, had never become used to the awkward time at the start that was dedicated to self-introduction…

      “It’s okay if she is taller than me, but she must have a definite weight—“

      But still, listening to Didier ramble on about what kind of body type his ideal woman should have, my heart started to sink…

      There were three women at this party, and every single one of them, without exception, was sending deathly cold glares toward Didier! We would be in trouble if the bloody fucker kept rambling on like this!

      “No, Mr. Didier. What I want to say, uh… Do you have any talents or skills that you want to share with us?”

      “Oh, skills. Um… I like making pancakes. I make them really well. If you sprinkle Bashkir honey on flour from the Sodom plains, it tastes really good.”

      Great at making pancakes. That was quite a talent indeed!

      But why was this guy holding a double-edged axe then? Was it a cooking tool of some kind?

      “Well, that should be enough about introducing yourself. Then the remaining people are—“

      
        Swish—
      

      The remaining members were a female mage with long sky-blue hair that fluttered with the wind and the short scarlet-haired nymph. I started briefly pondering as to who to call first… But the gaze Paranoy aimed at me was so piercing that it was starting to annoy me ever so slightly.

      “Next is the nymph, you speak about yourself.”

      “M-Me?”

      The cultist nymph— Paranoy was taken aback, not expecting her name to be called next.

      “I-I need to think about it a little. Uh, um… I am a sorceress named Paranoy… b-but now that I can’t use Lord Pluto’s magic power, I won’t be able to use sorcery anymore… S-So, then what am I…? What should I do? What do you think?”

      Huh, how am I supposed to know that? Why is she asking me for her own introduction?

      For a moment, I was worried if this nymph could handle her part in the dungeon or not… Would she end up triggering traps or doing something to cause us trouble instead of fulfilling her role?

      When I realized that I should probably think a little more about it.

      “Paranoy, you can find out what you can do inside the labyrinth.”

      Luna, quietly listening to other people’s introductions, suddenly spoke to Paranoy.

      “Find out?”

      “Yeah! The gods love nymphs, so you can do anything!”

      “R-Really? Is that so?”

      “Besides, nymphs can also be good ingredients for elixirs! If you don’t know what to do, come to me! I’ll use you well!”

      “E-Eekkk!”

      Holy fucking shit! I’m screwed.

      Then, there was only one person left to introduce themselves among us now…

      After we were done listening to the last person’s introduction, I decided to end this strange self-introduction time as soon as I can.

      “Well, then, how about you, Miss Witch of Frost? Please introduce yourself last…”

      “Hmph, I don’t listen to those weaker than myself. Remember that, you filthy barbarian.”

      What a Black-War-Greymon-like bitch.

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 108: Cultist Nymph and Pluto's Underground Labyrinth (6)

      
      
        Thud— Thump— Clunk—
      

      We rode a carriage, with a reasonably spacious interior, across the vast fields. However, since the road was not well-maintained, it was only natural for our buttocks to be jolted every now and then due to the bumpy path.

      
        Soft—
      

      The carriage we took to journey during this task offered quite a comfortable ride. It was a luxury carriage that cost exactly 10 silvers just to travel to the vicinity of the swamps of Acheron.

      It had windows like those carriages that you would only see the nobles riding in, and the seats were plush with cushions tucked beneath the leather covers, making it quite comfortable to sit on. It was also way less nauseating than the wagons I was used to.

      The price of ten silvers was not that high for the service we received. Even if we split the amount among five people, each person would only have to pay two silvers.

      However, the cultist, oh no, the proselyte, Paranoy was a penniless beggar, so I had to shoulder her share of the ride as the party leader.

      Before we even arrived at the labyrinth, I had lost four silvers, not to mention that I also definitely had to pay for Luna’s part too. Then the total amount I needed to spend totaled about six silvers.

      Six fucking silvers!

      Fuck this shit! Wasn’t six silvers equivalent to about 600,000 won?

      The thought of losing that much money from the very start just for transportation expenses was truly a painful experience. If it were just a moderately equipped carriage, we could have split the cost among five people for a few coppers each.

      Of course, our buttocks would be sore, and our bodies would ache here and there, but it was only natural for low-level adventurers to live frugally like that.

      However, it seemed that the mage, Velmina, who had tasted the lifestyle of a student of the Institution of Magic— the Ivory Tower, didn’t think that way.

      Unless it was a carriage with a hanging roof and a plush sofa, she wouldn’t take a single step out of the city, was what she declared.

      Hearing that, we, the commoners, had no choice but to agree with the mage’s opinion!

      As I mentioned before, mages were an extremely valuable force.

      Their fascinating magical capabilities were of great help inside Pluto’s labyrinth, so mages were like noble players who everyone wanted to recruit into their parties.

      Their popularity was enough to exceed one’s greatest imagination, especially if they could use elemental attacks like water, fire, lightning, or ice. They were in higher demand than the so-called goddess of the Engineering department, a major that was known to be infested with male students!

      That was why mages tended to be very arrogant and had a strong sense of pride etched directly into their very bones.

      The lack of criticism, coupled with getting pampered wherever they went, had boosted their self-esteem and increased their narcissistic tendencies, but still… since they were mages, their behavior would always be forgiven by the others.

      Honestly, magic was really a powerful and fascinating phenomenon.

      I wish I could learn magic too.

      However, to get into the Institution of Magic in Corinthe, you needed a recommendation letter and had to pay a hefty tuition fee of several gold coins every semester.

      I couldn’t afford to pay something like that.

      Then, what about the treatment of warriors like me, poor ol’ Hassan, who couldn’t learn magic due to poverty and had to make ends meet by doing physical labor…?

      “Mr. Didier, could you please help me with my luggage when we get off the carriage?”

      “Hmph, even if you know some magic, who do you think I am, a porter?”

      “Are you refusing to help me then?”

      “I mean, truthfully, I find carrying the luggage a most joyous activity! I can carry as much as you want me to.”

      Yeah… We received treatment like laborers who had to do all sorts of tasks that could be done by engaging our bodies…

      But I heard that… those truly exceptional warriors who could manifest aura or something like that also received treatment comparable to battle mages.

      But to me, an outlander, the idea of unleashing sword auras or using magic to throw fireballs from one’s hands was just absurd and nonsensical, to say the least.

      This world was truly full of fascinating and strange things, I thought in my mind. But when I really thought things through, the blessing I received from the gods was also quite a rare power among others.

      Magic, aura, and god’s blessing.

      Having just one of these three would make it so that they never had to starve to death. If not that, a strange talent like the pink-haired shaman, Lunas, could also help in maintaining a steady lifestyle.

      “Hmm…”

      “Just stay still.”

      Luna was collecting sweat droplets from Paranoy’s forehead, who was sitting next to her, and putting them into her leather water bottle.

      I made eye contact with Paranoy – who was in a state of fear, causing her to tremble incessantly – so I couldn’t help but turn toward Luna and ask.

      “Luna, what are you doing?”

      “Collecting the nymph’s sweat—!”

      “I can see that, but I’m asking what you’re going to do with it…”

      “Anything coming from Nymphs is not a waste—! With the bodily fluids of a nymph, I can make a potion that enhances mana sensitivity.”

      “Oh, I see.”

      I couldn’t quite grasp what a potion that enhances mana sensitivity was like, so my reaction was a lackluster, “Oh, I see.”

      They said that I am a descendant of the great god Jupiter, a hunter from the dark wilderness, and so on, such a long nickname, but terms like karma and mana still felt extremely unfamiliar to me. I wondered if I could ever get used to them in my life.

      While I was thinking about such things, Velmina, the Witch of Frost – who was sitting in the corner of the carriage while staring out the window with a prim expression – opened her mouth with interest in her voice.

      “A potion that enhances mana sensitivity?”

      “Yeah, well, more precisely, it’s an elixir rather than a potion. Various parts of the Nymphs’ bodies are good ingredients for making elixirs.”

      “I’ve heard stories that the wands made from the bones of a nymph’s hands are sold at high prices.”

      Immediately after, Velmina, the ice mage, quickly examined Paranoy’s palm with a chilling stare. Her faint blue eyes shone, resembling Luna’s eyes when she looked at medicinal herbs.

      Talk about looking at Nymphs as if they were ingredients…

      I had a vague feeling that I somehow knew why the nymphs, as a species of this continent, were dwindling like an endangered species.

      I thought they had disappeared due to being outcompeted in the survival of the fittest by invasive species like the Elves. It turned out that they had just vanished because of the rumors that their bodies were beneficial ingredients for a lot of things.

      As the son of a health center, I couldn’t help but feel strange about nymphs, who have various materialistic uses. It was because health centers were usually the first place that would actively react to such rumors.

      However, Velmina, who had been examining Paranoy’s hands, soon lost interest and returned to gazing at the changing scenery outside the window.

      “But it’s just a rumor. Gaining mana sensitivity is not something that can be easily obtained. Only one out of ten people can feel mana. And among those who can feel mana, only one out of ten can manipulate it freely…”

      “And among them, only one out of ten can use it effectively for useful magic, right? I, Didier, have heard about that as well.”

      Didier, who was sitting next to me, chimed into the conversation as if he knew something about it. He must have felt a bit left out as he had been sitting there quietly for some time already.

      It would take at least a day to reach the swamps of Acheron, where the labyrinth is said to be located.

      Of course, as the party leader, it was better to have some conversation between us rather than just avoiding eye contact with each other.

      “I had the impression that you were a simple-minded dwarf who only knew about wood and sawdust, Mr. Didier.1 You surprisingly know a lot about us mages. In that case, you must also know… that I am someone fortunate enough to have achieved that one-tenth probability three times in a row…”

      In the end, was it all just the self-boasting coming from a narcissistic mage? While I was thinking like that, Velmina, who had been looking outside, spoke a few more words that immediately caught my attention.

      “But it wasn’t just luck. Mana sensitivity is like a muscle of the body. It doesn’t develop without effort.”

      “Hmm, like a muscle, huh?”

      Velmina’s words made me imagine the scene of a woman with sky-blue hair exerting effort to master the ways of magic.

      But the magic I knew of was limited to Hogwarts and Gryffindor. I still wasn’t able to get over the shock that the damn headmaster of the School of Wizards was actually engaging in relationships between the same sex.

      So, although the image of practicing magic didn’t come to mind easily for me, I vaguely understood that the great and almighty mages also achieved their status through relentless effort rather than simply enjoying the perks of their talents.

      Perhaps the renowned narcissistic pride of the mages in this world stemmed from the self-confidence that their efforts were not in vain?

      Indeed, nothing in this world came easily for one…

      Just as it seemed like the conversation was about to come to an end, Luna, who had collected all the sweat drops from Paranoy’s forehead, closed the lid of the leather bottle and threw out a remark.

      “But if there are mana elixirs, mana sensitivity would be much easier to obtain and improve!”

      “There can’t be such a thing…”

      “N-No, it’s true. In Ideope, everyone enhances their sensitivity with mana elixirs—“

      Luna, who spoke confidently without being overshadowed by the powerful ice mage, surprised everyone by a great deal. Had she gained confidence from her recent level advancements and active participation in the guild quests?

      “Eek— This is too intense—“

      However, only Paranoy, sitting among the girls, trembled without saying a word, looking quite a bit pitiful. While I was contemplating if I should intervene soon—

      Velmina turned her gaze from the window to Luna’s eyes and spoke in a chilling cold tone.

      “Ah, Ideope… I’ve heard stories of the superstitious islands of Ideope even in the Ivory Tower’s research books. Do you guys still carry snake oil as a panacea? That’s what the book recounted…”

      “…Snake oil is effective!”

      “Unfortunately, it has been proven scientifically in Ivory Tower that snake oil has no magical properties. Ideope’s mana research seems to be about two hundred years behind the Ivory Tower…”

      “T-Two hundred years?”

      “Well, it’s a collection of isolated islands, after all. So it’s understandable that information exchange is delayed. But we need to establish the facts here. Magic is not superstition but a real academic discipline.”

      Magic is not superstition but a real academic discipline… Hearing that, it honestly sounded a bit amusing from my perspective.

      If I had said such things back on Earth, I would have been treated like a lunatic. But, since a real mage was saying those words, it was undoubtedly different and had more emphasis.

      “Ugh… Ugh…”

      Despite her fierce struggle, unfortunately, this battle ended in Luna’s defeat.

      Luna looked like she had so much to say to Velmina, but she couldn’t organize her thoughts, causing her face to redden as if she was boiling from the inside out.

      With tense eyes, I watched on to see how Luna would respond to that retort. How would Luna retaliate in this scenario? However, surprisingly, Luna just swallowed her words and took out a needle and a handkerchief from her pocket.

      
        Ssk— Ssk— Rustle—
      

      Looking at her, I thought that she might be doing embroidery or something to calm her restless mind.

      
        Ssk— Ssk—
      

      However, Luna was actually using the drops of blood from pricking her finger with the needle to write Velmina’s name on her handkerchief! Writing the name in red… Wasn’t that the casting process of a curse?

      After she completed casting the curse, Luna put the handkerchief back inside her pocket.

      While she wore a triumphant expression on her face, Velmina could only look at her with utter bewilderment. And with that, the debating session between them about mana came to an end.

      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

      Amidst the silence permeating the interior of the carriage, I began to feel a sense of looming awkwardness in the air.

      “Party leader bro, look there. Ah, the meadows and flowers are truly beautiful, aren’t they?”

      Didier, the axe-wielding warrior dwarf who, like me, had been observing the women’s reactions, made a sudden comment as he gazed out of his window to the left. He was seemingly lost in admiration of the scenery that he was witnessing outside.

      I couldn’t believe that the hairy dwarf, who looked like someone that would drink beer straight from the keg and chew on grass roots raw rather than admiring flowers, knew how to appreciate the beautiful scenery of nature.

      I felt like my preconceived notions about dwarves had slightly altered due to Didier.

      However, as the dwarven warrior had pointed out, outside the carriage window, a vast meadow of yellow and white flowers bloomed vibrantly out in the open.

      “They’re truly beautiful. We could pick those flower petals, dry them, and make herbal tea. Or we could lay them on top of a pudding made with milk and eggs to enhance its aesthetics. It would look really good!”

      “Really?”

      After that, Didier rambled on about his dessert-making techniques, but honestly, none of it actually registered in my ears.

      My eyes were fixated solely on the fluttering flower petals swaying with the wind on the outside fields.

      A few weeks ago, when I came to this place, it was a dreadful scenery filled with swamps, fog, crocodiles, and goblins wreaking havoc everywhere.

      But within just a few weeks, the desolate land had turned into such a beautiful field of flowers. How was it possible for such a transformation to occur in such a short period of time? It seemed impossible without the application of real magic.

      “In any case, the name ‘Swamps of Acheron’ is now a thing of the past. They say that before receiving the curse from the goddess of crops and seasons, this land used to be adorned with blooming flowers like these.”

      At the end of Didier’s explanation—

      “H-Here is Kore’s playground.”

      Paranoy, who had been huddled between Luna and the ice mage Velmina, spoke up.

      I felt curious when the cultist, who I thought would be far from being cooperative, showed interest and initiated a conversation like this.

      “Whose playground?”

      “Kore, the daughter of Ceres. T-This place used to be the meadow where the spring maiden Kore played around. But one day, it turned into a swamp after being cursed by Ceres.”

      “The curse of the goddess. The long winter that happened 30 years ago. It’s a story that can easily be found in the research books.”

      Surprisingly, it was none other than the ice mage Velmina who reacted to Paranoy’s words. I became tense, wondering how this ice mage would further cool down the atmosphere with her statements.

      “During the prolonged winter that lasted for several years, research on ice magic became even more active. The consensus of the academic society was that the snow would eventually melt, but the land would become soggy and flowers would never bloom here again—“

      Within Velmina’s translucent sky-blue eyes, various vibrant colors were reflected. Among those vibrant colors, a certain sense of strange emotion flickered.

      “It is said that this eternal swamp dried up entirely due to the prayers of someone who received the sun god’s blessing. Honestly, I didn’t believe it. But now that I’ve seen it with my own eyes, I understand. The powers of a transcendent being, the force that goes beyond logic and cognition—“

      A prayer of someone who received the blessing of the sun god. While I might not know about magic or mana, those words did remind me of something that had slipped my mind till now.

      On that day when I set up a ridiculous makeshift altar and shouted, ‘Long live the sun,’ didn’t an arrow from the sky pierce through the clouds and the fog and then dry up this entire area?

      I never thought that even flowers would end up growing in these lands like this.

      The dwarven warrior, who was smiling while looking out the window at that time, added a few more words to the conversation.

      “Sun god? I only heard about the great warrior of Lady Ceres. While the god of light might be able to dry up the soggy land, making such beautiful flowers bloom is definitely only possible by Lady Ceres’ powers.”

      “Indeed, perhaps, it could be a great warrior blessed by both gods of light and fertility. Pfft, of course, such a thing would never happen. Receiving the blessings of two gods in one person? This kind of situation would not be easy to occur to someone even if they were a hero of the gold tier.”

      “If…”

      I couldn’t help but speak up in response to the conversation.

      “If such a person exists, what would happen?”

      “Well, who knows? I would like to meet such a great warrior who is so loved by the silent gods. Or perhaps they could be a holy warrior or slave of the gods who has received their hatred and curse. Speaking of which, barbarian… Have you also received any blessings—?”

      Swish—! Thud—!

      Just as Velmina was about to ask me something, a sharp arrow, coming from who knows where, narrowly struck right next to her head.

      “A-An arrow!?”

      
        Neigghhhhh—
      

      The two horses made a surprised noise as they neighed and thrashed about.

      The coachman, who was driving the horses in the front seat, shouted in an urgent tone.

      “Damn, b-bandits! My lords and ladies, bandits have appeared!”

      Bandits.

      Of all things, it just had to be bandits.

      Of course, riding in such an expensive carriage would make us the target of bandits for sure. Fucking damn it all!!

      “Shit! It seems we, the warriors, have some work to do. Everyone, prepare your weapons!”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 109: Cultist Nymph and Pluto's Underground Labyrinth (7)

      
      “It’s true, just as big brother said, there really was a carriage that looked really luxurious! Wow, we’re so lucky!”

      “It’s not luck. It’s my faith that informed me about their arrival. It came to me just like a revelation in my mind. Zod, get up from your seat and head to the plains— Like this!”

      “What revelation are you speaking of? You don’t even pray.”

      As I stepped out of the carriage while wielding my weapon, I saw the scene of a group of ten men surrounding our carriage from all sides.

      Most of them were dressed in worn-out leather armor and armed with long swords and maces. All of them, more or less, had bushy hair and scruffy beards and generally ugly appearances.

      To describe their appearance in one word, they were like beggars who just happened to be wielding weapons.

      To sum it up, they were a gang of bandits.

      Among them, there was a man holding two impressive-looking swords in each of his hands and was flashing us with a glare while shouting at the top of his lungs.

      “Don’t harm the horses and the carriage! We can get a lot by selling them!”

      “Brother, what about the coachman?”

      “Why bother asking? Are you new to this or what? We take the horses and the carriages, the rest is unnecessary!”

      “Shit, if I don’t ask, you’ll just complain about me acting on my own again. Damn it! You’re such an unreasonable bastard.”

      From the way the bandits were talking to each other, it seemed that the man wielding those twin swords was the leader of this ragtag group.

      Leading a group of about ten individuals instead of three or four… was this punk famous around here or something?

      Damn! I found it already challenging enough to lead a group of five people. How the fuck was he able to lead a group of ten bandits like that?

      With that thought in mind, I upped the level of danger that the leader of the bandits posed in my mind by a slight margin.

      Next to me, the dwarven warrior, Didier, wielding a double-edged axe, approached me calmly while vigilantly assessing the bandits with his gaze.

      “Party leader bro, what should we do? Shall we abandon the carriage and run away? They seem to be after the carriage and we’re also outnumbered, so…”

      Didier’s opinion was absolutely reasonable.

      There were about ten armed men surrounding us. Even though I wasn’t sure about their individual skills, they seemed to be an experienced band of bandits even at first glance. So, it was evident that they had an advantage over us in terms of tactics and manpower.

      I felt bad for the coachman, but wouldn’t it be wise to just abandon the carriages and flee? Though I doubt they would let us go so easily like that.

      How could I solve this—

      “Ice Arrows!”

      At that moment, a loud shout could be heard coming from Velmina, who was standing behind me and Didier.

      Soon, strange and eerie formations resembling crystalline constructs manifested in the air above.

      
        Pew—! Swooosh
        
          —
        
        ! Thwack—!
      

      It felt like literal arrows made of chilling frost zoomed through the air and pierced the necks of the two bandits, causing blood to spurt out incessantly.

      “F-Fuciking hell! A mage!!”

      “There’s a mage among the carriage passengers!!”

      The bandits seemed to have gotten momentarily startled as they witnessed two of their colleagues being killed in mere seconds. However, this state was momentary and it didn’t take long for them to gather their bearings again.

      “Fuccck! It’ll take time for them to attack again! Take them down before the mage casts another spell! The longer we delay, the worse off we’ll be!”

      As soon as the bandit leader shouted, the rest of the bandits swiftly drew their swords out of their waists and charged toward us like well-trained soldiers.

      “Damn! Didier, protect the women!”

      “Understood!”

      My eyes soon settled on the guy who had charged straight toward me from the group of bandits.

      “Barbarian, let’s see your skills!”

      Despite being a bandit, the bald-headed bastard seemed to be in good physical condition. He had a similar build as mine. Under his torn leather clothes, his tanned muscles appeared quite sturdy as well.

      “Is your attire made of crocodile skin? Our physique is similar, so it seems that it will be a perfect fit for me! Hehe, I’ll take those clothes from you, thank you very much!”

      Indeed, he seemed to have targeted me due to our similar physiques. You know, when one’s physique reached the size of that fellow and mine, it became really difficult to find clothes that fit our clothes in this world.

      
        Swish—
      

      The bald guy ran swiftly across the dry grounds and swung his long sword at me without any hesitation or tricks.

      His attack was more like a beast chomping down its front teeth at the foe rather than the swinging of a sword.

      However, the pace of his attack was faster than expected. Therefore, I chose to raise my club above my head and block the attack instead of dodging it.

      
        Crack—!
      

      Soon, the guy’s long sword got stuck along the edges of my thick club without being able to completely split it into two. There was a momentary shock that traveled through my wrists and elbows, but I managed to endure it somehow.

      “Damn, what the hell! It’s stuck!”

      Perhaps, the bald-headed bandit didn’t expect his weapon to be blocked like this. He struggled and attempted to pull out his weapon like his life depended on it.

      Not missing the opportunity, I lifted my leg up with all the strength I could muster and kicked the bandit in the guts.

      “Ugh!”

      The bald-headed punk leaked out a pained gasp as my foot kicked into the pit of his stomach. If it was anyone else, they would have already fallen flat on their faces and screamed out in pain and agony by now.

      “Urrgh—“

      Despite the fact that he was in a lot of pain right now, he didn’t budge from his spot. It seemed he had quite a bit of physical strength in him. Therefore, using all my might, I swung my club at his bald head while his long sword remained stuck in my weapon.

      
        Thwack—! Crack—
      

      “Keugh!”

      With a sharp sound, the long sword was pulled out and fell to the ground. Then, I gave another blow to the head of the bulky punk who began convulsing from head to toe while groaning in agony.

      
        Crack—!
      

      The bulky bandit collapsed to the ground with a cracking sound coming from his head, his body not moving an inch any longer.

      Holy hell! I managed to defeat a bandit that was the same size as me with just a few moves! I was really happy about that outcome, but there were still many motherfuckers left to deal with, so I had to save my sentiments for later.

      “Damn! Why won’t this break already?”

      “Hit it with more force!”

      “S-Shit, come out, bitch! Come out already!”

      
        Bang—! Bang—!
      

      I heard sharp sounds akin to the continuous hammering of thin metal plates coming from the distance. The cracking noises were quite painful to my ears.

      As I turned my head in with a frown, I saw Velmina trapped in some kind of strange crystalline structure and the bandits swinging their swords and iron maces to break it down.

      “Eeeekkkk!”

      Following that, another sharp scream was heard from somewhere else.

      “Wow, I didn’t expect to see a nymph again in these lands. She looks so delicate.”

      “I’ll curse you if you come closer! I warned you already!”

      “Hehe, what do we have here? A peculiar pink-haired lady. You don’t look like the type to roll around in the dirt like the typical adventurers. Are you out here to pick flowers?”

      I saw the sight of Paranoy, trembling in fear, and Luna, holding a menacing obsidian dagger in her hand while standing in front of Paranoy and shielding her from the bandits.

      Defenseless women exposed to the armed bandits? I suddenly had a bad feeling about this.

      What the hell happened to the dwarven warrior, Didier? Didn’t I tell him to protect the women?

      As my eyes quickly scanned the surroundings, trying to assess the situation—

      “Hyaaah!”

      I spotted Didier, wielding a massive double-bladed axe, engaged in a fight with the leader of the group of bandits. That idiot! I told him to protect the women, so why was he fighting that damn leader instead of doing what I instructed?

      But I didn’t have time to dwell on such a question. I stopped thinking and dashed toward Luna’s direction.

      
        Step— Step—
      

      “Hehe, just come here obediently, ok?”

      However, the bandits seemed to be reaching for Luna at a speed that was faster than the time it would take for me to hit their heads with my club.

      Shit! What should I do? Should I throw my club at them?

      When I just clenched my hands tightly—

      “S-Shadow Binding Curse-!Hiyaaaattt!!”

      Ducking her head to avoid the man’s touch, Luna plunged her dagger deep into the ground and shouted out some strange words. Instantly, the bandit’s body froze with his arms still outstretched.

      “Ugh, w-what, what the hell… M-My body… what the hell is this—“

      “I-I guess I succeeded! I’ve successfully cast an advanced curse! Wow! Holy shh!”

      I didn’t know what it was, but it certainly bought me a little more time to reach those dirty bastards. So, I swung my arm to throw the club as hard as I was able to and it soon collided with the waist of the frozen bandit.

      
        Thwack—!
      

      Moments later, with a loud thud, the body of the defenseless bandit was struck heavily by my weapon and flew away into the distance as a result…

      “D-Dorka! Damn it! How can a person’s body fly away like that!? B-Boss, what should we do?”

      “I, I don’t know either! Damn you, fucking dwarf! You’re so fucking tough!”

      “Hiyaaaattt!”

      
        Clang— Clang— Clang—!
      

      As the clash of metal against metal created sparks in the air, the dwarven warrior, Didier – whom I thought would struggle against the leader of the bandits – led the fight against the man twice his size in quite an admirable fashion.

      Even though I was a bit worried about him since his hobby was making pancakes, as expected, he was indeed worthy of someone labeled as a promising member with infinite potential by the guild.

      Damn! At this rate, we might be able to defeat the bandits quite smoothly! Was this what a normal party vs party fight looked like?

      
        Pew—!
      

      Just then, an arrow flew out of somewhere and struck Didier’s back in a flash.

      “Argh! How cowardly, relying on the help from your comrades—! Aren’t you ashamed as a warrior?!”

      “Damn that! I’m not a warrior but a bandit, you fucking idiot! I never intended to engage in an honorable duel from the get-go! Well, whatever! Everyone, hurry up. Attack him all at once!”

      As Didier crouched down after being hit on the back with an arrow, he began to be trampled by the combined assaults of the bandits.

      “Ugh, urrgh! I-It hurts like hell! Y-You cowardly bastards! Attacking me in a group like this, how cowardly—!”

      
        Clang— Clang—!
      

      “Damn it! The ice has almost broken down; let’s keep at it! Come out, you cowardly spell-shitting bitch!”

      “Let’s take her to the cave and turn her into an ice-making slave! We’ll have a cool summer this time.”

      “Hehe, let’s make shaved ice and enjoy it with all our hearts!!”

      Velmina, who had tightly wrapped herself inside a solid wall of ice, seemed to be slowly reaching her limits.

      With a cracking sound, the ice around her body began to break down further and further.

      “S-Spell-shitting?! I-If you break my ice, I won’t let you get away with it! I won’t, I won’t let you!”

      “H-Hassan! Help me quickly!”

      Chaotic fights erupted everywhere. Was it really impossible to win in a fight when we were outnumbered like this? It was a crazy thing for five people to deal with nearly ten bandits at the same time.

      Damn! Was this beautiful field of flowers going to become my grave at this rate?

      Fucking shit! I couldn’t stand watching this happen any longer!!

      “These damn criminal bastards! If you guys are making money, then just pay the taxes, you motherfuckers!!”

      I erupted in a fit of anger and charged toward the bandits who were beating Didier down like he was some two-shit trash.

      It would take a little longer for the ice mage Velmina’s ice barrier to shatter. So, she still had some time before really needing any substantial help from us.

      Meanwhile, Didier was skilled enough to hold his own against the leader of the bandits until he was beaten unfairly in a one-vs-many fight, so I decided to quickly rescue him before his small body shrunk down even more from the constant beating!

      “D-Deforma. Kalmar Nanae—!”

      Just before my club swung onto the bodies of those dastardly bandits, a powerful spell-like incantation erupted from Paranoy’s mouth, who was crouching behind Luna.

      
        Whizz— Whiiizzzz—
      

      Soon, the grass and flower petals that had been growing on the ground began to intertwine into bizarre, horrific shapes, merging with the soil and mud to form a peculiar figure or rather a construct.

      “W-What the hell—?”

      It resembled a sandman that a young child would roughly make using soil and grass. However, its size was the problem.

      It was so huge that it was nearly twice my size. Just by looking at it, one would feel small and insignificant in front of it. It was probably bigger than anything I had seen or experienced.

      
        Groan—
      

      “W-What is that—?”

      “Damn! It’s a golem—! Fucking shit! it’s a fucking golem!”

      “I-It’s Pluto’s spell. T-These damn bastards weren’t adventurers, they were filthy cultists! Damn it all!”

      Just a moment ago, the bandits were still exuding endless confidence… but now all of them were left trembling in surprise at the sudden appearance of the gigantic mud golem, seemingly greatly taken aback by its appearance.

      It seemed like an opportunity had arisen for us, who were in a disadvantaged position in this fight and were even thinking up of retreating at any moment.

      “There’s a chance!”

      
        Swish—!
      

      At that moment, the dwarven warrior Didier, who was curled up in the middle of the bandits’ encirclement, defending himself against their relentless attacks, swung his axe forward at all the bandits’ legs and cut them off in one swing.

      
        Slash—!
      

      In an instant, all the bandits lost their balance and fell to the ground. They clutched their now cut-off feet and dangling Achilles’ tendons, then started writhing on the ground.

      “My, my foot! My foot eekkk!”

      “Now you’re shorter than me. Good, I’m satisfied.”

      I didn’t know how it happened, but the tables had turned really quickly in our favor.

      There were about three bandits remaining, including the leader and the ones who were busy breaking Velmina’s Ice Barrier.

      While we five were still standing strong!

      They who remained were fewer in number than us, so they couldn’t escape our powerful tactical encirclement and would surely have to face annihilation at our hands.

      “Hehe, damn it! Give it all you’ve got, you motherfuckers!”

      
    

  
    Chapter 110: Cultist Nymph and Pluto's Underground Labyrinth (8)
The demoralized gang of bandits was quickly subdued.
In all honesty, the individual skills of this ragtag gathering of bandits were not particularly outstanding.
If they had excelled in combat skills, in the first place, they would have pursued a more respectable profession instead of resorting to robbery and theft.
From what I’ve heard, it seemed that the people who couldn’t even gather the 20 silvers required for guild membership fees were the ones who usually fell into this kind of wicked path.
20 silvers.
It was a significant amount of money, equivalent to 2,000,000 won. However, unless they were slaves, if one made the effort for it, 20 silvers was still a sum that could be accumulated within a year by just about anyone.
Those scoundrels who only engaged in despicable schemes to rip off others without putting in any effort would never become strong in their lives.
Of course, some named individuals among the criminals, wanted by the kingdom itself, were a different case altogether. However, compared to their initial confident appearance, these guys turned out to be all bark and no bite.
Ding—
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In reality, Zod, the dual-sword-wielding leader of the bandits, only had an overall level of 7.
Upon feeling their pulse, I found out that the remaining surviving bandits ranged from about level 3 to, at most, level 5. They were barely around the iron-tier level of adventurer ranks.
Excluding the two who died from the Ice Arrow attack, piercing through their throats, the remaining eight had all been cornered and captured in one spot.
Tight— Tighttt— 
“B-Be careful. Tie me gently. I have a condition where I feel pain if tied too tightly!”
“Then try to make some three-line acrostic poem in that rotten head of yours and see if you can recite a good one to me. Depending on the quality of your poem, I just might tie you gently.”
“H—!”
“Take this hit on your head, you motherfucker! You asked for it, you punk!”
I swung my club with all my might toward the head of the bandit who was whining nonstop and was even demanding to be tied gently.
“Grrraaah!”
The pleading noises surrounding me, that were buzzing around like the broadcast of a local radio station, instantly died down, along with that scream.
“Good, finally, it’s a bit quieter. These damn rascals talk way too much.”
Having around eight bandits all huddled together and kneeling in one place was enough to create a great deal of pressure and momentum. Even if their levels were low, their attacks would become stronger when they worked together as a team.
A great hero would still die when they got stabbed by a sword. In the same way, they could also die if surrounded and beaten by multiple people.
Therefore, I pondered how to deal with this ragtag gang of bandits.
“They are truly despicable and ignorant. All of these guys should be executed!”
Velmina, the ice mage, insisted that all the tied-up bandits should be killed here and now.
She must have been furious because of what they had mentioned earlier— the talk about taking her to their cave and making her an ice-making slave. Well, even aside from that, the mage, Velmina, had been merciless to the bandits from the get-go.
As she had been the one who pierced the throats of the first two bandits and killed them in cold blood. She didn’t even hesitate for a second in killing people. Was it because she manipulated the ice element that her heart was as cold as chilling frost?
“What do you think, Mr. Didier?”
“If you are going to slit throats, it’s better to end their lives in one swift motion, making it painless and instantaneous. Even if I was the one who delivered the final blow, I will probably have endless nightmares from hearing a dying man’s screams. So, it’s better to do it swiftly and silently.”
Pull—
After uttering those words, Didier immediately raised his large double-edged axe, readying it for the act of execution. Indeed, if he were to slice those bandits with such a heavy weapon, the bones in the neck would definitely be severed as easily as soft tofu.
“The duty of executing the prisoners is an exclusive privilege of the party leader. Here’s the axe. Party leader bro, since it will be difficult if you use your club, I’ll make an exception and lend my weapon to you this time.”
Just like Velmina, the ice mage, Didier also seemed to have the same opinion about the execution of these bandits.
Considering how this world treated concepts like human rights and respect for life like the jokes of a madman, taking these criminal bandits’ lives was no different from killing mosquitoes that sucked on human blood.
However, from my perspective as a modern person, I found myself questioning whether it was right for me to take their lives so easily in this fashion.
“What about you, Luna? What do you think?”
“Me? Well, I….”
Luna’s emerald-hued orbs glanced over the huddled and restrained bandits. There seemed to be a complex emotion flickering in her eyes as she saw them. But it was difficult even for me to understand just what that expression meant.
“I will leave it to you, Hassan.”
“Hmm.”
Ultimately, it seemed that the decision was up to me.
Slide—
I accepted the double-edged axe that Didier had passed over to me and hung it over my shoulder. The despairing bandits trembled even more violently at that sight. They probably sensed their impending death at that action of mine.
I spoke to them in an apathetic tone.
“You have committed numerous crimes. Firstly, the crime of robbery. Secondly, the crime of violence, and third… damn, I don’t even know what it is, but you guys must have committed many other atrocities that I can’t even fathom.”
“…”
The bandits remained silent at my harsh remarks.
A quiet atmosphere settled in the air; as if everyone was waiting to hear what words would come out of my lips next.
“However, I will forgive all of you.”
“R-Really?”
“But, this axe says that it can’t forgive you insufferable lot.”
So it was only half forgiveness.
It was akin to leaving them in a state where they were neither dead nor alive.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The items looted from those bandits consisted of seven long swords and about five silvers. The remaining items were more or less worthless trinkets, so I simply discarded them into the fields.
As for the bartering and distribution of the seven long swords, I decided to leave it to the dwarven warrior, Didier, for later, while the five of us divided the five silvers among ourselves. Each person received one silver.
Didier spoke while loading the seven longswords in the trunk-themed storage compartment of the carriage.
“Nothing accumulates karma better than killing people. The party leader is given the power to do the execution as a reward for taking care of various troublesome tasks along the way, you know?”
“Really?”
“However, you refused to take that chance. I can’t understand. Perhaps in the eyes of the Samaritan warrior bro, those guys aren’t even worth killing— is it something like that? Those bandits were weak indeed, that is an undeniable fact.”
“…”
Instead of answering, I recalled what happened when Velmina’s ice magic rapidly froze those people into living sculptures of ice and frost.
We pushed them into a deep pit dug by the mud golem.
Their frozen state will more or less dissolve by the time the guards, Luna had summoned using her summoning voodoo spell, came and threw them into prison.
Didier told me off for letting go of the chance of gaining more karma. Honestly speaking, there was no advantage for me in killing those bandits.
The reason I could build my karma points, or in other words accumulate task points, was not because I killed people but because I gave people a massage that could resolve their strange quirks, curse, and abnormalities.
Also, beheading the throats of eight people would most likely make me lose sleep at night.
“Long live Chaos…”

Ding—
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Anyway, before we froze those guys, I quickly applied some quick acupuncture treatments to their palms and significantly increased my task points. From my perspective, I could consider that I had obtained everything I needed from these punks.
While I was satisfied in my own way, Didier, who closed the carriage’s storage compartment, added a few more words at the end.
“To be honest, I don’t know what those bandits can do with their prolonged lives other than living aimlessly and eating the rest of their days out in prison. In fact, from a warrior’s perspective, you’re a failure through and through bro. There’s no denying that.”
“I see.”
I couldn’t help but think that it was a harsh evaluation of myself. From the very start, I had never boasted about being a great warrior; not even once.
It was just that others would easily form prejudices based on my appearance and either praise or criticize me accordingly.
“However, as a person, I find you quite likable. Although it might be good to have someone who can cut a person’s throat without hesitation as a comrade, I wouldn’t want them as a friend.”
“Then does that mean you and I have become friends, Mr. Didier?”
“Haven’t we all become friends from the moment we started riding the same carriage together to embark on this difficult journey? Anyway, all of the baggage has been loaded. It seems we can depart now.”
Leaving behind the eight half-buried blocks of ice, we set off for the road once again.
Unintentionally, half a day had already passed since we left the city, so I told the coachman to hurry up and urge the horses to run faster.
Clip-clop—
With the soft, rhythmic sound of horseshoes, the two horses started zooming along the roads at faster speeds. Before we knew it, the flower-filled meadows of Acheron began to be tinted by the red hues of the setting sun.
Zzzz— Zzzzz—
Only the sound of Didier’s snoring echoed loudly inside the carriage.
Everyone was exhausted from the fight with the group of bandits, so they crossed their arms and closed their eyes to doze off or became busy with their own work.
I, too, decided to take advantage of the silence to replenish my stamina. Just as I was getting used to the tranquility, the ice mage, Velmina, wiping her small wand with a handkerchief till now, opened her mouth and spoke in a gentle tone.
“Did you call it the Shadow Binding curse?”
Luna, immersed in looking out the window till now, flinched visibly at the words that were clearly directed towards her.
“W-Why?”
“Well, it may pale in comparison to instant freezing magic, but it seems to have quite the useful effect in restraining people’s movements.”
“T-That’s an incredibly advanced spell that only the great shamans of Ideope can use. I guess I got lucky that it worked out this time.”
“A great shaman, huh? It seems Ideope’s sorcery has some unexpected usefulness to it.”
“Yes, your magic was quite powerful too. You can pierce through two people’s throats in an instant…”
“That’s a given.”
With that, the women’s conversation swiftly came to an end. Was this the depiction of a heartwarming picture where they acknowledged each other’s strengths?
If we continued this harmonious atmosphere, we just might be in good enough shape to successfully go through and succeed in our upcoming labyrinth conquest.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the evening approached and the tired horses needed rest, we decided to stop the carriage and set up camp. The place we used as the campsite was the abandoned temple we had utilized for rest when we were tasked with suppressing the cultists on the previous quest.
Back then, the surroundings were filled with eerie mist and swamps, resembling the terrifying set of a bonafide horror movie.
Now, under the moonlight, the swaying flowers and tall reeds gave the place a rather beautiful and charming appearance.
“This place used to be the temple of the goddess Ceres, but it has been abandoned for a long time. Tsk. It pains me as a follower of Ceres to see it in this state. Party leader bro, should I just clean up the surroundings? What do you think?”
“Sure, why not? After all, since we will set up a camp here, we should naturally tidy up the area.”
With everyone’s agreement, the work to set up the campsite began in earnest.
I cleared the scattered rocks and leveled the bumpy ground. Meanwhile, the dwarven warrior, Didier, wiped the goddess’ statue with a cloth, removing the bird droppings that had marred its once majestic figure.
Swoosh— Swoosh—
Gecko— Gecko— Geck— Geck— Geck— Gari— Geck— Geck—
“A-A moonlight lizard…! Holy shh! H-Hey, you there!”
Luna spotted an odd blue-colored lizard amidst the dark bushes and hurriedly ran towards it at full speed.
Luna was terrible at setting up tents, so that was how I ended up doing it instead of her.
“Even a soft and comfy sofa chair wouldn’t feel nice if one sat on it long enough. Somehow, sitting on this hard rock feels far more comfortable right now.”
Next to me, the ice mage, Velmina, rested on a flat rock. Meanwhile, Paranoy was basking in the warmth of the just-lit campfire.
I used stakes and ropes to set up the tent on the now-leveled ground, and after that, I called everyone over to sit together.
“Now, let’s boil some water, shall we?”
Anyway, we unpacked our belongings and surrounded the campfire after diligently setting up the tent and creating a barrier in the surrounding area that would make noise when someone trespassed inside. After that, we started boiling a pot over the fire.
As the iron cast pot simmered with herbs, mushrooms, and chunks of meat, emitting a delightful aroma, the dwarven warrior, Didier, took something out of his pocket with a cautious look on his face.
“Ahem, well… Ahem…!”
He seemed to have something to say to us but probably felt awkward starting up the conversation by himself. So he was more or less hoping for someone to converse with him first.
I decided to play along and asked him in a quizzical tone.
“What’s that?”
“This? Oh, this is… magic powder. When you sprinkle it, any food becomes incredibly delicious. I made this myself. How about I pour it inside this pot for you guys to try? If you don’t want to, it’s fine though.”
Didier explained as if he had been waiting for this very moment. The magic powder was suspicious as hell though.
So, after poking my finger into the small packet, I brought it to my tongue to check it out. It was strangely savory, yet indescribably artificial, spreading a peculiar taste on the tip of my tongue.
If I must compare it to something similar in taste then—
It tasted like MSG. Who would have thought this mysterious and delectable tasting salt would be created by a dwarf in this world and even be named magic powder?
“It does have a great taste.”
“R-Really? I meticulously ground rock salt, dried crab shells, and even dried yellowtail powder. It works really well when added to soups and stews.”
I vaguely understood that dwarves had many specialties. But some of these people seemed to have skills not only in handling iron or rock hammers but also in cooking.
Thanks to Didier, we were able to enjoy a decent hot pot meal during our makeshift camp dinner.
“It tastes better than the food we had outside.”
Even the ice mage, I thought to be picky about food, had two bowls of soup by herself.
After we filled our bellies with warm food and enjoyed the warmth of the campfire, the evening breeze of spring gently blew, lulling us to sleep.
As our hearts relaxed, we each tended to our equipment and exchanged a few words of casual conversation.
Although it was merely the discussion of the aspirations that inspired them to become adventurers and what they would do in the future, it was enough to make these awkward individuals feel somewhat like companions to all of us.
“Anyway, once I earn about 5 more golds, I’ll open a decent restaurant near the south gate of Sodomora. I’ve actually been preparing various recipes for that purpose.”
As Didier spoke optimistically about his dreams, Velmina, the ice mage, who had been silently listening to the conversation, spoke up in the middle.
“A restaurant run by dwarves. Honestly, it’s hard to imagine something like that. I can understand if you want to be a blacksmith or carpenter, but…”
“Sigh, everyone says the same thing. But wouldn’t this restaurant be more successful precisely because of that trait? It’s unique and fresh, you know?”
“Hmm.”
“Talking about something that doesn’t fit the image, the same can be said for a mage like you, no?”
“What about me?”
“You have exceptional skills in ice magic. With that level, you could get a job as a royal mage in a small kingdom and receive special treatment. Why are you lingering in a mercenary group like this?”
To be honest, I was curious about that as well.
Even though Velmina wasn’t as powerful as Elfriede, who wielded destructive flame magic, she was still the strongest among all the mages I had seen till now.
Velmina’s overall karma points were around 15 or so. However, since combat mages’ level was calculated by adding 10 to their karma points, she was as good as having an overall of 25 points.
If she were at that level, her abilities wouldn’t just be limited to dealing with groups of bandits in a place like this.
However, Velmina simply smiled as if she had heard something trivial.
“The story leading up to that development isn’t very interesting. Why don’t we listen to Miss Nymph’s story instead, since she has now decided to serve the Goddess of the Hearth, Lady Vesta? As a way to pass the time, how about trying out fire divination?”
“Fire Divination?”
At the mention of fire divination, Luna, who had been petting the blue lizard, suddenly stood up.
“I love fire divination! It’s boring just to pass time idly at night, so this is just perfect!”
Seeing Luna’s enthusiastic reaction, I had no choice but to ask.
“What’s a fire divination?”
“Well, it seems like Party Leader bro here doesn’t have any experience in this subject. That’s good. Since we have a mage here, it’s a great opportunity to find a suitable attribute.”
Finding an attribute? It was something I had never heard before.


  
    
      Chapter 111: Cultist Nymph and Pluto's Underground Labyrinth (9)

      
      The five of us sat around the blazing campfire, forming a circle in the process.

      Currently, we were inside the temple of Ceres that had been abandoned for a long time.

      And amidst the rustling of reeds— swaying with the breeze and illuminated by the soft light of the two ethereal moons.

      As we sat around the fire, forming a circle as we placed ourselves on the ground, it felt like we had entered the center of some primitive superstitious community or a secretive gathering, and I could feel a tingling sensation running beneath my chest at that thought.

      
        Crackle— Crackle— Flicker— Flicker—
      

      With her usual composed expression, the ice mage, Velmina, placed branches into the campfire.

      Only when the flames grew in height and became scathing hot did a faint smile appear on her lips; as if she was finally satisfied with the fire.

      “That’s good. This should be enough. Ms. Paranoy, have you had any experience with fire divination before?”

      “…”

      In response to Velmina’s question, Paranoy remained silent and simply lowered her head.

      When I looked into those scarlet-colored eyes, illuminated by the burning campfire, it was hard to tell whether it was curiosity or fear that flickered in those orbs of hers.

      I found myself to also be in a similar state when I felt this mysterious sensation.

      “What is fire divination exactly?”

      “Fire divination is a privilege specifically held by the devotees of the goddess of the hearth. It creates a boundary around the campfire to ensure a peaceful night.”

      Velmina soon began reciting a brief incantation.

      “Oh, Lady Vesta, I invoke you in the name of Velmina Prodance. Bestow your blessings upon this gathering—“

      When I listened carefully, it sounded more like a prayer than an incantation. Wondering what would unfold from that prayer, I stared at her with nervousness in my heart.

      …

      Even after several seconds passed by since the prayer ended, there were no apparent signs of anything transpiring. Velmina let out a frustrated huff after seeing that.

      “As expected, without being a devotee of Vesta any form of prayer is useless. Ms. Paranoy, why don’t you try reciting the incantation prayer as I did? Among us, you are the only one who is a devotee of Vesta right now.”

      “M-Me? I’ve never offered a prayer to Lady Vesta before. Even though I’ve offered plenty of prayers to Lord Pluto, I’ve never received a response to my prayers…”

      “Come on. Just try.”

      Pressured by the cold urging of the ice mage, the hesitant cultist nymph— Paranoy, looked around with nervousness in her eyes.

      
        Fidgetting—
      

      Perhaps due to being heavily tensed, sweat began to form on her forehead in large drops.

      “Holy shh! Paranoy sure sweats a lot!”

      As if eagerly awaiting that phenomenon, Luna opened the mouth of her leather water container and collected Paranoy’s sweat. Seeing her action, the sense of mystery surrounding this strange ritual immediately dissipated and I felt slightly relieved.

      It seemed that Paranoy was feeling the same way as me. She let out a small sigh and began murmuring the incantation in a low voice.

      “I-I am Paranoy, daughter of Demetra… Please hear my prayers. G-Grant us peace and tranquility in our night…”

      With a small mosquito-like voice and the occasional stumbles and stutters in pronunciation, she spoke out her prayer. Seemingly, she felt embarrassed to offer a prayer before others.

      And at that very moment…

      
        Whoosh— 
      

      The campfire, which had been burning steadily, suddenly erupted into a much larger flame, despite no wind blowing and no additional firewood being added.

      “E-Eeeekkk!”

      Paranoy screamed and panicked when the campfire grew with such vigor; as if it would engulf everything surrounding it. Didier, the dwarf, burst into laughter at the sight.

      “It’s indeed true that the gods and goddesses love nymphs. It seems like the benevolent goddess has accepted Paranoy’s prayer.”

      “M-My prayer…? The goddess heard my prayer?”

      Along with Didier’s laughter, Paranoy’s shoulders, trembling in fear and trepidation, began to relax.

      “Me, me…”

      At the same time, with eyes widened in disbelief – as if unable to believe what she had done – Paranoy fixed her gaze on the intensifying campfire. She had an expression reminiscent of a young child experiencing playing with fire for the first time.

      “Lord Pluto had never responded to my prayers.”

      “Well, anyway, the preparations for the fire divination are complete. This fire will not extinguish until tomorrow morning.”

      I couldn’t believe it. This was an unquenchable campfire.

      One of the responsibilities of the night watch was to ensure the campfire would not go out. It was quite convenient to not have to do that.

      With a blazing fire like this, the wild beasts and monsters, that were out in the fields, would unlikely approach the campsite. It was because most of the nocturnal creatures had a fear of fire.

      “Now, whose divination should we start with?”

      “I’ll go first!”

      At Velmina’s question, Luna, looking intently at the campfire, quickly raised her hand. Then, without hesitation, she sprinkled a handful of soil and sand, that she had gathered from the ground, and scattered it over the campfire, almost like she was seasoning it with salt and pepper.

      I wondered what she was doing with this action.

      
        Whoosh— 
      

      At that moment, the campfire’s flames gradually turned darker, and they soon completely transformed into dark-black-hued fire.

      Dark Black flames. It felt incredibly intense and even sent shivers down my spine with its appearance alone. It felt as if I had encountered some wicked cult ritual. What in hell was this?

      “Hmm…”

      Velmina’s blue eyes widened in surprise as she observed the eerie side of the obsidian black flames. She even tried shaking her palm over the eldritch fire.

      “I can’t believe this. The flames turned completely black. It’s probably the magical power of the Night. It seems you have received some affection and attention from the Goddess of the Night.”

      “As expected, it’s Lady Knox!”

      Luna was delighted as she looked at the black flames. As for me, I was just bewildered, wondering what was happening here.

      It seemed that Didier, the dwarf sitting next to me, noticed my perplexed expression and began explaining the happenings in a low voice.

      “Everyone in this world receives affection from the gods or goddesses. The amount of that affection may vary. This divination is to discover which god or goddess loves you the most.”

      “What does that have to do with getting to know someone’s attribute?”

      “It determines your compatibility with the gods or goddesses who pour their affection and attention onto you. It is beneficial for you to know when you are dealing with mana or such. Of course, this activity is just for fun unless you’re a mage or someone who must dabble into the art of handling mana.”

      “Well… then, I’ll give it a try.” After Didier expressed the events and their meanings to me briefly, he took a handful of dirt and soil from near the campfire and threw them into the black flames, just like sprinkling seasoning on a dish.

      
        Sizzle— Sizzle— Crackle—
      

      As a result, the flames that had been burning black until just now returned to their original red color, taking the form of a regular campfire.

      “No change?”

      “Tsk.”

      Didier clicked his tongue in response to my question. Then, he picked up another handful of soil and once again threw it into the campfire.

      “Lady Ceres, didn’t I just polish your divine projection? Please remember this son of Troggzor, Didier—!”

      
        Sizzle—
      

      As the sand was scattered into the campfire once more, a sudden crackling sound of sparks began to intensify into its fiery depths. Then, countless sparks resembling fireflies shot up into the sky.

      Like when she acted during Luna’s divination, Velmina placed her palm in front of her, observing the scene.

      “…It’s faint, but I can sense the powers of the earth and seasons. The goddess Ceres doesn’t easily bestow affection upon creations—“

      “That wasn’t the case before. Until just before the prolonged winter, she was one of the most compassionate goddesses. Well, anyway, I’m satisfied that she remembers my name. So, next, shall we have Party Leader bro give it a try?”

      “I’m curious too. I wonder which gods love this Samaritan from the faraway lands.”

      “I’m curious as well. Hassan! Could it be the God of Light?”

      As all the gazes turned towards me one by one, I felt a sudden heat rising to my face. It seemed that I had no immunity to others’ expectations of me.

      However, I was also curious about my own attribute.

      As Luna mentioned, it could be that the God of Light was watching over me. Or maybe Lady Knox, who might become my mother-in-law, was the one who showered me with affection and attention.

      With mixed anticipation and the slightest hint of tension, I held some sand in my hand and scattered it over the campfire.

      
        Whooosh—
      

      The scattered white sands fell like snow onto the blazing campfire.

      As I stared at the flames, completely absorbed in what was about to unfold before me.

      
        Sizzle— Sizzle—
      

      The campfire’s flames gradually diminished and extinguished in a pitiful manner; as though they disappeared after finishing their duty.

      What the hell? Damn it! Why did the fire go out?

      As I felt curious, Didier also touched the campfire’s ashes with his palm and asked in wonder.

      “Well, Ms. Mage, the flames have gone out. In this case, what kind of god do you think he’s receiving affection from?”

      Velmina furrowed her brows at that question.

      She, too, spoke as if she couldn’t comprehend what was transpiring while caressing the extinguished remains of the campfire.

      “Well, who knows? We could consider it as a form of magical power… Perhaps it’s because he scattered too much sand?”

      “Hassan, maybe your enthusiasm got the better of you.”

      “Is that so? Ah, damn, how embarrassing!”

      It was as if I had poured cold water into the heated party hall, and somehow this situation felt extremely awkward for me. I thought I had grabbed just as much sand as the others did, but perhaps my hand was bigger than the others which resulted in the fire going out.

      “Paranoy, you’re sweating again! Holy shh! I might end up filling all the water bottles! Hehe!”

      “The campfire went out—“

      Anyway, it was a pretty amusing manner of passing time on this tranquil night.

      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

      Usually, mornings in the forests and woodlands can be quite damp and foggy.

      I had considered this situation when we set up the tent, but the dew that fell overnight was far more than my expectations. And as a result, it caused the tent and the ground to become completely soaked.

      Where did Luna go again?

      As I made my way through the damp grassy forest ground, drenched in the morning dew that settled all over, Paranoy, who had been staring at the campfire intently, looked up at my face.

      “Eeeekk—!”

      “W-What? Damn it!”

      “I-I have done my night watch diligently! As you may be witnessing, I have also ensured the uninterrupted presence of the campfire throughout the night!!”

      “Is that so…?”

      Paranoy suddenly used formal language, which caught me entirely off guard.

      Was it only now that she was starting to respect me as the party leader? But something about her didn’t seem right. She also didn’t look too well.

      “Hey, did you not get any sleep at all?”

      “I-I have not! As you can observe, I have a duty to protect this sacred campfire—!”

      “Hmm.”

      Since she realized that the Goddess of the Hearth had answered her prayers, Paranoy had been in a peculiar state of mind. It seemed like she was in awe and had been deeply moved by the fact that the goddess had responded to her prayers.

      However, her abnormal behavior was slightly out of my expectations since she hadn’t even slept a wink while guarding the campfire.

      “Hey, we’re going into the labyrinth soon. How will you manage to keep up with us without sleeping?”

      “I-I will be a-alright… Even if I do not sleep for three days… I will be perfectly alright…”

      Come to think of it, Paranoy had a higher level than me, didn’t she?

      I thought it was around level 20 or so. Also, she was a strong fellow who could endure being trapped in an underground prison for several days without breaking down, even while starving throughout the process.

      Considering that, she should be fine even without sleep for another day. But I still wanted all the party members to enter the labyrinth in peak condition if possible.

      Since it was already morning, I had no choice but to let it be though.

      “Let’s prepare for breakfast.”

      “Party leader bro, leave the breakfast to me. While cleaning the temple yesterday, I caught a wild pigeon and prepared it overnight. It’ll taste really good if we boil it and eat it with a clear broth.”

      “Then let’s do that.”

      I felt relieved that I didn’t have to prepare breakfast myself.

      While placing my shoulders and legs on the damp rocks, I stretched my entire body, which had become stiff from sleeping in a crouching position inside the cramped tent last night.

      “Hassan, look at this!”

      At that moment, Luna appeared in the distance, waving her hand.

      “A Night Canary! I caught this little guy just now! Isn’t it amazing?”

      In Luna’s hand was a bird with scarlet feathers with a bright red tint along the edges. She caught a frog during the previous quest and it was a bird this time.

      
        Chirp— Chirp—
      

      Birds have wings, so it’s not easy to catch them unless she had a bow or a sling. I’m curious how she managed to do it.

      “Huh? What? How did you catch it?”

      “I was following the trail of moonlight during the dawn, and it was just sitting there quietly and obediently! It must be a gift from Lady Knox! It must be!”

      “It’s so impressive that the bird stayed still.”

      I could already feel my stomach rumbling at the thought of eating a stew with lots of bird meat. It turned out that Luna had a talent for hunting.

      “The bird meat must be delicious.”

      “N-No, you’re not supposed to eat this, Hassan!”

      “If it’s not for eating, then why did you catch it?”

      “I’m going to make a threat detection totem with this Night Canary.”

      “What kind of totem did you say?”

      Instead of responding to my words, Luna started pulling the reeds growing next to the ruins of Ceres’ temple. She then began weaving the tough and sturdy stems together, forming a structure that resembled a small cage.

      “Are you trying to make a birdcage?”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’ll put the bird in there. The night canaries make a lot of noise when monsters are nearby.”

      So it seemed that Luna intended to use the canary she put in the cage as some kind of alarm.

      Come to think of it, I had heard stories of adventurers, exploring Pluto’s Labyrinth, that tamed animals like this and used them as allies.

      The difficulty of exploring the labyrinth only increased with the number of ‘human’ members. There were also some hunters who tamed animals to aid them in conquering the labyrinth.

      Anyway, after having some good breakfast, we squeezed our way through the tall reeds that were long enough to reach above our heads and cover us with their breadth.

      After wandering for a while, we finally managed to find the entrance to Pluto’s Labyrinth where I had previously clashed with the cultist called Koma.

      The entrance to the ruins gave off the impression that the earth had opened its dreary maws through the fields of shining reeds in the gentle morning glow.

      
        Goooo—
      

      From inside, I could hear sounds resembling the grievous cries of beasts. At the entrance, chains and stakes were embedded like a fence to control access into the space beyond the entrance.

      Seeing the lock with the Mars Guild’s sword emblem on top, it was clear that this was a magical seal that had been placed on the entrance of this labyrinth by the Mars Guild.

      I unlocked the seal with the key I received from Hippolyte. As I went through with that action, the chains fell to the ground with a loud clattering noise.

      And so, it began.

      The seal of the labyrinth was thus broken.

      “Hassan, t-this is my first time entering a labyrinth. Is it going to be okay?”

      “To be honest, it’s my first time too. Damn, the veritable entrance to hell. Frankly speaking, it’s quite terrifying.”

      “Labyrinth exploration is usually the task of silver-tier adventurers, after all. I’ve read a lot about it in books of the Ivory Tower.”

      Were they all newbies to labyrinth exploration? Did that mean I was the only one with experience in conquering labyrinths? Of course, even if I called it experience, all I had done was work as a porter of Elfriede’s group. However, I still knew a thing or two about how labyrinths worked, unlike the rest.

      “Well then, I’ll give you a brief explanation. Listen carefully. The most important things to watch out for in the labyrinth are the monsters and traps. And also, be cautious of carelessness and contraptions of any kind.”
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      Each role assigned to a member of the party was just as important as the other.

      First, there was me in the front row, acting as the vanguard. Since we didn’t know what would come charging at us inside the labyrinth, as the one with the largest build in our group, it was my role to be the first line of defense. 

      Right behind me was Luna, who was holding the totem made from the night canary in her hand. This formation was made in the hopes that when Luna detected a threat using her warning device, I could respond immediately. 

      And then behind Luna, in the center of this formation, stood the core member of this labyrinth conquest, the ice mage— Velmina. 

      As a mage, she became vulnerable whenever she focused on casting spells. So, I positioned her in the center so that she can be protected from the front and the back simultaneously. 

      Just behind her, there was Paranoy, who was seemingly useless in acting as her guard. However, if everyone else failed to protect her from the enemies, she could serve as a final shield for the mage, even if it meant using her own body in the process. 

      On the other hand, considering that she was initially a cultist from Pluto’s temple, it seemed wise to place her next to the powerful mage to prevent her from doing anything reckless. 

      And finally, behind Paranoy and slotted in the very last position, stood Didier, the dwarven warrior wielding the double-edged axe who was tasked with protecting the rear. 

      Other than Luna and Paranoy, who seemed uneasy about entering the labyrinth, the combination of two warriors guarding the front and rear with one mage in the middle, formed a relatively stable formation. 

      “Just follow the plan. If you notice anything suspicious, don’t try anything and report it to me immediately.” 

      “Understood. Whooo, this is quite nerve-wracking. I feel reassured with you as the party leader. You are so reliable, bro.”

      
        Huft—
      

      After letting out a small sigh, I slowly moved my legs toward the gaping entrance that resembled an entrance to hell. 

      
        Step— Step— 
      

      As I entered the labyrinth corridor from the field of reeds, a strange chill, as if something was licking my face, sent shivers down my spine.

      It truly felt like I had entered a different world just now. The desire to turn around and leave immediately grew stronger than ever before after looking at the dark and gloomy interior of this corridor. 

      “Huft… It is so suffocating. To be honest, I don’t want to go inside any further. I would rather confront the bunch of bandits we encountered yesterday again.” 

      Didier, who had bravely fought the ragtag gathering of bandits, now seemed frightened as he swallowed his breath hard in nervousness. In fact, it was not surprising for someone entering the labyrinth for the first time to show such a reaction. 

      “This is the magical power of hell that’s leaking from the depths of the abyss… It feels like I’ve experienced something similar somewhere before. It’s so chilling yet it has a distinctly different sensation from ice.” 

      Did Velmina, the mage, feel something different from our surroundings? 

      “Miss Nymph, as a cultist, you must know a lot about the underground labyrinths, right? What are your thoughts on this labyrinth of Acheron?”

      “I-I don’t know… The privilege to enter the labyrinth is only granted to priests of silver rank and above… This is also my first time venturing into a labyrinth…”

      Holy shit. This was also Paranoy’s first experience. 

      In comparison with Schizo and Somnia, Paranoy seemed to be more akin to a kid playing pretend as a cultist.

      While everyone else sank into the gloominess of the surrounding atmosphere, standing in the middle of the formation, Luna was the only one strangely excited about it all. 

      “It’s dark and damp, I love it. It reminds me of Lady Knox…! There were many caves like this in Ideope. It brings back some memories.” 

      Was it because she was the daughter of the Goddess of Night that she didn’t feel any particular intimidation when being in this dark place? 

      According to the encyclopedia, Knox, the Primordial Goddess of Night, resided at the bottom of the labyrinth— the realms of Tartarus, which was called the hell of this world. 

      Perhaps for Luna, this labyrinth exploration task could be a way back to her mother’s home. With that thought in mind, I could vaguely understand why Luna wasn’t scared after entering the labyrinth. 

      “Then we will go deeper inside. Be careful not to let the torches go out if possible.”

      Since Luna seemed to be doing well, I felt relieved and had nothing to worry about anymore. 

      * * * * * * * * * *

      Contrary to our initial fear, the labyrinth exploration went on smoothly and we didn’t encounter any cruel or terrifying traps. 

      No matter how far we went, the only things greeting us were scattered old jars. 

      “Hassan, there are so many jars!”

      
        Clang—! 
      

      Luna swung her Silence Totem and continuously smashed the jars. From inside those jars emerged creatures resembling demonic monsters with hard shells. 

      
        Squeak— Squeeeeak—!
      

      It was the sound of the creatures living inside this labyrinth. They made those jars and abandoned boxes their home.

      Squeeeak— Squeak— Squeeeeak—! 
Mimics, the hermit crab-like entities, lunged at us while carrying a jar on their backs. They were around the size of large dogs, so they were quite powerful. 

      “You sneaky bastards!”

      
        Thwack— Thud— Clang—! 
      

      
        Squeak—! 
      

      After the striked from my club shattered the shell-esque jars, the mimics were left overturned – with their stomachs facing above – as though they had fainted then and there. 

      “It’s a piece of cake to defeat them. But be careful of their pincers because they hurt when they catch a hold of you with them. They’re not a big deal as long as you watch out for the pincers, so don’t be too scared.” 

      “I was slightly scared before. But it doesn’t seem to be all that difficult if we can handle them like this. Mimics are expensive ingredients that are used to make fancy dishes, but we’re getting them for free in a place like this.”

      Didier, the dwarven chef, skillfully sliced the bodies of the mimics and packed them into his bag.

      “These are ancient primitive hieroglyphs… Maybe there are clues about the use of hell magic encrypted in them. I should write them down and report my findings to the academic community…” 

      And then even Velmina got distracted by something and started writing down the carvings, either letters or bizarre drawings, on the walls in her notebook. 

      The member of this exploration quest quickly adapted to the atmosphere of the labyrinth to the point where their previous fears now felt like a comedic afterthought. 

      After all, this labyrinth was only evaluated to be of low-difficulty— barely reaching the bronze rank. 

      Moreover, this party consisted of promising bronze-tier adventurers gathered from the best of the best candidates from the guild, so it was natural for things to be resolved easily in this fashion.

      
        Squeak— Squeak—! 
      

      The monsters that appeared inside the nightmarish structure were nothing more than pathetic mimics. Mimics were such shitty and worthless creatures that I could have subdued them with my bare hands, even when I was still a slave. 

      They were the type of creatures that could be easily overturned and knocked out with just the slightest bit of shock. If you knew how to deal with them, even elementary school students could defeat them easily.

      “It’s too easy.”

Even though the difficulty had already increased with five members entering together, it was still so easy. I was feeling slight disappointment at that fact. 

      Although it was good if the difficulty level was easy and the job could be finished quickly, the quality of the rewards would also decrease accordingly. 

      No matter how much I rummaged through this low difficulty labyrinth, instead of rare artifacts, I might end up only carrying a bunch of junk and the corpses of mimics. 

      Was this the end?

      
        While I was feeling a slight sense of boredom— 
      

      “Um, Mr. Hassan. Before it’s too late, can we go back outside…?”

      Only Paranoy was still trembling among us, seemingly unable to adapt to the dreariness of the labyrinth. 

      Did she dislike dark and enclosed spaces? When I touched Paranoy’s wrist back then, she didn’t seem to have claustrophobia or any types of fear for enclosed spaces though.

“I-I’ve heard of it some time ago. In the depths of the labyrinth in the planes of Acheron. under the supervision of the priestess of the cult, sorcerer Koma, there was said to be a-a terrifying monster… I can sense Koma’s magical powers from this place. I am certain that this should be the labyrinth that was mentioned!” 

      At the mention of the cult priestess, sorceress Koma, I felt the weight of the necklace hanging around my neck growing heavier all of a sudden. 

      This artifact necklace was originally worn by the deceased priestess of the cult from this underground labyrinth. I had forgotten, but I think the priestess’ name was most likely Koma. 

      “K-Koma is the most skilled necromancer among the cultists that I know of. Even if no one knows what she’s been hiding underground for all these years, it’s sure to be something abnormal!” 

      Paranoy looked somewhat mental while mentioning this news. She seemed as though she wanted to run towards the exit right away if she could do so. Her body was constantly trembling in agitation and anxiety. 

      However, we were already deep inside the labyrinth by now. It would take at least an hour to return even if we decided to backtrack to the exit immediately. 

      So, I was about to ask for the opinions of the others when something unexpected happened. 

      
        Chirp— Chirp— Chirp— 
      

      From the cage in Luna’s hand, the night canary that had been quietly dozing off for a while now began to chirp like a malfunctioning radio out of the blue. 

      “W-Why is it chirping so frantically? It didn’t chirp even when there were mimics. I thought that it was broken or something.” 

      Luna looked into the cage, puzzled. Soon, her emerald-hued eyes widened into saucers. 

      “M-Monster…! There’s a monster coming our way! Hassan!”

      A monster is coming. Goblin? Skeleton? Anything is fine. Our party is in top condition right now!

      “Damn! Only now it does it feel like a labyrinth. Everyone, prepare yourselves! We don’t know where it will come from!” 

      With determination lacing my voice, I soon realized that something massive was lurking in the dark region of where we were about to proceed moments ago. 

      
        Drrrrk— Drrrrk— 
      

      I thought it was Koma. But, no. Who is this? Unfamiliar. A dwarf, a nymph, a mage, and two peculiar sets of karma… 

      The figure that appeared, along with the sound cleaning iron, was humongous, to say the least. Just its presence alone made the wide corridor of the labyrinth suddenly feel so suffocating. 

      We were all so overwhelmed by its towering presence that we even forgot to speak. 

      Its muscular, bulging body was adorned with black furs, and its steel-like hands consisted of four thick and large fingers. 

      
        Drrrrk— 
      

      Sparks flew at the tip of the long spear-like weapon it held in its hands as a large double-edged axe scraped against the murky floors of the labyrinth. It was probably some sort of halberd. 

      The monster’s lower body was supported by sturdy legs and massive hooves, resembling a thick pillar.

At first glance alone, this massive creature was undeniably a horrifying monster. 

      Luna spoke a word as she looked at that creature. 

      “B-Black fur… Hassan, i-is that creature also a Samaritan? Maybe we can solve it by having a conversation with it? Like a talk between fellow Samaritans!” 

      Luna seemed to think that the creature, with its imposing black fur, was a Samaritan like me. What did a Samaritan actually look like in Luna’s mind? 

      But no matter how I looked at it, that creature was more like a beast than a human. Samaritans might be barbaric, but even they weren’t that savage! 

      Above all, there was an empty region above its shoulders. There was no head there! It was a headless moving monster! 

      “Oh, damn it! It’s a headless Minotaur! Party leader bro, we must run! Now!!” 

      At those words, the sound of a bull seemed to emerge from the monster’s sides— a decapitated head, dangling on its sides, was opening its mouth with a grin.

      
        You can’t escape. You are going straight into Tartarus through my stomach. That is my duty. 
      

      
        Drrrrk— Drrrrrk—! 
      

      
        Thump— Clang— Thump— Clang— Thump— Clang— 
      

      The axe scraping against the ground began to emit countless sparks and as the monster was charging towards us with an even faster speed. 

      Facing the giant’s massive presence that filled the corridor, I couldn’t help but feel like a suicidal person who had jumped onto a train track. 

      “Ice Wall!”

      At that very moment, an ice pillar emerged in the suffocating corridor. 

      It instantly blocked the path between us and the monster. 

      “Q-Quick, let’s run! Minos’ bull is not an opponent we can defeat!” 

      Woooooah—!! 

      The roar of the black-furred headless giant echoed from behind the ice barrier. It was a simple roar but it felt like the entire labyrinth was trembling due to the vibrations it created in its wake. It also sent shivers of horror down my spine. 

      
        Crackle— Crackling— 
      

      As the creature swung the axe, the sturdy formation of crystalized ice already began to show signs of cracking.

      “Hurry! I can’t keep my magic going for much longer! It will take quite a long time for me to prepare for the the next invocation…”

      
        Before the mage could finish speaking, in a voice tinged with fright—
      

      
        Snap — 
      

      The magically created formation of ice shattered into pieces. 

      
        A mage, huh? A mage’s heart is very nutritious. I’ll eat you first. 
      

      “Oh, damn it! If we try to escape now we will surely be caught! Party leader bro, let’s fight it!” 

      Didier raised his axe high up into the air, assuming a stance in front of the headless giant of a monster. The monstrous bull let out a deep, guttural sound in response to his provocation. 

      
        A dwarf, huh? Dwarves don’t taste that great, so I don’t like them much. But I can smell something delicious from you. Do you have some special sauce with you?
      

      “Seems like you, bastard monster, have a knack for cooking, huh? Do you think Didier, son of Troggzor, will be eaten by the likes of you?” 

      
        Seeing the overflowing vitality, that thing must be good for the body. Didier, son of Troggzor. I am Asterius, the Cretan Bull, the Guardian of the Task. 
      

      “Go to hell, you little calf! You have such a huge build! There must be a lot of beef in you!” 

      
        The name’s Asterius. Huft. Well, fine.
      

      
        Step— Step— 
      

      Didier, kicking the ground hard, jumped into the air while moving his arms to drive the double headed axe into the giant monster’s massive torso. 

      
        Whoom—
      

      And just before that sharp piece of metal could touch the bull’s vunerable-looking shoulder. 

      
        Clang—! 
      

      The bull’s pillar-like fist struck Didier’s small body in a flash, sending him crashing into the side wall of the corridor. 

      “Keu— ugh!” 

      
        Three points. Now I can see that you are only one-legged. So, you are out of balance. If the rest of this group has a similar level to you, it will be slightly disappointing. 
      

      Crash— .

      The headless bull stuck its halberd into the ground and then pointed at me with the hand that wasn’t holding its head. 

      
        Hey, you there, big human. Yes, you. I’m pleased to see the black fur growing on your head. But the quality of the fur isn’t that great. 2 points. It’s a rare and beautiful black fur, so you should treasure it with your all. 
      

      Damn! This bastard was brutally honest with its evaluation. 

      But it was fortunate that its attention was directed at me, not the frail women behind. 

      “Luna, for now, run away through the path we used to reach this place with the others.” 

      “B-But Hassan, that monster looks really strong!”

      “I’ll buy some time, so take the others and run!” 

      “B-But Hassan—!” 

      “Miss Luna, when someone says they will buy you some time, just run away quickly! We’ll all die if you keep going on like this!”

      The cool-headed ice mage, Velmina grabbed Luna’s shoulder and dragged her away from here. If the monster had attacked during that time, it would have led to a tragedy. 

      The massive monster surprisingly only watched the scene with a calm gaze. 

      
        It was worth giving you guys some time to see what you would do. It was quite a moving scene but too cliché to my tastes, like the average melodrama. 3 points. 
      

      “Thanks for the evaluation, you headless bastard.” 

      I tightened my grip on the club in my hand as I spoke out those words of insult. At the same time, my eyes turned to the dwarven warrior, Didier, who was groaning under the bull-like monster’s feet. 

      In the labyrinth exploration, when someone died, it ultimately became the fault of the party leader. As someone who was destined to become a gold-tier adventurer, I couldn’t afford to have my points deducted in a place like this! 

      However, Didier seemed to have suffered significant injuries to his internal organs and bones, seeing that he was leaking blood from his mouth and showed no signs of movement whatsoever. 

      
        Are you concerned about your fallen comrade? Don’t worry. I won’t do anything despicable, like using him as a hostage. Even without that, I’m still far stronger than you. 
      

      Shit, this headless bull’s ability to grasp the situation was too damn fast. 

      Its headless shape was a bit bizarre, but one thing was clear— this creature in front of me was an incredibly strong warrior, just as it claimed to be. 

      Judging by how my legs were trembling at the mere sight of its massive frame, it must be on a similar level to Hippolyte and Schizo. 

      If this creature, with its massive build, were to come at me, how long could I hold out? No, I couldn’t win if I only thought about running away. 

      I needed to figure out a way to bring it down. 

      Should I hide my body in a corner where its eyes couldn’t see me and then use the Night’s Cloak to launch a surprise attack? But if I run away right now, what would happen to Didier who was lying there…? 

      While I was pondering that for a while…

      
        I finally understand. 
      

      The decapitated head in its hand slowly opened its mouth. 

      
        Since you blended in with the pink-haired woman’s karma, I didn’t realize it at first, but now I understand. You’re the child of Knox. The karma you have feels the same as the one of that lowly punk— Theseus. 
      

      “I’m the child of Knox? You’re wrong, you idiot! Zero point for you, bastard!”

      That bastard of a bull laughed at me with a deep voice. 

      
        Huahahaha, trying to lie to me? But my eyes can’t be deceived. Night and Darkness gave birth to a child who would steal the vacant throne of the lands below. It seems that they have hidden it away in the lands above, away from the competition…! 
      

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 113: Cultist Nymph and Pluto's Underground Labyrinth (11)

      
      The humongous bull-like monster’s head, tucked to the side of its gigantic body, spoke in a quiet yet deep voice. 

      
        In the darkest and hottest region in the depths of the abyss lies the throne made of Titan’s bones. Only one person is the rightful owner of that place. And countless entities are aiming for that position… 
      

      “What nonsense are you saying, you bastard sonuvabitch.”

      
        No need to understand it. I’ll cut your neck and send your existence to the depths of the abyss anyway. See it for yourself once you reach there. 
      

      
        Swish— 
      

      
        Thud—
      

      The headless monster bull grasped the halberd he had previously inserted on the ground once more. 

      
        Unless luck is on your side, you will die by my hands, to die. Well then— 
      

      I’m coming.

      
        Thump— Thump— Thump—! 
      

      The huge body of the abominable monster rushed towards me at full speed. Carrying its heavy-looking body and weapon, it closed the distance with me. Was this what it would look like if a two-legged tank came rushing at full speed?

      A tank with two legs instead of tracks or wheels. Shit! Just thinking about it made it all look very silly.

      Roaaar—!!!

      But what I was seeing right in front of me was beyond anything I could ever imagine, and it almost made me wet my pants here and now. So, this is why that damn Gundam was so powerful.

      
        Die, demigod—!
      

      
        Swish— 
      

      The massive halberd shot up in the air and immediately came crashing down as if it could split through everything on its path. The giant body, paired with the colossal weapon, made movements spanning an incredibly wide area. 

      “Damn!” 

      Thanks to that, I could seize the opportunity by pressing myself against the wall, narrowly dodging its attack. 

      
        Thud—!
      

      The impact of the axe hitting the ground caused the worn and decrepit flooring of the underground labyrinth to quake as if they were screaming in agony. At that time, I also felt my legs weaken for a moment. 

      
        I didn’t expect that you would be able to dodge that. 5 points. Well, then, let’s see if you can avoid this too. 
      

      That demonic monster lifted the halberd that just struck the ground, swung it forcefully from right to left, and aimed it toward the wall where I was pressed against. 

      
        Swish— 
      

      The sensation of the halberd narrowly grazing past my head sent shivers down my spine. 

      Thud—!

      Had I been any later in ducking down, I would have also needed to carry my severed head on my sides. 

      
        Geesh, it seems like I got a bit carried away. A large weapon is indeed not a good fit to use in narrow corridors. 
      

      The halberd was now stuck in a wall. 

      The monster bull tried to pull it out with one of his hands. 

      Seizing this opportunity, as that monster was hindered for a moment, I forcefully swung my tightly-held club towards the monster’s thick legs. 

      
        Thwack—! 
      

      Grrroooaaaah!! 

      I thought it would be useless against its incredibly thick muscles and skin, but seeing the way that massive amalgamation of muscles and fur wailed loudly into the air, as I struck its thigh, made my hairs stand on end. 

      
        That branch. It’s a weapon that was blessed by a Goddess! You damned coward! 
      

      “Damn it! Who the hell are you calling coward, you fucking idiot!”

      Nevertheless, knowing that my attack worked, a glimmer of hope surged inside the depths of my heart. 

      My strength level had already increased to 7 and my club seemed to be working against the monster more than I had expected it to! 

      With the thought that I couldn’t miss this opportunity, I vigorously pounded its torso. 

      “Feel the wrath of my club, you sonuvabitch!” 

      Grrraaaah! S-Stoooop, y-you little rat-like bastard! 

      At that moment, the monster who had been screaming continuously due to my strikes abandoned its weapon, still stuck in the wall and tried to grab me with its bare hands. 

      
        I will twist your neck and strangle you to death! 
      

      Its palm was thick and tough, like the heavy lid of a cauldron. It sent a shiver of horror down my spine, evoking a sense of impending danger. So, I rolled backwards, avoiding its attack and creating some distance between us. 

      
        Graaaah!!! 
      

      The monster let out a tremendous scream when it missed its attack. Its roar made me feel like my heart was going to burst at any second. 

      
        I’ll squeeze you to death!! 
      

      The monster bull charged towards me with a thumping sound after leaving its head behind on the ground and then pressed both of its hands on my shoulders. 

      Grrrooooom. 

      “Argh!” 

      The headless monster’s arms pressed me to the ground with the clear intent to crush me to death.

      Was this exactly what it felt like to be crushed to death by an elephant’s legs? Honestly, I really, really didn’t want to learn about how it would feel.

      “Damn it all—!” 

      I couldn’t just let myself be crushed to death like this. 

      Therefore, I clenched my teeth and grabbed onto this wicked monster’s arms to reduce its leverage on my body while simultaneously kicking my legs up with all my strength and precisely striking between its legs— towards its groin. 

      
        Thwack— 
      

      Soon, a terrible scream broke out from the severed head lying on the labyrinth floor in the distance. Then, the large body of the minotaur twitched and collapsed onto the floor.

      
        Thud—
      

      “…Huh, you damn monster, you shouldn’t have called me a coward…!” 

      I looked down at the filthy monster and picked up the club I had dropped before. Should I smash its body to pieces and kill it? I was briefly lost in a dilemma as to what to do with this fucker.

      
        Tap— Tap— 
      

      I felt a small weight running towards me through the corridor from afar. Was it another monster? A goblin? No, that direction was leading to the exit. 

      At that moment, I swiftly prepared myself for what was about to happen. 

      “Hassan! I have come to help you! A-As expected, you’re still alive! Thank goodness!” 

      A short girl with pink hair fashioned into a twin tail appeared at the perfect time. Paranoy and the ice mage Velmina were also following closely behind her while staggering every now and then. 

      “I suggested we escape as fast as possible, but Miss Luna was too stubborn.” 

      Did Luna come back because she wasn’t able to bear abandoning me in this place? The thought of having such a loyal comrade, even though she looked so fragile and meek, touched my heart and filled it with endless warmth. 

      “Great, damn it! Let’s all beat this monster together! Crush it!!”

      “Y-Yeah!” 

      Seemingly understanding my words, Luna took out the thick Silence Totem she was carrying on her back. 

      Luna and I used our clubs to start beating the monstrous bull’s body, lying on the ground, with all our might, fully intent on crushing it into meat paste. 

      “I’ll take care of the lower body, Luna, you smash the upper body!”

      “I got it!” 

      
        Thwack— Thwack— Bam— Thunk— 
      

      “How… how barbaric… these savages from outside the continent…”

      “What are you doing, Miss Velmina? Damn it! Do you think we are having fun here or something? Aren’t you a mage? Just do something already!!”

      “W-What!? O-Oh, right! Step aside for a while! Frost Spear…! “

      
        Crackle— Crackle— 
      

      Several thick spears, completely made of ice, began to slowly manifest in the air before us. Soon, they flew like tactical bullets and pierced through the huge fur-covered body of the monster. 

      Gruaaaah!! 

      At that moment, the separated head of the monster bull, lying in the distance, screamed out a loud roar of absolute agony. 

      
        Rumble— Rumble— 
      

      The humongous body of the bull, beaten and thrashed with all of our might, started crumbling away before melting into the ground. 

      Yes, it really melted away. 

      Its skin and muscles peeled away quickly, forming a pool of red liquid-like substance that seeped into the floor of the chilling labyrinth corridor.

      I was finally relieved when I saw the body of the monster disappear completely from my sight, not a single bone of his body left in existence.

      “Shit, we did it! Take that, you bastard bull critic!!” 

      “L-Look at this! Hassan! There’s a skull left!” 

      Luna swiftly ran towards a white object lying on the ground and picked it up, proudly displaying it to all of us. It was an astonishingly huge skull. 

      Judging from the fact that it had horns on its head, it was probably the remains of the severed head that the monster bull had been holding on its side earlier. 

      The body had completely melted into a strange liquid and had seeped down between the cracks of the floor. Was it able to avoid the melting procedure because the skull was separated from the body? Of course, I couldn’t be sure of anything here. 

      “W-What an amazing skull…” 

      The important thing here was that Luna was staring at the skull with her eyes opened wide; as if it was a very precious item. 

      “I-It looks like it would be the perfect material for a new amulet mask. I wonder if I will have good luck when we roll the dice…” 

      Velmina, the mage who was examining the collapsed body on the ground, calmly responded to Luna’s words. 

      “It looks like an incredibly rare relic. I can also feel extraordinary mana coming from it. Indeed, we have to roll the dice to decide ownership for something like this, right?” 

      This only meant it was time for the highlight of party hunting— item looting and distribution. 

      There were often cases where the acquired items could not be precisely divided into equal shares among the people who entered the labyrinth, so the ownership of those things would be decided by leaving it to luck. 

      “I-I’ll give it a try too…”

      Upon hearing the words item looting, even the dwarven warrior, Didier, who had been lying unconscious until now as though he had fainted, began to stir and wriggle his body up.

      Damn it! That dwarven bastard didn’t move a finger when he got hit by that blow but suddenly recovered when it came to the distribution of the loot. Had he been aiming for this from the start? 

      “Here, I have the dice…” 

      Didier, who usually carried the dice for guild quests, rummaged through his pocket and pulled out a square wooden cube.

      It was a typical dice engraved with markings from 1 to 6. And it was Luna who received the dice from the nearly dying dwarven warrior’s hand. 

      “T-Then, I’ll roll first!” 

      Luna grabbed the dice with both hands as if it were something sacred or magical and then began to recite a spell in a trembling and nervous voice. 

      “Oh, Mother of Night, Lady Knox! Please guide my hand! Huuuaaahhhh….” 

      Then she started bending and stretching her legs, shaking her hands all over the place, and doing a strange dance out of the blue. 

      Watching her doing a movement similar to a spider preparing itself to court potential mates, my feelings became tinged with an indescribable complexity. 

      “Luna, what kind of dance is that?” 

      “It’s good-luck voodoo…! I wish for…!! Good luck!!!”

      I wasn’t sure what this good luck sorcery was, but I could sense how much effort Luna was putting into the dice’s markings and her overflowing desire for the monster skull.

      Meanwhile, Velmina, the mage, crossed her arms and nodded in amusement while looking at Luna, who was immersed in her strange dance for quite some time already. 

      “Hmm, the flowing energy of magical power in the air is changing. Indeed, we can achieve something similar to magic with a primitive dance like this.”

      Luna’s dance had similarities to magic? Could it be that this good luck sorcery was legit? Hearing such information, even that ridiculous dance suddenly started to look like something that made a sliver of a sense in my eyes. 

      “No, I was mistaken. Sorcery seems to be indeed nothing more than mere superstition.” 

      “I-I see.” 

      As I felt flustered by the mage’s behavior… 

      Luna, who had been shaking the dice in her hands, abruptly stopped her bizarre dance. 

      “Hiyaaaaat-!!” 

      Luna shouted loud enough to even make the stone walls tremble, and at the same time, she threw the dice to the ground. 

      
        Rattle— 
      

      On the cold stone floor filled with half-ruined bricks, a fairly worn-out wooden dice spun round and round like a spinning top. 

      Slowly, it began to lose its force and stopped moving. 

      Eventually, everyone stared at it nervously. 

      The result was thus revealed.

      “It’s a one.” 

      “Arghhhhhh! Hissssss! Hiiiiik!” 

      Luna collapsed as if she couldn’t believe that she rolled the lowest number possible. What the hell was the meaning of the dance she had just performed then? 

      “How interesting. Then, it’s my turn to throw it.” 

      
        Roll— 
      

      Velmina calmly picked up the dice from the floor and rolled it casually like a normal person. 

      The result of the roll was a 4. It was a fairly good result. Since the only numbers higher than 4 were 5 and 6. 

      “Mr. Hassan, I-I’m fine. I didn’t make any contribution…” 

      The proselyte— Paranoy gave up her bid in good faith. Then the only ones left were me and that one-legged dwarven warrior. 

      “Hassan…!”

      Luna looked at me with teary eyes, sending me a hopeful gaze. Did she really want that bull skull that much? 

      For some reason, it felt burdensome, but at the same time, I couldn’t help but imagine how delighted Luna would be if I won the dice roll and handed her the skull she wanted so much. 

      Damn it! I actually had a way to turn that imaginary scene into a reality. 

      “Huff…”

      After taking a brief breath, I threw the dice in my hand to the floor. 

      
        Spin— 
      

      Just like Luna’s turn, the dice started spinning like a spinning top. And finally, when the rotation stopped, the number on the top side was revealed-. 

      “It’s a 1. Haha, unexpectedly, it has become a battle between the mage and me.”

      “Damn it!” 

      “Aaaarghhh!” 

      Luna screamed as if she couldn’t believe it. 

      It was a damn 1 that came out for me. I couldn’t face Luna anymore! It honestly felt like I had made a terrible mistake right now! 

      Luna, I’m sorry! I had always been unlucky with things like this! 

      While Luna and I were looking extremely disappointed, Didier stepped forward while stroking his blood-stained beard with pride. 

      “Even though I have long lost this leg of mine, I have been bestowed with incredible luck in return.”

      
        Slowly— 
      

      Didier threw the dice into the air as if tossing out sticks. 

      The end result was a five. It was a fucking 5. 

      Consequently, the minotaur’s skull ended up in the hands of the dwarven warrior. 

      “As expected, it seems that the Goddess of Fate is favoring me even now.” 

      Didier accepted the monster skull from Luna’s hand, who had been hesitating to give it to him even till the very last second. After examining its shape, he added a remark. 

      “However, I’ll give this to you, Party Leader bro.” 

      What the hell? 

      “Are you serious?”

      “Originally, I would have been dead to that monster bull. Had our roles been reversed, I would have fled without looking back for even a second. But you, my brother, didn’t do that. This is my way of expressing gratitude.”

      Didier rubbed his nose awkwardly beneath his lush red beard. If not for the blood from the nosebleed that had hardened on his fingers, it would have been quite a heartwarming sight. 

      “Here, take it. You deserve it, brother. I watched you fighting against that freakishly huge monster without backing down. Holy! I thought I was looking at a scene directly out of a myth!” 

      “Well, that’s kind of exaggerated but thanks anyway.” 

      
        And then, when I held the bull skull in my hands— 
      

      
        Ding— 
      

       『Achievement from 'Labyrinth Entrance': you obtained an Epic-grade relic, the ‘Bull skull’.』




       『Task Points +100.』




       『Completing the task will increase your karma.』




       『Strength +2.』




      The words that were shown to me gave me a great deal of surprise. 

      “Oh, damn!” 

      I earned an achievement while my task points and strength also increased? Strength was the thing I was currently focusing on investing in. Holy shit! I was truly overjoyed! 

      I felt so happy that the thoughts of being in a life-or-death crisis, mere moments ago, completely vanished from my head. It might be because of my current euphoria, but my body was feeling strangely vigorous. 

      “C-Congratulations, Hassan…” 

      While I was feeling very excited, I noticed Luna watching me from the side as if holding back something she wanted to say. She hesitantly offered her congratulations. 

      Luna had really liked this skull. Didn’t she say that she wanted to make a mask out of it? 

      “Luna, do you want this?” 

      “Uh, y-yes… I really want it…” 

      “I don’t want to give it away though!”

      “Y-You’re so mean!” 

      “Just kidding!”
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      After defeating the monster bull, we continued the labyrinth exploration smoothly without any significant twists or turns. 

      As we progressed through the straight corridors, we reached the room that was located at the very end of the long passage. Surprisingly, there was nothing on the small pedestal that was placed inside the room. 

      It was because exploring Pluto’s Labyrinth didn’t always mean that we would definitely find treasures. So I had come to the realization that this labyrinth was actually a dud.

      However, seeing the absence of any relics, the ice mage clicked her tongue in disappointment; as though she was secretly expecting there to be an artifact at the end of the road. 

      “It’s truly a letdown. Nevertheless, I can sense a considerable accumulation of mysterious magical powers and karma in our bodies. We did gain something in a way.”

      “Well, let’s go back then.” 

      As an adventurer, our first labyrinth exploration ended at that moment. So, the only thing left for us was to simply retrace our steps back. 

      “L-Lord Pluto, I apologize for rummaging through your labyrinth. Take care.”

      As we were about to leave the labyrinth, the proselyte— Paranoy repeatedly bowed her head towards the labyrinth entrance. 

      “I apologize for calling you a bastard, Lord Pluto… I have chosen to serve a different god from now on. Please understand my circumstances…” 

      Hot damn! This was the first time I saw someone apologizing to a labyrinth.
“Hey, if you do something like that, the conversion process will be deemed pointless.” 

      “I-Is that so? You do make quite a bit of sense speaking as such. I am just… unable to adjust to the sudden change of faith that I’ve been used to since childhood yet….”

      Hmm.

      After listening to Paranoy’s words, I realized that she had a valid reason for her behavior. As someone who fundamentally didn’t believe in any religion, matters of faith and the conversion process seemed like a distant tale to me.

      I wondered if, one day, someone were to order a devout Christian to convert to Islam, would they be able to do something like that?

      Religion and faith were such crucial matters that they were still able to spark the embers of war even in the 21st century, where superstitions had been rendered meaningless. 

      “But more importantly, Mr. Hassan, i-isn’t that thing heavy for you?”

      While I was lost in those thoughts, the nymph— Paranoy trembled while observing me. Her scarlet-hued eyes were focused on the massive axe-like weapon resting on my shoulders. 

      It was the halberd that the monster bull was freely swinging around earlier. 

      Since the others couldn’t muster the courage to wield it, it ended up in my hands. 

      It was indeed very heavy. However, it wasn’t heavy to the extent that I couldn’t lift it while using both of my hands. I wondered if the strength stat, which had risen up to 9, was showing its wonders right now… 

      Of course, that didn’t mean I felt confident about being able to swing it easily to slay enemies. Even if I could swing it, my strength would probably be completely drained after just one or two strikes. 

      I wondered how much this weapon would sell for. 

      While I indulged in such a happy daydream, the dwarf Didier, who had been walking ahead through the reed field, added a few more words. 

      “Party Leader bro has quite the strength. You guys should have seen how he fought against the minotaur earlier. When that bull grabbed his shoulders, bro just grabbed its wrist and the monster started writhing in pain before collapsing to the ground!”

      That monster bull was already writhing in pain when I grabbed its wrist? I wondered if such a thing had actually happened, so I started recalling the previous battle. 

      It seems that Didier, lying on the ground, didn’t see me forcefully kick the monster’s groins. From that angle, he might have simply thought that I knocked the monster down with my sheer strength alone. 

      “I can’t believe he could knock down a bull as huge as a house! It might really be possible to reach the hero-rank!” 

      Perhaps it was because he thought of me as his benefactor, but Didier flattered me so much that I wasn’t sure what expression to make now.

      “Hassan, you are amazing! It was a really strong monster. Honestly, I didn’t expect you would be able to hold up so well against it!” 

      Luna, wearing the giant skull of the minotaur on her head, also chimed in. 

      “It seems that Samaritans are indeed born warriors!” 

      “It wasn’t exactly that exaggerated. Well, you know…” 

      For those people who were accustomed to praise, what would they say, and what kind of expression would they make during a time like this? I was relatively confident in managing my expressions when receiving insults or criticism… 

      But when these people gave me a lot of praise, I had next to no idea how to react in front of them. 

      “You did have sufficient enough skills to surpass me and become the party leader. At first, I thought it was just exaggerated rumors, so I couldn’t believe them at all. But it seems that the rumor that you caught a lion with your bare hands is true, right?”

      “Well, there are some circumstances…” 

      “Hassan even caught a crocodile in the swamp with his bare hands! Hassan is a beast who is used to crushing venomous snakes to death since birth!” 

      “How interesting.”

      So, in the end, I just kept on fidgeting awkwardly while gazing at the reeds turning yellow as they soaked in the glow of the evening sunset. 

      At times like this, if it were my younger sister or mother, they would have spoken a few words with confidence in their voice. However, I mostly took after my father and thus lacked that assertiveness.

      “Huh, I thought I was going to die. It had fists as hard as a rock. It feels like some of my bones have been broken.”

      “I also didn’t expect it could break through my ice barrier so easily. I can’t believe that this is only a bronze-rank labyrinth. Pluto’s Labyrinth is more dangerous than what I expected.” 

      Soon we returned to the abandoned temple of the goddess Ceres and boarded the carriage that was waiting for our arrival. As the horses began to traverse the bumpy roads, we finally relaxed, and each of us began to share our impressions of the exploration. 

      “Party Leader bro, I’ve heard that you have quite a bit of experience in labyrinth explorations. In terms of difficulty, how would you rate this one?”

      Didier asked while sitting beside me. In response to Didier’s question, I recalled everything that I experienced— from encountering the mimics to the moment when the monster bull— minotaur popped out. 

      “Just an average level…?”

      If that was Elfriede, she wouldn’t have struggled much even in front of that monster. I believe Hippolyte could easily subdue this labyrinth as well. 

      As I thought about it, I became acutely aware of the gap between me and those girls. God damn! I still had a long way to go. 

      Still, Hassan, the slave who used to struggle to save 5 coppers, slowly amassed 30 silvers to finally buy his freedom. That very Hassan, stood his ground against the enormous monster and even emerged victorious in the end… 

      This, seriously, was a fucking miracle even by my own standards! Now that I think about it, I could honestly boast about it throughout the neighborhood, couldn’t I!? 

      However, seemingly quite shocked by my honest response, Didier leaked out a small sigh-like sound, “Keuhh.” 

      “I’ve made up my mind. I guess it’s time for me to quit the life of living by the sword.” 

      “Are you quitting?” 

      “Yes. It seems there is a limit to continuing as an adventurer on just one leg. Rather than risking my life and dying somewhere, I think it would be better to start as a street vendor, even if I can’t open a store yet.”

      If he was considered a promising young talent even within the whole guild, then Didier must have built up a lot of achievements and skills as an adventurer. However, it seemed that his experience in the labyrinth hadn’t been very pleasant for him after all. 

      Honestly, venturing into the depths of the ancient ruins without being particularly obsessed with money and fame was a burdensome task for anyone. 

      “As I thought, what I truly want to do is not swing an axe but wield a kitchen knife and chop away ingredients. I have come to a clear realization about that this time.”

None of us spoke in response to Didier’s decision to quit.

      I could not say that it was the best decision, but our relationship was also not close enough to stop him from quitting. 

      But it was somewhat regrettable to think that after being acquainted with him, we would be unable to see this red-bearded dwarf in the guild anymore. 

      I didn’t expect this to happen, but it seems like I’ve developed some affection for him in my mind in this short period of time. 

      But that was how life in this world was. You met easily and parted just as easily. There was no time to develop something like affection for others. 

      That was why severing the affection that had already been developed once was even more difficult. 

      “Oh, skull. You will become a splendid amulet mask.” 

      My gaze turned towards Luna who was stroking the large skull of the minotaur. Come to think of it, didn’t the owner of that skull talk about a child of Knox or something like that? 

      I had been trying to ignore it till now. 

      But now, I became even more curious about who this pink-haired girl really was and what she represented. 

      * * *

      We arrived in Sodomora the day after. 

      All of us stretched our bodies as soon as we set foot in the city that reeked of the slums after spending the whole day cramped inside the carriage. 

      “Damn! No matter how expensive they are, carriages aren’t meant for long rides. Have we finally arrived?” 

      At first, I just thought of this place as an unfamiliar and despicable city. However, after living here for some time, this city truly started feeling like my hometown— a familiar place that I could call ‘home.’ 

      “I should go to the treatment center. I’ll leave the disposal of the loot and such to the guild along with the inventory list.” 

      Didier, getting off the carriage, left first to treat the injuries he had been inflicted with while dealing with the bandits and the minotaur..

      He had been groaning inside the carriage throughout the ride. It didn’t seem like a serious injury on the surface, but it was better to go to the treatment center anyways, before it was too late. There was always a chance that it might turn into a bigger problem if he left the matter unattended. 

      “Well then, Mr. Party Leader, I should also go on my own way. I want to meditate to control the newly acquired karma.” 

      The ice mage— Velmina, too, disappeared into the crowd after a brief farewell as she had her own matters to attend to. 

      In the end, only Luna, Paranoy— the nymph proselyte, and I were left behind. 

      “What’s with this situation? It’s just the three of us left. It’s more fun if we all eat and drink together, no? The guys we meet in the quests these days don’t seem interested in the after-party celebrations.” 

      Looking at the empty alleys, Luna smacked her lips as if she was feeling disappointed. But those who had already left wouldn’t come back no matter what we did. 

      In the end, only Paranoy, who hadn’t been in good condition since the fire divination, Luna, and I went to the Nymph’s Wings Inn to order meat and drinks. 

      “Y-You’re also paying for me? Thank you, Mr. Hassan…”

      The nymph, Paranoy, who had remained silent throughout the journey, cautiously opened her mouth after receiving a glass of alcohol. I also decided to finally convey the words that had been bothering me for some time already. 

      “Can’t you drop the honorifics? It feels so weird to suddenly hear you talking that way.” 

      “T-the honorifics? But the followers of Vesta…” 

      “Hassan, it’s customary for Vesta’s followers to use this kind of speech. Using honorifics is evidence that Paranoy is doing her faith conversion properly.” 

      “Is that so?”

      Using honorifics did sound like a kind of religious practice… 

      I’d had this warm and cozy feeling since I heard that it was a religion that worships campfires and the goddess who guards them. Surprisingly, even in this twisted world, there was a religion that felt like a proper religion. 

      However, it didn’t seem to be that powerful. A goddess who guards campfires, of all things. 

      If one was a god of this world, then they should at least safeguard swords or something or be able to unleash lightning or engage in powerful battles and works— show some feats of strength and power, only then they could be called a powerful god. 

      “Well, here’s your food. Brother, I recently heard that you were chosen as the leader of a labyrinth exploration party. You’ve returned earlier than expected! What’s with that beast’s skull?” 

      The innkeeper placed the tray on our table as usual and added a few words. Had rumors about the labyrinth exploration spread already? 

      “So, about this—“ 

      Luna proudly rambled on, boasting about our encounters with bandits and the monsters we faced in the labyrinth. The innkeeper, listening to her story, burst into loud laughter when he heard her recount our adventure. 

      “Wow, is that so? It seems like you weren’t even injured. Your skills are crazily improving day by day. It must be all thanks to eating the food at our inn!” 

      The innkeeper, who had been laughing happily as if he was the one to succeed in the labyrinth exploration instead, suddenly shifted his gaze towards the scarlet-haired Paranoy who was sitting at our table. 

      “T-Thank you, Lady Vesta, for allowing this devotee to have this meal… and I also thank Mr. Hassan for buying me this food…”

      Paranoy looked at the food placed in front of her and muttered a strange prayer. When she was being faithful, she was really earnest about it. 

      “A nymph lady like you is quite rare to see in the world nowadays. My wife would love to meet you.” 

      “Your wife is a nymph?” 

      Just as Paranoy was about to start eating, her already big eyes widened further at the innkeeper’s words. The innkeeper gestured with his chin. 

      “She’s over there.” 

      “A-Another nymph…” 

      Paranoy’s gaze slowly shifted to the place where the innkeeper pointed towards, and her expression gradually turned into astonishment. 

      “S-She is a nymph…?” 

      “Honey, Echo. Come here! Your kin is here!” 

      “Oh my, besides me, there is another nymph—“ 

      A mature nymph, the married woman Echo, soon appeared at our table. I felt dizzy when seeing her— she exuded a maturity that I wasn’t able to sense from any other woman I had met in this world. 

      Indeed, the talks about the guests especially coming to see the nymph boss lady didn’t seem to be an exaggeration. 

      “Hehe, what a cute nymph.”

      She was so fatally charming. I felt this feeling became stronger each time I met her. 

      Could it be that even Paranoy, who was a nymph herself, felt something from her naturally exuding maturity?

      “A-Are you… really a nymph? How on earth…” 

      “Ah, that’s a secret… I am Echo, a nymph of the deep spring waters. And you are…?” 

      “I am P-Paranoy, a nymph of the ditch waters…”

      
        Swoosh— 
      

      Echo immediately bowed and gently pressed her forehead against Paranoy’s own. I was genuinely surprised by her behavior, thinking they were about to kiss or something.

“Hey, Luna. What are they doing?” 

      “As far as I know, nymphs exchange magical power like that as a greeting. It’s my first time witnessing it firsthand, too. It’s so fascinating…!” 

      “Even though my wife is a nymph, this is also my first time seeing something like this. Echo, did you find something?” 

      With a gentle smile that could only suit a parent looking at her child, the innkeeper’s wife, Echo, separated her forehead from Paranoy’s and responded with a soft laugh. 

      “Indeed, from the ditch waters. Just like your looks, you are a young girl. It’s only been about twenty years since you were born. Yet you possess such mysterious karma. It’s proof that you have endured untold hardships. How pitiful!”

      “A-And you were born…” 

      “Don’t let it out. Ohoho. Nymphs are always the fairies of youth. Keep that in mind.” 

      “Yes, yesh.” 

      “Anyway, it’s delightful to see another nymph like you. It almost feels like I have come to visit my parents’ house. Please come and visit often in the future.” 

      “Yess…” 

      Even while giving such a response, Paranoy’s eyes were fixated on the voluptuous chest of the married nymph, Echo. Paranoy’s own chest was rather small as though it had just started to bud. 

      Perhaps she was curious about why someone from the same nymph race as her ended up with such large breasts. 

      “Anyway, enjoy your meal.” 

      The innkeeper and the nymph— Echo withdrew from the table to attend to the various orders being called out from the other customers.

However, the innkeeper discreetly handed me a small paper note-like object that only I was able to notice.

      I unfolded the tiny paper note under the table to make sure that Luna and Paranoy didn’t see it. It contained a single sentence. 

      The baron is waiting. 
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      The baron is waiting.



      The baron. It was the baron. 

      I already heard that some of the nobles were interested in the rapid growth of the nymph called Echo. And it seemed the baron was one of them. 

      The social hierarchy of this world was totally in contrast to the capitalism and liberal democracy I had experienced in 21st-century South Korea.

      The social hierarchy of the people of this world was established from the moment they were born. And they lived their lives according to that hierarchy. 

      The slaves were at the bottom of the hierarchy.

There were very few noble bloodlines in the society, including the nobility and royalty, and most of the population were commoners or rather free men— people that weren’t slaves. 

      Nobility. 

      Nobility was a foreign concept to me, as I’d only ever heard of them as a popular party class for partying in the games. 

      Despite the existence of the social hierarchy laws in this world, I had never once met a noble. 

      “-san.” 

      Did I really never meet them? Well, I might have just passed by them once or twice. However, up until now, I didn’t have any experience or connections with nobles, so I knew little about them. 

      It was like how I, Hassan, the goby fish who lived and rolled around in the muddy bottom ground, would never be able to encounter the Elizabeths, golden mandarin fishes living in first-grade clear water.

      Based on what I’ve heard, I think nobles had similar authority and influence to the members of parliament or city councils back on Earth. It was also very difficult to meet with them. 

      Even in Korea, as an ordinary citizen, it wasn’t an exaggeration to say that I would have never seen the faces of the members of parliament in my entire life except on the news. 

      “Hassan, what are you thinking about so deeply?” 

      Luna’s voice brought me back to reality as I was lost in deep thoughts. The post-adventure revelry became more relaxed as time passed and the alcohol took effect. 

      
        Luna’s face was a little flushed after consuming several glasses of beer by herself. While Paranoy, who was next to her, was— 
      

      “Goddess of hearth… response… my prayer…” 

      Drunk, with her face buried in the dining table. She mumbled incoherently as if she was muttering in her sleep. It was also time for us to get up. We had almost finished eating the grilled bird meat snacks that came with our drinks.

      Without much concern in my tone, I replied while gulping down the remaining alcohol in my glass.

      “Nothing.”

      “Liar…! I already know that whenever Hassan is in deep thought, wrinkles would form on your forehead!”

      “R-Really?” 

      I never thought that I had such a habit. It was the first time in my quarter-century of life that I knew I had that kind of side. When did I develop such a habit? 

      Wondering if it was really true, I lightly brushed my forehead with my palm and asked back. 

      “How did you know?” 

      “If someone observes Hassan’s face every day, they’ll know it too. Should I try to guess what you’re thinking right now?” 

      
        Gently—
      

      With her cheeks flushed, Luna looked straight into my eyes. Unlike a drunk person, I felt incredibly shy by her earnest gaze, so I wanted to avoid eye contact. 

      It seemed that the people of this world looked into each other’s eyes without a single shred of hesitation… 

      
        Gently— 
      

      I was slightly scared as I felt that everything about me would be exposed if I were to continue gazing into Luna’s clear and bright eyes. 

      “Hassan, you shouldn’t avoid eye contact with me. The mind-reading spell requires looking into each other’s eyes for a few seconds or more.” 

      “What spell? I’ve never heard of such a spell before.”

      “Of course! Because I just created it!” 

      “Luna, are you drunk?” 

      “No! I’m perfectly fine!”

      Luna yelled in a high pitched voice, and at that moment, the noises coming from the drunk people inside the bar fell into momentary silence. 

      Seconds later, like the split sea meeting in the middle and crashing against each other in all their momentum, the bustling of the drunk crowd resonated back in my ears.

      “We should get up now. We need to go back before everyone gets too drunk to walk.” 

      “So what? This is an inn, after all. If it’s really difficult to walk, we can just sleep here. That aside, I’ve found out what Hassan is thinking about!” 

      Luna’s confident shout piqued my curiosity and made me listen to what else this pink-haired girl had to say about me. 

      “What am I thinking?” 

      “If I guess correctly… Hassan is thinking he should order another delicious bird skewer and some braised peas for Luna, right!?” 

      “Not at all.”

      “No way! I know that’s exactly what you’re thinking!? Are you trying to say that my spell did not work? I am Luna, the shaman of Ideope. The chance of my spell being incorrect—“ 

      “Luna, are you hungry right now?” 

      “Uh, uh-huh… Hassan, did you also read my mind?” 

      Were two servings of grilled bird meat snacks not enough for the three of us? 

      Luna’s appetite had been good lately, to the point that it was not surprising for this to be her growth period or something similar. It seemed that just eating some snacks was not enough to satisfy her hunger.

      So I ordered the skewered bird meat and something with peas that Luna wanted. Since she said it, she must’ve wanted to eat them right now. I at least had enough sense in me to figure that out.

      “See, you ordered the food exactly like what I said. I guessed Hassan’s thoughts correctly…!” 

      “Yeah, you did well.” 

      Then, Luna and I shared the additional meals we’d ordered and promptly left the inn. At the after-party, we had lively chats and engaged in joyful conversations. 

      I didn’t remember much of what we talked about, maybe because I was quite drunk. 

      However, the combination of the exhaustion from exploring the labyrinth, alcohol, drinking snacks, and the girl’s lively antics made me feel incredibly good, like water being seeped into dry lands. 

      Uhuh, shit, my exhaustion had been relieved. 

      Of course, our work wasn’t quite finished yet. 

      “I… I can’t walk anymore….” 

      Paranoy, completely drunk after two glasses of beer, staggered out of the inn and eventually collapsed on the ground.

      I had to help the drunkard. Was there anything more annoying than this? 

      “Luna, can’t we just book a room at the inn and put her to sleep there?” 

      “No, we can’t. There are a lot of people who like to hunt nymphs, and you never know what might happen if we just leave her alone. Since she’s heavily drunk, it’s better for her to sleep at our place today.”

      “I see. But how can we take someone who can’t even control their own body to our house?” 

      “I… I can walk…” 

      Paranoy seemed to be responding reflexively, but contrary to what she said, she remained glued to the ground and didn’t move and inch. 

      I had no choice but to carry her. 

      “Should I carry her?” 

      “…No! I’ll carry her!”

      In response to my question, Luna lifted Paranoy onto her back. She looked a little nervous carrying a girl similar to her size. 

      Luna’s recent rapid growth wasn’t for nothing and it clearly showed now. Despite looking nervous, she walked without stumbling or getting stuck. 

      “Shit, I picked up a drunk nymph. Hehe, Nymph magical power elixir. Nymph skincare gel. Nymph…” 

      I didn’t know if I was suddenly able to use this mind reading spell or whatever, but it felt like I could easily guess what Luna was thinking right now. 

      But I decided to pretend I didn’t know. 

      * * *

      I once used to think that it was merely a cramped and shabby cabin. But after going through so many hardships, coming back here truly felt immensely comfortable— like a real home.

Of course, it wasn’t my home, but Luna’s home. 

      “Ugh… I’m sorry… “

      “Huh, finally there. It was tough.” 

      Luna laid Paranoy in the corner of the first floor, then covered her with a thin blanket and wiped the sweat from her forehead. 

      Until a while ago, Luna had a flushed face and seemed to be rambling some nonsense. 

      But now, Luna seemed relatively sober after carrying Paranoy to the cabin.

Well, from the very first time we drank together, I noticed that Luna had a high tolerance to alcohol. I thought I was able to hold my liquor quite well, better than most people even, but Luna was on a completely different level. 

      That was why I ended up getting trapped into swearing to the River Styx. And as a result of that incident, we were living together under the roof of this small cabin. It somehow made me feel strange. 

      I wonder what would happen if I hadn’t gotten drunk back then? 

      Maybe I would live alone in the inn and Luna would grow tired of living alone in the city, then leave for her hometown. 

      Now that I think about it, fate always works in mysterious ways. 

      I wonder how my life would have turned out if I hadn’t joined the Mars Guild back then, if Daphne hadn’t slapped me, and if I hadn’t been asked to clean the temple. 

      Whatever. 

      “We have to take a shower, Hassan. Let’s go to the bathhouse together when we wake up tomorrow morning!”

      “Yeah, well, sure.”

      “It would be nice if we had running water in the house…” 

      Luna’s somewhat regretful words reminded me of the day I had spent at Hippolyte’s house. 

      It was a smaller house than I had imagined, but in Hippolyte’s house, she had a shower facility similar to a small telephone booth. 

      “Is it expensive to install a shower stall?”

      “Since we need to connect it to the water supply, there are certain requirements. It’s okay to use a simple water jar. But it feels a bit uncomfortable.” 

      “Hmm, that’s right.” 

      As someone who enjoyed going around the swamps, Luna was still someone who preferred cleanliness, unexpected as that may be. Clearly, she could wash herself using collected rainwater or something similar, but she didn’t want to. 

      I didn’t mind using any kind of water as long as I could wash myself and clean up my body. But there might be subtle differences between my thoughts as a guy and Luna’s as a girl. 

      “But more importantly, did Kong Kong come back? We left the house empty for a few days.” 

      Luna, who had given up on showering and sleeping for today, walked around the first floor and opened the jars. She must have thought that the wolf spider, Kong Kong, who had left the house, would be inside. 

      But I didn’t think that the creature that left the house would come back so easily. Even the cats that were raised in the house rarely returned once they left. 

      “Wow, Hassan, look at this!” 

      Right at that moment, Luna called me in an urgent tone. Wondering about what was going on, I looked into the jar. 

      
        Grrrrr— Grrrrr— 
      

      I saw a bizarre and horrifying rainbow-colored spider crouched inside the small jar, making strange noises. 

      “Wow, it really came back.” 

      “Well, I told you it would come back.” 

      God damn! The spider that left the house came back into the jar. It was such a fascinating phenomenon. It really wasn’t unconceivable to raise such a spider as a pet. Of course, it was too scary-looking for me to raise though. 

      “But it doesn’t seem like there’s just one. What’s hanging on its back? Is it a baby?”

      I furrowed my brows as I looked at the small bumps hanging on the colorful spider’s back. If Kong Kong was about the size of a palm, then the tiny spider clinging to its back was about the size of a pinky finger. 

      Moreover, the appearance of the small spider was slightly different from the typical wolf spider. It had no fur and its body was translucent as if it were made out of blue jelly. 

      I’d heard that the offspring of crustaceans, like scorpions, always looked soft like that. I wondered if the wolf spider Kong Kong’s offspring would also have such an appearance when it was young. 

      It was disgusting though as it had a lot of legs, but it was still a little less terrifying because it was smooth without any form of hair. 

      “Did it give birth to a baby outside?” 

      “Hassan, that little one is not a baby. It’s a male.” 

      “A male?” 

      “Yes! That’s how wolf spiders are— the males usually ride on the backs of females. When the females build their nests, the males go in them and live there. They also eat the prey that the females bring.” 

      “Are you saying that they just hang around in the females’ nest and eat what the females bring? That’s totally like a gigolo…”

      As I continued speaking, I belatedly realized that I wasn’t much different from this male spider. I was living in Luna’s house too. Damn it! I just spit on my own face, didn’t I? 

      However, Luna, who was gently stroking the spider inside the pot, seemed unaffected by what I said. She didn’t seem to be paying any attention to my words. 

      “It seems like you went out and brought a boyfriend home. Soon, you’ll give birth to some offspring. If I train the wolf spiders well from a young age, they can be helpful in battles.” 

      
        Kong— Kong—
      

      It seemed like there would be many spider offspring soon. 

      It must be nice not to worry about mosquito bites in the summer… but honestly, it wasn’t a sight I wanted to imagine. 

      However, whether it was due to the sense of solidarity as a man living in a woman’s house or maybe it was because of the jelly-like texture and appearance, the male wolf spider had a certain charm that made it look really appealing to me.

      Now that I look at it again, despite having many legs, it was quite cute in its own way.

      Anyway, we confirmed that Kong Kong had indeed returned home, and since it was getting late, Luna and I decided to go to sleep quickly.

      I only laid down on the deerskin carpet because I knew that I would instantly fall asleep if I rested my head on the ground. 

      On the other hand, Luna seemed to not be feeling as tired as me. She was busy examining the monster bull’s skull as if she didn’t have any intention of falling asleep anytime soon. 

      “It can be used as a charm against evil influence. Huh… you won’t find something like this even in Ideope. Black stone on a headless monster’s skull… Holy shh! If things continue on like this, I may become a high-leveled great shaman too….”

      Luna was delighted and couldn’t decide what to do with the monster bull’s skull that she had obtained as loot from the labyrinth. 

      “Is it really that good?” 

      “Yes, yes!! If I make an amulet mask with this, the power of my spells will become even stronger! Amulet masks can increase accuracy and power!”

      “The effect is better than I expected.” 

      When we first met, I thought Luna’s spells were only superstitious beliefs, as she determined directions by knocking down tree branches. 

      Now that I looked at it again, it had subtle effects that had been useful on many occasions. If what Luna said was true, that the power and accuracy would increase further with the inclusion of the amulet mask, then it would definitely be something to be happy about. 

      “How does it look? Does it suit me?” 

      Luna looked at me with the strange bone helmet on her head. 

      Looking at her appearance, I realized that she was giving off a creepy vibe like the cultist shaman Somnia, but somehow it also felt funny because it reminded me of a certain Pokemon with a bone on its head. 

      “Deep in the night, the joy of shaman!” 

      Luna started dancing, swaying her shoulders and hips from side to side. The sight was similar to what the ancient shamans performing human sacrifice looked like. It gave off a mysterious and eerie feeling.

      However… 

      When were we going to sleep? 

      I was feeling sleepy. 

      “It suits you well.” 

      “…” 

      Did my brief answer not please her? Luna had asked me something, but she didn’t show any particular reaction to my response. I was contemplating whether I should add a more exaggerated response or not… 

      “Hoo…” 

      A small sigh escaped from Luna’s mouth, which was hidden behind the skull helmet, and at the same time, a chilly breeze blew in from outside. Did Luna forget to close the window on the first floor? 

      In that moment, Luna abruptly stopped dancing. 

      “Hassan.”

      She called my name. In the strangely calm atmosphere, it felt like all of my drowsiness was fading away somewhere. 

      “Why are you calling me?”

      “How do you think of me, of Luna?” 

      “…What do you mean, how do I think of you?”

      I was quite bewildered when I got asked such a question out of the blue. 
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      “What do you think—“ 

      Why did Luna suddenly ask me this before going to bed? 

      Was it perhaps because Luna was under the influence of alcohol, so she was speaking or making decisions she normally wouldn’t? She did drink more than usual today, after all.

      “Hassan, I asked what you think about me.” 

      “Uh, hum… “ 

      Even though I often heard that girls tend to ask their boyfriends how much they love them on a regular basis, Luna was not the type of person to ask this kind of question. 

      Luna had never been like that when we were together. She seemed indifferent about things like that. Anyway, thing was, this was a completely unexpected question for me, so I wasn’t able to answer right away. 

      “Why can’t you answer it right away?” 

      Her voice and words told me that she was very disappointed by my behavior. 

      “Ah, no, I mean, why are you asking me what I think about you? You don’t usually ask me this kind of questions.”

      I had no choice but to make a gibberish excuse in this kind of situation.

      I like you, I love you. I’d often heard words like these in various dramas and media content, but when it was time for me to say them myself— I felt incredibly awkward and embarrassed. Due to these feelings, I was not able to bring them up. 

      I thought my feelings for her had been conveyed well enough till now, even if I didn’t express them into words. Even so, could it be that she still wanted to hear those things directly from my mouth because that’s just how the human heart works? 

      Nevertheless, it seemed that the excuse I said made some sense to Luna since she tilted her skull helmet-adorned head. 

      “I don’t usually ask this kind of questions? Really…?”

      “Yes, seems like you’re drunk, Luna.” 

      “Y-Yeah, I guess I’m a bit drunk. Then, what do we usually do?”

      Could it be that the alcohol she drank was causing temporary memory loss? 

      “What we usually do… nothing special really. We usually just eat together, do some housework, and feed Kong Kong. Besides that, I also massage your feet, Luna.” 

      “F-Feet?! Such a shameless act—!”

      I was startled at the sudden shout coming from Luna’s mouth, causing me to jolt up half of my body from the lying position as I had been on the verge of going to sleep. 

      “W-Why are you suddenly like this, Luna? It seems that you’re more drunk than I thought. Let’s go to sleep quickly.” 

      Perhaps there was a curse on that monster bull’s skull helmet that she was wearing right now. I felt a bit worried about Luna, who was acting unlike her normal self. 

      Then, Luna cleared her throat a few times as she realized that screaming in the middle of the night was not something one should do. 

      “Hmm, nothing. F-Feet, you often massage my feet. Then, try to massage my feet as usual. I can’t sleep because I’m feeling some pain in my feet. Ouch… my feet hurt so much…” 

      Luna shyly extended her bare soles towards me who was lying down. Hearing her strange way of speaking, it seemed that her feet were indeed in pain right now. 

      Considering the exhaustion she had accumulated from exploring the labyrinth and dancing in a drunk-induced haze, not going to sleep at all, it made perfect sense that her feet were aching in pain right now. 

      However, Luna, requesting me to massage her feet was a new experience for me… so much so that I was feeling really weird right now. Soon after, the drowsiness in my body started fading away every so slightly. 

      
        Swoosh— 
      

      I got up from the carpet and stared at Luna, standing in front of me with her feet stretched out. 

      
        Thud— 
      

      Perhaps because of the helmet, but I felt pretty strained while seeing her. I had the eerie feeling that the person before me wasn’t Luna but someone else entirely. 

      Did covering one’s face make their aura have such a huge difference? Maybe I should also try wearing something like a helmet or hat in the future to change the first impression I had on others. 

      “Come one. We’re running out of time… I want you to massage my feet hehe. J-Just like this.” 

      “Is that so? Alright.” 

      Did Luna usually talk like that? I thought that she had been sober when carrying the Nymph on her back. It seemed that Luna got weird drinking habits.

      A drinking habit like pretending to be cute or something? I wondered if I should consider this as cute though. 

      It was better than her going on an unrestrained rampage at least… 

      “Right, it’s not difficult. Then, I’ll touch your feet.” 

      I grabbed Luna’s soles, stretched out before me, with my hands. 

      “Haaah…”

      It was tiny and petite— the typical Greek feet with a recessed arch, her second toe being longer than the thumb. Her feet were slender and thin up to the ankles. 

      I had seen her feet several times already. But no matter how many times I saw it, it always felt fresh and exciting. 

      I think that Luna has beautiful soles. 

      If there was a contest for pretty feet, unless there was an unforeseen otherworldly authentic beauty, it would be safe to assume that Luna would have a reservation for herself in the top three spots. 

      But unlike the usual faint warmth, Luna’s soles were quite cold today; as though someone had blown air conditioning directly on top of it. 

      Could it be due to the impact of the alcohol that strained her blood circulation? 

      It reminded me of Elfriede, who suffered from a chronic condition of cold hands and feet. So, it made me frown for a moment. 

      “Ah… a-as expected, it won’t work out after all.” 

      However, Luna was different compared to her usual self. She seemed reluctant to let me touch her feet and she even tried to retract them. 

      “What’s wrong with you now?”

      “Uh, i-is that so. Just finish it quickly.” 

      “Right, since you need to sleep soon.” 

      First of all, I warmed up her cold feet by rubbing the palm of my hand over the top of her feet and soles. Also, I gently stroked her Achilles tendon and calf to create friction, producing the heat required to chase away the coldness.

      “Ah, uh, haah….” 

      As always, Luna didn’t know how to handle my massages. Her delicate chin and shoulder trembled with each stroke. 

      Even though she was wearing that oppressive helmet right now, her reaction was unchanged because she was still my Luna. 

      “…Aah, huh, huff… d-did you always massage me like this?”

      “It has always been like this. I warm up your skin to stimulate the nerves and then apply pressure to stimulate the acupuncture points.” 

      “A-Acu-…. aahhh! Ouch!”

      When I pressed down her soles with my fingers, Luna squealed out a loud yelp. 

      I didn’t know if it was just me, but I was surprised as I felt that Luna’s voice had been twice as loud as usual. Maybe she didn’t realize how loud her voice was because she was drunk? 

      “Luna, you need to tone down your voice or we might receive complaints.”

      “C-Complaints? Oh, yeah, I-I got it. I’ll try to tone it down… Ahhh!” 

      Promptly, Luna’s body began trembling violently. 

      I already knew that Luna’s soles were extremely sensitive, like a vital point exposed to the outside. But today, it felt like she was exaggerating her screams a bit too much. 

      Or maybe her feet became more sensitive after wearing the sandals continuously for the past few days? 

      I recalled an old tale I’d heard somewhere. 

      It was a story about a monkey who was used to walking barefoot, but then, after he wore some traditional flower shoes, the calluses on the beast’s soles soon disappeared, making the animal unable to live without them anymore.

      Luna also got used to wearing the sandals I had brought for her to protect her feet, so it just might have made her susceptive soles softer and far more sensitive than they were already. 

      But still, she must have been tired after a long walk. 

      “Then, I’ll add a bit more pressure. It’ll help in relieving your fatigue and drunkenness.” 

      “M-More pressure? Ahh!” 

      To draw out the toxins from her body, I carefully grabbed and pulled her toes one by one, as well as slapped and rubbed her soft and firm soles with my palm.

      “Arghh! S-Stop it! This is not a massage!” 

      “If this isn’t a massage, then what is it?” 

      “I don’t know, uhh, maybe it felt like the karma that has been trapped for so long is being released, aahhhhh!”

      Luna, trembling for a while now, suddenly leaked out a long sigh as if she had experienced a refreshing sensation. As the inheritor of an illegal acupressure health center, could there be anything more satisfying that seeing someone so delighted by my touch? 

      At this rate, I might even be able to compete with my father’s acupressure skills. 

      “Ah, I-I feel the tension in my legs being released… arghh!” 

      
        Thud— 
      

      I firmly pressed Luna’s calf, focusing on her knee, thigh, and the Three Yin Intersection acupoint above her ankle bones.

      Three Yin Intersection acupoint. 

      Right, it was the Three Yin Intersection acupoint. Acupuncture points in the human body could be classified based on their yin and yang attributes. 

      About a millimeter above the upper part of the inner ankle of a human was the intersection of three negative attributed acupuncture points, hence it was called the Three Yin intersection. 

      In ancient Eastern medicine, men were defined as the Yang energy of daytime, while women were associated with the Yin energy of nighttime. 

      So naturally, this acupuncture point was like a cheat code for women. 

      The acupuncture techniques claimed to have therapeutic effects that ranged from women’s physiological aspects to even facilitating smooth childbirth for pregnant women. It felt like they had compiled a long list of seemingly convincing claims of the effects of this medicinal practice. 

      However, I felt somewhat suspicious about the excessive promotion of its effectiveness. 

      Of course, in my opinion, the concept of acupuncture points in Eastern medicinal practice might just be cleverly packaged with plausible explanations to convince the patients. At least, that’s what I believed in my heart. 

      “N-Not there. You can’t. Arghh, ugh. Arghh… my, my stomach, my lower stomach feels strange!”

      It seemed the massage was starting to have some effect, seeing that Luna was enjoying it so much that she was about to pass out any moment now. Luna was the daughter of the goddess of the night, and she was named after the moon. 

      Could there be any other girl with stronger Yin energy in their body than her? 

      Luna’s Yin energy was greater than those mysterious Yin germaniums that my father sold! 

      “M-My lower abdomen is throbbing, you, you… ugh. Ugh, haang, arrghh!” 

      Also, before we went to the labyrinth, she had a tough time with her menstrual cycle for almost a week. 

      As Luna was feeling increasingly drained, I pressed and massaged the Three Yin intersection more carefully with circular motions. 

      I lightly applied a good amount of pressure with my thumb in the spot. 

      “Luna, how is it? Do you feel like your fatigue is fading away?” 

      “I-It’s not fatigue… it’s more like the pent-up karma that has been trapped for a long time, uhh, t-that is being released!”

      I didn’t know what that pent-up karma that had been trapped for a long time was, but it was nice to see that she was liking the massage. 

      If I kept massaging her soles like this, I wondered if I could create a sensual and romantic atmosphere that led to another passionate night with her. 

      Having such wicked thoughts in mind, I gently stroked Luna’s toes and soles like how birds would affectionately rub each other’s wings. 

      “H-Haah, e-enough! Stop it!” 

      She quickly removed her soles away from my palms as the coolness had already faded away from her soles, leading to a gentle warmth being circulated inside, followed by smooth beads of sparse sweat. 

      Soon, she tucked both of her soles under the deerskin blanket to hide them from me. 

      “…Don’t touch my body as you please! That’s enough!” 

      “We haven’t even started yet. Is that enough? I usually massage you for over thirty minutes though.” 

      “T-Thirty minutes!?”

      Luna was startled at my words, but soon cleared her throat a few times before speaking in a composed tone. 

      “Ahem, Luna is satisfied with your touch already so the massage is enough as is. Besides, instead of touching my feet, wouldn’t you prefer doing something better…? As usual, I mean…”

      Something better than touching her feet? She said something better than touching her feet, and I usually did it. Then, a few things came to mind immediately. 

      “R-Really?”

      “…Yeah. Do you remember what we do usually? In the dark of the night, we were hiding under the blanket and we engaged in those activities away from everyone’s eyes.”

      “Under the blanket…” 

      “Something more private… like making a baby. Mating. Breeding. Sexual intercourse.” 

      Did wearing the mask make her braver than ever before? I felt quite embarrassed as Luna listed those explicit words with such nonchalance. 

      “You must be drunk and confused. When did we do anything like that? Yet, we did make plenty of Moai though.”

      “Hmm, really? We really didn’t do it…?”

      “We can’t break your vow of chastity. Why are you pretending not to know about it now?” 

      “Yeah, you’re right. I must’ve been mistaken. So, what did we usually do…?” 

      Luna asked about our daily routine as if she had dementia. Didn’t she just ask that earlier? But I wasn’t mean enough to scold her for asking it again. 

      “What did we do—“

      I tried to recall the things we usually did together in response to her question. 

      “Every day is the same. Eating, working, sleeping, and resting whenever we can. Cleaning the house, doing laundry, and tidying up the place.” 

      As I spoke, I pondered deeply, trying to recall if we had really done nothing else other than that. Unless it was a day we had a mission, we usually just lived like that. 

      I would read encyclopedias while Luna, sitting next to me, made preparations to open the store. Still, those days seemed relatively enjoyable to me. 

      “Anyway, let’s go to sleep. There’s a lot to do tomorrow, including cleaning up the place…” Damn! I feel so sleepy. 

      I’d heard that if the sleep patterns of lovers living together were out of sync, then both of them would have to suffer. Perhaps what was happening now was exactly like that. 

      
        Thump— Thud— 
      

      Just then, something round rolled out of Luna’s mask and fell to the floor. I wondered what it could be, so I squinted my eyes to identify the object. 

      “Hassan, Luna is a good girl.”

      Luna then began praising herself. What an interesting drinking habit. I briefly pondered how to respond in a moment like this. 

      Soon, Luna added a few more words. 

      “I mean it. I wish Luna only sees the most beautiful things in life.” 

      “Who doesn’t want to live like that?” 

      “I want Luna to bask in the sunlight, feel the breeze on her face. To admire falling leaves and snow piling up.”

      
        Step— 
      

      Luna mumbled something that was hard to understand and then crawled under the blanket, lying down on her back. Was she planning to sleep with that strange helmet on her head? 

      No matter how happy she was obtaining a new item, it was weird that she wanted to sleep while wearing it. It felt like I was seeing the image of my younger sister when she was an elementary school student, trying to sleep while wearing new clothes. 

      
        Breathe In— Breathe Out—
      

      Soon, a steady and soft breathing sound leaked out from beneath the mask. I still had some lingering thoughts on my mind, but listening to that soft breathing, I grew tired and fell asleep as well. 

      * * * * * * * * * *

      “Hassan, what is this? It’s an Onyx! The Onyx is rolling on the ground!” 

      When I opened my eyes in the morning, Luna had already woken up and was shouting loudly. 

      “Huh, what did you say?”

      “Look at this! It’s Onyx! It’s perfectly round and pitch-black! Where on earth did it come from?” 

      In Luna’s hand was a sparkling bead about the size of a finger. As Luna said, it was indeed a pitch-black bead, as if it was a black hole. 

      “Wow, it’s amazing… I can put it in the amulet mask… I suddenly have such good luck in the morning after experiencing a good dream… Holy shh!” 

      I didn’t know what was happening here, but it was fine as long as Luna was happy. It was so nice to hear her cheerful voice first thing in the morning. 

      I yawned and stretched my body, trying to wake up, while asking. 

      “What will change if you put the bead in your amulet mask?” 

      “If you put a gemstone in your equipment, it becomes stronger!” 

      “Really?”

      Putting gemstones into equipment felt like a game mechanic that encouraged the player to do in-app purchases. 

      Now that I thought about it, the wands or staff of mages or even those expensive swords seemed to have gemstones or something similar as decorations in the hilt or along the pommel. 

      Perhaps it was not just for decorative purposes but to increase the equipment’s effectiveness in some way. However, I couldn’t figure out how putting gemstones on equipment was able to improve its quality. 

      It was like a tough-looking old men putting beads in their schlong. Come to think of it; it was a kind of equipment enhancement too. 

      Damn! I wondered if a gemstone would enhance the effects of my club too. 

      Anyway, after all the fuss was over…

      I could see no signs of Paranoy when I went down to the first floor. Did she wake up earlier and leave? 

      “That sly nymph, she ran away!” 

      Initially, I was curious about where she went, but my attention quickly shifted elsewhere after I couldn’t find out anything about the cultist nymph. 

      My gaze drifted towards the statue of the mystical goddess that was placed in the corner, among the jars. 

      I approached the wooden statue which was crafted to look like Knox, and I gently blew it to remove the dust that had gathered over it. 

      Luna, who was feeding the two Kong Kongs, then added an unexpected comment. 

      “Hassan, are you taking care of Lady Knox? Have you become one of Lady Knox’s devotees, too?” 

      “No, it’s not like that. Luna, I’m just asking out of curiosity. Aren’t you curious about your parents??” 

      “I don’t have parents!” 

      Luna answered right away, without wasting a single moment. It felt like an automatic response and it caught me completely off guard. 

      “But still, you can’t come into the world on your own, right? You must have had a father and your mother must have endured about ten months of hardship to have given birth to you.” 

      “Hmm, I guess so.” 

      “Don’t you want to meet them? What would you say to them if you got the chance to meet them?” 

      “Well, I’m not sure. Why are you asking me that?”

      “People’s lives are unpredictable, you know…” 

      “Hmm, I’ve never thought about it. My parents… hmm, hmm…” 

      The look on Luna’s face became unusually serious; as if she was thinking deeply about something. Then, acting like she was about to reveal an important secret, she said in a quiet tone.. 

      “I would ask them why they abandoned me. Even though the elders took care of me, I still envied the kids who lived with their moms and dads. If I was abandoned by my parents, I often wondered if that meant that I shouldn’t have been born.”

      “I-Is that so?”

      Thus, even the cheerful Luna could have such gloomy thoughts. It surprised me a whole lot, and I began wondering if I had just asked a useless question just now. 

      The statue of Lady Knox in front of me also looked somewhat gloomy. It could be just me seeing things though. 

      “But now, every day is fun! If I wasn’t born into this world, I wouldn’t be able to experience so many fun things! So, I want to thank them first for giving birth to me!” 

      
        Thump— Roll— 
      

      Just as Luna finished speaking, something dropped to the ground and rolled to the floor again.

      “Wow, holy shh! It’s another Onyx! Hassan, it seems like we have a mineral vein somewhere in our house!” 

      What was the meaning of parents and daughter? 

      I was lost in thought while watching Luna, delighted without knowing about the statue dropping the gemstone. 

      I had been ignoring this for a long time…

      But I also felt an indescribable longing for my parents. Even though I didn’t miss my father that much, I really missed my mother. 

      Mom. 

      Mother. 

      My mother, Mrs. Kim Chunja. 

      Are you doing well? 

      Your unfilial son, Hassan was struggling a lot in this strange and barbaric world. 

      But still… 

      “Hassan! Onyx is dropping everywhere! Holy shh!” 

      But still, I am doing quite well these days. 

      “As expected, there must be something in this land! Although it was a bit pricey, I am glad I purchased it!” 

      …Or maybe not
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      Several days had already passed since we safely finished the labyrinth exploration. 

      After a few days of rest, the fatigue we had accumulated from the mission had finally subsided. Now, just staying at home made me restless. 

      “Hassan, I’m going to get some medicinal herbs! Since the workshop will be open next week, I want to stock up beforehand!”

      Luna informed me that she would be gathering medicinal herbs from the nearby forest in preparation of opening the workshop. 

      Coincidentally, I was also feeling bored and wanted to get some sunshine after resting all this while. So, I asked Luna briefly, “Should we go together?” 

      “No, I’ll go with Paranoy! Hassan, I shouldn’t disturb your studies,” she said in response while shaking her head. 

      Since we returned from the labyrinth exploration, Luna and Paranoy— the nymph proselyte, often had rendezvous’s to gather medicinal herbs or do hair care together. 

      Perhaps it was because they were both young girls and of similar ages? Anyway, it was great that Luna now had a friend from the same gender. 

      Even if we were a fixed party or a couple, we couldn’t be together at every moment of our lives.

      Also, as a man, there would often come times when I couldn’t solve Luna’s problems or concerns as a woman. 

      “Ms. Luna, I have come to assist you in your task. Oh, hello, Mr. Hassan…” 

      Paranoy, the scarlet-hued and short-haired nymph, was already waiting for Luna at the entrance of the cabin. This prompted Luna to leave the cabin in a hurry while carrying many bags to load the medicinal herbs after gathering them later. 

      “Hassan, I’ll be borrowing your dagger! Please, take care of the house till I return!”

      “Sure, come home before dinner.” 

      “Okay!”

      
        Squeak— 
      

      And that was how… I was left alone in this two-floor cabin. 

      
        Kong— Kong— 
      

      Along with a pair of wolf spiders to keep me company. 

      Luna had told me that she left because she didn’t want to disturb my studies, but I felt that even reading the encyclopedia had already started to get boring for me. 

      There were just scribbles and random diary entries in my notebook at this point. 

      Damn it! What should I do today? 

      Luna would certainly be late in returning to the cabin. 

      There wasn’t much for a grown man like me to do inside the house as there were no modern gadgets like cell phones or computers in this world. 

      Thus, I had difficulty in coming up with a plan for the day, moreover, it was barely morning. No matter how much I thought about it, nothing came to mind. 

      So, I took out a small hand mirror that Luna had carefully stashed in the drawer. 

      Luna didn’t even want to show me this mirror. It was her precious treasure— an item of the latest technology of this world that reflected morning sunlight, through an open window, and emitted mysterious rays of light onto the wooden floor. 

      
        Wiggle— Wiggle— 
      

      All of a sudden I noticed a tiny ant crawling on the wooden floor, so I gathered and then reflected the gathered sunlight to attack it. 

      
        Ziiiing— 
      

      The ant fled quickly as a small scorch mark formed on the wooden floor. I tried to reflect the rays skillfully while chasing after the ant.

      
        Swoosh— 
      

      Soon, clouds covered the skies, preventing the sunlight from reflecting on the mirror, and the light disappeared. Shit, I was so close! 

      “Dear God of Light, please try harder to emit your light!” 

      
        Ziiiing— 
      

      Did my voice reach the sky? The sunlight that had been previously hidden by the clouds launched a burst of energy and burned the ant to death! 

      Holy shit, I won, you useless ant! Fucking ants! There were actually so many of them. Perhaps because it was a wooden house? Damn it! I should have called the pest control company— Cesco or whatever. 

      I was about to place Luna’s precious mirror back into the drawer, but then I was drawn to the peculiar powders and cosmetics she had inside it. 

      The colorful powders and liquids in the tiny glass bottles were quite the interesting sight. 

      I wondered how much fairer she would become if she regularly used these since Luna didn’t usually wear makeup. 

      
        Clatter— Click— 
      

      My attention was drawn to the red bottle, so I opened its lid. I expected it to smell something like cosmetics, but after I sniffed it, my brows furrowed at the unexpectedly sharp smell.

      “Hot damn! This is chili powder.” 

      Why was this stuck among the cosmetics? 

      Due to the pain and nausea caused by the unexpected smell, I quickly closed the drawer again and decided to look around the cabin instead. Luna wasn’t very good at organizing and tidying things, so she probably just put it inside the drawer randomly one day. 

      As I had nothing else to do, I started to clean the house by dusting off the excessive dust and putting things back in their proper places. About ten to twenty minutes passed with me dusting off the cabin like that. 

      “Ugh damn! I’m feeling so bored” 

      What did men from this world do to pass time without computers or mobile phones? 

      Of course, it wasn’t like I was unaware of what they did— I was also starting to get used to being a resident of this world. 

      * * *

      Sodomora, the new place I chose to settle in, was one of the largest cities in this world. 

      I wasn’t sure how much exactly, but the population was probably in the tens of thousands. 

      By Korean standards, it had a population about the size of a small local city. 

      However, if we were going by the standard of this world, cities with tens of thousands of people were a truly rare sight. It was because the infrastructures had not developed to that point yet, moreover, the average lifespan of people was not particularly long. 

      Anyways. 

      The place where Luna and I lived was in the western region of Sodomora. The western part of the city was quite large and it was constantly expanding in size, consuming a considerable portion of the city. 

      “Hey, you motherfucker! You just stared at my face! So, pay up!” 

      “T-That does not make sense!”

      The reason was that all the bad guys, who made up most of the city’s population, such as tramps, leeches, muggers, crook robbers, quacks, sycophants, fake lepers, and clumsy pickpockets, were concentrated in this very region. 

      There were two adventurer guilds inside Sodomora, so the security was relatively high. However, the western region was a lawless area and the influence of the guilds had little impact here. 

      I wondered if the streets of Harlem in the United States of America, where security was abysmal, would resemble this place or not. 

      The streets of this region were full of men armed with daggers and clubs, spitting on the ground and engaging in chronic fights. 

      I wouldn’t be surprised if those lying on the street weren’t actually drunkards but rather fresh corpses. Holy shit! Was it really a corpse? Then, it would be an unfortunate ending for the guy. 

      Anyway, my butt automatically tightened with tension when I passed through these dark alleyways. 

      One could never know when some bastard would jump out from somewhere and stab one’s stomach. 

      However, surprisingly, there were no criminals attacking me even in this lawless place. 

      “Dammit! It’s the Samaritan.”

      “H-Hide your face! It’s clear that he’s looking for someone to skin alive!” 

      Perhaps my recent reputation had spread through the slums as well. Residents of the western region more often than not swiftly hid their faces whenever they saw me passing by. 

      “Shit!, Those bastards from the thieves guild have made our lives hard already. Now we also must be wary of this barbarian from the outer continent. The gods and goddesses have indeed forsaken us all.” 

      “Shh, be quiet!”

      “I can hear you all, you fucking bastards!!” 

      “Eeeekk!” 

      
        Thud— Clank— 
      

      As I shouted out loud in anger, the residents of the slums fled through the alleyways like rats scurrying through holes. 

      It was so funny, god damn it! 

      There was nothing more fun in this world than teasing frightened people. 

      I did realize that it wasn’t right, but I was bored and had nothing to do, so wandering the streets of the slums became one of my forms of entertainment. 

      Moreover, it helped me memorize the city’s geography and understand its vibe. 

      
        When I was thinking about strolling around until lunchtime and then go to some inn for lunch— 
      

      “Brother, you are looking quite impressive. You’ve become even stronger since the time we explored the underground waterways together!” 

      A familiar voice greeted me from behind. There was only one person in this ruthless world who would call me brother. 

      “Hey, Marco, you filthy bastard!” 

      “Why are you cursing me as soon as we meet?” 

      “You asinine bastard! I got caught up in some fucking weird rumors because of you! What the hell did you mean by skinning someone’s face, huh? It must be you who is spreading this rumor, right?” 

      I growled at the man, always wearing a funny-looking cone hat above his messy red hair that looked more like seaweed than anything else. 

      Marco the bard. 

      Perhaps it was just my imagination, but it seemed like his nose had gotten bigger since the last time we saw each other. 

      “Brother, I really don’t understand what you’re saying. Anyway, I had a feeling that we might run into each other while I was wandering the streets. But I was never able to get the chance to see your face since you are so busy! It’s nice to see you here!” 

      “Get lost, you bastard!” 

      Despite my grunts and curses, Marco seemed to have not heard anything I said and continued babbling on his own. 

      “It must be fate that we have met like this. We should be grateful to Lord Mercury. How about we go somewhere and have a drink instead? It’s my treat.” 

      “I prefer meat as a bar snack.” 

      “Hehehe, as expected from the barbarian of the wilderness, you don’t even care about tvegetables. I was thinking of introducing you to a new friend this time— someone who matches your skills in killing.” 

      Introducing a new friend? I wondered if there was someone that would consider Marco as their friend. Unexpectedly, he had quite the connections. 

      However, I decided to relieve my boredom by heading to a nearby shady underground bar since there was no reason to refuse free drinks. 

      “It’s an illegal bar, but the barleywine there has less water in it. Ah, there, my acquaintance is already here. That’s the guy I was going to introduce you.” 

      And there, I saw a bald man whose head reflected the flickering candlelight even in this broad daylight. 

      “Fuck, aren’t you Khalidus? I thought you went to Kalkata already.”

      “You’ve mistaken me as someone else named Khalidus. This monk’s name is…” 

      “Damn it, you’re indeed Khalidus! Weren’t you supposed to go catch an elf?” 

      “Uh, I’m not Khalidus, but Khalidur. Well, there are some circumstances…” 

      Khalidur, the bonafide killing machine of an elf with a funny bushy beard, pointed ears, and a shaved head resembling a monk, was sitting at the table enjoying his meat and drink! 

      Marco interrupted our talk with a question of his own after overhearing my conversation with this baldy. 

      “Brother, do you know each other?” 

      “We know each other. We’ve even worked together before—“ 

      “Then, let’s skip the introductions. Ah, I can’t believe you two already know each other. It must be because of the grace of Lord Mercury, the god of destiny.” 
I thought Khalidur had left the city to capture Elfriede, but I hadn’t expected to see him again in an illegal bar inside this slum. 

      It was a totally unexpected encounter, so I felt somewhat dizzy, like I was somehow drunk despite not having taken a single sip of alcohol. 

      Marco, the bald elf, Khalidur, and I ended up sitting at a table to drink and eat meat together. This bald bastard— I thought you said you didn’t eat meat. 

      But seeing him already tearing apart two legs by himself, I began to doubt my memory.

      I was just sipping my beer, wondering just what the hell was happening when— Marco, with a face already flushed red due to drunkenness, decided to speak up.. 

      “Mmm. A flavor like this can only be found in this underground bar.” 

      Even though I hadn’t had that many drinks, I still became drunk quite quickly due to the alcohol concentration. 

      “Brother, it seems that you speak formally to our little brother, Khalidur. How about you speak more casually now?”

      “What the hell? Little brother?” 

      “Khalidur is twenty-three years old. He’s about three or four years younger than us.” 

      “You can speak more comfortably, brother from another land.” 

      “This, damn, how could you be twenty-three with such a face…” 

      “Hmm, I was surprised when I first heard it, too. I guess this is the mystery of the elves. They look older than their age!”

      Wait, I thought elves looked younger than their age though. This damn bastard— Khalidur looked like he wasn’t able to dodge the effect of the years like other elves. In fact, he looked like he had aged on behalf of other elves instead. 
“You’re really twenty-three?”

      “I’ve heard people say that I look mature.” 

      Damn, twenty-three. I thought he was at least ten years older than me. Perhaps it was because he was bald and had a bushy beard which made him look older…? 

      Since he was bald and had nothing on his head to shield him from direct sunlight… that was probably the reason his skin aged faster than it should have. 

      Anyway, I decided to stop pondering about this strange case of early aging any longer. 

      “On top of that, damn! I’m more surprised that you, Marco, and Khalidur know each other. How on earth did you guys meet?”

      “That would be a long story. There’s an interesting tale behind it, which could be summarized in at best five songs.” 

      “Then don’t bother.” 

      “I received a lot of help from Brother Marco. I almost got scammed and almost became a beggar…”

      “Scammed?” 

      “Haha, this bald elf caused trouble in an illegal brothel and was chased out from there. It’s a common thing for the inexperienced ones.”

      An illegal brothel. 

      In this world, brothels were referred to as the places that housed priestesses who had received the blessing of Venus, the goddess of love. Therefore, these women earned well and were treated well as well. 

      But I heard that becoming a priestess was quite an arduous task, and the men who could receive their favor were chosen in quite a meticulous process. 

      As a result, many illegal places that didn’t have the approval of the temples of Venus was sprawled everywhere and participated in this prostitution business. 

      I imagined underground brothels that were built in the slums. The place filled with the smell of nicotine coming from smoking pipes and scenery of writhing flesh stacked on top of each other. 

      And this baldy bastard went to such a place. 

      “This bastard, you’re a fake monk, aren’t you? I thought you were a celibate monk.” 

      “There are various forms of abstinence and virtue. Abstinence from alcohol, abstinence from speech, abstinence from… well, there are many that’s all you need to know. However, I happen to practice abstinence from abstinence. It’s another form of abstinence.”

      “Fuck, what the hell are you even talking about?” 

      “Hehe, brother. It’s better to ignore what our bald little brother said. Anyway, since we are on this topic, would you like to go with us, too, brother?” 

      Marco, who was drinking, asked in a low and solemn voice which was akin to the noises of a slithering snake. On top of that, I just couldn’t believe that this bastard asked me to go together with them at that place. 

      “This motherfucker! Are you asking me to go to an illegal brothel with you guys? No matter how reckless I am, I wouldn’t go to a place like that, you fucking brat!” 

      As a man, it wasn’t that I was not curious about those places at all. But if I were to go to such a place, my guilty conscience would gnaw at my sanity whenever I saw Luna in front of me. So, it was better to not even try going to these shoddy and shady places. 

      Just then, Marco spoke while rummaging through his belongings. 

      “No, not an illegal place. I just happened to get some tickets to the Venus Temple of Sodomora. You could say that we’re really lucky, brother.” 

      After saying that, Marco pulled out a few scrolls with heart-shaped seals. 

      “We’re going to the temple to worship. There’s no need to feel any guilt about it. Let’s go experience the religious life of the Gaia continent.” 
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      Venus.

      The goddess of beauty and love. 

      She was also the goddess who governed over lust and sexual desire. 

      One famous anecdote about her was the tale of her cheating on her husband with Mars, the god of war and valor. I believe it was even written in the encyclopedia I was reading these days. 

      A woman, symbolizing beauty and love, and a man among warriors. Not only did they look good together, they were essentially a perfect combination as a couple. 

      Perhaps that was why the relationship between Mars Guild and Venus’ Temple was quite good. 

      If I were to mention which temple interacted the most with the Mars Guild, then the first would be Pluto’s Temple (The Underground Labyrinth), and the second would be Venus’ Temple. This was not even an exaggeration but pure fact. 

      “After performing requests from the Mars guild, sometimes, instead of rewards, you may receive a token from the Venus Temple.” 

      From Marco’s story, somehow, I learned how to obtain a token from the Venus Temple. 

      If the Minerva Guild was providing an exceptional in-house restaurant as a way to take care of the welfare of its members, then the Mars Guild also provided that in its own ways. 

      …

      This kind of welfare would surely heighten the hot-blooded adventurers’ motivation to immeasurable heights. 

      “Ahem, I’m just going to visit. I won’t do anything else. Just going to take a look.” 

      “That’s right. No one would say anything.” 

      Anyway, after enjoying a moderate daytime drink, we stepped out onto the streets of the western slums and headed towards the central street where the temple of Venus was located.

      “What’s that? Look at that bunch.”

      “There are barbarians, elves, and even fucking huge goblins.” 

      “That’s not a goblin. It looks more like a human. He’s carrying a stringed instrument on his back.” 

      “Forget that. Fuck, let’s not make any eye contact with them. No need to start a fight for no reason.” 

      A giant Samaritan, a bald-headed elf, and a funny-looking bard— this peculiar combination indeed had a way of attracting people’s attention. 

      Actually, even though it was a bit uncomfortable, after having some drinks and suddenly feeling an odd sense of excitement coursing through my body, I no longer paid much attention to those judging gazes. 

      I couldn’t believe I was going to the temple of Venus.

      Since the days I was still struggling as a slave, I had occasionally heard stories about this place. But I didn’t know exactly what kind of place it was. 

      As mentioned earlier, they seemed to be selecting the devotees worthy to enter this place, after a meticulous inspection process. 

      I was indeed curious about what kind of place the temple would be, and this was a perfect chance to visit and observe the place to quench my curiosity. After all, I couldn’t think of anything more fun to do right now while I was feeling immensely bored. 

      Of course, I was not going there to do anything scandalous, just to visit and observe. Seeing and learning, as they say. It was a very wholesome and scholarly activity— nothing more, nothing less. 

      “Hehe, this is the second time I have visited this place, but it always makes me quite a bit nervous.”

      After walking for several minutes, we arrived at the temple street, located in the city center. Here, the building serving as the place of worship for the goddess of Venus – the temple of Venus – stood tall in all its glory. 

      Pillars made of pristine marble stood high on the equilateral triangular roof. 

      Also, looking at the fountain and the beautiful flowers blooming densely inside the garden at the sides, it became clear that this place was indeed a sacred ground for serving the goddess. 

      The grand and majestic sight, along with the butterflies fluttering all around, was enough to even make my excitedly pounding heart feel the slightest bit of solemnity. 

      “Damn it! How could there even be swans paddling around in the garden?” 

      I couldn’t help but open my mouth wide in surprise as I saw the swans tidying their feathers in the small pond inside the beautiful garden. 

      I seriously felt that this place would be a nice spot to come for a walk with Luna. 

      In fact, I also wondered if this place was actually used as a popular dating spot as I could see a plethora of couples – men and women in pairs – strolling around the garden while happily chatting with each other.

      If you only looked at the outer appearance, could anyone think this was a place where various immoral activities took place on a regular basis? 

      “The swans are the symbol of Venus, the goddess of love. But more importantly, I can guess what you are thinking, brother. You must be overwhelmed by the grandeur of this building, right?”

      Startled by Marco’s words, speaking from beside me, I snapped out of my reveries. 

      “Damn it! Have you also learned sorcery that allows you to read people’s minds now?” 

      “What sorcery? What? Anyway, the temple of Venus in the city of Sodomora is at least three times larger than the ones in other cities. It’s because Baron Fleur, the patron, is an enthusiastic devotee of the goddess— Venus.” 

      Baron Fleur? 

      I had also heard the name of Baron Fleur before. 

      If I remember correctly, one of the nobles that had asked the owner of the Nymph Wing Inn about how he was able to make Echo’s chest and body grow to such an extent was none other than this Baron Fleur. 

      Baron Fleur was the man I was supposed to meet secretly in a few days, too. It was quite surprising to hear his name in a place like this. 

      “Brothers, let’s stop talking. How about we quickly enter the temple?” 

      “Yes, that’s a good idea. Brother, let’s go inside.” 

      I hesitantly stepped into the temple at the urging of the bald elf and the big-nosed bard. 

      The interior of the temple was illuminated to such an extent that even the objects were being reflected on the radiant and polished marble floors— innumerable red carpets were scattered all over the place, giving off the feeling that one had entered a literal palace instead of a temple. 

      It seemed true that it had a well-regarded nobleman of the city as a patron. 

      
        Just as I was captivated by the chandeliers and painted pottery that one could only see at a party venue—
      

      “Look, that reception desk over there is empty. Brothers, let’s go that way.”

      Hearing Marco’s words, I turned my head and saw a woman wearing a pink robe sitting in a space resembling the receptionist desk of a guild.

      With long, flowing golden hair and milky fair skin, she exuded the high standards naturally expected from a temple that was serving the goddess of beauty. 

      Of course, Luna seemed more beautiful to me though. 

      Anyway, the three of us approached the vacant counter. There sat a bluish-golden-haired woman looking up at us. 

      “Oh my, what handsome gentlemen you guys are. A bald dwarf, a giant barbarian, and a monster with a prominent elongated nose! What brings you, honorable gentlemen, to our temple?” 

      The woman greeted us cheerfully with words that were hard to tell whether they were compliments or sarcasm.

      It seemed that we had just received some insults, but with such a cheerful atmosphere, I felt a strange mix of emotions that made it hard for me to get angry at her. 

      So while I kept my mouth shut, Marco and the fake monk— Khalidur, began nudging each other with their elbows as if sending some kind of signal. 

      
        Tap— Tap— Tap— 
      

      For a moment, I wondered if these guys were swinging the other way. Or maybe, upon closer inspection, we might have messed up the address and come to a place that we shouldn’t have. So I started to feel a genuine sense of fear growing inside of me. 

      “Um, well, sister… We, uh, my brothers and I have come to worship the goddess of beauty— Lady Venus. Um, ahem, cough, hem, ahem…”

      Marco struggled to speak while coughing excessively as if he had a sore throat. Now that I thought about it, they must be hesitating to speak due to their embarrassment. 

      “Then let me check your tokens first.” 

      “Ah, here they are.” 

      Thus, the counter attendant received the scroll tickets from Marco. 

      “For a sweetheart lover course, one hour each, a total of three people. A sweetheart lover course, huh? Are you all virgins?” 

      The attendant’s question made Marco visibly flustered. He started trembling. 

      “T-That’s a secret.”

      “Hehe. Well, everyone says that. Alright, then. You now need to check for some final formalities, you will then be led to the hall where the sisters are. Next, please!” 

      * * * * * * * * * * 

      In the direction where the counter attendant pointed with her finger, there were furniture and structures resembling the security checkpoint of an airport. 

      There, women dressed in thick armor, which was unsuitable with the image of the goddess of love, checked the belongings of both men and women while carrying iron maces on their waists.

      “Hey, Marco. What are they doing there?” 

      In response to my question, Marco, with squinted eyes under his cone-shaped hat, looked around and observed for a few seconds before speaking. 

      “Oh, that? Those are for dealing with the occasional troublemakers during worship. They started implementing this restriction on one’s belongings before entering a few years ago.” 

      Indeed, it seemed like they had their own procedures. 

      Marco, the baldy— Khalidur, and I stood in line in front of the checkpoint, waiting for our turn to come. 

      Khalidur and Marco continued to clear their throat anxiously. I, too, found myself restless and kept constantly looking around at the unfamiliar and fascinating scenery. 

      So, this was the temple of Venus, huh? 

      After completing the inspection, I wondered what would happen to us next. I let my anticipation grow, thinking about what would unfold. 

      
        Clang— 
      

      Just then, I locked eyes with a female who was wearing impressive armor and sitting in a corner of the room. 

      And at that moment, a chilling shiver ran down my spine, nearly causing me to let out a small yelp. 

      The reason I didn’t scream was probably due to my extraordinary level of endurance.

      What the hell is that? 

      The first thing that caught my attention was the pristine white armor adorned with numerous sharp blades. Could the armor itself be considered a weapon? 

      If someone were to receive a direct blow from such lethally-sharp-edged armor, it could potentially tear their body apart. 

      But what truly astonished me more than the armor was her face. 

      Curly, light blond hair cascaded down her face from the sides, and instead of a helmet, she was wearing a crown composed of thorny rose vines. An elongated gag was placed in front of her mouth, inhumanely sealing her lips and preventing any words from being spoken. 
Her eyes, which were menacingly staring at me, matched the color of her beautiful golden hair. 

      A pair of golden eyes— eyes resembling that of a wild beast were glaring at me. It was an absolutely terrifying experience. 

      “Hey, Marco, who the hell is that…?” 

      I couldn’t help but ask Marco about the eerie-looking woman sitting in the corner. He seemed to have some experience with the temple of Venus. 

      Marco, still tense and coughing drily every now and then, opened his narrow eyes as he followed my gaze to shift towards the woman. Then he muttered a silent, “Ah…” 

      “She’s one of the sisters. The Holy Warrior of Venus. She represents the maximum force protecting the temple of Venus situated in the city of Sodomora.” 

      The Holy Warrior of Venus, huh? 

      I had heard about the existence of Holy Warriors before. They were said to be individuals cursed by the gods or goddesses, burdened with sins, and enslaved under their vicious rule to do their bidding. 

      Indeed, with the gag affixed to her mouth and the thorny crown adorning her head, she seemed more like a prisoner than a warrior, despite wearing such impressive armor. 

      “She’s terrifying.”

      “Ho, as expected of you, brother, who has experienced killing people in the wilderness, you have a keen sense. They say that The Radiant Rose Warrior is strong enough to give famous warriors like Hippolyte or Actaeon a run for their money.”

      “Is that true? Are you not lying?” 

      To think that this strange-looking woman could match the strength of the strongest warriors I have come to know in these lands— Hippolyte and Actaeon, the panty-wearing ace of the Minerva guild. 

      Just hearing the story made me realize how formidable this woman in this strange costume must be. 

      “Of course, no one has actually witnessed her in combat. She just sits there as a formality.” 

      So she was guarding this position almost akin to the deterrent of a nuclear bomb. But more importantly, a Holy Warrior, huh? It reminded me of Schizo, the Black Armored Warrior with a greatsword as a weapon, who served as Pluto’s Holy Warrior. He also wore iron armor like that.

      Perhaps, if that was really the case, could the armor with those sharp blades be a kind of unbreakable shackle too? 

      I didn’t think much of it when it was Schizo, but now that I had seen it again, I couldn’t help wondering just how these guys attended to their personal needs and hygienes when they were unable to remove their armor. 

      
        Swoosh— 
      

      At that very moment, the Holy Warrior of Venus, who had been the focus of my gaze, stood up from her seat. Immediately after, with clanking steps, she began walking towards me. 

      I wondered if she had something she needed to do. But seeing her golden eyes fixated on me, there was no doubt that she was coming towards me. 

      Shit! Did she get mad because I was staring at her so blatantly? 

      “Hey, doesn’t it seem like she’s coming towards us?” 

      “Brother, it must be your imagination. Only the worshippers of Pluto are rejected in the temple of Venus.”

      “Fuck.”

      For some reason, a word of deep profanity slipped out of my mouth. It was because I saw that the cast iron-like woman was reaching for her morning star, a spiked mace with a chain, attached to her waist. 

      
        Clank— Thud— 
      

      “Heuuu…” 

      The Holy Warrior of Venus made an intimidating motion as she let out an animal-like sound through her gag. At the same time, the morning star swung up with a whoosh sound. 

      
        Shrrrk—
      

      And it immediately descended towards me. 

      
        Crash—!
      

      “Fucking damn it!” 

      I had anticipated the attack, so avoiding it wasn’t much of a problem. 

      “Damn it!” 

      However, akin to being crushed by a forklift, a terrible dent appeared on the beautiful marble floor from the attack made by that terrifying woman. If it had been me who had been hit instead, my body would have been smashed. 

      “Eek!” 

      “R-Run!”

      All of the people panicked in this unexpected situation and started screaming while fleeing in all directions. 

      “Kruuhh…”

      The Holy Warrior, groaning menacingly under her gag, picked up the fallen morning star from the ground as if she was reloading her attack. It swiftly flew towards me once again. 

      
        Swoosh-e-e-e-e-e-eek—!
      

      Damn it! This time, I couldn’t dodge it. It was too late for me to draw my club from my waist. Should I be prepared to sacrifice an arm or something? Could the bone crushed by the morning star be healed at the treatment center? 

      Damn it! This must be my punishment for trying to do something terrible behind Luna’s back.

      
        As I mentally prepared myself at rapid speeds, raising one arm to defend myself— 
      

      
        Thud— 
      

      Khalidur, standing by my side and guarding me, swiftly turned his waist, pivoting on his heel, and delivered a powerful kick to the Holy Warrior, deflecting the armored arm studded with thick metal plates. 

      
        Thwack—! 
      

      “Kruuh—?”

      The golden eyes that were staring at me with hostility showed a hint of confusion after being struck. She probably didn’t even consider the possibility of her attack being blocked by someone. 

      “Whew—“

      Khalidur exhaled and rolled his shoulders, positioning himself with his palms together like a martial arts master. 

      “How could you suddenly attack like that— What I had asked for was a sweetheart lover’s course. Where in the world can you find a ridiculous lover like this?”

      His posture resembled a renowned martial artist. It somehow made him feel quite dependable. 
But then, I shouted while looking at the back of Khalidur, who stood proudly between The Rose Warrior Radiant and me. 

      “Damn it, Khalidur!”

      “Brothers, leave this place to me. Khalidur, Alfheim’s flash of light. I must demonstrate my skills here—“ 

      “Your foot is broken! Damn it! It’s twisted in a freakish way!” 

      “Haha. The body of a monk trained with the mana and seal of asceticism is as strong as the Indestructible Vajra. Although the armor is sturdy, it wouldn’t be enough for my leg to break from an attack like this one…” 

      Khalidur lowered his head and paused his trail of words after glancing at his foot for a moment. He was probably unable to continue speaking since his right foot had twisted in a bizarre direction. 

      “…Did I eat too much meat?” 

      
        Thud— 
      

      He collapsed to the ground at the end of his sentence. 

      “Damn it, baldy—! “

      Fucking hell! She managed to bring down the powerful Khalidur in just a single blow! Now nothing was standing between the Holy Warrior and me. 

      “Kruuh—!” 

      
        Anyway, it was clear that I was now in a desperate situation. Damn it, what should I do now? Should I engage in a fierce battle here? With that thought in mind, I was about to draw my club when—
      

      “Brother! Shout that a lover has arrived towards the Holy Warrior! Proclaim that her beloved lover has come!” 

      Marco, crouching in a corner while trembling nonstop, raised his voice and informed. 

      “Hurry up!! You must trust me on this one!” 

      What, a lover? Has Marco gone crazy already? That was the only thing that seemed plausible in my mind for a moment. But with the sight of the morning star swinging like the merciless propeller of a helicopter, it seemed like anything was worth a try in this dire situation. 

      So, with a feeling that it would be better than dying right now, I tightly clenched my fists and shouted out loud. 

      “A-A lo-lover has come! Damn you, fucking stop it already!” 

      When that strange shout burst out of my mouth, there was a collective gasp from the trembling people crouched in the corners of the room.

      “He really said those words! He’s insane…!”

      “What a brave guy! Is that barbarian really afraid of nothing!?” 

      “But who would stop that warrior if he didn’t do that? What the hell caused her to go on a frenzy so suddenly?”

      I wondered what on earth was going on here. However, upon hearing my words, the Holy Warrior of Venus trembled visibly. 

      “Heuuh….”

      
        Slurrrr— 
      

      The eyes that were about to target me soon lost their strength. The Holy Warrior let go of the morning star she held in her hands and approached me, embracing me with all her might. 

      I couldn’t believe this shit. I was suddenly receiving a passionate embrace from this terrifying woman! 

      “Heuuh….” 

      
        Tight— 
      

      “Gueeek—!”

      However, because of the sharp-bladed armor pressing against my body, I had no choice but to scream out loud as though I was about to die. 

      Just being embraced by her already caused my stylish clothes to tear in various places and left visible wounds on my skin! If a bear with blades all over its body hugged me, this was exactly how it would feel! 
Rub— Rub— 

      Then she pushed the spiky crown full of thorns towards me, and her face rubbed against mine, making me feel like I was gradually getting closer and closer towards death. 

      Damn it! It fucking hurt like hell!!! 

      What on earth was happening here? 

      “Stop it, Psyche.” 

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 119: Sodomora, City of Pleasure, and the Goddess' Holy Warrior (3)

      
      There is a certain technique in wrestling called the Bear Hug. 

      Like a bear, the technique involves forcefully pulling the opponent in between your arms with all your strength, applying pressure to their side and waist to inflict intense pain. 

      Of course, since the person subjected to it won’t stand still, this technique is mainly used between individuals with a significant difference in physique or strength. 

      In other words, a huge Samaritan like me would usually be the one who was applying the Bear Hug technique, while the pathetic goblins would play the role of having their waists snapped in this passionate hugging technique. 

      
        Tightened—! 
      

      “Geeeek—!”

      However, damn it all!! I was the one currently being subjected to this technique. I was no longer in the position of the ferocious Samaritan but rather a mere goblin-like creature at the moment! 

      As if the tight hug wasn’t enough to force all the air out of my lungs, the sharp blade-like ornaments all over the armor pierced my body here and there, and I had to taste the agony of being thrust into a medieval instrument of torture. 

      It was like a bladed flytrap that you could never escape from no matter how hard you tried.

      Amidst this dreadful pain and torture, there was a strangely strong scent of roses. 

      “I-I’m going to die….” 

      The end of my life would be filled with roses— my death delivered to me in the arms of an unknown woman. Damn it! Some may call it a luxurious demise, but still, that wouldn’t be quite right. 

      
        As my vision began to blur slowly but surely due to the increasing pain— 
      

      “Stop it.” 

      
        Tap— Tap— 
      

      
        Tinkle— Tinkle— 
      

      A woman’s distinctive high-pitched voice echoed throughout the spacious temple, along with the resounding sound of high heels marching above the marble floor. 

      Perhaps her vocal range had been attuned to a special frequency as her voice alone remained remarkably clear even amidst the ensuing chaos. 

      The sound that followed soon after her words— is it perhaps the sounds of bells or chimes? 

      “That’s enough, Psyche.” 

      “Kreuhhh…”

      The powerful grip that had been holding onto my waist loosened almost immediately. My vision which had been enveloped by darkness began to regain its light. 

      “Brother, are you alright?” Marco’s voice calling out to me grew louder and more frantic, allowing me to finally regain my senses.“

      “Damn it!” 

      As strength returned to my body, I quickly stood up and adjusted my posture— ready to swing my club at any moment. 

      Who knows, maybe this Holy Warrior, wrapped in an armor of thorns and jagged blades, would change her mind and embrace me once more. Maybe she would even go mental and swing her mace at me like before. 

      However, unlike me, who had readied myself for such a situation, the pristine-white-armored Holy Warrior lowered her head like a reprimanded beast and staggered back a few steps. 

      The sound of high heels was gradually getting closer and closer and it was going in the direction of that woman. 

      
        Tap— Tap— 
      

      “It is the Holy Maiden.”

      “Lady Venus’ champion has appeared personally. You’re lucky.” 

      As the sound drew closer, everyone around me kneeled and bowed their heads flat, even going so far as to grovel on the marble floor below. 

      
        Thud— 
      

      Not only that, Marco, standing beside me till now, even went as far as to lie down flat on the ground. 

      “Brother, what are you doing? Quickly, prostrate yourself and pay your respects! Never look at her face!” 

      He also didn’t forget to whisper that reminder to me. It was bewildering, but I wasn’t completely oblivious to what may be transpiring. 

      So, as the sound of the tapping of high heels grew nearer and nearer, I, too, chose to bow my head to the ground, joining in the act of reverence of the people surrounding me.

      I could vaguely sense that the highest-ranking personage of the temple had just arrived. Whether in this world or the previous one, those in positions of power enjoyed having others lower their heads in deference. 

      
        Anyway, as I kneeled on the ground with my forehead pressed firmly against the floor— 
      

      
        Tap— 
      

      The sound of high heels approaching somewhere near me ceased, and once again, a chilling, prickly-cold voice echoed in the air. 

      “Holy Warrior Psyche, why did you act so recklessly? As a faithful servant of Lady Venus, it’s your duty to maintain your dignity.” 

      “Huuhhh…”

      “You thought this man was a devotee of Pluto? Huh, as if that would be possible. This is the temple of love. How could a devotee of the god of the underworld, who knows nothing about love, enter this place?”

      “Huuhhh…”

      “But as it turns out, he was your lover? Huhu. As if that would be possible! That’s even more impossible. Your lover died a long time ago. He was imprisoned in Tartarus, in the depths of Pluto’s labyrinth. He no longer exists in this world.” 

      “Kreuhhh!” 

      “W-What did you say!? H-How dare you speak such impudent words to me! Psyche! I’m the representative of Lady Venus on these lands above! No one can speak to me in such a manner!” 

      What the hell was up with this bizarre conversation? 

      I wondered whether they were actually communicating with each other or if they were just putting on a play to tease and give me a hard time. 

      But since I didn’t have the courage to lift my head and look at these two women, I simply listened quietly with my head down. 

      Or, to be more precise, I just kept staring at the floor without thinking of anything else. 

      I could see a pair of high-heeled shoes of light pink hue along with an airy dress, with the same color scheme as the shoes, being reflected on the polished marbled floor— shimmering and reflecting the objects in the surroundings. Moreover, beneath the fluffy dress, I was able to catch a glimpse of the white calves peeking out… 

      And as I continued to trace the line along those white calves, I couldn’t help but notice the unexpectedly provocative black lingerie hidden deep within the dress. 

      Holy hell! Was this real? Was this really happening right now? 

      Various thoughts swirled and churned inside my mind, but I was soon startled by a booming voice, almost like an absolute command that couldn’t be questioned. 

      “Psyche! I command you in the name of Lady Venus! Return to your chamber immediately!” 

      “Kreuhhh!”

      “Hurry! If you dare to defy me again, I will increase the weight of your armor! I’ll make you crawl on all fours!!”

      “Hu, huuhhh…”

      “Yes, a woman who crawls on all fours like the dragon teeth warrior, Spartoi, in front of people. Even with your short hair, don’t you think it’s going to be quite the ugly and repulsive sight?” 

      With that, the bizarre conversation came to an end. Then the clank-clang sounds of clashing metal gradually faded away into the distance. 

      Perhaps that Holy Warrior, Psyche, listened to the words of that strange woman in pink-colored high heels and returned to her chamber?

      It was somewhat silly to judge someone’s mood based on the sound of their footsteps, but I could sense a certain lack of energy and a feeling of defeat being emanated from Psyche’s steps. 

      In any case, the disappearance of the thorny-armored figure was something I welcomed with open arms. 

      Of course, it didn’t mean that everything was resolved, but… 

      “Huft, I was enjoying a long overdue break. What is actually happening here? You, the one with black hair. You’re not a follower of Pluto, as the Holy Warrior claimed, right?” 

      Even though there were no eyes on the back of my head, I could clearly feel her chilling gaze directed at me. So I kept my eyes fixed on the floor and desperately tried to respond. 

      Perhaps this woman here was powerful enough to bring people to their knees and submit to her with her strength alone. If I made a mistake here or seemed disrespectful, it could spell endless trouble! 

      “What do you mean? A follower of Pluto? It’s ridiculous. Pluto, you fucking bastard!” 

      “…Ahem, even so, it’s quite audacious to utter such words towards one of the three principal gods. I must say, you are truly a brave warrior. Anyway, a black-haired Samaritan, huh… Could it be that you’re Hassan, the one that recently became the talk of the city?”

      “W-Well, if you’re referring to Hassan from the Mars Guild, then yes, it’s me.” 

      “Oh my, you’ve made quite a huge contribution by capturing the cultists. To suspect someone like you of being a follower of Pluto was a great offense on my part and the Holy Warrior’s.” 

      
        Tap— 
      

      The sound of high heels echoed far more loudly than before in my ears. The woman was now standing right in front of me, her dress lightly brushing against my head, causing a tickling sensation to course through my skin. 

      However, my gaze remained fixed on the floor even in such a situation. Up close, I noticed that her lingerie was not only black but also adorned with daring laces! 

      “Brave warrior from the foreign lands… As a gesture of reward and my apology, I grant you permission to look at my face. You may raise your head.” 

      “Y-Yesh?”

      Permission to see her face? I wondered just what kind of reward and apology that may be… 

      “Oh my, he is allowed to see the face of the Holy Maiden.” 

      “I envy you, you barbarian. Just by seeing her face, you can masturbate for three days.” 

      “Take a good whiff… The air that the Holy Maiden breathes out. Ahh….”

      As people’s reactions began to subtly intensify further and further, I couldn’t help but feel puzzled by everything. I couldn’t believe this— being able to masturbate just by seeing someone’s face… Was she some kind of porn actress? What was going on here? 

      Then, a voice came from above my head. 

      “Don’t be embarrassed, feel proud instead. I am the representative of Lady Venus, the leader of the Three Graces. My beauty is unmatched among her creations, and you have the opportunity to witness it with your own eyes…!” 

      “I-I see.”

      However, I still couldn’t muster the courage to raise my head and look directly at her face. My eyes continued to stare at the floor just as before. 

      The floor surprisingly revealed many things that I shouldn’t be privy to. 

      “It seems like you don’t dare to lift your head at all. Hm, you refuse to do so despite having such an opportunity. This brave warrior is really more shy than I thought. Fine then…”

      Just as this woman, the Holy Maiden, was about to continue speaking, a commotion erupted from my surroundings. I thought I could hear the sound of something crumbling and collapsing. Someone among the crowd screamed, urging everyone to leave the temple.

      “W-Wegge? Fuck, Wegge has turned into a stone! Damn it, he’s been completely petrified!!” 

      “You idiot! It’s because he dared to look at the Holy Maiden’s face without her permission! Everyone, close your eyes if you don’t want to turn into stone!” 

      Someone had just turned into stone? The horrifying words caused my schlong, which had gotten slightly bigger already, to return to its previous flaccid state. 

      My schlong knew about the curse that could transform a person’s body into stone very well— perhaps more than anyone else. 

      Wasn’t it like Medusa’s Curse, that forced me into servitude as Elfriede’s slave for all those years? The woman could cast such a powerful curse just by someone looking at her face! Shit, it was so fucking terrifying! 

      That was why… I couldn’t muster the courage – to raise my head and look at her face – even more than before. 

      “Looks like the temple was predestined to be chaotic today. The petrified person can be cured by purchasing the Holy Water from our Venus Temple. It’s only 2 golds per bottle.” 

      Two golds?

      People had to buy the Holy Water, with a cost of two golds, to cure the curse?

      Two golds. That was 200 silvers, and 200 silvers were equivalent to 20,000 coppers. It was a huge amount of money that was enough to buy a thousand servings of pheasants, worth 20 coppers per serving, that Luna loved to eat so much! 

      In my mind, I imagined thousands of pheasants fluttering around in front of me, creating a magnificent sight as their wings filled the skies above. Two golds were a large sum of money that could fill the entire sky for someone like me. Shit, just because they looked at someone’s face, two golds would vanish from their coffers!! 

      Lost in a dizzying bout of shock and bewilderment, I suddenly heard a voice from above my head again. 

      “You. Hassan of Samaria. I shall escort you to my private quarters. I will meet you there.” 

      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

      The temple of the goddess of love and beauty— Venus.

      Inside, there was an annex resembling a small indoor garden. 

      From red to yellow, rose petals of unfamiliar colors adorned the surroundings of the garden, while colorful butterflies and white doves fluttered busily above them. 

      
        Coo-roo—
      

      
        Coo-coo-roo-roo— 
      

      It was a beautiful place, but at the same time, it felt positively overwhelming— as if my mind would be swept away at any moment now. Hot damn! There were so many doves here. 

      A couple of them perched on my shoulder and head, seemingly unafraid of humans. 

      
        Coo-coo-roo-coo— 
      

      
        Peep-peep— 
      

      D-Damn it, these damn pigeons! Were they actually pigeons or parrots? 

      While I doubted whether these fucking creatures were indeed pigeons or not, Marco suddenly spoke in a solemn voice. 

      “Brother, are we really being invited to the Holy Maiden’s private quarters? I can’t tell whether this is a dream or reality.”

      Sitting beside me on the sofa, Marco seemed bewildered by the current situation. He was like a new recruit of the army who had gotten a leave from his services, eagerly observing the world around him. 

      I then asked him.

      “Hey, is Khalidur okay?” 

      The bald-headed elf— Khalidur had fought the monstrous Holy Warrior to protect me and ended up losing his conscience due to the grave injury he had gotten on his leg. 

      Given the extent of his wounds, I worried whether they could be treated in this world where medical technology was extremely underdeveloped. 

      “That brother has been taken to the Venus Temple’s priestesses to get treatment, so he should be fine. Brother, instead of worrying about that, why don’t you take a look at those paintings?”

      I turned my gaze to the wall as Marco pointed. There, the walls were covered by strangely shaped paintings, lined up in a rather peculiar manner. 

      “Damn, just what the hell is that!?” 

      The paintings were bizarre and seemed to have sprung up from a strange joke. They really didn’t fit with the beauty of the architecture of this place.

      In the frames, there were only depictions of a woman wearing an all-pink dress. However, most of the paintings lacked any depiction of a head or face. 

      Was this some kind of surrealistic art from another world? 

      Each painting was so eerie, filled with headless figures and egg-headed ghosts, that they sent shivers down my spine. Were those paintings made by some deranged artist? Just what the hell were those? 

      As I pondered with curiosity, furrowing my brows at the eldritch impressions of a woman in a pink dress, Marco glanced around to make sure that no one else was present and once confirmed— quietly whispered to me in a hushed tone. 

      “I heard a rumor that Venus’ Holy Maiden calls upon painters to depict her image as a hobby. But it is said that there was not a single artist skilled enough to paint her face.”

      “Because they would turn into stone if they saw her face?”

      “No, it’s simply because there were no artists capable enough to capture the beauty of the Holy Maiden. It is said that there are more artists who have broken their brushes and musicians who have smashed their instruments because of her otherworldly beauty than an entire battalion!” 

      Damn, to that extent? I became slightly intrigued by how beautiful she must be for people to make such a great fuss about her.

      If I had known, I wouldn’t have looked at the reflection of her panties on the floor earlier. Instead, I should have looked at her face. 

      No, women were most beautiful when they held a sense of mystery in the first place. My choice was truly the right one. 

      Anyway… 

      “Well, how beautiful must she be for everyone to make so much fuss about her like that?” 

      “To the point where she claims to be the representative of Venus, the leader of the Three Graces, of these lands. But there must be a reason why she doesn’t listen to any criticism.” 

      “Hmm.” 

      “To be honest, I don’t know either. But they say that the Young Lady who received affection from Lady Minerva has an exceptional beauty comparable to the Holy Maiden!” 

      I had also heard of the mentioned ‘Young Lady’ before. 

      She was said to be the only daughter of a count who held the position of chairperson in the city council and was revered for his immense power in Sodomora.

      She was rumored to be favored by the goddess of wisdom, Minerva, because of her beauty and intelligence… so much so that there was no one in Sodomora, nay, this whole kingdom, who didn’t know about her. 

      Because of this, people from this world would often praise a beautiful woman by saying, “She’s as beautiful as the Young Lady!” as a compliment. 

      Of course, since I had never met her before, I couldn’t know how noble and beautiful her face looked. But she was the person who gifted me the club and even gave it a name, so she must be a kind person. 

      When the heart was kind, the face would often appear more beautiful than it actually was. So, I believed that people might be exaggerating and praising her excessively. People from this world generally didn’t feel a guilty conscience about inflating lies, after all. 

      Just like how a large cat could become a lion in my case. 

      
        Anyway, while Marco and I were engrossed in our conversation full of tension— 
      

      
        Tap— Tap— 
      

      The sound of high heels started to echo from the distance. 

      
        Tinkle— Tinkle— 
      

      Accompanied by the sound of what felt like a bell that would usually hang from a cat’s neck. Marco and I instinctively lowered our heads as if that sound was an agreed-upon signal for this action. 

      Now I finally understood why she walked in high heels and why there was a bell attached to her neck. 

      It was indeed similar to the bell hanging from a cat’s neck— she was a freaking moving AOE curse. There was no other ultimate spell deadlier than this.

      “Have you been waiting? I called you to my private quarters for a reason. There’s something I need to say to you.”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 120: Samaritan of the Black Rock Mountain (1)

      
      The Holy Maiden sat down in her private quarters, to be exact, in front of us— on the sofa directly opposite ours. Then she crossed her legs, which stretched out of her dress as it had fallen to the side. 

      There was gracefulness in her movements as if she had a certain innate elegance— like a noblewoman. I wondered if Luna would give off the same vibe as her if she were to do the same kind of movements. 

      Of course, Luna would probably look cute rather than elegant. 

      “The reason I called you to my private quarters is simple. You men are the warriors of Mars, the greatest among all men, and I am the woman of Venus. So, the only reason for us to gather here is of course… that.”

      “I see, Your Holiness. Even though I don’t have any experience, I will do my best to please you.”

      Marco tried to untie the knot around his waist and remove his pants. I was bewildered, wondering what this motherfucker was trying to do right now. 

      Then I realized that this place was not just an ordinary temple but a place responsible for providing pleasure to others. Damn! So, that was why the Holy Maiden called us to this private quarter, huh… 

      Did her title actually refer to ‘Holy Maiden’ or ‘Sensual Woman?’ The shock that I received from the cultural differences left me speechless.[mfn]Both words are written the same but have different hanja.

      
        Swoosh— 
      

      In response to Marco’s attempt to take off his pants, the Holy Maiden crossed her legs in the opposite direction and changed her sitting posture.

      “You have a very big nose. According to the legends, men with big noses have great self-esteem. But I hope I never have to verify that.” 

      “I thought the same thing as well. Well, in any case, I don’t have any experience.” 

      Marco quickly lifted his pants back up and tied the knot. This punk was surprisingly quite quick-witted. 

      “Alright, the reason I called you all here is not for that other reason but for the temple of Venus. We have a favor to ask of you.”

      “Are you saying you have a request?”

      As I asked, I heard a chuckle followed by the sounds of the tinkling of bells. 

      Looking at the various paintings hanging on the wall, I could notice a small bell hanging around the necks of all those depictions, indicating that her neck was trembling quite a bit right now. 

      “Yes, you’re right. Adventurers from the Mars Guild used to help us with certain tasks. However, ever since the building collapsed due to the Pluto cultists’ attack, everyone seems to have gotten busy. So, the request from us, the temple of Venus, has been pushed down in priority, I suppose.”

      I was somewhat aware of the close collaboration between the Venus Temple and the Mars Guild.

      However, I didn’t come here expecting to receive a request, so it was quite bewildering to get assigned a quest directly by the head of the temple— the Holy Maiden herself. 

      “Samaritan— you who are famous enough to have songs about your adventures that have reached even our ears and your exclusive minstrel, with that level of fame, I believe we can trust you enough to entrust this quest to you. Of course, I won’t ask you to do it for free.” 

      
        Swoosh— 
      

      
        Tinkle—
      

      The Holy Maiden seemed to have inclined her head toward us. I was afraid to catch even the slightest glimpse of her face, so I bowed my head further and tightly closed my eyes shut. 

      And then, after the presence leaned back, followed by the tinkling noises of her bell, a small scroll was placed on the table. 

      Marco was the first to react upon seeing it. 

      “O-Oh my, it’s a ticket to the Venus priestess’ ball, isn’t it?! This can’t be! Even the noble lords can’t obtain such an elusive item easily, a lot of them ended up disappointed!” 

      Judging from Marco’s reaction, even though I didn’t know what a ticket to the Venus priestess’ ball was, it seemed like a very valuable item. Seeing his reaction, the Holy Maiden chuckled lightly under her breath. 

      “Just as I expected from someone with a big nose like you. And for you Samaritan, brave warrior by his side, I will offer this.“

      She finally extended a small glass bottle toward me.

      It was a very small bottle.

      To be precise, it was a transparent glass bottle slightly larger than a thumb— filled to the brim with red liquid that gently swirled inside. 

      At first glance, it reminded me of nail polish or tint. But it didn’t seem to be anything like cosmetics; it appeared to be something slightly different. 

      I cautiously accepted the glass bottle and examined it from every angle.

      “What is this?” 

      “It’s a fragrance made by extracting oil from the beak and feathers of male thunder mandarin ducks. It’s not a counterfeit that you’d commonly find on the market, it’s a genuine item that’s hard to obtain unless you have a status similar to mine.” 

      Male Thunder Mandarin Duck perfume?

      Why did she reward me with something like that? This Holy Maiden seemed to lack an understanding of what people truly desired. I preferred money over such perfumes. 

      So, in the brief moment when I was seriously contemplating how to express my desire for money instead, without risking my head getting blasted by her, the Holy Maiden spoke a few more words followed by the tinkling sounds of her bell. 

      “Thunder Mandarin Duck. These animals are the symbol of Lady Juno, the goddess of marriage and family. Thunder mandarin ducks form a lifelong bond with a single mate, becoming a hundred-year companion… Do you know that this fact is actually not true?” 

      “W-What…?”

      “Most people don’t know this fact. But the male ducks are actually very promiscuous. They always pretend like they did nothing wrong despite mingling with multiple females.”

      “…I see.”

      I suddenly couldn’t understand what this woman was trying to tell me. What did this thunder mandarin duck fragrance and this story have to do with me? 

      As I pondered over these somewhat complicated thoughts, she continued. 

      “Samaritan, you probably have a lover, don’t you?”

      “Uh, w-what, uh? What did you just say?” 

      “Judging by your surprised reaction, I am certain now. Those who have a lover are the only ones who reject the chance to see the most beautiful face in the world.” 

      “I-Is that so?” 

      “Because if you were to see my face and then look at your lover’s face, she would appear as unimpressive as a squid, and even a thousand years of love would cool down once that happened. Hassan of Samaria, you, too, must be committed to your lover, which is why you declined my favor, right?”

      I didn’t know what better excuse I could come up with. If I were to say that I was staring at the reflection of her panties on the floor, wouldn’t that Holy Warrior from earlier pop out and twist my neck? 

      So, I just nodded my head in agreement. 

      “Yes, something like that.” 

      “Exactly. This is something I prepared for someone like you. The fragrance of the male thunder mandarin duck has an excellent effect in erasing the karma that sticks to your body after getting close to a woman. With this, you can confidently pursue affairs without the risk of being discovered by your lover.”

      So, this was an item that would erase the scent of perfume from women that stuck to my body, allowing me to avoid suspicion from my significant other. Or something along those lines, I think… At least, that was how I interpreted it. 

      Damn! I don’t need something like this. 

      Still, just in case, I carefully put the bottle in the inside pocket of my leather top to prevent the glass bottle from shattering. I will try using it later. 

      In fact, I had been thinking about how to cover up the fact that I had been to the temple of Venus, which was filled with the smell of these women’s perfumes and oils, to Luna, who had a very sensitive nose for these things. 

      Even Luna, with her innocent nature, wouldn’t believe me if I said that I only went for a firsthand experience of the religious activities that transpired at the Venus Temple. 

      If I dared to piss off Luna, who recently had grown increasingly strong, she might just tear my throat apart in anger. 

      Anyway, shit! This thing might actually work out well. 

      “So, what exactly do you want us to do by giving us something so precious?” 

      I always felt that there was no such thing as free favor in this world. If I received expensive items as compensation, it definitely meant that I had to do something difficult and challenging in return. 

      So, I was concerned about receiving this item that the Holy Maiden emphasized as rare and precious. 

      The Holy Maiden chuckled, the jingling sounds of the bells around her neck following soon after.

      “What I just gave you was simply a gift. The proper compensation for the favor will be given after the completion of the quest. Sorry for taking too long to explain things to you. So, this is what I want to ask of you….” 

      The Holy Maiden extended a glass vial filled with black liquid toward us. The expression on Marco’s face suddenly became tense. 

      “…Your Holiness, is this by any chance Black Spring Water?” 

      “That’s right. You seem to know a lot about it for being a mere free-spirited wanderer. It’s an item that you wouldn’t come across very often unless you were one of the priestesses of Venus.” 

      “Well, hmm, okay. That’s true. But that spring water…” 

      “It’s located on a mountain where the energy of Pluto flows rather strongly. It’s a grim valley where the energy of death flows with an ominous current. That mountain is high and treacherous. There have been rumors lately about the emergence of cultists in that area.” 

      
        Goo-o-o-o-o-o— 
      

      I surely felt a piercing gaze directed toward my lowered head. It was a sharp gaze that felt like it could bore holes into my skull. 

      Shit! I hoped my head wasn’t turning into stone right now. I was actually getting a little dull lately because I didn’t have to use my brain. 

      “If you’re the one who defeated the schizophrenic Schizo, Pluto’s Holy Warrior, then this shouldn’t be anything difficult for you, no matter how exaggerated the story got.”

      Fuck! It was obvious that it would be a fucking hardcore difficulty-level job, so just as I was about to refuse—

      
        Thrust— 
      

      I almost let out a scream as something round and shiny was thrust toward my face. 

      “The reward is one gold.” 

      Hassan, the beggar. 

      As I stared at the sparkling gold coin, five hundred pheasant meat seemed to be flying around in my head. 

      I’m finally stepping onto the golden path. 

      
        Cuckoo-cuckoo— 
      

      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

      “Brother, it seems like we’ve received an absurd request, didn’t we? Dealing with the Black Spring is usually a job for bronze-tiered adventurers about to be promoted to the silver tier.” 

      Marco and I left the Venus Temple soon after our conversation ended. By now, the sun was setting beautifully and dyeing the sky in its radiant golden hues. I couldn’t believe this— a gold coin. 

      “To put it bluntly, it’s a suicidal task. In that valley—“

      Gold always had a way of stirring someone’s heart. Just looking at it made me slightly hungry. 

      
        Bite— 
      

      I put the gold coin I received into my mouth and bit it slightly. Perhaps because of its high purity, a mark was immediately left on the coin’s surface after I bit into it.

      Damn it! It is really gold!

      I felt so freakingly happy because of the first gold I had earned in this world. Did Luna feel the same with her first coin? 

      Just like how I already had so many things I could do with just thirty silvers. 

      With one gold, I could do a thousand more things. What should I start to do with this money? 

      Damn it! Since it was so sudden, I couldn’t think of anything other than being able to buy five hundred servings of pheasant meat right now. 

      “Hey, Marco. What can you do with a gold coin? If I give you this gold, what would you do?”

      “With one gold, you can make people bark like dogs. Ar-ar-ar-ar-arf. With two, you can even make them hop on one leg.”

      “Damn, that’s fucking amazing!” 

      Being able to control people at will? This small gold coin could easily be considered a powerful magic item imbued with an obedience enchantment! 

      Damn it! I’d been suffering for two years as a slave just to barely save up thirty silvers. And now, just after about a month of living as an adventurer, I’d gotten my first gold coin. 

      Perhaps this was the prime time of my life. When I thought about all the hardships I had to go through for the sake of getting this gold coin in my hand, I felt that I really deserved this coin. 

      I have to show it to Luna. 

      “Well, brother, let’s meet tomorrow morning at the western gate. Hehe, I can’t wait to be able to witness the new and exciting stories you’ll show me that can help me produce some new songs.” 

      “Fuck yeah!!”

      After exchanging a friendly greeting of my own with Marco and parting ways, I trudged towards the cabin where Luna would be waiting for me.

      After digging up all those medicinal herbs for 20 or 30 coopers to save money, I wondered what kind of expression Luna would make when she saw this sparkling gold coin.

      Just imagining her expression was enough to empower my legs to keep moving on toward my destination even though I was feeling short of breath. 

      
        Creak— 
      

      And so, as I opened the door and entered—

      On the first floor, I could see Luna’s pink backside as she sat on what looked like a blanket on the floor, grinding grain into tiny millstones.

      “Luna, I’m back!”

      “Hassan, I thought you were studying. You were not in the library either. Where did you go? I even went to the library to go home with you, Hassan.” 

      “Well, um, that’s…”

      As I was trying to come up with an excuse in a panic to respond to her cold reaction, Luna stood up from her seat and approached me. 

      And then, she sniffed heavily as if picking up on a scent.

      Of course, I had expected this. 

      I had already received the thunder mandarin duck fragrance from the Holy Maiden of Venus in anticipation of such a moment. 

      The fragrance was like a mysterious magic that would conceal the trace of other women on my body! 

      But it was in my pocket right now!! 

      Damn it! I just remembered that in my happiness in receiving gold for the very first time and eagerness to show it to Luna, I had completely forgotten to sprinkle the perfume on myself on the way!!! 

      I’m such a a fucking idiot!!!! 

      
        Sniff— Sniff— 
      

      “A rose scent. What is this smell? Where have you been…? I might recognize it if I smell it a little longer… I can also sense a hint of dove…” 

      …Damn it!!

      As my mind turned blank from the tension of this awful situation, I thought that I should try something, anything to get out of this predicament. 

      So, just like when I faced the Holy Maiden at the temple of Venus earlier, I furrowed my brows excessively and lowered my head while covering my eyes. 

      “Ah, it’s blinding! Luna, you’re so dazzling that I can’t look at your face!”

      “What are you suddenly talking about? Is something wrong, Hassan?” 

      “Ugh, Luna, your face is so dazzling that I can’t bring myself to look at it! What actually happened outside…!” 

      “R-Really? I did try applying a little bit of powder with Paranoy earlier. I thought it was light enough that no one would notice it. But you could still tell it was there, Hassan. Is there anything else that looks different?”

      In response to Luna’s question, I blinked my uncertain eyes and stared at Luna’s face. 

      Now that I noticed it, there indeed seemed to be a faint blush on Luna’s face. But it didn’t stand out much since her complexion was naturally fair.

      But more importantly, she asked if it looked different anywhere else or not. I panicked heavily as I heard that. 

      “Oh, did you cut your bangs…?” 

      “That’s right! Even Paranoy couldn’t tell, but as expected, Hassan, you recognize everything!”

      Feeling touched that I noticed the change, Luna wrapped her hands around my waist and pulled me closer. I wondered just how strong Luna could be, considering her small stature. 

      
        Tight—! 
      

      Perhaps it was because of the recent accumulation of karma, but I felt more suffocated than I imagined by her embrace. 

      “But still, that’s beside the point. Hassan, you went to the temple of Venus, didn’t you!? How dare you…!” 

      “T-The request… the gold… argh…”

      
    

  
    Chapter 121: Samaritan of the Black Rock Mountain (2)
It was quite difficult for me to soothe the stubborn and sulky Luna.
I had to plead my innocence by continuously stroking Luna’s back, who was covered with a blanket all the way up to her head and laid in a fetal position that made it impossible for me to see even a single lock of her luscious pink hair. 
Stroke— Stroke— Softly—
“I only stopped by briefly because of work. I even received one gold as an advance payment. This is real gold. Luna, do you realize how many things you can do with this?”
“…” 
“This one gold coin is enough for us to buy five hundred servings of your favorite pheasant meat. Five hundred pheasants mean a thousand legs. There will also be a thousand wings. Wow!”
“He-hmph.”
“Luna, you just laughed, right? “
“…I-I didn’t laugh! Besides, your hand stopped, Hassan! Keep stroking me properly!” 
Whenever my hand was about to pause, even for a moment, Luna would complain from inside the blanket. So, I had no choice but to keep moving my hand nonstop.
Luna’s small body rose in a circular shape under the blanket.
Perhaps because of the thick and rough blanket covering her, I couldn’t feel her usual soft and warm tenderness. A wall the size of a blanket had been formed between Luna and me.
It felt like the gap formed between us was not only on a physical level but also on an emotional one. 
We were so close yet so far. 
Some might think, wasn’t the barrier just a single blanket? 
However, since our relationship had never been strained up till now, this came as quite a bit of a surprise to me. I thought our intimacy was increasing day by day and that we were doing well, but such a cumbersome thing had to happen! 
Didn’t numerous couples out there also experience repeated instances of fights and arguments and scenarios where they got upset at each other whenever they didn’t share the same opinions over something? 
Among all reasons why a couple fought, there had to be disagreements and misunderstandings that occurred because of circumstances similar to mine. Then, how did they console and attempt reconciliation when something like that happened? 
I thought back to the various scenarios from the media and video sources that I’d seen so far. 
I tried to remember all the dramas I was forced to watch because my younger sister had more control over the remote than I did. Could the experiences I gathered from the innumerable love stories that I’d grown tired of watching be helpful to me in this situation? 
However, as I kept shuttling through those memories, I realized that I hadn’t seen any girl, in all my life, who resembled Luna. And I, too, was not the same as the romantic male leads from those stories. 
In the end, it seemed like I needed to develop and employ my own special methods to deal with the upset Luna. A way that only I, Hassan, would be able to employ in such a situation. 
If it were Luna, what would she do if I was in such a state? 
As I pondered that, something immediately came to mind. So, I bent my fingers like I was about to play the piano and then moved them like a spider to tickle Luna’s back. 
Scratch— Scratch— 
Twitch— Twitch— 
When the edge of my fingers touched her back and sides, tickling her nonstop, Luna lifted her body under the blanket. 
“Heehee—“ 
It seemed like Luna couldn’t help but burst into laughter, no longer able to contain herself. 
But soon, she reacted like an angry beast growling after realizing that she had been angry moments before. 
“D-Don’t, don’t tickle me! I’m not playing around. I’m really mad…!”
“I’m not the one doing it. It’s a spider.” 
“Liar. Hassan, you’re a liar.” 
“W-When did I ever lie to you?” 
“You said you were going to study but then went to the Venus Temple instead. I purposely sent Paranoy home ahead and stopped by the library, hoping to go home with you.” 
I couldn’t believe that Luna thought so highly of me. It was quite touching, but at the same time, her consideration pricked my conscience, making me feel a tingling sensation in my heart. 
“That, really, nothing happened at the temple. I went there because of work.” 
“Liar…! There’s no way a man comes out of the Venus Temple without doing anything.” 
“B-But it’s true. It’s true that nothing happened there!” 
Slide—
Perhaps feeling suffocated and hot, Luna pushed aside the blanket and stood up.
Her eyes were swollen as if she had been crying inside the blanket. In an instant, a sudden intense surge of pain shot up to my head, as though it was about to explode at any moment. 
Luna was crying! 
Just the thought of Luna crying because of me was enough for my mind to go blank. I couldn’t think of anything to fix this terrible situation. Now, I felt I could understand why countless stories and media referred to a woman’s tears as lethal weapons. 
It was really a weapon like no other.
It was overwhelmingly powerful, so much so that it became difficult to describe it just as a weapon. 
My face began to pale visibly; as though I had been punched right in the jaws. Meanwhile, my heart began to constrict with a deep sense of remorse; as though I had committed a terrible sin. I didn’t know what to do at the moment. 
But I had to be resolute right now.
I had a rough idea of what kind of doubts were swirling in Luna’s mind. Whatever it was, the things Luna imagined had not transpired, I had to assure her of that fact. 
All I did there was get hugged and attacked by a ridiculously strong woman. And all I saw were some shiny marble floors, flashing some immoral content. 
“I swear, nothing happened there.”
Narrowed—
Luna’s swollen eyes narrowed ever so slightly at my words. 
Squeak— 
She slowly approached me. I was slightly taken aback, wondering what Luna was planning to do. She sniffed me while glancing around my body as I sat there, completely frozen.

“…Are you telling the truth? Nothing happened?”
“Yes, that’s right! I really went there because of work. Look, I even brought back this gold coin.”
I took out the gold I had received from my pocket and showed it to Luna. 
Gold.
It was the first time I had earned this piece of gold with my own efforts. It was so precious to me that, if it was the ‘me’ from the past, then I would have treated this piece of metal as my own life. Moreover, I would’ve never let anyone touch it no matter what. 
But for Luna, I decided to especially show this valuable coin to her and even placed it in her hand. It was a gesture of trust to show how much I valued her in my mind, but I wasn’t sure if the message I was trying to deliver through my actions came across clearly to her or not.
“Wow, it’s really a gold coin. It has Lord Jupiter’s face engraved on it too.” 
Luna looked at the currency I handed her, and her eyes swelled up with excitement. It seemed that Luna, too, couldn’t resist the enchantment of its golden shine. 
“…But why are there teeth marks on it?”
“I tried biting it.” 
“Oh my goodness, Hassan! What if you bit Lord Jupiter’s face? You might have gotten struck by lightning from the sky!” 
“The heck, are you serious?” 
I just took the gold and decided to bite it to feel the authenticity of the metal. It felt unfair that such an insignificant action could result in being struck by lightning. I felt a bit unjust about it. 
I thought anyone would also do this when they came across a gold coin for the first time. 
No, there was no way you would get struck by lightning just because you bit a coin now, would you? I almost fell for Luna’s lies for a moment there, but I quickly regained my wits. 
Anyway, Luna came out from under the blanket, gradually releasing the anger that was building up inside her till now. That was the most important thing to me right now.
“You said you received this one gold as a down payment, right? So, you will receive more after the mission is over, right?” 
I did explain that to her. 
Luna was trembling with excitement, unable to take her eyes off the piece of golden metal, like an elementary school student who received a Yo-Kai Watch as a gift. 
“Wow, it’s a real piece of gold. It’s my first time touching one too.” 
“Really? Wasn’t this land supposed to be worth three gold coins?’
“The amount only went through in the loan documents, so I never had the opportunity to see the actual gold. Wow, it’s really shiny. Wow. A thousand pheasant legs. Wow!!!”
I couldn’t even count just how many times Luna said “Wow,” but I could understand her feelings. I also felt quite a bit of astonishment still that I now had real gold in my possession.

After examining the gold coin for a while, Luna handed it back to me. 
If the upset Luna had forced me by saying, “Give it to me to relieve my anger,” I wondered what I would do. But it seemed like she hadn’t reached that level of absurdity and anger yet. 
“Hassan, receiving one gold as a down payment seems unusual. Will it be okay?”
Finally, Luna seemed curious about the details of the mission I had received. Did she finally decide to believe my words that I went to the Venus Temple because of a job? 
“They asked for something called the Black Spring Water.”
“Black Spring Water? Did they really say that?” 
“Yes.”
“Unless you’re a really seasoned adventurer, you won’t even be able to enter the place containing that. They said there are strange guards surrounding it…”
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The next morning. 
Luna and I headed towards the entrance gate of the city, carrying a large jar with us to collect the requested spring water. 
The jar was large enough to hold about one young child inside quite easily, so it was rather heavy. It would become even heavier once the jar was filled with the spring water. 
Still, with my strength stat of nearly 9 points, I should be able to carry it quite easily. 

"...Long Live Chaos.”



Ding—
[Stats]

Name: Hassan
Level: 19
Strength: 9
Agility: 4
Stamina: 6
Task Points: 282
Blessings: Blessing of Chaos 》Shining Hand 》Night's Cloak



I saved up the task points just in case this turned out to be a challenging quest. If things didn’t go well, I might have to spend 200 task points to seek help from the gods. 
If I didn’t have to use them, I could use them on the totems that I had already made Luna prepare to convert into stats. 
While I was contemplating the strategies to deploy during this quest, Luna, carrying a small jar, looked around.
“Hassan, I think we arrived first.”
It was early morning, but the western gate entrance was as bustling as always, with parties preparing for various quests. 
Although it was crowded, it wasn’t difficult to spot Marco, who wore a funny-looking cone hat among the crowd. 
“There he is.” 
Now that I thought about it, Marco’s amusing attire might have been intentionally made to be attention-seeking, just like the singers on stage who would wear unique clothes to attract the crowds. 
Anyway. 
Marco seemed to recognize me as well and raised his hand to greet me. 
“Keuuuuh, you always stand out with your striking appearance. It’s rare to find someone with a peculiar look like you.” 
“Damn, I didn’t expect to hear that from you. But more importantly, did you come alone? Where’s Khalidur?” 
“He couldn’t come because his leg injury hasn’t healed yet. So, it’s just me.” 
“Hello, Big Nose. Long time no see!” 
Luna waved her hand to greet Marco, whom she hadn’t seen in a while. Marco, in return, took off his funny-looking cone hat briefly and acknowledged her greeting.
“I was wondering who this person wearing a bone helmet was, it actually turned out to be you. But it’s really been a while, sister. Wearing a helmet makes you quite intimidating. Also, who is this person next to you? Can you introduce us?”
Marco’s gaze eventually settled on the scarlet-hued and short-haired girl behind Luna who was busy looking at the surroundings. 
“Well, this is a rare encounter with a nymph. They say that instruments made from nymph’s hair produce a crystal clear sound.”
“H-Hello… I-I am Paranoy.” 
“Ah, so you’re the nymph who recently underwent a faith conversion and became a proselyte. I’m a wandering bard called Marco, serving Lord Mercury.” 
Befitting someone who roamed the back alleys and the underground, Marco seemed to have a knack for picking up rumors from here and there. So, even without our urging, Paranoy and Marco had already exchanged brief introductions. 
“We have to check everything for one last time before the carriage arrives.” 
After carefully inspecting the tools and equipment we had brought with us, we boarded the wagon-type carriage as always. 
“Well then, let’s depart.” 
Neeeiggghhh— 
The carriage soon left the west gate and headed toward the wide plains, the black rocky mountain was reported to be located somewhere near that area. 
Creak— Creak— Creak— 
The wagon-type carriage was uncomfortable to ride in. I was a little nervous that the jar would break when I filled it with spring water on our return trip. 
How much more did I need to earn to buy a fancy custom carriage for myself? 
“But, brother, I see something I haven’t seen before on you. It’s quite the sturdy-looking armor.”
As the carriage continued to creak and make quiet noises, Marco, sitting opposite me, spoke up. 
It seemed like he had only noticed the steel plate armor covering my chest just now. Either that, or he had nothing else to say and just struck up a conversation out of curiosity. 
Anyway, his words made me doubly aware of the heavy steel plates pressing against my chest. 
I purchased this breastplate during the recuperation period after returning from Pluto’s Labyrinth. It cost a whopping 80 silvers. 
I used the initial 40 silvers I had on me and sold the loot we had obtained from the labyrinth exploration, such as the iron swords, and Luna also contributed an additional 20 silvers from her pocket. It had become the third most expensive item that I owned, after the necklace and the club. 
I wasn’t sure about its performance, but it should be sturdy enough to at least withstand one or two sudden arrows flying at me. However, it was heavier than I expected, and it would take quite some time to get used to the weight. 
“Now that you’re wearing the breastplate, you look quite impressive, like a skilled warrior.” 
“Is that so?”
The design was quite rough, but I was somewhat satisfied wearing this steel-plated armor. 
Upgrading my equipment felt like nurturing myself, giving me a sense of progress. It also brought a sense of relief, knowing that there was a thick steel plate, acting as a barrier, between me and certain death. 
However, I felt genuinely bad for receiving a significant amount of money, around 20 silvers, from Luna. 
It was Luna who insisted that I should buy an expensive breastplate, saying, “Hassan, you fight recklessly, so you need to protect yourself well!”
She must have been worried that I would get seriously injured or even die while fighting powerful monsters like the bull monster or Schizo the Black-Armored Greatsword-wielding warrior.
After I earned more money from this mission, I would pay off my debt to Luna and buy greaves and gauntlets made from iron for my arms and legs. 
Damn! Hassan, the warrior of steel! 
I would undoubtedly appear incredibly powerful. 
All those bastards who wandered around the slums would surely run away in fear at the mere clinking sound of my armor. 
“Damn! Those shitty bastards are definitely screwed.” 
“Hehe, brother, it seems like you are itching to fight already. We’re almost there, and I’m sure we’ll have the opportunity to put our bodies to use soon. I’m also eager to test out my new ability.”
“New ability? What is it?”
“You can look forward to it. Anyway, we’re almost there.” 
Marco raised his head and looked towards the distant horizon. Following his gaze, I straightened my back and met the gaze of the dark silhouette far in the distance. 
As the carriage continued to creak along the road, we gradually approached the rocky mountain, covered in ominous dark clouds and a deep dark hue, in the distance. 


  
    
      Chapter 122: Samaritan of the Black Rock Mountain (3)

      
      The Black Rock Mountain? Pandemona. 

      The true identity of the Black Rock was the basalt formations formed by volcanic activity in the region. 

      As we reached the mountain entrance, I could already feel the geothermal heat, and sweat began to trickle down my face. Was this volcano still active?

      Holy shit! I never thought I would visit a volcano in my lifetime. The only volcano I had been to was Mount Halla when I went on a school trip in high school. But I wasn’t sure if Mount Halla was a dormant or extinct volcano. 

      Anyway, I was pretty sure that the volcanic mountain, Pandemona, where I was standing was still very much alive, with hot magma boiling deep below. 

      We decided to go on foot on this rugged mountain, where the intensity of the volcanic activity was so strong that not even a single tree or blade of grass could be found in its surroundings. 

      I felt somewhat confident since I had been quite the climber since I was young but ascending a mountain filled with scathing geothermal heat proved to be really challenging. 

      
        Sizzle— Sizzle—
      

      I wrinkled my nose at the pungent smell of sulfur and asked, “Is the spring really located in a place like this?”

      No one responded to my question. 

      Considering that this volcano was considered a forbidden sanctuary or a forbidden region, it was very likely that no one had ever been here before. 

      As we continued struggling to climb the rocky terrain of the mountain, fragments of what seemed to be broken statues and the remnants of buildings appeared here and there.

      Curious about what they were, I made a puzzled expression and then suddenly heard a gasp. 

      “I didn’t expect to discover Lord Pluto’s sanctuary on our way.” 

      Paranoy opened her mouth as if she knew something about these structures. 

      “What do you mean?” 

      “The Black Rock Mountain, once known as Pandemona, is originally the domain of Lord Pluto. However, I heard that the followers of Venus invaded and destroyed all the temples and then took all the sacred relics.” 

      At that moment, Marco, climbing the mountain while grunting and groaning, interrupted Paranoy’s words. 

      Marco was the type who liked to show off what he knew, so once he had something to share, he just couldn’t contain himself. 

      “I’ve also heard about that story. Although the temple of Venus is the strongest and most prominent in this area right now, this place was originally a battlefield where the followers of many gods and goddesses once fought and shed blood due to innumerable conflicts.”

      It seemed that wars and conflicts among the followers of different gods and goddesses existed even in this world. 

      “…This place had been terribly destroyed all those years ago. Although I am now a follower of Lady Vesta, I am still someone who once received favor from Lord Pluto, so this sight is a bit too much for me.” 

      To think that the followers of different gods and goddesses would fight each other to claim this mountain, I wondered if there was anything good hidden in this place. Were the sulfur or other similar substances near the volcano considered valuable for the denizens of this world? 

      “Let’s rest a bit before moving on—“ 

      Luna was apparently exhausted from carrying the heavy jar. She took a deep breath and sat down on a nearby rock to rest and catch her breath. 

      Considering that we had been climbing without rest for about an hour, taking a break seemed like a good idea right about now. 

      “Alright, let’s rest here for a while. We’ll rest for about twenty minutes, so Marco, keep track of the time.” 

      “Understood, brother. I think 20 minutes will be around five songs…”

      
        Strum— 
      

      From what I’d noticed till now, Marco, this bastard, seemed to have an internal clock or something since he was very good at keeping track of the time. 

      Being able to keep track of time accurately was quite an impressive ability, but besides that convenience, this bastard wasn’t very useful. 

      Why did I bring this bastard along again? 

      However, it seemed that if we wanted to draw the black water from the spring, we had to bring at least one minstrel along with us. That was why the Holy Maiden of Venus requested my presence along with Marco. 

      I wondered why though.

      Did the minstrels form some kind of union among themselves and create a quota system for fitting in— like the quota for people of different skin tones in Hollywood movies? 

      Anyway, we put down our baggage and weapons on the rocky ground, relieving our tired bodies against the backdrop of Marco’s singing. 

      Damn it. I was dying from sweating profusely due to the seething geothermal heat coming off from the ground while carrying such a heavy load. 

      Indeed, this must be the reason why this quest was mainly done by veteran adventurers. 

      Nonetheless, it was a relief that no demons or bandits had popped out along the way. 

      Perhaps it was because the land itself was so barren that not even monsters or creatures could survive here. 

      Looking at the scattered bone fragments and shattered stone slabs littered around the region, it felt like I could understand why this place was designated as the domain of Pluto— the god of death. 

      An uninhabitable land. 

      A mountain that was hot, humid, and emitting a peculiar smell. 

      It somehow reminded me of my hometown, and of the health center I used to despise; as if it encompassed all the elements I detested about that region. 

      That place must still be bubbling with all sorts of weird things. It was the familiar smell of medicinal baths. Their smell would stick to your body no matter what, even a steaming hot sauna couldn’t wash it off.

      As I was briefly lost in reminiscence of my hometown, Luna stood up from her resting spot and rummaged through the fallen rocks on the ground.

      “Luna, what are you doing?” 

      “Hmm? Ah, since we’ve come to the mountain, I thought I’d see if there are any useful ingredients here. It would be great if I could find some horned lizards or ants!” 

      “What do you need ants for?” 

      “T-That’s a secret.” 

      
        Rustle— Rustle— 
      

      Luna continued to search between the rocks and boulders for a while. However, there was practically no chance of finding the ingredients Luna was looking for in this barren mountain where everything withered and dried up under the scorching heat. 

      Black sand. 

      Black stones. 

      This place only had black minerals and gravel… Nothing else… 

      However, Luna still dug through the soil, seemingly unwilling to give up on her endeavor. So, Paranoy, who was watching her from the side, spoke up. 

      “…Ms. Luna, there’s nothing here.”

      “Is that so?” 

      “The only things that anyone can find in this dead land are possessions of the dead…”

      Possessions of the dead. Hearing Paranoy, who had once been involved with the Pluto cult, mention it gave an eerie feeling that was hard to describe in words. 

      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

      The rumors about there being a temple on this black mountain turned out to be true, after all. Starting from the middle of the tall mountain, there were stone steps laid out on the rocky surface. 

      From the entrance, ascending the mountain was quite challenging due to the rolling stones and the treacherous slope. However, reaching the top was not much of a problem once we climbed the stairs. 

      At the summit, there lay a wide lake resembling a volcanic crater. It was hard to describe. But, it was reminiscent of Lake Caldera. 

      The only difference from Lake Caldera that I knew of was that it was not filled with crystal blue water but instead a strange, black, bubbling liquid. 

      “Wow, Hassan, it’s really black water.” 

      “This sight reminds me of a strange evil figure.”

      A lake filled with black water.

      It truly resembled the Dead Sea. 

      It was truly like a sea of death. If someone fell deep into this ominous lake, no one would even be able to find their body— their body sinking into the eldritch depths, never to be seen again. 

      Damn, it was so terrifying. 

      As I turned my eyes away from the chilling sensation I felt watching this ominous lake, I noticed traces of a structure next to it that seemed similar to the Mars Guild or the Venus Temple that I went to recently. 

      Broken roofs and collapsed pillars, debris scattered everywhere—they reminded me of the destroyed Mars Guild after being attacked by the wretched cultists. 

      The only difference between these ruins was that the traces and fragments of this building were all made of obsidian rocks. 

      “H-Here is Lord Pluto’s temple…”

      Paranoy, the former cultist of the Pluto Cult, trembled as though she had been deeply moved by being present at the ruins of the destroyed temple of her former deity. 

      “L-Lord Pluto’s temple…!”

      Holy damn! Could it be that this girl hasn’t completely converted yet? Maybe I should give her a couple of bonks on the forehead to fix her up a bit? 

      As I seriously contemplated whether to bonk her or not, Marco, carrying a guitar-like instrument on his back, pulled the multi-stringed object out and headed towards the temple’s ruins. 

      “How about going inside? A purification ceremony is necessary to draw water from the spring. We need to pay our respects to the owner of this land.” 

      Upon hearing his words, our group followed Marco into the temple’s ruins. Like what we saw from the outside, the interior was also desolate, destroyed, and devoid of anything intact. 

      However, the ruins still had a certain sense of grandeur attached to them, even in their severely broken and ruined state. 

      “Wow, what is this?” 

      I exclaimed with my mouth wide open while looking at the enormous statue placed directly in the center of the temple. In front of me sat a towering black statue that was about two stories tall in height. 

      The statue depicted a muscular man with a rugged physique. 

      But it had no head above its neck. 

      Only the head was cleanly severed off, giving it an eerie and creepy appearance.

      On the other hand, it somehow seemed to fit well with the atmosphere of this broken, obsidian-black temple precisely due to that. 

      Someone must have intentionally beheaded or destroyed the statue. It was probably because conflicts among the followers of different gods and goddesses were quite frequent in this region. 

      “Hassan, it’s the god of treasures and wealth— Lord Pluto.” 

      Luna whispered next to me and then gathered her palms together while murmuring something like an incantation. 

      “Oh, mighty Lord Pluto, god of wealth, please make me rich quickly. And—“ 

      Although Pluto was known as the god of death, he was also known as the god of wealth and treasures. It was said that all the treasures and minerals underground belonged to Pluto and him alone, making him the richest among all the gods. 

      Even if Pluto’s image was unfavorable due to being the object of worship for the cultists serving the power of death and demise, he still was a significant deity for those who sought financial fortune. 

      However, as someone who had engaged in duels involving life and death with the Pluto cultists a few times, I couldn’t help but feel a certain sense of discomfort about having to pray in front of this headless statue. 

      “Uhm, Mr. Hassan.” 

      Paranoy— the nymph, cautiously approached me and spoke in a hesitant tone. 

      “Uhm, Mr. Hassan, do you not want to pray?”

      “That’s not something I would like to do if possible.” 

      “But still, wouldn’t it be worth trying to pray to the Lord? We rarely have the opportunity to visit Lord Pluto’s temple. Who knows, you might receive an unexpected response.”

      She whispered to me as if tempting me to do something horribly wrong, akin to a devil’s whisper. At this moment, I thought she was not a nymph but rather an imp. 

      “Uh, well… Aren’t you quite familiar with the magical power of the underworld since you are capable of handling the Black Star of Acheron without any problems, Mr. Hassan? Besides, it is still uncertain whether Lord Pluto will respond well to your prayers.” 

      “Really?”

      “Really.”

      “What’s so ‘real’ about it? You punk, it seems like you haven’t fully come out of your cultist phase yet.” 

      I swung my fist and struck Paranoy’s head with a thud. Soon, Paranoy held her head, wincing in pain. 

      “Eek!”

      I thought I had hit her rather gently, but maybe the impact came out stronger than I intended due to my recent increase in the strength stat. Paranoy seemed to be in considerable agony. I felt a slight sense of confusion and guilt at the sight of her writhing about in pain. 

      If she continued acting like a cultist, she would get not only a punch of my fist but also the Deathly Strikes of people in anger. This violence was necessary to rehabilitate and reform Paranoy. 

      “You dare to whisper such shallow sorcery in my ears!” 

      “C-Come on, just do it once…” 

      “No, you bastard.”

      It was at that moment, when Paranoy was in agony while holding her head, that Luna, who had been kneeling and praying to the headless statue, stood up and approached me. 

      “Hassan, didn’t all the mist surrounding the swamps of Acheron disappear when you prayed to the god of light last time? Maybe, if you just pray to Lord Pluto, this time around, there will be a shower of gold from the skies?”

      “Is that so?”

      Luna’s words sounded quite plausible. When I prayed to the god of light, the mist that had covered the swamps of Acheron had completely evaporated, consuming 200 task points in the process. Now, the swampy, crocodile-infested area had turned into a colorful field of flowers. 

      Coincidentally, I had saved up to 282 task points already. 

      If I prayed in Pluto’s temple, as Luna suggested, could it be possible for gold to rain down from the sky? 

      “Well, hmm, let me give it a try.”

      “Y-You bonked me when I suggested the same before…” 

      “Shut up.” 

      Ignoring the grumbling Paranoy, I cleared my throat a few times and took my position in front of the giant statue. 

      “Let us pray—“ 

      As for the method of prayer, it was like what I had done before at Acheron. After arranging the food items stored in my backpack, I bowed in front of the makeshift altar twice. 

      This was what we called the makeshift Samaritan version of a sacrificial altar as an offering to the gods. 

      “Hehe, brother, no matter how many times I see it, your bizarre method of prayer never ceases to amaze me. I wonder what will happen next—“ 

      “Hush, be quiet, big nose.” 

      Luna warned Marco, who was talking to me when I was praying. 

      “Hmm.”

      With his mouth sealed, Marco simply watched my peculiar ritual. Paranoy, standing beside him, also had her eyes wide open, staring at me with her full attention. 

      Amidst everyone’s attentive gazes, I finished the two bows and then shouted loudly into the air.

      “Long Live Pluto!”

      And then… 

      
        Silence—
      

      ….

      
        Stillness— 
      

      I couldn’t even swallow my saliva in anticipation of what was going to happen while I scanned my eyes toward the surroundings for a few minutes.

      However, there were no signs of anything happening. 

      “Huft, damn it! Nothing’s happening at all.” 

      I quickly got up from my kneeling position due to the feeling of extreme anxiety and embarrassment that was wreaking havoc throughout my mind and body. My face became burning red, thinking that I had just turned myself into a clown. 

      Noticing my excessive embarrassment, Luna patted my back with her palm. 

      “Lord Pluto must be busy, Hassan. He’s probably occupied with dealing with the souls that gather in the underworld every day. He must not have heard you.” 

      However, Paranoy, who was standing next to her, repeated the words “Strange” like a malfunctioning parrot; as if something was amiss. 

      Then Paranoy suddenly grabbed onto my sleeve.

      “C-Can we try one more time?”

      “Hey, you startled me! Don’t grab me like that. You’re stretching out my clothes.”

      “I-I think the prayer was wrong. How about trying a more heartfelt prayer? I can teach you one if coming up with a more heartfelt prayer is difficult for you. O, Father who dwells deep within the earth, please provide us with our daily sustenance…” 

      From Paranoy’s current state, I could sense the typical fanaticism of a cultist brimming in her eyes. It seemed to me that bringing her to this place was a huge mistake after all. 

      Should I give her another bonk on the head to calm her down?

      “Hurry up, try it quickly! O, Father who dwells deep within the earth—“ 

      “Damn it, why is this headless statue my father? Just step aside—!”

      And at that moment, I pushed Paranoy away. 

      “What, what!?”

      It seemed like I used more strength than I expected as Paranoy bounced off like a person falling onto a rock. She hit the strange statue in front of us with a thud and her face slammed against it. 

      “Ouch!” 

      Seeing the obvious pain she was in, Marco, Luna, and I all frowned and let out a collective “Ugh” of concern. 

      “Ouch, it must hurt a lot. Hassan, it would be better to apologize to Paranoy.” 

      “But I told her not to grab me.” 

      “I-It hurts, aargh! Blood, blood! Blood!?”

      “Hey, are you okay? I didn’t do it on purpose. I’m sorry.” 

      I approached the bleeding Paranoy to try and console her when—

      
        Crack— Crack— Crack— 
      

      The massive statue in front of us suddenly seemed to have cracked and a small fissure appeared in the middle, causing it to shatter. 

      
        Rumble— Rumble— 
      

      And from the cracked crevice of the headless statue, a considerable amount of money began to fall. 

      “Oh, holy shh!”

      “…Holy shh! Hassan, those are gold! There is real gold inside the statue…!”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 123: Samaritan of the Black Rock Mountain (4)

      
      The decapitated statue of the God of Death— Pluto. 

      A crack appeared in the obsidian-black stone statue’s body as a result of Paranoy colliding with its body. Subsequently, coins started spilling out from its cracked chest area. 

      
        Rumble— 
      

      It looked like blood was pouring out of a wounded heart. 

      However, what was falling wasn’t blood but golden coins and we just watched on in a daze, completely speechless. 

      “Wow, holy shh!” 

      Only a short exclamation came out of my mouth and Luna, standing beside me, had her mouth wide open as she was also astonished by the scene before us. 

      “Hassan, those are gold coins. Gold coins are pouring down…!” 

      “Damn, we’re rich!” 

      I was overjoyed, feeling like I was on top of the world with just the one gold coin I received from the Venus Priestess. Who would have thought that we would encounter a waterfall of gold in this hot and humid place? 

      We rushed toward the pile of gold and were busy trying to count them as fast as we could. 

      “Damn it! Let’s count how many we have!” 

      
        Rattling— Clattering— 
      

      One, two. Three. 

      Holy shit! For every piece of gold I counted, the number of pheasant meats I could afford with this money got multiplied by 500. 

      “It is clear that Lord Pluto has answered your prayers, Mr. Hassan!”

      “Damn, really? How’s your nosebleed though?” 

      “I’m fine. More importantly, how many do we have here?” 

      While we were counting each coin as we hunched over on the ground—

      “Brother.”

      Looking at the scene, Marco strangely had a calm expression on his face while muttering, “Hm—” He looked very serious. 

      Was this bard, who had been begging for food on the streets, feeling unhappy when he saw this radiantly shining pile of gold? I felt that he was acting weird, so I stopped counting and couldn’t help but ask him.

      “Hey, it’s gold! There would still be a large amount even if we divided them among ourselves. What’s the problem here?”

      “Brother, these don’t seem to be your ordinary gold. I thought it was just my imagination, but it seems…” 

      
        Clatter— 
      

      Marco picked up a piece of gold that had fallen to the ground. 

      Then he turned it around and showed one side of the coin to me. 

      The face engraved on both sides was a man wearing a crown. It was just like the one I had received as a reward before. 

      Strangely enough, however, there was an X-shaped scar on his face, as if it had been slashed twice. 

      “What’s that?” 

      “Hassan, there’s an X mark here too!” 

      “Also here. No, no, all of them…” 

      X marks deeply marked not only the gold Marco had picked up but all the 30 gold coins in total. 

      In the midst of trying to figure out what the hell the presence of this mark meant, Marco started speaking again. 

      “Brother, this kingdom’s laws prohibit marking and damaging the circulating currency. But in these pieces, someone dared to slash the face of Lord Jupiter, the King of Gods, with a knife. It’s a pretty big deal.”

      Come to think of it, I recalled Luna was also very surprised when my teeth mark was left on the gold I had shown her at that time. 

      If I viewed myself as a Korean in this situation, it would be as rude as damaging King Sejong or General Yi Sun-sin’s face that was on our circulating currency. 

      Of course, things here were fundamentally worse because Lord Jupiter, whose face was carved and forged in the gold coins, was also an object of worship. So, damaging his face would be more of a serious problem because this would mean that you had committed a profane sin. 

      “…So, what’s the problem exactly?”

      “This money is unusable in the lands above. These bear the symbol of the underworld. It is a symbol, a mark of those who live on the lands below, never to see the skies, never to face the lightning, nor hear its rumbling resonance.” 

      
        Seuk— 
      

      Marco looked around and then spoke to us in a quiet and solemn voice. 

      “It’s a mark of the thieves. The Thieves’ Guild uses this kind of gold as their currency. We will easily get targeted if we use this money recklessly…!” 

      “Fucking hell! So, we are not allowed to use the money we’ve obtained here?” 

      I had imagined quitting as an adventurer and enjoying years of leisure instead with this gold. But now, after hearing that we couldn’t use all of this money before us, my excitement that had been soaring up high immediately deflated and sunk to the ground. 

      “Big nose, there must be at least a few coins without the marks, right?” 

      Luna also looked through the pile of coins, hoping to find some that were not marked. 

      
        Rattle— Rattle— 
      

      However, all 30 coins were marked with that ugly X mark. Damn it! I couldn’t exchange the lottery ticket that I had won in front of me.

      I was genuinely furious at this moment.

      “But if you take it to a bank or something, won’t they replace it with new ones?”

      Unable to give up on the money, I remembered that banks in South Korea used to replace damaged currency with new ones. Although this place was an uncivilized world, wouldn’t the bank still do something similar? 

      
        Shake— Shake— 
      

      Marco shook his head in denial. 

      “It might be possible to exchange them. However, the thieves’ ears are everywhere. We will eventually get caught once these coins are spread on the market. Then, they will find a chance to stab us in the middle of the night and kill us in our sleep!”

      The thought of being attacked in the middle of the night and being stabbed to death without being able to put up a fight instantly appeared in my mind.

      
        Swish—
      

      
        Gyaak—! 
      

      No matter what, I didn’t want to die like that, god damn it! 

      At this point, I couldn’t help but ask. 

      “What the hell is this Thieves’ Guild anyway?” 

      When I wandered around the slums, I overheard stories about the Thieves’ Guild from the residents who mentioned it every now and then. 

      But I didn’t pay much attention to it because I thought it had nothing to do with me. Now, I felt like I needed to know what the hell they were exactly.

      “The Thieves’ Guild…” 

      In response to my question, Marco blew out a despondent sigh and then plucked the musical instrument he had been carrying on his waist. 

      “The thieves we are talking about here are quite literally thieves— a group of people that steal from others. In Sodomora, the thieves steal and snatch away everything in different ways. It ranges from candies they steal from children’s mouths to old widows’ lives.” 

      “Holy hell! Why would they go and steal candies from children? They’re such awful bastards!.” 

      “You’re right. But no one can catch them. They hide in many places beyond one’s imagination, and they’re simply far too strong to be easily captured by security. Even if you wipe them all out, they’ll quickly recover their forces and retaliate.”

      A city where thieves lived without paying taxes. Damn it! This world truly was a messed-up place. 

      The name Thieves’ Guild evoked images of dimly lit rooms filled with conniving bastards who stole anything and everything in my mind. 

      Based on Marco’s words, it seemed like rather than an organization of thieves, they were more similar to the mafia of a city or Mexican drug cartels. 

      They were probably the scoundrels who thrived in the black market and the underground. 

      This gold seemed to be some kind of secretive currency of theirs. 

      “Damn it! We’ll be in real trouble if we use it recklessly.”

      I didn’t like the idea of masked men dressed in black barging into Luna’s cabin and stabbing us to our deaths. 

      Finding a forge that could melt these golds for us would be difficult since damaging the currency was prohibited. If we did something like that, we could also alert those thieving bastards. 

      “So, what should we do? Just bury it here and leave?” 

      I couldn’t help but bite my tongue at the thought of burying these precious gold coins. Marco once again started playing his instrument, creating a hopeful melody.

      “No need for that. Brother, this money can’t be used in the lands above. It’s the money of the thieves, which means it can be used freely in the undergrounds where they dwell.” 

      “Fucking hell! You should have said that sooner. Let’s put it in our pockets before anyone sees it.” 

      “Stealing from the thieves makes us worse than them, Hassan!” 

      “So, should we just leave it here then?” 

      “No!”

      So we carefully stuffed the Thieves’ Guild’s 30 pieces of gold into our pockets. 

      The 30 gold coins were divided among four of us, giving each person seven golds. I claimed the remaining two golds as the party leader, one would be for me and the last one would be for Paranoy, who discovered all these gold by smashing her forehead against the statue. 

      “G-Gold…” 

      Paranoy seemed deeply moved by the fact that she got 8 pieces for her share, even though it wasn’t legal money and couldn’t be used in ordinary marketplaces.

      Gold indeed had a way to excite people. 

      “As expected, it was a wise decision to follow Mr. Hassan… I will definitely try to be more helpful in the future.”

      Eventually, tears fell from her big eyes. But who was I to mock her for crying here? 

      Damn it! It was natural to cry out of happiness since we suddenly got a damn huge amount of money. 

      However, we actually didn’t get the money because of me. It was she who had headbutted the statue. 

      So, I felt somewhat guilty because it felt like I had scammed her of the credit she deserved. But I didn’t want to spoil the little excitement we were sharing right now, so I remained silent. 

      “But Big Nose, what can we buy with these coins in the underground? I don’t think we’ll be able to buy things like land with official documents.” 

      Luna asked as she carefully put her share of seven pieces of the thieves’ currency into her pocket. Marco flicked a coin and caught it in his palm before responding. 

      “You’ll find out when you go to the black market. Of course, you can’t buy things like land but you can buy a lot more things than you think you can. They say that the Hydra’s belly is big and fat.”

      “Hydra? There’s a Hydra in the black market!?” 

      Luna screamed in surprise.

      I was also quite surprised because I also knew about the monster called Hydra. The hell! They were selling these things for money? 

      Yet, Marco spoke out to clear our misunderstanding.

      “Hydra is the name of the Thieves’ Guild. It is named after a monstrous deity with heads that regrow even when severed. Just like the thieves who never disappear even when their leaders are captured. Doesn’t it suit the name very well?” 

      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

      After collecting all the pieces of gold from the temple, we stepped outside with relatively light footsteps. I didn’t particularly like this bubbling black lake and the humid environment before. 

      But now, this damn environment seemed incredibly beautiful since my pockets were full and I felt a certain sense of accomplishment and fulfillment in my mind. 

      “Ah, it’s so damn beautiful. Let’s finish this quest quickly and get back to the city!” 

      I couldn’t help but smile at the thought of using the money we acquired on the black market. 

      I thought this could be the happiest thought I have ever had in my life. 

      I meant the thought of spending money as I please.

      Although I’d never been to any black market, eight gold coins were a really big sum, and I thought I could do more things with it than I could ever imagine. 

      With the thought of finishing things quickly and returning to the city, my steps became light and fluttery. We watched the bubbling surface of the black lake as we approached the slope near the lake. 

      “This is the most important moment. We need to be careful from now on, brother. After drawing water from the spring, the guardian of this lake may attack us.” 

      Marco advised me in a serious tone. 

      “A guardian? There’s a guardian here?” 

      “Yes, it is Vulcan’s ruthless creation. Anyway, you’ll see for yourself once we start to draw the water out.” 

      The meaning behind Marco’s words wasn’t clear, but Luna and I quickly used the buckets we had prepared beforehand to fill the jar with the black water. 

      
        Splash— Splash— 
      

      The black spring water was stickier and thicker than I thought. It felt more akin to asphalt rather than spring water. I wondered if we could carry such a heavy thing down the mountain. 

      
        Swish— 
      

      Suddenly there was a loud sound like an arrow flying through the darkened skies. 

      
        Flap— Flap—
      

      Our heads were soon covered by a vast shadow with the sound of vigorous flapping of wings. When we looked up, there was a bird with a huge body that was looming above. 

      Damn, what the hell was that!? Could this huge thing even be considered a bird anymore?

      It was as if the creature was adorned with steel plates more splendid than my own armor, with claws and beaks as large as a well-fed hunting dog. 

      I couldn’t believe a bird was wearing armor. Wasn’t it quite a show-off? The steel plates it was wearing looked much better than the one I had bought with 80 silvers. 

      
        Swooosh—!
      

      That creature started charging straight towards me. That damn bird was zooming at me like a missile. It was freaking terrifying! 

      “Hassan! Something’s flying toward us!” 

      “Hey, shit, what the fuck is that!?”

      “Didn’t I tell you already!? There is a guardian in this lake! We have to sing to drive it away because its ruthless heart of steel hates songs! Erm, erm, ah.”

      
        Strum— 
      

      Marco cleared his throat and started to play his guitar. I didn’t know what this ruthless heart of steel was, but it seemed like singing indeed could chase the monster away. 

      I finally understood why we needed one minstrel in our party. Damn it! It wasn’t just about some quota system, after all. They had an actual role to play!! 

      
        Strum— Strum—
      

      “Erm, ermn, ah.”

      However, Marco, that bastard, was leisurely loosening his throat despite the bird charging at us at high speeds. 

      “Hey, just sing anything quickly! It’s flying toward us!”

      “H-Hold on! I can’t think of what to sing so suddenly!” 

      It is common for people to feel speechless when facing an unexpected event. But professionals were supposed to be different in this aspect. They were professionals because they could do their job anytime and in any situation. 

      But Marco wasn’t a professional! 

      “Just sing anything, damn it—“ 

      
        Swooosh—! Clang—! 
      

      The missile of a bird had been aiming for us during its descent, yet its huge body hit the ground instead. 

      Hard stones bounced in all directions with a heavy impact and hit me like the spraying bullets of a shotgun. 

      “Aaaargh!” 

      I managed to avoid the attack of its piercing steel beak, but the fragments of rocks were truly a painful experience. The stones hitting my stomach and chest made me lose focus, making tears well up in my eyes due to the pain. 

      “Ugh, hey, is everyone okay!?”

      “I think I’m fine!”

      “I-I am not injured too…!” 

      Paranoy and Luna answered me while getting up to their feet. 

      “Hey, damn it, Marco! Answer me!”

      However, there was no response from Marco. 

      As the hazy dust and smoke gradually faded, I saw Marco lying on the ground, trembling on the spot, with a bleeding nose. 

      “Groaah…”

      He must have been struck in the face by the flying rocks and collapsed. 

      “Damn it, bastard! You said that we had to sing!”

      
        Thunk— 
      

      At that moment, a loud noise resounded in the surroundings as rocks rolled down from the large pit in front of us. 

      Soon, with a metallic clang. a ferocious beast of iron and metal, with intense yellow eyes and iron armor covering its whole body, appeared before us. 

      
        Swoosh—
      

      Its wings were adorned with sharp metallic feathers— metals I couldn’t identify whether they were iron or copper at a glance. 

      I worried that a simple flap of its wings could cause severe injuries to my torso. 

      Now that I looked carefully, not only its beak and claws but its entire body seemed to be covered in iron-plated armor. 

      
        Screech— Clang— 
      

      Clearly, it wasn’t a normal creature. It really couldn’t be called a bird anymore, could it? 

      
        Screaaaaam—! 
      

      With a feral roar, the ferocious creature of steel spread its wings and charged at us in full force. 
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        Kyaaaaakkk—! 
      

      The massive bird streatched out its steel wings and roared aloud. It was a horrifying shriek— akin to the sounds of iron scraping against each other and being torn apart. 

      We covered our ears, grimacing due to the hateful noise. 

      Soon the machine-like bird started hopping, staggering on its two limbs, with its wings spread and flapping away as it came towards me. 

      
        Swiiisshh— 
      

      It seemed that the target of its sharp, metallic feathers was none other than the jar containing the collected spring water. 

      True to its title as the guardian of the lake, it seemed that it wouldn’t let us take the black spring water out of this region as easily as I had expected. 

      
        Swish— Swiiish— 
      

      It continued its barrage of attacks while flapping those gigantic wings like a fan. 

      It was quite difficult to dodge its broad attacks while carrying this large and heavy jar on my back. 

      So, instead of dodging, I drew out my club from the waistband and swatted its wings with as much power as I could muster at the moment. 

      
        Clank—! 
      

      With a loud metallic noise, the monster bird staggered back with an unsteady gait. 

      “Hassan, I’ll help you!” 

      Taking advantage of the opportunity I had created, Luna grabbed something from her bosom and threw it at the bird. Yet, despite its body being completely covered in steel and metal, it acted no different from a wild beast. 

      
        Shrrrrk—! 
      

      The massive creature hastily sliced through the object Luna had thrown with its sharp feathers of steel. 

      
        Pull— Spread— 
      

      However, the contents inside spilled out and splattered onto its steel body due to the momentum of the throw. 

      “N-Nice!”

      Luna exclaimed in a bright tone. 

      “It has been hit with the grease bottle I threw, so its body is gonna get slick and won’t be able to move properly!” 

      “What, grease?” 

      I didn’t know what this grease was, but, from the looks of it, it must be the smooth and shiny liquid that currently coated the machine-like bird’s body. The metallic friction sounds that could be heard every time it moved were now significantly reduced. 

      
        Kyaaaaaakkk—! 
      

      The massive bird-like creature screamed loudly, angry that a strange liquid had been sprayed on its body. Then, it leaped up and swung its wings like lethal blades while charging towards Luna. 

      The feathered wings of steel struck down like a guillotine towards Luna’s head. 

      
        Swiiish— Crack—! 
      

      “Geeeeekkkk—!”

      With the sound of breaking bones, Luna let out a desperate cry as she slowly collapsed to the ground. 

      
        Thud— 
      

      The machine-like bird’s movement was so smooth and fast that Luna was unable to react to its attack in time. 

      “Luna! Are you okay?” 

      “Uh…”

      A loud crash was heard after the attack, but since Luna leaked out a groan it was safe to say that she hadn’t died yet. 

      The thought of Luna being hurt made me so angry that my eyes flashed red, and I tightened my grip on the club. 

      “You fucking bastard!”

      Soon after, I kicked the ground hard and leaped towards the dastardly creature. It was challenging to run because of the heavy jar on my back, but I had not time nor mind to care about that inconvenience. 

      I swung my club with all my might, aiming it towards the ferocious creature. 

      
        Clang—! 
      

      Then I heard the distinctive sound of metal being struck, followed by the sensation of my hands tingling due to the impact. 

      Fortunately, due to the increase in my strength stat, my heavy swing was able to make the machine-like creature – standing on its two legs – tremble considerably and lose balance. 

      The ferocious creature was seemingly unable to find its balance any longer and staggered as though it was about to collapse at any moment. 

      
        Gegegegegeggeek— 
      

      
        Clang— Clunk— 
      

      Indeed, most problems in this world could be solved by swinging a club or fist at them! 

      
        Sweep—! 
      

      The creature seemed furious at me and struck back with the claws of its legs and its pointy beak. Its sharp attacks, empowered by the steel covering its body, left dreadful claw marks on the chest plate that was protecting me. 

      “T-This motherfucker! Do you even know how much this costs!? How dare you, fucking bastard!” 

      I kept hitting the dreadful creature with my club. Thus loud sounds resembling the banging noises of scrap metals being crushed under the weight of heavy machinery echoed in the surroundings. 

      
        Sweep— Sweep—! 
      

      
        The creature’s steel body began to cave in as its flashy feathers started to break and shatter and the massive creature started rolling on the ground— 
      

      
        Kyaaaaaakkkk—! 
      

      I looked up as another scream echoed through the air. 

      And above, at the origin of that scream, I saw monstrous birds that were similar to the bird I had just been beating the crap out of, flying toward this place. 

      Damn it! It was still possible for me to handle this situation if there was only one of these bastards. 

      But now there were four more about to join the fray. How could something like this go through production?

      “We’re screwed.” 

      An assessment filled with despair about our current circumstance involuntarily escaped my lips. Was this how it ended for us? I couldn’t believe this was how my end would come. I had to die before I even got the chance to spend the gold that we had obtained here. 

      
        As I got a little anxious at that moment— 
      

      “…D-Ditch ditch, ditch water— Small stream water—“ 

      A small almost imperceptible voice, filled with fear, burst out from somewhere. 

      “Stream, stream, stream water, by the small pond. Rabbit, deer, fox, sparrow, little nymph friends…”

      Holy shit! It was full of the childishness, that you’d only hear in nursery rhymes. The scarlet-haired nymph, Paranoy, who had been trembling on the ground, began to sing! 

      
        Swooong—
      

      However, as though reacting to the song, the bird beneath me seemed to have lost all of its strength. It appeared powerless; as if the power source had been cut off. 

      Not only that, but the birds in the sky also seemed to have lost their strength and slowly stopped flapping their wings and fell to the ground here and there. 

      
        Thud— Thwack— Thud— 
      

      “H-Hiiiikkkkk—!” 

      Paranoy screamed in surprise when one of the mechanical birds fell right next to her. 

      And as soon as she stopped singing, those mechanical birds of solid steel began to ominously squeak again. 

      “Hey, hey, sing! Sing!” 

      I urged Paranoy like a drunk boss at a company dinner. Her shoulders were trembling and she was crying her bawls out because of the sudenness of it all. 

      “Well, I can’t remember the next lyrics…! It was a song that my mother used to sing to me when I was young…” 

      “Just sing any song!” 

      “Ah, I r-remember! Cute little nymph… Be careful of the deer. It’s a big problem if they ride on your back. Poor little nymph— be wary of the swan—“ 

      It was a ridiculous and weird song. 

      “R-Rumble, rumble, hide your head from the sound of thunder. Little ditch water, nymph of the stream water—“ 

      Apparently, scaring the birds away through singing was legit. The birds stopped moving again at the advent of the weird song and became frozen like cold statues. 

      “Hehe, you’re dead now, bastards! Get Sarah Connor’d you fucking bastards.” 

      Taking advantage of the opportunity provided by the nymph, I fiercely struck the fallen bodies of the mechanical birds on the ground with my club. 

      Since breaking down the unmoving mechanical birds wasn’t that hard, I was easily able to crush and disassemble their bodies. 

      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

      By the time we came down to the entrance of the Black Rock Mountain, the sky had already become tinged with the vibrant colors of sunset. 

      It was only after coming down from the hot and humid volcano could I feel a sense of relief washing over me. 

      “Brother, it should be okay now.”

      Those mechanical birds. 

      It seemed that those Stymphalian Falcons only chased people within the territory of that rocky mountain. 

      “Huft, damn it! I thought I was going to die.”

      “I-I guess it’s safe now even if I don’t sing anymore.” 

      Fortunately, we weren’t attacked by any more birds as Marco sang nonstop the entire way down once he regained conscience. 

      “I heard that the cultists often appear near the rocky mountain, but I’m glad we didn’t run into any.”

      “They must be busy too. Anyway, we made it down safely. That was one hell of a climb.” “ 

      After loading the luggage, just before the coachman started whipping the horses to start running, I glanced around at my party members and asked, just in case. 

      “We didn’t leave anything behind, right? Check if anyone got hurt or injured.” 

      “Ugh.” 

      Luna removed her helmet and touched her forehead in response to my words. As Luna lifted her bangs with her palm, I could see a pretty big bump on her forhead. 

      It was probably because she got hit on the head when the bird struck her with its flapping wings. 

      “It’s swollen…” 

      I was worried because of the sickening noise, produced after skull was cracked by the bird’s attack. 

      Perhaps because she was wearing the sturdy helmet, the damage ended with a mild concussion and swelling. 

      I didn’t want to imagine what could have happened if she hadn’t been wearing that skull helmet. That was why adventurers must always be careful in choosing their armors. 

      I also would’ve been inflicted with a beak-shaped hole in my heart without the steel plated armor protecting my chest. 

      “I heard those birds were made to be sturdy by the blessing of Vulcan, but I didn’t realize you could break them like that. Brother, you have quite the talent for breaking things! Even the sturdiest ones get smashed into smitherens by your hands!”

      “Is that even a compliment?” 

      “Ah, right!”

      After sighing a bit, Marco started to evaluate the battle just now as if he had witnessed something epic. 

      “Honestly, I don’t know if people will believe it even if I turn this incident into a song. There’s no need to even exaggerate it.”

      I didn’t realize it when I was frantically hitting and smashing the mechanical birds, but now it seemed like they were pretty sophisticated and sturdy, making them very difficult to destroy. 

      Indeed, they were pretty strong, now that I pondered deeply. The scrap metal that fell off from their bodies was so heavy that we had no choice but to leave it behind. 

      I was enraged at the thought of Luna being attacked by the birds, so that might have enabled me to use more strength than usual. People often go beyond their limits and showed unnatural levels of strength when pushed into extreme situations.

      Suddenly, I felt like I could understand why Hippolyte, Elfriede, and other famous adventurers embarked on dangerous and life threatening quests. 

      It was said that the human brain limits the exertion of strength so that the body wouldn’t feel overwhelmed. 

      Perhaps for those who could momentarily go beyond the bounds of their natural capabilities, their limits gradually loosened and unraveled, allowing them to attain further powers. 

      Was that why high-level adventurers were able to wield strength, skills, and so much more advanced than what ordinary folks could do? 

      Of course, it was just my speculation, but it made more than a bit sense to me. 

      Or maybe not. 

      Just like that, I observed the sunset with a tired body as the carriage wheels rolled for several hours on the bumpy path. 

      In the distance, I saw smoke rising in the sky. 

      “Hey, Marco, isn’t that coming from the direction of Sodomora?” 

      “I guess so, but that smoke… Could it be that there is a festival with roasted bird meat?” 

      When I heard the word bird meat, it brought images of greasy golden-colored meat to my mind. 

      Meat and alcohol would soak into my exhausted body like rain pouring into dry sand. 

      “Damn, that sounds delicious. I was feeling hungry anyways, so that’s good.” 

      “Bird meat…?”

      Then, Luna sniffed with her nose. 

      “I don’t think it’s bird meat. It smells like something is burning, like burnt wood…! It doesn’t seem to be the smell of grilled meat!”

      Luna was right.

      As we drew closer to the city, we saw black smoke rising everywhere from inside. 

      
        The city was— 
      

      On fire. 

      Precisely, it seemed like it was already done burning to the ground. 

      “What the hell? What happened here?”

      I grabbed the guard, who was busily running around from one place to another, and asked. He had sweat dripping under his helmet with his tongue sticking out from fatigue. 

      “The cultists have appeared! Didn’t we capture the cultist priests not long ago? So there was a fight between the temple knights who were trying to transport them to the prison city and the remnants of the cultists! It was so chaotic!” 

      The remnants of the cultists, the temple knights, and the prisoners were transferred to the prison city. 

      The familiar keywords that immediately came to my mind were Pluto cultists, Schizo and Somnia. I remembered hearing that they were supposed to be transported to a huge prison city. 

      “S-So, what happened then?”

      Paranoy, who was listening on the side, reacted intensely. Perhaps since she was once a cultist, she was curious about what happened to her past comrades. 

      “Obviously, the temple knights won. They were very easy to defeat. The temple knights even found the remnant cultists’ hideout— in the mountain range. Soon, an eradication campaign will be set up by the city. It may even happen today.” 

      While we were struggling on top of the hot volcano, Sodomora was also struggling against the hot flames of conflict and going through its own hardships. 

      Anyway, it didn’t really matter to us, so we simply moved on to the Venus Temple to announce the completion of our mission. 

      Whether it was the cultists or the temple knights, they were, in fact, like a distant story for the low-class bronze tiers like us. 

      As we arrived at the central street of Venus Temple, that place exuded a peaceful atmosphere, just like the day before when I came to visit it. White birds were flying all around the temple grounds, and flowers were blooming everywhere. 

      It seemed like it was in a different world than the city that just got attacked by cultists. 

      It was the temple of love indeed. I wondered if love was really stronger than violence. 

      “Wow, it’s beautiful. So many roses.”

      Luna’s mouth opened wide as she looked at the Venus Temple and its surroundings for the very first time. 

      In this sunset, the fading scenery of the garden seemed to have somehow touched the soft-hearted Luna. 

      We carried the water jar into the temple. However, unlike the last time I came, the magnificent interior of the temple was in a surprisingly miserable state. 

      The temple was guarded by only one receptionist whom I had met the last time. 

      “The whole city is in chaos, as you can see, and the Holy Maiden is currently in hiding. If you come next time, you will receive proper compensation along with our endless gratitude.”

      Since she was a VIP who could be targeted in an unexpected attack, it seemed that she had evacuated to a place like an air-raid shelter. 

      I wondered what kind of compensation we would receive from that VIP. Since she is a high-ranked person in society, she’ll give us something great, right? 

      “Well then, let’s go eat!” 

      As usual, we went to the inn and ordered drinks and meat to relieve the stress that we had accumulated from the hectic mission. 

      Regardless of whether the cultist raid burned down the city or not, the inn in the slums was always full of drunken, red-faced fools.

      Of course, we were one of these fools too.

      “You said it was a request from the Holdy Maiden, right? I wonder what kind of reward we’ll get. Perhaps, it will be gold like what we got beforehand?”

      Luna’s eyes twinkled as she imagined the rewards she would receive for the quest. She didn’t really seem drunk even though she had already had a few drinks. 

      Beside Luna, Marco sipped his drink and spoke. 

      “Brother, it hasn’t been long since the time that we were out there selling goblin fangs. Isn’t our current situation much better than during those grueling times? Let’s go to the Rock Mountain again later!” 

      “You damn bastard! You fucking passed out in the middle of the mission, and we almost died for real back there. If it wasn’t for Paranoy, we’d all be gone by now.” 

      I recalled the critical moment from earlier. Now that I thought about it, it was a very dangerous situation enough to have made me plunge into endless despair. 

      Paranoy, who made a big contribution in killing those birds, was sprawled on the table while holding a glass of beer. She must’ve been feeling really tired. 

      “Gold… a lot of gold…”

      My heart skipped a beat at the mention of the gold we had gotten our hands on slipping from her half-opened mouth. 

      I looked around cautiously in case anyone heard. At that moment, Luna took out a large-sized carrot from her dish and put it in Paranoy’s mouth. 

      “Be quiet, Paranoy.” 

      She better not say anything like “I stole the thieves’ money” in her sleep. This was for the best. 
“….”

      As everyone closed their mouths, a brief silence engulfed the surroundings. 

      
        Clunk— Clank— Clank— 
      

      A group of armored soldiers rushed into the inn. And then, I was startled as Marco exclaimed out loud. 

      “This Marco knows nothing!” 

      This damn motherfucker Marco! Why did he suddenly utter that kind of gibberish? More importantly, why were soldiers coming into the inn? Did they already receive news about the stolen money? 

      The stolen gold in my pocket suddenly felt much heavier than before. However, the soldiers didn’t pay any attention to us. Instead, they attached a small scroll notice to the inn’s pillars. 

      And then, a soldier in a yellow cloak shouted at the guests who were staring at this scene in wonder. 

      “I am the Count’s knight, Bayona! From now on, everyone who I shall call must rise from their seats! First, those above the age limit! Men who are capable of wielding weapons! All stand-up!” 

      In response to his shout, someone among the heavily drunk guests asked. 

      “Why the hell are you forcing people to get up when they are resting?” 

      All eyes turned to the knight’s mouths in response to that question. 

      
        Sliing—
      

      Knight Bayona, receiving the question, drew out his sword from his waist, slammed it into the table, and shouted at the top of his lungs. 

      “War! War! There’s a war!”
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      “War! War!! It’s war!!!” 

      Knight Bayona, stabbing the table in front with his sword, shouted “war” three times in a show of great enthusiasm and vigor. The loud voice momentarily immersed the chaotic inn into an abnormal state of silence. 

      “War?” 

      “Did he just say war?” 

      Soon, an uneasy atmosphere permeated the surroundings as each person muttered hesitant words to each others. However, no one spoke loudly. 

      There was just a small buzzing and murmuring going on among the confused crowd. 

      Luna and I, as well as Marco, looked at each other’s faces, trying to confirm if what we just heard was some kind of joke. 

      “Hassan, he said it’s war.”

      “That’s strange. I didn’t hear of any conflict starting in the surrounding areas.” 

      As someone who knew nothing about war, I just listened in silence. But someone among the chattering people couldn’t contain their curiosity and stood up from their seat to ask the knight. 

      “War? Who is fighting whom? Where is this war happening? Damn it, you should have told us first!” 

      At that remark, voices of agreement like “Yeah” or “That’s right” grew louder among the gathered crowd. 

      Since they were customers of a run-down inn that also acted as a tavern or bar of sorts, their rugged faces gave them a fearless demeanor even against the noble knights in front of us. Their unyielding stances were both reassuring and worrying.

      The knights surely won’t get enraged and overturn everything here, right?

      As I gazed at them with nervousness flashing in my eyes, Knight Bayona, the one who had stuck his sword into the table, calmly responded to the question. 

      “You asked who is fighting whom, right? Our adversaries are not just neighboring cities or enemies of the kingdom. This war is between the living and the dead! It’s a war between humans and monsters!” 

      “The living and the dead, you say? So, are you saying that this war is against the Pluto Cultists?”

      “That’s right! The day after tomorrow, we will organize an eradication campaign in order to launch a surprise attack on their stronghold! From now on I will call out the name of the inductees, so unless you have a valid reason, all those who are called must stand up!” 

      The knight unrolled a scroll and began listing the writings on it aloud. 

      “First, those above the age limit! Men who are capable of wielding weapons! All stand-up!” 

      Age limit, does that mean those in their twenties? Men above the age of twenty? Unfortunately, that included me as well. 

      To be precise, it more or less included most of the men that had been drinking inside the inn. 

      
        Drag— Drag— 
      

      
        So, with discontented expressions, the men inside the inn reluctantly pushed their chairs back and stood up. Conscription, it was such a dreadful thing that I felt like vomiting already. Damn it—! 
      

      As people rose from their seats, the inn quickly became chaotic. The knight’s eyes, visible beneath the helmet, glanced through the tumultuous scene. 

      “Good, most of you have stood up. Now, I will select those who will have the honor of participating in this glorious expedition. Those who are called forth can remain seated! First, those without citizenship!”

      Citizenship? 

      Are they referring to the citizenship of the city of Sodomora? 

      If that were to be the case, then I didn’t fall into that category. 

      I, Hassan, was an undocumented resident who came from a place different from this Gaia continent. My status hadn’t been properly established yet. Damn it! I had been more or less living in this city as a migrant! 

      “It is great that you don’t have to go to war, Hassan!” 

      As I confidently sat back down on the chair, Luna reached out her hands towards me, then our palms collided in a firm clap.

      However, Marco, who was still standing, somehow looked around with an uneasy expression on his face. 

      “Damn, I’m in big trouble.”

      “Second, those who were a third-generation only son! Third, those who are the head of a family with eight or more dependents! Fourth—“

      Thus, about fifteen disqualifying conditions for not being able to participate in the war were listed one after the other. Most of the inn’s patrons who were previously standing had now taken their seats, except for a few remaining ones. 

      But damn it! Marco was among those who remained standing till the end… 

      Therefore, the soldiers approached him. 

      “Name?” 

      “It’s Marco…”

      “Eets Marco? Was there a name like that on the list?” 

      “No, it’s not ‘Eets Marco’, my name is Marco.” 

      “Ah, Marco… Let me see, somewhere around here… Marco. Here it is. Great, Marco. You are now participating in the glorious city defense operation! Everyone, applause!” 

      The people cheered and applauded the conscripted soldier— Marco from their seats. I also gave him a strong round of applause as my friend was being drafted into the military. 

      “Damn you, Marco, you’re in for a tough time.”

      It was absolutely hilarious that a wandering bard like Marco was being dragged into the army. However, it seemed that even Marco himself couldn’t believe the fact and asked the soldiers again and again. 

      “Um, but sirs. I’ve never held a weapon before.”

      “Well then, you’re lucky. You’ll get an experience of what real combat is like right from the first training!” 

      “Uh, it seems like this is not just an experience of ‘what a real combat is like’ but the actual real combat instead though.” 

      “Quiet down!”

      That man struck Marco’s head with a club-like object in his hand. With a short cry of “eek,” Marco fell to the ground, motionless. 

      Soon after, several soldiers started dragging his body away. Caught off guard by the sudden turn of events, we were all in a state of confusion, wondering if we should draw our weapons and be on high alert against these knights who had attacked Marco. 

      “Now, if anyone else wants to be dragged away, ask any questions you may have.” 

      Knight Bayona set the tone of this conscription process with his heavy voice. After witnessing Marco being ruthlessly dragged away by force, none of us could even dare to open our mouths. 

      “Alright, it seems that this place has quieted down a bit now. In addition to the conscripted citizens, we are also accepting volunteers as support— basically, those who would willingly fight in this war with us.”

      At that moment, the innkeeper, who had been observing the commotion with folded arms at a corner of the inn, spoke up. 

      “Are there any benefits to supporting the war?”

      “The very fact that you can participate in the glorious duty of sharing the fate of the city is a privilege in itself. Her Excellency has also prepared rewards for the participants.”

      Rewards? 

      The restrained atmosphere in the inn seemed to have loosened when rewards were mentioned. This knight Bayona seemed to be good at manipulating people.

      “As for the rewards, first and foremost, citizenship will be granted to the participants! Furthermore, if there are any prior offenses committed before the enlistment, pardons will be granted for them!” 

      “Damn, count me in!” 

      “Damn, me too!”

      All the men suddenly raised their hands from various places in the inn in response to the knight’s words. It was an unimaginable sight to see everyone voluntarily wanting to join the military to fight in the war.

      However, among those raised hands, there was Luna’s as well. 

      “Citizenship! A-And expungement of records!” 

      Something seemed to have sparked inside Luna at the mention of citizenship and expungement of records. As Luna was also from outside this continent, coming from the islands of Ideope. it was not surprising that she would be interested in gaining citizenship. 

      But why was she also showing interest in the expungement of records? Did Luna have a criminal record or something? Holy fuck! It was a completely unexpected turn of events, enough to make my head spin in circles. 

      Anyway, the inn quickly became noisy again with people chattering all around. 

      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

      “Mr. Hassan, Miss Luna. I think I’ll take my leave from here for now. It’s too hot… I need some rest. So, I should also get a room quickly—“ 

      As we stepped out onto the streets, soldiers could be seen still roaming around and recruiting inductees and volunteers, even though it was late. 

      The atmosphere of the city clearly indicated that a war was about to transpire really soon. 

      Because of that, we decided to end the celebration early and go back to our respective homes. After all, what’s the point of drinking when Marco was being dragged into the military? 

      “In the end, I didn’t make the cut for the volunteer support.” 

      Luna clucked her tongue as if disappointed that she couldn’t go to the battlefield herself. 

      People, regardless of gender or social status, were being accepted by the soldiers as volunteers, but the soldiers who found Luna’s name on the list were hesitant about enlisting her. 

      I was not really sure why they objected though. Maybe it was because she had a lot of land in her hometown and they rejected her enlistment for that reason… 

      “I wanted to obtain citizenship.” 

      I asked Luna, who was muttering to herself with a despondent expression on her face. 

      “What are the benefits of obtaining citizenship?”

      “The benefits are significant! You can even open a bank account! You can also join the guild’s insurance policy, which makes medical expenses far cheaper. Anyway, the benefits are tremendous!” 

      The benefits were similar to what I knew about citizenship back in my country. Once we gained proper status, the benefits increased further. Of course, along with that, there were obligations like paying taxes or serving in the military and whatnot. 

      However, as we saw earlier from the crazy amount of volunteers, citizenship was an important qualification that everyone wanted to obtain. 

      “You can also acquire eligibility by donating a certain amount of money to the city. I’ve heard that you have to donate more than ten golds just to be barely recognized as a citizen.”

      “So, can we consider obtaining citizenship itself as a reward worth about ten golds?”

      Luna nodded in response to my question. Then, she clucked her tongue once again in disappointment. Earning ten pieces of gold in a single military campaign. It really sounded like a lucrative opportunity to earn money, wasn’t it? 

      With a thick, unruly beard and numerous scars on their bodies— it could be considered a great opportunity for the guys with a rough look to earn citizenship. There was also the radical privilege of expunging past criminal records. 

      Expunging records… 

      “Hey, Luna. Do you happen to have any past criminal records?”

      I remembered Luna’s strong reaction to the mention of expunging records. Of course, I knew very well that Luna was not capable of committing any major crimes, but I was still curious. How could Luna be a person with a criminal record? 

      “A-A criminal record?”

      Luna trembled and cautiously glanced at me in response to my question. 

      “…Why are you asking about that?” 

      “Oh, well, just a bit curious. But judging by your reaction, it seems like you actually have one. What crime did you commit?” 

      “It’s nothing. Just… it’s just something!” 

      Luna avoided the question, as if not wanting to answer. My curiosity and suspicion grew even stronger by her behavior. It seemed like something wrong was going on here. 

      What kind of life was Luna leading before forming a party with me? 

      I thought we already had a lot of conversation between us, but I kept finding out more and more things that I didn’t know about her; as if her past was like a deep abyss. Was it really okay to ask about it? 

      If it was an unimaginably big crime, I wasn’t sure if I would be able to continue treating Luna the same way as usual. 

      “Hassan, you’re wrinkling your forehead again. Y-You’re thinking of something weird, aren’t you?!!” “

      “No, well, um, what… What crime did you commit, exactly?”

      “D-Do you really want to know? Hassan, you might end up hating me. But if you really want to know, I’ll tell you…” 

      Luna had a desperate look on her face, that look was enough for me to feel like all blood had been drained from my body. There were two choices in front of me. 

      To listen to her or choose not to. 

      But even if I chose not to listen, I was sure that I would live the rest of my life wallowing in doubt. 

      “What happened? Tell me. I won’t hate you even after I hear it.”

      So I chose to bravely listen to her. Then, after exhaling a long sigh, Luna hesitated somewhat, as if wondering what to do next, before finally recounting her story to me while fidgeting around. 

      “T-This happened when I first arrived on this continent. I was so, so hungry… so much so that I… I ate a rabbit—“ 

      “You ate a rabbit?” 

      I had already heard that Luna had to struggle for her survival, even going as far as resorting to eating tree bark and roots. 

      But I couldn’t help but wonder if eating a rabbit could be considered a crime. After all, rabbits were commonly hunted and eaten by adventurers in the forest. Their fur could also be used to make hats or arm warmers, which was quite useful in the winter. 

      “…Because it was a rabbit that was raised at the temple. A playful rabbit in the temple garden… no matter how hungry I was, how dare I end up eating a rabbit that was being raised at the temple? I-It’s a sacrilegious crime. Hassan, I have committed a sacrilegious crime—“ 

      Luna’s voice trembled the more she spoke. She sounded like someone deeply remorseful for committing a grave sin like no other. 

      “Is it really such a grave sin?”

      “I… ate the rabbit! Hassan, it’s an incredibly grave sin!”

      “Well, is that so? Alright, I understand, so please calm down.” 

      Since Luna started screaming, attracting glances from here and there, I had no choice but to calm her down. As I gently patted her back, Luna began to regain her composure and started breathing evenly once more. 

      “…But it was so delicious that I still think about it sometimes.” 

      “Oh, really? Let’s go eat some rabbit meat sometimes.” 

      “Yes! By the way, I’m just curious, why didn’t Hassan volunteer to participate in the war and provide support?”

      I wasn’t accustomed to Luna’s rapidly shifting moods. It seemed like I wouldn’t get used to it in the future either. 

      Anyway, in response to Luna’s sudden question, I recalled the reason I didn’t volunteer to participate in the war despite the numerous provided benefits. 

      To be honest, I hadn’t given it much thought. 

      “It’s because I don’t want to join the military.”

      Still, I had no desire to join the military again. It was not just about going to the military either; it was a real war. 

      If I were to go to a place where people struggle in fights to the death in muddy pits, then there was a real chance of dying! 

      As a commoner, like me and Luna, simply preparing to open a small shop in the tiny cabin and going about our respective quests and daily lives was already overwhelming enough. 

      For most low-level adventurers in the slums, who scrape by day by day, earning enough to eat and survive was already a big concern. So, having no work for tomorrow was scarier and more important than facing the cultists for us. 

      “What’s this? Something is attached to the door.” 

      When we entered the house together to rest, Luna discovered a small note-like thing attached to the door. She then slowly began reading it. 

      “Official document. Hassan of Samaria. You have been appointed as an honored defender of our faith and are called to participate in the upcoming conquest mission. Mission? What’s this? The letter seems strange. The eradication campaign of the cultists is both a natural right and a duty of the citizens of Sodomora.“

      I felt odd as Luna slowly read the letter. Why was my name mentioned there? Why wasn’t the note addressed to Luna? 

      “What’s this? What are you reading?” 

      “Well, it seems to be a draft notice… I’m not really sure what it’s saying either. The writing is very difficult to decipher; it’s all twisted and convoluted…”

      A draft notice? What the hell?! What could that be? Damn! It couldn’t be true, could it!? 

      Trembling, I took the paper from Luna’s hand and quickly read the contents.

      Indeed, as Luna had mentioned, the hastily scribbled handwriting made it difficult to make out the words. 

      I could only recognize a few words in the very last paragraph of the note.

      Hereinafter, you are assigned to the unit of Count Enya Sardich, the deputy of the Second Company of the newly created battalion, effective from midnight following the mobilization order— Margrave Hawkins Sardich (Seal).




      “Oh, holy shit!!!” 

      “Holy shit? What’s written in there? Is it good news? Since the Margrave’s name is mentioned here… Did they mention a reward for you?”

      “They want me to enlist…”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 126: Omen (3)

      
      “Carry out all the supplies!”

      The very next day, the nearly restored headquarters of the Mars Guild was bustling with the noises of the gathered adventurers. 

      “When will the other priestesses arrive? I need to receive prayers before going to war!”

      “Yeah! At this rate, it will take the whole night to get through this process!” 

      Due to the upcoming eradication campaign against the cultists, many people were visiting the Mars Guild, or to be exact, the Temple of the God of War, seeking victory in the war ahead. 

      Luna and I were also present today, not as guild members of the Mars Guild but as individuals coming to visit the temple of Mars to pray for success in the war ahead. 

      Among the never-ending crowd, I spotted Hippolyte, wearing her usual armor with a long red, draping robe attached to the shoulder pads. She was busy anointing people’s shoulders with a sword as though bestowing a perpetual blessing of fortune.

      “I, Hippolyte, the priestess of Mars, pray for the protection of the War God’s blessings upon you, Thormus…!” 

      The long queue in front of Hippolyte was enough to make me feel frustrated just by looking at it. 

      “Hassan, let’s join the line over there too!”

      I was considering turning back and retracing my steps back to the cabin, but Luna urged me to wait in line. Thus, I was left with no choice but to stand at the back of the queue and wait for my turn. 

      It was like having to wait in long lines while visiting popular restaurants after getting a girlfriend. I wondered if this situation had a similar vibe to that kind of thing. 

      Then, was Hippolyte like a popular restaurant here? Even if it was my own analogy, it felt somewhat strange and obscene, and my lower body started twitching involuntarily at the thought. 

      But it wouldn’t be appropriate to think about other women while being next to Luna, so I started looking around and asked her as I focused all of my attention on her. 

      “But there are so many people. Does this really have any effect?” 

      “It’s state rule for those going to war to offer prayers at the Mars Temple or the Minerva Temple.” 

      A state rule, huh? I almost laughed at the word that came out of Luna’s mouth. She found the words I often thoughtlessly blurt out fascinating and occasionally mimicked them. 

      Starting from my “holy shit” and now even the “state rule.” Luna was like a sponge, absorbing words from my hometown. Of course, she probably thought it was just a dialect or a regional accent from the wildlands of Samaria.

      “What effect does praying even have?”

      “Preparing and getting ready for battle is better than going into war without doing anything!” 

      “Well, yeah—“

      I thought about the eradication campaign that would take place the next day. 

      War

      Military. 

      Shit! 

      Even though my memories of when I lived on Earth were slowly fading away, there was still one memory that I would never forget until the moment I die. And that was the tough and challenging experience that I went through during my time in the military. 

      Gangwon Province— a land of cold and heat, ice and fire. 

      Honestly, while I could vividly remember those days of horror, I didn’t really want to recall them. Living in that place also felt like I was experiencing a whole different world. Fucking shit! Where else in Korea does it snow until May?

      After finishing my tough military life and returning to school, one day I found myself falling into this world and becoming a slave of Elfriede, spending the rest of my youth in servitude.

      Mobilization warrant. 

      I still couldn’t believe that I had to go to the military all over again even after coming to another world. 
Damn! War was really a terrible phenomenon. 

      I was not even a resident of this barbaric world. I was the outlander— Hassan. 

      They were even conscripting the residents from foreign regions of this world in the upcoming war of conquest that would take place tomorrow. 

      This was a shocking turn of events. Was the state of the city really that chaotic? 

      The possibility of a real battle happening made the future look bleak and uncertain to me. 

      This time, it was not going to be the usual simple adventurer’s work like bashing goblin heads or exploring dark underground labyrinths anymore. 

      As I thought more and more about the war, I could feel the tension building up inside me and my mouth getting drier by the second. The anxiety I had ignored all this time was starting to make my legs feel restless. 

      Just as my legs were relentlessly shaking, chasing away all the good luck I had, Luna murmured to me.1 

      “It would have been nice if Ideope had a Mars or Minerva Temple. Maybe our men would have returned alive if we prayed for protection before participating in the wars.” 

      “Ah—“

      Now that I thought about it again, I remembered hearing that the population of Ideope was significantly low compared to other regions due to the ongoing tribal wars. So, most of the population there was women, and the male children were regarded highly on the island. 

      Anyway, Luna hadn’t been able to finish making the amulets and protection totems even though she had worked on them from the moment I received the draft notice last night until early morning. So she was now showing her dedication by praying at the temple of the god of war instead. 

      It somehow felt similar to when mothers would put extra effort into their children’s education, trying every possible thing when college entrance exams would be getting closer.

      But of course, I couldn’t stay still either because of the anxiety I was feeling inside. 

      This damn battlefield of uncivilized barbarism… It must be filled with unimaginably dirty and filthy mud puddles. 

      During the time when I was a slave living in the city of Kalkata, I’d seen soldiers returning from wars against the neighboring cities. 

      They were covered in bandages all over, with body parts wounded at best and missing at worst. Even though they had been victorious, they still returned with tired faces, dragging their bodies along the way to go towards their home with visible difficulty. That miserable state of those soldiers was why that scene left such a vivid memory in my mind. 
As I recalled those tired and lifeless eyes I had seen back then, Luna started tapping my shoulder with her fist. 

      “Hassan, it’s almost our turn.”

      When I returned to my senses, I realized that only a few teams were left in front of us, as the line that had been stretching out in front had now shortened considerably. 

      In contrast to our usual encounters during missions or personal meetings, seeing Hippolyte’s face in such a public matter somehow made me feel strange and unsettling.

      “Belucamoni, daughter of Temona. I wish you burning passion and the blessings of victory—!” 

      And thus, the woman who was kneeling in front of me rose from her kneeling position. I soon stood before the clearly exhausted Hippolyte. 

      Hippolyte, wiping away the sword being used in the ceremony with a white cloth, soon asked me the same question she had asked the others before me. 

      “Brave warrior, who has joined this war, what is your name?” 

      “I am Hassan of Samaria.” 

      “Hassan of Samaria, kneel and take a seat here… Wait, Hassan, Hassan? What, Hassan!?” 

      
        Ziing—
      

      My ears were muffled by Hippolyte’s sudden exclamation, and I had no choice but to stagger back ever so slightly. 

      It was said that the God of War, Mars, occasionally roared loudly toward his enemies, causing them to lose their courage. It seemed that Hippolyte, who was claiming to be his daughter, also had strong vocal cords like Mars. 

      “Ahem, I mean… Hassan! Why the heck are you here?”

      After clearing her throat, Hippolyte asked in a calmer voice. However, she still couldn’t hide the astonishment that was plastered on her face at seeing me here. 

      “I will join the war that will take place tomorrow.” 

      “Oh my, you’re joining the war. What does a person without citizenship like you think you’re doing? Quit right now. You’re really going to die otherwise.” 

      The priestess of the God of War, Mars, started dissuading me by telling me that I was going to die before I had even set out for the war. Damn, although I was generally inclined to not believe in any superstitions, something really felt off this time around. 

      “I don’t want to go either but I received draft notices. They said that I couldn’t stay in the city if I refused to join.”

      “Show it to me.”

      At Hippolyte’s words, I took out the draft notices that arrived last night from my pocket. 

      There was one more in addition to the first one I had read the last time, so it was two draft notices in total. 

      The contents of the second one were written in fairly elegant handwriting. It, among other things, instructed me when and where to join the military unit at tomorrow’s war.

      
Kill all the cultists. The cultists are our enemies. Our Sodomora has been developing for decades but some cultist bastards had invaded it.





      This letter seemed to be using the citizen’s desperation for the subjugation of the cultists as a source of motivation.

      Of course, the main content I carefully examined was written further down.

      
All conscripted participants will be granted citizenship and the right to participate in the council assembly. – Enya Sardich.





      Hippolyte returned the draft notices to me after reading them for some time. 

      “Samaritan, I thought you weren’t interested in things like citizenship.” 

      “… Of course, it would be nice if I could get it.”

      Citizenship.

      Despite me, Hassan of Samaria, working as an adventurer, I was still only at the bronze tier, so the social systems that were available to me were quite limited. 

      For fuck’s sake, I couldn’t even use the bank. 

      I had to carry around a heavy purse of coins, clinking and jingling as I walked through the streets because I couldn’t create an account at the bank. 

      Alternatively, I could hide them in a secret place, but I’d be too worried about the possibility of it being stolen, and would surely disturb my activities. 

      My work getting disrupted would probably warrant comments such as, “This guy can’t even do his job properly.” Eventually, all the negative events would pile up, leading me to lose my job and lose the money anyway.

      This damn citizenship. 

      It would grant me not only bank services but also rights such as being able to use the medical facilities at a more affordable price or being able to seek help from the guards of the city in case of emergencies. 

      I didn’t think I’d be able to get citizenship before at least reaching the silver tier. Perhaps my participation in this war of conquest would be a golden opportunity to achieve a comfortable life. 

      Of course, that would only be possible if I were to survive the battlefield. 

      “I can see why you ended up participating. That foolish Enya must have devised a plan. Minerva’s great warriors and the likes always resort to such dastardly tricks.” 

      “Hippolyte, hurry up, bestow your blessings upon Hassan already!”

      “Hmm, uh, ah, okay. By any chance, are you participating too, Knoxdotty…?”

      “No, I’m not. Are you planning to participate?” 

      “I wanted to… But I lost the draw, so I have no choice but to stay and protect the city.” 

      Hippolyte wouldn’t be participating, my morale instantly plummeted after coming to that 

      No, seriously, if a warrior as powerful as her, who could literally send sword auras flying at the enemies, wasn’t participating in the war, then who the hell was? 

      “Well, don’t worry too much. If the Margrave’s beloved daughter herself is taking command, then your chances of survival will slightly increase, Hassan.”

      “Is that so?”

      “But still, the probability of you dying is over 50%. Our target this time is the Cultist Warlock, Anxious, who has been located in the mountain ranges near Sodomora. That guy is dangerous. He is a mage who dabbles in the arcane magic of hell. Dreadful, isn’t it?”

      At the mention of the Cultist Warlock, Anxious, I recalled the day when I sneaked into the gathering of the Pluto cultists. 

      Among those gathered, there were four people in total. Schizo, Somnia, and Anxious, the mage wielding a long staff, and another guy known as the Captain. 

      Could that mage, Anxious, really be hiding in the mountain range?

      I was well aware of the prowess of mages. After all, Elfriede, who had been my master and made my life a living hell for the past two years, was one herself. 

      “A powerful mage is equivalent to an entire battalion of trained soldiers. Even though Anxious has fallen from grace, he used to be an assistant professor at the Magic Tower. The fact that he has been delving into forbidden knowledge makes him even more dangerous.”

      “So, what should I do then?” 

      “Death will be the only result here.”

      “I-I see.”

      “Or you can run away. Hassan, I, Hippolyte, can probably at least erase your name from the list of participants.”

      She could erase my name from the list of participants? Was this like one of those backdoor deals of the high-ranking officials that I had only heard of? Was this my golden opportunity? 

      Could there be a more genuine blessing from the God of War than this chance?

      To achieve victory without even fighting! Hippolyte seemed to be the true daughter of the God of War, Mars. Hippolyte’s heart was so majestic. 

      As I envisioned the big heart that she contained beneath the sturdy armor, I was deeply touched and trembled with emotions. So this was why people fussed over lineage and connections, huh? I made the right choice by joining the Mars Guild, after all! 

      “Miss Hippolyte, I am deeply grateful for your words—“ 

      “However, I know a fiery Samaritan like you wouldn’t flee from the battlefield. I apologize for saying something pointless.”

      “…Well, why not give it a try?” 

      “Futile words only cause pain to the speaker. Samaritan, I can already see a longing for the battlefield in your eyes. Indeed, I shouldn’t have said I would erase your name from the list. It was a negligent thing to say on my part.” 

      “W-What—?” 

      “To have such a thirst for the battlefield, you immediately remind me of my father, Lord Mars. Your eyes resemble a lion’s, searching for a blood-boiling battlefield. The bloodshot hue inside of those black eyes looks quite impressive.” 

      I wondered just what kind of expression I had on my face for her to say something like that, so I touched my face. I didn’t get much sleep last night as Luna and I had to stay up to prepare for the war. 

      Hippolyte seemed to have a strange interpretation of my expression due to that. 

      At that moment, a clamor erupted from behind me. 

      “You’re wasting our time! Just hurry up and finish your turn already!” 

      “We still have many things to do! Like sharpening our rusty weapons and having armor tailormade!” 

      Perhaps due to the lengthy conversation I had been having with Hippolyte, the patience of the people waiting behind us seemed to have worn thin. 

      Hippolyte cleared her throat a few times by coughing lightly. 

      “Hassan, I shall grant you my blessing as well. I-It’s a slightly special blessing, and I need some time to prepare for it, so please come back later in the evening.”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 127: Whose Hand will the God of War Raise (1)

      
      War-induced market downturn.

      It’s a term used to describe the situation of the market after a war broke out or when the threat of one starting soon would loom over the heart of the people, leading to the marketplace becoming noticeably active and lively. 

      Various items, including food supplies and medicine for soldiers going to war, would sell like hotcakes. There would also be frequent incidents of hoarding emergency food supplies and essential items by the citizens. 

      The market Luna and I went to was bustling with people shouting in every possible direction. 

      Of course, Sodomora’s market was never known for its decency, but today it was particularly intense. 

      “Hey, you motherfucker! I was the one who grabbed it first!”

      “What are you talking about, you idiot?! Can’t you see the marking I made on this item? I reserved this sword a long time ago!” 

      People could easily lose their rationality in the face of a major crisis. 

      People who had lost their rationality became more selfish and greedy than ever, sweeping away all the goods without leaving a single item behind for others. 

      Luna and I went to the general store to buy dry biscuits or jerkies— instant rations that could be eaten as is or boiled with water.

      After searching through the entire store, it became evident that the goods inside the general store were quickly sold out. 

      “Hassan, there’s plenty of mint stargazy pies here!”

      Huh, mint stargazy pies? 

      It seemed that despite people losing their rationality in this time of war, they were still uninterested in buying such an abomination. 

      But since there was nothing else left to eat, Luna and I had no choice but to purchase the mint stargazy pies and dried cocoa steamed sardines that even the most desperate of people were unwilling to buy. 

      “Hehe, we’re lucky. We were at least able to buy something delicious.”

      “Luna, what kind of food do you think is not tasty?” 

      “Sand! And ants also don’t taste good. Of course, there are some ants that taste good. But generally, ants don’t taste good.” 

      I wondered just how she was able to know that ants didn’t taste good, but I opted to not ask her about that. It seemed that even between lovers, there were some things that were better kept secret to maintain a good relationship.

      Frankly, my father also made me eat ants multiple times. Shit! It really wasn’t something I wanted to remember ever again. 

      Anyway, we were able to acquire some food to eat during the war. 

      Luna, who always had a bit of a problem with her taste buds, seemed satisfied with these horrible-tasting food supplies, but I couldn’t help but worry. 

      “I wish we had come out earlier to buy everything we needed.”

      “The result would have been the same even if we came out earlier. Do you really not need any armor or weapons, Hassan?” 

      In response to Luna’s words, I briefly glanced at the various armor shops in the distance. They were also bustling with people and thus seemed to be super chaotic right now. 

      “I don’t think I need anything in particular.” 

      I supposed the breastplate, gauntlets, and greaves I was wearing should be sufficient for me. Adding more armor would only weigh me down. 

      While having a helmet to protect my head would have been nice, I was too exhausted after going through the crowded market and didn’t feel like searching for one.

      Since I would be leaving the very next day, it might be better to return to the cabin and replenish my stamina instead of wasting my energy like this.

      So I decided to go back home with Luna. 

      “Hassan, are you really sure you don’t need anything? I’ll go buy it for you!” 

      “It’s fine.”

      Luna seemed just as nervous and overwhelmed as I was about my participation in the upcoming war. 

      It was quite apparent to me that she was even more flustered and anxious than I was, who was about to be deployed. She was probably worrying a lot about me. 

      To be fair, if Luna had told me that she would be going to war, I would also have sent her off with a bunch of stuff to increase her chances of survival. 

      After we returned to the cabin, Luna started bustling around, making some elixirs for me. 

      Luna used herbs and the earthworms we barely managed to buy during our half-day journey through the market as the ingredients of the elixir. Not only that, but she also put a few strands of her own hair inside the pot. 

      “Luna, why are you putting your hair in there?” 

      Looking at how it was made, could we really call this concoction an elixir? 

      If this world had a strike zone for food hygiene regulations, that out-of-standard elixir creation would be categorized as a dead ball to the umpire’s face and get struck out long ago.1 

      However, Luna shouted confidently as though there was nothing to be worried about. 

      “Luck Elixir! It will enhance your luck! With this, no arrows will be able to hit you!” 

      Luck Elixir, she said. That was something I had never heard of before. But Luna made it so earnestly that I just decisively accepted it

      In fact, I was quite unsure about what to do myself. I was feeling super anxious, to the point that I was banking my hopes on bizarre things like this suspicious elixir. 

      War. 

      It was war. 

      The time had come for me, Hassan, to participate in a real war, swinging blades and bludgeons with only the determination of not dying and surviving to see another day.

      “Huff.” 

      I leaned against the wall, closed my eyes, and listened to Luna’s hurried footsteps— the sound of her bare feet hitting the floor, and the faint noise of various ingredients being ground inside a small bowl. 

      There have been countless wars in human history. There must have been plenty of reluctant civilians like me who had no choice but to participate in them. 

      Among those were people like me. 

      Were they feeling the same emotions I was feeling right now…? 

      Of course, there was no way I could figure out what they were thinking because even ‘I’ didn’t know what ‘I’ was thinking at the moment.

      It was like my consciousness was floating like dust in the air, occasionally flickering and reflecting light. My heart was beating restlessly, pounding to the point of pain.

      While my mind was entangled in these complex thoughts, my eyes kept watching Luna busily moving back and forth in front of me. 

      It was quite nice to see her pink twintails swaying back and forth as she moved. 

      Pink hair. 

      It was such a funny and surreal color that even at this point in time, I couldn’t help but question whether I was dreaming or not. 

      So, to find out whether it was reality or not, I reached out and gently grabbed Luna’s wrist as she moved around. Her wrist was very thin and slender. A woman’s body was truly delicate and soft.

      “Oh—“ ”

      Luna stumbled on her feet and seemed like she was going to fall because of my sudden action. I buried my nose in her neck and tightly held her slender body. 

      Sniff.

      “H-Hassan…?” 

      A faint, slightly salty, and sweet scent of sweat emanated from Luna’s body. And as always, the refreshing scent of menthe that naturally wafted from her body made my nose feel a nice and cool sensation. 

      Small shoulders.

      Trembling breaths. 

      Luna tensed and fidgeted as though surprised due to my sudden act, but soon, she relaxed her body. She then leaned against my chest, wrapped her arms around me, and returned my hug. 

      A woman’s characteristic soft, warm, and gentle feeling somehow brought a bit of calmness to my disoriented mind.

      Luna and I stood there, holding each other without a word for a while. Perhaps we didn’t even need any conversation in the first place. 

      Just knowing that we were both in this place was enough for us. 

      How much time had passed like that? 

      “I’m sure even in the noisy and chaotic battlefield of war, nothing will happen to you because you’re a ferocious Samaritan, Hassan.” 

      “Is that so?” 

      “Yes, I’m sure of it. I’m sure that nothing bad will happen… Well, that’s what I would have said before. When I first saw you, Hassan, you looked like a barbarian who had just ascended from hell. Completely covered in darkness.”

      “Isn’t that a little bit too much?”

      “But, but, you are actually a fool and you are not even that strong.” 

      I honestly wanted to protest, saying, “Hey, how could you call me a fool? You’re being too harsh.”

      But I couldn’t say anything in response to Luna’s words as she began to sob soon after.

      Hot tears streamed down Luna’s eyes and trailed down her cheeks as she buried her face in my chest, drenching my collar as a result. 

      As I said before, a woman’s tears were a powerful weapon. 

      All sorts of thoughts were swirling in my head, but I was unable to convey even one as I witnessed Luna crying. 

      Suddenly everything from the upcoming war to the thought that I might soon die disappeared from my mind, and I could only think about how to make this petite girl in my arms stop crying. 

      So, just like when I comforted the sulky Luna before, I began scratching her back with my hand. 

      
        Scratch— Scratch— 
      

      It would be nice if I could say something to console her at the moment, but unfortunately, I was tongue-tied. If only I had the blessing of eloquence instead of dexterity, maybe I could have said something appropriate to soothe her mood. 

      “Don’t cry.”

      So, after much hesitation and pondering, I only managed to say those two words. Then in response to that, Luna quietly responded with her trembling voice. 

      “…I won’t cry. It is said that seeing men off brings bad luck in the lands of Ideope.”

      “Is that so? Ideope seems to have all sorts of stories.”

      “I am Luna, the daughter of Ideope. And women from Ideope are good at waiting more than anyone else. So, despite the fact that I really hate doing this, just for this once, really just for this time, I will let you go, Hassan.”

      “Alright.”

      Luna’s crying gradually came to a stop and I was finally able to breathe a slight sigh of relief. It seemed that Luna, too, momentarily became emotionally unstable because of the upcoming events and even shed a few tears because of that. 

      “I really hate it. I really hate it, but I have no choice but to let you go, Hassan.” 

      “Alright, I understand.” 

      Luna looked quite adorable as she continued to whine like that. I knew that it was a serious situation, but I felt troubled because of my gradually growing schlong.

      It would be strange if my lower half didn’t react while I was holding a girl’s body for a long time like this. So, with a sense of regret, I continued to caress Luna’s back as she spoke. 

      “Therefore, just for once, visit the Mars Temple. There’s nothing more I can do for you. I’m not a demigod… so I don’t know how to offer blessings…” 

      “The temple?”

      “Yes, to receive the protection of the God of War. In return, in return, I’ll wait for you just for this time only. I totally hate the idea of you getting seriously injured or killed in the war.” 

      
        Swoosh—
      

      Luna stood up as she finished speaking those words. Then she opened the window on the second floor and stood beneath the dim moonlight, looking out at the streets below. 

      Now that I thought about it, Hippolyte did say that she would bestow her special blessing on me and even asked me to come find her in the evening to receive said blessing from her. 

      By this time, most of the people, who had gathered to the point that the guild had become utterly cluttered this morning, had surely returned home to prepare for the upcoming war. 

      “Come back safely.” 

      Luna said so without looking at me, simply gazing at the night sky. I thought that we would be going together to receive the blessing. But it seemed like Luna intended to stay in the cabin. 

      So I also reluctantly stood up from my seat. 

      “Aren’t you coming with me?”

      “I told you. I’ll wait for you here. Just this time. Go quickly before I change my mind.”

      Luna spoke with a resolute voice. I couldn’t see her expression since I could only see the back of her head, but I imagined that she must have been deeply frowning as she said those words. 

      “Hurry!” 

      She even shouted at me with a loud, high-pitched voice. So, I could only step back hesitantly with a startled heart. 

      “Well, fine. I’ll be back soon.” 

      Luna might need some time alone as well. We’d been sticking together quite frequently lately, so it made sense that she would need some time to be alone to think and meditate— to clear up her mind. 

      So, leaving Luna behind, I stepped down the stairs to the first floor of the cabin to go out. One, two, three… 

      
        As I slowly descended the stairs and reached out to open the entrance door on the first floor— 
      

      
        Thump— Thump— Crash—! 
      

      With a loud noise, a strong presence approached me from behind. It was Luna who was hesitating and stumbling as she approached me from upstairs. She came running with a face so red that it was simply indescribable with words alone. 

      “Indeed, I can’t just let you go like this!” 

      
        Like a hungry lion, Luna jumped at me and buried her face in my chest. I thought she wanted to hug me, but—
      

      
        Bite hard—
      

      “Ahhhh!”

      Instead, the sensation of an unbearably painful bite emanated on my chest and I couldn’t help but leak out a scream from my mouth. 

      “Now go!” 

      Then Luna forcefully closed the door with a bang after pushing me out. What the hell was that? 

      I could only swallow my tears as I looked at the clear bite marks on my clothes and the aching I felt on my chest. 

      War seemed to have a way of driving people crazy like this. 

      Anyway, with a rather bewildered state of mind, I scratched my head and set off for the Mars Guild. 

      The streets leading to the guild were all filled with soldiers due to the upcoming departure to the battlefield tomorrow. Their loud footsteps conveyed a sense of urgency and anxiety. 

      There were incidents like me being interrogated by those soldiers along the way, but I managed to reach the ruins of the Mars Guild building safe and sound. 

      I wondered in my mind if the crowd had decreased by now as evening approached. 

      Even at this time of the day, when the sun had set and the moon rose high in the sky – as a place dedicated to serving the god of war and battle – the temple of Mars was illuminated by the flickering of flames from the lit braziers and the chants of the priests and priestesses could be heard echoing from every nook and cranny of the house of worship. 

      Where is Hippolyte? 

      I wandered among numerous priestesses, searching for her familiar face. Then, someone tapped me on the back. 

      Hippolyte was the only person who was able to touch my back so unexpectedly. 

      “Are you Miss Hippolyte, by any chance?” 

      “Yes. Y-You really came as promised. Honestly, I didn’t expect Knoxdotty to let you come here.” 

      When I turned my head, I noticed that Hippolyte’s skin appeared far redder than usual, perhaps due to the glow of the braziers that were illuminating our surroundings. 

      Her hair was neatly tied back, and instead of her usual armor or the attire she wore as a priestess of Mars, she was wearing a fascinating red dress. 

      The dress hugged her body tightly and was short enough to reveal her plump thighs prominently. It was actually quite a plain dress, but Hippolyte’s physique alone was captivating enough to draw attention, even in such plain clothing. 

      In fact, I could see men stealing glances at Hippolyte from all kinds of directions. Some were even shamelessly staring at her with their gazes affixed on her lascivious form. 

      This was how a popular woman in a dress would be treated anywhere in the world. 

      Her appearance now was like a well-known beautiful athlete at a celebrity party. Now that I noticed, her face seemed to have been adorned with quite sparkling cosmetics, too. 

      Hippolyte applying makeup? 

      It suited her well, but it was quite unexpected for me, as I had always thought she was quite distant from indulging in such things. 

      Although I had brainwashed myself into believing that no woman was prettier than Luna, I was momentarily stunned and forgot about that fact as I saw her enchanting form. 

      “…Why, why are you staring at me like that? Do I look strange?”

      “No, it’s just that you seem to have put in more effort than usual in dressing up…” 

      “Hmm, I guess that means nothing is strange with my appearance, right?”

      “I thought you were someone else.”

      “Someone else, someone else, you say. That’s one interesting way to look at it.”

      I wasn’t particularly brave enough to smoothly convey to a girl that she was looking pretty. So I thought about saying something nice about her appearance. 

      But Hippolyte spoke to me first. 

      “As the priestess of war, I have to dress appropriately on a day like today. Anyway, I’ve been waiting for you. Over there, come this way.” 

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 128: Whose Hand will the God of War Raise (2)

      
      “It’s quiet.”

      “It is. Even the gates of the Mars Temple have been barred entry.”

      We were near the rear portion of the temple. There, a brown tent, with swords planted all over the place on the surrounding grounds, was erected. 

      It was my first time in such a place, so I began wondering why I was led there.

      “It’s a sword grave for the deceased warriors of Mars. Their swords have been put there as a kind of memorial to honor their deaths.”

      Some of the questions swirling in my mind had been answered by Hippolyte’s short explanation. This was, in other words, a tomb for the dead.

      However, instead of the eerie feeling characteristic of tombs, the candles and flower garlands placed on the graves gave it a somewhat solemn aura.

      “You can come inside. I’m pretty much done with everything already.”

      Hippolyte then walked into the tent with her uncomfortable-looking shoes.

      I glanced for one more instant at all the swords planted in the ground then followed her inside the tent.

      The scenery inside the thick erect tent was nothing special.

      A faint light was shining on the insides of the tent, coming from a lantern that was hanging on the unusually high ceiling, along with a simple bed. I could also see a sword and some pieces of armor stacked on a shelf in one of the corners.

      That red armor with a long cloth attached to the shoulders was clearly that of Hippolyte. Were these barracks something akin to Hippolyte’s office? There was also an amazingly large mirror inside the tent.

      “Hmmm, this is the first time I’ve ever invited someone here, you should feel honored, Samaritan.”

      I thought entering this tent would be nothing special, but now that I was here with the glossy-skinned Hippolyte, my face began burning and I found it rather hard to calm myself down.

      
        Sliing—
      

      Hippolyte drew out the sword from its sheath that was placed in the corner of the tent and began checking it out as if to inspect the state of the blade, then spoke once more.

      “The priests and priestesses of Mars are responsible for blessing those who go to war. It’s a tradition that has been passed down for a very long time— times so old and long forgotten that we have no recorded history of them any longer.”

      “I-Is that so?”

      Hippolyte began talking about some archaic concepts of some sort, but I was not able to focus on them as I was mostly distracted by the alluring back view of her eye-catching dress.

      “But going back to the source, you can notice that these blessings of old were very primitive… very primitive. But their effectiveness couldn’t be denied.”

      
        Sliing— Thud—
      

      Hyppolyte sheathed the sword once again and returned it to its position.

      She came closer to me and then pushed my shoulder until I ended up sitting on the simple bed.

      “…T-The kings of old, would take the chastity of the priestesses and anoint themselves with their blood before going to battle. What I’m going to do… is something similar to that. I’m a priestess, who also happens to be a virgin.”

      Hippolyte started straddling my thighs as she spoke of those words.

      The heat that was emanating from her body went through my pants and soon filled my whole body.

      Moreover, her unreasonably big breasts were completely enveloping my face. The unexpected sensation along with the warmth accompanying it, made my lower body rapidly expand like a spear trying to pierce the skies. 

      “M-Miss Hippolyte, w-wait…?”

      “Shh, be quiet— Though inexperienced, I still know what to do. The blessing may fail if you distract me at a critical moment.”

      Her breaths, fluttering right above my nose, had a strange sweetness to them.

      Moreover, her body was letting out the musky and tangy scent of a female that would fry the brains of any male around her.

      Hippolyte’s face was slightly higher than mine, so she naturally looked down at me while calling out my name.

      “Hassan.”

      But being completely ensnared in this warm yet soft honey trap, I couldn’t muster an answer.

      What the hell is going on here? This kind of situation, it’s… Me and Hippolyte? Does she like—?

      No, I shouldn’t get ahead of myself here, instead I should try to stop her from doing something irreversible. Multiple ‘What if’ scenarios of how much trouble this action could bring kept popping up in my head.

      And then…

      “Is it because of your past criminal record that you are trying to participate in this war, Hassan?”

      “My criminal record?”

      “… Silver-tier adventurers have many rights. Like reading the official documents of the kingdom. An unusual Samaritan like you is bound to leave a record somewhere.”

      Hippolyte paused for a moment, grabbed both of my wrists, lifted them up, and carefully studied my palms with narrowed eyes.

      “No stigma remains, but records cannot be altered. Does Deasros’ Arena ring a bell?”

      “That…”

      Hippolyte’s words seemed to have unearthed some memories that I had buried deep into my mind.

      An underground arena with chains and broken nails scattered across the floor.

      “You look like you want to keep this a secret so I won’t say anything more. Now, there’s a secret that only me and you share.”

      “A secret?”

      “As Lord Mercury preaches, keeping each other’s secrets opens the way to a good relationship. You knew mine already, and now I know yours, so we’re tied from henceforth. I don’t like living in defeat.”

      Hippolyte stroked my chest with the palm of her hand as she uttered those words. 

      “Don’t open your mouth from now on, Hassan. I’m gonna focus on bestowing the blessing to you.”

      And… just like that, her hand, which was stroking my chest, got stuck on the clearly visible teeth mark left by Luna on my leather jacket, leading Hippolyte to frown.

      She then stayed silent for a while.

      “…As expected, I can’t win against her. I hate how defeated this is making me feel.”

      Hippolyte stopped speaking after she uttered those strange words, got off my lap, walked away a bit then began slowly taking off her shoes and dress.

      I was greatly flustered at her sudden actions and the apparition of her bare back, she then however, picked up her armor and underwear that were lying in the corner of the room and put them on one by one.

      
        Cling— Cling—
      

      “I don’t think you need my protection. Too much attention and you’ll get torn apart like a little frog.”

      “… Then, is this all? Am I not getting a blessing or anything?”

      “No, but I can at least make it so that you won’t get killed by a random stray arrow or something similar. Follow me outside.”

      Then Hippolyte unsheathed the sword again.

      “W-Why did you pick it up again?”

      “You should count yourself lucky for knowing someone like me.”

      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

      As I was coming back to the cabin where Luna and I lived, I could see her head sticking out of the windows, watching over me as I returned. 

      Luna hid her head in surprise, as she saw me appear in the distance, then immediately rushed out of the cabin after opening the door on the first floor.

      “Hassan, uh, how did it go? Did you get the blessing?”

      “Blah, she decided against giving it to me in the end.”

      “R-Really? So what the hell have you been doing there all this time?!”

      Luna began looking around my body and frowned when she saw the small cuts and nicks that were present on my leather clothes around the area of my vital organs.

      “Did you fight with a tiger or something?”

      “Yeah, something like that. I thought I was going to die, damn it!”

      Under the guise of training my courage in the face of arrows and swords, Hippolyte trained me to stare at her sword or fists while she would try to hit me.

      I’d only get hit, if I closed my eyes. I lost count of how many times I got hit in the hour long training that she put me through. Damn this ignorant world and its ignorant training techniques.

      Luna, however, seemed strangely happy at my miserable state. 

      “Oh, strange… I heard… I heard that the protection of the God of War was quite effective. Hassan, I’ll cast a spell to ward off evil spirits then! Take off your clothes!”

      Luna quickly ran into the first floor of the workshop soon after saying those words. 

      I could hear the Thud-s and other kinds of loud noises spreading through the cabin before Luna returned with a paintbrush and a foul-smelling wooden barrel.

      “Now that I think about it, I can still do some things for you before you go to war, Hassan!”

      
        Squelch—
      

      Inside the barrel, there lay a type of red paint where all kinds of gross-looking birds were wriggling inside. It honestly looked pretty disgusting. 

      Luna then crushed them using a mortar and pestle.

      
        Crush— Crush—
      

      The disgusting paste made up of crushed insects then began mixing with the weird red material. Luna then dropped an old-looking brush inside the mortar and pushed it toward me.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Battlefield Ceremony! All men of Ideope use magic to ward off evil spirits before going to war!”

      Was it like when tribal warriors applied war paint before going to battle? I honestly had no clue what this meant.

      
        Press—
      

      Looking at Luna’s tightly shut lips and the intensity of her gaze, I was left with no choice but to allow her to apply this paint on my body.

      “It needs to be applied the day before the fight for it to dry well. You’ll also have to pray throughout the night!” 

      “Staying up the entire night before going to the army?”

      “Feel reverence! You also have to dance!”

      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

      We were now at the front gate of the city of Sodomora, which was frequently used as the place to form a party.

      As the sun rose, marking the start of dawn to the inhabitants of this world, I could see that there were way more people buzzing around this place than usual.

      In their hands, I could see all kinds of weapons, ranging from swords to clubs, including spears and farming tools. Some of them even carried pot lids to use as a makeshift shield.

      While I knew that this world wasn’t really known for the intelligence of its people, I didn’t expect so many idiots to have gathered here today. It was like the oncoming war had dragged them all out of were they dwelled.

      I wondered absentmindedly whether this was how the training of the reserve forces usually went, however, I soon recalled the reality of the situation… that this wasn’t just a drill, but a real war that was about to transpire soon. 

      “War, huh? I’ve never even held a weapon properly.”

      “It will work out somehow. Still, we who have been called at the West Gate are lucky. They say we’re gonna be part of the Young Lady’s unit.”

      With people gathering in groups of two or three to chatter, the gate felt more like a noisy market than anything else.

      I looked around to see if there was anyone I recognized among the crowd, but I maintained my distance from the gathered mobs after not finding anyone I knew. 

      Was I the only one to get drafted or were they sent to other places?

      “You have to be careful, Hassan. If you think it’s getting dangerous, just lie down among the dead bodies and play dead!”

      Luna, who was standing next to me, was relentlessly giving me all kinds of advice to survive through this ordeal. She looked quite put together for someone who hadn’t slept a wink the night before.

      I, however, was just feeling tired and drowsy at the moment, so I kept yawning to no end.

      Tension about what was about to come, along with the drowsiness I felt was slowly mixing up, making my heart beat like never before. The noise produced by the chattering of the mobs didn’t help me either, making me kind of dizzy and my mind feel hazy.

      I didn’t think that I’d have to dance while reciting a bizarre dialect from dusk till dawn.

      I finally understand why some of the male warriors of Ideope never returned after going to war.

      Those poor guys probably lost their strength before the war even started, and must have died in a ditch after missing a step fucking dammit…

      However, Luna’s sincerity was so heartfelt that I didn’t muster the power to offer any resistance. I thought she’d go crazy before me if I didn’t listen to her words.

      In fact, Luna had been acting a bit odd the previous night. 

      
        Hustle— Bustle—
      

      The sound of the crowd suddenly increased and from somewhere I could hear the loud sound of hooves. Soon after that, knights in yellow armor appeared among the crowd, cutting through the procession.

      Leading them from the front was someone riding a horse in shiny brass armor— a clear sign of a high-ranked individual.

      “It’s the Young Lady.”

      “It’s Lady Enya. She’s really joining us!”

      “Wow—!”

      People raised their hands high and began cheering when they saw the riders in brass armor. 

      The expressions of the people that had previously been gloomy just a moment ago, as though they accepted their inevitable doom suddenly brightened up at the new arrival. Just what kind of magic was this? 

      
        Hustle—
      

      After circling around the crowd for a while, the horses finally stopped at some sort of platform. 

      One of the riders raised his flag quite high up into the air, then proceeded to shout aloud from beneath the red peacock-feathered helmet covering his whole face.

      “We hate the cultists!”

      After that, another rider next to him stomped his flagpole on the floor and shouted.

      “The cultists shall be eradicated!”

      “Wow!”

      What the heck?

      I was completely flabbergasted by what was happening right now. Luna also didn’t seem very aware and was looking around while blinking her eyes rapidly in confusion at the current scene.

      “Let’s eradicate the cultists!”

      “The cultists are our enemies!”

      And… as though caught up in some kind of a fanatical celebration, the atmosphere around the crown began to heat up. Was this supposed to boost everyone’s morale?

      However, standing in the midst of it all, I could only feel awkwardness creeping up my spine— just like an irreligious person being invited to a zealous summer Bible school. 

      Someone tapped me on the side with his elbow when he saw me standing still like that. 

      “What are you doing?! Hurry up and pretend to cheer!”

      “What?”

      “The Young Lady is said to be very strict when it comes to the soldier’s morale. We might have to go at it for the whole day if you don’t cheer louder!”

      No fucking way!

      So I and Luna raised our hands as high as possible in the middle of the gap between the crowds and shouted as loud as we possibly could. 

      “T-The cultists shall be eradicated!”

      “The cultists are our enemies!”

      
        Wow—!
      

      The banners were finally lowered after a few seconds of intense and bizarre shouting, and with them, the excitement died down and the atmosphere returned to its previous somber state. 

      I nervously watched on as I began wondering what was about to happen now.

      Then a woman with a peacock feather-adorned helmet on her head began talking from the gathered crowd of soldiers. Her helmet was strangely reminiscent of an owl.

      “Everyone, I am Enya Sardich, eldest daughter of Margrave Hawkins. I come here today, as a great priest of Minerva, protector of Sodomora, and as everyone’s sister in arms—“

      
        Chatter— Chatter—
      

      The podium was so far away from me, and the crowd before me was so loud, that I couldn’t hear anything that the lady was saying.

      Luna patted me on the sides and then asked. 

      “What did the Young Lady say?”

      “I don’t know.”

      In a microphone-less world, it was obviously going to be hard to be heard clearly in front of a large crowd if you were unable to speak loudly. 

      People then started clapping, and soon enough, me and Luna imitated them as well.

      Dammit, what the hell is going on here!?

      An improvised army.

      With an improvised chain of command.

      So instead of listening to the words of the Young Lady, I decided to indulge a little more in the warmth that Luna emanated as she was standing next to me.

      “I’ll be right back Luna, so wait for me.”

      “Y-Yes.”

      Luna looked up at my face, and quickly after that, tears began gathering at the corners of her sparkly emerald eyes. She then began shaking her head violently.

      “T-They say that it’s unlucky to send men off in tears as they set off to war.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Hassan, should I just come with you?”

      “No, we can’t be sure of what’s gonna happen on the battlefield. Just stay in the city, inside the cabin, and await my return with Kong Kong.”

      “Then make sure to use the talismans and the potions I prepared for you!”

      To be honest, let alone Luna, I was already stressed enough as is about myself joining this unpredictable war.

      Rather than letting her join and increase my concerns, it would be better for her to stay in a safe place where I knew that she would be safe and sound.

      “We will set out as soon as I’m done organizing the Lieutenants of our unit.”

      I could clearly hear the Young Lady’s voice this time around. Luna and I just looked at each other’s faces while everyone around us started clapping and cheering in an exaggerated manner. 

      “…”

      At that moment, Luna suddenly blushed and said something to me. 

      Her words got buried in the chatter of the surrounding people.

      I really wondered just what she said to me just now. 

      I decided to ask her when I came back safe and sound. 

      “Let’s go!”

      Today, I, Hassan, became a mercenary from a foreign land. 

      And I was going to war.

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 129: Whose Hand will the God of War Raise (3)

      
      An army of a thousand men left the gates of Sodomora and were now walking across the fields.

      The sight of a large army marching through the fields was quite an amazing spectacle, to be frank. 

      But no one explained where we were going or what we’d be doing there.

      I felt like a late invitee to a party, my presence holding no significance, only there to fill in the numbers.

      It’s been a while since I’ve been in such a crowd, and it felt like I was losing my individuality already.

      I was lost in thoughts as we kept walking on for a while. 

      All of a sudden, I could feel someone patting my back. 

      I slightly turned my head, only to see a blond man with a short beard and bow huddled on his back looking at me. 

      It was obviously someone that I didn’t recognize. 

      “What is it, damn it!?”

      “Hehe, I heard it all earlier. My brother said that you were the famous Samaritan. Why are you making such a face, I was too scared to approach you at first.”

      “What did you hear?”

      “That pretty pink-haired lady was shouting your name earlier, Hassan, she was screaming. That peculiar name along with your black hair immediately jogged my memory.”

      I recalled the scene at the town gate, the scene of the girl continuously waving her hand to me, mixed among the departing families— bidding me farewell.

      It felt unbelievable that I was already walking on a field surrounded by dull men just after a day of separating from Luna and her ever-perceptible pink twin tails.

      “Well, rumors usually can’t be trusted but now that I’m here, I know those about you weren’t exaggerated.”

      The man in front of me kept talking while I was lost in my reveries.

      “I am Jack, a hunter. I’m not an adventurer like you, I just make a living by selling the skin of the rabbits and deer roaming the forest.”

      “Is that the case?” (he’s being formal here)

      “Still, I’m confident in my skills with a bow. I can take down most beasts with only two arrows. Hehe, I hope I can make good contributions on the battlefield.”

      At his words, images of the imminent battles and the scenes of people hurling arrows at each other surfaced in my mind.

      Bow, their existence somehow slipped from my memory till now. I used a few in the past, but I couldn’t say that I was any good at it, so I quickly gave up on them.

      “You’ll be safe as long as you follow me, brother. I’m glad that we’re in a good team. Moreover, victory is ensured since Lady Enya is taking the lead, we even have some wizards with us!”

      At his words, I looked at the rider who was leading our procession. Because of the huge distance separating us, everyone just looked like ants, despite them riding huge horses, and holding tall flags in their hands.

      But I could see that she had a good reputation and was highly trusted by the people.

      “What’s with that Young Lady? Is she that great?”

      “You don’t know? They say that she’s never been defeated in a battle. She’s also said to be favored by Lady Minerva— the Goddess of Wisdom herself and always employs extraordinary tactics that ordinary folks can’t even fathom.”

      “Extraordinary tactics…”

      So she was good at making all kinds of stratagems, I guess?

      “From what I’ve heard, the Young Lady was the one to come up with this subjugation plan. The cultists probably never imagined that such a large-scale punitive force would be sent after them just a day after their attack on the city.” 

      This hastily built punitive expedition seemed to be the idea of the Young Lady, who was leading the front on her horse.

      Well, this force, gathered in the span of a single day after the city was attacked, was certainly enormous— to say the least.

      But due to that same hastiness during the gathering of the individuals for this force, the quality and level of the people here were bound to be reduced as a result. Would it really be fruitful to lead men without proper training and equipment to fight in a war?

      The Young Lady was supposedly a brilliant woman, but I wonder if she really thought this through.

      “So, where the hell are we going to fight? Do you have any idea?”

      I opened my mouth after a long period of silence and asked Jack the Hunter. Seeing him chatter for so long gave me the impression that he might know a lot about the details of this subjugation battle. 

      “I don’t know, really. I was actually going to ask you the same. That aside brother, you’re quite fluent in our continent’s language.”

      It seemed that even this knowledgeable fellow was unaware of where we were heading right now. Then, the turban-wearing man in front of me opened his mouth.

      “Val. Death. Mountain. Range.”

      The man looked like he came from a desert tribe. He was slightly shorter in height than me and had a rough complexion. Hanging from his waist was a peculiar-looking curved black scimitar, resembling a crescent moon.

      Damn, he was a true sandman— the real deal. He was actually a better fit for the name Hassan than I was. 

      “We are. Heading to the Valdeath Mountain range. Kill the cultists. Me Drogo. Get citizenship. Marry continental woman. Give birth. Two sons, two daughters. 

      Holy, how could someone who could barely talk even be qualified to get citizenship? 

      Anyway, what I basically understood from the words that this Drogo guy said— it seems that we were going to a mountain range named Valdeath. 

      Jack, who was walking behind me, then added.

      “Oh, the Valdeath mountain range, huh… I used to catch a lot of wild boars there. At this pace, we might reach the place by tomorrow morning or so.” 

      So we had to keep marching until tomorrow morning.

      Shit… 

      Let alone for us walking on our feet, this journey would be worryingly difficult for even those bastards on their horses.

      And just like that, we walked, walked, and walked again.

      The only thing changing in this constant walking regimen was the scenery surrounding us. 

      As I started getting bored after watching our surroundings endlessly stretch out in the distance, Jack, the hunter who had been quietly walking behind me, spoke up once again.

      “I’m tired damn it. I feel like I’m dying already. You’re keeping up better than I was expecting brother, do you have a knack for walking because you’re from the wilderness?”

      “Nothing of the sort. You can either walk with an empty mind or walk with your mind filled with thoughts.”

      Actually, it was becoming hard for me too. I’ve been walking for one or two hours straight without a break, it would be good to take a break right about now. Just as I looked at the atmosphere ahead.

      
        Dam— Damdam— Dam—
      

      The drummers following the procession began to follow a certain rhythm like a round as they started beating their drums.

      
        Gallop— Gallop— Gallop—
      

      And along with the rhythm of the drum, the lieutenant, walking slowly beside us till now, spoke up. 

      “The change in the sound of the drums is part of the Lady’s instructions! Speed up the march! We shall arrive at the Valdeath Mountain Range before sunset today!”

      He began urging people to speed up.

      What, We were already walking quite fast and he wanted us to walk faster? I thought he was joking at first but he seemed dead serious from the looks of it.

      
        Clang— Cling— Clang—
      

      As I increased the speed of my gait, I could hear my armor and weapons clinking and jingling even more than before. 

      Until now, I had enough energy to chat while marching but pressed by the weight of my armor and equipment, I was constantly out of breath and couldn’t say anything unless I slowed down a bit.

      “Holy fuck! Just how are we supposed to get there before sunset?”

      Jack grumbled at the unreasonable march speed. The Sandman, Drogo, who was walking in front of me, also complained while roughly breathing through his nose and mouth.

      “Citizenship. Give up. Try to escape. Get caught.”

      “Don’t talk! It’s an opportunity for you who don’t have citizenship to participate in this glorious battle and have a chance at becoming a member of society! Be thankful for the generosity of the Young Lady!”

      Of course, someone riding a horse wouldn’t understand the struggles of foot soldiers like us. 

      Even though it had just been a few minutes since we increased our pace, I was already breathless and my legs were feeling numb from the constant walking.

      Perhaps due to the fact that summer was approaching, the scorching sun was shining down on us without a single cloud in sight, and huge beads of sweat were falling down from my forehead as a result.

      Seriously.

      I think I was going to end up dehydrated before even reaching the battlefield.

      Just as I opened the water bottle at my waist, and planned on drinking the water I had saved.

      “Stop! Stop!”

      The group, which had been walking at a brisk pace, suddenly stopped. Did the commander finally realize the absurdity of this reckless march?

      This Young Lady who had never suffered a single defeat till now must have realized that such an excessive march would just tire the troops out and lead to a terrible loss.

      Anyway, this also meant we were finally allowed to take a short much-needed break.

      But this sweet time didn’t last for long.

      As I raised my head, sensing an unusual atmosphere in the front ranks of the gathered army, I saw the Young Lady, clad in brass armor and holding the flag high, approaching us from the front.

      “H-Holy crap!”

      The lieutenant reacted with a startled shout as though taken aback by the sight of the approaching lady.

      “You, You! Get your posture right! Show correct rest discipline! The Young Lady is coming!”

      “Ah, shit! Resting discipline is like a punishment.”

      “Quickly!”

      However, seeing the urgency on the Lieutenant’s face, I, Hunter Jack, and Sandman Drogo had no choice but to stand up properly and show proper resting discipline.

      The Young Lady approached us with her yellow flag raised high up and fluttering in the air. She then proudly stopped near us.

      “First Lieutenant Bentham.”

      “Lt. Bentham at your service, Young Lady.”

      The Young Lady called out to the Lieutenant who was walking beside us along the way. His name was Bentham, I think?

      Anyway, now that the Young Lady was close I tried to take a good look at her. She was encased from head to toe by solid armor, making it impossible to confirm whether she was as beautiful as the rumors suggested.

      I was really looking forward to seeing how she looked. What a shame! 

      Just as I smacked my lips in disappointment…

      “Engage the Gale tactic starting from here.”

      “T-The Gale tactic? W-What is that exactly, Young Lady? I’ve never heard of such a thing before even in the field manuals…”

      “I just created it. The Gale tactic consists… of everyone being as fast as the Gale. From now on everyone should take their armor off.”

      “T-Their armor?”

      
        Clang— Cling—
      

      The body of Bentham, the armored lieutenant, started trembling violently as though he had just heard something outrageous and utterly absurd.

      “W-Why the armor…?”

      “Armor is something you use to protect your body. It’s akin to having an extra life. But even if you’re wearing armor, a sword can still pierce through and reap your life. So wouldn’t it be better to remove it and increase your agility instead? That’s why it’s called the Gale tactic.”

      “A-Armor…”

      The lieutenant’s voice trembled incessantly at the Young Lady’s answer as if he was doubting whether what he heard was real or not.

      Frankly, that was ridiculous even to someone like me. So I couldn’t imagine how a serious lieutenant, experienced in battlefield and tactics would react to something like that.

      What did she mean by having men remove their armor before a literal war? Only someone crazy would suggest something like this.

      Was the one wearing that yellow armor actually a cultist or something? Did one of them infiltrate the city pretending to be a commander? Just as I began seriously considering such a possibility…

      
        Cling— Clang— Thud—
      

      Bentham, the lieutenant, soon began removing the pieces of armor that he was wearing over his body. As a result, the rough and gruff face of a man with short-cropped gray hair and a square jaw was revealed for us to witness.

      He then shouted with a wide-open mouth.

      “Woooo, waooo, my body feels so light after taking my armor off!”

      “As expected.”

      “How could she think of such a tactic! Lady Enya is truly a genius tactician! What are you all doing!? Come on, come on, take off your armor right now!”

      Lieutenant Bentham began giving instructions to us after taking off his armor.

      “T-Take off your armor! Quick! It’s an idea that common people can’t even fathom!”

      
        Clang— Cling—
      

      His face, whether it was because of anger, shame, or some complex emotions I couldn’t even begin to understand, his face had become completely red.

      His eyes were glaring at us, seemingly warning us to listen to him unconditionally.

      So, me, Drogo, along with the rest of the procession, including Jack, also took off the heavy armor we were wearing and began stretching out. 

      Of course, you’d feel lighter after taking your heavy armor, this is common sense, damn it.

      “Come on, you too! Don’t you feel lighter without the armor?”

      The Lieutenant uttered that question in such cheerful words that we had no choice but to respond to this awkward play that he was enacting for the Young Lady.

      Shit, it was really time for me to show my acting skills once more. 

      “Wow, I feel so light…! How on earth…? Why do I feel so light after taking off my armor?”

      “Drogo. Like body. Like feather. Grain of sand in the desert.”

      Perhaps impressed by my and Drogo’s awkward performance, the Young Lady in the armor trembled ever so slightly atop her horse. 

      Then in a voice no one close could really hear, she murmured “As expected…”

      It was then that I realized.

      This was a death march.

      We were all doomed if we kept following this lunatic of a woman.

      “Lady Enya!! How could you think of this strategy?!! Truly a blessing from the heavens!! Long live Lady Enya, the sage of the Middle Realm!! I, Bentham, will perform aerial acrobatics in joyous celebration!!!” 

      “Take it easy, Bentham. This tactic isn’t mine and just a favor Lady Minerva bestowed upon me. Rather, that black-haired Samaritan…”

      
        Clang—
      

      I could feel the horse-riding Young Lady look at me from under her owl-shaped helmet. This made me nervous as I anxiously waited for what this crazy lunatic of a woman may say to me now. 

      Is this how Lieutenants being approached by their commanders feel?

      “Well, what’s wrong with him, Lady Enya…?”

      “No, my personal curiosity shouldn’t impede the workings of war. Now everyone, since you’ve thrown away those sinister pieces of metal, nothing can stop us any longer! Let’s swipe on those cultists and wipe them with swift movements!”

      “Waaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa-!”

      The Young Lady loudly shouted and Lieutenant Bentham, keenly listening to her words, shouted too as though responding to her shout. 

      At that moment, Bentham motioned towards us in a way that the Young Lady wouldn’t notice and we all shouted too.

      “Waaaaaa! Waaaaaaaaaaaaaaaw!”

      Soon, the ground began shaking with all the shouting all over the place.

      It was not the sound of soldiers, but the roar of savages who had taken off their armors and had turned into bloodthirsty feral beasts. 

      “Now that our morale is at its peak! Swift as the wind, unleash the gale! Hiyah!

      The Young Lady began vigorously running towards the Mountains that were stretching far away in the horizon.”

      The horse she rode was like a sports car, stretching out magnificently, befitting a noble’s daughter.

      
        Gallop— Gallop—
      

      With each step of its hooves, the distance between us seemed to be increasing as though it had wings attached to its back. 

      That horse must have cost more than all the gold coins I had in my possession combined. Damn it, we had no choice but to catch up after that fast horse.

      Although I had pretended to take off my armor, I had secretly hidden it inside the bag I was carrying on my back, because I couldn’t find it in me to throw this expensive armor away, and thus ended up with the same weight as before.

      But like arrows that were fired, there was no stopping us any longer.

      “Drogo, go back home. Miss sand and desert. Continent uncivilized. Can’t stand it. Mother—“

      “A deserter! Catch him! Whip him!”

      Because only a merciless judgment of suffering and death would await fugitives, fucking shit! 

      Morale suddenly went up among the soldiers marching towards war.

      “There, there it is! Mount Valdeath!” 
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      “There! There it is! Mount Valdeath!” 

      And just like that, the exhausted procession of soldiers finally made it to the cultists’ supposed hideout before the end of the day. We even managed to arrive before the sun had gone down the horizon. 

      I was expecting to see a long line of innumerable ridges as we got closer to the mountain. 

      But this Valdeath mountain was a single mountain that rose in the midst of a wild plain.

      It didn’t really look like a naturally-formed mountain, rather, it was more akin to an artificially made hill to serve as a battlefield or cover. 

      
        DoDoDong— 
      

      I could see wooden barriers and lit torches sprawled about here and there, creating quite a unique atmosphere. 

      “Damn it, there are so many of those undead bastards here. That area over there even became as dark as night.” 

      I wonder who said that. 

      As that voice had exclaimed, a lot of skeleton warriors and beings that looked to be undead were roaming about in multiple areas of the mountain. 

      
        Clatter— 
      

      
        Rattle— 
      

      It seems these white-boned skeletons were what we had to deal with in the upcoming war. Their numbers, were surprisingly low, however— in the hundreds at most. 

      Even a tactic as simple as all of us grabbing a stick and dealing with a single skeleton each seemed reasonable in such a situation. 

      Of course, there were a lot of variables that could arise while fighting these fleshless skeletons that were not perceptible to feelings like pain and fear. 

      For someone who had been running fast for quite a while, I was surprisingly feeling that a strange vitality was filling up my whole body right now. 

      Was this the blessing of Enya, the margrave’s daughter or was some other kind of power at play here? 

      Did the Gale tactic really work? Damn it! This war was turning me crazier by the minute. 

      
        Blow— 
      

      The wind picked up and swept over the grass-covered fields. It was so strong that it even swept away the hairs of the soldiers, cooling the sweat that had accumulated through the course of the run and drenched their bodies. 

      
        Flap— Flap— 
      

      The brass-armored flag bearer was holding the flag high up in the sky. 

      “Standby!”

      We gathered and stood in a straight line in front of the undead army at Enya’s shout. 

      “Drogo. Death. Close. Sand of the desert. Bad luck…” 

      “… They’re scarier than I thought! Fucking damn it! You are telling me that we have to fight these bastards, huh? I’m not sure if my arrows will even go through their skulls.” 

      Unlike the people of our ranks whose feelings ranged from excitement to fear and tension, there wasn’t a single ripple of emotion in the group of undead far away. 

      
        Clatter— Clatter— 
      

      Grrrrrrr… 

      Still, the only emotion that I was able to feel in the midst of this confrontation against the horde of undead was a chilling aura of killing intent that emanated from our enemies.

      Killing intent, shit! I would normally laugh at such a cheesy expression and string of words, but now that I was experiencing such a skin-piercing sensation myself, that was the only way I could describe this feeling. 

      In any case, these undead, full of the intent to slaughter the living, were now gathered in front of us and looked ready to start attacking at any moment. 

      Even the strongest and bravest of hearts would feel goosebumps running down their backs, as though a deep and primal fear had overtaken their whole bodies when witnessing such a horrifying sight. 

      Nearly a thousand soldiers gathered in this place were shaking simultaneously when confronted with such complicated emotions in their hearts. 

      My head also became soaked in all kinds of complicated thoughts. My body was feeling as though all of its vitality was being drained away. I had the illusion that a cold hand had gone through my body and was now caressing my heart.

      The lower stomach being a tension-prone organ, I could feel it slightly hurting in response to the extreme pressure that I was feeling in the current situation. 

      It’s not like I could ask to go to the bathroom in this kind of situation now, could I? And for that reason, in order to temporarily calm my intestines, I began pressing on the Hapgok acupoint situated in my palms. 

      While it was probably a placebo effect or something similar in nature, I could already feel the pain ringing in my lower half ease ever so slightly as my mind focused on the pain that was inflicted on my palms. 

      
        Clatter— Pop— Gulp— Gulp— Gulp— 
      

      As my stomach calmed down, I decided to drink the potion Luna gave me beforehand. And with the usual Ding— noise I was notified that my strength had risen by 3 points. 

      Whether it was because of my sudden rise in levels, due to the effects of the potion, or because of the sand-like taste of the potion, I could feel that my mind had become way sharper than before. 

      Damn it! We were finally getting started for this war. 

      “Archers—! Wizards—! Everyone on standby—!” 

      As the sun had started to lower beyond the horizon and our surroundings began to darken, a ray of light began to strangely illuminate the earth as it pierced through the clouds. 

      “Holy.” 

      The flag-bearing commander of our unit— Enya slowly approached the horde of undead, riding along the path of dazzling light. 

      “Anxious, cultist of Pluto and professor of the Mage Tower, Enya Sardic challenges you to a duel of honor!” 

      The battlefield suddenly stirred at the roaring cry leaking out of the commander’s mouth. 

      “A duel of honor. Lady Enya is going to fight alone.” 

      “As expected of the Young Lady. But, in that case, doesn’t it mean we have come here for nothing?”

      “This way we can quickly be done with this and return home.” 

      Duel of honor. 

      I’ve heard about this kind of thing before. 

      I heard that warriors and knights who highly valued honor, would wage victory and defeat during war in a single one-on-one duel to avoid large-scale losses to their individual forces. 

      Of course, since it was my first time participating in a war of any kind, naturally, it was a first for me to see this proposition for the duel of honor occurring between the two commanders. It was evident that this wasn’t just a simple duel. 

      I excitedly watched the situation unfold, thinking about the next set of events that may happen in the next moment. 

      The brass-armored woman, sitting far in front of the army while wielding a flag in her hand, began looking more and more reassuring in my sight right now. 

      And just as the morale of the lined-up soldiers began to increase in the midst of this weird atmosphere. 

      “W-What’s that? Look up!” 

      “Damn it, what’s that…?” 

      At the unknown person’s words, we all looked up to the sky simultaneously. And as we looked up, we were greeted with the sight of the dark clouds that were covering the mountain beginning to converge on a single spot and weirdly distort in many shapes and forms. 

      There was something innately creepy about this event transpiring right now which was otherwise a natural phenomenon. 

      It soon took the shape of a huge black skull, the size of the sky itself. 

      
        Enya Von Sardic. Brave warrior of Minerva— 
      

      In the next moment, a thunder-like nose began erupting from the skeleton skull’s mouth. 

      At the same time, the horses that the knights had been riding till now began to track back, and the legs of the soldiers, including me, began to shake in terror. 

      Someone suddenly spoke among the frightened crowd. 

      “T-That’s magic. There’s a wizard on the cultists’ side…!” 

      “No one said anything about the presence of wizards… I thought that we would be fighting a few skeletons at most!” 

      “They have a wizard, damn it! A fucking wizard!” 

      I had previously heard from Hippolyte about Anxious, the wizard’s presence among the gathering of cultists.

      However, it seemed that the soldiers weren’t in the know of this matter, and thus, seemed greatly unsettled at the realization that a scary wizard was among the enemies that they had to fight. 

      Well, in this world, a wizard was akin to a tactical weapon— so their reaction was rather normal. 

      Imagine the idea of being hit by an ice or fireball coming from some unexpected corner and dying as a result, just like getting hit by an unknown missile. No wonder the wizards were so scary to so many people. 

      Fear and terror were spreading throughout the battlefield with the knowledge of the cultist wizard’s presence. I was terrified too, of course, but I could manage as I already had knowledge of this matter. But I couldn’t say the same about the untrained bunch that was surrounding me. Was that why Lady Enya proposed the duel? 

      “Anxious! Accept my duel! You only have two options!” 

      
        A duel in this day and age? Our Young Lady is very naive, isn’t she? This is how things went in the time of romance and heroes. Fine, I’ll agree to your duel. 
      

      
        Dong— Dodong— Dong— Dodong— Dong—
      

      The eerie sound of drumbeats spread throughout the whole mountain range out of the blue. Along with the sound, the clattering of the undead skeletons increased and a tall monster came out from within the horde undead. 

      It was twice as big as me. What kind of food did it consume to grow this bug? 

      Just as Hector had someone like Achilles and Asterius had someone like Theseus as their opponent, there were always enemies to defeat even in this declining era of heroes. 

      
        Clang— Clang— 
      

      Chains and iron balls attached to its arms and legs were being dragged through the soil and sand of the mountain range. Its gray outer skin was covering what seemed to be extremely toned and well-crafted rigid muscles underneath its exterior. 

      
        Karliah, a descendant of the fallen Titans. He’s truly worthy of competing with the Young Lady. 
      

      “Why are you not coming out yourself, Anxious?!” 

      
        Lady, where in the world would you find a wizard stupid enough to accept such a one-sided duel? 
      

      “As expected, a cultist like you would never know about honor! A Titan’s descendant? Truly a good match, but not for me! Andrea!” 

      At the Young Lady’s shout, someone appeared in front of us after cutting through the crowd of soldiers on our side. 

      The person was of a size comparable to my own, their body, however, was completely wrapped up in shining armor. A long sword was also carried on their shoulders, giving the person a much bigger disposition. 

      “Is that Andrea? The commoner who became a knight?” 

      “I see, she’s quite big, isn’t she? She looks pretty skilled too.” 

      “But she’s still smaller than the Titan’s descendant.”

      “Damn it, this is too nerve-wracking. I wanna go to the bathroom already.” 

      Andrea, the armored knight and Karliah, the monstrous giant, faced each other before the public’s myriad of reactions. 

      
        Menacing— 
      

      I could feel a kind of tension permeating the air just by the way they were facing each other. All of us gathered soldiers were left with no choice but to shut our mouths and watch on this scene with bated breaths. 

      Step—

      It was Andrea, the knight, who moved first. She drew out the sword that was the size of her torso and quickly slipped between the giant’s legs. 

      She then swiftly cut the Achilles tendon and the shin of the sluggish giant. It was a neat and straightforward attack yet its effectiveness was immense, without a shadow of a doubt. 

      
        Guaaaahh—! 
      

      The thundering, deafening scream that the giant leaked out of his mouth as his body and head twisted in pain and anguish was a testament to just how effective this attack was. 

      The knight then swiftly rode the bent body of the giant and raised her sword high in the sky. 

      “Farewell, fallen divinity!” 

      Andrea cut the giant’s throat with a loud cry; its body and head falling to the floor while twitching and spewing blood everywhere on the surroundings. 

      
        Wow—! 
      

      This overwhelming victory of the duel raised everyone’s morale to sky-high heights and the gathered crowd began cheering simultaneously as a result. I was glad too, fucking damn it! Did it mean that we could go back now? 

      
        As expected, the countess’ knights are all as strong as monsters. 
      

      I could hear the skull-shaped cloud clicking its tongue in disappointment. 

      I couldn’t bring myself to believe that a cloud was able to talk and even click its tongue. This didn’t make sense to me no matter how much I tried to think about it. Magic was so fucking insane.

      The Young Lady, however, didn’t look intimidated in the slightest and proudly retorted. 

      “We have won the duel of honor, Anxious— submit and surrender! The only reason I’m not charging at you right away is to protect the honor you wield as a professor of the Magic Tower.” 

      
        Honor? It seems I still have such a thing, huh? Thank you for reminding me. 
      

      “But you’ll just be tied up and dragged around like a prisoner if you don’t yield right now! I’ll give you a minute.” 

      
        That’s very kind of you, but this bloodshed just now was just a little interlude for what’s to come. Hey, Young Lady, have you ever heard of something called Deity Summoning? 
      

      “Deity Summoning…?” 

      
        It’s when a mighty deity temporarily borrows a suitable body to descend into the human realm. It was initially a mere theory, but I, Anxious, have discovered that the probability of a successful possession increases when the bodies of descendants from the same lineage are being utilized. 
      

      “What are you suddenly talking about, Anxious?” 

      
        You’ll see for yourself very soon. Observe, and bow in reverence, to the authority wielded by the depths of the underworld! O, Primordial Night! The supreme progeny you gave birth to… The manifestation of death— MOROS, ascend to thee lands above! 
      

      
        Slide—
      

      The world immediately went dark as the words uttered by the skull-shaped cloud came to a close. 

      Black soot began spreading around the setting sun as though it had been plunged in grease-like black tar… and soon the whole world was thus shoved into the depths of perpetual darkness as though the darkest night had descended upon these lands. 

      It was just like a solar eclipse. 

      “The radiant light…”

      “The sun god has hidden his head! What’s going to happen now?” 

      It seemed to me that the people of this world were interpreting this natural phenomenon according to their own religious views. 

      Well, even to me, this was quite a weird sight so I was not able to blame them. 

      
        ｢ You can’t just call me whenever you want, Anxious. I was doing something important. ｣ 
      

      I heard a man’s chilling voice, and I subsequently felt a cold chill run down my back. 

      “L-Look! The body, the body is moving!” 

      With that shout, I lowered my previously lifted head, specifically, towards the convulsing corpse of the giant whose head had been cut off by the armored knight. I was surprised to see that his body had now become whole once more. 

      
        ｢ …But a contract is a contract. Rules must be obeyed. ｣ 
      

      The giant then raised his head, felt his neck with his hand, and then spoke once more.

      
        ｢ Then I’ll quickly get over with this and go home. I sentence you all to the death penalty. Now, split in half and die. ｣ 
      

      
        Slice— Hwaaak— 
      

      At that moment, a tepid breeze blew between the gathered crowd. I had a gut feeling that moving right now would be a great mistake so I just stayed as still as I possibly could. 

      
        Jyaaaak—! 
      

      The body of Andrea the knight was perfectly split in half and it soon fell down with blood gushing out from both sides of its split halves. What the hell was that? Magic? 

      
        ｢ This Deity summoning is only so-so. Looks like it would be faster to use my hands rather than utilize my divine powers. ｣ 
      

      
        Crack— Crush— 
      

      The giant soon stooped down and grasped the body of the fallen knight before him. From the split knight’s body, the giant retrieved long and sturdy bones. And then, the giant meticulously weaved the steel plates together with the bones and formed something akin to a massive scythe-like weapon.

      
        ｢ Good, this should be enough against mere mortals. ｣ 
      

      
        Neigh— 
      

      “Huu, huaaa, G-Goddess of War and Honor…!”

      The horses began running amok at this horrible sight, and soon Lady Enya, who was holding a long flagpole even fell down from her horse and began trembling on the ground. 

      “I, I, Enya, beseech you, please grant me the power and courage to confront death. Bestow upon me the audacity to cross the abyss of somber demise.” 

      
        ｢ You managed to keep your calm even when I’m right in front of you. You’re a pretty strong mortal. You can pray all you want, but nothing can stop the power of death. That’s the rule. Now, who shall be next? ｣ 
      

      An eerie silence settled over the previously bustling and chaotic plain. Not a single sound could be heard, not even the sound of breathing, or the rustling breeze of the wind. 

      It was so silent that time itself seemed to have stopped right now. 

      All of us, submerged in that silence must have had the same thoughts. 

      Please don’t let it be me. 

      
        ｢ No one? Then I’ll choose myself, Death Grip. ｣ 
      

      The scythe-wielding giant chuckled at our frightened selves and opened his palms. And at the same time, something amazing seemed to have transpired in the previously silent battlefield. 

      “Guaa, wh-what, damn it! Damn iiiiit-!” 

      My body suddenly began moving as if attracted to a magnet! It was so frightening that I almost peed myself for a second! 

      
        ｢ Why is it you? I actually aimed for the guy next to you. Hmm, it doesn’t really matter who’s first, death has no set order after all. ｣ 
      

      
        Float— 
      

      “Gyaaaak—!” 

      I tried putting my feet on the ground and digging into the ground with all my might to resist this strange magnetic power but it ended up being a futile effort. 

      
        ｢ Resistance is useless. That aside, what’s this— That’s quite the weird karma you have, mortal. Why is your face painted like that? Looks like a kid scribbled on your face or something. ｣ 
      

      
        Kwaaaaak— 
      

      The giant grabbed me by the collar and lifted me up into the air, his empty purple eyes peering into me as though seeing through my whole existence. Damn it! Was this how a mouse feels after getting cornered by a cat?

      Noticing how my life was so close to coming to an end, I didn’t even feel like swearing any longer. 

      Then the eyes that were peering into my soul widened in disbelief. 

      
        ｢ Why do you have… No, our youngest should still be a young… I heard she was a young lass with pink hair… ｣ 
      

      
        Slide— 
      

      The power of the grip holding my neck loosened ever so slightly, finally giving me a chance to breathe. 

      
        ｢ Hmmm, are you a girl? No, that can’t be. A woman in a man’s body…? That’s impossible too… ｣
      

      I thought that I would be squeezed to death right there and then. The giant then began talking to himself as if he was in a big pinch. What the hell was going on here? No, I shouldn’t waste my time in useless doubts. 

      
        ｢ …Sigh, this smells like bad news. I’ll definitely be hearing from Mother. ｣
      

      I could suddenly feel my surroundings tilting ever so slightly. It was because the giant that was holding me by the collar collapsed and began rolling on the floor as if he was in great pain. 

      
        Kong— Thud— 
      

      
        ｢ What a powerful punch! H-How dare a lowly mortal, ugh, agh! ｣ 
      

      The giant flew away and began trembling on the ground. I don’t get it, fucking damn it! Just what in hell was happening right now!? Just what the fuck was this all of a sudden?! 

      
        Lord Moros! What’s happening…! 
      

      
        ｢ I can’t handle him. What a warrior! He’s too strong—! ｣ 
      

      “L-Look! That black-haired weirdo is overpowering the giant!” 

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 131: Whose Hand will the God of War Raise (5)

      
      My head was struggling to process what was happening around me anymore. 

      The giant, who, just mere moments before, had been grabbing me by the collar, looking at me with such ferocious intensity that it made me feel that he was going to devour me whole in just a bite— all of a sudden began rolling on the ground of his own accord. 

      
        ｢ Y-You wretch! Y-You won’t get away with this…! ｣ 
      

      After a brief session of rolling on the ground, the gray-colored giant got back on his feet and charged toward me with thunderous steps echoing beneath his feet. 

      
        ｢ Guaaaaaa! D-Death Rush! ｣ 
      

      He resembled a barreling truck, charging toward me at full force with all the intention of crashing into me. Fear gripped the entirety of my body at the sight. 

      Attempting to evade his web-like hand that was reaching out toward me, I twisted my body. However, to my surprise, despite his immense size, the giant was incredibly fast… in fact, he was so fast that I found myself getting caught in his clutches once again. 

      
        ｢ Prepare to be crushed! Death Squeeze! This is an immensely powerful skill that no one can escape from, a merciless technique of hell! ｣ 
      

      
        Kwaaaaak— 
      

      His grip intensified, veins and muscles popping out along with his vigorous motion. The veins on the giant’s forehead bulged, indicating that he was exerting all of his strength on this move. 

      Normally, such pressure would have turned my body into mush, like a squirrel being stepped by a lion’s paw. But oddly, I felt no pressure from his grip at all.

      
        ｢ What do you think of my Death Squeeze? ｣
      

      For some reason, I couldn’t feel anything that could be considered ‘pressure’ from the giant’s hand that was holding me. 

      What the hell is going on here? Did my body get stronger after I leveled up? Or could it be because of my new armor? 

      Maybe it was because of Luna’s potion?

      Various explanations for the current absurd scenario raced through my mind, but they didn’t matter right now. 

      This giant monster was trying to kill me, so I had no choice but to fight back! 

      “Kwaaaaaaaa—!” 

      The giant gnashed his teeth hard as I channeled all my strength into my arms to free myself from his grasp. 

      
        ｢ I-Impossible! I’m not letting you go-! U-Ugh! Y-You’re too strong! I’m losing my grip! ｣ 
      

      After straining myself to the point where my eyes felt like they would pop out any second now, I finally managed to break free from the giant’s grip. However, that was just the beginning. 

      Quickly retrieving my club from my waist, I lunged at the gasping giant that was struggling on the ground. 

      I didn’t know where I got this confidence from, but something was telling me that I’d definitely be able to deal with this guy right now. 

      
        ｢ W-Where-?! ｣ 
      

      The gray giant, however, didn’t seem intent on just giving up and stretched out his arms toward me again. But since his movement was significantly slower this time, I was able to narrowly avoid the weird attack. 

      Looks like the beating I had gotten from Hippolyte the day before was actually useful. 

      
        ｢ N-No!? ｣ 
      

      As I dodged his hands, his wide-open chest and massive head became exposed for me to strike them as I saw fit. Without hesitation, I swung my club with all my might toward his head which was the size of a literal torso. 

      Raising my Fear Crusher high like a seasoned golfer, I swung it down toward the center of his forehead. 

      
        Swoosh— Bam— 
      

      
        ｢ Kwaaaaak! It really hurts! How dare you…! ｣ 
      

      “Uaaaaaagh—“ 

      Confronting a colossal creature whose roar resembled an explosion, I truly experienced the meaning of the phrase “My legs turned to jelly.” My knees trembled so violently that it felt like my legs were about to give out any second now. 

      Damn, did I get too carried away? I should’ve just run away! 

      
        ｢ No, no, uaagh, hmmm, it hurts so much! I-I’m gonna die! ｣ 
      

      Even though I was concerned about a potential counter-attack from the enemy, the giant fortunately collapsed to the ground with a strange shrill scream. 

      I continued to strike him with my club, thinking that I couldn’t let go of this golden opportunity. 

      
        ｢ Ugh, argh, gyak! Uuuuarghh-! N-No! I’ll disappear if this continues! ｣ 
      

      
        Lord Moros…! Holy damn, this doesn’t make any sense. How can a mortal fight against the power of an ancient God? What are you all doing?! Hurry up and save Lord Moros! Ch-Charge! 
      

      As an eerie voice resounded from the skies above, I could feel the earth beginning to rumble. 

      
        Dududududu— 
      

      There was no better expression to describe the phenomenon other than saying the earth was rumbling. 

      
        Kareuaaaaa—! 
      

      
        Kadeudeuk— Kkadeudeuk—! 
      

      But I didn’t have any time to relax! The undead forces, which had been idly standing by up until now, began rushing my way. 

      “We need to rescue the Young Lady! Charge! Charge!” 

      “Quickly, we must reach her before they do! Gale tactic!” 

      Moreover, the soldiers who were on standby also began rushing my way. This overwhelming situation left my mind in an utterly blank state. 

      “Kwaaaaaaa—! Filthy skeleton bastards!”

      
        Clatter— 
      

      
        Kwareuk— Kwadang— Bang— Kachachak—! 
      

      And just like that the procession of soldiers and the skeleton army finally clashed with a colossal explosion. 

      “You fucking bastard!” 

      
        Kaldereuk— Kakak— Kadeudeuk—! 
      

      The armed soldiers struck the decayed heads of the zombies and skeletons with their swords and clubs. 

      However, they were soon overwhelmed by the endless rush of the skeletons from behind and quickly found themselves sprawled on the ground. They were then torn apart and ripped to pieces by the monstrous strength of the undead forces pulling them from all directions. 

      The sickening smell of blood mixed with the sound of metal, screams, and fragments of bones flying around was making it hard for me to concentrate. 

      
        Keuruaaaa—! 
      

      At that moment, a skeletal figure with sharp, feral fangs lunged at me from the front, snapping me back to my senses. I tightened my grip as much as I possibly could. 

      
        Booong— 
      

      With a powerful swing of my club, I quickly shattered the skeletal figures in their tracks into countless pieces, scattering them through the air. 

      Back in the Swamps of Acheron, I could barely handle one skeleton, but now I could defeat two of them with a single blow! It seems my growth over this period of time hadn’t been in vain. 

      “You fucking bastards! All of you will fall!” 

      Filled with confidence, I first took down all the skeletons that had attacked me and then swung my club once again with full force, aiming at the head of the fallen giant. 

      “Earth Crusher!” 

      
        Bang—! 
      

      
        ｢ Gyaeek! I-I’m going to dieeeee… I’m, I’m really dead now… ｣
      

      And as if the blow containing my full strength had been super effective, the giant slowly fell down like a marionette whose strings had been cut. 

      And at the same time, the once-divided neck and body of the giant returned to their original state. 

      
        Lord Moros…! God damn it, Samaritan, you keep messing with our plans! Baturus, Delmo, Grandesimo! 
      

      As words from a bizarre language began bursting out of the ominous clouds in the sky, someone shouted from our ranks. 

      “Magic! Magic is incoming! Be careful, everyone! 

      “What are the wizards doing?! Disrupt the spell!” 

      “Surutab, Omled, Mosidegran—“ 

      As the magicians chanted the spell in reverse, it echoed through the sky, causing Anxious to growl in frustration.

      So these are the famous wizards of Margrave Sardich? Ha! Nothing but a bunch of self-proclaimed masters! You can’t beat this Anxious! Meteor! 

      
        Pewwwwwwwww— Bang— 
      

      I could hear the sound of something quickly slashing through the air, followed by a deafening thud and an all-encompassing explosion. 

      “Whoa, what the hell’s coming at us!? Is that a real meteor?” 

      “No, look over there! They have trebuchets on the mountain slope!” 

      “Darn it, these cultist bastards even thought of bringing trebuchets!” 

      
        Kreuuuaaa—! 
      

      The situation had gotten far more chaotic. The soldiers were poorly equipped, and the undead showed no signs of fatigue or fear. And as if that wasn’t enough, our soldiers were just a bunch of regular people hurriedly conscripted in a single day. 

      Our fight for survival continued. 

      But at this rate, we, the living, were going to quickly get pushed into a disadvantageous position. 

      
        Kereuuuuu—! 
      

      “What the heck is this?! The dead bodies are moving! They’re rising as undead and attacking us!” 

      This was the main reason for our tumultuous situation. The corpses of the fallen soldiers were turning and being added to the undead forces. To turn our allies into undead, that’s one of the horrors of Necromancy. 

      
        Clatter— 
      

      
        Keuuuugh—! 
      

      But there was no room for any kind of sentimentality here. Just fending off the skeletons rushing toward me was enough to keep me busy. 

      “You half-dead bastards!

      The only thing on my mind were swear words and thoughts of surviving this fatal situation. 

      Perhaps due to the excessive excitement or continuous movement, I could feel my breath getting rougher and rougher by the minute, almost to the point that I could feel my breath on my chin. 

      “Huuu, haaaa—“ 

      Even my senses were starting to grow dull now and it felt like I was about to faint at any moment. 

      
        Kwak— Kwadeuk— 
      

      Amidst this hopeless scenario, the skeletons whose torsos had been shattered didn’t give up on attacking me. 

      Even with their bodies in pieces, these bastards were still all over me. 

      
        Pewwwwwwww— Bang— 
      

      Moreover, the projectiles from the trebuchets made the ground uneven, making my already awkward movements even clumsier. 

      
        Gwaeeeek—! 
      

      “Get lost! Leave me alone, you bastards!” 

      But seriously, why were these damn bastards targeting only me? Screw them all! 

      And as I struggled to shake off these clinging skeleton bastards… 

      “Ughyaaaaaak!” 

      Amidst the battlefield, an unusual, piercing scream, distinctly feminine, penetrated my ears and struck my consciousness like a lightning bolt. 

      Perhaps it was instinctual, but even in my disoriented state, I turned my head to one of the corners of the battlefield. 

      There, sitting on the ground and engaged in a struggle with the attacking skeletons, was a woman wearing an owl-shaped helmet. 

      “I, Enya, am Sodomora’s guardian…! I will not be defeated like this!” 

      
        Kadeuk— Snap— 
      

      Seeing her handle so many skeletons with her longsword while being forced into a sitting position made me realize just how skilled she actually was. 

      But it wasn’t enough to stop the seemingly endless swarm of skeletons. She soon had to crouch on the floor, screaming as the skeletons clawed at her skin and bit her body. 

      “Eek! Y-You vile monsters!” 

      “Young Lady! Someone, someone save the Young Lady! Quick!” 

      Many soldiers and knights tried to move their bodies to protect her, but they were hindered by the wall of undead blocking their path, making their progress very sluggish. 

      “O-Oh, gods! Please, look after your faithful servant, Enya!”

      Covered in all sorts of bones, Enya reached her hand toward the sky. But the gods of this world rarely answered one’s prayers.

      But I was different from the silent gods. 

      I was close enough to hear her voice and could reach her in just a few steps. 

      I didn’t especially like her, but the commander of our platoon dying would make this already chaotic battlefield even worse. 

      And with that, my chance of going back to that ever-familiar cabin and seeing Luna again would fade away forever. 

      So, I ran. 

      I sprinted with all my strength, swinging my club powerfully toward the skeletons that were surrounding the commander’s body. 

      “Huub—!” 

      Holding the club with both of my hands, I swung it in a full arc. 

      
        Pagagak— 
      

      A small group of skeletons was crushed into a pile of fragments in that single swing of mine. 

      “There are so many of them, damn it!” 

      However, it still wasn’t easy to rescue her from the skeletons surrounding her, as they were akin to an army of bees trying to squeeze a single wasp to death. 

      
        Fuck, what should I do? Maybe I should just leave— 
      

      Just as I seriously began entertaining such a possibility. 

      
        Bang— 
      

      
        Clutter— Clatter— 
      

      The group of skeletons surrounding her suddenly scattered in all directions as though a bomb had exploded there. 

      Even the Young Lady’s armor wasn’t spared, as I could see her white flesh barely covered by her torn underwear. 

      I was stunned for a moment, but what was even more bizarre was that the blade of her longsword was emitting a yellow light while making a strange noise. 

      I’d seen Hippolyte do something like that before. It was a kind of magic that only accomplished warriors used. Was it something like Aura?

      Was that how she got out of that siege? However she did it, it was something to rejoice in. 

      “Young Lady I’m here to save you!”

      “H-Hassan of Samaria!” 

      “Hurry up and run!” 

      “There’s a problem. M-My legs won’t move at all.” 

      “Did your legs lose their strength?” 

      “No, it’s not that. It’s like I can’t feel my lower body at all… I think it’s because of that strange power from earlier.” 

      
        Gwaaark—! 
      

      Enya swung her sword at a skeleton that was approaching her while she was talking to me. Her sword cut the latter’s bones into two smooth halves as if they had been sliced by a machine. 

      She then hurriedly added while swinging her sword at some more skeletons that were attacking her. 

      “Samaritan! B-Be my horse!” 

      “Your horse?” 

      “Carry me on your back! Come on! It’s the only way to get out of this battlefield!” 
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      “Hurry! Carry me on your back…!” 

      At the Young Lady’s words, I snapped back to my senses. 

      Our battle power will take a severe hit if we lose a strong woman like her who was capable of using Aura even with a lower body disability. Therefore, I decided to agree to carry her on my back. 

      However, even though I had made up my mind, my hand was still reluctant to go toward her body. 

      It was due to the fact that I could clearly see her white and bouncy-looking butt and thighs which were now exposed for everyone’s eyes to see, probably because the armor that had covered her lower half had been torn away by the raid of the undead forces. 

      I was contemplating in my mind whether it was really okay for me to touch her exposed regions.

      “Q-Quickly!” 

      Since she was the one who was urging me, I had no other choice but to carry her on my back. 

      Even though the sensation that I was feeling on my back was rough and hard, the feeling that was permeating my hands from the place where I placed my hands was so squishy and smooth that it made me have thoughts that it didn’t belong in the midst of a warzone.

      
        Squishy— Squishy— 
      

      Was she telling the truth when she said that she couldn’t feel anything in her lower body or did she simply not care? 

      The noble Young Lady, Enya, did not say anything even though a man she didn’t know was touching her butt. She just swung her sword in her surroundings while seated on my back. 

      “Where should we go now!? Should we run away to the military headquarters?” 

      “Forward, we will go forward! Just keep going forward!” 

      “A-Are you serious?” 

      “The Sardich family never jokes around! Hurry up! This frenzy will keep going on until we decapitate the enemy general, Anxious!” 

      Enya’s hand, wrapped around my neck, tightened as she delivered those words and she even started rocking her body in a back-and-forth motion. 

      It was as if she was trying to control a horse for real, making me feel like I had become a tool for her to use right now. But strangely enough, I didn’t hate this at all. 

      
        Bounce— Bounce—
      

      Since I could touch her soft buttocks to my heart’s content in exchange, I felt like living as a horse for the entirety of the day wouldn’t be bad at all. 

      
        To think that the daughter of a count is not ashamed of being carried on the back of a man, much less on the back of a barbarian. This spreading might ruin your prospects of marriage. 
      

      “Shut your mouth! We are about to enter the mountain range, so it would be wise for you to start thinking about your defense before the judges!”

      
        Ohhh… How frightening… But it seems like you are not aware. The only army around you right now was that one barbarian. As expected, you have gathered nothing but rabbles. They have done nothing but increase the headcount of my undead army. 
      

      “Kueuk—“ 

      
        I have to commend your strategy of deploying a quick surprise attack, though. Of course, I know that this is nothing but bait. I also know that what you are truly aiming for is to wait for the arrival of the reinforcements while I bite the bait you laid out. 
      

      “I see that you are well aware of your impending doom! When the main unit arrives, it will really be over!” 

      Enya, the Young Lady of Sodomora, growled because of the wrath she felt inside. Anxious swiftly answered back in response. 

      But if I finish everything before that, everything will be over before your main force can arrive, right?

      Indeed, as Anxious just mentioned, the soldiers who fought vigorously were now lying scattered across the muddy puddles, torn apart by the army of undead. 

      
        Kuooo— 
      

      However, rather than staying dead as they should, they became undead and rose to their feet again. 

      Due to that vicious cycle, Enya and I were isolated among the hordes of undead. 

      
        Kuaaaghh—! 
      

      
        Kruaaaaaa—! 
      

      Skeletons with flashing red eyes attacked us from all sides. Enya, with a sword enveloped in aura in her hand, fought them vigorously while swinging her sword in all directions. 
“Huh, huh—” 

      Not long after, I felt that her breaths were becoming more and more labored. At the same time, the swings of her sword also started to slow down. It seemed like she was starting to get tired. 

      Meanwhile, her soft butt, held in the confines of my hands, also started getting slippery due to the accumulated sweat. Due to that, keeping her positioned on my back without letting her fall as I ran through this mud-covered ground was becoming much more difficult than before. 

      My pinky fingers also kept slipping and sank into the crack between her butt. Hence, in more ways than one, I felt like I was dying right now. 

      When my breath started to become rougher too… Enya, who was riding me, shouted in my ear to encourage my endeavors. 

      “Samaritan, give your all for just a little bit more. If we are able to return alive, you will receive great rewards for this feat!” 

      “…Great rewards?” 

      “I’ll personally ask my father! You can look forward to it! Uaaah, ang… !”“

      Young Lady Enya suddenly screamed at the end of her words. 

      “…Is something wrong? Are you alright!?” 

      “I-I suddenly felt a sensation I’ve never felt before… Cough, It’s nothing! Hurry up, charge toward the mountain range!” 

      For a moment, my finger had slipped and dug towards the very depths between her buttocks. I think Enya’s reaction was because of that. What I touched was probably her most precious spot. 

      Fuck! It was a huge sin to touch the body of a noblewoman. I couldn’t help but tremble when I thought that I was possibly going to be punished rather than being rewarded for my efforts. 

      I mean, touching her most secretive place when we were running across this muddy field that was filled with the dead in order to reach the place where the magician was located? I was not crazy enough to think about that kind of stuff here! 

      
        Paseseuk— 
      

      At that very moment, several skeletons rose up from the mud simultaneously. And just as I got busy kicking all the skeletons that were holding my ankles. 

      “Ah~ ah-! Heuu, haaahhh!”

      Enya screamed and bounced off me before falling to the ground. It seemed like she was unable to stand the stimulus that was emanating from her most precious spot due to my rapid movements. 

      
        Young Lady, it seems like you are not good at handling horses, huh? Now— What should I do? Since they seem to want to come to the mountain range, drag them here. Treat them respectfully and make sure that they arrive here alive.
      

      
        Gereureu— 
      

      At the voice that resonated from the sky, the skeletons jumped toward Enya who had fallen to the ground. 

      
        Young Lady, you will make a great Death Knight since you know how to use Aura. You will be able to command one of Pluto’s armies. 
      

      “Who wants to be something like that!” 

      Even though Enya tried to fend herself from the barrage of the skeletons by swinging her sword, the undead skeletons were focusing their attack on her hand that was holding the sword. In the end, when they successfully bit that hand, Enya was overpowered and was pressed heavily on the ground. 

      “Huuu, Huaaaaaahhhhh!” 

      A bestial scream leaked from under her helmet at that moment. Of course, it was far from enough to solve the problem though. 

      And bring that Samaritan too. I don’t care if he is alive or dead. I’ll be able to make something interesting using his strange karma-infeste body.

      
        Gruaaaaaa—! 
      

      Now, the skeletons did not just attack Enya alone. They also directed their onslaught on me as well. 

      Things would have been different if the skeletons that attacked us consisted of only normal skeletons. However, there were corpses of the soldiers who had just died mixed among them as well, so their weight and strength were far from normal. 

      No matter how much strength someone gained through leveling up, and even if they knew how to use Aura, it would be useless against the assault of a literal army!

      “Uaah, keuk! Ahh!” 

      I was beaten all over by the undead army as they began trampling and biting my body. 

      Since I had taken off all of my armor because of the Gale Tactic, the only thing that was protecting my body now was the thick leather clothes. However, it was nowhere near enough to save me from the pain of their assault. 

      “Ouch, it’s so fucking hurts!” 

      As I began to cry and shout out like that… 

      “This is the authority of Pluto, the god of the underworld… Oh Lady Minerva and the gods of the High Mountain Olympus… Have pity on us…” 

      I heard the prayers of Enya, who, just like me, was dying from being crushed by the incessant charge of the undead. 

      
        A prayer, huh? 
      

      
        Only someone helplessly facing death would do such a thing. 
      

      “The Young Lady. Save the Young Lady!”

      “Th-The horses are not listening!” 

      “Fuck!” 

      “Retreat—”

      “No! The second team will arrive soon—” 

      “H-Hold on!” 

      A lot of voices gradually started filling up my ears before starting to clump together into a chaotic noise. I, who was dying under the pressure of the heap of undead, barely managed to move my jaw and tongue. 

      “Lo… Long live the sun…!”

      
        Ding— 
      

       You can borrow the authority of the gods by consuming 200 task points.
Your current task points are 282.

『Yes.』
『No.』



      
        Press— 
      

      I moved my hand in order to press the『Yes.』button that appeared in front of my eyes. However, I couldn’t even afford to move my fingers because of the dead who attacked me as if they were intent on smashing my whole body, turning it into mush. 

      “…T-These fucking bastards! Get lost!” 

      I tried to squeeze my whole body in order to move my arms. However, the skeletons blocked every part of my body, making me unable to press the button that appeared in front of my eyes.

      Fuck, Was I about to die like this? 

      When I started to find it hard to even breathe, memories of the past began flashing in front of my eyes. 

      The school, the military, my parents’ faces, my younger sister, this different world that I fell into, a white-haired mistress, and finally a cabin where a pink-haired girl was eagerly waiting for my return. 

      
        Hassan. Look at this! It’s a wolf spider! Kong Kong! How is it? It’s the same! 
      

      I could even hear Luna’s voice, calling me with that bright tone right now. 

      So this was my life flashing before my death, huh?

      
        Hassan, you are really useless. You can’t even do this correctly? That’s why you became a slave. 
      

      This fucking kaleidoscope. Why are you showing me Elfriede? 

      
        
          - lythe…. 
        
      

      
        Boom—! 
      

      At the time my mind started to grow hazy due to the fact that I had become barely able to breathe— a strange explosion registered in my ears. Soon after, I was able to feel my body becoming considerably lighter than before. What the fuck is that? What’s happening? 

      Thanks to that, my breathing— which had become harder and harder since a few moments ago, became a little bit easier for me. On top of it, I was finally able to move my fingers and press the letters that floated in front of my eyes.

      The yes button that I really wanted to press! 

      
        Ding— 
      

      
        『Nice, brother. I’ll send you something big.』
      

      
        Piyung— 
      

      Along with that message, the sound of something swiftly cutting through the air could be heard. 

      
        Baaaaaannngg—! 
      

      Following that was the sound of something huge colliding and exploding somewhere. As soon as that sensation passed, only ringing noises remained in my ears, making it throb. 

      Without even a moment to adapt to this bizarre situation, as though flying in the air, my body seemingly started to float. My whole field of vision was filled with dazzling light and the world itself seemed to have been dyed in white. 

      A dazzling white light, the exact opposite of the current blackout. 

      I wondered what should I call it. Should I call it a whiteout? 

      As I fell into this world of light so bright that made me unable to distinguish between ally and foe, I was finally able to rise to my feet since all the restraints and attacks that had been holding me down were blown away. 

      “You imbecile bastard. I see you are still acting like an idiot. I really can’t stand you, you fucking asshole.” 

      Is the kaleidoscope not over yet? 

      In the white world, I saw the face of an elf with white hair and red eyes veering through this light..

      Fuck! To think that the last thing I would see before I died was none other than Elfriede. 

      “Elfriede, You fucking bitch!”

      At that moment, I became so infuriated that I couldn’t help but let out a scream. After all, it was just a kaleidoscope. It was all a dream. So, I might as well speak everything that I normally couldn’t say without holding back before I perished. 

      “Bitchfriede! You bitch! Why are you appearing inside my kaleidoscope?! Turn into Luna please!” 

      “Wh, what!? Who?” 

      It felt really good to see Elfriede’s shocked face which was caused by my swearing. So, since it had become like this, I decided to be a bit more bold. 

      I strode toward her and stretched my hands. 

      
        Squishy— 
      

      My hand grasped the large breasts that I could only glance at before. The sensation I got from those things that were wrapped under the leather clothes was so realistic. 

      So this flash was 4D, huh.

      
        Sniff— Sniff— 
      

      I could even smell the special fragrance that Elfriede exuded— the smell of grass. 

      It seemed like the thing called a kaleidoscope was a hallucination that the brain displayed since it included all the previously acquired information. On top of that, it also felt fucking real. 

      “…”

      Even the shocked and speechless expression of Elfriede was the same as the real thing. It was really fun because it was so immersive and the feeling it gave was so vivid and real. 

      Maybe this was like a farewell gift that my brain gave to the dying me. If that was the case, I might as well do everything I always wanted to do. 

      “You big-breasted bitch! A bitch who only knows how to seduce men with her breasts! Still, I wanted to touch those breasts at least once… They’re really soft and fluffy. To be honest, I don’t want to die… .”

      “I-Is this bastard crazy!? Do you really want to die, you bastard!? It seems like you grew confident because you didn’t get hit lately!!” 

      Something flashed before my eyes at that moment. 

      In an instant, my sight darkened. 

      * * *

      “Kyaaaak—!” 

      With a bizarre yelp, I sat straight up. I had a really terrible nightmare, but I couldn’t remember any of it when I woke up. 

      I forced my pounding heart to calm down and was relieved that it was just a nightmare. Rather, when did I even fall asleep? 

      Looking around, I could see two moons rising in the dark evening sky. 

      “You woke up? He has woken up! Here, here! The Samaritan has woken up!”

      And what could be seen beneath the evening sky were grim faces that were covered in both mud and blood. What is this, fuck, is this Hell or something? Or am I still inside the nightmare?

      However, judging from the mud and the atrocious smell of sweat, it didn’t seem to be a dream. More than anything, the stinging pain that I felt in my face was too vivid to be a dream. 

      
        Throb— Throb—
      

      My eyelids hurt so much. 

      “What the fuck is this…” 

      Wondering what it was, I started to touch my face, I could feel the corner of my left eye had become bizarrely swollen, and I became really frightened.

      
        Touch—
      

      When I pressed it lightly, I could immediately feel stinging pain assaulting my mind. It made me let out a groan which sounded like the crackling of electricity. 

      When did I get this injury? 

      I quickly looked around my arms and legs in order to make sure that they were still there. Thankfully, even though there were a lot of bruises here and there, there was no major injury present.

      “Whoo—“ 

      Only then did a sigh of relief escape my lips. 

      After the inspection, I threw a question toward the men who were watching me carefully. 

      “Just what had happened?”

      “All the undead died after a strange explosion of light. Then, we saved Lady Enya and you, brother, who were swept away by the explosion. Not long after that, the main force arrived—” 

      
        Look around— 
      

      As the men kept talking between themselves, I slowly rose to my feet. 

      As soon as I turned my head, I instantly realized that the place I was currently at was the plains in front of the Valdeath Mountain— the same place where the war took place. 

      However, the scenery that I could see under the moonlight was a little different from the plains I remembered. 

      
        ゴゴゴゴ—1
      

      As if a meteorite had fallen from the sky, a huge pit had now manifested in the once-open plain that did not have this crater before. I felt like the deepest part of the pit, which was its center, was about several tens of meters deep. 

      The pit or crater which was visible under the moonlight looked as if the earth itself had opened its mouth wide. It was dark and spooky, so much so that it sent shivers down my spine. 

      “…After that strange explosion happened, the terrain changed. Isn’t it amazing? The only thing that is able to make such a thing transpire is the authority of the gods.”

      “It is obvious that the silent gods of Olympus had heard our prayers! In any case, it’s a good thing since the war situation has changed drastically due to that!” 

      Everyone laughed and clamored, proof that they were delighted about the current situation. Meanwhile, I shifted my gaze and looked at the Valdeath mountain range that was burning in the distance. 

      The wooden barricades were colored in black charred marks and the flames that soared in various places created a tremendous and magnificent scene. 

      As my gaze was affixed to the burning forest on the mountain pass, I threw another question toward the man. 

      “… Is the war over then?” 

      “Not yet. However, the main force has already departed to capture the warlock— Anxious. With 2,000 armed soldiers and wizards, he will be caught soon.” 

      “Or they will return as undead.” ”

      Upon hearing those words, several people started to chime in with their own remarks. It felt like they were finally releasing the words they had been holding in their mouths. 

      “Fuck! Wouldn’t it be better to deploy the main army from the very beginning?” 

      “I mean— If they were deployed from the very start, they might have been beaten by that grotesque giant. Though, the fact that they used us as bait is still a whole load of shit.” 

      “Ah, that giant. Seriously, I thought it was a monster that had risen from hell. Moros, huh? Isn’t Moros an ancient god that symbolizes death itself…? Could it be the real Moros…”

      “That shouldn’t be the case. But one thing is certain, that giant was indeed incredibly powerful. Even Andrea, who was capable of cutting down twenty men by herself, was unable to even lift a finger and was split in half.” 

      “If that giant was still alive, half of us might have been killed by it. I know it sounds a bit exaggerated, but that’s what I really felt back then…”

      People trembled in fear as they recalled the ashen giant they had witnessed during that weird sunset. Some of them struggled to catch their breath while others gulped hard at the horrific memory. 

      “…In any case, the moment when you charged fearlessly toward that monster without a hint of hesitation was truly an unbelievable sight, brother! I thought that you were being pulled toward that monster by something at first!” 

      Someone suddenly spoke to me. 

      When I tried hard to recall the scene they were describing, I realized that these men seemed to have come to the conclusion that I had charged towards the giant voluntarily when… in reality, I was actually pulled toward the grotesque giant’s grasp like though metal attracted to a magnet. 

      “About that, there are some circumstances… I didn’t run because I wanted to.” 

      “You are more humble than I expected! We all saw you subdue that monster, brother! To be honest, I looked down on you slightly because of the fact that you are a barbarian. However, I have never witnessed anything more awe-inspiring in my life before.”

      “Even Achilles who fought Hector would not have been able to accomplish such a feat! If this was the era of romance, that fight would have been a grand confrontation that was worthy to be recorded in the manuscripts of the temple!” 

      “I saw everything without even blinking for a single instant.”

      Soon, people started to talk amongst themselves about the events of the battlefield. 

      Just like that, the fight to subdue the cultists on Valdeath Mountain as well as the conversation between the wounded soldiers continued until sunrise. 

      
        Flutter— Flutter— 
      

      Eventually, a yellow flag symbolizing the city of Sodomora was planted on top of the Valdeath mountain by the seasoned professional soldiers and knights. 
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      A yellow flag symbolizing the city of Sodomora fluttered at the very top of Valdeath Mountain. 

      Even though it was reported that there were several undead-like skeleton mages and death knights that were strong enough to rival the silver-tier adventurers in that mountain range… 

      Reportedly, they were unable to showcase their power in front of the 2,000 or so armed soldiers and mages of Sodomora. 

      As expected, the formal army, formed through proper measures, was just way too fucking strong. To be honest, most problems in human history could be solved by undertaking a quantitative approach. 

      Something that couldn’t be completed with a lot of people could still be solved just by throwing more manpower into it. And if it still remained unsolved, then it was because the amount of men thrown into it was too reserved. 

      They could just bring more from the outside if there was not enough staff. 

      In fact, it was said that the adventurer team that had been brought by the Sardich family from the outside of the city was the most active participant in the mountain range capture operation. 

      A group that consisted of a warrior, a monk, a mage, and a priest, raided the mountain range and even captured the Warlock— Anxious alive.

      A well-balanced adventurer party made up of silver-tier members, huh… 

      I felt my swollen eyes tingle as a sensation that something was about to pop inside my mind as that thought washed over me. 

      “Pull out!” 

      “Let’s pull out! Bring all your supplies!” 

      However, that sense of déjà vu soon vanished into the bright morning sky due to the bustle of the procession that was busily preparing for our return to the city. We were finally about to get out of this terrible mud pit and go back home. 

      Fuck! In the end, I was able to survive. 

      Now that I thought about it, I still couldn’t wrap my head around how the hell I was able to survive among those piles of skeletons. If there’s going to be any war in the future, I should just straight up run away. 

      I really felt that the life and death of an ordinary civilian like me depended heavily on luck. I was able to survive this time because my luck was really good. However, I could say without a shadow of a doubt that I was unsure of my survival in the next war if there ever was one. 

      Frankly, I felt like participating in a single war was more than enough of an experience for me already. 

      Anyway, we, the wounded advance army, made our way back to the city as we handed all the unfinished business to the main army. 

      “Ugh, it really hurts. Once we arrive, I will have to go to the clinic right away.” 

      “Even so, It’s a relief that we are still alive. Hans is…”

      Even though a lot of painful groans could be heard coming from the procession of soldiers, and a lot of faces were missing from our initial members, the atmosphere surrounding the returning soldiers was way lighter and more comfortable than during the time of our departure. 

      “Drogo. Citizenship obtained. Hero of Triumphant return. Take woman from the mainland as wife.” 

      That bastard, Drogo, was still alive, huh? 

      As I turned my head around as soon as I heard Drogo’s voice, I was immediately able to see the face of a blonde hunter with a huge bow on his back— Jack. 

      “Hehe, the reward that we will get should be quite big. Maybe it will be enough for me to have drinks at the underground tavern for a while.”

      Looking at the bones of skeletons that hung from their waist like trophies, it looked like they were active in a part of the battlefield that I didn’t know about. 

      Could I say that most of the people who had perished were those who were inexperienced while those who managed to survive were those who were relatively strong? If that was really the case here since I was able to survive somehow, can I assume that I was also quite strong? 

      It seemed like I still had many more things to worry about, but let’s just put them all aside for now and enjoy the moment of victory and being alive. 

      “Waaa— There, there! They’re coming!”

      It seemed like a messenger or someone who had departed first had conveyed the news to the citizens of Sodomora. 

      The west gate of Sodomora, both our departure and arrival point, was now decorated with fragrant flower petals and a long procession of red-clothed flags and festoons that were fluttering with the wind. 

      “It is a triumphant return march!”

      As if they had been waiting for our arrival, young children and young women quickly put wreaths made of flowers around the necks of the soldiers in the procession while smiling so brightly that even their white teeth were exposed. 

      At that moment, Jack the Hunter opened his mouth. 

      “We struggled and lived, honestly, this welcome feels better than getting money.” 

      “Drogo. Look for wife.” 

      My body was really exhausted by this point, however, it didn’t feel too bad to have someone warmly welcome my return. 

      As soon as I saw several people waving their hands at me… 

      I frantically moved my eyes to look for a familiar face in this crowd. 

      I thought it would be easy to find her in this crowd because of her characteristic pink hair, which was considered unusual even in this world. However, surprisingly, no matter how many times I looked, I was unable to find Luna’s face in the crowd. 

      Even if I couldn’t find Luna, I thought that Luna might find me first, so I moved my head around to make it easy for her to find me, but Luna’s face was still nowhere to be found. 

      Just what in the world happened? 

      Feeling puzzled, I hurriedly ran to the cabin as I thought about things that might have happened to her during the time I was absent. 

      I soon arrived at the neither small nor big two-story cabin. 

      When I opened the door on the first floor, which looked as welcoming as always, and stepped inside, I was greeted by a rather dusty air that made it feel like the cabin hadn’t been ventilated for a while…

      
        Kong— Kong—! 
      

      What followed right after was a loud howl which sounded like the barking of a dog. After seeing the multiple sets of legs creeping out from inside the jar, I instantly realized that the one who made the sound was the wolf spider that Luna was raising, Kong Kong. 

      
        Kong— Kong—! 
      

      “I’m glad to see you again too, you bastard.” 

      
        Hi-ong— 
      

      “O-Okay.” 

      After experiencing a strange experience of talking to a spider, I slowly went up to the second floor. Once I arrived there, I could see a round, inflated blanket sprawled on the floor. 

      “Luna, I’m here!” 

      
        Rustle— 
      

      Something or someone that was inside the blanket stirred at my voice. 

      A moment later, pink hair, a white face, and beautiful emerald eyes came out of the inflated blanket. Soon after, tears began to fall from those beautiful orbs of hers that had turned as big as saucers. 

      “Hassan—!”

      “Yes, yes. It’s me!” 

      “Hassan!” 

      Luna rose to her feet and ran towards me full force. She rammed into my belly as hard as she could before rubbing her face on my abs.

      “Hassan, you are back!” 

      “I-I am.”

      “Are you hurt anywhere? Are your arms and legs all right? What about your fingers? Huh? H-Hassan w-why do you only have two arms…!” 

      “I’ve always had two from the start, you know… I’m not hurt anywhere. My face is a little swollen, though.”

      Luna stopped rubbing her face against my stomach after hearing my answer and then looked up at me.

      Her face had become swollen and was marred with many stains here and there due to excessive crying. However, the reason I desperately rolled through that terrible battlefield was just to see that face again. 

      And when It dawned on me that my struggle was not meaningless, I felt something, which I didn’t know whether it was a peace of mind or a sense of relief, wash over me from my toes to the area just below my chest. 

      “Rather than that, why didn’t you come out to meet me at the triumphant return march? I was worried when I couldn’t find your face in the crowd.”

      Luna answered my question. 

      “Because… I knew I was going to collapse if Hassan wasn’t in the procession. So I just stayed at home…”

      Well, that was certainly a possible outcome. 

      Anyway, I was glad that I was able to see her face again. However, unlike me, Luna burst into tears as though I was going to die any moment now which made me feel troubled. 

      “Hey, why are you crying like this? I came back in one piece, didn’t I? Anyone who sees you will think that I am dead.” 

      “I don’t know, it just came out!”

      “Didn’t you say that in Ideope, seeing someone off with tears will bring bad luck?” 

      “It’s fine since I’m not sending you off but welcoming you!” 

      Luna buried her face in my stomach once more and cried for the rest of the day. It was as if she was trying to unload everything she hadn’t been able to pour out during the time when we were apart. 

      To appease Luna, I patted her back repeatedly with my hands. Suddenly, I imagined a scenario of what might have happened if I hadn’t returned. 

      Luna didn’t even join the welcoming crowd because she was afraid that my face wouldn’t be among those who returned. 

      Would Luna stay curled up under the blanket while waiting for me until I knocked on the door? It would’ve taken days for her to find out that I had not returned. 

      It was a very heartbreaking scenario, but, fortunately, nothing of the sort happened. 

      However, it was a thing that may still happen in the future. 

      In that case, let’s not participate in any wars ever again. 

      Just like that, I, Hassan unexpectedly became a pacifist in another world. It goes without saying that real war was never as glamorous or beautiful as stories made it out to be.
They never mentioned the endless and agonizing wait of the helpless families.

      All of a sudden, I thought of the other Hassans who participated in this war. Like me, many non-citizens participated in the war for various benefits. However, those people ended up unable to return alive. 

      They should also have had people waiting for them in their hometown, Lunas of their own too. 

      What kind of emotions and what kind of faces did those countless Lunas have right now? 

      I didn’t even dare to think of it with my dull head. 

      So, I just focused on the sense of warmth that the person in front of me was providing me with and hugged Luna’s thin waist even tighter than before. 

      “I’m really back.”

      To my words, Luna responded in a quiet yet joyous voice. 

      “Welcome back, Hassan.

      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

      After scrubbing all the dirt off my body at the bathhouse, I felt refreshed, like I was a brand new person. 

      It felt like the death that had come right in front of my eyes had been washed away along with the mud, blood, and sweat that were plastered on my body till now. 

      “Hassan, you have more scars on your body now…” 

      Luna muttered in a small voice as she looked all over my bare body as soon as I returned home and crashed to the floor. 

      She then pulled out a thick, sticky substance and began to smear it all over my back, arms, and calves. 

      “Ugh—” 

      It hurt more than I expected. Was that substance some kind of disinfectant? 

      “Uuughh, it really hurts. Just what did you apply to me? You sure it will work, right?”

      “Ah— I used the wrong one. Should be this one instead!” 

      “…What did you say?” 

      “I-I’m sorry… This one is spicy seasoning. I-I’ll apply the other medicine right away!” 

      Even after returning from the war alive, I found out that Luna was still as clumsy as always. Perhaps if Luna and I got along really well, it would be a burden I would have to carry for the rest of my life. 

      Still, I had received a lot of help from Luna in this war. 

      Was it Moros? 

      I remembered the terrifying giant that I had met on the battlefield. 

      A strange giant who had come back to life even after its head was cut off from its body. x

      According to Anxious’ words, the existence that dwelled inside that giant’s body seemed to be Moros, the son of the Primordial Night. 

      The being that Anxious called the primordial night was probably Lady Knox. Which meant that Moros was Luna’s brother. He didn’t look like her younger brother, so he was probably her older brother. 

      I felt like that older brother mistook me for Luna, his little sister, for some reason. That was probably the reason why he let me go. Even if I didn’t have an ahoge, he should be able to tell the difference between us. 

      But why did he mistake me for Luna? 

      Maybe my karma smelled like Luna’s because I had always been with her? Or maybe it was because of the funny-looking war paint that Luna painted on my face? 

      Those two were the only conjectures that I could come up with. 

      More importantly, to think that Luna had a brother… 

      “Luna, how would you feel if you had an older brother?” 

      I asked Luna, who was applying some ointment on my back. 

      “Older brother?”

      “Yeah.” 

      “I don’t know!” 

      “I-I see.” 

      Her immediate answer was quite unusual.

      Then, Luna slapped my back with her palms. 

      “I have finished applying it on your back. Now, turn around.” 

      “I can do the front myself.” 

      “Hassan, I know that you are tired right now. I’ll do it for you! Since today is your day of discharge, just get some rest!”

      
        Slap— Slap— 
      

      Since Luna started slapping me on the back as though she were beating a drum with her palms, I ended up showing the front side of my bare upper body to her. 

      Since I was someone who got shy very easily and had a reserved personality, even though we had shown our naked bodies to each other a few times already, I still felt awkward about showing my bare upper body to Luna. 

      “Ah, you have a lot of scars on the front too…!” 

      It might just be my feeling, but it seemed like Luna was also ashamed after to looking at my bare body. 

      After all, Luna, who grew up in a place surrounded by women only, shouldn’t have experienced too much exposure to the male body 

      
        Squeak— Squeak— 
      

      After applying the medicine with her hands, Luna moved her stained hands and began to stroke my stomach and my belly. Because of that, I couldn’t help but burst out laughing as I felt really ticklish. 

      “Puhahaha.”

      “W-Why are you laughing?”

      “I-It tickles.” 

      “…Really? You can feel ticklish too, Hassan?” 

      “Isn’t everyone like that?” 

      “Since your body is so firm, I thought you wouldn’t feel anything even if I stabbed you—“ 

      Luna then put her fingers on my stomach and pressed it hard. 

      My stomach, which had been through a lot of strenuous activities after coming to this world, was firm without any sort of flab. So just like Luna said it was on the hard side. 

      Perhaps feeling a sense of wonder at how different my body was from her soft body, Luna soon started stroking my stomach and sides with the palm of her hand in a gentle manner. 

      
        Brush— Brush— 
      

      It still felt as ticklish as before though. 

      Still, I refrained from saying anything because it felt pretty good to feel the touch of a soft and slender girl. 

      “It feels strange because it’s so rugged.” 

      “I-Is that so?”

      “But… I don’t think it’s a bad feeling. A-Anyway, I’m done applying the medicine! The front is all covered too! Let’s sleep now!”

      Luna wiped her hand on the cloth hanging on the wall before lying down next to me. At that moment, I could feel Luna’s soft breast touching my arm through the thin fabric of her clothes. Thanks to that, my blood rushed down to my cock in an instant. 

      Now that I think about it, I couldn’t even take care of my rod by myself these days, so it seemed like my libido had piled up by now. 

      My whole body was extremely exhausted because of the aftermath of wallowing around in the battlefield and taking the elixirs. However, my little brother was still able to stand strong as though it didn’t come from a different realm than my other body parts. 

      So this was why people still got pregnant even during wartime. 

      What should I do? I wondered in my mind. Because I was conscious of it, I don’t think I would be able to sleep until I shot one off. Should I secretly do it once Luna falls asleep? When such thoughts ran in my mind. 

      
        Rustle— 
      

      Luna, who was lying on my side, pressed her body closer to mine. 

      I could vividly feel Luna’s breath on my shoulder as well as her calf that wrapped around my thigh. 

      Was she feeling the symptoms of separation anxiety because I had been away from her? Maybe she was more clingy today because of that? Just as I was thinking that…

      
        Rustle— Rustle— 
      

      Something trailed from my chest to my stomach, before tracing down from my lower belly to my lower body. 

      “…Wh-What?” 

      I shuddered and panicked at these sudden events. At the same time, I felt the fatigue and drowsiness that had been pressing down on my body completely disappear. 

      The thing that touched the swollen rod on my lower half was obviously a warm palm. 

      “…Ha, Hassan, you’re struggling, right? I’ll comfort you…”

      Her palm dug into my pants. 

      I groaned as I felt my head become lighter at the scent of menthe that soon rushed in through my nostrils. 
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        Scratch— Scratch—
      

      Luna’s slender fingers stroked my lower belly before digging into my pants. Soon, she began touching my rock hard schlong which was raging inside my pants..

      “Hassan, it’s become so hard…”

      Feeling distracted and extremely embarrassed by the current situation, I was unable to say anything in response to Luna’s words.

      It was too embarrassing to just say ‘I see.’ And even more stupid to answer her words with a question like ‘What do you think of my glorious mast?’

      What should I say, I wonder? On top of it all, just what exactly was happening right now?

      Innumerable questions were churning inside my mind, unable to be conveyed, as they spun in circles endlessly within the depths of my subconscious. Right when I finally got used to the rhythm of my beating heart, albeit barely.

      
        Scratch—
      

      Luna’s hand finally reached a point where it could grab the shaft of my thick rod, her fingers gently wrapping around its girth. Wasn’t it the first time Luna had ever tried to do something like this?

      Since I was living with a cute girl, I had always expected this kind of scenario to take place sooner or later.

      However, once such a scenario actually occurred, and initiated by Luna no less, I was dazed from the extreme embarrassment I was feeling, unable to determine whether I liked it or not.

      “Hassan, is this how I should do it…?”

      Luna’s hot and steamy breath touched my shoulder. Promptly, the hand that was holding my manhood started to move up and down with a gentle motion while making a squelching sound.

      Even though I had pleasured myself countless times with my hand already, having someone else do it in my stead was a very unfamiliar stimulus to me. So, my rod had become so rock hard that I didn’t think it was possible for it to become any stiffer at this point.

      “Luna… you don’t need to do this.”

      Stemming from the fact that Luna had the upper hand in this sexual scenario, a complex mixture of embarrassment, shame, a strange sense of defeat, as well as anxiety seemed to coexist inside my mind right now.

      It’s not like I hated this feeling or something, I just didn’t know what to do in this scenario.

      Should I just enjoy it? If that were to be the case, should I moan right now? Tsk, no matter how hard I thought about it, that didn’t seem to be the right thing to do right now.

      “Hassan, how is it…? A-Are you starting to feel good…?”

      Even in the midst of her gentle pumps, Luna still asked for my opinion. Her eyes that were looking at my face in the darkness twinkled ever so slightly with those words.

      “Y-Yes, I believe so.”

      
        Squelch— Squelch—
      

      Perhaps due to being encouraged by my answer, Luna’s hands began to gradually increase in speed. But why was it that it only made me panic further?

      I still couldn’t feel the rushing feeling of ejaculation which should have gradually risen within me by now. If things were to keep going like this, Luna’s slender arms might get tired first and she might stop stroking my schlong in due time.

      With a sense of confusion and uncertainty, I slowly moved my left hand. What my left hand grabbed was none other than Luna’s soft breasts that were touching my right arm.

      “Eung…”

      I was worried about what to do if she rejected my advances with something like ‘Don’t touch it’ or anything along those lines. However, Luna unexpectedly allowed me to touch her breast without making any fuss.

      She was the type of girl who only allowed me to touch her breasts when she felt like it or was in the mood for it. Due to that, the fact that she gave in to my advances aroused me far more than her hands that were stroking along my thick and rock hard shaft.

      Just like that, I continued to play with Luna’s breasts to my heart’s content. Whenever my fingers gently touched her breast through the thin fabric of her dress, her body would flinch and twitch incessantly. Her reactions only amplified when my fingers touched her pointed nipples.

      “S-Stop that. I want to be the one to comfort you today!”

      Luna reproached me for my actions. However, in my eyes, it was more like a cute act rather than a real show of anger. Why did Luna have such an admirable heart today?

      Since she said she wanted to comfort me, was she trying to literally comfort me because she thought that I’d suffered in the war?

      If so, war was a pretty good thing.

      Fuck, I wish there would be war every fucking day!

      Hassan the Pacifist died in less than a day after he had been born.

      
        Squishy— Squishy—
      

      I kept touching Luna’s breasts while enjoying the sensation of my stiff rod being pleasured by her dainty hands.

      To think I would have someone stroking my schlong as I lay on top of a soft carpet while fondling something soft… Was this place perhaps paradise?

      I even had silly thoughts like— Maybe I had already died on the battlefield and was currently having a lucid dream after arriving in heaven.

      Since things had gone this far, I wondered if it would be okay to be a little more straightforward with her.

      “…L-Luna, I have a favour to ask.”

      “Favour…?”

      “Uh— With your mouth…”

      “…Mouth?”

      A few weeks ago, Luna had already given me a fellatio.

      Even though it didn’t last long, I could tell that Luna, who had no experience in giving head, was very clumsy.

      However, It still felt much better than even my wildest imaginations. So much so that… the idea of that fellatio being amazing was deeply embedded in my head.

      “M-Mouth…”

      
        Creak—!!
      

      Soon, Luna rose from her seat.

      Even though she looked very hesitant, she eventually crouched down between my thighs and brought her mouth close to my erect rod. I was wondering what to do if she had rejected my request, so I felt relieved that she was willing to go through with my request.

      But rather than putting my rod straight into her mouth or licking it with her tongue first, Luna, just like always, twitched her nose and started sniffing my erection.

      “It… does not smell much.”

      “It’s probably because I have washed up.”

      “It doesn’t smell… Like my hometown…”

      I had thought that it was good that it didn’t smell. However, Luna seemed to be more depressed than I thought at discovering this fact. Come to think of it, she had indeed said that my schlong smelled like her hometown.

      Maybe, without even her knowing, Luna was healing the homesickness she felt with my rod?

      When I thought that Luna would not continue because of her disappointment by the lack of smell…

      
        Squelch—
      

      Luna slightly opened her mouth and began to slowly put my rod, starting from the tip, inside. It was moist, warm, and soft, but moreover, it pressured my cock moderately from all sides.

      My schlong was getting completely sucked into that smooth mouth of hers.

      
        Sluuurp— Slurp—
      

      There was no other way to describe it except to say that my meat rod was being sucked in. Just like that, with my erect shaft inside her mouth, Luna slowly started moving her head.

      
        Slurp— Slurp—
      

      With every bob of Luna’s pink hair, I could distinctly feel my girth being wrapped in a soft and warm sensation, making my tailbone tingle with delight.

      Unlike last time, where she had a lot of awkward movements and her teeth accidentally bit my schlong every now and then, Luna seemed to have gained knowledge on how to make a man feel good in her own way today.

      “Haa, sluuurp, heueup, sluuurp—”

      Maybe that was why the rushing feeling of ejaculation began to come faster than I had expected. The moment when I tried to speak since I felt like I would end up shooting everything in her mouth if things were to escalate further…

      
        Splutter— Splutter—
      

      Because my lust had piled up for a long time by now, coupled with the extremely strong stimulation, I ended up shooting all of my load inside Luna’s mouth without even getting a chance to warn her.

      “Heup.””

      Luna, with my rod inside of her mouth, started trembling… perhaps due to being taken aback by the sudden sensation of a cloudy liquid entering her mouth.

      “Bleergh—“

      Not long after, Luna spitted out the sticky semen, that was slowly dripping out of her mouth from the sides, into her palms.

      “Hassan, you spilled so much. Did my mouth feel that good…?”

      Just up until a few moments ago, I was feeling so good that I thought I was literally flying on cloud nine.

      However, when I realized that I had shot my load inside of her mouth without even asking for her permission…

      As well as witnessed the sight of her putting my sperm in her palms and staring at it so blatantly, I felt such an intense surge of shame wreck through my body that it made me want to hide under the carpet.

      Was I originally this much of a quick shot? Or was it because I was tired?

      “…I spit it out in surprise because the taste was so different from what I had imagined. I thought it would taste like chestnut flowers… .”

      “I-Is that so? Sorry that it came out so suddenly…”

      “But the magical power in your essence is quite strong. If it’s this much, rather than a useless comparison to chestnut flowers, it can very well be used as an ingredient for an elixir instead—”

      “No. You can’t do that.”

      “Hmpf…”

      Since Luna sounded like she was about to say something horrible, I desperately shook my head to deny her. In the meantime, she kept staring at the sticky white goo on top of her palms with rapt attention.

      She then sighed and rose to her feet.

      “I’ll wash my hands and mouth before coming back, then.”

      After saying those words, she went down to the first floor.

      Throb— Throb—.

      In pornography or adult comics, women sometimes would swallow the semen that the man poured into their mouths. Was it, in the end, nothing more than a falsehood that only appeared in stories?

      I couldn’t help but feel a little bit wistful at that thought.

      Of course, that feeling was outweighed by the strange sense of embarrassment that came from the fact that I had been fondled and milked by Luna, reddening my face in shame.

      It was as if the dynamic of my relationship with Luna had been reversed, and now, I was the one who had been subordinated by Luna.

      Honestly, I thought Luna had been relying on me up until now, but now it felt like our places had been switched.

      After a few minutes, Luna finally returned to the second floor. She was exuding the same refreshing menthe scent as always. She then carefully laid down next to me.

      Not only that, she also spread my arms out to the side and dug into the space between my arms to hug my body tightly.

      “Hassan, I like you.”

      At those words, I felt the embarrassment I had been holding back till now, as well as the mysterious hierarchical relationship that was disorienting my mind, vanish like a lie.

      Luna probably didn’t even care about the tug of war that occurred in a relationship from the start. After all, she was a very naive and innocent girl.

      I felt like I knew why Lady Knox and Luna’s brother, Moros, found Luna so difficult to deal with.

      Normally, I wouldn’t have spoken because I was really shy regarding this matter, but strangely, I felt a sudden surge of courage spring up from within. It was probably because I had achieved some mental growth after going through the war.

      “…I like you too.”

      But whether or not she heard my words, I didn’t know as Luna had already slipped into a state of deep sleep. So, I just slept holding onto Luna’s soft skin as if she were a body pillow.

      * * *

      The next day…

      News of the remaining forces of the cultists being subjugated came to our ears.

      This meant that the battle with the cultists that had been going on for over a month had finally come to an end.

      The main force that had occupied the Valdeath mountain range soon returned, and a big festival was held in the city of Sodomora. Thanks to that, there was a lot of noise and cheers bustling from every corner of the city.

      Meanwhile, I walked around the market with Luna and stopped by a clothing store.

      A clothing store that was blessed by Minerva.

      The same line of brand that had made the clothes from crocodile skin I had been wearing till now.

      
        Ring— 
      

      As I rang the bell and went inside, the scent of unknown flowers, unsure of whether it was jasmine or lavender, tickled my nose just like before.

      Smell was something that provoked more memories than I thought it would. Due to that, I could call the memory of me coming to this linen store before, as it came to life.

      I remembered that there was a lady with an odd aura surrounding her inside the store.

      However, I couldn’t see her today, probably because she was away.

      “Hassan, how about something like this?”

      Luna lifted a cloth which had a long tail like a swallowtail. It was a type of tailcoat that was worn by aristocrats when they roamed the streets.

      “Isn’t the color too dark? It’s black.”

      “Hassan, since most of your skin is black, I think black would look good on you. You are a blackie, are you not, Hassan?”

      I had a feeling that I just heard something very racist come out from Luna’s mouth. However, since I knew she said it without any malice, I decided to just brush it off.

      Anyway, Luna and I came to buy clothes.

      As for the reason why we suddenly thought of buying clothes, it was because the crocodile skin single-piece suit that I had been wearing till now had gotten severely torn and worn out in the last battle.

      On top of that, another reason for this decision was pertaining to a note from Sodomora’s city council, or whatever it was called, that came to me this morning.

       『You have been invited to the awarding ceremony to discuss spoils and post-war affairs.』



      There was something else written underneath those words.

      However, it was nothing more than mere formality that noted that the war was won without major losses thanks to the grace of Minerva, and that this victory would be recorded in the annals of history and would be told to the later generations. Due to that, I believed that there was no need to pay any attention to it.

      Anyway, the important thing here was the fact that I was invited to the party by the margrave’s family—a family which could be said to have great power in Sodomora’s city council.

      It was also said on the note that I could bring a companion along with me as my guest. The thought of going to a party with Luna made me feel nervous and excited at the same time.

      “Hassan, didn’t you say that you cut the head of a giant? Maybe they will give you gold coins because of that!”

      Luna, who had heard the story of the war from me, trembled as if the soles of her feet were tickling in anticipation of what kind of reward the Countess would give me.

      Of course, what I did in the war was not just limited to dealing with the horrific giant. I had also summoned the god of light using 200 task points.

      However, it was passed down among people as a whim or a miracle of the gods instead of my doing.

      The only one who knew that I could use such an ability was me alone. Luna only vaguely knew about this ability of mine, but she wasn’t on the battlefield when it happened.

      If I went around bragging that I was the one who evoked such a miracle, I might be caught and dissected by a mad cult scientist or something.

      Or I would be captured by witches like Nemea and they would split my head open to see what made me tick. So, I decided to keep quiet.

      “What kind of clothes cost 30 silvers, huh… If I didn’t have to go to the party, I wouldn’t have bought something so extravagant.”

      Anyway, time flowed regardless as it already approached evening.

      A spacious mansion located around the east gate of Sodomora.

      With the moonlight slowly appearing on the sky, Luna and I managed to find the margrave’s mansion by asking the people around us for directions.

      However, when I looked closer, I could easily tell that it was the venue for the event – even at the dead of the night – thanks to the brilliant lights that illuminated the mansion as well as the loud noises and the bustling of people that were heard from its direction.

      “Hassan, I am so nervous. There must be a lot of aristocrats there. Do you think the clothes suit me well? I have made a big decision and wore clothes worth 20 silvers for this.”

      While wearing an off-the-shoulder dress that had the same colour as her hair, Luna looked unsure of what to do right now. Of course, I was also just as nervous as her.

      “Luna, you look good. How about me? In the end, I ended up buying those black clothes.”

      “You look like a successful thief! A thief with many subordinates!”

      “I-I see. By the way, I’m feeling quite nervous.”

      If I compared the nobles in this world to the people of Earth, their position was similar to the members of the National Assembly, generals, and high-ranking officials. When I thought that I would have to stand in front of such people, I was not able to concentrate even for a moment.

      On the other hand, I felt like my stomach was rumbling more than when I fought the undead forces on the battlefield.

      “Stop.”

      When I was about to enter the large gate of the garden, two soldiers – who were holding a long spear each in their hands while being cladded in brass-colored iron plates – blocked our path. Were they guards?

      “Who are you? Uninvited guests are not allowed to enter.”

      I could feel his bluish eyes, that were unique to the mainland, peering through the helmet to scan Luna. It seemed that he was a guard with a strong work ethic. His salary was probably high too.

      However, since I couldn’t let a guard stop us at the entrance, I pulled the invitation that I had stored in my breast pocket and showed it to him. The guard let out an ‘Oh–’ and soon accepted the invite.

      “So you are that Samaritan! I have heard that you have done incredible service on the battlefield!”

      “…Hassan is… Strong!”

      Luna, who was trembling behind me as if finding the guard to be frightening, answered in my stead.

      Not only was my race a witch, but I also had a stun debuff everytime I received such blatant praise, thus making me very embarrassed.

      As we hesitated to enter, the crossed spears in front of us were lifted and the entrance was thus opened for us.

      “Please enter. It is the first time in my life to let a barbarian from a foreign land inside these grounds.”

      “Don’t cause an accident inside!”

      The nobleman’s garden, which I entered while listening to the strange words of the guards, was as colorful as the garden of the Venus Temple that I visited the other day. It was full of colorful flowers, decorations, fountains, and strangely shaped trees.

      “Hassan, look over there! There’s an Emperor Butterfly flying in that place!”

      Luna pointed her finger at a corner of the garden along with her words. Wanting to find out what in the world an Emperor Butterfly was, I turned my head to follow Luna’s finger. What I saw was a butterfly that was bigger than the palm of my hand sitting on a flower while sucking its nectar.

      Fuck, is that a Tinker Bell!?

      “O-One serving of butterfly wings…”

      Unlike me, who trembled due to the instinctive fear that was caused by seeing a massive butterfly, Luna’s eyes were only able to see that creature as an object— an ingredient to be used for her elixir.

      But wouldn’t we be kicked out if we caught a butterfly that resided in a noble’s garden? Or maybe we would be bitten by it.

      “Luna, don’t touch anything here. After all, even if we sell everything we have, we might not be able to pay the compensation fees if things go south.”

      “Keuuu—”

      Luna immediately felt immense regret at that moment.

      “You did not run away, Samaritan. The one next to you is K-Knoxdotty, right?”

      A voice that was dripping with confidence just like always echoed from behind me. Hippolyte, wearing armor that didn’t particularly match with the party venue, was standing in that place.

      “Hippolyte! What are you doing here!”

      “… I was invited too. You always look the same, Knoxdotty. Anyway, Samaritan, I have heard of your exploits. My special training helped, I hope?”

      “Well, it did, in a way…”

      I didn’t think that ignorant special training really helped me on that chaotic battlefield. But I just said it did since I felt like it would be the correct answer considering the atmosphere of this conversation. Hippolyte smiled contentedly as if satisfied with my answer.

      “As expected. Instead of some worthless spars, experiencing a real fight is better. Probably because you have returned alive from a war, or maybe because of your attire, I got that kind of feeling. If you don’t have anything to do later, let’s sit on the same tabl—“

      Right when Hippolyte was about to say something more.

      Someone sneaked up on us.

      “Kuhum, are you perhaps Hippolyte Heavensinger? My name is Der von Maf, from the city of Kalkata. I am the second son of Baron Maf. It’s nice to see that you are still overflowing with such dignity even after wearing such armor.”

      If he was the second son of Baron Maf, does that mean he’s a noble? To think that a noble would talk to Hippolyte. Just when I wanted to find out what was happening here, Luna suddenly stabbed my side.

      “He said his name is von. Heheuppp.”

      Von, huh? The name von was indeed ridiculous, and Luna seemed to be thinking the same thing as me. While I was giggling with Luna, Hippolyte spoke to the second son of the nobleman.

      “Lord Maf, excuse me, but I’m talking to my acquaintances.”

      “Oh, I see. Then, I look forward to your exploits in the future. Now that diplomatic ties have been established between Kalkata and Sodomora, there will be many occasions for me to witness them.”

      With that, he backed away and disappeared into a corner of the party venue. In the meantime, I could hear Hippolyte letting out a ‘Hoooo—‘ sound from her mouth.

      “As expected, rumors spread quickly among nobles. Though, it was only natural since what they do is just sit at a table and talk all day.”

      “Rumours? What kind of rumour are you talking about?”

      “The rumour about my marriage partner has spread in the social circles.”

      While saying ‘Marriage, huh.’ Hippolyte snorted.

      “Marriage?”

      At the word marriage, Luna widened her eyes and looked at Hippolyte’s face.

      “Hippolyte, you are the leader of the Sword Maidens. How can you get married!?”

      “Ah, haven’t you heard yet? As of today, I’ve decided to climb up to the Gold tier. I don’t have to keep my vows of chastity any longer. Of course, there’s no way there’s a guy I like, but—“

      Hippolyte’s eyes narrowed. She then glanced around before looking at my face and continued her words.

      “Since this party venue is huge, I’m sure that if I look carefully, there might be someone to my liking. Maybe, the talented men I desire are much closer than I expect.”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 135: Hassan, the Returnee (3)

      
      “With such a big venue and the gathering of so many people, there must at least be one man who will suit my taste here if I just look around.” 

      Since it was a party attended by nobles and high-ranking adventurers, there couldn’t be better conditions to find a prospective spouse, just as Hippolyte mentioned right now. 

      There were some past vestiges of high-ranking adventurers, who were at the gold tier level, marrying nobles to solidify their status in the world. But of course, it was just a rumor that I had heard in passing. 

      Hippolyte marrying a noble…

      I tried to imagine the scene, but perhaps due to my lack of imagination, I couldn’t conjure up any believable scenario where such a case could occur. Instead, Hippolyte becoming the Knight Commander was much easier to imagine. 

      
        Snap— Kill them all— 
      

      That was roughly how things would pan out once Hippolyte became a Knight Commander. Okay, it may just be me thinking too much here… 

      While I was briefly indulging in thoughts about Hippolyte’s marriage, Luna’s hand held me from the side and started pulling me in some direction. 

      “Then look for someone good from afar, Hippolyte! There must be a good person for you in here! We’re hungry, so we will go first.” 

      “Sure, you can go, but let’s share the same table in the second part of the event. I’ve reserved a secluded spot under my name, so I can at least accommodate both of you.” 

      The event for rewarding merits in Sodomora was usually conducted in two parts. 

      The first section of the event consisted of enjoying various banquets that were arranged in a standing party format. Not letting go of the chance, Luna and I devoured the endless amount of food on the table without caring about people’s gazes. 

      “Hassan, look at this! What kind of fruit is this!?”

      Luna asked me while holding a long fruit that resembled a banana with both of her hands. I thought it was a banana, but the flesh inside was pitch black, so they might be different from the bananas that I knew of. 

      “I don’t know either.”

      “Holy shh! It’s so delicious. Do nobles eat these every day? I’m so envious.” 

      I was particularly tense because it was a gathering attended by nobles and high-ranking officials. 

      However, as it turned out, it seemed like they had only gathered together to mingle with themselves and were having conversations among their close circles. Fortunately, no one was paying any attention to Luna and me. 

      “Hassan, how about we put some of this in our pockets?”

      Luna looked around at the surroundings to check if anyone was watching us. 

      But it seemed difficult to take the fruit with us since people who appeared to be servants of the Margrave family were walking back and forth in the hall, busily filling the food while keeping an eye on everyone. 

      “Ugh… Hassan, keep an eye out. We should take at least one with us.”

      However, Luna didn’t give up and asked me to keep a lookout for her. Perhaps because she had experienced a period of suffering from hunger, Luna’s obsession with food exceeded my imagination. 

      “Get another one for me as well.” 

      “Okay!” 

      Luna untied the knot of her pouch that was tied around her waist. As she carefully pulled her hand into the bag to put the fruit inside… 

      
        Slide— 
      

      Keenly, as I kept an eye on our surroundings, I realized that someone I made eye contact with in the process was approaching us from the distance. 

      “L-Luna, someone’s coming!” 

      “I-I’m done!” 

      
        Sseuk— Sseuk— 
      

      Luna tied the knot again. 

      “Hey, you two.” 

      As the old man with white curly hair approached us, I couldn’t help but feel tense about what he was about to say. 

      Did he catch us stealing the food? 

      But it was just one fruit out of such a large quantity piled up here. So, it should be fine to take one at least, right? No way that we would receive some punishment, like having to pay a fine, right? 

      As various chaotic thoughts tangled in my head, the old man who approached me spoke up. 

      “Hey, you, Samaritan soldier.” 

      “Y-Yes? I haven’t done anything.” 

      “I haven’t said anything yet. First, I should introduce myself. This is who I am.” 

      The man extended something like a piece of metal toward me. An emblem? A badge? Anyway, it had a pin attached to it in the back, making it an accessory that could be worn on the body. 

      Was he saying that he is a person with an emblem-like symbol? Luna and I kept staring closely at the piece of metal in his hands, which depicted an unknown small bird with its wings spread wide. 

      But no matter how closely we looked at the symbol, were we supposed to infer something about him from the piece of metal? Was he referring to himself as a bird-like person? 

      “Hmm, it seems like I made a mistake with the introductions. Here, look at this. This is the symbol of the Blue Feathers Merchant Group. I am Bartholome, a person holding a fairly high position in our group. If you have ever been interested in business, then you must’ve probably heard my name at least.”

      However, neither Luna nor I had any interest in anything related to business, so we simply narrowed our eyes to express that it was our first time hearing his name. 

      Looking at our reaction, Bartholome cleared his throat awkwardly. 

      “Okay, y-you may not know. Anyway, my cousin is one of the soldiers in the advance party for the eradication campaign. His name is Bayona. I heard he was fighting beside you—“ 

      “Ah—“ 

      I did have an impression of Bayona in my mind. He was the man who had been exclaiming with endless admiration, as though he was about to tear his hair out in awe, of the Gale Tactics that was proposed by the Young Lady. 

      Although I no longer had any recollection of his face and appearance, the impression of a man who shouted loudly after doing some sort of aerial flip was still present.

      “I heard that you showed extraordinary bravery during the battle, Samaritan soldier. How about serving as an escort for our group of merchants? I will provide a generous salary to you.” 

      Now I finally understood why this old man, Bartholome, approached me. Was he acting like a headhunter? I couldn’t believe this! I was being scouted in this barbaric world! 

      “The salary is one gold per month. And for each completed escort duty, an additional bonus of 20 silvers will be provided to you.” 

      One gold per month? 

      I felt like lightning had struck my head after hearing such a large amount being offered to me for my services. If I got one gold per month, it meant that I would have 12 golds within a year. 12 golds were 12 golds after all. 

      Back in the days, when I was still a slave, it took me at least two years to barely save up to 30 silvers. Then, with 12 golds, how many slaves like me could I possibly able to get? 

      It was such a huge amount of money that I couldn’t even calculate it with my simpleton brain! 

      While I was counting the pieces of gold in my head, Luna, who was holding onto my side, answered on my behalf. 

      “I refuse!” 

      “W-Well, I see. Who is this young lady next to you, anyway?” 

      “…Don’t know!” 

      Luna immediately hid her face behind my back. That caused me to snap out of my reverie. Unfortunately, as Luna said, this offer was one that I couldn’t help but reject.

      “It’s truly a shame, but I will have to decline.” 

      “Really? You can earn 12 pieces of gold per year. On top of that, with additional bonuses for every escort mission, you’ll earn more money than a regular guard, almost as much as the amount former knights earn in fact. Are you really going to pass up on this opportunity?” 

      Bartholome, that old man, asked me in a voice that he couldn’t understand why I had refused his offer. But I had no other choice but to refuse. Because at that moment, the purpose of my life was no longer only living to earn more money. 

      “It’s really regrettable, but I can’t quit being an adventurer.”

      “Huh, as expected of a people from the wilderness. I can’t understand why you would choose a difficult path over a safe and prosperous job.” 

      “Because Hassan will soon become a gold-tier adventurer!” 

      In reply to the old man’s remarks, Luna, once again, peeked her face from behind me and declared in a loud voice. Hearing her words, the old man’s brows furrowed deeply. 

      “What? A gold-tier adventurer?” 

      Not only him, but the people in the surroundings, who were talking amongst themselves till now, also started directing their attention and focus towards us. Then, one after another, they started murmuring by themselves, saying things like, “What did they say?” “Gold-tier adventurer?” or something along those lines. 

      
        Murmur— Murmur—
      

      Suddenly, I was overwhelmed by the sudden attention and focus that was placed on us. It seemed that Luna felt the same as she hid her head by pressing it on my flank again. 

      “Hmm, concealment voodoo….”

      Did she think that as long as she hid her face, others wouldn’t be able to see her? Pheasants often buried their heads in the ground when they heard a gunshot, thinking that by doing that, they already hid their bodies too. And now, Luna was acting like a stupid pheasant. 

      Anyway, it somehow ended up being my responsibility to handle this commotion. 

      My face started heating up as I hesitated over what to do in this situation. Then, Bartholome who was standing in front of me and listening to the conversation burst into an uncontrollable fit of laughter. 

      “A gold-tier adventurer, you say. What a grand dream you have there. So, you’re a Samaritan who wants to become a hero, huh…. How interesting! Then, what kind of hero do you want to become, Soldier?”

      “What do you mean by ‘what kind of hero’…?”

      “Well, let me ask you a question. Do you have any heroes you admire? Achilles? Or perhaps Theseus? If not them…” 

      “Admiral Yi Sun-sin.” 

      The name of the hero I admire popped out reflexively from my mouth. Yi Sun-sin was a truly powerful and impressive hero in the history of my original world. The admiration I felt for him was instinctive, almost as though it was engraved in my genes like a DNA imprint.

      However, the murmurs around me grew louder after my response. 

      “Who’s Yi Sun-sin?”

      “I don’t know. Did I mishear it?”

      In the midst of the buzzing crowd, Bartholome, who was conversing with me, was the only one who didn’t have a change in expression and continued his questioning. 

      “Who is that? Is he a renowned figure? I’ve never heard of such a hero before.” 

      Ah… Well, this was probably an unknown name to them. 

      As expected, the residents of this world weren’t very knowledgeable.

      “He was once… a person who saved our nation.” 

      “Ah… I see. So he’s a hero of the Samaritans….” 

      Although the man said that he understood, his face still told me that he didn’t comprehend what I was saying… 

      Perhaps it was difficult for him to understand since we came from two different worlds. 

      That old man, Bartholome, simply looked at me with a gaze that seemed to have seen through everything. All of a sudden, the corners of his mouth and cheekbones raised up to form a smirk. 

      “Anyway, a gold-tier adventurer, huh… It’s a grand dream indeed. If you’re a man, of course, you should dream big. However, it won’t be easy to outshine the numerous silver-tier adventurers invited to this event and obtain the prestigious gold necklace.” 

      As the old man spoke, I quickly glanced around. Among the people dressed in suits and dresses at this event, there were quite a few silver-tier adventurers with necklaces made of silver hung around their necks. 

      Considering that they didn’t recognize my face, they were probably adventurers from the Minerva Guild. However, the way they looked at me wasn’t particularly friendly. 

      Their gazes seemed to be saying something like, “Heh, look at this guy.” Even a fool could sense the emotions of hostility that were practically tangible in their gazes. Perhaps without even realizing it, I had triggered a widespread provocation. 

      What Luna said seemed to have gotten me some unnecessary animosity, looks like I’m screwed now. 

      
        Clang— Clang— Clang— 
      

      Just then, a sharp and high-pitched noise reverberated throughout the banquet hall as if someone was tapping on a piece of metal.

      As I turned my head around, I saw a middle-aged man with a neat beard, wearing a white wrapping cloth on his hand, tapping on a metallic object with both hands raised. 

      “Well, let’s proceed to the next event!” 

      * * * * * * * * * *

      Just as Hippolyte said, in the corner of the banquet hall, there was a round table that could accommodate four people. 

      “Now I can finally relax.”

      Sitting down on the chair, Luna immediately leaned on the table. Her legs seemed to have been hurting due to standing for a long time and walking around in the banquet hall.

      “The table feels cool and nice. Holy sshh! It feels like I’m melting just by being here.” 

      Soon, Luna fell asleep while still leaning on top of the table. She made soft and even breathing sounds. Indeed, she could practically sleep anywhere as long as she had something to lean her head on. 

      On the other hand, I couldn’t help but think that it was a blessed talent of hers. Many people in the world struggle with insomnia and a lack of sleep. 

      Anyway, if it weren’t for Hippolyte, both Luna and I wouldn’t have been able to reserve a table here, leaving us with no choice but to keep standing till the end of the event. 

      In that case, my legs would have become swollen. And if they were to become swollen, it would have a negative impact on my whole body. 

      Indeed, it was a good thing to have connections. 

      
        For someone like me, who fell into this world without bringing anything with me or knowing anyone, to reach a point where I would have a seat reserved on a table at a noble’s party— 
      

      That was enough to consider that I, Hassan, have obtained great success in my life in this world. 

      It was like that fable— a fox riding a tiger’s back. This was something I could boast about for generations to come. 

      So, in order to please the tiger, I decided to open my mouth to utter some words of flattery. Hippolyte seemed to have a very subtle fondness for being complimented. So she would probably appreciate some flattering words at this moment. 

      “Ms. Hippolyte, it feels really nice to be able to sit on a chair. I owe you for this.” 

      “I-I see.” 

      As I spoke those words, Hippolyte’s eyebrows twisted strangely, and then she let out a small chuckle. 

      “Hmph, it’s nothing special. It’s a bit embarrassing for me to say it myself, but I am a renowned adventurer. Once I officially become a gold-tier, I’ll be able to enjoy more privileges and benefits.” 

      “But you mentioned that you refused to be promoted to the gold tier, right? May I ask why you suddenly changed your mind?” 

      “It was the result of internal discussions within the guild and the city-state of Sodomora. We wanted to dispel the stigma of being a guild and city in ruins, ravaged by the heinous acts of the cultists. Hence we came to the conclusion that it would be better to have a strong figure at the helm.” 

      “I see.”

      I didn’t quite understand what she meant by those words, but I decided to nod nonetheless, signaling that I got what she meant. Hippolyte added a few more words. 

      “Well, not only that, but I also wanted to challenge myself in various ways. Since the things I’m going to try in the future are something I have never attempted before, it’s a bit nerve-wracking.” 

      “Are you planning to change your profession?”

      “It’s not like I’m changing my profession. It’s just… I’m trying to do two things at the same time. I want to try balancing the attributes of a warrior and a woman a bit.” 

      Balancing the attributes of a warrior and a woman at the same time? I wondered what she meant by that. Somehow, the only thing that made sense to me was that she now intended to give a little more weight to her life as a woman. 

      There were some talks about marriage and such. I’d heard that some people become more desperate for marriage as they get older, so perhaps Hippolyte was also that type of person. 

      By the way, how old was she even?

      I considered asking her how old she was but decided against it in the end. The reason was… it seemed like the second part of the event was about to begin any moment now. 

      “It’s the Margrave.” 

      “As expected, the Margrave himself came out.” 

      The murmurs of the crowd grew louder once they saw the figure walking in the distance. Some of them even stood up from their seats and started applauding with their hands. 

      The bards playing instruments also changed their tune to a thunderous march. 

      
        Wow—! 
      

      In response to the cheers emanating from all around, the man stood on a high podium and raised his palm. 

      “Please sit comfortably. If you all stand up, I’ll appear even shorter. Anyway, I greet all my guests. I am Hawkins Sardich, entrusted with the security of Sodomora and its surrounding areas by the honorable royal family.”

      He was indeed standing on a very high podium. Since otherwise, I wouldn’t have been able to even see his face. 

      The Margrave was a dwarf— a dwarven noble.

      A bearded dwarf was a noble. This was quite a strange scene. His daughter, the Young Lady, seemed to be quite tall. Perhaps it was a matter of genetics from the maternal side? 

      The dwarf with a stylish golden beard spoke up. 

      “There are a total of five parties to be talked about today. Among them, four are not nobles. Time indeed has changed many things around these parts. It’s quite an interesting sight. But no one likes long speeches, whether in the past or now, so let’s proceed quickly.” 

      
        Dudududududu— 
      

      The bards started to hit their drums and similar instruments in a rapid yet light rhythm. And at that very moment, I became tense, feeling like my heart was about to burst. 

      “The first ones to be called can only be this party of heroes. They are the adventurers from the city of Kalkata— the team  White Silver Roses. They are the ones who personally captured the cultists’ ringleader, Anxious, and ended this malignant war.” 

      Was it a silver-tier adventurer team? 

      Since Kalkata was the city where Elfriede lived and simultaneously the city where I lived as a slave before landing here in Sodomora, I had some knowledge about it. 

      So, my heart started pounding nervously, wondering if I would see that ever-familiar face here again. 

      “Since they are all busy individuals, today, the team leader, Quicksword Delphina, has kindly participated as the representative for the award ceremony. Please come forward and receive your award!”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 136: The Sun, the Moon, and the Sword (1)

      
      Quicksword Delphina.

      The name sounded somewhat familiar to me, yet it also felt like this was my first time hearing it.

      The names of the people in this world were so cheesy, like greasy spaghetti or something similar. Thus, it made most of them feel similar and so very hard to distinguish and remember.

      Quicksword Delphina.

      I felt like I knew someone with that name among the silver-tier adventurers in Kalkata.

      So, as I tried to recall my memories concerning that name, a blond short-haired swordswoman, wearing a lightweight armor that exposed her stomach, leaped onto the platform.

      “I have arrived!”

      It was a dazzling move, jumping in the air and spinning several times before landing, akin to a gymnastics routine.

      I couldn’t help but wonder why she chose to enter the platform by jumping like that. Adventurers from Kalkata had a tendency to exaggerate and enjoy grandiose displays, similar to YouTubers and their intros during videos.

      “That woman is an adventurer from Kalkata? She is indeed quite strong.”

      Hippolyte, who had been sitting with her arms crossed, offered a few remarks about the flashy adventurer. If Hippolyte, known for her accurate assessments, said that the woman was strong, then she must truly be a skilled adventurer.

      Kalkata itself was like an upper-level labyrinth where skilled individuals gathered in droves, so it was only natural for the silver-tier adventurers who hailed from that city to be exceptionally adept and strong.

      With a confident expression, brimming in those blue shaded eyes of hers, Delphina shouted toward the crowd.

      “Ladies and gentlemen of Sodomora, I am the adventurer— Delphina from the city of Kalkata! As Sodomora and Kalkata have established a friendly relation, you will see me here often from now on. I will show you the skills of a true expert, different from the incompetent adventurers of Sodomora! Please show lots of love for the White Silver Roses!”

      It felt like I was watching a newly debuted idol group, giving their debut speech. However, adventure groups often gave off a similar vibe to idol groups anyways.

      Both relied on their fame to make a living, so they needed to promote themselves effectively. As a party leader, Delphina’s intention was more likely to draw attention and aggro.

      However, it was still true that she dared to belittle the adventurers of Sodomora as incompetent. I became very curious about Hippolyte’s thoughts on this matter.

      
        So, in that moment, when I was trying to gauge Hippolyte’s expression—
      

      “We’re lesser than who now? Who do you think you are? Now that’s rich, coming from a country bumpkin from Kalkata like you.”

      Amidst the commotion, someone loudly sneered in response to her words of provocation.

      It was the voice of a man, his tone tinged with a sharp edge, instantly drawing everyone’s attention to the corner of the party hall.

      In that corner, there was a figure holding a sword the size of a human body. With long, tied-back jet-black hair and a slender and sharp figure, it was hard to tell whether this person was a woman or a man.

      However, looking at the eagle-like gaze and a scar extending from the forehead to the cheek, I could see this person was extremely wild and manly.

      “I’m Altair.”

      “It’s Altair from the Minerva Guild.”

      Someone explained the identity of the person.

      Altair.

      I had also heard of the name of this Altair fellow before. Whenever exceptional adventurers of the Minerva Guild were introduced, the name of the silver-tier adventurer Altair always stood out among them like a shining star.

      Although it was my first time seeing him in person, I was slightly disappointed as he didn’t match the image of a rugged man that I had imagined him to be.

      If my imagination depicted a hulk-like figure wielding axes in both of their hands, this man perfectly fitted the impression of a swordsman wearing a straw raincoat and a conical hat.

      Nevertheless, he undeniably looked like a ruthless killer, capable of slaughtering someone like me effortlessly.

      “Who are you—?”

      In response to the provocation, Quicksword Delphina tilted her head toward the guy and smirked. Her lips curled up cheerfully, but her eyes showed no signs of amusement, which was quite an unsettling scene.

      The man spoke.

      “You don’t know my name? I am the Swiftsword Altair. If you plan to work in Sodomora, it’s common courtesy to know the names of your colleagues, you ignorant country bumpkin.”

      “Swiftsword Altair? Never heard of you. You’re not that famous now, are you?”

      “What?”

      “Also, calling ourselves colleagues. Seems like Sodomora is a place where everyone is so accommodating of each other. I envy you guys. But remember, it’s either party or foe on this turf. You are such an ignorant tadpole who doesn’t even know the vastness of this sea.”

      “I simply cannot tolerate such disrespect that goes beyond any and all limits of honor.”

      “It’s the truth. All of you adventurers from Sodomora are incompetent buffoons. That’s why you couldn’t even eradicate a single Thieves’ Guild that has now become deeply rooted within this city.”

      “…”

      Thieves’ Guild.

      At the mention of that name, Altair remained silent, refraining from saying a word.

      Not only that, but people in my surroundings also hesitated to intervene in the conversation— merely exchanging glances with each other without even daring to join in.

      Quicksword Delphina, who was standing on the podium, took advantage of the tense atmosphere and continued her speech.

      “My White Silver Roses team has confirmed that supplies for the Valdeath Mountain and weapons like catapults were being provided by the Thieves’ Guild inside Sodomora. Isn’t it interesting? The true enemies are within us. The enemies of Sodomora aren’t the cultists who attacked from the outside, but rather the thieves that are deeply rooted within.”

      I wasn’t able to fully grasp the situation at hand, however one thing was sure… that the momentum of Delphina the adventurer who came from Kalkata, was only growing stronger and stronger.

      I wondered if there would be anyone here who would object to her audacious remarks. No matter how much time passed, everyone seemed to be just listening to her with an embarrassed expression on her face.

      “But I understand. After all, even healers cannot cure their own illnesses. They can’t perform surgery on their own bodies or split their own bellies. That’s why they borrow the hands of others.”

      “Are you trying to refer yourselves as the ones who would do it in our stead? It won’t be easy though. Those thieves are cunning bastards. No matter how much you try to stab them with your feeble blades, they will only retreat deeper and sharpen their fangs and wait for an opportunity to counter attack.”

      “I know. But, those rats will definitely come out if you set their hideout aflame. We possess a truly devastating ability of fire and heat. You can look forward to it. Everything will burn to ashes.”

      “Anyone can spout plausible sounding bullshit these days, can’t they?”

      Altair, the silver-tier adventurer of the Minerva Guild, turned out to be more patient than I expected.

      Looking at his hideous appearance that resembled a cutthroat killer’s, I thought he would immediately draw his sword at the first instance of an insult leaking out from Delphina’s mouth. But surprisingly, he was quite a cultured individual.

      Of course, I also thought that those who resort to violence just because they don’t like something were messed up in the head…

      It was then that Delphina spoke up.

      “Therefore, how about making a wager? Let’s see if you, the adventurers of Sodomora, can sever the head of the Hydra before us adventurers of Kalkata are able to.”

      “Who would fall for such a childish provocation?”

      Just as Altair was about to dismiss it with a snort, applause erupted from somewhere.

      “Well, that sounds interesting.”

      It was none other than Margrave Hawkins Sardich, the golden-bearded dwarf, who had been quietly listening to the conversation till now. Hawkins applauded enthusiastically as if he had heard something amusing.

      “This is a very interesting talk. A wager should have a supervisor. I shall be the witness. Viscount Clementor from Kalkata, what are your thoughts on this wager?”

      “Well, um… That’s… I apologize. Adventurers from my city are known to be quite free-spirited…”

      “That’s the interesting part of life, isn’t it? I mean, things don’t always go as planned. What would be a suitable reward for the wager?”

      The golden-bearded Margrave directed that question to the confident silver-tier female adventurer. Quicksword Delphina drew her sword and pointed it toward our table.

      “Of course, it has to be the gold necklace. Today a ceremony to promote a gold-tier adventurer is supposed to be held, right? If we manage to capture and kill the ringleader of the Thieves’ Guild before you do, grant us the opportunity to challenge for the position of the gold-tier adventurer.”

      “I see. It sounds intriguing. However, that might be beyond my authority. I need to ask the parties involved directly.”

      All eyes turned to our table. Luna and I held each other’s hands while trembling in fright at the sudden attention that was placed on us. With folded arms, Hippolyte, who had been listening to the conversation till now, spoke up.

      “Fine. I shall accommodate your challenge. It seems that I have been underestimated. Do you think you can win against me as a team?”

      “I may have never heard of Altair before, but Hippolyte, I’ve heard much about your name. The self-proclaimed demigod, the representative of Mars in these lands above. If I were to defeat someone like you, our team’s name would spread across the continent, wouldn’t it?”

      “Or you’ll just be forgotten like the many before who have been defeated by me. Fine then, I shall also participate in the upcoming mission to subdue the thieves. I have been itching to do something since I had practically done nothing in the war against the cultists. Ah, no, I misspoke here. Let me correct myself.”

      Hippolyte stated that she would correct her words before speaking again.

      “It’s not just me, but we will participate in this subjugation of the thieves. Here are my party members— Hassan of Samaria and L-Luna Knoxdotty.”

      Hassan of Samaria.

      Samaritan.

      At Hippolyte’s words, I could hear people murmuring some familiar words here and there.

      The scattered gazes that were barely present here and there suddenly focused on my black hair, and I felt my head spinning in a daze like no other as a result.

      * * * * * * * * * *

      The dinner banquet for granting honors ended in a haphazard manner due to the irrelevant discussions, causing the time to run out.

      Damn it! This official event of the Margrave ended up being wasted on unrelated conversations, resulting in exceeding the time frame that was allotted for the event.

      It made me realize once again how irresponsible the administrative procedures of this world were functioning. Was this really happening?

      Honestly, I had high expectations for what kind of reward I would receive in the event. But all I got was a small lightning-shaped badge.

      Yes— a mere badge. It was like an accessory that you could wear on your chest.

      I wondered if it was some kind of precious artifact, but there were no emerging letters or any indication that the task point had increased when I touched the badge, so I became disappointed.

      What kind of badge is this?

      Isn’t this a bit too stingy? So this the reward for my meritorious deeds during the kingdom’s troubling times? A badge?

      As I kept walking toward Luna’s cabin, staring endlessly at the lightning-shaped badge, Hippolyte, who had tagged along, approached me and started a conversation.

      “It’s the Traveler’s Token You received a good item, Samaritan. There won’t be a better reward for you. Even I have a slight desire to get one of these badges, if possible that is.”

      “The Traveler’s Token? What is that?”

      “Once upon a time, the gods and goddesses were said to have wandered the world in the form of humans. The Sardich family of Sodomora recognized and accommodated Jupiter, who had disguised himself as a human, so they received blessings and prosperity as a result.”

      Gods and goddesses wandering the world in the form of humans? It was out of my comprehension.

      “Why do the gods engage in such behavior, like wandering in the form of humans?”

      “I don’t know either. It could be that they enjoy living among humans. Or perhaps they want to meet a partner in these lands and have children born out of humans. Yes, come to think of it, finding a partner is quite an important matter, isn’t it?”

      Hippolyte cleared her throat before continuing her speech.

      “Anyway, the status of a ‘traveler’ stems from that phenomenon. It is a system that will allow you to be treated as a traveler without being bound by the social hierarchy, just like gods and goddesses who enjoy traveling around in these lands. It is a privilege mainly given to the nobles hailing from the foreign continents and also you, Samaritan.”

      “So, you’re saying that I have become a traveler in terms of my status?”

      “Yes.”

      I thought they would grant me citizenship.

      If I was a traveler, then wasn’t it just like getting a temporary travel visa? Of course, it was a much better situation than being an illegal resident without a visa like me, but there was still something unsatisfying about all of this. 

      “Isn’t getting a citizenship better?”

      “Citizenship is applicable only within the city of Sodomora. But that badge can be used anywhere on the continent. Any house, any inn, any place. If you show that token, they will provide you with a room to stay for a night.” 

      “Oh—“ 

      A badge which would provide me with a room if it were only to be shown. After hearing that, the badge in my hands suddenly felt like it held far more significance than what I gave it credit for. I even started getting the illusion that the badge had gained a considerable amount of weight. 

      I carefully placed it in my pocket, afraid of losing it. 

      As I listened to the rest of her explanation, and remembering the influence the Margrave family of Sodomora held, I wondered if this badge could serve as a role similar to a citizenship. 

      Anyway, having obtained this peculiar passport-like item, I felt somewhat satisfied. So, let’s just leave it at that. 

      “But, Ms. Hippolyte, are you serious about joining forces with us to eradicate the Thieves’ Guild?” 

      “Yes, we will be in the same party for the time being.” 

      Luna trembled at those words.

      “Holy shh! I can’t believe this. We’re forming a party with someone on the level of Hippolyte. Hassan, it seems like we’re growing rapidly! I must be incredibly strong now, right!?” 

      Luna, who had been quietly listening to the conversation, shouted as if she couldn’t believe this fact. Dogs started barking after hearing her loud voice echoing through the alley. 

      However, Hippolyte corrected her words as if she couldn’t accept the statement. 

      “On the same level? You and I are clearly in a superior-subordinate relationship. I give orders, and you guys follow them. It will be a joke to think that you and I are on equal footing, even if the adventurer industry has become laxer these days.” 

      Did Hippolyte also hold some pride regarding this case? She probably wouldn’t yield the position of being the party leader. However, upon hearing her words, Luna’s forehead furrowed. 

      Whether she noticed Luna’s reaction or not, Hippolyte seemed taken aback nonetheless, her armor clanged due to the jolts that went through her body. 

      “Ahem, well, however, there is a trend among lower-level adventurers these days that goes by the rule of everyone is equal and fair in a party. I’m willing to show mercy and make some concessions.” 

      “Yes!”

      Hippolyte was still the same warrior who didn’t back down and responded promptly in front of nobles and other adventurers. 

      However, somehow, in front of Luna, she became strangely unable to use her sharp retorts, just like when I, Hassan, came face to face with a witch. Did other people know about this? If so, then who? 

      Apparently, they did their best to prevent even rumors about Hippolyte’s defeat against Luna from spreading. 

      “By the way, Hippolyte.” 

      “What, what is it?” 

      “Give me my three silvers back! Didn’t you break my jar and run away last time?!” 

      Luna’s words reminded me of the time when Hippolyte had last visited Luna’s cabin. 

      I recalled that Hippolyte had done something quite strange, and she had hastily run away, saying she would bring the compensation money for the broken jar. 
Three silvers was a considerable sum of money, so it seemed that Luna hadn’t forgotten about it even now. 

      “Tsk, you haven’t forgotten about that, huh? But I don’t have money right now. I don’t carry a wallet or anything.”

      “You said the same thing last time and didn’t return it!”

      “I am not someone who would run away just because of 3 silvers. It’s just that I’m a bit slow in repaying others. Haven’t you heard the saying that Mars’ warrioresses never takes money and bail?”

      “This is my first time hearing something like that. Since when did such a saying even exist?” 

      “Since I just made it up, it exists from now on. Hmm, anyway, it’s getting late. Look, we have almost arrived at your cabin.”

      Hippolyte safely escorted Luna and me to the cabin. 

      I wondered if Hippolyte showed such consideration to save us from any nighttime ambush. For a high-ranking adventurer, she seemed surprisingly considerate. 

      “Now that we’ve come this far let me ask you something… Are you two currently living together?” 

      Hippolyte asked the question as we stood at the entrance of the cabin. It was the first time I had received such a direct question from her, and I felt somewhat embarrassed and unsure as to how to answer that question. 

      Since Luna had taken an official vow of chastity, if the rumor that she lived with a man spread, her reputation would be tarnished, and she could be seen in a negative light by society. 

      As Luna and I hesitated, unable to respond properly, Hippolyte spoke up. 

      “Silence often answers many things. I roughly understand. Let me ask something as the leader of the maiden group. Have you two engaged in any behavior that might create distance between you and us?”

      Hippolyte’s sharp gaze briefly swept over Luna and me. But as I was already immune to this sort of inquisition after facing Lady Knox, I dared myself to feign innocence.

      “Behavior that might create distance? W-What do you mean?” 

      “Well, obviously, it means… i-it means actions that, uh, will violate her chastity.” 

      “W-What kind of action is that?” 

      Luna asked innocently as if she didn’t understand what Hippolyte was speaking about. Hippolyte’s brows furrowed slightly in response. 

      “Knoxdotty, I know you are quite dense in some aspects, but surely there’s no way that you don’t know what that behavior entails?” 

      “I don’t know! What does it mean?” 

      “…That’s a serious issue in itself. It means… when a man and a woman… uh, share a blanket… What are you trying to make me say? I won’t fall for this trap.” 

      It seemed to me that she had already dipped her feet in the trap though. 

      Hippolyte shouted out boldly as if throwing down a challenge. 

      “Anyway, it is something like that. Hmm. Since it’s come to this, I’ll observe whether you two keep her vow of chastity well for at least a day. So, I’ll sleep here tonight…!” 

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 137: The Sun, the Moon, and the Sword (2)

      
      Luna’s cabin was even smaller than what one might expect.

      In terms of area, it wasn’t necessarily impossible for about three people to squeeze in and sleep somehow.

      However, due to Luna’s preparations for opening her workshop, there were various materials, ingredient, and large jars, along with small tools that were jam packed into the cabing. For this reason, when even one person tried to lie down on the first floor the room became cramped with next to no room left for anyoen else.

      Luckily, the second floor had relatively fewer belongings, so if we huddled together, three people could somehow sleep with a snugly fit, tightly pressed against each other.

      “It’s definitely narrow.”

      Hippolyte’s eyes creased once she witnessed the deerskin carpet and the accompanying blanket spread out on the second floor.

      “How can two people sleep in a place like this?”

      Her expression resembled a well-known politician visiting a small hostel for the first time, triggering a flashback of my life on Earth.

      Luna stood up in response, no hesitation could be seen in her actions, as if she was angered by someone belittling her cherished home.

      “If you don’t like it, you can leave!”

      “No, I didn’t say that I didn’t like it. However, if it’s this cramped, naturally, our bodies will collide with each other when we are sleeping.”

      “Well, it’s not exactly like that.”

      Anyway, with two women and myself entering the second story, the room on the cabin’s second floor became so packed that it felt quite suffocating, to say the least.

      “Then we should change into comfortable clothes.” 

      At that moment, Hippolyte began removing her armor. The sound of clanging metals resounded loudly in the room as it was promptly taken off by her, revealing her smooth and glossy skin. Witnessing that scene, my heart started to race in an instant.

      Of course, she wore her usual tight-fitting cropped T-shirt and hot pants underneath her armor. 

      Due to the sweltering that permeated even at night, her leaking sweat caused the fabric of her already tight-fitting clothes to cling even more tightly to her skin, accentuating her body in various ways and giving off a somewhat more provocative sensation than her being in her birthday suit could ever hope to arouse.

      Fuck! By recalling that scene, I probably could masturbate for the next three days at the very least.

      Luna seemed equally flustered by the sight, unsure of what to do, so she began to fidget on her spot. 

      “W-Why are you suddenly undressing…!”

      “If we want to sleep, we should get comfortable, shouldn’t we? No matter who it is, sleeping in armor is an uncomfortable experience. By the way, I prefer sleeping completely naked.” 

      “Ughhhh, H-Hassan, go downstairs for now!” 

      Hearing Luna’s firm and angry words, I had no choice but to go downstairs at that instant. 

      I also had to remove the uncomfortable black tailcoat and change into a lightweight single-layered cotton garment I had left at Luna’s house before heading to the event. 

      
        Kong— Kong— 
      

      At that moment, strange legs emerged from the jar. It was Luna’s pet wolf spider, Kong Kong. Did it sense the presence of a person and come up to see who it was? 

      “…Hi.” 

      Since the wolf spider was another roommate of Luna, I tried to strike up a conversation to get acquainted with it.

      I was a bit scared that it might suddenly jump toward me and launch an attack though. Fortunately, however, it lost interest in me and disappeared deep inside the jar. 

      Damn it! It was always looked so damn scary, no matter how many times I saw it. 

      After turning away my attention from the wolf spider, I hung the expensive party clothes I had bought for 30 silvers on the few hangers available on the cabin and neatly placed them against the wall. 

      After that, thinking that the situation on the second-floor had more or less been resolved already, I climbed up the stairs leading to the second story. However, the scene that immediately greeted my eyes was Luna pressing against Hippolyte from behind her neck. 

      “Geeckk—“

      It was a hard-to-believe situation to see Luna riding on the back of the great warrioress of Mars, who was just promoted to the gold tier, subduing her with such ease. Even though I had seen it once before, it still felt surreal to me whenever I saw such a scene. 

      “Hippolyte, you’re so arrogant! This is my house! Follow my rules!” 

      “Ughhh….” 

      Perhaps it was because it was a moonlit night. Or maybe it was because Luna is the daughter of the goddess of the night and carries a name that roughly means the ‘Moon’ once translated… 

      “I-I can’t breathe—“ 

      Hippolyte was completely helpless against her, squirming under Luna without even being able to lift a finger. Was this really happening right now? 

      The long arms and legs of the warrioress were flailing around in the air. She was struggling like a turtle being flipped over on its back. 

      “Hurry up, say that you surrender!” 

      “I-I surrender—“ 

      Only then did Luna’s hand, tightened around her neck, loosen. 

      “Ugh, huff. Huff—“ 

      Meanwhile, Hippolyte gasped heavily for air. Her eyes were opened wide like saucers, and she was clutching her own throat while gasping needily for every breath. 

      “I defeated Hippolyte again! Woohoo! Since I won against a gold-tier adventurer, does that make me a gold-tier adventurer from today on? Hand over the necklace!”

      Luna extended her palm toward Hippolyte. Visibly startled in response to her words, Hippolyte tightly clung onto the golden hoof-shaped identification tag hanging around her neck as though trying to conceal it from Luna’s clutches. 

      “T-This isn’t an official duel, so it doesn’t count. Moreover, Knoxdotty, you haven’t even made it to the silver tier yet. So you’re not qualified for a battle for possession yet.”

      A battle for possession.

      The mention of a battle for possession reminded me of the explanation I heard from Hippolyte earlier. 

      The adventurers of the gold tier were recognized as heroes by the general populace. 

      There were only a limited number of 15 gold ranks spots or necklaces in the entire kingdom combined. So there was no way to obtain one except by promoting oneself to an empty slot or defeating those who were already in possession of a necklace. 

      That was probably why the adventurer from Kalkata— Delphina, aimed for Hippolyte’s necklace in the party today. 

      They said that once you reached the gold tier, the rewards and opportunities that you would receive skyrocketed beyond one’s imagination. I wondered just how much they were able to earn. Was it to the extent that if they worked hard for about a year, maybe they could already afford a mansion? 

      Damn, just the thought of me being able to reach a close to that level was already way too unrealistic for me to imagine. 

      Anyway, the second confrontation between Hippolyte and Luna ended with Luna’s one-sided victory. 

      Since the more I thought about the gold-tier matter, the more complicated the thoughts in my head became, I decided to stop thinking about this matter altogether from now on. 

      * * * * * * * * * *

      I had visited an unfamiliar party venue at night and had even spent the day exploring the market, so I felt utterly drained in body and mind. Surprisingly, both Luna and I couldn’t fall asleep immediately and stayed awake for a long time. 

      Perhaps it was due to having a guest in our cabin, where only two of us usually slept, that such an awkward and ambiguous atmosphere lingered in the air. 

      We chatted and talked until late at night without falling asleep. 

      “So, have you really fought against all of Kairos’ disciples?” 

      Luna was the one asking most of the questions though. 

      “That’s right. I’ve fought against all of them at least once. I’ve won against all of them except one.” 

      It was Hippolyte, who knew many things and had gathered a vast array of knowledge over the years of her adventuring, who provided the answers to me. Well, we rarely got a chance to have a conversation with a busy and famous person like her so it was definitely a plus for us. 

      But I was feeling very sleepy, so I just lay there, wanting to fall asleep quickly. 

      Damn, I had to admit that I was a bit excited and nervous about being able to sleep with two women in one place, but now I didn’t have any thoughts and just wanted to hit the sack and doze off.

      Really? When will they go to sleep? 

      At this rate, we might stay up all night.

      But then, Hippolyte suddenly spoke. 

      “Of course, at that time, they hadn’t trained to the best state and were inexperienced in many ways. If I am to fight them again now, I’m not sure if I can win against them. However, since I have also realized my divinity, my chances of winning are not low either.” 

      “What do you mean by ‘realizing your divinity’?”

      “It means that I have realized the transcendental karma inherent within me. What do you think happens when an eagle living among a flock of swans realizes that it is, in fact, an eagle huh?” 

      “I don’t know! I haven’t learned the language of eagles. But I can understand to some extent what cats or sparrows say. However, taming an eagle requires the advanced skills of a Great Shaman.” 

      “…Understanding what cats say? Well, anyway, an eagle that realizes its identity will be able to soar high into the sky. That’s what the awakening of a demi-god means.” 

      Hippolyte leaned against the wall while clenching her fist. 

      “By breaking free from existing limitations, an individual can rise to unimaginable heights. I was able to break through level 40 because of that. Level 40 is not a realm that can be surpassed solely through effort.”

      “Well, in the end it’s because you had good parents.”

      “T-That’s a bit different. Anyway, if I obtain Ambrosia, which is said to be located at the bottom of the underground labyrinth, I can become a goddess. I’m looking forward to what kind of goddess I can become.” 

      “The goddess of not repaying debt.” 

      “…There’s no such goddess.” 

      “Since there isn’t, then you can become on, Hippolyte.” 

      Luna and Hippolyte kept chatting. It was fascinating to see how they seemed completely incompatible with each other yet suprisingly, were able to communicate with each other so well. Perhaps there was some connection among women that allowed them to understand each other.

      Anyway, as I was half a step into the realms of sleep, something sparked in my mind because of Hippolyte’s words. 

      If Hippolyte became so strong by realizing the transcendental karma within her own blood, would Luna become even stronger once she realized that she is Knox’s daughter and underwent some kind of awakening?

      I imagined Luna surpassing level 40 and being able to launch sword auras with her own hands. 

      I could picture the scene of Luna slamming her Silence Totem to the ground, causing the ground to turn to gold and an earthquake happened. Let’s just call it her usual way to name things, ‘the Great Earthquake voodoo or something along those lines.

      Damn, honestly, it was quite a funny sight. 

      And I had a feeling that such a world should never come to pass. Luna had a cruel side to her, so if she gained strong power, she would undoubtedly wield it recklessly without any sense of responsibility. 

      She might even capture all the frogs and spiders in the world and destroy the whole ecosystem. 

      Then mosquitoes would swarm everywhere, and this dreadful world would become an even more hellish place than it already was. 

      Perhaps that was why Lady Knox hadn’t revealed Luna’s true identity to her. Of course, it was just my absurd imagination at play. I was getting sleepy, so all sorts of weird and nonsensical thoughts came to mind right now.

      “If you two are going to keep talking, I’ll just sleep on the first floor.” 

      Since I didn’t know if they would end up staying awake all night, I brought a decent blanket with me to cover the ground of the first floor before laying down on top of it. 

      With the change in floor level, the sound of Luna and Hippolyte’s chatter weakened somewhat in intensity, allowing me to drift into sleep comfortably. 

      Soon, as the lengthy conversation neared its end, the voices from the upper floor also gradually faded. Now, only the intermittent noises from outside the cabin could be heard. 

      In the pleasant silence, I drifted between the realms sleep and awareness in a drowsy state for some time. 

      
        Rustle— 
      

      
        Step— 
      

      I heard a very subtle sound as if something extremely quiet was walking around me. It felt like a cat tiptoeing with raised paws to rummage through a trash bin. 

      Was someone trying to use the outdoor toilet or something? 

      So I didn’t think much of it and tried to sink back into the depths of sleep. However, just as I was about to doze off again, I could feel a strong presence right beside me. 

      Promptly after, something slender was extended toward me. I had the feeling that it was most likely to be a finger. 

      
        Slide— 
      

      The finger touched right in front of my nose. It seemed like it was checking if I was breathing or sleeping properly or not.

      “…Are you asleep?” 

      But the voice that I heard had a firm tone to it. It was not like Luna’s voice. Was it perhaps Hippolyte then? 

      So I slightly opened my eyes, and under the dark and gloomy background of the first floor, Hippolyte was crouched next to me while looking down at me with those sharp eye of hers. 

      ….

      Startled by the unexpected situation, I almost screamed and jolted up from my sleeping state. 

      What the hell was going on here? 

      “Ahem, Samaritan. If you’re awake, answer me.”

      I felt like I’d received such a question before. 

      As the strong sense of déjà vu gradually crept up and disturbed my sleep, something thin and soft brushed against my abdomen, instantly awakening all of my senses. 

      That was clearly Hippolyte’s palm.

      Hippolyte extended her warm palm toward me and started touching and poking my abdomen with it. 

      It wasn’t just a gentle caress; it felt more like the sticky and hot licking of a tongue, leaving a distinct and deliberate sensation of pleasure in my body. Due to that feeling, a rush of blood instantly flowed down to my lower body. 

      
        Startled— 
      

      Did Hippolyte notice the abnormality in my body? Her hand, which was caressing my abdomen, twitched. Yes, she must have realized that I was awake. 

      
        So I was starting to consider tossing and turning my body, but before I could do so— 
      

      The finger that was caressing my abdomen smoothly now gently undid the knot of my pants. 

      What? Seriously, just what the hell was going on here? 

      Suddenly, my rigid member felt the touch of cold air as it had been deliberately slipped out of my hands. 

      Escaping the confines of the suffocating pants did bring me a sense of relief. However, if there was a woman staring at me in this state, it would understandably feel even more uncomfortable than that. 

      “T-This is…” 

      In a small voice that only I was able to hear, Hippolyte muttered as if swallowing her breath. 

      “A very… bizarre shape…” 

      Then, she extended her index finger and gently tapped the shaft of my member. She continued to poke at it with the tip of her fingernail before gradually moving downward. 

      
        Slide— Slide— 
      

      She began to touch the most sensitive and crucial part of my body. Soon, her palm enclosed around the hot shaft, giving my erect member a gentle squeeze. 

      Holy shit! To have someone hold such a vulnerable part of me like this. It felt like my breath was being cut off. 

      What was she trying to do right now? 

      I didn’t know exactly, but I had a strong sense that it was definitely something bad, something I shouldn’t allow to happen. Instantly, those thoughts filled my mind. 

      If I were to make a commotion and wake up Luna, who was peacefully sleeping above, it would surely cause problems between us. I couldn’t afford to open my mouth right now. 

      No matter how deep Luna’s sleep might be, she would undoubtedly wake up if there was a loud disturbance below. 

      Was this hell?

      I had no idea why Hippolyte was doing this or what I should do about it. My mind turned blank as if turning into a blank sheet of white paper. 

      “Fascinating shape—“ 

      However, oblivious to my worries, Hippolyte continued to caress and fondle my erection with her pleasantly warm palm. 

      It felt like an adolescent child who just learned about sex, touching a human body model. 

      Could it be something similar to that experience in reality? 

      But this inexperience of hers with sexual matters wasn’t much of a surprise as she was the leader of a conservative team of maidens.

      But on the other hand, she was also a vigorous warrior. Perhaps she was naturally curious about these matters due to a lack of exposure to the opposite sex. 

      However, still, how could she touch a sleeping person’s body like this? If I hadn’t been a light sleeper, this sexual assault incident might have gone unnoticed. 

      So, as I began to think that this was indeed wrong and started to toss my body around to stop it… 

      
        Squelch— Slurp— Squish— 
      

      I could hear a sticky sound as if someone was stirring a wet mud puddle with a stick. 

      “Heuwaaaa…”

      This was utter madness. 
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        Squelch— Squelch— Squelch—
      

      The wet noises were distinctly ringing in my ears.

      “Ugh, aaaugh…”

      Along with that raunchy noise, a voice, which would usually only be accompanied by harsh words of criticism, was producing melting-ice-like sweet moans.

      I was obviously not foolish enough to not realize what was happening here. Hippolyte was definitely pleasuring herself right beside me.

      And as if that wasn’t enough already, her fingers were running all over my dick, and touching it everywhere.

      Damn, what the? Was she masturbating while touching my thing?

      I was both flustered and surprised at that realization. But most of all, I was extremely aroused and felt like the blood from my whole body was being drained and concentrated on my lower body.

      “”Guh, w-we can’t, Samaritan… I-I swore an oath of purity…”

      And to finish it all off, Hippolyte even began to mutter some incomprehensible nonsense out of her lips. What? What’s wrong with her?

      “H-Huuuuuh. Y-You know I can’t resist at night… That’s why you were waiting for this opportunity, right…? Hah, h-how barbaric…”

      
        Squelch— Rub—
      

      Was Hippolyte playing some fantasy in her head while masturbating? She seemed to be thinking of a scenario where I was forcing myself on her.

      “Ugh, I-I’d rather be killed… I-I can’t believe you are relieving your heightened stress from the war on me…”

      And I just wasn’t able to believe that she was taking advantage of a sleeping man and fantasizing about him raping herself.

      Such weird sexual behavior. As expected, all talented adventurers had a few screws loose.

      It was only natural for someone going back and forth between life and death to have a few odd quirks after all.

      “Huuh, p-put it inside? I-Impossible… W-What about Knoxdotty…? Aaaah, huuuh…”

      Hyppolyte’s breaths were just growing rougher and louder with each passing second.

      At the same time, the already fierce grip on my meat rod also became even stronger, and I felt even more blood rushing to the very tip of my schlong.

      It would feel very good if she kept rubbing it up and down but she was holding it like a bus handle, so I wasn’t feeling much satisfaction. 

      “Haa, haagh, heuuh, huuuh, anf, aaaa… N-Not inside… H-Have your babies, babies? Huuh, what, what? You’re gonna make me give birth to your child…? How barbaric, barbaric…”

      Hippolyte’s imagination seemed to be running wild.

      But I wondered if our minds were somehow connected as if I had been invited into Hippolyte’s imagination, just what was she thinking of?

      Because of that, I was also imagining myself doing those things to her as if that was actually happening in reality.

      “A-An uncivilized barbarian who can’t even use a fork… I don’t want to bear such a child. Huh, huh… No way. No way… It’s, it’s unfair to push with that much force… Uugh!”

      
        Kwaaaaaaaak—
      

      The grip that was holding my erection became incredibly strong and menacing. As a result, my thing started getting twisted by that grip of hers as though the hand was trying to squeeze out almost empty toothpaste.

      “Aaaah, huuuh, uuuuh-.”

      At the same time, Hippolyte trembled all over her body. Was she reaching a climax right now? However, the force holding onto my erection became so strong that I unintentionally let out a scream, “Ugh—“

      It really hurt so much, to the point that it felt like my schlong might burst at any moment. I wanted to hold back my voice, but I was unable to due to the spiking pain. 

      Hippolyte’s body trembled with a start.

      “S-Samaritan…”

      She finally called out to me. Perhaps she wanted to check if I was asleep or awake.

      However, pretending to sleep up to this point in such a situation seemed even more unreasonable. So, I decided to respond to her words.

      “Y-Yesh…”

      “Since when have you been up?”

      “Since you put your finger on my nose…”

      “…Hing! Hung, huuuh, aaeeang…”

      Hyppolite, perhaps due to being surprised, started producing sounds like a beaten dog. 

      Did I cause an error with my unexpected answer?

      “… F-From the very beginning then. Why did you not answer when I called…?”

      “…”

      I didn’t know what to say in response. I couldn’t even figure out where to start or how to arrange the explanations that had been swirling around in my head until just now.

      While I was contemplating what to say, Hipolyte, trembling ever so slightly, spoke first with a quivering voice.

      “…I-I finally understand now. You-You knew everything, didn’t you…? You were trying to exploit my weakness, Samaritan…”

      “… Yesh?”

      “You set up a trap to take advantage of my weakness and then use me as you please… There’s no way this would have happened otherwise…”

      “Weakness…?”

      “… Yes, I-I’m sure. I can’t listen to any reason at all whenever I see you. It’s all, all because of your evil tactics. An evil trick of the Samaritans.”

      Hippolyte’s ramblings became even more bizarre with each passing moment.

      The always full-of-confidence female warrior had fully broken down at this moment.

      Shocked by this nigh-unbelievable fact, I had no choice but to rise from my lying state. As I did, the dimly lit hut revealed Hippolyte’s sturdy physique clearly.

      “D-Don’t come any closer— Barbarian—!”

      “No, no, I’ll come close and take care of myself. To clear up any misunderstandings…” (check)

      “You must have waited until the day my vow of chastity was revoked. Y-You were going to assault me today!”

      My goodness.

      Having a younger sister, I understood her current state very well. There are days when women completely lose their senses and go mad with desire. Today seemed to be exactly one of those days for Hippolyte.

      On the other hand, it made sense from a pragmatic perspective too. She was caught pleasuring herself while rubbing her vagina on my schlong. Only someone completely crazy would be able to maintain his composure in such a situation.

      Holy shh! I don’t think I’d be able to do anything were I in her position.

      So, Hippolyte must be enacting some kind of mental defense mechanism right now.

      She was probably trying to forget that she had acted on her desire and resorted to pleasuring herself recklessly just then, portraying herself as a valiant warrior who got trapped by some sort of trap that I had created.

      Honestly, it’s a pretty fucking ridiculous setup, but Hippolyte was really pushing for it.

      Hippolyte continued her nonsensical rambling. 

      “I-I knew from the moment you peeped at my chest. You approached me with such intentions from the beginning, Samaritan.”

      “It wasn’t me who approached—“

      “You even peeped on me when I was bathing and touched my chest without permission. In the end, you’re the one orchestrating all of this. I won’t be humiliated any further. I’ll, I’ll scream…”

      “Wait, scream…?”

      If Hippolyte were to scream right now, Luna, sleeping on the second floor, might wake up. She’d wonder what was going on and come downstairs. She’d then probably find me without my pants on. Dammit, that should not happen!

      “Wait, Miss Hippolyte. Calm down, calm down…”

      “Y-You’re trying to silence me by putting that huge thing in my mouth, right? I-I know it all! Ugh, c-coward…”

      Hippolyte clicked her tongue, acting as though she was furious by the current events. 

      “Alright, now go ahead and suppress your desires in my mouth… O-Or I’ll scream. You’ll be caught and castrated as a result of being a molester.”

      “Ooo, fuck.”

      The idea of being castrated was nightmarish.

      And because Hippolyte was breathing heavily, like she was going to shout any moment now, I urgently rushed toward her and could only stuff whatever was available into her mouth.

      And conveniently, the only thing available that could cover her mouth as she was sitting down happened to be my stiffly erect schlong.

      So, in the end, I found myself putting my meat rod between her lips. But this way, wouldn’t it just end up unfolding into a situation that the crazy Hippolyte was babbling about all night?

      “Uuuh, Uuub—“

      Damn, I just wanted to quietly sleep. How did I end up doing such a crazy thing? Unless it was some malicious scheme against me, how could something like this happen to me?

      Was this the work of the cultists?

      Were any of them left in the city?

      “Huuuh, uub, uuuuuh—“

      With her mouth blocked, Hippolyte writhed in agony. If it were her usual self, she would have easily broken free from my grasp.

       [Stats]

Name: Hippolyte Heaven Singer Lv. ??? → 3
Condition: Blood Curse 》Moonlight Enervation 》 ????》




      Currently, for some unknown reason, her level had significantly dropped to level 3. Of course, even in this state, it was clear that I couldn’t afford to be complacent against the formidable Hippolyte.

      But curiously enough, Hippolyte, with her mouth blocked by me, seemed to have become quite docile, like a tamed tiger with a muzzle put on its jaws.

      “Uuuuh, hauuugh—“

      Moreover, as if she had been waiting for this very situation all along, she began licking my rod, and there couldn’t be anything more stimulating to my already aroused self.

      
        Slurp— Slurp—
      

      The sucking force was stronger than I had expected, and it felt like my schlong was going to be completely ripped off at this rate. I never thought I’d experience something like this in my lifetime.

      
        Thump—
      

      In my astonishment, I ended up putting my hand on Hippolyte’s head, and whether it was because of that or not, she started moving her mouth faster and faster.

      
        Slurp— Slurp— Slurp— Slurp— 
      

      The excitement built up so quickly. I might have lost control right there if I hadn’t kept my composure.

      How long did the sound of her lascivious sucking continue?

      Perhaps because she found it hard to breathe, Hippolyte spat out my thick rod and then started speaking in a quivering voice. 

      “Ugh, oh, you intend to use today’s incident to threaten me and make me do this in the future, huh?”

      “That’s not it at all.”

      “It’s no use lying. Y-You’ve made a man’s, well, man… manhood… stand so erect. You must want to touch my body, right…?”

      And then Hippolyte laid down on the mat that I had prepared for sleeping.

      “You can do as you please, now. But my heart will not be broken. I-I’m a warrioress of Mars. A man’s… A mere barbarian’s threats of violence will not corrupt me…”

      Do as you please now. I felt as if I was hit on the head with a hammer when I heard those words.

      There, before me, the tall and voluptuous Hippolyte was lying, looking so defenseless and revealing her whole body.

      How could a man not be aroused by such a sight?

      However, the only feelings on my mind, were anxiousness and nervousness, thinking that this was some kind of trap.

      Maybe a guard would kick the door and then rush inside as soon as I touched her body?

      It felt like this was a well-planned trap or prank set up by this crazy warrioress.

      “I can feel your unpleasant thoughts. I’ll scream and escape after recovering my strength, if you don’t humiliate me soon, then… I’ll then run outside and call the guards.”

      “Oh, fucking damn it…”

      “Your swears are a clear display of your true vulgar nature. Barbarian…!”

      “Damn it…!”

      How dare you put me through all this trouble in the middle of the night? With my libido and fury rising, I could be said to be furious in more than one way. 

      Thus, with the objective to release all my pent-up rage and take revenge for what she was putting me through, I laid my hands on Hippolyte’s soft-looking bare chest.

      
        Soft—
      

      Then I felt something huge wrap around my palms, something very fluffy, warm, and very bouncy. Her breasts felt nothing like Luna’s.

      “Uuuugh…”

      How could someone carry such a large thing on their body?

      With slight feelings of guilt lingering around my mind, I could feel the sensation of the blood leaving my limbs, making them tingle ever so slightly. At the same time, I could feel my view darken because of the incredible softness to which any man would instantly fall.

      
        Soft— Soft— Soft—
      

      I continued touching her chest. To be frank, I wanted to do this every time I saw her barely-covered chest move around. But I knew that I shouldn’t have, so I chose to endure all those times. 

      I knew I would never miss the chance to fondle them if it ever presented itself to me, even if I had to trade my life for it.

      “Huuuh, I-I knew you were coveting my breasts, like a hungry owlf. Uuuh, s-so chilling…”

      I could feel her body shivering as if she was getting goosebumps due to the influx of sensations I was making her experience.

      Hippolyte was as hot as a steamed rice cake, however…

      Was her body temperature higher because of her high body metabolism? Her breasts were so soft and supple that I could feel their fiery heat with my every touch.

      Her body was scalding hot.

      This heat felt a bit too much since we’re now in the summer season but It’d probably feel good to have these nearby in winter.

      “Huuuh, auuuh, t-that place…”

      While still fiddling with her chest, I unconsciously spread Hippolyte’s armpits and pressed them together.

      I had vaguely been thinking about it before. But as I briefly drifted into thoughts about a massage, my stray thoughts directly transformed into desires.

      Hippolyte’s armpits were incredibly smooth. Seeing how completely smooth and devoid of any roughness they were, it felt like they had been this way from the very beginning.

      
        Press— Press—
      

      “Uuuh, aah, uuuuh, w-why are you touching my armpits…”

      But because the sensation of touching something soft and supple was quite pleasant, I focused on gently stroking the area along her armpits with my fingers. 

      The large-chested Hippolyte was moving about a lot so there probably was a lot of bad energy stored in the lymph nodes of her armpits. 

      Massaging them will loosen up her shoulders and reduce the feelings of heaviness in her chest.

      “Uuuh, ang… I-It feels a bit different from what I th-thought… Uuuh, ang…”

      Hippolyte was twisting her body as if the stimulation from touching her armpits was quite unfamiliar to her. That meant that my massage was working wonders on her body. Paying attention to where all my fingers were pressing, I began stimulating her lymph nodes more carefully.

      
        Swoosh—
      

      This was just a massage.

      
        Swoosh— Swish—
      

      It was not anything indecent. 

      
        Swoosh— Swish— Swoosh—
      

      Therefore… 

      
        Swoosh— Swooosh—
      

      “Aaaang, ung, m-my body… Y-You want to humiliate every inch of my body… With that clumsy massage of yours… It’s useless… Uuung…”

      But, like every other time, Hippolyte kept cussing about the ineffectiveness of my massage. While I was aware of how lacking I was in general, I was very confident in my massaging skill and didn’t enjoy them being made fun of. 

      “In that case, let’s see if you can endure this.”

      
        Brrrrrrrrr—
      

      I began vibrating my hands like a cheat vibrator massager. At the same time, I triggered my Shining Hands (forgot the name) blessing, making my fingers glow up.

      
        Light up—
      

      The dark cabin suddenly became illuminated with a faint light.

      Hippolyte’s eyes, after witnessing my glowing hands, showed an expression of terror the likes of which I had never seen before.

      “W-Whats… Why, why did your hands light up? Can you really use Aura, Samaritan…?”

      “…”

      Instead of answering, I placed my vibrating hands on the insides of her thighs.

      
        Shake—
      

      “Uuung, haaaah…!”
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        Burrrrr—
      

      I brought fingers, which I was oscillating like a modern-day vibrator tool, to Hippolyte’s thighs. 

      “Mmm, ung, Has—!”

      Hippolyte, startled by the unfamiliar sensation, tried to squeal loudly so I raised my other hand to cover her mouth. 

      “… Hey, it’s nighttime, you should be quiet.”

      “Hmph, geugh, heuh…”

      Hippolyte overwhelmed by the stimulation on her thigh, twisted her body like she didn’t know what to do, contorting herself in response.

      “Heuuh, heuaaah…”

      I could feel the hot and sticky moans leaking from her mouth despite my hand covering it.

      I slowly removed the palm that was rubbing her right thigh. Slowly, so slowly that I could almost feel her frustration, and then carefully led them to an even more private spot up her legs. 

      What’s going to happen now?

      I was acting without thinking, my heart pounding and my mind racing with excitement. Still, the inner thigh was a precious place to a woman, so I figured that she might refuse my advances.

      “Heuuh, uuuh, heuuu…”

      I don’t know if it was because her mouth was blocked or because she didn’t have the presence of mind to refuse, but Hippolyte didn’t resist my touch as I moved closer and closer to her intimate place.

      
        Swipe—
      

      And just like that, my subtly vibrating hand reached that lasciviously bulging mound between her thighs.

      Her paper-thin pants were already soaking wet and clammy from all the juices she had leaked, and the feel of the prominent mound right above was both unfamiliar and exhilarating at the same time.

      
        Swipe— Swiiipe—
      

      “Euuh, ugh…”

      I continued to rub her inner thighs, upward through her clothes. No one ever told me how to do it, but I just gently stimulated her soft flesh from top to bottom.

      “Guh, hump, uugh…”

      Was she trying to hold her moans back?

      That, or maybe it was due to her not being able to breathe as my hand was covering her mouth. 

      Feeling a little sorry for her, I decided to remove my hand from her mouth.

      “You need to be quiet.”

      “Y-You devil. You can’t make threats like that… You’ll do something even worse if I scream, won’t you…?”

      “… Damn it, make of that what you will.”

      Hippolyte was completely consumed by the scenario she was fantasizing about in her mind.

      They say that prominent athletes could do image training and make their minds believe as though things were real rather than the illusion they had enacted themselves. Hippolyte was probably being eaten by her own imagination and delusions right now.

      A funny situation, to be honest…

      She now seemed to firmly believe that I was a barbarian who was overpowering her, and that she was a poor, slender warrior who was being assaulted.

      She, who molested me in my sleep, was the one to wake me up and throw me in this predicament in the first place. But now, she was trying to refuse to acknowledge what she had done by enacting this weird coping mechanism in her mind… This was utterly unacceptable. 

      No matter how much of a good Samaritan I am, I can’t let such injustice happen to me.

      
        Rub— Squelch—
      

      My fingers pried open her quivering flesh through the thin, wet clothing of her lower half.

      It was quite thick, and I don’t know if it was because of the clothes, but prying it open took all the strength in my fingers; as though it was actively resisting my touch.

      “Hmph, ugh… Ang… Hmph, ha, just, just focusing there… You’re, you’re attacking me as expected…”

      Hippolyte spoke to me quietly, as if she’d listened to my earlier command.

      I couldn’t really hear her though, my head pounding with excitement, anger, and the sense of immorality I was feeling for doing something horribly wrong. 

      It would be fair to say that I was in a world of my own right now.

      So I finally gave in to the desire whispered to me by my hard, rising cock.

      I put my hands on her waist and moved them to peel off the cotton pants that rested on her thighs. The massage would work better on her bare skin than over her clothes anyway.

      “U-Ugh, ah, no…”

      Hippolyte seemed to have developed some resistance by now, clenching her thighs together and acting like she was trying to avoid being undressed by me.

      But her current strength stat was probably at 1. Meanwhile, mine was a staggering 9. 

      That was about the difference between a small child and a grown man, and so, I ended up ripping the piece of cloth off her thighs in frustration.

      
        Shiver—
      

      Hippolyte’s body trembled greatly.

      “… Hua, you tore silk made of an Emperor Dragonfly…? That’s ridiculous. It’s practically impervious to any attack. That, that…”

      She must have been surprised at my ability to tear her clothes like that. But that wasn’t what mattered to me now.

      I roughly tossed aside her torn clothing, then grabbed both of her ankles and roughly pulled them apart.

      
        Squelch—
      

      Then I saw Hippolyte’s tightly closed pussy gaping open, just a little, in the darkness of the night.

      Stimulated by her own masturbation and the touch of my oscillating hand, she was already wet as if she’d been doused with water, with viscous fluid trickling down between her buttocks.

      “Why, why are you so wet…?”

      I asked, even though I knew everything. I felt like I was bullying someone and my heart was about to burst.

      I wondered if she had always felt this way.

      “Guh… S-Stop, stop spreading it… I-I’m going to kill you… I’m really going to kill you…!”

      Hippolyte desperately tried to close her legs, feeling really embarrassed by this situation.

      However, due to my hands resting on both of her ankles and actively spreading them. her pussy was exposed to the world.

      This was an inconsiderate act that I would have never inflicted on Luna. But Hippolyte needed none of that.

      “You’re not a child, how could you not have grown a single hair down there?”

      “It’s, it’s…”

      “No one would expect a gold-tier adventurer to have such a childlike pussy.”

      “Pu-Pu… what!!! That’s so indecent, let go, let go, let go…!”

      By now I couldn’t really tell if Hippolyte was acting or not. I tightened my grip on Hippolyte’s ankles as she struggled to get away from me.

      “When did this guy get so strong… It’s like you’re a different person than last time…! Yeah, I thought your karma level was at most slightly lower than 10…!”

      Hippolyte seemed to be surprised and frightened by my newfound power that made me strong enough to restrict her movements. Come to think of it, the guild hadn’t renewed my level yet, so my official level was still only 7.

      They had no way of knowing that I had gained 12 more levels in the meantime, reaching 19 already. Maybe that was why I was feeling so playful at the moment.

      “… It’s a Samaritan spell, a transcendent power that’s limited to assaulting women.”

      “That, that nonsense…”

      It wasn’t exactly a lie, they say that man exert three times their regular power when assaulting women.

      “Ugh…”

      Anyway, Hippolyte frowned, as if she was indignant that she couldn’t resist even though her secreting pussy was in plain view for me to admire.

      “Y-You pervert…!”

      I tired not to do it when Luna was there so as not to embarrass her.

      But, Hippolyte was also quite a beauty, and just the way she would gaze at me with a frown on her face often sent a chill down my spine, bringing back memories of my past traumas.

      The piercing gaze of a beautiful woman, wasn’t that practically the same way Elfriede used to look at me?

      Of course, the difference was that Elfriede always looked down on me. Today, it was me, Hassan, who was looking down.

      I, Hassan, am looking down on a Gold Tier adventurer, one of the most successful human beings in this world.

      That fact made me even more excited than before.

      “… Then I’ll touch you. If you close your legs or yell at me, I’ll bite them… Your important parts, I mean.”

      “… Bite me?”

      “To a gold-rank adventurer, wouldn’t unflattering rumors be detrimental to your prospects of marriage?”

      My God, I was blackmailing a person. It was the first time in my life that I was doing something like this, and it made my eyes dizzy and my heart pound so hard that I found it hard to breathe.

      I was nervous, wondering if this crude and sloppy threat would work on someone like Hippolyte.

      I was on edge.

      “T-This kind of threat…”

      Surprisingly, it worked quite well, and I felt very accomplished. Damn it, I can’t believe I was feeling all this sense of accomplishment over this kind of vile thing. Was I a villain?

      
        Swipe—
      

      After removing my hands from around her ankles, I slowly ran my fingers between her legs, which felt quite dry and soft through her thin clothes.

      But the sensation that I was registering on my bare hands was something else entirely… 

      
        Squish— Squish—
      

      “Uuugh… huaa…”

      Smooth, silky, and somewhat erotic. A mix of complex attributes that my short vocabulary couldn’t quite describe.

      I clenched and unclenched my fists to make my palm even more luminescent than before, then spread Hippolyte’s pussy lips with both of my thumbs.

      sfx.

      Hippolyte had apparently masturbated quite a bit, so I expected her pussy to be used to it. Surprisingly, there was no such thing.

      The labia were small, and the doughnut-shaped hymen placed at her vaginal opening seemed to be quite thick.

      “You’ve certainly protected your virginity well, to think it would be taken by a barbarian in the end.”

      “Uuugh, ugh…”

      Hippolyte covered her face with her palms, as if terribly embarrassed and ashamed of herself.

      “Your face, don’t cover it. Here, hold your pussy like this.”

      Since I was already knees deep in this mess, I might as well take revenge on Hippolyte by the most shameful and indecent course, a course that I could not have ordered Luna to take.

      So I forced Hippolyte’s hands away from her face and forced her to spread her wet, pink pussy lips wide open from side to side with her own hands.

      What man wouldn’t be turned on by the sight of a woman, her face red with shame, spreading her legs for them?

      And I was a fucking man myself.

      Pulse— Pulse

      My dick was already so hard that it was beginning to hurt… 

      But instead of sticking it in that hole, I decided to use my fingers to tease that unused pussy, the one that might actually lose its virginity today.

      
        Swipe— Swipe—
      

      The first thing I did was to gently tease her clit with my thumb. Hippolyte’s waist shuddered in response to my actions.

      “Aang… Haahhhh…!”

      Her sensitivity seemed to be quite high.

      Well, it’s only natural that women like Hippolyte, who are so active, would have a stronger sexual desire than others. So, it was only natural that she would undress a man who was peacefully sleeping and engage in immoral acts like molestation and even masturbation.

      Come to think of it, this would take a turn for the absolute worst if Luna were to find out about it. Would Hippolyte take responsibility for what was currently happening? No, she probably wouldn’t.

      High-ranking adventurers like Elfriede and others generally lived for their own pleasure, treating people as mere tools.

      If Elfriede had enslaved me, then it was clear that this Hippolyte didn’t see me as a human being, but as a tool, a corner of a desk sticking out of the ground.

      This woman would not even blink an eye if I were separated from Luna for her sake and left alone to cry myself to sleep. What compensation could I even get from someone who didn’t even have 3 silvers?

      The more I thought about it, the angrier I got.

      And when one gets angry, they don’t hesitate to do or say things they wouldn’t normally do or say.

      It didn’t even go through your brain any longer, it would just flow out… 

      “You have a very pretty pussy, Hippolyte.”

      “P-Pretty…! Now you’re trying to roast me with words like that… Mmmm, mmmm…!”

      “I didn’t think you’d be someone who enjoys masturbation so much.”

      “… I, I don’t enjoy it. You’re even trying to frame me now—!”

      Hippolyte seemed to be trying to say something.

      But she wasn’t able to finish her sentence as I lightly circled her slick clit with my thumb, and she bucked her hips and thighs as if she was about to cum in response.

      “I told you to spread them with your hands, didn’t I?” 

      The stimulation caused Hippolyte to pull away her fingers that were spreading her pussy wide open. How dare she not listen to me when I clearly told her to not remove her hands? 

      A slave who didn’t listen needed to be punished.

      I knew that better than anyone, having been whipped many times for my disobedience.

      “… You have done wrong, and I will punish you for that.”

      But there was no such thing as a whip around here, so I raised my palm, like a mother disciplining a small child, and gave Hippolyte’s pussy a swift slap.

      Actually, I was exaggerating; it was more like a flick or a tap than a full-blown slap.

      “Hngaaaaaah!”

      Hippolyte let out a piercing scream that was quite loud, and my heart sank as a result. 

      I hastily covered her mouth and looked up to see if there was any response from upstairs. 

      “…”

      “…”
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      “…”

      “…”

      Hippolyte and I closed our mouths simultaneously; as if we had made a silent agreement on this matter. Then, we listened carefully for any signs of someone coming down from the second floor.

      Tension started to build between us, and my heartbeat became so loud it felt deafening in this situation.

      When was the last time I felt this nervous?

      Was it back in elementary school when I got caught sneaking into an internet cafe instead of going to my cram school?

      Or was it in middle school when I secretly made small payments on the house phone, resulting in a hefty phone bill the following month?

      I couldn’t remember.

      I mean, I was nervous back then, but it wasn’t to this extent.

      I felt a chilling sensation coursing through my entire body.

      “…”

      I held my breath, completely motionless, forgetting to even breathe for a few minutes. Fortunately, there were no signs of someone moving or any form of sound coming from upstairs.

      “Whew.”

      I exhaled the breath I had been holding. My heart was pounding heavily, and cold sweat broke out all over my body as if it knew I was about to do something wrong.

      “… How dare you, how dare you scream like that. I told you to be quiet.”

      Anger towards Hippolyte, who was trying to trap me in this situation, pierced through me like a knife. 

      She was attempting to destroy a beaver’s diligently constructed dam.

      No beaver keeper would openly try to destroy what so many beavers spent their all on.

      “I-It’s not like I did it on purpose… You, you, hit me, didn’t you? That’s… “ 

      “Quiet, be quiet!”

      I raised my hand to silence Hippolyte’s rambling.

      
        Thump—
      

      As I did, her plump breasts, which had been concealed and pressed against her elastic clothes, bounced up as if they were about to burst. Even though she was lying on the floor, they had a gravity-resisting elasticity to them.

      “Ugh, huff…”

      “… I’ll bite then.”

      I pressed my face between Hippolyte’s soft, squishy yet firm breasts.

      The sweaty, slightly musky scent of her hefty bosom spread through my nostrils. And intoxicated by the lewd female scent, I impulsively bit down on her surprisingly pink nipple with my lips.

      “Ah, ahh…! Mmm—“

      Hippolyte, who seemed like she was about to scream in response to the unfamiliar stimulation, quickly closed her mouth shut, perhaps thinking of Luna who was sleeping upstairs.

      “Ugh, euuh—“

      Even though Hippolyte was a confident woman, it could damage her reputation and she could lose quite a lot if rumors of some scandalous behavior wildly spread.

      Knowing that, she was probably doing her best to keep quiet right now.

      I continued caressing the chest of the woman who suppressed her breath and sound with my lips, gently nibbling on them with my teeth.

      As Hippolyte’s nipple was slightly submerged and soft, I rolled it around with my tongue and lips, gradually making it harder, which honestly felt quite amusing.

      “Ung, huff, ahh, Has, haah, ah…”

      And every time I gently tickled the erect nipple with my tongue, the raw unfiltered reactions of her squirming and trembling body, made me even more excited than before. 

      Breasts.

      Such large breasts.

      Luna’s weren’t this big.

      Why was Luna not burdened with such an audacious chest, but instead they were attached to this naughty Hippolyte? That Bitchfriede had quite a sizable chest too.

      Perhaps kindness of character and chest size were inversely proportional or something?

      Such a naughty chest.

      This, this chest that seduces men left and right.

      In order to vent my anger, I forcefully grabbed that large chest with my palms. A woman’s chest was a sensitive area, with many nerves concentrated there. To grab such a place so roughly.

      I would never do such a thing to Luna.

      But now I was in a position to punish the wicked Hippolyte, and Hippolyte was a strong warrior as well, so I thought she would be able to endure this roughandling.

      “Ugh, ah-!”

      Hippolyte stifled her cries, her body slightly raising in the air, her hips and thighs trembling and quivering.

      “Hippolyte, did you just… try to avoid me?” 

      “W-Who, y-your touch… it doesn’t bother me at all…” 

      “… You’re trying to protect your pride in such a strange situation, you who are obsessed with masturbation. Do you behave like this with other men too?” 

      “I, I, how dare you…! I’ve never done such a thing. I swear it on River Styx.”

      Hippolyte flared up like she was truly angry at the mention of other men. I thought I had the upper hand just a moment ago there…

      However, seeing her growling, I realized once again that this woman was not a cat, but a tigress. Damn, I thought I was going to die.

      “Ahem, um, I see. So you only do this to me. Why, why are you making my life so miserable?”

      “W-What, I, I’m making your life miserable…?”

      “You keep touching me when I’m asleep. It’s ruining my relationship with Luna.”

      “I, men, don’t they have thoughts of violating women…? The more women, the better…”

      The male perspective in Hippolyte’s mind seemed a bit off to me. Maybe she only learned about men through rumors?

      It was clear that as the leader of the Sword Maidens, she had developed distorted gender biases by only associating with women. 

      Just because someone was a man didn’t really mean that they would only think about using women for their needs.

      … Or did they?

      Come to think of it, it seemed to me that most of the time men only thought about using women. But still, there were times when they didn’t too. 

      Men were also living beings, and they had the right to establish their own preferences and rights in choosing their intimate partners.

      Because when a man and a woman get into a relationship, it isn’t just about relieving sexual desires, but also about their lives intersecting with each other.

      That was why it was called a relationship in the first place. 

      Of course, there were still those who didn’t think that way. But at least I did. Once you enter into a relationship, you can’t go back to the way things were before.

      “Not all men like any woman.”

      “That, that’s…”

      Hippolyte took a deep breath as if she were shocked by my words. Then, she started puffing up her cheeks and swelling her face like she was infuriated.

      A person puffing up their cheeks.

      I had never seen such a sight since I was born.

      What the hell was this? Was she Kirby or what?

      I was so taken aback that such foolish thoughts began to flood my mind.

      
        Drip—
      

      Tears begane to fall from the creases of Hippolyte’s crumpled eyes and she eventually burst into tears.

      “Why, why can’t I do it?”

      “W-What, what’s wrong?”

      “Why do I have to feel this sense of defeat? I-I am a Gold-tier adventurer. I should be able to do whatever I want.”

      “W-Why, all of a sudden…”

      “But why, why do I have to lose as a warrior, and even as a woman, to that ridiculous pink-haired girl? I don’t understand. I really don’t get it.”

      Hippolyte, who usually maintained a stern tone, now had a voice tainted with emotions that I couldn’t have imagined coming from her— even her tone seemed to have changed a bit somehow.

      “Ha, really… It’s so unfair. This is the most unfair fight I’ve ever had. Especially against someone like her. That I have to feel this way…”

      “Um…”

      I couldn’t believe that Hippolyte was saying these things to me. Being in this crazy world was already extraordinary to me but far more unbelievable things were happening to me lately. 

      So, with a somewhat hopeful heart, I tried to ask.

      “Um, do you… like me?”

      Fuck, what the hell was I even asking her right now?

      There was a common misconception among naive men. That was when a woman approached them to ask something…

      If by chance their bodies came into contact, they would start imagining things along the lines of, “Does this woman perhaps have feelings for me?” I, too, used to think that way in the past.

      But since I found out that a girl who I thought liked me in college was dating another guy, I realized that it was just my usual misconception. 

      I realized in despair that just because she talked to me didn’t mean she liked me. After that, I could confidently say that I stopped having such misunderstandings.

      Hippolyte was not just talking to me, what she was doing was truly excessive.

      Well, wasn’t it reasonable to be a little suspicious then?

      So, once again, I gathered my courage and asked her.

      “Um, do you have feelings for me…?”

      
        Swoosh—
      

      Hippolyte looked at me with teary eyes.

      “… You’re just a savage without even citizenship. A bronze-tier struggling in the depths of society. I, I am the hero— Hippolyte. Do you think it makes sense for me to like you?”

      “… Uh, hearing that, I see.”

      It really didn’t make any sense.

      As Hippolyte said, there was an enormous difference between me and a person like Hippolyte in terms of status or class, whatever you would call it.

      I was a stray cat rummaging through trash in the back alley.

      And she was a tigress reigning supreme in the jungle.

      That was the kind of feeling we gave off. Our species were just fundamentally different.

      Perhaps it was just my misconception again.

      While I was thinking that…

      “But, but, I don’t understand why I’m getting so flustered around you. It hasn’t even been a month since we met. What the hell is it? Why are you making my life so miserable?” 

      Hippolyte questioned me instead, her eyes filled with tears.

      “A-Am I making your life miserable?”

      “Yeah, just apologize already.”

      “Um…”

      What the hell, why was I suddenly being asked to apologize? But since I had a beautiful woman with tears streaming down her face in front of me, I felt like I had done something terribly wrong.

      “Well, I’m sorry…”

      “Forget it. I was being childish. Just go. Don’t pretend to know me anymore. I’ll erase you from my memory, so you should pretend to not know me as well.”

      Hippolyte stood up from her seat. And she slowly moved her hand to grab the door handle on the first floor. But she was practically naked, with her pants and top completely stripped.

      Wouldn’t it be a big problem if she went outside like this? Of course, she was crazy strong, so she wouldn’t get overwhelmed by thugs or anything.

      But rumors would spread uncontrollably throughout Sodomora.

      So, just as I was thinking if I should stay silent or say anything to her.

      
        Swoosh—
      

      Hippolyte let go of the doorknob.

      She turned her head towards me. Her expression hardened as if she was extremely angry.

      What the hell? Did her anger suddenly surge? I thought I was going to get slapped or something.

      
        Swoosh—
      

      However, she suddenly knelt in front of me.

      And then, she politely clasped her palms together and bowed her head, as if she was about to prostrate herself in submission. What the fuck was going on!? I was genuinely fucking bewildered.

      Hippolyte spoke up in the midst of my spiraling confusion.

      “… That, um, forget what I just said. It’s not going to work after all… It’s my mistake. Just pretend you don’t know anything….” 

      Hippolyte kept babbling. I had no fucking clue how to react to that.

      “You, you Samaritans bow like this when you make a request, right? I’m also… I’m also going to make a request…”

      Was this some kind of naked dogeza that I had only seen in manga or something? It was fucking amazing to be facing it like this. It was magnificent in so many ways.

      I felt tense, wondering what kind of request would come from this woman, as she lay prostrated, having abandoned all sense of dignity.

      “If it’s a request, what is it…?”

      “You and Knoxdotty have a strong bond. It’s difficult for me to come between you two. So, I’m not asking for much. Just one night, even just one night, so that I can remain as the victor….”

      “You mean one night…?”

      “Yeah, that’s right. Knoxdotty took a vow of chastity. So she hasn’t… you know, engaged in any sexual… activities with you yet. If I could be the first, before her… wouldn’t that be my victory…?”

      Even considering it from that perspective, it seemed like I was fucking doomed to lose in so many ways. However, Hippolyte seemed so serious right now that I decided to hold back my words.

      “Well, um….”

      “Just for today… If, if you need money, I’ll give you all my possessions.”

      Hippolyte was going to give me all her possessions? The possessions of a Gold-tier adventurer… I was taken aback by the fucking astronomical amount.

      “You mean all your possessions?”

      “Yeah, that’s right. I lost a lot in stocks, so I don’t have much left. But it’s still a significant amount, like 5 gold at least. I have to pay off my debts, so I don’t have more than that….”

      “Wait, stocks… and debts….”

      I felt like I just heard something shocking in so many ways.

      I felt like I knew why Hippolyte’s house was so cramped for a high-ranking adventurer, and why she didn’t carry a wallet with her.

      “How about this…? If, if I provide collateral and a guarantee, I could add another 5 gold to make it up to 10 gold….” 

      “Whoo—“

      “Money is a bit difficult, huh? You’re not a prostitute from an illegal brothel. So, how about something else? I can teach you swordsmanship… or give you personalized training on using aura….”

      Hippolyte’s rambling got even more excessive.

      Was this woman always like this?

      No, today’s Hippolyte had a slightly frenzied side to her that was different from usual. 

      With a suspicious feeling, I approached Hippolyte and grabbed her wrist. Then, with a ringing sound, several characters appeared before my eyes.

      And they were showing a lot more than before.

       [Stats]

Name: Hippolyte Heavensinger
Level: 44 → 3 
Strength: 15 → 1
Agility: 15 → 1
Endurance: 14 → 1
Quirks: Financial Misfortune 》Tsundere 》Unlucky Love Life
Condition: Blood Curse 》Moonlight Enervation 》Sensitive Skin 》Panic Attack 
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        Ding—
      

      I held Hippolyte’s wrist, feeling her pulse, and as always, a familiar string of characters came to mind. But the information contained in those characters was slightly different from before, it had a bit more meaning.

       [Stats]

Name: Hippolyte Heavensinger
Level: 44 → 3 
Strength: 15 → 1
Agility: 15 → 1
Endurance: 14 → 1
Quirks: Financial Misfortune 》Tsundere 》Unlucky Love Life
Condition: Blood Curse 》Moonlight Enervation 》Sensitive Skin 》Panic Attack 




      Now, all the question marks that filled Hippolyte’s status level were revealed before my eyes.

      Level 44.

      It was a level way far beyond what I could even actively imagine. How could her basic stats be close to 15? Was I really the same as her, a demigod?

      Looking at this, she seemed like the real deal to me.

      I was coincidentally able to level up with my strange ability.

      But to surpass level 40 like Hippolyte, how many patients did I even have to heal, and how many totems did I have to destroy and convert? 

      Luna would probably sprain her wrist first before I could reach that level.

      Hippolyte must have put in a lot of effort and sacrificed a lot to level up to this point. And now, that very same Hippolyte was kneeling naked in front of me.

      I didn’t know whether I should be sad or excited about this fact.

      Of course, my cock hardened without hesitation, but my mind was filled with many different thoughts.

      Financial Misfortune? Tsundere? Unlucky Love Life?

      These were all new types of quirks that I had never seen before. And among the words written in ‘Conditions’, one of them especially caught my attention.

      All in all, there seemed to be one additional condition other than the previous ‘???’ that was present in her Conditions stat. 

      The newly added words were ’Sensitive Skin’ and ’Panic Attack’. One of them was probably the question mark that was present before and the other one was the addition this time around. 

      Would make more sense to think sensitive skin was already there, and ‘Panic Attack’ was a new condition.

      Hippolyte, who was shocked in various ways by the situation, must be having a panic attack and babbling incoherently right now.

      “A S-Samaritan’s hand…”

      As I felt her pulse for a while and looked at the words before me, Hippolyte softly muttered and rubbed her face against the palm of my hand.

      It felt ticklish, like a pet animal rubbing its fur against its owner’s hand.

      “Just for today… I’ll keep it a secret from everyone… as my own secret…”

      To ask for such a favor, it was only right for me as a human to listen to her, right? And she promised not to talk about it herself.

      Wouldn’t it be a happy ending for everyone if we managed to do well without getting discovered?

      If I were to refuse after she had put everything on the line like this…

      Oh, holy shh… If Hippolyte, who was having a panic attack did something wild, I don’t think that I’ll be able to handle it. Maybe she would just use some other kind of memory erasure magic and slit my throat right here and now.

      “Alright, Hippolyte.”

      “Well, i-is it really… okay?”

      “… Only for tonight.”

      “… R-Really? Okay.”

      “But, this place doesn’t seem suitable…”

      I looked around.

      It wouldn’t be right to do it on this narrow first floor, I wasn’t that reckless. And what if Luna woke up from all the noise we would surely make and witnessed our affair? 

      I couldn’t handle that either.

      That was why I laid the blanket I was sleeping on over Hippolyte’s body.

      “… Let’s go outside. As quietly as possible.”

      * * * * * * * * * *

      With Hippolyte wrapped in the blanket, we walked through the moonlit back alley. Even though there were no streetlights or utility poles in this world, the streets were quite bright even in the dead of the night. 

      The reason for the brightness was the two moons that were fully lit tonight. People in this world called it a double full moon or something.

      And because of the superstition that strange things happened on nights like this, full moons were rumored to be an ominous omen.

      On nights like this, the streets were quiet, with very few people walking around.

      And come to think of it, the day I met the witch Nemea and the day I got drunk with Luna, both were nights with two full moons.

      Those damn full moons seemed to possess some kind of strange magic in them.

      “W-Where are you taking me…?”

      Hippolyte, whose body was only covered with a blanket, asked nervously. It was strange to see Hippolyte being scared like this. But it was true. This fierce, sword-like woman could also feel fear.

      Well, it was natural for a woman to feel uneasy if she was walking alone in a dangerous alley almost naked, following behind a strange man.

      I spoke to reassure her, as she seemed particularly anxious at the moment.

      “I’m just looking for a suitable place.”

      There were many old inns around this slum area. But, come to think of it, if Hippolyte and I were to enter one of these inns together in this attire, it could lead to irreversible rumors spreading throughout the city.

      Inns were totally out of the question.

      That left us with the narrow alleys and secluded places scattered here and there. 

      Even so, it seemed a bit risky for Hippolyte, considering how important this moment was for her, to engage in such activities outdoors.

      Outdoors…

      It was quite an exciting thought, but it was probably not appropriate.

      So, I turned my gaze to the dilapidated huts scattered in the surroundings of Luna’s hut. The place where Luna’s hut was located was a street lined with empty warehouses.

      It seemed that they used to be warehouses for some kind of merchandise, but they were now abandoned and neglected.

      That was why Luna had bought one of the empty warehouses, turned it into a workshop for her elixirs, and even made Moai totems.

      Anyway, what was important was that there were many empty warehouses in the vicinity of her cabin.

      So, I approached one of the few secluded warehouses in the vicinity. I got close to it, and without hesitation, peered inside through the cracks between the wooden planks.

      
        Swoooo—
      

      Inside, an abandoned hut was clearly visible, with cold air emanating without any signs of use or wear.

      
        Creak—
      

      However, to prevent vagabonds from entering and causing trouble, there was a fairly sturdy lock hanging on the door of the hut, unlike its shabby appearance.

      What should we do?

      This warehouse seemed like the best option for us, it was also located in a secluded place. 

      Just as I was feeling perplexed as to what to do.

      “Hmm, let me try.”

      Hippolyte pushed me to the side and held the lock in her hands.

      And then, with a forceful “Hup,” the strong sound of metal hitting the ground resounded with a loud clang.

      What the hell, what did she just do?

      As I looked at her with astonishment, Hippolyte lowered her head as if she was embarrassed about something.

      “… It’s easy with the use of Aura. You don’t have to exert much force.”

      “I see, as expected of you.”

      I didn’t exactly know what Aura was, but it must be something like magic. It was fucking amazing, that’s what it was.

      Anyway, we were able to break the warehouse’s door and enter inside. Inside, there were scattered straws, dried grains, and even torn sacks. 

      Was this a granary of some kind?

      There were a few spider webs, but fortunately, I didn’t see any spiders, rats, or insects. As I looked around, I found a short candle that was almost burned out and lit it.

      
        Whoosh—
      

      The small flame illuminated this cramped wooden hut. Now that I thought about it, it didn’t seem like a simple hut. There was also a millstone-like thing, indicating that it was used as a grain mill.

      A place to thresh grains and make rice cakes, perhaps?

      A mill…

      For some reason, I felt an incredible sense of lust, and it felt like my breath was being taken away at the moment.

      I wasn’t consciously trying to think about it, but wasn’t I here to have sex with a woman? To fuck. In other words, to have sex.

      Especially with someone like Hippolyte, a healthy and voluptuous beauty. Honestly, my cock had been erect for a long time already, and my lower abdomen had become so sore that it was hurting quite a bit. I just wanted to quickly pull it out and free it from its constraints. 

      “Is, is this where we’re going to do it…?”

      What happened to the attitude you had earlier? Hippolyte, who followed behind me since we left Luna’s cabin, seemed strangely calm for some reason.

      Perhaps it was because she had cried so much that her eyes were moist and her face had become flushed, but the look she was making now made her even more beautiful in my eyes than usual. 

      Oh god, a semi-naked woman positioned under dim lighting. Was there anything more beautiful than that?

      An abandoned and shabby place…

      A Gold-tier female adventurer, sought after by nobles for marriage proposals…

      It felt as though two completely incompatible things had come together, transforming the world around me into something entirely different from the norm. 

      To think that I could do with this woman as I pleased for this whole night. Honestly, if there were no consequences, it would be something to brag about to the entire world. Of course, even if I were to talk about it, no one would believe me.

      Anyway, fueled by desire and excitement, I stripped off the blanket that surrounded Hippolyte’s bare body. Then I spread it neatly on the floor and laid Hippolyte on top. 

      “Hmm….”

      Hippolyte’s body, already heated by our various indecent activities, felt perfect to embrace in this cool cabin.

      I slowly moved my fingers, bringing them between Hippolyte’s thighs. Then I distinctly felt the slippery fluid dripping down from her snatch.

      “Heeeng… this sensation, it feels strange….”

      Hippolyte’s pussy was already wet and couldn’t get any wetter.

      But her body was tense and rigid with anticipation and filled with all kinds of emotions that she herself probably couldn’t comprehend.

      It felt like we had done enough foreplay by now. Still, she would probably feel a lot of pain once we got into the act, so maybe doing some more wouldn’t be a bad idea? 

      Thinking back now, when Luna had her first experience, I rushed things too much and she seemed to have suffered a lot of pain as a result.

      So I thought it would be better to take it slowly, step by step, with a little more time, and finish it before Luna woke up at dawn.

      
        Swoop—
      

      Like Hippolyte, who was now naked, I also took off my clothes. And like a blanket covering Hippolyte’s body lying on the deerskin, I slowly enveloped her body.

      Her body twitched slightly when mine touched hers, but she placed her palm on my back without resisting my advances.

      “H-How do I do this…?”

      “… I’m not sure either. But we’ll figure it out eventually.”

      “Samarian, you also seem to have little experience…”

      “Well, it’s… something like that.”

      “Huh, I-I see. So that’s how it is.”

      Hippolyte seemed strangely pleased with the fact that I lacked experience. They say women liked experienced men but maybe it was different for each person?

      Just like Hippolyte’s many misconceptions about men, it seemed that I, Hassan, also had some misconceptions about women that needed to be corrected.

      The first thing I did was to gently embrace Hippolyte’s large breasts. She trembled when I lightly flicked her slightly sunken nipples with my fingers.

      “Ang… Ugh…”

      Unlike last time when she tried to suppress her voice, this time she didn’t turn away from the pleasure she was receiving and made sounds as if she wanted to face it head-on.

      Of course, for someone engaged in lovemaking, it was a very pleasant thing. Since you would be able to know where and how to touch your partner to make them feel good. Since we were doing this, it was better if both of us felt good from this experience. 

      So, in addition to caressing and touching her soft breasts, I shamelessly caressed and touched her slender arms, tightly squeezed waist, and well-toned back.

      Her sweaty skin, moistened by excitement, slid easily under my hands, making an incredibly obscene display and sounds. 

      “Aaaah, aah… huuh…. haaa…”

      Furthermore, she had always responded easily to any touch or caress I gave her. Could it be because of her sensitive skin that was mentioned earlier in her conditions?

      Come to think of it, unlike a man’s erogenous zones that were concentrated in select areas, I remembered hearing that an aroused woman’s entire body seemingly became sensitive, almost akin to erogenous zones. 

      
        Swoosh— Swoosh—
      

      “Huuuuh, huaaah, aah, w-why are you touching me like that? Huuuh, i-if this is a joke… stop it… ah, ah!”

      I continued to caress her well-toned abdomen and firm thighs. But no matter where I touched, the response was the same, so I couldn’t really figure it out.

      “… Does it feel better if I touch you like this?”

      “Heung, ang, haaah, i-it tickles. Huuh, haaah, m-my whole body feels tingly…”

      I enjoyed touching Luna’s soft and gentle body, but there was also a certain pleasure in touching a well-trained body like hers. 

      A healthy woman full of vigor and vitality.

      Such a woman instinctively fascinated men. A healthy woman would undoubtedly give birth to a healthy child and become a healthy mother. She could even have many children if she wanted.

      If she wanted, she could choose a husband as she pleased.

      And here she was, lying beneath me without a hint of resistance.

      I started to feel a sense of fear as if I were committing a great sin right now.

      Was I perhaps dreaming?

      As I continued to caress Hippolyte’s belly, she must have felt something strange. Hippolyte asked me about it.

      “Um, is… a well-trained body not attractive to men? Because… my body can’t be described as feminine…”

      Her voice lacked any sense of confidence as if she had some insecurities about her appearance.

      But I didn’t really see it that way. I thought it was a good sight to behold and a pleasure to touch.

      “No, it looks nice. It feels nice to the touch.”

      “I-I see.”

      “Well, in that case, let me taste it too.”

      “What, what do you mean by that, what’s the meaning of it—- haaaaaah!”

      My tongue went from Hippolyte’s collarbone, between her breasts, down her smooth abdomen, and eventually reached her dripping wet pussy.

      
        Lick— Lick— Slurp—
      

      Hippolyte’s pussy was already so wet that my tongue became even more moist than it was inside my mouth.

      But somehow, the thought of penetrating those labia, bypassing the thick hymen, felt sacrilegious. 

      “Ah, heung, aaaah…! Where are you licking? Th-That, that place…”

      “…Pussy. Try saying it.”

      “Using such vulgar words… I’m a member of the Maiden’s Order…”

      “If you don’t say it, I’ll bite.”

      “What, what will you bite— aaaah!”

      Hippolyte let out a loud scream. It was because I gently bit her clit, which was small and tucked away between her outer folds. 

      “Huaaah, haaang, uuuuugh!”

      She was trembling slightly, seemingly on the verge of an orgasm. 

      “Now, say it quickly.”

      “Huuuuh, huuuuuu…”

      Hippolyte’s breathing grew labored. As I looked at her, I suddenly felt a sense of mischief or perhaps curiosity rising within me.

      It felt like a dark ink was spreading in my heart. My heart had become dark as night. 

      It may sound like something only someone in the second year of middle school would usually say, but I couldn’t find a better expression for the feeling in my heart. Of course, that wasn’t the important thing right now.

      “Come on, speak up.”

      “Samaritan, no, Ha, Hassan, I can feel a strange mana from you— I-It’s like those cultists…”

      “Don’t beat around the bush. Quickly, say that you want this uncivilized savage’s thick cock to defile the virgin pussy of the Amazonian Queen— Hippolyte. Hurry!” 

      “Guuuh…”

      There was something strangely satisfying about seeing the beauty in my arms in so much distress. It seemed I had a predisposition for tormenting others.

      “Come on, hurry up.”

      “Guuh, this is so, so embarrassing…”

      “… If you don’t hurry, I’ll hit you like last time.”

      Just like before, I lightly tapped between Hippolyte’s opened legs with the palm of my hand. Just that alone made Hippolyte’s legs squeeze tightly together as if in anticipation.

      “Heuuuh, uuuuuh-! Aaaang!”

      “Come on, hurry up.”

      “E-Enough, I-I get it. I understand. Huuuh…”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 142: The Sun, the Moon, and the Sword (7) 🔞

      
      I lightly tapped between Hippolyte’s legs, feeling the swollen, delicate petal-like labia with the palm of my hand.

      “Huaang…!”

      Despite the gentle touch, Hippolyte responded with extreme sensitivity. It was incredibly amusing how she reacted to even the slightest stimulation I gave her. Looks like I really had some sadistic tendencies in me.

      On the other hand, it was more or less terrifying that I had such tendencies, and felt like I was becoming someone else.

      But that’s how men were by nature.

      A man able to establish his dominance and a man unable to do so are two completely different creatures altogether. I decided to do something to Hippolyte that I would never do under normal circumstances.

      “Come on, speak up. Say that you want this uncivilized savage’s thick cock to defile the virgin pussy of the Amazonian Queen— Hippolyte. Hurry!” 

      “Uuh, aaah, I get it… I-I’ll do it.”

      As I raised my hand up in the air, Hippolyte trembled in fear as if it was a terrifying weapon.

      In truth, what seemed to cause her the most shame wasn’t so much about the intensity of the impact, but rather the humiliation of being struck in such an intimate area by a man.

      “Now, open wide and say it.”

      “Th-That too…”

      “Damn…”

      “I-I get it. J-Just, stop hitting me…”

      She answered in a barely audible voice. At the same time, her trembling fingers began to approach her lower body.

      Soon, Hippolyte spread her wet pussy lips wide with her slender fingers.

      “The, the savage’s cock… defile the v-virgin… p-pussy… Please…”

      “Hmm.”

      It wasn’t exactly what I had ordered her to do. But seeing Hippolyte on the verge of tears due to her shame, I decided to just let it go. After all, I couldn’t bear it any longer either.

      I had always heard that having an erection for too long could be uncomfortable and even painful and it turned out to be true after all.

      “Well done.”

      After gently stroking Hippolyte’s sweaty hair, I slowly pressed my lower body against her trembling legs.

      “C-Cock…”

      Hippolyte murmured, almost as if she couldn’t believe she was uttering such lewd words herself.

      As I was about to gently insert the tip of my member into her wet, wide-open snatch…

      
        Swoosh—
      

      Hippolyte tensed her thighs as if rejecting me.

      Was she feeling afraid right now? Well, if I were to go through with it here and now, it would become an irreversible act.

      As a man, it was truly disappointing to stop here. But if she wanted me to stop, I had to respect her wishes.

      “Samaritan, no, H-Hassan…”

      “Y-Yesh… As expected… Do you want to stop?”

      “… Hoo, no. Just promise me one thing… If I lose my virginity like this, it will only bring me a sense of misery and anguish… So, tonight, could you please show me some love as well?”

      “Love…?”

      “Yeah, that’s right. Like the lovers in the songs of the bards… And if possible, be gentle with me as well…”

      “Ah—“

      It felt like I had been struck in the head.

      I felt like I knew what Hippolyte wanted me to do. And the dark cloud that had been lingering in my mind seemed to dissipate rather quickly.

      Despite being overwhelmed by sexual desire, I had to keep in mind that Hippolyte was about to experience her first time.

      It might be considered cliché, but I had always believed that a woman’s first time should be a precious and sacred act. 

      It should only be given to someone she truly loves, someone she is willing to give her everything to.

      For whatever reason, Hippolyte was trying to give me that precious virginity of hers. And if that were to be the case, maybe I should become that precious person for her, even if it was just for one night. 

      “No, as expected, it’s alright. Maybe it’s just too much to ask for… Just… Do as you please.”

      As Hippolyte tried to retract her words, as if realizing she had made a slip of the tongue, I chose not to respond… 

      Instead, I gently rested my weight on her body, caressed her head with my palm, and slowly pressed my lower body against hers.

      
        Squelch— Rub—
      

      My member slowly began entering the folds of her wet hole. 

      “It might hurt a little.”

      “No, it’s okay. I’m used to paaarghh…!”

      Hippolyte’s face, visible beneath me, contorted in real time. Her face looked very crooked as if someone had just stabbed her lower abdomen.

      So I tried to distract her by gently stroking her sweaty forehead with my hand.

      Her hymen was pretty thick, which meant that the pain of penetration must be intense. I thought we had done enough foreplay to alleviate those effects but maybe I was mistaken?

      “I-It hurts-! It huuurts…!”

      Contrary to her claim of being accustomed to pain, Hippolyte was showing a rather vivid display of pain and anguish and I didn’t really know what to do here. 

      I, too, was unsure of what to do due to my lack of experience, so I couldn’t go deeper inside her, but I couldn’t withdraw either, leaving me rather flustered.

      “…How… about we just stop?”

      “Heh, I-I didn’t expect it to hurt this much… I-It feels like being stabbed with a knife. Hoo. But, I can endure… This much. I think.”

      Tears welled up again in Hippolyte’s eyes. They were not tears of sadness but rather reflexive tears of pain.

      She wanted to endure this pain, however.

      What should I do now?

      How could I make it less painful for her? But I couldn’t think of anything at the moment. Maybe I could try rubbing her lower abdomen with my fingers?

      
        Swoosh— Swish—
      

      I roughly estimated how deep my member had gone inside her and gently rubbed the area under Hippolyte’s navel with my palm.

      “Guuaah, what…?”

      And each time I caressed the uterus area, in a clockwise direction, Hippolyte pulled her thighs towards her chest and shuddered.

      “Ugh, huh, huuuh!”

      “Is the pain a little better?”

      “It-It feels like… I-It’s not as bad as I thought… Samaritan, you’re surprisingly gentle. Is this some special technique of the Samaritans?”

      “It’s something similar. Well, I’m going to go deeper now, so just breathe out.”

      “Whooo—“

      While stroking her lower abdomen, I also encouraged her to gather her energy within her body using some breathing techniques, just like I did with Luna.

      The act of accepting another person’s body into one’s own requires much preparation and movement.

      I didn’t realize it back when it was Luna. I wonder how I managed it then.

      
        Squelch— Squirm— Poke— Swish—
      

      “Guuh, heuuuh… Huuuuh—“

      I could feel my member gradually entering the depths of her warm vagina, from the bulbous head to the very roots. 

      “Huaaah… Heuaaaaah…”

      I applied a considerable amount of force to the hand rubbing her lower abdomen, distracting her.

      
        Poke—
      

      I pushed my member all the way up to the very end of her vagina.

      Did her already being wet help? Once the thick head was fully inserted, the rest slid in rather effortlessly.

      “Huuuh, haauu, aaah, it hurtsss, it huuuurts, it hurts, it hurts, aaah, huuaaah—!”

      But Hippolyte beneath me thrashed around, tears streaming down her face incessantly, leaving me troubled about what to do once again.

      Back with Luna, seeing her thrashing around while in my embrace somehow felt cute and endearing. 
But since Hippolyte had a similar build to mine, my body also shook, as if I was a lid trying to suppress the eruption of a volcano.

      “Uuuuh, it hurtssss…”

      I couldn’t help but think that even for a Gold-tier adventurer, she was quite sensitive. But then again, it must be due to the ‘Sensitive Skin’ condition affecting her right now. 

      So it also affected her internal organs, huh?

      “Huuuh, Uuuuhh…”

      Anyway, I decided to reassure Hippolyte, who was writhing in pain under me and gasping for breath.

      “It’s all in.”

      “I-I see. Whoo… I never imagined such pain could exist in this world…”

      “Can I move now?”

      “Whoo, Whoo— Do it. Men say it feels better when they move…”

      Honestly, just staying still already felt really good.

      Because Hippolyte’s body, which was thoroughly trained without any flab, was truly smooth and moist, her folds tightly gripped onto my dick.

      Every time Hippolyte gasped for breath, her insides trembled so much that even when she was still, it seemed like I could reach climax at any moment.

      To be honest, I also wanted to be quickly done with it all.

      I wanted to hurry up, end this weird and awkward moment, and return to the cabin without Luna noticing my absence.

      Hippolyte’s tight pussy was even hotter, wetter, and tighter than I had initially imagined, so it felt disappointing that I had to finish this so quickly, considering it was a one-time opportunity for me.

      “Whoo, Whooo… Whoooo—“

      Even when she was expressing her pain, Hippolyte seemed to have a fairly stable breath. It was probably safe to start moving now, right?

      
        Slick— Squelch—
      

      So I pulled out my hardened meat stick that was deeply inserted into her wet depths.

      With the sound of friction between her wet and smooth walls, it tightened as if it was sucking in my object from deep inside.

      Hippolyte’s pussy was literally pulsating as if it was trying to suck in my rod into her very depths. I was truly amazed at how this was possible.

      “I-It hurts, hurtssss…”

      But it seemed like Hippolyte didn’t know that her body had an innate talent for extracting semen from men, as she continued to complain about the pain she was feeling. 

      I felt a pang of guilt pass through my mind when I heard her say it hurt, even though I didn’t exactly expect her to moan in pleasure from the very first thrust.

      So I pressed my lips against her complaining mouth.

      
        Slurp— Slur—
      

      “Uuump-!?”

      Hippolyte was so surprised by the unexpected kiss that she froze in place.

      I even inserted my tongue into her slightly parted lips and used my lips to caress her soft lips, trying my best to showcase how good kissing could feel.

      If my assumption was correct, this would be her first kiss. So, with the hope of leaving a good memory of her first experience, I affectionately kissed Hippolyte’s mouth.

      Of course, I couldn’t really claim to be experienced in kissing.

      But I had enough knowledge to clumsily take the lead compared to a frozen Hippolyte.

      “Huaa, haauu, Huump.”

      And right as my tongue collided with the walls of her mouth.

      Finally, as if the constant knocking had opened the door, Hippolyte’s stiff body relaxed a bit, and she also moved her tongue as if trying to accept my lips and tongue in her own way.

      To be honest, it was a bit cute.

      “Haa, slurp, huuaaa, haauuu.”

      Taking advantage of Hippolyte’s distraction from the kiss, I moved my waist after spreading her thighs wide open with my hand.

      
        Thump— Thump— Smack— Thrust— Poke— Poke— Poke— Poke—
      

      “Uuuh, ugh, Has—, haa— Huaah, uung, aaah, haaaaaa…”

      Hippolyte’s brows furrowed from the pain. Sweat was dripping profusely from her forehead, and tears rolled down her eyes.

      
        Thump— Thump— Poke— Thud— Poke— Poke— Poke— Poke—
      

      “Uugh, haang, uuuuh, haa, haauuh, uugh. Huuuh.”

      Her waist and thighs trembled every time I moved my own waist.

      Her thighs spread wide open in a V-shape beneath my body and shook uncontrollably with each of my thrusts.

      
        Swoosh—
      

      Her legs, which were restless due to the inability to find a stable position, eventually entwined around my waist like a knot.

      
        Squelch—
      

      Using my arms and legs, I pushed my long schlong deeper into the woman’s innermost being, clutching her neck and waist.

      
        Squelch— Squelch— Squelch— Squelch— Slurp— Slurp— Squelch— Squelch—
      

      How many minutes had passed like that? Time seemed to have slowed down, but it also seemed like it was passing by quite fast. 

      Inside this old warehouse that I had snuck into, obscene sounds of fluids and blood dripping from Hippolyte’s pussy, intertwined with my copious secretions, filled the air.

      “Aaang, uhh, ang— ang—! Haah, Haah…! Hyaaeh, Heuaaang…!”

      Now, from Hippolyte’s mouth, instead of cries of pain, sounds reminiscent of a woman’s pleasurable moans were starting to emanate. 

      Who would have thought that such alluring moans would escape the mouth of a woman often clad in rigid armor? Would the nobles and high-ranking adventurers at the party today know? No, they probably wouldn’t.

      In the end, it was the foreigner, Hassan, who had gained a temporary residency permit, who had devoured Hippolyte’s untouched virgin pussy.

      I felt a surge of satisfaction, conquest, and the primal emotions of a victorious male, coursing through my entire being.

      It overpowered my mind like a drug, leaving no room for any thoughts other than impregnating this woman and making her bear my child. 

      
        Thud— Thud— Thud— Squeeze— Squelch— Poke—
      

      The speed of my waist movements began to increase and along with it, Hippolyte’s body, holding onto me tightly, also tensed up.

      Not only that, but her vaginal walls tightened up further, making me feel as though my cock and soul were being sucked directly into her pussy.

      It seemed that a woman’s body instinctively knew how to prepare itself to receive a man’s semen.

      “Whoo—“

      As a result, my breathing became rough, and I had to catch my breath. With the impending climax building up, one moment of carelessness would result in immediate release.

      But it would be such a waste to do it now. I wanted to savor this sensation a little longer, just a little longer.

      “Aaang, aah, haaaang, Aang! Aaang! Aaaah!”

      Hippolyte’s head arched back. Her slender neck, collarbone, and plump swaying breasts dazzled my eyes. 

      Even though she usually wore rigid armor…

      Even though she proudly wore a gold necklace…

      Even though she shot Aura slashes in the air like invisible missiles… In the end, Hippolyte was still a woman. More of a woman than anyone else, in fact.

      Indeed, it would be most satisfying to finish by ejaculating my white seed deep inside her womb.

      “Inside, I’m coming inside.”

      “Uuugh, n-not inside. I-I might get pregnant. n-not insiiiide… Huh, haah…!”

      Maybe because of how our chests were pressed tightly against each other, I could feel the fear of pregnancy radiating from Hippolyte’s body.

      However, despite her words, her arms and legs remained wrapped around me, refusing to let me go.

      Her insides were much more honest than what she showed… 

      I had a vague idea of what the term ‘Tsundere’ among her Quirks really meant. 

      “I-I can’t get pregnant. P-Please, stop… Y-Y-ou filthy savage. I don’t want a savage baby. Huuuuh, huh—“

      It seems that Hippolyte, in the throes of sexual excitement, even went so far as to call me a savage. Of course, her arms and legs were still entwined around my body.

      Honestly, with my strength, I could easily push her away if I wanted to, but I didn’t feel the desire to escape from this sweet hell.

      “Whoo, Whooo— You can disparage me and call me a savage all you want, but all of it will be redirected at Miss Hippolyte, who is beneath that savage.”

      “Huuh, haaah-! I, uuuh, being insulted by a savage like you…”

      Is it just me or is she getting tighter every time the word “savage” is mentioned? Anyway, I couldn’t bear the suction of her tight folds any longer. 

      “Hippolyte, inside, I’m cumming inside—“

      “Huuh, huuuh, haa, aaah, forcefully, inside, inside me, huugh, haaagh—“

      
        Shoot— Shoot— Shoot—
      

      I inserted myself deep inside Hippolyte, tightly gripping her waist, and ejaculated hard.

      
        Shoot— Shoot—-Shoot—
      

      Perhaps because I had stayed erect for a long time, the duration of my ejaculation felt longer than usual.

      “Huuuh, huuuh, haaah….”

      Hippolyte, right beneath me, also convulsed with intense spasms, her inner walls squeezing and trembling, as if she too had climaxed alongside me.

      “I-I told you not to do it….”

      ‘Don’t lie!’ was what I wanted to say, but Hippolyte, with tears in her eyes, looked so adorable that I just kissed her neck without saying anything.

      “Huuaah!”

      She trembled once again, her body spasming with pleasure.

      Her entire body, now highly sensitive from the climax, was probably an erogenous zone in its entirety.

      I couldn’t help but feel regretful that I couldn’t possess Hippolyte’s body.

      So this is what possessiveness felt like, huh. I never knew I had such a thing within me.

      “Huuuh….”

      Anyway, Hippolyte let out rough breaths as she stretched out her exhausted body. As I slowly withdrew from inside her, a large amount of semen mixed with blood and other bodily fluids poured out of her snatch, dripping down on the ground.

      For some reason, I felt a sense of regret as it spilled onto the floor, thinking that it was a waste. So, I used my fingers to push everything back in.

      But once the deed was done, a rather cold rationality returned, and I grew aware of our surroundings.

      An old warehouse. 

      A woman lying there, trembling. And then there was me, having finished cumming inside her depths. 

      Damn, holy shh… I fucked up.

      To think I betrayed the woman I had set my heart on. My father would kill me if he were to ever found out about this. But fortunately, he was not here, so maybe it was a good thing.

      Anyway, it was too late to undo what had already happened.

      In that case, it was better not to regret it.

      “… Hassan.”

      As I firmly resolved myself, Hippolyte, lying on the floor and covering her body with a blanket, spoke up.

      “… Hassan.”

      “Yes, Miss Hippolyte.” 

      “Could you… press on my body a little? Like a massage.”

      “…Um, Whoo— Alright.”

      Her body must be sore and stiff from performing an unfamiliar act. Even for a healthy person, a massage can be beneficial in many ways.

      So I used my thumb to press firmly on Hippolyte’s thighs, the lymph nodes in her hips, lower abdomen, and even her cheekbones.

      As I pressed on the freckles that appeared on her cheekbones, a ding sound resounded, signifying that her “Panic Attack” had been cured.

      At the same time, Hippolyte let out a long sigh, as if she wanted to say, “Ah, finally.”

      “To be honest, it feels good.”

      “You’re finally admitting it’?”

      “… But it’s just okay at best. Mediocre even. It feels like using something you learned from someone else as your own. It’s not your own creation.”

      As expected of a gold-tier adventurer. Hippolyte seemed to see through the essence of me, Hassan. The actions I take, even something as simple as a massage, are all things I learned from my father.

      “Nevertheless, it seems like you have your own unique twist. Keep improving and polishing it in the future.”

      Receiving praise from Hippolyte, I couldn’t help but feel good. She was something similar to a teacher to me in a way. And she was also a role model for me as an adventurer.

      But I was so embarrassed by the happiness from the praise that I couldn’t respond and just hesitated to speak. The silent massage continued for a while.

      Hippolyte then added a few more words.

      “Hassan, what if, hypothetically speaking, I was the first…?”

      “What?”

      I stopped my hand that was pressing on her side.

      “What did you say?”

      “No, no, never mind. Talking about hypotheticals won’t be helpful. Anyway, it was quite enjoyable and more painful than I expected, but you were gentle as I requested…”

      “….”

      I didn’t know how to respond, so I remained silent. Hippolyte hugged the blanket close to her chest and crouched down like a shrimp as she added a few more words.

      “But… I think I would have preferred if I didn’t know… It’s a fight I can’t win, and yet, I find myself hoping for a chance…”

      Huddled in the old and shabby warehouse wasn’t a gold-tier adventurer.

      Nor a priestess of Mars.

      Just Hippolyte.

      And she silently cried.

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 143: Hassan And An Ill-Fated Relationship From The Past (1)

      
      I decided to part ways with Hippolyte right inside the dilapidated and abandoned cabin. 

      However, for some reason, I had the feeling that it would be better to stay together until she calmed down somewhat. Since it took her a while to calm down, I had to keep stroking her back throughout the duration of the stay. 

      “Samaritan, it’s for the best if today’s events remain a secret between the two of us.” 

      “…Yes, that’s probably for the best.” 

      “I… I think I have slightly gone mad, like I have contracted some disease or something. Yeah, that must be it. You don’t have to worry about anything I have said before.” 

      Hippolyte erratically tried to explain herself. She seemed to be experiencing a sense of wisdom and clarity after I stopped her panic attack. Her previously relaxed tone became rigid once more, as though she was donning back the armor that she constantly wore over her feelings and sense of self. 

      “Well then, huh, I have something to take care of. I’ll go first. But before that, Samaritan, that… um…” 

      Hippolyte was hesitating about something.

      “Do you have anything else to say?”

      “Before, you asked if I liked you, didn’t you? “

      Hippolyte’s words made me recall what had happened earlier between us. What the hell kind of question did I ask her? I felt so embarrassed that my face had become burning red in shame. 

      “Well, that was just a random question—“

      “In that case, what about you?”

      “What?” 

      “Do you like me?”

      “Uh, I–” 

      “No… I’ll find out myself instead.”

      
        Slide— 
      

      Hippolyte placed her palm on my left chest. 

      Hippolyte’s palm was burning hot, like it was on fire. However, since the cabin was chilly, her hand didn’t feel unpleasant. 

      “Um, what is this…?” 

      I wondered what Hippolyte was trying to do. But suddenly, she let out a sigh. 

      “Phew… So it’s like this. All right, I guess that’s how it is. Life is truly fascinating, isn’t it? I still have so much to learn. I’ll be able to reach even greater heights by doing that.

      “I see.” 

      “Lately, everything feels like a new experience. But I’ve also learned something for sure. I, I indeed, have a strong competitive spirit, don’t I? So, even if there’s just a slight chance of winning, I can never give up.”

      I didn’t quite understand what Hippolyte was trying to convey with those words. So I just assumed that it was her being contemplative during the early morning hours and just let it pass. 

      “…But this time, the possibilities seem quite high. I have heard your answer clearly. Ehem. Let’s meet again tomorrow. Come to the guild. Ehem… Hmmm. Huft.” 

      After saying those incoherent words, Hippolyte quickly left the dilapidated cabin. 

      What was that? Was she still shaken up?

      Anyway, after Hippolyte left the place, the cabin felt empty once more. I couldn’t believe that I had done something with a woman everyone looked up to in a sordid place like this. Honestly, I found it hard to believe, and it felt rather like I was dreaming. 

      Was it really a dream? 

      I calmed myself and stepped outside of the cabin. The two moons, which had been strung high in the sky before, were gradually setting right now. By this time, the public bathhouse, which was usually open from the early hours of the morning, must have started its business. 

      
        Shhhaaaah—
      

      I went to my usual go-to bathhouse and joyfully splashed water around. I also didn’t forget to thoroughly rub my whole body with the sponge-like thing there. 

      After a quick and refreshing shower, I stepped outside the bathhouse. My rejuvenated skin immediately came in contact with the pleasant warmth of the early morning of summer. 

      Now that we were really in summer, nights passed quickly.

      In the absence of air conditioners and even fans, the summer in this world was truly dreadful. Because of that, I couldn’t help but get worried about how to endure the summer of this year. 

      “L-Look over there. It’s a Samaritan. He must be that Samaritan.” 

      “…But, why is he only wearing underwear?”

      As I was heading back toward Luna’s cabin, some people spotted me and started whispering something among themselves. 

      Just like the saying that the early bird catches the worm, the residents of the slum would sacrifice their sleep and hit the streets early in the morning to make a living. 

      I grumbled at the realization of how much effort these diligent bastards were putting in to ensure their lives. 

      “What are you looking at, you bastards? If you keep staring, I will peel your skin and make clothes out of it. Hand over everything you’ve got.” 

      “Hiiikk! The rumors must be true! He’s a fucking psycho of a barbarian—!” 

      “Let’s run away before our skin gets peeled off!” 

      It seemed like my threat worked. People quickly dispersed like scared little mice with their tails on fire. Good, I could finally avoid unnecessary attention. 

      Was I finally in a position where my threats were effective?

      As those guys said, I was only wearing underwear right now, so naturally, it was bound to draw people’s attention. 

      If someone asked why I was only wearing underwear, all I could say in reply was that I had given my clothes to Hippolyte. It was actually true. The worn-out blanket that I used as a cover was taken by Hippolyte. 

      So, all I had left on me were the short pants that resembled underwear and the perfumed oil made of male thunder mandarin duck feathers. 

      
        Phew—
      

      I took a deep breath to calm my excited and nervous heart. Soon, the cabin where Luna was sleeping inside would come into view. 

      It was about time for Luna to wake up too. 

      Once asleep, Luna would become completely unresponsive, and it would be impossible to wake her up. But oddly enough, she rarely slept in the morning and always woke up earlier than me. 

      What should I do?

      My heart pounded even harder than when I used to secretly take coins from my mother’s wallet as a child. What I did today was far more stealthy and immoral than that. 

      “Whoo—“ 

      I couldn’t help but let out nervous sighs repeatedly, my heart was pounding so fast that I felt like I was going crazy from the stress. 

      Luna had a keen sense of smell, so there was a chance that she might notice what I did last night. 

      What should I do? 

      There it was. As Luna’s cabin came into view, I found myself in a state of panic. Am I the type who can’t stand the feeling of guilt after doing something wrong? 

      
        Pluck— 
      

      I uncapped the vial containing the male thunder mandarin duck’s perfumed oil. Last time, after just having visited the Temple of Venus, I was too preoccupied to think about anything so I didn’t get the chance to use it. 

      This time, however, I won’t forget to apply this to my body. 

      After all, there would be no future left for me if I didn’t use this thing right now. 

      
        Swirl— Swirl— 
      

      The small perfume-sized vial contained a red liquid swirling inside it, so I dipped my pinky finger into the opening and lightly dabbed it on my skin. 

      Just in case, I tried to smell it, but surprisingly, there was no scent. Wasn’t it supposed to be perfume? Was there a perfume in the world that didn’t have a smell or scent? 

      But how exactly was I supposed to use this thing? 

      If only there was a device to spray it like perfume. In this case, I think I should just apply it directly to my body. 

      Should I spread it on my body like oil…? 

      I had no clue what quantity or volume of the perfume should be applied to make it work. So, with a “whatever” attitude, I generously slathered my entire body with the content of the vial of scentless perfume.

      After all, it was better to use too much than too little. Besides, there wouldn’t be another occasion where I would need to use it again. So, I spread the oil from head to toe, making sure to cover every inch of my body with it. 

      But it turned out to be more slippery than I expected. Even with a small amount, I could have enough to spread it across my whole body. Thus now, I ended up feeling like I was immersed in a sea of slime. 

      Anyway, I was able to complete applying the oil throughout my body. 

      “Phew—“ 

      Now, all I had to do was to cautiously open the door and slip inside the cabin. 

      To calm my pounding heart, I took a few deep breaths. Once I felt prepared myself enough, I decided to activate my blessing. 

      “Lady Knox, lend me your strength—“

      
        Heup—
      

      As I held my breath, a few words appeared in my mind. 

      『Blessing Night's Cloak 》 is activated.』




      『Consuming several task points to adjust the probability of detection during covert actions.』




      『Current task point: 92』




      91. 91.

      
        90— 90—
      

      All right, I activated the skill properly this time. 

      According to the emerging words, the blessing I possessed, Night’s Cloak, helped me by preventing my presence from being discovered during covert actions. It didn’t make me invisible or anything like that. 

      It just helped me to reduce the sounds of my footsteps and overall presence so that I would remain unnoticeable. 

      Once, on my day off, I tested it with Luna, and according to that experiment, it also concealed my unique mana. 

      Anyway, there was nothing better than this for sneaking in unnoticed. 

      I was a fucking talented thief. 

      Hassan, the assassin who moved through the darkness. 

      I brainwashed myself with such thoughts as I grabbed the doorknob. 

      
        And pulled it—! 
      

      
        Creeeak— 
      

      However, the sound of opening the wooden door was louder than I expected. Thanks to that, I accidentally exerted too much strength on my jaws, tightly gritting my teeth. 

      Was Luna awake? 

      Could she be suspicious of Hippolyte and me disappearing in the middle of the night? 

      Various thoughts crossed my mind as I opened the door and slipped inside the cabin. 

      
        Open—!
      

      The gap was wide enough for my body to fit in. 

      As I pushed my body inside, I could feel that the first floor of this cabin was filled with the usual tranquillity of the morning. 

      Specks of dust floated in the air. 

      But when I looked at the wooden statue of the goddess Knox inside the cabin, somehow, it made me feel guilty again. 

      Large and small jars were placed all over the space on the first floor. 

      
        Kong Kong—!
      

      And even the wolf spider emerged from one of those jars! 

      The creature crawled up the jar and barked as if welcoming my return home. It acted like a dog in many ways, very dog-like. 

      Damn it, this dog-like spider was rainbow-colored and was as big as a palm! So fucking terrifying.

      Kong Kong—!

      The sound it made was louder than I expected. I was worried that Luna might notice, and that was even scarier than anything else. So, I extended my palm toward the eight-legged creature, trying to calm it down as though I was calming down an excited dog. 

      “Shh, b-be quiet.” 

      『Blessing Night's Cloak 》has been dismissed.』




      『Current remaining task point: 79』




      
        Hiiiioong—
      

      Then, with an eerie growling sound, the creature climbed onto my palm. Damn it! I couldn’t believe this. A terrifying spider with fangs as big as fingernails was now perched on the palm of my hand! 

      Just that alone already made me want to scream and faint. But I couldn’t do that. Fuck! Spiders are so fucking scary. 

      Why did I have to endure this torment? I started to think that maybe it was a punishment for me. I was receiving punishment for my immoral deeds. 

      
        Growl— Growl— 
      

      “Huft—“

      It was a relief that the spider soon calmed down, but my sanity level began to plummet exponentially, to the point where I felt foam was about to leak out of my mouth. 

      “Heu-ooooo—“ 

      Why was I so scared of spiders like this? I knew the reason, but it was a story that I didn’t want to be reminded of anymore. This situation made me shiver all over, and my stomach started to churn. I wasn’t sure what to do.

      
        Ssk— Ssk— 
      

      This damn wolf spider doesn’t seem to want to leave my palm. Damn it!

      “Hey, y-you can come down now—“ 

      
        Growl— 
      

      “You don’t want to—?” 

      
        Growl— 
      

      It was truly absurd to have a conversation with a spider like this. But I felt like I knew what the creature wanted.

      Luna often placed the spider on the palm of her hand and gently petted it with her other hand. It seems like it wanted me to do the same! 

      Petting a spider? I really didn’t want to do it, but now that the situation had come to this, I had no other choice but to do it. 

      So, I slowly moved my finger toward the spider on my palm.

      With one index finger lifted, I moved it slowly toward the spider’s body… slowly… very slowly… Damn it! What if it suddenly had a change of mind and bit me instead? What should I do then? 

      “Hassan, you’re up earlier than me!” 

      “Oh, my goodness! Fucking hell, you scared me!” 

      
        Growl— 
      

      Startled by Luna’s sudden voice, I instinctively threw away the spider I had been holding in my palm. 

      It flew and hit the wall, and then, like a ferocious beast, Kong Kong, the wolf spider, growled as it crawled back into its jar. 

      Ah, damn, I felt so sorry for the creature. I didn’t mean to do that. 

      My heart was racing so fast that it began hurting my chest. 

      “Huh-uh.” 

      “Hassan, I can’t believe this. You are petting Kong Kong so early in the morning! What a surprise! What’s gotten into you? Aren’t you afraid of spiders? How did you muster up the courage?” 

      “I-I don’t know…” 

      Luna, who had just woken up, was full of energy. She was so full of energy that it seemed impossible for someone else to be so energetic in the morning in the whole world.

      “By the way, Hassan, have you seen Hippolyte? She left her armor here and went out. I can’t see her anywhere. We slept together last night.” 

      “…Um, well, maybe she had some important business to attend to. After all, she’s a gold-tier adventurer now.”

      “Is that so? But in the end, I still didn’t receive the three silvers from Hippolyte. I couldn’t even discuss my elixir promotion plan with her. I’ll definitely scold her when I see her again.” 

      “Yeah. Phew—“

      “But Hassan, why do you look so pale? Did you have a bad dream? Or do you have a fever?”

      
        Slide—
      

      Luna reached out her palm toward me. For a moment, I almost instinctively avoided her touch. 

      But I thought that if I avoided it for no reason, it would raise more suspicion and that would only lead to unnecessary situations, so I quietly accepted her touch.

      As Luna’s fingers touched my forehead, I felt that her hand was cooler than I expected. The coolness made me feel good. Some part of my heart even fluttered due to the pleasant sensation.

      “Hassan, you seem to have a fever—?”

      “Fever? Me, I have a fever?”

      “Yeah. You seem to have a bit of a cold as well. Your face is flushed.”

      Me, having a cold? I had never caught a cold in my entire life. Me, having a fever? It was even more unbelievable than getting a cold. 

      “You’re not wearing any clothes, so no wonder that you caught a fever. But more importantly, what is all this on your body—?”

      Luna placed her palm on my body. Soon, a viscous liquid with a shimmering glow appeared on both my body and Luna’s palm. It stretched out like a long, thin thread, making a soft, sticky sound.

      “Hassan, what is this?” 

      “Huh? What, what is it?”

      “What is this, exactly?” 

      Luna seemed puzzled by what was on my body. So she approached me, bringing her nose close to sniff it. 

      “It’s like oil. Hassan, did you turn into a toad? Why is oil coming out of your body?”

      My mind went blank at those words. Not blank white though, as whenever I became truly startled, my mind and vision would go pitch black instead. 

      Could it be the effect of the Male Thunder Mandarin Duck Perfume that I had received from the Temple of Venus? 

      
        While I was trembling with a tense heart—.
      

      “Hassan, did you go to the bathhouse?”

      “Uh, yeah, just now, right after I woke up. I tried applying this oil as well. They said it’s good for the skin.”

      Luna asked if I had been to the bathhouse, so I replied in a rush.

      “There was something like this in the bathhouse? But it makes even the smell on your body disappear completely. Interesting. Can someone’s smell just disappear like this?”

      Luna continued to sniff my scent as if she found it fascinating. Anyway, it seemed that she didn’t suspect anything regarding my experiences with Hippolyte. 

      Indeed, the thing that Venus’s Holy Maiden had given was genuine. 

      It was indeed worth its expensive price. It must have been something even Luna had no knowledge of. Anyway, I somehow survived. 

      Feeling like I had just escaped the threshold of death, a sense of relief washed over me, and I felt a surge of color returning to my body. The rush of blood pressure even made my legs go weak momentarily. 

      “Phew—“ 

      “Hassan, you look exhausted. Do you want to rest for today? We were planning to go to the underground market, but I guess we have to skip it for today.” 

      Luna’s words reminded me of what we had planned to do. 

      We obtained gold coins that circulated in the black market while carrying out the quest from the Temple of Venus. We had planned to meet with Marco at the tavern to spend this money on the underground markets. It seems like today was the day we had planned to meet. 

      “I’ve never spent gold before. I wonder what I can buy at the black market with these—!” 

      
        Jingle— 
      

      Luna pulled out a bunch of gold with an X mark on the front and back from a corner while exclaiming brightly.

      Gold. 

      Just the thought of the eight jingling pieces of golden goodness, that were my share of the loot, suddenly made me feel elated. Even though they were considered black money that could only be spent on the black market, they were still gold. 

      Gold. 

      Gold coins.

      G.O.L.D.

      In the periodic table— Okay, I could no longer remember it anymore, but anyway, gold was a precious metal highly valued both here and on Earth, my home world.

      It was even more precious in modern society, much more precious than other gemstones. Wasn’t it an essential material in the production of electronic devices too?

      But as someone from the 21st century, I had lived a life where I never came into contact with any form of gold, so I didn’t know anything about this precious metal. It seems like I have taken a liking to this shining golden piece. 

      “Hehe.” 

      “It seems like Hassan enjoys spending money too! Have you thought about what to buy?” 

      “Well, I haven’t really thought about it! But we’ll figure it out when we get there! Let’s go!” 

      And so, Luna and I headed to the Nymph’s Wing Inn— our usual meeting place. I should spend one gold for Luna, today. No, let’s spend two. 

      Anyway, as we entered the inn and tried to find a table to wait for Marco while getting ourselves some breakfast, we unexpectedly encountered a group of people that we never expected to meet here. 

      “Aren’t those people the White Silver Roses or something like that that have recently become the talk of the city?” 

      “Interestingly, they’re all women. They don’t look particularly strong, though.”

      “But all of them are silver-tier adventurers. My relative in Kalkata told me about them. These women have a reputation for being skilled even there.” 

      “What kind of business do they have here in Sodomora then?” 

      Amidst the gossiping crowd and the female adventurers gathered around the circular table, there was that damn annoying silver-haired pointy-eared elf that I wanted to encounter the least in this whole world.

      With a presence so remarkable, that it it could never be missed, I spotted her as soon as we entered the place. 

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 144: Hassan And An Ill-Fated Relationship From The Past (2)

      
      At first, I thought I had surely seen it wrong.

      There were a considerable number of elves on the Gaia Continent. Take, for instance, the bald monk Khalidur, whom I knew to be an elf

      He wasn’t an exception; many elves could be found all across the Gaia Continent. They were deeply integrated into human society.

      In fact, in bustling cities like Sodomora, it was not uncommon to come across an elf while leisurely strolling through the market. It would be equally unsurprising to find at least one elf in a crowded tavern.

      In fact, in bustling cities like Sodomora, it was not uncommon to come across an elf while leisurely strolling through the market. It would be equally unsurprising to find at least one elf in a crowded tavern.

      Anyway, among such a large number of elves, there must be quite a few members who had white-silver hair and red eyes, right? 

      I didn’t believe that Elfriede was the only female elf out there with sharp cat-like eyes and those haughty and arrogant lips. 

      “Phew, it’s troublesome to be popular, Elfi. It seems like our fame has already widely spread even in the city of Sodomora. Maybe this is the result of my hard work to promote our team everywhere as the party leader.”

      For fuck’s sake! It was really Elfriede. 

      Albino elves possess a distinct and rare coloration among the foreign fairy species. Elfriede, as an elf, is an exceptionally unique being, comparable to a mythical Pokémon! It is highly unlikely for there to be more than two such individuals in existence.

      If we compared her to a Pokémon, she was like an incredibly rare golden Magikarp, right? Of course, Elfriede was closer to the ferocity of a Gyarados than a Magikarp though. 

      Holy fuck! 

      In Sodomora, the cozy place I had chosen – to be exact, the inn I frequently visited – a wild Elfriede had appeared. 

      Seeing all this, I couldn’t help but be frozen at the entrance, unable to enter the inn.

      What should I do? I wanted just to turn around and leave right this instant, but Luna was already looking at me with a puzzled expression. 

      “What are you doing? Let’s go in. Marco hasn’t arrived yet.”

      “Oh, uh, yes.”

      But today, strangely, I couldn’t refuse Luna’s words. 

      Today, for some reason, it felt like I should listen to everything Luna had to say and treat her with extra care. It was as if there was a special feeling that I needed to be particularly kind to Luna.

      And thus, I was left wondering about what to do. It was then that I remembered I had a towel in my hip pouch, which I usually carry as a spare. 

      It was a rough and long cloth that could be used for various purposes. 

      If I wrapped it around my face, it would create a makeshift turban similar to what the sandmen of the desert wear in their everyday lives. This will probably cover most of my facial features, right? 

      So I immediately implemented that idea. Fortunately, they still seemed unaware of my existence. 

      “Why are you covering your head like that, Hassan? Is your head hurting, by any chance?” 

      However, all of a sudden, Luna called my name, and I was so startled that I almost jumped up like a cat that had been startled from behind. 

      It seemed that just covering my face was not enough. 

      The name ‘Hassan’ definitely stood out in this world. If my name caught the attention of that elf’s long ears, it would undoubtedly lead to an unimaginably terrible and dreadful event.

      But luckily, the female adventurers sitting at the central table were busy laughing and chatting among themselves without paying any attention to me.

      I quickly led Luna by the waist to the farthest corner of the inn where we wouldn’t be visible from the central area. 

      “If we sit here, Marco won’t be able to see us.” 

      “Forget about him for now.” 

      “But, Hassan, why are you speaking so quietly?” 

      “…Well, um… It’s just that… We’ll soon start the subjugation operation of the Thieves’ Guild, right? And maybe from now on, we’ll get involved with the Thieves’ Guild too. So, you know…” 

      “So, Hassan, are you saying you’re preparing for something like stealth infiltration?” 

      Luna opened her eyes wide and asked me with bated breathes. Stealth infiltration? I didn’t really know what that meant, but I decided to nod my head anyway for now. 

      “Yeah, something like that. It’s about hiding our identities.”

      “Holy shh! Stealth infiltration… It sounds so cool… So, we have to hide our faces and speak quietly during such an operation, huh… Should I hide my face too…?”

      Luna flipped the bone helmet, hanging while being attached to a strap on her back, over to wear it on her head. It was quite an eerie sight to see her wearing an animal skull over her head, but in this shabby inn, she didn’t stand out too much. It even seemed somehow ordinary compared to that exotic pink hair of hers. 

      Anyway, I was relieved that Luna understood my intentions, even though it seemed like she had some misunderstandings of her own. 

      I spoke. 

      “S-So, here’s the thing. What if we call each other by different names today?” 

      “Names?” 

      “Yeah, something like… nicknames.”

      “You mean creating fake names? Like how Diomedes and Odysseus infiltrated Troy—!” 

      “W-What? Who?” 

      “I know about the story of the Trojan War too.” 

      I wasn’t sure what it was, but it seemed like a story of stealth infiltration that was spread in this world. What even was the Trojan War? 

      Come to think of it, about ten years ago, there was a huge war between this kingdom and another kingdom. Could she be talking about that? 

      Anyway, Luna’s misunderstanding turned out to be helpful for me.

      “Yeah, we’re going to choose fake names.” 

      “Fake names. I’ve always wanted to try that. Holy shh! Then I’ll go first. I, um, I… um…” 

      Luna murmured as if she was thrilled, and she even forgot to order food. After a while, she whispered in a soft tone. 

      “Since it is so out of sudden, I can’t think of anything…!” 

      “Oh, I see.”

      I was someone who always struggled to come up with nicknames.

      So, after spending a long time deciding, I would always end up with a message saying, “This nickname is already in use,” during online registration. And I would just end up using something random as a result.. 

      Luna also seemed to be the type who takes a long time to come up with nicknames.

      “Should I choose one for you?”

      I said to Luna, who was deep in thought. Actually, what was important right now was not calling Luna by a false name but making sure Luna didn’t call me Hassan. 

      “You’ll give me a name?” 

      “Yeah, I’ll come up with one for you.” 

      “W-Well… Having someone come up with a name for me somehow feels really strange. It also makes us sound like lovers or something…” 

      However, looking at her twisting her body in reaction, Luna was shyer than I expected about this. Although the bull skull already covered her face, I could easily imagine her dyed-red face.

      Come to think of it… we were going to give each other nicknames. 

      Wasn’t this something that only popular couples do? 

      After thinking about it clearly, I became extremely shy about it too.

      “So, what will my name be?” 

      “Um, well, let me see if I can think of something good here…” 

      Damn it! Having to think about this suddenly, I couldn’t think of anything. So, I blurted out the first name that came to my mind.

      “Chikorita.” 

      “What’s that?” 

      “It’s, um, something. I-It’s something cute. Soft and fluffy—“ 

      “Fluffy? Have you touched it? Is it a girl?”

      “No, I haven’t touched one. It’s like an animal. Um, I’m not sure how to explain it. Anyway, I like it, the name Chikorita, I mean.”

      “Chikorita…”

      Luna seemed to ponder about the nickname Chikorita that was given to her by me. I hope she likes it. Honestly, I couldn’t think of anything else that would suit Luna better than Chikorita. 

      If we wanted only to consider a similar color, something like Slowbro would suit her more. But still, such a nickname didn’t quite fit for a cute girl like her.

      “Then, try calling me by that nickname.” 

      Luna, who had been repeating Chikorita on her lips for some time, spoke those words all of a sudden.

      “Ch-Chikorita.” 

      But damn it! I had never realized that calling someone by a nickname could be so embarrassing and awkward. 

      Back then, when I called Elfriede by the nickname of ‘Bitchfriede’, it didn’t feel like this. Was it because of the difference in the affection I held for them? 

      “Hmm… I think I don’t want to use it.”

      However, Luna quickly lost interest in this charade, as if she didn’t like the nickname given 

      “Why?” 

      “It feels like you’re calling someone else, not me.”

      “Well, nicknames are supposed to be like that.” 

      “Still, I don’t like it. I would prefer if you called me Luna— by my real name.”

      “Hmm, well, if you feel that way, I can’t do much about it.” 

      “But I’ll give you a nickname, Hassan! How about Blackie since you have black hair?” 

      “Well, that might not be the best choice.” 

      “Then, since your skin is a bit yellowish, how about Yellowie?”

      I had noticed this before, but Luna’s way of giving nicknames had a somewhat literal aspect to it. The wolf spider was named Kong Kong because her bark sounded something like ‘Kong Kong’ and since I have black hair, she now wanted to name me Blackie. Or Yellowie because my skin was a bit yellowish. 

      So, we ordered our food before deciding on a nickname, and the dishes soon arrived on our table. 

      As always, a few pieces of meat were floating in the soup, and there was hard bread to dip in the soup. It was our typical breakfast which cost five coppers.

      While having such a meal, my eyes kept drifting repeatedly toward the table in the center of the room. 

      “San, what are you looking at?”

      Apparently, San was the nickname Luna gave me. It was just a shortened version of my name, but it should be enough for a disguise. 

      However, hearing the unfamiliar name coming out from Luna’s lips made me feel rather strange. It felt like she was calling someone else and was with another man. It was such a weird sensation that was hard to convey in words. 

      We should just stop using nicknames once this is all over. 

      Anyway, I played dumb and let out a fake cough. Luna glanced behind her, making the bone helmet on her head clink slightly as a result. 

      “Oh, isn’t that the silver-tier adventurer Delphina? There, the girl with short hair.”

      Luna also noticed the group I had been looking at and spoke some words about them. 

      “Wow, a team of silver-tier adventurers. I heard high-level adventurers usually don’t stick together because they have big egos. It’s fascinating to see this. There are so many interesting people.”

      Luna’s eyes sparkled underneath the bone helmet. She was probably observing the people sitting at that center table. 

      Delphina, the blond woman with short hair, and a female monk in blue robes, holding a long khakkhara with a crown on its head. 1

      Next to the two was a woman with a revealing outfit resembling a Chinese dress, with her hair tied in two braids, giving off the vibe of a martial artist. 

      And finally, there was an albino elf with a long staff on her back, wearing tight leather pants that emphasized her figure. 

      It was fascinating to see Elfriede, who always inserted herself into groups of men and ruled over them like a queen, now forming a party with women.

      They all seemed to be high-level adventurers, as their appearances were also well-groomed enough to attract the attention and gazes of the crowd no matter where they went. 

      The inn’s first floor was full of guests casting fleeting glances towards the table in the center area while whispering among themselves. 

      Luna was no different from them. 

      “Hassan, look at that. That white elf… I’ve never seen a white elf before.”

      Luna seemed so fascinated that she even forgot to call me by my nickname. Well, Luna wasn’t exactly attentive enough for a hastily-made setting to stick to her mind anyway.

      “She is so pretty. Look at her eyes, they are red. She looks like a rabbit. Hmm, rabbits are delicious.” 

      “Ehem, I see.” 

      “Do you know? Since female elves are born with innately high magical power, they are all exceptional mages.”

      “Really? Anyway, let’s stop talking about elves now, okay?”

      If we kept talking about elves like this, I had a foreboding feeling that… one way or another, their attention would be turned toward me and would soon approach this table. 

      “…I can’t believe this, a white elf… Not only that, white snakes, white toads, white spiders… people often say that something white usually possesses special powers when they are born. I hope I can at least obtain a strand of her hair.”

      I had a lingering sense of discomfort as Luna showed such blatant interest in Elfriede. Did the situation where the current girlfriend is taking an interest in the ex-girlfriend usually feel like this? 

      Since I had no experience of having a current girlfriend and an ex, there was no way I would know anything about it. But it was still awkward, dammit! 

      
        As I was feeling more and more awkward about this situation, suddenly—
      

      “Excuse me, innkeeper!”

      From the table in the center, Delphina raised her hand high and called for the innkeeper. Soon, the attention of everyone who had been observing their group was promptly drawn toward her lone self. 

      I also became curious. Were they going to pay and leave? Please let it be so. 

      However, the words that came out of party leader Delphina’s mouth were completely unexpected.

      “Hey, that thing over there. That.”

      Delphina pointed her finger toward a plate-like object in the inn’s corner. It was a long wooden board with characters carved into it. Did that kind of thing exist in the inn before? 

      As I was feeling puzzled, Delphina spoke again.

      “Is what’s written there true? Is it true that Hassan of Samaria often comes to this place?” 

      Holy fuck! What the fucking hell? 

      I quickly turned my gaze to the plate to find out what she meant by those words. 

      The wooden plate was well-carved and had the words, ‘Meals provided in our Nymph’ Wings Inn are highly effective in providing excellent fatigue recovery, and have received high praise as Hassan of Samaria’s favorite dish.’ 

      What the hell was this shit? When was this even made? 

      The innkeeper smiled mischievously in response. 

      “Oh, so you know about Hassan of Samaria? He’s like a rising star of Sodomora, a real supernova of an adventurer, I tell ya.” 

      “Reeeeally? That’s what they say, Elfi.” 

      Delphina opened her narrow eyes and looked at Elfriede sitting in the corner. The albino elf was just sipping her drink quietly. 

      Delphina spoke again. 

      “Tell us more.” 

      “Indeed, strong adventurers are drawn to the rumors of other strong adventurers. All right. No one knows my brother as well as I do after all. Speaking of Brother Hassan, they said that his skills are at a level where he can catch a lion with his bare hands and skin living crocodiles!”

      “Hmm.”

      “I’ve also heard that he achieved extraordinary feats, effortlessly defeating the descendants of the Titans with a single strike in the recent war! Ah, you know, I have a keen eye for recognizing talented individuals. From the very first moment I laid eyes on him, I knew he would rise to fame like this. And perhaps the food and drink from our inn played a small role in enhancing his strength as well?”

      “I see. By any chance, do you know anything about his past? Like what he did or how he lived before coming to this city.” 

      “His past? Well, his past is not something that—“ 

      As the innkeeper stroked his beard, someone else, dining in one of the corners of the inn, spoke up instead. 

      “They say that he was an incredible killer and that he was exiled from his own lands, by the hands of his own kin, for killing too many of his brethren in the Black Wilderness!”

      Upon hearing that, others chimed in from different corners and parts of the inn. 

      “I also heard that he participated in the expedition of the Argonauts.”2

      “I also heard he was a hidden disciple of Kairos.” 

      
        Then while everyone was trying to seize the opportunity to mingle with the high-level adventurers and make small connections with them— 
      

      
        Thud—! 
      

      The sound of a glass being put down on the table echoed throughout the bustling room. 
It was none other than Elfriede. 

      
        She wore a very solemn expression that suddenly caused the inn to fall into an eerie silence, but then suddenly— 
      

      “Pftttt— hahaha—!” 

      She opened her mouth wide and burst into uproarious laughter like no other. 
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      “Pftttt— hahaha—!”

      Elfriede, the elf, laughed uproariously all of a sudden. 

      She didn’t even care about how her face looked and simply opened her mouth wide, bursting into laughter that made her appear quite carefree, like your typical macho man. 

      However, her laughter didn’t quite match the atmosphere that had momentarily frozen at the sound of her glass being put down. 

      As a result, people simply blinked in confusion, wondering what the hell had just happened. 

      Some might have even tried to recall if there was anything amusing in the recent conversation. 

      After laughing for a while, Elfriede wiped away the tears flowing from her crimson-red eyes with her finger. 

      “Oh, sorry. I laughed a bit too much. I can’t remember the last time I laughed like this.” 

      It didn’t seem like a particularly noteworthy action, but due to the unique charm inherent to the elves of Alfheim, what Elfriede did appeared rather graceful. 

      It made me understand why many adventurers aspired to be Elfriede’s worker bees.

      Of course, I had no intention to retake that old job of mine at the moment.

      Elfriede, after calming down her laughter by quite a bit, spoke up again. 
“Hassan? Was he that kind of guy? I almost thought he was different from the Samaritan that I know of.”

      “Ah, do you know something about my Samaritan brother, Miss Foreign Adventurer?”

      In response to the innkeeper’s question, Elfriede’s red eyes quickly scanned the inn. It felt like our eyes had met for a moment and I hastily lowered my head.

      What the hell is going on here? 

      I wanted to leave this place quickly. Or maybe hide in a mouse hole and avoid this calamity. 

      “Hassan of Samaria. Did you just ask me if I knew something about him? Well, I guess not many people know him as well as I do. He’s actually not as barbaric as you might think. He even knows how to handle a fork and a knife.” 

      
        Buzz— Buzz— 
      

      “Not as barbaric, you say?” 

      “Calling a barbarian not barbaric? Isn’t that like a fish not living in water?” 

      “That’s a lie. I’ve seen him tear apart meat with his bare hands. He wouldn’t be a barbarian if he knew how to use those forks and knives!” 

      Elfriede’s statement caused a stir in the inn; as if the room itself was shaking. Elfriede, who seemingly was enjoying the reaction of the people, narrowed her red eyes and continued on. 

      “I don’t know about him being a murderous killer, but he’s certainly a heinous criminal. Does everyone know that he’s from the Desros Arena?”

      “…T-The Desros Arena?” 

      The innkeeper trembled as though he had just heard something quite shocking.

      “The Desros Arena—?” 

      “If that’s true… then it explains why he fights so well.” 

      “If he’s from the Desros Arena, then the rumor about him being a disciple of Kairos must be false. These two things are fundamentally incompatible.” 

      
        Buzz— Buzz— 
      

      Each person threw in a word to show off what they knew about the illustrious arena as if the previous ice-like atmosphere had been splashed by warm water. 

      Even Luna, who was sitting in front of me, spoke in a quiet voice while directing her question toward me. 

      “Hassan, what is the Desros Arena—?”

      Damn it! 

      I didn’t expect that name to come out of Luna’s mouth too. It felt as if a cold hand was going through my insides.

      Fortunately, it seemed that Luna wasn’t trying to interrogate me but genuinely didn’t know anything about the place. 

      It’s not like I was actively trying to hide it, but I also didn’t go around boasting about my past either. 

      In the beginning, when I just arrived in this world, I wasn’t immediately enslaved by Elfriede. 

      The first ones to discover me were the merciless human hunters known by the name of Desros, and they used me like an enraged monkey in their own arena. Nothing good came out of those days of despair and agony, and I honestly didn’t want to recall any of it. 

      There was truly nothing good about those days.

      “Miss Elf, when you say Desros, do you mean that horrible place?” 

      “Yes, no other place in this world is as dreadful. Hassan— not only is that guy from there, he was also the one to set it on fire—“

      “S-Shut up, you foreign species!” 

      As Elfriede continued speaking, someone in the inn shouted at the top of their lungs. The sudden outburst drew everyone’s gazes toward the corner of the inn. 

      There, stood a young girl, she was wearing ash-colored robes and appeared to be around sixteen years of age. 

      Her short scarlet hair had a glossy sheen to it, forming a halo-like ring on top of her head. 

      Her face was milky white, and she had short pointy ears.

      It was a nymph. 

      It was the proselyte nymph— Paranoy. 

      Paranoy stood timidly in the corner of the inn with a trembling body. 

      “Hassan, looks like Pranoy came first!” 

      “Uh, um, yeah.”

      Why did Paranoy suddenly appear? I couldn’t understand this sudden twist of events. 

      
        Slide— 
      

      “Ha—“

      A wrinkle appeared between Elfriede’s brows as she looked at the petite nymph. 

      “I didn’t mishear, did I? Kiddo, what did you just say?”

      “I-If, if you dare to plot against Mr. Hassan, I won’t forgive you—! Mr. Hassan is the epitome of a barbarian who doesn’t even know how to use a fork—!” 

      “What? Mr. Hassan? Well, well… This city is really strange. All sorts of weirdos are appearing after each other. It must be the air, I guess.” 

      
        Rumble— 
      

      Elfriede pushed her chair back and stood up before confidently facing Paranoy, who had confronted her first. 

      There was a noticeable difference in height between the two. 

      A youth goddess-like elf.

      And a petite, ditch-water nymph.

      Whether they resembled each other or not, these two races had clashed with each other for dominance in this continent for quite a long time. 

      Elfriede spoke up first. 

      “What are you? Maybe… no, it doesn’t matter what you are. What is your relationship with that punk Hassan?”

      “I-I can’t t-tell— hiyaaaaa—“ 

      Paranoy’s words trailed off. The reason was that the wicked and cruel Elfriede grabbed her cheek and pulled her upward using her hand. 

      To think that Elfriede, who was so much larger in size, would resort to violence against a much smaller child-like Paranoy. Elfriede, indeed, was a wretched bitch down to her very core. 

      “I-It huuuuurts. L-Let me go, please—“ 

      “They say that staffs made from a nymph’s bones can enhance the magical output of a mage.” 

      “Hii-iiik! T-Those are nymphobic remarks—!” 

      The frightened nymph screamed and thrashed around, but since she was caught by none other than Elfriede herself, she could do nothing and was eventually lifted up in the air. 

      Elfriede grabbed Paranoy’s cheeks and pulled her closer to touch the nymph’s ears. 

      “He-hiiik! Hiiiiikkk!” 

      “Wow, this is my first time seeing a nymph. You’re even cuter than I first thought. Should I take you home and raise you? I still have some spare leashes.”

      At this rate, Paranoy might end up separated into  “Para” and “noy,” and become a staff to be wielded by that wretched elf. 

      “H-Hassan, Paranoy is getting attacked! We should help her!”

      Luna pounded on the table to urge me to take action, but honestly, I was too scared to do anything at the moment. 

      Even after experiencing so much in the past month, the fear that had been etched onto my psyche after slaving under her for two years had yet to fade away.

      I knew better than anyone here how strong Elfriede truly was. 

      If she so much as flicked her finger at someone like me, I would burn up and turn into charred ashes. If I were to confront her, I would need at least Hippolyte by my side, wouldn’t I? 

      I felt sorry for Paranoy, but I hoped nothing would happen to her in the end. That was my thought at that moment. 

      “Hiiik, m-my arm is sticking ouuuttt—! P-Please stop—! Lord Plu—, no, M-Mr Hassan, help meee! Hiiiiiik!”

      “What? Hey, why are you being so dramatic? I didn’t pull you that hard. Y-You’re making me seem like the bad guy here.”

      “Hiiiik!” ”

      The nymph screamed as if she were about to faint while the elf held onto her arms, ears, and fingers. And in the midst of all that, something or someone quickly darted out between them. 

      “Stop it! I have claimed Paranoy first! Respect the order!” “

      It was none other than Luna. 

      Luna sprang out in front of Elfriede. 

      Holy fuck! The thing I feared the most actually happened. The reason I put a silly cloth on my head in the first place was to prevent such a thing from happening. 

      This place was truly hell. But what did Luna mean by claiming Paranoy first and that Elfriede should respect the order? 

      There was too much information swirling in my head to handle, so I decided to stop thinking altogether. 

      “What an interesting tavern. These troublemakers keep popping up from every corner. It’s probably because they don’t know how strong I am, right?”

      Elfriede turned around and glanced at her colleagues. 

      “It’s a blow to my pride. Delphina, did you promote us properly?” 

      “Well, I did. But there are fools everywhere. Elfi, isn’t this also entertaining in its own way?”

      “Alright, I’ll let it go. Here you go. Nymphs are rare, after all. They shouldn’t fall into the hands of bad people.” 

      Elfriede swiftly dropped Paranoy to the ground, causing her to exclaim, “T-Thank you!” and hide behind Luna’s small frame. 

      However, it didn’t seem like hiding behind the weakest-looking barricade in the world would improve the situation for her. 

      “And what about you? Do you also happen to know that Hassan?” 

      
        Ssk—  
      

      Elfriede’s red eyes scanned Luna from head to toe. 

      “Bronze…? But you have quite an interesting appearance. What kind of bone do you have on your head? Are you trying to hide your face? It seems like you’re insecure about your appearance or something.” 

      Elfriede’s relaxed expression was dripping with arrogance. Like the typical high-level adventurer, she didn’t consider Luna a worthy opponent. 

      However, Luna, who had defeated Hippolyte and experienced various events, seemed to know no fear as she shouted out loudly. 

      “I, I am Luna, daughter of the Great Night! This thing isn’t for hiding my face, it’s an amulet mask, you idiot!”

      “What? Luna?”

      
        Frown—
      

      Elfriede’s expression twisted abruptly. I knew very well that it was the expression she made when she was genuinely pissed off. 

      Usually, Elfriede’s ultimate move, whipping someone with her trusty whip, would come out at moments like this. 

      She got angry after hearing Luna’s name. For what reason exactly? I couldn’t understand. And then, her expression slowly relaxed for some reason. 

      “It suits you. You guys suit each other well. So, you’re that Luna. You seem to go well with Hassan.” 

      “…R-Really? Thank you. You look pretty too. Your hair is so shiny. Can I have a strand of it while we’re at it?” 

      Luna spoke as she twisted her body and caused the bone helmet to rattle. She must have been unaccustomed to sudden praise like that. However, Elfriede raised her voice as if she had heard none of Luna’s words. 

      “Don’t thank me, you loser. This isn’t a compliment. It means losers like you two go well together!” 

      
        Swoosh— 
      

      Clearly enraged, Elfriede retrieved a small black leather tool resembling a flyswatter from her waist. It was her whip. 

      It was the whip she used to beat people and turn them into her slaves. Was she really going to whip someone wildly with that hateful thing? 

      I, Hassan, could endure being struck by it any number of times. But Luna couldn’t. That was why I forced my shivering legs and immobile body to move toward the two. 

      Hah? Another one? Some kind of ambush?”

      Elfriede adjusted her posture, seemingly prepared to attack. 

      However, I paid no attention to her and approached Luna to hide Paranoy and Luna behind my back. Fortunately, I had a broad back, fucking damn it! 

      “You—“ 

      Elfriede narrowed her eyes as she looked at me. After the two years we spent together, she, too, must have recognized me just by looking at my physique. 

      That was why I no longer thought I needed a cloth to cover my face. So I took it off and revealed my features to her. Some of the onlookers who silently watched this chaos started murmuring to themselves. 

      “So the Samaritan was here all along.”

      “And he’s from the Desros Arena—“ 

      “What’s going to happen now?” 

      “I don’t know, let’s quietly watch the show. Innkeeper, bring some more beer here.”

      Amidst the tumultuous commotion and rumblings of the people, Elfriede’s red eyes intently stared at me. 

      This was indeed an ill fate of mine. 

      It was an inescapable and wretched fate that not even the term “ill fate” could fully describe. 

      “So, you’re the famous Hassan of Samaria, huh?” “ 

      Elfriede asked in a tone that made it seem like this was the first time that we had met. But as she said, would there be anyone in this world who knew me as well as she did? 

      She clearly knew that I wasn’t strong at all and that I was a cowardly and timid person. 

      Elfriede must be well aware of the fact that… even though I stood confidently before her right now, my heart was filled with trepidation and anxiety. 

      “So, you’re doing pretty well these days, huh? Going around with petite girls. Of course, they’re not as pretty as me, but still…”

      Did Elfriede always have this self-assuredness about her beauty? No, she wasn’t that kind of person. Not in the least. 

      Perhaps it was just in my head, but today, Elfriede seemed strangely fixated on her own appearance for some reason. 

      It had already been some time since I parted ways with this Bitchfriede. It wouldn’t be strange if she developed peculiar quirks or habits during that time. 

      But I still had something to say to her. 

      “…L-Luna is far prettier than you!” 

      “…That can’t be true. Don’t lie.”

      “It’s not a lie. Luna has a far kinder personality than you too.” 

      “…I said, stop lying!” 

      “H-Hassan— There are so many people around—“

      
        Tighten— 
      

      Luna grabbed onto my back tightly as if she was embarrassed to hear praise for her own looks in front of others. Elfriede’s pupils got narrowed even more at that.

      However, now that I’m standing in front of Luna like this. I can’t think of any way to salvage this situation. Is there really no way?

      Whether the nymph hiding at the very back knew about my circumstances or not, Paranoy shouted again. 

      “I believe in you, Mr. Hassan—! Please scold that wicked foreign species—!” 

      “…Scold me?” 

      “Mr. Hassan is the Samaritan who returned from hell! The chosen great warrior! He can defeat a scoundrel like you with a single blow—!”

      Also, she didn’t forget to yell at Elfriede to her heart’s content. 

      “E-Elf—! Get out of our continent—! T-This land has always belonged to us, nymphs—!”

      Elfriede’s expression was becoming more and more contorted as Paranoy continued on with her blabbering.

      I felt like the world was turning bleak before my eyes. And then Elfriede opened her mouth to speak to me. 

      “Hassan, it must be nice to be popular like this. But I’m not free enough to deal with you, and you’re not even close to being my match.” 

      Elfriede’s pride was as great as that of a purebred cat. 

      She still wouldn’t bother dealing with insignificant pests. It seemed that aspect of her hadn’t changed a bit.

      Thank goodness for that. I inwardly breathed a sigh of relief and spoke up. 
“Well then, how about we part ways here on good terms? No need to see each other’s faces anymore.”

      “But my mood has soured for some reason. So, let’s just go all in at once. I’ll give you a fair fight.” 

      The red pupils of the elf flickered like maddened flames at this instant. 
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      “Come at me all at once. I’ll be your opponent.” 

      Elfriede confidently spoke while facing us. Her growling voice, like she was holding in her anger, sent shivers down my spine.

      “They’re gonna fight?” 

      “It should be fun. Innkeeper, bring more pheasant meat here!” “

      “Yes, right away.” 

      In contrast to our serious situation, the atmosphere around us seemed to have taken a festive turn as all the people started waiting in anticipation of the ensuing fight. It was understandable, as fights among drunkards in taverns were one of the few sources of entertainment in this joyless world. However, as the one involved in said fight, I couldn’t laugh at this situation with the others.

      “Elfi, should we help too?”

      Elfriede’s colleagues supported their chins with their hands on the table while smiling with narrowed eyes. Even in this situation, their minds focused solely on the food in front of them, as if oblivious to anything else. 

      They must be overflowing with confidence. Most probably, they hadn’t even considered the possibility of their colleague, Elfriede, losing this bout.

      “Delphina, this is my fight. You guys shouldn’t interfere.”

      “Hmph? Since when did you become so possessive?”

      “ I can handle these guys with just my fists, without using magic.” 

      “Just do whatever you want then. But will you be okay? I am talking about that Samaritan over there. Unlike what you said, Elfi, he looks quite strong. I can sense strange karma emanating from him. With that level of karma, he must be a real warrior.”

      “I doubt that. I know him quite well, even better than anyone else in this world. I’m more than capable of dealing with him alone.” 

      
        Slide— Slide— 
      

      Elfriede swiftly removed the white gloves from her hands and placed them on the table. I could clearly feel her fighting spirit emanating from her.

      But I couldn’t believe this. Was she really about to face us without using her magic…? 

      Though, even without relying on magic, Elfriede would be a tough opponent to face.

      But, It’s still worth a try, right?

      If I remember correctly, Elfriede’s level is around 35. 

      My current level was 19. 

      Luna’s was 15. 

      And Paranoy’s level was around 21… I think?

      With these levels, and with it being a 3vs1, there was a substantial chance of us doing it. 

      “Mr. Hassan! Show them what you’re made of…! If it’s Mr. Hassan, you can surely handle it, so I’ll cheer you on from the sides—!” 

      But Paranoy didn’t seem interested in joining the fight with us. She was standing a step back and planning to just watch the fight unfold.

      Hmm, did this girl mistakenly think I was a super-powerful warrior or something? That was a problem in its own right. 

      “First, it’s your turn.”

      Without even waiting for us to agree to the duel, Elfriede stomped on the wooden floor of the inn. The floor cracked and shattered, and, at the same time, Elfriede sprang toward us at full force. 

      Her fiery hand swung down with all its might toward Luna’s head.

      “Hii-iiiiik!”

      Perhaps feeling the fear of death, Luna quickly covered her head and swiftly bent down to the ground, avoiding the blow by a paper-thin margin. 

      From what I remember, Luna’s agility stat was around 8. With her agility and reflexes surpassing that of an average person, it was no wonder that she was able to dodge the attack. 

      “Huh, what’s this?” 

      Elfriede, too, seemed surprised that she had missed her punch. So, in frustration, she continued throwing punches at her as though deeply enraged. 

      However, incredible as it may be, Luna managed to narrowly evade all of her attacks. 

      “V-Voodoo of Evasion!” 

      Elfriede’s punches missed Luna’s body entirely, either slicing through the air or hitting a table, shattering the plates on it. 

      “Hi-yah!”

      “Do you think this is a joke!?”

      Watching Luna gracefully dodge the attacks with the flexibility reminiscent of an expert gymnast, I found myself more bewildered than anything else. 

      What in hell is going on here? 

      I couldn’t make sense of the current situation at all. While Luna’s reflexes were impressive, the current situation wasn’t really due to her being amazing but rather Elfriede’s body being unusually stiff and rigid. 

      “Just stay still, will you? C-Come here!” 

      “Don’t wanna!” 

      “Argh!”

      She was like a robot with rusty joints and awkward movements that hadn’t been properly maintained for a very long time. 

      Having spent a considerable amount of time with her, I could tell immediately that Elfriede’s condition was unusual.

      “Hmph, you can’t escape now. You little brat. How dare you run me around? I have to teach you a lesson.”

      Still, Elfriede was very strong. 

      Luna, who had been skillfully evading the attacks, found herself cornered in an instant. She trembled, unsure of what to do next.

      “H-Hassan—!”

      Therefore, Luna eventually turned to me for help. 

      In response to her cry, I broke free from my frozen state and rushed toward Elfriede with hurried steps. Now, it was more important to assist Luna than to be scared. 

      “Damn it!”

      “Hmph, is that the best you can do?” 

      Elfriede spoke as if she didn’t even care about me. 

      In reality, the gap in skill between her and me was enormous. Even if I were to punch her in the solar plexus, I still couldn’t imagine knocking Elfriede down. 

      Perhaps, it was because Elfriede’s body appeared even larger and more imposing than it was in reality to me right now. The illusion I had created stunned me briefly before I was even able to properly swing my fist.

      “Indeed, you’ll forever remain a fool. As usual, you are just standing there quietly.”

      Taking advantage of that gap, Elfriede’s counter punch struck my solar plexus instead. 

      
        Thud—! 
      

      “Keugh.” 

      A punch barely hit me, yet I could hear a sound that was similar to a building collapsing, echoing through the air. I couldn’t comprehend how the sound could have been so loud. Was it really coming from my own body? 

      Did she just make a hole in my stomach? 

      Anyway, everything went dark in front of my eyes, and the air in my lungs came out of my mouth in an instant, making it difficult for me to even breathe. I really felt like I was going to pass out right now. In the old days, I certainly would have passed out at this juncture. 

      “Heh, you took that punch and still held on? You must’ve trained a lot lately, huh?”

      “Hassan–!”

      “Where do you think you’re going? You should come here, too.” 

      Luna rushed toward me in a panic but was ultimately caught by Elfriede. 

      Elfriede held Luna’s waist, who was squirming to get out of her grasp, with her arms and slowly raised one of her palms. 

      “I finally got you. This little loser has been causing so much trouble. Stop, stop struggling. Do you think I’m going to eat you or something?”

      Elfriede’s hand finally reached the helmet that was covering Luna’s head. Luna trembled like a hen who was about to lose its eggs to a raccoon. 

      “No, you can’t take it! H-Hassan gave me this!” 

      “Well, what a tasteless gift. Don’t worry, I won’t take it even if you give me something like this. Anyway, since it’s come to this, how about I take a look at what you, you little brat, actually look like, huh?” 

      “Heheek!”

      Luna exerted all her strength as if she didn’t want the helmet on her head to be taken away. However, Luna’s stamina and strength were relatively low, and eventually, the chin strap holding the helmet in place snapped. 

      
        Snap— 
      

      As always, her amusing pink hair was revealed to the world. 

      “G-Give it back to me!” 

      Even in that situation, Luna still struggled desperately to retrieve her helmet. 

      However, as she saw Luna’s appearance, Elfriede’s expression turned quite perplexed and bewildered and she momentarily froze in her posture.

      “Is this even possible—? Did he find some kind of weakness of yours—?” 

      “Let go of it! Kreuk—!” 

      Luna fiercely bit down on Elfriede’s nape with all her might. 

      “Argh! H-How dare you bite me!”

      Whether that attack had any effect or not, Elfriede still screamed and flung the bone helmet away from her hands. 

      Damn, it must have hurt a lot. 

      Having been bitten by Luna many times before, I knew fully well how painful it could be. You could even call it Luna’s ultimate move. 

      “T-This…!” 

      However, perhaps truly enraged by Luna’s behavior, Elfriede grabbed Luna and forcefully threw her towards a corner. 

      “Hyaaaaeeeek!”

      
        Thump— Thump— Thump— Crash—
      

      Luna bounced off the table and collapsed in a corner of the inn. Seeing her like that, I felt a surge of anger wreck through my body that made the pain in my solar plexus disappear in an instant. 

      Elfriede, that fucking bitch. She was not only tormenting me but also bothering Luna. 

      “You… you wicked bitch!”

      Thus, I rose to my feet while overcoming the pain and charged at Elfriede with full force. I didn’t know where I was drawing such courage and boldness from, but it didn’t matter right now. 

      Elfriede, whether she knew my intentions or not, simply sneered. 

      “Just stay down. Do you really think you can hit me with such an obvious attack?”

      “Aah!”

      I clenched my fist with all the strength that I was able to gather in my right hand, determined to put all of my power into the punch. But I didn’t consider the possibility that Elfriede would dodge.

      “Huuhh…” 

      It was all because of Luna, who had collapsed in the corner. 

      I saw her pulling out a peculiar obsidian dagger from her waist and thrusting it into the floor where Elfriede’s shadow was. 

      “…Shadow Binding Curse… P-Please, let it work… Hassan, your turn…” 

      Shadow Binding Curse was a voodoo that temporarily restrained the opponent’s movements. The success rate was said to be about fifty-fifty against opponents of similar levels. 

      It was obvious that the success rate of this curse would be much lower against Elfriede, who had a significantly higher level than Luna. 

      But I chose to trust Luna. 

      I trusted Luna and I also trusted my fist to do its job. 

      “Y-You wicked bitch arghhhh…” 

      Thus, my fist extended. 

      “…M-My body!?” 

      Elfriede, who had just been smirking with a self-assured and arrogant smile, suddenly tensed up as if taken aback. 

      “Keuh, I don’t know what kind of sorcery this is, but Hassan, your pathetic and weak punch means nothing to me— It won’t even hurt—!”

      Elfriede growled again. Thanks to her words, the guilt of striking a woman’s face with all my strength subsided. 

      “Then take this!” 

      And so, my fist collided with Elfriede’s fair pale face. 

      “Keuu—!”

      As Elfriede exerted her strength to withstand my blow, and my fist strived to break her body, a battle of strength ensued between us. 

      “Y-You damn loser! W-When did you get this strong?! Arrrggh!”

      Soon, an undignified scream, that didn’t suit Elfriede’s demeanor, erupted from her mouth, and her body bounced around, crashing into the corners of the inn. 

      
        Thud— Thud— Thump—! 
      

      Elfriede was sent flying and crashed to the ground from the impact of my fist. 

      “Did you see that, Elfriede, you stupid bitch? This is what I am capable of now!” 

      I couldn’t believe this. I managed to strike down the powerful Elfriede with my fist! I felt an immense sense of accomplishment, realizing that the levels and experiences I had gained during my struggles were not in vain. My head felt clear as if the fog that had been covering my head till now was lifted. 

      Damn, is this what it feels like to have an adrenaline rush? 

      Anyway, it felt great.

      “Wow, you defeated a silver-tier adventurer.”

      “Is it true that tiers don’t matter to Samaritans?” 

      “He’s from the Desros Arena, after all. The people who hail from that place are all formidable…”

      “Hmph! I didn’t want to see those pompous outsiders acting all high and mighty in my city. Don’t ever underestimate someone from Sodomora again!”

      People exclaimed loudly as they looked at me. In front of all these people, I had defeated Elfriede, who had once ruled over me. 

      That fact washed over me like a refreshing wave, making me feel incredibly exhilarant. 

      Perhaps this was the moment I had been living for.

      
        And in that very moment— 
      

      
        Sling— 
      

      Something sharp touched my neck. 

      Damn, what the hell is it again? 

      “Well, let’s stop right here. That was indeed a mighty fist. But, Elfi, how could you fly off so dramatically like that? That’s why it feels like you’re really the one who lost. Now our party looks weak.”

      It was Delphina, the leader of the female party of White Silver Roses or something who held a blade near my neck. 

      When did she approach me? Even though my unexpected victory had intoxicated my mind, how could I not even sense her presence at all? 

      So, this was the true skill of a silver-tier swordswoman. 

      
        Ssk— 
      

      At that moment, Elfriede rose from the broken table. 

      “Hah, you’re stronger than I expected, so it caught me off guard. Hassan, you bastard, when did you become like this…?”

      Elfriede touched her swollen face and dusted off her body. Then, two streams of blood started dripping from her nose. 

      “Hah, what the hell is this? It really hurts. Ugh, it hurts so much… Hassan, you bastard, how dare you, without any hesitation, hit me right on my face–”

      All of a sudden, Elfriede spat out a mouthful of blood onto the floor. 

      Damn, she was so fucking tough. 

      Honestly, I thought she would be knocked out for at least a day with that powerful punch. How could she take the hit and immediately regain consciousness? As expected of a high-ranked adventurer.

      
        Frown— 
      

      Elfriede’s deeply furrowed eyes stared at me, who was at the edge of the blade that Delphina had placed, and also at Luna, who was lying on the floor, gasping for breath. 

      What would happen now? 

      With my weak imagination, I couldn’t envision what would unfold next. 

      “Guards! Over here! There’s a big fight happening in the inn!” 

      Right at that moment, a desperate voice calling for guards came from a distance. Somehow, it sounded like Marco’s voice. Was Marco around here too? 

      Upon hearing the voice, the sharp object that was aimed at my neck wavered greatly. Now that I looked closely, it was actually a finger, not a blade. What the hell? I almost thought it was a real sword. 

      “Oh gosh, it seems like we’re in trouble. The viscount told us not to cause a commotion. Let’s escape from this place—!” 

      And with that, they hurriedly moved. Even the female monk who had been sitting at the table while observing the situation spoke up at this instant.

      “I enjoyed the meal—“

      So she could talk… I thought she was mute. Thus, the only one who didn’t open her mouth until the end was the red-dressed martial artist, who silently ate her own food till now. 

      “Let’s run!”

      Upon Delphina’s words, those women quickly got up from their seats and gathered their belongings. After that, Delphina turned to ask the innkeeper, who was still flustered by the situation. 

      “Innkeeper! Where’s the back door?”

      “T-The-There—“ 

      Swiftly, they all followed the innkeeper’s finger quickly escaping through the back door. However, Elfriede briefly took a glance at me before disappearing through the door. 

      “…” 

      She stared at me with her swollen face as if she had something to say to me but didn’t do it out of hesitation. 

      I was worried about what kind of words she would use to insult me again at that moment. Then, a slender woman’s arm extended from the elf’s side. 

      It was Delphina. Delphina pulled Elfriede from behind. 

      “Let’s go, Elphi. Your body seems stiff. It must be time for another massage. I’ll loosen you up, every nook and cranny of yours. Heh-heh—“

      “…” 

      Elfriede silently gave me a menacing glance before turning away. 

      And with that, it felt like a storm had passed, and my body was drained out of all its strength. 

      “Sigh. Damn it.” 

      “Hassan…”

      Only then was I finally able to lift Luna, who was trembling and lying in the corner, and help her stand up. 

      “Hey, are you okay? You made quite the loud sound when you flew away like that.”

      “Uh, yeah. It was more fear than pain. More importantly, Hassan, you two sound very familiar with each other.” 

      “Well, um…” 

      “Also, what’s this Desros Arena about?”

      I couldn’t hide it any longer.

      So, I just decided to tell her the truth. 

      “I set that place on fire.” 

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 147: Hassan and the Underground Market (1)

      
      It was impossible for me to just forget all the suffering I had endured during my first month in this world. 

      
        Swoosh— 
      

      The vivid sensation of suddenly falling through a manhole cover. 

      And how I subsequently found myself in a dim and unfamiliar underground corridor after I regained consciousness. 

      Now I knew for certain that the place I woke up in was one of Pluto’s Labyrinths, but back then, I thought it was just a sewer from the 21st 

      That time, I thought I must have fallen through the manhole cover that had been opened during construction. So, it was more of a feeling like, “Damn, I have the worst luck, don’t I?” 

      Of course, I soon realized that the gigantic spiders and skeletons, which were moving around in the underground that I had found myself into, were not normal. 

      Anyway, at that time, all I could do was run away with all my might. 

      After running around aimlessly, I was eventually captured by the human hunters from Desros who were exploring the labyrinth at that time. Then, I was finally enslaved and put to use as a gladiator in the arena. 

      Wahahaha, look, what is this? Another. I can’t believe this. I was able to catch another Samaritan! I must be very lucky!

      Desros Arena. 

      It was truly a dreadful place. 

      They only gave me one meal a day, and I was forced to fight all sorts of monsters and creatures on a daily basis. So that place was basically like hell on earth for me. 

      Although I only spent about a month in that place, that one month remained one of the most terrifying and darkest times of my life. 

      So, in the end, I took advantage of various incidents and set the arena on fire. I soon escaped after setting the place on fire. However, even in this world, setting fire to someone else’s property was a serious crime, so I was eventually caught once again. 

      The verdict— they sentenced me to either death by hanging or slavery. 

      I was thrown a punishment where no matter what sentence I chose for myself, it would be dreadful for me and my life. Even though there were two options for me, my death was already an established and unchanging fact. In their opinion, I was a barbarian brute wicked enough to set fire to the place I lived. 

      And the people who would enslave such a barbarian were only said to be perverted individuals who enjoyed torture and torment. 

      As expected, no one wants to become your master. Therefore, according to the kingdom’s laws, you shall be executed! 

      And just as I was being dragged to the execution stand, I encountered the albino elf— Elfriede. 

      You set fire to the place you live? How amusing. 

      Now that I think about it, maybe she felt some sort of empathy toward me, as someone who ran away after setting the World Tree on fire. 

      But that was probably just my delusion. She wouldn’t have whipped me like that if that were to be the case. Or maybe… she just needed a sturdy sandbag that wouldn’t fall no matter how many times she hit it. 

      It was because we all somehow had a hidden desire to whip and dominate others. 

      Anyway, that was my past in the most concise way possible. 

      “So, Hassan is a criminal who set fire to a place?” 

      A faint wrinkle appeared on Luna’s forehead as she listened to my story while sitting at the table. It must be difficult for her to understand the whole scenario since I skipped over so many details. 

      “Yeah. But I think my record should have been cleared since I participated in the cultist’s subjugation mission.” 

      Sitting next to her, Marco chimed in. 

      “Wow, even among elves she is a remarkable beauty. To have lived as a slave under such a beauty… I envy you, brother. Perhaps during your time living together, you indulged in some—“ 

      “M-Marco, be quiet!” 

      “Ouch!” 

      Luna fiercely punched Marco’s abdomen, causing him to collapse on the table without being able to speak any further. 

      Ignoring the state Marco was in, Paranoy continued to mutter a few words of her own. 

      “To set fire to the mortal realm, you are indeed Mr. Hassan…! You must have intended to create a pandemonium hell…! Admirable…” 

      It seemed to me that this girl was getting more and more unhinged every time I saw her. It was almost as if she was gradually losing the remaining screws that were holding her sanity intact. Her behavior seemed to have been in its most normal state when she was still active as a cultist apprentice, working with the stompers on the Lumberyard. 

      Was it because it was hard to maintain her sanity in such a nymphobic world? If I thought about it that way, somehow, I felt a little sorry for her. Mental illness was still a significant problem whether it was on Earth or this world. 

      But that wasn’t the important thing here right now. 

      Despite intentionally hiding many details, I still gave them a general overview of my past. I felt somewhat relieved yet embarrassed and uneasy at the same time. 

      I wondered what Luna thought about the story of my life before I met her. 

      As I observed Luna’s complexion, she blushed and stammered as if she had a lot to say but couldn’t bring herself to speak them out loud. 

      Then her lips slightly parted. 

      “Hassan, you lied to me.” 

      “…No, I didn’t lie. I just didn’t tell you from the beginning. You didn’t ask either.” 

      “That’s not it. You said you’ve never had a girlfriend.” 

      “Yeah, that’s true. I really never had one. It’s not a lie.” 

      “But you are familiar with such a pretty elf. It’s not fair!” 

      Luna eventually got angry, seemingly unsure of how to feel about the fact that I had a fairly deep relationship with Elfriede. 

      Honestly, I didn’t expect this kind of reaction from her, so I was quite taken aback. 

      “She wasn’t my girlfriend. We have never done anything.” 

      “…Really?” 

      “Yes, I’m telling you the truth.” 

      “Hmm…” 

      Luna shut her mouth tight as if truly reluctant to accept my words. Looking at her face, it seemed that her doubts hadn’t completely faded, so she was still upset about this matter. 

      Luna had stronger possessiveness and jealousy than I had initially expected. I wonder what would happen If Luna were to find out about my involvement with Hippolyte. 

      I was extremely curious, but, on the other hand, I was also equally scared to find out about the outcome. Yet surprisingly, there was also the probability of her being easily soothed if I just treated her to some pheasant meat. 

      But who knew for sure? 

      While I was trapped in various complex thoughts, Marco, who had been lying on the table due to Luna’s punch, raised his head… looking as though he had recovered already. 

      “Anyway, I can’t believe you will have a showdown against such strong adventurers in the Thieves’ Guild wipeout mission. Hehehe, brother, you’ve improved by a great deal. Aren’t you already considered a full-fledged silver-tier adventurer now?” 

      “Is that so?” 

      Although I had a strong feeling that I was just riding on the back seat of a bus driven by the great Hippolyte, it was still quite something to compete with a silver-tier adventurer team that had the same goal as us. 

      Damn, how did you, who once struggled in the arena to live to see another day, grow up this much, Hassan? 

      Nevertheless, I was indeed steadily growing my skills and power.  

      It was so amusing to see Elfriede being surprised and bewildered after getting punched by me. She probably never expected my level to reach as much as 19 in my whole life. 

      Perhaps this wipeout mission of the Thieves’ Guild was a great opportunity to give those pesky girls surrounding Elfriede a good beating too. 

      Those thoughts immediately filled me with motivation for the mission ahead. 

      If things were resolved well, I would be able to make a tremendous contribution to the guild and elevate my status. There would undoubtedly be a reward worthy of all the hardship we would face. 

      Perhaps the golden bearded dwarf, the Margrave of Sodomora, would say something along the lines of, “Tell me your wish.” If that happened, I would definitely say, “Please help me establish a treatment center.” or something of the sort. 

      Then, even if I handled just one bad condition for 10 customers, I would already get 100 points from task completion a day. 

      In that case, I could level up by one level per day, and in about a month, wouldn’t I reach level 40 already? Wasn’t level 40 the realm of the Heroes? If that happened, the gold tier was no longer just a dream for me. 

      Wow, holy shit. 

      My enthusiasm soared through the roof at that realization. 

      It had been a long time since I felt the desire to try something on my own. I couldn’t afford to miss out on such a big opportunity. 

      * * * * * * * * * *

      The central area of Sodomora was filled with various facilities such as guild buildings, temples, and government offices. I didn’t have much knowledge about city planning, so I couldn’t provide a detailed explanation of the infrastructure of the central part of the city. 

      If someone asked me what facilities would be in the city’s center, my mind would immediately imagine that it would be equipped with such facilities. And in the underground of such an important city center, wouldn’t there be facilities for maintaining the old sewage system? 

      For a city of this size, Sodomora’s sewage treatment plant was said to have been installed and constructed with considerable effort. 

      “However, for the past ten years, those underground areas meant for sewage have been occupied by thieves instead.” 

      Marco’s words made me understand why Sodomora had become a dirty and messy city. It was because these thieving scoundrels had taken over the public facilities and caused trouble for everyone, all while evading taxes and their duties to the city as a whole. 

      So I asked. 

      “Well, shouldn’t they be driven out? Why has no one dealt with them?” 

      “Hmm…” 

      Marco hummed softly in response to my question. 

      After briefly surveying the streets of the city center, he spoke in a hushed voice that only the members of our group who were nearby would be able to hear. 

      “It was a futile attempt. According to the rumors, there are some individuals that have considerably high positions within Sodomora’s City Council who are affiliated with the Thieves’ Guild.” 

      Could it be that there was some sort of collaboration between the central government and the thieves? 

      
        Slide— 
      

      
        Marco, using his finger, pointed at the buildings in the central area of the city and the surrounding walls. Just as I wondered what nonsense he was going to spout this time, he spoke— 
      

      “Take a look at those walls. Don’t you think they’re unusually low compared to the other cities?” 

      Marco’s question made me suddenly pay attention to the size of the walls. The walls of Sodomora were indeed quite low in comparison to the cities that I had seen. 

      At best, they only reached my chest level, so they were lacking in terms of security measures apart from marking boundaries between the districts. 

      “Why is it that way?” 

      “They changed the laws to make it easier for the thieves. In Sodomora, except for the city walls, the rest of the walls cannot be higher than a person’s height.” 

      “What? Damn. How could such a law exist?” 

      I suddenly recalled how the Sicilian Mafia was deeply involved in politics. It was a story from the movie “The Godfather” that I quite enjoyed watching back in the day. 

      Indeed, it was not easy to remove an organization that had spread its influence in various directions, like a giant tumor. 

      So instead of handling it themselves, they brought in outsiders who had no connection whatsoever to the Thieves’ Guild to deal with it. 

      Of course, if we looked at it that way, I was also an outsider. 

      I was a barbarian from the Black Wilderness of Samaria, ah no, a 21st-century modern outlander from the planet called Earth. 

      “Those damn thieves are screwed now.” 

      With such a determined mindset, I entered the streets of the thieves’ underground, which was said to be located beneath the central area of the city. The underground area was called ‘Mercury’s Street’ for various reasons. 

      The principal reason behind this naming was the fact that Mercury was actually the god of thieves, merchants, minstrels, swindlers, and other despicable, gutless bastards. 

      So, I was slightly nervous about how dirty the underground would be. 

      However, the large entrance in the corner of the city was well-made. It resembled the set of stairs leading down to a subway station that you would see in the 21st century Earth. 

      As I descended further down, I discovered a bright and magnificent interior that was almost impossible for one to imagine that it could be located underground. 

      The high ceiling soared with sturdy pillars. 

      Countless people moved about below. 

      And even lights adorned with shimmering stones were installed here and there. 

      Instead of a place dominated by thieves, it felt more like a thriving underground marketplace. 

      Seeing people buying and selling goods from all directions and minstrels singing here and there, it gave off the feeling of a bustling underground shopping district. 

      “Hassan, look at that! They’re selling wildlings! It’s not just any wildlings! They’re huge! On top of that, they’re blue! Heuuuuh!” 

      Luna tapped my arm and continuously pointed at something with her finger. 

      What the hell could make her so excited? When I turned around, I saw a peculiar aquarium-like container with a slimy substance wriggling inside of it, about the size of a soccer ball. 

      
        Gyuing— 
      

      
        Gyuing— 
      

      It was unlike any creature I had ever seen in my life. If I compared it to a monster, perhaps it was more suitable to call it a slime? 

      There was a time when Luna struggled to find wildlings when she was digging up tree roots during the Lumberyard quest. These creatures seemed to be the ones she was searching for. 

      Fully grown blue wildling? One for 2 underground golds? 

      Damn, that was quite a bit expensive. Were they creatures that laid golden eggs or something? Why were they so expensive? 

      I wondered what kind of creature it was for it to cost 2 golds just for one of them. Luna already ran eagerly toward the short old man selling the wildlings and spoke to him in an excited tone. 

      “Welcome.” 

      The shopkeeper seemed to be of the same halfling race as the theologist, old man Plato, whom I had met in the past. 

      “Holy shh! Wildlings!”  

      “Oh, are you a customer who knows how to appreciate these goods of mine? It’s not easy to come across these creatures.” 

      “Give me the wildlings!” 

      “How many?” 

      “Give me all of them! Three!” 

      “Hehe, so you are indeed a knowledgeable young lady. You won’t find these anywhere else in the underground, even if you search high and low for them.” 

      Just like that, Luna spent 6 underground golds out of the seven pieces she had on her just to purchase the peculiar-looking gelatinous creatures.  

      Even if it’s money that came for free, to flex such a large amount all at once like that. It was a bit unbelievable.

      They said people who won the lottery would quickly spend all their money. I felt like I was witnessing that event firsthand. 

      It really feels like my sense of money has become so skewed that my mind might get twisted. To exaggerate a bit, it was like my brain was being assaulted by this extravagance.

      I wondered if this was really Luna, who used to be delighted on catching a beetle with a value of merely 20 coppers, that I was seeing right now. 

      However, Luna, with the slimy creatures clinging all over her body, raised both hands high and exclaimed in a bright and cheerful voice. 

      “I caught wildlings! This must be paradise! Am I dreaming?” 

      Only she didn’t really catch it; she bought it. 

      Anyway, I had no choice but to ask Luna about this situation. 

      “What is that creature that you bought at such a high price? It costs 2 golds for one of them too…” 

      “It’s delicious! It’s good for your body too! With such a vibrant blue color and this size, you might only see it once every few years.” 

      And then, Luna started drinking the wriggling gelatinous creature attached to her chest. 

      
        Gyuing— Gyuing— 
      

      The liquid creature, worth two pieces of gold, made a pitiful sound, and disappeared into Luna’s mouth, going down down to her small belly. 

      I felt dizzy after watching this scene. She ate a creature that was worth multiple gold coins just like that. How cruel and brutal… 

      “Do you want to try one, Hassan? It’s really good if it suits your constitution! I didn’t plan on sharing because it’s so valuable, but I’ll give it to you so you can become healthier.” 

      The crazier thing was that Luna even offered me a wildling and I accepted it without much thinking. 

      As I held it in my palm, I got a sensation like holding a water balloon that was filled to the brim with liquid. It seemed like it would be cool to embrace it during the summer. 

      
        Gyuing— 
      

      Perhaps it was only in my head, but the creature rubbing against my palm seemed to follow me well. It was cuter than I expected. 

      But again, I felt like I needed to muster an incredible amount of courage to eat it raw like that. Although I had eaten various bizarre foods in my lifetime, this was something entirely new to me. 

      “Eat it quickly!” 

      But under Luna’s urging, I followed her lead and sucked the creature into my mouth, just as she had done before. 

      Surprisingly, it tasted like grape-flavored jelly, something that was surprisingly edible. Was it like pudding? 

      What was even more astonishing was that a stream of words appeared before my eyes as I finished eating the wildling. 

      
        Ding— 
      

      『You have consumed the breast milk of the Queen of the Sky.』 




      『Task points +100.』 




      『Current task points +179.』 




      What the hell was this? 

      Was this for real? 

      As I turned my gaze away from the words, I looked at the liquid creatures clinging to Luna’s body with an astonished gaze. 

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 148: Hassan and the Underground Market (2)

      
      “Hassan, no! This is the last one—!” 

      Luna floundered her hands, seemingly trying to keep me away from her and the wildling, but my hand had already grasped the last wildling clinging to Luna’s chest. 

      And then, I drank it in one go. 

      
        Gyu— 
      

      『You have consumed the breast milk of the Queen of the Sky.』




      『Task points +100.』




      『Current task points +279.』




      Fucking hell, by drinking these strange liquid creatures, I was able to gain a whopping 200 task points! Holy fuck! I couldn’t tell if this was a dream or reality anymore. 

      With 200 task points, I could raise my level at least twice in quick succession. Since my current level was around 19, consuming all these points would push me to level 20. 

      That meant achieving the standard for advancing to a silver-tier adventurer, which was designated as level 30 at the minimum, would not be a dream any longer. 

      “Hehehe—“ 

      “Hassan, you idiot! You ate all of my wildlings! I told you to only eat one—!” 

      However, Luna was clearly angry at me for devouring all of her wildlings. Well, they were incredibly valuable creatures, worth 2 pieces of gold each after all. 

      Hence, it was only natural for her to be angry when someone took and ate those creatures just like that. 

      I knew that fact very well. Yet, the moment I tasted those creatures, I couldn’t think of anything else, as if my body automatically desired those monsters. Why did I act like that? 

      “I’m sorry, Luna. I didn’t do it on purpose. Here, I’ll pay you back for the ones I have consumed.” 

      “…Okay!” 

      As I handed Luna the four pieces of gold to pay for the wildings I had consumed, her expression instantly brightened. Although it made me feel a bit unsettled, her quick changes in emotions proved to be helpful in their own way. 

      “Hihi, now I own more pieces of gold again. What should I do with them? Mauve there are more wildlings?” 

      “Hehe, it seems that both of you have already adapted to the underground market. In that case, I’ll go see the Dragon Beard Mandolin that I’ve wanted to buy for a while now.” 

      “Well, then I’ll go too… There’s something that has caught my attention over there—“ 

      And so, we split up to spend our money. 

      Thanks to that, Luna and I were able to explore this underground market together, looking for a place where we could buy more wildlings like the ones that we had eaten just now. 

      However, no other place sold those liquid creatures like the previous shop. 

      The three wildlings Luna bought earlier were the last ones that were present in the entire market. 

      “We don’t get much stock. It’s uncertain whether we’ll get even one per month. Also, we never know when they’ll come exactly so it is hard to tell.” 

      “Maybe if you gaze at the Milky Way, you might get lucky to find one falling on your lap.” 

      Even the underground merchants spoke of the scarcity of wildlings. They were indeed very expensive and rare creatures. 

      It almost felt like finding the white snake that had turned pale after eating wild ginseng. White snakes that had eaten wild ginseng were a valuable medicinal ingredient. My father would be pleased for at least one month whenever he discovered such creatures back in my world. 1

      Thus, we spent about half a day wandering around the underground market just like that. 

      “My legs hurt.” 

      Luna sat on top of an old wooden barrel nearby, probably due to the exhaustion of walking for a long time throughout the day. I also sat next to her to take a short break. 

      Luckily, I brought the two totems Luna had made before with me, so I used them to quickly level up. Of course, there was no need to hesitate about the allocation. I would invest everything into strength regardless. 

      One out of the two upgrades gave me additional stats, so my strength increased to a total value of 3. 

      “…Long Live Chaos.” 

      
        Ding— 
      

       [Stats]

Name: Hassan
Level: 19 → 22
Strength: 9 → 12
Agility: 4
Stamina: 6
Task points: 179
Blessings: Blessing of Chaos 》Imperfect Dexterity 》Night's Cloak』




      “Hehe.” 

      My strength stat was now 12. 

      12…

      It was not much different from the Hippolyte’s strength stat of 15. Also, I remember Elfriede’s strength stat was 12 as well. 

      
        Tighten— 
      

      I tightened my fist, exerting strength in my hand. I certainly felt an unparalleled sense of omnipotence coursing throughout my body. 

      I felt like I could accomplish things that were previously deemed impossible for me. In fact, I’d been feeling this way because my stat exceeded 10. 

      How much stronger have I become? 

      While thinking with a hint of regret that it would have been really nice if there was a bench press machine to measure my strength, by chance, I noticed Luna’s gaze directly staring at me with intent. 

      “Why are you staring at me?” 

      “Just because.” 

      Luna continued to stare at my face without properly replying to my question. 

      How long has it been since I felt such a penetrating gaze from someone else? Even though it was only between Luna and me, or rather, because of that, it felt even more embarrassing to 

      “Hassan, you’re indeed ugly.” 

      “What’s gotten into you all of a sudden?” 

      “Your hair is black and your eyes are also black. Black is an ominous color. But I like it, though.” 

      Why did she suddenly criticize someone’s appearance? Did that mean she suddenly had become aware of how ugly I was? I worried that Luna was no longer blinded by love while looking at me. 

      “However, I like you because you are ugly like that. I thought, other than me, there would be no one out there who would like you.” 

      “Huh, that’s… What kind of reasoning is that?” 

      Did my appearance still strike a niche somehow? Luna started liking me because I was ugly. Then, I’m glad I’m ugly. 

      However, I’d never really heard anyone say that I was ugly before. It was just in this world that people like me, who were considered barbarians, inevitably faced the prejudice of being ‘strange looking’ as a basic assumption. 

      Then Luna spoke again. 

      “But if you look good in my eyes, maybe others will too see you in the same light someday.” 

      “…Really? Why are you suddenly saying that? Who likes me?” 

      “No, I just think it might happen in the future. If Hassan continues to get stronger and become more and more famous, there will surely be many followers. And among them, there might even be women.” 

      “Why are you worrying about that already?” 

      In response to my light retort, Luna responded in her own way. 

      “Hassan, I do wish that you become more and more famous and reach the gold tier as soon as possible. But, a part of me still wants you to be my own little hero, who can roll around on the dirt with me as you are doing now till the very end.” 

      I could instinctively sense that Luna was feeling anxious right now. 

      It was something I had heard before that women often worried about their partners getting involved with other women. 

      In severe cases, they even went as far as to prevent them from being in the presence of or having any contact with other women. My friend’s girlfriend was exactly that type of person. She even erased all the female names from his phone contacts once. 

      Of course, my friend was so popular and sociable that I could totally understand why his girlfriend would feel insecure. But I was just an unpopular barbarian hovering at the bottom of society in these barbaric lands. 

      Luna seemed worried that something like that might happen to me too, that some other woman might approach me and steal me from her. And surprisingly, Luna’s intuition sometimes hit the mark with sharp accuracy. 

      So, with the image of Hippolyte’s face in my mind, I decided to ask her nonchalantly, as if it were just a passing question. 

      “Hey, Luna. I’m really just asking this out of boredom, but what do you think about polygamy?” 

      Luna immediately frowned at that question of mine. 

      “Why are you asking about something like that?” 

      Huh? How could she turn the question back on me? It was such a sharp counterattack which was totally unlike Luna who usually answered all of my questions with ease. 

      My stomach felt numb, far more than when I got hit in the solar plexus by Elfriede earlier. 

      “Well, I’m just curious.” 

      “Why are you curious all of a sudden? There must be a reason.” 

      “It’s really only just because I am a bit curious.” 

      “… And why are you curious about that again?” 

      Luna raised her claws like a fierce dinosaur and growled menacingly. It was intimidating to see her sharp fangs being out in the open. 

      “Just answer honestly, or I’ll bite you, Hassan!” 

      “No, it’s just… uh, well…” 

      Damn it. I wish I had someone I could consider as a friend to help me speak in these types of situations. At least, I wondered what Marco would have said in a situation like this. 

      “Brother, you’re being evasive.” 

      He would have said something like, “Brother, you’re being evasive.” No, wait. I did hear something that almost sounded like Marco’s voice right now, though. 

      So I turned my head and there, at that very moment, I saw Marco walking towards us, practically half-naked. 

      It seemed like that punk finally caused some trouble. Starting from dine and dash, then causing a commotion with his singing, and now he had added another charge of obscene behavior to his name. 

      “Marco, you bastard! What’s going on?” 

      I rushed towards Marco with all my might. It was like an intense moment where I was about to get hit by Luna’s counter question, but the intrusion of a third party disrupted us, finally saving me from that tricky situation. Anyway, I was relieved. 

      “Marco, you bastard! Nice to see you!” 

      “I must say, it feels great to be welcomed so warmly. It’s as if a small ray of sunlight is shining through my frozen heart. But the fact that I’m screwed right now still remains.” 

      Marco was only wearing underwear without his usual ridiculous hat and the instrument he always awkwardly carried around. What could have happened within half a day to make someone go broke to this extent? 

      “What the hell happened to you?” 

      “I was robbed by thieves. Can you believe that they even stole the clothes I was wearing?” 

      “The hell, someone stole your clothes?” 

      If they had the skill to steal the clothes someone was wearing, they should be called something other than thieves. Maybe like an artist or some other similar title. The king of thieves, perhaps? 

      Then Marco added a few more words. 

      “Actually, I lost in gambling. I was just a step away from winning big. Oh, Mercury, why do you put me through these trials…” 

      “What the fuck. I thought you were actually robbed for a second there.” 

      If they could steal the clothes Marco was wearing, I was sure that they were an incredible individual, perhaps even associated with the Thieves’ Guild or something. 

      I even thought for a moment that tracking them down might help me dismantle the Thieves’ Guild, as they wouldn’t be easy to catch. 

      But I literally had no idea where or how to start finding information about this “Thieves’ Guild” in this vast underground world. 

      On the other hand, asking around in the underground, “Do you know anything about the Thieves’ Guild?” wasn’t a feasible plan either. 

      So when I was slightly disappointed by our helplessness in this situation, Marco suddenly grabbed onto my collar. 

      “No, it’s really a theft. It was undoubtedly a scam. Those punks tricked me into a gambling scheme. If this isn’t being robbed, then what is?” 

      “Damn it, gambling losers always say something like that. Anyway, let go of me. Why does a half-naked guy like you—“ 

      The only physical contact permitted between men was when performing first aid or engaging in violence. That was the common sense in any and all worlds. Any other form of touch? That was simply out of line. 

      “Let go of me, you bastard; before I hit you!” 

      “I-I really was robbed. My gold. They stole my gold! Oh, Mercury!” 

      But Marco seemed completely out of his mind right now. 

      From his story, it was no wonder that he seemed to have gone insane, considering he had lost all the gold he had in just half a day. 

      If I lost all of my money through gambling, I, too, would have no confidence in maintaining my composure. 

      “Mr. Hassan, Ms. Luna! Mr. Marco! There you are—! I’ve been searching for so long!” 

      At that moment, I saw Paranoy, the nymph proselyte, approaching us from a distance, waving her hand in our direction. She had a strange bone in her hand. 

      “Hehe, I got lucky—! I could buy the hand bone of a nymph for seven gold! They say wands made from these have a great efficacy—!” 

      I simply couldn’t believe what I was seeing. A nymph came over while holding another nymph’s bone in her hand. I felt like all the thoughts in my brain got tangled all of a sudden as I witnessed this scene. I wasn’t sure how to explain this peculiar sensation that was coursing through my mind. 

      “Isn’t that very nymphobic?” 

      “It’s okay among fellow nymphs…!” 

      It was okay to say it among fellow nymphs, huh? Was it like how black people could mock each other with racially discriminatory terms, but it was not okay for someone of a different race to do it? 

      As I tried to convince myself of this absurd phenomenon with that logic, Luna, who had been quietly biting her lips by my side, spoke up in a cheerful tone. 

      “The hand bone of a nymph! Wow! Let me see it! Show it to me!” 

      As always, Luna had the talent to quickly forget her anger and frustration. Her life must always be filled with immense joy. 

      
        Ssk— Clack— 
      

      Luna received the bone from Paranoy’s hand and exclaimed, “Ohh!” with admiration. 

      “I-Is this the famous hand bone of a nymph…?” 

      “Ms. Luna, isn’t it 

      “…It’s really cool. You have two of these amazing things, too, right?” 

      “W-Well, that’s right—“ 

      “Paranoy, I love it so much!” 

      “Hiiiik!” 

      Luna enthusiastically hugged Paranoy’s waist. 

      She was totally out of her mind. 

      Well, today we just came to the underground market for a preliminary survey. The real mission would start tomorrow with the accompaniment of Hippolyte. So it was okay to relax like this for a day. 

      Balancing work and rest was really important, after all. 

      So, let’s summarize the events of today. Marco lost everything in gambling. 

      Paranoy spent all her money on that bone or whatever it was. 

      Luna and I had 4 and 6 underground golds left, respectively. We definitely earned over 30 pieces of gold, so where did it all go all of a sudden? It was so difficult to earn that much money, but we managed to spend it all in merely half a day. 

      But that was how life was for Iron and Bronze tier adventurers. 

      They couldn’t save money because they’d never earn a large sum. And even when they got the chance to earn money, they would end up spending it all at once, like a one-time binge. Many of them were in debt here and there too. 

      They would be living a relatively diligent life for lower-tier adventurers if most weren’t debt-riddled. 

      “But Paranoy, this looks fake.” 

      “T-That can’t be—!” 

      “No, it’s really fake. It looks more like the handbone of a monkey. Look, the joints and segments here are slightly different. I know a lot about the skeletal structure of monkeys because I’ve handled them before.” 

      Luna had an excellent eye for examining materials. As a result, the hand bone Paranoy brought turned out to be a fake, not the hand bone of a nymph as she had claimed. 

      Therefore, Paranoy screamed in agony. 

      “Hiiik! M-Mr. Hassan! What should I do—!? I-It seems I’ve been scammed—! A-All my 

      “Fuck, what can we do then? Of course, we should go for a refund.” 

      Seven pieces of gold were indeed a significant amount of money. Losing money in gambling could be considered one’s own fault and could be overlooked. However, selling fraudulent items was an entirely different matter. 

      “Where is it? Let’s go.” 

      “T-There, over there—“ 

      We were led by the disoriented Paranoy through the underground market, wandering through alleys and corners in search of our destination. 

      And deep within the market, we discovered a shop filled with peculiar bone sculptures, plants growing in pots, leather pouches, and miscellaneous items of unknown purpose lined up in an orderly manner. 

      What should we call it? An underground general store? Yeah, that was more or less the right term. 

      “Welcome, come on in.” 

      The shop owner was a man wearing an eyepatch with a black bandana on his head. 

      His beard made him appear to be in his late thirties or early forties at least, but in this world where age was hard to determine, it was difficult to say for sure how old he was. 

      “You don’t seem like regular customers.” 

      Perhaps he noticed Paranoy’s disheveled appearance? The man smiled mischievously and pointed to a corner. There was a wide metal plate with a sign attached to it. 

      “Our shop is under the protection of Hydra. We don’t do refunds, so you’d better leave.” 

      The metal plate depicted a nine-headed lizard. Could this shop be affiliated with the Thieves’ Guild? That would explain how they could sell scam products so daringly while conducting their business. 

      What a perfect timing! 

      If I interrogate this guy, I might be able to obtain information about the thieves that I’d been looking for. So, I decided to try the intimidation skills I had honed in the slums to intimidate and interrogate him. 

      “It would be best if you obediently return the money. Otherwise, you won’t like what happens next. I’ll strip you of your skin right here and now.” 

      “What? S-Skin?” 

      The eyepatch-wearing owner started to flinch at my threat. 

      There were four of us in our entourage. 

      Meanwhile, this man was all alone. 

      It seemed inevitable that he would be taken aback. However, he suddenly burst into laughter soon after. 

      “Well, you surprised me for a moment there. As expected, wild barbarians like you are overflowing with savagery. Threats, huh? Threats are very amusing. But this is not my first time doing business here in the underground.” 

      Could this guy also be as cunning as a fox? So, it seemed like there was a limit to what I could do with my growling and roaring, honed over the past month, to intimidate him. 

      The man spoke up. 

      “If you want to show off your strength, try breaking that hydra’s steel plate over there. Then, maybe I’ll consider giving you your money back.” 

      The one-eyed shop owner pointed his finger toward the metal plate while putting on a mocking smile on his wretched face. Feeling slight anger rise within me from being disregarded, I approached the wall and pulled out the metal plate to break it. 

      It was a solid and chilling piece of metal. It was quite thick too. From the quality, this plate seemed worthy to be called a steel plate. 

      “I also want to see how strong I’ve become. What a good timing.” 

      “You want to try it for real? You won’t even leave a scratch on that metal. It’s made of titanium. It won’t bend even if a bear steps on it.” 

      
        Squeak— 
      

      “See; it won’t-. Why… why is it bending now?” 

      “Here, return the money now. And you have to spill out some info too.” 

      
        Squeak— Squeak— 
      

      I threw the metal plate that had been crumpled like a ball before the man. 

      He was greatly shocked, not knowing how to react to the scene before him. 

      …I, too, was secretly quite surprised. 

      Holy fuck. Unexpectedly, my strength had risen far more than I initially thought. 
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        Squeak— Squeak—
      

      The sturdy metal plate immediately folded in half as I exerted force on it with my arms and grips. I folded it once more and then crumpled it completely. 

      
        Thud— 
      

      Then, I simply tossed it in front of the man wearing the black bandana. 

      “Here, it’s enough, right? Now, return the money.” 

      “No way, this… This is… titanium. And you managed to bend it just like that—?” 

      The owner of the underground general store looked at me with eyes filled with astonishment and disbelief. He alternated his stare between my face and the crumpled piece of metal a few times. That remaining eye of his clearly showed the surprise and shock he felt from my display of strength. 

      To be honest, I was just as surprised as he was. 

      I had been eager to test my overflowing strength on something, but I never expected to be able to bend a metal plate like it was nothing. 

      Holy fuck! 12 points in strength was seriously no joke. 

      Well, during her prime, Elfriede could have also done something like this quite easily. Once, she even bent thick iron bars with her bare hands. 

      Wait, didn’t that mean that I was capable of showcasing the same feats of strength as Elfriede was capable of? 

      Just thinking about it was enough for a sudden bout of confidence to surge within me. 

      “Now, quickly return the money, you bastard. Otherwise, I might have to skin you for real. “ 

      I extended my hand toward the head of the bandana-wearing man sitting on the chair. While gripping his temples with my fingers, I exerted pressure, causing him to writhe and scream in agony. 

      “Aaaagh!” 

      I lifted the body of the man, who was sitting down on the chair, straight up while grabbing onto his head alone. Seeing that scene, Paranoy let out an abrupt and high-pitched shout from behind. 

      “T-That’s the fourth technique out of Mr. Hassan’s 18 deadly techniques! The Gritty Death’s Grasp!” 

      I was not sure what this Gritty Death’s Grasp she spoke of was, but the technique I was currently using did have a name. 

      The Iron Claw. 

      While it might not be among the most dangerous offensive moves in terms of wrestling techniques, showmanship was still an important aspect. 

      
        Presss— 
      

      When combined with strong grip strength and precise pressure techniques applied on the temples, this technique could be quite devastating and potentially cause fatal injuries. 

      “The Gritty Death’s Grasp?! Gyaaaaik, m-my head is going to explode! I feel like I’m going to die for real!” 

      The man writhed in agony. 

      It might seem overly dramatic for him to be in such excruciating pain from just having his head being held in a claw grip, but for some reason, I felt like I could easily crush his skull with my grip alone. 

      “Keuiiikkkk, o-okay, I got it! You want me to refund you, right? I’ll give it to you! Just let me go!” 

      “You should have done that from the start.” 

      
        Thud— 
      

      Having said that, I released the strength in my grip. As a result, the bandana-wearing man, like a puppet with its strings cut, collapsed to the ground. 

      “Heh, I-I thought my damn skull was going to crack… I really thought I was going to die…” 

      The man’s remaining brown eye had become bloodshot. 

      He soon grabbed his head with his arms while glancing at us from the corner of his eye with a wary light. Then he rummaged around the shop’s corners and swiftly threw a small package toward us. 

      “That’s, that’s my pouch…!” 

      Seeing the package, Paranoy exclaimed brightly and eagerly caught it in mid-air. 

      
        Cling— Clang— 
      

      Then the nymph of ditch water examined the contents of the pouch with excitement. 

      “Heh, all seven pieces are here… Mr. Hassan, this is very touching…!” 

      And with disproportionately large eyes, she acted as if she was about to cry. Seven pieces of gold were a substantial amount of money, enough to bring tears to someone’s eyes, so it wasn’t surprising to see her act like that. 

      “Don’t go around saying that I refunded you. Then everyone will come running, and it’ll become a hassle.” 

      Watching that scene, the bandana-wearing man grumbled and spat on the ground. 

      Seeing that he wasn’t intimidated by just a punch or two, it was evident that he was indeed a merchant worthy of surviving in this lawless underground. 

      “Huh, damn it. I never knew someone’s hand could be so strong. They say Samaritans are as strong as bears. Looks like that rumor is true.” 

      Paranoy, the proselyte nymph, immediately responded to his grumble. 

      “M-Mr. Hassan is a Samaritan who has come back from hell—! He is stronger than a mere bear…!” 

      Even though I was the one who wielded such strength, somehow, it seemed like she was prouder about it than me. 

      She was really like a fox riding on a tiger’s back. No, in this case, she was more like a squirrel riding on a fox’s back. But being highly praised by someone didn’t feel all that bad. 

      I would have to do the same with 

      “Hassan of Samaria. Hassan… I’ve heard that name before. Are you an adventurer from the recently tumultuous Mars Guild on the surface?” 

      The man asked while stroking his head and frowning. 

      To his inquiry, Marco promptly replied. 

      “Yes, that’s right. He is the protagonist of the folk song, Good Samaritan and the barbarian who caught a lion that’s been trending in the western slums lately. And I’m Marco, the one who wrote the lyrics and composed those songs.” 

      “Oh, that damn funny song. I’ve heard it too. The bards sometimes sing that song even in these underground streets.” 

      “What? How dare they sing it without even paying me, the great Marco. They have no respect for art!” 

      Marco clenched his fist as though he was truly enraged by that knowledge. 

      It was the first time I saw this guy get so angry. He might be a weirdo, but maybe he did have some pride as an artist as well. 

      But his current no-clothes, only underwear state ruined any sense of tension and intimidation he might have been exuding. 

      “Oh, well…” 

      The bandana-wearing man glanced over my, Marco, Luna, and Paranoy’s faces and stroked his beard while chuckling to himself. 

      “Wow, I thought the rumors were exaggerated, but that was quite the impressive power you got there, Samaritan. It seems like you’re indeed capable of catching a lion with your bare hands after all. By the way, speaking of that, could you perhaps straighten out this crumpled steel plate for me?” 

      “You want me to straighten this out?” 

      “It seems like you have something to ask me as well. Well, go ahead and tell me.” 

      The bandana-wearing man swiftly handed me the crumpled piece of metal. Even though I had crumpled it quite easily before, I wondered if I would be able to straighten it out again. 

      “For Mr. Hassan, this is a piece of cake…! Just wait for your death quietly, you swindler!” 

      “Hassan, are you okay?” 

      Different reactions followed with the man’s suggestion. Paranoy looked triumphant, while Luna looked at me with a hint of concern brimming in her eyes. 

      Luna even tried to grasp the crumpled steel plate and exerted some force on 

      “Eheheek—“ 

      But it didn’t budge in the least. 

      “Hassan, how did you even bend this?” 

      “I honestly have no idea.” 

      Well, it was not a big deal anyway. I took the crumpled piece of steel in my hands with a casual “Why not” attitude.

      Then, I applied some force. 

      
        Squeak— Squeak— 
      

      The crumpled piece of metal plate made a whole bunch of convincing noises before slowly starting to straighten back to its previous condition. 

      “Brother, how about you stop for now, okay? This Marco, me, seems to be losing his mind. How could a human even wield such strength…!” 

      Marco started trembling at the dreadful sight. So, I placed the fully straightened steel plate back on the ground. 

      Honestly, I was feeling a bit exhausted. 

      How should I explain this? It felt like I was lacking the endurance to back up my overwhelming strength. 

      I could exert a strong, momentary burst of power, but I didn’t have the endurance to maintain it. 

      Damn it, did I focus too much on pure strength? 

      While I was reflecting on my excessive focus on specific abilities, the bandana man grabbed the squeaking steel plate and chuckled with satisfaction. 

      “Hehehe, it’s perfect proof of a famous Samaritan coming and going through this underground city. People will surely flock to see this. By any chance, can you give me your autograph too?” 

      “Get lost, you bastard.” 

      “Well, I guess, even without something like your autograph, this is proof enough already. Unless you’re a Spartan warrior or a Samaritan, who would think of straightening a steel plate like this?” 

      The man placed the once-crumpled steel plate back in its original position while saying so. 

      However, it didn’t seem to be fitting snugly on the wall, as it once did, so he tried to find the right posture to place it but eventually settled for placing it on top of a stand. 

      “All right, that’s enough. So, what do you want to ask me? Normally, I would charge for the information, but, since you’re a well-known figure, I can offer a special one-time service.” 

      
        Ssk— 
      

      In response to his words, I pointed at the insignia drawn on the once-crumpled steel plate. 

      “I’m interested in that.” 

      “The titanium iron plate? It’s made by underground blacksmiths using a special metal called titanium. It’s incredibly strong, even more durable than regular iron.” 

      “No, not that. I’m talking about the symbol drawn on the plate.” 

      “Ah, the Hydra, huh? There’s not much to explain about it to be honest. It’s the symbol of the great thief, the leader who rules over the underground. He is more like the nobility of this underground city.” 

      Upon hearing the man’s words, Luna questioned. 

      “Nobility? What does that mean?” 

      “Exactly as it sounds; it refers to the nobility that governs the underground world. Hydra is a large organization, but it’s also used to refer to an individual. The King of Thieves, Hydra himself.” 

      The man seemed to be gathering his thoughts as he stroked his chin. Then, he quickly scanned the surroundings with his remaining eye. 

      Then, in a voice that only those in his close proximity could hear, he continued. 

      “But nowadays, the Thieves’ Guild isn’t what it used to be. In the past, it had a bit more… what should I say? Romanticist vibe, you know? Now it’s just a group of outlaws.” 

      If it was a guild formed by thieves, wouldn’t it have been an outlaw group from the get-go? I couldn’t understand what he meant by this romanticist vibe he spoke of. 

      I thought I had adapted to many aspects of this world, but I guess I was wrong. Damn it. A romantic thief, really? Were they going to steal something and leave a letter and a rose behind? 

      As I got lost in confusion regarding this absurd scenario, Marco voiced his question. 

      “I heard that the leader of the Thieves’ Guild has changed hands recently, and there has been a change in their policies. Is that true?” 

      “Yes, that’s true. The Thieves’ Guild is currently ruled by the eighth-generation Hydra. He’s a truly ruthless and monstrous bastard. My information, as a subordinate, is only limited to this much. Samaritan brother, I recommend you don’t don’t get involved too deeply in this matter either.” 

      * * * *

      “Hassan, that man turned out to be a kinder person than I expected him to be.” 

      
        Lick— Lick— 
      

      Luna laughed as she licked the red candy in her hand. The bandana-wearing man had given each of us a hardened red candy as a parting gift. 

      “No, let’s save it and eat it later when we return to the cabin.” 

      Luna carefully placed the stick candy in the pouch hanging off her waist. She also didn’t forget to wrap it in a clean cloth to prevent it from getting dirty. 

      Since sweets was considered a luxurious food in this world, we were very lucky to get them for free. 

      If he was as kind as Luna said, he must be a genuinely kind person. But a genuinely kind person wouldn’t scam people for fake goods in the first place. 

      However, the direct victim of the scam, Paranoy, seemed to have completely forgotten the matter of her being scammed as she happily licked away the candy in her hands. 

      “Thanks to Mr. Hassan, I got a candy for free…! It’s delicious…!” 

      “I got clothes, too, although they’re a bit small in size.” 

      Marco walked unsteadily in his snugly-fitting clothes. It was quite a bit strange to see a guy walking around only wearing underwear, so it was fortunate that Marco also received some spare leather clothes from the bandana-wearing guy. 

      Anyway, we had quite a fruitful harvest from our small exchange. 

      We got candy and learned a bit about the Thieves’ Guild. 

      It was now ruled by the eighth-generation Hydra. 

      It seemed like they had a succession system similar to mafia bosses. 

      If one leader was captured, another one emerged, and when that one was captured, too, another took their place. That was why this organization never disappeared throughout history. 

      In that case, to eliminate the whole organization called the Thieves’ Guild, we would have to wipe them out entirely from their very roots. 

      As a high-level adventurer, Hippolyte would be capable of doing something of that manner, but it would definitely be a dangerous task to tackle this matter with just me, Luna, Paranoy, and Marco. 

      Our current party didn’t necessarily need to take such a risky decision. 

      Besides, by tomorrow, Hippolyte would probably take care of everything anyways. 

      Hippolyte. 

      She turned out to be softer than I expected her to be. 

      I wanted to affectionately call her Sis, to be honest. 

      Lost in the flow of my thoughts, as we were simply walking through the underground market, I noticed a gathering of people and a murmuring commotion in one corner of the streets. 

      “Look, Hassan! People are gathered over there!” 

      Luna had always been sensitive to events like stone-throwing festivals or similar barbaric events, so it seemed like she couldn’t help but react to the gathering of the crowds. 

      “It seemed like they have a stone-throwing festival even in this underground city! Let’s go and see it together!” 

      “Ahem, ahem. Leave me out of this, I’m good as is, Sister.” 

      Marco responded strongly at the mention of the stone-throwing festival. He had been tied to a tree and forced to participate in that festival before, so it must have triggered some trauma. Damn, I should’ve hit him a bit more back then. 

      Since we had decided to spend the day resting and spending our illegal money, we eventually squeezed our way in between the gathering crowd. 

      And then… 

      … Through the tightly packed crowd, I saw a thick iron grate. 

      And people were fiddling with safety pins-like tools, trying to pick the lock on the grate. 

      Inside the grate, a considerable amount of coins were stacked up, and atop the ceiling of the grate, a burly man wearing a mask was busily shouting here and there. 

      “You are too slow, you idiots. Too slow. The guards probably have been dispatched at this point. Inept fools like you won’t be able to get accepted into the Thieves’ Guild.” 

      “Keuuuuk! G-Give us a little more time!” 

      “You damn fools. Try saying that to the house owner too. Tell them that if you just had a little more time, you would’ve grabbed all the goods and left!” 

      I couldn’t understand what was going on here. A masked man was holding a whip while standing above some iron bars. Was this some kind of new perverted show? 

      However, the sexual preference of people in this world was peculiar, so someone might get excited by watching men picking locks on the grate and another man scolding them with a whip in hand. 

      Fortunately, Marco spoke up at that moment to clear up my doubts. 

      “Ah, it’s the adhesion interview for the Thieves’ Guild. I’ve heard that it sometimes takes place in the underground market. But this is the first time I’ve seen it happening with my own eyes.” 

      “This is an interview?” 
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      The Thieves’ Guild was conducting recruitment interviews?

      Was this some kind of audition program to find the real thieves? I couldn’t understand the sentiment here. Also, shouldn’t the Thieves’ Guild operate more discreetly?

      They must be confident in their power to openly engage in activities like this in a crowded place. Or not, Sodomora was just that messed up after all.

      Anyway, we were already in luck after obtaining information about the Thieves’ Guild.

      So I was curious about what this was all about, and it turned out they were cheering on people who were picking locks here and there and even hanging some coins.

      
        Clack— Clink— Clink—
      

      “Damn it, just a little more, and it would’ve worked. Seriously, just a little… sigh.”

      As if his hand was sweating, a scrawny guy wiped the sweat off his palm before he inserted a safety pin into the lock. People all around were encouraging him.

      “It’s almost done! Hang in there!”

      “Damn it, keep it down! I’m trying to concentrate here…!”

      It really made me realize how amazing inventions like computers and game consoles are. If we didn’t have computers, we’d probably be playing around like this on Earth, too.

      
        Slap—
      

      That was when the masked man swung the short whip in his hand.

      “Time’s up! Disqualified!”

      The scrawny guy, who was fiddling with the lock, was sent sprawling to the ground with a loud impact.

      As an expert in taking a whipping, I immediately recognized that the sound was just a bluff, a harmless impact.

      “Gyaaaak! Y-You really hit me! Damn it!”

      But the scrawny guy, clutching the beaten part of his shoulder, glared up at the iron bars.

      “You think you can hit me, Half-hand Edgar, and get away with it?!”

      
        Pull—
      

      Before long, the situation turned quite ominous as he pulled a dagger from his waist.

      “That bastard ended up drawing a dagger!”

      “Isn’t that dangerous?”

      The spectators were startled.

      I also, just in case, slightly hid Luna and Paranoy behind me.

      At that moment, the masked man bursted into laughter.

      “You think drawing a dagger makes you a thief? No, you’ll be just a damn robber. Consider yourself lucky to have been hit by my whip. If this were a real fight, your wrists would be severed, not merely whipped.”

      “Shut up, you motherfucker! As long as we can steal something, it doesn’t matter!”

      “Younguns don’t understand romance these days. Always making a fuss, looking down on our Hydra, and bragging about subduing it.”

      
        Plop—
      

      The man with the black mask quickly leaped down below the iron bars. He stood face-to-face with the man holding the dagger.

      To be able to stand calmly in front of a man holding a knife, either he was quite strong or he didn’t value his own life.

      Anyway, if there was one thing I was certain about it was that it was truly entertaining to watch fights.

      Even on Earth, with its advanced computers and entertainment, there was nothing as thrilling and spectacular as watching people fight.

      So what the hell is about to unfold while we’re licking our candy? The scrawny guy charged at the masked man while wielding his ominous-looking dagger.

      
        Step— Step—
      

      Perhaps due to his agile physique, he moved quite swiftly.

      “I take back what I said earlier. The way you look, you wouldn’t even be able to rob someone.”

      “Shut up! Wha—?!”

      Like a bullfighter, the masked man effortlessly dodged the man’s knife attack, then swiftly struck the back of the latter’s neck with the edge of his hand, causing him to collapse to the ground.

      It was a clean and efficient display of skill.

      “Next! To the person who successfully picks the lock, I offer a special opportunity to have an interview with our executives! If you come in now, you’ll also get a discount on thief attire.” 

      Swoosh. 

      The masked man gestured with his chin, and some people with black clothes covering their faces appeared and dragged away the fallen dagger-wielder. 

      
        Thunk— Clank— 
      

      Some of them even replaced the iron bars in front with something else.

      The masked man continued with a few more words.

      “And, this, is also part of the reward—“

      
        Gyuiiing—
      

      “Wow, holy shh— a wildling!”

      Trapped within the newly appeared iron bars was a slimy creature about the size of a small soccer ball.

      “Hassan, it’s a wildling! A wildling!”

      Seeing Luna’s reaction, as if her seizure button had been pressed, she began to slap my forearm with her palm. Some people burst into laughter at her sight.

      The interviewer from the Thieves’ Guild, who was conducting the event with a whip in hand and a masked face, also smiled with satisfaction.

      “That’s right. It’s a wildling. These are magical creatures that fall from the Milky Way and hide in the ground. They move and breathe silently. So, fully grown wildlings like this one are quite rare.”

      As he explained, someone raised their hand and shouted.

      “It’s said that eating a wildling can make you move so fast that your hands become invisible. Is that true?”

      In response to the question, the masked man answered.

      “It depends on the individual’s constitution. Some experience it, while others may not.”

      “Then, is it true that the 8th Hydra became stronger after eating an armful of wildlings?”

      “…It’s damn true. Anyway, this wildling is a genuine, fully-grown wildling. It wouldn’t be exaggerated to call it a living elixir, worth two pieces of gold for a single specimen.” 

      Two golds.

      Gold. 

      
        Murmur— Murmur— 
      

      People’s reactions also started to change after the strange liquid-like monster was unveiled. It was because indicating the exact amount had a greater impact on people’s minds than talking about health benefits or its effects on one’s constitution. 

      Luna, too, trembled as if she didn’t know what to do to get the liquid monster trapped inside the iron bars.

      “I want that! Hassan ate all of them, including the last one earlier. If I could make a potion with that, it would be amazing…”

      Since I ate the two wildlings Luna bought, I couldn’t say anything back at all. But it did taste good.

      I wanted to eat more.

      It would also increase my task points if I ate it.먹으면

      So, I was also interested in the item inside the iron bars.그래서

      “Then, we’ll accept more applicants for the interview. The participation fee is one underground silver coin.”

      At the man’s words, hands were raised here and there. People were coming forward to try and pick the lock.

      
        Thud— Thud— Thud— Thud—
      

      Among those participants, someone even tried to strike the lock with all his might using his hammer.

      “Damn, it’s so sturdy! Wasn’t it supposed to be designed to be easily released? It seems like they just wanted to extort 1 silver!”

      As one participant couldn’t contain his frustration and shouted, the interviewer snickered loudly in response.

      “Of course, it won’t break easily. It’s titanium iron bars with a titanium lock. Did you really think you could break into a safe with such amateur hammering?”

      “Then how the hell are we supposed to break it?”

      “You idiot, safes are made to be unbreakable in the first place, which is why they’re safes and why they’re locked. Any idiot can jump over a fence, but being able to pick a safe is what differentiates the real deal from the frauds.”

      “Well, damn it. It so sucks. I guess I’ll stay away from thievery then.”

      “Yeah, you better.”

      Challengers appeared from all around, aiming for the prize worth 2 golds— the wildling. However, most of them could do nothing and ended up venting their frustrations against the tough and sturdy lock.

      Since they had thrown away 1 silver for the participation fee, it was understandable that they were getting angry.

      “Well, is there another challenger?”

      “Me! I want to give it a try! Anyone can participate, right?”

      At that moment, Luna raised her hand next to me. She was so quick that I couldn’t even stop her.

      Luna handed a silver, which she had exchanged at the underground exchange office, to the masked man. Then she stood in front of the iron bars, examining them from various angles.

      The man who had been watching her through the mask turned over the hourglass near him.

      
        Swoosh— Thump—
      

      “5 minutes. It’s the time it takes for the guards to arrive at the east gate’s wealthy district. Now, how will you get your hands on the wildling?”

      “…Be quiet. Concentration is essential for the looting voodoo.”

      “Oh? I don’t know what you’re up to, but sure, understood. I’ll keep quiet. Being stealthy is indeed the most important thing when it comes to thievery.”

      
        Swoosh— Swoosh—
      

      Luna moved around the relatively large space inside the iron bars and would occasionally stroke the lock as if searching for any weak point or imperfection.

      It was quite puzzling because she didn’t pay any attention to the lock, only inserted her slender fingers inside.

      “What is she trying to do?”

      “I have no idea. What is it?”

      The onlookers who were watching her were also puzzled about what Luna wanted to do. All of them were crossing their arms, looking intrigued.

      Even Marco, who was beside me, couldn’t help but ask.

      “Brother, did Sister have thieving skills?”

      “Not that I’m aware of.”

      Did Luna have thieving skills?

      Since she was the daughter of the Goddess of Night, and thievery usually was done at night, maybe there was some connection there.

      No, even so, that would be too much of a stretch. The only things Luna could steal were royal jelly or honey inside the beehives. Also, occasionally, she would steal bird eggs from nests.

      But aren’t those all-natural products that don’t require picking locks?

      So, I couldn’t help but look at her with rather anxiously, wondering what she was up to.

      
        Clink— Clank—
      

      “It seems like this should be enough.”

      Luna, who kept pushing her palm into the small iron bars, started rummaging through her waist as if she had made a decision.

      
        Crinkle— Crinkle—
      

      What is she trying to do? Did Luna have a hidden lockpicking skill?

      Right at that moment, Luna pulled out something round and red from her waist pouch. It was the leftover candy stick that she had saved in her waist pouch after licking it. She had taken it out again.

      Seeing that, people burst into laughter.

      “What? Isn’t that candy?”

      “What does candy have to do with picking locks?”

      Everyone laughed at her cute demeanor, even I couldn’t help it, but Luna was looking very much serious.

      Luna knelt in front of the iron bars and began murmuring in a soft voice.

      “Gyu, Gyui-ing.”

      Then Luna started swaying the candy in front of the iron bars.

      I had seen Luna imitating animal sounds many times before. Did she ever have any successful attempts at doing that? My eyes turned to the hourglass, and there was only a small amount of sand left.

      Did Luna also end up throwing away 1 silver?

      “Look at that.”

      Someone in the crowd said.

      “Look, the wildling is reacting to her!”

      “I-It really is!”

      People pointed their fingers at a certain spot. The wildling, which had been quietly trapped inside the iron bars, began slowly approaching Luna’s hand.

      
        Swoosh— Swoosh—
      

      
        Gyui-ing—
      

      Eventually, it wriggled and squeezed its body through the gaps in the iron bars. As, by nature, the wildling was composed of a boneless, gelatinous substance, it could effortlessly slip through the bars and end up in Luna’s hand, clinging to the candy.

      “Holy shh—! I caught the wildling!”

      Luna raised the wildling she caught, holding it high with both hands expressing her joy.

      “Hassan, look at this! I caught it!”

      Did she just—? I was completely flabbergasted, Luna actually caught it with her own powers.

      “Wow, you can steal the contents without picking the lock, so impressive.”

      “I thought she was just a funny pink-haired girl, but she’s so talented.”

      “This hair color isn’t common on the continent. Where is this young lady from?”

      People threw compliments and admiration at Luna like roses. Blushing at those words, Luna turned the bone helmet she had been carrying on her back and wore it on her face as if to hide her embarrassment.

      
        Clatter— Clunk—
      

      Since Elfriede broke her chin strap, Luna couldn’t secure her helmet properly and ended up holding it with her hand to cover her face.

      Gyu-ing.

      Anyway, the blue gelatinous slime, the wildling, wriggled and nestled in Luna’s arms. I never knew Luna could pull off something like this. Nonetheless, I felt as proud as if I had done it myself.

      “Ho, it’s an impressive method. Not touching the lock and only taking out the contents. How did you do it?”

      The masked man asked Luna about her method. Luna stuttered to answer him while pressing the bone helmet on her head.

      “…Well, wildlings can easily escape if there’s a narrow gap. This one was a bit larger, so I was uncertain. But then I remembered that wildlings like sweets, so I thought of how to—“

      “Wildlings like sweets, huh? This is the first time I have heard of this. It’s always good to learn new things. However, young lady, it’s unfortunate, but you’re disqualified. You were supposed to pick the lock.”

      “Y-You didn’t say that?”

      Luna protested as if it couldn’t be true. The crowd also erupted with shouts here and there.

      “This jerk is taking back his words because he doesn’t want to give us the prize! What a complete bastard!”

      “Don’t twist your words, you jerk! And give me back my participation fee of 1 silver!”

      The anger of the gathered people was comparable to a riot, and if it continued like this, it would turn into a stampede. And I was angry too. Was this some kind of scam unique to the underground?

      While simmering in frustration, the masked man added a few more words.

      “To be able to steal the items without picking the lock is truly a first-class talent. However, this is an interview. However, our esteemed 8th Lord has written in the regulations that only picking the titanium lock in under five minutes can count as succeeding.”

      The man took out an old scroll from his arms and unfolded it with a swift motion. It seemed to have something written on it but I was too far away to see clearly.

      At that moment, the Nypmh Paranoy, who had been chewing on candy for a while, opened her mouth.

      “I-It’s really there… It’s written that you have to pick the lock within 5 minutes…”

      How could she read those tiny letters? Paranoy must have better eyesight than I thought.

      Anyway, how could such a rule exist….

      “Well, I guess you have to return the wildling as well, young lady. I do want to give you a perfect score, but the Thieves’ Guild is like that these days. So I can’t help it.”

      “H-Hassan—”

      Luna trembled as if she didn’t know what to do. Although it was not clearly visible beneath the bone helmet, there must be a tearful face looking at me.

      So, with a “Fuck it, whatever,” attitude, I stepped forward in front of the crowd.

      “Isn’t it just about picking the lock within 5 minutes?”

      I took out the club hanging from my waist and exerted a lot of strength in my arms and grip.

      
        Gwaaak—!
      

      The club seemed to scream at the strength of my increased grip.

      “Are you planning to use brute force? Although your stature is quite large, did you not see the others who tried and failed earlier? It requires skill. It’s not something you can achieve with brute force.”

      While I was calculating the best angle and force to swing the club, the masked man advised me with his arms crossed.

      Inside the man’s brown eyes, I could sense a mixture of anticipation and a tinge of frustration, as if there were complicated emotions. It felt like he was saying, “If you want to try, then go ahead.”

      “Hassan…”

      Luna held the wildling tightly in her arms while watching me. Countless people, countless pairs of eyes, were also watching me.

      Why did I come here? I was so nervous that sweat was naturally pouring out of my palms.

      However, if this was the same titanium metal as that plate, there was a good chance that I could break it with the club. With an Elfriede-like strength of 12, it should be more than enough for me to do this.

      The sounds of people whispering around.

      Their breaths.

      Everything seemed to be amplified even louder in my ears. I opened my mouth wide as if to overcome those noises.

      “Uaaaah!”

      Simultaneously, I raised the club with my arms full of strength. What I wanted right now was a power akin to an ultimate move.

      Yes, it had to be an ultimate move.

      “BAN-KAI!”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 151: Hassan and the Nine-Headed Thief (2)

      
      I imagined myself destroying the lock in front of me. 

      However, I was neither a spy action movie hero nor did such an image readily come to mind.

      Even if I exerted all my strength, was it possible to break such a sturdy lock?

      Although I had a moment of doubt, at this moment, I needed to focus on my own potential rather than negative thoughts. Using the power of imagination, I could certainly turn it into reality.

      So, I needed to think of a grand ultimate move to make this happen in one shot. 

      “BANKAI!”

      
        Crash— Crash—!
      

      The club I clenched tightly in my hand began to make an ominous sound as if it were screaming, and I swung the club downward with all my strength like a thunderbolt.

      “Re…quiem!”

      
        Whoosh—!
      

      
        Clang—!
      

      My club, which fell straight down like a loaded guillotine, rattled against the iron bars of the lock without missing a beat, making a loud noise.

      It sounded more like an explosion than the sound of metal clashing on metal, even my ears were ringing.

      “Uwaaah!”

      “Kyaaak!”

      Startled by the loud noise, some in the crowd screamed and crouched. But I didn’t pay any attention to my surroundings.

      
        Tingle— Tingle—
      

      My hand was tingling as if it had been struck by lightning.

      Maybe I’d strained my wrist ligaments. 

      I had exerted too much force.

      “Whoo—“

      I heaved a sigh to calm my racing heart.

      
        Clank— Clang—
      

      Right in front of me, the shackle and the thick body of the lock separated and fell to the ground in pieces. I had finally broken the lock.

      Rather than the fact that my hand hurt, a strange satisfaction was bubbling up within me as I destroyed that sturdy-looking lock with my own strength.

      However, the loud noise and my battle cry seemed to have startled them. The atmosphere in the room had become tense, and people’s faces were stiff with nervousness and fear.

      The only thing that came to mind in this situation was Paranoy, who was licking candy.

      “Ah—!!! That’s!!!”

      Paranoy screamed with her eyes and lips wide open as if she had witnessed something truly astonishing.

      “…T-that’s—!!! Mr. Hassan’s 2nd technique out of the 24 Ultimate Techniques!!! The Giant and Sturdy Samaritan Club…!!!”

      Now I was certain. Paranoy’s mind was indeed not quite right. This was the predicament of a person whose life was constantly preyed upon, being used as a means for someone else’s gain.

      “…Mr. Hassan! How could you use such a dangerous technique in a place with so many people…!!! If you weren’t careful, we could all have died here…!!!” 

      That little nymph was already broken beyond repair.

      But the problem was the chaotic atmosphere began to stir in response to Paranoy’s words. 

      “Huh? What kind of ultimate technique is that?”

      “…It’s an incredibly dangerous technique, right? The noise alone was so loud…”

      “I thought my heart was going to explode…!”

      Just like the reactions of the people, my own heart started to thump loudly. What was I doing here? 

      Just then, someone spoke up. A woman was wrapped in a long cloth, similar to linen material, around her head and body.

      “I… have heard of it before. Samaritans carry large and sturdy clubs… Once you taste that, you’ll never want to experience it again, whether you’re a man or a woman…”

      A wrinkled old man on the opposite side responded to her.

      “…The warning to hide your daughters and sons from the Samaritans—I’ve heard it too. It turns out this is what the warning means. They would have been completely destroyed!”

      “Me too…”

      “Me—“

      The market became noisy, with everyone sharing what they had heard before, one by one. How could they stare at me while whispering about me like this? It seemed that it wasn’t just Paranoy who was broken. 

      “More importantly, a Samaritan named Hassan, isn’t this guy who’s been causing trouble on the surface?”

      “Wow… I’ve only heard rumors and songs about him. This is my first time seeing him in person. He indeed carries a big and sturdy club.”

      “They said it was a club that the city’s Young Lady personally nurtured, she even gave it a name.”

      Clearly, they were talking about the club, but somehow, the schlong in my lower half kept twitching. 

      Where was it that they went wrong to be subjected to this? What was it that I did?

      Anyway, there was something about this crowd’s noisy reaction that my soft sensibilities couldn’t bear. So, I decided to quickly resolve this situation by opening my mouth to speak.

      “Here, now that the lock is broken, it’s enough, right?”

      “…I didn’t expect there would be someone who could break a titanium lock with brute force.”

      The Thieves’ Guild’s interviewer, the masked man, mumbled as he stared at the broken titanium lock.

      
        Clank— Thud—
      

      He tried to reassemble the broken lock as if trying to realign it, but eventually, he gave up and tossed it to the ground. 

      “It’s completely wrecked. I don’t want to admit it, but in the face of sheer strength, skills and wisdom don’t matter. You pass. The Wilding is yours. But you still have to pay the 1 silver fee.”

      “‘Kay.”

      I handed over one silver I had exchanged for the payment and gained and had now legitimately obtained this grand prize, a wildling.

      “Hassan, how did you manage to break something so sturdy like that?”

      Luna asked while handing over the Wilding in her arms. 

      However, Luna seemed more concerned about passing the liquid-like creature she held in her arms to me than about me breaking the lock.

      —Gyuing.

      I remembered Luna wanted to use this strange creature to make an elixir. 

      Well, I didn’t have any totem to raise my strength but this is fine too.

      So, I decided to just give it to Luna.

      “Take it, it’s my gift.”

      “…Are you serious? This thing costs 2 gold!”

      “Yes, I’m serious.”

      “Wow, holy shh—!”

      Luna jumped and genuinely rejoiced; seeing her happy made me happy too. I had felt this way before, but this was probably why lovers exchange gifts.

      “Then, once I make an elixir out of it, I’ll give it to you first, Hassan! Hehe, a Wilding elixir.”

      Watching someone be happy often made you want to give them anything. Watching me from below the stage, the red and tress-haired Marco spoke up.

      “A Samaritan and his big, sturdy club. I found inspiration to write a great song. This is the kind of material that would appeal to affluent, older ladies. While at it, why not move my stage and activities to a more wealthy district…?”

      “Shut up, bastard.”

      After tucking the club into my waistband, I proceeded to massage my wrist, which was still tingling. As expected, I strained a ligament.

      Conditions like carpal tunnel syndrome were common among massage therapists who used their hands often, so it wasn’t surprising.

      It was like a chronic illness, too, for modern people who used computers a lot. 

      “It seems like the vessel can’t keep up with the strength.”

      Just then, the masked man approached me from behind as he spoke. 

      Swish—
He handed me a small glass bottle with a cork stopper. The glass bottle resembled a smooth and transparent potion vial, and inside was a rolled-up parchment. (check)

      “What’s this?”

      “You’re the one they called Hassan of Samaria, right? You passed the interview. If you go to the place written inside, you’ll meet the executives waiting for you.”

      Oh, right, this was the Thieves’ Guild interview. 

      Damn it. I had passed the interview for the Thief Guild that I should have attacked and wiped out.

      Still, it was fortunate that I had gained an opportunity to get close and find out their true identity. So, I pulled out the cork stopper and unfolded the parchment inside.

      
        Unfurl—
      

      “What the hell is this?”

      * * *

      When we emerged from the underground waterway, the sky had already turned dark. Thanks to the money we obtained, our arms were heavy with plenty of goods from shopping. 

      Everyone had spent their money impulsively, so all the precious gold coins were gone.

      Still, I felt like I had spent my money meaningfully. I bought a titanium plate gauntlet made only in the underground stores for 4 golds, so I could equip it.

      Damn it, a 4-golds-worth armor.

      
        Clang—
      

      Apart from being heavy due to its quite sturdy metal plate, it seemed to protect my wrist well, and it should also take good care of my fingers since they were my most valuable asset.

      In addition, items like gauntlets with steel plates or shoes with iron soles could also double as weapons.

      Now I had gaiters, greaves, gauntlets, cuirass…

      Except for the fact that the equipment was quite heavy to wear, I already looked like a seasoned adventurer. 

      Based on appearances alone, I could easily pass for a veteran with 2 to 5 years of experience. One who has completed numerous quests, not a rookie recruit.

      All that’s left is the shoulder armor and a helmet, isn’t it? If that happens, becoming Hassan, the steel warrior, wouldn’t just be a dream.

      “Well, should we have a drink before going home? There’s still some time left before it gets too dark.”

      Ascending from the underground, Marco stared at the bluish moon shining in the sky and asked. After a tiring shopping day, it would be great to have a cold drink with ice in this heat. 

      “I want to turn this thing into an elixir quickly! I bought mandrake roots, amanita, and elm, so it’s going to be something amazing.”

      —Gyuing.

      Swinging the bags in her hands, Luna expressed her wish to quickly return to the cabin. Her actions reminded me of one of my friends who used to enjoy building scale models.

      He also couldn’t wait to get home after buying model kits.

      Perhaps Luna’s elixir-making obsession might not be much different from someone’s passion for building scale models, given how she immersed herself in it. 

      “Paranoy! You should come too! You have to help me out!”

      “I-I also have to do it…?”

      “Yes, sleep over my place today! If I have some nymph extract, hehe, it’ll surely… hehe, hehe… hehe—“

      Luna couldn’t finish her sentence because she was laughing. It seemed she couldn’t contain her laughter from just looking forward to it. So, in the end, it was just Marco and me who went for a drink.

      “Sometimes, guys need to spend time together, you too, Hassan!” Luna said, making sure I wouldn’t return to the cabin for a while.

      Luna would often be like this when she was using secret ingredients that she wasn’t intent on showing me. At this point, I’m getting curious about what it could possibly be.

      But I didn’t mind having a relaxing time with a drink and without any concerns.

      So, Luna and Paranoy returned to the cabin while Marco and I decided to visit a tavern.

      I couldn’t help but think that I might encounter Elfriede and her colleagues in the Nymph’s Wings Inn, where I usually went, which deterred me from going there.

      Therefore, as I looked around for another place. 

      Marco then spoke in a very ominous tone.

      “Since the girls went ahead, we should go to a tavern where only guys can go.”

      “Like an underground tavern?”

      “You catch on quickly. Over there, you’ll find some powder that will make you happy, and your mood will greatly improve.”

      Powder that will make you happy? 

      Just hearing that made a cold sweat run down my back.

      “Is something like that really there?”

      “Hehehe, it seems you still don’t know much about the enjoyments of this continent, Brother. Today, just trust me, Marco, and follow.”

      Suddenly, the back side of Marco, this bastard, seemed to grow larger, and he began to look incredibly impressive as if he had become a senior in life.

      This bastard had climbed a few steps up the ladder of life without me even realizing it, steps I couldn’t cross myself.

      He always seemed a little crazy, like he was on drugs. It turned out this bastard really was on drugs. I always thought there was something wrong with him but I never expected this.

      “How good is it really?”

      “Around here, it’s the best. Once you try it, you won’t be able to quit.”

      And so, we wandered through the alleyways of the slums until we reached the entrance of a peculiar underground location guarded by several burly men.

      “Not just anyone can enter here.”

      They were like human pillars, blocking our way, nearly as tall as me, and looked quite intimidating. Of course, upon seeing me behind Marco, they furrowed their brows as if on high alert.

      “If you plan to cause trouble inside, we can’t let you through.”

      “Samaritans who’ve been drinking are known to cause a ruckus, so it’s better if you just go back.”

      Damn it, I couldn’t believe this. I got cut off at the entrance and was called a barbarian. I felt a bit unjust whenever I was treated like one of those barbarian bastards just because they have black hair like mine. Samaritans, you motherfuckers.

      At that moment, Marco pulled out a few coins from his pocket. 

      “Hey, this guy is having his first experience today. Please, let him in.”

      The guards’ expressions softened as they accepted the coins.

      “What? It’s his first time?”

      “Hehehe, I’m really envious. I had a first time too. Right now, I can’t experience that same taste anymore.”

      
        Swoosh—
      

      With that statement, those men finally opened the entrance for us.

      “Go ahead. Just don’t cause any trouble.”

      For some reason, a strange sense of solidarity seemed to emerge among us, transcending race and age, as if we were all connected as men. Damn, what the fuck?

      Anyway, with a nervous heart, I stepped down the stairs towards the underground.

      I hesitated, torn between the feeling that I was about to do something really bad, the thought that maybe I should turn back now, and a massive curiosity.

      
        Clap— Clapclap—
      

      The sounds that started to reach us at that time were the melodies of musical instruments, clapping, and the lively laughter of people.

      Instead of the dark underground club I had anticipated, what appeared before me was a surprisingly bright and ordinary-looking tavern.

      The only difference was that a woman, her face hidden behind veils and wearing thin cloth, was dancing to the rhythm of claps and instruments.

      With passionate red hair, revealing only the essential parts beneath flowing cloth, and a rather tanned, lean belly, she left quite the impression.

      She continued dancing tirelessly, twirling her bare feet while coins continuously piled under her.

      It was a Sandman Female Dancer. In this case, was she a Sandgirl?

      “Isn’t she amazing? Brother Khalidur really liked this place. Come on, let’s sit over there. That spot has the best view of the dancing girls.”

      Indeed, a tavern like this wouldn’t be suitable for delicate women like Luna and Paranoy. In fact, most of the customers here were men. 

      I followed Marco to the spot he led me and took a seat. I hadn’t had a single drop of alcohol, but I felt quite woozy, not much different than if I were under the influence.

      It might be the scent of spices, or maybe it was the scent of the happiness powder, but there was a pungent smell poked at the tip of my nose.

      “Owner, please take our order.”

      Marco called out to the owner, a Sandman in Turban, who was approaching us. 

      “Drogo taking orders. Today’s menu is the Muzirak liquor. Good stuff just came in.”

      “D-Damn it, Drogo!”

      “Oh, Barbarian.”
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      Dorgo’s peculiar way of speaking wasn’t one to be easily forgotten. 

      Not long ago, during the war, a Sandman with a dark complexion walked silently in the front row ahead of me. His name was Dorgo.

      “Barbarian, nice to meet you again. Dorgo, thanks to you, survived on the battlefield.”

      It seemed that Dorgo also recognized my face.

      While my face was quite ordinary on Earth, I seemed to stand out quite a bit here. Once seen, my face wasn’t easily forgotten. 

      When Dorgo and I acknowledged each other, Marco, who was sitting in the front row across from me, smirked.

      “Keuhehehe, what’s this? You two already know each other? You’re more connected than it seems.”

      “Dorgo this barbarian fought together in the war.”

      “So, we all have wartime experience. Did I, Marco, ever tell you about the time I cut off the supply chain to the cultists’ main force?” 

      Probably because the tension from our unexpected encounter had dissolved, we chatted for a few minutes about our military experiences.

      We each lamented about our own hardships, the difficulties we faced, and the absurd situations we found ourselves in.

      It felt weird how everyone seemed to think their own problems were way bigger and more impressive than anyone else’s.

      It was like slaves boasting about their chains.

      But it was rather entertaining.

      While we shared our tales of suffering with each other…

      “Big brother, what are you guys doing? You should take orders!”

      Dorgo flinched at the female dancer’s reproach.

      “Ah, Dorgo taking orders.”

      Only then did we realize that we hadn’t placed our orders yet.

      The menu was written in a crooked handwriting.

      After staring at it for a while, Marco said, “We’ll have two servings of what I usually get.” He then looked at Dorgo’s back as Dorgo tried to take the menu away.

      “And make sure to give us plenty of that ‘Happiness Powder.’” 

      “That one. Got it.”

      That concluded our order. It felt strange to meet someone I fought alongside in a war in a place like this. We didn’t know much about each other, and the time we spent together was brief, but for some reason, there was a sense of camaraderie.

      Other than that, it turned out he had a younger sister.

      I silently watched the barefoot dancer twirling above the laid-down gold coins.

      She might not be as well-built as Hippolyte, but she had the lithe gracefulness characteristic of dancers. That made her flexible and dynamic, which probably made her popular among men.

      And as expected, many men seemed to be captivated by her. Even though a veil concealed her face, the thought of what lay behind it was intriguing.

      There was a sense of mystery. A desert girl. I never expected to see this kind of dance in a place like this.

      “That’s the owner’s little sister. There are quite a few dancers here, but that girl dancing right now is the most popular and skilled. She’s the tavern owner’s younger sister, so her showmanship is also impressive.”

      “Indeed, I see.”

      Was it because she wasn’t just a simple part-timer but a co-owner who helped run the store together that she worked diligently? Because she considered this place ‘her store’?

      Women who worked hard were impressive.

      That meant she had a lot of vitality, and saying that she had good vitality was also a way of saying she would become a healthy and active mother who wouldn’t let her child go hungry.

      Maybe liking such women was a natural instinct for men.

      One of the main reasons I liked Luna was that she didn’t rely on me alone and worked hard on her own.

      Dual-income households seemed to be the trend.

      Just as I was pondering this, Marco said something in passing. 

      “If only our bald little brother were here, he’d be thrilled. Despite appearances, he strongly likes this sort of thing.”

      “Speaking of which, how’s Khalidur?”

      I recalled the pointy-eared elf who had been carried off somewhere with a broken leg. Wasn’t his main goal to hunt down Elfriede?

      Elfriede was still openly living in this city. I wondered where that bastard was and what he was up to. 

      “Huh? What did you say just now?”

      However, Marco seemed too engrossed in watching the dancer’s performance to hear my words. 

      “What’s that Baldy up to now?”

      “He’s probably busy with his rehabilitation since his leg was severely broken. He said he’s in the Venus Temple, working off his debts.”

      “I see.”

      Anyway, Marco and I watched Dorgo’s younger sister’s performance— her name seems to be Dorothea— and listened to a few songs. Until I was enchanted by this break time, I idly watched the accessories clinking and clattering.

      So, there was such a way of taking a break in this world.

      While watching the back of the female dancer as she entered the employee break room, I felt a bit wistful. Marco, who had already sipped his drink, asked me a question.

      “By the way, didn’t you receive a glass bottle with a scroll in it from the Thief Guild earlier? Do you mind if I ask what’s written on it?”

      “Ah—“

      Marco’s words reminded me of the scroll tucked away in my inner chest pocket. It was said that by going to the location written on the scroll, I could meet with the executives of the Thief Guild or something like that.

      
        Swoosh—
      

      I took it out of my pocket and handed it to Marco.

      “Oh, this might be quite valuable. Even if we consider our relationship, is it okay to show it off so casually?”

      “What do you mean by ‘considering our relationship’, you bastard?”

      “What do I mean? Of course, it’s more like a brotherhood that transcends friendship. A skilled, great warrior and an exclusive wandering minstrel, that’s us. Considering it to this extent, we could be soulmates in every existing myth, couldn’t we?”

      “Beat it, you bastard.”

      “Keuhehe, you’re still not very honest, Brother. Anyway, should we see what’s written on it?”

      Marco swiftly unrolled the scroll.

      I glanced at it unenthusiastically as I took a sip of my drink.

      The drink from the desert had a taste I had never experienced before. It felt more like it was fermented from the milk of cows or sheep rather than made from grains.

      But it didn’t have a strange taste and was surprisingly sweet, making it quite drinkable.

      Marco’s large nose seemed to grow even bigger.

      “What the hell is this?”

      “I don’t know either.”

      “Is this thing the correct one?”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s strange.”

      Just a moment ago, Marco had acted as if he didn’t want the contents to be seen, but now he unfolded the scroll on the table. However, I didn’t really mind.

      The reason was because there was nothing written on the scroll. Was it a printing mistake or something? It wasn’t anything new anyway, not the first I’ve been scammed while dealing with thieves.

      But Marco, who had been staring at it for a while, furrowed his brow and continued to mutter to himself.

      “It’s completely blank. Interesting. Maybe there’s meaning in this blank space itself?”

      “Hm—“

      I slightly cleared my throat. 

      I did feel that there might be some significance to it, like Marco said. However, I couldn’t think of any way to deduce its meaning from the blank paper.

      Perhaps because he found it hard to simply move on, he continued to mumble while examining the empty scroll.

      “Perhaps this is a test to join the Thief Guild rather than a mistake.”

      “You think this is a test? Not just a mistake?”

      “It’s just my thoughts. We’ve seen the skills required to pick locks. Now it feels like they’re testing your wisdom to decipher a code.”

      Listening to Marco, it sounded quite plausible. This guy had a knack for subtly packaging foolish words convincingly.

      Was it because he had a good vocalization?

      If he had a handsome face, he would have surely charmed many women.

      In fact, minstrels were known for having messy relationships with women.

      They were like church boys who sang well and spoke eloquently, making them the rivals of every boyfriend, whether in Gaia or Earth.

      “Anyway, it’s interesting.”

      While Marco was still examining the empty scroll, Dorgo appeared again, carrying a food tray.

      He placed the unknown animal meat, something like meat from a broad-legged animal, along with some small side dishes on the table.

      After scanning the surroundings, Dorgo also placed a small bowl in front of Marco and me.

      The object inside was a white, hard-looking crystal.

      A crystal? A granular thing? I was not sure what to call it, but if I had to compare it to something I know, it looked like a konpeitō.

      Anyway, it had a very suspicious size and shape.

      Seeing it, the corner of Marco’s mouth lifted.

      “Oh, it’s big, and the color is really nice.”

      “Dorgo extend special thanks to comrades. Don’t spread rumors about this.”

      “Hehe, it’s a very pure crystal. I already feel happy just looking at it.”

      Dorgo sternly emphasized once again not to spread any rumors and then withdrew.

      With Marco and me left alone, I couldn’t help but feel a bit bewildered because I had no idea what this granular thing in front of me was.

      “Indeed, seeing this kind of reaction from you, there’s nothing like this in the black wilderness, right? First, here. Let’s try crushing it with this flat side.”

      Marco raised his wooden spoon that came to his share and used the broad bottom side to press down on the granular thing inside the small bowl. 

      
        Grind— 
      

      As a result, the granular thing turned into powder and smaller fragments.

      However, Marco didn’t seem satisfied and continued to press it with the spoon. Eventually, what used to be granular things the size of a pinky fingernail was reduced to a pile of soft transparent powder.

      “Like this, it’s better to make it as small as possible for a better taste.”

      “I see. I don’t feel like trying as hard though.”

      I’ve seen people do this in movies and dramas before. So, I also used the spoon to crush the object, just like Marco.

      Even though I didn’t mean to, my high strength made the granular substance turn into powder quickly without needing to exert much force.

      In any case, Marco and I now had a pile of white, transparent powder in front of us.

      “Well then, I’ll let you have the first taste, Brother. Since it’s your first time, I’ll make an exception today and wait.”

      I didn’t understand what kind of consideration this was, but judging by the way Marco was talking, it seemed like a pretty big deal.

      “No need to refuse. All strong men like this thing. Aren’t you a strong man, Brother?”

      A strong man? I am a damn strong man. I had been a bit nervous about the unidentified powder, but I didn’t want to be seen as a coward in a place like this. 

      So, I used my index finger to dip into the granular thing.

      
        Swoosh—
      

      As a result, my hand was covered in powder.

      “Usually, people taste it with their pinky finger, but indeed, you’re so courageous, just like any other Samaritan! You’re the truest man among men!”

      Was it usually done with the pinky finger? But at this point, dropping it on the floor would be no good for me, so I just put my index finger with the powder close to my nostrils.

      
        Heubbb—
      

      Then, as I took a breath, I felt the powder rush into my nose, blocking my throat like a cork.

      “Cough, cough, ugh…”

      “Brother, who takes sugar through their nose?”

      “This motherfucker, you should have told me it was sugar earlier, you bastard. You said it was a ‘happiness powder’…!”

      “Is there any other powder that will make you happy besides sugar? Moreover, this isn’t just any ordinary sugar. It’s a highly pure luxury item that can only be harvested underground in the southern desert. It’s a small taste of it that you can only have in a place like this.”

      “Fuck, I see.”

      It seemed like I had been misunderstanding it all by myself. Marco was just a crazy guy who had nothing to do with the debauched minstrels.

      However, as Marco said, sugar was indeed considered a luxury good since it was a relatively expensive seasoning.

      “When you mix this with milk alcohol, it tastes amazing.”

      Marco used his finger to pick up a bit of the sugar and sprinkled it into his glass.

      I followed suit, taking a proper amount of sugar and gently swirling it in my glass. It added a pleasant sweetness to the drink.

      The right amount of sweetness could make your head spin, and as it was good for relieving stress, it was beneficial for your body.

      
        Ping— Pingping—
      

      Perhaps because alcohol and sugar were combined, my mind started feeling a bit fuzzy. Maybe I could figure out the meaning of the blank scroll now.

      * * *

      However, I still couldn’t figure it out until all the dancers left for the day and the tavern closed for that day.

      Marco and I each paid 2 silvers for the drinks and got up from our seats. Two silvers per person for an evening’s drink. When did I start indulging in this kind of stuff?

      “Friends, come again next time. This is a gift.”

      Sandman Dorgo, who was clearing the tables by stacking chairs on top, extended a few small granular things to Marco and me. They looked like konpeitō made of sugar.

      Luna would probably be delighted if I gave these to her.

      Luna liked sweets, so she’ll definitely enjoy them. Although Luna ate just about anything, she especially loved sweets.

      Not only Luna, but I remembered people around me like Elfriede and Paranoy, and even my younger sister also liked sweet things. Of course, it was hard to find someone who didn’t like sweets.

      Did Hippolyte like candy too? A stern Gold-tier adventurer like her eating candy…

      Maybe it was because I was tipsy, but it was hard to picture that. Come to think of it, I don’t think I’ve ever seen Hippolyte eating anything. Did she get nutrients through photosynthesis? Her skin was red like she was tanning.

      “Ah—“

      As I snapped out of my alcohol-induced reverie, I accepted the konpeitō from Dorgo’s hand.

      Not wanting just to hold them in my hand, I thought about whether I could find something to use as wrapping paper and took out the blank scroll I received earlier to use it for wrapping.

      When Dorgo saw what I was doing, he let out a short exclamation of admiration. Was he impressed by my amazing wrapping skills?!

      “Interesting thing. You have. Friend.”

      But it sounded like he knew something about the paper I used for wrapping.

      “Do you know what this is?”

      “Yellowish color. Unusual texture. Desert-dwelling double-humped camel leather. It attracts each other of the same leather.”

      “What you said about this?”

      “Usually. Wife. Husband. Have one each. Barbarian friend. You have a wife.”

      It seemed he was pretending to know something, but I couldn’t quite understand because I was a bit tipsy, and Dorgo’s speech was somewhat unclear.

      It was unbelievable that this guy managed to get citizenship despite his poor communication skills.

      Still, with my exceptional intelligence nurtured by the education of the 21st century, I could at least interpret that this leather could attract other similar leather.

      Marco and I were only focused on figuring out the contents written inside and the blank surface. It turned out that the material of this scroll was a hint. It was something I couldn’t even guess.

      I then asked him.

      “So, how do they attract each other? Is there any method?

      “Clothes, hair, leather. Try rubbing it. Then, it works.”

      Following Dorgo’s advice, I hesitated for a moment before rubbing the leather on my body, wondering if it might work.

      It reminded me of when I used to generate static electricity for fun as a child. After rubbing it several more times, I finally peeled the scroll off my body. 

      
        Waaaaaveee—
      

      The leather scroll I held in my hand fluttered like a magnet drawn to the opposite pole.

      “Oh, a target. It’s nearby. The reaction. It’s strong.”

      The scroll seemed to react towards the direction of the employee break room. What could be inside there? Or is it pointing in that direction?

      So, I, following the urge, moved forward, leaving Dorgo to continue tidying up the store, and Marco, who was stumbling beside me as if drawn by something.

      
        Step— Step—
      

      The leather scroll led me into the employee break room. Inside, there were piles of clothing that appeared to have been recently taken off by someone. Thin clothing? Where have I seen this before?

      Slap– 

      The scroll, after a while, stuck firmly to a fluttering scarf-like item. Was it malfunctioning? It was then that I began struggling to peel it off.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      A woman caught me on scene and screeched at me. 

      Her face was veiled from the bridge of her nose to her chin, making it impossible to confirm, but she was probably Dorgo’s younger sister.

      “W-Why are you touching the clothes someone else took off, you Barbarian?”

      “…Damn it, it’s not like that. What I’m looking for is here…”

      “W-what are you even trying to find here? You pervert! We don’t offer that kind of service!”

      “No, it’s here. This is… “

      Being accused of being a female harasser or underwear thief could be damaging when I tried to build a reputation. 

      So, I fumbled between the layers of the woman’s fluttering thin clothing and raised my leather scroll. This was my evidence of innocence.

      “…This!”

      Sandgirl’s brown eyes, visible through the veil, flashed strangely. Soon, she glanced around before speaking in a voice only I could hear.

      “…So, you’re the last piece in this plan, the ninth thief!”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 153: Hassan and the Nine-Headed Thief (4)

      
      Sandgirl, a woman who probably went by the name Dorothea, yelped softly.

      “…So, you’re the last, the ninth thief!”

      “What?”

      “That thing, it’s just like my scroll. Wait, we shouldn’t be talking about it here. Follow me…!” 

      Eventually, Sandgirl Dorothea swiftly hid herself somewhere. I didn’t know what was happening, but following her seemed like a good idea.

      We made our way to the back door behind the employee break room and stepped outside the tavern.

      “The moon is bright.”

      She looked up at the night sky, then started climbing up to the top of the building by grabbing onto walls, pipes, and railings.

      
        Swish— Thud— Tap— Tap—
      

      Soon, the woman who had climbed up to the roof looked down and said.

      “What are you waiting for? Climb up here too. No one will notice us above here.”

      Did she just climb a two-story building with her bare hands?

      This was proof of exceptional strength or incredible skills, maybe both. Even though there were things to grab onto here and there, not just anyone could climb up a building wall like this.

      “Hurry up! I’ll get scolded if my brother—“

      I reluctantly reached out to follow her up to the roof since she kept urging me on.

      
        Tap— Tap—
      

      With plenty of places for my feet and hands, climbing up to the roof turned out to be easier than I had thought. 

      “Your speed might be slow, but you seem to have a strong grip.”

      Sandgirl Dorothea commented as she looked at me, as if evaluating me.

      “So, why did you lead me here?”

      Under this peculiar moonlight, the intoxication I had just moments ago seemed to fade away. Did I climb here on the rooftop just to gaze at the moon? Or would we do something good? 

      I observed the Sandgirl’s slender waist with its jingling accessories, and her arms and legs appeared slim and well-defined. I could feel my lower body slowly hardening.

      Of course, I clearly knew that my fantasies wouldn’t become reality.

      Still, my schlong always retained some hope and would spring to life whenever an opportunity arose. Having too good of health could also be a problem.

      Anyway, I turned my gaze to the surroundings to calm my raging manhood. Standing on the high roof, looking at the western slums of Sodomora felt rather strange.

      Buildings covered with tiles and plaster under the moonlight. Surprisingly, there were quite a few structures with open ceilings because they had no roofs. 

      Still, the clear view made me feel refreshed, and it was then that Sandgirl Dorothea spoke. 

      “Seeing an unfamiliar face with the executive’s insignia means you’re the one who has passed Big Joe’s test, right?” 

      The executive’s insignia? Big Joe’s test? These unfamiliar keywords filled my ears. I racked my brain to deduce the context and meaning of her words.

      “Big Joe, is that the masked man in the underground market? The one with the large build?”

      “Yeah, that’s right— the test to pick the titanium locks.”

      “Ah, I see. So, are you some kind of executive in the Thieves’ Guild?”

      “That’s right. The eight scrolls are scattered all over the city. How could you end up coming to me? What rotten luck. I’m not the one that trains the new recruits, you know.”

      Training new recruits?

      I didn’t understand what she meant, but Dorothea looked around and continued speaking.

      “Nevertheless, considering the fact that you made it up to this rooftop, it seems you’re capable of some basic wall climbing. You’ve picked the lock, too, so you must have some decent skills. Is there anything else I should be aware of?

      “Are you really asking me this?”

      “Yeah, if you don’t know something, just tell me, and I’ll teach you. Actually, I’m not good at teaching. I don’t even know where to start.” 

      “I think I will probably know less than what you think.”

      “That’s a bit… serious. How could Big Joe let a guy like this pass the test? Are you even a thief?”

      “He only said that I’d have an interview with the guild executives, is that what’s happening?”

      In response to my question, that woman hit her forehead with her hand.

      “What the hell? Big Joe, that bastard, didn’t explain anything to you, did he? That guy, ever since we had a new leader, he doesn’t want to do anything properly.”

      My question seemed to have angered Dorothea, the mysterious female dancer who hid her face under the veil, and she groaned to herself.

      “You’re an executive of the Thieves’ Guild now! Opening the steel bar is the test!”

      “The fuck.”

      “What you said?”

      “No, I’m just happy.”

      I never thought the day would come when I’d obtain a high-level position like an executive.

      The highest position I’d ever held was probably being the leader of a group project or the party leader of a bronze-level adventurer party.

      Hassan, who had been a gladiator in the slave arena, had now reached an executive position. Did that mean I had somehow succeeded in life?

      But of all things, I was chosen as an executive in the Thieves’ Guild that would soon be subdued. What good would that do me? So, I asked.

      “Are there any benefits to being an executive in the Thieves’ Guild?”

      “Of course. First, if you present that scroll, you can freely utilize the information stalls in the underground market!”

      “I see.”

      “Why the lackluster reaction? This is an incredible opportunity!”

      “I see!”

      It seemed like being able to use the information stalls in the underground market for free was something significant. So, I decided to act happy about it. Whatever it was, it had to be a good thing!

      Dorothea scrutinized me as I exaggeratedly rejoiced. To have a woman stare so intently at me…

      Maybe she noticed that the gauntlets I wore on both hands were remarkable items, each costing 4 golds?

      “You’re quite big. Having a large build can be a disadvantage during jobs.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Lately, upper-level adventurers from the surface have been going crazy trying to catch us. They’re even inviting high-level adventurers from other areas. I mean, we’re not the ones who’ll get caught, but you might stand out too much that you’ll probably get caught.”

      Me getting caught? I’m the one supposed to be catching thieves here.

      But after hearing this, it reminded me that there were rumors spreading throughout Sodomora about a plan for a large-scale crackdown on the Thieves’ Guild. However, the exact details were still unknown to others.

      Well, if they knew the details of that, they would have been highly wary of me as I was the one who would crack down on the Thieves’ Guild.

      This was the first time I felt thankful to be in a world where the internet wasn’t developed and communication networks were outdated.

      I decided to focus on the advantages I could gain in this situation.

      Dorothea added one more thing.

      “It’s hard to imagine someone with your size stealing things. A Samaritan thief, huh? Have you ever stolen anything before?”

      Have I ever stolen anything? Back in elementary school, I used to steal coins from my mother’s or father’s wallet quite often.

      In middle school, I became more daring and even took out some bigger bills like several thousand won. I got caught and got a good scolding for it. Anyway, if you could call that experience, then yes, I have some.

      “I have, actually.”

      “…Hm, although I find it hard to believe, I just can’t imagine it at all. Alright, come with me. I need to see your skills for myself.”

      * * *

      Dorothea, the Sandgirl, leaped between the roofs like a mischievous thieving cat.

      Whether it was due to her light body or her flexibility, she moved swiftly and gracefully on the uneven roofs, never slipping a step.

      However, as I followed this dancer thief, I felt like I was going to die. I slipped and stumbled between the roofs, breaking several tiles and causing a ruckus. 

      Making quite a bit of noise with my clumsy movements, I felt sorry for the people trying to sleep, but this was all part of my undercover investigation, and there was no avoiding it.

      The place Dorothea finally went to after running for a while was someplace near the security office close to Sodomora’s western gate.

      Due to the nature of the guards who worked around the clock, the office was brightly lit despite the late hour, with lanterns illuminating the surroundings. 

      
        Step— Step—
      

      Dorothea gracefully descended from the roof. She peeked her face out from a corner of the alley and said.

      “The guards at the western gate always carry ropes in their back pockets. I’ll steal one for you to see. Watch carefully.”

      Dorothea’s gaze remained fixed on one of the armed guards, who seemed to be yawning while looking at the surroundings. I observed alongside her.

      
        Tap— Tap—
      

      The guard’s movements followed a predictable pattern.

      It seemed that Dorothea had noticed that as well, so she took advantage of a moment when the guard turned away, crouched, and approached the man while keeping her posture low.

      She was clearly wearing accessories that would produce quite a bit of noise. However, strangely, even though she moved quietly, not even the usual sound of footsteps could be heard.

      Truly remarkable.

      Indeed, was this because she was an executive of the Thieves’ Guild?

      More than that, damn it, I couldn’t believe this… the younger sister of Dorgo was an executive of the Thieves’ Guild. Dorgo, you motherfucker, you didn’t do a good job educating your little sister, did you?

      Lost in such thoughts, I watched Dorothea, the Thieves’ Guild executive, swiftly grab and seize the rope tied to the guard’s belt from behind. Then, she crawled back towards me.

      Dorothea unrolled the long rope in front of me. It fell to the ground like a coiled snake.

      “What do you think? You should be able to do this much as a basic skill. Can you handle it?” 

      Can I handle something like this? To be honest, I didn’t think I could.

      But perhaps Dorothea read my thoughts because she added a few more words.

      “If you can’t do this, I’ll use my discretion to remove you from the executives. I’ll take that scroll too, so you won’t be able to attend the executives’ meeting tomorrow.”

      “Executives’ meeting?”

      “Yes. This time, even the head, that old Hydra, will directly participate, right? We’re going to do something really big tomorrow. We’ll steal something big once and then lie low for a while.

      I might not have completely understood what she was talking about, but the main point was that there would be an executives’ meeting tomorrow. 

      If I do my best to memorize the location and details and inform Hippolyte about what I learned, then launching a major operation to catch these thief executives wouldn’t be unrealistic, right?

      Launching a major operation to catch thief executives.

      A reward from the Margrave of Sodomora. 

      A healthcare center.

      Getting massive amounts of task points and substantial level-ups.

      Becoming a Gold-tier adventurer.

      A happy married life with Luna, a proud Hippolyte and a fuming Elfriede.

      In the blink of an eye, various scenes flashed before my eyes.

      Starting as a foreign illegal resident, working my way up the ladder to achieve a successful career, obtaining a home everyone envied, and having a wife—truly, it could be called a dream life on the Gaia continent.

      Damn it, I can’t miss out on this opportunity.

      “Just this? Let me give it a try.”

      “Having confidence is good, but I’m not sure if you can hide that big frame of yours gracefully. Anyway, take this rope and tie it back to that man’s waist without getting caught.”

      Returning the stolen item without getting caught was indeed a challenging task. However, I had my own secret methods to achieve it.

      Because I possessed an odd blessing from Lady Knox, which could let me adjust the likelihood of getting caught during covert actions!

      “I’ll give you 5 minutes. That’s when the guards will be mobilized.”

      “Okay, then I’ll be back in no time, so wait.”

      
        Swoosh—
      

      I grabbed the rope and lowered my posture, just like Dorothea did earlier.

      Then, I slowly approached the guard by taking small steps. I had observed his movement pattern earlier, so it shouldn’t be too difficult.

      “Lady Knox—“

      As I called out the name of Protogenoi, who ruled the power of the night, familiar letters came to mind after I took a deep breath.

      『Blessing Night's Cloak 》is activated.』




      『Using task points to adjust the likelihood of getting caught during covert operations.』




      『Current task points: 97.』




      96.

      95.

      94…

      Good, it had been properly activated.

      With 1 task point deducted every second, I had about 90 seconds left. 

      There was no need to use the full 5 minutes; If possible, I had to finish the job before these valuable points decreased further.

      
        Swoosh— Swoosh—
      

      I managed to get very close to the guard’s back.

      “Damn. Time’s so fucking slow. When is the shift change, you bastards?

      I had gotten close enough to hear the man’s grumbles. I then reached out and lifted the rope to his waist. Hmm, how do I tie it without getting caught?

      The difficult task kept me second-guessing myself.

      Tying the rope would inevitably require my hand to touch his waist, which not only would be easily noticeable, it might also disrupt my blessing.

      However, with the blessing I received from the Sun God, which enhanced my dexterity, precision, and swiftness, it wasn’t impossible to get it done, right? 

      A Gold-tier adventurer.

      Hero Hassan.

      If I gave up here, I would only get farther from my goal.

      Recalling the image of my successful self, I finally reached out for the man’s waist. 

      
        Swoosh— Swoosh—
      

      Tying knots while setting up the tent was something I had done many times before, so it wasn’t too difficult.

      
        Tight—
      

      Done. Dammit!

      After securely tying the last knot, I returned to the alley corner where Sandgirl Dorothea was waiting.

      “Phew… Is it enough now?”

      I exhaled, finally releasing the breath I had been holding, and the familiar words came to mind again. 

      『Blessing Night's Cloak 》is deactivated.』




      『Remaining task points: 60.』




      My initial task points were at 97, I spent roughly 40 seconds doing this task.

      Looking back now, I could have done it even faster, but I lost about 10 seconds due to my hesitation.

      Wasting 10 task points… Damn, what a waste.

      Anyway, I had successfully completed my task without getting caught. I wondered what kind of evaluation the veteran executive of the Thieves’ Guild would give me. She just blinked her brown eyes under the shadow and said nothing.

      “Is there a problem?”

      “…Oh, no. You were even faster than me, after all. What the hell? What’s this? How did you do it? Was it because your hair and body were so dark that you blended in and became unnoticeable?”

      Dorothea bombarded me with questions as if she couldn’t believe what she had just witnessed. It seemed that even in the eyes of the veteran executive of the Thieves’ Guild, my recent actions were quite impressive.

      Damn, the skills I acquired from searching my mother and father’s pockets came in handy at a time like this.

      “Do you happen to have a blessing? Are you a follower of the God of thieves and messengers? Have you received a blessing from Lord Mercury that makes you skilled at stealing?”

      “No, not exactly.”

      “Then, is there any other God who could aid in thievery like this? Hmm, who else might there be? There must be one. Ah, could it be the Goddess of Night? Did I guess correctly? Of course, receiving a blessing from the Goddess of Night is absurd, but…”

      “Well, it’s somewhat similar—“

      I was trying to end it vaguely, but Sandgirl Dorothea suddenly shouted as if she had forgotten to hide her presence.

      “Oh my, you’re actually an orthodox! Receiving grace from the Goddess of Night! You’re a natural-born thief! A despicable and dirty thief! The scum of the world! A real son of a bitch!”

      Fuck, I couldn’t tell if she was complimenting or insulting me. But judging from her enlarged pupils above the veil, rough movements, and voice, it seemed more like a compliment.

      So, while I felt a strange mix of discomfort from these backhanded compliments, Sandgirl Dorothea uttered another thing that was hard to believe.

      “If-If it’s you, you could probably surpass that damned 8th and become the new Leader! No, you’re the only one that can do it…!”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 154: Hassan and the Nine-Headed Thief (5)

      
      From the moment we started jumping across other people’s roofs, I knew there was something off about this Sandgirl Dorothea. It seemed like she had one of those peculiar mental disorders that people from this world tended to have. 

      “Now, there’s no one else than you! With you, we can bring down the 8th and seize the leader’s position!”

      But the sight of her shaking my arms back and forth while talking about killing and stealing was scary.

      “Who’s there?”

      Someone in the alley shouted. The guard, who had been half-dozing just a moment ago, was now on alert and started walking towards us.

      “….Ugh, this place isn’t suitable. Let’s go to my hideout! We can talk in detail there! Normally, no one is allowed in, but there’s no other choice. There’s no place as discreet as that.”

      
        Tap— Tap— Flap— Clang— Step— Step—
      

      Dorothea began scaling the wall again at an astonishing speed. Soon, she was completely on the roof, and I, too, followed her, avoiding the guard’s gaze.

      When I first climbed onto the roof, it felt a bit unfamiliar and challenging, but by the second time, it wasn’t uncomfortable at all.

      Considering I had climbed many mountains to collect herbs or hunt snakes and that my dexterity and strength were added to the mix, I seemed to have a knack for climbing.

      “That’s strange. I heard a sound. Did I dream it?”

      The guard, shining his torchlight around the area we occupied, voiced his suspicions. After thoroughly inspecting the surroundings, he left, allowing us to change our location by moving from roof to roof.

      The place we found ourselves in was unexpectedly close to Luna’s house, with many cabins and sheds nearby. Blood rushed to my face and lower half as I remembered what Hippolyte and I did in this neighborhood.

      As night fell, I began to long for a woman’s touch. If I hadn’t known that taste from the start, I might not have felt this way. However, now that I’d experienced it, I constantly yearned for it.

      While I was lost in these thoughts, Dorothea handed me a small piece of cloth. It startled me out of my reverie.

      “What’s this?”

      “To cover eyes obviously.”

      “Oh, well.”

      Geez, she has so many requests.

      So, I accepted the cloth from her hand. As our hands briefly touched, I could hear the Ding sound, and letters appeared in my mind.

       [Stats]

Name: Fatima
Level 14
Condition: Tenosynovitis》 Lower Back Pain》 Dry Skin》




      Oh. Clean condition details with no question marks. Was that because her level was lower than mine?

      Still, being around level 14 meant she could be considered at a high level compared to most people in this world.

      At this level, she could easily make a living as a bronze-tier adventurer, even without resorting to thievery. But the name listed here was Fatima. So, was Dorothea just an alias?

      The status window never lied, it seemed that Fatima was her real name, and Dorothea was just a code name used for thievery or dancing gigs.

      I thought she matched the name Dor- with Dorgo, but that wasn’t the case. So, did Dorgo also have another name?

      But well damn, I also went by Hassan, not Ha San. It was not uncommon for people to use an alias, so there was nothing weird about it.

      “What are you staring at?”

      “Oh, nothing at all.”

      
        Swoosh— Swoosh—
      

      I used the cloth handed by Dorothea to cover her eyes.

      “…What are you doing now?”

      “You asked me to cover your eyes.”

      “Not my eyes, your eyes! It’s because I need to keep my hideout’s location a secret. I want you to cover your eyes.”

      “Oh, damn. I thought…”

      Since blindfolding is a fairly well-known practice, even among more obscure fetishes, I had assumed this girl was expressing some devious desire for herself to be blindfolded.

      “You should have said that sooner.”

      After roughly covering my eyes, she grabbed my wrist and went through the shed area.

      Just by covering my eyes, I felt like I was about to trip and bump my face into something, which made me slightly anxious and scared.

      I once wondered what kind of world people who couldn’t see lived in. I felt both pity and a bit of admiration.

      I should be grateful to have both eyes.

      Halt.

      We stopped walking at that moment.

      
        Thunk— Thud—
      

      Some kind of lock sound resounded, and before long, Dorothea led me into a chilling open space.

      
        Whoosssh—
      

      The sound of a fire igniting faintly reached my ears, and Dorothea said.

      “You can uncover your eyes now.”

      And so, I was able to remove the cloth covering my face. What was revealed was a small cabin with a variety of statues filling the interior.

      The statues were made of various materials, from wood to iron and marble. They portrayed characters and creatures of different sizes and shapes.

      “Wow—“

      The sight of these statues gathered together, illuminated by the lantern’s light, was astonishing, and my mouth involuntarily hung open.

      “Isn’t it impressive? These are the collectibles I’ve gathered over the past two years.”

      “Did you steal everything?”

      “Of course. I stole everything. Every single one!”

      The woman puffed out her chest and shoulders as if she had done something truly remarkable.

      I was not sure if she was proudly talking about stealing things, but from the beginning, her way of thinking seemed different from mine. She looked like a bad thief.

      Should I report this girl? Maybe I would get a reward. I couldn’t help but think this for a moment.

      However, I’d rather take the chance to take out a whole bunch of Thieves’ Guild executives than put only this one away.

      The nine heads of Hydra that would keep regenerating.

      I should cut them all off at once. 

      “This statue was stolen from 4th Street in the north, that one from the Baron in the east gate, and this one…”

      But like a fool, Sandgirl Dancer probably didn’t know my wicked intentions, as she proudly began explaining where she stole each item from.

      It occurred to me once again that people from this world liked to brag about anything and everything.

      They even boasted about how much they’d suffered and endured in their painful lives if they had nothing to brag about.

      Of course, I had no intention of indulging in such strange boasting. If this conversation dragged on any longer, it might arouse her suspicion. It would be better to quickly gather the information I need and return to the house where Luna was.

      So, I decided to subtly compliment the girl’s spoils while trying my luck to extract information.

      “These are truly splendid spoils. They’re like Pluto’s treasure trove. So, sooo, I was just wondering…”

      “You’re just wondering?”

      
        Swoosh—
      

      In the middle of our conversation, Sandgirl Dorothea started paying attention to my words while I just casually asked her as if it were just part of the conversation.

      “You mentioned that the executives are gathering tomorrow for something big. Is it okay to ask where they’re meeting and what they plan to steal?”

      
        Swoosh—
      

      Dorothea, who had just been chattering about uninteresting statues, closed her mouth and looked around in response to my question.

      She busily moved her head as if she were inspecting the gaps in the wooden barn and its surroundings. Only after confirming that there was no one around did she quietly respond.

      “Tomorrow, we’re going to steal the city’s hope.”

      “The city’s hope?”

      They were going to steal something abstract like that.

      I was slightly expecting it to be the city’s important vault or a huge statue made of solid gold. 

      The information she told me was too vague so I couldn’t help but frown.

      “What exactly is that?”

      “The city’s hope. The guardian of humanity and the middle world. That’s the only one. We’ve decided to attack one of the gold-tier adventurers and bring them down.”

      “Damn, is that for real?! Attacking a gold tier?”

      “Shh, keep your voice down!”

      I was truly taken aback by the shocking revelation. Attacking gold-tier adventurers—the idea of stealing hope started to make sense.

      In a world where monsters and cultists run rampant, if there was a reason people could still stretch their legs and rest at night somewhat, it was likely due to the military. 

      Well, the influence of gold-tier adventurers, also known as heroes, couldn’t be ignored.

      -Cultists have appeared!

      The gold-tier adventurers would take care of it.

      -Monsters are attacking the city!

      The gold-tier adventurers would handle it too.

      It was this kind of sentiment. Even I relied heavily on Hippolyte for the upcoming Thieve’s Guild crackdown.

      “If it’s a gold tier, is it Hipolyte or Actaeon?” 

      Those two were the only gold-tier adventurers in Sodomora at this moment.

      If they would launch an attack, it would be one of them, right? 

      However, when I asked, Dorothea shook her head.

      “We don’t know either. Only the 8th leader knows the plan. We just follow orders. It’s the rules…” 

      “But is that even possible? Bringing down a gold-tier adventurer?” 

      “It would be difficult to win through a direct confrontation. But it seems the leader has thoughts and strategies. Yet, it’ll still be a tough job. We might all die. And this isn’t something the Thieves’ Guild usually does.”

      I began to understand why this Sandgirl thief Dorothea, asked me to bring down their leader.

      Success or failure, attacking gold-tier adventurers would be a mission that required someone’s sacrifice. Unless they were out of their minds, no one would support such a plan.

      “Tomorrow, 7 PM. Come to the location written here. Then, with the consent of three guild executives, we’ll officially appoint you as our new leader.”

      “Hmmm—“

      “Then, you’ll compete fairly with the current 8th leader and your skills. If you win in a showdown, you can become the king of the thieves who rules Sodomora’s underground.”

      The King of Thieves?

      Hassan, the King of Thieves.

      I mentally thought of that name.

      It sounded quite impressive, but in the end, I’d still be the damned leader of some criminals, wouldn’t I? Only a miserable fate would await such a frightening person. 

      * * *

      “Can I open my eyes now?”

      ……..

      There was no answer for a while. Since there was no sign or movement, too, I finally uncovered my eyes. However, the figure of Dorothea, one of the Thieves’ Guild executives, was nowhere to be seen.

      When did she leave?

      She was really good at concealing her presence. There must be some extra padding on the soles of her feet.

      Anyway, when I opened my eyes, I could see I was near Luna’s cabin, so I decided not to delay further and headed back to the house where Luna was waiting for me.

      Had she done making the elixir with Paranoy? By this time, it should be safe to go in, right?

      However, Luna’s cabin did not show any movement and all the lights were out.

      I worried something wrong had happened, but when I entered, I saw Luna and Paranoy sleeping under the same blanket on the second floor.

      It was quite lovely to see the two petite women sleeping cuddled up together.

      “C-Candy… delicious…”

      It was too late, so they had gone to sleep without waiting for me.

      So, I just went to sleep on the first floor.

      Tomorrow would be a busy and tiring day in many ways. I needed a good night’s sleep. But…

      
        Tap— Taptaptap—
      

      Someone was shaking my body. It felt like they were tapping my chest.

      What is it?

      I slightly opened my eyes, feeling a sense of Deja Vu, and saw scarlet eyes staring at me from the darkness.

      “Mr. Hassan, Mr. Hassan, please wake up!”

      Even though the voice was faint but clear and urgent, triggering a flashback to my time working night shifts in the military. It was terrifying.

      “What’s going on? What is it?”

      “I-It’s something urgent… something big might happen…”

      “What’s wrong? What’s this big thing you’re talking about?”

      I hastily woke up and groggily opened my eyes, trying to make sense of things. I thought there might have been a fire, but it didn’t seem to be the case.

      “Why did you wake me up?”

      “I-I tried to wake Miss Luna, but no matter how much I shook her, she wouldn’t wake up, so I had no choice but to wake you, Mr. Hassan…”

      “Ah, Luna always sleeps like a log. So, what’s going on?”

      “Um… I-I need to go to the restroom…”

      “What?”

      “I need to use the restroom… I’ve been holding it for a while now. It’s getting really urgent.”

      “What? Fu—“

      I couldn’t understand what I was hearing. 

      “Then just go and come back.”

      “I-I want to, but it’s so dark outside, so I’m scared…”

      “Ah.”

      This petite ditch water nymph seemed frightened to go outside alone in the dark. That made sense. If she was a girl with tender emotions, then it wasn’t odd. A bit cute too.

      Well, she was indeed cute and all, but still, damn it, she shouldn’t be like this.

      Nevertheless, she had been a cultist serving the dark god Pluto in the underground depths. It was unbelievable to see such a cultist being afraid of the dark.

      She was more like a cultist in name only.

      “C-Can you accompany me outside…?”

      Paranoy twisted her body as if she were in a truly urgent situation. The way she held onto my arm so tightly made it appear as if it were very critical.

      “H-huh, huh…”

      If we kept going like this, she would probably end up wetting the floor here. Since I was the one doing the cabin cleaning, it would be a truly dreadful situation if that happened.

      “Damn it, I got it. Let’s go.”

      Damn it, I couldn’t really comprehend what we were doing this late at night. This reminded me of my younger sister when she was still in elementary school when she used to get scared after watching horror movies.

      It was a time when my younger sister still had a rather cute side, although once she entered high school, she transformed into a tyrannosaurus.

      Anyway, I headed towards the outdoor restroom with the nymph in tow. Rather than a restroom, it was more like a roughly made simple warehouse.

      Because there were rather dirty corners, Luna would instead turn to the bakery with a brazier to use their restroom.

      But now, it was dawn, so the bakery didn’t seem like it would be open, and I, too, didn’t have the energy to wander around looking for a clean place with my tired and sleepy body. I lazily pushed the small nymph inside and yawned.

      “Yawn, hurry up, do your business…”

      “Heuhhhh… heuuuhhh…”

      Come to think of it, I always strangely got tangled up in this weird girl.

      “…Uh, M-Mr. Hassan.”

      Right at that moment, I heard a noise coming from inside the shed.

      “Mr. Hassan, are-are you outside…? Mr. Hassan! Mr. Hassan!”

      “What is it now?”

      “It’s so dark here, I’m scared…”

      “I’m here outside, so just finish quickly.”

      “Since nymphs always have to be cautious… we won’t do our business unless it’s safe…”

      At the words of the ditch water nymph, I immediately imagined the nymphs that might have been attacked while they were doing their business.

      While eating, sleeping, and going to the bathroom…

      These were the only three occasions when a person’s guard would be most relaxed, making them easy targets. Nymphs, indeed, lived a tough life.

      “Mr. Hassan…”

      “What now? Have you finished?”

      “…This is a bit embarrassing to ask, but… can you please hold my hand…? I-I feel like someone might pop out from below…!”
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      “I-It feels like something might pop out from below…!” 

      Paranoy, the ditch water nymph, was someone who feared a lot of things. To explain how easily she was frightened by something, she couldn’t even do anything alone in the dark of night. 

      She also seemed to have some symptoms of paranoia as well. 

      While I could sympathize with how tough her life must have been to be like this, it was a bit annoying at the same time. 

      “Then, what? You want me to hold your leg?” 

      “P-Please…! I feel like I’m going to explode, but nothing’s coming out…!”

      The nymph’s clear voice was mixed with fear and trepidation. Since she couldn’t take care of her urgent matters, it must be quite distressing. 

      “Mr. Hassan…! Huwaaa…”

      “Ugh, fuck.” 

      My mind was still groggy since she suddenly woke me when I was sleeping. What the hell is going on here? 

      “Then I’m coming in.”

      “Yes, y-yesh…”

      I saw Paranoy stamping her feet on the floor when I opened the shed door, crossing her thighs and looking like she didn’t know what to do. Seeing her being like that made me nervous as well.

      What the hell am I trying to do right now? But well, I felt a little less guilty thanks to all the alcohol I drank. 

      “How do you want me to hold your leg?” 

      “Just like this from behind… Like, hold on both of my thighs and lift them up… That’s how my mother used to hold me in when I was young…” 

      Held both of her thighs from behind and lifted them, she said. 

      I wondered if I understood the position correctly. If there was someone in front then they would see something quite revealing. 

      “Then let’s do this quickly and go back to sleep.” 

      
        Lift—
      

      I lifted Paranoy, the ditch water nymph, and her rough, ashy robe up to her thighs. 

      Her quite slender and soft calves and thighs were exposed, but I didn’t feel anything strange, not much different from when I looked at my little sister when we were younger. 

      
        Ssk— 
      

      I held Paranoy’s thighs from behind, just as she had asked. 

      “Hyaaaa!” 

      “Why, why are you making a weird noise?”

      “Mr. Hassan, your palms are hot…!”

      “There’s nothing I can do about it. Bear with it.” 

      On contrary to my hot palms, Paranoy’s thighs were surprisingly cool, smooth, soft, and squishy. 

      It made me realize how delicate and fragile young girls could be. 

      
        Drip— 
      

      But still, this was a bit awkward and embarrassing. 

      I thought about staying silent, but I couldn’t bear it anymore. So I decided to ask anything to break the silence. 

      “By the way, just curious, how old are you?”

      “I am a ditch water nymph…”

      I asked her age, but why did she reply with “ditch water nymph?”

      “No, I mean, how old are you, your age.”

      “Ditch water nymphs are as old as a small palm tree in age… And when they reach the age of a slightly larger tree, they become stream water nymphs…” 

      Ditch water nymphs, stream water nymphs. 

      Nymphs and humans seemed to have quite different ways of calculating age. From what I’d heard, nymphs were known for their long lifespans. So even though she looked like this, I guess she was already past adulthood.

      Not only nymphs but there are also other races in this world that live longer than humans, like elves. Elves can typically live for almost 200 years.

      A race that could live twice longer than humans… 

      “Um… Mr. Hassan.” 

      Paranoy asked me to put her down since she had done with her business. After I did as she requested, I could hear various rustling sounds, one after another. 

      “Huh, it’s all done now. Thank you… It felt good since you reminded me of my mother…” 

      Huh? Her mother? 

      Paranoy occasionally mentioned her mother in conversations like this. 

      Nymphs were a race with only females, and they said that only female nymphs were born from nymphs. So her mother must be a nymph similar to her. 

      “My mother was a kind person.” 

      On our way back, perhaps Paranoy noticed that I was thinking about female nymphs, or she just wanted to tell a story. So she started a conversation. 

      “My mother and I lived hidden in a cave. But one day, she went out to pick fruits and didn’t come back…”

      “I-I see.” 

      Her mother didn’t come back one day. Just a moment ago, I felt quite light-hearted, but now my heart started to feel heavy, as if someone had placed a lump of metal on it. 

      “Do you think something bad happened to your mother?”

      “It’s not like that. My mother received the Blessing of Chaos, so her mind tends to wander. Perhaps, she forgot her way back…”

      “The Blessing of Chaos?”

      I was struck by a quite familiar word. 

      “…Long Live Chaos.” 

      I murmured softly, and the words appeared before my eyes. 

       [Stats]

Name: Hassan 
Level: 22
Strength: 12 
Agility: 4 
Stamina: 61
Task Points: 60 
Blessing: Blessing of Chaos 》 Shinning Hand 》 Night's Cloak 》




      There was clearly the word “Blessing of Chaos” in my stats. 

      So, I asked. 

      “Do you know what The Blessing of Chaos is? Can you tell me what it is?”

      “I don’t know much either, but according to my mother, in the ancient past… in a period of time where the distinction between gods, humans, and beasts did not exist. There was a time when the world was filled with a circular and black void, like a hollow egg. The Void. The Primordial Abyss…”

      While smoothly reciting the story, Paranoy suddenly got choked up and was unable to continue. 

      She started sobbing. 

      “Hey, why are you crying all of a sudden?” 

      “I miss my mother…!”

      Her crying only grew louder, so I felt flustered. 

      Did I ask something unnecessary? So, to calm her down, I pressed the wrinkles on her wrist, the Spirit Gate acupoint, with my thumb.

      “Ah, ouch—!”

      For people under stress, pressing this point can improve mental and physical stability. 

      
        Ding— 
      

       [Stats]

Name: Paranoy 
Level: 21
Condition: Curse of Slow Growth 》Loneliness 》Sugar addiction 》




      I wondered if pressing the acupoint on her wrist could let me feel her pulse and judge her condition. So, when I pressed her wrist, the words also appeared before my eyes. The information was the same as before. She was showing conditions like “Loneliness” and “Sugar Addiction.” 

      I wonder if her loneliness stemmed from her mother not returning to the cave. Could this even be cured by pressing on her acupoints?

      Surprisingly, it was possible. 

      It was just amazing to have an acupoint specifically to resolve loneliness. 

      Those damn crazy acupressure points. If you put it on your nose, it becomes a nose ring. If you put it on your ear, it becomes an earring. When I was forced to learn it back then, I thought it was just hilariously absurd. Honestly, it still feels like one to this day, what a complete scam. 

      “Ah, it hurts…!” 

      I pressed the spot on the palm of her hand. It was the acupressure point known as the Palace of Toil. 

      This place has excellent effects on physical and mental stability and also digestive function, so pressing it wasn’t a waste of time to press it anyway. 

      “Huawt! It hurts, it hurts…!”

      But even then, it shouldn’t hurt that much, right? Paranoy seemed to be overreacting. Or maybe it was because her palm was small and delicate, so her nerves were slightly more sensitive. 

      However, after thinking about it again, I realized that my strength stat had recently grown more than twice so I shouldn’t apply the same force as before.

      Using excessive force to press on the acupressure point wouldn’t make it work well, after all. 

      
        Slide—
      

      Therefore, I eased a good amount of pressure needed on my grip. Because of that, Paranoy, the ditch water nymph, seemed to relax a bit. 

      “Haah…” 

      At the same time, the ding sound and some words appeared. 

      『Paranoy's Loneliness》has been healed.』




      『Task points +10』




      『Current task points +70』




      My task points went up smoothly, and I could say it was a rewarding harvest for waking up in the middle of the night. 

      “How do you feel? Are you feeling better now?” 

      “Maybe it’s because you held my hand, my mood has improved a lot, Mr. Hassan…!” 

      “That’s good. Now let’s go back and rest.”

      “Well, um…”

      But Paranoy hesitated as if something else was bothering her. 

      “What now?”

      “C-Could you… hold my hand a bit longer? Just until we get back, if that’s okay…” 

      Hold her hand? 

      Was she not fully recovered from feeling lonely due to thoughts of her mother?

      Well, the fact that human emotions could change so easily just by getting a little palm acupressure itself was already quite strange. 

      So, I decided to hold her hand until we returned to the cabin. It reminded me of the memories when I was with my younger sister. 

      “Mr. Hassan, your hand is big…” 

      “Is that so?” 

      “It feels like when I met Lord Pluto when I was a child…” 

      We were simply walking, but then Paranoy mentioned a name that seemed to slip from her lips accidentally. 

      “You ever met Pluto?” 

      “Although it feels like a dream now, I’m sure the reason I could survive that time was because of him. He was a big man with black hair and eyes and big hands, just like you, Mr. Hassan…” 

      It was hard to believe she once met Pluto. I was not sure if that was true. However, this girl seems to owe her life to that man. 

      “So was that why you became Pluto’s cultist?” 

      “When you bring skeletons back to life, it gives you a sense of having many companions… However, I’m not particularly adept at necromancy. The best I can manage is crafting a golem out of mud…”

      Holy fuck! I didn’t know that she became a cultist because of something like that. But come to think of it, most cultists on Earth seemed to delve into people’s hearts through similar methods.

      These cultists cleverly delved into the inner thoughts of the troubled, lonely, difficult, and poor and deluded them. 

      Even those who knew what they believed was wrong might not be able to break free because they believed that only those pseudo-religion members treated them well and cared for them. 

      Of course, exploiting vulnerable and disadvantaged individuals was what made cults and sects bad. 

      On the other hand, it was ironic for someone like me, the son of an illegal treatment center owner, to say something like this.

      Anyway, the cabin was now visible in the distance. I should get some rest. A good night’s sleep and being fully prepared would be beneficial for tomorrow’s event. 

      Just as I thought that, Paranoy spoke in a subtle voice. 

      “Mr. Hassan, do you perhaps have an interest in necromancy…?” 

      “Why are you saying that all of a sudden?”

      “Since Mr. Hassan is so powerful, just saying ‘Arise’ should be enough to wake those skeletons up…”

      “Oh, arise? What the hell do you mean by ‘Arise.’ Are you still not fully recovered from being a cultist? Do you need a punch to snap out of it again?” 

      “Hiiik!” 

      Paranoy was startled when I showed her my other hand, then quickly shook off my hand and dashed upstairs. 

      Indeed, an appropriate amount of violence could be a good remedy for those who have gone astray in this world. 

      It was the true kind of physical therapy.

      Miraculous physical therapist, Hassan… 

      With such light-hearted thoughts, I fell back to sleep. 

      *   *   *

      The next morning.

      When we arrived at the Mars Guild, Hippolyte was leaning against the statue with her arms folded, waiting for Luna and me. 

      “Good morning, Hippolyte!” 

      “… Knoxdotty. You seem quite energetic this morning. Did something good happen?” 

      “I’m working on a Wildling Elixir! It’s going to be amazing when it’s done! Now I won’t have to bother going to the bathhouse!” 

      “What kind of elixir? Anyway, as planned, today we’ll investigate and gather information about the Thieves’ Guild.” 

      Hippolyte briefly explained her plans for what we were going to do later. 

      “Unraveling the identities of their executives is a daunting task due to the veil of rumors surrounding them. This could turn into a prolonged project, potentially extending beyond a month. Thus, it won’t be a straightforward effort.” 

      However, Luna seemed more interested in something else than Hippolyte’s plans. She was examining Hippolyte’s face closely. 

      “…Why are you staring at me like that?”

      “Hippolyte, you’re wearing makeup! This is the first time I’ve seen you wearing makeup!” 

      “Hmm, well, it’s nothing much. I just don’t do it often. I don’t have anything to do, so…”

      Hippolyte fidgeted uncomfortably in her armor, unsure how to handle the situation. Eventually, the female warrior turned her face away, but only to make eye contact with me. 

      When I saw her face, I was surprised by her unexpectedly long eyelashes and the subtle glimmer in her eyes. 

      While I was so taken aback that I couldn’t say anything, Hippolyte was similarly flustered. She looked around before turning her face away in the end. 

      “Anyway, well, yeah. Kalkata’s Silvers, that Roses Group, or whatever it is, is already exploring the underground, too. We can’t just sit back and relax.” 

      The Roses Group probably referred to Delphina, Elfriede, and their colleagues, a silver-tier adventurers party. 

      They were also competing with us to wipe out the Thieves’ Guild. If they had already started their moves, then it meant we needed to act as well. 

      However, I did have some advantages.

      “By the way, Ms. Hippolyte.”

      “W-What is it? Samaritan?”

      Hippolyte jumped slightly at my call.

      I thought I was just exaggerating by imagining things, but her reaction indicated that she was clearly still concerned about what happened in the cabin the other day. 

      Well, if you’re human, you can’t just ignore and forget about something like that. 

      But still, this was a matter of public concern. It could potentially put Hippolyte’s life in danger as well. 

      So, after calming my emotions, I decided to tell her everything I had learned yesterday as if nothing happened between us. 

      “…And that’s what happened, they are targeting gold-tier adventurers.”

      Upon hearing my words, Hippolyte furrowed her brow. I couldn’t detect the same level of surprise as before.

      Lately, despite displaying many human-like behaviors in her actions, as an accomplished adventurer reaching the status of a hero, she ought to be capable of discerning between public and private matters.

      “Who else knows about this fact?” 

      “I haven’t told anyone else here.”

      “That’s good. If this news spreads, the reputation of our already struggling guild will hit rock bottom. Then, the value of the shares I hold in the Mars Guild will plummet as well.” 

      “What? Hippolyte, you invested in the Mars Guild?”

      Luna shouted in disbelief at Hippolyte’s words. Hippolyte replied. 

      “I received guild shares as a reward instead of a monetary reward. This way, it will turn into a much larger fortune someday.” 

      “But the Mars Guild hasn’t even gone public yet!”

      “They will soon. After we successfully wipe out the Thieves’ Guild and I complete more quests as a gold-tier adventurer, you’ll see.”

      Luna and Hippolyte continued to discuss the value of Mars Guild shares for a while. 

      Feeling like it didn’t concern me much, I was half-listening when Hippolyte suddenly asked me a question.

      “So, they said that thieves gather in the underground of the central street where the guild buildings are located. Do you know who the gold-tier adventurer they’re after?” 

      “I’m not sure about that either…”

      “It’s probably that Actaeon guy. He wanders around half-naked, making a fool of himself here and there. He doesn’t seem like he’s fine up there.” 

      Hippolyte never seemed to entertain the thought of becoming a target. 

      Her pride would never allow her to accept the idea of herself being threatened or appearing weak enough to become a target to someone. 

      “Well then, it’s probably better to wait until evening.” 

      Therefore.

      Time passed on.

      And evening came.
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      Sodomora was considered a large city even within the kingdom. 

      And that evening, the city scenery was quite lively. 

      Even in the late hours, the dark streets were still filled with drunkards and people returning from work, bumping shoulders with each other. The nightlife brought out the busy tavern and innkeepers who worked to attract customers. 

      Passing them were adventurers, mercenaries, and hunters returning after completing their quests. 

      Their hands were heavy with plenty of spoils, evidence of the hardships they endured throughout the day. 

      Though their bodies were covered in mud and weeds, their expressions were generally bright, and their footsteps were light. 

      “I took down three goblins all by myself!” 

      “You bastard, how many times do I have to tell you? Let’s go drink already.” 

      “I need to save money for potions since I have to go hunt goblins again tomorrow.” 

      Perhaps they would celebrate with a drink and sprawl on a soft bed, feeling good about their achievements. 

      The happiness of people in this world revolved around eating well, resting well, and sleeping well. A very simple worldview. 

      Of course, these people probably had their own struggles as well, but nonetheless, the evening streets were mostly filled with people wearing bright smiles. 

      As I watched the passing crowd, I realized it was time for our promised evening meeting. So, I immediately departed toward the underground. 

      There, I would meet with the thief executives. 

      I was feeling a bit nervous. 

      To ease my tension, I scrutinized the faces of other people around me, something I don’t usually do.

      “Phew…”

      “Everything will be fine if we stick to the plan, Samaritan.”

      Hippolyte patted my back reassuringly as if trying to ease my tension. It felt like she was blessing some of Mars’ remains into me, so I felt a bit calmer. 

      The plan was as follows.

      I would go ahead and infiltrate the thieves’ meeting place, attracting their attention while Hippolyte and Luna ambushed them. 

      It was such a simple and straightforward plan. 

      However, I couldn’t help but worry about Hippolyte, who would be weakened at night, and Luna, who seemed soft and fragile, would be able to handle the thieves well. 

      “Hassan, I’ll show you the strength of my new Silence Totem! Hehe, it will be truly terrifying.” 

      “Thieves are nothing to be afraid of.” 

      Both Luna and Hippolyte exuded confidence, leaving little room for me to say anything further. If only I could ask for support from others, it would be better. 

      However, doing so would reduce our reward, and the risk of the information getting spread would increase. In the end, the ones we could call for help were only Paranoy and Marco. 

      They were trustworthy enough, to some extent. 

      “Mr. Hassan, you’ll be more than enough on your own! Show those vile thieves what you’re made of…!”

      “After it’s done, let’s go for drinks, Brother.”

      But, can I really trust them…? 

      Anyway, the dice had been rolled, and I have no choice but to move forward. Thus, I slowly made my way into the central street’s underground, where the thieves would gather.

      I descended the staircase similar to that of a large underground station just like last time, then passed through the crowded market, and a complex underground area finally appeared before my eyes. 

      A few lanterns illuminated narrow corridors. It looked like Pluto’s underground labyrinth. 

      Of course, the ones coming out from there would be not monsters but robbers and thieves. But in some ways, this place might be worse. After all, bandits and thieves had a reputation for being despicable. 

      
        Srrrrr— 
      

      I spread out the scroll I received from Dorothea under one of the lanterns, it detailed the underground area with precise drawings and descriptions, almost like a map. 

      Sodomora Market - (Sign) 

      Below that, there was a seal representing Sodomora. The seal was possibly something that was only used in a government official document. 

      Even in a chaotic world like this, obtaining such official documents wouldn’t be easy. So, the Thieves’ Guild seemed to have considerable influence, perhaps even bribing government officials. 

      If we eradicated this kind of criminal organization at once in a day, the repercussions would be immense. Many of the involved people would be killed in consequence. 

      But of course, that was nothing I ought to be concerned about. 

      I just needed to focus on my task today. 

      All that mattered was that I did my job well.

      
        Swoosh—
      

      I covered my face with the black cloth I received yesterday.

      “W-What the…?” 

      “R-Robber!” 

      Whether it was because a big-statured Samaritan or not, it made me seem very imposing.

      Anyone who saw me quickly fled with their faces drained of color. It was a bit unfair, but I’d rather deal with this than get involved in more troublesome matters. 

      Thus, I continued to walk through the underground, following the map. It was more complex and expansive than I expected, which posed a problem. 

      We decided that Hippolyte and Luna would join me later to avoid arousing suspicion from the thieves. But even if we had copied the map, I was not entirely sure they could find their way around easily. 

      “What the hell is this?” 

      As I progressed with the map, four paths appeared that weren’t marked on it. Four dark and obscure corridors which would lead me in different directions. 

      I began to feel flustered, wondering if I had misread the map. 

      Or maybe the map itself was incorrect? 

      And that was why no one couldn’t figure out the meeting place. 

      So, I lifted the yellow camel leather and brushed it against my hair. This leather had the property of attracting other objects with similar characteristics. 

      Thus, the scroll I rubbed against me as if to generate static electricity began floating, as if attracted to something. 

      Damn it! In the end, No one could find the meeting place unless they were an executive of the Thieves’ Guild themselves. 

      To prepare for Luna and Hippolyte, who would follow after me, I took a chalk from my pocket and marked the wall with small strokes. The deeper I went inside, the more it felt like I was getting lost in a labyrinth, and my heart pounded loudly. 

      
        Thump— Thump—
      

      It took so long that I lost track of how much I had been walking. 

      Following the mysterious magical parchment, I arrived at a space akin to a wide cavern. Open and with a ceiling soaring high, the area was reminiscent of a modest-sized sports field.

      And there, several people clad in black clothes and wearing masks were present. Their physiques varied, some tall and some short, some slim and some stout, each one distinct.

      “Finally, you came.” 

      A deep man’s voice resonated from somewhere deep underground. It was probably from the farthest corner, where a man sat against a broken pillar. 

      “Are you the ninth one? You certainly look strong. Today’s task indeed requires some strength, and so will our future ones.” 

      
        Swoosh— 
      

      The man stood up from his seat. 

      His black attire blended into the shadows, making it hard to see him. But his body size was quite impressive. 

      He seemed as tall as me, maybe even a bit taller. 

      I asked. 

      “Are you Hydra, the King of Thieves?”

      And the man replied. 

      “We are Hydra, and I am Ismael, the son of the King on top of the mountain. I am the greatest thief among thieves, stealing humans’ most precious treasure— their lives.” 

      
        Swoosh— 
      

      The man’s eyes beneath the hood and mask were crimson red.

      And from what I had experienced in this world, people with red eyes tended to be a bit crazy. 

      “Fron today, the Thieves’ Guild Hydra will steal lives and spread terror on the above land. We are no longer mere thieves stealing belongings; we have chosen to be assassins as our profession.” 

      See? Fuck. What a complete nutjob.

      However, it seemed that I was not the only one opposing this strange opinion. Another large figure as big as Ismael, who was also wearing a mask, spoke up. 

      “Choosing to be an assassin as a profession? Have you gone mad? Thieves don’t do such things. We steal without harming anyone; that’s what makes this job romantic.”

      I recognized the voice. It belonged to someone I had encountered before—the supervisor for the interview process who cracked a whip from above the metal bars and urged people to pick the locks from behind them. He was probably one of the guild executives named Big Joe. 

      He seemed to have an unfavorable opinion about his current leader, Ismael. 

      According to Dorothea’s words last night, there were quite a few people besides Dorothea and Big Joe who were at odds with the current leader. 

      However, Ismael didn’t even blink at that opposition. 

      “The leader’s command is absolute and unchanging, regardless of any generation, Big Joe. You still haven’t gotten over the fact that I killed my father, the previous leader, right? Killing the leader is a just tradition.” 

      “….”

      “It was him who was bad. He was the King on top of the mountain– someone who received the blessings of night and death, a natural-born assassin, a monster who received several different blessings from different gods. Therefore, as his son, I am also a monster.”

      He rambled on about being a monster himself. But he did look undeniably strong. I wondered if I could win if I fought him. 

      I was not sure how much my newly acquired strength would be effective towards him. But it seemed like I would be in trouble if I tried to fight him straightforwardly. 

      “The day we were stuck in the depths of the sunless underground ends today. Today, we shall become the masters of Sodomora. And our first sacrificial lamb will be…” 

      “I really can’t listen to this anymore.”

      Someone interrupted Ismael’s confident speech. It was a familiar female voice. It must be Dorothea. 

      “Dorothea? Can’t listen, you say. What do you mean by that?” 

      As Ismael asked into the void, a slender figure emerged from the dark shadows. 

      She wore black cloth but her slim belly was exposed enough to be recognized. 

      “We won’t go up to the surface today. And we won’t assassinate anyone.” 

      “Everyone must follow the leader’s command, or are you suggesting a duel to challenge me for the position? You must be well aware of my strength.” 

      “According to the rules, when all nine executives are gathered, with the consent of three executives, a new Leader can be recommended.”

      “I see you remember that. But is there anyone among you brave enough to face me?” 

      
        Swoosh— Thump— 
      

      Leader Ismael slammed his fist against a pillar. 

      At that moment, the part of the pillar that collided with his fist fell to the ground, crumbling into dust and fragments. I couldn’t believe this. He destroyed the wall with just his hand. It showed that he had a quite strong force. 

      The tense atmosphere turned more intense with that display of strength. 

      “So, Dorothea, what were you saying?” 

      “…I want to recommend the new ninth head as the new leader.” 

      The woman’s voice beneath the dark veil caused everyone’s gaze to focus on me. Then they started speaking one by one. 

      “Make that guy we just met the new leader? Even though we thieves are already a bunch of unruly people, this seems a bit too much.” 

      “What’s this guy’s deal? Am I the only one who doesn’t know who he is?” 

      “Second to that.”

      The reactions weren’t favorable. That was expected. After all, she recommended making someone they had just met the new leader. She probably had a few screws loose in her head. 

      But my job right now was to buy time. The more this turmoil escalated, the better. 

      “If that’s the case, I, Big Joe, will also recommend him. Whoever becomes the leader, it’s still better than having that idiot sitting on our heads.” 

      Two recommendations so far. 

      Up to this point. 

      According to Dorothea, this guy named Big Joe had a lot of grievances with the current regime. That was why he would support her recommendation about me without a doubt. 

      That was all we— our party— planned, and the problem was what came next. 

      To start the fight for the position, we needed the agreement of three executives. And during that time, I could wait for the support of Hipolyte and Luna. 

      “….”

      Everyone was just exchanging glances, and the last recommendation hadn’t come yet. Of course, suddenly recommending someone new and calling them the leader would be strange.

      However, Dorothea added another comment. 

      “The ninth head has received the blessing of the night. He is a staunch orthodox. He has true legitimacy, unlike the pretender currently leading us.” 

      “Is that true?” 

      A fairly tall and slender man spoke up. He had been leaning against a pillar, seemingly uninterested in the conversation. Yet, when my blessing was mentioned, he seemed intrigued.

      Dorothea continued. 

      “Yes, Astrid. His skills are even better than mine. He also has great dexterity and managed to pass the test in less than a minute.” 

      “Oh, less than a minute? Impressive.” 

      As everyone expressed their admiration, the big man, the supervisor Big Joe, also spoke up. 

      “Not only that, but he also broke a titanium lock with his strength. He’s quite strong,” 

      “He opened that lock using brute force? Interesting. Alright, then add one more vote from me.“

      The tall and lanky man finally recommended me.

      Thus, we secured the three recommendations needed to change the head of the thieves’ guild.

      “These bastards, you guys just want to cause chaos on a day with a big event like this. Then we should take each other’s lives according to the rules.” 

      I heard that you could do anything in the battle for the leader position, and the last person standing wins. No rules apply. 

      It was very reminiscent of the battles in the arena. 

      “Interesting. For the first time after a while, we finally have the ninth comrade. But now I have to kill that comrade with my own hands. This is why it might be better to leave the ninth position vacant.”

      
        Pull— 
      

      Ismael pulled a sharp dagger from his waist. 

      “Come on, you brat.”

      Unlike his body size, his weapon of choice was a dagger? The reach advantage was crucial in a fight. So, I couldn’t quite figure out this guy’s fighting style. 

      “Or should I go first?!” 

      
        Step— Step— 
      

      His massive frame lunged towards me. I hadn’t even drawn my weapon yet. Damn it. Are we going to start fighting right away without any signal? 

      “Go die!” 

      Suddenly, the thief’s leader, Ismael, swung the dagger downward with full force towards me. He seemed to aim for my neck, so I raised my hand to block his attack. 

      Screeech!

      The sturdy metal gauntlet caught the blade and let out a loud screech. 

      “Ah, not bad. Your gear is impressive, but it seems the metal plate on this part is a bit lacking!” 

      Then, the man forcefully kicks my abdomen, pushing me back. 

      “Ugh-.” 

      Caught off guard by the sudden attack, I couldn’t help but writhe in pain. My breath escaped me in a gasp, and the world spun before my eyes as my waist involuntarily bent. 

      But I couldn’t just stay huddled in pain. 

      His dagger relentlessly slashed from left to right, right to left, leaving no opportunity to evade. 

      
        Sweak— 
      

      
        Sweak—!
      

      Every time the blade sliced through the air, it sounded as though it was striking my ears. If the attack were to land even just once, it would surely be a fatal blow. 

      “You’re surprisingly agile for someone your size. But how long can you keep dodging? Just one hit. Just one injury, and you’ll die. This dagger is coated with a Hydra’s venom!” 

      He applied venom to that dagger? That sneaky bastard! 

      You goddamn coward! 

      “You goddamn bastard!”  

      “You think you can get away by just running? Eventually, you’ll be caught!” 

      “Fuck you, coward bastard!”

      Like hell! Just a graze would be deadly. This was so fucking dirty trick, so I had no choice but to run around frantically. While doing so, I used my club to knock out the hanging lamps one by one. 

      Clang!

      Each time, the dark cave grew darker, and now only the vague outlines of people could barely be seen.

      However, I ended up cornered by the man, and my escape route was blocked. 

      “Now, you can’t run anymore. I’ll kill you. Hippolyte and Actaeon will soon follow. The city will fall into chaos, and I’ll sit amidst the burning ashes, laughing at everyone.”

      “That’s not my business, you bastard.”

      “Yeah, it is certainly not your business because you’re going to die.”

      His eyes were crescent-shaped crimson. 

      Red eyes, he had red eyes. 

      It reminded me of Elfriede. It was so terrifying. I was sure that beneath that mask, there was a menacing grin. A sadistic smile from someone who took pleasure in tormenting and hitting people. 

      I no longer wanted to fall prey to that laughter. Today, I would extinguish all my fear of those red eyes. 

      
        Sweep—
      

      I lifted my club with all my might and swung it fiercely. I hurled it towards the head of the thief’s leader, Ismael. 

      The club that I fiercely swung was like a projectile, and it struck the guy’s head. However, he casually dodged it by tilting his head slightly.

      “Are you throwing away your weapon? Has fear driven you mad?” 

      “I’m not throwing away my weapon. You fucking criminal!”

      
        Clang— 
      

      The club hit the one last hanging lamp on the wall, and it went out. With that, the vast cave plunged into complete darkness. 

      
        Scriiing— 
      

      I drew my trusty dagger from my waist. I’d used it countless times, so it felt like an extension of my own body. 

      Its length and sharpness were already imprinted in my mind even without seeing it. So, I tightly gripped its handle and said. 

      “Now, you won’t be able to see a single strand of my hair. You idiot. None one can prevent that treatment center from being mine.” 

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 157: Hassan and the Nine-Headed Thief (8)

      
      
        Clink—
      

      The olive tree club that I threw hit the lantern perfectly. To be honest, I believed that the odds were 50-50.

      After all, stone-throwing was something that I practiced a lot back in my days as a slave and gladiator. Moreover, it seemed like my hit rate had increased because my dexterity had been recalibrated due to the blessing of the Sun God.

      When the last remaining lantern went out, the underground area became completely dark.

      At the same time, the thieves that were all over the area stirred.

      “Turning off the lights? It’s fun, reminds me of when I’m working.”

      “Certainly, the dark side is more comfortable for us.”

      True to their nature as criminals who operate under the cover of shadow and clouded moonlight, they showed no signs of panic even with their vision obscured.

      It seemed that their leader, Ismail, was no different.

      “Being night-sighted is not so much a talent as it is an innate ability. Do you think you can hide from me with just the lights out?”

      
        Slide—
      

      Eventually, he pulled out a small lantern with a glowing stone from his waist. The lantern emitted a soft blue light, illuminating the surroundings and decorating the floor.

      
        Swoop— Swoop—
      

      Ismael moved the lantern all over the place.

      However, the guy was still unable to find me even after all of his effort and just looked at the place where I used to be.

      One of the thieves spoke at that moment.

      “Did he disappear?”

      “Did he hide during that short period of time? He really must be a holder of a blessing.”

      70.

      69.

      68……

      After activating “Night’s Cloak”, it becomes harder for people to detect me. However, In order to do that, it was necessary for me to disappear from the other’s sight first.

      That’s why I turned off the lights and created a temporary blackout. Even though I was fully aware that as thieves they would be used to the darkness.

      Since they were still human, I was sure that there should be a time when their sight was fully blocked before it was adjusted to the darkness.

      And it seemed like my predictions were correct.

      I quickly hid behind a suitable pillar and peeked through the corner for the thieves’ movements.

      Ismael, the leader of the thieves, continued to struggle to find me with a lantern and dagger in hand.

      “There is no point in wasting time. This fight is between you and me. It will only end when one of us dies!”

      Suddenly, Ismael started cutting into the air with the dagger he held. Did he start attacking because he thought that my body had become transparent?

      
        Swiiish—
      

      
        Swiiish—
      

      The sound that the dagger produced while slicing through the air was similar to the hiss of a snake. Since the dagger was coated with Hydra’s poison, it was no different from the fangs of a vicious snake.

      60.

      59……

      The numbers in front of my eyes continue to change as I hold my breath.

      Just as Ismael said, there was no point in wasting time. After all, my blessing would run out in a minute. Once that happened, he would surely find and injure me using that dagger.

      If so, the only time for me to cause a variable in this match was now.

      I looked around myself in order to find something that might be useful.

      I saw small fragments of stones on the ground at my feet. It seems to be pieces of the base that Ismail, the leader of the thieves, had smashed earlier to show off his strength.

      So, the pillar I was hiding behind right now was that pillar, huh?

      After grabbing the pebbles on the floor, I prepared myself to throw them towards Ismael. Since I was currently standing behind a pillar, the best posture to throw it should be a sidearm throw.

      What I was aiming for was the lantern he was holding.

      Please, hit!

      Fyuuh……

      Since my current strength stats was sitting at 12, the stone that I threw flew like a bullet before hitting his arm.

      
        Bam—
      

      “Kuaghh!”

      Ismail screams as the stone hits, dropping the lantern in his hands from the pain.

      
        Tang— Tang—
      

      It was unreasonable in the first place to hope that the stone would exactly hit the lantern, nevertheless, the result from the throw was still aligned with my goal of creating a gap.

      
        Step—
      

      I kicked the ground and launched myself from behind the pillar I was hiding towards the head of the thief. At that moment, the blessing was deactivated and at the same time, the people around Ismael stirred once again.

      “Huh?”

      “There you are!”

      Ismael, the leader, turns his head towards me. Probably because of the people around him that had noticed me before him.

      “You bastard!”

      He moved his arms as if he was trying to counter my ambush. Unfortunately for him, my arms were already stretching towards him, so I was ahead of him by a fraction.

      
        Grab— Bang—
      

      I grabbed his head with the gauntlet that was hugging my palm and slammed it to the floor.

      “Keuk!”

      The leader of the thieves screamed as a loud thumping sound echoed.

      I then climbed on top of him, raised my right hand that was holding the dagger, and whipped it hard towards his neck.

      “Th-this bastard!! Why is he so strong?! Fuucckkk!”

      Ismael was proving to be anything but an easy opponent. It wouldn’t be strange if he suffered a mild concussion and panicked after his head hit the floor.

      But, probably because his head was particularly hard, he quickly came to his senses and used his arms to block my attack. Probably an instinctive action to preserve his life.

      
        Bam— Bam— Bam—
      

      Because of that, my dagger, which should have pierced his neck, could only draw blood from striking his palms, arms, shoulders, and chest.

      Although he escaped instant death from being stabbed in the neck, it was certain that the wound was fatal enough to turn his body red.

      “Die, you bastard!”

      I changed my grip on the dagger into a reverse grip to make sure that my strike would not miss. Then, I raised both of my hands, smashing it hard as I could toward the guy’s chest.

      “Uggggh!”

      Ismael raised his arms to stop my attack. He grabbed my wrists with both of his hands and struggled to keep the dagger’s blade away from his heart.

      In response, I added the force of my other arm to the one striking down.

      Even though my instantaneous burst of strength was quite high, my endurance was weak.

      Thus, If I could not seize the opportunity and defeat this guy, it was clear that I would be the first one to run out of gas.

      I squeezed my entire body as I gritted my teeth with some strength that would make people think that the thing I wanted to destroy was not only Ismael but also my molar.

      “Keeeuuk!”

      “Y-you son of a bitch!! I-I am Ismael, the King on top of the Mountain……! I, I……!”

      My hands started to push the tip of the dagger into his heart at that moment.

      
        Squeeze—
      

      I could feel the sensation of the sharp tip piercing through the layer of his black clothing and slicing through his bones and organs in my arms.

      “Kuhuk, heukkk.”

      At that moment, strength started to evaporate from the body of the Thieves’ Guild leader as if his struggle until now was nothing but a lie.

      Looking at that sight that transpired before me made me realize that I had finally driven the blade into his heart.

      But, I was far from satisfied with that alone. So, I pulled the dagger out again and used it to stab into the guy’s neck and heart.

      In this world, magic, curses, and peculiar blessings exist, so I had to make sure by confirming the kill.

      
        Pak— Papak—
      

      As I was driving the blade into the unyielding leader’s body.

      
        Rustle—
      

      I felt the presence of someone approaching me from my back.

      “Stop, he’s definitely dead. You can stop now.”

      It was Dorothea, an executive of the Thieves Guild. She stepped back from me, hips pushed back in a crouching stance, tapping my shoulder.

      “It’s over now!”

      “Fyuuhh……”

      Only then could I finally relax my grip. The redness in my vision slowly returned to normal, and the ambient noise I hadn’t heard began to flow again in my ears.

      It must be because the adrenaline that had surged to my head was gradually subsiding.

      I could feel my chest and stomach throbbing at that moment. I could also feel something acidic threatening to rise up at the back of my throat. I must have suffered this injury because of the blind punch that Ismael did.

      “Hu……”

      After blowing one more long breath, I moved my hand towards the leader’s wrist.

      I could not feel his pulse at all.

      The string of letters that should have floated in front of my eyes also didn’t appear.

      Which means, he was really really dead.

      I just killed a man.

      My arms and legs started to tremble at that new feeling. The hungry ghost, who used to have a lot of strength, no longer had the strength to hold the dagger.

      In any case, I had won.

      In this dog-eat-dog world, confrontation was a matter of life and death, so there was no room to hear what morality and ethics had to say.

      
        Flap—
      

      I pulled myself from the bloodied and ragged head of the Thieves Guild leader. Then, I start to rummage through his belongings for anything useful.

      No one dared to interrupt or stop me. Everyone just stared at me, probably wondering what would happen to them in the future.

      
        Rattle—
      

      I got a lantern that contained a blue glowstone and a poisoned dagger from him. On top of that, I also get five underground silver coins. Last but not least, I also get a key with a strange decoration.

      “That key…… It’s the key to the leader’s safe.”

      At that moment, the big man, Big Joe, approached me while acting like he knew about the key.

      “That skull ornament at the end of the key…… That key is undoubtedly the skeleton key. It is the key to the safe where all the previous leaders have hidden their treasures.”

      As Big Joe said, it was a key with a strange skull-shaped decoration. A vault where past leaders hid their treasures? The unusual identity made my stomach tingle.

      Were there any gold coins inside that safe? How about gold bars? I wish it had gold bars inside. It was my wish to have at least one gold bar in my life.

      Gold bars.

      Just looking at them seems like it would satisfy my hunger.

      As I was thinking about that shiny iron bar, someone started talking to me.

      “So, you are now our new leader. To think you’d really kill that Ismael. What should we call you now?”

      At Big Joe’s question, my head went pure white. What should they call me? Is he asking me to decide on a title, a nickname, or a pseudonym?

      But, as I always said, I was not good at this kind of thing. The only names that came to my mind were Oldolgol and Meng Huo.

      Rather, why in the world did Luna and Hippolyte not arrive yet? It’s about time for them to arrive. And here I am, having accidentally taken out the boss and become one myself.

      Fuck, what should I do?

      Since this was something that I had not planned beforehand, my thoughts were out of order. It was as if an earthquake rumbled in my head.

      Hassan the King of Thieves.

      To think I became the king of thieves……

      I had become the leader of a criminal group that was said to be the best in Sodomora.

      “So, what now? Are we canceling today’s plan?”

      “Since we have a new leader, we will have new rules. What are you going to do?”

      I could feel everyone’s eyes were turning towards me.

      Now that it’s come to this, I realize that I don’t really fit in a position where I have to make decisions.

      To be the leader of criminals in this city… If I get tangled up in some strange law and get caught, it’s straight to jail, regardless of my adventurer rank, even reaching the gold tier wouldn’t help.

      I might even be dragged off to a prison city as a big-shot criminal. Damn, a prison city. That’s a future I must avoid.

      Therefore, I forced my head to go into overdrive and opened my mouth.

      “Didn’t you say that the leader’s order is absolute? Then, to commemorate my coronation as a leader, this is my first order. All of you, surrender yourself.”

      “What the fuck?”

      “What nonsense is that!”

      Their reaction was fierce. Even though I had killed their previous leader, these guys were also known as criminals. If these guys make up their minds and pull out their swords and attack, can I, who was close to exhaustion, overwhelm them?

      The figure of Caesar being stabbed by his own people suddenly appeared in front of my eyes.

      Because of that, cold sweat broke out on my back

      “No, no, I am just kidding. You are free to not surrender yourself. But, how about disbanding the guild itself……?”

      “Disbanding the guild?”

      “Are you serious? That’s honestly not a bad idea.”

      I just thought I better say something like that because I felt like I had a rat in my head. However, the response from the Thieves’ Guild executives was something I didn’t expect.

      A man with a slender and thin build opened his mouth at that moment. If I remember correctly, his name was Astrid.

      “Honestly, Hydra is already past its prime. Since the pressure from the top is big, it would be nice to dissolve the old guild and reorganize it with a new name.”

      As if his opinion was the cue, everyone started to voice their opinions too.

      “Pretending to be subjugated and disappearing before growing new strength? Then, it will be the first time the guild will change its name.”

      “Good. It’s common practice for thieves to make up new aliases.”

      “I have suggested it to Ismael… No, I have repeatedly suggested it to the previous leader as well. But, they never accept it. They are strangely obsessed with the name Hydra.”

      “But who are we supposed to tell that we were subjugated by? No one would believe us if we said we were subjugated by an adventurer. It will make it obvious that we are trying to abandon the old boat and change to a new one.”

      “What about the rest of the guys in the underground market besides us? They don’t even know we are having this kind of talk.”

      “Apart from our executives, they are actually not even members of the Thieves’ guild, aren’t they? Those guys are like parasites who cling to the value of our name, just let them take care of themselves……”

      As the seven executives conversed, this wide common area reverberated as if it had become a forum.

      It was at that moment that a really great idea popped into my head like a bolt of lightning. Is this what artists felt when they got inspiration?

      I then said.

      “Let Hydra be known as vanquished by the great archangels of the gods, a hero of the people. Spread that fact far and wide.”

      “The hero of the people? Are you telling us to lie about being subjugated by a gold-tier adventurer? It would make it too easy for people to see past our lies. If they say they didn’t do it, that’s the end of it. Forcing this kind of story would be dangerous.”

      “No, not by a gold-tier adventurer. But, by Mars Guild’s Bronze Tier Adventurer. Hassan of Samar……”

      As my words were nearing their completion.

      
        Boom—
      

      Black smoke that was accompanied by a loud explosion, as well as the heat of the flames soared in all directions.

      “Look, Elfie! Following these arrows will lead us to where the rats are hiding!”

      “Indeed, it must be Mercury’s guidance. My prayers have been answered.”

      It was Delphina who appeared along with the flames. To her side, her party members could be seen. They were armed with a staff and sword.

      Fuck!

      “As I said, start a fire, and the rats will jump out!”

      
    

  
    
      Chapter 158: Necromancer (1)

      
      “Ifrit……”

      Holding a short staff, Elfriede chanted a spell.

      Before long, a fireball that was as big as a soccer ball appeared in front of her face. She then quickly flung it towards the group of thieves.

      It was Elfriede’s main offensive magic, a third-tier spell, fireball.

      
        Swoosh— Bang—
      

      “I-It’s a mage! A fire mage! She used magic without even chanting for long!”

      “Fuck! This place is a secret place! How did she enter this place!”

      The thieves who narrowly avoided the fireball that Elfriede cast, scattered in all directions and shouted.

      “Boss! What should we do!”

      Some of them looked at me and asked for my opinion. Seizing the moment, Delphina instantly accelerated towards me with a sharp and long sword that looked like a needle in her hand. 

      “So you’re the boss, huh?! I’ve had a lot of dealings with big black-haired guys lately!”

      
        Swiiish—
      

      The sharp tip of her sword slithered through the air and flew towards the nape of my neck at breakneck speed.

      She had no hesitation whatsoever in stabbing people’s throats, truly a natural-born killer worthy of the Silver Tier.

      “Fuck!”

      I managed to duck down and dodge the attack.

      
        Swiiish—
      

      I could feel a faint hint of heat from the blade of Delphina’s sword that was passing through my hair. Getting stabbed by that blade would leave me dead without even the chance to sctream.

      “Would you see that? You avoid my quicksword? You are an interesting one, aren’t you, boss thief?!”

      
        Swoosh— Swoosh—
      

      Delphina continued to stab me with her sword.

      “Don’t play around, Delphina. I want to finish this quickly and rest. Flame fireflies–”

      Meanwhile, Elfriede blazed fire all over the place.

      “Then, I will also cast a spell.”

      A priestess in a blue priestly robe began to chant strange incantations at that moment.

      Besides the three of them, was also a quiet female fighter. She was dealing with the other thieves.

      I had some difficulty wrapping my head around what was happening but it was indeed a desperate situation.

      If I were to be caught by these bastards now, there was a high probability that I would be captured and taken away as the boss of the Thieves’ Guild.

      On top of that, would an excuse like ‘I was in undercover investigation…’ work? There’s no way, it would. After all, there was no way that the savage laws of this world, which handle every work roughly, would take my side.

      “Disband! Disband as ordered! Starting from today, the Thieves’s Guild, Hydra, is completely disbanded!”

      At that moment, the huge man, Big Joe, who was busy dealing with the fighter, shouted out loud. Soon after, the thieves around him scattered.

      “Run away!”

      “Just know that it is already too late for you guys to run away. The spell has already been completed. Binding of The Vajra-“

      The Buddhist priestess with a languid voice slammed the stone pole she held into the floor. In the next moment, a bluish bubble-like something rose from the floor.

      
        Bubble—
      

      It grew in size soon after. Before we could even react, it already completely enveloped all of us.

      “A barrier! To think someone wopuld use a barrier! What a trifling barrier! I already see a lot of this kind of barrier in a rich man’s safe!”

      “You should not compare my barrier with a barrier from a cheap magic device.”

      The thieves wielded their daggers, slashing them around to break free from the barrier. However, even though it looked like a soft soap film, it was quite strong and only stretched, not breaking.

      Fuck me, will we be captured and subjugated just like this?

      When I was taken aback like that,

      
        Pop—
      

      A pricking sound that sounded like a balloon getting pierced by a needle entered my ears. For whatever reason, the barrier suddenly exploded.

      After that happened, Luna appeared.

      After sticking a bunch of semicircular protrusions into her thick silence totem, Luna shouted.

      “You thieves! We are also here! Hassan is here, right! We are here to help! You guys! Don’t even think about cutting the line!”

      “M-my barrier art……?”

      “If I use my Enhanced Silence Totem, your barrier is nothing. It wouldn’t be able to compete.”

      Luna’s Silence Totem, which looked exactly like a goblin’s bat, had become a great item after it was remodeled and enhanced with the onyx I obtained the other day.

      Indeed, if she used something like that, nothing would be able to compete.

      “……Escape, now!”

      The thieves quickly kick the ground and escape through the broken barrier.

      “Damn it, they’re all running away! I have to catch you at least!”

      Delphina kept stabbing me with her sword. Even though I managed to dodge all her attacks until now, if things continued like this, there was a high probability that I would end up getting stabbed in the heart and die.

      
        Swoosh—
      

      Seeing her sword pierce the pillar like a bullet, I could easily imagine what would happen to my soft body.

      Damn, saying that this is a desperate situation would be quite an understatement.

      
        As I pondered whether to admit I was Hassan before my life was cut short—
      

      
        Wooosh—
      

      A sharp object that appeared out of nowhere flew towards Delphina’s body. She instantly stopped attacking me and raised her blade high to block it.

      “Keuuugh! What is it!?”

      
        Taaaang—
      

      A sharp piercing sound echoed through the underground area as metal collided with each other. Not long after that, something exploded with a popping sound.

      “Huh? Fu…… Isn’t this a sword aura?”

      Delphina growled as if she couldn’t believe what had come at her. Soon after, what emerged from the blazing fire was Hippolyte who was wearing armor and a fluttering red cloth.

      The gold necklace around her neck flashed in the flames.

      “Isn’t it considered forbidden to cut the line? The Thieves’ guild is mine, you Kalkata bumpkin.”

      Hippolyte said so as she smiled confidently. Right after that, Paranoy, who hid behind her, screamed out loud.

      “It is really reassuring to be on the same side as a gold-tier adventurer……! Then, I’ll cheer you on from here……!”

      Delphina opened her mouth as if she found their action displeasing.

      “Elfie! Do something about them! They somehow followed us here!”

      “What do you mean we are following you? We were already heading this way from the start.”

      “Ifrit!”

      As Delphina and Hippolyte were quarreling, Elfriede chanted a short incantation and sent a fireball that appeared in front of her face towards Hippolyte.

      
        Crackle—
      

      Being hit by that would surely evaporate all the moisture in one’s body in a flash.

      “To think you are able to conjure a fire spell with this kind of power with such a short incantation. Marvellous.”

      But Hippolyte easily split the incoming fireball in two with her sword, just like slicing a watermelon.

      
        Crackle— Crackle— Boom— Boom—
      

      The perfectly split fireball ricocheted to the left and right of Hippolyte, causing massive explosions and scorching the surroundings even hotter.

      Flames blazing from all directions, people screaming here and there.

      There’s really no other place as hellish as this place.

      “Damn it……”

      After letting out a curse, Elfriede prepared to chant once again. However, Hippolyte opened her mouth at that moment.

      “You’re a very strong wizard. But you’d better stop. A flame witch can’t ever defeat me. You will just make my blood run hotter.”

      While Hippolyte was saying that, the quiet fighter who wore a Chinese dress that had never opened her mouth until now attacked her.

      
        Pabat—
      

      Her fists flew efficiently towards Hippolyte.

      Hippolyte, who avoided her attack by matching her movement, opened her mouth once again.

      “Fistfighting, huh? Fine, I’ll match you with the same.”

      Hippolyte put her sword in the sheathe on her waist and faced her with her bare hands. At that short moment, a fighter’s sharp roundhouse kick flew in.

      “It’s sharp. Your form is good.”

      After successfully avoiding the foot that was whipping towards her head by gently tilting her head back, Hippolyte clenched her fists tightly and exposed her fangs by smiling.

      “Avoid this.”

      As soon as she put her right hand forward, she launched a quick straight punch at the fighter. I could not find any other fitting words aside from launching.

      “……!”

      Since it was so fast, the silver-tier fighter raised her guard and covered her face with both hands. Probably because she didn’t think she could avoid it.

      
        Pak— Bam— Bam— Boom—
      

      However, even though the quiet fighter successfully defended herself, she still flew away and bounced on the floor before crashing into a wall and collapsing.

      “Don’t stop it like that, you should have dodged it.”

      “Cough……”

      “L-Lily! I’ll use a healing spell on you!”

      The Buddhist priestess dressed in blue hurriedly shouted as she saw the appearance of the fighter vomiting blood.

      However, before she could do so, Hippolyte, who had hit the ground, approached her with a speed that was invisible to most eyes and knocked her unconscious by striking the back of her neck with her hand.

      
        Bam—
      

      “–!”

      Without even being able to let out a scream, the eyes of the female priestess went white as her mouth was bubbling with some foam.

      “Edwin!”

      Delfina, seeing this, turned her back to me and assumed a stance to attack Hippolyte.

      “Damn it, nobody said a gold tier would be this strong! How can the gap between us and a gold-tier be so wide?!”

      At her words, Hippolyte laughed leisurely in the midst of the raging flames.

      “You frog of Kalkata. Did you think you could look down on ‘heroes’? With your power, you guys wouldn’t even be able to defeat that foolish Actaeon.”

      “Damn it……!”

      She was not the only one who was surprised as I also felt the same way.

      Hippolyte was really fucking strong.

      It seemed like I was also taking the word ‘hero’ too lightly.

      Is that the strength of a gold-tier adventurer?

      I felt that my goal seemed to be getting further away for some reason.

      Hippolyte was someone who would be noticeably weaker once the night came. However, her current appearance, however, made her look completely unrelated that that weak person. Is there a reason?

      Anyway, it was fortunate that the attention on me had lessened. So, I hurriedly threw myself up and picked up my precious club, the Fear Smasher, off the floor.

      At that very moment, a stinging sensation that felt like a bee sting burned around my neck.

      When I turned my head around, I saw Luna wielding a huge bat against the thieves who were running away in the distance.

      “Voodoo art of catching thieves-!!”

      “What is she spouting?! Somebody help me!”

      “Quiet!”

      I couldn’t see her expression because she was wearing a bone helmet, but her condition didn’t seem normal.

      Fire was burning all around, and I couldn’t tell if it had stoked Luna’s unique frenzy.

      “Hassan, where is Hassan?! You wicked thieves!”

      
        Whoosh— Whoosh—
      

      Luna continuously swung the huge bat in her hand from left to right and from right to left. One of the thieves guild executives was so close to being beaten by that terrifying attack.

      “S-Someone please lift me up!”

      “Hihi, silence voodoo!”

      
        Woosh— Bam—
      

      Soon after Luna lifted the big bat, a stone flew from somewhere and hit the back of her head which was covered by a helmet.

      “Heeuk!”

      “Get out of here!”

      The one who threw a stone toward Luna to save his colleague was another Thieves’ guild executive who hadn’t escaped yet.

      “Hweee……”

      Luna, who was hit by it, fell to the floor and convulsed.

      “Hweee……”

      It was a big deal because Luna looked like she had passed out. I dismissed many complicated thoughts and chose to pat Luna on the cheek and check for signs of concussion.

      For me, Luna’s health and safety were the most important thing.

      “Luna, hey Luna, wake up! Wake up! Luna, wake up! It’s dangerous to lose consciousness here!”

      However, no matter how much I shook her, Luna showed no sign of coming back to her senses. She must have fainted from the unexpected surprise attack.

      Should I check her pulse? Should I massage her to wake her up? Just at that moment.

      
        Woosh—
      

      A cold wind blew from somewhere and extinguished all the flames that were burning.

      It felt like my whole body getting cold, chilling my back and making my hairs stand on end.

      “The fire went out……?”

      The first to react to it was Hippolyte who was busy fighting with Delphina. She clicked her tongue as she watched the flames around her begin to die.

      “Tsk…”

      The second one who reacted was the fairy witch Elfriede who was taking care of her fainting companions.

      “My fire went out……?”

      Elfriede said so with a tone that made it obvious that she couldn’t believe that her flame was extinguished.

      In fact, her flame was something that could not be extinguished for quite some time. I know that fact better than anyone.

      That’s why Elfriede’s magic was scary.

      However, those strong flames actually lost their powers and were extinguished. 

      Not only that, this dark and wide place was also swept by a strange chill, making the surrounding air cool down rapidly.

      
        Crack— Crack—
      

      Since the chilling wind even began to freeze the air round us, the situation was definitely not ordinary.

      Was Lady Knox about to show up?

      I quickly reacted to that thought by removing the helmet that Luna wore and checking her face. However, there was no sign of that happening. So, what was it, what was going to happen? At the moment when I was flustered,

      
        Crack—
      

      In the midst of this mess, something that was lying right next to me rose up.

      
        Crack— Crack—
      

      It twisted its body grotesquely, making a sound like it was forcibly putting together broken joints and bones.

      -Grrrr…..

      It was none other than Ismael.

      Ismael, the leader of the thieves.

      I definitely had turned his body into a rag with my dagger. I had even confirmed that the guy’s pulse was completely non-existent after I got the confirmation that he had died.

      However, the very same guy that I had killed was standing up again right now.

      -Gererereuu……

      
        Thud— Thud—
      

      Seeing his bloodied body rise to its feet, all of us froze and didn’t say a word.

      …Fuck, why is that bastard standing up?
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         ㅡGrrrrrr
      

      The corpse, which should not have been moving, raised its body, aligning its stiffening joints and bones.

      
        Whoosh—
      

      The abnormal chill that swept the room, cold enough to extinguish Elfriede’s flames, was probably because of the icy breath that guy was exhaling.

      
        Creak— Creak—
      

      When only the sounds of the floor and pillars freezing into ice could be heard, it was Hippolyte’s words that broke the silence.

      “…. Hey, the one called Delphina. I guess it’s not the time for us to fight each other right now.”

      “I agree. That… is it an undead? An undead who can emit such a chill… I’ve never seen such a thing before…? I feel like I’m freezing to the bone..!”

      The city of Kalkata is a stronghold city that fed on the emergence of the nearby Pluto underground labyrinth.

      Since the labyrinths that emerged there were all high-level, it was natural for the adventurers of Kalkata to be considered veterans, great experts in labyrinths.

      If the leader of a party formed by veterans of the silver tier says that this is the first time he has seen an undead, then it is only natural to be nervous.

      “L-Lord Pluto…!”

      While everyone was frozen like that, Paranoy ran and prostrated herself in front of Ismail.

      “I-I didn’t betray you…! I was just pretending to deceive those fools…! It’s true…!”

      
         ㅡWhoo….
      

      In response to Paranoy, who began to confess something incoherently. The unnaturally risen corpse let out a cold sigh.

      
        Flash—
      

      And then, the opening eyes shone with a strange and eerie blue light. The guy raised his tattered palm.

      
         ㅡGroooaaaah
      

      “Lord Pluto..!”

      “Hey, nymph! Get out of the way! This guy isn’t Pluto!”

      At that moment, Delphina, the silver-tier adventurer ran quickly, grabbed the hood attached to the back of Paranoy’s neck, and pulled it hard.

      “Kyaaekk!”

      Paranoy screamed as her neck was tightly held.

      Fortunately, thanks to Delphina, Paranoy was able to avoid the corpse’s attack.

      
         ㅡGroaaaaah!!!
      

      The revived corpse of Ismail, with blue eyes, roared as if he was angry that the attack had missed. The roar resonated so much in the narrow cave that I instinctively wanted to cover my ears.

      “Hiii-!”

      Paranoy, terrified, ran away on all fours and hid in a corner.

      It was very funny because it resembled the posture of a long-legged lizard running, but no one laughed at the sight.

      
        Sling— Clang—
      

      Unlike when she was leisurely dealing with the silver-tier adventurers, Hippolyte, holding her sword and lowering her posture, took a stance to charge.

      “…A undead with blue eyes. This guy is probably a Royal Guard.”

      In response to Hippolyte’s words, Delphina, who also held her sword, reacted.

      “A Royal Guard? What’s that!”

      “The elite soldiers guarding Pluto’s skeletal throne. I’ve only heard rumors about them. This is the first time I’ve seen one in person.”

      
         ㅡGraaaaah-!!!!
      

      The undead screamed very loudly, his body staggering and charging like a derailed train.

      What the guy was aiming for was none other than Elfriede, who was checking the pulse of her colleagues in the corner.

      “Elfie! Be careful!”

      Delphina shouted, trying to warn them of the incoming danger.

      Elfriede also jumped back and swung her short wand at the same time, hitting the head of Ismail.

      “You hellish mess, who are you trying to touch?!”

      
        Thud—!
      

      There was a loud thud as if the derailed train had finally collided, and the undead Ismail, who had been emitting a strange and eerie aura, fell to the ground headfirst.

      
         ㅡGroaaaah… C-Cough…. Crackkkkkk…
      

      But that only lasted for a moment, he then quickly got up after realigning his dislocated bones and joints.

      Elfriede gritted his teeth at the sight.

      “Tough. But can you withstand this too?! Hell’s Flame-!”

      Along with a short chant, a red flame begins to flicker at the tip of Elfriede’s wand.

      
        Whoosh— Whoosh—
      

      Soon, it grew bigger and bigger, and it flashed with a blue light, not red. Delphina screamed in horror at the sight.

      “No! If you use that here, everything will collapse, Elfie! Hey, you! Aren’t you a gold-tier adventurer>! Don’t you have a better way!?”

      “Then try setting fire to the surroundings! I need to make my blood boil!”

      “What are you even talking about? Ugh, what’s this sudden chaos? A Royal Guard! Why is such a high-ranking undead in the city’s underground!”

      Fucking Sodomora! Delphina was losing her mental.

      Elfriede, who had canceled the chant of her flame magic, eventually chose to avoid the undead’s arms flailing here and there and counterattack with his wand.

      
         ㅡGrrrr, Guhhh!
      

      “But why does this guy seem to only attack me?”

      As Elfriede said, undead Ismail persistently targeted her. However, she was doing a great job avoiding his assaults, making a full display of her abilities as a high elf and an adventurer.

      “Huh, huh….”

      As I felt before, Elfriede’s movements were unnatural and awkward in some way.

      For example, the tempo of her movements was slow and her balance seemed off, as if thorns were stuck in the soles of her feet, and her breathing was similarly irregular.

      “Whoo.”

      It wasn’t something that could be easily noticed, but I who had bad blood with her for what felt like an eternity could easily notice.

      As expected, Elfriede’s body is not normal.

      Unlike Elfriede, who was struggling more and more, Ismail, who was attacking her, seemed to be moving more and more smoothly, unlike a corpse.

      
         ㅡHydra, I, I am Hydraaaaa! I am-, I am theeee, the Demon King of Sodomora!!! Humansss - Bow dowwwwn!!!!
      

      He even started talking and shouting.

      The guy’s roar shook the air, echoing around as if it were a scream gathered from the bottom of a deep cave in hell making my heart feel like it was getting squeezed.

      However, this timing, as he was off guard because of his shouting, was an opportunity that we couldn’t afford to miss.

      I picked up the fallen Luna and chose to hide her behind a safe-looking pillar.

      “Heueueue….”

      Luna shows no sign of waking up despite the chaos. The thief’s stone-throwing must have been a considerable critical hit.

      Behind my back, Delphina and Elfriede were barely holding back Ismail.

      “A talking undead! It gives me the creeps! I didn’t hear that I had to fight something like this! The commission fee is nowhere near enough!”

      “Focus, Delphina! I’ll chant, so protect me!”

      “Are you crazy? Elfie, it’s a monster that can extinguish your flames! I can’t fight this guy! I’ll run away, so grab the unconscious guys and take care of them!”

      Thud! Thud! Thududud -!

      Undead Ismail brandished his sharply grown fingernails. Delphina’s expression, blocking the attack with her long, pointed sword, clearly seems to have reached her limit.

      “I can’t hold on much longer! If I get hurt, it won’t be worth it, and this quest ends here…!”

      Delphina shouted at Elfriede, who was hesitating. Elfriede also clicked her tongue and then put her unconscious colleagues on both sides of her waist.

      And then she started running away without looking back.

      I, I am the destruction of the Middle-Earth.! I am the King of the Mountains, Hydra-!

      “Flame Wall-!”

      The undead tried to chase after them, but Elfriede created a wall of flames, blocking his path and preventing him from chasing them.

      Ismail waved his arms and put out the fire, but Delphina, Elfriede, and the others were nowhere to be seen.

      
         ㅡGroahhh!
      

      The undead growled in resentment. Soon, his eyes turned to Hippolyte.

      “Those newcomers ran away. It looks like we’re the only ones left. You, hiding behind the pillar over there, Hassan of Samaria!”

      Me? Is he calling me?

      “Even though you covered your face, I still recognized you!”

      “Me, Hassan? Do you think I’m an idiot? Anyway, I’ll try to stop this guy somehow. In the meantime, find the necromancer who raised this undead! He must be in this cave!”

      “You’re going to stop him? Are you okay? Right now…”

      “I know, it’s night. But in preparation for times like this, I usually sunbathe for three hours a day. It’s a shame, but I’ll have to use everything I’ve stockpiled.”

      
        Zuuuuuuung—
      

      Hippolyte’s sword began to flash with a strange golden light.

      You enjoy sunbathing for three hours a day.

      Was Hippolyte’s life that leisurely? Is the fact that her skin was reddish as if it was tanned, not natural, but a result of that?

      My brain wanted to ignore this terrible situation, so it brought up various distracting thoughts as a defense mechanism.

      However, I quickly shook off my thoughts and turned my attention to finding the necromancer who controlled the undead, as Hippolyte instructed.

      I have already had a lot of experience dealing with Pluto’s cultists and necromancers.

      Weren’t all the cultists captured during the war? The remnants of that might be hiding in this underground market and plotting something bad.

      So, while Hippolyte was slashing the undead with a strangely golden sword, I tried to find the wizard by walking around the large square.

      However, let alone a wizard, I couldn’t even see any magic circle.

      What the hell?

      “Hey, Paranoy! Do you know anything!”

      At that moment, what caught my eye was Paranoy, who was trembling in the corner.

      “Hey, Paranoy!”

      “That voice, are you HMr. Hassan? I, I didn’t betray you…! I didn’t betray Lord Pluto, no, no, it’s true that I betrayed Lord Pluto, but in fact, I didn’t betray Mr. Hassan….”

      “What are you talking? about?!”

      Paranoy seemed to be panicking. So I lightly slapped her cheeks left and right to bring her to her senses.

      
        Ding—
      

      『Paranoy's Religious Anxiety has been relieved』




      『Task score + 10』




      『Current task points: 62』




      It’s strange that the letters appeared even though I didn’t give her a massage and just slapped her on the cheeks.

      And with it that quirk of hers was relieved.

      Come to think of it, didn’t something similar happen when I first slapped Daphne?

      Is this what will happen every time I slap someone? What the hell?

      Anyway, that’s not important right now.

      “Hey, is there a necromancer nearby? You were also a cultist, so is there any way to sense or detect him”

      “Huh, huh, my face hurts….”

      Paranoy was crying, massaging her reddened cheeks.

      Did I hit her too hard?

      I’m sorry, but now is not the time to worry about that.

      “Paranoy, is the necromancer who raised that Royal Guard or whatever nearby?”

      “The Royal Guard is the escort of the royal family, the messenger of hell, and it is definitely not a being that a single necromancer can control… There’s no way we can defeat a necromancer who can do such a feat!”

      “Damn, then what do we do?”

      “Well, it’s not like there’s no way. Mr. Hassan, Mr. Hassan might be able to perform necromancy….!”

      “Me?”

      “That necklace, the black star of the Acheron, is so compatible with hellish magic that you can even handle it without any penalty, so you can definitely do it-! You need to…”

      Paranoy mumbled something.

      The method she was talking about was very simple.

      It was to forcefully take control of the undead from whoever might be controlling it. And it required a pretty complicated spell magic circle.

      “Huh, Hassan-! Where’s Hassan?!”

      At that moment, Luna, who had come to her senses from a distance, raised her body. She looked for me as she got up. How touching.

      “Luna, I’m here! What good timing! Help me!”

      “T-Thief leader!”

      “No, damn it, it’s me!”

      Luna’s shoulders relaxed as soon as I took off the mask.

      “I thought you were a real thief! It fits you so well. Hassan! You look like a vulgar and ruthless back alley thief leader!”

      “Is this a compliment? Anyway, anyway, that’s not important right now.”

      My eyes looked at Hippolyte, who was dealing with the undead over there.

      
        Swoosh— Bang—
      

      Hippolyte, cut through the undead’s thigh and knocked him down.

      
        ㅡGrrrrr!! I-I am!! Humanity’s destruction-!!!
      

      “Even if you cut off his neck and crush his heart, he’ll rise again. It would be perfect as a sandbag to put in the Mars Guild.”

      Seeing her overpowering the strong undead makes my chest feel magnificent.

      I could see the golden aura shining from Hippolyte’s sword gradually diminishing. She didn’t say anything, but if that all disappeared, we might all be finished.

      “M-Miss Luna, please help me…! I-In the shape of a pentagram. And another one inside… Then Gaia’s runes at each corner.”

      “Drawing Spells! I’m good at that!”

      
        Swoosh—
      

      Soon, the two little girls began to draw a large magic circle on the floor with chalk, and as it was about to be completed, I excitedly shouted.

      “Hey, you rampaging bastard! Over here!”

      I wondered if my provocation would work on the undead who came back to life.

      
        ㅡGrrrr
      

      The guy looked straight at me and started walking towards me. My provocation worked very well!

      “W-We just have to put that bastard in the magic circle!?”

      “Yes…! Then, Miss Luna and I will chant the spell and transfer the control to Mr. Hassan…!”

      I understand.

      But how do we move such a monstrously rampaging undead into that small magic circle? The magic circle is less than a few square meters, only enough for one person to stand inside.

      “T-This son of a bitch! Come here! Come here and stand! If you don’t, I’ll really kill you!”

      I desperately threatened the undead. Threatening to kill someone who is already dead, how ridiculous.

      It was a very weak comment even for me, but the situation was so confusing and I was so flustered that I couldn’t come up with anything better.

      -Huh, my, b-body…

      Is it because my inhumane threats worked well? The undead Royal Guard, who I thought would attack me by flying around, stood obediently inside the magic circle.

      Fuck!

      This was the moment when my intimidation skills, which I had practiced while traveling through back alleys, shone!
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“Damn it, you zombie bastard! Come here and stand properly, you bastard! Or else…!”
Or else what?
So, I looked at Luna to ask for her opinion, and Luna shouted.
“Threaten to hit its head! Twice! No, three times!”
As expected, Luna knew exactly what I was thinking just by looking at my eyes. Sometimes, I think Luna is really smart.
“Yeah! Damn it, I’ll hit your head three times!”
—Grrr, ugh…
Maybe because of Luna’s advice, my threat seemed to scare it, and the undead Ismail stood rather obediently within the cramped magic circle.
Damn, what would I have done if the threat didn’t work? Actually, I don’t even want to imagine.
Wooooong—
Soon, the magic circle drawn on the ground started to emit a strange, bluish light. Realizing that he was in danger, Ismail trembled violently and started to glow.
—Grrr, ugh, ugh, aaaaah!!!!
It’s really scary. Do beast trainers who train lions or tigers feel like this? I really respect those people.
“Stay still! Stay still, you bastard! It’s an order. Damn it!”
Those people might have the know-how to handle such ferocious monsters, but for someone like me with no such experience, I could only scream in fear.
-Or-order…
Still, the fortunate thing is that it stopped moving at my clumsy threat.
I was bewildered by this strange correlation. It can’t be a coincidence that it listened to me twice.
“Doesn’t it seem like this bastard is listening to me? Did I take control of this thing?”
When I asked, not sure, Luna also stopped her gloomy chant and stood up, showing me her open palm.
“Hassan! You can control the undead! Only the high-level shamans of the Tatar tribe can do that! How did you do it?”
“I don’t know! Anyway, we did it!”
Clap—
Luna and I clapped our hands together like a good team. Then Paranoy shouted in great confusion.
“Ah, the spell isn’t finished yet…! The transfer of control hasn’t even started…!”
“What the hell, damn it! So this guy is still dangerous! Hey, sit down! If you don’t sit, I’ll beat you up!”
I grabbed the club, ready to hit if necessary.
Fortunately, my threat seemed to work, as the undead Ismail bent his legs and sat down inside the magic circle.
—Grrrr…
Phew.
I get it now.
Indeed, even the dead fear violence. This guy is afraid of my powerful and special club.
After all, this club is not just any club; it’s a blessed olive wood club. It even has a scary name “Fear Crusher.”
Maybe wielding this club is the right way to solve most problems? My genius is almost frightening.
“Controlling the dead, the cult’s sorcery is indeed creepy. Proselyte Paranoy, it seems you have a few skills after all.”
Hippolyte, who had approached my side, watched the scene with narrow eyes. Soon, she sheathed her sword with a Srrng—.
The situation isn’t over yet, can’t she keep holding her sword? Just as I was about to ask, Hippolyte spoke first.
“Can you make it extend its hand?”
“Hand?”
“I want to check how much control you have over it.”
“I see. Hey, extend your hand. Right hand.”
Then Ismail, sitting on the ground, extended his right hand. Damn, it’s really scary and amazing.
“Oh, it really follows orders. Sometimes adventurers have the talent to tame monsters, but I’ve never seen anyone control the dead except for Pluto’s followers.”
“Hey, extend me your left hand too.”
I took the opportunity to make it extend not only its right hand but also its left hand.
Swoosh—
Then his left hand was extended.
-Grrrr…
It seemed to follow my commands well, but its face was so sinister and cruel that it really made my legs tremble.
It felt like I was a Taoist priest controlling zombies in old Hong Kong movies. Yeah, exactly that feeling.
Having someone follow my orders. Is this what power-tripping feels like? Have I finally reached the stage where I can power-trip? Of course, damn it, the subject was a zombie that didn’t even have a beating heart.
But it wasn’t just any zombie, it was a super zombie, so wouldn’t it be worth bragging about?
However, Hippolyte seemed to have a different opinion.
“Hassan, it’s best to keep this matter a secret. If it’s known that we’re involved in necromancy, it won’t end well.”
“… Is that so?”
“The Temple Knights might come looking for us. Honestly, I want to avoid getting involved with them.”
The Temple Knights were said to be similar to the prosecution agencies on Earth. Anyway, they were a powerful organization, and each member was also quite skilled.
“We’ll destroy this one here. Proselyte Paranoy, can you break the necromancy spell?”
Break the spell.
At those words, I felt relieved but also a bit regretful. A sturdy undead that followed my commands. Where else could I find such free labor?
A necromancer’s undead doesn’t eat, doesn’t get tired. Also, it doesn’t complain about the tasks it’s given and works diligently.
The perfect part-timer.
The perfect slave.
I imagined myself adventuring while handling this undead.
Disarming traps, carrying loads, and other tedious and dangerous tasks could all be assigned to it. Even setting up tents, which is a hassle, would be good to assign to it.
Damn it, but this one was an undead created by forbidden sorcery.
It shouldn’t be used for such personal tasks.
“Voodoo of Silence-!”
-Screech!
So in the end, its head was smashed by Luna’s Silence Totem, breaking the spell.
Royal Guard.
It seemed to be a high-ranking undead. But in front of Luna’s thick Silence Totem, which was finished with onyx, it was no match.
Come to think of it, Luna easily defeated the undead Silver Zombie raised by the cultist voodoo priest Zomnia with her Silence Totem.
If it was an undead that could be defeated with a Silence Totem, damn it, we wouldn’t have had to go through all this trouble in the first place.
#

“The nine-headed monster, the despair of the underground, Hydra… Wriggling heads…”
“The tall, six-foot black-haired Samaritan… A big, thick club…”
The streets are noisy with the songs of bards. The lyrics and tunes are all different, but the content of the songs is mostly similar.
The black-haired Samaritan who fought the nine-headed Hydra.
Two days have passed since I left the underground,
The news that the Thieves’ Guild Hydra, which ruled the underground market, was annihilated spread rapidly among bards, swindlers, and gossipers.
And the one who resolved the incident was neither the veteran adventurer team Silver Rose of Kalkata nor the Gold-tier adventurer Hippolyte, but rather,
“Look over there, look. The black-haired guy with the club. It’s the Samaritan Hassan, right?”
“I heard that guy defeated the Thieves’ Guild Hydra!”
It was me, Hassan of Samaria.
The disbanded Thieves’ Guild Hydra kept their word to spread the news that ‘they were defeated by Hassan of Samaria,’ which is why this happened.
As I walked through the slums, people whispered behind my back, making my scalp tingle, but it didn’t feel too bad.
Moreover, the rumors were not exaggerated or baseless, as I was indeed the one who disbanded the Thieves’ Guild, so I felt proud.
“They say the leader of the Thieves’ Guild was a monster with nine heads?”
“They say it had fangs so poisonous that even a drop could kill an ox!”
“To think he defeated such a creature with his bare hands! Truly, Samaritans are fearsome warriors!”
Of course, strange and exaggerated rumors are bound to spread.
Without an official announcement, the stories get exaggerated and embellished as they are passed from person to person.
“Enjoying the hero treatment, Samaritan?”
Hippolyte, who was walking with me to capture the remnants and henchmen of the Thieves’ Guild, grumbled as she heard the whispers of the people.
“Well, that’s not too bad either. Adventurers of the Mars Guild becoming famous, means the value of our Mars Guild will also rise.”
Hippolyte laughed softly.
She seemed excited at the thought of her stocks rising. So she didn’t seem to have any intention of correcting or explaining the obvious strange rumors.
Thanks to people like Marco, who love to spread stories, the news of the Thieves’ Guild’s disbandment and annihilation spread throughout Sodomora in less than a day.
“Breaking News! Breaking News! It’s reported that the Thieves’ Guild was involved with the Deputy Minister of the Outer West Gate!”
“The statue that disappeared from Baron Fleur’s house, the Tear of the Goddess, has been returned to its place!”
The boys and girls selling newspapers with crude handwriting were excitedly running around, having gotten a scoop.
“The underground market that doesn’t pay taxes is finally over. Damn, those bastards selling stolen goods cheaper than the regular price. Serves them right.”
“Damn, the guys who threatened us to pay for our spots are all gone, so business might get better now.”
“Never thought I’d see a day like this. Feels good to work.”
The faces of the merchants in the West and South Gate markets were starting to show smiles, which made me feel somewhat proud. It felt like the city was revitalizing because of me.
“Look over there, that black-haired guy! It’s the Samaritan! And next to him is Lady Hippolyte!”
To me, who had only heard curses and screams of fear, the voices of young women giggling were quite sweet.
“You seem to have the air of a famous adventurer, Samaritan.”
While I was distracted by the giggling, Hippolyte poked me in the side. Saying she poked me doesn’t quite capture it; it was strong enough to hurt.
“Well, yes. Hehe.”
“Your actions have brought smiles to many in the city. But not everything is good. Because of this, many have lost their jobs and positions.”
At Hippolyte’s words, I thought of the public officials involved with the Thieves’ Guild and the merchants in the underground market who were starting to face massive crackdowns.
Rising to a high position means making many enemies.
Thinking about someone sharpening their knives and fangs against me made my previously happy heart sink a bit and worry set in.
Moreover, the Thieves’ Guild itself hasn’t completely disappeared.
It’s just going through a period of rebirth under a new name.
And the fact that I’m something like their boss is unknown even to Hippolyte. It’s awkward to talk about, and I’m afraid of being treated like a criminal.
Damn, for the sake of my hero title - Iron Warrior Hassan, it seems I should quickly cut ties with those criminal bastards.
I don’t know where they’ve hidden or what they’re plotting.
I heard that the illegal underground bar in Dorgo, where I secretly went to meet Dorothea, has closed. Since it was originally operated illegally, it wouldn’t be strange for them to flee at any time.
In the end, the only thing connecting me to them is the yellow camel skin hidden in my pocket.
Those guys are probably lying low in the city, where a massive purge is happening.
I should avoid approaching them first, and for now, I should act like I know nothing.
Anyway, Hippolyte and I entered the inn ‘Nymph’s Wing’ as usual. It was already crowded with people, leaving no room to step.
“Why are there so many customers?”
“Rumor has it that a famous adventurer frequents this place. People are probably flocking here to make some connection.”
At Hippolyte’s words, I nodded in agreement. At that moment, the innkeeper, who seemed to have spotted my face, approached me with a big smile.
“Everyone, look here, look here! The Samaritan Hassan is here! Didn’t I say we have a real regular among us! And the lady next to him is…”
Swoosh—
The innkeeper looked at the gold tag hanging around Hippolyte’s neck. His eyes grew larger than ever before.
“This person is a Gold Tier adventurer! My goodness, what a fortune for our inn!”
The inn became very noisy with the arrival of Hippolyte and me.
The attention, praise, and admiration directed at me made me feel both embarrassed and pleased, while also wanting to run away to a place where no one was around.
“Over there, to that corner seat. That seat will now be permanently reserved for Mr. Samarian. You liked quiet places, didn’t you?”
The innkeeper, seemingly reading my mind, guided me to a secluded table. Having come here for meals every day for the past two months, he seemed to have roughly memorized my preferences.
“Knoxdotty hasn’t arrived yet.”
Hippolyte, seated in the corner, looked around the inn and made a comment.
We were supposed to meet Luna to discuss the potion promotion and the repayment of 3 silvers. Hippolyte seemed puzzled that Luna hadn’t arrived yet.
Yesterday and today.
Luna had been tirelessly making potions for the workshop opening. Even now, she was probably urging Paranoy to grind various vegetables and strange ingredients.
“She’ll come if we wait a bit.”
“Well then, how about we have a drink together?”
“It’s still broad daylight.”
“That’s true. Hmm, maybe that’s not a good idea. But, it’s the first time we’re having a meal together like this.”
“That’s true.”
Having a meal alone with a Gold Tier adventurer like Hassan. Could I now consider myself to be somewhat successful?
No matter how long we waited, Luna didn’t show up, so Hippolyte and I ordered a grilled quail to share.
As the meal was coming to an end, Hippolyte spoke up.
“I have a lot to do this afternoon. Due to your recent achievements, there’s talk within the guild about promoting you to Silver Tier, so I thought we might update your karma score.”
“Promotion to the Silver tier? Already?”
I didn’t think I was quite there yet. But a promotion? If I became a Silver Tier now, getting a gold necklace wouldn’t be just a dream.
Hippolyte chuckled.
“Even so, your total karma score probably hasn’t reached 20 yet. To become a Silver Tier, you need a score of at least 30. The old folks are just getting excited about a rookie. They’re as obsessed with stocks as I am.”
“…I see.”
“But there’s a way. If you can use Aura, you might be specially promoted to Silver Tier.”
“Aura?”
“Aura users and offensive magic users are often given an additional 10 points to their karma score.”
The word “Aura” brought to mind the golden glow that had shone on Hippolyte’s sword. If I could master that Aura, my current level of 23 would be considered around level 33, right?
“Of course, Aura isn’t a common skill you can learn at some back-alley dojo. But if you want to learn it, it’s not impossible.”
“Where can you learn something like that?”
“Normally, you’d have to find a great master like Khairos, serve them for a long time, and study under them. Or you could figure it out on your own.”
I couldn’t feel things like mana, Aura, or karma, so learning on my own was out of the question. That left finding a great master.
In cities like Sodomora, where people gather, there are various schools that teach swordsmanship, weapon skills, and martial arts.
The tuition was quite expensive, so I hadn’t dared to go, but now it seemed like it might be worth a visit.
Where would be the best place? As I was thinking that, Hippolyte, tapping the table with her gauntlet to a rhythm, added a few words.
“So, how about training with me once a week? Just the two of us… ahem, secrecy is important for such secret techniques.”
“Are you saying you’ll teach me Aura?”
I was so excited by the surprising news that I wanted to shout.
The secret techniques of imbuing a sword with Aura and releasing slashes were so secretive that everyone kept them hush-hush.
They were skills you couldn’t learn just because you wanted to. And now she was offering to teach me! Could there be a better teacher than a Gold-tier adventurer?
“Hmm-.”
At that moment, Hippolyte took out a small hand mirror and touched up her eyes, then cleared her throat.
“I’ll step out for a moment. Think it over while I’m gone.”
Swoosh—
With those words, Hippolyte really left somewhere. There was no reason for me to refuse if learning Aura could get me promoted to the Silver tier.
So, as I was excitedly waiting for Hippolyte to return,
my eyes kept being drawn to the bones of the meat I had finished eating.
Swoosh— Swoosh—
I looked around and saw that no one was paying attention to me sitting in the corner.
So, in a voice that no one could hear,
in a voice so quiet that even I could barely hear it,
I spoke to those bones.
“… Arise….”
Creak— Creak—
“…Huuuuuh.”


  
    Chapter 161: New Business (1)
In a voice that no one else could hear,
With utmost silence and discretion,
I whispered a command to the several pieces of bones of the pheasant we ate, lying haphazardly on the plate.
“… Arise….”
Crack— Crack—
Soon after, the bones of the pheasant began to twist and grotesquely align themselves in a skeletal structure.
Even though they were once mere food scraps left behind, they soon transformed into a strange object with joints and bones, moving with awkward motions.
Creak—
It had become a headless bird skeleton. Seeing the scene of the bones moving by themselves, I felt my heart sink.
An object that should never have the capability of movement, was now moving freely.
Seemingly reenacting its actions when it was alive, the headless skeleton even fluttered its wing-like structure made of bones, even though there were no feathers or membranes that usually gave it the appearance of wings.
Rattle— Rattle—
Even though I had thoroughly cleaned the bones when I ate them, leaving not a single piece of meat or tissue behind, it still made for a grotesque sight. I couldn’t help but imagine how horrific it would have been if there were bits of flesh left behind on the bones.
Rattle— Rattle—
Hurriedly, I covered the plate with both arms to hide the sight of the bird spinning around on the plate. If someone were to witness this scene, I couldn’t imagine what commotion would ensue,
Neither could I stand to see this horrific creature.
“… Hey, don’t move. Stay still.”
………….
Seemingly understanding my words, I wasn’t quite sure, the bird skeleton suddenly stopped moving on the plate. A corpse that listened to my words; it was both fascinating and eerie at the same time.
It felt like fiddling with something you shouldn’t play with as a child. In fact, it was almost no different from that.
This was undoubtedly wicked black magic that could only be referred to as necromancy.
As for why I could do something like this, that was something even I couldn’t explain. Hence, I didn’t know why I had this ability.
While resting at home on the day after the battle with the Thieves’ Guild in the underground, a sudden realization came to my mind.
Since I could somehow control the super zombies to an extent, maybe I could try that necromancy that Paranoy had mentionned.
Honestly, it was just a simple curiosity I had.
So, I tried it on the bones of the mice that the pet spider, Kong Kong – which had made a nest in the jar – ate and promptly discarded. And lo and behold, it actually worked!
At the time, I was so surprised that I hastily destroyed it. But after trying it again, I was sure of it.
I could perform necromancy.
How could I even do that?
What could be the reason for this ability?
Was it because of the magical power of Pluto, the King of the Underworld, contained in the necklace I was wearing? I thought it was just a weird-looking necklace. I never expected it to have this kind of ability.
As I touched the pointed star-shaped pendant around my neck, immediately, a steady stream of words manifested in my mind.
The Eyes of Pluto

Protects the wearer from mental corruption caused by magic and blessing.
Spend 100 task points to enhance The Eyes of Pluto to The Eyes of Pluto +1.
Enhancement success rate +80%

Words that I had once seen and didn’t think much of manifested in my mind. Now though, they started to seem a bit more important than I initially thought.
I couldn’t believe this. I could spend task points to enhance it. If I strengthened it further, would it be possible to not only resurrect the bones of small creatures like mice but also larger creatures?
Koma, the necromancer who was the previous owner of this necklace, was capable of controlling a full-fledged skeletal dragon.
Of course, it was still a guess without any proof to back it up.
But these days, my guesses had been surprisingly accurate almost to the point that it felt eerie.
Swish—
Suddenly, I felt chills on my nape at that very moment, so I turned my gaze and immediately saw Hippolyte walking towards me from a distance.
Startled by her appearance, I quickly took out the club holstered on my waist and swung it with considerable force, fully intent on shattering the glass plate.
Clang— Crack—
Along with the broken plate, the resurrected and transformed skeletal bird also shattered into a million pieces.
Necromancy was wicked black magic that could lead to severe punishment in this world. So if I were caught doing something like that, I would undoubtedly be executed without even having time to make any excuses.
I should keep this fact a tight-knit secret.
“Damn…”
“What’s going on? Why are you breaking the plate with your club?”
Hippolyte asked with a puzzled gaze, looking alternately at the broken plate and my club. Fortunately, it seemed like she didn’t catch a glimpse of what I had done with the bones.
“Nothing, there was a spider—“
“A spider? It’s a taver, so, there can definitely be one or two spiders skittering about here and there. But do you really need to swing your club for that?”
“Well, you know… I’m just really scared of spiders.”
“Hmm, I guess that’s true. Everyone has their weaknesses. Anyway, have you thought about it?”
“Huh? What do you mean by that?”
“I mean, learning Aura from me.”
Ah, right before Hippolyte left, we were talking about learning how to control Aura.
If I learned Aura, I would receive a +10 boost in my level assessment. That would effectively make me level 33, which would make me eligible for the requirements to be promoted to the silver tier.
There was no need for any hesitation.
Just as I was about to answer, Hippolyte spoke a little faster.
“However, let me tell you in advance; it will take a considerable amount of time for you to acquire this skill. Even for me, it took more than three years to learn it properly. If you lack talent, you might not be able to manifest it in your lifetime.”
“Three years…?”
Huh? Three years? That was over a thousand days, wasn’t it? Thinking about it that way, it seemed quite a long amount of time. If somehow I came to learn that I didn’t have the talent to manifest Aura, wouldn’t I be wasting those three years?
While I was pondering about that, Hippolyte added a subtle remark.
“For your information, the tuition fee is one gold per month.”
“What? Do I have to pay tuition too?”
The substantial sum of a gold each month made my head spin. How could the cost be one gold per month?
Damnit. I only have about two golds left from my entire wealth. Memories of all the struggles I had to go through just to earn this money came rushing back to me at the thought.
“It’s too expensive.”
“Expensive, you say? This is actually quite cheap. If you were to enter a knightage or a swordsmanship dojo to learn Aura Mastery, you would have to pay not only for monthly training but also make various additional purchases.”
“So, learning from you is cheaper than learning elsewhere, Ms. Hippolyte?”
“It’s not only cheaper but also more reliable in terms of skills. Even if you lack talent and can’t acquire Aura, I’ll make sure to teach you all the fundamentals and make your foundation as solid as possible. That way you won’t be taken advantage of by ordinary folks.”
Hearing her words, it didn’t sound like a bad deal. It was indeed better to learn from Hippolyte, who was strong without a doubt than to register at some academy where I was unsure of the instructors’ abilities.
The image of Hippolyte, who effortlessly took down silver-tier adventurers in the underground market, was still vividly painted in my mind. She was so fucking majestic at that time.
However, one gold per month was still a significant expense for me.
If you were to ask me if I could earn one gold per month right now, I couldn’t give a definite answer. I was still a poor guy with only a fixed budget of a few coppers I could spend on my daily sustenance. I didn’t even have any land or house under my name.
“It’s an opportunity that others can’t get even if they pay more. What else are you worrying about?”
“I don’t have the money for it.”
“Even if you have to borrow from someone, learn it. If you acquire Aura, your income will increase enough to fill your pockets with more pieces of gold than you will initially invest.”
Hearing Hippolyte’s following words, it sounded quite convincing again.
After the guild building, which would be completed someday, had a notice board, I could acquire my own section on the board to promote myself.
If I wrote, ‘Hassan - Titanium Gauntlets and Powerful Club. Certified Aura User,’ I might receive valuable commissions from various places.
Perhaps I would be truly able to accumulate a pile of gold.
Just thinking about having a lot of gold to do as I please made me feel really good. While having those thoughts, Hippolyte, as if revealing her hidden intentions, said in a subtle tone.
“You have no money… Then, would you like to consider buying shares of Mars Guild? Currently, it’s only 5 silver per share… but if you make remarkable achievements, the guild’s stock price will also rise accordingly.”
“Not gonna happen.”
Come to think of it, Hippolyte was an Aura user, yet she was still dirt poor. Learning Aura Mastery didn’t seem to guarantee unconditional wealth with heaps of gold in one’s possession.
#

It had been a long time since I last visited the guild building of the Mars Guild. During that time, the rebuilding of the structure had advanced significantly and it was now close to completion.
I dropped by to update my information at the guild and, coincidentally, saw the funny-looking pink-haired Luna inside the building. Her hair was fluttering even though there was no wind.
Luna was carrying a large jar, struggling to move it around inside the building.
“Luna, what are you doing there?”
“Hassan! You came at the right time! Help me with this!”
So, I ended up helping Luna put all six large jars into the guild’s warehouse.
They were quite heavy, so I could see why Luna was grunting while moving them. Thanks to my improved strength in recent times, I could carry them with relative ease.
“Phew, thanks to you, Hassan, I somehow survived. I thought I would die from moving all this weight. The wagon driver told me to move them into the guild building myself.”
Luna wiped the sweat dripping from her forehead, tired from all the grunt work.
I couldn’t help but ask her as she kept wiping the sweat away.
“We were supposed to have lunch together, right? Why didn’t you come to the restaurant?”
“I’m so busy! I received an order for five big jars of stamina elixir. It’s 50 silvers for five jars! Even after deducting the cost of materials, it’ll still leave me with about 30 silvers, isn’t that amazing?”
Luna puffed up her chest, making it seem like it was a significant feat.
But earning 30 silvers at once was indeed quite remarkable, so Luna’s appearance seemed to shine even brighter in my eyes.
Wasn’t it a good thing if she could earn more than me?
“I have to make seven more. It’s a request from the Alchemist Guild. Honestly, I didn’t expect the business to do this well right after opening the workshop.”
Yesterday marked the official opening of Luna’s workshop, Sun and Moon.
Thanks to that, the small cabin’s first floor was filled with dried and crushed materials, and Paranoy’s screaming voice made it quite noisy.
“If this business continues like this, I might earn around 1 gold per month. Even after taxes and other expenses, maybe I will still be able to earn about 10 gold in a year. Holy shh! I’m rich!”
“1 gold per month?”
“That’s amazing, right?”
Earning 10 gold in a year.
If someone could earn 10 gold in a year, it would be a pretty significant achievement by this world’s standards.
To put it in perspective, it was similar to earning an annual salary of 100 million on Earth.
It truly represented a successful life.
I couldn’t believe this. Luna has somehow become a successful entrepreneur.
I couldn’t help but wonder if she was the same Luna who used to hunt goblins with me, used a strange way to find paths with sticks, and practiced outlandish voodoo techniques. However, meeting Luna was a fortunate event in my life.
If Luna earned a lot of money, I would probably be able to get a share from that.
Since things turned out this way, I thought Luna could make money outside while I stayed home and took care of things. After all, I was much better at household chores.
Living a life supported by a woman who earned a lot of money…
Isn’t that the dream life for most men?
“Luna, I’m really glad to have met you.”
“… Uh, wh-why are you suddenly saying something embarrassing like that?”
Luna turned her head away in embarrassment after hearing the words I blurted out without thinking much. On second thought, I was starting to feel pretty embarrassed about what I just said.
Still, I was relieved that Luna seemed to have liked it.
Anyway, Luna and I soon sat in front of Daphne. It had been a while since we did this.
“The weather is too hot, isn’t it? I hope the guild building will be completed soon.”
Daphne, the receptionist, spoke those words with a huff. She was fanning herself with her hands inside the makeshift guild counter.
Clearly, there was hardly any ventilation in the tent during midsummer.
“Mr. Hassan, Ms. Luna, it’s great to see you two rising steadily. As the receptionist in charge of you two, I feel proud as well. I heard that the adventurers from Kalkata fled from the underground scene?”
It seemed like Daphne had heard about the Hydra subjugation mission. News of Elfriede and her colleagues giving up the quest and fleeing also seemed to have spread.
“This will further enhance the reputation of the Mars Guild. Anyway, we only do the stats update once a month, right? You’ve been through a lot, so your overall stats might have increased by 2 or 3!”
Luna was the one who updated her stats first.
Last time, she made a fuss about not wanting to prick her finger with the needle and whined like a child for a while. But today, she pricked her finger with a sharp pen tip without making any fuss.
I guess, within that short period, Luna’s inner self had grown too.
Sssk— Ssk—
In fact, Luna had grown not only internally but in various other ways. Maybe it was me, but she seemed to have grown a bit taller too.
“Wow, Miss Luna! You’re so amazing. Your karma point has increased again!”
Last time, when Luna calculated her level, the result was 7 or 8. But now, the updated stats for Luna are as follows,
[Stats]

 Name: Luna Knoxdotty 
 Strength: 4 
 Agility: 10 
 Stamina: 3 

“Hassan, look at that! The numbers have increased like crazy! If we add them all up, how much is it…?”
Luna was also overwhelmed by those high numbers, shivering as if not knowing what to do. She continuously counted her fingers, trying to add up all her points. However, Daphne’s calculation was faster.
“Your overall stat is 17. It’s exactly 10 higher than last time.”
“Holy shh! My Karma point is 17 now! I’ve become so strong!”
Smack— Smack—
Luna rapidly hit my forearm. I know that sometimes girls hit each other’s arms when they’re happy or surprised and Luna did exactly that.
The problem was that it hurt quite a bit.
Indeed, this was the taste of getting a smack from a palm with an overall stat level of 17.
“Hassan, at this rate, won’t I become a gold-tier adventurer first…? Somehow, it seems like I have gotten really strong…? Could I be the daughter of a god too? Just like that!”
“Well, it happens occasionally. Some people grow rapidly like this. However, the faster you grow, the sooner you’ll hit a bottleneck, so be careful!”
It seemed like Daphne often gave some sincere advice to the adventurers she was in charge of.
According to her, it was relatively easy to level up to level 20. But many people started hitting a wall after that point.
So most adventurers’ ended up never reaching the silver tier, stuck before the wall that came before them.
“Miss Luna, your agility stat is now in the two-digit range! They say that from two digits and above, it’s the realm of superhumans. Do you have any special training methods? It would be great if you could share them so that we can employ them to train our juniors.”
“I don’t know either! Why did my numbers suddenly increase like that? No wonder my body feels so light these days! Is it because of the wildlings I ate?”
“I-I see… wildlings….”
Anyway, Luna’s stat update went smoothly with that. Then, it was my turn. After pricking my thumb with the needle, I felt slightly nervous.
I had also leveled up quite a bit since the last update. Thinking about Daphne’s reaction made me both excited and worried.
I hope there wouldn’t be a new profession category like a necromancer or something written there, or else it would be a total disaster.
While I was feeling a sense of nervousness at such thoughts, Luna next to me spoke up.
“Hassan, what if you are weaker than me? What would you do if I became stronger than you?”
Well, it was unlikely to happen because I already knew my level. Of course, Luna had no way of knowing. So she could have such concerns about something like that.
Ssk— Ssk—
[Stats]

 Name: Hassan Zagreus 
 Strength: 12 
 Agility: 4 
 Stamina: 6 
 Blessing: Shining Hands 

Thud— Rolll—
Daphne, who was writing down the words, suddenly dropped her pen.
“Did I write it wrong…?”
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Ssk— Ssk—
The hand of the receptionist lady, which was writing down the words, abruptly stopped. Then, as if losing strength in her hand, she let go of the pen and it rolled over on the table.
“… Mr. Hassan, when was the last time you measured your stats? It’s been about two months since you joined, so that was the last time, right?”
Daphne wiped the sweat flowing down her forehead with a trembling hand.
“Um, something seems to be wrong. Can we measure it again? Try pricking another finger.”
Daphne’s reaction differed from what I expected, so I couldn’t stop myself from furrowing my forehead.
“… Uh, what exactly is the problem?”
“The change of stats you have… this can’t be obtained just within one or two months. With this growth rate, it’s almost similar to how Ms. Hippolyte previously…”
Leveling up at the speed rate similar to Hippolyte. It was indeed so impressive that I could hardly believe it. Following Daphne’s advice, I pressed several fingers on the pen.
Sssk— Ssk—
However, the results remained the same.
“Your blessing also changed to ‘Shinning Hand’… Honestly, I think this is beyond my authority to properly examine.”
Daphne acted as if she was holding back her words. But even so, her pupils were fixed on my changed stats, unable to take her gaze away from it.
“Mr. Hassan, just asking to clarify things, but are there any members of the royal family or descendants of gods among your family members? Or maybe you are the son of a renowned tribal chief from the Samaria Wilderness…?”
“As far as I know, there isn’t.”
“Both of your parents are still alive, right? Or maybe did you only have a single parent in some way since you were young…”
“Having a single parent?”
I felt a sudden chill assail the back of my head at her comment, it really felt like she was cursing my parents here. Asking if I only had a single parent… I didn’t expect to hear such an old-fashioned cuss in this world.
Of course, I believed Daphne didn’t mean it in that sense. But still, hearing it directly made me feel quite strange.
“They are probably both doing well. It’s been a while since I last saw them.”
“Is there a possibility that they are not your real father or mother…?”
“Wait, what are you even trying to ask exactly?”
“It’s part of the standard procedure, so I have no choice but to ask. Mr. Hassan, do you happen to be a demigod like Ms. Hippolyte?”
“A demigod? Me?”
“Yes.”
“Pfft—“
Suddenly, an inexplicable laughter erupted from deep within my belly. Had I ever heard such an amusing question in my life?
“Hassan, you must not forget to breathe while laughing.”
I laughed until Luna patted my back to calm me down.
“There’s absolutely no chance of that happening, so you don’t have to consider such things.”
“Hmm—“
In response to my answer, Daphne frowned with a rather serious expression.
“As I thought, there are many things beyond my authority to determine. Mr. Hassan, how about going to Delphi?”
“Delphi?”
Delphi was the name of a city that I had already heard just recently. It was a city that served the God of Light, with a large temple of the sun that made it a famous tourist attraction.
I heard that even the priestess Cassandra, who was previously in charge of night watch with me, came from that region. She had invited me to visit Delphi during that time too.
“Why Delphi all of a sudden?”
“Many people go to Delphi to realize their divinity and receive an oracle. The Temple of Light also performs such duties.”
“Ah, I see.”
I didn’t understand what she meant exactly by receiving an oracle. Was it like getting a genetic test? Of course, as a native Korean, I didn’t need to take such tests.
But—
“Luna, what are you doing?”
“Shh, we need to be quiet. I’m trying to catch this fire bush cricket. If we make noise, it will fly away. Who would have thought there would be a fire cricket here… Holy shh— 20 coppers….”
Luna, who was now crouching on the ground of the tent, trying to catch an insect, seemed like someone who could use a divinity realization or whatever Daphne said. I was quite certain that Luna was the daughter of Lady Knox, so this was essential for her to realize her identity.
Of course, I was not sure if I could just decide that on my own though.
Why was Lady Knox trying to hide Luna’s true identity?
But to be fair, there were so many family circumstances in the world that you could not keep count of them even if you tried. So I thought there might be some circumstances in her family too, circumstances that I wasn’t aware of.
I shouldn’t ruin or interfere with that by prying or being nosy.
But if Luna was acknowledged as the daughter of a genuine goddess, she would be able to receive considerable attention and treatment from this world. So, why was she in such a state now, catching bush cricket when she should be treated like a bigshot?
The reason intrigued me. There were still many things I didn’t know about Luna.
Because of these unknown factors about Luna, the resulting uncertainty could potentially affect our relationship, and it honestly made me a bit uneasy.
“Daphne, see you next time!”
Anyway, even though it had been a long time since we did this process, the guild business finally came to an end.
“If you plan to go to Delphi, let us know. The guild can cover some of the expenses!”
Delphi.
Luna and I were currently too busy to even think about going there, or fix an exact date. But it wouldn’t be a bad idea to visit the city for sightseeing someday.
#

On a rare day off,
During this leisurely time, there were quite a few tasks I had to take care of.
For example, I still hadn’t received the reward for the commission to procure “Black Spring Water” for the Temple of Venus.
So, I decided to visit the Temple of Venus to enjoy something similar to a leisurely afternoon date with Luna. However, I was told that Venus’ Holy Maiden had some appointments today and was thus not available at the moment.
Fucking hell! Was she trying to avoid the payment while enjoying the benefits?
I was starting to feel worried now.
This was why you needed to be cautious when engaging in contracts that didn’t go through the guild first.
Though I initially did believe that there was no way the Holy Maiden, who was the head of the Temple of Venus, would cheat money out of adventurers, but…
Surprisingly, people in high positions often abused their powers without fearing the law or divine punishment. Not to mention this uncivilized world, it was also a common happening in my previous world.
“Hassan, look at this! A blue rose!”
Anyway, while I was feeling upset, wondering how to get the reward for our work, seeing Luna happily frolicking among the colorful gardens made me feel a bit better.
The garden was full of various flowers, butterflies, and bees buzzing all around. The refreshing mist in the fountain, where the white swans were idling formed, a faint picturesque rainbow.
Amidst the bright sunlight, the cheerful Luna looked both beautiful and adorable at the same time. To exaggerate a bit, she almost looked like a fairy or rather a young goddess.
Munch— Munch—
But Luna had been continuously nibbling on something, which bothered me a little. So, I decided to ask.
“Luna, what have you been eating?”
“Rose!”
“… Ah, I see. Are you hungry by any chance?”
“Ung, ung! How did you know?”
Luna laughed embarrassingly as she nibbled on the rose petals.
“Since you’re feeling hungry, how about going to eat something?”
“Sure!”
I had initially planned to have lunch with Luna. However, she mentioned that she was busy moving jars and the lunch date didn’t happen, unfortunately. So today, I just took her around without thinking about eating or anything.
People with experience in dating seemed to be better at planning dates, but as someone who had never dated, I lacked the ability to arrange a date course. Damn it, I was such an idiot.
But at least Luna wasn’t a picky eater or difficult to please, so I was a bit relieved.
“Let’s stop by our house first! I have something to show you, Hassan!”
So, although I thought about going to an inn or a fancy restaurant with Luna, she wanted to visit her cabin instead.
What did she want to show me now?
I was curious about what it could be as we headed toward Luna’s cabin, a hint of anticipation inevitably started budding within me along the way.
Then I noticed that her cabin seemed to have expanded sideways. It looked like long wooden panels had been haphazardly attached to force an extension of the original space.
“What’s that?”
“It’s the bathroom. It took me all morning to make that! It was really tough.”
Luna patted her shoulders and arms as if she had worked really hard.
Knowing Luna’s lack of skill in handiwork, I could easily imagine how much she struggled to realize this sizeable expansion.
“You made it yourself, Luna?”
“No, Paranoy did. I just watched from the side.”
“I see. I thought you went through a lot of trouble.”
I remembered Paranoy, who had been making elixirs with Luna every day on the first floor recently. She almost seemed like a part-timer in this workshop. Now she had even handled this sudden expansion project.
I had underestimated the seemingly foolish nymph. She was surprisingly skilled. In my mind, I decided to raise my score for Paranoy by half a point.
I wondered if she got paid a fair daily wage or not though. Well, Luna and Paranoy probably had discussed it among themselves so I decided to stop thinking about that.
Anyway, it was a bathroom.
“Come inside and take a look!”
The bathroom could be accessed through the interior of the first floor. It was small but enough for about two people to fit in snugly.
Although it seemed roughly made at first glance, surprisingly, the floor was well-installed with tiles and a full-fledged drainage system.
“Did you actually bring water pipes here? Didn’t you say it requires a lot of paperwork and money?”
“I was able to get it at a cheaper price than usual! How does it look? Impressive, right? Maybe the Thieves’ Guild’s disbandment led to a price decrease!”
I couldn’t help but wonder just how the disbandment of the Thieves’ Guild have a relation to the decrease in water pipe prices. However, I soon remembered that the Thieves’ Guild, Hydra, had occupied the central area’s underground water facilities and profited from it.
As a result, Sodomora’s sewage facilities were not well-maintained, giving off a foul smell like it was a city-wide sewer. Now that they were gone, the city might become a bit cleaner.
“Turn this, and cold water comes out too! Hassan, you’ve never seen anything like this, right? It’s called a faucet!”
Squeak— Squeak—
The faucet creaked as it turned, and water started flowing down from the iron pipe above.
Shhhh—
To think that in this world, where we were not even rich, we now had a private bathroom. It was indeed very fascinating.
Anyway, Luna having a bathroom in her home was something that even I was very pleased about.
Cleanliness and hygiene were among the most important aspects of survival in this uncivilized world.
Now that I didn’t have to bother going to a distant public bath, it felt like my quality of life had definitely improved.
And perhaps, we might be able to do some occasional soft and tender things together while living together.
Just imagining it already made my shaft excited beyond measure.
As Luna seemed to be in a really good mood, maybe I could buy some delicious food for dinner and set the mood to do something slightly naughty tonight?
Even though I hadn’t had dinner yet, I felt so good at the thought that it seemed like my stomach was already full.
#

Nymph’s Wings Inn.
Recently, the place was often bustling with guests. The noise became even more intense during the evening when the inn and tavern business got into full swing.
I can still remember the shock I felt from meeting Elfriede again at this place, I nearly fainted.
Since the rumor that the White Silver Roses adventurer group from Kalkata fled from the Thieves’ Guild had spread already, their party was not seen showing up here anymore.
They probably withdrew from the public eye to avoid further losses. After all, reputation was still important for adventurers, so they would probably stay out of the limelight until the stories died down.
Or they might even disband the adventurer group.
Withdrawal and disbandment.
It was just like how idol groups use those two options to cover up scandals. Most issues about adventurer groups in this strange world could also be resolved through those two options.
But whatever happened to them didn’t really concern me.
“Have you made your choice?”
I kindly asked Luna, who seemed to ponder over the menu for a while. Even though I said that myself, it sounded more cringe than I imagined it in my head. So, I was more than a bit surprised when I heard the words leaving my mouth.
Fortunately, Luna didn’t seem to mind.
“Can I really choose anything?”
“Yeah, pick whatever you want. I’ll treat you tonight.”
“Holy shh! Hassan, is there something good happening today?”
“Nah, nothing special really.”
“But, Hassan, you don’t have money, do you?”
“We’ll have some coming in soon.”
After all, I was an adventurer who had subjugated the Thieves’ Guild, Hydra. This ultimately meant I had won the duel against White Silver Roses. I might receive a decent reward from the Margrave of Sodomora for that achievement, right?
I couldn’t help but wonder how much money I would get.
Perhaps it could cover the cost of Hippolyte’s Aura training.
Luna and I ended up ordering each dish from the menu to taste them one by one. Even with all those orders, it wouldn’t cost too much for two people, probably around 2 silvers at most. The cost-effectiveness made it quite satisfying.
“When I was shoot… swung the reinforced Silence Totem, all the thieves immediately ran away! Hassan, you should have seen it!”
As alcohol was mixed with the delicious free food, Luna’s face turned red, a look of immense joy illuminating her visage. Today, she seemed to be more intoxicated than usual.
Seeing her in such a good mood, I thought maybe when we got home and took a bath, I could possibly touch Luna’s chest if I played my cards right.
The soft and smooth chest.
If I did it well, maybe a happier Luna would even let me lick it. Thinking about that instantly made my blood rush to my lower body with intensity.
Anyway, as the atmosphere and intoxication grew thicker, and the sounds of people chatting and drunken singing naturally filled the air…
Rattle—
Suddenly, someone opened the shop door and shouted.
“Soon, Baron Fleur will be passing by this inn! Everyone, please behave respectfully…!”
Baron?
If it was a baron, then was he a noble?
This place wasn’t the wealthy eastern neighborhood, nor was it situated in the prosperous area of the western slums. How come a noble would pass by this dilapidated place?
The customers were all taken aback, looking at each other’s faces in disbelief.
Clang— Clang— Clang— Clang—
Soon, the inn was filled with armed soldiers. Seeing how they didn’t bring any yellow flags or wore a coat of arms that symbolized Sodomora, it seemed like they were mercenaries that a noble hired at their own expense.
“Put away your weapons—!”
“Get rid of anything sharp!”
“What’s that pointy thing in your pocket?”
“Uh… that’s a bit.”
“Oh.”
They cast their glares around, acting assertively to secure the safety of the space surrounding their march.
Though it angered the drunkards who were enjoying their drinks and snacks, seeing those soldiers’ great numbers and the gleaming tips of their armored spears, the anger seemed to have subsided on its own.
Swoosh—
A long, red carpet was laid out, and a man revealed himself as he walked on top.
The man was dressed entirely in black attire, wearing a wide-brimmed hat that Mexican farmers often wore in my original world.
How could he wear black clothes in this scorching weather? He looked more like a grim reaper than a noble in that attire, and just looking at him already made me feel hotter.
The innkeeper, who frowned as if asking what was going on, spoke up.
“B-Baron Fleur, I presume?”
The man, covering his face with a black veil-like cloth under his hat, responded.
“If you made a promise, shouldn’t you keep it? My patience has reached its limit today.”
“Well, t-that’s…!”
The frantic gaze of the innkeeper eventually landed on me, who was quietly drinking in a corner.
Upon seeing his anxious pupils, I just remembered that I had made an appointment to meet this nobleman named “Baron Fleur”. I had been too busy and had forgotten all about it. I didn’t expect him to come in person like this.
The man, Baron Fleur, spoke again.
“Hurry and call that supposed healer. My daughter is suffering from an illness that must be treated immediately.”


  
    Chapter 163: New Business (3)
Baron Fleur’s mercenaries swiftly occupied the inn.
Even the simple act of moving a glass or conversing with the person next to you became restricted, leaving us all bewildered.
“Don’t think of doing anything suspicious.”
“It’s the Baron’s procession!”
Swoosh—
Baron Fleur, wearing black leather gloves, gestured with his hand.
“Don’t scare them too much. We’re just dinner-time guests, that’s all.”
The soldiers’ defensive stance, which seemed ready to strike in all directions, softened slightly at his words. Still, the situation made it impossible for anyone to casually drink anymore.
Having such an atmosphere during an evening when everyone should be relaxed felt a bit uncomfortable. I, too, felt a bit upset that my date with Luna was interrupted.
Of course, I couldn’t protest or say anything about it.
I, Hassan, was a commoner, so I had to be careful with my words in front of nobles. Damn, who would have thought that I, a citizen of liberal democracy, would submit to such a social hierarchy?
But even when I was living in Korea, I became more meek in front of higher-ranking people.
Thinking about it, it seemed that there was almost no difference between here and there.
“Hassan, it seems like we often encounter nobles these days…!”
However, Luna whispered to me as if finding the situation quite interesting. It was indeed a rare experience for her to face nobles she wouldn’t normally come across.
It was like eating at a BBQ restaurant and suddenly having a member of parliament walk in. At first, you would be surprised, but later, you would brag about it to someone you knew.
It seemed that Luna had the exact sentiment like that.
Wrapped tightly in black cloth, Baron Fleur spoke.
“My daughter is dealing with an illness, and we might receive a marriage proposal for her from Viscount Clementor’s family in Kalkata. I need to address this situation promptly.”
“…An illness?”
The innkeeper asked as if he heard something he shouldn’t have.
His question prompted the voices around him to grow louder, with people asking, “An illness?” “The Baron’s daughter is sick?”
I was surprised too. I never expected nobles or aristocrats to reveal their weak points so openly like this.
If one was a noble’s daughter, they would likely grow up with high status and eventually engage in strategic marriages. Having rumors spread about having an illness would certainly tarnish their image.
At least, based on my observations during my two years in this world, that was how nobles tended to behave.
However, there seemed to be exceptions as well.
Was the illness afflicting the Baron’s daughter something they couldn’t hide and so severe that he had to urgently seek help in a slum tavern like this place?
At that moment, someone in the inn raised their hand.
Clank— Clank—
The soldiers acted as if they were ready to aim their swords and spears at him, but the man didn’t seem to care and spoke up.
“Baron Fleur, I am Red Khezu, an apprentice alchemist from the South Gate Alchemist Guild. While we are on the topic, may I ask what illness the Baron’s beloved daughter is suffering from?”
At those words, I could feel the eyes and ears of those around us directed at the Baron.
The daughter of a noble afflicted with an illness. She must have grown up only consuming and seeing the finest things. So what kind of illness could it be?
I, too, was somewhat intrigued.
Was it an endemic disease or perhaps a curse?
At that moment, the Baron shattered the chaotic murmurs like a dagger.
“A disease that causes her breast to shrink.”
“Is there such a disease?”
“That’s truly dreadful.”
Deep sighs were heard from all around. Most of the female adventurers who were drinking inside the tavern reacted strongly, including Luna.
“To have such a terrifying illness…! It’s so pitiful!”
However, I felt somewhat disinterested because I had been thinking of illnesses like bone marrow tumors or leukemia.
A disease that caused one’s breasts to shrink… What could that be? I vaguely recalled hearing about such a disease even on Earth.
From a male perspective, should I think of it as a disease that would cause my genitalia to shrink? The thought was so terrible that I wanted to scream. If that was the case, they should urgently find a healer.
At that moment, Baron Fleur raised his hand again and asked the alchemist who had asked the question earlier.
“Is there a potion that can enlarge breasts?”
“…There probably isn’t. If such a thing existed, people would have already made a fortune from it.”
“That’s true. Anyway, Bargo. The meeting between my daughter and the Viscount’s son is scheduled for next week. I can’t wait any longer.”
The conversation direction returned to the innkeeper, whose name turned out to be Bargo. It suited him, but it wasn’t a name that easily rolled off the tongue.
The innkeeper spoke with a troubled expression.
“I’m so sorry to hear that you’ve had to go through such things, but…”
“Your wife, Echo, was a nymph, wasn’t she? If it was the healer who could stimulate nymph bodies to that extent—“
The innkeeper hurriedly cut off the Baron’s words as if his hair was standing on end while muttering something.
“I, well, Your Lordship, I will certainly try my best, but the healer in question is very busy, and he doesn’t just come whenever. I’m not sure when he will be available. He’s very secretive, too…”
“All right, I understand. If that’s the case, take this. If he comes this week, tell him to come here without fail.”
Swish—
As the Baron in the black hat nodded exaggeratedly, the soldiers around quickly put away their weapons and vacated their positions.
In an instant, after those people left, the inn now felt as cold and dreary as a frozen lake in winter, even though the tables were still full.
Damn it, what the hell was that?
After that, when Luna and I resumed our idle chat about whether cats or dogs were cuter–
Thud—
The innkeeper placed a plate with two steaming hot potatoes in front of Luna and left.
We didn’t order this dish, but I then noticed a small note tucked underneath the plate.
#

“Innkeeper, why did you want me to come here? What do you want to talk about?”
I excused myself from the table with Luna momentarily and stepped away. The innkeeper had called me to the underground room, where I gave his wife a massage.
I felt a sense of guilt as if my conscience was getting pricked so hard that it was uncomfortable for me just being in that place.
I wanted to hurry back to the table where Luna was waiting for me. Luna might misunderstand and think I had some big secret if the conversation dragged on. I didn’t want to be misunderstood like that.
“Let’s get to the point since I’m busy.”
As I spoke, the innkeeper, who had been pacing nervously, stopped in his tracks.
“Samaritan brother, I can no longer delay this matter at my discretion. Baron Fleur himself has come here after all.”
“Ah…”
“Darn it, I’ve been so busy with all the customers coming in lately that I forgot about it. I never expected him to come all the way here. So, while we’re at it, can you do something about this?”
“What are you talking about?”
“I mean, just like what you did to my wife, Echo. Can’t you do it to Baron Fleur’s daughter as well?”
I remembered what I had done to the innkeeper’s wife. It was in this cramped underground room where I had touched her chest. To touch someone else’s wife like that…
Honestly, the memory of that time felt like a thorn stuck in the palm of my hand, and whenever I occasionally recalled it, my conscience would get pricked.
“Can’t you do something about this?”
“Are you asking me to increase her chest size?”
And in the first place, is it even possible to increase one’s chest size? In the case of Echo, the innkeeper’s wife, it was only because she was under some curse or something that hindered her growth.
And the method used to help her was touching her chest.
Who would have known that, as a result, her chest would grow, and her body itself would also grow to become slender and graceful?
And to make matters worse, I didn’t know that nobles would even start coming to me, asking for the same thing.
“Anyway, I’m busy with inn business, so let’s wrap this up quickly. How about giving it a try, at least? Here, this is the note given to me by the Baron.”
Ssk—
The innkeeper handed me a small piece of paper.
I accepted it in a hasty manner.
Now that I look at it, calling it a handkerchief with red petals threads embroidered on white silk would suit it better.
“What am I supposed to do with this?”
“It’s a red tulip. It’s the coat of arms of Baron Fleur’s family. If you go to the Baron’s mansion and show it to the guards, they will let you in.”
So, is it like an invitation that allows access to a noble’s mansion? A pass to freely enter a noble’s house?
I never expected to receive something like this in my lifetime.
I felt touched, but at the same time, I also felt worried.
Getting involved with nobles might be dangerous. High-ranking positions were quite intimidating for someone like me, a commoner.
As I was putting the handkerchief in my pocket, the innkeeper added one more thing.
“Samaritan brother, if you’re going to meet Baron Fleur, it’s best to conceal your identity. He’s a good person, but he despises immigrants and barbarians.”
“Is that so?”
“He seems to have his reasons. I don’t know all the details, but he’s known for disliking immigrants. He’s one of the hardliners in the Sodomora Council.”
It was not that rare to find someone who dislikes barbarians and immigrants in this world. Honestly, I was not fond of them either.
But the only thing that could rival my dislike for them was my hate for racism.
“Still, it’s not a bad thing for you, Brother. Baron Fleur is rumored to be very generous. If you handle it well, you might get a big reward.”
“Generous? How generous are we talking about here?”
“I heard that he paid a certain healer one gold coin for curing his cherished horse. So, if you cure his daughter’s illness, let alone a single coin you might get an entire pouch!”
A pouch filled with golds?
Usually, a pouch could hold about 50 golds.
Did that mean I could receive 50 golds?
Holy shit! Fifty golds! I could almost hear the melodious clinking sound and feel the tingling sensation in my ears, and it made my head spin.
With that money, I could pay for Hypholite’s Aura training for 36 months upfront and still have money left. Of course, that was assuming I could really increase her chest size.
Somehow, I gained confidence that I could do it.
“Alright, I understand. Then I’ll find a way to do it somehow. But this matter must remain a secret, as always.”
“Understood. Aren’t you and I already bound by fate? I’ll take this secret to the grave.”
Since the innkeeper was easy to communicate with in many ways, I was about to consider using his name instead of calling him innkeeper. But I couldn’t remember it, so I decided to stick with “innkeeper.”
#

When I returned to the table, some unfamiliar men were loitering around Luna’s side.
It wasn’t surprising anymore since Luna was quite attractive, and men would often approach her. But there was one thing that fucking irritated me.
Was it because of her small and petite size, along with her pink hair, that she exuded an exotic atmosphere?
“I’m a rising bronze-tier adventurer. Have you heard of the name Beremiz? Beremiz with the twin axes. I recently took down ten goblins at once.”
From his words, he seemed to be a bronze-tier adventurer. The two axes crossed in an X shape on his back looked quite convincing for chopping things effectively.
Lately, he had been taking on and completing various requests, so I guess you could say he had become a rising rookie with both skills and confidence.
Although his face wasn’t particularly handsome, he exuded a lively and confident aura typical of spirited men. He seemed quite strong.
“I have a vow of chastity. Also, I’m in a fixed party, and my party member will be back soon, so get out of the way!”
Of course, Luna firmly raised her guard as always. Is this what they call “hitting a brick wall”?
Watching her being like that touched my heart, and I felt proud of the affectionate relationship between her and me.
But this confident, rising rookie adventurer also seemed persistent.
“I’ll become a gold-tier adventurer someday. I don’t mind that you have a vow of chastity.”
“But I mind it. Now get lost before I fold you in half.”
The men were taken aback as I approached them with a brusque gesture.
“Oh damn, it’s the Samaritan-!”
The bronze necklaces around their necks jingled as they were startled. Of course, I was also wearing a similar bronze necklace.
“I said scram!”
“Sorry, we didn’t know you were with her. Excuse us.”
They probably noticed that the difference between them and me was quite significant.
Of course, there were also some guys who couldn’t comprehend my words and indulged in male bravado while they were in front of women.
The group of men I met today seemed to have fairly good instincts as they quickly stepped back. Seeing how they knew when to retreat, they might be skilled adventurers after all.
However, surprisingly, there were plenty of adventurers who didn’t know when to withdraw or advance and ended up in trouble.
“No, wait. Just a moment. We’re not going like this.”
Swoosh—
Just as I thought everyone was going to continue on their way, a man turned back and approached me with his twin axes or something like that.
Was this bastard refusing to give up and trying to pick a fight with me? That was when I lightly rested my hand on my hip, hinting that I might show him the taste of my club.
“Um, are you that Hassan of Samaria? Could you please give me an autograph?”
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The group of men, whom I thought had left, also turned back towards me.
“Hey, are you Hassan of Samaria? Can you give me an autograph?”
“An autograph?”
“Here, you can make a mark on my axe. They say you disbanded the Thieves’ Guild this time. I was really freaking surprised.”
“Ah, I see.”
Adventurers always kept their ears open to rumors and gossip.
It was because they needed to be sensitive to what could be a profitable venture and when to withdraw their foot from some issues.
So it seemed that these men were aware of my feat in defeating the Thieves’ Guild Hydra. That was why, one by one, they had something to say to me.
“I can’t believe this. You’re still in the Bronze Tier. We will soon hardly be able to see you walking around the Western streets, won’t we?”
“Soon, you’ll be heading to the East Gate district, where only the rich live!”
“Before that, how about signing our weapons to commemorate this meeting… Also, please share some of the Warrior’s Blessing, hehe.”
Some adventurers who seemed quite skillful and looked not much younger than me gathered around and flattered me. It made my heart tingle and fluttered beneath my chest.
I felt my face glowing even brighter with pride from the compliments I received than when I had been drinking.
So, I pretend to nonchalantly make small scratches on those men’s axes and blades, creating marks.
Drrrk— Drrrk—
I put in some effort to carve the word “Hassan” on them, and those men’s faces lit up with delight.
“Heh, damn, I’ll go show this off.”
“It’s amazing that we got to meet the Samaritan in this tavern.”
“I just got an autograph, but I already feel so damn stronger. It’s like my weapon has been enchanted.”
Each man left the place, chatting as if receiving my autograph was a remarkable event.
Furthermore, they had apologized several times to my companion Luna for the flirting incident, so my initial anger had subsided considerably.
I couldn’t understand why they were so thrilled just to receive my rough autograph.
But I imagined I would have been equally delighted if I had received an autograph from one of my favorite pro gamers or YouTubers.
I guess I’m now a famous figure too.
I’d often wondered how famous celebrities, YouTubers, athletes, and pro gamers feel living in the limelight. But now that I found myself in that position, I couldn’t quite grasp the reality of it.
It was quite something.
I collected my thoughts and sat back at the table. Luna, who had been watching me with her chin resting on her palms, spoke up.
“Hassan, suddenly, it seems like more and more people are pretending to know you these days.”
“Yeah, it looks like I’ve become somewhat famous.”
“But you know what? I kind of expected this to happen. I have an excellent eye for recognizing raw materials, don’t I? I’m telling you, since I first saw you, I have felt this tingling sensation in my mind!”
“…Is that so?”
Her words left me feeling rather awkward, so I covered my expression by sipping on an empty glass.
I considered ordering another drink, but both Luna and I had already had enough. If we drank any more, we might blank out, so I decided to just savor the taste.
“Hassan, you’ll definitely reach the gold tier!”
Luna raised both hands in excitement as if celebrating her own achievement. If it weren’t for Luna, could I have become this strong?
If I hadn’t been able to level up using Luna’s totem, what would I be doing right now?
I became curious.
Why could I level up using Luna’s totem in the first place?
Could it be that Luna and I’s meeting was something pre-destined?
Drinking tends to make thoughts turn sentimental, and I couldn’t think of any plausible explanation other than fate.
Also, it felt more romantic that way.
That was why I couldn’t quite understand why the daughter of a god, Luna, was hanging out in a shabby tavern drinking cheap beer.
Baron was the lowest rank among nobles. Even his daughter received lavish treatment in this world of nobility. So why was Luna, the daughter of the enormous being named Knox, wandering in such poverty?
I was curious.
However, there was nowhere to ask, so that frustrated me.
If, at some point, Luna and I were to be separated because of her birth origins…
For example, as Luna mentioned before, she had to leave my side due to a strategic marriage with the gods, would I be able to bear it?
I doubted whether becoming a gold-tier hero would solve all these complicated issues.
So, I asked inwardly.
Luna, who are you really?
#

Luna was so drunk that she could hardly walk properly. I had to carry her on our way back to the cabin.
My strength had certainly increased, and Luna herself wasn’t that heavy, so it wasn’t too difficult.
Creak—
I opened the locked door of the cabin and entered. Inside, I was greeted by the sight of the first-floor living room cluttered with various elixir ingredients left unorganized. Then something rainbow-colored legs appeared with a clattering sound.
Kong! Kong!
“Yeah, I’m home.”
Hiong…!
Having experienced various events, my courage seemed to have grown, and now I could have a conversation with that spider without trembling.
Come to think of it, talking with a spider, huh? It seemed more like not because I had grown my courage but rather because my sanity had become more questionable.
Anyway, I gently laid Luna, who had fallen asleep, on the deer skin on the second floor. There, having arrived before us, Paranoy was already asleep.
Since the last time she stayed here, this little nymph had become more often thought of this place as her home.
Still, I simply let her because she had been tirelessly working like a part-timer, helping Luna make elixirs day and night.
At some point, she looked like a graduate student working in the professor’s research lab.
“Sleep beside Paranoy.”
As I was about to cover Luna with a blanket, she unexpectedly stirred and woke up.
“I… I need to take a bath before going to sleep…!”
Indeed, it seemed that Luna, who usually liked cleanliness, couldn’t sleep well while feeling dirty.
However, looking at her like this, Luna seemed surprisingly immaculate for someone who regularly rolled in the soil, gathered insects, and dug up herbs as part of her daily life. Her skin was also fair and flawless.
Luna’s body always emitted a subtle minty fragrance, so there was never a reason to frown upon her presence.
I wondered why that was. Was it genetics? Was it because she was a goddess’s daughter? While I was lost in thought, Luna staggered up and went back downstairs into the bathroom.
I could hear the sound of her clothes rustling as she undressed, and my schlong became so much more excited.
Come to think of it, we were in the same house right now, and there was an adorable girl taking a bath.
The combination of tension and excitement made my heart pound.
Creak— Creak— Gush—
“Ah, it’s cold….”
The sound of turning the faucet and the water running filled the room. Just thinking that Luna was pouring water on her naked body made me want to take a peek.
But before I could act on that thought, Luna spoke first.
“Hassan, you shouldn’t look—!”
“Don’t worry.”
Sometimes Luna seemed to be able to read my mind or even predict my thoughts, which could be quite surprising.
They say that when a man and a woman are in a relationship, their thoughts become similar. Maybe it’s something like that?
Creak— Creak—
As I filled my mind with such thoughts, I heard the sound of her closing the faucet. Soon, the sound of fabric brushing against her body followed.
Squeak—
The makeshift bathroom door made of wooden planks slowly opened outward.
“Hassan, you should wash up too! It’s very convenient to have a bathroom in the house, isn’t it?”
“It sure is. It feels like we finally made it.”
“Later, I’ll create a garden for growing herbs and make a furnace myself. I’ll buy all the warehouses around here and… expand the property….”
Even after taking a bath, Luna was still half-awake and perhaps slightly tipsy. She then went upstairs while chattering away.
I also entered the bathroom and cleaned myself up.
The water was quite cold since the hot water wasn’t working, but it was just the right level of coolness for my body, which was heated up from the summer and drinking.
Feeling refreshed and the heat dissipating from my head, I came out in a happy mood. Luna was already snugly tucked under the blanket with Paranoy, sound asleep.
It was a bit disappointing, but I decided to head back downstairs and get some sleep too.
Swish—
There was an exposed leg outside the blanket. The slender calf and the soft-looking, tender thigh immediately caught my attention.
Thump— Thump—
Just that sight already made my lower body stiffen considerably. Today my blood kept rushing excitedly as if I was a middle school student going through puberty.
Luna didn’t really like it when I touched her body without permission.
But she was sound asleep like this. Was it okay to lightly touch or caress her? After all, once Luna fell asleep, it was hard to wake her, no matter who carried her.
Slide—
So, I slowly reached out my hand towards Luna’s sleeping body.
My heart was pounding as if I were doing something terribly wrong. An electrifying sensation ran through me, from my waist to my back, then from my neck to the tip of my head.
Ssk— Ssk—
What I touched was Luna’s thigh. It was a slightly soft flesh that my hand could grasp.
As much as I appreciated a well-trained body like Hippolyte’s, I also liked these soft, tender legs. How wonderful it would be to lie down on such softness.
Rub— Rub—
I could feel the smoothness of her skin clung to my hand.
Although she showed a solid wall to other men, I couldn’t help but think that someday this soft skin would be all mine. Just thinking about it already filled me with excitement. How would it feel like on my first official night together with Luna?
It made me feel so good.
Heuh, I wanted to quickly become stronger and reach the gold tier. This had now become a firm and unwavering goal that boosted my will to live.
Rub— Rub—
I gently caressed Luna’s thigh and calf as if I  had been starving for days.
Today, after walking back and forth between the Mars Guild and the Venus Temple all day, her calf muscles and soft soles now felt quite swollen. It must have been quite tough. But they somehow felt like someone else’s legs.
“Hyaaah….”
A woman’s yelp could be heard as if she was in distress.
Did sleeping Luna react to me touching her leg? Did she wake up? Therefore, as I was slightly nervous…
Ssk—
Something stirred her head and raised her body in the darkness.
“My leg… feels strange….”
It was the scarlet, short-haired nymph, Paranoy. Just moments ago, she was peacefully sleeping next to Luna, but now she was rubbing her eyes as if she had just awakened from a deep slumber.
What the heck?
I couldn’t help but be extremely flustered.
However, as Paranoy got up and the blanket slipped, I finally realized the truth. The thigh I had been touching wasn’t Luna’s; it was Paranoy’s leg.
Multiple legs protruded outside the blanket, and the surroundings were dark, which must have been why I got confused.
As Paranoy’s eyes met mine, they widened significantly. I instantly sensed a freaking bad premonition.
“M-Mr. Hassan? Uh–!”
Paranoy noticed that I was touching her leg, and her eyes widened as she was about to make a loud noise. I covered her mouth in case her voice woke Luna up.
“Aheup–!”
“It’s a misunderstanding. Ssh. Ssshhh… Calm down. You got it?”
However, I was so flustered that I accidentally covered both her nose and mouth at the same time, causing her to struggle for breath.
Feeling sorry, I released my hand, and the ditch water nymph immediately let out a deep sigh, seemingly relieved.
“…Mr. Hassan, wh-why were you touching my body…?”
What could I possibly say to explain this? I thought it was Luna’s leg, but it turned out to be yours. Would such an excuse even work? To be honest, it was a completely absurd explanation.
Also, it was more strange to touch Luna, who had taken a vow of chastity. What would be the best explanation for this?
As I pondered for a moment, Paranoy decided to speak first while still trembling.
“I knew you always look at me with wicked eyes, Mr. Hassan…”
“What? When did I ever look at you with wicked eyes?”
I felt a bit unjustly accused. Paranoy’s physique was more petite than Luna’s, which was why she wasn’t exactly my preference,
Also, her facial features made her look even younger. That was what made me even more hesitant about her.
“Small nymphs like us can feel such things… I’ve always known that the way you looked at me was different.”
Paranoy usually got herself trapped in her own little world.
She tended to give ultimate-move-like names to my actions as she wished. Also, she often trembled and feared that a palm would suddenly jut out from the darkness.
Her paranoia seemed to be at work right now.
Anyway, I thought I had to clear up the misunderstanding. So, since making noise next to Luna might cause problems, I grabbed Paranoy and took her down to the first floor.
“Hu, heuuuhhhh…”
The ditch water nymph was shivering as if she was caught in serious trouble.
“W-Where are you taking me…?”
“Come, sit here.”
I calmly told Paranoy to sit on a chair I brought to the first floor.
“First, let me explain. You misunderstood. I was giving you a massage.”
“…A massage, you say?”
“Yes.”
“Why would you give me a massage while I’m asleep…?”
That was a bit of a pickle. I was just thoughtlessly saying something to make an excuse. But now, to think about her question, why would I give a massage to a sleeping Paranoy? So, I tried to find a better way to handle the situation while scratching my head.
“It is because you’ve been going through a lot lately. So I was planning to reward you.”
“Going through a lot…? Reward…?”
Since Paranoy had a somewhat naive side to her, if I told her something plausible, she might believe it, right?
“Yeah, a reward. Lately, you’ve been quite active. You’ve been a great help in dealing with the undead in the underground. And then…”
I quickly racked my brain, trying to recall Paranoy’s heroic moments. But perhaps it was because I was drunk and flustered; nothing else came to mind except for the magical circle she drew in the underground.
Had she even done anything remarkable?
As I was struggling to come up with another example, Paranoy chimed in with another comment.
“T-That’s right, isn’t it? If I wasn’t there, everyone would’ve been killed by the machine-like birds…!”
Machine-like birds? I wondered what Paranoy was talking about, but then I recalled the merciless killer drone bastards we fought during the quest from Venus Temple. Her children’s song back then had saved us too.
“Yeah, Paranoy, we couldn’t have done it without you. So, I rewarded you for your efforts.”
Damn, I couldn’t believe I was saying this dogshit nonsense. I really I’m my worst enemy. Even someone as naive as Paranoy wouldn’t believe such nonsense.
“But, Mr. Hassan, why is you touching me a reward?”
As expected, Paranoy wasn’t buying it. She was smarter than I thought. I raised my evaluation of Paranoy by half a point in my mind.
And then, Paranoy added a few more words.
“Hassan, are you truly a great person…? Perhaps you could bless me just by touching me?”
But it seemed she had a less smart side too.
It was like finding a gap between enemy lines. I decided to break through that gap and make a decisive shot.
“Uh, yeah, you see. Actually, I can be considered a great person, but at the same time, I might not be.”
“A-As expected, are you truly the son of some god? I secretly thought you came down to the mortal world to enjoy some amusement…”
“The son of God?”
“Black hair, large build, and jet-black eyes like the depth of Tartarus. Are you perhaps the son of Pluto?”
Am I Pluto’s son? I never expected to be asked such a question.
Still, I thought it would be better than Paranoy having a strange misunderstanding and telling Luna, “This bastard touched my thigh while I was sleeping.”
But of all the many gods, why Pluto’s son? I really couldn’t stand Pluto, that bastard.
“Well, you see…”
“Last time during the fire divination, didn’t you put out the bonfire? It was clearly the magical power of hell and death… I’ve never seen any other follower of Pluto being loved as much as you!”
Putting out the bonfire, what did that even mean? Trying to recall my memories, I remembered the superstitious ritual we performed by sprinkling sand on the bonfire the day before we fought the headless Minotaur.
That night, I had put too much sand, and the fire went out.
But Paranoy seemed to interpret it differently. Indeed, her attitude had changed a bit since then.
“Mr. Hassan, could it be… are you the Overlord of Hell, here to bring forth the hell on this land? Am I thinking it right…? That must be it, right…?”
Unlike the person who was flustered until just a moment ago, currently, Paranoy kept throwing me questions as if she was a detective interrogating a suspect.
Honestly, I couldn’t understand what she was talking about, so it was hard to respond to it.
But Paranoy was indeed a fool. Since it turned out this way, I had no choice but to take advantage of the situation.
“Yeah, that, um… I am Pluto’s son. I came here to bring forth hell on the human realm.”


  
    
      Chapter 165: Stupid, Clumsy Cultist (1)

      
      In the darkness, Paranoy’s scarlet eyes glimmered menacingly,

      Perhaps due to the scarlet color of her eyes, they looked quite eerie in the night, almost like the eyes of a wild beast flashing feral in the dark.

      In reality, the current Paranoy was no different from a wild beast.

      If I failed to gauge her mood correctly, she might rush to Luna, whom she followed like a sister, and blurt everything out, irreversibly damaging my relationship with Luna.

      “Ms. Luna! Hassan, this jerk touched my thigh while I was sleeping…!”

      Then I might end up in a situation where Luna said something like, “Hassan, you’ve gone too far!” and proceeded to rip out my hair and kick me out of her house.

      The voice replayed vividly as if I had glimpsed the future, sending shivers down my spine.

      Was this the pinnacle of the Observation Haki that I’d only heard about in words? I heard that one’s sixth sense could grow even stronger in dire situations, and that was precisely how I felt at the moment.

      Hence, to prevent such a future from happening, I pondered ways to captivate Paranoy’s mind and thoughts.

      Damnit, was there any good way to do that?

      “Mr. Hassan, are you indeed Pluto’s son?”

      In that sense, Paranoy was slowly walking right into the trap. At this very moment, it would be great if I could exploit Paranoy’s misunderstanding to my advantage.

      From the very first meeting, this girl had readily misunderstood me as some kind of cultist, and that turned out to be helpful to me in many ways till now.

      So, I decided to make up a story about me pretending to be someone else’s son, just for today. Of course, I wouldn’t forget to ask for forgiveness from my parents back in my hometown once I get there someday. Surely, they would understand the importance of preserving their son’s honor.

      “Well, you see… I am, in fact, Pluto’s son.”

      As I finished the sentence, regret washed over me instantly. I wondered if I really had to go this far just to get out of trouble. On the other hand, I was concerned if Paranoy would even believe such a lie.

      “A-As expected…! My judgment was indeed accurate…! I am not a fool…!”

      Huh, it turned out that she really bought it.

      Paranoy even marveled at her own mysterious insight.

      Upon seeing her trembling figure, it seemed as if she could burst into tears at any moment as she was deeply moved by this knowledge.

      “Mr. Hassan, then why are you living with ordinary people? What’s the reason for pretending to be a foolish Samaritan…?”

      “Pretending to be a foolish Samaritan?”

      Fucking shit, I was being careless. It really felt like I got hit with a powerful body blow in the gut due to that statement. This Paranoy brat was surprisingly a strong opponent.

      Paranoy, who looked the most foolish among all my acquaintances, thought of me as a foolish Samaritan. I felt like hitting her head with my fist.

      But if I easily fell into provocation here, I might lose and end up with a conclusion like Luna saying, “Hassan, you’ve gone too far!”

      I must protect the future of having a family with Luna.

      “Well, you see… it’s all part of a deception tactic. It’s to deceive our enemies.”

      As the lies piled up one after the other, my shoulders and chest also felt heavier accordingly. Was this the weight of deception?

      Fortunately, my efforts did not go in vain, as Paranoy’s response was definitely positive.

      “Enemies! Lord Pluto’s enemies! You were trying to deceive those wicked temple knights! Your acting skills are truly impressive…! Even I, Paranoy, the loyal follower of Pluto, almost fell for it…”

      She had already fallen for it though. Of course, Paranoy wouldn’t know that. I was one step ahead of this brat, no doubt.

      But this brat… she had the habit of changing sides and betraying people at the slightest chance. Now she was calling herself Pluto’s loyal follower when she had gained freedom by badmouthing him. She was like a fickle cultist.

      Of course, that was not important right now.

      I cleared my throat and muttered the words that came to my mind.

      “True deception means to fool your allies before deceiving your enemies in the first place, Paranoy. Anyway, I can’t believe that you managed to figure out my true identity. Indeed, you’re a loyal follower.”

      While emphasizing the word “loyal follower”, I gently stroked her head. Her scarlet hair felt really smooth and refreshing, perhaps she had scented it with good fragrant oil.

      Paranoy didn’t know how to respond to my praise.

      “Euhhh— It was a good idea to pretend to betray Lord Pluto… So, you haven’t said anything until now because you wanted to test me, right…?”

      “Well, something like that. Anyway, you passed.”

      “Wow! I passed! I passed…!” “

      Paranoy jumped up and shouted in excitement at the news of my approval. Worried that Luna might wake up, I quickly covered her tiny mouth with my palm.

      “Shh, shh! Quiet down. This is a secret between us only.”

      Paranoy nodded in response to my words. When I removed my hand from her mouth, she began to speak in a low, scheming voice as if concocting some evil plan.

      “Does Ms. Luna not know about this?”

      “She doesn’t.”

      “I see… So you were using one of the techniques from the 24 Secret Arts of Hell, the False Prophet Technique! If that’s the case, we must keep this a secret from spreading…”

      “False what?”

      “The 16th technique from the 24 Secret Arts of Hell. ‘False Prophet’s Technique’… If you are Lord Pluto’s son, aren’t you a monster capable of using the 52 Secret Arts of Hell?”

      Damn, what was that? If the technique was the 24 Secret Arts of Hell, why was there another 52 Secret Arts of Hell after that? The more we talked, the more my mind got tangled up into a mess. It felt like my brain was contorting into a jumble at this point.

      Anyway, from what I understood… In Paranoy’s mind, Pluto’s son was like Kamen Rider, who can use ultimate moves.

      Was Paranoy testing me? It was more like she saw me as a joke.

      However, society in the 21st century is dominated by the media.

      So, with a brain enriched by various forms of media such as text, images, and videos, the concept of Pluto’s son, the descendant of the Demon God, the Overlord of Hell, quickly took shape in my mind based on Paranoy’s imagination.

      So, all I had to do was act it out.

      “Yes, the 24 Secret Arts of Hell. Pluto’s son feels no guilt even when lying.”

      “Indeed, he is the most ruthless villain in the world. The embodiment of a two-faced scoundrel!”

      What the hell is this fucking shit?

      
        Sigh—
      

      Honestly, I wanted to quickly resolve this situation and just go to sleep. Yet, the most important thing now was to get Paranoy’s promise, making sure that she didn’t mention today’s events to anyone.

      “Paranoy, what happened today, and my true identity, must remain a secret you share with no one.”

      “…. Even to the other followers of Pluto?”

      “That’s right, only you can know. Having passed my test, you are, umm… my right-hand man now.”

      “M-Me, your right-hand man… Not Anxious, Somnia, Schizo, or Captain, but little old me, Paranoy, as Mr. Hassan’s right-hand man…? This is truly touching…!”

      Paranoy seemed genuinely astonished to be considered my right-hand man, surpassing the other distinguished cultist priests. Everything went according to my plan.

      Curious as if to confirm, Paranoy asked a few more questions.

      “But what’s good about being your right-hand man? Are there any benefits…?”

      Benefits? Indeed, it was an important matter. If she was the right hand of Hassan, the Overlord of Hell, what kind of benefits should there be?

      “P-Perhaps, could I receive some gold…?”

      Receive gold? Even I didn’t have that at the moment.

      So, I thought about what excuse would be the most believable. It was time to fully utilize the brain of the 21st-century-educated Hassan.

      Since I was roughly twice as smart as Paranoy, I could come up with a response that was twice as convincing. My exceptional brain quickly calculated a plausible answer.

      “As my right-hand man, you will have, umm… a 5% stake in the world I’ll rule over one day. You’ll be granted that share.”

      “… 5% of Hell!”

      Of course, it was a lie. There was no way I would become a ruler. It was a complete scam using false promises.

      “If it’s 5% of Hell, then I, Paranoy, could become a Baron, no, maybe even a Count of Hell!”

      However, without knowing about my thoughts, Paranoy blissfully continued imagining how she would receive a higher reward in the future.

      I felt a slight twinge of guilt at her sudden excitement.

      In truth, I wasn’t the Son of Hell, the monstrous being who was using deadly techniques as she believed me to be; I was just Hassan, a commoner who would feel guilty when he just lied every now and then.

      Lies and bad deeds were not something just anyone could do.

      Nevertheless, I had to say something.

      In a stern and intimidating voice, like the true son of the Demon God, I added a few more words to drive my point home.

      “But being my right-hand man also comes with great responsibility. If you fail to keep the secret, you will be thrown into the depths of Tartarus, in the darkest realm where Knox resides.”

      “Heeeeeee…”

      Just a moment ago, Paranoy was happy, but now, as if that was a lie, she shriveled up in fear from my threat.

      I think it was a good decision to learn about Pluto’s labyrinth and the rulers of Tartarus and their domains from the encyclopedia.

      Indeed, studying and gathering knowledge always proved to be useful one day.

      Now the conversation was mostly over.

      While contemplating going to sleep, I noticed Paranoy blinking her eyes as she stared at me.

      “Go upstairs and rest quickly. Or do you have anything else that you want to say?”

      “It seems that Lord Pluto has indeed listened to my prayers…”

      “Prayers?”

      I wondered what she was going to say next. But the ditch water nymph seemed to be rambling on even though no one asked her anything.

      “Every night, while waiting for my mother in the cave, I prayed to Lord Pluto. But after he revealed himself to me the first time, I have never received an answer from him ever again….”

      Tears began to fall from Paranoy’s scarlet eyes, glistening brightly under the dim moonlight shining through the window on the first floor.

      In my mind, I pictured a young Paranoy hiding in a dark and dreary cave, waiting for her mother with the uncertainty of not knowing when she would return.

      In a world where predators preyed on nymphs on a daily basis, Paranoy had to hide herself just so she could survive.

      She must have felt lonely and scared, kneeling there every night, offering prayers that went unanswered.

      Paranoy, although foolish, wasn’t a bad person. If there were indeed gods, shouldn’t they have responded to her prayers at least once?

      I, on the other hand, didn’t feel any particular affection for Pluto. He was probably just like your typical demon god.

      Of course, I didn’t need to share my thoughts with anyone.

      I had already crossed the line by not only touching this innocent girl’s thigh but also deceiving her. Now my heart was pounding, and my face was burning in shame. It was truly a horrible feeling. This was how I became a real villain.

      Unaware of my inner turmoil, Paranoy wiped away the streaming tears with the back of her hand.

      “But to think that his son has appeared before me! My prayers may not have gone in vain after all… I can’t stop myself from crying right now…!”

      “Well, um, he actually heard everything. He probably was just busy, you know. Hell is filled with souls and there’s a lot of work to do everywhere.”

      “I see… As a loyal devotee of Lord Pluto, I knew everything…!”

      Anyway, with this, the strange midnight play came to an end.

      Paranoy took a few deep breaths to compose herself. After that, she ascended to the second floor, stepping on the stairs with her bare feet.

      I watched her back with a sense of growing unease.

      I told her to keep it a secret, but I wasn’t sure if Paranoy would do it well due to her stupid and clumsy nature.

      Should I use Hippolyte’s memory erasure technique, as she did to me?

      But that felt like a forbidden technique, and I was afraid it might not just erase Paranoy’s memories but also Paranoy herself.

      At that moment, Paranoy suddenly turned around and said something to me.

      “Uh, Mr. Hassan…”

      “What now?” Please, just go to sleep already.

      “If you truly are Lord Pluto’s son, could you show me some necromancy?”

      “Necromancy?”

      “I want to see how you handle the magical power of death… If I witness that, I might believe that you are indeed the son of the demon god…”

      What would a slick talker say in such a situation?

      “Little nymph, greater blessings await those who believe without any proof or evidence.”

      “But… I’ve heard too many unbelievable stories today without actually seeing anything. It’s hard to make sense of it all…”

      “Sure, I can understand your concern if that’s the case.”

      So, I rummaged through the bone inside the jar on the first floor. It was filled with the bones of some unknown creatures. They were probably used by Luna for making those suspicious elixirs.

      After grabbing a handful of bones, I roughly laid them on the floor and whispered.

      “… Arise.”

      With a clatter, the bones began to twist and arrange themselves into a strange form.

      It almost looked like a small child. Wait, a child? I was momentarily surprised. Then the little nymph spoke.

      “A skeleton goblin…! It’s basic necromancy…! But still, to be able to use such power without other spells or magic circles so fast…”

      Paranoy trembled with pure astonishment. I was also afraid that Luna or someone else might see this sight.

      What would Luna think if she saw me using necromancy? Would she abhor me as a cultist? I could probably deceive her by pretending it was just some voodoo magic, but I didn’t want to get into such trouble.

      “Alright, that’s enough.”

      I swung my fist at the skeleton goblin or whatever the hell this abomination was, standing still on the floor. The impact of my punch with a strength stat of 12 was enough to shatter the bones into a heap of fragments.

      “Mr. Hassan, I’ll work even harder…”

      “No, actually, you can ease up a bit. The time hasn’t come yet. Until then, stay low and hidden like a lion in the bushes, claws sheathed.”

      “A lion…”

      “Yes, like a lion waiting for an opportunity. No sound, not even a faint rustle. That’s what we are. Got it?”

      I was a bit worried that Paranoy’s enthusiasm might inevitably invite trouble for us.

      So I instructed her not to do anything at all and just live a normal life as if she knew nothing.

      “You’ll have to continue being a follower of God of Hearth. I know it might not be like that inside your heart but still act like you are on the surface.”

      “Understood… I’ll try to extract information about the Temple Knights at the Temple of Hearth. The Temple of Hearth and Jupiter’s knights have a close relationship from what I know!”

      “Yes, something like that. Anyway, this conversation is over. Don’t bring it up again. It’s OVER, got it?”

      Paranoy’s lips trembled as if she had more to say. So when I abruptly ended the conversation, she looked slightly disappointed.

      But perhaps my serious and stern expression worked its magic as she soon climbed the stairs and laid down on Luna’s side of the blanket.

      
        Softly— Softly—
      

      Once those girls were deep into slumber, followed by stable breathing sounds, I finally let out a sigh of relief with a sense of reassurance.

      Just what in hell happened in the middle of the night?

      Feeling mentally exhausted, I went back to the first floor and roughly laid a blanket on the floor before lying down on it.

      As I tossed and turned to fall asleep, something sharp kept touching my back, making me uncomfortable. Was the whole world out to get me tonight?

      Of course, that wasn’t really the case here. It was probably because I hadn’t properly cleaned up the remains of the broken skeleton goblin or whatever it was from earlier.

      “… Arise.”

      I sat up and muttered to myself.

      Then, from under the blanket, something started to rise and took the form of a little imp.

      
        Thud— Thud—
      

      It was a terrifying sight. The skeleton made of connected bones had a ghastly, bluish glint in its eye sockets, giving me goosebumps.

      “Go in there. Inside that jar over there.”

      Thud.

      The creature listened to my words and entered the jar, which was filled with piles of bones.

      “Now, disassemble.”

      *Pshhh— *

      Soon, there was a loud sound of bones scattering in all directions. Without using my hands to break them, just the “disassemble” command was enough to make them crumble.

      Damn, honestly, it was so freaking fascinating.

      It would be great to conduct various experiments on it later.

      
    

  
    Chapter 166: Stupid, Clumsy Cultist (2)
Srrkk— Srrrkkk—
Suddenly, I felt something caressing my face.
As I opened my eyes, I was greeted with the sight of Luna holding her hair, shaking it to tickle my face.
Flutter— Flutter—
Luna often woke me up like this, using her hair like a brush. Was this also some kind of magic from Ideope or some other voodoo technique?
If we were to name it – in typical Luna-style – would it be the Voodoo of A Bright Morning Call?
“It’s morning, Hassan.”
It was truly a delightful moment to be able to start the morning by looking at Luna’s face. On the other hand, it was dreadful to think that morning had come already when it felt like I had closed my eyes for just a moment.
I didn’t feel like I slept at all. I should take a day off today just to catch up on sleep. Being able to sleep as long as you wish was such a luxurious thing.
So, I told Luna,
“I can’t get up. Help me get my body up.”
“Sure!”
As I mumbled about my lingering sleepiness, Luna grabbed my arm and pulled with all her strength to help me sit up.
“Luna, you’ve really gotten quite strong.”
“Yeah, it seems like I also grew a bit taller. I think I’m still in my growing phase!” “
Luna measured her height by holding her body in front of me. I thought the top of her head used to be only around the pit of my stomach before. Now, it looked like it had risen slightly.
I hadn’t gotten smaller, so it must be that Luna had indeed grown taller. Did people in this world continue to grow taller even after becoming adults?
With such thoughts in mind, I roughly tidied up the bedding on the first floor. While doing so, I suddenly felt a sense of unease in the strangely quiet atmosphere of the cabin.
“Luna, where is Paranoy?”
“She said she’s going to the Temple of Hearth to offer prayers. We will be busy making seven jars of stamina elixir this week, so I hope she returns soon.”
Luna’s reaction seemed quite ordinary, making me feel like everything that happened earlier in the dawn was just a dream. It seemed that Paranoy kept the secret well, just as she promised.
“What are you going to do today, Hassan?”
While eating bread, dried meat, and cheap goat’s milk we had at home, Luna suddenly asked me the question.
“Well, I have nothing specific planned.”
“I’m planning to go to the southern deer forest with Hippolyte. I’ll catch some huge mushrooms and tiger wasps there. Maybe I’ll even catch a queen bee and split the hive.”
“You’re going to the deer forest with Hippolyte?”
The name “deer forest” reminded me of when I first met the gold-tier adventurer, Actaeon, in that place. It was also the place where Luna got scammed and eventually went wild from losing all of her money.
To think she would be going there again, and what was more surprising was the fact that Luna and Hippolyte were going together.
“She should at least earn 3 silvers for me.”
Perhaps Hippolyte decided to work for Luna to pay for the 3 silvers she owed her. But it could also be an attempt to build a relationship between the women.
Since I had nothing else to do, I considered joining her in the deer forest, but Luna opposed it, saying,
“The girls from the Sword Maiden group will also be coming. There are materials we can only obtain when women go together!”
The deer forest was the realm of Diana, the goddess of the moon and chastity, and it was a place where men were strictly forbidden from setting foot.
“It’s not something dangerous, right?”
“Of course not! Don’t worry!”
Well, after all, Hippolyte and the girls from the Sword Maiden group would also be going. I supposed nothing too dangerous would happen unless a volcano suddenly erupted or something.
So, after having a brief breakfast together, Luna and I parted ways at the cabin entrance before heading in different directions.
Luna went to the southern area to meet Hippolyte.
As for me…
What should I do?
Now that I’d left the cabin, I didn’t know what to do. Should I just go back in and sleep some more?
Was there anything I had to do today?
I decided to prioritize what I had to do. First of all, the most important thing would be…
Collecting the reward money from the Temple of Venus. Since I was told I could only meet the Holy Maiden next week, there was nothing I could do about it but put it on hold.
What else was there?
Then, all of a sudden, I remembered the eerie magic I had obtained— necromancy. I thought it would be a good time to test it out.
I still couldn’t believe that I could use magic. Me!
Although it was a magic that was both scorned and feared in this world, using this eerie ability with the sensibilities of a modern person, I couldn’t help but feel an inexplicable overwhelming sensation within myself.
I wanted to keep trying it, and I wanted to use this power and make it my own.
It was actually quite fun.
So, I picked up a few piles of bones from Luna’s cabin and headed towards the western gate.
#

“Goblin subjugation squad departing for Czyczel Plains. We have two spots available on the carriage. Female adventurers preferred.”
“I’m a mercenary equipped with an elm bronze shield. I will do any task.”
“Ladies and gentlemen, before you depart on the carriage, how about bringing along a few emergency ointments—“
Sodomora’s high city walls. Among the four entrances, the west gate was the noisiest and in extension, busiest.
It was used as a gathering place for adventurers to start guild requests. Also, the voices of traders who started their businesses targeting those people were also quite loud, adding to the bustle of this place.
Not only adventurers and merchants but also minstrels, swindlers, strange heathen pagans, and eccentric individuals crowded the place, making it utterly chaotic.
If I were to make a comparison, maybe it would be similar to the market street in front of a station.
After quickly scanning the crowd, I purchased a dark red robe from a shabby-looking stall.
The robe seemed to be made with the smaller physique of the people in this world in mind as it couldn’t cover below my knees. However, it still looked like it could last a day.
It was also the cheapest, only 50 coppers.
I had budgeted about 1 silver for this purchase, so I bought another peculiar wooden mask with the remaining money.
The mask had pointed teeth carved in the shape of a goblin, which reminded me of Luna’s amulet mask, so I got it.
“You seem to have a keener eye than it seems. It’s a unique shape, isn’t it? They say it came from Ideope. There will be a Sodomora Mask Festival soon—“
The merchant chattered away. The only thing I caught in my ear was the strangely familiar word “Ideope”. It was a product by Ideope that made me suddenly think of Luna.
Swoosh— Swoosh—
After wearing the dark robe and the mask, I felt somewhat relieved.
Since I was going to test my necromancy skill, I didn’t want to be seen doing such things by someone else.
Like it or not, my physique and style stand out in this strange world, so I didn’t want to draw more unnecessary attention.
“Fuck, what, what the hell is this…?”
“I almost thought some kind of cultist shows up again.”
Being a man, wearing a mask and robe, and also having the trait of being a taller than practically everyone else… I indeed looked quite eerie and attracted even more attention than before.
So, to avoid the gazes of others, I quickly moved my legs and promptly stepped outside the western gate.
I was heading to the forest, where I met Plato, the old man, Marco, and Luna for the very first time. Together with them, I received my first shrine cleaning request that started my adventuring career.
If it was that place, then I could test my abilities away from everyone’s prying gaze.
It was a place I’d been to once before, so I roughly knew the way there. Plus, there weren’t many people who went to that place, making it perfect for some mischievous deeds. The place was about half a day’s walk away when going by foot.
So, I walked.
With every step, the bones inside the bag hanging on my back rattled, creating a loud noise.
It felt like I was advertising that I could use necromancy, which made me slightly uneasy.
Fortunately, as the massive city walls of Sodomora’s slowly receded, any semblance of presence that I could initially feel had diminished. Thus, I no longer needed to be cautious.
Crack—
After walking for a while, I finally entered the forest, parting through trees and grass. Still not feeling completely relieved, I ventured deeper and deeper inside.
The outskirts of Sodomora’s forest. The abandoned shrine of the sun god.
Finally, only after I arrived there and confirmed that no one was around did I empty my backpack onto the ground.
Rustle— Rustle—
Piles of bones, dry rations, leather, and water flasks were scattered on the ground due to my unloading.
I hadn’t done anything yet, but the sight of it all made my whole body shiver, a chill creeping down my spine.
“Arise.”
Clatter— Clunk—
The bones piled up in response to my command and began to rearrange themselves rapidly. I’d seen this spectacle several times already but still couldn’t get used to it.
Crack—
Creak—
Finally, three tiny skeleton goblins came into being.
Were all the things I put in the bag just goblin bones? No, they must have been mixed with various other things. I didn’t understand why they all turned into these uniform models resembling goblins though.
“Disassemble.”
So, I tried to disassemble and reassemble these piles of bones repeatedly. Each time, the skeleton goblins revived into the same shape.
Perhaps, with my current skill in necromancy, I could only resurrect these small creatures.
“Phew—“
I let out a sigh beneath the mask. Maybe because I was doing something terrible, my hands and feet were starting to tingle, making me feel numb. Even breathing was starting to feel difficult, as if my chest was congested.
No, now that I thought about it, these changes shouldn’t be just because of my current problematic emotional state.
Using necromancy seemed to require quite a bit of mental and physical strength.
It felt like running several laps around a field at full power, resulting in the brain lacking the necessary oxygen supply. Was this what mages commonly refer to as mana depletion?
With various new knowledge arising within me, it felt like my heart was filled with a fluffy quilt.
It was fun.
It was like when I was a child, sneaking a lighter from my father’s drawer and playing around with it.
And a child holding a lighter would inevitably be curious about using the flame to burn something.
Likewise, I looked around, wondering what I could do with the three skeleton goblins I had just summoned.
And with that survey, I was able to take in the scenery of this place.
Sssss—
The breeze blew underneath my robe and the mask, cooling my sweaty body. It made me feel really refreshed.
Frown—
Still, my forehead furrowed deeply.
Fuck, this place really was super dirty and messy.
This old and abandoned shrine was incredibly filthy— somehow in a far worse state than when we cleaned it last time.
From scattered fallen leaves to animal droppings, spider webs, and rocks rolling on the floor it looked like an extremely unpleasant place.
Perhaps, no one had visited this place since we cleaned it.
“Hey, first of all, you guys should start cleaning this place.”
Clatter— Clunk—
At my command, the three skeleton goblins quickly began to move. I had next to no clue how creatures with no muscles or flesh could move so well.
They promptly cleared away the fallen leaves, the disgusting animal droppings, and the creepy spiders and their webs, shoving everything that previously had bothered me into the holes that were sporadically scattered on the forest ground.
Seeing how well they grasped my intention, they seemed smarter than I thought. Could it be because they move according to my thoughts?
They were like unpaid slaves who didn’t mind cleaning up all the dirty things humans would avoid. If I started a cleaning company with them, wouldn’t it be a big hit?
After thinking of them as obedient subordinates, these eerie skeleton creatures no longer seemed strange. Instead, they felt quite familiar.
Initially, my father’s medical office was filled with various bone models as reference materials, so I was somewhat used to seeing bones.
Damn, this was so fucking fun.
Now that the experiments with this new ability I awakened were roughly done, I considered disassembling these little creatures.
Kissit— Kissisit—
Kaesaet— Kaesaet—
With rustling sounds from the surrounding bushes, tiny creatures with blinking red eyes suddenly appeared from within.
Those were small demons known as goblins, draped in tattered cloth and leaves woven into their green, raggedy hides.
Damn, there were six goblins.
I remembered the time when I was brutally beaten by goblins in this very place, and the pain seemed to resurface all over my body at that reminiscence. These fucking bastards!
Of course, the ‘me’ from back then and the ‘me’ now were completely different. Currently, I was even wielding an insanely powerful club and a rock-hard titanium gauntlet.
— Gee-yah-yah-yaaah!!!
Step— Step—
One of the goblins noticed me and immediately rushed toward me, emitting a strange scream. I didn’t understand the language of demonic monsters, but I could tell that the creature saw me as an enemy from the sheer hostility they exuded.
The goblin’s physique was smaller than even half my size, but the club it held looked pretty sturdy. It would probably hurt if I was hit by that. Demonic monsters, they were really terrifying beings.
“Get lost, you little bastard.”
I kicked the goblin’s body with all my might, delivering a toe-striking kick to its gut.
I just intended to stop its movements, but the goblin flew away like a football kicked by a goalkeeper, disappearing into the bushes.
— Hee-heeeek!
Wasn’t it cumbersome for me to deal with even a single goblin before?
My strength had really become extraordinary. I could feel it clearly from this scene.
“These little bastards. If I was the same as the me from last time I was here, they would have beaten the shit out of me.”
With confidence surging inside me, I grabbed the head of the goblins attacking me, one in each hand and lifted them up.
— Gee-ik!! Ge-geak!!
Kissit— Kissisit—
The goblins desperately tried to escape from the pain, scratching my hands and biting with their teeth. But all their efforts only resulted in injuries to their mouths and hands.
The effect of the gauntlets, costing 4 golds each, was truly remarkable.
The equipment and strength differences between then and now were like heaven and earth.
In this abandoned shrine, I was now the apex predator. I was the super-powerful Hassan, the Overlord of Hell.
“You guys aren’t ready for this yet.”
Crunch—
The goblins let out a horrifying sound as I tightened my grip.
Now, only three of them remained.
They began to step back as if terrified by the dreadful massacre unfolding before them.
— Bhastard…! Y-you bhastard!
“What the fuck? Go and catch them. Show no mercy!”
Crack— Crack—
At my command, the three skeleton goblins dashed forward. This would be a test of how well I could utilize my necromancy in a fight. Three living goblins versus three bone-made goblins.
The numbers match perfectly, and I couldn’t ask for a better experimental opportunity.
Of course, the bone-made goblins had no flesh or muscles, so their power might be lacking. There was a high chance that they would not be a match for the real goblins.
So, when I strated believing that it would be significant harvest if they were even able to defeat one of those little bastards…
— Ge-geak!
— Geguk!
— Kkeu-i-geik!!
The artificial monsters created by my clumsy necromancy thrust their own arm bones like sharp spears, piercing the bellies of their prey.
Then, they tore those prey apart from left to right, as though they were mere curtains.
Chyaackkkhh—
The skeletal monsters that slaughtered the goblins let out terrifying roars, and bluish light gleamed out of their eye sockets.
— Graaaah!!!
Even though I was the one who summoned them, they still felt absolutely terrifying to me. How could such merciless bastards exist in this world?
Their power was way beyond my expectations.
It felt like I took out a lighter to play with, but it turned out to be a flamethrower. As far as I know, flamethrowers were never meant to be toys.
“All of you, for now—“
So, when I was about to command them to disassemble…
Ding—
『Settling the Minions’ Battle.』
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The skeleton goblin I created completely destroyed the living goblin.
Kisshat! Kisishit!
Kkiaek!
The clubs and crude stone hammers wielded by those goblins were useless against my sturdy skeletal creatures.
Clatter—
Even if they got wounded, their broken bone parts quickly reattach, restoring it to full strength.
Being undead creatures that had already died once, they didn’t easily vanish, which was the danger of undead monsters. However, even considering that, they seemed a bit excessively powerful.
The fight ended anti-climacticly.
Still feeling stunned, I tried to release the necromancy command. However—
Ding—
At the moment, such an out-of-place but now quite familiar artificial sound effect rang in my ears.
Settling the Minions’ Battle.

Task points +3.

Current task points +65.

I thought I was already familiar with all the messages that would appear before my eyes. However, the characters that appeared this time were something I experienced for the first time.
The Minions’ Battle?
The creatures walking leisurely in front of the tower were the first ones that came to mind. Minion, what did that word mean? Was it something like an underling, pawn, or something like that?
As a smart person who had acquired knowledge from university, I tried to understand the situation quickly.
The word “minion” must refer to my underlings, skeleton goblins. Because my skeleton goblins killed three goblins, I received 3 task points, is that how it worked?
My hypothesis had a part that fit perfectly, like a predetermined answer. I, indeed, am smart.
Moreover, I couldn’t believe the skeletons could increase my task points by killing a living creature. It was like a sorcerer in the summoner game, like a necromancer.
Holy fuck, who would have thought I had such talent?
I was extremely flustered, but at the same time, I felt elated, like a little kid receiving an expensive game console on Chriistmas.
“Arise.”
Seizing the momentum, I even raised the goblins lying on the ground. Thus, the minions under my control now totaled nine—three from before and the six I had just killed.
I did feel a bit out of breath from the after-effect, but it wasn’t unbearable.
“Damn, this is so fucking interesting.”
What the hell is happening?
I couldn’t contain the excitement that made the corners of my mouth rise under the mask. I felt like a real necromance.
Could it be that I truly have a talent for necromancy? Damn it, I really am a genius.
I had thought of myself as somewhat exceptional, but now, after witnessing this spectacle, I was even scaring myself.
Hassan, the Steel Warrior.
No, Hassan, the Steel Necromancer.
I imagined myself resurrecting skeletons and slaughtering monsters.
But soon, a shiver hit my nape and brought me back to reality.
Crack— Crack—
Simultaneously, I sensed several movements of stepping on branches and parting the bushes nearby. Were more goblins coming? I initially thought so, but it felt slightly different this time.
The footsteps seemed quite heavy. The strides were large. Moreover, with every move, I could hear the distinct clanking sound of metal on metal. It seemed like this might be a human.
As that thought crossed my mind, I suddenly became scared. Damn it, if someone saw me in this state, I’d be labeled an evil cultist and hunted down.
“Disassemble! Disassemble!”
So, I hurriedly dispersed the nine skeleton goblins.
“Who screamed here?”
“Who could have screamed? There’s no one here.”
“Could it be an elk? The sound like humans when they scream.”
“Elks must be tasty.”
Their conversation, which seemed quite close, rang clearly in my ears.
Feeling like someone caught in the act of doing something wrong, I hid behind a broken pillar of the ruined shrine. I was not sure if my large figure was well-concealed, but it was still better than being out in the open.
As I hid quickly, the figures of the people eventually came into view. It was a group of four quite young-looking individuals, two men and two women.
Clank—
The necklaces hanging around their necks were of an ashy iron color. I was not sure which guild they belonged to, but they appeared to be an iron-tier adventurer party.
They were only equipped with thin leather armor, clubs, short swords, and daggers. So they didn’t seem impressive in terms of skill.
It reminded me of when Luna, Marco, and I were cleaning the shrine.
Maybe they were newbies?
Then, these newbies saw the pile of bones and goblin corpses on the floor and screamed in fright.
“What the hell, look at all this blood!”
“Why is everything dead here? What is this?”
Compared to the guys who looked flustered, the two women armed with daggers and short swords seemed somewhat composed.
“Don’t get too jumpy just because you saw some blood.”
“Yeah, there are goblins. Goblin corpses here. Could the screaming have been the goblin’s?”
One of the female adventurers with a brown ponytail and leather clothes kneeled down on the ground. She gently touched the fallen corpses with her hands and muttered a few words.
“They haven’t been dead for long. Were there any monsters or beasts in this forest that could have killed the goblins…?”
“It’s a bit creepy. Skade, let’s stop this and go back quickly. I’ve gathered all the herbs and I’m really craving to get a bath right now!”
Thus, the iron-tier newbie party showed meticulousness even in pulling out the fangs of the dead goblins.
Damn, are they all gone?
I finally came out from behind the hiding pillar after they had all disappeared. What would have happened if I hadn’t hidden and they had caught a glimpse of me?
Just a moment ago, I was so delighted at the thought of having talent in necromancy. But now, I feel a bit worried.
Someone with talent in crime and villainy.
A genius evildoer.
Is it okay to be happy about this?
At this point, I wondered, was I more suitable to have shackles from the Prison City than be the gold-tier hero I aspired to be?
#

After returning to Sodomora’s west gate, I changed my clothes in the dim alley where no one could see.
I considered throwing away the robe and mask I used during the operation, but since they cost a substantial amount, around 1 silver, I decided to pack them back into my bag.
I might need them again someday.
Anyway, it seemed like I had a productive morning. I conducted various experiments with my newfound power.
However, I also realized this power posed certain dangers I couldn’t handle yet. So I must be careful not to get caught by anyone.
Now that I thought about this again, I felt annoyed for getting caught by Paranoy and had to make up some strange excuse like that. When I meet her later, I must firmly remind her again to keep the secret.
Perhaps, making a solemn oath by the Styx River would be even better.
The Styx Oath was the highest form of promise in this world.
No matter how much Paranoy betrayed people around, she wouldn’t be able to go against it. Even I had sweat profusely due to its power.
Thinking back to the sudden pain in my lower abdomen back then, I felt a cold sweat running down my body.
Wearing a robe and mask to conceal my appearance under the scorching sun was unbearable.
Damn, it was so hot.
I wiped away the sweat stinging my eyes and rummaged through my pockets to find a handkerchief-like cloth.
Ssk— Ssk—
As I dabbed my face, a faint floral scent wafted in. I didn’t know what flower it was, but it was a pleasant fragrance to smell. Why did my handkerchief have such a fragrant smell?
So I wondered what it could be, and there I saw white and soft silk embroidered with red petals.
Red tulip.
Wasn’t it the symbol of the Baron Fleur family?
Come to think of it. I had business with the Baron too. Didn’t he say he was looking for a healer to cure his daughter’s illness?
Anyway.
Looking up at the sky, it seemed to be close to noon, with the sun shining high and illuminating the world.
There should still be some time before Luna finishes her business.
So, I decided to pass the time until evening and seize any opportunity to earn some golds if possible.
“Damn it, this won’t do.”
But it was just too scorching to walk, so I hailed a nearby carriage.
“Where do you want to go, Sir?”
“Do you know Baron Fleur? Let’s go to his residence.”
“Shall we go to the villa at the South Gate or the main mansion at the East Gate?”
Huh?
It was a question I hadn’t even thought about.
Did Baron Fleur own two houses in such a city where the land was so expensive like this?
Luna and I went through so much trouble just to raise a two-story space in our small cabin. Indeed, nobles seemed to lead a completely different life.
“Where can I meet the Baron?”
“He usually spends his summers at the southern villa, so I suppose we should head to the South Gate area. Should we go that way?”
“Yes, let’s do that.”
“All right then, let’s depart, Neighhh.”
Slap—
With a light whip crack, the sturdy black horse started clattering its hooves. At the same time, the scenery outside the window began to change slightly.
But wait, didn’t the coachman just make a horse sound?
Must have been the wind.
“Phew—“
I let out a sigh of relief as I managed to escape the scorching heat under the shade of the carriage.
Indeed, taking a carriage was much better than walking. It was not super cooling me down, but at least I could avoid the scorching sun.
Money was good, after all.
While I was lost in such sentiment with such a reasonable thought—
“You seem like a foreign gentleman. If you don’t mind me asking, what business do you have at the Baron’s house? Since you seem unfamiliar with the mansion’s location, you don’t appear to be an acquaintance of the Baron.”
The man sitting on the coachman’s seat spoke to me. The coachmen in this world were generally talkative, so they often struck up conversations with the guests.
Come to think of it, even when I was still living on Earth, taxi drivers often talked to me too. Maybe I had a face that made people want to strike up conversations.
However, feeling exhausted from the heat, I wasn’t in the mood for much conversation. So, I just replied vaguely.
“Nothing big, I just have something to attend to.”
“It might be unnecessary meddling, but be careful. Baron Fleur, that gentleman doesn’t take kindly to Samaritans.”
“Is that so?”
“When he was young, it’s said that Samaritans kidnaped his wife.”
“…Is that real or just a rumor?”
“Merely a rumor. But rumors among us coachmen tend to be mostly true.”
They said that Baron Fleur disliked immigrants. I had a feeling that I roughly knew the reason. I thought about asking the coachman to turn back, but we already arrived at the front of a massive mansion before I realized it.
A high bar-like wall rose from the fence of a plot of land—I didn’t know how many acres it was—and red roses grew around it like thorn vines.
It was fucking huge.
This was my second time entering a noble’s house.
The first time was when I was honored for my military service and visited the Golden Beard Dwarf Margrave’s garden. It was at night, so I had no idea how vast and luxurious the place was.
But now, seeing the garden of Baron Fleur’s mansion in the daylight, it was truly lavish. The land must have already been expensive. It made me wonder if it was okay to build a structure like this in the heart of the city.
He was much wealthier than I imagined.
Was he like the head of a conglomerate family?
Maybe if I cured his daughter’s illness, I could receive a pouch full of golds.
Of course, whether I could actually cure his daughter’s illness was still uncertain.
I hoped it worked out, but if it didn’t, so be it.
Besides, even if I couldn’t cure her, I still could at least remove this noble Baron from sticking to me and the innkeeper. So, there would be no harm to me in many ways.
So, I donned my dark red robe and mask again near the mansion’s entrance.
Since Baron Fleur seemed to dislike Samaritans, it seemed best to hide my identity. I was glad I didn’t throw these disguises away earlier and kept them safe.
But even at a glance, would they really let such a suspicious person inside?
With that doubt in mind, I approached the guards in their iron armor who were guarding the entrance to the mansion’s garden.
Clank—
The guards crossed their long halberds in an X shape, blocking the entrance.
“What business do you have here?”
“Reveal your identity. This is private property. Not anyone can just wander in.”
Their reaction was just as I had imagined. Neither excessive nor inadequate—truly professional guards. The Baron must have hired them.
Ahem, ahem.
I cleared my throat a few times before speaking in a deep voice.
“I have some business to attend here. Here, this…”
Then I pulled out the handkerchief with tulips embroidered from my pocket and showed it to the guards, who were still suspicious.
“That’s…”
One of the guards accepted it.
What will happen now?
As I nervously stared behind the mask, the guards, who had apparently exchanged some words among themselves, finally uncrossed their halberds and opened the door.
“Please come in.”
“The Baron has been waiting for you for a long time.”
Oh, the reaction had become quite friendly.
In the end.
Now, what would unfold?
I slowly stepped into the garden with a slightly nervous and trembling heart.
At that moment, the deep shadows cast by the mansion enveloped my body.
Suddenly, countless pheasants flew off from the mansion’s roof.
Squeak— Squeak. Squeak—
Birds suddenly took flight.
It was extremely eerie, as if it was an omen of something. Nevertheless, I didn’t stop my steps and slowly but surely continued steadily towards the house.
The cries of those pheasants gave me a bad feeling.
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The garden was incredibly vast.
And scattered throughout the place were flowers and fountain sculptures, making it a delightful sight.
In the garden, I saw some dwarves chiseling marble while sweating profusely.
“No, that’s not the right shape.”
They were making sculptures despite the scorching sun. It truly looked like the soul of an artist was burning within them.
But as someone with no taste or appreciation for that kind of art, all I could think about was how much they would charge for one of those sculptures—a materialistic thought indeed.
After walking for a while, I arrived at the mansion’s entrance.
The three-story mansion was undeniably grand, exuding an aura almost comparable to an indoor sports arena.
What would it be like to live in a house like this?
Luna and I had already been struggling to clean the small two-story cabin together every day.
Let alone this enormous mansion. If it wasn’t well taken care of, dust would accumulate everywhere.
Where there was dust, there might be bugs.
And where there were bugs, dreadful spiders might weave their webs to catch those bugs. Damn it, spiderwebs. Thinking about it this way, a house this big might not be all that great.
Of course, plenty of people probably worked in a mansion like this, cleaning every nook and cranny every day.
Thud— Thud—
There would be maids like that too.
“I’ve been waiting for you. I am Sidney, one of Baron’s employees.”
A blonde woman with her hair tied neatly and wrapped in a white veil-like accessory welcomed me at the entrance of the main building. Sidney, huh?
She wore a black maid’s outfit with a short skirt that reached her thighs, black stockings, and black pointed shoes.
Why was everything black? It was a bit eerie, like the Grim Reaper.
Of course, if I looked at it the other way around, my current appearance with the mask and robe also seemed really suspicious, so it might be scary.
“….”
This woman named Sidney, who was said to serve nobles as a maid, was indeed so strong-willed that I couldn’t read even a tiny emotion from her facial expression.
Though she was quite attractive, it was a bit of a shame that she had a stern and cold demeanor. But maybe it was better that way.
Whatever.
Anyway, as I stood in front of the mansion, my mind seemed filled with unnecessary thoughts, as if my head was deploying a defense mechanism. Honestly, I was not sure what I was doing here. Did I catch some heat?
“Follow me, Mr. Healer.”
So, Sidney, the maid, led me inside the mansion.
I followed her narrow, black back to enter the mansion.
Creeeeak—
The enormous entrance swung open on its own. The interior was so dark as if they hadn’t lit any lamps. I wondered if it was safe to step inside.
Gooooooo—
The sight made it seem as if this huge mansion was a beast, with its deep throat wide open and its mouth gaping.
Outside was scorching under the blazing sun. Yet, inside the pitch-black interior, there seemed to be a chilling coldness.
At this rate, this place, indeed, felt like a completely different world.
“Hurry up. The Baron is waiting.”
Perhaps noticing my hesitation, Sidney turned back with a clack of her heels.
With that, I finally wrapped up my thoughts and gathered up all my courage to step fully into the mansion.
Creeeeak— Thud—
At that moment, the mansion’s door closed on its own.
What the hell was that?
Was it some kind of magic?
Holy shit! There was a door that automatically closed. It was so damn creepy and scary. How could a door close on its own when there was no one to open or close it?
“Baron Fleur’s ancestors were priests who served the god of ancient magic and sorcery. Their magical power remained in this villa.”
Sidney, the maid, seemed to notice my fear and offered a few explanations. So it was magic, huh? Now that I knew the truth, the mystery lessened, and the fear in my heart diminished a bit.
Actually, come to think of it, I’d seen automatic doors countless times in the modern world I lived in. Now that I reconsidered it, there was nothing scary about it.
It was probably just the imposing presence that made me feel overwhelmed and intimidated in this dark and gloomy mansion, like being in an underground dungeon.
Thud— Thud—
Only the sound of a woman’s footsteps echoed on the vast marble floor.
Though there were some people in the garden, the mansion’s interior felt empty, as if only this woman and I existed.
There were just the eerie woman and me in this vast mansion?
Realizing that fact, somehow, I could no longer hide my curiosity. So, I eventually opened my mouth to ask a question.
“Are we the only ones here?”
“Everyone else is hiding. Sometimes they come out in the early morning.”
“…Is that so?”
I couldn’t understand what she was talking about. So, instead of asking more questions, I decided to keep quiet.
At that moment, Sidney, who was walking ahead, spoke again.
“It’s lunchtime. Please, have a meal first. I will guide you to the dining room.”
#

The dining room was located on the first floor of the mansion.
Passing through the winding corridor and pushing open the large door, a quite spacious area appeared after the creaking sound.
It was a space enclosed by black curtains, like a blackout. And there, a long table came into view. Surprisingly, the tablecloth covering the table was white.
However, as this dark-looking interior continued, even that white color began to look strangely eerie, enough to trigger some neurosis.
“Please have a seat and wait; the Baron will arrive soon.”
Following the words of the maid, Sidney, I took a seat at the end of the long table. Soon, Sidney put something like a white handkerchief that looked like she had taken it out of nowhere around my neck.
“Well then, excuse me.”
Thud—
With that shoe’s sound, Sidney retreated, concealing herself somewhere.
Now, I was the only one left in this strange dining area.
I turned my head around, surveying the surroundings.
In the frames hanging on the walls here and there, there were pictures of men wearing peculiarly curly wig hairstyles.
Since it was the Baron’s villa, they seemed to be the Baron’s family members, ancestors, or perhaps the Baron himself.
But what caught my attention was the black X marks painted over all their pupils. It was quite a creepy sight.
What the hell was that? Holy shit!
Did I make a mistake by coming here?
Should I just say I have some urgent business and leave? As I pondered that, in an instant—
Creaaak—
A strong presence could be felt with the sound of a door opening from somewhere.
Steady, firm footfalls on the ground were approaching step by step.
Soon, a man dressed in a black robe, just like before, appeared. He walked over and took a seat at the opposite end of the table where I was sitting.
“I’m glad you came. I am Fleur von Pashone, a member of the Sodomora Council and the 7th descendant of the city’s founding mage.”
Baron Fleur.
So, this man was the owner of this massive, dimly lit mansion.
“We usually have lavish feasts in the main building, but today, I hope you’ll be satisfied with a little bird meat.”
As he took his seat and placed the napkin on his neck, Sidney appeared, pulling a cart-like thing, and started placing dishes in front of both Baron Fleur and me.
A baked whole tiny bird, the size of my fist, was placed on my plate.
It looked delicious, but the portion was small. I felt like it would disappear in one bite.
Perhaps quality over quantity was their style. Was this how nobles dine?
Clatter— Clatter—
A knife and fork were provided beside the plate.
I felt like I could just pick it up and eat with my hands.
Clank— Ssk— Ssk—
Since Baron started his elegant meal with the fork and knife, I had no choice but to follow suit and cut the tiny bird with my knife.
Damn, it was so fucking uncomfortable.
“You have quite an elegance in the way you behave. Did you receive a higher education? Are you from a noble family?”
The Baron remarked as he watched me struggle with the meal, trying to eat without removing the mask to keep my identity a secret.
He seemed to admire my knife skills, honed from cutting tonkatsu since my student days.
Trying not to reveal my identity as a Samaritan, I gave a vague response.
“Well, something like that.”
“However,  although I don’t know why you hide your face like that, I suppose it’s not something to inquire about. After all, I, too, hide my face, and even in this mansion, I still conceal it entirely.”
“….”
I didn’t offer any response to the Baron’s words. I already felt uncomfortable during this meal, so I should finish quickly and leave.
So, I asked.
“Since everyone here is in a hurry, I’m going to be rude and ask you directly. You mentioned that your daughter is sick?”
“I suppose Bargo has informed you. Yes, she is sick. Did you also hear what illness it is?”
“It seems that the illness is causing her breats to shrink….”
“Yes, that’s right. She’s been suffering for a while. It was not something to boast about, but our Pashone family has served the God of Magic for generations. Therefore, we possess considerable magical power, blessed by that God. As a result, most of the Pashone family’s women have large chests.”
I couldn’t understand how having significant magical power was related to having a large chest.
But now that I thought about it, women like Nemea the witch and Elfriede, who were skilled in strange magic, also had relatively large chests.
Maybe it was like a mana pouch.
Breats are mana pouches. I found it funny. Thankfully, I was wearing a mask.
“Viscount Clementor’s son believes my daughter has a large chest.”
“I see.”
“This is really a very serious problem.”
I wondered why it was such a serious problem, so I imagined the situation.
I’d be angry too if, after going through the first night with Luna, she pulled out two large padded inserts from between her breasts.
“It seems to be a big problem.”
“Regardless of who you are or what methods you use, it doesn’t matter to me. I must make this marriage happen, whatever it takes. So, please, do something about it. You can expect a reward.”
“What if the treatment was somehow inappropriate, would it be alright?”
“Inappropriate?”
The Baron stopped eating and threw a question instead. I felt sweat trickling down my forehead. Of course, I couldn’t wipe it off since I was wearing a mask.
So, I just put up with it and answered.
“It could be an unauthorized, illegal treatment without permission from the temple or the authorities.”
“Our Pashone family, no, even I, have always been tormented by rumors and accusations. Fleur who sold his soul to demons, Fleur who came back to life after death, Fleur who devours humans… Magic is often considered as witchcraft or tricks of hellish demons. So, I have carried those rumors with me.”
Ssk— Ssk—
The man mumbled incomprehensible words as he cut the small piece of meat again. He then picked it up with a fork and chewed it with his white teeth, revealed under the dark veil.
“And some of those rumors are not just rumors. For the revival of our family, I’m willing to do whatever it takes. Therefore, whatever you do, I won’t be surprised.”
He was a man with a strange charisma. So, this was what it meant to be a noble standing above others.
“Then, can I see your daughter now…?”
“Only if you swear that everything happening in this mansion will be kept a secret and that you won’t be surprised by anything you see.”
Ssk—
The knife stopped again.
Baron Fleur then gave me a serious warning in a low voice.
“I don’t want to kill you.”
A moment of silence followed. Soon, only the quiet sound of the knife and fork scraping against the plate could be heard.
I couldn’t even imagine what would happen if this man, who spoke so sternly, heard the words, “I will give your daughter a breast massage.”
Damn it, maybe I should just turn back.
At that moment, Fleur took something out of his black sleeve and placed it on the table with a thud.
Clatter—
It was just a metal stick about the size of a palm. A gold-colored metal stick.
Damn, was that a gold bar?
I couldn’t believe such a thing really existed in the world. If I sold that, maybe I could add a small courtyard to Luna’s cabin.
“Please help my daughter.”
“At least let me try it first.”
#

In this enormous three-story garden, there was a space that soared high like a lighthouse. It was a rooftop room at the top of winding stairs that one had to climb for a while to reach.
In this place that could serve as a prison for princesses captured by wicked dragons or demons, It was said that Bridgette, the only daughter of the Baron, lived there.
I wondered if the Baron was abusing his own daughter.
“Lady Bridgette likes high places.”
Listening to Sidney, who was guiding me, it seemed that the Baron’s beloved daughter had chosen this high place for her room herself.
Thanks to that, I had to climb countless stairs, and it was exhausting. Damn, I felt like taking off this robe and mask right away.
“Phew-.”
Finally, when I managed to climb all the way to the top, a flower-adorned door stood before me, blocking the way. It seemed fitting for a girl’s room, a pretty flower-filled entrance.
Thud—
Before knocking on the door, I took a deep breath, and behind me, the maid Sidney took a step back.
“I’ll wait here in front of the door.”
“Am I allowed to go in alone?”
Was it okay to send a sturdy man like myself into a girl’s room alone?
I wondered what would happen if something went wrong. This cold employee didn’t even answer my question and just stared blankly at my face.
Well, it probably should be fine.
To be honest, I was a little worried about this woman following me into the room. It was more comfortable for me since she stepped back on her own.
Knock— Knock— Knock—
I knocked on the door like that, and from inside, I heard a rustling sound, as if someone was moving around.
Who’s there?
The voice had a fairly cheerful tone. It was full of energy, unlike someone suffering from an illness.
“Are you Young Lady Bridgette? I’m, well, a healer here to treat your illness.”
Ah, did my father call another unnecessary person again? You can go, I don’t need anyone. No one can cure my illness.
What the hell?
I never expected such a problem to arise.
No way, the gold bar in front of my eyes…
That astonishing golden stick made me utter words I hadn’t even thought of.
“Let me diagnose you once. I’m quite skilled in this. I’ve even treated a nymph’s chest before.”
Nymph? You have seen a nymph before, uncle?
I could sense the voice inside the room showing interest. But more than that, damn, she called me “uncle.” I felt like I got smacked without warning.
She’s quite a formidable opponent.
“I’ve seen many nymphs. I even know what nymphs like. They love candies.”
Hmm, so, nymphs like candies, huh—
Click.
At that moment, the firmly closed door slowly opened. The experience of knowing Paranoy seemed to help me open the tightly shut door.
Phew—
So, I adjusted my robe and mask once again and let out a sigh.
There wasn’t a single mirror in this mansion, which makes tidy up myself quite difficult.
“All right. Young Lady, I’ll go in then.”
With my hand on the doorknob, I slowly pushed it open and entered a considerably spacious and pleasant room.
Antique wallpaper adorned the walls here and there, and the sunlight poured in so brightly that one could hardly believe it was the same mansion.
There were also beautifully arranged dolls and a plush bed too. The room was even brighter and more luxurious than what I had imagined for a noble young lady’s room, and it was truly dazzling.
But a person was on the bed, whose hair was like black curtains flowing with a glossy black light.
I was really surprised.
If I hadn’t been wearing the mask, I would have revealed my astonished expression to everyone.
“Uncle.”
A fairly cute girl with a childish face smiled brightly and spoke. Her eyes resembled those of a cat, slightly sharp.
“Uncle, did you really see a nymph before?”


  
    Chapter 169: Stupid, Clumsy Cultist (5)
The lace curtains fluttered with the wind, coming through the wide-open window.
Beyond them, one could see the scenery of a fluffy and cool-looking comforter and bed.
Sitting on top of it was a girl in a completely black dress, with plenty of frills and ribbons, making it look like it was a dress made for a doll.
I felt like I was seeing a mannequin-sized doll sitting on the bed right now.
I thought she was really a plus-sized doll, but then she opened her mouth and spoke.
“Uncle, is it true that you’ve seen a nymph?”
She smiled brightly and energetically. Yet, I was not a middle-aged man. However, since I was hiding my identity behind a suspicious mask and robe, well, I could understand why she made the mistake.
Anyway, I was a bit surprised.
So this was how a noble young lady really looked like, huh…
Enya, whom I met on the battlefield before, felt more like a general or a commander than a noble young lady.
Seeing the epitome of a nobly raised young lady like this made me feel sentimental.
It was like my life’s genre had just turned into a Disney tale.
But if there was something worth noting then, it was that her hair and eye color were black.
While to me, it was a color that holds no special significance or interest, in this world, black evoked thoughts of Pluto’s domain— hell, death, and the dark, lonely valley of mortality.
That made it ominous.
It truly embodied the color of the Samaritans who lived in the black wilderness beyond the sea, leaping here and there, heralding an ominous end.
Was she a Samaritan? Well, that was highly unlikely.
“Uncle, have you really seen a nymph?”
While I was lost in thought, the baron’s daughter, Bridgette, suddenly got up from the bed. And then, she walked toward me and ended up standing in front of me.
“It’s such a strange mask. Also, you have quite a big figure. You are the most peculiar-looking among the hired quacks my father brought.”
Hired quacks?
At that moment, I recalled why I ended up here in the first place.
Whether this girl’s identity was Samaritan or not didn’t really matter to me. My main goal was to solve whatever illness she was suffering from, get the gold bar, and escape from this residence as soon as possible.
However, the baron’s daughter, Bridgette, suddenly started circling me, spinning all around and even talking in a chirpy tone.
“It’s a mask I’ve never seen around here. They say there will be a mask festival soon. Is that why you’re wearing it? Or is it because your face is too ugly?”
First, she called me “Uncle”, and then now she was suddenly poking fun at my appearance. Though she seemed cheerful, she was quite impolite, to say the least.
Even if she was being impolite, being a noble’s daughter probably saved her from getting hit on the head. That might have shaped her personality into this rude young miss.
“This year’s mask festival will be grand! I really want to go. I couldn’t go last year and the year before that too…”
It sounded silly coming from me, but if I was alone in the same room with a large man, I might feel a bit intimidated.
Since I didn’t see that fear in her, she either had a strong heart or was confident in the mansion’s security.
“Have you been to the mask festival before, Uncle? They even set off fireworks at the end. You know about fireworks, right? It’s a type of magic similar to the fire attribute magic used by fire mages. You can see them quite well from the windows here.”
This young lady, Bridgette, chattered away even though I didn’t ask her anything. Her behavior made me wonder if she had abstained from talking to another person for a long time.
Most of what she said wasn’t particularly interesting to me. However, an old story I heard from my father began to surface in my mind.
He used to say that listening to patients’ stories might reveal clues about their illness, as their experiences and karma might be embedded in their words.
It was as if using acupressure or acupuncture to cure someone’s illness was not suspicious enough already, now it seemed like you could also cure illness by listening to their stories. It was the height of absurdity.
In the past, I would have thought it was an unbelievable story, but these days, the stories my father told me were surprisingly coming in handy.
“Why can’t you go to the festival? Is it because of the illness you’re suffering from?”
Besides simply having a smaller chest, could there be some other dangerous symptoms? Maybe she was just being cautious about hiding her small chest.
But I felt the reason was slightly different from that.
In response to my question, Bridgette let out a slight sigh.
“Even if I didn’t have an illness, I couldn’t have gone anywhere. I’ve never left this cottage since I was born.”
“Is that so?”
“My father is overly protective. He thinks I’ll melt away like ice if I were to go outside. You know ice, right? That cold hard thing.”
Sssk—
As Bridgette wandered around me, she eventually approached the tall window.
Then, while her black hair fluttered in the blowing wind, she eagerly observed the clouds, the sun, and the world. She looked infinitely small in front of the majesty of her observations.
“It’s difficult to see nymphs even if you wander outside. Are nymphs really pointy-eared?”
“Well, something like that. They have pointed ears, but they’re shorter than the elves’…”
“Elves? Have you seen elves, too, Uncle? What’s the difference between nymphs and elves?”
With her continuous questions, I could somewhat understand why the baron’s beloved daughter, Bridgette, had her room located so high up.
She wanted to see more and more of the world, further than anyone else. If that was the case, then having the highest room would be ideal for her.
“Please tell me more about the outside world. Even if the treatment doesn’t succeed, I’ll persuade my father to pay you well.”
“Have you really never left the mansion? Did you never go to the outside world since you were born?”
“Well, except for once very early on in my childhood, never.”
In a world without the internet, being confined like this must be quite boring.
No matter how large and luxurious the house was and how well you could dress and eat, it was natural to feel stifled after a few weeks, months, or years.
I gazed at the scenery from this small observatory under my mask and recalled the landscape that many healers who were invited by the baron must have described to this young lady about the outside world.
“Why does he prevent you from going outside?”
“It’s probably because of his overprotectiveness. Well, to be honest, I’m not sure either.”
I furrowed my brow as I looked at her black hair swaying in the wind. The story that the coachman told me before I arrived here flashed back like a fog.
The baron’s wife was said to have been kidnapped by the Samaritans.
Kidnapped wife.
A daughter with black hair.
That was how this situation somehow turned into a soap opera instead of a Disney genre.
Having a daughter with black hair from his wife.
He must want to hide her.
That was why they even put blackout curtains all over this massive cage.
#

“Oh my goodness, mint stargazy pie? Do they actually sell that terrible food outside?”
“It may sound horrible, but it tastes good when you actually try it.”
I answered the curious questions of this lively young lady for a while. Yet, she was chattering on with other questions before I could even finish answering them. She was acting like a starving person, hungry for days on end. However, instead of food, she was starving for knowledge of the outside world.
“Adventurers eat anything, or so I’ve heard. It seems to be true. While exploring, they must come across many unappetizing things. They have to eat monsters too. Is that right?”
“It’s more or less like that.”
“Huh, that sounds fun. I want to be an adventurer too. Discovering treasures, exploring new uncharted ruins that others haven’t seen before, wielding a sword to slay goblins—“
“Although I’m not an adventurer, it might not be as fun as you think.”
“Why?”
Because obviously, making money from other people was not easy.
The word ‘adventurer’ might sound romantic, but in reality, it was not that exciting. There were many challenges and hardships, like rolling in mud just to make ends meet.
But I didn’t bother correcting her and explaining all that.
It was too much trouble, and now it was time to focus on my original purpose for being here.
“So, Young Lady, I’d like to start diagnosing your condition now.”
In response to my words, the face that was immersed in the happy imagination of the information I shared with her just a moment ago suddenly wrinkled.
“My illness can’t be cured by just anyone. Instead of that, tell me more about the outside world.”
As a noble’s daughter, her demands carried some weight. It seemed that ruling over others from birth was running in the nobles’ DNA.
But we had already spent over an hour on small talk. If I kept stalling like this, I didn’t know when I could finish my work and go back home.
“It won’t take long. Just give me your hand.”
“Why do you need my hand for the diagnosis?”
Bridgette pulled her wrist close to her chest and adopted a defensive posture. It was quite refreshing seeing her act like proper a high-born noble lady.
“You, are you going to take my blood for examination? I won’t allow that!”
Blood? I wondered whose blood she was talking about. Some of the previous healers before me seemed to have taken her blood for examination.
“It won’t hurt at all. I don’t need your blood. I just want to hold your wrist.”
“….”
Her black eyes widened with suspicion. She was no different from a wary black kitten rummaging through a trash bin. Damn, she was such a troublesome brat.
I extended my palm, now revealed from beneath the dark red robe, toward Bridgette.
“It will be over soon.”
“… If my illness gets better, will I be able to roam outside as well?”
“I’m not sure about that, but there might be a possibility.”
Upon my reasonable response, Bridgette let out a small sigh. Evidently, she didn’t want to let me touch her hand, but she seemed to have come to accept it nonetheless.
Slide—
Then her extremely thin, lusciously feminine wrist rested on my palm.
Every time I held a woman’s wrist, I couldn’t help but wonder how they managed to live with such fragile wrists. They seemed like they could break with just a little force.
Anyway, that is not important right now.
Ding—
[Stats]

 Name: Bridgette von Pashone 
 Level: 4 
 Condition: Moros's Reprieve 》Hell's Stigma 》Magical Power Deficiency 》Lower Back Pain 》Dry Eyes 

What the heck?
Much more text appeared than I had anticipated. She was born a noblewoman and probably hadn’t faced any tough situations in her life, so why were there so many strange terms in her condition?
Wait, could it be because she spent most of her time indoors and lacked physical activity it caused her to contract these health issues?
“That’s enough, right?”
Ssk—
Bridgette swiftly withdrew her wrist away from my hand.
“So, by just touching my wrist, can you tell what illness I have?”
It was the same question that always came up whenever I finished touching someone’s wrist to feel their pulse. If I was in her position, I would have asked the same thing.
Although many terms come to mind, the most relevant one in this situation would be this.
“Is your lower back hurting? Around the lumbar area?”
“Well, yes. How did you figure that out? Did you hear it from other healers? Or from our father? Or maybe from Sydney?”
“I didn’t hear it from anyone. Your eyes are a bit dry, too, right? You might feel a slight stiffness as well.”
“… I-I never told anyone about that.”
The suspicion in Bridgette’s eyes, which was present just moments ago, intensified into a sharp glare.
“How did you know? Is it magic?”
“Well, let’s say it’s something similar to that. Anyway, let’s start by solving your lower back pain. Please lie down on that bed over there.”
“I don’t like things that hurt.”
“It won’t hurt. In fact, it might feel good.”
My massage skills were even recognized by the ever-strict witch with a stick up her ass, Bitchfriede.
Now, with the added blessing of Dexterity, I had undoubtedly reached the pinnacle of massage mastery.
To receive a massage from Hassan, the Overlord of Hell… consider yourself lucky, you brat. This is a reward bestowed only by me.
With such ridiculous thoughts, I urged the noble young lady to proceed.
“Quickly lie down.”
“… If you do anything weird, I’ll scream. Then you’ll be in big trouble, Uncle. So, you better not have any strange ideas.”
“Do as you wish then.”
Ssk—
With that response, Bridgette lay down on the bed in front of me. Her voluminous dress was slightly bothersome.
I couldn’t muster the courage to tell a noble young lady something along the lines of, “I should do this on your bare skin. Please remove your dress.” That would probably result in my head getting chopped off.
Well, regardless, I knew how to perform a massage that was good for lower back pain, even without seeing bare skin.
No, since I was doing it over the clothes, why not try Chuna Manual Therapy instead of taking a chiropractic approach?
So, I held both ankles of the black-clothed noble young lady, Bridgette.
“W-Why are you touching my legs!?”
“I’m trying to measure how much your hips and pelvis are tilted to either side.”
Since she was indoors most of the time, sitting on a bed or chair, her body naturally tilted to one side.
So, to check which way this young lady’s body was tilting, I straightened both her legs and observed the position of her feet.
“Now I will touch your feet a bit. It’s not anything strange, just part of the treatment, so you don’t have to be concerned.”
“….”
Bridgette, who was chattering away just moments ago, fell silent as the treatment began.
However, it was closer to an aloof and obedient attitude rather than feeling scared or intimidated at this moment.
She must have experimented with various treatments from many healers. At this point, there was nothing that would surprise her.
Of course, I preferred this calmness over the loud squawking and frustrating resistance.
“Your left leg is a bit shorter. Let me fix that first.”
Thus, I placed my hands on the left pelvis of Young Lady Bridgette, who was lying flat. Well, to be exact, I placed my hands just below her left hip.
Through the frills of her dress, I could feel the soft and supple texture of her buttocks, which almost made blood rush to my schlong for a moment.
But I reminded myself that this was by no means a lewd or indecent act; it was a treatment process.
“Huff—“
I let out a small sigh.
Now, the most important thing was to apply the right force in the right direction. Considering the sudden surge in my strength, I should probably release only a little of it.
I held my breath and exerted pressure on the pelvis under both palms.
Thud— Pop—
“Kyaaakkk…!!”
Surprised by the sudden pressure, the Young Lady let out a startled scream.
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        Thud— Pop—
      

      The sound of the realigned pelvis echoed through the room.

      It was a sound that could not help but refresh one’s ears just by hearing it.

      “Kyaaakkk!”

      However, Bridgette couldn’t bear the unfamiliar sensation and let out a high-pitched scream. And at that moment, a string of text appeared before my eyes with that familiar sound.

      
        Ding—
      

      
        
           Bridgette von Pashone’s condition— Back Pain has been healed. 
        

      

      
        Task Points +10.

      

      
        Current Task Points: +75.

      

      I didn’t expect the her back pain would be cured so quicklly. Initially, I thought a few more adjustments would be needed before her condition would be resolved, but it seemed my massage skills had significantly improved.

      “Now, how do you feel?”

      “Gyaaah….”

      Bridgette was still feeling disoriented due to the sudden novel experience. It could be quite shocking and painful when receiving Chuna Manual Therapy for the first time, so I fully understand her reaction.

      
        Knock— Knock— Knock—
      

      At that moment, a knocking sound came from outside.

      
        
          Are you all right, Young Lady?
        
      

      The owner of this emotionless voice, devoid of any fluctuation in her tone, was probably Sydney— the black-clad maid.

      She must be concerned about Bridgette’s scream and had come to inquire.

      “I-I’m fine…!”

      Bridgette briskly pulled herself back up and even moved her waist around to check.

      “Oh, wow. My back feels so refreshed! What’s this? What’s happening? I even feel lighter!”

      Bridgette soon started moving around the small room as if testing her body’s performance.

      “Uncle, I thought you were a quack, but it turns out you are actually a skilled physician! Even healing magic couldn’t cure what you just did!”

      “Next, it’s time for the eyes. I’ll be touching your face for a bit—“

      “I know, I know. It’s just a treatment process, so I shouldn’t worry about it, right? But still, please wash your hands.”

      Pointing to a water jug in the corner, Bridgette requested that I washed my hands before touching her face. There was no reason for me to refuse, so I complied by extending my hand outside the window and cleaning my hands with the water inside the jug.

      “Then, please sit on the edge of the bed here.”

      I gently guided the black gothic doll-like young lady to sit properly. Then, I brought my thumb to the area between her eyes and eyebrows, more precisely in the slight indentation in between where her eyelids were.

      Bright Eyes acupoint.

      Applying pressure here was highly effective in relieving eye fatigue.

      It was really helpful for modern people who strained their eyes looking at smartphones or monitors.

      
        Press— Press—
      

      Applying relatively gentle pressure, I pressed the acupoint for about 3 seconds each time, repeating it five times in a row.

      “Keuhhh…!”

      It seemed to be quite painful for Bridgette as she groaned. At that moment, Sydney knocked on the door again.

      
        
          Are you really all right, Young Lady?
        
      

      “I-I’m fine! Huh, heyyaaah, kkuuut….”

      Even with Bridgette making noises, I continued the acupressure for 5 to 10 repetitions. As always, familiar characters appeared before my eyes, and the task completion points rose to 85.

      Seeing the smoothly progressing state of my task points made me really happy too.

      “How do you feel? Do you sense an improvement in your eyes now?”

      I asked the patient about the acupressure’s effect. Bridgette, with tears in her eyes, glanced around the room.

      
        Slide—
      

      Her heavily furrowed brows gradually smoothed out.

      “… Oh my goodness, my eyes don’t feel stiff at all!”

      Finally, she shouted loudly enough to make one’s ears ring.

      “It feels like I washed my eyes with water! What is this? What method did you use?”

      Unlike her suspicions and wariness towards my treatment just a moment ago, now that she saw such noticeable results, she was curious about my secret methods.

      “This is a S—“

      I was about to pass it off as a part of Samaritan’s technique, as usual.

      But fuck, if my true identity as a Samaritan got revealed, I’d be in big trouble, so I held my tongue.

      “S? S? What is it?”

      Shit, why was she prying so much? I was not the quick-witted type, so there weren’t many options popping up in my head.

      “It’s a sorcery. Dark sorcery…”

      “Sorcery…? Wait, are you like a cultist, Uncle…!? Come to think of it, I felt something strange about you from the beginning!”

      “… Yeah, something similar.”

      “Wow, I’ve never seen a cultist before. Are you a cultist of Pluto? They say cultists can bring the dead back to life. Is that really true?”

      Even though she understood that I was a cultist, Bridgette showed no signs of fear or dread. On the contrary, she seemed even more interested and kept asking questions.

      Just what the hell was going on here?

      I’d heard that some women at a certain age had fantasies about scary and eerie men. Could she be one of those women?

      Anyway, there was no chance of my true identity as Hassan of Samaria being exposed. I had a moment of relief while thinking that way.

      “By any chance, can you have a conversation with my mother?”

      “Your mother, you say?”

      “I heard that she passed away after giving birth to me. If you’re a devotee of Pluto, could you make it possible for me to talk to my late mother?”

      Damn, could Pluto’s devotees do something like that? Having a conversation with the dead.

      Honestly, All I could think of was creepy and terrifying methods. Ouija board? Bunshinsaba? It was a common theme in horror movies.

      “I’m not quite sure about that.”

      “They say you can converse with the dead at the end of Pluto’s labyrinth… Adventurers explore the labyrinth, right? If I reach the end, can I really talk to my mother?”

      I see.

      I could understand why this noble young lady, Bridgette, seemed to yearn for the life of an adventurer.

      She wanted to go to the very ends of the underworld and have a conversation with her deceased mother. That was what she desired. It made her seem a bit pitiable.

      Of course, that was not what mattered to me right now.

      Now, there was only one big mountain left.

      To be precise, there were two small mountains. My task was to turn those two small mountains into two big ones.

      “Ahem, hmm.”

      So, I cleared my throat and lowered my voice again before speaking.

      “Now, I want to heal your other illness again, Young Lady. What I’ll do from now on is only a treatment process…”

      “Since it’s a treatment process, I don’t have to worry, right? I understand.”

      She must have received a high level of education as a noble, as she had an intuitive mind, able to pick up on things pretty quickly.

      “Where will you be applying pressure this time? It feels so refreshing and good.”

      “Then, shall I touch your breasts a bit?”

      “….”

      Upon hearing my words, Bridgette closed her mouth shut. She glared at me with her forehead furrowing deeply.

      It felt as if the warm and friendly conversation we just had was a lie, and instead, a cold, large dagger was plunged into my heart.

      Of course, I undestood why she reacted like that.

      If someone suddenly said, “Let me touch your dick a bit to make it bigger,” I would also get flustered and, possibly, might even get angry at them.

      But I had no other choice.

      Truly, there was no other option if I wanted to cure her condition.

      So, with a trembling voice, I added a few more words.

      “I need to touch your breasts directly.”

      Once again, I conveyed my intention clearly, and Bridgette immediately crossed her arms, covering her chest.

      “… Is that also a sorcery treatment?”

      “Yes… As you’ve seen the effects on your waist and eyes, there will likely be great benefits if I were to treat you accordingly…”

      In truth, I had no idea if there would be any benefits. But more than that, the fact that I had to tell a woman that I would touch her breasts invoked a feeling of both embarrassment and exhilaration.

      My manhood also became much bigger and stood tall, it became so hard that I thought it forgot how to deflate.

      If it wasn’t for my robe covering up to my knees, I would have gotten caught by her. It would have been a disaster if that were to happen, possibly leading to my neck being chopped off.

      “Phew… Is it really a treatment process?”

      So, when I was slightly nervous about what would happen next, the noble young lady, Bridgette, asked with a doubtful tone.

      There was still a lot of suspicion, but compared to just a moment ago, it seemed like there was a small opening.

      Gold bar.

      Thinking about that shiny golden object made me shook my head vigorously to clear my mind. I needed to convince Bridgette to lower her guard while considering all the chit-chat we had so far.

      This was why my father told me to listen carefully to the patient’s words.

      “If you get better, maybe your father will allow you to go outside.”

      “….”

      Bridgette didn’t respond to my words. However, while her hands still covered her chest, her trembling shoulders showed signs of her weakening resistance.

      “You could also become an adventurer. You might be able to explore Pluto’s Labyrinth and have a conversation with your mother.”

      “Huff.”

      Bridgette let out a deep sigh from the depths of her heart. What she was thinking at the moment was beyond my imagination.

      
        Ssrk—
      

      Suddenly, the young lady in the all-black dress lay her whole body on the bed.

      “….”

      Though her lips remained sealed, her forehead was furrowed deeply, giving a rather intimidating look. But maybe that was her way of showing permission and acceptance.

      “… Then, I will try to finish it as quickly as possible.”

      I approached her with those thoughts and sat on the edge of the bed. Slowly, very slowly, I reached out and touched the ribboned part of her chest area with my palm.

      
        Swoosh—
      

      The size of her breasts felt pretty good and soft under her clothes.

      I couldn’t say it was big. However, if asked whether it was completely flat, I would have to say it wasn’t. Her breasts were of decent size.

      The subtle sense of voluptuousness made me feel sinful, and a guilty feeling flowed throughout my spine.

      
        Frown—
      

      As I touched her chest, the furrow between the young lady’s eyebrows deepened, and her eyes seemed to glare at me sharply.

      Though she didn’t say anything, I felt as if she was scolding me with a silent ‘I trusted you!’ and my conscience pricked at me.

      I couldn’t concentrate like this if I continued in this state.

      So, I lifted her body and sat her down while embracing her from behind to feel her out. Since it was a position from behind, I didn’t have to see her grim expression.

      
        Slide— Slide—
      

      I could caress her chest without worrying about anyone’s gaze.

      
        Gently— Gently—
      

      “How do you feel? Do you notice any effect?”

      I didn’t forget to occasionally whisper in her ear, checking on her progress. Understanding the patient’s feelings and condition was a healer’s duty, after all.

      “… Huft—”

      However, Young Lady Bridgette only sighed occasionally without giving any specific answers.

      So, there was no effect?

      If I continued like this, I would end up as a perverted weirdo just fondling the Young Lady’s breast without any results. Then, I might end up losing my life at the hands of the Baron.

      Feeling desperate, I moved my hands even more hurriedly.

      
        Ssk— Ssk—
      

      As I held each of her breasts with my hands, reaching further under the dress and gradually stimulating them, I felt them firming up beneath the soft fabric.

      “Uh, heut, i-it’s…”

      “Is there any problem? Does it hurt?”

      “It’s not that… but it’s a feeling I’ve never experienced before… Ah, heut it feels ticklish too…”

      Under the thin dress fabric, I could clearly feel the stiffness of her nipples. Even though her breasts were small, or rather, because they were small, the nerves seemed to gather, making them sensitive.

      Wait a moment.

      As I felt the raised nipple under my palm, a sudden inspiration struck me like a lightning bolt in my mind.

      Sexual arousal stimulates the secretion of female hormones, and the secretion of female hormones were responsible for breast growth. Perhaps if I aroused this Young Lady, her breasts might also increase in size?

      Even I couldn’t deny that it was a brilliant prescription.

      So, using my index and thumb, I lightly teased her nipples. Not blatantly touching them but gently tickling them with a teasing sensation.

      “… Heuh.”

      As expected, a faint sigh escaped Bridgette’s lips as she was inside my arms. It felt like her body temperature was also rising.

      And my own manhood was stiffening as if it was about to explode.

      Of course, this was a treatment.

      A treatment procedure.

      This wasn’t just nipples; it was also the acupoint for breast enlargement. From now on, I should name it as such.

      “Haeuhhh, uh, ah, eung….”

      However, as I listened to her gradually growing moans and sighs, even I started to doubt if this was truly a treatment procedure.

      What am I doing right now?

      Just as I was feeling perplexed by my actions, it happened at that very moment.

      
        Ding—
      

      
        
          Bridgette von Pashone’s condition— Magical Power Deficiency has been healed.
        

      

      The words appeared in front of my eyes, and at the same time, Bridgette’s chin lifted higher in a clearly elevated state.

      “Aang, aattt, ah-!”

      And finally, she let out a coquettish moan and shivered. The message “task points have been increased” popped up, but I didn’t pay any attention to it.

      After removing the dress, the chest area was exposed under intense massage.

      I caressed that slightly revealed, warm, soft, and sweaty breasts even more passionately.

      
        Soft— Plump—
      

      “Haah, haat, haaah, heung, haat-!”

      As I pressed on her small breasts with my fingers and gently caressed her nipples, Bridgette would occasionally let out melodious moans.

      While touching her breasts under my palm, I felt a tingling sensation, like an electric current, spread.

      What was this? Could I feel the blood flow in her breasts?

      Skilled masseurs often claimed their sense of touch was so sensitive that they could perceive irregular blood circulation and flow. I wondered if I’d reached that level now.

      A little more, just a few more caresses on her breasts, and I feel like I might discover something new. I became increasingly engrossed in this procedure.

      “Aeek, s-stop, this, this isn’t right…! This, this isn’t treatment…!”

      At that moment, the noble young lady Bridgette struggled as if she was trying to push me away.

      Of course, a level 4 noble young lady like her couldn’t possibly push away someone like me, whose level was 12, with just brute strength.

      “Ueugh, haah, please, stop… Someone…”

      Was the young lady trying to call for help from someone outside? With blood rushing to my head, I quickly covered her mouth with my hand to prevent her from shouting.

      “Ueugh, ueup-!”

      Bridgette squirmed in response.

      But I didn’t have the desire to stop. I felt that if I just touched her breasts a little more, something would reveal itself, for some reason.

      At that moment, when I firmly grasped her breast with my remaining hand.

      
        
          Status: Hell’s Stigma has been activated.
        

      

      
        Task Points +50.

      

      
        Current Task Points: +135.

      

      As the words appeared in front of me.

      “Hyaaeuu, heueuuk!”

      She convulsed heavily and collapsed on the bed.

      I didn’t know what it was, but I activated it. With an additional 50 task points, my current points reached 135.

      Damn, I was glad I touched her breasts more.

      But right then.

      Something incredibly bizarre and astonishing started happening.

      
        Ssrukk—
      

      As Bridgette collapsed, a black Chinese ink-like substance began oozing from her body, staining the bed.

      “Heueu, heueuuk-!”

      I suddenly became frightened, seeing Bridgette squirming as if she was in intense pain.

      In my mind, news headlines like “Fake Masseur, Illegal Medical Procedure Results in Critical Condition” floated about.

      People who performed unlicensed procedures were terrified of this kind of thing.

      … Oh shittt, I fucked up.…

      Did something go wrong?

      How do I escape from this?

      As I seriously contemplated jumping out of the window to save myself, something else happened.

      
        Ssrukk—
      

      As if the Chinese-ink-like fluid on her body was being washed away by rainwater, the jet-black hair of the noble young lady— Bridgette, began to lose its color and gradually turned blue.

      
    

  
    Chapter 171: Expanding The Garden (1)
The stimulation from having someone fiddling with her breasts seemed too intense for her, causing Bridgette to collapse on the bed.
“Ah, ngggh, aah…!”
She convulsed briefly, looking very uncomfortable as she twisted her body in various directions. Her breathing was unstable, and her focus seemed to be greatly disturbed as if she were in great pain.
Knock— Knock— Knock—
Young Lady, are you alright?
Concerned about Bridgette’s sudden scream, the stern maid knocked on the door from outside.
“Uh, Young Lady, your maid is calling you from outside, so please respond first….”
I reached out my palm to calm the baron’s daughter, Bridgette.
Seeep—
However, a black liquid-like substance began flowing out of her body.
It felt like the black paint that stained her whole body had been washed away by rainwater. That’s why… her hair slowly lost its dark-black color, revealing a bluish hue.
What the hell is happening here?
As my heart wavered like someone who had just received a great shock, I heard a loud bang coming from behind. Someone had smashed the door of the room and entered inside.
“Young Lady, since there was no response, I have to come in and check.”
It was Sydney.
Sydney forcefully broke into the sturdy entrance. The fact that the grim-reaper-like maid had the strength to smash the door like that astonished me to a great extent. I felt flustered, feeling as if I had been caught red-handed at a crime scene. To be honest, this moment was truly not very different from being caught red-handed.
Sydney, who broke into the room, scrutinized the surroundings to grasp the situation.
Her gaze immediately fell on Bridgette, who was in a disheveled dress, with partially exposed breasts rhythmically moving up and down. She was gasping for breath, as though suffocating, and an inky-black liquid was flowing out of her body.
“Mr. Healer, what’s happening here…?”
“… Well, there were some circumstances.”
“Are you saying you had these circumstances with our young lady?”
“No, not that kind of circumstance. It’s a bit complicated.”
“Did you form a relationship with our Young Lady?”
Hearing that, I fell silent. I felt that no matter what I said, it wouldn’t get into the head of a completely bewildered person. I would only get entangled further, like a butterfly caught in a spider’s web.
“Sidney, Sidney…?”
At that moment, Bridgette, who had collapsed on the ground, seemed to have regained her senses and gasped loudly.
“Young Lady, are you okay?”
Sydney, who had been probing me just a moment ago as if she would lop my head off any second, now approached the bed to check Bridgette’s condition.
The maid who supported the noble’s beloved daughter was seemingly unfazed by the damp, black substance on the bedsheet.
Indeed, she was a professional maid befitting a noble’s employee.
“Young Lady, your eyes…”
“My eyes? After Mr. Healer pressed on them, my eyes felt incredibly refreshed. I feel like my vision has been cleared…”
“No, it’s not that… your eyes have turned blue…”
“My eyes turned blue…?”
Bridgette touched her eyes, acting as if she couldn’t comprehend what the maid was saying. Just then, Sydney took out a small handheld mirror from beneath her black-colored maid uniform and held it near her master’s face.
As Bridgette received the small handheld mirror and stared at her projection on it, her eyes widened abruptly in surprise.
“What, what is this? The color of my eyes… my hair turned blue too? How could…?”
She looked at her transformation as if she couldn’t believe what was seeing, and her eyes eventually turned to my masked face.
Her blue pupils seemed to be asking, “What happened?”— that was probably what she was asking me in her mind.
But how would I know what caused all of these?
I couldn’t even fathom how human hair could be blue in the first place. However, there were people with blue, pink, and all sorts of hair colors in this barbaric world.
Maybe it was because of her mana or something.
“Young Lady, are you hurt anywhere? That Healer didn’t harass you, did they?”
When Sydney asked that question, I couldn’t help but tense up. Bridgette covered her dress and chest with her hand while slightly frowning.
“… Not really.”
“I see.”
Phew, that was really close.
#

In the grand villa’s first-floor lobby, the living room,
Baron Fleur sat on a plush sofa, maintaining his silence.
His entire face and body were covered in a black veil and cloth, making it impossible to tell what expression he was making.
But one thing was clear— he was seriously contemplating something important.
Both the silence and this awkward atmosphere that settled because of that were extremely uncomfortable for me. He had summoned me to say something, yet he remained silent.
Forget about the gold bar. I just wanted to go home and rest.
I wanted to shake my legs due to the growing unease and tension, but I held myself back, afraid of giving away my nervousness. Finally, Baron Fleur let out a deep sigh and began to speak.
“My daughter’s hair was black.”
“That’s right.”
“But now it’s blue.”
“… That’s how it turned out somehow.”
Swish—
Baron Fleur took off his wide-brimmed hat, it was a hat similar to those worn by Mexican musicians. Of course, even without it, his face was still obscured by a black bandage-like covering, making him unrecognizable.
During the moment of slight tension, the baron suddenly asked me.
“Is it true that my daughter Bridgette’s eyes are blue now?”
“Well, it did turn out that way…”
“Are her eyes similar to mine?”
_Srrk— Srrkk— _
Baron Fleur slowly unwrapped the bandage covering his face. As the cloth that was concealing his eyes fell away, his blue pupils were revealed to the world.
No, to be precise, it was more like a blueish glow in place of what should have been his pupils.
“Please tell me, are my daughter’s eyes similar to mine?”
“Um, well, I’m not sure how to put it into words. It’s… well…”
I found it difficult to give an immediate answer.
No wonder— because after Fleur removed the bandage and his face was fully revealed, what he had actually couldn’t be called a face at all.
It was the blueish glow glinting from within a skull.
That was Baron Fleur’s true identity.
This man was an undead.
A revenant, to be exact.
A fiend who craved life and loathed the living. Holy fucking shit! The Baron’s true identity was that of an undead being.
That was why he deliberately covered his body with black cloth and hung heavy blackout curtains all around the mansion.
Undead creatures instinctively disliked sunlight, didn’t they?
“Your karma has gotten all messed up after seeing me. It must be surprising, right? I, too, get surprised every time I look in the mirror. That’s why I got rid of all the mirrors.”
However, this baron and the undead I knew seemed quite different. He seemed perfectly conscious and could even speak in a refined manner. I wasn’t sure if he was really an undead or not.
But I didn’t dare to ask.
“Anyway, did she really have eyes like mine? I’m asking if my daughter, Bridgette, resembles me.”
But fuck this shit, this eerie skeletal baron kept asking me if his daughter’s eyes looked like his or not.
So, I mustered up my courage and looked at the skeleton’s face with utmost focus.
If he was asking if her blue pupils resembled his, well, they certainly did in some ways. But fucking hell. These weren’t even eyes, it was just a bluish glow in place of where the eyes should have been.
Still, this was a question with a set answer. So, I decided to give the baron a response that would please him.
“… Yes, a bit. But I think she resembles her mother more.”
“I see. Indeed, aside from her hair and eye color, Bridgette looks very much like Clara. Anyway, thank you for your efforts. This is your reward.”
Slide—
The skeleton Baron took out a gold bar from his loose sleeve and offered it to me. The shining gold made my eyes widen even more.
The reward he promised to me. Holy shit! I never imagined that a gold bar like this really existed in the world. My heart raced uncontrollably.
On the other hand, I couldn’t help but wonder if I was allowed to accept the reward when I wasn’t sure if Bridgette’s breast condition would improve in the coming days.
Of course, the skeletal baron seemed to be indifferent to such concerns.
Well, considering he owned two such enormous mansions, he could afford to give out gold bars like this just for a few kind words, I reckon.
Now I understood why flatterers always attached themselves to high-ranking individuals.
Those lackeys indeed earned a pretty hefty living.
I tried to think of something to make the baron feel even better.
However, nothing came to mind, and I was afraid that saying the wrong thing might even end up in the gold bar I received being snatched away. So I decided to keep my mouth shut.
Anyway, it was a fucking gold bar.
Holy shit! A gold ingot.
It was truly incredible.
The gold bar in my hand was heavier than I expected. Heavy, solid, shiny— simply awesome. I felt like I understood why people were willing to go through so much trouble to obtain gold.
As I was admiring the gold bar, the baron spoke up all of a sudden.
“Even with that mask on, I can tell. You must like the gold I gave.”
“Are there people who dislike gold?”
“Of course not. However, you seem to have a different vibe. You’re undoubtedly a follower of Pluto. Pluto’s devotees are generally fond of gold.”
“I-Is that so?”
_Swish— _
The baron put on the wide-brimmed hat back to cover his face again. I felt relieved that I didn’t have to endure that terrifying skeletal face anymore.
The baron continued.
“I, Fleur, was once a professor at the Ivory Tower— a skilled mage in the fields of sorcery and hell magic. I can boast about knowing more about those subjects than anyone else in the world. You, on the other hand, resemble the leader of the cultists I encountered here in Sodomora.”
“The leader of the cultists?”
“Not much is known about him, but he was called Captain among the cultists. The fact that I am in this state and that my daughter is still alive is all thanks to him.”
The Captain.
Could it be that Captain I met—
A vague feeling suddenly came to mind, yet it eluded me again soon.
After thinking about it, I remembered the time when I first went to the cultist gathering place. There was definitely a man standing in a dark corner with his arms crossed, looking rather imposing.
Didn’t they call him Captain?
Holy damn! It turned out that we hadn’t completely eradicated all the cultists from Sodomora. The most important figure among them, the leader, was still there.
_Thud— _
However, as soon as another gold bar was presented to me, all of those concerns seemed to disappear from my mind as if none of them mattered to me anymore.
“Here, this one symbolizes my sincerity. It’s not related to your reward. Just please tell Captain I haven’t forgotten our past agreement.”
I had no idea what the agreement was about.
There was no reason to refuse a gold bar presented to me, so I again pocketed it.
I must say, gold bars were colder and heavier than one would think.
A solid feeling.
I liked it a lot.
#

“Hassan, where have you been? Why did you just come back?”
By the time Luna’s cabin came into view, the sun was already gradually setting, and the evening glow was steadily fading away.
It was only when I saw her distinctive pink hair that I truly realized… I had returned from the noble’s mansion, returning to my everyday life.
A sense of relief washed over me at the thought and… it felt like all the tension in my body had eased away.
“Hassan, you don’t look too good. Is there something wrong?”
While observing me, Luna immediately wrinkled her nose and sniffed, just like always.
“You must’ve sweated a lot!”
“The weather is hot.”
“Yeah, it was scorching today. That’s why I planned to give you this when you arrived, Hassan. Ta-da~!”
Luna reached into her waistband and handed me a leather water flask. Water? Elixir? I didn’t know what it was exactly but accepted it without much thought since I felt thirsty.
“Wow—“
I was genuinely surprised by how cold the leather water flask was. It felt like there was ice-cold water inside.
Without hesitation, I gulped it all down. The texture of the liquid was like konjac or jelly, unique and tasteless, but the coldness of the liquid made it delicious nonetheless.
“What is this? It’s so refreshing and nice.”
“It’s Wildling Elixir! How is it? Feeling better? I worked hard to make it and wanted to give it to you first!”
“It’s so awesome.”
I knew Luna had been busy making elixirs for a few days. However, I didn’t expect her to have time to create something as refreshing as this.
“You could probably make good money selling this.”
“I’m not going to sell it. I only made it for us to drink. I made about three jars of it so that we can spend this summer comfortably!”
“Sounds good.”
Surviving the summer required some wisdom in a world without electric fans or air conditioning. Luna already seemed to have a plan for this year’s summer, utilizing the wildling we obtained from underground.
“If we plant some trees and vegetables nearby, we can create some shade and enjoy a cooler atmosphere.”
Luna looked around with regret and started discussing her plans for the area around the cabin. Expanding the yard seemed to be her immediate goal, and she often talked to me about it.
Once again, I felt the weight of the gold bars hidden in my embrace.
Tomorrow, I should sell the gold I have received and expand the land a bit.
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A few days had passed since receiving the gold bars from the baron.

While strolling through the streets with Luna, I noticed many people wearing masks on their heads, robes, or ridiculous costumes.

“Luna, why are all these people dressed up like that?”

“There’s a mask festival coming up soon.”

“What’s a mask festival?”

“I don’t know the details. But it seems like a festival where people wear masks and do all sorts of weird stuff!”

A festival where people wear masks and do weird things? Luna’s explanation was vague and hard to follow in places.

In short, a big event was coming to the city soon, and that’s why everyone was in such bizarre getups.

I’d enjoyed a few city-wide festivals back when I lived in Calcutta, the city before the labyrinth, so I just shrugged it off.

Carnivals, harvest festivals, thanksgivings, whatever-fests, Gettoda Festival, and so on.

They threw festivals for every reason under the sun. It felt less like they had a reason and more like they made up excuses just to party.

With so little entertainment around, they probably held grand events seasonally or annually to make noise, drink, and let loose.

A mask festival, huh.

Was it like a city-wide masquerade ball? A Halloween cosplay day?

I’d always been a bit of a loner, so back on Earth or here, festivals and I never really clicked. Still, this year felt different with soft and squishy Luna by my side—I was actually looking forward to enjoying one for once.

Festival.

Booze.

A steamy night.

It was practically a formula.

“Luna-nim, it’s heavy…”

Right then, Paranoya grumbled from behind us as she waddled along. We’d been shopping at the market, and she was carrying all the bags.

Making this little girl haul everything made us look like we were bullying her.

But it was the strict result of a game of rock-paper-scissors—no backing out.

“Hurry up, Paranoya. We’ve gotta build the fence before sundown!”

“Ugh… ugh…”

Even in the cold world of competition, it looked like too much for little Paranoya to handle.

“Want me to take some?”

“N-No, I can’t let Hassan-nim carry bags…! I’ll get them back to the cabin just fine…!”

Lately, Paranoya had been acting like a devoted bread shuttle.

Probably because she firmly believed I was Pluto’s son. Me, in the position of power? It was so rare that the feeling was all kinds of weird and mixed.

In the end, Paranoya collapsed from the heat and dropped everything, so Luna and I split the load evenly and headed back to the cabin.

“Front yard, front yard makeover. Front yard makeover voodoo—”

Even loaded up, Luna’s steps were light as air. Her pink hair, split into twin tails, swayed prettily.

The reason? She’d finally gotten the front yard she’d dreamed of. It was more of a modest patch of dirt than a proper garden, though.

Luna had been over the moon about that tiny plot, like it was a gold mine or something.

Whoosh—.

Soon, Luna dumped the wood and supplies onto the wide plot.

“First, let’s make the fence!”

And so, using lumber, nails, paint, and sap, we enclosed the yard with a fence.

It was simple: just drive flat wooden planks deep into the ground and stand them upright in a line.

Anyway, we now had a little yard.

Selling the two gold bars from the baron got us about 30 gold. I invested 20 of it to expand Luna’s cabin.

Luna kept asking guiltily, “Hassan, you sure it’s okay to spend so much?” as I shelled out the cash. But I had no qualms about big spends.

Part of it was that holding onto the baron’s gold bars felt shady—I wanted to blow through it quick.

Plus, this cabin was Luna’s, so I’d always felt like a freeloader.

Buying the surrounding land with my money made it feel like *our* cabin now. Pretty satisfying.

We spent the whole day digging up the yard, tilling fields, and lost track of time.

Scrape, scrape—.

Luna kept at it with her tiny hoe. 20 gold was a hefty sum, so we’d gotten a nice big vegetable patch—plenty of work to do.

“Veggy patch. Hm-hmm, veggy patch. Gotta plant potatoes. Round round potatoes. Cannonball potatoes.”

Luna’s words had no consistent tune or rhythm—it was more chant than song.

Guess she wasn’t much of a singer.

“Hassan, look! Ants! There are ants in our yard!”

“Yeah, you’re bound to find ants when you dig up dirt.”

“Shoo… ants… ants…! Get off our land!”

Luna grabbed her hoe and started hacking wildly at the anthill.

She was the ants’ nightmare—the ruler and destroyer of this tiny garden.

Scrape, scrape.

The primitive little ants could only tremble before her hoe.

Luna, the goddess of the yard, raised her hands high, bared her sharp little fangs, and grinned.

“Heehee, ants can’t beat me!”

After thoroughly wrecking the anthill with her hoe for ages, Luna finally smiled in satisfaction once it looked like all the ants had fled next door.

“I win!”

“Good job.”

Honestly, ever since we bought the land, Luna’s energy had been off the charts—worryingly so. She must’ve been *that* happy.

“Luna-nim, here too, here too—there’s an anthill!! How dare they occupy Hassan-nim’s territory without permission. This unforgivable act…!! I’m really mad…!!”

Paranoya joined in, digging up the yard with her own hands.

A deep, round anthill emerged, swarming with fingernail-sized ants.

Luna piped up at the sight.

“Whoa, what’s this? Horned ants! Our yard was an ant battlefield! They must’ve been fighting a Trojan War or something…!”

“Luna-nim, then is this giant soldier ant the ants’ Achilles? It looks super strong….”

“Achilles needs an opponent. Hold on. Lemme find a good one.”

Luna and Paranoya started grabbing tough-looking ants and pitting them against each other.

Watching their carefree antics from the shade, I felt like laughing and a chill at the same time.

I looked up. The sky, with its sun and slow-drifting clouds.

Maybe.

Maybe we’re ants too.

Maybe to someone else, we scrambling on this land look just like ants.

“Having quite the fun chat, I see. Someone was talking about Achilles and Hector’s duel. Discussing war history?”

Right then, a familiar voice came from beyond the fence.

Turning, I saw Hippolyte peering over in her usual stiff armor.

“I heard you expanded the yard. Looks like you really bought the land. It actually looks lived-in now. Mind if I come in?”

“No!”

“Then I’m coming in.”

Ignoring Luna entirely, Hippolyte stepped into the yard. She frowned at the ants Luna and Paranoya were messing with.

“I wondered what the talk was about—ants, huh. Naming ants after heroes. You’re no kids—what’s this nonsense?”

“This one’s Hippolyte Ant.”

Luna scooped up an ant from the ground and held it up. Hippolyte scowled, clearly annoyed.

“The real Hippolyte Ant is bigger and tougher. If anything, this one’s closer.”

Hippolyte knelt, picked up an ant of her own.

Sure enough, with its fierce mandibles, it suited the name. Thick, sturdy head too.

Definitely top-tier among soldier ants—an elite caste. Gold-tier ant, you could say.

“And this scrawny little one’s the Noxdoti Ant.”

Hippolyte grabbed a tiny worker ant with her other hand. She dropped both into a sand stadium and made them fight.

Surprisingly, the little worker beat the soldier ant.

“…What the hell?”

“Yay, I beat Hippolyte again!”

Luna cheered wildly, hands in the air, overjoyed.

“This doesn’t count—it’s invalid. Hmph. Ahem.”

“No, Hippolyte-nim, you didn’t come here to pit ants against each other, right? What brings you all the way out here amid your busy schedule?”

I cut in to help the flustered, rambling Hippolyte. She shook sand off her hands.

“Right, yeah. Actually, Hassan, I have business with you. I always forget when I get swept up in Noxdoti’s vibe.”

“Business with me?”

“Two enforcers from the Temple Knight Order are being dispatched to Sodoma from the King’s City.”

King’s City. Temple Knight Order.

The unfamiliar terms furrowed my brow.

“What’s that got to do with me…?”

“One of them holds a seat in the Order’s Eight. He’s deeply tied to Grand Swordmaster Schizo—unfortunately, so am I.”

“I see.”

As I tried to brush it off, Hippolyte added,

“Just a heads-up—he might come see you soon.”

Come see me?

I recalled what I knew of the Temple Knight Order.

Ten warriors gathered from across the kingdom.

Each rivaled a gold-tier adventurer. They were the frontline bulwark, protecting the faith and kingdom from Pluto cultists, monsters, beasts, heretics, and more.

Two of them dispatched to Sodoma?

If they found out about my necromancer antics…

Straight to prison city.

And in a place packed with vicious criminals, a soft fake Samaritan like me? Lunchmeat.

“Why send two from the Temple Knight Order to Sodoma?”

“That’s—”

Hippolyte started to speak, but someone else beat her to it.

“It’s like squashing ants in the yard. When you see one digging up the garden, you just stomp it, right?”

Someone stood beyond the fence.

Brown skin like Hippolyte’s, barely covered by a skimpy white cloth over vital spots.

Straight, deep navy bangs framing a bold face. Thick lashes. Overall, like a beauty carved into an Egyptian mural.

But no hint of lewdness.

Her body was covered top to bottom in dense tattoos and drawings, like swarming ants. She even puffed smoke from the pipe in her mouth.

Tanned smoking tattooed woman.

She had every symbol of a powerhouse female—I was so intimidated I wanted to shut my eyes. The intensity was overwhelming.

“Antiope… I didn’t think you’d reach Sodoma this soon.”

“Sis, isn’t that a cold welcome for your long-lost sister?”

Antiope—that must be the tattooed woman’s name.

She pushed open the gate and stepped into the cramped yard. With so many people, it felt stuffy.

The tattooed woman said,

“Cultists are like ants—if you don’t squash or burn them quick, they multiply out of control.”

She even stomped some ants flat with her foot. Hippolyte Ant and Luna Ant went splat instantly.

“Torturing that Ankshus guy revealed there’s a cult leader in this city. Won’t see your face till we catch him, sis.”

“L-Leader…”

Paranoya started trembling.

Antiope’s brow furrowed as she eyed her with the pipe in her mouth.

“Huh, all the nymphs are here. You, why’re you shaking like that? You a cultist? Only cultists fear me.”

“N-No… I’m not a cultist…”

“Then why so scared? Think I’ll eat you?”

“N-Not scared…”

Paranoya tried acting tough, but anyone could see her sweating bullets.

“You’re different from the nymphs I know. Cute. Reminds me of my raccoon dog.”

The tattooed woman hoisted Paranoya up and hugged her tight. It looked sweet, like a woman doting on a doll.

“T-Temple Knight Order raid…!”

Seeing Paranoya freak out, I sensed doom.

Temple Knights were elite of the elite.

Interrogating a sloppy cultist like Paranoya? She’d crack with, “Hassan, that bastard’s Pluto’s son…!” Off to prison city I go.

As Paranoya and I tensed up,

Luna said,

“You’ve got a lot of drawings on you. Like spells?”

Fearless, Luna even poked at the tattoos with her finger.

“These drawings tell stories? Like Ideope murals!”

The tattooed woman’s reaction was surprisingly normal.

“Yeah, you’ve got a good eye. I tattoo the beasts I’ve slain and karma I’ve cleared. This one’s from taking down Pontos’s twin-headed serpent.”

She pointed to her left forearm. Sure enough, it showed a woman battling a two-headed snake.

Her hand moved to her navel.

“And here’s when I killed Titan spawn ogre Gagara.”

“Cool drawings!”

“The fun ones are on my chest. Can’t show with a man around.”

Antiope’s navy eyes turned to me. Tension shot through me like lightning down my spine.

This was Hippolyte’s sister.

One of the kingdom’s ten Temple Knights. Her outfit, attitude, poise—all screamed veteran.

“So.”

The Order’s enforcer, Antiope, said.

“So you’re the guy who took down the Schizo Grand Swordmaster? I’d left space for him deep below my navel.”

Antiope slid her hand down, lifting the cloth over her lower belly slightly.

Rustle.

Sure enough, below her navel, around her dantian, was a blank spot waiting for a tattoo.

“Or would you like to fill it? Samaritan warrior.”

[Author's Note]

Originally, I planned a novel with steamy scenes once every 10-20 chapters... Like, conquer and corrupt women through massages...!! That was the vibe I wanted...
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Swish.

As the cloth covering her lower half slipped down slightly, a blank space untouched by tattoos appeared below Antiope's navel.

Antiope rubbed it lightly with her slender fingers.

"To a woman, this empty space exists. Only strong men can fill it."

Her brown skin, tattoos, and the pipe clenched between her teeth had made her seem a bit intimidating at first.

But that primal, seductive motion sent blood rushing to my lower body.

"The desire to fill this blank is instinctual. In that sense, that greatsword-wielding mage Skizo was potent. A mage, yet equipped with a sword and heavy armor."

That black-armored warrior was a mage? Damn, so I fought a full-on mage without using any magic myself.

Good thing he underestimated me. Then Antiope added a few more words.

"The one who took him down, Samaritan. So, how about it? Want to fill this spot? You seem pretty strong."

That was the dantian, also called the origin point. Anatomically, it was right where the womb sat.

She was asking me to fill that? Was she seriously seducing me right now?

To think a woman would come onto me someday. The situation felt so surreal it was oddly detached.

Hippolyte, who had been listening with her arms crossed, cut in.

"Antiope, enough teasing the man."

"Teasing? Half of it's serious. I knew it the moment I saw you. My lower belly's tingling and throbbing. Like this spot's already reserved for you."

Tingling and throbbing lower belly?

What kind of symptom was that?

As I pondered that, Antiope sauntered over to where I sat in the shaded chair.

She even reached out with her palm toward my waist, stroking my large, firm club.

"Big and thick. A real man's weapon. How many times have you swung this? Getting hit by something like this would leave you gasping for air."

Swish, swish.

Her palm gliding over my club was pure temptation.

But with the tattoos, tanning, and smoking, her strong-woman vibe was overwhelming—almost scary.

It excited me in a different way.

Like she might devour me whole.

Then she slid off my lap.

"But you still reek of greenhorn. You're like a boy just starting out on the warrior's path. No way you could fill my lower belly like this."

Swish.

Antiope quickly put distance between us with brisk steps. She then threw her arms around Hippolyte's waist in a show of affection.

"Anyway, short as a few days or long as a few weeks, we'll see you around. Nice seeing you again, sis—."

"It's hot, so back off a bit."

"You're always so cold to me. Well, now I've seen a friendly face. Time for me to head out. Got work piling up."

"Work meaning that cult business?"

"Yeah, details are secret, though. Heard Pluto's high priest is in the city. Disguised as a famous adventurer, apparently."

Pluto's high priest disguised as a famous adventurer.

A bead of cold sweat trickled down my spine.

"Shh, Paranoy! Don't waste that precious sweat!"

Paranoy was sweating buckets too. Only Luna giggled as she busily collected it in a water bottle.

A temple knight order, huh.

No slacking off around her.

"See you later, friends—!"

Antiope tilled the small yard's vegetable patch, fixed the fence, then left, citing a backlog of tasks.

"She's fun. Lots of drawings on her body."

Luna seemed to like Antiope, chattering on about the tattoos. Yeah, she looked a bit wild, but not a bad person.

"V-Very terrifying person..."

But Paranoy's reaction was different. From the moment he saw her until now, he trembled nonstop, unable to calm down.

At this rate, he might as well advertise himself as a cultist. It made me uneasy too.

"She's really strong...! A monster in human skin...!"

Hippolyte chimed in.

"Of course she is. My sister Antiope has a blessing. Seems she's gotten even stronger since last I saw."

Hippolyte was like a human scout. Anyone she rated highly was the real deal. That made me curious all of a sudden.

"Who would win between you and her, Hippolyte?"

"Samaritan, you always ask that. Warrior fights have too many variables to say for sure. But I'd win seven out of ten. However..."

Hippolyte trailed off.

She seemed reluctant, pondering if she should even say it, and fell silent.

"Is there a problem?"

"But I'd lose three out of ten. And one of those, I'd get crushed without even lifting a finger."

Hippolyte, crushed without a chance to fight?

I still vividly remembered her handling Elfride's party like children underground.

It was so satisfying and shocking, it'd stick with me forever.

But for her to get utterly wrecked by that tattooed woman? Her threat level skyrocketed.

"Of course, talking battles is foolish, Samaritan. You've seen plenty of fields yourself—you know victory's unpredictable."

Swish.

As she spoke, Hippolyte's eyes turned to Luna, planting potatoes on the ground.

Sure enough, her fights with Luna had all ended in losses. It really drove home how unpredictable combat could be.

"Done! Potatoes are all planted. Let's call it for today and rest. Paranoy, get the firewood and grill ready!"

Luna stretched, arching her back.

At her command, Paranoy scurried off, waddling back with log chunks and a metal grill.

"Here... all set... Huff, huff... You're grilling that?"

"Yeah, no inn tonight. We'll cook ourselves!"

Luna pulled out a large sack hidden in the cool shade of the cabin's first floor, between the cold wildling potion jars.

Peeling it back revealed a cleanly butchered pork leg, fresh and marbled perfectly.

I'd hoarded plenty of ingredients and meat—I could tell at a glance this was premium stuff. When did Luna snag this?

As I wondered, Hippolyte, resting in the shade like me, asked.

"What's that?"

"Karimanstos wild boar."

"Karimanstos wild boar? That's one silver per pound, right? Pricey."

"Yep! Should be delicious! Got a yard now, so let's splurge on fancy meat tonight. Paranoy, light the fire."

"Right away...!"

Luna and Paranoy stacked thick logs on the dirt ground, topping them with the wide metal grill.

Grilling meat in the yard with the girls. Who knew I'd enjoy this luxury again.

Whoosh.

Soon the logs blazed.

When the metal plate heated nicely over the flames, Luna sliced pork from the leg with her dagger and laid it on the grill.

Sizzle...

The fat rendering with a racket. The aroma spread instantly, snapping me out of idle thoughts as I approached the fire.

Looks tasty.

Watching the crackling bonfire and searing meat, the Ditch Water Nymph Paranoy muttered.

"That's hellfire itself... Pathetic pork can't withstand it...!!"

Paranoy was probably itching for meat after so long too.

It was a bit hot, though.

But for good meat, a little heat was nothing. Cheap jerky every day—how long since real pork?

It was delicious, and plentiful enough for all four of us to eat our fill. Worth the near-ten silvers for that big hunk.

"Dinner's on me tonight."

"Cleanup's on you, Hippolyte!"

Hippolyte, who ate free without lifting a finger, handled the aftermath.

* * *

Late night.

After a cool shower, I returned to find Luna already curled up under the blankets, fast asleep.

Tending the garden and grilling had worn her out.

I straightened her body, then massaged her arms, shoulders, and waist, pressing firmly.

"Hn, hehe, hihi..."

Luna giggled. Guess she wasn't fully asleep.

"Luna, still awake?"

"Was about to drift off, but you woke me. Feels amazing, though. Can you do my waist?"

Luna rolled onto her stomach, exposing her back nicely. Her thin nightshirt revealed a slender frame and pert rear.

These days, it wasn't rare for her to ask for massages first.

She used to squirm and complain it tickled or hurt.

Now she offered herself up willingly.

This must be massage addiction—once hooked, no escape.

Swish.

I rubbed her waist and back gently with my thumbs.

"Hyaah..."

Luna groaned right away.

"Hn, ah, it hurts..."

"Hurts? I went easy. Gentler?"

"No, it hurts but feels good. Hn, haah..."

She seemed to have mild muscle soreness. Gardening hit unused muscles, causing strain.

Left alone, she'd probably groan through tomorrow with aches.

So I thoroughly worked her waist, back, hard-to-reach shoulders, nape, and neck base with my thumbs.

"Hn, ha...!"

While massaging her nape, Luna clutched the blankets like something was wrong, curling up.

Crumple.

Wrinkles formed in the deerhide bedding on the floor, words emerging.

Ding.

『Cleared Luna Noxdoty's status: Heat Exhaustion.』

『Karma Value +10』

『Current Karma Value: 145』

Hadn't checked her pulse today, but she'd been overheated. Stimulating her neck nerves relieved stress? No idea.

"Hn..."

Luna sighed softly like downy fur, then slumped limp on the bed.

I trailed my thumbs from her shoulders down her back and waist to her rear.

Swish, swish.

Pressing the soft flesh made her quiver like during the ticklish parts.

"Ha, hn..."

Most muscles cluster in the lower body.

But they're often numb, so massages skip them.

Unacceptable for me.

Swish, swish. Press.

I kneaded her soft rear thoroughly. For butts, firmer pressure works best with all that flesh.

"Better? Feels cool?"

"Yeah, ah, hn..."

Luna's reply was vague.

Hard to call it a reply. She always spaced out during butt massages.

Swish, swish.

Curious, I slowly slid my fingers deep into her inner thighs.

Lymph nodes there make it key for lower-body work.

But it requires slightly parting the legs.

I grabbed her right thigh, bending it into an L-shape.

"Hold on, spreading your legs a bit. Nothing weird."

"Hn...!"

Experienced with my massages, Luna accepted without resistance.

Swish, swish.

My hands glided freely over her thighs now. Squeezing and releasing, stroking up and down.

"Ah, ang... Haah..."

Luna let out small, pleasurable moans.

A woman's soft sounds carry a naughty edge—even knowing it's massage, my lower half stiffened.

Come to think, no hanky-panky lately with all the busyness.

So, feigning massage, I brushed my knuckles teasingly toward the naughty space between her legs.

"...Ang!"

Luna reacted big.

Maybe imagination, but my knuckles felt a strange dampness. That rushed blood to my head too.

Swipe, swiiipe.

I kept brushing her inner thighs with my knuckles.

Each time, her back twitched, breaths growing ragged—clear as day.

I couldn't hold back and tugged down her thin underpants. Worried she'd hate it, but no rejection.

Once a woman's body heats up, it doesn't cool easy.

Maybe I aimed for that.

Swish.

I reset her tucked thigh to L-shape, then touched her plump, parted folds.

"Hnng..."

Silky, warm sensation shook me from fingertips to brain.
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Schlick, slurrrp, gluck.

I gently traced my fingers over Luna's slightly parted skin, her soft and tender labia.

Squish, gluck.

Even without touching her hard, Luna's lower half was already drenched, slick enough to suck my fingers right in.

"Ahh.... Hnng, mm...."

Every time my fingers brushed by, a moan like she was aching in her chest leaked from Luna's lips.

"Luna, how does it feel...?"

"...D-Don't knowww..., hnn. Mmm...."

As if embarrassed by my question, Luna buried her face in the pillow. But the moans that had already started spilling out didn't stop just because she covered her mouth with it.

Squish, squelch, gluck.

I teased her warm pussy like I was soothing an itchy spot.

With very light pressure, pulling back my strength so much it was tantalizing even for me, I stroked her softly with my fingers.

You could even call it tickling.

But that alone made Luna's hips buck, and her hands gripped the blanket so tightly her knuckles turned white.

"Hah...!"

Seeing her like that got me so damn excited I had no choice but to pull down my pants. My cock was already rock-hard to the point of pain as it sprang free.

I slid it smoothly between her slick thighs.

Gluck.

I pressed the head of my cock against her slightly parted entrance.

How good would it feel to just thrust it in right now?

Honestly, I wanted to.

But if I did, I had no idea how it might change things between Luna and me, so I hesitated. In the end, I had to settle for rubbing my raging cock against her outer folds.

Squelch, schlick.

Honestly, even that felt pretty damn good.

I pressed down on Luna's shoulders from above.

The sensation of sliding my cock between her ass cheeks.

Schlick, squelch, gluck.

Just that alone filled me with a satisfaction like I'd actually inserted it. Was it the same for Luna?

Every time my thighs slapped against her ass, making that wet sound, Luna shuddered like she'd been struck by lightning, not knowing what to do with herself.

"H-Hassan, hnn, y-you didn't put it in, right...?"

And then she kept asking me to confirm if I'd inserted it.

"It didn't go in. Don't worry."

"B-But why does it.... Hah, ahh, ah...! Ahh...! M-My belly, it's tingling so much...."

She didn't usually think about it much, but nighttime Luna was actually super cute. I wanted to nibble her all over.

I wanted to pump her full of my seed, make her pregnant with my baby.

Squelch, schlick, squelch, schlick. Schlick.

So I rocked my hips like I was trying to impregnate her, stimulating the gap between her thighs.

Schlick, schlick. Schlick, schlick.

"Ahhng, ah, haaang, haat, ah, hnn...! H-Hassan, it's weird, my lower half is buzzing, hyaaat."

Every time, uncontrollable moans burst from Luna's mouth, and it felt so good. It really felt like I was fucking her.

Is this why the imaginary sex industry thrives?

"Uu, haang, hyaaaa-!"

Finally, Luna convulsed hard beneath me, twitching and spasming. She even stretched her thighs out straight, her body going rigid.

My cock, trapped between her clenched thighs and crotch, was squeezed so tight it was hard to move.

"Ah, haa, uaa, ahng...."

She spasmed like that for a while before going limp. Normally, I'd stroke her hair or massage her body to help her recover.

But I hadn't cum yet, so I wasn't satisfied. Rubbing between her sensitive thighs would probably be too much for her anyway.

So I followed my lust, flipped her body over, and brought my cock close to her face.

Slurrp.

Luna looked up at me with slightly frightened eyes. I felt a bit embarrassed and shy myself, but my arousal was stronger.

Squeeze.

When I pressed my cock against her soft cheek, she slowly parted her lips and took it into her mouth.

Slurrrp, slurp.

Then Luna slowly sat up, lowering her head to my crotch, licking and stroking my cock over and over with her hands and mouth.

"Haa, haaa...."

Does this mean Luna's heart is opening up to sexual stuff now?

More than the sensation of her stimulating my cock, what excited me more was that Luna was doing this for me.

So this is the feeling and perspective of a dominant man.

Slurp, slurrrp.

This was already Luna's third time giving a blowjob. She was good at adapting once she learned something, so even just in terms of technique, it felt pretty good.

Slurp, slurrr.

I placed my hand on her soft hair and stroked it lightly. Schlick, slurrrp—every time I petted her soft hair, she took my cock deeper into her mouth.

"Cough, kkh, haaa...."

In the end, Luna gagged and coughed as my cock hit the back of her throat. Her enthusiasm got ahead of her. She was still a bit clumsy.

But even so, she didn't give up, continuing to lick and rub my cock with her cheeks, and I felt my orgasm building steadily.

Gonna cum in her mouth.

A few minutes later, I ended up shooting my load into Luna's mouth.

"Mmph-!"

My hand gripped her head firmly to keep her from spitting out my cock. But even without that, Luna didn't pull away while I was cumming.

"Hnn, you came a lot."

Saying it came out a lot?

Then Luna sealed her lips tight and swallowed my cum with a gulp. Swallowing cum. To think I'd actually see it happen right in front of me.

It was so moving I felt like I could cry.

"Hnn, it still tastes weird.... Slimy and...."

"You did great."

"...I'm only doing this kind of thing for Hassan."

"I know."

As I scratched my nose awkwardly in response, Luna fidgeted like she was about to say something super embarrassing.

"...Later, when Hassan, when your karma rank gets higher and you become a hero, I'll do something even more amazing...!"

Even more amazing? I couldn't even imagine anything more amazing than what happened today.

"What is it...?"

"There's this amazing... that thing... that's only passed down to the daughters of Ideope...!"

Some kind of pink-haired girl-exclusive bedroom voodoo? I couldn't even begin to imagine.

I silently pulled Luna's waist into a hug. Her soft, squishy body felt so good against mine.

After cumming, my body felt languid, and holding her cool, relaxed form felt like embracing a dead wife—it was so comforting.

"Hassan, your body's hot. Too hot-!"

Luna grumbled and squirmed because my body was hot, but I just wanted to sleep like this. So we stayed embraced until morning.

* * *

"Hassan, what do we do! Hassan!"

Someone shook me violently and yelled loudly, jolting me awake. For a second, I thought I'd gone back to my days as Elfride's slave and freaked out.

But seeing Luna's small hut interior let me finally relax.

Looking out the window, it was still early dawn, too dim to call morning. Only the diligent dwarf merchants prepping for morning market were bustling about.

"Hassan-!"

I was used to Luna not being a morning person and having tons of energy right after waking up after seeing it for days, but this morning felt a bit different.

"What is it, Luna? What the hell happened?"

"Hassan, it's a disaster! Come out and see!"

Luna's pupils were dilated, her palms flapping around helplessly like she was in full panic mode.

So I grabbed the hand tugging my collar and pressed firmly on the pressure point in her wrist crease to calm her down.

Nothing calms a person better than that spot.

Squeeeze-.

"Ow-!"

Did it hurt?

"Better now? Calmed down?"

"No! It's a real disaster!"

What could be such a big deal that Luna couldn't calm down? I threw on some clothes roughly and stepped out of the hut.

The abandoned plot that always greeted me when I opened the door.

The space full of junk that used to make me grimace had become our yard, cleaned and tended all night by Luna and me. I didn't show it, but I liked having a yard too.

But something felt off about the yard.

This small patch of land I'd earned with my own hands seemed different from how it looked last night.

"Hassan, look at that!"

Luna pointed to one corner of the yard. There, the ground was dug up messily in places.

As far as I remembered, that was where Luna had spent half a day carefully planting potatoes yesterday.

"Someone dug up and ate all my potatoes!"

It looked like someone had come during the night and plowed up the potato patch.

"M-My potatoes...!"

Luna was so furious and distraught at her precious labor being ruined. What asshole dug up and ate Luna's potatoes in the middle of the night?

I was pissed too, so I approached the dug-up area and spotted strange, coarse hairs scattered intermittently on the ground.

Schlick.

I picked up one of the brown hairs.

Hair? No, too short for head hair.

It gave off a wild vibe, so I couldn't help thinking of Hippolyte.

Did Hippolyte, failing at stocks and wallowing in poverty, end up raiding our yard and eating potatoes?

I thought that for a second but quickly corrected myself.

Hippolyte doesn't have anywhere for such short hairs to grow. She's smooth all over.

"Animal fur."

Wild animal fur.

That was my conclusion.

Luna chimed in.

"It's tanuki fur!"

"Tanuki?"

"Look at the footprints! The fur smells like tanuki too. A tanuki dug up all my potatoes! I won't forgive it!"

Just like Luna said, the garden was full of small paw prints that looked like a four-legged beast's.

Yeah, in this world, everything from rats and stray cats to abandoned dogs, foxes, badgers, weasels, and tanuki roam the city.

That's why you have to manage food waste carefully around the house. We grilled meat last night, so the smell must've attracted it.

Luna and I had no choice but to gather the remaining potato scraps and replant them scattered around.

Luna looked ready to burst into tears from her big eyes, so I had to help extra diligently.

Thanks to that, I woke up fully, and my stiff body from the night loosened up nicely.

Once we'd mostly restored the garden, Luna straightened up and spoke like she'd made a decision.

"We need to make a totem to keep the tanuki out."

"A totem? There's totems that scare off animals?"

"Of course. I'm gonna make a fear totem for beasts."

The familiar term "fear totem" reminded me of the underground sewers.

That cult voodoo shaman Somnia we fought there—he'd woven beast corpses into a grotesque totem.

It had such a horrific visual you couldn't forget it once you saw it. Totally deserved the name "fear totem."

I didn't love the idea of something like that in our yard.

"Can't we just let Kungkung guard the yard? He does a good job protecting the house."

"Kungkung would get eaten by the tanuki. That'd be sad for him."

"Fair enough."

Tanuki look cute, but they're actually fierce wild beasts. Top predators. They can even give you rabies if they bite, so you gotta be careful.

Even a wolf spider like Kungkung can't handle tanuki, huh.

Well, the size difference is two or three times, so it's obvious. And Kungkung has no venom. He looks scary, but in the natural ecosystem, he's a total loser.

Anyway, early morning chaos thanks to some wild tanuki or whatever.

Luna said she'd go fix the fence and buy totem materials once the morning market opened, so I had some free time and decided to hang out at home.

Lately, it feels like I'm always just chilling at home.

I hope the Mars Guild finishes construction soon so jobs pick up again. Here I am in this weird world, actually feeling the youth unemployment crisis.

I thought about playing rock-paper-scissors by myself with the coin pouch holding ten gold coins, but wasting time like that felt a bit regrettable, so I grabbed the pouch and headed out.

Maybe I should try some self-improvement. Since Luna has expectations for me, I should put in some effort too.

So I headed to the east gate district, where rich folks and high-ranking adventurers lived.

And in that district, to the densely packed alley of small houses built tight to save on expensive land.

Hippolyte's place was one of them.

Since I'd gotten some gold, maybe I should pay for a month or two of aura training or whatever.

Pay one gold coin, try it out for a month, and quit if it's not for me.

Thinking that, I navigated the winding east gate alleys, and familiar streets from my last visit started appearing.

Not sure if Hippolyte's home right now. She might get mad I showed up unannounced. Busy gold-tier adventurer, might miss her.

No phones in this world, so no way to contact. Missing each other by a day is common.

If she's not there, I'll wander the city or head to some empty forest to research necromancy.

With that mindset, I stood in front of Hippolyte's small house and knocked on the door.

Knock. Knock.

After a couple polite knocks, I heard rustling from inside. Guess she was home this early.

For a moment, I felt embarrassed and weird about visiting a woman's house uninvited. But I was already here, so I steeled myself.

Then, with a clank—the door opened.

And patterns drawn on a half-naked body greeted me.

"Uh, uhh...."

"What? You, what brings you here so early in the morning?"

It was Antiope. Antiope, wearing thin silk, greeted me with a sleepy face.

Her little sister, right? Spent the night?

"Uh, I came to see Hippolyte."

"So early? Why?"

Her brow furrowed hard, sleepy or annoyed—I couldn't tell. Scary.

"Um, you know, aura training from Hippolyte—"

"Oh, that? Got it."

She didn't even let me finish, picking her ear.

"Then I'll do it instead. Come in."

Schlick.

Like a mimic disguised as a treasure chest reaching for prey, a long hand shot out from the half-open door and grabbed my nape.

Before I knew it, I was yanked inside, slammed against the wall, and cornered. The movement was so fast and strong I had no chance to resist.

Temple Knight, as expected.

Anyway, that wasn't important right now.

Schlick, schlick.

Hippolyte's sister Antiope pinned me in the corner and suddenly started untying my pants.

"Wait, what are you doing right now?"

"You said you were gonna get aura from sis."

That's not what I meant at all.

I decided to stay still and see what happens.
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Srrk, srrrk.

I always tie the knot at my waistband in a complicated, tight manner.

No particular reason—just that it puts my mind somewhat at ease.

It was obvious anyone trying to untie it would have a hell of a time.

Srrk, srrrk.

So why was I thinking about knots right now? Because Antiope, Hippolyte’s sister, was kneeling in front of me with a completely expressionless face, untying the one at my waist.

“Why’s this tied so damn tight? It won’t come undone.”

“No, what are you doing right now?”

“You said you were getting oral from my sister?”

I couldn’t make heads or tails of what Antiope was saying—my brain froze up solid.

Then it hit me: a simple misunderstanding from similar-sounding words. But curiosity about what might happen next kept me still.

She smacked my thigh with her palm and stood up.

“Just kidding.”

I flinched hard, like I’d taken a slap to the half-risen dick.

“Gyaek!”

“What’s with the stiffening up? Think I’m gonna eat you or something?”

Oh, just a shitty joke.

She knew I’d get it but toyed with me anyway?

I retied the half-loosened knot, stewing in anger. How dare she play with my feelings.

Did she think she could mess with a guy’s heart just because she was pretty?

Did she believe making me mad meant she controlled my emotions?

It reminded me of that delinquent girl from my freshman college days who bullied me, and rage boiled up.

She kept teasing and pinching me—enough that I once asked if she liked me.

What?

The look she gave me back then is still a slight trauma. Anyway, women who use their pretty faces as shields to toy with men’s hearts are no different from my enemies.

“Aw, pissed off? Don’t be mad. I’ll do something even better for you.”

“Even better?”

But beauty gets a pass. Shit, her pretty face melted my anger quick. They say being born a beautiful woman is like passing the civil service exam.

I get it instantly. Men are pathetic creatures, wired unable to resist pretty girls....

“Better how...?”

“Of course, that was a lie too. Sorry if you got your hopes up. Consider it punishment for waking me from my morning sleep.”

Fuck.

Not even mad anymore. My fault for coming early.

“So, where’s Lady Hippolyte?”

“Morning walk. She’ll be back soon. Wait here.”

I considered leaving, but since she’d be back any minute, I decided to wait as Antiope said. Awkward being alone with this stranger, I just stared blankly into space.

“You’re getting aura lessons from my sister, right?”

The silence must’ve been awkward for her too—Antiope spoke first.

“Just starting to learn it now.”

“Oh yeah?”

Her deep navy eyes narrowed at my words.

“You look decently skilled.”

And that ended the conversation.

Soon, in one corner of this cramped single room, she started slipping off her clothes with a rustle. I jolted, wondering why, but she was just changing.

The tattoos covering her back, hips, and thighs were eye-searingly dense.

She didn’t care a man was in the room?

Noticing my sneaky glances out of curiosity, she spoke.

“Cool, right?”

“What?”

“My artwork. Took five years to etch all this karma into me.”

Five years—short or long? I wasn’t sure, so I just nodded along moderately.

“I see. Five years. That’s a long time.”

“Right? Put a ton of effort into it.”

To me, it was just “huh, okay,” but Antiope spoke of the tattoos on her body like they were her pride and joy.

She’d said they depicted her achievements and karma, right?

Looking at her exposed back, it felt like glimpsing a resume fragment.

A self-introduction packed tight with listed experience. Yeah, if you had that many accomplishments, you’d flaunt it. No wonder she paraded around so exposed.

From our chat, I got a read on this new Amazoness: brimming with confidence in every way—total opposite of me.

I’m closer to a big, nerdy loser; she’s the delinquent girl shaking me down. And I’m weak to delinquent types.

Probably why I’m vulnerable to witches too.

When’s Hippolyte coming? She feels more like a dedicated track girl than a playful delinquent, so she’s a bit better.

Sitting on the corner chair, feeling a touch anxious, the tattooed girl—now in her usual maximally revealing outfit—said,

“Wanna touch?”

“...Pardon?”

“My tattoos.”

“Is that okay...?”

“Yeah. Waiting like this is boring anyway.”

She had a point. Felt off just sitting, so I reached out toward her body.

But unsure where or how, I just lightly traced her left shoulder with a finger.

Then something amazing happened.

Shhh.

The image on her shoulder started moving.

“Shit, that startled me.”

“Cool, huh? Touch it, and it moves. The one on my left shoulder’s probably the story of when I took down the one-eyed giant Gorgas.”

I peered closely at her shoulder as she spoke. There, a woman with a long spear stabbing a cyclops giant played out like a looping puppet show.

Fuck, insanely cool.

Didn’t expect video media in this world.

“This... is it the power of Grace?”

“Yeah. I draw pictures on my body to absorb their power. That’s the strength of my Grace, ‘War Song.’”

“Ahh. So how do you draw spots your back or sides can’t reach?”

“Get help from others for that. But the rest? Secret.”

“Got it.”

It’d been a while since I met another Grace holder. Her ability, so different from my handiwork Grace, fascinated me.

So I touched more places. Each animating image told its own story—fun to watch.

Plus, the primal thrill of touching a young, pretty woman’s body made time fly nicely.

Srrk, srrrk.

Only up close did I notice: Antiope’s toned body bore a ton of scars.

Her sister and fellow warrior Hippolyte had minor ones too, but Antiope’s were worse. Tattoos hid them well, but visible this near.

“Those scars bothering you? Got that one from a double-headed hound’s fang. Still aches on rainy days.”

She noticed my finger on her shoulder scar. Right then—srrrk—black ink smeared onto my hand.

Fuck, what?

The tattoo was gone.

Shit, why’d it erase? Designed to?

I panicked hard.

Pretending nothing, I casually scratched my head and pulled my hand back, asking offhand,

“So, do the images etched on your body ever fade?”

“This is karma sunk deep into my flesh. No way it erases. Can’t even if I wanted to.”

“Ah, I see.”

Fuck, I’m screwed.

My eyes saw the ink-smeared, distorted image. Shit, how’d I erase an uneraseable tattoo?

Must be how bathhouse attendants feel accidentally scrubbing one off.

“Anyway, you. Feels pretty good having you rub my shoulder. Know massage or something?”

“Kinda...”

“Perfect. Massage my shoulders till sis gets back. Fair trade for letting you touch my art.”

She wants payment for touching her body? Fair demand. But I felt uneasy about massaging her—might erase more tattoos.

Shit, what if another one goes?

“Come on, rub. You can’t use aura, but massage should be fine.”

Oblivious to my worry, she turned her back fully and plopped her butt on the floor.

“Alright, just a little, gently then.”

“Yeah, no big expectations—do it rough.”

“I won’t take responsibility for anything that happens.”

“Massage? What could go wrong? You’re hilarious. Built like a tiger but total scaredy-cat. Makes me wanna bully you—”

She chuckled “hu hu hu.”

I slowly placed my palms on her shoulders.

Srrk.

Solid muscles for a woman, but slimmer build than Hippolyte.

Squeeze.

Thumb and index gripped lightly—nice elastic rebound. Shoulders are knotted, yeah.

“Mmm, yeah, like that.”

Srrk, srrrk.

I pressed and stimulated the shoulder well points.

“This pressure good?”

“Ahh, what? Pretty good...? Not like the royal masseuses, but... huff, huuu....”

As I worked her shoulders, she panted hot breaths like in pain. Normally, that feminine moan would stiffen my dick right up.

But no room for that now.

Reason: right under my palms, every tattoo on her body was visibly erasing.

Fuck, didn’t she say it was karma carved deep? Unerasable? Why’s it vanishing?

Thinking back, the deep-seated conditions I heal with acupressure were called incurable by normal healing magic—some karma bullshit too.

My Grace.

Stronger than hers?

“Mmmph, slow, ha—. Pretty good, real good. Good....”

My mind raced with thoughts, but my hands dutifully kneaded her nape, shoulders, and the hard-to-reach spots below the scapula with my thumbs.

She shivered, slowly collapsing forward onto the floor naturally.

“Back too, do my back. Hurry.”

Now openly directing me to her back.

But I hesitated. Massaging her back would erase those too. She hasn’t noticed yet?

I probed just in case.

“Any weird feelings or changes?”

“Dunno, body feels all loose. Anyway, press my back already. Hurry—if you do good, I’ll make you feel real good too.”

“Feel good how?”

“Yeah, you’ll love it. Sticking a rod in a hole, in and out.”

Just hearing it sounded amazing. True to her tan-line, tattooed, smoking delinquent vibe—open-minded as hell.

Fuck it, I thought, and pressed my palm to her back.

For back massage, use the broad heel of the palm.

Presses muscles nicely—feels good for recipient, saves effort for me.

Srrk, srrrk.

I swept from waist to back, loosening the whole thing. Her prone body twitched and quivered.

“Huu, haa, y-you’re good. Pretty good. Not as good as royal ones, but still pretty gooddd....”

She repeated “pretty good” like a parrot short on vocab. But her body heated up, sweat beading everywhere.

That sweat and my rubbing palms left her back tattoo-free and pristine.

“Haa, mmm, ngh....”

Still, my hands kept sweeping up her back and waist relentlessly. I pressed hard—abs—deep.

“Haaaak!”

Her misaligned spine cracked into place with a wood-crack.

“M-my baaaack.... It broke!?”

She freaked at the loud noise, thinking her back snapped.

Understandable for the clueless—sounded like broken bones.

“Not broken. Just straightened your spine.”

“Straightened...? Kinda feels super refreshing now.... What? How’d you...?”

“Want other spots done?”

I pressed hard with palm heels on her shoulders and neck too. Each crack like the ceiling collapsing made tattoo girl Antiope shudder big.

“Gyaaak, gyaah, hyaaaa....”

Her mouth spilled uncontrollable groans like she’d burst into tears any second.

“N-never felt this before.... Others too, others...? Here, here too....”
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Antiope, who had been receiving a massage from me, soon grabbed my arm with her own palm and guided it.

"Here too."

She placed my palm on top of her pelvis and spoke.

"Press here too. Lately, that area's been aching a bit. It's actually so painful that even walking is tough."

Ding-.

『Name: Antiope Grimkeeper lv. ?? ??

Status: Crooked pelvis》 Double-headed dog's curse》 Irregular menstruation》』

In that instant, a bunch of text popped up. As expected of a Temple Knight who's reached the hero stage, her level wasn't visible, but the status section clearly showed some familiar phrases.

Crooked pelvis, huh.

It certainly seemed like Antiope's pelvis had an issue, just as she said.

Pelvic correction is a key point in realigning a misaligned body. So I placed my palm on her left pelvis—her buttock—and pressed down from above.

Hngh.

"Ugh, hngh, haaah-!"

Antiope shrieked and trembled all over.

Ding-.

『Healed Antiope Grimkeeper's status: Crooked pelvis.』

『Karma Value +10』

『Current Karma Value: 155』

Healing her condition with a single press. I could feel my acupressure and massage skills improving.

Antiope, too, lay prone and let out a shallow sigh, looking satisfied.

"Haaa... So refreshing... It feels like a weight's been lifted off my body...."

Srrrrk-.

Unlike the delighted Antiope, I grew anxious seeing the tattoos on her butt and thighs smudging under my palm.

So after pulling away from her grasp, I quickly wiped the ink—or whatever it was—off my palm onto my pant leg.

Now I'd have to aim for the perfect crime.

I worried what would happen if she asked for more and all the drawings on her body got erased. But the tattooed woman Antiope seemed satisfied, collapsing bonelessly as if savoring the afterglow of the adjustment.

"Honestly... I've never gotten anything like this even in the royal capital. It feels like manipulating the mana flowing through my body... You must know a lot about bones and joints?"

"I know a bit more than most."

"The cultists seemed knowledgeable about anatomy too. Are you one of them by any chance?"

"Nep...?"

"Of course, I'm kidding. Anyway, ah, so refreshing. Feels like being reborn. My body's a little languid, but just right. Like shedding the burdens on my back...?"

Antiope stretched out her arms and legs while prone, striking a Superman pose in flight.

Her movements made the now-erased tattoos on her back stand out glaringly. The drawings she'd carried on her back had all peeled away.

"Um, it's not done yet. Hold on...."

With no choice, I decided to use the ink on my hands. What had been drawn on her back originally? Something like a flower, I thought.

The details wouldn't come to mind.

A rough flower would do.

So I rubbed the ink from my fingers onto her back—schk-schk—and a painting began to take shape.

Not knowing what to draw, I roughly sketched a dandelion-like flower, the sun, and clouds. It looked like an elementary schooler's sketchbook.

Still, I put some effort into it.

Damn it. Better than nothing on her back.

"Hehe, that tickles. Anyway, feels good. Uwaaaah-!"

Soon, Antiope rose and stretched languidly.

She sat properly in front of me again, then patted her palm on her thigh.

"Come on, lie down here. Now I'll do something nice for you."

Lay my head on those soft-looking thighs?

For a moment, my mind reeled, questioning if I'd heard right. Resting on a woman's thigh? I don't think even Luna's let me do that.

"Hurry."

But Antiope's urging scared me, so I stopped overthinking and just laid my head down.

As expected, soft and wonderful thighs.

If I had to compare, Gold-tier thighs.

Sniff sniff-.

They even smelled nice somehow.

As I lay there, Antiope secured my head.

"Okay, I'm going to insert this thin stick into your ear, so don't move."

Soon, something thin and slender rustled as it slowly entered my ear canal. So the nice thing Antiope was doing for me was ear cleaning.

Getting your ears cleaned by someone else really feels amazing. Mom used to do it a lot when I was little. It's been forever since anyone's cleaned my ears like this.

Rustle, rustle.

"Surprisingly, nothing in there. How can someone's ears be like this?"

"Is that so?"

"Your ear canal's like a cave. Pitch black and empty. What, first time seeing ears like this."

I've always been the type where waste doesn't build up much on my body. So I rarely needed to clean my ears.

"Roll over to the other side."

"The other side?"

Her words startled me briefly. My head was currently turned outward on Antiope's knee.

Turning to the other side meant inevitably facing inward toward her knee. That would put Antiope's body right in front of my eyes and nose.

But Hippolyte's little sister didn't seem to mind, so I casually flipped over as if it were nothing.

Right in front of my nose.

Her thighs spread in a cross-legged position, the thin fabric of her clothes, and the faint slit visible between—vivid as could be.

Truly amazing.

"This side has a little something. Stay still."

Rustle-.

Soon, the thin stick entered my other ear, but I paid it no mind.

"How is it? Feels good, right?"

"Yeah, it does."

"I'm good at handling long sticks. Ever heard of Javelin Antiope?"

"Honestly, no."

"You don't know Antiope, rank eight in the knight order? Getting a bit annoyed. Someone who doesn't know my fame."

Rustle, rustle.

The tiny stick probing my ear felt a bit stronger. Any more talk and she'd dig out my eardrum, so I stayed quiet.

"There, done."

After enjoying the thigh's softness for a while, Antiope removed the ear pick from my ear. Thanks to her, I'd gotten a great morning view and softness.

"But Sis isn't coming."

"Yeah."

Even after the massage and ear cleaning, Hippolyte showed no sign of arriving. Just as I pondered leaving, the door suddenly burst open—clunk.

Along with it, Hippolyte appeared, sweating in her usual training outfit of a short tank top and hot pants.

"Whew, sweating in the morning feels great."

"Sis, we have a guest."

"My guest? Oh, it's Samaritan."

Hippolyte then gulped down water stored in the house. Her throat bobbing was so fascinating I just stared blankly.

This house has so many wonders.

"Whew, feeling alive now. So, Samaritan, what brings you here so early?"

Hippolyte glanced more at her mirror reflection than me. As she tidied sweat-matted hair above her brows, I gave a suitable reason for coming.

"I came to learn Aura."

"Ah, you've finally made up your mind."

"For now, could I get training for just the first month? Is it okay to pay monthly?"

I pulled a pre-prepared gold coin from my pocket and placed it neatly in Hippolyte's palm.

"A gold coin."

Hippolyte's brown eyes seemed to flash oddly as she took it, but I figured it was my imagination and let it pass.

Hippolyte looked around, pondering where to put it, then simply tucked it between her breasts. With such large ones, they make handy pockets.

For a moment, I imagined slipping my palm or face between those breasts—how good it'd feel. Unbelievably so.

Thinking that made the barn incident from before feel dreamlike. Since it happened, I should've done more, explored more.

Swipe, swipe.

Lost in such thoughts, I watched Hippolyte roughly wipe her sweat with a towel and gesture with her chin.

"Come out. I'll explain in the clearing behind the house."

* * *

As Hippolyte said, there was a small clearing behind her house.

With a scarecrow set up and a leather sandbag filled with sand hanging—it seemed like a gym she used to warm up.

"Haven't seen this place in ages. Brings back memories."

Antiope, following me out, murmured nostalgically. Wondering why she came outside, it seemed she was just bored and tagging along for the show.

Hippolyte frowned at her little sister's back as she looked around.

"Antiope, your back.... What was the picture engraved on your back?"

"Probably fighting the Nephelti man-eating flower? I can't see my back well myself."

"I see, a flower."

"Why?"

"No, nothing."

Hippolyte seemed to notice the changed tattoo on her sister's back.

But figuring an indelible tattoo wouldn't fade or change, she let it slide.

Of course, pure speculation on my part.

Please let it be so.

As I trembled in anxiety, Hippolyte shifted focus from her sister's back and dragged the leather sandbag in front of me—rrrrk.

Screeech, screeech-.

The rusty wheels made a gruesome noise, furrowing brows. Scratches all over the leather suggested long use.

"First, let's check your level, Hassan. Hit this as hard as you can. With that club you boast about."

Checking my level.

Like a placement test?

As I drew the club from my waist, Antiope plopped down in the corner, arms crossed.

"She did this to me too. Memories."

Having an audience made me tense.

"Just hit it as hard as I can?"

"Yeah, do as you like."

"Hoo-."

I steadied my breath, then swung the raised club from right to left with full power.

Whooosh-.

My club cut the air and soon collided with the leather sandbag.

Bang-!

It burst with a crisp sound. Cr-rack—the torn leather spilled sand onto the ground, kicking up a dusty cloud.

"Whoa, not bad? Ripping Sis's sandbag. Took me two years. Not Bronze-tier strength."

Antiope gaped in surprise. I'd thought it sturdy, but apparently ripping it was impressive.

"Indeed, absurd strength. A blessed body. Samaritans really are...."

But Hippolyte tsked and frowned as if it were a problem.

"Isn't strong power good?"

"Of course. But strong physical strength will hinder learning Aura."

What? I regretted investing only in strength. What a trash build. Damn, no skill point reset?

I had to ask why strong strength hindered Aura learning.

"Why does strong strength make Aura harder to learn?"

"This leather bag is made from ogre hide. Titan's warhorse ogres have very tough skin—nearly impossible to damage without Aura."

Srrk.

Hippolyte knelt, sweeping fallen sand with her palm. She grabbed a handful and continued.

"Thus, impossible to tear without Aura. But you, Samaritan, did it with raw power."

"What's the problem with that? Strong power's good, right?"

"Naturally a problem. Those with strong power have no need to learn Aura."

"Huh?"

"Strong power solves many things. It stifles growth. Warriors with great strength are strong without Aura, so they don't bother learning it."

Hippolyte's words reminded me of Africa's black continent. Native Africans have exceptional physical prowess.

So much so they solve most problems with their bodies, feeling no need for progress, leading to slower tech development.

Hippolyte's point seemed similar.

What? So my all-in strength investment wasn't bad. Strength conquers all.

Next stat into strength too.

Perfect timing with over 100 Karma Points. Level strength to 13, bonus to 14.

14.

Surpassing Elfriede by far?

I imagined pinning Elfriede down with my strength, pressing her shoulders so she couldn't resist, forcing surrender.

Beating her with my club would be better.

Just imagining excited me.

Shing-.

Then Antiope drew her spear from her back and said.

"Cultist nearby."
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While I was imagining overpowering the wicked Flame Witch Elfride with sheer force,

*Shing.* *Clank.*

Antiope, who had been watching my training from a distance, stood up and drew the spear strapped to her back.

It was fairly short for a spear, more like a short spear. I recalled that throwing spears were usually about that length, meant more for hurling than thrusting.

Sure enough, Antiope crouched low, glancing around as if ready to hurl it at any moment.

"There's a heretic nearby."

Her words made Hippolyte and me exchange glances, as if we'd heard something utterly unexpected.

A brief silence followed.

Hippolyte was the first among us to speak.

"This is the area I'm in charge of patrolling during my walks. No heretic would show up here. You must be mistaken, Antiope."

It really didn't seem likely that a heretic would wander the paths Hippolyte strolled. If one did, it'd have to be someone completely out of their mind or insanely bold.

But then again, in this barbaric world, who but a madman or a lunatic would follow a cult religion? Paranoi was a prime example.

Paranoi was the weirdest guy I knew. Had he shown up nearby?

As I scanned the surroundings tensely for any nymphs,

Hippolyte added,

"That's why you're getting excited about fighting too, right, Samaritan? You can't rest until you've beaten a heretic senseless before slicing them up."

She seemed to mistake my tension for battle excitement. In her mind, I probably came off as some brute who only knew fighting, so it wasn't surprising.

But Antiope stood firm.

"Sis, I spent three years rolling in the dirt hunting heretics. You think I can't detect a whiff of Pluto's magic?"

As part of the Temple Knights who clashed first with Pluto's heretics, she was an expert in heretic extermination.

Like a pest control specialist.

"It's nearby. And it's a big one. Maybe even a High Priest or Commander. Are they scouting me?"

Coming from a pest control specialist, it was credible.

I thought of the mysterious heretic leader. Maybe it was that Hell Duke or whatever Paranoi mentioned.

"No way."

But Hippolyte was convinced there were no heretics around. The warrior woman even reached a finger toward my nape.

"Look here, this necklace. It's the Star of Kallan. An artifact infused with Pluto's power. Antiope, you might be mistaking the evil aura leaking from this."

"The Star of Kallan? That's around his neck? Why?"

The spearwoman's eyes turned to my neck.

Staring at me with spear in hand was fucking terrifying. No different from having a loaded gun barrel pointed my way.

One wrong trigger pull, and I'd have two holes in me.

"That's really the Star of Kallan. I heard Necromancer Koma stole it. Why do you have it?"

The gentle ear-cleaning Antiope from moments ago vanished, replaced by a terrifying interrogator.

"Are you a heretic too? Are you Necromancer Koma?"

"Antiope, no way. This guy's a warrior who's exterminated Pluto heretics multiple times. He beat Koma and took it as spoils."

"But only necromancers can use it."

Hippolyte defended me vigorously, and it seemed to work somewhat. Still, Antiope eyed me suspiciously.

"Was I too sensitive?"

"Yeah, you are. It's your day off, right? Best to rest up."

"It's because I didn't sleep in this morning. I'm going back to sleep."

With that, Antiope headed into Hippolyte's small house. Watching her go, Hippolyte muttered softly, words only I could catch.

"She's too obsessed with heretics. That's why she's in the Temple Knights."

I wasn't sure, but it seemed Hippolyte worried about her half-sister. Some backstory? Curiosity piqued, I asked.

"Any reason for her heretic obsession?"

"She almost became a heretic sacrifice as a kid. Probably hasn't gotten over the trauma."

A heretic sacrifice.

I pictured a bizarre underground ruin, black-robed figures chanting, and a little girl bound and trembling on a central altar.

Trauma-inducing for sure.

If that girl gained power, she'd want revenge.

Childhood traumas shape a lifetime unexpectedly.

As I nodded to myself, Hippolyte kicked at the scattered leather sandbag remnants on the ground and added,

"Still, she seems gentler than before. Even the tattoo on her back has a brighter vibe."

"...A tattoo on her back?"

"Yeah, flowers and clouds. Means my little sis still has some girlish sensitivity left."

I said nothing.

* * *

Hippolyte's training was brutal.

Before teaching aura, she insisted on basic swordsmanship and hand-to-hand conditioning—and started pummeling me full force.

"Gahk!"

Her fists ghosted my solar plexus and gut vitals. It was hell. How many times had I eaten dirt today?

Rolling under the blazing summer sun.

What the hell was I doing?

I just wanted to go back to Luna's hut and rest.

Pillow on her soft, cool thighs for a nap—bliss.

"Samaritan, don't you know how to dodge? Watch the fist to the end and evade properly."

"It's... I know the theory, but my body won't follow...."

"You Bronze Tiers talk too much. Means you think too much. Move before thinking."

"Easier said than done...."

"Shh, here we go again. Solar plexus this time. Dodge well."

Half a day of this, and I was dying in every way.

Clear now: Hippolyte was a skilled adventurer, but a lousy teacher.

Couldn't grasp why others couldn't do what she could.

So I endured relentless solar plexus beatings until I barely dodged one or two out of ten.

Probably because I feared more hits might kill me—I gave it everything.

"Good, nice dodge."

"Really, just a little break?"

"Break? Gonna waste your tuition?"

Her teacherly traits shone, but my gut ached. I was paying to get beat.

Do martial artists enjoy paying for pain? Serious thought.

Anyway, I lay like a sick chicken, wheezing. Couldn't twitch a finger.

Even with control, repeated undefended vitals sap all will.

"Fine. Now, attacking. Touch me once, and class ends."

"You dodge, I strike?"

"Yeah."

Revenge chance! Motivation surged. Felt Luna cheering me on.

First time wanting to hit a woman since my sister and Elfride.

"Won't hold back just 'cause you're a lady."

"...You see me as a woman, huh. No need."

*Rustle.*

I shed club, gauntlets, chest plate, wrist wraps, greaves—dropped them.

Doubled my speed. Brain guess, but felt feather-light, ready to fly.

Confidence skyrocketed.

Hippolyte just smiled leisurely, stretching. Arms overhead, pits fully exposed—distracting.

Provocation, clearly.

"No weapon?"

I clenched fists, thrust forward. Bald monk vibe:

"My weapons are right here."

"True, a warrior's fists are weapons. If you can land them."

She planted hands on hips, chest out, standing proud.

Her casuals: thin crop top barely containing bust, skin-tight dolphin pants. Body like a perfect mannequin—flawless, balanced.

Impossible not to see.

Like the vitals on it.

Human acupoints: ~750. Lethal ones: ~50.

I knew ~20.

Hit wrong, agony. Dark acupressure.

My healing touch on good points. Reverse for damage?

Guessed it, no test subject till now.

Hippolyte, toughest I knew, perfect guinea pig.

"Today'll be different, Hippolyte."

"Got resolve. Try me—your moves are obvious."

"We'll see. Dodge well then."

I raised index fingers.

"Gonna poke with these."

"Poke...? Where?"

"Sensitive, vital spots."

This world lacked anatomy/acupoint knowledge.

Fist to solar plexus hurts—knife to heart kills. Basics only.

Even top adventurers like her wouldn't know her own vitals.

Loose guard inevitable.

Exploit with finger strikes—victory.

Perfect plan.

Felt doable.

Grinned confidently, fingers up.

"I warned you—poking."

"Poking...!"

Hippolyte scowled, arms guarding solar plexus.

Thinks belly poke?

"Won't help. I see you naked anyway. Your body's all visible."

"Tricks won't fool me!"

*Rustle.*

Waved fingers hypnotically in air.

"Hmm...."

She flinched, hands shifting to cup and hide breasts.

"Figured my plan?"

"...Filthy beast! Won't let your finger touch!"

Hippolyte shrieked like spooked. Unlike her usual calm—like cornered prey.

Composed her unbeatable. This flustered? Winnable.

Bluff and deception worked.

Wiggled fingers like groping water balloon. Her face flushed fever-red.

"...Y-You pervert! No better than heretics. Time to fix that head!"

Lost it—charged fast. Wasn't this me attacking, her dodging?

Bluff backfired into rage. Closed distance in blink.

"You bastard—!"

Left guards chest, right fist skyrockets for skull-knock.

*Crunch.*

Her toned arm tensed—chills down my neck.

"Fixing your manners...!"

No mere knuckie—real hit detaches head.

Faster than her descent, I snapped fingers like bullets.

Target: her breast.

Precisely, armpit beside it.

Right pit, exposed by high arm.

Central Extreme Spring acupoint relieves chest pain normally—but stabbed hard, ultimate vital.

*Plunk.*

"Aaah!"

Fingers nailed her rage-blind guardless pit.

*Squish.*

Soft, plush feel raced fingers to occiput.

"Kyaaah!"

She convulsed, crumpled. Uncharacteristic high feminine shriek echoed.

"Hngh, haa, ugh... uuk... M-Me, felled by a finger? W-What did you do...?!"

Writhing clump proved acupoint worked.

Me with this skill?

I gazed coldly at her fearful upgaze.

"Acupoint."
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Hippolyte's armpit, prodded by my finger, was incredibly soft.
It sank in deeply, as tender flesh should, to a frightening degree.
The Extreme Heaven Acupoint in the armpit could truly endanger her life if struck too hard.
“Agh, ugh, ahh...!”
Perhaps because of that, Hippolyte trembled violently, sprawled at my feet. My strength stat was 12.
A superhuman level.
Pouring all that power into an unguarded vital point was bound to make even Hippolyte writhe in agony.
“Hnngh, ah, wh-why a mere finger...! What, what did you do to me...!?”
Hippolyte, curled up and shivering on the ground, looked up at me with eyes full of fear.
Looking down at Hippolyte, who always overpowered and beat me, felt inexplicably great. Was this the gaze of the strong?
Buoyed by the thrill, I blurted out the first thing that came to mind without thinking.
“Finger poke.”
Yes, finger poke.
This finger jab was a terrifying ultimate technique in itself.
I'd only ever been on the receiving end before; stabbing someone else was a first, and I couldn't help but be shocked by its power.
Vital points weren't called that for nothing.
Honestly, I'd always thought acupoint strikes and such were nonsense. But seeing it now gave it a whole new feel.
“Hyaah, hyaaah...”
Hippolyte, struck by my finger poke, didn't seem to be coming around at all. For a moment, I feared I might have killed her.
Hippolyte was someone deeply connected to me in many ways, wasn't she?
If she ended up paralyzed or dead because of me, I'd be wracked with guilt, unable to hold my head high.
The finger poke was a technique too fearsome for me to handle.
“Um, are you okay?”
“Hah, ugh...!”
Hippolyte just kept lying on the sandy ground, twitching.
My head, once brimming with competitive spirit, was now filled only with bewilderment and no idea what to do.
How do you treat someone hit by an acupoint strike?
Flustered, I finally grabbed her wrist. Checking her pulse seemed like the right move.
Ding-.
『Name: Hippolyte Heavensinger Lv. 44 → 37
Strength: 15 → 13
Agility: 15 → 13
Vitality: 14 → 11
Karma: Unlucky Finances → Utter Disaster → Cursed Romance』
『Status: Curse of Blood → Moonlight Allergy → Mark of Life』

Her pulse results appeared as text before my eyes. Wow, seeing pulse diagnoses as letters is still insanely amazing no matter how many times I witness it.
Of course, that wasn't important now. I needed to scan for anything helpful in this situation.
First thing that caught my eye: her level had dropped. From 44 to 37—a whole 7 levels down.
No wonder her strength, agility, and vitality stats had all declined accordingly.
It wasn't even moonlight time, so why?
Maybe that new "Mark of Life" status?
A sudden mark?
My head filled with question marks at this unfamiliar situation. Removing that mark seemed priority one.
But checking her pulse revealed no obvious blotches or marks on her body.
Looks like I'd have to randomly press spots to find the right one and lift the effect myself.
“Hippolyte, are you okay?”
“Hnngh... my body... no strength...”
With Hippolyte still out of it, I hoisted her up—also to escape the blazing sun—and carried her to the shade of a nearby large tree.
Only after laying her down in the shade could I finally catch my breath and think calmly.
She was groggy from the armpit acupoint strike.
So, gently rubbing the armpit might fix it? Like how nurses rub a sore butt after a shot with cotton.
I decided to try it. First, I lifted her right arm and placed it above her head.
Smooth.
Her sleek, soft-looking armpit was fully exposed, nothing hidden from view.
For a second, I wondered if I should even touch it, but fearing for her life if I delayed, I touched it anyway, consequences be damned.
Squish.
My index and middle fingers felt a softness unlike anything I'd experienced before.
Touching a woman's armpit.
Aside from occasionally groping Luna's under the guise of a massage, this was a first, right?
Stroke, stroke-.
“Ahh, hnngh...”
Hippolyte slowly trembled as I circled my finger around it.
“Wh-where are you touching...!”
“Just bear with it a bit.”
“Y-you're touching my body with your fingers..., ahn...!”
Ticklish? She was wriggling like a puppy, so her nerves seemed fine.
Her armpit was heating up too, so blood flow looked good.
I kept caressing her right armpit.
“Hah, ugh...”
How much time passed like that?
Smooth.
Finally, a change came to the crop top tightly hugging her chest.
It was because a small protrusion—what you'd call a nipple—had stiffened prominently between those plush, massive breasts.
“N-no, this isn't, th-that's not...!”
Hippolyte seemed to notice her body's reaction, stammering uncertainly.
But the armpit is a sensitive spot, like an erogenous zone. Gently stimulating it could easily lead to arousal.
So I understood generously.
Still, seeing those nipples hardening under her neckline was enough to arouse any man.
Maybe because we'd been rolling in the scorching sun, her lithe, sweat-slicked body looked incredibly alluring now.
Me, doing it with a woman like this in some rundown barn?
Thinking back, it felt like a dream.
I'd groped those huge breasts with these hands. The sensation of them nearly bursting from my palm was still vivid.
Tearing my eyes from that ripe, exposed flesh was torturously hard. Having a defenseless woman right there, and only allowed to touch her armpit.
Of course, a beauty's armpit was reward enough in its own way, but still regrettable.
Wait, why am I even thinking this? Wasn't this a rescue effort? To clear my lust-addled head, I asked,
“Does rubbing like this feel any better?”
Asking a patient about their condition is basic medical practice. Massage therapists do it all the time.
No one knows their body better than themselves.
Hippolyte might know best how to treat her own body. So I asked, and she panted out,
“...Breathing feels tight.”
“I see.”
The Extreme Heaven Acupoint links from armpit to lungs. Strong stimulation burdens the chest and heart.
That explained why she couldn't snap out of it.
Only one solution then.
“Um, Hippolyte. This is a lifesaving act. Nothing problematic about it.”
“Suddenly, what do you-”
She seemed about to ask what I meant, but her face flushed like a boiling kettle, words failing her.
Probably because my palm was now on her chest. Natural panic.
To ease chest tightness, you have to touch the chest. So I rightfully groped her breasts.
Squish.
That massive breast under my palm. Not quite watermelon-sized, but comparable to sizable fruit.
A melon.
Soft like a ripe melon.
Different from Baroness Brigitte's or Luna's perfect handfuls—this overflowing, finger-squeezing fullness was incredible.
How does a person carry these around?
If it were me, I'd be fondling them nonstop alone.
Knead, knead. Squish-squish.
“...H-how's that? Feeling better...?”
I gripped both breasts, one per hand, kneading and pressing.
I knew this was treatment, thought of it as such, yet my lower half throbbed painfully hard.
“...How is it?”
“I-if you're thinking of raping me, you'd better stop...! That house over there has Antiope. If she sees you assaulting me, your head's coming off!”
Hippolyte thought I was trying to rape her. Can't blame her; it looked that way.
Panicked women sometimes mistake emergency aid for assault and escalate things.
So I needed to clearly state the situation and my intentions.
“Hippolyte, this is rescue. Not sexual at all. Why can't you understand my selflessness...?”
Just in case, I moved her behind the tree. Even if Antiope opened the back door, she wouldn't spot us.
“Now, let's focus on treatment.”
I gripped her breasts firmly with both hands, pouring in sincerity. Too big for one hand. Yet firm, shapely, no sag—impressive.
Truly divine blood at work.
“This, this is a Gold Tier chest. Amazing. No wonder breathing's hard with these attached.”
I had no idea what I was saying. Words just spilled out.
She'd said Bronze Tiers have too many stray thoughts. Today's lesson: act on instinct before thinking.
I was the model student following it to the letter.
“G-Gold Tier chest? Wh-what shameless...! Don't give it nicknames like that...!”
Hippolyte bit her lower lip in fury. Aroused and thrilled by her reaction, I finally pinched her protruding nipple between my fingers.
Pinch.
“Aahn...!”
The direct stimulation made her arch her back and jolt violently. Text popped up.
Ding-.
『Cured Hippolyte Heavensinger's status: Mark of Life.』
『Karma Value +10』
『Current Karma Value +175』
“Oh-.”
The mark on her body was gone.
Placing fingers on her still-twitching wrist, her level was back up, condition normalized.
“Haaah, ugh...!”
But Hippolyte was still writhing in pain, not recovered. Legs clamped tight, curled like a shrimp, twitching.
“Feeling a lot better now?”
“Ugh, uhh, even... harder to breathe...”
She complained of worsened breathing trouble. But no new status clues appeared.
As I puzzled over it, Hippolyte spoke.
“M-making my body unable to move... Evil Samaritan sorcery. You're blackmailing me, doing as you please...?”
“Huh?”
“Th-the aura training was an excuse. To get me alone, wait for my guard to drop. Right...?”
Hippolyte was paranoid, delusional even.
In her mind, I was a barbarian tearing meat with bare hands, no fork or knife; a battle-hungry warrior.
And a lustful beast always plotting to ravish women and impregnate them.
I felt a bit wronged. But half of it was spot-on.
Gazing at her disheveled, panting form made me want to swing my raging staff wild.
Any healthy guy would think that.
Of course, as a gentleman, I had the restraint not to act, being a cultured modern man, not some Samaritan savage.
Then Hippolyte panted out more.
“That night was the first and last, I said... Now you're forcing me to get pregnant...?”
“...Pregnant?”
“A Gold Tier adventurer like me, knock me up to make it fact? Barbarian way: give me a kid so I can't run. You barbarian beast...!”
Pregnancy.
Never crossed my mind, but her words conjured a daughter half me, half her.
She'd probably inherit our parents' crazy looks.
But with Hippolyte's stunning beauty, it'd be a healthy, cute kid for sure.
“...Y-you knew about my mandarin duck oil too! Kept it secret from Knoxdotty, targeting me, me...”
“Mandarin duck oil? The stuff from Venus Temple?”
“Yeah, pretending not to know. Worse than a cultist, you vile beast...!”
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Swish.

I gazed at Hippolyte, who was lying in the shade, panting heavily.

Her bronze skin glistened with sweat, and her taut abdomen rose and fell with each breath—truly a sight of perfect firmness and beauty.

Her slender waist, without an ounce of excess fat, was something many women would envy. But what about those massive breasts that didn't match it at all?

They were downright outrageous.

Just looking at them sent electric shocks tingling through my entire body, straight to the back of my head.

Damn, she's hot.

Truth be told, I really love women's breasts. I like them regardless of size, but bigger ones are better—it's just instinct for a man.

Swish.

So, I slipped my finger into the hole at the bottom of Hippolyte's crop top.

The cleavage was slick with sweat, easily accommodating a single finger.

Soft.

My index finger, enveloped in that plush flesh, felt like it was being squeezed in heaven itself.

“Ugh….”

Hippolyte squeezed her eyes shut and turned her head away, as if utterly humiliated. At the same time, she seemed detached, like she'd given up on everything.

“Hurry up… get it over with….”

“Get what over with?”

“Planting your filthy barbarian seed in my womb….”

Hippolyte just wanted this situation to end, no matter what.

She bit her lower lip anxiously, and even I could tell she was in a pretty distressed state.

I simply slid my finger in and out between her breasts.

Slide, squish, squish.

The warm, tight flesh parting around it felt so good it was addictive.

Maybe that's why there's a hole there—to do stuff like this.

“Hey, Hippolyte. Mind if I ask something? Why'd you cut a hole here?”

“B-Because sweat pools there….”

She answered in a hesitant, crawling voice, lacking confidence.

Makes sense—with breasts as huge as Hippolyte's, sweat would build up between the underside and the chest. So she made it for ventilation.

It was a practical reason, but seeing her underboob fully exposed like that drove me wild with excitement from head to toe.

How amazing would it feel to shove my hard cock in there and thrust away?

For now, I settled for vicarious satisfaction, wedging in two fingers—no, three—and scraping around.

“Hnngh, ugh, hngh, wh-what are you… doing…?”

But Hippolyte just trembled, clueless about my intentions. Still, my fingers kept wriggling between those oppressively tight breasts.

That should do it.

I untied my pants and pulled out my rigidly erect cock. Hippolyte's eyes widened in shock at the sight.

“It's… so… b-big…!?”

Come to think of it, she'd never properly seen it before. In the barn, it had all been fumbling in the dark.

It's not even that big, but seeing her tremble in exaggerated fear felt amazing.

And hey, now that she mentioned it, my cock seemed a bit bigger. Did it grow with my level-up?

Anyway, that wasn't the point right now. I hadn't pulled it out just to compare sizes.

Slide.

I pushed my cock straight into that sweaty, voluptuous cleavage.

Squish.

The sensation of my most sensitive, hottest part being squeezed by warm flesh nearly fried my brain.

“Th-The breasts? You can't impregnate someone there. Why…?”

But Hippolyte seemed oblivious to why I was doing this. Didn't she know the destructive power of her massive tits?

Thinking about it, she always seemed oblivious to her body's allure. Her usual outfit was like maximum-exposure training gear.

Was she deliberately seducing men? Nah, her views on chastity were weirdly rigid, so probably not.

Had she never realized her own sex appeal?

The thought crossed my mind for a second, but the incredible feeling of being sandwiched in that soft cleavage made me stop caring.

Slide, slide. Squish, squish.

I slowly rocked my hips back and forth, and as expected—no, beyond my expectations—a dense, plush pleasure surged from my lower body up through my spine to shake my brain.

Fucking incredible.

“Ugh, it's… h-hot….”

Hippolyte couldn't push me away and just fidgeted in confusion as I rubbed my huge cock between her breasts.

This was basically me enjoying it solo, so I grabbed her tits with my free hand, squeezing them together to increase the pressure on my cock. Felt even better.

Knead, knead.

“Ahng, ang, s-stop, this is… this is weird…!”

Kneading those huge tits while rubbing my dick between them.

It felt like a dream—no thoughts, just bliss.

Was this a dream? Maybe I'd been knocked out by that solar plexus punch from Hippolyte ages ago, and this was all in my head?

The idea melted away any lingering morals or inhibitions.

Not satisfied with just kneading her huge breasts with both hands, I pinched her nipples between thumb and index finger, twisting them.

“Ahn, ugh, th-this isn't… hn, hngh—!”

Hippolyte twitched and squirmed, at a total loss.

I'd heard women with big breasts are less sensitive there, but Hippolyte was the opposite. Rumors really aren't reliable.

“Wh-Why just the breasts… ugh, ngh—.”

“I'm gonna cum… inside your tits.”

Seeing her troubled face made me feel so damn good.

Toppling an adventurer several times stronger than me and doing whatever I wanted with her body—this was peak.

So, I thrust my hips faster, like I was impregnating her breasts.

Slap, slap, squelch.

Sweat and various fluids made her cleavage slick, producing truly lewd sounds.

“Ugh, ahh, ngh.”

Hippolyte let out little moans with each thrust.

Her lower body started writhing subtly, suggesting she was getting pretty turned on just from this skin-on-skin breast stimulation.

She feels it so well.

I'd heard some women are surprisingly insensitive, which can be an issue. A woman who responds like this must be blessed.

Slide, slide.

I kept twisting and pinching her nipples while rocking my hips.

“Ahh, ugh, th-this is weird. This isn't it, this isn't what I… barbarian…! Demon…! Beast…!”

Curses spilled from her lips with each thrust. Finally, I squeezed her tits tight and unleashed inside.

Spurt, spurt, gush.

“Guh, so… h-hot…!”

Even I was surprised by the sheer volume—way more than I'd imagined.

Slide.

Pulling out from that deep cleavage, thick white semen dribbled down. God, what a lewd sight.

Hippolyte touched the mess between her breasts with her palm, scooping some onto her finger and furrowing her brow slightly.

“This… smells weird…. Kinda like flowers, though….”

Probably her first time seeing cum up close. It could be intriguing at first—smells a bit like night-blooming flowers.

But that innocent expression made it impossible for me to hold back.

“Here, stand up and grab the tree.”

I pulled her up and had her grip the trunk shading us overhead.

Her waist wobbled like all strength had left it, but with my help, she managed to cling to the tree base and stand.

“Samaritan, when did your strength… get this strong…? It's different… from last time….”

Her voice trembled, as if scared by my brute force.

But I ignored it, slowly and carefully peeling down the thin panties draped over her ass.

Slide.

“N-No…!”

She clamped her thighs together in resistance, like she didn't want them removed.

I pried her thighs apart just enough and yanked the shorts down to her calves.

“Hnng….”

The athletic woman's signature hip-up ass came into view.

Her tight glutes framed a clenched pink anus, and below, her pussy dripped stringy fluids onto the pulled-down panties—eye-searingly harmful.

Yeah. This lower body was dangerous.

Couldn't just leave it alone.

Slide.

“To endure such… humiliation….”

Hippolyte shivered, but I casually extended my index finger and stroked between her wet ass cheeks.

Squelch.

Spread.

Parting her labia revealed vivid pink. The twitching hole still bore faint traces of her ruptured hymen.

“Pretty pussy.”

“Pr-Pretty…!?”

“I've seen plenty. This one's top-tier.”

“Hnngh, ugh, y-you've seen… lots of women's….”

Of course, I'd only seen a couple in real life, padding my knowledge with porn, but no need to explain.

My cock, fresh off one ejaculation, stood rigid again toward that quivering hole.

Hippolyte's pussy was already soaked, but before shoving in, there was something else I wanted to try.

Squelch, squelch.

I slid one finger into her drenched pussy. Vividly felt the wet walls wrap around my hand.

A feeling totally different from her breasts.

So this is a woman's—Hippolyte's—pussy.

“Nnghaaa… wh-what just went in… hnngh….”

I couldn't finger Luna like this because of her purity vow, so this was a rare chance.

Slide, slide, squelch, squish. Pshht, pyuuk.

Her insides clung to my finger like it wouldn't let go. Super tight, too.

But it felt a bit tame, so I pushed in my middle finger alongside.

“Ngh, ugh—! It's… th-thicker….”

Hippolyte's reaction changed dramatically. Her trembling knees gave out, and she slid down the tree.

“Haa, haa, ughaa, guh….”

Now she was face-down on the ground, upper body prone, ass raised high in a vulgar pose. Not like a gold-tier adventurer—more like a bitch in heat.

And I found that sight incredibly arousing and endearing.

Squelch, squish, stab, stab.

Like in porn, I curled my fingers and gently scraped her warm, winding insides.

Each time, indescribable fluids gushed out, soaking my hand to the wrist. Proof she was excited by my touch—felt great.

“How's it feel? What does a finger feel like?”

“Ahn, ungh, th-that… haa, ahh, ugh, hngh…. Don't knooow…. How far… will you defile me….”

Hippolyte could only moan incoherently now.

But her pussy clenched steadily, making it hard to move my fingers.

“It's clenching too much. Who’s the demon here, Hippolyte?”

I smacked her ass with my other hand—not hard, just loud.

Smack—!

The sharp sound startled her into a scream.

“Kyaa—!”

Ironically, it was the lewdest, most feminine sound she'd made yet.

Her pussy clamped down hard on my fingers, numbing them.

What?

Maybe.

Maybe Hippolyte gets off on being spanked?

Testing it, I smacked her ass again.

Smack—!

“Hek, ngh, guh!”

She yelped shortly, twitching and clawing at the sand with her palms.

Her insides spasmed in contractions and relaxations.

I didn't know everything about women's bodies, but recalling Luna, this was light orgasm territory—twitching convulsions.

“Hippolyte, do you like getting spanked?”

“N-No, I… I don't yield to violence…!”

“I see—you like it rough. Got it. I'll do you like a real barbarian. Force you hard.”

“F-Force…!?”

She convulsed in genuine shock.

Sure, saying something embarrassing dented my own pride a bit, but staring at her twitching pussy made me stop caring.

Squelch.

I withdrew my fingers and pressed my lower body against her.

“I'm getting you pregnant today.”

“P-Pregnant…! N-Nooo, I don't wanna be a barbarian's wife…!”

My cockhead slowly parted her tight, wet, sticky entrance. Wrinkled walls clung vividly to my shaft.

Squish.

“Guhk, nngkgh…!”

Hippolyte raked the tree with her nails, enduring the sensation.

Her lower body's grip was insane—resistant yet sucking me in.

Fueled by defiance, I slammed my hips forward.

Thrust.

My tip hit something deep inside her.

“Krgh, t-too… deeeep…!”
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My experiences with women sexually have been few and far between.

Still, if there's one thing I want to say about those intense memories, it's probably this.

Inserting my cock into a woman's pussy brings a pleasure far beyond just stroking it.

I used to think, what could be so special about shoving a hard body part inside?

Squelch.

"Hahht, ughhh, i-it's so deep...."

The moment I pushed into that tight inner space, my whole body felt enveloped in warmth, my waist and the back of my head trembling.

It really felt like my brain was frying.

It wouldn't be strange if I came right away.

But I couldn't waste a chance like this that might never come again. So I decided to savor the sensation leisurely, like tasting fine wine.

Slurp.

Hippolyte's pussy and inner walls were incredibly hot and wet.

Not only that, as a woman who had reached superhuman levels, her tightness was exceptional, gripping my cock firmly.

Yet it didn't feel uncomfortable because there was this bizarre suction pulling me deeper from inside.

"Urgh, ngh...."

A gasp or moan—I wasn't sure which—escaped my lips automatically. I'd been too frantic in the barn to notice before.

This must be what they call a legendary pussy.

I could see why men get addicted to women with ones like this.

Even just staying still inside, her walls wriggled on their own, building my pleasure higher and higher.

Looking down at where my cock was swallowed to the root was thrilling enough to make my heart burst.

To calm my chest, maybe I should say something.

"Whew, unlike last time, you took it all the way in nicely. Does it hurt less now?"

I asked Hippolyte, who lay flat beneath me, panting. If my knowledge was correct, this was only her second time.

The traces of her hymen had still been there last time, so overly rough actions or forced insertion could cause pain.

In fact, she seemed to be hurting quite a bit, busily scraping the tree trunk base with her nails.

"Huu, my belly, my belly feels so full.... It feels, feels so strange...."

She seemed out of it from the unfamiliar sensation of a foreign object inside her.

To snap her out of it, I lifted my palm slightly and gave her plump ass a light smack.

Smack.

"Hyaak-!"

Squeeze.

Her already tight pussy clenched around my cock so hard it almost hurt. That's when I knew for sure.

Hippolyte had masochistic tendencies and enjoyed being tormented. It was fascinating to meet someone like this in real life.

Of course, everyone has their own submissive desires to some degree. It's just a matter of how far they allow it.

In various media, this kind of thing involved not just physical sadism but verbal abuse with words and tongue to damage the mind.

So I tried saying something I thought she'd like.

"To think the savage of the wilderness gets excited from having her ass spanked. Is this something Sodomora's hero should be showing?"

"...Hmph, I'm not excited. Who would get, huu, excited from being forced like this...."

Hippolyte tried to play it off like it was nothing.

But her throbbing inner walls were biting down on my cock so tightly it hurt, refusing to let go. Even I could tell she was plenty aroused by my clumsy verbal abuse.

As I pondered better things to say, Hippolyte, sprawled on the ground, spoke first.

"Like a wild dog, trying to ravage me in this filthy position.... Without even seeing each other's faces, in such a barbaric pose...."

As she said, doggy style was a primal position.

No different from wild beasts, the most primitive mating stance.

Since we were already like this, I decided to make the most of it. I placed my hands on her slender waist.

Then I snapped my hips for a light piston thrust.

Squelch, slap.

Her flooded pussy made obscenely lewd sounds.

The flesh-on-flesh slap of my thighs against her firm ass felt great too. Sensational.

Gold-tier adventurers really were something else.

"Hau, uht, s-suddenly moving like that.... What are you, what are you going to do to me-."

"Be quiet. Pervert."

"W-What?"

I ordered Hippolyte to shut up for interrupting my enjoyment. Not with the usual respectful title, but raw and blunt.

"H-How dare you call me a pervert right now- Huu...."

She cut off mid-sentence with a pained groan.

The reason was that my hand, gripping her waist, had slid deep over her lower belly, rubbing and stimulating her clit.

Squelch, squelch, squelch.

Her lower body was so drenched I couldn't tell where one part ended and another began; everything was slick.

I said,

"You're soaking wet. Getting forced like this and this turned on? Looks like you wanted to be jumped by a barbarian like me."

"How dare you, how dare a mere Bronze adventurer like you..., huht, huuht-. Aaang...!"

Every time I hurled abuse, her insides twitched, and more sweat beaded on her waist.

Hippolyte's sweating body was stunningly beautiful, evoking a sense of reverence, perfectly sculpted.

Defiling it gave me a twisted thrill of sacrilege, like soiling a work of art. I couldn't hold back anymore.

Squelch, squish, squish, squelch. Sluuurp.

I moved my hips at a steady rhythm. The sensation of my cock sliding in and out of her tight, wet folds, savoring every ridge, shot up my spine through my whole body.

"Aht, a-ah, stop, enough, enough alreadyyy, in this position.... Nooo...."

Hippolyte shuddered and tried to pull away from me.

But I pressed down hard on her shoulders from above, thrusting like I was truly raping her.

Squeeze.

"Stay still, you... bitch."

"Huuuht...!?"

Whether shocked by my unexpectedly strong grip or the crude word from my mouth, Hippolyte bucked wildly.

But with my mind switched on, eyes bloodshot, I pinned her down with all my strength, focused solely on dumping my seed inside her, and kept pistoning.

Squish, squelch, squish-squelch, slurp, tzup.

"Haang, aat, no, nooo, really, really can't breathe.... Going crazy, huu, ah, I'm, I'm dying.... Too, too biggg...."

Hippolyte spoke as if breathing was hard.

In response, I moved the hand teasing her clit from navel to chest, chest to neck, and shoved it into her mouth.

Prying her jaw open, securing her airway.

Now she could breathe easier.

My fingers felt her clumsily stiffened tongue, and I started playing with it, twisting and teasing.

"Hau, haaa-, tsuhhh, huu-."

Caught by her tongue, she could no longer speak, only leaking sticky saliva and hot breaths.

At this point, she wasn't a woman—she was a bitch in heat.

Sluuurp, tzup. Tzup, splat, splat, squish, squish.

"Haht, aaang, hang, ahhat, uh, huuugh.... Haht, I, I was wronggg...."

Was she saying she was sorry?

Me getting an apology from Hippolyte.

Could I claim I'd manipulated her emotions?

The thought that I could control someone else's feelings at will had me thrilled to the tips of my hair; I couldn't endure it.

So I buried my chin in the nape of her neck, biting her scruff or kissing her shoulder with tongue and lips.

Chomp.

When I bit her neck a bit hard, Hippolyte thrashed wildly beneath my lower belly, but she couldn't overcome my excitement-fueled strength.

"Uh, th-this guy, your strength, why is it so strong...! Uh, hauht."

My two hands now gripped each of her massive breasts tightly, squeezing. I'd untied her top and hiked up her crop top to expose her bare chest.

Rutting from behind while groping her huge tits, bra slightly askew.

Honestly, at that moment, I thought I could die happy.

"Huht, ang, aht, huu, it's thickening, getting even thicker...!"

Tzup, tzup, slurp, splat.

My cock pistoning into her hot pussy and walls started to sting like it was burning.

I thought I'd cum soon, but it felt like I'd hit the peak yet fallen just short—one step away. The prolonged tease drove me insane. Was this the power of a legendary pussy?

Fuck, I want to cum.

So I shook my hips like a dog.

Pak, pat, pat, pak, pat, pat, splat-.

Even to me, it was incredibly fast pistoning. Unable to endure the pleasure and stimulation, Hippolyte clawed at the ground, the tree, and anything nearby with her nails.

Her ass and asshole visible beneath me twitched in spasms.

"Fuck, why won't it come. Gonna cum inside, inside you."

"Ugh, no, pregnancy, you'll get me pregnant...! Today, today is dangerous, really, really no...!"

"Get pregnant, get pregnant!"

I grabbed her flailing arms behind her back as she started half-sobbing. Using them like reins, I ramped up the doggy pounding.

The woman who'd pinned me down like a child moments ago was now utterly subjugated by me instead. Could anything feel better?

"Aat, no, haang, haaak, really, really no, stop, stop Hatsan...! Hii, uuk, haaa, hiiuk, huung, hat!"

Tzup, splat, splat, splat, squelch.

Her soaked pussy and gaping mouth produced lewd sounds like an instrument.

I couldn't tell if her spoken rejections were genuine or just bratty protests.

Either way, I had no intention of pulling out.

"Gonna cum in your pussy, your pussy."

"Ughk, my, my puss.... No, nooo...."

But Hippolyte could only take my cock deep with no resistance. Arms pinned, forced to take pleasure from behind.

One regret: I couldn't see her huge tits bouncing. A mirror in front would've been perfect.

Anyway, I kept thrusting inside her for minutes, tens of minutes, on the verge anytime.

Tzup, zzup.

Each thrust brought endless love juices gushing like an unfailing spring. Who knew the body held so much fluid.

"Huu, hau, really, really no.... I, I'm, in ovulation.... Hht, huuk, hht...."

Right then, a sob burst from Hippolyte's lips. A woman crying because of me. Could anything prick the conscience more?

My peak excitement dipped a bit. I'd gotten too carried away and hurt her.

I'd thought her masochism meant she'd like this.

But apparently that was just me. As I considered treating her gently now, a perverse thrill rose at the idea of creampieing her during peak ovulation.

If she got pregnant like this, it'd cause massive upheaval in her life.

Honestly, I didn't have the confidence to handle it.

Struggling to care for myself, becoming a dad? Scary.

"Then, I'll cum outside, so say, 'Hatsan-nim, I won't act up again.'"

"Huu, th-think I'd say that? You, you getting a -nim from me? I'm a demigod, huu, huu.... I'm the daughter of the God of War. I kneel to no one...."

"Urgh, really coming. It's coming. Ugh-!"

"Huh-! No, if I really get pregnant it'll be disaster...! I'll lose my job, have to return my adventurer necklace, huu, quick, pull out-!"

Getting caught pregnant before marriage meant she'd have to take responsibility and step down.

Makes sense—she was the leader of the virgin brigade. Far from promiscuous, that was her image.

Her reputation as a chaste priestess was key to her hero status.

But if she bore a child unmarried, father unknown? If the baby had barbarian-like black hair?

If I were her, I'd be terrified. Mars Guild stocks would plummet, her fortune worthless.

She'd end up on the streets. Strong as she was, she wouldn't starve.

Sometimes honor matters more than life, so she couldn't bear such a fall.

But now, holding back my orgasm was reaching its limit.

Panting heavily, I kneaded her breasts harder. Pinching her slightly inverted nipples made them erect instantly.

"Aht, haa, stop, ha, Hatsan.... Hatsan...-nim..., ah, I won't act up anymore, please...."

Sensing my impending release, had she swallowed her pride? It felt a bit awkward, but passable in this precarious moment.

For the ultra-prideful Hippolyte who hated defeat above all, bending this much meant I should yield too.

But unlike her mouth, her pussy clamped down greedily, refusing to let go.

Like demanding semen, no, robbing it violently.

A pussy perfectly optimized for impregnation.

Regrettable to pull out and waste it.

"Whew-."

I had plenty to lose too, so I barely extracted from her body.

"Huuu...."

Hippolyte slumped limply to the ground.

I flipped her over carefully, stroked her heaving breasts a few times, and shoved my cock into her half-open mouth.

Her cheek bulged as my tip pushed in.

When her teary, dazed eyes looked up at me, I couldn't hold back and came in her mouth and on her face.

Spurt, spurt-.
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Hippolyte's eyes were brimming with tears, sparkling so brightly they seemed to shine.

Lately, she'd been doing her makeup with glitter and all sorts of paints, right?

The smeared makeup from her tears and her glistening eyes looked prettier and more beautiful than ever. And so, I ended up ejaculating inside her warm cheek and across her face.

I'd just wanted to finish in her mouth, but there was more cum than I expected, and it splashed onto her face too.

"Hoo..."

Only then could I finally catch my breath, like I'd been holding it the whole time. It was a pretty massive load, and I felt all the energy drain out of my body.

Doing it twice in a row with that much volume—no helping it. Still, this languid feeling all over was kinda weird.

Guess my next stat point goes into stamina. That should help with this post-nut haze, right? Stamina's basically endurance itself.

"Hic, s-slimy, ugh..."

Hippolyte let the white liquid dribble out of her mouth like she was spitting up my semen.

I'd hoped she might swallow it, but no such luck.

Same with Luna before—looks like it was just my fantasy, my pipe dream.

Not that it probably tasted good anyway.

No clue what it tastes like, but it's gotta be nasty. Thinking that way, I got why she'd spit it out.

Still, even if it was impulsive, I'd gone and done it with Hippolyte again. Two people sweating under the blazing sun, her huge breasts and those firm thighs and armpits.

Honestly, it was inevitable. Anyone else would've fallen to that temptation too.

As I was thinking that, Hippolyte, lying in the shade and heaving up and down, wiped the milky fluid from her face with her palm.

"Ugh, what is this? This is semen...? I-is this really semen...?"

She acted like the cum on her face was some fascinating mystery. Then she sniffed it, wrinkling her brow.

"...Smells weird. To think this comes out of the body..."

She lay there for a few minutes, savoring the afterglow, then got up like nothing happened.

She glanced down at her cum-dripping breasts and thighs overflowing with her own juices, bit her lower lip a little.

"...I'm gonna go wash up."

And with that, she headed straight into the house.

Her place had a shower setup, so yeah, she was probably gonna rinse off all that mess.

A few minutes later, she came back out and suggested I wash up there too.

I was sticky from the heat and everything else, so no reason to turn her down.

Even after scrubbing every inch clean, though, something still felt off, like I couldn't fully relax.

When I stepped back outside, there was Hippolyte, arms crossed, leaning against the tree in the shade where we'd just fucked.

She looked so solemn and intimidating, I almost didn't recognize her from moments ago. Hard to even talk to her.

But I had to say something.

"Um, H-Hippolyte..."

"What?"

"Uh, that thing... I heard you had thunder swan oil..."

"Is this what you need?"

Now I noticed she was holding a small vial—what you'd call a potion bottle.

A bottle of red oil. It was definitely the thunder swan balm I'd gotten as a reward from the Venus temple.

That stuff was great for covering up indiscretions.

Even Jupiter, king of the gods, used it to cheat on his wife without getting caught, or so they said.

Anyway, having that would put my mind at ease.

"C-could you give me some?"

"One bottle costs one gold. You think I'm just gonna hand it over?"

Holy shit, one gold per bottle? The price made my vision blur. Yeah, asking for it free would be pushing it.

As I racked my brain for a way to get it,

Hippolyte said with a languid, relaxed expression,

"If you dodge my fists three times in a row, it's yours. Consider it training."

"Oh, shit."

"Dodge!"

She swung at me. Her fist cut through the air like a bullet—dodging was no joke.

Too late to move, so I imagined my body turning hard like stone or iron.

"Iron bar!"

But the pain exploding in my gut was worse than I'd pictured.

"Gaaah!"

"I said dodge, not take it."

Yeah, skills were just a dream.

* * *

As the sun set, Luna's cabin came into view from afar.

In the fairly spacious yard, Luna was crouched down fiddling with stuff. She looked up, sensing me.

"Oh my god, Hassan! What happened?!"

Her eyes widened like saucers.

She dropped what she was doing and scurried over.

"Why do you look so ugly now?!"

"Well, I've always been that way."

Luna fussed over my bruised face, genuinely shocked and fidgety.

With my face all swollen like I'd been stung by bees—bumps and bruises everywhere—it had to look hideous.

"Hassan, you used to be cool-ugly before. Now you just look like a potato that rolled down a hill!"

Cool-ugly? What the hell. Luna's vocabulary sometimes goes beyond what I can imagine—hard to keep up.

"Did you run into bandits, Hassan? Or fight a dragon? How'd you get hurt like this?"

Her yelling right by my ear made my head throb like a concussion.

Once she knew my body could take a beating without breaking, Hippolyte went full force in the second half—no holding back.

Training was an excuse; she just wanted to punch me.

Fair enough—I'd jumped her without asking. She had every right to be pissed and beat me, or even chop my head off.

Me, forcing myself on a woman.

Lately, my libido's been ramping up. Once it flips, I can't hold back. Is horniness always this hard to control?

Back when I was a slave under Dusa's curse, I'd never imagined it'd get like this...

Anyway, I passed Hippolyte's test and cleaned up with the swan balm. But would it really work? I was on edge.

Then Luna sniffed me.

"You smell like Hippolyte—"

My face and body ached from the bruises, but the tension was worse—like my breath stopped. As I waited anxiously, lips sealed,

Luna said,

"She beat you up, huh?"

"Y-yeah, she did."

"That wicked bitch. Beating someone up like this. So, why'd she hit you? Did you do something to deserve it?"

Her question mixed worry with accusation.

Answer wrong, and she might smash my face with the potato in her hand.

"Well, she was training me. Y'know, aura practice or whatever."

"Training?"

So I explained: I paid Hippolyte one gold for a month of private lessons, and her methods were brutally Spartan.

"So that's why you got beat."

Luna nodded, convinced, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

"Wait here, I'll put some ointment on! I made some just in time."

She darted into the first-floor workshop, rummaged around, came back with a small shell full of white powder, and spread it on my face.

Ssssh.

It stung like salt in the wound. What kinda medicine hurts this bad? Disinfectant?

"Ug, what is this? What medicine is it? It burns like hell."

"Salt!"

Ugh, actual salt.

For a second, I wondered if Luna was torturing me.

Maybe—maybe she knew everything.

A scary thought hit me, so I shut it down.

"Hold still—"

Her expression was so serious as she applied it, and in this primitive world, they did use salt for wounds sometimes, so I let it go.

Medicine here's that pathetic.

"There, all done! Feel better?"

It hurt way more now, throbbing, but I couldn't waste her effort—I just nodded silently.

Luna beamed.

"I'll put more on before bed!"

"Nah, I'm good."

"Really? You gotta do it consistently for disinfection."

"I heal fast anyway. It'll be fine soon. Hey, uh, what were you up to?"

I glanced around to change the subject. The yard, messed up this morning, was now neatly tidied.

"You cleaned it all up?"

"Yeah, it was exhausting. Fixed the fence, replanted the potatoes. You have no idea how brutal it was under the sun."

"Paranoia?"

"Nah, I did it myself today. She didn't come. No clue where she is. Check this out—cool, right?"

Luna led me to a spot in the yard. There was a stick jammed into the ground.

At the top hung what you'd call a stuffed animal—a beast made of cloth and straw.

"A lion?"

"Yep! A lion! Think even a tanuki would run from this? Beast-scaring totem! Whaddya think?"

What did I think?

It was a sloppy lion scarecrow—kinda iffy to me.

But Luna stood proud like she'd done something amazing, so I went positive.

"Impressive. Looks just like a real lion! You're more talented than I thought!"

"R-really...?"

Luna blushed, fidgeting and staring at her toes peeking from the sandals I bought her. Adorable.

She's weak to praise too.

Kinda like me. That similarity made her even cuter.

Anyway, making a lion out of straw and cloth to scare tanuki—classic Luna, and kinda fun.

Like decorating a cozy yard in an all-ages game?

Though I doubt it'd stop tanuki from digging up the potatoes.

Fidgety Luna pointed at the ground, overcoming her shyness.

"Only showing you, Hassan, but I bought a dwarf bear trap and set it here. Cost five silver."

"Bear trap...?"

"Press here, and the jaws snap shut!"

She pressed the center with her finger.

Ka-ching! The steel trap clamped with a gruesome sound.

Lion's a decoy—bear trap's the real deal. Luna had real tactical smarts; I was shocked.

"Over here, spike trap. Touch this tripwire, and a spiked log drops from above! This one was pricey—ten silver."

The traps she showed were vicious. The yard felt like it shifted from Animal Crossing to a hunting ground.

Age rating shot up.

"But isn't this a bit much?"

"I'm killing the tanuki."

"Y-yeah, this'll definitely do it."

"Invading our yard, stealing our stuff—no forgiveness. They even pissed everywhere. That's gotta be their mark saying they'll come back!"

Luna straight-up hated the potato-munching tanuki. Territorial instinct?

"The stone path here's safe, so stick to it! I'm gonna make warning signs too, but you're good at writing, Hassan. Write on the plaques for me!"

At least she marked the safe zones well.

So we made plaques together, drove them deep into the yard entrance. Kept the text simple: "Watch for Traps."

"But what about people who can't read?"

Her question stumped me. Literacy's low here—lots of illiterates.

After thinking, I added drawings to the plaques: skulls, primal fear symbols like pirate flags or poison warnings—bones and all.

Luna finally smiled, relieved.

"Looks like a real skull. Hassan, you're amazing at drawing! Everyone'll run seeing this!"

"You think?"

Even I thought it came out good. Seen enough anatomy charts, plus my handiwork—makes sense.

With traps and signs done, evening fatigue hit as we relaxed.

Luna and I finally had a cozy dinner for two. Some leftover meat from before—we fired up the yard grill again.

Fatty cut with rind—pork belly. Maybe five-layer pork?

"Was gonna make bacon, but let's just eat it."

She'd secretly planned to smoke it into bacon.

But premium meat like this? Better grilled fresh.

I had some grilling chops, so I laid it on the hot plate.

"For five-layer pork, circle the fat around the rind first to crisp it up, then grill the rest."

Sizzle...

The meat hissed loudly on the broad plate—got my stomach rumbling. Luna's eyes sparkled at the cooking pork.

"Mmm, looks tasty. Hassan, you grill great! First time eating roasted pork belly. Think it'll taste good without making it bacon?"

Never had pork belly before?

Excited to treat her, I grilled away happily.

Whoooosh, bang—pop pop!

A massive boom like thunder—I jumped. War? Finally the crazy reds invading?

Looking up, weird fireballs shot high and burst. Sparks like petals—pretty.

Whoooosh, pbbbt—!

"Fireworks!"

Luna, munching hot meat, raised her hands and yelled.

Fireworks? Right, the city's been buzzing lately—some festival.

Guess it started.

"Hassan, finish up and let's head downtown! Festival time!"

She shoveled food in frantically. Should savor it, but she was dying to go.

"What festival?"

"Tonight, the Path of the Dead opens!"

"Path of the Dead?"

"The boundary between living and dead crumbles! No time to waste—let's hit the city!"

No idea what that meant.

Like Halloween?

Never thought I'd party like an insider.

I crammed the grilled meat and rushed off with Luna.
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Brightly shining streetlights.  
Convenience store lights.  
Neon signs in the city center.

It felt like ancient history already, but as far as I could remember, Korean night streets were pretty bright.

And in every big city, if you headed toward the bustling entertainment district, you could easily spot people milling about even late at night.

But the evenings on the barbaric, uncivilized Gaia continent weren't that bright or rowdy—the noisiest spots were just inns packed with drunken patrons.

Wah-wah-wah.

Tonight, though, it was like everyone had spilled out onto the streets. Even deep into the evening, the central city center was a madhouse of surging crowds.

"Wow, Hassan! There are so many people!"

Luna, who had been tugging my arm along, raised her voice from under her skull helmet as she took in the throngs packed tightly on every street.

"But it's super creepy, right?"

At her words, I quickly scanned the surroundings.

Sure, tons of people were wandering the streets, but every single one had a colorful mask covering their face, which gave off an unsettling vibe.

It felt like someone might suddenly whip out a dagger from their pocket and start robbing folks. Hell, with all these shady characters wearing masks on top of it, this uneasy mood was totally understandable.

A late-night festival like this was bound to spike the crime rate.

Among the jostling crowds, pickpockets with masked faces might be lurking for an opening, and who knows what was going down in those dark alleys.

Crash, bang!

"You just groped my ass! Pay up, you little shit!"

"Fuck, who gropes a guy's ass? Huh? Did you just hit me?"

"I didn't hit you!"

"...Fine."

Sure enough, amid the boisterous chatter on the central street, screams, shouts, and the sounds of fights breaking out—furniture shattering and bodies tumbling—erupted now and then.

Clank, clatter.

Of course, guards with helmets covering their faces were scurrying around everywhere, but they seemed woefully outnumbered by the flood of citizens pouring into the streets, struggling to keep up.

"Alright, alright, form a line. The Origene Squad from Minerva Guild will sort out the traffic."

Was Minerva Guild handling the festival?

I spotted quite a few adventurers in masks patrolling the area too. The only proof of their identity was those matching bronze and silver badges.

Fuck, there were a shit-ton of people.

What if I just bulldozed right through 'em?

Ever since I was a kid, I'd fantasized about mowing down festival crowds or packed throngs with a bulldozer.

But hey, it wasn't just me—probably everyone has had that thought at least once. Totally normal.

My personal theory: deep down, everyone wants to bulldoze other people. They just don't act on it.

Damn, crowds really make wild thoughts pop up.

I shook off the image of those massive bulldozer wheels.

"Luna, hang tight to my arm so we don't get separated."

"Hassan, look! A magician's doing a show!"

While I fretted about losing her in the massive crowd, Luna clung to my arm and yanked me this way and that, exclaiming at everything like it was brand new.

We wormed through the masses following her lead, and in the center of a ringed crowd, a fire-breathing stunt was in full swing using something like a torch.

Whoosh.

Whoosh.

Oh, this guy's actually decent at spewing flames.

A woman with a masquerade-style mask covering the upper half of her face opened her mouth wide with an "ahh," took the torch in, and—sizzle—the flame went out with a scorch mark.

The crowd gasped in shock and burst into applause. Soon, coins started clinking at their feet as people tossed them in, filling the air with jangling sounds.

Looks like a street performance troupe. Festivals always overflow with spectacles like this—great for the eyes.

"Hassan, look! She ate fire! Is it magic? Magic that lets you eat fire?"

Luna smacked my arm in excitement, but I was busy scooping up coins from the ground.

Clink-clink-clink.

A coin tossed toward the performers had rolled right under my foot.

I subtly stepped on it so no one noticed, then pretended to tie my shoelace and pocketed it all.

That's 3 copper already.

They're the ones performing, but I'm the one raking in the cash. Easy money.

The mask must be doing it—feels like it lets you do stuff you'd normally be too embarrassed for, or even go against your conscience without a second thought.

"Hassan, she ate fire, you know?"

Luna kept yapping because I wasn't reacting, clearly fascinated by the fire-eating.

"Magic?"

"Dunno. Could be a trick or real magic."

"...Hassan, what are you doing on the ground the whole time?"

"Picking up coins. Ground's a goldmine here."

"How much?"

"Already got 3 copper."

"Shit... Let's grab more."

And so, Luna and I hustled through people's legs, snatching up coins.

It was risky—got my hand nearly stepped on a few times in the crush—but we ended up with about 10 copper.

Sure, scavenging coins might look petty, but I saw other masked folks doing the same here and there.

No one seemed to care, treating dropped coins like trash. Was this part of the festival fun?

"Hehe, this'll get us some corn!"

Seeing Luna beam at the jingling coins made me think, yeah, guys really need to bring in the dough.

With that, we headed to a street vendor for snacks using our scavenged coins. But the line was endless—who knew when it'd be our turn?

Were there always this many people in the city?

It felt way more crowded than the daytime market. Was it just me?

"Luna, doesn't it seem like too many people?"

"It's a festival! Folks must've come from other cities!"

She had a point.

A massive event spanning several nights would draw tourists and opportunistic merchants from afar. Made sense.

Luna's sharper than I thought.

As I quietly admired her insight, she continued in an exaggerated, spooky voice from under her mask.

"And they say non-humans mix in at Sodoma's festival."

"Non-humans?"

"Lost souls who couldn't pay the fare to cross the river of the dead are said to pass through Sodoma during this time. That's why we wear masks—to blur the line between living and dead so they don't harm us."

So that's the origin of this weird masquerade festival?

I recalled something from a library book on the origins of Sodoma.

It had a long, boring title full of dull history—I'd quit after chapter one.

According to it, deep underground beneath Sodoma flows Acheron, the river of the underworld.

Mages built the city above its ferry landing to harness the mana spewing from it, and it grew into this huge metropolis.

Thinking about it now, that's basically saying a massive leyline runs under the city.

I don't know feng shui, but water veins underground are bad for people.

Fuck, and it's not just any—it's the fucking river of the dead.

Super ominous.

No wonder Pluto cultists, rare in Calcutta, were always stirring shit specifically in Sodoma.

* * *

"Ah, that was fun, right?"

The festival supposedly ran till dawn.

But Luna and I were beat quick, so after checking out some street shows, we headed back to the shack.

She'd worked all morning and afternoon, draining her stamina, and I'd had a grueling training session with Hippolyte in various ways, so I was wiped too.

Still, tasty snacks and sights left me satisfied. But on a rare festival night, was she cool heading home already?

"It's on for four more nights, so let's come back tomorrow or the day after!"

Good thing it lasted several days—main events apparently kicked off on day two anyway.

"Gotta wrap work early tomorrow before evening. Or maybe finish tomorrow's quota tonight?"

Even fresh from the festival, she was buzzing about tomorrow. She really dug the noisy, rowdy, chaotic, creepy vibe.

"Fun?"

"Yeah! First time the night's been this wild!"

Fair. Late nights out can sweep you up in weird excitement. Does the dark moonlit night really have magic?

Especially for Luna, daughter of the great night goddess—must hit different.

Wish we could take more night walks together. Though with this city's security, fat chance.

Anyway, we made it back from the noisy central city to the quiet west gate slums.

Hard to believe it was rowdy minutes ago—the slums were dead silent.

Shadowy clusters of masked figures huddled in dark alleys every so often, making me rest my hand on the club at my waist.

Fuck, everyone looks like a mugger. Super on edge.

Come at me, and I'll smash you all.

As I radiated murderous intent at the shadows, Luna, munching corn on a stick, spoke up.

"Couldn't even get near the festival last year. This year, actually doing stuff makes it fun."

"No festival last year?"

"Was hungry, so just slept at night."

"I see."

She'd said right after arriving in the city, she was dirt poor, barely better than empty-handed.

To save calories, she'd sleep or twist ropes in barns for pennies at night.

No luxuries like festivals.

Now she pulled 1 gold a month in expected revenue—a businesswoman.

Domain lord who shelled out 10 silver on traps to defend her turf. Who'd have thought when we met?

Hits different.

"Luna, you've made it big."

"Right? Got land, house, workshop. Pretty much achieved what I wanted. Now just grind money to lift the curse on Ideophe Island."

She had goals.

Women charging toward theirs? Pretty damn cool.

This girl, a full head shorter than me, somehow looked huge.

In a world where many scrape by day-to-day, digging roots to survive for a dream?

Could I? Nah. I'd crash in under a year. Made her seem amazing.

Kinda made me feel small.

I'm the poster boy for hand-to-mouth adventurer.

She never looked down on me, but as a guy, the inferiority stung.

Unequal relationships have way more baggage than expected. Wait, why am I even thinking this?

Suddenly hit me: I was overthinking. Does Luna worry about this stuff?

Got curious what she ponders under that sturdy skull helmet, pink hair sparkling.

"Luna, what're you thinking now?"

"Nothing?"

"Got it."

She seemed blank.

Was I overreacting alone? Nights like this make you sappy. Better sleep it off at home.

"Woof-woof, all good?"

Woof-woof!

Home, we confirmed nothing happened while out, washed up rough, and hit the blankets.

Bang, boom-bang!

Fireworks popping outside were loud, but lying with Luna watching the sky light up felt poetic.

She felt it too.

"Lying here enjoying the festival—total luxury, huh?"

I snapped out of drowsiness.

"What?"

"Never dreamed I'd watch fireworks like this this year. Without you, I'd probably be back on Ideophe soil."

"That so?"

"Since meeting you, money luck's been weirdly good. Black my lucky color? Maybe 'cause I'm the night goddess's kid?"

No clue on lucky colors or fortune. She bought into superstitions.

Brain fuzzy from sleep, pondering a reply, she burrowed into my arms.

"Let's watch fireworks together next year too."

"Yeah."

Felt great. At least till next year, I'm in her life plan.

Drifting off to fireworks as lullaby—

Rustle.

Luna slipped from my arms, sitting up.

"Thirsty?"

"No."

She shook her head.

"Someone invaded our domain. Or not? Dunno. Weird feeling. What is it?"

"What're you—"

Sharp click!

A precise mechanism engaged—metal grinding loudly in the yard. Luna's bear trap springing.

Sleep vanished; I bolted up.

"Fuck, raccoon? Raccoon got in?"

"Dunno. Feels off—. My imagination?"

She seemed half-asleep, out of it. I got up, headed to the window.

"I'll check. Wait here."

Peeking out—masked weirdos swarming our yard.

"Sign with skull mark, here. This must be this year's ferry spot!"

"Hurry in! This year, we cross the river!"

Fuck, what? Crossing what?
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Ssslruk.

Luna, who had been curled up in my arms sleeping, suddenly woke up.

“There’s someone outside.”

Luna sometimes had an uncanny intuition. And right now was exactly one of those times. With a ka-ching—the sound of the bear trap going off—I thought maybe a raccoon had shown up, so I glanced out the window.

Wah-gul, wah-gul—.

It wasn’t just a stray raccoon. A fairly large crowd was invading our yard.

Around ten of them, maybe? They were wearing masks, so it was hard to tell for sure, but they seemed to be a mix of genders and ages.

Who would have thought people would trespass into a private home’s fence?

What the hell for?

Are they some kind of don’t-ask bandits?

Or maybe thugs targeting me, the hotshot adventurer these days?

Or could it be personal grudges from folks caught up in the underground market collapse?

People hiding their identities with black robes in our yard—it filled my head with all sorts of bad thoughts. It was horrifying.

Whatever it was, it didn’t feel like good news.

So I gripped my club tight and peeked just my face out the window, straining to figure out what the hell these bastards were up to.

For starters, barging into someone’s home without permission made them the worst kind of shits in the world, no doubt.

The silver lining, if you could call it that, was they didn’t seem armed.

Of course, with those loose robes, they could have poison-dipped daggers hidden inside, so I couldn’t relax.

“Hassan, who is it? Who’s here? Is someone outside?”

Luna asked quietly, looking at me staring out the window. She was trembling all over, clearly scared stiff.

It was natural to be frightened since the intruder wasn’t just some wild animal like a raccoon. I couldn’t tolerate anything that terrified Luna like this.

So I bellowed out the window like I was some ferocious lion.

“Hey, you fucks! What the hell are you doing barging in here, you shitheads? Get the fuck out now, or I’ll smash you all!”

It was a lame threat in content, but I had confidence in my loud voice, so it came out as a pretty convincing growl.

“There are traps here.”

“Yeah, there are traps every year.”

“Should we just wait here?”

But the intruders in the yard ignored my masterpiece shout completely, chattering away under their masks with hee-hee giggles.

They acted like they hadn’t heard a word no matter how much noise I made. It was bewildering even to me.

No, could they really not hear?

Is that possible?

“You goddamn bastards!”

So I yelled even louder. I could vividly feel Luna trembling harder behind me, probably spooked by my foul language.

“Look, over here—there are potatoes.”

“Potatoes, huh. Steamed, they’re delicious. Didn’t expect potatoes at the ferry landing.”

“Are there potatoes across the river too?”

“Dunno. Still, I wanna go this year for sure.”

But these intruders didn’t even pretend to hear me this time either. It was weird.

At this point, the anger at these uninvited guests invading the yard gave way to fear and chills from the eerie atmosphere.

I might be thinking something ridiculous, but...

Those guys didn’t seem human.

If not human, then what?

No idea. They had human shapes, spoke like humans, but weren’t human—something else.

Chills ran down my spine, flashing back to old memories.

I used to tag along with my dad when he went gathering herbs in the mountains.

The herbs and materials he wanted were in the deepest paths of mountains without even maps—places only wild beasts and birds would go. It was brutal.

We often couldn’t time our descent and had to camp out.

When dusk fell and the night was filled with beast cries, Dad would tell stories to ease the lonely camp vibes.

Like tales of a crazy shaman he saw as a kid, or haunted trees—stuff you’d see on summer YouTube, told in a hushed voice.

Son, the world of ghosts and the world of the living are different. But sometimes, the ripples overlap. Your dad here, being frail as a kid, saw a lot of ghostly stuff.

Seeing ghosts? In a world with 24-hour convenience stores?

Honestly, I didn’t believe him.

I’m a discharged vet now. Ghosts? That’s kid stuff from elementary school.

I figured it was just to scare and tease me as a child, and it probably was.

But his ghost stories in deep woods or dark mountains were subtly terrifying, and even as I grew up, they never got familiar.

Those damn ghost stories. Ugh, hate hearing them.

Kid, who’d you get all this fear from? Anyway, listen up. You’re my son, so with your weak vibe like mine, you might see ghosts too.

Some stories stuck in my ears as deep memories. Like this one.

Ghosts can’t see us like we can’t see them. But sometimes, there are ghosts you can see. Those ones even talk to the living.

Ghosts talk to you?

Yeah, but never answer what they ask. They’ll stick to you. Your dad suffered as a kid. Couldn’t tell them from people. Now I can a bit.

Seeing ghosts and talking seriously about it.

Looking back, Dad probably had some mental illness. But that night, it sounded so plausible I couldn’t help asking back.

Then how do you tell ghosts from living people?

You just know at a glance. Like seeing a dog and thinking, oh, dog. Cat, oh, cat. Same with people—you just know. But sometimes, it’s off. You see a “person” and think, is that really human?

Dad’s face looked extra shadowed in the campfire light.

Like a cat pretending to be human or a dog pretending to be a cat feels wrong. A ghost pretending to be human hits you like that. You ever felt it?

How the hell do you feel that? Ghosts aren’t real.

Son, broaden your mind and hone your eye. Herbs, ghosts—you’ll see them with an eye.

That wrapped up the talk.

Those trivial scenes stuck vividly because the mood and content that day were pretty striking.

When you see a person but suddenly feel they’re not, it’s a ghost.

After that, I stared at passersby intently, but they were all just people. Dad was pranking me again.

Fooled once more.

That’s what I thought.

“So, when’s the ferryman coming?”

“Dunno. Let’s wait till just before sunrise.”

“If it’s another bust this year, I’ll be pissed.”

I never expected those memories to surface while looking down at the yard now. Even I thought it was odd, but those masked folks just didn’t look human no matter how I stared.

Just a feeling.

An eerie chill up the spine.

The feeling that what should be normal isn’t.

Was this the sense Dad talked about?

So I quietly called Luna over.

“Luna, come here. Take a look at those people down there.”

If Luna felt the same sense, then they really weren’t human. With that in mind, I cautiously beckoned her.

Trembling Luna peeked her face toward the window from beside me.

“What do you think? How do they look?”

“How do they look, Hassan...”

“Don’t they seem weird? What about to your eyes?”

Ssslruk.

Luna furrowed her brow. Then she said something I never expected.

“Hassan, there’s no one in the yard. Who are you yelling at? Are you okay?”

“No, really...?”

Luna’s fearful gaze wasn’t at the yard—it was at me. She acted like she couldn’t see the noisy, bustling yard.

“You really can’t see them?”

“What are you talking about? Hassan, did you have a bad dream or something?”

“No, they’re right there. The people.”

For a split second, I wondered if Luna was lying to me. But I couldn’t think of any gain for her in fooling me now.

So only I can see them?

Suddenly, I needed to pee, my teeth chattering—it was so creepy I wanted to shut my eyes.

Then Luna went “Ah—” like she remembered something.

“Wait a sec—”

She rummaged in the corner and came back with something in hand. It was a helmet-cum-face shield made from a cow skull.

“Why that...?”

“Wearing a face shield helps broaden your worldly sight. Things you can’t normally see look different through masks or glasses.”

So Luna donned the bone face shield and stuck her head out the window. Her shoulders shook like she was shocked.

“Hassan, there are people in our yard!! What, what is this! Get out of our yard!!”

Luna grabbed the silence totem beside her and dashed out to the first floor outside.

Luna’s agility is 10—superhuman like my strength—so I had no chance to stop her.

Stunned watching her go, I grabbed my club and hurriedly followed down to the first floor outside.

“You guys! This is our turf!!”

Luna shrieked like a banshee, swinging the silence totem at thin air.

The group that had been strolling the garden panicked at the sudden violence, scattering in terror.

“W-what is this!”

“I dunno! Never heard of guys like this at the ferry landing!”

“Isn’t that ferryman Chiron? He’s got an oar! Looks similar!”

“But it’s not an oar, it’s a club! Ugh!”

In the end, they got their jars smashed by Luna’s silence totem and hit the dirt.

Just moments ago, I’d been spooked wondering if these shits were ghosts.

But realizing they could be felled by a club too, the fear vanished like a lie, rage flooding my head.

“You shitheads, even if you’re ghosts, you can just waltz into someone’s garden!?”

“Gweh!”

Luna and I swung club and silence totem together, bashing all these untimely visitors’ heads. They fled every which way, hiding their masks.

“W-what is this!”

“Dunno, policy must’ve changed this year!”

“Policy my ass! If you’re coming to the garden, pay up!”

I spewed whatever came to mind to shake off the fear and anger staining my heart.

Watching these uninvited pests roll on the ground from my club hits, I even doubted if they were really ghosts.

We’d subdued about ten of them, leaving just one small-framed guy at the end.

“Huee, huiii...!”

The cry sounded like Paranoy, and the build matched, so a nymph flashed in my mind. A little girl?

For a moment, I hesitated if smashing its head was right. But my club didn’t have eyes, so whatever.

“Bash its head right in, this one.”

“M-money! Money! I have money...! I’ll give it...!”

Suddenly, the small masked girl prostrated herself.

She pulled a few coins from her bosom and offered them to me trembling like a sacrifice. Now I saw—2 coppers.

The others groaning around her said,

“Kaimi, that’s the ferryman’s fare. We just picked it off the ground—if we lose it, we can’t cross the river this year ei—.”

“Hassan, this one’s still conscious!”

Whoosh, thwack!

“Gehk!”

The one yapping about ferry fare got totally knocked out by Luna’s totem.

Luna shows no mercy to trespassers in her domain or anyone showing a gap. A true cruel goddess of the yard.

At that sight, the girl prostrating before me—Kaimi, apparently—trembled harder and sniffled.

“P-please forgive us! W-we didn’t know this was the goddess’s shrine. We thought it was the ferry landing...”

“What shrine? What ferry landing?”

“The Acheron River ferry landing. Isn’t this where you cross the river to the afterlife...? There’s a skull mark, r-right there.... And it feels like underworld gloom...”

To my question, masked girl Kaimi raised her trembling hand, pointing at the sign Luna and I made.

A skull stamp glowed faintly in the moonlight. Had I drawn the skull too well, causing a mix-up?

“Goddess, forgive us.... We were wrong...!”

And so masked girl Kaimi flattened herself.

Then Luna chuckled.

“Hassan, she’s calling me a goddess! Do I look that noble? Even with the face shield on.”

Under the two moons, gripping her club fiercely, Luna did look goddess-like—eerie and mystical.

“Kaimi, right? Do I look like a goddess? Moon goddess? Or goddess of youth?”

“...Th-the goddess of clubs and cow horns...”

“Get out of our yard!”
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"Alright, kneel here and plant your palms flat on the ground."

I herded the subdued intruders into a corner of our yard.

Even though we'd beaten them down with clubs, who knew when these shady characters might change their minds and come at us.

Kneeling, they trembled before me and Luna's clubs, whispering furtively to one another.

What do we do?

I don't know, they're looking over here—!

"From now on, only speak when I ask a question, and raise your hand first."

I tapped the end of my club on the ground, and the group flinched, finally clamping their mouths shut beneath their masks.

Soon, a chaotic but oddly satisfying silence and order settled over the yard. As expected, raw force resolved most problems.

"So, why did you come into our yard?"

When I asked, a slender girl trembling amid the crowd spoke up. Her name was Kaemi or something like that.

"I thought... I thought this was the river ferry landing.... I didn't know it was the goddess's sanctuary. Please, just forgive us this once...."

But no matter how I listened, the voice from beneath her mask made no sense.

What ferry landing?

There wasn't a river—or even a glimpse of one—anywhere nearby.

What on earth were they talking about? Just as I wanted to press further, Luna slammed her silence totem on the ground, mimicking how I'd intimidated them, and shouted.

"Since you came into my yard, you all have to pay the entry fee! You follow my rules here!"

Luna had a real knack for business, and she seemed thrilled at the chance to make some money even now.

We'd already squeezed 2 coppers out of this little girl Kaemi before. But despite Luna's growling, the intruders just hemmed and hawed, eyeing each other.

So I chimed in.

"Didn't you hear? Hand over all your money, quick! Or I'll shove this club right up your asses!"

Clink. Clink.

Only then did they start tossing copper coins onto the ground one by one, scared out of their wits.

They were all coppers made of bronze and such. About 20 coppers in total, assuming 2 per person.

I frowned as I counted them.

"This is all?"

How could so many people not have even a single silver? I was a bit disappointed by the meager haul when one of them raised a hand.

"What."

"I-I'm called Bertus. If I may speak...?"

The man's voice sounded fairly old. Probably an elder.

He'd raised his hand and spoken politely, as I'd instructed, so I softened my tone a little.

"Go ahead."

"Th-that money is what we scraped together all day today. Without it, we can't cross the river this year either...!"

"...Fine. Give it back."

"We barely managed to gather it...."

Murmurs of protest rose here and there at his words. Of course, I slammed my club down again, and they went dead silent.

"Shh. Quiet."

Anyway, if their words were true, these puny coppers—barely adding up to a silver—were somehow precious treasures to them.

Well, it made sense if this was their entire fortune. A rich man's 2 coppers weren't worth the same as a poor man's, and clearly, their sense of money differed from mine.

Back in my slave days, I'd cherished 30 silvers like my own life. They represented my freedom, after all.

So maybe these 2 coppers held some special meaning for them too?

That's why I decided to ask the masked old man who'd just spoken.

"I don't get it. Who the hell are you people? Tell me why you climbed over someone else's fence in the middle of the night."

"Well...."

At my question, the old man Bertus glanced around. His plain wooden mask, with only eye holes, swiveled as if surveying the surroundings.

He hesitated for a long moment before finally speaking from beneath the mask.

"We are the departed souls who couldn't cross the river because we lacked the 2-copper fare. We scraped together the money from the festival grounds today and came to this ferry landing...."

Beneath the mask, the old man's blue eyes met mine.

"This really isn't the ferry landing? No matter how I look, it seems just like the one to the underworld...."

The man who'd called himself a departed soul acted like he couldn't let go of that "ferry landing" keyword.

And those around him murmured too, as if utterly convinced this was where you boarded a boat.

Luna, who'd been listening, piped up.

"If you're departed souls, that means you're already dead, right?"

"Yes. We are all dead spirits. You can call us ghosts or phantoms."

Ghosts screaming from club blows.

I couldn't fathom why a bunch of guys claiming to be ghosts had barged into our yard.

Was the site cursed? Luna had said it was prime real estate.

More importantly, were these guys really ghosts?

The world had goblins, skeletons, talking piglets, elves, and even godlike beings, so ghosts weren't impossible.

Still, I felt a twinge of disappointment at the gap between the spooky ghosts in my imagination and these ones shrieking from beatings.

"You guys are really ghosts? Honestly, you don't seem much different from humans."

The polite old man Bertus answered.

"Today is the solstice, the longest day of the year. Just as bright light casts deep shadows, on nights when the power of light is strong, the power of darkness grows too. That's why we can interact with the world only today."

Swoosh.

Old man Bertus gazed at his arm emerging from beneath his black robe. He examined his wrinkled palm this way and that, then added wonderingly.

"But this year, we've become quite lifelike. No rot, no wounds. This way, we can easily fool the pursuers."

I didn't catch everything he said, but I could sense these guys were somehow different from the living.

A haunted yard crawling with ghosts.

I seriously considered moving.

As my head spun with such thoughts, Luna, who'd been listening quietly, spoke up as if summarizing.

"So, you're all dead people who want to go to the formless lands?"

"Yes. That's the gist of it. If we can't cross the river even during this year's festival, we might really get caught by the pursuers."

"What's a pursuer?"

At Luna's question, murmurs swelled everywhere. They all muttered "pursuer—pursuer—" as if terrified of the word.

"Pursuers are the monsters that devour departed souls like us. We wear masks and cover our bodies to evade their eyes. So many comrades have already been eaten...."

Bertus then bowed low to us.

"This year, we must board the boat safely.... Souls that fail to pass on grow corrupting mana, drawing the pursuers...."

Prostrated flat, Bertus continued.

"Goddess, we were wrong to enter your sanctuary rashly. Could you forgive us just this once and return our money?"

They mistook our yard for some goddess's temple and Luna for the goddess herself.

Luna was the daughter of the night goddess Nyx, so it wasn't entirely wrong. There was even a statue of Nyx inside the cabin.

But Luna burst out laughing beneath her mask, as if finding the situation hilarious. Well, no woman would hate being called a goddess.

For a guy, it'd be like hearing "this dick's huge." Gotta feel good.

Perhaps that's why Luna seemed delighted as she said.

"Fine, I'll send you safely to the formless lands. And I've taken your money."

"Really?"

Her words brightened the previously gloomy bunch.

Their faces were hidden by masks, but I could tell from their gaping mouths that they were all beaming with joy.

"A merciful goddess! Thank you. Thank you—!"

"Finally, my soul and spirit can rest. Is my wife waiting for me beyond the river?"

"Good thing we didn't get caught by the pursuers...."

The yard grew noisy again as they chattered.

"Shh, quiet. Now we need to focus."

Luna shushed them, then drew something in a spacious corner of the yard—a one-square-meter magic circle or spell array, I couldn't tell which.

The star-shaped pattern, dotted with points, resembled a blooming wildflower.

"I learned the Soul-Pacifying Voodoo ages ago. Communicating with spirits is Voodoo basics. Alright, one by one, step inside and stand here!"

Luna shouted, raising her silence totem. The masked group exchanged glances and words.

"Who first?"

"Bertus has reached his limit. He's been dead the longest. Let's send him first."

"Yeah, good idea. Line up by order of death."

Old man Bertus seemed slated to test Luna's Voodoo first. As the eldest?

As I thought that.

"Where do you think you're going, old timer? The boss of Dosak Mountain, this Cliff, goes first. You lot are all wimps!"

"Cl-Cliff, but the old man's been wandering the mortal world longest...."

"What, punk? Outta my way. I'm first."

A burly man rose from the crowd, shoving old Bertus aside and stepping into the magic circle.

His build matched mine, his voice boomed like thunder—not ghostly, more like a tiger.

Overpowered, the crowd muttered things like "Jerk" or "May you burn in Tartarus" under their breath.

Ignoring the agreed order. Did ghosts have their own hierarchy? Delinquent ghosts, huh.

But Luna didn't care who went first.

"Stand here!"

And so the thug Cliff or whatever stood in the magic circle. We all watched tensely, wondering what would happen.

Cliff glanced around and asked.

"Hey, goddess. What now? You're sending me to Elysium, the warriors' paradise, right? Do it quick."

"Shh, be quiet and still. Don't move!"

With that, Luna swung the silence totem at Cliff's head.

"Soul-Pacifying Voodoo!"

Whoosh, thwack—!

A skull-cracking sound echoed, and the massive ghost screamed "Gaaack!" collapsing.

He lost balance instantly, sprawling on the magic circle and thrashing wildly.

"Argh, stop! Hng, wh-what the hell!"

"Soul-Pacifying—! Voodoo!"

Thwack, splat, thwack—!

But Luna's swings showed no sign of stopping.

"Graaahk!"

The man, pulped thin beneath his black robe and mask, soon let out a final death rattle and collapsed unconscious.

The rest of us watched in silence, including me. Luna, frenzied for a while, finally halted.

Her breathing ragged, shoulders heaving—she must've tired from swinging the heavy club.

"Huh, that's weird."

Luna tilted her head.

"I must've messed up. Didn't work. Wrong incantation? But failure rate should've been zero."

She dragged the twitching, convulsing Cliff out of the circle.

Then she patched the frayed, worn spell lines before addressing the remaining souls.

"Next! This time it'll work! Straight to the underworld!"

Whoosh, whooosh—!

Swinging her massive club with the confidence of a fourth batter, anyone hit by that looked destined for the afterlife, living or dead.

But having witnessed the mad clubbing, the souls—who'd been lining up by turn—went utterly silent.

"This time I'm sure!"

She shouted with real conviction, but the souls stayed mum. Some, terrified, even sobbed openly.

So I had to ask.

"Luna, does getting hit by that really send them to the underworld?"

"...No idea!"

"I see."

"But that's what I was taught. This is Chiron’s spell array. Like the boat the underworld ferryman Chiron rows. And if you offer a sacrifice.... Ah—."

Luna stopped, as if realizing something.

"To complete the spell array, you need a sacrifice! It was such an unfamiliar ritual, I forgot. Cliff, was it? Sorry."

Had she realized her mistake? Luna apologized straightforwardly to the thug Cliff, trembling face-down on the ground.

"...."

But Cliff lacked even the strength to reply, just shuddering. Luna didn't seem to care if he accepted it.

"The sacrifice is a virgin's fresh blood. What now?"

Virgin's fresh blood as sacrifice. Felt authentically creepy.

"Luna, can't you use your blood?"

"Uh, yeah.... Probably."

Luna probably couldn't count as a virgin anymore.

She seemed well aware. But where to find virgin blood in the dead of night?

As we puzzled over it, Luna dashed into the cabin's first floor.

She returned with a small stuffed doll-like thing and fiddled with it.

"Luna, what're you doing."

"Calling Paranoy! This doll's like her clone. Tickle it like this, and she'll come."

She scratched the doll's armpit with her finger for minutes.

"Luna-nim, did you call me...? I felt like you were looking for me, so I came. My side itches so much...."

Sure enough, little nymph Paranoy appeared at the yard entrance.

Her huge mask hid her face, but that dopey demeanor screamed Paranoy.

"The festival filled all the inns, no beds left.... Could you let me stay in the cabin tonight...?"

Paranoy must not have secured a room amid the booming festival lodging.

"But you have lots of guests. May I ask what you're doing?"

"I'll tell you. We're gonna draw your blood!"

"...Farewell."

"Heehee, not so fast!"
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Paranoia looked utterly terrified at the mention of drawing his own blood.

“…Farewell.”

It was obvious even under his tattered robe and mask—his body language screamed panic. In the end, all he could do was flail helplessly as Luna grabbed him by the side.

“Hee hee, you’re not going!”

Luna dragged the struggling Paranoia onto the ritual circle and drew an obsidian dagger from her waist.

Fuck, pulling out a knife all of a sudden. I tensed up, wondering if she was going to slit his throat and splatter his blood everywhere.

“I’m sorry…! Lady Luna, please spare me…! I don’t wanna die yet… not yet…!!”

Paranoia seemed just as scared. He looked convinced he was done for.

Luna ignored him completely, pressing the dagger against his body as she spoke.

“Hold still. I’m just gonna prick your fingertip. One drop of virgin nymph blood should be plenty.”

Oh, just the fingertip? I’d thought sacrifices meant drenching everything in blood.

“Eeeeek…. Hiii, the knife, the knife scares me….”

Even so, Paranoia was freaking out more than usual. But he was always such a nervous wreck that I’d gotten used to it by now.

Finally, Luna jabbed the tip of the obsidian dagger into his thumb. Bright red blood began dripping from the black, pointed blade.

At the sight, Paranoia went berserk, thrashing even harder against Luna’s waist.

“Eeeeek! I-I’m gonna die…! It’s gotta be some nasty curse going in through my finger, straight to my heart…!”

I had no idea what he meant by a nasty curse entering through his finger. But if it was something like tetanus or germs, it kinda made sense.

Even if Luna was meticulous with her tools, this world didn’t have disinfectants, so there were limits.

Or maybe it was just Paranoia rambling. He was getting on her nerves, apparently—the Ditch Water Nymph flailing at her waist—because she said quietly,

“Paranoia, behave, and you can sleep here tonight!”

“I’ll be quiet…! I promise…!”

At that, he stopped struggling like it was nothing. Luna really knew how to handle him.

Like a coachman gripping the reins. Or a beast tamer.

Slipping free from her arms, the now-docile Paranoia watched her work.

The blood dripped from the obsidian dagger onto the ritual circle with a plop, and the flower-petal-like wildflower pattern began to hum and glow with an eerie light.

“Now I see—it’s Chiron’s ritual circle… Ah, so these guests are wandering souls from the living world?”

Maybe it was his experience as a heretic, but Paranoia clocked what Luna was doing right away.

I asked,

“You know about voodoo too?”

“Actually, this magic circle is closer to necromancy than voodoo… Necromancy originally developed to guide lost souls. Priests of death handled leading them on…”

He turned his head, as if looking at the souls kneeling on the ground.

“As expected, the souls sense where one of their own is and follow that instinct here… So tonight, as it gets darker, even more will come…”

“No way, more than this?”

“The festival lasts till morning, so the deeper the night, the more souls will have scraped together coins. There’ll be more street musicians, storytellers, and performers tonight too—”

According to Paranoia, the street performances you see everywhere during festivals started as ways to get people to toss coins on the ground for souls to pick up.

That’s why folks throw coins freely, and no one bats an eye at those picking them up.

“With that, souls who’ve paid the ferryman cross the river… They’re poor souls who couldn’t even get a proper burial…”

“I see.”

“Priests of death used to handle sending them to rest properly. Now they have to do it in secret… How did Pluto’s followers fall this far…”

Paranoia shook his head in disbelief.

“Lord Pluto is one of the three major gods. Why are they so persecuted?”

Was he asking me? Right—he thought I was Pluto’s son or something.

Not that I knew the reason. I was just Hassan, an outsider stuck in this world out of nowhere.

But Paranoia had a point. Why had Pluto’s followers devolved into heretics?

From what I’d read in books, they used to be a legit religion here.

If necromancy really developed to help souls rest, was it even really dark magic?

I got a bit curious why necromancers and Pluto worshippers had to become heretics.

If I could figure that out and fix it, I could operate openly as the Iron Necromancer Hassan.

Honestly, wrangling minions as a necromancer sounded way better for adventuring than rolling in the dirt as a frontline fighter. I could tier up fast.

Fuck, such an awesome power, but using it gets you branded a heretic and hunted.

Who’d know the history of necromancers and Pluto followers?

The librarian Erimanthos?

Or old man Platan the scholar?

Whoever, I’d have to ask around later.

As I mulled that over, Luna—who’d been staring intently at the circle—beamed.

“Done! Circle’s complete! Now I can send ’em off proper! Hassan, put that big lug up here!”

She pointed at Cliff or whatever his name was, the thug ghost.

I hoisted his body onto the circle.

Luna then swung her club like a golf driver, smashing his skull clean off.

Thwack—!

It sounded gruesome.

It hurt just hearing it; my brow furrowed.

But then I gaped in disbelief.

Shhh, shhhrk—.

The bulk under Cliff’s robe vanished like it was never there.

His mask and robe slumped to the ground like fabric off a hanger.

The contents inside had clearly disappeared.

“Success!”

Luna raised her club triumphantly overhead.

“Who’s next to get their head bashed?!”

* * *

As Paranoia predicted, more and more uninvited guests flooded Luna’s yard as the night deepened. But we’d been warned, so neither of us freaked out.

Ghosts existing was still kinda wild, though.

Thinking of them like goblins, skeletons, or arakne monsters made it easier to swallow.

“Line up single file…!”

Paranoia organized the souls.

“Alright, two coppers each.”

I collected the coins while Luna sent them off. Working as a trio, we handled the influx pretty efficiently.

Fuck, there were so damn many. We’d already sent off dozens, maybe a hundred, and the line still stretched on endlessly.

This had to be the hottest spot in town, right?

“This year’s Na-ru-ter’s great at sending souls off.”

“At this rate, we’ll cross the river before dawn.”

“Call the others! Before the pursuers get us!”

Word must’ve spread—every soul in the city seemed to swarm here.

For a second, I got scared shitless.

I knew there were temple knights or whatever stationed somewhere in the city. If they saw this, we’d be toast—no excuses, straight-up heretic shit.

But the souls grabbing at our pant legs didn’t give a damn; they just kept coming.

Fucking ghosts.

It pissed me off now.

Only two coppers each? I could see two silvers or golds, but two coppers? Evil bastards trying to ruin lives for pocket change. Was there a way to send ’em all at once?

“Soul-soothing voodoo—! Hnngh, hnnngh—.”

Luna was slowing down, exhausted from swinging her club dozens, hundreds of times—her arms giving out.

She had less stamina than me. At this rate, she might collapse.

Was there a faster way?

As I racked my brain,

“Lord Hassan, at this rate, the line’ll never end… But you could wrap it up quick. Wanna try?”

Paranoia sidled up to me, whispering slyly while corralling the crowd.

“How?”

“There’s an advanced necromancy rite that opens the underworld gate… Why not try it? Draw a gate at the yard entrance, let ’em go through themselves…!”

Make ’em go through on their own?

It reminded me of highway tolls with electronic passes. Fuck, that would’ve been clutch ages ago.

“How do I do it?”

“I’ll draw the circle—just stand on it, Lord Hassan. Tonight’s energy is peak yin. And you’re a fortress of hell itself. Spread your legs over it, and that’ll do…!”

“Hnnngh, I can’t anymore…”

Right on cue, Luna flopped down, panting, arms spent.

Dozens, hundreds of souls trailed behind us, clamoring to be sent off.

Paranoia confidently scratched a design into the ground with his fingertip. What big thing was he up to?

Shhrrk, shhrrk.

It was just two simple door shapes—kinda like the character for “gate.”

“There, Lord Hassan—spread your legs over this gate…!”

“Like this?”

No downside to trying. I placed one foot on each “door,” striking a wide, majestic stance.

“Just stand here?”

“Other necromancers need rituals, but not you… Just stand. Like so—huff.”

Paranoia took a deep breath behind his mask.

Then he bellowed at the lined-up souls.

“Everyone, this person here is beyond words—utterly great…! Crawl under their legs, and you’ll reach the underworld…!”

“Hey, what the fuck? Crawl under my legs?”

I was shocked. Fuck, spread my legs? That’s what he meant? Never crossed my mind.

The souls seemed just as thrown.

“Crawl under legs?”

“Na-ru-ter’s methods are weird this year.”

“What do we do? Actually crawl?”

“I was a proud knight in life. Crawl under legs? No way.”

Not great reactions. I wouldn’t like it either.

But then Paranoia added softly,

“Crawling under their legs takes you to paradise—Elysium…!”

The mood shifted.

“Me first!”

“No, me!”

“Crunch, munch, crunch, munch—!”

Suddenly, they shoved and scrambled, crawling under my legs? All sorts of ghosts on all fours heading my way.

Fuck, it was horrifying—I wanted to scream.

“Fuck, this is terrifying!”

I did scream.

But not bolting and closing my legs? That took superhuman restraint. I felt pretty badass.

Fssshhh—.

Souls vanishing under my legs.

They buzzed in shock.

“It’s real! A real underworld gate!”

“Hurry! Damn, this year’s fast!”

Whoosh, shhhwhoosh—.

From one every ten seconds, now three or four per ten, queuing up and slipping between my legs.

This could handle the endless wave.

But the constant chill brushing my crotch made my head spin.

Fuck, what? Did an underworld gate really open between my legs?

Dazed like that,

“Aaagh!”

“Grah!”

Shrieks erupted from the line. Something was wrong—I could tell.

“P-Pursuers!”

“The pursuers are here again this year! Damn it, hurry! Cross the river!”

Pursuers?

The things the souls feared—they’d finally shown up? With this crowd, someone was bound to notice.

“Hurry! Or we’ll be obliterated!”

Amid the panicking souls.

“What’re you yapping about? Ugly undead scum. Thought you’d get away clumped together?”

Slash, slash—!

Blade slicing flesh and screams exploded from the back.

“P-Please, mercy.”

“Forgive…”

The souls trembled, heads bowed low, like waiting out a natural disaster.

“Yeah, groveling suits undead like you. Ugly freaks.”

Stepping over their backs came a woman in a lion-mane mask.

Her tattooed body gleamed under the moonlight—unforgettable.

“My instincts never fail. The least likely heretics pull the worst shit. No wonder these ugly souls headed the familiar path.”

Shing.

Antiope raised her short spear high.

“Hassan of Samaria and Luna Noxdaughter—you two—”

She aimed it at me.

“By the all-seeing Jupiter, I judge you heretics on the spot—”

[Author's Note]  
Hassan's tail was way too long...!
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Sling.

Antiope raised her short spear high.

The tip of its sharp blade gleamed dazzlingly in the moonlight.

“In the name of Lord Jupiter, you are hereby summarily judged as heretics caught red-handed.”

Swoosh.

The tip of the spear, held high, now pointed straight at my head.

No detailed explanation.

No readable expression.

But thanks to the chilling gleam of that razor-sharp blade, it was clear enough that she saw me as an enemy.

Humans are hypersensitive to those who mean them harm, after all.

“...”

Of course, I couldn’t say a word.

Drip.

A thick cold sweat trickled down my back, the sensation vivid.

This woman was Hippolyte’s younger sister.

A warrior as strong as Hippolyte herself, without a doubt.

A living weapon who could flick a pebble with her finger and launch it like a bullet to kill.

And now she was radiating killing intent with the clear intent to end me.

One twitch of a single muscle, and who knew what might happen.

So I froze in place, legs spread and arms crossed, facing the undead.

They say some beasts stiffen up completely when facing predators, unable to even flee.

Sheep, I think that’s what they were.

I’d always thought those sheep were idiots, but here I was, the sheep.

I’m the idiot.

“Huh, even after hearing me, you don’t budge? Guess an item really is just an item.”

At that moment, Antiope slung her spear back over her shoulder.

The killing intent that had been pouring out like a thrust moments ago now felt relaxed.

“But since you’re my sister’s acquaintance, I’ll give you a choice. Surrender quietly, and I’ll spare you execution. Rot away for life in Prison City, or become a holy warrior of Lord Jupiter and dedicate your life to the faith. What do you say?”

Was she showing mercy?

“Ha-Hassan-nim... The temple knights really showed up. Bad, bad guys...!”

Paranoia, tense as could be, hid behind me and tugged desperately at my clothes.

She’d always had a meltdown at the sight of temple knights, like it triggered some seizure.

While Paranoia and I huddled there, unable to move, Luna—who’d been lying on the ground—caught her breath and stood up.

“Antiope, was it? You’re mistaken. We’re not heretics!”

“Luna Noxdoti. Noxdoti, huh? Must be from the Ideope Isles. Everyone from Ideope is always suspect. Your voodoo is all too similar to heretic sorcery anyway.”

“We have nothing to do with heretics. Guiding these suffering spirits is just what a voodoo practitioner must do.”

“That’s exactly why I call you suspects. You all think just like heretics.”

“What do you mean, ‘like heretics’?”

“Undead, spirits—they’re just monsters. Nasty things you can’t even talk to. You’re saying these hideous freaks don’t look like monsters to you?”

Antiope lowered her head, looking down at the undead beneath her foot.

The one she was stepping on had been muttering “I’m being stepped on, me!” nonstop, but it was like she couldn’t hear it at all.

Does the mask block out their presence or something?

Tsk. Antiope clicked her tongue and spoke.

“I despise these heretic festivals from the start. In the name of the Thunder Great Priest, guardian of the kingdom and earthly proxy of Lord Jupiter, this festival ends here and now.”

The verbal standoff between Luna and Antiope was deadlocked, neither yielding an inch.

Realizing words weren’t getting through, Luna raised her silence totem high.

“This one’s Hippolyte’s sister, alright—stubborn as hell. Know how I beat your sister?”

Undaunted by Antiope’s authority, Luna bristled with fury, clearly pissed at being lumped in with heretics.

Luna took pride in her Ideope Isles origins and her voodoo mastery.

Getting slandered like that as evil necromancy would piss anyone off.

“I am Luna, daughter of the great Night and Superstition! I won’t tolerate insults to Ideope or voodoo!”

“Then negotiations are over. I am Antiope, daughter of the warrior god Mars. Since you’ve invoked your father, I won’t hold back.”

Flash.

In an instant, Antiope vanished from sight, her foot pushing off the undead.

Faster than the eye could track. I flinched in surprise.

“Gah!”

Soon, Luna’s scream echoed loudly across the yard.

Thud.

Luna collapsed to the ground, as if all strength had fled her body.

Behind her stood Antiope, hand blade poised sharply, speaking casually.

“Amazonian hand blade strike.”

“Mu-my body... no strength...”

“You’re still conscious? Tougher than I thought. Didn’t want to waste ink, but...”

Swipe.

Antiope flipped the prone Luna onto her back, exposing her belly.

She raised her index finger and began drawing something on the soft white skin.

Black markings etched themselves onto Luna’s pale, yielding stomach.

The pattern connected belly to arms, like binding ropes or iron chains.

“Wh-what is this! My body won’t move!”

Whatever it was, Luna flailed like a shrimp dragged from the mud.

But impossible as it seemed, the clanking of iron chains rang out loudly from her body.

“It feels like I’m really chained!”

“That mark is a prison you can never erase. Ideope folk are full of variables—textbook says neutralize them first.”

“A tattoo... on my body! Gods, it’s horrifying! Get it off, now!”

“Can’t. You’ll live with it forever! Just like the heretic sins etched on your soul never fade.”

“Nooo!”

The tattoo was seared onto Luna’s body.

A gruesome chain on that pale, soft belly.

The criminal-branding attitude pissed me off too.

“Such fierce killing intent. Gonna fight me, Samaritan? With your skills—no aura—you were just spectating out there!”

Antiope gripped her spear and accelerated toward me at blinding speed.

Whoosh.

Her leap was so low, belly to the ground, she looked like a crawling shadow.

That’s why she’d vanished from view—crouched that low.

No time to admire it, though.

The spear tip swept up from below, straight for my jaw.

I tensed every muscle and barely dodged backward.

Screeech!

It grazed my nose bridge, slicing off my bangs.

A direct hit to the jaw would’ve skewered me head to toe.

I’d barely escaped—this was a clear attempt to kill.

“You dodged? I was gonna send you painlessly.”

“Fuck this!”

No point in excuses now. It was kill or be killed.

I gritted my teeth and kicked off with all my strength.

Aiming to boot the woman crouched before me.

But just before my foot connected, she flipped backward in a graceful somersault, showing off her flexibility.

Boom!

It just cratered the innocent yard instead.

“Your eyes are sharper now! You really think you can beat me!?”

Antiope reversed her grip on the spear and dropped into a low stance.

Her specialty was spear throws, right? If she hurled it like that, no clue if I could block.

Distance is dangerous.

Instinct screamed it, so I charged at Antiope full tilt.

Gripped my club two-handed and swung hard, right to left, full arc.

Clang!

It collided with her spear shaft.

The shaft bent with a sharp crack, and Antiope yelled in genuine surprise.

“What brute strength! Ha, fun!”

“Raaah!”

I screamed and smashed her spear upward with all I had.

Her spear spun away from her hand and stabbed into the ground.

“Ow, my hand’s numb!”

Antiope leaped back, shaking out her palm.

Disarming her was a golden chance for me.

But what came next shocked me.

“Come.”

She opened her palm to the air.

I tensed, wondering what she was up to—then the spear ripped from the ground and flew right to her hand.

“This spear’s a pretty fine epic relic.”

Elite gear lived up to the hype, apparently.

A spear that always returns? Bullshit cheat.

How do I beat this woman?

I racked my brain for ways to take her down.

All I pictured was my heart pierced by her spear tip, dying.

Or vivid images of me and Luna dragged to Prison City.

Luna in prison? No way I’d allow that.

But normal methods wouldn’t cut it against her.

I needed to surpass my limits.

“Paranoia! Get a jar from the first floor! You can do that much for my right arm, right?”

“Y-you mean that one! Got it...!”

So I shouted to Paranoia, trembling uselessly behind me.

She got it and dashed into the hut.

“What are you up to—?”

But Antiope wasn’t one to watch idly.

“Nymph heretic. Perfect material. Killing a heretic nymph is guilt-free!”

She even aimed her reversed spear at Paranoia’s back.

If this kept up, Paranoia was dead.

I lunged at Antiope to save her and complete my plan.

Swung my club left-to-right, right-to-left, big arcs to stop any spear throw.

“God, you’re annoying!”

She gave up on Paranoia and jabbed wildly at me instead.

Swoosh, swoosh!

Her sharp tip whistled past my hair and side by a hair’s breadth, chilling me to the bone.

Close call.

Getting pummeled by Hippolyte’s fists must’ve paid off.

Dodging spear tips? Honestly surprising.

Or maybe crisis mode cranked my focus to superhuman levels.

“...The nerve?”

But her attacks kept missing, and Antiope growled in fury.

Her spear sped up impossibly, finally grazing my side and leaving a sharp gash.

Spurt, slash!

My left side burned, vision going dark.

Just a graze—why was all my strength draining?

Did she hit some vital spot I didn’t know?

The thought flashed, but blood loss fogged my head red.

Luna and Paranoia’s yells blurred and faded.

“Hassan—!”

“Filthy temple knights—! Le-let go of thi—this—!”

Humm.

The world tilted.

The ground rushed to my face.

Or so I thought—turns out my body was collapsing.

I hadn’t even realized I’d fallen.

Thought it was just a skin scrape, but it was worse than that.

Weirdly, no pain.

Just like threads snapped in my body, no strength left—like my flesh was a giant prison trapping my soul.

Lying here in this crisis? Only my lips and tongue could move.

“Stand... stand up. Get up, get up... Get up...”

I chanted to myself like a spell.

No strength in my legs, blood draining, pallor spreading—vivid sensations.

But I couldn’t stop pushing myself.

Swipe.

Then my body floated up.

Not by my power—Antiope had grabbed my collar, hoisting me airborne.

Press.

Her short spear pressed against my left side.

“Push this in, and it pierces your heart. Last chance. Prison City or holy warrior of Jupiter. Well?”

“...Get up.... Fight...!”

“Pray all you want—it’s useless. This is Exhaustion Demon Spear—Kanrunga. One stab drains your strength. Especially those thick with Pluto’s mana—they’re helpless.”

Swoosh.

The prick as the tip dug into my side was vivid.

“How’s this? Wanna become karma etched on my belly? 10 seconds. No answer, and this spear goes through your heart.”

“Fuck...!”

“Hmph, proud to the end. Fine, bye. Nice meeting you. Shame it ended like this. Samaritan. We could’ve been friends.”

Press.

She tensed her arm to thrust at my heart.

But luckily, her spear didn’t dig deeper.

“Wh-what is this...!?”

Her body was swarmed by undead clinging to her arms and legs.

She hadn’t noticed them sneaking up silently.

“Th-these half-dead undead! When did you—!”

They multiplied to dozens, yanking her away from me.

“Ugh—.”

“Agh.”

The tangled mass of undead howling and swarming looked pretty horrific even to me—like a trap, snare, or swarm.

From afar, like a black orb.

“Come with us—.”

“Living warmth—.”

Thrust. Thrust.

Dozens of hands burst from the black sphere, grabbing her head and arms, dragging her into their midst.

“Wh-what power—! H-haaah! Haa, huuuh! L-let go! Let gooo—!”

Crushed by their weight, Antiope hit the dirt.

She stabbed her spear into the ground to resist being pulled, gripping it desperately.

“Damn!! Controlling this many undead!? Impossible! I’ve never seen a heretic like this!”

“Of course. I’m no heretic.”

“Grr, ugh, this petty binding... just activate the tattoo on my back, and I’ll slip out no pro—blem—!!!!”

Even a powerhouse like her couldn’t fight off the growing horde of hands.

Antiope lost her grip on the spear and got dragged into their mass.

“Why... why won’t Grace work...!! No way—.”

She tried to scream something, but a hand smashed her mask and clamped her mouth and eyes.

“Mmmph—!”

Soon, she was trapped inside the massive ball or boulder the undead formed.

She seemed to scream from within.

“Uwaa, save—Jupi—, Mar—sis, sis...”

“Come with us—.”

“New undead.”

“Give your life force, your warmth—.”

Her cries drowned in the chorus.
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Antiope had been dragged into the mass of undead, the orb, the trap—whatever you wanted to call it—and vanished from sight.

“Eup, sa, save—!”

Zuuuuk, zuuuuuk.

Every now and then, a hand would poke out from the gaps, its nails scraping at the floor.

But soon enough, other hands would grab it, pulling it back into the horde until not even the nails were visible.

Antiope had completely disappeared among the undead.

Now, not a single strand of her hair or the tip of her nail remained. All that was left was the short spear stuck viciously into the floor.

I was utterly dumbfounded by the situation. Why had the undead, who had been lined up and trembling submissively before Antiope, suddenly attacked her?

My plan had been to use the bone jar Paranoya brought out to create some goblin or whatever to deal with her.

Instead, I’d survived thanks to completely unexpected help.

Had the kindness I’d shown the undead instilled courage in them?

I racked my brain trying to think of what kindness I’d shown them. The only thing that came to mind was making them crawl between my legs.

What the hell?

Twitch. Twitch.

I narrowed my eyes at the massive rock-like mass of human forms twisted together in grotesque shapes. So what had happened to Antiope, who’d been dragged inside it?

Was she dead?

Even though she’d been hostile toward me, she was Hippolyte’s little sister. If she died like this, wouldn’t it strain my relationship with Hippolyte?

If she decided to seek revenge on me and Luna for her sister’s sake, I’d really be out of options.

As I felt a mix of relief and worry,

Paranoya, who had been clutching the bone jar and sprawled on the floor, cried out in what seemed like deep admiration.

“Th-that’s Lord Hassan’s 24th secret technique, the mighty subjugation move known as Death Jail, isn’t it! To use such a terrifying spell—truly, truly impressive…!”

Then, fearlessly, he approached the sphere of undead he’d dubbed Death Jail and patted its surface with his palm.

“This level of perfection is a first…! Serves that rotten temple knight right…! Hehe, take that…! How’s that for Lord Hassan’s power—!”

Paranoya seemed to think I’d created this round sphere, this Death Jail.

Had I really made it?

Was my necromancy skill advanced enough to command even the wandering spirits of the living realm?

Listening to Paranoya, it really seemed that way.

But damn, it was ridiculous—and a bit funny—that I was starting to buy into this delusion-filled Paranoya’s words.

To sort out the situation, I steadied my hazy consciousness and scanned the surroundings.

In any case, I’d survived, Antiope was subdued, and Luna was collapsed on the floor over there.

Swoosh.

“Paranoya, help me up.”

“I’m the best at assisting…!!”

With Paranoya’s support, I stood and slowly approached Luna, who was writhing on the ground.

“Hassan! What happened! What’s going on!”

Luna, bound and sealed by the drawn chains, was flopping around, trying to turn her face toward me.

But her body kept twisting awkwardly, as if she couldn’t see the situation.

“Luna, stay still. I’ll free you.”

They said the tattoos drawn by Antiope’s power left permanent scars once etched onto the body, impossible to erase.

But I’d once wiped away the drawings that had been on that tattoo girl’s body with my palm.

So I slowly raised my palm and stroked Luna’s belly.

“Hnngh, heehee, it tickles, tickles—!”

Swoosh, swoooosh.

As I rubbed her soft, squishy belly with my palm to undo the drawings, Luna squirmed like it was unbearably ticklish.

Snap, drop, clink—!

Finally, with the sound of the taut chains snapping, Luna couldn’t hold back her laughter and flailed her arms and legs wildly.

“Puhihi, hehe, it tickles! Tickle—! Hassan, this isn’t the time, not the time! Antiope’s after us, puhahaha—!”

Soon, clutching her belly, Luna burst into giggles.

“Oh? Wah? What? My body’s moving!”

Luna sprang up from the floor and looked down at herself in wonder.

Thanks to my palm washing away the ink, her body was now free of even the tiniest tattoo, aside from some dirt.

It was a huge relief that I’d prevented Luna from becoming a tattoo girl. And overall, that none of us had been seriously hurt.

Honestly, it wouldn’t have been strange if one of us had died in that fight.

“What about Antiope? And what’s that weird mass of undead?”

Having come to her senses, Luna dusted off the dirt on her body and finally looked around.

In her eyes, it seemed, were the undead that had scattered and fled in all directions, the ruined garden, and that bizarre Death Jail or whatever holding Antiope.

For a moment, I worried she’d caught on to my forbidden necromancy. What should I say? That I didn’t do it, Paranoya did?

As I was thinking that, Luna spoke.

“The undead helped us?”

“Uh, yeah, something like that.”

“They must’ve repaid the favor for safely sending them across the river! See, good deeds always come back around.”

From Luna’s words, it seemed she saw it not as necromancy or anything like that, but simply as the undead helping us in the fight.

Hearing her say it that way, it actually made sense.

Paranoya looked like he had something to say, fidgeting, but a poke in the side shut him up reluctantly.

“So, Antiope’s not dead, right?”

“No idea. Can’t tell what happened after she went in there.”

“Hmm—.”

After humming thoughtfully for a while, Luna removed the horned helmet from her head. Then, widening her already round eyes even further, she said,

“She’s still alive, barely!”

Come to think of it, she’d said that without the visor, she could see the undead. It looked like Luna could see Antiope trapped inside.

“Antiope’s turned completely white! It’s like all the life has been sucked out of her! If this keeps up, won’t she die?”

Luna trembled in fright. Was it because, despite the attack, she recoiled at the idea of killing someone? Just as I was touched by her kind heart,

“Killing a temple knight means huge punishment! Hurry, we have to save her!”

Turned out Luna was worrying about Antiope’s life in a purely practical, realistic sense.

Fair enough—that Antiope was one of only ten elite knights in the kingdom.

Snatching her life would turn us into irredeemable criminals, no different from heretics, just as she’d said.

But I had no idea how to deal with the undead, now fused into this solid rock. So I tapped their bodies lightly and spoke.

“All of you, stop.”

Sssslip.

Just like that, the writhing mass began to disentangle, as if it had never been moving. Ssslip, sssslip—.

Soon after, Antiope emerged from deep within.

“Hnngh, hnngh….”

She was curled up like a fetus in the womb, hugging her knees, trembling and letting out terrified whimpers.

Her mind must have taken a severe shock—her hair, which had shone like the night sky, had turned completely white.

Honestly, even I’d probably faint from fear if dragged away by ghosts. Might even have a heart attack.

“Hnngh, save me…. Sister, everyone, where are you. Don’t leave me. I’m scared….”

Seeing Antiope muttering like that, the sharp hostility from moments ago had vanished, replaced by a twinge of pity.

“Her condition…. looks pretty bad.”

I was about to extend my palm to check her pulse when,

“Hiiik, hiiiik! S-save me! Please save me…!”

She shook violently in terror and wet herself between the legs. To think she’d be that scared.

Ding-.

『Name: Antiope Grimkeeper lv. ?? ??

Status: Hydra’s Curse》 Irregular Menstruation》 Extreme Terror》』

Grabbing her wrist to check, I saw a new entry: Extreme Terror. That was probably why she was shaking like a broken person and incontinent.

“Hassan, find out anything?”

Luna peered at me and asked.

“She’s terrified pretty bad.”

Luna clicked her tongue at my brief assessment.

“They pissed off the undead. That’s why spirits and the living need to respect and coexist.”

“Luna’s absolutely right…! The Jupiter Knights see anything underworld-related as evil, so this is what they get…!”

Luna and Paranoya each chimed in with their thoughts. But I had no clue what to do next.

It was good that Antiope was alive, but if she opened her mouth and snitched, “That Hassan guy’s a heretic!” it’d be a huge headache.

Any good ideas?

As I pondered, my gaze fell on the drawings on Antiope’s body. Maybe that held the solution.

* * *

“Hassan, is this really okay?”

Luna eyed me anxiously. But ignoring her question, I rubbed away all the drawings on Antiope’s body with my palm.

“Haaang, aaang—!”

Squish. Squish.

“Hassan, why, why keep touching her chest! That part’s already clean!”

“No, thought a bit was left. Must’ve been my imagination. Her dark skin threw me off.”

“Liar!”

Then Luna punched me in the head.

“Gak!”

Lately, I’d noticed Luna was pretty sharp. Maybe from her higher level—her punches packed a real sting.

Also, Antiope’s chest was a tad smaller than Hippolyte’s. Even sisters differ.

Anyway, all the tattoos on Antiope’s body were gone. My hands were now covered in black ink smears.

“Th-the drawings on my body…, n-nooooo!”

Seeing her hard-earned karma or whatever from five years vanish, Antiope screamed like her mind was shattering further. She seemed on the verge of total breakdown now.

From her perspective, it must’ve been a shock big enough to make her lose her sanity.

If I accidentally wiped five years of my D-drive saves, I’d be speechless too.

Speaking of, what happened to my D-drive? Hope it’s not screwed. Damn, no idea.

Ding-.

『Name: Antiope Grimkeeper lv. ?? 27

Status: Hydra’s Curse》 Irregular Menstruation》 Extreme Terror》』

With the tattoos gone, her level had dropped to something I could handle.

But it didn’t feel enough, so I used the ink on my hand to draw a choker-like band around her neck.

“This is a shackle, Antiope. If you breathe a word of what happened here to anyone, it’ll twist your neck clean off.”

“Th-that, hnngh, hnngh….”

But Antiope didn’t seem to be coming around. The terror from being dragged by the undead must’ve been immense.

Or maybe the shock of losing all her tattoos.

I told her,

“Antiope, swear on the Styx River. Swear you won’t tell a soul about what happened with us.”

“Hnngh, n-no, I won’t beg filthy, ugly heretics for my life…! Just, just kill me! Hehe, if you kill me, my comrades will hunt you down!”

Oh.

I thought she’d totally lost it from fear, but she still had some pride left.

She didn’t seem to grasp the situation, though, so a little scare might be needed.

“This isn’t negotiation—it’s an order. Disobey, and I’ll throw you back in that Death Jail. Won’t let you out this time, so think carefully.”

“N-no, not that! Death Jail, no jail—!”

Being surrounded by undead must’ve traumatized her badly. She’d acted tough a second ago, but now she curled up trembling again.

“No jail…. Don’t wanna be a sacrifice….”

Sacrifice? Where’d that come from? Then I recalled Antiope had nearly been a human sacrifice to Pluto cultists as a child.

Had the intense experience triggered a flashback?

“If you swear on the Styx never to speak of what happened with us to anyone until you die, I won’t offer you as a sacrifice.”

“Hnngh, e-even then, I can’t kneel to heretics….”

“Hassan, no good! Just sacrifice her! We’re terrifying heretics, so if you won’t promise, we have no choice but to offer you up!”

Then Luna yelled from behind. She donned her eerie horn mask, drew her obsidian dagger, and performed a bizarre dance, waving her arms up and down.

Luna’s voodoo rituals often involved such dances, so I wasn’t fazed.

“Hiiiik!”

But Antiope freaked out like it was a real heretic human sacrifice ritual. Luna was probably playing heretic to scare her on purpose.

“I swear, I swear! I swear! Save me! Please save me…!”

It worked well—she collapsed face-down, sobbing uncontrollably.

“Save me—!”

Somehow, it made us feel like the bad guys, which was awkward.

Damn, she was the one who attacked us first, talking about jailing or killing us.

A beauty’s tears really flips guilt on its head.

“Quit crying like you did something right! Sacrifice! Stop or you’re the offering! Human sacrifice voodoo!”

But it didn’t faze Luna, being a woman herself.

Soon, Luna and Paranoya circled the curled-up Antiope, chanting noisily, “Sacrifice! Victim offering!” “We’ll sacrifice you…!”

They were probably still mad about being attacked, so they were making the most of this chance to mess with her.

“Hnngh….”

The effect was too good—Antiope fainted dead away.
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Thud thud thud-.

I woke up to the sound of someone pounding on the door.

I'd been sleeping like the dead, but to think I'd be woken up like this.

Judging by the sunlight filtering through the window, it was probably around noon or lunchtime.

Maybe I'd slept five or six hours. Still felt sleepy, though.

"Sir Hassan! Lady Luna! Is no one home...? The door, the door is locked...!!"

Thud thud thud-.

From the persistent knocking, it seemed Paranoya had come by. She must've slept in the cabin with us last night. When did she slip out?

She had a habit of wandering off on her own and showing up unannounced like this, so it wasn't all that surprising.

Not quite a feral cat... more like a squirrel or chipmunk.

"Luna, Paranoya's here."

"...Hassan, could you get it? I wanna sleep a bit more. I'm sleepy...."

Luna wasn't usually one for sleeping in. But after everything that happened late last night, she probably couldn't fight the drowsiness.

Luna throwing a sleepy tantrum was a rare sight. It was kinda novel.

She must really be wiped out.

Come to think of it, Luna's stamina was always lower than mine.

With no choice, I dragged myself up and opened the door on the first floor. There stood Paranoya in her usual flashy robe.

"Sir Hassan, the sun's already high in the sky, and you were still asleep...?"

"Yeah."

"Then, since we're at it, could you spare some food? Truth is, I haven't eaten since yesterday, and I'm starving...!"

I couldn't follow her logic jumping straight to asking for food. But she often dropped by the cabin for meals.

She ate and paid it back with labor—something like that.

I rummaged around the cabin for something edible.

Found a few strips of dried meat and some leftover potatoes from planting. Handed them over, and she devoured them like a starving man who'd gone days without food.

"Hoo, now I feel alive...."

"So, what's the deal today? I told you to lay low and do nothing for a while."

"But today is the second day of the festival, right? We can't just sit around on a day like this, can we?"

She glanced around.

Seeing no one nearby in the yard, Paranoya lowered her voice.

"As you saw yesterday, tons of undead flock to Sodomora's festival.... We can use them to take out those rotten temple knights...! There's still one more of those bastards left in this city...!"

"Damn it, what the hell. I told you to stay put."

I raised my fist and brought it down on Paranoya's small head.

Thonk-.

"Eeek-!"

A decent thud echoed as the Ditch Water Nymph clutched her head.

I was already tense and exhausted from yesterday's chaos, and now she'd woken me up for this nonsense. No way I was letting that slide.

"Ow, it hurts.... You hit a pressure point...."

"I'm going back to sleep, so tidy up the yard if you've got nothing better to do. Watch out for the traps. You ate, so earn your keep, Paranoya."

I peered past her shoulder at the yard.

Yesterday's uninvited guests had trashed the place, leaving traps and fields in a mess.

I'd put off fixing it till I got up, but now that she was here, might as well put her to work.

"Tidy the yard? You're entrusting me with your and Lady Luna's domain, that sacred space...?"

Paranoya trembled like it was some grand honor, at a loss for words.

"As the top disciple and your right hand, is it really okay for me, Paranoya, to tidy the yard? I-Is this a task you're giving me?"

No clue what she was on about. But she seemed eager, so I gave a vague nod.

"Yeah, something like that. I'll sleep another hour, so wake me when it's done. Keep out shady merchants."

"The mission you've entrusted to me! I'll see it done...!"

"Yeah."

Wonder if Paranoya could actually handle yard work.

Rubbing my sleepy eyes, I scanned the yard again.

Would be nice to add a parasol out front and a long bench for lazy afternoon naps.

I'll look into it later.

....

....

Some time passed.

"Sir Hassan, Sir Hassan...!"

A whisper woke me.

I opened my eyes to find Paranoya's crimson gaze right in my face. Nearly jumped out of my skin.

"What the hell."

Staring down at a sleeping person's face up close like that. Gave me such a fright, it chased away any drowsiness.

People in this world had no sense of personal space. Guess the Ditch Water Nymph was no exception.

"Damn, you scared me. What is it."

"The yard's all tidied up.... What next?"

"Already done?"

"For a top disciple like me, it was a piece of cake.... So, what's next...?"

Paranoya brimmed with eagerness to work.

"Then clean the first floor and workshop."

"Figured you'd say that, so I already did...! Sorted the materials by type in jars...!"

"...Huh. Fed the hellhounds?"

"Knew you'd ask, so I caught rats and fed 'em...! Two even, so they should be good for a week...!"

She'd anticipated every order and handled it all. Way more competent than expected—woke me right up.

I racked my brain for more ways to put her labor to good use, but nothing came to mind.

"Take a break then."

"Could I pluck just one strand of your hair?"

"Why?"

"For the monkey bone wand. With your hellish magic power, it'd make something really useful...!"

I pictured the monkey hand bone she'd been scammed into buying underground. Ended up free, anyway. Guess she planned to make a wand with it.

Dunno if my hair would add any magic.

"You worked hard. Can't I have a little reward? Just one strand...!"

Her pleading eyes were so desperate, I relented.

"Fine, one strand."

"Thank you.... Hoo, to grant me such a blessing again.... Hair from Sir Hassan, who crushed the temple knights.... Given only to me, your right hand...."

I closed my eyes loosely. Felt small hands rustling through my hair. Tickled more than I thought, perking me up.

"No white hairs at all—amazing.... Jet black through and through. Which one to pick...."

Like monkeys grooming each other. Felt like I was the monkey here.

Pop-.

A sharp sting hit my scalp.

"Ow- hey. That hurt. Did you get it?"

"...N-No, slipped... couldn't pluck it...."

"Damn fool. Can't mess up as my right hand."

"N-No mistakes this time...! How about this one on your crown...."

Rustle.

Felt a hair on my crown tugged. Then another sting.

"Ow-."

"Slipped again...! They're tougher than they look...! N-Not my fault...!"

"Forget it."

Damn it.

I sat up, grabbed a random strand, yanked it hard, and handed it over.

"Here."

"Hnggg."

Paranoya took it like a priceless treasure, trembling. Pulled a handkerchief from her bosom and wrapped it carefully.

"Sir Hassan, thank you so much.... To bestow such a holy relic on me.... I'll devote my loyalty forever...."

Who gets this thrilled over a hair?

Paranoya really was off.

Seemed more unhinged each time I saw her. Made me uneasy—what if she totally lost it later?

As I pondered her mental health seriously, Paranoya tucked the handkerchief away and spoke up.

"By the way, Sir Hassan, that guy you left lying on the first floor.... He seems to have come to. It's fine to leave him be...?"

"He's awake?"

"Yes.... Wanna check?"

I sat up fully and glanced at soundly sleeping Luna.

After last night's ordeal, she was out cold—even with Paranoya yapping nearby.

And the one who'd worn Luna out was Antiope.

Antiope, crudely tied up on the first floor.

She was under me now.

* * *

I threw on some clothes, grabbed my club and gauntlets, and headed downstairs. In the corner, someone huddled and shivering was plain to see.

Kneeling on the floor, head bowed low, arms cradling her head, shaking like a leaf. Looked bad for her back, neck—even her waist.

"Antiope."

I called out to the woman whose hair had gone white from shock in half a day.

The huddled figure in the corner flinched harder, terror-stricken.

"P-Please, spare me, spare me...! Don't sacrifice me, don't sacrifice me as an offering-."

Obvious at a glance.

She was in bad shape.

Repeating the same lines like a poorly trained parrot. Creepy enough to give me chills.

I subtly asked Paranoya.

"Hey, was she like this when she woke up?"

"Nah. I scared her saying I'd sacrifice her as an offering, and she turned out like that."

"Damn it, your fault. Why'd you do that?"

"Heh heh, dog of the temple knights. Slave to the debauched Jupiter. Now she knows the terror of you, Sir Hassan, and me, your right hand and top disciple...!"

"You little...."

Dunno why, but seeing Paranoya always made me wanna smack her head.

But constant knuckle-rapping might worsen her already weird brain, so I held back.

Anyway, the priority now was the quaking Antiope, not Paranoya.

"Ahem."

I cleared my throat and addressed her again.

"Antiope, can you hear me?"

"Hng, hngg, I-I'm sorry. I'm sorry-."

But she was too panicked for conversation.

"Hey, damn it, Paranoya. What'd you do to break her like this."

"Hmm-."

Paranoya scowled at my words. Then growled at Antiope in a furious tone.

"Dog of Jupiter! Can't you hear Sir Hassan?! Unlike me, he's utterly merciless and terrifying...!!"

"Hng, hng...."

Did the threat work?

Antiope, who'd only clutched her head till now, slowly raised it.

Her snow-white hair parted, revealing terror- and tear-streaked indigo eyes meeting mine. But only briefly.

The moment our gazes locked, she scratched frantically at the floorboards in panic.

Scrrch, scrrch.

Even with her tattoo faded and level dropped, her form was solid—wood splintered like soft chocolate under her nails.

At this rate, she'd punch holes in the floor. I grabbed her wrist and pressed the sinew point hard.

Squeeeze.

"Ahhh!"

She writhed in agony, thrashing to escape my grip.

Looked just like a wild wolf-girl captured by humans and forced into socialization.

Ding-.

Text floated up.

『Cured Antiope Grimkeeper's status: Great Terror.』

『Karma Value +10』

『Current Karma Value: +185』

Her debuff lifted, and karma points rolled in. Damn, 200 soon.

Hitting 200 karma opened up so much—made my chest itch with anticipation.

"Huuu...."

Antiope let out a deep sigh, like it bubbled up from the soles of her feet.

So overt in regulating her breath. Feeling better now? After banishing her massive fear, she should be coherent.

"Feeling better?"

Tried gentle words to ease her fright. Sounded so sappy even to me, made me wanna cringe.

But the blatant kindness seemed to steady her.

"Ugh, y-yeah.... Yeah...."

At least she understood me. Time to reconfirm last night's worry.

"Antiope, you haven't forgotten our deal, right? Not a word about us. You swore on the Styx—you have to keep it. Right?"

"Y-Yeah...."

Her reply came weak and hesitant. Paranoya clearly hated it.

"You-!! How dare you not honor Sir Hassan with respect! He is no mere mortal like us...!!"

Antiope jolted like she'd been shocked.

"M-Mere mortal? No?"
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"This person is someone who dwells in a world apart from mortals like us...!! Kneel at once and confess your sins!! And become a faithful follower of Lord Hassan, just like me!!"

Paranoy's booming declaration plunged the cramped shack into utter silence.

In that moment, not even a breath could be heard.

I felt a wave of dizziness wash over me.

Paranoy's condition was worsening.

"A, a mortal... no?"

Whether her words had sunk in or not, I could feel her fear-stricken indigo eyes gazing up at me.

Embarrassed and unsure how to respond, I just scowled and put on a stern expression. While I maintained the silence to buy time for my thoughts, Antiope muttered under her breath.

"I've heard the prophecy. The heir of the King of the Dead, Pluto, will appear in this mortal realm. Could it be... could you possibly be... Pluto's son, Samaritan...?"

Before I could answer, Paranoy—looking thrilled beyond measure, raising both hands high and opening her mouth wide—spoke in my stead.

"That is a secret sworn upon the River Styx by Lord Hassan and his right-hand woman, this top disciple...!! But it's something like that...!!"

Oh no, shoot. The secret's slipping out.

As I panicked slightly, Antiope bowed her head to the floor. Then, in a calm voice as if all strength had drained from her body, she spoke.

"So the prophecy was true.... Pluto's son is already in this world.... That pathetic, clumsy barbarian warrior was all just a deception...? Have I... fallen into a trap...?"

Antiope mumbled to herself.

But pathetic and clumsy barbarian warrior? It hit me right in the solar plexus unexpectedly, making my vision swim.

"The 8th-ranked knight of Jupiter's temple knights, this body, this body—the first to be trapped. Wh-why...?"

Having muttered that, Antiope finally lifted her head to look up at me.

It felt like she was asking why I had lured her into this trap. And probably that's exactly what it was. But shoot, I never intended any trap.

As I pondered what new lie to spin, Paranoy spoke up.

"Of course, it was to target your body, warrior woman...!!"

"My, my body!?"

"You will bear many children for Lord Hassan and expand Pluto's influence in a glorious role...!!"

At those words, Antiope recoiled in genuine horror, scrambling backward into the corner. Clutching her body with her hands and trembling, she shouted.

"Who would bear the child of a heretic!"

"But Lord Hassan's club is always hard and ready...!! You, you will eventually submit to Lord Hassan's club...!!"

"And when you erased the tattoo from my body, groping my breasts so lewdly—that was because you targeted me, one of the few women in the temple knights!!"

This scene felt so familiar from somewhere.

Didn't Hippolyte do exactly this?

They only shared their bronze skin, but seeing her like this, they really were sisters.

At this point, I couldn't help but seriously wonder if there was something wrong with Mars's bloodline.

"N-Now that I think about it, even the first time you massaged my body, you groped me lewdly. Y-you, from the very start, from the beginning, you targeted my body.... That time, when you touched the tattoo on my back. You foresaw all this...?"

If this girl really took after Hippolyte.

Denying it wouldn't help.

So, deciding it was better to roll with the situation, I just spouted whatever came to mind.

"That's right. Everything went according to my plan. You are all in the palm of my hand."

"But your plan would be meaningless without me, blessed by the War Song. Did you predict that the temple knights would dispatch me, the one from this city...?"

"Exactly. Your temple knights are entirely in my grasp as well. No—this kingdom, this world, I rule them all from the shadows."

"Ughhh, i-it can't be, it can't be...!!"

I'd just thrown out some nonsense, but Antiope took it as gospel, looking utterly shocked.

The first time we met, she'd intimidated me with her kingdom elite status and all that.

But now, she just seemed like a young girl my age.

And that was probably spot on.

A woman who happened to gain more power than most. Tough exterior aside, her insides were soft and girlish.

And since ancient times, the ones most susceptible to voice phishing or cults were young women with that innocent streak.

Once you seize their hearts, dazzle and shake them, even a fake cult leader like me could fool them.

As I reflected on how cults must form this way, Paranoy—listening beside me—leaned in slyly like a wicked villain.

"Lord Hassan, your top disciple Paranoy has a good idea...."

"A good idea?"

It made me tense, wondering what nonsense she'd say. But her proposal was something I hadn't considered.

"Why not make this one your holy warrior?"

"Holy warrior?"

The term brought to mind Schizo swinging her greatsword, and Psyche in her thorny armor from Venus's temple.

They were like slaves endlessly toiling under divine karma, right?

"Make her a holy warrior?"

"This fool's sins against Lord Hassan, Lady Luna, and top disciple Paranoy are grave...!! Make her a holy warrior and force her into eternal atonement...!!"

Right, holy warriors were those who sinned against gods. So this is how one is born.

But since I'm no real god, I couldn't actually make her one. As I pondered what to do.

I remembered she could tattoo bodies with that strange ink from her fingertips.

"Good idea, Paranoy. You'll get a big reward later."

"Ughhh, your praise alone is thanks enough.... Then, could you raise my future share from 5 pun to 6 pun...?"

"Yes, the territory you receive from me will be 6 percent."

"Heehee! Thank you...!!"

"Shall we give it a try?"

I slowly approached Antiope huddled in the corner. Then, even more deliberately and slowly, I moved my hand to grasp hers.

"Wh-what are you doing! I don't want to bear the child of a death god, a death god's bloodline...! S-sis, Siiiis—!"

Antiope thrashed as if I were about to rape her. Well, what I was about to do wasn't all that different.

But if she kept yelling like this, Luna upstairs might wake up, ask "Hassan, what're you doing?" growl "Why are you touching a woman's body!" and end with "Hassan, you're too much!"

"Paranoy, the prisoner's mouth is too loose."

"I'll silence her...!!"

So I ordered Paranoy to quiet her, and she clamped Antiope's mouth shut with both palms.

"Mmph— mmph!"

Antiope writhed to escape the restraint, but since we'd erased her tattoo, her level was only 27.

Sure, 27 was pretty high, but against me and Paranoy—both over level 20—it was tough.

Finally, I gripped her now-quiet hand. And I drew on her body.

Amazingly, a bizarre ink-like substance oozed from her fingernails, leaving a long black streak on her skin.

"Mmmph!"

"You've figured out what I'm doing, huh? From now on, every time you see the letters on your body, you'll remember your sins. And you won't be able to undress in front of anyone."

Scritch, scriiitch.

I scribbled whatever doodles came to mind all over her body.

"Mmmph!"

On her stomach, back, arms, and legs—I carved letters, making her look ridiculous and grotesque. But since this was punishment, ugly was just right.

Getting into it while drawing letters, I even added cat whiskers to her face. Like a black cat—suited her well.

While at it, I swirled a spiral around her navel.

Swirl, swiiiirl.

"Mmmph!"

In the end, Antiope looked like a ninja with a fox spirit sealed in her belly.

I thought of adding more, like Pikachu and Flareon.

"Shoot, not drawing well. Hold still, don't move. Hey, I said hold still."

It didn't come out right and got ruined. In the end, her forearm only had a bruised Pikachu and Flareon that looked like they'd tumbled down stairs.

"Puhahaha, what an idiotic sight...!!"

Paranoy laughed at it. Being mocked as a fool by Paranoy—if it were me, I'd be so shocked I'd skip a meal.

But she did look pretty dumb. Flareon, not even Charizard.

"Just so you know, don't think of covering the drawings with ink. From now on, you'll come to me every week for inspections to make sure they're intact."

Anyway, with this, Antiope became a Hassan-style holy warrior.

Even I thought it was a brilliant idea, so I felt deeply satisfied.

"Antiope, until I forgive you, you'll bear these karma burdens. Only I can remove them. You understand, right?"

"Me, a holy warrior of the death god...."

"Don't tell a soul. Not your sister you trust, not your knight comrades, not even in prayers to the gods. This is the punishment you'll carry for life."

Antiope stared down at her body, unable to continue. Soon, tears welled up in her eyes like she was truly wronged.

"Ugh, sob, h-how am I supposed to go outside like this.... My, my body's defiled. I can never get married now...."

For a moment, I felt like I'd done something awful and panicked. But Paranoy scolded her even more harshly from beside me.

"You fool—!! Be grateful for Lord Hassan's grace—!! Your life, which should have ended as a sacrificial execution, has been spared by Lord Hassan's mercy—!!"

"Ughhh...."

Truth be told, Paranoy had a point. Normally, killing Antiope would be the most effective.

But I didn't.

She was my acquaintance's sister, a national treasure-level figure where killing her lightly would cause legal issues. Hence this elaborate setup.

So, with a warning in my tone—dead serious, no joking—I spoke.

"Antiope Grimkeeper."

Antiope flinched.

"...How do you know my, my second name...? I haven't even told my sister—only Lord Jupiter should know it."

Even Antiope, who had been sniffling tears moments ago, now looked shocked, as if realizing something huge.

Apparently, her second name, Grimkeeper, was a closely guarded secret.

"Antiope Grimkeeper—."

More gravely and weightily than ever since coming to this world, I continued.

"Feel my mercy. Killing you would be easy, yet I've decided to let you live."

"...."

This was no lie or excuse—my honest truth.

"There won't be a next time."

It was also a vow to steel my soft heart, alongside the warning.

No next time.

This was the last time anyone threatened Luna's safety from the yard.

"...."

Thankfully, my sincerity seemed to get through—Antiope froze, unable to retort or respond, just standing still.

Soon, she knelt before me and pressed her forehead to the floor.

"...Thank you... for your mercy. But... what do I tell my comrades? If they see my sudden change, they'll suspect...."

Antiope had a valid point. Temple knights were high-value assets, only ten in the kingdom. Any odd behavior would raise flags.

But unfamiliar with temple knight inner workings, no clever excuse came to mind.

"You'll have to cover it up yourself. You didn't rise that high on looks alone."

"Th-that's...."

"Remember, your life and death are in my hands. I am now your—"

I paused mid-sentence, recalling Elfride. Master and slave. No, something else fit better now.

"I am now your god."

"...."

Antiope kept her head to the floor, silent. But that silence was enough. In fact, her not speaking was perfect.

Declaring myself a god felt embarrassing and cringey, yet exhilarating—my heart pounded like I could do anything.

Anything at all.

Was this omnipotence?

As I basked in satisfaction, Paranoy asked.

"But, Lord Hassan. What domain do you govern as a god?"

Even Antiope, forehead still down, cautiously lifted her head, curiosity plain.

What domain?

I considered bluffing "god of disease" since I could heal with acupressure, but shut my mouth.
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The festival lasted roughly four days.

Every night, fireworks exploded, accompanied by people's songs and the clamor of raucous instruments.

It was easy to see why Sodomora had earned its nickname as the city of debauchery, filled with sounds of laughter, shouting, drinking, brawling, and smashing.

The summer had plenty to celebrate: victory in the war against the cultists, the extermination of the thieves' guild Hydra, and more. That only fueled the frenzy.

But even a city overflowing with dazzling spectacles gradually returned to its usual state once the festival ended and time passed.

Of course, Sodomora was a metropolis teeming with tens of thousands of people.

It rivaled the royal capital, Jeruit, in grandeur, so it remained noisy and chaotic long after the festivities.

Still, the eerie quiet that followed the brief madness sent a chill down the spine.

I liked that silence, though.

I'd never been fond of noise, and besides, the hush was perfect for concealing my actions and whereabouts.

Early one morning, I slipped out of the city still murmuring in the festival's afterglow and headed alone, as usual, to the ruins of the abandoned Sun Temple near the west gate.

During the festival, wary of potential attacks from the temple knights, all I'd done was clean this place and practice combat.

"Die, you bastard!"

Kieruk!

A swing of my club to the goblin's skull produced a short scream and instant death for the green-skinned monster.

Already, five of them lay at my feet, vomiting blood. It hadn't been long since I'd been flailing around with three or four clinging to me.

Now, I brimmed with confidence that I could handle ten, twenty, whatever came at me alone.

Kaek, kaesaeki... Kaesaeki...

"Not dead yet?"

I'd aimed to shatter its skull in one blow. The last goblin lay sprawled on the ground, spewing curses or incantations—I couldn't tell which—as it thrashed.

Alive even with its head smashed. Horrific creature, but a bit pitiful too. I'd meant to kill it cleanly in one strike.

"You should've dodged."

Ppak.

I raised my club and crushed its head for good measure, confirming the kill. Then my club, Terror Pulverizer, throbbed—thud, thud—

It trembled like a starving beast, so I brought the shaft close to the goblin corpses. By now, I knew what it craved.

Ssssh.

The club sucked up every drop of blood like a man lost in the desert for days, parched beyond endurance.

Tak.

It hardened, growing long and rigid like something excited—fucking hell. Not "fucking annoying," but actually like a man's cock.

Sucking blood to lengthen and stiffen.

In fact, my club felt a good fifteen centimeters longer now than when I'd first gotten it, after absorbing goblin and monster blood.

It was more like a baseball bat now than a mere baton or nightstick. Maybe a tad longer.

The extra reach improved the swing, and the added weight boosted its power. I was satisfied.

But would this bloody thing keep growing?

A bit tense about how far it might go, I harvested byproducts from the goblin corpses—fangs, ears, and such. Luna would like these.

Kaesaeki!

Kieeek!

Kisit, kisit!

Damn, they just kept coming.

Maybe it was my imagination, but goblins seemed to appear more frequently around the city since the festival ended.

I'd encountered them multiple times a day here in these temple ruins alone.

Honestly, now that I'd grown some, I could roam this place solo. Iron Tier adventurers tasked with cleaning it would struggle plenty.

Luna, me, Malko, old man Platan—we'd all suffered because of goblins.

Anyway, swinging the club was starting to tire me, so I addressed the scattered corpses.

"Minions, rise."

Grk, grkgrk—

The goblin corpses, cold and stiffening in death, twisted their joints and bones in unnatural ways as they stood.

Kwaaaaa—!!

Geiaaaaa—!!

Blue glows lit their eyes, and they unleashed horrific screams. Even to me, it was gruesomely revolting.

The other goblins, moments ago gnashing their teeth as if eager for revenge on their comrades, now hesitated and backed away.

But I wasn't about to let these fang-baring monsters escape unscathed.

Swish.

With a casual wave, like shooing flies—

Geruaaaaa!!

The blue-eyed goblin zombies—corpses, whatever—impaled and tore into the fleeing goblins.

Chwaaak—

Blood sprayed, staining the surroundings red. The five or so that had swarmed me moments ago became corpses in an instant.

『Settling minion combat.』

『Karma Value +5』

『Current Karma Value +190』

"Good. You're joining the squad now."

Shuk, swish—

With a few more gestures, like a seasoned commander, the freshly killed goblins assembled their mangled joints and bones, rising from the ground.

Krrrooo.

Clack, crack.

It was utterly surreal.

And knowing I was causing it made my head throb, as if my frontal or occipital lobe might snap.

Since the intruders attacked the yard, I'd been experimenting with my necromancy in remote spots like this.

When those thugs stormed the yard, I worried if my current skills could protect Luna and me. Plenty of anxiety there, so I had to do something.

I'd once vaguely thought that since Luna was the daughter of some massive entity called Knox, Knox-sama would handle it.

No such luck.

The final clash with Antiope taught me, body and soul, that we had to defend our yard ourselves.

Gods don't intervene in mortal affairs, even for their own children.

No idea why. Probably why Mars's daughter, Antiope, got no help from him either.

Maybe tied to the Silent Age thirty years ago, when the gods stopped answering prayers.

So I decided to build enough power to protect myself, whatever it took.

Frankly, as a warrior, I'm third-rate at best, second-rate if generous.

But as Paranoya said, I seem to have talent in necromancy. Dangerous as it was, that's why these secret sessions.

Wearing a mask, draped in a robe.

Acting just like the cultists.

From these past few days, my minions seem pretty strong.

A bone golem goblin outclassed wild ones handily.

Goblin bones beating goblins—textbook case of the apprentice surpassing the master.

Perfect upgrade.

Krrrooo...

Sure, their savagery and ferocity worried me a bit.

But they were imprinted as my minions, obeying orders strictly. No risk of losing control. Good.

So, how far would they obey? Curiosity sparked about their command limits.

How subordinate were they really?

Back when I was Elfride's slave, I'd followed all sorts of orders.

But even slaves have egos. They'd resist utterly absurd ones, even at risk of the whip.

Like "massage yourself all day without sleeping." They'd protest.

You little shit! Taste the whip!

I'd get beaten, naturally.

So, would these resist too? Time to test.

"Alright, now—"

Nothing better for probing limits.

"—kill each other. Until one remains."

At my command, the bone-and-corpse minions slashed at each other with sharp claws.

Ppak, uduk.

A brutal melee erupted, more violent than expected.

Krrrooo...

The survivor: a bone goblin with its right arm grotesquely bulked by bone shards, like a makeshift prosthesis.

"Righty. You win."

Krrrooo...

Each had unique performance and form, so variables existed.

I touched its massive right arm. Hard bone texture, then text popped up.

『Name: Hassan's Bone Goblin - Righty lv. 12 +1

Status: Grace-enhanced Domination Strength》 Terror Emanation》』

I could see my minions' statuses too. Damn, the Sun God's grace was potent.

It had a name. Domination Strength and Terror Emanation.

Every corpse I raised showed the same stats and level.

Grace-enhanced Domination Strength probably from my necklace's power.

Terror Emanation: radiating malevolent aura to freeze small creatures.

But that '+1' on the level? No clue. Wish I could ask someone. Stuck figuring it solo.

Anyway, these minions were highly usable.

"Enough. Rise again."

Sshuk, uduk.

I reanimated the combat-dead corpses.

"Ugh—"

Dizziness hit, but like standing too long then rising—tolerable.

Anemia creeps in after five-plus a day, worsening with more.

Tested limits: around a hundred, and I was gasping, vision spinning, puking.

Revival has caps. How many can I control at once? Wanted to test.

Lack of corpses limited me to about ten so far.

Still, ten near-lv.12 monsters? That's Iron Tier squad level solo.

Damn, maybe switch professions to Necromancer?

Become a cultist?

Identity crisis brewing.

But necromancy is strictly forbidden by kingdom law. Exposure could strip my adventurer status.

To hit Gold Tier, Bronze adventurer and barbarian warrior Hassan had to grow stronger.

Uduk, uduk.

I loosened my shoulder, neck, and waist joints. About to move hard—better warm up to avoid strains.

Whirl, whirl.

Wrists, elbows, fingers cracked as I finished warming up. Then to my ten raised minions:

"Come at me, you bastards. No holding back."

Kroaaaa—!!

Kwaaaaaak—!!

With that, the ten bone goblins charged.

Not like the green-skinned freaks I'd massacred—these blue-eyed horrors lunged with killing intent.

Kieeek!

"Damn, fucking terrifying—"

My new training method.

Dodging irregular attacks and murderous auras, subduing them.

Tough, but after dodging Hippolyte's brutal fists repeatedly—or maybe growing from the Antiope fight—it was doable.

Chwaak—!

Then a goblin claw grazed my side.

"Argh! Shit—!"

Thought it was manageable seconds ago. Complacency bites. I clutched my torn robe and bleeding flank with my gauntlet, yelling.

"You fucking mutts, I said no holding back—and you really didn't!"

Halt.

My summoned bone goblins froze. Smart bastards.

Krrrooo...

"Nah, it's fine. Don't hold back. Shit, all rush me! That's how I improve!"

Krrro...

But my scolding yell seemed to rattle them. They hesitated, unwilling to charge.

Their blank blue eyes seemed to glance at each other.

Pew—. Kwak!

Something fast flew from afar, striking a bone goblin's forehead.

Krrrooo—

It staggered but recovered. A sturdy arrow embedded in its head.

"Skadi, good shot! Hey, you there! We'll help you out!"
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Whoosh-.

Something flew through the air between the bushes with a slicing sound.

Thwack-!

It embedded itself right into the head of the bone goblin I had been facing—the one with the oversized right arm, which I'd roughly dubbed Righty.

Grraaah!

Righty’s blue eyes flashed with fury, as if enraged at whoever had shot the arrow into its skull.

At that exact moment, rustling sounds came from the bushes, accompanied by several presences.

“H-Hit! You there! We’ll help you out!”

The ones who emerged were four adventurers, all wearing gray metal dog tags that jingled around their necks—marking them as Iron Plate adventurers.

Two men and two women, a four-person party.

They were armed with short daggers or small shields, long swords, and a longbow—giving their party a pretty solid balance.

Especially the longbow slung on the woman’s back, adorned with a bizarre snake-shaped ornament; it looked quite valuable.

“Skadi! Cover us!”

The woman with the small shield and dagger charged toward me. Shit, had they caught me in the act of necromancy?

“You monster bastard!”

Clang-!

The short golden-haired woman adventurer bashed the small shield into the head of the bone goblin dithering in front of me, then turned her back to me, facing the goblins.

“We’re the adventurer party ‘Skarji’ from the Minerva Guild! We’ll help you out—everyone, get over here!”

Minerva Guild’s adventurer party Skarji?

They positioned themselves with their backs to me, as if shielding me from the bone goblins, squaring off against them.

Their movements were quite nimble and precise—impressive enough to draw admiration.

But their attitude felt a bit off. Didn’t they realize these bone goblins were my summons?

I’d been prepared to be attacked, looking like a shady cultist in my mask and robe.

Thanks to the recent mask festival, though, my masked appearance must have seemed normal. So they’d mistaken me for just some guy caught in a monster attack in the woods.

I had been fighting like I was actually under attack by the bone goblins, after all.

It was an intriguing situation, all things considered.

Hiding a relieved smile beneath my mask, I asked,

“Minerva adventurer party Skarji, right? How strong are you? These guys are pretty tough monsters. Think you can handle them?”

The small-shield woman adventurer replied to my question.

“All of us have total Karma over 10! We’re veterans, so don’t worry! We’ve fought skeletons plenty of times!”

“We even joined the cultist war a few weeks ago—!”

Impressive.

People with total values over 10 were on par with most Bronze Tier adventurers.

They were top-tier among Iron Tier, probably on the verge of promotion. That explained their confidence and their Minerva Guild-style sense of justice.

A balanced four-person party with total values of 10.

I was touched by their intent to rescue me, but at the same time, I couldn’t help thinking this was a great chance to test my minions’ performance.

I had ten minions in total.

All around level 13.

How well would they hold up against these promising up-and-coming adventurers?

So, I shot a glance at my bone goblins through the slits in my mask.

Righty, with the arrow in its head.

Narrowing my eyes at its blue gaze, I sent a silent command.

—Fight.

And I whispered under my breath, too quiet for anyone to hear.

Raaarghhh!!!

Unlike moments ago when it had hesitated against me, Righty let out a thunderous roar of rage.

The other minions followed suit, their blue eyes blazing like flames as they unleashed screams that shook the entire forest.

“Raaah, wh-what kind of monster scream is that?!”

The small-shield woman swordswoman blocking my front shrank back in fear. It wasn’t just her—the whole party’s presence seemed to deflate.

Was this the Fear Emission skill my bone goblins had? Honestly, even I wanted to cover my ears hearing those horrific shrieks.

At that moment, the skinny gray-haired man to my right slammed his staff into the ground and chanted like he was casting a spell.

“Anti-Fear Ritual—.”

Thud, thud, thud-.

He struck the long stone staff into the ground three times, making the bells attached to it jingle.

Hearing that sound felt strangely soothing, overlaying and dulling the noisy roars from before.

A ritual, so like magic?

As if the cowering had been a lie, the adventurers gripped their shields and weapons, steadying their stances. The shield woman shouted loudly.

“Jirkal, nice one!”

The skinny staff-wielder’s name was probably Jirkal. Some kind of wandering priest? Priest Jirkal narrowed his brow and said,

“They’re coming, Kasiya—!”

“I’ve got this!”

Kyahhh!!

The small-shield blonde swordswoman called Kasiya deflected Righty’s massive right arm as it lunged at her, parrying it with her shield.

It was like one of those parry techniques from games.

Righty staggered, unable to balance its huge arm, and toppled to the ground.

So you can use it like that with a small shield on your arm.

Interesting.

But weren’t my bone goblins fighting worse than expected? My face twisted in annoyance.

These guys, no discipline.

Just as I started doubting my necromancy’s utility,

Kerack!

Crunch, crunch!

Excluding Righty as it struggled to rise, the rest swarmed from all sides at once.

“F-Fast!”

“Not your average, average undead!”

Soon the bone goblins were clinging to the party members, sinking claws and teeth into their flesh.

“Someone peel these off them!”

“I’m busy too! These guys are stronger than they look! Just bones and all…!”

Flap, flap.

Thanks to that, not just the frontliner Kasiya with her shield, but the archer woman, priest Jirkal, and the other guy whose role I couldn’t pin down—all got swept into the muddy melee.

“M-My oak shield!”

Small-shield Kasiya was on the verge of losing the shield attached to her arm to the bone goblins. Anyone could see it was a do-or-die moment.

“Th-These! Why are they so tough?!”

Kasiya kept kicking at the bone goblins trying to wrench her shield away.

Gyaack-!

But the sturdier-than-expected bone goblins regenerated their cracked bodies and kept coming.

“They regenerate too! Lerua, spell, how’s the spell?!”

“Almost! Here it comes, here it cooomes—!”

As shield Kasiya yelled, the male adventurer huddled in the corner mumbling something finally raised his hand high and shouted.

“Holy Bolt!”

Zzzap.

A bizarre current leaped from his fingertips—strong enough to see with the naked eye. Lightning magic?

Lightning magic was one of those heavy-hitters, like Elfride’s fire or Belmina’s ice.

So the last guy was the mage.

Keruuuugh—!

The bone goblins struck by the lightning all stunned like they’d lost consciousness, then collapsed in heaps, unable to hold form.

The mage Lerua brushed the bones off his body and stood.

“As expected, monsters can’t stand before Lord Jupiter’s holy lightning. Heh heh.”

His hood had fallen, revealing a rather refined-looking boy. Noble?

“But… they won’t get back up, right…?”

The boy mage prodded the scattered bone piles with his long staff, tense.

Of course, my bone goblins regenerated from most attacks, but anything beyond a certain threshold canceled the summon, leaving them in heaps.

Attack magic really packs a punch.

Holy Bolt, huh. Different from regular lightning. Weak to undead attribute or something?

Knowledge gained.

“Phew—. Everyone okay? Any injuries?”

By the time all ten bone goblins had turned to bone piles, small-shield swordswoman Kasiya scanned the area and checked on the situation.

Most had scraped gear, facial cuts, bleeding—minor injuries. No critical wounds.

Decent enough, I suppose?

I considered re-raising the fallen minions, but that’d make my necromancy too obvious, so I held off.

With a mage and priest, they might detect hellish mana or something.

“Phew, those undead were tougher than expected. And so many.”

Kasiya muttered, inspecting her shield. Priest Jirkal replied.

“Their eyes were blue—pretty eerie. Why would undead show up all the way out here?”

The blue long-haired woman with the bow answered his question.

“Probably the festival. Mask festivals draw in the restless dead.”

“That’s just legend. Skadi, how old are you to believe in wandering ghosts?”

“Lerua, I saw a real ghost when I was little, I swear.”

“Yeah, sure—.”

The adventurers bantered among themselves.

Now I could confirm they were a well-balanced party: priest, mage, archer, and frontline swordswoman. Textbook perfect opponents.

And I’d pushed them to the brink, so my bone goblins were adequately usable?

I asked,

“You used lightning magic—can you cast it multiple times?”

“Mana’s limited, so there are restrictions. Can’t go into details, sorry.”

Got it.

If I’d kept reviving the bone goblins, they might’ve had a shot at winning.

Satisfying fight.

* * *

Minerva’s Iron Plate adventurers Skarji.

They periodically cleared this abandoned shrine ruins. It used to be Mars Guild Iron Plates’ job.

Now that Mars Guild wasn’t pulling its weight, it fell to Minerva.

“That’s why we named ourselves Skarji after our initials. Fun, right?”

Kasiya chattered on, even about stuff I hadn’t asked.

Not just talkative—she seemed to be keeping conversation going to reassure me after the undead scare. They were generally friendly to a stranger like me.

“Kasiya, don’t spill too much info.”

Of course, one wasn’t.

The blue long-haired woman with the longbow on her back—party leader Skadi—still eyed me warily.

Not hiding her guarded gaze, Skadi asked,

“So, what were you doing in the woods?”

“Just, y’know, gathering herbs. Gotta eat.”

I showed the herbs from my belt to prove my alibi.

I’d picked some Luna would like, and they came in handy right on time. Lucky.

“Hmm—. Big guy like you, herbs…”

Skadi narrowed her eyes, unsatisfied. Short, plain blonde Kasiya spoke to her.

“Skadi, you still suspect him? If he were a cultist, why’d he get attacked by undead?”

“Me, a cultist?”

“Skadi thought you were one! Cultists wouldn’t get attacked by undead. Funny, right?”

“Yeah, my mistake.”

Archer Skadi grudgingly admitted it, but her instincts were sharp. I was the one controlling the undead, after all.

I imagined what would’ve happened if they’d caught me mid-summon. Probably not pretty.

Lucky for both sides, all around.

Anyway, the kind party escorted me to the forest entrance. Not forgetting a little scolding.

“The woods are crawling with goblins lately—too dangerous alone. Heard there’s a silver-grade monster, Goblin King or something, digging a lair.”

The bright blonde swordswoman’s words piqued my interest.

“Silver-grade monster?”

“Means a subjugation level Iron adventurers can’t handle. Goblin king—creepy, huh? Probably why bone goblins showed up too…”

“Kasiya. Minerva said to keep that quiet. It’s not confirmed!”

“Got it, Skadi. Don’t spill info, right? Anyway, don’t go into the woods alone!”

“Will do. Thanks for the save. Minerva Guild’s Skarji, was it? I’ll spread good word.”

“Heh heh, not why we did it. But sure.”

With that, I parted from the party. I headed out of the forest; they went deeper to hunt more goblins.

“Goblin king, huh.”

Silver-grade monster. Sounds ominous. Too strong for Bronze Tier Hassan. Probably a maxed-out goblin or something.

But Necromancer Hassan?

I tucked away the intriguing info and returned to the city, the western slums, and the shack where Luna waited.

“Luna, I’m back.”

On the first floor, I hung my mask and robes on the wall. The oddly quiet shack atmosphere nagged at me.

Had Luna gone to the market?

“Kkyung kkyung, Luna out?”

Woof, woof.

Two barks—means upstairs.

I headed up, half-worried, and found Luna slumped over a simple vanity, sleeping soundly.

Twilight, a bit early for bed.

Not her bedtime. Tired from making potions? But no stock or jars piled downstairs.

“Luna, slept all day?”

Since the festival ended,

Luna often slept long stretches like this. Like catching up on backlog.

Worrisome enough to make me anxious.

Sleeping day or night, no pattern.

“Luna, wake up.”

I massaged her shoulders and neck with my fingers. She inhaled deeply—hnggg—and

let out a giggling “pffft.”

“Mmm, Hassan? When’d I fall asleep—?”

“Must’ve been beat.”

I kneaded her shoulders and back. She yawned hugely, stretching.

“Ugh, so stiff—!”

But her emerald eyes were clear and wide from deep sleep. Her usual bright, cheerful self—I relaxed a bit.

“Hassan, you’re hurt! Your side! Training again?”

Luna pointed to my side. Right, the goblin scratch had crusted over. Minor; gone in a day.

“Yeah, happens in training. More importantly, Luna, you sleeping too much lately? You sick?”

The thought of Luna ill made me genuinely jittery. If something was wrong with her, I’d rather it be me.

Is this what love’s like?

I checked her pulse.

『Name: Luna Noxdoti Lv. 17 → 20
Strength: 4 → 5
Agility: 10 → 11
Vitality: 3 → 4
Traits: Flailing》Gluttony Lover》Nocturnal》
Status: Nox’s Curse》Erebos’s Curse》』

Level up aside, status looked fine. When’d she level to 20? Fast growth.

“No bad spots?”

“Don’t worry, Hassan. I just binge-sleep sometimes. Once a year or so.”

“Really?”

“Usually winter hibernation. Guess this year’s summer sleep.”

Luna brushed it off. Maybe growing pains. Pretty girls need beauty sleep, they say.

Still, I decided to take her to a clinic first thing tomorrow.

“You worry too much, Hassan. Anyway, tonight’s a meteor shower! Stars’ll rain down—let’s watch!”

“Meteor shower?”

No clue what that was. Stars raining? Like a meteor shower? Imagining the night sky, Luna added hesitantly,

“Just us in the yard—no Paranoia or Hippolyte. Couldn’t play much during festival.”

True, temple knights and undead ruined the fun.

“Sure, why not.”

Luna peered out the window, looking thrilled, so I nodded.

She practically stuck her head out, gazing up.

“Hmm, when’s sunset—.”

Sunset glowed beyond her shoulder, still bright.

Stars, huh.

A night date with Luna—I felt a little excited.

[Author's Note]
This chapter 191 ended up longer than expected... Like 1.5 chapters in one...
And now, really getting into... the main story... Season 3... full throttle...!!!
For real...!!!
Pseudo Resident Illegal Stay in Another World Chapter 192
-----------------------------------------------------------------
Translator: penny
Chapter: 192
Chapter Title: Black Star's Necromancer Hassan
-----------------------------------------------------------------
In my opinion, no matter where people are, they find their own ways to have fun.
The flood of entertainment and stories on Earth back that up.
Maybe humans are just built not to tolerate even a little boredom.
To me, who lived amid the dazzling lights of the 21st century, the civilization of this backward Gaia Continent was honestly shocking and horrifying.
Forget the subpar facilities and infrastructure—even the food was mostly bland without any seasoning.
Rats crawling everywhere, ignorant humans.
Truly ignorant, loudmouthed, violent humans....
But it wasn't all bad.
As I said earlier, people always find ways to enjoy themselves no matter where they are.
So, among the few things that made life on this Gaia Continent bearable, if I had to pick one I liked, it might be the night sky sparkling with countless stars.
The clear, refreshing sky, free of industrial gas pollution or fine dust, glittered with uncountable stars at night.
If you draped a deep blue curtain and sprinkled tiny droplets of mercury across it, that's exactly what it looked like.
I lack the talent for fancy descriptions, so I have no way to explain the scene properly.
Anyway, the important thing is that for someone like me, who only ever saw the dim moon peeking through city buildings and concrete, this night sky felt new every time.
The two moons hanging in the sky were still utterly alien.
Was that distant universe out there the same one Earth was in?
Was Earth among those twinkling stars?
Such thoughts always flooded my mind. When I camped alone under the night sky, I'd really let my thoughts wander.
"Hassan, there are so many stars!"
Of course, right now Luna was lying beside me.
Crackle, crackle—.
A straw mat spread out in the yard.
Beside it, bug-repelling herbs burning in a small fire pit.
On a deep summer night, we lay there gazing at the same sky.
Suddenly, I got curious.
This night sky was incredibly wondrous to me, born and raised in a city, but to Luna, it must be completely ordinary. Did she find the night sky and shining stars wondrous and majestic too?
"They look like sugar—they're pretty!"
Even in Luna's eyes, the stars floating in the sky seemed beautifully sparkling. Well, Earth's history is full of records waxing poetic about the beauty of the night sky and the cosmos.
Was beauty something that transcended eras and worlds?
As I quietly watched her emerald eyes glimmering under the moonlight and starlight, Luna asked, still staring at the night sky.
"In your hometown, do you have constellations?"
"Constellations?"
Constellations. The only ones I knew were the Big Dipper, Orion, and Cassiopeia.
And not because I was interested—I just picked them up naturally after over a year of military service in the clear skies of Gangwon Province.
"I know a few, but the night sky here's different."
"Yeah? Could be. The sky from Ideophe looks the same as here, though."
Luna laughed like she couldn't understand. I was thrilled that my story made her laugh.
On the other hand, I couldn't imagine what face she'd make or what she'd say if she learned I wasn't from this world, but an outsider from another.
No need to tell her.
Even if I did, she might just think I was teasing her with a lie. It could even create awkwardness between us.
Truth be told, I was pretty happy with the current state of our relationship or distance. That feeling of knowing each other but not quite.
Not too close, not too far—just the right amount of tension. Of course, I wanted to know more about Luna, but part of me was scared.
Luna, with all her secrets.
If I learned them all, maybe she'd have some unbearable secret origin, and she'd end up drifting away from me. That vague anxiety lingered in my chest.
Some might call it needless worry, but I'm naturally full of fears and anxieties, so I couldn't help it.
"Hassan, you're thinking useless thoughts again."
As I was lost in thought for a while, Luna spoke up again. I turned my head to see her watching my face from the side.
"Too many thoughts give you a headache. You need to learn to empty your mind sometimes. That's why we look at the stars."
"Got it. But is just lying here looking enough?"
"You really know nothing, huh. If you don't know how to read the stars, I'll teach you. A hero's gotta be able to read the sky at least—."
Whoosh.
Luna raised her finger high toward the night sky. With her straight index finger, she pointed at the stars and said.
"See that brightest star over there? The one twinkling super bright."
Her finger seemed to point at something, but to me, they all just looked like twinkling stars.
"Where?"
"There, that really big bright one—."
She explained again, but they all looked the same to me. Better to just pretend I saw it.
"That big one, right? What about it?"
"If you connect that big star to the even bigger one next to it, then link eight more to the side, doesn't it look like a spider?"
"A spider?"
"That's the Wolf Spider constellation! Looks like Kkeungkkeung, right?"
I never expected to think about spiders while stargazing, so a chill ran down my spine. Wolf Spider constellation? Not even Crab, but Spider?
"And next to it, over there, the Balloon constellation.... Then along the Milky Way—."
Luna seemed to have encyclopedic knowledge of the night sky.
I had no clue what was what, but her hand moved like a teacher marking stars on a blackboard.
I said to her.
"You're really good with constellations, Luna."
"Of course. After coming to Sodmora, I looked at the stars every day. No voodoo practitioner knows the night sky like I do."
"Yeah?"
I felt proud of Luna for knowing so much about stars, but also a bit puzzled. Didn't she say she looked at them to empty her mind?
After arriving in Sodmora, did she have so many thoughts she needed to clear her head every day?
I imagined Luna, wandering the city without anyone to rely on, gazing up at the night sky every night. What was she thinking then?
It nagged at me, so I asked casually, like a snake slithering by.
"You looked at the stars a lot in Sodmora?"
"Yeah. But thinking about it, I saw a lot in Ideophe too. Every day, I'd climb the hill near the village and look at the night sky like this."
"Yeah...?"
"Strangely, looking at the night sky calms me down. Just me? Never happened to you?"
"Hmm, now that you mention it, kinda."
"Right?"
Luna fell silent after that. Was she immersed in the night sky's beauty, or lost in thought? I couldn't tell.
Looking back now, Luna was pretty deep. She seemed chatty, but she never delved into her own story.
We were alike in that way.
So I could vaguely sense that Luna, who resembled me, was wrestling with her own worries and thoughts right now.
Then she spoke up.
"But lately, I haven't had much chance to look at the night sky. Been too busy."
"So that's good?"
"Dunno. But—it feels good. A life without needing to stargaze. Sounds good, right? They call this ambiguous expression or whatever."
"You could be a bard."
"If I were a bard, I'd starve to death."
Luna giggled to herself, clearly pleased with her own words. Right then.
Swoosh—.
The stars above started spinning like fireworks exploding. Even to me, who'd seen all sorts of things in this world, it was a grand, spectacular sight.
"Hassan, look! The stars are pouring down. Star rain!"
Luna said it like she was entranced. And sure enough, following her words, it really felt like stars were showering down.
What kind of meteor shower has that many? Was it even meteors? Star rain fit perfectly.
"...Shit, it's like festival fireworks. Right?"
"Totally."
"I wish every day was like today."
I didn't say it out loud, but I agreed with Luna. I hoped days like this would last forever.
But.
Tonight was special—.
So romantic and cool.
Maybe we could get a little closer?
With my heart pounding, I steadied myself and slowly moved my hand.
Slowly, brushing through the prickly straw, my hand finally rested on Luna's small, warm hand.
"...."
Luna said nothing. But her slightly ragged breathing suggested she was pretty surprised. I took her hand.
Slide—.
We'd been through a lot together up to now.
But I'd never felt my heart about to burst like this. And among everything we'd done, this was the most thrilling, dizzying sensation.
Holding hands was such a big deal.
Luna and I held hands and silently gazed at the sky. I didn't know what to say, and anything would feel awkward.
So unintentionally, I stayed quiet.
Luna must have felt the same—her chattering mouth went still, only soft breaths escaping.
But as the silence stretched, our clasped hands drew even closer.
Squeeze.
Under the showering stars.
Smoke rising from the campfire toward the sky.
In the small yard alive with chirping crickets.
Our own modest festival, just the two of us.
"...."
As I calmed my trembling heart for a while, I heard steady snoring from Luna's nose.
I glanced over—Luna was asleep, eyes closed. It was late, so she must have been tired. Falling asleep like this...
Should I wake her, or carry her upstairs and tuck her in? I hesitated a bit.
What to do.
I'd just decided to carry her upstairs when.
Flutterflap—.
Loud wingbeats echoed from somewhere, and fairly large birds flew into the yard. What? Balloons? I heard balloon chicks were from the main planet.
Caw.
Startled, I sat up and saw pitch-black birds perched in the yard, digging up the potato field. They pecked the soil with sharp beaks, eating potatoes.
Caw—!
Damn, they'd just wrecked the field we'd finally fixed?
No way.
"Get out, shoo!"
Furious, I flapped my hands to chase them, but the black birds ignored me and kept ruining the field.
Like hell—these intruders in our garden with Luna. Unacceptable.
I was about to stand fully to catch one when.
Flutterflap.
Suddenly, countless noisy wingbeats enveloped the hut.
Soon, something like a black cloud blanketed the hut and yard. Looking closely, it was—incredibly numerous crows.
Fuck, not locusts—a crow swarm.
"Luna, Luna, wake up! Our farm's getting destroyed!"
I shook her to wake her, but Luna was out cold, deep asleep.
Screwed.
As I agonized over how to handle this alone.
The crows circling the hut suddenly slammed their heads into one corner of the yard, spurting blood.
Thud, thud thud.
Kreee!
Screee!
Several, then dozens crashing headfirst, scattering feathers and screams.
It was honestly terrifying and gruesome—I forgot my panic and reached for the club at my waist.
Something's coming.
Something huge beyond my imagination was about to happen.
I could vaguely sense it.
"Luna, wake up. Don't sleep now!"
I braced myself while desperately trying to rouse her.
Right then.
『The child—.』
The tangled mass of crows twisted eerily, forming a rippling shadow figure.
The shadow from countless crows swelled endlessly, looming over me—two or three heads taller than me.
A giant, you could say.
"You...."
I gasped at the unexpected giant.
Black hair fluttering like crow feathers and wings, a starry night-sky dress so long it trailed the ground.
Languid purple eyes tinged with deep, deep black.
Her beauty, blending all that, was statuesque.
So stunning it was almost frightening.
Yes.
This was a beauty that inspired fear and awe.
My mind flashed to ghosts—no, this was a goddess.
She opened her mouth and spoke in a chilling tone.
『The child—. Luna will not wake now. She has fallen into Somnus's deep slumber.』
Swoosh—.
Just her speaking sent an unnatural chill through the summer night, bone-freezing cold. In this world, only one being emitted such icy aura.
"By any chance... Lady Nox?"
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"To think you didn't lose consciousness even after seeing this lady's true form. Your courage has grown quite a bit."

I instinctively knew that this colossal woman, formed from a tangled mass of crows, was Luna's mother, Nox.

The goddess of night and superstition, Nox.

The immense being said to rule the deepest depths of hell had now revealed herself before me.

Though I'd conversed with her many times through Luna's body, this felt entirely different. Perhaps this was her true form.

Seeing her tremendous majesty, my body truly felt frozen. To think such a massive entity existed. She was enormous in every way. Cold sweat trickled down my back from the tension as I forced my mouth open to ask,

"With Luna right here, is it okay for you to appear like this...? She might wake up..."

Her deep purple eyes then swept past me, gazing down at Luna.

"The child... Luna will not awaken for the time being. This is that kind of curse. A curse that activates once Luna accumulates a certain amount of karma."

"A curse...?"

Even setting aside my bewilderment, her words seemed to carry undeniable weight.

"So Luna won't wake up from her sleep for a while?"

"Indeed. This is the curse placed by this lady and the Sovereign of Darkness, Erebos. From now on, Luna will fall into a long slumber."

I knew Luna's body carried curses.

Nox's curse and Erebos's curse.

But I had no idea what they entailed, and no amount of acupressure could dispel them, so I'd left them be.

It seemed they were curses that triggered upon reaching specific karma levels—specific level thresholds, in other words.

Luna's level was around 20 now, right?

Indeed, when Luna hit level 20, her sleeping hours increased.

Who would have thought that was the curse's effect?

A long slumber ahead...

At that moment, Luna's mother, the goddess of night Nox, murmured as if filled with deep regret.

"But the appointed day came sooner than expected. It should have taken a bit longer. It seems the limit arrived early. Far too soon."

Swish-.

The giant goddess Nox glided silently past me without a sound and knelt by Luna's head. She even gently stroked Luna's hair with her massive palm, petting her softly.

"By rights, it should have taken fifty more years. She should have lived an ordinary mortal life and enjoyed ordinary happiness..."

As she stroked Luna's hair, Nox mumbled with genuine regret. Round, hard objects soon fell from her enormous eyes, rolling across the garden courtyard.

Onyx stones.

Nox was grieving.

"Could you explain what's going on? Why was such a curse necessary?"

"Luna was born for the empty throne. This lady and her husband Erebos bore an heir to replace the escaped king. But Luna was too small. Too frail."

The empty throne.

The escaped king.

This was the story I'd once heard from the ox-headed monster. A tale that piqued my curiosity immensely, yet one I couldn't ask anyone about socially.

As I tried to understand what Nox intended to say next, she opened her massive mouth and added a few more words.

"We decided to hide Luna. But someday, when Luna grew, they would surely discover her. Thus, we had to curse her to prevent her growth."

"Discover her?"

Discover her by whom? The explanation was sparse, but from what I could interpret, someone was targeting Luna.

"Who says they're out to harm Luna?"

"The sons and daughters of hell. The chaotic heirs coveting the throne. Child, if you continue with Luna, you'll meet them soon enough. And you'll have to fight them."

Swish.

Mid-sentence, Nox raised her head and looked up at the night sky.

"They are sharp as honed spear tips. The great warriors chosen by chaos lurk in that night sky and dark shadows, glaring like black stars."

"..."

As far as I knew, Nox was a supremely powerful goddess.

Her domain was the abyss in Tartarus—hell's deepest reaches, where even screams and wails couldn't penetrate.

She dwelt there, a being so vast that even Jupiter, ruler of the world, acknowledged her authority.

For such a goddess to hide Luna from powerful foes...

Just as she said, I could almost feel assailants shining like black stars somewhere in that night sky, sending chills down my spine.

"With Luna as she is now, she cannot handle them. So we hide her from them. We halt her growth, plunge her into deep slumber if we must. Do you understand now?"

"...More or less. So, when exactly will she wake up?"

Swish.

Nox stroked Luna's face as if closing her eyes. Luna lay utterly still, as if dead.

No movement, no whimpers—just steady breathing.

I asked again.

"Then... when will she wake up again...?"

"I do not know. Perhaps in ten years. Perhaps in a hundred."

Her answer left me seeing stars. A week or a month had felt interminable. Now it was in units of a century. Our senses of time were worlds apart.

"A long time indeed. When Luna opens her eyes, everything she remembers will have changed. But to immortals like us, it is but a fleeting moment. When she awakens, Luna will resume her life as if nothing happened."

"That's..."

Luna awakening after a century.

Could I be by her side then?

No, of course not. Even if I lived a long life, eighty years would be my limit. As an ordinary human, I couldn't share her lifespan.

Truth be told, I'd vaguely anticipated this. I hadn't foreseen her falling into such a deep sleep, but I knew our timelines differed.

Luna was the daughter of a goddess.

I was human.

Perhaps Luna lived as long as an elf or nymph, with an extraordinarily extended life.

Even if we lived happily together, maybe I'd pass first, leaving Luna alone on this earth.

It seemed that was indeed the case.

"To form bonds with immortals is thus, child. This is why gods do not casually speak of fading or love. They know such bonds inevitably end in parting."

"..."

I had no words to reply. I simply felt the immense wall before me. A wall far too great for me to overcome.

"But that doesn't mean there is no way at all."

"Is that true?"

"Indeed. If you truly care for Luna, it is not impossible."

"What's the way? What do I need to do?"

"Luna's tragedy stems from the empty throne. The battles over the seat of the escaped king. Then simply fill the seat."

* * *

"Your karma from me has run out. This lady will take her leave. Remember well what I have told you. Ah, before that, I wish to grant you a small blessing."

Nox stood before me.

Being looked down upon by a woman larger than myself felt mystical, eerie, and strangely nostalgic.

How long had it been since a woman loomed over me? It evoked memories of my mother from childhood.

Swish.

Smack-.

She soon lowered her head and pressed her lips to my forehead.

A kiss on the forehead from my girlfriend's mother.

Honestly, I couldn't help but be flustered. Even on Earth, I'd heard Westerners kiss on the lips as family greetings. Was this that?

Luna's family was so open-minded.

So, what blessing did you bestow-? As I meant to ask, text appeared before my eyes.

"A grace from the primordial night is bestowed."

"The grace 'Cloak of Night' evolves into 'Armor of Night'."

"Grace 'Armor of Night': Armor imbued with the primordial night—Nox's authority. Greatly increases the user's defense once per day. Stronger the less light is present."

Armor of Night.

The grace from Lady Nox had evolved my cloak from the veil of night into full armor.

Its power matched its name—increasing defense. But I couldn't quite grasp the sensation yet.

"May I ask what power this is?"

"It is the sacred armament bestowed upon this lady's holy warriors. Armor of Night. It cloaks the body in darkness, greatly hindering perception. Utter this lady's name."

She told me to call her name. Feeling somewhat awkward, I murmured,

"Lady Nox-."

"Karma value of 10 is consumed."

"Current karma value +180"

Text appeared before my eyes, and simultaneously...

Squish, squelch squelch-.

Something sticky like mud wrapped around my calves, knees, thighs, and more from the ground.

It was shadow like black ink. Right on the boundary between liquid and shadow. It even seemed alive at times.

The black substance coiled around me, painting my body dark like fresh paint.

"What, what is this-!"

Soon it covered my stomach, chest, arms, neck, face—everything. Panicking at the shadows overwhelming me, I shouted. Black liquid flooding my nose and mouth.

It felt like it would block my breathing, so I flailed about.

"Embrace the darkness. There is no need to fear."

Her reassuring voice allowed me to regain my senses.

In truth, though the bizarre shadows enveloped my entire body, there was no hindrance to movement or breathing.

"A full-body activation on the first try. Though your yin influence is strong from the recent Hades incident, the affinity is quite good."

Hearing Lady Nox's satisfied voice as she beheld me, I looked down at my arms and legs to assess my state.

Just as the grace's name implied, it felt like I'd donned a suit of bizarre armor. Sharp and jagged, like a villainous exec from a tokusatsu show.

What about my face?

As I patted my face with my palms, Nox waved her hand in the air. A small mirror materialized in the empty space.

I peered into the hand mirror. My face was shrouded in deep shadows, with only red eyes gleaming through.

"This..."

I looked like a total villain.

If I'd encountered myself like this in a dungeon, I'd have screamed, hurled my weapon, and fled.

But knowing it was me, it looked strong and imposing—pretty cool, actually.

Above all, a power to conceal my identity.

No need for cumbersome robes or masks—perfect.

* * *

The courtyard Nox had left was littered chaotically with crow feathers, as if a summer typhoon had passed.

Snore, snore.

Oblivious to my turmoil, Luna lay beside me, lost in slumber. A deep sleep of unknown duration.

Perhaps an eternal one.

I felt sorrowful.

The thought that I might never hear Luna's cheerful voice again filled me with such grief that tears nearly came.

I'd heard from Nox how to wake her, but whether it would happen in years—or at all—was uncertain.

Beside hell's throne grows a special flower called mente. Brew it into a potion and feed it to her, Zigress. Then Luna will awaken.

Nox had told me how: brew the special herb growing by hell's throne.

But hell's throne wasn't for just anyone. It would require immense resolve.

In other words, tantamount to telling me to die.

Could I even do it...?

I lacked confidence, but gazing at Luna sleeping so innocently stirred a bit of courage within me.

If I gave up the challenge, Nox had said she'd take the sleeping Luna and hide her where no one could find her.

I couldn't bear that.

But would Luna truly never awaken?

So I carried her to the second floor and tested: lifting her eyelids, pressing her cheeks.

"Luna, wake up!"

I even shouted loudly by her ear, but Luna didn't stir an inch, deep in true slumber.

I flipped her prone and pressed firmly on the nape and base of the skull with my fingers.

The Fengchi and Tianzhu points, massaged diligently.

These were spots teachers used to wake drowsy students—stimulating blood flow to the brain, clearing the mind, perfect for rousing sleep.

Squeeze, squeeze-.

"Mmm..."

But Luna only whimpered, showing no sign of waking.

While at it, I moved my hand from her nape to tug her earlobe. Soft, cool, tender.

Father once said the ear is a microcosm of the body. For waking, the head points; the earlobe governs the head.

So I pulled her earlobe firmly and pressed hard with thumb and forefinger.

"Ugh-."

A pained groan escaped Luna's lips. Any normal person would have bolted up furious, yet she didn't.

"The nerve-."

My stubbornness kicked in, so I placed my thumbs on her temples.

Temples were vital points and weaknesses, but also key for headaches and massage.

Pressing down hard on both sides.

"Eeeeeek-!!"

This time, even Luna couldn't endure it; she let out a piercing scream.

"...Hassan!! I was sleeping fine, why'd you do that!!"

Thud-.

"Gack-."

It hurt for real; she sat up and punched my gut hard. Caught off-guard, my solar plexus sent me croaking like a stomped frog.

"Guhhh..."

"Ugh, my head hurts. Thought my skull would crack-!!"

Luna scowled, rubbing her temples.

"Luna, you're awake?"

"Yeah!! Of course I wake up if you press like that!!"

Luna yelled furiously, but I was overjoyed she'd awakened.

Then text appeared before my eyes?

Ding-.

"Relieved Luna Noxdoty's status 'Nox's Curse'."

"Karma value +50"

"Current karma value: +240"

Ding-.

"Relieved Luna Noxdoty's status 'Erebos's Curse'."

"Karma value +50"

"Current karma value: +290"

What the heck.

Curses I'd poked everywhere to no avail had converted to karma value. And a hefty amount, more than usual.

What?

Maybe pressing the sleep-waking points in sequence like a combo?

Father once mentioned order matters in acupressure, like courses in a French dinner.

I'd dismissed it as nonsense and never properly learned.

But now it seemed pressing wake-up points in order actually worked.

Perhaps curses and statuses I'd failed before could be lifted by sequential pressing? Who knew.

Anyway, Luna awakening from what I thought eternal sleep was cause for immense joy.

No need to trek to hell or whatever for mente flowers—thank goodness.

Still, just to be sure, I asked Luna,

"Luna, do you remember everything that happened?"

If curse aftereffects wiped recent memories, that'd be disaster.

"I remember up to stargazing. When did I fall asleep?"

Fortunately, Luna recalled everything up to falling asleep.

"No pain or discomfort anywhere?"

"Doesn't seem so? But Hassan, you're so worried. Let's go to the clinic tomorrow then!"

Her assurance that she was truly fine finally eased my mind.

I relaxed.

Yet part of me wondered if I should.

I'd boldly promised Lady Nox to stop some war or battle.

What about that vow?

Luna's sleep was to freeze her growth, hiding her from the Abyss spawn.

Awake now, she'd grow further, potentially drawing those attackers.

Pluto, who fled abandoning hell's throne.

His cultist followers, fallen to heresy.

Struggles over the vacant throne.

The chaotic heirs, potential threats.

Lost in the chaos earlier, my mind now reeled with crucial keywords.

I wanted more details, but who to ask? Then I recalled Antiope, the holy warrior I'd tattooed into corruption recently.

Snakes know snake paths best? No—earth-dwellers know better.

Then cultist matters should be best known by a knight order hunting them.

With training against Hippolyte tomorrow anyway, I could visit Antiope and inquire if she knew anything.

"Hassan... More importantly, something's bothering me..."

Luna sniffed close to my body, like smelling an odor. Something bothering her? Did she sense Lady Nox's visit?

Curious about her reaction to Nox's scent, I tensed slightly.

"...What a peculiar karma. Strangely familiar too. But it's a woman's karma. What is it? Hassan, did you meet a woman while I slept?"

"No."

"...Liar! You reek of female. Dangerous, a dangerous female's scent-!!"

Luna then rubbed my forehead with her forearm. The spot where Lady Nox had kissed still felt warm.

"Whoever she is, don't meet that woman again!! She's seriously dangerous-!!"

Luna declaring I mustn't meet her own mother, Lady Nox. My mind spun dizzily.

[Author's Note]
The illustration is complete...!! Featuring two existing characters together in one piece, a combination blending three techniques...!!
Shoutout to illustrator star741 for the hard work on the two characters and background, and to all readers who gave coupons—glory to you all...!!!
Next illustration's star: the ditch water nymph...
Then the one after...
Then the one after that-.
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Early in the morning.

Luna and I had a simple breakfast at a nearby inn. Stale bread and bits of meat in a watery stew, along with lukewarm milk.

I couldn't tell if my appetite was off because it was morning or if the food was just that bad, but it was truly tasteless. Still, to survive the day, I had no choice but to force it down.

I wasn't the only one struggling with the meal.

Watching the other early-morning guests at the inn, they too grimaced as if enduring some great ordeal, slowly bringing spoons and forks to their mouths.

Of course, some people were different.

"Oatmeal stew. Tastes good, right?"

Luna devoured the same bland breakfast every day as if it were a delicacy. After spending quite some time with her, I'd realized her sense of taste was a bit unique.

Come to think of it, one of Luna's quirks was something like "Lover of Strange Foods"? Did that literally mean she enjoyed bizarre dishes?

Now that I thought about it, she had eaten some odd things before. Squirrels, for instance...

I watched her stuff her cheeks and chew away, wondering if slapping her face might fix that quirk too.

But there was no way I'd ever slap Luna's face, so I quickly changed my train of thought and casually remarked,

"If you finish all that, we're going to the clinic."

"Geez, I got it already."

It was the morning after a rainy day.

On this pleasantly cool summer morning, Luna and I hurriedly prepared and headed to the clinic.

"I don't even feel sick, so going to the clinic feels like a waste of money."

Luna firmly believed her body was in perfect health. She'd said the same thing even before falling into that curse-induced sleep.

The human body can seem healthy one moment and collapse irreversibly the next. That's why regular check-ups are important.

"The consultation fee's gonna be pricey."

She seemed worried about the clinic's high costs. Though our income had surged since she started her business and my adventurer work stabilized,

when I thought about the future, we were still short on cash.

I had no idea how many silvers a basic check-up would cost, but if there was nothing wrong, shelling out that much felt wasteful.

Thinking back, it was the same in 21st-century Korea.

Some people rushed to the hospital for the slightest pain, while others skipped it even in serious conditions.

I'd been brainwashed since childhood that happiness doesn't correlate with material wealth.

But in truth, the wealthy tended to be healthier, and healthy people had higher happiness levels, so maybe having money did lead to a happier life?

As I pondered this, I saw Luna scrape her stew plate clean.

"All done? Let's go."

"Yeah!"

We paid about 10 coppers for breakfast and headed toward the central street. Come to think of it, this might be our first time at a clinic since settling in the city.

We hadn't suffered any major injuries requiring one, and minor wounds were handled with simple ointments.

The clinic we arrived at had a front garden thick with roses and thorns. So many roses.

Was it run by the Venus Temple? But then I spotted peacocks with their tail feathers fanned out playing in the garden.

Coo coo.

Luna exclaimed brightly at the sight.

"Hassan, look! Tail-feather Kwang! Juno's symbol! This must be under Lady Juno's domain!"

"What's a tail-feather Kwang? Isn't that a peacock?"

"Some people call it a peacock, sure."

"I see."

Luna's idea of "Kwang" seemed pretty broad.

After admiring the peacock—or whatever it was—we entered the triangular-roofed building.

The interior felt quite comfortable and cool, with a faint, soothing scent of something indefinable that calmed the mind.

"Hassan, smells nice, huh?"

"Yeah."

Some kind of therapy?

"Welcome."

A woman in a pink silk dress greeted us. The flowing silk clung to her body, accentuating her alluring curves.

Like the Venus Temple priestesses I'd seen before, she had long, wavy golden hair, sleepy blue eyes, and a pleasantly plump face that was easy on the eyes.

She looked like a young lady from a wealthy house. Healing must be lucrative. She smiled warmly.

"I'm Therapist Plara. What brings you here so early?"

"We're here for a check-up!"

Where had her earlier reluctance about the cost gone? Luna shouted enthusiastically.

Plara, as she'd introduced herself, gave a polite, customer-service smile and led Luna away.

"This way, then—"

As Luna and I followed,

"Sir, please wait there."

The clinic had a men-forbidden rule or something. I was stopped at the entrance and ended up sitting in the lobby.

Glance, glance.

People milling about stared at me blankly in my chair. A curiously exotic Samaritan like me naturally drew looks.

I almost snapped, "What're you staring at, punk?" but they were all young women, and this was a central street clinic, not the slums, so I stayed put.

Almost all the patients were women. Plenty of visibly pregnant mothers too.

Was this clinic like an OB-GYN?

That's exactly what it seemed like.

From books I'd read at the library, Juno was the Queen of Heaven, protector of homes, communities, mothers, and women.

I'd followed Luna to a women's hospital.

Realizing that made the seat feel awkward, so I averted my gaze. No wonder the women giggled at me.

Damn, embarrassing.

My eyes fell on a leather newspaper on the table.

Sodmora Weekly.

The common local paper here: thin, beaten leather inscribed with brush-written text. Lots of pages, thanks to cheap leather.

With nothing else to do while waiting for Luna, I flipped through it casually. The first thing that caught my eye was this headline.

"Rising Women's Amulet Earrings: How to Steal That Man's Heart—"

A women's magazine, huh. Detailed drawing of earrings with strange droplet patterns.

It even listed the trading company selling them—probably sponsored by them for the ad.

Interesting.

A newspaper.

Might have more info than expected. Actually, for an adventurer, this weekly rag could be more useful than outdated encyclopedias.

As I'd said before, adventurers must stay attuned to the world's changes.

I decided to check for more content.

"How to Tell If He's Cheating: 10 Signs of a Philanderer."

What the hell.

Some intriguing articles drew my eyes.

One: Suddenly cares more about appearance.

Two: Goes out a lot.

Three: Comes home with unfamiliar scents.

Four: Affection surges—or drops—suddenly.

Five: Keeps more secrets—

Damn.

Rip.

Knowing damaging others' property was a crime, I tore out the page anyway so Luna couldn't read it and stuffed it in my pocket.

But worried she'd find it, I chewed and swallowed it to destroy the evidence.

Close call.

I flipped through for other dangerous bits.

Flutter, flutter—

"Thieves' Guild—Hydra: Truly Annihilated? Signs of Lingering Corruption. Public Calls It a Sham—"

"Heresy War Aftermath Weeks Later: Has Pluto's Influence Waned?—"

"Count's Only Daughter, Enya Sardich: Health in Critical Condition—"

Besides girly info for young women, it covered rumors swirling in Sodmora well.

Maybe...

Anything about me?

I'm a rising rookie adventurer these days. Curious, I skimmed for mentions.

Nothing.

Damn, I was kinda hoping. Guess I'm not newspaper-worthy yet.

There were pieces on Hippolyte and Antiope, though. Something about "Mars's Perfect Sisters."

Articles on those delusional chicks but none on me, who's busted my ass for the city lately? Kinda pisses me off.

Who writes these?

To become Gold Tier, you need not just levels but fame. Shouldn't Golds be in the papers daily?

"Damn."

In that moment, a life goal crystallized.

Make the front page.

More achievable than Gold Tier dreams—chip away at it, and the big ones might follow.

I flipped pages, pondering how to get my name plastered huge.

Then a big headline:

"Village Near Sodmora Hit by Beasts Again!! Swelling Goblin Numbers!! No Solution!? Mars Guild and Minerva Guild Helpless!! City Council Reviews Causes and Fixes—"

Lots of exclamation points.

Swelling goblins, huh.

Yeah, goblins had been proliferating around the city.

Normally, only rogue goblins stray near villages or cities; packs don't.

Like the hordes I'd sensed at the ruined sanctuary site.

Speaking of, didn't that Iron adventurer party hunt a Goblin King or something?

Grab that Goblin King, parade its head?

Damn, front-page guaranteed.

Genius.

My idea, but it sounded solid.

"Hassan, whatcha reading?"

Right then, Luna emerged from the exam room, padding over from afar.

She looked unchanged.

"What'd they say? Check-up good?"

"No issues! Said I'm super healthy!"

"Good."

Only then, with professional confirmation, did I relax a bit.

The curse that once clung to her was definitely gone. As I basked in that relief, Luna peeked over to see what I was reading.

"Hassan, you can read newspapers?"

"Yep."

"The more I see, the less you fit my barbarian image. Weren't you some tribe chief's son in Samaria?"

"Nope."

"You look smart, Hassan!"

Did reading make me seem intellectual? Knowing letters alone made you a scholar here.

On the way back, I resolved to subscribe to the weekly. We stepped out together.

* * *

Back home, someone was in the yard.

Peddlers had been annoying since we made the yard, but this was Paranoy.

She was playing by squashing ants.

"Lord Hassan, Lady Luna! Where've you been...? I was waiting...!"

She brushed her palms and stood. Luna hugged the ditch water nymph's waist like it was perfect timing.

"Great! Lotsa potions to make today. Need to extract secret ingredients!"

"Th-that again...?"

"Why? Don't wanna?"

"Not that, but..."

Clutched tight at the waist, Paranoy glanced at me pleadingly.

Dunno exactly, but it was like, "Lord Hassan, take me with you today?"

Didn't want Luna extracting her "secret ingredient" or whatever.

But I had plans, so no dice.

Afternoon lesson with Hippolyte, then meet Antiope for Pluto heretic intel.

Bring Paranoy?

She'd no doubt freak out, "Holy Warrior Antiope! You're my minion now!" blow it up, get caught by Hippolyte, and we'd both lose heads—make the papers wrong way.

Not how I want newspaper fame.

"Paranoy, I'll be gentle today, no pain!"

"Eeek—!"

Dragged inside by Luna, I wondered what her "secret ingredient" was.

Nymph extract for special potions, huh.

Super curious, but she'd said, "Sometimes it's better if you don't know the ingredients!" So I didn't ask.
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In a quiet corner of Sodmora's East Gate Street stood Hippolyte's house.

Buildings and homes here commanded monthly rents well over fifty silver, putting them out of reach for just anyone.

That meant the people wandering about were all flashy, and so were the buildings.

With neatly paved roads and streetlamps made of glowstones, it was impossible not to compare it to the West Gate Street where Luna and I had hunkered down.

I wondered when Luna and I might ever live in a place like this.

How on earth did Hippolyte afford the rent?

Lost in such thoughts, I knocked on the elegant ivory door. Tap-tap.

If I waited, she'd open up with that enticing aroma wafting from her, then put me through today's hellish training session.

But no matter how long I waited, there was no sign of Hippolyte coming to the door.

Tap, tap.

So I knocked again and waited some more.

“...”

Even after a good long wait, no one answered or opened the door.

Just in case, I pressed my ear to the door, listening for sounds inside, but there wasn't a hint of presence.

Had she stepped out? On patrol?

I tugged the handle, and the door slid open smoothly. She hadn't locked it, so she couldn't have gone far.

I stepped into Hippolyte's cramped home to wait for her. Alone in a woman's bedroom, no less.

It was thrilling enough to make my dick swell.

I considered rifling through the drawers, but then wondered why my mind kept drifting to such lecherous thoughts. Was it the excess energy surging through me?

Too much vitality was a problem too. While waiting for Hippolyte, I figured I might as well do some warm-ups out back, maybe smack around the scarecrow or the wooden dummy.

“Hoo...”

But in the wide open lot behind the house, there she was already—Hippolyte in a short training outfit, sitting cross-legged under the blazing sun, sweat pouring off her.

Why was she sitting like that? Enjoying the heat?

It hit me then—she spent two or three hours a day sunbathing.

She stored up the sun's light during the day to briefly regain her strength on moonlit nights when she grew weak.

Like a robot charging on solar power.

Hippolyte was an eco-friendly woman.

Not wanting to disturb her meditation, I settled under a shady tree in the corner and watched.

Weeeeng-.

Bees occasionally landed on her body, but Hippolyte didn't twitch a muscle, just kept her eyes closed in silence.

Could a person really stay that still and serene?

At this point, it seemed less like sunbathing meditation and more like ascetic penance. Maybe like high monks training in meditation and yoga atop lofty peaks?

Drip.

Fat droplets of sweat trailed from her neck down between her cleavage and vanished. Soon, white steam began rising faintly from her body.

Could smoke rise from a person's skin?

Of course it could.

In the dead of winter, after sweating buckets from a workout, steam rises from your body for some reason.

But it wasn't winter now—it was summer. How could steam rise from someone in midsummer heat? Was she burning up?

Puff-puff-.

The smoke wafting from Hippolyte's body soon turned black and shot skyward like a signal fire.

But could black smoke come from a human body?

Was Hippolyte on fire right now?

I recalled a mysterious book I'd snuck from my father's study as a child. It mentioned a woman who spontaneously combusted without warning.

Such human combustion cases had really happened on Earth, even in a world that dismissed magic and superstition as nonsense. In this bizarre realm with no rules, it was even less surprising.

I had to save Hippolyte...!

“Hippolyte!”

I bolted into her house and rummaged through the drawers.

Anything to cool her combusting body? Water? But all I found were outrageously huge bras—enough to drive me mad.

A person on the verge of burning alive, and all that's in her house are bras for such defiant tits! How did she even live here?

Then I spotted a small flower vase. A tiny transparent glass one filled with water.

I grabbed it and rushed to her, splashing it with all my might over her body billowing that black smoke.

Splash-!

Sizzle-.

It sounded just like dousing flames, the acrid smell hitting the air. The black smoke from her body dissipated at once.

I'd-.

I'd saved Hippolyte!!

Rustle.

Her closed eyes slowly opened. Wet with dripping water, Hippolyte.

Her already clingy training clothes, soaked now, plastered even tighter, accentuating every curve of her skin.

My personal take: wet women are beautiful. Like how grilled pork belly can't taste bad with pickled kimchi.

Water and a young, pretty woman—it's a foolproof combo. Hippolyte was more water-compatible than I'd thought.

Rustle.

Her eyes turned to me.

“...Splashing water on me? What do you think you're doing?”

“You were burning in the sun, so I saved you.”

A swell of satisfaction rose from my chest at having saved her. As I sheepishly rubbed my nose with my thumb,

Hippolyte, frowning at my fuss, wiped the sweat from her forehead with her palm.

“...Burning? Saved? Ah, the black smoke—that's just me purifying and expelling tainted mana.”

“Tainted mana?”

“Think of it as hellish magic power. Lately, my body's been filling up with it for some reason. The Hades Festival, maybe?”

She rose to her feet.

“Looks like you're here for training again today. I figured you'd run off after a few days.”

Hippolyte spoke as if my showing up every two or three days at this training ground was astonishing.

Honestly, her sessions were that brutal—getting pummeled, rolling in the mud. I wanted to bolt four or five times an hour.

I'd thought about quitting too.

But the one gold I'd paid for private lessons wasn't refundable, so I decided to stick it out and learn.

Plus, whether she'd tweaked my body or her training plan was genius, after feeling like death during sessions, I'd wake up fine at home and think, "Might as well go again today."

And peeking into Hippolyte's private life like this? Worth the price of admission.

Though it felt like I owed her extra for that. I kept my mouth shut.

* * *

Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh-!

Hippolyte's fists grazed my right cheek, left cheek, then right again in rapid succession.

She wasn't holding back on purpose—I'd really bulged my eyes and dodged her attacks.

Her training was always straightforward: dodge three consecutive strikes, and you pass.

My body was perpetually covered in bruises and welts.

But maybe the last few days' efforts were paying off, because today I dodged all three before the eighth bruise formed.

“Whew-.”

Still exhausting as hell, I panted, shoulders heaving, when Hippolyte tossed me a towel from somewhere and murmured,

“Your form's improved. Even Antiope took a year to reach that level. Guess Samaritans do have talent.”

“You think so?”

“More importantly, you've got a lot of scars and wounds on you.”

Her gaze drifted to my bare torso. Beyond the fresh marks from her, recent scars had multiplied.

Probably from testing Necromancy on off days and sparring the minions I'd summoned for training.

Maybe that's why today's training felt easier—the experience helped.

Even I had to admit, I'd been putting in real effort lately. When was the last time I'd worked this hard at anything since birth?

If I'd studied with this passion, Mom would've been thrilled—such a silly thought as I caught my breath. Hippolyte said,

“If you're getting hurt that bad, it must've been rough. You doing adventurer gigs on the side?”

“Just hunting some goblins.”

Of course, the wounds came from real goblin gangs, but I couldn't say that. As I brushed it off,

Hippolyte furrowed her brow.

“Goblins, goblins. Getting scarred by mere goblins? Makes me question the point of that training.”

She seemed disillusioned that I'd been injured by goblins after all her hard work.

Then, as if struck by a thought, she added,

“Then again, goblins these days aren't what they used to be. Hobgoblin subjugation counts are matching their rank now, and they say hobgoblins have shown up in droves. Even blue goblins appeared in the eastern forest recently.”

“Blue goblins in the eastern forest?”

“Yeah, some rookies from the Minerva Guild took them down, but blue goblins and hobgoblins? Tartarus's foul minions growing bold.”

Hippolyte clearly had plenty on her mind about the goblin surge lately.

High-ranking adventurers like her might know the cause. I asked,

“Any idea why goblins are multiplying like this?”

“Who knows people's affairs can know monsters'? But from the rumors...”

Hippolyte cut herself off.

She brushed it off with, “Nah, it's unconfirmed—pretend you didn't hear.”

Damn, cutting off mid-sentence.

Her tongue was sharper than the fists that'd battered me moments ago.

“What about the goblins? What were you going to say?”

“Secret. You didn't hear it.”

But Hippolyte's guard was ironclad; no cracking her. Curiosity burning, I resorted to the forbidden method.

Rustle.

I raised one finger toward her.

“Tell me quick, or I'll use the finger.”

“Guh, th-that's...!”

I twirled my index finger in the air, and Hippolyte flailed in panic.

Poke.

Something sharp and hard poked out against her sweat-and-water-soaked crop top.

“Oh?”

“Ahem-!”

She cleared her throat awkwardly and crossed her arms over her chest.

“Fine, I'll tell you. But, ahem, don't say you heard it from me.”

Calming herself with crossed arms, she glanced around, confirmed no eavesdroppers, then continued.

“Word is, the goblins' king has appeared. King of goblins and orcs, those vile green-skins.”

“Really?”

“Not certain. But if it's true, Actaeon and I will have to hunt it down. The thing's bound to be damn strong.”

If it took Actaeon and Hippolyte to subjugate...

Stronger than I'd imagined.

“Antiope might beat us to it. The temple knights are sensitive to those tales.”

“Antiope? Don't the temple knights only handle hellish magic stuff?”

“Exactly why they'd move. The goblin king's rumored to be hell's spawn, a descendant of Tartarus—my little sister's...”

She trailed off again. Narrowing her eyes, she stared into the distance—more precisely, past my shoulder at her house.

“Just to check—no trouble with Antiope? Or know something about my sister?”

“...Huh? Antiope? What're you suddenly...?”

“No, she's been off lately. Always was erratic, coming and going, chopping her hair or changing looks on whims. But these days...”

Hippolyte suspected something had happened to her sister Antiope. Naturally, I had my guesses.

Gold-tier adventurer instincts, huh.

Nailing the truth from the start.

Sharp as hell.

But I couldn't just say, “I enslaved Antiope as my holy warrior slave!”

So I lied.

“Dunno. No idea.”

Lying's weird. The first couple times, it felt criminal, heart-pounding fear of getting caught.

Now? Stone-faced, bold-faced lies roll off easy.

Maybe I had a talent for deceit.

Necromancy talent.

Lying talent.

Fuck, all the bad shit.

It was starting to scare me, my own potential.

What was this world trying to turn me into?

Shivering at my own depravity, Hippolyte dropped,

“Oh, right—Antiope wants to meet you this evening.”

“Me?”

“Probably cult stuff. You've been tangled up with them. What else would my sister want with you?”

“Yeah, makes sense.”

I gave a vague reply. But her eyes lingered on me, hazy.

Alone with the sister-in-law.

That vibe.

Ridiculous, of course.

Evening came.

Before heading to the shack, I went to the North Gate inn where Antiope had set up the meet.

Sodmora's North Gate was sparsely populated—perfect for secretive rendezvous.

Antiope calling me here.

Why?

Tense, I found the rundown inn. Dingy, decrepit—no place you'd expect a temple knight.

The highest, most remote room.

I knocked. Movement inside.

Rustle, rustle.

“It's me.”

Short and sweet, I opened the door.

A small rickety bed. On it, a woman fidgeting, leg bouncing as she smoked a pipe.

Jitter-jitter-jitter-.

Black leather from wrists to ankles—like she was about to hop on a motorcycle. Tattoos, smoking, tanning, biker vibe.

Antiope was a total thug.

But the white-blonde hair, tanned skin, and black leather suited her. Expensive leather too—nicer than my alligator hide. Damn, jealous.

“So, why'd you wanna see me?”

I asked her coolly, no hint of fluster, like bossing a subordinate.

To her, I should be a god now.

Not sure if my act worked.

The jittery pipe-smoker startled and mumbled,

“Y-you said... report once a week... right?”

“Yeah.”

I'd said it casually, but she'd remembered. Smarter than I thought?

“So, what've you got to report?”

I shut the inn door. Antiope's leg-jiggling ramped up, anxious as hell. Then she stood.

And started unbuttoning her leather outfit, one by one.

What? The fuck?

I couldn't help but be thrown.

Soon, her toned nude body emerged.

“...Tattoo... not inked yet... reporting...”

Ah, the tattoo report.

A capable woman baring herself, enduring deep shame.

She barely covered vitals with palms and arms, but that made it lewder—I felt blood rush to dick and head instantly.

Never expected this much.

What would a ruthless god, a vile villain say? Racking my brain, I went cold:

“Move your hands to see properly. Let me check.”
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Creak.

I closed the door to the inn room and dragged a chair from the corner, plopping down on it haphazardly.

Then, looking at Antiope, who was hesitantly trying to cover her body as she faced me, I spoke.

“Show it off better.”

“W-what…?”

“You said you’d let me inspect you. Doesn’t that mean you should uncover every nook and cranny instead of hiding with your hands?”

Even to my own ears, it sounded like pretty solid reasoning. And maybe because I’d been lying so much lately, my voice didn’t waver at all, even as I said something so bold.

Did my attitude actually work on her?

Antiope’s indigo eyes, flushed red with shame and excitement, shook不安定地 from side to side.

Like a candle flame in the wind.

Swaying seriously left and right.

“Th-that’s, um….”

Even after hearing my command, Antiope kept her palms pressed to her breasts and groin, at a complete loss.

“What are you doing? Hurry up and move those hands away. This is the last warning. No next time.”

No next time.

I brought up the story from when I’d threatened her before.

“…Ugh.”

Antiope bit down hard on her lower lip, twisting her body as if she didn’t know what to do.

Finally, she reluctantly pulled her hands away just from covering her breasts.

Bounce-.

Her fairly large breasts spilled downward with elastic force. Smaller than Hippolyte’s, but a bit bigger than Luna’s—full and voluptuous.

What size were they? F? G? No idea.

The teardrop shape was pretty overall, and though the areolas were a bit large, their clear pink hue made them undeniably beautiful.

“Hnngh….”

Her face burned bright red as she bared her breasts to me, mulling over her tangled emotions. It was quite to my liking.

Truth be told, I was so aroused by the situation that the back of my neck was tingling, and my dick was straining hard enough to burst through my pants.

But I hid my excitement and spoke in a fairly cold tone.

“What are you waiting for? Uncover everything.”

I ordered her to remove the hand covering her groin.

Someone might think this was just pure lust. Half right, half profound meaning.

Right now, I was testing Antiope’s loyalty—whether she’d betray me or not—while punishing her for tormenting Luna and me.

Yes, this was corporal punishment.

In this cramped, shabby inn room, I wasn’t some clumsy bronze-tier adventurer. I was a nefarious villain lording over it like a demon king.

And Antiope wasn’t a celebrated knight of the temple order. She was just a holy warrior for me to use—a slave, no different.

Acting was easier than I thought. I just had to mimic how Elfriede treated me.

Who’d have guessed my days as Elfriede’s slave would come in handy someday.

“Hurry up—.”

Urged by me, Antiope trembled visibly, her mental turmoil plain as day.

Then, she slowly lifted her right hand from her groin. What emerged was her indigo pubic hair. Neatly trimmed, it looked quite tidy.

Her head was white as snow, but the hair down there was unchanged.

It felt oddly fascinating, and knowing I controlled this woman’s emotions and actions gave me a sense of omnipotence.

“Hnng….”

Of course, Antiope looked on the verge of tears.

As if desperate to cover herself but unable to defy my order, her arms twitched and flailed awkwardly.

“Stay still. No, come closer.”

Seizing the moment, I made her approach the chair I sat on.

Her greaves clinked—clack, clack—as she slowly drew near.

The closer she got, the stronger the acrid, tobacco-like scent became. Soon, she was close enough that I could touch her breasts with a stretch.

I asked.

“Why haven’t you taken off your shoes?”

“Th-that’s….”

Even after baring her entire body in shame, Antiope hadn’t forgotten to cover her feet.

Probably that peculiar mindset of women in this world, who treasured their soles.

Even if I’d become her master—no, her god—could she not yield on that?

Looking at it now, those greaves seemed like her final line of defense, her last shred of pride against me.

Daring to show pride before a god.

I couldn’t tolerate that.

“Antiope Grimkeeper. Take off your shoes.”

“P-please, anything but that….”

“I won’t say it twice. Take them off.”

“….”

Frowning and squeezing her eyes shut, the tattooed woman Antiope slowly bowed her head and reached for her feet.

Bounce.

As her head and breasts tilted downward, her heavy breasts dangled with weight, along with her white hair. While I admired the sight.

Clack, clack-.

She removed both greaves and placed them neatly in the corner.

Now, aside from the crude tattoos on her body, Antiope had not a thread to cover herself.

Nothing shielded her anymore.

Her pride and defenses completely neutralized.

“Hnngh….”

Wiggle, wiggle.

Her feet fidgeted, toes curling as if trying to hide each other, unable to stay still.

She looked so mentally shattered that even I felt anxious watching.

More uneasy than when she bared her breasts or removed her hand from her pubic hair—this really drove home how women in this world felt about showing men their feet.

Honestly, it turned me on. Those soles must be so soft.

Hoo-.

“Good. From now on, when I inspect you, show yourself exactly like this. Got it?”

“….”

Too overwhelmed by shame, or maybe defiant, Antiope didn’t answer. Daring not to reply to me. She needed punishment.

Swish.

Still seated, I extended my hand toward her thigh.

Terrified by the palm approaching her so slowly, so agonizingly slowly, Antiope shuddered violently.

But she didn’t dare grab my hand or cover herself—just trembled like a deer in a trap.

Swish.

My palm finally touched the inside of her thigh.

I stroked the inner thigh blatantly, up and down. As I’d felt when tattooing her, it was incredibly smooth, soft, and plump.

Burying my face between thighs like these—perverted thoughts like that came naturally.

Stroke, strok-e.

“Haa, hnng….”

I kept caressing her inner thigh. But I was careful not to venture too deep toward her groin.

My lust-filled mind screamed to touch the slight mound between her legs.

But a truly charismatic villain wouldn’t debase himself by blatantly showing lust, so I desperately held back.

Thus, as if to emphasize it wasn’t lewd, I stroked only her inner thigh with one hand and said.

“From now on, answer my questions properly. Every time you don’t, my hand moves up slowly. Understand?”

“….”

Defiant again, Antiope stayed silent.

“I said answer properly. Don’t test my patience.”

Annoyed, I slid my hand up her thigh about 5cm.

Panicking as it neared her groin, she finally responded.

“Hnng, y-yes, yes…!”

“Good. Then, tell me how you’ve been. You said your comrade is in this city. Did you cover up becoming my holy warrior without getting caught?”

“Y-yes…! I-I always change my outer clothes and hair a lot… N-no one, no one suspected anything….”

“But your sister, Hippolyte, suspects me.”

“M-my sister…?”

“Yeah. If she asks about me, say you don’t know. Got it? No, since she’s a promising warrior, ask to ease up on her training a bit.”

“…Yes.”

“Good answer. Time for a reward.”

I lowered my hand, which had crept near her pussy, about 3cm. Antiope shuddered as if truly relieved.

“Grimkeeper. Say thank you when you get a reward.”

“…Th-thank… you….”

“Next question. You said another Temple Knight is in the city besides you. Tell me what you know about him.”

“Wh-why do you need that? If you’re truly a great god, Hassan, you’d already know everything….”

Doubt thickened in Antiope’s voice. As an capable woman, she couldn’t ignore the absurdity and suspiciousness.

Like lunging at me with a hidden dagger.

I couldn’t allow such rebellion.

“Who told you to talk back? That’s not the answer I want. Punishment.”

Swish.

I shot my hand up her thigh in one go, until it nearly touched her pussy. My finger hovered just shy of her plump labia, teasing unbearably.

She seemed just as tormented.

“S-sorry… I’m sorry….”

Her desperate apologies made me briefly wonder what this situation even was.

Outside this inn, I was barely a bronze-tier adventurer who couldn’t stand shoulder-to-shoulder with her, let alone meet her eyes.

Yet inside, I felt like some big shot.

A few wooden planks could reverse causality this much.

But flip it: the truth was just hidden by flimsy boards. One slip, and it’d shatter, exposing everything—and my head would roll.

So, to solidify this dynamic, I racked my brain.

“I ask what I already know to test you. You’ll do much for me ahead, so I’m checking if you’re useful.”

“Th-that’s….”

“Antiope Grimkeeper. Are you claiming you’re useless? Turning you into an obedient, useful skeleton soldier is easy for me. Think carefully.”

“I-is that so….”

“Yes. One more chance. Tell me about your Temple Knight comrade in the city.”

“Ab-about that man, I don’t really know….”

“What?”

I scowled fiercely, and Antiope panicked.

“Th-the Temple Knight Order gathers elites from all over the kingdom, so there’s not much personal friendship or exchange…!”

“So you know nothing?”

Stroo-k.

My hand on her thigh now hovered right at her pussy.

“Haaangh…!”

Unable to endure, she clamped her thighs tight, sealing my hand.

Her soft thighs enveloped my palm and the back of my hand. Felt amazing. Burying my face—or something else—between that warm flesh…

It felt so good, but I feigned stern anger.

“Daring to block my hand?”

I’d rebelled against Elfriede’s whippings plenty.

Whip. Troublesome.

You bastard!

That only enraged Elfriede more, whipping without mercy. Dodging punishment just added insolence.

“…I-I’ll talk! I’ll talk—!”

But Antiope’s near-sobbing voice softened my fake anger fast. A woman crying could loosen my soft-hearted act, risking exposure.

That’d put me in greater danger overall.

“Fine, speak.”

So I furrowed my brow like I was furious, granting one last chance.

“W-well, um….”

She panted—haa, haa—and stammered haltingly.

“H-his name is Vice Vane. A Bacchus devotee, that’s all I know—.”

“That’s it? I’ve learned more than that.”

“G-goblin! I heard he’s investigating goblins…! Goblins!”

Like enduring torture, she finally yelled it. Useful info, actually.

Vice Vane, Bacchus devotee investigating goblins.

I etched it in my mind.

As Hippolyte said, was the Temple Knight Order directly probing the goblins’ king or whatever?

“H-haa, i-is that enough…?”

Antiope gazed down at me, eyes glistening with tears.

Her clamped thighs and trembling body looked pitiful. Did she hate my touch on her pussy that much? Of course.

“Good. Final question.”

“Fi-final—.”

She tensed so hard I heard her gulp.

First time hearing someone else swallow—oddly novel. But my mind had the question ready.

In a calm, even voice, I asked.

“What’s three thousand five hundred times eight thousand two hundred?”

“Y-yes…!? What!?”

Her voice shook in confusion, and I scowled as if waiting.

“Wrong, Grimkeeper. Punishment.”

“Aaah—!!”
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“What’s twenty-three thousand five hundred times eight thousand two hundred?”

“Y-Yes...? What did you say!?”

I scowled fiercely at Antiope, who sounded utterly flustered, as if I’d been waiting for this moment.

“Wrong answer, Gatekeeper. Time for your punishment.”

“Aaah—!!”

My hand showed no mercy as it slid up her thigh toward the space between her legs.

Stroke, strokestroke.

The sensation against my fingers was soft and squishy—

Squish.

And somehow, a little wet.

Was it possible that Antiope was getting aroused from showing me her naked body or having her thighs touched?

Could a situation straight out of some adult video actually happen in real life?

But then I thought it might just be a natural physiological response. Anyway, that wasn’t important right now.

“Hnngh, haat, hnnngh—!”

Squish. Squiiish.

I lightly teased her pussy with my fingers.

Using my index and middle fingers to spread her labia, I touched the entrance inside and the delicate flesh, and it got even wetter, soaking my fingers completely.

“Th-That’s...!”

Antiope grabbed my wrist and squeezed hard.

Grip.

Even though her tattoo had been downgraded during the revision, Antiope was still level 27. Clearly higher than me.

With her thighs clamping down and her grip on my wrist, I couldn’t move unless I strained with all my might.

A Temple Knight was still a Temple Knight, even with lowered stats.

“How dare you grab my body like that?”

“B-But...”

“This is your punishment. If you’d answered correctly, you wouldn’t be getting punished, right?”

“But...”

Squish, squiiish. Squish. Squish. Stroke.

I kept fingering the space between Antiope’s legs as she made a tearful face. This was punishment, and my resolve to break her spirit so she wouldn’t cause trouble for me or Luna.

This woman was an extreme inquisitor who saw Luna, a voodoo priestess from Ideope, as some kind of cultist. That’s why I needed to crush her will like this in advance.

So this wasn’t lewd behavior or cheating.

Not at all.

Still, I could understand why Antiope looked so aggrieved.

I’d deliberately given her an impossibly hard problem.

Hell, I couldn’t even remember what I’d asked. I’d just thrown out something random from my head that she wouldn’t possibly get right!

Pretty villainous of me, right?

With that thought, I wriggled my fingers.

Squish, squelch, squelch.

“Haaaah...”

My index and middle fingers toyed with her entrance and labia, while my thumb stroked the skin covering her clitoris, and Antiope shuddered violently, bending forward at the waist.

With her head lowered, her slender hair and ample breasts were right in front of my face.

Swaaah—

An odd herbal scent wafted from her breasts and hair—bitter yet sweet. Probably from the tobacco she’d been smoking.

It was different from the cigarettes I knew—maybe a hint of licorice? I wasn’t a fan of smoking or tobacco, but this smell wasn’t bad. Actually, it felt kind of nice.

I wanted to smell more.

“Hnngh, st-stop... Please, forgive me...”

Antiope clung to my arm like that.

I could feel her soft breasts pressing against my forearm, her nipples noticeably hard.

“Antiope Gatekeeper.”

“Nnngh, hnnngh, y-yesssh...”

The woman who could barely respond when I called her before now answered desperately, like a drowning man clutching a lifeline.

I could tell she wouldn’t go against me anymore.

“You touched me and my lover Luna. Remember that this is an unforgivable sin. Repent every night. Got it?”

“Y-Yes, hnnngh, hiiik, haak, ha, u, hnnngh...!”

Tears streamed from Antiope’s large eyes.

A tough woman crying. It was exciting, but also made me realize I was going too far.

Stroke.

So I pulled my hand away from between her slick thighs. If I kept going, who knows what might happen, and honestly, my own arousal was starting to make it hard to hold back.

Lately, I’d been feeling like some sex demon had possessed my brain—I kept wanting lewd stuff. It was a real problem.

Back when I lived innocently, jerking off was enough to clear my head.

Now it felt like I was back in middle school puberty, thinking about sex all day. Hard to explain.

They say late bloomers have it rough. Was that me...?

Honestly, Luna was partly to blame. She was so cute and pretty, flouncing around in those skimpy, fluttering clothes.

Really flouncy, stimulating my healthy urges in every way.

Stuck with her all day but unable to do anything about it. Lately, with summer in full swing, she’d even whine that my palms were too hot when I touched her.

So yeah, I was pretty frustrated.

Holding back this much deserved some praise.

Of course, I couldn’t tell anyone or complain. How do other guys with stingy girlfriends cope?

I wanted to Google “My girlfriend won’t let me touch her breasts,” but hell, no internet here.

“Hnnngh.... Haa...”

While I pondered that, Antiope collapsed to the floor, her strength gone from her waist and legs.

“Haa, haaah, hnnngh...”

Her naked body sprawled on the cheap inn’s wooden floor—ignoring the bizarre tattoos—was flawless. I didn’t know where to look.

Had I really been freely touching this woman’s secret places? I hadn’t noticed in the heat of the act, but thinking about it now, it was shocking and insane.

But seeing her crying and unable to rise, my excitement faded, leaving calm rationality.

“Sob, hiiik, hik...”

Why was she crying?

Shame?

Sorrow over her tragic fate?

Or some combination of reasons?

One thing was clear: seeing her tears softened my sharp temper a bit. What kind of people force themselves on women? Heartless monsters.

At least I wasn’t one.

Stroke.

I rose from the chair.

“Hiiik—!”

Antiope trembled violently, as if terrified of my movement.

Even weakened, she could overpower me easily. Her fear made me feel like some big shot.

Stroke.

“Haa, wh-what—!?”

I placed my hands behind her knees and on her shoulders, lifting her body.

Then I gently laid the flustered, frightened Antiope on the bed covered with a cheap blanket.

The creaky mattress—straw stuffed and covered with bedding—looked uncomfortable, but with Antiope on it, it seemed luxurious.

Of course, she frantically pulled the blanket over herself, sniffling in panic.

“I-I’m not ready for a baby yet.... I still have so much to do...”

A baby?

What baby?

She must have thought I was going to fuck her. I hadn’t planned to, but now that I thought about it, I was tempted.

But touching Antiope more here would truly be cheating.

Hippolytes’s case could be called an accident, but with Antiope, I’d have no face left in front of Luna.

“Relax. I’m giving you a reward.”

“...A reward?”

“Yeah. Punishment for wrongs, rewards for rights—that’s the natural order. You gave a proper answer to what I said, so here’s your reward.”

I reached out to Antiope, who huddled under the blanket in confusion.

“I-I don’t need that kind of reward...! Hnn, hnnngh—!”

But she even refused the reward I offered? Did she think it was rape and impregnation?

Old kings apparently rewarded maids by knocking them up.

Fair enough misunderstanding.

But that wasn’t what I intended.

Stroke.

Soon my hand reached her slender waist. So thin it was hard to believe.

“Hnngh, haat—!”

Maybe still heated from earlier caresses, she twitched and let out faint moans just from me stroking her stomach.

So lewd.

Of course, I pushed away the pink fog in my mind. This wasn’t lewd—it was a genuine reward.

I planned to give her a massage.

First, I placed my hand on her trembling wrist.

Ding-.

『Name: Antiope Gatekeeper lv. ?? 27
Status: Curse of Orthrus》 Irregular Menstruation》』

As always, text appeared showing her status.

Now I’d massage her to relax her and try lifting that Curse of Orthrus.

I had no idea where to press for Orthrus’s curse, but thinking of how I’d lifted Knox and Erebos’s curses on Luna...

Maybe I could lift ones I’d given up on before.

Antiope wouldn’t report me for illegal treatment.

And she’d reluctantly allow touching now, so perfect test subject.

“Wh-what are you...?”

“Shh, be quiet and watch.”

She looked confused by me suddenly grabbing her wrist and staring into space seriously.

“First, turn around and lie on your stomach.”

I told her to lie face down, back to me.

From checking her pulse earlier, massaging her back and waist felt instinctively right for those statuses.

She’d mentioned her pelvis was misaligned, causing pain. A twisted pelvis twists the waist, back—everything.

The body’s all connected organically, so maybe...

Just a hunch, but it worked on Luna, so I’d follow my instincts again.

“On my... stomach...”

Understanding, she reluctantly rolled over.

Burying her face in the cheap blanket and pillow, she raised her ass high like a yoga cat pose.

Stroke.

That ass thrust toward the world was firm and impressive. Between them, her pussy and anus glistened pink, wet and puckered.

“Hnnght, hn...”

“...”

The shocking sight left me speechless.

What was this girl doing?

I said lie on your stomach—did she think I meant this?

I wasn’t an idiot; I knew she’d massively misunderstood.

But it was so tempting I nearly yanked off my pants and shoved it in. Damn, was she seducing me? A trap?

Regaining composure, I grabbed her waist, pulled it down so her ass settled, then covered the tempting parts with the rough blanket to quell my lust.

“Antiope, I’ll lift the curse on you.”

“...Y-Yes?”

“The Curse of Orthrus.”

I placed my hands on her bewildered waist. Thumbs on the two thin lines of her erector spinae, I pushed upward slowly.

“Hyaat—!”

A loud cry escaped her. Ignoring it, I pressed the Shen Shu point, the acupoint for erector spinae.

Pressing Shen Shu strengthens kidneys, boosts sexual function, improves uterine health—should help her irregular menstruation too.

“Hnngh, hnnnghk—!”

Maybe the pressure hurt, as she gritted her teeth like under torture.

Grrrrrind.

She clutched the blanket like tearing the bed, occasionally kicking the frame—clearly in pain.

Massage isn’t about brute force.

I knew that, but today I kept firm pressure. My instincts demanded pushing hard.

“Bear with it a little, even if it hurts. First times can hurt.”

“Haaat, it h-hurts, hurts...!”

“Do it often, and the pleasure outweighs the pain. That’s how it works.”

Sloosh, sloooosh.

I smoothed up her waist with thumbs and heel of my palm.

Squelch, squelch.

Her sweat acted like lube—no issues.

Problem: her tattoos glowed again. Just redraw them later.

While stimulating her waist,

“Hnngh, ah, hurts, hurttts.... C-Can’t take this, it’s not a r-reward...!”

Her reactions heated up, so I raised my hands higher—past waist to back, then to her scapulae.

Inside the scapulae is a feel-good spot in massages—hard to reach yourself, deep edge.

Like cooking, massage has timing.

Press here now...

And she’d feel amazing.

With solemn resolve, I pressed my thumb into the soft flesh. Then pushed hard.

I named this pinpoint thrust.

“Heavenly Demon Earth Thrust.”

“Hyaaaaah—!”

Antiope screamed.

Her status popped up regardless.

『Antiope Gatekeeper’s status Curse of Orthrus》 has been lifted.』
『Karma Value + 30』
『Current Karma Value + 310』

Whoa, shit. Lifting one curse gave 30 Karma Value. Less than Luna’s, but still solid.

Over 300 total—enough for at least 3 levels. Gotta ask Luna for a totem tonight.

Giggling to myself,

“Sh-Shoulders... My shoulders feel light...”

Realizing the change, she slowly sat up, clutching the blanket.

“Really, the Curse of Orthrus is lifted? My shoulders...”

She even rotated her arms. Her armpits peeked enticingly.

“My arm goes up over my shoulder? Even Jupiter’s temple couldn’t fix it.... How did you lift Orthrus’s curse!?”

Her teary eyes now held fear—no, awe—as she looked at me.

Like gazing at a miracle doctor.

Yes.

Exactly.

Feeling smug, I mixed acting and sincerity confidently.

“One of my powers. Curses and diseases are nothing to me.”

“You heal diseases too? Then, Lord Hassan, are you the god of illness...?”

I resolved to decide what god to claim soon.

“...More importantly, Antiope, didn’t I say to thank me after a reward?”

“...Th-Thank you. My arm wouldn’t go up because of the curse...”

Anyway, the hostility toward me softened a bit—good. Temporary patch, though.

A Temple Knight like Antiope would see through my amateur act eventually.

Before that, I needed to grow stronger than her, the other knights, those Hellspawn heirs—everyone.

So I decided to investigate the multiplying goblins.

Their king was called a Hellspawn heir, right?

Probing him might reveal the group threatening Luna and whether Temple Knights would oppose my Necromancy.

Two birds with one stone, maybe.

Having bluffed like a big shot, I felt confident enough.
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Talking with Antiope had made the time fly by.

By now, Luna was probably waiting for me in the yard, wondering why I hadn't come back.

Imagining her pacing barefoot out there tugged at my heartstrings on one hand, but on the other, it sent a jolt of fear through me.

Crap. What if she figures out I was getting frisky with Antiope?

So I shelled out five coppers at the paid well behind the north gate inn and scrubbed myself raw. A shower here just meant rubbing on some scented oil and dumping a bucket of water over your head, but still.

The difference between doing it and not doing it was night and day.

Only after washing my hands and body until they squeaked did I finally start to relax a bit.

Next time, maybe I should have Antiope snag me some thunder mandrake oil.

She said it's hard to get, but she's got connections—a bottle shouldn't be a big deal for someone like her.

Impressed by my own cleverness, I headed back to the hut where Luna was waiting.

It was so late that the two moons shone brightly overhead, so I'd been brainstorming excuses for why I was running behind.

But surprisingly, no one was out in the yard.

Luna hadn't come out to greet me?

Half relieved, half disappointed.

I was reaching out to the door latch with that mixed feeling when—

"Stay still, I told you."

"It hurrrts...! Hngh, hiii, it hurrrts...!"

From inside came voices—Luna talking to Paranoya. I could sense their presence clearly just beyond the door.

Paranoya was still at the hut? Planning to crash here tonight? Or had they not finished brewing potions?

"Stay still, stay still, I said! If you keep squirming, it'll hurt more."

"Hngh.... Eeeek!!"

No clue what they were doing in there, but Paranoya's occasional cries made me uneasy.

I hemmed and hawed, not opening the door, then cleared my throat loudly enough for anyone to hear. "Ahem—."

"...Did you hear something outside?"

"Master Hassan, Master Hassan's here...!"

A sudden clatter from inside.

I waited a bit longer, and then Luna's clear voice rang out.

"Hassan? Is that you, Hassan?"

"Yeah, it's me. Can I come in if you're not in the middle of something urgent?"

"Just a sec! We're cleaning up! Time's gotten away from us!"

Rustling and splashing sounds followed, along with bare feet padding on the wooden floor, until the door finally swung open from the inside.

Click.

There stood Luna, beaming at me as always.

"You're late! Training till dinner again today?"

"Eh, more or less. Can I come in now? You busy?"

"Yeah! We're pretty much done for today!"

Stepping into the first-floor hut, I spotted two new jars sealed with leather and cord that I hadn't seen before.

A sharp, bitter smell wafted from them—whatever potion was inside, it had to taste nasty.

Luna circled around me, sniffing subtly, her face twisting in confusion.

Maybe the potion fumes were messing with her sense of smell? Lucky break.

"M-Master Hassan... you're back...."

Paranoya stood frozen in the corner nearby.

Her face was flushed bright red, eyes glistening like she was about to burst into tears—she'd clearly been crying just moments ago.

Why was she crying?

Did Luna bully her?

For a second, I pictured Luna pinching Paranoya's cheeks or poking her in the ribs when I wasn't looking.

Everyone harbors a secret urge to pick on someone weaker, so it wouldn't be weird if Luna was messing with her on the sly.

Paranoya, always quick to betray or snitch, might even need a good flick on the forehead to straighten up.

In that moment, I suddenly understood why this continent's native nymphs were dwindling compared to the foreign elves.

Nymphs just had that masochistic pull—they provoked bullying wherever they went, thinning their numbers.

As I mulled that over, Luna finished double-checking the jars' seals and pulled something from the corner.

It was a wooden stick coated in a yellowish solid—like amber hardened from tree sap.

Luna held it out to Paranoya.

"Here, Paranoya! Eat this! Your pay for today!"

"H-Honey candy. I'll savor it...!"

"Not just any honey. Bashkir honey. Super expensive—reward for a job well done."

"Mmm, tasty... Candy taste... Honey taste...."

Lick. Lick.

Paranoya snatched it up, her tear-streaked face lighting up like she'd never been sad, licking the yellow chunk happily.

So it was a honey candy.

She loved sweets so much she might get diabetes, so this clearly cheered her right up.

Easy to handle.

In that sense, Luna had a knack for managing her.

* * *

The next day after interrogating Antiope.

I got up early, gearing up to hit the streets for info.

"Luna, brewing potions again today?"

"Yeah! Alchemist Guild ordered five more jars!"

She was so swamped these days we barely had time to go out together.

Watching her score the finished jars with a dagger—scritch-scratch—I felt a twinge of regret, and she looked up from her weird drawing.

"What do you think? Looks like the sun and moon, right?"

She'd sketched a swirly sun and crescent moon, grinning ear to ear.

Since the workshop was Sun and Moon Potion Workshop, she wanted a signature mark.

That sun came from my name, she'd said? Thinking about it made my chest tickle.

"Cute."

"Right? But man, I'm swamped. Can't even take a day off."

She griped about the workload but looked thrilled—proud that others valued her work and paid well for it.

Shame we had less time together, but this busy streak would last until her new workshop solidified its rep.

My girlfriend beating me to a steady gig.

Was this what it felt like dating in college?

Guys delaying graduation with military service and all, while same-age girlfriends started jobs early, drifting into different worlds....

A bad thought hit me.

Stories of working girlfriends dumping college-boyfriend guys for smooth-talking senior colleagues.

Not that it applied to Luna, of course.

"Alchemist Guild's Vinas apothecary: three stamina potions.... Gotta label 'em clear. Vinas—."

She was linking up with the Alchemist Guild more lately, which made me uneasy.

Who's this Vinas apothecary? Sounded familiar from her chatter.

I asked casually.

"You been talking to that Vinas alchemist a lot lately?"

"Yeah! Wants to study my stamina potions! Already bought seven jars. That's over one gold! Must be loaded, being an apothecary."

"Loaded?"

"About our age, but he's out of apprenticeship with his own lab! Impressive, huh?"

"Yeah?"

Impressive, sure—but it soured my mood.

Luna praising another guy.

Couldn't very well whine, "Don't praise other guys in front of me!" like a loser, so I stewed inside.

What kind of punk buys seven jars? Flaunting cash? Seducing her with money?

No way he'd buy seven of her nasty-tasting potions otherwise—effects or not. Shady bastard for sure.

In my head, Vinas was already the sleazy type stealing another guy's girl.

Jerk.

As I fumed silently, Luna added:

"Said I remind him of his little sister back home! Wants to stay friends. Nice guy, right?"

"Damn."

I'd never been big on seduction, but that sounded like classic guy-flirting-with-girl lines.

Honestly, some faceless punk approaching Luna pissed me off.

How to bring it up without upsetting her?

Did every guy in love agonize like this? What did they say? Nothing came to mind.

"Luna, does that Vinas guy know you're under a chastity vow?"

"Why?"

"Just... y'know...."

Chastity vows carried real weight here.

Even the hottest girls saw suitors drop off once they knew.

"Of course! That's why he likes me more!"

Some creeps targeted vowed girls specifically—proof of purity for virgin-hunting players.

Stung my pride a bit, but I decided to be straight: keep her distance.

"Luna, I think maybe...."

Just as I started, she cut in.

"She's under a vow too!"

"She?"

"Vinas sis!"

A woman. Whew.

Mood lifted instantly.

"Nice person. Stay close—might become a regular."

"Right? Hassan, help me haul potion jars to the guild tomorrow?"

"Sure."

No big deal. I'd just been gripped by dread over her getting hit on.

Maybe my lack of confidence in my own charm.

I recalled cases where the guy dumped first in college boyfriend/working girlfriend breakups.

Watching your partner grow could make you feel small, like letting go was right.

Didn't get it back then.

Now I did.

Luna was skyrocketing.

I couldn't just sit idle.

So I vowed not to return until I'd locked in some fame and status today, then hit the streets.

Target: goblins popping up around Sodmora, threatening civilians' property and safety.

Hauling back the Goblin King's massive head would stun the city.

My name on the front page—Luna beaming, "Hassan, you're amazing!"

Even strict instructor Hippolyte might say, "Impressive, Samaritan," and give me a training day off.

"Heh heh—."

Couldn't help grinning.

No wonder dream-chasers brimmed with energy. Planning my own moves felt great.

So I headed to central Sodmora's underground—old Thieves' Guild ruins, the former black market.

Best spot for intel.
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The underground market, which I'd visited once before, had been a bustling, noisy place.

Just like how people flock to banks to escape the scorching summer sun, swarms of lowlifes had gathered there, chattering noisily.

But after news spread that the thief guild Hydra had been wiped out.

And with the officials and bureaucrats who had protected this underground market under the law—those connected to them—starting to get arrested on various charges.

Now, the place was as deserted as an old electronics market clinging to past glory.

Of course, it wasn't completely empty of people, but there were more armed soldiers patrolling the underground than customers, so the old illegal vibe from way back was completely gone.

Even so, could they really uproot something so deeply entrenched in just a month?

Even now, in the depths of this underground market, there were still informants selling info, fences peddling stolen goods, and thieves hunkered down in dark corners, dressed in black.

"You lot in that corner—don't even think about stirring up trouble."

The city guards seemed to be turning a blind eye to some extent. Were they thinking that forcing them out would just breed resentment and cause problems inside the city?

They must have decided to gradually phase out the underground market through compromise. Whatever.

Truth be told, whether these alley rat thieves lost their jobs or not wasn't my concern.

"Hey, Samaritan! What's your business underground? State your identity!"

As I walked the cool underground waterway streets lost in those thoughts, I spotted three armed guards approaching with torches raised toward me.

A random identity check?

I was a bit flustered, but since I hadn't done anything wrong, I needed to act confidently.

Panicking and babbling now could lead to "This guy's suspicious—haul him in!" and I'd waste the day making excuses.

With every day precious for building my reputation, wasting time bickering with some guards was the last thing I wanted.

"Show us your ID!"

As the guards surrounded me and pressed in, I rummaged through my pockets.

Should I show them the bronze-tier tag around my neck? Then I remembered something even better in my possession that would serve as clear proof of identity.

With a smooth motion and a metallic clink.

What I pulled from my pocket was the Continental Traveler's Proof I'd received as a reward for my service and merits in the war.

A thin hexagonal plate made of blue sapphire, embossed with the kingdom's crest: an eagle in flight.

As far as I knew, this acted like a visa, certifying my identity. After receiving it by mail, I'd never had occasion to use it and had just kept it in my pocket—first time pulling it out.

I furrowed my brow, wondering if it would really work as ID.

"Isn't that a Traveler's Pass?"

"First time seeing one in person."

"A Traveler's Pass on a Samaritan—you wouldn't happen to be that Lion Butcher Hatsan from Mars Guild, would you?"

The three guards who'd been eyeing it started firing questions at me.

"If you're referring to Hatsan of Samaria, that's me."

My curt reply had all three grinning under their helmets, letting out exclamations.

"Ho, that massive build and fierce eyes! I can see how you fought a lion."

"Thanks to you taking down the thief guild, the underground's this cleaned up."

"What brings you to the underground market? After-action inspection? More diligent than I heard."

The way they treated me felt like fans meeting a celebrity, making the tip of my nose and the backs of my knees tingle—I was honestly a bit dazed.

Me, a celebrity. Seeing it like this, yeah, I could feel it.

Back then, I'd have been mortified, but with my itch to build fame, I actually welcomed the situation.

Hiding the mix of joy and embarrassment, I put on a grave face, furrowing my brow sternly. That's what a great warrior would do.

Then, in what I hoped was a calm tone, I said,

"Patrolling. Something like that. So, any issues in the underground market?"

"Problems? Always plenty. But now the guard handles patrols and crackdowns internally. Thanks to you, our workload's piled up."

"Anyway, it was an honor meeting you."

With that, the guards and I parted ways.

Glancing back at their retreating figures as they gossiped, "He's even bigger than I thought," "Looks strong," I figured tonight's tavern talk would spread all sorts of rumors about today's encounter.

Getting on good terms with officials had its perks. Maybe they'd even request regular weekly patrols in the future.

Official requests paid less than others, but the stability and consistency were huge advantages.

That's why most adventurers itch to cozy up to government offices or guards.

Adventuring income is great for big scores, but could I keep doing this into my 40s or 50s?

So they aim for scouting into high guard positions or guild staff roles—career shifts like that.

Same in any world: steady gigs are king.

* * *

Finding an informant in the underground market wasn't hard.

But they all waved me off, saying they couldn't share any info with Hatsan of Samaria, the one who crushed the thief guild.

Fair enough—from their perspective, I'd wrecked their livelihoods. Natural to hold a grudge.

Sure enough, quite a few shady types were slinking after me. They were making it obvious they had clubs and daggers hidden, waiting for me to let my guard down for a sucker punch.

"Scram, you idiots."

I growled at them pretty viciously, and they flinched back like they'd seen a ghost, slinking out of sight.

"Fucking pricks."

I'd figured an info-saturated place like the underground market would have easy dirt on the goblin king. At this rate, I'd wasted half the day.

As I wandered the chilly, dim underground streets for a while, my eyes caught a stall piled high with bizarre junk.

On it, I spotted crumpled, dented steel plates.

The sight jogged my memory, giving me some hope.

"Shopkeep around?"

I called out to the junk shop, and from behind a pile of goods came rustling sounds in response.

"Who's there?"

Soon, the one-eyed bandit with the bandana I'd seen before peeked out.

He clocked my face and widened his one good eye.

"Whoa, and here I thought it was just a customer—turns out it's Sodmora's little hero!"

Sarcasm or genuine praise? Hard to tell.

"But you're a busy man these days—what brings you all the way here?"

"Came to buy some info."

"Info, huh. Yeah, I deal in that. Looks like the others turned you down flat?"

He smirked knowingly, lips curling in that unmistakable sleazy grin.

Sharp as expected from someone scraping by slyly underground.

The one-eyed man continued.

"Can't blame 'em. Plenty down here resent you— all those hangers-on sucking up to that giant snake's tail."

His remaining eye flicked to the crumpled steel plate.

"But that's none of my business. So, what do you wanna know? I'll tell what I know. We're both busy—no point dragging it out."

Quick on the uptake, just like you'd expect from someone with enough experience to dismiss other informants as nobodies. I liked that.

"I want info on goblins."

"Goblins? You'd know more about those than me, rolling on the surface as an adventurer."

"The goblin king—ever heard of that?"

"..."

The man's nonchalant demeanor shifted in an instant. He scanned the surroundings with his one eye, then spoke.

"Not the kinda talk for out here. How about inside?"

He turned and headed into the junk piles, and I followed into the cramped space formed by stacked crates.

For a second, I tensed, wondering if hidden goons with nets and clubs would jump me, but thankfully, no signs of life around.

He plopped on a random box and asked,

"Where'd you hear about that?"

"Just, y'know—"

"Fair enough, adventurers pick up monster tales everywhere. Goblin king, huh. I do have one story I heard."

Oh, shit.

So my half-day legwork underground hadn't been for nothing.

I'd felt like wandering the desert blind, but this was like spotting a buried milestone.

"But I wanna trade info for info. That cool?"

"Info for payment?"

"Yeah, got a couple questions for you. Nothing tough. Take it or leave it."

"If it's just that, sure."

I'd been fretting over info prices without market rates.

No cash needed? No complaints here.

At my agreement, the one-eyed man chuckled, his eye gleaming.

"I heard a tale too."

He stressed it was hearsay, probably to cover his ass—believe it or not, he'd warned you.

"Underground market tanks, lotsa folks get nabbed. But some thieves cut ties with the past and went adventurer. Heard it from one of 'em."

The setup hooked me, and I leaned in. He asked,

"You know the ruined temple beyond Sodmora's west gate?"

"Yeah, of course."

"Word is, a new ruin turned up nearby no one's found before. And it's crawling with a shitload of green monsters."

"Goblins—"

"Yep, goblins. Those hellspawn devil brats. Anyway, while scouting the ruin against 'em, he spots this massive green bulk on a deep throne. Not an orc, not an ogre—something freaky...."

I was convinced that bulk was the goblin king. So the rumors weren't baseless.

"Where's this ruin?"

"Dunno that far. But one guy does know the spot."

"Who's that?"

At my question, the one-eyed man narrowed his eye slyly.

"Before that, I got a question for you, Hatsan of Samaria."

"Shoot."

"If you really took down Hydra's boss, did you find the skull key he had? Skeleton Key. The dream prize all thieves chase."

Skeleton Key?

My mind raced to recall what he meant.

Then it hit me: I'd snagged a small key from the thief leader's pocket.

Pretty sure I stashed it in Luna's cabin drawer. It had a tiny skull ornament on the end.

But I played dumb and asked back.

"What's that?"

"You don't know? Supposed to unlock the thieves' hoarded treasure. Guess you really don't—must just be rumors."

"Interesting rumor. Dig more on that key. If it's useful, I'll buy."

"Sure thing. Anyway, that's all I got. Rest from Half-Finger Kerold."

Kerold.

Kerold, huh.

Sounds like Kerold's the ex-thief turned adventurer who found that goblin-infested dungeon.

"You know where he is?"

"Probably holed up in the west slums somewhere. But that prick Kerold's in bad shape—dunno if he'll even talk sense."

"Why's he in bad shape?"

"After bolting from that goblin hellhole, he lost it. Kept yelling something like 'Hell's descending, hell's coming' nonstop."

"Hell's descending? Got more on that?"

"This ain't even proper info—just ravings. You into that?"

"Spit it out."

"You're a trip. Yeah, kept ranting 'hell's descending' or whatever, totally unhinged voice. Said he met a god in that deep ruin or some shit."

"A god—?"

"Us underground rats seeing gods? Bullshit. Unless it's Death God Moros right before croaking."

A god, huh.

Hippolyte's words rang true again: this goblin mess might tie to a hellish demigod offspring or gods.

"Come again sometime."

With that, I left the underground for the surface. Per the one-eye, Kerold was at an inn west gate-side.

Not even noon yet, so I figured I could wrap today. I sought out the inn Nymph's Pupil, where he supposedly was.

The first floor lobby felt like any other inn but oppressively gloomy, almost eerie.

Scrape, scrape—

In one corner, a man was wiping cups with a dry rag. Innkeeper? I asked him.

"Know a guy named Kerold?"

"Kerold? Hung himself from the doorknob last night."

"Fuck."

The unexpected answer had me cursing involuntarily. The innkeeper scowled.

"Fuckin' hell, trying to off himself in my inn. Lucky we found him in time. Worst kinda nuisance. Rotten bastard."

"He didn't die?"

"Can't die on me. Customers would bail. Fuck, trying to tank my business, that prick."

After grumbling, he glared at me.

"You his buddy? If so, clear out his crap upstairs? Too jinxed to touch it myself."

"His stuff?"

"Whacked-out statues everywhere—couldn't just poke around. Fuck, even feels culty—"

Cult...

Hiding my eerie deja vu, I said coolly,

"Lead the way."
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Creak, creak.

Every time I stepped on the wooden floorboards, an ominous sound echoed through the air.

The floor was riddled with holes crudely patched with planks, clear signs of hasty repairs everywhere.

The wood was damp and riddled with wormholes, giving off a thoroughly dreary vibe, and through the occasional open door slits, I caught glimpses of eyes watching me intently, gleaming with unspoken intent.

This place didn't even seem like a cheap motel.

Unlike the Nymph's Wing Inn I frequented, which buzzed with people eating, drinking, and chatting just to get through the day, this Nymph's Pupil Inn shared only the "nymph" name—the management and atmosphere were worlds apart.

If the Nymph's Wing felt like a hub for those scraping by today and tomorrow, this spot seemed like a reluctant pit stop for folks just trying to exist.

How to put it?

A medieval version of a rundown flophouse?

Yeah, that nailed it.

And in a dump like this, I could picture the kind of guy Kerold was—the type who'd hang himself.

A bottom-tier adventurer, Iron Tier fresh out the gate, stealing just to survive.

"This is the room."

Lost in those thoughts, I snapped back as the innkeeper, lantern in hand, halted abruptly at a door.

Room 204.

Second floor.

Fourth room from the stairs, hence 204. The closed door looked worn but ordinary enough.

Clink, clack.

The innkeeper fished a keyring from his pocket and unlocked it. With a decisive click, the bolt slid free. Shrugging his shoulders dramatically, he said,

"Whew, this is as far as I go. Can't bring myself to step inside, so you're on your own."

He wouldn't even dare peek in.

"Return the key later. I-I'll head down now. Might have guests, and gotta feed the cats outside—"

Mumbling excuses, he shuffled back the way he'd come.

What the hell was back there to scare him like this?

It reminded me of something I'd heard: firefighters hate callouts to abandoned suicide scenes.

Was there some gruesome sight like that waiting? The thought made me hesitate a bit.

But I was a Samaritan barbarian and a rising adventurer with a rep as a rookie. Getting spooked by this would make me a laughingstock.

So, picturing Luna grinding away back home, I steeled myself. She was probably working right now. No way I could just cower forever.

Hand on the knob, I twisted it and flung the door open.

Inside was pitch black, even in broad daylight—nothing visible.

Curtains drawn?

A room plunged in total darkness.

A chill hung in the air, cool even for summer, evoking that baron's blackout villa.

Yeah. I'd wondered where this vibe came from—it was just like that place.

Hard to step right in.

At least, no vomit-inducing horror show like I'd feared. Small mercies.

I took a deep breath, then slowly advanced into the room.

My target: the curtains at the far end. Pulling them back should brighten things up.

Clink, roll.

My feet knocked into odds and ends, annoying but no big deal, and I reached the curtains.

Whoosh.

Sweeping them aside let sunlight flood in, illuminating the space.

That single beam piercing the gloom felt profoundly reassuring.

No wonder so many religions revere light above all.

"Oof, shit—"

Of course, brightness revealed weirder shit too. Frowning at the emerging scene, I wasn't sure what to say.

First off: wooden walls crammed floor to ceiling.

Like the hallway, worm-eaten and moldy, they were scratched and gouged with writing, packed tight.

The scrawl was so illegible I couldn't make heads or tails of it.

Anyone carving words into every inch of wall probably wasn't right in the head anyway.

Either way, it was deeply unsettling. No surprise folks in this superstition-sensitive world avoided this room.

A true bold Samaritan warrior wouldn't bat an eye, though?

"Nothing much."

Muttering like a mantra, I steadied myself. It worked—my furrowed brow eased a tad.

Glance.

Finally, I took in the whole room.

What caught my eye: bizarre wooden idols scattered on the floor. The stuff I'd kicked in the dark?

Each about the size of my palm, give or take.

Seven in total. Two finely carved, the rest barely humanoid lumps.

Kerold's handiwork? Why leave 'em unfinished?

No pattern, no clue what they meant.

Hunting for anything useful, I found only rat bones under the bed, like some cat's leftovers.

Nothing else.

"Fuck, what is this."

Zero info, zero leads. Total bust. Sitting on the bed, pondering next moves, the rat bones sparked an idea.

Beckon.

I gestured at the withered skeleton. It rattled oddly, then blue glow ignited in its empty skull.

Raising a tiny beast like this? Just a flick, no incantation needed.

My sword skills barely budged, but Necromancy proficiency shot up weirdly fast.

Growth is growth, but leaning too hard into this might paint me as a cultist ripe for extermination.

Clatter, clack.

The risen rat skeleton climbed my leg to my palm.

"Kerold might've stashed something here. Sniff it out."

Clack.

It scurried off, soon nosing into the bed—specifically, the pillow of rolled blanket and straw.

It wriggled into a seam, thrashing.

Seemed tough, so I yanked its tailbone. Out popped a flat something in its jaws.

A notebook?

Leather-bound.

"Anything else?"

Clack, clack.

"Alright, good job. Here's your treat."

Pet its skull a few times as reward.

"Now, rest."

Clatter.

Necromancy released. Felt like it went peacefully—maybe just my imagination.

Anyway, priority was the notebook.

Hoping for Goblin King or secret dungeon intel, I opened it—and recoiled at the crooked handwriting.

Goddamn awful penmanship.

But the guy who carved those detailed idols? This must've been scribbled in a frenzy.

Deciphering it bit by bit, I read on.

Torn pages and illegible spots galore—only fragments made sense.

The abandoned shrine ruins to the west? Nothing worth shit. Just weeds and trash. How the hell am I supposed to make money there? Easier hitting a general store.

This prick—tons of herbs and beetles crawling around. Lived off stolen cash, so no clue how real folk earn.

One day, spotted a hole in a rock crevice. Rabbit hole vibe, but seemed deep and roomy. Thief's instinct said treasure hidden inside.

Rock crevice hole? Rabbit hole?

I flipped ahead fast.

Flip.

Inside: goblins. Goblins. Hordes of 'em. Pouring out endlessly, like hell's gates flung wide.

Oh, goblins.

Finally, something useful.

Sneaking past was easy—numbers don't mean smarts with hellspawn grunts. Pushed deeper, found a grand bone throne. And atop it, a massive. Massive goblin.

Massive goblin—!

Fuck yeah, Goblin King was a goddamn giant, as suspected.

Huge goblin. Head's gotta be massive too. Hauling that in spikes my fame instantly.

Next page? Torn clean off—story lost.

Next readable bit was different.

I saw it. The future where the Seven Plagues crawl forth. Born and bred in hell, they're demons. Mocking everything I'd built, sneering. Their laughter still rings in my ears. Almighty Mercury, take this torment from me—

Clear he was terrified.

Seven Plagues crawling future, demons, blah blah. Tied to those floor idols? Only guess with what I had.

More pages? Just repeats: Almighty Mercury, lift this burden—

Later pages devolved into unreadable scratches.

Then it hit me: those wall scars were Mercury's name too.

Filling the room with a god's name—like swallowing a talisman?

Vision of the panicked man carving in fear. Not a pretty picture.

"This notebook's mine now."

Mission done, I pocketed it and the two finished idols in my belt pouch.

Rabbit hole in a rock crevice.

Half-day search should turn it up.

Out the door, straight to Sodomora's west gate. Soloing a goblin-packed dungeon? Worries lingered.

But roping in others dilutes the rep I need all to myself.

Beg a bigshot like Hippolyte? She'd snag the glory; I'd be the sidekick's sidekick.

Solo it is.

Though "solo" might not fit my style.

Kekek—!

Kek—!

Standard greeting: two goblin pups. Gauntlets crushed their skulls, then I raised 'em as blue-eyed undead minions.

"You lot know anything about the Goblin King?"

Clack, clack.

Asked on a whim—they just clacked jaws blankly. Expected as much; goblin base material's dumb.

"Find that rock crevice rabbit hole. Search everywhere. Bring me goblin corpses you find; hide from people. Go—"

Whoosh.

They crouched and vanished at speed.

This—

This was my solo play.

Soon, scouts returned.

Clack, clatter.

"Found it?"

Clack.

"Tch, nice. Good work."

My method was gold.

Me, handling shit this smooth?

Watch the papers, punk.

Article incoming—!
Pseudo Resident Illegal Stay in Another World Chapter 201
-----------------------------------------------------------------
Translator: penny
Chapter: 201
Chapter Title: Hatsan's Business
-----------------------------------------------------------------
"Right here."

"It's true, just as Sir Hatsan said! There's a huge, huge hole! A hole this deep!"

Paranoya shuddered violently at the hole bored so deeply into the ground that its bottom was impossible to see.

She picked up a nearby pebble and rolled it inside.

Roll, roll, thump, thump.

A fairly round pebble produced a sound of endlessly tumbling away. It was clear just from the feel that this was a deeply dug tunnel.

"Is the goblins' king in this place?"

"Probably."

"...How dare they, how dare they-!"

Paranoya trembled like a boiling kettle at my nonchalant answer. Then she shrieked.

"How dare a mere goblin use the title of king, bypassing Sir Hatsan? I cannot tolerate this...!! I'll go drag it out right now...!!"

Paranoya seemed utterly furious at the existence of this goblin king.

Such vivid rage.

Paranoya really was emotionally unstable.

That made me wonder if bringing her along had been the right call.

It was the day after discovering the rabbit burrow.

When I tried to go in alone, it had already gotten dark.

And if, by some one-in-a-million chance, I couldn't escape the cave, I might end up reported missing. So it seemed best to have at least one companion.

Someone to warn of danger outside and call for help if needed.

Thus, the companion I called was Paranoya.

She knew I could use necromancy, so there was no issue sneaking her along.

Luna had grilled me, of course: "Hatsan, where are you going alone with Paranoya?"

When I brushed it off with "Goblin hunting," she surprisingly didn't press further, probably because it was Paranoya.

She even said, "Sorry I'm busy. I should be going as your fixed party member!" looking regretful enough to make my nose tingle.

Come to think of it, it had been quite a while since Luna and I had partied up for hunts. Back then it felt like death, but now those hardships were just fond memories.

"Sir Hatsan, then you go down first...!!"

Paranoya's voice snapped me out of my reminiscence.

"You're telling me to go first?"

"You're Sir Hatsan, a mighty warrior who easily crushes even Jupiter's knights!! But I, I'm a frail nymph compared to you, so going first wouldn't help...!!"

She puffed herself up as my top follower and right hand usually, but now she downplayed herself as a frail nymph.

This bitch-.

I realized Paranoya was scared of this pitch-black cave. No wonder, it was frightening.

Honestly, I was reluctant to go down there too. Who knew what might jump out.

But thinking she was using me as a shield annoyed me.

"Paranoya, my right hand Paranoya. A right hand should take the lead in places like this."

"Th-that... uh...."

"You get 6% of Hell's shares. To stand above others, you need to boldly take the front at times like this."

"I-is that so...?"

I could see Paranoya's crimson pupils quake massively. She glanced back and forth between my face and the pitch-black cave entrance.

"Then, I'll take just 0.5%..."

Finally, in a crawling voice, she slashed her own share. She must have been that terrified to give up her reward.

I understood, though. Paranoya had said she feared narrow, dark caves.

Probably flashbacks to hiding in caves from hunters as a child. Trauma doesn't vanish easily.

I feared spiders, and Elfride.

No need to torment Paranoya further.

I looked around, then said as if with no choice.

"Then shall we send the minions first? Pull out some bones from the bag."

"That, I've prepared in advance as your top follower Paranoya...!!"

Paranoya, who had been gloomy moments ago, dumped the bulging bag from her back onto the ground, eager to prove her usefulness.

The bag, swollen like military gear, was full of bones. Stolen from Luna's material jar.

"How about it? Aren't they in perfect condition!? I, Paranoya, selected only the most usable bones-!!"

They looked like ordinary bone piles to me. But Paranoya boasted as if she'd done something amazing.

Since she was puffing up for praise, I just said well done.

"Good job, Paranoya."

"Hehehe, as Sir Hatsan's right arm, it's only natural... Then, can you raise my share back to 6%?"

"No."

I gestured lightly at the scattered bones. They soon assembled and fitted together, reborn as four bone goblins.

"Using necromancy without incantations...? And creating four royal guards with blue soulfire eyes...."

Paranoya trembled in genuine awe, at a loss for words.

Come to think of it, this was the first time showing her my improved necromancy after all the practice.

Even to an ex-cultist, was my skill impressive?

In this world, chantless magic was advanced, from what I recalled.

Elfride got called a great adventurer for casting fire magic without chants.

Thinking that way made me feel smug, floating on air.

"This is basic. Now go pave the way ahead, minions."

Thus, the small bone goblins were dropped into the narrow hole. After a while, their clattering—scrape, scrape—stopped.

『Settling minion combat.』

『Karma Value +11』

『Current Karma Value +321』

The floating text left me stunned.

+11 Karma Value meant the bone goblins had killed something deep below.

If Paranoya or I had gone first, we'd have been ambushed right away.

"Then, I'll go first, so follow closely behind."

"Got it! I'll guard Sir Hatsan's back-!"

I squeezed my body into the narrow hole. Its size was just right for a burly adult male like me to crawl down prone.

If I'd gained even a bit more fat or muscle, I might've gotten stuck. Good thing I had no claustrophobia.

"Sir Hatsan, Sir Hatsan-! Th-the tunnel's narrowing...!! The tunnel, it's trying to eat me...!! C-can't breathe...!!"

Paranoya made a huge fuss following right behind me.

It was spacious enough for me in full gear. Yet a nymph, two heads shorter and slimmer, struggled with the width? It didn't make sense.

"Don't exaggerate, just follow."

"Uuuh, uuuh-, c-can't breathe...."

"Damn it. Then grab my leg."

"Th-thank you...!"

So I dragged Paranoya clinging to my ankle, crawling low through the tunnel.

Crunch.

She gripped my calf so hard it was uncomfortable, but it seemed to calm her, so that was good.

If she'd kept fussing noisily, I'd have gotten on edge too.

Scrape, scraaaape-.

After crawling a long way, I vaguely noticed the ceiling widening, making it easier.

From barely slithering flat like a snake, now I could raise my upper body, soon walk upright as width and height increased.

I activated "Hand of Grace" and scanned around—dead goblin corpses littered the floor.

Surrounded by bone goblins growling with blue soulfire eyes.

"Good, Paranoya. Start dropping glowstones from here to mark the path. Got it?"

"Marking paths is what I do best...!! B-by any chance, if I do well, is there a reward?"

"Yeah, do well and I'll give one."

"U-uuuh, reward...."

Trembling with motivation at the promise, Paranoya finally pulled a glowing stone from her bag.

Glowstone.

A stone that glows when infused with light source—5 coppers each, fairly pricey.

Shiny rocks had many uses in this electricity-less world, but adventurers like me often used them to mark dark dungeon paths.

"Don't lose them, and collect them on the way back."

"No worries there...!! Then onward, Sir Hatsan!"

"Yeah."

Before that, I didn't forget to raise the eleven goblin corpses as undead. Now totaling fifteen revived goblins.

First time commanding this many at once.

No prying eyes, so I could raise freely.

Maybe test how many I could handle simultaneously? Goblins would be swarming inside.

As I pondered, Paranoya yelled exaggeratedly: "Raising over ten undead without chants or tools-!!"

Her voice echoed through the burrow, tensing my neck.

"Hey, be careful, we don't know what's here. Better keep quiet."

"Uuh, wise indeed...! Still, so many undead—it's like an army of death...."

Army of death.

Half her chatter could be ignored, but it fit perfectly describing me commanding over ten undead.

Surrounded by bone goblin escorts on all sides—very reassuring.

"Then, let's move out."

Thus, the blue soulfires and I delved deeper into the tunnel. It was longer than expected, with many rooms—like what?

"S-so complex! Like an ant nest in the yard...!!"

Just as Paranoya said, it felt like invading a massive ant nest. Except ants, it was packed with ugly green monsters.

Grraaah!!

Keeek, keeesh! Keeek!

Scattered goblin packs appeared occasionally, but they were grabbed by my charging blue-eyed undead at my gesture and torn apart.

『Settling minion combat-.』

『Settling minion combat-.』

Easy.

Too easy?

Was dungeon crawling always this simple?

Gaaaaaaaah-!!!

No need for me to fight; bone goblins roared and charged at sighted enemies.

No fear or hesitation—just ripping apart those I deemed foes.

As my loyal minions stole lives, victims joined my death legion.

"Rise, minions-."

Crunch, cruuunch-.

No refusing the draft.

This was seriously unfair.

"T-to profane life like this.... Freshly killed corpses turned irresistibly into undead—such mercilessness! The epitome of evil under heaven-!"

In the darkness, Paranoya's crimson eyes flickered strangely.

Her face flushed with eerie ecstasy, she licked her dry lips with a red tongue.

That vibe evoked our first meeting at the stump logging site, when she'd terrified me—something bewitching about her.

Come to think of it, she was a pretty scary cultist back then.

"Sir Hatsan, truly godlike majesty...!! By now, even those goblin idiots must bitterly realize how foolish it is to oppose Hell's archduke...!!"

My minions were fighting, yet Paranoya was more excited—maybe the dark, dank tunnel's allure. Her praise wasn't unwelcome.

Tremble-.

At my feet knelt a quivering green monster. Smaller than others—maybe a young one?

Kek. Kehket... gruuuh....

Prostrated, it offered me a shiny glass shard. At that instant, Paranoya growled.

"Th-this bastard just insulted Sir Hatsan as a fool-headed nigger...!!"

I had to ask if I'd misheard.

"What did you say?"
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A single goblin came trembling through the midst of the blue-eyed undead.

It was smaller in stature than the others, a tiny thing that seemed not yet fully grown.

Keruk, hehehe…

The creature soon flattened itself on the ground before me like it was kneeling, then held out an object clutched in one hand.

A glittering shard of glass.

Ka. Kasha… kuheuh….

As far as I knew, goblins had a habit of hoarding shiny things in their nests. This glass shard must have been its own little treasure.

Offering up one's treasure was a sign of sincerity, whether from a monster or a human.

Keheuh….

With shoulders slumped and body pressed flat against the floor, its posture probably meant it was begging for its life.

So, what should I do?

As I pondered that,

Kiheueuk, kehehet-.

“T-this little shit just insulted Lord Hassan, calling you a stupid nigger-headed idiot!!”

Paranoia, who had been watching the scene beside me, started shaking like she was having a fit.

I could only ask in bewilderment.

“What? What did you say?”

“T-this bastard just insulted Lord Hassan!! This is, this is an unforgivable crime! As Lord Hassan's right hand, allow me, Paranoia, to execute this thing…!!”

Paranoia had a habit of accelerating wildly. Her accelerator was so sensitive that even a feather's touch would make it roar full throttle.

Her mana was good too, so her zero-to-hundred was quick. Sometimes she outpaced even my best-laid plans.

“What insult? This thing insulted me?”

Kehehek, hehek!

The young goblin seemed just as flustered.

I didn't know if it understood words, but it shrank back in fear at the sight of Paranoia thrashing about.

Keruk, haeuruk, kasha ki.

“Ah!? This thing just called Lord Hassan a moron who grovels to the strong but bullies the weak with chestnuts—!! Lord Hassan, you can't let a creature like this live—!!”

Could Paranoia actually understand goblin speech? Was this little shit really cursing me out at my feet?

No matter how I looked at it, it felt like Paranoia's paranoia was kicking in.

So I ignored Paranoia, who was growling like a starving leopard, and addressed the goblin trembling at my feet.

“Fine, I'll accept your sincerity. You're going to serve me.”

Kehehet-.

I took the glass shard from the young goblin's outstretched hand. I wasn't sure if my words got through, but a strange glimmer of hope seemed to flicker in its red eyes as it looked up at me.

But only for a moment.

“Of course, you'll serve me in death.”

I smashed its head in with my gauntlet, still gripping the glass shard tight. The creature, already prostrated, convulsed under my fist.

Kueeeek-!!

At the sight, Paranoia—who had been raging just moments ago—spoke up, sounding utterly terrified.

“B-betraying its trust and snatching away its hope…. Lord Hassan, how deep into the abyss will you descend…?”

Keheueueuh….

Paranoia gawked at the dying young goblin like she was witnessing pure evil, but this was standard procedure.

One lesson I'd learned trailing after Elfride: monsters could always threaten your life.

Even if one seemed young and feeble, you had to kill it without mercy to avoid future trouble.

Geuaek…!

Sure enough, in the right hand of this young one—still clenched tight even as its head burst and blood sprayed—there was another sharp glass shard.

Crude as it was, if it stabbed with force, it could pierce thin human skin and draw blood in an instant.

This little bastard had been planning to slit my throat the moment I let my guard down.

Maybe Paranoia was right; maybe it really had been cursing me.

Thinking I'd nearly been killed made my head boil over.

“Wipe them all out.”

Gaaaak-!!!

Geiya aaak-!!!

At my rage-filled command, the blue-eyed undead threw their heads back and roared.

They squeezed through holes dotting the burrow, tearing apart the monsters hiding inside.

This wasn't a fight or a battle—it was a one-sided massacre.

The scene was chilling, yet the thought that I commanded these things made my heart pound with excitement.

So where was this goblin king or boss or whatever?

As I stood there arms crossed, one hobgoblin approached and smacked its lips.

Dalak, dalak.

I could vaguely tell it was trying to say something to me, but damned if I knew what.

As I furrowed my brow slightly, Paranoia—who was also standing there arms crossed—spoke up beside me.

“This one's saying it has something to show Lord Hassan…!”

“Really? Is that true?”

Dalak.

The hobgoblin nodded as if confirming Paranoia's words. I followed it through the burrow's maze of tunnels.

How deep into the ant-hill-like interior did we go?

“This is—.”

I discovered something quite surprising inside.

“O-oh gods—!! S-stop that now—!!”

There lay a woman on the floor, hands and feet bound, blindfolded, writhing about. Short golden bobbed hair, light armor. Even a small shield on her hand.

I knew this woman.

She was part of that Iron Tier party, Scarji or whatever. If memory served, her name was Kashi, Ka-. Kakashi, fuck if I remember.

Everyone's names in this world sounded like they'd been oiled up to be forgettable.

Anyway, why was she here?

I was momentarily taken aback.

Then I remembered: goblins hoarded anything valuable in their nests.

This one must have been treated like treasure and stashed away. Plenty of villagers and low-rank adventurers got kidnapped by goblins, after all.

“G-get away—!!”

No signs of wounds or abuse on her body. But she was clearly terrified.

I'd probably panic too if kidnapped by goblins and dumped in some back room like this.

So what to do with her?

Letting her go seemed the humane thing, but right now I was purging goblins with necromancy.

If she saw this, it'd spell big trouble in all sorts of ways.

What now?

A fleeting idea crossed my mind.

Hassan the Samaritan rescues a rookie adventurer kidnapped by goblins, and even takes down the goblin king—.

Even I thought it was a solid scenario. A tale like that would easily snag a full page in the papers.

So I stationed a few hobgoblins in the Iron Tier girl's room, sealed it with a big rock, and said to Paranoia,

“Paranoia, I've got a favor to ask. If you obey my orders perfectly, I might bump your share of hell's domain back up to sixty percent.”

“Y-you're giving me a chance for revenge?”

“Yeah.”

“Hueueu-!!”

Paranoia shuddered with overwhelming emotion at my words.

Dogs sometimes piss themselves from sheer joy—hope she doesn't do the same. As I worried briefly, she asked back.

“So, what do I need to do?”

“Simple. When I give the signal, free her and bring her to me. Let her know Hassan the Samaritan's come to save her, and that I'm currently taking down the goblin king. Ease her mind.”

“So Lord Hassan, the dumb barbarian warrior Samaritan, is going to put on a show of defeating the goblin king for her?”

“Yeah, something like that. You get it.”

“Is there really any need? Why cling so hard to that false identity of Samaritan?”

Paranoia asked like she genuinely couldn't fathom it.

To her, my true self as Hassan was the facade, and I was really the necromancer son of Pluto or whatever. She believed it without question.

No time for a long explanation, so I went with a plausible dodge.

“As my right hand, you should pick up on intentions like that. Don't tell me you can't grasp the profound meaning here?”

“Hueut-!! N-no, of course not—!! I-I actually knew all along—!!”

“Oh? Then tell me what it is.”

“W-well, Samaritan Hassan seems dumb, but actually he's, uh, what was it….”

Maybe it was my imagination, but it sounded like this little nymph's head was churning like an old washing machine. At this rate, she'd botch the job.

“Ah-!! I got it!! You're wearing the hero's mask to manipulate the world from both light and shadow—!!”

“Yeah, half right.”

“H-half…?”

Paranoia blinked, clearly not getting it. Truth was, my intent was transparent: I just wanted fame.

“Paranoia, Lord Hassan's right hand and the sharpest mind among his followers—even I only grasp half your scheme. Truly, Lord Hassan is unparalleled….”

Sharpest mind among my followers?

For a second I thought it was nonsense, but she was the only one who saw me as a god. Wait, Antiope too now. So she was bragging about being top of two?

Antiope's probably smarter, though. Of course, I didn't say that to spare her feelings.

“Anyway. Do exactly as I say. Got it?”

“H-hu, no worries…!”

Paranoia clenched her fists confidently and nodded.

I still felt uneasy, but bringing someone over on signal was dead simple. Anyone could do it.

Now for the actor.

All that was left was recruiting the goblin king or whatever.

I'd have my minions take him down, turn him undead, then soften up the undead horde and resurrect him as the goblin king.

Then I'd welcome the audience—girl and her party—with a fierce, bloody duel where I triumph over him.

I'd gotten tangled with that Ka-whatever girl's party before while training against my own minions. Just scaling it up this time.

“Genius.”

Even I had to admire the brilliance of the idea.

My brain usually creaked like rusted gears. Why did it spin so smoothly when it came to deception?

So, still no sign of the goblin king?

『Settling minion battles-.』

Text for battle settlements kept popping up as my minions rampaged everywhere.

My current karma value: +355.

It was around 310 when I entered this cave, so I'd killed about 45 goblins inside here.

At this rate, they could call me Goblin Xenocider Hassan. No clues on the king yet, though.

Swish, swiiiish.

I followed the path my soldiers had carved through the slaughter.

With goblin corpses littering the way, even the cramped cave was easy to navigate.

“Rise and fight-.”

I didn't forget to revive the dead along the way. Now I had 40 goblin undead under me.

Was my mental strength—whatever they called it—reaching its limit? Or was the air thinning in this underground tunnel? My head spun, but it was bearable.

Just not for long.

An hour or two at most.

I'd have to wrap this up before then. Or retreat today and come back tomorrow.

Retreat.

Normally, I'd consider it without a second thought.

But I'd come out today determined to accomplish something. Running away now felt pathetic.

I'd finish it today.

Tomorrow's morning paper would boldly feature my name: Hassan.

“Find it. Find the skull throne.”

I commanded the undead standing by, awaiting orders. Their blue eyes gleamed as they vanished into the shadows again.

A race against time.

That's what I was thinking when—

Gaaaaak-!!!

Kuhuk, y-you bastard-!!

A scream that chilled my spine rang out loud. It sounded like one of my minions, but mixed in was a voice unlike their usual cries—thicker, different.

A deep male voice. Not mine, not Paranoia's, not that Ka-whatever woman's.

“Paranoia, you hear that?”

“I-I did, yes…!!”

I asked Paranoia following behind me, and she nodded vigorously. We headed toward the screams.

Soon we entered a space so vast it hardly seemed like a burrow.

The first thing I saw: red linen, velvet, silk, and all sorts of unnamed fabrics laid out long across the floor.

Flaming torches atop them, platters, and in the center—a chair.

A chair crudely fashioned from bones of some unknown beast.

Atop it sat a massive figure battling my minions—.

A massive green hunk of meat.

The true goddamn goblin king.

The moment I saw it, I couldn't help grinning ear to ear.

“Nice to meet you, you little shit. I've been dying to see you.”

Who are you, who—!!
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This uncivilized continent of Gaia surprisingly has a lot of handsome men and beautiful women.

Right around me, there's the cute Luna and the vibrant Hippolyte, and just walking the streets, there are plenty of pretty women who turn heads.

There are plenty of good-looking guys too, but I'm not mentioning them because of bad luck. That's not the point right now anyway.

Anyway, for every stunning beauty or hunk, there are an absurd number of ridiculously ugly people.

In fact, there are more of the latter—people so bizarre-looking they stick in your mind after one glance are overflowing.

If I had to pick the most uniquely ugly face among the guys I know, it'd hands-down be Malco, with his massive nose and shaggy red hair.

But his eyes burned with fiery passion, and his voice was nice, making him a truly bizarre guy. Honestly, he might be the ugliest one I know.

Even so, a guy like Malco looks like a stud compared to a goblin monster.

Goblins are fucking ugly for real. Ugly ears, ugly nose, ugly mouth, ugly skin, ugly—fuck, anyway, take all the horrific shit and slap it on a scrawny dwarf body, and that's a goblin.

"Damn, what an ugly fucker."

Even the leader of these goblins couldn't escape that freakish appearance rule, it seems.

The differences were that this one was huge—I had to look up to meet his eyes—and massively bloated compared to the skinny ones, with flesh actually hanging off him.

Either way, the displeasing looks stayed the same.

However.

Matching his huge stature and bloated build, his strength seemed formidable.

Crunch.

A hobgoblin caught in his hand had its neck crushed and dropped to the floor. Crushing one of my minions—who's stronger than most monsters—with one hand.

Pretty strong.

This is a hobgoblin.

An evolved, stronger monster.

A silver-tier goblin lineage, you could say.

Intruders, huh. Told you letting one rat slip away leads to this. Are you with those thieves from before?

An irregular monster that communicates with humans despite being a beast.

Swish.

So I drew the club from my waist and assumed a stance. Behind me, my minions with glowing blue eyes clattered as they filled the space.

And when the area was packed with those blue glows, Paranoia shouted.

"Monster! How does it feel to be surrounded by your former minions!"

Ho, impressive. A nymph necromancer. The big guy a warrior? Necromancer and warrior—classic combo.

Even in this desperate situation where anyone could see we're cornered, this fat monster showed no fear or cowering. Instead, he put on a lazy smile, as if showing off his leisure.

More than that, a nymph. Nymphs are precious. Didn't expect a valuable nymph to come all the way here.

"Hiiiik—!!"

Then the hobgoblin stuck out his tongue and licked his parched lips with a slurp.

At that sight, Paranoia, who'd followed behind me, trembled as if having a fit and raged.

"You bastard—!! How dare you show such arrogance to her! Get down from that chair and kneel at once—!!"

What?

"This person here is none other than Lord Hassan, son of the Lord of the Underworld, Pluto!!"

Son of Pluto?

Creak, squeak.

The bloated goblin lounging on the chair leaned his jaw and head forward, acting intrigued by the story.

His fat-laden voice even sounded somewhat surprised.

Son of Pluto?

"Greenskins are descendants of Hell by nature. Thus, you must kneel before Lord Hassan, heir to Hell, and pledge your loyalty!!"

Paranoia, uncharacteristically, had decent eloquence. His voice carried spirit, and the words sounded very plausible.

I was impressed, wondering if he had this skill. And I wasn't the only one surprised by Paranoia's way with words.

The green lump of flesh sitting before me started trembling too.

Son of Pluto.

Did the fearsome prestige of that name work on him too? Maybe this would end quickly.

But the bloated goblin soon burst into a huge "Puhuh, puhahaha—!"

The bone chair bearing his massive ass rattled as if about to shatter, but he didn't stop laughing.

Puhuhu, if that guy's Pluto's son, then I'm the son of the earth and hell! That one's obviously a warrior. Far from necromancy.

"Y-You punk…! Lord Hassan, show him what for—!!"

I'd been scolded, but Paranoia growled as if he were the pissed one. I grabbed his shoulder to calm him.

I'd thought the goblin boss was just a dumb brute with size and strength.

Surprisingly smart.

Maybe even smarter than Paranoia.

Well, posers claiming to be sons of gods ain't new. This Gogrid's lived nearly 300 years and seen plenty of humans.

A goblin that's lived nearly 300 years. Shit, over ten times my age. And named Gogrid too.

I recalled a conversation from long ago with Elfride and her party.

They'd said monsters surviving massacres often gain names and such, and they're trickier than imagined, so be careful facing them.

So-called named monsters.

As Hippolyte said, he looks strong enough for a silver-tier subjugation level.

To safely take him down, it'd be right to bring a silver-tier adventurer team, or heroes like Hippolyte or Actaeon.

But I didn't.

Me, who'd been scraping by in this world, become a gold-tier adventurer?

Even I think that's impossible.

And to achieve the impossible, you naturally challenge the impossible.

So I decided to challenge this massive named monster. Honestly frustrating, but here, he's the champion. I'm the challenger.

That's why I can tolerate him sitting on that huge chair looking down at me. Of course, in the end, I'll be the one overlooking everything.

As I steeled my resolve.

Well, looks like a strong warrior. And those undead the nymph controls have blue glows. First time seeing blue-eyed undead since the Pluto temple fell.

Gogrid, king of goblins, scanned me with his murky eyes and spoke.

But this body is a descendant of Tatari, blessed by the Lord of Hell. Only Mezayer can make me kneel.

"Me, Meza… Mezayer…?"

At the green bulk's words, Paranoia, who'd been grinding his teeth, jumped in surprise. So it's some hugely important name? That's the vibe.

"What's that!?"

But Paranoia asked back like he really didn't know. Thought as an ex-cultist he'd connect with this guy, but apparently not.

Thinking about it, Paranoia was an apprentice cultist.

He knows what he knows and nothing else.

Anyway, Paranoia's question was welcome to me too. At it, the bloated goblin Gogrid asked back as if hearing something unbelievable.

You lot yap about Pluto's son and all, but you don't know the Seven Lords of Hell? They're the titans born to destroy the world by the current ruler of Hell… Nah, no need to explain.

Swish. Clatter, creak.

Gogrid, about to say more, rose from the bone chair with his massive body. Then he picked up a bizarre staff-like thing beside him.

Sssss—.

It exuded an ominous aura. Could call it a staff.

An artifact with a huge orb embedded in withered wood, wrapped in a sinister glow at first glance.

You're dead now. Go to Hell yourselves, meet their majesties, and pass on my regards. Puhuhu—.

Pao, whoosh—!

He charged at me with weird breathing sounds. Clumsy movement, but surprisingly fast for his fat bulk—the pressure was no joke.

I'll kill the useless warrior and make the nymph my concubine—!! She'll breed hobgoblins for me nonstop—!!

Whoosh—!

He slammed the staff he'd gripped into the ground.

Trained by Hippolyte's fists, I dodged by lightly stepping back.

Boom—!

But seeing the spot crater like a meteor hit sent chills down my spine.

If that hit me, my body'd fold in half.

Swish—.

The ground shook from the impact, dust falling from the cave ceiling here and there.

But Gogrid, ruler here, either didn't think the cave would collapse or didn't care, swinging from above down.

Boom—!

Left to right—.

Boom—!!

Just wielding that heavy staff in attacks.

"Paranoia, hide for now!"

"Hiiiik—!"

I couldn't just take it, so I tossed Paranoia far for safety and said.

"Attack!"

Gaaaaak—!!

Then the blue-eyed undead swarmed the massive green scaffold like they'd been waiting.

Nearly 50 bone piles charging at once—honestly, even I found it majestic.

These fuckers, not content with dying to intruders, now dominated. Know shame as Mezayer's kin—!!

But Gogrid ignored their assault, just swinging his huge body and staff around.

Every swipe of his arm shattered bone piles with loud cracks, scattering fragments everywhere.

His thick hide and blubber seemed to halve attacks from primitive nails and teeth.

Of course, I could revive fallen minions with spirit drain quick.

And if that tied him up even briefly, it was enough. Inducing a split-second lapse in combat is huge.

Th-These fuckers aren't normal hobgoblins—!! Why do they keep reviving—!!

"Yeah, hold him tight!"

I ordered the hobgoblins to grab Gogrid's huge body and create openings. Bones clinging to his arms and legs made gaps.

You bastards, you bastards—! Your dull teeth can't pierce the skin blessed by Mezayer!

He flailed to shake them off, but the interlocked skeletal hobgoblins formed a literal prison.

Crunch, cruuunch.

Can't… move…!?

"How's my bone prison?"

Wh-What necromancy is this? This isn't the necromancy I know—!?

"Yeah, figured."

This was my hobgoblin version of the giant sphere those undead made fighting Antiope.

My arrangement, you could say.

I spotted Gogrid's belly hollow under the binding bones.

"Anyway, going for one big hit—. Keep holding!"

I gripped the club tight with both hands, slid toward him, and swung full force.

Whoosh.

The club arced wide from up to down, finally reaching that jiggling gut.

"Hah!"

Bang—!!

Like a balloon popping, and at the same time, my hands felt a weird sensation gripping the club.

What is this? Like hitting water with a club.

Yeah, exactly that.

No clean hit feel—just striking strange currents.

"Grrraaaah—!!"

But weird handfeel aside, his scream meant damage landed proper.

No way that full-body swing doesn't hurt.

Even Hippolyte'd be groggy from a clean hit like that.

Of course, she'd dodge such an obvious attack. But he was locked in my bone prison, movement sealed.

Grrrh, that hurts!!

But I thought it'd burst his gut spilling innards, yet his hide was thicker than imagined. Physical attacks definitely halved.

Worthy of a named one.

Grrrh—. No ordinary rat! Who sent you? Are you, you Schizo of split minds?

He planted both hands on the ground and looked up at me.

The guy who'd lounged on the high bone chair with an un-monster-like lazy face now stared at me fearfully, hands dirtied.

Swish.

Instead of answering, I raised my hand.

Clatter, clack—.

Reading my intent, some minions bent behind me, forming a bone chair.

Controlling undead with a gesture for a throne…? You're really the one handling them? No way….

A throne just for me in this dark cave.

I sat lightly atop it, looking down at the prostrate goblin king.

"Now you look like a monster."
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I sat down on the chair I had created.

Clack.

The bones were sharp, so it didn't feel all that great to sit on.

Not that it mattered enough to worry about.

That wasn't what was important right now.

Damn it, summoning the undead with a mere gesture. You're no ordinary warrior—!!

Even though the bloated goblin's yelling hurt my ears, I liked the angle.

It felt surprisingly good to look down on something else like this.

I could understand how Luna felt when she was digging up the yard and tormenting ants.

The life and death of others.

Having the right to decide that—this situation made me feel like a god wielding true authority.

What are you, exactly! What kind of guy are you!! Are these undead really under your command?

"Yeah."

I'd never seen a necromancer with this much raw strength. It's impossible! Impossible!?

Gogrid seemed pretty proud of the years he'd lived and the knowledge he'd accumulated.

That's why, when an inexplicable existence like me appeared, he started repeating himself like a broken record.

"Why do you think it's impossible?"

Necromancy lends life force and mana to minions! A necromancer who can handle this many should be skinny and unhealthy like that little nymph—obviously!

Lend life force?

It seemed I'd gleaned another piece of information about necromancy from this monster.

Come to think of it, I had my suspicions.

The first necromancer I'd taken down, Koma of the Black Star, had woven a dragon out of bones and left Hippolyte groggy with mind manipulation magic. He was powerful.

But his hand-to-hand combat skills were pathetic, so even I back then could barely subdue him.

Using necromancy must degrade your physical abilities on average.

I'd gotten some useful info, but I didn't let it show on my face. I simply raised one palm while still seated in the chair.

Crunch—

The bone prison enveloping Gogrid's massive body tightened further, restraining his movements.

"If I lower this palm now, you'll be executed, Gogrid. So before that, mind answering my questions nicely?"

Ha—. Don't get cocky just because you have some weird tricks—. I'm the great Hop Goblin Gogrid!! The dragon among men who offered over two hundred and four gold coins to claim this grand throne!!

Back-alley thugs would spill everything under this kind of threat. But this guy had some integrity for a monster. He was worthy of being called the boss.

What to do?

Should I torture him to make him talk? But I'm not really familiar with torture or corporal punishment, so it's tricky.

What would Elfride do in a situation like this—.

As I was thinking that, Paranoya approached the side of my chair and whispered in my ear.

"Hassan-nim, why not try using Mind Control?"

"Mind Control?"

When I asked back in confusion, Paranoya pointed to the Star of Gu-Kallan and Eye of Hyun-Pluto hanging around my neck.

"That artifact is said to be connected to the mind, the foundation of mana. If it's Hassan-nim, who controls it perfectly, you should be able to wield the dark priests' power of Mind Shatter without issue…!"

At Paranoya's words, I briefly recalled the necromancer Koma. He'd used something like black lightning to shatter people's minds.

Maybe, just maybe, I could do it like Paranoya said.

It felt like I could.

I brimmed with confidence that I could, but I had no idea how. Necromancy had the keyword vibe of "raise the dead," so I'd figured out how to handle it.

Mind Shatter? That one honestly didn't click.

But asking Paranoya "How do you do it?" right here would ruin the image I'd built.

I'd barely gotten this goblin king on his knees. Making myself look foolish in front of him would just make him clam up more.

Swoosh.

So, after pondering, I heaved my heavy butt off the bone chair.

Clack—.

At the same time, the goblins that had formed the chair reverted to their original forms.

Leaving them behind, I stepped in front of the massive goblin Gogrid and bowed my head slightly. Then I reached out with my right hand, gauntlet removed, and grabbed his thick wrist.

Whatever you're trying, it's useless. I'm used to pain. Think I haven't dealt with dark priests before? Mind control magic won't work on me.

"We'll see about that."

Ding—.

『Name: Kin of Greed ? Gogrid lv. 33  
Status: Hypertension》 Hyperlipidemia》 Arteriosclerosis》 Hyperuricemia》』

His name, level, and status appeared. Level 33—not super high compared to Hippolyte, but the highest among monsters I'd faced.

Like a veteran adventurer who'd just hit Silver Tier.

Without necromancy, beating this guy would've required every trick in the book.

More importantly—.

"What the— this guy's a walking bundle of adult diseases. Hypertension, hyperlipidemia, arteriosclerosis—."

What are you saying—?!

Still gripping his wrist, I pressed my thumb into his Nei Guan point. The Nei Guan is an acupressure point on the inner wrist.

Pressing it hard enough to draw screams, even for this fat goblin.

Urghhh—!! Grraaah, uwaaaah—!!

He screamed like he'd been electrocuted. More like a pig pierced by spines, maybe.

Stooop, stop—!! Stop—!!!

Gogrid finally snapped, yelling to stop. The leisurely throne-sitter was gone; his irritable tantrum was actually refreshing.

Vital point strikes work.

Fat or not, the skeletal structure stays the same.

That's why they're vital points.

Surprisingly, the anatomy and acupoints Father taught me were proving useful in this world. He probably never intended that.

I had to admit my knowledge of anatomy wasn't wasted. How many lives had it saved?

In the end, all that learning circles back to this.

I released the grip on his wrist.

Gogrid slumped, gasping for breath.

What? What, what? What did you do? How?

"Every creature has vital points. Humans have about sixty. No idea how many goblins have—but."

Swoosh.

I scanned Gogrid from head to toe with serious eyes.

"Experimenting today doesn't sound bad."

Clap.

As I clapped once, the bone goblins clinging to his body shifted positions.

"Hang him like a cross. Make his body fully visible."

They formed a cross-like shape per my command, suspending the massive goblin in midair.

His flabby skin was now fully exposed. It was so grotesque I furrowed my brow, and then Paranoya spoke.

"What a vulgar, ugly body…!! Truly a blasphemous form! We can't tolerate this—!!"

Keh heh, don't say that. Even among goblins, I'm quite popular.

"You bastard, you still haven't learned your lesson…!!"

Paranoya shrieked at Gogrid's unbroken spirit. But I just loosened my wrists and fingers, building my resolve.

Just kill me. If you're really Pluto's son, kill me and ask my corpse. Of course, if you kill me, Mezayer-nim won't let it slide. I'm her right-hand man!

"Yeah?"

Crack, pop.

Fingers fully loosened, I pointed my index finger sharply.

Then thrust it full force into the center of his solar plexus.

Squelch—.

I felt my finger sink into the massive flesh. Stabbing an enemy on a cross deserved a cool name.

"Longinus—Spear."

Guaaaah—!!

He let out a thunderous scream like summer storm lightning.

The solar plexus is fatal for any beast or creature. Full-power strike there—the pain must be indescribable.

Guhk, euk—!!

He thrashed uncontrollably, unable to even breathe. I worried the cross bindings might loosen.

Pssshhh—.

Then, from his silk-wrapped lower body, a pungent liquid dripped down.

"This guy pissed himself in front of everyone without shame—!! He's a bedwetter—!!"

Seeing it, Paranoya yelled excitedly. Did he feel superior seeing someone else wet themselves?

"The right-hand of the Hell Lord pissing himself!! That Hell Lord must be an idiot for having a subordinate like this…!!"

Paranoya had pissed himself two or three times in front of me, but I stayed quiet. Pointing it out would just spit in my own face, since he's my right-hand.

Finally, I asked while keeping my finger embedded in his solar plexus.

"Tell me about this Mezayer. Is she the Hell's Heir who received the Chaos's Blessing?"

Grghhh, ugh—.

But despite the question, he wasn't in any state to answer. Eyes rolled back, drool flowing.

Did he pass out?

Too much stimulation?

Should've hit the solar plexus later?

"You bastard—!! Hassan-nim is asking you—!!"

At that moment, Paranoya grabbed Gogrid's staff from nearby and smashed it into his body.

Thwack—!

Gogrid's eyes snapped open, as if shocked back to awareness.

Hah, what? What's happening? What just occurred?

He blinked, seemingly unaware of what happened. The impact must've knocked him out briefly.

I... passed out? But, but pain won't make me talk. I'm Mezayer-nim's right-hand, granted a name by her….

Cough—.

The massive goblin spewed green blood.

"This guy's annoyingly tough… Just kill him—!!"

Paranoya was right. For a monster, this loyalty and resolve were admirable.

If Paranoya were tied up and tortured by enemies? He'd spill everything from a feather on his soles.

"Hassan is actually a Bronze Tier moron—!!" or something.

My right-hand is Paranoya.

But this guy's the right-hand of some Mezayer? Makes me curious about her master, but also raises the danger level.

Torture won't work if he won't crack.

Maybe just kill him as Paranoya said.

Feeling a bit impatient, I suddenly felt intense thirst—maybe from thrashing or commanding so many undead.

I rummaged at my waist for water.

The leather flask on my belt was empty—hole?

"Paranoya, got any water?"

"Here, here—!!"

He rummaged his pack like an eager recruit and handed me a flask. I uncorked it and took a sip of the overflowing liquid.

"Ptooey—!"

I spat it all out involuntarily.

"Ugh, damn, what is this—."

Thought it was water, but it tasted horribly bitter and foul.

"Ah, that's Luna-nim's latest potion—!! Not water—!! It's the steeped potion—!!"

"Yeah, figures."

Luna's potions aren't for taste, but even accounting for that, they were often revolting.

Bitter for the body doesn't mean no limits. Even I, used to weird foods, spit it out unprepared.

"Th-that's water… My mistake…."

Paranoya trembled, offering another flask.

"Any more screw-ups, and I'll drop from earl to viscount…."

He feared losing Hell shares over the blunder.

Had I been too harsh lately? Seeing him shake made me a bit sorry.

"Everyone messes up. Just don't next time—."

As I spoke briefly and drank, I noticed Gogrid trembling violently like Paranoya.

Grghk, wh-what is this? Never smelled anything so foul. Wipe, wipe it off my body! What is this—!!

He couldn't hold it and screamed. This guy who'd laughed while vomiting blood from my spear thrust—why now?

Furrowing my brow, I realized my spit-out Luna potion was all over his body.

Hurry, wipe it off!! My body's rotting—!! Hyaak—!! My nose is twisting—!! Urk, ugh, euk—!!

Gogrid retched like a hungover man.

Overreacting to just some potion? On a hunch, I swished more Luna potion in my mouth and spat at him again.

Ptooey—.

Grahhh, grak! Just kill me! You bastards! Scum of the earth! Uwaaaah—!!!

"Ahh—!! Hassan-nim's Death Breath! It works—!!"
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Ugh, uuugh-.

Gogrid, doused in potions all over his body, began convulsing like a rat that had eaten rat poison.

Tremble, tremble, tremble.

The hobgoblins restraining his body were dropping off one by one from how violently he was shaking. It was clear his condition was dire.

“Aaah-!! This is the 14th of Hell's 72 ultimate techniques, the Roiling Death, the Breath of Death-!!”

Wha-, De-, Death Breath-!?

“Lord Hassan's breath is stronger and more horrific than the flames spewed by the dragons of the furnace-!!”

This is driving me insane!!

Me too.

But without showing it, I kept pooling more potion in my mouth and sprayed it right in his face—puuuuh—.

Stop!! Stop!! I'll talk, I'll talk!! I'll tell you everything, so please stop-!!

Whether that horrific act actually worked, Gogrid—who had been sneering even after getting stabbed in vital spots and clubbed—started thrashing about.

What a hellish smell! A hellish smell!!

Luna's potions were definitely vile.

In this world that sells stuff like Menté hangover remedy pie, I was probably the only one chugging her potions in one go, having gotten used to health tonic monster juice.

Paranoy would secretly dump the ones Luna gave her in the yard.

Huu, sorry, Lady Luna....

I'd found that pretty infuriating at the time, but I could understand it in my own way. For a sweet-tooth like Paranoy, those bitter potions might as well have been poison.

Of course, they were incredibly effective, so forcing them down was good for the body.

Even so, that lingering smell in your mouth for days—unless you brushed with Menté oil, it was torture.

Maybe that's why Luna was so obsessive about personal hygiene? Worried the potion stench would seep into her skin?

“So, feeling like talking now?”

Please, please let me talk. Stop, my nose feels like it's rotting!!

Who would've thought this guy, who wouldn't yield to pain from beatings, would react so hypersensitively to potion fumes? Just like people have their own fears and disgusts, monsters did too.

Either way, it was a relief he'd obediently open his mouth.

Pop-.

I uncorked the wooden vial at my waist.

This was the stamina potion Luna had shoved at me, saying, “Hassan, it's good for you, so make sure to take it after lunch-!”

I'd force them down, eyes squeezed shut, when training left me too exhausted to even twitch a finger.

Who knew it'd come in handy here.

“If you don't answer obediently, I'll shove every last drop straight down your throat.”

Okay, okay, got it. So close the lid already. My stomach's flipping!! There's goblin-chaser herb in there, isn't there!! Why the hell would you put that in?!

His raw reaction of fear and revulsion seemed genuine—no need to doubt it.

Still, hating Luna's potions this much? It kinda pissed me off.

Lucky Paranoy was here instead of Luna.

No matter how much of a monster he was, treating something she made with such diligence like a horrific toxin might hurt soft-hearted Luna's feelings.

Anyway, thanks to Luna caring about my health, I got this far. If things go well, I'll bring some tasty meat and grill it for her.

So, what to ask first?

I prioritized my questions.

First up, the most important: this Hell Lord Mezayer he called his superior.

My gut said he was part of the same crew as those eyeing Luna.

Getting a rough outline on those cloud-shrouded enemies would be good.

“Tell me about your master, Mezayer.”

Ugh, Me-, Lord Mezayer.... Leader of the greenskins.... Pioneer of Greed.... All green-skinned ones serve and worship him.

“So where is that bastard?”

Naturally, in the heart of the burning Hell Tartarus. But, but soon he'll emerge beyond this earthly realm. The sacrifices are almost ready.

Gogrid chuckled—puhuhu-.

Sacrifices, huh.

A god in Hell.

To descend to the mortal world, he needs a vessel for his flesh?

Come to think of it, Luna's brother Moros had briefly appeared using the body of some fallen Titan descendant.

Luna's mother Nyx could barely converse by borrowing Luna's body.

Of course, Nyx had shown her true form this time, but even that lasted maybe 10 minutes tops. The other gods were similar.

They all seemed unable to linger long in this world, hurrying away.

“Why need sacrifices at all?”

Swoosh.

I shoved the potion vial close to his face to emphasize honest answers. His already ugly mug scrunched up even more—utterly revolting.

“Why need sacrifices to show yourselves in this world?”

Gogrid grimaced and laughed at my question.

Kuhuhuhu, hehehe, because anything born in Hell, anything that rolls back into Hell, is eternally bound to it.

Those bound to Hell can't escape Hell-.

Felt like some rule or law I didn't know.

No one can just waltz out of Hell. Not even Pluto. To cheat the rules, you need sacrifices. Therefore-.

Gogrid's narrowed eyes flicked over me.

He continued.

Therefore, it's clear you're not Pluto's son. A prince born in the underworld couldn't wander the world in human form like this.

“Yeah?”

A prince of the underworld would be more bound than anyone. He couldn't even escape deep Tartarus. Those idiot Pluto cultists cling to false prophecies, waiting for their prince's descent? They know best it's impossible.

Swoosh.

His deeply furrowed green eyes shifted to Paranoy.

Right? Female nymph? You're a Pluto follower. Or should I say heretic now? Heretic nymph. Warrior wielding forbidden necromancy. No matter how much you lie, truth can't be fooled. You're falling.

“Sh-, shut up, you!! Lord Hassan is, omnipotent...!! Laws of Abyss and high mountain Hypos can't bind him...!!”

Yeah, keep acting that dumb and get branded heretics. Face reality. Pluto's era is over. Even underground hobgoblins know it.

“Grrrr...!!”

Paranoy growled like she was furious but couldn't retort. I placed a hand on her head to calm her.

“Lord Hassan. This one's blaspheming...!! Punish him...!! No need to heed such nonsense...!!”

“No, tell me more.”

What? No need for me to explain—you'll know soon. Before long, even Jupiter enthroned high in the skies will be dragged to earth. All rules of heaven and earth will change.

Jupiter.

As far as I knew, Jupiter ruled this world absolutely.

If a truly omniscient, omnipotent being existed, it'd be the king of gods, Jupiter. Honestly, I couldn't grasp just how mighty and grand that was.

Either way, dragging such a powerful entity to earth? Hard to believe.

I didn't know much about this world's faiths, but even to me, this goblin's words reeked of blasphemy.

Damn, he talks well. Super goblin or something?

I mentally bumped up this goblin's intelligence by half a star and asked.

“Dragging down Jupiter? Possible?”

Why not? No eternal king. Strange warrior, know there was Saturn's era before Jupiter?

“Saturn? God who ruled the skies before Jupiter?”

Yes, now just whispers of the absolute one. Before Saturn, there was the era of sky and earth. World of the great ancient gods-.

Gogrid shuddered excitedly—not fear or pain, but ecstatic delusion.

Mother Earth birthed new rulers, the Gigases, with the Abyss. Even Jupiter can't deny the new order.

“So that's this Mezayer guy.”

Yes, him and his six brothers.

Soon Gogrid laughed—kuhuhuhu—shaking the whole cave unpleasantly.

The coming world is the children of the Abyss. Gigantes' world. When they rule, we monsters, descendants of the Abyss, will be lords of the world too!!

“I see. Now it makes sense.”

Ancient gods.

I'd looked into them while studying about Luna—more precisely, her mother Nyx.

Earth. Night. Darkness. Abyss. Love.

The world was created from those five primal elements of chaos, right?

They gained personalities and called themselves gods—the first five, the Protogenoi.

They vanished into myth and history's shadows at some point, their existence uncertain, but as world-creators, immensely powerful.

Some of them now want to overturn the board they made—that's my take.

“Any way to stop it?”

Ha-. Long era of silence. With high Hypos' glory fallen to earth today. No one can stop the new order. If anyone, only children of equal rank: night and darkness.

Pink twintails came to mind: Luna. That's who he meant.

Rumor among monsters: gods hid their daughter somewhere. Catch her before maturity, steal her power-.

“Steal her power?”

Kill her! Total annihilation, not even to the underworld-!

Kill Luna?

“You bastard-!”

Enraged, I swung the club in my hand at his skull with full force.

Gyaak-!

His head split open, and he died instantly.

Paranoy cheered at the sight.

“Excellent strike, indeed-!!”

“Whew.”

I had more questions, but I couldn't hold back after hearing he'd kill Luna.

Luna had quirks and odd tastes, but she was just a normal girl.

She loved good food and being recognized for her work.

Sweating away, happy her potion jars sold well.

Thinking she'd fall to some ridiculous god squabble infuriated me.

Suddenly made sense why I needed Gold-tier hero status minimum to marry her.

Beyond qualification—it meant being strong enough to face her trials together.

Anyway, I'd asked what I needed. No big deal if the goblin died. Hated lingering in this monster-fishy cave anyway.

“Paranoy.”

“Yes, yep-!”

“Bring the captive adventurer now. I'll show them this guy's defeat. Important, so do it right. Succeed, and I'll bump your shares to 6%!”

“Y-, y-, yes...!! Leave it to me-!!”

Paranoy trembled with excitement and dashed off.

Only after her presence faded did I steady my ragged breath and shoulders.

“Whew-.”

I'd learned what I could.

Time to escape this deep pit.

Shall I raise this giant goblin as an undead?

As I opened my mouth toward him with that thought—

Useless. Wretch. Dying. Like this. He. Duly offered. Sacrifices. Good. Possession. Match.

The cooling corpse spoke in a bizarre tone. Like a marionette voicing.

No more rusty mumbling—the thick, majestic voice of a man burst choppily from its mouth.

“What? Shit? You Mezayer bastard?”

Yes. Greed's Mezayer. But you. Necromancer. This one's useless, but. My flesh sacrifice. Can't yield to you. Thus, detonate. Sealed magic.

Gulp, gulp-.

As he finished, the already huge goblin body swelled even larger.

Like a waterlogged sponge. Breaking free of the hobgoblins' restraints.

What the hell was happening?

One thing clear: if it kept inflating, it'd eventually go boom massively. And that explosion wouldn't be good for me.

This way. Raze the area. Erase evidence. This fool. Spilled too much. Easier to wipe all.

“You piece of shit-!?”

Raze the area? Then me and Paranoy die too.

“Lady Nyx-!”

『Consuming 10 Karma Value.』

『Current Karma Value +345』

Black shadows splattered onto my body, forming armor-like protection.

As I recalled, Grace of the Night's Armor》 wrapped the body in darkness, massively boosting defense.

Nyx's-. Holy warrior-!?

“Block it, pin it down!”

I ordered the minions filling my surroundings, their blue ghostly lights glaring.

The 50-odd waiting hobgoblins clung to the massively swelling Gogrid.

Not sure if it'd help, but it might dampen the blast a bit.

Whatever you're trying. Too late! With explosion. Blow away!!

And so.

Soon.

A massive roar echoed through the tunnels.

!!

『Grace of the Night's Armor》 consumes 10 Karma Value to block fatal damage.』
Pseudo Resident Illegal Stay in Another World Chapter 206
-----------------------------------------------------------------
Translator: penny
Chapter: 206
Chapter Title: Hissan and Luna, Featured in the Newspaper
-----------------------------------------------------------------

With the explosion. Fly away!!

Those were his final words before a massive roar engulfed my ears.

Beeeep—.

Whoosh—.

Soon, my body felt like it was truly floating in midair.

Unfamiliar letters floated before my eyes.

『Grace: Night's Armor consumes 10 Karma Value to block fatal damage.』

『Grace: Night's Armor consumes 10 Karma Value to block fatal damage.』

『Grace: Night's Armor consumes 10 Karma Value—』

But the countless letters were soon obscured as my vision turned pure white, leaving nothing visible.

Everything around me was pure white.

It felt just like drifting through a white universe, devoid of any sense of direction or sensation.

What the hell is this?

Am I dying?

For a moment, fear gripped me. But it didn't seem like my life was in real danger.

Otherwise, I wouldn't be able to think and reason like this.

Sure enough.

As the blinding white light filling my vision slowly receded, the crumbling interior of the dilapidated cave came into view bit by bit.

"What the fuck."

The first thing I checked was my own body.

Were my limbs still attached? If so, were all my fingers and toes accounted for?

With the Night's Armor clinging to me, I couldn't tell for sure, but my body parts seemed intact, and there were no major injuries.

The only annoyance was a slight dizziness.

Of course, the dizziness was probably because I'd just revived dozens of goblins at once. I sent the revived goblins to scour every corner.

"Search everywhere."

Clack, clack.

But there was no sign of the hideous Gogrid, nor of the bastard Mezayer who had possessed his body.

"Whoa—."

That was one hell of an explosion.

It was a blast as big as the C4 detonations I'd seen in the military.

And yet, I'd survived unscathed right in its face.

Honestly, I was so stunned it didn't feel real.

Had using all my goblins as shields been that effective?

Sure, that helped, but it was probably the insane performance of this new grace from Lord Knox, the Night's Armor.

"Chaos forever—."

I chanted the weird incantation for the first time in a while. Letters floated into the air.

Ding—.

『Name: Hissan Lv. 22

Strength: 12

Agility: 4

Vitality: 6

Karma: 355 → 235

Grace: Blessing of Chaos | Shining Hand | Night's Armor』

My Karma Value, which had easily surpassed 350 just moments ago, had dropped to the 230s. Because the Night's Armor had nullified the impact by consuming Karma Value.

I never knew Karma Value could be used like this.

I'd agonized over whether to spend points on leveling up, but decided to save them just in case—and that choice was spot on.

If my Karma Value had hit zero midway, I might've lost an arm or leg, or gotten unlucky and died right there.

"Tch, this grace is seriously amazing."

Night's Armor.

As long as you have plenty of Karma Value, you don't need actual armor.

Is this what a mother-in-law's love feels like?

They say if your wife's pretty, you bow to the in-laws' gatepost. Wait, that's not quite the right proverb for this.

Anyway, my head was too excited to think straight amid the chaos.

The important thing was that I'd survived.

And that I hadn't gotten the body of Gogrid, who seemed like he'd make a fine undead.

All that remained on the ground were torn cloth scraps, dust, and the debris of my goblins.

Sparkle.

As I scanned the surroundings, I picked up something glowing amid the wreckage.

It was a staff embedded with a fairly large crystal orb—the same one the great goblin king Gogrid had swung like a club.

Flash.

The moment I picked it up from the floor, the black orb seemed to flicker with an eerie light, sending chills down my spine.

It's not cursed or anything, right?

Rustle.

Right then, I sensed movement from behind.

Was this Mezayer finally ambushing me? Phase two starting? I crouched low, bracing myself.

"Here, this is where Lord Hissan should be. By now, Lord Hissan has defeated the goblins' king and—."

At the cave entrance, caked in dust, Paranoy was leading a Small Shield adventurer inside hesitantly.

Oh, shit, busted.

In the Night's Armor, I looked every bit the villainous necromancer. If those guys saw me like this, it was obvious what would happen.

So I hurriedly dispelled the grace and unsummoned the goblins filling the area.

Crash—.

Paranoy emerged amid the collapsing bones.

"Lord Hissan, Paranoy has arrived. There was a huge shock that shook the cave just now—what on earth—."

Paranoy, who had been guiding the female adventurer while looking back, entered the room and met my eyes.

"Lord Hissan, where is Gogrid?"

"Well, I blew him up."

"Exploded...?"

Paranoy furrowed his brow, clearly confused. The scenario we'd agreed on had gone off-script, leaving him bewildered.

Then he seemed to get it all at once. "Ah—!"

"As expected, you obliterated that powerful silver-grade monster without a trace!? Such a merciless warrior—!!"

"Yeah, well, something like that."

I could only awkwardly scrape the cave floor with my shoe. Just then, voices echoed from afar.

"Kasiya! Kasiya, you here? Rescue team's arrived! Kasiya! Answer if you're here!"

"There was an explosion. She's definitely in this cave! Find Kasiya!"

"Why are there so many goblin corpses...?"

They must be the ones looking for the missing Iron Tier female adventurer. Her party, the Skarji or whatever?

Good thing I could leave the cleanup to them.

My plans had gone sideways in several ways. But I'd survived unscathed and gathered info, so maybe that was enough. As I tried to convince myself.

The adventurer trembling behind Paranoy—the Iron Tier woman named Kasiya—spoke up.

"You're... you're Hissan of Samaria from Mars Guild, right?"

"And you're Kasiya from Skarji Party."

"Y-you know my name? Even which party I'm in? We're just an Iron Tier party—."

Kasiya brought her hands to her mouth, shocked that I knew them.

Come to think of it, this was the first time she'd seen me without my mask. Officially, we were strangers.

I'd worried about raising suspicions, but her reaction was the last thing I expected.

"This is such an honor. Did you... come into this cave to rescue me...?"

"Yeah, well, let's say that."

As we chatted casually, several armed men burst into Gogrid's chamber.

All equipped with swords, shields, torches, and wearing iron and bronze necklaces.

Minerva Guild adventurers?

"Kasiya! There you are! You look surprisingly fine?"

"Still, better check for injuries. More importantly—."

They quickly checked Kasiya over, then turned their gazes to me.

"You—who are you? What are you doing down here?"

They didn't hide their blatant hostility. I get it—if I ran into someone in a dark cave like this, I'd swing first too.

I was pondering how to explain when.

"Please stop being rude to him!! He came into this goblin nest alone to save me!"

Kasiya, the Small Shield adventurer wrapped in a long towel-like cloth amid the crowd, spoke up on my behalf.

The men slightly lowered their weapons.

"He came here alone?"

"There are nearly a hundred goblin corpses. You're saying he killed them all by himself?"

"To be precise, he didn't come alone. Paranoy was with him...!"

"Killing over a hundred goblins solo. Wait—black hair, black eyes. And a Mars Guild bronze plate. You're Hissan of Samaria, aren't you?"

"Close enough."

"It is! Hissan the goblin slayer! Man, who knew someone could take down a hundred goblins alone."

"And not a speck of dust on his clothes. Impressive skills."

Even without much explanation from me, they seemed convinced I'd single-handedly massacred the cave's goblins.

"Anyway, she's safe—let's head back!"

"Hissan, was it? We'll hear more details about this back in the city!"

* * *

"Hissan, look at this. The newspaper's here."

Early morning.

Luna checked the mailbox she'd made herself. She'd found the delivered paper.

"Hissan, newspaper!"

Luna held it out to me. Honestly, I lacked the courage to open it.

"Nothing bad will be in there. Reporters wouldn't print unverified stuff!"

Still, with Luna stroking my back encouragingly, I unrolled the leather scroll.

The first thing I saw was.

Minerva's Newcomer Guild Skarji ? Entering the Goblin Nest to Solve the Growing Goblin Problem.

Their Journey to Rescue a Fellow Adventurer—.

It was all about Skarji Party, splashed across a full spread.

From braving the cave to find their missing comrade, to how captive adventurer Kasiya endured so long.

A heartwarming tale dominating the page.

"Hissan, just like you said—it's about Skarji Party! No mention of you?"

"Nah, no need to look that hard."

Right as I thought that.

"Ah—! Here's your name, Hissan...!"

On the next page, a huge headline detailed my story.

Hissan of Samaria Slays a Hundred Goblins Alone to Rescue Iron Tier Adventurer from Another Guild.

Does the long-standing rift between Minerva and Mars Guilds mean nothing to fresh new sprouts?

"Hmm..."

My name was really in the newspaper. I'd heard rumors and songs about me circulating in back alleys.

But seeing my story officially published for all to see felt oddly embarrassing.

"Hissan, you're amazing! But nothing about fighting the goblin king?"

"Yeah. I fought so hard, too."

"Hissan, was there really a goblin king? A really huge goblin?"

"Yeah, there was. And I took it down. Definitely."

Late last night.

I'd dealt with peddlers, reporters, and Minerva Guild reps swarming the yard.

They grilled me on the details, but since I couldn't spill everything, I said I'd defeated the goblin king, then barely survived a massive explosion.

I'd clearly stated I beat the goblin king.

But the reporters skipped that, focusing on goblin kill counts and the feel-good rescue of a rival guild's newbie party.

Unavoidable, since I hadn't recovered the head as proof.

A goblin king, huh.

Without evidence, it sounds like a kid's tall tale. But that giant orb upstairs proves my story.

"Tch, I really did take it down."

"I believe you, Hissan. And I'm just glad you came back safe—."

Luna pulled my head into a tight hug.

Had she been initiating contact like this lately?

Whenever I'd tried hugging her, she'd say, "Hissan, too hot!" and refuse. She's weak to summer heat.

In that sense, her comforting me felt heartwarming. Her chest seemed a bit fuller too.

Anyway, like Luna said, surviving and returning safe was victory enough.

Wondering if there was more about me, I flipped the pages with trembling hands.

Necromancer Appears?

The huge headline caught my eye. Scanning the article—.

Necromantic Traces and Hellish Mana Detected in Goblin Nest.

Further down: Minerva Guild's forensic team detected powerful infernal mana in the cave, and with the temple knights stationed in the city—.

As I anxiously skimmed the text, Luna spoke.

"Looks like the cultist is still lurking nearby. Scary."

"Yeah?"

"The world's going crazy. Business was finally picking up! And now these cultists keep showing up."

Luna must be anxious about danger lurking in the city where she was building her life.

What face would she make if she knew it was me?

I couldn't bring myself to tell her.

"Luna, don't worry. I've got you."

But that much I could say. That mysterious necromancer would never threaten Luna's safety—or any Sodmora citizen's.

I knew that better than anyone.

"Anyway, it's fun seeing your name in the paper. You're gonna get even more famous, Hissan!"

"Yeah."

Not the story I intended, but fame's fame? Luna kept flipping pages, genuinely amused.

"Never knew reading the newspaper could be this fun. Wonder if there's anything about me?"

She rustled through the pages, searching.

It reminded me of myself googling my name online.

But Luna lived quietly, so unless she ran an ad, there'd be nothing.

I opened my mouth to temper expectations—when.

"Ah—! Here, looks like there's something about me too—!"

Luna pointed to a small section.

"Your story's in there?"

We peered at the tiny page together. What was written there...

Was pretty surprising.
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“Hasaan! Look at this! It seems like there’s an article about me!”

Luna pointed to one page of the leather newspaper with her slender index finger.

“Let me see.”

When I looked where her pale cherry blossom-colored nail was pointing, sure enough, there was a string of text running down a thin, cornered spot like a filler column.

*Suspicious Elixirs Circulating in the Market Since Last Month: Uncovering Their Effects and True Nature ? Potion Master.*

The first thing that caught my eye seemed to be the article title, and it looked like it was about Luna’s elixirs.

Is Potion Master the reporter’s name or something?

“Hasaan, what does it say?”

For some reason, Luna didn’t have the courage to read the article herself.

Well, I’d grown somewhat accustomed to others’ gazes and judgments after living in the 21st century, but for someone like Luna, seeing an article written about herself was probably a first.

I could understand if she was too nervous to look, heart pounding at the thought of what it might say—especially if it was something bad.

So, I decided to read the newspaper article in place of the tense Luna.

“Wait, I’ll read it for you.”

Everyone has probably heard at least once about the foul-tasting elixirs that have started circulating in markets and alchemy guilds. Ideope’s Elixir, which tastes utterly revolting but preserves stamina for a day or two without sleep.

“Oh, it’s written pretty factually?”

“What? What does it say?”

“It says your stamina elixir works well.”

“Really? Then it’ll get even more publicity! Does it mention the workshop? Like where it’s made or who makes it!”

“I’ll have to read more first.”

At Luna’s eager urging, I shifted my gaze back to the small print. What was written there was content enough to furrow my brow.

Curious about this astonishing effect, the author requested a component analysis from the Alchemist Guild to verify if it was made with proper, legal ingredients. The result: twelve blasphemous material components were discovered.

Blasphemous material components?

I wasn’t sure exactly what that meant, but the nuance was clear: a precise analysis revealed something deeply problematic.

A faint chill crept up my back.

The rest was filled with keywords like illegal, harmful to the human body, unethical—content that seemed nothing but malicious.

“Hasaan, what does it say?”

But how should I tell this to Luna? Telling her the truth might shock her too much.

Anyone would feel down if something they poured their heart into was harshly judged.

“It talks about how the elixir works well. And some rather cold evaluations.”

“Really? Then I’ll read it myself!”

“Uh, well…”

If Luna read it herself, she’d end up shocked anyway. I was panicking about what to do when…

“Nah, forget it.”

Luna readily gave up on reading the article.

“If I hear too much praise, I might get arrogant. They say brewing elixirs requires a humble heart.”

“Humble heart?”

“Yeah! You have to brew them with sincerity!”

I knew well that Luna put her heart and soul into making elixirs.

She was sloppy in daily life, couldn’t even keep things tidy, but in her professional field, she showed real efficiency—that was Luna.

“If you brew carelessly, the quality suffers!”

“Really? Do you, uh, use good ingredients too? Like fresh ones?”

“Of course! No matter the cost, I always select only the best!”

I honestly couldn’t imagine Luna, answering so confidently, putting illegal components into her elixirs.

Just looking at the ingredient jars on the first floor, most were ordinary things like bones or plant roots.

Maybe the secret ingredients made with Paranoy are the problem?

I had no way of knowing.

I should visit the newspaper office soon.

* * *

Two days had passed easily since returning from subjugating the Goblin King.

Though two days had gone by, all I’d done was wander near the cabin, tend potatoes in the yard, and get a back massage from Luna stepping on me.

It might sound like I’d just lazed around.

In fact, that’s exactly what I’d done—lazed around.

If I had to make an excuse, it wasn’t laziness; my body was filled from toe to head with something like utter lethargy.

Was it backlash from the mismatched forced training over several days?

Or maybe using Necromancy came with a serious aftereffect?

According to the Goblin King Gogrid’s words, Necromancy involved sharing one’s life force.

If that was true, it made sense why my body was suffering such intense lethargy.

Meeem, meeem, meeem—.

Twenty, twenty—.

Zzzzzzz—.

I gazed out the open window on the second floor at the noisy cicada sounds from outside. The cloudless scorching sun really brought the summer vibe.

Though I was resting at home now, it was the peak of summer anyway, with the weather growing hotter by the day.

Apparently, guilds and public offices often took long vacations for respite at times like this.

The whole city felt eerily quiet, like it had hunkered down in cool shade to escape the heat. Was I finally enjoying a vacation in this world for the first time since arriving?

“Hasaan, your turn now.”

“Oh, yeah? One card—!”

“Eek, Hasaan, that’s dirty!”

“The world of competition has no dirty or fair.”

“Lady Luna, please play your Joker…! If Master Hasaan wins, you’ll get a painful knuckle rap…!”

“Hey, isn’t teaming up like that cheating?”

“No cheating in competition! Hehe, one card—! Done! Shoot! I win! Now Paranoy’s last! Forehead smack!”

“Euu, no more hits please…”

Thwack—.

“Hiiiik—!”

We were playing indoor games in the cool shade of the cabin’s second floor.

Things like carving chess pieces from wooden boards or hardening thin leather into cards for poker.

With no phones, TVs, or even radios in this world, board games were the way to have fun indoors.

In that sense, the refined 21st-century games seemed hugely enjoyable for Luna and Paranoy.

Board games I’d roughly recreated from memory—things 21st-century folks used to electronics might scoff at as outdated—had Luna and Paranoy’s eyes sparkling like they were brand new.

“That was fun! Nice to have some leisure time!”

“Lady Luna is always right.”

Luna and Paranoy also had fewer elixir orders lately, so they could afford to relax.

Was the drop in orders related to that newspaper article? Should I tell Luna the truth?

As I worried a bit, Luna pulled out a thin wooden board-like thing from the corner.

“Hasaan, now let’s play Monopoly!”

“We did that last night. You sure about another round? It takes forever per game.”

“This is my favorite! We’ve got plenty of time anyway!”

Even games I’d already grown tired of were fun in their company. Board games with girls—what a thrill.

Squelch, during my college days, this was the kind of event only popular guys got. Thinking I was living it now made my heart swell with pride.

I mentally checked off “Board game cafe date with girlfriend” from my bucket list.

“Set up the board quick! Paranoy came last in One Card, so sort the coppers, silvers, and golds too!”

“Ugh, sorting’s a pain…”

Paranoy grumbled while organizing the money. Of course, this “money” was the fake currency from our bootleg world-travel Monopoly.

Wooden coins I’d carved myself.

The board was a thin wooden panel with black ink squares drawn on, labeled with this world’s cities like Sodomora, Delphi, Calcutta.

Unfamiliar to me, but fun for Luna and Paranoy familiar with the locales.

As we prepped for a while, a tinkling bell rang—clang. It was the entry chime I’d set up in the yard yesterday.

Someone’s here, I said.

Peering out the window at the garden, I saw a long-haired woman in thin clothes, her red skin glistening.

“Samarían, you haven’t shown up for training these past few days. What’s going on?”

“Well, lately I can’t even twitch a finger.”

“Whining after catching a few goblins? Because of what you stirred up, Minerva Guild folks are swarming, keeping Mars Guild swamped.”

The visitor, Hippolyte, had apparently come because I’d skipped training lately.

Sensing her presence at the cabin entrance, frowning, Luna peeked her head out from the second-floor stairs.

“Hasaan, who is it? Someone here?”

“It’s me, Hippolyte.”

“Oh! Here to pay back my 3 silvers!”

“No, not that—”

“Then come up! Let’s play Monopoly together!”

“Mono…?”

Hippolyte raised one eyebrow in confusion. But curious about the presences of Luna and Paranoy upstairs, perhaps.

She eventually climbed to the second floor of the cabin and eyed the game board spread on the floor.

“What’s this? Explain what you’ve been doing with these two.”

“It’s, uh, a board game I made. It’s actually pretty fun once you try it.”

“Games? You’re not a child. Skipping training for this—your grit’s dulled, Samarían.”

“Hippolyte, join us! More players, more fun!”

“Lady Luna, money’s sorted… We can start now…”

“Money? You’re calling those wooden discs money?”

The word “money” piqued Hippolyte’s interest a bit. But Luna quickly covered the wooden coins with her hand so Hippolyte couldn’t see.

“Hippolyte, no stealing! I carved them hard!”

“…Even I, short on cash as I am, wouldn’t steal those. Fake money games, huh. More sophisticated than I thought. I’ve seen similar boards in nobles’ social halls before.”

And so, we four began the board game.

Clatter.

The bone dice rolled. Hippolyte’s roll: a whopping 12.

“Nice, double sixes. Mars warriors always charge ahead!”

“Shoot, Hippolyte to Tartarus again! Dice confiscated for three turns! Awesome! At least I won’t be last!”

“Damn it—.”

“I’ve got a Tartarus pardon from Golden Key. 50 gold?”

“What? 50 gold? No need.”

“50 gold to escape hell’s a bargain! Stay stuck then! Hehe, hehehe—! Paranoy’s turn.”

Paranoy rolled the dice again.

Clatter.

“Golden Key…! Let’s see. ‘Congratulations—you’re invited to the Argo ship expedition. Go around the board once, then to Ideope Archipelago.’ Oh, I, I’m an Argo hero…!”

Paranoy placed her piece on the Ideope Archipelago space. Hippolyte, trapped in Tartarus, bristled at the sight.

“What? Even I wasn’t invited to the Argo expedition, and a soft nymph like you gets in? Impossible. Argo crew are all great heroes!”

Luna frowned beside her.

“Hippolyte, it’s just a game. Why get so immersed?”

Ignoring that, Paranoy claimed the Ideope deed.

“Hehe, I’ll pay 50 gold for Ideope Archipelago too. Now, I, Paranoy, hold lands like a kingdom count—!! Pay tolls crossing my turf!”

“My homeland, and you buy it, Paranoy! Give it back!”

“This line’s all Paranoy land now. Cry all you want, no use. I’ll erect my statues everywhere…!”

Everyone chattering away was noisy, but it felt like a real vacation. If only every day were like this.

Still, a nagging thought: is it okay to slack like this?

Plenty of issues left unresolved.

Like the Hell Lords, for instance.

While Paranoy, who came last, reset for the next game, I casually asked Hippolyte, who was sneakily peeking at Golden Key cards.

“Lady Hippolyte, ever heard of famous monsters?”

“Famous monsters? Like that Goblin King you took down?”

“Do you believe that story, Lady Hippolyte?”

“Believe? Named monsters are commonplace. Gogrid, was it? Tough foe, but you managed. My training paid off?”

I couldn’t admit I’d swarmed Gogrid with Necromancy minions.

“Uh, you could say that. So, know where similar monsters might be?”

“Hunting named monsters isn’t your level yet. Reach Silver Tier adventurer, and you’ll get info on them.”

“I see.”

“Resting like this makes you itch for a fight, huh? Hates training but loves real combat—amusing. That’s Samaríans for you—.”

Truth was, I didn’t love combat. But I had reason to ask about named monsters.

From Gogrid’s tale, I’d realized Hell Lords like Gigas possess strong monster bodies to manifest here.

So, if I eliminated all famous monsters that could be their vessels?

But as Hippolyte said, named monster hunts were for seasoned Silver Tier adventurers.

Still out of my league.

“By the way, Samarían. Antiope said a man named Vice Vaine is looking for you.”

“Vice Vaine?”

The name rang a bell. Antiope had mentioned him—a Temple Knight Order member staying in the city.

Vice Vaine.

A powerhouse occupying the 9th seat in the Temple Knights.

Devotee of Bacchus, god of wine.

“Why would he want me…?”

“He was investigating the Goblin King. Probably that. Anyway, my turn, Nox Doti. Pass the dice.”

Clatter.

“One, two, three. Whoa, Hippolyte to Tartarus again! Dice gone for three turns!”

“Ma…manipulation. My dice were rigged!”

“Nope. Hippolyte sucks! Puhuhu—! Hasaan’s turn.”

I took the dice from Luna and rolled them casually.

Clatter.

Boldly, double sixes.

“Hasaan, Golden Key! What’s it say? What’d you get?”

Landing on Golden Key, I drew a small placard and read it.

*You were invited to Bacchus’s fervent party and indulged in revelry. But savage hangover prevents rolling next turn.*

“Fun.”
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Chapter 208  
A Brief Rest for Advancing Six Spaces

Bacchus, the god of wine and revelry.

According to the tales, he wasn't originally a god but a human. More precisely, a demigod with blood that's half divine and half mortal.

Of course, having even half a god's blood in your veins was seen as an enormous blessing in this world.

Just that fact alone meant they wouldn't live ordinary lives—they'd rise above others in whatever they did.

Take Hippolyte or Antiope, who both claim to be demigods. Look at the glamorous, splendid lives they lead.

No doubt Demigod Bacchus lived a dazzling, magnificent life too.

Fuck, you spoiled rich bastards.

Anyway, in life he commanded throngs of followers, and in the end, he ascended to the throne of the high mountain Hyppos. That's the god of wine and revelry, Bacchus.

That said, there are plenty of legends depicting him as merciless and cruel—quite at odds with a god of wine, festivals, and fun.

It stems from the essence of "wine" that Bacchus symbolizes, which harbors humanity's brutal instincts and madness.

Thus, followers of the wine god can become followers of the god of madness.

That's why people fear them for their dual nature of revelry and savagery.

In that sense, the man I was set to meet—Vice Vine—was someone to approach with caution.

From what Antiope had told me, he was a fervent devotee of Bacchus and an outstanding inquisitor who hunted heretics.

That was all the info from her, so the rest I'd have to confirm with my own eyes.

Fuck, but an inquisitor?

Heretic interrogator, right?

The image popping into my head was folks in tall conical hats strapping people to torture wheels and spinning them round and round.

And those types usually didn't like me much. I was a dark-haired outsider, the kind this world shunned.

"Um, if you head to the banquet hall, Lord Vice should be waiting for you."

So the day after playing that board game with everyone.

Before arriving at the meeting spot Vice Vine had set, I'd seriously debated turning back.

Why the hell did he want to see me?

Was there something in the newspaper about traces of necromancy? Had he figured out it was me using it?

With those thoughts swirling, I followed a pretty young girl to what looked like a wide open plaza.

This was Bacchus's banquet hall in the heart of Little Gomorrah.

They said it was where the wine god's followers handed out drinks to the crowds during city events and festivals, turning it into a riotous party.

It was out in the open plaza, so I'd worried about the heat, but luckily the ceiling was thick with grapevines casting plenty of shade.

And beneath that shade—even with the sun still blazing high—were people tilting their cups and chattering noisily.

Those were the rowdy drunks.

Bacchus's devotees.

Fuck, guzzling booze in broad daylight and rolling around on the ground. Made me jealous as hell, but somehow that was their way of showing faith.

"Excuse me."

They didn't stop slouching in their chairs or occasionally staggering to their feet and shaking their bodies, even as I approached.

Men and women, kids and elders—eyes glazed, faces flushed without exception.

"I'm looking for a man named Vice Vine."

Standing among the drunks was awkward enough, so I figured I'd wrap this up quick and head out.

"Huuuuh, heeeeh."

"Uuuungh-."

Maybe they were too wasted to hear me; folks just lay around languidly everywhere.

The sharp booze scent was enough to muddle my head.

Honestly, I wasn't big on drinking, let alone getting smashed, so the whole scene felt uncomfortable.

"Excuse me, I'm looking for Vice Vine. I heard he was here. Isn't he?"

So I asked again.

Swoosh.

A guy sprawled on a chair in front of me raised a hand and pointed to one corner. There sat a pool in the middle of the plaza.

What the hell kind of pool?

Curious, I looked over.

A group of men and women had stripped down and were half-submerged in vivid purple liquid. What kind of pool's that color?

The bitter smell suggested it was filled with booze. A cold pool of wine, bobbing with ice, grapevines, and leaves.

Fuck, talk about extravagant.

I get shaky hands just floating ice in lemonade.

"Are you Vice Vine of the temple knight order?"

I called out to a man with women draped over both arms, head thrown way back.

Only his upper body showed above the purple liquid, but the well-toned muscles marked him as a temple knight, probably.

"..."

No reply from him.

"Lord Vine, looks like a guest."

The women fawning at his side just stroked his face tenderly. Were the women going in naked too?

I'd heard Bacchus followers had loose morals when it came to chastity.

Seeing it up close was something else. Felt like I'd paid for a diamond VIP room or whatever.

Is this how the rich, popular assholes partied?

"Lord Vine-."

"Ah, must've dozed off there. A guest, huh? Ladies, mind stepping out for a bit?"

"See you later for more fun-."

Giggling, the women splashed out of the pool.

Glancing at their languid, dripping bodies swaying about pissed me off somehow. Fuck, is this the winner's life?

Actaeon was a pretty-boy rich kid too, gay as they come, but his exhibitionist perv side made it tolerable. This guy? Too damn enviable.

As I stewed alone, the man spoke.

"Care to join? It's Holy Week, so we absorb the undrinkable wine this way."

"Thanks, but no thanks."

Even imagining grape-stained skin getting sticky turned my stomach. No way I'd hop in without getting paid.

"Not a fan of booze?"

"I drink now and then. But you wanted to see me, right? What's this about?"

Scurry.

I dragged over a nearby chair, set it down, and sat.

No desire to chat long with drunks, so pure business vibe. Even wasted, he'd get that I was rushing.

"More urgent than I expected. No time for a drink in life? Fair enough. Nothing tackier than forcing booze."

Splash.

The man rose from his seat.

Shorter than me by a head, maybe.

No interest in describing his naked body.

Lean build, muscles honed to a razor's edge—like a sharp dagger.

Yeah, a dagger.

No match for my club, Terror Pulverizer.

Asshole.

Score one for me.

As I smugly gloated, he peeled grape leaves from his drenched purple hair, then loosely draped a white robe over himself.

Then he dragged a chair over and sat facing me.

Thin, sharp features—like a snake.

Strong guy, plain as day.

Level around 40, I'd bet.

So this was he: Bacchus devotee, ninth seat of the temple knights, Vice Vine.

"I read about you in the paper, Samaritan."

His demeanor and speech were so polite it put me more on edge.

I'd pictured a hairy, boozy slob. Instead, a refined intellectual. Clean-shaven. Hell, handsome even.

The man said,

"In that dark cave, you took down nearly a hundred goblins at once, they say. True?"

"More or less."

"Makes sense up close like this. So, straight to it since you're busy: Did you run into the goblin of greed, Gogrid, in there?"

"The huge fat goblin?"

"Probably. He's a minion of Gigass, Mezayer—the one I've been hunting. Hear anything about him while you felled him? Or see the undead with blue-glowing eyes?"

This fucker-.

In my view, people in this world were stingy with info.

Knowing more let you exploit others, widen gaps for better lives, manipulate foes.

Hence the underground info brokers.

But Vice Vine dumped a ton of intel at once, approaching me coldly despite just crawling out of a booze bath.

Suspecting me?

Hard not to think so.

Toyed with playing dumb, but that'd look worse. So I leaked some info back.

"Gigass, yeah. Heard something about him surfacing."

"As expected. Hell's minions climbing up is the problem."

"Fucking huge problem. Hope every last hellspawn drops dead."

Thinking of the vicious bastards who might target Luna, I spat real venom.

"Hell's-. Hellspawn-?"

Caught him off guard; the man's blank stare twitched faintly between his brows.

"Ah, sorry. Heretic shit just boils my blood."

"Hoh, more interesting than thought. Heard you racked up kills against cultists. Got some grudge or tie to them?"

"With my black hair, I get misunderstood a lot."

"I see. Makes sense. Samaritans were rumored tied to Pluto back in the day. Just rumors, of course."

My excuse landed; tension eased from his eyes. No way he knew I was the blue-eyed necromancer.

Faithful types feel massive guilt badmouthing their gods, even falsely.

Me? No such qualms.

To prove I'm no cultist, nothing beats trash-talking Pluto and hell's forces. Works every time.

Then a brilliant idea hit.

This guy's a temple knight who smashes anything hell-magic related. Luna's enemies are hell's hellspawn.

Pit them against each other, let them wear themselves out. Win-win for me either way.

I railed to Inquisitor Vice Vine about how evil cultists were, preying on honest folk.

"They're probably planning to invade the surface using famous monsters' bodies."

"Famous monsters? Hassan, are you saying hell's lords will possess strong named beasts?"

"Could be."

"Valid point. We've discussed that in the order..."

"So smash every monster and cultist."

"Quite right, quite right."

My speech pleased him; he even smiled.

Didn't care if the guy cried or laughed, but him dropping his guard was a relief after that shady tension.

Then the smirking man awkwardly grimaced.

"Guess I owe you an apology, Hassan."

"An apology to me? What for?"

"I suspected you of necromancy in that burrow."

"Oh?"

"Circumstantially, you were the only one who entered. And seeing you now, you give off a vibe like the cultists I've seen."

Temple knights indeed.

Sharp instincts.

Nailing it from the start.

I played it casual.

"Probably this necklace. Got it off a cultist, Koma."

"Star of Kallan. Could be. A warrior like you wouldn't be a necromancy suspect anyway."

"Really? Why?"

"Necromancers handle not just hell-magic but share their life force with undead, so they end up gaunt old men. You, on the other hand-"

His sly, narrowed eyes scanned me quick.

"You look pretty healthy, Hassan."

Matched what Gogrid said.

My build didn't fit a necromancer.

Fuck, bulked up enough to pass.

"The blue-eyed necromancer's probably some scrawny geezer. From our probe, the necromancy there was on a scale of hundreds. That kind of forbidden art drains life force—makes even youths look ancient."

"Got it. Suspect the old folks then."

"Anyway, sorry for the suspicion. Actaeon vouched, but yeah—you're no necromancer."

He trailed off with "polite fellow too-", probably weirded out by my "barbarian" look and honorifics.

I shrugged it off.

"Sure, line of work makes you paranoid. But if you catch the perp?"

"Summary execution."

"Reassuring words."

Acted nonchalant, but I wanted out fast.

Talk too long, a slip might show. This guy'd pounce without hesitation.

Smack.

Throat felt dry suddenly.

Spotted a pitcher, chugged whatever was in it. Vice Vine's eyes widened.

"That's ten-year steeped sorghum liquor. Downing the whole pitcher? Ho-ho, bold as brass. No bad folks among heavy drinkers."

"Is it."

Didn't notice while gulping, but my mouth burned now. Not booze—industrial alcohol. Fuck, thirstier.

That impressed him plenty; his wariness melted completely.

"Hassan, as thanks for Gogrid info and apology for suspicion, here's key cultist intel."

"Intel? What?"

"Soon, a small subjugation squad forms. I'm not just after Gogrid, goblin king. Join, and it'd be the highest honor."

"Tied to Gigass?"

"Naturally."

"Then count me in. Just call."

"Music to my ears. Won't keep a busy man. Next time, drinks in the evening."

"Sure, I'll head out then-."

With that, I escaped the booze-reeking banquet hall.

Got a souvenir bottle worth 20 silvers, so mood was decent, but felt a decade older—like surviving a tiger's maw.

Life force drained for real.

Hope I never cross paths again.

Maybe paranoia, but Vice Vine felt like he was testing me. Somehow passed.

Said he cleared suspicions, but after years grilling cultists, he might sense that vibe on me.

Fuck, starting to feel like a real cultist.

With those thoughts, I returned home to Luna. But the yard crawled with folks I hadn't seen, thronging the doorstep.

Potion orders had been slow lately.

Backup customers all at once?

Nah, these didn't feel like regulars.

What the fuck.

"Who're you lot?"
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Waggle, waggle.

A decent crowd had gathered in the yard shared by Luna and me. Thanks to them, I could see my potato field—planted with so much care over the past days—getting trampled here and there.

Ever since the yard got a bit bigger, it felt like this kind of thing was happening more often.

Thump, thump.

The unfamiliar visitors pounded on the cabin door, ignoring the ruined potatoes. Sometimes they shouted at the closed windows above it.

"Is anyone in there?"

"Come out and talk to us!"

What the hell was going on? Customers for the workshop? But the vibe didn't quite match.

Puzzled, I lifted my head. Through a slightly open second-floor window, I locked eyes with those emerald-green pupils peering outside.

No mistaking it—it was Luna.

Luna, with panic in her gaze.

We didn't exchange words, but her expression and eyes screamed, "Hassan, what do we do!" She looked a little scared, too.

Well, anyone would freak out if a mob showed up at their lone house, banging on the door and yelling.

With no choice, I opened my mouth.

"Who are you people? This is private property. If you're coming in, at least pay up."

Muttering it with my voice low seemed to work. I felt the stares shift from Luna and the cabin to me.

All that attention in an instant.

I'd thought I was getting used to people's hot gazes lately, but damn, my spine still tingled in a situation like this.

"And who might you be?"

The rough-looking faces eyed me curiously. Since they didn't recognize me, maybe they weren't connected to adventurer work?

Right then, someone piped up.

"Black hair, Mars Guild Bronze Tier necklace. You're Hassan of Samaria, aren't you?"

"Oh? Looks like it."

"Hassan of Samaria, what brings you here?"

"There's only supposed to be one woman in that cabin. Fixed party, huh? You two living together or what?"

"Living together?"

"That sounds juicy!"

They swarmed like crows spotting weakness, chattering nonstop before I could get a word in, whipping out notepads and scribbling furiously.

"Who are you people to pull this crap here?"

"I'm from the Melkers Merchant Group's daily paper in Sodmora. I'd like your take on this incident—"

"No, I got here first. I'm Ferdich from the Banadis Merchant Group, weekly opinion editor. What's your relationship with the woman living here—"

Suddenly, they mobbed me, all talking at once. It was chaos, but from what I caught, they seemed like weekly or daily paper reporters?

I'd dealt with this after wiping out that goblin horde, so it clicked quick. But they weren't here about the goblins this time.

"Tell us your thoughts on the potion controversy!"

I had no clue what the potion controversy was.

But probably some issue with Luna's potions blowing up behind our backs.

The thought of trouble for Luna made my vision darken, anger bubbling up on the other hand.

So I faced down the reporters hogging the yard—more like vultures scavenging for gossip—and said my piece, firm as I could.

"I'll say this once, so write it down good."

"Got it, taking notes!"

"Ready!"

I felt their quills and pads aimed at my face.

They looked like seals waiting for fish from the trainer's hand, eager for what I'd say.

I told them:

"This is private property. Get out now, or I'll snap your spines in half."

* * *

"Aw, those little shits. Trampled the hell out of everything."

The yard was a wreck after the crowd ebbed away like the tide.

Trampled dirt everywhere, plus Luna's carefully set traps smashed to bits.

Just when it was starting to look nice, visitors or raccoon-like bastards come and trash it. Pisses me off.

Should I get a dog?

A massive pit bull chained in the yard—nobody'd dare trespass then.

My very own pet shotgun pit bull.

Musing like that, I replanted the potatoes, burying them neat. A few weeks of farm work, and it was second nature now.

"Grow good this time."

I murmured it like a spell, patting the soil flat with my palm.

Click, creak.

The lock unlatched, and Luna peeked out from the narrow door gap.

"…Hassan, are they gone?"

"Yeah, seems like it."

"Ugh, what the hell is all this…."

Luna trembled like she was terrified. Her face was ghost-pale, soul drained—enough to make even me pity her.

She glanced around.

Only after confirming everyone was gone did she step slowly into the yard.

Too flustered to think straight, she padded barefoot through the dirt, sandals forgotten.

"The yard's ruined!"

"Yeah."

"Hassan, do you know what's going on? They said something about my potions—my potions having problems!"

Had she overheard the reporters from inside? It wasn't like I had zero clue, so I felt awkward as hell.

"Hassan, you know something. Tell me the truth!"

She looked so desperate for real, I had no choice but to show her the weekly paper I'd seen before.

It was full of crap about Luna's potions being sacrilegious, bad for health, that sort of thing.

"What… what is this? Hassan, you knew about this and didn't tell me? Ugh, sacrilegious ingredients? This is total slander…!"

"Well…"

I'd hidden it to spare her feelings. But Luna blew up at me for keeping it from her. If I flipped it around, I'd have been pissed too, right?

No real defense with a mouth full of nothing.

Making excuses like "I didn't want to hurt your feelings…" would just look pathetic, so I stayed quiet.

Anything I said now, and she'd explode.

Maybe she sensed it, 'cause she started to say something but clamped her mouth shut.

"…"

"…"

Luna and I sank into brief silence.

We'd had plenty of wordless time together since meeting, but never had it felt this long, this stifling.

This wordless gap between us felt like bars on a cage, making the distance seem wider.

In that moment, I realized it.

Luna and I—who'd seemed like we'd never fight—were fighting right now.

I got why couples crazy in love still argue, hurt each other, even break up in the worst cases.

Of course, this was my fault.

Should've just told her straight. Sure, I'd meant to protect her feelings, but that was just an excuse now.

Better apologize.

But my mouth wouldn't move. I'd thought of her, damn it. How'd it go this wrong?

If I thought about it, weren't the rude trespassing reporters—or that potion master badmouthing her—the real culprits?

The silence dragged, fogging my brain.

Suddenly, fear hit: if we kept this up, some irreparable rift might form between us.

"Luna, about that…"

Gratitude came easy usually. But sorry? Stuck in my throat.

Not pride, just… lodged there, wouldn't budge.

As I hemmed and hawed,

Luna, who'd been steadying her breath, spoke first.

"I think I got mad for a sec. You didn't tell me to spare my feelings, right? If I hadn't been scared of the papers, this wouldn't have happened. My bad."

"…No, I'm sorry."

"From now on, tell me straight, no hiding. I'm not so weak I'll collapse from stuff like this! Misunderstandings happen all the time."

"…"

No more lies or secrets with Luna from here on.

That's what I resolved.

"But printing baseless crap like that in the paper! Potion master? Who the hell is that? I'm going to confront them!"

Luna, genuinely furious, bolted for the yard edge.

But dusk was falling, dinner and night soon, so I calmed her down.

In the end, she hit the sack early.

For all her bold "I'm not weak!" talk, the bad press hit her hard.

Unable to hold it in, she curled under the blanket, sniffling.

"Why pick on me… I just wanna live my best…"

People who shine draw envy and jealousy—it's natural.

Someone slandering her meant, in a way, she was succeeding on the right path.

But I hadn't wanted her to see this, so I'd hidden it.

Now I was pissed at the baseless reporters.

I stroked her back through the blanket till she calmed and slept, her breaths turning to soft snores.

Then I decided: tomorrow, I'd hit the newspaper and those reporters.

* * *

"Hassan, another… another paper came…"

Early morning.

Luna shuddered at the leather newspaper in the simple mailbox, scared to check it.

"I'll read it."

"Tell me the truth this time."

"Got it."

No sugarcoating from now on—straight honesty with Luna.

Vowing pure, honest love, I unfolded the leather paper.

Sodmora's Golden Count offers bounty for daughter Enya's chronic illness treatment.

Bainar Merchant Group and Alchemist Guild collab launch—new Vitality Potion in production!

Mass Mitchuri herd rampage in Kallan plains. Farmers devastated by crop damage.

Sodmora vein depletion nearby. No alternatives? Civilians groan under resource shortage.

Front page had no Luna or potion story—half relief, half tension—I flipped another page.

Workshop selling stamina potions shuts out approach, refuses interview!

Famous adventurer H involved with fake potion makers?

"Oh, shit."

"Hassan, what does it say? Who wrote what now?"

Luna clutched her face with tiny palms, near screaming. For her, I read the page aloud in detail.

"Ideope's stamina potions on sale locally. Taste awful, effects nonexistent. Selling this is outright fraud—"

"Hassan, that's too much! Is that what you thought all along?"

She smacked my back with her palm. Ow.

"No, no, not me…! The article says it. Here, it claims your potions are blatant fraud, false advertising, and Sodmora's Alchemist Guild will respond strongly."

"Alchemist Guild!?"

Luna yelped in disbelief.

No wonder.

The Alchemist Guild was pros gathered for potions, elixirs, brews.

I rarely dealt with them—no big injuries, Luna's potions covered me.

But adventurers and city folk bought firebombs, heals from them—their influence was massive.

If Luna was a mountain spring-water vendor, the Guild was Coca-Cola.

Big corp.

Yeah.

This was like a megacorp targeting Luna as she built her street stall empire.

Someone scheming?

So Luna and I headed to Red Potion Merchant Group, publishers of the morning paper. What we heard in their reception room was a shock.

"That article came straight from the Alchemist Guild. We get funded by them, so we print what they say. We're a potion-distribution outfit—name's Red Potion, after all."

The ferret-mustached half-human handling their publishing looked genuinely helpless.

"We can issue a correction if you prove it's untrue. So, uh, put down that club? You're scaring me, can't talk straight."

Sure, his compliance was probably thanks to me looming behind with a massive club drawn.

Luna, teary-eyed from the talk, spoke up.

"You'll correct it if I prove my potions aren't fake?"

"Yes. Alchemist Guild wants ingredients, materials, process details. That'll wrap it clean. Maybe even turn out better. But hey, you two a couple? Spill for a story."

Luna flushed red suddenly.

"…W-why's that matter!"

"Love stories sell like hotcakes. Heh heh."
Pseudo Resident Illegal Stay in Another World Chapter 210
-----------------------------------------------------------------
Translator: penny
Chapter: 210
Chapter Title: Newspaper Villain
-----------------------------------------------------------------

“…Hassan, what should I do? I think the Alchemists’ Guild has gotten the wrong idea about me….”

Luna stumbled out of the Red Potion Shop, her mind a whirlwind of anxiety, unable to think straight.

I lightly pressed the newspaper acupoint on her wrist, and along with the text stating that the mild panic had been relieved, her Karma Value ticked up.

“How’s that? Feeling calmer now?”

“No! The Alchemists’ Guild has gotten the wrong idea about me! Now that my head’s clear, I can see it! This is a real disaster!”

It was definitely supposed to relieve the mild panic. Yet Luna’s anxiety only grew worse. Maybe she hadn’t been as tense before because the panic had clouded her judgment.

Now that her mind was sharp, she could assess the situation clearly, which only amplified her worries.

Releasing a status effect at random isn’t always the answer.

It felt like I finally understood why people drink to forget their exhaustion. Sometimes, they want to blur their reason to escape reality.

“Hassan, the Alchemists’ Guild—they’re the big-shot manufacturers, right? I have no idea why they’d come after me!”

“Anything come to mind? Like fighting with some alchemists or something?”

“Not at all!”

Luna didn’t seem to have any clues.

But in my view, there’s no way this happened out of nowhere.

Problems like this usually boil down to material concerns.

Money, that is.

I know better than anyone how effective Luna’s potions are. No one in this world has probably chugged more of them than me.

Sure, if they nitpicked the “tasteless!” angle, that might fly—but dismissing them as ineffective? That screams slander from someone.

I may not know much about this world, but I know how the world of people works.

To prove her innocence, they want her to go to the Alchemists’ Guild and reveal her ingredients and manufacturing process?

That looks like nothing less than an attempt to steal Luna’s recipe.

“If I fall out of favor with the alchemists, I’m done selling potions in the city. That’s why I wanted to stay on good terms with Vynas….”

All Luna could do was mutter regretfully.

If I compare this to my situation, it’d be like Hassan, a rising adventurer, suddenly getting blacklisted by Gold-tier adventurers Aktayon and Hippolyte, threatening my very footing?

Yeah, thinking of it that way, it does feel hopeless.

As I racked my brain for ways to help, Luna, who had been mumbling to herself for a while, spoke up as if she’d made a decision.

“I need to go see Vynas. She might have a solution!”

“Vynas? You mean that rich alchemist?”

“Yeah! She’ll help me out! She even said I feel like a little sister to her!”

Vynas—

She was around our age, a successful alchemist with her own personal workshop, from what I recalled.

She’d bought the most of Luna’s potions and said Luna reminded her of her little sister back home.

I’d never met her, but knowing there was someone trustworthy amid this corporate giant’s bullying made my chest feel a bit more secure.

This is why you need connections in all directions.

“Do you know where she lives?”

“I’ve delivered potions there a few times with Paranoid! Not sure if it’s okay to just show up unannounced, but let’s go anyway!”

We set off with the relief of spotting a lifeline while drifting downriver.

Our destination was a back alley near the bustling market district by Sodmora’s south gate.

Bubbling sounds.

Sizzling—

White smoke rose from chimneys everywhere, accompanied by boiling noises.

“Hey, this won’t work either!”

Splash—

The stone-paved streets glistened wet, thanks to ruffians sporadically hurling unidentified liquids out windows.

Shattered beakers and empty potion bottles littered the ground. This was the alchemists’ district in Sodmora, a zone boasting considerable influence—a cluster of potion workshops.

That smoke from the chimneys was probably from heating and boiling all sorts of ingredients, giving the streets a humid, musty air that clung clammily to the skin.

It reminded me of my health tonic days—nostalgic yet somehow unsettling.

“Over there—building in Alley 5, Blue Bird.”

The streets all looked the same to me, but Luna navigated them without hesitation. Following her led us to a stop in front of a small shack nestled between larger buildings.

Pointed roof painted in bright colors, with cloud motifs decorating the windows and entrance—it was straight out of a fairy tale wizard’s cottage.

I’d imagined an alchemist’s private workshop as a sinister basement lab with someone in a gas mask heating fluorescent goo.

Seeing this, I realized I had some preconceptions about alchemists.

“This the place?”

“Yeah.”

“Then knock.”

“But we didn’t make an appointment. What if she gets mad? What if she says it’s rude and won’t help?”

Luna was full of worries. With her business on the line, she couldn’t keep calm and fretted excessively. We couldn’t just stand there forever, though.

Just as I was about to knock for her—

“No, this won’t work either—.”

The brown wooden door swung open, and a pale hand flung a yellowish liquid right at me.

Splash—

“Gah, hot! Ugh—!”

It was hotter than I’d ever imagined, leaving me no choice but to yelp in panic. What the hell—a sudden hot splash? I was seriously startled.

“Ugh, what’s that smell! It’s brutal!”

“Hassan, Hassan, you okay!? I’ll—I’ll blow on it! Hoo! Hoo!”

As I frantically cooled off, the door we’d been facing flew wide open, revealing someone.

It was a petite woman.

Her body, hidden under a colorful robe, had modest chest and hips, making her look almost childlike.

Not a real child, just underdeveloped, I figured.

Her navy bob haircut and glasses gave her the vibe of that petty girl from elementary school days.

“Sis!”

Luna’s reaction suggested this was the alchemist Vynas.

* * *

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

The alchemist’s workshop had everything from heating equipment to a personal shower.

If Luna’s shack was a cheap inn, this felt like a budget hotel on the outskirts.

Thanks to it, I could wash off the foul liquid and my clothes.

It wasn’t spotless—piles of unidentified books and ingredients, shards of broken glass everywhere showed she wasn’t big on tidying.

She had that in common with Luna. Is messiness a trait of potion-makers?

“I didn’t think anyone would be standing there. That’s why I put up a sign saying not to stand in front of the door.”

Vynas adjusted her glasses apologetically. I hadn’t noticed the sign amid the chaos, but at least it wasn’t intentional.

Still, I was curious what she’d doused me with.

“The smell was vicious. What was that?”

“A prototype I’m working on. Just something to repel monsters. Adventurers have been getting hit by goblins lately, so there’s demand.”

Makes sense for a monster-repellent potion.

Even I thought it reeked like week-old socks—any monster with a sensitive nose would bolt.

“Anyway, what brings you here?”

“Sis, big trouble! The Alchemists’ Guild—! The alchemists—!”

“Alchemists?”

Seated on the parlor sofa, Luna chattered on about why we’d come.

She stuttered from excitement midway, but this alchemist seemed sharp—she grasped it quickly.

“So, someone’s slandered your potions, Luna?”

“Yeah! How could this happen? You know how effective my potions are, sis!”

“Of course. The taste is iffy, but the effects blow standard vitality potions out of the water.”

“Right?!”

Luna’s face lit up with relief at the support. Vynas added,

“But it happens in this industry. Alchemists have to boost sales with their products, so badmouthing rivals is common.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Guild members can prove innocence internally via ingredient analysis without revealing recipes. But you’re not in the guild, Luna.”

“What do I do? Can I join the Alchemists’ Guild?”

“Probably not. You need five years at the city’s pharmacology academy or five years’ apprenticeship under a licensed pharmacist.”

“Ugh, then what should I do?”

Luna’s face crumpled like it was the end of the world. A brief silence fell, then Vynas chimed in casually.

“It’s not impossible. Become my apprentice, Luna. We’ll rebrand your potions as mine.”

“W-what do you mean?”

“Just swap the labels. You keep making them—which is great for you. I get to help you—which is great for me. All profits go to you. Then in five years, you open your own workshop as a full alchemist.”

Something about this felt off.

Is that really the only way?

A bad feeling crept in.

Like a grad student whose thesis gets stolen by their professor.

Or grudgingly adding the prof’s kids or name as co-authors.

Maybe it was my imagination, but it seemed like she was slyly trying to claim credit for Luna’s potions.

I’d always believed there’s no such thing as selfless kindness.

She was offering help and backing Luna for her own gain.

Whether Luna saw through it, she hesitated, mumbling without answering—probably sensing something fishy too.

For a moment,

An irreverent thought crossed my mind.

Breaking the silence, I spoke.

“Envy and slander come with success. They’re jealous of your effective potions, so they run smear pieces. The first one, by this ‘Potion Master’ guy, must be some pathetic loser.”

“Potion Master?”

Intrigued, Vynas leaned back on the sofa and adjusted her glasses. Seizing the chance, I slid the prepped article across the table.

“I checked papers. This guy broke the story. Potion Master. Looked up his other pieces—all trash-talking rivals’ potions.”

I recalled a memorable old YouTube video.

People sometimes envy the successful.

Their existence proves your own failure, so you want to drag them down or badmouth them out of sight.

“This guy’s definitely an alchemist. A crappy one. Bashing others boosts his ego—validates he’s not the problem. First step: track him down and make him apologize.”

I wrapped it up there. Heart pounding slightly, brow furrowed just a touch, wondering what’d happen next.

Vynas’s glasses glinted as she replied.

“Really? I subscribe to Red Potion Daily, so I’ve read Potion Master. Doesn’t seem that bad. His stuff has expertise, sells well too—”

Vynas defended him at length. Luna eyed her curiously.

Having lurked online forums under nicks and anonymity for years, I felt like I’d unmasked the face behind the column.

Gotcha, you bitch—!
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“Hotan, I don’t know what to do.”

On the way back after meeting the alchemist.

Luna’s voice was still uncertain. She was probably agonizing over it just as she said, unsure of how to proceed.

For Luna, who had only just become an adult, this incident might have been far too overwhelming. It was like a towering mountain she had to climb.

If she overcame it, she’d achieve significant growth.

But if she stumbled and fell, it would hurt—a lot.

Imagining how devastated she’d be with even a scrape on her pale white knee, Luna spoke in a voice tinged with a slight sigh.

“I thought I could just work hard on my own. I never imagined I’d have to worry about stuff like this.”

“Yeah. Seems like making a ton of money doesn’t just bring good things.”

Rather than offering various solutions, I decided to simply empathize with Luna’s pain right now.

In a way, this situation had escalated this far because I’d hidden the story from her, so it felt like the worst possible move to lecture her with advice.

Yet, perhaps I had that innate male instinct to fix problems.

More than just sympathizing, I felt a strong urge to suggest, ‘What if we do this, this, and that?’

Take Alchemist Veynas, for example.

Luna hadn’t noticed, but I was about ninety percent sure that Veynas was the Potion Master who’d badmouthed her.

“Luna, so what are you planning to do? Enter that woman Veynas as an apprentice?”

“No way. I’d have to live at her place for five years, meals and all. Maybe before opening my workshop, but now? It’s not right.”

“Then you’d have to reveal your recipe. You okay with that? Others might copy it after seeing yours.”

“Hmm... I don’t know. I think I need to mull it over tonight.”

That was as far as I could say.

Telling the confused Luna that Veynas was the journalist who’d screwed her over felt like crossing a line.

It wasn’t confirmed yet, anyway.

So, we grabbed a half-hearted dinner at a nearby inn and returned to the cabin. Exhausted from wandering all day, Luna fell asleep early.

Even though the moon had only just risen, she slept like someone who hadn’t rested in days. She must have been pretty stressed out herself.

“Woof, keep watch over the house.”

Woof! Woof!

Leaving the sleeping Luna behind, I stepped out of the cabin again.

The path I took was backtracking the one I’d just walked with Luna—to Veynas’s lab in the south gate district.

I was going to confront that woman.

The tools for the confrontation could be my tongue... or my club. Since I didn’t know what might happen, I made sure to gear up with my gauntlets, breastplate, greaves, and such.

In this world, honestly, nothing beat a club as a means of conversation.

Most problems could be solved by swinging one, too.

Step, step.

Walking alone the path I’d shared with Luna felt a bit strange. But my heart was already filled with rage, so there was no hesitation in my steps.

Trying to ruin Luna’s life with baseless slander. We’d almost ended up with resentment between us because of it.

No way I could forgive that.

And so, on this night with two moons in the sky, I returned to Veynas’s lab.

I’d worried she might not be there.

But from the lived-in mess inside earlier, I figured Alchemist Veynas used this place as both lab and home.

I was half-convinced I’d find her.

Sure enough, lights were on inside, white smoke billowing steadily from the chimney.

Sounds of clinking and clattering came from within.

Knock, knock.

After a deep breath to steady my swirling emotions, I knocked. After a while, a woman’s voice came from inside.

“Who is it? Business is closed for the day.”

“It’s me. Samaritan, from earlier.”

“Samaritan...? Oh.”

Click.

The door opened, revealing Veynas, sweat dripping down her face.

Her short navy-blue hair was matted with sweat—she’d clearly been distilling ingredients over a hot flame just now.

“Did you forget something? What’s up?”

Rustle.

Veynas tugged at her collar. A lone burly, dark-skinned man showing up at a woman’s home alone probably made her uneasy.

Normally, I’d play up how harmless I was, maybe act a bit foolish to put people at ease.

But since I wasn’t here for anything nice, I figured keeping her on edge was better.

Let her feel the tension that the man before her might snap and attack at any moment.

“What’s the matter?”

As I stayed silent, Veynas asked again, a hint of impatience in her voice. I replied calmly, in an even tone.

“I came to talk. About Luna becoming your apprentice.”

“Oh? Did Luna send you? Does she want to?”

Veynas slightly relaxed her tense expression at my improvised excuse to get inside.

“Can I come in, then?”

“Sure. I was just brewing potions, so it might be humid and hot.”

“Don’t mind that.”

The door fully opened, and Veynas turned her back to me, leading me into the lab.

With the Thieves’ Guild gone, Somora’s security was improving bit by bit, but was it really okay for her to let a strange man into a woman’s home?

Of course, this was an alchemist’s lair.

A dungeon packed with explosives and who-knows-what traps. She probably felt confident she could protect herself here.

I followed her to the sofa, eyeing the hot pink and fluorescent liquids bubbling in lamps around the room.

No idea what they were, but they looked like they’d hurt like hell if splashed on skin.

“So, does Luna want to? It’s good for her, you know. Better to build a reputation under someone established than start a workshop from scratch with nothing.”

“Is that so?”

“That’s how I started. Everyone does. And it’s the right way. I don’t take just anyone as an apprentice, though. Luna feels like a little sister, so I’m giving her a special chance. Without me, she might’ve had to shut down her business.”

Veynas chattered on excitedly, unprompted.

Steam fogged her glasses, hiding her eyes, but they were probably wide open.

I asked.

“So, you’re the one who slandered Luna? Corner her, then pretend to throw her a lifeline.”

“...Pardon? What are you—”

“You. Potion Master.”

“What’s that out of nowhere? I have no idea what you’re talking about. Been drinking?”

Her lips trembled faintly beneath the fogged glasses.

She seemed flustered, but was it genuine confusion or panic at being exposed? Hard to tell.

No blessing to detect lies?

Would be nice if there were magic or artifacts for that. Anyway, I said what I’d planned.

“You’re the alchemist who wrote that slanderous article about Luna, Potion Master.”

“Ha, now I get it. You’re here to smear me with baseless accusations?”

“You’re the one who did baseless smearing. And I’ve got my own evidence.”

I tapped my leather jacket with a finger.

“That smelly potion you splashed on me earlier? Isn’t it like Luna’s stamina potion? The ingredients around here match up too.”

“Pardon?”

“Luna’s potions have that distinctive smell. Like weird charcoal. You’re trying to copy it, right? That’s why you badmouthed her.”

“Okay, I did reference Luna’s stamina potion a bit. But what does that have to do with slandering her?”

“Maybe you wanted to eliminate the original and become it yourself. Or maybe it bugged you that an apprentice-less Luna got famous.”

“Funny. Real funny, Mr. Hassan of the Samaritans. I thought you were just an adventurer who slays monsters, but you do back-alley detective work too.”

“Am I wrong?”

“And if you’re right? Gonna bash me with that thick club of yours? Heard that ‘Samaritan’s Club’ song’s popular. Gonna give me a taste?”

“Depends on you. Issue a correction, apologize to Luna. Then we can both walk away without hard feelings.”

“Heh, can’t do that. That’s how this industry works. They don’t tolerate new sprouts outside the guild fence. Alchemists are mostly timid shut-ins. Sensitive about their rice bowls.”

“So you admit it?”

“It was only a matter of time before you found out. Investigating my ties to Red Potion Trading Company would’ve blown it open. Luna probably suspects too. She’s sharp. Half-given up on it.”

“...”

Luna already knew? I hadn’t considered that.

Was Luna pretending not to know out of consideration for her relationship with this woman? Then maybe I was overstepping my bounds.

Her business was hers, after all.

As I pondered that, Veynas spoke from behind her fogged glasses.

“If you just accept it and move on, everyone’s happy. Luna gets in the guild without revealing her recipe. I don’t get hounded for new products. And you—”

Veynas suddenly stood.

She approached me slowly and straddled my lap.

“You don’t seem to have much going for you. So let’s make a deal—just for tonight.”

Rustle, rustle.

Her gray robe slipped from her shoulders onto my lap, revealing a flat, childlike body.

“What are you doing?”

“Men love this stuff. Especially adventurers—they earn money for it, risk their lives fighting monsters for it.”

“Nope.”

“You say that, but your body’s honest—”

Rustle, rustle.

Her hand trailed down my stomach to my hips and thighs.

But through her steamed glasses, I clearly saw her eyes widen in panic up close.

“See? Body doesn’t lie.”

“No way... This can’t be? Are you impotent?”

“What the fuck?”

“How else? Lady Veynas offers herself, and you’re all limp? Impotent, right? Or erectile dysfunction?”

Her seductive act vanished. Veynas hurled insults that dug right into my chest.

Total nonsense, of course. I wasn’t impotent. If anything, I struggled with it popping up at bad times.

“Why won’t it stand?”

She asked like she was baffled, but the reason was simple. Her body had zero sexual appeal.

Even Paranoy, the nymph, had a fresh allure with a hint of budding sensuality and soft curves. But Veynas? She was skin and bones, pathetically gaunt—even I felt sorry for her.

Might appeal to someone, but not me.

Plus, I’d vowed to Luna to live without lies or secrets. Cheating here would be a massive disgrace.

“Get off, you hag.”

I shoved Veynas off my lap. She shrieked and tumbled to the floor.

“You... you hit me? Bursting into an alchemist’s lab alone, that cocky? This is my web. My dungeon! I could make a bronze adventurer like you vanish if I wanted!”

“Scary~. But who said I came alone?”

Swoosh.

Still seated on the sofa, I moved my hand.

Bones in jars scattered around—ingredients she’d prepped to copy Luna’s stamina potion—began to rise.

“W-what? What is this!? What!?”

To the panicking Veynas, I said calmly.

“This isn’t your dungeon. It’s my temple.”
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Crunch, cruuunch-.

Grrr...

Gerrr...

Bone goblins began crawling out from the bone jars scattered around the lab. At the same time, a whooshing wind blew in, slamming the windows shut and snuffing out every lantern inside.

Under the beam of moonlight.

Undead with surreal blue glows in their eyes crawled across the floor.

Scraaaape-.

The sound of their sharp claws raking the wooden floorboards was so deafening and grotesque that even I felt chills creeping up my spine just watching.

“What, what, what, what, what, I don’t get it, I don’t get it, I don’t get it-! What! What is this!!”

Of course, Vinas’s confusion was on another level. She was repeating “what” and “I don’t get it” like a radio stuck on the wrong station.

She seemed lost in panic for a good while, then suddenly threw her head back and burst into laughter.

“I get it! I get it now! You’re a Necromancer! The Necromancer with the blue eyes! The rising rookie adventurer turns out to be a cultist Necromancer! This... this is front-page material. This is a scoop!”

“Yeah, it’d be a scoop. If you survive this, that is.”

“What... what do you mean...?”

“You can’t figure it out after seeing it? This is one of my biggest secrets. You think I’d let someone who knows live?”

“...!”

Finally, some sense piercing through her panic, Vinas’s short navy-blue hair stood on end.

I’d never seen human hair bristle like that before. Guess it happens when you feel your life’s in danger.

“Grab her, all of you.”

At my curt command, the five bone goblins crawling on all fours shot toward Vinas like arrows.

Gaaaargh-!!

“Eeeek!”

The undead charging inspires primal terror in the living. For a naked woman, screaming was probably all she could manage.

Is this how it ends?

As I thought that, Vinas scrambled up and hurled beakers from around the room at the bone goblins.

Crash.

Sizzle-.

The yellowish fluorescent liquid shattered, filling the air with a foul acidic stench as it melted the goblins’ bodies.

“You puny pests! Come on if you dare!”

Vinas clearly wasn’t one to take lightly either. The room was packed with potions whose bizarre ingredients she knew well.

I had the upper hand for now, but dragging this out might let her exploit the space’s advantages and pull some trick. Plus, the noise could draw people from nearby.

So I raised the fallen bone goblins while summoning every bone in the room.

About ten bone goblins filled the lab.

“Y-you... there’s too many...”

Shocked by the sight, Vinas froze—even after confidently smashing potions just moments ago.

Gaaak!

“Eep-!”

A bone goblin seized the opening, tackling her to the ground. The rest piled on, pinning her arms and legs to complete the restraint.

“L-let go, let go- mmmph!”

She struggled, but every twitch just left red scratches from the goblins’ claws on her flat chest.

The scent of blood excited them, and they clamped down harder on the nape of her neck.

Crash.

“M-my glasses—my glasses-!”

“No glasses means you’re blind, huh?”

“Guhhh, guh, d-don’t kill me, spare me, spare me...”

People rely on sight for most senses. Block that, and panic sets in hard.

Vinas was no exception.

Pinned by the undead I’d raised, her vision sealed too, she trembled like a dying woman—her earlier bravado gone.

She even wet herself between the legs.

“Please... s-spare me...! Please, I’m sorry! Forgive me just this once...!”

Anyone facing death begs like this. I didn’t find her pathetic or laughable.

Just a lazy thought: so this is how it ends up.

“Alchemist Vinas. Your sins run deep. You’re headed straight to hell—Tartarus.”

“Eeeeek-!”

Vinas thrashed like a butterfly caught in a web. The more she did, the harder the bone goblins pressed, just making her suffer more.

“H-hell! I don’t want hell! Forgive me-! Forgive me-!”

The name Tartarus holds massive sway over people here. Eternal torment? Terrifying, sure.

Of course, I had no right to send her there.

On the flip side, since Nyx, Tartarus’s ruler, is Luna’s mom, she might personally deal with this woman who harmed Luna. Then my words wouldn’t even be a lie.

“You’re getting thrown into Tartarus, you schemer.”

“Sniff, sob, huh...”

“But if you die now, you can’t apologize to Luna. I’ll give you a stay of execution. One day. Retract your articles, apologize to Luna. Then leave the city and live alone forever, guarding this secret. For life.”

“F-for... life...”

“For life. End your days that way, and I’ll hold off on your trip to hell.”

“...”

Vinas didn’t respond.

She agonized over it, face twisted, then finally asked slowly.

“W-who... who the hell are you...?”

Rustle.

Her unfocused eyes, glasses gone, looked up at me blankly. What did I look like to her?

So I turned the question back.

“What do I look like?”

“...”

No answer again. She just slowly twisted her pinned body toward me, crawling.

Graaah-!!

Thinking she might try something dangerous, the bone goblins crushed down harder.

But I snapped my fingers—crack—and they released her.

“Swear on the River Styx.”

“Huhhh...”

Freed, Vinas crawled toward me on all fours like a small beast. She pressed her lips to my foot where I sat on the sofa.

That was answer enough for anyone.

* * *

Early morning.

Kkuing and the Mitchuris chirped excitedly outside the window.

Chirp chirp, chirp chirp chirp.

Kweeeng, kweeeeng-.

They were so noisy it felt less like birds chirping and more like birds chattering or barking.

Normally I’d wake up scowling, but I’d stayed up all night clean. To me, the dawn birdsong felt kinda poetic.

“Luna, morning.”

Usually Luna shakes her hair to wake me. Today, I shook her awake at first light.

“Luna, morning.”

“Ughhh, ugh, not fake potion-. I worked so hard on it...”

Deep sleeper Luna wouldn’t budge no matter what. From her sleep-talk, she was dreaming of potion troubles.

“Luna, it’s a dream. Get up.”

“Ughhh-.”

“Fried eggs ready. Sausage veggie stir-fry too.”

“Sausage veggie stir-fry?”

Food talk woke her. Sleepy emerald eyes looked up at me.

I set a small tray of breakfast in front of her.

Tiny plates held sausages and fried eggs I’d fetched early, plus iced lemonade steaming cold with ice cubes.

“Whoa, ice in it! Lemonade first thing! Hassan, what’s going on? What day is it? Why up so early?”

“Nothing special. Just, y’know.”

I’d planned cool lines if she asked, but got shy and brushed it off.

As I fidgeted, Luna wolfed down the food like a starving person.

Some lose appetite from stress or trauma. Glad Luna didn’t.

When drained, force-feed stamina into the body.

“Tasty. But you didn’t cook, huh? Bought from the inn!”

“Yeah. Wanted to, but was busy.”

“Busy? Morning? Hassan, did you pull an all-nighter?”

“More importantly, Luna, check this. Newspaper’s here again.”

I handed her a leather sheet while she eyed my face suspiciously, half under the covers.

“N-newspaper...”

Her face soured like biting pure lemon from the lemonade.

“Again... my story?”

“Yeah. Lots of it. Tons.”

“Huhhh...”

Luna shivered like scared.

Having seen harsh coverage before, newspapers now meant scary bad news to her.

“Ugh, d-don’t wanna read. But last time ignoring blew it up, so-.”

Rustle.

She took the leather newspaper from me.

Flip.

Grabbing and turning the thin leather pages, her eyes widened hugely.

“W-what’s this?”

“Newspaper.”

“My story’s in it? ‘Luna Noxdoty buys sodomora for 50 gold in Horomable. Land speculation suspicions!’ What?!”

“Keep reading.”

“L-let’s see, ‘Cabin Watchman Kkungkkungi’s scandalous romance... with a small young spider.’ Huh? What? What is this?”

Luna blinked in confusion, flipping pages. The rest was just silly nonsense not worth printing.

Luna Noxdoty tending the yard. Declares war on tanuki-.

Luna dominates Hippolyte matches, now Gold Tier herself?-

Rustle rustle-.

Flipping to the end, she spotted the byline.

“By Hassan! You made this newspaper!”

“Like it?”

Last night while she slept, I’d erased the leather paper and overwrote it with new stories.

No writing skill, first time, so even simple stuff took all night.

One-day brainstorm, but I poured heart into it.

Watching her reaction, wondering if she liked it—suddenly tears welled in her big eyes.

“I-I’ve never gotten anything like this. Best gift ever since I was born! A whole newspaper about me-!”

She seemed deeply moved.

My nose stung too. Imagining girlfriend events paid off, huh.

I played it cool.

“Soon, our stories’ll be on everyone’s lips, not just papers. This is practice.”

“Yeah, yeah-.”

Wiping tears with her palms, Luna beamed. Felt like lingering grudges between us melted away.

Lesson from this: fighting and making up are harder than thought.

Gotta be careful from now on.

As I thought that, Luna declared firmly.

“I’ll reveal the recipes openly to everyone...!”

“Really? You sure?”

“Yeah. Not everyone can replicate even if they want. Hiding forever just fuels conspiracies. Better to lay it all out light.”

“Alright, if that’s it...”

“And Hassan-.”

“Yeah?”

Luna fidgeted, lips smacking. Like words hovered at her throat, not quite out.

“What?”

“...Th-thanks. And sorry for getting mad...”

“Nah, my fault.”

Rustle.

“...”

Then Luna squeezed her eyes shut, arms out wide. What? Then I realized: hug me.

She’s shy in her own way.

Feeling awkward too, I gave her a light hug.

Her soft chest pressed against me—felt great. And from sleeping sweaty, she smelled sweetly peachy.

Cue the rise below.

“Uh, um, Hassan...”

“Can’t help it. Physiology.”

“Not that— you smell like that sister I know. Vinas sis-.”

“...Probably imagination. Must’ve rubbed off when we were at her lab.”

“Really-?”

Romance ain’t all easy.

Thus.

Afternoon rolled around.

Luna, Paranoya, and I stood before the grand gates of the Alchemists’ Guild headquarters.

Even compared to temples, it didn’t pale. Felt their potion wealth vividly.

Healing’s legally restricted, so folks buy recovery potions galore.

“Hassan, actually going in... nervous. Mess up brewing, total embarrassment. Okay?”

“Just do your usual. Let’s go.”

Pushing the huge gates to enter— that’s when we ran into an unexpected face.

“Gah, Samaritan? Pinky too? Why’re you at the Alchemists’ Guild-!?”

A woman panicked at us like we were indecent.

Silver Tier necklace around her neck—Calcutta adventurer team leader, Delphina. Heard she’d been quiet lately; who knew here.
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Swift Blade Delphina.

A female adventurer from Calcutta, the outpost city developing as a byproduct of exploring Pluto's Labyrinth.

She was also the leader of an all-female Silver Tier adventurer party—Rose of White Silver.

The image of her etched in my memory was of platinum blonde hair neatly cut into a bob, wearing leather light armor that exposed her midriff, with a needle-like dagger and iron gauntlet greaves at her waist.

I'd forgotten what her face looked like, but seeing her cheerful expression like a popular social butterfly with those puppy-dog features brought back old memories bit by bit.

She must have retreated alongside Elfride during the Thieves' Guild subjugation and caught a lot of flak for it.

I'd thought she went quiet, pausing her activities until the controversy died down, so I was relieved. But running into her like this made me instinctively scan the surroundings for Elfride.

Srrk—.

As I subtly shifted my gaze with narrowed eyes, Delphina spoke up.

"Elfi isn't here. She's resting at the inn."

"I'm not looking for Elfride."

"Hmm, sure. Anyway—what brings you here? I heard no one can just waltz into the Sodomora Alchemist Guild building."

Whether she didn't care about our awkward history or not, Delphina approached us casually, chatting like old friends.

I nearly fell for it and started spilling everything.

But this woman was Elfride's friend or colleague of sorts.

Which made her someone I needed to watch out for.

"I have some business here!"

Luna, oblivious to my thoughts, blabbed about why we'd come.

From the trouble with the fake news article to coming to the main Alchemist Guild building for verification on our ingredients.

Delphina listened to the whole story with a bored expression before giving a curt assessment.

"Rumors and smears are the price of fame. The higher you climb, the more enemies latch onto your legs. Pink-hair, looks like you're a pretty impressive potion-maker after all?"

"I'm not a potion-maker, I'm a voodoo priestess. And it's not pink-hair, it's Luna?"

"Yeah, whatever. Hey, is that stamina potion any good? Does it really boost your stamina and all that?"

"I brought one along. Wanna try it?"

"Sure!"

Swish, swish.

Luna pulled a small potion vial from the pouch at her waist and handed it to the eager Delphina.

Delphina popped the cork with a pop—then recoiled at the pungent aroma wafting out, sucking in a sharp breath.

"Ugh, this is way worse than I imagined. Good meds are supposed to be bitter and stink up your nose, but this takes the cake. No wonder it made the news. Feels like my sinuses just got blasted open. I had a slight cold coming on, and now it's gone—."

"It boosts stamina, so of course it's good for colds too!"

"No, that's not the vibe I'm getting—."

Delphina stared at the vial in her hand, hesitating.

If she tossed it on the floor or something right now.

I growled inwardly at the thought.

"Fine, whatever. If it's good for me. Hnngh—."

Finally, Delphina pinched her nose shut and chugged the contents.

Gulp, gulp.

Whoa, she drank the whole thing.

Luna and I were both stunned.

It was kinda gross, but she was still a pretty cute girl—we hadn't expected her to down something so harsh in one go.

"Gah, even pinching my nose it's nasty. But... whoa, I feel it hitting me hard. Stamina's going up for sure. Definitely works, even if the taste and smell are awful."

Delphina even gave Luna's stamina potion a glowing review. Just as I was thinking it was unexpected, Luna cried out like she'd been moved to tears.

"Bob-cut, you're a good one deep down!"

"Am I?"

Looks like the way to Luna's heart is simple: drink her potions well.

"I thought you were a bitch!"

"Heh, half right. Anyway, it's pretty effective. Got any more?"

"Two bottles!"

"Hand 'em over. How much?"

"20 silver per bottle!"

"20 silver, huh. Pricey, but worth it. You'd make a killing selling these to high-rank adventurers in Calcutta. They're desperate to squeeze out every last point of stamina."

"Really? Calcutta? Never even thought of it."

"Just saying. Anyway, friends, I've got business in the building too, so I'll head out. I'll put these to good use."

Clink, clink—.

Delphina paid 40 silver on the spot, bought the two bottles, shook them, and vanished somewhere. What an out-of-the-blue encounter.

"That woman's tongue must be broken or something—."

Once she was gone, Paranoy finally piped up from behind Luna, where she'd been hiding. She'd been so quiet I'd momentarily forgotten she was with us.

"To chug all of Luna's potion in one go... She can't be human! No way! Downing that nightmare in one shot!"

"Paranoy, quiet! Don't go suspecting people like that! Silent sticker knuckle-rap!"

"Eek—! S-sorry—! I won't suspect anyone carelessly again…!"

"Alright, no more of this out here. Let's head inside. We're not here for fun, so let's wrap it up quick."

I led Luna and the wincing Paranoy—nursing her knuckle-rap from Luna—into the Alchemist Guild building.

* * *

Alchemist Guild.

The building was huge, packed with rooms. Three stories high, who knows how wide. Dozens of rooms, and just as many people coming and going.

"Master Hassan, this place is creepy—."

Whoosh, hiss—.

Plenty of folks wearing crow-beak plague doctor masks, making me wonder if Sodomora's mask festival was still going.

And those iron bars everywhere, the dark red stains on the floor that wouldn't wash away—what were those?

It hadn't seemed so from outside, but inside the stone floors, pillars, and walls were cold and gloomy. Less like a guild hall and more like... a ward? Or something.

"They say this place was built during the Giant War to hold Titan cultists prisoner."

Not a ward—a prison.

"Excuse me."

We grabbed a passerby and explained why we were here.

"Ah, the Ideope potion thing? We've been waiting. Follow me to the workshop."

A skinny, stern-looking, haggard man led us somewhere.

"Wait here. We'll call you in when ready."

Soon we were waiting before a massive door embedded with huge gems. Murmurs drifted from inside, people talking.

Luna fidgeted restlessly, hands and feet twitching with nerves.

"Me, at the Alchemist Guild. Not for a good reason, but still exciting."

"Luna, I'm nervous too…. Have to make secret ingredients in front of everyone…."

"I'll handle everything, Paranoy. Just do your usual!"

"Hnnng…."

I had nothing to do with potion-making, so I just smacked my lips. Right then, the huge door blocking our path swung open with a thud, and someone called from inside.

"Luna Noxdoty."

"Y-yes…!"

Luna jumped at the call, blurting out a polite reply.

She was so flustered she used formal speech—her, who bantered casually with everyone.

"Come in. Note that this is a restricted area for authorized personnel only, so your companion will need to wait outside."

Looks like I couldn't go in with Luna.

Too bad, but rules are rules. Luna regretfully stroked my arm with her palm.

"Hassan, I'll be back! Brewing might take half a day or more. If it drags on, head out without me! Do your thing!"

"Got it. If I'm gone when you come out, assume I went for food."

"Yeah! Alright, Paranoy, let's go!"

"Hnn, so nervous…."

The two little girls vanished beyond the giant door. It boomed shut with a heavy rumble.

Well then.

Now what?

I'd come along, but hadn't expected to wait this long.

If there was a PC bang nearby, I could game a few rounds. Or a cafe to scroll my phone—but no such luck in this world.

Two years rolling around this damn world, and I still had no clue how people killed time like this.

Since I was already in the Alchemist Guild, maybe wander the grounds a bit.

"Hey, you there, handsome. You look free—got a minute?"

Someone called out, and I turned.

* * *

Alchemy in this world is a pretty broad term.

Pretty much anything involving heating liquids and metals falls under it.

Which is why there's apparently a popular tea house inside the guild.

Brewing tea counts as alchemy, they say.

"Always stop here for a cup when I visit."

Delphina said, sitting across from me at a small table.

She fetched a tiny teapot, alcohol lamp, and tripod-like stand from somewhere, setting them up neatly on the table.

"Nothing beats brewing it yourself. Pick your own leaves too. Wish Calcutta had something like this. I'll miss it when I go back."

She poured water from another pot into the teapot.

"Gonna brew a clean white tea. That cool?"

"White tea's great. Mild, gentle on the body. Nice leaves too—young buds dried in cool shade right away?"

"Oh, a Samaritan who knows his tea? Spot on. Moon-dried young leaves. Silver rose—its first petals are great for women—."

"I see."

I'm a health store kid. Mastered brewing all sorts of stuff. Plus, slaving under Thwirl and Elfride, I'd reached tea master level.

Best tea temp is body-like 36 degrees or so—.

Thwirl, not the point right now.

"So, you called me for a reason. Not just to drink tea. Why?"

I asked Delphina curtly. Best life strategy is befriending everyone, no enemies—but.

She was Elfride's party member, and after all we'd been through, I just couldn't warm up to her.

Still, following her to this guild tea house was thanks to her chugging Luna's potion earlier—it scored some points.

"Cold shoulder, huh. A pretty girl like me offers tea, and no heart flutters? Plenty of guys dying to sip with me—."

"Huh?"

Come to think of it, yeah.

She's right.

Should be pounding heart, nerves.

Lately with Luna, Hippolyte, and sorta-cute Paranoy, I'd built some immunity to women.

Hand brushes or smiles no longer sparked 'Does she like me?' or 'Will she confess someday?'

Hassan's greenhorn mentality was growing up.

Popular guys bantered and joked with girls easily.

I'd freeze up talking to girls, clueless what to say.

They must've felt like this—women not registering as women?

Am I a smooth operator now?

As I pondered,

"Samaritan, we're both busy, so straight to it. Adventurers hate beating around the bush. I've got a favor to ask."

"What? Favor from me? A commission?"

"You could call it that. Adventurers hiring adventurers is common, right?"

Mid-thought, the teapot bubbled. Delphina deftly poured into two cups. Clearly no newbie here.

Drip, drip—.

I eyed the sparkling white cups and asked.

"So, what's this commission?"

"...Well, could you touch my body a bit?"

"What?"

Flustered.

Touch her body? Does she like me?

Is this a confession?

My vision spun.
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Delphina slurped down the tea poured into her small glass cup.
"Ah, hot—."
It seemed to have been scalding since it had just been boiling moments ago, and she quickly set the cup down with a start.
For a competent Silver Tier adventurer, she showed quite a few openings, which gave off a strong sense of humanity.
But right now, I had a more pressing issue gnawing at my head.
"You want me to touch your body? Me...?"
"Heh, yeah."
This was the first time in my life I'd heard such a request in a cafe. I'd thought I'd graduated from reading too much into women's casual words and actions.
But at this point, suspicion crept back in, and I couldn't help but let my imagination run wild.
Why does she want me to touch her body?
Does she like me or something?
Come to think of it, earlier when she called me over, she said something like, "Would you spare some time for a handsome guy?"
I'd made plenty of blunders and gotten my hopes up falsely in life, but wasn't this a reasonably suspicious situation?
Even if women in this world had relatively open minds, they wouldn't ask someone they weren't into to touch their body.
My throat felt parched from all the thinking, so I picked up my teacup and gulped down about half its contents.
The hot liquid burned through my body, making my head spin a bit.
"If you want me to touch you, where exactly?"
"Every nook and cranny."
I was certain.
This girl likes me.
Had I done something with her? Nothing came to mind. But could she like me anyway?
Thinking about it, I'd heard that popular people started dating after just one day of meeting. I'd only heard it as talk, but it turns out it was realistically possible.
Maybe the currently rising hot guy Hassan was unknowingly radiating charm outward.
I never knew I had a talent for seducing women.
And Delphina wasn't just any woman—she was quite pretty. Even now, just sitting here in the teahouse drinking tea together had several men glancing our way.
A woman like that liking me made me feel a bit good, but on the other hand, I wondered if this was okay. I already had Luna.
I'd decided to live a pure life free of infidelity. I had to refuse this.
"I get how you feel, but I'll pass. I already have someone in my heart."
"What? Someone in your heart? What does that mean?"
Delphina raised an eyebrow, as if she had no idea what I was talking about.
Was she unable to accept her proposal being rejected? If it were me, I'd probably want to deny it once or twice after a confession rejection.
As I pondered how to softly refuse, Delphina let out a short "Ah—" of realization and set her teacup down on the table with a clack.
"Ah, what? You took that the wrong way? I meant I want you to massage my body."
"Massage?"
"Yeah. I heard your massage skills are pretty good."
What the hell. It was about massage.
I suddenly felt extremely embarrassed.
I wished this wasn't reality, wished I could crawl under the table. But since I couldn't, I just kept sipping my innocent teacup.
"What's this? You're embarrassed? You have a surprisingly innocent side. So, how did you interpret what I meant by wanting you to touch me? Hmm?"
Delphina prodded relentlessly, like an adventurer who'd found a monster's weak point and was pressing the attack, refusing to let go of the opening I'd shown.
As expected of Delphina the Needle Blade.
True to an adventurer who wielded a dagger like a thin needle, she stabbed at gaps aggressively.
"No, well—. That was just—."
"Were you thinking something naughty? Hehe, you're sneaky—."
"Ahem, well, yeah."
"...But now that I think about it, it's infuriating. I asked you to touch me in a lewd way, and you refused. Now I'm getting competitive."
"I'm busy. Let's drop this and get to the point. So you want a massage from me?"
I tried to twist the conversation to escape this awkward situation.
"Busy? You've got half a day waiting for Pink Hair, don't you?"
Delphina yanked the conversation back like a seasoned coachman reining in runaway horses.
At that moment, I realized.
Delphina was addicted to teasing naive guys like me.
Maybe she was the tomboy who ruled the alleys as a gang leader, smacking boys' heads.
If I got caught in her pace like this, I'd end up mentally stripped and toyed with.
I had to seize control of the conversation.
"If you're just gonna keep sidetracking, I'm leaving. I don't give massages to just anyone."
"Oh? I was even going to pay you properly. I heard you're on the verge of promoting to Silver Tier, right? It'd be really helpful."
"What's that?"
* * *
The Alchemist Guild had a ton of rooms.
Among them were on-call rooms for staff on night duty.
They were sparse rooms with just a bed and a few drawers.
"This room should do nicely."
There was no better place for massaging Delphina's body.
"You've been to the Alchemist Guild a lot?"
"Yeah."
Delphina sat lightly on the bed and answered my question.
"Doping is essential for adventurers. And there are lots of situations where you need various potions."
As expected of a high-tier adventurer. Low-tier Iron or Bronze adventurers like me didn't buy potions often because of the cost.
But Silver Tier adventurers who earned big could afford to plaster themselves with doping agents, expensive enchanted gear for protection and efficiency—it wouldn't be strange.
Now that I looked, the leather light armor and shoulder guards Delphina wore were in pretty good condition. Probably enchanted with protection reinforcement.
How much would one of those cost?
As I casually scanned her,
Delphina hugged her own body, covering her chest with her arms.
"Where are you looking? Pervert—. Women are pretty sensitive to men's gazes, you know."
Shit?
I couldn't let my guard down even a little.
Every word from Delphina's mouth felt like it shaved a minute off my lifespan. Like piercing defense ignore damage.
But this was a sealed massage parlor.
Here, the authority belonged not to the client, but to me, the masseur performing the massage.
"Anyway, lie down on your stomach first."
"On my stomach?"
"Yeah, you asked for a massage. I'll do a full-body 30-minute course."
"Full-body 30 minutes?"
Delphina furrowed her brow slightly, as if she didn't understand what I meant.
"Yeah, whatever. Just lie on my stomach? Can I keep my clothes on?"
"Take them off if it's more comfortable."
"Heh, nah."
"Fine. At least take off your shoulder guards."
"Okay. Looking forward to it."
Shing, clunk—.
Delphina removed her gauntlets, shoulder guards, and greaves. Then she took off her leather light armor.
What emerged was a sleeveless ochre shirt, quite loose and showing signs of use—unexpectedly casual.
Below that, her chest was moderately sized, similar to Luna's.
No. Snap out of it.
I'd been staring unconsciously, and before Delphina could tease me with "Pervert—," I hurriedly looked away. She just laughed instead.
"You do have an innocent side. Not much experience with women's bodies?"
"Does that matter? Anyway, on your stomach."
I patted the bed. Delphina flashed a playful smile, seeming about to say more, but then stretched out on the bed as instructed.
From this view, her body's balance was impressive. Most people leaned left or right.
"Are you ambidextrous?"
"How'd you know?"
"Just a hunch."
"But actually, I'm not. I was left-handed, but trained to use both."
"I see. Forced correction?"
"Most gear is for right-handers. Formations in mercenary groups are too. I'm from the Palakia Mercenary Corps."
I didn't know what the Palakia Mercenary Corps was,
but I got the idea: a lefty facing life's inconveniences, getting used to her right hand, eventually becoming somewhat ambidextrous.
Yet her joints and muscles were so straight and balanced—she must've put in bloody effort.
High-tier adventurers above Silver were mostly workaholics.
Talented and hardworking.
Addicts to effort.
That's why low-tier adventurers like me couldn't catch up no matter how hard we flew with ordinary methods.
"Alright, touching now. 30 minutes starts."
I flipped the large 30-minute hourglass in the room.
Srrrrk—.
As the sand slowly drained, I gently grasped Delphina's right wrist first.
"Why there?"
"Be quiet."
Ding—.
Name: Delphina Goldseeker lv. 32
Status: Chronic lower back pain》
Whoa. First time seeing such a clean status. High-tier adventurers usually had curses and debuffs plastered on.
Did that mean Delphina was skilled at managing her body?
Level 32. Exactly 10 above me.
Come to think of it, Gogrid I took down was around level 30. Could I fight this one with necromancy? I imagined briefly.
But all I pictured was a thin needle dagger piercing my heart.
"What're you doing?"
"Oh, your lower back's pretty bad?"
"Yeah, it is. You can tell from my wrist?"
"Yeah, something like that. Anyway, starting for real now."
I cupped her side with both palms.
It was very slim, but through the thin sleeveless shirt, I felt densely balanced, firm muscles.
"Aahn...!"
"W-What."
"Just testing. You start massages from the back, huh."
"Seemed like your back needed it."
I hadn't planned where to start. Just thought her slim, firm back looked good to begin with.
Squeeeze—.
"Hng, feels pretty good. Decent—. Circular, rolling upward with thumbs...."
Delphina commented on my massage like a critic. Almost like she was studying techniques.
Actually, experiencing it firsthand was the best way to learn massage.
Stealing my secrets?
Fine by me. With that attitude, I pressed firmly from her waist to tailbone with my thumbs.
Each time, her firm glutes tensed—quite a sight. Healthy reactions.
"Ugh, ah, hurts?"
"This'll hurt more. Might snap if you tense. Relax."
"Tense?"
I pushed up hard on the hand on her pelvis.
Crack—.
A sharp sound like a beam breaking.
"Hngggh—!!"
Delphina gripped the bedsheet in agony. Before my eyes, text said chronic lower back pain cured, and Karma Value incoming.
My current Karma Value: 255.
No spending soon, so tonight home, ask Luna for totem to level up.
Two levels would be at least 24. With luck, straight to 26 from 25.
Even without mastering aura, I'd be close to Silver Tier level 30.
Once necromancer pursuit eases, release main goblins in monster forest for auto-farming Karma—sounds good.
As I spun happy circuits,
"Hnggg, hurts so much...."
Delphina, who'd twitched from the adjustment, slowly sat up. Brow deeply furrowed—she must've been in real pain.
The sound was huge, so pain too.
"Back shouldn't hurt now, right?"
"Wait, yeah, it feels better.... Amazing. Hate to admit it, but I do. Samarian, for that, can you use my remaining 20 minutes on someone else?"
"Someone else?"
"If things go well, our party's named monster location info."
Named monster.
One thing I'd been most interested in lately: named monsters.
Killing them secured Luna's safety and gave huge monster corpses.
I regretted not reviving Goblin King Gogrid's body yet.
Could've gotten a maxed main goblin.
Skeptical, I asked back.
"Not Elfreede, right?"
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Elfrida.

Elfrida Desmond.

A seasoned adventurer of Silver Tier.

The woman I'd spent more time with than anyone else on this Gaia continent, and the one entangled with me in the deepest grudge.

Now, twenty-two years old.

An albino elf.

A witch who wields fire magic.

She loves most meats, enjoys drinking tea, and spends her weekends reading books at home.

She sleeps more than you'd think.

Courted by many men, seeming to use it to her advantage, yet never accepting any of them—a massive fish pond owner.

A master of the whip.

An authority on slapping cheeks.

Cold hands and feet.

The occasional smile she shows.

She can be gentle at times, right after a full belly and before bed.

Just listing off things about Elfrida brings this much to mind right away. Having spent two years with her, I could go on endlessly.

And rightly so—for a slave, the master is their entire world. The master is the ceiling, the roof, the walls, the floor.

So once upon a time, Elfrida had been my everything.

Of course, it wasn't rational, nor was it an equal human-to-human relationship. Even so, she occupied the largest part of my life.

Slave and master.

Honestly, I couldn't accept that concept.

Me, who had suckled the sweet nectar of freedom and equality in the 21st century, suddenly leashed by someone else and forced to obey orders? Utterly horrifying.

The military at least has discharge.

A slave's escape has no timeline unless they pay their own ransom. Irrational, absurd—that's why they're slaves.

Of course, it was my fault that I'd ended up on the path to slavery.

If only I hadn't set fire to the Deathros Arena. I wouldn't have been sentenced to execution or enslavement, and I wouldn't have crossed paths with Elfrida in that fateful grudge.

But if you ask why I'd become a gladiator in the arena, why I'd tumbled into this world—honestly, that wasn't my fault.

What is this world?

Why am I here?

Cursed by the gorgon, standing far from the boundaries of lust and carnal desire, I often observed the world and my existence from afar. The conclusion was just an unsolvable question...

"Samaritan, Elpi talks about you often. I don't know what your relationship was or what you two were to each other, but she's hurting a lot."

Rising from the bed, Delphina donned her light gear.

Watching her slender frame clad in leather armor, shoulder guards, and the sword sheath dangling from her leather belt, I snapped out of my thoughts.

The name Elfrida always traps me in excessive rumination like this.

About two years with her. And about two months apart.

It would probably take as long as we'd been together for all those memories to start fading. I didn't show it, but I'm still living under her shadow.

Still, feigning indifference, I asked it like a passing comment.

"Hurting a lot? Is she sick or something?"

"I don't know. Even the healers can't fix it. Watching her unable to sleep properly at night is tough on me and the others too. When her condition worsens, our work efficiency drops."

At Delphina's words, I recalled the last time I'd seen Elfrida.

Was it in that dark, damp underground waterway? Yeah, her body had been like a creaky tin can back then, unlubricated.

"But it's not my problem, is it?"

"You two must've really hated each other. Normally, you'd help out of basic human decency, right?"

Delphina clicked her tongue as if she'd seen it all. Does this woman not know what our relationship was? Otherwise, she wouldn't act like this toward me.

I wondered if Elfrida had never told anyone she kept me as a slave.

She has that sly side, never revealing her true feelings, so it made sense she'd hide her past from new party members.

So what exactly had she said about me?

Lost in thought, Delphina added,

"You're an old comrade of Elpi's, right? Parties disband over bad stuff sometimes, but there's still camaraderie with old comrades, isn't there?"

"Comradeship? Did Elfrida describe me as her old comrade?"

"If not comrades, were you her boyfriend or something? As far as I know, she said she doesn't have one."

"Well, it's a complicated relationship if I explain it."

"Anyway, I need a favor. I wanted to handle it internally if possible, but my skills have limits. I get why she says your massages are so good."

Delphina twirled her waist like spinning a transparent hula hoop.

"Definitely no back pain. Feels like I could even ride a horse. I got kicked out of the unit because I couldn't."

She even shifted her hips and pelvis up and down, mimicking riding a horse.

She probably didn't mean to, but the movement was intensely erotic, and I felt blood rushing to my lower body.

Is this Silver Tier waist work?

As I admired it, Delphina abruptly stopped her hips. Had she caught me staring? Thankfully, no.

"Don't you want info on a named monster? This is super valuable. Taking it down could rack up enough karma to jump straight to Silver Tier."

Delphina tempted me hard. I suddenly got curious. She'd only known Elfrida for a month or two.

"Why are you taking care of Elfrida like this?"

"Why? Because—"

I focused on Delphina's face as it slowly fell. Thin lines, but a very clean face. Her plump lips parted, and she said something unbelievable.

"Because it's pitiful. An albino elf. Born to die."

"What does that mean? Born to die?"

"Ah—."

Delphina said no more. But her expression suggested regret for her slip-up.

I couldn't understand.

I'd thought I knew Elfrida better than anyone in this world.

Apparently not.

"Elpi doesn't have much time left, Samaritan. From what I hear, you owe her. Consider this paying it back."

"Ha—owe her..."

"Once Viscount Clementor's son's wedding is over, we're heading back to Calcutta. Then off on a long journey. Might never see you again."

* * *

On clear days like this, memories from certain days flash back unbidden.

That day in my memory was exceptionally sunny.

Great weather, birds chirping excitedly from morning—it felt perfect for a picnic, a fine spring day.

But for me, it was the worst day.

Because that day, I killed a person for the first time since being born.

Poo-uk—. Chwaaak—.

And my opponent was the first friend I'd made in this bizarre world.

You... you won. Keuh... Now, run, Hassan. You don't belong in this hell on earth. Staying here means a dog's death for everyone. Find freedom, leave. Our Samaritan... never bound...

My name's not Hassan, it's Hasan... And I'm not Samaritan.

Hat... san...

The guy was Samaritan.

Samaritan until he spat blood and went cold.

A person turning into a cold corpse in my hands. Truth is, every gladiator in Deathros Arena was fated for that.

Just a matter of sooner or later.

No gladiators survive.

They were sacrifices offered to the gods in battle, death, and blood.

Here, matches. Use this to set the booze barrels on fire... Follow the escape route, get out, then north, cross the sea, to the Black Wastelands, find my little sister... My sister's name is... Juno...

Sleep well, Castor. My friend.

That day's memory, I buried deep with the raging inferno.

Not a happy event, no one asked, and even if they did, I doubt I'd have answered.

If Samaritan Castor hadn't stopped his sword that day, I'd be the one dead. I owe him my life.

And shortly after, if Elfrida hadn't bought me as a slave, I'd have been beheaded at the execution grounds.

By that logic, I owed Elfrida my life too.

Of course, Samaritan Castor wouldn't think he'd saddled me with debt. Nor would Elfrida.

But I carried those lives owed like debts lodged in a corner of my heart. Maybe because I'd been taught since childhood to honor promises and favors.

Castor fell to me that day, so he can't repay. But Elfrida's alive, so I can settle hers.

Elfrida.

This ends our fates for good.

Draped in robe and mask, I entered the inn near the south gate. Elfrida was in one of these rooms.

Following Delphina's directions to the second-floor corner room, my chest stirred oddly, confirming she was behind that door.

Knock-knock.

I knocked, and a small voice replied, "Come in—."

Opening the door, I saw Delphina standing awkwardly and Elfrida perched on the bed, frowning.

Seeing my face, Delphina lit up.

"This is him, this is him—the healer from town who's pretty renowned!"

"He's tall. But why's his face covered like that?"

"Got scarred bad from a plague as a kid, he says. But his skills are legit!"

"Delpi, just you rubbing my shoulders is enough—."

Were they still arguing? Elfrida and Delphina bickered about me standing at the entrance.

Swoosh.

Finally, ruby-red eyes turned to me. Even with the mask, I flinched. A witch's gaze pierces to the core, unnerving anyone.

Would she recognize me?

"He's big. Really..."

The robe from Delphina worked well; Elfrida didn't know me.

Mana-blocking enchantment on the robe? Nice stuff. Worth about 50 silvers, glad I took it as prepayment.

High-tier adventurers all wear these. Pricey, but quality.

"Alright, I've got stuff to do, so I'll head out—. Back in about an hour. Loosen her up good by then—. Mr. Laihan, please take care of her—."

"Yeah, got it. Laihan. Good at massages."

Delphina addressed me, so I replied in a weird voice without thinking.

The 50-silver mask's voice-altering enchantment distorted it grotesquely, startling everyone.

Awkward silence filled the cramped room with Delphina, me, and Elfrida.

Did she catch me?

Anxiously wondering, Delphina laughed it off cheerfully. "Well, I'm really off now!" and shut the door.

Elfrida yelled "Delpi—!" at her back, but her footsteps were already fading down the hall.

She let out a small "Hoo—" sigh, then glanced at me.

"Um, Mr. Laihan?"

"Yes. Laihan. Massages. Do."

I tried using awkward words and phrasing.

Even with voice alteration, speech patterns or habits could give me away—trouble.

Neither recognizes the other, just do the job and done.

Clean end to our ties.

That was my plan.

"Laihan. From desert. Earn lots money. Marry continent woman. Get citizenship."

To that end, I mimicked Dorgo, the sandman I'd met in the war. This awkward speech—no way she'd suspect me.

"Comfy. Lie down. On bed."

"What? Comfy?"

"Elf."

"Hmm—."

Elfrida frowned, finding me unreliable.

Swoosh.

She raised her short wand.

Fwoosh—.

Flames flickered at its tip, like testing a lighter.

A warning? Don't harm her or get lewd ideas alone with a woman?

Swoosh—.

Then, wand in hand, Elfrida lay face-down on the bed.

Her tight leather pants hugged plump, rising hips—tempting to smack.

So I did.

Smack—.
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“Starting the massage. Lie on your stomach, fairy.”

“Hmm—.”

At my command, Elfriede lay face-down on the bed with a deeply suspicious look.

Her round head, silk-smooth flowing hair, and the glimpse of pale nape between them came into view.

My gaze slowly trailed downward, taking in her slender back, narrow waist, and the hips protruding prominently against the tight leather pants.

Wearing skin-tight leather pants every day must be bad for blood circulation—she’d get Raynaud’s or something, with cold hands and feet. I’d told her countless times to break the habit, but she still hadn’t gotten the message.

For some reason, it pissed me off, so I smacked that plump ass with my palm.

*Smack—.*

The sound rang out even more satisfyingly than I’d imagined.

Yeah, “rang out” was the perfect way to put it. Her ass screamed like some incredible instrument under my palm.

The bounce I felt through the leather pants and gloves was top-notch too, making it crystal clear why this was the haughty rear reigning as the Madonna of adventurers.

“Hah? Why’d you hit me?”

Elfriede lodged a complaint at me, looking utterly baffled. I’d expected as much.

“Home remedy. Stimulates the skin. Improves blood flow.”

“What the….”

“Latest physical therapy.”

Of course, I just wanted to smack it. But lightly spanking really might help circulation, so it wasn’t a total lie.

Anyway, it was one hell of an ass to smack. Back when she owned me as a slave, I couldn’t have dreamed of laying a hand on Elfriede’s rear.

Freedom’s fucking great.

I considered one more smack, but figured in this special situation, it might blow my cover, so I shelved the urge.

“Head. Turn the other way.”

I turned Elfriede’s chin toward the back, then gently placed my bare fingers on her wrist as she lay prone.

Ice-cold wrist.

Like she’d just come out of a fridge.

*Ding—.*

『Name: Elfriede Desmond Lv. 35 → 22
Strength: 12 → 7
Agility: 11 → 7
Vitality: 12 → 8
Trait: Sadism》 Separation Anxiety》 Atheist》
Status: Shoulder Stiffness》 Cold Extremities》 Irregular Periods》 World Tree's Stigma》』

Her condition’s serious.

Her level dropped 13 all the way to 22—her body was in rough shape. How long had this been going on? Probably since we reunited.

That explained why she’d held her own against Luna and me at the tavern.

Elfriede was in the worst condition of her life.

Purely in terms of physical stats, she wasn’t a Silver Tier adventurer anymore—she was Bronze Tier, like me.

How the hell did this happen?

The only clues were those four status ailments. Shoulder stiffness, cold extremities, irregular periods.

She’d suffered those since her slave days. The real culprit for this insane level drop was probably that last one.

World Tree's Stigma.

No clue what that meant.

I recalled Baldy Kalidur having something like “World Tree” in his status, but his was an imprint, not a stigma.

Imprint vs. stigma.

Seemingly similar, subtly different.

No idea if I could fix it.

Today, this settles the score between us, Elfriede.

With that resolve, I placed my hand on her waist.

*Crunch—.*

Even over her clothes, her muscles were rock-hard knotted. Not toned from training, but stiff from disuse.

She could use some light stretching.

Elfriede was a total homebody who hated moving around. Great physical potential, but zero interest in exercise.

*Crunch—.*

“Eugh.”

“Tell me if it hurts.”

“…As if this hurts. Hngh—.”

Using my thumbs and the base of my palms, I kneaded from her slim waist up her back.

Modern folks hunch over smartphones and computers, necks jutting like turtles. Elfriede was the same—probably from slouching over books.

No need to check.

I could tell how she’d spent the last two months.

“Bad posture reading books. Not good. Three hours a day?”

“…How’d you know?”

“I’m good. Can tell at a glance.”

“Hoo—?”

Tension eased slightly from Elfriede’s body, which had been stiff with doubt moments ago.

Her wand, gripped tightly in her hand, loosened and rolled on the bed. Relaxing the mind and body is key in a massage.

That’s why people use therapy. When you can’t, chatting to unwind works too.

Gotta loosen her up, then check the shimai.

With that in mind, I rubbed her shoulder blades, shoulders, and nape with my thumbs.

“Hnnghaaa….”

She trembled like a soaked kitten.

I’d seen this reaction daily for two years, so nothing new. But massaging Elfriede while hiding my identity gave off a weird thrill of taboo.

Felt like doing something really naughty.

Plus.

She was someone I hated so much. Yet her alluring vibe kept making my dick twitch, like some oblivious fool might fall for it.

Maybe because I’d been groping women’s bodies lewdly lately—my dick was Pavlov’d, perking up at any massage.

As a masseur, I was fucked.

Down, boy. Stand down.

This is Elfriede.

Just a massage, she’s a client. She’s my enemy. Try as I might to imprint that, once the blood rushed, it wouldn’t stop.

Couldn’t be helped, though.

Hated to admit it, but Elfriede was pretty like a fairy should be. Elves symbolized abundance—big tits too.

Of course, her habit of wearing a size too small hid whether they were big or small.

But I’d glimpsed them once when she changed clothes. I knew what was under there.

Fuck, no. Not the time for this.

I focused hard on the massage like chasing off a lewd demon. Pressing her shoulders firmly.

“Hngh, ah, hng, ah, ahh….”

Ambiguous moans of pain or relief spilled from Elfriede’s lips. Shoulder stiffness faded from view.

“Hnngh…. Hnngh….”

“Shoulders done. Now legs and feet.”

I slid my hands down from her shoulders.

From memory, Elfriede loved foot massages most.

She’d always sighed in relief when I massaged her calves, soles, Achilles.

Even without my blessing back then, she was a regular. Now with Handiwork’s Grace, what would she think?

Pathetic as it was, I felt a spark of anticipation as I reached for her calves and those strapped sandals.

*Snap—!*

My palm stung suddenly.

What the—.

Elfriede glared at me, furious. She’d slapped my palm with hers.

“—Don’t touch me wherever you want!”

“Huh…?”

I couldn’t comprehend.

She loved foot massages. She knew it too. Blocking it now?

“Foot massage. Relieves most fatigue. Feels good.”

“Shut up—that’s not a place for scum like you to touch—!”

“What?”

What the fuck.

I knew Gaia women didn’t show their soles casually.

But Elfriede was from outside the continent, and she’d made slave me massage her feet daily.

This reaction now? Didn’t make sense.

My hunch: foot massage was key to fixing that World Tree’s Stigma. Blocking it pissed me off.

“Foot massage essential. Show your feet.”

“No. Keep it up, and I’ll call for help.”

Elfriede was dead serious. She sat up, wand aimed at me. Flames roared at the tip, growing hotter.

Fireball prep?

Fuck, never thought foot massage would lead here.

If this kept up, I’d fail the request. No Named Monster info from Delphina.

Last shot, then bail.

“World Tree’s Stigma. Press feet to cure.”

“…What?”

Elfriede faltered, mid-chantless fireball. I drove it home.

“World Tree’s Stigma. Foot pressure cures it.”

“World Tree’s Stigma—how do you know…?”

“Told you, I’m good.”

She knew about it? If she wanted it cured, she’d let me touch her soles.

Elfriede’s soles.

“No way. Get out.”

She sighed, utterly refusing.

I had no choice but to leave.

What the fuck.

* * *

“She refused the massage?”

Outside the inn, Delphina paced nearby. I told her exactly what happened. Fuck, failing such an easy job.

“What’d you try to massage? Her tits?”

“Crazy. Just her feet.”

“That’s crazier. Elfie hates feet touched most. Old teammate, and you didn’t know?”

“Really?”

What the shit.

For a second, I wondered if Gaia had flipped.

Had I slipped into a universe where foot-hating Elfriede existed without me knowing?

Was I a dimension hopper?

Total bullshit, of course.

I couldn’t wrap my head around it. One thing clear: no Named Beast info.

Fuck it.

I’d gone out of my way to see Elfriede for training and action. Guess you shouldn’t force unfit actions?

Sulking alone, Delphina glanced at the inn and spoke.

“Too bad. Request failed. No full pay.”

“Yeah, fuck it, whatever.”

“But you fixed my back clean. Half pay’s fair. Half info too.”

“Half info?”

“Location at least.”

“Delphina, you’re nicer than I thought. Figured you were a bitch.”

“Feels like I’ve heard that.”

She furrowed her brow, grumbled “Whatever—,” then added more.

“North gate of Sodoma, huge canyon cliffs. Powerful undead lives somewhere there.”

“Undead?”

“Not just any. Death Knight. Silver Tier monster. Pluto’s handcrafted Death Knights. Ring a bell?”

“Nope.”

“Eh, can’t help it. We’re subjugating in three days. Me, Elfie, the other two—you know.”

I pictured the stoic grappler and dim-looking priestess. They’d hunt it then.

“So I can take it first?”

“If you can. Anyway, nice meeting you, Samaritan. Hurry up to our stage. Real adventure starts at Silver Tier.”

With that, Delphina entered the inn.

My mask and robe were borrowed from her—no ask to return, so I’d keep ’em.

Heh, fuck, mask and robe together cost 1 gold, she said.

Sweet deal.

Delphina was better than expected.

Death Knight, though.

“This just got interesting.”
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Since the sun was still up, I headed back to the Alchemist Guild.

Standing in front of the room—whether it was a lab or a workshop, I couldn't tell—where Luna and Paranoia were revealing the potion recipe, I could sense quite a few people inside.

They’re putting that in there?

Th-this is heresy! I can’t accept it! This isn’t proper alchemy!

I felt like I was losing my mind!

Why the hell is nymph foot-wash water going in there—!

I had no idea what they were doing inside, but it was clearly some horrifying spectacle.

Nymph foot-wash water? What the hell was that? Hoping I’d misheard, I waited a while.

Soon enough, Luna and Paranoia emerged from behind the door again.

“How’d it go? Did it work out?”

“Seems like it. They gave us Alchemist Guild passes! And I’m officially a member of the guild now! Starting today, my business is more or less legit!”

Luna showed me a bracelet etched with some bizarre pentagram-like design.

It looked like some Gnostic symbol blaspheming divinity, but this was actually the mark of Mercury and the insignia of alchemists.

“You’re a guild alchemist now, Luna?”

“Provisionally, yeah. Apparently, one of the labs here emptied out just yesterday. Turns out Vainas sister left the city in a hurry. Probably took her spot.”

Vainas the alchemist.

I recalled our midnight confrontation.

She’d left the city just as I’d told her to, and now Luna was filling her vacancy, even if temporarily? That was great news.

“Anyway, sorry you had to wait so long! What’ve you been up to, Hassan?”

“Oh, you know, just drank some tea, took a few adventurer quests.”

“Tea? Come to think of it, you smell kinda like roses.”

“Anyway, congrats.”

“Lady Luna, I’m so tired.... Instead of hanging around here, can we please head back to the cabin and rest...?”

That’s when Paranoia, looking utterly drained beside us, piped up.

He was wobbling like some soft-bodied mollusk. No clue what they’d been doing in there, but he clearly looked like he’d been through hell.

So we all headed back to the cabin together. On the way, we grabbed some bacon to grill up and celebrate safely passing this hurdle.

“Man, that feels good. Ahh—.”

Luna stretched languidly in the yard. She really did look relieved.

But I had a bit of a worry. Once the recipe was out, competitors might pop up and cut into profits.

It’s only natural in any world—when business booms, copycats sprout like weeds.

Luna brushed it off, though.

“It’s fine. They don’t have a nymph!”

“Really?”

“What I shared was a stamina potion that only works with a nymph. We’re calling it Nymph’s Tears.”

“Such a cruel name.... It’s the fruit of my blood, sweat, and tears.... In return, I negotiated ten percent of the sales...!”

“Good for you.”

“I hope business booms...! Starting tomorrow, we’ll get massive orders, and I’ll be rich too...!”

Paranoia rolled his eyes around like he was picturing himself rolling in cash.

His creepy chuckle made him look like some scheming cultist; I kinda wanted to smack him upside the head, but I held back.

Everyone deserves the right to daydream and forget reality for a bit.

While we chatted, I noticed something in Luna’s mailbox. A newspaper? No, it was a thin roll of parchment sealed with wax, like a letter. Tax documents maybe?

Surprisingly, my name was on the outside.

To Hassan—.

For a second, I tensed up, thinking it was another draft notice. Luckily, it didn’t seem like it.

Hassan, this is Vainas. As you commanded, I’ve left the city for a place no one will find me. Truth be told, I was already disillusioned with city life. What I really wanted to become wasn’t an alchemist, but....

What the hell, sibble.

The letter gushed about how meeting me had opened her eyes to a new life, how grateful she was for my forgiveness, and so on.

Hassan, I’ll train so I can be of use to you someday. P.S. Do you like big-breasted women?

What the sibble.

A chill ran down my spine for some reason.

“Hassan, whatcha doing? What’s that?”

“Nah, nothing.”

Luna eyed the letter curiously, so I figured it’d be a headache if she saw it. I quickly stuffed it into my pocket. I’d tear it up or burn it later.

* * *

The next day.

I geared up early for a long trip.

“You’re heading to the north gate, right, Hassan?”

“Yeah. Wanna come?”

“I’ll go too...! Death Knight of Manticore Valley. To think such a thing exists. I’m so excited...!”

I’d planned to hunt a named monster and be out all day, but Luna and Paranoia had nothing pressing, so they tagged along.

Having party members for an adventure was a huge help against surprises, so I was glad.

“Sure, whatever.”

Party hunt, huh.

Though neither Luna nor Paranoia were exactly party-hunt material. Luna at least could debuff monsters and create variables with her spells these days.

But what the hell was Paranoia’s class anyway.

Not a necromancer, not a warrior or rogue.

“Heh heh, to the north gate...!”

I narrowed my eyes at the excited-looking Paranoia. Might have to use him as bait if things got dicey. Was bait his class?

Still, I wasn’t thrilled about it.

“Paranoia, what’s your class anyway?”

“Huh? What’s that out of nowhere...?”

“In party hunts, everyone has a role. Frontline tanks, supports in the back, ranged mages, you know. What can you do?”

“I, uh....”

Paranoia’s pupils shook wildly. Had I asked something too harsh?

In party hunts, nailing your role fills your slot perfectly. So with a chance like today, we needed to divvy up duties.

“I’m good at eating candy...!”

Eating candy.

Even racking his brain, Paranoia couldn’t come up with any real skill.

So he got stuck with trap disarming, scouting, luggage, and odd jobs.

“S-so heavy...!”

Paranoia lugged our stuff, his bag bulging like a camel’s hump. He huffed pitifully.

But I knew he was exaggerating. His level was 23 or 22, around mine.

Unless he’d dumped everything into strength like me, his balanced stats meant ten minutes of luggage wouldn’t tire him out.

“Lady Luna, it’s too heavy...! The bags are sinking into the ground...! M-my body’s being dragged down! Eek—!”

“Quit your bitching. It’s just ten minutes of carrying.”

We hadn’t even left Sodmora’s north gate yet. At this rate, who knew when we’d reach Manticore Valley.

Luna seemed worried about Paranoia heaving like he might pass out.

“Paranoia, want a stamina potion if you’re beat?”

“S-suddenly, strength surges within me...!”

“See? Told you he’s faking it.”

We were in the middle of chewing him out when—

“Hey, saw a familiar face from afar. Speak of the devil—Samaritan bro! Heh heh.”

Someone called out to us from the city center heading north. Few in this world called me “bro” like that.

That oily, booming voice belonged to one guy.

“Fucking Malko, you bastard. Long time. What you been up to?”

“Same old, bro. Just scraping by.”

Swoosh.

Malko scanned me head to toe. Blatant stare, but he didn’t see it as rude, and neither did I.

“You’re looking sharp. Saw it in the papers. Your fame’s rising; as your personal bard, I couldn’t be happier!”

Malko delusionally thought he was my exclusive bard.

We’d never agreed to that, never even discussed it, but somehow it’d become reality.

According to Hippolyte, bards attaching to famous adventurers was normal and great for fame.

Honestly, I wasn’t sure if Malko was effective as one.

“Ahh! Hassan! A goblin, a goblin appeared! A massive goblin! Gogrid must still be alive...!”

“Nymph sisters, this is no goblin—I’m Malko. How my refined visage reminds you of one, I’ll never know.”

Refined visage.

Didn’t suit Malko at all.

But honestly, I had to concede this time.

“Malko, what the hell have you been up to...?”

I gave him the once-over like he’d done me.

He wore a noble’s crimson velvet cloak, a weird crown, and a gleaming golden guitar strapped to his back.

Rings thick with gems on every finger. A silver chain necklace dangling like a dog collar—funny, but probably real silver.

What the fuck.

Why was this clown dressed flashier than me, who’d slaved away?

Was Malko some noble’s bastard son or shit?

I had this prejudice: entertainers were hobbies for rich kids.

Same here—bards were a go-to for noble brats.

Like wastrels sent off to sing, drink, and chase romance.

“Fucking hell, are you a noble? What happened to you?”

“What’re you on about? Oh, this stuff? Ha, material wealth comes and goes. No need to fuss. Just a little change, right?”

“Bullshit, that’s a massive change. What’d you do? How’d you make bank? You’re not into crime or anything, right?”

Was this really the clownish Malko I knew?

How does a guy transform like this in days?

I was dying to know.

Then Luna blinked beside me and yelped, “Ah—!”

“Ah! It’s the big nose! You changed so much I didn’t recognize you!”

Luna hadn’t even clocked it was Malko. Clothes change image, sure, but this was extreme.

“Exotic sisters, even you failing to recognize me is a shock. I have changed a bit. I shed my weak former self.”

Then, from afar: “Malko—! Where are you!”

Over there, someone waved from a fancy carriage pulled by two magic beasts. Couldn’t see inside, but somehow I was glad for it.

“Gotta go. Nice seeing you all. Samaritan, let’s grab drinks next time. Kallidur was asking about you.”

“Kallidur?”

The bald elf hunter who’d crossed from Alvheim to Gaia chasing Elfriede.

Ruthless mo-muscle baldhead.

A couple years younger than me.

Couldn’t figure why he’d want to see me. Elfriede-related? Maybe. As I opened my mouth—

“Really gotta bounce now. Great seeing you!”

Malko waved and vanished into the carriage.

Watching him go, Luna said,

“Big Nose is living beyond his means. Burning his lifetime luck too early. Bet he’s up to something unholy.”

Couldn’t parse what she meant, but I agreed he wasn’t long for this world.

If he’d made that much that fast, it was probably shady.

Short and intense life, then.

Anyway, despite the distractions, we exited Sodmora through the north gate.
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Sodmora's north gate.

Beyond the north gate stretched a path leading to a massively torn canyon.

It was such a hugely rent canyon that one might imagine it forming if a colossal giant dragged a pitchfork across the earth—vast and majestic.

I'd never been overseas, but I imagined the Grand Canyon, that place I'd always wanted to visit someday, must feel just like this.

"Wow—."

Standing atop the cliff, I gazed down at the scenery.

Between the endlessly plunging canyon walls lay an invisible darkness so profound that when I tossed a pebble down, not even the sound of it hitting bottom could be heard.

This was Manticore's Valley.

A demonic realm teeming with horrific monsters.

Demonic realm.

Yes, a demonic realm indeed.

A place uncharted by humanity, where even Silver Tier adventurers roamed in search of mysteries and the world's secrets—an unconquerable domain. And it lay just half a day's journey north of Sodmora, this massive canyon.

Imagining what monsters might swarm below sent a slight chill through me.

"Hassan, the view here's amazing!"

Luna, however, shouted as if this dank hell-pit were some stunning vista. Of course, she had a point; it was a magnificent landscape.

Paranoia even tilted her chin up, staring entranced into the depths like she'd been bewitched. One slip on that slick edge, and it'd be a straight trip to the afterlife.

"Paranoia, careful. Fall in, and we won't even recover the body."

"Huh, Manticore's Valley... It's beyond the rumors.... Indeed, thinking of fearsome lions and half-human siren beasts overflowing here... It's utterly terrifying.... No wonder a famed Death Knight might lurk in hiding...!"

Just as Paranoia said.

It truly felt like a named monster could have nested somewhere in these depths without surprise.

But we'd come on a whim, and with the canyon spanning several kilometers, I honestly had no clue where to even start searching.

"Hassan, let's eat lunch first and then get going!"

"Yeah, sounds good. Paranoia, pull out the mat and lunch."

"I'm always the one spreading the mat...!"

We had a meal of dry flatbread, decent chunks of meat, and something like yogurt from the leather pouch.

Once we'd finished eating, a lazy drowsiness settled in, leaving us fatigued.

Rumble rumble rumble—.

Suddenly, a massive earthquake roared from deep underground. Luna and I dropped flat; even Paranoia hit the dirt, and we could only wait it out.

An earthquake?

Living in Korea, I'd led a life mostly free of them.

But on Gaia Continent, they happened more often than I'd thought. At least once a month, it felt like.

Rumble rumble rumble—.

This one was intense, though. The ground shook so violently I worried the canyon might collapse.

Good thing we'd finished eating; if it'd hit mid-meal, chaos would've ensued.

After the quake subsided, we checked for damaged gear or injuries as we stood.

No major harm, fortunately.

"Indeed, Typhon's Valley.... His grudge still lurks deep underground, seeking to destroy the world...!!"

"Typhon's Valley? What's that?"

"Doesn't Master Hassan know of the great monster Typhon? The beast that once routed Jupiter. Father of monsters. Child of Earth and the Abyss, living cataclysm—."

"Wait, child of Earth and the Abyss?"

I'd heard 'child of Earth and the Abyss' before, from Gogrig's explanation of the infernal lords.

Gigantes.

Gigantes in plural.

Were these beings—grinding their teeth in the abyss's depths to upend the world's order—connected to this massive quake?

Paranoia continued.

"They say Manticore's Valley was torn open by Typhon's wingbeats.... His spilled blood became the monsters drifting over the world, and his writhing creates these earthly fissures, sowing chaos...!"

Wingbeats carving a canyon.

People in this world sure loved hyperbole.

Yet.

Given recent events I'd seen and endured, it felt eerie enough that I couldn't dismiss it as mere Paranoia delusion.

"Typhon still thrashes in the deep abyss, desperate to break free...!! The continent, the continent is in danger...!! It was the Pluto cult's role to watch the earth and underworld, ensuring they couldn't escape. But with the Pluto cult's power fallen to dust, no one monitors them now...!!"

Watching Paranoia overreact snapped me out of it, though. She really was delusional.

"Ahh—!!"

Right then, Luna—who'd been quietly listening—yelled loudly. Her eyes flew wide, and she bolted off somewhere.

"Hyoht!"

Luna even dove like a seasoned goalkeeper blocking a shot, hand outstretched to the ground.

Puff—.

Amid a puff of dust, petals swirled in the air, and what Luna lifted triumphantly was an utterly bizarre creature.

"Whoa, shhht—! Hassan, look! A snake! Snake! Caught a snake!"

In Luna's hand dangled a vividly patterned snake with striking black-and-white cow-like markings. Cow Snake, maybe, if I had to name it.

The real oddity was its head. The thing's head split freakishly into two.

Shhht.

A two-headed snake.

A twin-head serpent.

Pinched at the nape, it writhed, coiling its tail around Luna's wrist in escape attempts, but to no avail.

Shhht, shhht, shhheeht—!

"Shhht shhht! See? Just like it! Shhht!"

Luna seemed thrilled at catching it. I'd figured her new habit of 'shhht' sounds mimicked snakes. She liked spiders and snakes.

"Gonna use it for potions?"

"Nah, you don't use these snakes for potions. Time to let it go."

Shhheak—.

Luna tossed it back into the grass. Then why catch it? I'd thought I knew her after all this time.

I still didn't get parts of Luna's logic.

"These guys make finding paths easier!"

She'd caught it to guide us. How's a snake supposed to do that?

Oblivious to my thoughts, Luna addressed the wriggling serpent on the ground.

"Shhht, shhht, shhheeht—."

My brain struggled to process.

What was happening?

Just then, Paranoia—who'd been packing the backpack—shuddered violently.

"Th-this is snake-tongue...! Lady Luna is wielding that unholy serpent's hiss—! To use Typhon's language, such blasphemy can't be allowed...! We must stop her...!"

"What're you on about."

"Paranoia, quiet! I'm talking right now—. Shhht—."

My head spun.

That very moment.

Sss, ssssus—. Shssus—.

The released snake circled us a few times, nodded toward us, then slithered off slowly somewhere.

"Hassan, follow it! It says it'll guide us!"

"Guide to what?"

"A huge place where a skeleton sleeps! The Death Knight we're looking for!"

"O—."

* * *

I'd heard of guide dogs for the blind.

But a guide snake? First time.

Luna tied a thin thread-like string around the snake's nape, then to her finger.

It made her look like an owner walking a leashed snake across the field—snake-master style.

Ssssusuk—.

The cow-patterned twin-head serpent glided fluidly through the grass, us trailing behind.

Truth be told, I doubted if this snake was really guiding us, or if Luna had truly spoken with it in some snake lingo.

"Th-this is surely a trap...! That two-headed snake is luring us into doom...!"

"Shut it. You're making me nervous too. Luna, we good just following?"

"Honestly, no idea. I only learned snake up to intermediate. Advanced is high-level herbalist territory; couldn't progress."

What.

Unease crept in.

Right then.

Srrk, srrruk—.

The little two-headed snake circled beneath a boulder. A massive one—at least a ton easy.

The serpent—which had led us fine till now—suddenly acted odd, leaving our group puzzled.

"Hassan, something's gotta be under here!"

"The maw of a horrific manticore...! Master Hassan, Lady Luna! Turn back now...!"

"Who said bring this guy?"

"You did, Hassan."

"...Right. Stay quiet, Paranoia."

"But why's it circling? Is this rock special or something?"

Thinking maybe some marker or sign around the boulder, we scanned the area.

Just ordinary grassland, distant cliffs, and a chill west wind.

Then trembling Paranoia piped up.

"Pluto priests sometimes sealed underground fissures with sturdy boulders.... This might be one...!"

So not the rock itself special, but something beneath? On a hunch, I shoved the boulder with all my might.

Groooar—.

A heavy, ominous rumble echoed around.

"Such foolish brute strength...! Lifting that massive boulder...?"

Paranoia gawked in shock.

But the rock didn't budge.

My strength fell short. Or rather, I had power enough, but felt my back might snap first.

So I used Luna's moai totems, burning Karma.

Ding, ding—.

『Name: Hasan Lv. 22 → 25  
Strength: 12  
Agility: 4  
Stamina: 6 → 9  
Karma: 255 → 55  
Blessings: Chaos's Blessing | Shining Hand | Night's Armor』

Decent bonus stats popped, pushing Stamina to 9. Superhuman from 10, right?

Level 25 now—leagues beyond Bronze newbies, on the cusp of true Silver Tier veteran.

"Hoo—. Hold up—. You rock bastard, you're done."

I clapped my palms, jammed my club into rock crevices, leveraging to pry or roll it.

"Huuuup—!"

Groooar—.

The once-immovable boulder now vibrated massively, eerily.

"Hassan, I'll help!"

"I'll try something too...!"

Paranoia and Luna clung to it. Three of us heaving, the boulder finally yielded, tumbling its bulk aside.

Gooo—.

Beneath yawned a fairly deep burrow. Felt familiar—seen one recently.

Like Gogrig's tiny goblin kingdom. Linked to cliffside caves?

Unsure, but feathers showed inward airflow.

"Hassan, something's really down there! Thanks, shhht-shhht—!"

Srrk, ssusrub, shhheeht. Srr, sssus, shhht, shhht—.

Answering Luna's thanks? The snake's heads chattered. Curious, I asked; she said, "No idea!"

Luna was half-baked outside potions.

"Anyway, Hassan, let's head in. Feels like a real adventure—heart pounding!"

"Fearsome monsters might lurk...! Why else seal the entrance with such a boulder...!"

Luna thrilled, Paranoia cautious—both valid.

After mulling, I decided: send a bone mouse scout first.

As they debated caves, I slipped bone shards from my pocket, sprinkling them like sauce.

My fistful became a mouse-sized bone pile, forming a little bone mouse.

Too small for goblin, it made a bone mouse instead.

Bone mouse: my made-up name. Perfect sneaky scout.

I whispered to it.

"Go. Scout ahead—. If safe, return wagging tail."

Clack.

It vanished into a crevice.

"Hassan, what now? Mark it and call more folks?"

"Turning back sounds wise... Bad vibes...!"

They sought my call. But I awaited my sentry.

Staring awhile, clacking echoed from within.

Bone mouse returned.

Tail wagging wildly—no big threats.

"Let's go in."

We crawled into the narrow burrow.

"Master Hassan, the burrow's tightening...!! The earth, the earth closes in...!"

"This guy's at it again."

Noted: leave Paranoia next time. We entered the cramped tunnel.

"Spacious. Paranoia, got a torch? Light it up?"

Luna spoke; Paranoia rummaged her pack. Flint struck—crack crack—and flame bloomed.

We lost words at the sight ahead.

A vast cavern inside the cliff.

And within: something enormous.

Utterly enormous.

"Master Hassan, a dragon...! A dragon, there's a dragon...!"
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Dragons.

Fearsome scales and claws, and massive bodies.

Flying bombers that soared through the skies, spewing fire or beams from their mouths.

In any case, dragons were something like the incarnation of terror for the people of this world.

Just look at the fairy tales of the Gaia continent—stories of evil dragons kidnapping princesses were everywhere, painting them as wicked beasts.

I'd only seen a dragon once in this world. Was it the time one flew onto the roof of the city hall in Calcutta, and the mages gathered to chase it away?

I had no idea why it perched on the city hall roof, but with its dark red body and enormous wing membranes spread wide, screeching fiercely, the whole city was in chaos.

A natural disaster, through and through.

You never knew when or where they'd appear, or what damage they'd cause.

"H-Hiii... It's... a d-dragon..."

So when one was sprawled out right in front of us, it was no wonder Paranoy was trembling in fear, his legs shaking uncontrollably.

He was frozen like a mouse before a snake, feet glued flat to the ground, unable to move.

But it wasn't just Paranoy—Luna and I were also rooted to the spot, speechless.

Who knows if our lives were flashing before our eyes.

You bony little shit. You said it was safe inside, you son of a bitch—.

We'd thought it was just some ordinary cave and walked right in, only to run into a dragon.

A ruby-red body, and including its tail, about the size of a mid-sized car. But if it spread its crouched wings and body, it might be half again as big.

Grrrr...

Its eyes were closed, and it was breathing steadily, so it seemed to be asleep.

"Hoo..."

I took a tiny breath, small enough not to alert it. They say even if you enter a tiger's den, you can survive if you keep your wits.

Maybe the same went for a dragon's lair? Dragons and tigers were rivals or something, right? Probably similar.

So, with a clear head, I seriously assessed the situation.

And I seriously realized our party was fucked.

If this thing woke up, we were all dead.

"Now that I look... it's not a dragon, it's a wild wyvern... And it's small, doesn't seem very old..."

Right then, Paranoy calmed down enough to explain properly. The thing in front of us wasn't a dragon, but a wyvern?

Luna chimed in.

"I've never seen a dragon before. What's the difference between a wyvern and a dragon?"

"Fifty years ago, in the Giant War, the Titans and dragons who lost stripped of their status—most were imprisoned or killed. A few made deals with Hypnos to cling to their positions, like the Furnace Dragons..."

"Furnace Dragons?"

"The high temple of Vesta goddess is guarded by dragons tending the primordial hearth flames. They're bound by contract to Vesta and her grand champions, spared from decline. But the others fell, lost their powers, and became mindless wyverns like this..."

So the once-mighty ones, defeated in war, devolved into wild beasts? Listening to Paranoy, I could see the difference from the dragon I'd seen before.

Lying there dozing, it looked like it had no front legs.

Were those small claw-like things at the ends of its wing membranes serving as front feet?

Anyway, I got that it wasn't a fearsome dragon but a wyvern. Still, if this sleeping beast woke up, we'd all be in danger for sure.

Like realizing the beast in front of you wasn't a tiger but a wolf.

Wolf or tiger, both are predators. Fucking dangerous either way.

I lightly tapped the backs of the still-frozen Luna and Paranoy.

"Don't wake it. Let's back out. This must not be the cave."

You two-headed snake bastard. Leading us to a place like this. Should've known better than to trust snake talk.

"Ah."

Right then, Luna let out a small exclamation.

"What?"

"Look over there. Eggs. Unhatched eggs... a few of them!"

I carefully peered where she pointed, and sure enough, behind the massive wyvern were a few round eggs.

Round like quail eggs, dark-shelled, a bit bigger than my head. Impressively powerful-looking eggs.

"Wait. I'll grab just one."

"No, you're taking one? What if the wyvern wakes...!"

"I don't think it will. Ideope crocs sleep through the summer. This one's doing the same."

Snap, snap—.

Luna flicked her fingers, making a pretty loud noise. Paranoy and I tensed our jaws and necks, hunching involuntarily.

But the wyvern was in such deep sleep that even her snaps didn't stir it.

"Still too risky. Luna, let's just go."

"Really...? Well, if Hassan says so, no choice."

Maybe my persuasion worked—uncharacteristically, Luna gave in and turned to leave. That was the moment.

Rumble—.

The ground shook violently from deep underground. The cave we were in started quaking like it would collapse.

Luna, Paranoy, and I grabbed nearby stalactites to steady ourselves. The real problem came next.

Grrooo...

I spotted its green-slitted pupil staring right at me. My nape prickled like a migraine. Every muscle tensed rigid.

Only one thing came out of my mouth.

"...We're fucked. Run—!"

Grraaah!

The wyvern fully rose, spreading its wings wide. Up close, it was at least the size of a van.

A van with claws and teeth charging, hungry for our flesh instead of fuel—dizzying thought.

"W-We might as well steal an egg!"

Somehow finding courage, Luna charged toward it at full speed. Faster than I imagined—I couldn't even stop her.

Grrooo!

Seeing her as a foe, the wyvern swung down its raised wing.

Oh no, Luna's done for, flattened—.

Whoosh.

But Luna ducked her waist like a boxer slipping a punch, sliding between its wing and leg.

Her agility stat reaching superhuman levels was no lie. She dodged acrobatically between wing and body.

Swoosh—.

"Heavy—!?"

Grabbing an egg as big as its torso was the issue. The wyvern egg heavier than expected, Luna hesitated a moment.

Graaah!!

Furious at that, the wyvern roared, mouth gaping desk-sized.

The cave rang like it would collapse; I grimaced and hunched instinctively.

"Hassan, help Luna...!"

"I know!"

I didn't want to fight a monster like this if possible.

Part of me wondered what it'd be like to raise its bones after killing it. Am I thinking like this? Really steeped in necromancer ways?

Another part wanted to test my strength against such a beast.

After leveling up and pumping vitality to 9, my body brimmed with magma-hot power.

"Luna, hang on!"

I drew my club and charged the wyvern.

Sensing my bloodlust or mana, it tried turning, but the narrow cave limited its movements, exposing its nape to me.

Thud thud.

I climbed its tail and back, then from above, smashed down on its head with a bisecting strike.

Boom—!

Gaaack—!!

A loud impact—wyvern's balance shattered, tumbling to the floor. Its hind legs and wing-claws couldn't handle the shock.

"Hassan, watch out!"

Luna's shout snapped me alert. The stalactites dangling above me were cracking.

Crack.

I rolled off the wyvern swiftly.

Awkward and ridiculous pose, but it got me out of danger.

Crash crash—.

I dodged the falling stalactites easily.

Graaaah—!

The wyvern, crushed under the heavy rocks, could only thrash and scream.

I didn't know how tough its scales were, but it took major damage for sure.

In game terms, the groggy phase all giant monsters get—time to pile on the DPS.

"Screw it up—!"

My yell jolted Luna and Paranoy alert.

Luna yanked out her massive silence totem with both hands; Paranoy grabbed nearby stones.

I hammered the wyvern's body relentlessly wherever I could reach.

Crack, crunch—.

Its pretty ruby scales shattered and cracked. Agonized screams from the wyvern.

Gwaaah—!

Like a human with broken nails? Yeah, that hurts.

"Then this'll hurt more—!"

I dashed to its thrashing head on the ground and bashed it repeatedly with the club.

Bang, bang—, bang—!

Heads are weak points for most creatures, even this scale-armored wyvern.

"A bit more and we can take it down...! Ah—! Watch out...!"

Paranoy's voice made me check the wyvern. Its red scales glowed like heated glass.

"It's gonna breath...!"

"Breath—!?"

Startled, I leaped back—just as it gaped wide and spewed flames.

Fwoosh, roar—.

Weird gas smell and heat swept the area instantly.

Fwaaah—!

Wyvern stood, spinning and blasting fire all around.

"Aaaahot—! So hot...!"

"Not normal fire!"

Paranoy rolled on the floor, robe ablaze. Luna flailed amid the spreading flames.

At this rate, we'd all be roasted. I needed to plug that wyvern's mouth, like stifling a hangover burp.

No more thinking—I charged.

"Shut it, you fuck!"

Clinging to its head, I dodged the flames barely and crushed its upper and lower jaws from above.

Reptiles have strong bite but weak opening force, usually. This wyvern too.

Grooo...

Its jaws slowly closed. It struggled, but my gritted endurance and grip held.

"Die—!"

As its jaws fully shut.

The backed-up flames exploded inside its mouth and body.

Boom—!

Kek, keh-hek-hek, kek.

Tormented by its own blast? The giant lizard wyvern hacked dryly.

It twitched its tail a few times, then slumped limp.

Feeling its strength drain away against me, I knew we'd won this duel.

We killed the wyvern.

"I... I fucking killed a dragon!"

An insane rush hit me. I fucking killed a dragon. I was Dragon Slayer Hassan now!

Arms raised high in triumph, sweat-drenched Paranoy approached, patting out flames on himself.

"Not a dragon, a wyvern. And a young one...!"

"Shut up, asshole."

"Still, taking a wyvern with raw physical prowess, no tricks. Truly becoming a fearsome warrior...!"

But no time to bask.

The wyvern's weird gas fed the scattered flames, billowing toxic smoke everywhere.

What now? Bail first?

Then.

Luna, flung far by its tail, staggered up and pulled a bizarre potion vial from her waist.

She sprayed it from a dwarven sprayer—chiiik—even the raging inferno weakened and died out.

"Fire suppressant—good I brought it...! Anyway, Hassan! We got a wyvern! Quick, loot it!"

Thanks to Luna, dodged a mess.

I pressed my palm to the wyvern's huge body.

From my elfriede slave days butchering corpses, I could feel bone and hide structure just by touch, croc or wyvern.

As its skeletal layout formed in my mind, I suddenly realized.

This thing... might actually raise as a bone unit if I play it right....
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Me, Paranoy, and Luna got to work, and the massive wyvern was dismantled in no time flat.

Scales and bones, claws and muscles, fat and flesh. Organs.

It must have been in a long hibernation, because its stomach and guts were completely empty, which spared us a bit of the gross factor. At least that was a relief.

Normally, you'd want to wash everything off in water before storing it, but given the sheer size and the unsuitable location, we'd decided to break it down right here and haul it out piece by piece.

"This fat could make for some great candles and soap!"

"The scales look like they'd be perfect for armor too...!"

Luna and Paranoy couldn't hide their excitement, their mouths curling up into big grins. The sight reminded me of my little sister glued to her computer, shopping online.

That pure satisfaction of browsing whatever you want.

And honestly, the current situation wasn't all that different.

Adventurer rumors claimed that a dragon's corpse had no wasted parts. Scales, claws, and even the muscles, tendons, and miscellaneous bits all had their uses.

Even if this was a wyvern that had fallen from true dragon status, the materials from this giant beast seemed more than enough to upgrade gear for me, Luna, and Paranoy—with plenty left over.

We could process it for long-term storage, or just sell off anything useless.

Was this how a party's overall strength ramped up?

Gear up with good equipment to hunt fiercer monsters, then use those materials to hunt even fiercer ones and rake in more cash. That was adventurer basics.

Luna and Paranoy knew it well, which explained their joy.

Plus, word of us slaying another wyvern would spread, earning us serious achievement points toward Silver Tier promotion. All upsides.

Emotions you could only feel after surviving. Damn, we nearly died.

That said, tasting this sweet reward made it hard to break free from the adventurer life's allure, risky job or not.

I was lost in those thoughts, staring at the wyvern's razor-sharp claws, when Paranoy—busily stuffing scales into her pouches—grinned and spoke up.

"Heh heh, nothing goes to waste...! Dragons are basically born to be materials...! They just die nice and obediently for the taking...!"

She had a point.

Coming from Paranoy, a nymph who'd been overhunted for materials herself, it was kinda hilarious. Made me see the similarities between nymphs and dragons.

Dragons were at least hard to hunt. If all nymphs were like Paranoy, no wonder their numbers had dwindled.

That thought made nymphs seem a bit pitiful.

"But it's too damn big; we can't carry it all. We should mark it, head back to the city, and grab the rest later?"

"You're right, Luna... Our bags are stuffed full; no more room...!"

A beast the size of a massive van naturally produced mountains of byproducts. Even splitting the load three ways, we were short on space.

Luna's idea made sense: return to the city first.

In RPGs, there were return scrolls or portals. Apparently not here, since I'd never heard of them.

"You two go on ahead, Luna and Paranoy. I'll stick around here. Can't have beasts dragging off our haul."

I volunteered to stay behind while sending them to the city. But Luna glanced around, worried for me.

"Hassan, you sure you'll be okay alone? Who knows what might pop out."

"No one else to watch it, though."

"True enough. Here, take this."

She unhooked something from her belt and handed it over. A small glass vial with a cork stopper—potion, maybe?

Nope. Inside were tiny bugs.

Glowbugs, emitting light from their tails. Like fireflies, but slimmer and smaller, almost like a cluster of mayflies.

"What's this?"

"Sky glowbugs. If you get lost alone, shake 'em up and release them into the air! They'll find their way to the surface path on their own."

"Ah, got it."

"Luna, we should head back now...! Meat and fat are all about freshness; gotta move quick...!"

Paranoy and Luna hoisted their heavy loads and scrambled back up the tunnel we'd come through.

As their figures faded from view, even their presence vanishing, Luna's voice echoed faintly from afar.

Hassan, wait there! We'll be back soon! Might take a full day if we're late! Be careful!

"Got it!"

That wrapped up things with Luna.

It had taken half a day from Sodmora to here. Round trip would be about a day.

A whole day, huh.

Stuck alone in this dark, creepy cliffside cave? Kinda unsettling.

On the flip side, finally some alone time.

I eyed the wyvern remains Luna and Paranoy hadn't fully stripped. The premium bits like scales and claws were gone, leaving just the heavy, sturdy bones.

It looked like a well-picked chicken. I placed a hand on its skull and stroked it slowly.

Nice bones.

But surprisingly hollow inside.

Bird bones were often like this, lightened for flight. Same deal for wyverns with their wings?

"Not dead yet. Wyvern."

My hand paused on its forehead.

And then...

A bluish glow ignited deep within the wyvern's empty, gaping skull.

Grrr...

A bone dragon?

No, bone wyvern.

The once-lifeless corpse now oozed blue energy from every joint, unfurling its skeletal wings.

RAAAAAWR!!!

That earth-shaking roar made my hair stand on end. The bone goblins I'd raised from scattered bits had their own eerie vibe.

But a bone wyvern's presence was on another level.

"...Figured as much."

Couldn't show this to Luna, so with her and Paranoy gone, perfect time to test my Necromancy.

Grrr...

Chunks of flesh and muscle still clung in places—gross and terrifying. But thinking I could command it? Kinda badass.

Placing a hand on its wing brought up text.

『Name: Hassan's Bone Wyvern lv. 22 + 1  
Status: Grace-Enhanced Domination Strength》Fear Emission》』

Level 22. Not insanely high. According to Paranoy, this meant it wasn't fully grown.

That explained how our ragtag trio took it down. Earthquakes and cave-ins helped, sure...

Grrr...

But now that it was up, what to do with it?

Dragging it outside would cause chaos in the city. Dismissing it felt wasteful.

Who knows if I'd ever get another shot at a wyvern corpse.

Might as well test its power. I climbed onto its neck and said lightly,

"Let's take a stroll. Scout the area."

Grrr.

It creaked into motion, carrying me.

Bones only, but its original bulk made every step thud heavily—boom, boom.

"This is awesome."

They say a good ride changes your view of the world. Spot on.

Overlooking everything from up high.

Squeak!

Hiss, hissss...

Rats and snakes scurried from my feet.

Felt like a well king.

Curious about its combat power, I wondered aloud.

"Any other monsters around besides you?"

...

The bone wyvern halted.

Its blue glow fixed on a deep black hole ahead—the tunnel plunging further into the cliff cave.

Straining my ears, I caught weird beastly laughs and cries. Almost human laughter.

Hee hee hee hee...

Chills.

Mountain—

"What the fuck."

Thought I misheard. But no—someone deep inside called my name.

Hassan—

At first, I dismissed it. But the echoing voice persisted, thin and familiar.

Hassan, wait there! Hassan, wait! Hassan—!

"Shit."

Something creepy crawled up my spine, and I cursed. Luna's voice from that darkness.

No way the Luna who'd climbed to the city was down there.

Imitation, then.

Something lurked in the shadows, mimicking her to lure me.

Elma, Gorgas, where are you? Don't leave me. I'm here, right here—

Mom, save me. Mom, it's scary—!

One voice split into many, babbling nonsense.

Pitches varied, words jumbled like a broken radio. But all tugged at the heartstrings.

Grrrrr...!

The bone wyvern under me tensed, blue eyes flashing as it snarled at the void, teeth bared.

GRRAAAA—!

Instinct screamed trouble.

From the dark emerged a pale human face.

Smooth, genderless, with shark-like teeth jutting below—inhuman.

I recalled the valley's name.

Manticore Valley.

Why the name? Manticores lived here, obviously.

Human face with sawblade teeth, lion's body. Mane flowing, flesh-craving horror.

It grinned, splitting wide to reveal triple rows of serrated fangs.

Hassan, don't leave me. Mom—

"Fucking hell, that's terrifying! Smash that bastard!"

I leaped off and commanded.

RAAAAA—!!

The bone wyvern roared fearlessly, charging the dark.

Hassan—!

The saw-toothed monster burst out, lunging back.

Revealed: grotesquely long neck, quadruped body, scorpion tail. Hideous.

Lion-based, smaller than the wyvern, but no less repulsive.

"Kill it—!"

RAAAA—!

The bone wyvern pinned its neck with wing-forelimbs, jaws clamping the throat.

KIIIIII—!

The human-faced manticore shrieked like nails on glass.

Attacks connected, at least.

Wyvern's badass!

"You little shit! Scaring me like that!"

I spat curses to shake off the fear-frozen panic. Crude, but it steadied my nerves.

Not that I was fighting.

RAAAAK—!

The wyvern twisted, intent on crushing the neck.

Crunch—The manticore slumped, twitching.

『Minion battle settled.』

『Karma Value + 10』

『Current Karma Value + 65』

My bone wyvern took down a nightmare manticore. Big game, big points.

Impressive.

"You fucker, Agumon! You're one badass motherfucker!"

Victory hype: I named it Agumon.

Maybe the name, or surviving together, but the ugly bone wyvern felt kinda endearing now.

Short-lived peace.

Hassan—

Hassaaan—

Saaaaan, heh heh heh, ha ha hee hee—

Manticore after manticore emerged from the dark. Laughter gone from me.

This place was pure hell.

Felt like a noob adventurer trapped in Ludibrium.

Lost in a maze, desperate to escape.

Did we win?

No dying here. Hand on my club—

Keng, kekege—

Keng—

The manticores—growling for my blood moments ago—bolted like whipped dogs.

What the...?

Dazed, I spotted glowing eyes from the corner, clattering toward me.

Bone wyvern... Necromancer...? But still a newbie... Scared of manticores...?
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Chapter 221  
The Uncle Who Was a Death Knight #1

Clack, clank, clang—.

From the darkness where the manticores had fled, the loud racket of metal and iron plates clashing echoed out.

It didn't sound like the natural noises beasts would make. No, anyone could tell it was the sound of man-made tools rattling around.

Who the hell would be in this deserted valley cliff?

That thought had barely crossed my mind when—

Flash—.

Two bluish glowing lights pierced the darkness, like will-o'-the-wisps. It was an eerie sight, but it snapped me out of my frozen daze a bit.

Whatever it was, it felt dangerous. So I drew my club and assumed a seasoned swordsman's stance.

One hand with a torch, one with a weapon. Pretty good balance. But you shouldn't try coming at me. If you do, I'll have no choice but to kill you, Necromancer.

The voice from the darkness was thick and chilling, like cold hands stroking my back.

It definitely had that gloomy vibe unique to monsters or the undead.

And since it spoke with more logic and coherence than I'd expected, I tensed up even more.

Something that hadn't lost its mind lurking in a place like this? That was even more reason to stay on guard.

Clang, clack—.

The blue lights drew closer until my torch illuminated the figure clearly.

And there it was: the source of the blue glow—eyes.

Glowing eyes in a bizarre skull.

A skeleton clad in rusted brass armor emerged toward me, its blue eyes flashing. I knew right away this was the infamous Death Knight.

Less like a skeleton soldier and more like a skeleton knight or even a skeleton noble.

Skeleton noble fit that baron guy I met last time, so yeah—this was a skeleton knight.

Anyway, what threw me off wasn't that it was some mindless monster like I'd imagined, but that it was speaking so logically.

Enemy?

Or maybe we didn't have to fight?

As I racked my brain to figure out friend or foe, the skeleton knight in rusted brass armor swept its bony hand over the fallen manticore corpse on the ground.

A manticore, and a young one at that. Still, to take one down... You command some decent minions, halfwit.

That manticore was a young one?

And halfwit?

"Halfwit? You talking about me?"

Who else would I be talking to? Honestly, that's generous—you're barely half a wit.

Maybe because it lacked warm flesh and blood, the skeleton knight's tone came off a bit curt.

But it didn't seem outright hostile toward me. It just grabbed the manticore corpse's tail with its bony hand and started dragging it off somewhere, slink, slink.

Less like it had no intention of seeing me as an enemy and more like it wasn't even registering me as one.

Either way, not having to deal with or take down this skeleton knight was a huge relief for me right now.

This guy had scared off those young manticores I'd have needed my all to beat, just with sheer presence alone.

No doubt it was ridiculously strong.

What are you doing? Follow me.

"Y-Yes...?!"

I'm going to make an offering of the one you killed.

An offering?

Like holding a ritual or something?

I got what it was saying, but not why we had to or why I should follow this skeleton knight.

Stay here too long, and monsters smelling the blood might crawl up from deep underground. If you wanna be monster chow, stick around.

Now I got it.

This skeleton knight was pretty good at teaching lessons.

Even so, I hesitated about following this creepy undead guy.

Grrr...

My Bone Wyvern—which I'd just named Agumon—started following behind the skeleton knight. Not wanting to be left alone, I reluctantly moved my feet.

"Hey, Agumon, wait up—!"

* * *

How far into the deep cave did we go following the skeleton knight?

My torch finally burned out, so I activated Grace's Shining Hand to light up the surroundings.

All I saw were hard, cold stone walls, weird moss, freaking scary spiders, lizards, and the like.

As we trudged down steep declines deep into the cave—deeper than deep—I started questioning if following this skeleton had been the right call.

What if it tries to eat me or something?

With those thoughts swirling, I boarded what looked like a gondola.

Groooan—.

The gondola, hanging from frayed ropes in midair, was packed tight with me, the skeleton knight, Agumon, and the young manticore corpse.

If it were an elevator, the capacity warning light would've been blaring, but the skeleton knight didn't care. It slowly pulled the rope, descending.

Creak, craaack—.

Rusty pulleys and ropes that looked ready to snap any second.

And below, an endless abyss—if we fell, we'd be screwed. As that fear crept in—

Don't stare too deep into the abyss.

"Y-Yes...?"

If you pay the abyss too much mind, Erebos will stare back at you.

I had no clue what that meant, but the vibe was clear: don't look down.

It reminded me of that time in guerrilla training when the instructor told us not to look down from on high.

Crunch, graaunch—.

But seriously, if this rickety gondola broke or the rope snapped, we'd be goners. I clung to anything I could—

Whoosh—.

When suddenly, light began to brighten, and the scenery shifted. For a moment, I forgot my fear.

Deep in the darkness lay a world glowing with strange blue light.

Blue mold and moss luminated the space, fish-like creatures fluttered through the air emitting light, jellyfish, bizarre birds, and a cool breeze even wiped the cold sweat from my brow.

The manticore valley. Or as it's also known, the Valley of Life. Countless creatures make their home on this massive corpse.

"Corpse, you say?"

This valley and its cliffs are part of the great monster Typhon's body. See that over there?

The skeleton knight pointed to a massive pillar-like thing stretching up from the darkness. If I exaggerated a bit, it looked like a beam from a star's core to the surface.

That's Typhon's shinbone.

"Whoa, shit—."

Whatever it was, it was insanely powerful and huge. A shinbone hundreds of meters long? The thought of a creature like that roaming outside was horrifying.

But aside from the terror, the glowing scenery around us had a certain beauty.

Even in harsh conditions, life persists and forms its own ecosystem.

It adapts and evolves.

Just like me, dropped into this world, scraping by however I can—living according to its circumstances.

Creak, clunk—.

Lost in those thoughts, the gondola stopped at the bottom. Ahead was a sloped path carved into the cliffside.

Pretty spacious.

Beyond it stood crude huts plastered with huge pillars like dinosaur bones, moss, and ragged hides.

No explanation needed—I knew that was the skeleton knight's hideout.

Slink—.

The skeleton knight, dragging the manticore tail, stood before its hut.

It spoke.

Necromancer. You won't understand, but life—and corpses—deserve respect.

Then it placed the manticore corpse on a weird altar-like thing and lit a fire.

Whoosh—.

As the flames rose, long-necked crane-like birds waiting nearby swooped in to tear into the corpse.

Crunch, munch—.

I couldn't see where the "respect" was in any of that.

An undead lecturing about respecting corpses?

It felt off, like a chicken mascot drawn cutely on a fried chicken sign.

I asked,

"Are you that famous named monster around here, the Death Knight?"

The skeleton knight, eyes flashing at the burning corpse, clacked its jaw shut. Laughing? No face, hard to tell.

Death Knight. Named monster. So that's what they call me out there? I just chased off a few cocky intruders, that's all.

It clenched its fist in the air.

What do they call me out in the world?

"Uh, honestly, I don't know."

Figures. Names aren't that important anyway. Once you die and vanish, you're forgotten by all. Karma, glory—all distant tales of the past—.

Flicker, flicker.

Seeing its blue eyes light up, I realized the skeleton knight was lost in thought inside its empty skull.

Dressed in shabby rusted armor now, but back when it lived, it must've been someone big. Famous knight? Noble?

As I pondered that, my revived Bone Wyvern—Agumon—rubbed its head against the skeleton knight's torso.

Stroke, strooooke—.

Damn, this minion I revived likes the skeleton knight more than me. Fellow bones giving it kinship? Fair enough.

This Bone Wyvern has a will, for an undead. Your necromancy feels a bit different from what I know.

"Different how?"

The skeleton knight, petting the Bone Wyvern's head like taming a huge horse, continued.

It's not raising mindless minions—it's more like granting life and birthing something new.

"Birthing?"

This one's closer to a living Bone Wyvern specimen than a proper undead.

Not undead, but undead-looking living thing? That's how I took it.

Squelch, what?

I didn't even know I had that ability.

From your reaction, you don't know your own power well. Not innate—acquired talent? Or from some artifact?

Sharp guy.

As I thought that, the skeleton knight stood and said,

Well, perfect timing. You might be able to help with my request. Do that, and I'll train you in return.

"...Training? What training?"

...Like the others, you didn't come seeking my teachings?

"Nope."

Then what did you come here for? How'd you even reach this deep in the demon realm?

If I said I came to subjugate the Death Knight, I had a feeling that bony fist would smash my head.

"Just followed a snake and found a hole."

A snake? You followed a snake all the way here? Ridiculous. This place isn't something just anyone stumbles on.

But it was true—I'd just followed Luna and the snake.

The skeleton knight let out a doubtful hum, and I felt the same. We were speaking the same language, but the conversation wasn't clicking.

Anyway, fine. Help me, and I'll make you a warrior unmatched in the world. That's my rule. Rules must be kept.

So, this skeleton knight wanted my help, and in exchange, it'd train me.

Training, huh. Already doing endless sessions with Hippolyte, and now more in this dark hole?

But it seemed pretty confident in its skills, so I got a bit curious what kind of training it'd offer.

"What do you need help with?"

I'm growing a flower. Help me sprout it. Won't be easy. Come in. Leave the Bone Wyvern outside.

With that, it led me into the hut. Inside were just an old pot, traces of a campfire, a ragged hide bed—bare bones.

Looking closer, on a desk was a tiny flowerpot the size of my palm with some soil.

The lived-in feel told me this skeleton knight had spent a long time alone down here.

At least over a year.

How does it live alone so long? Undead perk? Doesn't feel loneliness? And why grow flowers?

Pondering all that as I glanced around, I spotted a drawing in charcoal on a hide canvas in the corner.

Looked like a long-haired woman. Before I could look closer, the skeleton knight covered it with another cloth.

So, can you do it?

"Growing a flower? Just water it and wait, right?"

This flower's special. It needs nymphs' love to bloom. Without that, Ceres' mana or equivalent life force. Your weird necromancy might work.

Some special flower, huh.

Needs magical power or something?

But I had no idea how.

Telling it to sprout wouldn't do shit.

So I grabbed a nearby water pitcher and sprinkled some on the pot.

You idiot! You don't pour that much! That's River Styx water! Too much and the seed dies!

I'd only used about a cup's worth, but the watching skeleton knight freaked out.

And we only have a few seeds left...

It told me to try something, then yells? Typical poorly raised undead.

Feeling awkward, I hesitated, then remembered the nymph talk.

I pulled out the stamina potion Luna gave me from my belt and dripped a few drops on the pot.

Right then—

Psshht—.

Something weird happened in the pot. A sprout pushed through the thick soil grains.

What the...?
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Swish.

A small sprout pushed through the dark soil in the flowerpot.

It rapidly stretched upward, bearing a shimmering silver flower bud.

Ding-.

The flower, resembling a silver bell, let out a truly bell-like crystalline sound. That sound rang as clear as if it were echoing through this tiny hut and the gloomy cliffs.

“The flower... the flower bloomed...? Here, let me have it.”

The skeleton knight snatched the flowerpot from my hand like a hawk while staring at the tiny flower. His blue ghostly gaze flickered oddly as he peered down at it.

He stared at it for a long time.

I’d heard that if you keep fish in a tank and a cat in the same house, the cat ends up staring at the tank all day, addicted like it’s got tank obsession.

The skeleton knight’s current fixation on the flower was exactly like that.

Looks like there’s a story behind it. Maybe something bad happened with that flower back when he was alive? As I was hazily guessing along those lines, the skeleton knight finally opened his heavy mouth.

“Winter Bell Fragrance. That’s this flower’s name. It was the flower my mother loved. My mother was a sea nymph.”

Stream Water Nymph. Ditch Water Nymph. Now a sea nymph.

How majestic must she be.

Full-evolution paranoia or something?

I pictured Paranoy grown via an evolution stone. Busty, lithe Paranoy, freed from her growth stagnation curse.

That form had its worrisome aspects, though.

Paranoy already made me a bit anxious about her getting kidnapped. If she grew that voluptuous, shady types would definitely lure her off with candy.

That was one reason even karma-value-thirsty me hadn’t lifted Paranoy’s growth curse.

“The flower’s bloomed, so now I can gather more seeds.”

“You bloomed the flower to get seeds?”

“Yeah. This flower went extinct ages ago, except for the seeds I have. Anyway, didn’t expect it to bloom this easily. You used some weird fertilizer. What’d you put in?”

“This is a stamina potion.”

I set the stamina potion from my hand into the skeleton knight’s palm. He accepted it and peered inside.

“Intense Titan presence. And faint nymph aura. That’s what made the sprout, huh?”

At the skeleton knight’s question, I recalled the potion’s ingredients. From what I’d heard, it contained all sorts of extracts from Paranoy.

That killed any desire I had to drink it, so I’d just been carrying it around as a maybe-useful spare. Turned out helpful in all sorts of ways.

“Something like that. Now that I’ve done your favor, you gonna train me or whatever?”

“Ah, right, that promise. Yeah. I’m the master of ten thousand weapons, as the world’s poets and bards sing. Weapon Master, Widow-Maker of Pthia. Lucky you, young necromancer, to get my guidance.”

Master of ten thousand weapons—Weapon Master?

I’d heard of Sword Masters for warriors who’d reached certain heights. Hippolyte had probably been called one under some other title.

But this skeleton took it a step further, claiming Weapon Master?

It felt ridiculous and fake, so as I narrowed my eyes, the man spoke.

“Still don’t know who I am? The Man Who Runs Like a River, Execution Judge, War Mage—ring any bells?”

“Who’re you?”

“...Necromancers got that vibe. Dive too deep into their own world, end up clueless about popular tales. Or maybe so much time’s passed since I died that my legend’s faded. Nah, hero stories don’t just vanish.”

Hero?

That word flipped a switch in my head.

“You a Gold Tier adventurer too?”

“Adventurer? Close but not quite. I was more hero than anyone in this world. Anyway, you seem keen on the hero spot?”

“Interested, yeah.”

“A necromancer gunning for hero. Fun guy. But drop it. Glory-chasing life means early grave. Live normal, do nothing, and you’ll outlive everyone.”

“No, so you training me or not?”

“Ha, words like that never stick with the young. I know. Come on out. My training’s short and brutal.”

The skeleton knight carefully set the flowerpot on the table, then headed out of the hut.

I followed him out, where the manticore corpse had been cleanly stripped to bones.

Past the curled-up, sleeping bone wyvern, we faced a fairly spacious clearing. Just as I wondered what kinda training this’d be.

“Die once first.”

Pa-shuk-.

The skeleton knight suddenly closed the distance to right in front of me and slammed his palm into my chest with all his might.

Kwachik-.

My breastplate crumpled violently, and my body plunged into utter limpness as my vision went black.

No chance to react.

“No flesh or muscle, so about this much-. Strength control’s trickier than expected-.”

The skeleton knight’s voice was the last thing before my consciousness snapped off.

* * *

“Wh-what the actual fuck!”

When I regained my senses.

I lay under a night sky with a bizarre moon overhead. Some water—river or sea, who knew—gently soaked my body.

“What the hell.”

I’d just taken a chest shot from the skeleton knight? No knight, no dark cliffs anywhere. Just me, the sky, and the moon.

“What the fuck-.”

No clue.

What’s going on here.

After steadying my ragged breaths and sitting up, my cooling reason pieced together where this was.

And I knew this bizarre space.

The blackout ocean-like void.

Again.

It.

Came.

I turned my head. Behind me loomed a monstrous mass covered in countless mouths and eyes, with freakish arms sprouting like tentacles.

It parted its many mouths and spoke.

Choose.

Fate.

Ssssh-.

At my feet, like a submarine surfacing, a bizarre pedestal rose up. Atop it sat grapes, an apple, and a melon. Three fruits.

This scene felt kinda familiar.

When’d I see it last? The night I first hooked up with Luna, I think I dreamed this.

Figured it was just a dream.

Who’d’ve thought getting palm-struck by the skeleton knight would trigger it again.

Didn’t he say something about killing me?

Did I die? This the afterlife or what?

“Uh, got a question.”

Mustering real courage, I addressed the grotesque thing. Despite its mouths galore, it gave no reply.

“Am I... dead?”

This place.

Is.

The border.

Of living and dead.

A space where all is chaos.

The primordial chaos.

The monster spat some gibberish at my question, then spoke again.

Take.

Seemed less interested in chatting, more in me picking one of the fruits on the pedestal. With no other choice, I grabbed the grapes in front of me.

《Grapes lashed by the vast ocean’s waves》

『Neptune, sea ruler deemed a world god alongside sky’s Jupiter and underworld’s Pluto. Grapes grown directly in sea nymph farms. Brimming with nymph love, great for the body—but sadly, tastes awful.』

『Consume to spend Karma and strengthen your existing grace Shining Hand.』

『Spend 1 Strength to upgrade Shining Hand to Damp Hand?』

『Warning: 100% chance of Hyperhidrosis.』

What the fuck’s Damp Hand.

And 100% hyperhidrosis on top.

Felt like I’d groped something repulsive—I dropped the grapes back on the pedestal. The monster, impassive till now, seemed to chuckle uhuhu-.

Happy I put ’em back?

Next, the apple beside it.

《Apple hidden deep in the deep abyss》

『In the primordial night, Nyx got obsessed with growing underworld apples in Tartarus. Ripe ones she secretly stashes to gift favored guests. Wormy ones go to her husband Erebos. This? An apple Erebos stashed in his domain ’cause he couldn’t be bothered to eat it.』

『Consume to spend Karma and awaken new grace Dark Eyes.』

『Spend 1 Stamina to acquire Dark Eyes?』

『Warning: 60% chance of Myopia/Astigmatism.』

What the hell—even lazy-leftovers apples. But awakening a new grace? First time seeing that.

Dark Eyes? Eyes go dark? Or night vision?

Dunno. But beats Damp Hand for sure.

Finally, I touched the remaining melon.

Swish.

Melon-sized like a watermelon, touch soft and jiggly—less melon, more water balloon. Or less balloon, more... buoyant something.

《Melon, symbol of love and beauty》

『One day, Hypos’s high-mountain goddesses asked a passing traveler: whose breasts fairest? Beauty goddess Venus won. Sparked a wee war, but Venus commemorated her win by crafting melons just like her own bosom.』

『Consume to spend Karma and awaken new grace Ivory Skin.』

『Spend 1 Agility to acquire Ivory Skin?』

『Warning: 80% chance of Gynecomastia.』

“Ugh, shit.”

That summed up my reaction after reading. Thoughts swirled, but none voiced.

I just swapped hands, savoring the melon’s squish and heft.

Damn—prime melon.

’Course, 80% gynecomastia was nightmare fuel, so back on the pedestal it went.

Choose.

Accept your fate.

No escaping till I picked one. Better hurry.

I chose the least risky-looking apple.

Abyss apple.

Erebos’s power.

Protogenoi authority—.

Accept.

Biting into it amid the tentacle monster’s grandiose rumble, sweet-tart flavor blasted from my mouth to nape, spine, and toes.

As consciousness faded once more.

“Thanks.”

I tossed out a rough thanks. Grotesque looks aside, seemed decent—gave me fruit and all.

The fading mouths seemed to smirk faintly.

“Come again, little friend.”

* * *

I opened my eyes.

Lying on something bed-like. This cramped hut the skeleton knight’s pad? No torches lit, but it looked plenty bright.

Must be the new grace Dark Eyes at work.

I shot up in a scramble. The skeleton knight, seated on a chair, turned my way.

“Already up? Coulda been out two days easy.”

“You fucking prick, what the hell? Trying to kill me?”

I jumped up, hand to my waist for the club—empty. No club!

Not just the club—gauntlets, wallet, all gone.

“You fucking skeleton thief!”

“...Thief? Harsh. Just un-equipped you for comfy sleep. There—all neat in the corner, relax.”

His finger pointed to the hut’s corner: yeah, my gear stacked tidy.

Relief hit, but.

Still pissed.

“Doesn’t mean you try to kill a guy?”

“Just knocked you out. Sorry if it sucked. But whaddya think—death’s feel?”

“Fucking awful. Hard to put into words-.”

“Yeah, that. The endless slimy cave crawl. Now you’ll fight tooth-and-nail to dodge it. First lesson.”

“Ah-. First lesson-.”

How to put it. Sounded legit on surface, but boiled down to horseshit. What’d I hope to learn from this desiccated headless skull?

So I started packing to bail.

“Samarria Hatsan. That you?”

“Huh?”

“Rifled your gear while you slept. ID tag and all. Samarria Hatsan, Mars Guild Bronze Tier adventurer. Guest from the continent-.”

Sruk.

Mid-pack, I gripped my club hard. Undead swiped my info. Straight-up danger zone.

“Samarria Hatsan. Dying’s losing. Your stuff gets taken, your world’s at risk. Better live beggar than rule the dead.”

“Spouting tired crap? I’m out. Stay safe.”

I finished packing and reached for the door. Right then, an eerie chill ghosted my nape.

I froze mid-step without thinking.

Something outside.

Something massive.

Indescribable, but gut screamed don’t go out.

“Ho, sensed it? Figured Agility was trash since you couldn’t dodge. Decent instincts, though. Stay put in the hut. Guest incoming. Hide quiet—no breathing if you can.”

Sring-.

The skeleton knight snagged a round shield and long spear from the corner. He stepped out and called.

“Molleg, back so soon? Forgot your last ass-kicking?”

Haaa-.

Thought it was to himself, but deep sighs echoed. Then a thoroughly sinister voice spread everywhere.

“Death Knight, enough already—take my offer. Join my command. I, Hell’s Lord Molleg. When I rule the world, I’ll bump you up high in hell.”

“Ha, don’t need hell’s high seat. I’ve shed honor, riches—all that.”

“Then waste away as some pathetic undead, forgetting past glory? Weapon Master. Pluto’s gift of reason ends soon. Fine nameless ghost?”

“...”

“Final offer. Take my hand, Death Knight. Or I’ll chew every last precious seed of yours!”

“N-no, not there-!”

Kwang, kwang-!

Huge tremors shook toward the hut.

Crack—the hut splintered. A massive head shoved in. Head huge enough to wreck the hut.

Swish.

Flat human face lined with sawtooth teeth—manticore, probably. Worlds bigger than the one I’d seen.

“What’re you...?”

It squinted at me, baffled.

I smashed my ready club into its philtrum, that killer weak spot.

“Your daddy, you oversized fuck!”

Kiiiiieeeek-!!
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What are you...?

Lord of Hell, Gigas.

Monsters lurking in the darkness, targeting Luna.

Bastards trying to ruin my comfortable life.

The moment one of those shits shoved its huge face right up to mine, a surge of rage exploded in my head.

So it didn't take much time or thought to swing the club I was holding straight into its face with all my might.

"Die, you Gigas bastard!"

A wooden club about 1.2 meters long and 15 centimeters thick arcs down from above my head in a massive swing.

The Terror Smasher, empowered by ferocious speed, doesn't aim for its saw-like teeth or the vast forehead of its bulbous skull.

No, the philtrum.

That's right. The philtrum.

"Drop dead, you fucker!"

Boom-!

Kreeeeee-!!

When the club connected with its philtrum, a bizarre shock and backlash rippled through me, nothing like hitting a living creature.

The massive manticore recoiled in terror, stumbling back and rolling across the ground.

It had let its guard down, and I'd smashed its vital spot with full force.

No way there wasn't damage.

Honestly, it wouldn't have been weird if it dropped dead on the spot, but was its durability matching that huge body? If only my strength were a bit higher.

Kreee! Grreee!

The giant manticore rolled around wildly before ending up dangling from the cliff edge, as if it might tumble down the slope below.

Gaaah! H-how did I even climb up here! I can't fall like this-!

Its front paw, the size of a compact car, clawed at the cliff with scraping sounds—drag, drag.

It would have been perfect if it'd just fallen.

As I thought that, the skeleton knight—who'd been holding a shield up in one corner and aiming a long spear over it—shouted.

Send it plummeting into the abyss! I'll take the right front paw—you handle the left, Hassan!

The skeleton knight planned to attack its front paws and shove it off the cliff for good.

I agreed with him completely, so I charged at the thrashing beast hanging from the precipice.

Roooar-!

The manticore responded by roaring with its massive maw wide open.

Its gaping mouth was lined with three rows of jagged, saw-like teeth—utterly horrifying. I could confidently say these were the weirdest teeth I'd ever seen.

But the real problem wasn't the fangs as big as my torso, the putrid stench, or the ear-shattering scream.

Shrrrrk-.

Deep in its mouth lurked a bizarre, snake-like tongue lunging straight at me.

Whoosh. Smack-!

Its tongue whipped like a lash, making it hard to target the front paw.

Sure, dodging swords or spears was one thing, but my evasion skills—honed dodging Elfriede's whips—were pretty solid, so the tongue never landed a hit.

But one side attacking relentlessly, the other just dodging.

It was obvious who'd be at a disadvantage as time dragged on. Even one hit would be fatal, so I yelled back.

"Agumon, you take the head!"

Gerrrr....

From the corner where it had been curled up asleep, the bone wyvern rose again, its blue eyes gleaming.

It pounded forward on four legs and latched onto the manticore's enormous head.

You puny runt! I'll just chew you up!

Gerrr!

Was the manticore's head just that massive? Even the sturdy-looking bone wyvern staggered under the tongue's assault, bones cracking.

Still, at least it distracted the whipping tongue for a moment—fortunate enough.

I seized the chance and smashed down on the manticore's left front paw with all my strength.

Boom-!

Eeeeeek-!

But the beast knew letting go meant an endless plunge into the ravine, so even as its paw crumpled and blood sprayed, it showed no sign of backing off.

Plunge back into the abyss? No way! I want to suck the sweet nectar of the living world too. Up to the surface, up to the surface—I'll taste fresh flesh-!

It even crunched on my Agumon—crunch, crunch. The red veins bulging in its flat face showed just how desperate its attachment to this world was.

Even from my advantageous high ground, the sight sent a chill down my spine.

I want out of this pit too-! I want the living winds, the warmth, winter snow, the cool falling leaves!!

"Nox!"

I spent 10 Karma Value to don the Armor of Night. Down to 55 left now. It should block at least five strong hits for sure.

This bastard had to be knocked off here, no matter what.

With that in mind, I smashed my club down on its claws.

Crack-!

As I shattered the claw on its index toe, I felt its body lurch backward.

One of the claws pinning it like a needle to the cliff had broken, unable to bear the weight—it was slipping. So if I smashed all the claws...?

"Skeleton sir! Break the claws! Just break the claws!"

Claws, got it.

And so the skeleton knight and I hammered its claws with everything we had, shattering them all. The manticore flailed and resisted wildly.

But in the end, it plummeted into the pitch-black depths below.

Why, why meeeee-!

I'd been staring down at its vanishing form and echoing scream for a bit when the skeleton knight—still poised with spear and shield—approached and peered over the edge.

To think you'd take down a full-grown manticore in one exchange. I figured that club wasn't ordinary. A weapon blessed by the goddess, huh?

He seemed intrigued by my club. Warriors often took interest in it, so I was used to it by now.

According to them, it felt like getting hit with some chaos damage that ignored defenses.

Of course, this was a holy trinity combo: my club's power, precise vital-spot strikes, and my raw strength.

Better skill than I expected. Blessed by the gods? Never seen a blessing in such a weird form.

Then he eyed the Armor of Night cloaking me.

I worried he might ask to touch it, but luckily this skeleton wasn't into navy blue—he didn't reach out.

He just knelt and stroked the shattered remnants of Agumon.

Banished to the abyss, it'll take that thing at least ten years to show its face again. Should mean some peaceful nights ahead, at least. Though the cabin's totally wrecked.

"You seemed to know that Gigas just now. Mind sharing what you know?"

Molleg of Sloth. He wanted to use me as his vessel. Even just bones left, my heroic flesh must've seemed useful to him.

"Ah."

I recalled that Gigas targeted named monsters' bodies to use as vessels.

Anyway, I owe you. If you'd let it steal all my remaining seeds, I'd have lost my mind and turned into a monster for real. Even now, I'm exhausted... Gonna sleep a bit.

The skeleton knight dragged a chair out from his ruined cabin. He slumped onto it like a boxer after eight rounds.

Then he went completely still.

Up close, he looked just like some long-abandoned corpse's skeleton.

Was he really sleeping, like he said?

First I'd heard of undead sleeping. Or maybe this skeleton knight was special.

Left alone here, I felt awkward, not knowing what to do. I'd come to take down the named monster, the Death Knight.

Smash his skull with my club while he was off-guard?

But that thought faded fast.

Humans are surprisingly sensitive to malice.

If someone hates you or means harm, you can sense it on some instinct or gut level.

Living in this savage world full of malice had honed my senses pretty well. And this guy? Skull or not, he seemed decent.

If he'd just been a mindless undead, I'd have bashed his head in without hesitation.

But we'd just overcome hardship together and chatted about his mom or whatever—I couldn't see him as an enemy.

Ah, good nap.

"Whoa, already up?"

* * *

"Alright then, see ya, Agumon."

Grrooo....

I waved to the revived Agumon. It rubbed its face against my thigh like it hated to say goodbye.

Stroke, strokestroke.

Seeing it like this reminded me of the big dog I'd raised back home.

Spotty.

A huge golden retriever.

It always whimpered like it was lonely whenever the family left the house.

Even knowing we'd come back, it hated being alone, so leaving it was never easy.

Watching that, I'd felt deep down that animals had thoughts and feelings just like people.

Sstrooo-.

I had to admit this undead bone wyvern, glowing with blue eyes, had its own emotions too—just like that big golden retriever.

I'd thought of Necromancy as just controlling mindless robots. But now it felt like I'd been wrong.

This power handled life itself.

Did my bone goblins feel the same way?

Reviving them on a whim. Dismissing them on a whim.

Thinking that now, I felt a bit guilty toward them.

Stroke, strokestroke-.

Grrooo....

But the bone wyvern kept acting like it wanted to follow me, so I had to be firm.

"If you come outside, I'll have to erase you. The outside world isn't ready for you yet, Agumon. You belong in this digital realm—I've got the real world waiting."

....

It finally stopped whining.

This place—full of monsters, with skeleton buddies around—suited it better than the outside anyway.

"Hunt sometimes and send me some Karma Value, got it? I'll visit once every time you hit 200."

Stroke, stroke.

Agumon finally nodded.

Ha-.

The skeleton knight, watching from his chair, spoke up.

You're a bit different from the necromancers I knew. First time seeing one name a revived undead.

"Gotta name 'em to get attached, right?"

Attached? Heh, you're a strange one. Thought so from the start, but the more we talk, the less I get you.

"Everyone says that."

Couldn't help it. Lately, even I was starting to wonder what the hell I was doing.

21st-century Hassan. Samaritan Hassan. Necromancer Hassan. Luna's lover Hassan. Hippolyte's disciple Hassan. Paranoy head Hassan-.

All me, but...

Not quite.

Questioning my identity at this age. Not puberty—midlife crisis or something?

Who knows.

As I pondered that, the skeleton knight said,

Gonna get lonely again now. Molleg won't drop by for a while. A brief racket just makes the eternal silence stand out more.

His blue eyes gazed toward the cliff. Thinking of the giant manticore that fell.

If you stayed here with me, I could make you a hero in two years. Really planning to head topside?

Did this skeleton knight hate parting too?

He seemed to want me as a disciple. Tempting offer, but rotting away here for two years unable to leave? Horrifying.

So I turned him down and prepared to leave this place with nothing left to do.

But he kept asking me to stay, like he really regretted it. Bones feel loneliness too?

Guess there's that phrase—bone-deep loneliness.

"Just take good care of my Agumon."

Sure, will do. Visit sometimes, though. Want to hear about the surface. Feels like if I went up, it'd cause a huge uproar.

I pictured this skeleton knight showing up in Sodoma. Yeah, total chaos.

This world's harsh on the undead.

Everyone'd try to hunt him down. Hell, that's why I'd come here.

But rejecting a conversational, gentlemanly guy just for being undead? I wasn't so sure anymore.

Just looks a bit different, right?

I'd been treated like a savage for my own different looks, so I could see it from a broader view.

Not like it solved anything.

"Heading out for real now. Oh, and a female party might show up soon. Just rough 'em up a bit and send 'em packing."

A party of women? Coming to subjugate me? Sounds lively—nice.

He didn't seem to think he'd get taken down.

I couldn't imagine this seasoned skeleton knight falling to some sloppy White Rose either.

"Oh, and there's a white-haired, red-eyed elf in the group. Feel free to knuckle-rap her."

Knuckle-rap? Sure, why not. Take care.

That wrapped up my talk with the skeleton knight.

So as I boarded the gondola and grabbed the rope to ascend—

I got curious.

"So, uncle—what's your name?"

My name?

"Feels unfair you know mine but I don't know yours."

Ha, fair point. My name is... Nah, ditched names after becoming like this. Since it's come to this, why don't you name me?

Name you?

Right then, text floated before my eyes.

『Pluto's Death Knight requests a faction change.』

『Spend 10 Karma Value to release binding.』

『Naming accepts the request.』
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『Pluto's Death Knight requests a faction change.』  
『You can release the binding by consuming 10 Karma Value.』  
『Name it to accept the request.』

What is this?

These were words in a format I'd never seen before.

Faction change?

Release the binding by consuming Karma Value?

"Hmm...."

I racked my brain busily to figure out the situation.

From what I could roughly understand, this skeletal knight had originally been bound to someone else, like an ownership, and by spending Karma Value, it could transfer that over to me.

I recalled my days as a slave.

Slaves sold at the kingdom-approved slave market were usually bound to their owners in various ways, but sometimes owners would sell off slaves they didn't like to others, transferring ownership.

Thanks to that, I—a rare and sturdy Samarian slave—had received unwanted love calls from several adventurers.

Elphriede, you won't sell that guy for 90 silver? That's a generous price.

Scram.

But Elphriede's mindset on keeping me as a slave was so firm that I never ended up in one of those owner-swap events.

Anyway, this felt similar to that.

More than that, a name?

I had no talent for naming.

With Agumon right here, maybe Tai?

Nah, too lame.

"Any name or nickname you'd like?"

So I decided to ask the knight directly.

In response, the skeletal knight, still seated, rested its chin on its hand with a hum.

None.

"Then, Arthus."

What does that mean?

"Uh, just because. Don't ask too much."

It was the only name that came to mind when I thought of Death Knight.

Skeletal wyvern and skeletal knight. The name Arthus kept echoing in my head so much that nothing else would come up.

It shares a lot of letters with my real name. Interesting.

"Is that so?"

Ding-.

『The Death Knight's faction has been transferred.』  
『Name: Hassan's Death Knight ? Arthus lv. ?? +1  
Status: Domination Strengthened by Grace > Fear Emission >』

No level displayed.

I'd half-expected it, but it really was an undead far stronger than me. About on par with Hippolyte?

That +1 next to it caught my eye.

I feel power surging through my body. Domination strengthened by grace, huh. Even with this good necklace.

The skeletal knight—Arthus—stood from the chair, examining its body this way and that with clattering sounds.

Looks like an enhancement-type relic. The more you enhance that necklace, the stronger your domination gets, and your minions will grow stronger too.

"Is that how it works?"

I'd vaguely guessed as much, but that +1 mark by my minions' levels must be thanks to my necklace.

My Pluto necklace is probably at +1 from one enhancement, right? If I enhance it further with Karma Value to +2 or +3, do my minions' levels go up too?

That thought was pretty fun.

Enhancing with Karma Value apparently boosted not just my body but my minions' levels too.

Anyway, putting it all together, this skeletal knight Arthus was now one of my minions?

With that in mind, I tentatively gave a small order just in case.

"Stand up and spin around."

I don't bow my head to just anyone, halfwit.

But for a minion, it didn't obey my command.

If you want to give me orders, get stronger than me first.

"Sweat."

Pretty embarrassing.

I was thrilled to have gained a powerful Death Knight as a subordinate, but like this, it was as good as nothing, wasn't it?

Wasted 10 Karma Points for nothing, I thought as I boarded the gondola and headed up.

Behind me came a voice saying, Come visit again, friend. Train with me sometime—.

But I ignored it, worried that yelling back might snap this rickety rope.

Still.

How do I get out?

When I'd followed the skeletal knight in, I'd just wandered the valley cave without much thought.

But now trying to head back, it was ridiculously complicated.

Should I ask the skeletal knight to at least guide me to the exit?

But riding that decrepit gondola again was something I really wanted to avoid.

What to do.

"Ah-!"

As I pondered, I suddenly remembered the fireflies Luna had given me.

The jar she'd handed over for if I got lost in this valley cave was in my luggage.

I pulled the jar from my waist pouch and shook it. With a faint flapping of tiny wings, the soft glow of the bugs lit up.

Pretty nice.

If not for Luna, I'd have been hopelessly lost.

It'd only been a few hours since we parted—less than half a day, maybe a full day at most—but I already missed petting her squishy belly.

So I released the shaken fireflies into the air and safely followed them out.

* * *

『Settling minion battles.』  
『Karma Value +10』  
『Current Karma Value 105』

"Shit."

I couldn't help but admire the text floating before my eyes.

A few days since escaping the manticore valley where I'd met the skeletal knight.

Every now and then, seeing these messages pop up in the air felt like... well, playing an idle mobile game.

They fight on their own and send me Karma Value.

No idea if the skeletal knight hunted it or the bone wyvern finished the fight safely, but automatically gaining Karma Value was great.

"Don't zone out!"

Thwack-!

Something long and hard collided with my face, stars exploding in my vision.

They say when you take a big hit to the head, stars spin around your eyes.

That's exactly what happened.

My vision flashed, then spun dizzily.

When I came to, I was lying on the sandy floor of the training ground, covered in dust.

I'd been knocked groggy by Hippolyte's fist.

"Grooo...."

"I've told you a million times: during a match, focus only on your opponent."

"Yeah, but... ugh...."

Mild concussion? My head spun, faint nausea rising—felt like death.

Sparring with Hippolyte always felt like this, but I'd been distracted by the floating Karma Value messages and failed to dodge, making it hurt more.

"Ugh...."

As I clutched my head, unable to get up, I heard Hippolyte's flustered voice.

"Wh-what, making such a fuss over a little hit? What you did was even more reckless than dodging my punch while daydreaming. Don't you know that?"

"Yes, I know. Don't go into the manticore valley recklessly again. I've heard it over eight times already."

"Even Silver Tier adventurers don't come back from there easily. Rumors say it's crawling with terrifying monsters."

"...."

Another round of Hippolyte's nagging was about to start.

A few days since I'd returned from the manticore valley.

Every time she saw me, she'd scold me for doing something reckless.

Of course, since it was out of concern, it didn't feel bad.

But I'd heard it so much I could recite her lines by heart.

『Settling minion battles.』  
『Karma Value +10.』  
『Current Karma Value 115.』

Whoa, shit.

Fighting a lot today.

"Hassan, zoning out again? You've been weirdly unfocused since coming back from the valley. Did you see something there?"

"A baby manticore?"

On parting with the skeletal knight, I'd picked up some charred manticore bones.

I resubmitted them to the Mars Guild and got 50 achievement points.

No idea how high 50 points was, but judging from receptionist Daphne's shocked face, it was pretty impressive.

My level was 25 now.

With Karma Value piling up, I could level up again soon.

Silver Tier necklace was starting to feel within reach.

Me, in the same tier as that Elphriede!

It felt like a dream.

As I drifted into those thoughts, Hippolyte added a few words.

"It's just a juvenile, but hunting a manticore is commendable. I could only take one down right after getting my Silver Tier necklace."

Hippolyte extended her hand, so I grabbed it, pulled myself up, and dusted off my butt and back.

Still a bit dizzy, but bearable.

"But that valley has a terrifying inhabitant. The Death Knight. Didn't you see it?"

"Well—."

"No, if you'd met it, you wouldn't have come back alive. Consider yourself lucky."

Did Hippolyte know something about the valley's skeletal knight?

Curious, I asked.

"Is it strong?"

"Oh, that guy's strong. Back when I was a Silver Tier newbie, I couldn't beat it. Looking back now, it feels like it was just toying with me—."

She clenched her fist with a crunch.

"Now, I think I could win. A restricted extermination-grade undead."

"I see."

"That strong of an undead. Makes you wonder what it was like when alive."

At Hippolyte's question, I recalled my conversation with the skeletal knight.

Days had passed, so memories had faded, but a couple of striking ones lingered.

"Um, Hippolyte. It mentioned someone who runs faster than a river current. Something about Weapon Master. Know who that might be?"

"Weapon Master—? Ha, only one person in this world ever held that title."

"Who?"

"Who else? The War Sorcerer, Achilles, of course. Why ask about Achilles all of a sudden?"

"Ah."

I'd heard of Achilles.

Just like Koreans think of Yi Sun-sin for heroes, in this kingdom, Achilles was the go-to name for hero.

A real big shot.

No idea why such a figure had fallen to undeath and hidden in the manticore valley, but the events there felt like a dream.

"Anyway, don't set foot in that valley again until my training's done. You got lucky this time, no guarantee next time."

"Yes, I'll be careful."

That was all I could say.

"But I didn't know you were so overprotective, Hippolyte. I thought you'd be the type to roll me off a cliff for some hardship training."

"...Talking like I'm some heartless lioness. And the thing about lionesses pushing cubs off cliffs is a myth anyway. Lionesses raise their cubs with care."

"I see."

I pictured Hippolyte raising a baby.

She stuck to harsh training methods, but surprisingly, she might raise her own flesh and blood well.

Assuming she wasn't trading stocks then.

"How's the stock doing?"

"Bought more recently. The day you brought the baby manticore bones. If you keep growing smoothly, going public isn't a dream."

She grinned slyly.

That day, I didn't escape her training until lumps covered my head.

* * *

"I have a question."

Crackle, crackle-.

Staring at the campfire, I suddenly asked.

"How do I beat someone stronger than me?"

The skeletal knight's blue eye-lights flickered.

Way to beat a stronger foe. Simple.

"What's that?"

Don't pick fights. Run, or beg pathetically. Survive that way, and it's your win.

"Your definition of victory is pretty broad."

Victory isn't just knocking them down. Staying alive is victory enough. Better to live as a beggar than die.

This was the skeletal knight's hideout, deep in a cave at the bottom of that sheer cliff in manticore valley.

Hippolyte had yelled not to come back because of the terrifying Death Knight here.

But I'd been sneaking visits to meet this Death Knight.

For a scrawny skeleton, it talked well, knew a lot, and was strong—perfect for asking about secretive stuff.

Hippolyte and the others were great adventurers, sure, but as a male mentor for me, they fell short.

Like this, for example.

"There's this girl I like. I've secretly met a few other girls behind her back. What do I do? Tell her the truth?"

You're a real piece of trash. Dreaming of Gold Tier adventurer just to collect multiple wives?

"Not like that."

Well, as a fellow man, I get it. Nothing gives a man headaches like women. Speaking for myself, I died because of a woman.

"Killed by a woman?"

Nah, not exactly. Close enough. Anyway, what's done is done. Hide it till you die. Hide it even after.

Advice that really sinks into your bones.

"What if she finds out?"

No idea. Curious? Get caught and see. Experiential learning's great. But not recommended.

Women, huh.

The skeletal knight sat on a log stool, gazing at the dying campfire. Its eye-lights flickered like flames.

I could tell this man was lost in thought.

Thinking about a woman? I wondered if undead felt sexual desire. What does it feel like to want to jack off but have no dick?

Must be horrific—I was frowning when the skeletal knight spoke up.

Speaking of women, I ran into that female party you mentioned. Cute bunch.

"Did you give them a beating?"

Nah, looked like it'd be a real fight, so I just watched. They seemed thirsty for achievement points. Said they were heading underground. That white-haired one you mentioned... no, never mind.

The skeletal knight shut its mouth.

Underground?

At "underground," I glanced at the black void far off.

Like an endless black sea—chilling.

"They went deeper than here?"

Yeah. You'll get it now, but the depths below teem with unimaginable monsters. Juvenile manticores look like kittens by comparison.

Swish-.

I stood from the campfire and peered into the deep, dark cavern below.

As I gazed into the abyss.

The abyss gazed back.

Elphriede's party went down there?

Gutsy as hell. Unless someone handed me a chest of gold, I wouldn't go.

If you wanna follow, I won't stop you, Hassan.

"Follow? Hell no, I'm scared shitless."

Good, then you've already won against the abyss by avoiding the fight and surviving.

"...Man, your values are weird."

You've rested enough. Let's resume training. You wanna beat that Hippolyte woman, right?

"Yes."

What's her fighting style? What ultimate moves, what weapons?

"Her whole body's a weapon. Insanely strong."

A woman whose whole body is a weapon. An Amazon? No surprise—subduing an Amazon is a guy's fantasy. Personally, I preferred getting subdued by one—.

Not wanting to hear the skeletal knight's sexual preferences, I got into stance.

Just raising levels wasn't enough; for the skills and experience I lacked, no better opponent than this guy.

Someday, I'd overpower Hippolyte purely with my own strength and pin her down—I imagined that future as I threw a punch at the skeleton.

Beneath me.

Moun...tain....

Hassan, I'm here—.

Save me.

Deep in the abyss—.

A sticky voice kept rising, grabbing at my ankles.
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Hippolyte's training methods were heavily focused on real combat.

"You'll develop a feel for where your opponent's aiming just by taking hits directly."

She'd basically pummel my chest, abdomen, and face with that kind of approach.

Of course, I didn't think she held any ill will toward me. Still, getting one-sidedly beaten like this day after day often left me fuming.

"Your little sister would be faster than you, Samaritan. Oh, but that's to be expected."

"Ugh...."

"You've got great strength and stamina, but you're way too slow on the uptake. So you need to dodge right at the last second, just barely avoiding the strike. That's your best bet. And the only way to learn it is through your body."

Traveling from inn to inn, I'd often seen people tenderizing meat with rods to make sausages. And that's exactly what I was—like a sausage.

She beat me so thoroughly that my whole body turned black and blue with bruises.

Thanks to that, every night Luna would watch me groaning in pain and seethe, "Hippolyte, that wicked girl! How could she beat someone up like this!"

"Hassan, isn't the training too harsh? What if you die like this!"

"No way I'd die. The human body is tougher than you think."

But as two weeks, then three passed since we started, and my enrollment at Hippolyte Academy neared its end, I began feeling anxious.

I'd come here to learn Aura, hadn't I?

I couldn't even see the first hint of Aura, and I was too busy dodging Hippolyte's attacks every day.

Still, with fists, I could roughly dodge about two out of five strikes. But just as I thought I was making progress, now I had to evade attacks from Hippolyte wielding a wooden stick.

"Think of this stick as a blade. If the red paint on the tip touches your body, you're dead. In reality, strong swordsmen can kill with mere twigs like this."

Like John Wick killing with a pencil, the powerhouses in this world could apparently slay with thin branches.

Whoosh, smack!

"There, you're dead once. Samaritan, Hassan, Hassan—? Hey, focus—."

* * *

Hippolyte seems to be teaching you the Spartan way.

"Pardon?"

In true Spartan fashion, they abandon those who fall behind in rigorous real combat. I don't know if they still do it now, but back in my time, the Spartans were like that.

The skeleton knight sat across from me by the campfire.

His explanation made me recall what I'd heard about Spartans—a nation of mercenaries made up of tough warriors, men and women alike?

They were certainly as brutal and merciless as Amazons or Samaritans, often grouped together when talking about hardy fighters.

So this brutal training method was the Spartan way.

Survival of the fittest. The weak get weeded out. Nothing beats it for forging strength. Only the strong survive, and survivors become strong.

Swoosh.

I felt the skeleton's blue glow shift toward my face. His eyes were probably fixed on the swollen, bruised bags under mine.

Of course, that's only if you can endure it.

"If I endure, will I get stronger?"

I asked gingerly, feeling my throbbing face and the ache in my chest beneath my breastplate.

I had a sense of just barely hanging on day by day. But I couldn't honestly feel like I was getting stronger or improving.

Sure, expecting major progress after just a month was ridiculous. Even on Earth, what could you really learn in a month of boxing or jiu-jitsu?

Slowly.

Steadily building physical skills.

No dramatic breakthroughs, so it felt frustratingly vague.

But unlike my worries, my Necromancy proficiency had risen quite quickly.

Watching the crude bone goblins I'd made scuttle around repairing the skeleton knight's house, I even thought maybe I should focus more on honing Necromancy than rolling around in the dirt.

The skeleton knight, however, seemed displeased with me using Necromancy.

Getting strong the easy way is a false path. Like mages call it, akin to black magic. What comes easy will betray you just as easily. In the end, it's a loss.

For a bag of bones, the skeleton knight was awfully strict.

If Hippolyte's training felt like hardcore practical PE, the skeleton knight's teachings leaned theoretical, almost spiritual.

In the final moment, all you'll have is your experience and your body. That's why that girl Hippolyte is building your foundations from the ground up.

"I see."

You seem anxious, but it's not so bad. You're learning well. Give it a few years like this, and no street thug in town will beat you.

A few years.

A long time, but hearing I was learning well eased my mind a bit.

More importantly, tell me more about that Karma Value. They measure strength with numbers out there?

"Yes, it's shown in stats like strength, agility, stamina. They add them up for a comprehensive value to calculate levels, which determines tier promotions."

Hah, scoring the body like that is laughable. Experience and skill can't be quantified. With this trend of reducing everything to numbers, more fools like you obsess over stats impatiently.

Don't put too much faith in levels.

The skeleton knight echoed what other seasoned adventurers had said.

For people like Hippolyte or this guy who'd reached a certain level, were levels just meaningless numbers?

Still, since I had the amazing ability to raise my Karma Value and level up, I agreed with them to an extent but also felt a rebellious spark.

If I raised my level so high they couldn't even squeak, would they still insist numbers mean nothing?

I pictured myself at level 30, no 40, no 50.

Level 50.

Level 50 Hassan.

Would earthquakes rumble just from me walking?

I suddenly wondered how high levels could go.

In modern terms, what was the max level?

Did it go on forever?

Level 99 Hassan.

Strength, agility, stamina all at 33.

Whoa, fuck, that sounded horrifying.

Imagining myself hulking out, smashing buildings, firing laser beams from my mouth—then my eyes shifted to the text floating in front of me.

A familiar notification now.

It meant my minions' battles had been tallied, and I'd gained Karma Value.

My bone wyvern and Agumon must've been rampaging through the valley near this abyss, wrecking the ecosystem—my Karma Value was now at 210.

With Luna's totem, I could definitely hit at least level 26.

Awooooooo—.

Lost in happy delusions, a gruesome roar erupted from below me. Something in the pitch-black darkness under that cliff let out a massive cry.

I couldn't imagine what might cause such a scream, nor did I want to picture it.

Maybe that massive manticore, or Elfride's party that had gone down there.

It had been three days since the skeleton knight spotted Elfride's group.

Those exploring the abyss usually start cracking mentally by day three. If they don't escape today, those girls will taste true living hell.

According to the skeleton knight, all sorts of ordeals begin around day three.

Walking through deep darkness muddles your sense of time and space. Plus, the abyss's poison is potent—hell mana. Without resistance, it rots your mind from the top down.

I'd heard about hell mana before.

Mana spewing from the rift between the underworld and the surface world?

Immensely powerful, but once addicted, it destroys a person—an terrifying energy.

Paranoia popped into my head.

The nymph corrupted by hell mana, Paranoia.

Thinking of Elfride's party member, the White Rose, turning like that made her seem pitiful.

You should heed this too, Necromancer. Prolonged Necromancy use can corrupt you with hell mana, ruining your personality first.

"Is that so...?"

Personality issues.

It wasn't entirely unfamiliar, sending chills down my spine, when the skeleton knight added more.

Unless you're Pluto's priests, specially trained to endure it—which even they, Necromancers included, mostly go mad anyway.

"Specially trained priests? How do they train?"

Pluto's priests stuff themselves with all sorts from childhood to acclimate to hell mana—poison herbs, venomous bugs—turning their bodies into bug jars.

The skeleton knight explained the bug jar ritual.

Throw venomous bugs in a jar; they eat and fight until one survives.

That survivor becomes a curse of immense poison.

Likewise, Pluto's clerics turn themselves into massive venomous bugs from youth, using their bodies as jars.

Eating bugs and poison herbs from childhood to build tolerance.

Seemed gruesome and barbaric, but thinking back—fuck, I'd lived similarly.

My dad used to jab me with bee stings whenever he could, claiming it'd make me poison-proof.

The bugs I'd eaten were countless; the taste resurfaced, so I stopped thinking.

* * *

Emerging from the valley, the sun was already dipping low, casting a yellowish dusk.

Considering summer's long days, it was probably around seven in the evening.

I thought of heading home for dinner with Luna when, at the north gate of Little Mora in the distance, a familiar pink head waved at me.

"Hassan, over here—!"

Luna had come to meet me.

Exhausted from the grueling training, but seeing her face lifted my spirits a bit.

"Hassan, you went to the valley again today? I told you it's dangerous."

"Got to do risky stuff to rack up achievements."

"Hmm—."

Hippolyte hadn't liked me going to the northern valley either, and Luna felt the same.

If the roles were reversed, I'd worry too.

If a soft girl like Luna went traipsing through monster-infested areas picking herbs, I'd be concerned.

"Hassan, you must be tired! I'll make dinner tonight! Let's go eat!"

Her words snapped me alert.

"Luna, you're cooking dinner?"

Had I ever seen Luna cook? Nope, never.

Someone treating me to a home-cooked meal? It'd been ages, so my fatigue vanished.

I hurried to her cabin.

『Grotesque Salad Filled with Tiny Nighttime Affection.』

『Temporarily boosts stamina stat upon consumption.』

"How is it? To your taste?"

That's when I learned Luna was a terrible cook.

A salad of poorly seasoned veggies, greens, and bizarrely charred meat bits.

Honestly, it tasted awful.

But she'd clearly put effort in and was awaiting my reaction. What to say?

Tell her it's bad?

Or say it's good?

Pondering, I suddenly recalled a similar dilemma from the past.

Like a submarine surfacing unexpectedly, an unbidden flashback hit.

Maybe the first time a woman—excluding mom or my sister—cooked for me.

Hey, arsonist, wanna try this? Just whipped it up.

A few weeks after becoming a slave?

Elfride had once offered me what she called a pancake—basically a flat, broad mung bean pancake.

It looked charred black and reeked of salt; I thought it was a new torture method.

You Samaritans haven't had this, right? Alvheim-style pancake.

But it really tasted bad.

Burnt and super salty. Sprinkled with sugar, maybe edible—but nope, it was salt.

Do elves like this stuff?

Saying it sucked might upset Elfride and earn a scolding.

Just close my eyes and say it's good?

If it's good, uh..., I could make it every day.

Fuck, eat this crap daily?

I'd take a whipping instead.

No desire to eat this horror every day. If it were mildly bad, I'd endure. This crossed the line.

Slave or not, I had a God-given right to refuse such food.

John no taste.

Y-you bastard? That's an insult...!

Hieeek—!

Come to think of it, from that day, Elfride started giving me pocket change for meals. I saved it and eventually scraped together 30 silvers.

If I'd said it was good, I'd have kept eating that garbage, never saved the silvers, and stayed under Elfride forever?

A chilling thought.

This moment echoed that perfectly.

"How is it? If you like it, I'll keep making it! You're training so hard, Hassan—I felt like I should do something. I put in everything that's good for the body. Oh, that meat's viper. Good for men!"

"...I see. Feels nourishing."

After washing off sweat, my languid, fatigued body surged with vitality. Unbidden, my dick stiffened—super awkward.

Viper meat effect was killer.

Weird food buff or not, my stamina rose by 3 to 11. My mind sharpened, making it even more awkward.

How to sleep now.

Pushing the empty bowl aside with that thought, Luna suddenly straddled me.
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“Hassan, you’re getting more and more robust these days.”

Luna, straddling my lap, ran her palms lightly over my shoulders and arms.

My sturdy build had always been one of my few points of pride.

But lately, after battles teetering on the edge of life and death and grueling training, my body fat had hit an all-time low.

Sometimes, glancing in the mirror, even I was startled by the sharply honed physique staring back.

Stroke, strokestroke—.

Luna caressed my forearms as if fascinated by the transformation.

The soft touch of her slender fingers was somehow ticklish, and the wonderful scent wafting from her body atop mine left me dazed.

Unthinkingly, I raised my hand and stroked her waist.

As my fingers traced the straight line of her back, a soft “Ah—.” escaped her lips, so close to my face.

My rigid member surged, threatening to burst through my pants. Could Luna, sitting on top of me, really not notice?

Slipping down.

At last, she slowly crawled down my body and began undoing the knot of my pants.

No words passed between us, but I understood what she intended.

My heart pounded wildly, and heat flushed my face like I’d been drinking.

“Hassan, it’s gotten so big. It feels like the size changes every time I see it….”

My pants and undergarments tugged down to my knees exposed my throbbing erection to the hut’s air.

The sensation of the cool summer night air against the hot flesh was utterly strange.

And then the fingers wrapping around it—somehow, I still couldn’t get used to it. Being touched by someone else’s hand.

“Haa—. Slurp.”

With growing familiarity, Luna stuck out her tongue and licked from the base of the shaft to the tip.

It felt like my entire body had been licked from bottom to top; a shiver ran up my nape.

Had I ever taught her this?

No, I didn’t think so.

Slurrp, slurrrp—.

Luna kept licking my member with her tongue. It almost looked like a starving person savoring candy or ice cream.

“Haa, huaa—. How’s it feel? Good—?”

Today’s Luna felt unusually proactive.

What was going on? Then I realized about a month had passed since her last menstrual cycle. Was her libido peaking near ovulation?

Of course, the prospect of getting off in her mouth thrilled me.

Slurrp.

Finally, the head began sliding slowly into Luna’s round lips.

“Mmph—.”

Her small mouth soon took in about half of my length.

Did she stop because going deeper might hit her throat?

It was tantalizing, but the moist warmth enveloping me soon had me content.

Slurp, slurrrp.

Luna knelt before me, working her tongue and lips diligently.

Watching her pink hair sparkle in the moonlight streaming through the window, I thought how nice it’d be to fondle her swaying breasts.

So I reached out slowly and grasped one with my hand—.

“Mmmngh—.”

Luna let out a displeased whimper, as if extremely sensitive.

But as I kept kneading, she soon unfastened the jewelry around her neck and shoulders, baring her chest.

Slipping off, squish—.

I caressed her soft breast and the nipple hardening under my touch.

“Mngh, huu, slurp—.”

Her reactions, moaning occasionally around my member, were exquisite.

Sucking my cock while I fondled her soft breast and nipple—what paradise could top this?

My spirit had been worn from recent harsh training, but thinking of reaching Gold Tier and properly coupling with Luna reignited my drive.

“Slurrrp, huu—.”

Luna slathered my member with her saliva until it glistened.

Perhaps her jaw ached from keeping her mouth open, or her neck tired—either way, she spat it out briefly and gripped the tip in her palm.

Stroke, strokestroke.

Her palm glided smoothly over the slick surface, coated in my precum and her spit.

After stroking the shaft a few times, she even twisted her fingers around the glans like uncorking a bottle.

“Urgh—.”

The intense pleasure focused on my swollen glans made my hips buck involuntarily into the air, an embarrassing groan escaping my lips.

“Hassan, does it feel good…?”

She even kept asking teasing questions, clearly enjoying my reactions.

Her upturned eyes half-lidded with heat, the corners of her mouth quirked up—I could tell she harbored a touch of sadism, delighting in my torment.

“Show me your orgasm face, Hassan.”

A true daughter of the night goddess.

Cute by day, seductive by night—that described Luna perfectly.

With the head under constant stimulation, climax rushed upon me faster than ever.

“Guh—.”

So I came.

My member pulsed violently, unprecedentedly, spraying semen everywhere.

My enhanced stamina meant greater volume and force; it splattered Luna’s hand, face, and breasts.

“Hassan, you came a lot. And your face was just my type.”

Luna smiled, delighted. Her white teeth and slight overbite looked rather sharp.

What kind of face had I made? I’d never cared about my expressions, but her words now made my head itch uncomfortably.

“But it’s still so hard.”

She took my freshly spent member back into her mouth. It felt amazing, yet the situation embarrassed me.

It was like she was unilaterally extracting my release.

Did Antiope or Hippolyte feel this ashamed when I’d done the same to them?

Even with Luna, it felt awkward—and thinking of what I’d done to them made me realize how cruel it had been.

“If this went inside, it’d hurt so much. Slurp. Hmmph.”

Luna licked my member lovingly, as if it were something precious.

Even after one climax, the urge built again.

I placed my hand on her head, guiding it downward gently. Her head, chin, and tongue followed in sync.

I slowly lay back, reclining fully.

I wished every day could be like this.

I’d squeeze out one more in her mouth like this.

As I stoked the rising pleasure—

Dingaling, dingaling—.

A bell rang at the garden gate’s fence by the hut’s yard.

Luna and I froze, hastily dressing.

“Who is it?”

Who’d visit as evening deepened?

For a paranoid moment, I wondered if it was Paranoya—but she’d just barge in, so probably an outsider.

Hippolyte, then?

What business at this late hour?

She’d liked Horomable. Here for that?

Tidying myself, I peeked out the window.

A figure in gray robes stood blankly in the yard.

First, I checked build and armament.

Petite, head shorter than me—typical for this world. Robes hid weapons, but no visible sword or club, so not a blatant thug.

Still, could have a hidden dagger, so I watched warily. Luna peered out beside me.

“Who? Not Hippolyte by the size. Not Paranoya either. A guest?”

“No idea.”

The stranger reached out, ringing the bell again: dingaling, dingaling.

“Hassan, guess I should check outside.”

Luna wiped her mouth and body with a cloth, then dressed properly. Her jewelry took time to fasten.

As she finished, the bell rang impatiently again. Whoever it was lacked patience.

When Luna was dressed, I opened the door, stepping out with a club in hand—just in case.

We’d been in the papers lately; some psycho might target or stalk us.

“Uh-oh—.”

But the face under the robe was utterly unexpected, spinning my vision.

A robber would’ve shocked me less.

“Elfriede—.”

“You’re Hassan. Why are you here…?”

“And you—what brings you here?”

Elfriede had gone to the Abyss with her party, hadn’t she?

My mental state plunged into the Abyss.

* * *

Stroke, strokestroke.

Inside the hut, Elfriede shed her robe and glanced around.

She eyed the cluttered first-floor workshop for a while, then spotted the spider peeking from between jars.

Barkbark!

Kkyangkkyang, the hut’s final guardian and last sentinel, shook its rear at the intruder, refusing entry.

Like a cat crouching low before pouncing.

“Such a cute spider. Pretty color too. Wolf spider?”

Elfriede ignored the threat, extending her palm. Kkyangkkyang hopped right on.

Hiyoong.

“Odd cry. Smart little thing.”

Kkyangkkyang, you traitor. Invader in the house, and that tone? Or lulling her into biting a finger?

Watching tensely, Elfriede scratched its back with slender fingers; delighted, it hopped back into the jar.

Spiders truly can’t be trusted.

“Didn’t expect company, so it’s a bit messy.”

Luna entered then, kicking jars and materials aside to clear space for three.

“Sit!”

Elfriede surveyed, her red eyes scanning, then shook her head slightly.

“No need to sit for this. Luna, right? I have something to say to you.”

“To Luna? What?”

Leaning against the wall in the cramped workshop corner, arms crossed, I couldn’t help asking.

Elfriede visiting Luna this late?

Luna and Elfriede.

No connection I knew of.

I couldn’t believe Elfriede stood in this hut—our growing nest.

Was this real?

Stroke.

Elfriede ignored my question, glancing at me briefly before turning deliberately to Luna.

Having partied with her long, I knew that meant “I didn’t say it was for you.”

“Something to say to me? What?”

Scrape.

Luna fetched a small jar, sitting on it.

Elfriede, looking down slightly, spoke.

“First off, nice atmosphere here. Your place? Stylish.”

“Yeah. You’ve got an eye!”

“Even a shower setup. Fancy.”

“Hassan took down the Thieves’ Guild recently. Got the plumbing cheap!”

Luna beamed, eager to show off to the praiser.

I knew she was open-ended, but treating even a rival cleanly?

They chatted casually while I watched, heart pounding uncomfortably.

Like meeting an ex mid-date with the current—except maybe worse.

“Private hygiene at home. Cute and cozy. Mind if I look around? Need to wash up.”

“Sure, go ahead.”

With permission, Elfriede headed to the outdoor shower off the workshop.

Just a faucet, nothing special.

“Toothbrushes—two. Fun. Two floors too. Rustic cabin. Mind the second?”

Stroke.

After the buildup, Elfriede toured like housewarming guests, heading upstairs.

Worried she’d steal or torch the place, I followed.

Upstairs, she was surprisingly tame.

Just glancing around, at the half-open window, or the deerhide blanket on the floor.

“Hmm, two pillows. Cohabiting, maybe? Heard you’re a purity-vowed adventurer, Luna.”

Her eyes fixed on a strange stain on the floor. Luna swept it underfoot.

“S-sometimes a nymph friend visits. You saw her? The one with the round, orange-mushroom head last time.”

“Oh, her. Nymph. Yeah.”

Luna babbled excuses at Elfriede.

Publicly, Luna was a purity-sworn female adventurer.

Our cohabitation leaking could draw scorn.

Hippolyte and Paranoya knew and overlooked, but Luna couldn’t tell Elfriede.

Wise choice.

“Elfriede, you’re not here to snoop. You said you had something to say?”

I urged her to get on with it, hoping to shoo her out.

[Author's Note]
Just why on earth did she come...
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“Elfride, you’re not here to snoop around someone else’s house, right? Didn’t you say you had something to say?”

I asked her to get straight to the point while also trying to shoo her out of the cabin as quickly as possible.

I worried that my attitude—telling her to say what she came to say and leave—was a bit too blatant.

To think I could be this forceful with Elfride.

How should I put it? It felt like running into a terrifying senior from my army days and deliberately acting casual around him.

You’ve grown up, Hassaan.

But regardless of my inner triumph, Elfride’s expression soured a little.

“Fine, whatever. But what I have to say is for Luna. Mind giving us some privacy, outsider?”

“What?”

As expected, Elfride was a bold, nasty little brat. She didn’t back down an inch and fired right back at me.

What could she possibly have to discuss with Luna alone?

The eager attitude I’d had just moments ago faded, replaced by a gnawing ache in my gut.

It reminded me of elementary school, that sinking feeling when a girl caught me doing something wrong and bolted to the teacher’s office.

What on earth did she plan to talk about with Luna?

I was thoroughly flustered.

It clearly wasn’t going to be good news for me.

“Something just between you two?”

“Yeah. It’s business.”

Luna furrowed her brow slightly, as if pondering Elfride’s words. Then, convinced by the mention of business, she nodded curtly. “Okay.”

Thanks to that, I had no choice but to step out into the yard, leaving the two of them behind.

Chatter, chatter.

The faint voices of women drifted from inside.

Part of me desperately wanted to eavesdrop on what they were saying.

But if I stooped that low as a person, something inside me would shatter beyond repair. So I pretended to be nonchalant and stroked the potato plants in the yard instead.

“Potato, grow big and fast so I can eat you.”

Tremble.

“Why are you shaking? Am I that scary?”

Tremble.

The potato sprouts quivered like they were terrified of being eaten by me.

I vaguely recalled some pseudoscience about plants having sensors that pick up on emotional waves, growing toxic if they hear bad things.

But upon closer inspection, it wasn’t the potato shaking—it was my hand.

I was the one who was scared.

I couldn’t keep my nerves in check, to the point of talking to a potato out of anxiety.

What was Elfride saying to Luna?

Hadn’t it only been a few minutes since they started talking?

Shouldn’t she be done by now?

What could they possibly be discussing that was taking this long?

I agonized over whether to press my ear to the door and listen in.

Just moments ago, I’d been soaring in heaven.

Now, I was plunged into the deepest hell imaginable.

Right then, the cabin door slid open with a soft whoosh.

Elfride emerged, hood of her robe pulled up once more.

“…You didn’t eavesdrop? I figured you’d try, knowing you.”

“What do you take me for? So, what did you talk about with Luna?”

“Who knows.”

With that, she pulled her hood fully over her head.

She vanished into the shadows of the distant alley.

Only when her back was completely out of sight and her presence undetectable did I finally return to Luna’s cabin.

Luna sat on a jar on the first floor.

Arms crossed, she furrowed her brow in uncharacteristic deep thought. What had they talked about to make her look so grave?

I was curious, but hearing the answer made me a little uneasy too. The two impulses battled evenly until one won out, and I opened my mouth.

“What did you two talk about?”

What kind of story would it be?

“About Hippolyte.”

“What story? Hippo-what?”

For a moment, I thought I’d misheard.

Elfride, who had zero connection to Luna, comes over to talk about Hippolyte, who she also had zero connection to?

I’d imagined all sorts of scenarios out in the yard, but this was way beyond anything I’d considered.

“What about Hippolyte?”

“She asked me to introduce her. I didn’t catch all the details, but apparently she has a job for a gold-tier adventurer.”

Why ask Luna for an introduction to Hippolyte?

As I pondered that, I suddenly remembered how Luna and Hippolyte had teamed up during the thieves’ guild subjugation.

Elfride must have seen them together, so it made sense she’d think of Luna as a connection to Hippolyte.

Among adventurers, getting introductions to third parties through other adventurers was common.

“That’s it? Just that?”

“She bought a few potions too. And she took some of my hair? Ta-da.”

In Luna’s hand dangled a couple strands of her long silver hair, swaying gently.

“She seemed nicer than I expected.”

“I guess.”

Elfride generally took a kind stance toward others. Apparently even toward Luna, who was close to me.

“But, Hassaan.”

Luna, still with her arms crossed, looked at me. In the dim light of the candle, her emerald eyes gleamed with unusual depth.

“You get weirdly excited whenever you see that girl. Like you can’t calm down.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Maybe—. No, never mind. I need to sleep. I’m exhausted.”

Luna started to say something, then slammed on the brakes.

I was curious what she’d been about to say, but I didn’t press her. I figured there was no need to drag it out, so I went to bed like her.

That night, Luna clung tightly to my waist and wouldn’t let go.

“Didn’t you say it was hot? If you keep holding me like this, I’ll get hot too.”

“…Not hot!”

For some reason, though, Luna sweated profusely but refused to let go.

The summer night’s sweltering heat combined with Luna’s body warmth left me tossing and turning. I only fell asleep after dawn, once Luna had drifted off first.

* * *

I woke early and headed to Hippolyte’s training ground.

I’d only gotten a few hours of sleep due to the heat and restlessness, but my boosted stamina stats lately and Luna’s special salad must have helped—I wasn’t that tired.

“Hassaan, you coming back late again today?”

As I stepped out of the cabin, Luna called after me.

“Probably.”

“It’s good you’re working hard, but… I feel like we’re spending less time together. Kinda sad.”

“Really?”

Luna fidgeted awkwardly, genuinely seeming disappointed.

She stared down at her toes peeking from her sandals, wiggling them. Even after saying it herself, she looked incredibly embarrassed.

Luna wasn’t great at expressing herself. It must have taken real courage just to say that much.

“I miss spending time with you too, but if I don’t push now, who knows what the future holds.”

“I get that, but… Hassaan, kiss me before you go then.”

“What—?”

I jumped, thinking I’d misheard. What was this? Had Luna not woken up from a dream? Or was I the one dreaming?

Of course not. This was stark reality.

“Right now, right here?”

“Yeah, right now, right here.”

I glanced around. This outskirts area with its dilapidated warehouses was sparsely populated, thankfully.

But since the potion ingredients went public, orders had surged—who knew if a sudden customer might show up? People passing by could see us too.

Asking for a kiss right in the middle of the yard like this.

If we got caught, it wouldn’t faze me much, but for Luna, bound by her vow of chastity, it’d be a huge risk.

“Hurry.”

But Luna spoke as if she didn’t care about any of that.

Had Luna malfunctioned? She was always passive and defensive about this stuff. She’d seemed a bit off since yesterday.

Grip.

She grabbed my collar and wouldn’t let go, so half-terrified, half-thrilled, I leaned down and pressed my lips to hers.

A light brush of lips should be fine, I thought.

Smack, slurp.

Before I knew it, Luna’s soft tongue teased between my lips.

The situation ignited like oil on fire, and I pulled her waist close, our tongues entwining deeply.

“Hah, haa, Hassaaan—.”

We’d showered that morning, but our clinging bodies and rising excitement brought fresh sweat. We ignored it.

Still, I worried a little about getting caught.

So, catching my breath, I tried to gently push her shoulders away. Surprisingly, Luna pulled back easily.

Then she dropped to her knees in front of me and started untying my pants.

“What? What are you doing?”

“Stay still, just stay still, Hassaan.”

Luna’s tone was surprisingly commanding. She yanked down my pants and belt once the knot was loose, then went for my underwear.

But doing this in the yard was too much, even for me in my aroused state. I grabbed her shoulders to pull her up.

That’s when I saw her face—tears welled up in her emerald eyes.

“No, Luna. What’s wrong?”

“If things keep going like this, you’ll go far away, Hassaan.”

“What? What are you talking about?”

“In my dream, you left me behind. No matter how much I called, you didn’t hear. You ignored me…”

“A dream? Oh, is that all?”

I understood why she was acting like this. It was oddly cute, making me chuckle, but I worried too.

Dreams reflect the subconscious, from what I knew.

If I’d ignored and abandoned her in her dream, maybe Luna was feeling insecure about me.

“Luna, have you been worried or anxious about anything lately?”

Nod, nod.

She nodded immediately without hesitation.

“Why? Tell me what’s making you anxious.”

“You’re changing more and more, Hassaan. You seem like a different person.”

I was pretty taken aback. Me, changing? Seeming like someone else? To hear something like “You’ve changed, bro—”

Of course, I had my suspicions.

“If this keeps up, I feel like you’ll abandon me and leave forever.”

“No way, Luna. Your instincts are off this time.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, really. Want to skip training today and spend the day at home together?”

I was genuinely concerned about her state.

Was it okay to leave her alone like this? If there was a guardian, maybe, but staying with her until she calmed down seemed best.

I turned back toward the cabin, thinking I’d stay home today.

“No, forget it. I don’t want to be the woman who holds a man back. You’re moving forward, but I feel stuck in place. That’s what made me anxious.”

“Really? I actually think the opposite.”

“…Guess I like you more than I thought, Hassaan. This feeling’s new; I don’t know what to do.”

Luna mumbled shyly, her voice much calmer.

I realized just how much this little girl relied on me.

Orphaned, forced to leave her homeland, struggling in this distant land.

To her, was I her whole world right now?

I wasn’t much different.

“Hassaan, have a good day.”

Fully calmed, Luna waved me off.

Luna had been feeling insecure.

And here I wasn’t even that great a guy.

Maybe her unique intuition had picked up on the shady things I’d been doing.

Too many possibilities to even defend myself.

Knock, knock.

Lost in thought, I’d arrived at Hippolyte’s place.

As usual, I knocked, and the door swung open to reveal a dark-skinned woman.

I thought it was Hippolyte at first.

But the long pipe in her mouth and leather outfit made it Antiope.

“Oh, Hassaan… sir.”

Perhaps due to past events, Antiope’s eyes flashed with fear when she looked at me.

“U-um, sis hasn’t come home yet. She went out last night for some sudden appointment…”

“Oh? Who’d she meet?”

“It was dark, so I couldn’t see well. But I think it was a mage.”

A mage.

Elfride, maybe? As I wondered, Antiope added more.

“W-would you like to come in and wait? She should be back soon. Oh, let me get you some i-ice water!”

Antiope stammered incoherently and dashed inside, rummaging through drawers.

My eyes were on her leather rider suit, which covered her body completely. It looked sweltering. Sweat beaded steadily on her neck and forehead.

Having just heard Luna’s story, I suddenly felt terribly sorry for her. When she finally handed me a cup of iced water, I said,

“Hey, um, Antiope—.”

“Hey, Hassaan sir—.”

Our words overlapped.
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“Um, uh, Antiope—.”

“Um, Sir Hassan—.”

Our words overlapped.

I gulped down a few sips from the ice-filled glass I’d grabbed to hide my fluster. My teeth ached from the cold.

“What? Something you want to say?”

“I heard, uh, that you met Weiss Bain… right?”

Weiss Bain?

The name brought to mind Baccus’s executor, the heretic inquisitor Weiss Bain. That eccentric guy who bathed in expensive wine.

“He’s got a real nose for cultists. He was singing your praises, Sir Hassan. Just what, what kind of method did you use to win him over…?”

“Really? I didn’t do much.”

All I could recall was trash-talking cultists with him and downing some vicious grain liquor in one go.

Hearing from someone else that he’d praised me like that made it clear the guy had taken a real liking to me.

“I heard you’re getting invited soon, soon to the subjugation of that named monster. So, so then you plan to take out Weiss Bain then, right?”

“Take out what?”

“You’re planning to bring down that guy, the temple knight order, aren’t you? That’s why I came up with a great scheme to deal with him—.”

“No, what.”

“He loves booze, so slip venom into his drinks the night before. Hydra venom or something. That’ll kill him, and you’ll get a fine corpse out of it, right?”

Antiope was spinning a tale straight out of a cultist’s playbook.

Had the heat fried her brain?

But what came next was even more outrageous.

“So I went ahead and got some hydra venom ready in advance.”

Zzzip—.

Antiope unzipped something like a zipper running up to her neck, pulling it down to her chest.

Her sweat-drenched collarbone and nape came into view, followed by her massively full breasts jiggling as if about to burst free. From between them, she pulled out a tiny glass vial.

Inside the thumb-sized vial floated a single droplet glowing fluorescent green.

“There’s a skilled witch in Sodmora, so I bought it for 3 gold. This much would kill even Weiss Bain.”

“Uh….”

Kill a temple knight?

If that happened, my peaceful daily life would vanish in an instant.

“What do you think? Acting first before getting orders—that’s your policy, Sir Hassan, or so Paranoy told me. Did I do good?”

Information came flooding out like a dam bursting.

I could say it with certainty.

Antiope was broken.

Like a puppet with its strings cut, plummeting to the floor.

Like a grasshopper gripped in a child’s hand, picked apart.

Antiope had finally shattered.

And the one who’d broken her was probably me.

She hadn’t been this bad last time we met. Had I given her too much of a shock?

As I pondered what to do, Antiope spoke up.

“So, can I get a reward too?”

“A reward?”

“You said you’d give rewards for good work. For mine, I’d like, like you to massage my shoulders again….”

Zzzip.

She pulled down the leather suit covering her shoulders and sprawled face-down on the bed before me. She wanted a shoulder rub, obviously.

Her straight back and shoulders, now exposed, were covered in childish doodles of flowers and clouds straight out of a kid’s sketchbook. Of course, I’d drawn them.

Her left arm even had a Charmander, her right a Pikachu.

The sweat-soaked look of the Pikachu and Charmander under that leather suit made them look downright pitiful.

I slowly moved the hand holding the cold iced glass and grasped her shoulder.

“Ah…. It’s cooold….”

“Oh, sorry.”

“No, it’s nice and cool. Nice and cool in all sorts of ways…. Hnnghaa…. Thank you so much for the reward, Sir Hassan. Hn, ah—.”

Sure enough, her body felt scorching hot to the touch, like a lump of fire. Hippolyte ran hot too, and it seemed her sister Antiope was the same.

No wonder her brain had melted, wrapped neck to ankle in that leather suit to hide her tattoos.

“Um, my back too, press my back tooo, haa, hnng—. Like, like last time, hard, with that crack, I looove that….”

Crack—.

“Eeeek—!”

I shoved my palm flat against her back, and she let out a scream like she’d been stabbed. At the same moment, sparks crackled— from her right palm.

“What the—?!”

I damn near jumped out of my skin. Could static from a person’s hand really spark that strong? As I panicked, the prone Antiope giggled.

“Oh, this? Pretty neat, huh?”

Crackle-crackle—.

Blue lightning flickered around her right hand. No mistaking it—that was Raigeki’s S-rank secret art, Thunderclap.

“You could use magic too?”

“No. Daughters of Mars can’t handle magic. But one day, it just happened. Like this, lightning from my right hand, and my left—.”

Whoosh—.

A small fireball soon formed in her left hand.

“It must be the blessing you bestowed on me, Sir Hassan.”

“Blessing…?”

“These, these weird tattoos.”

Antiope extinguished the fire and lightning in her hands. She sat up.

Her huge breasts jiggled vividly right in front of my eyes. But what she pointed to with her finger was the Pikachu and Charmander.

“With this power, I can get stronger than before. I’ll smash this world that tormented me. Sir Hassan, let’s turn the world into hell together!”

“Ugh, shit….”

Was it really because of those drawings?

Come to think of it, she’d said something about absorbing karma from the weird ink she ate that I drew on her body.

So it wasn’t entirely impossible.

Resigned, I swiped my finger over the Charmander on her shoulder, erasing it.

“Wha, why?!”

But Antiope shrieked as if I’d tried to erase her tattoo on purpose. Ignoring her reaction, I wiped away the Pikachu too.

Swipe, swiiipe—.

“Wha, why!?”

For good measure, I cleanly erased the sealing incantation on her belly.

If something like the Nine-Tails’ power suddenly burst out from her stomach, the world might really be in danger.

Antiope, though, seemed utterly shocked at the funny tattoos vanishing.

“…Are you discarding me? Was I useless?”

“Sorry, Antiope. Looks like I did this to you. You don’t need to cover your body anymore.”

“Wha, why….”

“Wearing leather clothes in summer to hide your body would be hot, right? You can draw whatever you want on yourself again.”

“Th-then….”

Antiope raised her index finger. Soon, strange black ink like tears dripped from it. She wrote “Hassan” on her lower belly.

“I, I wrote what I wanted! No, wait.”

To the “Hassan” letters, she added “’s Holy Warrior” with a ssscribble.

Antiope’s state was worse than I’d thought.

“Um, Antiope.”

“Yes? Something to say? Oh, right, you were trying to tell me something earlier?”

She spoke with crystalline clarity, but her eyes were half-dead.

I didn’t want things escalating further, like talk of poisoning temple knights leaking out. So I finally voiced what I’d been holding back.

“Truth is, uh…. I’m not a god.”

“Huh…?”

“I lied to you. I’m just human.”

Before things got worse, it was time to own up to my lie.

The die was cast; all that remained was Antiope’s reaction.

“…A lie. That’s a lie too, right? Why, why tell me such a lie…?”

“It’s not a lie.”

“Ah, I get it. Another test? If I fail, do I get punished again? You’ll mess with me however you want…?”

I was at a loss for words.

Whatever I said bounced off like hitting a wall.

On a hunch, I grabbed her wrist, and text appeared.

『Name: Antiope Picture Keeper lv. ?? 34  
Status: Irregular Menstruation》 Heatstroke》 Despair》』

New status effects: Heatstroke and Despair. I checked the glowing acupoints on her body.

A red blotch shimmered above her elbow.

What was that? Cooling Meridian?

The emergency acupoint for acute heatstroke, disoriented breathing.

Pressing it firmly, Antiope screamed, “Gyaaaah—!” She collapsed onto the bed, her huge breasts heaving as she panted wildly.

“Hnnghaa—.”

I kept pressing her elbow, and text floated before me.

Ding—.

Cured Heatstroke》and Despair》simultaneously. Current Karma Value: 275.

“Hnngh….”

“Better now? Calmer?”

“…”

But Antiope said nothing. She just slowly rezipped her suit.

“Antiope, I—”

“…Not even giving me time to dream, huh.”

“What?”

“…I kinda knew already. That you’re not a god. Or a cultist.”

“Really?”

“I’m not an idiot. There’s no such thing as clumsy cultists like you guys. Or clumsy gods.”

Antiope lay on the bed, staring silently at the ceiling. Her once-hazy eyes sparkled with the clear brown from our first meeting.

Swipe.

She sat up, leaning her back against the wall.

She picked up the pipe on the floor, lit it with a flick-tick of her fingers, sparking a flame.

“Fuu—.”

She inhaled deeply and exhaled smoke into the air.

“But if you made me dream, you gotta take responsibility. For that one moment, I could use magic. I don’t know what happened, but I swear, fire and lightning shot from my hands.”

Antiope spat a curse.

“Lightning from my hands. Me. I must’ve lost it. Damn, was it really heatstroke?”

“Probably. It’s no normal heat.”

“Now that I’m thinking clearly, I’m pissed. Sure, I was wrong to attack you guys first. But now my head’s clear, and I’m ashamed of what I did.”

Antiope ruffled and scratched her ashen hair wildly. The depth of her embarrassment hit home.

I said,

“That’s how it goes…. Anyway, now that the misunderstandings are cleared up, let’s just get along casually. Keep the fact that you lost to us and what we did secret, okay? Wouldn’t want rumors messing up anyone’s future.”

“Of course it’s a secret. Who’d want their life ruined? Haa—. Why’d I do that? Though back then, you really did look terrifying. Ugh, so embarrassing.”

She pounded the blanket with her soles, pa-pang, kicking up dust.

On my end, things had resolved smoothly, lifting a weight off my mind. Luna had said I seemed different lately, and this mess with Antiope must’ve been a big part of it.

What a relief.

“But nah, can’t have me as the only one with an embarrassing memory.”

Swipe.

Antiope extended her sole toward me. Soft and arched— a fine foot.

“…What?”

“…Show some sincerity on my foot.”

“What?”

“…Gotta leave you with an embarrassing memory too. That way, we’ll both keep the secret. Right? So, kiss my foo…, foot.”

Was she serious? Kiss her foot?

Even that vicious Elfride never ordered that. Kissing a person’s foot—what could be more humiliating?

“Hurry.”

Wiggle, wiggle.

Antiope flexed her toes impatiently. Her resolve was firm.

Had I briefly worried about fighting her if I revealed the truth?

Her level now: 27.

Mine: 25, with a solid Karma Value stored. If push came to shove, I’d considered overpowering her by force.

If we could end this bloodlessly by me bending my pride, what could be better?

I steadied my breath, grabbed that small, soft, warm sole with my hand.

Smoosh.

It was right then.

Clang—.

The door flew open, and sweat-drenched Hippolyte burst in. Her brown eyes swept over me and her sister Antiope.

“Why, why are you touching my little sister’s f-foot…? Antiope, why? Aren’t you sworn to chastity?”

Hippolyte closed the distance to me at speed that made her knees invisible.

Knots of goosebumps on my nape made me instinctively jerk my head back, and by a hair’s breadth, her hand grazed past my throat.

Shreeeek—!

Holy shit, could a human hand slicing air make that sound? Imagining getting caught by that was horrifying.

She’d tried to grab my throat.

How’d I dodge? Training paying off?

Antiope, meanwhile, was firmly gripped by the ankle by Hippolyte.

“S-sis, sis, hear me out. Sis, this is, uh, sis—! Siiiis! SIIIIS!”

“…Hassan, you dodged my hand, so I’ll let you off for now. Get out. Unless you want to die.”

“Thank you.”

No sooner had I shut the door than chaotic thwacks and flaps—like chickens flapping wings—erupted from inside.

“Ngyaaa, mooom, siiiiis—!”

“I raised you to—!”

Words filtered through, but drowned in the noise. A few minutes passed.

“Hassan, you can come in now.”

At Hippolyte’s permission, I opened the door. Antiope, swollen in spots all over, huddled shivering on the bed.

“I heard you gave her a massage?”

“…Yes.”

Under Hippolyte’s half-lidded glare, I felt like a mouse before a hawk. As I shivered too, she sighed.

“Antiope’s still a kid. You need to protect her.”

“…Sis treats me like a kid every day. I’m an adult too. Let me do what I wa—.”

“Quiet, not done with your punishment?”

Sisterly spat? I’d fought plenty with my own sister, so I got it somewhat.

But intruding on family time felt awkward, my nape itching, when Hippolyte spoke.

“Hassan, no training today.”

“A rest day?”

“Tomorrow, we start real combat experience. We’re closing an Abyss Rift.”

What’s that?

As I wondered, bed-huddled Antiope, glaring at her sister, yelped in shock.

“You mean going to the valley’s lowest level? For real? Sis, you get heatstroke too?”

[Author's Note]  
Today, the indoor temperature hit 32 degrees...  
Breathing felt muggy, and the fan blew lukewarm air—total shock...!!  
This heat ㅠㅠ.. Really felt how it can wreck a person, so I added heatstroke Antiope...  
Making her wear latex-rubber clothes from neck to ankle in midsummer—kinda feel bad now...
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Hippolyte spoke.

“No training today. Instead, starting tomorrow, we’re closing the Abyssal Rift.”

What’s the Abyssal Rift?

While I wondered about it, the biggest reaction came from Antiope, who was huddled under the bedcovers, groaning.

“That means going down to the lowest level of the valley, right? Are you insane?”

“Insane? It’s something that had to be done by someone eventually. We kept putting it off, and now it’s finally burst open.”

“What burst open?”

At Antiope’s question, Hippolyte seemed to gaze out the window at the scenery beyond.

“A Silver Tier adventurer party went missing. I’ve taken on the job of searching for them. I’m their party leader.”

A missing adventurer party.

I thought of Delphina and the other members of the White Rose Guild. Honestly, I could barely remember anyone besides Delphina and Elfride.

So they ended up vanishing into the Abyss.

The realization left me with a strange feeling in my gut.

Delphina’s gone missing.

People going missing wasn’t unusual in this world, but it was impossible not to be shaken when it was someone I knew.

That must’ve been why Elfride came looking for Hippolyte.

I didn’t know why Elfride hadn’t been with them, but it felt like I understood why she’d asked Luna to find Hippolyte.

She’d commissioned the Gold Tier adventurer Hippolyte to rescue her party from the Abyss. And Hippolyte had accepted.

But Antiope couldn’t comprehend it, asking as if she refused to accept the fact.

“Isn’t that place off-limits, a forbidden zone no one can enter? Did you report it to the Minerva Guild?”

“No, if we’d reported it, we never would’ve gotten permission to enter. They went in without telling anyone.”

“They must’ve been desperate for Contribution Points. It happens all the time. Adventurer parties go missing constantly, don’t they? Why not just leave them be?”

Antiope’s words were brutally pragmatic.

She probably didn’t want to see her own sister, Hippolyte, risking her life to save some adventurers who’d recklessly entered a forbidden area.

But Hippolyte shook her head.

“If it were just any adventurer party, I would’ve left them. But with Calcutta and Sodomora trying to build ties, the disappearance of an adventurer team summoned from afar is a bit…”

“I know you don’t move for stuff like that, sis. They paid you, didn’t they? How much?”

“120 gold.”

Silence fell over the small room at Hippolyte’s answer.

“Whoa, damn. That’s impressive. How much did they pay you?”

“The client said it was their entire fortune. With their life savings, we’ll save their lives.”

120 gold.

I couldn’t even fathom how many bowls of 5-copper gukbap that could buy. Roughly converting gold to tens of millions of won, it was over a billion won in Korean currency.

For Hippolyte, who was always strapped for cash, it must’ve been a life-changing sum.

Of course, Elfride was the one who’d paid it—her entire fortune of 120 gold to save her party.

“Well, good luck then. Someone like you won’t die down there.”

“You’re coming too, Antiope. You’re going with us. You don’t have anything else to do anyway.”

“Why the hell would I go there?”

“If you think about it, this is partly your fault. Because you surrendered those Pluto priests, they all got shipped off to Prison City, leaving no one to manage the rift.”

“I—I was just doing my job! The only good cultist is a jailed cultist…!”

“Anyway, it’ll be you and me, plus Hassam of Samaria. And one more to make a four-person party. Honestly, just the two of us would be enough, but…”

Hippolyte glanced at me with narrowed eyes. Her gaze seemed fixed on Pluto’s eyeball dangling from my neck.

“A Samaritan has resistance to infernal mana, so he’ll be helpful if the Abyss starts corroding us.”

“Hmm, yeah, that could work. Resistance to infernal mana. Very strong resistance.”

Antiope nodded in agreement.

“So who’s the last one? We’re doing the classic four-person party, right?”

“Yes. I’ll decide on the last member by the end of today. Anyway, this is an official Gold Tier quest from the Mars Guild—more like a mission, really. Everyone needs to prepare thoroughly.”

Forming a party with the Hippolyte sisters.

For me, it’d be like hitching a free ride on a bus. But I couldn’t see what I’d gain from tagging along on something so dangerous.

“Do I have to go?”

“You can refuse. It’s an open spot; we’ll fill it with someone else. But the Contribution Points for this are substantial. According to Daphne’s calculations, completing this quest will max out your contribution for sure, Hassam.”

“If my contribution maxes out, that means I can promote to Silver Tier?”

“Yes, as long as your Karma Value exceeds 30.”

Oh.

Just level up and boom—Silver Tier promotion. Not a bad deal for me.

“You probably won’t die in the dark anyway. No need to play weak now.”

That’s when Antiope turned to me. Her brown eyes glinted slyly beneath her ash-gray hair.

“Play weak? What are you talking about, Antiope?”

“Hmm, you know exactly what I mean.”

* * *

“Hassam, you’re going into the Abyss?”

Back at the cabin, I explained the situation to Luna.

The disappearance of the adventurer party from Calcatta.

And the Mars Guild mission to rescue them.

Something like that.

“It comes with 120 gold.”

“Whoa, shit, that’s huge. 120 gold is probably more than I could earn in a lifetime!”

Actually, the quest reward was 120 gold plus extras.

For a four-person party, that meant at least 30 gold per person minimum.

30 gold.

A pouch full of gold coins.

A massive sum.

And beyond the money, it’d put Elfride in my debt, which was a nice bonus.

With Antiope and Hippolyte along, I wouldn’t be in any real danger.

“Can I come too?”

“Luna, you?”

“I’ve been into the Abyss before. There are tons of Erebos rifts back in Ideope. I—I can help!”

But when Hippolyte heard Luna’s pitch, she responded coldly.

In the fully built Mars Guild office.

As she gathered her gear, Hippolyte said,

“Noxdoti coming along? No. Five is too risky. This mission prioritizes speed and efficiency over monster extermination.”

“B-but I can help! I’ve even taken you down before, Hippolyte!”

“Noxdoti. Know your place. Yes, you have strong power, but it’s limited to me specifically. Adding unnecessary members is just baggage. Travel light.”

“Baggage…”

Luna fell silent, stunned by Hippolyte’s assessment. Her words had been utterly merciless.

“I could be helpful too…”

“No. This isn’t a leisurely escort to Erebos. The missing party entered the Abyss three days ago. Humans can hold onto their sanity for five days max. We have to get them out within two.”

Hippolyte was planning a speed run.

A speed run.

The hallmark of veterans—stripping it down to the bare essentials.

“…”

Understanding that, Luna said nothing more.

She just alternated glances between Hippolyte’s face and mine before nodding helplessly.

“Got it… Then at least let me help you prepare.”

“Noxdoti, I hope you know this isn’t personal dislike. This is a mission. No room for sentiment.”

Hippolyte softened slightly, comforting the dejected Luna. Luna responded in kind, a bit subdued.

“No, I get it. Sorry for asking too much, Hippolyte.”

Luna had been getting stronger lately, but she wasn’t ready for a Gold Tier quest.

I didn’t want her following us into the deep darkness either.

Not for routine goblin hunts, anyway.

I didn’t want to drag her into a place crawling with manticores and wyverns and put her in danger.

And so, we toured the market to prepare for tomorrow’s Abyss dive.

Even with an S-rank mission issued, the market buzzed as lively as ever.

“The rumor hasn’t spread, and it’s a top-secret emergency job anyway.”

According to Hippolyte, publicizing the quest wouldn’t help matters.

Of course—word of an out-of-town adventurer team vanishing and draining the city’s key personnel would only cause panic.

Like an embargo in this world?

“Hassam, here—stock up on these!”

Luna, who’d been browsing separately, approached me and placed a hefty pouch in my palm.

Peering inside, I saw it packed with small, acorn-like fruits rattling around.

“What are these?”

“Lightning hazels! Bite one, and the bitter shock wakes you right up. Perfect for chewing in the dark when you’re sleepy or tired!”

Like caffeine gum for long drives?

“And these are rations, plus the wildling potions I made…”

She handed over a large shoe-bag slung on her back. It felt heavy with all sorts of stuff.

Hippolyte commented on the sight.

“In the Abyss, carry only the bare minimum. Torches, firewood kindling, first aid, and holy water—that’s ideal.”

“B-but…”

Luna hesitated, her face full of worry at our load for such a dangerous place.

I spoke up.

“I’ll carry it all. With Antiope and you there, Hippolyte, I won’t have much to do anyway.”

I’d already hauled enough dungeon porter loads to be numb to it. Luna’s face brightened at my words.

“Carry it all! You’ll be a big help!”

After that, it was nonstop shopping.

High-grade holy water for purifying rifts or curses—ten vials at 60 silver each.

Blessed pitch and sap that burned brighter and longer than regular torches—2 gold per bottle.

Over 20 gold vanished in half a day, numbing my sense of money.

But neither Antiope nor Hippolyte batted an eye, scrutinizing only the quality.

This was how Gold Tier adventurers prepped.

Impressive earnings came with equally massive upfront investments.

* * *

That night, we huddled in the tent behind the Mars Guild—Hippolyte’s office—to quickly discuss the plan.

“I’ll take point. Antiope, you’ve got rear guard. In emergencies, rotate with the Samaritan—”

Seeing high-level adventurers and temple knights in a strategy session was a first, and pretty informative.

Back when I’d dungeoned with Bronze Tiers in Pluto’s lair, it was just charge in and wreck everything.

Hippolyte had positions assigned from the start, even predetermining actions for surprises.

A bit nitpicky, but that caution had clearly kept her alive this long.

“Samaritan, what’s your role again?”

“Left flank watch. And in emergencies, check Lady Hippolyte’s mental state up front. Keep the torches lit, report monster sightings in a low, quiet stance…”

Why did it feel like basic training memories?

On second thought, not much difference.

“Good, that covers it. More time would be nice, but emergency missions are always rushed. Expect the unexpected.”

“But with you and me, it’s overkill anyway. Loaded lineup. With the Samaritan, nothing major should go wrong. Who’s the last one?”

“Meeting at the north gate tomorrow. Alright, everyone get some rest.”

And so, before dawn broke.

Still pitch-black, with the already quiet north gate street utterly deserted, we donned thick robes and slipped out unseen.

“Hassam—”

Waiting to link up with the last party member at the north gate, I spotted Luna already there.

“Luna, what brings you all the way here?”
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This urgent mission to destroy the rift in the abyss and rescue the missing personnel involved a total of four people.

Me.

Hippolyte.

Antiope.

And the remaining one.

The last member hadn't been definitively decided, so we were supposed to rendezvous at the north gate before departure.

Since it was someone Hippolyte had carefully selected for the party, I figured it would be a reliable and sturdy companion. Curiosity gnawed at me about who it could be, so I scanned the area around the north gate.

"Hot-san—."

A familiar voice called out to me from somewhere.

It was Luna.

Luna, hooded in her robe.

"Luna, what brings you here?"

Could she be the final member? Had Hippolyte changed her mind? I glanced at Hippolyte's face, and as if reading my thoughts, she shook her head with a quick swipe.

Luna spoke.

"Even so, you're heading off on something dangerous. I had to at least see you off."

"Ah, I see."

"Here, take this."

Luna held something out toward me, her nose tip strangely reddened.

Wondering what it was, I looked and saw a small cloth doll about the size of my palm.

Its eyes and nose were crudely attached with buttons, and its hair was made of pink thread tied into two pigtails.

"A little... Luna."

"Right. It's a small protective totem. Even though I can't go with you, I wanted to send my feelings along with you, Hot-san."

"Protective totem?"

"It's just like a good-luck charm. It might not have any effect, but... anyway... I'm sorry, Hot-san. If I were just a bit stronger, I could've gone with you."

Luna seemed deeply bothered by her own shortcomings.

I'm weak myself, so what— I nearly said that, but I closed my mouth. Wondering if there was a cooler, more fitting response for the moment, I just went with what came to mind.

"No apologies between us, at least."

"R-Really?"

"Yeah. 'Come back safe' is all it takes."

"Uh, yeah. Now that you say it, that feels right."

Even in the dim predawn light, Luna's dejected face brightened just a little then.

Still, she looked pretty tired.

"I'll take good care of it."

I picked up Luna's doll and wiggled it around.

In response, Luna said,

"I stayed up all night making it, so don't just toss it around roughly!"

"Got it."

"...Well, I'll head out now. Don't want to cause too much of a scene."

Luna hesitated, lingering.

A hug would have been nice, but with Hippolyte and Antiope there, too many eyes watching—we parted like awkward friends.

Every so often, as she put distance between us, Luna turned back to look at me, so I waved enthusiastically.

"I'll bring back a souvenir. Be good and wait!"

Only when Luna finally vanished from sight did Hippolyte sidle up beside me and murmur offhandedly.

"You two look good together. You were both making faces I've never seen before."

"That's... yeah. Sorry about that."

"...Whatever. So, Actaeon still hasn't arrived?"

Hippolyte glanced around.

The name Actaeon from her lips lifted my slightly glum mood like a balloon.

Actaeon—one of only two heroes in Sodoma with a golden necklace, right?

Surrounded by them, I could just tag along like on a field trip. But what emerged silently through the predawn darkness wasn't Actaeon.

"That guy won't come. He's busy. I'm joining the expedition instead."

Shedding her robe revealed silver-white hair.

Not grayed like Antiope's, but hair naturally lacking pigment, sparkling like stars.

Pale face, red eyes.

A fairly long staff in hand.

It was Elfriede.

Hippolyte curled her lips slightly at the sight of Elfriede.

"Decided to step up yourself?"

"It's my party. An accident born from my shortcomings. If I'd gone with those guys, this wouldn't have happened."

"Didn't you say your condition was poor?"

"I'm fine. Drank some miraculous potion. It'll last two or three days."

"Fair enough. A mage's physical prowess is nice to have but not essential. Just don't get in our way."

As Hippolyte and Elfriede exchanged such businesslike words, Antiope—who had been standing in the corner with arms crossed, observing like some enlightened sage—stirred.

Antiope circled Elfriede like a feline predator who'd spotted something amusing.

"An elf. White elf. Seen plenty of elves, but a white elf's a first. Word is, you white elves have some weird powers—."

"..."

Antiope and Elfriede eyed each other with narrowed gazes. A subtle battle of nerves seemed to crackle, then Antiope grinned and said,

"Better not think about corrupting the kingdom's morals, outsider."

"Mind your own business."

They said it'd be over in as little as two days.

This was shaping up to be a hell of a two days.

* * *

I had been a bit worried from the start about how Antiope and Elfriede, already trading subtle glares, would fare going forward.

Surprisingly, the moment we passed through the north gate, they shut their mouths as if the static between them had been a lie.

They just walked in silence.

Kept walking.

After half a day like this, a massive valley gouged into the earth like claw marks from a giant rake would appear.

Crunch, crunch—.

The only sounds were footsteps and the clatter of gear and supplies each had brought. Most of the baggage noise came from my side, of course.

Clank, clunk—, ting, clunk—.

Elfriede, Hippolyte, and Antiope carried only water bottles, holy water, and weapons.

In my case, Luna had packed a huge bundle with all sorts of things for various uses, so they bumped and rattled quite a bit.

Not truly loud, but the silence made it grate more. What feelings had prompted Luna to pack all this?

In the quiet, such thoughts crossed my mind.

This lineup felt awkward enough on its own.

The client herself, Elfriede, joining the expedition. And both Antiope and Hippolyte knew plenty about me in various ways.

It weighed on me.

An awkward, tense atmosphere.

They say people split into two types in situations like this.

The first can't stand the silence and starts chattering first.

The second stays quiet until spoken to.

I was the latter.

Hoping the silence would hold, the lead-walker, Hippolyte, glanced back and murmured.

"Elfriede, was it? You take right flank and rear."

"B Formation tactics, right? Fine."

"Quick on the uptake—good. That high-rank adventurer bit from Calcutta wasn't just for show?"

"Not on your level, but I had my fame."

As Elfriede gave a moderate reply, Antiope, overhearing from the side, snorted.

"Hmph. Famous for dragging party members who vanish into the abyss. Greenhorn."

"Antiope."

"Sis, did I say anything wrong? Just made more hassle for us. Gotta know your limits to be a high-rank adventurer."

Antiope apparently hadn't taken a shine to Elfriede at first glance.

From her view, Elfriede had stolen one of her rare days off—natural to be pissed, maybe.

But needling Elfriede wouldn't help.

Curious how the prickly elf would respond, I watched with interest.

"..."

Surprisingly, Elfriede said nothing. Not at a loss for words, but deliberately ignoring her—so Antiope growled, more irritated.

"Anyway, mages. Think they're all that. Really gets under my skin."

Did Antiope hate mages?

I'd heard warriors sometimes despised them, but seeing it firsthand was new.

Magic itself was a talent only the chosen wielded. Inferiority complex toward the talented made sense.

And Antiope herself had divine grace and demigod blood?

The haves hate harder.

* * *

"Probably descended around here."

When Luna, Paranoya, and I explored Manticore Valley, we'd found a hidden cave entrance guided by the twin serpents.

But apparently, this Manticore Valley had an official entrance people used regularly.

A sloped path on the valley cliff.

Before it, a rock carving of asphodel flowers.

"Pluto's mark, huh. Me, going down there."

Antiope grumbled, displeased at taking this path. Hippolyte calmly scanned the surroundings, narrowing her eyes.

"Old path used by Pluto's priests on patrol. More marks here."

Below the asphodel on the rock, an X scratched with a sword or something sharp.

"Fresh carving. Elf, know anything about this?"

"My comrades' mark."

Swipe—.

Elfriede peered over Hippolyte's shoulder, tracing the mark with her palm. Had she sensed some code or mana only they knew?

The fairy, Elfriede, said,

"Probably marks like this every set distance. Lili's markers are special."

"Lili—the taciturn bone fighter?"

"Yeah. Edwin's the spellcaster. Lili the brawler. Delphina the swordswoman. The three of them."

"Anyway, follow these till they stop, then search. Not too tough—lucky."

We slowly moved onto the cliffside slope.

Calling it a slope was generous—like crude mountain paths in those continent-whatever series, perilously treacherous.

Rustle, roll—.

One twisted ankle, and you'd plummet into the abyss.

Sometimes we sidled sideways, bodies flat against the cliff rocks—miserably uncomfortable.

Swipe, swipe—.

After a few minutes of this sidling,

"Uw, my chest hurts from scraping. Wouldn't suck if I didn't have tits!"

Antiope, pressing her front to the cliff while sidling, grumbled. Her leather armor's bulges had been rubbing against the rock nonstop.

Hippolyte replied,

"Wear armor like me—way easier."

"Hate stuffy things. Old Amazons cut theirs off, huh. Kinda get why now. Even if I don't shoot bows."

"What barbaric old tale is that, Antiope? Anyway, shut it. Slip, and even we might not survive."

Swipe—.

Swipe—.

Elfriede had a decent chest too. Curious how she fared, I glanced ahead at her.

Her armpits spread wide—beside them, the pale swell of her ample breasts peeked subtly.

Slide, slide—.

"Kh—."

Elfriede was scraping too, it seemed. Each step drew a pained grunt.

Women's bodies must be such a hassle.

Mid-thought, I realized I was screwed.

Staring at Elfriede's armpit had been the issue.

Twitch, twitch.

Something dangerous stirred between my legs.

Shit, busted.

"Why'd you stop suddenly, Samaritan?"

Hippolyte, right behind me, sounded puzzled at my halt.

"Problem?"

Problem, yes.

How to say sidling with a boner is hell.

"Sis, what's up?"

"No, Samaritan just stopped."

"Wait, hold on. Just a sec—."

I desperately recited the national anthem in my head. But with my stamina stat up, the damn thing wouldn't deflate.

Sidling like this? Oh, shit—no way I could handle it. Panicking for a fix, I pictured Paranoya.

Master Hot-san, those ants are invading the yard...!! I'll, I'll chase them all out...!!

Picturing her face deflated it instantly, anger forgotten.

Paranoya's a real helper in every way. Gotta buy her candy later.

"Alright, moving again."

Thus, more sidling resumed.

Finally, we reached a wider space for a slope—mid-cliff, a凹 cave-like indentation. Like where the skull knight's hut was built.

"Fairy, mark here too. Your comrade's scratch?"

Hippolyte dusted herself off, pointing to a corner.

Her gauntlet tip hovered near a bear-den-like crevice in the rock and an X beside it.

"Yeah. Looks like they went in."

"Hah, real exploration starts now. Before that, my chest..."

Ziiiip—.

Antiope unzipped her leather top. Peering at the rubbed spots, she parted her clothes, exposing soft, large breasts.

"Uw, all red and scraped. Hn, hurts—."

Lick, lick.

She lifted them and licked with her tongue. Big tits allow that, huh. Never thought I'd see it live.

I panicked hard.

Blood rushed to face and groin on instinct.

Hippolyte flustered too?

"Man's here—don't whip out your tits anywhere!"

"Why? They don't wear out. Feet, no—but tits should be fine? Plus, I've shown this guy plenty already. Feet too."

Antiope eyed me slyly while fondling hers. I caught she was teasing.

Payback for calling her a newbie reaper, maybe.

Deep in fluster, Elfriede—checking the mark—frowned.

"What's the big deal...?"

[Author's Note]

Luxurious party lineup... Hot-san's riding the bus, huh...

Side note: Planning to prune some tangled storylines in this episode...

Shifting to mid-to-long series means more considerations than expected—tough...

Writing shows how far we have to go, but hope for growth ahead...!!
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“Warrior of Mars, Hippolyte. Entering the abyss of the deep valley, Erebus-.”

Hippolyte raised her finger, then inscribed letters matching what she had just muttered onto the side of the cave entrance.

Tsss-.

The tip of her gauntlet, shimmering with an eerie golden light, engraved the characters into the rock like branding a criminal.

“Good, that’s done. Now let’s head in.”

The entrance, a crevice in the cliff’s rock face, was barely wide enough for one person to squeeze through. Hippolyte unhesitatingly crammed her body into that darkness.

Scraaape, claaang-.

The iron plates protecting her chest and shoulders scraped against the wall, producing a gruesome sound, but she paid it no mind and vanished completely.

Now it was just me, Antiope, and Elfride.

Antiope and Elfride were locked in a silent battle of nerves.

They’d never been on warm terms to begin with, but ever since Antiope had licked her own chest earlier, things had gotten even worse.

Antiope spoke.

“Why don’t you go first?”

Elfride shot back.

“Why don’t you? You’re the vanguard, warrior. You’re supposed to tank with your body, right?”

“You’re right, but I’m rear guard. Hurry up and go in first. Mages can’t do a thing without someone watching their backs.”

Antiope sidled up to me and slithered her arm around my waist.

“And besides, we have some things to talk about alone before heading in. Just the two of us.”

“...”

Elfride’s expression darkened further.

Thinking about it now, Elfride and Antiope shared a love for tormenting people, yet were polar opposites in every other way.

If Elfride was the class rep type who loved nagging and giving unwanted advice, Antiope was the complete opposite—a tattooed delinquent girl who smoked.

They were like oil and water, impossible to mix.

Pale skin and dark skin.

Mage and warrior.

Their hair was similar shades of white and ash, but aside from that, it was like they’d been designed as inverses, clashing in every way.

My father had often said people have elemental affinities, destined not to get along with certain others.

I’d dismissed it as pseudoscience, but seeing this, it rang true.

“...”

As I pondered this, Elfride flushed red, looking like she had a lot to say. I couldn’t help but panic.

Because whenever Elfride blushed like that, it meant either a fireball was incoming or a barrage of vicious whipping was about to commence.

So I watched them tensely, wondering what would happen next.

“Well, fine. I’ll go first.”

To my surprise, Elfride calmly entered the cave first.

She was probably pissed, but holding it in to avoid causing trouble.

She was the ‘A’ party who’d paid 120 gold for the commission, but also the ‘B’ party trying to clean up after her missing comrades.

Come to think of it, for all her hot temper, I’d never seen Elfride snap at anyone but me.

Ssslrp, ssslr-.

The elf’s rear, hidden by her leather pants, disappeared into the darkness. Only then did Antiope unwrap her arm from my waist.

“I don’t like that bitch.”

“But don’t we need to get along to complete the mission? Even you wouldn’t survive a fireball to the back of the head.”

“It’s just a gut feeling. Something off about that elf.”

Antiope’s instincts were actually pretty sharp.

She’d pegged me and Paranoy as cultists and tried to kill us over it.

Though she’d also dragged the unrelated Luna into it, showing her radical side.

If Hippolyte was the generous big-sister type, Antiope was narrow-minded.

Antiope continued.

“And my gut’s telling me you and that elf aren’t just casual acquaintances. What’s your relationship? You’ve got more girls around you than I thought. For a barbarian-.”

Ssslr-.

Her half-lidded eyes narrowed, and the corner of her mouth twitched upward.

Having been bullied plenty by delinquent girls, I instantly recognized the opening move for extortion.

Now that I’d revealed I wasn’t a god, putting us on equal footing, Antiope was like a leashless panther, ready to pounce and shake me down.

But I wasn’t about to take it lying down.

“I won’t go easy if you keep complicating things, Antiope.”

“Complicating? How? Gonna punish me again like last time, groping me everywhere? I’m not as uptight about purity as my sister, but that was still humiliating.”

Her words reminded me of the inn room, when I’d touched her thighs and between them. In hindsight, I had no idea what possessed me.

It was like a tiny Tinkerbell in my head egging me on to torment her.

“...Sorry about that. But you tried to kill me too. Compared to death, wasn’t that merciful?”

“You’ve got me there. Fine, if the lord of the underworld is worried, I’ll behave.”

Antiope was uncontainable energy. I’d never been near a lion tamer, but I could almost understand their mindset.

Just then, a voice echoed from inside the cave.

You two, come on in.

“Got it, sis-.”

Antiope replied half-heartedly, then continued in a whisper only for me.

“So, if you draw those things from last time again, I’ll play nice and cooperate this time, for your sake. Deal?”

“Draw what?”

“Those weird monsters. I felt their power spreading through every corner of my body. Things from the black wasteland? Gold-tier beasts?”

Weird monsters?

Gold-tier beasts?

The term jogged memories of Pikachu and Vulpix.

Antiope’s body was originally tattooed with images like twin-headed eagles, massive ogres, and other monsters she’d slain, absorbing their power.

She must’ve thought Pikachu and Vulpix were on that level. Similar in a way—. Though less gold-tier beasts and more Red Version Pokémon.

“Sure, no problem.”

“Yesss-!”

Ssslr-.

At my answer, Antiope shed her leather suit, exposing her back. Once covered in drawings, it was now a blank canvas.

“Draw it there. The back absorbs karma best!”

Apparently effects varied by body part.

With that in mind, I traced lightning bolt shapes onto her back with my finger.

Ssswish.

“Ahh-.”

“Why make that noise?”

“...You wouldn’t get it. Just hurry up and tattoo me.”

“Fine.”

I skipped Pikachu and Vulpix, opting for a simple lightning bolt like a Z. As the pattern trailed down her toned back, Antiope shivered.

“Hnngh, ugh….”

Weirdly erotic sounds escaped her lips, but I figured she was messing with me and ignored it.

Finally, the finished product.

Like Harry Potter’s forehead scar, a massive lightning bolt now adorned Antiope’s back.

“Done.”

“What? That fast? You barely drew a few strokes! I said redraw the ones from last time!”

“No, those were—. ”

Last time was punishment, a naughty drawing.

Sober, drawing Pikachu and Vulpix on a pretty girl’s body would be unforgivable.

If word got out, I’d be roasted. The lightning bolt had meaning, though.

She was a holy knight of Jupiter, god of lightning, and with the Harry Potter mark, who knew—maybe she’d wield magic.

“No lightning!”

“But rub your hands together. Like static electricity.”

“Static electricity? What’s that?”

Puzzled, Antiope rubbed her palms as instructed. She looked like a raccoon washing its hands.

“Oh, it works-.”

Zzzap-.

Sparks like static flew from her hands.

“With this, I’ll get stronger. Maybe even stronger than sis-.”

Her mouth gaped, brown eyes bloodshot with mania. I couldn’t help but question if I’d done the right thing.

“Spear of Lightning-, no, Thunder Spear-. Nah, need a better name-.”

Antiope drew her short spear from her belt, brandishing it wildly.

She looked like a kid unwrapping a gift. Just like me first discovering necromancy.

I said,

“I’ll add flames if you finish without incidents. So behave.”

“Yes, sir-. Hades-sama. But seriously, aren’t you some demigod? One of Jupiter’s countless kids?”

“If I were, would I be here? I’d have a cushy gig.”

“Huh. Weird. My blessing isn’t for just anyone. Anyway, I’m heading in.”

She finally sheathed her spear and entered the cave.

Last one left, I caught my breath, sighed, and looked up at the sky.

The sun blazed fiercely.

No sunlight for a while.

30 gold.

Silver-tier contribution.

Clinic setup required silver tier or higher.

Healing center.

Mass karma points.

“Wait for me-.”

I visualized my rewards, steeling my resolve, then squeezed into the darkness.

*

*

*

Clack, clack- whoosh-.

Sparks from flint lit the torch, illuminating the narrow cave that admitted no other light.

Stalactites grew sharp from floor to ceiling and vice versa, like peering down a giant’s throat.

Hippolyte, resting on a rock, spoke gravely.

“Keep the torch lit. You never know what lurks in the abyss’s darkness. Elf, you handle fire magic, right?”

“More or less.”

“Your mana’s finite. Save fire spells for last resorts. We’ll handle most with our blades, quietly.”

Hippolyte repeatedly warned to never let the flame die.

This was a deep, dark place.

Maintaining light was adventuring basics.

“Follow the markers down. Stick to the plan.”

We formed a diamond formation.

Hippolyte front, me left, Elfride right, Antiope rear.

Solid setup, though my left flank was the weak link. Everyone else pulled more than their weight.

First bus ride in ages.

I kept the torch steady and strained my ears for sounds.

But the cave was deathly silent.

Eerily so, like we were alone, with only occasional dripping water.

Is it always like this?

As I wondered, rear guard Antiope spoke.

“Sis, isn’t it too quiet?”

“In the abyss, hearing things start is more dangerous.”

“I know. But this is too quiet. Upper levels should have small beasts at least.”

“You’re right.”

Last night’s briefing covered the valley’s ecosystem.

Upper manticores’ valley hosted nasty critters: lizards, giant corpse-eating rats, killer locusts. Best descend quickly.

But reality was utter silence.

Even leader Hippolyte seemed unsure whether to celebrate no mobs or stay wary.

Then—clank!—her armor rattled loudly.

“There—ahead—something.”

Her finger pointed to manmade... something.

“A tower…?”
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“There’s something over there.”

Hippolyte raised her finger and pointed ahead.

There, faintly glowing in the darkness, was something. A few stones piled up—it was an artificial structure, no matter who looked at it.

“A tower…?”

Who said that?

It was probably Antiope, and as she said, it was a tower. A small stone tower.

“Be careful. We don’t know what might be there.”

Shring-clank.

Hippolyte drew her long sword from her waist, and we all drew our weapons, raising our vigilance to the max.

Even Antiope, who had been so carefree until moments ago, dropped into a low stance and leveled her spear in every direction.

That’s the thing about darkness where you can’t see an inch ahead.

It has a way of making people tense and sharp.

Of course, thanks to my newly acquired grace “Dark Eyes,” I could see farther than the torchlight reached.

Unlike everyone else on high alert, all my eyes showed me was the barren cave interior.

As we approached the stone tower warily, a small handkerchief tied to a tree branch was stuck atop it.

“This is Edwin’s stone tower.”

Elfride pulled out the handkerchief stuck on top. The fabric had a reddish glow and looked quite soft—definitely expensive.

Seeing it, Hippolyte threw out a question.

“Doesn’t look like it was just set up randomly. Must mean something, right? A red handkerchief. Some kind of bad omen?”

The fairy, Elfride, answered Hippolyte’s question.

“It’s just a marker that a battle happened here.”

“A marker for battle, huh.”

Hippolyte scraped the ground with her gauntlet. Beside her, Antiope—who’d been scanning the surroundings—ran her palm over what looked like scratches on the wall.

“Definitely battle traces. Scratches from a blade. Sharp rapier type?”

“Delphina, probably.”

“Hmph. Her skill doesn’t look half bad.”

They chattered on among themselves, but it was all Greek to me. How they drew those conclusions from such tiny clues was beyond me.

Still, standing around idly felt off, so I crossed my arms with a serious look. As I kept quiet, Hippolyte turned to me.

“What do you think?”

“My thoughts?”

“You’re a Samaritan with some real battle experience. What kind of fight do you reckon went down here?”

“Well—”

As I struck a pose, a stifled snicker—kuk—came from somewhere. I turned and saw Elfride smoothing out her expression.

Rustle.

Normally, I’d bullshitted something plausible to keep face, but with Elfride—who knew damn well I was a klutz—right there, I couldn’t pull it off.

“No clue.”

So I just told the truth.

Hippolyte let out a thoughtful “Hmm-.”

“Let’s keep moving for now.”

And so we pressed on into the dark, chilly cave.

“Antiope, don’t be scared—jump. Sis’ll catch you.”

“Sis still treats me like a damn kid.”

Partway through, we hit a sheer drop-off and had to hurl ourselves down.

Whoosh-.

The deeper we went into the lower levels, the heavier the air felt. Breathing got harder little by little.

I thought it was just me. But Hippolyte, Antiope, and even Elfride were breathing raggedly, drenched in sweat.

Hot?

No, if anything it was cold—unseasonably so—and nobody looked good.

What the hell? That’s when Hippolyte spoke up.

“Phew. The rift must be massive. Even up here in the upper levels, the erosion aura’s this intense. Might not be able to pull your party out safe.”

“Sis… I think I’m gonna puke…”

“Hold it in. Vomit could draw monsters.”

Hippolyte and Antiope’s faces were draining to ashen, which set me on edge. Guess there was some otherworldly nasty vibe here I couldn’t sense.

“Hell’s mana—. Horrifying.”

Even mana expert witch Elfride covered her nose and mouth with that red handkerchief she’d just gotten.

No idea exactly what was up.

But they were taking what looked like constant dot damage from something awful. Breathing rougher by the second, sweat pouring—it wasn’t pretty.

Wondering if there was anything I could do, I remembered the pouch on my belt.

Inside were those acorns—or lightning buckeyes, whatever—Luna had packed for me to eat.

If I remembered right, she’d said to crack one and munch when things got hazy?

So I pulled one out and held it out to the lead Hippolyte.

“What’s this? Why’re you giving me that?”

Her reaction was sharper than I expected. Hippolyte could be stern, sure, but not this prickly.

Maybe the deep, dark, confined space was making everyone aggressive.

“Well, since you’re not looking great, thought you might try one.”

“…”

Hippolyte took the lightning buckeye from me without a word. She eyed it dubiously before popping it in her mouth and crunching down.

Crack-.

The sound exploded everywhere. I thought she’d bitten into a damn cymbal. A buckeye make that much noise?

But her reaction was even wilder.

“Ughack, ugh, uwa, uwaaaah-.”

All her priestly poise was gone—she retched wildly like she was about to hurl everywhere.

Not actually puking, just pure agony.

“Th-this… what the hell is this? Such a monstrous thing!”

Hippolyte bellowed, forgetting all about stealth. Her voice boomed and echoed through the cave.

“Thought lightning struck right in front of me! Damn it—.”

“Really…?”

“Mind’s sharp as a tack now. Mind… really sharp. Guess the abyss poison was eroding me. Pass ’em out—one each. Whew-.”

At Hippolyte’s words—drool slipping from her lips—I handed one to Antiope and Elfride. The women crunched them reluctantly.

And all at once, they shrieked like they’d been stabbed with burrs.

“Uwaa! My tongue’s getting assaulted! What the fuck is this!”

“Ugh…. Sher. Too damn spicy—hot damn! Wanna die?”

Reactions all over the place, but way better than keeling over depressed moments ago. Antiope spat out the shell with a “Ptoo-.”

“Poison’s way stronger than expected. If the upper levels are this bad, what’s lower? Won’t last two days like this—. Ugh, sher.”

Her point must’ve landed. Hippolyte—who’d stopped with arms crossed—spoke up.

“Plans changed. One day. Gotta wrap this in one. Elf, your comrades’ rescue: one day limit. Past that, can’t guarantee our safety. You in?”

Swipe.

Elfride glanced at the handkerchief in her hand at Hippolyte’s words.

“Fine. No choice. If it drags, you pull out. I’ll go solo.”

“You really treasure your comrades, huh. Haven’t seen your type in ages.”

“Because they said they wouldn’t ditch me. Unlike some—. So I can’t ditch them.”

Elfride’s words hit me weird—my back itched like crazy, body shivering.

*

*

*

Maybe because Hippolyte cut it to a one-day round trip, we had to tear through the darkness practically sprinting.

Hippolyte and Antiope both had serious speed chops, so matching their pace wasn’t easy.

Rustle. Fucking winded.

Couldn’t let it show, though. As I kept up casually, Elfride—who was covering my right—slapped a hand on her knee, heaving for breath.

Slink-.

Hippolyte’s steps halted.

“Wizard, you slacking on stamina too much?”

“…Shut it.”

Sweat streamed from Elfride’s brow, trickling down her chin. I nearly yanked out my handkerchief to offer it.

Old habits die hard, huh.

Even after crunching several lightning buckeyes, Elfride wasn’t improving. Probably that World Tree brand dragging her down.

Normally her stamina stat topped 10—superhuman territory.

“Hang in there a bit longer. See that? Gondola to the abyss depths. Old Pluto priests built it.”

Hippolyte’s finger pointed to a pretty familiar-looking pulley setup.

The kind I used heading to the skeleton knight’s shack?

Looked a tad different, though.

Per the skeleton knight, multiple deep descent routes existed. This one headed somewhere else than his spot.

If this party ran into that guy on the way down, shit would hit the fan hard. Dodging him was a relief.

Creak, clunk-.

We piled onto the gondola and cranked the pulley slow to descend.

Hand-cranking a tiller motor—spinning the handle round and round. Rusty groans mixed with the shifting surroundings.

Screech, screech-.

The deeper we dropped, the heavier the air.

“This thing’s rope won’t snap, right?”

“Doubt it.”

Hippolyte answered Antiope’s question while cranking.

“Made from Titan sinew. Won’t break.”

“Titan sinew? That pricey shit for this junk?”

“They’re heretics now, but Pluto’s priests were loaded back then. Temples of solid gold underground, they said.”

“Hmph. Heretic scum. Serves ’em right.”

Creak, creak-.

Gondola kept dropping as Antiope and Hippolyte bantered.

Last time descending with the skeleton knight, glowing jellyfish, moss, quirky critters flitting about—stunning view.

Now? Just plummeting into pitch-black nothing. Scary as hell.

“Haa, haa…”

Elfride kept gasping raggedly.

“You good? Told you to work out.”

“…Shut up. Don’t you dare lecture me. And quit acting buddy-buddy.”

Fucking Elfride.

So damn prideful—even concern pisses her off.

Felt awkward as hell; my brow furrowed. Yeah, shouldn’t worry about Elfride.

Staring awkwardly into the black void like that—

Swipe-.

In an instant.

Some freaky face-thing popped up right in front of me.

Goosebumps exploded all over me.

A human face materializing from thin air.

Wait, was it even human? Flat like a mask, eyes pure black—no whites at all.

Black pupils filling the sockets completely would look like this.

Shock locked me up—no words, couldn’t twitch a finger, voice gone.

The airborne face dropped at our speed. Nobody else clocking this? Just my eyes?

“Th-there—”

Barely pried my mouth open when—siik—it grinned.

Welcome.

Ruuush-.

“Wh-what!?”

The gondola—steady till then—lurched into rapid acceleration. Felt more like freefall.

We scrambled to grab anything lest we get flung off.

Something handy popped up right in front of me—squeezed hard. Squishy feel, then a woman’s shriek.

“My—my tits, why grab them, you moron!”

Slap—right across my face.

I’d snagged Elfride’s breast by accident. No wonder it was so soft.

“Sis, sis! What the hell’s going on? Get it under control!”

Ruuush-.

Pulley busted—total emergency, no doubt.

Hippolyte fought the controls with her own hands, but no dice. She yelled like it was hopeless.

“We’re crashing! Everyone, brace!”

My brain flashed a mental image of me pancaked on impact. Dying like this? Fuck no—had to stop it.

I clamped the gondola’s suspension rope with everything I had.

Grrrind-.

Titanium gauntlet screamed bloody murder, sparks flying wild.

Worked, kinda—the plummeting speed eased off a hair.

“Hippolyte! Grab this rope! Slow us down!”

“Right, got it!”

Hippolyte slapped her hands on too—reeeek—like it’d rip, sparks everywhere.

Boom, ruuumble-.

Gondola bucked like it’d shatter.

But fall speed dropped for real now. Antiope managed to steady and cling on.

“Me too—helping, sis!”

“You’re barehanded!”

“Who gives a shit? We’re toast!”

Right as Antiope lunged for the rope—

Halt-.

The gondola—decelerating—ground to a stop.

Wasn’t us, though. Ahead: hard deck, endless dark beyond.

“Floor…. The floor…? We… alive?”

Antiope scrambled up from her ass-plant. Hippolyte, steadying herself, sounded grim as death.

“This… probably the abyss lower levels. The absolute bottom.”

“Abyss bottom? Erebos’s guts? Shit!”

Antiope freaked, yanking her pipe and sucking it down. Her hand shook striking flint—click-click.

Hippolyte spoke.

“…Don’t trust anything. Don’t listen. Get lured in, you’re done. Abyss god Erebos… feeds on fear to grow strong.”

“…Sis, check this!”

Antiope pointed at her wrist: black band-like mark. Me, Elfride, Hippolyte—all had ’em.

The hell?

Right then, Hippolyte—staring at her own wrist—said in a relatively calm voice.

“This… I’ve seen before. Probably the… sacrifice… brand.”

Sacrifice?

The word jolted me. Then a woman’s scream ripped the air—ear-splitting. Come to think, didn’t Antiope flip at “sacrifice” before?

No—the one curled fetal, trembling on the ground was Elfride.
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We had reached the deep bottom, but for a while, we didn't step out of the gondola and instead observed our surroundings.

In the impenetrable darkness where we couldn't see what lay ahead, only the flickering light at our feet from the torches was faintly visible.

I felt like I was trapped inside a phone booth amid a flood of black water.

If these torches went out, the pitch-black muck would come surging from all sides, tossing me around and burying me alive.

Though no one said it aloud, we all seemed to be feeling much the same.

I could sense Hippolyte and Antiope both taking care not to let their torches extinguish, while straining their eyes and ears toward the surroundings.

Fwoosh.

If their torches even showed a strange flicker or trail of soot, they would point their weapons at the surroundings more aggressively than necessary.

"Sis, how long has it been since we fell down here? An hour?"

"Maybe even longer, or maybe not even ten minutes. Erebos's darkness distorts your senses."

"What do we do?"

"For now, I'm thinking."

An unexpected plunge to the bottom of the valley.

Anyone else might have screamed and fallen into panic, but Hippolyte and Antiope remained remarkably calm.

Thanks to them, I could keep my own composure, which was a relief. High-ranking adventurers weren't just high-level for show.

Of course, not everyone was holding up.

"...Haa. Ha...."

Ever since we'd fallen underground, Elfride's condition had deteriorated badly.

She was breathing roughly like an asthmatic who'd lost their inhaler, her gasps ragged enough that it was obvious she was in a precarious state.

This was normal for such a situation, of course.

But in Elfride's case, it wasn't the fall into darkness that had triggered her panic—it was the black band-like mark that had appeared on her wrist at some point.

The sacrificial brand.

According to high-ranking adventurer Hippolyte, these bands on our wrists, looking like amusement park tickets, marked us as sacrifices of some kind.

"Chaos forever—."

『Name: Hasan Lv. 24  
Strength: 12  
Agility: 4  
Vitality: 8  
Karma: 260  
Blessings: Blessing of Chaos » Shining Hand » Night's Armor » Dark Eyes』

Just in case, I summoned the text, but nothing had changed. Antiope, who had furtively touched her wrist, confirmed the same.

It didn't seem to be a curse or any kind of status effect.

Amid all this, deep breathing sounds reached us.

It was Elfride.

"Hoo, hoo...."

Seeing Elfride like this for the first time in two years shocked me pretty badly.

The fairy mage who seemed afraid of nothing was trembling like some country bumpkin maiden.

It left a strangely complicated feeling.

"Elf, speak up when you're feeling better. We'll find a way out of the gondola and up."

Hippolyte seemed concerned about Elfride's overreactive state.

She even instructed Antiope to keep watch so the panicked fairy wouldn't bolt into the darkness.

I looked up, staring into the pitch-black void where nothing was visible.

She could run toward that?

It was impossible to comprehend with a sane mind, but according to Hippolyte, those fully eroded by the abyss sometimes charged straight into the darkness.

I'd had trouble grasping what she meant by the abyss's erosion, but roughly speaking, it sounded like what people commonly called SAN loss.

Stress levels.

Mental breakdown meter. If it maxed out and drove someone mad, charging blindly into the dark wouldn't be surprising at all.

Hippolyte spoke.

"Even among Silver Tier high-rankers in the kingdom, three or four go missing in this darkness each year."

"Then what happens to them?"

"No one knows."

Hippolyte not knowing was more chilling than anything.

As chills crept up my back, Antiope, who had sprinkled sap on her torch and relit it, picked up the conversation.

"I've seen it happen. Someone dragged into Erebos."

"Erebos?"

"This creepy darkness—Erebos. It doesn't just exist at the bottom of this valley."

Fwoosh—.

When Antiope lit her torch, the surroundings brightened a bit, lifting my mood. Of course, it also meant our precious sap reserves were dwindling, which was horrifying.

Torches weren't eternal.

If we stayed put like this, eventually we'd be engulfed in total darkness without a single flame.

Everyone seemed aware of it but no one voiced it.

Perhaps to chase away that anxiety, Hippolyte, who had been pointing her sword in all directions, asked casually.

"You've seen someone dragged into the darkness? From your knight order days?"

"Yeah. Traveling the kingdom, you meet all sorts of victims. The one I saw was a guy dragged under his bed."

Antiope's story made me picture someone being pulled under a bed. It was both imaginable and not.

I preferred sleeping on a blanket on the floor, so I didn't use beds, but people who'd slept in them since childhood might have a vague fear of the space between the mattress and the floor.

Like some hideously grotesque monster crouching underneath, yanking your ankle the moment you stretched out your foot.

But that was just childish terror born of imagination.

So I had to ask.

"Pulled under the bed? That's actually possible?"

"Erebos's rifts are everywhere. Under a kid's bed, a dark alley on a lonely dawn walk. Or inside deep, black eyes like yours, Samaritan. Weak-minded folks get lured in."

No, wait—.

Antiope corrected herself.

"Not lured in—they throw themselves in. Ever seen a mantis dive into water?"

"A mantis diving into water? Never."

I'd never seen it, but I knew about it. There was a horsehair worm craze in Korea once. I knew all about their ecology. Something about laying eggs in water, so they lead their hosts to the water's edge.

As I pictured the creepy worm wriggling in my mind, Antiope added more.

"It happens sometimes. Mantises or bugs diving into water like their heads are messed up. They know it'll kill them, but they jump anyway. Abyss-possessed people are the same. They leap in themselves."

"Antiope, stop beating around the bush and get to the point. Didn't you say you'd seen someone lost in the darkness?"

At Hippolyte's nudge from where she'd been listening quietly, Antiope muttered, "Oh, right," as if just remembering.

"About two years ago, when I was still 9th seat in the knight order. I heard a guy who'd vanished into the darkness had returned to his inn."

"A guy?"

"Probably a veteran of the Giant War or something. Missing for over fifty years. But the man who came back showed no signs of time passed. Though whether you could call it human anymore... doubtful."

"Why?"

At Hippolyte's question, Antiope let out a small "Mm—."

"He could only croak 'Mm, mm-mm-mm' like an idiot. No idea what he meant, but he twisted his body in some pretty gruesome ways. Thinking back now gives me chills."

"I see."

Hippolyte's neutral response ended the conversation.

We fell into utter silence.

The darkness enveloping us felt like it had intruded on our talk, sweeping it away with thick, black stillness and quiet.

"So, Samaritan. Got nothing to say? Anything, just spit it out quick."

Maybe that's why Antiope prodded me to say something, anything. Though unspoken, we were probably all thinking the same.

If this silence dragged on, something bad would happen—.

So we'd been dragging out pointless stories and responding to keep it going.

But now that it was my turn, nothing came to mind.

Feeling antsy like someone was following us from behind, I heard Hippolyte crunch another thunder gall nut.

"This won't do. Waiting for the elf to recover is risky too. We move. Everyone, prepare to go."

Move?

Into that unknown darkness?

I thought of the horsehair worm and its enthralled mantis.

Us walking into that dark would be no different from the mantis leaping into water.

But no one objected to Hippolyte's words.

Better to move than stay silent and still, we all felt.

*

*

*

Hippolyte said.

"Imagination."

Antiope followed.

"Bad travel luck."

Then me.

"Meat."

Hippolyte again.

"Energy."

"History."

"President."

"Tensile strength."

"No, sis, you've been doing nothing but words ending in 'strength' for a while now? Are we playing word chain or not?"

Unable to take it anymore, Antiope burst out. Hippolyte really had stubbornly stuck to words ending in "strength" in a perverse way.

"Cheating. I'm out."

And so the word chain ended.

It had been to avoid silence, to keep talking, but even that fizzled, and sticky quiet wrapped around our emptiness once more.

"Hasan, how many thunder gall nuts left?"

"About a dozen still."

"Hoo, a dozen. One per person per hour means two hours.... Not sure if we can find the elf's companion and escape in that time."

Hippolyte swore under her breath.

She and Antiope were visibly growing more on edge.

Walking through pitch darkness where you couldn't see ahead, with torches and thunder galls dwindling and no progress—it was maddening.

"Hoo—."

At least something good: Elfride, who'd panicked earlier, had mostly stabilized.

She snapped her fingers with a click-click, making her torch burn even brighter.

"Elf, coming around now?"

"Yeah, better. Sorry for the ugly show. How long was I out?"

"An hour. No, two. Or maybe not even thirty minutes."

"I see—. Hey, hear that?"

At Elfride's words, we all strained our ears into the void. Only our footsteps and breaths.

"Elf, still delirious? Hear what—."

.

As Antiope started to scold her.

We all halted at once.

Elfride was right—something weird was audible.

Hippolyte confirmed it with a loud clap.

"Don't listen closely. It's bewitching you. Everyone, stay alert. And Samaritan—got any rope or cord in your pack? Long as possible."

"Yeah, I do."

"Tie our waists together with it."

Following Hippolyte's orders, I bound all our waists tightly in one line. Uncomfortable as hell, but it brought some security.

Right then—.

What difference does tying waists make?

A familiar voice echoed from the void. It was Antiope's voice.

I turned to look at her guarding the rear, and she frowned, equally shocked.

"That wasn't me just now."

Stuck suffering in this hellhole with these idiots. It's my day off. Don't need to earn money today. Damn, if not for sis, I'd be resting at home—.

"That wasn't me! For real! And I never thought that!"

Antiope protested loudly like a convict facing final judgment. Hearing her voice from the air was bizarre and eerie.

"Antiope, I know you didn't think that. Succubi work. They read the darkness in people's hearts and whisper twisted versions in your ears."

Born just a few years before me, but strutting as the Amazons' leader? Pisses me off. Nothing better than me.

"No, sis, I really didn't think that...."

"I know. It's sowing discord. We tied ourselves together to stay close, so they're trying to break our bonds."

Right then.

Three women here. Wanna yank their panties aside and fuck 'em rough.

I felt everyone's eyes turn to me.

I pulled out a handkerchief, wiped my brow calmly, and said.

"False accusation."
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There are three women here. Fuck, I want to shove their panties aside and fuck them all roughly.

My voice echoed from empty air.

It was unmistakably my voice, with no room for excuses.

But it hadn't come from my mouth. That's why I panicked hard, breaking into a sweat, and the stares suddenly piling onto me made me feel like I was dying.

"This is a misunderstanding. A frame job. I absolutely never thought anything like that."

Succubi, kin of darkness, were said to read the darkness in people's hearts and cleverly exploit it to shatter their minds. Fucking bastards indeed.

Three women. Six tits. Wow—!

"Fuck, shit! Who the hell are you! You motherfucker! Don't fuck around with my voice like that!"

As I spat curses at the empty air, someone grabbed my shoulder. It was Antiope, who'd been covering our rear.

"You're getting eroded by the abyss right now. No need to react that violently."

"I really didn't think that."

"You're denying it so hard it's making you seem guilty and raising suspicions."

The women's eyes glaring at me were razor-sharp.

Lately, I'd been a bit softened by Luna's warm gaze, but this was the kind of look women usually gave a guy like me, a Samarían.

The cold stares from women were plenty to make a man shrink, so my back was drenched in sweat.

But it was Hippolyte who broke the tension.

"Succubi don't make up total lies. They just exaggerate and twist things. That's what stirs up the agitation."

"Is that so?"

"Yeah, from now on, weird stories will echo in all four of our voices. Some truth might be mixed in, but most of it's bullshit, so ignore—"

As Hippolyte started to say something.

I wish they'd rough me up hard in Mars's temple.

This time, Hippolyte's voice rang out in the air.

Gulp.

What followed was the sound of Hippolyte swallowing from her throat. Who knew a gulp could be that loud? Gold-tier swallowing indeed.

But true to her veteran adventurer form, Hippolyte quickly regained her composure.

"As I said, this is just a trick of the darkness. I'll give everyone a blessing of courage's litany."

Her calm demeanor, declaring she'd chant a spell as a priestess, made her back look incredibly reliable somehow.

"Bravery and courage shall be my shield, and with strong might upon my shoulders—"

Shoving me down with strong might, then mounting me from behind like taming a wild horse would be fucking great.

"—no matter the valley of the shadow of death I walk, I fear not, for always a sharpened spear-tip of stern valor and—"

I want her to stab me with a thick, hot spear. Just, without thinking anything, tie me up with rope in this darkness.

"...."

Hippolyte's fervent prayer ground to a halt.

She was facing forward, so I couldn't read her expression, but her pauldrons were trembling visibly—she was shaken bad.

"Sis... the prayer stopped. Sis, sis—?"

Antiope, at the rear, kept calling out to Hippolyte. But no response came.

Antiope let out a shriek.

"Samarían, sis is breaking down! Quick, shove that gallnut thing in her mouth!"

"Fuck—."

I hurriedly grabbed Hippolyte's shoulder and turned her toward me. Right then, I nearly screamed in shock.

Her sharp brown eyes had turned pitch black like inky darkness, gleaming grotesquely.

"Wha-what the fuck is this!"

So I ended up yelling. A woman with her entire eyes blackened like that—it was straight out of a horror flick.

Worse still, the moment our faces met, Hippolyte curled her lip in a smirk and let out a frivolous laugh in a voice she'd never use.

.

An indescribable laugh, like a mad beast's howl.

Not just that—she hurled the torch she held to the ground and bolted off into somewhere like a charging bull.

Swoooosh—.

"Guuaack—!"

The ropes tying our waists dragged me, Elfride, and Antiope along with Hippolyte's waist and leg strength.

"Urk—!?"

Elfride, caught off guard, was rolling around on the ground.

Like an owner being dragged by a tethered bull.

Wasn't Hippolyte supposed to be powerless in the dark?

"We're fucked, totally fucked! Samarían, you tied yourself to sis, so you deal with it!"

"Fuck, what the hell am I supposed to do here!"

"If we get dragged into the darkness like this, we're all dead!"

"Damn it—!"

But there was nothing I could do to stop it. The only desperate thought was whether to cut Hippolyte's rope with the dagger at my waist.

Of course, that'd send her vanishing into the dark for good.

A full-throttle Ferrari like Hippolyte? She'd be gone before we could grab her.

So I couldn't reach for the dagger at my waist.

Hippolyte was one of the few high-ups I knew who treated me well and casually. I didn't want to lose her here like this.

"Fuck, damn it—!"

But if we stayed like this, we might all get dragged into who-knows-where in the dark. So I reluctantly drew the dagger from my waist.

Raised it high, then slammed it down hard—.

Crunch.

Into the ground.

Groooowl—.

Screeeeech—.

The deeply embedded dagger screamed.

Not enough—I gripped the ground with all my might using the titanium gauntlet. Groooowl—sparks flying as it slid made a horrific sound.

"Everyone, hold on!"

"Damn it—got it!"

Getting what I was doing, Antiope drew her short spear from her waist and jammed it into the ground too.

Elfride rose from her spot and drove her wand into the ground with all her strength.

Kwaaaang—.

Hippolyte's strength was unnaturally immense right now, but not enough to overpower all three of us, so we finally skidded to a halt.

Kwaaaang—.

But the strap around her waist screamed like it might snap.

"Fuck, Lady Hippolyte, sorry—!"

Not missing the chance, I yanked the dagger from the ground, raised my palm high.

Whoosh—.

Then swung in a wide arc.

Smack—!

My gauntleted palm slapped Hippolyte's cheek flat-out.

"Graaaahk—!"

*

*

*

Hippolyte, who'd passed out from the slap, came to a few minutes later.

Or maybe a few dozen minutes. Who knows.

This pitch-black space messed with direction and time sense. Anyway, when one torch had burned out completely, Hippolyte fluttered her eyes open.

Her inky black eyes now gleamed brown again, like before.

"What the hell—. Why am I lying down?"

"Sis, you got eaten by the abyss. Nearly killed us all!"

"...Damn. I don't remember. I really did that?"

"Yeah!"

"Huh, even the paladin blocked it."

"Samarían slapped her cheek and barely managed."

"My cheek, huh—."

Only then did Hippolyte touch her reddened, swollen cheek.

It looked painful as hell, but since she'd snapped out of it, I felt relief first and decided no apology.

"So, where the hell are we now?"

"No idea."

"We're in trouble. Let's take a breather and regroup first."

With mutual agreement, we laid out a campfire on the ground and lit it.

Fwoosh—.

The firewood blaze brought some relief. Probably how caveman humans warmed body and soul too.

With the fire going, we checked our gear and supplies.

The sudden chaos meant we'd lost or dropped a ton, halving our stuff.

Among what we had intact, only this big pack I carried was fine.

Inside? Just rations and potions Luna packed for me to eat.

"How many lightning gallnuts left?"

"Lost some, down to under five. Rations for four barely last a day split. Most holy water vials shattered. Torch wraps? Two or so."

"Damn, showing such disgrace. I'm still far from ready."

Hippolyte slammed the ground—bam. Antiope spoke up.

"Don't beat yourself up. This is an ancient god's subspace laced with power. Surviving this easy would put you past superhuman, into legend territory."

Watching the sisters console each other warmed my messy heart like the campfire. Family, huh.

What if my little sis was here? Fuck, horrifying to imagine.

As Hippolyte and Antiope discussed next steps, Elfride quietly fiddled with her wand.

Click, click—.

From jamming the base into the ground earlier, the wand's bottom was splintered and ragged—looked nasty.

Click, click—.

She moved her hands like she was fixing it, but no tools or materials? No way to mend a broken wand.

"...."

But Elfride's face was pretty detached.

Unlike her initial panic, she'd kept some calm amid the weird whispers.

Come to think, her voice never echoed. Do succubi pick and choose victims?

"Damn—."

Finally giving up, Elfride muttered a curse. I held out my palm to her.

"Hand it over."

Elfride was never good at tool repairs. No patience, no handiness.

Back in slave days, I'd spent plenty time fixing her smashed furniture and stuff.

But she just eyed me lazily.

I said,

"You said without your wand, mana drain or whatever gets worse. Fix it quick and think escape."

"...."

Elfride kept glaring.

Thinking back, when we first met, she made this face a lot. Acts friendly but actually standoffish.

"I never asked you to. You offered."

As I recalled old times, Elfride extended the broken wand to me.

From Luna's pack, I poured sticky adhesive into my palm sloppily, smeared it rough on the break.

Uneven fracture didn't stick perfect, but wrapped in bandages, it looked decent.

"Done. No need for thanks."

"Thanks? Anyone could do that. Show-off."

"But you can't, idiot."

"What, idiot? You just called me an idiot? Hassan, you fucker."

"Fucker? I said idiot, why call me fucker? Too harsh, no?"

"Fucker. Retarded barbarian. Dipshit. Loser. Virgin. You think doing this now makes me grateful?"

"Fuck."

Fuck, I'm probably the only one in the world who does good and gets shit for it.

Our chat with Elfride ended there.

Just pissed each other off, quietly doing our own things.

Self-mocking—why'd I expect anything—I drew my waist dagger.

Scraped hard on the ground, blade's all nicked; gotta hone it or it'll be useless.

Favorite dagger since slave days, saved my ass plenty—precious to me.

So seeing it near breaking soured my mood.

Undid the leather belt at my waist, set the blade on it, hone hone—scrape scrape.

Elfride, still tinkering with her wand, spoke softly, like to herself.

"You're still using that old dagger."

"None of your business if I am."

"Far as I remember, you bought it with allowance I gave."

"Yeah, so? Want it back?"

"Nah. Thought you'd tossed anything tied to me."

"Why waste money?"

"Yeah, makes sense. Pauper—."

Elfride ended it there. Pauper? Mocking to the end. Brat indeed.

But her fidgety hands seemed to have some energy back.

Tap-tap—.

Maybe my imagination, but her pointed ear tips flushed red, twitching.

From long observation, sign her mood improved.

Good mood in this mess?

Always been like that—total mystery what she thinks.

Must be the darkness messing her head.

Kinda pitiful thinking that way.
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After a brief rest by the campfire, we set off again.

Was it because we'd basked in the light and warmth of the bright flames? My steps felt a bit stronger, and my confidence in my shoulders seemed to have grown a little.

"At this rate, I wonder if we'll even find your elf party members."

Of course, not everything was going well.

We didn't even know where we were, and we hadn't seen so much as a glimpse of where Elfriede's party might be stranded.

We'd only been trapped here for half a day, yet we were already facing these dangers.

It was easy to imagine the dire straits Elfriede's party must be in after three full days down here.

They might already be too late.

We might not even find their bodies.

Such thoughts swirled in my mind. Maybe it would be faster just to find our way out.

If I was thinking that way, then our party leader, Hippolyte, must have been wrestling with even more worries.

Our supplies weren't abundant, and all around us was nothing but darkness, with no telling what might leap out.

No one could call this a good situation.

As we trudged along in that vague haze, strange patterns and designs began to emerge beneath our feet, illuminated by our torches.

"Sis, check this out."

Antiope was the first to react to the markings. Fitting for someone who etched tattoos into her skin—she must have had an eye for patterns and logos.

We halted.

"Pretty interesting drawing."

We all stopped and examined the massive design sprawled across the ground.

The floor featured a circle the size of a sports field, filled with an irregular array of letters and images.

It felt like a giant pizza etched into the floor.

What the hell—pizza? What kind of thought was crossing my mind right now?

To shake it off, I glanced at the others' reactions. Hippolyte, arms crossed, was rubbing at the floor's magic circle with her greaves.

Of course, it didn't smudge or erase.

"Do you know what it is? Related to the exit?"

"Looks like a magic circle. I've seen something like this in the knight order before—wait, what was it? Something connected to the Gnostics."

Hippolyte asked Antiope, who was scratching her head.

"Gnostics?"

"These heretics who've been rising lately. They think this material world and fleshly Saha realm are steeped in evil. They're seekers of some perfect spiritual world out there somewhere."

"This world is evil? Interesting bunch."

"They even consider the gods who created this world demons. That's why they're hunted down on sight. Their leaders are ghosts—no one's laid eyes on a single hair of theirs, so it's a headache."

Antiope's explanation brought to mind the temple knight order that hunted down heretics.

Their mission wasn't just dealing with Pluto cultists; they seemed to purge anything threatening the kingdom or the established faith.

Gnostics, huh.

They saw this physical world as evil and called the gods who made its materials demons.

In a world where religion and faith held such weight, could there be a more blasphemous, horrifying cult?

As I pondered that, Antiope, who had been rubbing the magic circle on the floor with her sandals, continued.

"Their biggest problem is believing there's a perfect realm of pure good beyond this material world—a wholly different spiritual realm."

"An intriguing perspective."

"Yeah, exactly. It'd be fine if it stopped there, but the real issue is they keep trying to tear open rifts to other dimensions and the cosmos. This... this is a gate."

"A gate?"

"A pretty massive one. A summoning circle. A Gnostic summoning circle down in this deep abyss. Damn it, no idea what they were trying to pull."

Antiope shuddered as she finished speaking.

At that very moment, Elfriede, who had knelt to the floor and was running her palms over this so-called summoning circle, spoke up.

"This summoning circle has already lost its power. No mana residue means something's already burst through into this world."

Elfriede was a proper mage with real skill in handling mana. At her words, I gripped the hand holding my torch tightly.

Something had already emerged from this summoning circle the size of a small field?

No clue what it could be.

A chill raced down my spine as Hippolyte summed it up.

"A summoning circle this huge. Were they trying to call a god from another world?"

"No."

Antiope, her sister, corrected her.

"A god? In their terms, it'd be a demon."

That ended the discussion of the magic circle. Their lips twitched as if they wanted to say more.

Maybe they were holding back for fear of invoking something. But there was no time to debate it.

Flashing lights—red eyes began glowing around us.

Shing.

Hippolyte drew her sword from its sheath at her waist.

Unlike her subdued demeanor moments ago, she looked like a different person once armed, her expression fierce.

"Finally showing yourselves, you abyss hounds."

"A bit late to the party, but yeah. Sis, I'll cover the rear like we planned! Block the front good!"

Antiope drew her short spear from her waist and pointed it every which way. Massive static electricity crackled from its tip.

Hippolyte raised her voice in surprise.

"You, that just now—"

But Hippolyte couldn't finish.

The red-eyed lurkers in the darkness charged us.

Gehak!

Gehaak!

They let out horrific shrieks.

Revealed in the torchlight, they were even more nightmarish—like human torsos severed at the waist, leaving only the upper halves.

Sun-deprived skin a pale, ashen gray.

Bald heads, faces so flat you couldn't make out eyes, nose, or mouth. Their grotesque forms made my hair stand on end.

Gehak!

"Sh-shit, there's a ton of these Voldemorts!"

They crawled toward me on their arms. No idea how they moved so fast, but soon they were clinging to my legs, scaling my body.

Upper-body-only Voldemorts slithering over me—the stuff of nightmares, top three worst sensations of my life.

"Get off me, you bastards—!"

I kicked and swung my club to shake them off.

Kicking away the one on my right leg shattered skulls with a crack, bodies going limp.

Despite their vicious looks, they weren't that tough.

I can handle this?

Confidence surged through me.

"Die, you shitstains!"

As I reared back to smash one's skull—

Crackle—zap—the electricity ramped up max, and Antiope hoisted her spear over her shoulder, hurling it at the monsters while shouting.

"Judgment—!"

Zzzzzap.

The white-hot spear sliced through the featureless fiends' heads, unleashing chain lightning everywhere.

It fried everything in sight as it arced from body to body—an impressive sight even to me.

She extended her palm into the air.

Sucking in the trash mobs like some bloodletting? No such luck—just the spear returning.

Come to think of it, that spear Gungnir or whatever had some auto-return enchantment.

"Perfect. I can get even stronger."

Zap, crackle.

Antiope ran her hand down her spear Gungnir from tip to base. Static sparked, the magic spear charging with electricity again.

Impressive, but the way she built it up made my junk twitch. Such a lewd ultimate casting.

"God's—Judg—ment!"

Another spear flash from Antiope's hand.

*

*

*

The monsters we'd slain were called Dust. Born from negative thoughts and dust swirling in the abyss.

We took down fifty-three in total.

Three by me. The other fifty by the women. Mostly Antiope's slaughter under the guise of testing her new power.

I'd worried about navigating this darkness, but it seemed unfounded.

What a strong party.

It hit me then—Antiope calling us a luxurious lineup before we set out.

"Nothing useful on them."

Hippolyte poked through the Dust corpses with her foot. Nothing worthwhile, as she said.

"They're same-rank trash mobs. What good loot you gonna get? Abyss-corrupted—can't even make gear from their parts."

Despite the haul, these Dust were worthless small fry. Ugly as sin, though.

I drew my half-sharpened dagger and sliced into one fiend's back and spine. Between the muscles gleamed stark white bones.

Nice bones. Prime undead material.

But raising goblins here could spark chaos, so no dice.

"Burn the corpses, bones and all. Can't risk what might happen."

Even Hippolyte ordered them reduced to ash, leaving me no choice.

We fought more Dust after, same story.

"Hasan, how many fire almonds left?"

"Just one, ma'am."

"Damn, only one. Fine for Dust trash, but prolonged abyss exposure—who knows what'll happen."

Torches would burn out after a couple more lights.

Facing small fry in that pinch stressed Hippolyte hard.

"Antiope, how many more times can you use that electric power? Looked handy."

"Dunno. Gotta test it."

"I see. Sigh, so much to consider."

Party leader life—more worries than most.

With Antiope, Hippolyte, and Elfriede around, I wasn't exerting much, so my mind and stamina held up better.

Felt like dozing in the back of the bus.

Anything I could do? A spark hit me, and I turned to Hippolyte.

"Lemme see your hand. Take off the gauntlet."

"M-my hand? Why mine?"

"I'll give it a rub."

"A rub? My hand?"

"Might perk you up."

"Everyone's right here. You wanna massage my hand now?"

"It's just a massage. What's the problem?"

"Hmm, well, no problem. None at all."

Hippolyte finally slid off her right gauntlet. Her exposed hand was sweaty.

Blushing, she wiped it on her greave.

"...Here, here you go."

I pressed into her palm fully. Surprisingly soft for a swordswoman—always catches me off guard.

"No calluses at all. You get treatments?"

"Obviously. For Amazons like me, strength is beauty. Beauty is strength. Daily training and grooming, no skips."

Makes sense.

Luna does face packs and foot baths where I can't see.

Hippolyte must primp in private too.

Anyway, not the point.

With the darkness fraying nerves, I applied thumb pressure like waking a sleepy person—acupressure stabs.

"Uwaaaaa...."

She shrieked and shuddered as I hit a pressure point.

"Ughaa. Spine's tingling. Always knew you had weird hand skills—grr."

"Hey, what? Why only sis? Do mine too!"

Antiope grumbled, watching. Ended up massaging hers too.

Antiope's palm had slight calluses, unlike Hippolyte's. More effort?

"Uwaaak—!"

But just as sensitive—screamed like she was dying from a light press.

"Ow—! It hurts!!"

Hippolyte tsked like scolding a kid.

"Such a wimp, Antiope. That's why you're still green."

"My mind's—wide awake—! Stop, st-stop! Enough!"

Antiope yelped too much, so the massage ended quick. Teary-eyed, she looked shocked awake.

Elfriede was left.

I glanced her way, and she flinched.

"Why, you need mine too?"
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Elfride watched from a distance, her expression sour, as I massaged Antiope's and Hippolyte's hands.

Her mind and body must have been exhausted too. A hand massage should help perk her up a bit.

After all, she was the type who loved massages so much she'd mercilessly order me to knead her back and waist all day long.

Maybe she couldn't stand being left out during an opportunity like this.

Even so, I pretended not to notice and asked anyway.

"Why, you need one too?"

"...No."

Just as I'd expected, she responded coldly. Her pride probably wouldn't let her ask for one, even if it killed her.

I considered ignoring her, but then I realized that in order to escape this situation, the firepower from Elfride—a fire mage—was crucial.

If the torches went out, we'd have no choice but to rely on her flames.

So it would be best to keep her condition as high and stable as possible.

It didn't exactly thrill me, but I figured I should set aside personal feelings for the greater good.

"Hey, give me your hand."

"..."

Elfride just glared at me silently.

Spoiled brat.

If she wasn't going to cooperate even after I'd swallowed my pride and extended an olive branch, there was nothing more I could do.

Just as I thought, *Some things about Elfride never change*, and started to pull my hand back—

Swish.

Right when my patience was at its limit, Elfride finally extended her hand to me.

It caught me so off guard that my eyebrows shot up, and at the same time, I felt like smacking the gloved palm she offered.

"You need to take the glove off for a massage."

"Then you take it off for me."

"Fine, whatever."

As if I'd back down from that. I'm not the same guy I was back then—I've got more experience now.

Swish.

I grabbed the tip of the middle finger on her glove and tugged firmly.

Just like pulling a blanket off, Elfride's pale white hand emerged into my palm.

In this darkness, her hand seemed to emit a faint glow it was so white. Her nails were neatly trimmed, her skin soft without a single callus.

But for a fire mage, it was unbelievably cool and cold to the touch.

Her hands and feet were always like ice blocks—poor circulation, apparently—and that hadn't changed.

Familiar palm lines.

Familiar chill.

As I rubbed them, memories from long ago surfaced unbidden.

Like the first time I'd massaged her hand, or the time I'd pressed too hard cluelessly and gotten a flick on the forehead.

It had been my first time touching a woman's hand—not a sister or mother's. I'd been pretty nervous and shaky.

Even now, a woman's hand felt awkward and tense-inducing, but to me, Elfride's hand wasn't a woman's hand anymore. It was just... Elfride's hand.

I'd touched it so many times it was familiar.

I could do it blindfolded, knowing exactly where and how to massage to make her like it.

"What're you doing, just sitting there?"

"Quiet."

I slid my thumbs up the inner palm of her hand.

From what I remembered, Elfride preferred this stroking motion over hard presses—gently pushing the skin to stimulate blood flow and energy beneath.

It would warm up her icy hands and feet a little.

Sloooowly—

"..."

Sloooowly.

"..."

Sloooowly—

"...Ngh."

Unable to hold back amid the ongoing stimulation, a faint moan slipped from Elfride's tightly pressed lips.

I kept stroking her palm and rubbed her wrist with my thumbs for good measure.

Sliiiide, sliiiide—wherever my thumbs touched, the pale skin flushed red and began emitting a subtle warmth. It was fascinating.

So I went all in, rubbing between her fingers, the back of her hand, every nook and cranny without missing a spot.

It felt more like licking with my fingers than rubbing, honestly.

But as I worked up the heat, Elfride suddenly slipped her hand from mine.

According to my memory, she'd let a massage go on for at least an hour without batting an eye. Not even five minutes in, and she was tapping out? Mid-massage?

"...That's enough."

"Alright then."

"Um—"

Elfride's lips parted as if to say something to me—

"No, never mind."

Then she clamped them shut again.

After that, neither of us spoke for a while.

No need to.

*

*

*

Whether it was the effect of my massage or because Hippolyte and Antiope decided they couldn't afford to dawdle any longer, our pace was unobstructed.

Gehak—!

The stray monsters that appeared were all pulverized to dust by Hippolyte's and Antiope's sword auras and spear tips.

"Keep your eyes on the ground. We can't miss even the smallest clue. That's how we'll escape the abyss."

"Look over there, sis—something's there?"

As we pressed on, we spotted something enormous on the floor.

"What is this? Samarian, what do you think it looks like?"

I couldn't help furrowing my brow at Hippolyte's question. What did it look like?

"Looks like a feather. A fucking huge one."

"A feather, huh."

Fearless as ever, Hippolyte reached out to touch the several-foot-long feather on the ground.

"A feather this size... I wonder how big the bird must be. Could it be the thing summoned from that magic circle earlier—a giant bird?"

Imagining a massive bird shedding feathers this big at Hippolyte's speculation sent chills down my spine. Fucking terrifying.

But as we ventured further into the darkness, I had to admit my imagination was off.

The first thing we saw was a massive wall-like structure.

A barrier appearing out of nowhere in this empty void of darkness.

We couldn't help but be stunned by its sudden emergence.

"Hey, you—mage. Shine some light up top. There might be a way to climb over."

Whoosh—

At Antiope's suggestion, Elfride formed a fireball at the tip of her wand.

"Feast of Flames—"

I'd seen this before.

It was like a flare Elfride used to light up dark areas—a spell that shot high, exploded, and illuminated the surroundings for a dozen seconds or so.

Fweeeeeen.

Finally, a flare launched from Elfride's wand tip rocketed up toward the cliff's heights.

Bang—!

When it burst with a loud crack, bathing everything in bright light, we all froze, speechless.

What we'd mistaken for a cliff was a gigantic chair.

One at least thirty meters tall.

And seated on it, bound in chains, was something unimaginably enormous.

Humanoid in form. But its skin was flayed, exposing horrific red muscle, crudely covered in sheets of iron armor.

Behind its massive body loomed equally massive wings, sparse and ragged with missing feathers, looking utterly menacing.

A colossal angel.

That was my first impression.

"What... is this? A Titan sealed in Erebos...?"

"Sis, doesn't look like it. Titans are locked in Tartarus, not Erebos."

Antiope and Hippolyte seemed clueless about the thing's identity too.

One thing was certain, though: whatever it was, getting tangled with it spelled trouble.

Good thing it was asleep. If it woke and rampaged, it'd be apocalyptic.

Fucking unreal sense of scale.

This was crossing a line.

As I scanned the colossal form with fear-filled eyes, I noticed something odd. Between its legs, at the base of the chair—something was there.

Rustle—

But just as I tried to get a closer look, Elfride's flare faded out. No choice but to check it out up close.

"Where do you think you're going, Samarian?"

"Over there—something's there. Between its legs, it sparkled."

"Hold on."

As I moved toward it, Hippolyte stopped me. Doubting my rambling explanation, she pressed her palm to my forehead.

Then she even shone the torch into my eyes, checking back and forth.

"Your mind seems fine. But you're talking weird."

Damn, I'd never been great with words, but to get misunderstood like this?

"Anyway, something weird was there. I'm sure I saw it."

Whether my persuasion worked or not, we headed toward the monster's leg area.

Arriving at the center of the massive chair, where its legs were bound like pillars, we discovered letters glimmering with an eerie light.

Glowing letters.

No—up close, they were glowbugs-like insects. Bugs with spotted patterns emitting light, clustered at precise intervals to form letters.

Dimensional Gate

Dimensional Gate?

What the hell?

Right then, Elfride's face lit up.

"This—this is Edwin's mark. Dimensional Gate. Edwin must've opened one somewhere on this wall."

"Dimensional Gate?"

Antiope reacted to the term.

"The ritual that twists between magic circles to open a door? Your party member could use that? Even the knight order only has one guy who can."

"Edwin was a court scholar. Anyway, there must be a ritual circle around here. They definitely went through it to somewhere else."

Hippolyte chimed in too.

"Alright, let's search the area. What does a Dimensional Gate circle look like?"

"It'll glow if you touch it with your palm."

"Guess we'll invest some time. Still, big find."

Having discovered a lead in this darkness, the party's moods brightened. See? My eyes didn't lie.

As I scanned the chair's wall in that triumphant mood, I noticed letters engraved into the surface with an eerie feel.

This the Dimensional Gate?

But it didn't look like a magic circle or ritual trace—just plain letters.

Guardian of Karma, Gnosis Augeias—and 3 others. Here sealed the otherworldly monster Nephilim. Third failure. Abyss record expunged—

The rest was illegible, the letters too smudged.

"Antiope, see anything?"

"Nope."

"This is taking time. Mage, can you use that lighting spell again to brighten things up?"

"No problem."

Whoosh, whoooosh—

The flames reignited and shot upward before bursting with a pop.

But as I watched, I nearly jumped out of my skin.

Flash.

The behemoth on the chair's eyes gleamed red. Hadn't they been closed before?

Shit, we're screwed.

Rumble, clank—

The chains and armor binding it screeched deafeningly.

I realized it was awakening from sleep or its seal to attack us.

Grooooarrr...!!

It parted its jaws like a crab's, revealing layers of razor-sharp teeth in a double maw.

Utterly grotesque.

Clang, clank—

It even wrenched free the chains wrapped around its body.

Raaaaagh—!!

A giant at least fifty meters tall looming over us, screaming.

So loud it made the previous silence feel nostalgic.

"Hey, mage! You woke it up! Apologize to the poor thing quick! Why wake a sleeping giant!"

"You wanna argue now? Are you nuts? Run or take it down!"

Fwoooosh—!

Then it unfurled its back wings wide.

Already huge, with wings spread, it felt like a massive apartment building glaring down, sending chills up my spine.

"No choice—gotta take it down!"

"Sis, I'll handle the right! Mage, prep a big one!"

"You think I need telling?"

But Hippolyte, Antiope, and Elfride seemed ready to fight it. Could humans even battle an apartment?

Part of me admired where that confidence came from.

RAAAAAARGH—!!!

The mystery colossal beast bellowed ear-shatteringly, then slammed its wings down and leaped skyward.

Fwoooooosh—

In one flap.

The resulting gale was typhoon-force, like being an ant in a storm.

I braced my legs and clenched my teeth to avoid getting swept, but the terrifying wind was undeniable.

"...Gone? Did it leave? Flew up."

Hippolyte steadied herself and looked skyward.

Antiope grumbled like she'd been wronged.

"Argh, shoulda tied a rope to its leg. We could've climbed up with it!"

What? Damn, I got scared for nothing.

Is it over?

But that hopeful thought was dashed as my nape prickled.

"...I-It's coming...!"

"Coming? Samarian, what's coming?"

"Shit, it's coming back from above! Coming again!"

"What are you—"

"It's coming back, fuck!"

"Believe Hassan right now! The guy's got good instincts!"

Elfride, trusting me, shed her regained composure, lowered her stance, and readied for action.

Her attitude reignited their vigilance—Hippolyte and Antiope gripped their weapons.

As we tensed—

BOOM—!

Something hurtled toward us like a shot. More like a missile.

The impact of its massive bulk slamming the ground unleashed a shockwave and wind blast beyond the previous flap.

"Grraaah—!!"

A storm that tore screams from us involuntarily.

As it cleared and my dark-adapted eyes focused, I saw the monster holding a gigantic streetlamp-like thing.

Streetlamp.

Even described, it was bizarre.

A staff-like object in its grip flickered with eerie blue light—nothing else fit "streetlamp."

Its length matched the beast's size, making it all the more hideous.

"It wasn't fleeing—it went to grab its weapon! Sis, we have to fight!"

[Author's Note] Two more parts coming...
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A colossal stature stretching high into the sky, with white wings attached to its back.

It looked just like the angels people often called the messengers of the gods.

An angel. But its skin was completely peeled away, exposing horrific, bulging muscles.

Its face was something else—lobster-like jaws splitting sideways, revealing sharp double-rowed teeth inside. It was downright blasphemous.

"Sis, ever seen anything like that?"

"Nope. Size is about titan-level, but the vibe's different."

Antiope and Hippolyte didn't seem to know what it was either.

Something in the form of an angel.

Or perhaps an angel of destruction clutching a massive stone lantern.

Its bulk was apartment-building huge, radiating sheer intimidation.

"Fuck."

Was it because this was the biggest bastard I'd ever faced? Staring it down, my mind couldn't even picture taking it down.

Whoosh, fwoosh—

Then flames ignited from the long lantern-like things gripped in both its hands.

My nape prickled with a massive warning signal, forcing a desperate shout from me.

"Fuck, it's a fucking huge one coming!"

Look.

In that instant, words I could understand burst from its mouth. Its size made the voice boom through the pitch-black darkness like thunder.

The radiance at the end of the valley—

Fwaaaah—

The stone lantern spewing light exploded, flames shooting out in all directions.

The heat brushing past me nearly made me scream, but surprisingly, the fire wasn't hot at all. No sensation whatsoever.

What the hell was that?

Checking around just in case, lights began flicking on—pop, pop—in this abyss world that had been shrouded in total darkness moments ago.

What emerged were massive statues encircling us.

Statues the size of the monster in front of me stood grandly around us like a stadium.

The giant monster in the center spread its wings wide, then slammed its stone staff deep into the ground with a boom.

I am the Undying One, King of Ulgart. Ruler of illusions. Creator of ragged beasts, and Third Legion Commander. You challengers, show respect before the great blasphemer—!

It spread both palms, one hand on its belly, the other lazily by its forehead in some pose.

A demon with angel wings mimicking a Buddha-like gesture—impossible to pin down its true nature.

But hearing it ramble on about itself, it didn't seem all that impressive. Empty types always love packaging themselves up.

That fucker, just like me.

"Ulgart...?"

Then Elfride, standing behind me, muttered as if she knew something.

"You're one of Ulgart's giants?"

Even in this alien, barbaric world, someone recognizes my name. Who might you be?

Reacting to Elfride's quiet voice, the whatever of Ulgart dropped to one knee and thrust its face toward us.

Ssshh.

Its grotesque face was so terrifying I nearly swung my club at the bus-sized head.

The blasphemer asks. Who are you, little one?

"I am Elfride of Alfheim."

Elfride of Alfheim. Remnant of the already-burned twilight. You've kindly answered this blasphemer's question, so I shall return the kindness. You, I shall eat last.

"What?"

I have been bound to this hateful darkness for ages. Thus, I am famished. I must devour you all, stockpile strength, and escape this space.

It spoke of eating people without a shred of guilt.

Like casually suggesting a meal to an old friend, almost making me reply sure.

Rise back to that world, usher in the age of giants. You shall be the foundation—grieve not. I shall judge your taste properly.

Swoosh—

Raising its head high again, it spoke as if granting mercy. Of course, we weren't foolish enough to be grateful.

Antiope aimed her short spear and spoke.

"Hah, so you're some fallen giant from outer lands? The age of giants ended half a century ago even on this Gaia continent, dumbass!"

Strange wench, you shall be first. You look delicious. Sturdy energy too.

Swoosh—

Then a massive palm reached for Antiope. No speed to it at all—pure leisure.

Like picking up fries from a desk. Utterly natural.

Whoooosh—

But its size made it imposing as hell. Palm like a giant bus—felt like a meteor crashing down.

Still, Antiope wasn't one to get caught flat-footed.

She swiftly severed the rope linking her waist to us, then leaped toward the palm, landing on its wrist.

Fsssh—

From there, unimaginable speed carried her up the wrist, elbow, shoulder, to the nape of its neck.

A strong warrior. But do you think that tiny toothpick can pierce this blasphemer's hide?

"Fallen titan hunting? I graduated from that ages ago!"

Zzzap—

Lightning sparked from Antiope's hand as she plunged her short spear into the giant's nape.

Krrrack—!

Intense current burst from the spear, sparks flying everywhere.

Grr, that hurts. Indeed, a healthy wench. Fine nourishment.

Seemed like a solid hit, but its bulk shrugged it off. It merely winced, then swung its palm to grab her.

Reminded me of Dad dismantling a wasp nest, shrugging off the stings. Goosebumps crawled up my back.

A giant unmoved by ultimate techniques.

Must've been how the wasps felt that day.

Overwhelming pressure from the massive body.

Helplessness from attacks that didn't land.

But Antiope dodged its grasp with acrobatics, stabbing its neck, shoulder, forehead—upper body all over.

A bit annoying. Gravity reversal—

Whoooosh.

That very moment.

With a clap of its palms came a bizarre incantation, and the area shook violently.

My body floated up—whoosh—feet leaving the ground. Elfride and Hippolyte too, legs kicking in midair.

Hippolyte said.

"This is high-tier magic. A magic-using giant? If the fight drags, who knows what'll happen. Antiope! Quit playing and take it down quick—!"

Swooo—

Hippolyte's sword shimmered with golden mist, rippling. Then—slash, slash—she cleaved the air twice.

Screeeeech—!

A razor-sharp sword wind in an X trajectory shot out, slamming into the giant's broad chest.

Slash—

A splendid gash etched dead center. Thanks to it, our floating bodies landed safely.

Blood sprayed wildly—it howled in a language beyond words.

Uwaaaaaah—!!

Anyone could see the attack landed.

Hippolyte's strikes working meant we could win. Gave me a morale boost.

A warrior wielding aura! Damn—! Mental collapse—!

Srrk, srrk—

The giant cried out strangely, palms dancing in intricate motions.

Like a ninja forming seals or a monk preaching—eerie, mind-boggling.

Its gaping maw spat incomprehensible word strings nonstop. Like broken radios blaring, voice fracturing.

What the hell?

No clue what was coming—tensing up—

"Ugh, uwaaaak—!"

Antiope, relentlessly stabbing shoulder and nape, slipped like her feet gave out, rolling on the ground.

"Get—out of my head—!"

She clutched her ears, cradling her head, rolling—out of her mind.

Not just her—Elfride and Hippolyte knelt, gasping ragged breaths.

Then text floated before my eyes.

『Grace of Chaos's Blessing』 cancels the negative status 『Blasphemy's Curse』.

The giant's chant and gestures were casting a wide-area curse. With the status lifted, my mind cleared a bit.

In my sharpened vision, the giant continued its bizarre incantation, hands forming seals.

Let it keep chanting, and the party's mental state might plummet beyond recovery.

Party hunt.

In team games, core basics: mental care for members.

Knowing that well, I cut my waist rope and charged.

Lucky break: eyes closed in focus on the chant, it didn't notice.

Clinging to its ankle, I climbed the pillar-thick leg, thigh, belly, shoulder, nape.

Riding a dude's body.

Fuck, even I thought it was gross—mood soured hard.

"F-Fuck off and die, you bastard!"

I unleashed fury at the giant that defiled my soul's purity with my club. Target: massive Adam's apple on its throat.

Universal weak spot across eras. Hit an unaware one, even this behemoth takes massive damage.

Dad winced when wasps stung his throat too.

I'm a wasp now.

Hyaaaaah—!

Like a seasoned cleanup hitter, arm and body spun, smashing the protruding Adam's apple.

Crack—!!

Superhuman strength shattered its neck with a sound—my footing shook wildly.

Gack, cough, heuk—

"Urk—."

I plummeted unprepared.

But Hippolyte below caught me in her arms—no shattered pelvis for me.

"Attacks the mind too, huh. Saved my ass. Good call bringing you, Samaritan—!"

Damn, fuck, bastard, my neck, hff, hff, targeting my neck. Why didn't my mental destruction spell work?

The giant clutched its nape, hacking up massive blood. Vital hit landed solid.

Of course it did. Even a finger snap to the Adam's apple packs a punch.

How dare you—

But those bloodshot giant eyes glaring solely at me? Risky.

Boss raid terms: aggro pulled to me.

Now I see. You there, black hair. You're the tastiest here. Absorb that Hell mana around you, and I'll regain my power.

Fwoooosh—

Its massive palm smashed down from above.

Fly-swatting speed—no leisure like with Antiope.

Meteor-palm impact—I realized it was dead set on capturing me.

"F-Fuck—!"

Too big to dodge in time.

Hippolyte beside me got it too—jammed her sword into the ground, arms thrust sky-high.

Instinct told me her play. I ditched my club, raised both hands high.

Kwaaak—!

The palm struck— we should've been squashed flat, but barely held it up.

"Grraaah—!"

Teeth felt like shattering. Legs quaking, guts screaming. Nose drip? Nosebleed, not sweat.

When'd I last lift something this heavy?

No idea.

Atlas holding up the sky—must feel like this. Slack off, knees buckle, pancaked.

Hippolyte same.

Her armor rattled screams, forehead streaming cold sweat. Better than my nosebleed, though.

"Ugh, Elf!! Chant ready yet!!"

Her shout—I sensed Elfride murmuring behind.

Elfride: best elementalist I know. So good, conjures fireballs without verbal chants.

If she's doing a long chant? One possibility.

"Primal flame—."

Fwoosh—

Tiny spark bloomed.

Barely turning head and eyes: fist-sized fireball slowly drifting toward the giant.

Seeing it, giant burst laughing.

A flame smaller than my nail? Think that'll banish this blasphemer, Elf?

"Nothing I can't burn. I already torched my own god."

Wha—what—!? Grr, uwaa, uwaaak—!!

All engulfed in flames of calamity.
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The primordial flame.

From what I recalled, it was the ultimate spell in Elfride's arsenal.

This magic, with its chant lasting over ten minutes, fired a small orb into the air, no different from a basic fire-attribute spell like Fireball.

Yet its power was incomparable to a mere Fireball, unleashing devastating heat that incinerated everything it touched.

Graaaah—!!

The Ulgart giant, who had mocked it, finally began screaming.

Elf! This... this is... ah... uwaaaah... uwaaaaaah—!

It was clear the thing was crisping up nicely as it let out horrific shrieks. It had to hurt. What could be more agonizing than burning alive?

The problem was that I, pinned beneath its palm, felt like I was melting in the same infernal heat.

I had to put out the fire!

Whoosh, whoosh—.

At that moment, a massive fan-like whoosh shook the air around us.

I couldn't see clearly, but I could tell its enormous wings were flapping frantically.

Of course, Elfride's ultimate spell was too ferocious to be quelled by mere wind.

Graaaah—!! Surtr's flame!? A technique that devours life... Elf, this is the flame of your own life! You won't last long either—!! Put out the flame now—!!

"Haa, haa... Fireball—."

Pew-pew-pew—.

A barrage of fireballs slammed into its massive body with deafening impacts.

Just as Hippolyte and I were straining our joints to the limit, Elfride was clearly giving her all in this situation.

Whether it worked or not, the palm crushing me like a roof suddenly shifted aside, followed by the thud of the giant collapsing.

Only then could I relax my clenched jaw and gasp for air.

Thank goodness I'd poured points into stamina recently; otherwise, I'd have been flattened like a pancake.

"Hmph, nothing special. Samarian, any injuries?"

I was still catching my breath when Hippolyte, who had strained just as hard pushing off that palm, had already regained her composure.

Sweat beaded on her forehead, but unlike someone who'd endured the same ordeal, she looked perfectly at ease—a stark reminder of how far ahead of me she was.

She could've easily dodged that palm strike to begin with. She'd probably held it back just to keep me from getting squashed. And that made sense.

"Hah... fuck."

Various thoughts crossed my mind, but for now, survival was a win.

Its massive body crackled and burned—fwoosh-fwoosh—until muscle, flesh, and feathers were reduced to a pile of white bones.

The acrid, eerie stench of charred meat filled the air, disorienting us, as Hippolyte and I—relatively unscathed—helped Elfride and Antiope to their feet.

"Uh... what? What was that? Already over?"

Had she hit her head falling from the giant's shoulder? Antiope, sporting a huge lump on her forehead, blinked awake after a few slaps on the cheek.

No major injuries, it seemed.

Elfride's condition, however, was far from good.

"Hnng... haa..."

She couldn't even respond to our calls, just panted raggedly.

Her red eyes had dilated pupils, and her cheeks and forehead burned feverishly, as if scorched.

Hippolyte, palm pressed to Elfride's forehead, stated calmly,

"Her mana is surging out of control. Push beyond your limits, and this happens. Got any holy water left?"

At her words, I pulled a glass vial from the bundle on my shoulder.

All the high-grade holy water I'd bought for gold had shattered or been lost—only this one remained.

Hippolyte uncorked it and poured the glowing white liquid over Elfride's forehead.

Sizzle—.

White smoke billowed up like water on a hot griddle.

It seemed to help; Elfride, who had looked on the verge of collapse moments ago, eased slightly.

"Hn..."

"Much better. But it's temporary. We should get her to a healer fast. The denizens of the abyss likely noticed us from that fight. Find that dimensional gate or whatever and get out of here."

Swish—.

Hippolyte hoisted the still-dazed Elfride over her shoulder and approached the massive chair again.

There, amid the roaring flames, she spotted a strangely glowing magic circle.

A circular pattern etched with swirling lines—it screamed "dimensional gate" to anyone who saw it.

"Elf, this the gate you mentioned? Can you activate it?"

"...Mercury—."

With Elfride's faint murmur, the magic circle hummed to life, swirling with light.

Soon, brilliant radiance enveloped us all, blinding our vision.

*

*

*

When I came to, we were in darkness.

But not the pitch-black void of the abyss's depths—a room lit by a small, crackling hearth.

Fireplace, bed.

Bookshelves stuffed with dusty tomes.

After trudging through the barren abyss, this human-scented space felt reassuring. And yet, it bred unease too.

Especially that figure seated in a chair, draped in a robe—who the hell was he?

"Who are you? Know anything about the White Rose?"

Hippolyte demanded, sword at the ready. The white-robed man chuckled lowly.

"I've wanted to meet you someday. So I arranged this undisturbed spot. Lured you with bait in the abyss, you see. Owe Erebos a lot for that."

"I'll ask again—who are you?"

Hippolyte's tone was ice-cold.

She made no secret of her readiness to strike. But the seated man simply continued his monologue.

What happened next was astonishing.

"Do you even know who I am? You Amazons are so noisy. All Mars's doing, this."

The white-robed man raised a hand from his chair.

"Be quiet for a moment."

Sparks crackled—electricity lashed out, shocking Hippolyte, Antiope, and Elfride.

"Ugh! Uwaaagh! Aaaah—!"

Even mighty Hippolyte convulsed on the floor like she'd been tased. Antiope and Elfride fared no better.

I knew instantly.

This guy was leagues more dangerous than the colossal monster we'd sweated blood to defeat in the dark.

My nape tingled wildly, danger sensors haywire, heart pounding like a drum.

Fuck, we're screwed.

What the hell is this?

As panic surged, the man smoothly removed his hood.

His platinum hair cascaded, gleaming almost white.

Deep-set golden eyes dazzled piercingly.

His neatly trimmed beard and faint wrinkles under his eyes felt sculpted to perfection—uncannily so.

He didn't seem human. He reminded me of Lady Nox. But he wasn't the goddess of night—something else.

And if my guess was right, then—

"You wouldn't be—"

"Enough. Do we need introductions? I've watched you from on high, Zigris. The more I saw, the more you reminded me of someone. Had to meet you myself."

"Th-that..."

My mind went blank.

I'd dismissed gods as just powerful beings, but this man operated on another plane.

I couldn't think what to say; one wrong word, and I might get barbecued.

"Have you... something to tell me?"

"Not really. Even if I did, my position forbids it. But that toy you've been playing with lately looks dangerous."

"Toy...?"

"As an adult, I'll warn you properly. No more necromancy, Zigris."

"N-necromancy...?"

"Lies don't work on me. Don't test my patience."

I realized instantly: nothing was hidden from this man.

He'd been watching me—no doubt about it.

"But outright confiscation breeds resentment. I'll give you something you'll like as compensation. You handled that foreign cultist from afar; you deserve a reward."

"Reward...?"

Crackle—.

Sparks flew, and the man vanished from the chair.

Confused, I blinked—he was suddenly right in front of me, slamming his palm into my gut.

Crunch—.

No better way to describe it: his hand pierced my abdomen like butter.

"Hwaaaaaah—!"

The bizarre sensation of his palm rummaging through my innards made me scream involuntarily.

It didn't hurt, but my vision spun dizzily, indescribably.

"Sealed after all. You forged a fine vessel, but sealed it at the end. He was always a worrier, that one."

"Ughk—!"

"Ah, touched something wrong. Mistakes happen."

"Heeee!"

"...Trickier than expected."

"Hwaaaaaah—!"

Screaming was all I could do.

When the horrific sensation finally ended, I found myself on the floor, palms and knees down, retching.

Delayed pain hit hard.

The man who'd churned my guts now lounged casually in the chair.

"Go to Delphi. Claim your fate there."

"Delphi..."

"That's all I can say. Now, Erebos—your turn. Got anything to say?"

His gaze seemed to pierce past my shoulder. Someone behind me? Trembling, I heard a voice.

Not really—.

"Fair enough. I've said my piece. Do as you like, Erebos."

Boom—.

Thunder roared, and the white-robed man vanished completely. Only his chair smoldered, lightning-struck.

No different from a real bolt.

Is it over? I sighed in slight relief when a voice came from behind.

Zigris.

Oppressive weight choked me; even gathering my wits was hard. Maybe from him stirring my insides—vision blurred.

I have rules, Erebos. One who enters the abyss must be offered to me. Zigris, choose a woman from them as sacrifice.

Choose a woman to sacrifice?

The voice snapped me alert.

Rumble-rumble—.

The cramped room shook, reshaping.

What emerged: bizarre hooks. Sharp barbs on tall gibbet-like poles held familiar women.

"Delphina—?"

Delphina and her party—Lili and Edwin, I think. Seeing them dangling made my head spin.

Offer one who came with you. The rest go free.

I turned slowly, eyeing the women collapsed and trembling at my feet: Hippolyte, Antiope, Elfride.

Hippolyte and Elfride had long passed out; only Antiope stared up, eyes wide with terror.

Surviving that lightning without fainting—her toughness? Or the lightning mark on her back resisting? Who knows.

"N-no. No sacrifice. You're gonna pick me, right? I'm the least close to you!"

I'd just stared in surprise that she hadn't fainted. But Antiope misinterpreted wildly.

Given the situation, panic was natural. If it were me, I'd have pissed myself for real.

"Sacrifice..."

One of them to escape?

Utterly unfair.

And yet, dark thoughts crept in. My eyes drifted to the sweating, unconscious Elfride.

How much grief had she caused me? I still woke kicking covers sometimes.

If I had to ditch one, it'd be her.

But words stuck. Trying to speak, memories flooded: her first allowance to me, praising me for disarming a trap.

A brief silence born of that.

It shattered with a low voice.

Weak.

"Pardon?"

Highpose's gods were wrong. You don't suit the divine throne, Zigris.

"...You mean I don't suit Luna?"

Who knows. But you pleased me. Had you sacrificed one, I'd have trapped you here too.

Creak—.

A sealed door in the corner swung open, revealing pitch blackness beyond.

Go. Can't hold you longer. Can't stay away myself. Hell's throne I bear unasked is busier than expected.

Letting me go just like that?

No such thing as free favors.

What if he changed his mind after we left, claiming it a trap? Unease gnawed.

So, bribery it was—I rummaged my shoulder bundle.

"Uh... thanks. All I can offer as thanks is this—."

I pulled out the voodoo doll Luna had mangled to resemble herself.

Amusing. Fine, I'll take it.

That ended my chat with the dark shadow.

I bound my comrades and Delphina's group at the waist, then dragged them into the darkness.

When I came to again, a dim cave stretched before me: stalactites jutting, lizards scurrying.

Glowing moss, bizarre luminescent mushrooms—familiar sights.

This had to be near the valley cave where I'd met the skeleton knight.

Maybe not, but we'd escaped the abyss's depths, that much was sure.

"We out?"

Antiope rubbed the lump on her forehead, scanning around.

"Damn, damn—. What the hell did I just see? Fuck—."

She muttered curses, oddly unsettled. Only then did my heart thunder, stomach churning.

"Thought we were dead."

"We could've all died and no one'd blink! Do you even get who we just met? Ah, what the fuck is this? No one'd believe me!"

"Fuck, yeah."

"Your reaction's so lukewarm! We beheld great ones! Breathing was a chore...!"

"Anyway, we're alive. Let's move. Help carry these."

"Chatting casually with such exalted beings. Unfathomable. You... they spoke like they knew you well. This, this..."

Antiope was deeply shaken by it all.

Makes sense—she's from Jupiter's knight order. Meeting the core of her faith? She'd be mad not to freak.

After mumbling to herself for a while, she hesitantly addressed me in a small voice.

"Um, H-Hassan... sir."
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Long ago, I thought this dark, damp cave—and the rats scurrying around it, along with the venomous snakes and scorpions—were utterly horrifying.

"Sber, you've finally escaped the darkness."

But after flailing around in the pitch-black silence of Erebos's domain just moments ago, this dim cave was nothing I couldn't endure.

Of course, that didn't mean it was safe.

Grrr...

Unlike the silent abyss, this cave was its own ecosystem. The beasts' cries echoing from beyond those stalactites, combined with the thudding footsteps, were more than enough to heighten the tension.

In the end, I hadn't been able to close the rift in the abyss.

Still, I'd rescued Delphina's entire party, and we'd all returned to the surface without anyone dying or suffering serious injuries. That alone was enough to be satisfied with.

I hoisted Hippolyte and Elfride, one on each shoulder, and said,

"Let's find a way out quick, Antiope. Pick up some of the ones who are down."

"U-Uh, y-yeah, sure... I will. Yep. I'll do it!"

Ever since we'd escaped the abyss and that bizarre furnace room, Antiope had seemed strangely unable to calm down.

She was probably still in a panic from the people we'd met in that room, unable to keep her wits about her. She'd been through enough ordeals to shatter anyone's mind, after all.

But there was no room for panic in a place like this, where unknown dangers lurked. So I had no choice but to prod her along, even though she looked a bit dazed.

"Get it together."

And so Antiope and I each slung one fallen person over an arm and our backs, then started moving.

Of course, since we didn't know the way out, we were just going blindly. But the uphill slopes that kept appearing suggested we were definitely heading toward the surface.

"Um, th-that Hassa... sir."

"What."

Antiope suddenly switched to awkward formal speech.

Even after learning my true identity, she'd often teased me by bringing up my dark history of calling myself a god. So she was probably trying to mess with me now, too.

Teasing people even in a situation like this?

"Um, th-that thing..."

"What are you trying to say now?"

"Th-that stuff I said before... it was all just joking around, right...?"

Zing-.

Her words brought back memories from a very distant past.

Back when I was still in elementary school. I was often the target of bullying from girls my age. They'd pinch me or punch me whenever they saw me—straight-up school violence.

And when I started to get mad, they'd turn it around: "Hey, it was just a joke! Why react so seriously?" making me out to be some weirdo who couldn't take a prank.

A joke, huh!

To the bullies, it was always just a joke.

Of course, I didn't just take it lying down.

One day, to get revenge on a girl who was tormenting me, I climbed onto the teacher's desk—in my indoor shoes—while she was responsible for cleaning it.

At that moment, I was Todd Anderson himself, rejecting the unfair school system by stepping onto the desk.

O Captain! My Captain!

What the hell are you doing?!

I can still vividly remember that girl, her face flushed red as she stared at the spotless desk, not knowing what to do.

What stuck with me even more was the conversation that followed.

Hey, Hassan! Why'd you step on my cleaning spot!

I'm cleaning the stairs, and you step on them every day.

Wha...?

It was my hidden counterpunch, my masterstroke.

Unable to argue back, the girl trembled and burst into tears. I got in trouble with the teacher, and when I got home, my mom punished me too.

Young as I was, I couldn't understand why I—the victim—was being treated like the perpetrator, the bad guy.

Was this what it meant to become the abuser as the victim?

Had I become a monster myself to fight monsters?

It was a kind of epiphany.

My thoughts raced like a swift current, impossible to pin down, until they reached a conclusion—like lightning striking my mind.

And the conclusion I arrived at?

Maybe that girl actually liked me.

Back in elementary school, I'd been too focused on the bullying to notice. What if she was picking on me because she liked me?

It was plausible enough in those shy, elementary school days when kids couldn't express themselves well.

And maybe Antiope teasing and tormenting me was because she liked me too?

No, that was probably taking it too far. Antiope wasn't in elementary school anymore.

She was just the type who enjoyed tormenting people by nature.

Most people in this godforsaken world were like her—pouncing on weaknesses, biting down, and shaking relentlessly without letting go.

Take Elfride, for example. She'd tormented me plenty and even pinched me sometimes.

Sber, I almost got swept up in those weird thoughts and asked Antiope, "Hey, do you like me or something-?"

That would've filled another slot in my dark history notebook, probably keeping me up at night kicking off the covers.

I'd saved my future self.

"Um, th-that Hassa... sir."

Right then, Antiope called out to me again. She was clearly toying with me right now, manipulating my emotions for fun.

Getting me mad, toying with my feelings, reveling in her superiority—that rotten personality of hers.

My emotions are mine alone.

"Don't make me mad, Antiope."

"Eek, h-heh, y-yes, sir-!"

"I said don't make me mad. You're doing it on purpose, aren't you?"

"Wh-what are you talking about...?"

"You've been using formal speech with me this whole time."

"Ah... Um, uh, aaah... Ah, ah-! Aaaah!"

For some reason, she let out a bizarre noise like a novice opera singer practicing scales.

"So that's the setup. Got it. Yeah, it was all a test. I almost fell for it. No way. I'm Antiope, your left arm! I saw right through that!"

She rambled incoherently. I had no idea what she was saying, but she probably spent too long in the abyss—her head seemed a bit addled.

At least she'd gotten the message not to tease or torment me anymore. Firm communication really was key.

Grrr...

It was right then.

A strange cry echoed from up ahead in the cave.

"Hassan—! Something's up ahead!"

Antiope set the White Roses on her shoulder down and drew her short spear.

"Leave it to me! I'll handle it!"

She was suddenly brimming with enthusiasm. Which was great for me.

No matter how strong the monsters in this valley's mid-layers were, Antiope could take care of them easily.

Grrr...

The monster that emerged from the darkness was a massive beast made entirely of white bones.

"A b-bone wyvern!? A thing that only shows up in the land of death—why is it here!?"

Antiope panicked at the sight, but I lit up with joy at the monster before me.

"Y-You damn Agumon!"

"Hassan!"

"Hassan-sir, your Paranoi has arrived...!"

Somehow, Luna and Paranoi were riding on its back. The fatigue from moments ago melted away. Relief washed over me, but at the same time, a sharp question poked like a awl in my pocket.

"What are you two doing here? What's going on?"

"We came looking for you!"

"You were looking for me? Why?"

"Because you'd been gone for ten days since entering the abyss! Anyway, glad you're safe!"

Ten days.

According to Luna, ten days had passed since we'd entered the abyss. Both Antiope and I were stunned.

Even including the hardships getting to the cave entrance, I'd figured it'd been half a day at most—maybe one or two days tops. But ten days had passed outside?

Was that even possible?

"I'd heard time flows differently in Erebos's abyss. It's real. Ah, ten days already. I didn't even contact the knight order. What if they think I deserted?"

Antiope stomped her feet anxiously.

She had her own social life, after all. Vanishing for ten days without word would naturally freak her out.

"The city's in an uproar over your disappearances right now! You should head back ASAP!"

Luna's words had us all in agreement.

I could manage, but adventurers like Antiope and Hippolyte had a lot of eyes on them in the city.

News of their disappearance could spark all sorts of incidents.

"Hey, Paranoi, get down. We need to load these people up."

"D-Do I have to get down...?"

"Luna, you too. Everyone off. Let's carry these folks out."

We loaded the fallen onto the bone wyvern and Agumon's backs.

But perhaps wary of the undead growling, Antiope muttered offhandedly,

"Still, you tamed a bone wyvern somehow. They're notoriously vicious. Wyverns are rare even among undead."

"No idea! It just started following us! We met you because we were riding it."

"You're talking about a bone wyvern like it's a stray cat you picked up."

"Heh heh, it's all thanks to my diligent faith...!"

Grrr...

Agumon's blue eyes turned to me. But something felt different from when I'd met it before.

Like the link connecting us had snapped.

In game terms, it was like our mutual friend status had been reset.

Probably because that white-robed man had forbidden necromancy.

I'd have to test it outside, but right now, I probably couldn't use necromancy anymore.

Yet the necromancy that revived Agumon seemed intact. Since I'd released it into the wild after creating it, maybe it'd gained some independence?

At any rate, it wasn't hostile toward me or my acquaintances Luna and Paranoi, which was a relief.

We all followed behind the wyvern toward the surface.

"Whew, we're alive, at least."

"Aaah—!"

As we climbed the uphill path out, Paranoi screamed. Wondering what was up, I saw it'd twisted its ankle on the uneven ground.

"M-My ankle hurts...!"

"You're so unstable you can't even walk properly."

In the end, I had to carry Paranoi on my back. The thing thrashed its arms and legs excitedly behind me.

"This ride feels great...!"

"Hey, it's heavy—settle down."

I seriously considered just tossing Paranoi onto the bone wyvern like luggage. As I debated internally,

"Everyone says Hassan-sir is missing, but I believed you'd conquer the abyss and return...! I'm your right arm...!"

But it wasn't me who responded—it was Antiope.

"Impressive, calling yourself the right arm. I almost fell for it and failed the test. You knew from the start? I thought you were just a dumb nymph— that was acting too?"

"Foolish knight order! Finally recognizing my worth—you've got a long way to go...! That's why it'll take ten more years to be called Hassan-sir's left arm, no, top devotee...!"

"Damn—! I didn't realize this was a test too! Are you secretly some amazing nymph?"

"You figured it out? Not bad—you've got potential. From now on, treat me with respect as your senior...!"

Antiope and Paranoi were getting along surprisingly well. So I dumped Paranoi from my back onto Antiope.

As the two chattered away, Luna asked me curiously,

"What are they on about? The abyss mess with their heads too much?"

"No clue."

"More importantly, Hassan, you still have the doll I gave you?"
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“Hasan, do you still have the doll I gave you?”

“That thing?”

I recalled the straw doll Luna had made for me. It looked just like one of those voodoo dolls used for cursing, the kind where sticking a needle in it would supposedly have some effect.

Luna had said it was a talisman made for me, and since I’d handed it over to her father, Erebos, just as she instructed, I figured it had worked like a protective charm as she claimed.

But saying I’d given it to someone would probably raise questions, so I decided to play it off as having lost it in the darkness.

“You lost it?”

“Yeah, sorry about that. You put so much effort into making it, and I lost it in the dark.”

“No, it’s fine! In fact, it’s a good thing you lost it!”

“Really?”

What was that about?

Was there such a thing as being glad something was lost?

Maybe it had a time bomb rigged to it or something? As that ridiculous thought crossed my mind, Luna continued.

“The god of the abyss, Erebos, considers anything that enters him once as his own. That’s why you have to offer something as a sacrifice to leave. In our Ideope, we use dolls as proxies!”

“Oh, a sacrifice?”

I remembered my conversation with Erebos. He’d said that if I wanted to save my companions and the White Rose party, I’d have to offer one of them as a sacrifice.

“If you lost it in the darkness, then the darkness took it.”

“Yeah, that makes sense now. The stuff you gave me really helped. The lightning dogwood, the rope, things like that.”

“See? I told you I know all about the abyss.”

When I expressed my gratitude, Luna fidgeted bashfully, as if embarrassed.

Of course, I wasn’t exaggerating. Who knows what would’ve happened without all the things she’d prepared for me.

Antiope and Hippolyte were both outstanding adventurers, sure, but they might’ve faced even greater trials and hardships than they did.

That made me wonder what it would’ve been like if I’d brought Luna along. Maybe things would’ve gone even smoother than they had.

I’d left her behind because I was worried she might be in danger, but had I been underestimating her without realizing it?

“Anyway, Hasan, I’m just glad we could meet again safely.”

“Yeah, me too.”

To me, it had only been a day or two at most, but for Luna, it had been nearly ten days. She must’ve been really worried about me not showing up.

Of course, I still couldn’t wrap my head around ten days having passed. It felt surreal. Was this some Interstellar shit? Did the strong gravity in the darkness warp space-time or something?

As I pondered that, Luna casually slipped in more words, like water flowing.

“And while you were gone, Hasan, I did some thinking on my own.”

“Thinking? You thought about stuff?”

For a moment, a chill ran down my spine below my chest.

I’d heard from friends who’d dated girlfriends before that when a girl says, “I’ve been thinking on my own—,” it’s always bad news, so you’d better brace yourself.

Was Luna the type where out of sight meant out of mind?

I’d heard about girls who, left alone, start overthinking and eventually sort out their feelings—and move on. That made me a bit anxious.

But it turned out to be just my paranoia. What came out of Luna’s mouth was a little different from what I’d feared.

“I’ve been thinking... I feel like I’ve been relying on you too much, Hasan.”

“Yeah?”

“If I were a bit stronger, I wouldn’t have just cheered you on while you headed into danger. So I decided to train too!”

“You’re going to train, Luna?”

I pictured Luna learning aura.

Of course, as the daughter of powerful gods, she had the potential to become stronger than anyone with proper training.

But if she got too strong, wouldn’t the lords of hell or whatever those gigas were notice her even faster?

“So actually, right after you entered the abyss, I found a teacher. I’m going to learn the same way you do—one gold per month for various lessons!”

“Really? A teacher? Someone skilled?”

“Someone you know too, Hasan! Honestly, I wasn’t thrilled about it, but there didn’t seem to be anyone better around.”

I racked my brain for who among the people I knew could be Luna’s teacher. Nothing came to mind.

“Who is it?”

“That witch. Nemea.”

“Ugh, shit—”

“Shit? You must be happy I’m training too, Hasan! Let’s both reach Gold Tier together!”

Nemea.

Of all the names, that one comes up again. My guts twisted at the thought. If that woman so much as opened her mouth once, it’d be like a bomb going off.

As I thought that, we’d already reached the cave exit leading out of the valley.

*

*

*

When we emerged outside, Luna’s words about the city being in an uproar weren’t exaggeration or lies.

The moment we entered the city, crowds of people surrounded us, bombarding us with questions or grabbing our ankles and refusing to let go.

“You vanished for ten days! What the hell happened at the cliff?!”

“They say the Sodomora authorities are hiding a massive monster—is that true—?”

“This party was three women and one man—does that mean something—?”

“Everyone, stand back. From now on, this is under the authority of Baltma, head of the Mars Guild.”

Exhausted as we were, we were able to disperse the crowd thanks to Baltma’s authority as a high-ranking Mars Guild official.

Baltma took all of us to what seemed like his office.

Mars Guild conference room.

Clack.

In the spacious room with its cool marble table, the half-bald one-eyed man named Baltma set down his teacup and spoke.

“Glad you’re back safe. But it’s not all good news. I wanted to handle this quietly myself, but I can’t.”

Baltma’s single pumpkin-colored eye looked troubled, sunken deep. The aftermath of this incident was apparently bigger than expected.

From what I knew, Baltma was a figure with influence rivaling the saintess of the Venus Temple.

He had the power to quash incidents or unsavory matters among adventurers under his authority, handling them discreetly.

If even a man like that couldn’t bury this, it meant some greater power or organization with more influence was digging into it.

I wasn’t the only one who realized that. Antiope, who’d been half-listening with her legs up on the table, asked.

“The temple knights? Because I left my post without permission, the palace is coming down on me?”

“Yeah, you got it. The palace says they’re investigating. An investigative team will be dispatched from the royal palace soon. For now, stay out of trouble and lay low. Come immediately when called. And from Albheim—. No, that’s not for you all to hear.”

Baltma clicked his tongue and cut the conversation short.

An investigative team from the palace.

The king.

King in English.

An entity with immense authority and its organization coming to investigate.

In front of such a presence, half-bald Baltma would just be some regular uncle.

For some reason, sweat was pouring down Baltma’s forehead, making his already broad brow look even wider.

“Lay low like dead rats for a while. Don’t go outside. Any action could be seen as political, and it’d just feed the schemers who love to gossip.”

Antiope and I could only nod at Baltma’s words.

Right then, Antiope piped up.

“So what about my sister and the others?”

“Moved them to a treatment center. They took a heavy blow, mentally. For even Hippolyte to still be unconscious—what the hell happened in the abyss?”

At Baltma’s question, I glanced at Antiope. She took the lead, as if to say she’d handle it.

“We just hunted a massive beast there. Fought remnants of the territorialists. My sister must’ve hit her mental limit; she couldn’t hold out.”

“I see. Territorialists, huh. That’s a big deal, but not huge.”

Of course, Antiope was lying.

Hippolyte had passed out after taking a direct lightning blast from the white-robed man’s finger.

But we’d agreed to keep it secret. Telling the truth wouldn’t get anyone’s belief and would just stir up unnecessary issues.

I agreed.

I’d been keeping my conversations with the gods secret from others anyway.

If someone thought, “What the hell is this guy?” and kidnapped me to crack open my skull, it’d be a disaster.

Medical arts in this world were crap; they definitely couldn’t put my head back together properly.

“Ah, you really can’t fool Uncle Baltma easily.”

As we left the conference room, Antiope stretched languidly.

Her leather outfit covered her completely, but sweat beaded on her nape and forehead—she looked swelteringly hot.

I asked.

“Really? Didn’t that go well just now?”

“Nah, I’ve known that guy a long time. He didn’t buy our story at all. But he’s letting it slide anyway.”

“I see.”

High positions weren’t reached by show alone. And Antiope, who picked up on that, was more capable than I’d imagined.

That’s why she was a guild executive, why she held a key role in the temple knights.

“So, Hasan, what now?”

“What do you mean? He said lay low for a bit, so we will.”

“Yeah, probably. But Hasan, be careful getting tangled with the palace. The current king... isn’t someone you’d like much.”

“Really?”

“Do you know why Pluto followers are treated like heretics?”

“Not really, no.”

“Liar. You must know it’s because of the kingdom’s laws revised when this king ascended. There are other factors, but that’s the big one.”

“Laws, huh.”

“I... I thought it was Jupiter’s will. But seeing this now... what have I been doing all this time?”

Antiope wore an expression like someone who’d just finished masturbating—utterly deflated. It probably wasn’t far off my metaphor.

She seemed to be having doubts about her career, hit with post-nut clarity.

“I’ve still got a long way to go. Maybe those voices in the darkness were my true feelings. I’m still so young.”

She clenched her fist toward the empty air.

I’d seen plenty of people shaken by their past actions. I considered offering some clumsy comfort, but shut my mouth.

No need—Antiope was already gazing at the blue sky with renewed determination.

She wasn’t the kind of woman who needed my consolation.

“In that sense, I feel my destiny now. Correcting what’s wrong—that’s my fate. So when everyone else lost their minds, I stayed conscious and witnessed it all. I... I was chosen. I’m different from the rest.”

The problem was, she seemed a bit unhinged.

*

*

*

Back at the cabin, an unexpected sight awaited me.

The yard had some bizarre tree-like thing sprouting, its leaves and vines sprawling everywhere, turning it into a mangrove ruin vibe.

“What the fuck is this shit?”

As far as I remembered, the only plants in the yard were potato leaves.

What the hell had happened for this to grow like this? A plant invasion of the surface world?

As I stood there flustered, the door creaked open, and Luna burst out barefoot, stepping on the dirt.

“Hasan, you’re back! How’d it go? Everything sorted?”

“Yeah, seems so. They said to lay low for a while. Might be investigators from the palace coming.”

“The palace?”

“Might have to meet some big shots soon.”

“Wow, Hasan, you’ll be super famous! Connections to the palace mean you’re one step closer to Gold Tier!”

Unlike me, who’d worried about getting chewed out by higher-ups, Luna’s reaction was pretty positive. Thinking about it, she had a point.

Those old self-help books used to say the ones who turn crises into opportunities succeed.

Yeah, if I appealed strongly to whoever came from the palace, gaining fame would be a piece of cake.

But right now, that felt trivial.

Gold Tier adventurers, the palace, the vines in the yard, even Luna’s chatter—it all felt like sand slipping through my fingers.

It must be because of that.

“Hasan, Hasan—where are you going?”

“Just a sec, up that hill. Need to go alone for a bit.”

“You’re not tired?”

“I’ll be quick.”

Leaving puzzled Luna behind, I set off again.

My destination was a steep hill in the city center with a panoramic view of the cityscape.

Known as Giant’s Knee, a tourist spot, it was strangely deserted. Probably because it was sunset; everyone must’ve gone home.

The quiet and solitude suited me perfectly right now.

I sat on that high hill overlooking the sinking sunset and the city of Sodomora—no, the entire Gaia continent.

As I caught my breath, what came to mind was my conversation with the white-robed man from earlier—or maybe days ago.

Zigris, you are sealed. Even if it’s just that your dantian is destroyed, it amounts to the same. No matter how hard you try, you can’t use aura like this.

While stirring up my abdomen, the man had whispered that to me. I’d been too out of it then to think deeply, but now alone, it clicked.

Necromancy handles the power of death. It can’t coexist with aura, the power of life, or hell’s magic, but you might manage it. So you need to balance the two powers equally.

Throb, throb.

Was it because I recalled that moment? The intense pain from my abdomen, lashed by the man’s hand, revived vividly.

But seizing your own fate is ultimately up to you, Zigris. I can only give you a push.

What did I suffer... exactly? At whose hands?

Why, the one who handled your body the most, of course. Now, remember this sensation. The feeling of life stirring in your gut.

Blood flow concentrated on my throbbing abdomen.

My limbs, head, and extremities cooled rapidly from the lack of blood—I could feel it moment by moment.

Blood is life itself.

I could clearly sense my life circulating through every corner of my body.

Nerves and cells where blood reached awakened; the flesh making up my body felt vivid.

Sensations inside my body amplified—the feel of my clothes against my skin, the cool breeze—every moment intensified.

When I finally opened my eyes again.

With the fading sunset, my childhood—

Summer was drawing to a close.
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A few days ago, I'd mused that summer was drawing to a close alongside my childhood.

Damn, I'd tried to sound cool saying that, but it was just too fucking hot.

Summer was still a long way from ending.

This summer refused to end no matter what.

Please, just end already.

Fuck, this uncivilized summer on the Gaia continent dragged on forever without even air conditioning.

Oblivious bastard of a summer.

If there was a god of summer, it had to be like that boss who wouldn't leave the office even after quitting time.

It was so hot that I figured venting might help a bit, so I opened my mouth.

"Luna, if summer's this long, are we in the southern or northern hemisphere?"

"What are you talking about?"

"You know, on round planets, seasons vary in length depending on whether you're in the southern or northern hemisphere."

"Round planets? Hatsu, you've been spouting nonsense ever since you claimed to have a new sense of self a few days ago. The heat must've gotten to you!"

Luna, sprawled out on the second floor with me, stared at me like I was some poor sick bastard.

Was the idea that the Earth is round still too hard for the people in this bizarre ancient-medieval world to swallow?

Of course, this wasn't Earth, and whether this place was even a planet was debatable.

"The world is flat! Because our feet are flat. And like you said, Hatsu, if we lived on something round, we'd fall off the bottom!"

At least it was clear this wasn't the flat world Luna imagined.

I held back from explaining gravity and universal attraction to her, or how round stars form.

No energy for that in this heat.

Mmm-mmm-mmm.

Zzz-zzz-jjj-zzz-zzz.

The bugs on the trees and grass screamed loud enough to pierce eardrums, making even a nap to escape the heat impossible.

This world's summer was utterly absurd.

They even treated summer like a disaster here on Gaia continent. Government offices mostly shut down, and even farmers skipped fieldwork.

Back in Korea, summer meant peak farming season.

No need to debate if the planet was round or flat—there were tons of differences between the knowledge from my world and the thinking here.

"Luna, got any Wildling potions left? You know, that cool drink-like stuff."

"Paranoya drank them all yesterday 'cause she was hot."

"Fuck. Why does she always snag the important shit?"

"So I told her to go catch another Wildling. She's probably digging up the forest floor right now!"

I pictured Paranoya hacking away at the dense, tree-packed woods with a trowel.

It's fucking hot...!

It had to be brutal. She was the weakest with heat out of all of us.

But chugging the Wildling potions I'd been saving was a serious crime. I'd consider it exile—temporarily banished to dig in the woods.

Nothing as pointless as digging.

As I thought that,

Swish.

Luna, maybe trying to slim her belly with some exercise, lifted her bare feet toward the ceiling while lying down.

"Wouldn't it be nice to have a Cloudling?"

"Cloudling? What's that?"

"A rare breed of Wildling. You know those white, fluffy ones? They look like clouds, so Cloudling!"

"Oh yeah? What good are they?"

"If you keep one at home, the air gets cooler. I've only heard stories—never seen one. They're called treasures among treasures."

"I see. A rare Wildling breed, huh."

I recalled the round, liquid blobs called Wildlings.

They cost 2 gold each, insanely pricey, and the effects from consuming them were top-notch.

A rare breed like that? Price would skyrocket.

And it cooled the air just by being in the house? Insane performance. A monster with AC powers. In this summer hell, could anything top that?

No wonder they called it a treasure among treasures.

"Where do you catch those things?"

"Heard they pop up occasionally near the sea by Delphi."

The sea near Delphi.

I thought of the city of Delphi.

Surrounded by sea, mountains, big rivers, and streams. The main headquarters of the Church of Light, worshippers of the sun and light gods.

The city of prophecy.

Where heroes and champions were born. A place I had to visit someday.

"Going to Delphi now to catch one would be tough, right? This Cloudling thing."

Luna, swinging her legs in the air swish-swish, answered.

"Even by carriage, it'd take over a month to get to Delphi. Traveling a month in this stifling heat? No way."

"Don't worry. I couldn't either."

That day in the little room, I'd heard I should go to Delphi. Something about a reward waiting for me?

I couldn't imagine what reward.

But after Luna's words, I idly wondered if it was a Cloudling. With one, next summer would be cool.

Next summer.

Next summer?

Lightning jolted through my brain for a second.

I'd agonized daily over escaping Gaia back to Earth, yet here I was planning for next year on this continent.

I'd really become a local.

That's why attachments are scary.

Once I got attached, I couldn't shake it easily. Even Antiope and Paranoya, who once turned against us, now felt like friends.

Having so many attachments in this world usually meant losses. Knowing that, I'd tried not to get attached.

But Luna, Hippolyte, the Mars Guild folks, Paranoya, Antiope—even that Elfride—had left deep impressions.

Come to think of it, what was Elfride up to?

No word since I left the fainted girl at the clinic. Newspaper said envoys from Alfheim had come to Sodmora.

As far as I knew, Elfride was a great sinner for setting fire to the World Tree.

Plenty of pursuers after her. News spread kingdom-wide, so they finally caught her tail.

Just a matter of time, early or late.

Cold-blooded killer machine Calidur had holed up in Sodmora, and Elfride herself lived as a famous adventurer without hiding her identity.

Idiot.

No self-awareness as a major criminal?

"-tsu. Hatsu, are you even listening?"

Lost in thoughts, Luna's voice snapped me back.

"Nah, zoned out a bit. What'd you say?"

"That bone wyvern we met in the valley last time. Probably lonely on its own. Hope it's okay."

I pictured the Agumon we'd left in the valley. With the skeleton knight there, it was fine.

A few days since returning from the abyss.

Staying home to let public interest die down meant no valley training or meeting Hippolyte for workouts.

Wonder what everyone's doing.

*

*

*

I used to prefer moving during the day. Work by day, wash and sleep by night.

That seemed the healthiest pattern to me, so I'd force sleep even if it wouldn't come.

Lately, though, days were too hot, and too many noisy events, so I wandered cool evenings and nights to avoid heat and eyes.

Wandering meant meditating in empty, quiet parks.

"Hey, you. Who gave you permission to stroll this back alley?"

Nighttime Sodmora wasn't the safest, so I ran into these thugs sometimes.

"You little shit, you!"

Faces wrapped in masks, twirling clubs and knives. Lately, Sodmora was full of these lowlifes.

Papers said after the thieves' guild disbanded and underground market collapsed, crime syndicates surfaced, threatening security again.

"Can't you hear me? Who said you could pass through this alley! Think a big guy like you can't get stabbed in the gut!?"

"W-wait, Pilgrim. That's a Samaritan. Hatsu of Samaria."

"Wha—what? Fuck, too dark to see. It is him. Nearly fucked up. You're free to go, sir. Pass on through. Heh heh."

Even thugs picked their targets.

Fighting six knife-wielding guys? Even now, it wouldn't end quietly. Lucky for me.

On the flip side, disappointing—no chance to vent the pent-up energy from holing up all day.

Disappointing?

Old me would've trembled in panic, getting robbed blind. Thinking that, I'd changed a lot lately.

Hanging with Ulgart giants, Hippolyte, skeleton knights—must've toughened my nerves. Anchoring theory or whatever.

As I pondered, the bandit tucked away his dagger and spoke.

"Sir, heard you're getting promoted to silver rank for your feats this time. That true?"

"Heard that, huh?"

"Rumor's all over the slums. Even our west gate crew's buzzing—finally got a big shot from here."

My merit points had broken silver tier threshold already. As he said, silver promotion ahead.

From slave, iron, bronze—to silver.

Veteran adventurer Hatsu.

Sounded cool, but eh. Couldn't be purely happy—knew I was still lacking.

Same rank as Elfride, but could I pull off what she did? No way.

Hippolyte or the Antiope sisters? Laughable to compare.

Lacked experience.

Not just experience—tons unprepared.

Hippolyte and skeleton knight's words about stats being just numbers finally clicked.

"Still a long way."

"Nah, I may be a street rat, but I got an eye for people. You're headed big. When you climb high, don't forget us west side slums."

Unexpected cheer from thugs. Like a slum-born soccer star.

"Just don't get caught by me."

"Heh heh, we'll try."

That ended the thug chat. I sat under a street tree in the empty park's center, back against the rough trunk.

Swoosh.

Cross-legged, eyes closed—wind that seemed faint grew louder, clearer: rustling branches, bug chirps, distant voices.

But my outward awareness sank inward, to the blood flowing inside.

Throb, throb.

And this pain reigniting in my lower belly.

The key lay in this pain.

Felt hot blood from fingertips, toes to scalp rushing from heart to lower belly in surges.

Pain twisting my gut intensified; cold sweat beaded on my forehead, but I didn't quit the meditation.

Right then—

Fsssh.

Something flying at my head—I jerked left. Something grazed my right ear.

Dagger? Blade?

Sharp metal presence—I whipped around. Nothing incoming. Just my imagination.

Too deep in meditation?

As I thought that, a figure emerged from distant dark.

"To dodge this body's aura. Brother of the wilds, you've refined in many ways. That blunt club-like energy now sharpened to a spear's edge."

Moonlit bald head gleamed bright.

Thought the moon fell to earth—no, bald elf Calidur.

"Baldy? What's up? Long time."

"This humble one's name is Calidur, not Baldy. Heard a strange fellow meditates here nightly, came to see. Fate brings us together. Progress in meditation?"

"Just fumbling through."

"No rush in gathering aura—that's key. Perhaps more patience?"

"I see. Here to meet me?"

"You could say that. You know I came to this continent hunting the witch, Elfride."

"..."

Still cross-legged, I stared at Calidur's face. As he neared, moon shadows hid his expression.
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“Brother of the savages, you must know that this humble monk came to this continent in search of the witch Elfride.”

Under the dark moonlight, Kallidur’s bald head gleamed as it drew closer to me.

The strange thing was that there was no presence or footstep sounds at all, as one would normally sense from an approaching person.

He moved like a snake slithering across the ground.

It was something I’d brushed off without a second thought before.

But after mingling with high-level experts like Hippolyte and the skeleton knight, I could vaguely tell that this Kallidur was an incredibly skilled warrior.

A bare-handed fighter using only his fists and feet as weapons—no fancy tools. In their terms, it was safe to say he’d reached a fairly advanced realm of superior martial arts.

With such a guy closing the distance, I naturally tensed up.

“…So, you’ve come to talk about Elfride with me now?”

“You could say that, or you could say otherwise. But one thing is certain: you are not this monk’s enemy, brother.”

Pajit-pajijit-.

Not my enemy, huh.

For someone saying that, a piercing pressure like needles pricking my skin emanated from Kallidur.

It felt just like if you could absorb cola through your skin after carbonation fizzed out in the air.

Hippolyte and the skeleton knight often said during training that reading your opponent’s aura was crucial. A true master could gauge the gap in skill before the fight even started.

Back then, I’d chalked it up to the typical exaggerations of this world’s people. But ever since that bizarre hand pierced my lower abdomen and awakened various senses, I could feel this eerie sensation vividly.

So this is fighting spirit—or killing intent.

Jirit, jirit-.

I’d struggled to explain it with the cola analogy, but once I calmly sensed it, it was similar to the numb tingling in your limbs when blood flow is cut off.

“You say you don’t plan to be enemies, yet you’re radiating such an intimidating aura. Are you telling me to believe you or not?”

“Oh, so that’s how it came across. I was curious about how far your realm had progressed, brother, and ended up being somewhat rude. I didn’t expect you to read my aura.”

Susususu-.

Kallidur’s expression remained unreadable in the darkness, but the aura emanating from him shrank and vanished like a switch had been flipped.

“Baldy bastard, you were looking down on me, huh.”

“The first time we met and when we reunited, you didn’t react to this same energy. I thought it was just your level back then. Looks like you’ve trained considerably since.”

“Yeah, well, something like that.”

“Then how about a spar with this monk? My own enlightenment may be lacking, but I might offer a small piece of advice to a brother from the savage lands—”

A spar, huh.

“Sure.”

I stood up from my cross-legged position. I’d been itching for action anyway, cooped up for days under orders to behave.

Gym rats get paranoid that their muscles will atrophy after a few days off—I was exactly like that.

After daily spars with Hippolyte and the skeleton knight, lounging at home felt like committing a sin, as if my experience points were dropping while I idled.

If a strong warrior like Kallidur was offering to guide me, I had no reason to refuse.

“I’ll go easy on you, so feel free to come at me without holding back.”

Whether this was kindness or condescension, it bruised my pride a bit.

He stood with his heels together at a slant, one hand on his waist, the other extended toward me, palm flicking mockingly.

It was the textbook pose of a master facing a novice.

Maybe he was provoking me on purpose.

It fired me up just right, overflowing with power and motivation. Kallidur might’ve been goading me intentionally.

After sitting in meditation for so long, I loosened up, rolling my neck and wrists. Kallidur, shrouded in darkness, continued in a somewhat surprised tone.

“You won’t use the club at your waist? It looks like a fine weapon. It even gives off a vibe similar to our mother world tree—blessed divine wood, I’d wager.”

“But my club isn’t for just anyone’s eyes. Bare hands—let’s go bare-handed.”

“Then come at me anytime.”

“No need to tell me—”

Pabat-.

I kicked up dirt from the ground at him.

With my strong legs, fragments of stones, sand, and weeds from the park floor scattered like shotgun pellets toward Kallidur.

“A fine ambush.”

His voice sounded leisurely, which irked me a bit, but the gravel and sand barrage definitely made him hesitate.

I didn’t miss the opening, swinging my fist full force at his face.

Pat-.

But my fist was smacked down from above by his palm that appeared out of nowhere, throwing off my balance and making me stagger.

My upper body pitched forward as if I’d fall, and right in front of my eyes, something massive cut through the air toward me.

Suwaaaak-.

It was Kallidur’s knee.

He’d slapped my palm down to unbalance me, then chained into a ruthless knee strike to my face.

If this landed, my nose bone might shatter.

I’m screwed.

As that thought flashed, his knee stopped just short of my nose.

“This should suffice. I mimicked Dermod’s Dark Smash Fist. It’ll come in handy someday.”

No idea what Dermod’s Dark Smash Fist was.

“You son of a—”

Anyone could see it: total defeat on my part.

No excuses.

I’d expected to lose, but not in one exchange this quick.

“Not even a match.”

I figured I’d last at least a few minutes, but this was basically an insta-kill.

Spitting on the ground and stewing in defeat, Kallidur dusted off his clothes—tak-tak— and spoke.

“No need to be too discouraged. This monk’s body is honed from the start for a special purpose against enemies. Even in this world, those who could beat me are few and far between.”

“I see.”

Few in the world, huh.

Normally I’d call it bluffing, but strangely, his words carried a convincing mystique.

Guess cultists are different. That’s why people fall for sermons.

Tak, tak-.

Having dusted himself off, Kallidur’s face finally emerged under the moonlight. His usual emotionless expression, almost coldly desireless.

“No matter the opponent, as long as they look human, this monk rarely loses. But against non-humans, I’m powerless. That’s how I was made.”

“Yeah? Well, shit happens. With your skills, you could slaughter beasts or monsters easy.”

“That’s the curse and constraint on me. In continental terms, you could call it an enchantment.”

An enchantment on a human.

Enchantments on weapons or gear had restrictions but doubled effects in specific situations.

Like lumberjack axes sharper than famous swords only against trees.

Similarly, Kallidur seemed specialized for human combat. Come to think of it, he’d been helpless against the lumberjack stumps.

“Huge weakness.”

“But that weakness is what makes one strong. To surpass certain realms, it’s essential… though most never realize it.”

“Hippolyte said something like that too.”

Hippolyte is deathly weak to moonlight or similar affinities.

Due to her moonlight allergy.

When I offered to help cure it, she was shocked but refused.

Her reason: “A fatal weakness makes you push your skills further.”

High-level masters all think alike, spouting similar wisdom.

“So you get super strong against humans? But didn’t you lose to that holy knight chick last time?”

I narrowed my eyes at Kallidur’s leg. His thigh was wrapped in a rigid cast up to the knee, aftermath of that fight.

Kallidur replied.

“Yes, back then. She was stronger than expected. My body had grown weak from indulgence in meat and pleasure.”

“I see.”

“Anyway, now that I’ve seen your skills, brother, I feel relieved. I had a request for you, actually.”

“For me? A request?”

“Yes. This monk settled in this city chasing the witch Elfride, but I’ve found no trace of her. I’ve been too busy wandering…”

Kallidur’s eyes stared into space. No change in gaze or softening expression, but I could tell he was lost in reminiscence.

I asked.

“You’re not asking me to catch Elfride for you, right?”

“Quite the opposite.”

“The opposite?”

I couldn’t guess what Kallidur was about to say. Every time, that cold mask hid his thoughts completely.

*

*

*

Kallidur’s explanation was short and to the point.

He’d been dispatched to capture Elfride, and if she were caught, he’d have to return to Alfheim.

But Kallidur didn’t want to leave this continent yet, so he hoped Elfride stayed free.

“No way—”

This guy was totally neglecting his duty, wasn’t he?

I’d vaguely sensed it when he preached about abstinence. Like everyone here, he had some weird quirk.

Meat-eating monk bastard.

“What’re you planning to do by sticking around the continent?”

“There’s still someone here I haven’t beaten. Until I do, I must remain.”

“Yeah? That holy knight from Venus Temple?”

I recalled the Venus Temple holy knight who’d cleanly snapped Kallidur’s leg. The weird woman in spiky armor like an iron mace, with a muzzle gag.

Psyche, was it? So distinctive you couldn’t forget her—memory still fresh.

“Indeed, sharp thinking, brother. No idea how you guessed, but yes, her from Venus Temple.”

“I see. She was damn strong.”

“Do you know anything about her, brother?”

Know about Psyche? Not really. All I knew was she’d crushed Kallidur’s leg.

Anyway, Kallidur wanted a rematch with Psyche. That’s why he wouldn’t leave the continent.

“So, what do you want me to do?”

“Nothing much. Just meet the envoys from Alfheim this time, talk to them—that should suffice. Tell them this Kallidur will handle things, so wait. That’d be ideal.”

Easy enough.

“And what do I get out of it? The reward.”

“Regrettably, this monk has nothing to offer. But I might impart a small teaching. Perhaps some insight into releasing battle aura.”

Releasing battle aura.

I recalled the energy he’d unleashed at me earlier upon reuniting. If I could do that, what better reward?

Am I getting Conqueror’s Haki too?

Imagining thugs fainting from my aura alone, Kallidur added more.

“Releasing energy is the most basic use of qi. With your solid foundation, brother, you’ll pick it up fast. Looks like you’ve had a good teacher.”

“Alright, no downside for me.”

“Grateful you accept the request.”

“So, how many days till you beat that woman?”

“No clue. It’s my first time with something like this… Ah, brother, do you know much about women? If so, could you accompany me to Venus Temple tomorrow?”

“Me?”

“I want your eyes on her, to spot any weaknesses.”

“Sure, why not.”

I had business at Venus Temple anyway. Needed to collect my reward from the saintess for that mission fighting those steel harpies.

Damn, thinking about it pisses me off. Are they withholding my pay? Unacceptable. I’ll demand interest too, curse them out if needed.

Next day, heading to Venus Temple with Kallidur at dawn, I spotted someone he pointed out.

“There, that woman.”

But at the spot Kallidur indicated, no holy knight or saintess—just an ordinary woman at the reception desk.

“Who the hell’s that?”

“Her name is Hersy. Don’t you already know her…?”

“No, what the hell is this?”

Stunned by the unexpected face, the yawning woman at the desk noticed the commotion and looked our way.

“Ah, Mr. Kallidur!”

“…”

Seeing her bright smile and wave against Kallidur’s icy response, I got a familiar vibe.

A guy stuck here, bewitched by a woman, unable to return home.

He’s just like me.
Pseudo Resident Illegal Stay in Another World Chapter 243
-----------------------------------------------------------------
Translator: penny
Chapter: 243
Chapter Title: Elves of Alfheim #3
-----------------------------------------------------------------

Her name was Herci.

She was born in a slum village on the outskirts of the city of Sodomora, but by some stroke of unexpected luck, she caught the eye of a high-ranking priestess at the Venus Temple and got hired there.

A priestess of Venus.

As I had explained before, all the women working at the Venus Temple were professionals. They were a high-income profession skilled and expert in handling men.

That was why I had been viewing this woman as a mature, big-sister type. But the moment she opened her mouth to greet me, I realized my assumption was wrong.

"Kalidur! You're here! Is your leg feeling better today?"

"Thanks to you, it's much improved, sister of the foreign god."

"You'll probably be fully healed in a few more days. I may not have many talents, but I know exactly when a broken bone will mend. I've broken plenty myself."

It was Herci, the woman who lifted the corners of her mouth so high that her prominent cheekbones stood out. Then, as if she had just noticed my presence beside him, she quickly scanned me up and down with slightly frightened eyes.

"Wh-who's this dark brute? I thought he was a troll. He's human!"

She must have been scared by the big, black guy standing there.

But I was a little hurt. Weren't Venus priestesses supposed to welcome and embrace all men?

Savage, troll...

My delicate heart stung a bit.

So I scanned Herci from top to bottom in the same way. With her red hair and face full of freckles, she didn't match the image of Venus priestesses I had imagined.

She just looked like a country girl you could find anywhere in this world.

Her face was decently cute, but she seemed a bit young. Whether she wore no makeup or just light makeup, her features were overall thin and plain.

"I am Hassan of Samaria."

"Oh... of Samaria...? Ah? You don't mean...?"

"Probably."

"Wow, first time seeing you in person. So this is what you look like—."

Her nodding along with sounds like "hmm" and "ooh," putting in little interjections, felt a bit off. Was "this is what you look like" something to be happy about or get mad over?

Still, it didn't seem malicious.

"I'm Herci. Nice to meet you, Hassan."

There are those lively girls who are great at striking up conversations, and she seemed exactly that type. Just then, someone shouted from afar.

Herci! You're away from your post again! Keep this up, and you'll get in trouble!

"Ah, well, I have work to do. Kalidur, see you later! I'll change your bandages next time!"

"Sure."

The woman hurried back to her station. Then, it looked like she was getting scolded by what seemed to be her superior for leaving her post, as an older woman reprimanded her.

Kalidur and I left the Venus Garden behind us.

I said,

"Is that for real? You couldn't beat a girl who looks that scrawny?"

"It's true."

"You bastard—."

I had a lot to say. But seeing Kalidur's serious expression, the words that had bubbled up to my throat sank back into my stomach.

I could understand as a man.

The girl who healed his broken leg—yeah, no wonder he couldn't win against her. In my case, there was Phinri the healer I owed during the time right after my emancipation from slavery.

I wondered for a moment what she was up to now. With a husband and son, she was probably doing well. Then, on a whim, I casually asked,

"That woman... she's not married, is she?"

"She's still a virgin."

"Really? A Venus Temple priestess?"

A virgin and a Venus Temple priestess. Could there be a more mismatched pair? As I furrowed my brow slightly at the thought, Kalidur added,

"Herci is an apprentice who hasn't taken any devotees yet."

Apparently, even this world's professionals had an internship system. My knowledge of my old world was expanding in useless areas.

As I marveled at that, Kalidur asked me sidelong, just as I had done to him moments ago.

"So, what do you think?"

"What do you mean, what? She's a nice girl."

"Not that. Did you notice any weaknesses about her? Samaritans have strong intuition. Did your brother's eyes catch anything?"

"Weaknesses? No, I don't even know if that woman's strong to begin with."

"She is strong. I, Kalidur, have a minor gift for reading people's hearts. I've seen many in this world, but none as strong as her."

I see.

If it was strength of heart, then sure.

Born in a slum on the city outskirts and making it to this temple where just anyone can't enter—clearly not your average mentality.

Of course, there was that too.

But probably, in Kalidur's eyes, that woman looked special. Right now, even her freckles probably seemed like a huge strength to him.

Just like how I saw Luna's weird dances and occasional serious nonsense as her own charms.

"Herci will become a full priestess in three days. According to the rules of the foreign god Venus, I won't even have time to meet her personally after that. Before then, I want to have a match with Herci."

Become a full priestess.

Does that mean she'll start taking clients?

Wanting a match before then probably meant he wanted to express something in his own way.

So I tried to think of what could be her weakness. But how would I know? If I did, I'd have escaped single life long ago.

What would Luna or Hippolyte do to make her happy?

Lost in thought and glancing around, I saw the profusely blooming flowers and mumbled something vague.

"Give her flowers."

"Flowers. Indeed, that makes sense. Such a small-minded one like me never even thought of it. Good thing I introduced her to you, brother."

Stride stride—

Kalidur hopped along on his one good leg with the cast and arbitrarily plucked a flower from the garden.

Snap— the tearing flower stem made me panic, but he didn't care and went back into the temple holding that bizarre bouquet.

When he finally emerged, I had to ask.

"How'd it go? Did it work?"

"I just got teased."

"Savage. Figures."

After that, I went to the saintess's office to collect my pay, but all I heard was that she had gone to the sea to escape the heat.

"Damn it."

*

*

*

Scratch scratch—

I furrowed my brow.

According to Kalidur, to emit fighting spirit, you needed a mindset of intimidating your opponent.

Imagine a lion in your heart.

I am a lion.

I am fucking strong.

With my face scrunched up like that, Luna finally couldn't hold back and spoke.

"Hassan, why are you glaring at me like that?"

"No, did you feel anything?"

"Feel anything? My back itches! Why is my back so itchy? I scratched it twice earlier."

Luna was bustling around the hut making potions.

"Ah, there it is. Cungcung was stuck to my back. When did this guy climb on?"

Cungcung!

Luna peeled the rainbow-colored spider off her back and placed it on her palm. I glared at the thing.

Emit fighting spirit—

Hoo—

Even tensing my lower abdomen, Cungcung's eight eyes just stared back calmly. If anything, looking at the spider made me fucking scared.

Hioong.

I had learned the feeling and method roughly from Kalidur, but trying it myself, there were parts I just didn't get.

Whether humans could even do such a thing was questionable. If I hadn't seen Kalidur or Hippolyte do it, I'd have dismissed it as childish fantasy.

"Sigh, whatever."

"I don't even know what you're trying to do. Furrow your brow too much, and you'll get wrinkles!"

"Yeah. Anyway, how's the training going?"

I recalled that Luna was training under Witch Nemeia in ways helpful for combat.

She got up at dawn, made potions all early morning, then after lunch went to the witch's workshop to run errands and learn the know-how.

Luna had always been diligent, but lately even more so.

"Training? Going pretty well, I think! Yesterday I learned how to use spider venom."

"Oh? Spider venom?"

With Luna holding Cungcung on her palm and talking about spider venom, it felt eerie somehow. Of course, Cungcung was like an automatic door—scary-looking but venomless and affectionate toward people.

But Luna's next words were pretty shocking.

"I'm gonna feed Cungcung special stuff to give him venom!"

"That possible?"

"The old Pluto priests or Ideope's ancient poisoners put venomous bugs in a jar and made curses! Cungcung can do it too!"

Luna shouted enthusiastically, then carefully put Cungcung back in his jar.

"Hehe, I'll catch lots of wasps. Centipedes, poison toads, toxic mushrooms too—"

Hioong....

But the voice from inside sounded utterly pitiful. Going from tasty rats every day to bland venomous bugs—must be sad.

Somehow it overlapped with my childhood, making me unexpectedly feel sorry for Cungcung.

"Making curses? Doesn't that make Cungcung a bit pitiful?"

"I feel that way too, but wouldn't it be good if Cungcung got stronger with me? And he's gotten fat from eating only rats. Can't even jump well anymore, just waddles."

"Yeah, whatever—."

Pet spider treatment was Luna's domain. Lots of thoughts came to mind, but I decided to shut up.

"Oh, Hassan, and here, moai totems!"

Then Luna held out two small wooden statues toward me.

"I've always wondered—why do you take the totems I make?"

"With these, I can evolve my Karma stage."

"Liar. Fine, I won't ask."

"It's true."

Even when telling the truth, people often didn't believe me. So I didn't bother with long explanations to avoid wasting energy.

"Anyway, I'm heading out."

"You said a commission? Meeting Alfheim's envoys? Full of elves, huh. Sounds fun!"

"Wanna come?"

At my question, Luna made a hesitant "hmm" sound and looked around.

"Still got a bit left to do—can you wait like ten minutes?"

"Yeah, take your time getting ready."

I gave a suitable reply and headed to the yard first.

The yard had those fucking horrific potato vines sprawling everywhere like a demon realm, but after seeing it a few times, I'd gotten used to it.

"Chaos forever—."

『Name: Hassan Lv. 24  
Strength: 12  
Agility: 4  
Vitality: 8  
Karma: 280  
Blessings: Blessing of Chaos | Shining Hand | Armor of Night | Dark Eyes』

My current Karma value was now 280.

With the two moai totems from Luna, I could raise at least 2 levels. I pondered briefly. Which stat to raise?

Strength to 14? Or supplement the relatively low Agility?

Or maybe raise Vitality by 2 to make it two digits?

They were all my inner voices, but all sounded plausible. After agonizing, I raised my finger and added 2 to Agility.

Lately, I hadn't felt short on strength or greatly lacking vitality.

But dodging that giant palm attack or getting easily countered by Kalidur showed my reflexes and speed needed work.

Thus, Agility.

Ding, ding—

Hoping for bonus stats maybe. But fucking horribly, the 40% success chance failed twice in a row.

"Argh, damn it."

Disappointing, but nothing to do. Just keep massaging here and there to diligently gather Karma.

Or wait for the Agumons I released in the valley to clean up mobs and pass on Karma.

I buried the used totems from Luna in a corner of the yard.

Stretching my shoulders and looking up at the sky, it was now early afternoon. Today was the day to meet Alfheim's elves for Kalidur's commission.

Elves, huh.

Would there be a bunch like Elfride? Or a ton like Kalidur?

"All done! Let's go!"

While pondering, Luna and I headed to the inn where Kalidur had set up the meeting.

The inn was Serphian, a tavern near the east gate.

Even in daytime, quite a crowd, and all their eyes focused on one spot.

"This is the average adventurer, Bronze Tier? Pathetic."

Crash—

"Ugh—!"

The moment I entered, someone flew toward me.

"What the fuck."
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The place where Kallidur was supposed to meet the elven envoys from Alvheim was a tavern near the east gate called Serphian.

After asking around under the blazing sun with Luna, we finally found the place. The moment I pushed open the door and stepped inside, a chill ran down my neck, and I instinctively thrust out my hand.

Crash!

At the same time, something came flying toward me—or more precisely, lunged at Luna, who was standing defenselessly beside me.

My hand shot up on reflex, palm open, blocking it. When I gathered my wits, I saw it was a person.

A person had flown through the air and hit the floor.

"What the hell."

Taverns in this world were notorious for brawls and shady deals. I knew that, but encountering something this sudden still left me flustered, like anyone would be.

While Luna and I stood there stunned by the unexpected welcome, a massive man in the center of the tavern spoke up boldly.

"This is a Bronze Tier adventurer? The average warrior on this continent? Pathetic. Utterly pathetic. Not even worth breaking a sweat over."

The man's build was about my size.

His head was shaved bald, grayish scalp gleaming. Pointed ears poked out from under a ratty gray robe, with light leather armor underneath and strange talismans dangling from his waist and chest.

His monk-like appearance was familiar enough to me by now. These must be the Alvheim envoys I was supposed to meet.

I'd come in light spirits, but who'd have thought they'd stir up trouble right away.

"Dermod, you can't just go hurling people like that."

"Ah, right. We follow the rules here. But I didn't expect them to be this weak."

Scratching the back of his head sheepishly, the giant was flanked by a woman lounging crookedly in a chair, watching the scene.

She had short-cropped gray hair—not as cropped as Kallidur or this brute, but short for a woman. Her ears were pointed too.

"...."

Beside her, an elf man a head shorter than me sipped his drink quietly. True to Kallidur's word, there were three of them.

The giant was probably Dermod of Ruin.

The short-haired woman was Mimir of Cycles.

And the quiet drinker was Daltor of Lightning, no doubt.

Recalling what Kallidur had told me, I sized up the elves and asked them directly.

"Are you the envoys from Alvheim?"

The one who answered was the giant elf Dermod, grinning cockily at the crowd as if still shaking off the scuffle.

"That's right. And who might you be? Care to test my Dark Chain Fist with your own body?"

"No, I'm just here in Kallidur's place at his request."

"Kallidur, huh. Sending a proxy means he's rejecting our proposal. We have nothing to discuss with you. We'll proceed as planned and execute the witch."

What the hell.

The whole thing ended before I could even speak. The request failed just like that? That would be a huge stain on my adventurer record, right on the cusp of Silver Tier promotion.

"You should at least hear me out."

"Lesser Dermod doesn't listen to the weak. If you want to make me hear you out, try subduing me by force."

Murmurs rippled through the tavern.

"Fighting again?"

"How many has it been? Damn it, are we really losing to these outsiders like this?"

From the reactions, Dermod had already taken down several adventurers and brawlers. Arrogant as hell.

Elves were mostly like this anyway, so it didn't faze me. Elfriede was the standard fairy type, and Kallidur the outlier.

Then someone piped up.

"Wait, black hair, club—Bronze Tier from Mars Guild. Isn't that Samaria's Hassan?"

"Looks like it. Samaria's Hassan—the guy who rescued adventurers from the abyss."

"This could be our chance to put those pricks in their place."

A few recognized me, and whispers spread. The fearful eyes and mood from moments ago heated up a bit.

Maybe it was the atmosphere, or the thick booze smell filling the tavern, but even without a sip, I felt a little buzzed.

"Hassan! Show 'em Gaia Continent's strength!"

"Technically, he's an outsider too—"

"Still better than these smug, cowardly Samaritans."

"True that."

The drunks cheering me on drew a faint smirk from Dermod, who eyed them with hollow gazes.

"Savage of the Black Wastes. Better than these feeble continentals. Mind if I ask for a lesson?"

Swish.

Dermod placed one hand on his waist, then turned his palm toward me, fingers wiggling tauntingly. It reminded me of last night's spar with Kallidur.

Whoosh.

An eerie aura emanated from him.

My skin prickled. Normally, I'd chalk it up to tension, but this felt different.

His energy? Aura? Mana? Whatever it was.

Compared to Kallidur's razor-sharp presence, this seemed manageable.

Just my guess, but his level was below Kallidur's.

Still, his build matched mine, so no slacking.

Looks like I'd have to show force to get these guys to the negotiating table.

"Hassan, you okay? Want me to help?"

"Nah, picky elves won't respect it if you do. I'll handle it solo. Hold this for me."

I handed Luna my club from my belt. Dermod frowned slightly, narrowing his slender eyes.

"Discarding your weapon? How do you expect to fight? I wanted a full-power savage."

"Weapon? Right here."

I clenched and unclenched my gauntleted fist, then mimicked Hippolyte's line as best I could.

"A warrior's body is a weapon anywhere."

"Impressive. Come at me then—or should I go first?"

"No need to—"

I scanned the room quickly. On the table beside me, a fork dangled precariously. I snatched it and hurled it at him.

Whether from my boosted agility or my training paying off, it flew fast.

Swoosh.

Cutting the air like an arrow or bullet, straight for his broad forehead.

"A projectile? Predictable trick. It's bait, and the real attack is—"

I'd kicked off the moment I threw the fork. One leap closed the distance, landing me right in his face.

Crunch.

I swung my screaming gauntlet fist at his face.

"This punch, right."

His voice rang clear as something slammed down on my fist from above.

Pop.

My body lurched, head and torso pitching forward. Seizing the moment, a massive presence rushed at my face.

Dermod's knee. He'd unbalanced me forward to knee my face and end it.

"Hassan!"

Someone shouted my name—Luna, probably. Just before his knee connected.

"Been there, done that, punk."

I leaned into the forward pitch, powering my legs.

Bang.

My body launched forward like a sprinter from a crouch start.

"Wh-what!?"

My shoulder slammed his gut, toppling the giant elf to the floor.

He thrashed in panic, trying to escape, but once grappled like this, even his speed was useless.

Mounted on him, I hammered down at his head.

Boom!

"Gah!"

Dermod's death-rattle scream. My fist grazed his ear, punching a hole in the tavern floor.

"There. You're dead once. Fix the floor on your tab."

"This... how..."

Dermod blinked, unable to accept defeat.

That's when it happened. My nape tingled; I ducked, and something whistled over my head, thunking into the opposite wall.

Twang.

A fork. Someone had thrown it at me too.

"Eyes in the back of your head? Dodged that? Not bad."

The woman's voice—Mimir, the short-haired one—had chucked it at my head.

Damn, how'd I dodge that? Dodging Hippolyte's punches for a month must've worked. Gotta pay up next month too.

"Anyway, I win."

No wonder Kallidur practiced Dermod's Dark Chain Fist. That bald bastard might've foreseen this whole mess.

"Let's sit and talk now."

"This can't be... I, Dermod of Mother's Spear Tip... beaten by a mere Bronze Tier adventurer..."

The giant elf couldn't believe his loss.

The crowd felt the same—those watching half-dubious moments ago now cheered wildly, downing drinks.

"Serves you right, pointy-ears!"

"Elves strut around with size and strength, and boom—that's what happens."

"Man, what a explosive fight. I couldn't even follow."

The noise was deafening, but the praise made it bearable.

I'd beaten a higher-level guy with my own strength—no necromancy, no weird blessings. Felt damn good.

Rustle.

I helped up the dazed giant elf. Grabbing his wrist triggered the usual ding and text.

『Name: Dermod lv. 31
Status: Broad Forehead > Thin Hair > Seborrheic Scalp』

Level 31. Fresh Silver Tier adventurer level. Beating him—was it luck and circumstances?

More than that, what the hell? Balding trifecta?

Suddenly, he looked pitiful.

I felt like the bad guy.

*

*

*

"Dermod, you idiot. You lost like a fool, and now everything's messed up."

Mimir, the short-haired elf woman, grumbled as she stuffed sausage in her mouth. Dermod rubbed his solar plexus, frowning.

"I gave my all. Just a bit careless. When he mentioned Kallidur, I should've expected knowledge of Alvheim martial arts."

"That's on your shortcomings. In a real fight, you'd be dead. No second chances."

"Point taken. Anyway, Samaria's Hassan? Impressive valor. Never thought Gaia Continent had warriors like you."

Truth was, I wasn't a Gaia Continent warrior. Samaritans were savages from the Black Continent across the sea.

Not that I was one either, but no need to clarify.

"More importantly, what's with her?"

Mimir scowled deeply.

Beside her, Luna was braiding her hair, smiling.

"Elf hair's all so shiny! So pretty!"

"Thanks, but my ears and hair are erogenous zones. Don't touch carelessly. Gets me all hot. Halfway there already."

"O-oh. Sorry."

Luna pulled away, flustered.

I'd spent plenty of time with her, but I'd never seen her back off so quick. Eye-opening.

Mimir smoothed her hair and spoke.

"So, Samaritan. We're at the table to honor the promise, but our policy hasn't changed. Now that we know that damn—er, Elfriede's location, we can't delay a day."

"Not even a day?"

"No. Tonight, we capture and transport her. That's the deal."

"Deal?"

"What, Kallidur didn't mention that? Elfriede's not free. This kingdom's laws stripped her status. She's facing execution or enslavement."

"Elfriede..."

I couldn't continue.

Execution or enslavement.

The harshest punishments for the gravest crimes in this world.

Like me, Hassan, who firebombed Deathros Arena and ended up Elfriede's slave.

But her, of all people, executed?

It hit how grave her crime of burning the World Tree was. No simple arson.

"Ha, execution? Enslavement? You think that soft stuff punishes her? Kingdom humans are too lenient."

Mimir dismissed even those verdicts lightly. Fair enough—enslavement allowed freedom like mine sometimes.

"So, savage. Tell Kallidur: operation's tonight. And tell him to quit flying around and do his duty. Mother's watching with fiery eyes."
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“Hassan, I’m off to see Nemea then! I didn’t do my homework—big trouble!”

“What kind of training has homework?”

“They said to use spider venom, I have to take Cuddles out for a walk. But I didn’t. I’m gonna get scolded.”

Luna shuddered with a groan. The name Nemea had me pretty worried for her, but oddly enough, her classes seemed to run pretty normally, if suspiciously so.

After parting with Luna.

That afternoon.

I relayed everything to Kallidur, whom I ran into again in the garden of the Venus Temple.

What had gone down at the tavern. How I’d fought those elves, and what they’d told me—I explained it all in detail.

“I dodged that bastard’s knee, slammed my shoulder into him, then smashed down with my fist, you know?”

“I see.”

Splash.

But he just gave a lukewarm response. He was probably too distracted to focus on my story.

“What are you even doing right now?”

“Watering the flowers.”

Kallidur was tending to the flowers and trees in the Venus Temple garden, swinging a small watering can around to sprinkle thin streams onto the ground.

“This flower’s called a celicolli. The Herci sisters told me it releases a faint mist when watered under the blazing sun.”

Sure enough, flower buds like silver beads sprayed out strange pollen into the air.

Whoosh.

It smelled nice, like someone had spritzed Febreze, but that wasn’t what mattered to me right now.

“But those guys were all up in my face about it!”

“I see.”

It was like reciting sutras to a cow’s ear.

“You idiot.”

“I see.”

“Fuck.”

I realized none of what I’d said had gotten through to him. He was completely absorbed in watering those flowers.

“Mr. Kallidur! Don’t forget the other spots too!”

“Understood.”

And I had a pretty good idea why. Over there on the opposite side, a woman named Herci was watering flowers and trees just like him.

“It’s been so dry this year—such a pain. Sorry for dumping my work on you, Mr. Kallidur.”

“No need. Symbiosis with nature and living things is the path of the lesser vehicle. It’s been a meaningful time.”

“Then wait in the shade over there for a bit! I’ll bring you a cool wet towel!”

With that, Herci dashed into the Venus Temple and vanished. Kallidur watched her go without a word.

His eyes were as cold as ever, his expression unchanged.

I couldn’t read his feelings, but watching him like that made him look like some psycho stalking a woman, which was starting to creep me out.

“Hey, Kallidur. Did you hear everything I said?”

“Brother, I did. You defeated Dermod in combat—”

“Yeah, well, looks like you caught the gist.”

“Dermod is a rising star among us ascetics, like a living god. To beat him and make him admit defeat—impressive.”

“Well, fighting you helped. Gave me some pointers.”

Kallidur and Dermod moved the same way. I’d already dealt with it once against Kallidur, so I just adapted.

In that sense, I decided to bump up my estimation of Kallidur’s skills by a notch.

He might really be unbeatable in one-on-one fights. Maybe even against Hippolyte.

Of course, she’d say something like, “Fights between top tiers are full of variables.” Predicting the outcome before it’s over is foolish.

So, what if that weapon master skeleton knight fought this guy?

The skeleton’s far from human. But it has arms and legs, humanoid form. I was pondering that when Kallidur spoke up.

“The showdown’s tonight?”

“Yeah.”

“So it’s come to that. I knew words wouldn’t work on them. They follow Mother’s words like gospel…”

“Mother? The World Tree?”

“Indeed. The massive tree at the world’s heart.”

The world’s heart.

Elves often saw themselves as the center of the world, treating us Gaia Continent folk like barbarians from the fringes.

To them, a Samaritan like me was a barbarian among barbarians. Maybe not even human.

I got a slight inkling why Elfriede had ragged on me and beat me up so much, and I asked,

“So, you’re grabbing Elfriede tonight?”

“No can do. I have plans with the Herci sisters this evening.”

“Oh, plans? Dinner date?”

“Helping tidy up the temple.”

What? I thought it was a date. But thinking about it, dates aren’t a big deal.

When Luna and I first met, even just being together was enough—no fancy dinner needed.

I saw shades of my old self in Kallidur from months ago. Maybe nothing matters more to him right now than this Herci girl.

“But they said they’re wrapping it up today.”

“Herci’s official ordination as a priestess is in two days. So today—at least until tomorrow—best to delay if possible. Brother, could I ask one more favor?”

“My rates are steep.”

“Your body is refined, brother. But one flaw: you’ve focused on upper body and hand techniques, so your footwork lags behind.”

“Footwork?”

“Steps are the foundation, yet most vital. If you help with this, I’ll teach you the footwork I’ve mastered myself.”

Footwork.

I recalled how Kallidur had snuck right up to my nose without a sound.

Only him and Hippolyte could silently grab behind my sharp senses.

“What do I need to do?”

“Today, just hide Elfriede. Tell her to leave the city—that should do it.”

“That’s easy enough for you to tell her yourself, no?”

“No. We are—Mother’s dogs.”

Kallidur ended it there.

I had more questions, but his cold face seemed even stiffer than usual, so I shut my mouth.

*

*

*

The White Silver Roses, escaped from the Abyss.

They’d recovered at a clinic near the east gate, where rich folks flock.

Word was, some mental trauma, but no big hit to their physicals or adventuring.

“Hey, I heard you came to the Abyss to rescue me?”

At the Watermint Clinic’s garden by the east gate, Delphina and her crew in their four-bed ward turned to me.

Draped in those breezy clinic gowns, they looked more like they were convalescing than treating injuries.

“Delphina, no major injuries, huh?”

“What, worried about me? Sweeter than I thought.”

“Talking shit means you’re fine.”

“Yeah. Still, better rest a week to be safe. We’re not in a spot to go blabbing outside anyway. Damn, inspectors from the capital, temple knights, inspectors—this is why I hate big cities.”

“Ah, wanna go back to Calcutta—” Delphina grumbled, sprawling on her bed and stretching lazily.

Rustle.

Her gown slipped open a bit, flashing cleavage and a smooth white armpit right at me.

Clean as hell—shaved or naturally smooth?

I kept a straight face, pretending not to notice, when Liri—the brawler fiddling with a mortar in the corner—piped up.

“Delphina. The guy saw your tits and armpit.”

What the—CCTV? How’d she know?

I tensed. If Delphina yelled, “That creep ogled my armpit like he was licking it!” to the guards, I’d be in for interrogation.

But Delphina just fixed her collar casually.

“Oh? Whatever. I showed ’em on purpose. Gotta give some service after he busted his ass for us. It’s not like they wear out.”

Delphina’s more big-hearted than I thought. Figures for a silver-rank party leader—no magnanimity, no dice.

“Tha—”

Right then, the other woman who’d been quietly watching me—the spellcaster Edwin, I think—spoke up.

“You can grope my tits too~.”

Wait, for real?

I was honestly flustered. Offering a feel? Not why I came. Good Luna’s not here. Obviously, I’ll pass.

“I—”

“Pfft.”

“Puhahaha.”

But their laughter told me I’d been played.

This was a four-woman adventurer ward. Den of lionesses. And I was no lion—just one gazelle.

Gazelles are fucking weak.

“Ha, that was fun.”

Delphina rubbed her cheekbones with her thumb after laughing her ass off.

“Anyway, you’re not here for us. Here for Elpi, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Lucky Elpi, getting visitors. Why don’t we have any?”

“Not for romantic reasons.”

“Oh?”

I glanced around the room.

Silver-tier adventurers. Elfriede’s current crew. Honestly, first time I saw them, I didn’t buy that prickly Elfriede had fixed teammates—not one-offs she used or who used her firepower.

But these girls seemed different.

Qualified as Elfriede’s allies.

Funny me scoring them, but bottom line: trustworthy enough.

“Word is, Alfheim elves are gunning for Elfriede today.”

Kallidur’s job: delay her capture till Herci’s ordination. Block pursuers with force if needed.

I took down that big elf Dermod, sure, but handling him plus the female elf Mimirna and the quiet Daltor? No way.

Kallidur warned especially about lightning-fast Daltor. If he says so, the guy’s a top-tier fighter.

So, I needed some allies too.

Hippolyte sisters busy with Abyss aftermath. Among who I know, strongest are few.

And top of that list: these girls.

“Alfheim elves, hmm—”

Delphina, who’d been playful seconds ago, plunged into deep thought like it was a lie.

“Knew Elpi was on the run from pursuers. Guess we’ve been too noisy lately. If it comes to fighting them, I’d have no face left with the viscount.”

“You’re her teammates, right? Protect her then.”

“Yeah, teammates. But first, Calcutta adventurers. Sigh, too much to weigh. Elpi getting executed…”

Delphina pondered, while brawler Liri and spellcaster Edwin stayed silent.

Doesn’t this screw my plan to team up?

“If you’re her teammates, show some fire. You cool with Elfriede executed?”

“Not that, but—”

“She thinks you’ll stick by her to the end. Don’t say shit like that.”

“Well, yeah. Why so heated? Calm down.”

“Me, heated?”

I noticed my heavy breathing. Got worked up without realizing. Elfriede stuff always gets under my skin.

As I caught my breath, Delphina drew her sword from its sheath by the bed with a shing, checking the blade.

She said,

“Look, Samaritan. Depending on your answer, our stance might change.”

“My answer?”

“You said protecting Elfriede is the job. But is that really all?”
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*Shing—.*

Delphina drew the thin blade from its sheath and examined it, her eyes fixed on the gleaming edge as she asked,

“You. You said protecting Elfride is the job this time. But is that really all there is to it?”

“What? What do you mean by that?”

“Are you really doing this just for the job?”

“Then what else would it be.”

“...”

At my response, Delphina slid the blade back into its sheath with a *click*.

“Fine, that answer tells me plenty. We’re pulling out of this mess.”

“What?”

“No more stirring up trouble when kingdom inspectors might show up any minute. Elfride’s out of the party as of today.”

“No—.”

I couldn’t help furrowing my brow at this completely unexpected news. Kicking Elfride out of the party? Didn’t that mean cutting her loose?

These guys were ditching her the moment they thought she’d bring harm to their party. For some reason, that pissed me off.

Why was that, exactly?

Maybe because I knew she’d braved the darkness to save them.

Yeah, that had to be it.

Elfride had risked her life for these people without hesitation, yet the second they sensed she might cost them, they were ready to toss her aside?

Of course, Delphina was right.

Coldly speaking, these uncivilized barbarians moved by their own gains and losses. Nothing safer than that metric.

I wondered if I’d even be having this conversation here without Kalidur’s job.

“...”

As I sank into that thought for a moment, Delphina spoke up.

“Then we’re done here. We’ve got our own futures to think about. One more screw-up like this, and our adventuring days are over. So, on that note—you tell Elp, no, Elfride about the party dismissal, or don’t. Your call, Samarian.”

“Hey, Delphina—.”

“Quiet, Edwin. This is my call as leader. If you don’t like it, you can leave with Elfride.”

Delphina shot down her comrade’s input without a second thought. From her attitude, it was clear relations had soured beyond repair over this.

The hospital room fell into a brief silence, everyone seemingly holding back words as they stared mutely at the incense burners, swords, or windows before them. Parties forming and breaking was commonplace in adventurer circles. They formed for all sorts of reasons and disbanded for mostly the same ones.

This was just one of many cases. The party wasn’t dissolving entirely—just Elfride getting booted.

Yet even with Delphina standing so firm alone, you’d think the others harboring resentment would pipe up or object.

The fact they didn’t suggested some deeper reason kept them together as a party.

They’d weighed that reason against Elfride and discarded the lighter one. Prioritizing like that was probably how they’d reached high Silver Tier.

I knew that full well, but it stressed me out so much I almost preferred the teasing vibe from earlier.

Shoulders growing heavy after arriving lighthearted and hearing things I never saw coming.

I untangled my knotted thoughts like earphone cords and bundled my own stance into a reply.

“Yeah, that’s adventuring for you. I get your position. Didn’t see this coming, but oh well. Can’t be helped.”

“Quick on the uptake—nice, Samarian.”

I slashed a huge chunk off the mental score I’d given Delphina earlier for seeming bighearted. She was just your run-of-the-mill livelihood adventurer, nothing more.

After all the recent events giving me a glimmer of hope for this world, turns out Luna, Hippolyte, and Paranoy were the exceptions. This was the norm.

“Then get some rest.”

With that, I left the room. As I did, Edwin—the spellcaster who’d been fidgeting his weary eyes anxiously—muttered from behind.

“She’s probably on the rooftop, Elfride.”

I hadn’t asked. But now that I’d heard it, ignoring would prick my conscience.

*

*

*

Up on the rooftop stood a woman gazing at the world under the sunset. Even from the back, I knew exactly who she was.

“Delphina?”

It was Elfride who spoke to me, mistaking my presence for hers. She must’ve sensed me and assumed.

I replied,

“Afraid it’s just me. Elfride.”

Her shoulders twitched in surprise. She turned to look my way.

Her pale face flushed red like she’d caught a cold from the blazing sun, sweat beading on her forehead.

“...Hassan, what brings you here? Never thought you’d show up.”

Caught off-guard by the unexpected visitor, Elfride flicked her exposed ear by her hair.

She’d be even more flustered by what I had to say.

“Straight to the point, since you hate beating around the bush. So listen without misunderstanding what I say.”

“You’re already dragging it out. What the hell are you doing here? You’re not here to visit the sick, are you?”

“Nope.”

“What? Yeah, figures. Looks like you’ve got something to say. Spill it straight, like you said—I hate dragging shit out.”

“You might die soon. Maybe six hours or less.”

“...What?”

Elfride scowled fiercely, her flushed face wrinkling.

It contrasted sharply with her usual calm expression—the gap made it downright intimidating. Even I, who’d seen her face for two years, felt a chill.

“I’m gonna die?”

“Alvheim’s elves are right under your nose. Know they’re in the east gate district?”

“Alvheim...”

At that, the scowl eased slightly on Elfride’s forehead, which had been creased moments ago.

“Alvheim, huh.”

She seemed about to say more, but turned her back to me again, facing the world.

With only her nape visible, I couldn’t tell what she was seeing or what expression she wore.

“Finally, what was coming is here. A bit late, even.”

“Yeah.”

“If you’re saying that, you must know I set the tree ablaze by now.”

“Yep.”

“So, those pursuers said they’re dragging me back to Alvheim?”

“Nah, seems they cut a deal with the kingdom. Planning to execute you or enslave you.”

“Ha?”

Her voice, calm till now, cracked.

“Enslave me? Who the fuck decides that?”

“No clue. Anyway, it’s kinda funny hearing you talk like that. Your life’s over, Elfride. But not today, at least. I got a job to protect you.”

“A job? This just keeps getting weirder. And you’re protecting me? If you’re one of my pursuers, you’re either Flash or Lightning.”

Flash and Lightning were Kalidur and Daltor’s epithets.

Crappy nicknames that stuck in my head—and Elfride naming them meant they were pretty infamous elf hunters. Makes sense; no one gets gaudy titles otherwise.

Elfride said,

“You think playing adventurer lately means you can stop those ruthless bastards? They’d crush you in one clash.”

“Still, I’m your only ally right now. Your one lifeline—and you talk to me like that?”

“What?”

I was pissed at Elfride too, for not grasping the situation.

Why was this world full of idiots?

Maybe ’cause they lacked proper higher education, didn’t even know if the planet was round.

“You just got kicked out of your party, Elfride.”

“...”

Elfride froze, back still turned.

I kept talking to her back.

“Talked to Delphina just now. They wanna avoid fighting Alvheim’s trackers, so they booted you. You’ve got no one left.”

“...”

She’d been sniping back quips until a second ago. Now, total silence. Her head must be spinning.

She could dismiss my words as lies. But Elfride was sharp—she’d piece together what went down between me and Delphina.

“In the end, it happened again, huh. Damn it. You’re all I’ve got left? Should I cry or laugh?”

“I’m only buying you a day at most. Might not even manage that, like you said. No way out?”

“What way?”

“Like shaking the pursuers or running. Bolt out of the city right now.”

“Won’t matter. Just a matter of time. Honestly, this fugitive life’s wearing thin. Not sure living like this leads anywhere good. Just—.”

Elfride kept repeating “just—.” I could guess she was mumbling in her mouth. Probably just wanted to give up.

Being hunted was exhausting, no doubt. But her lack of fight wasn’t good for me.

“If you give up, I fail the job.”

“That’s not my problem. I’m sick of this shit. Gaia continent had its fun moments, but I’ve done it all. Time to end it.”

“You wanna die?”

“Execution or enslavement. You know better what’s coming, Hassan.”

I pictured Elfride getting sentenced.

Execution—.

Nah, for her, it’d be enslavement for sure.

Hate to admit it, but Elfride was a beauty who bewitched hearts. Even called a witch among elves, I heard.

So plenty would bid to own her as a slave.

No execution then.

Like I’d said before, beauties get all sorts of perks in this world.

But a beauty as a slave.

Would she really rejoice at being spared?

Slave treatment varied wildly by owner.

But for young women? Pretty uniform. And the reason to buy a beautiful slave? One thing only.

“Elfride, you wouldn’t last a day as a slave.”

“Ha, funny. Hassan, you think I can’t last a day when you survived two years? I look that pathetic?”

“Elfride, not every owner’s like you. Might be no different from dying. Maybe worse.”

“What kind of owner am I, then.”

She’d spoken calmly, but her slender shoulders trembled. Fear? Anger? Unclear, but she was shaken bad.

“What kind of owner am I?”

“...”

I paused to think. Even that brief silence was too much—she burst out like a breached dam.

“What kind of owner am I, huh? The one who saved a dying slave, only for the idiot bitch to freak and run? The cruel one who punched her face when they met again? And now, the loser with no one but that ex-slave on her side?”

*Crack.*

Elfride gripped the rooftop railing hard. People react to crises in all ways.

From what I knew, Elfride was self-destructive. Often called a mad witch for wielding fire, burning like flames.

Nothing fit her better.

The fire in her heart had burned the world tree, torched her relationships, and nearly consumed herself.

“Don’t you dare pity me half-assed. Acting like my ally now makes me wanna puke. A few meals together, and you think we’re the same? Think rolling in the abyss together makes a barbarian like you equal to me?”

Elfride spat, seething with rage.

“Don’t pretend to be on my side now. Fucking disgusting. Can’t even look at your face. Think I’ll gratefully take your hand if you offer it late? If that’s how it is, then from the start—.”

Didn’t this happen recently too? Our talks always ended up like this.

But if it were before—if even just moments ago—I’d snap back. Now, I felt calm as a vast, still lake.

Elfride hurled stones at my depths, but no ripples stirred. Even I found it odd.

Maybe seeing her fate sparked pity.

With this step back between us, something came into view.

Memories surfaced: stepping on the podium to make a girl cry, the college folly of rash words chilling the bed that day—I was repeating them.

“Hey, Elfride. You got a thing for me or what?”
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I asked.

“Hey, Elfride. Do you like me or something?”

Even I thought it was a pretty bold thing to say.

No matter what answer came back, it was the kind of line I’d never forget, even on my deathbed.

I knew that full well myself, and I’d kicked off the covers more than a few times after asking something like this in the past. And yet here I was, repeating the same damn mistake.

History and karma repeat themselves in life too.

So, what reaction would I get now?

I was so tense my chest felt like it might burst. My heartbeat thundered in my ears.

Just spitting out that one line that had been swirling in my mouth made the whole world around me shift.

“…What?”

Elfride, who’d been gripping the railing and trembling, seemed to lose a bit of her tension.

I could only see the back of her head, so no clue what her face looked like.

“Ha, what did you say?”

Her voice came next, sharp and biting.

Only then did it hit me what I’d just asked. Fuck, of all people, to Elfride.

But there had been some suspicious signs.

She’d cooked for me, given me pocket money, even let me rub her shoulders.

From my limited knowledge, women were pretty picky even about platonic opposite-sex friends—whether someone was on their level or not. They weighed it carefully.

I didn’t know if that was true, but since I’d never had any opposite-sex friends, it felt spot on.

And if they were that selective with just friends, letting someone massage their shoulders or feet had to mean more than casual affection, right?

The whippings, the occasional knuckle-raps to the head or raised voices—maybe those were twisted expressions of love.

Like elementary school kids who tease or bully their crushes because they can’t show it outright.

Maybe that’s what Elfride was doing.

She was an elf who could live to 200, but barely twenty-one or twenty-two. In human terms, like ten years old.

Plausible.

“Hey, do you like me?”

“Why the hell would I like you, you idiot!”

“What?”

“Did you eat something bad? Me, like you? I feel like puking! I hate it, totally hate it!! It’s ridiculous. Ugh—I can’t believe I have to hear this crap.”

Her reaction was exactly as expected. Seeing her hate it that much—fuck, now I had even more reason to wake up kicking the covers every night.

Fuck.

What the hell had I just asked?

I could vividly picture a new line etched in Hatsan’s mysterious black history dictionary: “Asked Elfride if she liked me.”

I wanted to bolt from here, run through the streets screaming. But I couldn’t, so my ankles and calves started shaking.

The backlash from impulsive actions always hits late like this.

Me, fuck me of all people, asking Elfride that.

I thought I’d mastered it in college—that women being a little nice or special doesn’t mean they like you.

Maybe Luna and Hippolyte had given me some kind of hatchet delusion.

Finding out cute Luna or hotshot adventurer Hippolyte liked me made me wonder if other women did too. Maybe my popularity was exploding.

As my inflated confidence sank back to reality, the embarrassment of what I’d asked sank in deeper.

Fuck this shit.

I wanted to bash my head against the wall.

Should I just run?

A flood of anxieties battered my mind like waves in a storm. What could I say to salvage this?

Maybe joke that I was kidding.

As I wrestled with those thoughts, Elfride spoke up, her voice still laced with anger.

“Me, like you? Ha, ridiculous. What made you think that? It hurts my pride. Do I really have to live hearing shit like this? I just want to die.”

Her long ear, visible beside her head, was flushed bright red. She was seriously pissed.

But was this really worth getting that mad over?

Just say no if it’s no.

Now I was getting pissed too.

“No, if it’s no, it’s no. Why blow up like that? It’s not like I asked something I shouldn’t.”

“You think I’m not pissed right now? You think we’re on the same level?”

“Level? What, because I’m the slave and you’re the master? A few hours from now, you’ll be the one getting whipped. That karma’s piling up on you.”

“What? Karma?”

She finally turned her head toward me.

Her face was flushed red with rage, eyes scrunched up in a way unlike her, brimming with what looked like tears ready to spill.

Was my mistaken assumption that she liked me really that infuriating?

Women’s self-esteem rises or falls based on who hits on them, I’d heard.

If a guy below their standards makes a move, they think, “Am I that easy that even this loser thinks he has a shot?”

And in this case, it was worse—the subpar guy straight-up asking if she liked him. No wonder she felt humiliated.

Even I was taking damage thinking about it.

So now I was getting angrier too.

“Hey, I didn’t say it out of nowhere. You’ve been all over me like that. Isn’t it because you like me?”

“What did I do!”

“You let me massage your body.”

A brief silence fell. One second? Two? Short, but in the heated moment, it felt suspicious.

Of course, Elfride’s shout broke it quick.

“That was a massage, idiot!”

“Yeah, a massage. But normally, do people let others rub their feet too?”

“…What?”

The lioness growling like a paw full of thorns suddenly deflated.

Seizing the chance to land a hit on this prickly, prideful elf, I kept talking.

“You thought I was some dumb Samaritan ignorant of this world’s customs, huh? I know plenty. Women don’t show their feet to just anyone. Showing me means you’re seducing me, right?”

“…No, it’s not.”

“Then what?”

“Feet are just body parts. No big deal showing them.”

“Oh yeah? So you show them to other guys too?”

“O-of course. You idiot, only an idiot says shit like that. Spouting off from a hole in your face doesn’t make it true.”

“You seem pretty flustered for that.”

“I’m not? Not flustered at all? You’re the flustered one, right? Why ask such nonsense out of nowhere?”

“Hide it better if your ears are twitching up and down.”

“My ears?”

Elfride touched her ears.

I drove the wedge in.

“Your ears move when you’re tense or flustered. You long-eared bitch.”

“What? Did you just call me long-ear? You uncultured barbarian shit? Long-eared bitch? You wanna die?”

“Yeah, prickly long-ear bitch.”

“You, I told you not to call me prickly! Time for some education!”

Unable to hold back, Elfride lunged at me.

Fists clenched, charging without a second thought—pure, head-to-toe rage.

Swish, whoosh—!

Her right fist, clenched tight, swung from right to left in a big arc toward my face. Weirdly, her movement looked slow and clear to me.

So I just tilted my head back a bit.

Whoooosh—!

Her fist grazed past my nose tip by a hair.

“Wha—?!”

Never expecting a miss, Elfride spun left like a top from the full-force swing. She lost balance and toppled toward me.

I didn’t miss the opening, wrapping her waist tight like a carnivorous plant.

Hatsan’s signature bear hug.

Squeezing hard, her spine joints cracked loudly.

“You’re not even prickly anymore. Weaker than bronze tier scrub. Keep this up, and I’ll ruin your life for real.”

“Urghhh, l-let go! Idiot! Let go! You fucking shit!”

Humiliated at being caught, her fists hammered my chest and shoulders like mallets.

It hurt, but compared to when she’d crushed me before and I’d begged, it was bearable.

I’d gotten stronger, and she’d weakened.

Thud, flap, thud.

But Elfride couldn’t accept it, flailing like a hen caught in a weasel’s jaws.

Holding her waist, I hoisted her over my shoulder and descended the stairs, parading through the clinic.

“…What? What’s going on?”

“Look at that. What’s he doing? Barbarian dragging a woman off by force?”

“Kidnapping? Should we call the guards?”

Her screams and my carrying her like luggage apparently smelled like crime to onlookers.

Casually, I dug one hand into my pants pocket and pulled out my jade adventurer’s ID.

“I’m Hatsan the Samaritan. Excuse us, folks. Urgent quest.”

People glanced at each other, muttering.

“Quest?”

“I’ve seen that guy. Pretty famous adventurer lately.”

“What, I thought some incident was going down.”

“L-let go! Let go! Someone, hit him! H-he’s kidnapping me!”

“Not kidnapping. On a quest.”

Murmurs rippled.

What to do.

Whatever, guards showing up means investigation—too annoying.

Famous rising adventurer these days—who’d commit a daytime crime in public?

Opinions swung my way.

If this were Calcata, her base, no chance.

But handling incidents in Sodomora had built my rep.

“Y-you idiots! Get this guy off me! Hurry—! Mmph—!”

I clamped her mouth shut with my hand, then asked the curious crowd.

“Any empty rooms? Need one for the quest. No harm to you all. I swear on my honor.”

Honor.

Did I even have that warm fuzzy thing? Still, I banked on Marko’s song of the kind Samaritan spreading around.

Big black burly guy hauling off a woman—urgent and scary. But if he’s Ma Dong-seok?

If actor Ma Dong-seok slung a woman over his shoulder saying, “Filming a movie—,” even I’d buy it.

I wasn’t on that level, but it worked anyway.

“Empty treatment room? Right corner down there!”

Someone shouted helpfully. Turning, a short-haired female healer stared, eyes sparkling with expectation.

“You’re Hatsan the Samaritan, right? Heard a lot. We’ve got a quest for our clinic. Got time later?”

“Ah—yeah, I’ll swing by another time to hear it.”

Still with Elfride slung over my shoulder like a sack, I entered the empty treatment room.

Closing the door, I saw a dim room with a couple beds, curtains drawn dark—just my style.

“Let go! I’ll set it on fire! I warned you!”

“Go ahead.”

I tossed the flailing Elfride onto the bed. She rolled off onto the floor.

“Aaack!”

Thud.

Didn’t expect her to hit the floor—kinda surprised me. Looked like she smacked her head; must hurt.

But that wasn’t important now.

“Stick out your foot.”
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Elfride, who had been thrashing about violently until just moments ago, became remarkably docile the instant she entered this sealed, pitch-dark room.

Was it because her head hit the floor when I tossed her onto the bed?

For a split second, I panicked, wondering if she'd damaged her frontal lobe, but seeing those ruby eyes glaring at me silently with a furrowed brow told me that wasn't the case.

Elfride was stewing in her rage right now.

Back when I was her slave, I'd categorized Elfride's levels of anger into three stages.

First came little anger.

This was the phase where she'd just frown and start muttering things like "Ha-?" It was easy to trigger—just ignore her on purpose, pretend not to hear what she said, or sleep in late.

It happened about once a day.

At times like that, she'd toss out some curses or lightly smack my head with her palm. Dissipating little anger was surprisingly simple; an apology or a shoulder massage would clear it right up.

Then there was medium anger.

This kicked in if I accidentally stepped on her foot or slacked off and ignored her orders.

Her brow would scrunch up tight, her face flushing red, and instead of mere interjections like "Ha-?", full-blown curses would start flying from her mouth while her hand hovered near the whip at her waist.

It happened two or three times a week, and soothing her then was pretty tough. Unless I grilled her favorite meat just right and served it with a veggie salad, the anger would drag on.

If that medium anger didn't fade and I pushed her further, she'd erupt into great anger.

Great anger exploded like the outburst I'd seen earlier—swinging fists at me and unleashing a barrage of curses.

It usually blew up when I badmouthed her as a "bitchy elf" or dodged her whip lashes with clever footwork.

When that happened, nothing worked to calm her down.

I just had to take the beating.

Like a baby pigeon waiting out a storm, all I could do was huddle on the floor, head bowed, trembling.

The silver lining was that great anger only struck about once a month.

"...."

I eyed Elfride uneasily as she sat on the floor, rubbing her forehead. She'd passed through great anger and fallen completely silent.

This was beyond her three stages of rage—a realm of silence.

Her anger had spun her 180 degrees, and then another 180 degrees of fury brought her back to the starting point.

It was a state so intense it almost looked calm.

I hadn't named this stage yet.

I'd only witnessed it once before, back when I declared my freedom from her.

Since I figured I'd never deal with her anger again, I hadn't bothered naming it.

But now that things had reached this point, it seemed like it needed a proper label.

She looked subdued, almost down in the dumps, sitting there on the floor.

How about "Elfride Fold-Down Mode"?

Why the hell was I seriously pondering shit like this?

My slave-conditioned brain, sensing Elfride's fury, had kicked in a defense mechanism, flooding my head with pointless distractions.

If I just submitted to her now, nothing would change.

I wasn't her slave anymore, so I didn't have to take her crap.

With that, I spoke as casually as I could.

"Come on, stick out your foot, Elfride."

"...Why should I?"

"You said you could show your feet to anyone without a care, right? They're not gonna wear out—now show 'em to me."

"...."

Elfride looked up at me from below, standing tall and defiant.

God, who would've thought I'd ever tower over Elfride like this in my lifetime? It felt strangely novel, even a bit triumphant.

Sruk.

But the foot in her slipper quickly slipped under the hem of her loose clinic dress, vanishing like a snail retreating into its shell.

"Fuck off, you moron. I'm not listening to a word you say."

She even stuck her tongue out at me in a clumsy taunt, reminding me of those elementary school girls who used to bully me.

It was childish as hell, but so primal and textbook that I nearly snapped back in anger without thinking.

"Damn it. Someone's trying to help you here—do you have to be such a pain in the ass?"

What if I just let the elves grab her and left her to be enslaved or hanged? Then I'd never have to see her face again—sounded perfect, right?

I'd come to Sodoma from Calcutta just to avoid seeing her face, and when I learned she'd shown up here too, I'd wake up in cold sweats from stress.

If the elves took her away, I'd never have to see her again, and I could get back to my own life.

Ignoring whatever happened to her from here on out would be best for me.

"You're gonna help me? For what reason? The commission? How amazing must this commission be? Just ditch me. You're good at ditching me—you've done it once already. First time's hard, second time's easy."

Damn that bitchy elf....

Ditching her would make things so much easier.

I knew that full well, yet here I was reacting to her.

Why couldn't I just let go?

She was like a shackle to me—something I'd never forget, following me to the end.

If I sent her away now, wouldn't I spend my life shackled, forever defeated by her?

Living as a loser eternally was pretty damn terrifying.

Sure, for an ordinary guy like Hassan, but not for Hatsan of Samaria, who had to become a hero.

Alright, calming down now.

As I opened my mouth with that resolve, Elfride rose from her spot with a sruk and perched on the bed, shooting me a cheeky glare.

"You're the one who likes me, aren't you?"

"What?"

"You're the one who likes me—that's why you can't let go, even when I curse you out and trash you."

"What bullshit is that? Why the hell would I like you?"

"You like getting hit, don't you, Hassan? You like getting chewed out by me too."

"What the fuck are you babbling about? You crazy?"

"That's why you're clinging to me like this, right? Looks like things aren't working out with that ridiculous pink-haired girl."

"Why bring up Luna out of nowhere? No matter how hard you try, you can't even touch the tip of her toe."

"Oh yeah? That's what you say. Did you two sleep together or something?"

"What?"

For a moment, I felt the pigeon meat from breakfast surging up my throat. Was there anything more bewildering than this? My mind went completely blank from the shock.

"No, we didn't."

"I figured out ages ago that you two are shacking up. A man and a woman under one roof—obvious what happens. So, did you sleep with her?"

Elfride had noticed we were living together. Back then? When she came to the cabin asking me to introduce her to Hippolyte.

She'd been eyeing the bathroom and bedroom furniture pretty closely. Her instincts were creepy sharp, as always.

Hassan preying on a chastity vow keeper.

If word got out, it'd be a disaster in every way. So I mustered superhuman patience and composure, replying nonchalantly.

"Luna's a chastity vow keeper. She's not like some girl who flashes her soles to any guy."

"What?"

Elfride, who'd been attacking me until seconds ago, furrowed her brow.

"W-What do you mean, flashing to any guys? What kinda moronic crap is that?"

"Oh, come on, you know exactly what I mean. Feet are just body parts, right? They don't wear out—so doesn't that mean you've been showing them off to anyone and everyone?"

"...."

Elfride's face boiled over again. I felt a rush of satisfaction. Serves you right, Elfride—you fell into your own trap.

I decided to sink her completely with a finishing blow.

I loaded it up from my gut to my throat, then out through my tongue and lips like a torpedo.

"Me, like you? Don't make me laugh. Even if you stripped naked, I wouldn't bat an eye."

"...."

Elfride was speechless. That meant total victory for me.

I'd beaten Elfride in a war of words. Look at her blushing, unable to retort. She looked pissed.

As I smirked inwardly, something felt off.

Her trembling face, which seemed furious, was gradually relaxing.

She was smiling.

Not shaking from anger—she'd been holding back laughter.

What the hell?

My mind reeled like I'd stumbled into an inescapable labyrinth or trap when Elfride spoke.

"Then prove it."

"What?"

"You said no matter what I do, you won't react. Prove how much you love that Knoxdoti girl."

"How the hell do I prove that? Can't exactly rip out my heart and show you."

"If what you say is true, you won't react to anything I do. Because you don't like me. But if you do react, that means you like me."

Elfride, perched on the bed, extended her leg toward me.

Her slipper dangled loosely as her leg slid between my calves, up over my knee and thigh.

I tensed, wondering if she'd kick my groin, but thankfully, no.

Elfride said,

"Showing you my feet? Doesn't faze me at all. Not even a ripple in my heart. Because I feel nothing for you. You're a slave. Just an object. But what about you?"

Swik, swik—.

Her foot moved between my legs. Eventually, the loose slipper slipped off her sole and tumbled to the floor.

Now bare, Elfride's foot began caressing my knee and thigh.

Did this girl know no shame? How could an adult woman bare her feet to a man like this?

Maybe showing feet really didn't bother Elfride at all.

But last time, when Delphina asked me to massage her and I was hiding my identity, she hadn't shown them to me.

The more I learned, the less I understood—like I'd become a scarecrow trapped in Elfride's snare.

"Why so quiet? Scared? If you're scared, admit it and drop dead. Even next to that Luna girl, you can't forget me. That's why you came back, right? You couldn't stand me becoming some other guy's slave."

"...."

"You want to own me, don't you, Hassan? You, my former slave, now want to possess me? That Luna girl's just someone you're seeing to forget me, right?"

Seeing her so smug, I knew I couldn't let it stand. I'd known for ages that she enjoyed men's stares and used them.

At this point, her mental issues were axe-murderer level.

"Fine, let's make it a bet, Elfride. Just like you said—who reacts first."

"Ha? A bet? Sure, do your worst, moron. You think I'll chicken out just 'cause I said that?"

"Don't whine later, bitchy elf."

At her words, I grabbed the ankle of the foot teasing between my legs. It was slim, as always.

Who'd have thought I'd ever hold this again.

To prove my pure love for Luna, I'd conquer Elfride.

I slowly moved my hand gripping her ankle, stroking her sole without hesitation.

Malcang.

Soft, slender toes.

The arched shape of her sole was always fascinating to touch. Still as cold as ever.

Swik.

I ran my thumb along it once.

Wondering her reaction, I glanced at Elfride—she wore an aloof expression, utterly unfazed.

Elfride said,

"First one to react loses."

"First?"

As I voiced my confusion, sruk.

Her other sole slipped free of its slipper and climbed my thigh.

"If I make you hard, I win. Like you said, no matter what I do, you won't get excited, right? Isn't that so?"
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I’ve never been good with people.

In front of girls my age—excluding my little sister or mom—my body would stiffen up, my mind would go blank, and nonsense would spill out of my mouth.

Even girls who approached me out of curiosity about my height or build would lose interest after a few exchanges and turn away.

Probably because I wasn’t good at keeping a conversation going.

Son, you went off to college, but no girlfriend?

Nope.

Your mom gave you such a fine frame. Other boys bring their girls home for dinner with Mom. Bring one over. I’ll treat you to beef for lunch.

No, really, there isn’t one.

Why not? You little punk, you must take after your dad, fumbling around girls.

No, he’s just spineless. Why drag me into this? Back in my day, plenty of girls liked me.

Oh yeah? Then why didn’t you meet them?

No, no, that’s not the point.

Whenever it escalated into an argument about whose fault my lack of guts was, Mom and Dad would end up fighting.

Anyway, my timid nature was enough to leave even my parents speechless, so there wasn’t much I could do about it.

Thinking back to the first time I ever touched a woman’s leg, my heart still pounds like crazy even now.

Elfride, who wore short dolphin pants in her private room at the inn or dorm.

Her pale, outstretched legs sprawled on the bed and her slender fingers flipping through books felt alien to me, even setting aside that she was an elf from some exotic race.

She probably had me massage her shoulders because she didn’t like her hired slave just lounging around in a room doing nothing.

Don’t just sit there—do something. Fan me or rub my shoulders.

So I started with her shoulders, and since she seemed to like it, I moved down her arms, eventually giving her legs a natural rubdown.

Nobody in the world turns down a free massage, so it was only natural. Shoulder rubs lead to wanting a back massage face-down.

Back rubs lead to waist rubs. Waist rubs lead to wanting thighs, calves, even feet worked on—that’s just human nature.

But a woman’s legs, though.

Thanks to the curse of Medusa that the state-certified slave trader had inflicted on me, my sexual function was utterly wrecked.

The first time my hands touched a woman’s smooth thighs, calves, delicate ankles, and soles, I got so excited I half-thought the curse might lift right then.

Of course, the curse didn’t actually break, but it was that shocking an experience for me.

Even now, closing my eyes brings back the temperature of that cramped inn room and the cool feel of Elfride’s skin, etched into my senses like a vivid badge or scar.

And that sharp memory was flashing back in my mind right now.

What my hands gripped was Elfride’s right ankle.

So slender it barely filled one hand, the kind only women have. I always wonder how she gets around so easily with ankles this thin.

That’s why the load on her feet is so heavy, making her soles fatigue easily, throwing off her whole body’s balance, impairing circulation to her extremities, and causing all sorts of bodily troubles.

Functionally speaking, anyway—purely aesthetically, to me, it’s perfection.

Below that ankle: pointed toes, soft fleshy soles like inner skin, and prominent heels.

Swish.

I lightly slid my index finger across her sole, tickling it from the dipped toe joints to the heel, like scraping a card.

Feet are sensitive to tickling.

Curious about Elfride’s reaction, I glanced up to see her staring down at me with an icy, disdainful look.

It was like she was sneering, “Do your worst, loser—I won’t flinch.”

That sparked my defiance.

But it melted away fast under her left foot roaming up and down my shin, knee, and thigh.

Even through my leather pants, her bare foot felt like it was brushing my skin directly.

Because of that, blood seemed to rush from my thighs toward my groin, following her sole’s path.

If this kept up, I’d get hard, and that would mean defeat to Elfride.

Losing to her now would shatter all the achievements I’d steadily built since gaining my freedom from slavery—like sandcastles swept away by waves.

All that’d be left was this annoying elf’s mockery.

I had to avoid that at all costs.

So I pictured Paranoy in my mind.

Mr. Hassan, that makes my share six-tenths! Now even the Count of Hell can call me that…!

I’d noticed it before, but nothing calmed my nerves like imagining Paranoy’s face.

It even eased the rush of blood to my lower half a bit.

Elfride spoke to me then.

“Your hands stopped. What, giving up already?”

She’d caught me pausing to cool off. As expected of a seasoned adventurer, she didn’t miss an opening.

But falling for her taunt would just drag me into her rhythm. Seizing the moment while my lower body settled, I grabbed both her soles with my hands.

“What’re you doing…? It’s useless, idiot.”

She said that, but I didn’t miss the faint crease between her brows.

Riding that momentum, I pushed my thumbs from her heel upward, long and slow.

My thumbs parted her sole like Moses splitting the Red Sea—at least in my mind. To her, it might’ve felt even more intense.

Because feet are miniatures of the body.

So my thumbs gliding from heel to toes were like piercing her body from bottom to top.

Squish.

With just the right pressure, sliding up—her slightly sweaty sole yielded to my fingers.

“…”

No words from Elfride’s mouth, no moans of delight like Luna or Hippolytē would let out.

Maybe it wasn’t working?

Amateurs might think that.

But I was at least a semi-pro in massage and Elfride studies.

From that angle, her mouth clamping shut after all that mocking was a green light.

“Comfy? You got awfully quiet all of a sudden.”

“…”

I taunted her to pry her mouth open, but she stayed still as a snail in its shell.

Normally she’d snap, “Don’t call me comfy!” and flare up, so she was clearly holding back on purpose.

Her left foot, though, got busier on my thigh.

Rubbing slyly at my inner thigh, toes pinching my flesh—it was comically desperate.

Mr. Hassan, the ants, the ants are eating all the potatoes…!! Unforgivable! The Border Count of Hell, that Paranoy, will drive out the invaders trespassing the yard…!!

But with Paranoy playing in my head, her foot movements were just that—foot movements.

I decided to press the attack and sink Elfride.

Nobody knew Elfride’s soles better than me. Maybe even better than she did.

Warm.

Her feet were usually ice-cold from poor circulation.

But after the warmup, they radiated cozy heat like rice cakes toasted by a fire.

Her mouth might be shut, but her body didn’t lie.

She was starting to feel good.

So after kneading and warming her soles, my hands moved to her toes.

What Elfride really liked wasn’t firm acupressure along meridians, but oily, ticklish aromatherapy rubs.

She loved light, itchy massages on her feet or body, fingertips gently scratching.

For the finishing blow, I rubbed her toes and their joints with my thumbs.

Swish, slooow swish.

“…”

Fingertips tracing like engraving, slow and soft.

Sliide, slither.

My fingers were like a snake’s flickering tongue. And snakes have always been the mortal enemies that bite women’s ankles.

I was the snake targeting this fairy’s soles.

Sliide, slither.

“Hn, ngh—.”

A tiny, scream-like sound escaped her sealed lips. But that was inevitable.

Elfride always sighed hugely or moaned in pleasure louder than anyone I’d known during massages.

She was fighting it desperately, but with her blood flowing freely now, warming her soles, this soft stimulation was impossible to endure.

Not to mention, I was leagues beyond my past self.

My blessing-enhanced dexterity could accomplish the impossible.

My strength and stamina had long surpassed mortal limits. I might even be a top-tier masseur beyond my father now.

“How’s that, comfy girl? Feels good, right? Give up already. Admit it.”

My fingers, gliding softly over her warm, squishy sole, now pressed my thumb firmly into the Yongcheon acupoint.

The miracle point said to revive even the dead if pressed right—Yongcheon.

After all that feather-light teasing, this sudden pressure must’ve been unbearable.

Squeeeze.

“Nghaaah—!”

Elfride forgot her haughty cat act and let out an embarrassingly loud scream.

Ding.

『Relieved Elfride Desmond’s status: World Tree’s Brand.』

『Karma Value +20』

『Current Karma Value +80』

A message appeared before my eyes. The World Tree’s Brand I couldn’t lift last time—gone with a sole acupoint press.

Grinning triumphantly, I said,

“How was it? Felt good, right? Admit it.”

“Hah, heh-heh, y-yeah, it felt good. Really good. I admit it.”

Right then, Elfride conceded, like admitting defeat to my massage.

Wait, she’s giving up this easily? I never expected it—felt like I’d been sucker-punched.

“So I win?”

“That’s different. I’m admitting it felt good as a massage, for recovery. Not sexually—no arousal, not even a fingernail’s worth.”

“What?”

I panicked.

I’d mixed up the categories. The goal was sexual excitement, not just a pleasant rubdown.

Touching her soles had reflexively turned into a feel-good massage. Damn, what a blunder.

“Loser.”

Elfride mocked me. Seeing her eyes curve into sharp crescent moons, I felt so wronged I could cry.

Bad comfy girl.

Hassan got duped again.

Was I doomed to lose to her like this?

To win, I had to make this comfy girl feel sexual pleasure. While I couldn’t get erect. Damn, was that even possible?

It hit me then.

This match was rigged against me from the start.

Hell, I wondered if it was even a fair contest.

To sexually arouse a woman, you inevitably have to touch erogenous zones—at least with my limited knowledge.

Without Medusa’s curse, a healthy guy like me touching those spots would make him rock-hard, pants be damned.

Even picturing Paranoy had limits.

This was all Elfride’s trap.

Damn.

As I wallowed in self-pity, her foot stroking my thigh slipped back into her slipper.

She even pulled her gripped ankle free and hid it under her long, flared skirt.

“You admit defeat to me.”

She was predicting her victory now. And yeah, if it went on like this, hers was a sure thing.

I wouldn’t be able to prove my purity.

Was I destined to keep losing to Elfride forever? No way. If I was going down anyway, might as well go all-in. With that desperate gamble, I moved my hand.

Elfride’s eyes went wide.

“W-what’re you touching, you idiot?!”
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If I lost to Elfriede like this, I'd lose a great deal.

No matter how I felt, she'd convince herself that I liked her.

Even the nonsense that I was meeting Luna just to forget about her would become the truth.

Of course, that was all just her delusion and misunderstanding, but if I lost now, I'd be that kind of guy in her mind forever.

I absolutely couldn't allow that.

So, bracing myself for the backlash of getting beaten and cursed from all sides, I moved my hand. It headed toward the long, baggy skirt unique to the clinic that Elfriede was wearing.

Srrk.

The moment my hand slipped inside and touched her cold, soft thigh, Elfriede recoiled in genuine shock and yelled.

“Wh-what the hell are you touching, you idiot!”

A person's hair can really stand on end like a cat's fur. Elfriede glared at me, her strands bristling.

Her hand gripped my wrist tightly, blocking me from reaching between her thighs.

“Have you lost your fucking mind? You piece of shit, now that you're losing, you're gonna try to pin me down? I'll kill you!”

Pajit, pajijit.

A piercing aura stabbed at my skin from her.

This must be her unique mana burst or something like qi circulation. I could feel through my skin just how furious she was.

If I were Hassan the slave, I'd have bowed my head flat and apologized to angry Elfriede, but I was Hassan the adventurer, with too much to lose.

I couldn't back down here.

I pressed my hand harder toward the inside of her thigh and said casually.

“What else? A massage. I'm giving you a massage. Got a problem with that?”

“You're insane. How the hell is this a massage!? You know that's bullshit even to you, right? Get your hand off before I scream and burn this place down.”

Kwaaak.

I felt strong force in Elfriede's hand gripping my wrist.

Not content with just clamping down, she dug her sharpened nails into my wrist. It hurt.

But I wasn't one to back off here.

“Didn't you say you wouldn't feel a thing no matter what I did? Getting scared now?”

“…Sc-scared? Who's scared? You sure you wanna keep going?”

Elfriede bellowed, but I caught the bravado in her stammering voice.

The only way to check if a woman was aroused was to touch her directly.

So I did.

My hand soon passed her knee, slid up her thigh, and headed toward the lymph nodes at her groin.

“Get out! Get out from under my skirt!”

Elfriede thrashed like she was sprouting thorns.

Ding-.

『Name: Elfriede Desmond Lv. 35 25  
Strength: 12 8  
Agility: 11 8  
Vitality: 12 9  
Traits: Sadism | Separation Anxiety | Atheist  
Status: Shoulder Stiffness | Cold Extremities | Irregular Periods』

Her current level was lower than mine, and her strength was a full 4 points less, so she didn't have nearly enough power to stop me.

Srrk, srrrk-.

In the end, my hand headed toward the inside of her thigh.

As my fingers inched toward the depths, Elfriede screamed.

“You idiot! Psycho fuck! You lost! You lost, admit it! You lost!”

She looked like a dog being dragged to the slaughterhouse, baring white teeth, her already red eyes bulging with veins—utterly ferocious.

But ignoring that, I slowly crawled my palm between her legs.

The impossibly smooth, soft flesh was slick with sweat, probably from improved circulation due to the massage.

Annoyingly, it felt good to touch. My dick was about to burst.

“Stop, stop it! You idiot! I swear, I'll kill you! I'll kill you!”

As my hand crept spider-like upward, Elfriede's state worsened. I pressed her shoulder down with one hand and reached endlessly higher with the other.

“Why the fuck is your grip so strong now! You were supposed to just stay under me! Slave scum, barbarian trash! Ungrateful bastard—!”

Amid her insults, my hand finally reached the warm upper part. I moved my fingers, stroking between her legs.

Just that sent my dick overflowing.

I'd clearly lost the bet. But since Elfriede was freaking out from being touched, she apparently hadn't had a chance to check mine.

Thus, my hand touched her underwear. And just as I tried to etch that texture into every ridge of my fingerprints—

“Mmmuuuugh-!!”

Her flushed, about-to-burst face parted lips with a thunderous shout.

“Ifrit-!!!”

With the rough incantation, my ears and eyes rang with flash and roar.

Everything was engulfed in red flames.

*

*

*

Everyone knows fire is dangerous.

Once you're old enough, you don't need to be told how hazardous a big blaze is. But that's usually just caution from experience or hearsay.

You know fire is dangerous and terrifying, that's all.

You rarely witness its true danger firsthand.

I was the same.

But watching a massive inferno engulf everything around you leaves no room for thought beyond escape.

Tadak, tadadak-.

Everything nearby burned in the flames.

Acidic smoke billowed, and scorching heat seared my face and arms, making my head spin. I'd thought after burning down that arena to escape, I'd never deal with flames like this again.

“Fuck, what the hell happened all of a sudden!? Fire! Fire!!”

“Evacuate people! Hurry!”

“Felt like an explosion! Contact the guards quick! Call the firefighters!”

“Over there, that bedroom still has people—.”

Screams and crashing echoed everywhere. A clinic treating patients suddenly ablaze—panic was natural.

I was just as flustered.

There stood Elfriede before me.

Amid the all-consuming red blaze, she gaped with a chilling grin.

Elfriede was mad.

I knew that well, but I hadn't imagined she'd be crazy enough to torch a clinic full of civilians.

Then again, this was the woman who'd set fire to the World Tree that elves revere.

Burning civilian homes must be a joke to her. I could see why the elves chased her here.

Maybe they hadn't come just to punish a sinner.

Perhaps to prevent Alvheim's cataclysmic mistake from repeating, to stop her.

I had to stop Elfriede.

“Hey, Elfri—”

As I reached to restrain her flailing amid the flames, a massive kwarang! echoed, followed by an even bigger explosion.

It launched me backward, body floating in the air.

Unable to brace, debris stabbed and battered my shoulder and back, throbbing painfully.

When I came to, only roaring flames lay before me—Elfriede was gone.

She'd fled. Broken window—out through there.

“Damn it!”

Screwed up.

I scrambled up and hurried after the vanished Elfriede.

The clinic burning was bad, but one building might get some leniency.

But a rampaging Elfriede torching the city? Irreversible disaster.

Elfriede was like a grenade with the pin pulled.

A volatile thing that explodes if touched—and maybe even if not.

It had detonated here, and I'd probably flipped the switch.

Screwed up.

Honestly, fires eventually go out.

This wasn't the western slums; it was the affluent east gate district full of rich folk. Competent guards, firefighters, and water mages would quench it soon.

But investigations follow fires, and if they traced why Elfriede started it, I'd be implicated.

Amid the roaring flames, a chill ran down my spine.

I had to catch her before she caused an uncontrollable mess.

Escaping the burning room, the clinic was alive with red flames clinging lizard-like to walls, flicking tongues.

“Help!”

My eyes caught a woman crouched on the floor, nose plugged with a handkerchief. The healer who'd guided me earlier.

“Help! My legs—my legs are pinned, I can't move!!”

A massive pillar crushed her lower body. Stopping Elfriede was priority, but I couldn't ignore her desperate cries.

“Fuck it!”

Cursing in urgency, I rushed to the healer and lifted the pillar off her.

“Ughhh-!!”

No idea what it was made of, but the damn thing was insanely heavy.

“It's an iron pillar! Too heavy for one person! Hurry, get someone else!!”

“Ughaaa-!!”

Gritting my teeth, veins bulging, neck cords straining, I poured everything in.

The heat-warped iron scorched my hands, but the pain fueled me—I somehow lifted it!

“Can't hold long—go, quick! Quick! Quiiiick! Fuuuuck-!!”

Sensing my desperation, she crawled out. But instead of fleeing, she yelled beside me.

“People trapped in that room too! Unconscious—they can't escape!”

“Fucking hell.”

My mess, my cleanup.

If anyone died or got hurt in this fire, it'd be endless hell. Back to slavery? Better to off myself.

Fwoosh-.

Just then, flames engulfed the doorway to that room. Black smoke burst out explosively—dangerous as hell.

“T-too late!”

The healer wailed.

But my feet moved before I thought. I swept aside the flaming debris with bare hands and stepped in.

Inside, four unconscious people lay on beds, roasting medium-rare.

“Damn it! Get up! Hurry!”

I slung them over my body and shoulders, hauling them out.

Toxic gas blurred my vision; lungs heavy like filled with lead, breathing labored.

“…Hah, fuck my life.”

“Cure!”

Vitality surged oddly through me. The healer I'd saved cast free healing magic.

I could think straight again.

“Let's get everyone outside first!”

With the healer, I dragged all the fainted and injured from the inferno. Burns everywhere—screams and moans chaotic.

“What the hell is this?”

Among them was Delphina of the Silver Rose, Elfriede's old party. Frowning at the blazing clinic.

“This is beyond a scolding from the viscount! Hey, Samaritan! What did you say to Elfi to cause this!”

She must've realized Elfriede started it. As cold sweat trickled inside, a strong presence approached from behind.

“Ah-. So it came to this. Was gonna give till midnight, but now I can't let her roam.”

Turning, a short ash-gray cropped elf woman stared at the flames like me.

Mimir, probably. One of the pursuers after Elfriede. Beside her, arms crossed, a lithe elf monk—Daltor of the Lightning Flash?

How'd they get here?

Pursuit already started? As questions swirled, Mimir spoke.

“Flames of destruction, Surtr's blaze. Clear mark of the witch. Couldn't control it—went berserk.”

Swiik.

Looking to the darkening evening sky, her eyes reflected rising heat and black smoke across the city.

“Better catch her before the city burns. Know where she fled. Earlier than planned, but c'mon Daltor. Let's move—”

Sheeack.

A sharp metal sliced air.

A thin sword's tip grazed right before Mimir's jerked-back chin. Delphina stood equipped where Mimir turned.

Wiping cheek blood, Mimir said.

“What's this? Know who we are?”

“Dunno. Annoying knife-ears? Anyway, Samaritan. What're you standing around for? Go stop her—the city's burning. Isn't that your hero play?”

Delphina flicked her rapier through air, shwaak—shedding blood from the tip. Behind her emerged Lirina Edwin, geared up similarly.

The short-cut elf Mimir drew a strangely curved dagger from her robe.

“Showing me blood. Won't end with ordinary resolve.”

Elf pursuers and Silver Rose leveled weapons at each other before the burning clinic, on the verge of clash.

Sandwiched between, I turned at another distant explosion. Seeing escalating smoke, I bolted like a shot.
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I could tell exactly where Elfride was heading without needing anyone to tell me.

The flames shooting up into the dark night sky made it obvious where she was and how she was moving.

The screams of people following in her fiery wake, along with the firefighters and guards rushing around dumping buckets of water, were practically guiding me right to her.

"Fire brigade—suppress those flames! Put out the fire! Blast it with magic!"

"Damn it, this isn't ordinary fire. It's ignited by mana!"

"It's spreading toward the city center! We have to stop it at all costs!"

Shwaaa—

A water cannon blasting from the tip of a staff. To summon that much water out of thin air—those water mages had clearly reached a respectable level of mastery.

Thanks to their efforts, the raging flames were starting to get one by one under control.

As expected of the east gate district where the wealthy lived, it seemed well-equipped with infrastructure and countermeasures.

If this had been the west gate slums with their ramshackle wooden shacks pressed together, by the time the guards and fire brigade arrived, everything would've already burned to the ground.

Luna's workshop would've gone up in flames too, and we'd all be out on the streets.

The thought made my head spin. Or maybe it was just all the toxic smoke I'd inhaled.

The important thing was that Elfride seemed to be heading toward the city center.

Why the city center?

As I'd mentioned several times before, the city center housed all sorts of vital city functions—government offices, temples handling religious services and guild affairs, that sort of thing.

If Elfride, rampaging around setting everything ablaze in her rage, was making for the city center, her goal was probably to burn the whole place down and paralyze the city entirely.

The city center burning because of Elfride?

Ugh, shit. I couldn't even imagine the grilling I'd get.

Worry, agitation, and a jumble of other emotions made my gut and legs feel like they were floating weightlessly.

"More water here—"

"Evacuate everyone—"

"Lord Jupiter—"

The flames blazing in the night sky and people's voices all blurred together, stripping away my sense of reality. Running through it all, I felt like a straggler who'd stumbled into one of Van Gogh's paintings.

I just kept running, running as hard as I could.

By the time I finally reached the city center, I barely caught a glimpse of Elfride's back.

She was sprinting at full speed just like me, but her clothes and slippers were mostly burned away, leaving her looking like some kind of vagrant.

Fwoosh, fwoosh.

Every time she took a quick step, flames erupted from her footprints.

Leaving fire instead of footprints. I'd never known Elfride had such a powerful technique until today. And honestly, I wasn't thrilled to learn it.

Chasing right after her, I was dying from those flames.

On an already sweltering summer night with fire everywhere, sweat—whether from tension or heat—was pouring down my forehead like rain, stinging my eyes.

"Hey, Elfride! Stop! Fuck, just stop!"

"..."

At my shout, her shoulders seemed to tremble slightly—or maybe it was my imagination. In any case, she didn't stop, barreling straight into the wide grounds of a familiar structure.

It was the Temple of Venus.

Elfride charging into the temple with her body ablaze.

Was she planning to burn it down?

I couldn't think of anything more blasphemous or horrific in this world than destroying a temple.

If Elfride wrecked the Temple of Venus, things would spiral into utter chaos. I had to stop her.

"Ugh—!"

I pushed my legs to their absolute limit. But for some reason, the distance between us wouldn't close.

If anything, it was growing. Wasn't her body creaking earlier? Had the World Tree's brand restored her condition?

Were those flames at her feet acting like boosters?

I had no idea.

In the end, unable to catch her, all I could do was watch as she set the Temple of Venus's gardens ablaze.

Fwoosh, crackle, pop—

The park in the Temple of Venus grounds—where Luna and I often went on dates, with its grass, flowers, and little critters—was devoured by the parched inferno, scattering embers everywhere.

Amid the thick black smoke blotting out the sky, Elfride even leaped into the man-made pond.

Sizzle—

Just when I thought that would extinguish her flames, the pond itself spewed massive clouds of steam and evaporated in a flash.

I rushed close to the pond and yelled.

"Hey! Stop! Put out the fire already! You really gonna burn everything down? Fine, I'll say I lost the bet! Just stop! Fuck, if this keeps up, it's all over!"

"..."

Only then did Elfride turn to look at me. Her red eyes gleamed like burning rubies, but ironically, they weren't filled with rage—they were streaming with tears.

"Won't stop—everything'll burn—everything—get out while you can—"

Fwoooosh.

Her body erupted in flames like it'd been doused in kerosene, her form vanishing entirely. A sharp scream pierced through from beyond—I found that a bit odd.

Was Elfride trying to burn herself too?

On second thought, maybe she couldn't control the flames at all.

Maybe her magic or mana had gone berserk, driving her to this temple—a sanctuary of the continent—for some reason.

Crackle, crackle—

But the growing pillar of fire obscured her completely, spreading in width and height with enough power to destroy everything. I stopped thinking.

Whatever the case, I had to stop her.

But how?

Unless I was a stuntman coated in special fireproofing, I had no way to approach Elfride while she was burning hot enough to evaporate a pond.

"Meteor!"

Just in case, I chucked some nearby rocks into the flames, but they vaporized before even getting close to the fire pillar.

Rocks evaporating in the blaze. I'd figured it wasn't normal fire, but this was crossing a line.

Fuck, if I got near that, I'd be literally hot stuff—cooked alive.

What the hell do I do?

Swoosh.

As I hesitated, I sensed a presence behind me. Turning, I saw a man standing there, arms crossed, staring coldly at the flames.

He was a head shorter than me. His slender, lithe frame was draped in a gray robe, giving off the vibe of a needle honed to lethal sharpness—not scrawny, but exquisitely trained to the limit.

His name was probably Daltor the Lightning Flash.

Daltor spoke.

"The flames of destruction are raging out of control. At this rate, no one can stop it. This city is finished."

"What?"

The city finished?

I thought about this city, Sodomora. My first impression had been a filthy, crude, noisy hellhole—totally alienating.

But after causing all sorts of trouble here and meeting so many people, I'd grown oddly fond of its chaotic mess.

I'd built my own shack.

Put up a fence, tended the yard garden.

The idea of it all turning to black ash pissed me off.

"What the hell are you doing? You'll burn to death, you barbarian."

He clicked his tongue at the sight of me striding toward the flames.

But I couldn't just sit there watching the city burn—I caught my breath and pressed forward.

Fwoosh.

The flames lashing at my face were brutal.

My skin and organs beneath felt like they were searing.

But surprisingly, it wasn't unbearable. Sure, I tired easily in heat, but I'd never actually gotten sick from it.

As the son of a bathhouse owner, I was used to scalding hot tubs and hellish steam.

I might wilt in the heat, but my skin's resistance to high temperatures could rival those restaurant aunties grabbing hot rice bowls barehanded.

Sliiiide.

Proving it, my outstretched hand parted the flames as it advanced.

"What? Enduring the flames of destruction...? Never seen anything like it. Withstanding the Twilight Conflagration—what the—"

"Shut up for a sec. I'm right in the zone here."

My lungs stung, my leather clothes clung to my skin like glue. The center of that fire pillar had to be incomparably hotter. Even I might not survive it.

"Nox—"

『Cannot use "Night Armor" due to surroundings being too bright.』

"Damn it."

No good.

Hoo—

But it wasn't hopeless.

"Huuu—"

I regulated my breathing through my parched throat and mouth.

The heat flooding in felt vividly alive as it coursed through my body to my fingertips and toes.

The external heat made every part of my body—spread out into the world—feel sharper, more defined.

Ironically, in this hellish inferno, I was acutely aware of my very existence.

Throb, throb.

What invaded my body wasn't the deadly heat or the eye-stinging smoke, but a strange pain in my gut.

A sensation I'd grown familiar with through repeated meditations.

"Hoo—"

It merged with the incoming heat from my breaths, accelerating the blood flow through my veins.

"She's gathering qi amid those flames. Strengthening her body with stamina to endure the heat? Impossible. No one can regulate their breathing in that."

From behind, Daltor spouted impossibly negative commentary.

"Even that won't hold against the heat. Don't go further. Your soul will vanish, barbarian."

Step.

I took a step.

My vision went black. Probably couldn't take the relentless heat. But I didn't stop—one more step.

Step—

Then, all sound cut out. Maybe my ears gave out from the heat, or my consciousness sank inward.

Deprived of sight and sound, my awareness plunged deeper into myself.

Like a salmon soaking in a river of flames, swimming upstream.

That was me now.

Salmon swim upriver.

I was facing the blasting heat head-on, swimming against it.

It was just a hunch, but if I overcame this, I'd emerge as a newer, stronger version of myself.

Did salmon feel this too?

Is that why they challenge the impossible current?

Of course, salmon challenge the impossible for simple reasons.

They mate, spawn new life, sacrificing their bodies. No grand enlightenment or truths for them.

Just spreading their kind, perpetuating life.

And that's why it's the most vital thing.

The most basic, simple things are always the most important.

Life begets life, burns itself out in cycles to sustain the world. That's the purest instinct and law.

No higher truth or rule exists.

Death and newborn sprouts—parallel lines that never meet—touch, forming the world, driving evolution to better beings.

Life is evolution.

Unable to bear the heat, my mind wove unrelated thoughts into a tangled mess.

Disconnected ideas forcibly linked, ironically refreshing my head like a splash of soda.

Strange new sensations—energy boiling from my gut through my body—felt wondrous, yet irrelevant right now.

Truth was, I was just taking steps to say one thing.

Forget the fancy rhetoric.

To say one thing to Elfride, I swept my hand through the scorching flames.

But my hand only sliced empty air. In this sightless, soundless inferno, she was out of reach.

Probably just one step away.

One step ahead.

Yet no matter how I strained, that final step wouldn't come. Elfride was beyond this wall of heat.

I didn't know much, but that much I knew for sure.

So, hoping she'd hear, I spoke. My hand might not reach, but maybe my voice would—

—This might be our last moment together.

"Elfride—"
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Beyond the blazing inferno.

Just one more step, reach out my hand, and I could grasp her—Elfride was right there.

Even with eyes and ears dried out by the heat, unable to see, I could vividly sense her presence beyond this scorching barrier.

Even with my eyes closed, I could picture what Elfride looked like.

She was probably flattened against the ground, curled up with her arms cradling her face.

Elfride and I had spent roughly two years together.

Two years.

730 days.

The time it takes for a newborn baby to take its first steps and learn simple words.

The time it takes for a green, clumsy recruit to don their discharge uniform and walk out the battalion gate.

Looking back later, it might seem short, but memories of laughing and chatting through various events linger.

Through that long, long time, I was with Elfride, and Elfride was with me.

Whether I liked it or not, every detail about her was etched vividly in my mind.

What she liked, what she hated, how she smiled, how she got angry—it all came into sharp focus in my head.

I had no choice but to admit it.

This might be the last time I see Elfride, so I decided to just accept it honestly.

“Elfride—.”

My ears weren't working well, but I could tell my voice was cracking.

A hoarse, pathetic sound from parched vocal cords, but I continued, hoping it would reach the woman beyond the wall of flames.

“You weren’t a good master, Elfride—.”

No response came back.

I hadn’t expected one.

“Of course, I probably wasn’t a good servant either. That’s how it was with us. Like a mismatched threesome in a lopsided tug-of-war, we just limped along together, nothing more.”

Whoosh.

The intensifying heat finally buckled my knees.

Some strange energy was holding back the flames, but I could feel I was reaching my limit. So, before time ran out completely, I got to the point.

“Still, truth be told, I didn’t hate you at all, Elfride.”

It was just the fate of slave and master.

As my body crumbled, I wondered what it would have been like to meet Elfride in a different way.

If we’d met more ordinarily. If we’d encountered each other at an adventurer’s guild, even as comrades—would our relationship have been different?

Maybe it would have been, or maybe not.

Just meaningless hypotheticals.

I no longer had the strength to speak or even think.

All that remained was a handful of sand-like power in my palm, scattering away.

So I stopped talking, stopped thinking, and simply stood again. Squeezing out every last bit, I took one step forward and grabbed the fallen Elfride.

“What about you, Elfride? Do you think so too?”

The thin, slender shoulder filling my palm—

I pulled it up, then extended my index finger with my other hand.

Even without sight, Elfride’s body was perfectly mapped in my mind. I jabbed my finger as hard as I could into her solar plexus, the human vital point between abdomen and chest.

“!”

A horrific scream pierced even my dulled ears. At the same time, the fading flames allowed me to catch my breath a little.

Sluuump.

I felt the woman’s body inside me go limp and slack.

This was probably it.

The end of everything.

But a chill like goosebumps prickled my back. This sharp sensation was what you’d call killing intent, or hostility.

“To stop the witch’s rampage—impossible, yet impressive. Temporarily strengthening your body to pass through the flames. That’s diamond-indestructible level.”

As my breathing steadied, a cold male voice reached my ear. He was Daltor, the elven monk from Alvheim who had pursued Elfride.

“I’m grateful you handled her for us. Now hand over the corpse.”

“...”

Crackle, crackle.

His hostility stung my heat-seared skin like sparks. He seemed intent on taking Elfride’s body from my arms.

“What are you doing? Hand her over now. Can’t you hear me?”

“Even blind, I’m not deaf. I can’t hand Elfride over to you.”

“What?”

“I haven’t heard the real answer to the question I asked, swallowing my pride.”

“I don’t know what nonsense you’re spouting. It’s just a corpse. No different from an object. Albino elves are no different from objects to begin with.”

“...”

“If you don’t obey our will, death is all that awaits you, barbarian. I acknowledge your effort to extinguish the flames—at least I’ll make it painless.”

Zing.

A sharp sting like static shot through the nape of my neck.

Reflexively, I ducked my head, and something fast and sharp grazed past my hair just above.

“You dodged my hand blade. You won’t get a second chance.”

Throb.

My solar plexus jolted hard. Reflexively, I threw one arm forward to guard my abdomen.

Bam—!

A powerful impact sent me flying, tumbling across the ground. Without sight, it was utterly frustrating.

Dodging the attack by sheer luck was good, but losing Elfride somewhere in the process was the worst possible outcome.

Was it really ending like this?

After enduring even the roaring flames?

As I swallowed dryly in that mindset—

『Stop this.』

A clear voice rang in my ear. A woman’s voice I’d heard recently. Bright, cheerful, with a hint of playfulness.

Probably Hersy, the apprentice priestess of Venus.

But there was something off about it—not quite the country girl Hersy.

Fuck, in this situation of all times, it didn’t fit at all, yet her voice alone made my dick twitch.

What the hell.

I didn’t know what it was, but it carried some bizarre mana that resonated with my heart and cock.

『I can no longer allow foreign cultists to rampage in my domain.』

“Hah, foreign god indeed. You must be the master of this temple, but I am Daltor, first disciple of the Mother World Tree. Foreign god, this is elven business from Alvheim. Apologies, but we’ll finish it quickly.”

『I can’t allow that.』

“What do you mean?”

『That long-eared woman entrusted her body to my temple today and became my follower. I have a duty to protect my followers. Even if it’s just a corpse.』

“The witch Elfride, your follower? Impossible. I know the status you hold in this foreign land. Venus, you’re the goddess of love, right?”

『And?』

“Then our elves can never be your followers. We elves have had our emotions castrated. Even that woman, Elfride, couldn’t escape that branded fate. Love, especially? Impossible even if heaven and earth were remade.』

『Unable to feel affection? Why such a horrific thing?』

“After the long winter and twilight, we had to give up much. You gods of Gaia continent owe us for our fate. Your long winter hastened our twilight.”

『I see. Words won’t work on you. You want to taste a goddess’s power directly, then. No such thing as beings incapable of love exists.』

Whoooosh—.

An oppressive pressure bore down on my shoulders and chest. Goddess Venus. So she was the temple’s master?

For some reason, she seemed to be taking mine and Elfride’s side.

Knowing divine power well, I felt some relief. As I exhaled and focused on recovering my vision—

Thud thud thud.

Something kicked off the ground. Then came a woman’s sharp scream.

『Kyaaak! I, I am the goddess Venus! You think you can touch me and get away!?』

“My goddess is one alone. You can never be my god. My god is Mother, only one.”

『Hnn, with such small, fresh affection, you can’t wield power...』

My vision finally returned, blurry with tears, revealing Daltor looking down at Hersy.

Venus goddess is fucking weak, shit.

As I furrowed my brow in that thought, more shadows appeared behind Daltor.

Mimir, face covered in wounds, and Dermod of the Crushing Fist.

No idea what happened to Silver Rose, but their gathering here was definitely bad news for me and Elfride.

Is it over?

Mimir, the short-haired elf girl, wiped blood from her face and spoke.

“Elfride’s dead after all. What a pain, dragging it out. So, Daltor, who’s that woman—?”

“The goddess’s vessel.”

“Fun. But it’s not time yet, right?”

“Yeah, I know. I’ll kill the vessel here.”

Swoosh.

Hersy lay sprawled. Daltor stood before her, bending his leg and knee. Like a child about to stomp an ant.

『W-Wait—! Wait!』

Venus in Hersy’s body seemed about to scream something, but it was futile against these ruthless monks.

Thus, Daltor’s foot hurtled down to crush Hersy’s spine—

Whoosh, boom—.

A massive impact shook the surrounding air.

『S-Survived. If the vessel dies, by rules, I can’t manifest for years.』

But Daltor’s lightning-fast kick didn’t snap Hersy’s waist. It stopped just before her leg, blocked by a sturdy pillar-like something.

“...Kallidur.”

Daltor narrowed his eyes at the foot blocking his.

Kallidur had appeared without a sound, the cast around his foot cracking from the impact, revealing his leg.

“Kallidur, why block us?”

“Because I haven’t settled my fight with this woman yet.”

“Mother watches your wandering, Kallidur. Cease this indulgence and return. You still have duties.”

“Mother—.”

Kallidur’s shoulders trembled.

To elves, the World Tree was like Mao Zedong to Chinese—unquestioned faith pillar, their believed mother.

Even Kallidur, near breaking precepts, seemed affected by the name.

But what came from his mouth was unexpected.

“The World Tree... is not my mother.”

“What?”

“My mother’s name was Mercy. The woman who always greeted me with a smile. I don’t remember her smile or warmth now, but she was my mother.”

“Just the shell that bore your flesh, Kallidur. Stayed too long on the continent, lost your mind? Punishment awaits.”

“When Mercy died, I shed no tears. I didn’t think it strange. When my siblings died under ‘training,’ I didn’t think it strange.”

“Kallidur, spout more heresy, and you’ll be deemed deviant and exiled.”

“Daltor, my brother. We’re gelded hunting dogs. Bred to the World Tree’s taste, continuing the breed.”

“As you say, gelded hounds. But hounds have a hound’s way of life. That’s our fate. Without Mother, we’d have burned in those flames back then.”

“But can you call this living? Lately, it just feels that way.”

“You’re swayed by emotions now, Kallidur. Declare your stance. Who are you? Mother’s masterpiece, Alvheim’s spear-tip flash Kallidur? Or weak fairy Mercy’s son Kallidur?”

Kallidur paused at Daltor’s question.

A brief silence followed.

In that gap, Hersy—no, Venus—crawled away from Daltor’s range. But no one cared, all holding breath watching the elven monks clash.

Finally, Kallidur spoke.

“The World Tree—”

“You bastard—”

“Is just a big tree.”

“I’ll kill you, Kallidur!”

Crackle.

Visible energy sparked from Daltor’s hand, like currents branching everywhere.

True lightning flash.

Now I understood why Daltor’s moniker was “Lightning Flash.”

Slaaash.

It sliced toward Kallidur’s neck.

No, it was an illusion from my eyes.

Kallidur left an afterimage, driving his fist into Daltor’s gut, while his left hand smashed the head.

Bam—.

The sound followed.

Faster than sound, his punch dropped Daltor like shed cicada shell to the ground.

“D-Daltor!”

Mimir shrieked at the sight. But by then, Kallidur’s fist was already flying at her face.

“Gaaack—!”

Mimir screamed pathetically, soaring far away. Then Dermod leaped at Kallidur’s back.

But Kallidur ignored him.

“It’s already over.”

Thud thud thud—.

“Wh-what, when—.”

Strange impact sounds followed, and Dermod rolled eyes white, collapsing.

Witnessing Kallidur subdue the vicious elven pursuit trio in seconds sent shivers and thrills through me.

Good thing that guy’s not my enemy.

Truly worthy of being the first sent to assassinate Elfride.

Swoosh.

Then Kallidur looked up to the sky.

As I tensed,

“Brother of barbarism, I have struck down my comrades with whom I shared trials. Even denied Alvheim’s Mother, the World Tree.”

He seemed to address me.

“Brother of barbarism, I couldn’t bear it. Knowing she threw herself into the flames, I couldn’t stop.”

I glanced at the rolling elves and trembling Hersy, swallowing dryly. Squeezing out a voice, I replied.

“Yeah, probably.”

“My chest flutters like birds’ feathers inside. Brother of barbarism, I’ve done something foolish. What is this? I feel dominated by magic.”

Kallidur’s voice was unchanged from usual.

Flat, emotionless monotone. But his face was upturned, unseen.

“小僧 Kallidur is broken. This little woman Hersy must have done it. What do you call this feeling, this emotion I feel?”

To his question, I looked down at my burned body.

Like Kallidur, I’d thrown myself into the flames as if enchanted. Didn’t think of consequences, just moved.

So I gave no answer to his emotion.

Drip, plop—.

Shaaa—.

Finally, rain began falling over our heads.

The first rain in three months.

I lifted my head.

Various emotions streamed down my scorched face as droplets.

『Have you forgotten about me? Quite humiliating.』
Pseudo Resident Illegal Stay in Another World Chapter 253
-----------------------------------------------------------------
Translator: penny
Chapter: 253
Chapter Title: Hatsan Goes to the Auction House #1
-----------------------------------------------------------------

Drip, drip—

The scattered droplets soon swelled into a massive downpour.

It was as if a hole had ripped open in the sky, unleashing the rain.

This was the first rain since I'd arrived in the city of Sodmora.

The sweltering night air, heated by summer's blaze and a dozen other reasons, cooled at last, sinking heavily to the ground.

I tilted my head back and gazed up at that sky.

Stinging pains on my face and body felt like they were washing away, and I could sense a tangle of emotions streaming down my cheeks like the raindrops.

This is the end now.

So many things would come to a close.

Was there no better way? But there'd been no room to think of one. Regret always came late, just like always.

I looked down at Elfriede, her body growing cold and sodden in the deluge.

The black soot from the flames that had clung to her was mostly rinsed away now, revealing her pale face and hair.

『Hey, you—haven't forgotten about me, have you? It's a bit humiliating.』

Right then, someone spoke to me. I glanced over, and there was Hersy, brushing off her body behind my shoulder.

More precisely, it was the goddess Venus, who called Hersy's body her vessel.

Come to think of it, the goddess Venus, this temple's mistress, had appeared midway to buy us time.

So much had happened at once that my thoughts spun wildly in my head, too chaotic to focus on anything.

Venus glided slowly to my side and gently stroked the forehead of Elfriede, who had grown deathly cold.

『Children raised to the tastes of the gods. They live by their will, die by their will. Not even allowed to love—how pitiable.』

The goddess of love, Venus, seemed to pity Elfriede, whose breath had stilled.

『But that's separate from this. I owe you recompense, Zigres, for aiding the Venus Temple. And an investment in your future besides—』

"Recompense—"

I recalled the reward I'd been promised from the saintess at the Venus Temple. She'd said it would be something good, but our schedules kept clashing, so we'd never met.

To receive it directly from the temple's owner herself—this had to be something extraordinary.

But was that what mattered right now—

My mouth simply wouldn't open.

Catching my demeanor, Venus added a few more words.

『Even sages fumble like children. That's the nature of relations between men and women, or so the great poets and scholars say. But even I know little of love.』

"..."

『Zigres, you're still a boy. But now you'll step toward manhood. Like a butterfly shedding its old chrysalis to emerge transformed. You'll be the same.』

Venus borrowed Hersy's hand to kiss her own fingertip.

Snap.

She flicked it like skipping a pebble, and something shot toward my chest, embedding deep. It felt like an arrow's strike.

『You have received "Skin Etched with Grace from Beauty and Love."』

I felt the new blessing carve itself into my body. The soot smeared across my skin washed away in the rain, exposing the burns tormenting my flesh.

『Your wounds will heal, Zigres. And atop them, strong new flesh will grow—depending on your path. So, our tale ends here—』

Venus turned her gaze to the monk, who stood with his head raised mutely toward the heavens. He was utterly still, like a pillar thrust into the sky.

Almost as if he might be dead.

『Kalidur, priest of a foreign god. I have words for you too. This girl Hersy's feelings for you—my descent today will erase them, along with days of memories. That's my price—』

"Is that so."

『I'm sorry for acting on my own. In that vein, I could mend your heart as well. Better to forget together than bear the memories alone. My own consideration—how shall you have it?』

Swoosh.

Kalidur lowered his head and looked at Venus—or rather, at her, Hersy.

Rain streamed down his impassive face as he slowly parted his lips.

"Thank you, but no. This monk—for the first time, feels truly alive—"

He moved only his mouth into a smile.

It was awkward as could be, like a doll clumsily mimicking human emotion. But with his shaved head and broom-like beard, it had its own charm.

As I'd once said outright, elves were mostly handsome and beautiful.

『Very well. Then I'll return above. I hope you'll show me splendid tales,』

Poof—

With that, Hersy's body crumpled to the ground like a puppet with cut strings. She splashed into the wet mud, her slender shoulders trembling with each breath.

Kalidur watched her, then murmured low.

"Is it all over?"

I paused, wondering what to say, steadying my breath and thoughts. Then I realized there was no need and simply replied softly.

"I don't know."

I don't know.

The future had always been an unknown realm for me.

I'd have liked to ask someone, but there was no one.

But one thing was certain: not everything had ended completely. I gently lifted Elfriede's fallen body onto my lap.

Her rain-soaked form was colder than I'd ever felt, cooling to an unbelievable chill and stiffness, as if she couldn't have burned so much just moments ago.

As I drifted into sentiment, Kalidur spoke quietly.

"I never thought you'd end the witch Elfriede's life with your own hands, hero."

"I didn't know I would either."

Swoosh—

I raised my hand.

Then gripped her head and pressed hard on her temples, just as I'd done to Luna long ago.

"Meeeeeaaaaagh—!"

Elfriede awoke with a thunderous scream.

"What the—"

Kalidur looked utterly shocked. He'd forgotten his enlightened monk's detachment, furrowing his brow.

Of course he was stunned. To his eyes, it must have looked like I'd brought the dead back to life. But it wasn't that.

I'd merely struck her solar plexus to induce a coma, exactly like I'd done to Hippolyte's armpit before.

"Huh, heuh, cough, urk—"

Elfriede clutched her forehead, coughing and retching. Her movements felt like a rush of everything she'd held frozen until now.

Soon, she looked up at me through rain-wet eyes.

But before she could open her mouth, people swarmed around us, encircling us.

"We've found the witch! Bind her quick!"

"Careful! She's a sorceress using unholy magic!"

"Seal her mouth so she can't cast!"

Long poles like butterfly nets flew in from all sides, snaring Elfriede's arms and legs one by one.

Bound like a savage beast being subdued, she was soon pinned by a pole at the throat, smashing her face into the mud.

*

*

*

Swoosh—

As if making up for lost time all at once, torrents of rain kept pouring over Sodmora.

Just a short while ago, the heat had been unbearable; now I worried this city with its shoddy sewers might flood.

No middle ground, no moderation.

Rat-a-tat-tat—

The rain hammered the hut's roof like machine-gun fire.

I'd feared leaks, but the dwarf I'd hired for the job had waxed it thoroughly—no water troubles for the hut.

"It's really coming down. Feels like Ideophe's rainy season."

Luna murmured as she peered out the window at the pitch-black sky. Blanketed in storm clouds, the city was so dark and damp it was hard to tell day from night.

"Ugh—"

"What's up, Hatsan? Need something?"

I shifted, and Luna turned from the window. Her pink twin tails swayed as neatly as ever.

"Want me to change your bandages?"

"Nooo—"

It was just an itch. With burns all over, wrapped head to toe in ointment-soaked bandages, it was pure agony.

But this was my fault, and leaving the pain's treatment or cleanup to Luna felt wrong. I had to bear it alone.

"Hatsan, seems like you come back hurt every time you go out lately."

"Yeah, looks that way."

"Just stay home and keep house! I'll become Gold Tier for you!"

"Will you?"

I burst out laughing. Of course, impossible.

Swoosh.

"Alright, Hatsan. I'll head downstairs to work. Call if you need help."

"Sure."

I dragged my aching body off the floor and shuffled to the window. As I'd said, the world was just sinking cold into the rain.

How many minutes, tens of minutes passed staring out?

I spotted someone in a robe—or raincoat?—slipping something into the mailbox out front.

The mail carrier, no doubt. The one I'd been waiting for.

I bolted outside like my feet were on fire.

My bandages got a little wet, but I ignored it, snatching what the carrier had left.

Back on the second floor, I spread it out on the floor.

Black ink bled where raindrops had hit.

『Arson at East Gate Last Night ? Provisional Resolution Declared.』

『Thanks to swift action by citizens and prompt response from city security and fire brigades—』

『One clinic fully burned. Other structures singed but intact. Due to East Gate's commercial density, property damage extensive. Miraculous rain minimized—』

『No casualties except patients from the initial target clinic—』

Every page brimmed with the arson from yesterday. No surprise—it had blackened the city sky with smoke.

My eyes flipped pages, scanning busily.

『Arsonist: Adventurer E from Kalkata. Motive undisclosed.』

『East side notables, hit by losses, unanimously demand execution— East Gate laundry owner K, their spokesman, calls for merciless justice from city courts—』

『City fire codes: Are they adequate? Experts' wry assessment: A disaster waiting to happen—』

Elfriede's story filled the paper.

Why she'd committed such horror, unexplained. Lawsuits from those suffering property damage.

『Arsonist E subdued by famed adventurer Hatsan from Samaria.』

『Guards cooperated with adventurer Hatsan to apprehend E targeting Venus Temple.』

『Guard Venus on scene: "No one would have been surprised if someone died—"』

『Hatsan's close aide P: "Without doubt, Hatsan used the 24th desperate art, Ruthless Fingers…!" Authorities investigating desperate art usage—』

Naturally, the paper covered me too, present at the key scene. They painted me as a citizen hero who'd crushed the arsonist elf.

What nonsense.

People see what they want, say what they want.

If Elfriede set the fires and burned so much, I'd pulled the trigger. I was an accomplice, really.

Bandaged up recovering in this hut—but shouldn't I be in jail too?

Still, relief washed over me that Elfriede stayed mum on her motives. Too embarrassing to reveal, even for her.

And I felt a twinge of shame for that relief.

Whoosh—

Flutter—

A gust from the window flipped the leather paper's page. What followed was striking.

『Arsonist E's Trial: Opens Tomorrow in Downtown Central Citizens' Park. Public Welcome. * May Move Indoors if Rain! *』
Pseudo Resident Illegal Stay in Another World Chapter 254
-----------------------------------------------------------------
Translator: penny
Chapter: 254
Chapter Title: Hassan Goes to the Auction House #2
-----------------------------------------------------------------
Two days after Elfriede's arson incident.

"Hassan, with all the fires breaking out and the mood so tense outside lately, wouldn't it be better to just stay home?"

Luna expressed her concern as I prepared to head out into the streets.

"It's pouring rain too. Why not rest up at home when you're still not fully healed?"

She probably wasn't thrilled about me wandering the streets in the rain, all wrapped up in bandages.

I agreed that staying home and resting was the sensible choice under normal circumstances. But I couldn't just sit this one out.

Today was the first trial for the heinous criminal who had set fire to part of eastern Sodmora—the Arson Witch, Elfriede. As a key witness, I had to be there.

Even without any obligation, since it was Elfriede's trial, I was more than eager to attend.

I had to see with my own eyes what stories unfolded and how things played out.

After all, I was at the center of this incident. So, I needed to show up and demonstrate my own sense of responsibility.

She was dodging questions about her motives for some reason, managing to skirt by for now. But it was only a matter of time before the truth came out.

"It'll probably wrap up quick. Want me to grab some bread on the way back?"

I slipped on a robe coated with special wax to repel the rain over my bandaged body.

It was a raincoat I'd bought for a hefty sum back when exploring the sewers. Saving it for a rainy day like this had been the right call.

Luna didn't try to stop me anymore at that point.

"You don't need to get bread, but since you're heading out anyway, could you do me one favor?"

"Sure, what is it?"

"Hold on a sec."

Luna rummaged through a jar on the first floor and pulled out a rainbow-colored spider curled up inside, cradling it in her palm. She held it out to me.

"If you're going out, take Barky for a walk!"

"Wait, what?"

"Barky needs some fresh air, but I've been too swamped the last couple days. I was gonna ask Paranoy, but he's been MIA lately—who knows what he's up to."

Krurrng-.

A rainbow-colored spider the size of a human hand crouched on Luna's palm, growling lowly.

Deprived of its favorite mice lately and stuck on a diet of bland centipedes and bugs, Barky was letting out sharp growls that didn't match its usually docile nature.

Diets make anyone irritable, humans and animals alike, it seemed.

Krurrng, kkyung-kkyung!!

"Barky looks pretty pissed. Maybe leave it home?"

I frowned slightly at the snarling spider. Luna just stroked its back gently with her palm.

"Nah, it's excited about heading out."

"Is that so."

It reminded me of my big spotty dog back home—whenever I geared up for a walk, it somehow knew and went berserk, tail wagging like mad. Was Barky the same?

Grurrr-.

But no matter how I looked at it, this just seemed like a spider going feral from bug snacks.

I'd faced all sorts of beasts and monsters since debuting as an adventurer, but I still couldn't get used to a spider this big sitting on my shoulder.

Take it for a walk? How the hell was I supposed to do that?

"Hassan, make sure you don't lose Barky!"

Oblivious to my thoughts, Luna plopped the massive spider onto my shoulder.

Barky perched there without budging an inch, just growling. I could tell it was fucking furious.

In the end, I stepped outside with this bizarre rainbow wolf spider draped over my shoulder.

Raindrops pelted it as it rode along, but true to its wild roots, it didn't flinch—just sat there unfazed.

Krurrng-.

"Want a mouse or something?"

Kkyung.

I picked up a pebble from the ground and flicked it toward a huddle of rat pups scavenging in a slum alley corner.

Pssshwing-.

The sharp whistle cut the air as the stone nailed one right in the midsection.

Squeak, skreeee!

The rat writhed, shrieking.

It wasn't quite like Hippolyté smashing goblin skulls with stones, but my slinging had reached a respectable level of skill.

Psssh-.

Right then, Barky launched off my shoulder toward the downed rat. Wild beast speed—too fast for my eyes to track.

Spiders really were damn quick. Even without webs, they could snatch cockroaches and overpower speedy prey on foot.

Did Barky have some kind of footwork technique?

Footwork.

The word triggered a memory from last night—Kallidour's talk about footwork secrets.

Train your lower body relentlessly, then stomp the ground repeatedly in an instant for explosive acceleration—like moving in a flash.

Tadak-tadak-.

I tried it his way, stomping rapidly, but it just sounded like clumsy tap-dancing, thudding uselessly.

This world's martial arts and techniques were full of baffling intricacies for me. Probably need a solid month of practice to mimic it halfway decently.

Still, since Kallidour said he didn't share it with just anyone, it was worth the grind.

Lost in those thoughts, Barky returned to my shoulder, having devoured the rat whole.

Grurrng, grurrng-.

It purred in some weird frequency. Cats do that when they're content, I recalled.

"Feeling better now?"

Hioong.

We couldn't talk, but Barky's moods swung fast—sour one minute, sunny the next. Walking a spider like this, a hand-sized monster perched on my shoulder. It hit me anew how surreal it was.

Had I grown as a person?

Grurrng-.

But those blood-red eyes and fangs right by my face sent chills crawling over my skin. Looked like overcoming arachnophobia would take time.

*

*

*

By the time I'd fed Barky a rat or two, we'd reached the city square where Elfriede's trial was set.

Despite the trial time having passed, the vast outdoor amphitheater-like space was deserted.

What the hell?

Did I get the time wrong?

The thought crossed my mind, but then I remembered they might move indoors for rain.

So I headed to the central outdoor square and its adjacent indoor venue. The indoor hall hosted pricey plays and famous musicians—nothing to do with a guy like me.

Wandering lost for a while, Barky raised a front leg, pointing somewhere.

Kkyung-kkyung-.

Suddenly, the entrance came into view. Sneaky little shit—Barky knew the city better than me. Beast instincts picking up on crowds?

Felt weird, but priorities first—I squeezed through the entrance.

Two guards with halberds crossed them in an X, blocking me.

"Who're you?"

"No open entry for the trial. Admission's 10 silver over there."

What? A public trial charging admission? And 10 silver? Who pays to watch a trial?

Waggl, waggl-.

But inside, dozens—no, hundreds?—milled about thickly.

I showed the guards my jade traveler's badge from my pocket. They inspected it, attitudes softening.

"Hassan of Samaria, huh? Official business. Go on in. Trial's just started. Uh, what's that on your shoulder?"

"A spider."

"Yeah, I see that. Whatever, just go."

"Thanks."

I gave a casual nod and pushed inside.

"The defendant admits to the-evening-."

Some guy ranted up front, but no mics or screens in this world—nothing reached or visible from the back rows.

"Excuse me, coming through."

"What the fuck, so damn wet? What're you—."

I wormed through the crowd. My soaked raincoat drew scowls and glares.

Maybe the bandages, my bulk, or Barky on my shoulder—they all shrugged and parted quick.

"Fuckin' walking around with a spider on his shoulder."

"Looks scary as shit."

"Face all bandaged up. Tamer or something?"

They didn't clock me as Samaria's Hassan.

Lately, recognition had been a mix of tiring and flattering. Being treated like a total stranger felt oddly novel.

Anyway, threading past shoulders, I reached the center of the packed citizen square trial.

Beyond the railing, robed figures in odd hats posed on tiered platforms.

Embroidered scales and hammers on their clothes—judges, no doubt.

My own death sentence memory bubbled up, stomach churning.

But the star here wasn't me—it was the pale-faced witch kneeling gagged beyond.

Arson Witch Elfriede. I have committed a grave sin. I am sorry.

A humiliating wooden placard dangled from her neck.

Bruises everywhere, hair a tangled mess—clear signs of the past two days' "interrogation."

No room for soft human rights in this world's legal grind.

Only her eyes burned undimmed, ready to torch everything if the gag came off.

A black-robed man with a long staff spoke.

"Thus, Pana Tello, prosecutor for Sodmora's city council, seeks the death penalty for the defendant, Elfriede Desmond."

Cheers and gasps erupted. Folks hurled tomatoes and veggies at her.

Splat.

"Witch!"

"Die!"

Clang-.

Her white hair stained redder. What the hell was I seeing? Elfriede getting pelted by the crowd.

Maybe the rain, my throbbing burns, or Barky rustling on my shoulder—my brain lagged catching up to reality.

"Death! Death-!"

"Witch! Hang her!"

Unlike my daze, the hall overheated like a blaze spreading.

Guards stationed around spread palms to calm the mob, but they just swore helplessly.

"My laundry line outside burned up! Full of fabrics!"

"Our fence went up too. Cost a fortune, fuck!"

"My skin's all charred! I'm even uglier now!"

"Jimmer, you were already black and ugly."

"Was I?"

East district victims, by the look—wealthy types in long wigs and ornate canes.

Mostly balding, pot-bellied middle-aged rich guys. Ladies fanning noble mouths.

Trials were stone-throwing festivals, prime entertainment in this world.

My trial had slum idiots chucking rocks— this was tame by comparison.

10-silver entry kept out the riffraff; only bearded, face-saving types filled the seats.

As I mused, the head judge on the highest dais slammed his gavel.

"Silence! We've heard the prosecution."

The thunderous bangs—fueled by beefy arms—hushed the chaos instantly.

Not rule-following, just primal fear. Damn, judge looks strong. Power breeds authority, huh.

"Defendant, proceed with your final defense."

He nodded; attendants removed her gag.

"...Nothing to say. Do what you want."

"Your Honor, the defendant's insolence mocks this sacred court!"

"Prosecutor, quiet. So, you admit your crimes?"

"...Think what you want."

"Hmm. And no rebuttal to claims of accomplices?"

"Accomplices?"

Elfriede's eyes narrowed briefly. She scanned the crowd, gaze brushing mine.

Could she spot me amid this throng? Bandages masking my face, ridiculous wolf spider on shoulder?

Heart skipped— but her eyes slid past.

"No accomplices. I did it alone. Set the fires myself."

Sighs rippled. Judge hammered again.

"Why? There must be a reason. Cooperate, and we may reduce the sentence."

"Why does a witch need a reason? I just... didn't like everything. That's it. No more to say. All me."

She clammed up. Prosecutor and judge prodded, but silence.

"Normally, three sessions. But with full admission, no need to drag. Verdict—."

Death for Elfriede, ultimately.

"But per our merciful kingdom's laws, even heinous criminals deserve rehabilitation. As proxy for just Jupiter, I sentence her to slavery."

Thud, thud, thud-.

Good. Let the games begin.

Fine merchandise promised fun times.

Gavel boomed like world-shattering, vibe shifting. Abacuses clicked; someone announced.

"Per reports, damages: 200 gold, 25 silver, 63 copper. Bidders start at 200 gold base."

The trial's real thrill—slave auction time.

Elfriede's flimsy free-person rights revoked; now just merchandise.

[Afterword] Auction house... episode...!!! Time to reap all those breadcrumbs I scattered...!!!!

Sodmora residents hit by that freak summer fire...!!! Proper compensation coming soon, so stay calm and get back to work...!!!

Light-hearted vibes incoming...!!
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Crackle, clack—clatter.

The sound of an abacus being flicked echoed from somewhere. I turned my head and saw a middle-aged halfling in a long judicial robe, perched in what could pass for the jury box, adjusting his glasses.

"Let's see... According to the report, one clinic building completely burned down. Compensation for the victims caught in the blaze, plus half-destruction of the laundry in East Gate Street. Then the garden and fences..."

The man mumbled as he ran through various calculations. He was probably an insurance agent or appraiser for the city.

I didn't care what the guy did for a living, and neither did most of the people here. What we were all waiting for wasn't the man himself, but the number he was about to announce.

"Alright... The total comes to... The defendant, Elfriede Desmond, has caused damages to the city of Sodoma amounting to, including the costs of this trial, exactly 225 gold, 63 silver, and 12 copper."

The halfling adjusted his glasses as he delivered the verdict. Sighs of "ooh" erupted here and there.

225 gold.

Yeah, that figures. An absurd amount.

That was the cost of the damage Elfriede had inflicted by burning down East Gate Street.

As fire damage, it felt both larger and smaller than expected, but one thing was certain: it was an amount I'd never touch in my lifetime.

The judge spoke.

"The defendant owes 225—er..."

"Your Honor, it's 225 gold, 63 silver, and 12 copper."

"Does the defendant have the means to repay 225 gold, 63 silver, and 12 copper?"

At the judge's question, Elfriede fell into stony silence.

"No."

Her answer was curt, not matching the time she'd taken to think. Of course, 225 gold was a fortune even for an adventurer who'd slaved away for years at silver tier.

Just recently, she'd paid 120 gold—money she'd scraped together to save her comrades from the Abyss—to Hippolyte as hiring fees.

Right now, Elfriede was flat broke.

"I see. If she lacks the means to repay, proceed as planned."

The judge nodded indifferently and slammed his gavel down once—bang. The bespectacled halfling middle-aged man grinned and continued.

"The defendant Elfriede Desmond owes over 200 gold in total. Therefore, the minimum bid for this auction will start at 200 gold."

I'd only participated in human auctions a couple of times at most.

One of them—fuck—even I was the merchandise. It wasn't a memory I liked dwelling on, but standing here now, it came flooding back unbidden.

Criminals who committed major offenses faced execution or slavery.

And the bidding price for slaves varied based on the sentence or damages caused by the crime.

The buyers repaid the damages on behalf of the criminal and gained the right to own them as slaves in return—that was my understanding of the kingdom's legal system.

Of course, legally speaking, it was more complex with all sorts of rules and statutes, but I only knew that much, and it was enough.

Anyway, Elfriede's minimum bid was 200 gold.

Considering I'd gone for 10 gold, the price gap was insane.

No buyers showed up for me, so it dropped from 10 to 9, to 5 gold, down to 30 silver at the bottom, nearly leading to execution.

And Elfriede starts at 200 gold? I wondered how low it would go, but soon realized my thinking was too narrow.

"205 gold."

Someone raised their hand. In it was a placard with a strange number from entry.

The bespectacled halfling responded.

"Number 25 bids 205 gold! 205 gold. 205 gold?"

"210 gold."

"Number 75 bids 210 gold! 210 gold!"

"215 gold."

"Number 15, 215 gold!"

The price—

The price wasn't dropping; it kept climbing. I was utterly dumbfounded. What the hell was going on?

But it seemed I wasn't alone; the people around me looked just as stunned.

People bidding over 200 gold.

The merchandise is rare. A white female elf—at least 250 gold baseline. And she looks young.

Yeah, it's valuable stuff.

From the conversations, half couldn't believe the price was rising, while the other half accepted it.

Even for these folks in fancy clothes, 200 gold was a hefty sum, and Elfriede being a rare white elf was clear.

"225 gold! Number 27, 225 gold!"

"230 gold."

"Number 15, 230 gold! That covers the full repayment!"

Hands shot up everywhere, pushing the price higher, easily surpassing the damage amount.

Phew, good. That's covered.

A few faces brightened at the sight—probably victims of Elfriede's arson.

The ones who'd been red-faced with rage moments ago now watched with keen interest.

"250 gold."

Whoa, 250 gold?

This could be a big payout if it keeps going.

The higher the amount, the more the victims' feet itched with anticipation. Any excess over the repayment would be divided among them proportionally.

About 30 victims from Elfriede, so 25 gold surplus after 225 would be split fairly.

"270 gold."

And the price kept rising, so for those who'd been gloomy just moments ago, the prospect of extra cash beyond compensation was understandably thrilling.

Damn, wish she'd burned my house too. Got some broken pottery recently—maybe claim fire damage?

You'd get fucked if caught, idiot. Shut up and watch.

"Number 15, 270 gold! 270 gold! Number 30 bids 275 gold!"

The bidding heated up, prices skyrocketing. Mainly driven by the man in the bowler hat with placard 15 and the noblewoman in white with 30.

Number 15—Viscount Il Rak? Bidding strong.

Heard he's making bank in mining lately. Nouveau riche prick. Freshly titled noble flashing cash here.

Heard he collects rare races as servants. Guess it's true.

The man in the bowler and pince-nez, number 15, seemed like nobility. Mining noble? Heard there's a mine near Sodoma.

From the talk, his reason for buying Elfriede seemed a mix of showing off and collecting mania.

"Number 30, 285 gold!"

Now attention shifted to the woman competing with the viscount. A woman in a white dress with pumpkin-colored hair cascading like waves.

She looked familiar, but I dismissed it as impossible—I wouldn't know a noblewoman like that. Then someone spoke.

Who's number 30? New face. Pretty lady. Noble's daughter?

You clueless fuck. That's Countess Sardicci.

What? Her? A mom who gave birth to a daughter over 20?

Countess perks—eats all the youth elixirs. Famous for her beauty since young.

People nodded in realization, and I did too. I'd seen her at the banquet hosted by Sodoma's golden-bearded dwarf count.

Enya Sardicci, the count's daughter who'd forcibly drafted me. Her mother. Face so young, late twenties at most.

But why's she bidding on Elfriede? As curiosity stirred, more whispers followed.

Why's she buying a female slave? For tailoring?

Shut up, dumbass. Talk shit and you're done. Don't you know that dwarf count crushes anyone badmouthing his wife?

But seriously, why drop that much on a female elf?

Probably for that.

That?

The count's daughter—paralyzed since the war. Some curse. He's scouring healers and elixirs everywhere. You know?

Yeah, heard that. In the papers too.

I'd heard the story.

Hawkins Count, who runs much of Sodoma—his daughter, Lady Enya Sardicci. Returned from war with a fever and half-body paralysis.

But how's the daughter's curse related to this auction?

You know that famous elixir? Nymph master water seller. Elves are like nymph variants. White elf handling mana? White elf master water might lift the curse.

Ah—

Just my guess. Who knows highborn thoughts? Better not blab.

Makes sense, though.

It really did. The count doting on his daughter was famous.

Her returning paralyzed young— he'd pay any price to fix her. No matter the method or cost, not surprising.

My own dad fed me all sorts of shit to keep me healthy. Fuck, horrifying.

More than that—elf master water.

I imagined Elfriede steeping in boiling water. Elfriede in a hot spring.

Heard of ditch water nymphs, stream water nymphs, but boiling water elf felt fresh.

"Number 30, 300 gold! 300 gold! 300 gold?"

"320 gold."

"320—three hundred twenty gold!"

Bids jumped from 5-gold increments to 20-gold leaps.

Now people tensed, wondering where this power play would end.

320 gold—fuck, insane money.

Cheap gukbap's 3 copper a bowl. 100 bowls: 3 silver. 10,000: 3 gold. Shit, doesn't compute. A million bowls? Astronomical.

Elfriede's price exceeded not just the courtroom but the plaza outside—enough to feed Sodoma's citizens for days.

Selling one elf could fill the kingdom's beggars' bellies for a week.

The unreal sum made my vision swim. Was Elfriede worth that? Honestly, I didn't think so.

Maybe others felt the same; as it passed 330 gold, ironic murmurs rose.

Auction overheating?

Heard Il Rak viscount and Count Sardicci don't get along. Council rivals.

So the houses are proxy-warring here?

Beyond needing Elfriede, their feud had hidden motives and grudges.

Noticing, the judge banged his gavel—tang tang—to calm the crowd.

"Quiet. This auction seems overly heated. 330 gold? Since the thunderbolt of Jupiter's authority failed at 350, this is unprecedented in Sodoma's history."

He cleared his throat—hem hem—and continued.

"But consider: Jupiter's thunderbolt fetched 350 gold. Do you all think the tomato-smeared girl equals that?"

All eyes turned to Elfriede. Sitting on the floor, she just clicked her tongue—tsk.

Her price rising didn't please her; higher meant harder to buy freedom.

"Think again."

The judge ended there. Victims, who'd grinned at potential shares, grew glum. Then a hand rose.

"Honored Judge. May I speak?"

"Victim representative, Galraddo of the laundry. Go ahead."

"Even a grave criminal—doesn't she look pitiful slumped in filth? At least wipe the tomatoes? If you'll allow."

"You victims threw them. You wanted her hanged moments ago. Why the change?"

"Hate the sin, forgive the sinner. We respect your mercy and extend a bit to the white elf."

"Hm, fine. Reconciliation and forgiveness—a fine tale. Reporters, note: 'Judge Porfir's Beautiful Mercy'—good title."

Scribbling pens scratched everywhere. Female maids appeared with wet towels and white cloth garments.

They cleaned Elfriede's face and hair, then changed her clothes.

"Change here—?"

Even she resisted stripping before the crowd.

They screened her with thin cloth partitions—rustle rustle. The silhouette was more tantalizing.

"Chest feels tight."

Slap, slap.

Barefoot on the floor now, even shoes off.

"400 gold."

Viscount Il Rak spoke.

400 gold.

No one objected. If I had money, I'd bid higher. Others too, probably.

Mysterious white elf changing behind thin cloth.

It overwhelmed the chaotic courtroom.

Mouths shut, breaths and gulps filled the air.

Seemed she'd go to Viscount Il Rak. Then a man whispered to Judge Porfir-whatever.

After listening, he furrowed his brow and announced.

"Circumstances demand it—court adjourns here. Next session in a week, same place. Dismissed! Think well till then!"

Thud, thud-thud.

The sudden announcement caused uproar.

Abruptly ending a trial under Jupiter's authority? Who and why?
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“Hassan, have you seen this? The auction you went to yesterday is all over the papers!”

Luna fluttered the newspaper, giggling as if she’d spotted something hilarious.

Luna reading the newspaper.

It felt strangely touching to see her at it again. After that shady conspiracy about potions got splashed across the headlines last time, she’d sworn off them for a while.

Looks like the custom newspaper I slaved over all night had done the trick.

Not that I hadn’t strolled around with Kyun Kyun on my shoulder myself. The human mind might just have the grit to conquer trauma after all.

Not that Luna was your average human to begin with.

“Wow, elf prices shot up to 400 gold. You were there, right, Hassan?”

“Something like that.”

“I see.”

Luna nodded in that vague way of hers and flipped the page. I was racking my brain over what that “I see” even meant when she added,

“But a white elf slave? I kinda want one.”

“What?”

I was genuinely shocked, like she’d spouted some hentai protagonist line. Shocked enough that I felt myself lift a full centimeter off my seat while still sitting.

“Luna, why would you want an elf slave?”

“Slaves mean legal labor! A magic-using white elf—I could use their hair or nails and stuff for potion ingredients. Perfect.”

“Oh—well, don’t we already have Paranoy for that?”

“Paranoy? She’s been slacking off lately. Ever since she joined that STN Foundation or whatever, she won’t shut up about nymph labor rights and survival rights. Driving me nuts.”

Luna seemed a bit fed up with Paranoy these days. I’d thought they got along like sisters, but apparently there were tensions I didn’t know about.

More importantly, what was this STN Foundation? Sounded like some human rights group from the labor rights talk.

Human rights group. Hard to imagine something that soft existing in this world.

Paranoy had always been weird about it, ever since we met—ranting about rights for those creepy tree monsters, the stomps.

And she was an opportunist obsessed with grabbing more hell shares, authoritarian to boot.

I’d been a little worried lately since she hardly showed her face at the house.

Maybe she was hurt from getting exiled to the forest for sneaking wildling potions. But nope—she’d joined some odd foundation and was busy with activities.

I pictured a bunch of Paranoy-like nymphs waving pickets in protest. Chattering away noisily.

Toss ’em in a pot of boiling water and they’d scatter. Boiling water nymphs.

I was chuckling to myself at the image when Luna spoke up.

“Anyway, I could really use a compliant elf slave. If I had the money, I’d have bid at the auction myself. How much you got right now, Hassan?”

“Me?”

I thought of the gold pouch stashed at Luna’s place. 30 gold from escaping the abyss, plus 10 from various gigs. About 40 gold total. Not chump change.

Enough to buy a house with a yard in a mid-tier city like Calcutta and stock the pantry with flour.

But Luna furrowed her brow slightly.

“I’ve got about 10 gold I can scrape together. That’s 50 total. No chance for an elf slave. Ugh, I want a slave too—!”

Wanting a slave sounded pretty creepy from a modern sensibility.

But Luna ran a little workshop, right? Made sense if she just wanted a reliable part-timer.

Heck, in 21st-century Korea, every small business owner dreamed of slaves. Plenty treated their part-timers and managers like one—and don’t get me started on the Defense Ministry.

Even my dad.

He’d grumbled more than once about handing off the sauna to someone and vacationing for a few years.

Probably planned to dump it on me for a comfy retirement. Guess that made me the designated sauna slave.

So what now? He must’ve figured I’d take over, planning his golden years with Mom. Now that I’d vanished, did he hire help?

Or start training my little sister as successor? She hated saunas with a passion.

They’re probably fine without me.

The thought left me a bit down.

I miss Mom.

Seeing me suffering in this bizarre world, burned head to toe, she’d probably sob her eyes out.

Not that it wasn’t all my fault...

To shake off the gloom, I looked out the window. The rain had eased, but it was still dark and chilly outside.

After days of gloom, I almost missed the sun for a second. Then I remembered the scorching heat and was glad for the rain again.

Rain harder, damn it. Wash away the heat.

Lost in thought, I heard Luna say,

“Gotta walk Kyun Kyun, but this endless rain is a pain. Nemea skips lessons on rainy days too.”

“Walk? I took her out yesterday.”

“Yeah, but... Hassan, you didn’t feed her anything extra while you were at it, did you?”

Her question jogged my memory of tossing two or three rats her way yesterday.

“Dunno. Why?”

“Kyun Kyun’s gained weight! Look!”

Thud thud—

Luna dashed downstairs and came back with a iridescent spider perched on her palm.

Thump, thump—

“What the—damn it. What was that noise?”

“Kyun Kyun’s too fat to bark properly now! It’s more thump-thump than kyung-kyung!”

Thump thump—

A spider gaining weight didn’t seem like a big deal. But changing her bark like that? I was honestly shocked.

Was it my fault for giving her three rats at once? If her beloved pet spider got some adult-onset disease and shortened lifespan because of me, I’d feel guilty.

“No food for a week starting today, got it? Nothing, Hassan!”

Eeeoooong...

“Got it.”

“Anyway, isn’t it about time for your bandage change?”

“Yeah, guess so.”

At her words, I eyed the bandages wrapped tight around me. Memories flooded in of striding into the flames to calm burning Elfride.

Looking back, I wasn’t in my right mind.

How did I even think to walk into that fiery pillar? Full-body burns were par for the course.

Skin ruined, airways clogged, fingers fused—no surprise. Surviving at all was a miracle.

Rustle, rustle—

My hands shook more as I unwound the bandages. Burns leave massive scars.

Imagining my charred body was nightmare fuel.

What if I looked horrific? My breath hitched at the thought—then Luna placed her hand over mine.

“Looks aren’t everything, Hassan.”

She’d read my mind. She said no more, but it was enough.

“...”

I stayed quiet too.

That night—why I got burned, what happened with Elfride—I hadn’t told her. She hadn’t asked.

The papers painted me as a heroic firefighter, but Luna sensed there was more.

As always, I owed her big.

Rustle, rustle—

I unwound the hand bandages. The bitter salve had soaked in well—no major scars on palms or backs.

Even exposing arms and shoulders, the burns were faint. If anything had changed, my skin looked darker, glossier than before.

“Hassan, your skin’s tanned!”

Spot on.

My sun-beaten skin had always been on the darker side for a Samaarian—no, a Korean damn it—but now it gleamed like I’d hit the tanning salon on purpose.

What gives?

I’d braced for twisted scars, but maybe it was thanks to Venus’s “Tanned Skin” blessing? That tracked.

What did it do, anyway?

The name suggested just the looks, nothing else.

Though my skin did feel smoother. Beauty goddess Venus—probably a skincare buff.

The next day, as the downpour cleared and blistering sun beat down again, I got a hint of my new “Tanned Skin” perk.

*

*

*

Scorching heat, then floods. Floods, then scorching heat—Sodomora’s skies flipped like mad.

Rain hammered like you’d never known swelter. Then clouds parted, and everything dried to a crisp.

Worse, the prior rain left it humid. No AC or dehumidifier in the cabin—pure hell.

“Ugh. Feels even muggier than Ideophe—”

Ideophe Island was a tropical swamp. Luna grew up there young, so I figured she’d be used to humid heat.

“Hot—”

Post-rain, she was listless, sprawled on the cool floor like a frog hiding from the sun in shade.

“Too hot. You not hot, Hassan?”

She peered up at me from the floor, cooling her sweat.

I’d been staring outside. Oddly, the muggy heat didn’t faze me. Burned once, fireproof now?

Then it hit me—my new “Tanned Skin” blessing. Must grant heat resistance.

Nice.

“Hassan, heading out in this heat? For Hippolyte’s lesson?”

“Gotta. Staying cooped up just stiffens me.”

“Then grab some ice on the way back. Need to make a heat-repelling totem or something.”

Heat-repelling totem? Whatever—ice wasn’t hard. I nodded.

Outside, glaring sun and cicada shrieks assaulted my senses.

My steps aimed for Hippolyte’s place by the east gate. Not long since east gate, but her house felt like ages.

Knock knock—

A weary face answered. Sun-tanned skin, graying hair. Pipe in mouth. Antiope.

“Hey, Antiope.”

“Oh, Hassan. Come in.”

“You good? Haven’t seen you much—been busy?”

“Inspectors from the palace next week. Dying here. What’s up? Here for me?”

Puff—She blew smoke right in my face. Secondhand on a non-smoker, then face-blast?

I scowled hard; she cracked up like it was hilarious.

“Guy who’s fearless around fire hates smoke, huh?”

“What’re you on about?”

“Heard all about it. Walked into the flames? Place was buzzing for days.”

“Yeah?”

“Anyway, perfect timing. Had something to tell you. Come in.”

Antiope stepped aside from the door.

Without a word from me, she flopped face-down on the bed, shrugging off her leather top to bare her back.

There was the lightning tattoo I’d drawn, plus new unfamiliar ones: people battling a winged giant.

“This the story from back then?”

“Yeah, nailed it, right?”

“Showing this off?”

She kicked the bed with her legs at my question.

“Nah, no way. Rub my shoulders already. Hurry.”

“Suddenly?”

“Why play dumb? All your doing. Made my body crave your touch. Training me like that, huh?”

Her words dripped innuendo; I glanced around.

If Hippolyte overheard, she’d pop out yelling, “Antiope, did I teach you to—?” and spark a sister spat.

“Sis is out on fire cleanup—back late.”

“Damn, then no reason to be here. Supposed to learn aura.”

“Who cares. Rub my waist. Shoulders, back. Hurry, hurry!”

Antiope whined like an impatient Korean. Was she always this bratty? Felt familiar, though.

Back in Calcutta’s sewers, tweak-heads in withdrawal acted just like this—whiny kids.

Is my massage addictive?

Damn, even I thought that was hilarious. Anyway, I moved to her waist, digging my thumb into her tensed erector spinae and pushing up.

“Nnghaaa—!! Th-this feels so gooood—!!”

Hippolyte took massages quietly; Antiope screamed like a banshee. What if neighbors misunderstood?

“Feels like... reward for all the grind—!!”

Reward, huh.

What sinks into a weary body like massage? Mid-thought, lightning flashed in my mind.

“Reward—”
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“What a shame. Give me a bit more massage.”

As I pulled my hands away from her waist and shoulders, Antiope grumbled like she was disappointed.

“I already kneaded you for thirty minutes. Any more than that, and I’ll have to charge extra.”

“What? You’re gonna charge me just for rubbing my body a little? You got to touch a woman’s body. Shouldn’t you be paying me instead?”

Her words, as she zipped up her leather outfit with a long schiiing, carried a certain persuasive charm. For most guys, this might be something they’d pay good money for.

Lost in that thought, Antiope added a few more words.

“How much for the massage?”

The cost?

I hadn’t really thought about it.

By twenty-first-century Korean standards, maybe around 50,000 to 100,000 won for thirty minutes to an hour?

“Fifty coppers an hour.”

“What? That’s all? Here, I’ll give you one gold coin. Massage me for a hundred hours.”

“Fuck.”

I knew Antiope made decent money, but to think she’d rent me out for a hundred hours with just one gold coin.

I must’ve miscalculated.

Even at five silvers an hour, one gold coin would only buy twenty hours of massage.

“Then fifty silvers.”

Fifty silvers per hour of massage. In Korean won, that’s about five million. Fuck, five million for rubbing a body? What kind of shameless pricing is that?

Even I thought it was insane, but seeing Antiope furrow her brow deep in thought made me tense—maybe I’d priced it too low.

“Fine. I’ll give you one gold for two more hours.”

“No, is your money rotting away or something?”

“We just got a big payout the other day. One gold’s pocket change; no one’ll notice.”

Antiope’s sense of money was a bit different from small folks like me or Luna.

Her own sister, Hippolyte, got nagged by Luna for not having three silvers, after all. Success really changes your world.

Sisters that different? Half-sisters, maybe.

In the end, I had to massage Antiope’s body for about another hour. I came here to train, and all I did was knead Antiope.

Not that I’m complaining—I earned one gold, after all.

Clink.

The sound of gold coins is always music to my ears. Fuck, gold is fucking awesome.

“Ugh, my body... it’s melting away...”

After about an hour of kneading, Antiope looked like a snowman left out in summer, truly melting.

On the bed, her body limp and floppy, the only parts I hadn’t touched were her lower half: ass, thighs, calves, ankles, and soles.

Should I loosen up the lower half too? Then I remembered Hippolyte saying Antiope was still a girl to be protected. Better stop here. Besides, I didn’t have the strength left.

“What? Already two hours up? I’ll add another gold.”

“No, fuck, I’m out of time now. I’m fucking exhausted.”

Massage is like pouring your own energy into the client.

Even five minutes of shoulder rubbing tires you out plenty. Two hours on anyone—even a pretty girl—is brutal.

“What a shame.”

Antiope sat up on the bed and stretched languidly. As her mouth gaped wide, I noticed her unexpectedly sharp canines. Then she added more.

“The way you touch feels different from before. Decided not to hide your skills anymore?”

“Really? Feels different?”

“Before, there was this unpleasant mana vibe. Now it feels cleanly contained. The aura training working already? Results come fast.”

She’s no ordinary person, I muttered to myself as she wrapped up.

“Is that so. Training results, huh.”

Antiope wasn’t one for empty lip service. I’d felt a slight tingle in my hands during the massage today myself.

Was I unknowingly emitting aura-like energy? That might explain my quick fatigue.

But fuck, aura reacting first in a massage instead of punches or spars? Kinda ridiculous.

Still, massage exchanges energy between people. Translating aura as qi or something Taoist-like didn’t seem off. Even Alvheim’s elf, Kallidur, called it energy.

As I nodded along those lines, Antiope snapped her fingers—pop pop—sparking a flame and lighting her pipe.

“I’ll give you another gold tomorrow. Come knead me for two hours.”

“You sure you should throw money around like that? You that rich?”

“I’ve got a decent amount.”

“Yeah?”

I narrowed my brow slightly.

“How much? Not tied-up stuff like real estate or stocks—liquid cash.”

“About fifty gold? Why? Gotta tithe to you? Paranoya already took that.”

“Hmm, fifty gold. But what’d Paranoya take?”

“Tithe.”

“What tithe.”

“The offering for the temple. Said it was tribute for you, Hassan. Haven’t gotten it yet?”

From the looks of it, Paranoya pulled some scam using my name on Antiope. Gotta flick that bastard’s forehead next time we meet.

Anyway, fifty gold.

Way short of the two hundred gold minimum bid. Borrowing from her felt off too.

*

*

*

Truth be told, I wanted to buy Elfriede.

Not like the others—no collector’s trophy for a rare elf species, no drugging her to cure a curse.

But my reason felt bigger, like some cosmic inevitability.

I sensed fate in Elfriede getting chained as a slave from that arson.

Maybe this was my chance to fully repay the debt from when she saved me from the gallows.

That moment repeating.

Even her taking full blame for the fire felt like protective intent toward me.

Of course, that might just be my imagination.

Above all, I had no way to scrape up two hundred gold on the spot.

If bidding heated up, it could hit four hundred like last time—no chance for me.

But is this really the end?

Smooth.

Walking, I glanced at my palm.

It wasn’t like I had no way to earn money with these hands. With the massage skills I’d honed since childhood, I could make a decent sum.

I was pretty sure after kneading Antiope just now.

One gold per hour.

Next auction in a week. 24 times 7 is 168. Even at one gold an hour, that’s 168 gold.

Of course, I’m not running a massage parlor, and I can’t massage nonstop without eating or sleeping. Pure fantasy.

And one gold per hour? Honestly absurd.

But how absurd?

Lost in those thoughts, I realized the east gate street was filled with hammering sounds clanging everywhere.

Dwarven workers, faces twisted under the blazing sun, yelled all around.

“Hey, fuck! Not that side! You weak-ass fuck!”

“What the fuck? Weak-ass? Fire, rain, humidity, now this scorching sun. I’m about to die, you wanna piss me off too?”

They were probably repairing Elfriede’s fire-damaged buildings and structures.

The city’s humidity after days of rain was hellish—sweat poured even standing still. Hammering nonstop in the open sun? Torture.

“Come on, quit the cursing and hustle. Lots to fix, no time to slack.”

Beside them stood a man with arms crossed, brow deeply furrowed. Balding forties guy.

Common face on Gaia continent, nothing special. But familiar—from Elfriede’s trial.

The laundry owner, victim rep?

I remembered him raging about his laundry burning, losing his livelihood.

Up close, though, the damage seemed mostly to the yard and clothesline area.

With time to kill, I approached and asked the laundry owner.

“Repairs going well?”

“…Repairs?”

He scowled like some punk dared talk to him.

Scanning me head to toe openly, he spotted my adventurer tag around my neck and softened.

“Oh! It’s the Samaritan who put out the city fire! I owe you big time! What brings you here?”

“Just had business on east gate street. Passing by, thought I’d check—”

“Ah! Of course, patrolling for lingering embers! That creepy magic fire—rain for days, but who knows where sparks hide.”

He thought I was patrolling east gate street.

Patrol? Then I recalled Hippolyte often patrolled here for street security. Made sense.

To east gate folks, adventurers patrolling was normal. Highlighted the east-west wealth gap instantly.

“No standing here—come inside. I’ll get you some iced water. Not for suffering in this heat.”

The laundry owner—Galad, I think—patted my shoulder and led me somewhere.

Iced water. The thought chilled my spine refreshing. But I caught the dwarven workers eyeing me with envy and mixed feelings after their sun-baked hammering.

Felt bad rubbing it in while they slaved.

Thirsty for that iced water though, I followed Galad inside.

The building was huge, dozens of pyeong at least. Women in headscarves bustled moving laundry everywhere.

“Big place.”

“Biggest in Sodmora! Took twenty years from south gate stall to this. From mending others’ clothes to boss earning ten gold a month. Nobler than most merchants.”

Laughing heartily on the sofa, he seemed proud, subtly showing off.

Self-made man. Successful enough to brag. Ten gold a month. Fuck, that’s a lot.

On the flip, running this big laundry for just ten gold? Felt low.

After earning one gold for two hours on a woman’s body, my money sense was warping.

Still, ten gold a month—120 a year—top one percent in the city, no exaggeration.

Clink.

An aproned woman—maid or employee?—brought two glasses of iced water on a tray. Staring at the frosty white glass, I said.

“Damage repairs progressing okay?”

“Yeah, workers slow in this heat, but manageable. Thanks to you stopping the fire, only about thirty gold loss.”

“Thirty gold. That’s a lot.”

“I took the biggest hit. Others minor—five gold, three gold. No major injuries except the clinic. Still, fixes’ll take a month?”

A month.

Long enough.

Seeing so many innocents hurt by Elfriede’s arson made my conscience itch sitting here guiltily.

Good thing Elfriede stayed silent—who knows why—or I couldn’t claim zero blame in the fire.

How many suffered in this heat because of my childish whim?

And here I was, hailed as the hero who quenched the flames, sipping iced water in cool comfort.

The laundry owner praised me as a hero for a while.

Schmoozing potential rising adventurers with ice and flattery? Smart, no loss.

Normally, I’d be purely thrilled.

But now, I seriously questioned if I deserved it.

Hailed as the hero who doused the fire and felled the witch, protected by many—but worthy?

Nearing Silver tier promotion, maybe even Gold someday, I pondered what hero I wanted to be.

Right now, I’m a crude villain everywhere. Just a bratty kid, as Venus said.
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"Put it over there."

"Right here?"

"Yeah."

I stacked up the lumber where the dwarf laborers pointed.

Sweat dripped down my forehead and back, leaving my body sticky and uncomfortable, but oddly enough, my mind felt lighter with every bit of help I provided.

"Anything else to move?"

"Nah, that's it for now. Still, for you to help out with all this construction work... Thanks to you, we might even wrap up before sunset today."

"Fuck, if it had just been the two of us moving all that, it would've been a nightmare. Lucky break. Galad's loaded but a total cheapskate when it comes to spending."

"He's got good ears, though, so keep it down. Guy signs our paychecks."

The laborers, taking a break in the shade after their rest period, broke into grins. They pulled rolled-up leaves from belts and leather pouches on their pants, stuck them in their mouths, and puffed out smoke.

"Whew, finally feels like I can breathe. Hey, barbarian sir, want a smoke?"

"No thanks, I don't smoke."

"Hah, that's rare. Most adventurers I've seen are chain-smokers. Strutting around with their chins up just 'cause they've sliced up a few monsters or people. Real eyesore."

"I see."

I thought about the relationship between adventurers and these ordinary laborers. Excluding fresh rookies, adventurers generally made good money. They handled the tough, dangerous jobs, so their pay matched the risk, and their spending habits scaled accordingly.

People in hazardous, violent lines of work often turned grumpy, and with the fat paychecks, they puffed up their jaws and shoulders like it was nothing.

That was why many plain folk living normal lives didn't think much of adventurers.

Even I had a strong impression of high-tier Silver adventurers and above strutting around like hotshots—and they really did act that way.

So when I first met Delphina and the Roses of White Silver, I'd been pretty guarded. Come to think of it, what were those guys and the elves up to?

Lost in thought, one of the laborers spoke up.

"Anyway, we appreciate the help. Sure, we get paid for this, but no one wants to rebuild a fire site in this blazing heat."

"Sorry about that."

I apologized reflexively to the grumbling dwarves. One raised his thick eyebrows.

"Sorry? What're you sorry for?"

"Well... If I'd stopped the fire before it started, or prevented it somehow..."

At my clumsy confession, the smoking laborers exchanged glances, then burst out laughing like they'd heard something ridiculous.

"What a thing to say. You're a funny one. How the hell were you supposed to stop it?"

"This is as good as stopped. No one's hurt except the clinic folks. Thanks to you, fuck, we got work. Nobles'll loosen their purses for slaves or whatever. Fires like this are annual anyway."

True to their rough lives in a rough world, they shrugged off something like arson.

"Anyway, made me laugh on a hot day like this. And the help. Rumors had you as this merciless hero who chews goblin livers raw, but you're surprisingly normal."

"I figured Samaritans were the type to kidnap women and kids."

Maybe my sincere words got through, because I could feel their fondness for me rising. Worth the sweat in this heat.

Plenty of others must've suffered from the fire too. They were probably out there right now, toiling under the sun.

I looked up at the sky, still blazing hot.

*

*

*

"Young man, put your back into it! A bit more—lower body, put your strength in your hips and legs! Legs, legs!"

"Ma'am, this thing's fucking heavy for real. Shouldn't an ox be pulling it?"

"That ox bolted when the fire spooked it. And I heard Samaritan warriors are strong as oxen and fast as horses? So hustle."

"Ugh— Urgh!!"

I squeezed every ounce of strength from my toes to my scalp, turning the mill's machinery.

Normally, an ox or horse wore the yoke to turn the waterwheel, but with the ox fled from the arson, they'd been stomping around in frustration.

Strength in the lower body.

Lower body.

It referred to everything from the soles of the feet to the hips and up to the waist. No need to explain how crucial the lower body was.

Most human muscle mass was in the lower half, making it key for fitness, training, or building strength.

Even Elf ascetic Kalidur had stressed training the lower body for footwork and qi circulation.

Footwork. This was footwork training.

Gritting my teeth and powering my lower body, I felt my whole musculature tense, wringing out raw power.

Thud.

Thud-thud.

The waterwheel, unmoving moments ago, began to turn bit by bit, finally grinding the grain.

Rumble, rumb-rumble.

"Oh my, it's moving! Keep going! It's moving! Wow, it's actually turning!"

Pufurin, the middle-aged woman running the east gate mill, watched the wheel spin and grinned in satisfaction.

"Wow! Grain's grinding for real! Is this human power or beast power? How can a person turn this?"

"Urgh—."

"We had a deadline for delivery today. This should cover it! The baron's picky as hell. Keep it up!"

My superhuman strength and stamina rivaled an ox or horse's horsepower.

It didn't stand out against rivals like Hippolyte, Antiope, Kalidur, or the skeleton knight, but among regular folk, it was apparently a spectacle.

Rumble, rum-rumble.

I kept at the waterwheel for a good while.

Starting it up felt like my head veins would burst, but once it spun, momentum or knack kicked in, and it turned smoother.

I turned the massive millstone for about an hour.

"Uwaaa—!"

"Loud voice too—nice. Hey, young man, how about a job at our mill?"

"Th-that's—."

"Kidding, of course. Whew, we're saved. Compensation'll come after the auction or whatever, but we needed to put out the immediate fire."

"More to grind?"

"Plenty. Gotta grind ahead till we buy a new ox with the payout. East gate rents are steep, expenses pile up. Sigh, what a mess."

"Sorry. I should've been more careful."

"Why apologize? Save it for that witch. Anyway, you took her down and helped out—thanks. Can't pay you, but I'll spread good word later."

"I'll grind the rest too."

Huff—.

Rumble, rum-rumble.

My legs' explosive spring power ground the grains. This job let me test the limits of my strength stat at 12. About horse or ox level.

Lately, no full sprints or heavy leg use, so it was a good time to reflect on my lower body.

"Wow, getting the hang of it—you're outdoing the ox! At this rate, half a day's work crushes a week's quota!"

And so, over half a day, I ground all the grain.

The mill lady, relieved, gave me a sack of the fresh flour I'd just made.

Laundry, mill.

Helping with labor using my strength at fire-damaged spots eased the guilt gnawing at my chest a bit.

Someone might call it mere self-consolation, but moving was surely better than sitting idle.

And I realized this city held far more people living varied lives beyond adventurers.

I'd seen it just as a launchpad for my new life. But getting tangled in these details made every passerby's face feel fresh.

"Whew, fuck."

After spinning the wheel so vigorously, planting my feet on solid ground felt weird.

Like skating then stepping on flat ground. Or removing sandbags strapped to my legs.

Either way, my body felt unusually light.

Could I use that footwork now?

With that thought, I kicked off the ground hard. I shot forward at what even I thought was impressive speed.

"Whoa—!"

"What the—!"

Residents dodged as I streaked past.

Slicing wind, weaving past obstacles and people, my legs carried me to the last stop I'd planned for today.

And the most important one.

"Ugh—."

Stopping, I caught my breath and frowned. Before me stretched white, broad sheets like blankets hung on poles—makeshift tents.

Just days ago, it'd been a comfy clinic.

Elfriede's rampage had wrecked it thoroughly. Even after days of rain, the acrid soot smell lingered.

Black ash on the ground brought back vivid memories of the chaos, tormenting my mind.

I should've come sooner.

Looking around awkwardly, someone spotted me and emerged from a tent.

"Ah—! Hatsan!"

Unfamiliar face. Short brown hair, young woman in the flowing white robes typical of healers. Who—? Then it clicked.

The healer woman pinned under that pillar, flailing.

"What brings you here? Checking on people?"

"Just passing by. How long till the clinic's rebuilt?"

"Yeah, a while. Dwarves hate building in summer heat. But work starts tomorrow."

"Really?"

I recalled the dwarves fixing fences at the laundry. Bearded, hairy faces drenched in sweat, cursing away.

Rock dwarves lived in caves or mines, weak to blazing sun, I'd heard.

Rumor had it they turned to stone in sunlight. Just a rumor, probably.

Why was I thinking about dwarves now?

I'd made it here as planned, but now my mind blanked—no ideas, no words. Standing there awkwardly, the healer spoke.

"And thanks for back then. I was too frantic to say it."

"Thanks?"

"You pulled me from under that pillar. Nearly got crushed in the flames. In that chaos, you dove back in for others too. Hope I didn't say anything rude."

She smiled sheepishly, truly embarrassed. Everyone was frantic then.

"How are the others? Heard there were lots of patients—."

"Those you saved first were the worst off—they're at another east gate clinic getting treated. The rest, Roses of White Silver rescued everyone."

"Roses of White Silver?"

"That all-women Kalkata adventurer party."

They'd saved people. Explained the elf pursuit reaching the Venus temple.

Elves and Roses facing off, then fire worsened—Roses shifted to rescues.

No major casualties, then.

Relief washed over me.

But patient suffering was ongoing.

Blazing heat, no proper roof, makeshift beds—nightmarish.

"Anything I can help with?"

"Oh, you'd help? We'd be imposing."

"You're swamped, right? Clinics always need strong men."

I'd done short stints helping healer Finri at Kalkata's outpost clinic.

This richer east gate one was roomier normally, but tents meant endless tasks.

"Mind if I lend a hand? My seniors got called to mansions—been solo and overwhelmed."

"Mansions? Isn't recovery busy here too?"

What was more urgent than rebuilding a burned clinic? Pulling healers to mansions? She glanced around, then whispered low.

"The count's daughter's illness worsened—big crisis. All healers and alchemists summoned there. Then the fire... city's going mad."

"Can you tell me more?"
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“Aigoo, aigoo, I’m dying, you bastard—! I’m dying! This, this barbarian fucker’s trying to kill me!”

As I firmly pressed down on his lower back, the old man—who had been hunched over and groaning—let out a scream.

“Y-You goddamn barbarian bastard! Honey! People! This fucker, this fucker’s trying to kill me! You bastard! You’re one of Pluto’s minions, aren’t you! Trying to send me to the afterlife! Did Pluto order you?!”

I’d only placed my palm lightly on his lower back, but he was reacting with such extreme sensitivity.

“Do you know who I am?! Even though I’m barely scraping by these days, back when I was young, I’d grab barbarians like you one in each hand—!”

“Yes, sir. Then show some grit and tough it out.”

It seemed his nerves had frayed with age, and his herniated disc had advanced quite a bit. His overall vital energy felt badly misaligned too.

I focused my energy into both thumbs. Concentrating everything into the tips, a tingling sensation soon rose from my lower abdomen, traveling through my chest and shoulders before gathering in my thumbs.

“Oop! Ooop—!?”

Apparently, that strange sensation wasn’t just mine. The old man, who had been furious enough to swing his cane at me moments ago, now let out an odd exclamation.

“Ooooh, ooop! Ooop!”

Even to me, it sounded incredibly bizarre, but I had no time to worry about that. It felt like strength was being drained from my entire body, and sweat poured down my forehead like rain, stinging my eyes.

But as my consciousness grew hazy, I focused even harder on my thumbs. Life is surprisingly resilient; it can detect and repair its own issues on its own. Physical therapy merely helps the body find its way back.

My hands simply aided the flow of life force.

With that mindset, I pressed down firmly with my thumbs—.

“Hiyooooook!”

The old man finally let out a yelp like a dog’s howl and collapsed limp onto the bed.

*Ding-.*

『You have alleviated Pons Dode’s severe lower back pain and the curse of old age.』

『Karma Value +50』

『Current Karma Value +210』

And before my eyes floated the now-familiar text, along with the mark of acquired Karma Value.

“Phew-.”

Only then could I finally catch my breath. I’d only pressed his back for about five minutes, but it felt like I’d poured every ounce of my concentration into it. My mind felt utterly burned out, empty.

This sensation reminded me strongly of the time I’d pushed my limits with Necromancy, resurrecting skeletons to test my boundaries.

Tingling.

I was now fairly certain that the energy lingering in my palms was the aura—or mana—that Hippolyte and the other warriors talked about. And I’d realized that the amount I could emit was quite limited.

It consumed a fair bit of stamina and focus.

Even just emitting it from my thumbs took this much out of me. I couldn’t even imagine how much training and tempering it would take to wrap it around a sword as blade aura.

The more levels Hippolyte—who was starting to look like the girl next door—passed through, the more I truly appreciated the immense effort she must have put in to become so strong.

Swooo.

As I steadied my energy and breathing, Pons the old man—who had been sprawled on the floor moments ago—sat up.

“Y-You little shit! How dare you, how dare you try to kill me?!”

He stood from his seat and swung the cane he held toward my head. Feeling a tingle on my crown, I ducked, and the cane whistled past overhead.

“Y-You bastard! Dodging my sword strike! You punk! You think I’m some cripple who can’t even stand straight?!”

The old man was absolutely livid. To an outsider, chiropractic or spinal manipulation just looks like torture—pressing joints or cracking bones.

Even the efficacy of such treatments was debated, and they weren’t covered by health insurance until around 2020, I think.

Swish-, swish-.

As I dodged his attacks left and right, his wrinkled face flushed red with genuine rage.

“You little punk! Stop dodging, you bastard! Just take one hit, one hit. Just one—.”

But what stopped him was the laughter of the one-shot healer, Mana.

“Grandpa, you’re standing up straight right now!”

“What?”

Only then did the old man seem to realize his back was rigidly straight. And not only that—his lower half was sporting a fairly healthy erection.

“I-I’m standing—. I’m—.”

The old man soon looked down at his lower body and said,

“Old friend, it’s been a while. Good to see you. First time since I entered old age.”

It was truly a reunion between men. I couldn’t even imagine what it felt like for the old man to face himself so firmly erect in every way.

Would I end up like that when I got older, unable to rise in any sense? As I pondered that, the old man spoke.

“Hey, kid. I don’t trust barbarians like you. Sure, with all this city policy, kingdom policy nonsense, they’re letting in immigrants. But I hate barbarians coming to Gaia Continent.”

Still, separate from the health improvement from my physical therapy, the old man clearly didn’t like me. Elderly folks being exclusive toward immigrants or foreigners was the same in any world, so I understood. I was used to it too.

But Mana the healer, watching this from the side, seemed uncomfortable, fidgeting restlessly.

“Sir, you shouldn’t say that to the man who just treated your back!”

“Mana, miss! I don’t have long to live anyway! I’m gonna say what I want! And that’s why I’m saying it—I don’t like you Samaritans. My comrades long ago died to black-haired ones like you.”

“I see.”

So the old man had experience fighting Samaritans. Now that I looked, his face and arms were covered in scars.

He was scrawny and wheezing now, but he must have been something in his youth. Since I wasn’t actually a Samaritan, his barbs against barbarians didn’t hit me much.

“Kid, what’s your name?”

“Hassan.”

“Barbarian-like, dumbass name. Remember this, Hassan. You better not cause any trouble in the city I defended—.”

*Pinggrrr-.*

The old man flicked a silver coin from his hand, stood, and vanished. As Mana busily tidied the bed he’d left,

“That old man’s always been a bit prickly. But he doesn’t ask just anyone’s name. That’s his way of showing thanks!”

“Old folks are all like that.”

Truth be told, he was pretty mild compared to some. Back in my slave days in Calcutta, I’d met far worse old codgers.

“Alright, next patient, come on in.”

“Hehe—. My shoulder’s been hurting. Can’t lift my arm above my neck. Other healers said it’s hopeless. Can this really be fixed?”

“Just a massage.”

It had been several days since the fire.

As I went around helping fire victims in various ways, I always stopped by the clinic on my way back to handle odd jobs or simple treatments.

At first, people were wary of a strange barbarian touching them, but now they casually offered their shoulders, backs, or palms without resistance.

Healer Mana had been skeptical about my massages too.

But seeing people who couldn’t straighten their backs stand tall, or those complaining of knee or shoulder pain leave with brightened faces, she looked shocked, her expression lighting up.

“What on earth did you do? Do you handle mana or aura? Otherwise, those deep-seated karmic ailments shouldn’t improve so easily!”

I’d heard similar reactions from healer Pinry before. I gave the same simple answer.

“It’s a secret Samaria technique. Want to learn?”

“Huh? M-Me? Can I? Is that okay?”

It had been about two days since I started volunteering at the clinic. I’d noticed this girl Mana always perking up her ears and eyes whenever I massaged, like she was trying to learn.

Luna, Antiope, Hippolyte—they’d just focused on receiving the massage. But healers like Pinry and Mana were always curious about the method itself.

That’s how I’d earned my 30 silvers and freedom.

“The human body has meridians where energy flows—. Each pressure point corresponds to different areas. Hands and feet are like miniatures of the body—.”

Mana listened intently to my explanation.

After a while, she clapped as if realizing something.

“Ah! I knew I’d heard this before—it’s the Calcutta Healing School theory!”

“Huh? What theory?”

“The Calcutta Healing School! I heard they’re trending in Calcutta now—pressing meridians to promote energy flow and healing!”

“Really?”

At least the Calcutta I knew wasn’t like that. As I wondered, Mana added a few words.

“I read in a medical journal that healer Pinry founded a new healing school. It’s similar to this! Connected to Samaria secrets, huh? Amazing—.”

I hadn’t expected to hear Pinry’s name here either; it was surprising. From the sound of it, she was putting the massage techniques I taught her to good use.

Mana said,

“Anyway, a new treatment in times like these is great news. Might even improve the young lady’s condition!”

“Could be.”

The “young lady” meant Countess Enya Sardich, the earl’s daughter. Rumor was, after falling from her horse in the war, her lower body was paralyzed.

An earl of Sodomora could hire top healers, and I’d assumed such a condition would be easy to treat, but apparently not.

The earl’s worries deepened daily, and he’d announced a huge reward for anyone who could cure his daughter.

Now that I thought about it, I’d read similar stories in the papers, but dismissed them as irrelevant to me—too high up the ladder.

Like reading about a CEO’s daughter in critical condition—detached.

I said,

“But non-baptized healers can’t even see the young lady, right?”

From what Mana explained, the earl had called in various people to examine his daughter.

But there were rules: only baptized healers could approach.

Maybe to block quacks and frauds from profiting, or because she was nobility—couldn’t show her face and body to just anyone.

With paralysis in the lower half, examining there was inevitable, so the rules made sense.

I’d thought of curing the earl’s daughter and getting a big reward in return. But impossible now.

If I’d gotten silver-tier certification faster and opened a clinic, no regrets.

I’d lived diligently, but looking back, I regretted not leveling up and building skills more urgently.

Was there no legal way to make big money fast?

All that came to mind was the skull key from raiding the thieves’ guild. But no clue how to use it.

The public auction would reopen in at most three days.

“Hey, bro, when the hell are you gonna massage my back?”

*Crack-.*

“Eek!”

*

*

*

“Young man, thanks for the help. You’ll be blessed! Now I finally feel secure!”

After leaving the clinic, I made one last stop at the old man’s house with the broken fence, helping patch the wall with lime mortar and mud.

Now I’d checked on all the fire victims’ homes.

As laundry owner Galad had said first, the biggest damage was to the laundry and clinic; others had minor fire marks, no casualties.

Still, the 200-gold compensation was high because Elfride burned the rich East Gate district, and in a world of wooden buildings, arson was a major taboo.

“Alright, ma’am, please put in a good word for me at the next public auction, as I mentioned.”

“Aigoo, got it. Don’t worry. But you look like you need money bad. Got a plan?”

“I’ll figure something out. Anyway, stay healthy, and don’t touch the lime till it sets.”

“Aigoo, okay, okay. You look like you could slay a dragon, but surprisingly cautious!”

With final instructions, I turned toward Luna’s shack.

The sun was already dipping low, making today feel truly fulfilling.

*Jingle.*

I’d gone out early to help others, and my coin pouch was nicely heavy.

Over 50 silvers just today. Karma Value at 250 too—a packed day.

Helping others felt cooler than I thought. When strapped for time, I’d been too busy surviving alone to try.

Not that I had tons of spare time now, but it beat drifting aimlessly—more fulfilling.

“Luna, I’m back. Let’s eat dinner if you’re home.”

When I arrived at the shack.

Luna, who usually sat upstairs shelling beans or making straw dolls to rest in the evening, was bustling about unusually.

“Luna, what’re you doing?”

“Oh, Hassan! Perfect timing! Need your help! Got a request from the Alchemist Guild! A huge one! Could be a big score if we nail it!”

Alchemist Guild?

Come to think of it, Luna was an honorary member of the Alchemist Guild.

Her friend, pharmacist Vinas, had stepped away for some reason, and Luna filled in. I thought it’d fizzled out, but now they’d requested her.

Wondering what, Luna showed me a paper with a shocking message.

Alchemist Guild front, Hawkins Sardich Earl—.
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Garden.

A vast, open space adorned with meticulously tended flowers and trees, a fountain, marble sculptures, and other expensive, precious items.

It felt so antique and affluent that it suited the name "garden" far better than something like a vegetable patch or yard. Luna and I arrived at this space.

Luna took one look at the massive iron gate and the thorny vines forming a colorful fence and made a comment.

"Wow, even though I came here last time, it feels totally different."

"Yeah."

The Sardiči Count's mansion was located between the east city gate and the center.

I couldn't even fathom the wealth of the Sardiči family, who owned such a massive estate and garden in a place where buying even a foot of land would be impossible for me.

Last time, I'd been invited to a nighttime event celebrating wartime merits.

Back then, things were hectic and it was dark, so I hadn't gotten a good look. Seeing it now in the daylight, it was truly splendid and impressive.

That skull baron's villa garden had been similar.

Nobles...

Spoiled brats.

I wondered what it must feel like to be born into the world and grow up in a mansion and garden like this. No way for me to know. Whatever the case, they lived in a different world from mine.

As I was lost in those thoughts, Luna pulled a scroll from the pouch at her waist and unrolled it to read.

"The alchemist guild's potion makers are to gather in the mansion's garden by 10 a.m.—Hmph, what do we do? I'm starting to get a little nervous. It's not 10 yet, right?"

"We're still a ways off. If anything, it's closer to dawn right now."

Without a wristwatch or phone, I couldn't tell the exact time. That's why we'd packed up early in the predawn hours to head to the count's garden, just in case we were late.

And the reason we were at the count's garden? It was due to the proposal from Count Hawkins Sardiči that had been delivered to select potion makers in the alchemist guild.

"Why'd they call me? Do they want to buy my secret potions?"

Luna shook her pink twin tails as if clueless about this sudden summons, but I had a rough idea.

Since the healers hadn't made any progress treating his daughter, he was probably trying potions or elixirs now.

"Hatsan, let's hurry into the garden! We can't be late!"

"Yeah. But remember, no casual speech in front of the count. It could be a big problem."

"Got it! I'm not that clueless! Hatsan, you have to help me just like I told you. I usually do it with Paranoya, but I have no idea where she's been lately."

"Alright. I'll help out."

After exchanging those brief reminders, Luna and I entered the garden. The guards I'd seen before crossed their halberds in an X to block the entrance.

"What brings you here? This is a no-peddlers zone. You know this is the private property of House Sardiči, right?"

"Here, this—!"

Luna showed them the invitation she was holding. The guards glanced at it, exchanged looks, and opened the gate.

"Sign your name and identity in the log there before entering. We'll give you a pass—wear it around your neck. It's before 10 a.m., but you came early."

"What time is it now?"

The guard checked the hourglass on his chest.

"About eight."

Two hours early. But arriving early beat being late, so I didn't feel too bad about it.

Scritch, scritch—

After properly entering our names and times in the log, Luna and I stepped into the mansion's garden. Trees and animals in vibrant hues, different from what we'd seen outside, greeted us.

That's when Luna tapped my arm.

"Hatsan, look at that! A deer!"

Just as Luna pointed, there was indeed a deer—a male, judging by the stylish antlers on its head.

"If we caught that guy, we'd get some amazing velvet antler!"

I agreed with Luna. Its antlers looked like tree branches reaching for the sky—so magnificent that hunting it would probably do wonders for one's health.

Of course, butchering a garden deer would get our heads on pikes first, so we wouldn't dream of it. The thing even had a gold nameplate around its neck—clearly a pampered pet.

"...Deer, deer—!!"

But Luna kept staring at the deer, showing an almost pathological reaction. Her breathing grew ragged; she was seriously excited.

Why the intense response to a deer? I pondered, then remembered: Luna had once been robbed by a deer—or rather, by Aktayon disguised as one—of all the money she'd scrimped and saved.

The memory of being attacked by deer and flung by antlers must still be fresh and traumatic for her.

"D-, dee—!"

"Let's go somewhere else."

I led the still-traumatized Luna to explore the garden a bit more. With two hours until the gathering time, we had plenty of time for a stroll.

"Ah, Hatsan, look at that! It's a Venus statue!"

My thinking proved right; Luna, sunk in deer trauma, quickly shifted gears and giggled at something fun.

A nearly nude woman carved in marble stood where Luna pointed—the artisan's skill was evident.

"It's well-made, but not as good as my Moai totem!"

"Yeah?"

"See? The arm's covering the front, so it looks weird. If it were me, I'd pull this arm back a bit more like—"

Luna, who had been touching the Venus statue, suddenly stopped mid-sentence.

Crack.

The reason? When she lightly touched the left arm, it shattered from the shoulder and crumbled to the ground.

Luna and I stared at each other, speechless. Luna spoke first.

"Hatsan, what do we do? Why'd it break so easily!? I, I just barely touched it!"

"Ugh, big trouble. Might as well drop the other arm too."

"Why?"

"One arm looks weird. Breaking the other should make it look balanced."

"What kind of nonsense is that!? Let's do it!"

"Yeah!"

Not only that, but calling this statue Venus felt a bit off—lacking, or perhaps overdone in spots.

I'd only seen Venus through spirit possession in Priestess Hersy's body, but even so, it seemed this sculpture fell short in capturing her aura; it needed some rough edges.

So I grabbed the right arm and yanked it off. Now I was an accomplice too.

But since I'd forced it, unlike the left arm that cleanly snapped at the shoulder, the right forearm awkwardly sheared off below the elbow.

It had its own charm that way.

Crack.

Maybe that sound did it.

A furious roar erupted from somewhere.

"Damn it—! What the hell are you doing!?"

Crap, busted.

"To dare smash this masterpiece of Milo, the Venus statue! You barbaric fools! All you know is destruction! Do you even understand art!?"

The sculptor was a dwarf with stylishly braided brown beard. Seeing him waving his hammer and chisel in rage was intimidating as hell.

"Damn, I spent nights agonizing over this! Just a bit more and it'd have been done... It was like inspiration struck, the goddess whispering in my head—"

The raging man soon slumped, shoulders drooping as if about to sob. Of course he'd be pissed and drained.

"Uh, sorry about that."

"Hah—. It's fine. I can fix this much. After all, I, Milo, am a genius. But... do you remember what the original arm pose was like?"

At the dwarf sculptor's question, Luna and I exchanged glances. Strangely, neither of us could recall the arm's original shape.

The sculptor seemed the same. After pondering various poses, he suddenly spoke as if struck by great realization.

"No, no—I was wrong. This is it: armless is the completion. I was one step away, but now I get why it wasn't done. It was too much. This... this incomplete form is the most beautiful."

"Is that so."

"Sometimes the most primal and violent becomes art. Thanks to you, I've had this epiphany! Sorry for mocking you as barbarians."

"Uh, no problem."

"Yeah! It's cool!"

I had no clue what he was on about, but Luna and I nodded vigorously. We had nothing to say anyway.

Time passed as we toured the garden, and soon it was 10 a.m.

"Alchemist guild potion makers, I am the butler Jin. I'll guide you to the apothecary room, so please follow me."

*

*

*

Following the middle-aged-to-elderly butler named Jin, we entered a space equipped for boiling and cooling beakers and various chemicals.

It reminded me of the workshops in the alchemist guild or the school science labs I'd visited once or twice as a middle or high schooler. Probably no different.

Look at that—mana centrifuge.

Ultra-low temp cooler too. Enchanted with cooling magic?

I knew the count's family was wealthy, but I hadn't imagined such a lavish workshop inside the mansion.

The many alchemists and potion makers following the butler with Luna all flashed gleaming eyes behind their glasses. Even I could tell the facilities were top-notch.

Then the butler spoke.

"Feel free to use everything here today to brew your potions."

Faces lit up everywhere, lips curling into smiles. Luna slapped my arm excitedly next to me. Ow.

Someone asked then.

"So, if we do well, you'll pay as promised?"

"Indeed. As the count's proxy, Butler Head Jin guarantees it. You are renowned potion masters from the alchemist guild. The count and lady have great expectations. Please live up to them."

Pay.

The word "pay" sent the already heated mood soaring. Some even bounced around immaturely.

But it was understandable. The invitation had listed compensation for this job—a hefty sum, making it hard to stay calm.

『Compensation ? 100 gold coins & exclusive sponsorship contract with House Sardiči.』

100 gold coins.

But what really thrilled the alchemists was likely the exclusive contract with the count's house afterward.

Long-term, nothing beat that over 100 gold. Many artists and craftsmen struggled to catch House Sardiči's eye, right?

No famous person wants to stay obscure, so their excitement made sense.

For me, though, those 100 gold coins were the real temptation. Securing that would solve most of my problems.

As I daydreamed about the gold pouch, someone asked.

"So, can we see the patient? The lady."

"Yes. You may have an audience with her: one minute per person, under strict guard and maid supervision."

Sighs of "Ahh—" rose here and there.

One minute? How were they supposed to diagnose in that?

Noble's daughter—figures it's not easy.

If you're not confident, scram. The pay's mine anyway.

Reactions varied wildly. Watching them, I turned to Luna rummaging in her backpack beside me.

"Luna, you confident?"

"Of course! I'll show off the ultimate technique I polished this time. The pinnacle of skill!"

"Ultimate technique?"

Did Luna have an ultimate move? I imagined her swinging her silence totem at the lady's lower half.

Then pictured our heads on pikes in the market square, frowning as I snapped out of it.

"What ultimate technique? Since when could you do something like that?"

"Learned it from Nemea! They'll all be shocked! If I nail it, it might shake up the whole potion market in Sodmora!"

Luna's overconfidence wasn't rare, but today she brimmed with even more.

"What are you even planning to make?"

To my question, Luna rummaged through her bag and whispered quietly yet clearly.

"Origin Pearl."

[Author's Note] Side note, but I wanted Hatsan and Elfride to represent that lingering ex-couple vibe... Emotions run high when together, they hurt each other with words they don't mean, leading to rash outbursts...!!

But now I'm kinda regretting shoving that realistic relationship cancer into a webnovel... I thought it'd be fun...!!

But that's not the point...!! This cute idiot was lugging around a cross too heavy for her station, grunting away...!!

If Elfride had been legal instead of illegal, the whole city would've cooled off nicely...!!!
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“Number 15, Ilgastr Mestrode the herbalist. You may enter.”

One by one, as their names were called, the alchemists disappeared into one of the rooms.

A minute later, they emerged with puzzled expressions, uncertain looks, or faces lit up with sudden realization, and began brewing potions with the equipment.

The butler from the count’s family, Jin, addressed them.

“Potions need to be completed before tonight.”

Someone piped up at his words.

“Potions aren’t something you whip up that quickly. Depending on the situation, they might take a week to stew, and elixirs sometimes require a lifetime of dedication. Finishing by tonight?!”

“Exactly! This is as good as the count admitting he has no intention of saving his daughter! Give us a little more time!”

Grumbles erupted from all around.

They had all entered the mansion brimming with confidence, but after vanishing behind those firmly shut doors and returning, they paced anxiously, their self-assurance shattered.

It was clear they had realized the young lady’s condition was far from ordinary after examining her, and their chances of success were slim.

As the complaints bubbled up, Butler Jin spoke.

“The healers who failed and left said the same things. Give us more time, we need longer to assess the illness. We’ve already given you a month. No one has cured the young lady. Time isn’t the issue. In fact, the longer it drags on, the worse her condition will get.”

No one opened their mouth at Jin’s lengthy explanation. They just pursed their lips in dissatisfaction. Then the butler added a few more words.

“To you, it might be time waiting for the potion to brew, but to someone else, it’s time watching their daughter die. The compensation promised to you is payment for shortening that time.”

In my own words, it boiled down to: just shut up and work hard.

That was probably exactly what he meant.

I glanced at Luna with considerable unease.

While the others had seen the young lady and then started working, Luna had already lit a fire in her assigned furnace and set a massive pot on it—one big enough to fit a person without raising eyebrows—boiling water.

“A handful of madcap mushrooms. Scorpion tail stinger. Oh, one onyx bead. And... hmm, what else? Two dried centipedes. Tiger hornet. Lizard tail. Ah, maybe I shouldn’t have added the lizard tail. Oh well, hee hee.”

She began dumping in the bizarre ingredients she’d brought stuffed in her bag, without a second thought.

I asked her.

“Luna, you haven’t even seen her condition yet. Is it okay to start making it like this?”

Normally, medicine came after diagnosis or pulse-taking, right? Like prescribing cold medicine for a cold or antibiotics for inflammation—using the right remedy for the right illness was key.

Even herbal tonics had systems: for someone with excess body heat, they wouldn’t recommend certain roots.

But here was Luna tossing things in without checking the patient, already turning the pot a dark crimson. It was making me anxious just watching.

And the ingredients—scorpion stingers, hornets, madcap mushrooms, centipedes—all vicious stuff. No wonder my eyes were twitching.

Of course, among the people I knew, Luna was exceptional at brewing potions and elixirs.

I trusted her completely, but this time, it wasn’t for a tongue-wagging Samaritan like me—it was for a precious young noble lady.

If she fed her some toxin-laden brew and worsened her condition, Luna and I could end up skewered on pikes and hung outside.

I subtly probed if her work was going well.

“Luna, is there anything I can help with?”

“Not yet, Hatsan. It’s not time for you to lift a finger. Wait a bit!”

“Okay, but like I asked earlier, is it really fine to start brewing already?”

“The Vitality Pearl I’m making is the ultimate elixir that works for anyone! No need to see the patient!”

The ultimate elixir that works for anyone.

It sounded like something only a snake oil peddler would say. Back in my Calcutta days, I’d heard quack potion sellers hawking snake oil with lines just like that.

Universal cure-all snake oil.

That’s why “snake oil” had become synonymous with fraudulent, superstitious junk in this world too. And what Luna was brewing felt no different.

“Next, number 20. Number 20, Luna Noxdoty.”

Then Luna’s name was called.

“Ah, I’m in the middle of adding ingredients! Hatsan, go in my place!”

“Me?”

“I can’t diagnose illnesses anyway. You’re good at that stuff.”

“Well, true...”

Her name was called, but was it okay for me to go instead? It wouldn’t violate any laws or rules, right? With that in mind, I slowly made my way over.

A man guarding the door—footman or clerk, I couldn’t tell—blocked me.

“You’re Luna Noxdoty? The list says a petite pink-haired woman.”

“No, I’m Hatsan the Samaritan.”

“I see. Hatsan, pleased to meet you. But why are you here?”

“I’ve come in her place to diagnose Lady Enya’s condition.”

“Ah, dividing tasks between you two? Fine. Wait here while I check inside. Hatsan of the Samarians... Hatsan of the Samarians...”

Luckily, it seemed there were others working in groups like Luna and me. He muttered my name as if committing it to memory, then turned back to me just before entering the door.

“Hatsan of the Samarians... from that war?”

“Probably.”

“Wow, you’re the savior of the young lady’s life. Never thought I’d run into you here like this. Anyway, got it. Wait a moment.”

He went inside and conferred in hushed tones.

As I waited impatiently, he soon emerged.

“Hatsan of the Samarians, go in. Don’t do anything discourteous to the young lady.”

I nodded politely to him and slowly stepped into the room. The door shut with a thud behind me.

The first thing that hit me was the smell.

A faintly acrid incense, pleasant enough—not unpleasant, more like the air in a temple.

Next, my eyes adjusted to the dimly lit room, despite the bright daylight outside. Black-clad maids dotted the space.

In their midst sat a woman on what looked like a wheelchair, a blanket draped over her lower body.

Wavy, pumpkin-hued blonde hair cascaded down, veiled in black. But her exposed shoulders were clad in a passionately red dress.

That must be Enya.

I’d only seen her in armor before, so this was a different vibe.

“Samaritan, it’s been a while since the war.”

“You remember me?”

“I remember everyone I’ve met. I remember Dorgo and Jack who were with you too.”

Her voice from beneath the veil was surprisingly calm. I hadn’t expected a highborn noble to remember me, so it stirred a strange sense of emotion.

I’d thought the Stormwind Tactics guy was some lunatic, but maybe the rumors of her sharp mind were true.

“I heard you’ve been up to some interesting things since. Ousting the thieves’ guild. Visiting the Abyss.”

“That’s right.”

“Meanwhile, I’ve been stuck here in this mansion, unable to take a single step. I envy you. I haven’t moved an inch since that day.”

“...”

Unsure how to respond, I stayed silent. Enya continued.

“Hatsan of the Samarians, do you resent me?”

“Resent? For what?”

“For dragging you and your fellow immigrants, you vagrants, into the war.”

Her words brought back the imperial decree that had rained down. Even now, recalling it made my heart sink.

As I hesitated, Enya spoke.

“Nobles’ daughters learn to read volumes from the slightest cues without words. The angle of a twitching eyebrow, sweat on the forehead, a moment’s pause. An awkward flicker. They weave together to reveal more than words.”

“I see.”

“I’m sorry to you all. But it seemed like a golden opportunity to curb the expanding slums by the west gate and stamp out the growing cultists at the same time.”

“You knew we’d die and conscripted us anyway? Sounds like you meant to kill us.”

“Yes. Many did perish. Belen, Calrig, Togir, Bered, Narvo, Lop-ear, Georg, Aralga, Kukur—”

Enya rattled off a string of unfamiliar names. Maybe it was just my imagination, but she could probably go on like that all day.

She paused her litany and said.

“In newspapers or gossip, they’re lumped as ‘so many casualties.’ Your name might have been among them, Hatsan.”

“I see.”

“I hear the phantoms of these 354 names every day. They crush my legs, choke my throat. This is my punishment for sending so many to their deaths.”

She lightly brushed the blanket over her thighs. I’d entered lightly, but this was turning serious, sobering my mood.

Phantoms of those she drove to war—some kind of PTSD? I wasn’t sure.

Sensing my shift, Enya brightened considerably.

“I wasted your time with useless talk. Meeting a comrade from the battlefield’s mud got me sentimental. Forget what I just said.”

“Sure.”

“So, Samaritan. Got any skills to show me? Never pegged you, a fine warrior, for a healer or herbalist.”

“I can only mimic the basics. Could you let me check your wrist for a moment...?”

“My wrist? Does it hurt?”

“Just touching with a fingertip—no pain.”

“I see. Without you, I might’ve been just another name and number. Since we survived the front lines together, I’ll trust you.”

Perhaps sensing my sincerity, the count’s daughter, Enya, extended her left arm toward me.

Her left arm was bonier than I’d imagined, covered in bruise-like injection marks.

It screamed incurable illness. You could tell countless healers and drugs had been tried on her.

Afraid I might snap it if I gripped wrong, I cautiously placed my pinky on her wrist.

*Ding-.*

『Name: Enya von Sardich lv. 34

Status: Dry Eyes》 Mild Poisoning》 Moros’s Wound》』

Just as I thought.

Enya was level 34—pretty strong. But levels weren’t the point now; it was the status lines. Dry eyes, signs of mild poisoning. And most concerning: Moros’s Wound.

Moros, the ancient entity of death. The transcendent who’d bisected knights on the battlefield.

I recalled Enya’s fall from her horse was due to that Moros.

“Do you sense anything?”

At her question, I furrowed my brow.

This was a first. As I took her pulse and sent a bit of my energy into her body, it became clear.

Her body was only half alive, essentially.

Her lower half was completely dead. Her legs below the waist were like an attached stone she couldn’t remove.

Was this possible? My pulse-reading could be glitching, too. Touching directly might confirm faster.

“Could I see your legs or feet?”

“My... legs... feet!?”

Enya, who’d seemed resigned to life moments ago, cried out in shock.
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Enya Sardich's pulse was utterly bizarre, unlike anything I'd ever felt in anyone else I'd examined.

Sssrrk.

A faint trickle of qi flowed from the tip of my pinky into her wrist. I could feel it zinging—racing up her wrist, along her arm, over her shoulder, and down through her chest and abdomen.

But that was it.

No signal reached below her waist.

Her lower body felt exactly like that of a dead person. Even when I pushed a bit more qi through, nothing changed.

The qi I sent to her lower half cut off right below her navel and vanished without a trace.

Was this even possible? Her lower body might as well have been dead.

Stunned, I said,

"Could I possibly take a look at your legs or feet?"

"M-My f-feet!?"

Enya sounded utterly flustered.

At that, the maids standing nearby drew blades from their dresses with a sssling—sound.

Until just moments ago, they'd seemed like mere background fixtures, but now they exuded an overwhelming pressure that felt downright murderous.

"You barbarian, how dare you try to peep at the young lady's body? We can't allow it. Do you know what happens to healers like you who take advantage of confusion and grief?"

"Your time is up. Get out before we draw our swords."

Their killing intent, bent on protecting their lady, made my skin prickle.

Maybe it was just my imagination, but these women seemed almost as strong as Enya herself. True bodyguard maids, then.

"Get out now."

"If you stay, we'll kill you."

Their declarations were chilling, and I had the distinct feeling these women would slice my throat without hesitation.

A noble's daughter, indeed. Even with the baron's daughter, touching a woman's body had me breaking into cold sweats. With a count's daughter, it was even more nerve-wracking.

As I started to tense up, Enya—who'd sounded so flustered—smoothly raised her palm.

"It's fine. On our Gaia Continent, there's a custom of keeping women's feet carefully hidden, but I've heard that's not the case in the Black Wasteland. In fact, don't they consider it a virtue for both men and women to proudly display healthy bodies there?"

Enya seemed to interpret my request as a cultural difference between the Black Wasteland and the Gaia Continent. At her words, the maids—with hands slipped under their billowing dress skirts, ready to draw—frowned deeply.

"Display their bodies? What a barbaric custom. To suggest such a thing to the young lady... We'll drag this scum out and behead him right now."

Unlike her maids' passionate outrage, Enya regained her composure.

"I, Enya Sardich, respect the cultures of those from beyond the continent. Still, asking to see my feet is a bit disconcerting. Can you understand my embarrassment and my people's reaction?"

Was she asking me?

"I understand."

"Hatsan of Samaria. You seem to know etiquette in a way uncommon for a foreign barbarian. So you must know what it means to ask to see a lady's feet. And yet you still insist—why?"

"Because it's absolutely necessary. Important things are important precisely because they're more vital than anything else."

"Ah, young lady, this man! He's trying to deceive us with nonsense! A woman's feet are for her husband's eyes only—that's the custom! We absolutely cannot allow a barbarian to lay eyes on your body—!"

"Better I cut down this barbarian myself and face the punishment than let two hundred years of Sardich history be sullied by foreign hands!"

The maids were furious beyond measure. But I could understand their attitude.

According to Delphina, in this world, asking to see or touch a woman's feet was even more rude and shameless than asking to see her breasts.

But backing down here would solve nothing. I'd entered this mansion's garden with resolve I couldn't abandon.

I said,

"Can you take responsibility?"

"What more do you have to say, barbarian!"

"If you don't let me see her feet and Lady Enya ends up living with half her body crippled forever—or worse, if her health deteriorates and her life is threatened—can you take responsibility for that?"

"What?"

"From what I hear, Lady Enya is Count Sardich's only child. For the one who must carry on the family line and bear heirs, this malfunction is a tragedy for the city. For the kingdom, even. If there's a chance to fix it and you block it over petty rules and etiquette, can you truly bear that responsibility?"

"Wh-What nonsense—!"

The maids looked utterly thrown. They'd never expected this curt, mumbling barbarian to unleash such a torrent of words.

Right now, my tongue and lips spun like lightning had struck my brain. I was amazed at myself.

Had training my aura improved my oratory skills too? Not that it mattered now.

As I racked my brain for a final nail in the coffin, Enya—who'd been listening quietly from her chair—spoke.

"Then, Hatsan of Samaria. Can you take responsibility?"

I could almost see her yellowish-green eyes peering from beneath the black veil. Her body was gaunt, but that gaze burned undimmed. The will to live was always fierce.

I said,

"I take responsibility. That's a promise."

It sounded solid even to me, so I nodded. Whether that swayed her or not, she soon laughed heartily from beneath the veil.

"Pfahhahat—."

It was less the laugh of a noble lady bedridden by illness and more like a battlefield general commanding her troops.

The growling maids withdrew their hands from their skirts and resumed demure postures.

After laughing heartily for a while, Enya said,

"I'm called a genius. But I'm no genius. Nor a fool, of course. I know full well that those who prop me up do so on the glory of my name, Sardich. That's why, since childhood, I've had a knack for seeing through lies and schemes. Samaritan, there's not a shred of deceit in your words."

"Ah, young lady, surely not—."

"Very well. This body once blessed and graced by Lady Minerva. It might be irreverent to say, but in your spirit, Samaritan, I sense the same lofty providence of Hypnos as that day. Show me."

It worked.

My heartfelt speech had gotten through. I wasn't sure how, but this clever lady had misunderstood—or conveniently interpreted—my words.

People with grave illnesses were easily swayed by even trivial tales.

That's why snake-oil salesmen thrived, dubious medicines sold, and religions gained power.

Those desperate to live wanted to believe in anything.

Of course, I was different from those charlatans. I had the real deal.

Since she'd placed her faith in me, I owed her a fitting reward. No regrets for trusting me.

With that in mind, I knelt before her wheelchair.

Slowly extending my hand, Enya shuddered on her shoulders.

"St-Still, I can't help feeling some revulsion. Whew—. Could you give me a moment?"

"No issue on my end. But if you can walk again—if you can rise above this war's scars—could you promise one reward?"

"Reward? What kind—?"

"The same as what you gave me when the war ended."

"That...? I'll consider it."

Ssswk—.

Glancing back, I saw the door guard who'd been watching yell outward.

"Herbalists! Short break!"

My audience time had far exceeded the allotted one minute. Before me, Enya kept taking deep breaths, huu—.

She had to be nervous. From her view, it was like me asking a strange woman to expose her genitals to cure my illness.

I had nothing to lose but pride, but Enya had a lifetime of noble lady dignity at stake, doubling her hesitation.

Srrk—.

Finally, Enya lifted the blanket.

There, delicately placed on the wheelchair's footrest, were her feet and legs. Neatly shod in shoes. As I touched them, the maids—who'd accepted the situation—let out gasps.

"Lord—."

"Please lift this affliction swiftly."

Their prayers be damned; my hand slowly grasped her cold ankle.

"Ugh—."

Enya made a sound like she'd been punched in the gut.

"Can you feel anything?"

"No. But it feels... strange...."

"Then look at some distant mountain or whatever. It'll be over soon."

"Huu—. I can't. I have to watch with my own eyes. Is that... not allowed?"

"No, it's fine."

Ssswk.

Casually, I slipped off her shoe. Her dainty foot emerged onto my palm.

Pampered by her maids, even her paralyzed foot was beautifully maintained—smooth, soft skin.

Srrk.

I cupped her big toe.

"Hnngh, uuu—."

The hearty laugher from before was gone; now she whimpered like she might cry. From the restraining maids came zzzzt-like prickling energy.

I felt like a bomb squad tech. Red wire, blue wire—touch the wrong detonator, and boom. No different in reality.

Precise, accurate, swift.

Thub—.

Cupping her foot in both palms, I lifted it slightly and pressed my thumbs into the Yongquan acupoint at its center.

The spot that stimulates hardest under strong pressure. Said to wake even the dead. To unravel the war scars gripping her lower body.

Zzzt, zzzrit—.

My thumbs tingled as a bizarre sensation surged from my fingertips.

"Haaa, aaah—!"

Not just me—Enya began shrieking high-pitched.

"Young lady, are you all right? Is this scum using some vile sorcery?"

"M-My foot itches and tingles. Something's rising from it. What... what is this—."

Good, she's reacting. It was working.

Drawing on days of volunteer work at the clinic, I poured strong qi into her sole again.

Zzzt, zzzt—.

Qi from my body climbed her foot, ankle, calf.

Twitching.

"Nngaaah—!"

Like electrocuted, Enya convulsed and screamed.

Her sensation probably matched exactly. I was forcing open her blocked meridians and qi.

"Uwaaah, agh, ahn, ahng, aaah—!"

But from her mouth came unexpectedly lewd sounds. Flustered, the maids stopped watching and grabbed my shoulders and arms.

"G-Get off her!"

"Barbarian! Stop right now—!!"

But my body was perfectly heated now. I pushed the qi from my knees just a bit further—to her thighs, a little higher.

"Ahng, ahn, ah, ahnaaang—! Haaah! Haa...!"

Shivering.

Her red dress hem darkened wetly. The maids bristled in fury.

"Y-Young lady! You perverted demon! What strength is this?!"

"Call for help!"

"No! If this gets out, we're done!"

Ignoring the maids yanking my hair and pinching my neck and shoulders, I sank deeper into inner focus.

Qi pushed to her thighs now neared her lower abdomen. A bit more, and this bizarre half-paralysis might lift.

Grrrrk—.

Finally, pressing my thumbs brutally into the point, Enya flopped like a fish out of water—no more screams. She might fall and get hurt.

"Maids! If you don't want her injured, hold her shoulders!"

"Wh-Who are you to order me—!?"

"My body, it's moving on its—."

My earnest plea worked; the interfering maids pinned her shoulders and arms to the chair.

Good.

My qi now headed for her dantian in the lower abdomen. The key spot storing human qi, the Guanyuan point.

Spread my qi there. Even a droplet. Like a tiny mustard seed growing into vast groves.

The drop of life I planted would flourish mightily within her.

"Not much longer."

"N-Nooo—! Stop! St-Stop! I-I'm sorry, sooo sorry, stooop! L-Let gooo!"

Regaining her senses, Enya thrashed to escape, but the maids holding her arms and shoulders made it futile.

"L-Let go! I said let gooo, ah, ahng, aaaah—!"

"Y-Young lady! Young lady—! Sorry! My body won't obey meee—!"

"Aaaaah—!"

Zzzzt—.

With a thunderous scream, Enya collapsed. Simultaneously, the maids gripping her arms shrieked and fell to the floor.

Pffft—blood spurted from my nose, and my head cleared.

Before my eyes floated the usual Karma Value update, and Enya—veil askew, eyes brimming with tears—looked up at me.

"What... in the world...."

I told her,

"Enya. Enya Sardich. If you believe in me, you'll definitely walk."

Srrk, srrk—.

Her feet flailed.

Seeing her lower body move, she asked incredulously,

"This... how is this possible? Who... who are you?"

Srrk, srrk.

Soon, bracing on her wheelchair, she stood fully on the ground. Legs atrophied from disuse wobbled like a newborn fawn's, but she steadied herself gripping the chair and wall.

"Young lady—."

"The young lady... she's standing again...."

The sprawled maids marveled. One with weak tear ducts even cried.

Srrk.

Enya lowered the black veil on her forehead and asked again.

"What did you do? Who are you?"

Her yellowish-green eyes looked deep and clear. No bluff about detecting lies.

"Who... would you like me to be?"
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There are prisons scattered in various places throughout the city.

For example, beneath the Mars Guild lies a prison housing prisoners for all sorts of purposes, and even the guard posts have simple holding cells.

The prison I was heading to was located underground in Sodmora's city hall, a space for detaining high-profile criminals and seized goods.

Since it housed nobles and others of considerable fame and reputation, it was far better kept than the prisons I'd mentioned earlier.

I never imagined I'd end up coming to a place like this—.

With those thoughts, I made my way underground in the city hall.

"No entry after seven in the evening."

The guards blocked my path, but when I showed them my traveler's tag, they visibly relaxed.

"Samaritan. Here to see a prisoner in person?"

"That's right. Is it this way?"

At the same time, I pulled a suitable silver coin from my pocket and placed it in the guard's hand. He pocketed it smoothly and said,

"We can give you about ten minutes."

I've always thought this, but most problems can be solved with money. And most problems arise from a lack of it.

Nothing beats shiny gold, after all.

Even the infamous arsonist Elfride, who torched the city, had been placed in this rather stately prison because of money.

You couldn't just leave merchandise worth up to 400 gold in some dingy hole, or all sorts of trouble would ensue.

"Looks good on you, Elfride."

Following the guard's directions, I turned corners and headed to the iron bars where Elfride was held.

Aside from the cold, rigid bars everywhere, the interior had carpets and plush chairs—it could rival any luxurious parlor.

Elfride, sitting primly in one of those chairs, scowled when she saw me.

"Hassan."

"Yeah, it's me."

There were no longer any bruises or tomato stains on Elfride's body. Draped in a white dress that matched her pale skin, she almost looked like a May bride.

Someone must have dressed her that way to boost her value ahead of tomorrow's trial.

"Tomorrow's finally here, Elfride."

"I didn't expect you'd come here. Are you just here to mock me?"

"Could be, or maybe not."

At my vague reply, Elfride seemed to give up on getting angry and just crossed her legs and arms while sitting in her chair.

She seemed strangely calm—probably because, cooped up in this prison for days, all she could do was think and sort out her stance. She'd likely prepared her mind in her own way.

I dragged over a chair in front of the bars and sat down. But that was the end of our conversation.

We simply felt each other's presence faintly and uncomfortably beyond the wall of bars, and that was enough—no words needed.

This distance, with a wall between us, was probably just right for me and her.

But I hadn't come here today just to gawk at her.

I said,

"I never thought you'd set fire to the clinic."

"...Me-."

"What?"

"I didn't know either."

"I see."

"...It's all because of you. While I was locked up in here, getting mocked by all sorts of people, I thought about it. If you weren't around, I wouldn't have done anything wrong."

I was about to say, What did I do—but I shut my mouth. Strictly speaking, as Elfride said, I bore a few percent of the blame for this arson.

As I fell silent for a moment, she continued.

"No, that'd be a lie. It's my fault. I was born under a curse. The more my emotions flare up, the bigger the flames inside me grow. It's the same for all elves. That's why we train from childhood to suppress our egos completely."

"Killing your emotions?"

It was a story I'd heard before, during the duel between Kallidur and Daltor. It seemed Elfride couldn't escape that fate either.

"I was the master of my life. I had perfect control over myself. But you make me angry just by existing, Hassan. I can't stand it. A slave like you, trying to ruin and destroy me. What the hell are you?"

Whoosh, whoosh—.

Elfride's hair bristled, flames like heat haze rising behind her. But they were restrained by the strange beaded choker around her neck.

She clutched her throat with a groan.

"When I'm with you, my flames grow even bigger. They'll burn everything to ash. In the end, nothing will be left."

"Yeah, you ended up setting fires here and there. Tomorrow, if this all goes well, go out and apologize to everyone, Elfride."

"Tomorrow... things will end one way or another. But I'm not sure if I'll have the freedom to do that."

"We'll see tomorrow."

Her red eyes narrowed at my casual response.

"I've heard you've been up to something at the east gate lately. You're not thinking of buying me as a slave, are you?"

Had Elfride heard about my plans?

Wondering who told her, I noticed simple jerky and rations on the table where she sat—probably brought by a visitor. The Silver Roses, no doubt. Who else?

I stood from my chair and said,

"Anyway, after tomorrow, any debt I owed you is gone. And this growling-at-each-other-when-we-see-each-other thing? Let's end it. Part on good terms. So, have you thought about what I asked you before?"

I recalled the question I'd asked her when we were separated by the wall of flames. I didn't hate Elfride—did she feel the same?

Truth was, I just wanted to hear her answer.

But Elfride furrowed her brow, as if she had no idea what I meant.

"What are you talking about?"

"Yeah, that's just like you to the end. That's enough."

"..."

Elfride looked like she had a lot to say, but she soon closed her mouth. Just then, a guard knocked on the wall from behind—tap, tap. Our ten minutes were up.

As I left the prison, I turned back toward where Elfride was. She stood at the bars, watching me until I disappeared around the corner.

*

*

*

And so, the day of the trial arrived again.

The outdoor citizen square was packed with at least twice as many people as the indoor trial. It felt like a gladiator match in an arena or coliseum. In fact, this trial was like a city event, buzzing with festival-like heat.

An albino elf.

Huge sums of money.

No wonder people's interest was piqued.

Come on, place your bets. Who'll win the bid in this auction—.

Look over there. The Dortes merchant lord is here too.

Watching this heated crowd from my position as a person involved and witness in the case made my heart race even more.

Luna must be somewhere in that throng. She'd said she wanted to attend today's trial, though I couldn't spot her.

"Hoo—."

I kept exhaling deeply to steady my quickening breath.

I'd prepared everything for this retrial. If things went according to plan, there'd be no issues.

But standing on this stage, exposed to all eyes outdoors, memories of suffering in Desros' arena bubbled up unbidden, making my fingertips tremble.

I clenched and unclenched my hands to steady myself. Warmth spreading from my cold fingertips felt pretty good.

I wished the trial would start soon.

Even though the scheduled time had passed by several minutes, the judge hadn't appeared.

As I looked around wondering when it would begin, the judge emerged, resplendent in ornate robes and crown, guided by two attendants holding his long cloak.

Cheers and applause greeted him, and he waved to the crowd and bowed like the host of a grand show.

Once seated, he said,

"Ah—."

That short voice sent ripples through the crowd of over a hundred. Maybe his strange staff had some amplification magic.

"Welcome to today's trial, citizens of Sodmora. I'm Porphyr, the judge entrusted with much of this proceeding. And first, before we begin, allow me to thank the patrons who joined us here and sponsored this event."

Swoosh.

As Judge Porphyr raised his palm, a VIP area with a shaded canopy came into view amid the crowd.

The people there lounged in cool seats, attended by servants fanning them with huge feather fans.

Nobles?

I wondered if they were the baron or count I knew, but their unfamiliar appearances suggested otherwise.

"Well then, shall we proceed with the 35th trial, the city arson case?"

Swoosh.

At Judge Porphyr's question, a man in the VIP seats gave a light gesture. Taking that as the signal, the judge banged his gavel, announcing the trial's start.

To be precise, it was more like the start of selling Elfride, stripped of her rights and fallen to slave status. Her guilt was already confirmed; all that remained was setting the slave's bid.

Proving that, both the prosecutor and defendant Elfride sat silently in their places, watching. Only the bespectacled middle-aged halfling auctioneer busily raised his voice.

"Alright, as before, we'll start the auction at a base of 200 gold."

I felt the weight of the heavy gold coins in my pocket. 150 gold. My last bit of wealth. What could I do with it?

"400 gold."

"Number 30, 400 gold!"

The price shot up right from the start. 400 gold, far beyond my 150. Number 30—the top-hatted viscount-to-be, Il Rak, from last time.

The crowd cheered at the instant doubling, and sweat glistened on the judge's bald forehead.

"Good, this heat will please His Highness."

The judge wiped his brow with a handkerchief, muttering to himself. Meanwhile, his eyes stayed on the VIP seats.

But after Il Rak viscount-to-be bid 400 gold, no one else raised a hand. The judge blinked in evident panic.

"What? No more bidders?"

His eyes seemed to search for Sodmora's countess, who'd competed with Il Rak last time. He'd hyped this retrial more than before to draw a bigger crowd—only for it to fizzle out like this?

Of course, Sodmora's countess wouldn't bid anymore. Only a few, including me, knew why.

"400 gold going once to number 30! Rights to Elfride Desmond go to viscount-to-be Il Rak of number 30! Now—."

"450 gold."

Just then, someone raised their number tag and called a higher amount.

What kind of sum is that?

Who is it?

Faces that had assumed Il Rak's victory now turned to this new competitor. He was a fairly young man lounging in the VIP seats, fanned lazily.

It's Prince Friedrich.

His Highness is joining the bidding too.

I heard the last trial was halted due to word from the palace—.

From the murmurs, this man was called "His Highness." No ordinary person got that title—he was clearly someone of immense status.

What a big shot.

No wonder he bid 450 gold, more than all my money combined. I knew a bit about him too. Only tales of virtue and good deeds preceded him—a monster in some ways.

"Number 30, 500 gold!"

"Number 302, 550 gold—!"

As time passed, the bidding grew fiercer.

Il Rak's going head-to-head with the palace heir in a money fight? What's going on?

That guy's the type who bought his noble title with cash. But why would His Highness bid so high on an elf like that?

Who knows what royals think.

As prices climbed, the crowd's excitement soared—and the pressure on me mounted.

Can I pull this off?

I asked myself.

Truth was, confidence and I were always far apart.

After falling alone into this unfamiliar world with no connections—from a pretty ordinary life in the 21st century—I'd done all sorts of ugly things just to survive.

I didn't know what to do, and nothing good came of my actions. All I gained were sleazy expedients.

Honestly, I figured if I could scrape by and return to my original world, that'd be enough. So I focused on getting through each day.

But maybe I'd just been ignoring it.

My life was ruined. Paths back to my old, comfortable normal were all blocked.

Every card I had was a dud. No matter what I did in this world, someone would call me an uneducated barbarian.

People like that wouldn't see me in a good light, no matter what—like the old men at the clinic, fixed in their biased view.

To them, I was Samaritan Hassan.

I had to accept it.

From the moment I fell through that weird manhole cover, I was a resident of this world.

Samaritan Hassan.

Barbarian Hassan.

Bronze-tier adventurer Hassan.

Was that all me?

All me, yet in a way, I'd been lying to myself too.

Every moment of excuses, running away, spinning pretty fictions to cope—they weighed on my shoulders and neck.

Stay still like this, sit quiet, and everything will sort itself out. You'll survive another day and call it good, they whispered.

At the same time, countless questions directed at me echoed in my ears.

Who are you?

Enya's voice from our last meeting rang clear in my mind, and for some reason, I couldn't answer who I was.

Today was the day to answer all those silences. Time to pay the interest on days survived by muddling through.

"600 gold! Any further bids?"

As the voices reached my ears again, I raised my number tag.

"Number 4! Bidder 4—! Number 4! Number 4!?"

All eyes turned to me. My heart pounded like it would burst, vision swimming. But I'd steeled my resolve.

"Number 4 bidder! Are you bidding!?"

At the question, I glanced around. Things were about to change.

I said,

"This isn't a bid. I object to this trial. It's been wrong from the start."

"Objection? Raising an objection? To a trial already concluded? On what grounds? Who are you?"

"I am—."

Who am I?

Recalling a fact I'd long forgotten, I said calmly,

"Actually, I have a confession to make to all of you."
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Time seemed to have frozen.

Everything fell silent, leaving only the chaotic noise behind.

Whispers from the crowd, faces etched with confusion and inexplicable doubt at this turn of events—it was all palpable.

I spoke clearly once more.

“This trial was flawed from the start, and there’s something I must confess to all of you.”

“Ahem, hmm.”

The judge wiped the sweat from his brow at my words and asked,

“Hatsan of Samaria, you’re objecting to the trial? What do you mean by that?”

“Exactly what I said. There’s something I need to tell you all. It’s been said that I stopped the arson in Sodomora. But that’s not true. I—”

I took a moment to steady my breath.

Then I opened my mouth again.

“Strictly speaking, I’m closer to the one who started the fire.”

“What did you just say? That you set the fire, Samaritan?”

I could feel everyone’s shock at my words. Even the murmurs stopped as they leaned in, eager to hear what would come out of my mouth next.

My eyes turned to Elfriede, sitting quietly in the defendant’s seat. Until just moments ago, she had worn an expression of serene detachment from it all, but now even she looked stunned, her brows raised as she stared at me.

“The truth is, I’m the one who set the fire.”

“W-what do you mean? If that’s true, you’ll bear a grave罪! Why on earth would you do such a thing?”

“I’m a barbarian. A savage who races across the Black Wastelands howling, breaking, and destroying. For a barbarian like me to set fire to a city—does that really need any other reason or explanation?”

“That—what—!”

The judge seemed greatly flustered, but his sunken eyes flashed with serious intent.

Until moments ago, those hollow eyes had been clouded with tension and various emotions, but now they glared at me as if I were the epitome of lawless savagery.

It wasn’t just Judge Porfirio.

Loud tsks and furrowed brows rippled through the crowd around us.

Because I’m a barbarian.

It was absurd that such a simple reason sufficed, but that was reality. My black hair and foreign features were original sin enough in this world.

No matter how much fame I gained as an adventurer, no matter how many merits I racked up, no matter how many people I healed or served—these would forever be the tag that haunted me.

And right now, that fact was working in my favor. I said,

“Why did I set the fire? Why did I set the fire? Obviously because Gaia Continent lacked warmth. It’s too damn cold here. Fuck, it’s freezing.”

“Lacked warmth?”

The judge’s brows twitched.

“What are you talking about?”

“You people of Gaia Continent are too cold. When stones fly at you for no reason and curses rain down, when you chase pickpockets only to trip into the mud and get trampled and mocked instead—it’s only natural to crave a bit of warmth, isn’t it?”

“You set the fire to resist racial discrimination?”

“I could talk for days about it. But no one cares about that stuff. No one will listen. They won’t even pay attention—they’ll just mock it. So I set the fire. Now you’ll listen to my story.”

“Even so, setting a fire—that’s utterly heinous. Did you give no thought to the victims?”

“Who cares about that? The important thing is I sent you a message. And that woman, Elfriede Desmund? She was nothing more than a torch I used. Funny you didn’t even notice.”

Murmurs rippled through the crowd.

I know that guy. He’s the one who set fire in Desros’ arena too!

Stinging glares of hostility and wariness poured my way. They seemed convinced I was the arsonist who torched the city.

In truth, who the target was probably didn’t matter to them. The gathered mob just wanted to vent the hot summer heat building inside them on someone.

So that elf woman is innocent?

That explains why she was so docile—not like a typical arsonist. Was she being blackmailed?

I kept saying that elf was innocent. The real culprit is someone else. See, I was right?

And it’s way more satisfying to curse a barbaric savage than a fair-skinned elf. Visual appeal matters when it comes to stirring emotions.

To anyone watching, I was the perfect villain.

Even so, prepared as I was, the flying curses, stones, one-copper coins, and tomatoes stung a little.

As I silently endured the condemnation, the judge, who had been scribbling something, spoke up.

“Ha, then we have to restart the trial. To cause such a spectacle on the day His Highness Friedrich is here... From victim compensation to everything else, there’s no end to what we must consider!”

Someone rose from the audience seats.

Judge Porfirio irritably snapped at them.

“And what do you want? Got something to say?”

“I’m Galad of the East Gate Laundry—the representative of this arson’s victims. I have petitions and complaints here from everyone. The petitions are for that skinny fairy, and the complaints are for this pitch-black barbarian.”

Judge Porfirio flipped through the thick stack of papers. Groaning “hmm” and “ugh” as he did, he finally said,

“Requests to reduce the defendant Elfriede’s sentence, and complaints demanding that Samaria’s Hatsan, the mastermind behind it all, be punished in her stead. All thirty victims agree?”

“As you can see.”

“Ha—. In Sodomora’s 200-year history, this is unprecedented. I, Porfirio, acting on behalf of Jupiter himself, frankly have no idea how to handle this.”

The judge fell silent again, deep in thought. Even with his seasoned experience, this case had unfamiliar twists.

Of course, the deeper his deliberations grew, the more my heart pounded.

It was unfolding exactly as I’d planned.

The days spent trudging under the blazing sun to victims’ homes had meaning. What I’d asked wasn’t to erase the incident itself.

Just to redirect the complaints aimed at Elfriede toward me.

It’s just swapping defendants—no loss to you.

Truth is, who actually set the fire doesn’t matter to us. But then you won’t get a cut of the elf slave sale price, right? We were all set for a windfall.

Instead, Samaria’s Hatsan will do things to benefit you all from now on. You’ve seen over the past few days how useful I am. Think of it as investing in me and the Mars Guild. You won’t regret it.

Hmm—.

Convincing Galad, the laundry owner who suffered the most, had taken effort, but seeing him resubmit the petitions and new complaints today meant things had worked out.

He’d served me ice water, eager for connections to a famous adventurer—he must’ve realized creating a debt with me wasn’t a bad idea.

Everything felt smoothly on track.

As I calmed my racing heart and breath, Judge Porfirio finally opened his heavy, agonized mouth.

“Very well. Jupiter and the kingdom’s laws always favor the victims. If that’s the victims’ will, the public’s will, then I must follow. With that, we’ll close this trial and schedule a new one in a week—”

“Wait—.”

Just then, someone cut off the judge. I turned to see the crowded stands parting like the sea as people bowed their heads.

A man approached me, his silver armor gleaming like a noble guard’s, shoulders laden with insignia, waist jingling with expensive ornaments, his steps clanking.

Short, neatly trimmed golden hair, an amiable face you couldn’t hate. His expression brimmed with youth and confidence.

“Your Highness Friedrich—.”

Even the judge bowed in flustered panic. The man’s name was Pride Friedrich—the kingdom’s proud successor, hailed as a warrior of renown.

Emerging from the crowd, he stood before the judge, before me, and spoke.

“I came thinking I could buy a female elf. You’re putting on quite the show, barbarian. What’s your name?”

The judge hurriedly answered the man’s question.

“His name is Hatsan of Samaria. Hatsan Zigress—! Hatsan, bow to His Highness at once! What are you doing?”

“Hey, Porfirio. I didn’t ask you. I’m speaking to the bold one here who confessed his crimes before me without fear.”

The man’s blue eyes fixed on me. People in this world had no qualms about staring piercingly, and this prince was no exception.

“Kneeling before my presence? You’re an interesting one. I’m asking you. Your name—?”

“Hatsan of Samaria.”

“Hatsan. An intriguing name. Hatsan— you’ve admitted your guilt. Victims, location, witnesses—all present. No need to delay the trial and waste time and budget. I, Pride, rightful heir to the kingdom and Jupiter’s proxy, will take over this seat. Any objections, Porfirio?”

“Goodness, how could there be? Wherever you go is the court, Your Highness. I yield my seat. Please, sit here.”

The judge prostrated himself flat and promptly vacated his chair.

Prince Pride, heir to the throne, ascended as if it were the most natural thing, receiving the gavel and robe.

His face, shadowed briefly by the sun and the robe’s cast, sank into momentary darkness.

For an instant, I thought his clear blue eyes flashed crimson. I’d felt immense pressure from nobles before, but a prince was born different.

This was the authority figure raised from childhood to rule over others.

Looking down at me, he said,

“Criminal Hatsan. Black-haired Samaritan. By confessing your crimes yourself, you’ve steeled yourself to bear full responsibility, yes?”

“Yeah.”

“Y-you! Show proper respect to His Highness!”

“Enough, Porfirio. I know Samaritans bow to no one. Anyway, Hatsan. I hear the damages from this incident amount to 200 gold. Whew, that’s a fortune. Fail to pay, and your life ends here. Can you handle it?”

“No, all I have is 150 gold.”

“150 gold, eh. Substantial, but not nearly enough. Will this trial fizzle out so anticlimactically? You don’t strike me as dumb enough to confess on bravado alone—”

A trace of boredom and disappointment shadowed the prince’s shaded face. That’s when it happened.

“Y-Your Highness—.”

The halfling auctioneer with glasses, who’d been running the proceedings, approached with a trembling, tense voice.

“I-I am the auctioneer Camur. I know it’s presumptuous, but may I speak?”

“Speak.”

“W-well, let me check—. After tallying the newly filed victim complaints, some have withdrawn monetary compensation claims. Thus, the total for this trial and incident is 143 gold, 35 silver, 10 copper.”

“Oh-ho, is that so?”

The prince looked down at me.

“More than enough with what you have. Intentional? No, asking spoils the fun. But, Samaritan—arson is grave. Repaying damages doesn’t erase your罪.”

His tone was casual, but the words carried a brutal edge.

I’d planned for this situation over the past week, but I hadn’t anticipated a heavyweight like Prince Friedrich intervening, so I tensed naturally.

“By kingdom law, arson ranks third among the five great sins. Even after full restitution, ten years rotting in Prison City wouldn’t be amiss.”

Prison City.

A massive iron cage teeming with criminals. Ordinary folk said surviving a day there left you broken everywhere.

Essentially, the kingdom’s state-sanctioned slum for all its filth and trash. Ten years there? Better to be a slave.

The prince added a few words then.

“But I like you, barbarian. I’ll make you a Holy Knight. You’ve got potential. Two years’ training, and you’ll hit nine seats easy. A Samaritan torching the city against discrimination, redeemed by the prince who takes him in—could make a fine tale.”

Holy Knights—the order Elfriede’s Antiope belonged to, heretic hunters. The crowd buzzed loudly at that.

Heavens, forgiving the罪 and recruiting him to the Holy Knights?

Too generous for an arsonist.

Behold the prince’s mercy. The kingdom’s future looks bright.

The prince always scouts talent everywhere. Maybe that’s why he came for the elf too?

The crowd marveled and praised the prince’s judgment. Even I had to admit it was exceedingly merciful.

“Kneel and swear loyalty to me and the kingdom, Hatsan of Samaria. That absolves your sins—save for serving the cultist of Pluto. No sin beyond that is unforgivable.”

“...”

I looked up at the trial’s new master. Only his eyes gleamed blue in the shadow. Would kneeling solve everything neatly?

Yet my knees felt rooted like posts, refusing to budge.

I’d groveled through everything until now, but for some reason, with this guy, kneeling or bowing felt wrong.

“Hatsan, why not kneel? No better chance than this.”

“Truly grateful, but I’ll pass. I’ll bear my sins myself.”

So I pulled out what I’d kept dear in my bosom and held it up toward the man.

It resembled the pardon Countess Sardis’s daughter, Enya Sardis, had promised war veterans.

The prince said,

“Pardon? Indulgence?”

His expression turned deadly serious as he took it. As the throne foretold, it was a pardon.

I’d earned it from Enya while healing her as the border count’s daughter.

Even taking my 100-gold compensation, matching Elfriede’s price was impossible. With it soaring past 500 gold, my estimate proved spot-on.

So I’d thought: Nullify Elfriede’s trial, take her罪 on myself, and save us both.

That’s why I’d hustled the past week collecting gold and swaying victims—and it seemed to be working.

Thanks to safely curing the countess’s daughter. Publicly, Luna’s Vitality Orb healed her. Luna believed it too.

No good if word spread a foreign barbarian touched the lady’s foot during treatment, so I credited all glory to Luna.

Now, what happens next?

As I narrowed my brows wondering, the prince spoke.

“Stamped by the border count. Sodomora’s count rivals royals in influence. Never thought a barbarian would have one. Not stolen, it seems.”

“So my sins are gone?”

“Yes, rules are rules. Entertaining—you’re innocent. I, kingdom heir and Jupiter’s proxy, reaffirm: You are innocent, Samaritan.”

Innocent.

Those unassuming words set my heart racing.

I had won.

Murmurs swelled louder. As I basked briefly in victory’s fruit, the prince said,

“But one question. I’m no fool, barbarian. This trial and surrounding events reek of scheme or plot. All intentional?”

“If so, does it change anything?”

“No. Everyone yields to rules and results. Barbarian, judge, noble—even prince or high mountain gods can’t escape them.”

“Then think what you like.”

“Fine, I will. Hatsan of Samaria. Black Wasteland barbarian. Came on a whim, found an intriguing fellow. I’ll remember your name, Samaritan. Hatsan—.”

He pronounced my name deliberately. His voice struck like a blade to my chest.

Samaritan Hatsan.

Was that my name?

No, it was a lie.

I wasn’t the ruthless, mad Samaritan barbarian or rising star adventurer. Just a flawed, ordinary person.

Stepping off my long chain of lies, I chose truth today.

“Clerk, one correction. My name isn’t Hatsan of Samaria—it’s Hassan. Write it that way.”

“Hassan? Plain Hassan might confuse—son of whom, shall I put?”

“Son of the great beast, Hassan.”

“Ah, yes, Hatsan—. Done.”

Hassan, not Hatsan. Damn—must be my pronunciation.

Still, confessing it cleared my chest. Finally finding my place as ‘me.’ Thrill of dropping the half-baked barbarian act?

Feeling a strange fulfillment, someone laughed behind me.

“Ha—.”

I turned. The prince’s shadowed mouth stretched into a long grin, utterly at odds with his handsome, likable face.

Unthinkingly, my hand went to my waist.

My nape tingled more fiercely than ever in crises past.

Of course, I hadn’t brought a club to court—nothing there. This might get dangerous.

Lifting my head again, the prince’s face was serene and confident, as at first sight.

“Belated welcome. Hassan, from foreign lands. To your arrival on Gaia Continent. Arms wide. Most warmly—.”
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“Put it there, right there. Yeah. Up higher—a little more, a little higher.”

“Is this good?”

“Yeah. Right there, perfect! Good, that wraps up today’s quota of boxes. Those things are so heavy four strong men would struggle with them, but you’re lifting them like nothing. Impressive.”

“Anything else?”

“Not really. You seemed a bit green at first, but you picked it up quick. Good with your hands, too. Calmer than I heard. If you put your mind to it, you do it well. You can head out now.”

His words lifted my spirits a bit. Was it the gruff middle-aged man’s clumsy praise, or just hearing I could clock out? Hard to say.

“Phew.”

Straightening my back, my waist and shoulders screamed from the day’s grueling labor.

I’d hauled boxes two or three times my weight up and down endlessly, straining muscles and joints.

Not just today—yesterday, the day before, too. I was hitting my limit.

The Samaritan arson case.

Days, weeks had passed since the big event folks called the Sodomora public trial.

New rules and ordinances sprang up from it, and plenty of people gained or lost based on their stakes.

Things really had changed.

The stifling heat that wrinkled noses had eased, cool breezes blew, leaves turned red—autumn was upon me before I knew it.

And I, Hissan of Samaria, a man in his mid-twenties, felt changes in many ways too.

“Good, that’s it for today. My shift’s up anyway. Kinda sad thinking this is the last time, Hissan.”

I looked at the middle-aged man running the carpentry shop at the east gate.

He’d been picky at first, nitpicking everything. But after days of hard work together, he’d warmed up, speaking leisurely now. He’d lumped me as “that Samaritan” before—now he used my name, Hissan.

I said, “We’ll meet again someday if fate allows.”

“Sure. That’s what makes life interesting. But I still don’t get it, Hissan. Why’d you set the fire? You don’t seem the type.”

“Doesn’t everyone have that urge once in a while? Seeing dry leaves tumble, or a perfect campfire—you wanna spark one yourself, right?”

“True. But acting on it’s another story. Folks lack the guts or fear the fallout.”

“I just did it. And now I’m paying the price.”

“I see. Makes sense. Given how they’re treating you these days, I can almost understand the arson.”

“Yeah?”

“But you sure you’re okay?”

His question drew a familiar smile from me.

“I’m fine.”

That ended my time at Berdu’s carpentry. Tomorrow, back to helping at Galad’s laundry repairs.

Daily work kept things from getting boring. Moving my hands focused me, time flew.

Wake in the morning, work.

Clock out in the evening.

Ordinary life—nothing special, what everyone dreams of. Surprising I was living it now.

I’d once taken such normalcy for granted, then it became my aspiration, and now it’d circled back.

I’m a Samaritan, after all.

Heh, time to head home. Scary as hell.

Not quite the everyday I wanted, though. Reasons obvious.

I pulled my robe low over my face, dodging eyes and ears, heading to my spot.

No garden, no cozy hut, no women’s laughter—just a cheap north gate inn.

Jingle.

The rickety bell rang as I opened the door. Rough men’s gazes snapped to me.

Mumble mumble.

Whispering again. Annoying, but causing a scene might leave me homeless.

Did he just say “mumble mumble” out loud? Idiot? Or their code?

Probably misheard. I walked on.

“Innkeep, dinner please.”

After telling the bored owner wiping bowls, I headed to my long-term room on the second floor, farthest corner. Creak, creeeak.

The stairs and floorboards shook like they’d collapse under my heavy steps. Strangely comforting.

My room greeted me as always: broken doorknob, walls slashed with knives.

“Home sweet home.”

I flopped onto the torn bedspread without changing. Sleep came even here, eyes closed.

“Fucking sucks.”

No escaping reality, crashing like a tsunami.

Days after the trial.

I fought loneliness head-on. No eerie spider barks, no girl giggling while brushing with Menthe oil.

Just broken doors, crude curses scratched like stone-throws, stinky blankets.

I stared at the ceiling.

“Fuk san, di zera.”

Damn, shitty handwriting. Spelling’s all wrong. How’d they carve the ceiling? Rode a pony up there with a knife?

Imagining burly guys piggybacking to graffiti made me chuckle.

“Fuck.”

Then a pang hit my chest like a stone. Explained the downstairs whispers. Thought I’d gotten used to it—not just one or two days.

Staring at frog-killing slurs, my cheeks and eyes twitched.

Did they know casual stones killed frogs like me?

Probably.

Stones thrown to kill frogs. If I died, they’d spit and mock my corpse.

But I had no intention of going their way.

That thought rallied me. Mindset matters.

Yet despite the surge, eyelids grew heavy, consciousness sank into deep sleep.

*

*

*

Rustle.

Strange noise woke me. Pitch-black room, no candle.

Creak, creak.

Door was shut despite the busted knob—now wide open, rattling.

Wind?

Rising to close it, I sensed another presence in the cramped room. Eyes adjusting to dark spotted a shadow.

“Luna?”

No, I corrected— presences, plural. And Luna wouldn’t be here.

“Fuck.”

Hand to my waist, a noose snared my neck.

Crunch.

Someone behind yanked a rope to strangle me.

“!”

I tensed, wedging fingers between rope and throat. Breathing eased. Swung fist into dark.

“Argh!”

Hit something—a thick man’s yelp.

Thrashing, the rope loosened, fell.

From bed, I grabbed my club from waist, faced shadowy group in dark.

Who?

Not important now. Surviving mattered.

“You know who I am and still jumped me? Wrong room, guys. Single occupancy.”

“Know who? Hissan of Samaria, you filthy arsonist. Time to pay.”

“See? Didn’t know me. Dumbasses, wrong address.”

Slash.

Right cheek burned. I dodged left fast. Blade—dagger?—whistled past, slicing air.

Screeeee.

Aimed for face or neck full force. They meant to kill.

I uppercut the shadow’s gut hard.

“Urk!”

Ribs cracked, he screamed, flew back into wall.

“Guaaaagh!”

Impact thud, then vomiting splatter. Gross, hate sleeping near puke.

Quick punches smashed the other two heads.

Thud, thwack.

“Ugh!”

“Guh!”

Short groans, shadows crumpled.

My grace, Dark Eyes, activated—room sharpened. Always amazing.

First guy: wall-smashed.

Two twitching on bed.

One on ass, staring up, masked, holding club or branch.

Kicked it away, grabbed collar, yanked to my face.

Size gap left his feet dangling.

“Eeeeek! M-monster! Fuck, you even human!?”

“You came knowing me. Should know small fry like you can’t touch me. Didn’t expect this, huh?”

“Fuck!”

“Yeah, so you didn’t know me. Right? Came to kill anyway. Why?”

“Obviously—”

He smirked slyly.

“Count Sardichi’s orders.”

Bullshit. No reason for the count to off me.

Their protection let me scrape by. And hiring these punks? Unlikely.

“Lie and see what happens.”

Crunch.

“Hyuuk!”

Shaking him like a drunk hurling, he screamed.

“Now, truth.”

“You bastard, the underground market tanked ‘cause of you! Arsonist scum strutting like you’re hot shit—serves you right!”

“Good answer.”

“Guek!”

Jabbed finger under jaw—pressure point. He flopped like twisted chicken, rolling.

“Shit.”

Getting kicked out now.

Wanted to lay low, but trial fame spread my story. Old grudges bit hard.

Knew showing weakness meant doom here, yet soft sleep weeks ago felt unreal.

I rifled attackers—ex-underground market remnants. Rusty dagger, chains, junk.

“Ugh, fuck. Bums. Hey, quit whining. Didn’t hit that hard.”

“Uwaaaah.”

Checked wrists: Hans, Zimmer, Cornero, Marco. Common names, levels 5,3,4,3. Normals.

“Hans, Zimmer, Cornero, Marco.”

Naming them panicked the floor-bound thugs.

“F-fuck, how’d you know our names!?”

“We hid everything...!”

From rage to terror. Scary knowing unspoken names.

What else do they know? My place? Family?

Imagination spirals to hell. Hell’s in the fearful mind.

Names alone induce panic.

I knew—always been scaredy-cat.

I said, “Now you know who I am. Go. Tell your pals, buddies. Who I am, what I do. How you got wrecked. Spread it wide.”

Thud.

“Eek!”

Kicked floor hard, they scattered like rats from a cat, limping, helping each other.

Dragging off—satisfying.

“Punks.”

Spit on floor, back to bed.

Fuck, sleep gone.

Too much stamina? Should’ve kept ‘em, chatted. Truth or dare all night maybe.

Silly thoughts, eyes closing—rustle. Small build. Woman? Dwarf?

“Wanna get beat too?”

Growled with killing intent. Nights fighting thugs honed my intimidation.

Most punks’d flee like nymphs from boiling water.

But this one didn’t.

Entered, spoke to me.

“Using thugs as messenger horses...! Lord Hissan’s Hellish Wail of Terror, the Dread Evangelist!? Wise move! Ruthless wisdom befitting Hell’s heir...! Saw it all outside! Not ‘cause I was scared—nooo!”

Fuck.

I bolted up. Small girl with lantern eased in.

“Fuck!”

“Lord Hissan! Heard you torched foolish Sodomora...!! Bringing Hell yourself! Perfect example for Hell’s son—! P-Paranoia was so moved, wept on spot...!!”

“Fuck, Paranoia!”

“But... one regret...! If you’d tipped Paranoia beforehand, could’ve said where and when to burn for city-wide inferno...!!”

“What?”

“All my fault for not being there—! Paranoia fasted candy one day in remorse! You know how huge that is, Lord Hissan...!!”

“Yeah, sure.”

Paranoia loves sweets. Breathes sugar. Skipping one day? Heroic willpower.

“But Paranoia, what brings you? Been ages!”

Loneliness made me glad. She said,

“Long story... But could you buy food first? Starving...”
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Paranoia scarfed down the dry bread and watery soup like there was no tomorrow. She looked just like someone who hadn’t eaten in days, staring at food right in front of her.

“Delish...!”

“Good, eat up. Mind if I try one?”

“Ah-! These are my shares, so no stealing...! If you’re gonna do that, order your own, Hassan-sir-!”

She was even eyeing me warily, the one footing the bill for dinner. Had she been living in the wild or something? Now that I thought about it, there were faint scars on her forehead and the back of her hand.

I considered asking how she’d been getting by, but she was still chowing down, and with this long sleepless night ahead, we’d have plenty of time to talk later. So I held off.

Just watching her eat made my own stomach feel full—not quite, but close enough. Sitting across from someone with no grudge against me was easing my frayed nerves these days.

From what I knew, nymphs gave off an aura that soothed people’s minds all around them. Paranoia seemed to have that effect too. Or maybe not.

After polishing off all three portions solo, Paranoia finally spoke up, looking satisfied.

“Now I feel alive again. Total recharge...! Honestly, looking back, it wasn’t that great...!”

What the hell was that supposed to mean?

Trying to make sense of Paranoia was a fool’s errand. So I just nodded along and asked.

“Good to hear. So what brings you here? How’d you know I was at this dump?”

“Heard about it from Luna-sama.”

“Luna?”

Her name brought a flash of joy. But with it came worry and unease, all tangled up.

“Luna doing okay?”

“She’s fine. That scary slaughter demon Hippolyte’s there...!”

“Yeah?”

Hippolyte must be with Luna. That eased my mind a little. No safer spot than by her side. Though, being with Hippolyte...

What did that mean, exactly?

I was about to mull it over when Paranoia piped up, snapping me out of it.

“Luna-sama wants to see you, Hassan-sir. When works for you?”

“Me?”

It had been days since the trial—days I hadn’t laid eyes on Luna.

Days blurring into one another in this bleak inn made it natural to miss the girl I’d shared a blanket with. Looked like she felt the same.

But not yet.

“Can’t for a while. You know why.”

What popped into my head were the cowards lobbing stones at me from alleys, or thugs like today’s creeping into inns to garrote me.

I’d been cleared at trial. But that didn’t wipe away my sins.

No punishment meant the “arsonist” label stuck, so all the folks who’d never liked me before...

“Hey, isn’t that the Samaritan? Take him down, and I’m the city’s hero, right?”

Guys itching for glory kept coming at me, no respite day or night.

If I hung around Luna or my other contacts amid this mess, they’d get dragged in for sure. So until the storm blew over, I’d chosen this lonely routine.

“Punk, scared of me? Heard of Bendem, North Gate’s chain-fist legend? I’ve dropped Silver-tier adventurers!”

Bang-.

A reggae-haired brute with chains coiled around his fist smashed my table. Empty plates and bowls crashed to the floor in a shattering mess.

“Y-You scum! Daring to mess with Hassan-sir? Unforgivable...! My last precious sausage hit the deck...!”

“Huh? What’s this pipsqueak? A nymph-?”

“Food-wasters are the arch-enemies the great Hassan-sama despises most! You’re done for...! Beg all you want, won’t save you...!”

“What’s the runt babbling? Scared stiff, kiddo?”

“N-Not a runt, I’m Paranoia...! Hassan-sir, this jerk called your right-hand girl—me—a kid, insulting my mighty self and by extension your honor...! Teach him a lesson, sir...!”

These damn scrubs gave zero breathing room.

I rose from my chair.

Squared off against the chain-fisted goon—Bendem, probably. Shorter than me by a few inches, but built solid and tough.

“Oho, big boy like they say?”

He stared me down without flinching, even nose-to-nose. Pure fighter mind games before the bell.

Meant he trusted his chops. Back-alley brawler who’d felled a Silver-tier? Cocky was fair.

I clamped both hands on his shoulders. Jammed thumbs into bone gaps and pumped in qi.

“Huh-!?”

His legs buckled at the knees, dumping him on the floor.

“W-What... what kinda power!?”

“Heard you dropped a Silver-tier. Had hopes. You’re weak.”

“H-Hah, th-this ain’t kneeling—it’s coiling for launch!”

“Say hi to my knee then.”

I hiked my knee into his lowered face—a solid knee strike.

Body’s deadliest weapons: elbows, knees. Philtrum smack from a power knee? Game over.

“A-As expected-! Downed the rude punk with the 120th finisher, ‘Knee’! He’ll reflect in Tartarus now-!”

120th finisher: Knee. Paranoia slacking on names now? Her dopey vibe killed any real menace—I just chuckled.

“Shit. Anyway, you see why I can’t meet Luna. Get it?”

“Yup, got it. Can’t let Luna-sama witness these pests buzzing you.”

“Good, sharp as ever. True right-hand material.”

“Then bump my cut to eight parts?”

“I’ll consider. Done eating? Let’s bounce. Inn swap tomorrow—again. No clue how these scrubs keep tracking me.”

I headed back to the beat-up room with Paranoia.

“Crashing here?”

“Too late to head out. Hell’s Border White Paranoia roaming at night? Pity anyone crossing paths—they’re goners.”

Night streets were rough. Single room though—one narrow bed. As I pondered, she curled up on the bare wooden floor.

“Night, Hassan-sir. See ya tomorrow.”

“Floor?”

“Wood floor alone makes this a palace. Roof blocks rain, walls stop wind...”

Huh. Was she the ascetic type?

My Paranoia was a greedy one. Not just yielding the bed out of niceness—something big must’ve gone down while we were apart.

I spread my blanket on the floor for her and probed gently.

“How you been? Word was you joined some foundation.”

“N-No... I don’t know nothin’-.”

She started shivering—I dropped it.

We ended up bedding down under one roof, vibe a tad awkward. My eyes wouldn’t quit though, wide awake.

“Hey, Paranoia.”

“Here, sir.”

“Luna say anything else ‘bout me? Past the ‘wanna meet’ bit. Anything.”

“Nope.”

“Right.”

Something churned low in my gut.

Thugs weren’t the only reason we were split. Another one—just me and Luna knew.

Us, who never fought? Clashed hard the night the trial wrapped.

No shouting match—I just took it. First time Luna raged like that. Shocked me.

I’d steamrolled ahead solo—fair gripe. All I could do was apologize.

Hassan, now’s your shot. Anything else you hid? Spill. Secret plans, secret deeds. Find out later, I’ll be madder—tell me now.

I owned up to my secrets. Hindsight: maybe her trap.

Hippolyte?

Yeah.

Luna’s face then...

Talk after...

Regretted now—wrong words? Better play?

Maybe she wanted to meet for something huge. Like “we’re done.” Had to be. Nauseating.

But she was right—that was the moment. Confess, fix us—or never.

“Hmm-.”

Her bunking with Hippolyte? Meant they’d talked it out? Glimmer of hope.

Luna, sorry. No defense.

...

Begged till hands cramped—no reply. She let me pack light and bail from the cabin, silent, no grab.

Maybe that was the answer.

Thoughts storming my skull, pure torment.

Hell wasn’t out there—right here, heart and head.

Acquitted? Self-inflicted penance for my crimes.

Karma’s payback.

Damn scrubs.

Better stay busy. Idle hands, comfy body—brain floods with crap, tangled mess.

So push-ups.

Two hands start. Drop fingers one by one. Endgame: one thumb, whole weight, mind blank.

Better.

Damn, dying here. Luna’s thoughts now? Asleep? Or like me, night-haunting.

Hoping forgiveness, but if she’d moved on solo? Gut-punch sad. Might bawl on spot.

Prep the heart gradual.

“Phew-. One fifty-five-.”

Love’s a bitch.

Folks looping this hell, grinning happy—incomprehensible.

“Six hundred thirty-eight-.”

Pulled an all-nighter.

*

*

*

“Hassan-sir, face all shadowy... you okay?”

Sleepless me got hailed by Paranoia, stirring from the floor.

Scooped shattered glass littering the inn floor, checked my mug—yeah, grim as hell per her.

Sunken sockets, heavy bags, scruffy beard—like a wildman ranting after days in the wastes.

“Yup, that menacing mug? Low-rent thugs’ll bolt on sight...! Pure hellface!”

“Shitty face?”

“Could say so.”

“...”

Normally I’d snap back. Her yapping beside me? Mood lift, weirdly.

Flashed on breakup buddies—girlfriend splits wrecked ‘em. Hated solo time, late-night friend benders, booze marathons.

Vague grasp back then. Now? Crystal.

Silence crashing in alone: memory waves, regrets, sweet recalls, raw feels—unbearable.

“Paranoia.”

“Yeah?”

“Thanks. You perked me up.”

“So... my cut to eight parts?”

“Yup. Nail today’s tasks, make it nine.”

“Leave it all to me...!”

She lit up, raring to assist. Scamming a kid? Guilt twinge. But her chatter fueled me.

Day to grind.

Hooded up deep, East Gate bound again amid whispers.

Samaritan-.

Scary-.

Paranoia griped, hating the vibe.

“Idiot mobs. Finger-pointing Hassan-sama, clueless. Pathetic. Ungrateful for his gracious flames.”

“Pipe down.”

Hit Galad’s laundry. He jabbed a thumb elsewhere.

“Repairs wrapped today. Figured a month—your help? Weeks. Solid.”

“Good.”

“North Gate waste burner next. Last stop, rough one. You holding?”

Galad eyed my robe-shadowed pallor.

“Spill the truth now?”

“I’m good.”

Quick nod-off, laundry to incinerator.

No fire scars there—labor pit for convict rehab mostly.

Spotted her: long ears, face slathered black, shoveling muck.

“Elfride. Figured you’d be here.”

She turned.

Been ages since last meet.
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“That’s not it—use dry branches for kindling, not fresh ones, or it won’t burn properly...! If you just shove them in like that from the start, the flames will die out instead, you invasive species!”

The nymph Paranoia hovered around Elfride as she incinerated the trash, nagging her with endless advice.

“Invasive species can’t even start a fire properly, huh? That’s why you only managed to burn a little of the east gate. If it were me, with the honor of wielding Hassan’s torch to spread the flames of hell across the world, I’d have torched the whole city—!”

“No—”

Elfride had listened quietly at first, but after half a day of it, she finally couldn’t take it anymore.

“Do something about this nymph. She keeps bothering me.”

“If you’re upset, just leave the Gaia continent—!”

Paranoia latched onto Elfride like she’d finally found a chance to get revenge on the elf who’d tormented her before.

She might look like a fool now, but considering how she used to be a cultist obsessed with harassing people, her smug attitude made sense.

Once anyone gains the upper hand in a relationship, they start wanting to lord it over those beneath them.

“A little higher, make the flames even higher—! At this rate, we won’t have enough time even if we work all day!”

“Haah.”

Elfride let out a sigh and straightened her back. She wiped the sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand.

A trash incinerator was the last place you’d expect to see Elfride, and watching her covered in soot, laboring away in a way that didn’t suit her at all, felt strangely off.

On second thought, maybe it fit her perfectly. She was a fire mage, after all—great at setting things ablaze.

But instead of using her magic, she was just shoveling in firewood and trash with a spade. She coughed from the acrid smoke but kept at it silently.

“I heard invasive species like you are pretty good at arson magic. Why not use that? It’d cut the work time way down...!”

Paranoia, though, couldn’t fathom why a fire mage like Elfride was manually stoking the flames and choking on the sparks.

Elfride answered her.

“Then it wouldn’t mean anything as penance. I’m paying for my sins here. Using magic would defeat the purpose of all this hardship.”

I see.

This must be her way of atoning.

Rumors from the east gate said she’d been going around clinics and other places, just like me, promising apologies and reparations.

And people seemed to respond pretty well to it.

Her fairy-like looks probably made it easy to win sympathy—unlike me, she wasn’t getting pelted with rocks or jeered at.

Still, I hadn’t expected her to take on grunt work like this so willingly. Then again, she’d always been kind to everyone except me, showing only her violent side around me.

It wasn’t surprising if she felt shocked and self-loathing for setting fires that hurt others.

Shovel by shovel, scrape by scrape.

With Paranoia tiring of her own chatter and resting in the shade, Elfride and I silently scooped up trash from the ground and tossed it into the roaring incinerator flames.

Sweat poured down my body, and my arms were starting to ache, but I liked this situation.

Just moving my body on autopilot, no thoughts at all. Nothing empties your mind like shoveling.

As I mechanically swung the spade without a single thought, Elfride spoke up in a voice as faint as dying embers.

“Why’d you do it back then?”

“Do what?”

“You covered for my crimes.”

“...”

“I’ve heard plenty myself. Everyone at the east gate knows the story of the Samaritan by now. Not in a good way, though.”

“Is that so? Guess it’s great being famous.”

“Weren’t you aiming for Gold Tier adventurer? Infamy like this has to be a huge setback. So why? Trying to make me feel indebted or something?”

“If I said yes, would you actually feel guilty toward me?”

“No—”

“Knew it. I was just tired of overthinking and scheming, that’s all.”

Our brief exchange ended there for the moment.

“...Still, thanks, I guess.”

“What?”

“Nothing. It’s too damn hot.”

The sun was beating down relentlessly, making the blazing heat unbearable, so Elfride headed for the tree shade where Paranoia was napping.

Thanks to my recent blessing—【Sun-Kissed Skin】—I’d built up some heat resistance and kept working without a break. The moment my body or mind relaxed even a little, thoughts would come crashing in like a tsunami.

But the more I worked, the less there was to do, and eventually, I had time to look up at the sky.

Damn it.

Right then, someone chucked something my way. It was a leather waterskin filled with cold water.

“Drink that at least.”

Elfride must’ve brought it. Thirsty as I was, I didn’t just drink it—I splashed it all over my face like a shower.

“Hey! Who said drink it all!”

“Well, you gave it to me to drink.”

“I meant a sip. We’ve got afternoon work too.”

“Oh.”

After all that labor, having cool water flood my gut felt like one of the best things I’d experienced lately. A cool breeze happened to blow by, chilling my sweat-soaked body.

Time for a short break.

With today’s work mostly done, I plopped down carelessly in the shade. My pants got filthy, but whatever.

“So, what’re your plans now?”

Elfride spoke up.

“Plans? Afternoon shift, then clock out.”

“No, I mean long-term. How do you plan to live in this city? At this point, maybe it’d be better to leave and settle somewhere else.”

She was a veteran adventurer, so her advice carried weight.

“Another city, huh.”

“You’re splitting up with that pink-haired girl too, right? Did you break up?”

“Don’t ask.”

Of all things, she brought up Luna.

“Urk.”

Elfride made a weird noise. When I looked, her mouth was stretched in a bizarre grin. It was so creepy it soured my mood.

“Why’re you laughing?”

“Me, laughing? Don’t lie. Why would I—”

She touched her mouth, then quickly turned her head away from me. Here I was suffering over relationship woes, and she was amused? What a spiteful wench.

Ah, but mentioning Luna just made everything feel hopeless again.

Like landmines everywhere, ready to blow off my feet. Then, as Elfride glanced away, she muttered something that passed by like the wind.

“...Wanna go back to Calcutta with me?”

“What?”

“You bailed me out this time, so I owe you. Once this mess is sorted and I’ve got no more responsibilities, come back to Calcutta with me.”

“...”

Instead of answering, I shut my mouth. Unhappy with the silence, Elfride added calmly,

“Don’t get the wrong idea. Just partying up temporarily. Mages need frontline tanks—you know that. The White Silver Roses won’t take me back in their party anymore.”

“A proper party? Equals?”

“Depends on you. What do you say? Until we both settle in new cities. Or we could roam the kingdom together a bit longer. Or cross the sea to somewhere no one knows us, where nobody cares.”

“Sounds nice.”

I gave a vague reply. I could see Elfride’s soot-blackened ear twitch as she turned her head. Happy I agreed, maybe.

“But I can’t. That’d just be running away.”

“What?”

“Dodging the problems in the end. That’s why I’m doing this hard labor. And now that I’ve shaken off those heavy shackles, I feel light.”

Shff.

I stood up again.

*

*

*

Lost in the work, I ended up incinerating tomorrow’s quota too. At this rate, I’ll finish the incinerator job in no time.

Tomorrow’s problem for tomorrow.

With that thought, I wiped my forehead with the dry towel from the incinerator foreman.

“You handled two or three men’s worth at once. Impressive.”

He seemed to like how I’d worked silently under the blazing sun without complaint.

No woman hates a quiet, hardworking guy.

I hadn’t tried to impress him, but maybe work would get easier from tomorrow. Just as I felt a flicker of hope, he said,

“By the way, someone’s waiting for you. A guest. Pretty young lady.”

“A lady?”

“She’s sitting in the office chair over there.”

Wondering who it could be, I racked my brain. Plenty of guesses, but I tensed up wondering if I was right.

And I was.

“Hassan—”

In the cool, clean office sat Luna, her hair neatly tied up as always.

But she didn’t greet me with her usual bright voice or smile.

The gap from her usual cheerful image made her stern demeanor feel intimidating.

“Hassan, why’d you ignore all my requests to meet?”

“You know my situation right now...”

I sat across from her.

Luna looked even prettier than before. Nice makeup, new earrings I hadn’t seen.

Compared to her pristine look, I was a mess—soot everywhere, drenched in sweat, beard unkempt. Pathetic, even to me.

“Hassan, you’ve gotten so thin.”

She scanned me up and down.

What did she mean by that? Probably nothing deep—just calling it as she saw it, like always.

We sat facing each other in silence.

Before, I could read her thoughts without words, but now? Nothing. Like the thread connecting us had snapped.

Did she feel it too?

Then Luna slowly spoke.

“Hassan, I’ve been thinking a lot lately.”

“Yeah, I see.”

“And my conclusion is... I don’t think I can forgive you.”

Yeah, I see.

I didn’t reply, but strangely, I felt calm.

I’d simulated this night after night alone—always picturing myself shocked, bawling my eyes out.

But now that it was real, it just felt inevitable.

Yeah, I see.

No words came.

Ah—here comes the aftershock. Damn, my chest feels hollowed out. Like my heart’s been carved away.

As I stayed silent, Luna continued.

“Lies. All lies. You said you only liked me. How could you lie every single day?”

“Sorry.”

“If you were gonna lie, why not keep it up forever? If you’d hidden it, none of this would’ve happened. Why do something so stupid to get caught like an idiot? Idiot!”

Unable to hold back, Luna yelled. Her brows furrowed tight, tears spilling from those emerald eyes.

My head went foggy with guilt.

“Hassan, swear it. Swear you only like me from now on. That last time was a mistake, and it won’t happen again. Swear.”

Tears streamed down her face unchecked, black mascara smearing down her soft cheeks.

Was Luna giving me a chance?

Swearing would be easy.

But I knew deep down that nodding now would just be another lie.

A moment of hesitation and anguish.

Reading it, Luna said,

“You’re good at lying, Hassan! Just lie one more time—say yes, say you get it...”

“Luna, I’m really sorry.”

At my words, she broke into even harsher sobs. Her makeup ran, her cold facade crumbled into a childlike grimace.

“I keep seeing you everywhere. Every black-haired guy on the street—I think it’s you and stare. Anyone approaches the yard, I think it’s you. The second floor feels too empty without you—”

“...”

“I don’t know what to do. I know the answer, but I hate choosing it. So lie one more time, Hassan. Pretend nothing happened, and we’ll live well from now on... I’ll try acting like nothing happened too...”

“Luna.”

“We were doing great together. We said we’d make Gold Tier as a fixed party. My workshop’s named after both of us—”

Luna sobbed wretchedly after that. Words came out, but they dissolved into choked whimpers.

I knew.

I knew this was the flame’s final flicker. After pouring it all out, Luna would return to normal life.

And I probably wouldn’t be by her side.

Maybe it was always meant to be.

Luna was the flawless daughter of noble gods.

I was a man of worries and doubts, not even human in this world—nothing.

A feeling I’d never known. Hard to describe, and I didn’t want to dwell on it.

In one word: like life itself had broken somewhere.

“Hassan, I’ll curse you! If you walk out like this, I’ll really curse you! This is real curse voodoo.”

From somewhere hidden, Luna pulled out a creepy straw voodoo doll and set it on the table.

She jabbed its arm with a needle from its head, and suddenly my arm stung sharply.

“Ow! What the—!”

“Say you’re sorry quick!”

Every poke sent jolts through me like I was possessed.

Never imagined Luna had such a powerful trick.

Stab, poke, crunch, rip.

“Ah, ugh! Ow! S-Sorry! I’m really, really sorry! I messed up! Stop that! Ow, ow—!”

Only then did her hand stop.

Her tears dried up, eyes blazing with anger as she glared at me.

“Hassan, if we break up now, you’ll find another girl right away and forget me while fooling around. I know it. And I can’t stand seeing that! So I won’t let you go.”

“Eugh...”

“We’re going to Juno’s temple. Get your wandering eye ‘cured’ at Juno’s temple. Then to Delphi’s temple for our engagement!”

-----------------------------------------------------------------
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Luna, who had been stabbing me with needles for a good while, yelled with eyes blazing in fury.

"Let's go to Lord Juno's temple. We'll get your womanizing 'cured' at Lord Juno's temple. And after that's done, we'll head to the Delphi temple to get engaged!"

She kept raising her voice after that, but not much of it got through to me. My limbs felt like they'd been jabbed with massive needles, stinging so badly I couldn't focus.

It was probably because of that straw doll she was holding, the one she kept poking with pins. I had no idea how it worked, but that curse voodoo stuff must've been real after all.

Even while I was busy handling all sorts of responsibilities, Luna had been steadily honing her skills under Nemeia. I could really 'feel' the results now.

It was admirable, but damn, it hurt.

"Uwaaah—."

"Nemeia told me! A man's wandering eye can only be cured at Lord Juno's temple! If we let you go like this, you'll just make other girls happy. I'll be left crying alone every night. I—I can't stand that!"

Luna even hauled my writhing body up from where it was slumped over the table.

Ding-.

『Name: Luna Knoxdoti Lv. 26  
Strength: 8  
Agility: 12  
Vitality: 6  
Traits: Flailing | Gluttony Lover | Nocturnal  
Status: Lion's Bewitchment | Frenzy | Voodoo Enrapture』

Letters floated up when my wrist accidentally brushed hers. When had Luna leveled up this much?

Must be her bloodline—her growth was insanely fast. And those statuses scrolling below? Total firsts for me.

Bewitchment? Frenzy? Enrapture?

None of them looked good at a glance.

"Come on, Hassan, let's go together—."

Luna grabbed my wrist and dragged me out of the office.

Right away, we ran into Elfriede, who was getting ready to clock out. The moment Luna saw her face, she scowled just like before, fury etched deep.

"You—."

"Ah—."

Elfriede had spotted Luna too.

They stared at each other without a word. Even though the needles had stopped, my chest and stomach still prickled uncomfortably.

Of all people, these two—the last ones I wanted crossing paths—had to meet like this.

"...."

"...."

They kept staring silently. Luna's scowl deepened by the second, while Elfriede stayed surprisingly calm.

Luna spoke first.

"Hi."

"Uh, y-yeah. Hi."

Elfriede stammered like she'd never expected a normal greeting. Seeing her trip over her words wasn't something you saw every day—made it feel kinda special.

I was a little thrown too, of course. I'd half-expected them to grab each other's hair and go at it, but false alarm.

Still, too early to relax.

"Thief cat. Bleh—."

Luna, who'd started off polite, stuck her tongue out at Elfriede with a cheeky grin.

Truth was, Luna loved teabagging. After beating Hippolyte, she'd taunt with all sorts of dances or give a monster's corpse a thorough humiliation with confirmation kills. Now she was pulling that on Elfriede, which meant she saw her as an enemy for some reason.

Elfriede's calm expression cracked a bit, brows furrowing.

"Thief cat? Me?"

"Yeah!"

"Funny. If I'm a thief cat, you're the raccoon dog scavenging scraps off the floor."

"Y-you raccoon dog!?"

Luna's voice shook like she'd been truly wounded by the word.

"H-how can you say something so mean!"

She trembled like she'd heard the worst insult imaginable. Come to think of it, Luna really hated raccoon dogs.

When one had raided the yard and eaten all the potatoes, she'd spared no expense buying traps.

"Apologize to me right now!"

"No, you called me a thief cat first."

"But it's true!"

"Huh—? Well, if we're splitting hairs—."

Pop.

A vein bulged on Elfriede's pale forehead. That meant she was hovering between low-key rage and mid-rage.

But she just hovered her palm over the mid-rage trigger, glancing between me and Luna like she was testing the waters.

"Whatever. What's the point of arguing here? I don't fly off the handle at stuff like this anymore. I'm the master of my emotions."

"Thief cat!"

"Yeah, I'm not."

"Thief cat!"

"Vocabulary's limited, huh? Is that the only word you know?"

"Thief cat!"

"I said no! Raccoon dog! Wild raccoon dog! Rabid raccoon dog!"

Finally, Luna and Elfriede glared daggers, growling at each other.

Mana crackled around them—pajit-pajit—like their hostility was sparking off. This wasn't your average staredown. They weren't even mindful of me standing right there anymore, just clashing auras.

"Pointy-ears! Kanpu!"

Then Luna escalated past "thief cat" to the one word Elfriede hated most. I flinched—how did she even know that one?

Had I ever said "kanpu" in front of Luna?

Not that I remembered. Though I did have those dreams about Elfriede during sleep paralysis sometimes, so maybe I'd mumbled it in my sleep.

"K-kanpu? Where'd you even hear that? Don't say it."

Another vein throbbed on Elfriede's forehead. Full-on mid-rage. Like I'd said a dozen times, once she hit this stage and went full fury, out came the flames or the whip, swinging wild.

But right now, no whip, no flames. Knowing that, Luna grinned like she'd landed a critical hit and opened wide.

"Kanpu!"

"I told you not to say it!"

In the end, Luna and Elfriede lunged at each other.

"Take this—!"

Whatever happened to not getting mad? Elfriede's hand shot out to grab Luna's collar.

But her fist sliced only air—Luna, confident as ever, backflipped gracefully to create distance, then nailed Elfriede's chin with a somersault kick heel-first.

"Kek—!"

Elfriede clearly hadn't seen it coming; she yelped embarrassingly as her head snapped back.

"I'm not the same as back then—!"

Luna struck a stance I'd never seen before.

Legs spread wide, waist low, hands planted on the ground, head tilted up—like a wild spider ready to pounce.

I'd heard martial arts drew inspiration from all sorts of places, but this felt more primal, straight-up eerie.

Come to think of it, Luna always had a knack for martial arts and dance. She'd dodge monster attacks with gymnastic flips back in the day.

India's ancient martial art, Kalaripayattu? Something like that?

"Never thought I'd reveal my Ideope swamp spider moves. Don't regret this—!"

Ideope's what spider?

As I blinked in confusion, Elfriede took her stance too.

If Luna's style screamed wild dynamism, Elfriede's was static and restrained, like something from Kalidar.

Elves were all martial arts masters, right? Kinda like that continent stereotype: "All Koreans good at taekwondo?" But yeah, Elfriede's hand-to-hand was shockingly solid for a mage.

She said,

"Think I'm the same as last time, and that cute nose might get broken."

"Tyahaiyaat—!"

Instead of replying, Luna let out a weird yell and leaped high.

Her agility was way past 10 already? Paired with boosted strength, she rocketed like a wolf spider lunging for prey.

Pshoo—

Arms and legs extended mid-air toward Elfriede's face.

Having trained under Hippolyte and the skeleton knight, I figured Luna would wrap around her head for a brutal joint lock.

Luna was spider and octopus in one. And weren't beasts the ultimate hunters, surpassing human limits?

Holy hell, Luna could do this? Except Elfriede just slapped her down lightly, and Luna crumpled powerless to the floor.

"Ugaaah—."

I'd tensed for disaster, but nah. Hand-to-hand? Luna couldn't beat Elfriede. Level gap, experience gap—no contest.

Luna was just Luna, not spider or octopus.

Elfriede slipped both hands under Luna's armpits and hoisted her up.

Overpowered, Luna flailed helplessly to escape the grip.

"L-let go!"

But the fight was over; no breaking free.

Elfriede bounced the dangling, kicking Luna up and down like she was soothing a fussy kid.

Each time, Luna's limbs thrashed wilder—her defeat growing painfully obvious. Like an uncle playing with his niece.

"Pft—."

Then Elfriede burst out laughing.

"You're kinda cute. Why cling to a dummy barbarian like that?"

"Huh? You insulted Hassan! I won't forgive you!"

"Forgive what? What're you gonna do in this spot?"

"I-I'm chanting a curse word. Curse of Awareness—!"

"Curse of Awareness?"

"Once you hear it, you'll start noticing your blinking, swallowing, breathing—panic city!"

"What? That's—."

Elfriede furrowed her brow like she'd heard it all. Right then, Paranoya, who'd been lurking in the corner watching, shrieked like she'd stepped on Lego.

"Th-that's a horrific curse...! Breathing—it won't breathe on its own! Saliva—I have to swallow manually! What curse is this—so merciless! Eyes—having to blink them myself—!"

I'd found Paranoya's reaction weird, but suddenly I couldn't swallow right, my blinks and breaths turned manual. If they'd been auto before, this was pure anxiety switch.

Luna wasn't kidding—simple, yet horrifying.

No, screw it, I was starting to obsess. Unlike suffering me and Paranoya, Elfriede ignored the curse, busily hoisting Luna up and down. Treating her like a workout tool?

I couldn't just watch this brutality anymore and started to step in—

"Pffrrrb—."

A weird noise from Elfriede's mouth. More like air escaping from Luna's belly as Elfriede rubbed her face on it.

"Ehyaaaah—! S-stop thahahat—!"

Luna freaked, thrashing wildly. But Elfriede kept grinding her face into the squishy belly, no mercy.

"Try escaping. Pffrrrb—."

"Hngyaaah, uahaha—!"

Should I stop this? Better than actual punches, right? They'd been growling like they'd bite earlier—how'd it turn into this? Then I remembered Elfriede's quirk.

She loved cute critters like baby animals, but it went beyond petting—to straight-up torment when she got carried away.

She'd owned a cat once. She'd pet its head nonstop or flip it for belly rubs with her face to de-stress.

Cat hated it, bolted from the house eventually. No clue if it lived or died. Probably thriving free somewhere. Maybe even a Bronze-tier cat by now.

Anyway, Elfriede's current vibe triggered that memory.

She'd called Luna cute plenty, so she saw her as a cat or... Chikorita or whatever.

"Ugh, ehyaaah, hahaha—!"

"Say you lost. Apologize for thief cat."

"Ugh, n-no! You apologize first for raccoon dog!"

But even under this humiliation, Luna's resolve was ironclad. No backing down despite clear defeat.

Did that touch Elfriede?

"Fine, sorry."

She gently set Luna down.

"Wha—?"

-----------------------------------------------------------------
Pseudo Resident Illegal Stay in Another World Chapter 269
-----------------------------------------------------------------
Translator: penny
Chapter: 269
Chapter Title: Autumn's Entrance #5
-----------------------------------------------------------------

Elfride, who had been rubbing her face against Luna's belly and even blowing raspberries.

"Yeah, I'll apologize."

Whether she was accepting Luna's demand to apologize first for calling her a raccoon-dog, she unexpectedly stopped what she was doing and gently set Luna down on the ground.

"Uh, uh-?"

Luna, who had been flailing her limbs like a flipped turtle, let her voice tremble in confusion. She probably hadn't expected to be let down so easily. I hadn't either.

"Yeah, sorry for calling you a raccoon-dog, like you said."

"Grrr...."

Elfride's voice was so calm it was hard to believe she'd been all riled up and fighting just moments ago. That's why her words carried a sense of sincerity.

I was honestly surprised.

Admitting one's own fault and apologizing to another isn't easy. And taking the initiative to yield first is even harder.

"...."

Perhaps because of that, Luna, now standing on the ground, clamped her mouth shut as if she couldn't comprehend the situation. Then she just stared blankly at Elfride's face.

"I, I won!"

She even declared her victory like that. I watched tensely to see how Elfride would react, but Elfride just brushed the dust off her body with her palms casually.

"Yeah, sure, let's call it that."

"Grrr...."

With that, the victor and loser were decided. As Luna said, Luna was the winner.

And Elfride was the one who admitted defeat and apologized first. While Elfride regained her composure, Luna's expression looked like she had something to say but was bubbling with frustration.

At this point, who even won?

What was the fight even about in the first place?

Soon, Luna regained her relaxed expression too.

However, no apology came from Luna's mouth for calling her a stray cat. There must be something she couldn't back down on.

So, as someone who watched the fight from the sidelines, there didn't seem to be anyone worthy of being called a proper winner.

There was a loser, though.

"My breath! My breath won't come automatically...! My eyes, I have to blink them myself...! Terrifying curse! Eek, eek-!"

It was a fearsome showdown that only resulted in Paranoya, who had been watching from outside the arena, suffering from the Curse of Awareness.

"Well then, if fate allows, see you next time. Kiddo-."

After tidying herself up neatly, Elfride turned her back to us and disappeared somewhere.

I didn't know where she was headed, but she was probably returning to an inn or whatever lodging she had arranged, somewhere she could rest.

"That jerk looked down on me. Called me a kiddo!"

Only after Elfride's figure vanished around the corner did Luna finally voice her complaints in a grumpy tone.

She even stroked her fully exposed belly with her palm.

"Treated me like some raccoon-dog!"

"Tell me about it, that's a real issue."

I gave an appropriate response to Luna's words. I'd thought a lot might have changed after being apart from her for a few days, but Luna was still just Luna.

"Anyway, Hassan, let's go to the Juno Temple together! It's a weekday, so there won't be many people!"

"Juno Temple?"

Juno.

Queen of the heavens.

Goddess who protects families and communities.

Anyone from 21st-century Earth that's gone through deconstruction might not get it, but on this Gaia continent, family was the most basic unit of gathering, and thus extremely important.

I'd heard Juno, wife of the thunder god Jupiter, wielded authority and prestige on par with him, and indeed, her temples held significant influence across the Gaia continent.

Given that most married women who formed families converted to Juno's faith, the church must be incredibly wealthy and powerful.

There's nothing stronger than a group of mothers with kids. PTA meetings, mom cafes, green mothers' associations—they all pack insane firepower, right?

I'd thought it had nothing to do with me, but Luna seemed intent on dragging me there right now.

To 'cure' my philandering there? Was philandering even curable to begin with? It definitely wouldn't be a normal method.

Like stirring up my brain with magic or chemical castration.

Ugh, shit. Just thinking about it was horrifying.

On the other hand, I felt a bit grateful that Luna had seriously thought about me during that time and, instead of dumping me, was giving me a chance at redemption.

The incinerator work was all done before late afternoon anyway, so time wasn't an issue. But was this really okay?

"Hassan, let's go-!"

"Sure, whatever."

As I'd said with Elfride's case too, extending the hand of reconciliation first isn't easy. Since Luna reached out to me, I should show some resolve in return.

Alright, whatever it is, I'm going. Juno Temple.

*

*

*

Sodomora's Juno Temple was located at the east gate.

Temples are usually in the city center, so building one on prime real estate like the east gate street really drives home just how wealthy and prestigious the Juno Temple is.

In this world, a temple's prestige and a god's authority scale with the number of believers.

Half this world is women, and a huge portion of them marry and have kids.

With most married women devoting their faith to Goddess Juno, it's no wonder they can afford a temple on the east gate street.

Weren't women—married women with children—the backbone of religion originally?

With kids, spouses, homes, health, and all that to worry about, married women naturally seek solace in religion or faith.

Especially in a world where gods actually exist, like this one, and the goddess of family stands tall—it's only natural they'd be fervent believers.

Samaritan.

Be careful, it's a seriously terrifying bunch.

Lost in such thoughts, I heard people whispering about me.

As I grew accustomed to aura, my senses like hearing and sight sharpened, so their voices came through crystal clear, like whispers in my ear. It was a bit awkward.

Is there no on/off switch for this? Even volume control would be nice, but my body doesn't have a switch like that.

Whispering among themselves like this was minor, though.

The problem was.

Pabat-.

Tomatoes thrown at my body like this. Shit, tomato juice doesn't wash out easy and stinks once it sets.

"Hassan, Hassan, you got hit by a tomato!"

Luna raised her voice in surprise at the red splotch on my back.

I'd stayed away from her partly because I didn't want her seeing this, but now there's no helping it.

Pat, papapat-.

Tomatoes and small pebbles flew at me from all directions.

I took them on the body without dodging, but when some veered toward Luna's face or Paranoya, I blocked them with my hand.

Luna said.

"Hassan, you didn't say anything about living like this."

Luna seemed pretty shocked to see me pelted with scorn and insults from so many people.

Of course, I hadn't told her about this. If I mentioned the thugs ambushing me at night, she might faint from shock.

Swish, swiiiish.

I brushed off the tomatoes on my body nonchalantly and said.

"Right now it's tomatoes, but someday, everyone will be throwing flowers at me."

"...."

Luna said nothing to my ambition. She just walked silently, eyes on the verge of tears.

Luna must have realized why I'd been avoiding her. So we walked on without speaking.

Paranoya, however, seemed thrilled.

"As expected of the wealthy east gate street— they're throwing soft stuff like tomatoes and eggs...! If this were the sneaky, lowly west gate slums, bricks and razor blades would be flying...!"

She was right, like Paranoya said.

Hearing it made me a bit angry, though.

"Hey, you happy I'm getting pelted with tomatoes?"

"No way! I, Paranoya, am Sir Hassan's right-hand man! But seeing Sir Hassan's grand plan work so perfectly is just delightful...!"

Grand plan?

She must think me getting jeered and insulted is part of some massive scheme I'd orchestrated.

"Still, I'll remember their faces and add them to hell's ledger later...!"

"Yeah, do whatever."

Pat-.

I caught a tomato flying at Luna's face and bit into it roughly.

It had just the right saltiness, soaking into my sweaty body. As expected of a rich district—even tasty ones get tossed away like trash.

Walking the streets alone would keep starvation at bay.

With that vibe, we walked quite a ways until we arrived at the Juno Temple.

Golden pillars gleaming. Vines strung everywhere, peacocks frolicking in the garden—it felt awfully luxurious.

I'd been walking without much thought till now, but leading my filth-covered body into this temple gave me a moment's hesitation.

That's when Paranoya piped up.

"The priciest spot even on the east gate—Juno Street. This was one of our Pluto Church's targets originally...! To think I'd end up here-!"

"Don't start anything fiery."

"Got it...!"

"Hassan, let's go in."

At Luna's words, I, Luna, and Paranoya all entered the temple. Fountains, gardens, and the peacocks outside parted with dignified steps.

These chicks don't scare easy even with people around. Must be temple-raised peacocks, pampered.

Kids running around everywhere, women chatting in the shade of benches and gazebos. It felt serene, like a park between late morning and afternoon.

Then Luna crouched down on the ground. Stomachache? The worry flashed through my mind, but she was just picking up a peacock tail feather from the floor.

"Hehe, lots of tail feathers."

"Lady Luna, what are you picking up?"

"These good ones go for 5 coppers each. Bet there are plenty usable ones lying around."

"I'll help too...!"

Luna and Paranoya busied themselves picking feathers off the ground. If you think of it as 5,000 won on the floor, of course you'd grab it.

Oh my, why's she picking that up?

Beats me, Tommy's mom. Can't figure out what young girls think these days.

Look at that outfit. Is she dressed or undressed? Fun pink hair, though.

The women chatting in small groups on nearby benches had their voices ring clear in my ears.

They probably thought they were being quiet, but my ears caught every word. It was getting uncomfortable, so I spat on the ground.

Ptooey-.

The surroundings erupted.

Ugh, that barbarian kid—spitting on the ground here of all places.

With foreigners roaming the east gate now, security's dropping, house prices are—

Child-rearing environment's—

The talk about Luna shifted back to me.

This level satisfactory? As I rubbed the spit with my shoe, Luna and Paranoya stood up.

"Hehe, already made 30 coppers."

"Indeed, Lady Juno's temple...!"

"Alright, business done? Let's get on with it."

I entered the temple proper with Luna, who stuffed the fluffy peacock feathers into her pocket. Guards warned about my appearance midway, so I washed up at a nearby well, but that's not important.

"Welcome. I am Arma Mandel, priestess of Lady Juno. They also call me Mandel of the Sad Eyes."

A woman in a red dress with golden hair elegantly pinned up greeted us.

Mid-30s maybe? Her plump, relaxed figure and drooping eyes were striking. She gave off the vibe of a kind-hearted rich housewife who'd never known hardship. Her impression was genuinely soft.

Arma Mandel, huh.

Then Paranoya asked.

"Madam?"

The Juno priestess chuckled.

"Friends call me that. You're a cute nymph too. Juno's temple always welcomes nymphs. So, what brings you here?"

"To get treatment."

Luna answered the priestess's question.

"Treatment?"

"For philandering!"

Then something astonishing happened.

The priestess Arma, who had been all warm and gentle just a moment ago, furrowed her brow in a truly frightening manner.

"Philandering? How irreverent! Must be that unchaste-looking barbarian, right?! But first, fill out this chart."

The Juno priestess exploded in anger, then reverted to her warm smile and handed me something. Seeing the scroll clipped to the wide board, I frowned slightly.

『Philandering Test – Answer Honestly. 1 point per 'O'.』

『While having a wife, turned the neighbor's wife into a sow and raped her. O / X』

『While having a wife, raped a princess trapped in a foreign land and got her pregnant. O / X』

『While having a wife, pretended to be another woman's husband and raped her, getting her pregnant. O / X』

What the hell is this.
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The wide wooden board I received from Juno's priestess, Arma Mandel, had a single scroll pinned flat to it with nails.

It was covered in tiny script, and the content was roughly as follows.

『While having a wife, have you ever transformed the neighbor's wife into a sow and raped her? O / X』

『While having a wife, have you ever raped a princess trapped in a foreign land and gotten her pregnant? O / X』

『While having a wife, have you ever pretended to be another man's wife’s husband and raped her, getting her pregnant? O / X』

『While having a wife, have you ever raped nymphs and made their lives hell? O / X』

What the hell is this?

I couldn't help but frown and doubt my own eyes. What kind of chart is this? Does it even mean anything? Is there anyone who could circle an O here?

At least not me, so I marked X's with a fountain pen on all of them.

Out of the total 30 questions, every single one got an X.

"All done? Hand it back, please."

When I returned it to Juno's priestess, Mandel, she glanced over the scroll this way and that before nodding.

"As proxy for the almighty Juno, I judge that this barbarian cannot be said to have cheated."

"What!? What do you mean? If this isn't cheating, then what is...!"

Luna cried out as if truly shocked. In response, Juno's priestess Mandel said,

"Of course, there are a wide range of views on cheating. Our Juno priestesses are still debating various theories to broaden the scope. The hardliners try to apply 'if it hurts a woman's feelings, it's cheating,' but that way, you could even pin the sin of infidelity on a husband sneaking a piece of meat."

"B-but Hassan really did cheat...."

"Hmm, Samaritan Hassan. One of the most famous adventurers in this city, right? So you're Hassan?"

"More or less."

"But from what I know, the Samaritan Hassan is single. Are the two of you lovers who have promised fidelity going forward, by any chance?"

At the priestess's question, Luna and I looked at each other's faces. Soon, Luna bowed her head slightly, wiggling her protruding toes in her sandals as she mumbled,

"W-well, something like that-"

"And what is the young lady's name?"

"Luna Noxdoty."

"Hmm, Luna Noxdoty. Sounds familiar somehow. Wait here just a moment-"

Juno's priestess Mandel clicked away on her heels and left the room.

Luna and I sat facing each other at the table on the terrace in that corner of Juno's temple. A cool breeze swept away the cold sweat of tension from my forehead, making me feel a bit better.

Turning my head slightly, I could see the wide, beautiful garden I'd glimpsed on the way in. Children were playing there.

Compared to other temples, there were a lot of kids here. Was it doubling as a daycare?

"Now you're it...!"

"Ah! That's cheating!"

"Crying won't help...!"

And before I knew it, Paranoia had gone out to the garden and was playing tag with the little ones. Clumped together like that, she looked no different from a child no matter how I squinted.

That's when Luna, who had been sitting at the table like me, gazing at the garden, spoke up.

"Paranoia seems to like it here."

"Playing with the kids like that, you can't tell them apart."

"Well, yeah. Nymphs are cursed to remain children forever."

"Yeah?"

Cursed to remain children forever—

It wasn't entirely unfamiliar. The innkeeper's wife, the nymph Echo, was the same. And Paranoia too—when I'd grabbed her wrist, she'd borne the curse of stunted growth.

Was it not a personal curse, but one on the nymph race itself?

"Of course, the nymphs' curse is mostly men's fault."

"Why?"

"Because men kept messing with nymphs and committing impurities, and the suffering nymphs' prayers kept rising to the heavens, until Juno, unable to bear it, pitied them and laid the curse."

Pitying them by cursing them instead of blessing. It was hard for me to grasp, but common sense in this world differed from what I knew.

"So that's how all nymphs ended up looking like children. Of course, no one knows if it's true, since it's just an old tale."

"I see."

When I first met her, she seemed like a young pubescent girl, but once the curse was lifted, the innkeeper's wife Echo was indeed a voluptuous, seductive married woman.

Thanks to that, the Nymph Wing Inn's sales had skyrocketed, and as a bonus, the innkeeper was tearing his hair out over men hitting on his wife.

If every nymph wandering this world was like Echo, problems would erupt everywhere without surprise.

That's part of why I hadn't lifted Paranoia's stunted growth curse either.

Hmm, I see.

As I nodded in that realization, I suddenly noticed Luna and I had fallen silent again. It wasn't all that rare for us to sit like this without talking.

Even as lovers living together with feelings for each other, we couldn't burn the whole day focused solely on one another.

Luna and I had often quietly enjoyed each other's company in the same space, immersed in our own tasks.

But back then, the silence felt comfortable, like a warm blanket settling warmly on our shoulders. Now, it felt a bit unfamiliar.

After greeting every morning and night together, spending a few days or weeks apart had carved some gap between Luna and me, perhaps.

No, it wasn't 'perhaps'—it must be why.

The glass orbs that were Luna and I had collided intensely toward each other and cracked.

No matter what you patch over those cracks to fill the holes, the glass orbs wouldn't be as pretty or perfectly round as before.

"Hassan, lost in thought again."

"Uh—yeah."

"Still the same, huh."

"I've lived that way my whole life. Probably always will."

"Maybe it's all the recent hardship, but your eyes look even deeper now. Like an abyss."

"Yeah?"

I stroked my face.

Stubbly beard and a noticeably gaunt face met my palm.

Lately, several people had commented that my face looked hollowed out, so clearly my condition wasn't great at a glance.

But what could I do?

Separated from Luna, living apart, I hadn't even known where my meals went, and my will to live had died down a lot.

I finally understood the mindset of friends who'd turned into shut-ins after breaking up with girlfriends.

Someone once said,

Love is a reaction of hormones and chemistry.

The process of those love-altering hormones returning to normal felt utterly depressing.

It had sounded plausible back then, but experiencing it myself, I wondered if it could really be dismissed as mere hormonal action.

It felt like my world—my life itself—had shattered.

Amid that, thuggish bastards raided my inn, tomatoes flew at me—it was no wonder my face darkened.

Had Luna suffered like me?

Glancing at her face, aside from the puffiness from crying earlier, Luna looked as radiant as ever.

Luna spoke.

"While you were gone, I kept reading the newspaper you made for me."

"Yeah?"

"At first, I was so mad I wanted to gather up everything related to you and throw it out. But as I did, I started seeing things. And once I started reading, I couldn't throw it away."

I recalled the newspaper I'd made for Luna.

Something like a shabby, clumsy letter that I'd slaved over all night hoping she'd like it—and it seemed to have turned her heart even a little.

"So I missed you so much I cried my eyes out every day. I hated Hippolyte, and you a ton, but I just bawled anyway."

"..."

"I still hate Hippolyte. So I'm using her for all she's worth. Anyway, it was so hard for me. I'd never been through anything like this, no one to ask. But if you'd been living happily without me, that would've hurt even more."

I turned my head silently. Clouds drifted leisurely across the sky. People chattered, sharing pleasant conversations. Everything flowed peacefully.

But those people must have swayed like reeds in various winds at times too.

From afar, did we look like an ordinary couple enjoying a peaceful moment? Sure, a pink-haired and black-haired foreigner pair wasn't exactly ordinary, but still...

I opened my mouth.

"Sorry."

"Hassan, I want you to suffer more. You should go through not sleeping every night like I did."

"I'm already suffering plenty."

"Yeah?"

"Yeah."

"...I see."

Luna seemed genuinely pleased to hear I'd been suffering a lot.

Not that I'd intended it, but maybe it gave her some subtle sense of vindication.

"I want you to suffer more because of me. I'll curse you with that."

"Curse?"

"Yeah! A really terrifying curse. Now, whenever Hassan sees me, you'll feel guilty. And you'll think about treating me even better from now on, and say you can't live without me."

"What kind of curse is that?"

Wondering what curse that could be, I looked at Luna's face. A breeze from somewhere tousled her twintails.

Luna grabbed her hair, smoothing it back as if to hold it in place, and smiled lightly. Smiling, she said,

"—The curse of forgiveness."

Indeed.

Yeah, that makes sense.

*

*

*

Juno's priestess—whatever her full name was—returned quite a while later.

I'd thought she'd prepared something grand, but her hands were empty as she came back to our table.

Mandel said,

"So, did the two of you have a good talk?"

"Yeah. Probably."

Luna answered with some vigor. Seeing that, Mandel replied with a satisfied look.

"You're not married yet. The issue you're dealing with is something even our Juno temple can't touch. And most problems resolve through conversation."

Perhaps Juno's priestess Mandel had deliberately left us alone, knowing we'd have a deep talk.

Come to think of it, couple's counseling programs often just had people talk to each other.

Conversations you might have plenty of normally, but surprisingly, people hide and bottle things up inside. Without a special place or chance like this, they keep it buried until it explodes.

In that sense, this woman seemed to have some wise insight. Mandel—what was her name again. Arma Mandel. Right. She added a few more words.

"This garden is full of lotuses that Juno cherishes. These special lotuses have the effect of calming the mind and soothing emotions. That's why it's also called the Garden of Conversation."

"I see."

"Anyway, I'm glad it seems resolved. If you're pleased with my service, when you two eventually marry, I'd love for Arma Mandel to give the benediction."

"Sure!"

"And if a similar issue arises after marriage, come together then. I'll cut right to it. Crush it too, if needed."

I suddenly felt a chill in my groin. I hoped never to have reason to come back here.

At that moment, Mandel said,

"Since you're here, how about a reading on your marriage fortune? Normally it'd be 1 silver gratuity, but your karma is so unique, I want to divine it myself. On the house."

"Divination? I love divination!"

Luna, steeped in voodoo, couldn't resist things like fortunes or readings.

Probably because her mother, the goddess of night Nox, handled dark, ignorant superstitions. And free? Irresistible.

And so Luna and I ended up at some odd table for a reading. It seemed to use cards, like tarot.

Mandel, now draped in a white cloth like a veil over her head, shuffled the cards and said,

"People possess one of the Five Elements as their attribute. Fire, water, wood, metal, earth. These five are the main attributes for people."

Like Pokémon?

"First, let's divine young lady Luna Noxdoty's attribute. Pick one card from these lined up here."

Luna was Chikorita, so grass—er, wood type. As I thought that, Luna flipped one card.

There was a truly massive tree drawn on it.

"Wood? My attribute is wood?"

"Indeed. Wood thrives with water and fire. And it's countered by—"

"Metal and earth?"

At my question, Mandel's expression under the veil seemed a bit surprised.

"You know the Five Elements theory, Samaritan?"

"A little."

You couldn't avoid learning about these attributes studying quack traditional medicine at the health center.

The herbs, acupuncture, and massage varied by attribute, though I didn't know the details. Did I even have one that fit?

With that in mind, it was my turn to draw. As I reached out, Mandel stopped me firmly, like slamming the brakes.

"Wait, Samaritan. You need to draw two cards."
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Juno's priest, Mandell, said to me as I tried to draw a card to divine my fortune.

"Hold on, Samaritan. You need to draw two cards."

I had a strange feeling about that.

The attributes of the five elements weren't supposed to be something a single person could have more than one of, right?

"Two cards? Is something wrong?"

"It's not wrong. There are occasionally people like that. Your energy is probably so heterogeneous that you need to draw two."

Was it because I was an Earthling that it was messing with my mana or karma? I touched the cards spread out face-down here and there.

Zing, zing—.

A subtle sensation, like electricity flowing, came from the back of what looked like an ordinary metal card. It felt like it was rejecting me.

"The feeling is a bit weird."

"That means the card doesn't match you. These forty cards lined up here were each made by infusing them with mana from their corresponding material, so just pick the one that feels most drawn to you when you touch the back."

A drawn feeling.

I ran my fingers over the forty cards. When I flipped over one that caught my eye at random, two images caught my attention.

One was a card with a shining gold coin.

The other was a card depicting a grave with earth piled up high.

Juno's priest, Mandell, said,

"Metal and earth. Those can be seen as your attributes. Wow, how did it turn out like this—."

But Mandell's expression didn't look good at all. She shuffled the cards and suggested I draw again.

"Draw again."

Even when I drew two more cards, it was still metal and earth. Juno's priest Mandell neatly put the cards back into the deck and spoke. The generous, relaxed expression she had worn now had slight wrinkles.

"This is the first time I've seen such a terribly incompatible marriage divination. The compatibility between the young lady and the young man is downright disastrous."

"No way! Wood and wood and earth! I don't get metal, but wood and earth should be compatible, right?"

Luna asked back as if she couldn't understand. Wood and earth. It did seem like they could get along. But Juno's priest, Mandell, shook her head.

"Trees root into the earth and suck up its nutrients. If someone with the wood attribute is next to someone with the earth attribute, they'll naturally become dependent and cause bad effects."

"Ugh, ughhh—."

Luna seemed extremely flustered. Even as a resident of this world, she could easily grasp the rule that trees absorb nutrients from the earth.

"Then, what about wood and metal?"

"Metal can become the axe that chops wood. If a man with the metal attribute lives with a woman of the wood attribute, the woman often meets an early end."

"So neither one matches with me…!"

"That's why I said it. The young lady and young man's compatibility is utterly the worst. It's not good. If you two stay together like this, you'll definitely meet a bad end. I'm certain."

"Bullshit, this is all bullshit. I don't believe in divinations like this! It's all superstition!"

Luna shouted as if she was really angry.

In this world, Luna—who firmly believed that writing a name in red letters would curse someone, and who divined the day's fortune with split stones—was dismissing a priest's marriage divination as superstition.

It was like denying Knox, the goddess of superstition, who could be called the foundation of Luna's being.

It was as absurd as a squirrel refusing nuts or paranoia saying it hated candy.

"I don't believe in divinations like this! It's a scam—!"

Of course, the fortune's content was that shocking.

I'd thought this Mandell priest was just a cozy event character who gave lovers pleasant readings and nice words, but who would've expected such sharp criticism?

"Hurry up and say it's a lie!"

"I'm sorry, but my divinations are among the most accurate even among Juno's priests. If things continue like this, your relationship is doomed to destruction. It's fate."

"No way. No way."

Luna started to sob again. We'd just been conversing well with Luna and creating a mood of reconciliation, only for this obstacle to block our path—who wouldn't want to cry?

Luna, who looked like she would burst into tears for a while, hardened her expression.

"There's no such thing as fate! The future is up to us!"

"Do you really think so?"

"Yeah! We overcome anything with effort!"

"Hmm—."

At Luna's resolute declaration, Juno's priest Mandell let out a slight groan.

She shuffled the cards thoroughly, then laid out the forty cards face-down neatly in front of Luna and me.

"It's not that there's absolutely no way. Originally, we're drawn to each other precisely because of the parts that don't match the most. To have such incompatible parts means your meeting might have been truly inevitable."

"There is a way?"

"It depends on your joint efforts. The two of you working together is what's important. Would you like to hold hands?"

At Juno's words—no, at Mandell's words—Luna and I glanced at each other's eyes. Suddenly holding hands? Was it okay to do something so embarrassing in front of others?

So both Luna and I hesitated awkwardly. Mandell added,

"The man should place his hand over the woman's hand and interlock fingers like this."

In the end, I placed my left hand over the back of Luna's right hand. Interlocking fingers between her slender ones made it look sturdy, like wearing a massive gauntlet.

Luna's hand, touching after so long, was truly small.

It felt strange.

Luna also blushed and said nothing. Mandell nodded at us and spoke.

"Now, you'll search for the cards together. I don't know how many there will be. Just pick the ones you both like and flip them."

At those words, Luna and I slowly moved our hands. The feeling of moving as one was incredibly subtle. On one hand, it felt quite sensual, so I broke quite a sweat calming myself down.

What the hell were we doing?

It felt exactly like being at a couple's fortune event in some event cafe. No, it was the exact same situation.

Who would've thought I'd experience something like this in my life.

As my head filled with such thoughts, Luna moved her finger to point at a card. A zing—like electricity—transferred to my hand.

"That one doesn't seem right."

"Then this one?"

"That feels a bit off too."

"Honestly, me too. It's weird."

Luna and I kept fiddling with the backs of the cards, hands clasped together.

Forgetting what we were even doing and just focusing on doing something together made it pretty fun.

Right then, Luna's finger brushed the back of something. Strangely, no tingling feeling came; instead, a smooth sensation spread from my arm to my chest.

"That one feels good?"

"I think so too!"

"Then, give that card to me."

Mandell snatched the card under our hands. Seeing it, she let out a strange "Euhung—" laugh.

"Is that it?"

At my question, Luna's hand moved again.

And what we found was another card. Two out of the forty in total. The remaining thirty-eight all tingled with that weird feeling.

Mandell, taking the cards from Luna and me, muttered to herself, "As expected—." What the hell was the point of all that?

As I felt a slight doubt, Mandell glanced at the cards in her hand and explained casually, like flowing river water.

"You both have overwhelmingly strong influence over your own attributes. So we need to neutralize them a bit."

Srrk—.

On one of the cards Mandell flipped was a depiction of flowing river water.

"Water. Water is an essential element for growing trees. And droplets forming on tempered metal is easy too."

After suddenly explaining water, Mandell flipped another card. On it was a burning flame.

"Fire. Trees can make fire burn even more fiercely, and fire leaves behind ash and earth, cycling everything."

"What are you trying to say?"

I took the water and fire cards from Mandell. Wondering, I asked, and she explained in a calm voice.

"Use artifacts, accessories, or lucky charms related to water or fire. That should help contain the energies you possess."

From what I understood, it was like inserting other things between our clashing attributes to act as a cushion. That seemed right.

"Hassan, you can use aura, right? Seeing how sensitively you detected the energy in the cards, it seems so."

"Ah, yes. More or less. I'm not fully accustomed yet…."

"The more proficient you become with aura, the stronger your attribute manifestation will be. Then, accessories or charms might not be enough to suppress the energy. After all, the best thing is people."

"Pardon?"

"For people like you with strong attributes, having someone complementary by your side is best. Fire and water. Of course, I've never seen karma as bizarre as yours, so I don't know where such people are."

What?

As I furrowed my brow slightly, trying to understand and think it over, Luna beat me to it and asked.

"If you don't know where they are, how are we supposed to find them?"

Mandell laughed at that.

"As you two stay together, they'll naturally come along. The cosmic order governed by the lofty Hypnos is meant to complement each other."

*

*

*

"Total con artist—."

As we exited the temple, Luna freely vented her true feelings about Juno's priest, Mandell.

"I don't believe in fortunes. This stuff is all superstition. Even Juno's temple is complete bullshit."

Luna doesn't usually badmouth gods. Even as a believer in Knox, the goddess of night and superstition, she had always shown proper respect to Hypnos's other deities.

The marriage divination result must have hit her hard, enough to deny even the foundations of her beliefs.

"I should've known from the start—a goddess of family who can't even manage her own household, just butting into others'!"

"Good heavens—."

I was truly shocked. Did Luna have this much resentment and combativeness toward the gods? And this was Juno's temple, no less. Badmouthing Juno in her own temple. Even to me, with no particular religion or faith, it seemed highly irreverent and dangerous.

"Good heavens, Luna, where did you get ideas like that?"

"I learned from Nemea! Nemea said Juno's a hypocrite who can't handle her own family but sticks her nose into others'. I didn't get it then, but now I see she's right. Nemea was spot on!"

"Nemea?"

I recalled the alchemist witch Nemea who ran a workshop in the west gate district.

I knew Luna was learning various things under Nemea, but I hadn't imagined she'd absorb such ideological indoctrination.

Come to think of it, Nemea held negative views on this world's religions and gods. A truly irreverent witch.

Wait a second—.

Suddenly, a thought flashed through my mind.

In the abyss where I'd gone to save Elfride's party, wasn't Augheias's signature on the summoning circle?

A dimensional gate judged to be made by Gnostics, with Augheias's signature. And Nemea, who seemed like Augheias's colleague or friend.

Gnostics who saw the material world itself as evil and its creator gods as devil-like, and Nemea badmouthing gods to Luna.

I didn't know if I was overthinking, but it seemed reasonable to see a connection.

However, discussing this with Luna right now would have issues. I should go see Antiope, who seems knowledgeable about the Gnostics, and ask around.

With that in mind, I asked Luna, who seemed thoroughly pissed.

"So, you're not going to look for people with water and fire attributes?"

"No, we should! You never know…. But where do we even find them?"

Luna sounded at a loss, but I at least knew who had the fire attribute.

Shit.

So where the hell was Paranoia?

Thinking it was time to head back with her, I looked around—and was truly shocked.

"Cultist! Bad guy! Why won't you fall! You should fall if I hit you! That's the rule!"

"You can't beat this hellish border guard Paranoia with such weak attacks—!"

I saw Paranoia bawling while knuckle-rapping some boys on the head.
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"I'm Prince Friedrich! If you're a heretic, you have to fall before me! That's how the game works!"

"This isn't a game...!"

"No, if this isn't a game, then what is...?"

"Hurry and kneel, swear your loyalty to me...!"

Just moments ago, we'd been playing tag together, but when I turned around, Paranoya was already knuckle-rapping some boys on the head, making them cry.

The boy who claimed to be Prince Friedrich had collapsed to the ground, bawling from the merciless knuckle-rap of a level 20+ heretic.

"With the prince defeated, the kingdom is now mine...! In the end, Pluto's influence will spread corruption throughout the kingdom...!!"

But Paranoya went even further, placing a leaf on each of the crying boys' heads.

"Since you died by my hand, you'll resurrect as undead...! You'll become a Scourge horde, spreading disaster and death under my command as Death Knights...!!"

"Uwaaah, Mommy, Mommy—!"

Terrified by Paranoya's frightening threats, the boys eventually scattered in all directions and fled.

The mothers chatting nearby looked flustered and came over to protest.

"Hey, why are you making the kids cry? Ralph, you too—no crying just because some nymph hit you! Stop it right now!"

"No, Mom, it really hurts. She's super strong!"

"Su-super? Where did you learn that word? You were playing with Barak again, weren't you? I told you not to play with him! You'll pick up those savage barbarian habits!"

"Ah, no, Mom, that's not—."

Maybe I should just leave her be.

The somewhat complicated situation ended with the mothers grabbing their children and leaving the area.

Perhaps because I looked pretty intimidating standing behind Paranoya, they chose to avoid escalating things and just vacated the premises.

"Bye, let's play again sometime."

"Yeah—!"

As the noisy chaos of crying children settled into a relatively quiet atmosphere, I said to Paranoya,

"Hey, what if you make the kids cry by hitting them? Damn, I thought we were in big trouble again."

If those furious mothers had protested, we couldn't just beat them off like thugs, so it could've turned into a real mess. But Paranoya puffed out her chest proudly, as if proud of her actions.

"Defeating Prince Friedrich means I deserve a medal...! Even if he was fake...!"

"What are you talking about now?"

"Prince Friedrich is a very, very bad guy...! There's no one worse...!"

Paranoya growled as if she harbored a deep grudge against Prince Friedrich. What, did he kill her parents or something? I knew a bit about this Prince Friedrich myself.

He was said to care for the people and citizens in place of the old, sickly king, fearlessly visiting plague-ridden slums and monster-infested demon realms.

He was the kind of prince from old fairy tales who rides a white horse and wins the people's love—brought to life in reality.

In fact, I'd received his help too.

That day, if Prince Friedrich himself hadn't come to the palace to investigate the Abyss incident and Antiope's unauthorized departure, declaring me innocent, I might be facing even greater retaliation right now.

But from the perspective of Paranoya, a Pluto heretic, maybe the prince, as a champion of justice, rubbed her the wrong way?

"Friedrich is an idiot...! That guy demolished Pluto's temples and branded the priests as heretics, chopping off their heads...!"

"Yeah?"

"Because of that, Pluto's followers couldn't escape being treated as heretics... Many of them truly fell into corruption like heretic scum...!"

That was news to me.

I'd always wondered how the cult of Pluto—one of the three main gods—had declined so much, earning such horrific treatment and corruption. Who knew I'd learn the reason here.

"Anyway, no more hitting kids on the head while playing."

"Got it...!"

Juno's garden felt quite desolate now that the children had left.

All that remained were toys abandoned mid-play, footprints, and echoes of laughter.

One boy who still looked like a child remained, picking up the things the others had left into a box-like container.

Unlike the kids who'd gone off with their mothers—who looked neat even with sand on them—this remaining boy had ragged clothes and messy hair. And that hair was black.

A Samaritan.

It wasn't something I'd mentioned or bumped into often, so I'd overlooked it, but seeing another Samaritan like me in the big city of Sodoma wasn't all that rare.

As I thought about how Juno's temple attracted all sorts, Paranoya, rubbing the head she'd gotten knuckle-rapped, explained in a subtle tone.

"That kid is Barak... He's an orphan being raised here at Juno's temple...!"

"I see."

An orphan, huh.

This world overflows with wars and famines, so orphans aren't special. Hell, standing right here—me, Luna, Paranoya—we're basically all orphans.

Thinking about it, what kind of messed-up group are we?

A band of orphaned siblings or something. Come to think of it, neither Antiope nor Hippolyte ever mentioned their parents. Bastards of Mars, probably.

I don't get why there are so many discarded kids in this world.

And among them, damn—who the hell dumped me here?

As I pondered that, Luna approached me.

"Hassan, wanna grab dinner together? It's been a while."

"Dinner?"

Is it okay to have dinner with Luna? With all the guys who'd cling to her, something annoying was bound to happen. If she got hurt in the crossfire, it'd be a real headache.

"Hey, Samaritan! Fight me!"

Even here at Juno's temple, before heading out for dinner, some punk was picking a fight with me.

When I turned to see what kind of idiot it was, I locked eyes with pitch-black pupils staring up at me.

It was the Samaritan orphan who'd been cleaning up earlier—Barak or whatever.

He gripped a crudely carved wooden sword, staring at me with a resolute expression.

"Fight me!"

"Damn."

As I said earlier, Sodoma has plenty of Samaritans who look like me. You run into one about once a day on the streets.

But I'd never mentioned them, and the reason was that I avoided them whenever possible.

No mentions, no encounters—that was my way of dealing with other Samaritans.

Because these Samaritan bastards have this weirdly aggressive vibe. Whenever we crossed paths, they'd pick fights out of nowhere, demanding duels on the spot.

Like a sudden Pokémon battle breaking out. A duel with fists.

Even these little shits start shit the moment they meet. Stupid Samaritan idiots.

"I don't fight rookies, dumbass."

No matter what, I wasn't Paranoya—I'd look pathetic beating up a kid.

If I knuckle-rapped this one while fighting, the mothers still lingering at Juno's temple might gossip, "That Samaritan Hassan is—." spreading rumors everywhere.

Branded a thug by the moms?

That'd ruin my reputation beyond repair. I'd have to move cities and start over.

So I planned to intimidate him lightly and scare him off, but this Barak kid unexpectedly stood his ground, burning with even more zeal.

"Fight me! You're not scared and trying to run, are you? I heard Samaritans never refuse a challenge!"

"Yeah, sure. But I'm not a Samaritan."

"You bastard!"

"What the damn?"

Rage flared up instantly. He'd poked the one nerve he shouldn't. As heat surged uncontrollably, Luna tapped my arm from beside me.

"Hassan, no need to get serious with kids. Let's go—."

"Yeah."

*

*

*

In the end, Luna and I didn't have dinner together and parted ways.

Luna seemed reluctant, fidgeting as if sad to separate, but with my status and situation still unstable, it was best she stayed solo for now.

Our relationship with Luna was starting to progress again, but everything else was at square one, with no clear solutions.

"Hassan, see you next time—."

"Yeah. I'll contact you first next time. Take care, Luna, Paranoya. And don't join any weird foundations."

"Foundations make me sick now...! I only go to the nymph comrades' meetings...!"

"Damn, what's that now? Comrades' meeting?"

"It's where nymph devotees of Goddess Vesta gather periodically...! Very wholesome...! Echo, the innkeeper's wife, is there too...!"

"Yeah? Alright, got it."

With that, Luna and Paranoya headed to the hut by the west gate, while I made for the inn near the north gate.

Rustle, rustle—.

But as I approached the north gate area, the sounds of someone tailing me grew louder, the distance closing.

At first, I thought it was thugs.

Some punks ambushing me, hiding daggers or clubs, waiting for an opening. But there were too few for thugs, and the footsteps sounded light. Build like Paranoya's, maybe.

Either small dwarves or kids who hadn't grown yet.

"Cut the crap and come out."

As I casually called toward the back, a small trash bin rattled loudly—clang!

Soon, someone emerged hesitantly toward me.

It was the Samaritan kid from Juno's temple earlier. Sweat poured down his face, his unkempt hair a wild lion's mane.

What was probably once a white cotton shirt hung stretched to his shoulders, and with no pants, his knees and calves stuck out tanned and rough. Worn sandals.

Overall, a shabby, pitiful orphan.

Of course, looks-wise, he and I weren't so different.

"Following me all this way. Wrong direction home?"

At my words, he drew something from his bosom. I was slightly startled—it was a blade unfit for a child. A decent dagger.

He said,

"I'm not going back. It's either taking you down here or dying—one or the other!"

"You idiot. Do you even know what dying means? Death is scarier than you think, kid."

"Better than this life of getting mocked as an orphan every damn day! Die like this, or beat you and rise as a warrior! One or the other!"

His eyes, gripping the drawn dagger, brimmed with killing intent. Flames seemed to blaze in those black pupils.

I'd never talked to this kid or knew what he was about, but somehow, I got it.

An orphan in this world isn't treated well. A barbarian orphan? No need to say more. In a world where you starve without pulling your weight, kids have few options.

"Hurry and draw your weapon, Hassan! I'll topple you at your best and raise my fame—I will!"

He growled at me. Casually, I extended both arms toward him.

"Weapon? Right here. Ten fingers. That should be plenty."

"Don't underestimate me—!"

Watching the kid flare up, I suddenly recalled my past self.

It was like when I first met Hippolyte—me with a sword, her bare-handed, probably feeling just like I did now.

What the skeleton knight, Hippolyte, even Kalidur had said hit home: "A true warrior knows victory or defeat before the fight begins—."

This fight between him and me was egg versus rock.

Charging in oblivious proved he was still a chick, barely worthy of warrior status.

"Don't underestimate me!"

Then the barbarian kid, dagger in reverse grip, lunged at me. Springy like a child, forceful like a Samaritan leap.

Thud.

He sprang up, slashing straight for my nape. Was he really trying to kill me?

A half-assed thug would've died for real.

But I raised my palm and backhanded his cheek.

"Guak—!"

With a weird scream, the kid tumbled to the ground. As he wobbled trying to rise, I slammed a clenched fist down.

Whoosh—Boom!

My superhuman strength cracked the ground slightly, and the kid, barely dodging the fist, trembled with tears in his eyes.

I told him,

"Don't ever say you'll die so casually again, dumbass. Death is scarier than you think."

"U, uu—."

But I'd scared him too much—he passed out cold.

Damn, this is nuts.

As I frowned slightly, a sharp blade sensation hurtled toward my nape. I swiftly drew my club from my waist and raised my arm to block. He had backup?

But.

Nothing.

Only the collapsed kid lay around me.

My imagination?

Tensing and scanning as I wondered, someone slipped out from the shadows—swish. I hadn't sensed their presence. How'd they get so close?

In this city, only Flash Kalidur and one other could approach me like this.

"Lady Hippolyte?"

"Your reactions have sharpened nicely. Excellent at sensing ki—. To react to the ki I projected. Life on edge boils the Samaritan warrior spirit, it seems?"

Clank—.

Hippolyte, clad in armor as always, emerged from the shadowed rooftop.

"I have words for you, Samaritan—no, Hassan."
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Lately, I'd been dealing with a swarm of thugs and human hunters coming after me, which was getting pretty annoying.

But today, for some reason, not a single one showed up.

That was probably because the woman next to me was Hippolyte, a warrior with few equals in the city.

Clink.

The golden necklace around her neck was a symbol of utter dominance.

If it were me, a Samaritan, it might seem like a challenge to take me down and rack up some achievements.

But with Hippolyte wearing that golden necklace, most people wouldn't even dream of trying. She exuded an intimidating aura that kept them at bay.

Thanks to that, tonight felt unusually peaceful. Was there any safer spot in this city than by her side? The thought made me a little uneasy.

"Who's with Luna right now?"

"Antiope went to the cabin to meet Paranoy. They've been hanging out and chatting a lot lately. I have no idea what a former cultist nymph and Antiope could have in common."

"I see."

"Do you know the reason, Hassan?"

"Who knows."

Paranoy and Antiope—what an odd pair. Still, if they're getting along, it can't be a bad thing. Harmony is always good.

"So, what's with the brat?"

Then Hippolyte asked about the little Samaritan kid on my back. She'd been trying to hold back, but couldn't anymore.

Truth be told, I was curious about the kid too.

"This one charged at me, so I knocked 'em out. Couldn't just leave them passed out on the ground, so I put them in a room at the inn for now. I'll take them back to the temple tomorrow or something."

"The temple, huh? An orphan under Juno's care? I thought you were kidnapping a new bride candidate, since you're a Samaritan. Y'know, I heard Samaritans do that whole bride kidnapping thing."

I'd heard about the Samaritan bride kidnappings too.

The Samaritans who lived in tents in the wilderness would just kidnap someone they fancied for marriage and take them back to their tent.

It was mostly women kidnapping men, apparently because Samaritan women were unusually stronger and tougher than the men.

Damn, total Amazons.

Of course, the real Amazon was walking right beside me. Anyway, I said,

"You know I'm not like other Samaritans by now, right? And what's this about a bride candidate?"

"You don't know? That's a girl, Hassan."

"No way, for real?"

"For real—well, anyway, she's definitely a girl. I'm sensitive to the scent of strong women. That kid has the makings of a decent warrior."

Hippolyte sniffed and twitched her nose.

Damn, with the grubby long hair all tangled up, I'd thought it was a boy beggar.

Kids have that youthful look that makes it hard to tell. Seriously, it never crossed my mind it was a girl. Not that gender matters much.

After booking a room at the north gate inn, I roughly laid the passed-out barbarian kid on the bed. Then Hippolyte and I headed down to the first-floor dining hall for a casual meal.

Hippolyte poked at some dry sausage with her fork as she spoke.

"I've been hearing a lot about you lately. And seeing you up close, you look like hell."

"Pretty much."

"When I was still a girl, it was just like this for me. Thugs swarming from everywhere, endless slander. Ha. Brings back memories. Back then, every day was so brutal it was kinda fun."

How could days full of brutality be fun?

I always felt like Hippolyte's values were pretty different from mine. Did she see my daily grind of fights as some thrilling, action-packed life?

So I casually asked,

"Did you go through something similar when you were like me now, Hippolyte?"

"I had it worse than you. All sorts of ugly rumors flying around. But I wasn't the type to get shaken by that, and now look at me—living proof of victory."

"I see."

Hippolyte must have risen to fame as a beautiful adventurer, so naturally, all kinds of scandals followed. Probably tons of disgusting, nauseating stories. In this world, being a beautiful woman came with perks, but you had to endure the downsides too.

Hippolyte continued.

"Reputation is like a reed in the wind. It feels like the hell of criticism will never end, but people surprisingly don't care that much about others. If you don't give up and show results, the haters will dwindle, and supporters will rise up."

I'd been a bit anxious about how to turn things around, but her encouragement sparked some motivation. Had she come all this way to cheer me on?

"Cherish this moment, Samaritan. Gold becomes pure through the hammer's blows, purging impurities. This trial will be the most crucial turning point in your life."

"I'll keep that in mind."

"But you're just way too filthy. Unfit for a warrior like this."

At her words, I glanced down at myself.

I'd rinsed off my clothes and body with water after leaving the crematorium earlier, but I couldn't wash away the ingrained bloodstains or exhaustion.

"Many overlook appearances, but your looks reflect your inner state. Your disheveled exterior screams a disordered mind, making you easy prey for those itching to take a bite."

She had a point. Keeping up appearances was important in any world.

Even Hippolyte, who didn't seem big on grooming, trained hard to maintain her body and put effort into beauty routines, or so I'd heard.

For Amazons, beauty was strength, and strength was beauty.

Swish.

I subtly checked her out, making sure not to be rude. It had been weeks since I'd seen her, so she felt both familiar and new.

She had new teardrop-shaped crystal earrings I hadn't seen before, and her eyelashes looked longer—maybe a new makeup style.

"New earrings?"

"Y-yeah. Do they not suit the armor?"

"No, they look great. Some kind of artifact?"

At her level, even earrings would be enchanted accessories boosting strength or mana, not just for show. I'd heard they cost a few golds each—probably something like that.

Plus, Juno's priestess said artifacts related to water and fire were good to wear, right? Maybe those?

As I pondered, Hippolyte mumbled awkwardly.

"Nah, no effects. Just... y'know, they sparkle pretty, so I bought 'em."

"Got it."

I'd been acting all knowing, but my guess was way off, leaving me embarrassed. As I awkwardly sliced my sausage, Hippolyte stood up.

"You're too dirty; I can't focus. Come on, I'll clean you up nice."

*

*

*

Hippolyte borrowed a chair, basin, mirror, and apron-like thing from the inn. She hauled them up to the room, set them up haphazardly, and said,

"Sit. I'll trim you up."

She slapped the chair's backrest with her palm—dagger in hand—exuding real intimidation.

"Thanks, but I can handle grooming myself."

"I doubt you wield a blade better than me."

Hiss.

No arguing with that.

Who else I knew handled blades like Hippolyte? Made her the ultimate barber, in a way.

In the end, I sat as she said, apron on. Soon, she smeared some weird liquid gel on my face and jaw, working up a lather.

"Ugh, feels weird. What is it?"

"Shaving cream. Good for shaving or hair removal. Don't barbarians use this stuff?"

Makes sense. Nothing beats lather for a shave. Was Hippolyte an expert at hair removal? Curious, I asked casually,

"Do Amazons do hair removal too?"

Come to think of it, she was super smooth all over. Same with Antiope. Probably all Amazons. Then—shing—she drew her dagger and said coldly,

"Hassan, don't forget I have a razor to your throat."

Bad question. Soon, her sharp dagger crept slowly from my nape to jaw.

"I've never done it to myself, but I've done plenty for my sisters."

"Ah, got it."

Scrape.

The sensation of whiskers coming off was oddly satisfying. Even more so when left to someone else's blade.

The cool edge against my skin was vivid—chilling in every way.

One slip, and my neck could be severed. Even a short razor nicking the carotid would mean I'd bleed out.

In that sense, baring my throat to her was my own show of trust. And hers too.

Scrape, scrape.

Her skill was so good, the initial tension faded, and drowsiness set in.

Clink.

If not for her hard breastplate against my nape, I could've dozed off comfortably. When was the last time I'd felt this relaxed?

Ah, screwed.

Tension easing, my eyelids grew heavy. The debt from nights curled up like a feral cat, on high alert, came crashing back with interest.

As I drifted into a hazy daze, Hippolyte spoke.

"Truth is, I came to talk. Like it or not, you're Mars Guild's holy warrior. If you fall, the guild's rep tanks."

"I see. What do you want to say?"

"Not a bad deal for you. As I said, nothing raises a fallen rep like action. Just rack up achievements."

"Achievements, huh."

"Soon, the Entrance to Autumn opens. And it's crawling with beasts that give people headaches."

"Entrance to Autumn? What's that?"

"The remnants of Ceres's wrath—the endless winter she left behind. Like cracks of lingering grudge in the world."

I'd asked because I didn't know, but the explanation made it even vaguer. Beasts inside? Sounded like a dungeon.

"Hassan, you know Inquisitor Weiss Vine, right?"

"Weiss Vine..."

I remembered. A holy knight of Bacchus, god of wine, festivals, and madness.

Why bring him up here? As I wondered, Hippolyte said,

"He's looking forward to you joining the expedition to seal the Entrance. Departure tomorrow—the location's marked on this leather scroll."

"Ah— so, go there, slay beasts, build achievements."

"Exactly. Nothing proves strength like felling monsters. Me, Theseus, Perseus—even that terrifying Samaritan woman rampaging in the Black Wasteland—all built fame slaying beasts."

Indeed.

What better way to gain fame than named monsters?

That's why there are dragon hunters, lion slayers—specialists for powerful beasts. Hell, even I got a newspaper article for killing the goblin king.

Named beasts don't just drop from the sky, though, so opportunities were rare. This chance to face them was huge luck—and one I couldn't pass up.

"Handle this well, and you'll solidly promote to Silver Tier. Already discussed among guild brass, so count on it."

"My score hasn't hit 30 yet."

"Aura users get scores calculated like attack mages—with bonuses. Survive this rift, and you'll unlock aura, so no issue."

"..."

"Of course, if you survive. Die there, and it's over. Die or live and claim glory—your choice, Samaritan."

"Then obviously—"

No need to think.

Living hounded like this was as good as dead. Nowhere left to retreat, nothing left to lose—I took the map scroll from her.

"Hell, let's do it."

"May Ceres, goddess of autumn and harvest, not abandon you, Hassan. If you die, it'd hit me a little too."

[Author's Note] Entrance to Autumn...!!! The secret behind this chapter's title is finally revealed...!!

Hoping the typhoon ends soon and we get some cool autumn weather...

Side note, I love healthy, robust female characters... Hippolyte might be my most favored in that regard...

Even got two illustrations, one with Luna...
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The day Hippolyte came to the inn at the north gate.

That day, we just sat in chairs and talked through the night about this and that.

“Stick around with me today. Seems like you’ve got a lot to say after all this time. And I’m curious why you’ve chosen to go through all this hardship.”

As time passed with a familiar face by my side, the tension that had stiffened my posture and mindset over the past few days began to melt away just a bit, and the strain in my shoulders eased.

So I told Hippolyte everything—from stopping the burning elf to the public trial and its eventual outcome.

“Prince Friedrich, huh. You’ve tangled with quite the big shot. I met him once myself over that Abyss business. He left a strangely memorable impression.”

“Is that so?”

“But royals are like that. A king is someone exceptional enough in some domain to bear the weight of the crown. It’s no surprise their kin are peculiar.”

There was a certain persuasiveness to Hippolyte’s words.

To become king, one surely had to stand out among people with something extraordinary—like a talent for rallying crowds or ruling with an iron fist. The same probably went for princes.

How wonderful must life be as a prince? What did it feel like to be born with a silver spoon in your mouth?

As I pictured myself surrounded by pretty maids feeding me grapes, Hippolyte continued.

“But Prince Friedrich wasn’t always loved by everyone from the start. Back in his childhood, he was constantly under threat of poisoning, with enemies all around. Overcoming those dangers one by one built his solid foundation.”

Poisoning. Living as royalty sounded terrifying. The imaginary maids peeling grapes for me in my mind suddenly donned assassin masks, ready to slip poison into my food at any moment.

If exposed to such threats from childhood, you’d either crumble early or toughen up and grow bold—those were the only options.

“Storms and winds may rock a ship, but a vessel with sails unfurled can ride those winds farther. Life’s the same. Enduring hardship is what matters.”

Hippolyte wrapped up her words like that.

She’d been spouting bedside wisdom like this for a while now—it felt like there was a purpose behind it. And I wasn’t fool enough to miss the intent.

I asked.

“Hippolyte, did you come to comfort me today?”

At my question, Hippolyte—who’d been lounging on the bed like me—rattled her armor with a clink.

“Yeah, was it that obvious? Truth is, I’m no good at this stuff.”

“Even you have things you’re bad at, Hippolyte.”

“Yep. Plenty, in fact. There are days I want to rest. Plenty of days I’ve craved just one full day off. Charging ahead every single day wears you down. When that happens, I’d vent by chatting with Antiope or the other Amazon sisters.”

“I see.”

“So, is my comforting working at all?”

“Honestly, it’s nice just having company through the lonely night.”

Right then, my mouth stretched wide in a yawn. As I squinted and caught my breath, I felt Hippolyte’s finger against my neck.

“Yawning like that? You’re too relaxed. You just died once.”

“Shit.”

“But that means my pep talk hit home. You haven’t been sleeping well, have you? I’ll stand watch tonight—sleep soundly.”

“Is that okay? I’d feel too guilty.”

“I prefer ‘thank you’ over ‘sorry.’”

“Then I’ll gratefully accept.”

I lay back on the bed a little.

The bratty barbarian kid—Barak or whatever—had claimed the prime spot and was fast asleep, so I just curled up nearby. Still, with my mindset so different from last night, it felt incredibly comfortable.

If I dozed off now, I swear I could sleep straight through tomorrow without waking—pure bliss.

Ah, just resting my head has drowsiness crashing in. But before that, I decided I had to ask Hippolyte the one thing nagging at me most.

“I heard you’ve been staying with Luna. Is she doing well?”

“Yeah, better than ever. It’s almost worrying. Samarian, I’ve got to take some blame for the storm you’re caught in.”

Blame? She talks like a stockbroker. Then Hippolyte pried open her mouth like hauling up a heavy anchor.

“Hassan, if—if we could go back to that night. If we could return to that night—”

Even through the fog of encroaching sleep, I knew exactly which night she meant.

“If we could go back to that night, wouldn’t you want to make it all never happen…? I wasn’t quite right in the head then. You probably weren’t either.”

“True enough. But regretting it now is pointless. Besides, I’m kind of enjoying this calm at the eye of the storm, in my own way.”

“Enjoying the calm?”

“If not for that night, you wouldn’t be here tucking me in like this.”

“I suppose. If we could rewind the past, the world would be too easy. I’ve rambled on. Now sleep. And come to the Mars Guild tomorrow.”

Swoosh.

Hippolyte’s gauntleted hand covered my forehead and eyes. The chill of metal hit my skin, my vision went dark in an instant, and I blacked out like I’d truly passed out.

*

*

*

When I came to, I was alone on the bed. No Hippolyte, and the barbarian brat I’d laid there was gone too. Everyone up and about already?

Pat, pat.

First thing I checked was my pockets and gear. The coins I’d stashed were still there, everything intact. No theft or damage—relief washed over me.

Only then did my eyes drift to the window.

Still early dawn? After four or five hours of deep sleep, my body felt lighter than ever.

As I packed up to leave, I spotted a scroll-like note nailed to the creaky door.

“Come to the Mars Guild once you’re up.”

The neat script, cut like with a knife—Hippolyte’s handwriting. She’d left it for me. Down in the lobby, a now-familiar face was scrubbing the floors.

The Samarian kid who’d jumped me last night and knocked himself out—Barak.

“What’re you doing there?”

At my casual question, the kid—head wrapped in what might’ve been a bandage or rag—glanced up from his diligent cleaning.

“I earn my own inn fees. I’m not owing you anything.”

“Ah.”

Strong sense of independence. And he was right.

In this world, owing a stranger could bite you later—who knew how? Staying debt-free with everyone was crucial.

I’d pegged him as a fool for charging in like that, but he was sharper than he looked.

“Innkeep, rustle up some breakfast.”

I watched him scrub and wash dishes while shoving down watery porridge and dry bread.

Maybe from the good sleep restoring my stamina, even this bland slop went down easy. Once I finished, I called out to the still-cleaning kid.

“Hey, you said you’re from Juno Temple, right? You heading back to the east gate then. Know the way?”

“…”

But the kid didn’t answer, just gripped his rag and wiped tables busily. Not that he hadn’t heard from focus on work—more like deliberate ignoring.

“Hey, you know the way back or not? The temple’s probably looking for you. So yeah, east gate district, right?”

“…”

“Hey, kid.”

“My name’s not ‘hey,’ it’s Barak Kiriya. Kiria, daughter of Rak!”

“Ah.”

He—she?—was pissed at me calling her “hey” nonstop. As I opened my mouth to respond, the self-introduced Kiria added more.

“And anyway, no one’d come looking for a nobody like me. Might as well stay out here and go independent. Till I claim your head and make my name!”

“Whoa, easy there. That’d be a problem for me. Hey—no, Kiria, was it? While you’re at it, run an errand for me too.”

“Why should I!”

“I’ll pay. 10 coppers. Gotta have startup cash for independence, right?”

“…”

10 coppers.

10 coppers was 10,000 won. To a kid like her, just hitting ten or so, that was big money—enough to do plenty.

“Wh-what’s the job? I’ll at least hear it.”

I could tell she’d bitten the hook. But not fully reeled in yet. Suspicious type—needed more reassurance.

“On your way to the east gate, hit the spots I tell you and say Hassan’s tied up today, so could they reschedule.”

“…What if they ask what’s up?”

I’d just planned a simple message relay, but her probing back showed a sharp mind, unusual for a young Samarian.

Makes sense—tossed into the world alone, you either get cunning or play the fool.

“Just lump it as Mars Guild business; they’ll get it.”

“Mars Guild business—like that Autumn’s Entrance rift or whatever?”

“How do you know that?”

“You were yapping next to me while I slept; it sinks in. Listening in your sleep’s basic Samarian discipline.”

“I see. Anyway, you get my situation then. I’ll write the addresses here, so deliver the message.”

I reused Hippolyte’s morning note from the door, jotting down the east gate shops clearly.

Handed over the 10-copper coins, and the hesitant barbarian kid, Kiria, took them. She tucked the clinking coins into her battered pouch and said.

“What if I take the money and don’t deliver? You cool paying upfront?”

“Then you lose credit, no more errands from me. 10 coppers costs you bigger gigs.”

“Credit? Never thought a Samarian’d spout that soft crap. My mom would’ve washed my ears out.”

“That’s not my business. Just do the errand right. Do well, and I’ll toss more your way later. Screw up or pocket the cash, you lose credit—no more jobs. Got it?”

“I’m not a kid; I get it.”

“Ah. Right.”

“That credit thing’s why you’re slaving for east gate rich folk, huh, Hassan? You’ve already tanked your rep big time. That’s why you’re diving into Autumn’s Entrance.”

“Yeah, something like that. Nothing raises a name like slaying beasts. What, you interested too?”

This Samarian kid had a weird fixation on building fame.

Samarians obsessing over martial glory wasn’t new. Even a young one couldn’t deny the blood of the boiling wilds, huh.

“So, Kiria—taking the job or not?”

I tapped the table with my fingers—tok-tok—as I asked. She nodded reluctantly.

“Fine. I’ll do it right.”

*

*

*

It’d been a while since I’d visited the Mars Guild.

The building, shattered by the heretics’ horrific terror attack and arson, now stood grander than before, fully rebuilt.

“Wow, they straight-up built a palace.”

“This place doubles as a temple. Gotta show off the god’s majesty to spread it wide.”

Hippolyte—who’d waited at the guild entrance—swept her arm dramatically, boasting the massive temple’s grandeur.

For her, this was the shrine of Mars, her presumed father. Natural she’d want to show off the ancestral home.

“After that war with the heretics, donations poured in, so we went big. Wouldn’t mind more wars. Too peaceful lately.”

Peace is good, right? But from a priest of the war god Mars, peace might just be the off-season for business.

More wars and woes would boost the Mars temple’s prestige.

Still, wasn’t this building a bit too flashy? I’d heard the Mars Guild’s finances were tight. Felt like a church splurging on the main hall while pinching elsewhere.

As that worry nagged me, Hippolyte patted my back.

“Let’s head in and talk. They’re all waiting.”
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Mars Guild's conference room.

Unlike the extravagantly ornate exterior building, the conference room—restricted to key personnel only—was surprisingly simple.

A large round table with several chairs around it.

On the table sat a massive map and a model of Sodmora.

That was it.

It almost looked like a field command post for officers. In fact, that was probably the inspiration.

We sat around the table, arms crossed.

The people here were me, Antiope, Hippolyte, Baltma—the half-bald, one-eyed middle-aged man in charge of Mars Guild—and Vice Vain, the inquisitor dispatched from the temple knight order, a holy knight of Bacchus.

The man with seaweed-like hair the color of wine pointed to a spot on the map with a long baton-like pointer.

“As I mentioned beforehand, this entrance is set to open here, close to the city of Sodmora. It's an oracle from the priests of light, so the location is certain.”

“Hmm.”

Baltma let out a slight grunt at that.

“I knew the entrances opened at random spots, and that they were gradually approaching Sodmora from the plains of Kallan, but I never imagined they'd get this close.”

Baltma's remaining eye was fixed on the map of Sodmora and its surroundings.

From the forest at the abandoned temple ruins by the west gate, to the deer forest at the south gate, the valley at the north gate, and the plains east of the east gate—all depicted in quaint detail.

Among them, the spot Vice Vain indicated with his finger was a hill about half a day's walk from the abandoned temple ruins at the west gate.

Less than a day's journey from the city. Everyone present, including Baltma, seemed weary at the thought of such a bizarre dungeon appearing there.

“Could you mark the locations of previous entrances, Sir Vain?”

At Hippolyte's question, Vice Vain replied nonchalantly, “Of course,” and stuck red, round-bulbed thumbtacks like pins around Sodmora's vicinity.

“Thirty years ago, the first discovered after the long winter ended—the autumn entrance—was here. In the great plains of Kallan, or rather, the Kallan marshes back then.”

Leaning back in her chair with her sandaled feet propped on the table, Antiope spoke up.

“You mean the first rift Theseus sealed?”

“That's right.”

“Tch, Theseus. Hate even looking at him. Countless daughters of Mars died because of that guy.”

“Shh.”

Hippolyte, arms crossed, cut in with a solemn tone.

“Antiope, this isn't the time for personal opinions.”

“You hate Theseus too, sis.”

“True. But right now, we're discussing the autumn entrance, not Theseus.”

Antiope seemed full of complaints but shut her mouth at Hippolyte's words, which apparently hit home.

Watching her grumble, our eyes met, and she quickly took her legs off the table, sitting primly.

Am I that scary?

What?

If word spread that someone I knew well suddenly set fire to the city, even I'd find them intimidating.

As I nursed that slight emotional bruise, Vice Vain with his wine-colored seaweed hair continued.

“The rift twenty-five years ago was here, twenty years ago here, fifteen years and ten years ago here. As you can see, they're progressively drawing closer to Sodmora.”

“Why?”

Hippolyte asked.

“Why are they getting closer to the city?”

“We don't know. Perhaps they’re drawn to places with dense populations and mana. The problem is, this year's entrance is closer to the city than any before. At this rate, in five or ten years, one might open right in the city center.”

A dungeon entrance in the city center—.

Everyone let out a slight grunt at the thought.

From what I knew, dungeons were somewhat beneficial to human life.

More precisely, when a dungeon appeared, conquerors followed, and with them, people making a living off the byproducts, stimulating the economy in various ways.

Kalkata, a hub city primarily tackling Pluto's Labyrinth, was a prime example. But even Kalkata maintained a distance of one to two days from the labyrinth's entrance.

A dungeon.

Or in other words, a demonic realm.

No one knew what might burst out from within to attack people.

If one opened near a city—let alone in the center—even a hub like Kalkata would face massive chaos.

Sodmora, meanwhile, had little connection to dungeons. It was obvious what would happen if an entrance popped up somewhere in this populous metropolis.

Baltma, fingers interlaced and resting on the table, spoke gravely.

“It'd be pandemonium. Utter chaos. So what's the conclusion, inquisitor? You're a busy man—no need to beat around the bush. Spit it out.”

“So far, we've only sealed the autumn entrances. Five-year seals. But that's no longer enough to turn a blind eye. Therefore, we've decided to destroy the autumn entrance entirely.”

The room stirred at that. Hippolyte was the one who gaped in disbelief.

“Destroy a dungeon? It's called a dungeon, but it's originally the domain of Goddess Ceres. On what authority would you demolish it? It could be blasphemy.”

“We already have the royal sanction.”

“Prince Friedrich, I presume. Who else could command you?”

“Exactly. By His Highness's order, our holy knight order intends to utterly destroy the autumn entrance—Ceres's domain. The justification is ample.”

“Justification is ample—ha, it won't be easy, though? Even that hero Theseus only managed a seal.”

“I don't think anyone here is inferior to Theseus. Amazon sisters, you're both demigods, inheritors of divinity. No reason you can't surpass him.”

At Vice Vain's words, Hippolyte pondered with a thoughtful “hmm,” weighing her response. Antiope, however, who had been sitting straight and attentive, raised her voice excitedly.

“Yeah, no reason we can't! If Theseus had destroyed it back then, we wouldn't be dealing with this hassle. We'll do what he couldn't!”

“Excellent attitude.”

Vice Vain smiled in satisfaction.

So, to sum up what I'd heard: we were heading to what was once a god's domain turned dungeon, and we just had to smash it.

I was confident in smashing things, at least.

After all, I was the Samaritan infamous for setting fire to an intact city. Who else was better at destruction?

I'll smash it all to hell.

Hassan, smash.

As I mused alone, everyone stood from their seats.

“Then, we'll depart after lunch, renting carriages. Please prepare by then.”

*

*

*

Two carriages waited at the west gate.

Sturdy iron fittings and sleek tail feathers adorned the horses pulling them—horses decked in splendid armor.

*Snort.*

If horses had a class system, these would be rubbing shoulders with the elite. Gold-tier steeds, for sure.

Whoa, fancy carriages. Better equipped than most adventurers. Just one horseshoe could fetch enough for days of meals.

Idiot, you'd lose your head. Look at the emblem—a dragon. Temple knight order carriages.

People gawked and whistled at the sight. It reminded me of my wide-eyed stare at a Rolls-Royce back home.

The situation was exactly like that now.

Nothing beats a luxury ride for showing off.

Because of that, as I climbed aboard and sank into the plush cushions, my ears felt hot, like they were flushing. Did I look natural getting in?

As I wondered, Vice Vain, seated across from me in the carriage, spoke up.

“I hear you've been through a rough patch lately.”

Everyone I met asked the same. So I gave my standard reply.

“Something like that.”

“But you look better than expected. Why did you set the fire? You don't strike me as the type.”

“Everyone has destructive urges deep down. Doesn't everyone, at some point, want to try something out of character?”

“Ah, true. As a follower of Bacchus, I know more than most about inner destructive urges.”

Vice Vain said that casually, then called to the coachman.

“Let's depart.”

The coachman cracked the whip lightly, sending the horses galloping. Watching the scenery shift past the window, Vice Vain added a few words.

“Alcohol is great for revealing one's inner self. A true divine blessing. But drink too much, and it leads to frenzy. Samaritan, you should steer clear of booze.”

I could tell Vice Vain was offering sincere advice.

People like me, a bit timid at heart, are sensitive to malice or goodwill—we have an instinct for who's friend or foe.

He seemed pretty fond of me. Probably because we'd bonded cursing heretics together at our first meeting.

But why booze all of a sudden?

As I pondered where the conversation was headed, Vain said,

“So, between us, be honest. What kind of alcohol was it?”

“Honest about what? What booze?”

“No need to dodge. Samaritan, to arson a city, you must've been smashed. How many bottles?”

“Pardon?”

“Back then, you downed a bottle of strong liquor without a hint of drunkenness. For you to get so wasted you torched the place, it had to be some potent stuff.”

“No, what—”

“I heard your 'Samaritan secret brew' is legendary. Was it that?”

Samaritan secret brew? That's a technique, not booze. He apparently thought I'd committed the crime blackout drunk.

As I tried to explain, he pressed on.

“Exceed your limit, and we can plead diminished capacity due to intoxication—major sentence reduction. Mitigation by alcohol. Bacchus's grace. Why didn't you mention it?”

Bacchus's grace, huh.

I recalled Gaia's laws on alcohol-related crimes.

Bacchus followers defended drunks' crimes, causing riots, so laws officially lenient toward intoxicated offenders?

Hence thugs committing crimes then chugging booze.

Truly barbaric, fitting for Gaia. Sentence cuts for drinking? Unbelievable.

But I hadn't touched a drop.

“I was stone sober.”

“…Really?”

“At least, no alcohol.”

“Good lord, committing such madness sober. Astonishing. How do you even think of that straight? More extraordinary than I thought. This is getting interesting.”

To a mad god's follower, 'madness' praise or insult? Is this guy subtly roasting me?

As I seriously pondered, Vain said,

“Still, your recklessness apparently intrigued His Highness. You turned down joining the holy knight order?”

“Yeah, back then.”

“I find refusing the prince's offer harder to believe than sober arson. How do you pull off such insanity clear-headed?”

Refusing a golden parachute gig harder to believe than torching the rich district sober? I recalled the trial.

Voices of countless people.

Innumerable eyes.

Tangled interests.

Self-loathing disgust.

And Elfride—.

My head was full of that; no room for anything else. Come to think of it, I'd rejected the prince's offer to join the holy knights.

Like turning down a cushy state job. Yeah, pretty insane.

But I hadn't wanted to kneel to him.

The prince, proud Friedrich.

Foe of heretics.

Champion of justice.

Why reject such perfection? And that eerie vibe at trial's end nagged me.

No one else noticed, but the prince's face split into a monster's grin for an instant. Chilling.

Instinct told me he was my enemy. Thinking the kingdom's heir an enemy—utter madness.

But my plebeian gut was often right.

Maybe the prince wasn't the noble justice everyone said. I'd seen clean faces hide filth plenty.

Ah, but now I'm sounding paranoid like a heretic.

As I thought that, the swift carriage arrived at the hill called Nymphs' Hill.

Vice Vain touched his forehead like making a holy sign and whispered.

“Almighty Bacchus, please let the wrath of seasons and harvest spare us—”
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Dungeon.

The entrances to labyrinths in the demon realm come in all shapes and sizes.

The entrance to Pluto's Labyrinth, which I knew pretty well, looked just like the gateway to some ancient ruin—anyone could tell at a glance it was a dungeon entrance.

But entrances to dungeons crawling with named monsters often resembled burrows or caves, where natural formations had been unnaturally hollowed out.

In that sense, the dungeon that had appeared at this place called the Nymph's Hill—"Autumn's Entrance"—had a fairly bizarre entrance too.

A massive tree stretching toward the sky at the base of the hill. And beneath its roots, a round rabbit hole.

Just that it was pretty damn big.

A rabbit hole big enough to fit a compact car. Like the earth itself had opened its maw beneath the tree roots—empty, pitch-black, and giving off a seriously creepy vibe.

Antiope rolled a coin inside to test it, then stood up straight on her knees and said,

"This size means it's at least a Silver-grade dungeon for sure. No doubt about it. Half-assed folks would just rack up casualties."

A Silver-grade dungeon.

In this world, they ranked not just adventurers but dungeons and monsters too. A dungeon that a Silver-grade adventurer could clear was a Silver-grade dungeon, plain and simple.

Since it was experienced Antiope talking, her grade assessment was probably spot-on.

I quietly regulated my breathing. Once this mission was done, I'd be promoted to a silver necklace for sure. According to Hippolyte, that was assuming I survived, but with this crew, dying would be the hard part.

Of course, I had no clue about Vice Bain's skills, but an inquisitor from the temple knight order wouldn't be weak.

Everyone here could handle themselves, so I just needed to focus on my own shit.

Honestly, I had no idea what I could even do among these heavy hitters, but maybe just not getting in the way would count as pulling my weight.

Alright.

Fuck it, let's do this.

I was psyching myself up like that when Inquisitor Bain, who had been kneeling and brushing dust from the tree roots and nearby ground with his palm, nodded.

"Definitely Autumn's Entrance. The location matches the records, down to the faint traces of the sealing ritual. The problem is..."

He trailed off, and Hippolyte, her hand lightly on her sword hilt, asked,

"Is there a problem, Sir Bain?"

"The seal's a bit loose. Like something's already been in and out."

"A wild beast?"

Antiope picked up the thread. She glanced around, then stared at the massive burrow entrance and said,

"Could be a rabbit or deer that fell in. Or maybe wild nymphs living around here. This is the Nymph's Hill, after all."

Wild nymphs? Were nymphs like wild animals?

For a second, I wondered what to call people who lived with the sky as their ceiling and dirt as their floor.

There had to be a better word than "wild." Homeless nymphs. Wandering nymphs. Fuck, nothing fit better than wild nymphs.

Wild nymphs.

I'd heard that even now, in the outskirts beyond cities or deep in forests, native fairy nymphs hid from human eyes and hands. Paranoya had said she lived in burrows and caves as a kid.

Yeah, thinking about it that way, it didn't seem weird if a nymph or two had crawled into this hole.

If we caught one, Paranoya might make a friend.

I recalled her mentioning joining some nymph comrades association or hometown club.

Imagining a swarm of nymphs that looked just like her made me crack up, and the tension eased off a bit.

"What're you grinning about? You excited to go into the dungeon? You might die or get seriously hurt."

Hippolyte, standing next to me, asked. Had my face given it away? Being alone for days must've picked up some bad habits.

I loosened my mouth to smooth my expression, and Hippolyte shrugged like she couldn't understand.

"No need to rush. I'll put you at the front anyway, Hassan."

"I'm the vanguard?"

"Yeah. Sir Bain's suggestion."

At the end of Hippolyte's gaze was Bain, scribbling on some report or whatever. After jotting for a bit, he straightened up and spoke.

"Samaritans have strong mental barriers, so they'll wield great power in Ceres's domain. Alright, before we go in, let me perform a blessing to boost your mental defenses."

Vice Bain picked up a strange glass vial from his belt. He uncorked it with a pop, then poured the swirling purple liquid into his palm.

Whoosh-.

A chill hit my nose from the liquid he sprinkled as wind blew. The intense alcohol smell said it was booze.

And then he swung his arm, splashing it—splash, splaaash—onto us?

Fuck, what? Why splash booze?

"Almighty Bacchus, we anoint our bodies with your blood, your precious wine. Guard us with your fiery gaze, fill us with valiant hearts—"

Sprinkling booze while praying. It was such a bizarre sight I was pretty dumbfounded, but Hippolyte and Antiope stood still like it was normal.

Whoosh-.

But the strong alcohol kept hitting my body, making my head fuzzy.

" We offer our prayers to Almighty Bacchus."

By the end of the prayer, our bodies were splattered with reddish-purple splotches like we'd been sprayed with blood. We looked ridiculous, like a bunch of pintos.

Was this really okay? Hippolyte looked down at herself, her face slightly flushed, and said,

"Impressive. A Bacchus devotee's blessing packs a punch. Courage is surging."

"Nooo— Sis, I, I'm not drunk—."

Fuck, was this "courage-boosting" prayer just getting us drunk to dull our senses?

As I panicked a little, Bain gulped down the rest of the booze from the bottle and explained.

"Entering Ceres's domain sober is dangerous. Better to cloud the mind first. Samaritan, your mind looks sharp as ever. You okay?"

"Then gimme some more of that leftover booze."

So I chugged a couple bottles Bain had brought. But no matter how much I drank, the buzz wouldn't come.

I'd never been much of a lightweight. Except that time with Luna when some eye-flower wine or whatever knocked me out cold in one shot, I'd basically never gotten drunk.

"Alright, time to head in— Hassan, you're on point."

Hippolyte gave me the order. But she was staring at Antiope.

"Hassan, you deaf?"

Frowning hard, Hippolyte slapped her palm on Antiope's shoulder and chest.

"Chest muscles are soft, Hassan—. Skipping training lately?"

"Sis— you're drunk—. I'm not Hassan, dummy—. But why do you have four eyes—!"

Hmm—.

I seriously sensed trouble brewing.

Fuck, thought I'd be a chill passenger in the back of the bus.

Now I felt like a taxi driver stuck with three drunk assholes. Everyone slurring nonsense, and I was the only sober one.

"Mr. Hassan, let's go in. We need to destroy everything by tonight."

Of course, Inquisitor Vice Bain seemed pretty clear-headed despite downing booze strong enough to knock you out from the fumes. Looked reliable enough.

Fuck, it'll work out somehow.

*

*

*

As planned, I took point and crawled into the rabbit hole.

True to the massive tree roots, thick roots, twigs, and creepy giant beetles popped up, but swinging my club around handled them easy.

Unlike that goblin king crawl where I scraped along the ground, this burrow was wide enough for a bear to lumber through comfortably.

After trudging a while like that,

A massive boulder blocked the passage. It was so huge I couldn't budge it no matter how hard I pushed.

I looked around wondering what to do, and shining my torch on the floor revealed a small animal-sized hole dug under the rock—maybe made by whatever critter had snuck in earlier.

A nymph? But it was tiny, so no way me or the others could squeeze through.

I stopped and asked the folks behind me.

"What should we do?"

"Sis, I totally cut the lightning, I swear. The lightning, I cut it..."

"Antiope, shut it. My head's pounding."

But Hippolyte and Antiope were getting drunker by the minute, totally out of it. Only me and Vice Bain were straight.

"Mr. Bain. Really okay dragging these two like this? They're too wasted to tell shit apart."

"It's fine. Leave it to me."

Vice Bain raised his hand smoothly in the air. Then clapped loud—clap—and spoke like a teacher herding kids.

"Alright, everyone, move that boulder. Push hard. Heave-ho. Heave, ho."

"Ughhh—."

"Hnn..."

At his words, Antiope and Hippolyte shuffled like late-night drunks chased by a shopkeeper closing up. They slapped their palms on either side of the boulder.

I was seriously shocked.

"What the hell? You controlling people?"

"I can manipulate and command the intoxicated to a simple degree. That's the blessing I received from Lord Bacchus: Gospel of the Drunkard."

Fuck, a blessing to control people. Fittingly powerful for a blessing. This guy had one too.

Antiope, this guy—heard the temple knight order's dozen members were all blessing holders. Seemed legit.

But curiosity hit me.

"If you're gonna make 'em do heavy lifting, why get 'em drunk at all?"

"Mars's daughters have weak innate mental defenses. Now you'll see why I got them wasted to take control."

Groooan—.

Hippolyte and Antiope pushed together, the gap widening with a heavy rumble as the boulder rolled away somewhere.

Flash-!

Something shattered loudly.

"The seal's broken. Now Autumn's Entrance—the gateway of the season—truly reveals itself. Stay alert for—."

I heard Vice Bain's firm voice from behind,

But my focus was on the scene ahead, his words fading into the background.

The world beyond the boulder felt way too weird for a dungeon.

I'd pictured an underground ruin, or at least a gloomy burrow teeming with beasts in the dark.

But what unfolded before me was like a hidden secret garden.

Secret garden.

Was there a better way to put it?

Dense as reeds, packed with red and yellow flowers—an utter wonder. No clue where the bright light came from without sunlight.

Whoosh—a breeze scattered pollen and petals, melting away my tension until the scenery overwhelmed me, thoughts blank.

Vibrant flowers and cloyingly sweet scents left my mind empty. Warm, humid air like a sauna. This maddening feeling.

Where'd I felt this before.

I'd experienced it plenty. Mom's greenhouse she slaved over? Fuck, that was kinda like this.

Digging through memories like that, a tear suddenly rolled down my cheek.

Huh, why the tears.

Not sad, just stinging eyes. Fuck, mixed in with onions or garlic or some spicy shit. Pollen hell.

Rubbing my eyes in confusion, Vice Bain behind me—nose and mouth covered with a handkerchief—clicked his tongue.

"Contamination's worse than intel. Stay too long, and we'll end up fertilizer like these folks."

"Fertilizer?"

At his words, I looked down. What I'd thought was a beautiful flowerbed hit me as horrifying.

Under my feet, white bones rotted away, entwined in roots. Plenty of them. Beautiful blooms over gruesome corpses.

"Fuck, what is this— turning shit into fertilizer like that."

"Sacrificed to Goddess Ceres. We'll join them if we linger—move, quick—."
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Goddess Ceres.

The goddess who oversees the changing seasons and the harvest of grains and fruits. In this barbaric medieval world that hasn't yet escaped the framework of an agricultural society, the majesty and power of Goddess Ceres are immense.

From what I'd heard, most of the farmers—who make up a huge chunk of the population in this world—are devotees of Ceres.

As I mentioned before, the more followers a god has, the greater the temple's prestige, and the greater the temple's prestige, the loftier the gods' majesty becomes.

That's why Ceres wields tremendous power. About thirty years ago, she unleashed a winter that lasted for years and killed countless people.

Fuck, a goddess who slaughters people with the seasons.

Why the hell would she do that?

If it were me, I wouldn't believe in a god like that. In fact, after that endless winter, Ceres's cult shrank dramatically, and it's nothing like it used to be.

Her domain has fallen so far that it's dismissed like some dungeon. Temples to Ceres have been abandoned and left to ruin in many places.

Zuzzuzz—.

That's when I heard the sound of massive wings flapping from somewhere. My group—me, Vain, and the Amazon sisters—instinctively ducked our heads and hid among the thick clusters of flowers.

Buuung—.

A gigantic thing like a helicopter flew over our heads. Fuck, of course there are no helicopters in this world. It was a honeybee as big as my head.

Fuck, what kind of bee is that huge?

It's fucking insane.

Luna would've loved it. Not just Luna—my mom and dad would've been thrilled if they were here.

Still, a bee that big would sting like hell. So I just kept my head down, hoping they'd pass without causing trouble.

With flowers sprouting everywhere, hiding our bodies wasn't hard.

"Sis, the ground... the ground is smooshing my face."

"You threw yourself down there, Antiope. Damn, this stuff hits harder than I thought."

"But it's better than getting pollen all over us. Let's just wait until the bees pass."

We stayed prone like that for a while, and an ant crawled right in front of me.

Clack, clack.

Of course, it was as big as my forearm, so it looked plenty tough at a glance. I grabbed its waist and lifted it up.

Zzzi, zzuzzzi.

The massive ant just wriggled in my hand, trying to escape.

For its size, it wasn't that strong or aggressive. Maybe I should catch one and make it a playmate for Kongkong.

But raising ants and spiders together sounds like a hassle, so I gently set it back down.

Zzuz.

It waved its antennae at me a few times, like it was saying thanks for sparing it, then vanished into the distance somewhere.

Fuck, that was one huge ant.

A world full of insects the size of my arm. The dizzying floral scents were messing with my head, and everything started feeling hazy.

"Mr. Hassan, are you alright?"

Vain's voice from behind snapped me back to attention.

"A bit drowsy, but I'm fine."

"Falling asleep here would be the end of us. Let's crawl forward like this. Find the dungeon core and smash this whole space."

"The dungeon core?"

"There should be some special artifact, person, monster, demon—call it what you want—at the heart of this bizarre domain. Destroy it, and the dungeon collapses and vanishes."

Ah.

I'd heard plenty about dungeon cores before.

You could call it the central core that forms the dungeon. The Clefios staff I once held was probably one too. The dungeon started crumbling the moment I took it.

"Is there a relic here too?"

As I asked, Vain rustled up from behind.

"Probably not. According to the records, Theseus fought the guardian here, dealt it a mortal wound, and sealed the rift's entrance with a massive boulder. The core here is likely that guardian."

Guardian, huh.

Like a boss?

Not that thing over there, I hope.

Still prone, I slowly lifted just my head.

No one had mentioned it, but right in the center of this weird flower garden stood a fairly massive tree. And hanging from it, a beehive the size of a cabin.

The eerie buzzing from inside felt ominous to anyone.

"Is that beehive connected to the guardian?"

"Yes. The queen in that wasp hive is the guardian entrusted with this domain."

Fuck me.

Wasps, of all things.

Fuck this shithole world—I was already pissed that even here I had to deal with goddamn wasps. Those little shits. Rage bubbled up from deep inside me.

Buuung—.

But seeing those massive Pokémon-sized wasps buzzing around my head, my anger evaporated just like that. Fighting those fuckers would be crazier than setting a city on fire.

Let, let me go—! Let go—!

That's when I heard a weird voice.

"Hear that? Some kind of voice?"

"A voice? I only hear the bees' wings."

"No, I swear I just heard a voice."

I focused again.

Amid the chilling wind rustling the flowers, the buzzing wings everywhere, and the clacking footsteps of ants, I could clearly hear someone struggling and yelling.

I, I won't lose to you punks! Daughter of Rack, Kirri—how dare you! Let, let me go!

"Ugh, shit."

"Mr. Hassan, raising your head is dangerous—!"

I pushed myself up a bit. Looking up, I saw a grubby little kid thrashing around, clutched in the grip of a huge wasp. Black hair, tiny body. I knew that face.

Why the hell is that kid up there?

A million thoughts raced through my mind, but that wasn't important right now. Whatever it was, it looked extremely dangerous.

You, you bastards! Let go!

Buuuung.

The more she flailed and screamed, the more the flying wasps turned toward her. Several were already escorting her like an honor guard.

"Someone really is there. Who's that? Why the hell are they here?"

"Vice Vain, got any bright ideas? That kid's about to get killed by those bees!"

"No options right now. While their attention's on her, we stay hidden and push forward. It's actually a good break for us."

"Huh?"

"While they're distracted by her, we raid the hive."

Vice Vain's tone was ice cold. He meant to use the kid as bait to sneak past the wasps toward the hive.

"That kid—"

But Hippolytus, her buzz slightly worn off, frowned with her flushed face.

"It's that one from last night. Did intel leak? My oversight. I'll save her."

Then she stood up fully and bellowed.

"You bug bastards, the daughter of Mars, Hippolytus, is right here!"

Her shout was like thunder. Utterly fearless. Even the wobbly, drunk Antiope jolted upright in surprise.

"Sis, what? What's happening—!?"

"Damn, the booze was too weak after all. I knew daughters of Mars weren't cut out for stealth, but now we fight—!"

Buuung—.

Wasps dove toward us at ferocious speed. I jumped up too and drew my club.

"Take this, you fucking wasp shits!"

Truth be told, I'd been at my limit holding back my wasp rage. With solid backup here, I figured we'd avenge the honeybees and hives sacrificed to wasps and yelled.

Buuung—.

Suddenly, every goddamn wasp turned toward me?

"Wha, fuck is this?"

Buung, buuung.

Wasps the size of my head plastering my body—it was terror enough to make my legs give out.

"Take this, take this you fucks!"

Their scissor-like jaws and needle stingers assaulted me nonstop. It hurt so fucking bad tears welled up.

"You goddamn shits! Why only me!?"

Did I piss them off with my cursing?

Hippolytus taunted first—why the fuck were the wasps only after me? It was so unfair I got even angrier.

"Get off me, you fuckers!"

I ripped the wasps off my body with my gauntlet and stomped them. Pchak—.

But these giant wasp bastards had shells as tough as their size—no easy squashing.

"Ugh, uwaaa—!"

"Incredible—he's surrounded by Bashkir wasps and hasn't passed out from the venom. What resistance! Even elephants would drop dead from that dose!"

"No, fuck, stop admiring and do something!"

"Wait, they don't seem to be trying to kill you, Hassan. Let's observe a moment. No hostility from the wasps—."

That was the moment Hippolytus spoke.

Buuung—and suddenly my feet left the ground. The wasps had grabbed my limbs and were flying off, dragging me somewhere.

*

*

*

When I opened my eyes, it wasn't some horrific beehive.

An antique wooden chair. A carpet of deerskin—or maybe roe deer. A woman sat elegantly, legs crossed, gazing at me.

First thing I noticed: tall riding boots. Black and yellow patterns crisscrossing, like a wasp's rear.

Her gloves matched. A plain black dress covered her chest, and a small tiara on her forehead was studded with amber gems.

What the fuck. Queen bee?

Too many oddities for a queen bee. She wasn't even insectile. Short, neat yellow bob like a fairy, pointed ears peeking out—so probably—.

"Nymph?"

"Yes! That's right! I'm Doris, the honey nymph! Daughter of the great ocean too! And guardian of this bee domain!"

Honey nymph? What the fuck.

I'd heard of stream nymphs, ditch nymphs, sea nymphs—but honey nymph was a first. My head spun. Giant wasps buzzed in around her.

Situation made no sense, but one thing was clear: she controlled these swarms.

I gripped my club tight, ready to swing.

"You the one controlling the wasps?"

"Controlling? No! Bees are my friends! Honey nymphs are friends with nature! Allies in solidarity—!"

Doris the honey nymph yelled boldly at my question. I'd noticed from her first words: loud as hell.

Every sentence ended like an exclamation point. Her vocabulary felt a bit... lacking.

Is she slow or something?

Still, no hostility toward me. My wasp-honed wariness eased a tad.

Nymph who handles bees. Kinda cool. Fairies made golems from flowers and vines too.

Nymphs have innate affinity for nature and high mana, so druid stuff comes naturally. Makes them popular as materials.

"So, why'd you drag me here, nymph?"

"I don't know! That's what! We figure it out now!"

"What?"

"I must find the treasure Lady Ceres lost! And you're probably the one who has it!"

"What treasure?"

"No use playing dumb! This tiara Lady Ceres gave me—it's reacting to you big time!"

Doris pointed confidently at her tiara. But the vigorous gesture knocked it off, rolling across the floor.

Clang—. Roll roll.

The big gems embedded in it scattered.

"Br, broken!?"

Doris wailed. Wasps buzzed loudly.

Soon, giant honeybees appeared from somewhere, gathered the tiara and gems from the floor, glued them back with what looked like beeswax, and placed it neatly on Doris's head.

Wing wing.

What the fuck. What is this show for?

"All fixed! Anyway, suspicious black-haired guy! I saw you steal Lady Ceres's treasure! Hand it over!"

"What? Hand over what?"

"Thirty years ago—the treasure you tricked me and took! I got cursed for it and can't leave this place a step—! So all black-haired ones are prime suspects!"

Now I kinda got why that Samaritan brat on the ground got kidnapped by bees, and why they targeted only me.

Discriminated against by wasps because of my hair color!

Fuck that.
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I quickly summed up my situation.

A dungeon had appeared at the city entrance, rumored to possibly house a named monster. I'd come to subjugate it, only to find it was like a massive greenhouse buzzing with all sorts of flowers and giant insects.

Inside was a giant honeycomb ruled by a honey water nymph named Doris, who had her bees kidnap me and demand I return the stolen item.

It sounded utterly ridiculous, but unfortunately, this was my harsh reality.

"Hurry up and hand over what you stole, thief!"

Uuuung— buuuz—.

The more Doris shouted imperiously from her queenly perch on the chair, the more threatening the wingbeats grew from the bees hovering protectively around her.

They didn't seem intent on attacking me just yet. At least this honey water nymph wanted to talk.

I asked,

"So, a black-haired man stole some treasure of yours?"

"Don't play dumb when you already know! You're definitely the thief who made off with Lady Ceres's precious treasure!"

I figured humans were like that to some extent.

People of other races all looked kinda similar—faces all blurry, hard to distinguish.

In that sense, this honey water nymph had clearly mistaken me for someone else.

To these people with their refined, chiseled features, Samaritans' vague faces probably blended together.

With that in mind, I calmly tried to clear up the misunderstanding.

"I just got here today. I don't even know what this treasure you're talking about is."

"Lies! Black hair! Black eyes! Tall! Man! It was exactly you!"

Uuuung—.

The more I tried to explain, the more furious the honey water nymph seemed, practically foaming at the mouth. The rising buzz of wings shared her rage.

Should I just fight and take her down?

The nymph might be manageable, but those bees around her were pretty tough.

Earlier, even stomping and punching them with my gauntlet hadn't scratched their sturdy exoskeletons.

So, as a last chance, I spoke evenly.

"Take a good look at my face again. Was it really me?"

"—Hm."

The honey water nymph Doris promptly stood from her seat.

She clacked toward me on her heels, peering right into my face.

We were nose-to-nose close, which flustered me a bit, but Doris stared piercingly into my eyes, oblivious.

"Pitch-black eyes, no doubt about it! It's you! Hurry, give it back! Because of you, I can't even leave this place!"

How could showing my face make things worse?

"Thief!"

"What thief? I didn't steal anything."

"This pumpkin tiara is reacting to you! Don't even think about lying! If you're going to keep pretending, I, Doris, have my ways!"

Clap—.

Doris clapped toward the air, and a swarm of bees buzzed in from outside. Looked like it was time to fight for real.

I was steeling myself when the giant honeybees dropped something at my feet with a thunk, then waggled their abdomens indifferently and flew off.

"What the hell is this?"

It was a wooden bottle, carved by hand, quite antique-looking.

About the size of a soda can? Something thick and sticky filled it to the brim.

What is it?

As I puzzled over it in my grip, the honey water nymph Doris spoke.

"That's the Vasilisk bee honey I aged so carefully! It's so precious I didn't even give any to Lady Ceres, but I'll give it to you! So please, just give it back...."

Doris burst into sobs. The honeybees buzzing around clustered comfortingly around the little nymph, nuzzling her.

Wing-wing.

What the— bees.

I was utterly flustered. Her sudden tears made me feel like the real villain who'd done something awful. Like I needed to return whatever I'd stolen right now.

"Hey, what exactly did you lose? Tell me, and I might help you find it."

"All the ones who said that never came back! Theseus said he'd help, then sealed me away and ran!"

"Yeah?"

"Yeah! So I've been stuck in this flower field for years, waiting for the culprit who knows when he'll show...."

Got it.

This honey water nymph had apparently been trapped alone in here for about thirty years. That explained her awkward way of talking.

So how do I close this rift? Do I have to take her down? As I pondered, the now tearless nymph Doris declared,

"But culprits always return to the scene! This rift is a giant beehive trap for you, thief! Now honey water nymph Doris is free!"

Aha.

I felt like I'd grasped the purpose of this dungeon—the rift called Autumn's Entrance. It was a trap to catch the thief.

"So, man! Hand over my one and only treasure, Kore!"

"Kore?"

I'd heard that name somewhere. What was it? Where? As I racked my brain,

"You lot! Attack that man!"

Unable to hold back her anger any longer, the honey water nymph ordered her bee friends to attack me.

Buuuung—.

Enraged bees charged. Even as honeybees, head-sized ones packed a punch. I tensed to fight them off.

Wing-wing.

Wing-wingya-wing.

Surprisingly, the honeybees didn't attack. Instead, they rubbed against me affectionately. It looked like grooming, the way bees bond.

"What the— bees."

Did I have honey on me or something?

"You, you lot, what are you doing? Hurry, attack that thief!"

Doris, their friend, seemed just as baffled.

She scolded the bees defying her orders and cozying up to me, but they ignored her, even brushing dust and petals off my body.

I couldn't talk to honeybees like I could to Hassan, but I knew they held no hostility toward me.

Smart bees, they knew something.

They must've sensed I'd split them from honey/bee if they came at me. Clever bunch.

"To tame the ferocious Vasilisk honeybees! Only a honey water nymph or my friend Kore could do that!"

Boom, gu-gu-boom—.

Then the bizarre cabin-like hive shook like an earthquake. Doris and I both lost balance and hit the floor.

Buuuung—.

Taking that as a cue, the furious bees scattered from the entrance in all directions.

Hassan, you okay?

I'll get you out soon!

Hippolyte and Antiope were attacking the hive from outside. But I'd just been on the verge of a breakthrough, and now things were going south.

Staying here might mean getting crushed under the collapsing hive.

I scooped up the unconscious little Samarian Kirri from my belt and stood.

There was the honey water nymph Doris, now huddled on the floor screaming.

"Kore! Kore was friends with me and my bees! But the black-haired man stole her! I saw it! Now he's stealing my bees too! Give them back!"

Rumble, ruuumble—.

Amid the shaking that threatened to uproot the wooden structure, Doris's shrill cries filled the air. Kore seemed to be a person's name.

Come to think of it, wasn't Ceres's daughter called Kore?

I'd thought the stolen thing was candy or something childish. A person?

"Hey! You gonna keep lying there like that!?"

"Uuuuh, uuuuh—. M-my hive I worked so hard on is collapsing—."

"What the hell, bee."

Did all nymphs have this airheaded side? No wonder they lost to invasive kappa in survival competitions.

For a moment, the trembling nymph on the floor struck me as paranoid.

Maybe that's why leaving her quaking in fear while escaping felt guilty.

"—Bee."

So I tucked Doris under one arm and the little Samarian Kirri under the other, then leaped with all my might toward the hive entrance.

My body sliced through the air—whoosh—and behind me, the hive I'd just vacated crashed down in ruins.

"Sis, why'd you smash it? Hassan's inside!"

"Ah, misjudged my strength. I really hate holding back like with booze—."

Oof, shit.

Dozens of meters up, I floated weightless in the air. Landing like this would shatter a leg for sure.

As I panicked,

Buuuung—.

Wings buzzed loudly from somewhere, grabbing my back.

Wing-wingya-wing.

Bees crying weirdly clutched me, acting like a parachute.

I'd always seen bees as pests, but damn, they had their uses.

Wing.

With their fluffy fur and plump bodies, they even looked kinda cute. Honestly, better than that spider pup.

Plop.

Thanks to the bees, I landed safely in the flower field. Spotting me, Hippolyte and Antiope sheathed their weapons and approached slowly.

"Hassan, you okay? Seeing you dragged off by bees sobered me up instantly. And now you're back with more bees."

Hippolyte tentatively extended a hand to the bees buzzing around her. They settled on her arm, forgetting their earlier ferocity.

"Interesting."

Antiope had one head-sized honeybee on each hand, chuckling.

"Wow, sis, check these out. Vasilisk honeybees! Ferocious things you can't even cut without aura. Why are they so docile? Hey, Hassan, what's going on?"

"No clue. Bee, someone explain."

I stood, brushing off my pants and butt. Hippolyte frowned, spotting the two under me.

"That kid after all. And who's next to her?"

"Honey water nymph, apparently."

"Honey water nymph? Why's a nymph in there?"

So I explained to Hippolyte everything that had happened.

This place was a trap to recover Ceres's beloved daughter Kore. A black-haired man had stolen her, and the nymph had been sealed here searching—that's what I got.

Hippolyte listened arms crossed, humming thoughtfully.

"Kore. So Kore was kidnapped. The girl Ceres doted on, snatched away. No wonder Goddess Ceres is furious."

She grabbed the wobbly nymph, fresh from the nasty drop.

"Hey, nymph. Is what I heard true? Kore's really gone?"

"Y-yes! That's right! I saw it with my own two eyes! I couldn't stop it, so Goddess Ceres punished me like this...."

"Hm, I see. So, Kore was picking flowers with nymphs when a black-haired man kidnapped her—something like that?"

"Exactly!"

"Sis, that's not the point right now. This'll be easy. Look at that on her head. Dungeon core, right? Smash it, and the rift collapses."

Antiope pointed at the tiara on the honey water nymph Doris's head. Hippolyte nodded in agreement.

"Indeed, looks like it."

"Anyway, wrapped up easy. Good thing the bees are chill. Individually fine, but as a swarm, they're silver-rank monsters. Need aura to handle."

The buzzing swarm around us was silver-rank for subjugation.

Yeah, with their aura-proof shells, a serious fight would've been a pain.

"Enough already."

Wing-wing.

As I shoved away the clingy honeybees, Hippolyte reached out and snatched the tiara from Doris's head.

She crushed it with brute force.

Crack.

"M-my tiara!"

Doris wailed in anguish, but caught by powerhouse Amazons, she was helpless.

Now I saw: the nymph herself was harmless. The bees she controlled made the dungeon dangerous.

Ruuuumble—.

With the tiara shattered, the space quaked like an earthquake.

"Anyway, rift's done. Ended anticlimactically. But we got key info. Worth it."

"Hmm, feels like we barely did anything. Body's all stiff now."

Sparks crackled from Antiope's hand. She seemed dissatisfied at not using her strength. More aggressive than her sister, made sense.

But Hippolyte shrugged it off.

"Learning why gentle Goddess Ceres raged is a big win. Might even mend ties between Hypnos's gods and the surface. Good for humanity."
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Rumble rumble.

Cracks began to spiderweb across the ground here and there in the flower field. As if sensing the ominous portent, the massive ants and bees scurried frantically toward the entrance and fled.

Buzz buzz.

Whirr whirr.

They say it's common for beasts to escape first from a collapsing ship—or in this case, a dungeon on the brink. These creatures must have realized their home was crumbling.

Which means we should get out of here fast, too.

"Where is Vice Vane?"

I asked. Antiope and Hippolyte were here, but the inquisitor who'd insisted we come—Vice Vane—was nowhere in sight.

Hippolyte answered.

"That man went ahead. Looks like he couldn't withstand the flower pollen swirling around this place in the end."

I see.

With all sorts of flowers and plants crammed everywhere, the atmosphere was thick enough to overwhelm any ordinary person.

Even me, who'd been acclimated to all kinds of flora since childhood, felt an itchy tickle that threatened endless tears and sneezes from the sheer volume of pollen.

"Anyway, let's get out of here ourselves."

In the end, we hurried out through the rift that served as the dungeon's entrance. The moment we stepped outside, the burrow's mouth collapsed completely behind us, sealing off any chance of return.

"My, my cherished garden has collapsed...!"

Doris the Honey Water Nymph, tucked into my side, cried out in shock. Her mind must have been reeling from the destruction of her home of over a decade.

Whirr whirr.

The massive swarms of honeybees circling above our heads soon scattered in all directions, each vanishing from sight.

They seemed thrilled to escape after so long in captivity, embracing their freedom. Of course, that's just my guess. Who knows what bees really feel.

In the end, Doris the Honey Water Nymph was left abandoned by both her dungeon and her "friends" the bees, slumping like a frail child.

"My friends... abandoned me...."

*

*

*

Thanks to the carriage, we made it back to Sodomora in no time.

We'd set out from the city toward the dungeon around lunchtime, finished up quickly inside, and returned before evening.

"Then I'll handle the report. I want to wash off this pollen smell clinging to me, too. Butterflies keep sticking to me."

Bees and butterflies kept latching onto Hippolyte, leaving her frowning in annoyance as she waved them off with her palm.

I nearly said, "Maybe they think you're a flower," but bit my tongue, sensing the mood would sour.

Antiope chimed in.

"They probably think you're a flower, sis. Like this."

"Don't say useless things, Antiope. Anyway, it was a pretty gruesome dungeon. I never want to go back."

Hippolyte clicked her tongue like someone who'd just escaped hell. Was it really that bad?

Vice Vane had spent the entire carriage ride back coughing and sneezing nonstop after stepping foot in there, so that greenhouse-like space must have been a real ordeal for others.

"Sis, wanna hit the bathhouse together? It's been a while."

"Not a bad idea."

With Antiope and Hippolyte taking on the tedious report, I was free to handle my own errands without swinging by the guild.

"See you later."

As I waved casually to the group, Hippolyte added one more thing, as if she'd almost forgotten.

"Hassan, come to the guild building first thing tomorrow at dawn. We'll probably discuss your promotion then."

"Oh."

Come to think of it, they'd promised a promotion to Silver Tier if we cleared this dungeon.

"I didn't really do much this time. You sure it's okay?"

"Pretext is what matters. We'll have a record of smashing the dungeon, so we can spin it however. And—"

Hippolyte brushed a butterfly off her forehead with her palm and continued.

"Didn't you feel anything when you stepped in there? Withstanding that intense pollen forces your aura into operation, you know."

I'd only felt that ticklish itch—nothing special. I pondered for a moment, wondering if there was more to it.

"It's just that you didn't notice. You're already using aura, Hassan. Seems like you're mostly channeling it into defensive applications."

"Really?"

"Yeah. You could say you've unconsciously wrapped your body in qi. In some ways, it's a natural talent. Train it well so you can wield it freely."

Wrapped in qi?

Did that mean I could finally wield iron now?

All those beatings from Geon’s friends, using me as a sandbag to temper iron rods, hadn't been for nothing after all.

With that, the Amazon sisters vanished into the distance—probably heading to the guild.

Vice Vane, who'd been watching alongside me, spoke up.

"Then I'll take this little one and see her home."

"Is that okay? You look pretty rough."

"Hachoo!"

Vice Vane had the little Samaritan Kiri on his back. His face was massively swollen around his eyes, nose, and mouth.

It was like a severe allergic reaction. He'd been handsome enough before, but the gap made him look comically ridiculous now.

Doris the Honey Water Nymph, peeking out from beside me while eyeing the city, boldly shouted.

"That's the price for barging into Lady Ceres's domain! Serves him right for falling to the man-repelling pollen!"

"Ah, so it was man-repelling pollen. Very nymph-like. Pfftchoo— Why am I suffering more than the Amazons, h-heh, hehhh—."

I put some distance between me and Vice Vane, who kept coughing and sneezing. Hygiene wasn't great in this world, so social distancing seemed wise.

Men passing by him started sneezing and hacking too, no doubt from the pollen drifting off his body.

"I'll head off first to make my report, then. Without you, Samaritan, this would've been much tougher."

"Good work."

And with that, I parted ways with Vice Vane too.

Normally, you'd share drinks and debrief after conquering a dungeon, but everyone was busy, so they all just peeled off one by one. Kinda disappointing.

Now, the only one left by my side was this weird Honey Water Nymph.

"City, a city. Dangerous. Theseus said small nymphs like me might get captured by people, so we must be careful!"

Doris huddled by my leg, trembling as she watched passersby.

Even after years in isolation, she seemed aware of how nymphs were treated in society.

Paranoia roamed around fearlessly on her own lately. This one might actually be smarter in that regard.

*

*

*

I headed not to the north gate, but the west.

Luna's cottage, after so long, was as charming as ever, brimming with a tidy little garden and cozy touches.

Ding-a-ling.

I considered just walking in, but rang the bell at the entrance instead. Someone came to the door.

"Who is it? This is private property.... If you want to enter, you have to pay a toll to Lady Paranoia, the border countess of the yard...."

It was Paranoia, rubbing her sleepy eyes. Doris, who'd been hiding and shaking behind me, suddenly yelled.

"Ahh—! A real nymph! A real nymph!"

"See? I told you, no lie. I said your friend was here."

Doris, who'd abruptly lost her dungeon—her home—had nowhere to go.

Releasing her into the streets risked a honeybee uproar, so I figured I'd keep her for a day.

She'd gotten anxious, thinking I'd sell her off somewhere.

To reassure her, I'd explained there was a nymph like her where I was headed. She hadn't believed me until now, face-to-face.

Paranoia was just as shocked.

"Ahh! Mr. Hassan! That's a nymph...!

Paranoia and Doris strode toward each other like they'd planned it, then pressed their foreheads together.

Smooth.

Two similar-looking little women forehead-to-forehead—it was an eerie sight. According to Echo once, this was how nymphs greeted each other.

They held it for a while, then stepped back. Paranoia spoke first.

"I'm Paranoia, the Ditch Water Nymph...!"

"I'm Doris, the Honey Water Nymph!"

"Honey Water Nymph? Can you control bees?"

Paranoia acting knowledgeable suggested "Honey Water Nymph" was a real thing among nymphs. I'd thought it was made up.

"First time seeing a Honey Water Nymph in person...!"

"Yeah! That's right! But my Bashkir honeybees all flew away...."

"Bashkir honeybees! You tamed incredible bees...! For them to fly off—such a shame...!"

"Not just Bashkir honeybees—I had hornets too! So many, enough to build hives!"

They chattered away, but I could barely follow. From the vibe, nymphs clearly shared some unspoken understanding.

Then Doris rummaged in her bosom—swish swish—and pulled out the wooden vial the bees had left me earlier. She offered it to Paranoia.

"Condensed honey! Eat this, become a Honey Water Nymph, and gather bees with me again!"

"Th-this is—."

Paranoia's face turned unusually serious as she took it.

"This is incredibly precious...!"

Bored of just listening, I subtly asked.

"What's so special about it?"

"Bashkir honey nectar...! If a Ditch Water Nymph like me drinks it, I can evolve into a Honey Water Nymph...! I'd be able to handle bees...!"

"What? Evolve?"

Nymphs evolve? As I pondered, Paranoia elaborated.

"Ditch Water Nymphs have infinite potential...! Through various mediums, we can evolve into new nymph types...!"

"So, drink this nectar, and you become a Honey Water Nymph?"

"Yes...!"

"Ah— Got it."

It's an evolutionary stone. Ditch Water Nymphs are like Eevees. Use different stones for different evolutions.

Nymph evolution, huh.

I got curious.

"Then drink it. Let me see you evolve into a Honey Water Nymph or whatever."

"It's not that simple...! Choosing a path is a grave decision...!"

"Why get mad?"

Was she upset I'd force an evolution? Push it, and you'd get backlash—like a SkullGreymon. Made sense.

Paranoia handed the nectar back to Doris.

"Someday, I'll drink hellfire river water and become a Hellfire Imp. So I can't be a Honey Water Nymph...!"

"What a shame.... But Hellfire Imp? That's just a legend!"

The two nymphs kept babbling in their incomprehensible world.

Doris even laughed, forgetting her earlier fears of the city and the new world. Nothing reassures like meeting a compatriot in unfamiliar lands.

"Hey, Paranoia. Get along with your friend."

"Ah, Mr. Hassan. Won't you see Lady Luna? She's bathing now, but wait a bit...!"

Luna's name made me glance down at myself. Bee attacks had torn my clothes, messed my hair, and pollen dusted everywhere. No way I'd show up like this.

"I'll come back later."

"Black hair! I'll get back what you stole!"

"Swerve, I didn't steal it. Paranoia, socialize her a bit anyway."

I left the chattering nymphs behind and hit the streets again. Walking alone, fatigue started crashing in.

Crash at an inn, then guild tomorrow, right?

That Samaritan kid—did she do the errand I gave her and sneak into the dungeon? How'd she even get in?

Steal a map while I slept? Why so reckless?

Lost in those thoughts, I reached a quiet north-gate inn. The middle-aged innkeeper, wiping bowls indifferently, spoke as I headed upstairs.

"Someone was looking for you. Probably waiting upstairs."

"A guest? Any idea who?"

"Dunno. Seemed like a refined lady."

Refined lady? Who? Who could it be?

The refined women I knew were the baron's daughter, the count's daughter Enya whose feet I'd massaged recently... Maybe one of them?

Why?

Puzzled, the innkeeper added,

"Looked pretty old—like an old lady. Anyway, she's been waiting since earlier. Go on up."

Old lady? Grandmother?

I knew plenty of old men, but no grandmas. Mildly curious, I opened my room door.

In the dimly lit old inn room, I spotted a shadow draped in a black robe.

"Uh, who are you? You wanted to see me?"

The guest rose smoothly from the chair. Called an old lady, but tall—about my height.

"Who're you? Why'd you want to see me?"

"No resemblance at all. But you do. In your rudeness."

"Huh?"

"The honeybees whispered to me, child. I know you now. You know me too."

Bees whispered? Talk to bees? No such thing. Cult recruiter?

The merchant said no peddlers, but innkeeper messed up. How to shoo her out? Bad look, evicting an old woman.

Swish.

As I agonized, the guest removed her hood.

Revealed: white hair elegantly pinned with accessories, a kindly wrinkled face, deep amber eyes.

Regal as an aged queen. Maybe literally. Haughty yet chilling expression sent a shiver down my spine.

Just entering old age? Oddly ageless—old yet young.

Stranger, of course.

"Who the hell are you?"
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Returning to my shabby inn room, I found an unfamiliar old woman waiting for me. She was tall and had a dignified presence—clearly no ordinary elder.

An aged noble from some family?

That was the first thing that came to mind.

She was draped in something like a black robe, but it was actually a shimmering silk shawl that sparkled like starlight, adorned with chunky gemstone accessories on her arms and neck.

No ordinary old woman would dress so impeccably and luxuriously. But what really caught my attention was her expression.

Unlike so many elders in this world, worn down by life's hardships and looking half-dead, this woman gazed at me with an air of arrogance and aloofness.

Despite our similar heights, she somehow looked down on me—likely from years of experience. And from what I knew, people who gave off that vibe were usually nobles.

Why would a noble be here for me?

The question crossed my mind, but it wasn't entirely out of left field.

I'd been living in this world without any ties to its nobility, but lately, through various incidents, I'd formed at least one connection.

Maybe an acquaintance of that skeleton baron? No, he wouldn't even know who I was. And that was some time ago. The most obvious candidate was Count Sardich's family.

Hadn't we agreed to keep quiet about what happened there? A barbarian massaging a noble lady's feet wouldn't do anyone any favors, so we'd mutually decided on secrecy.

Had someone leaked the story?

As I furrowed my brow with those thoughts, the old woman approached me slowly and met my eyes.

"You seem lost in thought. Child, I can practically hear the gears turning in your head."

Her gaze was straight and unflinching, like any person from this world—no hesitation at all. It felt like lasers were about to shoot from her eyes, and I instinctively took a step back.

I'd stood firm against swarms of powerful hornets earlier, yet here I was, retreating from this elderly woman.

I was startled by my own reaction. What the hell? She just seemed like an ordinary middle-aged lady. No special mana or aura.

As I puzzled over it, she frowned slightly and spoke.

"You're just like him in that way. He'd clam up whenever he schemed to sneak out and fool me. And the black hair—indeed, the children's words were true."

What the hell is she talking about?

The old woman had been spouting nonsense since I arrived. Talking to herself and answering her own questions—it was downright eerie.

"No need to play dumb. You're probably my grandson. Haven't you heard of me? I'm your grandmother."

"Huh? Grandmother?"

"Yes."

Suddenly calling me her grandson? We didn't look anything alike.

A bolt of realization struck me like lightning.

Could she have dementia?

Maybe this noble old lady with dementia had wandered around and ended up here. Back at the health center, surrounded by elderly folks, I'd seen plenty of dementia patients.

They often talked and responded to themselves.

Dementia was a terrifying incurable disease. Even worse was how the burden on caregivers grew day by day—enough to make families despair.

In a place without proper medical welfare, it must be a nightmare. She seemed like a high-class noblewoman—surely her family was searching for her?

"Grandma, are you lost? Do you know the way home?"

"Child, you'd best not treat me like a kid. But yes, I did lose my way. I've lost all sorts of things. No matter how much I search, I can't find them."

Oh, her mind's really wandering. At least she recognizes she's lost—that's a good sign.

"Do you have an address sewn into your clothes or something? Like on a necklace or in a wallet?"

Dementia patients often had addresses stitched inside clothing or carried in wallets.

"Child, I know my way home. I came out today because autumn's whispers called to me. Now that I've seen your face, I'll head back."

"Shall I escort you?"

Sending a dementia-stricken elder off alone was dangerous. She looked like she came from a wealthy household—what if she took a wrong turn and got kidnapped? Trouble would follow.

And if I safely reunited her with her family, maybe I'd get a small reward?

A Silver Tier adventurer on the cusp of promotion, kindly guiding a lost elder home—could make for a heartwarming tale. Or not.

"Escorting me? How gentlemanly. But sly. You're after points with me, aren't you? As if I couldn't see through your cunning scheme. You're just like him in that too."

Shit. Sharp old lady.

I thought she'd reject me, but instead, she elegantly extended her palm toward me.

"Then I'll play along and let you fool me once. That's always been my role."

The gesture was pure noblewoman requesting an escort, adding weight to my theory that she was a retainer from some aristocratic house.

"What are you waiting for? Lead the way home."

"Yes, ma'am."

In the end, I took the noblewoman's hand and escorted her outside like a seasoned guide.

"Which way?"

"Is there a Sanctuary of Abundance nearby?"

"What's that?"

"The temple of Ceres. My home is near there."

"Oh."

Was there a Ceres temple in downtown Sodomora? I had no interest in temples, so I wouldn't know. But from what she said, her house was by the Ceres temple.

Knowing the general location was enough, so I grabbed a nearby thug loitering around and asked if he knew about it.

"Head to the south gate. It's there."

South gate it was. About an hour's walk. Not too far.

Of course, that was from my perspective as a sturdy guy. Even if she seemed spry, an hour's trek would be tough for an elderly woman.

"Shall I hail a carriage?"

"No, walking is fine. It's been ages since I went out—I need to see the world."

"Your legs might ache later."

"I won't ask for a piggyback, so don't worry. Fallen as I am, I can still manage my own body."

For someone saying that, her memory seemed pretty spotty. Calling me her grandson earlier—that sounded severe.

Healthy-bodied dementia patients were the most dangerous. With fading memories, they wandered easily and got lost in a heartbeat.

"Then let's walk."

"Very well."

She had some real grit and stubbornness.

And so, the noblewoman and I walked the hour-plus distance from the north gate to the south, traversing the city.

I worried thugs might hassle us, scanning around warily. The noblewoman, who'd been mostly silent, finally spoke.

"It's getting tense. Expecting an attack?"

"You wouldn't know how black-haired folks like me get treated, ma'am."

"They say black is cursed. Remnants of Pluto. And they're right—black is bad. Nothing worse than Pluto. What a wicked bastard."

"Is that so."

"Your father must have black hair like you, right?"

I tensed up instantly. What if she badmouthed my dad? I replied curtly, signaling I didn't want to talk about it.

"Naturally."

"And your mother?"

My mom?

What color was Mom's hair? Some brownish shade, I think. She dyed it all the time in wild colors, so nothing fixed.

Dad was pretty conservative, but Mom was a free spirit. My little sister took after her—troublemaker.

"Dunno."

"I see. My earlier words were a mistake. You're not my grandson. You just resemble someone I know—I must've confused you."

"Obviously. Memory coming back?"

"Memory?"

"Not sure if I should say this, but... you seem to have dementia."

"Insolent!"

Crunch.

Her grip on my hand tightened fiercely. How does a grandma have such strength? I nearly screamed in shock.

I almost did yell, but my strength melted away, sparing me the indignity. A adventurer screaming from an old lady's grip? My already lousy reputation would tank.

So I just narrowed my brow as she continued.

"But you might be right. I've forgotten and lost so much. So much that I've even forgotten my place. I've burdened many. No turning back now."

I didn't know what to say to that. Long life, lots of regrets, I guess.

A young punk like me lecturing her would be ridiculous. Best to just listen. But the brief silence irked her, and she spoke up.

"Child, the walk is dull. Tell me about yourself."

"Me?"

"Yes. What do your parents do? I'm curious how they're faring."

Suddenly asking about my parents.

"It's been ages since I saw them—dunno."

"I see. Then just share what you remember. Are your parents on good terms?"

"Eh, average. Seemed normal, but I wouldn't know. Not bad, not great. Fought when they fought, got along when they got along."

"I see. Nicely ordinary. And ordinary married life means they get along."

"Huh."

That wrapped up the brief chat. We'd talk, pause, talk some more—and suddenly we were past the central avenue, nearing the south gate.

"Can you find your way from here?"

"Yes, I can manage that much. But returning home just means more loneliness. No one to greet me—just emptiness."

She lived alone? No maids? Killing time, I asked.

"Where are your children?"

"I had them."

And just like that, the stories poured out.

"I had a daughter. My precious girl, whom I sheltered so fiercely no bugs could touch her, safe from the world's hurts."

"I see."

Elderly folks bragging about kids was common, so I nodded with a stock response. Meanwhile, my eyes darted around for this damn Ceres temple. Where the hell is it?

"She dreamed of sneaking out every day, evading my watch, but she was still adorable. 'I could put her in my eye and not blink'—it was true. My beautiful daughter. But she vanished long ago."

"She ran away?"

"I don't know. I even wondered if she'd been kidnapped. Sunk into the earth? Soared to the skies? I searched endlessly for years, decades. But lately, I've heard bits of news."

If she'd heard news, at least she wasn't dead or badly hurt?

"Good to hear she's alive."

"Surprisingly, she seems to be thriving. Nailing her mother's heart, popping out kids like it's nothing. Infuriating. Shameless. That wretched girl."

The old woman repeated "infuriating" endlessly. She was pissed. Praising her daughter one minute, cursing her the next—emotions all over, just like the symptoms.

Hell, I'd be furious too if my kid ditched without a word and lived it up elsewhere.

Damn. Come to think of it, were my mom and dad pissed at me for bailing? That's unfair.

What would Dad think of my situation now?

He'd probably snap my legs for cheating on my girlfriend. Dad was super sensitive about infidelity.

I'm screwed.

Good thing he wasn't here. I'd be beaten to a pulp.

No matter how much I trained and grew stronger—even hitting Silver Tier and wielding aura—I couldn't picture beating my dad.

To me, Dad was like an ancient tree or mountain: unyielding pillar, unbreakable.

As I imagined his face, the noblewoman holding my hand halted abruptly.

"Problem?"

"My sandal strap broke."

Sandal strap?

Something flopped out from under her long, flowing dress. Sure enough, a broken sandal.

Compared to her ornate appearance, the sandals were worn: soles peeling, ancient.

"You've had them a while."

"I wandered everywhere in these. Searching for my daughter. Now that my task is done, they've served their purpose. No need to fuss. Let's keep going."

Swish.

She urged us onward. But wouldn't that mean walking barefoot?

In this world, women's feet were precious—to young ladies, married women, even old grannies.

Recalling Luna and Hippolyte pampering theirs, I scanned around.

There, at a shop near the south gate, someone was closing up.

"Wait here a sec."

"What are you up to?"

I dashed over, tossed 20 coppers for cheap sandals, and brought them back. She laughed like it'd tickled her fancy.

"Amusing. Child, gifting me shoes? No ulterior motives, right?"

"Just... barefoot seems off, y'know?"

"True. Good shoes for a long journey. I'll gratefully accept."

She tucked the cheap 20-copper sandals under her skirt hem and slipped them on.

"Perfect fit. A bit cheap-feeling, though."

"Can't be helped. Buy fancy ones yourself later."

"Yes, I should. But accepting from a young one like you feels off, even in my decline. I can still offer thanks. Anything you want?"
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I headed into a fabric shop that was just about to close and grabbed some sandals that caught my eye.

The size? Roughly the same as my mom's feet should work. No, since she was about my height, maybe one size up would be better.

I handed the sandals I'd bought for 20 copper to the noblewoman, and without any refusal, she slipped them on under her skirt.

"Perfect fit. A bit loose, though."

"Want me to swap them?"

"No, I actually like them a little loose. Tight ones feel stuffy. Anyway, thanks. They feel cheap, but I'll wear them well."

For someone saying thanks, her attitude was pretty cold. To a refined old lady like her, these street-vendor 20-copper sandals might be more insulting than going barefoot.

So I just gave a casual reply.

"Wear them for now, and buy some fancy ones yourself later. Anyway, can you walk now?"

"Yes. That's enough. Still, just taking from a kid like you doesn't look right. Want anything in return?"

At the noblewoman's question, I paused and thought for a moment.

Want anything? I hadn't done it expecting a reward. But now that she was offering, nothing came to mind. Once this job's done, it'd be nice to have a cold beer—that was about it.

"Not really."

"If you knew people like I do, you'd have two or three things popping up right away. That indecisiveness must come from your dad, huh?"

"Damn, how'd you know?"

"Live long enough like me, and you just know these things without looking."

Fair enough.

Like that time with Professor Platan on my first commission—no internet, no smartphones in this world, and old folks' wisdom shines pretty usefully.

In a world where you can only get knowledge from books, and those books cost a fortune with few who can even read, you get how valuable experience is.

Even with her dementia symptoms, this lady was clearly sharp and wise back in her right mind.

But still, nothing I really wanted in return came to mind. Couldn't it wait a bit? Something might pop up if I thought longer.

As I pondered like that, the noblewoman scanned me from head to toe.

"Hmm, looks like you're carrying some decent wood there."

Her eyes were on the club at my waist.

"Nice piece of wood. But it's not even showing half its power yet. Because you haven't been watering it properly."

"Water it? It's just a club."

"It's not just any club. It's living wood. So you have to water it every day. And don't forget to pray over it with sincerity."

"Pray too?"

"Kid, crops don't work on tricks. These days, people get hooked on farming techniques and new fertilizers, forgetting gratitude. Back in my day, we'd offer the first sheaf of the best harvest to the goddess of bountiful yields. But not anymore."

"I see."

"Four good harvests mean one bad one inevitably follows. That's how the earth recovers and rests. A short respite, you might say. But folks these days don't get it."

"Probably not."

"They can't even accept one bad harvest. Cursing, faces red with anger. Exhausting. People need to learn respect first. Then gratitude. That alone would solve most problems."

"That's pretty important stuff."

She furrowed her brow at my half-hearted reply.

"Not even listening, just responding. Fine, you hate hassle. I get your personality now. Alright, we're almost there. Right over there."

Where she pointed was a temple with an eerie vibe. More like temple ruins, really.

No caretaker, apparently—outer north gate area littered with dust, straw, ragged cloth trash. Enough to make you grimace.

"Where to from here?"

"Here is fine, kid."

"Here? There's nothing. Meeting someone?"

"No, but I want to rest a bit. I've wandered so far. Walked till my sandals broke. Now it's time for a little break."

Earlier she said walking was fine, but an hour's trek was tough on an old body after all. Still, leaning on the weathered pillar, she looked brighter.

But is it okay to just plop on temple fixtures like that, even if abandoned? As I pondered if it was blasphemy, she continued.

"Still, today's walk was worth it. Fun for the first time in years."

"Good to hear."

"Kid, bit late to ask, but what's your name?"

"I'm Hassan of Samaria. If you need a commission later, ask for Hassan of Samaria at the Mars Guild."

"No need to lie to me. Tell me the name your parents gave you. I know that's not your real one."

She saw through my lie? I was stunned. Not your average granny—quite the skill.

"Hassan."

"Hassan. Simple name. Sounds like the wind blowing. Got it memorized. Nice meeting you, kid. You brought spring back to my life. Still just sprouts peeking at winter's end, but."

What? Spring returning—rejuvenation?

I joked back.

"I'm already owned, though."

"Ha, funny one. Owned? Shame. But good meeting. Though now there's more unforgivables. Next time—"

As she tried to finish.

Whoooosh—

A fierce wind blew from somewhere. So strong, dust got in my eyes; I bowed my head and closed them.

When I opened again, the old lady was gone. Nowhere in sight, no matter where I looked.

"Damn, some witch?"

Or a ghost?

Or something greater. Felt no special aura.

Being alone at abandoned temple ruins creeped me out, so I hurried back without looking back.

*

*

*

Back at the north inn, I headed straight for the well.

"Innkeeper, well out back?"

"One bucket, 1 copper."

Damn, even wells cost money. North gate's sparse population means stingy hearts. I paid to use it for watering the club, of course.

Me, watering a club. Unreal.

Reminded me of that chat with Luna.

Luna, whatcha doing.

Watering the club.

Why waste drinking water on that?

Hassan doesn't know? It's wood. Wood needs water. Haven't watered in days, so soaking it.

Oh.

I thought it was just Luna's quirk. Even if this club's special, watering it was weird.

But according to today's noblewoman, daily watering. So I dumped a full bucket on it, figuring what the hell.

Splash.

The club on the ground sucked it up like a thirsty man.

"Damn, what."

Crunch.

Waterlogged, weird sprouts grew from the club. Then roots dug firmly into the ground.

"Th-this damn thing rooted itself?"

Like that famous monk's staff sprouting into a tree—happening right before my eyes.

But this is my weapon! Can't just let it revert to nature.

I tugged every way to pull the rooted club, but it struck like on strike for neglect—roots locked tight, not budging.

"Damn it. Let go!"

Crunch.

I strained every muscle to yank it free.

But it liked the soil too much; Terror Pulverizer ignored me completely.

"Goddamn!"

Aктиon said it was worth a pouch of gold. Can't just donate it to the earth. As I fumed, a presence from behind.

I said, "I rented this well exclusive. Go elsewhere."

"Ha—exclusive well? Skipped incinerator today, what're you doing here?"

Familiar voice. Only one I know who drags "ha—" like a bratty girl. Eyes off the rooted club, turned—under the roof shadow, she emerged.

Glimmering silver-white hair. No need to ask.

"Damn, Elfriede."

"Damn, Elfriede?"

"No, Elfriede. What brings you here?"

"You first—what're you doing? Because of you, I did your share at the incinerator alone. Tomorrow's holiday."

"Didn't you hear?"

"Hear what?"

"Shit—"

She didn't hear? That Samaritan kid must've skipped my errand.

Not just skimmed 10 copper, snuck into dungeon too. Brat—gonna flick his head next time.

If no errand, incinerator boss thinks I no-showed? Ruins my good worker rep.

Feeling that regret, Elfriede said, "Told the boss guild stuff. Had to do double your share. Still smell like ash everywhere. How'll you make it up?"

She scooped a big bucket from the well beside me.

Complaining about ash smell, but face, ears, hair spotless. Washed multiple times already.

"So why no-show? We were supposed to do it together."

Like a church sis nagging Sunday service, she grilled me. Mad I ditched and left her double work?

Obviously pissed.

If reversed, I'd rage too—so I came clean.

"Like you said, guild job. Did the dungeon."

"Oh, dungeon—. Hassan, you did a full dungeon. Grown up."

"We did Abyss together before—what now. And tomorrow I promote to Silver Tier. Impressive, right?"

"Ha, you getting a silver necklace like me?"

Elfriede grimaced like chills. Like a bug in soup—pure disgust, no hiding.

" Hilarious. Days as adventurer and already Silver Tier? Mars Guild rushing it?"

Honestly, I kinda agreed.

"…Chaos forever."

I quietly summoned the letters.

『Name: Hassan Lv. 26  
Strength: 12  
Agility: 6  
Vitality: 8  
Karma: 420  
Blessings: Blessing of Chaos | Shining Hand | Armor of Night | Dark Eyes | Scorched Skin 』

Level 26 now. Karma 420 banked from clinic helps—enough for at least +4 levels.

To 30, meeting Silver Tier without Aura.

Lately though, wondered if I really deserved veteran Silver Tier.

Felt like Mars Guild rushing, like Elfriede said.

"Even you think you're too early for Silver Tier?"

"Damn, get out my head, Elfriede!"

"What nonsense. Anyway, you made me double today—pay up. Buy me a drink as punishment."

"What? Buy drinks?"

"Why not? Got the coin. Silver Tier tomorrow."

"Yeah, money's fine but—"

Her words shocked me honest. Me buying drinks for my ex-owner Elfriede?

Not freeloading, not allowance—my coin, another such day.

I asked, "Here for free booze?"

"Not exactly."

"How'd you know I'm here? Dozens of inns north side."

"…N-not your business. Buy or not?"

"Sure, let's."

Left the rooted club bastard, headed to the inn's dingy first-floor tavern. Still hilarious.

Me matching drinks equal with Elfriede.

More surreal than Silver Tier promo.

We sat across at a stained old table. She ordered meat snacks and beer; I same. Total 35 copper. Affordable.

"Not ordering pricier?"

She snickered at my question.

"I know you're broke. Paid that 150-gold fine."

"Yeah. Worried about my wallet?"

"Nah, want pricier then?"

"No."

Ice-cold beer arrived; gulped it down—today's chaos soaked into me.

Cold beer.

Hot pork.

Fail-proof combo.

"So I yelled at the damn bees, 'Why only me?' Then they drag me to these nymphs. Damn nymphs of honey water—"

"What? Total idiot. Honey Water Nymphs? Nymphs got weird names."

"You're Cranky."

"Told you not to say that?"

"Cranky reprimand—!"

"Damn it."

No closer, no farther with Elfriede. Like two years, chat flowed normal. Banter loud, faces flushing tipsy—empty mugs clinking, she said casually.

"Silver Tier, huh? Off to Delphi then."

"Delphi?"

Random Delphi.

I squinted puzzled; she explained.

"Silver Tier adventurers on this continent need Delphi oracle."

"Oh, that?"

"Didn't know? Anyway, heading to Delphi soon. I got business there too—. Hm—."

From cursing rowdy to suddenly hesitant. Made me uneasy, sobriety snapped back.
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In fact, drinking with Elfride wasn't the first time.

Back when I was still a slave, I had plenty of occasions to eat or drink with her.

Of course, it wasn't a relaxed drinking session—it felt more like sitting down for a company dinner with the boss.

Still, as our time together stretched on, I gradually got a read on this fairy named Elfride, and we could exchange conversation without crossing any lines.

Of course, today, I didn't need to worry about any of that.

I was Elfride's equal—a free citizen.

Soon, my tier would rise, making me an adventurer of the same silver rank. I'd also settled most of the debt I felt toward her in my heart.

With nothing holding me back, I shoved cold booze and steaming meat into my gut while rambling on about whatever came to mind.

"Calling you a twig—!"

"Shit."

Through the strands of Elfride's hair, I could see her pointed ears flushing bright red. She must be pissed that I teased her by calling her a twig. For some reason, Elfride really hated being called that.

Normally—or back when I was still a slave—this would've been a situation where her palm could fly at my face without warning, but she just trembled in place, holding it in without retorting much.

Is this the taste of freedom?

It felt like it was worth every bit of the 30 silver coins I'd scraped together over two years of hell.

"I'm not getting mad over stuff like that anymore. The master of my heart is me."

Elfride let out a sigh before downing her drink again. Whether from chugging beer nonstop or from holding back her anger, her pale face was exceptionally flushed.

I considered teasing her one more time, but then worried the tavern might catch fire again, so I decided to let it go. This woman was like a walking powder keg, after all—I needed to be careful.

That brought a brief silence. We'd been drinking so enjoyably just moments ago, but now this cold river of quiet flowing between us was sobering me up a bit.

"...."

"...."

Both she and I had important things to say, stories we needed to share, but it felt like we were in a staring contest to see who would speak first—our throats just itching.

Ever since that day.

Ever since the auction.

Elfride and I had deliberately avoided talking about the fire we'd set or the auction.

We'd both seen the depths of each other's humanity by then, so maybe we figured there was no need to poke at old wounds. At least, that's how I felt.

So, we just sipped at our innocent glasses.

"Innkeeper, more booze here. My glass is empty."

"Coming right up."

After downing five straight mugs of beer, I couldn't stand the sudden awkward silence anymore and spoke first.

"So, you seem like you have something to say to me. What is it?"

"Me? Something to say?"

"Yeah, I know you, Elfride. If there wasn't anything, you wouldn't have come looking for me. You must've scoured the inns to find where I was."

"...."

Elfride didn't answer, just set her wooden mug down on the table with a sharp clack. Seeing her ears twitch told me I'd hit the nail on the head.

Of course, it was just a tiny twitch, barely noticeable to anyone else. Only someone like me, who'd walked the tightrope of her whip, could spot it.

"So, what do you want to say to me?"

"Yeah, there is something."

Under my persistent questioning, Elfride admitted it readily. Watching her lips, wondering what would come next, I felt a twinge of tension—then she started glancing around evasively as she spoke.

"Now that you're silver tier, you'll have to head to Delphi."

"Delphi?"

"Yeah, silver-tier adventurers on this continent have to go there for the oracle."

"Oh, right, there was that."

"You didn't even know? Anyway, you'll be going to Delphi soon. And I happen to have business there myself—uhm—."

Elfride, who had been swearing coarsely and acting drunk just moments ago, suddenly started hemming and hawing. It made me uneasy too, chasing away all my buzz.

People have intuition, like it or not. When someone looks like they're about to say something super awkward or embarrassing, you end up feeling the same way.

Elfride kept umming and ahhing for a while after that. It wasn't like her at all. She was usually straightforward like a steam train, so seeing her hesitate like this was downright nerve-wracking.

"So, what is it you want to say?"

"Yeah, so... about Delphi. It's not like I couldn't go with you."

"What?"

When I asked again like I'd misheard, Elfride furrowed her brow slightly.

"I'll go to Delphi with you."

"Yeah?"

"From here to Delphi, even by carriage, it's a whole month. There are famous monsters popping up everywhere lately, and the world's gone to shit. Don't you need at least a mage in your party?"

Fair enough.

I pictured the month-long journey. Just like she said, we might run into bandit gangs, or weird gatekeepers blocking the passes. Plenty of bandits specialized in hitting carriages too.

Having been ambushed by bandits on a carriage before, I knew firsthand how much of a threat a mage was to them.

A mage was like a shotgun slung on your back—a powerful deterrent that solved most problems.

But I didn't quite get why Elfride needed to go to Delphi herself.

"Why are you going to Delphi? You're not just following me, are you?"

"Ha? Don't be ridiculous. I have my own business there. My stuff isn't all wrapped up yet."

"Burning the World Tree?"

"Yeah. The pursuers backed off this time, but my original sin is still hanging over me."

Indeed. The trial this time had only covered the crime of burning the city.

The pursuers from Alvheim wanted to put Elfride on trial not for torching the city, but for burning their sacred World Tree back home.

In the end, the root reason she was being chased hadn't been cleared. Going to Delphi wouldn't change that.

"Anyway, think it over. Delphi's a full month's trip even by carriage. If you're aiming for silver tier, you need to pick your party members carefully."

A month's trip.

Party members I'd have to see face-to-face for a whole month. Yeah, I'd need to be careful, just like she said.

Delphi, huh.

"Oh, and since tomorrow's your promotion day, you should probably be cautious."

"Cautious?"

"On promotion days, the seniors usually give you a 'baptism.' Think of it as hazing. Silver-tier adventurers might pick a fight with you."

"That's just great."

*

*

*

The day after my brief drinking session with Elfride.

I cleaned myself up decently early in the morning and stepped out of the inn.

Crack.

My first stop was the well behind the inn, where that damn club had lodged itself deep. It must've liked the well spot—it was rooted in tight and not budging.

"You little shit, just wait till I get back."

I'd grab an axe on the way and chop the roots out. With that in mind, my steps turned toward the Mars Guild.

But my mood was all mixed up—heavy or light, I couldn't tell.

Today, when I walked into the Mars Guild, I wouldn't be the rookie bronze-tier adventurer Hassan anymore—I'd be veteran silver-tier adventurer Hassan.

It was great, but with all the bad press right now, I worried there might be backlash to my promotion.

"A fire-starter getting silver tier? I can't accept that."

See? Called it.

The promotion ceremony was in full swing at the Mars Guild. Just as Hippolyte was about to hang the silver necklace around my neck, someone raised an objection.

Didn't something like this happen when I got promoted to bronze?

Nothing ever goes smoothly, huh. I was narrowing my eyes with that thought when Hippolyte spoke up from the platform in my stead.

"You're Slayer Calipha, right? I heard you were away on a long commission. When did you get back?"

"For Her Majesty Hippolyte to remember my name—I'm at a loss for words."

Whoosh.

A fairly burly man rose from the crowd.

His bare upper body bulged with muscles and scars, crossed by X-shaped belts, and his face was striking with fiery red hair and beard like some villainous wrestler.

He looked strong at a glance. Probably a Mars Guild adventurer who operated outside the city. The necklace around his neck was silver—silver tier, no doubt.

The man named Slayer Calipha spoke again.

"I can't agree to that guy being silver tier like me. Ever heard of this body, Slayer Calipha? I killed the bulls of the Demoss Wastelands with my bare hands, smashed the tree monsters of Geryon. A real man's man, you could say. But what has that guy done besides set a city on fire?"

Laughter erupted here and there. Some folks whistled in agreement with Slayer Calipha.

Elfride had warned me there might be hazing on promotion day, so be careful. And here it was. Watching it unfold was almost funny.

Whoosh.

"Hassan?"

I stepped in front of the man speaking to the crowd, cutting off Hippolyte who was about to respond.

His build was intimidating with all that muscle and scars, but up close, the guy was a full head shorter than me.

So I naturally looked down on him, and he had to look up at me. But even under that physical intimidation, he didn't flinch.

"Savage bastard. Think staring me down will scare me off?"

"...."

"I heard the rumors about you, savage. Caught a lion with your bare hands, smashed mecha golems. The riffraff might buy that bullshit, but not me."

"Then quit yapping and come at me, asshole."

At my words, the man grinned. He'd probably been waiting for me to take the bait. Then he clasped his hands behind his head—Calipha.

What the hell? Showing off his pits? It was a mind-breaking attack all its own. No dark magic needed; it made me grimace involuntarily.

"Shit, that's dirty, pulling a move like that. You fucking prick!"

"What attack? I'm Dual-Axe Calipha. They call me the Beheader Calipha too."

He gripped an axe in each hand from the pair crossed on his back.

Shing, shing.

The X-shaped leather on his torso wasn't some fetish gear—it was axe sheaths. Crude and worn, but they looked serviceable.

Zing.

Right then, the sensor at the back of my neck prickled. I whipped my head back, and a sharp axe blade whistled horizontally past the tip of my nose by a hair.

Slash.

But at the same time, my nose bridge and cheek tore open, blood spraying. I'd dodged, so why?

Looking closer, the confidently grinning Calipha's axes hummed with a yellowish, bright glow—like a coating thickening the blade.

"Damn—."

I'd misjudged the distance. Hippolyte had drilled it into me: control your spacing against aura users. Guess you really learn it best through live combat.

A veteran silver tier—yeah, he could coat his weapons in aura. Confident enough to provoke me like this.

"Oho, you dodged that—."

As I touched my bleeding nose and backed off, the man laughed in surprise.

More like bared his fangs with a twisted face—a feral beast of a guy.

Hoo.

Still, I'd avoided the worst—my nasal passages were fine. Just skin scraped, blood flowing heavy, but breathing was no issue.

Calming myself and gathering my energy, the bleeding soon stopped. Only then did I take in the surroundings.

Grumbles from those who disliked me. Onlookers watching the fight with interest. The dual-axe savage ready to kill me without hesitation.

Situation as shitty as ever.

No club—just my bare hands against an axeman's reach. Could I win?

Hoo.

I took a small deep breath. Focus on the life force surging from my lower abdomen. Clenching and unclenching my left and right fists, vital energy overflowed with my blood through my gauntlets, shining bright.

It was the activation of my grace, Radiant Hands. Seeing my fists glow like daylight beacons, some folks clicked their tongues.

"Look at that. He's wrapped his fists in energy!"

"No way, isn't that the elves' high monk technique? Never thought I'd see it for real."

Of course, it was a bluff.

My hands just glowed—that was it. But if it threw the opponent off for that split second, it was enough.

The unknown breeds fear. I knew that better than anyone, scaredy-cat that I was. To others, these eerie fists looked packed with mystical power.

Sure enough, the silver-tier adventurer confidently gripping his axes had his smirk falter—I saw it clearly.

Bang.

I didn't miss the moment, stomping the ground twice. My body sliced through the air, breaking into steady speed.

"Tch—!"

"Huh, he's gone—!?"
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Thud-thud.

I kicked off the ground twice in quick succession.

It was me imitating Calidour's footwork, and even imperfectly executed, I could still produce explosive speed. I figured it was safe to say I'd reached about the first level of Flash Step.

"Tch-!"

Swoosh-.

As my body sliced through the air toward the twin-axe guy, I could clearly hear the panicked voices of the people around us.

"Huh, he's gone!?"

"What the? Where'd he go?"

All living creatures have something called dynamic vision. Speed beyond that becomes so fast it's imperceptible, making it look like the target just vanished.

That's exactly why the mosquito you're chasing right now seems to disappear right in front of your eyes.

In that fleeting instant, my body had already closed in right up to the nose of the twin-axe Caliph.

I swung my fist upward toward his solar plexus, slamming it into his gut.

"Gueh-!"

His body bounced up a few centimeters into the air. Without missing a beat, I grabbed both sides of his head and drove my knee straight up into it.

Master Hassan's merciless hell ultimate technique, knee smash...!

To my ears came a gruesome cracking sound—pak!—along with, for some reason, Paranoia's sound effect.

Damn it, get out of my head, Paranoia!

Shaking off Paranoia's lingering echo, I smashed my gauntlet-clad fist down onto the man's back with all my strength. With a thudding impact—boom—the twin-axe whatever-his-title-was crumpled to the floor, motionless.

Drip-drip.

The ground gradually stained red with the blood trickling from his nose and mouth, soon forming a sticky carpet.

While everyone stared speechless, blinking in shock at the scene, I walked along the trail of flowing blood and snatched the silver necklace from Hippolyte's hand.

Then I hung it around my neck and said,

"Alright, anyone else wanna step up? Now's your chance."

I scanned the surroundings. The guild staff watching me nodded to each other, murmuring their assessments.

He's pretty decent.

Fights well.

Heard he was training under Hippolyte. Looks like it's true.

Makes sense how he fights like that. But Hippolyte taking on a male disciple? That's surprising.

That last move looked more like elven footwork than Hippolyte's. He just vanished from sight.

Their whispers reached my ears crystal clear.

I'd noticed it before, but ever since I'd clumsily acquired aura, my hearing had sharpened to the point where even faint murmurs sounded like they were shouted right in my face.

Maybe because I was pumped from the fight, I could hear everyone swallowing, exhaling, even smacking their lips.

My senses are getting way too sharp.

Isn't this a bit much? Is my head messed up or something?

As I started panicking a little, the man sprawled out in front of me pushed himself back up.

"Tch, damn. That hurt like hell. This is why I said no. No need to check if he's Hippolyte's disciple."

He was the twin-axe Caliph. The guy I'd nailed dead-on acted like he was just blowing his nose, pinching one nostril and spitting out blood—phbt. Tough as nails.

Then he grinned, his face smeared with blood.

"Samaritan—or was it Hassan? Not bad at all. You look young, but you've got skills. Mars Guild's stock's gonna climb nicely."

The man who'd been radiating killing intent like he wanted to murder me moments ago suddenly talking stocks threw me for a loop.

I'd thought my attacks were strong enough to keep him down for at least a couple hours, but here he was getting up like he'd just tripped over his own feet. Unreal.

Silver Tier adventurer, alright.

Glancing at Hippolyte in confusion, she explained.

"It's Mars Guild's own baptism. They've gotta see some blood. In that sense, you passed with flying colors, Hassan."

"I see."

I looked around. Everyone was chattering about how Mars Guild's stock would list properly now.

This year we might actually go public? That Samaritan guy's the real deal. Should help with the review.

Heard Minerva Guild's up for listing this year too. Stock's supposed to hit one gold per share.

Damn it, someone hustle! Hunt some big-name monsters, discover a new labyrinth!

Screw this, the adventurer market's already saturated. No monsters around except goblin pups. World's too damn peaceful.

Gotta go check the Styx River temperature or something.

Their talk didn't sound like normal conversation, so I was puzzled when Hippolyte added,

"These are Mars Guild's Silver Tier adventurers—all shareholders. From Silver Tier on, a portion of your pay gets replaced with guild stock. Mandatory."

Mandatory replacement? The nuance sounded like an obligation you couldn't refuse. I had to ask.

"Wait, mandatory? For real?"

"Yep. You're in the same boat as us now. Just declare 'I pledge my life to Mars Guild,' and the promotion ceremony's—"

No, screw that. Was that real? Hippolyte kept talking, but nothing registered.

Even kids in Sodmora knew Mars Guild stock was worthless. Forced to take that instead of pay? Horrifying.

"You're serious?"

"Hassan, wasn't it in the guild enrollment terms?"

Enrollment terms? What? Racking my brain, I recalled the distant memory of joining the guild.

The day I first met Daphne and got accused of sexual harassment.

Not a day I liked remembering, but I'd signed something like a thick ledger back then.

That must've been the terms. Daphne said it was nothing important, just sign, so I did.

"Son of a—"

"What?"

"—I pledge my life to Mars Guild."

"Good. Now you're one of us! Blood brothers!"

Hippolyte's furrowed brow relaxed a bit. She turned to the gathered Silver Tiers.

"You all know, but I'll say it again. I am Hippolyte, priestess of Mars Guild. The more blood you shed on the battlefield, the higher our stock will soar!"

"Woo-!"

"Fight to the death! Warriors keep flooding into the guild anyway!"

"Priestess, like always, let's end with that chant."

"Right. I'll lead, you follow on the chorus—."

*

*

*

After the promotion ceremony in the guild's small plaza wrapped up, as I headed out the main gate, I spotted a pink-haired girl sitting on a bench, idly swishing her sandals on the ground.

"Luna."

"Oh, Hassan! How'd it go? Ceremony over? You've got a cut on your face! Here, lemme put some ointment on."

Luna pulled some weird salve from her pouch and dabbed it on my nose bridge and cheek. It was bitter, but soaked in nicely.

"Who'd you fight inside? What happened?"

"No idea."

"No idea? What do you mean? They said only Silver Tier and up can attend, so I couldn't get in."

"Wasn't really a ceremony. More like a shareholders' meeting."

"Shareholders'?"

The more I explained to Luna, the more her brows twisted in confusion.

And the more I talked, the less sense it made to me. What even was that group chant at the end? Felt like I'd peeked into something I shouldn't have.

I'd been to the Abyss, but somehow Mars Guild's shareholders' meeting creeped me out more.

My mind felt shrouded in black darkness the more I thought about it, so I changed the subject.

"Oh, yeah—they said I gotta go to Delphi soon. Pick my own date."

"Delphi, huh. Yeah, you've been saying you need to go forever. Summer's winding down, weather's cooling—rent a carriage, probably takes about a month round trip?"

"Yeah, roughly. Volunteer's almost done anyway. Month away, my scandals should die down. But can you come, Luna?"

Luna had the workshop and all sorts of stuff to handle. That's why I asked if she could join. She pondered with a hum.

"Actually, I had business in Delphi too. Wanted an oracle."

"You? What for?"

"Th-that's a secret—."

Luna keeping secrets from me? Weird. Awkward air brewing, so I smoothly pivoted.

"You alone? Where's Paranoia?"

"Out bug-hunting with a friend. Weird nymph. Called herself a honey-water nymph. Thought Paranoia was the strangest, but this one's next level."

Luna must've chatted with Doris the honey-water nymph a bit. Probably spent yesterday together.

"But her honey's good. Mixed in potions, improved the taste! Here, Hassan, try this!"

Luna rummaged in her pouch and pulled out a wooden potion vial. The stuff inside gave off its usual bizarre smell—.

"Huh, smells okay?"

Still bitter-medicine-ish, but tolerable. Used to be it'd sting my eyes and chill my spine just from the whiff.

Curious about the taste, I took a sip—and something surprisingly decent slid down my throat. I blinked in shock.

Actually drinkable.

"Still tweaking it?"

"Yep! Whaddya think? You like honey water, so I upped the honey. Good?"

"Turned out great."

"Yay!"

Luna beamed, thrilled her potion was leveling up.

Had I ever told her I liked honey water? Then I remembered—long ago, the morning after our first night together, she'd given me some.

Freshly freed slave, scraping by at Iron Tier bottom. Level barely scraping 10.

Now the necklace around my neck was a pristine silver-white one, different from back then.

A long way come.

One more step to Gold Tier for real.

"Luna, still no totem?"

"Nope. Haven't done karma-building stuff."

"Got it."

Not just piling up my own karma value—Luna needed to rack up karma hunting dungeons and monsters too.

Still, Gold Tier at level 40 was in sight. Felt confident. Day off volunteer duty, good mood, nice weather, peak condition.

"By the way, Hassan, where's your club?"

"Oh, I planted it in the ground."

"What does that even mean?"

"No clue. Sounds fake, but my club literally sprouted roots into the dirt."

"You say the weirdest things sometimes."

Luna not believing me? Felt a bit wronged. So I took her to the inn by the north gate where I was staying.

Some punks eyed me on the way, but spotting the silver necklace, they just spat on the ground—ptui—and backed off. Super convenient.

Damn, this the difference between Bronze and Silver?

Wonder what happens with a gold one.

Whoa, check that guy—scruffy dude wearing a gold necklace!

Top city beauties—somehow Luna, Hippolyte, Elfriede, Antiope types—hesitantly slip me notes with their addresses.

My place—date?

Date? Awkward.

Damn, what a life.

"Whoa, it really sprouted roots!"

Luna yelped, seeing the club embedded by the well. As if on cue, a presence slinked up behind me.

"Cute little squirt's back. Here to see me?"

"H-Hiiiik-!"

It was Elfriede. Said it was her day off, but she hadn't budged from the inn?

"Eeek!"

Luna froze like a raccoon hearing a dog bark, trembling.

"D-don't—!"

"I haven't done anything yet. Don't what? This maybe—?"

Elfriede zipped over to Luna. As the panicking Luna flailed her arms, Elfriede pressed her lips to Luna's cheek and sucked—smooch!
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In the end, Elfride pressed her lips against Luna's cheek.

Then she sucked on that soft flesh with a loud *juwap—*, pulling it like she was biting into a chunk of cheese. Luna's cheek stretched out.

*Juwap—*.

It looked just like how wolves showed affection—nipping at each other's cheeks, faces, or necks.

Of course, Elfride wasn't expressing affection for Luna. She was clearly just enjoying herself by watching Luna squirm.

"Heeek!"

Sure enough, Luna reacted like she was about to be devoured, kicking up a huge fuss at Elfride's nibbling.

After savoring Luna's cheek for a good while, Elfride finally seemed satisfied and let go of her hand with a pat. Luna jumped back like she'd been waiting for it, putting some distance between them and furrowing her brow.

"I-I told you not to! I'm not falling for it like last time!"

She crouched low again, rubbing her now bright red, swollen cheek.

Elfride, meanwhile, casually wiped the corner of her mouth with a relaxed air.

"Your reactions are hilarious."

Hilarious reactions.

It was the mindset of a bully tormenting some weak kid.

But I had to agree with Elfride to some extent. Luna's raw, unfiltered responses made her the perfect victim for someone like Elfride.

That said, today's Luna seemed different from usual.

*Gooo—*.

From her flattened, prone stance, an ominous aura emanated.

Just as I thought something extraordinary was about to happen, Elfride grabbed Luna's waist again and shook her around.

"Th-this, uwaaa—! Why, why isn't it working!"

I had no idea what she was trying to do, but Luna couldn't beat Elfride. And honestly, a wood-attribute like Luna was never going to overcome Elfride's fire-attribute anyway.

No matter what Luna tried, it'd just fuel the sadistic flames rising in Elfride's heart even more.

"Hey, cut it out already. She hates it."

Elfride kept groping Luna's arms and cheeks with her fingers until I finally scolded her.

Only then did she let Luna drop to the floor with a thud, dusting herself off as she said,

"She's such a weird, cute kid. Where'd you even find her?"

"I think that every time I see her."

Anyway, it seemed Elfride had taken a liking to Luna in her own way.

I'd heard somewhere—not sure how reliable—that women like pretty, cute girls too.

Come to think of it, even experiments with dogs or cats preferring food held by attractive women over plain ones backed that up.

Was being drawn to beauty just an inescapable instinct?

"Grrr...."

It reminded me how Luna had been fascinated by Elfride at first sight, calling her a pretty elf.

Of course, now she could only hide behind my back and growl.

"Hassan, chase her off!"

Luna had apparently decided she couldn't handle Elfride alone and was asking me for help.

"She says go far away."

"Far away!"

Elfride let out a thoughtful hum, then opened her mouth as if struck by an idea.

"Want a strand of my hair?"

She plucked a single strand from her long locks and dangled it in front of Luna, waving it around.

"Truce. Here, have one as a peace offering."

A peace offering of hair? Would that even work?

"Y-yeah!"

It did for Luna. She stared at the strand like a cat eyeing a toy.

She even started inching out from behind my back, one cautious step at a time. But then she realized what she was doing and yelled sharply,

"You're luring me out to grab me again!"

That sounded exactly like something Elfride would pull—tempting Luna with hair just to seize her waist and chomp her cheek again, the sneaky elf.

Elfride just lazily dangled the hair with a drowsy expression.

"I wouldn't. I swear on the River Styx."

"Really?"

"Yeah."

Swearing on the River Styx was the ultimate vow in this world. Reassured, Luna took the strand from Elfride's hand.

"Does this mean we're good now?"

"No way! Buy me dinner too!"

*

*

*

The inn at the north gate where I was staying—『Shark of the Raging Winds』.

The owner, Belger, looked less like an innkeeper and more like some grizzled adventurer, mercenary, or bandit. Middle-aged, with sleeves rolled up to reveal rocky forearms covered in thick, almost primal hair—pretty intimidating.

His face was etched with scars, wrinkles, and some inexplicable worry, giving him a perpetually grim look that made approaching him scary.

But right now, that man's face was flushed red with embarrassment and awkwardness, a expression I'd never seen on him before.

"Not sure if it'll be to your taste. It's, uh, what was it—veal ribs or something. Anyway, that menu item."

*Clack, clack—*. Belger set the dishes in front of us.

The reason he seemed so flustered? Apparently, we were the first customers ever to order the 50-silver course meal since the inn opened.

"Sberl, this is my first time making it too. I gave it my best shot, but no clue if it'll suit you."

What kind of chef gets flustered by a menu item on his own list?

I'd heard that even back on Earth, Chinese cooks panic over rare orders like kung pao chicken or black pepper steak.

"Anyway, enjoy. Call if you need anything." With that awkward line, the innkeeper shuffled off.

I picked up my knife and fork, eyeing the fancy slab of meat in front of us. But I hesitated to dig in.

"Hey, Elfride. You're really paying for this?"

"What?"

"It's 50 silver. You're covering it?"

A single meal for 50 silver? That's like a thousand bowls of 5-copper kimbap.

I couldn't imagine this tiny rib rack and its bit of flesh being worth a thousand bowls. No wonder Belger felt weird taking the order.

Elfride glanced at the bill and said,

"See, I'm buying dinner, so truce now."

Luna, sitting at the table staring at the food just like me, replied,

"I'll decide after tasting it!"

Luna's survival instincts were on point. But for someone so confident, her eyes were blinking more and more as she eyed the spread.

It'd been ages since Luna had eaten anything this pricey. We'd been so broke we used to sneak food out of noble banquets.

"Hmm—."

After agonizing over the unexpected course meal, Luna finally speared a white, marshmallow-like thing with her fork and popped it in her mouth. First things first, I guess.

I asked,

"How's it taste, Luna? Edible?"

"No idea, kinda gross. Tasteless."

Elfride chimed in.

"That's a wet wipe. It swells up with water."

"I-I knew that! I moistened it with my mouth!"

Luna pulled a long wet wipe from her mouth. It looked like magic—a marshmallow turning into tissue.

*Sberl*.

I set down the one I'd been holding. Close call.

Anyway, our odd trio started this unfamiliar meal.

*Clack, clack—*.

The knife and fork struggled to slice the meat—it was undercooked and tough. Luna was having the same issue, hacking away with effort.

Is this what they call rare?

As I wrestled with the meat on my plate, I asked Luna,

"Should I ask them to cook it more?"

"Yeah, that'd be good. There's a fire mage here, so just say the word."

Luna smoothly slid her plate toward Elfride. Elfride, who had been effortlessly slicing her own vividly bloody, fresh-looking meat like she was about to frolic in a meadow, paused her meal.

"What's this?"

"Can you cook it a bit more?"

"Ahh—sure, no problem."

*Swish*, Elfride raised a finger.

She pointed it at the slab like aiming a magic gun barrel—better phrasing than just pointing rudely.

"...."

But no simple incantation came from Elfride's slightly parted lips. Maybe it was my imagination, but her breathing quickened, and the tip of her outstretched index finger trembled.

She stared down the meat in a prolonged standoff.

The Elfride I knew would've conjured flames effortlessly without chants to sear it.

Something was off.

"What're you doing?"

Luna voiced the same odd feeling. Elfride let out a huge sigh.

She pointed her raised finger at the ceiling instead and called out,

"Innkeep, can you cook this more?"

"Right away. Yeah, it was a bit underdone."

Belger, who'd been anxiously watching our meal, swooped in and whisked away mine and Luna's plates. Luna asked,

"Why not use magic?"

"No need when the innkeep's here."

Elfride answered nonchalantly, but I felt something off.

Thinking back, even at the trash incinerator, she'd never used magic—not once. She'd poked the ashes with a rod by hand.

She could've halved the work with her powers but didn't.

I'd thought it was her way of atoning—doing hard labor instead of taking the easy path.

That was probably part of it.

But maybe there was a deeper issue?

Stories of fire handlers getting burned or traumatizing folks with big blazes were common.

Could Elfride have something like that? Ridiculous, though. Elfride, of all people, afraid of fire?

As I mulled it over, Luna blurted,

"I get it—you're scared of fire!"

She'd nailed what I'd only pondered.

I knew Luna didn't mince words, but I hadn't expected her to stab so directly. I was pretty thrown.

Part of me wondered what would happen next.

Instead of answering, Elfride silently finished her meal.

*Clack, clack*. The knife scraping the plate grew noisily intrusive, like it spoke for her.

Having finished first, Elfride stood quietly.

"I'll settle the bill first."

She vanished toward her room on the second floor. Luna and I watched her go in silence, then exchanged glances.

Luna said,

"A mage scared of fire? Weirdos everywhere."

"Yeah."

If Luna called her weird, she must be really weird.

"Anyway, Hassan. After dinner, let's go yank that club! Someone might take it!"

"True, but it's stuck solid in the ground. No idea how to pull it."

"I've got a great idea!"

After finishing our meal, we headed back to the well—and I was in for quite the shock.

"Wh-what the sberl is this?"
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After finishing dinner, two moons had risen in the sky. Both were full moons, plump like ripe eggs. In this world, such nights were commonly called double full moons.

They said that on nights like this, the eerie energy grew stronger, leading to all sorts of bad things happening.

That was why people in this world avoided wandering the streets on double full moon nights.

They'd stock up on food during the day, then hide under their blankets, munching away while waiting for the night to pass. Of course, I didn't believe in such superstitious nonsense.

But then why was I even mentioning the double full moons?

It was because the thick pillar standing tall under the two moons looked horrifically like something out of a nightmare.

"Fuck, what the hell is this?"

That was definitely my club.

My club, which had been about a meter long—perfect size, like a baseball bat—had somehow grown enormously, to the point where calling it a pillar wouldn't be out of place.

It was taller than my head now, and thicker than Luna's waist.

"What the fuck, Sibal. Where's my club?"

Even if I pulled it out like this, carrying it around as a weapon would be a problem. It was basically like wielding a damn beam.

A Samaritan walking around with a beam? Sibal, I'd definitely get laughed at everywhere. Or would it have some impact in its own way?

Scrape, scrape—as Luna was digging around the roots, she shouted.

"Hassan, look at this! The roots go all the way down to the bottom of the well! It must've drunk a ton of water to grow this big!"

Looks like my club had been really thirsty lately. It stretched its roots down to the well bottom and sucked up all the water, ballooning in size.

That made sense, but... wait, could a club that's alive even drink water in the first place? Thinking about it just made it more baffling.

What the hell do I do with this?

If it kept going like this, the well might dry up. That would be seriously fucked.

In this world, wells were precious communal resources, so dumping filth in them or ruining them was a major crime.

A Samaritan poisoned the well! Dried it up!

I could almost hear those shouts ringing in my ears, and it scared the shit out of me.

Not content with burning down the city, now destroying wells too? That made me a double barbarian of water and fire—no leniency for that.

"Hey, you club bastard. Cut it out and come out of the ground already!"

I grabbed the massive pillar around the middle and yanked, but the damn thing had gotten even heavier in the meantime and wouldn't budge.

"Sibal?"

This might sound ridiculous, but I could feel some kind of will from this club bastard. Like it just wanted to stay planted in the ground, nice and still.

Well, yeah, this spot had water and decent sunlight. Prime real estate.

But didn't it realize that if it kept sucking up water like this, the well would dry up and it'd wither away too?

"You dumbass club bastard!"

"Hassan, step aside. Let me try."

Then Luna nudged me over. She pulled the skull mask hanging like a hood from the back of her head over her face and started circling the tree in bizarre movements.

"Luna, what are you doing?"

"Praying. You can't just chop down or yank out mystical trees like this! You have to pray first!"

Luna had a point. They'd always said messing with sacred trees brought bad luck.

The stories about ghosts haunting developers who cut down shrine trees were cliché by now.

Come to think of it, that grandma had told me to water it and pray or something.

Sibal, I'd forgotten.

So I joined Luna, circling the tree and participating in this prayer ritual. And then something amazing happened.

Crack.

The pillar, which had been firmly rooted moments ago, let out a precarious groan and tilted sideways. It soon crashed fully to the ground.

Splash.

An enormous amount of water gushed out from it. Shrinking as it spewed water, it looked kind of like a sea cucumber—fucking gross.

"Got it!"

Luna picked up the extracted club. But she immediately dropped it in surprise.

"It's super heavy!"

"Yeah?"

I reached out to lift the fallen tree myself. The moment I gripped it to hoist it up, I was genuinely shocked.

What the fuck kind of weight was this? Like a lump of rebar. And at my height, it was less a club and more like an iron bar.

"Sibal, what is this? How am I supposed to carry this around? Can't it shrink? Should I cut it down?"

As I barely managed to lift the staff with those thoughts.

Whoosh.

As if understanding my will, the club's size shrank back to normal. Luna shouted in astonishment.

"Hassan! The club's shrinking! It spewed out the water, and now it's thin and short again!"

"Sibal, for real. Fucking amazing. It was huge just a second ago."

I was amazed too. It had been as big as me moments ago, now half that size. Could I grow it back?

I grabbed both ends and pulled, and it expanded like it was waiting for it.

"Shit, incredible!"

A club that could grow and shrink at will! Sounded like a lame gimmick, but the power was insane! Adjustable reach—no downsides.

Thud.

But damn, it was still heavy as hell.

Swinging a club soaked full of water from yesterday and today would tire out even me right now.

Length changing didn't affect the weight—fucking nightmare.

"This is totally a Ruyi Jingu Bang."

"Hassan, what's a Ruyi Jingu Bang?"

"You know, the one that extends and shrinks."

But like I said, it's heavy.

Even I, who'd turned water mills by hand, found it heavy—how many kilos was this thing? Like the Green Dragon Crescent Blade, hundreds of catties?

I'd never felt my strength lacking lately, but this really drove it home.

Next stat point in strength?

I wanted agility. Higher agility might let me push the footwork Kalidur taught me further. But the weapon's heavy. Tough choice.

I'd be heading to Delphi soon—a long trip next week maybe. A weapon I need everywhere being like this was a problem.

"Luna, can't you make it into a totem or something?"

"If you need totems, we can go catch bugs with Paranoy tomorrow. With that weird honey water nymph too."

*

*

*

The next day.

"Hassan-nim, my throat, my throat is so dry...! Can't we rest a bit? Paranoy is dying of thirst...!"

"No, Sibal, we've barely been out of the city ten minutes. And you drank all my water earlier, so my bottle's empty."

"But my throat is really so dry...!"

"Sibal, just hold on."

Paranoy slumped dejectedly at my words. But what could I do?

She'd drained her own water and mine too, and now she was whining for more.

"Stream water nymph Paranoy! I'll share the water I have!"

Right then, Doris the honey water nymph, who'd been quietly following us, handed her waterskin from her waist to Paranoy.

"As expected, only fellow nymph sisters...! Someday I'll share back about one ri of my share...!"

One ri? Sibal, what percentage is that? One percent? Her share's like seven percent now, so one percent of that is... fuck, math hurts.

But Doris the honey water nymph didn't seem to care at all.

"I don't know what it is, but don't drink it all! Ah-! I said don't drink it all, but you drank it all!"

Having two noisy nymphs together was ear-splitting.

But Paranoy was happy to have a nymph friend, and Doris, who'd been trapped in the rift forever, was quickly socializing with her own kind. Pros and cons.

"Hassan, they're so loud. My ears are ringing."

"Luna, bear with it. They're nymphs."

"Still, having two nymphs is great. I can alternate their shifts! Rest boosts efficiency!"

Now it's two-shift work! Luna said cheerfully.

She seemed thrilled to have another free part-timer. Nymphs were useful in so many ways.

If I caught every wild nymph I saw, would Luna be even happier? As I thought that, a dense forest came into view.

Leaving Sodomora's south gate led to this forest. Called Deer Forest, it was home to tons of deer.

Why so many deer? Legend said Goddess Diana, symbol of the hunt, chastity, and the moon, released them here for her hunting grounds.

"Oh, friend. Long time no see."

As we entered Deer Forest, a tall, handsome man guarding the entrance spoke to me.

Dressed like a bathrobe with a belt at the waist—revealing fashion. The golden necklace around his neck revealed his identity.

"Actaeon. Long time no see. Guarding Deer Forest?"

"Yeah, it's the goddess's hunting ground. Making sure no more victims like me show up."

Actaeon was the idiot who'd committed some blasphemy against Goddess Diana, turned into a deer and vanished.

He had that laid-back vibe, friendly to everyone, but his skill rivaled Hippolyte's—gold-tier adventurer. I'd glossed over how strong he was before, but...

Swish.

Now that I'd started learning aura and could sense energy a bit, I got a glimpse of his power.

Unfazed by my sensing, Actaeon looked down at the tiny nymphs.

"Nymph girls, huh. Out to catch bugs again?"

"More people today! We're catching the Bashkir queen bee! Already scouted the hive yesterday!"

"Good, but don't go too deep. Diana's deer are in rut—super aggressive right now."

"D-Deer-!"

Luna shuddered at the word deer. Spotting her face, Actaeon scratched his head awkwardly.

"Ideope, sorry about last time."

Last time meaning the deer bandits who'd stolen Luna's wallet.

That gave her major deer trauma. Getting gored by antlers, flying into branches—shocking stuff. Could've gutted her.

Knowing that, Actaeon just scratched his head silently. Then he noticed the huge wooden club on my back and raised an eyebrow.

"Oh, that club from before? The Terror Smasher?"

"Yeah, that's it."

"It's grown a lot. A growing weapon—rare sight. Mind if I take a look?"

"Sure."

Originally, Actaeon gave me this club as compensation instead of gold. So I casually handed him the one from my back.

I'd switched it to my back because it was too heavy—pants and belt kept slipping. My little secret.

"Heavy as hell. Never thought it'd grow this heavy. Heaviest olive wood club I've seen."

Grip.

I could see his hand straining as he took it. Even a gold-tier adventurer needed serious effort for my rebar club.

"My strength's around 14. Even for me, it's a challenge. Swinging it? No way."

"Sibal, then what do I do?"

"Your brother'll have to train strength beyond mine. Even then, not sure."

Note: 15's the cap, he added. I blacked out thinking I'd overwatered the damn thing.

"Stats don't go past 15?"

"Nope. Beyond that's god territory. 14's the wall—can't hit 15. Even after the Argo expedition, I've only seen one human at 15."

Not sure if that guy's even human, he trailed off.

Ah—got it.

Like Pokémon with species value caps?

"How do you break past 15?"

"Impossible. Unless you're a demigod like Hippolyte or her sister Antiope."

"I see."

Demigods had insane growth potential.

Hippolyte, probably yapping about stocks somewhere, looked amazing again.

Pokémon terms: dragon-type with 600 total stats. Or legendary, with divine blood.

"Anyway, you grew this tree well. Like ancient Ceres priests. Lady and Minerva would approve."

"See you when we exit the forest."

We passed Actaeon, had various adventures. Catching the queen bee was a pain—getting stung? No one cares.

"Ahh, Hassan-nim-! Used the ultimate technique, Merciless Finger of Death on the queen bee...!"

"Captured the queen alive! Doesn't flinch at Bashkir honeybee stings! Amazing guy—if he wasn't a thief...!"

"Hassan, look! Snake snake mushrooms!"

Roughly that vibe: ears ringing, body aching, but heart at ease—a short vacation adventure.

Back in the city, I used Luna's two totems to allocate stats and noticed something odd.

『Name: Hassan Lv. 26 → 29  
Strength: 12 → 15  
Agility: 6  
Vitality: 8  
Karma: 420 → 220  
Grace: Blessing of Chaos』 Shining Hand』 Armor of Night』 Dark Eyes』 Scorched Skin』』

『Strength has reached its limit.』

『Requires Authority's Nectar to break the limit.』
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After our tussle with those head-sized honeybees, Luna rubbed her belly and said,

“This should be enough to make a couple of moai!”

And so, late that evening, Luna presented me with two small totems she had crafted.

Ding-, ding-.

Without hesitation, I invested them into Strength along with my Karma Value. Luckily, after a very long time, a bonus stat popped, letting me raise my Strength by three whole points with just those two totems.

『Name: Hasan Lv. 26 → 29  
Strength: 12 → 15  
Agility: 6  
Vitality: 8  
Karma: 420 → 220  
Blessings: Chaos's Blessing | Shining Hand | Night's Armor | Dark Eyes | Scorched Skin』

『Your Strength value has reached its limit.』

『You can no longer increase your Strength value.』

『Breakthrough requires the Nectar of Authority.』

But the text that followed was pretty bizarre and intriguing.

Actaeon's claim that 15 was the limit for Strength turned out to be true; there it was, saying I couldn't raise it any further. The problem was the next line.

Nectar of Authority to break the limit?

Nectar of Authority—.

I'd heard the word nectar quite a bit in this world. As an adventurer, it was impossible not to.

Right now, somewhere out there, adventurers were probably tackling Pluto's Labyrinth late into the night. And what they sought at the end of that underworld maze was nectar, or so it was said.

Some strange drink that could grant immortality to ordinary folk or let demigods like Hippolyte ascend to godhood.

But its very existence was treated as a mysterious legend or a tall tale. Seeing these words tell the story like this, though—didn't it mean the stuff actually existed somewhere in the world?

Of course something that amazing would break limits.

In a world full of bizarre superstitions like this, even dismissed as myth, I wondered who would be the best to ask about it.

So I decided to seek out the strangest person I'd ever met. The next day, once the crematorium work wrapped up after dawn, I headed straight for the north gate without a second thought.

My path didn't stop at the city north gate but continued half a day's journey beyond to the hidden rock entrance of a massive canyon, through various caves.

What I encountered was that grotesque being dwelling at the far end of the Valley of Life, reachable only by riding the usual eerie gondola downward.

You've come. It's been ages. Your gait's changed. I almost thought you were someone else.

He was the Skeleton Knight, a legendary hero once called a Weapon Master in life, now transformed into something beyond human, more myth than man.

Grrr...

And beside him was the Bone Wyvern Agumon I'd created.

“Things have been busy lately. I brought a bottle of wine. Have some.”

Oh, wine's great.

From my past encounters with this Skeleton Knight, I'd learned the guy enjoyed food despite being just bones and armor. No tongue, yet somehow he tasted things.

Smells like it was made with winter grapes.

“Not sure about that. Just grabbed some from a street vendor.”

Of course.

Anyway, he was one hell of a fascinating existence. That's why I figured he might know something about the nectar I was curious about.

So I asked.

“Do you happen to know about nectar?”

Nectar? Why the interest?

“They say it lets you get stronger.”

Ah, true enough. But it's something ordinary humans can barely even glimpse. Only those chosen by the gods can obtain it.

I see.

“Then how do you get chosen by the gods?”

That's what I'd like to know. If I had some, it might ease this immortal torment of mine. If you get any later, save a drop for me.

“I'll try.”

More importantly, you've gathered quite a few things since last time.

Sss...

I saw the Skeleton Knight's hollow blue eye sockets narrow into slits. In that instant, I felt like I was stripped bare and scanned by some radiation machine, everything measured.

The Skeleton Knight spoke.

You've stabilized a lot, inwardly and outwardly. Even that club you're carrying feels a good deal heavier now.

At his words, I vividly felt the weight of the club on my back.

It was a weapon that even required some effort to lift for me at Strength 15. Less like swinging it and more like being swung by it.

I asked,

“Can you tell that without touching it?”

At my level, I can taste without tasting, weigh without touching. A kind of curse, you might say—but.

I didn't quite get it, but it seemed he had reached some incredible realm.

Still, he didn't seem to know much more about the nectar than I did, so with time short from all the preparations, I decided to leave the abyss's midpoint.

Bring white wine from summer-harvested grapes next time. I'll give you some basic aura training in return.

“Thing is, it might be a month before I come back. Got to head to Delphi.”

Delphi? Ah, I see. Off to get an oracle, then. Safe travels.

Grrr—.

“Agumon, you take care too.”

And with that, my conversation with the bizarre skeleton ended. What a clean wrap-up. No more questions, no urging me to stay and chat.

Do you get this detached from everything when only bones remain?

Next time, I'll have to ask how he ended up like that, I thought as I headed back to the surface. As I mentioned, I had to leave for Delphi next week, so preparations were piling up.

*

*

*

“Hasan, this much dried rations and jerky should be enough, right?”

Luna hoisted a hefty bundle. The bag, as big as her torso, was stuffed full and looked heavy.

“How much did you pack?”

“Enough for about a week. If we run low, we can restock at villages or cities along the way! There's two villages and one city on the road to Delphi, right—.”

“Then that should do. Like you said, we can buy more if we need to on the road.”

This kind of everyday chatter kept flowing, full of real-life vibes.

It was a journey that would take a full month just to go and come back, after all. You could never prepare too much. Regretting forgetting something after the carriage left would be pointless.

“Hasan, how many passengers will the carriage seat? How much cargo?”

“Planning on a big cargo wagon for now.”

I figured it was better to rent a merchant's long-haul cargo wagon, roofed over—not some noble's city ride.

Ride might be bumpy, but we could load it up with everything.

“Then let's stuff it full!”

“But Luna, you okay with this? Leaving the workshop closed for a whole month.”

I was thrilled Luna was coming along, but part of me worried about shutting down the workshop just as it was getting on track.

Luna replied,

“When else would we go to Delphi if not now! I'm sure I'll learn some amazing stuff there!”

“I see.”

“So, who all did you decide to take?”

“Well, you and me, for starters—.”

My eyes drifted to Paranoy, busily moving luggage.

“Lady Luna, I've packed all my stuff too...!”

For some reason, Paranoy seemed convinced she was coming to Delphi as well.

“To think I might gaze upon those beautiful beaches and coastlines—it's a dream come true! We might even meet sea nymphs—!!”

“I, Doris, hate the sea with a passion! Ditch-water nymph Paranoy! The sea is dangerous! Think it over again! Stay here with me!”

“A trip to Delphi, something only the rich can do...! If not now, who knows when...!”

Was Delphi known as a glamorous tourist spot to the people of Gaia Continent?

Like how devout Muslims dream of a pilgrimage to Mecca in their lifetime.

To Gaia Continent folk, seeing the Sun Temple at Delphi once in life seemed like a grand aspiration.

Before coming to this weird world, I'd dreamed of overseas trips too. Grand Canyon, Egyptian pyramids at Giza.

Damn, looks like I'll never see them now. At least the Grand Canyon vibes from that canyon north of Sodomora kinda counts. But pyramids—where the hell do I find those here?

Shaking off thoughts of pyramid-like things in this world,

“It's my first trip with everyone...! This is gonna be so fun...!”

So, I guess I had to bring Paranoy? Telling her “You're taking up cargo space—nope, stay and guard the house” might crush her. But hey, every trip needs one chatty nymph, right—.

I said,

“Paranoy, this isn't just a pleasure trip. Stuff could happen on the road, it might get dangerous. You sure?”

“Leave it to carriage guard Paranoy...! I, I really want to go...! The Sun God's palace...! I want to see it...!”

She must've sensed I was thinking of leaving her behind; her face turned pitiful, tugging at my heartstrings. Damn, she looked so pathetic.

“Sigh, fine. Then you pull your weight.”

“What role shall I take?”

“Carry luggage. And you'll stand double watch shifts at night.”

“This Paranoy doubles as hearth goddess...! If it's tending the campfire at night, no one does it better...!”

“Good.”

That left about two spots in the cargo area.

More people meant better defense against bandits and more hands for tasks, so I pondered who to fill the remaining slots with.

Elfride had said she wanted to go to Delphi. One spot for her, then—who for the last?

Tough call.

*

*

*

“Daphne, I'll be out of the city for about a month.”

“Oh, off to Delphi? Jealous. I'd love to go if I could take extended leave. Summer's ending, but the sea should still be gorgeous.”

I headed to the Mars Guild to handle procedures for leaving the city on expedition. Silver Tier adventurers apparently got minor stipends for outside activities.

That let me rent a large wagon pulled by two horses. Without Silver benefits, driver and wagon would've cost 4 gold outright; instead, I got it on installments.

Position really matters.

“So, Hasan. When you come back from Delphi, could you pick up a luminous stone from the Sun Temple?”

“What's that?”

“A souvenir they sell there. Supposed to boost your fortune!”

Daphne's words brought to mind the temple's stones. Luminous stone—glowing rock, probably. Souvenir, got it.

“Sure.”

No big deal. Plus, I'd owed her big during the arson mess, knowingly or not.

As my sort-of manager, she'd even scheduled my East Gate Street compensation runs.

Damn, thinking back, that was some next-level nuisance. So souvenirs? Easy.

“Heading out tomorrow?”

“Yeah.”

“Then before you go, how about updating your Karma Value? Curious how it changes after the trip.”

Daphne extended the fan toward me.

It was that epic relic called the Quill of Emotions or whatever. Smear blood on it, and it'd display your level and stats.

Scratch, scratch—.

Daphne wrote on a small scroll using the blood from my thumb.

But her hand stopped abruptly mid-stroke.

“Total is 29—. Matches your Silver Tier promotion, roughly. But Strength at 15?”

“Yeah, just hit that.”

“No, Strength at 15?!? And what's this 'Scorched Skin' in Blessings?”

Daphne shrieked, startling me into stepping back.

“Whoa, is there a problem?”

“Problem?! What's that supposed to mean—! How the hell did this happen!?”

I felt like a criminal on trial.

I'd done something wrong?
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Daphne let out such a piercing scream that my ears went numb.

It had slipped my mind lately, but it made me remember that Daphne was originally the type to get angry easily and raise her voice loudly in a bizarre way.

As the saying goes somewhere, I think I'd heard that one of her ancestors had nymph blood, which made her emotions flare up like that.

Sure enough, if nymph blood is mixed in, you'd get all sorts of persecution complexes, suddenly wanting to scream and such.

“What in the world is this—?!”

But still, Daphne seemed way too worked up. At this rate, everyone in the guild might start staring at me.

Sure enough, I could see the guards in armor over there drawing their weapons with a clank, wondering what was going on.

I didn't want to cause any trouble right before heading to Delphi. So, while thinking about how to calm her down, I pulled a small round object wrapped in paper from my pocket.

“Here, have this and calm down a bit.”

“Wh-what is this round thing!? What do you intend by giving me something like this!?”

“It's candy.”

“Ah, candy—.”

At the word candy, Daphne seemed to calm down considerably as she took the round bead from me. She carefully unwrapped it and popped it into her mouth all at once, and sure enough, she quieted down.

It was candy I carried just in case Paranoya got noisy with her paranoia, but who knew it'd come in handy here. More than that, calming down after eating candy—looks like even diluted nymph blood makes one a nymph.

In a fairly calm voice, Daphne spoke.

“A bunch of new graces have been added. What's 'Armor of the Night,' and 'Dark Eyes' or 'Sooty Skin'...? According to records, no one's received this many graces at once since Perseus—!”

“Ah, is that so.”

Well, in this world, even a single grace meant you'd never starve for life.

And graces themselves burden the body, so they say you can't handle two or more.

According to the witch Nemea, those with multiple graces are either great heroes or the gods' playthings.

I didn't get it back then, but I'm probably the gods' plaything. With all these grand beings constantly approaching and talking to me, there's no better way to put it. It's become pretty familiar now.

But to Daphne, it seemed like a huge shock.

Not just her—the people around started murmuring too.

Received multiple graces all by himself?

In this silent age where the gods have fallen quiet—?

What the hell? How do you even get graces?

I could vividly hear their questions buzzing in my ears. Ah, now I get why Daphne was so shocked.

“And your strength value is up to 15! Normally, stats rise evenly! How is this possible? What kind of training did you do?”

“Well—.”

Strength value of 15? In the world, is that even possible?

Isn't 14 the max? I heard even Hippolyte and Actaeon have been stuck at 14 for years!

That freakish-looking barbarian kid broke through it?

Murmurs swelled.

The crowd's whispers around me rippled like waves.

Maybe now's the perfect time to yell for a photographer? But contrary to my imagination, faced with the real situation, I just wanted to bolt from here.

“What on earth did you do? It doesn't seem like normal methods! What did you do in those few days?”

“Well, I don't really know either. I've just been doing some volunteer work lately.”

So I brushed it off vaguely.

Yelling hail chaos— makes weird letters appear, massages or special deeds raise karma value, and Luna turns that into levels with totems—. No one would believe that, obviously.

Even if they did, it'd be trouble.

People might try dissecting me and Luna to uncover the secret right away.

“Volunteer work, so altruistic acts?”

“Yeah, something like that.”

At my answer, Daphne scribbled 'altruistic acts' into her notebook with a scratch. She originally asked others about level-up secrets to train noobs.

Volunteer work?

Altruistic behavior? Does that raise karma?

I've heard of that. People who do good deeds to cultivate their minds.

Indeed, a strong mind makes a strong body?

I turned my head, and the murmuring crowd halted their steps, then hurriedly scattered.

They seemed to believe I'd grown through selfless volunteering. Could this harsh, bizarre city of Sodomora become a bit warmer starting tomorrow?

“What a racket. So it was you, Samaritan.”

Then someone addressed me from behind. Only one woman could appear right behind me without a sound.

“Ah, Lady Hippolyte.”

“I heard your strength value exceeded 15.”

“Well—.”

As I hesitated, Daphne swiftly showed the scroll with my stats to Hippolyte. Her brow furrowed slightly as she examined it.

“Extremely bizarre. But since you've shown so many odd things, Samaritan, I'm not surprised anymore. Still, breaking 15 is impressive. Mind if I check your strength?”

She held out her palm toward me like for a handshake.

“Grip my palm as hard as you can. I want to feel the power of strength 15 myself.”

With no choice, I loosely gripped her palm. Unlike Antiope's slightly callused one despite being an Amazoness, Hippolyte's palm was incredibly soft.

Who could imagine a mighty warrior from this palm?

Crunch—.

But the sudden grip from her palm was like a crocodile's bite. I screamed involuntarily.

“Eek—!”

Crushing my hand like that out of nowhere. Damn, it hurt so bad tears welled up. It really felt like my hand bones were grinding to powder.

“Hurry and push back. Otherwise, your bones will snap.”

“Like this, tch—.”

Have to fight back? So I squeezed with all my might. Then something pretty surprising happened, even to me.

“Ugh—. Kh—.”

Hippolyte, who had been dominating my palm with high pressure just moments ago, clicked her tongue in real pain.

Me, overpowering Hippolyte in strength?

Is this for real?

Damn, it was totally real.

I made Hippolyte furrow her brow! That's as good as angering her, manipulating her emotions as I wanted, right?

I can control others' emotions!

In that moment of ecstasy, my vision spun, and suddenly my body was rolling on the floor. Hippolyte's solid greave pinned my throat, crushing me.

Just that kept my body immobile, like Sun Wukong under a mountain rock.

“Gahk—.”

What? Wasn't I winning just now? Rolling on the floor like a subdued rioter, I was baffled.

“Ah, sorry, I used a technique without thinking. Getting overpowered in strength—impossible, so I panicked.”

Hippolyte seemed flustered by her own action and helped me up.

What, so I still can't beat Hippolyte.

But for that instant, it felt like I was pinning her down with strength? World, Hippolyte yielding and frowning—I saw it first.

To the Nymph Relief Foundation! They're recruiting volunteers! Let's join and earn graces through good deeds!

The crowd's reactions varied at our display. As I dusted my butt, Hippolyte peered at her palm and said.

“Anyway, impressive strength. Reminds me of the Samaritan I met before.”

“The woman with the club?”

“Yeah, she probably had strength 15 like you. Samaritans' strength is truly astonishing.”

I imagined the Samaritan woman who'd given Hippolyte her first defeat. Must be insanely tough-looking since she's insanely strong.

As I pictured from strong woman to gorilla, Hippolyte spoke.

“You're here for Delphi, right? Any spare seat in the carriage?”

“Lady Hippolyte's leaving the city too?”

“Yeah, we learned something new at the entrance of the dungeon we destroyed this time. Now that we know why Ceres the goddess is furious, I'll report it to the High Mountains—Hypnos.”

I see.

So the last spot goes to Hippolyte. But I wondered if a Gold Tier adventurer like her could leave the city.

Just having a Gold Tier stationed boosts defense, soldier and adventurer morale, and citizens' peace of mind.

Perhaps reading my mind, Hippolyte said.

“With Actaeon here, and Antiope or Vice Vine, leaving for a month won't cause issues.”

“I see.”

“So, departing tomorrow morning?”

“Probably.”

“Members?”

I briefly explained the departing members to her. After hearing it all, Hippolyte narrowed her slender eyes and nodded slowly.

“Noisy journey ahead—.”

*

*

*

“Aaah, Hot-san—! The sea, the sea's in sight—! We've finally almost reached Delphi—! It was such a long, long journey—!”

Paranoya shrieked noisily.

Probably from peeking out the tent window in the luggage compartment. The rippling waters sparkled blue in her crimson eyes.

A vast waterway slapping everywhere. So blue you couldn't tell sky from water.

But Paranoya was wrong.

“Filthy Water Nymph, that's not the sea—it's the Menos River near Sodomora. And it's been less than a day since departure; still a long way to go.”

Hippolyte, who had been dozing quietly, answered instead. Shocked, Paranoya's face stiffened by the second.

“Th-then what was my month-long journey…? I definitely traveled a whole month…! Visited Toran Village, met sea nymphs too…!”

“Paranoya, quiet!”

Luna's sharp remark shut her up.

Lucky for me, sitting right next to her. Not even a day in, and I already wanted to turn back.

“But it really felt like a month….”

Still, the dejected Paranoya looked pitiful.

I said.

“You were dreaming. You slept three or four hours ago.”

“Th-that was all a dream…?”

“Yeah, a long dream. Looked like a good one, so I didn't wake you. Nothing to do in the carriage but sleep anyway—.”

“Then Tolli, Okeanos's sisters, all dreams…?”

I didn't get what she was saying, but fresh from sleep, Paranoya babbled nonsense. Like I said, confusing dream with reality.

I said.

“Yeah, a dream.”

“But it was so vivid… Battling those horrific monsters, Hot-san frolicking with beauties, all dreams….”

No, what kind of dream is that.

Curious about the content, as I was about to ask, Luna, whittling wood with her dagger, spoke.

“Maybe a prophetic dream! The god of light likes nymphs, sometimes whispers prophecies into their dreams. So, what'd you dream?”

“Ah—? But I forgot it all. Guess it really was a dream…!”

See, damn, listening to Paranoya's just a loss.

Indeed, only Luna and I reacted; Hippolyte and Elfride sat arms crossed, in light sleep.

Sleeping amid this rattling and a noisy nymph. Thick nerves? True veteran adventurers.

I turned my attention from Paranoya to the tent window. The nobly flowing river was stunning.

World, me with leisure to admire scenery. All that arson fuss feels like ancient history now.

A long trip ahead.

Finally Delphi-bound, delayed for all sorts of reasons despite saying I'd go.

The white-robed man, Jupiter, said he'd prepared a fitting gift, so go to Delphi.

Wonder what's there.

While I'm gone long, will Antiope feed Kongkong properly?

More than that, why's everyone so eager for Delphi.

Pathetic, but my heart races a bit.

Gazing at the Menos River, lost in thought that way, feeling sentimental—Paranoya yelled “Ah—!”

“In the dream, I saw another Samaritan in a vast field…!”

[Author's Note] Over 200 chapters of so much happening in Sodomora... Hot-san finally leaves the city for travel...!!! He's going on a trip I can't... A bit jealous...
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A few hours after departing from Sodomora.

Paranoia, who had been dozing off and mumbling nonsense upon waking, suddenly let out a loud "Ah!" as if something had just occurred to her.

"In my dream, I saw another Samaritan in a vast field...!"

She seemed to believe that the strange dream she'd had was something that would definitely come true.

Well, people in this world had long placed special significance on dreams.

I only had a superficial knowledge from liberal arts classes—Freud, Jung, and all that—so I thought of dreams as expressions of the unconscious.

But to the people of this world, who revered such superstitions, dreams were like spiritual windows or frames.

They believed whatever appeared through that square frame held profound meaning.

For example, there was this one time, right before some incident blew up. Luna and I were sleeping late one night when she suddenly woke up with a rustle.

Luna waking up in the middle of the night was unheard of, so I jolted awake in surprise too. But what really threw me was what came next.

Hassan, you cheated on me with another woman!

And then she bit my arm. It hurt.

I had no idea what she was talking about, so I asked for the details. Apparently, in her dream, I'd secretly met another woman behind her back and been cold to Luna.

What the hell? Getting bitten over a dream infidelity? Back then, I just figured she was unconsciously anxious about me and let it slide.

But damn, thinking about it now, was that some kind of prophetic dream?

What even are dreams?

Suddenly, even I started to doubt it.

As I pondered that, Hippolyte, who had been sitting silently in one corner of the carriage with her arms crossed, cracked her eyes open lazily.

"You saw another Samaritan in your dream?"

"She was amazing...! Said she was someone's little sister...! Oh, I can't remember anything else...! I forgot...!"

"Hassan, didn't you say you have a little sister? Could she have left the Black Wasteland and come to the continent too?"

Hippolyte seemed to think the Samaritan with the sister mentioned in Paranoia's dream was my sibling. Of course, that was impossible.

My little sister wasn't even a Samaritan from the Black Wasteland.

Her falling into a manhole like me and ending up in this world? Oh, shit. That'd be horrifying in its own way. Not something I wanted to imagine. The one good thing about coming to this world was not having to see my sister's face.

Why the hell am I even thinking about this?

Paranoia's nonsense was polluting my mind.

"Luna, got any candy?"

"I've got about ten pieces of hardened honey. Already want one?"

"Sounds about right."

"Hmm—."

Luna hummed uncertainly, glanced at Paranoia—who looked unwell—then nodded reluctantly.

"Can't be helped. I could use a nap myself anyway."

With that, she rummaged through a large bundle and pulled out a round, hefty candy.

It'd probably take Paranoia at least half a day to lick that with her tiny tongue. Meaning she'd be quiet for that long.

"Candy... so good...! My nausea feels better...! Th-this is the taste of 10 coppers per piece...!! Paranoia's eating something expensive...!!"

"Yeah, eat it nicely then. No biting."

Maybe I should catch some shut-eye too.

It was a long journey—over a month. Might as well enjoy the leisure and take a nap for the first time in ages. I closed my eyes.

*

*

*

I opened my eyes to find the outside world bathed in sunset.

The sky was a riot of reds and oranges, like someone had set it ablaze. We'd left in the morning, and now the sun was setting—all we'd done was chat or sleep in the carriage.

After all my hard labor and training, this day of leisure felt nice, but sitting in the same position had left my whole body stiff and aching like hell.

Rustle—.

My eyes landed on Elfride, who had woken up at some point and was now staring at a map.

She'd said she'd come to Delphi with us, but once inside the carriage, she barely said a word—like a wary wildcat.

It couldn't be helped; Elfride was shy around strangers whether she realized it or not.

She got along fine with Luna after sparring for days, but things were awkward with Paranoia and Hippolyte, so she kept quiet.

Of course, that wouldn't last. After a month together, they'd warm up whether they liked it or not.

No need for me to play peacemaker or force bonding. Still, I was curious about the map she was looking at, so I asked.

"Where are we now?"

"Near Dragonscale Village."

Village outskirts, huh. Come to think of it, Hippolyte—the expedition veteran—had mentioned we'd stop at some village tonight to rest the horses.

A satellite village near the massive city of Sodomora, I supposed?

It felt novel since settling in Sodomora; this was my first overnight outside the city.

Then a voice came from the driver's seat.

"...We'll reach the village soon."

It sounded like scraping the bottom of hell with a pitchfork—chilling. Probably Max, the veteran driver dispatched by Mercury Transport.

I'd thought he was the silent type since he hadn't spoken once, but his voice had a spooky edge.

He only spoke when necessary, like a machine. Made me wonder if he was even human.

"Most long-haul drivers end up like that," Hippolyte said. Apparently it was normal.

Makes sense. After driving horses down roads for a month straight, you'd get quiet, maybe even neurotic and gloomy. As long as they could handle the carriage, it was fine.

As I thought that, we'd arrived at the village entrance. They'd crudely stacked tall trees like a palisade—impressive enough.

It was getting dark with the sunset, but the village seemed bigger than I'd expected. Over a hundred households? Small town territory.

"Halt. Everyone out of the carriage, please."

At the guard's command, spear in hand, we all disembarked. After half a day cooped up, my stiff body screamed in relief.

"What's your business in Dragonscale Village? State your identities."

"I'm Hippolyte from Sodomora. We'll borrow your roads and stables—and a meal if possible."

Hippolyte pulled a golden necklace from inside her breastplate and showed it to the guard. He gawked at the hoof-shaped gold medallion in awe.

"Oh, a gold badge. Trouble brewing? Hope it's not monsters nearby."

"Just heading to Delphi for an oracle."

"Good to hear. With goblin packs showing up lately and a Gold Tier adventurer here, I thought the worst."

The guards spilled even unasked details, waving us through. That gold necklace was handy.

If I'd arrived alone late at night, I might've rotted in a cell until identified.

"Go on in. Folks with nymphs aren't bad sorts."

"You know your stuff...!"

Nah, it was Paranoia, not Hippolyte.

With that brief exchange, our carriage finally entered Dragonscale Village.

"Bigger than I thought!"

Luna stretched languidly. Twilight dimmed the view, but it was clearly a large village at a glance.

Torches lit every street, not too dark. More people out at night than in Sodomora, even.

Good security?

Nymph!

A nymph's come to the village!

People whispered about Paranoia, eyeing her curiously. Was she that rare to them?

Anyway, seeking stables and an inn, we soon spotted a massive campfire in the village center.

Blue flames danced in a cauldron taller than me, spitting embers. Like an Olympic torch.

Felt like a tourist spot; my travel fatigue eased a bit.

"Whoa, blue fire! Amazing!"

Luna exclaimed in shock. I was too, but Hippolyte explained, gazing at the huge brazier.

"Legend says a hearth dragon once perched here. This is its flame. Blessed by the Hearth Goddess Vesta."

"Ah, so this village is under the hearth domain...!"

Paranoia chimed in knowingly for once. Right—she'd converted from Pluto worshiper to Vesta devotee.

But that was all she said.

Hippolyte frowned slightly at the flames, adding oddly,

"But it's smaller than last time. Used to blaze so high you could see it from outside the city. Even up close, less heat now—."

Swish—.

She even thrust her palm right into the vivid blue fire.

I was fucking shocked.

Blue flames—aren't they hotter than normal? Like super saiyan fire or something.

Sticking your hand in casually?

The pain of burning my hand recently flashed back; I nearly yelled.

But Hippolyte looked unfazed.

"Not hot. Cold, actually. Losing heat. Something's wrong."

"The fire's cold?"

Luna, hearing this marvel, fearlessly extended her hand toward the brazier too. She yelled soon after.

"The fire really is cold! Feels weird! Won't catch either!"

"For real?"

Emboldened by Luna, I tried it too.

Sizzle.

A cool sensation, like an air conditioner breeze, tingled from my fingertips to my scalp.

Fall was here, but nights still felt warm—this chill was refreshing.

Cold fire.

If I could snag an ember and store it right, cool summers forever. As I pondered seriously, Hippolyte spoke.

"Elf. You're a powerful fire mage. I've never seen one as strong. You know flames well. What do you make of this?"

Fair point.

All eyes turned to Elfride.

But she stayed three steps back, fiddling with her staff like she couldn't care less.

Luna said it.

"She's scared of the fire right now!"

Did that hit home? Elfride, feigning indifference, furrowed her brow.

"No, I'm not."

"A flame elf scared of fire...? As ridiculous as nymphs fearing water and candy...!"

Nymph Paranoia piled on gleefully.

"Quiet!"

Elfride ignored Luna but snapped at Paranoia, furious.

To prove her innocence, she strode right up to the eerie blue flames and slowly extended her bare palm.

Swish—.

But just before touching, her hand hesitated. Pupils shaking, shoulders trembling, breath ragged.

"Better stop," Hippolyte said, grabbing and lowering Elfride's hand.

"The road ahead is long. No need wasting energy here on day one."

Elfride clicked her tongue, "Tch," and slipped her glove back on.

Clearly, she wasn't herself. Luna and Paranoia exchanged glances but stopped teasing.

Awkward silence lingered. As I thought to head to the inn, someone approached.

"Ooh, a real nymph in our village...! Finally, finally, our worries can ease...!"
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Village chief.

The head of the village.

The symbol of the village's power.

It was only fitting that this man lived in the largest house in the village. The middle-aged fellow, whose hair was just beginning to turn white, guided us to the parlor attached to his grand home.

"What are you doing, Satira? Don't just stand there—bring some food and drink for our guests."

"Yes, Master."

He even barked a thoroughly patriarchal order at a young, pretty blonde girl with freckles. Judging by the strange choker around her neck, she was probably some kind of slave who'd been bought.

Whoosh.

For a moment, my vision went dark. I wondered if I'd chosen the wrong path in life.

Truth be told, maybe what I'd always wanted was to be a village chief. Heads were powerful, whether they were on a dragon or a snake.

Village chief Hassan.

I etched that magnificent name into my mind. In the center of the village, they'd erect a statue in my likeness, and the villagers would pay a little tax each to build my own massive palace.

I'd name it Hassan's Solar Palace.

I was running that simulation in my head when someone poked my back. It was Luna.

"Hassan, you're thinking something useless again."

"Guilty."

Thanks to Luna, I managed to halt the imperialistic missionary thoughts that had been spreading endlessly. Truth be told, being chief or whatever, once you're in a position of power, there's no end to the things you have to consider.

For a small-time guy like me who gets stressed just leading a group project, the idea of being village chief was unimaginable horror.

Clack, clack.

Soon, simple meals and pitchers of wine appeared before us at the table.

To us, who'd made do with rations from the carriage, this freshly made hot food looked pretty damn appetizing.

"It's nothing fancy, but please eat your fill."

"We'll dig in...! Truth be told, we were starving...!"

But I hesitated to reach for the table. Paranoi, however, started eating first, as if paranoia didn't care about any excuses.

Seeing him tear into a huge leg—some kind of bird, maybe a pheasant or turkey—got the rest of us started too.

If we let this go on, all the legs would vanish into Paranoi's mouth.

Of course, unlike Paranoi, who was born ready to live, we all knew without saying it that this wasn't free hospitality.

As I'd said many times, in this harsh world, if someone offers kindness, they're expecting something in return.

"If there's anything lacking, Lady Nymph, just say the word. I'll have more brought out."

"What an excellent attitude...! Then hurry and roast a few more of these giant pheasants...!"

Watching Paranoi's complexion so closely—did the chief want something from her specifically?

This old merchant-looking chief and the nymph Paranoi, whom he'd just met today—what connection could there be? My thoughts were spiraling into a maze.

Once we'd finished eating, Hippolyte drained her glass clean, slammed it on the table, and spoke.

"So, village chief—"

"It's Gartenman."

"Chief Gartenman. You look like you have something to say to us. The meal's done, so let's hear it."

"As expected of the hero with the golden necklace. If I may cut to the chase—I'm sure you saw the dragon's brazier in the village center."

At the chief's question, Luna piped up. "That blue flame earlier?"

The chief nodded calmly.

"Indeed. As you saw, it's the blessed flame at our village's heart that wards off monsters and beasts... but..."

"It's not doing well," Hippolyte cut in. "And you want us to fix it—that's what you're getting at."

The chief's face lit up at Hippolyte's succinct summary.

"Exactly. Ever since that long winter, the flame has shrunk smaller and smaller. Now it's barely the size of a small brazier."

Hippolyte's instincts, honed from years as an adventurer, were spot on. The chief explained the situation just as briefly.

"If this continues, the flame itself might go out, and who knows what will become of our village, built around that fire."

But Hippolyte just hummed thoughtfully. Luna and I exchanged glances and blinked. The flame was shrinking—what were we supposed to do about it?

Luna spoke up.

"If the flame's getting small, just add more firewood!"

Pure Marie Antoinette wisdom right there. Luna was sharp as hell. No wonder she'd make a great wife someday.

But the chief shook his head.

"It's no ordinary flame. Regular firewood won't do. So—"

Whoosh.

The chief suddenly rose from his chair and prostrated himself flat on the floor before us.

"So please help us! You must be the firewood party from the prophecy!"

His sudden deep bow caught us off guard, but Chief Gartenman threw everything into it, like this was a once-in-a-lifetime chance.

"The prophecy says a pointy-eared woman will appear and revive the flame!"

Someone asked—probably Luna. "Pointy-eared?"

"Pointy-eared means nymph—! The brazier dragon Gesbalam who lit that dragon flame is famous for loving nymphs—! Offering a nymph as sacrifice to make the dragon breathe fire again—that must be the revelation—!?"

"Ahhh—!!"

Paranoi, mid-bite on another pheasant leg, froze.

"You dare... you dare try to offer this Paranoi as dragon fodder...? These foods were to fatten me up for devouring...? This... this is unacceptable...!"

But the chief, having cast aside his pride, was no pushover either.

"I heard you're heading to Delphi! The shortest path to Delphi is through the volcanic cave occupied by the brazier dragon Gesbalam! Like it or not, you'll have to negotiate with Gesbalam to pass...!"

"Don't listen to this man's schemes...!"

"You might even ride the dragon's back and shorten your journey to Delphi!"

Shorten the journey...

We all fell silent, lost in brief thought.

*

*

*

"The men's room is that way."

The chief's maid, a woman named Satira, showed me to a room in the chief's house.

Since the village was a faith community centered on the massive brazier, unmarried men and women couldn't share rooms.

Thanks to that, I got a pretty spacious room to myself. The women's room was right next door. No need to press my ear to the wall—their high-pitched chatter carried loud and clear.

You really shouldn't think of offering Paranoi as sacrifice...! I've warned you...!

But as Chief Gartenman said, the shortest path to Delphi was through Mount Karmo's volcanic cave. Detouring would add at least a week or two.

So we'd have no choice but to negotiate with whatever brazier dragon occupied it? Paranoi, your role's huge!

That explained why the villagers cheered at the sight of a nymph.

I heard Luna and Hippolyte murmuring in agreement, followed only by Paranoi's incoherent screams.

A dragon, huh.

Dragon.

A massive reptile with four legs and two wings. The king of monsters, a true symbol of terror.

The bone wyvern Agumon I'd fought before was like a chick next to a hen compared to a real dragon.

Whoosh, dragons actually existing in this world was terrifying. I'd once seen a dragon dive into Calcutta's skies.

It was enormous, its roar like thunder.

Their horror lay in spewing devastating breath from their mouths to destroy everything effortlessly, while armored in tough scales that nullified and deflected attacks.

My attacks land, but theirs get nullified? That defense was bullshit.

Even spears, swords, or arrows couldn't pierce their durability—only mages could handle dragons. The one over Calcutta had been driven off by a group of them.

Hippolyte, can't you just slay it?

A few days of fighting might do it. But Gesbalam was the brazier dragon, right? Slaying a wild dragon was one thing, but killing one devoted to the brazier god would be major blasphemy.

What, then we'd have to sacrifice Paranoi after all?

There has to be... some other way...!

That's when someone knocked on the wall. Tap tap.

Hassan, you listening? What do you think?

Luna knew me too well. She pegged me eavesdropping instantly.

I replied.

"No idea. We'll go to the cave tomorrow and talk to the dragon or whatever. Ask it to come to the village and blow some fire on the brazier, and clear the path—that should do it, right?"

I said it lightly, but honestly, I had no clue. I'd never imagined chatting with a dragon on this carriage trip.

Delphi was supposed to be two to three weeks away. But with villages, roads, and caves, unexpected shit like today made it a full month with buffer.

Whoosh, I was feeling that reason acutely now.

Brazier dragon Gesbalam.

What the hell kind of beast was it?

Night, Hassan.

"Yeah. See you tomorrow."

Then let's have a pajama party! Shit! Pull out the snacks we each brought!

This is girls' time only...!!

What? Let me join.

And so the next day.

We headed to the volcano half a day's ride from the village.

It was called a volcano, but it wasn't bubbling or barren—just a normal mountain with green foliage and nice scenery. Dormant or extinct, maybe?

Or an active one long inactive. But knowing a dragon lived there made it eerie.

A dragon.

Standing at the cave mouth in the mountain, I stopped and listened.

Grrr...

A fairly large breathing sound echoed from inside.

Looking down, I saw scorched stones scattered about—charred, fused rocks straight out of a volcano.

Not just that. Turning my head, I spotted massive claw marks on boulders and trees. Grass and trees were crushed and toppled, as if something huge had dragged its belly along—not uncommon.

Whoosh, this was a real dragon's lair.

Suddenly, a brutal wave of post-nut clarity hit me—what the hell was I doing here?

The massive cave looked like the gaping throat of some giant or monster.

"Hassan, bad vibes! My shaman senses are screaming!"

Luna was scared too. We trembled together.

Hippolyte and Elfride, though, casually poked at nearby stones and dry bones.

Hippolyte ran her palm over a claw mark and said,

"Pretty big dragon. But luckily, not an ancient elder wyrm."

Elfride, sifting through bone fragments on the ground, replied.

"Still an adult. Better be careful. Fresh adults are often more reckless and dangerous than elders."

"Oh, elf mage. You've hunted dragons before?"

"A wild hatchling. Basically a mute wyvern that couldn't speak or cast dragon tongue spells."

"Dragon-slaying experience isn't common. As expected of a mage. Reassuring."

Watching veteran adventurers Elfride and Hippolyte swap stories made my chest swell with relief. If they weren't on the carriage?

Just me, Luna, ditch-water nymph Paranoi, and honey-water nymph Doris?

We'd probably be drawing lots on which nymph to sacrifice.

In that sense, Doris staying home with Antiope to tend bees was a blessing.

"Going in."

Hippolyte even poked her head into the dark cave. Was she fearless?

"What are you waiting for? Delaying won't help. Better take the first hit. It's not a wild dragon—brazier dragon, so it won't be too vicious."

Urged by Hippolyte, we had no choice but to step inside.

"Lord Hassan! Th-then I'll wait here...! I'll pray for your safe return...!"

"Come on, whoosh, what if you don't come?"

"Eek! Eek—!"

As I dragged a reluctant Paranoi in, a massive gust roared from within—fwoooosh.

Boom. Boom.

Earth-shaking vibrations.

Then a low growl followed.

Flowers... and wind's scent. Fairy scent. Ah, a nymph at last. I've waited so long.

Those flashing red eyes from the darkness—
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Back when I was still in college, there was a time my little sister had some school project or whatever, so we went to the city zoo together.

In a world where the internet and YouTube are so advanced, zoos are really just field trips for little kids or a dating spot for couples—

Surprisingly, even as an adult, I was pretty impressed by the animals at the zoo.

Sheesh, that squirrel, and the elephant is fucking huge.

Animals like giraffes and elephants, with their massive builds, were way bigger than I'd imagined. Even the horses were pretty tall. The wolves were big too.

That subtle sense of intimidation and dissonance from beasts even larger than I'd realized was downright shocking.

Why am I bringing this up? Because the dragon emerging from the cave was way bigger than I'd pictured.

I'd seen my Wyvern Agumon, which was about the size of a large sedan, so I figured a dragon would be around the same or maybe a bit bigger, like a van.

The wind carried the scent of nymphs mixed in—

In reality, the size of this colossal being slowly revealing itself from outside the cave was about the length of a city bus.

Sheesh, is a city bus talking to me right now?

Normal people don't think about fighting a bus, or winning against one. You ride a bus, not fight it and beat it.

Even I, upon seeing this enormous red body, instantly lost any thought of battling it.

This must be exactly how a mouse feels in front of a cat or a snake. That's when someone grabbed my arm—it was Luna.

Seeing Luna trembling like a leaf made her look pretty pitiful. I checked on Paranoia, wondering if she was okay, but surprisingly, she seemed calm. I figured she'd scream or something.

“...”

No, on closer look, she'd passed out standing up. She must've frozen solid before she could make a sound.

“Are you Vesta's Fire Dragon, Gesbalam? I am Mars's daughter, Hippolyte.”

But Hippolyte wasn't intimidated at all by the massive Fire Dragon's presence. Hippolyte was the kind of incredible person who could fight trucks or buses.

Come to think of it, back in Kalan's swamp, she'd cleaved that Bone Dragon the cult created right in half. Thinking about that made me feel a lot more secure.

Mars's daughter, Hippolyte. No wonder I sensed such intense divine auras—. My name is Da.

The dragon opened its massive maw and tried to explain its name, but the pronunciation was so garbled and full of weird growling sounds that it was hard to catch on the first try. What did it say?

Humans probably can't understand its language anyway. Just call me Gesbalam. So, what brings you to this cave?

“Gesbalam. I have something to say to you.”

Indeed, something to say to me. It's been ages since anyone's spoken to me so boldly. Mars's daughter, Hippolyte. I'll respect your courage and hear you out.

This Gesbalam guy was surprisingly gentlemanly for his enormous size.

Hippolyte had said that dragons serving as minions to the Hearth Goddess's followers weren't all that ferocious or cruel, and it looked like that was true.

With my mind at ease, I could finally get a good look at this massive Fire Dragon Gesbalam.

Huge claws, wings on its back. Scales that gleamed brilliantly.

Four horns on its head, and fangs protruding recklessly from its closed mouth, looking almost like a briar patch. Kinda cool. Felt like it had 3000 attack and 2500 defense.

The surprising part was the massive scar over its eyes?

“Hassan, looks like this dragon's blind.”

Luna must've noticed too, whispering to me. Just like she said, where eyes should be on both sides, there were only huge scars.

What on earth could have blinded such a massive, gentlemanly dragon?

So, what is this thing you have to say to me? Daughter of Mars—.

“I request passage through the cave you're occupying. Also, the hearth in Dragonscale Village has lost its fire. Can't you breathe some into it?”

Of course, that's possible. Reigniting hearth fires is part of my duties. But first, I have a request of my own.

Suuuuuh—.

Whoooosh—.

A massive wind-like force swirled around our bodies. It was this huge Fire Dragon Gesbalam inhaling through its nose.

It felt like my soul was about to get sucked into its nostrils, which was eerie, when it opened its enormous maw and spoke.

One of you is a nymph. Put that one inside my mouth. Then I'll grant what you ask.

The moment it said that, someone let out a shrill “Eeeeek—!” that echoed through the cave. Paranoia, who'd been passed out, woke up and gaped.

“Th-this monster's saying it's gonna eat me...! It's a very, very naughty dragon...!”

Paranoia practically had a meltdown, screaming her head off.

I got it, though—keeping calm with a monster demanding you as food right in front of you was impossible.

Such a vibrant nymph. How fortunate. So, what'll it be? Will you put the little nymph in my mouth?

“J-just looking at that huge body, you can tell how many nymphs it's devoured...! I can hear my fellow nymphs crying from its belly, even from here...!”

No need to worry, I won't eat it. Nymphs are all friends of Goddess Vesta. I'll just have you put it in my mouth.

“It's tricking us with clever words...! Even if it's sworn to Hypnos's gods, it's still a Titan's lackey! A filthy monster...! Disguising itself as a Vesta follower to devour innocent nymphs like me...!”

That hurts a bit. I just want someone to remove the thorn stuck in my throat.

“Thorn?”

Luna flinched at the dragon's listless words.

“A thorn in your throat?”

Yes, juvenile.

“My name isn't juvenile, it's Luna Noxdotia!”

Very well, juvenile Noxdotia. Anyway, there's a huge thorn stuck in my throat. It's a powerful curse that's even preventing me from breathing fire.

Preventing it from breathing fire, huh. Yeah, a thorn in the throat would make all sorts of things inconvenient.

As I pieced together the puzzle, the giant blind dragon added a few more words.

Not only that, this thorn is gradually eating away at my sanity. The moment I leave this hot volcano full of heat, I might lose my reason and turn into a monster.

Suuuuh—.

It then flattened its head to the ground and opened its massive maw wide. Creaaak—it gaped open, its throat looking like another cave blooming inside the cave.

A nymph's small size should slip easily into my throat and pull out the thorn. Come on, put the nymph in my mouth. And have it remove the thorn.

At its words, we all looked at each other. No words, but our eyes asked, what now?

Our wandering gazes soon settled on the crimson short-haired nymph with small pointed ears.

“It's a lie...! The moment Paranoia goes into that mouth, it'll snap shut and swallow me into its belly...!”

Paranoia apparently couldn't trust this huge gentlemanly dragon. She grabbed my arm and spoke firmly.

“You have to believe me completely...! I think I saw this exact situation in my dream...! If I go into that mouth, I'll become its meal...!”

“You said you forgot your dream and couldn't remember.”

“For some reason, it's coming back to me now...!”

Sheesh, for real? Sounds like bullshit.

I pondered whether the giant dragon or Paranoia was lying.

It didn't take long to conclude Paranoia was the liar. This one's lied and betrayed like it was breakfast every day when it suited her.

“Paranoia, if we handle this well, I'll bump your share up to 10%.”

“Y-you mean it...?”

“Yeah.”

“B-but I don't wanna...!”

What—!? Even offering more shares and she says no. She really hates it that much? Now I had no way to convince Paranoia.

If she dug in her heels and refused to go even if it killed her, we had no options, so we fell silent for a moment. Then Luna spoke.

“Then should I go? I'm bigger than Paranoia, but still the second smallest among us.”

Luna had a point. But didn't this Gesbalam want a nymph in its throat? Sensing our dilemma, the Fire Dragon spoke.

Anyone will do, so I'd appreciate it if someone removed the thorn. Doesn't have to be a nymph. My throat might hurt more, but whatever.

“Oh, if that's it, I'll go.”

Hippolyte, who'd been listening quietly, spoke up. Talk about fearless. Makes me wanna call her big sis.

But Luna seemed worried about Hippolyte volunteering for such a dangerous task, raising her eyebrows.

“Hippolyte, you're going into a dragon's mouth—are you sure?”

“That's exactly why I'm doing it. It'll build up some serious karma in my body. My growth has been stagnant lately; something this reckless is just right.”

Hippolyte seemed bored with life and itching for thrills, crawling into a dragon's mouth. Must be like a mouse tired of safety, sneaking in and out of a cat's mouth.

Creaaak—.

Hippolyte marched straight into the widely opened maw and squeezed her body inside. No time for us to even talk her out of it—pure boldness.

Swish, suuuuh—.

Hippolyte was over 170 cm with a model figure, so it looked tough squeezing into that huge throat.

But dragons have maws and throats big enough to tear and swallow bulls whole, so she soon vanished into the pitch-black depths without issue.

Now what happens?

The Fire Dragon Gesbalam, with Hippolyte in its mouth, closed its jaws.

Those massive jaws.

Slowly, but unmistakably, shut tight.

We froze at the sight.

Only Paranoia opened her mouth.

“I-I knew it...! Paranoia saw right through this blind dragon's trick to eat us...! Didn't like the name Gesbalam from the start...!”

Just like Paranoia said. It shut its mouth the instant Hippolyte entered its throat.

Isn't that classic predator behavior? We all panicked in unison when the dragon opened its mouth again.

Ah, almost swallowed her. Hurry and pull the thorn, then get out. Haven't eaten in ages because of it—might swallow reflexively.

What the, sheesh.

As we debated if that was true, Hippolyte reemerged from the gaping maw.

“Definitely, there's something powerful lodged inside. So firmly that even I can't pull it out.”

“Hippolyte, you can't pull it out?”

Luna jumped, stunned like she'd heard the impossible. If our highest-level, highest-tier Hippolyte couldn't, who could?

But Hippolyte was looking at me.

“Hassan, you're the one with the purest raw strength among us now. No one else. You should go in and try yanking out whatever's stuck in there.”

Sheesh, like this.

Guess it came to this.

Hoo—.

I took a small deep breath and slowly approached the dragon's mouth. The closer I got, the more immense its presence felt.

I'd compared it to a bus or truck earlier, but up close, it seemed even bigger.

Maintaining a body this huge must require eating a ton. Even someone my size might just be a snack for it.

The one entering my mouth this time is you, juvenile Noxdotia?

“No, I'm Hassan.”

Ah, mixed you up. Your eerie magic had me mistaken.

Suuuuuh—.

The dragon's nostril wind pierced through me. Felt like every corner of me was flying on that breeze.

More than that, you have a bizarre scent. The living and the dead. Life and death, spring and winter. Two incompatible existences swirling inside you. So rare that—I almost want to swallow you.

“Urgh, sheesh, don't swallow me.”

I'll try.

Knowing full well this was insane, I slowly pushed my body into its mouth.

Figured a beast's mouth would stink, but it was surprisingly pleasant. Of course, venturing deep into that throat was another matter.

I wriggled slowly into its esophagus. Activating my Grace, Shining Hand, lit up the dark interior decently.

It was tight enough for barely one of me, so I had no choice but to crawl like swimming.

Grrrrr—.

Must be torture for the dragon too, forcing me through its esophagus. But the real pain was what lay ahead in its throat—not me passing through.

Wait, was that even a thorn?

I stared at the object firmly embedded in its throat.

It was some kind of sword.
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The throat of the furnace dragon Gesbalram.

Deep inside, sure enough, there were sharp, pointed thorns embedded.

But contrary to my thought that maybe it had swallowed some beast whole and gotten a bone stuck— the true nature of those thorns was a metal blade that had no business being in a throat.

A fairly long cross-shaped greatsword was lodged deep in the dragon's esophagus, protruding menacingly. Why the hell was there a sword in a dragon's throat?

I squeezed through the narrow esophagus, pushing deeper inside, and gripped the blade stuck in the floor.

Grrrrr—.

The dragon writhed in agony, the pain clearly transmitted through its movements. No wonder. With something like this jammed in its throat, it couldn't eat anything and was stuck guarding the cave.

Crunch.

I gripped the sword's hilt and pulled.

But this metal thorn was embedded so firmly that ordinary strength couldn't budge it. Hippolytē was right after all. I could see why even she couldn't pull it out.

"Hoo—."

I steadied my breathing again, then grasped the hilt with both hands.

Planting my feet firmly on the ground, I channeled strength from my toes to my knees, waist, and shoulders—every muscle in my body—to yank the sword free.

"Urgh—!"

It felt like there was a massive iron boulder weighing down the tip, an incredible heaviness.

It seemed to inch upward bit by bit, but there was no telling when it would finally come out.

GRRAAAAAH—!

A massive roar—or scream—rang in my ears. Soon, intense heat surged from deeper inside its throat, no, its belly, and flames enveloped my entire body.

Whoosh—.

"Ugh, hot, shit!"

It was the dragon's fire, literally. The flames were so goddamn hot they made my limbs curl up, and I was taking them head-on.

Hassan—!

Ahh—! You've taken the dragon's flames straight to the face...! Even Lord Hassan couldn't withstand that...! Lord Hassan is completely dead...!

I could hear voices chattering outside, but the relentless blaze left me with no room to think. I just endured the heat, focusing solely on pulling the sword from my palm.

"Shiiiit—!"

Ssslk, ssslk—.

Finally, when I yanked it free, a gigantic sneeze-like blast hurled me out of the dragon's mouth.

"Lord Hassan, Lord Hassan has come back alive...! Surviving the flames from the dragon's maw—! Truly, not even death can stop Lord Hassan...!"

"Hassan, are you hurt anywhere? Why's your head all singed! Your hair's burned! Hassan's turned completely black!"

"Noxdoti, no need to panic. Hassan's hair was black to begin with. He's a Samarian, after all—."

The clamor from all around buzzed in my ears like tinnitus. Somehow, I'd survived. In my hand was the fairly long greatsword.

This must be the thorn tormenting the dragon as it flailed in agony.

I looked down at my charred body. It had felt scorching hot at the time, but aside from the outer layer of my leather clothes being slightly singed, I wasn't badly hurt.

Maybe the new blessing I'd gained, 《Singed Skin》, granted resistance to flames.

Certainly, compared to the intense burns Elfride had inflicted when she torched the city, this was bearable.

I brushed off the dust and dragon saliva clinging to me, then stood up. At this point, I had to ask.

"Why the hell is there a sword stuck in your throat?"

At my question, the dragon, coughing and sneezing—hack-hack—slowly opened its mouth.

It's the Sword of Jealousy. The final desperate act of that guy as he was dragged into my belly. In hindsight, swallowing him whole was my mistake.

"Tell me more details."

After that, I got a brief explanation from the furnace dragon Gesbalram.

A dullahan named Jealousy had come seeking Gesbalram. In the fierce battle that followed, this dragon lost both eyes and got the sword stabbed into its throat.

He tried to steal my body. The guy reeked of ominous energy, so I knew I couldn't let him live. Leaving him be would bring great harm to Goddess Vesta.

A famous monster trying to hijack a dragon's body. Could it be connected to those Gigases sharpening their claws in the underworld?

The Gigases were said to seek vessels for their bodies, manipulating powerful monsters.

"Did that headless knight definitely die?"

Yes, aside from that sword, not even dust remained.

Got it.

Anyway, I'd successfully removed the thorn tormenting the dragon's throat.

Paranoi hadn't been offered as feed, and aside from my singeing, no one was seriously hurt.

But until I recover my strength, I can't leave this place. I'll give you an ember. That should revive Dragonscale Village's furnace.

It said it would burn problem-free for at least ten years, then exhaled a faint breath—fwoosh. A small, blue flame appeared, searing space itself into existence before it.

We transferred it to a nearby torch-like holder. Thus, a mystical torch blazed with eerie blue flames. Now we just had to carry this back to the village?

I asked.

"Is this enough?"

Strengthening the furnace fire requires a slightly more complex ritual. But I know one among you reeks strongly of flame scent. That should suffice.

"Got it. Take care, then. No more swallowing weird shit."

"You'd better not even think about eating nymphs...! The Nymph Relief Foundation might come investigating soon, so watch out...!"

As we turned to head back to Dragonscale Village, the massive dragon called out from behind.

I offer my thanks, juvenile Hassan. Thanks to you, I can sleep without pain. I'd love to fly you back, but with my blindness, I can't.

With that, our conversation with the massive dragon ended.

On the way back to the village, perhaps due to the exhausting ordeals we'd endured, we walked in unexpected silence, no chit-chat.

Our only concern was keeping the blue flame on the torch from extinguishing.

Then, someone spoke up.

"But what's a 'juvenile'?"

It was Luna. The dragon had called her "juvenile Noxdoti," sparking her curiosity. Truth be told, I was wondering too.

Elfride, who'd been silent as a ghost until now, answered.

"It's how dragons refer to each other's age."

"Dragon age?"

"They call individuals entering adulthood 'juveniles.' Older ones are called 'ancients,' meaning elder dragons."

Makes sense. Juveniles for those just reaching adulthood. In dragon terms, like youth—young adult—student—miss—something like that?

"Too bad, though. Riding a dragon's back isn't an everyday opportunity. Dragons are proud; they only let those they've acknowledged ride them."

It felt like a lie that she'd been quiet moments ago—Elfride rattled off dragon facts nonstop.

Just when I thought it was over, she kept going.

"Of course, even ordinary folk can ride a dragon's back sometimes. If raised by humans from hatchling stage, they might allow it once in a while."

"What's a hatchling?"

At Luna's question, Elfride, holding the torch, flicked her ears. It looked like she'd been waiting for that.

"Hatchlings are dragon juveniles. Tiny, adorable things that don't even seem like dragons. Hatchlings who learn transformation spells sometimes live among humans in child form."

"Dragons living among humans?"

"Yeah, some furnace dragons deliberately raise young dragons alongside humans. The hatchlings that grow up mixed in often think they're human, not dragons."

"Dragons who don't know they're dragons! Total idiots! Like raising an eagle among chickens—it thinks it's a chicken too!"

Luna laughed as if it'd been the funniest story.

She was probably thinking hatchlings unaware of their identity were fools. Dragons aside, eagles in chicken coops do look ridiculous.

But I didn't find it funny.

What if Luna was an eagle among chickens? She was self-roasting without knowing.

Of course, I was the only one who knew. It was kinda amusing, but what could I do? Luna probably never even considered being a goddess's daughter.

According to Hippolytē, without a special trigger, many demigods live ordinary lives and die without awakening divinity.

Unless something extraordinary happened, no one would think, "Huh, maybe I'm a goddess's daughter?" and seek Delphi's oracle.

But maybe this trip would awaken Luna's divinity?

Goddess Luna.

What kind of goddess would Luna become?

Luna's cute, so maybe goddess of beauty. Goddess of spiders, ants, and cicadas—perfect for a trimurti of beauty.

On the other hand, I worried a bit. If Luna became a goddess, she might drift away from me.

As I pondered, Elfride said.

"Hatchlings are cute precisely because they live unaware of their identity. The clumsy youth of perfect beings. A brief respite in their eternal lives. Valuable in itself—."

With that, she ended her dragon talk.

Cute because unaware.

Clumsy youth of perfect beings.

Her words pierced Luna's situation sharply.

If Luna hadn't grown up among humans, we wouldn't be laughing and chatting like this. Thinking that way felt a little sad.

Maybe that's why Elfride felt a slight fondness for Luna—sensing it subconsciously?

Who knows.

Anyway, I'd just learned Elfride was a huge dragon fanatic, even after nearly two years. Maybe she felt kinship from their fire-breathing?

Was she too thrilled to speak before the furnace dragon?

*

*

*

"Ooh, y-you really brought the blue flame torch!"

At high noon, with the sun high.

As if waiting for us, Dragonscale Village chief Gardenman greeted us at the entrance with a smile brighter than any could be.

His wide eyes, gaping mouth, and bulging forehead veins bordered on mania.

"And even the nymph came back alive! Truly, truly remarkable! May I ask what happened?"

"Lord Hassan here handled everything smoothly...! He entered the dragon's maw, endured the flames, and literally resurrected from death...!"

"What? Such a thing is possible? If true, that's a new legend for the village! The Samarian who withstood dragon fire! I hear tourists coming!"

"And I am Lord Hassan's right hand and chief of staff, Paranoi...! Be sure to tell everyone about the ditch-water nymph who bravely protested the dragon's outrage...!"

"A nymph fighting back so it wouldn't get eaten!! What a rare tale!! Indeed—!!"

It was barely lunchtime, but my mind was fried. Maybe entering and exiting the dragon's maw had drained my nerves unknowingly.

Thus, I plopped on a bench in the village central park to rest.

Luna and Hippolytē were diligently trying to transfer the flame to the central furnace.

But despite their efforts—and the villagers'—the torch flame stubbornly refused to move to the furnace.

"What's wrong?"

Luna tilted her head at the torch in her hand, puzzled.

After minutes of struggle, as the torch dwindled, the villagers' shoulders slumped.

"What now? Is this the end for Dragonscale Village?"

"Two hundred years of history crumbling—. Without the furnace, we'll face monster raids every night..."

The villagers deeply regretted the hopeful torch proving useless. Not expecting me to do anything, I just rested in the shade.

But Elfride, sitting beside me, watching wistfully, kept twitching her shoulders.

I asked.

"If it bothers you, go help. The dragon flame you love might go out."

"..."

"Hey, just asking. Afraid of fire. Is it because of me? Or that incident?"

"What—."

"I burned up right in front of you."

"What're you on about. You think I'd fear fire over that? You're so full of yourself."

"Yeah? Then what is it? You're clearly scared of fire."

Elfride furrowed her brow slightly at my words.

"Everyone fears something. You fear spiders too."

"True, but your fear of fire feels different."

"..."

Elfride fell silent. So did I.

Trauma is a powerful shackle, like a curse. But Elfride's felt different from my instinctive spider phobia.

Mine was visceral disgust and fear; hers felt like fleeing something.

Can't vs. won't are different vibes.

Sure, maybe my overthinking was projecting, but I'd trust my gut this time.

"At this rate, the torch'll die out. That furnace dragon trusted you to handle it. Otherwise, our day's hard work is wasted."

"So, what, tell me what to do."

"Here's a deal. If I put a spider on my palm, you face fire again, whatever it takes."

"You, putting a spider on your palm? Hassan you? You'd puke from eye contact alone. Don't talk nonsense."

"Yesterday's me, maybe. But today's me survived a dragon's maw. Feels like I can do anything."

I stood up. Then lightly tapped the roadside tree I'd shaded under with my strength of 15.

Rustle-rustle—leaves and bizarre objects rained down.

Among them, spiders. Fucking huge ones, hand-sized.

Wild wolf spiders maybe.

Rough black color, but size and look like my dog—probably wolf spiders.

Grrr—.

Their cry sounded more beast than spider. Long fur made them fluffy.

Wolf spiders look scary but are venomless, docile, timid, right?

Reminded of my dog, the big black spider seemed kinda cute.

So I slowly extended my palm to one, grasped its back and belly, and placed it on my other hand's back.

Grrr—!

But the spider growled angrily on my hand at the sudden touch.

My legs shook, cold sweat down my back—terrifying—but I'd managed to hold a spider. Pretty brave.

"See. Even wolf spider's touchable."

"Hey, that's—."

Elfride's red eyes widened in shock. No wonder. She never imagined I could touch a spider.

"Now your turn to face fire. A flame mage fearing fire might as well be dead weight on the carriage."

"Hey, but that's not a wolf spider..."

"Then what?"

"Probably a lion spider. No venom, but bites hurt for days. See the mane around its face?"

Grrr—!!

"You fucker!"

I freaked, flinging my hand. The black spider leaped off and scurried away.

Lion spider? What the shit?

Elfride snickered, finding my panic hilarious.

"Hah—. Never thought I'd rib you someday."

She stood from the shade, brushed her butt—tap-tap. Dust flew into my face; I scowled.

But ignoring it, Elfride strode to the massive furnace. Took the torch from Luna, chanted a simple spell.

"..."

Too far, and spells slur anyway, so I couldn't make it out.

But it felt resolute, brave—.

Totally Elfride-like, anyone could see.

Finally, she flung the torch into the furnace—whoosh—a massive blue blaze shot skyward.

"Wow, the pointy-eared miss revived the flames!"

"The prophecy's pointy-ears were elf, not nymph!"

The fire blazed huge, nearly touching the heavens.

[Author's Note] Actually, I considered inserting 2-3 episodes of 3-4 chapters each before Delphi...!!!

But I think the important thing isn't the journey, but what happens at the destination, so maybe shorten it...!!!

Thus, our plane should arrive in Delphi the day after tomorrow...!!!

Passengers, please brace for turbulence for a safe trip...!!!
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Before long, darkness had fallen over the sky.

A pitch-black night.

Just as people gather around lanterns or hearths when night comes, the villagers of Dragon Scale Village flocked toward the large bonfire in the center of the village.

The noisy, boisterous sound of applause.

Songs in unfamiliar local dialects, the first the narrator had ever heard, mingled chaotically with the seasoned melodies of a bard.

Over the smoke rising from the bonfires scattered here and there, unidentified meats and vegetables sizzled as they roasted.

The village's young women and men paired up awkwardly and innocently, dancing around the bonfire.

Children chattered noisily in a group, while the eyes of the elderly men sitting at a comfortable distance from the fire held a deep, relieved weariness.

Overall, it was an incredibly chaotic and rowdy scene. That's just how festivals and banquets were on this Gaia continent—utterly disorderly, to the point where it scrambled the mind.

But that's what a festival was supposed to be.

Noisy and boisterous was enough.

"Ah—! Lady Luna, where on earth did you get that meat?! Tell me too...!"

"Over there, at that bonfire! There's only one left! Hurry up!"

"I can't do that to the village hero, Paranoy...!!"

Like the elders, I sat at a suitable spot by the fire, keeping a step's distance from it all, maintaining some space from the surroundings.

A festival was like a raging torrent or a blazing flame—once swept up in it, you got tossed around senselessly.

I preferred watching the whirlpool in a teacup over dipping my finger into it.

So, from a spot that wasn't too far nor too close, I sipped one or two cups of the strangely warm liquor.

Everyone else was gathered in groups of three or five, making merry noisily, but around me, there was no one, just a chill in the air. Until just a moment ago, Elfride had been sitting next to me, hadn't she?

I thought she'd stepped away briefly, but she hadn't returned. She was probably enjoying the festival on her own somewhere.

They were calling her something like the pointed-eared prophet who revived the bonfire's flames, treating her well. Thanks to that, I was left alone, immersed in the quiet.

Of course, I rather liked this silence amid the noisy chaos. Just as I was enjoying my fashionable solitude appropriately, someone suddenly pressed something cold against my face.

"Ugh, cold—!"

When I checked, it was a wooden cup filled with ice. Sneaking up without a sound and shoving an ice cup in my face. If it had been a poisoned dagger instead of ice, I'd be dead.

Even during a festival, I was on edge, not knowing what might happen, and the few people who could slip past my vigilant guard were limited.

"Lady Hippolyte?"

"That's right. Everyone else is running around making noise, so what are you doing alone in a place like this?"

"I just like sitting like this."

"With you hogging the bonfire like that, everyone's too scared to come near you—."

Sssssl.

I'd wondered why no one approached me; turns out, I was the scary one. And honestly, even I thought my appearance was pretty intimidating.

A hulking barbarian with a bizarre club strapped to my back—who would dare approach without considerable courage?

"Thanks to that, I've got myself a quiet refuge."

Of course, Hippolyte was one with that kind of courage. The sort who could approach a massive dragon without hesitation and ask for a story—she had to be the bravest person I knew.

The young men circling around her, though, looked a bit disappointed.

Ah, I wanted to chat with a Gold Tier adventurer.

Her companion's there. Don't know who he is, but he looks vicious.

Look at that build. I thought he was a troll.

Whether it was my large shadow flickering in the bonfire light that turned their feet away, they gradually put distance between us and vanished somewhere.

I said,

"You sure are popular."

"Popularity that spans men, women, young, and old is the fate of a hero. Curiosity and interest feed the golden necklace, making it stronger."

"I see."

I gave a suitable reply. Hippolyte's presence was tremendous indeed; I could see various people glancing our way.

Being side-by-side with someone this popular felt strangely novel and gave me an odd sense of superiority, which put me in a pretty good mood.

No, was I having these thoughts because the alcohol had gone to my head?

I stared down at the ice cup Hippolyte had handed me, lost in brief contemplation. Maybe I should stop drinking now.

At that moment, Hippolyte spoke up.

"I never thought we'd stay in this village another day."

"Tomorrow, they're lighting a beacon to summon a dragon, right? It cuts more than half our journey."

"Yes, quite fortunate."

We'd decided to stay one more day in the village at the urging of the village chief and the villagers.

The bonfire blessed by Goddess Vesta, relieved of their worries about it, they had invited us to the feast.

Our road was long, so I hesitated to join, but the chief said he'd stoke the bonfire grandly to summon one of Vesta's dragons.

In other words, our ride was upgrading from a bus to an airplane—no reason to refuse.

That's why Luna, Paranoy, and the others were enjoying themselves without a care.

"Hassan, you look like you're deep in thought. What are you pondering so intently?"

When I turned my head, Hippolyte's intense brown eyes were gazing at me from the side.

I'd met Hippolyte several times and shared many experiences, but I still wasn't used to that straightforward gaze, so I subtly averted my eyes.

Honestly, she tried not to look at me that way much anymore, but Hippolyte was one of the most beautiful women I knew, which made me quite tense.

As I awkwardly tried to think of a way to change the subject, feeling strangely embarrassed for some reason, Hippolyte said,

"You're on guard against something, aren't you? That's why you stand out sharp as a drawn sword amid everyone's relaxation at the festival. No wonder people aren't approaching."

"Is that so."

She was pretty much spot on. I was wary of all sorts of things. For everyone to enjoy themselves, there had to be people like me, on watch for sudden threats and ready to respond.

Srring—. Click.

At that moment, the sound of a sword being drawn from Hippolyte's hand rang out.

In her grip was a long, hefty greatsword, fit to be called a two-handed sword. Roughly 1 to 1.5 meters long?

Its plain, unadorned form was rough, but for some reason, the blade gleamed with a black sheen, giving it a menacing air.

It was the spine pulled from a dragon's neck, now in Hippolyte's hands, but its original owner was a Death Knight named Envy.

Envy, huh. What kind of name was that?

Mezayer of Greed.

Molleg of Sloth—.

And Envy—.

Recalling those hell lords with their emotional epithets, it was clear the sword's master was a giant from hell, threatening our daily lives. Just my speculation, but the circumstantial evidence overflowed.

In kingdoms I hadn't seen or heard of, they seemed to be struggling to climb to the surface.

It felt like something wasn't going quite right for them, which was a relief—and as I felt a slight sense of relief, Hippolyte spoke.

"Are you wary of this sword's master?"

Her instincts were sharp, as expected.

"A little."

"Well, it's intimidating enough. I haven't appraised it properly, but it's on the level of an epic relic in itself. I tested it earlier by chopping a tree, and it split like paper."

Hippolyte's eyes, fixed on the pitch-black blade, gleamed fiercely, perhaps due to the bonfire light. It sent a slight chill down my spine.

"It's worthy of being called a demonic sword. A Death Knight wielding something like this—definitely no ordinary foe. The work of Pluto cultists?"

"No, I don't think so."

"I see. You seem to know something. Though you don't look inclined to share—."

Srring—. Clack.

Hippolyte smoothly sheathed the sword back in its scabbard. A hasty one made in Dragon Scale Village's forge, but it fit the size well enough.

With the ominous blade hidden, a bit of relief washed over me.

We couldn't just discard something like that anywhere, so entrusting it to the sturdiest Hippolyte seemed like a great decision in hindsight.

A Death Knight's demonic sword—no one else in our party could handle it but her.

Luna had sprinkled salt on it, calling it an exorcism ritual, but it still felt faintly unsettling.

I said,

"If you feel anything strange while handling that sword, be sure to tell me."

"What, are you worrying about me now, Hassan?"

But at my words, Hippolyte's brow furrowed sharply. Had I flipped some switch I shouldn't have?

"...Yeah."

As I replied in a slightly subdued voice, she answered in a firm tone.

"Who do you think I am? I've swung swords plenty, but I've never been swung by one. I'm Hippolyte, daughter of Mars."

"But didn't you yourself say that everyone has times when they're struggling and shaken, Lady Hippolyte?"

"Did I say that?"

"That time, uh, when you came to the inn where I was staying—."

"Ah—. I remember. Yeah, I did say that. Everyone has times when they're shaken. You remember that conversation? That's pretty amusing. It's been a while since someone's worried about me."

"Really?"

"I'm stronger than anyone I know, so I'm usually the one doing the worrying. I'm taller than most men too. So I've always been the one looking down."

Indeed, Hippolyte's height was nearly as tall as mine.

Shorter than me, of course, but among this world's women—and even including men—it was considerably tall.

Her long, extended arms and legs, small head, all combined to make her look like a healthy track athlete. The claim of divine blood wasn't a lie. No other way to achieve such perfect proportions.

To think I'd touched and defiled such a body at will. Incredibly irreverent and horrific sin, wasn't it? Deserved punishment, no doubt.

Recalling that made things stir down below, so I hurriedly shifted my thoughts. Honey nymph, ditch-water nymph—. Ah, better.

But as I calmed my mind that way, Hippolyte spoke in a voice smaller than usual, uncharacteristic for her.

"Now that I think about it, this is the first time a man—not one of my sisters—has worried about me. It's a strange feeling. And more than strange, not bad. Worry about me, Hassan."

"Wh-what—."

My existing worries evaporated, and for some reason, a chuckle escaped me. Seeing that, Hippolyte smiled faintly too.

"Now you look like someone enjoying the festival."

At her words, I touched my mouth. I'd been trying to look a bit serious for once, but it ended in failure. My fashionable solitude lasted less than half a day.

"Then let's roast something over this bonfire here. I'll cook for you."

"You know how to cook too, Lady Hippolyte?"

"Not as well as Antiope—. But I'm decent enough. I've lived alone since I was young. Cooking's cheaper than buying."

And so, Hippolyte gathered bowls and a frying pan from nearby, loaded them with ingredients, and grilled and stir-fried over the bonfire.

"It might not be perfectly seasoned, but give it a try."

In the blink of an eye, stir-fried veggies were plated, and the taste was so exquisitely good it surprised me.

Luna can't cook. I know because I've eaten it.

Elfride can't cook either. I know because I've eaten it.

But Hippolyte, who seemed least likely to, was good at it.

Quite the twist, huh? Come to think of it, her house was always neatly kept. Hippolyte was good at housework.

"It's delicious. You could run an inn."

"When I was still a young girl, I worked as a waitress at one."

"Really?"

"And more. I worked at a flower shop, as an alchemist's assistant, even as a maid for a rich lady in some city."

She seemed lost in reminiscence for a moment, as if saying she'd really been around, doing all sorts of jobs.

I hadn't realized it, but Hippolyte's life experience was incredibly broad. Could someone around my age have done all that?

Now that I thought about it, she'd said she took up the sword rather late and then shone.

I'd just gone to school at that age. If I'd jumped into this barbaric world's workforce from school age, it wouldn't seem so strange.

Anyway, it gave a sense of her tough vitality and resourcefulness. As she'd once said, women with strong resourcefulness are attractive.

They'd make great wives and mothers. I think all men like resourceful women.

In my mind, I upgraded Hippolyte's resourcefulness score from four to five stars. If not for our fling, she'd have made someone an excellent wife.

Suddenly, I grew curious.

What about me had appealed to this perfect superhuman, Hippolyte?

Buoyed by the alcohol and sentimental from the crackling bonfire, I quietly asked.

"Lady Hippolyte, what was it about me that you liked—?"
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The first thing that came to mind was last night.

Hassan said he was turning in, so we had a girls-only pajama party—! Everyone, pull out the snacks you brought!

It's girls' time only...!

Sure, having the wide room all to myself was nice, but it felt just like being on a school trip where everyone else is off in other rooms having a blast, and I'm stuck alone in an empty one watching TV until I fall asleep.

So even lying in bed, sleep wouldn't come.

Wow, Hippolyte, your pajamas are so cute. You always wear armor, but you sleep in something this adorable.

Before I knew it, the lively chatter of the women had lodged itself vividly in my ears.

Maybe the walls were thin, or the architecture was shoddy, but their voices carried over clearly, and I ended up eavesdropping without meaning to.

So, I mixed cherry blossom petals with henna to paint my nails! The color's nice, right? It's pink like my hair. Even Hassan said it was pretty.

Indeed, Knox Dottie, it matches your hair perfectly. And Hassan called it pretty, you say—.

No, this is my color, so you can't steal it! Hippolyte, you do brown! You have brown hair!

No, brown nails just look like they're caked in dirt—not pretty at all. Anyway, Elfriede, was it? You're awfully quiet. Say something.

I'm sleepy.

Gnomes must have a weakness at night, it seems...!

What? Even with those short ears—.

Lu, Luna-ma'am, the gnome's pulling my ears...! At this rate, my ears'll grow and I'll turn into a gnome too...!

Damn, it was so noisy I couldn't sleep. Still, I tried. Then I overheard a question.

Luna, right? How's a cute girl like you dating a guy like Hassan?

Probably Elfriede. My sleepiness vanished in an instant, and I found myself listening intently to the conversation drifting over.

He's handsome!

N-no, Luna-ma'am, that's not it...!

Right, it's not about looks. Hassan's soul is the handsomest of all. When he dies, he'll become an amazing constellation.

A handsome soul? Knox Dottie, you say the strangest things sometimes. Is that a voodoo priestess's insight?

Honestly, I don't know. Can't explain it well. It just... happened somehow.

That's a pretty vague answer.

I don't wanna talk about it anymore. What about you, Hippolyte—.

What? Me? Why am I coming up?

You like a guy too, Hippolyte. You keep changing your earrings and trying new makeup styles. What's to like about him?

....

Hippolyte likes a guy.

Is it me?

Sure, it could be my imagination, but given the circumstances, who else could it be? Of course, she might've taken a liking to someone else in the meantime.

She's a high-ranking adventurer who gets hit on constantly by nobles and elite adventurers, after all.

Heart pounding a little, I strained to listen, but Hippolyte never answered.

Now, sitting side by side by the fire, I asked her that question.

“Hippolyte, what about me caught your eye—?”

“What do you mean?”

“Ah— well, just what it sounds like. You're exceptional in so many ways, so why that night with me...”

I trailed off tactfully. A seasoned woman like her would get it.

Crackle, crackle—.

The bonfire popped loudly.

Amid the chatter and music, I tensed, waiting for words from those slightly parted lips.

Maybe it was the booze or the fire's heat, but her face seemed redder than usual.

“Ah—.”

After a long silence, Hippolyte finally spoke.

“So that's what it feels like—. Yeah, no easy answer comes to mind. I don't know. That's my honest reply. Maybe there wasn't a reason at all.”

“...I see.”

“I'm not gonna tack on some lame excuse. I did it because I wanted to. I wanted it, so I went for it. Isn't that enough?”

Her response hit me like a smack to the head. What a tomboy. No, tomwoman.

She's the total opposite of someone like me, who overthinks everything. As I admired that, she spoke again.

“Alright then, Hassan. Let me ask you something.”

Her sudden hesitation felt out of character for that tomwoman vibe, putting me on edge. What was she gonna ask?

“Say, just hypothetically. If some guy fell for me. What do you think the reason would be? M-maybe my status? Gold-tier adventurer and all...”

Oh, that's easy. No need to agonize.

“Because you're pretty and busty.”

“I see.”

*

*

*

“Alright, now we'll summon the brazier dragon. Villagers, gather around the brazier like we used to—.”

The next morning.

At Village Chief Gardman's words, the villagers formed a ring around the massive brazier. They joined hands and began spinning.

The two rings of people swaying irregularly left to right, right to left, made my eyes play tricks on me. My brain felt twisted. Elfriede, watching beside me, murmured quietly.

“It's a summoning circle.”

“Summoning circle?”

“Their movements and the central brazier act like a magic array. So that's how they summon dragons—.”

Arms crossed, Luna piped up excitedly.

“It looks like the moon-gazing dance! Back in Ideophe, the sisters do that on Moon-Gazing Mountain, holding hands and spinning!”

I pictured pink-haired girls in twin tails, hands linked, twirling under a giant full moon.

Pink—. Moon-Gazing Mountain—. A vague sense of déjà vu flickered, then vanished as a massive flag-like flapping snapped me alert.

A huge shadow loomed over us, too big for this early hour.

Flap— flap—.

Insignificant mortals summoning Vesta's apostles at dawn? Fine, what's the errand? Per my pact with Goddess Vesta, I'll grant a simple wish.

It was a goddamn enormous dragon. As big as the fire dragon from the cave, it landed in the village center with wings spread wide. Unlike yesterday's, this one was a clear, cool blue. Refreshing.

“It's an adult. Around five hundred years old, I'd say.”

I looked up at Elfriede's words. No clue.

“How do you tell?”

“Five horns on its head. They grow one per century, they say.”

“Ah, got it.”

Then Paranoya shouted.

“I'm hungry, so candy would be nice...!”

What? You use this once-a-decade brazier dance to summon this noble self, just for candy? My pride as Isvaron won't allow it. Denied.

This pest.

We nearly blew our dragon wish on Paranoya's stupid candy. To punish her, I lightly smacked her head.

Thwack—.

“Eek—!”

She clutched her head, yelping in exaggerated pain. Half acting, probably.

Speak your wish. This Isvaron is busy.

The dragon growled, flashing its huge fangs.

Even knowing it wasn't evil, its bull-devouring maw terrified the villagers.

Look, a real dragon.

The legend of summoning dragons with brazier flames is true. I thought it was just grandpa tales.

Amazing....

Even for Dragonscale villagers, this must be rare. They say it's once every ten years, so yeah, novel for the young ones.

Village Chief Gardman spoke.

“Pointy-eared fairy lady, in thanks for saving the brazier and village. We offer you the wish.”

All eyes turned to Elfriede. She blinked up at the dragon.

“U-um, could you give us a ride—?”

It sounded like a shy girl's confession.

Pretty much was. I already knew yesterday how much she loves dragons. Of course she'd be thrilled to ride one.

What? You dare, puny mortal, ask to ride my back?

“...”

Elfriede's face stiffened. Gasps of dismay rose from the crowd.

They hadn't expected such a fierce retort.

Fully grown dragons are proud, she said; they don't let just anyone ride.

Ah, day's wasted.

As disappointment set in, the dragon's maw opened with a thunderous roar.

Very well. That's the pact with Vesta.

What the—?

But riding's out of the question.

What now? I felt like a clown lost mid-routine, brain tangled. The crowd murmured.

So I asked.

“What exactly are you saying?”

Oh, an amusing one. Your name?

“Hassan.”

Juvenile Hassan. Regrettably, you're unqualified. Only immortal gods may mount or stand above us dragons.

“So you'll fly us to Delphi or not?”

I don't mind you lot underneath. Thus, I'll carry you in my claws.

Isvaron, huh. Flip-floppy bastard. I'd been scared stiff, but picturing it as a giant cat made sense.

Idiot.

That thought vanished when it scooped up our wagon in its four claws.

Flap, flap—.

Weird dude, but the strength befitting centuries was real.

“Come back through when heading to Sodomora—!”

“See ya, Stream Water Nymph—!”

We waved briefly to the people below.

I wasn't sentimental, but Paranoya and Luna, who'd had fun at the festival, kept waving until they looked like black ants.

“Neat brazier and fun village. They gave us heaps of mushrooms! Local ones. Delicious raw!”

“A place that cherishes nymphs...! As expected, no bad folk among the brazier faithful...!”

But soon the lofty blue sky and shrinking mountains erased the regret.

Brazier village, dragon, weird sword, festival. So much had our heads spinning we'd barely noticed—we were flying.

“Hassan, look! Sodomora down there!”

I peered out the wagon's window at Luna's words.

Sure enough, a city with tall walls and dense buildings sprawled in the distance.

“So tiny! Like an anthill!”

“Feels like I could squash it with a finger right now...!!”

Luna and Paranoya nailed it. The city where we'd bled and sweated looked so small.

Down there, tiny folk must be frowning and yelling over their tiny dramas.

It made all my past struggles seem trivial, almost funny.

“Cool.”

My honest awe slipped out.

I'd been glum about cramming into this wagon for a month, but now I felt great.

Rivers flowing by, forests, bizarre rock mountains, vast plains ahead—.

This was the world I'd fallen into.

Finally seeing it pieced together the puzzle in my head.

This is where I've been living.

Someone said.

“This must be the view from the lofty Hypnos gods. Even I've never seen the like. Gives me chills.”

“Dragons fly higher than clouds. We're soaring between clouds and stars.”

Probably Hippolyte and Elfriede.

Do the gods, dwelling in sky-high mountains, always behold such vistas? Enviable.

Seeing this daily would make anyone feel divine.

Grab hold. Accelerating now.

And so we flew toward the gods' city of prophecy, Delphi.

“Ah—! This scene... I remember dreaming it...! Hassan-ma'am, looking at the sky all happy, petting my head and giving candy...!”

“Don't lie.”
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I'll descend for a bit.

The blue-scaled dragonkin and devotee of the Forge God, Isbaron, began slowly lowering his altitude. Perhaps the half-day of constant wingbeats had tired him out.

We, who had merely been sitting in the carriage, were just as weary.

At first, we'd giggled excitedly at the unfamiliar sights from high altitude, but staying seated in one spot for so long drained more mental energy and stamina than expected.

I could understand why people prepare all sorts of things to pass the time on long flights. And since we had no safety measures at all, it had even been scary.

Luna, who had dozed off briefly, woke to the loud noise and called up.

"Are you tired?"

A deep grrr rumble from the massive dragon sounded like his reply.

I, Isbaron, can fly for more than two days without rest. Among my kin, I'm confident in my wing power.

"Then why are we descending?"

Because to reach Delphi, we have to walk a bit from over this forest. No one should fly above this forest.

Flap, flap.

Finally, the blue dragon set down the carriage compartment amid a dense thicket of trees.

It was just half a day in the sky, so calling it whining might be fair, but stepping on this earthy ground filled with the scent of grass felt strangely novel and refreshing.

None of us complained much. We stretched out our cramped bodies or did light exercises, savoring our return to the ground.

Only after loosening up for a good while did curiosity arise about where we actually were.

The Stream Water Nymph Paranoia spoke up first, asking the dragon.

"Where on earth is this...?"

"The Forest of Echoes."

But it wasn't the dragon who answered—it was Hippolyte.

"It's also called the Giant's Forest."

The Giant's Forest?

At those words, we all looked up. Trees soaring dozens of meters into the sky were utterly majestic.

The tangled mess of trees and vines looked less like a forest and more like a jungle in itself.

No way—what kind of trees grow this huge? I experimentally punched a trunk.

Thud.

"Whoa, solid."

The weight transmitted to my fingertips.

Naturally, their girth exceeded what I'd imagined for trees, making me feel like an ant. What could suit the name Giant's Forest better?

"The trees are huge! Guys, look at this! The mushrooms are massive too! Since the trees are big, everything else is too!"

I wasn't the only one amazed by these giant trees. Luna shouted in surprise at the bizarre orange mushrooms clinging to a trunk base.

Sure enough, as Luna said, enormous orange mushrooms the size of a person's torso dotted the spaces between trees.

Mushrooms?

Crack.

Then came the sound of something splitting open.

We stepped back a few paces at the massive presence. The blue dragon Isbaron, who had carried us all this way, had snatched up the orange mushroom Luna found and was crunching it down.

It was such a gruesome, brutal scene that my brow furrowed involuntarily. The guy was a natural mushroom butcher.

Of course, the giant reptile paid no mind, shredding and swallowing the huge mushroom before sprawling on the ground, belly down, and curling into a ball.

I'll rest here for about an hour. Feel free to explore the ground.

An hour's rest.

The dragon wasn't some steel-and-oil machine, so rest was natural.

Thanks to him, we got an hour to roam this forest freely.

"Luna, look over here.... There, ants crawling around... they're huge...."

Paranoia pointed in genuine shock at a corner. Sure enough, ants the size of human forearms marched in a line, clattering along.

Each carried leaves and twigs big enough for umbrellas, like they were off to build a dam.

"Giant ants.... I've never seen ants this big...!"

"Look at that! Spiderwebs are huge too!"

What? Spiderwebs?

When Luna pointed between the trees, my vision swam. Just as she said, an enormous spiderweb filled my view.

Exaggerating a bit, it was movie-screen sized. Imagining the spider that wove it was horrifying.

And it wasn't just ants or spiders—the small insects scurrying around were all impressively large.

How to put it.

Staring at these massively bloated creatures felt like cognitive dissonance, as if I'd shrunk. Like Gulliver in giant land.

Kinda creepy.

"Paranoia! Come mushroom hunting with me! Big trees! Mushrooms must be huge too! Rip and pull!"

"All the mushrooms in this forest are now doomed...!"

While I shrank back a little, Luna and Paranoia seemed thrilled. Come to think of it, Luna loved forests.

She was a true nature lover, venturing alone on weekends to dig up herbs and roots. Probably because of her grass affinity.

"Hold on, wandering off alone could be dangerous."

But Hippolyte reined in Paranoia and Luna.

"This is one of the travelers' demon realms. Bronze-tier mana beasts swarm here in droves. It's daytime now, so maybe okay, but as it darkens, who knows what might happen."

As expected of a forest teeming with giant ants and spiders—it harbored plenty of dangers.

Hippolyte seemed against Luna or Paranoia acting separately. I agreed.

Best to rest an hour by the carriage, then advance through the forest using the giant dragon as a shield.

"Too bad. I bet we could've foraged amazing herbs or fruits."

"Then let's rest together. Near the dragon, low-tier mana beasts won't even think of approaching."

With that, we leaned against the cool tree roots. The hard trunk and soft grass felt pretty good. Not as much as Luna or Paranoia, but I liked forests too.

Something about forest phytoncides really calms the mind, it seems.

Our party's slight agitation from flying had settled into calm.

But this place felt oddly familiar. Had I been here before? When? What— My thoughts cut off abruptly.

Zzzzt.

"Ahh! That mean kid is bullying the poor ant...!"

Even in the forest, one couldn't settle and was bouncing with energy. Paranoia, for instance.

Surrounded by trees, she was like a kid in a toy store, unable to calm down.

"Let the ant go...!"

The Stream Water Nymph yelled at Elfride, who was grabbing a giant ant's waist and inspecting it.

Elfride, unconcerned, even shook its back.

Zzzt, zzzzt.

"As expected of an ancient species."

Bored, she released it to the ground. The ant, seizing the chance, scurried away like a shot.

"I thought it felt like my homeland forest. This is an ancient species habitat."

"What do you mean?"

To my question, Elfride swept her finger at the ants and trees.

"Everything's oversized. This is the vegetation zone of the now-declined ancient species." Or so, she trailed off.

Some huge ancient species race, apparently.

As I nodded, Hippolyte, who had been sharpening her new Jealousy Sword with a whetstone, tossed a comment in passing.

"Traces of the old rulers, the Titans. The forest still breathes with giant god-kin mana. That's why everything grows huge. There was even an experiment where ordinary eggs hatched huge here."

"Whoa, then couldn't we make a fortune just hauling in eggs? Raise hens, get massive eggs nonstop!"

Luna asked in real shock. Her idea was purely pragmatic commerce.

If the forest's mana made things huge, as Hippolyte said, why not raise pigs, chickens, mitchuri here?

My mind flashed to planting ginseng roots. They'd be insanely huge. Solid gold.

But Hippolyte just chuckled briefly, amused.

"Tried it already. All failed. Giant creatures grown here wither and die the moment they leave the forest."

"What? Can't sell 'em outside then."

"Right. Even without that, few dare raise chickens here. The forest's king doesn't allow it."

"King—?"

"Yeah, the king. With a huge dragon flying in, he might know we're here."

Hippolyte paused sharpening and pointed up.

High on a trunk was a scar like something ferocious had torn it. Too wild for sword or axe.

"Claw marks?"

"Right, Samar. That's the forest king's mark."

No way. A being that could scar such a high, sturdy tree? My vision swam.

"Tyrannosaurus?"

"Tyranno—what?"

"Ah, I meant, is the king a dinosaur?"

"Not a dragon, but just as strong. But Samar, don't pick a fight with it."

Talking about the mana beast king, huh.

Just then, the dragon uncurled from the ground. Our chats and rest had eaten up the hour.

Can't fly over this forest's sky because of that guy. Annoying, nasty bastard. Hiding deep in the woods makes even meeting him tough, let alone beating—

Swoosh.

The dragon raised its head slowly. It stared into the distant trees. Precisely, at something standing on four legs amid them, watching us.

My blood ran cold.

It was—a feline or canine beast. White fur waving, a stylish horn on its forehead, looking somewhat divine.

The problem was its size.

A four-legged beast the size of Luna's cabin stared at us with red eyes. Shocking.

Even dozens of meters away, its size shattered perspective, battering my optic nerves.

Shing.

Hippolyte drew her sword into combat stance.

"That's the mana beast king, Omega? First time seeing it up close, but radiating this aura from afar. Impressive presence."

Heh heh heh.

The dragon just laughed at Hippolyte's words. What's so funny? Its thorny fangs bared in a grin were scary enough.

Damn, why's this world full of terrifying beasts? In this huge forest, soft weak humans like me are just snacks.

Wilderness is so damn unfair.

"Ahh!"

But Luna, who seemed least involved, raised her hand excitedly, like spotting a dear friend.

"Hassan! Look! That guy!"

She even smacked my arm.

I know a bit about handling big beasts. Following Dad through mountains, fields, rivers, he'd taught me.

"Hassan, look!"

Worst thing: making loud noise. Beasts might see it as hostility and get riled!

"Luna, calm down a bit—"

"No, Hassan! Look! That guy! Doesn't it spark any memories?"

"What the hell."

"It's a white one! Hassan, our first quest as a party! Finding the cat!"

"What?"

Luna's words jogged my memory. It'd been a while, so fuzzy, but yeah—we'd entered the sewers hunting a cat with her.

A massive lion-like cat named "Cat." Rumors spread: Samar barehanded a lion, Nemean witch and...

Karruk.

"Oh, shit."

That distinctive cry unearthed deep-buried memories.

Nemea's huge white-furred cat-or-dog-or-lion. It looked just like that one.

But no time to dwell.

The giant white furball charged us at high speed—

Thud, thud, thud.

Its footfalls like dry thunder.

"Shit, incoming!"
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Thump, thump, thump-thump—.

The deafening sound of a massive four-legged beast charging through the underbrush echoed around us.

Karruk!

Its red eyes glared at us as if they could pierce right through. Of course, no matter how sharp its gaze, it wouldn't actually skewer us.

But those pillar-like legs ending in scythe-sharp claws? They looked more than capable of not just piercing us, but shredding us to ribbons.

Kyarruk—!

The beast closed in on us in an instant and reared up its front paw high.

“Aaah! That thing’s trying to give us a knuckle sandwich…! W-We have to run—!”

Paranoia was right. For some reason, this pissed-off colossal beast was winding up to rap our skulls. Though if it connected, my head would probably part ways with my body.

We couldn’t just stand there and take it, though.

We had the ultimate monster on our side—attack power 3000, defense 2500.

“Isvaron! Do something! Burst Stream of Destruction—!”

Ah—. Sorry, but in this forest, I can’t do a thing. That’s the deal.

“You son of a—!”

As I spat out a curse like a dying man’s last breath, I saw a fierce claw slash through the air toward me with a whoosh—.

“Hatsan—! Look out—!”

“Hatsan, sir, this time you’re really gonna die…!”

Luna and Paranoia’s sharp screams rang vividly in my ears, and at the same time, the massive forepaw hurtling toward me seemed to slow into a surreal crawl.

Was this the life-flashing-before-my-eyes thing?

Memories from the past flickered through my mind like a film reel.

Aaah! Hatsan, sir’s hellish finisher, the twenty-fifth one! The devastating knuckle sandwich!

Aaah! If you reduce Paranoia’s stake any further, she’ll drop from hell’s countess to mere viscountess…!

Bring all the nymphs and form hell’s nymph brigade—.

Damn it, my life-flashing montage was nothing but Paranoia. It felt like I’d been infected by some computer virus.

No way was I accepting this flash of life.

Paranoia as my dying vision? Hell no!

So I mustered every ounce of strength in my body and thrust both arms upward.

Wham—!

In the next instant, my body was smacked by that enormous paw and sent flying far away. It was a soul-shaking blow, like lightning had struck me through.

“Gaaah!”

It was horrific agony, but since I could feel the pain and think straight, it looked like I’d dodged death.

Still airborne, I twisted my body mid-flight and executed a proper landing roll.

Screeech—my slide across the grass didn’t sit well with it, apparently. The white-furred beast bared its arm-thick fangs and started growling.

Luna came rushing to my side.

“Hatsan, you okay!?”

“Yeah! Somehow I held!”

I’m not sure how, but in that split second, I’d drawn up all my energy and wrapped it around my arms to boost my defense. They say nothing beats real combat for practice.

Faced with death, I’d summoned superhuman focus in the clutch and channeled my aura.

The problem? I’d barely crossed death’s threshold once. I was out of ultimates and teleports. And the beast had just swung a casual smack.

Things looked bleak as hell.

It felt eerily like that day back then, naturally dredging up old memories. Right after forming a party with Luna, battling that powerhouse beast underground.

Back then, I’d been trembling like a mouse before a giant beast, too.

Is human history just one big loop—.

“Ifrit—!”

Then a sharp cry rang out from somewhere. Soon, a fireball hot enough to scorch the air erupted into the sky and rocketed forward.

Keeek—!

Boom—!

It slammed into the white-furred behemoth, detonating in a massive blast.

The heat was intense enough to suck the moisture from the air, leaving my skin parched.

Whoosh—.

Caught in the backlash, Luna and I crouched low and ducked our heads to avoid the flames.

“Eeeek—! I-I’m flying…!”

Paranoia, with her slight build, of course got hurled far away and tumbled. But that wasn’t the priority now.

Elfriede’s fireball.

The most basic fire spell, but like all attack magic, it packed the punch of an ultimate finisher.

Thump, thump, thump-thump—.

The beast, struck dead-on by the blast, had its white fur swallowed by crimson flames. Elfriede’s spell had landed hard—one look told you that.

Oh, a flame mage, eh? That odd mana makes sense now. Fine blaze. Not far off the dragons’ breath.

Even the haughty dragon Isvaron seemed impressed by the fireball. But Elfriede’s face stayed grim, despite praise from her beloved dragonkin.

“Didn’t take it down. If anything, I pissed it off more—. Guess I’ll have to unload something stronger.”

Kraaaah—!

Sure enough, the beast emerged from the flames unscathed, not a scratch on it. It drooled fury between its fangs.

Rabies, maybe.

Isvaron chuckled at the sight.

Of course its hide’s tough. Normal weapons and spells just bounce off. That’s why it rules this forest.

“Fall back, mage—. That weird chant’ll take time.”

Shing—.

Hippolite stepped in front of Elfriede, gripping a longsword as long as she was tall in both hands. Elfriede’s furrowed brow, tense as a neurotic’s, eased a bit.

“Then I’ll leave it to you.”

Elfriede began chanting a long, incomprehensible incantation.

For Elfriede, who cast most spells silently, chanting meant something massively powerful was coming.

Was she prepping that ultimate she used to drop the giant in the abyss?

Whatever it was, with Elfriede and Hippolite here, we were solid.

Yeah.

Unlike that first underground brawl with whatever cat-lion thing, the situation was different now. Our party’s quality had leveled up.

“Hup—!”

Hippolite inhaled sharply and swung her massive longsword with both hands.

From left to right—. Her blade cleaved the air, birthing a white sword-wind like a thorn or claw piercing the world, hurtling toward the beast.

Sword aura, slash wave—call it what you will, it was a swordsman’s secret technique.

Swooooosh—.

The destructive blade gale roared like crashing waves toward the white-furred monster—and.

!

It struck true, clashing with the beast’s body in a sharp metallic clang, like steel on steel.

No blood spray from the sharpness, no fur flying—just metal shrieking? Super weird.

“As expected, tough hide. How about I slice it off myself—.”

Hippolite smirked and kicked off, launching into the air. She brought her longsword crashing down from above onto the beast’s head.

Clean as a protractor-drawn semicircle—flawless, no wasted motion.

Clang—!

But the blade hitting its forehead just rang out with another deafening impact, like before.

“Ugh, way too hard!?”

Hippolite landed, her voice pitching up in uncharacteristic fluster.

“It’s like armored plate—!”

No doubt about it—Hippolite was spot-on. This white-furred fiend had steel-tough skin.

A beast clad head to toe in armor.

Balance patch real?

As I caught my breath and nursed the pain, wondering how to beat this thing, Luna rummaged at her waist and pulled out a small vial.

“Found it! Bug-repellent herb! This should neutralize that big guy for a bit!”

Bug-repellent herb?

Ah—.

I recalled how Luna took down Nemean’s white beast in the sewers with it.

The unique smoky aroma from burning it had crippled the thing’s movement.

“I was useless back then, but I’ve learned a few tricks now—! Hippolite! Buy me a little more time!”

“No clue what it is, but hurry up!”

While Hippolite kept the monster busy, Luna dumped the herbs from the vial onto the ground and struck a match to light them.

But the flames wouldn’t catch properly.

“Leaves a bit damp? Hatsan, help me get this fire going!”

I scrambled to assist, blowing on the leaves, piling on dry grass—nothing worked.

Then a tiny spark like a firefly zipped in from somewhere—.

Fwoosh—.

It ignited the bug-repellent herb into roaring flames.

I glanced back to see Elfriede resuming her chant. She must’ve sparked it. Unexpected, but no time to dwell.

“Smoke voodoo—!”

Luna shrugged off her robe-cape. Wondering what she was up to, I watched her flap it wildly to spread the smoke.

Flutter, flutter—.

The swirling haze wafted toward the white-furred behemoth.

Kyarruk—!?

It shuddered at the scent—and halted its attack on Hippolite, charging straight for Luna.

“H-Hatsan—! Block it a sec! Just a bit! It’s so huge, takes time for the effect to kick in!”

“Damn it, fine! Nox—.”

『Luminosity too high. Night Armor unavailable—.』

“No workaround, huh!”

Thud, thud—.

I planted my feet firm, yanked my club from my back. Stretched out, the rebar-weight behemoth became spear-length.

Gripping it two-handed, I hoisted it skyward.

Fwoom—.

The massive pillar sliced the air, surging upward.

“Come on, you bastard—!”

Kyarruk—!?

Sensing the threat, the white beast tried to halt, but its head was already in my club’s arc.

“Die, you fuck—!”

Hwoooooaaah—!!

Human limit strength: 15.

Plus this horror-crusher, now oddly called a weapon.

Testing power I couldn’t unleash on humans—against a foe my past self would’ve feared—I swung down with everything.

The pillar’s tip smashed into the gaping maw of the lunging monster’s head—.

!

A thunderous impact—and my titanium gauntlets shattered. Warm blood trickled from my nose and mouth.

Legs numb; spine and hips probably wrecked. I’d dealt the blow, but the recoil wrecked me.

Still, it hit like a truck.

Grrooo—!

Crack, crunch.

The ground cratered like a meteor strike, but the beast endured.

Blood streaming from eyes, nose, mouth, it chomped down on me.

“T-This bastard’s trying to eat me!”

I grabbed its jaws, barely holding to avoid being lunch.

Our bite force versus my grip locked in stalemate—then I felt its strength ebbing.

“Shadow Bind—!”

Luna drove something sharp into the earth behind me with a thunk. Shadow Bind.

One of her terrifying spells, sealing movement temporarily.

Grrooo….

It worked—the white beast froze, jaws halting their shredding.

“Hatsan! Not dead yet! Finish it off! Too big—can’t hold long! M-Max ten seconds!”

Ten seconds!?

Her words snapped me alert. I wriggled free of its mouth, locked my arms around its thick neck.

It shrugged off clubs, swords, fire. But it was flesh and blood, heart beating.

Choke the oxygen—end it.

“Grraaah—!”

Its neck was pillar-thick. Tendons, bones, muscles, flesh, blood—all bulged in frenzy.

Grroooaaah—.

“S-Spell’s breaking, Hatsan—!”

Graaaah—!!

Crack—!

Glass shattering—and the beast thrashed wildly again. It raked its forepaws at me clinging to its neck.

“Fuck, die already—! Die—!”

Letting go now? All my training, growth—wasted.

So I clamped harder with grit even I found shocking.

“T-That’s one of Hatsan, sir’s top five instant-death moves, the Death Hug—! T-The big beast’s done for…!”

“I’ll help, Hatsan—!”

Hippolite grabbed a forepaw—fewer swipes at me now. Relief.

Huff, huff—.

The beast’s nose breaths faded to whispers.

Veins bursting in my head, I squeezed my last dregs. Live or kill—no other thoughts.

And finally.

….

Finally, I felt a small life flicker out within it. I’d felled the giant fiend with the Death Hug. Only then did my body go limp.

Like I’d burned next year’s strength—couldn’t twitch a finger. Collapsed, my vision blurred over everything.

“Whew! Hatsan took down the giant whitey! Let’s skin it! Their hides make killer clothes!”

Luna cheered.

“Didn’t even need to step in.”

Elfriede extinguished the eerie flame flickering at her staff’s tip.

“Raw power, no skill needed. That’s Samaritan for ya—.”

Hippolite sheathed her longsword with a tsk.

“Hatsan, sir dodged death again…! H-How long do you plan to mock the god of death, Moros…!!”

….

Relief at survival, triumph at victory—my mind cleared like a waterfall rinse on my brain.

Hey, maybe I could just close my eyes and sleep right here—.

Karruk—.

Karruk—.

Karuk.

“W-What the fuck is that—.”

I reopened my eyes to white fur clumps encircling us. The blue dragon, chuckling creepily, finally spoke.

What you slew was the beast king’s offspring, a juvenile. A karma feat beyond mortal reach, among the distant stars. Looks like the forest king Echidna’s taken an interest in you.
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The Giant's Forest, commonly known as the Ancient Forest, was a place that had preserved its primeval essence from the dawn of this world's creation right up to the present day.

It was a world of survival of the fittest, dominated by massive and merciless beasts.

I'd once called Sodmora a ruthless and barbaric city, but in truth, compared to this genuine primordial wilderness, that place was as orderly as a library.

Grrooo...

Karrrooo...

The deeper we ventured into the forest, the more the dense undergrowth and colossal trees seemed to teem with enormous presences looming toward us, ready to pounce at any moment.

Fortunately, none of the grotesquely massive magical beasts lunged at us. If there was one rule that held sway in this merciless wild, it was domination by the strong.

We were currently being escorted— in a bizarre sort of way— by the offspring of the being called the forest's king, as we made our way toward its heart.

It seemed they were inviting us into their domain. They said it was a rare occurrence. Even I might be seeing the forest's king for the first time.

The dragon Isvaron, who had lived nearly 500 years, let out an admiring chuckle at the situation, clearly amused. But the only one maintaining composure amid the magical beasts was the enormous blue dragon, no less massive than they were.

Luna, Paranoia, and I could do nothing but tremble and stare up at the beasts encircling us like suffocating walls.

Karruk-.

"Ah, th-that one's licking its chops looking at me... It definitely thinks I'm a tasty nymph... Th-this is unacceptable—mmph—."

"Shut your nonsense."

I hurriedly clamped Paranoia's mouth shut and glanced warily at the surrounding white furballs. If she provoked them unnecessarily and they turned on us, we were done for in every way.

....

Thankfully, the massive furballs filling our surroundings seemed interested only in walking, nothing more.

What in the world.

What was I even doing right now?

I'd thought the magical beast we'd just taken down together with my party members was the lord of this forest.

But it turned out that one was just a juvenile or subadult, and we were now surrounded by its siblings or kin, being led to the king that had birthed it.

"This qualifies as very courteous treatment."

Hippolyte laughed as if she found the beasts' escort amusing, but to me, this wasn't an escort— it was more like—.

"Hassan, it feels like they're watching us to make sure we don't run."

Exactly. As Luna said, this was a vast white prison enclosing us.

If we tried to shake off their "escort" and flee, those enormous claws would undoubtedly pulverize us like garlic.

Escaping would be difficult in any case, since an even larger specimen than the one we'd felled earlier was mixed in with the procession. It had to be insanely powerful.

That was when it happened.

!!!

A thunderous roar echoed from somewhere, and we all instinctively dropped low to the ground. Knees bent, ears covered, foreheads pressed to the dirt.

It wasn't a trained response— it felt like some instinctual switch deep in our guts had been flipped.

Gaaak, gaaak, gaaak-.

Zhi-jib, zhi-jib-.

At the same time, countless birds lurking in the forest cried out and fluttered in chaos. It felt just like a bomb had gone off, leaving us utterly disoriented.

After a few seconds— maybe a dozen or so— as the echoes and bird cries began to die down, Luna lifted her head.

"Did you hear that just now?"

She brushed the dirt from her forehead where it had stuck to the ground.

"Whoa. I thought a volcano had erupted! The one in the island's center exploded with exactly that sound!"

"Indeed, quite the impressive shriek. I nearly flinched myself."

But Hippolyte stood tall, as if unfazed even in that moment.

How could a person be this fearless? I started worrying if Hippolyte was somehow broken or damaged in some way.

"I-I saw that giant furball open its mouth to scream...! It's a scaredy-cat...!"

"...Be quiet! You're the one who was crying—."

"Shh, Paranoia! I told you not to cry so easily!"

It was chaos in every sense.

Only after calming my pounding heart could I finally grasp what had happened. As Hippolyte said, that earlier explosion of sound had been a scream.

A massive someone's scream.

And a creature capable of such a thunderous scream would rightly be called the sovereign of this vast, bizarre primordial forest.

Why would something so enormous and majestic let out a scream like that? My meager imagination couldn't even hazard a guess.

As if reading my thoughts, Elfride— who had been touching her lips— tossed out a casual remark.

"We killed one of its young, so the mother must be furious."

"Oh crap. Then we're screwed?"

"Ask it yourself. Look, we're almost there."

Elfride's red eyes gazed up at the high sky. More precisely, at a staggeringly massive tree that seemed to pierce the heavens.

A colossal tree.

Though I'd described it as such, I wondered if it could even be called a tree. Vines and strangely grown trees intertwined chaotically, forming a single thick pillar.

Plants tangling together into a mass wasn't uncommon, so that alone wasn't particularly special. But when the scale reached dozens of meters, even terms like "majestic" and "grand" felt somehow inadequate and cheap.

I recalled a documentary I'd absentmindedly watched as a kid.

A single mature tree is an ecosystem unto itself for small creatures.

A tree grown to this scale was truly a forest and a world in its own right.

A World Tree in every sense.

What did Elfride, the elf from Alvheim, think of it?

"It does resemble the forests back home. Though the trees there are incomparably smaller—."

I see.

I mentally added a star to the World Tree's size in my head.

A tree bigger than this? That was terrifying in its own way. And I added another star to Elfride's depravity for setting such a tree ablaze.

"Hassan, you're thinking something super shitty right now, aren't you?"

Damn, could this elf read my mind?

"Nope."

After brushing it off, we climbed onto the backs of the white furballs and ascended the tree. At the top, we came face-to-face with the being called the sovereign of this forest.

The king of magical beasts—.

Its bearing was truly regal.

Regulus, my greatest sore spot, aaah—!! My little king is dead—!

Its body towered dozens of meters high, with skin as pale as snow. Bones from various beasts clung to it like jewelry and clothing, artfully covering parts here and there.

Flaming red hair, slit golden pupils, and a long tail covered in red scales— it was as if someone had fused a giant serpent and a human halfway.

How could such a being exist in this world?

The sheer cognitive dissonance made my brain feel like it was splitting again, not into left and right hemispheres, but upper and lower.

Even Hippolyte, who had been so relaxed until moments ago, furrowed her brow slightly and fell silent before this immense presence.

My..., my firstborn child, gone so pathetically and simply—!!

Before this colossal being lay the corpse of the white beast we'd... no, I'd strangled to death earlier.

Echidna, the serpent woman and sovereign of the Ancient Forest, clutched the scruff of the white-furred corpse and wailed in utter grief.

I could understand her sorrow at losing a child she'd birthed, but watching it filled me with dread.

Damn, it was self-defense.

We'd all nearly died too.

It attacked first— would excuses like that fly?

Swish-.

Soon, those enormous, eerie golden eyes fixed on me.

Cursed black hair! Not content with slaying Denebola, now you've killed my eldest son Regulus too! Be cursed! I shall curse you! I told you never to return to this forest!

Shk, shk-.

Its long, serpentine tongue produced a horrifying sound. But something about its speech felt off.

Gathering my trembling legs, I forced strength into them, braced my lower abdomen, and asked.

"Um, s-sorry, but I only killed that one just now. And this is my first time here...."

Liar, black hair! You came to the forest last week too, causing havoc! You killed my second daughter Denebola and skinned her! Now my heir Regulus too!

Ssshhh-.

The serpent woman's massive hair stood on end like living creatures writhing.

I told you I had nothing more to say to you!

At the same moment, the white-furred beasts that had been escorting us bristled their fur toward us.

Puffing up their bodies was a universal sign of aggression. Hippolyte and Elfride accordingly aimed their sword and staff in all directions.

"No, hear me out. We really are here for the first time—."

Silence! No need to hear you out! You've killed two of my children, so I'll kill two of yours! Offer up two lives obediently!

It was a powder-keg moment.

We were probably about to get wrecked.

Just as my vision started to blur with dizziness, someone spoke up.

"Shk, shk-!"

It was Luna. She slowly approached the massive serpent woman, making strange hissing sounds.

"Shk..., shk-!"

My brain couldn't keep up with this bizarre scene. My other companions looked equally baffled when Paranoia shouted.

"L-Lady Luna's finally lost her mind...! Using serpent tongue in a situation like this!"

Ah, serpent tongue—.

Only then did I remember Luna's peculiar ability to speak with snakes.

I'd struggled with English after over ten years of study, but Luna could handle human speech, snake speech, and even bits of other beasts' languages.

Is there one who speaks the serpent tongue? But your skill is poor. Pronunciation imprecise. Use the continental common tongue instead.

"Shk-."

Few know the serpent tongue regardless. For your sincerity, I'll hear you out once.

Whatever it was, Luna seemed to have succeeded in swaying the massive serpent woman with her odd words.

Her bristling hair settled down, and the surrounding beasts, who had been growling with fangs bared, calmed noticeably.

The blades at our napes receded a few centimeters, and blood finally returned to my body.

Sssswish.

The serpent woman's enormous face slowly approached us.

Then make your excuses, black hair. Not only did you kill my cherished daughter and wear her as clothing, but you slew my most beloved firstborn too.

"Well, that one attacked us first. It was self-defense— lack of illegality due to justification or whatever. And I swear, this is my first time here."

I mounted my own desperate defense.

Liar. You came last week and tore up the whole forest. I remember your loathsome face clearly, black hair. Your scent too!

Churp, churp-.

A massive tongue extended and licked my face.

Was this how a nut felt being licked by squirrels? I was the nut. No, nuts had hard shells— I was less than that.

But the serpent woman, continuing to lick me, furrowed her brow in puzzlement.

No, the scent is slightly different. Who are you exactly? You have a strange smell. Not quite female.

"I'm not a woman, I'm a man."

Indeed, a different one! Other black hairs keep coming and killing my children—!

Huge teardrops began falling from the massive woman's eyes. She looked utterly heartbroken,

But since it was about me, my anxiety spiked. Crying one moment, raging the next— total emotional whiplash.

The opponent was the king of magical beasts. Trying to read her was pointless.

We promised to live quietly in this forest, didn't we? This forest is our everything. Yet you keep coming and tormenting us!

"Well...."

My firstborn Regulus was a very brave child! He must have seen you as the enemy of his sibling. That bravery led to his death.

"Well, sorry.... We should've talked it out, but it was so sudden and overwhelming, we couldn't even think of that...."

Lately, it felt like I kept having to apologize.

In some ways, I was a master of apologies and reflection. Perhaps my sincere remorse worked, as Echidna stopped crying.

Was my child strong?

"Uh.... Insanely strong."

I see. My firstborn Regulus was the little king of this forest. A child who flew like the wind. Now he's grown cold and stiff, unable to take a single step....

Damn, what kind of conversation was this? The surreal situation left me feeling drunk and dazed.

Then Echidna spoke.

Well, what's done is done with the dead. Children can always be made again. I'll forgive you, black hair.

"Really?" I nearly jumped for joy. They say extreme happiness makes people dance involuntarily, and that's exactly how I felt.

At least until her next words.

Yes. The black hair from last time was a female like me, so mating was impossible. But you're male. Gift me as many children as you killed, and we're even.

That is the condition for forgiveness— the massive serpent woman concluded.
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The giant snake woman who had finished speaking those words added that it was the condition for forgiveness.

To gift her a child.

A child isn't something you can just buy from a shop and wrap in pretty paper.

So, if I understood correctly, those words probably meant something along those lines.

My vision blurred right then.

The demon realm is called the demon realm precisely because it is a place beyond human understanding.

The same goes for demonic beasts and monsters.

They are called monsters and feared because they possess inscrutable aspects that human reason cannot comprehend.

That seemed to apply to Echidna as well, known as the king of monsters in this ancient forest. As the king of monsters, her incomprehensibility must soar even higher.

While I was reeling as if struck by an unexpected blow, Luna, standing beside me, spoke up in surprise on my behalf.

“A child, to gift a child? What does that mean!”

What does it mean? It means exactly what it says. To mate with me.

“Th-that’s not allowed!”

Not allowed? Why? Ah, are you the mother of this black-haired one?

“That’s not it…”

Then, is this woman with the massive greatsword the mother of this sturdy man?

Echidna’s enormous eyes turned toward Hippolyte. I thought the proud Hippolyte would fire back strongly, but unexpectedly, she blushed and stammered, flustered.

No answer, so that’s not it. Then, are you this man’s mate?

Echidna’s eyes soon turned to Elfride. Elfride, who had been watching the situation with detached eyes, lifted her head with a “Ha-?” as if she’d heard something absurd.

“W-why me! No, it’s not!?”

Then… none among you can stop this man and me from mating.

“Why don’t you ask that paranoiac?”

A man without a mate. And I currently have no mate. There is no reason we cannot pair. A man strong enough to fell my firstborn son will surely sire strong offspring.

Swoosh.

An enormously large finger stroked my head.

If she pressed down with force, I’d be crushed like an ant under her finger, so all I could do was tremble.

At that moment, Elfride spoke up.

“But your sizes don’t match at all. Could such a relationship even be possible in the first place?”

Hm, now that you mention it, yes. Compared to my former husband Typhon, this man is small and cute in many ways. He’s not fully grown yet.

“Ah! You, you’re the wife of the great monster Typhon?”

Hm, you’re the nymph who’s been chattering nonstop. Be quiet—

Snap—.

With a flick of her finger, Echidna silenced Paranoy as if zipping her mouth shut.

“Mmph, mmph—” The strange noises suggested some magical force had sealed her mouth. I wondered how it was done. I wanted to learn it.

Anyway, with Paranoy quiet, we all fell silent.

After humming thoughtfully for a while, Echidna spoke again.

I do know a spell to shrink to human size. A transformation incantation. But right now, I’ve lost much of my power in various ways. Still, in about another hundred years, I should recover enough mana to use incantations!

At Echidna’s optimistic declaration, Luna responded positively in kind.

“Th-then we can make a child in a hundred years!”

Yes, exactly. Return to this spot in a hundred years, black hair. This is a promise. A promise between you and me. Swear by Styx that you will give me a child to replace the one you killed—. All those present here will bear witness.

“That’s…”

I was terribly troubled. To swear by Styx.

As I’ve said before, I was raised by my father and mother with near-oppressive emphasis on always keeping promises.

To me, promises must be kept. Thus, I never make promises I can’t keep.

Moreover, I had personally experienced how binding a Styx oath is. And now she wanted me to make one.

As I stood there sweating coldly, unsure what to do, Luna poked my side. Then she whispered softly in my ear.

“Hassan, just promise…!”

“No, that would be a lie.”

“Hassan, lying is your specialty. In a hundred years, you’ll be dead anyway. A promise you can’t keep because you’re dead isn’t deliberately broken, so it’s fine even if you violate the Styx oath.”

Luna was indeed clever. Looking at Hippolyte and Elfride, they nodded as if sharing her thinking.

Either way, escaping this situation was best. If we upset the forest king, we might have to fight all these demonic beasts here.

So, reluctantly, I opened my mouth.

“Understood. Then, I promise.”

Then it is promised, black hair. This pact cannot be broken even by Jupiter’s authority.

“Yes.”

I squeezed my eyes shut in my mind. Worried some text might appear, but fortunately, nothing did. Just a verbal promise, then.

Right then, Echidna swung her massive index finger—whoosh—.

The white beast’s corpse before her, probably Regulus, began to twitch strangely.

Soon, Echidna grabbed its skin and peeled it off with a rip. Then she placed it atop my head.

This is the token of our covenant. Proof of the promise. For one hundred years from today, carry it always. So you never forget that you killed my firstborn, the lion-hearted Regulus.

Swoosh.

Echidna’s golden pupils loomed massively toward me. Droplets of the tears she had nearly shed earlier glistened in those huge eyes.

My reflection formed like an image in those tears, hazy.

With the white-furred demonic beast’s skin draped over me, I looked every bit the barbarian.

A barbarian draped in skin that deflects swords and most magic. A barbarian who casually slays women’s children.

Now, go. I must hold this child’s funeral.

Sloooowly.

Echidna pulled away from me and lifted the massive corpse onto her palms.

The skin that had once gleamed white now stripped away, leaving a gruesome sight.

Yet Echidna handled it without care, as if it were the world’s most fragile vessel, cradling it tenderly.

Earlier, I had prattled that monsters are monsters because they’re incomprehensible. But now, I could sense what this giant felt. Grief over her child’s death.

I had fled this place with an impossible vow against such a being. Thinking that way made me feel a bit pitiful and sorry, my back sweating.

Now, even if I wanted to, I’d never see her again.

An orphaned child is called an orphan. But there’s no famous word for parents who’ve lost a child.

They say it’s because there’s no word fitting the parents’ anguish, but it never really hit home. Now, watching, I somewhat understood.

As I fidgeted restlessly, someone tapped my shoulder.

“Hassan, does it bother you?”

It was Luna. She always knew my thoughts.

“Well, it can’t be helped.”

“Hmm—.”

Luna furrowed her brow slightly, then let out a small sigh of resignation. Then she opened her mouth slightly and murmured something I couldn’t understand—“.”

At that, the giant snake woman Echidna, who had been sobbing, turned back toward us.

Is that true? Is such a thing possible?

“I’m not sure since I’ve never tried it fully. But with the people here, it should work somehow—. Everyone, gather round. I’d like you to listen to what I have to say.”

*

*

*

“Really possible? Only gods can do that.”

Hippolyte, having heard the full story, furrowed her brow slightly. Elfride didn’t voice it, but she seemed skeptical of Luna’s tale too.

Paranoy, who had listened quietly, spoke up.

“Ah, my mouth can open now. But Lady Luna, using the heavens freely might earn the ire of the exalted Hypnos gods…!”

“I am Luna Noxdoty of the Dark Night Tribe. Drawing on the night sky is something our tribe’s shamans have always done, so it should be fine…!”

Luna seemed extremely optimistic. Then, as if losing confidence, she muttered softly.

“Of course, I don’t know if it’ll succeed…. But with your help, it might just work.”

“Let’s do it.”

I, who had listened quietly, spoke up. Leaving the forest like this would leave me with lingering unease forever.

And if Luna’s words held true, it could comfort Echidna, who lost her child.

“Then, Hassan and Hippolyte, you need to chop some wood. There should be trees in the forest that are solid inside, like stone. Bring a lot of those. Elfride, you prepare flames to burn those woods. Paranoy, you help me with the ritual preparations!”

In the end, we headed back into the forest as Luna directed.

Luna had described them, so Hippolyte and I set out to find trees solid inside, feeling like stones.

The primitive trees around us were all incredibly sturdy, so finding them was easy.

Felling them was the hard part.

“Whew—. Tough. Even with aura, it barely makes a nick. Impressive wood.”

Hippolyte wiped sweat from her brow and regripped her sword. It took her over ten swings to fell one thick tree.

“Since mastering aura, this is the first time something’s been this hard to cut. Good training.”

But that difficulty seemed to stoke Hippolyte’s challenge.

The problem wasn’t just the hard wood. The chopping sounds drew forest demonic beasts toward us.

Kerurur.

Gyarurua—.

Fitting the darkening forest.

Hideous beasts, more like deep-sea creatures than animals—truly monstrous in form.

Hippolyte, mid-chop, aimed her sword at them.

“Hell hounds and desire walkers. Both are deep-flood-dwelling hell wolves. Same rank demonic beasts, but in packs, their ferocity rivals silver-rank monsters.”

Grururur—.

Four-legged beasts like fused deep-sea fish and wolves glared with red eyes. But wary of Hippolyte’s sword, they didn’t charge.

Seeing this, Hippolyte said,

“The skin you’re wearing, from Regulus—it must have been truly powerful. They’re scared and won’t approach.”

“This is because of the skin?”

“Yes, they mistake you for a strong beast. But drag it out, and they’ll catch on. We need to speed up.”

A while later.

Thanks to the skin—the token of my pact with Echidna—Hippolyte and I safely loaded up heaps of firewood and returned to the tree.

Leaves, strange fruits, and mushrooms were arranged around it.

“Hassan, stack the wood neatly like in Yongbinyeol Village!”

“Got it.”

Following Luna’s instructions, I stacked the wood in a well shape.

Each piece was iron-bar heavy, but my strengthened strength let me pile them high. Atop it all lay the forest prince Regulus’s corpse, placed by Echidna.

“Now, we light it. We circle it, dancing. The flames must be strong enough to burn the wood instantly.”

At Luna’s explanation, Elfride eyed her staff.

“Then that guy really becomes a constellation?”

“Probably…. Alright, let’s start. Light it. Strong flames. Not scared of fire anymore?”

Swoosh.

Elfride spread her fingers.

“Nidhogg—.”

With her short, flat incantation, a firefly-sized ember floated slowly from her fingertips to the wood.

Whoosh—!

The blaze that erupted from that tiny spark devoured the massive, sturdy logs like prey, roaring high.

“Now, dance! Paranoy, clap to keep the beat!”

At Luna’s call, Paranoy clapped in a strange rhythm, and we all awkwardly circled the bizarre altar, dancing.

From afar, it’d look like a pagan ritual. And it pretty much was.

But according to Luna, this was a traditional funeral rite from Ideope Island: the burned remains rise to the night sky as a shining star.

Crackle, crackle—.

The fierce flames turned the wood to ash in moments. The smoke soared into the pitch-black sky, staining the dim heavens.

“Whew—.”

Enduring the searing heat while dancing, thick sweat beaded on Luna, Hippolyte, and Elfride’s brows. Even Luna’s expression darkened.

Something going wrong?

As I worriedly checked Echidna’s face,

She had raised her massive head to gaze at the night sky. Her lifted head hid her expression.

Ah—. I see it. My son, ascending to those heights.

Echidna murmured softly, as if seeing something amid the stars.

There, sitting like a lion—do you see it too?

My eyes saw only the usual myriad twinkling stars.

We kept circling the flames without commenting until they died completely.

Beside us, Echidna stared skyward until dawn broke and the stars faded.

Nights will be something to look forward to now. I acknowledge you differ from that cruel black hair. Thus, I shall answer what he asked—something I refused before.

“Answer? What?”

Luna, slumped exhausted under the dawn moonlight, asked. Echidna added firmly,

At dawn, seek the lake where two moons set. There lies what all desire. This is the answer to this year’s trial question, the key to karma.

“What? What’s that suddenly mean.”

Luna flopped over in confusion—.

“Is that, is that true!?”

Hippolyte screamed.

Soon, she gaped wider than ever and burst into laughter. Hippolyte had broken.
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After going through all sorts of ordeals, morning arrived, and we set off to exit the ancient forest.

All manner of grotesque beasts prowled around us, but thanks to the pelt of the Little King draped over my head, they couldn't muster the courage to attack. They just growled lowly instead.

"Lord Hassan's mighty valor has all the beasts of this forest bowing their heads...!"

Paranoya, as always, put on her bizarre display upon seeing me and the beasts.

Truth be told, I usually took half of what Paranoya said with a grain of salt and let the other half slide right off. But given the circumstances, her words rang surprisingly true this time, puffing me up with pride.

It felt just like being the donkey in the lion's skin. And honestly, the situation wasn't all that different.

Still, knowing full well how that donkey ended up exposed and humiliated after strutting around, I had no choice but to keep a dignified air to avoid any mishaps.

Stroke, stroke.

Luna kept petting my head and shoulders, so I reluctantly opened my mouth.

"Luna, what is it?"

"The fur feels amazing! I'm jealous!"

I see.

Luna seemed quite taken with the white pelt I had draped over me.

Come to think of it, she was the one who'd figured out what this beast really was.

It looked like the same species as that freakish magical beast called Whitey, which the witch Nemeia kept as a pet in her shop.

"It's bound itself to Hassan now. I wanted a piece of that hide myself."

"Maybe you could take a little?"

"No, this is a token of the pact. Even if you can't keep a promise, destroying its proof is bad luck."

Her words reminded me of the pact I'd made with Echidna.

The deal was that I'd help her have as many offspring as I'd killed of hers. Of course, the nuance of "helping" was utterly lascivious.

Husband to a snake woman.

Giant pythons symbolize lust and virility. That's why snake liquor was popular with men and women alike, even in back-alley tonics.

Let alone becoming the man of such a massive female—it was clear I'd be squeezed dry and crushed to death. Escaping her death grip coils was no different.

Of course, I hadn't fully escaped.

I'd merely postponed it with a promise to return to this forest in a hundred years.

But as I've said many times, the average lifespan here tops out at around seventy. Even I, having endured so much hardship in my youth, probably wouldn't last past eighty.

"Anyway, what a shame!"

At Luna's wistful words, Hippolyte, who had been walking quietly beside us, let out a thoughtful "Hm—."

"Well, it's prime material for armor or a shield. Leather this tough rivals luxuriously forged titanium or mithril. Though it'd be heavier, of course." She trailed off, adding that it seemed too hard to work with anyway.

She was spot on.

The hide covering me now was incredibly heavy, like wearing a condensed military tent around my body.

If my Strength hadn't reached 15—the supposed human limit—I probably couldn't have taken more than a few steps before collapsing under its weight.

But it was just as impossibly tough.

I'd seen for myself how it took a direct hit from Hippolyte's aura-clad sword strike without a scratch.

At least it served as protective gear for my head, neck, and the vulnerable spots on my back most prone to ambushes. I could endure the weight for that.

"Still, we're both decked out in beast byproducts, so we match! When we get to Delphoi, I'll stick on a ward and cast a spell to make it waterproof!"

Luna brightly declared this while donning her skull helmet.

Now that she mentioned it, with her bizarre skull helm and my hide mask, we looked like a matching couple's item.

To a stranger, we might pass for a savage tribal pair on an expedition to the continent.

"Ah! That kanf just thought something wicked...!"

"What? Why would I?"

"You're jealous of Lord Hassan's new beast hide...!"

"Hah? Why would I be jealous of that?"

"Honestly, I'm a little envious."

Hippolyte nodded as she eyed me over carefully.

"Fine beast hide like this is rare. Just wearing it marks you as a formidable warrior. It's practically a symbol of karma."

"Hmph."

Elfride looked like she had more to say, but with the mood against her, she let out a small scoff and clamped her mouth shut.

"Ah—! That shady kanf is up to no good...! Hiding something in her bosom...!"

"No, why are you always picking on me?"

"If you're innocent, leave Gaia continent...! This is nymph territory...! Anyway, she's hiding something super suspicious...!"

Paranoya's incessant yapping made the growls from the surrounding beasts grow louder.

Echidna had silenced her yesterday with some strange spell. I regretted not learning it, when Luna spoke up.

"Time for a Silence Honeycomb after so long?"

"..."

Paranoya shut her mouth instantly, as if she'd never spoken. The whole forest seemed to fall silent with her.

Knowing full well what Luna meant by "Silence Honeycomb," she trembled in fear.

Thinking about it, we didn't need fancy spells or magic to quiet her down.

"So, what'd she hide?"

Satisfied with the quiet, Luna turned the topic to Elfride.

Elfride sighed faintly, as if she had no choice, and pulled something from her pants pocket, holding it out to us with a flick.

It was a small, white stone.

What was this?

As I felt a twinge of curiosity, Hippolyte spoke.

"A magic stone from a beast. High purity, too. You scavenged it from the pyre earlier, right?"

"Yeah."

"I heard fire mages incinerate beasts to extract stones. Guess it's true."

A magic stone.

Only then did I recall our past adventures with Elfride. She'd often burn the corpses of monsters she'd slain to ash.

I'd thought it was just her pyromaniac elf quirk.

So it was to harvest magic stones.

Even I'd heard of them from my brief adventurer days. They held mana or whatever and were like jewels to mages.

A tiny stone from incinerated remains.

Like relics or sarira. Probably similar.

"Oh? When'd you snag that! Jealous! Gimme one!"

Luna eyed the beast relic in Elfride's hand with regret.

Elfride had always been soft on Luna, so I wondered, but surprisingly, she clenched her fist around it and pocketed it, unwilling to part with it.

"Sorry, it's mine. Gonna make a necklace. It'll be an artifact on par with that hide hat of yours."

"That kanf's aiming to wear something made from the same material as Lord Hassan's...!"

"It's not like that, okay?"

Elfride's ears twitched in panic. She glanced around wildly, as if offended by the false accusation, then fell silent.

With all these strong-willed folks together, it was pure chaos.

Felt like I understood why idol groups disband once the money rolls in—everyone goes their own way.

As I thought that, the forest thinned, revealing open fields. The blue dragon Isvaron, who had been walking silently, spoke up.

Time to fly again. Get in the carriage. And you, Juvenile Hassan.

I looked up as the dragon addressed me. Its massive blue pupil stared down piercingly.

My heart raced. But it said its piece, unconcerned with my feelings.

If you wish, you may ride my back once.

"No way!"

Elfride beat me to the reply.

"You're letting that guy on your back? Why?"

He amused me. Might as well let him ride once.

Whatever it was, my desperate struggles for survival had apparently earned high marks from this blue dragon.

Amuse it, and you get a ride.

I mentally added "appreciates humor" to my notes on dragons, these massive reptiles.

Anyway, from everyone's reactions, riding a dragon's back was no ordinary feat. Even in this world of magic, curses, and spells, it was rare and precious.

"Fine, what the hell. I'll ride. But it'd feel weird solo. Mind one more? Too heavy?"

Heavy? Your weight's nothing to me. Fine, one more. But if you fall, tough luck.

My offhand comment oddly pricked the blue dragon's pride, and it permitted far more easily than expected.

"Anyone wanna ride up with me?"

I asked the party, but no one jumped.

"Riding on the back, if you fall to the ground, you'll end up messier than a splattered egg...!"

Paranoya had a point. No seatbelts, clinging to a dragon flapping at high speed? Riskier than highway biking without a helmet.

Now I felt like sticking to the cargo hold.

I won't accept your refusal. My pride as Isvaron forbids it.

The blue dragon sensed my hesitation and blocked the escape. Damn.

Now I had to point at someone willing to die with me. I looked like Clyde Bonis, facing a suicide flight.

Ride or die.

My partner in this...

Hold tight. If you fall, not my problem. Been ages since I carried anyone—feels awkward.

"Hey, where do I even grab?"

Figure it out.

Astride the dragon, I freaked out. Its back was covered in smooth, tightly packed scales—no gaps to grip.

Nothing to hold.

What do I grab?

Then a calm voice came from behind.

"Idiot, quit panicking. Dragons are flight masters alongside griffons. No fussing, no falling."

It was Elfride, mounted behind me. I'd picked her as my ride-or-die.

She loved dragons anyway—probably saw riding this vast back as a dream come true.

Shaking off my fear, I bluffed.

"So, how's it feel fulfilling your dragonback dream thanks to me?"

"Pfft. No one else wanted to. You'd look pathetic shivering up high alone, so I'm helping."

"Sure, got it."

Her voice trembled slightly too.

Not from terror like mine, but the excited quiver of a kid at a dream ride. Her ears were flushed red.

Here we go.

Flap—.

With a mighty wingbeat, our bodies lifted off.

"Eek—!"

Elfride let out an uncharacteristically shrill yelp and clung to my back.

"What, idiot? No need to freak, you said?"

"Sh-shut up."

Accelerating. Gotta reach Delphoi by nightfall.

Flap, flap—.

The wind blasted my face with the huge wingbeats.

Dragons were flight experts, per Elfride—no need to grip anything. But facing this intense speed wind, I felt like I'd fly off anyway.

No leisure to sightsee or savor the experience; I just ducked my head.

Was Elfride the same?

Her chatter died the moment we took flight.

Turbulence ahead. Might jostle—grab something.

"Hey, idiot, grab what?"

I was losing it. Turbulence? Sounded like the worst life storm ever.

Am I dying?

What to grab?

As I panicked, something tugged firmly at my waist sash. No need to check—Elfride, plastered to my back.

"Hey, idiot, grabbing me? If one falls, we're both dead."

"Why so scared? Ride or die—same either way. Just enjoy the wind."

"Enjoy what? You get shelter from my back, so you're f—"

Whoooosh—.

Vicious winds battered us from all sides, shaking my body wildly.

Elfride's grip on my side tightened. Soon her arms wrapped my waist like a seatbelt.

Bump, bump—.

The gusts tossed us like a new car on a rough road—no time to care.

Her hold around my waist even gave a strange sense of security, despite doing nothing.

Of course, I didn't say that.

No need.

After shaking through the turbulence for ages, we burst from the clouds into clear skies, mountains sprawling below. Despite my recent terror, the sight purely overwhelmed me.

Elfride, still clutching my waist, spoke.

"Never thought I'd come back here like this. Remember this place?"
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When was it?

I remembered seeing an aerial photo of the Korean Peninsula while mindlessly surfing the internet. If I had to sum up my impression back then, it was something like, "Whoa, there are really so many mountains."

The Korean Peninsula was packed with that many mountains.

Fuck, a ton of them.

For real.

If you think about it, it was this bizarre terrain where mountains covered half the land.

No one seemed to find it strange; they just lived with it. But there were so damn many mountains that I had to climb countless ones following my dad.

Right now, though, I was shocked enough that the memory of that aerial photo naturally popped into my head.

Looking down from the sky, this Gaia continent was also riddled with an insane number of mountain ranges stretching out like veins.

The lush forests, the valleys snaking through them, and the rivers formed by those valleys merging—it was all pretty majestic.

In that sense, the place I lived and this Gaia continent had some similarities.

As I was lost in those thoughts, Elfriede, plastered to my back, whispered softly like a leaf fluttering in the wind.

“I never thought I’d come back here like this. Do you remember this place by any chance?”

At Elfriede’s question, I looked down at the mountains sprawled below.

What was there to recognize? And I’d never even heard of coming here before.

Had all this flying messed up Elfriede’s head?

Just like caterpillars have to munch on pine needles to survive, wingless folks like us are best off with our feet planted on the ground.

What if Elfriede, with her head gone haywire, jumped off while clinging to my waist? As I fretted over that self-destructive impulse bubbling up, she spoke.

“This fucker doesn’t even remember where we are, huh.”

“No, where the hell are we?”

“This is near Deathros’s arena.”

“Fuck—?”

Only then did the mountains start looking familiar.

Holy shit, I’ve been here before. Not just been here—I’d done a ton of shit around here.

When I set that fire and ran, hopping mountains and racing across plains in a daze. Remembering how hard I’d toiled somewhere down there felt profoundly weird.

It was this indescribable, once-in-a-lifetime oddness that defied description. Like going back to your old military base years after discharge—would it feel like this?

Fuck if I know.

“Seriously, this is that area? No signs of the fire anywhere.”

“The blaze you started back then must be overgrown now, but yeah, it’s definitely around here. Near Delphi. Oh, and I’m just asking now, but how the hell did you end up caught by those human hunters?”

“What do you mean? I came to, in some weird forest. Got chased by those monster fuckers, captured, and slaved away in the arena.”

“No, I mean, why’d you come to the continent from Samaria?”

“I don’t know, fuck. No idea why I’m here. Just woke up and bam, here I was.”

The memory of my first day tumbling into this bizarre world was still crystal clear, even years later.

“Yeah, keep lying to the end, huh? Did you really kill someone back home and flee or what?”

“Fuck...”

Even if I told the truth, no one would believe me. They might even try an exorcism, claiming I was possessed by a demon or ghost.

When was it? I once saw guys performing an exorcism to “save” someone supposedly possessed.

I am the legion! I am the ghost of the legion!

To me, the guy looked like a simple schizophrenic, but these uncivilized continent folk with no psych knowledge whipped him mercilessly and pelted him with stones.

Very carefully with the stones! The demon’s taken his body!

No solution but to beat the shit out of him!

Fuck, if I yelled about Earth or South Korea, I’d get the same treatment. So I decided to bullshit my way through.

“I don’t know.”

“Well, a coward like you probably didn’t kill anyone and run. If you really don’t know why, maybe you’ll get answers in Delphi. Their oracles are famous for answering any question.”

“Really?”

They answer any question? Such amazing beings existed? As I opened my mouth to say more, the view unfolding below cut me off.

Beyond the endless mountains that had started feeling boring, a vivid blue horizon stretched out to greet me.

The sea.

The first ocean I’d seen in this world hit me with its vast, intense shock.

That port city over there must be Delphi. Just land in the city center or something?

“No clue.”

Then I’ll pick a spot and land this body.

Swoooosh—.

Isbaron’s body, which had been soaring powerfully for days, began descending. Soon, we hovered right above a massive port city rivaling Sodomora.

My first impression: a beautiful city full of white bricks.

Round-domed blue roofs atop white brick buildings, bizarre statues everywhere, and mist from waterfalls cascading off the mountains piercing the city.

Embracing both mountains and sea—it was a tourist’s dream.

Out of the way, little creatures—!

Flap, flap—.

Isbaron circled the huge city, roaring loudly.

Why’s this guy doing this? It reminded me of a driver hunting for parking, and somehow I got it.

People scattered in panic below him.

W-what! A dragon!

No prophecy about a dragon coming today!?

Dragon attack! Temple knights! Call the paladins! A feral dragon’s assaulting the city!

Dong, dong, dong, dong—.

Bells rang noisily everywhere, and amid the fleeing crowds, soldiers with spears, swords, arrows, and shields poured out.

It reminded me of a well-kept yard—digging in the dirt and uncovering an ant hill like this.

But Isbaron acted like he didn’t give a shit.

Oh, open space there. I’ll drop you off over by that. Been so long since Delphi, forgot where the lots are.

Flap—.

He finally halted his massive wingbeats and set us down in a wide, open area in the city center—like a parking lot.

More like an outdoor opera theater, really.

Problem was, the second we landed, countless soldiers in gleaming armor swarmed the dragon’s side.

“You there, blue dragon! State your identity! If you’re invading the city solo, we’ll call the mages and respond in kind!”

Hm, looks like a misunderstanding. I am Isbaron, apostle of Goddess Vesta. A dragon of the hearth with a proper flight license registered. No intent to attack, so you can stand down.

“Dragon of the Hearth?”

“Oh, not a feral one then.”

The soldiers’ sharp stances softened a bit at Isbaron’s simple explanation. Though the spear and sword tips aimed at us didn’t.

“So what business does the Dragon of the Hearth have in Delphi? We got no prophecy of a dragon flying in!”

“State your purpose!”

No need to fear, followers of the Sun God.

The blue dragon lowered his head smoothly, forming a staircase for us to dismount.

Elfriede and I climbed down slowly, and our companions started emerging one by one from the baggage cart the dragon carried.

“We there already? Dozed off.”

“...Noisy.”

“Flying’s more tiring than I thought.”

Luna, Paranoy, and Hippolyte looked sleepy, just woken up.

Unlike the women’s drowsy faces, the soldiers’ visages under their helmets twisted in grotesque alarm.

“Riding a dragon into the city?”

“Who the hell are you people?”

Guess they were curious about us weirdos who rode in on this odd dragon.

Fair enough—if dragon riders suddenly dropped into Sodomora, I’d wonder too. Might even make the morning paper headlines.

Realizing I’d unintentionally pulled aggro made me a bit embarrassed. As I awkwardly smacked my lips, someone shouted.

“Look at that! That white hide!”

“T-that guy—!”

“It’s a Samaritan!”

Oh, fuck. They spotted the white hide over my head and my black hair peeking out, foaming at the mouth in excitement.

Hatsan of Samaria.

Had his infamy spread even to this distant Delphi?

Nah, probably not.

“Grab that bastard! Grab him!”

“He dared harm the oracle and now brazenly returns to the city! What are you waiting for? Get the ropes!”

“Lawless Samaritan! Brought his crew too! Everyone, stay sharp! No telling what tricks they’ll pull!”

Shing, shing—.

Heh heh, fun as always. I’d love to watch more, but Goddess Vesta’s summoning me urgently. Business done—I’m off now, Hatsan. See you if fate allows. More entertaining than expected.

Fwoosh—!

With a powerful flap, the dragon who’d guarded our backs soared into the sky. Cold-blooded reptile, as expected—no loyalty.

Ditched us and bolted the moment shit hit the fan!

As the massive dragon pulled away, the encircling soldiers no longer hesitated, weapons trained on us from all sides.

“We forged these titanium cuffs just to catch you, punk! Submit quietly, and we’ll spare the execution!”

“Execution?”

Fuck this—execution? Having suffered through so many trials already, that word ignited my rage.

“The hell crime did I commit, you racist assholes!”

“Look at him! Losing it again! Everyone, charge! Oracle Sibylla says whoever captures him gets a rank promotion and pension benefits!”

Fuck, rank up and pension. Tempting as hell.

If I got that offer, I’d go berserk like they said. But as the one in chains? Different story.

“Charge!”

A man with captain’s insignia bellowed, and armed guys lunged at me from everywhere.

“Hatsan, what’s going on?”

“Delphi’s welcome is... unique...!”

“Hm, some misunderstanding, it seems. Good workout to loosen these stiff muscles.”

“Ha—.”

My party’s reactions varied, but they all seemed stunned by the suddenness. As I opened my mouth to explain—

Zing—.

A weird tingle shot through my nape. I ducked instinctively.

A harpoon-like thing with a long noose attached whizzed past from my neck to forehead.

Fuck this—.

“He dodged Quiet Step Kolin’s ambush? Beastly instincts! What are you waiting for? All together!”

“Waaaaah—!”

Dozens roaring and piling on wasn’t a pretty sight. Men with clubs grabbed chains in their free hands, wrapping me tight.

“Got him! Drag him away! Toss him in jail! Time to pay for your Delphi atrocities, savage!”

“Fuck off! Idiots! Mistaking me for someone else!”

I tensed every muscle to snap the chains binding me. The multi-layered titanium links groaned—crack, creak.

Someone pinning me down said,

“Titanium chains! Even you can’t break these! Into the cell quietly. You’ll get a trial!”

“Uwaaaah—!”

Fuck, a trial. Couldn’t endure that again. So I squeezed every ounce of strength from toes to scalp, unleashing everything.

Snap, pop, snap—!

Shattered chain fragments flew like shotgun pellets, smashing helmets and armor. Not intentional, but some went down, out cold.

“Fuck, broke titanium with raw strength!”

“What mistake? White beast pelt! Monster power! Black hair! If you wanted to hide, disguise better, Gloria!!”

“What? Who?”

“What are you doing? All in!”

The captain yelled like it was do-or-die, but his men protested helplessly.

“No, his buddies are weirdly strong too!”

“If you touch my body, the Nymph Relief Foundation won’t stand for it...!”

“Hell, there’s a nymph!”

“Men! Rank promotion! Think chances like this come often? Grab ’em! I said grab!”

The captain’s bellowing riled them up; even the fallen ones started staggering back to their feet. Kinda pitied their public servant plight—had to follow orders.

Guess I had to drop ’em first, explain later.

As I readied for battle—

Swish, swish—.

The encircling soldiers suddenly parted like the sea, bowing their heads.

“Priestess.”

“A priestess here...?”

“Wild beast of a man. Dangerous to approach...”

Their unified reverence screamed high rank.

Swish, swish—.

Amid the crude weapons, a woman emerged, the train of her long dress dragging.

Clad in a white gown like radiant light, face veiled by a long shawl. She addressed the soldiers.

“Stand down, soldiers of the Light—.”

“Oracle Cassandra, the scene’s dangerous.”

“Central Guard Captain Biliphos. I’ll take over. Withdraw your men.”

“B-but that guy...”

“Today, a prophecy came from the God of Light, Father of Radiance...! Among those arriving in Delphi today, one shall claim a new throne!”

“...That means!?”

“Treat every guest arriving in Delphi today as precious—however brutal, vile, or horrific!”

“Grrrr—.”

“Spread the word to all soldiers! Delphi opens all gates until midnight!”

Captain Biliphos glanced at me, the soldiers, and the crowd, then reluctantly raised his hand.

“Dismissed—.”

Tension dissolved. I was baffled. But the veiled woman approached me slowly.

“Hatsan of Samaria—my old friend. You’ve finally come to Delphi. I’ve awaited you. Perfect timing.”

Her familiar act clicked when she lifted her shawl—eyes blinded from staring too long at the sun. Priestess of Light, Cassandra. Memories of standing swamp watch with her surfaced.

She’s the one who etched “Delphi” in my mind.

Months ago.

Time flies. As I reflected, Cassandra spoke.

“Forget the guards. They mistook you for someone else. Even I felt the eerie resemblance in aura.”

“Was it a Samaritan named Gloria?”

At my question, Cassandra smiled brightly—refreshing, beyond words.

“Can’t say now. Let’s get out of here to somewhere quiet.”
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Delphi is a port city carved into the mountains near the sea.

Unlike the flatland town of Small Town, the city itself is divided into lowlands and highlands.

The lowest port district is mainly home to enthusiastic fishermen, merchants, poor adventurers, travelers—lively sorts like that—while the central district has various mixed facilities and nobles.

And on the highest plateau, the temple of the sun god stands majestically, where its priests and ascetics reside.

Thanks to the guidance of Delphi's priestess, Cassandra, we were able to secure lodging in a spot high up where the city and sea were visible at a glance.

"I think we can put you up for about a day."

Of course, it was just for a day.

Still, for us who had just arrived in the city and needed to find a proper inn, having a temporary place to crash was quite helpful.

"Th-this... such enormous water... it's truly moving...!"

Paranoia stuck her face over the terrace railing and shouted at the distant sea. It looked like this was the first time she'd ever seen the ocean in her life.

I'd seen the sea plenty through TV and such since I was a kid, but in this world without those things, the wonder of seeing it for the first time must be something incredible.

"Can we go to the sea later?"

I pondered Paranoia's question for a moment.

I didn't know what kind of place this city was yet, or what shady characters might be around, so I was a bit worried about letting her go alone.

Just then, Luna chimed in brightly.

"Want me to go with you? It's been ages since I hunted clams and crabs!"

"Does Lady Luna know a lot about the sea...?"

"I'm from Ideope. It was surrounded by ocean on all sides! Smelling these waves brings back memories of home."

Luna's eyes sparkled as she gazed at the distant horizon. Maybe she was thinking of her homeland somewhere beyond that sea.

I'd always thought of her as a mountain girl who foraged for mushrooms and herbs in the woods, but come to think of it, Luna was from an island.

The sea and Luna.

I pictured her diving deep into the ocean, swimming gracefully.

Then, other Ideope girls with neatly tied pink hair dove in one after another, gathering clams and oysters.

What the hell is Ideope like anyway? I really want to visit someday. Probably crawling with girls who look like Luna.

Lost in those thoughts as I stared blankly at the sea, someone spoke up.

"Then, how about we have lunch and head to the beach together? What do you think, Smaarian?"

I mulled over Hippolyte's question briefly. The weather was clear, not too hot, with a warm autumn breeze.

A bit late in the season for scorching beach fun, but since we'd come to a seaside city for once, taking it easy for the day didn't sound bad.

"Sure, why not."

*

*

*

"Master Hassan! Look at this...! P-Paranoia caught a giant crab...!"

After flailing around in the shallows for a while, Paranoia came back holding a massive crab in both hands. Its body was as big as her face.

"This one's about the size of a border lord around these parts...!"

It was one damn big crab.

Big enough to call a king crab, so I was genuinely startled, lounging under a parasol on the beach.

"No way, how'd you catch that?"

"Just grabbed it with my hands...! So, I'll offer this, my first sea creature catch, as tribute to Master Hassan...!"

Who knew Paranoia had this kind of consideration? Something tugged at my heart.

"Thanks. Hey, but don't go into deep water."

"Got it...! And it's not like I'm giving it because it's a hassle to hold anymore...!"

Paranoia tossed the crab roughly into the big bucket-like thing in front of me and headed back to the sea.

The bucket was already stuffed with clams and such that Luna had gathered. Adding the giant crab made it look like a full-on aquarium.

Seafood stew for dinner tonight.

Wish we had some chili powder. Did Luna pack something like that? Thinking of that spicy, refreshing broth put me in a good mood for once.

Crack, crack-.

I grabbed the king crab's back shell and lifted it. It felt hefty—nice and full inside. Steaming it would be delicious.

"How the hell did she catch this?"

As I shook the crab around, Elfride, sitting in the shade beside me reading a book, furrowed her brow slightly.

"Hey, you not scared of crabs?"

"Why would I be scared of crabs?"

"It's like sea spiders."

"Nah, that's different. But aren't you gonna get in the water at least once?"

I glanced at Elfride, lounging lazily on the beach bed—or mat, whatever you call it—reading her book.

For a white, fluttering one-piece swimsuit that cost a whopping 5 silvers, she didn't look like she was enjoying the sea at all.

"You came to the beach; you should enjoy the beach."

"Same goes for her."

Elfride flicked her finger toward Hippolyte, sprawled out beside me. Outside the parasol, Hippolyte lay flat, slathered in some weird oil all over her body.

"As expected of the city of light—the sunlight feels wonderful. My body feels like it's melting."

But Hippolyte was just photosynthesizing as usual.

Her tank top and short black panty swimsuit clung tight, not much different from her everyday clothes.

"That's her way of enjoying the beach."

"I'm good. You go play plenty. Like a kid."

Elfride seemed content just lying in the shade on the beach. And calling people playing in the sea kids?

What aristocratic mindset is this?

Feeling mischievous, I hooked my arms under her legs and shoulders while she lay there and hoisted her up.

"Wh-what are you doing-!"

Elfride shrieked in surprise. I carried the wriggling girl full speed to the water's edge and tossed her right in.

Splash-.

A decent splash sprayed everywhere. Now Elfride would come out dripping wet. Wonder how she'd react.

I was looking forward to it a bit, but what actually happened before my eyes veered a little from my expectations.

"Eek, eeeek, h-help, save me-!"

Splash, splash.

Elfride flailed her limbs like a duck in a bath, panicking wildly.

"S-save me! Help!"

"What the... seriously?"

"This klutz... she's such an idiot...!"

Beside her, Paranoia, belly-deep in the water, cackled like it was the funniest thing ever.

"The water here's not even deep...!"

"Eek, ugh-."

Only then did Elfride compose herself and slowly climb out of the water. She returned to her spot as if nothing had happened and picked up her book again.

Elfride's afraid of water.

That was new. Well, we'd lived together a while, but we'd never gone to rivers or seas.

Is it just her, or all elves? Maybe not just Elfride—all elves fear water.

Sure enough, plenty of other elves dotted the beach, just lounging around idly.

Splash-!

A big spray erupted right next to me.

Startled, thinking something burst from the sea, it was Luna emerging onto the sand, wet hair whipping, holding small clams in both hands.

"Hassan, check this out! Oysters! Tons of oysters right here on the shore!"

"Impressive."

"These are 1 silver each back in Small Town!"

"Impressive!"

Oysters worth 1 silver apiece everywhere. Makes sense—in a world without good refrigeration or transport, fresh ones cost a fortune.

"Hassan, let's go gather more oysters!"

"Sure!"

I dove deep into the sea with Luna.

I'd learned swimming and diving as a kid, so it wasn't hard. The current wasn't strong either.

After about an hour gathering oysters till our hands were full, we slowly surfaced toward the beach for a break.

That's when it happened.

"New face around here. Traveler?"

"...."

"There's a party at the marquess's mansion tonight. Wanna come with me? Could use you as my partner."

Someone was chatting up Elfride, leaning against the parasol.

Elfride got hit on a couple times a day anyway, and even on this hunting ground prime beach, it was no different.

"Y-you! Can't you see Sir is talking to her!"

But something was off. Who were these guys?

A bizarre duo.

A burly blond guy with his upper body bare, and a small girl with pumpkin-orange hair.

The guy seemed normal, but the girl had short pointed ears that unmistakably reminded me of someone.

"Wretched outsider, bow your head already! And be grateful for Sir's mercy!"

Another nymph.

Well, Delphi's a big city. One nymph isn't surprising.

"You're another one. Nymphs everywhere."

At Elfride's words, the nymph with pumpkin-orange hair tied in twin buns like rice cakes shouted proudly.

"I am the great Sir's right hand and top servant, the Ditch Water Nymph Alinoi! And as for our Sir, he is a great one who has inherited great blood!"

The Ditch Water Nymph named Alinoi rambled on. She kept repeating "great," so probably a nymph who loved greatness.

Watching her talk felt oddly like Paranoia. Kinda creepy.

Honey Water Nymph Doris was weird too. Maybe all nymphs are just made of bizarre quirks.

Paranoia wasn't special.

"Shut up and be quiet. Nymphs never know when to pipe down."

But Elfride, tempered by Paranoia, ignored Alinoi and just looked annoyed.

"You! Ignoring Sir isn't enough; now you're insulting his right hand, Alinoi too?! Unforgivable! And if you don't retract that nymph-hating remark, I'll report you to the Nymph Relief Foundation!"

"Alinoi, it's fine. To me, this lady's just shy. Too embarrassed to reply. Can't blame her; how could she not be flustered with me talking to her?"

"I-is that so...? I had no idea...! As expected of Sir's keen insight; Alinoi is at a loss...! Truly a demigod...! Eyes like a god...!"

"Huh, demigod?"

At "demigod," Elfride finally showed interest, lifting her eyes slightly from the book.

Catching Elfride's glance, the guy—probably Sir—regained confidence and spoke.

"Yeah, I just got permission to enter the Chamber of Awakening. See this?"

He showed Elfride a small bracelet-like thing on his wrist.

"What's that?"

"Number 221. My ticket for the Prophecy Festival starting today."

"Hmm, okay?"

"Impressive, right? Nobody under a thousand gets a number. I got such a low one 'cause there's strong divinity inside me."

"What do you do with it?"

"Enter the Chamber of Awakening and awaken the divinity sleeping within. I'm definitely a great god's son. Someday, I could build my own temple in Hypos—"

The guy droned on. Just then, Paranoia approached me with another huge crab.

"Master Hassan, what're you doing here? Anyway, see this? Paranoia caught another crab...!"

Seriously, Paranoia was a crab-catching pro. Who knew she had talent.

"The bucket's full now; won't fit anymore...!"

As she headed for the bucket, she spotted Elfride and the chatty duo nearby.

"Ah! Master Hassan, over there, a nymph...!!"

"I know, dude."

"Ah! Sir! Over there, a nymph...!"

"Oh-."

Our eyes finally met, me and the guy.

I'd been watching awkwardly from the side, not wanting to interrupt the pickup attempt, but the nymphs forced eye contact.

"I am the Ditch Water Nymph, Alinoi...! I am the great Sir's right hand and top servant!"

"I'm the Ditch Water Nymph, Paranoia...! I am—."

The two nymphs pressed foreheads in their signature greeting, leaving me and this Sir guy standing there awkwardly.

"...."

Felt a bit like Pokémon trainers.

Made me sense a weird camaraderie with this blond Sir guy.

Was he thinking the same? Did he bribe his noisy nymph with candy to shut up too?

Who knows.

But it hit me—no bad people among those with nymphs. Living with brainless nymphs turns guardians into saints.

Dunno for sure, but this Sir seemed decent.

As I thought that, Sir glanced at me, Elfride, and Paranoia, then smiled awkwardly.

"You've got company—sorry you saw that embarrassing scene. Anyway, think about joining the banquet tonight. Lots of other number-holders will be there. Bring your friends too."
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As evening fell, we built a fire near the beach and grilled various seafood.





Also, for shrimp and crabs that looked delicious boiled, we borrowed something like a large steamer from nearby and boiled them in clear water.





"That's the crab Paranoy caught-ssi...! There are three of them, so it'll be more than enough for us to share-ssi...!"





"Wow, nice catch. They're seriously fucking huge. How the hell did you manage to catch these?"





"I just caught them with my bare hands-ssi...!"





"No, I mean, how in the world did you catch them with your hands?"





"That's a secret-ssi...!"





Perhaps because we were eating them fresh from the source, listening to the sound of the waves on the night sea, they tasted exceptionally good.





As we were getting reasonably full, I noticed fireworks going off with a *pung-pung-* sound in the sky.





"Is there some kind of festival going on somewhere?"





Then I realized that the fireworks and loud, boisterous voices were coming from somewhere near the city center, from what looked like a large villa.





"Come to think of it, didn't they say there was some kind of banquet or something tonight?"





"I recall a man named Caesar invited Friede, but this punk is currently just eating clams Luna dug up next to us."





"You're scared of the sea, yet you eat seafood so readily, outsider-ssi!"





"Be quiet. Who said I was scared!"





"Everyone saw you flailing around earlier-ssi...!"





"I saw it too. It seems fire mages are afraid of water. Actually, I've heard that elves themselves fear rivers and the sea. That's why they're afraid of riding boats too."





Hippolyte's apt comment made Luna, who was peeling shrimp beside me,'s eyes sparkle.





"Then how did you get here from that place called Alfheim?"





Maybe because there were so many people, everyone chiming in with whatever they wanted to say made this beach just as noisy as the festival at that villa.





Chatter, chatter, noisy sounds.





Even though it's the night sea, many people are out and about, so there's no chance of getting bored.





Seeing so many people out at night, I get a sense of the level of public safety in this city called Delphi.





What a relaxed city this is.





Suddenly, I felt like I was back home, and I could relax a little more loosely. This city had a strange way of calming my mood.





*Pabat, pavabat-*.





Fireworks continued to explode overhead. At that, Paranoy, who was picking meat from a crab leg, scowled fiercely.





"It's really noisy-ssi...! Anyone would think they've rented out the whole city-ssi...!"





"That's probably the Duke's banquet. Duke Carbillas. A man who can afford to rent out the whole city."





"What Duke?"





"His name is fucking hard to pronounce."





However, I knew very well how impressive a Duke was.





Count Hawkins, the Golden Beard, who wielded power like a king in Sodomora, held the title of Count, so a Duke, who ranks higher, must be fucking amazing.





Actually, I'm not sure.





"Should I think of it as something like a permanent governor?"





Thinking about it that way, it makes a bit more sense why they're holding a banquet like they've rented out the entire city.





"Duke Carbillas apparently likes gathering people for festivals. I participated in that festival here myself when I was young."





At Hippolyte's words, Luna's eyes widened.





"You? You've been to Delphi before?"





"Yes, this is my second time here. I came to the Chamber of Self-Awareness to be recognized for my divine self-awareness."





The Chamber of Self-Awareness.





Hearing 'Chamber of Self-Awareness,' I remembered the bracelet that the Nymph trainer, Caesar, had earlier. Didn't he say it was some kind of reservation ticket?





"By any chance, did you receive a bracelet too, Hippolyte-nim?"





"Yes, my ticket number was 25. The last number was around nine hundred. Because I have pretty potent divine blood flowing through me, I got a significantly high early number. In fact, I was recognized as a demigod."





"Wow, Hippolyte. You're actually quite an amazing person!"





At Luna's words, Hippolyte frowned slightly.





"...Doesn't she seem amazing even at first glance?"





"She used to be, but not anymore."





"I see."





"But then, does that mean you could become a true god of Hypnos someday, Hippolyte?"





"Who knows? Right now, I'm a demigod. To become a god, I need to obtain Nectar. And just obtaining Nectar isn't the end of it."





"No, besides getting Nectar, what else is needed?"





"A god becomes like a lofty star through the faith and devotion of their followers. For me to become a god, I need to build my own temple and gather followers. Perhaps this process is even harder than obtaining Nectar."





"Countless demigods fall by the wayside during this process," Hippolyte trailed off.





"So, what Hippolyte's saying is that to be recognized as a god, one must create a religion?"





"Indeed, gathering a religion and becoming an object of worship doesn't seem like an easy task."





"Just being the leader of a group project gives you a massive headache, so becoming a religious focal point to gather followers? That's incredibly high difficulty."





"Could Hippolyte pull it off?"





"More importantly, what kind of god does Hippolyte want to become?"





"Like, the god of stocks?"





As my mind was getting cluttered with endless questions, Luna casually said, tossing a raw shrimp into the burning embers of the fire,





"Can I go into that 'Chamber of Self-Awareness' too?"





"You, Nox's daughter?"





"Maybe, just maybe, I could be a daughter of a god too!"





*Tadak, tadak-*.





Luna's innocent cry caused a brief silence to ripple around our campfire. And my heart sank. Wait, is Luna suddenly getting this close to the answer?





Just then, Hippolyte burst into hearty laughter, *hahaha-*.





"Anyone is eligible to enter the Chamber of Self-Awareness. They just might get a low number. And most people end up with 'chuunibyou'."





"What kind of illness is that?"





I couldn't help but ask in surprise. Hippolyte then calmly explained.





"It's a severe case of adolescent delusion syndrome. It usually breaks out during adolescence, where people mistakenly believe they possess special powers, or perhaps that they might be the son or daughter of a god, not an ordinary person."





"Ah-."





"In reality, out of about a thousand people in the queue, only a handful are recognized for their divine self-awareness. The rest are all chuunibyou patients."





"I see."





Somehow, it felt understandable.





An ordinary person wouldn't think, 'Ah, maybe I'm the son of a god?' and then come all the way here to wait in line for an examination.





I thought back to my middle school days.





Back when I was still in middle school. I used to wonder often if perhaps I possessed special abilities different from others.





I'd spend every night imagining if I could awaken telekinesis or teleportation.





I imagined defeating the bullies who tormented me with my special powers, and then restraining those running away to the sports field using 'Spider-in-Mirror'.





I even had the confidence that maybe I could actually do it.





But...





But imagination is just imagination.





As I got older, those thoughts inside me faded away, and I had no choice but to accept that I was an ordinary human.





Becoming an adult can be seen as starting from never overestimating who you are. At least, that's what I thought.





*Tadak, tadak-*.





As the crackling sound of the burning campfire grew louder, Luna said,





"Then, tomorrow, I should go get a ticket number too!"








*   *   *








The next day.





After securing rooms near the beach, we decided to spend some personal time doing our own activities.





Hippolyte headed towards the higher parts of the city to report information about the goddess Ceres, which she had obtained from a rift called 'Autumn's Gate' not long ago.





Paranoy, who had caught a cold from flailing in the sea, and Friede, who looked like she couldn't be bothered with anything, seemed like they were going to sleep in more at the lodging.





I don't know about Paranoy, but Friede is naturally a homebody who likes reading books at home on her days off, so there's nothing to be done.





"Then Luna, it looks like it's just the two of us to explore the city."





"It would have been more fun if we all played together. Oh well!"





Luna pouted slightly with regret, but I was a little excited at the thought of having a date with Luna in a city overlooking the sea, for the first time in a while.





But a beach date? My mind went blank at the thought of something I'd never done before in my life.





"Where should we go first?"





"Let's go get our ticket numbers too!"





In the end, I followed Luna's suggestion and headed off to get a ticket number to use the Chamber of Self-Awareness.





Looking at the long line stretching down from the village towards the Temple of the Sun, built on a high plateau, I really got a sense of how many people in this world suffer from chuunibyou.





"Are all those people waiting for their turn after getting a ticket number? Most of them are chuunibyou patients who think they're children of the gods-!"





"Of course, many of them are probably just participating in the event for fun, like us."





"Next-."





At someone's shout, Luna and I stood before a middle-aged man who looked like a civil servant, wearing a bizarre hat adorned with feathers and holding what looked like a thick chart.





The man, looking drowsy as if he'd been working all night, glanced at us.





Soon, he seemed startled by my face.





"Why are you here again? Didn't you already get ticket number 6? Your turn should have ended long, long ago..."





His eyes held sheer terror as he looked at me. He must have mistaken me for a Samaritan named Gloria.





"I think that might not be me. I'm a man."





"Ah-, indeed, the voice is different. A man? Hah-these Samaritans. I don't know why they all look so similar. Is that leather fashion trending among Samaritans?"





"I wouldn't know."





"I see. Hmm, let's see. So, the two of you also wish to use the Chamber of Self-Awareness?"





"Yep, yep!"





Luna answered the man's question instead of me. The man, without much reaction, just flipped through his chart and asked,





"Then, I'll ask a few simple questions. Have you often imagined that you are different from others?"





"Yep, yep!"





*Flick-*.





The man checked something in response to Luna's answer.





"If so, have you ever thought that everyone else is stupid, and you know secrets they don't?"





"That's right!"





*Flick-*.





"Then, since childhood, have you been told by relatives, parents, or people around you that you are different?"





"Come to think of it, I think so!"





*Flick-*.





"Then-."





What kind of survey is this? After finishing about ten simple questions like these, the man scratched his forehead with the end of his pen and casually said,





"So, for the last question, do you happen to have any relatives who are nobles with high titles or are wealthy?"





"No! None! Why is that?"





"If you do, you can enter through the back door over there without a ticket number. If you don't have a backer, you'll have to wait patiently for your turn."





"So that's how it is. People with connections get a fast pass, huh."





"Anyway, I understand. Here, pink-haired young lady, take ticket number 1110. Now, that's settled for the lady, but will you take a number too, Samaritan brother?"
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To the man's question, I was about to shake my head. It felt like a waste of time.





But just as I was thinking that, Luna said next to me, "Let's get one together, Hassan!", so I had no choice but to nod.





"Your answers will probably all be 'no'."





"Then take number 1111, right after the young lady."





"Ah! Hassan! There are four 1s in the number! Let's switch! It's a total lucky number!"





"I don't mind, but is it okay to switch?"





Wondering if switching ticket numbers was allowed, I glanced at the civil servant's face. However, he didn't seem to care at all.





In the end, Luna and I swapped bracelets. Number 1110. Fuck, is my turn ever going to come? So, I casually asked the civil servant, who might know about this event, a question.





"When do you think our turn will come?"





"Probably in about a week, it'll be your turn, young lady and sir. Hah-. Seriously. They say to open all the city gates and accept all guests, I don't know what prophecy this is. The numbers seem likely to increase to at least 2000-."





"Isn't it usually like this?"





"At most, it was a thousand. Thanks to that, our staff have to work overtime every day. Fucking hell-."





"I see. Well, keep up the hard work then."





After exchanging pleasantries with the tired-looking civil servant, we moved away from the queue. With nearly 1200 people ahead of us. Our turn won't come until next week?





"How can I wait a week?"





Just as I was narrowing my eyes slightly with that feeling.





*Gudangtang-*.





We heard people screaming along with the sound of something large flying through the air.





"Hey, fuck. What are you smearing on my armor, you idiot bastard-. Do you know how much this titanium armor costs?"





"Hey, calm down, Yabes. You'll die at this rate. If you get hit with your strength, your bones will break...!"





"Do I look like I can calm down right now? This bastard just got ink on my armor. It doesn't even wash out easily-. Damn it, fuck."





Through the crowd, I could see men furiously arguing, and a person being beaten while lying at their feet.





"C-Caesar-nim, get a hold of yourself...! Y-You wicked fellow! How dare you hit Caesar-nim! You'll regret this...! Caesar-nim is a demigod with waiting number 200-nim!"





"Shut up, you nymph bastard-. If you can't pay for the armor repair, I'll take this one and make them beg for money."





The man in the shining silver armor grabbed the small girl by the scruff of her neck and lifted her up. The girl struggled wildly.





"Hiiik! L-Let go, you idiots! Later, when Caesar-nim becomes a great god, he will rain divine punishment upon you...!"





"Ah, Alinoi..."





And the blond, placid-looking face reaching out from the ground was quite familiar to me. He was the Nymph trainer named Caesar. Why was he getting beaten up there?





Just then, the man who kicked Caesar's stomach again growled,





"My number is 190, idiot. I have a higher waiting number than you guys-."





"Wait, what? A higher waiting number?"





Suddenly, something flashed in my mind.





So, I approached the guys who were fighting and said,





"Stop right there."





"What the fuck are you now? If you have no business here, piss off-! We're about to make this nymph earn money for us!"





The men glared menacingly at me, but seeing the Nymph Alinoi struggling in their grasp, I felt a strange sense of kinship.





"Ah! You're the one from yesterday, Paranoy's guardian...! H-Help me and Caesar-nim...!"





"What are you talking about, fuck? Is this guy with you guys too?"





The man with the ink-stained, magnificent armor held something out towards me.





I wondered what it was - a small, coin-like object. Was it money? Was he trying to pay me off to leave? But looking closer, it wasn't money.





"What is it?"





As I felt puzzled, the man said,





"I am Yabes the Mighty. Ever heard of Titanium Folding?"





And then, he crumpled the small, coin-like object with a *gugit-* sound. The surrounding crowd seemed utterly astonished.





They were probably shocked to see him fold titanium steel like origami paper.





"You'd better scram if you don't want to get hurt. This is a real titanium coin!"





*Gugit, gugit-*.





After folding the coin four times like that, he placed it in my palm. I looked at it and said,





"Monstrous strength..."





"Scared? If you're some adventurer wannabe, you must have heard of me, right? Yabes of the Minerva Guild in Babel, ranked Silver."





"That's a simple and cool title. Me? Fuck, no matter what I do, I can't escape being a Samaritan. Does being able to fold this stuff grant you a cool title?"





"Because not just anyone can do it, idiot. Judging by your bracelet, it looks like you're over a thousand places back in the queue. Why don't you run off before you lose everything and get humiliated?"





"Is that so-."





I held the titanium coin in my hand and applied a little force.





*Gugigit-*. As the folded coin began to unfold, the expression on the face of the guy named Yabes changed drastically.





"So, what would you call this?"





*Jijik*.





Finally, I tore the steel coin in half like a sheet of paper.
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  Jijik-.





  I ripped the coin apart.





  From front to back, the iron plate was torn like a sheet of paper. As the shredded metal rolled on the ground like trash, many people blinked their eyes in shock.





  ━My god, isn't that a titanium steel plate?


  


  ━Not only did he unfold the folded part, he completely tore it to shreds!





  Thinking that something impossible had just happened, everyone was busy shouting in surprise. Since it was exactly as I had expected, I simply looked at the man before me with a calm expression.





  Jabez, a Silver-tier adventurer who seemed to have immense pride in himself until just a moment ago, was glaring at me with undisguised hostility for performing a feat that surpassed his own.





  Jirit-jirit-.





  His animosity gnawed at me from various angles, like the mandibles of ants piercing my skin. If things continued like this, a major fight might break out.





  The man named Jabez is a Silver-tier adventurer from another city. His skills are likely similar to mine. 





  And seeing the two companions around him wearing bronze necklaces, they seem to be the kind of low-level lackeys you can find anywhere.





  What happens now?





  I have committed an explicit provocation against them.





  In a manner of speaking, I've hit the ball over the net with my racket.





  It is now the opponent's turn to decide whether to accept this and back down, or to offer a fitting response. 





  As I waited in a brief, deliberate silence, the man named Jabez finally set down the Nymph he had been holding as if dropping her.





  "Ce-Caesar-nim, are you alright...!"





  Alinoi, the Nymph who had been struggling, ran toward her companion who was lying on the ground with a nosebleed.





  "I will apply herbs here...! Caesar-nim, you must not lose consciousness...!" 





  The way she pulled out medicine and a handkerchief from her bosom and applied them to his face felt quite practiced. Then, she soon stood up again and even drew a short dagger, pointing it at Jabez.





  "You wicked, ruffian-like fellow! I shall not forgive you! I am Alinoi, the chief subordinate of the great Caesar-nim! I shall deliver a fitting heavenly punishment upon you!"





  She shouted gallantly, but I didn't think that short, thorn-like dagger could possibly wound Jabez in his titanium armor.





  However, the mere fact that a Nymph had drawn a dagger and was facing down a terrifying opponent made me feel as if I'd been struck hard on the back of the head.





  If I were the one lying there like that, how would Paranoy have acted? 





  I feel like Paranoy would have either betrayed me or run away. Thinking that made me suddenly start to feel angry.





  Why is that bastard's Nymph so loyal?





  Why.





  What is the difference between that bastard and me?





  Why is mine Paranoy and not Alinoi?





  Gooooooo-.





  ━L-Look at that. What incredible pressure. His spirit suddenly changed! My skin is tingling!





  ━My word, this must be what they call fighting spirit. Even I can feel it. I've never felt anything like this before.





  ━Is this truly a duel between Silver-tier adventurers? This isn't a situation to be taken lightly! Call everyone over!





  A crowd gathered around us, eventually forming a small arena. It was a prison from which there was no escape.


  


  As I've said before, adventurers are beings who live on the stage of fame and reputation. They are a lot who are desperate for attention. 





  It was clear that not many adventurers would back down when the stage was set like this.





  The same was true for the man in titanium armor, Jabez.





  Jabez spoke.





  "You seem to have some strength. Do you think that'll be enough? I am Jabez, the eldest son of Caicus, the River God. I'm of a genuine divine lineage, unlike some random nobody."





  "Caicus, the River God?"





  It was a name I'd never heard before. 





  I thought I'd memorized most of the genealogies by frequently browsing the names of gods in the encyclopedias I borrowed every weekend, but this was still a first.





  What is it?





  Is it some obscure minor god? In polytheistic or pantheistic faiths, there are many unknown gods. Wouldn't the same apply to this Gaia continent?





  The eldest son of an obscure god. Should I view him as the son of a CEO of a small-to-medium enterprise? If he's great, he's great in his own way.





  While I was thinking that, Jabez said a few more words.





  "I, Jabez, am the one who will one day sit upon the throne that rules over all oceans and waters, beyond rivers and seas. Do you think you can be safe after incurring my resentment?"





  "Ah, so. To understand it, you're saying that since you'll be a great god someday, I should crawl before you in advance?"





  "For a weird-looking barbarian, you're quick to understand. If you kneel and beg for forgiveness now, I might use you as my subordinate. I intend to build a Temple that is equal to all races."





  "For someone who says that, you seemed to be treating that Nymph quite harshly."





  "You must not know because you came from outside the continent, but that's how Nymphs are originally treated."





  "I see."





  "If it's you, I could give you about 1 ri of the shares I'll eventually have. Think carefully."





  "Ah-, so the conclusion is, you might become a great god someday, but right now you're a nobody?"





  "What-!?"





  "I know bastards like you who lie about things they don't have. Stop your yapping and come at me. Son of whatever-god."





  "H-How dare you mock the divinity of I, Jabez."





  The face of the man named Jabez turned a shade of red so intense it couldn't possibly get any redder. 





  Since it was as if his very existence was being denied by me, it was clear that as a proud Silver-tier adventurer, he could not tolerate it. 


  


  And from what I've felt from watching Hippolyte for a long time, demigods usually seem to feel immense pride in their lineage. 





  If my father or mother were a god, I'd probably feel proud too.


  


  Having that denied as if it were nothing, it wouldn't be strange for this Jabez fellow to be so boiling with rage that he'd harbor murderous intent toward me.





  "I will tear you limb from limb and feed you to the fish in the river, you barbarian bastard! Sword! Shield!"





  At the strange shout of 'Sword, and Shield', the Bronze-tier companion standing nearby hurriedly drew the sword from his waist and handed it to Jabez. 





  The companion standing next to him with a shield was the same.





  The action was so natural, as if pulling items from an inventory, that it even felt somewhat shocking. I should have Paranoy try that someday.





  "Helmet! Pauldrons-!"





  Jeulgeureok, jeulkong.





  Soon, a magnificent helmet and shoulder armor were equipped onto Jabez's body. He almost looked like a Gundam attaching external parts. 





  Having equipped all his gear, Jabez became so sturdy that the term 'heavy cavalry' suited him perfectly, leaving not a single blind spot visible.





  "Hassan, that's amazing! Those are incredible sets of armor!"





  Luna, who was watching this fight from among the crowd, also seemed to feel the weight of that fearsomeness. Indeed, I could hear many people whispering their own comments about his imposing appearance.





  Jabez spoke.





  "These are ancient armaments inherited from my father. No matter how strong your physical power is, do you think you can even leave a scratch on this? My armaments rival the armor of Achilles!"





  "Oh-. Finally, a name I know. But, compared to Achilles, you fall miserably short. You're not even a cheap imitation."





  "What does a barbarian bastard like you know about Achilles!"





  "I probably know better than you. Right, anyway, it certainly looks like sturdy armor. Then I can use this too."





  I grabbed the club I was carrying on my back. When I gripped both ends and pulled, it soon became the size of what one might call a staff.





  "Move-."





  I quickly kicked off the ground and leaped. The Flash Footwork I learned from Calidur. Although I've only reached a meager level, there's nothing better for generating instantaneous speed.





  Paseuseuk-.





  I charged straight at Jabez in his heavy armor and, at the same time, squeezed the strength in both arms to swing the Fear Crusher.





  Huuuuuung-.





  The weapon, which must weigh nearly several hundred kilograms, cut through the air with a terrifying sound. 





  Fitting for the name Crusher, it rushed toward Jabez in a great arc, determined to smash everything it collided with.





  "That's far too obvious an attack, you idiot-!"





  Most people wouldn't have even been able to react before being sent flying, but this Jabez fellow was also a Silver-tier adventurer. He seemed to have enough skill to justify boasting about being the eldest son of some god.





  Cheulkong-.





  He raised his massive shield high, lowered his stance, and hid his body behind the shield.





  "I shall return your attack exactly as it is!"





  It was truly a display of hardening. It was clear that no ordinary weapon could leave a scratch on that defense. Some fellows would have likely been busy running away, intimidated by these armaments that looked like an impregnable fortress.





  But while I, Hassan, might be, my club knows no fear.





  Pagagagak-.





  My club finally collided with his shield. 





  At that moment, a shockwave so loud it felt like my eardrums might burst erupted, and it soon became strong enough to tear the leather sleeves covering my arms like worn-out spiderwebs.





  Padeududeudeuk-.





  A powerful vibration was felt at my fingertips. A strong force, trying to push me back in the opposite direction of my swing, shook my entire body.
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  "Geueueu-!"





  I gritted my teeth and squeezed out strength from my toes. 





  If I didn't squeeze out more physical power now, it felt like I, the attacker, would be the one sent flying instead. Did he say he'd return the attack as it is? Is there some kind of reflection?





  Padeudeudeuk-.





  Not just the sleeves of my top, but the clothes themselves began to tear and burst as if they were old and worn. 





  A tremendous reactionary shock also circulated through the palms and blood vessels of my body, raging wildly. 





  Shit, after striking such a cool pose, there would be nothing more embarrassing than being sent flying like this.





  I must prevent that at all costs!





  "Geuaaa-!"





  Finally, with a roar like a scream, the club I swung shattered the shield and sent his body flying.





  "Die, you punk-!"





  "Eueuaaaaak-!"





  Jabez let out a loud scream and flew far back. From his body, which was suspended in the air, pieces of iron plate crumbled and fell to the ground, shattering.





  "Huu-."





  Only then was I finally able to catch my breath.





  "Hand over the number tag, you punk."





  I took the bracelet from the wrist of Jabez, who was lying there trembling and foaming at the mouth. His number tag was 192. 





  Compared to the 1110 I held, it was an early number that could truly be called overwhelming. 





  Earlier, seeing that the official didn't say anything when Luna and I exchanged our bracelets, wouldn't it mean there's no particular problem with swapping numbers?





  While I was having such happy imaginings, the people around us each picked up a piece of the iron plate lying on the ground.





  "My god, this titanium armor was smashed as if it were breaking pottery?"





  "Even if he's a minor River God, to send a son of a god flying like this. Just who is this guy?"





  The people began to pour their attention onto me, the victor of this duel. 





  Faced with gazes mixed with equal parts fear and interest, I had to feel a subtle emotion that I couldn't tell if it was good or embarrassing.





  "The Samaritan in white fur, I've heard of him. He's a famous fellow around these parts."





  "Didn't they say the guy who defeated Geryon, the king of nearby Monsters, looked exactly like that?"





  "Are you talking about the barbarian who beat the man-eating horse to death?"





  "Yes, yes, that's right! The one called the daughter of Jupiter! The holy warrior of Juno!"





  "No, wasn't that person said to be a woman? No matter how I look at that guy now, he's a man.... Look at those muscles. He's a man. Even for a Samaritan, saying that face belongs to a woman is a bit...."





  "Is that so-. I saw from a distance, but they did seem to look similar...."





  Somehow, I felt like staying here would lead to something very bothersome, so I decided to rummage through the fallen man's pockets, take his wallet, and then leave the area.





  "Hassan, you won another duel!"





  Luna followed behind me, looking very excited.





  "If he's the son of a River God, he must be quite an impressive fellow. Hassan defeated a demigod! That's truly amazing!"





  "Is that so?"





  "Of course, I knew Hassan would win. Because I cheered for you! When I cheer, they mostly win!"





  Come to think of it, I think I've won every duel Luna has watched. Is Luna perhaps my goddess of victory? Then I should spend 30% of the money in this wallet for Luna. 





  How much is in here? It feels like there are one or two gold coins.





  While I was contemplating what would be good to go eat, a voice came from behind us.





  "H-Halt right there! Our great Caesar-nim has something to say to you!"





  "Ah-."





  I had a slight feeling I'd forgotten something in the excitement of the duel, and it turned out I'd forgotten the existence of the Nymph Alinoi and her trainer, Caesar.





  Turning my head, I saw Alinoi, the Nymph of the ditch water, struggling as she carried a man far too large for her small stature.


  


  "Geueu..., geueu...."





  The man with a face swollen from being beaten opened his lips with difficulty.





  "Geueu, geueueu...."





  "It seems the great Caesar-nim wishes to reward you!"
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A quiet park in Delphi.





"Ah-that was a close call. I almost had Alinoy snatched away by those nasty rascals."





The man whose face was all swollen up, Caesar, said, his expression deeply furrowed. As he spoke, Nymph Alinoy was continuously dabbing and applying medicine to his face with her tiny fingers.





"I won't do as those stupid rascals say...! My master is only Caesar-nim...!"





No matter how I looked at it, that was incredible loyalty.





It made me wonder if this Nymph was really the same kind of ditch-water Nymph as Paranoy, and I felt incredibly strange.





Was there some special secret to raising them?





As I was feeling a slight doubt with that thought, Caesar bowed his head and spoke.





"I'd like to offer a token of gratitude. I am Caesar, son of the Mountain God. It was my father's teaching policy to always repay kindness received, after all. Thank you for saving me and Alinoy. We owe you our lives."





"Aah! Caesar-nim! You shouldn't bow your head to such commoners...! Anyway, even if these rascals hadn't helped, Caesar-nim alone would have taught them all a lesson...!"





"No, Alinoy. Without the help of these friends, we might all have faced serious trouble. Truth be told, I'm just putting on a brave face; I'm not that great of a guy."





Unlike the image of a very confident pick-up artist I'd had when we first met, Caesar, with his swollen face, was showing a surprisingly humble attitude.





I like humble people.





In this world, guys like Jabez, who are desperate to show off, cause problems everywhere. That's why humble people are as valuable as a star-shaped candy found among a pile of dry, choking hardtack crackers.





I raised this Nymph trainer Caesar's score by about half a star-shaped candy.





Nymph Alinoy, however, didn't seem to like Caesar, whom she followed, expressing humility and gratitude to us.





"Caesar-nim! You don't have to bow your head like that! That Caesar-nim will one day become a magnificent god and ascend to a high throne is known by the earth, and known by the heavens and the rivers!"





"Alinoy, you're overestimating me too much. I'm the son of a nameless Mountain God."





"We Nymphs are always friends and messengers of great gods...! Therefore, we have an amazing intuition that can recognize the sprouts of greatness...! I, Nymph Alinoy, guarantee it...! Caesar-nim, you may have a little more bold confidence...!"





Their conversation seemed quite different from the conversations Paranoy and I usually had. If I were to think about what kind of conversations Paranoy and I usually had...





━Paranoy, I'm thirsty, get up and bring me a cup of water.





━Isn't the kettle closer to Hassan-nim? Rather, Hassan-nim should get up and bring *me* water...!





━Ah, you're right.





This...





Something was definitely wrong with this.


  


I wanted to deny the reality unfolding before my eyes.





I had thought I was getting along pretty well with Paranoy until now, but seeing this ideal friendship with a companion Nymph right before me, I felt incredibly shriveled up.





Where did it all go wrong?





As I was briefly looking back at the past, Luna, who had been quietly listening to the conversation, asked.





"You're the son of a Mountain God? A Demigod?"





"Yes, my mother was a maiden from the mountains who gathered medicinal herbs, and my father was a fading Mountain God. Since he was a god who oversaw such deep and rugged mountain regions, he simply kept losing his divine power without any Followers."





A god in decline, then.





I recalled a story I had heard from Hippolyte a long time ago. Not all immortals who drink nectar are revered as gods.





Even if their physical bodies reached a transcendent state, if there were no Followers to revere them as gods, they would gradually lose their momentum and power and fall into ruin, or so she said.





If a god's name had disappeared to that extent, they might have simply lived a human-like life, like a star that had run its course.





To put it metaphorically, this Caesar guy was the son of a bankrupt company's CEO. In such cases, many people end up buried in debt and often live worse than ordinary folk.





Hmm, so he's a guy who grew up under parents who gathered medicinal herbs.





Not only did he have a Nymph with him, but thinking that his childhood was somewhat similar to mine, I felt a strange sense of camaraderie.





"Anyway, I'd like to offer a token of gratitude. Alinoy and I rely on each other to live, so if we were separated, it would have been very sad."





"A token of gratitude?"





Caesar nodded at my question.





"Yes, actually, when I left my hometown and came to Delphi, I heard a hint from my father."





"Aah, Caesar-nim! Revealing such an important secret is an excessive act...! For these barbarians, a simple meal as a token of gratitude is more than enough...!"





"No, Alinoy. Since I was able to protect something precious, I must repay with something equally precious. This is my father's teaching."





"Ughhh..."





Alinoy glared at me as if she was extremely resentful. Her loyalty to her master was so strong that, as a counter-reaction, she seemed to look down on and hate others.





However, Caesar gently stroked the Nymph's head a few times, and then began his story.





"Anyway, you have a number tag, and you give off a strange vibe, and you're also Demigods like me, right? If so, this will be a very important story. Do you know that Demigods who have recognized their divine awareness can obtain nectar and become full gods?"





"I know!"





Luna answered briefly and concisely in my stead. At her unhesitating answer, Caesar muttered, "Well, that makes explaining easier-," and then opened his mouth again.





"But what if you could ascend to a god's throne without nectar?"





"No, there's a way to do that?"





I was surprised. Because I had known that to become a god, one had to consume nectar, the food of immortality.





"Yes, there is such a way. This is a method known only to Demigods who have powerful gods, like the 12 Chief Deities of Hypnos, as parents. In other words, special individuals with number tags below 100."





"Shit. Below 100?"





"Do you know that these waiting number bracelets are issued starting from number 101?"





"Not from number 1?"





"That's right. From number 1 to 100, their owners are all pre-determined by prophecy, they say. And they can enter through a special Door without waiting and have a private audience with the Great Prophet Oracle, they say."





Was it like an investment secret passed down discreetly only among high-ranking conglomerates and their heirs?





At the thought that I might be able to break through the limit of my strength stat 15, I felt quite a surge of interest.





Just then, Luna furrowed her brow.





"What the heck! That's totally a privileged class! Hippolyte, of all people! I thought she was hiding something, but she was hiding *this*!"





"Hippol-? Anyway, it's exactly as you said, a privileged class. Being a descendant of the 12 Chief Deities means just that. Fringe gods, like me or that Jabez from earlier, can't even put our names forward. Anyway, if you meet the Great Prophet Oracle that way, you can receive one common task, they say."





A task, huh. If it's a task, does he mean something like a quest? Since I'd been involved in various tasks myself, I roughly understood it to be something like that.





"And, only to those who complete that task first, they grant the right to challenge a god's throne-."





Perhaps frightened by Caesar, who was speaking in a rather eerie voice, Luna flinched.





"Ch-challenge the gods?"





"Yes. There are twelve seats on high Hypnos. To become a god in a new seat, you need to snatch a chair."





Indeed.





In a way, this seemed similar to a game of musical chairs. But even if one obtained the right to challenge, I didn't think they could defeat the gods.





The ones I had met: Mars, Nyx, Jupiter, Erebor, Diana, and so on. All of them exuded something that I, myself, could not approach.





Wouldn't that be suicide?





As I was thinking that, Caesar added another word.





"Of course, there is a way to ascend to a god's throne without necessarily challenging them. This is the secret method my father taught me."





Seuk-seuk-.





After looking around and realizing that no one was eavesdropping on our conversation, perhaps feeling relieved, Caesar whispered in a small voice.





"You apply for jurisdiction over small rivers, fields, or places where the god in charge has a small domain. Because in most of those places, there's a high chance that nameless gods are fading away."
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"What does that mean?"





Luna asked back as if she couldn't understand, but I roughly knew what he was trying to say.





In short, he meant you just need to get assigned to a remote area. Indeed, it was natural that rural areas had less competition and were quieter than central ones.





"Even from the perspective of the high gods of Hypnos, there's no harm in having an administrator for rugged mountain regions that their hands don't reach, so they grant positions relatively generously. My father also became a Mountain God this way, he said. And I'm trying to do the same."





"I see."





I nodded appropriately. I had roughly understood everything he was trying to say. However, precisely because I understood, I couldn't help but have one question arise.





"So, you have to complete that common task, or whatever it is, first. The one the Great Prophet Oracle tells you about. But that's only revealed to those ranked below 100, so how do you know what it is and complete the task first?"





"Well, you just have to try hard for that."





"I see."





"Anyway, this is all the information I know. I hope it was helpful."





"It was helpful."





At Caesar's words, I nodded. It felt like my unknown knowledge was increasing, and I even felt a corner of my mind brightening. So many different things existed in this world, huh.





I asked.





"So you also want to become a god of distant mountains or fields?"





"Yes, I want to inherit the mountain my father was in charge of. Because inheriting my father's work is the eldest son's destiny."





"Caesar-nim, you can go to even higher places...!"





"It's a remote and underdeveloped place, but I was very happy when I grew up there. My father and mother, my younger sister, and my wolf, Philos-. Thinking that those memories would disappear makes me a little sad. And I don't really want it to fall into someone else's hands either."





"I see."





This guy was talking like a typical eldest son in a patriarchal family, which you often see in this world.





But on the other hand, I also felt like I could somewhat understand him.





In my childhood, I didn't particularly like the health food store that my father and mother worked hard to run together.





I think I was teased because of it too. But, thinking about it now, it wasn't just bad memories.





And despite everything, it was ultimately through the profits, money, and human connections gained from there that my younger sister and I grew up.





That's why, as I gradually got older, I also studied hard about the ingredients of medicinal herbs and acupressure methods, thinking I would inherit it.





What would happen to that place now?





Since I'm gone, it will probably just disappear in the end. It might even be sold to someone else.





Thinking that I might no longer be able to feel that bitter-sweet smell and sticky humidity, I also felt a very subtle sensation, so I opened my mouth and spoke as if to shake it off.





"Yeah, well, give it your best shot. I'll cheer you on."











* * *











"They were more interesting guys than I thought! And I learned some fun facts too!"





While we were exchanging polite goodbyes with Caesar's party and heading our separate ways, Luna raised her voice as if she'd had a truly fun time. Actually, it would be faster to find something Luna *didn't* find fun.





Because Luna's energy was always high, like her body temperature.





Still, I also found many aspects of this encounter quite interesting.





There was another Nymph too. And it had been a long time since I'd talked to a guy my age, so I was able to chat comfortably for once.


 


━Nymphs consider repaying kindness important and like to do it. If you do good deeds first, they'll follow you better.





I also learned a lot about how to get close to Nymphs. To think Nymphs like repaying kindness, it was news to me, so I was quite bewildered.





Had Paranoy ever repaid me for anything?





As I was seriously thinking about that, Luna spoke.





"That Caesar guy, he seemed strangely similar to Hassan!"





"Really?"





"Like his aura or the vibe he gave off!"





"Maybe it's because he has a Nymph with him."





"That might be it. Anyway, let's go back to the lodging and rest a bit now. I need to catch some sleep-."





And so, Luna and I returned to the lodging where we had booked a room. Since we had bought a lot of food, as I was about to put it down, the moment I opened the Door to the room Luna had booked, a rather loud noise could be heard.





"Surrender at once...!"





"Ah, how annoying...."





When I opened the door, I saw Friede lying face down on the bed, reading a book, and Paranoy on top of her, pressing her down.





"What are you two doing?"





"Aah-! Hassan-nim, you've come just in time...! I, Paranoy, Hassan-nim's right-hand man and foremost Follower, was punishing this fussy Elf who keeps trying to climb all over Hassan-nim...!"





"This one keeps bothering me. Take him away, please."





"Paranoy, stop bothering her and come here."





I had no choice but to call Paranoy.





Bothering Friede while she was resting.





There's no one else with such guts who doesn't know how terrifying Friede is. One wrong move and Delphi could catch fire. Then everything would be ruined in many ways.





So, as I was about to give Paranoy a knuckle rap as a warning, I remembered the conversation I'd had with that Caesar guy earlier.





He said it was good to do good deeds for Nymphs first, didn't he?





So, on Paranoy's head, who had timidly approached as if scared, I gently raised my palm.





"Oh, I was well-behaved today...! I didn't do anything to deserve a knuckle rap...!"





He seemed to think I was going to give him a knuckle rap. But instead of hitting his head with my fist, I just gently rubbed his head with my palm.





"Yes, you were well-behaved. Good job. If you're well-behaved until dinner, I'll give you candy."





"Huu, Huueeeh-!"





At that, Paranoy started trembling all over. Was he happy? So, treating Nymphs with care is the right way to deal with them after all? As I was thinking that, Paranoy spoke.





"Th-this is scarier than getting a knuckle rap...! Hassan-nim, Hassan-nim isn't someone who would do this! It seems Hassan-nim is broken...! It's definitely a monster wearing Hassan-nim's skin...!"





"Damn it all."











* * *











And so, after resting at the lodging for a while, evening arrived.





Hippolyte returned to the lodging late in the evening to eat, and I asked her about something that had been on my mind.





"By any chance, are you on your way back from meeting the Great Prophet Oracle? Because of that warrior's task, or whatever it's called."





"H-how did you know that?"
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Hippolyte returned to the lodging only after it was late evening.





"I'm hungry. Let's eat dinner. Do we have any crabs prepared today?"





Seeing her looking around here and there, it seemed she really liked the king crabs that Paranoy had caught a few yesterday.





However, Paranoy had spent the entire day bothering Elfriede and resting at the lodging, so there was no way there would be any crabs.





So, we ate something that looked like a luxurious, watery porridge, stew, or soup-we couldn't tell which-sold at the Delphi inn for about 10 Copper per bowl.





Perhaps because they had simmered it with clams and shrimp, it was quite edible. As the meal was roughly coming to an end, I subtly asked Hippolyte,





"You returned quite late, were you perhaps meeting the Great Oracle? It's about that warrior's task or whatever it is."





At that, Hippolyte seemed greatly surprised and put down the shrimp she was holding.





"H-how did you know that?"





Seeing her flustered look, Luna, who had been diligently picking the bones and meat from a fish to place on Paranoy's spoon, chimed in.





"I heard everything! You can enter the Chamber of Awakening through a special passage without waiting in line, right?"





"Ah, it seems you heard it somewhere. Yes, that's right. It was supposed to be kept secret, but it's not like revealing it will cause much trouble."





I thought it was a very important secret, but judging by Hippolyte's reaction, it seemed like it wouldn't matter much if it came out.





So, I casually asked, hinting at the topic.





"If it's not a problem, could you tell us what that task is?"





"Actually, I had something to tell you regarding that. The task I received from the Great Oracle this year has a few points that bother me."





Hippolyte added a brief explanation afterward.





As we expected, Hippolyte was returning from meeting someone called the Great Oracle, and the prophecy she heard was, 'There is an opportunity for the one who turns the darkening sea water blue'.





Elfriede, whose saved shrimp had been snatched by Paranoy, asked with a frown.





"Turn the darkening sea water blue? That's a strange prophecy."





"Originally, most prophecies from Oracles are like that. They are full of metaphors and allegories, making interpretation difficult. Anyway, the task for this year is to make the sea water blue."





To that, Luna asked,





"So, if we solve that task together, can we also get a chance to become gods?"





However, at that remark, Hippolyte crossed her arms and slowly shook her head.





"I don't know about that. I don't know where you heard that, but even if you complete the task, you don't immediately become a god. You have to ask the Oracles if there's a vacant seat suitable for you."





"What do you mean by that?"





"The Oracles give warriors who have completed their tasks one chance to ask a question. They answer anything. You can learn various things through dialogues with them, but it's complicated to explain in words."





Hippolyte trailed off, wearing a very perplexed expression.





Perhaps she thought it wasn't a good idea to talk about this in a crowded place? Indeed, there were people eavesdropping on our table's conversation from various corners.





"Turn the black sea blue-."





"Let's go to the sea right now-."





In fact, a few of them even got up abruptly from their tables the moment our conversation ended. Luna flusteredly reacted to their actions.





"Are we going to lose our chance?"





"Calm down, Nox's daughter. Acting hastily won't get things done. It's not an easy task either. Well, you'll find out when you experience it yourself. So, about this matter, would you help me?"





Tap tap-.





Hippolyte tapped the table with her finger and asked.





"Alright, I'll participate. I have business with those Oracles, after all. That's why I came all the way to Delphi."





Elfriede answered first. Come to think of it, Elfriede had joined this trip to Delphi for her own reasons, hadn't she?





"There's no downside to having a mage. Good, that's one person secured."





Hippolyte's gaze then turned towards me, Luna, and Paranoy.





Turning my gaze away from that direct and sharp stare, I looked at Luna.





There were many reasons why I came to Delphi, but the most significant among them was Luna.





Luna is not some half-baked demigod but a pure goddess.





She doesn't seem to realize it herself, but I thought maybe this opportunity would allow her to grasp a little bit of her true identity.





There's a high probability that the Gigas coming up from Hell are targeting Luna. If she realizes her divinity, perhaps she'll be able to protect herself to some extent.





However, there was also something worrying.





Luna's mother, Lady Nox, didn't seem to want Luna to realize her identity.





I haven't had many conversations with Lady Nox, but recalling our past talks vaguely, she just seemed to wish for her daughter to live like an ordinary human.





But if things continue like this, Luna will undoubtedly become some kind of goddess. It's only a matter of time; it's an undeniable fact.





After all, an eagle raised among chickens is destined to soar the skies someday.





It feels a bit strange.





If I recall correctly, I heard that when beings become gods, their personality and values often change.





Luna changing...





I can hardly imagine it.





On the other hand, I also felt anxious at the thought that the human Luna I know might disappear, that she might become an immortal god and eventually part ways with me.





So, I thought.





What if I made Luna the goddess of a small, modest domain?





For instance, if she became the goddess of a small stream or a little hill, wouldn't she be able to continue living an ordinary life like she does now?





Just like Caesar's father and mother lived a simple yet happy life on a small mountain. I thought, what if we built our own shrine in a small yard and lived quietly?





Of course, that was just my imagination.





What should I do?





As I was thinking that, Luna suddenly raised her hand.





"I'll do it too! It looks fun! I have a lot of things I want to ask the Oracle! I wonder if they'll tell me how to break the curse on Ideope Island?"





No matter how much I worried, Luna's life was ultimately hers. Without needing my deliberation, Luna seemed to have decided her own path.











* * *











"Turn the black sea blue-. Perhaps if we wander around the coast, we might find even a small clue. Let's split up and search."





The next day.





Following Hippolyte's instructions, we decided to split up and search Delphi and its nearby coastlines.





Hippolyte said she would be acting individually due to her personal business as a Gold Tier adventurer, and since Elfriede wanted to team up with Luna, Paranoy and I were paired up to work as a duo.





"D-don't blow wind into my stomach! If you do it again, I'll really get mad!"





Elfriede casually replied, "Sure, whatever-," but Luna still growled as if unconvinced.





Will those two be okay as a team?





"Hassan-nim, you're going to the sea with me again...! We must catch lots of crabs...!"





Of course, I had my own problems too. Having to stick with Paranoy all day long. I could already feel my ears getting tired just thinking about how much noisy chatter I'd have to endure.





So, I packed a bundle full of candies made from hardened honey and headed out. And in less than half a day, they were all gone.





"Hassan-nim, the sea is always blue...! It's blue and vast...! Thinking that the King of the Sea, Neptune, and the Nymph sisters of the Okeanides dwell beneath this deep sea truly makes my heart swell...!"





Paranoy chattered on as if he really loved the sea. In the bucket already, the small crabs Paranoy had caught were clattering and bumping into each other.





"Shit."





It was just as Paranoy said.





The sea is always blue and vast. Turn the black sea blue? How exactly are we supposed to make an already blue sea bluer?





The only plausible thing might be that the sea looks dark at night. Illuminating the night sea with bright light to make it blue? Is that it?





As I was lost in thought, Paranoy spoke.





"I think we've caught everything here...! Over there, that beach called the Sanctuary seems quiet with no people, so there must be plenty of fish and crabs...! How about we head there...?"





"If it's a Sanctuary, isn't that a place no one can enter?"





"We aren't just anyone, are we? It'll be fine...! Besides, restricted areas called Sanctuaries are usually just playgrounds for nobles or demigods, meant to scare people away!"





"I see."





Perhaps a special beach, untouched by others, might hold the key to solving the prophecy.





So, I followed Paranoy's suggestion and headed towards the Sanctuary beach where no one went. People started murmuring as we walked past.





"Look at them, heading into the forbidden waters?"





"Looks like they'll have another corpse to clean up."





"Hope the sea doesn't get angry-."





They seemed to be muttering ominous things, but before I could stop him, Paranoy splashed right into the empty beach.





"Ah! Hassan-nim, look at this...! Paranoy caught a scallop...!"





"Yes, good job."





I sat on the quiet beach, lost in thought.





A black sea.





For the sea to turn black, wouldn't there need to be an oil spill? Turning an oil-covered sea blue... truly, it's a task worthy of being called heroic.





"Ah-! L-look at this...! It's a crayfish, a lobster...! This guy would be delicious grilled...!"





"Yes, you caught it well. Put it in the bucket."





But in a world without oil tankers, what could possibly cause a massive oil spill in the sea? It was a difficult question.





"Hassan-nim! This time, this time I caught something truly amazing...! Paranoy caught a mermaid...!"





"Yes, good job. Put it in the bucket-."





"It seems too big to fit...! Th-this one is resisting fiercely...!"





"What the hell did you catch?"





I was fucking surprised. Snapping back to reality and looking at the beach, I saw Paranoy struggling and pulling something on the sandy shore where the waves crashed 철석철석 (cheolseokcheolseok).





"L-let go!"





Its identity was, just as Paranoy said, a mermaid. A creature with the upper body of a woman and the lower body adorned with fish fins.
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Paranoy was pulling its fin, dragging it relentlessly onto the shore.





"H-how the hell did you catch that?"





"I haven't caught it completely yet...! It looks like it'll escape...! Hassan-nim, please help...!"





"Alright!"





I helped Paranoy and grabbed the smooth fin.





And when we pulled with all our might, the mermaid struggling on the sand was finally dragged onto land by my arm, leaving long finger marks on the sand 주우욱- (juuuk-).





"Y-you savages! What are you doing! Send me back to the sea at once!"





"Holy shit, a mermaid is fucking amazing! Hey, how did you catch it? What the hell did you do?"





"Mermaids, Sirens, are sea nymphs...! That Paranoy, living on land, caught a sea nymph...! Paranoy is superior to the sea nymphs...!"





"So this one's a nymph too."





"If you dip Paranoy's fingers in the water, fish that mistake them for worms sometimes bite, and that's when you catch them...! This one did too!"





Ah, so that's how he caught so many crabs and lobsters. It was quite a clever trick, but a truth I'd rather not know.





Anyway, I scanned the mermaid, dragged onto the shore, from fin to head. Fitting for a nymph, she didn't look very smart.





Just being caught by Paranoy and dragged ashore deducts half a star from her IQ score. Still, the fact that mermaids exist was truly breathtaking.





How on earth could such a physical structure even exist?





Driven by curiosity, I reached out and touched the fin of this sea nymph.





It was incredibly slippery and cool.





Her wavy red hair resembled seaweed. She wore something like a top made from woven seaweed and shells, which felt quite realistic.





Her ears looked like small fins, unlike Paranoy's. So, the moment I reached out to touch them, wondering if they were ears or gills, the mermaid, perhaps terrified by my action, screamed.





"I-I am Aeriol! If you touch me, you'll regret it! Take your hands off me, land barbarian!"





"Who?"





"Aeriol! H-how dare you! Not only did you trespass into the forbidden Sanctuary, but you also insult me when I'm trying to warn you! Lord Tritan will not forgive you!"





Her voice was incredibly shrill and loud. I thought mermaids were supposed to sing beautiful songs by default, but apparently not.





Shit, nymphs are cheerful even with fins, huh.





As I was casually cleaning my ear, Paranoy exclaimed in surprise.





"L-Lord Tritan? Are you talking about the monstrous Tritan...?"





"Yes! Even a lowly land nymph like you must have heard of Lord Tritan's reputation! You'd better apologize quickly to me, Aeriol, Lord Tritan's favorite concubine and the one with the prettiest scales!"





Paranoy began to shiver.





"Hassan-nim, we should return this one to the sea quickly...!"
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  "Hassan-nim, it seems it would be best to release this mermaid into the sea immediately...!"





  Paranoy trembled uncontrollably.





  He even went so far as to say that it would be better to return the Nymph of the sea he had captured back to the ocean. 





  The only time Paranoy, who shouts arrogantly at everyone, tucks his tail like this is when he feels his defeat is certain. 





  I know that all too well.





  "I, I am Aeriol, the favorite concubine of the Superhuman Strength and Chaotic God Tritan-nim! If you touch me, Tritan-nim will raise a massive wave against this Delphi!"





  And the reason for Paranoy's fear is likely because of that name, Tritan or whatever.





  Who is Tritan?





  Superhuman Strength and Chaotic God?





  After Jabez of Superhuman Strength, is it Tritan of Superhuman Strength and Chaotic Gods (怪力亂神)? 





  I've felt this for a while, but people in this world seem to love giving themselves cool nicknames. Could this be that severe case of self-conscious over-inflation, chuunibyou?





  Thinking that way, my nickname 'Samaritan' felt simple and nice. 





  If I had been given a title like 'Hassan, Prince of Darkness' or 'Dark Prince Hassan' just because my hair is black, I would have been embarrassed in many ways.





  "Hassan-nim, we must return this creature to the sea quickly...! If we stay like this, we might incur the wrath of that Tritan fellow...!"





  While I was lost in thought, Paranoy snapped me out of it with a sharp yell.





  "What kind of guy is Tritan?"





  "Do you know who the ruler of the sea is?"





  "Isn't it Neptune?"





  I recalled what I had read in an encyclopedia long ago. The one who rules over water and the sea in this world is a god named Neptune. 





  His majesty is said to be that of a powerful ruler, counted among the three Chief Deities along with Jupiter and Pluto. 





  Now that faith in Pluto has completely collapsed and is being suppressed, he is an absolute being who literally divides the world in two. 





  Living in Sodomora, he was a god I didn't have much contact with, but in a city adjacent to the sea like Delphi, his status is said to even surpass that of Jupiter, the King of Gods.





  "What about Neptune?"





  "Tritan is Neptune's one and only begotten son...! He is a young ruffian rumored to be terrifying and merciless...!"





  "If he's Neptune's son, does that mean he's a demigod too?"





  I thought about the countless demigods wearing numbers on their wrists. 





  Just yesterday, I faced Caesar, the son of a mountain god, and Jabez, the son of some river god, so even hearing 'son of a god' doesn't feel that surprising anymore. Humans are adaptable creatures, after all.





  However, Paranoy was foaming at the mouth like a crab he's so good at catching.





  "He is not a half-god, a demigod...! He is a boy-god...! Though he is a young god, his majesty is said to be truly monstrous...!"





  If he's not a demigod, does that mean both his parents have the blood of gods? I felt a sense of wonder that another being like Luna existed in the world. 





  But thinking about it, it wasn't particularly strange. It must be common for gods to marry gods and have children.





  So, to summarize Paranoy's words, this Tritan guy is the only son of Neptune, the absolute ruler of the sea? And this mermaid named Aeriol is Tritan's concubine.





  And Paranoy and I dragged such a mermaid onto land and tried to shove her into a bucket.





  Shit, thinking about it carefully, it seems we've screwed up.





  "Let's send her back to the sea, Paranoy."





  "That is indeed a wise decision...!"





  "Wh-Where are you touching! I-I told you not to lay a hand on my body!"





  "No, shit, how am I supposed to send you back to the sea without touching you?"





  "That's for you to figure out! You idiot! Just try touching a single fingertip to me! Tritan-nim won't leave you alone! Tritan-nim is the strongest in this vast sea!"





  The image of a fox riding on a lion's back would look exactly like this. 





  Paranoy often used me as a front to act high and mighty toward others, so perhaps attaching oneself to a strong person they consider superior and bullying other weaker ones is a racial trait of Nymphs. 





  The problem is that it works quite well.





  So Paranoy and I had to rack our brains to figure out how to return this noisy and rude mermaid to the sea without touching a single finger to her.





  But no method came to mind. No matter what we did, hands would eventually have to touch.





  "Ah, screw it, should I just throw her?"





  With that thought, I finally scooped the mermaid up.





  "Kyaaaak! Where are you touching! I said, where are you touching!"





  The mermaid flopped her small fins here and there, refusing to be caught in my hands, but with her slender strength, she couldn't beat me. 





  Having gone fishing in the sea and rivers with my father, I know well enough how to subdue a living fish.





  *Pulteok, pulteok.*





  "No, just stay still for a second."





  "Wh-Why is this guy's strength so great! Hands off! You barbarian!"





  I strode forward and stood on the beach. However, just then, something began popping out of the calm and quiet sea.





  *Cheombang, cheombang-.*





  It was colorful hair. To be precise, wet heads of hair. Seeing fin-like ears attached between those strands of hair, they were likely other mermaids.





  This is bad.





  Did they come to find her?





  It was just as I was starting to feel slightly flustered.





  "Aeriol! We sent you on an errand, and you were slacking off in a place like this again?"





  "You useless thing, we let you join us because you begged to play, but you can't even do the work you're told! We had to do all the errands you were supposed to do because of you!"





  "Someone like you doesn't deserve to enter Tritan-nim's Shell Box!"





  "Don't you dare go around saying you're an acquaintance of Tritan-nim-! It lowers our standards!"





  *Chwaaak, chwaaak-.*





  The mermaids chattered noisily about something and sprayed sprays of water toward us. 





  "What the hell, what's this all of a sudden!"





  Having been hit by an out-of-nowhere water-attribute attack, I was soaked head to toe and completely dazed. 





  The problem was that the streams of water being fired went beyond just getting my clothes wet; they were damn painful. 





  It was literally a Spear Wave.





  "Kyaaaak-!"





  The mermaid I was holding, Aeriol, was also hit by that attack. She couldn't withstand the intense stream of water and ended up screaming. 





  Even I, who has a decent tolerance for pain, found it painful, so for this mermaid with delicate skin, she must have truly wanted to scream.





  If she gets hurt, won't that Tritan guy or whatever get angry? So I carefully covered Aeriol with the magic beast hide I was wearing over my head.





  *Chwaaak, chwaaak-!*





  "Ah, that was fun! Let's go now, sisters!"





  "Aeriol, you just try coming back later! You won't be able to sleep tonight!"





  Only after raising a spray of water for a good while did the mermaids each giggle and disappear back into the sea.





  "What the hell was that just now. Was it a counterattack from nature being desecrated?"





  Blinking my eyes, which were stinging from the seawater, I carefully placed the Nymph of the sea, Aeriol, into the water.





  "There, anyway, go back."





  *Chambang, chambang.*





  Like a dolphin rescued after being stranded on land, she seemed very happy to be in the water, splashing around a few times before opening her mouth hesitantly toward me.





  "...D-Did you hear that just now?"





  "What. The sound of you splashing?"





  "Ah, no, nothing. It's fine if you didn't hear."





  "This Paranoy heard everything...! This creature was a Nymph being bullied...! Despite that, she lied saying she was Tritan's concubine...!"





  But Paranoy, as always, latched onto the opponent's weakness. 





  Paranoy is literally a hyena of the wilderness. If he smells a wound or blood, he bites without hesitation. 





  "This creature will surely be tormented by other sea Nymphs when she returns...! The retribution for daring to act superior to this Paranoy! Serves her right...!"





  "Gr, grrrr...."





  Was it because of Paranoy's spirited provocation? Aeriol's expression as she entered the sea became even more serious than when she was pulled out onto land.





  "I-It's not like that!"





  And then, thick tears began to flow from those luminous blue eyes. But her tears shone with a mysterious silver light, like drops of mercury.





  At that, Paranoy spoke in surprise.





  "Nymphs' tears are incredible magic ingredients...! Among them, the tears shed by sea Nymphs are rumored to be incredibly beautiful, and it seems that's true...!"





  "Hey, Paranoy-ya. She's a Nymph just like you, can't you get along?"





  "That creature is one that lives in the sea...! She is a different species from a land Nymph like me...! Because they are closer to fish than Nymphs, they are very stupid creatures...!"





  I don't know what it is, but there seemed to be something like regional prejudice among Nymphs. I gave up on trying to understand.








  *     *     *








  Even though I had released her back into the sea, Aeriol didn't return to her hometown or whatever. Instead, she slowly crawled back onto land and sat on the beach, lamenting.





  "If I go back to the underwater village like this, I'll be scolded by my seniors! I have to take something, anything, as an achievement!"





  Because of that, Paranoy and I had to sit on the beach for about half a day listening to this creature chatter away. 





  This girl, Aeriol, was a nobody, contrary to the grand claims she had made earlier. She wasn't Tritan's concubine, nor did she have the most beautiful scales or whatever.





  The Shell Box, a fan club or harem-like organization for Neptune's only son, Tritan. She was the youngest in the hierarchy, in charge of various chores and errands. That was Aeriol's true identity. 





  She said the only time she saw Tritan was catching a glimpse of him from afar as he passed by.





  I could finally feel relieved.





  "What, so even if I touched you, that terrifying guy named Tritan won't appear and retaliate against us?"





  "Th-That's right.... But someday it will be like that! Someday! I'll climb up the ranks and definitely give birth to Tritan-nim's son!"





  A burning will that didn't suit a cool mermaid seemed to flare up. When I felt a slight sense of doubt, Paranoy explained, as if he had read my mind.





  "Tritan is the successor who will follow Neptune...! Becoming the successor's wife and giving birth to his legitimate heir means becoming the Queen of the Sea...!"





  Aha, so it's like the feeling of becoming the wife of a second-generation chaebol. 





  They say that what's more enviable than being a doctor is being the doctor's wife. Similarly, isn't what's more enviable than being a second-generation chaebol being the wife of one?





  Then it's a self-evident fact that you can change your fortune even by becoming the wife of a silver-spoon brat who's called the successor of the sea and likely looks obnoxious for some reason.





  So problems and power struggles occur in a harem in their own way.





  Of course, from what I saw, there didn't seem to be much hope for this Aeriol girl. Isn't she a fool who got hooked by Paranoy's finger and pulled onto land?
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  While I was thinking that, Paranoy said.





  "Tritan is a fellow famous for deliberately instigating fights among his harem members and making them tear each other apart...! He says that only those who survive earn the right to be his wife...!"





  "What an obnoxious guy."





  "However, it would be good for Hassan-nim to follow that example...! In many ways, wise children are born from strong and wise women...! Making harem members compete is a very wise course of action...!"





  I don't know why my story is suddenly coming up, but Paranoy often said things out of context. 





  So, while I was letting the story flow through one ear, the mermaid Aeriol, who was sitting next to us looking at the sea and sighing, spoke up.


  


  "Even though I'm the youngest at rank 32, my feelings of love for Tritan-nim are second to none! I have a plan too! A plan to make the black sea blue!"





  "What? What plan?"





  I was startled, wondering if I had misheard. Didn't she just say she'd make the black sea blue? I grabbed Aeriol's shoulders, looked into her face, and asked again.





  "Tell me more about that story."





  "A-Are you not going to laugh at my story? You're not going to tease me for it being an absurd story?"





  "Yeah, I won't tease you, so tell me. What the hell is that black sea thing?"





  "You're the first person who didn't laugh at my words! You're a nicer guy than you look! You even saved me from the water spray earlier!"





  At my question, Aeriol suddenly burst into tears. Silver bead-like things rolled from her eyes and tumbled onto the beach.





  I carefully tucked them into my pocket so she wouldn't notice. Luna will like it if I bring them to her. Hehe. 





  Aeriol spoke to me while sobbing.





  "...D-Do you perhaps like me? I'm sorry, but I have Tritan-nim, so I can't accept your feelings...!"





  Dammit.





  To be rejected without even confessing. I felt like I understood why Paranoy called mermaids stupid creatures. But didn't something like this happen once before?





  Anyway, that wasn't what was important right now.





  "What exactly is that black sea?"





  "It's the Monster Snake's nest."
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  "What the hell is this 'black sea' anyway?"





  At my question, Aeriol seuk-seuk scanned her surroundings. Then, as if debating whether she should say it or not, she finally opened her mouth slowly.





  "It's the Monster Snake's nest."





  "The Monster Snake's nest?"





  "Shhh! Your voice is too loud! It, it might be around here! If it thinks we're talking about it, it might come out!"





  With Aeriol glaring and looking around, I had no choice but to lower my voice. 





  Talking about ghosts makes ghosts eavesdrop, and talking about snakes makes snakes appear - these are common superstitions everywhere, so I could understand her overreaction.





  "So, what is this Monster Snake's nest?"





  "It was a few years ago. A few years from now, a Monster Sea Snake built a nest in a sea cave nearby."





  A sea snake, huh.





  "But the problem is, the venom it emits is so strong that no one can approach the sea near that cave! It's enough to turn the beautiful seawater black, you know?"





  I thought of snakes living in the sea. 





  Having watched documentaries occasionally, I had heard that snakes with venom more than 10 times stronger than cobras live in the sea. Had they said all types of sea snakes possess deadly venom?





  However, in this world overflowing with sorcery and magic, if it's called a Monster Sea Snake, it clearly wouldn't be an ordinary one. Is it a Dynamax Sea Snake?





  A fucking huge sea snake. No, a sea python.





  I imagine a fucking enormous sea python coiled up in a cave, dyeing its surroundings entirely with snake wine. Oh, fuck. It was such a gruesome sight that I quickly stopped.





  Indeed, if such a creature were to settle in a cave, it wouldn't be strange for the sea to turn black due to its potent venom.





  Just then, Paranoy, who was listening beside me, spoke up.





  "Hassan-nim, perhaps the prophecy spoken by that 'Great Prophet' fellow means exactly this...! Defeating the sea snake and purifying the seawater, that's what it means...!"





  For something Paranoy said, it felt quite close to the correct answer. I, too, couldn't think of any other hypothesis besides that.





  However, Aeriol scoffed at our discussion.





  "Defeat that thing? That's impossible. Even our Tritan-nim only managed to seal the cave where it lives with rocks, you know."





  "Is that for real?"





  "Yes! Even Tritan-nim, the hero of the ocean, struggled against it, so what do you think you guys can do?"





  "Hmm-."





  I fell into thought for a moment. This Tritan fellow is the only son of Neptune, the absolute ruler of the sea.





  He has the cool title of Goeryeoknansin and a harem of nearly 30 members, so while I don't know him well, he must clearly be a very strong and fierce guy.





  But for such a guy to only manage to block the cave entrance with rocks. I wonder how dangerous that sea python is.





  While I was deep in thought about the sea python's danger level, Aeriol added a few more words.





  "Its potent venom is enough to turn the seawater black! Even Tritan-nim was staggering from the poison! It's a truly incredibly strong opponent, you know!"





  Paranoy replied to that.





  "To be affected by mere venom, isn't Tritan just some insignificant guy...? As for our Hassan-nim, he's so powerful that he wouldn't even bat an eye if his entire body were covered in Bashkir Bees...!"





  "Bashkir Bees, are you talking about Ceres-nim's messengers?"





  "That's right...!"





  "Lies! The danger of those guys' stings is rumored even beneath the sea! Does it make sense to be stung by them and be perfectly fine? You finless folks exaggerate too much!"





  "It's not a lie...! Hassan-nim is a far more amazing person than a scoundrel like Tritan...! And I, Paranoy, his right hand, am also amazing...!"





  The two Nymphs started arguing loudly, and I felt my head spin. 





  If the Nymphs kept chattering so loudly, I felt like the Monster Snake or whatever it was would really appear on the surface, so I clapped my hands, jjak-, to get their attention.





  "Alright, Aeriol. Anyway, you said you had a plan. A plan to make the sea blue again. You haven't told me what it is yet."





  "Oh, right. Yes, anyway, the black sea is a big headache for us mermaids and Tritan-nim. Right now, it's only dyed the seawater around the cave black, but it's only a matter of time before that area spreads!"





  "So?"





  "So I made a plan! To make the sea blue again!"





  "No, what's the method?"





  "I don't know! I'll have to figure it out from now on! Anyway, if I succeed, Tritan-nim will definitely look at me differently again! Anyway, this is my plan!"





  No, fuck. Can you even call that a plan? Just as I was wondering what to say about it, Paranoy burst out laughing, heuheu-.





  "This one, just spouting big words without a plan...! As expected, all Nymphs of the sea are idiots...! They're dumber than fish...! That Tritan fellow must be stupid too...!"





  "What did you say!? You, you! You look dumber than me, and you dare insult Tritan-nim!"


  





  *     *     *








  When evening came, we gathered at the inn we had chosen as our lodging.





  Seeing that both Luna and Elfriede had tired faces, it seemed they were exhausted from wandering around the city all day.





  I asked.





  "Did you find out anything?"





  "No, not really. What about you, Hassan?"





  "I think we found out something. Though it's not certain."





  I took something small and hard, about the size of a fingernail, from my pocket and placed it on the table. Luna and Elfriede's eyes widened considerably as they looked at it.





  "Wow! It's a Tear Pearl, isn't it? These are incredibly hard to find! Where did you get it?"





  Luna placed the small, teardrop-shaped pearl on her palm and shook it around. 





  In response, I roughly recounted the story of how Paranoy and I had met a strange mermaid on the beach earlier, and what the mermaid had told us about the sea snake.
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  "Tritan and a sea snake, huh-."





  Hippolyte, who had listened to my explanation, broke her continued silence with a small hum. 





  The dark brown barley wine swirling in the wooden cup Hippolyte held and twirled looked quite ominous.





  "Is this a trustworthy story?"





  "It doesn't seem like a lie."





  "Indeed, I also heard similar stories while scouting the vicinity. The local fishermen were worried because deformed fish kept being caught. Was it due to the sea being polluted with venom? Anyway, it's quite a significant discovery."





  "That's a relief then."





  "However, if this is information we easily found out, then other folks must have figured it out too."





  Hippolyte's words held considerable persuasive power.





  If it was information we easily discovered, it wouldn't be strange for others who were trying hard in various ways to also know what we had found out.





  Even as we sat here leisurely eating, someone else might be striving to fulfill the prophetic task.





  Perhaps feeling impatient, Luna spoke.





  "Then shouldn't we do something starting now? Can we really be this relaxed? What if other guys snatch the achievement away from us!"





  However, Hippolyte merely chuckled softly, huh-huh-.





  "There's no need to rush. Didn't you say Tritan found it difficult to deal with and only managed to block the cave entrance with rocks?"


 


  "What does that matter!"





  "Tritan is a strong individual I've heard about occasionally myself. If he gave up on defeating it, then it won't be easily subjugated by others either."





  "Hmm-."





  Hippolyte said that, but Luna merely rested her chin on her hand, lost in thought, as if unconvinced. 





  "Still, all sorts of formidable individuals must have gathered. I feel like if we stay this relaxed, we'll end up losing out."





  "Moving too rashly isn't good either. It will be a dangerous endeavor."





  Their opinions just wouldn't align.





  Each of them had such distinct thoughts and personalities that persuading each other and reaching a consensus felt difficult.





  I suddenly became curious about this Tritan fellow, who supposedly had a harem of over 30 members. 





  Over 30 women. 





  Even if each only said one word, that's 30 words.





  It must be fucking loud. And chaotic.





  Does he remember all their names?





  Calling it a harem, I felt incredibly envious of this Tritan guy, and at the same time, found him annoying. 





  But then I thought, if it means he's bringing all 30 of those women under his wing and leading them, he suddenly started to seem incredibly impressive. 





  If I were the master of a harem of 30 women, what would happen?





  I would surely be torn to shreds, like a fish showing weakness to piranhas. 





  As for me, just my relationship with Luna and Hippolyte already has me beaten up and knocked out all over the place.





  What on earth is the secret to having so many women and being able to coordinate them?





  Does a powerful divine successor have some extraordinary secret?





  I'd like to meet him once.





  Tak-.





  Just then, the sound of someone setting a cup on the table pulled me out of my thoughts. Elfriede, with beer foam on her lips, spoke after a long silence.





  "The fact that it's difficult for others means it'll be difficult for us too, right? Can we actually defeat that Monster Sea Snake?"





  Elfriede's words were also perfectly reasonable. Because of this, both Luna and Hippolyte stopped talking and simply ate their food in silence.





  The atmosphere seemed to be getting gloomy, so I felt like I should say something. Thus, I recalled the conversation I had earlier with Aeriol the mermaid on the beach.





  "Well, Aeriol said she'd guide us to where the black sea is tomorrow. So, when day breaks, we'll just rent a boat and set off. It would be good to go see it for ourselves and then decide."





  "Hassan-nim's opinion is a hundred times correct...! Indeed, it flawlessly demonstrates the dignity of a next-generation ruler, equipped with wise wisdom...!"





  Did Paranoy's agreement, always flattering me, somehow work? The atmosphere, which had been spinning idly like misaligned gears just moments ago, seemed to loosen up a bit.





  And so, the next day.





  "I am Gorgor, captain of this ship, the Gorgor-ho."





  Early in the morning, we went to the dock and rented a boat that was just sitting there.





  "It's smaller than other boats, but it's just as fast. Even in windless zones, it can travel long distances with stored wind magic."





  I wasn't quite sure, but it seemed to have a strange magic stone installed at the stern, which sprayed wind from the bottom of the boat to propel it forward.





  Should I think of it as a magic-powered electric motor?





  Its size seemed larger than a sailboat but slightly smaller than a yacht. Still, there was enough space for our party to put down their luggage and sit, so it felt reasonably stable.





  "50 silver for a day's rental is quite expensive."





  "My skill is excellent enough to warrant it. I dare say I'm the only Gorgor who hasn't caused a single accident on the sea in 30 years. Now, anyway, hand over your luggage."


  


  And so, the party boarded the boat.





  As the Chains that had tied the boat were lifted along with the anchor, the Gorgor-ho finally began to move towards the sea.





  "Hassan-nim! I, I, Paranoy, am floating on the water...! I have finally left the land and even placed the sea beneath my feet...! I have become a greater being than all the land Nymphs...!"





  Perhaps it was his first time on a boat, but Paranoy was incredibly excited, clinging to the ship's railing and looking down at the sea. 





  The swaaa-shing water parting seemed so fascinating to him that he forgot to close his mouth and chattered incessantly, while Luna beside him responded well to his words.





  "It's been a long time since I've been on a boat! I remember taking a boat like this for about a month when I came over from Ideope to the continent!"





  Luna and Paranoy seemed incredibly excited by this unexpected boat trip. However, Hippolyte and Elfriede weren't quite as high-spirited.





  Hippolyte was merely silently cleaning her sword and armor, and as for Elfriede-.





  "Ugh, ugh...."





  She seemed to be suffering from severe seasickness, her condition looking far from good. Come to think of it, weren't Elves said to be afraid of large bodies of water like this? To feel such torment just from riding a boat. 





  Seeing Elfriede, who should be responsible for our party's greatest firepower, completely out of commission, was incredibly unsettling.


  


  Just then, the captain asked.





  "Where did you say I should take you?"





  In response, I recalled the conversations I had with Aeriol the mermaid when we parted ways yesterday. Where had we agreed to meet?





  "Well, we agreed to meet at some... dog-shaped rock."





  "Ah, you mean the Dog Rock Reef. To meet someone there. It's not really a place where people would be, you know."





  "Just go there for now. We might be late."





  "Understood."





  This captain probably has no idea that we're going to meet a mermaid. Mermaids are Nymphs of the sea. They are famous for not easily showing themselves to people, you see.





  And so, when we approached that Dog Rock Reef or whatever it was.





  I couldn't help but be surprised by the figure sitting on it, waiting for us.





  The mermaid I was supposed to meet was nowhere to be found; instead, a man wearing a strange, streamlined, tight-fitting diving suit, like fish scales, was sitting on the rock.





  "Are you the man my cute Aeriol met?"





  "Ah-."
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 In the middle of the seashore, a reef jutted out. A man sat atop the rock, his build quite long and lanky. His arms and legs were as long and slender as mine. 





 In other words, should I describe him as sleek like a cutlassfish? 





 In fact, his body was covered in dense scales, like a silver cutlassfish, clad in something I couldn't tell if I should call a bizarre suit or armor.





 His face was that of a handsome man with a rather languid impression. His blue hair, wet and dripping water, gave him an infuriatingly roguish look, the kind that probably broke many girls' hearts.





 A handsome man who looked like he carried a surfboard around, ready to charm any beachside girl at a moment's notice. That was my conclusion.





 He speaks.





 "So, you're the ones who were supposed to meet Aeriol here today."





 Hearing him speak, I instantly knew who this man was. 





 This man was none other than Tritan, the sole son of Neptune who reigns as the master of the sea, the hero of the ocean, and a being of monstrous strength and strange phenomena.





 Is this bastard the master of that 30-person harem?





 The thought struck me as quite impressive, but for someone called the son of a god, he felt surprisingly mundane. 





 After all, I had pictured something like Cthulhu, covered head to toe in fins, scales, and tentacles.





 The only thing I got right was perhaps that his teeth were sharp like a shark's, making him look rather menacing?





 But overall, judging by his appearance alone, he looked like any other human, not much different from myself.





 Of course, appearances can be deceiving.





 Sreeeng-.





 Indeed, Hippolyte had her hand resting on her sword hilt, ready to draw it at any moment. 





 Her low stance, poised to unsheathe her blade and unleash sword energy at any second, clearly indicated that the man before us was a formidable opponent, a true powerhouse.





 Zzzzt, zzzzt-.
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 An easily discernible sense of caution and killing intent radiated from Hippolyte.





 "Hassan, weren't we supposed to meet a mermaid?"





 Even I, standing nearby, felt somewhat overwhelmed, yet the man facing it directly merely grinned, revealing his shark-like teeth as if finding it highly amusing.





 "To not bow your head even before me, what a fine woman. They say the flowers of the land have thorns. It seems that's true."





 "I have one question. Are you perhaps Tritan?"





 "Indeed, I am Tritan, the rightful heir of the great ocean! All waterways and creations flowing through the world are destined for me!"





 The man's confidence overflowed. 





 As if nothing in his life had ever gone against his will since birth, he displayed the smug, yet somehow punchable self-love characteristic of a young, successful man, much like myself.





 "All the treasures and rare secrets slumbering in the sea will one day be mine. I am the victor, destined to rule from birth, that is me, Tritan. Woman of the land, you may fall for me. I might even accept you as a concubine."





 "What nonsense."





 Hippolyte scrunched up her brow, seemingly more displeased by Tritan's provocative flirtation.





 "You remind me of a slippery snake I know. You're the type of man I detest the most."





 She didn't hesitate to insult Tritan further. The type of man she detests the most, indeed.





 If I had heard such words from Hippolyte, I would have been embarrassed for days, constantly replaying the conversation and trembling. But this Tritan fellow just laughed as if it were amusing.





 "There's nothing quite as satisfying as taming a woman with a strong will. Yes, looking closely, there are many fine women here besides you. Are they all part of your harem?"





 Just then, the man's deep blue eyes turned towards me.





 "Who? Me?"





 "Yes, you savage with the white fur. Black eyes, white beast fur. I too have heard tales of a warrior with such an appearance. The highest masterpiece born from Jupiter, the king of the heavens, right?"





 "That's not me, you asshole."





 "Don't pretend otherwise. It's common knowledge, even in the deepest seas, that you are Jupiter's bastard child. And-."





 Sreeeng.





 Tritan picked up something long he had slung across his back. It was a long spear. 





 To be precise, rather than a spear, the term 'harpoon' used for piercing whales or large fish would be more accurate.





 Tadad-.





 Gripping it and assuming a stance, Tritan leaped up, soaring into the air.





 "I've heard rumors that your strength is unmatched, save for the high Hypnos! Let's see about that!"





 Simultaneously, he plummeted down rapidly, aiming his harpoon straight at me. 





 Attacking so suddenly? 





 Paranoy had once denounced Tritan as a reckless bastard, and seeing him now, it was fucking true. 





 This guy was a fucking lunatic.





 "-!"





 If I stayed put, my body might just get impaled from head to toe by that harpoon. 





 Should I dodge? Just as I thought that and tried to step back quickly, I quickly pictured in my mind what would happen if that guy's harpoon struck this ship.





 The ship would surely get a hole in it, and the wrecked vessel would inevitably sink without a doubt. 





 We were currently in waters quite far from the docks, about half a day's journey. If the ship sank here, some of us certainly wouldn't make it out alive.





 More importantly, wasn't Elfriede a terrible swimmer, practically a drowning hazard?





 "Shit, damn it!"





 Therefore, instead of dodging, I raised my hand.





 Pa-aat-.





 I caught the sharp tip of the harpoon descending towards my head with my bare hands, stopping it.





 My palm skin was torn by the sharp blade, but somehow I managed to prevent the harpoon's tip from piercing my forehead or stomach.





 Drip, drip.





 Blood trickled from the harpoon's tip, stopped just above my forehead, and ran down my face. 





 "Whoa, you blocked my attack? I was aiming for your head, and you're not even budging? That hurts my pride!"


 


 "What the hell is this sudden attack, you moron!"





 I mustered all the strength in my body and powerfully lifted my right foot. 





 It was a kick devoid of any technique or finesse. However, the tip of my front foot landed squarely on Tritan's solar plexus, which had been pressing down on me.





 "Guh-!"





 Struck by that surprise blow, Tritan spat out blood and flew backward, disappearing into the sea.





 Splash.





 He probably never expected me, while being attacked, to counterattack.





 "Damn right, serves you right!"





 "Hassan, are you okay!?"





 Just then, Luna approached me. But I quickly held up my bleeding palm to my companions and urged,





 "It's not over yet! Head for land quickly! Captain! Turn the ship around!"





 At my urgent cry, Captain Gorgor, who had looked half-dead moments before, snapped to attention and struggled to turn the ship. 





 I kicked him with all my might, but his strange, scaled armor gave the impact an odd feel. He'll probably recover quickly.





 I wished he'd drown in the sea, but since he's probably some kind of merman, I doubt falling into the water would kill him.





 "Let's head for land first!"





 "You all must think I'm crazy, but did you just see the Prince of the Sea, Tritan? My goodness, I don't even know what I just witnessed! I've been on this sea since I was young, but I've never seen anything so incredible! To see a sea god myself-Good heavens-."





 "Damn it, I get it, just hurry up!"





 "No, if that was truly Tritan we just met, we can never outrun him in this ship! We're as good as dead! The only way to survive is to offer him women!"





 "What the hell, offer women?"





 I suddenly understood how he managed to amass such a large harem.





 The captain continued.





 "I've heard Tritan summons storms and calms them in exchange for women from the land! Perhaps, perhaps-."





 The captain couldn't finish his sentence. He must have seen the colossal wave beginning to crash down upon us.





 Whoooosh-.





 It was a truly fucking enormous wave.





 A wave that could easily crest over our heads, perhaps even a building made of water. You could call it a tsunami. 





 If we were hit directly by something like that, our ship would likely sink without a trace into the deep sea. 





 Even if we managed to turn the ship and avoid the wave, the raging storm could still capsize us.





 "W-what do we do!"





 Captain Gorgor cried out in despair at the sight. I had no solution either. Just then, Hippolyte, her hand still on her sword hilt, shouted.





 "Keep going!"





 "Are, are you crazy?"





 "Don't stop, keep going! If you stop this ship, I'll cut off your head first!"





 Hippolyte's threat was chillingly severe. 





 Torn between the wave and Hippolyte's sword, Captain Gorgor finally cursed, "Ah, screw it-!" and pushed the ship forward.





 It seemed the sword right in front of him was scarier than the distant wave. 


 


 Whoosh-.





 Eventually, our ship sailed towards the magnificently rising wave without a shred of hesitation. It was when its terrifying grandeur approached within tens of meters of us.





 "Full speed ahead!"





 "Oh Neptune, mercy! I don't know! You're all on your own!"





 Captain Gorgor, unable to bear the pressure, jumped into the sea. The captain abandoned the ship and fled. What a completely irresponsible bastard.





 "H-Hassan-nim! Can't you do something...!?"





 Just then, Paranoy grabbed my leg and started shaking me. It was obvious everyone was panicking. And so, as the wave's shadow finally began to loom over us,





 "Is your heart in the right place?!"





 Hippolyte, who had been maintaining a low stance with her hand on her sword hilt, finally drew her longsword and swiftly slashed the air.





 Swaaaash-!





 Towards the wave, like nature's fury, the gust created by the sword strike soared magnificently. It collided with the center of the wave, cleaving it from top to bottom.





 "Gyaaaak-!"





 What happened next was even more astonishing.





 From the center of the wave erupted a thunderous scream. I realized it was Tritan, who had attacked me. 





 Was Tritan inside that wave? Hippolyte must have struck him precisely.





 Chwaaah-.





 Perhaps Hippolyte's attack was highly effective, because the wave charging at us strangely lost its power and collapsed. 





 Of course, the aftermath was quite intense, forcing us all to crouch low, grabbing onto railings or anything available to avoid being thrown off.





 Splash, splash.





 The rocking and swaying made the world feel nauseatingly turbulent. Damn it, I'm having a serious moment of clarity right now, feeling dizzy about what the hell I'm even doing here.





 Finally, as the violently rocking ship began to stabilize, we could lift our heads.





 "It seems we survived...! Paranoy-nim has conquered the sea...!"





 "Hassan, Elfriede can't open her eyes! She must have fainted!"





 The sea had calmed somewhat, but the deck was utter chaos. Unfamiliar fish, perhaps washed ashore by the wave's debris, flopped around the ship.





 "Is it over?"





 I asked Hippolyte, brushing myself off. Hippolyte slid her sword back into its sheath, clicking her tongue.





 "I felt the cut, but it wasn't very effective. It's no ordinary armor. The damage must be shallow."





 It was precisely at that moment.





 Pa-bat-.





 Something shot up rapidly from beneath the water and landed on our ship. 





 It was Captain Gorgor, who had jumped into the sea, and Tritan, carrying Gorgor slung over his shoulder.





 "You've got some skills. I almost died back there. To get bested not once, but twice? This is the first time in my fifty years of life something like this has happened."





 Ssssk-.





 Across his chest, from his left shoulder down to his right hip, was a massive wound. 





 It looked like a serious injury, but as soon as seawater splashed on it, it was enveloped in strange, bubbly foam and began to heal along with his armor.





 "If that attack had landed on land instead of in the sea, I might have died right there."





 "Fuck, are you going to attack again? I won't go down easily this time."





 I growled, pulling out my club, the 'Fear Crusher,' from behind my back. Perhaps seeing my club, Tritan's dark blue eyes seemed to flash strangely for a moment.





 "Whoa, if you and I fight on this cramped ship, one of us is bound to die. Anyway, I can see you're stronger than I initially worried."





 "That sounds like you were testing us."





 Hippolyte said this as I heightened my vigilance.





 Tritan then casually dropped Gorgor onto the deck.





 "That's right. The Black Sea you intend to head towards is not a place anyone can simply enter. So, I decided to test whether you were worthy or not."





 However, Tritan frowned as if unable to comprehend. Then, his gaze locked onto me.





 "And while thinking deeply underwater, I recalled that the holy warrior of Juno I know is a woman. But you're a man, aren't you? That would mean you're a different person from Jupiter's masterpiece."





 Swoosh.





 He scanned me from head to toe, circling around me. I could now clearly tell he no longer held any hostility. 





 However, a man scrutinizing me felt, in some ways, more dreadful than outright hostility.





 Just then, Tritan spoke.





 "What strange karma. It's so peculiar that I mistook you for Jupiter's daughter. Excuse me for a moment. I don't particularly want to touch a male body, but-"





 He dipped his index finger into the blood flowing from my palm. 





 Although the wound was starting to heal, it still fucking hurt, and as I scrunched up my brow, he sniffed the blood.





 "Water holds most answers. Water is the truth of this world. And blood is also water. Therefore, blood contains much as well."





 Water holds the answers. 





 Such pseudo-scientific, superstitious talk sent shivers down my spine. 





 I had a friend who blindly believed in the strange properties of water. 





 He firmly believed that if you cursed at water, its particles would form harsh shapes, but if you spoke kindly, the crystals would take on beautiful forms.





 So, he never forgot to praise the water glass before drinking.





 He was a truly strange fellow.





 It felt like I was remembering that guy, whom I'd forgotten for so long.





 Of course, the man before me was even weirder than him.





 Just as I was about to ask what he was trying to do, the guy sniffing the blood suddenly spoke as if he'd realized something.





 "Ah-I see. You're a descendant of Saturn, just like me. It makes sense you wouldn't be pushed around by my strength. My pride is less wounded now."





 At those words, a brief silence fell upon the ship. A profound, eerie silence, where even the sound of the waves seemed to vanish.





 Then, Hippolyte, who had been poised to draw her sword at any moment, spoke first.





 "...Hassan is a descendant of Saturn? Saturn... do you mean Saturn, the king of the Titans?"





 "Huh? Was this supposed to be a secret? Well, can't be helped. I can't put spilled water back in the bottle, and I can't take back words once spoken."
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  Tritan stood there for a long while, sniffing the blood he had smeared on his index finger.





  Eventually, he reached the point where he parted his jagged teeth and began to lick the blood.





  To see someone licking my blood right in front of my eyes. It felt like a chill was running down my spine, and my brow furrowed of its own accord.





  Just as I was about to ask how long he intended to keep licking his own finger, Tritan finally spoke.


  


  "Ah-, I see. You are a descendant of Saturn, just like me. Well, if you're strong enough not to be pushed back by me, you'd have to be at least that much. My pride feels a bit less wounded now."





  At those words, a brief silence fell over the ship. A silence so absolute and terrible that even the sound of the waves couldn't be heard.





  Sseu-euk.





  Even in the midst of that, Tritan locked eyes with me.





  A man nearly as tall as I was, meeting my gaze without a hint of hesitation.





  His deep, dark blue eyes were incredibly chaotic, as if swirling waves were contained within them.





  Is this bastard trying to have a staring contest with me right now?





  I hate making eye contact, but I was confident in my ability to go a long time without blinking. As we glared into each other's eyes for a while, he was the first to blink.





  I won. Damn, he was nothing special.





  At that moment, Hippolyte, who had been crouched low and ready to draw her sword at any time, spoke first.





  "...Hassan is a descendant of Saturn? If it's Saturn, do you mean Saturn, the King of the Titans?"





  "There's a strange seal or something, so I'm not sure. A seal that even I can't read. Is it Jupiter-nim? More importantly, was this supposed to be a secret? Had you not even realized it yet? Ugh, I broke the rules. I'm going to get scolded. I'm in trouble."





  Tritan even waved his hands as if to say, 'I didn't say it on purpose, so please forgive me,' but Hippolyte seemed unable to believe what she had just heard.





  "Hassan is a descendant of Saturn. Jupiter's seal...?"





  She muttered to herself, but the content was completely absurd.





  Saturn?





  Wasn't Saturn the King of the Titans who ruled the world before Jupiter?





  As far as I knew, he was the father of the three Chief Deities, including Jupiter, Neptune, and Pluto, and essentially the father of all the other gods.





  I didn't know much else beyond that, but I was certain it had nothing to do with me.





  "Then-."





  Suddenly, Luna popped up from the side and chimed in.





  "Then does that mean Hassan is a demigod just like you, Hippolyte?"





  "I don't know. But, come to think of it, there are many suspicious things. Indeed, there were many strange points for him to be a normal person-."





  "Hassan, answer me honestly."





  Hippolyte looked at me. Seeing her brow so heavily furrowed, she looked genuinely angry with me, and I flinched for a moment.





  "About what?"





  "Actually, I've thought it was strange for a while. The growth rate of Karma that surpasses even me, Hippolyte, and the number of graces comparable to Perseus-."





  Because her attitude seemed like she was about to interrogate me, I suddenly felt like a terrible criminal.





  Could she have realized that I'm not from this world, but a being who rolled in from another dimension?





  When I reached that thought, this place became so uncomfortable that I felt like jumping into the sea.





  "If it's to the point where you can be compared to Perseus, the answer might have been obvious all along. Hassan, you really were Jupiter's bastard son."





  "Huh?"





  "It's common for Jupiter's bastards to hide their identities. That way, they can avoid the jealous harassment of the goddess Juno. Is that why a seal was placed on you by Jupiter-nim?"





  "Shit, then that means Hassan really is Jupiter-nim's son! It's exactly what I asked before! I, I really thought Hassan was Jupiter-nim's son!"





  "Nyx-dot-i, were you suspicious as well?"





  "Of course! I've been right by his side, watching Hassan grow every single day! I've been suspicious ever since the God of Radiance helped Hassan!"





  Luna hopped up and down on the ship like someone with ants crawling on the soles of their feet. Luna seemed to be in a very good mood about this situation.





  "Also, Paranoy follows Hassan so well! Nymphs have been the messengers of the gods since ancient times, so seeing her being ordered around like that was a bit strange!"





  "Hmm, indeed, I also felt something strange about the former Cultist Paranoy following Hassan so well. Nymphs do not pledge their loyalty to just anyone-."





  Sseu-euk.





  Hippolyte's gaze then turned toward Paranoy.





  "Paranoy, Nymph of the Ditch, it seems you probably know more than we do."





  "I, I don't know anything-ssu...! I have absolutely no idea what everyone is talking about-ssu...! Hassan-nim is, Hassan-nim is just a plain and stupid Samaritan-ssu...!"





  "It's best not to think about lying at this point."





  When Hippolyte grabbed Paranoy's shoulder, that girl Paranoy started screaming like a Shiba Inu being beaten by its trainer.





  "Hieeek! Hiek!"





  "You knew everything all along and were looking down on us and laughing, Paranoy!"





  "L-Let go of me-ssu...! Hassan-nim, the merciless Amazon is trying to eat me-ssu...! I, I can't say anything-ssu...!"





  My mind was in a total whirl.





  At that moment, Tritan let out a 'Hmm' and spoke up.





  "Actually, that's not what's important right now. You guys said you wanted to go to the Black Sea, right?"





  





  *      *      *











  Seueueu-.





  The wooden ship, the Gorgor, cut through the water and sped forward as if it had a motor attached.





  The reason was that Tritan, submerged beneath the sea, was pushing the ship with all his might toward the forbidden area known as the Black Sea.





  Tritan, who had tested our strength, said he would gladly take charge of the navigation until we reached the Black Zone.





  One moment he's attacking people, the next he's creating tidal waves to try and flip the boat. And then suddenly he's going to push our boat?





  He's such a volatile guy that it's hard to figure him out, making it difficult to adapt. Even Luna didn't have such a fickle personality.





  However, according to Hippolyte, the denizens of the sea, including Neptune, have a strong tendency to be fickle and act however they please.





  The way a calm sea can suddenly turn into storms and typhoons, only to become calm again, is because Neptune's fickle kin rule the oceans.





  "Hassan, when we get to shore, I'd like to hear a bit about your family."


  


  "Um, that is..." 





  "No, you might not have known yourself."


  


  I had to break a sweat in many ways because of the misunderstanding spread by that bastard Tritan or whatever his name was.





  But even when I opened my mouth to explain, Hippolyte and Luna wouldn't listen to me.





  They just brushed it off, saying, "This doesn't seem like the place to talk about it. Impurity might transfer, so let's save this conversation for later-."





  The atmosphere felt like it was going to keep getting weird, so I asked Luna to change the subject.





  "So, is Elfriede still out of it?"





  "Yeah, yeah, she seems to really hate water. More importantly, Hassan, you really are Jupiter-nim's son, right?"





  "No, if I were, I wouldn't be here doing this-."





  "I told you! I said Hassan would become a great person! I told you that you'd be able to live in a place like a palace with all sorts of treasures piled up! I was right, wasn't I?"





  Luna seemed to have no doubt that I was a descendant of Saturn, or something like Jupiter's bastard son.





  Seeing her so happy thinking I was a great person, I was actually afraid of how disappointed she would be when the misunderstanding was cleared up.





  That bastard Tritan.





  Why did he say something like that and throw us into confusion?





  Does he have some kind of ulterior motive?





  As I was thinking that, the world gradually began to darken, and a damp, mist-like substance filled the area around us.





  As I said, it was mist. The sight of the sea filled with mist was incredibly eerie. To be on a ship moving forward when you couldn't see an inch ahead.





  "It's sea mist! Haemu!"





  Is this what they call haemu (sea mist), as Luna said? But Captain Gorgor, who had just come to his senses and was sitting there dazed, spoke with a trembling voice.





  "T-This is no ordinary sea mist. My god, the rumors from the others were true. Look at this, the mist, the mist is getting blacker! We have to, we have to get out of here!"





  Captain Gorgor was half-mad.





  He was insisting on leaving, foaming at the mouth as if this black mist surrounding us was an omen of disaster.





  Kung-.





  Right then, the ship we were on collided with something. When I looked up, something massive, incomparable to what we were riding, was blocking the ship's path.





  Is it a reef?





  No, it was a bit different from a reef.





  It was another ship.





  A ship built so large and grand that the Gorgor we were on looked like a rowboat.





  But if there was anything unusual, it was that it was half-destroyed and broken as if torn apart by something. What do you call this? A shipwreck.





  That's right.





  The area around us was full of shipwrecks.





  "The Berophori, t-this is the merchant ship Berophori! The ship that was said to have sunk in the Devil's Strait two years ago! My god-! T-That's not all! Over there, that's the Radomus, and next to it is..."





  Captain Gorgor was terrified as he saw the remains of ships scattered everywhere. He was so cowered that he looked like he would burst into tears at any moment.





  "Hey, it's distracting, so calm down."





  So I pressed firmly on the Shenmen point near the captain's thumb. Then, along with the sound that panic had been defeated, 10 Karma points were accumulated.





  "Are you feeling a bit calmer now?"





  "Whew, my god, I don't know what I'm doing here. This is the place called the Forbidden Strait by sailors, by sailors..."





  Even though he had calmed down, he couldn't seem to shake the fear in his heart. But I could deeply understand the captain's feelings.





  A black mist with a strange light. And a colony of shipwrecks piled up around it.





  It was a place where it wouldn't be strange for anything to pop out. Sensing that, both Hippolyte and Luna began to busily scan the dark mist, as if on high alert.





  It felt like it wouldn't be strange at all if unidentified monsters suddenly jumped out and attacked us.





  "Three years ago, it was three years ago that this place became such a zone of death. They said no one should set foot here...! Cough, cough-."





  The captain stopped talking, coughing repeatedly with a dangerous sound. The acrid scent with a strange feel scattered by this black mist must have attacked his bronchial tubes.





  "Cough-. B-Blood, blood-! I'm bleeding!"





  The captain was even horrified to see the blood smeared all over his palm. To suddenly have a cough that brings up blood? It didn't seem like a normal occurrence.





  Sseu-euk-.





  Hippolyte covered her mouth with a handkerchief.





  "It's a poisonous mist. So this is the Black Strait. Indeed, everything is as dark as can be. If you're exposed to this for long, your lungs might be completely ruined."





  Paaa-at-.





  Just then, something jumped out from the sea surface and climbed back onto our boat. It was Tritan, the successor of Neptune, who had been pushing our boat until just now.
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  "There's too much debris, so we can't go by boat from here. It would be better to get off and walk."





  Indeed, it was as Tritan said.





  Therefore, we chose to get off the boat we were on and step onto the deck of a nearby shipwreck.





  Stepping onto wooden planks rotting in the seawater was a bit eerie, but surprisingly, it felt like a strange island floating in the sea, giving a certain sense of stability.





  Tritan spoke.





  "Ships that were blinded by the poisonous mist and ran aground on reefs are gathered all around like this. Thanks to that, it's become like an island where you can set foot. And-."





  Tritan waved his palm through the air.





  With that, the black mist that had been surging around us seemed to recede a bit.





  What became visible were shipwreck remains and fragments even more incredible than what had been seen so far.





  I heard there's a garbage island in the Pacific seven times the size of the Korean Peninsula. Wouldn't this be exactly like that?





  While we were all momentarily speechless at these overwhelming floating objects on the sea, Tritan finished his sentence.





  "It also serves as a good hiding place for all sorts of things. From here on, everyone should be careful. Even for me, there are powerful beings lurking in the gaps of the broken remains that I cannot afford to be careless around."
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Some had to stay behind to guard the Gorgor, the ship we arrived on, and the unconscious Elfriede.





Because of this, Hippolyte decided to remain on the ship we had arrived in.





"To come all this way, only to end up guarding the ship. Tsk-."





Of course, she didn't seem to like it, but among us, Hippolyte was the only one strong enough to guard the ship in a sea where anything could pop out.





Without the ship, we'd eventually have a hell of a time getting back.





"I, I want to stay here too... I can't go beyond there, I can't go beyond there. The smell is too awful. There's something terrible at the very end."





But the problem was Luna.





Ever since arriving at this cluster of ships, Luna had been trembling, unable to calm down, as if she was terrified of something huge.





I understood, as it would be quite a gamble and dangerous for a soft girl like Luna to walk into a place where anything could jump out.





But now that I thought about it, I wondered if there had ever been a time when Luna was this scared and trembling. After all, Luna wasn't as timid as I thought.





Could it be that Luna, with her keen senses, was instinctively feeling that something powerful and terrible was hidden within this pile of wreckage?





Thinking that, the danger level only increased.





Luna spoke.





"Hassan, I can't go with you, but take this! Use it if the snake bothers you too much!"





"What is this?"





"What it is... you'll know when you use it!"





What the hell was it? Just as I was about to ask again, Paranoy spoke first.





"Hassan-nim...! I shall remain on the ship with everyone to protect this damn Elf...! I believe that Hassan-nim will surely defeat the wicked sea snake even without us...!"





"What, so I have to go alone then."





In the end, I was the only one left who could go looking for the sea snake on this strange island of ships.





But seeing everyone struggling with this toxic fog, it seemed unavoidable.





It would surely get thicker and thicker beyond this point. In a world without proper gas masks, leading everyone through this poisonous substance would be nothing short of madness.





And so, in the end, only Tritan and I moved to catch the sea snake.





Having to do something alone with the man who had attacked me as if to kill me felt incredibly strange, yet on the other hand, there was a certain sense of security in not having to go alone into the jaws of death where the Monster Snake was coiled.
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No matter what, this guy was quite strong. Things would work out somehow.





Bikkeok, Bikkeok.





Giiiik-.





He and I walked deeper into the fog, treading on the broken decks of the ships.





It felt like we had only walked a dozen meters or so, but already, the ship we had arrived on was swallowed by the black fog and could no longer be seen.





It's creepy.





Is it really okay to keep going like this?





"Kulluk-."





Just then, Tritan let out a cough that seemed to come from deep within him. His palm was covered in red blood, making me frown instinctively. He didn't seem to be in a normal state at all.





"It's a strong poison. It's gotten stronger than last time. Phew-. Even for me, it's hard to even stand."





"Is it that bad?"





"But you're holding up quite well, aren't you? Do you have a special resistance to poison?"





"Is that so."





Thinking about it, there were many things that came to mind.





Perhaps due to my father's influence, who enjoyed martial arts novels, I had been putting all sorts of strange things into my mouth since childhood, under the pretext of becoming immune to all poisons or whatever.





It was common for me to have all kinds of bees, from honeybees to hornets, stuck to my body for bee venom therapy. I experienced the venom of all sorts of dangerous creatures, including centipedes and venomous snakes, firsthand.





Among them, the most terrible were ants my father had somehow acquired. These fucking ant bastards, despite being ants, had stingers on their tails like scorpions, which was just goddamn bizarre.





If I got stung by those stingers on their tails, even I would cry tears because it hurt so fucking much.





The problem was that I had to wear a strange glove-like thing filled with a bucketful of those shitty ant bastards and endure it for an hour.





━It fucking hurts! Aaaargh-!





━You're a man, endure it, you idiot! Once this process is over, your fingers will become weapons that can cleave even the sky and the sea!





━Hieheuhiiik!





That was just child abuse.





But now that I think about it, perhaps it's thanks to those trainings I went through since childhood that I can maintain a certain level of composure even in this black fog.





Did my father perhaps anticipate that I would experience a situation like this?





Of course, that's just my vain imagination. No one would have thought I'd be doing this here.





Kulluk-.





"Phew, we don't have much time. The poison emitted by the snake is getting stronger. Let's hurry and get rid of it."





As Tritan continued to cough up blood, I suddenly asked a question.





"By any chance, is that snake bastard injured?"





"How did you know that?"





"Well, injured snakes or venomous insects tend to emit stronger poisons."





"You're right. The sea snake Hydra somehow got injured and fled here. It's supposed to be an immortal snake, so I don't know who injured it, but..."





"This fucking, Hydra?"





My vision seemed to go dark.





Hydra.





It was because I knew how strong the intimidation and fear associated with that name were.





Wasn't it said that the Hydra possessed potent venom and blood, causing even renowned gods and heroes to struggle in dealing with it?





The thought that a monster from myths was now curled up somewhere in the wreckage of this ship graveyard sent shivers down my spine.





"This, fucking Hydra. Why didn't you tell me sooner?"





"Why? Because if I said its name, everyone would run away."





I couldn't argue with that.





Indeed, as Tritan said. If our party had known that the monster slumbering here was a Hydra, would we have come all the way to this distant strait?





I don't know.





We probably would have had a lot more discussions.





Shit, maybe I should just go back and pretend this never happened.





Just as I was seriously considering that, something slowly emerged from the black, murky sea surface and began to climb onto the broken deck.





━Dalgeurak, Dalgak.





━Dalgak-.





It was a giant crab. A fucking huge crab, about half the size of a human torso. I shouted in delight at the sight.





"Are those your subordinates?"





"No, they're creatures controlled by the Hydra's poison. This area is overflowing with monsters and heroes who have fallen to the poison. You'd better be careful."





━Geueoeoeo-.





No sooner had Tritan finished speaking than horribly grotesque corpses rose from the sea with the crabs.





They were hideous corpses, bloated with water and covered in barnacles and seaweed.





Seeing that they were wearing bracelets similar to mine on their wrists, I wondered if this guy was one of the heroes who had come to this black strait to complete a warrior's quest.





"This, shit!"





Their appearance was as grotesque as pigs that had drowned and turned blue, making me involuntarily scream.





"This shit, they're fucking hideous!"





━Geueoeoeo-.





These water zombies charged at Tritan and me.





The thought of those fucking hideous monsters touching my body filled me with a deathly aversion, so I pulled out my club and swung it with all my might at them, knocking their heads off.





Pabat-!





━Geuueeek-.





But even with their heads detached, they continued to move, trying to charge at me.





So I looked closer to see what the hell was going on, and inside their bodies were strange little crabs, shrimp, and barnacles, gnawing away at them.





Sea creatures were controlling the corpses!





Goosebumps erupted all over my body, making me want to scratch my skin raw with my fingernails.





To think such a thing could exist in this world! This, this was definitely something utterly unacceptable!





"This fucking shit!"





I was so fucking terrified that I didn't forget to stomp on the crabs scuttling at my feet, crushing their backs.





"At this rate, it'll never end. Let's break through and go to where the snake is sealed!"





I vehemently agreed with Tritan's words.





"That's better!"





If we kept fighting these endless minions, we might end up falling to them and becoming sea zombies ourselves.





━Geueoeoeo-.





"Get lost, you trypophobia-inducing bastards!"











 *    *    *











Tritan and I finally arrived in front of a giant shipwreck, large enough to be called a passenger liner.





A strange rock was embedded in the side of the shipwreck, which had been torn open as if hit by a cannonball.





"Fortunately, the seal doesn't seem to have broken yet."





At Tritan's words, I realized that the rock was sealing the venomous dragon Hydra.





Aeriol the mermaid had said that the entrance to the cave where the snake was coiled was blocked by a rock, so I had imagined some kind of sea cave, but thinking that it was between the broken shipwrecks felt a bit strange.





"Phew..."





Tritan let out a deep sigh.





Red blood was already streaming from his eyes, nose, and ears. He looked terrible at a glance. Is he going to die soon?





We had broken through many minions, but I didn't think he had engaged in any combat that would have caused him such injuries.





However, the reason for this must be the black, murky water that was starting to flow out from beyond that rock.





It was awful.





It was a liquid with such a foul, acrid smell that even I found it repulsive. The stench of all sorts of filth combined made me feel like my nose would rot and fall off.





It was so bad that I felt like Luna, with her excellent sense of smell, would have fainted if she were here.





Perhaps Luna, with her keen nose, smelled this from afar and that's why she said she would stay on the ship? It's entirely possible.





You could call it instinct.





My heart pounded, telling me to get out of this place.





"Phew-."





I simply regulated my breathing.





I pondered the reason why I had come here.





Dealing with the monster, Hydra, that was dyeing this sea black, was the task given by the prophets. To be precise, it was a task given to humans by the gods through the mouths of prophets.





And it was said that the hero who completed such a task would be granted the opportunity to receive an answer to any question.





I felt a kind of destiny in that logic.





If I did well.





If I really did well, wouldn't I be able to find out why I had fallen into this strange world?





This felt like a rule made just for me.





So much so that I wondered if this was why Jupiter, whom I met at the end of the abyss, told me to come to Delphi.





You might think it's an overblown delusion, but I truly believed it.





No one would want an answer to a question more than I did.





I slowly moved towards the rock. Then, Tritan, who was standing behind me, spoke as if greatly surprised.





"Are you serious? What's behind there is really a Hydra. The daughter of Echidna, Queen of Monsters! A monster from the Age of Gods! I'm telling you, it's not just a snake!?"





"Yeah, that's why we came all the way here. To catch the Hydra."





"No, you're really going to face a Hydra? Don't you get it even after coming all this way?"





I couldn't understand what Tritan was suddenly trying to say.





"What are you talking about? Didn't we come here to defeat it together?"





At my question, Tritan's face contorted into a frown.





"No! I thought you'd give up and go back if I just guided you this far! I didn't want to add more corpses to the sea!"





"Ah-."





I didn't know the details, but I could tell Tritan was scared.





Do gods get scared?





No, the gods I'd seen and this Tritan guy were a bit different.





So I finally spoke the words that had been lingering on my tongue.





"You're less impressive than I thought."





"What?"





"I thought you were amazing, having a harem of over 30 women, but it turns out you're not much different from me."





"Of course, you idiot! I don't have any Followers yet, and I haven't sat on the throne! At most, I'm no different from a slightly powerful demigod!"





"Ah, so that's how it was."





As I nodded in understanding, Tritan, who had seemed a bit agitated, regained his composure and spoke in a calm tone.





"If I had borrowed my father's Trident, it might be different, but right now, I'm just a magician who's good at controlling water. Aren't you the same?"





"I don't know. What are you talking about?"





I didn't quite understand, but it seemed that not all divine heirs were as powerful as gods. In short, was he saying that he had high potential but hadn't reached a certain level yet?





Well, Luna was like that too.





"And, because I'm a god, I fear the Hydra."





"Is that a thing too? What do you mean? There are things even gods are afraid of?"





"The curse of potent venom on an immortal body gnaws at the soul. You'd have to suffer for an eternity, unable to die."





I deducted about one star candy's worth of points from the mystery and grandeur of the gods I had imagined. After that, my head felt clearer.





So what now?





Retreat like this?





No, if that were the case, I wouldn't have come this far.





"Then just stand there and watch."





I finally stood before the rock, which looked twice my height.





Guuuu.





As I put all my strength into my palms, the grand and heavily embedded rock began to slide sideways.





Pusyuuk-.





At the same time, the noxious fumes pushing out from inside grew so strong they made my eyes sting.





"No, even after all those warnings, you still don't get it? I said all that for your sake, you idiot! What the hell are you? Are you crazy?"





"I'm about to find that out myself."





This was, literally, an opportunity given to me.





"What I can do-."





An opportunity for me to get answers, and a task for myself.





"-What kind of person I am."





Before my eyes, countless glittering fluorescent eyes emerged from the darkness.
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  Tuk, tuk-.





  When I forcefully rolled the rock aside, the dark interior was revealed.


  


  Without needing to focus on the sound of dripping water hitting the floor, round objects glowing with fluorescent light soon began to emerge from the pitch-black darkness.





  ━Seureu-eu....





  It didn't take long to realize that they were something akin to the glint from a creature's eyes.





  Seuseu, seuseuseuk-.





  The sound of something smooth scraping against wooden planks echoed loudly, and soon, giant snake heads revealed themselves, facing me.





  ━Seuseuk-.





  One, two, three, four-.





  A total of nine heads.





  The Hydra seemed to possess nine massive heads.





  ━Swaaak!





  Soon, all the heads bared their large fangs and lunged towards me.





  The way they attacked immediately, without any preliminary probing, suggested they were either incredibly impatient or just plain nasty.





  Sweaak-.





  As a chilling sensation ran down my spine and I twisted my body left, the massive body grazed my right side without mercy.





  If I had been even a moment slower, I might have been shoved by a head and sent flying like a deer hit by a truck, bones shattered.





  However, I didn't have time to relax just because I dodged one attack.





  That thing had nine heads.





  It was no different than a boxer with nine fists; the creature began swinging all its heads wildly, attacking me from every direction as if determined to keep me from catching my breath.





  Hwoong, hwoong-.





  The snakes' attacks rained down at an irregular tempo.





  ━Sweaak-!





  One head, flaunting its sharp fangs, lunged at my body. I quickly ducked and plunged my dagger into its lower jaw.





  Kwadeuk.





  The Galmuri dagger, honed to its absolute limit, pierced its scale-covered jaw, succeeding in inflicting a deep wound.





  "Gotcha, fuck! This dagger's infused with Aura, so it's gonna hurt like hell!"





  Keeping my grip on the dagger, I pulled with all my might, tearing its jaw and head as if to split them in two.





  The sensation of tearing through bone, thick hide, and muscle was vivid, but the problem came next.





  Chwaaak-.





  The dark red blood gushing from its wound began to corrode my dagger and the leather armor I was wearing.





  Seeing it slowly being eaten away, I hastily let go of the dagger stuck in the creature and tried to put distance between us.





  Hwaak-.





  "Wha-!?"





  Another head bit down on my leg.





  Before I knew it, all my limbs - both arms and legs - were clamped down by different heads, immobilizing me.





  Furthermore, the remaining five heads eyed my head and neck, putting me in a truly desperate situation. Was this what being torn limb from limb felt like?





  The opposing forces pulling my arms and legs felt like they were stretching beyond their limits, threatening to rip apart. If this continued, my body would be split into five pieces!





  "Grrrraaaaa-!!"





  I tensed my entire body, trying to wrench free the heads biting into my shoulders and limbs.





  Then, with a *duduk-* sound of muscle snapping, the Hydra head that had been biting me tumbled to the floor. The head I'd already wounded with my dagger had finally been ripped off.





  ━Gwaak-!





  My body flew far away, accompanied by a loud scream.





  Crashing against the wall of the shipwreck, I cursed as I looked at the gaping wound from its massive fangs. Though my flesh was torn by the sharp teeth, there seemed to be no sign of poison or anything similar being injected.





  Or perhaps I just couldn't feel it.





  "Hoo..."





  I took a breath to steady myself and gathered my internal energy. It felt like the spurting blood from the gaping wound began to slow slightly.





  With that, my eyes could now face the Hydra, its severed head thrashing wildly.





  Gyeomul, gyeomul-.





  Seeing a new head sprouting from the severed stump of its fallen head was fucking horrifying and utterly despair-inducing.





  "What the hell, is this even possible to beat...?"





  ━Gwaak-! Swaak-!





  ━Hwisst, hwisssit-!





  The shipwreck shook violently from the injured Hydra's rampage, threatening to sink at any moment. So, I had no choice but to retreat and escape the dark ship where the Hydra nested.








  *   *       *








  "Damn it, fuck-. I almost died."





  As I emerged from the ship, the Hydra retreated back into the darkness, hiding itself. Fortunately, this gave me a chance to rest.





  Tritan whistled towards me, "Whew-."





  "I was already preparing to clean up a corpse, but you managed to come back alive. That alone must have earned you some serious karma."





  "You damn bastard, that thing is fucking ferocious. How the hell are you supposed to catch that?"





  "Fierce and savage, indeed. Its heads regenerate unless cauterized by fire. How about it? Shall we call it a day and try again later?"





  "Aha-. So, fire is the key."





  I wondered what it would be like if Elfriede were here. If Elfriede, who fainted from her fear of the sea, had been conscious, perhaps we could have defeated the Hydra more easily than expected?





  Of course, what can't be helped, can't be helped.





  "So, are you just going to stand there and watch? Aren't you the Prince of the Sea? Can you really let a monster like that run rampant in your territory?"





  "But, unfortunately, there are many women who would be sad if I got hurt. I'm a precious commodity, so I won't do anything as foolish as falling uselessly in a place like this."





  Indeed.





  In a way, this Tritan fellow was quite wise.





  From his perspective, where the potential losses from fighting this Hydra far outweighed any gains, there was no need to recklessly endanger himself.





  "Even if it seems cowardly, I can't help it. Just standing here is already killing me. It's only because I'm me that I can endure this much."





  That was also true.





  Whether it was the corrosive aura emanating from the giant snake in all directions, Tritan's face and body were already covered in blood.





  "Still, if you can just lure it out of that shipwreck... maybe I could offer a little help. That thing is a nuisance in my domain. It's a monster I'll have to deal with eventually."





  "Got it, fucker. So I just need to lure it outside, right?"





  Hoo-.





  After letting out a small sigh, I slapped my cheeks with my palms. It felt like it cleared my stuffy breath a little.





  I tried to calmly face the current situation.





  What I have to face is a snake.





  A giant snake.





  It feels strange having nine heads, but it's easier to think of it as fighting nine snakes. I'm fighting nine snakes.





  In comparison, I only have one body.





  A clear numerical disadvantage.





  Is there no way to overcome this?





  If only I could raise the dead-.





  With that, I could have gained power comparable to those who boast of being gods or sons of gods.





  After honing my Aura further and acquiring the Silver Tier necklace, I could definitely feel it.





  Just how powerful the necromancy I wielded was, and how much it exceeded my own capabilities.





  Necromancy was forbidden, wasn't it?





  However, Jupiter didn't take away the eye of my necklace, Pluto, to stop the necromancy.





  He wasn't interested in things like the necklace I possessed in the first place.





  What he adjusted was my constitution.





  Perhaps the reason I could use things like necromancy wasn't due to the rare power of the artifact necklace, but solely because of my own constitution?





  It's a fact I've long overlooked and ignored, but maybe, just maybe, I possess truly incredible potential?





  What am I?





  My mind became cluttered with all sorts of worries and trivial thoughts. So, I stopped thinking and simply drew the club from my back, gripping it in my hand.





  "Hoo-."





  An unrealistically heavy weight.





  The sheer weight of needing to lift this club banished all other distracting thoughts.





  Elfriede, necromancy, and so on.





  Dwelling on what's missing now only brings regret.





  Right now, I'm just focusing on what I can do.





  I have the strength of a human pushed to their limits, a blessed club, and the graces bestowed by various gods, don't I?





  Right now, I could truly be called a hero without question.





  Standing before the nest of a snake feared even by gods, having personally experienced its terror yet not fleeing, isn't that enough qualification to be called a hero?





  And the Monster Snake is clearly a task meant to be overcome by a hero.





  "Alright-. Let's do this, fucker."





  "Your karma, which was raging like a storm, has settled. You really are an interesting fellow. You said you were a descendant of Saturn, but are you actually-."





  "No."





  I cut off Tritan.





  "That's not something I need to hear from you."





  There's someone else who needs to answer my questions.





  If it were that man, he probably would have effortlessly stuffed nine snakes into a basket. He's the type who wouldn't even flinch if stung by a hornet or bitten by a snake; it's clear he would have handled it.





  I could clearly feel the blood flowing through half my body right now.





  Half of me.





  The thing that made me exist in this world.





  Not only that, but the stench of poison permeating the air, the sound of the flowing waves, the salty moisture sticking stickily to my skin, Tritan's heartbeat, and-.





  And even the chilling tremor of fear the giant snake was feeling became vividly clear.





  "I thought it was being excessively ferocious; it seems it really is injured."





  "What are you talking about all of a sudden-?"





  "Wait here. I'll lure it outside, and then we'll grab it together."





  I swung my club through the air with a *hung-hung-* sound. The black mist blocking my path scattered in all directions, clearing my vision considerably.





  After that, I rummaged at my waist and uncorked a small potion bottle hanging there.





  Without hesitation, I poured the liquid inside over myself, from head to toe, as if receiving a baptism.





  "Keeh, what the hell is that."





  Tritan flinched back, frowning as if greatly surprised.





  "What are you pouring on yourself? What is that? It looks like it'll pollute the sea! Ahh, what is it! Q-Quick, get rid of it! Don't come near me!"





  The stench of the substance I poured on myself seemed to deliver a fatal blow even to his senses, already ravaged by poison.





  "What the hell is it? Fuck, it's disgusting! I've never seen anything so foul! I feel like I'm going to vomit!"





  "Disgusting? That's harsh."





  I replied.





  "This is affection."





  "What are you talking about?"





  "You'll see."





  I strode confidently back into the dark interior of the shipwreck.





  ━Seureu-eu....





  The Hydra, which had been baring its fangs and growling at me just moments ago, remained hidden in the darkness, showing no intention of revealing itself.





  "This special potion made to repel snakes seems to be working well on you too, huh?"





  That's right.





  Luna had given me a snake-repellent potion before I went to face the Hydra.





  The most sensitive and acute sense snakes possess is the Jacobson's organ in their mouths. It's their sense of smell.





  Luna, who always said she liked snakes, seemed to know exactly what they hated.





  Cheolbeok.





  As I took another step onto the wet floor.





  ━Gwaak-!





  All nine of the Hydra's heads bristled their scales and screamed. Weren't they even recoiling in fear?





  It has nine heads.





  Therefore, it must have nine tongues for smelling, meaning its sense of smell is far superior to others.





  ━Gwaak! Gwaaak-!





  The creature shrieked in terror as I approached.





  But fuck, doesn't it hate it a little too much?





  It hurts a little.





  Seuuk.





  I raised both my hands towards the Hydra, which had fled to the dead end of the shipwreck. I put the club back behind my shoulder, showing the creature my empty hands.





  "Hey, there's no need to be so scared. I'm not your enemy. More like a friend. Let's just pretend that fight we had earlier didn't happen, okay?"





  ━Gwaak-!





  However, the Hydra's nine heads only continued to let out fierce roars. It seemed unwise to approach any closer.





  Even coated in a scent snakes despise, the fangs of a cornered beast, especially a wounded one, are incredibly dangerous.





  "Hey, don't you recognize this hide? This is your brother's skin-. And I was with your mom-."





  ━Gwaaaak-!





  Fuck, maybe I shouldn't have said that.





  "Okay, okay."





  So, I stopped approaching and slowly moved my finger, pointing towards what could be considered the Hydra's torso.





  Dugeun, dugeun-.





  There, something like a strangely pulsating thorn was embedded. To be precise, it was less a thorn and more like a thick pillar, similar to the club I was holding.





  Jureureuk-.





  It was deeply embedded in the center of its main body, akin to an octopus's torso, festering the wound and causing immense pain.





  The dark red blood constantly pouring from the wound stained the sea and air, turning everything black.





  ━Gwaak-!





  "That's why you're so aggressive, isn't it? Fuck, that must hurt like hell."





  I frowned deeply.





  Although snakes are often associated with monsters or demons, they are actually relatively gentle creatures.





  They rarely attack humans unless provoked, their territory is invaded, or they feel threatened.





  ━Gwaak-!





  Of course, that doesn't change the fact that some are just fucking dangerous. There's no helping that.





  So, I moved even slower, lowering my body into a crouch, inching towards the creature.





  Moving so slowly I seemed almost stationary, so slowly that even the sound of my muscles moving was imperceptible, I approached the giant snake's wound.





  Finally, I reached the object embedded in its body, which could arguably be called a thorn.





  ━Swiiik, swik-.





  ━Hiiik-.





  The Hydra's heads made threatening noises, clearly displeased with my presence, but they seemed to lack the courage to bite me while I reeked of that foul stench.





  Seuuk.





  I reached out and touched its body. Come to think of it, didn't I do something similar not long ago?





  Pulling the sword embedded in the dragon's body felt very similar. Perhaps that was like a practice run for this situation.





  Teop-.





  ━Geureu-eu....





  The creature's body was trembling considerably, likely from the pain of the embedded object. I realized it at that moment.





  Everyone talked about defeating it, but strictly speaking, its lifespan was already limited. The reason was undoubtedly the thick wooden object embedded in its body.





  I could clearly feel through my fingertips how deeply this wood pierced its heart, located in the center of its body, causing immense pain and breaking down its mind and body.





  It should have been a fatal blow, but perhaps thanks to its exceptionally strong vitality compared to others, this creature couldn't die and was likely experiencing eternal agony.





  Was it dragging its exhausted body to a distant sea, building a nest, and curling up, just waiting to die?





  But, ironically, the wood embedded in its body was also acting as a plug, extending its lifespan.





  If I pull this out now, it will die.





  I knew that instinctively.





  "What do you want me to do?"





  I asked the snake.





  This thing was like a slow-acting poison eating away at it. It was as if I were asking the snake itself whether it wanted me to pull it out and hasten its end, or continue its painful life, drawn out and long.





  I didn't have the right to arbitrarily take its life. At least, that's what I thought.





  ━Seureu-eu....





  Then, all the snake's heads lowered to the ground. The aggressive stance they had moments ago, ready to attack me, vanished, replaced by an almost gentle demeanor.





  I didn't have Luna's ability to converse with snakes, but I felt I could understand what it wanted.





  "Before you die, did you want to see your mother? The Forest of Giants is close to Delphi."





  ━....

MnZBMElkRjFKc3ZCR0RiWklQRlA5WlZINzRaZThhUzZ1cnMyS01IbEgxYnVwV1Z4RUQyNEE3dmFiU1VZbGNJYQ




  It didn't answer.





  The *seureuk, seureuk-* sound of its breathing growing fainter seemed to serve as its reply.





  "Yes, I understand."





  In the end, I pulled with all my might on the club. The giant snake's scales bristled as it let out a thunderous scream.





  ━Gwaak-!





  Hwoong-.





  Just then, one of its pillar-like heads flew through the air and struck me with full force. The impact sent me flying out of the ship again. But the real problem came next.





  ━Gwaak-! Gwaak-!





  The venomous Hydra, which I thought might calm down after the thorn was removed, instead began screaming and rampaging wildly.





  Kwajik, kwareureu-.





  It soon broke through the shipwreck it called home and burst outside.





  "Whoa, you actually lured it out? Great, hang on-!"





  As if waiting for this moment, Tritan swung his trident towards the air. The dark water around us coalesced into a bizarre, giant hand-like shape, grabbing the Hydra's body and restraining it in mid-air.





  "Got it! Amazing! You actually lured the Monster Snake out! And it looks like it's in incredible pain! What did you even do!?"





  However, within the strange watery restraint created by Tritan, the Hydra's body soon went limp.


  


  Its heads, drooping towards the floor like wet roots, let out heavy breaths, perhaps their last.





  ━Sissit, seuseu, seu-eu, seureu....
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The Hydra was dead.





I clearly felt its last breath being exhaled.





One could say that the will that had supported its heavy body, or rather, the life force itself that could be called its soul, left its body with its last breath and scattered somewhere.





"Good heavens, was it Hassan you said? You killed the Hydra! You eliminated the gods' headache! It was a feat no one could easily accomplish, but you did it!"





Tritan shouted as if delighted by that fact.





However, I couldn't simply rejoice at this. Because it wasn't true.





It wasn't me who killed the Hydra.





Seuuk-.





As proof, I looked at the thick piece of wood in my hand.





A very bizarre and ominous-feeling piece of wood, heavy enough to be comparable to my club, was in my hand.





Seueu-.





The wood was thoroughly soaked with the Hydra's poisonous blood.





One could say that this had torn its organs, damaged its lungs, and turned the living snake into something like a black curse dyeing the sea. In other words, it could be called a cursed stake.





Jeorit, jeorit-.





Holding it in my hand, I could vividly feel what could be called its resentment and hatred in my arm.





Of course, that was an abstract concept, and it would be more accurate to say this pain was an allergic reaction caused by the Hydra's venom.





Indeed, it was a potent venom.





Even I couldn't stand the tingling in my palm. So, thinking it might be a bad idea to keep holding it, I was about to fling it far away when Tritan, startled, stopped me.





"Whoa-! How dare you try to throw something like that into the sea! That needs to be purified by special fire! If you throw it into the sea, who knows what might happen! The same goes for this corpse!"





"Then what should I do?"





"What do you mean, 'what should I do'? You have to carry it. It seems no one else but you can handle this Hydra's corpse right now."





Tritan's words made sense.





In the end, I decided to carry the Hydra's corpse and the club.





When we returned to the ship we had arrived on, something incredibly massive was floundering in the sea.





Wondering what on earth it was, I saw something, whether an octopus or a squid, so enormous it could overturn a corner of the sea, flailing its tentacles and struggling.





"Hippolyte! I'll sprinkle salt! Just hold on a little longer! The spell is almost over!"





"Nox's daughter! Hurry up! I can't hold on much longer!"





"It's, it's done! Hiiioooh-!"





━Hiiing-.





As Luna sprinkled the salt from her pocket, the tentacles wrapped around the ship shrieked bizarrely and slowly retreated.





Tadat-.





Perhaps seizing that opportunity, Hippolyte climbed onto its massive head, plunged her sword in, and sliced it open, scattering its brain matter.





━Geueeek-!





The giant octopus's breath ceased with a terrible death rattle. Hippolyte descended from the octopus's body, wiping off the black ink that had stained her entire body.





"Phew, I've really turned completely black. At this rate, I'd be indistinguishable from a Samaritan."





"Black hair suits you well, though."





"Ah-?"





Hippolyte, as if she had just noticed me, shouted brightly.





"Ah, you've come at just the right time! I was just in the middle of catching a giant octopus!"





"I just saw it from beside you."





What the hell, why is that fucking octopus so huge?





And how on earth did she deal with something like that?





There were so many incomprehensible points that I stopped trying to think.





While Tritan and I were having various skirmishes with the Hydra in the black fog, had Hippolyte and Luna's party, who were guarding the ship, also been fighting their own battle?





However, at the sight of the octopus, Tritan raised his voice as if greatly surprised.





"That bastard, isn't he the master of these waters? I thought he had hidden away, pushed back by the Hydra, but he showed himself like this."





At those words, Hippolyte furrowed her brow.





"Was it perhaps someone we shouldn't have defeated? It attacked us, so I killed it."





"No, the problem was that we *couldn't* defeat it. It was a nuisance to my cute mermaids and the sailors in the vicinity. I was planning to subjugate that bastard soon. You've reduced my workload."





"I see. More importantly, the Hydra."





Hippolyte seemed to have just then noticed the enormous snake corpse I was dragging along.





"Good heavens, is that really *the* Hydra? Horrifying. Just having its corpse nearby makes it hard to breathe and my chest ache. How did you defeat something like that?"





"I don't know either. This guy named Hassan just handled it himself."





To that, I had no choice but to answer honestly.





"I didn't defeat it; I just let it rest in peace. Honestly, I didn't do much."











* * *











Rumors about Hippolyte, Luna, and the Nymph Paranoy, heroes who had defeated the Kraken, the master of the nearby waters, spread like wildfire throughout Delphi, the city of prophecy.





━Good heavens, isn't that a Gold Tier subjugation monster? How did they defeat something like that?





━Apparently, the ink that Kraken bastard sprayed was enough to dye the sea black.





━There was a prophecy that the black sea would turn blue, wasn't there? Indeed, it was an omen that the Kraken would fall!





Everywhere we went, people were only talking about the giant octopus's defeat.





In Delphi, a city close to the sea, the giant octopus Kraken was revered almost as a myth or legend, so it was inevitable that attention would be drawn to those who had defeated it.





━Pull out the corpse-!





━Heave-ho-! Yo-ho!





At the docks, people were busy pulling the tentacles of the colossal octopus corpse with Chains from all directions.





The sight of the giant octopus's corpse, dragged ashore by their hands, was truly more enormous and overwhelming than anyone could imagine, enough to leave everyone speechless.





Soon, someone shouted upon seeing the sight.





━Look here! Someone was blabbering that this giant octopus could be greater than Neptune! Everyone, look closely! Is this a god? No, this is just an octopus!





━Hear, hear! Let's spit on the octopus's corpse-!





━Long live Hero Hippolyte! Long live Hero Nox's daughter-!





They were mostly residents who had suffered from the giant octopus's tyranny, losing their families and livelihoods.





The fishermen and their families raised their hands towards our party, who had brought peace to the waters near Delphi, and showered them with praise.





Luna, watching from a distance, trembled as if extremely embarrassed.





"Wow, they're calling me a hero! It's so embarrassing!"





"I don't know why they're not calling Paranoy's name...! I also suffered alongside them...!"





"Paranoy, you got eaten, though."





"That was all bait...! It was truly a heroic act, volunteering as bait...! Didn't its movements become sluggish after it ate me...?"





"That's true. But..."





Paranoy and Luna, who had been chattering like that, eventually turned their gaze towards me.





"But compared to Hassan, who defeated the Hydra, what we did was nothing. I don't understand why such a great deed has to be kept a secret."





Luna asked, as if she couldn't understand why she and her companions, not I, were receiving the people's attention and spotlight.





"To defeat the Hydra! That was a task even the gods struggled with!"





Luna was right.





If the Kraken was a monster that made the nearby sea tremble, then the Hydra was a monster known as the symbol of all monsters across the entire Gaia continent.





Its subjugation rank was Platinum, surpassing Gold Tier.





It could truly be called a god-like feat.





But as I said earlier, it wasn't me who defeated the Hydra.





It was the club deeply embedded in its body, eating away at its life. To be precise, it was the one who had driven that club in.





Because of that problem, the Oracles and the Priests of Light, who were in charge of many things in Delphi, seemed to have decided to keep silent about the Hydra for the time being.





In other words, something like an embargo?





To that, Hippolyte, who had been leaning against the railing beside us and gazing at the seashore, said a word.





"The Oracles said they would consult the gods. The results will come soon. It's already been two days, so we should receive a summons within four days at most."





"Hassan, you might even be recognized for your merits and become Gold Tier!"





Luna seemed incredibly happy that I had achieved such a great feat. She was truly rejoicing as if it were her own accomplishment. But Hippolyte merely clicked her tongue, as if it wasn't such a simple matter.





"Because you accomplished something so extraordinary, problems might arise instead. Whether you like it or not, the kingdom might assign surveillance. There might even be investigations."





Because of this, we, who had defeated the Hydra, spent a few days quietly in our lodging, not showing ourselves outside for the time being.





Being confined indoors with the sea right before our eyes seemed boring and agonizing for everyone, but thinking of it as enjoying a rest, it was tolerable enough.





"Too bad, Elfriede wasn't the impostor."





"See, I told you it wasn't me."





"Aah-! What the heck! I was absolutely convinced Elfriede was the culprit! Then why did you keep glancing at Hassan and smiling slyly?"





"I did that? Don't lie."





"Actually, the culprit was Paranoy...! Everyone was completely fooled by my brilliant strategy...!"





Was it after a few more days had passed like that?





As I gazed at the sea, the sound of the raging wind suddenly reminded me of the strange breathing sound the snake I had met, the Hydra, had made in its final moments.





It was a peculiar breathing sound, just like the raging wind of the sea.





Could it possibly have some meaning?





So I decided to ask Luna, who was stealthily approaching behind my back.





"Luna, I have something I'm curious about."





"Aah-? I came super stealthily! How did you know? Hassan, you have eyes on the back of your head!"





"No, not that. Just a hunch, I guess."





"You've become incredibly sensitive after fighting the Hydra! So, what are you curious about?"





"Oh, it's nothing much, what was it... shhh, shiiik, shhh-something like that."





"Are you talking about snake language?"





"Yes."





I racked my brain, trying to imitate the sound the Hydra had made. It didn't go well, but Luna laughed as if it was a very simple thing.





"That's beginner level. 'Thank you,' and 'Be careful.' Those are the two words."





"Really?"





"Thank you," huh. To hear words of gratitude from a dying snake. It felt very strange. However, it wasn't a bad feeling at all. Just then, someone knocked on our Door.





━We have come from the Delphi Temple. The Great Prophet, Pythia-nim, is looking for you. All of you.





Finally, what was bound to happen has happened.





We ended our rather long yet short seclusion and stepped out onto the city streets.





As we walked through the streets, escorted by priests from the Delphi Temple, everyone in the city turned their gaze towards us and made comments.





━Look, look at that. They must be the protagonists of this year's prophecy festival.





━They say they're the heroes who carried out the Great Prophet-nim's task, don't they?





━But who's that black-haired man next to them?





In the midst of people's attention, a long line was visible.





Travelers who had come from distant cities to meet the prophet, pilgrims, and seekers of questions who firmly believed themselves to be sons of gods, were lined up all the way to the stairs of the Delphi Temple, located at the summit of a high mountain.





The sight was just like a snake.





A long, long snake formed by the stretched-out line of humans.





Of course, that was just my random thought.





When climbing countless stairs, there's nothing better than idle thoughts.





After climbing over a thousand stairs like that, we finally arrived at the Temple of Light, located at the summit of Delphi's mountain.





A high mountain and countless pillars atop it.





Wildflowers blooming brightly on the mountain.





However, rather than the image of a Temple I had imagined, it was quite crude, filled with stones and rocks, so it might be more accurate to call it a ruin.





The sight of people bustling everywhere also gave it the feeling of a tourist site at some ruins.





What the heck.





Is this really the right place?





As I was feeling such doubts, the Priest of Light who had guided us spoke.





"Over there, you should go down that forbidden secret path. The Great Prophet Pythia-nim is waiting for you there..."





"Aren't you going to guide us further?"





"The secret path, Adyton, is a sanctuary permitted only to the Great Prophet and the gods. We could be blinded by unauthorized truths, so..."





I didn't know what he meant, but I understood it was a place no one could enter. In the end, we passed through the bustling ruins where people gathered and followed a deserted stone path.





Then, a strange, smoke-like substance, appearing from who-knows-where, began to gently envelop our shoulders. It was smoke with a rather peculiar smell.





To that, Luna, who had been sniffing her nose, said a word.





"It's the smell of sulfur. It seems there's a hot spring somewhere nearby! You shouldn't smell it for too long! Your head might go crazy, you know!"





Ah-ha, so it's the smell of sulfur.





But your head might go crazy, she says.





A Great Prophet in a place like this?





Just then, Hippolyte said a word.





"Hassan, I knew you were hiding many things from us. But I didn't press you unnecessarily. However, now, even if you want to hide them, you won't be able to."





It was like a warning.





Isn't that a little creepy?





As I was thinking that, strangely rising stone pillars began to appear within the thick smoke.





Pusyiiii-.





A hole from which smoke billowed was between those pillars, and just beyond it, a figure in black robes, sitting cross-legged, opened its mouth towards us.





"Welcome. I've been waiting. What you will ask, and the answers to it, are already prepared."





The way she chuckled, *holhol-*, seemed quite seasoned. Her face was hidden by a black veil, but the hair extending beyond it was pure white, like a symbol of old age.





Fitting for the name Great Prophet, was she a very old woman?





Just then, Paranoy said a word.





"Th-that old woman seems to be the Great Priestess of the God of Light, Pythia...! She looks more ordinary than I expected...! She might even be a fraud...!"





"You are Paranoy, the Nymph of the ditch water, aren't you? Today, you secretly took two candies from your pocket and ate them, hiding it from your master, a man named Hassan."





"Th-that's..."





"If you don't believe me, shall I tell you an even greater secret? Let's see..."





"I, I believe you...! It seems to be true...!"





Seeing Paranoy begin to tremble, we realized that the old woman in the black veil sitting before us was indeed something like a true prophet.





To meet this woman, we had come a long way from Sodomora to this place.





So many things had happened, and-.





"You had to do many things, Hassan of Samaria."





Whoa, fuck, did she just read my mind?





I sank into the thought that this old woman might truly answer many of the things I was curious about. Just then, the Great Prophet Pythia burst into laughter again.





"I've never seen anyone as special as you in my long, long life. Bulbul? Who on earth is Mikami Yuya?"





"...Fuck!?"





The truths I wanted to hide began to be revealed by another's mouth.
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The Great Prophet Pythia.





The woman, looking like an old widow draped in a black veil, burst into laughter and said,





"I've never seen anyone as special as you in my long, long life. Bulbul? And who the hell is Yua Mikami?"





"Sh-shit!?"





Honestly, it was true that I was full of distrust towards prophets.





Because it wasn't uncommon for people to spout plausible-sounding nonsense about prophecies of the future.





False prophets.
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False seers.





In places overflowing with all sorts of religions and faiths, there was always at least one such person in every city park, causing confusion among people.





━Vulcanus is enraged, and the volcano of Pompeii will erupt! The world will end! The day of judgment for humanity's sins, the day of wrath, will come!





And didn't those prophets, who spouted such terrifying words, usually pull out some bizarre object from their pockets?





━But with this specially made indulgence, you can escape destruction! Right now, one for just 10 Copper. Buy three or more, including for your family, and get a 2 Copper discount-.





So, in my mind, the existence of prophets was no different from snake oil salesmen or con artists-that thought lingered unconsciously. That's why I was a bit skeptical about what the Oracles of Delphi, this city of prophecy, would be like.





"D-Drive? Yua Sakuya...."





"Oh, shit-!"





The truths I had desperately wanted to keep hidden were starting to be exposed by another person. My scalp tingled, and a chill ran down my spine, making my legs feel weak.





Had I ever been this flustered since falling into this world? No, I could confidently say I hadn't. Right now, it was as if the things I had buried deep in the abyss of my inner self were being dragged out.





"Sato...."





"S-Stop!"





As the things I had so desperately wanted to hide were unexpectedly heard, my hands and feet trembled, and it was fair to say I fell into a state of panic.





"Are, are you perhaps looking into my head?"





At my flustered question, a laugh like wind rustling through leaves was heard from beneath the black veil.





"Of course not. I can merely perceive the worries you carry a little more keenly."





Indeed.





I felt like I somewhat understood why people visited fortune tellers. They say famous celebrities and politicians alike get their fortunes told and confide their worries.





I thought it was just a scam, but experiencing it directly now, it hit me to the bone.





This woman was the real deal.





Honmono.





I had to admit that this woman, called the Great Prophet Pythia, possessed extraordinary power and had the right to act arrogantly, as if she could give me answers.





Just then, Grandma Pythia let out a slight hum, *hmm-*.





"Still, I've never seen such a worry. D-Drive? I don't even know what that means. I've lived a life twice as long as others, and at times I've even seen the lofty gods, but I've never seen such a worry."





At her words, someone nearby was greatly surprised.





"I-Indeed, it is Hassan-nim...! He was contemplating such deep and profound worries that even the Great Prophet was stumped...! He must have been contemplating the truths of the world...!"





Paranoy seemed to have greatly misunderstood something. But, in a way, he was right.





Profound worries.





The greatest regret I had left in my previous world.





It always gnawed at me, making me tremble with anxiety.





So, I decided to subtly ask the Great Prophet the question that had made me most anxious since coming to this world, the one I couldn't tell anyone and had been agonizing over alone.





"So, is it true that my secret hasn't been seen by anyone?"





Even now, when it was time to sleep, memories and worries about the external hard drive where I had collected a vast amount of information would resurface, sometimes startling me awake.





If what was inside were discovered by my younger sister or other family members, terrible things could happen in many ways. The computer had a lock password, but I didn't know what would happen.





Nervous tension caressed my nape-.





Finally, the Great Prophet Pythia opened her mouth.





"I don't think I can answer that. It seems to be a question beyond the dimension I can answer."





"The Great Prophet, can't answer a question...?"





This time, it was Hippolyte who was surprised.





"Pythia, haven't you answered every question?"





"Indeed. Even I feel bewildered. I never expected something like this to happen. The God of Light isn't whispering anything into my ear either."





Murmur, murmur-.





The atmosphere around us seemed to grow subtly strange. However, perhaps because of the unanswered question even from the Great Prophet, I felt a little downcast.





In the end, my D-Drive was a Pandora's Box, neither opened nor unopened.





No, to be more precise, isn't it a quantum mechanical realm where both variables exist? Schrödinger's D-Drive, that's fucking high-level.





"Anyway, my name is Pythia. I'm praised with embarrassing titles like Great Prophet, but I'm just an old woman who has lived longer than others, and thanks to that, I merely possess a little more insight to see a bit further than others."





The Great Prophet Pythia formally introduced herself. Soon, she glanced at our party and then opened her mouth again.





"It seems you all have many things to ask me. Whose question should I answer first?"





At that question, we briefly exchanged glances.





Since we had roughly decided on the order while climbing these high steps of Delphi, it seemed we were implicitly agreeing to stick to that.





"I shall ask first."





*Seueuk, jeolgeureok-*.





With the sound of her armor rattling, Hippolyte stood before the Great Prophet Pythia.





The tall Hippolyte, stretching elegantly towards the sky, looked down at the old woman sitting cross-legged. I'm not sure whether to describe the scene as noble or magnificent.





As I was thinking, *she's tall, so her proportions are good*-, Hippolyte spoke.





"Mars Guild of Sodomora, do you think its IPO will go well?"





"Hippolyte, Hippolyte Heavensinger. I believe what you're truly curious about lies elsewhere."





"...."





Hippolyte fell silent for a moment. Just then, Pythia chuckled softly, *hoho-*, and waved her hand.





"Well, that's fine. I merely answer. The answer is 'someday'."





"Someday?"





"Whether it's five years from now, or a hundred years from now. Or perhaps even the end of this very year-."





"It's abstruse."





"That's how the stock market is, isn't it? No one knows what will go up, what will go down. When the big players will cut their losses, or when the small retail investors will be swept away by a wave of panic selling."





"Is that really the answer?"





"Actually, I cannot tell you about things like stocks or lottery winnings through prophecy. That is one of the few directives the God of Light-nim has given me. What I just said was merely my personal opinion."





"I see."





Hippolyte seemed to concede. Then Pythia added a few more words.





"And, Hippolyte. Don't worry, you will become the Mother of War. Many races will originate from you, and your sons and daughters will, like roaring lions, seize the necks of their enemies and scatter blood everywhere."





"Is that a prophecy about my destiny?"





"It's more of a blessing than a prophecy. You've had plenty of time for Zen riddles with me. Still, I believe this answer is sufficient-."





"Indeed, yes. That's right. It's sufficient."





Hippolyte seemed incredibly pleased. She even subtly stepped back. Was there something just now? What was going on? Of course, I couldn't understand.





"Now, Paranoy. It's your turn, isn't it? Little, naive ditch-water Nymph. Come forward."





At Pythia's call, Paranoy flinched his shoulders. Then, he hesitantly came forward before Pythia, his gaze flickering nervously.





"I haven't, I haven't decided what to ask yet-ssi...!"





Paranoy was flustered, as if he didn't know what to say.





Indeed, he had been fussing about not knowing what to ask even while climbing the stairs, so perhaps he still hadn't decided.





Then Pythia said a word.





"Don't be afraid of the question. Don't worry, you will meet them someday."





"...Yep?"





Paranoy asked back as if he had heard something unbelievable. Then he seemed to try to say something, his mouth gaping, but in the end, he burst into tears.





We were all flustered by his incredibly sorrowful crying. Because we didn't understand what question had been answered, or why Paranoy was suddenly crying.





"Paranoy, why are you crying? Are you okay?"





Luna comforted the crying Paranoy, wiping away the tears streaming down his face with a small handkerchief. Then she squeezed the thoroughly wet handkerchief into a small beaker.





"Th-this wicked old woman made Paranoy cry!"





"It's common for tears to burst forth upon knowing the truth. Nox's daughter. Nox's daughter, your question is...."





Pythia seemed to be looking at Luna with her fluorescent eyes visible beneath the veil.





Then she even inhaled the strange sulfurous smoke emanating from beneath her face.





"Nox's daughter. I can't tell your story in my right mind. I will borrow the power of the smoke."





What was that?





Didn't they say smelling too much sulfur makes you go crazy? From what I saw, that old woman seemed to be doping herself to answer Luna's question.





*Seureuk-*.





Then Pythia even stood up from her seat.





"Little moon hidden by the night, Nox's daughter. One day, all will bow before your feet and worship you. The children you bear will be symbols of fear, vanguards destroying darkness, superstition, and civilization-."





"M-Me? What will I become? I didn't ask that question!"





"In the pitch-black darkness, where everything is covered in ink, you will become the King's Consort in a world full of boiling lava and corpses-."





Where had the old woman who had been dealing with Hippolyte and Paranoy just moments ago gone?





Pythia, speaking in an abstruse manner as if chanting a curse with a deep, rattling cough, was quite bizarre and terrifying. Indeed, Luna seemed frightened by the prophecy bestowed upon her.





"I'll become a Queen?!"





I was just as shocked by that fact. No, it would be fair to say all of us were.





Luna becoming a Queen?





Doesn't that mean she'll become a king's wife?





"I, I don't want to marry a king! Hassan and I are already bound by the threads of fate! Quickly, cancel the prophecy!"





Luna shouted as if angry, but Pythia merely shook her head.





"A destiny once altered cannot be changed. You, who cannot sit on the throne, can do nothing but sit at the King's right hand."





"W-What does that mean?!"





"I cannot say more. As the eternal light is enveloped by the night's curtain, the truth will be crushed by a night darker than darkness, and the sun will be suppressed by the night."





I didn't know what it meant, but Pythia seemed unable to answer Luna's question any further. The sun being crushed by the night.





Perhaps it meant that the authority of the God of Light was inferior to Lady Nox, Luna's mother.





I could interpret that if she said more, the relationship between the God of Light and Nox, the incarnation of night, would not be good.





So this is why they said it was figurative and metaphorical. It's a bit fun now that I can understand it.





But a Queen?





What the hell was going on?





Luna becoming a king's wife?





I suddenly felt dizzy.





It was at that very moment.





"Zigres."





Pythia called my name. Then she bent her body, which had been standing tall, and bowed her head before me.





"I have not been permitted to give you an answer. Lord Apollo-nim, the master of all prophecies, will answer your desires himself."





"Huh?"





"Everyone, kneel. And it would be best to bow your heads to the lowest point, covering your eyes and faces. For the God of Light can blind everyone...."





*Paaaat-*.





It was that very moment.





Cutting through the hazy smoke that obscured everything, a beam of light, like a ray, was seen extending from high in the sky towards me.





It was a dazzling light, so bright that I thought my eyes might truly go blind. Hadn't I felt something like this before?





Back when I was a novice Iron Tier.





The first time I fought ruffians, wasn't the bald man's Solar Flare, blessed by the God of Light, similarly bright?





Of course, the light I saw now was incomparable to that.





I knew instinctively.





If I didn't quickly lower my stance and bow my head, if I didn't close my eyes, something terrible would happen. It wasn't just me who felt it, as we all hastily lowered our heads and bent our knees.





We didn't forget to cover our faces with our arms, as if even a sliver of light entering our faces was unacceptable.





『Finally-.』





Before us-.





『Our turn has finally come.』





The incarnation of light descended.
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  I lowered my head as far as I possibly could.





  I didn't forget to curl my back and hide my head with both arms.





  If anyone had seen me, I would have looked like a pheasant that had just heard a gunshot. It must have looked ridiculous, the way I was excessively hiding my head and eyes as if I were trying to bury my head into the floor.





  But right now, I didn't even have the leisure to consider such things; rather, I felt that even lowering my face like this wasn't enough.





  Hwaaaaa-.





  What on earth was this chilling light that pierced through my eyelids even though I was using every means to cover my face?





  『Finally, our turn has come. Zigres, you must be curious as to why you are here and what you must do.』





  Of course, I knew that identity. A beautiful and deep male voice. 





  The identity of that voice, which I had heard before during the nighttime duel with Hippolyte, was likely Apollo, the God of Light.





  I could clearly tell that a being revered as a Great God was right in front of my head. Probably everyone else who was lowering their heads in this place felt the same.





  Was it because my eyes were closed? 
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  My other five senses, including hearing, reacted excessively, and it felt as if the texture of the trembling breaths being exhaled here and there, and the scent of cold sweat, were tickling my ears and nose.





  Everyone was trembling with fear.





  They held their breath and stood still like statues, to the point where not a single small word or even a minute trembling sound could be heard.





  It was instinct.





  The basic instinct a living creature has to survive.





  The being that descended before us possessed an intense presence that made us forget things like being adventurers or heroes and reduced us to mere biological organisms.





  I never imagined something like this would happen.





  Of course, it wasn't the first time I'd met beings called gods, but still, did they not only appear when I was alone?





  Facing such a transcendent being in a place where everyone was present was a first for me as well.





  While I was flustered with that feeling, a beautiful voice was heard from the front.





  『Zigres, the current you has no need to kneel before me at all. Raise your head.』





  "...."





  Raise my head?





  I was on the verge of being consumed by this intense light that was trying to pierce through my eyelids. If I raised my head in this situation, my eyes might literally go blind. 





  I had seen many unpleasant and terrible things with these eyes, but I still liked the things I saw with them. 





  My eyes were the light of my world.





  Therefore, I couldn't easily raise my head and only prostrated myself even flatter.


  


  『Raise your head, and face the truth you so desire to know-.』





  However, my heart wavered slightly at the next voice I heard. If I raised my head, would the answers to the many things I was curious about be laid out like an answer key?





  Why am I here doing this right now?





  For what purpose did I climb so many stairs to come to the Temple of Delphi?





  For what purpose did I seek out the Hydra's nest and prepare for death?





  The reason I came to Delphi through a journey of nearly a month?





  The reason I was freed from slavery and became an adventurer?





  The reason I became a slave?





  Why am I in this place?





  My questions retraced themselves sequentially and pulled out the fundamental reason. The answer to that question I had been curious about for over two years while eating dust.





  What exactly is this place, and why am I here?





  The opportunity to hear the answer to that question was now placed before me.





  When I clearly realized with what kind of determination and for what purpose I had come to this place, I slowly raised my body with a "what the hell" attitude.





  Seueuk-.





  And so, when I finally opened my eyes, my entire field of vision was enveloped in a light so intense it felt as if I would go blind. 





  If I said the light pierced my eyes and gouged out my brain, would that be a somewhat similar description to what I felt?





  However, it wasn't as bad a feeling as I had thought.





  Rather, it felt like my head was clearing, as if I had found the answer to a difficult problem. 





  As my eyes adjusted to the light, what gradually began to appear before me were people kneeling with their heads bowed, prostrating themselves flat.





  Luna, Hippolyte, Friede, and Paranoy.





  All of them, just like I was a moment ago, were focused only on desperately hiding their faces. My brow furrowed slightly at the sight, which felt almost pitiful.





  『How is it-.』





  In front of me stood a man with intense golden hair fluttering. His build was similar to mine, and clothes as bright and pure white as a fluorescent lamp were wrapped around his body, fluttering here and there.





  The God of Light, Apollo.





  He was a figure of such perfect form that trying to explain it would be a disservice. I had heard many phrases and songs filled with praise for the God of Light in this Delphi, but he was so magnificent that it felt as if none of them could match the real thing.





  Such a man was speaking to me.





  『The scenery where everyone prostrates and worships. The backs of people. The trembling of shoulders stained with fear. This is the scenery a god sees. How is it, your impression of facing the truth-.』





  "Is this... the truth?"





  『Of course, it's not the answer to what you were curious about. But, your eyes are darker than I thought. To the point where even my radiant light cannot see their end.』





  At Apollo's words, I slightly touched my eyes. Then Apollo said a few more words.





  『Even with the amount of tasks you've sent, and even if this is Delphi, the time I can manifest is not that long. So I will speak without dragging it out. Listen well-.』





  At those words, I became tense and listened intently.





  『Zigres. My brother. You have two paths. One is to return to where you belong, without knowing anything-.』





  Apollo, the God of Light, reached out his hand toward me.





  In that white, broad palm, something like a small blue grain was held. It didn't take long to realize that it was a pomegranate seed.





  Apollo had offered me a single blue pomegranate seed.





  "If I return to where I belong, does that mean I can return to my home?"





  『Yes, it is a one-time opportunity. You will lose everything here and return to the original place where you belong. And-.』





  Seueuk-.





  Finally, he held out his other palm.





  『And the other option you have is to realize the whole truth and be bound here forever. But you will never be able to escape the fate you carry. Forever-.』 





  In that palm lay a single pomegranate seed with a reddish glow.





  『Now, it is time to choose your destiny. With just one pomegranate seed, this entire world could become yours.』 





  I.





  I was lost in thought, to the point where I felt I had never used my brain this much since I was born. 





  If I eat the blue pomegranate seed, does it mean I can cast aside everything here and return to my original world?





  The place where I should be.





  My hometown.





  My house.





  Mother's bean sprout soup-.





  That damp, humid, and utterly unpleasant health food shop where my father, with a deep scowl, was decocting some mysterious juice. My younger sister's laughter.... The old dog, Spotty.





  My comfortable bed where I could sleep peacefully without worrying about pickpockets or threats from knife-wielding thugs. 





  The peaceful daily life that always seemed like it would last forever. Things that now feel like they can never be reached seem to be reflected and replayed in the blue pomegranate seed before my eyes.





  It was what I had always wanted for the past two years. I even imagined that when I opened my eyes, all of this would be a dream, and I would wake up in my bed to the sound of my smartphone alarm.





  But whenever I woke up from a dream, did I always have to sigh with a lingering sense of regret?





  The escape I had longed for, even in my dreams.





  However, my hand did not move hastily.





  I turned my head again and looked at the people around me, prostrated and trembling. 





  In this barbaric world where I thought there would be nothing good, my companions made me stop thinking about my original home.





  In the past, I might have followed a petty-minded logic and abandoned whatever it was for my own comfortable life, but now, I simply couldn't do that.





  It's absurd.





  Even I think it's impossible, but I've grown fond of this world.





  In this world, too, many people were living, laughing and crying with me, and bumping shoulders with each other. 





  Clumsy, lacking, ignorant, and utterly barbaric, but fools I couldn't hate nonetheless. 





  Pitiful beings no different from me, whose hearts beat and who shed tears at the answers they desire. And so, what I picked up was the red pomegranate seed.





  『Are you sure you're okay with this? An opportunity like this will never come again.』





  "It's fine. If I eat this, will I know the reason why I am here?"





  『No, you cannot find out. To be honest, it was a lie to test you. Now, did everyone see?』





  Apollo, the God of Light, glanced around. Then, the mists that had been strangely scattered around began to clump together like cotton candy and take on human-like forms.





  There were twelve in total.





  『Look, Minerva. In the end, I won the bet. Didn't I say he would choose the red pomegranate seed?』





  『Damn it, to think I'd lose to the likes of Mars.』





  I was completely bewildered by the way they were each buzzing with a word. To think it was a test for me. What on earth. 





  So, does that mean I can't return to my original world, and I won't even hear the answer to the question I want? 





  Just as my vision was becoming slightly dizzy with that feeling, someone poked my chest.





  『You have proven your qualifications yourself. You chose to become a resident, not a wanderer or a guest.』





  It was Apollo, the God of Light.





  『And the answer you desire is already in your heart. You know well yourself that we don't even need to give you the answer.』 





  "...."





  『Eat that red pomegranate seed. I will clear the turbidity that fills your head and heart. With that, your eyes will become bright and you will become wise like the light.』





  Sbeol, I'm going to become wise?





  At Apollo's words, I quickly swallowed the pomegranate seed. Then, strange letters floated before my eyes.





  『Grace: <<Blessing of Chaos>> is being dispelled.』


  


  At the same time, something like a clear and serene wave began to surge through my head. It's a violent expression, but it felt as if my brain was being washed with cold water.





  『Zigres, a place for you exists here. The deepest and darkest place where all water and souls reach their end, the place lower and hotter than all things in creation is yours.』





  "My place is...."





  『My name is the God of Light, the unhidable shining radiance-Apollon. As a member and spokesperson of the grand and lofty Hypos, I answer your question. First, it was not us who called you to this land-.』


  


  Paaa-at-.





  An intense light enveloped me, to the point where I thought my head might be torn apart. I covered my face with my palms to block it, but it was no use.





  『Zigres, the guest from a foreign land who was not in the plans. You will kill with your own hands the first family you gained, the one you loved most. With that, your existence shall become more complete than ever-.』





  Paaaa-at-!





  The radiance that had shone intensely as if exploding was gradually diminishing. And so, what I saw in my eyes was neither the God of Light nor a strange-feeling cloud, but just a single sentence.





  『━Son Hassan-.』


  


  And that was something that could be called the answer to most, no, all of the things I had questioned.





  "No...."





  Honestly-.





  -I did think it was strange.





  But, more than that, I thought the situation where I was doubting was even stranger. Therefore, I was looking away. 





  Honestly, it was ridiculous.





  Who would have even thought of it.





  I feel out of it because of the feeling that the things that were blurry and turbid, as if a thick fog filled my head, are clearly receding.





  What is seen.





  What is smelled.





  What is heard.





  The wind touching the skin.





  All of it was perfectly clear. 





  It was to the point where I wondered if, until now, all my senses had been covered by a thin film, and because of that, I had been feeling all of this dully from beyond the film.





  Inevitably, my thoughts became even clearer.





  Since the 'ridiculous thing' of me falling into this weird world had already happened, it was in a way natural to think that there would be an equally ridiculous reason for it.





  I-.





  "My father was a truly strange person."





  I had finally realized my destiny.





  Then, laughter suddenly burst out. 





  As if the laughter that had been pushed aside by other emotions until now was saying it had to be now or never, it kept popping out of my mouth.





  I only realized for the first time today that I was a person who could laugh like this.





  "Ha-."





  Even until everyone who had been prostrated stood up hesitantly and looked at me, I couldn't stop laughing.





  "T-To think the gods of the lofty Hypos would come out to meet you personally...! T-That, u-um, Ha-Hassan-nim, y-you must not forget what you promised this Paranoy...!"





  The fool was me.





  Beneath my feet, letters that looked as if they had been carved into the rock by lightning were burning.





  『Hassan, son of the Underworld King. Now escape from the shallow chaos and claim your rightful rights-.』 
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  The summit of Delphi, swept by a dazzling storm, was silent.





  The people lying prostrate seemed to have forgotten even to breathe, not making the slightest sound.





  How much time had passed like that?





  With a rustling sound, the first to rise from her spot was the Great Prophet, Oracle Pythia.





  "It's been over 100 years since I received the role of High Priestess of Delphi from the God of Light and guarded this place... but I've truly never experienced anything like this before."





  Starting with her words, people one by one raised their shoulders and heads to survey their surroundings.





  "Thirteen of Highforce, thirteen of Highforce came to this place-imnidat...! Indeed, indeed it is Hassan-nim...!!"





  Thanks to Paranoy, who opened his mouth and shouted loudly, the frozen atmosphere seemed to break a little.





  "The shallow gods of Highforce themselves have officially recognized that Hassan-nim is the rightful Ruler of the Underworld and the Father of all wealth in the world, Pluto-nim's Son-imnidat...!!"





  Paranoy, who had been chattering so loudly that foam gathered at his mouth, then pointed to the ground. There, letters were vividly carved into the rock, as if scorched by lightning.





  『Hassan, Son of Pluto. Now, break free from shallow chaos and claim your rightful authority-.』 





  It was the truth, literally revealed.
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  Many of the worries I had harbored until now were easily resolved by those carved words on the rock, that single short sentence.





  Dalgak-.





  The awkwardly empty puzzle piece clicked into place, and my world began to function again, as if a machine that had gone awry due to a missing small screw had found its proper position.





  Hassan, Son of Pluto.





  Pluto.





  There is only one symbol of fear in this world whose name is even shunned. And that is my family; my father was a god who abandoned his throne and fled.





  It's so fucking unbelievable that I can't comprehend it, but it's the fucking truth.





  To think I was a divine spoon, beyond a golden spoon!





  But why was I living like this?





  Why a health food store...?





  It's so fucking incomprehensible my hair feels like it's all going to fall out!





  The revealed truth only brought more questions swirling in my mind. It was like a Hydra's head. A fucking magic lamp of questions, where if you cut one, two more appeared.





  Is this really true?





  As I was pondering with that feeling, Paranoy climbed onto a high pillar and shouted.





  "Now, you no longer need to act like a foolish and idiotic Samarian-imnidat...!! The time for world domination, Hassan-nim's long-cherished aspiration, has arrived-imnidat...!!"





  I had just been caught up in all sorts of thoughts, but seeing Paranoy shouting loudly, a cool composure once again soothed my mind.





  My aspiration is world domination? A dream of mine that even I don't know. Had I ever said such a thing to Paranoy?





  "For a long time-!"





  Paranoy shouted even louder.





  "For a long time, for a long time, the Cult of Pluto, which endured oppression, will once again raise its great achievements, and the time has come for the Cult's prophets and holy warriors to spread Hassan-nim's name to the ends of the earth-imnidat...!!!"





  "Don't talk nonsense, you bastard!"





  "And we will exact due retribution upon all those who ignored us, especially me, the Guardian of Truth, the Keeper of Secrets, the Great Nymph Paranoy, calling us Cultists, and we will surely destroy Highforce, which oppressed the Cult of Pluto-imnidat...!!"





  The Cultist Nymph Paranoy was truly filled with rage.





  It was to the point where I wondered how such a blazing fire could fit into that small body and head.





  "And I will become the Great Marquis of Hell, Imp of Hellfire Paranoy-imnidat...! I will erect my statue made of hardened honey and sugarcane in my territory-imnidat...!! Anyone who licks it without my permission will be executed-imnidat...!!"





  But that last part seemed to be his true intention. So, just as I was feeling a slight sense of relief, thinking Paranoy was indeed Paranoy, I heard the *Sreung-* sound of someone drawing a sword.





  It was Hippolyte.





  Hippolyte, whose already reddish skin was further reddened by the scorching, pointed her sword at me and Paranoy and said.





  "Son of Pluto. So you were the being the Cultists cried out for and awaited in their prophecies, Hassan."





  The Cultists' prophecies?





  I wondered what that was, but several things suddenly came to mind.





  From Cultist Coma, whom I met in the Swamp of Kalan, to Schizo, Pluto's Holy Warrior, whom I defeated when I was in mortal danger.





  Those bastards had been spreading chaos in the world, babbling about Pluto's only son arriving on this land.





  I thought it was just the usual nonsense from those Cultist bastards, but thinking about it now, it was the fucking truth. More than that, weren't those bastards and I on the same side?





  "No, that's. Fucking, it's true, but. There are circumstances."





  "The continuous Cultist attacks on Sodomora, the untimely appearance of Monsters-was all of this planned and orchestrated by you?"





  Gooooh-.





  A quiet yet intense fighting spirit emanated from Hippolyte. All the pores on my skin tingled as if screaming, to the point where it felt like I was bathing in carbonated water.





  Had I ever seen Hippolyte this angry before? No, I hadn't.





  I could vividly empathize with what the Monsters, Cultists, and bandit groups she had faced must have felt in their final moments.





  "Tell me, Hassan. Are you my enemy?"





  Considering how Pluto's Followers were treated in this kingdom, Hippolyte, who was called a hero, was reacting naturally. Could I explain myself well?





  Just then, Paranoy shouted.





  "That's right-imnidat...! Everything, everything was according to Hassan-nim's plan-imnidat...! Foolish Mars's Guild! Foolish Sodomora! Foolish Delphi! All of them were played and used under Hassan-nim's plan-imnidat...!"





  "What is that plan? Answer me, Paranoy!"





  "Th-that... that is a profound plan in Hassan-nim's cosmic D-Drive, so it cannot be revealed-imnidat...!"





  What the fucking hell is a profound plan in a D-Drive?





  Paranoy seemed to be spouting whatever nonsense he vaguely heard from the Oracle.





  The problem was that it worked quite well on Hippolyte.





  "Was breaking Mars's Guild and trying to win me over, its core strength, also part of your plan? You wormed your way into my weakness when I was at my most vulnerable!"





  Hippolyte already seemed to be drawing some kind of scenario in her head.





  "Tell me the truth, Hassan! Were you deceiving us? Depending on your answer, from this moment on, you are a Platinum Tier person of interest for extermination!"





  Platinum Tier person of interest for extermination?





  Isn't a Platinum Tier adventurer quest something you only see in city or national-level subjugation campaigns? Like the all-out war against the Cultists on the plains, for example.





  I'm on par with that?





  That's ridiculous. I'm everyone's friendly neighborhood Hassan.





  But Hippolyte looked very serious. A little excessively so.





  Her brown eyes were already bloodshot, and unusually, veins were bulging on her forehead, making her look like a bulldog on steroids.





  She was snorting as if she would break her leash and rush at me to bite my neck at any moment. She was clearly not in her right mind.





  But I knew well how to calm such a Hippolyte.





  This was the unorthodox path.





  I had intended to seal it deep within my D-Drive, but the situation was so urgent that a fight could break out at any moment, so I had no choice.





  Seueuk.





  I extended a finger towards Hippolyte.





  And, as if hypnotizing her, I spun it in the air.





  This was like my ultimate technique that only worked on Hippolyte. She, who had experienced the power of my finger on her body, would know its might well.





  "Calm down, Hippolyte-nim."





  "Th-that, Haaah-!"





  Indeed, Hippolyte clutched her breastplate and slumped down, cowering as if struggling to breathe. At that sight, Paranoy shouted.





  "Th-that is Hassan-nim's Hell's Deathblow, the thirty-fifth one! The Finger of Silence...!! No matter how much they boast of being a Gold Tier hero, they cannot escape this vicious technique-imnidat...!!"





  "You cowardly bastard...! Haaah-!"





  "Wow!"





  Just then, Luna, who had been quiet, raised both hands high into the sky.





  "Hassan, Hassan was the Son of a God! Pluto was one of the three Chief Deities before he fell into depravity! The King of the Underworld who divided the world into three!"





  "Hmm...."





  "The prophecy that I would become a queen must have meant becoming the Queen of the Underworld! Luna Noxdoti, Queen of Hell!"





  Luna looked very happy. The image of her throwing a tantrum at the Oracle, saying she didn't want to marry a king, was nowhere to be seen.





  "No wonder I didn't think Hassan was an ordinary person! I had a strong feeling right when I met him! Hassan, let's recreate the formless land, where great souls surge, on this earth together!"





  Luna also seemed overly excited. Recreating the formless land? Didn't they say the Underworld was called the formless land?





  Then aren't Luna's current words no different from a Cultist's?





  For a moment, a past memory flashed through my mind.





  Somnia, the Cultist voodoo practitioner from Ideope, who tried to win over Luna, also from Ideope.





  And Antiope, who saw Luna, also from Ideope, as a potential Cultist and tried to eliminate her.





  All of them said that Luna, being from Ideope, used something similar to Hell magic, and thus had the potential to fall into depravity as a Cultist at any time.





  At the time, I thought it was a ridiculous notion, but looking at Luna now, I wonder if they weren't right after all.





  I imagined Luna leading zombies to raid cities and towns. It was utterly gruesome, so I had no choice but to shake off the thought and move on.





  "Th-this, quickly untie me-! Me, me tied up, what are you trying to do? You guys, you're going to use me as a sacrifice for a secret and obscene Cult ritual, aren't you! I know everything! Because I'm a great Gold Tier adventurer!"





  Hippolyte, who seemed to have regained her senses, thrashed and struggled.





  However, no one had tied her up, so I don't know why she was struggling like that. What on earth was she asking to be untied from?





  "We're sacrificing her-imnidat...! Sacrificing her to bring Hell to this earth-imnidat...!"





  "Sacrifice Hippolyte as the first offering!"





  And Luna and Paranoy were circling around her, performing strange songs and dances.





  It was a chaotic and distracting scene, completely lacking any sense of reality. How should I describe this?





  Perhaps this is Hell.





  Seeing so many things being ruined because of me, it seemed Hell had already arrived. My head was throbbing, and just as I wondered what to do-.





  "Haa-."





  Someone let out a big sigh.





  I turned my head to see Friede, who seemed to be the only one maintaining her composure in this situation, frowning with her arms crossed.





  "Everyone is so distracted. I know you're all disoriented from the gas, but this is too much."





  And then she even pointed at the swirling smoke around us with her finger.





  I asked.





  "Gas...?"





  Only then could I recognize the pale smoke filling our surroundings. As Friede said, gas was covering us.





  "This special sulfur seems to have hallucinogenic and disorienting properties. It's natural to talk nonsense and see things if exposed for too long. I know this well because there was a lot of it in Alfheim."





  Indeed, Friede's words seemed to have some merit.





  Looking closely now, Luna, Hippolyte, and even Paranoy all seemed to have dilated pupils and were expressing meaningless laughter and anger.





  Come to think of it, Luna had said this sulfur gas contained harmful ingredients. So, everyone is in a state of drug-induced ecstasy, then?





  Just then, Friede added a few more words.





  "Right now, we are all in a state of mental disorientation. A god appearing directly before us? And you, Hassan, being the son of a god? That's impossible unless it's a hallucination."





  That's a plausible deduction.





  "If you were truly the son of a god, you wouldn't have been captured as a slave in an illegal arena, and you wouldn't have been whipped by me, would you?"





  That makes a lot of sense. Amidst everyone's confusion, only Friede was making a cool judgment.





  Because of that, I also felt my head clear a little.





  "But Friede, you look fine? Are you unaffected even if you inhale this gas?"





  I was thinking scientifically, wondering if she had a natural resistance to smoke or gas because she wielded fire.





  "Gas or anything like that can't stop me. I, Friede, am a dragon that gnaws at roots."





  "What? Who?"





  "I am actually a dragon. The arch-enemy of eagles, and the friend of Ratatoskr the squirrel. An avatar of ruin conceived by the flames of destruction. That is me."





  What the fuck is she talking about?





  It felt like she was talking more nonsense than Luna, Hippolyte, or even Paranoy.





  Seueuk-.





  Friede, like that, spread five fingers towards me, revealing her claws like a monster.





  "Do you see these magnificent dragon claws? My claws can tear iron and wound the World Tree. And the wings on my back can break through the sky in an instant!"





  Wings?





  Did Friede have wings?





  As I was thinking that, Friede launched herself towards the swirling smoke. And then she thrashed and struggled, flailing her arms and legs in the smoke.





  "Look! I'm flying above the clouds!"





  Friede seemed to have mistaken the sulfur smoke rising from the ground for clouds.





  "Quickly shout, 'Long live the most beautiful and strong Dragon Friede-nim!'"





  I realized that Friede was also suffering from hallucinations, intoxicated by this sulfur gas. To think I was listening to the nonsense of an incompetent person!





  This must be exactly how the only sane person feels among drug addicts.





  No, can I even call myself sane? Am I also caught in a hallucination?





  Just then, a strange, *holhol-* laughter was heard.





  "Hassan. You have interesting companions."





  It was the Great Prophet Pythia.





  "But they will be truly good companions, Hassan. For the path you must take will be an even more arduous and difficult journey."





  "The path I must take, you say?"





  "Son of the Fugitive, build your own Temple. Do not inherit your father's position, but ascend to the position of a god yourself."





  Seureureuk-.





  Pythia's small body, which had been cowering on the ground, soon began to swell enormously. Her form, revealed from beneath the black veil, was a long, large python with red scales, like a dragon.





  Pythia's true identity was a python as large as a dragon.





  She opened her long, tearing mouth and said.





  "Well then, see you later."





  "Excuse me, aren't you going to listen to Friede's question?"





  I looked at Friede, who was flapping around in the mist.





  Only Friede had not yet heard the prophecy. Hadn't she come all the way to Delphi with us precisely to meet the Great Prophet Oracle?





  To that, the auspicious python Pythia said.





  "In my opinion, that young lady from across the sea doesn't believe in fate or prophecies. Therefore, I have nothing to say to her. And, that young lady... no, that's beyond my jurisdiction."





  Seureureu-.





  Watching the python vanish suddenly from the summit of Delphi, I decided to stop thinking for a moment.





  ━Hwiu-u-u-.





  A strong wind blew, stroking my forehead.





  Amidst everyone immersed in illusion.





  I alone awoke from the dream.
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  "Uh, excuse me, but I'd like to examine your mouth one last time. Could you open it for me...?"





  To the middle-aged healer's question, dripping with sweat, I opened my mouth without much thought.





  "Ah-."





  The healer inserted a metal rod and shone a luminous stone around inside my mouth.





  "...There are no cavities at all. You're finished with the examination, so you can close your mouth now."





  I stood up and put on the top I had taken off. Though, it was just a white fur pelt I had thrown on carelessly.





  I asked.





  "So, what's the result?"





  "Well, uh... as we anticipated, it seems to be the Divine Awakening Syndrome..."





  "Ah-."





  "Sounds becoming clearer than usual, becoming sensitive to certain smells, or seeing small letters that weren't visible before - these are common symptoms."





  "So, how long will these symptoms last? Will they last a lifetime?"





  "It's just a temporary phenomenon due to the awakening of divinity. It can be short, like a week, or long, up to a year..."





  "A year? That's too long."





  I furrowed my brow slightly. To spend a year in this situation, like having the volume and brightness turned up to maximum in the options menu, I thought I might go insane.





  "Can't it be shortened? Is there a treatment or something?"





  "Th-that is, regarding the Divine Awakening Syndrome, not much has been revealed yet, and, uh, and..."





  Thump, thump-.





  I could clearly hear the healer's heart pounding louder and louder. Sweat poured incessantly from his half-bald forehead, and his breathing grew ragged.





  He wasn't sick; the man was simply afraid.





  And the object of his fear was obvious. Since it was just the old healer and me in this examination room, it was certain that this man was afraid of me.





  A large, barbarian-like Samaritan.





  With an appearance that suggested he could swing a club and smash someone's skull at any moment, it was understandable why he'd be scary.





  So, I decided it would be best to leave this place quickly before this poor man lost all his hair. Before leaving the examination room, I had one last question.





  "Just in case, do you have anything else to say?"





  "H-help! P-please spare me!"





  "What?"





  "I, I have a daughter who is still attending university and an elderly mother. I, I can't go to Tartarus before them...!"





  "What are you talking about?"





  "You asked if I had any last words, didn't you? If I have, by any chance, acted disrespectfully without realizing it, please forgive me with your great magnanimity..."





  "Ah-."





  I felt like I understood what the man was saying. Though I still wasn't used to it, I wasn't just a barbarian anymore.





  Two days had passed since I received a strange revelation at the summit of Mount Delphi.





  By now, rumors about the strange Samaritan had spread throughout Delphi. And what kind of rumors were they?





  "I humbly beg of you, the successor of the underworld, the benevolent and merciful Hassan-nim. P-please forgive me..."





  It was exactly like this.
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  The rounded back of the person trembling in fear, prostrating himself at my feet. Sobbing shoulders. Pleading voice. Terrified eyes-.





  Did the god of light once tell me that this very sight was the scenery of the gods? I truly felt I understood his words.





  "Lift your head. I forgive your sins."





  "I-is that really true?"





  "Of course, it's true. Anyway, live without committing any sins."





  "Thank you, thank you...!"





  I left the man, who continued to bow repeatedly until I was out of sight. My nape and back itched terribly, making me feel like I was going to die.





  Two days since receiving the oracle on the summit of Mount Delphi.





  I still had many problems adjusting to this new status.














  *     *     *














  "Hassan, what did the clinic say?"





  When I returned to the lodging, Luna greeted me.





  "They just said it's confirmed as Divine Awakening Syndrome. My hearing has suddenly gotten better, small letters are clearer, that sort of thing."





  "Then, then it means Hassan is really becoming a god! That's amazing!"





  "Is that so?"





  "Why the lukewarm reaction? It's incredible! Well, haven't you noticed any changes? Like being able to fly, or transform into an animal! Or, since Lord Pluto is the god of wealth, can't you make gold coins multiply?"





  "Hmm... I don't think I can do things like that..."





  "Oh my! If it were me, I wouldn't be able to sleep from excitement, constantly testing what I could do!"





  I replied casually, but in reality, while Luna wasn't looking, I had gone up to the rooftop and tried various things.





  Damn it, I have an amazing bloodline that surpasses being born with a silver spoon.





  -Spider in Mirror!





  -Prajnaparamita!





  -Hasekiri!





  But nothing happened.





  It was miraculous that I awakened my divinity, but my life hadn't really changed. Damn it, my disappointment was only growing, which was a bit regrettable.





  So, as I was slightly dejected,





  "Hassan, I have a gold coin here! Try to make it two!"





  At that moment, Luna took out a small, round object from between her breasts. It was a gold coin of the kingdom, engraved with Jupiter, the king of the heavens.





  Gold.





  Gold.





  In the periodic table-.





  In any case, what a wonderful resonance.





  And to think it came from between her soft-looking breasts. Could there be a more perfect scene?





  Swish-.





  I took the gold coin, warmed by Luna's body heat, into my hand.





  My slightly restless heart suddenly began to feel much better. Was this the magic of gold?





  "Hassan, maybe you could become the god of gold! Hurry and make it two!"





  Luna shouted at me, looking very excited. Luna also showed unwavering trust in my potential.





  Maybe I could do it?





  Making the gold coin into two.





  Hassan, the god of gold. I think I can do it.





  I clasped my hands together, placed the gold coin between them, and put all my strength into it.





  Multiply into two-! Multiply-! Multiply-!





  And I didn't forget to chant a strange incantation in my mind.





  And when I opened my hands again, a single gold coin was shining in my palm, just as it had been at first.





  "It didn't work."





  "That's strange. From what I know, people who awaken their divinity often awaken one power each. What kind of god are you, Hassan?"





  Luna's clear emerald eyes looked at me. As always, her gaze was so pure and flawless that I couldn't bear it, so I subtly averted my eyes.





  "Well, I don't know."





  What god am I?





  Am I really the god of disease? No, that was just an excuse.





  Honestly, the fact that I am a god, or becoming a god, is something I still can't quite believe.





  As I said earlier, apart from how people around me treat me, my life hasn't really changed much.





  "Ah-!" Luna exclaimed as if she had realized something.





  "Perhaps, maybe, killing people is your power? If you stab a knife into someone's heart, you can kill them!"





  "No-"





  No, isn't that something anyone can do without needing a special power?





  However, since Luna was shouting so brightly and cheerfully, I just nodded.





  Because I now knew that in love, sometimes such boundless positivity is necessary.





  Love.





  Come to think of it, without needing to be Gold Tier, couldn't I marry Luna now?





  The thought made me feel incredibly good.





  For now, everyone is too confused to think about it, but after a few days or weeks, once we get used to this atmosphere and things settle down, couldn't we proceed with marriage talks with Luna?





  I imagined Luna in a wedding dress.





  She would be incredibly beautiful. A white, flowing bridal gown.





  We would have our wedding in a romantic setting, perhaps at a white church on a hill or a temple, with white doves flying, blessed by everyone.





  And I imagined myself, with legitimate and legal rights, taking off that dress.





  Just imagining it makes my dick swell.





  Damn it.





  Honestly, having adventured with women, I've had so little time for myself that my desires have reached their limit in terms of reason.





  My body is getting healthier, and there are plenty of beautiful and cute women around, but I can't even touch them without feeling awkward. It's incredibly agonizing.





  Damn it, it was so agonizing.





  Still, perhaps that kind of life is coming to an end? But it wasn't all sunshine and rainbows. I still vividly remembered the words the god of light had spoken to me.





  Among the prophecies he gave me was a strange one: that I would kill my first family, the one I love, with my own hands.





  First family. The one I love.





  Wouldn't anyone say this refers to Luna, who will be my first bride? Why would such a prophecy exist?





  It's fucking terrifying.





  "Ah! Paranoy! I told you not to take candies and eat them!"





  Just then, Luna's shout pulled me out of my thoughts. I turned my head and saw Paranoy, who was taking a honey candy from a small jar, caught red-handed by Luna.





  "Ugh-"





  "Bashkir honey is so sweet that eating more than two a day will damage your teeth!"





  Luna grabbed Paranoy's mouth, or more precisely, his snout, and squeezed his cheeks.





  Then, from Paranoy's mouth, which opened with a "Mwaa-", a candy the size of an eyeball rolled out and tumbled onto the floor.





  -Roll, roll.





  -Roll, roll-.





  Two of them, no less.





  "Paranoy! You put two in at once!?"





  Luna scolded him angrily. Paranoy, trembling, babbled incoherently.





  "Th-that's not it...! Th-this is a duplication of two inside my mouth...! This is the grace 《Squirrel's Stash》 that Hassan-nim bestowed upon me...!"





  "...Is that so?"





  As Paranoy stammered, Luna glanced at me. Though she didn't say it, her eyes seemed to ask, "Is that true?"





  Did I give Paranoy some kind of grace?





  Grace, you say?





  If I become a god, will I also grant graces to others, receive offerings, and tithes, just like the gods who granted me grace?





  That sounds cool.





  While I was thinking that, Luna clapped her hands.





  "It duplicates into two inside the mouth, right? Then let's put in a gold coin! Maybe the gold coin will duplicate into two!"





  "Th-that's-!"





  Paranoy looked at me. His pleading gaze for help was pitiful, but this was Paranoy's fault for trying to raid Luna's candy jar.





  Swish-.





  "Paranoy, don't swallow it."





  In the end, Luna put a gold coin into Paranoy's mouth.





  "It, it doesn't taste good...! Ugh-"





  "If the duplication is successful, you'll eat gold coins every day from now on, Paranoy! Then I'll buy you candy!"





  "Hiiik-!"





  "Come on, hurry up and duplicate it into two! Is it ready now? Is it ready?"





  And so, Luna soon put her finger into Paranoy's mouth and pulled out a coin from inside. Then she was extremely surprised.





  I was also fucking surprised.





  Because something that shouldn't have happened had occurred.





  "What the hell! This, this is a silver coin! Where did my gold coin go!?"





  "What the hell just happened?"





  Luna and I stared into Paranoy's wide-open mouth. I had seen Luna put the gold coin into Paranoy's mouth with my own eyes.





  For it to come out as a silver coin - this was a miracle that defied all logic.





  "Let's try putting it in again, maybe it'll turn back into gold?"





  Luna carefully placed the silver coin she had taken out of his mouth back into Paranoy's mouth.





  "Ugh, it, it doesn't taste good...!"





  And so, Paranoy ended up spitting out the coin with a "Bleh-". We were once again greatly astonished.





  "Wh-what is this! Hassan, you saw me put in one silver, right? Th-this is..."





  This time, the silver coin had turned into a ridiculously worthless 1 copper coin.





  1 gold is worth at least 10,000 copper.





  For it to eventually evolve into a 1 copper coin in Paranoy's mouth! Damn it, wouldn't it be more accurate to call this devolution rather than evolution?





  Is this even possible? Just as candies melt and shrink when eaten, did the coin's value melt away in Paranoy's saliva?





  If not, there was no other explanation.





  Luna, having lost a large sum of money in the form of a gold coin, was going insane.





  "Paranoy! Spit out my gold coin! Quickly! You must have hidden it somewhere in your mouth! You've been obedient all this time because you were planning to steal my gold coin today!?"





  "I, I don't know anything about that...!!!"





  Paranoy's exaggerated screams filled the air. Just as I was thinking I should intervene, someone opened the door to the lodging and entered.





  "The nymph's screams are echoing throughout the inn. The foundation or whatever is making a fuss about eradicating nymph abuse these days, so whatever you're doing, stop it."





  It was Hippolyte.





  "And Hassan, as you requested, I sent a carrier pigeon to the royal palace. Once Byeokryeokje stamps your documents, you will be able to build a new temple and become its master."





  "Is that so?"





  Not knowing much about the kingdom's administrative system or the religion of this world, I had asked Hippolyte, who had knowledge and experience as a priest of Mars, to handle this matter.





  Demigods who awakened their divinity or young boy gods had to report to the royal palace and receive approval, or so I heard.





  Although it was a formality, it seemed to be an administrative measure that demonstrated the authority of the royal palace, which was called the earthly representative of Jupiter, the god of the heavens.





  "However, I don't know if the approval will be easily granted. The royal palace doesn't seem eager to increase the number of gods who are revered, and moreover, the son of Pluto, the god of cults..."





  Hippolyte closed her mouth as if to hold back her words.





  So I had to ask.





  "Why is the cult of Pluto, who is one of the Three Great Deities, being branded as a cult and persecuted?"
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Ever since I started getting involved with Pluto Followers, there was something I'd been curious about.





Why was Pluto's faith, which was revered as one of the three Chief Deities, being driven out as a Cult, persecuted, and corrupted?





Before enlightenment, I just thought Pluto was treated that way because he was a wicked and terrible Demon God, so honestly, I didn't think much of it.





But there was a considerable discrepancy between the man I pictured in my head and Pluto, whom everyone cursed and relentlessly suppressed.





So, I had no choice but to ask.





"Why is Pluto's Cult, which is one of the three Chief Deities, being driven out as a Cult and suppressed?"





At my question, Hippolyte glanced at my face.





Her gaze flickered for a moment, as if discerning whether I was sincere or not, then she finally looked up at the sky and asked back a single question, like a passing breeze.





"You, of all people, should know that best. Cult Leader, Hassan."





"No, I've told you countless times that it's a misunderstanding!"





"Alright, I'll grant you that. So, Hassan, have you heard any anecdotes or myths related to Pluto?"





"Huh?"





"Anything is fine. If you know anything, tell me. Not stories about your father that you know, but myths about Pluto, the King of the Underworld."





At Hippolyte's words, I recalled the encyclopedias and theological books I had read on this Gaia continent.





In those considerably thick books, there didn't seem to be much about Pluto, apart from information about Pluto's Labyrinth.





There was really nothing specific to mention. What the fuck.





To that, Hippolyte simply replied.





"It has been concealed."





"Concealed, you say...?"





"As I've told you before, the gods' power stems from their own strength and the faith of their Followers. The more praised and feared a god is, the wider their authority and domain can become."





I, too, had heard many explanations about that.





Indeed, Caesar, the son of the Mountain God who had the Nymph Alinoy with him, was said to be the son of a declining god, without any Followers. It seems a god's power is proportional to the strength of their Followers.





So, you could say they're like YouTubers? The more subscribers they get, the fucking stronger they become. Shit, I thought of it myself, but there's no better or wiser analogy.





"Therefore-."





Just as I was admiring my own intellect a little, Hippolyte continued her explanation in a serious voice.





"Therefore, the gods are desperate to elevate their prestige. They raise great warriors to spread their grace and deeds far and wide, and send holy warriors to instill the fear of their powers among the populace."





"I think I understand a little."





"But Pluto has few such anecdotes. Do you know why that is?"





"Well, what is it?"





"Because there's no need to. Anyone with life inevitably feels the fear of death that comes with Pluto's name. It's a fate that no one with a beating heart can escape."





"Aha-."





I think I understood a little.





Pluto's name was the state of death itself, the fear of the afterlife that might follow, the terror of the unknown.





So, he didn't need anything more than that.





Because of that, people even avoided speaking his name. Naturally, stories weren't created or spread.





Yet, it was enough.





However, Hippolyte's explanation had a part that didn't satisfy my curiosity.





"But what does that have to do with Pluto Followers being driven out as a Cult?"





After all, it didn't answer the fundamental question. To that, Hippolyte gestured with her chin, *seueuk-*, towards the Door outside.





"Before that, I'd like to see the skills of you, who has newly awakened to divinity. Can you follow me outside?"











 *     *     *


  








"I always feel this way, but whenever I stand before you for sparring, I feel like I'm facing a different person."





In the small vacant lot behind the inn, Hippolyte said, lightly loosening her shoulders and ankles.








"To think you'd grow faster than anyone, and possess such a secret. Archduke of Hell, Hassan. Cult Leader. Then accept the challenge of Hippolyte, warrior of Mars."








Hippolyte's expression as she said that was as bright as someone tearing open a package.





Her lips curled up, revealing her white teeth without restraint, making her look like she was smiling very brightly, and at the same time, as fierce as a jaguar baring its fangs and growling.





Hippolyte always said it felt like she was sparring with a new person each time, but the same was true for me.





As my skills improved, and I gradually took shape from a clueless nobody, I realized how much of a honed blade she was, standing firm before me, forged through countless reversals.





A tempered blade, as if it cared for nothing but cutting.





That was Hippolyte Heavensinger.





Could I win-?





As I was thinking that, something intense came at me. Hippolyte, who had somehow closed the distance between us, tried to grab me by the collar with her rough, gauntleted hand.





 *Paat-!*





I quickly struck the hard gauntlet with the back of my hand, deflecting it.





However, I figured I couldn't block the left hand that lunged at me like it was flying, so I had no choice but to lean my head back and dodge.





 *Hwaaaak-.*





Hippolyte's left hand brushed past my right cheek, leaving a strange heat.





 *Jureureuk-.*





At the same time, I vividly felt blood trickling down my cheek. I thought I had dodged well, but it seems something had torn my cheek.





But there was no time to dwell on such sentiments.





Soon, the right hand I had deflected with the back of my hand became a 'hand blade' aiming for my neck again, slicing through the air at high speed.





 *Swaeeaaek-.*





Could that really be the sound a human hand blade could make?





If I stayed like this, my neck would clearly be torn off, gushing blood. In the ringing sense of danger, I chose to spring my legs and put distance between us.





 *Seueuk, paak-.*





 *Kwalkwalkwal-.*





Thus, Hippolyte's hand blade, which had missed my neck and sliced through the air, pierced a hole in a bucket hanging on a wooden pillar, causing strange brass-colored water to gush out.





If I had been even a little slower in dodging, my neck would have ended up exactly like that.





To that, Hippolyte flicked the water from her hand and said,





"To dodge my attacks three times in a row. From a teacher's perspective, it's very pleasing to see the results of your training."





"Then is my training today a pass?"





"If this were training, yes. But this isn't training."





 *Seureung-.*





Hippolyte then proceeded to draw her sword from her waist. The blade aimed at me, the Demon Sword of Jealousy, emitted considerable demonic energy.





And by drawing the longsword, it felt as if the entire surrounding area had become Hippolyte's domain.





"Just because you wear a silver necklace, or because it's been revealed that you're the Son of a God, doesn't mean your life is over. It's only just beginning."





"...."





 *Jiiing-.*





A golden aura was seen shimmering on Hippolyte's sword.





An unbelievable, supernatural energy, mana, Aura-whatever you wanted to call it-transformed Hippolyte's sword into an even sharper and more terrifying weapon.





This was the activation of an ultimate skill.





You could even say Hippolyte used Manhae. That also meant I had no chance of winning. So, I had no choice but to protest.





"...No, isn't that too, too much?"





"The Son of the Three Chief Deities, Archduke of Hell, Hassan, would easily dodge something like this, wouldn't he?"





"No, that's-."





Just as I was about to finish my sentence, something flew past my neck with a *swaeeaaek-* sound.





 *Juuuk-.*





And then, along with the pain of a sharp cut, I felt dark drops of blood trickling down from my neck.





"There, you've already died once. What are you doing? If you stay like this, you'll just be peeled away like an apple by me. Aren't you going to attack?"





"...."





"If you make me bleed, I'll keep it a secret from Nox's daughter and let you touch my chest for about a minute. If you want, you can even summon undead like a good Cultist."





"Shit...!"





But the result was the same as always.





I ended up with my arm twisted by Hippolyte, pinned to the floor, unable to move.





I was subdued so quickly I couldn't even tell what had happened, my face covered in dust.





"Ugh-."





Shit, I really wish I could use necromancy.





On the back of my head, I distinctly felt the soft, large sensation of Hippolyte's chest.





 *Malkang, malkang.*





Just as I was vividly imprinting the complex and strange feeling of 'I lost, but I won' in my head, Hippolyte suddenly released my hand, which she had twisted behind my back.





"This is the result."





She then helped me up and said lightly,





"Awakening to divinity doesn't mean you immediately become a great and powerful god. Only when you have Followers who follow you, and when you become the master of your own Temple, will you truly become stronger than me."





"Is that so."





Brushing the dust from my body, I fell into thought for a moment. Honestly, I hadn't expected to be able to beat Hippolyte.





Because, as Hippolyte said, awakening to divinity didn't mean I would suddenly manifest non-existent powers and become the master of immense strength.





"And this is also why Pluto's Cult is being suppressed."





"What do you mean by that?"





"It's to weaken the power Pluto is extending over this land. With Ceres's curse, a long winter arrived, and death filled this land."





 *Seureung-.*





Hippolyte sheathed her sword, muttering lowly again.





"A chaotic era arrived where it was commonplace for children to die before elders, and offspring before parents. Indiscriminate, disorderly death. And even Pluto's Labyrinths appearing in various places...."





With that, she stopped speaking.





She fell silent for a moment, her mouth closed.





I could tell she was carefully choosing her words. She was diligently racking her brain, pondering what to say.





For a straightforward warrior like Hippolyte to hesitate in speaking, it was clear she was about to reveal something significant.





"Pluto is indiscriminately escalating fear and expanding his influence. Your father, Pluto, is a rebel displaying ambitions to dominate the land, Hassan."





"...."





"That's how it was perceived. There was no other way to think. Because of that, the gods also seemed intent on crushing Pluto's religious influence. But the people I saw that day on the mountain of Delphi, at its peak, welcomed you."





"You remember that day?"





I thought she had completely forgotten, having been gas-poisoned.





"I'm not an idiot, Hassan. I also realized that the gods of Hypnos had greater expectations for you than anyone else in this world. This means that the will of the gods and the will of the kingdom are at odds."





The kingdom, huh.





At Hippolyte's words, I pondered for the first time about this 'nation' I was a part of. A kingdom with a king, vassals, and citizens.





According to what Paranoy had told me before, it was the kingdom's law that designated Pluto, the god of the underworld, as an evil god and suppressed him.





Byeokryeokje, Jupiter's earthly representative.





If the suppression began by his command, then it would have been considered the will of the heavens, of high Hypnos, and they would have started smashing Pluto's divine statues and concealing many things everywhere.





But what if that wasn't the will of the gods?





It didn't seem like a simple matter. I wondered if it was something I should seriously consider on another day, when Hippolyte's words pulled me out of my thoughts.





"Hassan, as you are now, even if you were to die, you could inflict a fatal wound on me. If you pulled out that terrifying club, you could certainly do it. But you didn't. Why?"


 


"Well...."





"Well, it's because you didn't want me to get hurt, isn't it? Sparring with you, and observing your recent fights, I've concluded that you've developed a strange habit in combat. A stubborn habit, hard to fix."





A habit, she said.





It's common for people to have habits. Like wrinkling their nose before lying, or furrowing their brow when lost in thought.





But to have a habit in combat was news to me.





"I have a habit, you say? What is it?"





"You're afraid of killing and hurting things. As a warrior, that's a disqualification. For a Samaritan, called a barbarian of the wilderness, it's the worst habit."





Indeed.





It was just as Hippolyte said.





As Hippolyte said, at some point, I had started to fear killing and hurting things.





Because the lives I had to wound and take felt too strongly within me, easily taking and destroying them felt like a great sin.





I don't know when this started.





Perhaps it intensified as I began to feel Aura.





As I began to feel more clearly the life force inherent within me, and this world I was connected to, reaching its peak when I killed Echidna's eldest son, Regulus.





"I know you well enough, Hassan. You're not a wicked Cult Leader, nor are you the ruthless striker everyone says you are. Rather, you have too much unnecessary sentimentality, and you're even a bit naive."





I racked my brain to discern whether Hippolyte was insulting me or praising me. What on earth was her intention in saying such things?


  


"You're ordinary. Ordinary, and quite kind in your own way. I don't know for sure, but it's probably a family trait. Your father is probably the same."





"My father?"





"I am Hippolyte, daughter of Mars. People imagine and worship Mars in Hypnos when they see me wielding power on earth. Therefore, the daughters of Mars must always carry themselves with courage. And-."
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 *Seueuk.*





Hippolyte looked directly into my eyes.





"And you are Hassan, Son of Pluto. I can see Pluto through you. And I tell you, your father Pluto is probably not an evil god."
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  "Hassan, your father is likely not some evil god. I can tell just by looking at you."





  She can tell what my father is like just by looking at me?





  For a moment, I wondered if this was some new kind of "your mom" joke unique to the people of this world. But it seemed that wasn't what Hippolyte meant.





  When had I heard a story like this before?





  A long, long time ago, didn't I hear it at some Christmas service or whatever that I went to with a friend?





  It was a sermon about how non-believers see the image of God and the Savior through the actions of the faithful, so believers must always discipline themselves to be righteous in the eyes of others.





  Hippolyte's words were in the same vein.





  By looking at the followers and the priests, people envision the god they believe in.





  That must be why Hippolyte always keeps herself honed to a sharp edge. So that anyone who sees her will be reminded of Mars's blade.





  And to think that could apply to me as well?





  Hippolyte continued speaking.





  "Hassan, I didn't think I'd ever say this, but you are soft. A warrior who cannot swing his weapon for fear of hurting his opponent... I have never seen such a thing."





  "...."





  "However, people also call such softness kindness. Hassan, I can see your father, Pluto, through you. He must be no different from you. There must be some misunderstanding or circumstance behind why such a person was branded an evil god. But the Kingdom will not see it that way. They will oppress you, and may even try to eradicate you. They will become your powerful enemy."





  "An enemy? Are you saying I have to fight the Kingdom?"





  "...No, that was a slip of the tongue. I started rambling and talked nonsense. In truth, even I don't know the details of why the Kingdom's laws designated Pluto as a Cult. It's all just speculation."





  Hippolyte hurriedly hid her words as if worried someone nearby might hear. But I could fully understand her attitude.





  The Kingdom becoming an enemy?





  Isn't that the same as saying I have to overthrow the state?





  In any history and in any world, turning the state into an enemy was one of the greatest and most terrible crimes.





  Therefore, the punishment is heavy, and it is handled with such severity that everyone involved is hunted down through guilt by association.





  Furthermore, in this Gaia continent where a King actually exists, turning the royal castle and the state into enemies was an incredibly reckless thing to do.





  「We have brought the one who insulted the Kingdom and Byeokryeokje-nim, the earthly representative of Jupiter, before the judgment seat! Everyone, let us show this treacherous sinner his rightful retribution...!」





  Back when I was a slave, I had seen a group of dissidents or rebels being executed, and it was the most gruesome scene I'd ever witnessed.





  Seeing the families and acquaintances of that group suffer through guilt by association, I was terrified that even though I hadn't committed a crime, someone might burst in swinging a club and shout, 'Samaritan, you plotted rebellion!'





  And I am the legitimate successor of the Pluto Cult, which that very Kingdom labels as a Cult and oppresses.





  It's obvious without even looking what kind of treatment I'll receive and what kind of stories will spread through the Kingdom. It might not even compare to the days when I was simply rejected and called a barbarian.





  The days when I knew nothing.





  I felt a slight longing for the days when I was submerged in shallow chaos, but I had already crossed too wide a river to return there.





  What should I do?





  Just as I was pondering that, Hippolyte added a word as if in passing.





  "First, it is important to build your Temple, Hassan. Gather those who believe in you and those who can become your strength to grow your influence. In that sense, this invitation will be a significant help."





  Sreuk-.





  Hippolyte pulled something out from between her soft and ample breasts and held it out to me. And what was written there was a fairly simple message.





  「I offer my respects to the newly born young god. It would be wonderful if I could invite you to my home as a guest and treat you. Please come anytime and give me the opportunity to serve you.」





  And on the back, there was a seal in the shape of a wolf with its mouth open.





  "That is an invitation from Marquis Carvilgas. I was asked to deliver it while I was sending a carrier pigeon to the royal castle."





  At Hippolyte's explanation, I recalled the fireworks that were bursting all over the place on the first day I arrived in Delphi.





  The giant mansion located in the center of the city. The eccentric Carvilgas, who gathers many demigods and candidates to enjoy festivals and banquets.





  This influential figure, who handles the practical matters of Delphi, wants to see me.





  "In building a Temple, the role of sponsors, patrons, is significant. Meeting him won't be a bad thing, Hassan. Gather sponsors and followers."





  With that, Hippolyte washed her face at a nearby well.





  Beside her, I muttered softly in a voice no one else could hear.





  "Long live Chaos."





  Diring-.





  『Name: Hassan Lv. 31


    Strength: 15


    Agility: 6


    Stamina: 10


    Task Points: 60


    Grace: 《Shining Hand》 《Armor of Night》 《Dark Eyes》 《Singed Skin》』





  『Toolbox』





  The letters appeared as always. It's quite a relief that the letters are still visible even though the grace called Blessing of Chaos has disappeared. It seems the stamina stat I raised recently has been properly applied too.





  But there's one thing different from usual.





  At the very end, a newly added entry called Toolbox.





  I moved my hand slightly and pressed it.





  Then, with a strange sound effect like *ppyuk-*, other letters popped up.





  『1. Hassan's Faith Status Board』





  『2. Conditions for unlocking have not been met.』





  『3. Conditions for unlocking have not been met.』





  Hassan's Faith Status Board. Isn't that a naming sense that belongs on some office wall? The details are even weirder.





  When I pressed item number 1, letters popped up again with that strange *ppyuk-* sound effect.





  『Items held by Hassan


    Religion Name: Pseudo-religion that illegally stayed from another world


    Number of Followers: 3


    Number of Altars: 0


    Number of Temples: 0


    Number of Priests: 0


    Number of Graces: 0


    Summary: Young and Weak Boy God - The followers are corrupt and are not keeping the faith.





    Notification: Bestowed Grace 《Squirrel Storage》 upon Follower Paranoy.』





  "Oh, shit."





  The religion name is 'Pseudo-religion that illegally stayed from another world'. Who on earth would give a religion a name like that?





  I thought about editing it, but when I tried to erase the letters, it said it would cost 10 Task Points, so I stopped for now.





  So this time, I decided to try pressing other items. For example, the items that hadn't been unlocked yet.





  『To unlock this item, you need to construct an altar or a Temple.』





  It seems building a Temple would be good for now. I'm quite curious about what I'll be able to do.





  "What are you smiling about all by yourself?"





  "No, it's nothing."





  "Go to the lodging first. I have a lot of preparations to make."











  *     *　   *











  "My goodness, you got invited by a noble again?"





  "Yeah."





  "Hassan, you're really amazing! At this rate, won't you be invited to the royal castle later?"





  Luna was genuinely surprised and happy about the invitation from Marquis Carvilgas.





  "We can go and pack a bunch of side dishes again!"





  "I guess so."





  Previously, Luna and I had the experience of packing a bunch of rare foods from a banquet hosted by a noble and living luxuriously for a few days.





  Because of that, in Luna's and my minds, a noble's invitation meant a visit to a treasure warehouse where we could farm food for several days.





  "Since he's a Marquis of Delphi, there'll be plenty of delicious seafood, right? Like sea snails!"





  I don't know what a sea snail is, but seeing Luna groom her pink hair with such anticipation made me feel good too.





  "Hassan, do you know how a sea snail cries?"





  "No."





  "Ureong-ureong-!"





  However, unlike the happily excited Luna, there was someone curled up on the bed without even showing their face-.





  "Luna, has Elfriede still not woken up?"





  "I've just given up too!"





  It was Elfriede.





  It had already been two days since Elfriede came down from the mountains of Delphi, and she hadn't said a word, keeping the blanket pulled up over her head.





  Although Elfriede was originally a homebody who preferred staying in to going out, she hadn't been a hikikomori like this.





  If she was digging her own burrow inside the blanket like this, it was certain that Elfriede had some serious problem.





  And I vaguely knew the reason.





  "Everyone in the group was invited, wouldn't it be a bit much to leave Elfriede behind?"





  "Leave her be, Hassan! It's only natural for dragons to go into caves or broken castles and not come out for months! Puhut-."





  "Puhehehet-a dragon, she says-" Luna burst into laughter as if she found her own words incredibly funny.





  Sueuk.





  As if reacting to that laughter, a small movement was detected in Elfriede's curled-up blanket.





  It was the act of pulling the blanket even tighter to hide her body so that not even a single strand of her hair would be seen.





  The reason Elfriede was covering herself with the blanket like this was the same reason Luna was laughing.





  "Puhe, she, herself, dra, dragon, puhehehe-. Long live the great and beautiful dragon Elfriede-nim! Puhehet-!"





  "...."





  I think she's been hiding for days because she's embarrassed about babbling on about being a dragon while intoxicated by the gas. What would it have been like if it were me?





  If I had spouted all sorts of nonsense to other people while my mind was clouded, I might have run around the streets screaming for days.





  I decided to stop because just thinking about it made me feel damn embarrassed. I'm glad it wasn't me.





  I changed my train of thought and asked the blanket, partly to give Elfriede, who was digging a hole in her embarrassment and shame, an opportunity.





  "Elfriede, we're about to go to the mansion since we were invited. Are you going to keep doing that?"





  "...."





  Of course, there was no answer.





  "Fine, well, then keep a good watch over the lodging. I'll bring back some food at least."





  Thus, leaving behind Elfriede, the dragon guarding the cave, we headed toward the mansion located halfway up the mountain in the center of the city of Delphi.





  A building constructed by carving out a wide section of the mountain and cliff so that the sea could be seen at a glance... It was a work of art with tremendous value in itself.





  "Wow, Hassan, look at this! It's Blue Liquor Stone!"





  Luna's eyes sparkled as she looked at the jewels embedded in the mansion's pillars.





  Looking where Luna's finger was pointing, I saw smooth stones with a mysterious feel embedded here and there in the mansion's garden and interior materials, shining brilliantly.





  What is Blue Liquor Stone?





  Since it's a blue jewel, is it something like aquamarine?





  "Luna-nim, look at this-ssi...! There's even an ammonite shell-ssi...! The shell of an ancient species that lived in primordial times is placed here in the garden as a decoration-ssi...!"





  Holy shit, an ammonite?





  I wasn't very interested in jewels, but I was also very interested in the ammonite Paranoy was talking about.





  Sure enough, in a corner of the garden Paranoy was pointing to, a mysteriously curved round object was elegantly decorated on a marble pedestal.





  "An ancient species... if they're creatures that lived in the primordial sea, they must have incredible value even magically.... It looks like it would be worth at least 10 gold."





  "The Marquis seems to be incredibly wealthy-ssi...! I should also work hard in various ways to become a Marquis-ssi...!"





  Luna and Paranoy seemed to really like this luxurious garden. And as we entered the mansion, we saw a wide interior where all sorts of luminous stones shone brilliantly.





  It looked more like a Temple than a mansion.
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  "Welcome. I have prepared many things, knowing you would come today."





  The one who greeted us was a gentleman with long ash-colored hair neatly slicked back with oil. With a cane in his hand and a clean suit.





  He looked like a noble and a gentleman through and through, so I could tell at once that this man was Marquis Carvilgas.





  Since he was a Marquis who enjoyed festivals, I expected a fat man, so I should say it was a bit unexpected.





  However, the thing most different from the image in my head was his face. To be precise, it would be the X-shaped scar extending from his forehead to both eyes.





  "I am Carvilgas, the master of this humble castle."





  *Hwibeondeuk.*





  Carvilgas's eyes are a dull ash color, just like his hair.





  I don't know if it's because of that scar, but it seems he cannot see out of both eyes.





  A blind Marquis.





  As I had thought before, wouldn't a Marquis be something like a permanent governor?





  I couldn't imagine what would cause a man in such a high position to receive a scar from his forehead to his eyes, enough to lose the light of his life.





  "Then I shall show you inside. Many guests are already seated to welcome the newly born god."





  At that, Hippolyte, wearing a red dress that clung to her body so tightly it highlighted her every curve, asked.





  "Are there guests who arrived first?"





  "Naturally-."





  Carvilgas merely replied briefly without looking back.





  "Naturally, that is so. The birth of a new god means that Hypos, who had been silent for a long time, has finally begun to give guidance. Many people from various places and regions have come to celebrate that historic occasion. Did I, perhaps, cause any offense?"





  Hippolyte looked at me with a slight furrow in her brow.





  Being invited to Carvilgas's mansion was fine, but I hadn't really thought about who would be waiting there. But isn't it good if there are many people?





  Since the reason I visited the noble's mansion, which was elegantly dizzying, was to look for sponsors who would be the most important help in setting up a Temple.





  Indeed, as if he had read my thoughts, Carvilgas walked skillfully ahead through the mansion, which had a long red carpet laid out, and said.





  "Did you say your name was Hassan-nim? Everyone has high expectations for you, who has newly appeared. Depending on what you do, some will become your ardent sponsors."





  "What do I need to do?"





  "Not much-. You don't have to do anything. Still, if you have some leisure, it would be good if you could tell us the story of when you defeated that terrifying Hydra."





  The Hydra.





  Wasn't that something the Delphi Temple decided to keep secret? Seeing that he knew about that confidential incident, I could tell how much influence this man named Carvilgas had.





  Patrons, huh-.





  In other words, to use a metaphor, I had become a young entrepreneur planning a new business.





  It could be seen as a situation where I had to sell the product or plan that I, as a human being, possessed to investors at a high price to obtain sponsorship.





  "Over there, that is the banquet hall."





  However, all my worries were shattered the moment I entered the banquet hall by someone who lunged at me.





  "Oppa! I knew it was you, Oppa!"
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  There's a certain thing about raising a dog.





  That feeling when dogs, over-excited because they're so happy, pounce toward their owner. 





  For people who raise dogs, the fact that there's a being who welcomes them like that the moment they open the door and step inside feels quite touching.





  I used to feel that way often in the past, too. 





  Back when the old, large dog Jeombaki was still young and full of energy, he would pounce toward me as I opened the door, wagging his tail busily this way and that.





  Of course, as I got older, Jeombaki also aged and became an old dog who knew how to greet me quite calmly. 





  Still, for me, the concept of a puppy was enough to remain as something excessively active.





  So, why am I thinking about the ecology of dogs right now? 





  It's because I'm experiencing a situation so similar to it that a memory I'd kept stored deep in my heart for a very long time naturally feels like a flashback or déjà vu.





  The first thing I saw was an incredibly fast white ball of fur.





  White fur, to the point I'd mistaken it for a fucking huge large-breed dog pouncing toward me. 





  However, before I even had a moment to realize what it was, something pressed down hard on my shoulders and threw me to the floor.





  Kung-.





  The reason people say not to fight judo athletes on the street is probably because it hurts so much you can't even breathe when you're slammed onto the asphalt. I was feeling that exact sensation right now.





  "Geueek-!"





  With my shoulders pressed down by a sudden strong force and my back hitting the floor, it felt like all the air in my lungs was escaping as if running away, making me choke.





  What the hell is this.





  Was I attacked by a fucking huge large-breed dog, no, something like a lion? Was the Marquis some kind of hipster who kept a lion indoors?





  While I was slowly gathering my consciousness with those thoughts, the thing pressing down on my body screamed out.





  "Oppa!"





  What, Oppa?





  Good heavens, to think I'd hear such a terrible word. My expression crumpled automatically. 





  Because the person who called me Oppa since I was born was truly nothing short of horrific. My fists clenched involuntarily, and I was able to snap back to my senses.





  Thus, what I saw before my eyes were people with their eyes wide open in panic here and there, the ceiling of the banquet hall with its sparkling chandeliers, and pitch-black eyes.





  "What the, sbeol-."





  "Oppa! We finally met!"





  It was an incredibly innocent voice. Black hair, and a savage-as-hell outfit covered in white fur. Even strange-looking fangs visible outside her slightly parted mouth.





  "Wh-who are you?"





  "It's me, Oppa!"





  Who is this, sbeol.





  For a moment, I got goosebumps thinking my younger sister had come here, but it was a stranger. Above all, my sister's chest isn't that big. 





  Her face is also a bit more youthful than my sister's. However, there's a red line, whether it's a warrior's mark or some superstitious painting, drawn straight from under her eyes to her cheeks, making her look ominous.





  Overall, she looks like a more attractive girl than my sister. It felt like it wouldn't be so bad to just take her as a younger sister.





  "Oppa, I missed you! To find Oppa, I left the Great Wilderness, crossed the giant waters, killed Geryon, and even tamed horses!"





  No, but for a stranger to press down on my shoulders and call me Oppa? 





  For a moment, I wondered if this was some kind of surprise party Marquis Carvilgas had prepared for me. 





  Like a hidden Camera, so to speak.





  It wasn't exactly fun, but since it made my heart pound with a flashy beat, should I consider it somewhat successful?





  So, to end this bizarre roleplay, I moved my arms to push off the woman standing on top of me. And when I grabbed the woman's wrists-.





  Heavy-.





  I felt a chilling shiver at the presence and weight, which seemed unthinkable for power coming from a woman with a small frame who only reached about my chest.





  This was a rock in the shape of a human.





  Diring-.





  『Gloria lv. 45  


  Status: 《Curse of Infidelity》 《Wrath of the Household》 《Hatred of the Nine-Headed Dragon》』





  Even the status items that popped up were nothing short of shocking.





  Level 45.





  Isn't she the highest among the people I've seen? Roughly speaking, it means all her stats must reach 15.





  And the most surprising thing is.





  "Gloria?"





  "That's right! You recognize me after all, Oppa!"





  "Holy sbeoreol!"





  At the name Gloria, I suddenly got fucking angry. This was natural considering what kind of misunderstandings and false accusations I'd faced since coming to Delphi.





  It wasn't just that.





  The bizarre rumors and legends spread across the continent about the black-haired Samarians. 





  For instance, how much hardship did I have to endure because of shitty rumors like Samarians being as strong as horses and not even knowing how to use a fork?





  Thinking that all of it was fabrication spread because of this woman, Gloria, I couldn't help but be angry.





  "Holy sbeoreol!"





  Because of that, I found the woman on top of my torso absolutely loathsome. So I flailed around this way and that to get her off, but sbeol, her strength was so fucking great it was impossible.





  To think there was an opponent against whom my strength, which had reached 15, didn't work?





  "Oppa, don't stay in this strange place anymore and let's go back to our hometown together!"





  Seueuk.





  Gloria eventually went as far as hugging my neck. 





  At the same time as the feeling of something soft touching my chest, something smooth, whether it was white fur or hair, scratched my neck and cheeks, making it incredibly ticklish.





  But I can't breathe. 





  I feel like I'm going to die.


  


  I tried flailing around to escape this clumsy joint lock, but it was no use. 





  "Y-you, who are you! Who are you to do that to Hassan! Get off him quickly!"





  Just then, I heard Luna's voice. Simultaneously, along with the sound of something being violently repelled, Luna's short screams burst out in succession.





  In that moment, I snapped to my senses. How dare you hit Luna!





  "Get, get the hell away! You idiot!"





  With anger rising to the top of my head, I finally managed to kick my knee up hard toward the woman sitting on my body. 





  However, just before my knee touched her body, the woman leisurely leaped backward to create distance. Only then could I stand up and calmly survey the situation.





  Luna lying face down on the floor, and the Samarian woman watching me with her black eyes flashing.





  "As expected-, as expected, Oppa is the only one who isn't pushed back by my strength. Oppa, I wanted to meet you."
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  "Fuck off, idiot. I don't know who you think I am, but I'm different from the person you know."





  It was the first time since my sister that I sincerely thought I wanted to hit a woman. You could say this girl repeatedly mashed that button Elfriede was teasingly hovering over.





  "Why are you saying such cold words? Don't tell me, did those women next to you seduce Oppa? Those naked bitch-like things."





  Gugigit-.





  The female Samarian's brow furrowed intensely. In that moment, a heavy silence settled over the banquet hall where everyone had been murmuring noisily.





  It was a biological instinct.





  Every cell in my body screamed three words at my brain.





  Nigero.





  It was sounding a loud warning that seeing this through with this girl was dangerous. 





  "Hueeueu..., my head is spinning..."





  "Luna-nim, please snap out of it-ssi...! You mustn't faint from just one silent honey-chestnut (fist-bump to the head)!!-ssi"





  But seeing Luna lying on the floor unable to come to her senses, I didn't care about any of that anymore.





  "How dare you hit Luna's head? If her brain cells die and her intelligence drops, are you going to take responsibility?"





  "What kind of incomprehensible things are you saying? You're different from the Oppa I knew..."





  "Sbeoreol, that's why I'm saying I'm not your Oppa."





  "Ah-! I get it."





  The female Samarian, Gloria, shouted brightly. I thought the conversation was finally getting somewhere, but didn't she then pull out a club that was tied to her waist?





  "You've fallen under the Wicked Magic of those strange witches! You always did have a bit of a clumsy side."





  "What?"





  "This continent is scary. Just like the stories Oppa told me when I was little, it's full of strange witches and mean magicians-. But it's okay, just like the old days-."


  


  Hung, huung-.





  Gloria swung the heavy club through the air. She smiled, revealing her sharp fangs.





  "Just like the old days, after a few hits with this, you'll return to being my 'sweet' Oppa. If you die, it can't be helped."





  Tadat-.





  The barbarian holding the club rushed toward me at high speed. For a moment, I felt like I understood why the terrifying legends of the Samarians had spread across this continent.





  I thought it was just exaggerated and hollow bluster, typical of rumors in this world where people love to talk and inflate things, but experiencing it firsthand, it wasn't just mere nonsense.





  "Hahat-! The bitter taste of fear!"





  Along with a bizarre laugh, a thick club rushed down toward my head. I wondered if my skull would be smashed to pieces if I got hit by this. That thought occurred to me naturally.





  I can't avoid it, and I can't block it.





  It seemed I had no choice but to take it with my head.





  Is there no variable?





  No, there is.





  I am not just the ordinary adventurer Hassan. 





  What if, by some chance, I suddenly manifested a divine power?





  What if I was actually Hassan, the God of Headbutts, with a skull like a diamond-?





  In a brief instant, all sorts of thoughts occurred simultaneously in parallel. Because of that, I ended up opening my mouth and shouting something as if squeezing out my last bit of strength.





  "Kong-."





  Kachiching-.





  Before my shout could even finish, a sharp metallic sound was heard. Of course, it wasn't that my head had become hard, or that I had become Hassan, the God of Headbutts.





  It would be more accurate to say that the club swung by the Samarian was blocked by something hard like metal and lost its force before it could strike my forehead.





  "Gloria, you never change, no matter when I see you."





  "You are...."





  It was Hippolyte. Hippolyte, holding a long silver candlestick, had stepped in to block the attack coming toward me. I trembled as if electrified by this fact.





  Just then, Paranoi shouted from the side.





  "Th-that is one of the divine powers of the omnipotent Hassan-nim, the summoning of a Royal Knight-ssi...!" 





  Is this one of my divine powers as I become a god, Summon Hippolyte...?


    


  Of course, there was no way. But I felt relieved that Hippolyte had exquisitely protected me. 





  Because if I'd been hit by that club, I might have literally had to become a sweet Oppa.





  "You are...."





  "It's been a long time since the Academy of Cheiros, Gloria. Are you still wandering the continent aimlessly looking for that existence you call your Oppa?"





  "I found my Oppa. That man over there is my Oppa. If you don't want to see something ugly, get lost, you idiot."





  Seueuk-.





  The end of the giant club points toward me.





  I felt like shouting right then, "Sbeoreol, get that hideous thing away from me," but Hippolyte spoke first.





  "Yes, you always did smash and break all those strong men. Have you fixed that habit of throwing them away like trash after you've broken them?"





  "My Oppa doesn't break-. It was the fault of those detestable guys who pretended to be my Oppa. It's none of my business whether those guys get smashed or die, right? Huh? Yeah?"





  Jirit, jiririt-.





  Intense sparks began to fly between Hippolyte and the Samarian woman, Gloria. The curtains in the banquet hall began to flutter violently, and the chandeliers shook wildly.





  Paching, pachiching-.





  Finally, all the glass cups, windows, and mugs shattered, creating an atmosphere like the end of the world. Gloria laughed, seemingly enjoying that sight.





  "I remember now. You're that third-rate thug Amazoness who used to go around picking fights everywhere back then. I didn't recognize you because your vibe changed. You ran away after getting a good scolding from me, yet here you are in front of me again."





  She's laughing, but she exudes a sinister pressure that's unimaginable for such a youthful face. Is that a real Samarian? Sbeol, Samarians are fucking scary.





  "...."





  Hippolyte furrowed her brow without a word.





  Hippolyte's battle record was numerous consecutive wins and 3 losses. Had she said that of those losses, 2 were to Luna and the other one was to a Samarian holding a club?





  "If you think I'm the same as I was back then, you'll be badly hurt."





  "What are you going to do with a candlestick like that? Shall I shove it inside you?"





  From the way she was acting so relaxed even with Hippolyte radiating such momentum in front of her, I could tell a lot. If those two fought now, something incredible would happen.





  One of them would probably die.





  So I raised my hand and decided to use a trick.





  "Gloria, stop it."





  "...."





  "You have to listen to your Oppa."





    





  *       *       *











  Dalgeurak, dalkak-.





  The sound of cutting meat was loud in the banquet hall. No one opened their mouth, everyone was anxious while watching each other's reactions.





  And the reason was probably because of the woman who was tearing into raw meat as if she were furious. 





  She was a complete barbarian, putting various things into her mouth with her bare hands without even looking at things like forks and knives.





  "What are you looking at? You want to be torn apart too?"





  Even though everyone seemed to want to say something about that undignified appearance, they just kept their mouths shut, perhaps because they knew of her prowess. 





  Even though people who were surely famous in their respective fields, including Marquis Carvilgas, were gathered here, not a single one of them thought to give Gloria a word of caution.





  The reason was simple. 





  It was probably because the person who was the Delphi Undersecretary of Administration or whatever, who was currently slammed into the table on the other side, served as a negative example.





  This was a total absurdity. An absurdity created by fear. Overwhelming power that cannot be controlled is bound to be accompanied by overwhelming fear.





  No one protests against a raging typhoon.





  They only have the desire for the typhoon to pass by quietly.





  Heulgeum, heulgeum.





  Meanwhile, they were all watching.





  Not watching the barbarian woman, but watching me.





  So I had no choice but to put down my fork and speak.


    


  "Gloria, eat your meal quietly."





  "...."





  At that, the hands and mouth of the barbarian, who had been reaching out here and there until just now, stopped. 





  ━ No, oh my heavens-.





  ━ Oho-. Ehem-.





  Everyone opened their eyes wide as if surprised by that fact. However, fear was still lingering in their eyes.





  They all seemed to be worried about me for speaking so carelessly to this Gloria, who was nothing short of a rascal. 





  Because if things went wrong, I might also be torn in half like that Undersecretary of Administration or whatever who was stuck in the table.





  But I rode the momentum and added one more short word.





  "Water."
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  "Water."





  My short, single word.





  But those who knew would understand how much thought and deliberation were contained in that single, one-syllable word.





  And how much power struggle, rivalry, obedience, and humiliation it held.





  You could even see it as an extension of the power game that had existed since the dawn of time, when the two beings, younger sister and older brother, first came into existence.





  Gloria seemed to know it too.





  Seuuk-.





  She looked at me as if asking if what I said was true.





  But I stood firm, without needing to say it twice.





  As if it were only natural, as if it were the rightful duty of all younger sisters to pour water into their older brother's cup.





  Perhaps seeing my solemn expression, Gloria, who had just been ruining the banquet atmosphere with her arrogant behavior, slowly rose.





  And then, she slowly approached the chair where I was sitting and carefully poured the water from the pitcher into my cup.





  Jjoreureuk-.





  ━Oh, look at that-.





  ━My goodness, the ferocious holy warrior of Juno, completely subdued like that....





  ━She even spat in Prince Friedrich's face, didn't she...?





  ━As expected of Pluto's rightful heir, truly amazing.





  ━Is that the Archduke of Hell? To dare order that wild Gloria to pour water like a maid! I don't know what I'm seeing!





  People clicked their tongues and expressed unreserved admiration at the simple act of pouring water into a cup. I could vividly feel my own evaluation and score rising in tandem.





  I felt quite bewildered by this situation.





  Not only had I encountered Gloria, the most famous Samaritan in this kingdom, but I was also using her like a maid to pour my water.





  Of course, this was probably because this Samaritan woman was mistaking me for her older brother or something. In that case, wouldn't it be best to take advantage of it for now?





  It actually worked quite well.





  The fight between Hippolyte and Gloria, who had been snarling as if they were about to clash, had stopped, and this banquet was able to proceed somewhat normally, all thanks to my quick thinking.





  "Now, behave yourself."





  "...."





  Dealing with a younger sister who treats me as her older brother is easy.





  Having been trained as an older brother since my younger sister was born, I was practically a natural-born sister tamer.





  My own sister was a pain in the ass, but this Gloria, though ferocious, was an absolutely perfect younger sister.





  Of course, this peace was merely a thin veil.





  I had no idea what would happen if she realized I wasn't her older brother. What the hell was this bastard?





  As I looked at Gloria with slightly uneasy eyes, someone burst into hearty laughter. It was Marquis Carbillas, the owner of this mansion, a middle-aged man with a large X-shaped scar on his forehead.





  "Indeed, you are magnificent. Everyone knows the renown of Juno's holy warrior, who bows to no one. To make such a person so docile, everyone is too surprised to even speak."





  "It's nothing special."





  I said nonchalantly, as if it truly were nothing special. Marquis Carbillas continued.





  "Hassan-nim, I heard you originally made a name for yourself as a Samaritan adventurer. And Gloria is also the most famous Samaritan on the continent. I arranged this gathering wondering what it would be like if the two of you met, but it is truly unexpected."





  Only then did I feel like I understood why this ferocious Samaritan, Gloria, had attacked me in this banquet hall. He had deliberately set up some kind of event match.





  Was he trying to test me?





  It was fortunate that Gloria had a peculiar facial recognition disorder; otherwise, I might have gotten entangled with this strange Samaritan and ended up in a bad situation, making my heart feel quite cold.





  Naturally, I couldn't help but recall.





  The nobles of this world are like grand warriors of political strife, raised and taught from birth to rule over others.





  To such individuals, a soft, fledgling god like me might be an easy target to test and judge.





  I was currently acting as Gloria's older brother, but perhaps what I truly needed to act as was a skilled religious leader, the Archduke of Hell, Pluto's rightful heir?





  The Archduke of Hell, huh.





  The thought of having to play such a role made me feel a little dizzy.





  I'd never been to Hell, nor did I know what kind of place it was, but I was suddenly cast in the role of an action leader who had descended from there onto the mortal realm.





  But, thinking about it, this wasn't my first time experiencing something like this. Hadn't I already lied to Paranoy and Antiope that I was Hassan, the Archduke of Hell?





  Although it wasn't intentional, if I considered that experience a rehearsal, I felt like I was getting a sense of what kind of image I needed to portray.





  I should think of myself as the successor to Team Rocket. Stroking Paranoy's head instead of a Persian Cat, and swirling a wine glass-.





  Indeed, a truly powerful Prince of Evil.





  As I was thinking such thoughts, the meal had already ended, and maids flocked to clear the dishes scattered before us.





  As I slightly admired their professional skill in neatly clearing the messy table, Marquis Carbillas, with his elbows on the table and fingers interlaced, casting a shadow over his face, spoke first.





  "So, Hassan-nim, what kind of god are you becoming?"





  I felt everyone's gaze turn towards me.





  Their eyes, watching with keen interest to see what I would say, and their hushed breaths, contained immense curiosity.





  Before I could say anything, Carbillas added another word.





  "What can you bestow upon your Followers who believe in you?"





  Seuuk-.





  I distinctly felt Hippolyte looking at my profile. In that gaze, I could sense a kind of encouragement.





  I had already prepared some anticipated answers for the questions Carbillas might ask before coming to the mansion.





  Indeed, just as Hippolyte had advised, he asked what I could do for my Followers who believed in me.





  If I pledge my faith, what can you give me?





  In fact, this was a fundamental question.





  Though it was just my shallow thought, people naturally have a purpose in believing in a religion.





  It could be heaven or enlightenment, likened to salvation, or a materialistic worldview that prioritizes worldly possessions.





  What could I do for those who believed in me?





  This was a question that pierced the very core of my being: what kind of god would I become, what powers would I gain upon realizing my new divinity-





  What kind of being am I?





  Honestly, I didn't know.





  But I knew what I had done. I just needed to show people what blessings I could bestow.





  "What I can do for you. I will show you now. Paranoy. Come here."





  "Y-yes, I understand-ssi...!"





  I stood Paranoy before the people looking at me. And then I opened his mouth to show everyone.





  "Ah-."





  "My, my goodness, look at that Nymph!"





  "His teeth are incredibly even!"





  "Truly an amazing power! It's mind-boggling!"





  Isn't it a bit early to be surprised? And Paranoy's even teeth aren't exactly my power.





  It seemed people had misunderstood something, but since the atmosphere was heating up, there was no harm, so I proceeded with the act.





  "Here, you can see his mouth is empty. Now, does anyone have a coin?"





  I asked the people around me like a seasoned magician. The onlookers exchanged glances, perhaps finding the sudden request for a coin strange.





  Then, someone soon held out a Copper coin towards me. 1 Copper. A cheap, common coin you could find anywhere.





  "Here you go."





  "Then, you must watch closely from now on."





  I put the coin into Paranoy's mouth. And a little while later, when I took it out again, the blue Copper coin had transformed into a shining silver coin.





  "There you have it. This is the power I can give you all."





  I returned one silver coin to the man's hand. The man who received it looked quite dumbfounded. Now, curious about the reactions around me, I slowly turned my head and attention-.





  "My goodness, the Copper coin turned into a silver coin!"





  "Can such a power even exist? The kingdom's market might completely collapse!"





  "This is insane! It's insane! I, I wasn't ready to accept something like this!"


 


  Everyone widened their eyes in surprise. And then they busied themselves whispering to each other, looking at each other's faces.





  The reaction was good, just as I expected. Of course they would be surprised if a Copper coin transformed into a silver coin right before their eyes. Luna and I were also very surprised back then.





  But this was a rather simple trick. Paranoy's blessing, 《Squirrel's Hoard》, was literally what it sounded like.





  Just like a squirrel stuffs various things into its cheeks. Paranoy could store and hide various things inside his mouth. You could think of it as a four-dimensional pocket.





  I had merely put a 1 Copper coin into Paranoy's hoard and taken out a silver coin that was already in his mouth. In other words, I had exchanged 1 Copper for 1 Silver that I possessed.





  It could be considered a huge loss for me-.





  "My goodness, what an amazing power! To be able to multiply money at will!"





  Seeing their reactions, it wasn't such a big loss after all. Of course, I couldn't be responsible for how they understood it.





  I felt like I was lying, but according to Hippolyte, it's always good to give people dreams, even if it's an exaggerated story, so I couldn't help it.





  In fact, when my Cult's influence grew with many Followers, I might even become Hassan, the God of Gold, and be able to mint gold at will.





  "How interesting."





  Anyway, while everyone was muttering in surprise, only Marquis Carbillas wore a relaxed smile.





  "To create gold, it's like something out of a myth, isn't it? Indeed, a son of a god should at least be able to do that much."





  Carbillas then clapped his hands in admiration. In response, applause and nods of agreement echoed from various corners.





  Seuuk-.





  Finally, Carbillas held out a strange note towards me.





  "What is this?"





  "According to the kingdom's laws, to build a new Temple, approval from at least four noble families is required. This is my, Carbillas's, consent and letter of recommendation. I hope you will accept it."





  Gasps erupted from various places.





  "Marquis Carbillas, isn't that too hasty a conclusion when we've heard so little? While changing Copper to Silver was certainly a great blessing...."





  They probably thought Carbillas's actions were too impatient. Even I thought so. I still had so much more to show.





  Hippolyte also seemed to find this judgment strange.





  "Carbillas, I don't know what you saw to so readily decide to support him."





  "There is no particular reason. In fact, gaining my consent is a trivial matter compared to the many questions and problems Hassan-nim will have to overcome in the future. I merely didn't want to exert effort and make him frown-."





  Seuuk.





  Carbillas's eyes, gleaming fiercely from his scar, looked very ominous. Hippolyte then asked casually.





  "They say you sacrificed both your eyes to Pythia and gained the ability to see a little into the future. Did you perhaps see some future in Hassan?"





  "Well. Something about fighting a huge monster. A very, very huge one-. A monster that would make the Kraken or Hydra you defeated seem like trifles. Hassan-nim, you will fight that."





  "A monster, you say?"





  "No, that was a slip of the tongue, actually. I merely wished to connect with Hassan-nim, the son of the three great Chief Deities, even if it was just a small thread."





  Laughter erupted from various places.





  However, I couldn't laugh.





  For some reason, the man's blurry gaze, which couldn't see, felt like it was intensely piercing through my body.


    








  *       *      *











  『Hassan's Holdings


    Number of Followers: 3


    Number of Foundations: 0


    Number of Temples: 0


    Number of Priests: 0


    Number of Blessings: 0





    Overall: Young and Weak Boy God - Followers are like blind sheep. Each is acting wantonly according to their own thoughts.





    Advice - You must build a Temple and appoint priests.』





  The Number of Followers hadn't increased.





  Did the performance just now have no effect? How could I increase the Number of Followers?





  "Everyone is looking for you, Hassan. The host of the banquet shouldn't be away for too long, should he?"





  Hippolyte approached me as I stood on the balcony, enjoying the breeze.





  I listened to the boisterous applause and singing coming from the banquet hall behind me.





  The elegant laughter and formalities from earlier were nowhere to be found, replaced by the loud sounds of things breaking and shattering.





  ━Drink, drink!





  ━Wow, look at this pink-haired young lady. She easily beat the administrative vice-minister, who's famous for being a heavy drinker!





  ━That administrative vice-minister bastard, falling over again?





  That was precisely why I had come outside. They kept urging me to drink so much that I felt like my stomach would burst before I even got drunk.





  My stomach churned.





  So I couldn't help but frown, but Hippolyte seemed to think I was deep in thought.





  "There's no need to worry so much. Marquis Carbillas is famous for being a man whose thoughts are inscrutable, after all."





  I was just suffering from a churning stomach, but since a man in thought seemed cooler, I decided not to explain.





  "And I never expected Gloria to be here. I guess I was outmaneuvered. That damn wild one."





  "Hmm-."





  Instead of answering, I looked at the small document in my hand. It bore a wolf crest, symbolizing the Marquis's family.





  "Still, having secured one supporter like this, haven't we achieved our purpose for coming here today?"





  "Indeed. With Pluto's influence at an all-time low, you wouldn't find a supporter willing to back you so readily, except for an eccentric like Carbillas."





  Noble's consent, huh.





  Who among the nobles do I know?





  "However, Carbillas is not just an eccentric; he's also highly renowned as a shrewd operator. Because of his ability to see the future. You can genuinely be happy that he agreed to support you. This was a sponsorship event for you from the start, anyway."





  "Is that so?"





  "You could say he saw some potential in you. And it seemed that all the people gathered were only Carbillas's hand-picked acquaintances. They all seemed to hold goodwill towards you."





  Really?





  I didn't think I was receiving any goodwill. I was even wondering if their constant urging me to drink was some elaborate scheme to make me collapse from excessive alcohol poisoning.





  "In fact, most of those gathered today seemed to be former Pluto Followers. Carbillas himself was also a fervent Pluto Follower when both his eyes were intact."





  "I had no idea."





  "Nobles are naturally skilled at acting, you see. Hiding their true identities, concealing their true intentions, and masking themselves is as natural as breathing to them."





  Hippolyte's eyes sparkled at the night sea in the distance. She opened and closed her mouth as if to say something, then let out a small sigh.





  "Anyway, let's go back inside now. Since you're not at your seat, that wild Gloria has started making a mess again."





  Hippolyte patted my back and led me into the banquet hall.





  Without any serious posturing, it was a chaotic scene of drunken ruffians bursting into laughter in the hall.





  ━Hail to Hassan-nim, who will become the great ruler of the underworld and the world...!





  "Hail!"





  ━And hail to Paranoy, Hassan-nim's foremost Follower and the great future Archduke of Hell's Borderlands...!





  "...."





  "Please accept a drink from me! And, if I ever die and go to the afterlife, please, please send me to heaven instead of Tartarus...."





  "Oh, come on, I was first. I actually pretended to convert to the Vesta Cult, but secretly worshipped Pluto's statue!"





  "Fuck, was that you who wrote 'Long Live Pluto' behind the city hall?"





  "Yeah."





  "Fuck, do you know how much trouble the administrative vice-minister went through trying to root out Cultists because of that?"





  "Not my problem. Anyway, the prophecy has come, so now we Pluto Followers will also rise again! The misunderstanding of being labeled a Cult will also be cleared! In that sense, Hassan-nim. A drink from me-."





  As I kept drinking the alcohol poured for me from various directions, I became quite tipsy. Objects began to blur into multiples.





  "I, I, that, the God of Light, and, what! I did it all!"





  "Oh, indeed-."





  As the atmosphere was in full swing, someone said.





  "Truly beautiful young ladies. Their radiance is like that of goddesses, drawing one's eyes constantly."





  "That's right. While our Delphi is famous for its many beauties, these are truly unique beauties, unlike any seen nearby, it's admirable."





  They praised Luna and Hippolyte's appearances. But the problem was the next remark.





  "So, which of the Amazon warrior woman and the pink-haired young lady is Hassan-nim's bride? If neither of them is, I still have an unmarried daughter...."





  At those words, Hippolyte and Luna, who had been laughing drunkenly, their expressions turned cold and stern.





  "Why are you leaving out Paranoy? And why aren't you hailing me? Everyone is fined-ssi...!"





  That Paranoy bastard, is he drunk? I forgot to tell them not to give Paranoy any alcohol. So, just as I was about to get up to stop the drunken Paranoy from causing trouble.





  Gloria, the barbarian in white leather, who had been sitting quietly for a long time, bared her fangs and snarled.





  "My older brother has to live with me forever. I won't give him to anyone."





  "Does that mean, Lady Gloria, that you will marry Hassan-nim?"





  "Are continentals all idiots? How can you marry your own older brother? Do you think we barbarians are as uncivilized as you continentals who even marry your cousins?"





  "That young lady is quite drunk. She really seems to think Hassan-nim is her older brother."


  


  "Aren't they really siblings? Their attire and appearance are quite similar. More importantly, uncivilized continentals, she says. Who is she to say such things-."





  The murmuring began to grow louder.





  It was at that very moment.





  "Ah, it's no good after all. I tried to be a good younger sister and stay quiet. But seeing my strong and magnificent older brother, I just can't hold back."





  Someone lifted me up and slung me over their shoulder, making me sober up instantly as if waking from a dream.





  "Let's do that thing we used to do-! Whine, whine-!"





  "What the hell, fuck. What are you talking about?"





  In my eyes, I saw Hippolyte's face, clearly showing her bewilderment as she looked at me.





  "G-grab Gloria! If this continues, something terrible will happen!"
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The first thing that comes to mind is a long-forgotten memory.





It was back when I was captured and dragged away like a kidnappee by the human hunters who ran the Death Row Arena.





I tried my best to struggle and resist, but I was tossed around like cargo by the rough hunters, unable to put up any real fight.





It felt exactly like that situation now.





I thought I had grown and become stronger through all the experiences I'd had, but this rough grip I couldn't shake off... it certainly jolted me awake, clearing away all the fatigue and drunkenness.





The only difference from back then is that the kidnappers were hairy, Rambo-like dudes, whereas now...





"Oppa, we're doing it together-! *Kkeuk-kkeuk-*!"





"What the hell are you saying? Let go!"





...it's a girl who barely reaches my chest. That's the difference.





The shock is even greater now. Being grabbed by multiple men felt somewhat plausible, but this situation... it's crushing my pride.





The faces I see, as I'm slung over someone's shoulder like cargo, belong to people who were just moments ago enjoying the banquet.





Bewilderment. Shock. Terror.





Whatever you want to call those negative emotions, they were plastered on everyone's faces. Among them, Hippolyte's voice was the most desperate.





"C-Catch Gloria! If we let her go, something terrible will happen!! That Gloria brat, finally causing a major incident!"





"Hippolyte, what's going on? What's this 'kkeuk-kkeuk' thing?"





"It's a tradition, or something, for Samaritans, using their bodies! Anyway, there's no time to explain! Someone, grab a sword-."





People's voices echo clearly in my ears. Amidst the sounds of clattering and crashing, breaking glass, and flying plates, it's utter chaos.





"It's Oppa's fault. You became so dashing...!"





Gloria, the Samaritan who's kidnapping me, has escaped the mansion under the cover of night and reached the spacious garden behind it, running like a horse.





A garden with sparse population, where no one else is around.





It'll take a little time for the others to catch up here.





*Swoosh-.*





Gloria sets me down in a wide open space in the garden.





"Do you know how lonely and desolate I've been in this continent, searching for you, Oppa? I even went to a strange school and worked for someone called a goddess. But we meet like this in the end."





"No..."





"So, let's do it, kkeuk-kkeuk! We've done it so many times before, haven't we!"





What the hell is 'kkeuk-kkeuk'?





I was utterly confused by the current situation. Gloria, who thinks of me as her Oppa, ends up kidnapping me and keeps insisting we do this 'kkeuk-kkeuk' thing?





Is it some kind of Samaritan tradition?





*Kkeuk-kkeuk.*





*Fzzt-.*





Suddenly, like an electric current, thoughts and ideas raced through my mind. What came to mind were the Samaritan customs I'd heard about from various people long ago.





Didn't they say that when their wedding season arrived, they'd kidnap someone they liked and take them to their tent in a sort of criminal marriage ceremony called a 'kidnap marriage'?





"Oppa, you speak so well in front of people! You're getting me all worked up-."





"Oh, shit."





A hypothesis formed in my mind.





Perhaps because Samaritans live nomadic lives in small communities across the vast wilderness, maybe even siblings engage in that kind of relationship?





Siblings who find it hard to meet suitable partners...





No.





But Gloria did say earlier that she wouldn't marry her own brother. So, it's not marriage... My brain isn't working.





"So, let's do it, kkeuk-kkeuk. We've done it a lot before, right? Just the two of us."





"Did you... do that 'kkeuk-kkeuk' thing with Oppa?"





"Why are you pretending not to know now? We did it day and night before. Every night-. Every day-."





Darkness, under the light of two moons, sharp fangs flashed.





Beneath them, swaying white fur, and a surprisingly large chest and thighs that seemed about to burst, barely concealed by it - frankly, it was infuriating.





She looks like a cosplaying high school girl, but it's amazing that such explosive physical strength comes from her.





"Aren't you curious how my grown body looks?"





"...Are we talking about bodies?"





"Of course, what else?"





Shit.





Damn it, these savages. What on earth do siblings do? My head was spinning, completely losing focus, making me furious.





The Samaritans were truly uncivilized barbarians. The thought of being treated like this made my hands and feet tremble, and I felt like crying.





However, that thought soon flew away with the incoming fist.





*CRACK-!*





A fist like a boulder, no, like a rock, slammed into my side. Luckily, I managed to block it with my elbow, but if I hadn't, my side might have gotten a hole right through it.





*Fwip, fwip, fwip-*!





The problem was that after being hit by that intense fist, my body bounced off the water's surface like a skipping stone, spinning around and flying off.





"Shit-."





If I hadn't regained my senses mid-air and performed a proper landing, I might have been sent flying towards the horizon, possibly shattering into pieces.





*Throb, throb-*





Even though I blocked the attack, my elbow felt like it might shatter.





"Gah, shit, that hurts like hell!"





"Anyone else would have shattered into pieces from that hit. You really are tough, Oppa. That's why you're my Oppa."





"What the-."





Before I could even protest, I saw a blurry afterimage approaching me, seemingly using the darkness of night.





Looking closer, it wasn't an afterimage but Gloria, lunging towards me at incredible speed.





*Zzzzt-*





My forehead throbbed intensely, causing me to instinctively duck my head. Just then, something massive and imposing swept past my head with a *Hwoong-* sound.





Gloria's right straight punch.





The sheer air pressure from it, narrowly missing my head, shook the trees and plants in the garden violently.





*Fwoooosh-*





I felt like a missile was flying right over my head. If I had actually been hit by that punch, I probably would have been pulverized like someone hit directly by a missile.





"Shit-."





My anger surged, making me clench my fist instinctively and slam it with all my might into Gloria's abdomen.





*KABOOM-!*





A terrifying sound of destruction, like two vehicles colliding head-on at full speed, erupted from my fist.





Since reaching Strength 15 and becoming a Silver Tier adventurer, I don't think I've ever thrown a punch with my full power. That's because I didn't want to seriously injure anyone, as Hippolyte advised.





But this time, I could pour all my strength into it, without worrying about breaking or shattering the opponent.





*Fwip, fwip, fwip-*!





Still, seeing Gloria flying away after being hit by my punch, I wondered if I might have hit her a bit too hard.





*Swoosh-.*





Gloria, spitting blood from her mouth, screamed loudly. For a moment, her face lost all color.





"I don't know how long it's been since I felt this pain. Yes, this is what I wanted. Humans and monsters on this continent are all too weak, they make me numb..."





"Shit-."





"That's why, Oppa is the only one who makes me feel alive. You're the only one who can look down on me. You've grown stronger too, haven't you?"





"I'm not your Oppa, you damn idiot."





"Why do you keep saying that? After fighting me several times, you're the only man who's unharmed! It's because of those women, isn't it?"





Maybe the criterion for being an Oppa is being able to withstand her attacks? It seemed this woman's worldview and way of thinking were quite broken.





But then again, it wasn't strange for people in this world to be broken, sick, foolish, and stupid.





It wasn't strange for Samaritans, who lived nomadic lives and might have hit their heads often, to have mental quirks.





"Those women are whispering nonsense next to you, aren't they? You told me to be wary of witches, but you fell for a witch's Wicked Magic-."





*Swoosh-.*





Gloria, now on all fours, tensed her muscles.





*Grrrk-.*





Her muscles in her arms and legs stiffened intensely, showing tension.





"It's okay, Oppa. I'll take care of the witches too-."





"..."





I calmly spread my legs shoulder-width apart and extended both arms forward. But before I could brace myself further, she lunged at me.





A quadrupedal starting stance.





Her explosive burst of speed was like a fired cannonball.





I calmly regulated my breathing and focused all my senses.





My senses, sharpened to the point of being classified as a syndrome upon realizing my divinity, seemed to tell me exactly where and how the attacks would come.





She charged at me like a flash of lightning, swinging her fist towards my face.





It was an attack pattern I had already anticipated.





So, as I ducked my head, I grabbed her arm and slammed her onto the ground.





"W-What!?"





It was a counter-attack technique effective even against someone stronger than me. In fact, the stronger the opponent, the greater the impact they'd suffer from the added force.





It worked, thanks to what Hippolyte taught me.





*KABOOM-*!





The ground cracked and crumbled as if struck by a meteor. Seeing the garden ornaments being ripped out and scattered everywhere was dizzying.





Or maybe, the wind pressure from the fist I thought I'd dodged actually burst my face.





*Drip, drip-.*





My dripping nosebleed.





It was ironic: I succeeded in slamming her down, but I took more damage. My legs felt shaky, my vision blurred, and I couldn't think straight.





But I felt I had to say what needed to be said.





"I don't have a little sister like you. And don't talk about my women carelessly."





"..."





"Here you are! Sir! You're in the garden behind the mansion! It looks like there's already been some commotion!"





"Good heavens, look! Gloria, the invincible Gloria, is down!"





"Look at the garden being destroyed! It's terrifying just to imagine what happened!"





"Amazing, truly amazing. Gloria, whom even the gods neglect...."





Just then, armed guards surrounded us, having followed us from the mansion. Hippolyte, drawing her sword first, checked my condition and asked.





"Did you win?"





"...No, I lost."





Honestly, just standing was difficult.





But if I collapsed and lost consciousness here, I didn't know what would happen, so I stood firm.





Gloria, who had taken a powerful slam, was actually smiling.





"I really thought I was going to die. How long has it been since I lay on the ground looking at the sky? Oppa, you're the only one..."





She then brought her hands to her exposed stomach.





"I said I couldn't marry Oppa, but I think I could have your baby. It would surely be a strong child, surpassing us."





*Fwap-*





"This feeling... it's the first time in my life. Now I finally feel alive."





Gloria, who had pushed herself up from the ground without giving me a chance to react, fled into the darkness.
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Juno's Holy Warrior, Gloria.





They say she appeared a few years ago, like a comet falling from the sky without warning.





"She picked fights with strong individuals. Seeking out powerhouses, she'd smash them to bits, regardless of whether they were men or women. That was Gloria."





I lay on the bed Carbillas had lent me, listening to Hippolyte's explanation.





Beside me, Luna was applying salve to my face, her eyes glistening with tears.





"Hassan, you're being targeted by an ignorant girl! You might die!"





Luna's words were true. It was a confrontation where I truly felt my life was on the line.





I had never felt such a sense of crisis, not even when fighting the venomous Hydra or the small king Regulus, but I felt it intensely fighting that one girl.





"Where the hell did such a nasty kid come from?!"





"Gloria is a natural disaster herself. Not much is known about her, and there are no means to control her. If there's any possibility..."





"Is it the existence of Gloria's brother?"





I recalled the keyword that had been continuously mentioned. Hippolyte, sitting near the bed frame, nodded.





"Indeed. Gloria is said to be looking for her brother. Whether such a person truly existed, or if it's just her peculiar delusion, is unknown."





A delusion, huh. Even so, I felt like her longing for her family was genuine. As I pondered whether it was my misconception, Hippolyte continued.





"Anyway, Gloria's senses, like emotion or fear, are quite broken. The only thing she can feel is something like the fear of death."





A thrill-seeker, perhaps.





I heard that people who enjoy extreme sports experience a powerful surge of endorphins or adrenaline in their brains when facing the risk of death.





Once addicted, they can't escape. I wondered if Gloria was suffering from something similar.





Of course, there was no answer.





"The important thing is that many people have been broken by her game. She can't break herself, only break others."





"Is that game perhaps kkingkking?"





"Yes. It's a ridiculous name, but it's a gruesome bloodbath itself. Many have died. But Hassan, you endured it. And that means you might have to keep enduring it."





"Shit..."





The thought that Gloria might attack me again made me feel dizzy.





I had once heard Hippolyte's warning that as I gained fame as a warrior, formidable Samaritans would target and challenge me.





Now that I was actually experiencing it, it felt like being struck by lightning.





"Be careful on the night streets, Hassan. It would be best not to wander alone if possible. You never know when or where Gloria might ambush you. I'll guard you for a while."





It was VIP treatment. If Hippolyte guarded me, I could feel a little relieved. Suddenly, a drastic peace settled in my mind, and sleep began to creep in.





"Then, get some sleep. Still, defeating Gloria, well, I thought it was pretty cool myself. Everyone, including the Marquis, was just chattering about it."





Hippolyte scratched her nose as if saying something incredibly embarrassing, and I also felt quite awkward.





Just then, Luna, who was putting a bandage on my face, asked.





"But then, how long do you have to be chased by that nasty girl? Forever? If you live like that, Hassan will be too pitiful."





Luna's words were also very true.





Sometimes Luna casually throws out such realistic and sharp words like daggers, and this seemed to be one of those times.





It was good that Hippolyte said she would guard me, but I couldn't live like that forever. Was there no way to solve the fundamental problem?





"That's true. There are largely two methods. One is a realistic method, and the second is a somewhat unrealistic one."





"What's the realistic method?"





At Luna's question, Hippolyte hummed slightly. After making a few short sounds as if contemplating, she finally opened her mouth as if she had organized her thoughts.





"Hassan becoming a married man."


  


"What? What does that mean?"





Luna asked back as if she couldn't understand. I was just as confused, and just as my curiosity was about to burst, Hippolyte continued her explanation.





"Gloria is Juno's Holy Warrior. For some reason, she is hated by the goddess Juno and is fated to continue her mission and holy war. Therefore, she cannot harm those who have a family."





"You mean she can't touch married men? Because if a married man gets hurt or dies, his family is destroyed?"





"Nox's daughter, you are correct. That is both a shackle that binds Gloria and a curse that makes her stronger."





A curse that makes her stronger, huh.





I recalled the precepts that the Elf monk Kalidur possessed. Was it that by imposing restrictions on oneself, one could gain formidable power?





I also seemed to remember hearing that Hippolyte herself wielded greater power precisely because of her peculiar restriction, the moonlight allergy.





It seemed the same was true for Gloria.





Just then, Luna exclaimed cheerfully in a rather bright voice.





"Then, then if Hassan gets married and becomes a married man, it'll be easily solved! Then I-"





"It should have been that way, but it's not necessarily so. Nox's daughter, you remember, don't you? Hassan had another prophecy."





"..."





Luna remained silent at Hippolyte's words. The prophecy Hippolyte was referring to was probably that one.





That I would kill my first beloved family member.





It was a kind of curse.





That I would kill the first family I gained, the one I loved most, with my own hands for my existence to finally be complete. It was incredibly difficult to comprehend, yet at the same time, I couldn't help but feel a chilling, goosebump-inducing dread.





Everyone must have felt it.





The one who becomes my wife will die by my hand.





Just then, Luna, who had been silently keeping her mouth shut, spoke in a small but clear voice, as if she couldn't bear it any longer.





"Maybe, maybe the prophecy is wrong."





"No, Delphi's prophecies are fulfilled in one way or another. No one can stop them. Even the great Jupiter cannot defy a predetermined future."





"But..."





"Nox's daughter, you saw the God of Light descend that day, didn't you? It's a prophecy directly delivered by the God of Light."





"But, since it's the 'first family,' it could be someone other than a wife, couldn't it? Prophecies, like superstitions, have obscure parts, so isn't it all about interpretation?"





"You have a point. But nothing can be asserted definitively. What is certain is that Hassan will one day kill his own family with his own hands."


 


At Hippolyte's cold explanation, Luna also fell silent as if she had nothing more to say. Hippolyte then added a few more words, as if to drive the point home.





"You know about the Trojan War, don't you? The prophecy that the first to disembark from the ship would die. In the end, Thessilaos disembarked and was pierced by Hector's spear and died. This is the same situation. The one who becomes Hassan's first family will one day die by Hassan's hand."





"I, I don't care. Even if I die by Hassan's hand..."





Luna's large emerald eyes welled up with tears.





"I made a promise with Hassan a long time ago."





Luna finally burst into tears, burying her face in my stomach. But thinking that I might have to kill Luna with my own hands, I suddenly got scared in many ways.





Luna might think it's okay, but I didn't want to go through such a terrible experience. As Luna cried, buried in my stomach, Hippolyte scratched her nose.





"W-well, I could marry you first. As Mars's daughter, I live with death by my side at all times. I'm not afraid of dying."





"What? What does that mean?"





Luna lifted her tear-filled eyes, her face smeared with makeup like a raccoon. Hippolyte stammered in response.





"Perhaps, my interest in Hassan is also due to that. Mars's daughters always bring death. Mars was also the closest god to Pluto. So, um, that's the story."





"You mean you, Hippolyte, will become Hassan's first family?"





"Of course, that's if Hassan gives his permission."





Hippolyte's face, illuminated by the candlelight, looked unusually red. Am I being proposed to right now?





Thinking that, I felt quite dizzy. My back tingled, and a flush of blood rushed from my neck to my face, making me feel hot all over.





"Outwardly, I, well, I'm Mars's daughter... and a Gold Tier adventurer. I don't think I lack anything to become the wife of a new boy god, so, um, what do you think, Hassan...?"





"That's..."





My thoughts overflowed as if my left and right brains were operating in parallel. I couldn't help but naturally picture married life with Hippolyte.





Hippolyte, the perfect career woman.





She's also a master at all household chores, including cooking. She can do everything except stocks, and most importantly, her chest is large and beautiful.





A home where a slender, model-figured, athlete-like wife awaits every day. That would truly be a picture of utmost happiness.





However, I might one day strangle such a Hippolyte with my own hands.





As my thoughts extended to that, the cheerful, sunlit imagination was quickly covered in gloomy, dark red hues, leaving only horror.





Just as I didn't want to defeat Luna with my own hands, I felt an equal self-loathing at the thought of killing Hippolyte.





"...Indeed, that won't do. The thought of killing Hippolyte-nim with my own hands, that's too horrible."





"I-is that so. Yes, I suppose. Thinking of it the other way around, it is indeed horrible."





"T-then, you also mentioned an unrealistic method to drive Gloria away, didn't you? What is that?"





At my words, Hippolyte cleared her throat, hmph-hmph-, and regained her composure.





"That is, as the name suggests, an unrealistic method. It's the method of finding Gloria's biological brother and bringing him before her."





Oh.





"Th-that method sounds good!"





Just then, Luna shouted back. She had been fidgeting as if holding back something to say, but now her expression brightened.





"If we find her real brother, she won't bother Hassan anymore! And there'll be no need to rush into marriage!"





"But it is, as I said, the most unrealistic method. There are no clues about Gloria's brother, other than that he is a strong Samaritan male."





Then how the fuck do we find him? Indeed, it was the very definition of an unrealistic method, just as Hippolyte said.





"In fact, many attempts have been made to find Gloria's brother. Because they wanted to put a leash on that wild Gloria. But they often drew blanks."





"No clues at all? None?"





"There was a Samaritan male who had made quite a name for himself with his strength near Delphi, but he disappeared about two years ago."





"I, I'm good at finding people! Gloria's family, her biological family, right? If we have something like her hair, I can use sorcery to find her family!"





Oh.





Come to think of it, Luna was a master of various sorceries. She had previously used sorcery to summon people, or to find people.





Luna had a track record of summoning Actaeon with that sorcery when I was fighting Schizo.





"Indeed, Ideope Sorcery. It's not a certain method, but since variables exist, there could be a possibility."





Busureok-.





Just then, someone stirred at my feet.





"When do you all sleep...? I, Paranoy, am dying of sleepiness... I have to preach precepts to the new Followers of Hassan-nim tomorrow, and I can't do that without a good night's sleep..."





It seemed Paranoy, who had been curled up at my feet, had woken up because of our loud chatter.





Thanks to him, we realized how deep the night was and how long we had been talking.





"Hassan-nim, I woke up in the middle of my sleep, and now my mind is so clear I can't sleep... Since you're already awake, could you stroke my head until I fall asleep...?"





"What a demanding fellow."





"For me, Paranoy, the foremost Follower and future first priest of the Temple that will one day be built, that much is a natural reward..."





A Temple, huh.





I suddenly remembered something and asked Hippolyte.





"How much money does it usually cost to build a Temple?"





"Well, there's no set amount, but you should expect at least a thousand Gold. It depends on how large the site is and how grand the building you construct. For reference, the newly built Mars Guild cost 2500 Gold."





Fuck, how much is that?





I couldn't calculate it, but I knew it was an incredibly huge sum of money. I didn't know how long it would take me to gather such money.





"Can't it be a bit cheaper?"





"If it's just setting up a humble altar in a remote place, 100 Gold would be enough. But who would willingly believe in such a poor god?"





Ah, I roughly understood. The grandeur of a Temple was directly proportional to the grandeur of the god.





If you decorated it grandly, it would attract more Followers, right? Is that why noble patronage was important?





"Paranoy, how much did you get from this patronage meeting?"





I asked, stroking Paranoy's hair. Paranoy opened his mouth, "Ah-," as if still half-asleep. Soon, I saw small coins spilling out of his mouth, ureureureu-.





It was a fascinating sight. It also felt like breaking open a piggy bank from my childhood.





"22 Gold, 30 Silver, and 25 Copper...!"





"Paranoy! I'm taking back the 1 Gold you swallowed!"





"Since Luna-nim took 1 Gold, it's 21 Gold, 30 Silver, and 25 Copper...!"





"Something's a bit off. Didn't we get more than this? Is this really all of it?"





"Y-yes...!"





I grabbed Paranoy's cheeks, who seemed either still half-asleep or nervous because he had something to hide, and pulled them up and down, back and forth.





As I pulled his cheek flesh as if squeezing out the last bit of toothpaste, a clinking sound, jjalgeuranggeorineun sori, accompanied a few more coins falling out.





"What, there's one more Gold coin and five more Silver coins."





"Th-this was my own money I was saving...!"





"Really? Anyway, it's nowhere near a thousand Gold."





As I sighed with a slight hint of disappointment, Hippolyte pulled the curtain shut, chak-, and chimed in.





"Earning that much from the first patronage meeting is quite a lot. They say Bacchus, when he was a boy god, earned about 20 Gold from his first patronage meeting."





"Is that so?"





Thinking about it that way, it felt like a considerable amount.





Although it was far from a thousand Gold, earning 20 Gold just from a patronage meeting involving greetings and conversations was a remarkable achievement.





Now, at least, I wouldn't starve to death.





As I rejoiced, thinking my life was finally looking up, Hippolyte subtly added to her explanation.





"And quarreling with Gloria isn't entirely a bad thing either. The rumor that you fought and endured against such a person, and even landed a blow, will spread throughout the world and further elevate your divine status."





And so, time quickly flowed to the next day.





We roughly sorted out the events we experienced in Delphi and prepared to return to Sodomora, the city where we had made our base.





But before that, to shake off Gloria, who had shown a strange obsession with me, and to get a lock of her hair, we decided to set a trap.





"Luna, are you really okay? She's seriously fucking strong. Her whole body is like a lump of steel."





"We'll only know if we try! If Hassan draws her attention, the three of us, excluding Hassan, will take on one of her! Everyone got it?"
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  We left Delphi and headed for a nearby beach.





  To be precise, a wide-open space.





  The beach known as a sanctuary where no one approaches. Had I once met Aeriol, the Nymph of the sea, a Mermaid, here?





  The reason we came here was that it was the least populated and widest area, so we thought we could deal with Gloria without restraint.








  "Now, I'm going to focus and prepare!"





  Luna poured a scoop she had brought from somewhere onto the golden sand of the beach.





  Kwal-kwal-.





  The overflowing red liquid stained the golden sand with an ominous light, leaving a mark.





  "Luna, what's that?"





  "It's the Lamb's Blood from yesterday's slaughter! I got it from the market early this morning."





  It was quite eerie to sprinkle the Lamb's Blood on the beach, but Luna soon stepped around, drawing a circle with a hexagram inside.





  "Hassan, lie down here! And I'll give you this blanket, so cover your face completely! Don't take it off until I say it's okay!"





  I lay down on the strange drawing made of footprints, covering myself with the blanket as Luna had instructed.





  "Is this good?"





  "Yes! This is Ideope's Night Sorcery, Night's Veil. It will erase Hassan's presence and scent!"





  Night's Veil, huh. I felt like I had heard that name somewhere before; it resembled one of the Graces Lady Nox-nim had given me.





  Indeed, the effect of reducing one's presence was identical to the Grace 《Night's Veil》.





  That means if I stay here quietly, covered by the blanket, Gloria won't be able to detect my location.





  "Paranoy, ink-!"





  "Here it is-imnidat...! Ah-."





  As Paranoy opened his mouth at Luna's shout, a palm-sized leather flask popped out from between his soft cheek fat.





  Hearing the sloshing sound inside, it seemed to be a canteen filled with ink.





  "Brush-!"





  "I'll give you the brush too-imnidat...!"





  Soon, Paranoy even spat out a fluffy brush, and watching him, it felt as if he had completely become Luna's inventory.





  What on earth does he keep in his mouth?





  However, Paranoy's Grace 《Squirrel's Hoard》 was originally best used that way.





  It seemed Luna's combat power, which had difficulty carrying voodoo magic and sorcery tools, was further strengthened by Paranoy's Grace.





  "Everyone, gather here! I'll draw Night's Armor for you!"





  Luna then wrote strange, unknown characters on Hippolyte's face, neck, and arms. Hippolyte, seeing her body being scribbled on, frowned slightly.





  "To have drawings on my body. It feels like I've become Antiope. What effect does Night's Armor have?"





  "It will protect your body from a major impact, at least once! Elfriede, give me your hand too!"





  Seuk, seueuk-.





  Luna then scribbled black characters with a brush all over Elfriede's hands and face, who seemed quite reluctant.





  Elfriede, who had been staring at it for a long time, spoke.





  "It looks like the Rune characters that were popular in my hometown a long time ago. I can actually feel the strange magic power at work. It seems to be a very old and complex spell."





  "Of course! It's a spell that even advanced sorcerers in Ideope can use!"





  To think Luna's skill had improved so much. Indeed, Luna seemed to have made remarkable progress in sorcery and pharmacology while learning under Nemea.





  Her level had also increased, and Luna's current level stats were as follows:





  『Name: Luna Noxdoti Lv. 29


   Strength: 8


   Agility: 13


   Stamina: 8


   Quirks: 《Flailing》 《Gluttonous Appetite》 《Nocturnal》


   Status: 《Lion's Allure》 《Deeply Absorbed in Voodoo Magic》』





  Judging by her level alone, it wouldn't be strange if she reached Silver Tier soon. It's natural, considering I know Luna works harder than anyone else where others can't see.





  After all, Luna is also the daughter of beings who become Incarnations of Night and Darkness.





  But Luna soon added a small remark, as if embarrassed by what she had just proudly declared.





  "B-but it's not night, and I haven't received the vows of an advanced sorcerer yet, so don't trust it too much. It might not work."





  "Even blocking one attack will be a great help. Anyway, we need to be thoroughly prepared to face Gloria."





  And so, after half a day to a full day, Luna finally wiped the trickling sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand and shouted.





  "Done! Now that everything's pretty much ready, all that's left is to summon that wicked bitch!"





  She then placed a strand of hair she had subtly taken from me onto a strange-looking magic circle, lit it, and burned it.





  I envisioned Gloria's appearance in my mind, as Luna had instructed me beforehand.





  "Gloria-."





  And then I repeated her name.





  Jigeuljigeul-.





  The strange, protein-like smell of my burning hair spread everywhere, overpowering the salty air of the beach.





  Finally, after some time, with the sound of Sabak, sabak footsteps, a Samarian woman wearing a white fur pelt appeared on the beach.





  "I felt like big brother was calling me, so I came."





  That voice was etched strongly in my mind from yesterday, making it familiar. A chilling shiver ran down my spine, as if an instinctive fear was screaming at me to run.





  She really came.





  Uksin, uksin-.





  My elbow and side, which she had hit yesterday, began to ache again, making me feel terrible.





  "Hassan-nim! That wicked Samarian has appeared again-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy, hiding beside me under the blanket, explained the situation to me. Of course, even without him telling me, I could see everything through a slight gap.





  "Really, if we hide like this, we won't be caught...?"





  "Shhh, be quiet, Paranoy-."





  I covered Paranoy's mouth with my palm. If this bastard kept chattering, there might be no point in us being covered by the blanket in the strange magic circle.





  Just as I was slightly tense, wondering if the spell hadn't worked or if Paranoy had given us away-.





  "What, big brother is nowhere to be found, only some worthless bitches. And a bunch of weird spell formations. What, were you trying to lure me here and trap me? Huh?"





  Gloria was seen baring her fangs and frowning deeply. Fortunately, Luna's Night's Veil spell seemed to be working properly.





  But to instantly see through the trap. That Gloria, I thought she had gone completely mad, but her judgment is surprisingly good.





  "If big brother isn't here, then fine. I'm going back. I don't have time to indulge in such suspicious antics."





  Gloria was about to leave.





  Of course, I had somewhat anticipated this, as Hippolyte had warned me, "She's more cautious than you think. She's like a wild animal. She might not easily fall into our trap."





  That's why I was here.





  So I opened my mouth.





  "Gloria, I'm here."





  "...What? What, where is that voice coming from? What kind of ridiculous trick are you playing?"





  Gloria was seen growling fiercely and looking around. For a moment, I thought I might be discovered, so I pulled the blanket further over my head, and then Luna's voice, as if she had been waiting for that moment, was heard.





  "We've hidden him well around here! If you want to find your big brother, you'll have to defeat us! We're Witches who want to use and devour your big brother!"





  "Is that...? Do you think you're my adversary? A soft Witch like you wouldn't even leave a trace if you got hit by my fist."





  "No, I am your adversary, Gloria."





  Seureung-.





  Hippolyte seemed to have drawn her sword and stood before Gloria. So far, so good.





  The plan was to lure Gloria to the Shadow Binding Magic Circle we had prepared, then seal her, subdue her to force her surrender, or obtain a strand of her hair.





  That was Luna's plan.





  "Hassan-nim, w-what happens now?"





  "I don't know, let's just eat popcorn. Don't you have anything to eat?"





  "Should I take it out from my storage-imnidat? I have some leftovers from yesterday-imnidat...!"





  The thought of sharing what was in Paranoy's mouth felt incredibly strange and unpleasant, so I decided to just endure it.





  Just then, Gloria spoke.





  "Amazon, I vividly remember you losing and being frustrated. Do you want to get beaten up again? Should I make you write a self-reflection essay like last time?"





  "We were both young back then. If you think it's the same as then, your arrogant nose will be broken."





  "Chatter, chatter, so noisy. You're trembling with fear, unable to face me without resorting to such petty tricks."





  Seureung, cheolkeong-.





  Instead of replying, Hippolyte pointed her longsword.





  Her sword hummed, Woo-woo-ung-, strangely vibrating and emitting what could be called golden mist or powder.





  Gloria continued to speak.





  "This is clearly a magic circle. While I'm fighting you, that long-eared bastard with the staff is planning to throw a fireball at the back of my head, right? And then bind me with a suspicious spell formation."





  "H-Hassan-nim, that woman knows everything-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy exclaimed in surprise. Indeed, Paranoy was right. I thought she was a foolish barbarian, but Gloria had surprisingly good observation skills and judgment.


  


  Of course, that would be natural.





  Gloria was said to have held the title of the most outstanding student at Kairos Academy, which had produced countless Gold Tier heroes.





  What if she doesn't accept our provocation and runs away? Should I take off the blanket and come out?





  How much could I, who was healing from yesterday's injuries, contend with her? As I was thinking that, Gloria laughed.





  "But fine. I'll take on all three of you, and even the Nymph hiding somewhere-!"





  Kkwagwagak-.





  Gloria clenched her two fists.





  But in an instant, her figure vanished like an afterimage.





  Kagagak-!





  When I came to my senses, Gloria, who had drawn a club, was already pushing Hippolyte's sword.





  Intense sparks flew, and Hippolyte was seen gritting her teeth and enduring with strength in her thighs.








  "What, nothing has changed!"





  "Ifrit-."





  Just then, a spell was heard from behind. Simultaneously, the air heated up, and a large fireball incinerated the space, rushing towards Gloria.





  "Was she a fire-wielding sorceress? This is getting annoying!"





  Pabat-.





  Gloria lightly leaped backward, dodging the fireball Elfriede had created. The flames incinerated the spot where she had been.





  Perhaps feeling the intense heat, the smile vanished from Gloria's lips, which had been relaxed.





  "... ."





  She must have realized that the flames Elfriede wielded were different from ordinary fire. Indeed, she was an arsonist who had burned down the World Tree and set Sodomora ablaze, destroying much.





  Even Hippolyte, who had seen many, admitted that she had never seen a wizard who wielded aggressive magic like Elfriede, so it seemed the flames were threatening to Gloria as well.





  Our chances of winning are high.





  As I was thinking that, Gloria's black eyes flashed, and she lunged towards Elfriede.





  "It's standard practice to eliminate a sorceress before she can do anything foolish!"





  Hooung-.





  The club, raised high, plunged towards Elfriede's head. At that very moment, Luna pulled hard on something like ropes held in her two arms and shouted.





  "Snake-Snake Totem!"





  Paseuseuk-.





  Then, something submerged in the golden sand quickly rose up, blocking Gloria's path.





  "What, a Hydra-?"





  It was a snake's head. A terrible snake monster with sharp fangs.





  Of course, its true identity was not a real Hydra, but merely a scarecrow stuffed with straw or cotton under a cloth, but it seemed sufficient to make Gloria flinch for a moment.





  "What is this, a doll!"





  Gloria, as if extremely angry, sent the snake's head flying.





  In the meantime, Elfriede had fled far away.





  "Hey, you fucking bastard, want a taste of this club?"





  Gloria seemed thoroughly enraged at being tricked. Watching the bulging vein on her forehead, I felt the surrounding air crackling.





  But Hippolyte, who had already closed the distance, brought her longsword down on her, forcing Gloria to focus entirely on defense.





  In the meantime, Luna set another trap, and Elfriede chanted a spell.





  "Indeed, three are fighting one-imnidat...! That wicked girl, losing her composure and frowning...! It's truly exhilarating-imnidat...!"





  Contrary to my worries, Luna, Hippolyte, and Elfriede were holding their own quite well against Gloria, just as Paranoy's hopeful shouts suggested.





  While Hippolyte, the only one who could withstand Gloria's attacks, stalled for time, Elfriede unleashed fireballs, and Luna created variables with various crowd control techniques.





  I even felt a kind of artistic sense in this exquisite balance.





  "G-guh-uh-uh-."





  "D-done! Shadow Binding!"





  Finally luring Gloria to Luna's trap, as planned, was a considerable achievement. Gloria's movements were sealed by the obsidian daggers plunged into the ground.





  "Graaaah-!"





  However, Gloria thrashed and struggled as if trying to break free from the Shadow Binding, which had immobilized even Regulus, the eldest grandson of Echidna, Queen of Monsters, for several seconds.





  "E-Elfriede! Shoot the fireball quickly! I don't think I can hold her for long!"





  "Hyaaaak-!"





  However, what followed was not Elfriede's spell, but a strange Elf's scream.





  "W-what is this thing! G-go away!"





  Keureureung-!


  


  The strange object clinging to Elfriede's head. Its appearance was like a light blue cotton ball, or a clump of sheep's wool.





  "Is it cotton candy...?"





  As Paranoy said, it did look like cotton candy.





  Pajik, pajijik-. Pajik.





  But the problem was that its body began to emit strange sparks.





  "G-get off me! What the hell is this!"





  Keureureung...!





  Watching Elfriede struggling with the cotton candy stuck to her face, and the crackling electricity everywhere, I felt a chill run down my neck.





  "Hey, duck!"





  So, forgetting my hiding place, I frantically rushed out and reached out my hand towards Elfriede's face.





  "Lightning Strike!"





  Gloria's thunderous shout.





  Simultaneously, countless thunderbolts struck the world.
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  Pajijik-.





  A long, long time ago, I had heard the sound of electricity sparking from something like a severed wire. It was truly a bone-chilling sound that made one's hair stand on end.





  Of course, the sound itself was nothing more than a mere crackle.





  One could say that my brain, which had been conditioned since childhood to know what happens when you're struck by lightning or electrocuted, made me feel an instinctive repulsion.





  At least, that's what I thought.





  Therefore, when the cotton candy stuck to Elfriede's head began to crackle and emit a bizarre sound, I snapped out of my thoughts and moved my legs and hands first.





  "Hey, Elfriede! Get your head down!"





  My hand, extended in a hurry, plucked the cotton candy clinging to Elfriede's head. And just as I was about to hurl it toward the ocean horizon or somewhere far away, someone shouted loudly.





  "Electric-Shock!"





  ━Kureureung-!





  Pajijijik-.





  What swept through my head next was a sensation so intense I thought my entire body was being fried. My arms and legs felt like they were shriveling, my skin prickled, and my mouth went bone-dry.





  "Ugueuuuu-."





  It could literally be seen as being electrocuted.





  I had no choice but to admit that the bizarre cotton candy-like thing held in my palm had, for some unknown reason, emitted a fucking powerful bolt of lightning.





  Only after a few seconds had passed was I finally able to quickly regain my senses.





  "This, damn it, what the hell is this!"


  


  Even if this world has no rules or laws, is it really okay for something like lightning-spewing cotton candy to exist?





  There was no telling what kind of disaster would have occurred if something like this had been in front of Nymphs like Paranoy-ssi, who love sweet things.





  ━Gyuiing.





  Pajit-.





  The thing released another stinging electric shock along with a strange sound.





  "Ouch, that stings!"





  When I hurriedly dropped it, the thing floated through the air like fur blowing in the wind and settled on top of Gloria's head.





  Kaching, jjaenggeurang-.





  Soon, the sound of glass shattering echoed vividly in my ears. At that, Luna shouted loudly.





  "The, the Shadow Bind has been broken!"





  It seemed the sound of something smashing just now was the sound of Luna's spell breaking.





  "And that's a Cloudling!"





  Luna cried out as she looked at the blue cotton candy sitting on Gloria's head. A Cloudling. Hadn't I heard that name somewhere?





  So, as I initiated parallel thinking with my brain, which had become quite sharp after awakening to divinity, I was soon able to recall what Luna had said when we were suffering through the summer heat and scorching sun.





  Cloudling.





  It was an extremely rare Monster that could be seen near the coast of Delphi, a being like a natural air conditioner that made the surrounding air cool just by having it nearby.





  To think that thing is right in front of my eyes now.





  And it even spews lightning.





  "Well done, Ing-ing-ah."





  ━Ing-ing-ya-ing.





  It was even showing affection as if it were a pet Gloria was raising. Regardless, we couldn't help but be on high alert.





  Cornering Gloria while she was alone was possible to some extent, but now that that mysterious, bizarre Monster had appeared, our strategy had to be altered and our plans changed.





  "Since it's come to this, I'll just subdue her with force."





  In fact, Hippolyte was catching her breath with a deep scowl. Seeing the blade of her sword begin to vibrate with a formidable hum-wooooong-made cold sweat run down my back.





  Is a real free-for-all about to break out now?





  Just as I was feeling slightly tense with that thought.





  ━Gyuiing.





  "What? Is that true?"
 
MnZBMElkRjFKc3ZCR0RiWklQRlA5WlZINzRaZThhUzZ1cnMyS01IbEgxWlZnZnA4VjgzdDhiTGRzMjVjTVFLRQ




  ━Ing-ing-ya-ing.





  "Ah, what a mess. You're telling me to clean up those filthy things?"





  ━Ing.





  "No. Why are you telling me to clean that up? This is ridiculous. Is there no one else to do it?"





  ━Kureureung...!





  "What, I'm right, aren't I?"





  Gloria suddenly started babbling something to herself.





  To be more precise, it would be accurate to say she was having a conversation with the cotton candy that was wriggling on top of her head.





  However, that conversation was clearly suspicious as hell.





  ━Gyuiing.





  "Ah, I thought I'd finally get a few days of freedom. It can't be helped. Hey, you guys. Consider yourselves lucky. I have business to attend to, so I'm leaving."





  But then, as if something urgent had come up, Gloria withdrew her fighting spirit and turned her back to us?





  "Voodoo Art of Surprise Attack!"





  At that exact moment, Luna nimbly lunged forward, seemingly aiming for the nape of Gloria's neck, but-. She was simply struck by Gloria's casual gesture and sent tumbling across the sandy beach.





  Voodoo Art of Surprise Attack. Is there any point to a surprise attack if you shout it out that loudly?





  "Huieeee...."





  "I didn't even hit her that hard. Well, whatever. Anyway, Oppa, see you in a few days. Once I finish all my tasks and become a free woman, we'll be together forever. Rolling around with me every day-."





  "Get lost!"





  


  *    *    *





  


  The beach Gloria had left behind was now only filled with the sound of crashing waves, the cries of sea pheasants, and the traps we had so diligently prepared and devised, looking desolate.





  "Damn it-."





  Hippolyte spat as she thrust her longsword deep into the sand.





  "At this rate, we haven't achieved a single thing. Since we've exposed our full strength, it will be difficult to use a strategy like this next time."





  "Whew...."





  Beside her, Elfriede, who was dripping with sweat, slumped down onto the beach.





  She had been continuously consuming mana, and at the very end, that bizarre Monster had clung to her face and interfered, so she must have been quite exhausted.





  "My incantation was interrupted. What on earth was that? That strange, that cloud-like thing...."





  "It's a Cloudling. Considered a treasure of Jupiter, it's a small lightning reservoir. I knew Gloria was favored by Jupiter, but I never imagined she would possess a Cloudling."





  A small lightning reservoir.





  It was indeed a nickname that suited that small dark cloud. Should I see it as a gift from Jupiter, the god of lightning, for his so-called illegitimate child, Gloria?





  Just then, Paranoy-ssi, who had been listening to the conversation, spoke up.





  "Th-that kind of treasure is nothing compared to the Invisible Helmet or the Rake of Death that Hassan-nim will inherit-ssi...! Those are the truly terrifying treasures of Pluto-nim-ssi...!"





  Pluto's treasures?





  For a moment, despite my exhausted body, my ears perked up.





  "What's that?"





  "Actually, I don't really know either-ssi...!"





  What the fuck.





  Even though I knew I should take Paranoy-ssi's words with a grain of salt, I had unconsciously leaned in, hoping to see some glimmer of hope.





  So, just as I was feeling a bit disappointed, Paranoy-ssi spoke again.





  "But, there must be sacred treasures that Pluto-nim has hidden somewhere in the world-ssi...! For example, like that Star of Kalan you're wearing around your neck-ssi...!"





  I became aware of my necklace.





  The Star of Kalan.





  No, hadn't it been upgraded to Pluto's Eye now? Thinking about it now, this is my father's possession, so isn't it an inheritance that I rightfully deserve?





  According to Paranoy-ssi, it means there are inheritances I should receive somewhere in this world. That's insane.





  At that, Elfriede also chimed in.





  "Pluto's legacy.... They must have already been stolen here and there by adventurers and tomb raiders from Pluto's Labyrinth."





  "They must be taken back-ssi...! Adventurers are just filthy tomb raiders-ssi...! Hassan-nim must assert your rightful claim and take them back-ssi...!"





  Does that even make sense?





  It was common for adventurers to make a living by looting gold coins or artifacts from Pluto's Labyrinth and selling them. After all, I myself had looted various things from the Labyrinth.





  Still, among them, there must be weapons, armor, or accessories with truly powerful abilities. Thinking that way made me feel a bit better.





  "Heuuuuu-."





  Just then, Luna, who had lost consciousness after being slapped by the back of Gloria's hand, opened her eyes. At that, Hippolyte gave a slight hum-hm-and explained the situation.





  "Nyxdottir, you've finally come to. Gloria escaped. It's our complete defeat."





  Luna blinked her eyes repeatedly.





  Then, she soon opened her tightly clenched palm to show us. And there, weren't several strands of long, black hair held within?





  "It's our victory!"





  "As, as expected of Luna-nim-ssi...! I believed in you-ssi...!"





  "Now, using this, I'll find the person most closely related to Gloria by blood, or traces of them."





  Thus, as lunch was fading and the sun was beginning to set beyond the sea, we were able to behold the bizarre object Luna had completed.





  "Luna-ya, what is this?"





  "A Karma Detector! If you tie the hair to the tip of a needle treated with this special voodoo spell and place it on a flat plate, it will show the direction of karma similar to this hair!"





  It looked like a simple compass made by elementary school students for a project. When Luna blew on it-huu-the spinning needle tip finally pointed in a certain direction.





  "It's working!"





  "Truly, to think Nyxdottir had such a talent. The world is full of surprises."








  *      *      *








  "It seems to be around here. The needle keeps spinning aimlessly. What's going on?"





  We left the outskirts of Delphi and rummaged through the nearby mountain range. Because the trees and grass were lush, it was easy to lose our way, and there were so many bugs that it was absolutely miserable.





  "This goddamn, mosquitoes are still around even in autumn."





  In particular, the swarms of mosquitoes clinging to my body were making me suffer. Why do mosquitoes only cling to me? I feel like I've become a goddamn mosquito-catching Totem.





  "It seems Hassan-nim's blood is as delicious as honey-ssi...!"


  


  "Shut up, you."





  Luna and Hippolyte seemed to be silently struggling to find the way, but at this rate, I don't know if we'll be able to achieve our goal before the sun sets today.





  In the first place, Gloria's brother might not even be in the outskirts of Delphi.





  Thinking with my clear and serene brain, freed from the blessing of chaos, I wondered if it wouldn't be better to retreat to our lodging and resume work tomorrow.





  However, Luna and Hippolyte looked quite impatient.





  Well, since they had come to a foreign land far from their original home, Sodomora, it wouldn't be strange for them to be anxious to finish their work and return home.





  The only one showing a relaxed attitude was Elfriede, who, as always, kept her mouth tightly shut.





  But then, she stealthily approached me and spoke.





  "Hey. Hassan."





  "What."





  "We agreed you'd stay hidden under the blanket. Why did you jump out?"





  Ah. It seemed she wanted to criticize my actions during the battle with Gloria earlier.





  "If I hadn't plucked that Cloudling off your face, you'd be fried by lightning by now."





  "I know."





  "Good, as long as you know."





  "More importantly, you. What are you going to do?"





  "What do you mean, what am I going to do."





  "You're worrying a lot because of the prophecy. Have you given it any thought?"





  "I don't know."





  I was out of my mind trying to chase away the mosquitoes that kept clinging to me, so Elfriede coming over and talking to me was quite annoying.





  Then Elfriede said something.





  "If it's too difficult, I could help you."





  "Help with what?"





  "Becoming your family. I could be the first one. Of course, without any special feelings. Just putting my name on the documents."





  Even with my brain awakened from chaos and operating in parallel, I couldn't understand what Elfriede was saying.





  What on earth is she talking about right now?





  At that exact moment, Luna shouted.





  "Here, it's around here!"





  Only then were we able to push through the bushes and finally face something like a wide plain. A dark night sky, a bizarre air with a lingering burnt smell.


  


  Familiar constellations.





  The moment I saw them, I soon didn't care what kind of conversation we had been having until now.





  ━Zuzuzujizuzu.





  This plain where autumn insects were chirping noisily.


  


  "It's the remains of some building. More than that, these patterns, they look strangely familiar from somewhere...."





  "Look here! There are so many bizarre bones! Lots of burn marks, too! It looks like a mix of animal bones and human bones. Why did the detector stop here?"





  While everyone was surveying the surroundings with puzzled hearts, I couldn't help but frown deeply.





  I know where this is.





  "Hassan-. Hassan, don't you feel anything? Hassan-."





  Luna's voice calling me.





  Hassan-.





  San-.





  ━Hey, Hassan-.





  My thoughts spin as if lightning had struck my brain.





  I was able to realize.





  "This is, this is the site of the Deathloss Arena."





  Who was it that said criminals always return to the place where they committed their crime? It was exactly as they said.





  Seeing the site of the arena I had burned down lying empty and being covered by lush greenery made the back of my head tingle.





  Chains visible among the weeds.





  A rusted and broken sword.





  Teeth and fingernails.





  Among such things, what was drawn in my memory was the face of a man.





  He was, as far as I knew, the strongest Samaritan man.





  "Castor-."


  


  His last words, which I had slightly forgotten while being buffeted by life, flashed through my mind. Didn't he ask me to look after his younger sister in his homeland, the Black Wilderness?





  No way.





  Is it a coincidence-?





  No, if it's a man strong enough to be called Gloria's brother, it's almost certainly that guy.





  While I was pondering that, there was a rustling sound behind us. A small presence. I thought it might be a wild animal, but the sound of footsteps was that of someone walking on two legs.


    


  "Are you arena customers?"





  A plain face and a small stature about half of mine.





  A middle-aged Halfling man, called a Dwarf, spoke to us. He scanned our appearance and nodded as if he understood.





  "I see you're not customers, but applicants for participation. But unfortunately, you're out of luck. This place has been closed for a long time. Some damn bastard set it on fire and ran away, so everyone went completely broke."





  "Who are you?"





  The man grinned at Hippolyte, who narrowed her eyes.





  "I'm, you know, the forest keeper here. And also a businessman of small amusements, I should say. From the looks of it, you seem like a rather destitute party?"





  The man scanned our appearance from top to bottom.





  People in this world don't consider it rude to blatantly scan someone's attire, so it was only natural.





  "You look like you've been starving for a few days. Still, you seem to have quite a bit of skill."





  In his eyes, our scruffy appearance from wandering through the forest after the duel with Gloria must have looked quite impoverished.





  Actually, his insight was correct. Right now, I, who had been bitten here and there by mosquitoes, was so full of the desire to wash up.





  If even I, who am somewhat used to discomfort, feel this way, then Luna, Hippolyte, and Elfriede, who like to be clean, must be miserable.





  Then the man who called himself the forest keeper said.





  "From the looks of it, I think I can be of some help. Would you like to earn some money? I can provide a place to wash and meals. It's like a charitable business."





  "Ho-how dare you say such things when you know full well who we are? To speak of the person here, he is none other than-. Mmph-."





  I hurriedly blocked Paranoy-ssi's mouth as he was about to blabber something. And I ask lightly.





  "You say there's work to earn money, what is it? Is it perhaps something illegal?"





  "Not at all! It's legal and socially wonderful. You just have to enter Pluto's Labyrinth and catch Monsters."





  What is this.





  As I slightly furrowed my brow, the man added one more thing as if to seal the deal.





  "From the looks of it, your skills must be outstanding. It'll be a story worth hearing. If you manage to defeat that black-haired monster, you'll be able to obtain a massive treasure."
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  "Yes, you've thought well. This area is dominated by Echidna's Forest of Monsters, so night falls quickly. If you stay in the forest like this, you might be attacked by Monsters."





  "...."





  "A Labyrinth with a roof and walls is much better than camping in this forest. I'm the Forest Keeper, so this is certain."





  "...."





  "Though I called it a Labyrinth, the base up to the mid-section is secured, so control is perfectly maintained. There's no danger at all."





  The man, who called himself the Forest Keeper, chattered on incessantly as he walked ahead. The way he kept his mouth open, as if to allow not even a moment of silence, was unusual.





  But all small folk were like that. Nymphs, Dwarves, they all loved to chatter.





  "Ah, I haven't properly introduced myself to you all. I am Talis, a Grade 8 official in the Outlying Department of the Delphi Administrative Office, a Forest Ranger. Have you perhaps heard of my position?"





  Since it seemed like a question, I decided to give a suitable answer.





  "No."





  "Of course not. It's a humble department doing insignificant work that no one would recognize even if they heard of it. No matter how hard I work, no one notices, and conversely, even if I don't work, it doesn't show."





  What the hell, it doesn't show even if he doesn't work?





  Even a low-ranking official is still a civil servant. It should be a stable job where one can earn a decent living for a long time, so being able to slack off and not work-isn't that a considerable perk?





  As I was thinking that, the Forest Keeper, who introduced himself as Talis, continued speaking.





  "That's why I can also do lucrative side jobs. When night falls, I become an Entertainment Entrepreneur, guiding tours of the Labyrinth, you could say."





  At that, Hippolyte, who had been quietly listening to the conversation, spoke up.





  "Officials are forbidden from holding concurrent positions, aren't they?"





  "Of course, but it's just kept secret. If I don't do a side job like this, it's hard to make ends meet, so a certain amount of side work is generally overlooked. Anyway, we're almost there."





  This man was leading us to Pluto's Labyrinth. The way he had been chattering about side jobs and tours just now felt quite suspicious, making me a little nervous.





  According to him, he was performing good deeds like a charity, but my iron rule was that there was no such thing as selfless goodwill in this world.





  And merchants wearing the Mask of goodwill often talked a lot, just like this man.





  Nevertheless, the reason I decided to follow this man was because I was curious about the "black-haired monster" he had mentioned at the end.





  *Paseurak, paseurak-*.





  After passing through a long, seemingly deserted mountain path and a narrow trail, what appeared before us were torches shining under the dim evening sky.





  A strange-looking stone building nestled among the trees. Beside its dark entrance stood two men, swords and spears in hand, their eyes gleaming under the torchlight.





  I wondered if they were soldiers managing this forest, but they didn't seem to belong to any regular army.





  Their attire was casual, and their armaments varied, making them look exactly like mercenaries, bandits, or mountain brigands.





  Upon spotting us, they spoke first.





  "Forest Keeper, who are those people behind you?"





  "They were lost in the forest. They seemed to be in danger, so I brought them here. Can you prepare some food and a place for them to wash?"





  "Well, that's only natural. Ah, but before you enter, sign here."





  The soldiers held out a small sign-like object towards us. A leather scroll attached to a wide wooden board.





  What was written there was a clause stating that nothing seen inside should ever be mentioned outside.





  And the skull-patterned seal stamped at the end seemed to pierce my eyes.





  "Deathros-."





  "Oh, you know that seal?"





  It was a pattern of a snake coiling through a skull. In other words, the emblem of Deathros's Human Hunters.





  There was no need to ask how I knew about this seal.





  Were they still active in this area?





  As I was lost in subtle contemplation, the mercenaries, who appeared to be Deathros's private security, continued speaking.





  "If you don't abide by the terms written there, Deathros's trackers will find you, day or night, and demand the Wages of Sin."





  And then, as the guards chuckled *keuheuheu-* in a low, gloomy voice, Luna opened her mouth as if something had piqued her curiosity.





  "What are the Wages of Sin?"





  "Why, death, of course. Anyway, welcome. Please go in, and we hope to see you again, ladies. More importantly, the Samaritan...."





  The men, after scanning women like Luna and Hippolyte, finally looked at me.





  "Have we met somewhere?"





  They tried to confirm our connection with suspicious, sharp voices.





  I wondered if they might be the guards who worked at the Deathros Arena two years ago.





  If so, they would remember seeing me. However, not wanting to cause any trouble yet, I simply said indifferently.





  "I don't know."





  "Is that so? Anyway, go in."





  And so, we were able to step into the dark entrance the guards opened for us. It was damp and musty, with a strange smell emanating from within, which was peculiar.





  ━Geureu-eu....





  The intermittent growls, whether from wild beasts or Monsters, made it eerie. Just then, Hippolyte ran her palm *seuk-* over the cold stone wall and spoke.





  "It seems this is a Labyrinth not registered with the Delphi authorities. I've heard that grave robbers or bandits sometimes set up bases in unregistered Labyrinths...."





  "More importantly, they didn't even check our identities? Is it okay to conduct business so carelessly?"





  Friede asked herself, as if quite perplexed. However, I knew very well why this Labyrinth didn't bother with complicated identity checks.





  Just then, the Forest Keeper, who was walking ahead of us, exploring the Labyrinth, spoke.





  "There's no need for that."





  "What? Why is there no need?"





  "It means they're confident they can control anyone who enters, no matter what problems they cause. Who would dare cause trouble in a place flying the Deathros banner?"





  He stopped speaking as if that explanation was sufficient. Unlike his chattering earlier, he was remarkably taciturn after entering the Labyrinth, which felt strange.





  Was his earlier demeanor the real Forest Keeper, or was this current one his true self?





  Of course, that wasn't what was important right now.





  "It's just like Hassan said. Something ahead seems to be reacting!"





  Luna, standing beside me, kept looking at the Karma detector.





  "It must have been swirling around because it's underground. Could Gloria's brother really be in a place like this?"





  Luna asked as if she knew nothing, but Hippolyte merely clicked her tongue, *jjeut-*.





  "What does it mean to be in Pluto's Labyrinth? It means he's already dead and become a Spirit. Pluto's Labyrinth is not a bandit's den or a grave robber's site, but Hell itself."





  Hippolyte's mood didn't seem very good after entering the Labyrinth. Friede seemed to feel the same, as both of them kept frowning or clearing their throats.





  Of course, I understood.





  As Hippolyte said, a Labyrinth is originally the entrance to Hell.





  It's natural for the living to feel a physiological aversion when stepping into such a place. Even Paranoy was grinding his teeth, *badeukbadeuk*, as if incredibly displeased.





  "How dare, how dare bandits like Deathros illegally occupy Pluto-nim's Labyrinth! Everyone, everyone deserves execution-ssi...!"





  Of course, this guy seemed to be upset for a different reason. Just then, the Forest Keeper, who was walking ahead, stopped abruptly.





  "Nymph young lady, you seem to be a Pluto Follower, a Cultist? Then you'll have a very joyful experience inside."





  "A joyful experience, does that mean candy...? Or snacks...? Or a mountain of gold coins...?"





  "...Candy? No, I don't know about that. But deep inside here, there is Pluto, the Demon King's proxy."





  It was Hippolyte who reacted to that.





  "Pluto's proxy, is that true?"





  "Well, you'll see."





  The Forest Keeper, who had given a vague answer to Hippolyte's question, finally pulled a strange lever-like object down with all his might.





  Then, the wall blocking our path slowly opened downwards, revealing countless shining torches and a crowd of people.





  ━Yes, yes! Kill! Kill him!





  ━His head! Yes! Hit him like that! Ugh, that bastard's been pissing me off since evening!





  The sharp shouts from all directions jolted me awake. I had seen a sight like this somewhere before.





  "It's completely an underground arena. I've heard of Labyrinths of this type, but...."





  It was just as Hippolyte said.





  The huge cavern revealed by operating the lever, that wide, circular space opening downwards, could only be described as an underground arena.





  Had the Deathros Arena, which was above ground, moved underground after the fire?





  I felt my vision blur. But without turning away from the scene before my eyes, I decided to imprint everything vividly into my mind.





  And I soon realized that this place was a little different from the Deathros Arena I knew.





  ━Geureuuaaa-!!





  "H-Hiiik! Save me! P-Please save me! Cancel! I'll cancel! I'll cancel the challenge, so-Uwaaaak!"





  ━Geureuueu-.





  ━Ah, the female warrior who endured until Act 11-! She falls to Kane Billicus, the Dry Bones, Guardian of Act 11...!





  Below my eyes, I saw an unknown woman bleeding after being stabbed by a sword-wielding skeleton. A fight with a skeleton.





  The Deathros Arena might have pitted humans against humans, and humans against beasts, but it would never have shown such blatant murder.





  "Gyaaaak!"





  ━Karuaaa-!!





  However, it was such a gruesome scene that I involuntarily frowned. My companions seemed to feel the same, as Luna suddenly burst out in anger.





  "They're treating the dead and Spirits as entertainment? Enjoying themselves by using Spirits!"





  For Luna, a necromancer, treating the dead as entertainment was an absolutely unacceptable act. The Forest Keeper gave a strange smile towards the trembling Luna.





  "Young lady, if you get so angry, you'll faint when you see what's next."





  "What's next?"





  As Luna tilted her head slightly in confusion.





  I felt everyone's gaze turn towards the highest point in this underground arena.





  There, a strange seat, out of place in this Labyrinth, this underground space, had been installed.





  A seat draped with colorful silk banners. Something peculiar sat on a golden, throne-like chair, gleaming with ornaments.





  It lightly swirled a wine glass filled with red liquid and spoke.





  ━Rise-.





  At that, the air around us instantly grew cold. A powerful silence, so intense it felt as if all the chattering from moments ago was a lie, pressed down on the audience.





  ━Rise, you useless one. Useless, worthless one. Rise and fight-. You're not thinking of resting just because you're dead, are you?





  How long did that low, gloomy voice linger, licking its way through the crowd?





  ━Geu, euueu....





  Soon, before everyone's eyes, the female swordswoman who had been dying, spitting blood, revived with a strange groan. Well, I don't know if you could call that "revived."





  ━Geureuuaaa-!





  ━Geuaaa-!





  Seeing the skeleton and the female swordswoman fighting again, such questions quickly lost their interest.





  I finally had to ask.





  "What the hell is this?"





  "What do you mean? It's a simple pastime. Why don't you try challenging it too, folks? If you clear all 20 stages, you'll gain the right to challenge the owner of this Labyrinth."





  I asked the man, who mumbled that they could give up halfway if they wanted.





  "If we challenge the owner?"





  "Then you can become the owner of this Labyrinth. Instead of that dazzlingly ornate chair where that skeleton sits, you'll gain the qualification and right to enjoy all of this. Heh, isn't that enviable?"





  I paused to collect my thoughts.





  Taking advantage of the moment, Hippolyte asked.





  "Is that owner, the undead necromancer sitting there? Indeed, he's worthy of being called a proxy."





  "Undead necromancer...? I don't know about such things. I just introduce some people who want to challenge this place and get a small fee. Anyway, think about it carefully. If you want to participate, it's 1 Copper."





  Then, I'll be going now-said the Forest Keeper, turning away without a shred of responsibility.





  In the end, we were left in the audience seats of this strange arena. Friede, who had been quietly listening to the conversation, looked up at the high place and explained.





  "That, no matter how I look at it, is a Lich. To think there was a Lich in a Labyrinth like this. It might be too much for just us to handle. Hassan, you're the Son of Pluto, aren't you? Then isn't that guy like your friend?"





  Friede asked me as if I should do something about it.





  But I was in the midst of suffering from endless flashbacks.





  ━Useless one. Worthless one! Rise now! Rise and fight! You have no rest until death-!





  The speech of a wicked boss who didn't hesitate to insult one's character and person.





  That oppressive voice that had been etched into my mind for months.





  That nightmare, which I thought had died in the fire, was now sitting brazenly before me, swirling a red glass.





  He even looked exactly like something out of a nightmare.





  ━Now, are there no more challengers? Entry fee 1 Copper. For each stage you overcome, you can receive double the entry fee. A hero who endures until stage 20 can receive a reward exceeding 100 Gold.





  *Ungseong, ungseong-*.





  The mention of 100 Gold caused a great stir among the surrounding audience.





  ━From 1 Copper to 100 Gold. 100 Gold can make even the most worthless trash, the most useless life, valuable. Now, challenge. Fight to the end and gain golden glory-.





  "-Or become a miserably useless corpse, I suppose. Skargard-."





  *Seuuk-*.





  I advanced to the railing closest to the stage and spoke. Then, a hollow red glow turned towards me.





  ━I changed that line long ago. Fight to the end and gain golden glory, or become a corpse and fight for me, you useless one.





  "...."





  I looked up at his face without another word. Above the bare bones, his snake-like face seemed to be vividly superimposed.





  *Dalgeurak-*.





  He opened his dry mouth and spoke.





  ━Long time no see, you useless piece of trash. A Samaritan, trembling and unable to kill a single person, what nerve do you have to come here?





  "You remember me?"





  ━Remember? Of course. The pain of the fire you set feels like it's burning flesh I don't even have. I've thought only of chewing your flesh every night. Well done. So, will you challenge?





  "...."





  ━A fool who repaid kindness with enmity after being taken in and fed! Can't you hear Castor's resentful sorrow, who died unfairly because of you?





  "He's here, that guy."





  ━Heh heh heh, yes. He is. Do you think a guy stabbed by a friend he trusted could die peacefully? If you want to meet him, challenge. If you have the courage, that is.





  "Paranoy, a coin."





  "Understood-ssi...!"





  I took the 1 Copper coin from Paranoy's mouth. And with my thumb and middle finger, I flicked it with all my might, shooting it upwards.





  *Pisyung-*.





  The metal, flicked from my finger, made a sharp sound as it struck the head of a skeleton standing next to the Lich, Skargard. The skull shattered with a *baseuseuk-* sound.





  ━This bastard, my precious Skull Warrior....





  "Watch closely from there."





  I finally leaped over the railing towards the stage.
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  The human hunter, Deathros. 





  They are a criminal organization formed by the union of numerous illegal point organizations. 





  While they are a group so atrocious that there is no one who doesn't know of them, very little has actually been revealed about them aside from their name and their extreme cruelty, and the known rumors are all over the place.





  From what I know, Skargard was an executive who held a fairly high position among them. 





  He ordered many hunters around like limbs, dragging people from here and there to make them gladiators, so it would have been impossible without great influence.





  According to what I overheard, he even had some sort of connection with the central government, so the local officials also turned a blind eye to Skargard's business.





  Of course, at the time, I didn't have the luxury to care about such factual relationships. 





  I was suffering through untimely gladiator training with blood-stained sand all over my body, so my mind was just blank.





  「Now, a mysterious challenger who appeared out of nowhere-! A black-haired Samaritan draped in white fur!」





 「Kill beautifully, and die horribly-!」





 「He has a pretty good build, doesn't he? He could easily make it to Act 5. I'm betting one vote that he dies in Act 7-.」





  The irregular noises heard from here and there seem to awaken old senses I had long forgotten. I also feel an extremely bothersome sensation, as if a collar or shackles are hanging on my free body.





  In the end, after all that, is it a return to the arena?





  But unlike that time when I stood before the stage filled with fear, now I felt strangely overflowing with power.





  This peculiar heat, and the surrounding environment wafting with a damp and strange scent, all feel as if they were tailored for me, so strength boils up throughout my body.





  A confidence emerged that right now, I could become anything and do anything.


  


  Cheolkeong, cheolgeureok-.





  From the door visible far ahead of me, the sound of metal clashing echoed noisily from that dark passage and entrance. It's probably the iron gate opening.





  「Kaesit, kisaet-. Kereung, uuuuu-.」





  And so, what appeared was a green lesser demon that looked fucking hideous. 





  Wearing a helmet and ornaments made of bone, seeing it swing a spiked club here and there, it feels like it's a ball of malice wanting to smash something right this instant.





  「Now, the curtain has risen on Act 1-! The first is, as always, the green novice hunter, Growls-. Despite it being Act 1, it's where the most people fall dead-.」





  Turning my attention away from the commentators' voices echoing strangely in this underground plaza, I made eye contact with the green monster slowly approaching me.





  「Gaereungeu, uung....」


  


  "If you don't want to die, get lost, you retard."





  「Gereuu....」





  "Behave yourself."





  「Uung....」





  Did it understand my words? The Goblin, with bone decorations hanging all over its body, turned around just like that and went back into the darkness it came from, back to the iron cage.





  Cheolkeong, jeolgeureok.





  「W-What on earth happened? Growls, who is ferocious enough to pounce even on a lion, has forfeited the match-!」





  「What? What did he do?」





  「A Goblin raised on hashish is going back without doing anything like that? A guy who pounces even on Trolls twice his size...!」





  I can feel the surroundings being shocked. They probably can't believe what happened before their eyes.





  But this was fucking natural.





  No matter how ferocious a dog is, it cannot overcome a dog catcher. This is something I felt deep in my bones while watching my father, who ran a health food shop, boil many dogs.





  They hide their fangs, tuck their tails, and even piss themselves. 





  Since I am a natural-born Goblin slayer who has killed a shitload of Goblins since Iron Tier, it was only natural in a way that Goblins would be afraid of me.





  Something like a fear hormone emitted by the Goblins as they died, something reminiscent of death, must have soaked deep into my body and won't come out.





  「Useless Goblin brat. Quickly, open the cage for Act 2-. Send out the wolves.」





  「U-Um, about that, the cage door is already open, but they have no intention of going out.」





  「What? Dammit, every single one of them is useless. Then open the next cage-! Anything is fine, just get that eyesore out of my sight!」





  The sound of Skargard talking with those around him reached my ears clearly. And from beyond that darkness, the sound of many things cowering in fear can also be heard.





  The pungent smell of ammonia.





  Breathing becoming rough.





  The sound of sharp claws scratching against the iron bars.





  That could truly be called the pheromone of terror and dread. 





  Those groans emanating from the cages hidden here and there in this basement soon affect even those who were watching this scene from high above.





  「I-I think I need to get out of here.」





  「Me too, I just remembered something urgent. My, my daughter is about to give birth to my wife!」





  「Let's go, quickly, go quickly. Don't push!」





  Soon, many spectators began to leave, one after another. Intense confusion is caused, and the screams made by people pushing and falling here and there become vivid in my ears.


  


  「These stupid and lacking things....」





  "They seem smarter than you, Skargard. Come down here and talk to me. And vacate this place by today."





  「Vacate? By what right do you say such things to me? This arena is mine. It's my kingdom that I painstakingly built under the ashes!」





  I don't know what he is, but he was a guy without fear.





  But on the other hand, I understand.





  Was it said that a Lich is a state where Pluto priests or mages who have reached the end of the hellish demonic path transcend death for immortality? 





  Metaphorically, it's similar to a living Sokushinbutsu, but I heard that when treated as a monster, it's at a level where at least several adventurers wearing silver necklaces must form a subjugation party.





  It's because they build their own labyrinths, handle various traps and underlings, and use powerful magic that transcends humans, making them difficult to deal with.





  But I knew Skargard well.





  The guy I knew was neither a mage nor a priest of Pluto. 





  He was just a wicked overseer. 





  So, I think there's probably some reason why that guy came to have such a cool appearance. I pondered deeply about what that reason might be. 





  Why did Skargard end up with such a dark-evolved look?





  Could he have purchased some cash items?





  It was a fairly plausible hypothesis I came up with. In fact, the things Skargard was wearing over his skeletal body looked like valuable treasures at a glance.





  Among them, the glint of the black pearl ring he was wearing on his withered hand gets on my nerves.





  "Before you go, leave everything you have and go."





  「Acting all high and mighty, fine. Since you're rushing your end like that, I'll have to remind you once again what a waste of resources you are.」





  Seueueuk-.





  Skargard waved his hand toward the air. Then, along with a clattering sound, I felt something approaching me from deep within.





  「It's the only useful part among the things I have. Since you must have wanted to meet, I'll let you meet.」





  Deureuk, deureureuk-.





  Just how noisily did the sound of heavy iron dragging on the sandy floor spread? I could soon see black hair emerging from the darkness.





  He wore a plain wooden Mask on his face, and his gaunt body was wrapped tightly in bandages with strange characters written on them, making him look like a mummy.





  In fact, he would be no different from a mummy.





  "Castor-."





  Because he was a person who had already been stabbed by me and died. 





  Although he had changed into a pitiful state beyond recognition, I could recognize something that could be called the emotion of a friend I had known before in him.





  「Geueueu....」





  Being worked to the bone until the moment of death, and even after death, he is working like a slave. Seeing the Chains and shackles bound to his limbs, it is a truly regrettable sight.





  If the fire hadn't broken out that day, I too might have ended up like this in this very spot.





  「Geuu....」





  My thoughts were truly a mess as I looked at Castor, who was staggering in front of me. So, in the end, I had no choice but to ask.





  "Did you make him like this?"





  「Yes, I had quite a hard time bringing him back to life. The damage to the corpse was also the greatest. But he's the most useful one, isn't he? I put in some effort.」





  "I didn't know you had a talent for necromancy."





  「I didn't know either. Who would have thought we'd reunite like this? Who would have known that the flames you ignited that day would burn everything of mine?」





  "I thought you wouldn't be able to escape after being engulfed in flames, so how on earth are you alive?"





  At my question, a sound of laughter, "keu-heu-heu," came out.





  The red light in his skull's eyes flickered thinly and then flared up greatly.





  「That must be because I'm a very useful guy. It wasn't my time to die yet. That's why, even while my whole body was burning, I could discover a labyrinth like this and get my hands on treasure.」





  "Treasure, are you talking about that ring?"





  「You have a good eye. Yes, this is the ring of a high priest. It allows me to raise the dead and use them as slaves forever. They don't betray me. They don't even think about setting fires.」





  「Geureuu....」





  「It's a pity they can't do anything but growl like that. But wouldn't that be enough? They're slaves who don't eat and don't receive wages.」





  I felt like I knew what the situation was. 





  At that time when everyone was busy fleeing in a frenzy, that guy discovered this labyrinth and got his hands on the treasure.





  Since he's been expanding his power bit by bit underground like this, it wasn't strange at all that I suffered from never-ending nightmares.





  Of course, he is not the urgent one right now.





  The reason I wandered the forest.





  The reason I was able to survive that day, clearing that debt would come first.





  "Castor, I'll let you rest now."





  I looked at the man staggering before my eyes. The red light flickering behind the Mask is truly pitiful.





  「Hurry, fight! Fight, Castor! You have to pay for the price of bringing you back to life to see the light!」





  「....」





  This guy is a friend I knew, but at the same time, he is also a different person from the friend I knew. 





  Because necromancy is not about bringing the dead back to life, but merely a deception that revives a broken body to make it similar to what it was in life. 





  My friend's soul is not in this body right now.





  It's probably in a place called the afterlife that would be somewhere at the end of this labyrinth. 





  Was it said that an undead is just a doll without the essence of a spirit, with only the soul remaining in the body and reproducing the actions of its life? In fact, I don't feel his strength in this form.





  Thinking that way, the flustered heart is slowly forgotten, and before I know it, something like a cold composure encroaches on my head.





  I raised my finger and then stabbed the image of the long-ago past with all my might. The feeling of piercing the chest and smashing the heart is exceptionally vivid.





  Seureureuk-.





  The gaunt man crumbled in my arms like that.





  But without even an intention to resist his own death, I can even feel a natural comfort, as if a tired person is lying on a bed.





  「Hassan-nim.」





  At that very moment, a hoarse voice was heard from under the wooden Mask. It's like the sound of wind without power or spirit, so different from what I remember.





  「...Here, matches.... With this, light the barrel.... Follow the escape route..., escape....」





  However, what he is saying is something that remains in my memory from before. As if playing back an old record, he is repeating what happened at the time his breath stopped.





  Is this a memory engraved in the body?





  「And go north, cross the sea, go to the Black Wilderness and tell my younger sister.... My sister's name is... Juno....」
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  With that, he spoke no more. Even then, his breath had stopped with this as the end. 





  I couldn't hear his last words, and I buried them in my memory for the reason that I was overwhelmed by various aspects of life.





  It wasn't a good memory to recall. In a way, it could be seen that I was running away.





  Seueuk-.





  However, a withered hand comes up close to my face and holds out something clattering.





  「My sister is... Juno's glory, Gloria. Deliver this. Tell her... that I didn't abandon her.」





  It was a necklace with a strange feeling. A necklace made by threading bones and small pebbles. But while it was a necklace, it was also an extension of what happened that day. 





  The story I didn't hear that day, the thing I wasn't delivered that day, it could be seen that I only came to know it now, two years later.





  「My friend, Hassan-nim.... Go to the Black Wilderness.... This prison is too narrow for us Samaritans.... The Communist Manifesto.... It was fun.... Be sure to light the fire....」





  "Yeah, I'll be sure to light it."





  Sareureu-.





  Whether he couldn't withstand the limits of his body, he turned into powder and scattered in all directions. That appearance looks just like dandelion seeds, so my eyes feel itchy.





  "Elfriede, let me ask you one favor. When everything is over, set fire to this place, the arena."





  Even while saying that, my eyes chased Skargard's back as he began to flee.
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  The reason Pluto's Labyrinth is called a dungeon is...





  Because it is Hell itself, filled with all sorts of complex and bizarre structural mechanisms, including traps. 





  As if determined not to let anyone in easily, and just as determined not to let anyone out, strange things are bound to pop out from every direction.





  I walked deeper into the depths of the labyrinth, chasing after Skalgard who had fled.





  ━Grrrr....





  The crowds of skeletal undead lurking everywhere seemed as if they would block my path, but soon they stepped aside, their red ocular light dimming slightly toward me.





  ━You useless pieces of shit! Why, why aren't you stopping him!





  Because of that, the distance between me, walking slowly, and Skalgard was narrowing steadily enough to be called diligent.





  "That's because I have the right to be here, Skalgard."





  ━Dammit-! Why aren't the traps working!





  It seemed Skalgard knew enough about this place to boast about being the master of this labyrinth.





  But contrary to his expectations, the undead guards didn't stop me, and not even a single common trap was triggered.





  I just had to follow behind him as if I were walking through my own front yard.





  "You're going to get caught at this rate."





  ━Shut up, you useless thing!





  Eventually, I was able to step on the hem of the long robe he was wearing. Thanks to that, he lost his balance and tumbled to the floor, dropping all sorts of gold coins and jewels.





  ━Don't come any closer, fuck! You inferior Samaritan bastard, you useless shit! Nobody is helping me! It's full of nothing but incompetent, moronic idiots! 


  


  He was busy floundering while looking up at me. It was almost laughable to see him crawling on the floor in such a pathetic state, with no trace left of the composed figure he had maintained until just a moment ago.





  I saw my past self in him.





  I, too, had lived while being beaten by this guy in such a wretched state. Seeing that relationship reversed felt quite surreal and filled me with deep emotion.





  ━Spare me! I, I have a kid to feed! I have an old mother too!





  "Don't lie."





  ━Of course it's a lie. If I say it like this, you won't be able to hit me, right?





  "...."





  ━Are you still unable to throw a single punch because you're worried the person you're hitting might get hurt? Do you still hate holding a sword because you're afraid of killing your opponent?





  "...."





  ━I have to kill others to live. That's the kind of place this is, you useless thing. Only when you can kill something do you finally become a proper gladiator.





  No, thinking he was afraid of me was my mistake. This guy hasn't changed a bit from two years ago, no matter how his appearance has altered.





  ━Go on, do whatever you want. If you can actually kill me, that is.





  "I really hope you go to Hell, Skalgard. Please, get shoved into Tartarus."





  ━Is there even a need for that? My life has always been Hell.





  I pulled out the club I was carrying on my back and swung it down toward his head with all my might. Then, with a padeudeuk- his body shattered and disintegrated, the fragments flying noisily.





  ━What... you... could do it... if you wanted...





  Kwang-.





  As I crushed the skull of the babbling bastard with my foot, a complete silence finally enveloped my surroundings. 





  Skalgard was a purely evil, crazy piece of shit among the people I knew.





  Hoping that if a real Hell existed, he would be shoved in there to suffer for eternity, I casually kicked the fragments of his body scattered on the floor.





  Then, I soon saw parts like accessories and the robe that had been attached to his body. Since I killed a monster, I suppose it's time to farm the loot.





  The first thing I checked was the ring he was wearing. Up close, it was a crude object with something like a thick black pearl hanging from the metal.





  However, its brilliant glow made it look quite precious.





  Did he call it the High Priest's Ring?





  That you can control the undead if you have this?





  Just in case, I tried fitting it onto my fingers here and there. But the only place the thickness matched was my left middle finger, and just as I barely pushed it in-.





  Diring-.





  『You have acquired the Legendary Relic 「The First Necromancer, High Priest Pelagius's Ring」.』





  『Achievement Points + 200』





  『Current Achievement Points + 250』





  I couldn't help but be fucking shocked by the text appearing before my eyes.





  A Legendary grade relic?





  Isn't this the kind of rare item that dilettantes would pour out a whole pouch of gold coins for just to decorate their house with?





  『Pelagius, who won a bet against Pluto, the King of the Underworld, was able to live an eternal life as the price of the bet. However, unlike his immortal soul, his physical body gradually rotted away until it turned into a withered skeleton.





  The ring he wore is imbued with strong malice, and it is said that if someone with an aptitude possesses it, they can wield the mysterious power to command vengeful spirits.』





  『+ 1 Stamina』





  『+ Necromancy Rank lv. 1』





  『Purification is required to check additional stats.』





  Even in my heart, which was restless because of Skalgard and my old friend, a list of contents appeared that caused quite a stir. 
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  Stamina increases?





  This was an incredible thing. I know very well how much effort adventurers put in just to raise their Karma stats by one.





  A ring that increases the level of Necromancy rank. I guess I can think of it as something like a skill ring often seen in RPG games. Does it increase overall proficiency?





  Also, the part saying purification is required to check additional stats was a term I was seeing for the first time. I don't know what it is, but it must be something amazing.





  I tried speaking to Skalgard's corpse in front of me.





  "Arise-."





  But there was no movement. Only my lower abdomen felt strangely tingly and painful, making me frown.





  It seemed the fact that my Necromancy had been sealed by Jupiter was still in effect. 





  What the hell, dammit. A bit of disappointment washed over me.





  So, while I was rummaging through the bone fragments to see if there was anything else useful, I felt someone approaching behind me.





  "Is that you, Hippolyte-nim?"





  "Oh, it seems you've reached the point where you can sense my presence now?"





  "Roughly, something like that."





  "I rushed over here just in case something happened."





  "Did you think I would lose to this guy?"





  I rattled the pile of bones with my hand. At that, I felt Hippolyte, standing behind me, slowly look around.





  "No, because this is Pluto's Labyrinth. I thought perhaps something related to you or the labyrinth might be happening."





  "Ah-."





  "So I'm asking, do you feel anything? Since this is your father's domain, it should be a space where you can gain power."





  Come to think of it, I did feel a strange surge of strength. 





  My confidence seemed to be overflowing a bit too. Just as Neptune's prince Tritan used the sea and waves freely, and just as Mars's daughters, the Amazons, comfortably enjoyed the battlefield. 





  The deduction that I, Hassan, the Son of Pluto, could also handle some authoritative matters in this labyrinth was a quite plausible story.





  "Can you perhaps change the location of the labyrinth, or its structure? Or find hidden entrances?"





  At Hippolyte's question, I looked around slightly. I flailed my arms here and there, trying to make something happen, but I didn't feel like anything was occurring or changing.





  "Well, I'm not really sure."





  "Your father must be at the end of this labyrinth. Hassan, try talking to him. Your father is the administrator here."





  "Ah-."





  Thinking about it, I remembered that Pluto had fled from his throne and someone else was in charge of the Underworld. 





  I heard that Erebus and Nyx are the ones ruling the Underworld now. That was a secret known only to those at the executive level among the cultists.





  Because of that, Hippolyte, who didn't know that fact, seemed to believe without a doubt that I could do something here.





  "Hassan, if there's any nectar left over, ask for two bottles. There must be plenty."





  "That, I think it might be difficult right now."





  "Is that so...."





  Hippolyte smacked her lips as if she were very disappointed.





  It was the same for me.


  





  *     *     *








  Rumors that the Desros arena had burned down spread widely throughout the city of Delphi. 





  However, no one was harmed, and people seemed rather relieved that the door to the labyrinth, which had been treated as undiscovered, was now closed.





  ━My god, aren't the Desros those horrible bastards? To think something like that was near Delphi.





  ━I was wondering why people kept getting kidnapped and going missing.... Could it be that the adventurer party that disappeared last year was also kidnapped by them?





  ━Who knows. They're fearless bastards to do that in Delphi, where the God of Light resides.





  People were horrified that such evil acts were taking place around Delphi, which could be said to be the closest to the gods except for the Hypos region.





  But Hippolyte, hearing their reactions, gave a small snort instead.





  "The base of the lamp is always the darkest. Since it's a city of light, the shadows stretching beneath it lead to even deeper and darker places."





  Apparently so.





  Anyway, it was a good thing for me that the name of Hassan, who smashed the Desros arena, and the successor of Pluto, who personally closed the labyrinth door, spread far and wide.





  ━I was worried because monsters kept coming through the labyrinth door, but I'm glad it's closed. I can feel a bit more at ease.





  It meant that the public's favor toward me had increased a bit. 





  It also served as an appeal that I would take a different path from the Pluto cultists who had been running rampant in the world, so it was a story with nothing bad about it.





  "The money scraped together from the arena is 155 gold, 30 silver, and 22 copper-ssi...! With this much money, we won't have to worry about starving for the rest of our lives-ssi...!"





  Also, looting the money from Skalgard's safe and warehouse turned out to be a lucrative profit. 





  With that much money, I could buy a house with a large garden in the South Gate street of Sodomora, where the middle class lives, and even in the high-priced East Gate street, I could afford a decent ordinary house.





  But I didn't care about such things right now.





  "Hassan, are you really going to meet her alone...? What if you get hurt...?"





  Because the most important thing for me right now was fulfilling a request I had forgotten and ignored for a long time.





  The reason my life continued and I came to live a second life in those flames must have been because of this request.





  Right now, I shouldn't think about this and that, and it would be right to prioritize the work I must do first.





  "If it's that lady, she's over at the sewage treatment plant. But the smell will be terrible. Will you be okay? It's not a place for a noble person like you to enter...."





  "It's fine."





  I headed toward the Delphi sewage treatment facility where Gloria was doing forced labor. 





  After handing a 1-silver coin to the guard who was trying to dissuade me, I opened the wide door and entered, immediately seeing a woman scrubbing here and there in a place full of all sorts of filth.





  ━Gyuiing.





  "No, I told you I already did that part."





  ━Ing-ing-ya-ing.





  "If you do it like that, you won't finish even after an eternity-."





  For a moment, I felt a sudden surge of fear at that sight. Even though I came with various resolutions, my mouth felt like it was parching up.





  Of course, unlike before when I feared her violence, now I'm just afraid of telling the truth.





  What should I say.





  Will she even understand what I'm saying? I had many worries, but I think I've already postponed many things for various reasons for two years.





  Now is the time for me to say what I must say.





  So I spoke toward the girl who was busy cleaning here and there.





  "Gloria."





  Meomchit-.





  At that, the hands that had been working hard for a while came to a sudden halt. She straightened her bent back and turned her head toward the entrance.





  In her face, stained with black soot and dirtied by sweat and various blemishes, her blackly shining eyes were like a dagger piercing my chest.





  Only then could I discover the image of the friend I knew in that face. He, too, was a guy whose black eyes sparkled like that amidst all sorts of dirty dust.





  "Gloria-."





  "Ah, Oppa, you're here? What is it. Did you miss me already?"





  "I received a request from your brother."





  "But, I'm still far from finishing work. It'll probably take another week to clean all this up. To make me do this just because I broke a few buildings and ate some food without paying."





  Jalgeurang-.





  I laid out the necklace I was holding in my hand. 





  The necklace hung limply from my hand. Fangs of some unknown beast and small pebble-like things tied to the string made a rattling sound.





  "Your brother, Castor, told me to tell you. He said he didn't abandon you, and he didn't leave you. I should have come two years ago. I'm late."





  Gloria's mouth, which had been chattering until just now, closed. We remained silent for a while. 





  ....





  I thought I was used to taciturn atmospheres, but experiencing this kind of silence feels very awkward.





  "My brother is the strongest in the world."





  "He was."





  "Even I can't beat him. He doesn't lose to anyone. So I thought he would definitely be somewhere on this continent, that I would be able to meet him."





  "...."





  "You killed my brother, didn't you? Holding this necklace means that's what happened."





  It seemed Gloria's judgment had returned to normal. Because of that, I was able to voice what I hadn't told anyone.





  "Yes. But, it wasn't a fair fight from the start. The person who should have died was me, but Castor didn't kill me."





  "That's not important. In the end, dying means that's all he was. This world is either kill or be killed."





  Gloria was speaking the same logic as Skalgard. In this savage world, if you don't want to die, you must kill someone. In a way, it was a natural rule.





  In fact, I stabbed Castor's body.





  But Castor did not.





  In the end, I followed the rules of this world, and in the end, he did not. 





  I always thought of him as a savage, but in fact, the most savage one was me. That's why I became Samaritan Hassan from 그날.





  I have nothing more to say.





  I don't know what to say, and I don't know what I'll hear. So as I just kept my mouth shut, Gloria spoke.





  "My heart hurts."





  "...."





  "It's the first time it's hurt this much. What on earth is this? It feels like strength is draining from my body. Could it be that I've caught something called a disease...?"





  "That's not a disease, Gloria. That's a perfectly natural emotion and-."





  "I see, so this is what love is-."





  "...What?"





  "For my heart to hurt this much, it could only be that."





  I had to admit that something was going very wrong. 





  Hadn't Hippolyte previously referred to Gloria as a person like a typhoon?





  I only realize now that a typhoon is called a typhoon because it cannot be understood.





  "If you're not my brother-."





  Gloria smiled.





  "Then we can legally get married."





  Her sharply revealed fangs make my eyes sting.
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  "Hwieek!"





  I bounced my body like a flopping mackerel.





  My whole body trembled, and even my wide-open eyelids twitched with spasms, I was so startled. Someone spoke to me then.





  "Hassan, what's wrong?"





  It was Luna, gnawing on an ear of corn.





  "Did you have a nightmare again?"





  "Ah-."





  Only then could I grasp the situation properly. 





  The nightmare that had been tormenting me was gone, and only my companions, huddled together in the cramped cargo compartment, were visible.





  Shit, it was a dream.





  I had screamed as I was attacked and torn apart by a fucking giant lion. Thinking it was just a dream, my pounding heart calmed down, and a sigh of relief escaped me naturally. 





  As I roughly wiped the cold sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand, Luna, sitting opposite me, asked with concern.





  "Hassan, you've been suffering from nightmares often lately."





  "Is that so-."





  I replied casually. At that, Hippolyte, who had been dozing beside me, slightly opened her eyes.





  "You've been curled up in the wagon's cargo compartment for over a week now, so your body has become vulnerable, and that's why you're having nightmares."





  At Hippolyte's words, I recalled that I was on my way back from Delphi to Sodomora.





  It had been over ten days since we escaped Deathros's underground arena.





  Thinking there was nothing else to see in Delphi, the city of the Sun God, we narrowed our options to heading towards Sodomora.





  That's why, for several days now, I'd been cramming myself into the cramped passenger compartment of the wagon, repeatedly dozing off and waking up, so it wouldn't be strange to have nightmares.





  However, I knew that my nightmares weren't solely for that reason. It was the day I delivered the necklace to Castor's younger sister, Gloria, according to his last will.





  I had barely managed to escape from Gloria, who was trying to kidnap me, after a truly arduous struggle. 





  ━Let's destroy everything together and go live in the black wilderness-.





  Recalling that incident, my spine still chills, making me feel dizzy.





  The after-effects were quite severe, to the point where she still appeared in my nightmares even now, after leaving Delphi where Gloria was staying.





  Even though I had killed her older brother, she had proposed to me. Gloria's worldview, the Samaritans' worldview, indeed had many strange aspects.





  Is she a lioness? I heard that lionesses actually go into heat when another male kills their cubs and family.





  I don't know.





  Seueuk-.





  I turned my eyes, carefully checking if there were any Samaritans chasing us from the direction of Delphi. 





  Fortunately, in the direction we had come from, there was only a quiet, sprawling field and autumn flowers swaying gently in the breeze.





  As if sensing my thoughts, Hippolyte said a word.





  "Hassan, you don't have to worry so much; Gloria won't be able to leave Delphi for a while."





  "Is that so?"





  "She has to clean Delphi's sewage treatment plant, they say. No matter how much of a high-flyer that brat is, it'll take her over a year to handle that job alone."





  "Then, after a year, she could come looking for us in Sodomora, couldn't she...?"





  "Yes. Still, it's fortunate that we have a year. We can devise a countermeasure before then."





  A countermeasure, huh.





  I had experienced that girl of steel, Gloria, in many ways, physically. 





  She was truly like a natural disaster, so even if we prepared countermeasures, she would clearly tear them to shreds with her bare hands.





  In that case, there was only one method left.





  To quickly become a married man so that Gloria, the holy warrior of the family, couldn't harm me. 





  As that thought came to me, I suddenly realized anew that a cute girl was sitting in front of me.





  "I wonder if Doris is feeding Kkeong-kkeong-i well. She didn't seem like a bad kid, but I also wonder if I entrusted too many things to someone I'd only just met."





  Luna seemed worried about her workshop, which had been empty for about a month. It must be because she entrusted the management of her empty workshop and Cabin to Doris, the Nymph of Honey Water, that she felt uneasy.





  "I also told Antiope to drop by occasionally, so it should be fine, I guess."





  But soon, as if to shake off her anxiety, she consoled herself and continued gnawing on the corn.





  I pictured a happy married life with such a Luna in my head. Pink-haired children, resembling Luna, bustling around to welcome me home from work.





  ━Daddy, look at this! It's a wolf Spider!





  ━It's Kang-kang-i!





  It was such a pleasant sight that my mood brightened, completely erasing the nightmares I had been trembling from just moments before.





  But next to them, small brown-haired girls continued to pounce on the pink-haired children. No, whose daughters were these? 





  It turned out they were Amazoness and Samaritan hybrids, resembling Hippolyte and me in equal measure. It seemed that receiving that strange proposal from Hippolyte had altered the image of my future family.





  "Aah-! Over there, that's what I see...!"





  Just then, I heard someone shouting from the coachman's seat in front, pulling me out of my thoughts.





  "I see Sodomora's city walls...! We've finally arrived...!"








  * * *








  Returning to the Cabin after a long time, it was surprisingly no different from usual. 





  On the contrary, the rampant vines in the yard were tidied up, and pretty flowers were blooming, clearly showing that it was being meticulously cared for.





  Dalgeurang-.





  The sound of the scenery spreading as I passed through the small entrance gate installed at the yard's entrance.





  At that, a small shout was heard from inside, accompanied by a *udangtang-* sound.





  "This is private property-! You'd better leave quickly before you get stung by a sharp needle-!"





  "Doris, it's me! Your friend Luna!"





  "Aah-! That voice belongs to the homeowner-!"





  Beolkkeok-.





  Behind it, the Door opened, revealing a Nymph with honey-colored bobbed hair and pointed ears. She spoke to Luna.





  "You didn't come back for so long, I thought this house would just become mine! It's a shame it didn't become mine, but still, welcome back!"





  "It looks like you've been taking good care of it!"





  "That's right! I took good care of Kkeong-kkeong-i too, keeping him healthy! Here, the one on the back of my hand is Kkeong-kkeong-i!"





  ━Hioong.





  "Wow, Kkeong-kkeong-i lost a lot of weight! You're so slender now!"





  "He got dumped by his boyfriend for being too fat and heartbroken! So he came back slender without eating-!"





  ━Kkeureureung-.





  "He gets angry like this when you bring up his boyfriend, so you have to be careful. But did the Nymph of the Ditch Water not come with you?"





  "He said he was busy and went somewhere else."





  "Antiope also leaves Doris alone every day, using busyness as an excuse!"





  Seeing Luna and Doris, the Nymph of Honey Water, already chattering loudly, it truly felt like returning home. 





  I also felt so weary that I just wanted to lie down for a day or two and do absolutely nothing.





  However, I had something I had to do. So, I casually unpacked my luggage in the Cabin and walked with familiar steps towards West Gate Street, in the center of Sodomora's downtown.





  The place I headed to was the home of the person with the greatest influence in Sodomora.





  Seureung, cheolkeong-.





  As I approached the mansion entrance, guards holding halberds pointed their sharp tips at me and spoke.





  "This is Count Sardici's private property."





  "If you have no business here, scram. Barbarian."





  Seueuk-.





  At that, I took out the handkerchief I had tucked into my pocket and showed it to them. A splendid, high-quality item embroidered with a golden deer. The guards, after examining it, then asked.





  "This is a token given only to esteemed guests. Where did you get this?" 





  Count Sardici's mansion.





  The security was indeed strict. It didn't seem this intense normally, so it was unclear if an order had been given to tighten security during the past month I was away in Delphi. 





  They must be fucking exhausted.





  "Go ask your young lady. If you tell her Hassan of Samaria has arrived, she'll probably open it."





  "Ah, Hassan of Samaria. There was an order that you, and only you, may pass without further inspection. Enter-."





  Surprisingly, they opened it quickly once I stated my name. If I had known this, I would have revealed my identity from the start instead of bothering with all the back and forth.





  Thus, I followed the guards through the opened gate and entered the mansion's garden. Autumn flowers bloomed brilliantly across the vast garden, making it quite beautiful.





  To maintain such a garden in the central, West Gate area, where land prices are high, just how much money must one possess? 





  Of course, that means they're rich enough, and thus, they could probably sponsor me with a bit of pocket change.





  The young lady here owes me, so she will help me build a Temple. With that thought, I entered the mansion from within the garden. 





  Greeting me were maids in black dresses, their faces heavily veiled in black.





  "Welcome, Hassan-nim. We were waiting for you."





  "Is that so? You were waiting?"





  "The young lady had already given us a heads-up that Hassan-nim would be arriving. Now, this way-."





  I followed the maid working in the mansion, stepping onto the red carpet inside the spacious building, heading towards the reception room.





  "This is the reception room where the young lady's guests stay. If you wait here, the young lady will arrive shortly."





  With that, the maid left. A reception room where the young lady's guests stay, huh. Could it be considered Anya Sardici's private guest reception room?





  Indeed, it seems that a daughter of a high noble would have a private room for receiving her guests. I suddenly wondered how many rooms this mansion had.





  Fucking many, I bet.





  What on earth would it feel like to live in a house like this?





  Cleaning it would probably be quite difficult, but if you hired servants, they would take care of the cleaning, I suppose. 





  A private chef would cook meals every day, and if I needed to go a little further, a private coachman would surely drive me.





  Just thinking about it, it was a truly magnificent life.





  A life where dozens of Gold coins are spent monthly as a basic expense.





  The frames and ceramics decorating the reception room must also be incredibly valuable items. Precious antiques that commoners aren't even allowed to touch.





  But I am no commoner.





  I am Hassan, the fucking powerful God of Gold.





  So, I got up from my seat and was able to touch the ceramics and frames visible here and there. 





  To be able to freely touch expensive items in someone else's house, is this the authority that gods enjoy? This was a fucking amazing thing.





  Just then, I heard the door open with a *beolkkeok-* sound, and I hastily sat on the sofa. What I saw before me was a woman in an amber-colored dress. 





  Her face was veiled in black, just like the maids, and she walked with a limp, holding a staff in her hand, which was a little suspicious, but.





  I knew she was the young lady Anya Sardici, who was called Sodomora's pride.





  "Hassan, I thought it was time for you to arrive." 





  "Is that so?"





  "Before that, I must ask for your understanding regarding my appearance. A week ago, the head butler, Voltaire, passed away, and I was observing the rites for him."





  "Ah-."





  It seems someone living in this mansion had passed away. Thinking that, I understood the black veils the maids wore over their faces.





  Jeoltteuk-.





  Anya, holding her staff, walked unsteadily and sat opposite me on the sofa. I asked her a question.





  "How is your leg?"
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  "Thanks to you, it's getting better. Now, I can even run for a few seconds. The healers say I'll probably make a full recovery within a year."





  "Is that so."





  "So, your visit to me like this, it's probably for this, isn't it?"





  Seueuk-.





  Anya, the Count's daughter, held out a small scroll-like object she was holding in her hand to me. 





  A long story was written there, and at the end, the Count's family seal was stamped, which made my eyes widen.





  "This is...."





  "It's a letter of consent for the Temple's construction. You probably came to see me for this."





  Oh my god, she already knew the purpose of my visit before I even started speaking. I was so incredibly surprised and scared that my eyelids seemed to flutter.





  Then Anya added another word.





  "I heard the stories from Delphi. They say you were incredibly active."





  "You heard about that? The news travels faster than I thought."





  "Even at this hour, carrier pigeons are bound to be flying. Soon, stories about you will spread throughout this city too."





  Carrier pigeons, huh.





  I thought of the pigeons flying in the sky. Pigeons busily going here and there with small scrolls tied to their legs. They were, in their own way, this world's latest means of information.





  "I hear you've decided to construct your own Temple. That means you'll need letters of consent from noble families, I presume."





  "Ah, so that's why you anticipated I would come here?"





  "That's right, Hassan. You are truly a terrifying person. You had planned all of this, didn't you, for it to turn out this way?"





  "Huh?"





  "Even appearing as a barbarian whom everyone despises, participating in the Cult war as Pluto's rightful heir, and even planning to build your own Temple...."





  "W-What on earth are you talking about? What are you trying to say?"





  "You might be able to deceive others, but you cannot deceive the eyes of Anya Sardici. Hassan, there's no need to feign such foolishness in front of me."





  Feigning foolishness, she says.





  I was just living an ordinary life, but it felt like I'd been needlessly punched, and my head and heart ached.





  However, the moment the young lady placed the next item on the table, such thoughts completely vanished.





  Jalgeurang-.





  It was a rather heavy bundle.





  Jalgeurang. Jallang.





  As I, who was awakening as the great God of Gold and Gold Coins, dared to listen to that sound and estimate, it seemed to be about 500 Gold coins.





  "Is it perhaps 500 Gold?"





  "That's right. 500 Gold. It's my reward to you for healing my leg, and the compensation you were expecting from me. It's also all of my investment capital. You, you knew I would do this, didn't you?"





  To think he even accurately discerned the amount of Gold coins I would take out-Anya even gasped as if truly surprised.





  Diyong-. Thoughts overflowed in my head as if springs were popping.





  I said.





  "Actually, you hit the nail on the head. It was something I was keeping secret from everyone. Indeed, to have figured out all my plans, you are an incredibly wise young lady-nim."





  "As expected...."





  The young lady seemed very much at peace, having correctly guessed my thoughts. 





  I didn't know what expression that face, hidden by the black veil, was making, but seeing the bundle of 500 Gold coins, none of that mattered anymore.
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Jalgeurang, jallang-.





The jingling sound from Luna's palm was loud. Listening intently to the sound, I said without hesitation,





"Five coins. Two Silver, two Copper. And one Gold."





At that, Luna's hand opened like a shell, revealing the coins inside.





"Wow! It's real! I just grabbed whatever, but it's really 1 Gold, 2 Silver, 2 Copper!"





Luna seemed utterly surprised that I had accurately guessed the number of coins in her hand.





Even though we had repeated this several times, Luna still didn't seem to adapt to me guessing the coins.





"How do you guess it, anyway?"





But I couldn't really explain how I guessed it either. Should I say I could feel the presence of the jingling coins, their unique sound?





Just as a dime feels different from a quarter, the coins of this kingdom are similar, but I just perceive them more intensely and sensitively.





"It's just a hunch."





So, I had no choice but to answer vaguely. Next to me, Paranoy, who was meticulously lining up 500 Gold coins, chimed in.





"It is only natural for Hassan-nim, the Son of Pluto-nim, to possess a keen sense for Gold coins and treasures...!! Now, now he will smell money and have nothing left but to become rich...!!"





Smell money, he says.





I can distinguish the sound of coins, but I don't know if I can smell money.





Anyway, it was a fucking amazing ability.





If this ability had manifested when I was in high school, I would have reigned as the king of coin gambling in my class.





Then I could have bought more bread and drinks at the snack bar, and my height of 179cm, with more nutrition, might have surpassed the magic 180.





Thinking about it made me fucking pissed off.





Why didn't I awaken my divinity back then?





Why was my father hiding all these facts from me?





Questions piled up, so I shook off my thoughts and pulled myself out of the past. Someday, when I meet him, I'll be able to ask him why.





Why my father left this world and was running some kind of wellness center.





"Wow, I've never seen so much Gold before! Soon we'll really be able to collect a thousand Gold! We've also got two more noble consents. Then we can build a Temple!"





"In this city, too, we will build it the tallest and grandest...! Seeing its majesty, people will flock and offer even more Gold...!!"





At Luna and Paranoy's fuss, I imagined myself as the owner of a huge and magnificent building. It felt incredibly good.





"Aha! The ditch-water Nymph sister hid a Gold coin in her mouth-!"





"I, I didn't steal it-ssi...! This is Nymph hate speech...!"





"Spit it out, you bastard."











 *      *      *











The next day.





The place I sought was a certain noble's villa located at the South Gate. A man with good finances, enough to build a grand villa in the expensive South Gate area.





Baron Fleur.





I thought that man could probably help me with a large sponsorship and obtaining a letter of consent.





So, as I entered the villa's entrance, I could see a woman sweeping fallen leaves here and there with a broom beyond the iron gate.





"When autumn comes, autumn-."





A woman in lively leather adventurer attire, with blue hair tied in a ponytail, was humming a tune as she swept the fallen autumn leaves in the large garden.





For a moment, I thought she was a servant working at this mansion, but the moment I saw her luminous blue eyes blink, I recalled that the girl was Brigitte, Baron Fleur's daughter.





"Lady Brigitte, long time no see. It seems you're allowed out of your rooftop room and into the garden now?"





I spoke to Brigitte over the fence. She stopped sweeping and looked my way.





"Uh, huh?"





She opened her mouth, her eyes wide beyond words.





"W-who are you? Who are you to act like you know me!?"





"Ah-."





Only then did I remember that I had never shown Brigitte my face. I had been covering my face with a Mask, lest my safety be jeopardized by illegal Massage treatments.





"If you don't get away quickly, I'll, I'll call my father! Or I'll call Sister Sydney!"





At the mention of Sister Sydney, I recalled the special forces-like maid Baron Fleur employed. She was a powerful woman who could smash a Door with her bare hands.





If such a woman appeared to chase me away, it could escalate into a big problem.





Therefore, I had no choice but to hastily explain to this Lady Brigitte who I was and why I had come here.





"Well, I'm the person who touched your chest. And you wore this strange Mask, and from the top of the tower, you even told me you wanted to be an adventurer."





That was a concise explanation containing all the information I could offer. But thinking about it now, it was nothing short of a rambling drunken babble, and I realized I had screwed up.





"Chest-?"





However, Brigitte furrowed her brow as if something clicked, then let out a short exclamation of "Ah-." as if she had suddenly remembered.





Hwaaak-.





Soon, a red blush spread across the young noble lady's face, as if it were about to burst. Though she was a noble lady like Enya, their reactions were so different.





"C-come in. So that's what your bare face looks like."





What does "So that's what your bare face looks like" mean?





Is it a compliment or an insult?





Feeling the two scales balancing perfectly, I was able to enter this dark and dimly lit villa.





"Shall I call my father for you?"





"That would be great."





I sat in the reception room. However, the flustered girl, Brigitte, kept glancing at me, so I honestly couldn't focus at all.





"Do you have something to say?"





"I, I know you. You're Hassan of Samaria, aren't you? The Mars Guild adventurer. The adventurer who's said to have caught a lion and a Hydra."





"You know me?"





"I know all the famous adventurers active in Sodomora! I subscribe to the monthly Adventurer Magazine!"





Monthly Adventurer Magazine, what's that?





Then I recalled hearing about the existence of a list that recorded adventurers' achievements, statuses, and various details.





Was there an adventurer-exclusive newspaper that reported on adventurers' news and quest details, much like a sports newspaper covers athletes?





"Adventurer Magazine is amazing! It's full of stories, from rookie Iron Tier adventurers to Silver Tier adventurers who are newly rising as veterans!"





"Is that so?"





I remembered that this Lady Brigitte was a girl who yearned for adventure.





Because she had grown up under an overprotective father and was confined to the house, she inevitably came to admire wandering adventurers, so I was told.





Seeing her walking around the garden, it seemed she wasn't living a restricted life like before, but she hadn't given up on her dream of being an adventurer.





"Hassan, your entry says you once defeated a lion with your bare hands. Is that true?"





"Well-."





Is something like that written in the magazine entry?





Given that the rumor Malko spread was written as fact, the contents of that magazine or whatever it was probably couldn't be trusted much.





However, now it was neither bragging nor a lie, but the truth. Hadn't I subdued Regulus in Delphi?





"Here, this leather is the proof."





"Wow-, amazing. A real lion with bare hands...."





"More importantly, didn't you say you would call your father?"





"Oh, my mind. Heh, it's my first time seeing a famous adventurer up close-."





Brigitte, covering her mouth and laughing as if embarrassed, turned and disappeared somewhere to call her father, Baron Fleur.





If I hadn't reminded her, the conversation would have dragged on for minutes, even tens of minutes.





I sat in the reception room, now empty, and took a moment to collect my thoughts and catch my breath.





Baron Fleur was known to be a fervent Follower of Venus, so would he really sponsor me and sign a letter of consent? I felt a little nervous about whether I could persuade him well.





Still, I had once treated his daughter, so if I emphasized that connection, wouldn't it work out somehow?





As I was thinking such thoughts.





Dallang-. Dallang-.





A bell chimed from a distant, dark corridor.





Seuseuseu-.





At the same time, a strange chill, which could be called an eerie cold, swept in, and the surrounding temperature seemed to instantly turn frigid.





Goosebumps even rose on my back and arms, as if my body was physiologically rejecting this situation, making me naturally tense.





Ttogak, ttogak-.





Finally, a man completely hidden in black cloth and a hat appeared before me.





"It's good to see you again after a long time. Though you look very different from back then-."





He sat before me and began the conversation.





"I knew you would come to me. Son of Pluto, Zigres."





A blue gleam flashed beneath his fedora. At that moment, I could sense a powerful exertion of force.





Though I hadn't felt it when I was less than a nobody, this man named Fleur was clearly a formidable magic-user.





Come to think of it, this man was said to have served as a professor at the Ivory Tower, the University for magic-users.





I could now grasp this man's true identity.





This man was a Lich.





Not a clumsy Lich who gained immortality by luck like Skargard, but a magic-user who had reached the pinnacle of demonic arts, or a state achieved by Pluto priests who transcended death.





A living enshrined Lich.





Thinking that I had to converse with such a being alone made me quite scared.





"I heard you left for Delphi, but I didn't know you had returned from there."





"I just returned the day before yesterday."





"It seems you've decided to reveal your true identity now, then? I couldn't understand why you were putting on such a clumsy act."





"You mean you knew about my true identity?"





"With such overflowing Hell magic, how could I not know? I thought Pluto had descended upon this land. But, since he is bound by an oath and cannot leave the Underworld, it must inevitably mean he is his son."





Is that so.





I was quite shocked that this man knew about my true identity. He had pretended not to know, even though he did. Very mature, and truly aristocratic.





He said.
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"However, the Hell magic that was raging so savagely has cleanly disappeared, as if a lid has been placed on it. I sense a very intricate sealing ritual."





It seemed he had noticed that my necromancy had been sealed.





"Indeed, if you had remained in that state, your body would have burst open. *Ppeong*, like a frog inflated with air through its butt."





"Is that true?"





"Yes. Someone, I don't know who, implanted an elaborate sealing ritual in your body. Truly magnificent magic. I'd almost like to dissect your belly to confirm it."





Seureureu-.





Watching his blue gleam intensify, I felt an eerie chill.





The reason immortal Liches were feared by many was often because they transcended human morality and ethics upon leaving life.





A crazy skeleton magic-user who disregards morality. Thinking he might actually dissect my body, I wanted to leave this place.





"It seems you can't use necromancy because of the seal. Is that right?"





"That's right. Do you perhaps know a way to break my seal?"





"The only way to break the seal on you is to learn everything from scratch again. You must diligently cultivate yourself from the 1st tier."





"You mean I have to learn from the beginning?"





"Yes, Zigres. If you learn step by step, from how to sense mana to meditation techniques, you will be able to wield the entirety of Hell magic, reaching the 7th tier... no, even beyond, into the realm called myth."





The entirety of Hell magic, he says.





Does that mean I can become a magic-user?





"Zigres, you came here needing my letter of recommendation, didn't you? Then let's do this."





Seueuk.





Baron Fleur, the skeleton, subtly spread his palm. Then, a small, round, light-bulb-like luminous body appeared above his black leather glove.





"Do you know what this is?"





"Isn't it light magic?"





Even I, who was completely ignorant about magic, knew well enough about magic that made a small light shine above one's palm.





Was it said to be a basic spell used by magic-users like Elfriede to illuminate? Fleur added to his explanation.





"This is the 1st tier magic, Light Vessel. Anyone who can wield mana, and who has an aptitude for magic, can make this much light shine brightly."





Hwaaa-.





The orb of light held in the Baron's hand began to shine brighter and brighter.





Just as I was frowning because it was too dazzling, it burst with a *pak-* and left afterimages like fireflies. Thanks to it, this dark reception room became bright.





"Master this Light Vessel. Then I will write you a letter of recommendation for Temple construction. And I will also impart all the Hell magic I know."





"Is that really true?"





"Yes, I, Fleur, am a magic-user who once led a school at the Ivory Tower. In life, I wielded 5th tier magic, and after becoming this body, 7th tier magic. The opportunity to learn from me is rare."





"I swear on the River Styx," Fleur concluded. Indeed, his words were true.





As far as I knew, magic-users made every effort to enter the Ivory Tower, the University of Corinth, which was called their school.





Was it said that without being a noble, or possessing equivalent capital and influence, one couldn't even step foot in the University?





I knew well that an opportunity for someone who had served as a professor there to teach me magic, and Hell magic at that, would not come easily.





However, the condition was quite tricky. I had to be able to wield basic light magic. Was it like an entrance exam or a placement test for Fleur's tutoring class?





But how would I do that?





The tuition for learning to wield mana or magic was incredibly expensive. And finding a teacher was difficult too.





That's why commoners couldn't learn magic, and magic-users were treated with respect.





I thought about who among my acquaintances could teach me magic. It would be great if I could learn from Hippolyte, but Mars's daughters were said to be congenitally unable to wield mana.





Then, naturally, the number of people I knew who could wield mana narrowed down.





The face of Witch Nemea came to mind, but I felt incredibly eerie, so I had no choice but to choose the only remaining person.





"Huh-? You want me to teach you magic?"





Elfriede's brows furrowed into an "eight" shape, as if she had heard something utterly absurd. At that moment, I could feel that the situation was quite screwed up.





I wondered if I had come in vain, but I could only count the magic-users I knew on two fingers.





Nemea or Elfriede.





Why are all the magic-users around me such ill-tempered individuals? But then again, that's how magic-users, how Witches, are. I heard that when they wield mana, their temper becomes eccentric.





"You're having some really fucking shitty thoughts again, aren't you?"





"No, I'm not. Anyway, I just need to be able to wield that 1st tier Light Vessel magic or whatever. I don't need attack magic..."





"Then, what do I get out of teaching you mana?"





"A-advantage?"





"You seem to handle your body quite well these days, but you know nothing about mana. Then I'd have to teach you everything from breathing techniques to meditation methods, and you know how important those confidential matters are to magic-users, right?"





Was there such a thing? I had no idea. I thought you just had to vaguely feel it.





"Do you perhaps need money...?"





I subtly looked around the pub where Elfriede had set up shop.





Perhaps because it was a considerably cheap, low-cost lodging even in the Slum-filled West Gate of Sodomora, all sorts of riff-raff were chattering noisily, making my ears hurt.





The reason Elfriede, who didn't particularly like noise, had settled here was, no doubt, because she had no money. However, Elfriede shook her head.





"If money could solve that, wouldn't all the rich people be magic-users?"





Watching Elfriede's red eyes narrow more and more, my vision blurred.
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Looking back now, ever since childhood, I often heard that I lacked concentration. It was hard for me to focus on one thing, so I'd quickly bounce around.





Perhaps worried about me, my mother put me into a cram school when I was an elementary school student, almost as if she were imprisoning me.





I remember her repeatedly emphasizing to the academy director, "My child seems like they could do anything well if they tried, but they just lack concentration."





However, during breaks at the academy, I would run around with my friends, stomping all over the desks or zooming through the hallways on inline skates, and I'd end up getting scolded by the teachers every single day.





━San-ah, when you run around, all the other kids run too. Break time's over, so sit down now.





━I'm not San, I'm Gaogaigar! Hiooooot-!





━You little rascal, hold out your palm!





Still, I was coincidentally good at figuring things out, so I never fell out of the top ranks in competitions or school exams. It even got to the point where they'd hang banners with my name on them on academy buses and neighborhood utility poles every season.





That same distractibility continued into middle school, but as I entered puberty, I became quite a precocious child, so the ADHD-like symptoms of constantly running around subsided.





━Hey, you're spacing out again. What's the answer to question 25?





━Number 5.





━Where's a number 5 in a subjective question, you brat-. I told you not to space out during class!





However, my habit of not being able to easily focus on anything remained, so instead of running around, I would often get lost in daydreams or fantasies.





What if I'm actually an amazing person?





What if I could use superpowers if I just tried hard enough, or see the materialized lines of death? What if my father was actually a magic-user, and I'd get caught up in a war over magical artifacts?





Thoughts a second-year middle schooler would have.





It's a funny story everyone probably experiences at some point, but I never doubted that I could do such things, and looking back now, I guess I was half right.





Perhaps, even back then, I was trying to realize that I was different from others, an extraordinary person?





"Hassan, you're having random thoughts during meditation again, aren't you?"





"No, I wasn't. I was meditating properly."





"Then what's the answer to the question I asked?"





"Number 3."





"Where's a number 3 in a subjective question, you idiot!"





Chalsak-.





"Geueeek-!"





Something hit my shoulder, and I couldn't help but tear up a little. Its identity, without even needing to ask, was the flyswatter-like whip that Friede had been fond of using since way back.





To think that even I, who had become incomparably stronger than when I was a slave, could still be affected by a whipping.





But on the other hand, I wanted to make excuses, saying it couldn't be helped.





A whip is a fucking powerful weapon that has been passed down since ancient times.





No matter how skilled a master or warrior, they can't train the nerve endings in their skin that feel pain, so they can't help but cry and scream like children when whipped across such a large area.





But what if I could fully utilize muscles I don't normally use throughout my body to disperse the pain?





What if, instead of just feeling pain on my skin, I could use my entire body like a shock absorber to dull the pain of the whipping?





Wouldn't I be the first human among all of humanity to be able to overcome a whipping? To let pain flow away. For pain, too, is like a flowing stream-.





At that moment, a refreshing sensation, like a gushing stream, burst into my head. I'd wager that this feeling is what they call enlightenment.





"This bastard, he's thinking about other things even while getting whipped! Thinks he's gotten a bit tougher, huh!"





"Shhh, pain is merely a state. In the end, that too shall pass. This is the answer I've reached through meditation."





All of this is destined to pass, and the physical pain I'm feeling will also naturally subside someday.





You could say I've now realized the wisdom of the wise King Solomon, who said that everything is futile and vain. Did Solomon already understand such things before the Common Era?





"No, feel the mana. Don't think strange thoughts."





"Ah."





Only then did I realize that this meditation wasn't about pain and suffering, but about feeling mana.





A few hours after bowing my head to Friede and entering the beginner magic school.





I immersed myself in meditation, trying to feel whatever mana was, as Friede instructed. But as the time spent sitting cross-legged and contemplating grew longer, I naturally started thinking about other things.





But just now, it really felt like I had achieved some kind of enlightenment. Was it just my imagination?





At that moment, I felt a tingling sensation on my right shoulder.





This was proof that someone was attacking me. I had been defenseless while lost in meditation, but such an obvious attack was useless against the current me.





Seueuk-.





I quickly rolled my body, evading the sudden ambush.





"Your whipping won't work on me anymore, Friede. I've already surpassed my past self."





"No, don't dodge! Getting hit by this whip is part of the training! If you keep doing that, I won't teach you magic!?"





"Hey, Elfi. Your shouting voice is echoing loudly outside. The whole inn is noisy."





Just then, someone opened the door of the old inn room and entered.





Golden bobbed hair, a sharp rapier tucked into her waist, practical leather clothing full of belts and pockets. A silver necklace around her neck.





It was Delphina, a female swordswoman active in the Silver Tier adventurer team, Silver Rose.





"Ah, Delphi. Welcome."





"Why the long face since lunchtime?"





"That bastard keeps pissing me off, that magic-less bastard. He asked me to teach him, but he just keeps spouting nonsense."





At Friede's furious complaint, her face red, Delphina laughed for a long time, then soon pulled something out of the pouch at her waist.





It was a strange object. Dried leaves rolled up in thin paper. An odd, unfamiliar smell made me dizzy.





Is it a cigarette? So Delphina was a smoker.





It's common for women who do tough physical work, like Antiope and Delphina, to do something similar to smoking, so it's not that surprising.





"Want a puff of mana herb?"





"No, I'm good. You know I don't smoke that stuff."





"No, Elfi, not you, Hassan."





Delphina offered me what she called a mana herb cigarette, or whatever it was. But I had no desire to learn smoking, so I tried to politely refuse.





"You said you wanted to feel mana. If you smoke one of these, you'll probably feel mana easily."





At Delphina's additional explanation, my ears perked up for a moment. As if she had noticed my thoughts, Delphina added another word in an even more subtle voice.





"Do you know how amazing it is to be able to feel mana? It's truly incredible. The world feels completely different."





"Delphi, you know that while mana herb increases mana sensitivity, its drawbacks are greater. It's not something to recommend to beginners. Especially not to men."





"Of course I know. Men become sensitive to pleasure and become premature, or conversely, become desensitized and become slow to climax, right?"





"Th-this, fuck, get that horrible thing away from me right now!"





I was utterly horrified by that fucking terrible story. In response, Delphina chuckled like a back-alley thug and neatly tucked the mana herb cigarette behind my ear.





"Try hard, friend. Anyway, I heard you came from Delphi, so I thought I'd see your face after a long time. But I can't interrupt your meditation time. I'll come back later-."





With that, Delphina turned her back and disappeared from the room. Only when her hand, waving high above her head, vanished down the stairs, was I finally able to speak.





"Did you make up with those guys?"





"Well-."





Friede replied, sitting on the bed.





"There's nothing to 'make up' about. It's common for adventurers to fight and then meet again. Anyway, stop trying to distract yourself and sit back down on the floor. Concentrate on your meditation."





"...."





Following Friede's words, I sat down on the hard wooden floor of the inn room. I closed my eyes and regulated my breathing, just as I had before.





"Empty your mind. If you empty your mind, your body will empty, and when your body is empty, mana will naturally fill it."





As Friede said, I tried to empty my mind.





But as I had repeatedly mentioned earlier, concentrating on meditation was quite difficult, and I didn't feel much mana.





Emptying my mind, huh-.





This time, I decided to focus my concentration inward.





Following the Aura manipulation I had learned from Hippolyte, I paid attention to what could be called the source of life, slowly moving from my lower abdomen.





Jeorit, Jirit-.





Then, I felt a strange heat, which could be called a peculiar warmth, flowing throughout my entire body, riding on my heartbeat all the way to my fingertips.





My bloodstream, flowing through my veins, could be said to contain a strange power that awakened my body.





"Hey, Friede! I can feel mana! Inside me, such clear magical power was flowing!"





"That's not mana, that's Aura. The two are distinctly different."





"This, fuck. I don't know what the difference between the two is."





"It can't be helped. Mana and Aura are fundamentally opposing resources. If you master one, you can't learn the other."





At those words, I felt a shock as if I had been hit on the head.





I think I understand why the daughters of Mars can't wield magic. They have innate talent for wielding Aura and sword energy, but they have no aptitude for things like magic.





It immediately made sense why Antiope had been so delighted when she shot lightning from her hands.





"No, does that mean I won't be able to wield mana or magic?"





"If you were an ordinary person, yes. But being able to wield even one of them is already amazing."





"That's..., true."





I pulled out the dagger tucked into my waist.





It was my gathering dagger, which had been corroded by the Hydra's venom, but the 1 Gold I paid for its repair seemed to have a great effect, as its performance was now as good as new. The blade was also gleaming, making it look cool.





Seueeuk-.





I tried to channel the tingling sensation flowing through my arm and fingertips into the dagger.





Then, the dagger's blade gleamed with a strange, reddish hue, accompanied by a Woowoong- vibration.





Although not much has been revealed, Aura is said to be the life energy each individual possesses.





Unlike Hippolyte's Aura, which was golden, my Aura was a rather unsettling blood-red.





As I gazed at it, I saw Friede's eyes, reflected in the dagger's blade, staring at me.





She said.





"If you can wield Aura to that extent, you won't have any trouble making a living for the rest of your life, will you?"





"That's true. But if I want to get a noble's letter of recommendation, they told me to learn magic."





"What happens if you get a letter of recommendation and build a Temple? Is there really a need for that? I don't know what you want to do anymore."





"Me neither. But I've started to wonder what else I can do. What I can become. How high I can climb."





"So you want to become some kind of great god? Like Hassan, God of Gold, or something."





A great god, huh.





That wouldn't be bad.





However, my efforts weren't solely for that reason.





I said.





"Friede, do you remember riding on the dragon's back and looking down at the world? I felt pretty good then. If I really become a god, I'll be able to see that kind of scenery every day, won't I?"





"...."





Whether she understood my feelings, or simply gave up on understanding, Friede just sat on the bed and remained silent. That explanation was enough for now.





There was something else I truly wanted to do, but I didn't particularly want to explain it. Hassan, the son of Ha Dae-su, owner of the health food shop. Zigres, the Son of Pluto.





Both are me. But I've never liked always having the label of 'my father's shadow' attached to me.





I wanted to surpass my father.





I want to do what I want to do, not inherit my father Pluto's Temple, and not inherit my father's health food shop.





I didn't really know what I wanted to do, and I didn't know when I would find out, but I was sure it wasn't inheriting the health food shop.





Honestly, I always wanted to tell my father. To tell him that I didn't really want to inherit the health food shop.





But my father's back was like a wall, too broad and vast for me to ever climb over, no matter how much I grew.





Now, I want to climb over it.





"Friede, I'm going to start meditating again, so stop interrupting me."





"Interrupting what? When did I ever interrupt? You bastard-."





Hoo-. I exhaled briefly, emptying my lungs, then immersed myself in meditation.





Emptying my mind, emptying my body, huh.... But I just can't figure out what this mana is. How am I supposed to empty and fill it?





Can I do this within a week?





Just as I was pondering that slightly, I felt a faint stir behind me as Friede, sitting on the bed, opened her mouth slightly.




MnZBMElkRjFKc3ZCR0RiWklQRlA5WlZINzRaZThhUzZ1cnMyS01IbEgxYUdGQ0VCVWlBTG01NFViYWdtZXZHbQ

"If you're really in a hurry, there is a way to make you feel mana in a short period of time."
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  "If you're really in a hurry, there is a way to make you feel mana in a short period."





  At Friede's words, I stopped even trying to meditate and opened my eyes.





  "Is that true?"





  "But it's not an ordinary method, nor an easy one. To feel mana, even the Elves of Alfheim spend a year meditating and doing exercises. Since we're shortening that to one week."





  I heard that the Elves of Alfheim are innate magicians, naturally excellent in mana responsiveness from birth. To think that such magicians have to meditate and exercise for a whole year just to barely feel mana.





  And to think that such a process could be crammed into me within a week. 





  Clearly, even while knowing it was a truly amazing feat, on the other hand, I couldn't even grasp just how unreasonable a task it would be.





  "What do I have to do?"





  At my question, Friede seemed to rummage through her luggage and pulled out a long, stick-like object. Rather than calling it a stick, it would actually be more correct to call it a staff.





  Friede swung that thin, long staff *bung-bung* with her hand, then looked down at me, sitting on the floor, and asked.





  "Do you know what this is?"





  "If you're thinking of hitting me with that, you'd better give up. I don't know about a small whip, but that's a real weapon. I'll fight back too."





  "No, what do you mean hit? I asked if you know what this is."





  "Isn't it a switch?"





  "You're doing this on purpose, aren't you? This is a staff. A tool for magicians."





  "Yeah, staff. In other words, you could call it a switch. So, why?"





  "By any chance, have you ever heard of a lightning rod?"





  After talking about mana, then a staff, she suddenly asked about a lightning rod. I didn't know how to respond to Friede's peculiar way of speaking, but for now, I decided to nod.





  "You're talking about a rod that takes lightning instead, right? A lightning rod."





  "Yeah, you know it surprisingly well."





  At the fact that I knew what a lightning rod was, Friede opened her eyes as if quite surprised. 





  Shit, Elves always think they're the only ones with high knowledge.





  If I were to babble on about the Fibonacci sequence instead of a lightning rod, she'd probably be shocked and fall over. But if I explained the Fibonacci sequence, even I would be surprised and make a fuss. 





  Because I don't know what that is.





  *Seureuk-*.





  "...."





  Just then, seeing Friede's eyes narrow, I hastily stopped thinking about sequences or whatever. 





  Because if she noticed I was thinking about something else, that stick, or staff, or whatever it was, really felt like it would turn into a switch. If I got hit by that, I'd definitely get a bruise.





  "Anyway, this staff is like a lightning rod. It gathers the mana spread throughout the atmosphere so it can enter my body. You can think of it as helping with mana operation."





  "Ah-."





  I felt like I could understand why magicians carried staffs instead of swords or spears. 





  So it's like an auxiliary tool that makes it easier and more accurate to use magic.





  "Then, if I also get that staff or whatever it is, are you saying it'll be easier to feel mana?"





  "Yes, but what can be made into a staff or wand are not ordinary trees. In our Alfheim, the trees planted when a child is born are cut down when they begin mana training and made into staffs."





  "I see."





  I didn't quite understand what she was saying, but I just nodded as if I did. At that, Friede added more explanation.





  "A child's karma deeply permeates the trees that have been with them since birth. That's why they can use the staff like a part of their body."





  "Ah-."





  I felt like I understood. They say tools used for a long time become like a part of the body. It must mean they make trees that grew up with them since childhood, like siblings, into similar tools. 





  Hippolyte also repeatedly emphasized during my training, "You must be able to regard your sword and weapon as a part of your body-." Whether it's magic or swordsmanship, to eventually reach a certain level, it seems there are similar aspects.





  I asked.





  "Then, your staff too, are you saying it's made from a tree planted when you were born?"





  "No, I just bought this at a shop. Honestly, a magician of my caliber doesn't care whether it's a staff, a wand, or a broken twig." 





  "I see. That's amazing."





  Because Friede seemed to be trying to boast about herself, I gave a suitable affirmation. At that, her long ear, peeking out from her hair, twitched once. 





  It's true that any person feels good when they receive praise. However, Friede furrowed her brow and changed the subject.





  "Anyway, this isn't important. You too will be able to feel the mana in the atmosphere by using a medium like this staff."





  "Oh, really?"





  "Yes, I can make it for you. But there's a condition. What I'm about to pass on to you is the fruit of my efforts honed as a magician. I can't just hand it over carelessly."





  Friede declared with a threat, as if she couldn't easily hand over the information. 





  However, from her perspective, it would be the same as saying I'd copy her diligently organized study notebook or assignment. It's understandable that she wouldn't easily allow it.





  For the same reason, magicians probably don't easily take on apprentices. 





  Fleur, who said she would pass on the entirety of the Hellish Demonic Arts she knew to me if I passed her test, was truly a crazy person.





  But a condition, you say.





  I didn't know what kind of story Friede would demand as a condition from me, so I became very nervous. Oh my god, after all that circling around, I ended up putting the leash back in Friede's hand?





  I felt like I should find another master right away, but someone who could teach me the vision of magic in just a week didn't seem to exist besides Friede.





  If I went to other magicians, no matter how much money I offered, I'd just get cursed at and kicked out.





  "What do I have to do?"





  "Hmm, well. What would be good? I'm thinking-."





  Her red eyes, narrowly opening.





  She tapped the floor *kung-, kung-* with the end of her staff, acting as if deep in thought, then finally opened her mouth and spoke.





  "Do you have time early this morning?"





  "I don't really have anything to do. I told Luna I had to learn magic and came."





  Luna too said she was busy preparing for the workshop's overdue tasks, busy with this and that, right? Because of that, I was now free for about a week starting today.





  "Then, all morning, just massage my back and shoulders. Don't fall asleep. Then I'll think about it."





  Hassan was no longer free.











  *     *     *


  








  The Friede I remember always read a book around bedtime. 





  Lying prone on the bed or leaning her head and back against the wall in a hunched posture, she would read words. 





  Then, naturally, the muscles of her entire body, including her neck and lower back, couldn't help but tense up, and if she slept in that state, getting a comfortable, deep sleep would become impossible.





  At the very least, it would be good if she did even a simple stretch before sleeping.





  Today was no different.





  Friede was lying prone under the lantern light, flipping through chunks of text from some unknown book. 





  After reading for a long time like that, she would casually throw out a remark about whether it was interesting or not, and that was the end of her routine.





  "It's not interesting. 'The Demon Beast of the Ruined World appeared-.' The title is strange, and the content is strange. Who writes such things?"





  Soon, as if she had lost interest, she closed the book, yawned languidly, and Friede lay prone on the bed. And then she said a word.





  "Now, until I fall asleep, no, even after I fall asleep, until morning comes, massage my back."





  Oof, shit.





  Finally, what was coming, came.





  That was her condition for giving me special training in mana sensitivity. 





  One might think that massaging for one night is no big deal, but actually, massaging is a fucking exhausting task. 





  Because of that, being told to do it for one night meant more than just "don't sleep tonight" for me.





  "What are you doing?"





  "Ah."





  At Friede's urging, I stopped thinking and slowly approached the bed. With her back defenselessly exposed to me, lying prone and trying to sleep, was Friede, the Fairy of Abundance.





  In the world, what kind of woman would entrust a massage to a young, spirited man and then calmly think of sleeping herself? 





  But that was exactly Friede. 





  She thought that I, who was under the curse of Dusa, wouldn't pose any harm to her, so she slept without a care. 





  The fact that she let me touch her bare soles, I suspect it was also because she thought I was a harmless man. 





  But the current me had long since blown away such curses. Because of that, thinking I had to share a bed with Friede with the lantern light on, I was completely flustered. 





  Of course, I'm not saying we're sharing a bed in that sense, but the problem is that I have to massage her body until morning comes.





  Anyway, I naturally became tense.





  Whether she knew of my tension or not, Friede, lying prone on the bed, looked utterly comfortable. 





  Wearing a white silk negligee, with not a single muscle tensed, sprawled on the bed and trying to fall into a comfortable sleep, wow.





  Looking at it this way, this girl hadn't changed at all from back in the day when she was treating me like a slave. She still thought of me as a fucking harmless man.





  You could even say she was looking down on me.





  To be considered a harmless man by a woman, wow. This was a fucking blow to my pride, but in reality, I couldn't help but be harmless to her.





  Friede, holding the secret magic texts, was currently the absolute "alpha" for me.





  I am the "beta."





  The protagonist of "Camellia," despite the bullying from Jeomsun, the landlord's daughter, couldn't help but endure steadfastly, just like me, it must have been because there was an overwhelming difference in their positions.





  "What are you doing? Hurry up and massage. I rode the carriage for so long, I'm stiff as hell."





  Just then, as Friede urged me again, I slowly moved my hands. My rough palm soon touched her negligee and felt the thin shoulder beneath it.





  At that, Friede trembled *pareureu*.





  "Your palm-. It's hotter than I thought."





  "What should I do? Cool it down?"





  "No, it's fine. Just do it. I'm tired. I'm going to sleep now, so don't talk to me."





  Having spent a few days together recently and overcome various things from an equal standing, it wouldn't have been strange for a sense of camaraderie as colleagues to have formed, but she was truly an incredibly brusque girl. 





  To acting like a superior, she had no aversion. Women who know they're pretty are usually like this. Friede was an even more powerful girl among them.





  However, her shoulders were quite tightly knotted, to an unbefitting degree. 





  As she said, she had been sitting hunched in the carriage on the way back to Sodomora, and also Friede herself liked to sit or lie hunched so much, her muscles must have been tense.





  *Seueuk-*.





  Like kneading dough, I gently pressed the knotted part of her shoulder with my thumb and index finger.





  "Yaa-eua-eua-eua-."





  At that, Friede made a peculiar sound, to a degree completely unexpected from the fastidious and cynical demeanor she usually showed me. It was like the sound effect of an old man entering a hot bath.





  Since it was a sound Friede often made when receiving a massage from me, it wasn't particularly surprising.





  "Gya-eueu, gya-eua-eua-eua."





  Listening to that sound, it was exactly like the groan that the dragon or whatever it was that I had ridden on its back would make, so I suddenly felt like bursting into laughter.


   


  But, if you press the knotted spots firmly with the exquisite control of Strength 15, it's natural for such sounds to come out.





  I, who had been massaging her shoulders, taking advantage of the momentum, extended my hand to her back. With my thumb, from her neck bone to the spinal part of her lower back, I rotated the erector spinae muscles in circles from the inside out to loosen them.





  "A-eueu...."





  At that, Friede groaned as if in slight pain, but contrary to that, I could clearly feel what could be called tension in her body languidly loosening beneath my palm.





  More than that, why is her body so stiff? Her stiff body was like an un-oiled tin robot or a wooden doll.





  "There, try a bit harder. Yeah, my muscles have been knotted lately, and it hurt-."


  


  At her words to press harder, I hesitated slightly. If I poured in the strength of 15, her body might get a hole in it. What should I do?





  Then, I thought of distributing the force over a surface rather than a point, and gently pushed up her back from her waist with my palm.





  *Seureureuk-*.





  However, even though I tried to reduce the force, whether there was a problem with the act of pushing up from below, the hem of her negligee, which had come down short to her thighs, was slowly seen sliding up.





  At that moment, her hand went down under her skirt, grabbed it, and pulled it down.





  "...Did you see?"





  And then she asked me if I had seen her black lace underwear.





  "What?"





  Of course, I pretended not to have seen it. At that, Friede didn't say anything more, pulled up the blanket, and draped it over her waist.





  *Seureuk-*.





  But when she pulled the blanket up to cover her butt, as a cheap inn's blanket, an unavoidable problem occurred. 





  As she pulled up the blanket to cover her butt, her lower part naturally became exposed. Visible from the edge of the blanket, her soles were very white. 





  "Hey, covering your butt is good, but then your soles are all visible."





  "Huh-? What are you talking about now? I'm not covering my butt, you know? And things like my soles, even if someone like you sees them, I don't care, you know?"





  "What are *you* talking about? It's an important part for women, you know."





  "Not-at-all."





  Friede had strong pride in strange places. 





  Because she was lying prone, I couldn't see her expression, but seeing her ear turn red through her hair, there was no need to confirm anything.





  Friede, lying prone, said to me.





  "You too, put a lot of meaning into soles, huh? Just because you touched my foot, you're not trying to give meaning to yourself being something to me, are you?"





  I thought about protesting, asking what she was talking about. If I did that, I thought this inn might catch fire again. If that happened, temple or whatever, my life would be fucked.





  People must learn. From the arson incident back then, I had a lot of time for reflection and self-restraint about my hot-blooded self. 





  Thus, the me from back then and the me now are completely different. From having changed 180 degrees, then turning another 180 degrees, having undergone a whopping double change, you could say I'm New Hassan.





  So I could boldly exclaim.





  "Then, all night long, I can massage your feet, right?"


  


  "Huh-? What-?"
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I shouted boldly towards Elfriede.





"So, I can massage your feet all night then?"





"Huh? What the-?"





At my words, Elfriede, still lying down, asked back in quite a high-pitched voice. Though I couldn't see her expression from my angle, her brow was probably furrowed in shock and disbelief.





However, I paid no mind to that and decided to subtly drive the point home with a nonchalant tone.





"You said it was fine to show me your feet, right? Then you shouldn't mind me massaging them. Besides, it's a bit much to just press your back all night until dawn, isn't it?"





In fact, foot massages are the most basic of basic massages.





As I've said many times, the nerve endings in the hands and feet are so crucial they could be called miniature versions of the entire body, packed with important acupressure points.





Plus, since they're the parts that suffer all day, enclosed in shoes or socks, they're also areas where fatigue doesn't easily dissipate.





If you want to relieve the fatigue from continuous hard labor, simply getting occasional foot baths or massages can strengthen your overall vitality and change your quality of life.





Of course, there's no way Elfriede would do something like that.





*Sreuk-.*





Just then, Elfriede's white soles, which had been sticking out from under the cheap blanket of the shabby inn, disappeared back under the blanket.





The sight was strangely reminiscent of a snail tucking its head into its cozy shell, giving me a peculiar feeling.





"What the heck, why hide it? You said you didn't mind showing it."





I said it teasingly, but I understood.





In this world, for women to show their feet to men carries a meaning equivalent to, or even greater than, being asked to show their breasts.





Even if Elfriede was unnecessarily boosting her pride and putting on airs, she's still a girl. Showing the soles of her feet to a man like me must be incredibly embarrassing.





"You let me massage them so easily when you were a slave. Are you embarrassed now?"





"That's not it. Whether it was then or now, you just massage my feet."





*Sreuk-.*





My words seemed to have hit a nerve with Elfriede's pride. Eventually, her pale, seemingly soft soles popped out from under her short blanket again.





"I'm going to sleep now, so do whatever you want. If you talk to me, I'll kick you with my foot."





And she didn't forget to give a warning like that. In response, I didn't need to say anything out loud.





I just slowly moved my hands and touched her pale soles.





*Sreuk-.*





Her feet were small enough to fit within my palm. It always amazed me how she managed to walk and wander around with such tiny feet.





Of course, Elfriede rarely leaves her room; she's a homebody.





Perhaps because she dislikes walking and prefers staying cooped up at home, her skin is incomparably soft and smooth.





But still, it's cold.





But then again, Elfriede's cold hands and feet aren't a new thing; it's been happening for days. So, I first pressed the very center of her sole firmly with my thumb.





Although I was teasing her, I figured it was best to approach the massage seriously.





*Kku-uk-.*





As I applied a little pressure, I could feel her entire body tremble from the tips of her toes.





"..."





It was natural for her to feel considerable pain. In contrast to the strange groans of "Gyaaa-" she made when I pressed her back earlier, she was quiet now, as if deliberately trying not to make a sound.





According to my dual-core brain, which had realized its divinity and could perform parallel processing with both hemispheres.





I surmised that she was silently protesting, perhaps thinking, 'It's fine if he touches my feet. No matter how much he presses, I won't make a sound.'





Of course, that's just my theory, but it's probably accurate. I feel like I can see right through Elfriede's thoughts now.





*Kku-uk, kku-uk-.*





I continued to slide my hands up Elfriede's cold soles, from her toes to her heels. As I mentioned earlier, the foot is a miniature version of the entire body.





Elfriede must have been feeling the aesthetic pleasure of her entire body's fatigue melting away, from head to hips.





"..."





Of course, stubbornly, not a single word escaped Elfriede's lips.





*Puseok, deulseok-.*





The subtle movements of her waist and hips, constantly twitching under the blanket, the trembling of the fabric, were vividly audible to my ears, sharpened by the realization of my divinity.





Even if her mouth remained silent, her body was honest. If only she'd tell me with her own mouth where she'd like me to press, I could give her an even more pleasant massage-.





Thinking such thoughts, like a protagonist in a manga, I opened my mouth.





"How is it."





"What-."





"My improved massage skills? Aren't they completely different from when you were my slave?"





Currently, I possessed knowledge of traditional acupressure points and techniques, plus the grace called "Shining Hands."





The ability of this grace enhances my dexterity and the fine control of my fingers, so it was clear she could experience a massage on a completely different level than before.





"Not really. It's just... the same as before, you know."





However, Elfriede was more prideful than I expected. Despite her feet being as soft and smooth as Luna's or Hippolyte's, her pride was harder than Hippolyte's armor.





This sparked a strange sense of defiance in me, too.





Therefore, I focused my efforts on the life force, or perhaps energy, emanating from within me, spreading it from my lower abdomen to my palms.





*Jeo-rit, jeo-rit-.*





My palms began to tingle, as if blood wasn't flowing, like pins and needles. The sweat forming on my palms instantly vaporized, emitting something like red steam.





This was the red fist infused with Aura.





You could say I had coated my hands with something like Armament Haki, which I've been practicing in secret.





Although I haven't settled on a precise name, it's clear it would be an incredibly awesome ultimate move. The only downside is that it can only be maintained for about a minute?





For now, that should be enough.





Take that, you damn Elf slut! Taste my Aura!





I channeled the Aura I had honed through training under Hippolyte and experiencing many reversals, not into the Hydra's body, nor Regulus's or Gigas's heads, but into the Elf slut's soles.





*Seuk-.*





And finally, when my thumb poked the very center of her sole-.





*Seureuk-.*





Wasn't her waist, which had been calmly resting under the blanket, twitching and creating a slight incline?





"..."





Of course, not a single sound escaped Elfriede's lips.





But whether it was because my fingers were passing between her soft toes, or because her skin was continuously stimulated, her cold body soon turned red and became as warm and soft as freshly made rice cake.





The extremities of her body, where blood hadn't flowed well.





With so much blood rushing to those areas, making them red and warm, she would surely receive stimulation more sensitively. As a test, I lightly brushed her soles with my Aura-infused finger.





*Seureureuk-.*





*Umjjil.*





Then, in sync with my finger's movement, wasn't Elfriede's waist and hips, as she lay there, slowly rising upwards?





Although I couldn't be sure because it was hidden by the blanket, it was definitely hips rising towards the ceiling. What the heck? Does Elfriede's foot have a button that makes her hips rise? What kind of algorithm is this?





To find out where that button was, I massaged her feet back and forth with my Aura-infused fingers.





But without needing to investigate further, no matter where I touched her reddened feet, she just kept lifting her hips higher and higher.





"..."





Of course, stubbornly, not a single word came from Elfriede's mouth. 'Should I touch it a little more?' Thinking that, I moved my hand again and lightly brushed her soft skin.





*Bureureut-.*





I felt the blanket covering Elfriede tremble, subtly but clearly.





*Seureureuk-.*





At the same time, the soles of her feet, held in my hand, disappeared back under the blanket. Then, I heard rustling sounds from within the blanket, as if she was fiddling with something.





"That's enough. You can stop now. You're really pathetic-."





With that, Elfriede curled her body into a ball inside the blanket and hid herself completely.





*Chiiik-.*





The red Aura burning in my hand conveniently extinguished itself.








* * *








The next day.





When I opened my eyes, Elfriede was already looking down at me with cold eyes. Judging by the sunlight streaming through the window and the chirping of birds, it seemed morning had arrived.





What the hell. When did I fall asleep?





My body felt a bit tired. Using Aura consumes a lot of stamina, so it seemed I had unconsciously lain down on the floor and fallen asleep.





Elfriede spoke to me, who was in such a state.





"Today too, you must meditate until sunset. However, you must hold this cup and not spill a single drop."





*Seuk-.*





What she handed me was a cup filled with water right to the brim, thanks to surface tension. She wanted me to meditate holding that until sunset? Without spilling a drop?





This was fucking ridiculous.





"Hey, is that even possible?"





For a moment, I wondered if Elfriede was angry about me playing with her feet yesterday and was trying to get revenge.





But surprisingly, her expression was nonchalant, as if she didn't care about what happened yesterday. She said.





"Don't you want to learn to handle mana? If you want to do the impossible, you naturally have to challenge the impossible. You have to put in impossible effort."





Indeed, Elfriede's opinion was the epitome of a sound argument.





"It's a practice done by second-year Elf monks. But you said you have to awaken your mana within a week, right? If you can't do this, you won't be able to handle mana."





"Hmph, fuck it, I'll try."





I took the cup from Elfriede.





*Chulleong-.*





Just the act of receiving it made the water in the cup look unstable, as if it were about to overflow. After barely stabilizing it, I calmly closed my eyes and plunged everything into darkness.





My mind was completely submerged in black darkness.





Is this what they call clearing one's mind?





Indeed, I have no thoughts at all.





Is thinking that I have no thoughts still a thought? Then shouldn't I avoid this thought too? How can I stop this?





*Chalsak-.*





Just then, something struck my shoulder.





"What the-why?"





"You spilled all the water. You can't just close your eyes."





When I opened my eyes, I saw that the water in my cup had noticeably decreased compared to before. *Joreureuk-.* Elfriede poured more water into my cup.





"Still, you lasted an hour. I'll acknowledge your effort, though."





"Oh, an hour has already passed?"





I was surprised by the unexpected success of my meditation.





For some reason, I felt like I could sense mana now, so I closed my eyes again and sank into meditation.





....





"Hassan-nim, look at this new skill I've developed...! If I stick out my tongue like this, my tongue can reach my nose...!"





Oh, shit. Paranoy has invaded my mind again. In my imagination, I quickly clenched my fist and thrust it towards him.





"Go away, Paranoy, before you get bopped on the head!"





Then, as if afraid of the imaginary bopping, the imaginary Paranoy gradually dissipated like clouds.





I was very satisfied with that outcome.





And so, just as I was about to reach a state of thoughtless bliss again.





"Shit, look at this! Hassan! Look at this! I've entered Hassan's dream!"





This time, Luna, with her pink hair neatly tied in pigtails, entered my mind and disrupted my meditation.





"I was just trying to take a short nap, did Hassan come into my dream? Or did I enter Hassan's dream?"





"Luna, I need to train."





"They say daughters of Nox-nim can use dream-traveling voodoo! Is this similar to that? Amazing! Have I become a Daughter of the Night, a succubus?"





My imaginary Luna, just like Paranoy, chattered incessantly about something.





Even in my imagination, I couldn't bring myself to bop Luna on the head. Thinking about what to do, I raised my hand and lightly grabbed one of Luna's hips.





"Hieeeeeeek-!"





Then, my imaginary Luna, startled as if genuinely surprised, vanished like dissipating clouds.





After our intimate encounter last time, Luna seemed afraid when I touched or brushed against her hips. It seemed my dream-Luna was the same. Did it hurt a lot?





*Seuseu-.*





Thus, my consciousness sank deeper into the darkness. What appeared then was Hippolyte, sitting cross-legged under the shade of a tree, meditating just like me.





Even Hippolyte, whom I trusted, was disrupting my meditation.





*Seureuk-.*





Just then, one of Hippolyte's closed eyes slowly fluttered open.





"It's been a while since I've had distracting thoughts during meditation. Samaritan, what kind of mental trick are you planning to play on me this time?"





"That's what I should be saying. Please get out of my head."





"I, in my current state, will not yield to any temptation. With my Karma level approaching 43, I will not tolerate anything that hinders my enlightenment, even if it takes your form."





*Seureung-.*





At that moment, I felt as if my body had been cleanly severed in half, from head to crotch. What the hell, did my imaginary Hippolyte just cut me in half?





My thoughts are rapidly collapsing-.





"Ughhh..."





My severed consciousness continued to sink deeper into the pitch-black abyss. Just how much of this is imagination, and how much is daydreaming during meditation?





I tried to open my eyes, but my body wouldn't budge, as if caught in a nightmare. Only my consciousness continued to plummet towards the deep, deep bottom.





And then, when I finally collided with something.





I realized I had fallen into a darkness where I couldn't see an inch ahead. Before me stood a massive gate I had never seen before, locked.





Above the gate, large, imposing letters glowed like fire.





"Abandon all hope, ye who enter here."





Someone began reading the words into my ear in a grand voice, and finally, with a terrifying *Gooooo-* sound, the massive gate slowly opened inward.





*Beonjjeok, beonjjeok-.*





Shining from within that dark gate were six blue lights. It didn't take long to realize they were the glowing eyes of a massive, terrifying creature.





*Jeolgeureok, jeolgeureok-.*





With the sound of heavy chains, as that immense presence began to reveal itself towards me, I couldn't help but think I needed to escape this place as quickly as possible.





But it was too late. Already, a large, thick foreleg had shot out from inside the gate, flailing around to grab me.





I dodged it quickly, but its long, large claw-like talons accurately lunged towards my torso.





Oh, shit!





Just as I was about to curse in panic.





*Hwiik-.*





Then, I felt something firmly grab my waist.





"Yaaah-, that was close. This place isn't ready for challenges yet."
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  Just as my body was about to be torn apart by giant claws, someone snatched me away. 





  『Whoa, careful there. Whew-, I thought something terrible was going to happen!』





  Even in my completely dazed state, I could feel my body floating up toward a high place.





  『It's too early to challenge this place. This place doesn't tolerate the intrusion of the living. No matter if you're a blood brother, you'll be torn to shreds without mercy. Then you'll end up bound to this underground.』





  ━Who the hell are you?





  I stared at the man with the strange impression holding onto my body. 





  He had a winged hat and shoes, and a long staff, but his face was hard to see, hidden in darkness because of an impossible halo-like light. 





  One thing was for sure: he talked a lot and talked very fast.





  『I'll take you back up, so hold on tight-. Faster and more accurately than anyone else, this is something only I, Mercury, can pull off.』





  Mercury?





  『Anyway, if you want to open the Door here, come back after reaching a total stat of at least 50. And here's a message from my father. When dealing with women, confidence is key-.』





  ━What are you talking about, what does that-.





  So, as I opened my mouth to say something, I was suddenly thrown by the exertion of a strange power.





  "Uwaaah!"





  As I came to my senses with a scream, I felt something cold pouring over my hands and feet. 





  Rolling my eyes around, I saw no strange darkness or giant doors, only the bed and window of a cramped, old, cheap inn, and curtains fluttering about.





  "Holy shit, what was that just now? I saw something fucking, fucking weird."





  I wiped the cold sweat flowing all over my body with my palms. Being drenched as if I'd been caught in the rain, it didn't seem like a normal state.





  "Looks like you fell into a mana feedback."





  I felt the presence of Friede watching me. Sitting on the bed reading some unknown book, she added a few more words without even taking her eyes off it.





  "When you do unfamiliar meditation, you often fall into that kind of suspended animation. Elf monks call it 'Qi Deviation.' You see illusions and suffer from hallucinations."





  Qi Deviation.





  Did I, while meditating, fall into a status ailment you'd only see in martial arts novels?





  "Then, everything I saw until just now was a lie?"





  "I don't know what you saw, but probably. I didn't wake you up on purpose because messing with you recklessly could make it worse."





  Shit, was it all a dream?





  I was quite relieved that the things that had just happened hadn't actually occurred. 





  However, at the moment I tried to wipe the moisture off my hands, I discovered a strange palm mark vividly imprinted on my wrist.





  A palm mark was imprinted exactly on the spot where the Mercury I saw in my imagination had grabbed me.





  I wondered if it was possible for such a mark to remain if it were merely a hallucination or imagination. I felt that what I saw was by no means false.





  That giant door.





  And the things crouching inside it.





  Perhaps that place was the entrance to Hell, said to be at the end of Pluto's Labyrinth that everyone was searching for? I couldn't think of anything else.





  Thinking that way, I felt something chilling brush the back of my neck. Hadn't I almost been sucked into the entrance of Hell while in a state of suspended animation?





  Is this that near-death experience or whatever in a state of suspended animation? It was terrifying even to imagine what would have happened if Mercury hadn't helped me in that state.





  Thank you, Mercury!





  I gave my thanks to the god of messengers and travelers who helped me during my meditation. Whether he received it or not, well, it's none of my business.





  Anyway, I think I heard an interesting story.





  Did he say to come back after reaching a karma value of 50? The underworld might be something like a special dungeon with a level 50 entry limit.





  "So, can you feel the mana now? You were immersed in meditation until evening."





  At that moment, Friede snapped the book she was reading shut. At those words, I finally realized that the scenery outside the window was quite dark.





  To think those moments that felt so brief happened over several hours. I'm quite dazed by the unexpected flow of time.





  Looking at it that way, the meditation seems to have proceeded quite effectively. So, I focused my attention on my surroundings to see if I could feel the mana or not.





  Sareureureu-.





  Then, I felt a sensation like something cold as snowflakes clinging to my skin and melting away. Of course, this is an inn room, and since it's only autumn, there's no way there would be snowflakes.





  It's such a bizarrely wonderful feeling that the back of my head tingles.





  Is this, is this mana...?





  Am I, holy shit, feeling mana right now?





  I was overwhelmed with incredible emotion. 





  I was so surprised and moved that if Friede hadn't been watching me, I might have performed a voodoo dance of joy just like Luna.





  Friede said to me as I was trying to act composed.





  "I really didn't expect you to feel mana in just one day."





  "Are you saying I'm fucking amazing?"





  "Yes. Unless you reach the threshold of death, your mana sensitivity wouldn't awaken like that. Is it because you're becoming a god or something?"





  "Young mages in training would vomit blood if they saw this-" Friede sneered, sounding slightly offended. 





  She must be angry because I broke through in two days what others would have had to undergo significant training and invest a long time for. But I didn't care about that.





  "Then can I use magic now? Like fireballs?"





  "No, you've only just taken your first steps. The real work starts now."





  "Shit."





  


     *      *       *





 


  It was just as Friede said.





  It was good that I could feel the mana flowing in the atmosphere, but feeling it didn't mean I could use magic.





  I had only just stood at the starting line.





  Three days, four days, five days-.





  Time was ticking away, and compared to how quickly I felt mana, there was really no knack or way to learning magic.





  "In the very center of your palm, gather the mana. No, don't scatter it, gather the mana!"





  "No, what even is that?"





  "I told you to gather it without letting it scatter!"





  "How do I do that?"





  Seriously, how do you do it?





  I stared intensely at my palm where Friede had marked a spot and tried so hard to gather mana there that the veins in my head bulged, but it didn't work.


 


  "There are quite a few people who can feel mana like you. Among them, only about a third can actually use magic."





  "And among those, even fewer can use offensive magic?"





  "Yeah, you know it well."


  


  Where did I hear that? I think I heard something similar from Belmina, the ice-attribute mage who was with me when I first entered Pluto's Labyrinth with other Bronze tiers.





  Those who can feel mana are very few, and among them, those who can use magic are quite few, and among those, those who can handle offensive and practical magic can be counted on one hand.





  I asked.





  "Necromancy is the same, right?"





  "That's as difficult as handling offensive magic. You need to have an affinity for Hell magic. Because of that, most necromancers have lost their minds."
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  Shit.





  How did I do that? 





  There was a time when I could raise bone Goblins just by waving my fingers. How should I put it, looking back now, it felt like I was using a game hack back then.





  I raised corpses however I pleased without caring about complicated theories like magic power or whatever, like I do now.





  What would have happened if that power hadn't been sealed then?





  Wouldn't my mind, which was being polluted by Hell magic, have caused a major problem?





  I don't know.





  What's certain is that there are only two days left of the period Baron Fleur gave me, and I don't think I'll be able to learn that light vessel or whatever luminous magic within that time.





  "Whew-."





  After catching my breath, I tried various ways to gather a sphere of light in my palm. 





  But the energies that were slowly gathering would scatter again once they reached a certain level, only consuming my stamina.


  


  "Ultimately, magic is imagination, you idiot. Imagine what kind of magic you want to visualize. Imagine what you'll look like when you use magic."


  


  Imagine?





  I imagined myself using magic. 





  Magic Warrior Hassan. He looks fucking powerful. And when I finally receive the knowledge of necromancy from Fleur and become a necromancer in the true sense, not a fake one, I was sure to become fucking powerful.





  Necromancer.





  No, Necro-Sultan.





  Necro-Sultan Hassan.





  Sultan of the Underworld Hassan.





  And as far as I know, it's a standard rule for a Sultan to have a harem, a forbidden area for men, and for that harem to be swarming with cute women.





  Even though it was just an imagination, thinking about it suddenly made me feel very good and my motivation began to surge.





  "Heiya-. Light-."





  "You don't really need to add those interjections."





  "Shit."





  "Still, having something like an incantation is good since it acts as a self-suggestion."





  I stayed up all night trying to gather light in my palm. And so, the last day Fleur had given me as a deadline arrived.





  "Hassan-nim, Luna-nim told me to come and check on your condition-ssi...! Is the magic training or whatever going well-ssi...?"





  Paranoy approached me as I was having breakfast at the cheap inn. He seemed to have heard from Luna that I was here.





  "It's just so-so."





  "You should be able to use something like Light Vessel easily-ssi...! Even I can use it like this-ssi...!"





  Seureuk-.





  When Paranoy raised his palm toward me, I saw a soft sphere of light gathering above his hand. I couldn't help but be fucking surprised seeing that.





  "Wait, you could use magic too?"





  "What do you take me, Paranoy, for-ssi...? The amount of magic power I possess in my body is not inferior to most mages-ssi...!"





  Come to think of it, this guy was a former Cult member. 





  And since Nymphs themselves are a race loved by nature, I heard that most Nymphs can use magic.





  Shit, thinking that I can't do what Paranoy can do, how should I put it, I suddenly felt very bad.





  "And Luna-nim asked why you grabbed her butt so hard in her dream-ssi...!"





  "What are you talking about, what's that."





  And so, time passed and only one day remained.





  I thought I should master at least a 1st-circle luminous magic within today, but the night eventually falls.





  "Ah, I really think I could do it with just a little more time."





  For a week.





  Starting from strange meditation, I went through training to handle magic power until my nose bled, but to think I couldn't achieve it in the end. It's so disappointing.





  "It's amazing just to have reached that level in a week. If it were ordinary mages, it would have taken them a year to get there."





  "You know too. I really don't have time now."





  "Well, I suppose. You wouldn't have time."





  However, Friede is perfectly calm whether I'm in a hurry or not. 





  Of course, I understand. No matter how much of a hurry I'm in, it's ultimately my business, and all Friede can do is tell me the method. 





  Looking at it that way, it could be said that she did her best to educate me in her own way.





  Is there no other way?





  Should I consider the opportunity to receive sponsorship from Fleur gone? Still, it was a rewarding week, awakening my sensitivity to magic power and training.





  I'll have to find a new noble who can sponsor me. Right now, there's no way I'd know any nobles, but if I ask Lady Enya, wouldn't it work out somehow?





  Still, I can't help but feel regret.





  At that moment, something flashed through my mind.





  "Hey, Friede. Come to think of it, didn't you say I could use magic easily if I used that staff or whatever?"





  "...."





  At my words, Friede, who was sitting on the edge of the bed reading a book by the lantern light, moved her eyes. 





  Her head was slightly bowed to read the book. Because of that, her red eyes visible through her flowing silver hair are exceptionally ominous.





  "If you do that, it'll become something irreversible in many ways. Can you handle it? Once you're addicted to magic power, you might not be able to go back to how you were before."





  "No, why are you saying things like that?"





  Wasn't she the one who first mentioned there was a way to use the staff? But now that she's giving such a terrifying warning, I can't get used to it.





  But I couldn't back down now.





  I really don't have time.





  "Fine, what's the big deal?"





  "Then, take off your shirt and lie down on the bed here."





  "Wait, take off my clothes? What are you suddenly trying to do?"





  "You'll see."





  Friede took out something like water from somewhere and slathered it on her legs and bare soles. At the scent similar to a strange peach fragrance, I end up feeling dizzy.
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  Cheodeok, chideok-.





  Friede opened the lid of something like a leather water bottle and poured its contents onto her calf.





  The color was transparent and colorless.





  But it seemed quite viscous, as it stubbornly trickled down her calf towards her ankle and the sole of her foot.





  Unlike its lack of color, its scent was quite unique, a strange peach aroma tickling my nose from the moment the lid was opened. Friede, who had moistened her calves and feet with it, spoke again.





  "Take off your top and lie on the bed."





  "What are you trying to do?"





  "You'll see when you see it. It's nothing weird, and it's an important process, so just do as I say. You coward."


  


  "Who said I was scared?"





  But Friede was right. I was, you could say, a little scared, not knowing what strange thing she was trying to make me do.





  Just as I had come to know various things about Friede during our two years together, she, too, must have known the state of my heart, Hassan.





  What on earth was she trying to do?





  I had a strong feeling she was about to do something she shouldn't.





  How should I put it?





  It was exactly this feeling back when I was a middle schooler, and pretty high school girls chattering in a secluded alley beckoned me over.





  ━Hey, you, come here.





  ━Me?





  ━Who else is in this alley besides you? You're really funny. So come here.





  Her loose slippers, highlighting her white socks, and her heavily made-up eyes, unsuited for her age, were quite intimidating, yet they acted like something irresistible to me, a boy among boys in my puberty.





  -Something bad is definitely going to happen.





  Even though I knew something terrible, something that should never happen or be experienced, was about to occur, I was drawn into the alley as if by that irresistible something.





  Seueuk-.





  Suddenly, several arms appeared from somewhere and wrapped around my shoulders, startling me.





  ━Hey, act friendly. Like we're friends.





  ━How much do you have?





  In the end, that day I was extorted for ten thousand won. An illegal experience that happened in a secluded place. Even though I was clearly the victim, my heart pounded as if I had done something wrong.





  It was a little later that I realized that feeling was a subtle sense of immorality mixed with fear.





  Thinking about it now, ten thousand won for pretty and scary high school girls to put their arms around me might not have been a bad experience-but anyway, that's not what I'm trying to say.





  "Quickly, lie down here."





  Chideok, cheodeok-.





  From Friede's calves, where strange, honey-like liquid flowed, emanated an eerie yet strangely immoral feeling, enough to remind me of that day in the alley.





  I knew what she was trying to do to me with that.





  "You're... you're trying to extort me, aren't you...?"





  "Ha, what are you talking about? Before the mana potion dries. Quickly, lie down here. Look at the ceiling. If you keep dawdling, you'll really get it."





  Was this not a repetition of that day when I was a middle schooler, deep in puberty? I knew what would happen if I lay on that bed, yet I eventually lay my body down.





  With less than a day left on the deadline Fleure had given me, I wasn't in a position to be picky.





  Seureuk-.





  Following me, Friede climbed onto the bed and slowly moved her legs. Her legs soon came to step on my stomach.





  Cheodeok-.





  The sensation of her soft soles and prominent toes was distinctly felt through the strangely sticky liquid.





  She continued to rub it all over my bare upper body.





  What was this?





  What on earth was this?





  I was instantly extremely flustered, the reason being that I couldn't figure out what it meant for a woman in this world to rub her feet on my body.





  Bare legs, stretched out white in the lamplight. Above them, the precarious hem of a negligee draped over her thighs. A cold, red gaze looking down at me as if I were some subordinate or even an insect.
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  I didn't know where to look, or whether I should close my eyes, so my pupils darted around frantically.





  Seureuk, seureureuk-.





  Was I being looked down upon by a woman right now? With a gaze of contempt?





  Me, who will become the great Necromancer of the Underworld?


  


  My god, I was being stepped on by a girl right now.





  If my mother and father saw this, they might lament, "We raised our son so diligently, only for him to become someone else's stepping stone?"





  I, too, knew this well and felt extremely humiliated, but at the same time, there was something rising within me beyond that falling pride.





  Eumjjil-.





  That was my lower body, which I had ignored for a long time.





  I had to admit, being stepped on all over my body by Friede's sticky, cool feet felt strangely good.





  If I let my guard down, my dick would surely stand up as if to pierce the sky. If I got an erection from Friede in this state, I would definitely never be able to show my face again.





  So, as I tried to maintain my composure, she spoke.





  "How is it?"





  "What-."





  "Don't you feel anything?"





  Why was she suddenly asking that? I racked my brain to understand the intention behind Friede's words.





  I diligently activated my dual-core processor to figure out how to answer to get a perfect score, but nothing came to mind.





  "Well, it feels, good."





  So, when I answered somewhat honestly, I saw Friede's eyes, which had been looking down at me, wrinkle slightly between her brows.





  "No, do you feel the transmission of mana? Not if it feels good."





  "Ah, transmission of mana?"





  I was quite flustered because I hadn't expected talk of mana or anything like that to suddenly come up.





  But thinking about it now, I could recall that this wasn't Friede teasing me with her feet, but rather part of a curriculum to help me use magic.





  "Don't focus on whether it feels good."





  Kkuuk-.





  Friede's foot, bearing her weight, firmly pressed down on my abdomen. Of course, my body was trained to be harder than any log, so it didn't hurt.





  "You feel good being stepped on? You're a total pervert. You'll definitely become the God of Perverts. How unpleasant."


  


  Although she was speaking so coldly, was it just my imagination that Friede seemed to be in a strangely good mood? Had she not noticed her own ears flapping up and down?





  Kkomjilak-.





  From that point, the movement of her soles sweeping my stomach and chest also changed, becoming even stranger. She used her toes to tickle or pinch my muscles.





  "Just like you felt during meditation, focus on the part of your body that's touching mine. Try to feel the mana."





  At Friede's increasingly rapid breathing, I focused on the part where her body and mine touched, a space about the size of her soft sole.





  Jjirit, jjirit-.





  Then, a strange sensation, clearly felt in my mind from her foot all the way to her entire body, shook my brain.





  This was a fucking incredibly wondrous feeling. It was as if Friede's body, touching my stomach, felt like a branch extending from me, like we were one body.





  "Hey, I feel something. It's fucking weird. It feels like you and I have become one...! What, what, shit, it's fucking weird!"





  "This is the principle of a staff. It makes it easier to wield mana by using a tool."





  "So, you're my staff now?"





  "Yes. We've been in the same room for a week to match our mana wavelengths, haven't we? I even gave you massages occasionally to reduce resistance to touch, so this is possible."





  Was that really how it was?





  I just thought Friede was trying to boss me around and make me run errands.





  Thinking that it was all for my mana training, I started to see her in a completely new light.





  However, one question suddenly arose.





  "But if it only matters that our bodies are touching, wasn't there no need to step on me with your feet? You could have used your palms."





  "Ha-? You have an attachment to my feet, don't you? It's meaningless if it's not an object of attachment."





  Shit, how did she know I liked feet? As I felt a slight tension from that thought, Friede changed the subject.





  "Alright, then I'm going to borrow the mana inside you and cast a spell. Remember the sensation. The sensation of sending mana to me."





  Seureuk.





  Friede created a small fireball on her palm. The sensation of blood instantly draining from my body was quite unfamiliar.





  My head was spinning as if I had anemia, and my vision blurred, leaving me completely disoriented.





  It was like the feeling of energy or vitality being forcibly expelled from my body.





  "Aeu-aeu-."





  "Stop making weird noises and concentrate. There's less than half a day left."





  "Eua-eueu-."





  Friede seemed to be urging me on, but with the energy constantly draining from my body, I was in no state to concentrate on meditation or mana.





  It was literally like being mummified alive.





  My mouth was parched, and it felt as if everything in my body was leaking out from the part where her sole touched, like a hole had been drilled.


 


  "What, now that I look, there's a strange seal on your stomach."





  Seureuk-.





  Then Friede's foot moved towards my lower abdomen.





  "What, with a seal on it, of course, it'd hinder mana manipulation. But well, something like this, if it falls into my hands-."





  Her increasingly warm sole rubbed my lower abdomen in a circular motion.





  "...No, what is this? Who uses such sealing magic? All your mana pathways are locked. With something like this, it should be impossible to even feel mana. You're quite something for sensing mana."





  "Eua-eua-eueu-."





  "It's completely blocked. No wonder you couldn't do it even with a hundred, a thousand days of effort. If you had something like this, you should have told me from the start, you idiot!"





  Seureuk-.





  Friede's sole lifted from my body. Because of that, I was barely able to grasp my wildly shaking mind.





  "Eua-eu, then, do you know how to break the seal...?"





  "I've never seen such a high-level spell."





  "You mean you can't do it?"





  "I might not be able to break the seal completely, but I might be able to make a small hole. High-level and complex spells tend to collapse from a single small hole, surprisingly."





  At Friede's words, a sturdy dam filled with water came to mind.





  Didn't they say a small hole in a dam could eventually become a fatal flaw that destroys the entire strong and powerful embankment?





  "Hey, then quickly break the seal for me. Seriously, there's less than half a day left."





  My eyes turned towards the window, hidden by curtains. It was dark outside now, but the sun would surely rise in a few hours.





  However, unlike me, who was slightly anxious, Friede merely meticulously wiped the sticky liquid from her feet with something like a handkerchief.





  After wiping her feet for a while, Friede opened her mouth.





  "I can break the seal. But if we had more time, maybe, but for just one night, even I would have to put in a considerable amount of effort. Your life could even be in danger."





  "My life-?"





  "I'm going to make a hole in one of the mana pathways connecting your lower abdomen to your heart. That hole will slowly break the seal. But usually, I don't even do this for my favorite disciples. It's incredibly difficult, and it could be dangerous."





  "I see."





  Didn't they say mana pathways could be thought of as circuits or wires created in the body?





  They said magic requiring one such wire was 1st-tier, and magic requiring two was 2nd-tier, and so on.





  I remembered hearing that it takes at least several years to increase those pathways one by one. Friede seemed to be offering to open one of them for me.





  Indeed, it must be a secret technique, worthy of being called a wizard's secret art, a closely guarded secret. It would also be dangerous, like an illegal procedure.





  Hwareuk-.





  Just then, a small flame flickered in Friede's hand.





  "You just have to swallow this. It'll hurt enough to kill you, and you might actually die. Some people's personalities even change from the pain. But if you just survive, it'll be more than enough to open a hole in your mana pathway's seal."





  Seureureuk-.





  She handed me the flame held in her palm. It was the size of a small candle flame, and its sensation was subtly like whipped cream, incredibly wondrous.





  I just had to swallow this?





  Swallow a flame.





  I fell into thought for a moment, but then, without hesitation, I swallowed it in one gulp.





  "It'd be a waste of time to back out now."





  Surprisingly, it had no taste and wasn't hot.





  But the moment it passed my throat and reached my stomach, I realized something was terribly wrong.





  "Graaaah-!"





  An intense pain, as if my entire body was burning from my lower abdomen, began to shake my head. It felt horrific, like someone had set my stomach on fire and was trying to roast my whole body.





  "Endure it-. It's going to get more painful from now on."





  Ra, Mundus, Nigulas Kalipa-.





  A strange, spell-like incantation flowing from Friede's lips echoed loudly in my brain.





  Each syllable she spoke, the raging flames from my lower abdomen flared up even more intensely, consuming everything within me.





  "Hoo, hooeu-."





  I tried to regulate my breathing to endure the pain, but I couldn't last even a minute. I felt like I wanted to punch and smash things, to rampage.





  "Graaaah-!"





  "Rodem, Beropri, Mit Yan Kule-."





  In my eyes, I saw Friede calmly sitting on the bed, chanting the spell. Something I could call my instinct screamed loudly in my head to grab her arm.





  Because of that, I reached out and grabbed Friede's arm. When I gripped her thin arm with slightly strong force, she frowned slightly but continued her incantation.





  "Oh, shit...."





  However, as if my thoughts were correct, I felt the burning pain raging in my body slowly draining away through my palm, which was touching her.





  My unstable mana was dissipating in various directions using Friede's body. Was this the principle of a staff, or something like that?





  Of course, since it was only an area about the size of a thin, thin palm, it was impossible to quell the mana that filled my entire body and threatened to explode.





  What should I do?





  To have to endure this all night. My personality would surely change and then some.





  "Eueu...."





  I gritted my teeth and fumbled for Friede's arm. I buried my face in her arm or thigh, trying to widen the contact area of our skin.





  The more my skin touched hers, the more the flames raging in my body were transferred to her, alleviating the pain.





  But, but it still wasn't enough.





  What on earth should I do!?





  With eyes full of hesitation, fear, and dread, I looked at Friede. Her thin negligee. If I could take that off, wouldn't I be able to touch even more skin?





  And so, I instinctively reached out, and Friede merely looked at me with indifferent eyes, continuing to chant her spell.
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  I thought I had grown accustomed to most pains in my life. But the pain I felt after swallowing the flame Elfriede gave me was beyond what I had imagined.





  It felt as if my body was being shattered and then remade. Like my lower abdomen was being seared from the inside with a red-hot poker.





  Though I wanted to thrash around and scream my heart out, if I expended all my strength like that, I would surely collapse before the sun rose today.





  Therefore, I forcibly held onto my sanity and endured the pain.





  Of course, the reason I could somewhat prevent my sanity from collapsing was because Elfriede was there.





  "━. ━━. ━."





  She continuously chanted a spell I couldn't understand. The longer her chant, the stronger the flames raging within my body became.





  To escape such pain, I buried my face in her neck, or reached inside her negligee to stroke her back.





  "━."





  Elfriede didn't stop me or anything, but merely continued chanting her spell silently, as if doing what she had to do.





  It would be good if more skin could be in contact.





  So I slowly peeled off the shoulder strap of Elfriede's thin silk negligee, letting it slide down. Then, an incredibly white shoulder was revealed.





  At the same time, a surprisingly full and beautifully shaped breast appeared before my eyes without concealment. Pink areola and a nipple that was somehow slightly firm.





  "━."





  However, because Elfriede, who was chanting the spell, covered her breast with her hand, the time I could see it was less than a few seconds.





  After pushing her down onto the bed, I busily moved to bring my bare upper body into contact with her skin.





  As skin touched skin, the hot flames surging within my body escaped through her. I raised my palm and lifted her arm upwards.





  Then, the hand covering her breast faltered, and soon a large, white breast was revealed before my eyes.





  Chulleong-.





  As I grasped that soft thing with my hand, the unexpectedly soft and warm sensation seemed to alleviate the pain in my lower abdomen a little.





  If I was to endure the pain for the night, this was my only option.





  That thought came to my mind instinctively. I buried my face between her breasts, and touched her nipple and areola with my finger.





  "━eut-."





  At that, I heard a strange moan mixed in with her chanting. Spurred by that, I moved my mouth to take her breast and rolled my tongue around.





  Elfriede, whom I had always only seen from afar, to be wantonly touching and licking the breast of my former owner, a slave. A strange sense of conquest and depravity made my head feel clear.





  It must be endorphins or something making me forget the pain.





  I continued to focus on licking and sucking Elfriede's breast.





  Turning off all my senses, and focusing solely on that, the pain, like my lower abdomen being seared with a red-hot poker, felt somewhat alleviated.





  I had wondered what I would do if Elfriede blocked or resisted me, but she surprisingly seemed to merely observe my actions with a detached attitude.





  However, I still felt that something was lacking.





  Thus, my hand further pulled back the negligee draped over her lower abdomen and thighs, and finally approached the space between her tightly clenched thighs.





  Firm and soft thighs. When I grabbed them with my hands and tried to spread them, I felt a slight resistance from her strength, but that was only for a moment.





  Seureureuk-.





  Eventually, Elfriede's two thighs were spread wide like wings by my hands.





  Between them was underwear with black lace, and I wondered if it was the same one I had seen before, but seeing that the ribbon and lace structure were different, it seemed to be another kind.





  After all, what was important wasn't the underwear, but what lay beyond it.





  But when I actually had it before my eyes, my hands and body didn't readily move.





  Perhaps Elfriede had known this would happen. She had said that if I learned magic from her, many things would change.





  Indeed, it was as she said. If I succumbed to the pain and instinct like this, it was clear that so many relationships would change.





  So I couldn't move.





  Whether she knew I was agonizing over this or not, Elfriede, lying down and chanting, placed one of her ankles on each of my shoulders.





  Though I was distracted by many things, I wasn't so foolish as to not notice the meaning of that action.





  "...."





  Then Elfriede stopped chanting.





  "Luna is a good girl. If it were me, I would never yield or forgive. Good things are meant to be used alone, not shared."





  "Why are you talking about Luna now...?"





  "But, isn't it out of line to call me a stray Cat? Even looking at the order, I should be first."





  "What the hell are you talking about-."





  "Enough. You just shut up and hold me. You want to, don't you? Stripping me like this. Didn't you instinctively feel that it's good to share magic while coupling?"





  Instinct?





  It was as she said.





  To endure the pain erupting from my belly, I instinctively knew that I had no choice but to become one with Elfriede and share the pain.





  Seureuk.





  "You pure coward, you bastard."





  Then Elfriede softly rubbed her own breasts with both hands. The moment I saw that, what little sanity I had shattered.





  Nevertheless, I was able to display the transcendent patience unique to one who had surpassed humanity and was becoming a god.





  "No, this, still...."





  Gugigit.





  At that, Elfriede's brows furrowed.





  "I told you there were conditions to learn magic from me. Take me as your first wife. That is my condition."





  "Become my wife? You...?"





  "You hate me, don't you? Who else but me would become your first family and die by your hand? So, from today, love me the most."





  "...You, are you okay with that?"





  "Hassan, do you think I would do something like this with a man I hate? Do you still not know me that well?"





  Bangul, Bangul-.





  Tears began to well up in Elfriede's red, ruby-like eyes. Elfriede was showing tears? At that fact, I was completely flustered.





  The pain that had been searing my body was nowhere to be felt, and my attention was solely on the fact that Elfriede was crying.


  


  "I was first, wasn't I? But why are you running away? I treated you well enough, didn't I? But why do you say such things to me?"





  Elfriede was crying.





  She who seemed to have no connection whatsoever with emotions like crying or tears.





  Who, in a way, seemed to have a heart made of iron-.





  The girl who had always acted haughtily even when surrounded by many men, the fact that she was crying beneath me felt unreal.





  "Right after we met, you showed me you were getting along well with that girl Luna. You never smiled at me like that. You just snapped at me every day."





  Elfriede's emotions were like an erupting volcano. Something long suppressed deep underground, now bursting forth uncontrollably everywhere under the pretext of an explosion.





  "With the money I gave you for food, you just became a free man. And then you just ran away-."





  Seueuk-.





  Then Elfriede's hands wrapped around my neck and pulled me towards her. Her two legs wrapped around my waist, restraining me like a firm prison or shackles.





  "But, I won't let you go now. No matter what anyone says, you're mine."





  Elfriede's face naturally drew closer to mine. She then bit my lips.





  It hurt.





  Could this be called a kiss? However, her biting my lips was only for a moment, then her mouth slowly parted, preparing to receive me.





  I then shared a long kiss with Elfriede. A deep kiss, where our tongues twirled around, focused on tasting each other.





  When I tried to pull my head back, breathless from the act that continued for several minutes, Elfriede's hands, wrapped around my neck and the back of my head, wouldn't allow it.





  "Focus only on me. Don't run away. You coward, you bastard...!"





  "You, can you really handle this?"





  "Someone like you, do you think I'd even bat an eye? I am Elfriede, the Witch of Fire. I'm completely different from a coward like you."





  As if her crying just moments ago was a lie, her tear-stained red eyes looked up at me provocatively. Since she kept calling me a coward, I naturally got angry.





  Therefore, even though I knew this was Elfriede's provocation, I slowly moved my hand to grope the inside of Elfriede's thigh.





  Seureuk, Seureureuk-.
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  Elfriede's thighs were warm, like freshly steamed rice cakes.





  Every time I stroked her thighs, her constant twitching and trembling was quite pitiful and cute.





  Pareureu-.





  "Heueu, heueueut...."





  Though she pretended to be strong, I could clearly tell through Elfriede's thighs that she was nervous. Of course she would be nervous. Even I was quite nervous.





  I opened my mouth, partly to shake off that trembling.





  "Elfriede, if it weren't for you, I would have been hanged. Though I didn't say it, I was always grateful to you."





  "If it hadn't been such an encounter, eut.... If we had just met normally, could I have become like that with you...? Like pink-haired Luna...."





  At Elfriede's words, I imagined a scene in my mind. Myself, forming a party with Elfriede, conquering various labyrinths and treacherous forests, and defeating Monsters.





  ━Hassan, you bastard, I told you to protect me properly during spell casting!





  ━You just need to speed up your casting a bit more. I don't have two bodies, how can I block everything?





  There were parts that were quite easy to imagine. That would have been an interesting life in its own way.





  Camping out together, falling asleep under the night sky. Living like that, would we naturally fall in love and kiss, and whisper sweet nothings in an inn room like this?





  "It would have definitely turned out that way."





  I answered that way, and slowly moved my hand.





  I stopped letting my palm's warm heat acclimate to the inside of her thigh, and now moved my hand towards a deeper, more secret place.





  "Hueu, heueu-."





  As I moved towards that inner part, Elfriede's breathing grew increasingly ragged, like someone terrified.





  Slightly pushing aside the thoroughly wet lace panties, when my hand finally touched her slippery vulva, Elfriede's tear-filled eyes widened to an extent I had never seen before.





  Seureuk, Seueueuk-.





  I gently rubbed her tightly clenched pussy, those soft labia, with a single index finger. Then, the sensation of very soft and sensitive skin and slippery fluid was clearly felt.





  "Hyaaaah...."





  Elfriede made a melting sound, like someone startled. Was she unfamiliar with the stimulation? I slowly lowered my head and brought my face between her legs.





  When I spread her labia with my fingers, the inside of her wet pussy was so tight that not even an opening was visible. Anyone could see she lacked experience or had none at all.





  "Hey, are you, by any chance, a virgin...?"





  "Ha-? What, why ask something so obvious?"





  Good heavens, Elfriede was a virgin.





  The girl who had been surrounded by countless men, who would have thought she was a chaste child.





  Men like Kabil, Shiz, Ormet Beth, Jakarta-who had put in effort to try something with Elfriede-flashed before my eyes in an instant.





  You dumbasses, you bastards.





  Those morons, those bastards, who even envied me for being Elfriede's slave, and tormented me where no one could see. They probably even jerked off imagining Elfriede.





  To think that what those guys couldn't obtain, despite all their sincerity and effort, I was now taking like a thief in an inn room, my head felt like it was about to explode.





  Seureuk-.





  I carefully inserted my index finger into Elfriede's vaginal opening.





  "Eueut...."





  The sensation inside her vagina, clenching so tightly it felt like it was trying to expel the foreign object that had entered, made my lower body incredibly hard.





  Unable to endure any longer, I pulled down my pants, and freed my dick, which had been trapped and suffering in uncomfortable clothes for a long time.





  "Th-that big...?"





  However, Elfriede, seeing my fully aroused thing, closed her legs as if flustered.





  "...Last time I saw it, it wasn't that big...?"





  When was 'last time'? Since I had shown my naked body to Elfriede quite a few times during my slave life, there were many possibilities.





  But at that time, I was suffering from the terrible 'Curse of Dusa,' which caused erectile dysfunction. Indeed, for Elfriede, this might be the first time she was seeing an aroused penis.





  "You haven't seen other men's?"





  "Ha-? Wh-why would I see something like that?"





  Elfriede on the bed surprisingly acted like a virgin. Come to think of it, Elves were said to be quite insensitive to emotions, weren't they? So, is this kind of reaction natural?





  Thinking that way, I understood why Elfriede hadn't even given a proper response to the men who were so eager for her.





  So, was my thing the first erect one Elfriede had ever seen in her life? It was both moving and made a slight sadistic urge well up within me.





  "This will go into your belly. It'll go in this far."





  I brought my thing against Elfriede's lower abdomen. Then, didn't my thing reach around her navel?





  At that sight, even I became scared.





  No, what would it even feel like if something like this went all the way to her navel? Elfriede seemed just as scared, as her breathing grew noticeably more ragged.
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  Perhaps it was quite a shock that I brought my thing all the way up to her navel.





  Elfriede's breathing grew noticeably rougher. It felt as if she was trembling with fear or perhaps in shock, as I could feel her body tensing up.





  Since it was clear that nothing would progress in this state, I decided to lay Elfriede down while we were both naked and start over slowly, one step at a time.





  After overlapping my body on top of Elfriede, who was frozen like a gentle Cat, we shared our warmth, and I stealthily brought my lips to her face.





  Chureup, cheureureup-.





  Elfriede, who had accepted it a bit awkwardly at first, soon relaxed her tension during the kiss and slowly accepted my tongue and lips.





  We continued kissing like that for several minutes.





  "How do you feel?"





  I asked Elfriede how things were, and she answered hesitantly with her eyes cast down as if avoiding my gaze.





  "Just, well, I think it feels good, but..."





  Then, her brow furrowed slightly.





  "But even if I don't know much, you seem very skilled. I guess you've done this a lot with Luna?"





  "Well, that's..."





  Because it felt like everything would break and shatter in many ways if I answered right now, I chose to bury my head against her neck and behind her ear instead of replying.





  A slender neck.





  When I lightly licked the long ear unique to an Elf with my tongue, Elfriede jumped beneath me as if startled.





  "Gyaeut, wh-what? What did you just do?"





  "No, I just licked your ear."





  "Have you... have you ever done this with another Elf besides me?"





  I didn't know why, but Elfriede seemed to be interrogating me intensely. I didn't understand why she was like this, both during the kiss earlier and now.





  "I haven't. You're the first Elf."





  "Th-then it's fine."





  Kkadak, kkadak-.





  Her ears, moving strangely up and down, instantly became burning hot as if blood had rushed to them. I continued to trace her neck and shoulders with my lips while my hand gripped her soft breast.





  Molkang-.





  They were quite large, but perhaps because my palms were big, they fit just slightly overfilling my hand. 





  "Angeut..."





  Jumul, jumulleok, molkang-.





  As I kneaded it like dough, Elfriede's body twitched here and there, her reactions easy to read. It would be nice to just keep touching Elfriede's breasts all day like this.





  But what I had wanted to do every time I secretly peeked at these breasts was this.





  Malkang-.





  When I buried my face between her breasts, there was a scent of peaches mixed with a faint smell of sweat. It must be the scent of that mana potion or whatever she had sprayed on her feet earlier.





  For a moment, I felt as if lightning had struck my head. Because of that, I reached out my long arm and took a leather water bottle sitting on the shelf next to the bed. 





  Inside, there was a fair amount of sloshing liquid, and I applied it generously to my hard, swollen cock.





  Jilgeok, jilgeok.





  Then, as I rubbed it between Elfriede's legs, she bucked her waist as if startled.





  "Wh-what, did you put it in already? What?"





  "Put it in? I'm just saying hello at the entrance."





  "Ha, I-I know at least that much, okay?"





  It was funny how she tried to act tough, considering where her panicked attitude from a moment ago had gone. 





  Unlike how she had rattled on about magic to me for a week, Elfriede seemed to have a clumsy side when it came to sexual matters, to the point where one could call it an F grade.





  Of course, it wasn't bad.





  I wondered what kind of reaction Elfriede would show if I pushed all of this inside.





  With that feeling, I slowly began to wedge the tip of my thing into her body. 





  It was quite narrow, but it wasn't so tight that I couldn't get it in if I took my time and put in the effort.





  "Haeueot, wh-what, something, something's strange-. Something's strange..."





  Still, Elfriede looked considerably anxious.





  "It's okay. Take a deep breath."





  "What, don't act so smug! You're just Hassan-!"





  I was a bit worried since it was her first time. But seeing her so full of energy, it seems like it will be easier than I thought.





  I don't know if applying the mana potion generously to my thing helped, or if my own efforts to drain the tension from Elfriede's body to the point of desperation helped.





  What's certain is that I'm a bit more accustomed and have the composure of an expert compared to when I had relationships with Luna or Hippolyte.





  Ssuuk-.





  "Haaat-!?"





  Thus, when I finally pushed my thing all the way into Elfriede's body, she wrapped her arms and legs around my back and waist as if greatly surprised.





  "Eut, eu, wh-what, it's strange, it feels like you and I have become one, what, what is this..."





  Elfriede's words were true. Because my body and Elfriede's had literally become one. 





  However, if there was something peculiar, it was that I could vividly sense the mana flowing through Elfriede's body beneath me and the magic power gathering in the air.





  Huuuk-.





  At that moment, something like a hot pain I had forgotten seemed to revive in my lower abdomen. Therefore, without getting lost in sentiment, I moved my waist and tried a piston motion.





  Jilgeok-.





  Between Elfriede's legs, which were as wet as could be, a quite lewd sound clearly spread from her pussy. 





  It was quite tight and difficult when putting it in, but once it was all the way in, it was easier to move than I thought.





  "Elfriede, honestly, I can't hold back. I'm moving now."





  "Wh-what do you mean, euat, ang, aang, aaat-!"





  Jjilgeok, jjigeok, sugeok-.





  I moved my waist almost violently to divert my attention from the heat boiling in my lower abdomen. My pelvis collided with her wide-open crotch, producing a series of sticky noises.





  "Haeu, gyaeut, haeu, gyaeeueut, eut, heueu, heuung, aang, aaat-."





  Elfriede, pinned beneath me, also let out continuous moans without any sense of shame following the piston motion. 





  As she seemed to be moving her trembling hands to cover her mouth, I pinned her wrists to the bed with all my strength to stop her.





  "L-let go, you idiot, haaat, aang, ang, haeut, l-let go, haa, haaaaeu.... I can't, I can't hold back the sounds, haaeut, euung-."





  Sugeok, sugeok, jilgeok, jjilgeok, pusyut, jilgeok-.





  Inside Elfriede's vagina, it bit down hard as if it didn't want to let go of my cock. I focused my mind on the sensation of the pussy making those lewd sounds.





  I forgot the hot pain gathering in my lower abdomen, and I let things like gods or whatever fade from my interest as if they didn't matter, focusing only on ravishing this girl's pussy.





  "I-I can't breathe, stop, stop it, heuang, aaaaeut-. My stomach, my stomach feels weird, it's weird-! Quickly, quickly let go! I want to, I want to go to the bathroom, heueueut-."





  Perhaps my intense piston motion was too rough, as Elfriede suddenly began to struggle beneath me. 





  However, the thought that I could see that haughty and sharp Elfriede wetting herself actually wrapped my head in a strange excitement.





  Because of that, I pressed her body down with mine and moved my waist even faster. 





  Elfriede struggled to escape from me, her fingers and sharp nails seemed to scratch my back and leave wounds, but escaping was out of the question.





  "You barbarian bastard, let, let go, I'm really going to piss. Heueu, haeu, eueu, I-I can't take it, eua, euaat, eeut-."





  I could see Elfriede's expression and eyes beneath me becoming mottled with fear, shame, and an unfamiliar pleasure. 





  Her face, flushed redder than I'd ever seen, looked like a carrot or a tomato.


  


  "Just go, because I'm going to come inside you too."





  "Geueu, geueueut...."





  My thing, which reached her navel, must have been stimulating her bladder. That's why she felt the urge to urinate, but Elfriede even bit her lower lip as if trying to endure it with superhuman willpower.





  Perhaps because she was putting so much strength into her body, the tightening became even more intense, making it dizzying.





  Ah-, the prideful Elfriede.





  In that appearance of her trying to protect her own dignity, I suddenly felt a strong emotion of love. How beautiful is a flower on a cliff, a precarious beauty.





  Therefore, I stood up while still pressing her down, and finally reached the point of lifting her and thrusting while hugging her waist tightly.





  Pusyut, pusyuk, sugeok, jjigeok, chalpak-, jjigeok.





  "Eugeueut, eueu, haeueueu, eueu, geueung, ang, aang, aaat, eu, I-I can endure it..."





  Thinking she would get hurt if she fell away from me, she desperately wrapped her arms and legs around my neck and waist. I also hugged her body even tighter with affection.





  And with my lips and nose buried in her neck, I whispered quietly near that long ear.





  "Elfriede, I think I love you."





  I'll ejaculate inside Elfriede like this. With the desire to fill her lower abdomen with my semen, I continue to move only my waist.


  


  For the past two years, with what kind of heart had I lived the life of a slave under this girl? It feels like all that hardship is being rewarded by Elfriede's body.





  If Elfriede becomes my first bride, I'll be able to feel this way every day.





  "It feels like I've liked you since a very long time ago."





  Saying those words, I lightly bite Elfriede's ear with my lips. At that, I felt the sensation of ejaculation slowly approaching as her vagina finally began to tighten.





  Chalpak, jjilgeok, jjigeok-, jjilgeok.





  I grip Elfriede's two buttocks tightly and thrust with all my might. 





  "Fool, you idiot, even if you don't say that, eeut, I-I already know, okay? Could you have possibly resisted liking me? Euung, eeut-."





  If pride were a sport, she could be a national representative.





  "How is it, the feeling of f-fucking me. Isn't it an honor...? You, you're my slave for life. Just stay quiet and get a hard-on like this whenever I tell you to-, haeu, eueu-."





  I don't know where she learned to say things like that. It was quite a turn-on. The urge to ejaculate surged instantly, and I ended up pouring my semen into her in waves.





  "Eueu, haeueueu, it's h-hot..., eueueuk, aaaaeut-."





  At the same time, I felt Elfriede's body tightening around me as if it were going to crush me. 





  Her arms and legs, which were wrapped around my neck and waist, tensed up greatly, her waist arched like a bow, and her head tilted toward the ceiling.





  Kkuuk, kkuuuk-.





  Elfriede's vagina tightened beyond measure. It was as if she were craving my semen so much that I felt like I was being squeezed dry.





  "I, I won. As expected, you're just a useless Samarian..."





  Elfriede laughed weakly while held in my arms. Seeing a few tears flowing, I wanted to praise her because it was impressive that she had held her urine until now.





  Jilgeok-.





  When I pulled my thing out of her body, vaginal fluids and semen mixed with red drops of blood flowed down her thighs in armfuls.





  Seureuk-.





  I carefully laid Elfriede's body down on the bed. After that, I turned her limp body around and propped her buttocks up toward me.





  "Wh-what? What are you trying to do...?"





  "I'll do this for you specially until the sun rises. Of course, I'm coming in your pussy every time."





  "P-pussy...!? Wh-what, what do you mean-, aaat!?"





  Her two buttocks, which were always wrapped in tight leather pants. I grabbed them firmly, pulled them apart, and inserted my thing into the gap.





  Suuuuk-.





  My stamina had become incomparable to before, and I simply couldn't be satisfied with just one ejaculation.





  "Eueu, aeut, geueueu-."





  At that, I felt something strange and warm wetting her legs from Elfriede's body. I thought about teasing her, but I felt like I'd get hit if I did, so I just decided to move my waist.





  Jilgeok-. Jjigeok, pusyut, pusyuk, pusyuk-.





  Every time I moved my waist, the liquids being sprayed heated my head even more, and finally, Elfriede sprawled out on the bed as if collapsing, reaching the point of grabbing and tearing the bedsheets with her palms.





  "Aung, aa, aang, ahang, eueu, haeu, m-my body feels weird, aeut, eeut-. Gyaeeueueueuk-!"





  That day, I poured semen into Elfriede's vagina about four times until the sun came up. When morning came, I no longer felt any pain in my stomach.





  I could clearly feel the existence of something like a thick line extending from my lower abdomen to my heart. Is this the pathway for mana?





  Seueuk-.





  "Light Vessel."





  When I lifted my palm, I saw fine particles that had been floating in the air forming a small bead above my palm.





  "Elfriede, it's thanks to you. I've become able to use real magic. Wow, so this is what it feels like."





  I've achieved the condition Fleur mentioned.





  While I feel very good, on the other hand, it's unavoidable that I feel a subtle and ambiguous emotion.





  "Gyaeeut..."





  In my eyes, I saw Elfriede sprawled on the bed with only her buttocks propped up. My god, I actually slept with Elfriede.





  Last night, I wasn't in my right mind due to various pains and complex emotions, but now that morning has come and I've reached post-coital clarity, what I've done hits me vividly.





  And as I looked at Elfriede's buttocks, her thoroughly wet thighs, and her pussy with a much clearer mind, I felt the blood rushing to my lower half again.





  I hurriedly made my left and right brain, my dual cores, calculate in parallel. Judging by my college-educated brain, which is becoming increasingly wise and intelligent as I become aware of my divinity. 





  The conclusion is that I must accept what has already happened since it can't be helped. Do I have to take Elfriede as my first bride-?





  What do I say to Luna or Hippolyte?





  But if I think back carefully, didn't Elfriede give off a nuance as if she had already finished talking with the other women?





  I don't know.





  What's certain is that it's already happened. Since it's come to this, I don't know when another opportunity like this will come, so let's bring it to a definite conclusion so I won't regret it later.





  So I slowly approached Elfriede, who was lying face down. At that, Elfriede was startled and wrapped her body in the blanket.





  "Y-you crazy bastard...! Stop, stop it...!"





  She seemed to think I was going to pounce on her again. However, she was half right and half wrong. 


  


  I just sat with one knee down in front of the bed and grabbed her snow-white calf. 





  And slowly, I massaged her legs, which must have been tense and contracted from doing something unfamiliar last night.





  At first, Elfriede was wary as if she were scared, but she soon entrusted her legs to me as if it were natural and obvious.





  An attitude that was truly noble and elegant beyond measure. This is why women who know they are beautiful are scary.





  And that's why she seems to shine.
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  In the past, when I first touched her leg with my hand. Even though I was suffering from the curse of the two-headed snake, my heart felt like it was going to burst. 





  What would the me of that time say if he saw the me of now?





  I pressed that thin ankle and calf with a renewed sense of emotion and asked.





  "Are you... are you serious about that?"





  "About what-."





  "I mean about wanting to be my first wife."





  "Well, did I say such a thing?"





  Elfriede feigned ignorance as if it were the first time she'd heard it. Perhaps she's giving me a chance to escape.





  To continue our precarious relationship as if nothing had happened until now. She might be saying that. 





  I hesitated a bit about what to do.





  I had been scared by the prophecy, but more than that, the act of marrying someone and creating a family was like an unknown fear to me.





  Could I do it well?





  Also, if my family were to be born into this world, I have a lurking sense that I might reach a point of no return, and that feeling is implicitly eating away at my heart.





  "Hassan."





  Elfriede called me.





  "Remember when I set fire to the city and jumped into the Temple pond? When I was burning myself in flames I couldn't endure-."





  What happened that day was something Elfriede and I had implicitly kept quiet about. Why is she bringing it up like this all of a sudden?





  Then Elfriede says one more thing.





  "At that time, I thought it would be okay to die by your hand. I haven't told anyone, not even you, but I'm actually under a curse. Someday, it will burn everything around me, including myself."





  "A curse-."





  "When that time comes, you kill me, Hassan. Because I want to die by your hand, and no one else's. Instead, love me more than anyone. Just like the prophecy said, you stop me, the one you loved more than anyone."





  I looked up from Elfriede's white feet and stared at her face. 





  With sweat-soaked hair and a white, round forehead, those eyes like brilliant rubies were staring down at me.





  Elfriede laughs.





  "Finally, you're meeting my eyes. You pervert who likes touching women's feet-." 





  It was a smile like the petals of a wild grass falling in the autumn wind.
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  Why is it that men have something called post-nut clarity?





  Once the boiling excitement subsides, why is the existence known as a man designed to think such cold, rational thoughts?





  After receiving a ray of intense light into my body at Delphi, I was able to escape the shallow chaos and regain a fairly clear mind. 





  And the sage time that comes after several turbulent eruptions made me possess a clearer and more lucid way of thinking than usual.





  As a result of agonizing over various things with thoughts wiser than anyone else's, it seems that I might be a little fucked. 





  Me, having a relationship with Friede!?





  It's something utterly unbelievable, to the point where I wonder if everything that happened earlier was just a hallucination experienced while training my mana. 





  But seeing as my lower body and crotch are slightly sore, this was definitely fucking reality.





  From now on, so many relationships will surely get jumbled and tangled up. Why am I so weak to the temptations of women? 





  The titles of Hassan, God of Patience, and Hassan, God of Purity and Chastity, are being erased from the list of gods I could become in the future, scattering like dust.





  How should I tell Luna and Hippolyte? I don't know about Hippolyte, but Luna will definitely be angry.





  Of course, hiding it would only make things worse.





  The conclusion my busily working brain reached is that if I just tell the truth and prostrate myself fucking low to beg for forgiveness, it might work out somehow. 





  Forgiveness is surely a bit easier than seeking permission.





  Indeed, thinking that way, it seemed like a very satisfying answer even to myself. 





  I can't be the God of Patience or the God of Chastity, but at least during post-nut clarity, I feel like I could be something like Hassan, the God of Wisdom. 





  I'm afraid of just how wise I can become.





  Before my eyes, I saw Friede sleeping soundly on the newly changed, clean bedsheets. 





  Slender, snow-white legs stretching out from under her negligee. The cool, firm thighs and knees characteristic of an Elf, thin calves, ankles, and soft toes.





  Thinking that I was able to touch those as I pleased yesterday felt like a dream. Shibal, just thinking about it makes my dick, which has become sore again, feel heavy with a sense of grandeur.





  But I didn't have time.





  Because I have to go meet Fleur before lunch arrives. If the promised time passes, that man won't stamp the recommendation letter.





  Still, there's about an hour left, so wouldn't it be okay to touch her breasts for about a minute? 





  Since things have already turned out this way, I decided not to leave any regrets even if I were to die, so I slowly reached my hand toward Friede's breasts.





  Friede, lying on her side, had quite bountiful breasts positioned under that soft silk negligee. 





  Back when I was a slave, even when my dick wouldn't get hard because of Medusa's curse, I used to feel a curiosity to touch those breasts at least once.





  Seureuk, malkang-.





  Friede's left breast touched my palm. What I felt under the thin silk clothing was truly soft and warm. I tried to give it a light squeeze so as not to wake Friede up.





  Seureuk-.





  At that moment, Friede, who had been sleeping with even breaths, slowly opens her eyes.





  「....」





  I was truly startled by those red eyes that I hadn't expected. This must be how the Fellowship of the Ring felt when they were caught by the Eye of Sauron.





  So, as I froze stiff like a mouse before a snake, Friede surprisingly said nothing and just maintained a dazed expression. 





  She also looked as if she had just woken up and couldn't accept reality. Originally, Friede was often half-asleep when she woke up.





  Or does she consider it nothing to have her breasts touched by me, who has already massaged her feet however I wanted?





  No, does it mean that since we've gone beyond simply touching feet and now have *that* kind of relationship, I can touch her breasts as I please? 





  Could it be that a man and a woman promising to marry and start a family is synonymous with having the right to touch breasts at any time?





  Reaching that thought, it felt like the back of my head was tingling. 





  Therefore, taking advantage of the momentum and satisfying my selfish desires by pressing one of her breasts with my palm and fingers, feeling it squish. 





  Gugigit-.





  Friede's dazed expression also began to turn red, and her brow furrowed deeply. I was extremely flustered.





  This could be called the 'medium anger' stage in Friede's levels of rage.





  The range that would appear if I, back when I was a slave, accidentally stepped on Friede's foot or if I was lazy and deliberately didn't perform what Friede ordered.





  If I kept provoking her, sharp insults that wouldn't even suit those thin lips would come flying out. 





  Siik, siiik-.





  In fact, Friede's breathing was getting faster and faster, which meant she was definitely loading up insults internally. 





  So, just as I thought it would be better to stop now and was about to pull my palm away, I discovered a slightly prominent, firm nipple between Friede's soft breasts. 





  As I lightly pinched it with my thumb and index finger-.





  「Gyaut....」





  She let out a faint groan with a feeling completely different from the usual Friede. 





  However, because Friede, whose face turned bright red as if she were furious, covered her breasts with her hands and turned completely away, I had no choice but to leave my regret behind.





  Still, I'm glad no whipping came flying. It was thanks to me moving the whip far away while she was sleeping, anticipating that.





  The one who had turned her back to me said.





  「You said you had to meet the Baron before this afternoon. Don't you have to go?」





  「No, I should go now.」





  「Then after you get the Baron's recommendation, it's over once you find just one more noble. Building a Temple and becoming a god.」





  「I guess so?」





  「But, do you really have to build a Temple? Living like this right now should be enough.」





  It was just something I felt, but Friede seemed quite displeased with me becoming a divine being. I'm not sure what the reason is.





  Then, Friede, who had pulled the blanket over her head, added one more thing.





  「Then watch out for the Elves.」





  「The Elves? Why?」





  「....」





  I asked for the reason back, but no answer came. Seeing as there were just even, rhythmic breathing sounds, it seems she fell back asleep quickly. 





  She must have been tired from helping me with my mana training for the past week. And last night, she did something unfamiliar all night long.





  I draped a blanket over Friede's body and left the room.











  *      *      *











  「Light Vessel-.」





  As I recited my simple spell, I felt a tickling sensation in my palm. 





  At the same time, small beads of light like fireflies created a light source on my palm with a brightness similar to a light bulb. The 1st circle magic, Light Vessel.





  I became a fucking mage. It wouldn't be wrong to say I've become an existence on a different level from the Muggles who can't use magic.





  「Excellent. It's crude, and the brightness is also poor, but it's better than I thought.」





  At that, Baron Fleur expressed admiration with appropriate words. 





  Having completed the condition this man had set for me-to be able to use the 1st circle magic Light Vessel in one week-I could be as proud as a returning hero.





  「Is this enough now?」





  「Yes, it is. From the looks of it, you seem to have had a relationship with a female mage of at least the 5th circle. A sexual relationship, I mean.」





  No, how did he know that?





  I suspected that this man named Fleur might have placed some kind of wiretapping or monitoring magic on me. 





  I don't know if such magic actually exists, but if he's a Lich enough to serve as a professor at a magic University, there's no reason he couldn't do something like that.





  「You have a look on your face wondering how I knew that.」





  「That's right.」





  「That's because the seal placed on you was designed to be broken only by a Witch's defloration blood. It was a seal with a truly bizarre restriction.」





  A Witch's defloration blood, so the seal only breaks with the blood of a first experience? What kind of seal is that?





  For a moment, I recalled that the one who placed the seal on me was Jupiter, who is called the King of Gods. Was it said that Jupiter's philandering was very diverse and his tastes were broad?





  Since that man placed the seal on me, it wasn't strange even if it was such a seal. He said he had prepared a gift for me. Could this bizarre method of breaking the seal have been the gift?





  I don't know.





  Anyway, the seal was broken thanks to Friede.





  While I was slightly soaked in sentiment with that feeling, Fleur says more.





  「However, unless it's an extraordinary relationship, she wouldn't have offered her own body to break the sealing formula. Purity is quite important for a female mage.」





  「What does that mean?」





  「There's a saying that the more a mage protects their virginity and purity, the more the power of their magic increases, so they don't give their purity to just anyone. If she was willing to give up her purity to break your seal, you must be in a fairly affectionate relationship.」





  There was such a thing. It was my first time hearing it. 





  Friede hadn't exactly made a vow of purity like Luna or Hippolyte, so I thought she didn't have much resistance to having a first experience. 





  If I think about her taking into account the risk of her magic power decreasing, it's clear that it would be difficult to decide unless it was a big resolution in its own way.





  I asked.





  「Then, what happens to Witches who lose their purity? Does their magic skill decline?」





  「But, actually, that's not necessarily the case. The idea that mages must protect their purity is just a superstition. It's likely a result of the strong spread of the faith of Diana, the goddess of purity, among mages.」





  At the name Diana, I thought about the woman who had stepped on the back of my neck with her foot before. Diana, the goddess of the moon and purity. She was the woman who had tried to make me her Great Warrior. 





  Fleur says.





  「These days, the theory that a promiscuous sex life increases magic power is actually in vogue.」





  「Are you saying that the more relationships one has, the more their magic skill increases?」





  「Yes, in fact, mages who have achieved great feats were mostly married or had many lovers. According to the recent Nestorian school, there's even a claim that a sex life might actually increase magic power.」





  I don't know what it is, but it seems a healthy sex life increases magic skill.





  「So, you should have relationships with many women in the future. The more you do, the higher the probability that your skill in handling mana will improve by leaps and bounds. It seems it will also be helpful for my research.」





  Seureuk-.





  A blue eye-light shone ominously from under the fedora.





  「Anyway, I will issue the recommendation letter as promised.」





  「Are you also going to teach me necromancy?」





  「Ah, we did make that promise. Yes, I shall do so. I will teach you all of the 7th circle necromancy and death magic I have achieved. Whether you can learn it or not depends on you, but since you are the Son of Pluto, your aptitude should be sufficient.」





  Ah, necromancy.





  What a wonderful ring to it.





  If I could just get that powerful strength back into my hands, it was clear that I would no longer need to tremble in fear that Gloria might jump me.





  「However, I will not be loyal to you, Son of Pluto, Zigres. The one I made a contract with is your father, Pluto, not you.」





  「Is that so. Well, that can't be helped. By the way, Baron, were you originally a Pluto Follower?」





  To be honest, I had suspected it ever since he mentioned necromancy with that skeletal appearance, but I just asked to hear the answer out of curiosity. Then the man nods his head.





  「Yes. Before I became a follower of Venus, I was originally a follower of Pluto. Most of the residents of this Sodomora were. And we were all destined to become so....」





  Hwareureuk-.





  His blue eye-light, hidden by the fedora, shines faintly. 





  I don't have the ability to read the expressions or eye-lights of a skeleton, but I could tell that he was lost in some kind of poignant memory.





  He opens his mouth again.





  「So, how many people have you received consent from now? Since you said you came from Delphi, you must have received the consent of that snake-like Carvilgas fellow.」





  「I received Enya-nim's recommendation letter last week.」





  「A wise young lady who knows how to read the flow. I wish my daughter Brigitte could be even half like her. Yes, then including me, that's three. Is there one left?」





  「By any chance, do you have any noble connections you know? Like a former Pluto Follower like yourself, Baron-.」





  「Because of this lifestyle, I don't have many noble connections I know, but I do know the High Priest of Pluto who is living in hiding in this Sodomora. You can get a recommendation letter from him. He happens to be someone who also holds a title.」





  Fleur trails off, saying, 「He played a part in making my body like this-」.





  The High Priest of Pluto.





  For a moment, I realized that the person who would become the leader of the Cult was hiding in this Sodomora. 





  That's why the Temple knights Antiope and Weiss Wein had come to Sodomora on a mission, and also why many Cultists had attacked this Sodomora. 





  「Who is that?」





  「If you are active as an adventurer in the Mars Guild, he's a man whose face you've already seen. Vincent Friedrich-.」





  「Vincent Friedrich-?」





  It was a name I was hearing for the first time. Because of that, while I was furrowing my brow slightly, the man whose eye-light flashed under the fedora continues speaking again.





  「Then again, everyone who knew this name has either died or retired. He is probably called by this name now. The head of the Mars Guild, Waldemar-.」





  Oh, shit.





  What came to mind at that name was a middle-aged man with a half-bald head, one eye, and a face full of wrinkles. 





  That ajhussi who smelled of alcohol and looked like someone you could commonly see anywhere in the village was the High Priest of Pluto?





  Shibureol, I hadn't thought of that at all.





  No, to think the head of the Mars Guild was the leader of the Cult. 





  He had even had meals with me a few times, and often asked me if adventurer life was worth doing, so I just thought of him as a capable ajhussi, but it was a fucking shocking identity.





  Is this for real?





  It seems the reason the Mars Guild couldn't go public was because there was a spy inside. Even more, that the spy was sitting in the position of the head!





  As soon as I finished my conversation with Baron Fleur, I went to the Mars Guild building. 





  Thus, when I went to the head's office, which was like a pile of miscellaneous storage, and knocked on the door, a voice that sounded exhausted as always was heard from inside.
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  「There's no one here, so don't come in.」





  「I heard from Baron Fleur. I heard there's a noble here who will write my recommendation letter.」





  「Dammit-, that bastard who's nothing but bones finally opened his loose mouth.」
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  Sodomora, a major city counted among the finest in the kingdom.





  It was said that when the great monster Typhon, who tried to overturn the world, finally let out his death cry upon being struck by Jupiter's lightning, many earthquakes, faults, and fissures were created on the surface.





  Among those fissures, some connected the underworld, known as the afterlife, with the mortal world, the Saha world. Sodomora is said to be a city built near such a fissure. 





  Was it built over a fissure that appeared at the point where the rivers flowing through the underworld intersect, a place commonly called the 'Ferry of the Underworld'? 





  Wizards gathered one by one over the fissure to utilize the underworld's magic power rising from the ferry. 





  As rumors of that overflowing magic power spread further, a village was formed, and as stories of the gold mines lining the vicinity circulated, it eventually became a large city-.





  "It has been quite explosive since necromancy developed during the Titan War 50 years ago."





  Inevitably, Sodomora was closely associated in many ways with Pluto, the god who governs the afterlife and the underground mineral veins. 





  As the size of Sodomora grew larger and larger, the worship of Pluto naturally increased in influence, to the point where it rivaled the number of followers of Jupiter, the Chief Deity of the kingdom.





  "Think about it. Skeleton miners who require no wages, no rest, and no meals digging up various minerals from the coal mines. It was only natural for Pluto followers and priests to amass wealth."





  Waldemar, the head of the Mars Guild, turned his one remaining eye toward the air. 





  His eye seemed to be recalling events from the distant past, rather than looking at his office, which resembled a field tent.





  Waldemar continued.





  "Using that wealth, the followers of Pluto held key positions throughout the kingdom. Perhaps that was the problem. Because they expanded their power so much, they invited backlash from the existing powers."





  "So that's why the Pluto followers were persecuted?"





  "Yes, but besides that reason, there are actually more complicated things. As you might know if you've heard everything, my name is actually not Waldemar, but Vincent Friedrich."





  Friedrich.





  Among the people living in this kingdom, there would be no one who doesn't know that name. 





  It is the name of the royal family bestowed directly by Jupiter, and only royalty can use the name Friedrich.





  That means this one-eyed middle-aged man, a man who drinks strong snake wine while fearing a defensive battle with his wife, was originally royalty.





  "Ahjussi, were you royalty?"





  "Yes, the current king, Byeokryeokje, is my younger brother. Most of those who knew this fact are dead or were killed. It's a secret."





  The king's older brother? 





  I thought he was an extraordinary ahjussi, but damn, he was a fucking incredibly high-ranking person. If he's the king's brother, what's his title? Something like a Duke? Wouldn't he be the highest among the nobles I've seen?





  I don't know why such a man is serving as the head of an unlisted guild. 





  Of course, the head of a guild was a great position, but I feel like a man who is the king's brother should be living a comfortable life settled in a large mansion in a place like the royal castle.


  


  "Then why on earth are you doing this here?"





  At my words, Waldemar scratched his half-bald forehead with his finger. He hesitated as if it were difficult to answer, then finally let out a strange sigh and spoke.





  "It's the end for Pluto followers. Those in high positions were pushed to minor posts or mostly killed. Or they converted like me."





  "Ah-."





  "Not to mention that the path to success was blocked."





  I recalled the time I was invited to Marquis Carvilgas's banquet in Delphi. It was said that most of the guests there were followers who served Pluto. 





  The fact that they welcomed me was likely largely because they hoped for a chance to rise to important positions again. 





  They must have thought that I would raise the prestige of Pluto, which had fallen and been branded as a Cult, and also save their own situation as believers. 





  Of course, I don't know if I can do such a thing, but just having a symbol like me would have been enough to gain comfort.





  "...."





  While I was thinking that for a long time, Waldemar maintained his silence. Even I can tell that this man is trying to hide something without revealing it.





  The king's brother.





  In this patriarchal world that prioritizes the eldest son, that would mean superiority in the line of succession. 





  Furthermore, there must be a reason more complicated than I thought for him, who had served as the High Priest of Pluto, to discard his name and identity and work as the head of an unlisted guild.





  "So is that why you're acting as the leader of the cultists, Ahjussi?"





  I recalled the Pluto cultists attacking Sodomora and smashing the Mars Guild. Thinking about it now, I wonder what the hell that was. 





  Cultists destroying the Mars Guild where their leader is the head, and then the cultist leader fixing it again with a lot of money. What exactly did he want to do?





  I don't know. The only thing for certain is that the Pluto cultists are dumbasses.





  There's a reason for their downfall.





  At my words, Waldemar took out a pipe from somewhere, lit it with a *tak-tak*, put it in his mouth, and let out a sigh.





  "Leader? More like hot-blooded Pluto followers running wild, thinking they'll overthrow the kingdom on their own. Most of them have gone to the prison city now. The Pluto faith will completely fade away too. Or so I thought-."





  *Seueuk-.*





  Waldemar's one remaining eye stared at me as if to pierce through me. I don't know for sure, but there seemed to be a subtle resentment contained in it. Actually, there probably is resentment.





  "Your existence has ruined everything, Hassan. Son of Pluto? Archduke of Hell? My god, I never thought such a being would actually exist."





  "Wasn't it publicly spread as a prophecy among the cultists?"





  I recalled the story I heard from Schizo, the greatsword warrior and holy knight of Pluto. 





  Those guys didn't doubt for a second that the Son of Pluto would transform the world into Hell. 





  They showed such fanatical loyalty even as their lives were fading away. 





  I even got goosebumps at the sight of them not doubting that the prophecy was real. Thinking about it now, I guess they were right.





  That guy holding the greatsword and I could be seen as both doing dumbass things. It's a relief that the bastard is in prison. Because if we saw each other's faces now, it would be fucking awkward.





  However, Waldemar seemed to have a different view on that.





  "That prophecy? I made it up. To tell the persecuted Pluto followers to wait quietly for their time and preserve their lives. It was just a story I created on my own."





  "Damn, is that true?"





  "It was our role to be slowly forgotten among the people like that. But if you show up now as the Son of Pluto, it's nothing more than pouring oil on a dying ember."





  "I get it, so just stamp the recommendation letter. I'm a bit busy...."





  "...."





  Waldemar was looking at me with an 'this bastard-' expression. He probably thought so in his head too. But when I pushed the recommendation letter forward, he signed the paper as if he had no choice.





  Vincent Friedrich.





  Seeing his name stamped largely on my document makes me feel very good. 





  In a way, I could be seen as having collected all the badges from the gym leaders in each region to become a Pokémon Master.





  Two weeks since arriving in Sodomora from Delphi.





  It is because I have finally become able to build my Temple, just as the gods of Hypos said.





  I felt very good. I'll set up a health center under the name of a Temple and absorb all the Task Points. 





  To think I've finally achieved my initial goal of setting up a health center in this world to raise my level. 





  It was the first time I had planned something and reached the stage of almost achieving it, so I felt a great sense of accomplishment.


  








  *     *     *








  


  I was feeling very good just a moment ago. Having finished my business ahead of the Temple construction, my mouth felt bone-dry and cold sweat seemed to be pouring down.





  With every step I took, my heart pounded, and I felt so dizzy that my vision blurred.





  "Huu-."





  My breathing was wild, and I had been hyperventilating for a long time. 





  The reason I was feeling such fear was that as I moved my steps, Luna's Cabin was getting closer and closer.





  Remembering how I hid the adulterous affair with Hippolyte from Luna for a long time only for it to eventually explode, I thought it would be better to honestly tell Luna what happened with Friede this time.





  "Hassan-nim, are you really going to tell her the truth...? You might be killed by Luna-nim-ssi...!"





  Paranoy continued to scare me from the side.





  "Luna-nim might drive a stake through Hassan-nim's heart-ssi...! She might come with scissors while Hassan-nim is sleeping and cut it off-ssi...! It's the voodoo of castration-ssi...!"





  "Be, be quiet, you bastard!"





  Since Paranoy was saying such terrible things, I had no choice but to cover his mouth. 





  I'm already used to him spouting nonsense with his characteristic paranoid quirks, but today of all days, those words don't sound like empty talk.





  Such a thing might really happen.





  This is such a serious matter. But even so, I can't avoid it or run away. And I definitely shouldn't hide it.





  Damn, I have no choice but to face it like a man.





  *Dallang-.*





  Thus, finally, the wind chime in the small yard rang.





  "Aat-! Someone has come-ssi! Landlord! I shall go out instead-ssi!"





  Someone runs around and throws the door open, appearing in the yard. It was Doris, the Nymph of Honey Water with honey-colored hair.





  She seems to have completely become Luna's errand girl now. Was it said that it's natural for Nymphs to hang out with and serve gods or the children of gods? 





  Just as Paranoy follows me well, I guess Doris has become Luna's dedicated maid. Of course, that wasn't what was important right now.





  "Hey, Doris. Is Luna inside?"





  "She is inside-ssi! And Nymph of the Ditch! It's said that the Nymphs are going on an autumn picnic among themselves at the Vesta Goddess Nymph Alumni Association-ssi! They said they've prepared plenty of cookies and candy-ssi!"





  "Is that true-ssi...? This, I have no choice but to clear my schedule-ssi...!"





  Paranoy, that bastard. To think he's all giddy about going on a picnic after scaring me so much just now. He's a very heartless fellow.





  "Heu-."





  Anyway, what's important now is neither Paranoy nor the Nymphs' autumn picnic. What's important is that I'm going to meet Luna and face her with the truth.





  So, after taking a deep breath, I stepped into the Cabin with the mindset of 'whatever, it's not like I'll die'. Then, I saw Luna's back as she was diligently pouring water into a jar inside.





  "Hey, Luna-."





  "Ah, Hassan! How did it go? Did you learn magic well?"





  "Uh, well, yeah. Light Vessel-."





  I showed the orb floating on my palm to Luna, who welcomed me so warmly. At that, Luna jumped a few centimeters into the air as if she were truly so surprised.





  "To think Hassan can use magic now!"





  "I also got all the recommendation letters for the Temple construction. Now I can build the Temple, but...."





  "That's a great thing! Shit! But why are you so gloomy? Did something bad happen?"





  "That's, Luna, you know...."





  Ha, damn, how should I say this. But if I back down like this, my dream of becoming a Necromancy Sultan will fly far away. Therefore, I decided to speak like a man.





  "Luna, I slept with Friede."





  "Wha, what...?"





  *Gugigit.*





  Luna's brow furrowed intensely. It truly felt like time had stopped.





  *Gooooo-.*





  I felt an extremely chilly coldness begin to swirl around me. 





  I thought I had felt this sensation somewhere before, and I remembered this strange air surrounding me when Lady Nox appeared through Luna's body.





  What, is Lady Nox appearing? Damn, I'm screwed. I was thinking that, but fortunately, Luna seemed to be maintaining her sanity.





  "What did you do with Friede?"





  "Se, sex...."





  "When."





  "Yesterday...."





  "I'm sorry, Luna. I have nothing to say. I have no excuses either."





  I placed my forehead and both hands on the floor and bowed flat. This was a sign of submission that anyone could see. 





  It was a very humiliating and insulting sign of surrender. My fate could be seen as now being held in Luna's hands.





  "...."





  However, Luna walked lightly with bare feet and circled around me. Then, her nose twitched as if she were trying to catch the scent lingering around me.





  "Just what on earth did you have to do for the scent to be this deeply ingrained?"





  "Is, is that so?"





  I didn't think Friede's scent was that deeply ingrained in me. I had already washed several times, but it seemed Luna could sense it.





  "Hmm-."





  Luna continued to circle around me. At that, Doris, who had been listening to the story from the side, shouted out instead.





  "This fellow has cheated with another woman while having the landlord as his lover-ssi! He's a worse guy than a honey badger or a brown bear that steals and eats carefully collected honey-ssi! He's a very wicked motherfucker-ssi!"





  She seemed to be condemning me. Getting angry as if it were something that happened to her was quite fierce. She probably couldn't tolerate me hurting Luna, whom she had taken as her master.





  Did Illinois, the Nymph of the Ditch who took Caesar, the son of the Mountain God, as her master, also take the lead in getting angry like this when that Caesar fellow was in danger or faced injustice?
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  Therefore, I looked at Paranoy, who had become my companion Nymph.





  Nymph Paranoy, who might one day become a Frontier Count over the burning fires of Hell. Wouldn't now be the time for him to defend me and take my side to increase his stake?





  "Luna-nim, may I dare say a word about this situation-ssi...?"





  Then Paranoy really opened his mouth.





  "Hassan-nim is a bad guy, that is correct-ssi...!"





  However, I had to once again admit that this bastard was someone who always betrayed and sided with the winner.





  "To dare cheat while having a lover like Luna-nim...! This is an act that cannot be tolerated as a fellow woman-ssi...!"





  "Hmm-."





  At Paranoy's words, Luna's brow furrowed even more. I felt a chilling shiver down my spine. Even if they are Nymphs, they are ultimately women. There are three women here.





  ━Grrr...! Woof-woof!





  Even Woof-woof, who is female, seems to be my enemy now. This is the middle of enemy territory, and I'm screwed without anyone's help.





  Is this the end of everything?





  While I was thinking that, Paranoy opened his mouth again.





  "But what about Jupiter and Neptune, who boast of being Chief Deities-ssi...? They are all busy having affairs and spreading many descendants while leaving Juno and Salacia behind-ssi...!"





  "What?"





  "Their sons are even more terrible rascals-ssi...! As you can see from Tritan, that fellow is a scoundrel himself who lusts after even more women despite having 30 wives-ssi...! Compared to those fellows, Hassan-nim can be called a gentleman-ssi...!"





  "What kind of dog-bone nonsense is that? What's what?"





  Unexpectedly, because Paranoy raised his voice, Luna seemed to have become very displeased. But Paranoy added a few more words as if he had caught an opportunity.





  "The gods of Hypos, all of them, clearly think it's natural to have affairs-ssi...! But Hassan-nim, the Archduke of Hell, is different-ssi...!"





  "What's different? He's cheating in the end."





  "No, it's different-ssi...!! While he could touch as many other women as he wanted if he wished, he is seeking forgiveness from Luna-nim even while enduring such humiliation and insult-ssi...!! This is treatment that even Goddess Juno, the goddess of the family, never received-ssi...!!"





  Paranoy was like a martyr wishing for the struggle of a nation. Was this fellow someone who spoke this well? His voice was sharp, and the message seemed to be hammered into my ears.





  "Hassan-nim is asking for an apology from none other than Luna-nim-ssi...! Isn't this because Luna-nim is the most precious and first being in Hassan-nim's heart-ssi...?"





  "Is, is that so?"





  Is it working? The wrinkles are slowly disappearing from Luna's brow!





  "Hassan-nim eventually being surrounded by many women is the fate of one who will become a ruler-ssi! If it can't be helped, it must be accepted-ssi...! Luna-nim, at this rate, you might lose the position of the legal wife to other thieving rascals, so instead of badgering Hassan-nim like this, you must struggle-ssi...!"





  "Stru, struggle...? To protect the position of the legal wife...?"





  "That's right-ssi...! If Luna-nim abandons Hassan-nim like this, wouldn't it just be filling the bellies of the magpies waiting below with their mouths open to pick up Hassan-nim-ssi...?"





  "...."





  "They have nothing to lose-ssi...! But on the contrary, Luna-nim has much to lose-ssi...! At this rate, Luna-nim might lose everything-ssi...!! Luna-nim must fight against them-ssi...!!"





  What is he saying to fight and what struggle.


  


  Just then, I could recall that he was actually a wizard of persuasion who, as a member of the Cult, persuaded the tree monster Stomps to go on strike.





  Whether she was eventually persuaded by Paranoy's eloquence, Luna, with the wrinkles she had been making on her brow completely smoothed out, helped me up from the floor.





  And then she said.





  "Then Paranoy, since you defended Hassan, you take a flick to the forehead instead."





  "Luna-nim, just cut off Hassan-nim's lower body-ssi...!" 
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  A noble's recommendation letter.





  Having received the recommendations from the four nobles necessary for the establishment of a Temple, I was now officially able to build a Temple on this Gaia continent.





  Barely scraping together a thousand gold, including the money sponsored from here and there and the 100 gold borrowed from Luna.





  With that, I go around putting in the legwork to look for a suitable site on the South Gate and East Gate streets.





  "Land? A thousand gold? Well, for that much, I can certainly sell you a plot. My son is setting up a merchant group this time, and I happened to need the money."





  The landowner of the East Gate street grins broadly as if he's in a very good mood. 





  At first, he was extremely wary upon learning I was the Samaritan who set fire to the city, but the moment he realized the chest I was carrying was full of gold coins, his guard must have dropped.





  "So, Samaritan-yangban, for what purpose are you trying to buy land?"





  "I'm going to build a Temple."





  "Oh, a Temple. Is a new priest being appointed to Sodomora this time? Another Temple coming into this city? Wow, the nearby land prices are going to go up again."





  A Temple is a kind of convenience facility. Therefore, it's said that no residents dislike a Temple coming in nearby. 





  They even call the lands near the Temple street the 'Temple-influence zone' and trade them at high prices. The landowner, looking very pleased, asks once more tentatively.








  "What kind of Temple are you going to build? Temples for Mars, Minerva, Venus, and Juno are already in the city, so perhaps a Temple of Radiance is being built? I heard, Samaritan-yangban, that you've been to Delphi."





  The landowner concluded by saying that rumors were rife in the streets that a Priest of Radiance dispatched from Delphi would be sent to Sodomora.





  To him, who wore a very pleasant expression, I say cautiously.





  "I'm going to build a Temple for Pluto, no, to be precise, for his son."





  "Wha, what-? Did I hear that right?"





  "That's right."





  At my words, the landowner's expression changes abruptly. 





  He looked exactly like someone suffering from acute indigestion, fidgeting like someone who left their wallet in the middle of a park, before finally opening his mouth with a sigh.





  "Th-that, thinking about it, this land is something I inherited from my father, so I don't think I should sell it. That, I'm sorry."





  "Is that so."





  With this, it's already the fifth rejection. 





  People refused to sell their land to me in this manner. Because of that, finding land suitable for building a Temple was becoming a considerably difficult and arduous process.





  Good grief, even though I have a chest full of gold coins I've never touched in my life, I can't even get a single piece of land to build my Temple.





  


  *      *     *


  





  "They are all afraid, Hassan. If rumors spread that they sold land to a Follower of Pluto, they could be punished under the kingdom's laws."





  Right now, this is Hippolyte's office in the Mars guild. I came to meet Hippolyte, who wanted to hear a progress report on the Temple construction.





  She replied as such to my words that people weren't selling land at all. 





  Even so. To turn down money. It seems the oppression of Pluto's Followers is more deeply rooted than I imagined.





  Hippolyte perched herself on something like her field desk. 





  The armor she usually wore was hanging on a rack, and today she was wearing a red dress like an ordinary woman. 





  Perhaps because of that, her long thighs were revealed beneath the hem of the dress as she perched on the desk, giving off a very dangerous feeling. I want to touch them. If I ask her to let me touch them, would she let me? 





  While I was contemplating such thoughts, Hippolyte spoke.





  "Probably no one in Sodomora will sell land to you, Hassan. Knowing that, the kingdom must have granted you, the Son of Pluto, permission to build a Temple."





  "Are you saying the kingdom knew I would struggle like this?"





  "Yes, in fact, I knew it too. All the nobles who signed for you probably knew. Not just the East or South Gates, but even if you roam the West and North Gates, there won't be anyone willing to sell you land."





  "Dammit-."





  "However, if it's me, I could introduce you to someone who might sell land suitable for building a Temple."





  "Oh, is that true?"





   I was so happy that I jumped out of my chair. I was so happy that I was at the level of almost burying my face between Hippolyte's thighs right in front of me and sobbing. 





  With my transcendental patience, I was somehow able to endure it.





  Seureureuk-.





  Hippolyte narrowed her eyes as she looked at me standing up abruptly.





  "More importantly, Hassan. I heard that you and that mage finally entered into... that kind of relationship...?"





  Shit, to think this story would come out of Hippolyte's mouth. I felt a pain in my solar plexus as if I'd been hit by a body blow I never expected during a soccer match.





  "...Well, who did you hear that story from?"





  I wondered if the loose-lipped Paranoy had been blabbering about it here and there. But the answer from Hippolyte's mouth was unexpected.





  "Nyx-doti came all the way here to complain. I had quite a hard time calming her down. Well, it's not like I'm in a position to say much either-. Still, Hassan, have you finally decided to become a groom of polygamy?"





  "That... it seems it will turn out that way."





  "I see."





  Hippolyte fell silent after that. There were many times when I was alone with Hippolyte like this during aura training. 





  She was surprisingly talkative and tended to chatter about this and that when we were alone. Because of that, I wasn't very used to this kind of silence, and it was awkward as hell.





  "By the way, isn't it a bit hot? The place where my office is, unlike a field barracks built outside, surprisingly doesn't get much breeze."





  Hippolyte suddenly began to flutter the hem of her dress. My eyes were momentarily drawn to it as it seemed her glossy thighs would be visible deep inside. 





  Pallak-pallak-.





  Still, staring at a woman's body would be rude, so I was barely able to endure it with superhuman self-restraint.





  "Actually, they're burning fallen leaves in a bonfire behind my barracks. It might be a bit hot because of that."





  Indeed, looking at it that way, it felt hot for autumn weather. The feeling of a drop of sweat trickling down my forehead. 





  Hippolyte, who was not only fluttering her dress hem but also fanning her chest with her hand, also had round beads of sweat trickling down her neck and chest. I want to lick them with my tongue.





  "It feels... a bit stiflingly hot."





  "Is that so. Then should I put out the bonfire outside? Though it's a bit difficult to put it out because of important work."





  Hippolyte continued to fan her body with her hand. 





  Every time she moved her body, a faint scent of sweat along with a fairly sweet and fragrant perfume seemed to color my mind.





  "Hassan, you look very hot and pitiful since you can't take off that leather. Hassan, I'll specially take out a fan for you. It's a very expensive fan. A precious item worth 1 gold. It should be in one of the drawers down here."





  Hippolyte came down from the table and began rummaging through the drawers located under her desk. 





  Thanks to Hippolyte leaning over, her head went lower and her waist was forced to stick out backward. 





  Because of that, Hippolyte ended up in a posture that looked like she was sticking her buttocks out at me with a very seductive feeling, like a cat pose in yoga.





  Due to the short dress hem that came down to her thighs, the back of her firm thighs and buttocks were slightly revealed, and I almost screamed in surprise. 





  With the transcendental patience unique to one becoming a god, I was somehow able to endure it.





  "Hmm, I don't see it. I'm sure I organized it and put it in properly. It's never there when I need to find it."





  Hippolyte, unaware of my embarrassment, continued to rummage around under her desk with her hand. 
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  After rummaging for a long time, Hippolyte finally raised her head as if she had given up.





  "Samaritan, why are you in such a half-standing posture?"





  "That, it's nothing."





  At that, Hippolyte's brown eyes narrowed.





  "Could it be, Hassan, that you stole my fan?"





  Suddenly accusing me of being a thief? I almost jumped in surprise.





  "No. I don't even know what that is."





  "Don't lie, Hassan. After hearing it's worth 1 gold, didn't you hide it in your pocket when I wasn't noticing? I told you it was an expensive item."





  Hippolyte seemed to think I had stolen her fan. 





  If it's a fan worth 1 gold, well, I might have wanted to touch it once. But for me, this was a damn unfair false accusation. 





  So when I was about to make some kind of explanation, Hippolyte pointed her finger.





  "Isn't that my fan you're hiding in those pants? I knew it from the moment you were in that suspicious posture. If you hold a fan, it would be exactly that size."





  "No, th-this is..."





  What Hippolyte was pointing at was my dick, which had risen up without knowing the situation. 





  To hide it, I was sticking my buttocks out slightly in a half-standing posture, but Hippolyte seemed to think I was anxious because I had stolen her property.





  "Give it back quickly. Isn't it better not to create a reason for us to raise our voices? If you won't give it back, I can take it back by force."





  Seureureuk-.





  Hippolyte approached me without even a sign of moving her legs. It was damn amazing how she narrowed my personal space and came in.





  But before I could even be surprised by that, something was groping up my thigh, and of course, without even needing to ask, it was Hippolyte's palm.





  I was so surprised that I even forgot to scream. Hippolyte, stroking over my leather pants, slightly furrowed her brows.





  "What is this? I thought it was mine, but it's not."





  "Th-that..."





  "Hassan, you're as much of a brute as ever. Where in our conversation so far was there a gap for you to set yours up like this?"





  Seureureuk-.





  Hippolyte gripped the thing standing up over my pants tightly with her palm. With that, my thing was already standing up as if it would burst, to the point where it was painful and stifling for me.





  "Hassan, tell me, why did you set it up like this?"





  "That..."





  "Well, why...? If you don't explain properly, I can report this incident to Nyx-doti, who is complaining about your lack of chastity."





  Good grief, reporting this kind of thing to Luna, who is already on edge because of Friede? If that happened, I might be split into upper and lower mountains. I must prevent that at all costs.





  "Now, tell the truth." 





  Seureuk, seureureuk-.





  Hippolyte's hand gradually dug into my pants. 





  The sensation of my thing, slightly wet with sweat due to the high temperature, being caught by her slender fingers was extremely unfamiliar.





  To hell with it, I don't know anymore.





  "That, because Hippolyte-nim's buttocks were so... hot..."





  "H-hot...? Ahem, even if you've realized your divinity, you're still as barbaric as ever, Hassan! H-hot. I didn't train my body to hear such lewd words."





  "That, I'm sorry."





  "Are you saying that while I was scurrying around looking for a fan for your heat, you were in heat like this watching that...?"





  "Th-that's right."





  "I never had any intention of seducing you. Seeing you in heat for just any woman like this, I fully understand why Nyx-doti is worried-."





  "You're no different from a beast-" said Hippolyte, gripping my thing tightly. 





  I almost screamed in pain for a moment, but being falsely accused and insulted like this felt a bit unfair, so I opened my mouth to make an excuse in my own way. 





  "B-but Hippolyte-nim isn't just 'any woman', is she?"





  "Th-that's true-."





  "If you show me such hot breasts and buttocks, isn't it natural for me to become like this...?"





  "Th-that would be natural. Since I'm a beautiful Amazoness with large breasts. Ahem-. Thinking about it now, Hassan, it's not your fault."





  "That's right. This isn't my fault."





  "Hoooom-."





  Hippolyte let go of my waistband after a long groan. 





  I thought it had somehow passed, but after rummaging through her desk for a while, she showed me a long, slender string-like thing.





  "It would be natural for you, excited by the glimpse of my skin, to forcibly violate me despite my dislike. My mouth would be muffled by your hand so I couldn't even scream. And both my hands would happen to be bound and sealed by this string I see here."





  "Wh-what does that..."





  "Now, Hassan-. You would threaten and intimidate me like that, asking for the name of the person who can sell land, wouldn't you?"





  I felt like my vision was going dizzy.





  This was Hippolyte's hunting ground, and I was a gazelle bitten by a puma. 





  The horns I possessed wouldn't even be a measly self-defense tool compared to a puma's fangs.





  I took the string from Hippolyte and tied her hands. 





  Of course, it was a clumsy restraint that would come undone with a slight pull, but Hippolyte seemed very satisfied with just that.





  A bizarre situation where Hippolyte was the one being tied, but the one caught in the spider web was the poor cricket Hassan.





  Shit, since it's come to this. It would be a gain to satisfy my own desires. I'm not just a cricket, I'll become a damn powerful cricket that eats the spider.





  Seureuk-.





  After making the bound Hippolyte lean against a pillar of this barracks, I made her stick her buttocks out toward me and lifted one of her legs. 





  And in that state, I slightly pushed aside the dress skirt and the red string panties. Then, a pretty, hairless pussy, looking slightly open due to the lifted leg, was revealed before my eyes. 





  Already wet with a slimy and lewd fluid, it looked as if it would easily accept my thing even without any other foreplay.





  But instead of thrusting my thing in right away, I tried inserting a finger. 





  The way it bit my hand densely from the entrance made me think that indeed, a woman who exercises feels different.





  Jil-kkeok-.





  "Ah-heuk-."





  "Why are you making such a sound?"





  "If, if something suddenly enters, of course a sound will come out-euut, ha-aeut-."





  Jil-kkeok, jil-kkeok-.





  I slowly curled the finger I had inserted inside. 





  At that, Hippolyte's leg, which was being held up by my hand, trembled, showing an unstable sign as if she would collapse at any moment.





  "Eu, euu, ha-eut, eung...."





  But the problem was the next moment.





  ━Hippolyte-ssi, are you here?





  Someone called Hippolyte's name from outside the tent. 





  At that, Hippolyte flustered as if she were extremely panicked, and thanks to that, I could feel her finger that was inside her tightening to a very painful degree.





  ━Hippolyte-ssi, there are documents you need to process within today-.





  "D-Daphne. Hassan, stop for a moment, euu, euut-. Ang...!"





  Hippolyte muffled her own mouth as if to prevent the sound from leaking out.





  "Are, are you crazy? Daphne is outside right now-"





  But I was already taking out my thing, which was already very angry. The moment she realized Daphne was outside, Hippolyte had tightened her vagina with an incredible feeling. 





  I was so curious about what would happen if I inserted my thing at such a time that I couldn't stand it.





  "Ha, Hassan, I'm not joking right now."





  "I'm not joking either. Hippolyte-nim, please bear my baby-."





  "B, baby-it!?"





  Hippolyte screamed as if she were startled.





  ━Ah, Hippolyte-ssi, you are indeed inside, right? May I come in for a moment?





  "No! No!"





  I pulled down and took off Hippolyte's dress from top to bottom. 





  While the flustered Hippolyte was scurrying around not knowing what to do with her suddenly stripped body, I had already aimed my thing from behind her buttocks.


  


  Seureuk-.





  At the same time, Hippolyte poked only her head out between the two cloths of the tent. 





  ━Daphne, what is it? I said I would keep my schedule clear for today.





  ━Ah, it's nothing else-. More importantly, your expression looks very bad? Are you sick somewhere?





  ━No, no-euu, euut, aha-euu....





  ━What, such a strange sound...?





  ━Ahem, it's a cough. Ahem, eu, euu-.





  Hippolyte was busy making strange sounds with her head poked out of the tent. 





  The reason being that I was kneading her buttocks, which she was sticking out toward me, with both palms, opening and closing them repeatedly.





  Every time her firm buttocks moved left and right, her labia were inevitably stimulated as well, and because of that, Hippolyte seemed unable to hold back the moans that kept leaking out.





  ━Is something happening inside? Why is your face trembling like that again...?





  ━No, no, nothing's happening-oo, nothing's happen-ing-oot, heuu, heu-geu-euu.... Ahem, a cold, I think I caught a bit of a cold. Cough, cough-.





  ━Ahem.... Hippolyte-ssi caught a cold.... Has that ever happened before? Hmm-.





  Daphne groaned as if something was unsatisfactory.





  Whether she was angry that I licked her spine from top to bottom, Hippolyte shook her buttocks from left to right so that only I could see. 





  She must be expressing her anger. But because that sight was so lewd and erotic, I finally couldn't stand it anymore.





  Jil-kkeok-. Su-u-uk-.





  ━A-ang-!





  ━...A-ang...?
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Hippolyte has long legs and is taller than most people.





I first gently stroked the smooth, firm inner thigh with my palm.





Seureuk, Seureureuk-.





Her sweat-dampened thighs felt even better to stroke than I had imagined.





When I pressed them firmly with my fingers, the parts that yielded to my finger shape and the parts that resiliently pushed me back were very much to my liking.





━Ugeu, geu, so what did you come for...?





━Ah, it's nothing else, just the documents regarding the holiday destination investigation you mentioned last time.... Hippolyte-ssi, why are you sweating so much?





━No, just, it's hot-, U, eueuk, hu-.





━It is unusually hot today. I thought summer was over-.





━Anyway, I understand, so, just leave the documents there-.





The entrance to the tent, draped like a curtain.





Hippolyte, who had only poked her face through the gap, continued her conversation with Daphne quite skillfully, even as I tormented her from behind in various ways.





Kkwaaaak-.





But my hands firmly gripped both of her buttocks.





As I kneaded them like dough, her knees and waist naturally trembled, which seemed unavoidable.





I raised one index finger and slowly traced between Hippolyte's buttocks. Her pussy was wetter than expected, letting thin, long drops of moisture fall all the way down her thighs.





━Aang-! Aeu, kheum, khollok-.





━Your cough sounds quite unique, doesn't it?





As I stroked her labia and vaginal opening with my fingers, Hippolyte, unable to hold back, lifted one leg and thrashed it about.





Her movements were like a mare's kick, trying to shake off a male clinging to her rear. But having endured her training, there was no way I would be hit by such a blind back kick.





I deftly dodged them and continued to stroke her pussy with my fingers.





Between her pouting labia, I stroked up and down, along the cleft, quite carefully and tenderly, never rushing or doing it carelessly.





And with the thumb of my other hand, I slowly circled her clitoris.





Phareureu-.





Hippolyte's body trembled so visibly, and my hand was already glistening, wet with the love-juice she had secreted.





━Geu, Da, Daphne. I understand, so please go-. You shouldn't catch a cold-. Because it's a very bad, bad cold, aang, eueueugeuk....





━I don't usually catch colds, so I'm fine. More importantly, about the holiday destination matter you mentioned-.





Hippolyte and Daphne's conversation showed no signs of ending. So, with no other choice, I slowly brought my pelvis against Hippolyte's buttocks.





Her wide-hipped, easy-birthing Amazoness buttocks.





Her buttocks and pussy, hardened by constant exercise, training, and real combat, were so firm they must be chewy, and now I would taste them.





Seueuk, Seueueuk-.





I brought my dick to the surface of her pussy and rubbed it back and forth, thoroughly wetting the glans. This also served as a warning to Hippolyte of what I was about to do.





━Heuiik, ha, hajima-!





Hippolyte's hands thrashed about as if trying to push me away from behind.





━Hajima...? Should I not proceed? If we miss this opportunity, the Mars Guild's IPO might be postponed until next year.





━No, that, we have to. Proceed-.





Proceed, she said. Believing I had received permission from Hippolyte, I slowly pierced Hippolyte's body, which had been squirming with impatience as I rubbed her with the glans.





Suuuk-.





The front part entered, widening her wet vaginal opening.





The sensation of entering Hippolyte's tightly closed vagina, tearing through it, was so chilling that my dick tingled as if struck by lightning from head to toe.





Jilggeok-.





Even in this simple act of insertion, I could feel a tingling sensation behind my knees and at the back of my head.
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As I'd felt before, her body was incredibly sticky, like slightly melted caramel. The color was actually similar too.





"Ugh, I think I'm going to cum."





I hadn't thought I was particularly fast. But the sensation of her vagina twitching around the shaft of my dick was enough to make me lose my mind.





This was truly a pussy made to constantly drain a man. A body optimized for extracting sperm from a man to get pregnant. I might as well call it a Gold Tier pussy.





Even for me, who was becoming the God of Wisdom, it was a vulgar analogy, but at the moment, no other words seemed to fit as well.





━Haaeu, heueueut, heueu....





━Hippolyte-ssi, your face is so red? You're even crying, my goodness.... Your condition seems quite serious, please wait! I'll call people-.





━Geu, geugeon andwaeeet-!





Hippolyte shrieked. At the same time, I almost screamed from the painfully tightening grip of her vagina.





The intense pressure made me wonder if my dick would be crushed, and I couldn't easily push it in or pull it out, remaining fixed as if frozen.





But it was a moment of strange unity. Hippolyte's pussy, gripping my dick without a gap, felt like it was vacuum-sealed around the shape of my member, and I felt a comfort as if sheathing a sword into a perfectly fitted scabbard.





━Haaeu, heueu....





━Hippolyte-ssi, what's going on inside the tent? What exactly are you doing? Are you making fun of me right now? Even if you've been promoted to a Gold Tier adventurer, it's a bit upsetting.





Oh no, Daphne must be angry. Thinking that Hippolyte and Daphne's relationship might be strained because of me, I suddenly felt incredibly sorry.





So I thought it would be right to stop this act and pull out my dick, but extracting it from her buttocks, which seemed to be sucking and clinging to my dick, was quite an effort. So as I slowly and laboriously pulled it out,





Jilggeok, jjigeok-.





Perhaps it was because it ended up stimulating the ridges and folds of her vagina, but Hippolyte finally collapsed to her knees on the floor.





━Eueut, ah, heu-. Geueu.... That, actually, I'm sorry, Daphne. Actually, that, I was masturbating....





And then, from her lips, came a truly astonishing confession.





━Ne, Nehet!? Mwo, mwoyo?





Indeed, Daphne beyond the tent, upon hearing that, shrieked back as if extremely flustered, her voice breaking out of its usual range.





Though her face was hidden by the thick cloth, it wasn't hard to imagine what expression the receptionist lady Daphne was making.





She must be making the same face as me right now.





A face frozen in utter bewilderment. My goodness, to admit to someone else that you're masturbating. It was something that couldn't be said with ordinary mental fortitude.





It would certainly be less embarrassing to say that than to be caught having sex with me.





Hippolyte's situational judgment was truly in the realm of a superhuman, a Gold Tier adventurer through and through.





I was so impressed by that, and so moved that I was holding such a woman like this, that I simply reached out and gently grabbed Hippolyte's waist.





Her firm yet curvaceous abs felt good to caress. Unlike my body, which had simply become as sturdy as a rock, hers was a woman's uniquely trained body, possessing both firmness and soft suppleness.





As I stroked it with my palm, Hippolyte, who was sprawled on the floor, now let out moans without trying to hide them.





━Haa, haaa, I, I can't stop once I start masturbating.... Hang, haaeueuk, heueung-.





━I, I see. I interrupted... haha.





━So, please, go....





━I'd heard that the daughters of Mars have strong libidos. It seems Hippolyte-ssi is also like that? Huhuhu-. You're such a reserved person, I never thought you'd be involved in that kind of thing.





━Geu, geureochi..., aang, aaeut-.





━Well, it could be. I also touch myself to sleep about three days a week. Anyway, I apologize. Eum-, Hippolyte-ssi is unexpectedly....





━Heueueut, heueu....





━Then I'll come back later. Sorry for interrupting, and please have a comfortable time, huhuhu-.





Daphne left with a gentle laugh that could be heard even beyond the tent, a smile that made the situation seem even more pathetic, and then walked away.





Only when her presence had completely faded into the distance did Hippolyte finally pull her head back into the tent.





And then, she turned her head slightly towards me and shouted.





"You, you bastard-!"





Hippolyte's face was flushed so red it looked like it would burst.





"W-what did you make me say! If we were caught, word of you and me might have spread all over Sodomora!"





Her slightly tearful, furrowed brow looked incredibly beautiful. Soon, her light eye makeup smudged with rolling tears.





That Hippolyte, who always maintained a dignified and aloof demeanor in front of everyone, was showing me tears, surprisingly made me feel very good and excited.





So instead of apologizing, I simply turned Hippolyte over, then moved my hips while touching her soft breasts.





Chalpak, Chalpak, Tteubyeok, Tteubyeut-,





Each time I moved my hips, incredibly lewd sounds overflowed from her lower body. At the same time, the sight of her large breasts jiggling back and forth left no room for boredom.





Therefore, I reached out, grabbed her breasts, and kneaded them without restraint, as my desires dictated.





Malkang-Malkang-.





"Eut, heueut-."





Would others know that a person who always wore armor and spoke stiffly had such soft and large breasts? No, they wouldn't.





Though Hippolyte was a famous Gold Tier adventurer, with rumors of her spreading even to other cities.





How she blushed, how she moaned with every thrust of her hips, and how she shed little tears, only I would know for sure.





"L-let go of me-! You Cultist-like bastard, in the end, you're eueueuk, aang, eueung, haat, in the end, you're a Cultist-like bastard-!"





"Please bear my children, Hippolyte-nim. About twelve of them-."





"T-twelve...!?"





Hippolyte thrashed about beneath me as if truly startled.





I held Hippolyte tightly, pressing her down with my weight and Strength 15, and thrust my dick between her wide-open legs.





Tteubyeok, Cheubok, Sugeok, Jjilggeok, Jjigeok, Jjigeok-.





I had wanted to impregnate Hippolyte for a long time.





Her large breasts, her magnificent long legs and buttocks, naturally made me feel the motherhood inherent within her.





She earns well, cooks well, and even maintains her body healthily; she would surely be a better mother than anyone.





"Eueu, haaeueuk, l-let go-, I don't want to have your baby-! T-twelve, that's too, too manyyy...!"





Hippolyte moved her body as if trying to escape from me.





But each time, her vagina, gripping my dick even tighter and refusing to let go, made me feel an intense urge to cum.





"You barbarian bastard, you Cultist bastard, heueut, aeu, eueut, geu, eueut-."





Her constant insults, accompanied by moans, were incredibly arousing, so I covered her mouth with my lips.





Then Hippolyte, who had been thrashing about just moments ago, wrapped her arms and legs around my waist and back, showing no intention of letting me go.





"Heuaeu, cheureup, heueua-."





Hippolyte, licking my lips and tongue, was so thorough that it almost felt like she was starving.





Thinking back now, her libido was incredibly strong; once it was activated, she didn't care about the surrounding situation at all.





Shamelessly, I pistoned down into Hippolyte, who had her legs wrapped around me, spreading her pelvis, thrusting with all my might from top to bottom.





Unlike the naturally soft and delicate Luna, or Friede, whose first experience necessitated a careful and delicate approach.





Hippolyte's firm body was strong enough to withstand my superhumanly increased physical strength and power, even if I just slammed into her.





"Hoo, I'm cumming, inside, I'm cumming inside...!"





"Aang, aaat, aaa, aang, ahat, haat, heueut, eueung-!"





Jjyubok, jjigeok, jjigeok-.





Recalling that Hippolyte enjoyed fantasies of being ravaged by barbarians, I truly fell upon Hippolyte like a Samaritan from the wilderness, starved for days without seeing a woman.





I pressed down on her struggling shoulders, took her large breasts into my mouth, or licked and tasted her raised arms, neck, ears, and every visible spot.





"T-there, there, not there, heueut-."





But while Hippolyte hadn't cared when I licked other places with my tongue, when I tried to lick her smooth armpits, she suddenly pushed my face away desperately, blocking me.





"Nooo, I said no-!"





Wasn't she already spreading her legs for me? While having my most private dick thrust into her most private pussy, could there be anything more embarrassing than that?





I didn't know what it was, but it was enough to stimulate my competitive spirit.
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  "G-Get off me...!"





  I grabbed Hippolyte's wrist as she tried to stop me and forcefully pinned her to the floor.





  I could feel her putting all her strength into resisting me, but it was futile against my peak strength, comparable to Gloria's.





  In the end, I was able to lick that smooth, tender-looking flesh.





  The combination of having overpowered Hippolyte with sheer force and the pleasure of tasting a woman's secret parts seemed to blow my mind.





  It was truly potent female pheromones, nothing less.





  "Haaah, ugh, th-that place is embarrassing..., Hhng, Aahng, Aah-."





  However, Hippolyte seemed utterly embarrassed and didn't know what to do.





  Yet, perhaps because she enjoyed the wild play, Hippolyte's insides grew hotter and wetter, and I could no longer hold back my release.





  So, I ended up ejaculating a gush of semen deep inside her.





  Even amidst that, the thought of wanting to impregnate her didn't fade, so I tightly gripped Hippolyte's waist to prevent her from escaping or running away, and thrust my 'thing' deep into her innermost parts.





  *Byurut, byurut-* *byurut*.





  Even I thought it seemed like a considerable amount of ejaculation was continuing. I think I read somewhere that prolonged intercourse with strong stimulation leads to a larger volume of release.





  As if proving that theory, I ejaculated as if pouring everything from my balls into Hippolyte.





  "Haa-ng, eeeung, Aang, Ang...!"





  Hippolyte tightly hugged my neck and waist with her arms and legs, refusing to let go.





  She clung to me like a cicada clinging to a dead tree, trembling. I could tell she too had reached her own deep climax along with my release.





  *Seureuk*.





  I withdrew my 'thing' that had been lodged inside her. As I slightly separated our bodies, Hippolyte collapsed onto the leather carpet, trembling rhythmically, *parureu, parureu*.





  Seeing her trembling form looked quite pretty and lovely, so I unconsciously stroked the clitoris of her wet cunt with my thumb-.





  "Aahng-!"





  Hippolyte let out an incredible scream and arched her back forcefully.





  Like someone psychologically unstable, she clenched and unclenched her hands, trembled, raised her knees towards her chest, and even her bare feet with the sandals off curled their toes tightly.





  *Pusyut, pyusyut*.





  From Hippolyte's wet cunt, a small stream-like substance emerged with her spasms.





  I heard that some women experience something similar to ejaculation when they climax. I guess Hippolyte is exactly like that.





  "N-No, this isn't, it isn't...!"





  Even while lingering in the afterglow of orgasm, Hippolyte seemed quite embarrassed that she had wet herself in front of me.





  Now that I think about it, Hippolyte seems surprisingly shy and easily embarrassed.





  And yet, she has a fantasy about a barbarian raping her. What the hell is that?





  I'm getting a slight cognitive dissonance, but as Hassan, who is about to awaken as the God of Wisdom, I've seriously considered that perhaps her fantasy of rape stems from her shyness and lack of assertiveness.





  Since she lacks the courage to approach or ask first, maybe she wishes the man would just pounce on her?





  I used to think too, back then, that maybe a lustful older sister would appear somewhere, take the lead with awkward me, dote on me, and play around with me.





  Because I was shy and found it hard to approach women first. I wished women would know what I wanted and come to me first.





  Of course, that's still true now.





  Hippolyte, desperately trying to hide the space between her legs then.





  "Heeuugh, D-Don't look, this is, it's nothing...!"





  "I didn't say anything."





  "Kkeu-euk...."





  Hippolyte wore a tearful expression, whether from anger or sadness, I couldn't tell. Conversely, if I had wet myself in front of Hippolyte, I would have been mortified to death.





  That's why Elfriede, whom I had relations with recently, also bit her lip to hold back the urge to pee.





  However, I quite liked this appearance of hers. So, I lifted the kneeling Hippolyte and brought her face between my legs.





  "W-What...?"





  Hippolyte seemed to resist slightly. After what just happened, she seemed to be raising her emotional walls again. I brought my cock, tangled with her fluids and my semen, to her face and said.





  "Clean it with your mouth."





  "N-No, this dirty thing..., I hate it-!"





  "No, dirty? Most of it came from your body, Hippolyte-nim."





  It hurt my feelings a bit, but I soon lay down on the carpet, looking at the ceiling.





  Then, placing Hippolyte on my stomach, I tightly held her buttocks facing my face and stroked her cunt back and forth with my fingers again.





  *Seureuk*.





  I considered tasting it with my tongue, but the moment I saw my semen flowing out, *jureureuk-* the thought vanished.





  "...."





  Even after getting on top of me, Hippolyte just hesitated and didn't lick my cock.





  Maybe she's sulking because of what I did to Daphne earlier, or because she wet herself.





  It was disappointing, but unavoidable, so I slowly moved my hand towards Hippolyte's buttocks.





  Her anus, neatly closed between her buttocks. When I lightly brushed it with my finger-.





  "Hiyyaak-!"





  Hippolyte jumped up in surprise, far more than I could have imagined.





  Like a cat jumping over a fence, she leaped to the tent's ceiling, landed, and then slapped my cheek.





  *Chalsyak*.





  "Geu-yek-!"





  Suddenly hit by an unexpected attack, I screamed too. It was a damn powerful slap. To get a heartfelt slap from Hippolyte while I was off guard.





  The force was such that the pre-training me might have spun my head around.





  Hippolyte, trembling in fear like a puppy caught stealing snacks, hastily put on her dress.











  * * *











  The tent, where the air had been heating up.





  But now, to ventilate and air it out, the curtain-like door had been thrown wide open, allowing a cool breeze to flow in.





  The tent, now open to the world without any more lewd secrets or torment.





  I felt quite good from the cool breeze blowing in, but I had to sit glumly in the chair and listen to the nagging.





  "Seriously... the mood heated up so quickly-. It seems all you think about is ravishing women, doesn't it? You didn't even care that Daphne was outside-!"





  "...Well, I apologize."





  "I see why Nox's daughter is worried. And it's common. Male beings who realize their divinity often go around ravishing women indiscriminately."





  "Is that so...?"





  "Yes, hmm, that's right. Unlike virgin goddesses who vow chastity, male gods on this continent Gaia are all filled with the desire to spread their offspring widely. It's like a divine destiny to create superior descendants."





  "Shit...."





  "That's why, even just 30 years ago, young women feared even the sound of the wind, thinking it was a male god. But now that they are all silent, it's your world now, Hassan. Isn't that right-?"





  Suddenly, I felt like I understood a little why my head had become so consumed by lust, and why I had become weak to women's temptations.





  It wasn't my self-control weakening, but my instincts strengthening.





  "Hmm, if things continue like this, you'll surely end up touching other women besides Nox's daughter, the mage girl, and me. That's dangerous."





  Indeed, it was as Hippolyte said. If I continued to be blinded by lust and kept succumbing to women's temptations,





  I might end up touching other women besides my current ones, and could end up with a stigma like Hassan, the God of Rape.





  "This won't do. Unless I take drastic measures.... If things continue like this, the streets will be swarming with black-haired cult children."





  *Seureuk*.





  Hippolyte, sitting across from me at the table.





  "As one who becomes a hero, I have a duty to prevent such a disaster. Hassan, this is unavoidable-."





  Her feet brushed past my thighs and touched my flaccid cock. *Seureuk, seureuk*.





  Her feet stroking the waistband of my pants made my recently subsided 'thing' try to rise again.





  "See? Even after releasing so much, and now being stepped on by my foot, it's rising again. You seem to have no pride, Hassan?"





  I was so embarrassed.





  Why is my cock so healthy, not knowing my own feelings?





  "Come to my tent every Wednesday from now on. If you empty what's filling you, you might calm down a bit."





  "Th-That's..."





  "Of course, keep it secret from Nox's daughter and the mage girl-. If you come at night, you might arouse suspicion, so come during the day. During my work hours-."





  I felt my vision blur. Asking me to visit her secretly, hiding it from Luna and Elfriede? I couldn't even begin to predict what terrible things might happen.





  Hippolyte's foot, *seueuk-* sliding away from my lower body.





  She soon tossed a strange bundle of documents, *tak-*, towards me.





  "What is this?"





  "I've looked into places where you can build a Temple in this Sodomora. Not the East or West Gate areas, but places with enough land to build a Temple."





  *Pallak, pallak*.





  As I turned the pages, I saw address books and names of landowners. After pounding the pavement for days, I felt the fatigue in my head melt away.





  "Are these people willing to sell me land?"





  "You'll have to do the persuading, but I've gathered information only on those with potential. They are all former Pluto Followers."





  Hippolyte paused, frowning slightly, muttering, 'I don't know why I have to go through all this trouble for a rape demon-'.





  ....





  A brief silence settled between us. As I vividly recalled the stinging sensation from the slap I received earlier, Hippolyte broke the silence and spoke.





  "Hassan, once you build a Temple, the hard work truly begins. Things will arise that are on a different level than when you were an adventurer, and people will appear who slander you without reason."





  Her voice was calmer than ever, seeming to carry a certain tenderness. It was a feeling unimaginable from her, usually speaking with stiff, armor-clad vocabulary.





  She felt like a kindergarten teacher applying a band-aid to my childhood wounds.





  She continued speaking.





  "Can you endure it? With so many tasks and events, the human Hassan you are now might disappear-. Only the formidable God Zigres might remain."





  "Is that so."





  It's said that the personalities of those who realize their divinity can change from their original selves.





  Just like Charmander evolves into Charmeleon or Charizard, changing its personality, I too might become someone unrecognizable as I approach the immortal existence of a god.





  In fact, the me from my slave days and the me now are very different people.





  The Hassan who somehow rose to become a Silver Tier adventurer, and the Hassan who might become some god someday, will be different too.





  What will become of me?





  Even I didn't know what would happen, but I hoped Hippolyte would be by my side like she is now.





  But I felt too shy to ask her to stay with me.





  Even after doing something much more embarrassing just moments ago, I hesitate, unsure how to speak. This personality of mine probably won't change even if I become a god.





  What should I do? As I hesitated slightly with that feeling, Hippolyte spoke.





  "Ugh, I can feel something flowing from inside. You released so much. What are you planning to do if I actually get pregnant?"





  "...I, well, you know..., I wish for Hippolyte-nim to become the mother of my child. And my wife at the same time-. Well, that's it."





  "Are you telling me to join your harem?"





  "H-Harem?"





  "I heard everything from Paranoy. You said you want to become some strange thing called the Necromancer Sultan, or the Sultan of the Underworld. And that you'll build a harem-."





  Damn that Paranoy bastard. Did he already spill my dream blueprint, which I only told him, to Hippolyte?





  As I was pondering how far this might have spread, Hippolyte spoke.





  "A harem, you say? If you truly defeat me, then you can do whatever you want with me. I'll become your prisoner then."





  Hippolyte laughed.





  "But, that's impossible right now, you runt Hassan."





  At that moment, I felt like a bird I thought I had caught in my palm had flown up into the sky. As expected, Hippolyte is an opponent I can't let my guard down against.





  For some reason, I felt slightly indignant.





  And from that indignation, I realized that I relied on and liked Hippolyte more than I thought.





  That subtle discrepancy.





  If you attach feelings to that very small discrepancy, it becomes affection.





  It slightly hurt my pride that my affection for her was greater than her affection for me-.





  For now-.





  I thought that was enough for now.





  Because we still have plenty of time.





  "But if you dare touch Antiope, I'll cut you down completely."





  "Yes...."
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The day after receiving the bundle of documents from Hippolyte's office.





I had cleared my entire day today to scout for land.





It suddenly occurred to me that wandering alone might be boring, and also, to see if Luna's anger had subsided, I visited Luna's Cabin early in the morning.





Dallang, Dallang-.





Even after ringing the yard bell, no one came out to greet me, making me wonder if she was out. But from the presence I felt inside, it seemed she simply hadn't heard it.





Is she busy?





And finally, opening the door to the first-floor workshop, I witnessed quite a surprising sight.





Seureuk, Seureureuk-.





"Landlord! Put this in too-!"





"Yeah, put that in the bundle too...! I'm going to take everything I can...!"





It was none other than Luna stuffing a large bundle full of her belongings. Was she planning to throw away all the things she had accumulated?





No, Luna liked to spread things out or pile them up, she wasn't particularly good at cleaning or organizing. Because of that, my mind naturally came to one conclusion.





That Luna was packing her bags to leave this city. Luna trying to leave the city without a word to me?





Why the hell?





I asked myself, but too many reasons came to mind. And each one of them was a reason why it wouldn't be strange for Luna to leave me at any time.





"Luna, no you don't!"





I was so surprised and flustered that I ended up shouting.





Then I ran with all my might to the pile of luggage Luna was making and started pulling things out, one by one.





Seeing bundles of food for a few days or changes of clothes inside the package, it was clear that Luna was indeed preparing to leave this place.





"Luna, no you don't-!"





"What, Hassan, what? What are you doing?"





Luna looked at me, seemingly very flustered, but then furrowed her brow as if she had quickly become angry.





"Hassan, what the hell are you doing right now? Why are you taking out what I barely put in! I put those in neatly, in order!"





Of course, the order of packing or anything like that wasn't important to me right now.





"Luna, you're trying to leave the city right now, aren't you? Right?"





"...."





At my words, Luna slowly opened her narrow eyes, *Seureureuk-*. Seeing that she didn't answer, it seemed my thoughts were correct after all.





She glared at me with narrow eyes for a while.


 


"That's right."





Soon, Luna spat out a single, brusque word.





"I'm going to leave this Sodomora."





My vision instantly went dark. My hands and feet tingled, and my heart pounded as if I had contracted some terrible illness.





It felt like if I didn't do something right now, the ground beneath my feet would give way, and my body would fall into an endless abyss.





"Luna, I was wrong! Don't leave me!"





I grabbed Luna by the waist and rubbed my face against her soft belly.





"Hiyyaaat-!"





As always, her attire covered little skin. Because of that, her belly, fully exposed to the world, was white, soft, and warm.





"W-What are you suddenly doing?!"





I simply couldn't bear the thought of this soft thing, which had been mine alone, leaving my hands.





Even my rise from being just a slightly sturdy thug to the respectable position of a Silver Tier adventurer, and thanks to that, my ability to resolve the ontological questions I had, were all largely due to Luna.





To think that Luna was fed up with me and was trying to leave the city itself!





"Luna, don't go! I was wrong!"





"My belly, my belly stings! My beard-! You didn't shave your beard, did you! It stings! Put me down!"





Luna struggled to escape my grasp. Seeing her flailing her arms and legs, trying to get me to put her down, made me even sadder.





To try so hard to get out of my arms? Did she dislike me that much? So, feeling a little angry, I stuck out my tongue and licked Luna's belly button.





If I can't have her, I'll mark her with my saliva so no one else can.





Chyureup-.





"...Aang! L-Let go of me, you idiot!"





"Alright. I'll put you down."





In the end, I had no choice but to let go of Luna's waist. Instead, I tried to put Luna's small body into the large bundle, as if packing her. I'd take Luna with me just like this.





"Let go of the Landlord, you thief! All black-haired people are thieves! I won't stand by and watch you steal even my new friend!"





Just then, Doris, the Nymph of Honey Water, moved her hands and feet, hitting my body wildly.


 


"You're trying to steal precious Kore in a sack again, just like last time! This Doris already knows everything! Stop it right now-!"





But because her furious attack was more painful than I expected, I ultimately failed to put Luna into the bundle.


 


Seureuk-.





In the end, Luna slipped out of the sack.





"Hassan, you idiot. Anyway, I'm going to leave Sodomora."





"That's right! This Nymph of Honey Water, Doris, and I have decided to go on a long journey! You can't follow, black-haired one!"





Luna and Doris seemed fully intent on leaving Sodomora. To think I had no choice but to let Luna go like this. As I was feeling incredibly gloomy with that thought, Luna soon relaxed her furrowed brow a little.





"But, I'll be back in just a month. I'm going to Ideope."





"Then you're not leaving here forever?"





"That's right!"





"Why didn't you tell me that?!"


 


"I was going to tell you later, but Hassan wouldn't even listen to me. You just suddenly started bothering my belly with your prickly chin-!"





Luna rubbed her reddened belly with her hand, *Seuk-seuk*. Indeed, perhaps because her skin was delicate, it looked a little painful.





But I felt incredibly happy knowing that Luna wasn't leaving this city and me forever.





"Why are you going to Ideope?"





"I'm going back to my hometown to take the test to become a Senior Voodoo Priestess. And there's a lot more to learn."





"Really?"





I recalled how Luna's skills had improved by leaps and bounds. In recent battles and Monster subjugations, there were many enemies I would have struggled considerably against without Luna.





While she doesn't display overwhelming individual power like Friede or Hippolyte, creating various variables in group battles like party hunts is quite an important role.





So, you could say she's a crowd control specialist with fairly powerful CC skills.





I calmed my briefly startled heart and asked Luna.





"By the way, is there anything good about becoming a Senior Voodoo Priestess?"





"I'll be able to learn more of the night voodoos I haven't learned yet-! And I can learn terrifying, powerful curses too!"





"Aha."





If I understand correctly, it seems she can advance to a higher tier and learn awakened skills or something similar. That's probably what it is in reality.





However, I hadn't known Luna had such a high desire for self-improvement. The journey to Ideope could be quite long and arduous.





The words, "I like you just the way you are, Luna, so can't you not go?" welled up to the front of my throat, surging.





But I had no desire to be such an uncool and petty boyfriend who would hinder his lover's growth for his own selfish desires.





As if she knew my feelings, Luna continued speaking in a rather calm and serious voice.





"Hippolyte and Friede are both cool and strong girls, aren't they? Hassan will surely become an even cooler man once he builds a Temple. But, if I stay like this, I'll be left behind."





"Luna, no one thinks that."





"I think that-! If I keep going like this, I'll definitely fall behind even if I run hard with everyone. So, I want to train myself too."





"Didn't you learn various things from Nemea then?"





"That's not enough. This time, I'm going back to Ideope to learn the voodoos that are only taught to the Daughters of the Deep and Ominous Night-!"





I don't know what it is, but given its long name, it definitely seemed like an unusual kind of voodoo. Powerful voodoo, huh.


 


I imagined Luna nailing a straw doll to a tree in the dead of night. Shit, that would certainly be powerful.





Just then, Doris added another word, like an interjection from the side.





"It seems the Landlord is going to learn the succubi's bedroom arts or whatever it is! She'll definitely become a powerful sorceress and take on all those foreign Elf snobs, or beast-like Amazons-."





"D-Doris, be quiet!"





"Aeu-eueup-."





Luna hastily covered Doris's mouth, who was about to blabber on even more. Doris struggled, but Luna spoke calmly, as if trying to hide her embarrassment.





"Anyway, that's how it is. It might take a month at the shortest, or two months at the longest...."





"Should I go with you?"





I was full of enthusiasm to embark on a long journey with Luna. However, Luna shook her head.





"No, there's no bundle big enough for Hassan to fit in. I'm putting everything down, and only taking what fits inside that luggage size."





The bundle Luna pointed to was too small for me to fit inside. To say she wouldn't take anything other than what fit in there.





I felt Luna's resolve, as if she was letting go of many things and embarking on her journey with a detached heart.





"And Hassan, you'll be busy with Temple construction and various other things now, won't you? I don't want to bother you much."





Luna's attitude was quite firm. Would Luna be alright not seeing me for one or two months? Come to think of it, Luna was originally a girl with incredible willpower and grit.





She had come alone to a distant land to revive her cursed hometown island, and even while poor and starving, she was strong enough to survive by diligently scraping and boiling roots and tree bark.





So, she could probably cut off any lingering sentimental feelings as easily as a UDT warrior enduring a survival week.





However, just thinking about not seeing Luna for one or two months already made me feel a little sad.





Do men going to the military, and the women who have such men as lovers, feel this way?





"And I've told Hippolyte and Friede. We'll have a fair and square match after I return. So don't let them get a head start, Paranoy-."





"Understood...!!!"





"Shit, you startled me-!!"





I involuntarily cursed at the sudden presence that appeared behind me. Paranoy then smoothly walked out beside me.





"This fair and impartial judge, Paranoy, will take on the role of the harem's mistress..., the impartial examiner to determine the true wife...!! Until Luna-nim returns, I will watch with truly hellfire-like eyes to ensure no woman crosses the starting line first...!!"





I don't quite know, but it seemed Luna, Hippolyte, and Friede had made some kind of pact without my knowledge.





But Paranoy as the judge.





I'm worried if that's really alright.





"So, Luna-nim, when are you departing...?"





"Soon, but I won't tell you when or where I'm leaving. Because if I get a send-off, I feel like I'll get sad for some reason. So, I'll just slip away like a thief when no one notices-."





So, Luna was pushing me out of the Cabin, saying, "Now that I'm even packing, please leave, Hassan-."





As I left the Cabin with a dazed and regretful heart, Luna handed me a small scroll.





"Read this tonight. Don't show it to anyone else, just you-."





And seeing her add explanations so hesitantly, it seemed like it might be something quite embarrassing and important, filled with her true feelings.





....





In the end, Luna slipped away in the afternoon. She truly left without me noticing, without even a single word of farewell.





"She really left."





Lying alone in the Cabin without Luna or Doris, the Nymph of Honey Water, an indescribable emotion seemed to well up within me.





In this world, there are no cell phones or internet, so it's not easy to get news when you're far apart.





Will she be able to arrive safely at Ideope across the sea?





With that feeling, I stared blankly at the ceiling. No thoughts came to mind, and the sudden, unprepared farewell brought more bewilderment than sadness.





Buseureuk-.





Outside the window, two moonlights brightly illuminated the second floor of the Cabin. The interior of the house, overflowing with signs of life. Seeing my belongings scattered everywhere brought back old memories.





Luna and I built this Cabin together.





The times when rain sometimes leaked from the ceiling, and I had to climb onto the roof to fix it on rainy days-. The times when we busily filled the house with furniture to furnish it-.





Luna, who was delighted that a bathroom had been created by installing plumbing.





Luna, who tended the garden with me and chased away ants.





Luna's image, giggling as she brushed her teeth every night, is still vivid in my eyes and ears, so what am I doing here, lying alone like this now?





Come to think of it, Luna was always in this Cabin. Even when I stayed out overnight for quests, or when we were temporarily separated because of the arson trial. Luna would always have been here.





I looked at the ceiling and imagined what Luna might have been thinking, spending the nights alone.





I don't know. So, to soothe the slightly gloomy feeling, I put my hand into my waistband, and a scroll that Luna had given me earlier was caught.





I unrolled it.





Crooked handwriting.





The scroll smelled of menthe, which Luna liked.
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  According to my memory, Hippolyte's handwriting is as neat as if measured with a protractor. 




MnZBMElkRjFKc3ZCR0RiWklQRlA5WlZINzRaZThhUzZ1cnMyS01IbEgxWXh2bGJocFlnZE9uY1FRVllEWmVwWA

  That's why Hippolyte's handwriting is easily recognizable. 





  The documents written like a computer, the notices posted in Mars's Guild, most of them must be written by Hippolyte.





  On the other hand, Elfriede's cursive has a strong sense of elaborate flair. 





  Perhaps because reading books in her own space is her hobby, her handwriting is diverse, free, and yet beautiful. Therefore, Elfriede's writing can also be recognized at a glance.





  And Luna-. 





  Luna's handwriting is as crooked as a child's. Perhaps because she lacks dexterity, the sizes of the letters don't match and they jump all over the place. 





  Because of that, it took quite an effort to decipher the content.





  I got up from where I was lying and carefully read Luna's scroll.





  「Hello, Hassan. If Hassan is reading this in the evening, it means I have safely left the city. By now, I would have left the city, boarded the carriage I reserved, and gone to a place of no return.





  If I hadn't, I would have returned to the city and snatched this letter away. The fact that Hassan is reading this means I was able to steel my heart, right?





  Hassan, you must be flustered hearing this suddenly. I also decided suddenly, and thought that if I wasn't prepared, it wouldn't be as sad.





  Honestly, I don't know. This is already the fifth time I've rewritten this letter, and I don't know what to say.





  Anyway, Hassan, open the fourth drawer on the second floor-.」





  The content of the letter ended there.





  I opened the fourth drawer as written on the scroll. There, along with a small bundle, was one more scroll.





  「Hassan, what's in this pouch. They are health beads. I made health elixirs into small solids. Eat just three pills a day, morning, noon, and night. Bear with the strong smell-. Then open Keongkeong's jar on the first floor-.」





  The scroll ended its content there again.





  I went down to the first floor and opened the jar where Keongkeong was.





  ━Hioong....





  Inside, a Spider the size of my palm was curled up. Judging by its extremely sad sounds, it seemed to know that Luna had left.





  Below it was one more scroll, seemingly left by Luna.





  「Hassan, if you're reading this, it means you can now put your hand into Keongkeong's jar, right? 





  At first, you were scared just hearing Keongkeong's rustling sounds. To have overcome that already, Hassan is truly amazing.





  In that sense, don't feed Keongkeong too much. She just barely lost weight, and if she gains too much again, Keongkeong won't be able to get married.





  And Hassan, now go up to the second floor and open the pillow. This is the last story-.」





  The last story, she said.





  I felt incredibly regretful.





  At the same time, I also felt anticipation, so I moved my steps back to the second floor, curious about what story was written this time.





  There, I picked up the pillow Luna must have slept on every day. A pillow that smelled of Luna. 





  When I opened the button blocking the back, a strange something appeared along with the soft cotton.





  A doll?





  It was a doll made of cotton and sewn cloth. Pink yarn was tied into pigtails, swaying here and there from its button eyes.





  I wasn't sure, but it seemed to be a palm-sized cotton doll Luna had made in her own likeness. And next to it was another small rolled-up scroll.





  「Hassan, this is the protective couple doll I worked hard to make. 





  I have a doll in Hassan's likeness, so I hope Hassan will have a doll in my likeness. 





  This is a superstition even in Ideope, but they say that if lovers who are far apart carry dolls, they can feel like they are together-.





  And Hassan, don't be too free and happy without me. I hope Hassan misses me a little, and feels a little down. I hope you shed a tear for me sometimes.」





  After that, the writing became even more crooked, making it difficult to read. Only when I strained my eyes did I finally decipher the content.





  「Even if we are far apart, don't forget me.」





  That was the end of all the stories. 





  I looked at the notes Luna had left me and imagined what kind of feelings she must have had while preparing for this farewell.





  I don't know.





  To suddenly leave for Ideope to become a High Voodoo Practitioner.





  I hadn't even known Luna was feeling such an inferiority complex. So Luna was feeling the same things I had felt when I saw her gradually finding her place.





  I wish she had told me.





  Feeling incredibly sad and down, I lay down with Luna's pillow. It felt like Luna's scent was everywhere, which made me feel a little better. 





  But the scent would gradually fade. I hope Luna comes back before then.








  *     *    *








  Kwangkwangkwang, Kwangkwang-.





  ━Keongkeong-! Keongkeong-!





  When I came to my senses, someone was diligently knocking on the Door. Keongkeong barking on the first floor meant a visitor had arrived.





  I roused my mind, not knowing when I had fallen asleep, and went down to the first floor. When I opened the Door, a small girl looked up at me.





  For a moment, I thought Luna had returned, but seeing her orange bobbed hair, I felt a pang of disappointment.





  "What, it's that fucking Paranoy. What's up, it's still dawn?"





  "It's not still dawn, it's already dawn-imnidat...! I thought Hassan-nim might be sad alone since Luna-nim left, so I came to visit-imnidat...!"





  "I see."





  "Give me food-imnidat...! I'm hungry-imnidat...!"


  


  Damn it, she came for food.





  I quickly put on my clothes and went out to the street with Paranoy. 





  We headed to the Nymph's Wing Inn and shared the pheasant roast that Luna and I used to order. It was a place Luna really liked.





  Thinking about the many dates we had here makes me a little sad.





  "It's delicious-imnidat...!! Indeed, free food is the most delicious-imnidat...!!"





  "Yeah, eat a lot. I have enough money to buy this much now."





  I have money.





  It feels like just yesterday when Luna and I carefully shared one pheasant. It feels like only recently we were digging up roots and selling mushrooms to save money.





  Now I have money, but Luna is gone.





  Just then, Paranoy spoke.





  "Then, can I order one more-imnidat...?"





  What, Paranoy eating two by herself? I was a little surprised. When I looked at her with an expression of disbelief, Paranoy said.





  "I'm in a growth spurt these days-imnidat...!! If I eat a lot, I'll quickly grow big and surely become like that-imnidat...!!"





  Paranoy's finger pointed to Echo, the proprietress of the Nymph's Wing Inn. 





  ━Echo-ssi, you seem to get prettier every time I see you. Are you really a Nymph? If you have time, how about a cup of tea with me....





  ━Thank you, but I am already a married woman.





  Echo, the Nymph of the Stream.





  She was a married woman with a mature figure, a woman among women who received flirtatious glances from all the men in this vicinity.





  Paranoy ate the bird meat placed before her as if she envied Echo greatly. Of course, no matter how much Paranoy ate, I didn't think she could become like that.





  Not right now, anyway.





  More than that, to lift Paranoy's curse, it meant I had to rub her chest. I couldn't even imagine myself rubbing Paranoy's chest. 





  It was to the point where it felt like my lower abdomen was twisting, like imagining rubbing my own younger sister's chest.





  "Eat a lot and grow up quickly-imnidat...!!"





  Still, at one point, when she hadn't quite shed her Cultist ways, she seemed like a persistent and sharp-tongued girl. Even venomous. 





  Thinking about how she even tried to seduce me back then, I don't know how she ended up like this now.





  I asked.





  "Paranoy."





  "A-all the legs are mine-imnidat...! If Hassan-nim wants to eat, order one more-imnidat...!!"





  "Damn it, I'm not taking it, you bastard. More importantly, Paranoy-."





  When I called her name, Paranoy suddenly began to tremble, as if she was incredibly anxious about something.





  "I-I think I ate too much-imnidat.... I'm full now-imnidat.... No need to order any more-imnidat...."





  And then she suddenly changed the subject, looking terrified as if she had made a big mistake and I was about to interrogate her.





  I said to such a Paranoy.





  "How are you doing these days? Are people bothering you because you're from the Cult?"





  "I'm fine-imnidat...!! I've even made many Nymph friends like me at the Vesta Goddess's Nymph Hometown Club-imnidat...!! Soon, when Hassan-nim opens a Temple, I'll try to evangelize-imnidat...!!"





  "Evangelize?"





  "Gathering Nymphs together and making them sing like a bard group-imnidat...! Then people will flock like clouds to see the Nymphs-imnidat...!!"





  Gathering Nymphs together and making them sing. I felt like I had heard of such a group near Delphi.





  They said small Nymphs would gather like an idol group, sing, and go on tour. I think the group name was Muse something, but I couldn't recall the details.





  "Anyway, well, I'm glad you seem to be doing well."





  "I hope Hassan-nim's Temple is built soon-imnidat...! In that sense, will you be looking for land today?"





  "Yeah, I should. Do you have the documents I gave you? The ones from Hippolyte."





  "Ah, here they are-imnidat...!! I kept them in a space where no one could steal them, a space no one could steal from-imnidat-! Bueee...."





  Paranoy opened her mouth, and a small scroll came out. Even though I had seen it several times already, it was so incredibly unrealistic and supernatural that I still couldn't get used to it.





  "Hey, can't you, uh, take it out a bit more naturally?"





  "If you want it fast, I can spit it out-imnidat...!"





  Twe- and Paranoy spat something out. Then, a strange pebble-like object rolled across the table from her mouth.





  Why on earth does she store pebbles in her mouth?





  I turned my attention from Paranoy and unfurled the scroll she had spat out. It was a bit damp with saliva, but oh well.











  *     *     *





  





  "Hassan-nim, my legs hurt-imnidat...!!"





  "Then shall we rest a bit at the nearby park?"





  "Buy me cotton candy too-imnidat...!!" 





  Paranoy and I visited all the addresses written on the documents. But even though Hippolyte said she had carefully selected sellers, we were easily rejected.





  ━This person, if you're talking about him, he is Hassan-nim, the legitimate Son of Pluto-nim...!! Quickly hand over the land-imnidat...!!





  ━Puh-hah, Son of Pluto? Can the God of the Underworld and Death feel love? Listen here, death cannot give birth to anything. That's why Pluto is the God of the Underworld. If you're going to lie, do your research.





  ━But it's true-imnidat...!!





  ━This Samaritan fellow, wasn't he the one who was making a fuss as an adventurer until recently? Such a fellow is the son of a god? If so, then I am the son of Jupiter-.





  ━Guh, th-this bastard is stupid-imnidat...!!





  This kind of conversation continued. 





  People seemed unable to believe that Pluto, the God of the Underworld, had a child, and they also didn't believe that I, who had been active as an adventurer under the name Hassan of Samaria, was the son of a god.





  "Everyone is stupid-imnidat...!!"





  Paranoy said that, but I felt like I could somewhat understand them. 





  As far as I know, even Jesus, who was called the Savior, was scolded in his hometown with words like, "Aren't you Joseph the carpenter's son? I even ate with you. Why are you suddenly claiming to be the Savior?"





  Similarly, with the image of a Samaritan adventurer already strongly ingrained in Sodomora, if I suddenly appeared and declared, "I am the Son of Pluto-," there would clearly only be a lukewarm reaction.





  In the end, only one area remained.





  The land in the most secluded part of the Slum near the West Gate. Leaving only that place, I moved my legs again with Paranoy, who was licking cotton candy.





   Paseuk, Paseuseuk-.





  "Is anyone home? I heard there was someone who put this land up for sale."





  The place I arrived at was a cemetery. Tombs rising here and there on a wide plot of land. Roughly made gravestones and stone tablets lay discarded, covered in dust.





  This was a cemetery for the unmourned.





  It was a place that could be considered the city's dump, where countless nameless corpses were buried. 





  An eerie land rumored to be haunted by ghosts and Evil Spirits, a place even the vagrants and thugs of the West Gate avoided. 





  The cemetery of the abandoned, where gloomy and ominous fog was said to never lift throughout all four seasons.





  In that land, a man holding a wide shovel was continuously digging.





  "Excuse me-. Are you the gravedigger, the owner of this land? I came because I saw the land listed for sale on the real estate market."





  Seureuk, Tak-.





  As if he heard my words, the man finally stuck his shovel into the ground. The man in a wide-brimmed straw hat turned his head towards me.





  At that, I was startled.





  The man's face was very scarred and hideous, as if he had suffered from a plague, to the point where even I, who had a high tolerance for unusual sights, involuntarily frowned.





  His face was so disfigured that it was impossible to tell if he was old or young, or even male or female. Was he suffering from some illness-?





  "Ha, Hassan-nim! This fellow is a corpse disease patient-imnidat...! The disease, the disease will spread-imnidat...!!"





  A corpse disease patient? I don't know what that is, but calming Paranoy was the priority now.





  "Be quiet, you bastard!"





  "Heuiik-!"





  If I blew this chance too, it would be ruined forever, so I hastily smacked Paranoy on the head.





  "I'm sorry, he's a bit immature."





  And then I apologized. At that, his blue eyes, half-closed, slowly opened. He parted his decaying lips and spoke.





  "Are you that rumored Son of Pluto? I heard there's a fellow looking for land to build Temples everywhere."





  "Ah, has that rumor already spread?"





  "It's bound to spread. Pluto having a son. Who would have thought? He is a Demon God with no blood or tears."





  "A Demon God?"





  "Because he knows no love. If he rules the Underworld full of corpses and the sick, he would naturally become that way-."





  Seureureu-.





  The gravedigger looked at the gravestones scattered around. The Underworld full of corpses and the sick, he said. In a way, it makes me think that this cemetery and that place are no different.





  Indeed, in a place like this cemetery, soft emotions like love could never blossom.





  So what would happen in the end? Does this man also disapprove of me? I was slightly nervous, wondering if I wouldn't be able to buy the land again, when the man spoke.





  "If you are truly the Son of Pluto, tidying up this cemetery should be easy for you. Just yesterday, ten corpses were discarded here-."





  Seureuk-.





  The man pointed to something covered with a coarse cloth. There, clearly visible, were ominous corpses lying.





  "What should I do with those?"


  


  "If you're the Son of Pluto, you should naturally be able to perform necromancy, shouldn't you? Make them dig their own graves-. If you show me proof, there's no reason not to sell the land."
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  "Ah, the gravedigger of Seomun. A peculiar fellow who buries corpses in abandoned land. I've heard about that man too."





  The next day, after visiting the common graveyard of Paranoy and Seomun. 





  I asked the gravedigger, who said he'd sell me the land if I could use necromancy, for a little more time.





  Although I've become able to handle the 1st-tier magic called Light Vessel or whatever it is, I haven't learned any knowledge about necromancy yet.





  Because of that, I turned my steps and headed for Baron Fleur's villa on Nammun Street. A large mansion, with dark blackout curtains hung over the windows as always.





  Black curtains covering all the windows, so that not a single ray of light could seep in.





  A lonely and desolate mansion where no one's footsteps ever came.





  And such a place becomes the most optimal location for performing evil magic like necromancy.





  Baron Fleur, sitting opposite my reception room.





  He, wrapped tightly in black clothes from head to toe, says, shining a blue light from his eyes.





  "Indeed, it wouldn't be strange if that gravedigger sold you land. So you've rushed to find me to learn necromancy."





  "Yes. As you told me last time, I've opened the 1st-tier mana pathway. What should I do now?"





I recalled the time I spent with Elfriede last week. 





  I wonder what Elfriede is doing now. 





  She's probably holed up in her inn, reading a book.





  I thought about going to visit her, but for some reason, it felt very awkward and embarrassing, so I couldn't bring myself to go. I was caught up in the mood back then. 





  Thinking about it now, I feel like I did something very embarrassing with her.





  As I thought, "How will I face her from now on?", Fleur says.





  "You must learn sequentially. You'll have to take about 4 semesters, starting from an introduction to necromancy and covering the history of the school."





  Fuck.





  I recalled that this man called Fleur had worked as a university professor of magic. Extremely theoretical classes will follow. If it's 4 semesters, is that 2 years?


  


  But I didn't have that much time right now.





  "Can't it be shortened?"





  "Of course, it can be shortened. But it will be a very dangerous and difficult task. So, speaking of which, you said you could use necromancy before you were sealed?"





  "Yes, uh, what was it... I resurrected goblins. And I handled a dead wyvern a bit too."





  "I see. If you handled resurrected goblins, that's 2nd tier; if you handled a resurrected wyvern, it's around the 4th tier. But if you were shining blue light from your eyes, it means the 5th-tier necromancy skill, 'Strengthening Dominance,' was being realized at the foundation."





  I couldn't understand what this man was saying. 





  But in a way, that's natural. I was at a level where I should have just entered the elementary magic class, yet this man is trying to teach me university-level knowledge.





  So, I, who managed to wrack my brain, asked.





  "What does that mean?"





  "It means you'll be able to use up to 5th-tier necromancy flawlessly. Considering that 5th tier is the level ordinary magicians can achieve in their twilight years, it's quite amazing."





  "Oh."





  I don't know what it is, but it seems I have great potential. But thinking about it, that was obviously natural too. 





  I still can't quite believe it, but aren't I known as the son of the underworld god Pluto? If so, being able to use necromancy should be a natural thing for me.





  "Since you are Pluto's son, you can probably reach up to 7th-tier necromancy if you try. 7th tier is a level I barely achieved with this cursed immortal body. Perhaps you can even reach beyond that."





  "Beyond that...?"





  "Nothing is known beyond 7th tier. I'd like to see what's beyond that too. In that sense, you must go into the ghost cave."





  "Ghost cave?"





  Ghost cave, you say?





  I thought about the existence called ghosts. 





  Originally, I didn't believe in supernatural beings like ghosts or spirits, but in a world where things like magic and curses exist, those guys also actually exist.





  However, because they don't have a form, it seemed difficult to drive them away without something like a weapon imbued with magic.





  "If you go down here, there's a passage leading to the ghost cave."





  Fleur, who said that, pulled and opened the heavy iron door.





  *Giiii-, hwioo-*





  As the rusty door opened, a strange cold wind swept past my face. 





  That eerie sound, rather than just the sound of wind, sounded like someone's scream or laughter, making it quite eerie.





  "Go."





  Fleur moved his body towards the dark stairs, as if not caring about such things. A spiral staircase with torches lit intermittently.





  Since we didn't have much conversation as we went down, only the sound of the wind and our footsteps loudly echoed off the cold walls.





  *Ttubeok, ttubeok*.





  It feels like we've already gone down many floors. This staircase dug into the basement showed no sign of ending. How far down do I have to go? 





  When I was feeling a bit anxious with that feeling, Fleur opened his mouth for the first time in a while.





  "Many evil spirits escaped to the world, avoiding the eyes of Pluto, ruler of the underworld. The ones in the ghost cave were caught by Pluto's followers and sealed in pitch-black darkness."





  "Does that mean there are many ghosts?"





  "There were many. But I don't know if there are many now. Well, you'll find out when you go in."





  You don't know if there are many now? I couldn't understand what Fleur was trying to say. But because he didn't seem to want to explain further, I couldn't ask anything more.





  As we went down the stairs for a long time like that, we finally stopped when the stairs ended and a huge door appeared.





  What was revealed by the torch was quite a large door. A door made of two iron plates. And above it, something like small letters is engraved on a sign.





  "You who enter this place. Abandon all hope."





  It's a phrase I've seen somewhere. The atmosphere of this huge iron door, and the gloom blowing from beyond without hiding anything, are not unfamiliar.





  Suddenly, I recalled the moment I was immersed in meditation and endlessly falling while learning mana sensitivity from Elfriede. 





  Even back then, a huge iron door like this appeared before my eyes. 





  Soon, the huge door opened, and because claw-like talons and blue lights thrashed as if to tear me apart, I almost got seriously hurt.





  "Oh, it seems like you feel something?"





  Fleur spoke to me while I was lost in thought. I snapped out of the thought I was almost sucked into and simply answered.





  "No, because it seems like I've seen it somewhere."





  "Of course, that's natural. This is a door modeled after the entrance to the underworld. If you say it, it's like a temporary hell made on this land."





  Fuck, I see.





  Instead of answering, I was silent for a moment.





  To that, Fleur says.





  "Go inside. You don't know what will happen or what the result will be, but there's nothing like facing intense fear to awaken to necromancy. It's actually effective."





  "The fact that it's effective means someone has already tried it?"





  "Yes, many of Pluto's priests went inside this to gain power. You might even meet them inside. It would be better if you don't meet them, though."





  Fleur laughed 'heuh-heuh-heu-'. Fitting for a terrifying skeleton, it was a terrible laughter spreading low on the floor.





  *Giiiiii-*.





  At that time, the iron door we were facing began to open inwards. The door opened on its own, even though neither I nor Fleur touched it.





  "It seems it knows you've come, Zigres. Go in. But, it's better to be careful. You will probably face the thing you fear the most."





  *Seu-eu-*.





  The wind blowing eerily.





  ━.





  Faint screams and wails began to be heard, mixing into it.





  ━*Kieeeeeek*!!





  "You fear many things, Hassan-. Shouting like that won't change anything."





  But among them, there was a strangely familiar voice. Is it Luna? Of course, Luna can't possibly be in a place like this. Luna is definitely heading towards Ideope.





  Someone from inside must already be plotting to tempt me. It's similar to when I heard Erebor's auditory hallucinations in the abyss back then.





  Fleur asks.





  "Do you hear something?"





  "Yes, I hear it clearly."





  "I'm seeing someone who hears sounds from this entrance for the first time since Vincent."





  "If it's Vincent, do you mean Pluto's High Priest Vincent?"





  "Yes, he and I came in and out of this place when we were young. Many things have changed since then. Thinking about that time, honestly, I still suffer from nightmares."





  "Even though you became a Lich, you have nightmares?"





  "Yes. What's inside this is nightmare and fear itself. You'll know if you experience it directly with your body, rather than explaining with words, but how about it? If it's now, it's not too late. Will you go back?"





  "Go back?"





  "Run away like your father, flee. But you won't run away, because you want to learn necromancy from me."





  "Fuck, yes. I'll fall for the provocation."





  I slowly stepped into this place called the ghost cave. The moment I put my body into the darkness, the iron door behind my back firmly closed.





  *Hwiooooo-*.





  Along with the intense wind, I ended up alone in the darkness. Although I became scared for a moment, I steadied my mind and chanted a short spell.





  "'Light Vessel-'."





  To that, orbs of faint light floated above my palm. Although its brightness was only about that of a small lantern, it was still enough to light my feet.





  But right at that moment.





  *Hwiririk-*.





  Something like intense claws, which might have sprung from somewhere, snatches my foot.





  "'Aaaah, fuck, what the hell-!'"





  I, quickly regaining my senses, could tell that what grabbed me was a dark, black hand. No, is it really right to call that a hand?





  The strangely glistening and slippery feeling seems like it would be okay to call it the tentacles of a squid or octopus holding ink.





  *Seu-eu-geuk-*.





  Anyway, the important thing is that it's holding my foot and trying to drag me into endless darkness. 





  "'Let go of this!'"





  *Seureung-*.





  Because of that, I had no choice but to quickly draw my dagger from my waist and swing it forcefully towards my leg.





  *Chwa-ak-*.





  My Galmuri dagger, upgraded for 2 gold, felt like it cut through some flesh, and finally, I was able to escape from restraint.


  


  "━*Kieeeeeek*!!"





  That strange tentacle writhing and screaming under my feet. When I stomped and burst it with all my might, along with a squishy feeling, a terrible silence soon enveloped.





  A silence sticking to my body, to the point of being sticky.





  Because I was dragged tens of meters here and there by the tentacle, I was in a state where I couldn't even discern my location.





  A situation where it's difficult to even find the door to return.





  Because of the thought that something might pop out from the darkness enveloping my body, I suddenly became scared. But to hide that fear and comfort, I shout for no reason.





  "'Come out quickly, you son of a bitch-!'"





  My roar was quite resounding. Because even I thought it was a very loud sound, it seems my fear is also decreasing a bit.





  The shout is perfect for driving away fear and apprehension and instilling courage.





  "━You fear many things, Hassan-. Shouting like that won't change anything."





  Right then, someone whispered in my ear. Although it was thin, it was terribly awful, like scratching a glass floor with an iron nail.





  "━You're timid and weak-. They had to give up everything and run away to give birth to someone like you-."





  "'What?'"





  "━You're a failure, Zigres. But even so, you have everything I want. I can't forgive you. I can't accept it-."





  *Dagak, dagak*.





  "━I'll make you have the nightmare you fear the most-. Can you really endure that-?"





  "'Oh, fuck, a nightmare?'"





  Only then did I manage to recall the words Fleur told me at the entrance. He said I would face the thing I fear the most.





  Fuck, what is it that I fear the most?





  Because I fear so fucking many things, I can't know what will come out. Hydra? Lion? Kkan-Friede angry because I kept dodging the whip? No, no, it wouldn't be something like that.





  I thought about a fucking terrible giant spider.





  A Great King Gigantamax Poison Spider with fucking fangs as big as my torso.





  If something like that pops out from the darkness, I really had the confidence to faint in 1 minute without joking. Please let it not be a spider.





  How many seconds had it been since I was praying like that?





  *Seu-euk-*.





  What revealed itself in the darkness was not a spider, as I wished.





  But perhaps, it was something more terrifying than a spider.





  What was seen first was a height about one head taller than me.





  A helmet resembling a crown, long, flowing black hair extending from below it. Quite thick beard.





  Armor made by weaving leather, bone, black cloth, etc., and arms with strong muscles holding a two-pronged spear.





  "...No, is this real?"





  Although the appearance was unfamiliar, and not everything was clearly visible due to the darkness, he was someone I knew well. 





  No matter how his appearance changes, no matter how much the darkness obstructs my vision, there's no way I wouldn't recognize him.





  That would be the same for him too.





  "Ah, Father-."
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I felt like my vision was blurring before my eyes.





My entire body felt drained of blood, and any fighting spirit that had been simmering moments ago died down.





"Ah, Father-."





What emerged from the darkness wasn't a giant spider or an angry Friede. It was the man I knew best, yet simultaneously, a figure I barely knew.





My father.





No, it was Pluto, the King of the Underworld, slowly approaching me and looking down.





It had been ages since I'd felt someone looking down on me like that. Although he was a head taller than me, the pressure was immense, like being crushed by a giant mountain.





My legs trembled uncontrollably, and cold sweat constantly dripped from my forehead and back.





*Gooooo-*.





The intense pressure was pushing me to the brink of losing my sanity.





I wanted to turn around and run, but I had a feeling the two-pronged spear held by the man wouldn't allow it.





"Father-."





I gathered my wits and opened my mouth again.





"...."





But there was no answer from the man. He just had a blank expression, as if angry or perhaps resigned to everything-.





*Seureuk-*.





He merely pointed the tips of his two-pronged spear, the Byudont, towards me.





*Swishhh-*.





It lunged towards my head as if to pierce it. I stumbled backward, instinctively falling, which allowed me to dodge it.





A chilling sensation registered on my forehead without any filter.





"Shit, fuck-."





If I had been a moment slower, my neck would have been pierced. The thought sent a shiver down my spine.





My father trying to kill me? What kind of father tries to kill his own child?





No matter how much I had been a bad son, our relationship couldn't have been so terrible that he'd try to stab me in the neck the moment he saw me.





I quickly put distance between us and got up, simultaneously processing the situation.





The voice from the darkness had been babbling about nightmares and fear. So, this must not be real; it had to be some kind of hallucination or illusion.





"I don't fall for fake stuff like this, you idiot!"





It was then.





"You-."





I thought it was just a silent apparition, but the nightmare seemed about to open its heavy mouth and speak to me.





"You were always below my expectations."





"What...?"





"Even after giving up everything to give birth to you-. You turned out to be the world's biggest coward, only good for scheming, a complete idiot."





"No..."





"It would have been better if I hadn't given birth to you."





Good grief. To hear such terrible words from a nightmare that looked like my father. Even knowing it was all an illusion, my heart ached a little.





If I hadn't been holding back my emotions, I might have shed a tear.





"I will bury you in darkness and return everything to its original place. However, dealing with a weakling like you doesn't suit me."





The nightmare Pluto, who drove his spear into the ground, spoke.





"Rise-. Warriors of Elysium-. Rise and walk."





Then, with his gesture, countless bones began to erupt from the ground all around.





"Graaaaa-!"





"Grrr, grrr...."





There was an uncountable number of them. Powerful undead with glowing blue eyes. Moreover, each of them held armor and weapons superior to what I was wearing.





Each one of them seemed as powerful as any decent adventurer. Not only those wielding weapons, but also skeleton mages conjuring blue flames in their hands.





"Fuck, isn't this totally cheating?"





They all rose up with a single utterance and surrounded me, forming ranks. This was an army.





An army of the dead, resurrected with a single incantation.





Is this what true necromancy is?





"Come, you ruthless traitor. Overcome them, and try to defeat me completely-."





*Seureuk, Seureuk-*.





I felt a strange magical fluctuation whenever Pluto moved his hands. It seemed to possess quite complex principles, even to someone like me, who had only just grasped the basics of magic.





"Graaaaaa-!"





I couldn't help but compare how crude and rudimentary the goblins I had dealt with before were.





I naturally realized that what I had been doing was merely a clumsy imitation of a cultist's ritual.





"Grrr...."





But now was not the time to be admiring such things. I hastily drew the club from my back and blocked the sword of a Death Knight charging at me.





*Kagagag-*.





Sparks flew as sharp metal clashed loudly. I narrowly avoided being cut in half, but I managed to block the attack.





But the problem was what came next.





"Gerrraaaak-!!"





The undead charging at me were already too numerous to count.





I felt the sharp blade of an axe closing in on my back, threatening to split me in two.





I moved my legs to dodge it, but something like a solid chain wrapped around my legs, throwing off my balance.





"Damn it-!"





I slammed my chin onto the hard floor. As my balance was broken, the skeletons swarmed towards me like piranhas that had tasted blood.





"Geeeaaah-!"





"Geeeeyaaaah-!"





They tried to pin me down, grabbing my shoulders and limbs. I resisted with all my might, using my Strength 15.





"Don't touch me! Get lost, you bastards-!"





I had to flail my arms and legs as much as possible, swinging my club and fists at anything I could see, smashing them.





The fear that everything would end if I was subdued by them spurred me on.





*Pak, pak-!*





My resistance was actually quite effective. The seemingly powerful skeleton monsters began to fall one by one under my club, creating small gaps.





A small gap.





But Friede had said that a small gap could break a dam. And indeed, her words proved true.





I used that small opening to stomp hard on the ground with my legs. I charged straight towards Pluto, who was sitting impassively on his bone throne, watching this scene.





Someone seemed to be shouting in my ear.





"Th-That's the ultimate move considered taboo even in Hell, the King's Succession Strike-! Hassan-nim, that's too reckless...!"





Indeed, it was as they said.





The King's Succession Strike.





Just as my father, his father, and his father's father had surpassed their predecessors, I too decided to pour all my strength into this one strike, staking everything.





By surpassing my father, I would finally become an adult.





Of course, this is just a nightmare created by my fear, but if I can't overcome even this nightmare, it will be impossible to overcome the real thing.





I'll pour all my strength into this club, into this strike-!





*Pak, pak-!*





Responding to my fervor, my club, the 'Terror Crusher', infused with Ora, emitted a strange red light.





*Woooooong-*.





It glowed so brightly, it could be called a glow stick or a beam saber.





I don't know what it is, but if that hits me, my skull will definitely be crushed.





"Hyaaaat-!"





I swung my Ora-infused club right at my nightmare's head.





*Swweeeesh-!*





My club, imbued with red Ora, surpassed mere blunt force, slicing through the very fabric of this darkness with destructive power comparable to a fine sword.





*Kwahahag-*.





My club finally lunged towards Pluto's crown. I thought it would end with a single blow, but I was almost thrown back by an unexpectedly strong resistance.





"Grrr-!"





But thinking that if I backed down now, I would never get another chance, I exerted force until blood spurted from my nose.





"Fuck-!"





It ended up slicing Pluto's body in two, tearing it apart. As everything was enveloped in bright light, and a strange sense of euphoria and peace began to fill my mind.





Pluto, who was disintegrating into dust, slowly opened his mouth.





"Well done."





Even though I knew it was a nightmare, I felt something surge from the depths of my heart at those words.





"To survive, I did various things. I killed people and did many wicked deeds."





It felt a little relieving to say that.





*Sareureu-*.





My father in the dream, as he crumbled, reached out and placed something in my hand.





"Then, rise now."





At that moment, I snapped back to reality.





"So, whether you enter or not is your choice. How about it, it's not too late yet. You can turn back if you wish."





Fleure, wearing a black fedora, spoke to me. I was momentarily very flustered.





What happened?





Looking around, I saw the wide-open iron gate, the stairs, and Fleure, who was shining blue eyes at me.





What the hell is this?





When did I come back here?





I asked.





"Um, why am I here? Didn't I go in there?"





"What are you talking about?"





I explained the whole situation to Fleure, who seemed not to understand. The Baron, a skeleton, nodded as if he understood.





"Ah-. It seems you've already fallen victim to his nightmare. Just standing at the entrance of the ghost cave caused you to see his hallucinations."





"Hallucinations, you say..."





The thought that everything that had just happened was a hallucination sent chills down my spine. Was I dreaming while standing?





Where does the dream end and reality begin?





*Seureuk-*.





Then, I suddenly noticed something in my tightly clenched palm. Did my father in the dream place something in my hand?





*Sreureuk-*.





When I opened my hand, there was a small, blue, seed-like object. As I frowned, wondering what it was, Fleure spoke.





"My goodness, isn't this a Tartarus Pomegranate Seed?"





He raised his voice, sounding surprisingly astonished, at the object in my palm. I asked him back.





"What did you say it was?"





"It's a blue pomegranate that only grows in the Underworld...! If you eat it, you can wield power like the dead. It's something all necromancers yearn for...!"





"So, if I eat this, I can use necromancy?"





"Only if it suits your constitution. If it doesn't, your soul and body will be eternally bound to the depths of Tartarus. But well, you are Pluto's son, so it should be fine."





"Oh, fuck-."





"I'm glad I led you here. It seems she took a liking to you."





"She?"





"Yes. Here, in this darkness, born amidst all the evil spirits, there is solitude. Perhaps Melinoe's gift to you." But you shouldn't stay here too long, or your mind might suffer some ill effects. Let's go back."





Fleure muttered some incantation.





Then, the darkness we were facing seemed to be covered by a thick iron gate, leaving only faint afterimages.





*Creak-*.





Just as the gate was closing, I thought I saw two blue lights flash within that darkness.





Perhaps that was the 'she' Fleure mentioned?





*Thump, thump-*.





As I climbed the stairs with Fleure, I saw Paranoy and Brigitte playing together in a large hall, illuminated by the blue eyes Fleure mentioned.





"Paranoy, stop right there! Play with me! Nymph, Nymph, I've never seen one before! Just one more sniff, just one more sniff!"





"Nymphs don't come just because you chase them...!!"





What the hell are they doing?





Paranoy, who had been running away, lit up upon seeing me.





"Ah! Hassan-nim! I was waiting for you...!! Hurry and get out of here...!!"





He then hid behind me and revealed some strange 'truth'.





"That Brigitte girl is a nymph-hater who bullies nymphs...!! She's a very bad girl who bothers me...!!"





He seemed to be having fun playing, regardless of what it was.





Then, Paranoy sniffed the air.





"Ah! Hassan-nim smells like a strange Nymph...! Th-This is a Nymph scent I've never smelled before...!! Maybe, maybe it's a Nymph that has evolved into a legendary fantasy species...!!"





He kept trying to sniff my body like a dog, which creeped me out.





"Get lost, you little punk. Why are you sniffing me?!"





"Just let me sniff a little more...! Maybe it's a clue for Paranoy to evolve into a Hellfire Imp...! Ugh-."





He finally gave up when I pushed his face away with all my might. A nymph scent?





I don't recall having any contact with nymphs besides Paranoy.





Then I remembered the blue eyes I saw in the darkness. Could the owner of the ghost cave Fleure mentioned be a nymph?





A nymph.





Thinking about it, the dark, terrifying place suddenly seemed less intimidating, almost like a haunted house at an amusement park.





Melinoe, was it?





Come to think of it, her name is similar to Alinoe and Paranoy. Maybe names ending in '-noe' are popular among nymphs.





How dare a mere nymph try to scare me?





Thinking I should give her a good smack later, I swallowed the pomegranate seed I held in my palm.





"Ugh-!"





It tasted incredibly sour, like a vitamin C supplement I never expected, making my salivary glands work overtime as if my tongue was malfunctioning. It was genuinely, incredibly sour. I never knew something could be this sour.





So sour.





It made my whole body tingle as if struck by lightning. Even after swallowing it, there was no surge of strength or any magical letters appearing.





"Do you feel anything...?"





Fleure asked me cautiously. He seemed eager to jot something down in a notebook and pen he had produced from somewhere. He was a former university professor, so his academic curiosity must be high.





"It's just really sour and nothing else."





"Is that so? So you gained nothing from the ghost cave after all?"





He seemed slightly disappointed, but I didn't think so.





Because the memory of how Pluto in my nightmare summoned and controlled the undead was still vivid in my mind.





"I'll be going now. Paranoy, let's go."





"Understood...!"





"Nymph, come visit again! Tell me more about the outside world!"





"If you prepare lots of candy, I might consider it...!!"





And so, I headed towards the west gate, the place of abandoned graves.





A graveyard shrouded in eerie fog, where all sorts of corpses were buried. A man was digging there, and he looked up at me again.





"Are you ready now?"





"Perhaps-."





I knelt down and placed my hand on the ground. Then, slowly, I opened my mouth, just like my father in the nightmare had done.





"Rise, walk."
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  Perhaps it's because I learned Aura from Hippolyte.





  Or perhaps it's because I learned to sense mana from Elfriede.





  I could quite keenly sense the numerous presences slumbering beneath my feet.





  Countless corpses. The dead who had already turned to bone, and were now on their way back to earth as ash and soil.





  However, they were tangled and mixed together in a very complex way.





  To put it metaphorically, like discarded, unsorted junk with mismatched parts, dumped without recycling.





  I asked the gravedigger.





  "It seems like there are a lot of mixed-up corpses here."





  "Of course, naturally."





  The gravedigger let out a slight scoff, 'Hmph'.





  "It's no different than burying the bones, corpses, and the bodies of vagrants eaten by beasts, all jumbled together and left to rot."





  Indeed.





  I knelt on one knee and placed my hands on the ground. The sensation of the damp earth on my palms felt quite cool and pleasant.





  "Rise, walk."





  I commanded as my father, who appeared in my nightmares, had told me.





  Jjirit, jjirit-.





  Then, unlike the first time I used necromancy, I felt something like a powerful energy flow from my hands into the ground.





  I could clearly feel that it was a type of Aura or mana. My body must be consuming mana to summon the dead.





  "Rise up-!"





  I shouted with all the strength in my body.





  Pasuseuk, pasuseuk-.





  At the same time, something began to bulge and rise from the ground.





  "Ugh, wh-what, what is this?!"





  The gravedigger was also startled, looking as if he might faint any second.





  A gloomy graveyard, damp with misty fog and steam.





  In a space so dark that sunlight couldn't penetrate even at midday, watching something suddenly bulge and rise from the ground made even me feel a little scared.





  Jjeojeok-.





  Pasuseuk-.





  Beyond the thick fog, the sounds of the ground, graves, and tombstones cracking echoed loudly. Although I knew I had caused this situation, even I didn't know what was happening beyond that fog.





  Surprisingly, the only one maintaining composure in this situation was Paranoy.





  Paranoy, on the contrary, raised both hands high and shouted joyfully.





  "The dead are returning...!! No one can stop them now...!! Hell is coming to Sodomora...!! It will be filled with destruction, slaughter, plunder, and blood...!!"





  He seemed to believe without a doubt that what I had summoned was an army of the dead, and that it would bring chaos to the city. It even seemed like he was hoping for it.





  However, upon seeing what was revealed as the fog slowly cleared, Paranoy stopped his rambling as if greatly surprised.





  "Wh-what is this...?"





  And then he cautiously looked at my face. I was just as flustered, damn it.





  I thought I had used necromancy, but what I summoned wasn't a pile of skeletons. What I summoned was some kind of strange, tentacle-like object.





  Tentacles?





  What is this?





  Is this evolved necromancy?





  It was so horrifying and terrifying that I was shivering with Paranoy, but the gravedigger, who was just as scared as us, soon seemed to make a decision, picked up his shovel, and approached the tentacles.





  He's fearless, just like someone who works in a graveyard.





  Jeobeok, jeobeok-.





  He slowly approached those strange tentacles and then poked them with his shovel, the gravedigger.





  "Ah, these are roots."





  He soon answered as if he knew what they were.





  "They're tree roots. I see weeds have grown here and there too. The tree roots have risen from the ground."





  Tree roots?





  Looking closer, I could see tree roots sprouting from the ground, just as he said. Those powerful roots were splitting through the graves and tombstones, extending grotesquely in various directions.





  What is this?





  "To grow such vibrant roots in this desolate graveyard. You have quite a few strange aspects for someone who is supposed to be the Son of Pluto, the God of Death."





  The gravedigger laughed as if amused.





  Only then did I recall that this man had told me to prove I was the Son of God if I wanted him to sell me land.





  Did I fail after all?





  As I was slightly tense, the gravedigger spoke.





  "However, this is also a miracle befitting the Son of God in its own way. I will believe that you are the Son of God."





  "So, you mean you'll sell me the land?"





  "But, I could use some help. I need to bury the 20 bodies that were unearthed because of the roots, and the ones that came here today. I'd appreciate it if you could help with that."











  * * *











  I was confident in my shoveling skills.





  Since childhood, I followed my father through mountains and fields, working hard to dig up various roots, and I even served in the army as a combat engineer in the front lines, the role that wields shovels the most.





  Pasuseuk, pasuseuk-.





  With my strength and stamina, which had reached their limits, reaching their peak, digging a hole was truly an easy task.





  Pasuseuk, pasuseuk-.





  A single hole was made with just two shovelfuls. Honestly, at this level, couldn't I compete with an excavator?





  "Wow, I've never seen anyone shovel so well. Truly worthy of being called the Son of God."





  The gravedigger was amazed by my appearance. It seemed my mechanical shoveling was more surprising than my summoning of strange roots.





  But I was also damn surprised.





  The dirt ground and the metal part of the shovel.





  Perhaps because it skillfully combined my two attributes, Earth and Metal, I felt incredibly good. Could I be Hassan, the God of Shoveling?





  Pasuseuk, pasuseuk-.





  When I dug holes, Paranoy would shove the corpses piled in rags into the pits.





  "I like honey and candy the most-. I like honey and candy the most-."





  They were corpses heavily decomposed and emitting a foul odor. Paranoy, however, seemed to not care at all, even humming a tune.





  "He carries a mouthful and makes a sand tomb-!"





  He seemed to find great joy in making graves.





  I thought he'd hate it because it was a gruesome task, but seeing him enjoy it so much makes me realize he really is a former cultist.





  "Even if his teeth are damaged, he likes to eat-!"





  Anyway, today we repaired twenty graves that the gravedigger had to dig, and also fixed the graves damaged by the strange tree roots.





  The gravedigger, who had been watching us the whole time, laughed as if he couldn't believe it.





  "You're doing the work of ten strong men all by yourself. It would have taken me two days, you know."





  "Is there anything else?"





  "Not right now. Then we'll have some time to talk. Come in."





  In response, the gravedigger led Paranoy and me into a peculiar place that could be called his cabin or hut. Inside the hut, filled with various medicinal herbs.





  Although I hesitated to enter the dim interior, the opportunity to finally build a Temple had arrived. It would be foolish to turn away from that path out of fear of such minor darkness.





  I sat down on a chair roughly made from a tree stump.





  "Cinnamon tea. I don't know if it will suit your taste. Earlier, the young Nymph sang praises of honey, so I added some of the honey I was saving."





  The gravedigger brewed a peculiar tea for Paranoy and me.





  "There's nothing better for recovering from a day of digging graves than something sweet."





  Drinking it, it tasted reasonably like cinnamon and made my body feel pleasantly warm. Seeing the slight sweetness, it seemed to alleviate some fatigue, just as he said.





  "It's delicious...!! Can you give me more...?"





  Paranoy seemed to really like this honey-infused tea.





  "Then I'll have to go pick some more from the graves over there."





  However, seeing the gravedigger answer Paranoy, my appetite inexplicably vanished.





  Tea brewed with cinnamon grown in a burial site? Drinking something like that felt like I might receive a curse.





  Of course, Paranoy, as if not caring about such things, downed more than six cups of honeyed tea.





  "It's delicious...!! Give me more...!!"





  I felt like the conversation would end with us just drinking honey tea the whole time, so I decided to interrupt him.





  "Anyway, Mr. Gravedigger. Are you going to sell the land?"





  "Yes, I saw how well you and this little Nymph lady tended to the graves. For you, even this uncultivated graveyard..."





  The man paused and looked out the window with eyes wrapped in bandages. It seemed he could see the fog-filled graveyard.





  Lost in thought for a while, he continued speaking.





  "You would surely tend to these graves well."





  I could feel that this man, who was rotting alive with illness, had a certain attachment to this gloomy, eerie, and utterly lonely graveyard.





  There must be some reason.





  And that reason must be why the man's lips, buried beneath the bandages, kept moving.





  "...."





  The man seemed to have something to say but kept hesitating, unable to bring it out.





  Then, he gazed intently at the teacup placed before him and stroked its rim with his gloved hand.





  I realized this man was agonizing over a story he found very difficult to tell. Was he perhaps trying to talk about money?





  Was he trying to preemptively ask how much I had researched the land price?





  If not for that, he wouldn't be hesitating this much.





  However, after finally drinking a cup of cinnamon tea, the gravedigger slowly opened his mouth, like someone who had made a decision.





  "I have committed too many sins. I will surely die and go to Tartarus. I lived without fear of the heavens or the earth. But now that my life is nearing its end, I fear going to hell."





  "You said you are the Son of Pluto, right? Then you must know what happens to me after I die. Am I, am I going to Tartarus...?"





  As if I would know that just because he asked me.





  So, as I hesitated vaguely, unsure of how to answer, the man placed his cup down with a 'tak-'.





  "No, you asked something too obvious. Anyway, I understand. Without further ado, I will sell you the land."





  "How much is it?"





  "I should get a thousand gold."





  Oh, shit.





  I knew it, but actually having to pay it made my hands and feet tremble.





  A thousand gold for this utterly gloomy graveyard.





  Although the area is large, I felt this was too much of a rip-off. This man is definitely headed for Tartarus.





  "If you don't like it, then don't."





  "No, I like it very much."





  But I had no other choice. He was the only person in the entire city who would sell me land after all my searching?





  "Paranoy-."





  "Understood...! Bueeee-."





  Paranoy opened his mouth at my words.





  Soon, a cascade of coins began to fall from his mouth with a 'wareureu-' sound.





  Jjalgeurang, jjalgeurang-.





  "Hoo...."





  Seeing the table instantly piled high with gold coins, the gravedigger licked his lips as if quite flustered.





  Although his expression was hard to read due to the bandages wrapped around his face, his eyes seemed to be consumed by the fierce allure of gold.





  I tried to imagine what this man, dying from something like leprosy, would do with this thousand gold. He didn't seem to have any family or children to leave the money to.





  At most, a few years.





  At shortest....





  That's how I estimated the man's remaining lifespan. And it's perhaps natural for someone facing death to worry about the afterlife.





  The gravedigger was already suffering terribly from corpse disease, a peculiar endemic illness of this world. And perhaps because his bronchial tubes were also not good, he kept coughing.





  He must be drinking tea brewed with cinnamon and honey because of his lung disease.





  That's how I estimated the man's remaining lifespan. And it's perhaps natural for someone facing death to worry about the afterlife.





  "Here, the rights to this 300-pyeong plot of land are now yours. You can do whatever you want with it."





  I took the paper and carefully put it in my pocket. 300 pyeong, huh? They often say one pyeong is the space a person can lie down in with their arms and legs spread.





  Since nearly 300 bodies are buried here, 300 pyeong seems about right.





  Anyway, this land is now mine.





  Although the gloomy and damp fog was a bit unpleasant, the important thing is that I can now build a Temple on this land and appoint priests.





  Then the locked items should also be unlocked.





  I'm very excited to see what I can do.
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  The gravedigger, after receiving the thousand gold from me, said he would leave everything behind, even the belongings in the shack.





  Thanks to that, I have been inaugurated as the new gravedigger and undertaker of this bizarre Temple site, the public cemetery.





  The Son of Pluto, the Emperor of the Underworld, as a gravedigger.





  If it fits, it fits.





  Of course, it's a temporary job until a grand Temple is built on this land.





  Then the gravedigger spoke up.





  "Ah, and there are some precautions."





  "Precautions?"





  "Sometimes at night, you might hear the sound of coffins being scratched or the ground being dug up here and there. Most of them are wild raccoons, so you don't need to pay them any mind."





  I imagined wild beasts digging up corpses. They probably flock here because they're hungry, but it wasn't exactly a pleasant sight to imagine.





  "And occasionally, the positions of the tombstones or the graves might be swapped. It's best not to worry about it too much."





  "I see."





  I nodded appropriately. There sure are a lot of things I shouldn't worry about.





  "And finally, if you hear a voice calling your name from the graves in the middle of the night, go to that corner over there."





  The gravedigger pointed his finger at a cramped corner of the shack.





  "Go to the corner, cover your ears, close your eyes, and do nothing until the sun rises."





  Shit, what does that mean? I started to feel a sudden surge of fear.





  "Why on earth must I do that?"





  "Because the Queen of the Graves might take you away."





  "The Queen of the Graves? Who is that...?"





  "Even if you aren't curious, you'll find out soon enough. She's quite gentle as long as you don't challenge her, so it's best not to provoke her anger. Since she doesn't like people talking about her behind her back, I can't say any more than this."





  With those words, Blitz, the gravedigger who had been the owner of the land, left the place with his bag of money. Some time passed, and the night grew dark.





  I had been organizing the belongings in the shack all day to build an office for the Temple I would construct in this cemetery.





  Before I knew it, I looked out the window and was flustered to see that a darkness so thick I couldn't see an inch ahead had arrived.





  "What the hell, shit. Why did night come so fast?"





  Sreuk, sreuruk- badeudeuk-.





  Just then, a bizarre sound came from outside the shack. A grotesque noise, like claws scratching wood. Simultaneously, cries of some unknown beasts could be heard from here and there.





  "Ha, Hassan-nim, I'm scared-ssi.... It's, it's too pitch black outside-ssi...!"





  Paranoy, who had been organizing the shack just like me, clung to my leg and trembled. Why is this guy, who claims to be from a Cult, afraid of a graveyard after dark?





  "Hey, Paranoy. Go out and check what's there. If it's a wild beast, swing this and chase it away."





  I handed Paranoy a long stick. However, Paranoy dodged my hand, ran far away, squeezed himself into a corner of the shack, and shivered.





  "I, I don't want to-ssi...! Hassan-nim is a powerful warrior, so Hassan-nim should go out-ssi...! You should chase away the raccoons with the club-ssi...!!"





  Shit, I'm scared too.





  In the end, I gripped the club and stepped outside. Regardless of what might be roaming around out there, I am the man who will be the master of the Temple to be built here.





  Therefore, I have the duty and the right to defend and eliminate any uninvited bastards wandering on this land that I bought for a thousand gold.





  "Whew-."





  I took a small deep breath and stepped out of the shack.





  The cool night mist touched my skin.





  The high moon hanging in the sky.





  The sprawling graves and the tombstones of the cemetery looked remarkably new. A graveyard seen during the day and a cemetery seen at night definitely have different vibes.





  Although I was filled with a desire to leave this place as soon as possible, I exercised my grace, "Dark Eyes," and carefully surveyed the surroundings.





  Various eerie noises had been heard until just a moment ago, but as soon as I stepped outside, the surroundings were excessively silent.





  Not a single bird's song could be heard, nor the common sound of autumn insects.





  Is it even possible for it to be this quiet...?


  


  Instead, I felt a sense of vigilance.





  According to my experience of rolling around in this world in my own way, the nights you really have to be careful of are not the ones where wild beasts howl, but the silent nights that are as still as this.





  Kwa-aaak-.





  Strength naturally flowed into my hand gripping the club, the Fear Crusher.





  There is something in this darkness.





  It is definitely somewhere near me.





  However, even with my eyes accustomed to the darkness, nothing in particular was visible. I felt like I could clearly sense a tremendous presence.





  What on earth is it-?





  While I was thinking that, a rustling sound came from the direction of the shack.





  "Hassan, Hassan-nim...! Something, something is there-ssi...!"





  That fellow Paranoy opened the window and shouted toward me. Is there something in the shack? It was at that moment when I was about to head back to the shack.





  "Hassan-nim, not here, look up-ssi...!!"





  Up?





  The moment I looked up following Paranoy's words, I almost freaking fainted from fright. A damn horrific Spider web, larger than my own body, was hanging under the moonlight.





  And the white fur and black pupils of the entity lurking upon it were enough to make me scream and freak out instantly.





  "Ugh, shit! It's a Gigantamax Spider-!!"





  ━ Myoooooong-!





  It let out a sound while moving venomous fangs as large as my forearm. The cry itself was so damn horrific that I ended up falling on my butt.





  A damn huge Spider covered in white fur.





  Its size was no less than the dragons or wyverns I had seen before.





  Shit, why on earth is something like this living in the city?





  I felt like I understood why people often went missing in the western Slum area, and why this abandoned graveyard was a place people avoided due to bad rumors.





  "Holy shit!"





  That gravedigger bastard sold me a horrific piece of land!





  ━ Myoooooong-.





  The damn giant white Spider cried out toward me again. Then it hopped down and pinned my shoulder with its sharp front leg.





  "Uwa-ah! Get, get away, you punk!"


  


  I flailed my arms here and there to shake it off, but because my physiological fear of Spiders was growing stronger, my whole body felt like it was freezing up.





  Even though I had been overcoming my arachnophobia quite well lately thanks to Keong-keong-i.





  When a beast the size of a van pounces on you, shit, it's only natural for your body to freeze up whether it's a Spider or whatever.





  Sreuk, sreuruk-.





  The creature rolled me around with its front legs.





  For a moment, I was reminded of a mouse caught by a Cat.





  Cats have nasty personalities, so they like to torment their caught prey instead of killing it immediately.





  This giant Spider clearly intended to torment me plenty before eating me.





  If that extended my life, it was a fortunate thing, but at this rate, it was obvious I would be torn apart after being toyed with by the Spider.





  So I tried to get up after squeezing out all the strength in my body.





  Soon, pushed by the Spider's front paw which had bizarre talons attached, there was nothing I could do but roll around on the grave floor.





  The creature eventually lifted me up with two of its front legs. Then, wasn't it shaking me from left to right and right to left as if I were some baby?





  "Shi, shit, let go!"





  Thinking I could no longer be toyed with as it pleased, I gripped the club in my hand tightly. Finally, with a humming vibration, it began to transform into a Red Aura Beam Saber.





  ━ Myoo-ong....





  Whether it felt fear toward me, the Gigantamax white Spider let out a rather dejected sound that didn't match its massive size.





  Pasuseuseuk-.





  The creature soon tossed me to the ground and disappeared into the earth with an unimaginably fast speed.





  "Wh, where did you go, you shit! Come out, you bastard!"





  I don't know where that courage came from, but I expressed my anger by striking the ground here and there with my Red Aura Beam Saber.





  "This is my land, you punk! Get lost!"





  The fact that a damn giant Spider was hiding in the land I bought for a thousand gold was so utterly horrific that I felt like screaming.





  "Come out, you bastard! Because it's damn scary! Please just go somewhere else!"





  However, the creature did not show itself again, and I had no choice but to spend the night with my eyes wide open.





  And so, the next day, when the dim morning sun rose through the mist.





  "No, this is the land where you're going to build the Temple?"





  Friede-yang, who had come to visit the Temple site, frowned as if it were absurd.





  "This is a graveyard. People will surely love it if you build a Temple in a place like this."





  Friede-yang clicked her tongue as if she couldn't quite believe I was going to build a Temple in a graveyard.





  Actually, I thought so too. I wondered if Followers would even gather if I built a Temple in a graveyard.





  But right now, that didn't matter.





  "Damn, Spider. A damn big Spider! Shit, Spider, Gigantamax-!"





  I explained the whole story and what happened last night to Friede-yang, who had come to see the land I bought. Hearing that, Friede-yang only frowned.





  "Are you teasing me right now? Why do you keep saying Spider?"





  "Hassan-nim is explaining about the incredibly giant Spider he encountered last night-ssi...!"





  "A giant Spider?"





  "It was a truly massive Spider-ssi...! The massive Spider fought a battle with Hassan-nim and then hid in the ground-ssi...! A giant Spider is hiding in this land-ssi...!"





  "A giant Spider that digs into the ground and hides.... So that's why there are pits dug all over the place?"





  Friede-yang nodded as if she finally understood, looking at the numerous pits dug around her.





  It was as she said.





  I had dug up the whole ground with a shovel to find the hidden Spider. In the end, I couldn't find even a single strand of its hair, let alone its massive body.





  Shit, a stop lurker is hiding in my land! I can't feel at ease at all!





  However, Friede-yang, after listening carefully to the whole story from Paranoy, spoke as if there was something very concerning.





  "From what I see, it doesn't seem like it had any hostility toward you. I don't know much about Spiders."





  The one who knew a lot about Spiders was Luna.





  What would Luna have said if she saw that giant Spider? Would she have tried to talk to the Spider? I don't know.





  "Hassan, there's a Spider web on your back. A very large Spider web."





  "Ugh, shit! Take it off!"





  I hopped up like a Cat with tape stuck on its back. I was so damn surprised that I ended up doing a somersault, something I could never do normally.





  "Hey, stay still for a second!"





  "Spi, Spider-!"





  The thought of a damn giant Spider web being stuck on my back was something I absolutely could not tolerate. While I was waiting for Friede-yang to quickly peel off the Spider web.





  "Ah-! Elf girl! You're trying to commit a foul-ssi...! It's a yellow card-ssi...! It's a warning-ssi...!"





  Paranoy babbled some weird nonsense and blocked the space between me and Friede-yang.





  "Ha-?"





  "Until Luna-nim returns and a fair match is held, you must not come closer than three steps to Hassan-nim-ssi...! Invasive species Elf, one warning-ssi...!"





  "What are you talking about, move."





  Of course, Friede-yang tried to push him aside as if she didn't care about such a fellow. At that moment, Paranoy added one more thing.





  "Elf, I will report your foul to Hippolyte-ssi...!!"





  At those words, Friede-yang also seemed to have something weighing on her mind, as she merely glared at Paranoy with a furrowed brow.





  Goooo-.





  A subtle tension flowed between Paranoy and Friede-yang.





  Paranoy seemed to really dislike Friede-yang. It was probably because she was an invasive species from a far-off foreign land and she looked down on him, a Nymph.





  Of course, to me, such things were not important.





  


    *     *     *
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  "So, the gravedigger sold you the land, you say."





  Fleur seemed interested in my story.





  His face was hidden by a black fedora, but seeing his blue eyes flash, I felt like I could now understand his emotions to some extent.





  "But you're saying there was a giant Spider there?"





  "Yes. It was a really damn big Spider. Damn, too big. Damn...."


  


  I recalled the memory of seeing it under the moonlight. A Spider web larger than most houses. The giant white Spider that pounced on me from above.





  It was a good thing I had the beam saber; if I had been an ordinary adventurer, I would have been eaten on the spot.





  However, the Lich professor Fleur's thoughts seemed quite different.





  "A giant Spider with white fur. If I remember correctly, it might be the divine beast of the goddess Ceres."





  "The divine beast of the goddess Ceres? What's that?"





  Goddess Ceres is a powerful goddess who governs grains, harvests, and the change of seasons. Was it said that she was the one who brought the horrific winter to this continent 30 years ago?





  Fleur added a few more words.





  "There is a Temple of Ceres near the south gate of Sodomora. Until the Great Winter 30 years ago, it was a place many people visited."





  Sreuk, sreuk-.





  Fleur's blue eyes began to glow.





  "If I remember correctly, a white Spider about the size of a dog was being raised in the Temple back then."





  "You mean they raise Spiders in the Temple?"





  "Spiders, ants, locusts, silkworms, and so on-the goddess Ceres also rules over insects and bugs along with the seasons and harvests. Perhaps the Spider that disappeared when the Temple of Ceres fell has been living in the graveyard."





  "Shit, then is there no way to kick it out...?"





  "There's no need to kick it out. If you build a Temple there, you could make it the Temple's divine beast and use it as a guardian Spider."





  Shit, then that means I have to live with a damn big Spider.





  I was already at my limit with the small Spider Keong-keong-i.





  No, honestly, Keong-keong-i is also a damn huge Spider since it's as big as a palm, but compared to that white Spider, it could be considered a tiny ant.





  "More importantly, Zigres. I'm more interested in the story you told me before than the Spider."





  "You mean the part about my breakfast being pheasant meat?"





  "No, not that. The part where you said you couldn't use necromancy. Didn't you say you raised roots?"





  "Ah-."





  "If I remember correctly, there was such a spell. Speaking of the goddess Ceres, it seems something comes to mind. Wait a moment."





  Fleur soon began to rummage through various books in his study.





  After rummaging through ancient books so old they were covered in dust, and even leather scrolls or stone tablets that were hard to even call books, he shouted as if he had discovered something.





  "Hassan, you said the Bashkir Bees followed you well before."





  "Yes, that's right."





  "And the Kalan swamp you went to became a grassland again."





  "Ah, was that so-."





  "Don't the plants you grow thrive exceptionally well?"





  I thought of the garden I had cultivated with Luna. The potatoes I planted grew like vines and got tangled everywhere, which had flustered me.





  "I think so."





  "A person of my caliber has made a mistake. Hassan, it seems you won't be able to become a necromancer."





  "Wait, is that for real...?"





  "According to this ancient stone tablet, it's written like this. It says there are powerful priests of the earth who wear animal skins, hold wooden sticks, communicate with fairies, and command beasts."





  "What's that...?"





  Deureureuk-.





  Fleur showed me the flat stone tablet he was holding.





  "It's an ancient stone tablet. The priests written about here are said to have eaten the flesh and meat of hunted beasts and even mutated into beast-like forms."





  There, wasn't there a crooked drawing like a cave painting?





  It depicted a scene where a man, wearing a skin over his head like me, was shouting something at a tree while holding a club, or perhaps a staff.





  If it's similar to me, it's similar.





  "What is this...?"





  "Ancient shamans, the origins of Aura and Mana. Not much is known about them, but if there's a name to refer to them by, it would probably be-."





  Sreuruk.





  Fleur narrowed his eyes. His gaze turned toward the drawing on the stone tablet.
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  "A Druid?"





  I asked back, as if I couldn't believe what I had heard from Fleur.





  "What exactly does that mean?"





  "Not much is known about them. Only that such beings existed-that's about it. Much is shrouded in mystery."





  "So, Baron-nim, you don't exactly know what it is either...?"





  "Because they are such ancient beings, little is known. According to records, they run through wild and savage fields and forests, wielding beast-like power."





  "Hmm...."





  "It's also written that they wear the hides of their hunted prey on their heads and carry clubs made of thick, woven wood. And they're friendly with Nymphs-."





  A Nymph Tamer, wearing hides and carrying a club?





  Shit, that's me.





  It seems I was a Druid, not a barbarian warrior.





  The name itself sounds cool, so they must be fucking strong.





  It's a name that sounds like it would command armies of nature and spread the Ultimate Plague.





  "So, what can a Druid do?"





  "Well. Aside from handling beasts and having deep knowledge of nature and life, not much is known. Not much research has been done on ancient civilizations from the pre-Saturn era."





  "Is that so."





  "At least, I've heard that the apostles of Goddess Ceres carry on the Druid lineage. I don't know why you, the Son of Pluto, use powers similar to the apostles of Goddess Ceres, but...."





  Fleur closed his mouth and seemed lost in thought. After maintaining silence for a long time, he spoke as if something had just occurred to him.





  "Hassan, I understand you are the Son of Pluto. If so, who is your mother?"





  "My mother?"





  "Perhaps... perhaps it's just my thought.... No, excessive speculation is not good. Anyway, I understand. What's certain is that you cannot learn necromancy from me."





  Shit.





  To not be able to use necromancy. Although I had awakened mana, the sealing magic still residing within me seemed incredibly powerful, beyond that.





  But on the other hand, I felt relieved. The power of dark magic like necromancy is insidious and dangerous, as its limits and costs are unknown.





  Shouldn't a man trust his own body, not some skeleton minion?





  Those who command minions, like with necromancy or spirit magic, are clearly despicable lackeys who lack confidence in their own abilities. I'm a fucking powerful warrior, so I don't need to dabble in necromancy.





  I examined the image of the man drawn on the stone tablet. Wearing hides and carrying a club. If it resembled me, it resembled me.





  Now *that's* a man among men.


  


  "Anyway, for now, there's nothing I can teach you. I'll gather materials from ancient texts and stone tablets soon, and if there's anything about Druids, I'll send it to you."


  


  "That would be great. Then, I'll be going now."





  "Now, only building the Temple remains? What's your plan?"





  "For now, I'm thinking of building something simple. Just a stone or wooden tower, like an altar, should be enough."





  "I see. Even Bacchus, who was once a Demigod, started that way. How fortunate to be able to witness a Young and Weak Boy God's ascension process up close."





  "Is that so."





  I nodded appropriately.





  The place I headed for was Sodomora's South Gate.





  The abandoned Temple grounds of a goddess.





  That Temple ground, once bustling with many visitors, was now overgrown only with fallen autumn leaves and decaying weeds.





  "Is anyone there-."





  I made a suitable presence known in this place I had visited once before. If my memory served me right, I had parted ways with a strange old woman here.





  At the time, I was so flustered that I just dismissed her as a Witch with dementia, but thinking about it now, there were more than a few suspicious things.





  "Is anyone there-."





  I asked again.





  In response, a rustling sound came from behind an old pillar. The sound of someone stepping on dry leaves. Soon, familiar-looking sandals were revealed. 





  Cheap sandals, not even a few Copper a pair.





  The lady wearing them slowly revealed herself to me.





  Appearing nobly, draped in a deep blue shawl, she looked every bit like a wealthy madam. Her height was similar to mine, and her back and neck were straight, making her seem like an ancient tree.





  "Did you call me?"





  "Uh, well...."





  "Child, it's the first time since we met in Delphi."


  


  Delphi, she says.





  I tried to recall if this elderly lady and I had ever met in Delphi. 





  Then, I remembered the strange group of human-shaped clouds that had surrounded me at the summit of Delphi back then.





  I asked.





  "By any chance, I couldn't ask you then. Are you Goddess Ceres...?"





  "Yes. I am Ceres, the Goddess of Sprouting Buds, Intense Sunlight, Falling Leaves, and Fierce Cold."





  Shit.





  My vision seemed to blur. I finally realized how sacrilegious I had been, saying things like the goddess had dementia.





  The backs of my knees tingled, and my legs trembled; I felt like collapsing at any moment.





  "So, little god Zigres. What business do you have with me?"





  "No, just...."





  I had come, but I didn't know how to start speaking. Where should I begin?





  I had come on a whim, but I wondered if it was too hasty. I hadn't actually expected her to appear like this.





  A god, revealing herself so easily?





  Because of that, I hesitated greatly.





  Perhaps displeased with my hesitation, the lady-no, Goddess Ceres-slowly furrowed her brow. Her expression became quite stern, like a resolute madam.





  "Child, if you have something to say, you'd best say it clearly."


   


  "W-well, I came to talk about my mother... and to ask some questions."





  "I see. Why are you trying to find out about your mother from me?"





  "Uh, that, whatchamacallit...."





  "Hmph, speak clearly, I said. Your father may have been a man of few words, but he was no coward, Zigres. Try to be at least half as much like your father."





  My mind suddenly snapped into focus.





  So, with a "what the hell" attitude, I just blurted it out.


  


  "Well, I was thinking, Goddess-nim, that you might be my grandmother."





  I finally said it.





  After saying it, I felt both incredibly embarrassed and relieved.





  What would happen now?





  I was cautiously observing Goddess Ceres's expression. Goddess Ceres, who was likely my maternal grandmother, simply gazed at me intently.





  "...."





  A silence that felt like an eternity.





  I could do nothing but wish for this uncomfortable time to end quickly. Just as I wondered how long those thoughts had continued.





  "Yes, your mother is indeed my daughter. My little seed, the child of spring, Kore. Within you, I can feel the presence of my daughter."





  I see.





  I felt like another layer of my birth secret was being peeled back. In truth, I had vaguely expected it. If my father was a peculiar being, my mother wouldn't likely be ordinary.





  And that's how most of the puzzles fit together.





  Doris, the Nymph of Honey Water, and her friend, the young goddess Kore. 





  She, the daughter of Ceres, Goddess of Seasons and Bountiful Harvests, was abducted by a black-haired man, and Goddess Ceres, having lost her, must have brought winter upon this world.





  Thirty years ago, the long, long winter that plunged countless people into hardship.





  The cause of it was my family, and I am the result.





  But I wondered why they were living such lives in completely different worlds. And who had called me here.





  Because then, the darkness entwined with my existence would be revealed, and I would feel like I could truly know who I am and what kind of god I could become.





  But as if reading my thoughts, Goddess Ceres opened her mouth first.





  "Most of what you're curious about, I don't know either. The fools of Hypnos kept many things secret from me. Still do. But there is one thing I can tell you."





  "What is it?"





  "You inherited my daughter's blood as strongly as your father's. If you inherited the blood of my daughter, who tore Monsters apart with her bare hands, your power will grow mighty just by diligently killing Monsters. Like a bush rooted in good soil-."





  Seureuk-.





  Goddess Ceres then held something out to me.





  "Take it. This Temple is no longer useful, so you may have this."





  I received something from Goddess Ceres's hand. It was a sphere. A transparent glass sphere containing a tiny leaf, from what plant I didn't know.





  "Child. Hassan. You will not become a grim god of the underworld, darkness, or the netherworld. Rather, you will become a god stronger and warmer than anyone. So, don't trust the gods of Hypnos too much-. There's always a reason why they show you favor."





  "What do you-."





  The moment I raised my head to ask what this sphere was and what her words meant.





  I realized that I was the only one left in this desolate autumn Temple.  











  *      *      *








 


  In the end, I returned to the cemetery having gained little information about Druids or what kind of god I could become.





  "Dorang-dorang, stream water, little stream water-."





  Then, I saw Paranoy, frolicking among the graves and humming a tune.





  "Paranoy, did you find the Spider?"





  "That Elf bastard set fire to the floor all over the place, but it's completely hidden...! It probably ran away...!"





  "Friede?"





  "She'll be resting at the inn, so she said to come find her if you have business...!"





  "I see."





  "More importantly, Hassan-nim, what is that in your hand...?"





  "Oh, this?"





  I showed Paranoy the sphere I had received from Goddess Ceres's hand. At that, Paranoy, the Nymph of Honey Water, jumped up as if greatly surprised.





  "Aah-! This is, this is the Temple's keystone...!"


  


  "What's that?"





  "This keystone is the core material installed in the altar placed in the center of the Temple...! With this, you could build an altar and start missionary work right away...!"





  "Oh, really?"





  "Where on earth did you get this? It's incredibly precious...!!"





  "I received it."





  "I-It's incredibly precious...!"





  Paranoy, half-listening to me, bounced around excitedly. Then, he started pulling stones one by one from a fallen stone tomb on the ground and building a tall tower, didn't he?





  He placed the small, round sphere, whatever this keystone was, inside it.





  "Hassan-nim, here, here, I've roughly made an altar...! It's temporary, but this should serve its purpose well enough until a building is constructed...!"





  Is that really true?





  Standing before it, I muttered in a voice no one could hear.





  "Long live Chaos-."





  Diling-.





  『Temple construction confirmed.』





  『Priest appointment confirmed.』


  


  『Locked items unlocked.』





  Thus, strange letters appeared. Locked items unlocked, it said. I moved my fingers, manipulating the status panels before my eyes.





  Diling-.





  『Tool Collection 』





  『1. Young and Weak Boy God Hassan's Faith Status Panel』


  


  『2. Follower Management.』





  『3. Task Shop.』


   


  『Items Hassan Possesses


    Number of Followers: 3


    Number of Altars: 1


    Number of Temples: 1


    Number of Priests: 1


    Number of Graces: 0





    Overall: Young and Weak Boy God - Followers do not understand the god's will. They are ready to convert to a new faith at any time.』





  Follower Management? 





  Task Shop? 





  With the appearance of new items, I slightly furrowed my brow. To see what these were, I'd have to press them directly and check.





  So, I moved my hand and pressed the item labeled 『2. Follower Management.』 with my finger. With a strange *Ppik-* sound effect, the letters floating before my eyes changed.





  『Follower Management - Number of Followers: 3.』





  『1. Paranoy.』





  『2. Vainas.』





  『3. Antiope Grim Keeper.』





  Shit, it's a little strange and interesting. Those three are my Followers. Even if Paranoy is understandable, the alchemist Vainas and the Temple Knight Antiope felt a bit unexpected.





  I first pressed on Paranoy's item with my finger.





  『Name: Paranoy Lv. 24


   Status: 《Curse of Stunted Growth》 《Sugar Addiction》 《Minor Cavities》


   Faith: Low - Destination Tartarus


   Prayer: Wishes to become a slender hellfire Imp. Wants to breathe fire from its mouth.』


  


  "Oh-."





  Items that used to appear only by feeling the pulse on my wrist were now displayed simply by moving my finger in the air. And the newly added Faith and Prayer items were quite noteworthy.


  


  I moved my finger towards the second item, Vainas. The alchemist Vainas. 





  She was the woman who had framed Luna and caused her trouble. I never imagined she would become my Follower. Did scaring her away at the end have an effect?





 『Name: Vainas Lv. 17


   Status: 《Dry Eyes》 《Minor Madness》


   Faith: High - Destination Elysium


   Prayer: Vainas is ready to work for the god at any time.』





  Her faith is high, and her prayer content is quite concise. Shit, her faith is higher than Paranoy's. I don't know if Paranoy is strange or Vainas is strange.





  I decided to check Antiope this time.





  『Name: Antiope Grim Keeper Lv. 39


   Status: 《Irregular Menstruation》 《Physical Fatigue》 《Unsatisfied Desires》





   Prayer: Is exhausted from too much work. Wishes to work less and earn more money.』





  Busy with work and exhausted, she says.





  I don't know for sure, but it seemed to contain their inner worries, or the content of their nightly prayers. So these guys were offering such prayers to me.





  More than that, is the Follower Management item just for checking statuses?





  Out of curiosity, I tried manipulating it further, but nothing seemed to change. 





  So, just as I was feeling a slight disappointment, I remembered that there was a 『Task Shop』 among the newly unlocked items. If it's a Task Shop, would it be what I'm thinking?





  It seems like I could collect Task Points and buy various things.





  『Chaos Task Shop. Lv. 1』





  『1. Grace.』





  『2. Curse.』





  『3. Calamity.』





  『4. Promotion. - 3/1000』





  Four items, then. I first pressed the Grace item.





  『Grace Shop - Gift Graces to your Followers!』





  『Single 《Golden Harvester》: Increases the chance of finding coins while walking. - 100K』 





  『Area-of-Effect 《Financial Luck》: Casts a blessing that increases all Followers' profits by 10%. - 100K』





  What the hell, shit, this is fucking funny. What's 100K? Is it an abbreviation for Task Points, Karma? It seems I can spend 100 Karma points to buy Graces or blessings.





  I felt like I understood why other gods were so thirsty for Task Points, why they were so desperate to perform tasks through their great warriors and holy knights.
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  After checking the blessings in the Task Shop, I decided to look through the curse category as well.





  Curses, huh.





  It felt quite ominous that such things were in the shop.





  『Curse Shop - Curse the mortals you don't like!』





  『Single Target 《Punctured Pocket》 - Continuously lose 10% of your income. - 10K』





  『Single Target 《Clumsy Tongue》 - Increases the probability of biting your tongue when speaking. - 10K』





  What kind of shitty curses are these?





  Even to me, these items seemed incredibly petty yet quite unpleasant. While blessings consumed as much as 100 Task Points, curses only cost 10.





  I felt like I understood why there were so many cursed people on this Gaia continent compared to the few who received blessings.





  Curses are damn cheap. 





  However, because the content itself was a bit clumsy, I found myself somewhat disappointed. 





  Continuously losing 10% of your income?





  Increasing the chance of biting your tongue while talking?





  It's so subtle.





  However, unlike my disappointment with those, the next category, Calamities, was substantial.





  『Calamity Shop - Punish the unbelievers!』





  『Area of Effect 《Mitchuri Swarm Outbreak》 - Causes a swarm of Mitchuri to break out in the area, devouring 10% of the crops. - 1000K』





  『Area of Effect 《Lush Weeds》 - Causes tough and aggressive grass to flourish in the area. The tall grass becomes a home for poisonous insects and harmful beasts. - 1000K』





  『Area of Effect 《Land of the Dead》 - Saps the vitality of the area. When the sun sets, Undead Monsters will appear. - 3000K』





  『Area of Effect 《Ultimate Plague》 - Spreads the Ultimate Plague in the area. - 10000K』





  The Calamity category spoke of terrifying things worthy of its name. 





  Inciting swarms of Mitchuri to gnaw on crops, raising weeds to increase the number of pests and beasts, or even creating an Undead Infestation Zone where Undead Monsters appear-.





  And what on earth is the Ultimate Plague? No detailed explanation was attached, but the price is a whopping 10,000 K. Even without looking, it must be something fucking horrible.





  I thought to myself that I would never have a reason to use these calamities. 





  Since such terrifying stories were written there, I thought it would be best to keep them sealed for now. Thus, I clicked on the last item in the shop, 『4. Rank Up.』





  Ppi-ppi-iiik-.





  Then, a sound like a warning for something gone wrong erupted.





  『Failed to reach the required condition of 1,000 Followers.』





  『You can increase the shop's level by gathering Followers.』





  『As the shop level increases, the effects of various products will increase by 1/10th.』





  Aha. It seems Rank Up means raising the level of the shop. 





  If Followers gather and the shop is ranked up, I'll be able to grant even higher-grade blessings, so the group will grow even larger.





  It seems this is what they meant when they said a god's power grows as their Followers increase.





  I wonder if the God of Light or the Goddess Venus also have a Follower status board or a shop like mine?





  Anyway, on my status board, which was newly unlocked after building the Temple, there were abilities befitting a god-a religious leader and the master of a Temple.





  Even though the number of Followers is only three, and the Temple I built is nothing more than a ridiculous altar made of a few stones piled up by Paranoy.





  Still, the fact that my own options and the number of cards I could play had increased was something to be very happy about.





  "So, Hassan-nim. What should we do now?"





  Just then, Paranoy spoke to me. Emerging from my thoughts, I pondered what would be best to do first.





  For now, it would be good to gather Task Points and increase the number of Followers.


  








  *    *    *





  


  


  The next day.





  I headed to a park where many people gathered. The Central Street, with its high foot traffic. As I stepped into that place, I felt several people glancing at me.





  My large build and striking appearance made it easy to attract people's attention. Of course, in the past, that was quite embarrassing, and even now, there were many things that bothered me.





  Taking advantage of the opportunity, I shouted toward the people.





  "Massage-available!"





  ━What? What did he say?





  ━Doing what?





  ━Isn't that the Samaritan? The one who set the fire-.





  I felt people's attention instantly focus on me. Seizing the chance, I squeezed my eyes shut and shouted again.





  "Giving massages! Anyone with physical ailments! From elderly with stiff backs to young people! I will treat you without exception!"





  ━Massage?





  ━Why a massage?





  However, the people's reaction was quite lukewarm. I was thinking of turning my Temple into a massage parlor and pumping out Task Points like crazy.





  People seemed to be wary of me, appearing so suddenly. But I understood why. 





  Even I would be wary and watch with narrowed eyes if someone suddenly appeared out of nowhere offering to give me a massage.





  Perhaps because of that, no one approached me; they just stopped in their tracks and watched to see what I would do.





  Giving massages to acquaintances was easy. But having to solicit an unspecified number of people on the street like this seemed more difficult than I had imagined.





  I had no choice but to look at Paranoy, who was crouching in front of me, playing with the dirt floor. As if sensing my gaze, she slowly stood up.





  "Everyone...! Pay attention-ssi...! If I were to speak of this person here, he is the one and only son of Pluto. The great Chief Deity's bloodline, Hassan-nim-ssi...!"





  ━What?





  ━Who?





  "My master, the son of the great Pluto-nim, Hassan-nim, has bestowed his grace and personally decided to alleviate the pain of the poor and infirm who cannot go to a treatment center-ssi...! Various curses and chronic illnesses, he can cure them all-ssi...!"





  ━Cure curses?





  ━He cures chronic illnesses?





  At that, I felt the look in people's eyes change. 





  It's probably because a small Nymph shouting in a shrill voice is much easier to hear and lowers suspicion more than a large, dark man speaking.





  So to speak, she's a shill.





  "Now, everyone, line up on the mat I've laid out in front of me-ssi...!!"





  Tak-tak-.





  Paranoy kicked the straw mat spread under her feet here and there.





  But that was all.





  Even though people lowered their guard more than when I spoke. 





  Nevertheless, the wariness of the people in this world was not so low as to believe the words of this strange duo, who called themselves the son of Pluto.





  ━There's no end to the bastards who lie about being a son of a god.





  ━Son of Pluto? Who'd believe that.





  ━Still, seeing as he has a Nymph with him, there might be a chance it's real. Nymphs don't just take anyone as a master.





  The sound of people whispering among themselves continued to spread to my sensitive ears. But I had expected this much. Just as the Roman Empire wasn't built in a day.





  I didn't think that faith and belief in me would arise overnight. For now, making an impression on the public would be enough.





  So, just as I was thinking of calling it a day, Paranoy added one more thing.





  "Today, the first 10 people! If you receive a 10-minute massage, I will actually give you 10 Copper-ssi...! All the poor and sick, come to Hassan-nim-ssi...!"





  ━He's giving money?





  ━First come, first served?





  ━Shit, 10 Copper for 10 minutes. 10 Copper can buy two bowls of soup!





  In an instant, I felt the look in people's eyes and the atmosphere change. Then, as someone moved their feet, people swarmed in without exception, and ten people lined up for me.





  Most of them were young-looking men. Apparently, the highly wary elderly or women became even more distrustful of me at the mention of giving money.





  Actually, right now, that didn't really matter.





  I first had the people standing hesitantly in front of me lie face down.





  The first customer was a man whose back was severely bent. Rather than being born with a bent back, it seemed more accurate to say he couldn't straighten it because of the pain.





  Is he about the same age as me? But perhaps because he'd been exposed to a lot of direct sunlight, or because he'd suffered a lot, he looked a bit more aged. 





  He was quite gaunt, as if he hadn't had a proper meal for several days.





  "D-do I have to take off my clothes...? I mean, my top...."





  The man asked me as if he were embarrassed. What the. A man being embarrassed about taking off his top in front of another man. 





  I thought he might be a weirdo, but the moment I saw something like a skin disease inside his sleeve, I felt like I understood his feelings a little.





  "No, you don't have to take off your clothes."





  In the past, I would take a pulse at the wrist and massage bare skin. 





  But now that I've awakened Aura and Mana, it seems clearly visible to me which pressure points to press and at what timing to improve the conditions people have.





  Ji-iiing-.





  After letting Aura swirl around my thumb, I firmly pressed the back of the man whose back was bent at a young age from hard labor. 





  The man's back muscles, which were stiffened more than necessary due to abnormalities in his bones and joints, seemed to be pierced by my thumb.





  Udeudeuk-.





  "Guaaaak!"





  Finally, the man let out a loud scream and thrashed about. It must have hurt a bit. But for this man, that level of pain is actually appropriate.





  I then used my entire palm from my fingers to push up the man's back with all my might.





  Udeudeudeuk-.





  Then, a loud bone-cracking sound, as if some main beam were breaking, seemed to erupt from his back. This sound is the true charm of Chuna therapy. Just listening to it makes even me feel refreshed.





  "Gu-eo, eueueo...."





  But the man, perhaps in extreme pain, flailed about while white foam leaked from his mouth. The surrounding gazes watching such a man also turned ominous.





  ━Didn't it break? That was a fucking horrible sound.





  ━That guy's Nort. The one who became a beggar after seriously injuring his back and waist in the last Cult war. 





  ━Even the healers had given up on him. He's curing that just by pressing on his back?





  They seemed to be seriously trying to judge what the result of this series of actions would be.





  "Eueueo...."





  "Get up."





  "H-how can I get up. My back, my back hurts so much...."





  The man, Nort with the bent back, soon shed tears to a pathetic degree. 





  Did I press too hard? I feel a slight regret, but I could guarantee that no bones were broken or anything.





  Because along with the words that I had healed a 《Bent Back》, 10K Task Points came in.





  "It'll stop hurting once you stand up."





  I then grabbed the man's shoulders and helped him stand up. The man, Nort, who let out a strange sound like "Eueueo-," then grabbed my shoulder and trembled precariously as if he were about to fall.





  But that was only for a moment.





  ━L-look at that! Nort is straightening his back!





  ━The guy who only made groaning sounds every night!





  ━My god, it must be real!





  The man who, until just a moment ago, had his body stiffened and his back hunched like a hunchback, straightened his back and stood up.





  "T-this...."





  He, who had been shedding tears from the pain, even tried moving his shoulders and waist carefully as if his situation were quite bewildering.





  "My back, my back doesn't hurt-. What, what on earth did you do...?"





  It was Paranoy who answered instead.





  "It is the blessing of health bestowed by Hassan-nim-ssi...!! Hassan-nim is a person who possesses miracles enough to heal the blind and make the Cripple walk-ssi...!!"





  I remember making a Cripple young lady walk. But I wonder if I've ever healed a blind person. This was a blatant lie. Anyone who heard it would call it a preposterous story. 





  However, the moment I showed some evidence to the people just now, Paranoy's nonsense ceased to be mere nonsense.





  After that, I pressed on people's backs, shoulders, and necks. 





  Befitting an era where medicine is not developed, diseases that could have been cured with simple stretching or exercise had been left alone and worsened.





  "My god, my knee, my knee doesn't hurt. It really doesn't hurt at all! Oh my, oh my, thank you so much. Now I can go back to work in the sewers!"
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  I treated their illnesses and received their thanks.





  Before I knew it, the gathered Task Points reached 200.





  To raise this many Task Points in a single day.





  It didn't feel too bad. At this rate, I could raise my level by 5 more within a few days using the five Totems Luna had made and left behind.





  But I didn't have time to dwell on such happy thoughts.





  The people who were doubting me just a while ago were now swarming around me.





  "Me too, please treat my shoulder too!"





  "My neck is killing me too!"





  If they were doubting me before, now they were pleading for treatment as if flipping a palm, to the point where it looked quite pitiful. 





  Most of them were poor people who weren't even properly dressed and didn't look well-nourished. They swarmed in, clamoring and grabbing me here and there.





  "Today's quota of ten people is already long finished-ssi...! It's an excessive workload-ssi...!! Now we have to go eat too-ssi...! Everyone, move aside-ssi...!"





  Paranoy, pushed around by their pressure, got annoyed.





  "Aat-!"





  Just as she was about to trip over a strange stone-like protrusion-.





  "The laws of the high kingdom forbid gatherings of more than 30 people without permission. Everyone, it's best to stop this and withdraw."





  Someone grabbed Paranoy by the scruff of her neck and pulled her up.





  Did the city guard show up? 





  I thought so, but soon, seeing the shiny black leather clothes, the ash-gray hair, and the pipe in her mouth, I could tell that someone even more formidable than a guard had appeared.





  A familiar character spoke in a swaggering voice.





  "I am Antiope of the Temple Knights. Everyone-, stop this frantic gathering at once."





  "T-the Temple Knights?"





  At the appearance of a big shot, people were busy backing away hesitantly. Thanks to that, Paranoy and I were able to avoid being stepped on and crushed to death by the crowd, which was a relief.





  "Hey, Hassan, it's been a while. I guess you built the Temple well? Why is your proselytizing going so well? Though most of them look like paupers who aren't even helpful-."


  


  Antiope spat on the ground.





  I recalled Antiope's situation that I had read in the Follower management section. Did it say she wanted to rest a bit because she was too busy?


  


  "You're also having a hard time because you're busy lately, right?"





  "Right. I'm so busy I don't have a moment to blink. Because someone claiming to be the son of Pluto is building a Temple, I'm in a position where I have to work overtime."





  "I see."





  Shit, she was busy because of me.





  "Hassan, a god of unknown identity. I've been assigned to supervise whether you're engaging in cult activities or not from now on. And besides me, another supervisor from the Temple Knights will be attached."





  "If it's the Temple Knights, is it that Bacchus follower, Weiss Wein?"





  "No, that guy left for the prison city after receiving a call from Bacchus. Something about an urgent incident breaking out. Anyway, a new guy will probably come. Someone soft like me or Weiss Wein won't be coming, so you'd better not do anything rash."





  "What do you mean by anything rash?"





  "Like performing necromancy to create an army and start a rebellion against the kingdom."





  "I wouldn't do such a thing."





  I felt like I had already tried to do something similar in the graveyard. I felt a slight cold sweat. 





  Anyway, I was very glad to see Antiope's face.





  Should we go eat together-. Just as I was about to say that, I spotted one person who had not yet followed the dispersal order.





  He was the man I had treated first, Nort, or something like that.





  "Do you have something more to say?"





  "That..., well, I now know well that you are the son of a god. In that sense, I'm really being thick-skinned, but could you help me just one more time...?"





  Seureureuk-.





  As I narrowed my eyes, he bowed his head as if prostrating himself before me.





  "M-my younger sister is possessed by a ghost. If you are truly the son of Pluto, I believe you can drive out the dirty Evil Spirit that is eating away at my sister's body...!"





  An Evil Spirit, huh.





  I felt a chilling shiver.





  But driving out an Evil Spirit-. Performing an exorcism seemed like a very right and plausible act for a son of a god. I also had a personal interest in Evil Spirits.





  "Let's go."
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  Possession.





  It's a common theme in horror movies featuring demons or ghosts.


  


  Evil Spirits, who have nothing that can be called a physical body, target those who are mentally weak and seize their bodies in order to run wild in this material world at will.





  Most of that damage is primarily suffered by young children or frail women.





  In movies, women who fall victim to possession become able to blow away several grown men with spirit blasts, or use levitation. Or they suddenly start reciting Latin fluently, a language they've never even heard before.





  I had also seen a possessed person during my childhood.





  It was at a vegetable garden on the outskirts of the city where my mother's greenhouse was located. There was something like a small farming village nearby. Was there a strangely grimy and shabby middle-aged woman wandering around there?





  Maybe it would be different on the Gaia Continent, but in 21st-century South Korea, the sight of someone wandering around looking like a vagrant was quite shocking and memorable.





  That woman's house was also filled with trash, from the main room to the front yard.





  What was even more serious was that she would hurl profanities at people passing by and try to use violence.





  One could tell just by looking that she was someone with a mental disorder. As a mere student back then, I was so, so scared of that woman.





  「The neighborhood people told me that woman is possessed by a ghost-.」





  It was only later that I heard from my mother what kind of state that woman was in. Of course, I didn't think that something like a possessed person would exist in the 21st century.





  I just thought she was someone with some mental issues.





  So, what happened to that woman?





  I carefully retraced my memories. But as I went to a University in another region and joined the military, it seems she was forgotten from my memory.





  Honestly, it wasn't that important a part of my life.





  I think I unconsciously flashed back to those memories because a fairly familiar smell and scenery were starting to appear before me.





  "This is awful-."





  Antiope-ssi frowns slightly.





  In front of Antiope-ssi, the surroundings are visible, piled high with all sorts of odds and ends and trash like a mountain.





  Black pheasants, rats, and Cat kittens were swarming around to scavenge through the trash, and the sight of it crawling with bugs and maggots was enough to make even me feel a bit nauseous.





  "It is full of trash-ssu...!! It is way too dirty-ssu...!!"





  Paranoy, who used to run around just fine even in a graveyard, also seemed to be disgusted.





  Indeed, if it's this dirty, it's not strange that the foul-mouthed woman near that greenhouse comes to mind.





  I asked.





  "Why have you made it so dirty?"





  In fact, it wasn't just a day or two that those living in the Slum of the west gate, especially in the opium dens of prostitution hanging on the precipice of life, didn't tidy up their surroundings.





  But this seems a bit extreme.





  Is this a garbage dump?





  "That's-."





  At my question, Nort, the poor young man who brought us here, speaks.





  "That's..., my sister, she brings things in indiscriminately. But if I throw them away, she gets furious, so I ended up piling them up like this."





  I see.





  I felt like I knew the reason for the state of the skin disease visible under Nort's collar. If you're living in this kind of environment, it's certainly not strange to get sick.





  Sreuk, sreureuk-.





  Antiope-ssi says a word while pushing the trash away with her feet.





  "It's a common thing for a possessed person to clutter their surroundings. Still, seeing it worsened to this extent, it must be quite a powerful Evil Spirit."





  It seems Antiope-ssi, as a member of the Temple's knighthood, has met many people possessed by ghosts. 





  In fact, the reason I readily agreed to go meet such a terrifying existence as an Evil Spirit was because Antiope-ssi was by my side.





  No matter what happens, Antiope-ssi will handle it somehow.





  It's a total win.





  However, those thoughts also ended quickly.





  ━━!!!





  Because soon after, an intense scream that seemed to tear my ears apart was heard. Rather than a scream, it contained a terrible power like some sonic bomb or the sound technique of a martial arts master.





  "What the fuck, what is that!?"





  To think it's a sound that feels like my eardrums will burst.





  Thanks to that, we had no choice but to keep our ears covered for a long time. The screaming, which continued for quite a while, finally stopped only when my mind was starting to get a bit dazed.





  "Fuck, what was that just now? Did you all hear it?"





  I checked the people around me first. The Nymph Paranoy, who was covering her ears with a deep frown, and Antiope-ssi, who was only slightly furrowing her brow.





  Everyone seems to be okay.





  Only Nort, who had guided us here, is restless.





  "M-my sister seems to be angry...! T-this is bad...!"





  Nort was extremely terrified, and it was clearly visible that his fear was growing stronger through his trembling breath and shoulders.





  "Hassan-nim, please, please save my sister...!"





  He soon pleaded with me again as if trying to find peace of mind. Of course, there's nothing I can do other than nod my head and say I understand.





  Thus, I roughly cleared away the trash blocking the entrance like a barricade and entered that cramped house, which I didn't know whether to call a shack or a Cabin.





  Nort opens his mouth as if something occurred to him before opening the door.





  "Before that, most of the things my sister says are lies and tricks to deceive us. I don't think the Son of God will be fooled, but... it's better not to listen to her."





  "Sure, whatever."





  Cheolkeok, giiik-.





  Thus, what was visible inside the door was a woman tied to a pillar with her arms and legs restrained by something like Chains and shackles.





  Jeolgeureok-.





  Her long brown hair is unkempt and dangling, and her beige clothes, which I can't tell if they're pajamas or a dress, are extremely grimy as if they haven't been washed for a long time.





  However, her shining blue eyes alone glowed brilliantly, letting me know that this girl was still a young maiden.





  "W-who are you!?"





  The girl was extremely surprised and flustered as she saw us entering the house. And then she moves as if to cover her body by pulling at the hem of her clothes.





  At that, Antiope-ssi narrows her eyes slightly.





  She said, putting the short spear she had drawn back onto her back.





  "What. She looks more ordinary than I thought? I expected some monster-like possessed person."





  "I agree."





  I also agreed with Antiope-ssi's words. I thought something terrible would face me, so I was thinking of taking out my fist and striking at any time. 





  At this rate, she's just a girl you can commonly see anywhere in the Slum.





  Rather, seeing her tied up and trembling with fear makes her look pitiful.





  "O-oppa, you said, you said you wouldn't take customers today because I'm sick...!"





  Customers?





  While I was slightly narrowing my eyes at the information provided by the sudden word, Nort spoke.





  "You must not listen to my sister's words...! Juicy, these are the people who will drive out the Evil Spirit that is eating away at your body! J-just endure a little longer!"





  At that, the girl looked at us and added a few more words.





  "P-please save me. My oppa, he's keeping me locked up like this and letting men assault me every day...!"





  Jeolgeureok, jeolgeureok-.





  Nort's Sister appealed to me and Antiope-ssi while rattling the Chains tied to her hands and legs.





  Was Nort a pimp who made a living off his sister? Since illegal professional women and pimps not authorized by the Temple of Venus overflow in the Slum, it's not even that surprising.





  "What!? You dare do such a wicked thing?"





  However, as a woman and a sister herself, Antiope-ssi seemed to be extremely angry at the act Nort was doing. 





  Nort spoke as if protesting to Antiope-ssi, who was growling as if she would rip Nort's neck off right now.





  "It's a lie...! S-she's trying to deceive us...!"





  "I-it's not a lie! Oppa, he t-touched my body...!"





  "This bastard, he's a real piece of work! You dare touch your own biological sister?"





  "I never did that...! I can swear to it...!"





  Fuck, what is this.





  I felt a slight headache coming on from this series of situations. Is it something like a misunderstanding? Did the sister, who was forced into unreasonable prostitution by her brother, develop neurosis-.





  That's about as much as I can think of right now.





  But then Paranoy moved.





  Pabat-.





  She was truly like a nimble squirrel.





  Because of that, before I could even stop her, Paranoy clenched her small fists and started beating Nort's Sister mercilessly.





  "Aagh!"


  "What! Fuck? Paranoy! What are you doing all of a sudden!"





  I reached out my arm to stop Paranoy in a panic, but she didn't care about me and kept beating Nort's Sister.





  "This one, she is lying right now-ssu...!! This Paranoy is a professional of lies more than anyone...!! For this treacherous girl to try to deceive Hassan-nim, and me, Paranoy, Hassan-nim's great right hand, it is unacceptable-ssu...!!"





  "Kuaaaa-this, tiny Nymph brat-!"


 


  The sister, who had been beaten by Paranoy for a while, screams. At that deep man's voice, which sounded like it was scraping the bottom of Hell, I was fucking startled.





  "Get lost-!"





  "Huiik-!"





  Pabat-.





  Paranoy flies away with a loud, thunderous shout. In the direction her body is flying, there is a sharp, protruding corner of some junk.





  It was clear that something terrible would happen if it stayed like this.





  "Senior-!"





  Antiope-ssi quickly grabs Paranoy's collar to prevent the disaster.





  Jeolgeureok-.





  "...."





  Nort's Sister rose from the floor, dragging her Chains.





  "Coming here in a crowd-."





  She soon began to contort her joints bizarrely. 





  Just as I thought she was doing a bridge pose in a direction that a human could never bend, she rotated her head 180 degrees and then several more times with a crack, crack-?





  "This body is mine-."





  360 degrees. No, at the rotation of her head reaching 720 degrees, I had no choice but to scream because I was just so fucking scared.





  "Ugh, shit, it's a real possessed woman!"
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  I feel like I'm going to foam at the mouth. To think that such a thing, such a thing actually exists! I absolutely cannot accept this!





  "Everyone-."





  There is no other way to treat a possessed person on this Gaia Continent.





  "Let's all beat her together!"





  Just as we all beat Malko, who was being cursed, to save him. I raised my palm with a strength of 15 with the intention of saving this frail and pitiful sister.





  To drive out a ghost, the only answer is to beat them with your fucking fists or hang them on something like a cross and have everyone throw stones.





  If it hurts, it'll leave on its own.





  However, the Evil Spirit, who had been using bizarre body transformation techniques until just now, hesitates.





  "T-that's a bit-. If you do that, this girl will die-!"





  At those words, my fist, which was rushing toward it like a meteor, came to a dead stop.





  Come to think of it, that was true.





  No matter how much I control my strength, the base of that body is a young girl. She would end up dying.





  "Hehehe...."





  The Evil Spirit laughed despicably while occupying the girl's body. 





  "You fucking cowardly bastard-!"





  What should I do?





  I have to hit it with my fist, but to think it's a situation where the hostage dies if I hit it with my fist! Fuck, this wicked and treacherous situation is like a trap someone dug out targeting me.





  So I was almost on the verge of going crazy. It's a truly terrible thing that a horrific and terrifying existence like an Evil Spirit exists before us, but we can't do anything.





  "Hassan-nim, please calm down-ssu...! For this time, didn't we prepare something...?"





  Then Paranoy calmed me down.





  "Something prepared for this time?"





  "That thing-ssu...! It's exactly that thing-ssu...!!"





  "Ah-."





  Only then could I remember that I had recently made a new weapon. A weapon made without anyone knowing.





  "Paranoy."





  I recalled that terrifying majesty in my head.





  "-Take out the Hell True Demon Sword."





  "Understood-ssu...! Bueee-."





  Sreuk-.





  When Paranoy opened her mouth, something long started to pop out from between her round lips. It's the new weapon I developed.





  The ultimate weapon that surpasses clubs and fists depending on the situation.





  It is none other than a foxtail grass.





  "Foxtail grass...? You're going to face me with something like that?"





  The Evil Spirit that had stolen the girl's body laughed as if my new Hell True Demon Sword was quite funny. But I, holding the foxtail grass wet with Paranoy's saliva, was quite serious.





  As I slightly poured the energy of aura from my palm.





  Uuuuuung-.





  The foxtail grass becomes a red rod or whip itself with quite tough strength. It's ominous as the surrounding air and space are distorted as if refracted by the red aura.





  "Oh, you've already trained your aura to that extent? A red light, that's interesting."





  Antiope-ssi marveled as if I was very interesting. Come to think of it, it seems this is the first time I've shown her my ultimate skill.





  "To a weapon master, anything becomes a lethal weapon."





  "But Hassan, you're not a weapon master."





  "Then I'm at least a foxtail grass master."





  I swung the foxtail grass and hit the girl's thigh.





  Hwiiii-, chalsak-!





  Then, a very intense sound occurs, one that wouldn't be thought of as simply made by foxtail grass.





  "Kueeeeeeeeek!!!!"





  At the same time, the Evil Spirit screamed out. It's a cry like a pig that fell into water.





  Peodeok, peodeok-.





  The one who was having a fit to the point that its Chains creaked here and there and the pillar and roof they were tied to shook, soon opened its mouth wide and shouted.





  "What! Who on earth are you!"





  When I slightly opened my mouth to answer.





  Paranoy, who was next to me, shouted instead.





  "This person is Hassan-nim, the Son of Pluto-ssu...! You low-grade Evil Spirit-! And I am Paranoy, Hassan-nim's great right hand! You'd better hurry up and kneel before Hassan-nim and me, the Nymph Hassan-nim favors-ssu...!!"





  "T-the Son of Pluto...?"
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  "P-Pluto's Son-!"





  Riding that momentum, I struck the Evil Spirit's thigh one more time.





  Hwiiiiiik-.





  The dogtail grass, imbued with Aura, tore through the air with surprising flexibility and intensity, soon leaving a red mark on its thigh.





  Chalsak-!





  "Kkeuiiiiik-!"





  It must hurt quite a bit. But since it's dogtail grass, it probably won't cause much internal damage. This is Hell's Demon-Slaying Blade, the weapon I newly created.





  My Fear Crusher or my fists destroy more than necessary, so even with careful strength control, I could end up killing the opponent.





  That's why I was looking for a weapon to reduce my power, and it occurred to me that the dogtail grass growing in the Temple graveyard might be good.





  And my prediction was spot on.





  The Evil Spirit, suffering greatly from my dogtail grass whip, soon prostrated itself at my feet, shedding tears.





  "S-Son of God-isiyeo! Pity me, pity me-hasoseo!"





  "How dare you!"





  Goooooo-.





  With my powerful roar, this shack, like a garbage dump, shook and trembled.





  Even I thought it was a rather satisfying scolding. To think the day would come when I'd shout so loudly at others, and even at a terrifying Evil Spirit. It truly fills me with emotion.





  But without showing any of that, I pressed the atmosphere and spoke one more word.





  "Get out of this girl's body, now!"





  "B-But don't I need a new body to enter-isiyeo...? If you give me a new body, I will enter it-hasoseo...!"





  "A new body...?"





  "T-That woman in leather clothes' body is good too. She looks young and healthy; honestly, rather than this scrawny girl, a soft woman's body like that is more to my taste...."





  "Aaaah-!"





  At that, Paranoy was startled.





  "Hassan-nim...! That wicked Evil Spirit is targeting my body-imnidat...! A mere Evil Spirit, yet it's a cunning fellow who noticed I possess a healthy and soft body-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy growled as if in rage, but the Evil Spirit seemed to be talking about Antiope.





  Honestly, as the Evil Spirit said, Antiope's body, well-fed and trained daily, is better than the scrawny Slum girl's body, who hasn't eaten well.





  If I could possess someone, Antiope would definitely rank high. What would it feel like to live with such soft, squishy breasts? If it were me, I'd fondle them every morning after waking up.





  Don't women actually fondle their own breasts secretly every day? They surely must.





  In that sense, this Evil Spirit fellow seemed to have a pretty sharp mind. It seemed full of intentions to possess Antiope's body and fondle those breasts every day.





  At that, Antiope, who had been watching the situation, suddenly furrowed her brow as if she'd been punched.





  "What? Say something that makes sense!"





  Of course, Antiope didn't seem to like that.





  So, what should I do?





  I pondered for a moment. As I was busy thinking, Paranoy growled.





  "This fellow, kick it out-imnidat...!! Without even listening, just beat it mercilessly with Hassan-nim's third holy relic, Hell's Demon-Slaying Blade-imnidat...!!"





  "I-I didn't do anything bad-imnidat...!! I just lived a lazy life on the money this child's brother earned, that's all-imnidat...!!"





  "Hmm-."


 


  "T-Then, Son of God-isiyeo. Please let me enter that doll you're holding-hasoseo...!!"





  "My doll?"





  I wondered what doll it was, then realized there was a doll Luna had given me hanging from my waist.





  The doll Luna left behind when she departed for Ideope.





  I had been carrying it on my waist like a phone charm, and the Evil Spirit seemed to have discovered it.





  "I will enter inside it-imnidat...!"





  Seureureuk-.





  At that moment, the girl's body went limp. And then, wasn't there a cool and strange sensation on my waist?





  At that sight, Antiope chuckled softly, as if it were quite an amazing thing.





  "Wow, it really went into the doll."





  "What the fuck?"





  How dare it make the doll Luna gave me its home without permission! I was fucking furious at this unauthorized occupant, but I couldn't very well whip the precious doll Luna had given me.





  Antiope bent her head to examine the doll on my waist, then added an explanation.





  "It sealed itself inside this doll. This doll itself seems to act as a kind of protective charm or cursed doll."





  "Really?"





  "The Ideope kid made it, right? If so, well. It makes sense."





  "Then, can't I get it out of here?"





  "For that, the person who made this doll would have to come, I think."





  "This fucking shit-."





  To have to carry this haunted doll until Luna arrives. It was a fucking terrible prospect, so my vision seemed to blur.





  What do I tell Luna?





  A haunted doll, of all things.





  Conversely, would Luna, a voodoo priestess, actually like it?





  Whether she knew my thoughts or not, Antiope was busy clicking her tongue as if the situation was astonishing.





  "To completely dominate a body, it must have been a big shot that would take at least two Temple Knights to barely drive out. Yet, such a fellow obediently surrendered."





  "Since it is Hassan-nim, the Son of Pluto-isiyeo, it is only natural for him to subdue an Evil Spirit-imnidat...! Comparing him to mere Temple Knights is rude-imnidat...!!"





  "They say only a monster can fight a monster. The Son of Pluto, who drives out Evil Spirits, huh-."





  Soon, Antiope stopped speaking, as if lost in thought.





  Buseureuk-.





  At that moment, the girl next to us sat up.





  "W-What...? What is this! Fuck! You fucking bastards!"





  Hearing such words, which didn't seem like they'd come from a shabby and frail girl, it appeared not all the Evil Spirits had left. Were there several of them living in her body?





  So, as I was about to swing the dogtail grass again, Nort hastily blocked me.





  "Y-You can stop now-imnidat...! My sister originally has a foul mouth-imnidat...! Juicy! You've come to your senses!"





  "Nort, you, you son of a bitch! Why aren't you working and just calling your friends to play in broad daylight! What are these Chains! Release them at once!"





  His sister's screams were no less than the Evil Spirit's.





  Moreover, while the Evil Spirit had politely called Nort 'oppa', his sister, now back to her senses, merely hurled insults and violence at him.





  Fuck, what's the point of driving out the Evil Spirit if it's like this?





  But a brother and sister, bound by blood, are naturally like that, I suppose.





  I tried to recall my sister, wherever she might be.





  Of course, it wasn't a face I particularly wanted to recall, so I quickly diverted my thoughts elsewhere.











  *     *     *











  "At that time, Hassan-nim said-imnidat...! Evil Spirit, retreat-rat...! That poor girl is not someone you should torment-dat...!"





  ━Hooo-.





  ━Indeed-.





  This place was in front of the graveyard.





  More precisely, it was in front of the new altar I had built on the old graveyard site, Hassan's Temple.





  Many people gathered there, sitting and listening intently to Paranoy's words. Paranoy, who had become my first priest, was diligently delivering his own kind of sermon to them.





  "But Hassan-nim, pitying even such an Evil Spirit, gave it a doll to rest in-imnidat...!!"





  At that, applause erupted from all over.





  A week had already passed since I drove out the Evil Spirit.





  The story of me, Hassan, driving out a poor and pitiful Evil Spirit and restoring the siblings' happiness, seemed to have spread far and wide throughout Sodomora's West Gate, the Slum area.





  ━But is that true? Can an Evil Spirit be driven out so easily?





  ━I don't know, be quiet. It seems he's about to press our backs soon.


 


  ━They say Mr. Gimri next door cured his turtle neck here in one day?





  Of course, whether I drove out the Evil Spirit or not, the truth of the matter didn't seem all that important.





  The reason they flocked to this eerie graveyard must have been for the time that came after Paranoy's sermon.





  "Then, the glorious God! Darkness brighter than light! The legitimate successor of the Underworld recognized by High Force! It's time for the brilliant God of Gold, Hassan-nim, to bestow his grace-imnidat...! Everyone, welcome him with great applause-imnidat...!!"





  At Paranoy's words, people began to applaud and cheer.





  Waiting for my turn behind the altar, even though I had experienced this a couple of times already, the situation still felt incredibly awkward, my face burned, and my heart felt like it would burst.





  Becoming a celebrity, becoming a god, was more embarrassing and required more courage than I had imagined.





  Jjakjjakjjakjjak-.





  The growing sound of applause.





  To calm my anxious heart, I pressed the Shenmen acupoint on the inside of my wrist.





  An acupoint that helps relieve tension and anxiety. As I pressed it firmly with my thumb, I felt a considerable amount of pain, and it felt like my trembling was being suppressed.





  "Hoo-."





  I exhaled briefly, gathered the energy within my body, and then stepped forward before the people.





 


  *    *    *  








  "Eueoaak-!"





  Udeudeuk-.





  "Eungiiit-!"





  Ttududuk-.





  My intense tension was short-lived. When it was time to press the bodies of the ailing, I had no leisure to be distracted by such thoughts.





  『Current Task Points + 560』





  The Task Points soaring high.





  In the past, I would have been overjoyed, but there were simply too many ailing people, and they were all longing for my touch.





  I slightly furrowed my brow, looking at the still long line. A drop of sweat trickled down my forehead, ran along my brow, and stung my eye.





  "I heard you could cure my illness, so I've been queuing since dawn. I have no strength in my body, and even when I sleep, the fatigue doesn't leave my body...."





  Of course, I couldn't cure all the illnesses they had.





  Their illness, invisible even when taking their pulse. That was the illness most of them suffered from particularly severely-.





  The name of that illness was severe poverty.





  Most of the ailments suffered by the residents of this Slum were caused by severe malnutrition and fatigue; while I could treat some internal injuries and chronic illnesses.


 


  It seemed clear that their condition would soon relapse and erode their lives.





  I knew well that Sodomora's West Gate was called the Slum. But these days, I was experiencing it firsthand.





  There were many who struggled so much that even eating a bowl of porridge was difficult.





  While young men could at least do various odd jobs, children and the elderly found it hard to find work, leading to poverty, and because of poverty, they couldn't care for their bodies and suffered pain.





  When they suffered pain, they couldn't work even more, leading to a vicious cycle, you could say.





  There wasn't much I could do for them.





  "Alright, each person takes 3 Copper-imnidat...! There will be great punishment for those who take it repeatedly, so it's best not to deceive your conscience-imnidat...!"





  "3 Copper, please give me-."





  "We thank Hassan-nim for his grace-imnidat...!"





  "Wow, other Temples ask for money. But here, they actually give money. We truly thank you for your grace."





  The 3 Copper distributed after the strange worship service.





  The cost of a cheap bowl of soup with rice at a cheap inn. It was a subtle amount of money, considering it was earned after sitting through two hours of strange sermons.





  However, those gathered here were listening to Paranoy's strange sermon just to receive these 3 Copper. That meant they were that poor and desperate.





  "My, my Copper! W-Who stole my Copper! Catch that bastard over there-! Oh dear...."





  Of course, with so many such people gathered, problems frequently arose.





  "Alright, quiet-."





  Antiope, drawing her short spear, was in charge of security and order, but people driven to the brink by hunger and poverty no longer feared even the Temple Knights.





  "Hassan-nim, about 120 people gathered today-imnidat...! Approximately 4 Silver has been spent-imnidat...!"





  "How much money is left?"





  "All the money we had was used to buy land, so now only about 3 Gold remains-imnidat.... More people are gathering than expected, so it might run out quickly-imnidat...."





  "This is troublesome."





  "How about reducing the money distributed to 2 Copper-imnidat...?"





  "The cheapest bowl of soup with rice is 3 Copper, isn't it? You can't eat a meal with 2 Copper."





  "That is true-imnidat.... Anyway, as Hassan-nim said, by distributing money, people are swarming like bees-imnidat...! If this continues, it's clear that our religious influence will develop greatly-imnidat...!"





  In the end, Paranoy looked around at the people with a positive reaction.





  "Come again tomorrow-imnidat...! Tomorrow, a sermon about the wise and intelligent Nymph, Paranoy, will continue for two hours, so you can come with anticipation-imnidat...!"





  With that, the people poured out in a rush.





  "Oh dear, thank you, Hassan-nim. Thank you. Old folks like us, without money, aren't even accepted at the Temples in the central district."





  "Even though it's in a graveyard, it's good to have a place to rest our hearts, it seems."





  Of course, many old women didn't leave easily and came to express their gratitude to me.





  The sight of an old person, twice my age, bowing their ailing back to me in gratitude, was a sight I couldn't easily get used to, no matter how many times I saw it.





  However, it was also true that this was much better than the past few years when I was ostracized as a barbarian and had to live on the scraps of others' goodwill.
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  Anyway, today's all done.





  "Now I can finally breathe."





  Sitting in a corner of the graveyard, which felt almost eerie, I took a short break.





  Seureuk-.





  Someone offered me a dry towel-like object.





  "More people gathered than I expected."





  It was Hippolyte.





  "Didn't I tell you to come to my office every Wednesday? You didn't come, so I came to find you myself. I even took an external assignment, you know."





  Was today Wednesday?





  I hadn't thought of it at all.





  "Well, I've been a bit busy, you see."





  "So it seems."





  Seureureuk-.





  Hippolyte surveyed her surroundings with narrowed eyes. Seeing Antiope and Paranoy, who had finally caught their breath, chattering about something, she added another word.





  "It seems you're steadily increasing your Followers. Rumors of this strange worship service you're conducting have spread even to the central street where the Mars Guild is located."





  "Is that so."





  "They say you even drove out an Evil Spirit, didn't you? At this rate, it wouldn't be hard for it to spread throughout Sodomora, and even the entire kingdom."





  Hippolyte said that, then sat down on a protruding rock next to me.





  "But are you sure about this? Looking at those gathered today, most of them are poor Slum dwellers. Taking such people as Followers will only make your Temple poorer."





  It seemed Hippolyte was worried about the quality of my Followers. Hadn't Antiope also said earlier that gathering poor people as Followers wouldn't help?





  While Hippolyte seemed a bit cold-hearted, it was just the thought process of someone in this world who prioritizes efficiency.





  The splendor and influence of a Temple are elevated according to the wealth, fame, and honor of its Followers.





  That's why priests are eager to find patrons to support them, and gods also seek out great and powerful warriors to make them their champions.





  Honestly, I thought so too.





  It would be great if more proper Followers would increase. But those flocking to me were only those who were somehow lacking and wanting.





  Old, or poor, or sick, or all of the above.





  However, this strange Massage ability I possessed was fundamentally created for those who were lacking.





  Just as healthy people don't particularly need medicine or surgery, perhaps my Massage ability was a power granted to me for those whose bodies were ailing and struggling.





  And such people are mostly poor, dying without dignity.





  I took out a gold coin from my pocket. A gleaming golden coin. There was a time when just looking at this made me feel full.





  I said.





  "A poor old person who hasn't eaten a single meal. And a wealthy rich person who has piled up gold at home. Which of the two do you think needs this gold coin?"





  At my words, Hippolyte looked at the people's backs with narrowed eyes.





  "Well, it would probably be the poor old person."





  "Exactly. I am like a golden coin. I am becoming the god more desperately needed by the poor."





  "Ha, I see. A God of Gold, huh. For that, you look like a very impoverished god."





  Hippolyte laughed as if she had heard an amusing story. Then, as if something occurred to her, she added one more serious word.





  "But even if you keep distributing money and time like this, your Temple will only become poorer."





  "That might be true. Still, well, now that I've grown steadily to some extent, I can bestow blessings upon my Followers."





  "Blessings? Hassan, you can do something like that already?"





  Hippolyte didn't seem to know what I could do.





  I quietly called out the words.





    『Hassan's Possessions


    Number of Followers : 117


    Number of Altars : 1


    Number of Temples : 1


    Number of Priests : 1


    Number of Graces : 0


    Overall: Young and Weak Boy God - There are no set rules, so Followers are confused. The number of priests to control and teach the Followers is insufficient.』





  Before I knew it, the Number of Followers I possessed was just over 100.





  Although they were all poor, it was precisely because of that that they would be eagerly awaiting the grace I would bestow.





  My current Task Points were 560. I decided to spend 100 of them to purchase a grace from the shop.


 


  『Area-of-Effect 《Financial Luck》: Bestows a blessing that increases profits for all Followers. - 100K』





  『Would you like to purchase?』





  As I moved my hand, the words appeared before my eyes with a Diring- sound.





  Spending 100 Task Points was a bit of a burden, but there were many sick people anyway, and the Task Points they gave me were considerable.





  In the end, I shook off my hesitation and moved my hand.





  『From the God of ━, the blessing 《Financial Luck》 is cast upon the Followers.』





  "W-What is this-imnidat...?"





  At that moment, Paranoy screamed.





  "Before my eyes, before my eyes, strange words have appeared-imnidat...! A blessing has been bestowed upon me-imnidat...! Only I, Paranoy, the High Priest, the Nymph of Hell's Holy Beast, Paranoy, have become a special, chosen chief Follower-imnidat...!"





  At those words, Antiope, next to him, furrowed her brow.





  "No, what the heck. I can see it too! A blessing? I've never seen anything like this."





  "T-To think I wasn't the only one who could see it...."





  Paranoy seemed visibly deflated. Only Hippolyte, who didn't understand the situation, merely asked with a puzzled expression.





  "What on earth are you seeing?"
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  「Now, hurry up and get in line-ssi...! You are to be baptized one by one with the holy water Luna-nim made by capturing the moonlight-ssi...!!」





  Paranoy raised his voice, his face turning red as he faced the bustling crowd. However, his voice was quickly buried under the angry shouts of others.





  ━Don't push-!





  ━You son of a bitch, I've been standing in this line since morning, and you're cutting in!





  ━Ahem, where do you think you're touching, you beggar! I am Galduin, the financial manager of the Gidmoras Merchant Guild-! I have the right to stand ahead of others!





  ━I don't know who the fuck you are, but get to the back, you piece of shit-!





  ━Oh my, these paupers are hitting people!





  ━Take everything they have!





  It was truly filled with chaos everywhere. Originally, even when about a hundred people gathered in the Temple's empty lot, it was noisy and chaotic enough.





  But because of the people who flocked in instantly over the past few days, the crowd had become so bustling that it took time even to roughly estimate their numbers.





  「Hurry up and come here, get in line-ssi...!!」





  The number of people gathered was roughly two to three hundred. Since it was constantly increasing, counting them didn't seem to have much meaning.





  In contrast, our staff consisted of only me, Paranoy, and Antiope, who was helping us under the pretext of being a monitor from the Temple Knights. Just the three of us.





  Dealing with a crowd of well over a hundred with just three people, I was literally losing my mind.





  Of course, the reason why people flocked like this is obvious.





  Along with the rumor that a strange Temple had been built in the graveyard, the story of the wide-area grace 《Financial Luck》 that I cast had already spread throughout Sodomora for the past two days.





  There must be curiosity as well.





  「Priest-nim...! Please, give me the baptism as well!!」





  「Please wait a moment-ssi...!」





  「Cute and great Priest-nim...! Give me the baptism first-ssi...!」





  「Cute and great Priest...? I shall baptize you first-ssi...! Put your head forward this way-ssi...! After receiving the baptism, you can take 3 Copper-ssi...!」





  However, I never imagined that so many people would flock in such a short period.





  So, having no other countermeasures, Paranoy, Antiope, and I were literally being swept and jostled around by the crowd.





  Of course, since most of that crowd were poor and uneducated slum dwellers, many unexpected incidents occurred.





  Because of that, there was no time to comfortably give people a Massage to collect Task Points.





  As a result, the Task Points collected up to today were only around 『+ 710』.





  It might seem like a lot, but compared to the number of people gathered, it was a woefully insufficient figure.





  Just then, Paranoy let out a sharp scream.





  「Aat-! You must not touch that stone tower-ssi...! It is a sacred altar-ssi...! If that tower collapses, you will receive a great punishment-ssi...!!」





  「Hassan, look over there! People are already fighting! Man, even threatening them by saying I'm from the Knights is useless!」





  「No, why on earth are you stealing the stones covering the graves...! Put them back in their places immediately-ssi...!!」





  What I've been feeling deeply lately is that the idea of the poor and sick being pitiful and innocent victims is a total lie. The notion that the weak are good and the strong are evil is also a total lie.





  The level of these uncultured people of the Gaia continent, especially these slum dwellers filled with stubborn selfishness, was enough to make even me click my tongue.





  Part of me wanted to just raise my fists and beat them all up.





  But I knew that if I hit and killed one of those scrawny bastards, bad rumors about me would surely spread, so I had to endure for now.





  However, since it seemed things were getting too serious today, I had no choice but to wave my hand toward Antiope and Paranoy.





  Sseuk-.





  Recognizing the gesture, Paranoy gave a slight nod.





  「Now, disperse for today, disperse-ssi...!! Everyone-! Today's service is over-ssi...! We will rest tomorrow, Saturday, and see you again at this spot on Sunday-ssi...!」





  We thus dispersed the large crowd. It took quite a bit of time even to disperse them, so a cold sweat broke out naturally.











  


  *      *       *














  「Ah, seriously, this is too exhausting.」





  Antiope slumped down in the empty graveyard lot after everyone had left.





  Not long ago, she was the one grumbling that sitting on a grave was creepy. Now, I could feel that her nerves were so frayed she didn't even care about such things.





  It was the same for Paranoy.





  After shouting at the top of his lungs at countless people from this morning until past noon, Paranoy simply fell asleep with his head resting on a grave that was slowly being covered with grass.





  I was going to wake him up to ask how much money we distributed to the poor today, but he seemed to be sleeping so soundly that I decided to just leave him be.





  3 Copper for 300 people, so roughly 9 to 10 Silver must have gone out. Then the money I have on hand now is about 3 Gold.





  Anyway, since building the Temple, I was surprised that Paranoy worked harder than I expected.





  I carefully covered Paranoy with the Regulus hide I was wearing like a cloak.





  At the same time, I narrowed my eyes as I looked at the footprints stamped all over the ground and the trash or junk discarded and trampled upon.





  It must be because people just threw trash away carelessly. Just cleaning this up would likely take well over an hour.





  I said.





  「Too many people are flocking here all of a sudden.」





  To that, Antiope, lighting her pipe and letting out a small breath with a 'huuu', replied.





  「Well, of course. Rumors about the grace have already spread throughout the city. Just becoming a follower means you'll earn more money.」





  「What do you think I should do?」





  I asked Antiope if there was a way to overcome this situation.





  Since she works as a knight for the Temple of Jupiter, I thought she might know well how to manage a Temple.





  「Well, I'm not sure. Even Bacchus's followers probably didn't gather this quickly.」





  「I see.」





  「Still, Hassan, the pattern of your followers is similar to the Maenads, the followers of Bacchus.」





  「Maenads?」





  While wondering what a Maenad was, I recalled from the encyclopedia that Maenads was the term for the followers of Bacchus, the God of Wine, revelry, and madness.





  So to speak, it's like the fandom name of an idol group. Like BTS's ARMY.





  In reality, a god is no different from an idol.





  Both derive their power from their followers and become an Idol in their own right.





  I asked.





  「What exactly are those Maenad people like?」





  「Most of them were poor slum dwellers like this. Wine and madness seep more deeply into the poor. Poor, oppressed slaves. Laborers. Tavern harlots-.」





  At Antiope's words, I thought of the taverns filling the West Gate Slum. Even in the Slum, taverns are always crowded. It's probably because there's no pleasure as easy to obtain as cheap wine.





  Antiope continued.





  「The problem is, most of them were madmen who had nothing to lose and committed reckless acts. There were even those who carried torches and tore apart everyone they met!」





  「Shit, that's a bit horrific. You're saying those hooligan bastards and my followers are showing similar patterns?」





  「Hooligan...? Anyway, yes. Bacchus's followers were even designated as a Cult at first because they destroyed the state and existing religious views. If things go on like this, Hassan, you might be designated as a Cult too.」





  Me, a Cult.





  Me, a fraud?





  Actually, it's true.





  Because I'm a damn true fraud.





  But me being a fraud and those bastards called my followers running wild as they please and causing trouble for people are separate matters.





  「Of course, Hassan, if you want to be a god who gains fame and inspires fear through terror and madness like Bacchus, leaving things in chaos like this is an excellent method.」





  I imagined the scene where Hassan's followers, or 'Hassassins' for short, spread everywhere and lead to chaos and pandemonium.





  ━Just as Hassan-nim set fire to the streets, I shall set fire too!





  ━Hassan-nim has three wives, so I shall follow Hassan-nim's example and increase my wives recklessly!





  ━Let's violate the Statue of Goddess Minerva!





  Damn, arson would be everywhere, and with only looting, rape, and grief remaining, Sodomora might eventually split into Sodom and Gomorrah and be destroyed.





  That was a damn horrific thing in its own way.





  「Also, Hassan. If so many people swarm in the graveyard like this, a plague might break out. Anyway, you have to take action.」





  Indeed, Antiope is right. In this world where the concept of hygiene is a mess, it wouldn't be strange for a disease to break out if many people gather in a graveyard.





  Could it be that the Ultimate Plague refers to that?





  Hassan, the Druid of Plague. No, Hassan, the Plague God. I feel like I must prevent anyone from including the word 'disease' or 'plague' when they call me.





  If that happened, when Luna returns, she'd call me "Shit-! Plague God Hassan!" and Hippolyte or Elfriede would surely call me "Byeong-sin Hassan" or just "Byeong-sin."





  Is there no way?
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  「Long live chaos-.」





  I quietly summoned the letters.





    『Items possessed by Hassan


    Number of Followers: 197


    Number of Altars: 1


    Number of Temples: 1


    Number of Priests: 1


    Number of Graces: 1


    Summary: Young and Weak Boy God - The followers are confused as there are no set rules. There is a lack of priests to control and teach the followers.』





  What caught my eye was the greatly increased Number of Followers.





  And the overall evaluation written under 'Summary'.





  There are no set rules.





  There is a lack of priests to control and teach.





  It was an evaluation I usually just glanced at and passed over, but seeing it now, it's a story that hits home poignantly. I don't know who it is, but they were giving advice that fits the situation perfectly.





  Jiririt-.





  At that moment, something seemed to flash in my mind.





  「Antiope, could you clean up the trash left here? Along with Paranoy.」





  I thought it would be better to leave the Temple management to these two, my right and left hands, while I go to the city for a bit of business.





  「You want the two of us to do all this? It'll take all day. I need to go home and rest today. I'm exhausted because my fatigue hasn't been relieved lately.」





  However, Antiope looks completely miserable.





  「I'm asking you. I'll give you 2 Silver, so you can use it to hire someone nearby who looks like they have nothing to do to clean it up. Give this candy to Paranoy.」





  I handed Antiope two clinking coins and a honey candy wrapped in a round wrapper.





  「Hmm-.」





  Only then did Antiope puff on her pipe with narrowed eyes, seemingly agreeing reluctantly.





  「...Then, press my shoulders a bit tonight. And my back. My waist too-. I'm going to sleep here at the Temple tonight as well. I want to see that giant Spider too.」





  Antiope is sleeping here at this graveyard?





  I felt very reassured, but at the same time, anxiety crept in. Hippolyte didn't seem to like me being with Antiope very much.





  「Your sister-.」





  「Why are you bringing up Unni now? Anyway, if you don't promise, I won't clean either. I'll just lie down and rest.」





  But Antiope's attitude was quite firm, so I ended up nodding my head.





  「Fine, let's do that-.」





  Anyway, with that, I finally had some time for the first time in a while.





  I first went to a quiet empty lot where no one could disturb me and used the five Totems Luna had made for me in advance to consume Task Points and level up.





  Dirring, dirring-.





  『Current Task Points + 220』





    『Name: Hassan Lv. 29 → 35


    Strength: 15


    Agility: 6 → 10


    Stamina: 8 → 10      


    Task: 60


    Graces: 《Shining Hands》 《Armor of Night》 《Dark Eyes》 《Singeing Skin》』





  By consuming 500 Task Points, I was lucky enough to raise my level by 6.





  Level 35 Hassan.





  Isn't this the same level as when Elfriede was active as a silver-tier adventurer and her popularity was at its peak?





  Of course, it's a bit of a stretch to compare me to Elfriede, who uses aggressive magic in addition to her high level.





  Still, I felt quite good because the Task Points I usually had to collect bit by bit had shot up thanks to the swarming followers.





  Becoming a god is a great thing after all.





  Now I can probably beat up most of the bastards I don't like.





  Gwaaaaak-.





  Feeling the power overflowing through my whole body, I moved my feet.





  The place I headed was the center of the city.





  The bastard I want to meet is likely to be there.





  So, while I was passing through the wide empty lot in the central area, the sound of people whispering reached my sensitive ears vividly.





  ━Look at that. That black hair. Isn't that Hassan? His appearance is similar to the rumors.





  ━Right, he's got a club on his back too. And that white hide is fluttering like a cloak. Is it really him?





  ━You mean the young god who built a new Temple this time?





  I guess going anywhere comfortably won't be an easy task anymore.





  However, not all interest is positive.





  ━That guy is a god? It's a lie. I know him well, that moronic Samaritan brat.





  ━Hyung-nim is absolutely right.





  ━He's a very wicked son of a bitch. A bad guy who even set fire to the city.





  It was natural that if some people suddenly emerged, there would be those who felt antipathy toward them, just as there were those who took a favorable interest.





  I think I vaguely heard from Antiope that there were bastards spreading malicious rumors about me.





  Actually facing it like this, I'm a bit dumbfounded.





  ━That guy is all lies. He caught a lion? It was just a giant Cat. The rumor that he caught a Hydra is also just about him catching a few petty thieves, isn't it?





  ━Is that true? That catching the lion was a lie?





  ━Yeah. It was just a somewhat large Cat. I saw it clearly.





  ━Come to think of it, I think there were a few people back then who said it was a Cat...





  What's more serious is that such rumors grow by biting lie after lie.





  ━That guy is a swindler! I know better than anyone! Because I've fought him directly! I've even made him kneel and beaten the crap out of him!





  ━That's right...! Rather, Hyung-nim was the one who looked like the son of a god...!





  However, this time, it seemed they were going a bit too far.





  I was just going to let it go, but I can't.
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  Slander and hate comments. Things like malicious schemes and bizarre rumors are the fate of a famous celebrity.





  The singer my mother likes, Na Hoon-a-ssi, suffered from many rumors and slanders during his life, and he supposedly said this about it. 





  「Leave them be. The more they criticize me, the more those who love me will passionately defend and love me-!」





  Of course, I don't know if he actually said those words or not, but either way, it was certainly a manly and cool thing to say. 





  I intended to follow that teaching and just leave the rumors and slanders about me alone without bothering to explain myself.





  "I am the even greater man who drove that Hassan to his death."
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  "That's right, hyung-nim-! If it weren't for that pink-haired girl using her wicked magic, that Hassan fellow wouldn't be seeing the light of day right now!"





  "That pink-haired girl. If I see her again, I won't leave her alone. Her outfit was strangely eye-catching too-."





  "We should catch that foreign wench and show her the vigor of a continental man!" 





  When I think about how this could harm the people around me, my anger truly flares up. It's fine to insult me. 





  I've actually done plenty of pathetic and lacking things. I've shown a lot of servile behavior here and there.





  But leaving guys who might harm Luna or my other friends alone felt like it would leave me with a huge regret someday.





  "Hey, I have ears. Aren't you speaking a bit too recklessly?"





  Because of that, I couldn't stand it and eventually approached them. Even though I knew this was a provocation intended for me to hear, I couldn't just let it pass.





  "Who are you to speak so carelessly?"





  "Hyung-nim, he's coming over here."





  They were a group of men.





  A pack of ruffians covered in beards and scars. Are there about ten of them? Looking at the necklaces hanging from their necks, they seem to be Iron Tier or Bronze Tier. They must be adventurers from the Mars Guild.


  


  At their waists, they carry belts full of potions and swords or maces that look worn from long use. 





  Their leather armor, shirts, and equipment are old, but rather than looking shabby, they give off a sense of experience and veteran skill.





  Since such men were gathered together making the atmosphere gloomy, the people passing by were all slinking away.





  You could say it's the same principle as avoiding middle or high school delinquents smoking in a corner.





  Are they Mars Guild adventurers?





  What reason could Mars Guild adventurers possibly have to be hostile toward me?





  Of course, many things come to mind. As I said earlier, I haven't exactly lived my life diligently. It wouldn't be strange at all to have enemies here and there.





  "We finally meet, you Samaritan bastard."





  "Hyung-nim, please just tear him apart...!"





  But if you ask who this man expressing hostility toward me is, nothing comes to mind. He's acting like he knows me, but his face isn't in my memory.





  Bald. His face is so striking that it would be better to call it a mug or a scar-covered mug than the refined term 'face'.





  It's a face you wouldn't easily forget once seen, yet at the same time, it's the look of a ruffian or delinquent you can find commonly anywhere in the world.





  Still, if he's bald, there's no way I'd forget him easily.





  "Who are you?"





  "What? You piece of shit, you forgot me? You dare, you dare say you forgot me? A swindler bastard like you!"





  At my question, the bald leader of this group turned red as if he were truly furious. The way his face flushed all the way to the top of his head made him look exactly like a boiled octopus.





  He shouts.





  "I am the Son of Radiance, Uther, you son of a bitch-! Because you threw me into prison with your cowardly tricks, I lost my status, my honor, everything, and fell into the abyss!"





  Uther?





  Uther, Son of Radiance.





  Indeed, looking at him now, something does seem to come to mind.





  My memories float up like hazy clouds. Back when I had just recently become an adventurer. Back when I hadn't been with Luna for long and we were trembling over just a few copper.





  I remember being picked on by some delinquent-like bastards on the street. Luna released the bees she happened to have at the time to save me, and we beat them up together.





  It was back when I had taken the swords they had and was making a name for myself as Three-Sword Style Hassan. Indeed, I think the name of the Bronze Tier adventurer I defeated back then was Uther.





  I thought he went to prison?





  Is he out already?





  Anyway, it's nice to see him like this.





  "You piece of shit, you're that ball-head bastard from back then! Why is your head all peeled? You weren't this bald back then."





  "B-ball-head? You fucking bastard-! Anyway, it's good we met. Everyone, look closely-! I'll show you what kind of scams this trashy barbarian pulled, and how he's been deceiving you all!"





  Before I knew it, the group of men had surrounded me.





  I get the feeling that if they all attack at once, things will get quite serious. It probably won't end without seeing blood.





  Just as I was getting slightly tense.





  Sreuk-.





  Uther, the bald man, waves the others back with a hand gesture and stands before me.





  "You probably don't know what kind of effort and training I put in while in prison just to meet you. I thought of nothing but you every day. Your face, your fists. The humiliation you gave me. I thought of you every day and every night-."





  Ususu-.





  Goosebumps erupted on my body.





  Thinking of nothing but me day and night? This motherfucker, is he gay? I should have known from the way he leads a whole pack of men around.





  Suddenly, the men around here are starting to get scary.





  "Y-you fucking bald gay bastard!"





  "What? You fucker? Gay?"





  Bajijik-.





  Veins bulge on the man's incredibly wide head, which is hard to distinguish between a crown and a forehead. He looked like he would pounce on me at any moment, but-.





  "No, I won't be toyed with by your shitty tongue anymore. Deceiving and tricking others like that is your specialty, isn't it?"





  He soon regained his composure and curled the corners of his mouth.





  He said.





  "I know all about you, Hassan. There probably isn't anyone in this city who knows you better than I do. I've already heard it all. Your stories, the tales that little Nymph goes around blabbing about as your achievements. I know that they're actually lies spread by a wandering bard!"





  "Are you talking about Malko?"





  "Yeah, it was definitely some shitty name like that. I've already gotten a full confession out of him."





  Hearing Malko's name gave me a momentary sense of relief, but at the same time, a bit of worry. Malko isn't the type of guy to confess to the tall tales he's spread.





  And the reason I came to the city center was to meet Malko. 





  Since he's a guy who's made a living singing while weaving through large crowds, I figured he'd have his own know-how for handling people while running a Temple.





  "Did you do something to Malko?"





  "Hehe, no need to be curious. I'll be doing the same to you soon-!"





  Gwaaaaak-.





  The bald man, Uther, stood before me with both fists clenched. He stood with his posture slightly angled, his two legs planted on the ground like sturdy pillars.





  "...."





  At that, I also had to get slightly tense without a word. Even when we met last time, wasn't this guy just some Bronze Tier swordsman bastard? 





  Why the sudden martial arts?





  But his form looks quite solid for a mere beginner.





  Goooo-.





  In fact, the pressure radiating from him was as strong as any decent adventurer. I don't know the details, but his claim that he trained and put in effort while locked in prison doesn't seem to be a lie.





  Gwaaaaak-.





  His tightly clenched fists were covered in calluses. Normally, calluses wouldn't form to that extent.





  "Taste the God-Slaying Fist of Alfheim-."





  "God-Slaying Fist of Alfheim?"





  "My fists kill even gods-. I'll kill you, you barbarian bastard-!"





  Pabat-.





  Uther lunges toward me. It was an incredibly quick movement. Seeing how he closed the distance in an instant, it could be called footwork rather than just running.





  "Lightning Bolt Slash-!"





  Having closed the distance like that, his fist brushes past the left side of my face with a huuuu sound.


  


  Pat-!





  I thought I'd dodged it, but I felt the flesh of my cheek tear as if cut by something sharp. At the same time, blood sprayed out as if a vein had burst, making it clear this was no ordinary attack.





  I quickly widened the distance.





  "What the hell, damn it-."





  Pajijit-.





  A strange lightning is swirling around the man, Uther's, fists. Is it magic? Aura? It seems like something similar. Anyway, it didn't seem normal.





  I had dismissed him as just some random Bronze Tier adventurer, but it seems he's gained enough skill to provoke me.





  "You dodged that?"





  However, Uther seemed equally flustered.





  Well, when this man and I fought back then, I was a beginner adventurer of the Iron Tier. Now, I'm a veteran among veterans, reaching level 35.





  I had been wanting to vent this boiling power, so this worked out well.





  "Che-!"





  I quickly kicked off the ground twice. My agility, having reached level 35, is 10. The level of a superhuman. 





  Combined with the Flash Footwork I learned from Kalidur, my body literally becomes a single arrow cutting through the air.


    


  "Jet Kick-!"





  I approached the man and thrust out my two crossed fists with all my might. Fists containing my strength of 15-.





  "Ugh, uwaaaaa-!"





  Whether he noticed the terrifying power or not, Uther screamed and flailed his arms. 





  But my fists reached his chest faster than his fists could deflect my arms.





  Of course, I stopped right in front of his chest.





  Puwaaaaaaa-!





  The shockwave, if you could call it that, passed right through the man's chest and released an energy intense enough to violently shake the trees behind him.





  The bricks laid on the road flew in all directions, and the punch was powerful enough to create a vortex of sand and dust in its wake.





  It was at the level of a Penetrating Fist.





  It was a good thing I stopped midway. If it had connected, a large hole would have been blown through his chest, making recovery impossible.





  "Guaaa, f-fuck.... You said kick, why a punch...."





  Uther fell to the ground, his body trembling. 





  Damn, he's sturdy. It wouldn't have been strange if he'd passed out.


    


  "Ueeek-."





  Ah, he passed out.





  I should throw this guy back into the slammer.





  The moment I reached for his collar with that thought.





  Jiririt-.





  The back of my neck, Hassan's fear detection sensor, tingled. I felt an intense aura of death. If I stay like this, I'll die.





  With that thought, I raised my arm high.





  Tugagagak-!





  At the same time, an impact as if a heavy iron bar had been slammed down with all someone's might struck the right arm I had raised.


    


  Tukang-!





  The sound of a cannonball hitting a steel wall followed.





  "Guuuu-!"





  Against this attack, even I had no choice but to have my posture broken and be forced onto one knee. I was completely disoriented by this sudden ambush.





  Who is it?





  An ally?





  But there was no time for such thoughts.





  Swaaaaak-!





  A sharp palm strike.





  I knew it was flying toward my neck to pierce it.





  It's too late to move my body and dodge.





  I have no choice but to counterattack like this. But the ambusher's figure isn't even visible. Before my fist can connect, someone's fist will tear me apart.





  Therefore, I raised my fist with all my might and slammed it into the ground.





  Kwang!





  "Earth Wall!"





  At the same time, intense dirt, stones, and broken bricks scattered. That didn't matter. What I was aiming for was the distraction of the ground itself caving in, causing their posture to falter.





  "...!"





  I felt someone's slight fluster. At the same time, I widened the distance.





  And I also became flustered.





  "You fucking bald bastard! What! Why are you attacking me!"





  The man who attacked me was a monk in ash-colored robes with a bald head and pointed ears. It was Kalidur.





  "Are you taking his side just because you're both bald?"





  I wondered if there was some strange bond between bald people. If Kalidur was hostile toward me for that subtle reason, what should I do?





  Could I even beat the incredibly powerful Kalidur?





  However, Kalidur just brushed the dust off his clothes.





  "That is not it. It is just that since my brother from a foreign land possesses an aura I have never seen before, I simply wished to request a duel. To dodge my attacks twice. You are truly magnificent."





  Only then could I relax. As I brushed off my hands, the people around who had been watching this scene with anxious eyes also seemed to feel a bit relieved.





  ━Wow, he's grinding the floor with his fists. At that level, he could probably catch a lion...!





  ━The rumors must not have been lies...!





  I think new rumors will spread through the city soon. Of course, there's something more important than that right now.





  "Kalidur, it's been a while. What have you been up to?"





  When was the last time I saw Kalidur? Wasn't it when Elfriede set the fire?





  At that, Kalidur spoke as he pressed down on the neck of the bald Uther, who was lying on the ground, with his shoe.





  "I have taken up residence at the Venus Temple. I heard there was someone committing atrocities in the park with the martial arts of Alfheim, so I came to check it out. It seems I have encountered a strange fate."





  So he's been living at the Venus Temple.





  A monk living surrounded by beautiful women. I'm suddenly starting to feel a bit envious of this guy.





  "I heard my brother is building a new Temple, is that true?"





  "Yeah, that's right."





  "I already knew my brother's aura was no ordinary thing. Still, I never imagined you would become a god of this continent."





  "Me neither. It still doesn't feel real."





  "One's gaze and perspective do not change overnight, so that is only natural. Anyway, it is good to meet you. I happened to have something I wanted to tell my brother."





  Something he wants to tell me?





  "What is it?"





  "It is about the enchantress. I am speaking of Desmond."





  Desmond.





  I recalled that it was Elfriede's second name.








































Chapter 353: 353 - Revival and Reunion #4


353 - Revival and Reunion #4

















  "This bastard, he's a pure bad bastard. Send him to the prison city."





  First, I handed Wooter and his subordinates over to the guard. 





  The bald Wooter, who already had several prior convictions, it seemed he would eventually be dragged to the prison city. His subordinates, whose criminal records or careers were minor, it seemed they would be imprisoned in Sodomora's prison for a few months.





  I wondered if these bad bastards would be released outside again and cause trouble.





  "Q-quickly, send us to prison!"





  "Hiiik-! Hiiik-!"





  After Kalidoor performed the Bone-Crushing Fist technique on Wooter to extract information about the God-Slaying Fist, the men were truly in a panic and seemed completely out of their minds.





  Honestly, that was a bit gruesome, even to me.





  I don't really feel like describing it either.





  Anyway, that way, I was able to cleanly deal with the bastards in the group who were slandering me in the city. After leaving the guard post, as I was leisurely walking again towards the city center.





  Kalidoor said, as if subtly broaching a topic.





  "So, is the Witch doing well?"





  Witch?





  For a moment, several faces came to mind, then it narrowed down to Elfriede's. Kalidoor was actually a ruthless pursuer dispatched from Alfheim to pursue Elfriede.





  This guy seemed to have abandoned that duty, but his mind might suddenly change and he might say he has to take Elfriede.





  If it were like before, I might have told him to take Elfriede. But now that I've become deeply entangled with Elfriede in many ways, I couldn't just stand by and watch her be dragged away by the Elves.





  Because of that, I wondered what I'd do if Kalidoor demanded Elfriede.





  Just then, Kalidoor added a few more words.





  "The pursuers seemed to have retreated for a while. However, next time, they will be more thoroughly prepared and will try to take Desmund."





  "As expected, they haven't given up yet, right?"





  "The children of Alfheim do not know surrender. They may break, but they will not bend."





  At Kalidoor's words, I recalled the stubbornness of the Elves. Most of the Elves I had met were very stubborn and I felt their personalities were not gentle.





  Elfriede was the same.





  Elfriede is fucking stubborn, so it's not easy to change her mind once she's decided something.





  "And brother. If you truly wish to become a god, it would be especially good to be careful of the pursuers from Alfheim."





  "Why?"





  Now that I think about it, Elfriede also told me to be careful of the Elves of Alfheim. At the time, I heard it as a passing remark, so I didn't have a chance to ask again.





  Since this Kalidoor guy isn't the type to make idle or baseless remarks, I asked with curiosity.





  "Be careful of the Elves?"





  "That's right. The children of Alfheim do not know surrender. They are so resolute that they cannot let go of Alfheim, which has already fallen into cold snow and darkness."





  Snow and darkness, huh.





  "Alfheim is now completely covered in snow, a winter continent, right?"





  "That's right. Thirty years ago, the winter that began on this continent also brought a long winter to Alfheim, the land of the fairies. It's called Fimbulwinter."





  A very long time ago. I vaguely remembered hearing it from Elfriede.





  Originally, Alfheim was a beautiful land lush with greenery and vegetation, they said. A land where fairies built houses between trees and frolicked with butterflies. 





  Because of that, on this continent of Gaia, there were not a few who called Alfheim paradise.





  I imagined a place where Elves resembling Elfriede frolicked everywhere. And I imagined myself there.





  ━Huh-? What is it. A strangely shaped human. You'll massage my body?





  ━Ah, what is it. Do me too-.





  Indeed, it's worthy of being called paradise.





  However, that land, which was like heaven, one day was suddenly shattered by a cold north wind that swept in. 





  Soon, a long winter arrived, and far from lush greenery, it seemed to have become a land difficult to live in, even for animals and people.





  Kalidoor said.





  "The survey team sent from our Alfheim learned that the north wind that brought that winter originated from this continent. The winter of this continent, called Ceres's Curse, finally, beyond the sea, killed the light of our Alfheim and brought tragedy."





  "Th-that's how it is, huh...."





  "Originally, our Elves were not such harsh and heartless people. However, to survive the harsh and eternal winter, emotions and such were merely secondary."





  Does that mean Elves originally weren't stubborn or ruthless?





  Looking at Kalidoor, who was speaking fluently now, or Elfriede, who had recently found some composure, that seemed very plausible. That Fimbulwinter or whatever it is, that fucking long winter, must have made them into picky, fussy Elves.





  And that winter originated from this continent of Gaia.





  The winter that originated from this continent of Gaia was due to the powerful wrath of the goddess Ceres, my maternal grandmother, which was quite unbelievable. And the reason my maternal grandmother was angry, and the result of that reason, was me.





  Thinking that way, for some reason, I was utterly overwhelmed by an intensely strong embarrassment and a strange, primal sense of guilt that made me restless.





  Did Elfriede become the prickly Kkanfriede because of my parents?





  And countless people suffered or starved in winter?





  "Brother from another land. Your complexion isn't very good."





  "No, well. It's nothing. So, what about the survey team?"





  "Our Alfheim Elf Reconstruction Foundation intends to hold this continent of Gaia responsible for the destruction. And our monks also were dispatched for that purpose."





  The Alfheim Elf Reconstruction Foundation, huh. What kind of foundation is that? Nymph Relief Foundation. Elf Reconstruction Foundation. I was completely bewildered by these two fairy foundations.





  "Hold responsible? Can you even hold someone responsible for that?"





  I imagined Elves protesting against the winter wind that blew from this continent of Gaia. 





  However, even in the 21st century, with its developed reason and intelligence, we couldn't hold anyone responsible for the fine dust clearly coming from China right now.





  In this barbaric world, it's questionable whether they can hold someone responsible for something as vague as a winter wind.





  "This humble monk also thinks it's a ridiculous story, too. But...."





  Kalidoor paused for a moment. His eyes were fixed on the backs of the children playing in Central Street.





  "But there are many who cannot think that way. Foolish ones who cannot abandon their frozen homeland. They are pitiable."





  With that, Kalidoor finished speaking.





  But then, I realized that I still hadn't heard why I needed to be careful of the pursuers from Alfheim.





  "So, what's the reason I need to be careful of the Elves?"





  "Didn't I say they would hold this land responsible? They intend to seize the gods of this land and make them the new light of Alfheim."





  "What the hell are you talking about? Seize a god?"





  "A newborn god like you, brother, yet possessing powerful strength, would be an easy target. They might seize the divinity from your body, brother, and use it as nourishment for a new light."





  "No, holy shit, is that even possible?"





  I thought holding someone responsible for the winter wind was a ridiculous notion. But the story I was hearing now was even more absurd.





  "Kill a god...?"





  But Kalidoor showed a tightly clenched fist.





  "If a monk has trained their fist with the poison of the World Serpent, Aether, it's possible. Monks originally have dedicated everything for that purpose."





  Spak-.





  Kalidoor's unleashed fist split the air like a flash of light. No, to be more precise, it would be better to say that space itself warped.





  I got goosebumps from that simple punch, which made the surroundings appear distorted. If I were hit by that, my jaw would surely be dislocated instantly.





  My wariness towards the Elf monks increased even further.





  And I thought it was fortunate that Kalidoor was not my enemy.





  But now that I think about it, it wasn't the first time I had heard about seizing divinity. 





  Lady Nox had warned me earlier, saying that Hell's lords, Gigas, who were targeting Luna, would try to seize Luna's divinity and use it as their own power.





  Elves and Gigas.





  Things that seemed to have no connection to each other also seemed to be finding unexpected connections.








  *      *      *


  





  "Oh, brother. It's been a while! I heard you're doing well these days!"





  "This fucking, big-nosed bastard. How is it that only his nose is visible?"





  In the city center, I found Malko, strumming a stringed instrument and singing. 





  Malko, the wandering minstrel. 





  Back when I was still a newbie, I had quite a few experiences with this guy, hadn't I?





  The last time I saw this guy, he was adorned with strange, dangling jewels. 





  The wealth and noblewoman I saw then were nowhere to be seen. As if he hadn't eaten for days, his face was gaunt, with only his large nose and hollow eyes prominent. 





  Despite that, that fucking strange and ill-fitting cone hat, he hadn't discarded it and was still wearing it on his head, making him look exactly like a Goblin shaman.





  Of course, whether Goblins have shamans or not, I don't know, but if they do, they'd probably look like Malko.





  "Brother. Are you not currently, in your mind, thinking something very rude?"





  "No. More importantly, what have you been up to? Why are you in such a ragged state? Weren't you doing well?"





  "Money is there and then gone, and gone and then there. This Malko has already abandoned his greed for gold and material things. No amount of money can move me from this spot. This is my oath."





  His blue eyes sparkled quite brightly. Even if his appearance was poor and shabby, was he like an artist who couldn't abandon his art? Of course, it's not my business.





  "It's been a while, I was going to eat with Kalidoor, but it's a shame. I was going to treat you."





  "Hmm, but for today only, it might be fine to loosen the terms of that oath a little."





  "This cult-like bastard."





  "More importantly, for a brother whose stock is rising so high to come all the way to find this humble self. It doesn't seem like an ordinary matter, so what's going on?"





  "Well, that's something we can talk about while we simply eat."





  I then, as I was, with Kalidoor and Malko, entered any tavern we saw nearby.





  "Brother, I'm telling you in advance, I have no money."





  "I'll pay, so just pick something."





  "This humble monk will have the deer's thigh."





  It's been a long time since I've had a meal just with men, and it feels quite comfortable. It might sound like a privileged complaint, but when I eat with women as usual, it's hard to eat comfortably, this and that.


 


  Now that I think about it, it's been a very long time since I met these guys, hasn't it?





  As the alcohol went down, old stories naturally came up.





  "Back then, the bald brother suddenly appeared in front and blocked the attack of the Saintess Psyche, didn't he!"





  "That was indeed the case back then."





  "And after that, your leg broke, didn't it?"





  "That was also the case."





  We recalled the time we went to the Venus Temple together. That era when we were scolded by the Saintess Psyche of Venus.





  "Hey, Kalidoor. So, since it's just us, tell me honestly. If you and that Saintess Psyche fought seriously, who would win?"





  "Khuhuhu, that's a very interesting story. A rematch between the bald brother and that thorny princess, huh."





  "Honestly, this humble monk would win nine out of ten times."





  "Oh-."





  "But one of those times, I would be utterly crushed. Torn to shreds. And even though I said this, battles against strong opponents always have many variables, so I cannot guarantee it."





  "And yet, you say you'd win nine times."





  With alcohol in me, even trivial stories are fun. I've been busy every day lately, so I don't know how long it's been since I've rested like this.





  As I was relaxing for a while with meat and alcohol.





  Malko asked.





  "So, I heard you're doing very well these days. You returned from Delphi and started making a name for yourself as a god, I heard."





  "Ah, you heard already?"





  "Of course. No one is more sensitive to rumors than this Malko. Wow, I knew at a glance that my brother was no ordinary warrior, but I never imagined you'd be the son of that fearsome Pluto."





  Malko, even knowing I was the son of a god, well, he didn't become servile or try to read my mood or anything. Of course, that's more comfortable for me too.





  "So, I'm telling you. Malko, do you have any intention of doing something like a choir in the Temple I built?"





  "What are you talking about?"





  "People are flocking in, but it's hard because there's no one to manage them."





  "Are you saying I should become the Temple's musician?"





  "If it's similar, it's similar."





  I knew well that Malko, who seemed insignificant, actually possessed quite remarkable abilities. In this world, what could be called spreading rumors is quite important. 





  No one I had ever seen spread stories as well as Malko. 





  Of course, most of those stories were exaggerated and inflated boasts, which was a bit awkward, but for now, that didn't matter.





  However, Malko shook his head.





  "Thank you for the offer, but I am not the vessel to handle such things."





  "Really?"





  "But I do know someone who can help with your concerns, brother. He's someone with connections to Aquinas University, which trains priests."





  "Aquinas University?"





  What's that?





  As I slightly furrowed my brow, Malko added a few more words.





  "It's a University that systematically teaches priests. If you are truly the Rightful Successor of a God, brother, you'll be able to go there and gather Prospective Priests. Wait a moment. Innkeeper, please bring me a pen!"





  Seuk, Seuseuk-.





  Malko soon received a scroll and a pen from nearby and wrote some words.





  "If you go here, you'll be able to meet someone who places orders for goods for Aquinas University. Since it's probably someone you know, brother, it should be easy to talk...!"





  "Since I got a meal, consider this my repayment-" Malko said, cutting off his words and emptying his wine glass.





  "Someone I know?"





  Who could it be?





  For a moment, I recalled the face of old man Platan. Didn't he say he majored in both theology and philosophy?





  However, upon arriving at the unfamiliar address, I couldn't help but frown.





  "Oh, dear."





  "Who is this-. Isn't it my black-haired friend-."





  The person I least wanted to meet subtly appeared from beyond the Door.





  "Hello-." 
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  The city of Sodomora is a fairly large metropolis with a population of nearly one hundred thousand.





  The districts are divided according to the gates opened to the north, south, east, and west.





  Among them, the West Gate Street occupies the largest proportion of Sodomora.





  Even though I had built a cabin there and often wandered the city with Luna, I didn't know the street itself perfectly.





  Since this is a world where things like GPS or maps couldn't possibly exist.





  Because of that, I was searching for the address Malko had written down for me, feeling slightly tipsy as I asked around.





  The moment alleys littered with strange junk and familiar streets began to appear, and smoke and dust-showing zero concern for things like environmental pollution-began to spew from the cluster of rising chimneys, I felt my intoxication slowly fading away.





  -No way, it couldn't be.





  With that hesitant thought, I gradually slowed my pace, and finally, standing in front of a shop I knew quite well, I realized what kind of place the address was.





  "Ugh, oh no-."





  Should I go back?





  However, right at that moment, I felt a presence, and behind the wooden door that opened with a *clack-*, long, flowing red hair was revealed.





  "Look who it is-. I had a feeling a precious guest would arrive-."





  An unconventional purple dress in an off-the-shoulder style that fully exposed her neck and shoulders.





  Large breasts with a glimpse of cleavage, thighs that looked soft and plump, and high heels visible beneath slender ankles.





  The pointed hat on her head, similar to the one Malko wore, was impressive, and it didn't look awkward at all; it suited her perfectly.





  She was Nemea, the genius who had graduated at the top of her class from the magic University.





  "Hello-."





  She spoke in a voice where the ends of her words trailed off languidly, just like before.





  "It's been a long time-."





  "H... Hello."





  Shibal, I should have just turned back before the door opened!





  I was a bit flustered by the appearance of the Witch Nemea. Although I've always been somewhat vulnerable to terrifying women like witches, with Nemea, how should I put it...





  Because of that quite awkward incident we had, I had tried to avoid running into her if possible.





  That's why I hadn't even set foot in this Street of Pharmacists and Alchemists in the slum where she lived.





  Did that bastard Malko set a trap to put me in a difficult spot?





  I spent 20 copper to buy him a meal, and it comes back to me as a big 'fuck you' like this!





  "Even after seeing you for the first time in a while-. It seems that habit of yours, having too many thoughts, hasn't been cured-."


  


  "...."





  "Come inside-. I had something to say to my friend-. And my friend has something to say to me too, right-? I'll prepare something to drink-."





  *Clack, creeeak-.*





  Nemea left the shop door wide open and disappeared inside. She must be going to prepare drinks as she said.





  *Creeeeeak-.*





  I peered inside through that wide-open door.





  Perhaps because the afternoon was fading and evening was approaching, or because there were only a few candles lit, the dark interior was quite eerie.





  It felt like a dungeon or the abyss itself.





  Do I turn around and leave now?





  Or do I open that door, go in, and no matter what happens, have a grand showdown and emerge victorious-?





  *Ssssh-.*





  While feeling such hesitation, I felt the presence of the white fur I was wearing like a cloak in the chilly wind.





  Regulus, the giant beast I killed, was a brave fellow.





  Hoping that his bravery from this fur would help me even a little, I finally took a step.





  *Sruk-.*





  And so, when I finally set foot inside the shop.





  *Creeak, thud-.*





  The door that had been open closed and locked itself in a damn mysterious way. It was safe to say that what I could call my retreat path had vanished.





  Regulus, help me!





  After shouting the name of the brave lion in my heart, I slowly turned my eyes to examine the witch's workshop I had entered.





  Dusty bookshelves here and there.





  Beakers and glass tubes of unknown identity, and stuffed animal parts and eyeballs, or strange fish-like things in liquid, were looking at me and opening their mouths *bo-pu*.





  "Take a seat on that sofa-."





  Then Nemea, who had brought something like a wide tray, sat on the sofa. And then she invited me to sit across from her.





  However, I didn't particularly want to sit in a chair. At least not inside this shop.





  Because I knew very well what happened when that bizarre chair I sat in last time restrained my body.





  What happened then still occasionally appears in my dreams.





  "Is someone going to eat you-? You can sit comfortably, friend-."





  But Nemea read my thoughts as if she were sitting on top of my head. It seemed she had figured out that I was afraid to sit in the chair.





  "It's just an ordinary sofa-. I can swear it on the River Styx-."





  "I see."





  An oath on the River Styx is the highest expression of trust in this world. Therefore, I was able to sit on the sofa with a sigh of relief.





  However, I couldn't bring myself to touch that fluorescent tea or drink of unknown identity.





  So as I was just sitting there uneasily, Nemea continued.





  "And, I'm sorry about what happened last time-. You must have been very scared-."





  "...."





  "You were a friend like a wild beast-, very cautious and fearful-. Like a squirrel-. Or a rabbit-. Is it because you lost trust once-? You rarely show any openings, friend-."


  


  Regardless of my thoughts, Nemea kept chatting in her languid voice.





  "There's no need to be so tense-. Maybe in the past-, but a weak woman like me-, wouldn't be able to overcome you, friend-."





  "A weak woman?"





  "You have certainly become stronger-. You are equal to me-. Or even more-."





  Certainly, unlike when I was so terrified, if I were to face Nemea now, excluding variables like magic or sorcery, I would be more than capable of overpowering her with simple strength.





  Because my physical strength now even surpasses Hippolyte's.





  However, whether it was because of the unusually plush sofa or the sound of something dripping *tuk-tuk*, I felt very uncomfortable and wanted to leave this place even though I had just arrived.





  Because the reason I find Nemea awkward and scary isn't because of her martial power.





  It would have been easier if that were the reason.





  "So, what is it you wanted to say to me...?"





  "You have no room in your heart, friend-. Yes-. I think I'm becoming a little disappointed-."





  *Ssssh-.*





  The red eyes of the Witch Nemea, revealed beneath her pointed hat, narrowed slightly. It was like a carnivorous beast looking at its prey, and I felt goosebumps all over.





  "If you don't treat me kindly-. I'll tell that little kid, Luna, everything-."





  "T-Tell her...?"





  "Yes-. Everything-."





  I felt dizzy for a moment. What would Luna say if she found out what happened between Nemea and me?





  "My temporary disciple Luna is a cute and kind child-. What would such a Luna say if she knew what happened between me and you-. And what is in my belly right now-."





  "Belly!?"





  I was so damn surprised that I ended up shouting *baek-*.





  At that, Nemea, who frowned slightly, soon gave a beaming smile.





  "I-, haven't had it since then-."





  "If you haven't, w-what...?"





  "What else. My period-. This is definitely a pregnancy-."





  Nemea stroked her belly, visible beneath her tight-fitting purple dress, with her palm.





  Son of a...





  Is what I heard really for real?





  However, in this situation, I seemed to start becoming calm instead.





  How many days have passed since then?





  Hasn't it been at least a few months?





  If so, as far as I know, her belly should be bulging to some extent. But Nemea's belly was as flat as when I met her last time.





  "Oh my-. Where are you looking, you pervert-."





  Sibal.





  "Of course, saying I'm pregnant was a joke-. Your expression was so funny, friend, that I teased you without thinking-."





  Nemea laughed to herself, her eyes narrowing.





  I had no choice but to admit that from the moment I stepped into this cabin, I had become a toy for this witch named Nemea.
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  Nemea slowly examined me with her narrow eyes and then spoke.





  "You said you've been to the abyss-, and to Delphi too-? From the looks of it, you seem to have been to the forest of monsters as well-."





  That fur hat-.





  Nemea seemed interested in the white fur I was wearing. Come to think of it, Regulus, whom I wore, and the dymax Cat Hindungi, whom Nemea raised, were quite similar.





  They must be the same species.





  *Sruk-.*





  I scanned the surroundings quickly enough that Nemea wouldn't notice. Seeing white fur shed here and there, it seemed she was still raising that damn big cat, Hindungi.





  Since it wasn't in its spot, I wondered if it had gone out for a walk alone.





  But Echidna, who is called the Queen of Monsters. I don't know why Nemea is raising a white-furred beast, which is likely one of her descendants, as her pet.





  Should I ask the reason or not?





  While I was slightly contemplating that, Nemea asked.





  "So how was it-. How did it feel to return to the forest of monsters after a long time-."





  "After a long time...? It was my first time going there."





  "Ah, I must have been mistaken-. Anyway-, you finally became a wonderful hero in less than a year-. I told you-. I could feel the presence of various gods and graces from you, friend-. So you would either become a toy for the gods-, or a hero-."





  "Ah-."





  "In your case, it seems to be both-. Anyway, it's an interesting story-. To think you were the Son of Pluto-. You mustn't send me to Hell or anything-."





  Nemea spoke to herself and laughed to herself.





  She must have meant it as a joke.





  Then the witch suddenly wiped away her smile.





  "However, you are learning magic in a clumsy and crude way-. Recently, did you have your mana corrected by another mage besides me-?"





  Her eyes seemed to pierce through my body. It was truly the intense gaze of a predator itself.





  "It seems a skill-less witch-, has shown off her handiwork-."





  "What?"





  "Without learning any theory-. It's a non-noble, merely violent exercise of magic power learned while killing roadside bandits and monsters-."





  What is she talking about.





  However, I could soon recall that Nemea was talking about Elfriede. Nemea seemed to be treating Elfriede's magic as a violent tool learned on the streets.





  But it made sense. Elfriede's magic was like a bat that smashes heads. It's a bit far from delicacy.





  "If it were me-. I could twist that sealing spell a bit more simply-."





  "Is that true?"





  "Yes-. But it's rude as a mage to meddle with someone else's magic power without permission-. Go and ask first-."








  *      *      *








  "Ha-? My magic isn't noble?"





  "That's what she said. She said if I want to twist the seal, I should get permission from you."





  I explained well to Elfriede what happened with Nemea.





  It was already evening, and the sun had set. The darkened inn room was filled only with the sound of cheap candles emitting soot.


  


   Elfriede, who had been frowning for a while, continued.





  "There's no way the theorists of this continent would know about the practical magic of Alfheim. What they teach in the Ivory Tower or whatever is ultimately just noble theories."





  "Really?"





  "No matter how much you learn in such places, there are many theories that are unhelpful when it comes to actually killing monsters or entering dungeons."





  "So, Nemea is an academic who is only well-versed in theory, and you, Elfriede, are a practicalist?"





  "Well, in a manner of speaking, yes. But Nemea. Is that that woman's name?"





  "Woman? Did I say she was a woman?"





  "Of course she's a woman."





  *Ssssh-.*





  *Thud-.*





  Elfriede closed the book she was holding with a sound. Elfriede closing a book? This was no ordinary matter.





  *Gugigit-.*





  At that, Elfriede suddenly narrowed her brow.





  "I'm asking just in case, you bastard, did you sleep with that witch too?"





  "Well, that is, you know...."





  "This bastard, seeing as you can't answer right away, you did!"





  Elfriede knew me too well. Seeing my brief hesitation, she deduced in an instant that Nemea was a woman and that she and I had an awkward fact between us.





  "When exactly was it?"





  "Well, it was not long after I parted ways with you...."





  "Ha-? Then wasn't it not long after you were freed from Medusa's curse? You were that horny as soon as the curse was lifted?"





  Elfriede was angry, her brow furrowed. Receiving such mid-level anger bodily, I only wanted to escape from here as quickly as possible.





  I was extremely restless.





  Then Elfriede said a word.





  "Does Luna know about this too?"





  "No, Luna doesn't yet...."





  "And that Amazoness, Hippolyte, doesn't know either?"





  "T-That's right."





  "Hmm-. Then of course that funny Nymph wouldn't know either."





  "Only you know so far. With that woman named Nemea...."





  "Hmph-, then with your personality, Hassan, you must have been on pins and needles for fear of being caught. Good, I've read as much as I wanted. Then shall I start moving again too?"





  "Moving...?"





  I felt something like an ominous omen.





  "Hassan, tomorrow is Saturday, so it's a day off from worship or whatever, right?"





  "Uh, well, that's true, but...."





  "Then tomorrow, guide me to where that Nemea fellow is."





  To have to make Elfriede and Nemea meet.





  I felt dizzy for a moment.
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 Eventually, I returned to the cemetery, the Temple grounds, late at night.





 Tomorrow, I have an interview with Nemea, along with Friede. I'm slightly intrigued by what might happen, but also a little scared.





 For now, I should rest in the Temple's Cabin today.





 "This guy, he's quite nimble!"





 ━Mioooong...!!





 However, contrary to my intention to take a quiet rest, a strange quarrel was unfolding in front of the Temple's altar.





 Because I saw a fucking gigantic white Spider. And Antiope, dodging its front legs here and there, thrusting her short spear into it.





 Shit, that Spider showed up again.





 I knew it lived somewhere in this Temple's cemetery, having dug a burrow, but I'd been too busy to remember. Now that it had reappeared, it was quite scary.





 However, Antiope, despite the Spider's size, which was comparable to a regular car, was dodging its attacks without being intimidated at all.





 Finally, she even forcefully thrust the short spear she was holding into the cemetery ground.





 Seupat-.





 "Lightning Strike-!"





 At the same time, strange currents *pajijik* crackled in Antiope's hand, then flowed into the ground, centered around the short spear stuck in it.





 Jiririt, Jirit-.





 Intense sparks, bright enough to be clearly seen even in the dark night, seemed to rampage everywhere. They finally surged into the gigantic Spider's body, making its massive form flinch.





 Bareureu, Bareureu-.





 The giant Spider, flinching and stopping its movements as if in a stun or paralysis groggy state.





 ━Keureureung...!!





 Though I didn't know for sure, it seemed Antiope's million volts were working well. At that sight, I forgot my fear of the Spider and shouted towards Antiope.





 "Hey, you fucking bastard! Get that guy out of here, quick!"





 "Huh?"





 Only then did Antiope seem to notice I had returned to the cemetery. The moment Antiope pulled her short spear from the ground.





 ━...Mi, Mioong....





 Paseuk, Paseuk, Paseuseuk-.





 The gigantic Spider escaped its paralyzed state and once again dug a hole in the ground and hid itself. It had burrowed back underground.





 "Damn it, shit, I missed it!"





 I rummaged around the spot where the Spider had hidden, but once again, not a single hair of it was visible; it had completely vanished.





 I don't know what it is, but it's a fucking good burrower. Does it have some kind of 'Grace of Digging'? Anyway, I feel so disappointed that I missed the perfect chance to drive the Spider away.





 To think I have to continue this bizarre cohabitation with the monstrous creature underground. I'm so scared I can't even sleep, so I feel like screaming all over the place.





 "Shit, come out, you bastard! This is my land!"





 Just as I was stomping my feet wildly at the ground-.





 Jiiik-.





 "Ah, now I can finally breathe."





 Antiope, who had unzipped her leather suit down to below her navel, spoke to me.





 "Why are you trying to drive the Spider away? It seemed like a good guy."





 "That Spider is a good guy?"





 "Yeah. It even helped us clean up trash. It seems to understand words well too. It's quite a spiritual creature, just like that Kkeongkkeong."





 What the heck.





 "Then why were you two fighting?"





 I subtly glanced at Antiope's body, gleaming under the moonlight.





 Her leather suit, unzipped all the way down to her navel.





 Her chest and skin, faintly visible, looked quite smooth with glistening sweat. To be sweating that much, it must mean she had quite an intense battle.





 "My body's been stiff lately. That Spider offered to fight me. There's nothing like a good fight to loosen up!"





 Tak, Tak-.





 Antiope then snapped her fingers, igniting a flame in her pipe.





 To think she fights instead of resting when her body is stiff.





 For a moment, I wondered what she was talking about, but then I realized that, like Hippolyte, she was the daughter of Mars, the God of War.





 Huuu-.





 Antiope then exhaled a thick mist towards me.





 The rather acrid and bitter smell made me instantly frown. How dare she blow cigarette smoke at me, a non-smoker.





 But Antiope, the delinquent bully, frowned herself, as if such things didn't matter to her.





 "But this is a bit frustrating. Why did you drive the good kid away?"





 "I drove it away?"





 "Yeah, Hassan, the Spider ran away when it saw you."





 To think I made a fucking gigantic Spider run away. I never imagined the reverse was possible, as Spiders usually make me run away.





 Was it scared of the Red Aura Beam Saber I made last time?





 I think I understood why the Spider hadn't shown itself in front of me for a while since then. It seems it doesn't appear when I'm around, but shows itself when I'm away.





 Still, I wasn't entirely pleased.





 Because I worried what if a gigantic Spider suddenly popped out of the ground and bit my leg or snatched it away.





 "Hassan-nim, can't we just raise it...?"





 But then Paranoy beside me said something that greatly annoyed me.





 "Raise what?"





 "The spiritual creature of Hell, the Archduke of Hell's friend, the Argoliant Spider...!"





 "What Spider?"





 As I was flustered by the verbose name, Antiope, with her arms crossed, added a word from beside me.





 "No, that guy's name is Hell's Legion Commander Antiope's loyal subordinate, the Warrior Spider Gigant Spider."





 "It's Argoliant...! I am the senior, so the junior must follow my words...!! And who are you to try to become Hell's Legion Commander as you please...?"





 From what I heard, Antiope and Paranoy had already given that fucking gigantic Spider their own names.





 A fear crept over me, wondering if its eight legs had perhaps rummaged through their minds and brainwashed them while I was away.





 "Anyway, Hassan-nim, can't we raise it...? I'll feed it, take it for walks, and do everything...!"





 "You're too lazy to even feed Kkeongkkeong, so you give it a huge amount at once and then forget about it for days. Did you feed Kkeongkkeong this week?"





 "Th-That's...."





 Paranoy, extremely flustered. I felt like I was seeing my sister in him.





 My sister, besides the dog, Jeombak-i, we raised at home, kept singing about wanting to raise a Cat or something. She seemed to have gotten hooked after watching popular Cat videos on places like YouTube.





 But as far as I knew, my sister wasn't the type to raise animals.





 I was the one who walked and fed Jeombak-i. If we brought in a Cat too, I would clearly have to do everything: feeding it, cleaning its litter box, and sweeping the floor covered in fur.





 My sister, without doing any of those bothersome tasks, would have just taken cute Cat pictures and uploaded them to places like Instagram or Facebook, thinking only of posting things like '#WithMyCat.'





 That's why our family didn't listen to my sister's pleas to raise a Cat.





 And now, to have memories of that day, that time, brought back by Paranoy.





 "How do you expect to raise that gigantic creature when you can't even properly care for Kkeongkkeong, who's only the size of your palm?"





 "Th-That, my junior Antiope will take care of it...!!"





 "Then I'll do it, so the name is officially Warrior Spider Gigant Spider."





 "Ugh...!"





 It was when Paranoy was trembling violently, caught in his own contradiction.





 Paseuseuk-.





 Suddenly, a small presence was felt from underground. I wondered if the giant Spider, enraged by our noisy chatter, was trying to exact revenge.





 ━Mi, Mioong....





 With a small, subdued sound, as if intimidated, something soon appeared on the surface. It was a collection of miscellaneous items like iron, glass shards, and shiny aluminum foil.





 What a bunch of junk.





 To gather junk from underground and send it up to the surface.





 It's giving me trash?





 Is it trying to mess with me?





 I couldn't tell what the gigantic Spider, hidden from view, was thinking. If Luna, who possessed considerable knowledge about Spiders, were here, she would have known what was going on.





 However, I didn't feel any particular malice from it offering us these trash-like miscellaneous items.





 Then, the habits of Cats, which my sister wanted to raise, came to mind. They say Cats bring mice, birds, insects, or junk to their owners to show friendliness and affection.





 Could it be that the gigantic Spider hidden underground is doing something similar?





 I don't know why the Spider would do such a thing. At that very moment, my dazzling left and right brain's dual-core quickly spun, drawing a peculiar conclusion.





 It occurred to me that this Spider might have been watching me distribute money to people over the past few days.





 Seeing people happy after receiving money from me, perhaps this Spider also haphazardly gathered coins or similar things and offered them to me as a sign of goodwill.





 So it thought I would be happy?





 Of course, that's just my thought.





 How could I know the thoughts or reasoning of a Spider?





 But according to Fleur, this creature was originally like a white puppy being raised in Sodomora's Ceres Temple.
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 Realizing I had quite a deep connection with the Goddess Ceres, I felt it wasn't such a bad creature after all.





 "Hassan-nim, if we have that gigantic Spider, we can do all sorts of things...! We could make it pull a carriage, or have it hunt in the forest...!"





 "And if word spreads that such a spiritual creature is guarding the Temple, the security around the Temple will improve, reducing problems. It's the same reason Jupiter's Temple has griffons."





 "Jupiter's Temple has those, th-those terrifying griffons...?"





 "Yes, griffons roam the skies and the ground. Senior, have you ever seen a griffon?"





 "Griffons are Nymph-hating beasts that snatch Nymphs with their strong talons...! As expected, Jupiter's justice is corrupt...!"





 "But it's effective to place such terrifying spiritual creatures to guard a Temple, isn't it? Senior, you'd know that better than anyone."





 "Th-That is true...! I am the Archduke of Hell, and the prophet who first discerned Hassan-nim's thoroughly hidden identity...! I know everything...!"





 "Even I took a while to figure out that identity. As expected, amazing!"





 "This amazing Paranoy says that gigantic Spider is absolutely necessary...!"





 Paranoy and Antiope, who had been at odds over the Spider's name just moments ago, were now trying to persuade me with the same opinion.





 They had a point, in their own way.





 Of course, it's unknown whether that creature will follow my control as we expect. But don't I have talent as a druid? It wouldn't be bad to get closer to animals this time.





 At that, I picked up a piece of iron plate, which looked the most useful among the junk scattered on the floor, and said.





 "Alright, well, I don't know about raising it, but for now, let's just live together. This was its nest originally, anyway."





 As night was deepening, I didn't want to spend any more time on the Spider issue. Besides, such matters aren't to be decided overnight.





 Bringing in a companion animal is a very important matter that requires deep consideration.





 If one impulsively brings in a pet just because they suddenly feel like raising one, like my sister, they might end up regretting it greatly later.





 Such people might neglect, abuse, or even abandon animals, creating various serious situations. I had no intention of doing that.





 So, I should think about it a bit.





 "Alright, let's just sleep for today, and tomorrow, Saturday, is a day off without worship, so everyone get some good rest. You can all dismiss now."





 I dismissed Antiope and Paranoy, watching the two moons shining brightly. Now, I should go back to Luna's Cabin, feed Kkeongkkeong, and go to sleep.





 Just as I was turning to leave with that thought, weren't Paranoy and Antiope walking behind me?





 "You guys, I said you can go rest?"





 "I... I'm following you because I was worried Hassan-nim would be bored alone...! Because if you stay alone in the Cabin without Luna-nim, you will surely be overcome with loneliness...!"





 Wow, to think Paranoy would have such a thoughtful idea. I'm usually not one to cry, but I feel like tears are welling up.





 However, right then Antiope continued.





 "Senior says he's scared to sleep in the Temple's office...!"





 "I see."





 The Temple's office was the old, shabby Cabin the gravedigger had left. I had handed it over to Paranoy as his room or a management office. It seems he's scared to sleep there.





 Well, who would want to sleep in a cemetery, anyway?





 In the end, Paranoy curled up in a ball on the soft carpet-like thing on the first floor of Luna's Cabin and immediately fell asleep.





 He must have been tired.





 "So, Antiope. Why did you come all the way here? Are you scared to sleep alone too?"





 I was also getting ready for bed. But seeing Antiope, who showed no signs of leaving, I slightly furrowed my brow. Why was this girl still here?





 However, Antiope, as if asking what I was talking about, said a word to me.





 "What are you talking about? You promised to loosen up my body today."





 Shit, that's right. I had promised to massage Antiope's body today. I was so preoccupied with meeting Friede and Nemea that I completely forgot.





 "My body didn't get properly loosened up because the fight with the Spider was interrupted earlier. Can I wash up first?"





 Antiope soon went into the shower room and *seureuk-seureuk* took off her clothes. When she reappeared, she was wearing a white gown that Luna usually wore, instead of her leather outfit.





 It seems she just casually put on whatever was hanging in the shower room.





 To think another woman is wearing Luna's clothes, it feels quite strange. For some reason, I even feel like I'm committing a sin.





 And so, I followed Antiope up to the second floor.
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  Antiope and Hippolyte were similar.





  Their skin was on the reddish side, their eyes were quite sharp and upturned. Their bodies were well-trained, giving a very healthy impression.





  Although their mothers were different, they truly felt like sisters.





  If one were to point out a difference, it would be that Antiope's body was slightly thinner and smaller than Hippolyte's.





  If Hippolyte wielded a strong sword, blending technique and power appropriately, Antiope, who used a short spear, focused more on speed and skill, so it would be fair to say she trained her body to be more agile.





  One could compare Hippolyte to a cheetah and Antiope to a serval Cat. Similar yet different.





  "Here, I'll just lie down. Press mainly on my thighs and calves."





  Finally, Antiope lay face down on the futon where Luna and I had slept.





  "I worked hard, so it's only natural to give me a reward, right?" 





  If it were Hippolyte, she would have held back or acted prim, but Antiope, true to her tough girl nature, was unrestrained.





  Through my eyes, I could see her thin, firm thighs protruding beneath her gown. As I reached out my hand towards them, Antiope trembled slightly, but.





  Jjumulleok, jjumul-.





  "Heueueu...."





  As I began the Massage, she started to melt like whipped cream left out in the sun.





  "Heuu, this is it. This taste, which you can't even experience in the royal capital. Because of this, I just can't leave Sodomora..."





  Antiope really loved getting a Massage from me. It had been that way since we first met. 





  And for her, exhausted from busy work, this time must be nothing short of a healing session to replenish her HP, so I understand. It seems she hasn't been able to rest much lately because of the Temple I established.





  I recalled the words about Antiope that I had seen in the Follower management section. It said she was struggling due to accumulated fatigue.





  So, to relieve her old fatigue, I firmly pushed up her thighs and buttocks area with the base of my palm, the firm and flat thenar eminence.





  "Heu, that feels weird."





  However, it seemed she wasn't used to getting her buttocks massaged, as she kept tensing her body and trembling slightly whenever I pressed that area with my hand, which was a bit awkward.





  So, where exactly should I Massage?





  I was hesitant to touch her back, as her tattoo might rub off. And I couldn't easily touch her calves or feet, as those are areas to be treated delicately for a woman.





  So the easiest areas were around the buttocks, thighs, or the back of the neck.





  "Ah, don't do my butt after all-. It's too, puhuhu, ticklish."





  Since the buttocks were forbidden due to ticklishness, I had nothing else to do but slowly press and stroke her thighs, from the inner to the outer parts.





  However, if I only touched her thighs like that, my hand would naturally brush against her inner groin. And my dick couldn't help but get hard.





  Antiope is going to be my sister-in-law.





  Thinking that, I had to fight my own battle alone. Antiope was Hippolyte's cherished younger sister. She was someone I had to protect. 





  Because if Hippolyte heard that I was touching such a person's body and getting a hard-on, it was clear that several of my parts would be cut off.





  "...."





  So I said nothing and focused on calming my inner self. However, the sensation of her firm thighs beneath the gown kept bringing back memories from the past.





  The days when I could still use necromancy.





  To be precise, it was when I was showing off, unable to come to my senses due to the Hell's magic and the blessing of chaos.





  I had done truly terrible things to Antiope to torment her. It was the kind of thing that wouldn't be strange if it had caused her trauma as a woman.





  Thinking that, I suddenly felt incredibly sorry.





  "So, what do you think?"





  Just then, Antiope spoke to me.





  "Think about what?"


 


  "What? You haven't been listening to anything I've said?"





  Had Antiope been talking to me? I was so distracted by various things that I hadn't heard anything at all.





  "I didn't hear."





  "What? I was just chattering away happily by myself."





  "What did you say?"





  "It's nothing much-."





  Antiope suddenly hesitated. Wasn't she the type to speak her mind directly?





  She was the kind of person who had no qualms, even going so far as to accuse Luna and me of being Cultists and pointing a spear at us. So, when she hesitated, I naturally became nervous.





  Was she going to ask me to be a guarantor or something?





  However, what Antiope said was a little different from what I expected.





  "You've been spending a lot of time with my sister lately, right? So you know a lot about her, don't you?





  "Your sister?"





  "Hippolyte, I mean."





  "Well, of course...."





  I knew quite a lot about Hippolyte. I even knew that if you licked her armpits or the nape of her neck, she would shiver uncontrollably.





  "But why that?"





  "No, it's nothing much. You saw me fighting the Spider earlier, right? I'm asking what you think would happen if my sister and I competed now. In your opinion, who would win?"





  Kwaaaak-.





  I squeezed my thighs with both hands and fell into thought. Antiope had indeed been fighting a giant Spider, wielding strange lightning and a spear.





  "Well...."


  


  If Antiope and Hippolyte fought, who would win? I might not have known before, but now I could answer clearly. Hippolyte would probably win. 





  However, if I told her the truth, she would probably get angry, so I decided to just gloss over it.





  "I don't really know. There are many variables in the battles of the strong."





  I also knew well that Antiope felt a strange sense of inferiority towards her sister, Hippolyte. As a younger sister, her older sister must seem like a wall she wants to overcome.





  And that wall was quite robust and high.





  "Am I still far off-."





  Pajijik-.





  "Even with this power."





  Lightning crackled from Antiope's hand.





  "Even at this moment, my sister is probably still getting stronger, right?"





  Antiope seemed quite frustrated by the fact that it was difficult for her to defeat her sister. Perhaps this inferiority complex was why she pushed herself to overwork every day?


  


  But people need to know how to rest. Taking a day off, doing nothing, stopping to look around and get some fresh air, that's how efficiency naturally increases.





  At least, that's what I thought.





  "Take it easy, Antiope. Tomorrow, just lie down and sleep in this Cabin. Or play with Paranoy."





  "I don't have time to relax. I really want to defeat my sister. I wish I could use magic."





  "Mars's daughters can't use magic, can they?"





  "Yes. Mars's daughters are like that. No matter how much magic herb they smoke, it's hard to even sense mana."





  Magic herb, huh. I recalled the tobacco-like item Delphina had given me. 





  It was said to be a doping item for warrior or swordsman adventurers, temporarily increasing their magic power to allow them to use basic magic.





  It seemed the pipe Antiope always smoked contained that magic herb. It wasn't marijuana or tobacco.





  Then Antiope added another word.





  "But unlike my sister, I've never even met my father. I don't even know if I'm really Mars's daughter."





  "...."





  I was slightly flustered by Antiope confiding something she usually kept hidden. 





  As her body relaxed from the Massage in her fatigued state, had the lock on her heart loosened a bit? 





  Or, in cathedrals, people sometimes make confessions to priests. Perhaps Antiope was doing something similar with me.





  Surprisingly, unburdening one's inner thoughts can be good for mental health.





  "Why didn't Father ever appear before me? Hassan, you're not even a demigod, you're a real god. Would you know why Mars never revealed himself to me?"





  At Antiope's question, I recalled a past event I had heard from Hippolyte. 





  The days when Hippolyte lived like a back-alley thug, extorting money from people. 





  Hadn't she, in her poverty, met her father Mars, awakened her divinity, and embarked on the path of becoming a strong warrior?





  It seemed Mars had not revealed himself to Antiope. 





  An older sister favored by her father. Could it feel that way?





  "My sister is the most special among Mars's daughters. If things continue like this, she'll truly become the Queen of the Amazon River."





  "Queen of the Amazon River? What's that?"





  "Ah, you haven't heard that from my sister yet? All over this world, there are daughters of Mars. Every ten years, the daughters gather in a great river, a jungle forest, for a meeting."





  Antiope continued her explanation.





  "The daughters of Mars gather and hold a tournament like an arena, and the daughter who wins there becomes the Queen of the Amazoness and gains the right to challenge Mars."





  Sibal, so that's how it was.





  Hippolyte wasn't one to talk about her own story, so there were many things I didn't know about her.





  I imagined a scene filled with athletic women resembling Hippolyte and Antiope. Was it like the Olympics?





  "That ten-year mark is approaching soon. There, I definitely want to defeat my sister and meet the man who is my father. Because I want to ask him why he never appeared before me."





  "I see."





  It seems there are complicated circumstances between the sisters.





  I didn't know the details, but I could tell Antiope was feeling down. 





  She had also gone through a lot helping me for a few days, and I felt a sense of guilt for having tried to do terrible things to Antiope, so I hoped Antiope would cheer up.





  I didn't have the ability to say anything fancy. Wondering if there was anything good, I quietly summoned the Grace Shop.





  『Grace Shop - Gift graces to your Followers!』





  『Single 《Golden Harvester》 : Increases the chance of finding coins while walking. - 100K』 





  『Single 《Deer is Weak》 : Increases the effect of items with medicinal properties. - 100K』 - New !





  Then, a new text appeared with a "New" mark in the place where the area-of-effect grace, Financial Luck, had been earlier. 





  It seemed to be a system where once an existing grace in the Shop was purchased, a new one would be stocked in its place.





  More importantly, "Deer is Weak," really.





  A grace that enhances medicinal properties? 





  It looked quite useful. 





  If the graces purchased from the Grace Shop were something I could use myself, rather than just gift, I would want it.





  『Would you like to purchase the grace?』





  Diling-.





  『Current Task Points + 0』





  I purchased it. My Task Points hit rock bottom for the first time, but I could gradually collect more later, so it would be fine.





  "Antiope, you worked hard, so I will bestow a grace upon you."





  "You're bestowing a grace upon me? How long has it been since the Temple was built, and you can already do that? More importantly, what kind of grace?"





  "I'll explain that in a bit."





  I dragged the purchased grace item and dropped it into Antiope's character portrait in the Follower management section. It felt like inserting a file into another file, giving me a strange sense of déjà vu.





  "What? A strange text is appearing. What's 'Deer is Weak'? What kind of grace name is that?"





  Antiope grumbled as if slightly disappointed. However, I spoke playfully, feigning arrogance as if I were truly a god, like a king bestowing treasure.





  "It is a grace that enhances medicinal properties. I bestow it upon you for your good work, so receive it with gratitude, Antiope-grimkeeper."





  "What? A grace that enhances medicinal properties-!? Is that true-!?"





  Antiope sprang up as if startled. I was surprised myself at how someone lying down could bounce up like a spring so instantly.





  "Oh my god, this is no time to be doing this!"





  Kudangtang, kudang-.





  Antiope then rushed off and disappeared somewhere, as if she had left the gas stove on. 





  True to a female warrior who wields powerful lightning spear techniques, she was incredibly fast, so I could only blink my eyes in a dazed state, without even a chance to react.





  Sibal, what the hell was that.





  I waited, wondering if she might come back in a bit. But she never reappeared, even until I fell asleep and woke up to the rising morning sun.





  And so, Saturday.





  The first holiday since I began my public life.





  Originally, on my first holiday, I wanted to do nothing but just sleep in the Cabin, but having received a stern warning from Elfriede yesterday, I slowly washed and changed my clothes.





  "Why are you so late? You took so long that I came all the way here. Do you want to be scolded?"





  Sure enough, Elfriede seemed to have already finished her preparations and was waiting for me in front of the Cabin. 





  Dalgeurak-.





  Seeing that she had even brought her staff, it seemed she was fully prepared for a fight or quarrel with something.


  


  "Hey, are you really going to meet her...?"





  "What, is there a reason I shouldn't meet that woman? I'm just going to see what kind of Witch is working in this city."





  In the end, I had no choice but to lead Elfriede to West Gate Street.





  Finally, Elfriede and I stood before a Door that I wished we hadn't arrived at.





  Giiiiiik-.





  "What-. An Elf came all the way to find me-. Elf customers are rare at my Shop, you know-. Elves are picky, after all-."





  "Unfortunately, I'm not a customer. Figuratively speaking, I'm closer to someone who burns down shops."





  The two Witches met.
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  I still remember when I first met Nemea.


  


  Back then, it hadn't been long since I, who was once a slave, had become a free man, so it was also a time when I hadn't yet escaped from Elfriede's shadow.





  Because of that, I had a certain vague fear and prejudice toward women who used magic.





  Thinking back on it carefully, it seems Elfriede and Nemea don't really have much in common other than the fact that they both use magic.





  Actually, Elfriede is closer to an elemental-wielding sorceress than a Witch. In that sense, Nemea had an orthodox feel to her, as if she had popped straight out of a fairy tale or a storybook.





  A pointed hat and red eyes. Flowing hair and a rather antique dress.





  You could call it a feeling like fangs are being bared behind a languidly drawling tone-an eeriness and unpleasantness that makes you feel like she'd grant a wish only to take something precious as the price.





  It's probably true, too. The moment I let my guard down, she'd surely bite my neck and exploit me for all sorts of things.





  "Friends, come in-. I figured you would come-. I've prepared a lot inside-."





  Nemea once compared me to a herbivore like a squirrel or a rabbit. In reality, I'm no different from an animal that has no opponent it can beat in the food chain other than grass.





  On this Gaia continent, a soft modern person like me always had to keep my ears and senses sharp, nervous about whether some puma-like bastards were going to jump out from the bushes somewhere.





  So I was able to instinctively detect, to some extent, people who would harm me or people who harbored ill will toward me.





  In that sense, Nemea seemed to be a bundle of the unknown. If I had to put a name to that unknown, 'malice' would be about right.





  "That is, if you have the courage to step into the workshop of a real Witch, not some clumsy imitator-."





  Nemea spoke languidly and stepped aside from the door. The door opened with a *gi-iii-k* sound. The pitch-black interior visible beyond it is as eerie as night, even though morning has dawned.





  Standing before it, I could only shiver and shake thinking about what was to come. Elfriede, as if she feared nothing, strode right through that open door.





  She's got some guts, that girl.





  "What are you doing, Hassan? Get in here quickly. We have many other places to stop by today besides this one."





  She even urges me to hurry up and come in.





  "I have no intention of wasting a lot of time in a place like this."





  "Hoo-un-. A place like this-?"





  However, the fact that I had to set foot in that space where Nemea and Elfriede were was quite terrifying.





  But turning around and running away now wouldn't make the problem go away. Nor would it resolve the current situation.





  So, with a 'to hell with it, I don't care' attitude, I stepped into the shop once again. As always, the moment I took a step, the open door closed automatically.





  *Kung-.*





  "...!"





  However, I flinched slightly at the door closing with a louder sound than usual. Perhaps finding it a bit funny, Nemea smiles rather languidly from under her pointed hat.





  *Gu-u-uk-.*





  Elfriede pinches my back. 





  Thanks to that, I was able to calm down quickly.





  "Then-, sit anywhere-. I'll bring out something to drink-."


  


  And then she disappears into a corner of this Witch's workshop, making clattering sounds with various containers.





  I sat down next to Elfriede, who sat on the sofa as if it were nothing. Since Elfriede is next to me, well, things will work out somehow. 





  Wouldn't she, as a fellow magic user, sharply detect things like a Witch's Wicked Magic?





  Thinking that made me feel quite reassured and stable.





  *Seureuk-.*





  "As expected...."





  Elfriede placed her long staff across her knees.





  She narrowed her red eyes and seemed to be carefully inspecting the inside of this workshop. 





  Even though she seemed desperate to whack someone with her staff when she met me this morning, she now appeared to be maintaining a fairly cool and calm composure.





  "As expected, it's quite orthodox. Diligent. A model student who doesn't cut corners. But that also makes it a rather tacky barrier formula. The standard for shut-in scholars."





  And then she mumbles a few words of some cryptic evaluation.





  "What's what?"


  


  When I hesitated as if I didn't understand, Elfriede pointed to the corners of the workshop.





  "The north, south, east, and west of the workshop-the hexagram of the barrier is drawn. And over there, on the threshold and doorframe, Runes are carved in dark red. It's probably Lamb's Blood."





  In the places Elfriede pointed, just as she said, things that were either letters or drawings written in dark red could be seen snaking along. Writing with Lamb's Blood-it's quite eerie and scary.





  "What do those things do?"





  "It's a protective barrier formula. It takes a long time to prepare and is cumbersome, so it can't be used in dungeons like Pluto's Labyrinth or magical realms."





  "Correct-. You have to put your heart into it-. That's why the effect is good-."





  Before we knew it, Nemea brought three cups on something like a wooden tray and handed them out to us one by one.





  After that, Nemea sat down across from us and added a word.
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  "I know a thing or two about you Elf magic users, too-. I've met many Elf exchange students at the Ivory Tower-. Though they all ended up failing-."





  Nemea's red eyes also narrowed. With four red pupils staring and glaring at each other, I feel like a hole is going to be bored into my stomach.





  "You Elves-. You think as long as it's fast and strong, it's the best, don't you-? How to reduce the speed of chanting-. How to increase the power of attack magic-. You don't think about anything else, do you-."





  "Isn't that obvious? No matter how much you agonize over lofty theories, they're of no help in actual combat."





  "Actual combat-. It's because you treat magic as nothing more than a tool that you've fallen into decline-. Magic is a discipline-. And the truth-."





  Nemea and Elfriede continued a strange conversation that I couldn't understand. However, if there's one thing I can know for sure, it's that these two are never going to be friends.





  Nemea said.





  "Samaritan friend-. I'm not in a position to say this, but-. It's better to be picky about the women you meet-. Luna is cute, but this Elf friend is just not it from another woman's perspective-."





  "What?"





  "She's pretty, but she has the face of someone who'd devour her husband-. I heard she already has a criminal record for setting fire to a city-? For an outsider from across the continent-. She's got some nerve-."





  "...."





  Elfriede silently gripped the staff in her hand tightly. 





  Elfriede was usually kind to people other than me. But it seemed she couldn't suppress her anger in front of this Nemea.





  But soon, Elfriede calmed down again with a *hmpf* snort.





  However, Nemea's attack didn't seem to be over yet.





  "She looks gentle-, but she's actually angrier than anyone, isn't she-? How unfair it must feel-. He was hers-. He was her very own Samaritan slave-. To have to share him with girls who popped out of nowhere-. I wouldn't have been able to stand it-."





  "What?"





  "Coming all the way here to get angry is in the same vein-. Because I took the chastity of what you cherish-. Do you know how that Samaritan friend groaned while tied to a chair-?"





  "...."





  "That day's events are still vivid-. It hurt as if I were being stabbed with a knife-."





  "You bastard-!"





  Elfriede, who had been holding back well, stood up from her seat. At the same time, she swung the staff in her hand at Nemea's head.





  *Pabat-.*





  However, Nemea's hands were also quite fast in trying to block it. Thanks to her flailing hands, she was able to prevent Elfriede's staff from slamming into her skull.


  


  *Kudangtang-.*





  But because of Elfriede's weight, the sofa Nemea was sitting on had no choice but to tip over backward.





  In the end, Elfriede and Nemea were tangled together on the overturned sofa, their arms and legs flailing.





  First, Elfriede, who had taken the superior high ground on top, hammered her fist into Nemea's face with all her might. Nemea struggled to avoid it, but...





  It couldn't be helped that Elfriede's attack, pressing down from above, became one-sided. Losing the mount position is truly fatal.





  Thanks to that, Elfriede's pounding landed squarely on Nemea's face.





  "Agh-!"





  Good heavens, that Witch Nemea is screaming! I couldn't believe the sight I was seeing before my eyes. Is this how Witches fight?





  "Y-you-! For a pointy-ear-!"





  However, at the moment I thought Elfriede had a very advantageous position, Nemea's legs wrapped around Elfriede's waist like a spider.





  At the same time, Nemea hugged Elfriede's head and pulled it toward her chest. 





  Elfriede, whose face was buried in the large breasts and whose movements were restricted, couldn't continue the pounding and flailed about. 





  Not missing that moment, Nemea lifted her upper body and trapped Elfriede's head between her right armpit and arm. 





  Escaping from a mount position and choking the opponent's head with an arm? It was a rather impressive submission technique, so my eyes widened.





  "You won't get away-!"





  Nemea squeezed Elfriede's head with her arm with all her might. 





  That must have been quite painful, as Elfriede struggled to escape, shaking her body violently like Sun Wukong suffering from the golden hoop.





  "Ugh, let go-!"





  But Nemea's arm was like a mechanical device, only tightening around Elfriede more and more. 





  If this continued, Elfriede's head might get crushed. Just as I was about to stand up, thinking I should do something...





  "Gyaak-!"





  Surprisingly, it was Nemea who let out a scream. My superhuman kinetic vision could see that Elfriede had moved her hand to pull Nemea's long back hair.





  Nemea's head was jerked back instantly.





  Taking that opportunity, Elfriede pulled her head back and escaped, then reached out toward Nemea's body. Nemea also swung her arms as if she wouldn't lose, and they began to fight.





  What followed was a muddy brawl of sharp fingernails and continuous flailing, so there was nothing for me to describe.





  *Ji-ii-ik-!*





  Clothes tearing due to the intense struggle.





  *Udangtang, kwadang-. Jjaeng-geurang-.*





  At the same time, tools were smashed and broken as they rolled around. Grabbing a hard book that had fallen to the floor, Elfriede finally struck Nemea's face with all her might.





  *Bagak-.*





  "Gyak-!"





  With a short cry, Nemea finally collapsed onto the floor.





  Hair torn out here and there, and the large white breasts visible through the torn clothes seemed quite harmful to the eyes, so as I was staring intently...





  "What are you looking at?"





  Elfriede, perhaps noticing me, picked up Nemea's pointed hat and placed it over her body.





  "I won. Phew-."





  Finally, Elfriede declared her victory. 





  I don't know what they were fighting for or what the victory was for, but Elfriede seemed satisfied with her win in her own way.





  "Don't ever think about touching what's mine again."





  With those final words, Elfriede roughly wiped the blood flowing from her nose with the back of her hand. It was such a powerful sight that it made my knees weak.





  To that, the Witch Nemea laughed, *keu-heu-heu-*.





  "I've been dealt a blow-."





  Soon, Nemea sat up as if she had never screamed. 





  There were scratches from Elfriede's fingernails all over her, but they soon healed fast enough to be visible to the eye, disappearing cleanly and completely.





  Can a person's regenerative power be that fast?





  I couldn't help but be very surprised, and Elfriede must have felt the same, as she slightly furrowed her brow. At the same time, she picked up her staff from the floor and glared at Nemea without a word.





  However, Nemea just brushed the dust off her body.





  "It was an interesting meeting-, Elf friend-. An Elf's fist is quite sharp-. I feel like my horizons are broadening-."





  "Shut up, deviant."





  "Ah-ah-. Poor friends-. See you again next time-."





  


  *     *     *








  Elfriede and I left Nemea's workshop almost as if we were running away. Elfriede was the one who won, but it was a bizarre situation where we were the ones fleeing.





  Only after we reached an alley where Nemea's house was no longer visible did Elfriede speak, as if exhaling a held breath.





  "She's a bizarre one."





  "Really?"





  "She has a human mask, but she's not human."





  Not human. Luna also said that Nemea probably wasn't human when she saw her.





  "Then what, are you saying she's some kind of transformed monster?"





  "No, rather than that, it seems closer to having given up being human. It looks like she's dabbled in forbidden magic that one should never approach."





  "Forbidden magic?"





  That's a damn terrifying name.





  "It's a common mistake made by those who shut themselves away in their rooms. Those who are consumed by the desire for knowledge, without knowing how scary the risks are...."





  With that, Elfriede said no more. She just slowly stroked her own reddened and swollen face with her White Leather Gloves.





  After being lost in thought through a long silence, Elfriede spoke as if she had organized her thoughts.





  "Hassan, it's best not to get close to that woman. She's an unknown woman. A scary woman."





  "Scary?"





  "Yes. We barely managed to escape now, but there's no guarantee there will be a second time. She's no simple Witch. I don't even know what she's thinking."





  I see.





  Elfriede's story made sense in its own way. Nemea is scary. However, that fear stems from the incomprehensible unknown.





  Everyone has a principle of action. By that principle, you can roughly figure out what they will do next and what they might be thinking. Meaning, it's predictable to some extent.





  But in Nemea's case, she was a person whose thoughts I couldn't understand at all.





  Because I can't know her thoughts, I don't know what she's trying to do, and because I can't predict it, I'm afraid. Elfriede must have felt that deeply, too.





  In a way, facing Nemea is like looking down into a black well. Normally, no one would want to do such a thing.





  Unless there's a reason.





  "But, to get a connection to that Aquinas Theological College or whatever, I have no choice but to meet that Nemea."





  "It's because of growing the Temple, right?"





  "I guess so. If we increase the number of priests, it'll be easier to manage than it is now."





  "Ha-. This is why people of faith are so cumbersome. But, if that's the case.... I might be able to help."





  "You, Elfriede?"





  "Yes, well, it's not like I have absolutely no connections with priests-."





  Shit, doesn't that mean I don't have to go back to Nemea's house? I was so happy I felt like I could cry. I grabbed Elfriede's waist in a hug and lifted her high.





  "Long live the great and beautiful dragon, Elfriede-nim-!"





  "-Fuck, do you want to die!"
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  "Wow, I heard everything, Samaritan. So you're actually the son of a renowned god? Man, hiding your identity like that. I almost committed a huge discourtesy."





  This is East Gate Street, the Temple of the Goddess Juno located on expensive real estate.





  Friede and I visited Juno's Temple to find someone who could help me, as I was in urgent need of connections with priests. 





  I wondered who would be here, but the women I saw were quite familiar.





  "Ah, it's Delfina."





  "Samaritan friend, you shouldn't go sending me to Hell or anything."





  Delfina is the leader of the Silver Rose team, the party Friede used to be a part of. She's an ambitious Silver-tier adventurer, a blonde girl with short hair who is bright and cheerful, making friends with anyone instantly.





  If I had met her during my University days, she'd be the type of active girl who gets along well with guys, jokes around, and often gets confessed to because people misinterpret her friendliness.





  "Friede, is Delfina the person you were talking about?"





  "No."





  However, Friede shook her head at my question.





  "It's Edwin."





  Who was Edwin? For a moment, the name felt both familiar and foreign, making my head buzz like an electric current was passing through it. 





  Soon, I recalled that among Friede's party members, there was a beautiful magic-user who carried a long staff-like object and always had a languid smile.





  "Edwin is a priest of Mercury, so she has wide connections. Since Mercury is the god of bonds. She'll definitely have some connections at the theological University."





  "I see."





  "So, Delfi. Is Edwin here too?"





  At Friede's question, Delfina furrowed her brow slightly.





  "What, you didn't come to see me? I'm a little hurt."





  Of course, it felt more like a playful grimace than actual offense.





  "Of course she's here. The reason I'm here playing with orphans every Saturday is because of Edwin anyway. Over there, if you go that way, she'll be playing with the kids."





  In the direction Delfina pointed, there was indeed a park where the noisy chatter of children was spreading.





  "Ugh, I'm staying here because I can't play with them anymore. Those kids never get tired. Anyway, don't tell them I'm here. I'm technically slacking off."





  Juno's arboretum, filled with plenty of flowers and trees.





  As we walked there, we saw a grown woman running around and playing with children much smaller than herself.





  "Stop, st-stop it alreadyyy...."





  "Wow! I defeated the evil Witch!"





  "Heeeuuuu...."





  A woman in a long, blue priest's robe was screaming while buried under a pile of children. She must be the Edwin that Friede was looking for.





  Friede approached Edwin and spoke.





  "Edwin, I came because I have something to say."





  "Ah, is it Friede-ssi? You've come at the right timeee. Please help me play with the kidsaaay."





  Edwin flailed under the children and looked around. There were quite a lot of orphans. Maybe over thirty? 





  But the only people in charge of playing with those orphans were Edwin and the fighter, Lili.





  "Surrender already-."





  "Hieeek-!"





  Of course, looking at the fighter Lili, who was holding a child in a chokehold from behind with a grappling technique, I wasn't sure if that counted as playing or not.





  Even for Friede, who enjoys sadistic things, seeing a grown woman overpowering a young boy seemed a bit much, so she asked a question.





  "Is that okay? Shouldn't we stop that?"





  Still, looking at the boy who seemed happy being buried in the fighter's large chest, it didn't seem like much of a problem. To be receiving pain and pleasure simultaneously while buried in a big sister's chest.





  "Hurry up and surrender-."
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  "N-Nooo-. Hehehe-."





  It's a bit scary to think what kind of man he'll grow up to be after experiencing something so incredible since boyhood. But still, we have no right to stop that.





  "Let him enjoy it."





  "What are you talking about? Anyway, Edwin, I have something to tell you. It's quite important."





  "Thennn, let's talk when the time for playing with the kids is overrr-."





  





  *      *       *





  





  "It's a dragon! An evil dragon has appeared!"





  The children shouted noisily. Where those children's fingers pointed, and where their eyes filled with interest and fear were directed, Friede, wearing a blindfold, was flailing her arms about.





  "...Kya, kyaaaa."





  Soon, Friede awkwardly opened her mouth and let out something that might have been a roar. 





  Seeing how her face was flushed quite red, it seemed she was considerably embarrassed to be acting like a dragon to play with the kids.





  Then Friede opened her mouth slightly.





  Hwareureuk-.





  A small flame rose into the sky from her mouth. It was likely magic. For someone of Friede's caliber, emitting a small flame from her mouth without an incantation would be easy.





  And such a trick, whether magic or sorcery, was enough to drive the children wild.





  "The, the dragon is breathing fire! Everyone run away!"





  As the one who seemed to be the leader of the children shouted, the little ones immediately began to scream and scatter in all directions.





  At the same time, the children began to clap one by one. It seemed to be a game of tag where Friede, her eyes covered by the blindfold, would grope around and catch the children one by one.





  Friede, the master of whipping, playing with children.





  It might seem quite unexpected, but it had always been common for Friede to occasionally sponsor or volunteer at places like orphanages or clinics.





  Because she maintains a kind and gentle image for other people. 





  "Wow, run away!"





  "...Gya, gyaooo-."





  In fact, the children followed Friede well. Beautiful women are highly preferred as caregivers for children, so it was a natural outcome.





  I sat on a bench and watched Friede play with the children for a long while. Since the kids would tremble in fear if they saw my face, I had nothing to do.





  Just as beautiful women are preferred by children, it was inevitable for a large, dark man to be rejected by humans.





  Of course, even with me, some kids were bound to take an interest.





  "It's, it's a Samaritan...."





  "He looks exactly like Kiri. He's really terrifying...!"





  A newborn pup doesn't know to fear the tiger-that's exactly what this was. 





  Since the children seemed to be creeping toward me out of curiosity, I hesitated on what to do before deciding to put on a grim expression.





  "Get lost."


  


  "Hieeek-!"





  At that, the little ones scattered in all directions.





  One might wonder what kind of sociopath would act like this, but I had a good enough reason for doing so. In fact, I could excuse scaring them away as an act for the children's sake.





  These children are orphans.





  In other words, they are kids with no one to lean on.





  Right now, they might be living relatively happily in the temple, receiving affection from priests and volunteers. 





  But once they hit puberty and get old enough to look after themselves, they'll have to become independent. 





  In this world full of swindlers and cultists looking to deceive and exploit such orphans, it would be a disaster if they developed a liking for a Samaritan.





  Leaving them with the perception that Samaritans are scary beings would help those kids survive.





  Just then, a snort came from beside me.





  "I heard Pluto hates children, and it seems that's true."





  It was the fighter Lili. I had never spoken to her and felt awkward, so I had remained silent, but she even clicked her tongue as if she found me unpleasant.





  She probably dislikes me.





  Whether there's a reason or not, I'm used to receiving such hateful attention, so I just let it be.





  But Pluto hates children? I had a question about that.





  "Pluto hates kids?"





  "Because children are beings far removed from death."





  "I see."





  "But even among kids, there are bound to be those drawn to such eerie horror. Did you know?"





  At the fighter's question, I slowly turned my head. Then, I saw a pair of black eyes staring at me from behind a temple pillar.





  Who was that again?





  I think it was a Samaritan brat from the orphanage. I remember her saying something about defeating me to make a name for herself so her parents would look back at her.





  She was the one who didn't do a single one of my errands and even tried to mess things up. Her name was Kiri, daughter of Rak, or something like that.





  Thinking of that time suddenly made me angry.





  To think she took my coins as payment for the errand but didn't handle the job properly.





  "Hey, brat. Come here."





  I called Kiri, who was peeking at me from behind the pillar. At that, she flinched as if she hadn't expected her name to be called.





  "You'd better come quickly."





  As I growled, she reluctantly and hesitantly approached me. Though she didn't say it, her slow steps clearly showed how much she didn't want to.





  However, the difference in status between her and me was more than immense; it was like a great mountain.





  I am a Silver-tier adventurer and the owner of a temple.





  This brat is an orphan, a Samaritan kid.





  "Don't you have anything to say to me?"





  "...."





  She was extremely restless. But it seemed like humiliation or anger were greater emotions than simple fear. 





  "So there's a history between you?"





  I answered Lili's question lightly.





  "This kid took my money and ran. I gave her an errand, but she pocketed the money and didn't do the work."





  "That's quite a serious crime. If she were an adult, she couldn't complain even if her hand was cut off."





  Lili, who had thought ill of me, seemed to agree with my opinion this time. It must have been because she found it offensive that a young child was already learning such wicked deeds.





  "Apologize and say you're sorry. Then I'll forgive you."





  "...."





  Of course, the Samaritan brat Kiri just kept her mouth shut and glared at me. 





  Samaritans are notorious for their high pride, and among them, the stubbornness of the women is said to pierce the heavens. 





  Because of that, they say while there are Samaritan male slaves, there are no female slaves. Samaritan women can never be tamed. Looking at Gloria, I can understand why.





  She's just a kid, but her stubbornness seems no less than that of any female warrior. 





  But am I not the powerful and grand god, Hassan? If I can't even get an apology from a kid like this, I can't surpass my father.





  "If you don't apologize, I'll give you a flick on the forehead. My flicks hurt like hell. I won't go easy on you just because you're a girl."





  "Ggggh.... S...."





  "S?"





  "S... Sorry. Here, the money-."





  She then held out two coins to me. 





  Two shiny silver coins. 





  It seemed to be the payment for the errand I had given her. 





  Since I hadn't expected to get this back, I was quite dazed.





  "Were you glaring at me because you wanted to give this back?"





  "...I don't know, dummy!"





  She then threw the two coins into my hand and ran off somewhere in a hurry. 





  At the same time, women in red dresses, who appeared to be priestesses of Juno, clapped their hands and gathered the children.


  


  ━Now, it's time for a nap. Everyone, come inside.


  


  Only then did the voices of the children who had been noisy in the garden quiet down. 





  Friede, who had finally escaped from acting like a dragon, took off the blindfold from her face and wiped the sweat from her forehead.





  "Maybe it's because they're kids, but they never get tired, so it's exhausting."





  "For saying that, you seemed to enjoy acting like a dragon."





  "I did not! Anyway, playing with the kids is over, so Edwin. You have time to talk now, right?"





  "What is it you want to sayyy-?"





  We explained the general circumstances of why we had come here to Edwin, the priest of Mercury. 





  We had built a new temple, but the number of priests and managers was too small compared to the people flocking in, so we didn't know what to do. We wanted to increase the number of priests through a place called the theological University, so if she had any connections, we asked her to let us know.





  "That isss, an easy thing to dooo-. Very well, I, Edwin, will write a letter to Aquinas University for youuu-. Since you're at the center of the current buzz, there will be many theology students who are interesteddd-."





  "Center of the buzz?"





  As Friede smiled as if she had heard an interesting story, Edwin narrowed her thin eyes quite seriously and spoke.





  "I heard you can bestow incredible graceee-. Then people and rumors will naturally gather, and the religious influence will growww-. In that sense, I could even help you personallyyy-."





  Seureureuk-.





  Edwin's slender arm entwined around my waist like a snake. Thanks to that, her chest was pressed firmly against me beneath her long robe. 





  "What do you thinkkk? How about making a small bond with meee-. It would be nice if you could bestow a small grace upon me as wellll-."





  Perhaps because she had been running around with the kids until just now, the slightly sweet scent of sweat made me lose my focus.





  The fact that Edwin would help personally was very pleasing to me. 





  She seemed quite skilled as a priest, and since I was desperate for every bit of manpower, there was no reason for me to refuse.





  But Friede suddenly snatched my hand away.





  "No, that's enough. We'll handle this on our own."





  With that, Friede left Juno's Temple, looking very angry for some reason. 





  Only when we had left the vast temple grounds and reached a quiet alley did Friede finally let go of my hand, which she had been holding tightly.





  I said.





  "Hey, what are you talking about after coming all this way? Doing it on our own...! She said she'd help."





  "Don't you have any pride when another woman teases you like that? You're just loving it, aren't you? She's trying to use you!"





  "No, what?"





  I was dazed by the completely unexpected question.





  "Fool, idiot...! Impotent bastard...! Retard...!"





  Friede continued to hurl insults at me. I could tell she was angry. I wondered what on earth had made her so angry. Only one thing came to mind.





  "What, Friede. Are you jealous right now?"





  "Ha-? Why would I be? I don't even know what that is."





  Friede clicked her tongue as if she found it absurd.





  "And why would I be jealous of you? Do you think just because I had to, you know, sleep with you for a day because of mana, that I've fallen for you or something?"





  However, her long ears couldn't hide her emotions and twitched up and down. I don't know if she was trying to hide her anger, but her face, starting from her ears, had long since turned red.





  I suddenly thought Friede was cute. 





  How many opportunities would I have to be psychologically superior to her like this? So, I spoke as if it were nothing, partly to tease her.





  "Then Friede, I won't join hands with Edwin, so let me touch your chest."





  "Are you seriously crazy? Why are you bringing that up here all of a sudden? And why would you touch my chest?"





  "Because I like you, Friede. Even if you combine all the girls in the Silver Rose, you're the prettiest."





  "Wh-What-!?"





  Friede shouted as if she were truly shocked.


  


































Chapter 359: 359 - Revival and Reunion #10


359 - Revival and Reunion #10





  





  





  There is no one in the world who hates being complimented.





  That would likely be the case for Friede as well.





  "I like you, Friede. Even if you combine all those girls from the Silver Rose, you're the prettiest."





  I don't know where that courage came from.





  I felt as if a subtle line of emotion was connected between Friede and me.





  Because I knew it was leaning heavily toward my side, I was probably able to say something like that without hesitation.





  "Wh-What-!?"


    


  Of course, Friede looked greatly flustered. It must be because she never imagined I would say something like this.





  After all, when a person does something out of character, something they don't usually do, the people around them are bound to be surprised.





  "Suddenly, what kind of bullshit is that? Is there something wrong with your head?"





  I could see Friede's guard flaring up. As expected, Friede was not an easy girl.





  If Hippolyte looks tough on the outside but has a soft, girlish sensibility on the inside...





  Friede, on the contrary, looks beautiful and frail on the outside, but you could say she possesses a will as hard as steel on the inside.





  I slowly approached Friede.





  Faced with my relentless attitude, Friede was gradually backed into a corner of the alley like a middle school boy getting shaken down for money.





  "Wh-Why are you being like this? Are you crazy?"





  There seemed to be a hint of fear in Friede's voice. Looking at her like this, she was about a head shorter than me.





  It's almost funny to think that the presence that always seemed so large was coming from such a small and slender frame.





  Did Friede get smaller?





  That might be part of it, but it's probably because I've grown. Since my guts, presence, and level have all increased, it's likely due to the confidence I've gained.





  After cornering Friede, I gathered my courage once more and drove the point home with a single sentence.





  "It's not a lie. You're prettier than the girls in the Silver Rose."





  Someone once said that confidence is important when dealing with women. I was too flustered back then, but thinking about it now, I agree to some extent.





  In fact, most successful men are overflowing with confidence.





  I don't know if they're confident because they're successful, or if they became successful because they're confident.





  Anyway, everyone would agree that guts are important for a man.





  "Whatever, hurry up and move out of the way! I'm really going to get mad. Do you think saying sweet talk like that will make me let you touch me?"





  However, Friede only reacted like a hedgehog with its needles sharply raised. Still, if there was one thing that felt unfair, it was that it wasn't actually a sweet-talking lie.





  The female adventurer team, Silver Rose.





  Their appearances were quite flashy, enough to carry the beautiful modifier 'Silver' and the name of the flower 'Rose'.





  From the leader, the swordsman Delphina, to the fighter Lili, and the magic-user Edwin. They were the type who would be treated well as the sole female member of any other adventurer team.





  With such people gathered together, you could truly call them a girl group.





  But even in such a girl group, there's bound to be a center who stands out. In the Silver Rose team, Friede played exactly that role.





  I even wondered if the reason they were given the grand name 'Silver' was because of Friede, who is an albino Elf.





  In reality, Friede is beautiful.





  Just by her being here, even this dark and gloomy alley feels like it's transformed into some unique and exciting photoshoot set.





  Seureuk-.





  I slowly moved my hand and grabbed Friede's wrist.





  Pareureu-.





  Unlike the girl who always tried to shake me around from above my head, I could feel her arm trembling like the legs of a newborn deer.





  Pat-.





  Soon, Friede shook off my hand.





  "Don't try to control me as you please-."





  Her expression was crumpled as if she were truly angry. Seeing her face and ears flushed red, it felt like she was somewhere between moderate anger and total fury.





  It felt as if she were gently stroking the 'explosion of rage' button with her palm, deciding whether or not to press it.





  What should I do?





  It seemed that the first period of trial had come for Hassan, the ruler of the harem and the Sultan.





  I was deeply torn between whether it would be better to leave the angry-looking Friede alone or to confidently continue asserting my will.





  "Hurry up and move!"





  Jiririt-.





  Just then, the skin on my right cheek tingled. As I reflexively pulled my head back, Friede's fierce palm grazed the bridge of my nose.





  Shwaaaaaak-.





  If my reaction had been even slightly slower, my cheek would have surely swollen up red.





  While I was dazed and flustered, Friede shoved my chest hard with both her palms.





  "Whoa...?"





  It was a considerably strong force, as if she had put all her strength into it.





  Thanks to that, I was forced back a few steps. My leg caught on some junk or a stone on the ground, and I ended up falling on my butt.





  As I struggled to adapt to this sudden situation, Friede looked down at me with narrowed eyes and growled.





  "Don't get the wrong idea, idiot. It's not like I've become your property."





  "Wh-What do you mean by that?"





  "A mere Hassan, trying to stand above me? That won't happen."





  Friede's red eyes looked down at me coldly. It was quite terrifying, enough to remind me of the days when I was a slave.





  Thanks to that, my surging confidence withered away, and I could only ask cautiously in a dejected voice.





  "...No, you said you'd become my wife."





  "That doesn't mean you can do whatever you want with me. Especially not in a dirty back alley like this? Not a chance."





  What on earth.





  Is this what they call the language of women?





  I tried to calculate with both my right and left brains in parallel, but I couldn't figure out what Friede was trying to say. One thing for sure was that I couldn't touch Friede's breasts.





  Friede's breasts.





  Thinking that I wouldn't be able to touch those breasts that I had touched for just one day, I became extremely sad. If I had known, I would have touched them all day so that I wouldn't have any regrets.





  Perhaps realizing that I was deeply saddened and depressed, Friede's furrowed brow relaxed slightly.





  "...."





  Of course, she didn't say anything, but I could tell that a faint worry was swirling inside her.





  The superhuman brain of me, Hassan, who is becoming the God of Wisdom, soon recalled the story that women have something like a Maternal Instinct, which makes them attracted to pitiful and pathetic men.





  I thought that might be the most important thing at this moment.





  Stimulating the Maternal Instinct.





  Doesn't Friede possess a rich maternal love, enough to play well with young children?





  I think I also heard that larger breasts mean more female hormones are produced, and that such women are broader-minded, warmer, and gentler.





  "Ung-ae, I'm baby Hassan, give me food-."





  "Ugh, shit, you scared me-!"





  At that, Friede jumped up as if she were truly startled.





  She even went as far as to pull out the staff she was carrying on her back and hold it in her hand.





  "Say one more piece of bullshit. I'll beat the hell out of you!"





  "S-Sorry..."





  


  *       *       *


  


  


  "Look at that, Hassan. It's a street performance."





  In the center of Sodomora's downtown.





  Friede pointed at something.





  There, a crowd of people had gathered, and a street performance troupe was holding an event, juggling with torches.





  "...."





  "Look at them spinning the torches. How much must they have practiced to do that? Isn't it amazing?"





  "It is."





  "What's with that? Why is your reaction so dull? You used to like street performances."





  "You're right! It's incredible!"





  I overcame my dejection and showed an exaggerated reaction as Friede suggested. However, Friede just squinted her eyes with a look that said, 'Look at this guy.'





  In truth, I was a bit depressed.





  Ever since the thought that I had been rejected by Friede took hold, for some reason I had no motivation, and my energy was slowly dying to the point where nothing I saw moved me.





  It's hard to explain the reason, but that's just how it was.





  Rather than my motivation dying simply because I couldn't touch her breasts, it felt more like our relationship had been progressing in various ways, and then a brake was suddenly applied.





  It's a bit hard to explain.





  But thinking about it carefully, it might just be because I couldn't touch her breasts.





  Anyway, whether she didn't know that or was intentionally trying to ignore it, Friede didn't even care and just pointed out the sights on the Central Street.





  "Look at that, it's a Dragon Bone."





  This time, Friede's finger was pointing at something on display that looked like a very large and magnificent fossil or bone.





  "Now, look at the bones of an ancient dragon species excavated by the archaeological adventurer team of the Minerva guild! You won't find bones this well-preserved anywhere else! Now, everyone, take a look!"





  Oh-.





  Bones of an ancient dragon species.
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  I felt a bit of energy surging at that interesting object. It was as magnificent as a fossil specimen of a Tyrannosaurus Rex.





  It had no wings, but instead, its sturdy legs and short forepaws stood out.





  Is it a real dinosaur?





  I can't help but like dinosaurs.





  "Now, the name given to this bone is Rex! And Rex is a bone that has been reserved for purchase at 20 gold! If anyone is interested in buying, please speak to the exhibition manager separately!"





  A fossil that looked to be four meters high for 20 gold.





  I wasn't sure if that was cheap or expensive. I felt that if I had the money, I would want to decorate my temple site with it.





  Because dinosaur bones are very cool.





  Come to think of it, don't I have the Bone Wyvern Agumon that I created? I also suddenly thought of Achilles, the Death Knight. I wonder if they're doing well.





  I wondered what they would say if they found out I was the Son of Pluto. I should go see them when I have time later.





  While I was thinking that, Friede let out a snort.





  "They call themselves an archaeological adventurer team, but while their excavation skills might be good, it seems they're half-wits in everything else. What kind of name is Rex? That's a male name."





  "If it's not a male, is it a female?"





  "Yeah. Those bones are from a female."





  I was slightly puzzled by Friede's words. Can you tell if it's female or male just by looking at such dry and hard bones? So I looked closely, but there was nothing I could tell.





  At that, Friede lifted her finger.





  "Look at the nape of the neck. Near the neck bones. There are small marks there, right? Like something is pitted."





  At Friede's words, I looked near the dinosaur's neck bones. Indeed, I could see parts where small marks were pitted and bumpy.





  "What about those?"





  "Those are tooth marks. When lizards or dragons mate, the males bite the female's neck from above to hold her in place. That's why there are marks on the neck like that."





  "Oh. You even know things like that, you're amazing."





  "Well, this much is just common sense."





  Friede said it as if it were no big deal.





  "Doesn't everyone know this much? It's not like I know particularly a lot."





  But she seemed more embarrassed and awkward at my trivial admiration than when she was complimented on being pretty earlier.





  After being awkward for a while, Friede asked me as if to change the subject.





  "Anyway, are you feeling any better from your sulking?"





  "Sulking? Who is?"





  "You, Hassan you idiot."





  "I wasn't sulking. I just had no energy and didn't really feel like talking."





  "That's exactly what sulking is."





  I fucking can't refute that.





  In the end, I had become a narrow-minded man who sulks easily. So, while I was suppressing my own frustration, Friede, who was walking through the center of the city, said something.





  "Maybe it's because I haven't walked around in a while, but my legs hurt now. I'm going back to the inn, so take me there."





  Indeed, had her stamina decreased after being stuck in an inn room for about a week? It seemed that today's events were like a forced march she hadn't done in a long time.





  In the end, although I walked around outside with Friede all day today, it seemed there was no particular gain.





  I had run away from the meeting with Nemea, and I had also run away from the conversation with Edwin, who said he would help us.





  Even if I considered it a date, the end was just a bit disappointing.





  Hwiuuuuu-.





  An autumn evening where the blowing wind was becoming chilly.





  Leaving my slightly disappointed heart behind, I took Friede to the inn in the north.





  Friede opened the door to her inn room and carefully checked if anything was missing or if the arrangement of her belongings had changed. Only after confirming there were no problems did she finally speak.





  "Good, you can go back now."





  "Yeah, then. Take care."





  With that, the conversation between Friede and me was over.





  After that, well, there was nothing else to talk about, and there was no reason to stay here any longer.





  Friede sat on the edge of the bed without even changing her clothes. And then, she just slowly leaned her back against the wall, opening the book she had been reading to continue.





  If I just closed the door and went back, it would be the end.





  But for some reason, my feet wouldn't move.





  I spent the whole day today, from morning to evening, with Friede.





  However, there was no particular change between Friede and me, and it was just a continuation of an ordinary day with nothing special.





  Even though I had gone through such things with Friede, I couldn't help but be a bit flustered because so many things didn't feel real, as if nothing had changed.





  Was what happened that night a dream?





  Was it a hallucination shown by my head, which was suffering from the seal on my magic? I couldn't help but think that.





  "What are you doing, aren't you going?"





  At that moment, Friede spoke to me, so I was able to snap out of my thoughts.





  "Then, take care. I'll see you later."





  And so, just as I was finally about to turn away, Friede said something while sagerak- turning a page.





  "Today is a holiday. If you have nothing to do this evening, why don't you come in and sit for a bit before you go."
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  "I'm going to read a book. Rest as you please before you go. You can leave if you want to."





  Sagurak, sagurak-.





  Elfriede reads her book slowly.





  I don't know if she's savoring every single letter, but it's a fact that she reads more than twice as slowly as others.





  Because she likes to focus deeply on a single page, she doesn't like it when someone disturbs her while she's reading.





  So, back when I was Elfriede's slave, I used to move around quietly and carefully to avoid upsetting her while she was reading.





  I literally had to move as lightly as a cat on its tiptoes.





  However, after gaining a bit of experience as a slave, I realized I didn't have to be quite that careful. 





  Elfriede's concentration when she's immersed in a book is so immense that unless something major happens, like glass shattering or an earthquake, she never takes her eyes off the pages.





  If I had studied with that kind of focus, I definitely would have gotten into Seoul National University easily.





  Anyway, I just sat in a chair and rested in the same inn room as Elfriede. 





  Even if I went back to Luna's Cabin, there would only be a lonely, empty room without her. In that case, it's more fun to just watch Elfriede read.





  Of course, that only lasted for a few minutes.





  As I sat still watching Elfriede read, my shoulders and body started to get restless. 





  It would be nice if there was something fun to do. In this world without cell phones or computers, spending time doing nothing is no easy task.





  So, like a child dragged to a boring place by their parents, I moved around restlessly, looking for something interesting.





  Surprisingly, there were many interesting things in Elfriede's inn room. A shelf with things she seemingly used, like a fine-toothed comb and skin toner. A mirror so large and long it reflected the entire body.





  As I was touching them one by one, something fell and rolled across the floor.





  Udangtang-.





  It was a fairly loud noise, so I instinctively hunched my shoulders.





  "...."





  Even amidst that commotion, Elfriede just kept reading silently.





  Incredible concentration.





  Because of that, I became curious about just how far her focus went, and what kind of action would make her close the book and get angry at me.





  So, I walked around Elfriede's bed and performed a distracting voodoo dance like Luna, but she didn't even budge.





  Very impressive.





  I wonder if Siddhartha under the Bodhi tree, being tempted by Mara, showed this kind of concentration? 





  I suddenly felt as if disturbing Elfriede's reading was my life's ultimate mission. You could say I fell into a strange bet with myself.





  The winning condition for the bet was to make Elfriede close the book. It was a game where the more she got angry and raised her voice at me, the higher the score I'd get.





  Seureuk-.





  To win the bet with myself, I slowly climbed onto the bed.





  Even though the cheap bed creaked and tilted under my weight, Elfriede's gaze remained fixed on the book.





  "Huuuuu-."





  Sitting behind Elfriede, I blew a soft breath.





  Druid Hassan's Wind Style Spirit Magic.





  At that, Elfriede's hair fluttered slightly. But even so, there was no particular reaction.





  I then slowly reached out and carefully placed my hand on Elfriede's thigh. 





  Through the tight leather pants, the sensation of her bursting thighs was felt so vividly against my palm that my heart went thump-thump.





  Surely she'll stop reading now?


  


  "...."





  Sagurak-.





  However, Elfriede's pages just kept turning.





  In contrast, my heart began to beat even louder, to the point where the thumping sound echoed noisily in my ears.





  Seureureuk-.





  As if by appointment, my hand moved up Elfriede's thigh and along her slender waist-.





  Seureureuk-.





  Finally, it headed toward those breasts that were swollen so enticingly.





  Elfriede's breasts.





  I was now in a position behind Elfriede, kneading her breasts with both hands.





  Jumul, jumul-.





  My excitement and actions evolved in an escalating manner. Grabbing both of her breasts, I kneaded them however I wanted.





  "...."





  Of course, since Elfriede was focused on the book, she didn't seem to notice my actions. It was nothing short of miraculous concentration.





  Malkang, malkang-.





  Naturally, I took advantage of that gap to knead the breasts I had wanted to touch earlier to my heart's content. 





  They were so soft that I could tell even through her clothes; I felt like I wouldn't get tired of touching them all day, until tomorrow's sun rose.





  The warmth and softness felt beneath the thin fabric.





  A bountiful size that couldn't be grasped in one hand.





  The faint, sweet scent of sweat starting to rise from the nape of her neck.





  All of this was enough to drive me crazy.





  My dick was already as big as it could get, so hard it hurt, and I was completely losing my mind. 





  If there was one thing I wished for, it was to touch her bare skin by putting my hands inside her clothes instead of touching her over them.





  But even for Elfriede, that would surely break her focus on the book. Of course, I didn't care about that now.





  "Can I touch your bare skin?"





  Burying my face in the nape of her neck, I slowly moved my hand, starting to stroke her bare skin from below her navel.





  "...Ugh."





  At that, Elfriede's body trembled slightly.





  Since I was holding her from behind, I couldn't see her expression, but Elfriede's ears were already dyed red to the tips, as if they were about to explode.





  Seureureuk-.





  Even then, my hand reached her slender navel, her waist where her slightly prominent ribs could be felt, and then her breasts, which felt incredibly full.





  Holy shit.





  The sensation of holding her bare breasts in both hands from behind was, honestly, indescribable. They were squishy yet soft, warm, and even had a resilience that slightly pushed back against my fingers.





  "...Ha-."





  And more than anything, what excited me was Elfriede's attitude.





  She was pretending to read, but by now, there was no way Elfriede didn't know I was touching her breasts. Despite that, she was acting as if she couldn't help it and was entrusting her body to me.





  That Elfriede.





  To think she would let me have her breasts while letting out a small sigh and acting aloof.





  Could there be anything more exciting than this?





  Seureuk, seureuk-.





  With my head heated to the limit by that excitement, I gently toyed with her nipples, which were starting to stand out from her breasts, with my fingers. 





  The small but firm nipples rose as if tickling my palms.





  When I grasped one with my index finger and thumb like turning a dial, Elfriede slightly bounced her waist and seemed to push my body away with her back.





  "Why, Elfriede? I haven't heard the sound of a page turning for a while now."





  "...Ge, get lost-!"





  "I don't want to. These are mine now."





  I held Elfriede's nipple between my fingers and kept twirling it. 





  Every time I did, her breasts began to get warmer and warmer, and beads of sweat broke out on her chest and neck, giving off a lewd scent of sweat.





  I tried to touch Elfriede's breasts as lewdly and obscenely as possible. 





  Borrowing the help of my experienced hand skills and the countless AV actresses I'd watched, I kneaded her breasts in an utterly vulgar manner.





  Molkang, malkang-.





  No formality, no self-restraint. 





  "...Heu, ge, getting cocky-." 





  Of course, there was no rhythm or rules.





  But I've recently come to realize that in sexual matters, that's exactly what's most exciting.





  "Tonight, I'm going to eat you up, Elfriede."





  "Eat, eat me up? According to whose will...! You bastard...!"





  Perhaps only then feeling a sense of crisis, Elfriede threw the book she was holding and tried to shake me off. 





  However, pushing me away while I was sitting behind her was not easy given the posture and circumstances, and there was already a significant difference between her strength and mine.





  "Get lost-! You looked so pitiful that I was going to let you touch me a little. You're trying to get cocky...!"





  Nevertheless, Elfriede didn't stop trying to escape from me. It was quite cute how she flailed around, trying to pull my hands out from between her clothes.





  In my eyes, her white nape, revealed as her hair fell forward over one shoulder, was visible. The beads of sweat on her slender white neck looked incredibly lewd and delicious.





  So, I slowly opened my mouth and-.





  Haljjak-.





  I licked the nape of her neck just like that.





  "Gyaut...!"





  Elfriede's body trembled as if she were startled. That raw reaction gave me a refreshing feeling, like a well-shaken champagne bottle bursting with foam in my head.





  Jalgeun.





  I lightly bit the nape of her neck.





  "Heuyaaaaat...!"





  At the same time, Elfriede's scream rang out quite loudly in the inn room. If there were people in the next room, it wouldn't be strange if they banged on the wall and asked us to be quiet.





  Of course, that didn't happen.





  Because I knew very well that Elfriede was the only person who had rented a room on the second floor of this inn.





  No matter how much we shouted or how many moans were let out, no one would come to protest.





  Guuuuk-.





  "Why, bi, biting my neck, that, you can't, stop it...."





  While biting Elfriede's neck, I slowly pulled my hand out from the front of her clothes. Then, with somewhat hurried and strained movements, I undid the belt and button of her tight pants.





  Padak, buseureok-.





  In the middle of it, Elfriede's palms flailed around as if to hinder me, but if I bit her neck a little harder, she would quickly lose her strength and just tremble.





  It was a very impressive and exciting thing.





  It felt like it reminded me of the neck wound on the female dragon I saw earlier.





  Seureuk, seureureuk-.





  I acted as if I were forcing her tight pants off. 





  Of course, since the pants were so tight and Elfriede was resisting, I couldn't take them all the way off; I could only lower them from her thighs to her knees.





  But even that was enough to fully reveal her moon-like, pure white buttocks and thighs. If anything, the situation of having her clothes only halfway off seemed to excite me even more.





  "Elfriede, I've been thinking this since I was your slave. I wanted to touch these buttocks once."





  "Ha, what kind of nonsense is that? Haeuuu, you beast, did you suddenly go into heat? You pervert...." 





  Of course, it seemed it was the same for Elfriede.





  I'm going to get scolded anyway. 





  Let's just do what I want and then get scolded.





  Taking advantage of the momentum, I stripped off Elfriede's top as well. 





  Thus, Elfriede was left with her pure white, smooth upper body and part of her lower body exposed to me, and she could do nothing but tremble from either shame or anger.





  Full, large breasts. Pink nipples standing firmly. Her breasts, which would have been pure white and soft, were flushed red in the shape of my hands, perhaps because I had been touching them so much.





  Gugigit-.





  However, the space between Elfriede's eyebrows was narrowed as if she were very angry. Normally I would have been scared, but now even that was good.





  Seureuk-.





  "Heuyat-!"





  After lifting Elfriede up with force, I made her lie face down on the bed. 





  Then, I slowly pulled down the white lace panties that were precariously hanging on her buttocks.





  "I, I'm really going to kill you! I, I haven't even washed!"





  Elfriede shouted angrily, as if she were very displeased with that. 





  But I slowly reached out between her exposed thighs and placed my finger on what could be called the crack of her beautifully closed pussy.





  Mikkeul, jilgyeok-.





  "Wh, where are you touching-! Do you really want to die!?"





  Contrary to her violent resistance, her pussy was already quite smoothly wet. Well, it would be more strange if her body didn't react after I'd been fiddling with her breasts like that.





  It seemed okay to put it in right away.





  Since I'd been kneading her breasts for over ten minutes, my thing was so tense it was almost painful.





  Seureuk, seureuk-.


  


  But compared to the past when I had to be hurried due to pain and various situations, today I was full of leisure. I had plenty of time, and there was no pain.





  Therefore, instead of putting my thing in right away, I decided to take advantage of this opportunity, which I didn't know when would come again, to touch Elfriede's body as I pleased and poke around here and there.





  Jilgyeok, jjigyeok-.





  First, what I touched was the hole between her buttocks that was slowly getting wet. 





  Her labia were starting to heat up, making quite lewd sounds as if they were ready to receive my thing at any moment.





  "Heuu, seriously, are you crazy...."





  I grabbed Elfriede's buttocks with both hands and pulled them apart with all my might. Naturally, her tightly closed anus and pussy were revealed clearly before my eyes.





  Jwaaaaak-.





  Elfriede's body trembled as if she were startled.



  


  "Ha-, aren't you seriously a crazy person! Who said you could do whatever you heueu, heueut...!"





  However, because I thrust my face and tongue into that space, she could no longer speak and only gripped the bedsheets tightly.





  "Why are you licking there? You pervert, you nutcase...!"





  "Don't dragons lick things like this for each other?"





  "Wh, why are dragons being mentioned here?"





  "If not, then whatever."





  I applied my saliva as if tasting everywhere, starting from the area between Elfriede's thighs and legs. 





  That wetting pussy felt so lewd, yet I wanted to keep licking it so much that I couldn't take my mouth away.





  Is this an Elf's pussy? It's delicious.





  "Wh, why do I have to do this.... It feels bad. It feels, it feels strange-. Haeuuu, uauu."





  Of course, the sight of Elfriede being embarrassed while gripping the bedsheets was the best thing of all. 





  From the perspective of the prideful Elfriede, she must have disliked being so helpless that she couldn't do anything while her private parts were exposed.





  "I'm really going to burn you in half and kill you...."





  However, at the sight of her spewing such ominous words like fire, I stopped my tongue and fell into thought for a moment.





  What I wanted to do was not a one-sided act just to make myself feel good. 





  I just wanted to feel that thin line that used to be felt between Elfriede and me. I just wanted to feel that subtle exchange of emotions again.





  "Is licking not good?"





  "...."





  "Then how would you like me to do it?"





  I decided to give Elfriede the choice, rather than proceeding as I pleased. Since Elfriede likes being proactive and independent, wouldn't she like being able to decide for herself?





  Seureureuk-.





  At that, Elfriede's eyes slowly lifted from the blankets.





  Her pupils slowly began to narrow, and then she spoke like someone who was very angry.





  "Then, today you are my slave again."





  "What...? What did you say?"





  "And if you're a slave, act like one."





  Pak-.





  Elfriede kicked my stomach with her back foot. Because of that, I had no choice but to tumble off the bed from the sudden impact.





  "Ugh, wha, what was that all of a sudden-."





  When I, whose vision had momentarily gone dark, lifted my head. 





  Elfriede was already looking down at me with a red, flushed face.





  "I don't think I gave you a proper punishment for running away as you pleased."





  I was sprawled on the floor.
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  To me, Elfriede slowly took off her boots and thrust her white, slender foot forward.





  "I told you to be prepared if we ever met again, didn't I-?"





  Seureureuk-.





  At the feeling of her stepping on my thigh with quite a bit of weight, my mind went dizzy. 





  Because I realized I had given the choice to someone who should never have been given one.
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  "What a total pervert." 





  Being stepped on by a foot is quite an act that drains one's pride.





  And if it's a woman's bare foot, and the part being stepped on is intimate and precious, the shame multiplies.





  Elfriede's cool bare foot swept over my leather pants, from top to bottom, and bottom to top. 





  It was a completely blatant act. So to speak, the act of raising a fallen man.





  I had no idea what to do in this situation. I even wondered if I should just stay still, or if I should resist.





  "You get hard even from this? Pervert."





  Elfriede reviled me like that.





  Looking down at me, being stepped on, her red, ruby-like eyes narrowed into crescent moons.





  Feverish breaths were already mixing from her mouth, causing her slender shoulders to tremble greatly in rhythm.





  It seemed that stepping on me gave her even greater excitement than when I had touched her chest.





  Only then could I recall Elfriede's quirk, 《Sadism》. Elfriede had always enjoyed tormenting me. 





  To put it metaphorically, she liked it like a cat toying with a caught mouse with its paws.





  "Being stepped on, treated like less than human, and still getting hard, huh."





  Normally, she would watch with a languid attitude or occasionally treat me kindly, but at some point, when a strange switch flipped, she would torment me like a completely different person.





  Seureuk, Seureureuk-.





  Elfriede pulled down my half-loosened pants with her toes. 





  There was a snag because my dick was standing, but soon everything came down without a problem.





  Thus, unlike me, who was sprawled out miserably, my Terror Crusher-my dick, which seemed to have grown quite impressively in size and thickness lately-was exposed beneath Elfriede's foot.





  At the same time, Elfriede's flushed lips seemed to tremble slightly and curl upwards.





  "If it weren't for the Curse of the Medusa, you'd be making it hard like this every day just by looking at me, wouldn't you?"





  Kkuuuk-.





  Her cool, cold foot stepped on my heated dick. 





  I could feel something like sanity, whether to call it patience or mental fortitude, being chipped away.


 


  "A slave getting horny just by looking at me. Doesn't know his place-."





  "...."





  I didn't know what to say, so I just kept my mouth shut. There was nothing I could do but lie sprawled and look up at Elfriede.





  Only Elfriede's white, elastic breasts stood out on her body.





  Fortunately, Elfriede seemed to be caught up in her own way of thinking, completely disregarding my state and just rambling on about whatever she wanted to say.





  "Wow-. Look at this. It's hard, and hot. Disgusting-."





  Seureuk, Sareureuk-.





  Contrary to her words about it being disgusting, Elfriede's leg kept moving. 





  I'd rubbed Luna's warm, soft soles quite a bit, but the sensation of Elfriede's cool foot was a different feeling from touching it with my hand.





  "Pervert."





  While enduring the continuous insults, my heart felt like it was being gouged out, yet the gradually rising urge to ejaculate left me at a loss for what to do.





  "So, why did you run away?"





  "...."





  "Aren't you going to answer quickly?"





  Kkuuuk-.





  Elfriede's foot put quite a bit of weight on it.





  Why did I run away? I thought that issue had been vaguely glossed over. Unlike Luna, who possesses the Curse of Forgiveness, Elfriede, surprisingly, seems to hold grudges strongly.





  "You were going to get caught again anyway, so why did you run? You idiot."





  Seureuk, Seureureuk-.





  Elfriede's foot moved more and more blatantly. Because of this, my lower body seemed to twitch with the steadily rising urge to ejaculate.





  "Hey, stop-."





  "Stop what?"





  So, when I tried to subtly pull my body back, Elfriede pressed down harder with her foot, as if she wouldn't allow it.





  "Stop what, I said."





  "Ugh-."





  No matter how strong my body had become, Elfriede's earnest stomping hurt quite a bit. So, as I frowned, my dick ended up spurting out semen. 





  They say males sometimes ejaculate when they feel the fear of death, and I suspect my case is probably that.





  Umjjil, Umjjil.





  "...."





  Elfriede was looking down at my dick spurting and ejaculating with quite a cold gaze. 





  It was unclear if her white sole, stained with the semen I had spurted, caused a strange emotional shift in her.





  "My foot got dirty."





  "I-I told you to stop because of that."





  "Hmph, then lick it."





  Seureuk-.





  Elfriede extended her foot towards my face. 





  "Lick it clean for me."


  


  And her expression seemed filled with faint excitement and anticipation. Even I had no desire to submit to such coercive violence. 





  To make me lick my own semen clean myself? That was utterly unacceptable.





  So, I resisted by keeping my mouth tightly shut and turning my head from side to side. 





  However, to Elfriede, it seemed to come across as humiliating and insulting, as if she had been rejected.





  "Why? Why won't you listen to me? You're a slave. You're supposed to do as I say."





  Gugigit-.





  Elfriede's furrowed brow. Even I, in my current state, could tell that her flushed face held many complex emotions.





  "You won't listen to me, and you'll just watch for an opening and run away again, won't you?"





  "Run away from what-."





  "Don't lie. It's always been like this. Everything next to me, they all run away and leave me. You'll do it too. You already ran away once, so doing it a second time is easy, isn't it?"





  "No, what the-."





  Elfriede's state seemed quite unstable right now. Various complex emotional threads were tangled, like an unknotted earphone cord.





  I slowly raised my body.





  And then I reached out my hand towards Elfriede. I had intended to press her wrist to calm her, but she, perhaps unable to control her anger, swatted my arm away with a Hwik-.





  Chalsak-.





  "Ugh-."





  I was startled and pulled my hand away. The reason was that a long red claw mark was left on the back of my hand where Elfriede had swatted it.





  Seureureuk-.





  Blood began to well up, indicating it was quite a powerful attack.





  "...."





  I was momentarily speechless at the unexpected sight of blood. The pain arrived late, and only then did a stinging, throbbing ache make my arm tremble.





  It hurts.





  What kind of claw attack is this strong?





  Is it a beautiful and mighty dragon's claw?





  "Ah, no, that just now."





  However, Elfriede seemed even more flustered than I, who was in pain.





  "I didn't do it on purpose. I, I just meant to swat it away...!"





  Was it quite shocking to her that I was bleeding from my body due to her attack?





  "...I didn't do it on purpose!"
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  I had no professional medical knowledge or psychiatric opinion, but anyone could see that Elfriede was in a panic.





  This was quite a big problem.





  Even an ordinary person in a panic would be prone to impulsive actions. 





  And Elfriede, of all people, is the Witch of Flame. Because she wields fire, she's as wild as fire, and as dangerous as a blaze. 





  I imagined this inn room being engulfed in flames. 





  A cheap inn built of wood. If Elfriede set it on fire in an emotional outburst, it would become an utterly unmanageable situation.





  "I really didn't do it on purpose!"





  Therefore, I slowly extended my hand towards Elfriede, who kept repeating the same words. 





  Elfriede flinched, perhaps thinking I was going to hit her. But I grabbed the back of her head, pulled her towards me into a hug, and then spoke into her long, slender ear.





  "Calm down."





  "...Calm down?"





  "Yeah. Just because I got scratched a bit by your claws, I'm not going to leave you again, Elfriede."





  "You won't leave me?"





  "That's right."





  I thought Elfriede's sudden emotional shift might be due to the lingering resentment from when I secretly saved money and escaped my slave life from her.





  Although I had reunited with Elfriede and seemed to have vaguely rejoined her party due to various circumstances, the important issues were actually just being ignored, as if covered by a single cloth.





  Pareureureu-.





  Elfriede's body, held in my arms, was trembling quite a bit. 





  This was likely because she was almost naked, and the air in the cheap inn room was utterly cold in the weather that was slowly transitioning from autumn to winter.





  I continued to gently rub her arms, shoulders, and back with my palms. 





  I only hoped that the friction of skin against skin, and the warmth generated from it, would stabilize Elfriede's body and mind, even just a little.





  And it seemed to actually work, as I could feel her body, which had been stiff in my arms, slowly melting away.





  "...."





  Elfriede said nothing. Even I, who had been with her for two years, couldn't tell what she was thinking right now.





  Perhaps it was the same for Elfriede. 





  She must have been flustered when I, whom she thought she was getting along well with, suddenly became free and left without a word. 





  Although a peculiar social system of slave and master defined our relationship, nevertheless, she and I had built a certain bond as human beings.





  Even though I had been preparing for separation at any time by saving money, from Elfriede's perspective, she must have been flustered by the sudden, unexpected notice of departure.





  Ttuk, Ttuk-.





  At that moment, a drop or two of blood from the back of my hand fell to the floor. At this, Elfriede's body trembled Pareureu once more.





  But she didn't seem to be panicking like before.





  She just calmly regulated her breathing, sweating on her body and neck.





  While in my arms, Elfriede's body had warmed up quite a bit, whether from tension or a strange excitement about the situation, I couldn't tell.





  "Are you a bit calmer now?"





  "...I don't know."





  From the faint, unique Elf scent of sweat emanating from her body, my lower body, which I had forgotten about, once again surged hard.





  Seureureuk-.





  I slowly moved my hand and grasped Elfriede's breast.





  "...."





  Unlike earlier, when she had vehemently refused, she no longer tried to push me away. Was she trying to repay me for the injury she inflicted on the back of my hand?





  Or maybe not.





  The important thing was that Elfriede's breasts were incredibly soft.





  I slowly bent my waist and head, taking her breast into my mouth.





  Chyureup-.





  "Ugh...."





  As I gently teased her nipple with my tongue, Elfriede slowly stepped back, as if she couldn't endure the unfamiliar sensation.





  I firmly grabbed Elfriede's waist with both hands.





  "You're the one who shouldn't run away, Elfriede."





  "R-Run away? Why would I-. Ha-eua...."





  I focused my tongue on the areola. As I circled it with the tip of my tongue, Elfriede arched her back and made her breasts jiggle, like someone whose weakness had been seized.





  "Ugh, ha, ugh, eut...."





  I savored her breast for a few minutes like that. I even sucked on her nipple like a baby, wondering if anything would come out.





  "Aht...!"





  Perhaps it unexpectedly pleased Elfriede, as her reactions were quite intense, grabbing my head or trying to push me away each time I sucked with a Jjup-.





  "Haa, haaa...."





  Elfriede's breathing was quite ragged. Of course, she wasn't in a panic; her body was just heating up from the continuous stimulation of my hands and tongue.





  Of course, I too was on the verge of exploding, unable to hold back any longer. Still, I thought it was important to ask about Elfriede's state first.





  "Elfriede. Tell me if you don't want to do this."





  "...."





  No answer came from Elfriede. She merely turned her back to me, placing both hands on the wall where a large mirror stood.





  "You need to push your hips out a bit more."





  I gently pulled her waist and butt towards me. 





  And then, I slid a finger into the crevice between Elfriede's soft, plump buttocks, which had been exposed all this time.





  "Ugh-." 





  Viscous arousal fluid created a thin thread between my finger and her skin. 





  In a situation already wet enough, I slowly pushed my dick, which had just finished ejaculating once, between her buttocks. The tip of my swollen glans seemed to be smoothly coated with her arousal fluid.





  Jjilggeok-.





  Finally, it slowly began to push its way in, from the tip, into the narrow, moist, yet warm hole.





  "Ha-eueut.... It's... coming in...."





  The mirror Elfriede was facing, its shining glass, was fogged with her white breath.
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  "Elfriede. It's all the way in. How is it? Can you handle it?"





  I kept asking Elfriede about her condition.





  Elfriede had both hands against the wall, leaning slightly as if against the mirror. Her breath had grown ragged, as if just the act of insertion was more than she could bear.





  "Haah, haaaa...."





  Thanks to that, white mist was continuously fogging up the mirror glass on the wall. 





  "I, I really can't do this...."





  However, as if something was bothering her, Elfriede pushed me away and soon pulled my member out from between her legs.





  "Why?"





  "I'm going to go wash up."





  "Ah-."


  


  I mean, I didn't mind continuing like this. But for Elfriede, who has a delicate side, performing such an act without washing up must have been quite bothersome.





  In the end, Elfriede scrambled to gather her clothes and huffed off somewhere. It was about thirty minutes later when she returned.





  During that time, I just lay on the bed feeling a bit awkward, looking at the ceiling or staring toward the window.





  When she finally returned, Elfriede's hair was damp with water, and she was holding some kind of bottle in her hand.





  "What's that?"





  "A potion of courage."





  I wondered what a potion of courage was. As Elfriede popped the cork with a *ppong* and chugged it down, a pungent, bitter smell of alcohol wafted strongly. 





  It seemed like a pretty strong liquor. 





  Indeed, if it's alcohol, it's fair enough to call it a potion of courage.





  "Huu-."





  After gulping down several mouthfuls of the liquor, Elfriede pushed me aside and lay down on the bed.





  However, the way she was mumbling as if she had something to say made it seem like there was something even the potion of courage couldn't quite satisfy.





  "What, do you have something to say?"





  "No, well, it's a bit funny to say it now, but, well, th... thank you."





  "Thank you?"





  When I asked as if wondering what she was talking about all of a sudden, Elfriede reluctantly opened her mouth like a bursting dam and let the words pour out.





  "When the fire started in the city. You saved me. And at the slave market, you defended me too."





  "Ah-."





  It certainly felt a bit bizarre to bring it up now, several weeks or over a month later. 





  For Elfriede, she probably could only bring it up now, while drunk and about to do something embarrassing.





  I said.





  "You've saved me plenty of times too. Let's call it even. Anyway, can I start touching you now?"





  "I, I don't know."





  'I don't know.' At the very least, it wasn't a 'no.'





  I slowly stripped her clothes off again and made her spread her legs wide in an M-shape.





  However, perhaps because she had just washed up, she wasn't as wet as before, so it seemed I needed to heat her body up again.





  Elfriede's body was cool to the touch, maybe from washing with cold water. 





  After covering her like a blanket, I placed one hand on her breast and slowly licked her face, ears, and neck with my tongue.





  "Uuu, uu...."


  


  As my tongue and hands moved, Elfriede made a sound like she was being hit by a weak electric current.





  "That I, that I'm spreading my legs for you. Ha, seriously, I can't get used to this. Uaa, aa...."





  "It's not your first time."





  "Back then, we both, we weren't in our right minds."





  "That's true."





  I covered Elfriede's thin lips with mine. 





  After caressing each other's lips a few times, I slowly opened my mouth and inserted my tongue into hers. Elfriede hesitantly wrapped her tongue around mine.





  It was a kiss that tasted of bitter alcohol.





  We let our tongues greet each other until we were out of breath. 





  The tongues and lips that usually only spat out hurtful words were now focused solely on sharing each other's warmth.





  It was somewhat fascinating that something so soft and squishy could be a weapon for such sharp vitriol.





  "You, you're thinking about something shitty, aren't you."





  Suddenly, Elfriede pushed my face away. Seeing her scowling deeply, she seemed a bit angry.





  "How on earth do you know what's in my head?"





  "Your head is like an open book to me."





  "Then tell me where I'm going to touch from now on. Guess what I'm thinking."





  "That's...."





  Elfriede seemed to be fumbling, not knowing what to do.





  "My, my breasts...."





  She seemed to believe without a doubt that I would touch her breasts. To be honest, and this is just a confession to myself, I didn't have any particular thoughts right then. 





  But breasts? Was Elfriede hoping I would touch her breasts?





  So, as if clinging to her breasts, I licked and sucked her nipples and her plump, soft flesh with my tongue, lips, and fingers.





  "I'm baby Hassan-nim. Give me boob."





  "Uaaaa, seriously, don't do that-!"





  Elfriede was horrified and tried to push me away. 





  But her breath was already growing more ragged, and her body, which had been showered in cool water, was beginning to heat up. 





  Thinking this was enough, I spread Elfriede's legs a bit wider and slowly moved my member against the hole between them.





  Just as the hot glans was about to enter her vaginal opening, Elfriede's hands slid down as if to block and hide her private parts.





  Was she getting scared now?


  


  I was also finding it hard to hold back now that I had a taste of it.





  As I was seriously considering whether to just take her by force since she was stalling so much, Elfriede's slightly teary red eyes looked up at me. 





  "...Hassan-nim, you really won't run away, right?"





  "Yeah."





  "...."





  Of course, Elfriede didn't seem to let go of her suspicion even at my words. But the strength in her palms slowly faded away. I moved her hands and finally, slowly pushed my member into her body.





  *Jil-geok.*





  In contrast to her cool body, that narrow and moist interior was incredibly warm. 





  As my member was enveloped by something hot and soft, the feeling of my entire body being squeezed by something cozy was enough to make my tailbone tingle.





  "Ugh, eut-."





  Elfriede, pinned beneath me, seemed to be in quite a bit of pain. Since she only had her first experience recently, it wasn't strange that she still felt pain.





  *Jil-geok, jil-geok-.*





  I slowly moved my hips while keeping an eye on Elfriede's reaction. 





  "Can you feel us becoming one?"





  "I, I don't know, you idiot, haah-."





  Every time I moved my hips, Elfriede's brow furrowed, and her two arms flailed about as if she didn't know what to do, which looked quite cute.





  "Huuu, huuuut, uuu, huuu-seuut...."





  Elfriede's hands finally seemed to reach a compromise by wrapping around my neck. She even pulled me tightly toward her with both arms.





  Her wide-spread legs were wrapped around my waist and the back of my thighs, clinging to me like a cicada on an old tree.





  "Does sticking to me like that make you feel better? I'm not going anywhere."





  "I, I don't know, you idiot-. Don't ask things like that...."
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  They say that the emotional connection of sharing warmth gives women great pleasure. I also slowly stroked Elfriede's hair while continuing to move my hips.





  *Ssu-geok, ssu-geok, jil-geok, jji-geok-.*





  "Auu, at, haah, haah-eut, haah, aang, ang-!"





  "How is it, Elfriede? Does it feel good?"





  "I don't know-, I said I don't know-! Haah, euut, haah."





  "Then how do you feel?"


  


  "You, you bastard..., why, why do you keep asking so persistently, haah, I, I said I don't know...."





  Elfriede didn't seem to be in a position to answer properly. She just had her face flushed red, with her mouth slightly open and her jaw trembling.





  Of course, the way her interior tightened every time I thrust into her lower body with my member was answering for her.





  Her arms and legs, which were wrapped around my neck and waist, were also tightening their grip, making it not so easy for me to move.





  While this position was good, it felt a bit teasing. 





  So, after pulling my member out of her, I made her get on her hands and knees on the bed.





  Her white back and buttocks were revealed before me.





  When I thrust my member between them, Elfriede arched her back significantly, not knowing what to do.





  "Gyaut, haaaa-!"





  Doggy style.





  They say that because the member goes in deep, both the man and woman can feel exceptional pleasure. Of course, for me, the sense of conquest from ravishing Elfriede like a beast was an even greater pleasure.





  *Chal-pak, chal-pak, ji-geok-.*





  "Ang, aaat, ang-."





  To think that Elfriede, who had been such a noble master, was now just letting out moans with her buttocks fully exposed to the sound of my hips.


  


  To think that I, who was a slave, had risen to a position where I could take Elfriede and even get her pregnant. It was truly a successful life, wasn't it?





  *Chal-pak, chal-pak.*





  "Hassan-nim, Hassa-aan...."





  As I moved my hips, Elfriede's posture collapsed more and more. She lay flat, rubbing her face against the bedsheets, and even started tearing at the sheets with her hands.





  It was a very good sight.





  "Hassan-nim, Hassa-aan...."





  "You don't have to call me like that, I'm right here."





  "Haah, haaaat, haah-."





  Even though our bodies were connected, Elfriede seemed anxious because she couldn't see my face, so she kept calling me. 





  Only then did I remember Elfriede's other quirk, Separation Anxiety, following her Sadism. Was she really that worried about not being able to see me?





  Wondering what to do, I finally noticed that there was a large full-length mirror in the inn room.





  *Beon-jjeok-.*





  "Gyauaaaaat!"





  I lifted Elfriede's body up while my member was still buried in her from behind. 





  And with our bodies still joined, I moved toward the mirror, making her see her wide-spread legs and bouncing breasts reflected in it.





  "Now, Elfriede. Look closely. Who you're making a baby with."





  "Ha-euaaat-!"





  I could see Elfriede's red eyes widening with embarrassment and surprise through the mirror. 





  *Chal-bak-.*





  As I thrust my hips and hands, I could see Elfriede's breasts bouncing wildly in the mirror. I had thought of this position as a spur-of-the-moment thing, but it was more satisfying for me than I expected.





  I continued to hold Elfriede and thrust into her.





  *Chal-pak, chal-bak-. Chal-pak. Su-geok, su-geok-.*





  "Haah, haaaat-! Hang, haang, aaang, ang-!"





  Elfriede moaned every time. Her eyes and mine met through the mirror.





  "Do, don't look, don't look, haah, ha-eu, huuuuu-."





  "Don't look at what."





  "Do, don't look-! Le, let me go! Let me go-!"





  At some point, Elfriede started struggling. Did she suddenly feel ashamed because our eyes met?





  Excessive force began to enter her thighs that I was holding, and as her muscles stiffened, her interior naturally clamped down on my member with an even stronger grip.





  The interior bit down hard. My member relentlessly poked and widened the tightly contracted passage.





  *Ssu-geok, ssu-geok, ssu-geok-.*





  "Stop, stop it, I said stop-! You moron! You stupid bastard! You psycho!"





  "Whoa, what's this."





  "I even gathered the courage to say thank you! I, I take it back! Let me go, now!"





  Elfriede, who had been melting languidly just a moment ago, suddenly began to resist fiercely for some unknown reason. 





  I couldn't understand why she was spewing such harsh profanity.





  But the more fiercely she moved, the more my member was squeezed, so I couldn't stop this standing thrusting at all.





  "Stop, I said stop! Stop it-, aaah, a-euut-!"





  It was right then.





  *Ju-reu-reu-reuk-.*





  I vividly felt something like a warm liquid flowing from between Elfriede's legs, down her thighs and my legs.





  Of course, I could clearly see what was happening because it was reflected in the mirror. Elfriede, unable to handle the stimulation of the continuous deep insertion, had ended up wetting herself a little.





  "Ha-eu, do, don't look-! I said don't look, you moron-! You impotent bastard, you loser, do, don't look-!"





  Elfriede's expression was more fiercely distorted than I had ever seen, and her face was so flushed it looked like it might explode.





  "What, didn't you go to the bathroom while you were washing up?"





  "Shut up-! I said shut up! Put me down! Now! I'll tear you apart!"





  She looked like she might breathe fire at any moment, but at this point, she seemed more pitiful than scary. She was so pitiful she was cute, and because she was cute, she was lovely. Quite *kawaii*.





  *Jjil-geok, jji-geok-.*





  *Pu-syut, pu-syut-.*





  Every time my member poked her interior, a few spurts of urine sprayed from between Elfriede's legs.





  "Uuu, huuuuu, gyauut, heuut, I, I told you not to look...."





  And tears finally began to flow from Elfriede's pride-wounded red eyes. With my excitement reaching its peak at those tears, I ejaculated deep inside her while still holding her up.





  "Aaat, a-euueua-eu...!"





  At the same time, Elfriede's head snapped back. 





  Her breasts, shoulders, and thighs reflected in the mirror trembled violently, but soon they were obscured by the droplets of water splashing onto the mirror.





  *Seu-reu-reuk-.*





  Elfriede got down from my arms on her own. Then she strode over to the bed, pulled up the covers, and crawled inside.





  She didn't show me so much as a toe until morning came.











  *     *     *














  The next morning.





  I was filled with embarrassment in the dingy bathroom attached to the inn.





  "What are you doing? Hurry up."





  The reason was that Elfriede, who had followed me to the bathroom, was squatting in front of me and threatening me.





  "Just pee. Then it'll be over quickly."





  "No...."





  "Are you so stupid you don't know how to take off your pants? Do I have to do it for you?"





  Elfriede's slender fingers soon reached for my belt. In my panic, I had no choice but to grab her hand as if to brush it away.





  "Oh, look at this. Let go. Won't you let go?"





  Elfriede frowned as if she were displeased with me. Her attitude was firm.





  "You laughed at me when I wet myself. So I'm going to watch you pee too. Hurry up and pee."





  She was making such a ridiculous demand.





  I mean, peeing in front of Elfriede. 





  I wasn't a five-year-old being cared for by a mother or a nursery teacher; for a grown man to pee in front of a girl was a pretty terrible punishment. 





  "Isn't the service about to start? Hurry up-. Hurry-."





  Aw, damn it.





  In the end, with a 'whatever happens, happens' feeling, I lowered my pants and took out my dick. At the sight of it, Elfriede's red pupils flashed with a strange light.





  But even after gathering the courage to take it out, actually doing the deed required another level of courage and resolve.





  "What are you doing?"





  Then Elfriede poked my dick with her index finger. I felt like I was about to lose my mind.





  What on earth is this.





  I don't have this kind of fetish.





  I felt incredibly embarrassed and wanted to crawl into a hole.





  "If you don't do it, I won't help you with your work."





  I had no choice because I had promised to grant Elfriede one request on the condition that she help me with my work at the Temple today. But why would she ask for something like this?





  "Aren't you going to hurry? Do I need to help you?"





  *Seu-reuk-.*





  Elfriede's hand wrapped around my dick. Then she started stroking it from front to back and top to bottom as if she were trying to pump it. 





  At that dynamic movement, my dick only grew harder and swelled up.





  "What's this, Hassan-nim-. Why is this getting so big?"





  "Tha, that's...."





  "You're really beyond help. Is that all you have in your head? You pervert."





  Elfriede has a variety of insults, but when it comes to sexual matters, she only seems to know the word 'pervert.' 





  Did she really think that I, a 21st-century internet warrior, would be greatly shaken by hearing such a word?





  "Fine, I'll let it slide for today."





  In the end, according to the mercy of the great and beautiful Elfriede, I was able to put my member back into my pants. 





  It might have been my imagination, but she seemed to have quite liked the fact that I got an erection.





  Anyway, I headed to the Temple with Elfriede.





  However, contrary to my expectation that it would be bustling since Sunday is the busiest day for temples, the cemetery grounds were quite desolate, with only a lonely air flowing through.





  "Now, we shall begin the praise for the great and loyal Nymph Paranoy...!"





  *Jjak.*





  *Jjak-jjak-.*





  Only a few elderly people were clapping at the words of Paranoy, who was leading the service. 





  It was puzzling how this place, which had been swarming as if it were about to burst just a few days ago, had become so quiet.





  "Ah, Hassan. You're here. And beside you is that fire-starter from before."





  Then Antiope, the Temple's guard and overseer, approached me, having seen me. I had no choice but to ask Antiope.





  "Hey, Antiope. Why are there so few people?"





  "Tha, that's.... The God of Festivals.... is currently descending upon Sodomora...."





  "What? Which god?"





  "The God of Festivals is said to be holding a service in the southern Deer Forest right now. Everyone went over there. I mean Bacchus."





  Bacchus.





  Wasn't Bacchus one of the powerful gods seated on the throne of Hypos? Indeed, if such a being suddenly appeared in the city, I, who was a startup, would have no choice but to lose my customers.





  Is this the tyranny of a large corporation? 





  However, it was only natural that I was quite interested in the existence of a god other than myself.





  "Where did you say it was?"





  "The southern Deer Forest. Are you going? If you are, let me go with you!"
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  Bacchus is known as the God of Wine.





  He is also the god in charge of banquets, drunkenness, mischief, and riots-things that naturally come to mind when one thinks of alcohol. Thus, brewers who craft wine or grain liquor, as well as innkeepers, are his primary devotees.


  


  Furthermore, as he is said to lead the Maenads-the uncontrollable, frenzied followers-Bacchus's influence was quite formidable.





  It was quite surprising and even encouraging that Bacchus's mother was a human, not a god.





  Antiope spoke.





  「There are many demigods and heroes born between Lord Jupiter and human women. Perseus, Endymion, Amphion... and so on. However, they all ended their lives on the path of a hero. I'm talking about the Gold Tier.」





  At Antiope's explanation, I thought of Hippolyte.





  Those who wear the Gold Tier necklaces are called heroes. You could even say they wear the gold necklaces because they are called heroes.





  The ten or so human weapons in this kingdom.





  Those are the beings wearing the gold necklaces, and it was certain that the descendants of Jupiter, the King of Gods, would reach that level as a bare minimum.





  I asked.





  「But why does that matter?」





  「But Bacchus, despite having a human mother, carved out his own place atop the lofty Hypos. He became the youngest and newest god solely through his achievements.」





  「I see.」





  「That's why he's a role model for demigods like me. Anyway, if you go to the worship service he's holding, it'll help you understand how to lead your Temple in the future and what kind of god you should become, Hassan.」





  Antiope ended her story there.





  Before we knew it, we had left the streets of the South Gate, passed through the main gate, and the forest path leading outside the city came into view. It was a forest with the uninspired name of Deer Forest because it was filled with deer.





  Since its master was said to be Diana, the Goddess of the Hunt and Purity, it was considered quite sacred and was well-maintained.





  To use a metaphor, you could think of it as something like a national park.





  No, wait. To be precise, 'national' sounds a bit too grand, so a municipal park on the outskirts of the city would be just right.





  Still, it was certain that the forest usually had a refined atmosphere unless something unusual was happening. However, as I stepped into the entrance, I couldn't help but frown at the bizarre sight beginning to unfold before my eyes.





  ━Heeeuuung....





  ━Eungeuhee....





  「What the hell is this, shit.」





  The reason was the bizarre crowd of people sprawled out everywhere, from the entrance to the deep interior.





  Drunkards, so wasted it was hard to believe it wasn't even lunchtime yet, were scattered all over-hanging from trees or lying on the ground, muttering incomprehensible nonsense.





  ━Eueong-aueu-.





  ━Angeuiieueu-.





  Seeing them babble sounds that didn't even form simple words like groans, they seemed to be beyond just drunk and were showing signs of acute alcohol poisoning.





  In fact, their pupils were dilated, and their bodies looked as if they didn't even have the strength to hold up their own heads.





  「The smell is terrible. I feel like my nose is going to twist off.」





  Friede covered her nose with a *seuk-* sound. It seemed she couldn't stand this bitter wine smell at all.





  「I feel like I'll get drunk just from the smell. It's awful.」


  


   It was Antiope who answered her.





  「Well, of course. Bacchus is here. With ordinary willpower, it would be hard even to hold onto your consciousness.」





  Antiope also covered her nose with her hand.





  「According to rumors, the Chief Deity Bacchus can turn the air into wine just by inhaling and exhaling.」


  


  What kind of rumor is that?


  


  However, seeing their faces gradually flushing redder, it was clear that this purple mist spreading through the entire forest like steam contained a very potent substance.





  Is it really like a mist of alcohol spread in the air?





  I recalled seeing a bizarre news story a long time ago. Was it that there were people who put soju in humidifiers to spread it through the air?





  They said people who couldn't sleep at night mostly did such strange things, but it was also mentioned that it could be quite dangerous because the alcohol is absorbed through the lungs, making one get drunk much faster.





  Friede and Antiope were likely suffering from a similar principle.





  In that sense, it seemed like a good choice not to bring Paranoy. Paranoy has the worst drinking habits, after all.





  「If it's hard for you all, wait here. Just don't sprawl out like that.」





  *Seueuk-.*





  I looked around and gave instructions to the women. What caught my eye was a young lady plucking and eating grass, completely unconcerned with her surroundings or the situation.





  ━Salad, so tastyee-.





  She looked like an ordinary maiden, but once drunk, her human dignity must have flown out the window in an instant. There was no guarantee that Friede or Antiope wouldn't end up like that.





  At that, Antiope said a word.





  「These are quite potent energies. You seem perfectly fine? Is it because you're becoming a god?」





  「I don't know. I don't usually get drunk easily. Well then, I'm going further inside.」











  *     *     *











  *Jjak, jjak, jjak-.*





  As we went deeper into the forest, noisy clapping and shouting continued from all over.





  Something that might have been a song was being hummed from slightly parted lips.





  The sound of breaking branches, people collapsing and vomiting, and the sight of birds and deer fallen here and there, twitching in convulsions-it was enough to make me doubt if this was reality.





  But that was cute compared to what was coming next.





  As we went even deeper into the forest, people began to appear, half-naked or completely naked, clinging to each other and engaging in slick interactions.





  「Ugh, shit, what is that.」





  Heaps of flesh-colored forms, partially hidden by the purple spectacle, gathered in small groups and caressed each other's skin.





  ━Heueuung-.





  The only saving grace was that they were all young women.





  Wow, four breasts!





  However, that was just a joke, and honestly, I was a bit flustered too. It felt exactly like I had walked into some kind of depraved establishment. I didn't know where to look.





  「Uaa, look at them. Women doing strange things with each other! It's disgusting!」





  Antiope trembled as if she were truly horrified.





  Until a moment ago, I thought she was slowly losing consciousness, intoxicated by this purple spectacle. But after seeing this shocking sight, it seemed she had snapped back to her senses.





  「Women are rubbing against each other! Uaa, I think I'm going to puke-. I heard Bacchus's followers were incredibly promiscuous. I guess it was true!」





  Antiope was exaggeratedly repulsed by this situation, which looked like the mating behavior of slugs.





  I suddenly became curious about something. Weren't the Amazoness, the daughters of Mars, a warrior group composed of women?





  「Don't the Amazoness do things like that?」





  I thought such things might happen in a society centered around energetic women, but Antiope frowned as if the question were a great insult.





  「Are you crazy? The Amazoness value chastity very highly, you know?」





  「I see.」





  Come to think of it, Antiope's older sister, Hippolyte, was the leader of a group called the Virgin Maiden's Sword Corps. It seemed I had been slightly misunderstanding the female organization known as the Amazoness.





  「Uaa-. This place is really no different from Hell. I shouldn't have come.」





  Antiope was truly restless. I wondered why she was showing such a strong rejection.





  If I replaced the young and beautiful women I saw around me with hairy men, I could certainly understand. It would be a damn horrific place, like a real Hell.





  Anyway, since Antiope seemed to be struggling so much, I gradually increased my walking speed.





  I glanced at Friede to see if she was okay, and surprisingly, she was just blinking her eyes as if she were perfectly fine.





  She spoke.





  「Bacchus must be a bizarre fellow. To be a god who presides over such disorder and noise. He seems similar to the God of Mischief-.」





  Antiope asked back as if in response.





  「If you mean the God of Mischief, do you mean the god of your Alfheim?」





  「Yes. He was a being who liked bizarre things like this....」





  Friede, who seemed about to give a long explanation, closed her mouth again. Her red eyes began to flash strangely.





  「Is that Bacchus...?」





   Finally, at someone's question, we were able to arrive before Bacchus, who was said to have descended into the deepest part of this forest.





  The first thing we saw was a chair.





  People sprawled out everywhere, doing as they pleased. In the middle of those people was a grotesque throne.





  However, I don't know if 'chair' is the correct expression for it. If I had to pick the most bizarre point, it was the material the chair was made of. It was none other than humans.





  ━Eueoeoeo-.





  ━Aueueu-.





  Drunken humans, sprawled out or lying face down, intertwined like a ball of mating snakes, were being sat upon by his buttocks and feet.





  If it were me, I wouldn't have even dared to sit on such a bizarre object.
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  The being sitting atop it was looking down at everything with a languid expression, as if it were only natural to keep drunkards beneath his feet.





  『....』





  I don't really feel like describing the man's appearance, but he was probably Bacchus, the man revered as a god on this continent.





  His dark purple hair and eyes, so deep they could be mistaken for black, his healthily tanned skin, his androgynous features, and the curved bull-like horns growing from his head were all extraordinary.





  He was like a well-crafted statue.





  『....』





  If he hadn't yawned lazily, I would have thought he was a sculpture. Although he sat in the chair in a somewhat relaxed, slumping manner with a very leisurely attitude, it was not easy to speak to him.





  「Are you the God of Wine, Bacchus-nim?」





  However, as befitting a daughter of Mars and a symbol of bravery, Antiope spoke first.





  At that, the man narrowed his pupils, which were horizontally slit like a goat's.





  『Yes, I am the Father of Freedom, the liberator of oppressed reason, the Master of Festivals, the Lord Bacchus. You are a woman who dares to speak to me without fear. Who are you?』





  「I-I am the daughter of Mars, Antiope. Wow-. I'm actually talking to Bacchus right now? It's really amazing. No, but why am I saying my inner thoughts out loud?」





  Antiope looked at me.





  「What did you do to me?」





  「Nothing.」





  「Ho, hoeeeee....」





  With those bizarre words, Antiope collapsed onto the ground and began to tremble.





  「Wha-what is this, what is this, I, I can't hold on any longerrrrr....」





  Antiope's mind seemed to have rapidly crumbled. She could no longer maintain her reason and just lay on the ground, her body writhing and trembling.





  「Help, help me.... My body, won't listen....」





  Looking at Antiope, Bacchus said a word.





  『For a mortal to last that long in my domain, she did well. Did you say she was a daughter of Mars?』





  It seemed Antiope's collapse was due to Bacchus's influence.





  Since the purple spectacle spread wide across this entire forest originated from him, it was inevitable that she would collapse near this throne, which could be called its center.





  Even I was starting to feel a tingling sensation in my hands and feet.





  It truly felt like being submerged in a swimming pool made of alcohol. I felt that if I let go of my mind even for a moment, my reason would be swept away by a bizarre torrent.





  If I had been a drunkard who loved alcohol or someone weak to intoxication, I would have jumped into that crowd of naked people and become one with them.





  Anyway, so this is the God of Wine, Bacchus.





  To think that just by his presence in this place, everything around him would abandon reason and return to being free, naked bodies.





  Along with the Sun God who emitted brilliant light, his presence was truly worthy of the title 'God'. Compared to him, what was I?





  The most I could do was growl at little children. Honestly, I had no idea how much time and training it would take for me to become like them.





  You could call it a difference in class. And it actually was.





  『There's also a woman from a foreign land.』





  His goat-like eyes soon turned toward Friede. Friede, who was covering her nose with her hand, ducked behind me as if she were wary.





  Friede is originally a bit shy around strangers.





  But I was the same, and if I could have, I felt like hiding behind Friede. His pupils are horizontally slit like a goat's, for shit's sake! He even has horns on his head!





  『Am I disliked? Well, fine. I didn't come here to steal someone else's woman. Right, Zigres?』





  The man's interest soon seemed to turn toward me. Since a being that resembled a human but was far removed from humanity was staring at me intently, the back of my head felt quite itchy for some reason.





  I mustered up the courage to ask.





  「Did you say you were Bacchus? What business brings you to Sodomora-?」





  However, my words were cut off before the sentence could be completed.





  『Ah, come on-. You're going to kill the mood.』





  Bacchus, frowning slightly, waved his hand and interrupted me.





  『We can set aside such formalities between us. If you keep that up, the pleasant intoxication I felt from coming down here might wear off.』





  「What do you mean by that...?」





  『Treat me comfortably, friend. There's no need to be so stiff. It's not like you and I are strangers.』





  Treat him comfortably.





  Does that mean I can speak informally? Could it be some kind of trap or scheme? For a moment, various thoughts stormed through my left and right brain.





  「Sure, fine.」





  I soon decided to just treat him comfortably, wondering if there could be any hidden meaning. He didn't actually seem to have any ill will toward me.





  『Good, you're a friend without a filter, just as I heard. Anyway, do you like my banquet? I heard you like women very much, so I held this festival-.』





  *Seureuk-.*





  Bacchus slowly raised both his hands as if to tell me to look around. According to him, this sight, which looked like a bizarre slug farm, was meant for me.





  That I like women very much. Where on earth did such a rumor start? Of course, lately, there are many things that come to mind.





  『Your expression isn't great. Would it have been better to gather men instead of women?』





  「No, goddammit, that's a bit-」





  『Haha, right. Anyway, nice to meet you, friend. It was worth coming all this way down to see you in person.』





  *Seureureuk-.*





  Bacchus stood up from his seat and slowly approached me.





  『I have something to say to you, friend.』
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 Seureureuk-.





 Bacchus, clad in a purple gown similar to his hair color, spun around me, holding a clinking wine glass.





 He slowly scrutinized me from head to toe. Then, he nodded and exclaimed in admiration.





 「Was the last time I saw you briefly on the summit of Delphi? You've become incredibly impressive since then. To take shape like this in such a short time, you'll become a proper god faster than me.」





 He seemed to be praising me, it appeared.





 As I've said repeatedly, I'm not very immune to praise. If it were insults, maybe, but praise is like dropping my guard and shaking my mental state with defense-ignoring damage.





 But having gone through many things until now, I too had grown.





 Just as there's no such thing as a free favor, praise often carries its own reasons and ulterior motives. The reason he was hyping me up like this must be because he had expectations of me.





 Soon, Bacchus, facing me, spoke.





 「I hear you're building a Temple these days and slowly expanding its size?」





 "Yeah, I guess so. I was supposed to hold a worship service today, but all the Followers flocked somewhere else, so I couldn't."





 I gestured around with my finger. Among the ladies sprawled here, quite a few were women who had previously visited my Temple grounds, the cemetery, for a shoulder massage.





 ━Bacchus-nim..., your grace is amaaaazing.... I'm getting druuuunk....





 Hadn't they said they would serve me with gratitude for life? To express their thanks then, only to switch sides so completely now.





 「Ah, my apologies for that. It wasn't really intentional. A god's prestige is something that cannot be hidden, you see.」





 Bacchus spoke very humbly, but to my ears, it sounded like he was showing off. Of course, I understood.





 If rumors spread that a god had descended in the deer forest, anyone would want to go and peek around at least once.





 And I, too, had come here with that very thought.





 I asked.





 "So, what do you want to ask of me?"





 「A favor?」





 "Gods consume precious Karma to reveal themselves before humans, don't they? You wouldn't waste that just to see my face. Don't you have something you want to ask of me?"





 That's why he was hyping me up and praising me, wasn't it?





 As I awaited his assessment of my deduction, Bacchus narrowed his ominous purple, goat-like eyes and curled up both corners of his mouth.





 「Well, this is sharper than I heard. You're right, my friend, I do have a favor to ask. But before I tell you, look around.」





 Seureuk-.





 Bacchus spread both his arms.





 「I, Bacchus, personally descended upon this land, and not even a thousand people gathered. This is quite a serious matter, you see.」





 "Really?"





 「Normally, it wouldn't be strange for ten thousand people to gather. How many drinkers are there in this city? This place was originally a great city that Uncle Pluto and I ruled together, after all.」





 Indeed.





 Most of Sodomora's residents are drunkards.





 Even if a Cult appeared, or a great fire broke out in the city, taverns selling alcohol were always thriving, and you could easily see drunkards sprawled on the streets.





 As Bacchus said, this was once a great city that grew by serving Pluto, the God of the Underworld, and Bacchus.





 Hearing it from Bacchus himself, considering that less than one percent of the city's population gathered here on Sunday, the city's holiday, it did seem like a rather small number.





 It felt like fewer tickets sold than an idol concert.





 「The Followers' faith has plummeted. This isn't just a problem for me, Bacchus. For several years, because no wars have broken out, Mars and Minerva are also losing their power.」





 "Really?"





 「Yes, purity and love have also fallen to laughter, so Venus and Diana are also losing power-. Well, anyway, overall, the gods' prestige is a mess.」





 "I see."





 「Since Byeokryeokje ascended the throne, the world has been too peaceful. There are no problems, and only a reign that seems destined to continue. This is the problem. It's too peaceful.」





 The world is peaceful, he says. Honestly, having experienced the public safety of the 21st century, I couldn't really agree that this continent of Gaia was peaceful.





 Nevertheless, I couldn't help but feel curious.





 "Isn't it good if the world is peaceful?"





 At my question, Bacchus raised the outer corner of one eyebrow. He looked as if to say, "What on earth are you talking about?" Had I said something wrong?





 However, Bacchus soon spoke, as if having regained his composure.





 「People only seek gods when there is hardship, fear, and terror.」





 "Ah-. I get it. You're saying the gods are feeling troubled because they have nothing to do."





 If all sickness and suffering disappeared from the world, would doctors be happy?





 As humans, it's certainly something to rejoice about, but from the perspective of someone with the profession of a doctor, they might lose their job, so ironically, it might not be so welcome.





 Not just doctors, but perhaps professions stemming from human anguish and suffering, like the police, are also similar?





 To be honest, I'd never really considered such moral or philosophical questions, so I wasn't sure. Still, Bacchus's concerns seemed to resemble these issues.





 「Life is too comfortable, so faith is gradually weakening, and respect for us is disappearing. Of course, there's also the reason we can no longer interfere with the Lower World.... Anyway, if things continue like this, we might also fall like the gods of the Winter Continent.」





 Guuuk-.





 At that moment, I felt Elfriede's grip on my back. The Winter Continent probably referred to Alfheim, Elfriede's homeland.





 This continent is going to be ruined, he says.





 I was just about to start sucking some sweet honey here, but if this was a sinking ship, my vision felt like it was blurring.





 "So, what's this favor you want from me?"





 「My friend, I'd like my brother to spread the divine deeds widely across this land. So that all who see it may feel fear and awe.」





 How exactly does one do that?





 As I slightly furrowed my brow at the very difficult request, Bacchus settled back onto his throne, woven from drunkards, and spoke.





 「But still, the biggest problem is probably the suspicious ideology beginning to spread widely among the priests. The very priests who should serve and respect us the most have started to feel hostility towards us....」





 "What's this suspicious ideology?"





 「Even we don't know that. I'd like my brother to investigate it. It wouldn't be a bad thing for my brother, who is strengthening his divine authority-.」





 Seureureuk-.





 Bacchus's words grew softer and softer towards the end, until finally, the conversation abruptly cut off.





 At that moment, I witnessed an astonishing sight: his body, seated on the chair, began to shimmer slowly with an opaque quality, like a heat haze or a shadow.





 「Oh dear, no time. Anyway, please meet many priests. The reward for that will be one bottle of nectar that I can brew.」





 "Oh, fuck. Is this for real? Nectar?"





 Nectar, he says.





 Isn't that an item that can break through my Strength stat of 15? So, as the God of Wine, he can brew nectar! I was so fucking happy I almost did a somersault.














 * * *


   











 Bacchus soon dispersed like a hazy smoke and vanished.





 As he disappeared from his spot, all the drunkards who had been sprawled on the ground, moaning, suddenly came to their senses and clutched their heads.





 "Ugh, what the. My head's a mess-."





 Soon, Antiope also slowly rose from her spot, pressing her forehead.





 Perhaps because Bacchus had left, his power, which had spread widely through this forest, also vanished, and everyone seemed to regain their senses.


  


 Antiope, dusting off her body with a "tak-tak-" sound, spoke to me.





 "More than that, to converse so casually with the great God Bacchus. You're truly amazing, Hassan!"





 "You were watching that?"





 "Yeah! My body might have collapsed, but my mind was clear. Everyone here probably saw it!"





 Antiope pointed her finger at the women who were hastily getting dressed.





 As soon as they caught my gaze, they trembled like rabbits exposed to a hunter and quickly hid among the trees and bushes.


  


 "Anyway, this is no time to be dawdling. I need to meet the priests."





 "The priests?"





 I left the forest teeming with drunkards and turned to head back to my Temple, the cemetery.





 As I was walking quickly to air out the smell of alcohol clinging to my body, Elfriede, who had been silent behind me for a while, slowly spoke.





 "That god, Bacchus. He probably doesn't have much time left."





 "What do you mean, 'not much time'?"





 "Like Baldur's light, he's just slowly flickering. Perhaps all the gods of this continent are in a similar state to Bacchus. Maybe this continent will also be ruined, like Alfheim...."





 "Is that for real?"





 "I'm not certain, but they're targeting a young yet powerful, unstable god..., no, no-."





 Elfriede rambled incoherently, but then ended her vague muttering and said no more.





 Her face was extremely flushed, and she was breathing more and more heavily; it seemed that the effects of enduring Bacchus's domain for so long were finally kicking in.





 Was she drunk?





 Diling-.





 『Name: Elfriede Desmund Lv. 35 → 37


   Strength: 12 


   Agility: 11 → 12


   Stamina: 12 → 13


   Quirks: 《Sadism》 《Separation Anxiety》 《Atheist》


   Condition: 《Cold Hands and Feet》 《Irregular Menstruation》』





 I touched Elfriede's wrist, but apart from the fact that her level had risen by two, nothing specific about her status ailments seemed to come to mind.





 Those Cold Hands and Feet and Irregular Menstruation just keep reappearing even after I treat them with acupressure. Do they respawn?





 "I, I need to go in and rest a bit."





 In the end, Elfriede, unable to endure her worsening condition, said she was returning to the inn at the North Gate.





 I asked.





 "Should I take you?"





 "No. You're also the owner of a Temple. Didn't you say Sunday is the day of the Great Worship Service? All the more reason for you to be guarding your Temple's spot."





 Indeed, it was as Elfriede said.





 Today was Sunday.





 The day when Followers, enjoying their holiday, poured into the streets, and all Temples held their largest worship services.





 In other words, it was the peak season for the Temple business. Leaving Paranoy alone to manage things at such a time did make me a little worried.





 Not knowing what might have happened, my vision felt a bit blurry.





 In the end, Elfriede and I parted ways on Central Street; she headed north, and I headed to the Temple in the west.





 "By any chance, do you know anything about this suspicious ideology or whatever that's spreading among the priests?"





 I asked Antiope on the way, but she just shook her head, saying, 「Is it because of what God Bacchus said earlier? I don't really know anything specific.」





 Then, Antiope said, "Ah-," as if something had just occurred to her.





 "My sister might know. She's a priestess of the Mars Guild, so she can access places like the University of Theology."





 "Ah, that's right."





 It's something I often overlook, but Hippolyte is a priestess in her own right.





 Perhaps I could get help from Hippolyte regarding this matter.





 If I solve the priests' problem, I might be able to hire a few more priests as Temple managers, and even get a bottle of nectar.





 Fuck, nectar, he says.





 Just thinking that it could break through the limit of my Strength, which is stuck at 15, my muscles are already itching.





 However, those thoughts vanished as if completely forgotten the moment I returned to the Temple. This was because my Temple grounds, upon my return, greeted me with a completely unexpected sight.





 Footprints everywhere, and trash strewn all over the ground. The numerous stone towers Paranoy had diligently stacked, calling them altars, had also collapsed to the ground, now just scattered rocks.





 At that, Antiope furrowed her brow and drew the short spear from her back.





 "What the? Why is it so chaotic? Was there an attack?"





 At this desolate and eerie sight, devoid of a single person, I couldn't help but be truly surprised. Did a cleanup crew come and go? What the hell happened here?





 The first thing I looked for in this mess and cauldron of chaos was Paranoy.





 Whatever it was, it was clear that something unpleasant had happened here, and there was a high probability that Paranoy, that strange Nymph, had been caught up in it and injured.





 "Hey, Paranoy! Where are you?!"





 So I shouted all over the wide cemetery grounds. Only then did I hear a rustling sound from Paranoy's office, the cemetery hut, visible in the distance.





 Beolkkeok-.





 Thus, the Door opened.





 "Hassan-nim! I was waiting, waiting for you-imnidat...!"





 What soon appeared was Paranoy, looking torn up all over.





 His hair, which Luna or Antiope always neatly combed, was incredibly disheveled, and his mouse-gray robe, which he washed cleanly every day, was torn in places, showing wounds.





 "Hey, what the fuck happened?!"





 "The priests, the priests came and went-imnidat...! They were very, wicked and naughty girls-imnidat...! But, I chased them all away-imnidat...!"





 Up close, Paranoy's face was covered in pinches and scratches from fingernails.





 "Oh my, Senior, why are you so hurt?!"





 Antiope shouted, seemingly surprised, upon seeing such a Paranoy.





 "I'll put medicine on you!"





 "Aeuuugh-."





 "Ah, now that I look, you're not very hurt."





 "No-imnidat...! It was truly, an epic battle that resulted in injuries-imnidat...! A holy war, no less, unfolded-imnidat...!!"





 Paranoy slowly collapsed before me with an unnatural air.





 "But, I, Paranoy, having the precious role of guarding the Temple's frontier, somehow managed to protect the keystone-imnidat.... I fought 17 to 1, and I protected it-imnidat...!!"





 Such a Paranoy opened his mouth with a "Bueee-" sound and placed a round orb on my palm.





 What Paranoy placed on my palm was the keystone, the central pillar of the Temple and altar, a precious treasure received from Ceres.





 "I endured and protected it through any persecution-imnidat...!! They said they'd give me candy if I handed it over, but I absolutely did not-imnidat...!!"





 I imagined Paranoy being tormented by numerous people. This guy was originally a Cultist with enough guts not to yield even to torture.





 It seemed that rebellious spirit had manifested again this time.





 "Heueueu.... It hurts-imnidat...!"





 Finally, Paranoy collapsed to the floor with a thud.





 "What the, Senior. You're not that hurt. It's just superficial scratches, isn't it? Something like this gets better if you just put some spit on it."





 "Be, be quiet-imnidat...! I am, I am very injured-imnidat...! A holy war, no less, unfolded-imnidat...!!"





 "Yeah, yeah."





 Antiope, realizing Paranoy's injuries were nothing serious, pulled a comb from her waist and combed his hair. At that, Paranoy's body transformed, becoming surprisingly neat.





 "Ta-da, back to normal, right?"





 "Geueueu-!"





 Now that I looked, it seemed that, as Antiope said, he was just a bit disheveled, but not seriously hurt.





 But even so, I became curious about the identity of the bastards who had tormented this clumsy Nymph so cruelly.





 Who on earth would come to a Temple and cause such a ruckus?





 Aren't they afraid of divine punishment?





 They must surely be wicked and terrible Nymph-haters.





 "Paranoy, who on earth did this?"





 "There, there they are-imnidat...!!"





 Seureuk-.





 At my words, Paranoy slowly raised his hand and pointed to the hut where he had been hiding.





 Only then did I realize that someone was tied up and struggling inside.
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  "Over there, I've captured one person...!"





  Paranoy pointed to the cabin he was using as his office and private room.





  Rustle, rustle-.





  And I could tell that something was making a presence from that place.





  According to Paranoy's words, it seemed he had captured and bound one of the groups who attacked this Temple while I was away.





  "Well done, Paranoy!"





  Although it's a fact everyone often overlooks, Paranoy is physically stronger than any ordinary Bronze adventurer.





  His level is probably around 21 or 22, and I think it was said he had the most mana among the cultists.





  Despite that, thinking that Paranoy was guarding the place well all by himself while I was away, I feel quite surprised.





  "I'll praise you."





  Rustle, rustle-.





  I placed my hand on Paranoy's head, which Antiope had neatly combed, and messed it up again this way and that.





  Scratching him under the chin or the crown of his head with my fingers, as if praising large dogs, Paranoy wrinkled his brow.





  "I am not a puppy! I don't feel pleased with praise like this!"





  "Oh, really?"





  "Pet me more intensely...!"





  It wasn't the method, but the intensity that was the problem.





  Thus, Antiope and I diligently scratched Paranoy's back, the back of his neck, and his hair, for suffering guarding the Temple alone.





  "Antiope, scratch my back a bit more devotedly...!"





  "Nymphs are completely fussy."





  "What kind of way of speaking is that to a senior? Anyway, it's enough now...!"





  Only after being fussily petted for a good few minutes did Paranoy push away our hands, as if satisfied.





  "Anyway, I have captured the scoundrel who attacked the Temple! Since he's a very treacherous and wicked fellow, it would be good to be careful...!"





  Paranoy did not spare warnings to us, as if the fellow captured in that cabin were a tremendous criminal.





  Since he's the type to attack the Temple without even fear, it's clear his mind is messed up and he doesn't know fear. It wouldn't be strange even if he were called a treacherous and wicked fellow.





  But if he was captured by Paranoy, it means he's not that strong. It was clear he was someone who couldn't cause much harm to me and Antiope.





  Thump, thump-.





  Finally, receiving something like an escort from Antiope and Paranoy, I slowly leaned my body into the cabin.





  "Ugh, ugh-."





  Inside, one girl was seen struggling here and there, her body bound with something like ropes.





  Something like a handkerchief was tied like a gag in her mouth, so her face was slightly distorted, but just looking at her appearance, she had reddish-brown hair and freckles lightly covering the bridge of her nose and cheeks.





  Wearing something like a grey robe, making it hard to discern the curves of her figure, she is a young woman commonly seen anywhere in this world. Her age is probably similar to mine, or younger than me.





  Antiope said, putting the short spear she drew back behind her again.





  "What the? She's ordinary compared to what I thought. Looking at her physique, she doesn't seem to be a warrior."





  "Aaaah-!"





  As soon as that woman discovered me, she started moving her body, struggling as if greatly surprised. But because her arms and legs were tied up with ropes, she naturally just wriggled like a caterpillar.





  "This guy is trying to escape! How dare you, how dare you try to commit such rudeness even after directly witnessing the great Hassan-nim! It's an unforgivable act! It's an act that cannot be tolerated...!"





  However, perhaps that wriggling pulled something like Paranoy's seizure trigger. Paranoy, like a cheetah, sprang out and wildly hit the woman's body with his fists or kicked her.





  Wham, Wham-.





  "Ugh-! Ugh-!"





  "How is it? Even among Pluto's followers, the taste of Paranoy's fist, called the Orange Comet...!"





  "Ugh, gag-."





  "If you have committed a sin, it is natural justice to receive punishment! This is divine punishment! Receive it sweetly...!"





  He was babbling something or other, but Paranoy looked quite happy just hitting someone who was bound and couldn't resist.





  I could understand it, though, because people originally have a potential destructive desire to tie someone else up and beat them.





  "This is the share of the nymphs who were tormented until now! This is Paranoy's share! And this is also Paranoy's share...!"





  "Ugh, gag-."





  If I just kept watching Paranoy's actions like this, it felt like the meaning of capturing the prisoner after so long would be lost, so I finally grabbed Paranoy by the scruff of his neck and had no choice but to lift him into the air.





  Rustle-.





  "Hey, this is too much. Stop it."





  "People don't die from this much! I'm sturdy...!"





  Of course, that's also a correct statement.





  "And rather than being hit by Hassan-nim, being hit by me is a more humane and merciful punishment for that guy...!"





  "I see."





  Indeed, if I leave the fellow who came to the Temple and caused a disturbance alone, my reputation falls. I might look ridiculous too.





  Being seen as merciful as a god and looking ridiculous and like a pushover are separate matters.





  Even so, if I, who possess superhuman strength, had laid hands on him, it was clear this prisoner would have easily been broken.





  In that sense, it was fine to consider being hit by Paranoy's small Doraemon fist as luck and mercy for that guy.





  Now that the beating has been resolved to some extent, I decided to resolve my curiosity about where this uninvited guest popped out from and for what purpose they came to me.





  Rustle-.





  So I untied the gag tied in the woman's mouth. As soon as it was untied, the woman screamed as if she had been waiting.





  "Aaaah-! Aaaah-!"





  Although I explained it once before, a woman's high-pitched scream doesn't just seep into people's hearts and minds; it's enough to dig into them.





  "Kyaaah-!"





  I don't know for sure, but perhaps it possesses something like special high frequencies or decibels?





  Or perhaps, in the screams of women who have guarded caves since ancient times, there's a meaning similar to sirens, so it's possible humanity evolved so that those who hear it engrave a sense of caution.





  "Let me go! Let me go, I said! I'm going to scream!"





  Anyway, what I want to say is-.





  "This guy is noisy! How dare you, how dare you, just a lowly commoner, scream about whose safety? It's hellbound! It's going to Tartarus...!"





  As Paranoy said, the woman screaming was very noisy.





  I had no choice but to give a silent 'kkulbam'. But if she got hit properly by my 'kkulbam', she might become too quiet, so I flicked my pinky finger with my thumb and decided to give the woman a 'ttakbam' on her forehead.





  Flick-.





  "Ow-."





  Along with the 'ttakbam' sound clearly echoing in the small cabin, the woman finally shut her mouth.





  Rustle-.





  On that woman's perfectly smooth forehead, the spot hit by my pinky finger swells into a round bump. Although it looks quite painful, it was done so she would feel pain.





  I said.





  "So, who on earth are you? You said you had companions too."





  "..."





  "You wouldn't have come without knowing where this is, and rather, knowing where this is, it seems like you invaded, you know."





  "..."





  But the answer returning from the woman was unresponsive.


  Of course, it doesn't seem like she's resisting me with any great spirit of resistance. Just scared and trembling, she's just continuing to breathe rapidly with a feeling of being in a panic.





  Thud-.





  Finally, the woman collapsed, her eyes rolled white.





  She fainted.





  "What the? Why did she faint?"





  "It seems like you hit her too hard?"





  At Antiope's words, I looked at my pinky finger. Even a 'ttakbam' from my pinky finger seemed to be quite a critical hit to an ordinary-looking woman.





  Shit.





  How can humans be so fragile?





  "Hassan, you need to learn some strength control."





  "I should do that."





  I replied appropriately, and then checked the wrist of the collapsed woman.





  Letters floated up with a 'Diring-' sound.





  『Name: Martha Lv. 3』





  『Status: 《Concussion》 《Hyperventilation》 《Mark of Rage》』





  Level 3, you say?





  In this world, levels and karma counts are said to increase each time one overcomes dangerous trials of death. In that sense, this woman named Martha seems to have lived an ordinary and comfortable life without any particular danger.





  Concussion and hyperventilation, huh.





  Did she get a concussion from hitting her head on me? And the hyperventilation symptoms came from that fear.





  If that's the case, what is the Mark of Rage?





  It's a type of illness I've never seen before. Perhaps it's some kind of endemic illness or curse unique to this world, or something like that.














  Paranoy's prisoner, Martha, regained consciousness a few minutes later.





  To put it precisely, it was after I massaged her cold hand and treated her concussion, hyperventilation, and Mark of Rage.





  "Ooh, ow-!"





  As I pressed the Shenmen acupoint on her wrist, Martha startlingly got up, writhing as if someone dead had suddenly woken up.





  "What the!"





  That Martha, realizing she was still inside the cabin and seeing the menacing trio looking down on her, shouts as if greatly surprised.





  "It, it wasn't a dream! What the! Save me! S-Save me! Is there anyone, anyone!?"





  However, no matter how much she screamed, there's no way anyone would answer.





  This place is originally one that no one wants to approach, because it's a graveyard rumored to have ghosts, you see.





  Even I, who built the Temple here right now, find it quite scary when coming here at night, to the point where I have to prepare myself mentally.





  "Save me! Save me!"





  "This guy is noisy! How dare you, how dare you, just a lowly commoner, scream about whose safety? It's hellbound! It's going to Tartarus...!"





  The woman shut her mouth at Paranoy's threat. And then, looking like the most sensible person among us, she shifted her gaze towards Antiope, a woman like herself.





  I could tell that her greatly crestfallen expression held something like begging for pity, asking if they wouldn't help her.





  However, Antiope just spoke coldly.





  "I'm Antiope of the Temple Knights. Even if it doesn't look like it, this is a legitimate holy site recognized by the kingdom. To invade such a holy site as you please and cause a disturbance means, even by the kingdom's laws, it's at least a trip to the prison city."





  "G-Ga-ga-prison city!?"





  The woman, Martha, shouted as if truly surprised. Because there's no one on the continent who doesn't know what the prison city does or how it's perceived, it must be because of that.





  The prison city, as the name suggests, is hell on this earth. Gathering all sorts of terrible criminals, it's a trash can put in one place.





  Even talking about how hot and terrifying Tartarus in the underworld is, there are many cases where it doesn't resonate much about the afterlife or the world after death.





  But everyone is bound to be scared of the prison city that exists in reality right now.





  That is Level 3.





  The woman named Martha, who lived an ordinary life, also seemed to be the same.





  "I made a mistake! I, I just did as I was told! Please save me! Please forgive me!"





  "That's impossible...!"





  "The guards are probably coming here now. Do you know what happens if a frail girl like you goes into the prison city? You'll have to bear the prisoners' babies for life."





  "Hiiiik, heuiiik-! I, I don't want to! Prison city, I don't want it-!"





  Paranoy and Antiope were once again breaking down Martha's mind, which had just regained consciousness. Although it seems a bit harsh, actually, if the owner of this Temple wasn't me but someone cold-blooded like Bacchus, Mars, or Minerva, this woman would have her head cut off without even this chance, or





  perhaps she would have met an even more terrible end than that.





  In that sense, I was showing considerable mercy for a god of this continent. And my role too is the carrot among the whip and carrot.





  Since Antiope and Paranoy have thoroughly intimidated and terrified this woman, I can just give her the carrot.





  "That's enough."





  As I raised my hand with a 'seureuk-' sound, both Paranoy and Antiope shut their mouths.





  As the two girls, who were growling like angry Shiba Inus, shut their mouths, it seems this cabin, no, this graveyard itself, falls into silence.





  The only thing heard is the frightened breathing of the woman shedding tears profusely, Martha's, about.





  Rustle-.





  As I looked into her brown eyes filled with various complex emotions, Martha trembles as if truly surprised.





  I said.





  "Martha."





  "H-How do you know my name?"





  "Because I am a god. Of course I know that much. Anyway, Martha, if you answer purely what I ask from now on, you won't experience painful and sad things anymore."





  "..."





  Martha nodded without speaking. Upon that, Paranoy, who was watching this next to me, frowns greatly and raises both hands high.





  "This guy, how dare you impudently just nod! It's unforgivable! Without even listening to the story, just tear him apart like this...!"





  Paranoy still seemed angry about Martha's gang who had tormented him. Frightened by Paranoy, who opened his mouth wide and growled, Martha soon burst into tears.





  "S-Sorry! I made a mistake! I'll answer properly!"





  "Okay. I got it. Stop it, Paranoy."





  At my dissuasion, Paranoy reluctantly shut his mouth. Seeing that process, I could notice something like a strange change in emotions occurring in this woman, Martha's eyes.





  Her gaze looking at me started overflowing with favor, like looking at a rope lowered from a cliff.





  Of course, it was just a Good Cop, Bad Cop strategy, but actually doing it, the effect was quite good.





  I asked.





  "So Martha, who are you and where are you from? You said you just did as you were told. Who on earth made you do this terrible thing?"





  "Th-That... It was the stairs. The stairs did it. The stairs..."





  "Stairs?"





  At the appearance of some random architectural structure, not even a person's name, I felt my vision blur.
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  "M-my name is Martha, as you know. My family is just ordinary... my father is a poor laborer, and my, uh, mother is good at sewing. It's just the three of us-."





  Martha, having regained some of her senses, began to ramble about things I hadn't even asked. In her slightly panicked state, she must have thought that saying anything at all would keep her from getting on my bad side.





  "My mother, my mother really wanted me to become a priest. To be honest, I wasn't actually that devout. But my mother wanted it so desperately that we took out loans..., we took out loans so I could enter the theological University."





  I asked Martha as she tried to explain everything in a confused rush.





  "By theological University, do you mean Aquinas Theological University?"





  "Yes, yes, that's right. In Sodomora, if you go through the eastern Gate, it's the University built on the wide mountain range, with grounds surrounded by beautiful flowers and trees.... All the professors are kind and...."





  Was it a mistake to ask for an explanation? Since Martha kept trying to explain things I hadn't asked for, the progress of the story felt a bit sluggish.





  So, just as I was about to tell her that the trivial details didn't matter, Antiope spoke first.





  "No, not that. What exactly is that staircase? You said the staircase told you to attack the Temple."





  At those words, Martha flinched and trembled slightly.





  "T-the, s-staircase is like a legend at our University. On our University campus, there's a basement. There are 12 steps leading down to that basement. B-but they say that if you go down the stairs with your eyes closed, sometimes a 13th step appears that shouldn't exist."





  A University legend. A staircase.





  I felt a slight chill along with a surge of interest at the ghost-story-like tale.





  "Keep talking."





  "Well, on that final 13th step, if you ask a question into the air, someone... they say they'll answer whatever you're c-curious about or tell you the future.... I, I really did step on the 13th step."





  "And so, that staircase told you to attack this Temple?"





  "Yes, yes-. It, it said that soon a terrifying disaster would spread through the school I attend and it would be closed. And, t-to stop that disaster, we had to attack this cemetery Temple...."





  What kind of nonsense is that?





  So, to summarize, some voice coming from a staircase is urging them to attack my Temple?





  Martha added more to the explanation.





  "I-I wasn't the only one who heard that voice. We were all anxious, and finally, we gathered together, set a day for the decisive battle, and today... we did what we did today...."





  Martha then suddenly prostrated herself at my feet.





  "My family has so much debt! M-my mother and father are just waiting for me to become a priest. Graduation, graduation isn't far off, but if the University disappears like this, or if something bad happens to me, my whole family will be crushed by debt and suffer!"





  However, Antiope used her foot to gently push away Martha, who was trying to grab my feet.





  "Your situation is pitiful, but everyone says things like that. Circumstances are circumstances, and punishment is punishment. Tell the details to the guard."





  "Sob, h-hik-."





  Whether she had realized her future, Martha just lay face down on the floor, tears streaming down.





  As Antiope said, the execution of punishment must be cold and strict. If I considered every single circumstance, everyone would start clamoring and make things complicated.





  However, if this girl was a Prospective Priest attending a theological University, the story changes a bit. I happened to be struggling due to a lack of manpower.





  Therefore, I decided to postpone the decision on Martha's treatment for a bit.





  "Let's go to your University. I need to see that staircase or whatever it is for myself."











   *        *       *











  There are things that come to mind when you think of a University.





  A wide campus. A pond with a weird name that people say you'll catch all sorts of diseases if you go in.





  Also, those terrible group projects.





  Human relationships that start getting tangled because of a breaking-up Campus Couple.





  Expensive tuition.





  School events and such. Seniors who looked somehow scary when I first entered. But returning students who realized later that the juniors were even scarier-.





  I don't know. These are about all the characteristics of a University I can think of right now through brainstorming. At least, that's what I thought.





  Probably everyone is similar.





  Of course, that's the story in Korea, where the college entrance rate exceeds 70 percent, and Universities on this Gaia continent felt a bit different from that.





  Universities on this Gaia continent, whether magic Universities or theological Universities, have a strong feeling of being cradles for raising truly professional intellectuals.





  Because of that, the pride and arrogance the students themselves possess is beyond imagination.





  Even back when I was a slave, I met many University students. They were truly full of very unpleasant young masters.





  Unless it was something important, I didn't even want to be near them. Beings I didn't really want to meet.





  If it weren't for that legendary 13th step or whatever located in the campus basement, I wouldn't have had any other reason to come to this place called Aquinas University.





  Goooooo-.





  Aquinas Theological University was built on a mountain range located half a day's distance beyond the eastern gate of Sodomora. Who on earth thought of building a school on a rugged mountain?





  "Why, why on earth is the school on top of a mountain?"





  Paranoy was also busy grumbling as he climbed the mountain path. The one who answered him was Martha, who had volunteered to be our guide and the informant for the University facilities.





  "A very long time ago, it's said that the occultist Father Aquinas heard the voice of God. It said, 'Build a school and teach the servants of God.' So, Father Aquinas spent all his money to build the University here."





  Antiope asked back at that explanation.





  "He heard the voice of God on this mountain? You mean he received a revelation?"





  "He said he heard the voice at his house in Sodomora. But there wasn't a suitable site to build the school, so he came to the outskirts of the city. This mountain was practically abandoned, so the land price was cheap...."





  I see.





  It was an inside story I didn't really want to know.





  So they just built a University on a mountain because the land was cheap.





  Thus, near the summit from the mountainside we had climbed so hard, there was a flat area that made it hard to believe we were on top of a mountain.





  White wildflowers of unknown name and red fallen leaves were blooming in profusion, making the scenery quite good.





  Under the red sunset, it was a landscape that would have been perfect for a picnic with a mat and a lunchbox.





  The fatigue accumulated while climbing the mountain quickly dissipated.





  A picnic.





  Did Luna like going on picnics with all sorts of things packed? I think Luna would have really liked it if she had seen this.





  As I was thinking of Luna's shimmering pink hair, Antiope made a comment while looking at the building visible beyond this autumn scenery.





  "The view is good, and the building is large. I don't understand how the land price could have been cheap. On a mountain like this, it wouldn't even be strange for Temples to be built. It's close to the city, so the location is good too."





  Thinking about it that way, Antiope's words seemed right again. Of course, since I don't know anything about the real estate market on this Gaia continent, I just thought, 'I guess so.'





  "...."





  However, as I continued to look at this beautiful scenery, a strange sense of déjà vu, if you could call it that, began to creep into my heart.





  There's something very unnatural.





  This feeling of not knowing what it is at all.





  What is it?





  "Excuse me, Hassan-nim, the curfew will pass soon and the doors will close. It would be better to go quickly."





  Anyway, I moved my steps toward the building that was starting to be visible in the distance.





  As we stood before the thick iron gate, the massive University building, built like a fortress of cold bricks, revealed its grand appearance before us.





  "Whoa, it's got quite an impact."





  I just described the building as being like a fortress, and in fact, the building itself was like a fortress.





  A structure with walls built by stacking thick stones quarried from a mine, and a height that easily rose at least ten-odd meters.





  It feels like it wouldn't be strange to see it as a fortress built on a mountain. It wouldn't be awkward at all to say they picked up an abandoned castle and are using it as a University building.





  "Was it built to block out foreign enemies or something?"





  My passing remark. The one who answered it was Antiope.





  "Well, looking at the structure of the building, I don't think that's it. There aren't any windows facing outward."





  Tak, tak-.





  Then Martha stood before that thick iron gate and knocked twice on the lion-shaped door knocker. As I was waiting to see what would happen next.





  Sreureu-.





  A man wearing something like a black robe appeared holding a candlestick and greeted us.





  "...."





  "I'm Martha, a 4th year. Please open the door. Here's my student ID."





  Martha took out a strange wooden plaque from her neck and held it out to the man.





  But the man was silent. Only his grayish beard visible below caught my attention. Was his age roughly in his fifties or early sixties?





  I didn't know if he was a caretaker or a professor, but his physique visible under the robe looked quite sturdy. Then again, there's no way he wouldn't be healthy living on a mountain like this.





  Gi-iiik-.





  Such a man opened the gate for us, and finally, we were able to set foot on the University grounds without any particular inspection.





  "Can it be considered that I, Paranoy, have now entered University...?"





  Beside me, Paranoy uttered some nonsensical words. I didn't know how to explain this, so I just decided to stay quiet.





  Such a Paranoy soon discovered a well in front of the building and ran vigorously toward it to draw water.





  "I, Paranoy, am also drinking the University water like those show-off masters and doctors...!"





  Drinking University water probably doesn't mean *that* water.





  "I, Paranoy, feel like I'm becoming very smart...! T-this is University water...! The Nymph of University water, Paranoy...!"





  But he seemed quite happy, so I decided to just leave him be. Everyone should have the right to dream a pleasant dream.





  However, Paranoy ended up spitting the water he had gulped down back onto the ground with a 'ueeee-'.





  "T-the water taste is strange...! The water, the water seems rotten...! This University's education is rotten...!"





  It's not just a day or two that Paranoy makes a fuss. However, coming into a University and shouting that the University's education is rotten or whatever is something that wouldn't be strange even if he got hit by a stone.





  Therefore, I had no choice but to cover Paranoy's mouth and calm him down.





  Fortunately, there were no people around, so no stones flew toward Paranoy.





  I asked.





  "It's very quiet. No people to be seen. Is it always like this?"
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  Martha looked around at that.





  "Yes, because it's almost the evening curfew. On Sunday evenings, everyone goes to their rooms and ends the day with silence and meditation."





  Silence and meditation.


  


  I think I knew the reason why the man I met earlier, whether he was a caretaker or a professor, hadn't said anything.





  And the reason why this building itself was so quiet.





  But Antiope narrowed her eyes as if that explanation wasn't enough.





  "Even so, it's strange that even the animals aren't crying. Don't you think this mountain itself is too quiet?"





  At Antiope's words, I only then realized that the only things heard on this mountain were the sound of the wind and the rustling of grass and leaves brushing against it.





  That was the déjà vu I had been feeling strangely since earlier.





  A mountain submerged in extreme silence itself.





  I don't know if such a thing is even possible.





  "So, where is that staircase?"





  "It's here, this way."





  I changed the subject to quickly deal with what I was curious about. Then Martha opened a wooden door in the massive building and disappeared inside.





  Bbigeok, gi-iiik-.





  We also followed her inside the first floor of the building. As expected of a building built with cold bricks, the interior had a fairly chilly air and was incredibly dark.





  Seureuk, seureureu-.





  Small candlesticks were attached here and there, lighting up the interior, but that alone didn't seem enough to clear away the descending curtain of darkness.





  To think this is a University building.





  It's more like some kind of prison facility than a University.





  If you studied day and night in a place like this, it wouldn't be strange to develop neurosis where you feel like the stairs are whispering to you.





  Tteubok, tteubok-.





  A hallway made of stone. Only the sound of our footsteps echoed loudly, and we walked slowly through this wide and empty building, following Martha who was holding a small candle.





  "Hassan-nim, somehow, this place doesn't seem like an ordinary place...!"





  It was Paranoy, pulling at my sleeve and trembling. This time, it seemed like I couldn't just dismiss it as the cowardly Paranoy trembling in fear from his own assumptions.





  It's quite eerie and gloomy.





  "J-just now, that portrait, its eyes moved...!"





  Of course, it was also true that Paranoy was being more scared than necessary.





  "Here, it's here. If you go down here, the basement appears."





  Gi-iiik-, teong-.





  Then Martha pulled open an iron door with all her might. A black hole opened up in front of her. The musty smell of mold wafting from inside stung my nose quite sharply.





  Antiope, who had quietly drawn her short spear, asked.





  "What kind of space is the basement?"





  "It's just for storing old and worn-out books, or gathering useless furniture to throw away later...."


 


  "Hmm-."





  "But, it would be better not to go down now. Heading to the basement at a late hour is a bit...."





  "Why? Is there a reason? Like a taboo that shouldn't be broken."





  Antiope's eyes narrowed. Martha looked around and whispered a word softly and secretly, as if it were a story no one else should hear.





  "Actually, they say there's something terrible in the basement of this building. Something like an ancient Demon that the Fathers are said to have sealed...."
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 Elementary school, middle school, high school....





 The educational institutions I attended often had what you'd call urban legends or myths.





 Stories about statues, one found in every school, coming to life, or tales that the school was built on a cheap burial ground.





 "Actually, there's something terrible in the basement of this building. An ancient Demon, said to have been sealed by the Founding Fathers...."





 Because of this, Martha's story, whispered in a small voice as if she feared someone might overhear, made a certain amount of sense. An ancient Demon sealed in the basement, following the 13th step.


  


 Why do schools always have at least one terrifying story?


 


 Perhaps places where many unspecified people gather, like schools, hospitals, or the military, and urban legends are inseparable?





 As I was quickly pondering such questions, Antiope asked back.





 "An ancient Demon? There's a Demon in the basement here?"





 "Yes, yes, actually, that, the stairs are also like an illusion created by that Demon...."





 Martha, seemingly finding it extremely sacrilegious to be talking about a Demon, murmured softly, "God of Light, please forgive me-." Was Martha a follower of the sun?





 Antiope, however, merely grinned as if such things didn't matter, peering into the Door.





 "An ancient Demon, huh. They call it a Demon grandly, but it's probably just a Monster or a beast in fancy wrapping. Sealed in the basement, you say-. Sounds fun!"





 As I've often felt, Antiope is a very belligerent individual. You could say she's constantly looking for something to tear apart, like a pit bull off its leash.





 "Alright."





 Antiope finally approached that gaping black maw and began to descend the stairs.





 Jeobeok, jeobeok-.





 "Now, from here, one, two, three...."





 The sound of her footsteps descending the stairs echoed unusually loudly.





 "Five, six...."





 Seureureuk-.





 However, when the sound of seven or eight steps should have followed, her figure vanished into the darkness. She had only descended a few steps, yet her footsteps and her very presence disappeared completely.





 Is that even possible, no matter how dark it is?





 "Hey, Antiope! Can you hear me?"





 Even when I called out towards the basement, no sound returned.





 I felt a little puzzled.





 And these strange basement stairs themselves began to look a little different.





 Looking at them now, they resembled the unlit basement stairs often seen in American horror movies.





 The kind of stairs where people who go to check a sound in the basement are attacked by something unknown and fall. Why do they never turn on the lights when going down such stairs or into basements?





 Why are foreigners' houses always so dark? Is electricity that expensive?


  


 Why do they move into houses said to be haunted?





 Why do they keep letting babies sleep alone in dangerous houses?





 Dalgeurak-.





 My anger, which had been spreading like lightning, was awakened by a sound from the basement.





 Soon, with a Hwareureuk- sound of a small flame igniting, something like a lantern shone brightly from below the stairs.





 ━Nothing much here! Everyone, come down-!





 It was Antiope's voice. Antiope, who had already reached the bottom of the basement, seemed to be calling us from below.





 If it were me, I wouldn't have easily stepped into that darkness.





 Indeed, the brave Amazoness is different.





 If this goes well, I should give Antiope a day off.





 With that thought, I too was about to step into the dark basement passage when someone suddenly grabbed my back and screamed.





 "Hassan-nim, it's dangerous-imnidat...!"





 "What?"





 "Hassan-nim, what are you trying to do-imnidat...! It was a very, very dangerous thing-imnidat...!!"





 It was Paranoy.





 Paranoy, for reasons unknown, was yelling at me.





 "What is it? What's with the sudden fuss?"





 "It's not 'What's with the sudden fuss-imnidat'...! Following a voice from a basement like this is the taboo among taboos-imnidat...! It's the worst thing you could do-imnidat...!"





 What does that mean?





 I wondered if Paranoy's seizure symptoms had returned. But he continued to scold me with a face more serious than anyone.





 "Perhaps, Antiope might have already fallen victim to the enemy-imnidat...! What is calling and beckoning us from down there right now might not be Antiope, but a terrifying entity disguised in her voice-imnidat...!"





 Aha, indeed.





 I felt like I could understand Paranoy's words.





 Isn't it a common scene in horror movies for the brave one who goes down first to be sacrificed, and then their voice to lure and draw in the remaining ones?





 ━What are you all chattering about up there? Hurry and come down. There's something amazing here.





 "Don't, don't listen to those insidious words-imnidat...! That is the Demon's temptation-imnidat...!"





 ━What are you talking about? It's not fun at all! Just hurry and come down here!





 "Hassan-nim, you mustn't be fooled-imnidat...! A Demon disguised as Antiope is plotting to lure us into that dark and damp-smelling basement-imnidat...!"





 I was completely flustered by Antiope's voice from the basement and Paranoy's noisy fuss beside me.





 I didn't know whose words were right.





 But soon, with Jeobeok, jeobeok- footsteps, Antiope, holding a lantern, reappeared above.





 "There were only twelve steps. But why is everyone so frozen? Did you see something you shouldn't have?"





 Antiope examined our expressions as if she knew nothing. Because of that, I had no choice but to explain what had just happened with Paranoy, but she merely reacted as if what she had said in the basement earlier wasn't her.





 "What? I didn't say anything."





 Antiope merely reacted as if what she had said in the basement earlier wasn't her. At that fact, both Paranoy and I were greatly surprised.





 I asked.





 "Just now, you told us to come down from under the stairs. That wasn't you?"





 "What are you talking about? I was about to say not to come down because there was a lot of dust and Spiders."





 What the hell.





 I felt a slight misalignment between my left and right brains, as if something was out of sync. It was like I was about to experience a mental breakdown.





 At that, Paranoy also shivered and screamed.





 "M-My words were right-imnidat...! It was a terrifying scheme, pretending to be Antiope's voice-imnidat...! I saved Hassan-nim and everyone else from misfortune-imnidat...!"





 Indeed, at this point, Paranoy's words seemed to be correct.





 We were clearly having a conversation with something impersonating Antiope. Martha, who had been silent for a long time, perhaps surprised by this fact, spoke in fear.





 "Th-The legend must be true-!"





 "What legend?"





 "The reason all apprentice priests at the University must observe a vow of silence on Sunday evenings is that... when Sunday afternoon arrives, an Evil Spirit that imitates the voice of someone known appears and tempts everyone...."





 Martha, swallowing hard, continued.





 "They say it's a joke that if you hear a voice on Sunday, know it's the Demon's temptation. Because all of us apprentice priests and professors are observing a vow of silence..., so no one would speak...."





 It was a rambling explanation, but I could roughly understand it.





 In other words, there is an evil entity in this Dormitory that imitates voices.





 Normally, I would have dismissed it as a mere joke, but having just heard the voice from the basement, a chilling shiver ran down my spine.





 Just then.





 ━Geuaaaah-!





 A familiar voice was heard from the basement again. However, it was completely different from the calm conversation we had just had; it was more like a scream or a roar filled with anger and malice.





 "It seems the Demon is angry because it couldn't lure us-imnidat...! It serves it right-imnidat...!"





 Indeed, it was as Paranoy said.





 At that, Antiope also subtly stroked her chin, then shivered as if displeased.





 "Whatever it is, there seems to be a powerful entity down there. It's a bit scary. There's nothing more dangerous than going into a basement on a dark night like this. Let's go together tomorrow morning when the sun rises."





 "Indeed, indeed, that is a wise thought worthy of Antiope-imnidat...! A judgment befitting Paranoy's junior-imnidat...!"





 "Then, let's close the Door for now."





 Giiik-.





 Antiope closed the iron Door she had just come up from, as if displeased.





 Giiik-Kwang-.





 Finally, as the heavy Door closed, making the darkness invisible, the voice that had been coming from the basement also abruptly ceased.











 *      *      *





  





 After calming down a bit, we looked for a place to rest.





 "Hassan-nim, something is definitely happening here-imnidat...! As proof, my neck feels tingly, like ants are crawling on it-imnidat...!"


  


 Paranoy chattered on as we walked through a narrow, dark passage.





 Normally, I would have let it go in one ear and out the other, but this time, Paranoy was definitely right.





 "Aah...! There really were ants-imnidat...! The hygiene is absolutely terrible-imnidat...!"





 ....





 Anyway, this University is no ordinary University.





 It felt utterly unsettling, as if something dark and unpleasant was lurking beneath my feet.





 Whatever the entity that had imitated Antiope's voice earlier was, it was clear that it had tried to deceive us.





 Is it the ancient Demon that the Founding Fathers who established this University sealed?





 While I had indeed dismissed Martha's story as just another common school legend, at this point, the probability of it being true had become very high.





 So, what now?





 I thought about it. Rushing headlong to subdue a Demon or whatever it was would be the perfect way to die.





 Usually, in such situations, it's important to accurately identify the entity and try to learn its weaknesses.





 We decided to gather in the large dining hall of this University to discuss our options.





 I asked Martha, who was looking at the dimly lit dining hall with an uneasy expression.





 "So, is there anywhere we can get information about that ancient Demon or whatever it is? Like from the professor on duty here, or someone like that."





 Martha shook her head at my words.





 "On Sunday evening, they wouldn't speak even if someone died."





 "Then, what about asking with a note? That should be possible, right?"





 "Th-They're likely to have locked their Doors.... Well. More than that, isn't it a bit cold?"





 At Martha's words, I could feel the chill in the dining hall. Indeed, it was quite cold. My breath was visible.





 Martha said.





 "Normally, normally it wasn't this chilly. Perhaps because of what happened earlier, I'm scared.... The University, the University is starting to feel scary. Was it always this dark and silent...."





 It seemed Martha was feeling fear about things she hadn't noticed before. I also sometimes felt that.





 The memory of looking at my phone with the lights off, and sometimes being scared because only the area around the phone was bright and the rest was too dark.





 The memory of going to the bathroom in my sleep in a dark house, and briefly getting goosebumps from the quiet and dark situation.





 Fear always starts with such everyday things.





 "Still, Hassan-nim is a god, so you can protect me, right...?"





 Martha was now even relying on me. Her words and actions were unlike the ruffian who had attacked my Temple just this afternoon.





 Of course, it was Paranoy who answered that.
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 "Hassan-nim isn't afraid of mere Demons-imnidat...! Hassan-nim is the nightmare of Demons and Evil Spirits themselves-imnidat...!"





 Paranoy seemed to think I was some kind of Terminator.





 "In that sense, Hassan-nim, please put more firewood in that brazier over there-imnidat...! It's too cold-imnidat...!"





 Seueuk.





 Paranoy pointed his finger at a brazier in the distance, in the dark and gloomy dining hall.





 At his fingertip, a brazier burning between dark, damp stone walls was visible.





 It looked quite a distance to walk, and given the situation, there were many things that made going there a bit difficult.





 "Hassan-nim isn't afraid of the dark, so putting firewood in the brazier is like drinking cold ditch water-imnidat...!"





 This Paranoy bastard. He's scared to do it himself and wants me to do it, right?





 But it really is cold.





 "Where's the firewood?"





 "Over there, on the other side, behind the dining hall."





 "I see."





 Seureuk-.





 I stood up.





 It's scary, but don't they say Evil Spirits, ghosts, and Demons gain more power by feeding on our fear and dread?





 Even a trivial piece of tissue paper becomes a poltergeist phenomenon if I'm afraid of it.





 Thinking that being scared like this would only empower the unknown bastard, I decided to move to shake off my fear.





 "I'll be right back after putting firewood in the brazier. If anything happens, just shout."


  


 "Th-Then I'll sing until Hassan-nim returns-imnidat...! If the song stops, it means something has happened, so you must help-imnidat...!"





 "Alright."





 I left them sitting at the table and slowly walked into the darkness. I clenched and unclenched my palm, activating the Grace 《Shining Hand》, which illuminated the surroundings quite broadly.





 "Water, water, water, a very small puddle, a small ditch water came out-. A little ditch water that gets strong when it smells honey...."





 Behind me, I heard Paranoy's trembling singing. What kind of song is that?





 Leaving his voice behind, I arrived at something resembling a storage room in the corner of the dining hall and reached out to open the Door.





 ━.





 However, at that moment, I felt something scratching the floor with a Deureureuk-Deureureuk- sound.





 A mouse?





 I looked down, but saw nothing.





 Deureureuk, Deureureuk-.





 But the sound didn't stop; it kept getting louder.





 ━...Give.





 Was I even hearing a voice?





 I slowly leaned my ear towards the floor.





 And into my ear, a sound coming from the basement, past the cold walls.





 ━Help me!!
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  Hwareureuk-.





  As I tossed in some wooden logs, the fire in the hearth grew a bit stronger. 





  Thanks to that, the light increased, and the dining hall, which had been freezing in the chilly air, felt a bit warmer. Flames and food are bound to give strength to a tense heart.





  Tak-.





  I pushed a small basket onto the table.





  "I found some food in the kitchen over there. Dinner time has passed, so let's eat something."





  It was food I discovered while gathering firewood. 





  From flatbread to ham, thin slices of cheese, and apples, it was clear they would be good nourishment for the group, who were currently drooping from a lack of energy.





  "Let's eat quickly and head to the library. There should be a book there with a way to summon or defeat whatever that demon thing is."





  I spoke like a seasoned group project leader. As I spoke nonchalantly, Martha-yang and Paranoy-ssi, who had been shivering, seemed to regain their senses a bit.





  And so, we began our meal.





  "Bread, lettuce, ham, cheese, tomato, and bread on top again.... This, this is this Paranoy's perfect recipe-itssu...!"





  Paranoy was overjoyed as he looked at the sandwich he had created. Indeed, it was such a standard combination that it couldn't possibly taste bad.





  "Martha-yang, why are you wasting ingredients like that-ssu...?"





  Paranoy frowned deeply as he watched the sandwich-like thing Martha was making. 





  Teop, teop-.





  Martha was placing ham on her palm, then cheese, lettuce, and tomato on top of that, putting the bread in the middle, and then adding ham and cheese on top again.





  "Isn't that backwards? Then it won't taste good-itssu...!"





  "It's backwards, but I, I like eating it this way so I can eat twice as much ham."





  "It's not good-itssu...! Doing it backwards like that is something only filthy Evil Spirits would do-itssu...! They love doing things in reverse-itssu...!"





  At Paranoy's bizarre shouting, Martha eventually flipped the bread back to the bottom. Antiope clapped her hands, jjak, jjak-, as if she found the sight amusing.





  Honestly, I didn't care how Martha ate her sandwich.





  "Indeed, that's an interesting story."





  However, I froze at the sight of Antiope clapping. It was because Antiope was clapping by hitting the backs of her hands together.





  Tap, tap, tap-.





  Clapping with the backs of the hands, not the palms. 





  This is fucking weird. 





  Of course, it's good for health, but in this world where massage or health concerns are neglected, it's unlikely Antiope was doing that with such intentions.





  "Ha, Hassan-nim...."





  "Shh, be quiet."





  I cautioned Paranoy, who was trying to say something. Then, I asked Antiope as if nothing were wrong.





  "Aren't you eating?"





  "I'm not hungry. You guys eat plenty."





  "Well, fine then."





  We roughly finished our meal.





  A hypothesis was forming: the current Antiope might not be Antiope.





  I recalled the time I headed to the storage room to get firewood.





  When I listened to the scratching sound on the floor, I could clearly hear something like a scream calling out to me from below.





  ━Help me! I'm trapped in the basement!





  It was Antiope's voice.





  For a moment, I wondered if it was some kind of trick to lure me while I was alone.





  ━Hassan, that's you up there, right? There are so many weird things down here in the basement! Help me! Open the basement Door! It's a structure that won't open from the inside!





  Since she was saying things that were hard to ignore, I had no choice but to listen to her.





  "Give me proof that you're the real Antiope. You fake."





  ━What? Fake? The one with you right now is the fake! Doubt her! That's not me!





  Doubt her.





  Actually, the Antiope who came up from the stairs was a bit strange. 





  The one who had spoken boldly even in front of Bacchus suddenly said she was scared of the basement, closed the Door, and tried to keep us away from there-it was suspicious.


  


  As I explained earlier, Antiope is as brave as a pitbull off its leash.





  And now, with that clapping on the back of her hands, my suspicion reached its peak.





  The probability that Antiope was swapped in the basement.





  The real Antiope is still trapped in the basement, and the one who came up holding the lantern is very likely a fake pretending to be her.





  Seuseuseu-.





  Thinking that, a small chill ran down my spine.





  However, without showing it, I spoke to them.





  "Well, if we're all done eating, let's head back to the basement."





  At that, Antiope narrowed her eyes.





  "We agreed to go there tomorrow morning. Weren't we going to the library? It's dangerous to go to the basement when it's this dark."





  She seemed to be worried about us heading into the pitch-black basement. 





  But to me right now, it only looked like she wanted to prevent us from going there rather than worrying about us.


  


  I really wanted to ask, "Is there a reason we shouldn't go there-?" But I wondered if it was wise to provoke this demon acting as Antiope right now.





  Maybe all of this was just a product of my paranoia?





  I couldn't be sure.





  "Excuse me, Hassan-nim."





  Paranoy approached me and whispered something.





  "Hassan-nim, Antiope's condition is definitely strange-itssu...!"





  "You think so too?"





  "Perhaps Antiope was swapped the moment she came out of the basement-itssu...! There's a chance that the one we're with now is a fake-itssu...!"





  Paranoy also seemed to have grasped what I was feeling instantly. He truly is worthy of being my right hand.





  "What do you think we should do?"





  "First, wouldn't it be right for us to open the basement Door and go inside-itssu...?"





  Indeed.





  "What are you two talking about? Whispering and leaving me out."





  Since Antiope mentioned the interaction between me and Paranoy, we couldn't have any more secret conversations.





  But we had roughly discussed the important points.





  And so, we decided to head back to the basement Door.





  Dozens of minutes had passed since Antiope went down to the basement; perhaps it was already too late.





  Gi-ik, jeolkong-.





  When we opened the basement Door again, a chill like never before blew out from inside and wrapped around my face. 





  At the same time, something burst out from the inside with a pabat-.





  "Ugh, I really thought I was going to die! Why did you only open the Door now!"





  It was another Antiope. That other Antiope caught her breath, then slowly scanned us and seemed to discover the woman standing behind us.





  "What is this? She looks exactly like me."





  "And who the hell are you? Why do you look exactly like me? A demon?"





  The two Antiopes narrowed their eyes as they looked at each other.





  "Wh-what on earth is this, there are two identical people!"





  Martha-yang seemed on the verge of fainting, unable to withstand this bizarre supernatural phenomenon, and I felt much the same.





  Seeing them like this, I could definitely tell there were two Antiopes.





  "You, what are you!"





  As soon as they saw each other, they tangled together as if there were something unacceptable between them. The way they threw punches and even kicks at each other's faces was quite fierce. 





  They say if you meet your doppelganger, one of you must die. Isn't this exactly why?





  Antiope throws a punch at Antiope.





  After dodging it, Antiope strikes upward from below. The Antiope who blocked it-. Dammit, with two identical people fighting, it's confusing as hell and hard to describe.





  Just then, Paranoy, who was watching this scene, spoke up.





  "The one who survives becomes the real one-itssu...! Fight more desperately and gallantly-itssu...! The loser will become the fake-itssu...! Endure to become the real one-itssu...!"





  Paranoy's words were as cold as a Musat instructor's. But he was right. The one who survives here will be the real Antiope. The dropout will just be a fake.





  Right then, the Antiope who had gained the mount position tightly strangled the neck of the Antiope pinned beneath her.





  "Die, you fake!"





  "Geuek-!"





  At that, the one being strangled and pinned below flailed and shouted toward us.





  "He, help me-. I'm, I'm the real one. Geua, I, I'm the real one. Sunbae, help me. I'll give you candy, candy...."





  Paranoy was greatly shocked by the mention of candy.





  "It seems the one on top is the fake-itssu...! We must help quickly-itssu...!"





  Then, the Antiope pinning the fake one from above shouted.





  "What are you talking about! I'll give you two more!"





  "Aat! It seems the one on top is indeed the real one-itssu...! Fake one, accept your death quietly-itssu...!"





  "Geuaaaak-! I'll curse, I'll curse you! I'll curse you all! You bastards who only know how to act high and mighty as gods-!"





  Finally, the Antiope being pinned below stuck out her long tongue and spat out bloody foam. 





  "Your era will end, and only ashes will remain to be mocked-! I will curse you-! I am the incarnation of wrath-, I am-. The ender of the age of gods born of the abyss and the earth-. Geuk, euk-."





  Seeing someone I knew being strangled to death, I seriously contemplated whether I should stop this.





  Bogle, bogle-.





  Finally, the body of the one pinned below turned entirely into bizarre, black blood-like droplets and melted away completely.





  All that remained where she had been was a single small slip of paper.





  Paranoy picked it up and said.
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  "A paper doll, it's a paper doll-itssu...! It seems the fake's true identity was a paper doll-itssu...!"





  "Phew-. That fake really gave me a hard time. A guy who's not even a match for me."





  The real Antiope dusted off her hands, tak-tak. She was likely the one who had just burst out of the basement.





  "Phew, anyway, it was a terrible time. It was all pitch black, it's a relief you opened the Door now. If I had stayed like that, it would have been awful. Ugh, my chest almost popped out."





  Antiope pulled up her half-lowered leather zipper. Paranoy spoke to her from the side.





  "What on earth is down there-ssu...?"





  "It's a total dungeon. Lots of sealing rituals too. It's crawling with things that shouldn't be touched. For now, let's close the Door and come back tomorrow when it's bright."





  Seureuk-.





  At that, my brow furrowed.





  "Hey, you're a fake too."





  "What? What kind of nonsense is that?"





  "If you were Antiope, you'd never say let's come back later. You, try clapping."





  "Clapping? Suddenly what's that? Did you eat something wrong?"





  "You might fool others, but you can't fool my eyes. You fake."





  I raised my finger and then struck right at the area of Antiope's heart, pak-. 





  "Ha, Hassan, why-."





  Antiope spat out blood, kulleok-. Since I aimed for her heart while she was off guard, it must have been a fatal wound.





  Ulkeok-.





  Teolsseok-.





  "Hassan-nim-!"





  Paranoy screamed in shock as Antiope collapsed, spitting blood from every orifice of her face.





  "Hassan-nim, what kind of crazy thing are you doing-itssu...! Hassan-nim, Hassan-nim killed a person-itssu...! Antiope is our comrade-."





  However, Antiope's body soon bubbled like bloody foam and left behind only a paper doll.





  "She was a fake pretending to be a comrade-itssu...! I was believing in Hassan-nim-itssu...! Indeed, you are a wise and clever god with the eye of wisdom that pierces through fake and real-itssu...!"





  "Shut up, you bastard."





  I thought it was a relief that the doppelganger appeared as Antiope and not Paranoy. 





  If fake Paranoys had been shouting from all over that they were the real ones, my mind might have collapsed right then and there.





  Anyway, I picked up the paper doll lying on the floor and tore it up.





  All the Amazons I've met so far were fakes.





  "Just how did you know-ssu...?"





  Paranoy asked, as if wondering how it happened. He must have found it amazing that I distinguished the fake.





  "The breasts were too small."





  "Breasts, you say-ssu...?"





  "Yeah."





  I recalled the zipper that had gone down while the two Antiopes were fighting. 





  Sallang-.





  Because of that, her breasts were briefly revealed to the world, and even in the dark, my two eyes, trained by various special drills, didn't miss such a scene and could see it like slow motion.





  But the breasts revealed were too small. About an A-cup. It was clearly enough to consider her a different person, so she was definitely a fake. 





  Since I have experience touching Antiope's breasts, I know she's not an A-cup but about a full D-cup.





  If I hadn't touched Antiope's breasts, I would have been fooled and toyed with by the fake in this situation. Thinking about it gives me quite the chills.





  "Then, where on earth is the real one? Hassan-nim, you know, right? I don't know what on earth is happening in the school...!"





  At Martha's urgent question, I looked into the pitch-black basement.





  "We'll have to look for her from now on. But I think it's better to be careful. Whatever it is, the thing inside seems to want to stop us from going in there."





  Seureuk-.





  I pulled out my club.





  "Still, well, now that I roughly know what kind of tricks it's playing, it doesn't matter."





  I swung the blunt weapon, heavier than most iron, and struck the floor of the building with all my might.





  Hu-ung-.





  Kwang-!





  Wareureu-.





  Along with the sound of something breaking and collapsing-.





  ━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━!!





  A roar that made the entire building vibrate violently was heard. It sounded like the rumbling of an earthquake, or perhaps like the scream of something massive.





  "Aha-."





  I could clearly tell what kind of existence I had to face.





  "I thought it didn't seem like an ordinary building."





  As I let a bit of aura flow in, my club emitted a red light like a red warning light.





  Uuuuuung-.





  This is my ultimate move. 





  Manhae, Death beam saber (卍解, Death beam saber). 





  A death move that only the Sultan of Hell, the true master of the harem, can use. Holding this, there's truly nothing to fear, and my attack power increases more than twofold.





  "The ender, the ender born of the abyss and the earth, you said. Are you perhaps the Gigas of wrath?"





  ━Keuheuheu....





  At my question, the entire building began to laugh with a bizarre feeling.





  ━Son of Pluto, Zigres. The whispering winds, the birds perched on the trees, they told me about you. It would have been better if you had followed your fleeing father and tucked your tail to that far-off place-.





  "You know about my father?"





  ━Yes, I know him well. And I know you well too. Zigres. Stranger. An ill-invited guest. I know you well. Because on the day you arrived in this land from the abandoned forest, I was there too-!





  "The day I arrived in this land?"
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  ━The day you arrived in this land. I was there on that day as well. In that dark and barren forest, within the darkness of that land.





  "The day I arrived in this land?"





  Gooooo-.





  The entire building began to vibrate violently.





  The voice that had been speaking to me until just a moment ago said nothing more, now maintaining only silence.





  In this world, the bastards who try to act all cool never tell you anything easily. This fellow seems to be the same.





  Since I had heard something incredibly bothersome, I wanted to make him open his mouth.





  To summarize, isn't the Gigas that has taken up residence in this building claiming that he was there on the day I arrived in this world?





  "Fine-."





  It was said that it wasn't the gods of Hypos who kidnapped me to this strange world. I had always been wondering who, why, and for what purpose someone else had brought me here if it wasn't them.





  If there is someone who brought me here, they would naturally know the way back as well.





  If things go well, I might even learn how to travel back and forth between here and there.





  In my head, I pictured myself returning to Earth and bringing things like computers, refrigerators, and electric generators back to this world.





  Wouldn't Friede-yang, who is always reading dusty old books, be so shocked she'd do a backflip if she saw a tablet PC?





  "Fine, I'll fall for the provocation just this once."





  Woong, woong-.





  Holding the death beam saber that was vibrating like a pulse, I decided to take a step toward the basement.





  "Hassan-nim, are you really going to enter that basement?"





  "That's right, it's too dangerous!"





  Paranoy and Martha seemed to want to stop me, but if I kept dragging my feet like this, there was no telling what would happen to Antiope, who was trapped in the basement, or the lives of the people inside this building.


  


  Therefore, I mustered up my courage and slowly took a step toward the stairs.





  Jeobeok, jeobeok-.





  At the same time, I thought about how Antiope had vanished between the sixth and seventh steps earlier.





  One, two-.





  Five-.





  Finally, I stepped onto the fifth stair.





  Just as I was about to move toward the sixth, I felt something like a thin, transparent film enveloping me from my feet to my body.





  To be precise, it felt like I was trying to force my way through a barrier made of a transparent soap film.





  I had quite a bit of experience feeling this kind of sensation before.





  Is this that barrier or whatever?





  I forced my body into the film that seemed to want to refuse my entry.





  The film-like thing that had been stretching like rubber against my body and arms finally shattered with a *jjaeng-geurang* sound only when I had fully stepped onto the sixth stair.





  Jeu-uuung-.





  At the same time, a grand sound of something losing power, like a refrigerator with its circuit breaker tripped, was heard.





  I could instinctively tell that the barrier had been broken.





  Now, whatever was down here that someone didn't want to show me-something they wanted to hide so badly they even installed a complex process like a barrier in this basement-would be revealed.





  "Hassan-nim, are you alright? I just heard a loud noise...!"





  Behind my back, I heard Paranoy's voice, sounding quite terrified. Looking back, I saw him looking down at me while holding a candlestick.





  Didn't Antiope completely vanish from the sixth stair earlier? In contrast, it seemed I hadn't disappeared or vanished.





  Jeobeok-.





  "Seven, eight, nine-."





  I continued to walk, counting the number of stairs.





  "Ten, eleven, twelve-."





  According to Martha, the total number of stairs to descend into this basement was originally twelve. And she said that the 13th stair, which shouldn't exist, occasionally tells the answers to the students' curious questions.





  "Thirteen."





  And then, I finally stepped on the thirteenth stair. At that moment, Martha, who had been watching the situation from behind, practically screamed at me.





  "There really i-is a thirteenth stair! How, how on earth did this happen!"





  One last step from the 13th stair to the basement.





  However, before stepping into the basement, I just stood on the last stair and carefully scanned the dark and deep interior.





  "Geueueu...."





  "Aeueu...."





  What appeared before my eyes was a heap of humans wearing black robes, lying collapsed. For a moment, I wondered if they were monsters or perhaps a group of wicked cultists.





  Aside from the fact that they were wearing very suspicious clothing, they didn't look that strong, and their vitality was so weakened that it didn't seem like they would cause me any trouble.





  "I think it's okay for everyone to come down. Surprisingly, there's not much here."





  After giving a slight instruction toward the top, I approached a person who was lying collapsed. As I grabbed the fellow's wrist, letters appeared.





  『Name: Georg lv. 4


   Status: 《Arthritis》 《Accumulated Fatigue》 《Brand of Wrath》』





  The name is Georg. His level is low, and while the statuses that appeared aren't particularly strange, the words 'Brand of Wrath' catch my eye. Martha had that mark too.





  Seureuk-.





  Martha, who had approached behind me before I knew it, was startled out of her wits when she saw the collapsed person.





  "G-Georg-sunbae! It's Georg-sunbae! This person is Georg-sunbae-nim!"





  Paranoy asked while picking his ear at that noisy shouting.





  "Who is Georg-sunbae that you're making such a fuss...?"





  "Last year, I heard news that he graduated and got a job at the Mercury Temple in the rural outskirts of the city. B-but that's not all. Over there is Falic-sunbae, Yui-sunbae, oh my god...."





  Martha's face, illuminated by the candlelight, was gradually dyed with horror.





  "T-that rumor must have been true.... The terrifying ghost story passed down only to the 4th years.... The ghost story that graduates are locked in the school basement and used as graduate students was real!"





  A graduate student ghost story.





  It's a truly terrible ghost story because it feels like it could actually happen in reality.





  "The sunbaes didn't graduate and get appointed as priests; they had become graduate students! Being exploited and overworked in the basement..., who, who on earth would do such a terrible thing...!"





  Martha seemed to be at a loss, she was so shocked. Right then, Georg, who had been unconscious, gasped for air and suddenly grabbed my wrist.





  "Run away-. The seal, the seal has become too loose-. This, this is all because of that newly built temple. The wavelength coming from there, the magic.... The seal.... You must destroy the temple-!"





  Jiririt-.





  It felt as if lightning had momentarily struck my dual-core brain.





  It felt like this series of events was being threaded together by a single string like punctured beads.





  The 13th stair that shouldn't exist and the voice whispered from there. And I felt like I knew exactly why that voice had told them to attack my temple.





  So to speak, it seems a hidden world existed in this basement.





  The basement one would descend to via the 12 stairs would be, literally, an ordinary university basement piled with books and miscellaneous items. The space students usually saw.





  And the second space is the basement of 13 stairs hidden behind the barrier. This place would be a terrible dungeon-like space where someone is keeping graduate students locked up and overworking them for some reason.





  The graduate students trapped in the dungeon like that are having their bodies ground down day and night to maintain a seal or something.





  And perhaps, because of things like cracks in the barrier, they had been giving advice, such as telling the answers to questions, to the hoebaes who happened to step on the 13th stair.





  I've probably come close to the truth.





  "What, it's nothing much."





  Scary stories are only scary when they're submerged in a quagmire of the unknown; once the full story of the incident is revealed, a trivial laugh is bound to come out.





  But a seal?





  I had no choice but to grab the dying Georg and ask.





  "If it's a seal, what are you sealing here? Is it a Gigas?"





  "G-Gigas...? I don't know about that. A terrible, terrible existence... is in this basement.... But the seal...."





  Georg completely fainted after those words. Seeing the dark circles hanging deep under his eyes, he must have reached his physical limit.





  Gooooo-.





  The building vibrates as if it's about to collapse again.





  I wondered if an earthquake had occurred, but to be precise, it was a feeling like a pulsation or a quickening.





  Something sleeping beneath this cold and heavy fortress of stone and rock is trying to wake up.





  Gooo-.





  Wareureureu-.





  Bricks falling from the ceiling awaken my sense of alarm. Could I end up buried under a pile of building debris if I stay here in this basement?





  "Hassan-nim, it would be best to get out of here...!"





  It seemed Paranoy had also sensed the crisis.





  They say that when disasters like earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, or tsunamis occur, small animals like mice and birds sensitively detect the crisis first, and Paranoy was similar to that.





  "Hey, you two go up first! I still have to find Antiope!"





  Antiope is my companion and the younger sister Hippolyte dotes on. If something were to happen to her, it would be quite awkward to face Hippolyte in the future.





  "Understood...! As you say, Hassan-nim, we will evacuate to the top...!"





  I wondered what I'd do if Paranoy dragged his feet saying he couldn't leave me behind. Fortunately or unfortunately, that didn't happen.





  I was lost in thought for a moment as I watched the backs of Paranoy and Martha fleeing back the way they came.





  Soon, thinking that there was no time, I decided to move into that darkness where the wretched figures of graduate students were laid out like debris.





  Ureureu-.





  At the same time, the shaking accelerates further.





  A violent rumbling of the earth.





  ━━!!





  Something like an unknown scream shook the surroundings, and just as I began to feel that the noisy sounds were hurting my ears-.





  Seureuk-.





  Something popped out of the darkness and suddenly grabbed my shoulder, pulling me.





  "Ugh, wha-."





  My mouth, which was about to shout "What is it?", was blocked by something, making me unable to make a sound. Before long, I could see eyes pushed close to my face in the darkness.





  "Shh-. You have to be quiet."
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  It was none other than Antiope.





  Antiope, who had placed her index finger to her lips, had blocked my mouth and made me not make a sound.





  "Shh.... Even if that fellow's eyes are bad, he hears sounds well. You have to be quiet. Can you be quiet?"





  I nodded for now. Then Antiope slowly released my mouth.





  Only then could I clearly check Antiope's condition under the candlelight faintly glowing in this prison-like basement.





  There were quite a few scratches and torn wounds here and there on her face and body, enough to tell how many struggles she had been through in the basement.





  This girl, she isn't a fake, is she?





  I slowly reached out and grabbed Antiope's wrist, visible beneath her leather clothes.





  Diring-.





  『Name: Antiope Grimkeeper lv. 39


   Status: 《Light Fatigue》 《Dizziness》 《Tightness in Chest》』





  Looking at the letters that appeared, she seems to be the real deal. But dizziness and tightness in the chest.





  Come to think of it, didn't Antiope fear dark and enclosed places because of childhood trauma?





  "Hueu, hu-."





  Indeed, Antiope's breathing was not stable, and I knew that to overcome this situation, I had to press her wrist.





  Kkuuk-.





  "Ugh-!"





  However, Antiope screamed as if the pain was severe.





  "Heup-."





  She immediately blocked her own mouth as if she had made a mistake.





  "W-we're in trouble."





  Seureuk-.





  Soon, Antiope grabbed my wrist.





  She began to lead me somewhere, and at the same time, a bizarre sound came from somewhere in this dark basement.





  ━Kehehehelhel-.





  It was a sound like a panting dog. A bizarre sound of air escaping from lungs, like an old dog exhausted from an excessive walk gasping for breath.





  Jeobeok, jeobeok-.





  Soon, a fairly large presence followed. Seeing that several footsteps were heard simultaneously, it's certain that there are several of them, or it's walking on more than two feet.





  ━.





  I couldn't help but be surprised by what finally revealed its identity.





  What is that?





  It had the appearance of a giraffe with its entire body stretched long. It looked like a giraffe a child had stretched out and then haphazardly attached a lion's mane to.





  Its face was long and grotesque, like a combination of a human and a horse, and it was utterly disgusting to see square, broad teeth protruding sporadically through its lips.





  Deer antlers like tree branches grew irregularly on its head, and below them, where eyes should be, red cloth and chains were wound tightly.





  ━Kehehehelhelhel-.





  It made a bizarre laughing sound and scoured the floor with its four legs. Like a seasoned hound tracking prey, it lowered its head and sniffed the scents lingering on the floor.





  I could instinctively tell that it was looking for us. And that this fellow was the something the graduate students were struggling to seal while accumulating fatigue. And also why Antiope had been wounded.





  Baserak, baserak-.





  Hiding behind a cold wall corner, I examined the entity's appearance even more carefully.





  A twisted form that combined human and beast, it was in itself like a profane and obscene curse. Because of that, I felt like my head was about to split.





  The monsters or creatures of this Gaia continent, at least, did not deviate greatly from the original forms or regularities possessed by living things.





  Even humanoid Goblins, Trolls, Ogres, and giant Spiders possessed a familiarity as if they could be anywhere.





  But that thing was different.





  A grotesqueness as if it were not of this world. No matter how much this Gaia continent is a place without rules or laws, that thing seems to have crossed a certain 'line'.





  Eudeuk, eudeudeuk-.





  It circled the spot where Antiope and I had been just a moment ago. It even raised a gaunt hand and stroked the walls and floor with a palm that was like a hoof.





  It's looking for us.





  What would happen if it found us was easily known by the blood clinging to its body and the corpses of graduate students who had turned into fragments.





  "What is that...?"





  I cautiously asked Antiope. Since she had been in this basement longer than I had, she would know well what that thing's identity was.





  Then Antiope replied in a small, calm voice.





  "It's the end result of pursuing erroneous knowledge."
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  "That's the fate of those who pursued misguided knowledge. Priests and mages devoured by knowledge transform into twisted beasts like that, merely wandering the world."





  Antiope seemed to know something about that grotesquely twisted monster.





  Antiope continued her explanation in a low, composed voice.





  "But a monster twisted to *that* extent, I've never seen one even while working in the Knights Order. It's an extraordinary fellow. And it possesses powerful strength too."





  And then, Antiope traced her minor wounds with her palm.





  The fact that a fellow who could easily handle most monsters was struggling this much truly showed the extent of that monster's strength.





  "This building, this underground barrier, it was all like a prison made to prevent that fellow from escaping. Windows facing inward, not outward. Even the cold, sturdy stone walls, unusual for a school building. It must have all been because of that guy."





  Antiope's argument seemed reasonable.





  According to what I'd heard from Martha earlier, the Church Fathers had sealed some kind of ancient Demon or whatever in this basement. Indeed, that appearance wouldn't be strange even if it were called a Demon.





  Seureureuk-. Juaaak-.





  Just then, the fellow's hand, which had been moving here and there to find us, stopped, and its long, horrible snout soon opened wide.





  ━Come down here. Hassan, all of you-.





  What came from there was a woman's voice that didn't suit it at all. It was Antiope's voice.





  In a situation where the monster was imitating the voice of someone I knew, I could vividly feel an ominous and unsettling chill creeping up my spine.





  At that sight, Antiope, who had been watching from hiding beside me, spoke very softly.





  "You'd better be careful. That fellow has a strong body and uses strange tricks. It wields something, whether it's magic, a magic circle, or a spell, I don't know. It's not easy to deal with."





  "Shit, it even uses magic?"





  Just dealing with its fucking gigantic bulk would be hard enough, but it even uses magic. It was a fucking terrible bastard.





  Indeed, I felt like I understood why the graduate students had been sacrificing their lives and souls to seal it.





  "Still, its eyes seem to be bound by that sealing device, so it can't see. Its nose doesn't seem particularly good either. Since it's a fellow that relies solely on its hearing, escaping is relatively easy."





  "I see."





  A monster with sharp hearing, huh.





  I felt like I understood why practices like the "training of forbidden words" were widespread in this school. Beyond a simple training meaning, it must also include a warning to be wary of that monster.





  "Can we kill it?"





  "Probably. My short spear should be stuck in its chest. Look there. It was spurting a lot of blood. If you push that in deeper, even that fellow would die."





  Seureuk-.





  Antiope raised a finger and pointed at the monster's chest area. Indeed, her cherished magic spear was visible there, stuck in like a thorny stake.





  At the same time, my eyes caught sight of a necklace hanging on the monster's chest.





  A very small necklace, similar to a dog tag.





  But to my eyes, which had been trained by the Grace 《Dark Eye》 and my senses, the letters engraved on that necklace were vividly visible.





  「Jefferson Sanquiere Aquinas」





  It seemed to be a person's name. And it was quite familiar. Wasn't this University named Aquinas University after the person who built it?





  "That fellow, surely not-."





  "Yes, it's Church Father Aquinas. To be precise, he *was* such a human. Not anymore. Anyway, Hassan, the seal broke when you entered this basement. That fellow doesn't seem to have noticed it yet, but it's only a matter of time."





  "What happens if it notices?"





  "It'll probably escape outside. The city of Sodomora is nearby. If that fellow appears in the city, it won't be an ordinary commotion, so we have to kill it here."





  Antiope's words were extremely sound.





  I asked.





  "So, do you have a good plan?"





  "I do. The two of us will face that fellow and kill it-. Wouldn't that be enough? If I were alone, it would have been hard, but with you, I think it's perfectly doable."





  It was questionable whether one could call that a plan. But I couldn't think of anything else either.





  Just then, Antiope lowered her posture.





  "First, I'll draw its attention, so you try attacking from behind. With that thick, heavy club of yours, you know."





  Without me even having a chance to stop her, she sprang out with a *Pabat-*. And then, before I knew it, she was jingling and shaking the silver adventurer's emblem that had been hanging around my neck, as if she'd somehow snatched it.





  "You ugly bastard-! Over here-! Here!"





  ━Keuhehehheheh-.





  Then, with a strange sneering sound, Church Father Aquinas extended a hand towards Antiope.





  Its emaciated finger reached for Antiope, but Antiope managed to slip through the gap with surprisingly light and relaxed movements.





  "See! Its eyes can't see, so its attacks aren't accurate! I'll buy us time, so aim for an opening!"





  It was just as Antiope said. Though its hearing was sharp, perhaps because it couldn't see, it couldn't launch precise attacks.





  More than anything, its huge bulk, several meters long, seemed unable to move freely due to the low and cramped structure of this underground prison.





  But between the one attacking unilaterally and the one only dodging, it was a certainty who would be at a disadvantage the longer time dragged on.





  I thought I had to make a decision before Antiope even slipped and got caught by that hand. Therefore, I gripped the club tightly, infused it with Aura, and completed the Death Beam Saber.





  Tadat-.


  


  And then, kicking off the cold stone floor, I leaped towards the monster's elongated spine.





  Seureureu-.





  My Beam Saber, imbued with red energy, soared high towards the ceiling.





  "Die, you corrupt professor!"





  My heavy strike, imbued with the resentment of four years of university life and various complex emotions, charged towards its back.





  Ssyaeeek-.





  The club sharply tore through the air and struck its fur-covered back.





  Kung-. Pagak-!





  Then, with a very intense impact sound, Church Father Aquinas's body staggered greatly and instantly collapsed to the floor.





  His body couldn't withstand the trinity attack of my tough physical strength, Aura, and fantastic weapon, and his joints were bent backward.





  ━Gwaaaaaaak-!





  Kwaang, Wareureureu-.


  


  The problem was that the floor of this basement was also the same.





  The platform we were standing on instantly collapsed with a pile of rubble. I lost my balance and felt myself falling endlessly downwards.





  Pungdeong-.





  My body soon fell into something quite deep and cold, like water, and began to flounder.





  "Ugh, what the fuck!"





  It was black water with a strange smell. It seemed more like oil than water. Even as I flailed my arms and legs in the sticky, clinging water, my body wouldn't easily float up.





  ━Welcome to the Mire of Rage, Zigres. Thank you for breaking through the floor and shattering the seal yourself.





  What I heard in my ears was the low, gloomy voice of a Gigas.





  ━Thanks to you, I'll be able to get Church Father Aquinas's body. His mental strength was so strong that just feeding him contaminated well water would have taken over a hundred years, probably.





  To my eyes, now accustomed to the darkness, the monster was visible, floundering in this mire just like me.





  ━Geueoak, Euaaak-!





  Streams of water rushed into its twisted mouth. The sight was like water flowing down a drain.





  Swaaaah-.





  Thanks to that, as the water level gradually lowered, my feet could finally touch the bottom. That was a very good thing, but-.





  ━As expected, an excellent body. A high-ranking priest's physique, trained through asceticism and penance, imagine that. I can even feel an unparalleled rage towards the gods from this man.


  


  Udeuk, Udeuk-.





  Soon, watching the monster recover its joints, which had been broken by my club, and rise, this situation wasn't necessarily good.





  ━Well, shall we start the lecture again now-.





  Seureureuk-.





  Its rake-like palm caressed its own face. And then, with all its might, it pulled and tore off the Chains and strange talisman-like objects that had been sealing its eyes.





  Paching, Pachiching-.





  With the sound of the Chains being torn off, its covered eyes were revealed to the world. Even from its hideous, monstrous body, those blue eyes resembled a human's, making them seem rather strange.





  ━Gwaaak-!





  Whether that fellow had discovered me, it immediately charged towards me. Its broad, dirty fingernails scraped the stone floor, leaving scars, and flew towards me.





  ━I'll tear you to shreds!





  Its speed and power seemed incomparable to before.





  Gagagak-.





  I wanted to cover my ears at that sound, but doing so would only weaken my defense. Should I curl up and avoid its attack like this? Or should I raise my guard and defend?





  Momentarily, various thoughts swirled, but I soon decided to grab its incoming palm head-on.





  Gwaaaak-.





  Thus, our palms, now locked together, collided fiercely.





  Its palm was so large and brutal that my large hand looked like a fragile baby's hand in comparison, and for a moment, I almost got crushed because my balance was off.





  "Gweueu-!"





  Gritting my teeth and pushing back with strength in my hind legs, it was fortunately bearable.





  ━You'll try to endure with strength? Ha-, what a foolish thing to do-! The power of the cursed beast, Aquinas, surpasses the Titans.





  The monster in the school's basement sneered with its long snout, as if mocking me.





  I don't know what "power that surpasses Titans" means, but it was certainly one of the strongest physical forces I'd ever experienced. Its body itself was heavy too.





  ━Be crushed like an ant-!





  "Gweueu-."





  But compared to the terrifying Gloria, it was bearable.





  No, to this extent, I think I can overcome it.





  ━Gweu, what, what is this-! I'm being pushed back!?





  Perhaps flustered by this simple yet brutal test of strength, the monster let out a scream with a horrible face.





  ━Geuaeek-! Aquinas, you mean your rage is only this much-!?





  "Weaker than Gloria, huh!"





  I grabbed its large palm and twisted it with all my might. Then, its gigantic body, easily several meters tall, knelt and collapsed to the floor.





  I then thrust my head with all my might into the head of the fellow who had lowered its posture like that.





  Kwaaaang-!





  ━Geeaaak-!





  With an intense sound, the monster fell backward with a great crash. Though I had been intimidated by its bulk and appearance, this bastard wasn't as strong as I thought.





  No, it's not that this fellow is weak; it's more accurate to say that I've become stronger.





  ━This bastard, it must have been a useless, weed-like fellow. This bastard, I know you, Zigres. You were a useless failure. A fellow like a misplaced gift. When did you grow such strength-.





  I grabbed its long snout with both hands.





  ━Gwaeu, ha, don't-! No-!





  "Gwaaat-!"





  Simultaneously, I put firm strength into both my arms and tore it apart with all my might in opposite directions.





  Jwaaak-. Udeudeuk.





  The sound of its jaw joint, muscles, and bones breaking and shattering was deafening. The monster's appearance, with its lower jaw ripped out and dangling, was quite hideous even to me.





  ━Gwaeuu....





  I placed my foot on its head. As I put my weight and physical strength into it, I clearly felt its gigantic skull screaming with a *Dudeudeuk-* sound from beneath my foot.





  "Tell me what you know, you Gigas bastard. When I came to this world, you were there too?"





  ━Gwaeuu, euu-!





  "If you don't speak quickly, your head will be shattered."





  ━Keuheuh, euheuh, euheheh-.





  At my threat, the monster suddenly burst into laughter.





  ━You don't need to be impatient, you'll find out, Zigres. Your place is prepared among us, in the burning Hell, in the hottest and lowest spot-.





  "What does that mean?"





  Hwareureuk-.





  At that moment, flames caught on the monster's body beneath my feet. Because it was burning, emitting hot heat with *Hwareuk, Hwareuk-*, I had no choice but to take my foot off it.





  ━Oh dear, Aquinas's reason still remained, huh. Well, fine. With little time left, I'll tell you one special thing. The day you came to this land. I, the Gigas of Rage, was also there with them.





  "If 'them,' do you mean the Gigas? Did you and other Gigas summon me here? Why on earth? For what reason?"





  Hwareureuk-.





  Its body melted away easily. With its lower jaw shattered and its skin sticking to the flames, it slowly answered my words in a slurred voice.





  ━Do you like humans, Zigres?





  That was another question rather than an answer.





  "Suddenly, what's with humans? Just answer my question, you bastard!"





  ━I like humans too. They're just stupid fools who get angry easily and try to deceive each other, but that's why I never get tired of them.





  Tadak, Tadadak-.





  ━But that fellow ended up dreaming a dream for far too long. A dream where he couldn't even distinguish what was reality and what was a dream....





  Sareureureuk-.





  Before long, its body was leaving behind only white bones.





  ━Continue on your path. All the Doors you desire are open from where you must go-.





  With that, the words of this fellow called Gigas ended.





  Hwaaaah-.





  Soon, flames soared everywhere, covering everything with black, acrid smoke. I thought it would be best to quickly escape from here.


  


  "Hassan, grab this-!"





  Just at that moment, someone lowered a long, long rope-like object into the pit where I had fallen. It was Antiope.





  Thanks to Antiope, I was able to escape from the basement and get out of the building.





  Hwareuk, Hwareureuk-.





  Goooo-.





  The flames, which had started even deeper than the basement, were now burning and collapsing the fortress made of cold stone walls, and for some reason, the morning dawn visible behind it was utterly refreshing.





  All those who had escaped from the building and I continued to watch the scene. The dust, ash, and noise bursting out as stone after stone collapsed were quite loud.





  "The University students' tuition fees are burning-!"





  Paranoy seemed to quite like the sight. Only Paranoy was loudly chattering in this spot.


  


  When everyone else had stopped speaking in this disastrous situation.





  Seureuk-.





  Antiope held out something towards me.





  "What's this?"





  "It seems like that Church Father's diary. I found it in the basement. Before I submit it to the Knights Order as material on Gnostics, you can read it if you want."





  "I see."





  I opened the book. The first half of the rather thick book contained a priest's diary full of academic passion and praise for the gods.





  In the latter half, however, only his faint, grief-stricken letters, immersed in the sadness of his daughter's death, were fully listed.





  「If good gods exist, why is the world so full of suffering? Are the gods not standing by, watching human suffering? Is God truly just?」





  The diary ended with that. It wasn't a particularly important story, nor was it a story related to me.





  When I returned the diary to Antiope, she glanced over it and added a word.





  "Theodicy is the most common claim among Gnostics, you know. That the current God is not just and is a false existence. That somewhere beyond this world, there will be a more perfect world than this current flawed one, you know."





  Seureuk.





  She asked me.





  "Hassan, you're closer to being a god than anyone else here. What do you think about this?"





  At that question, Bacchus, who had said that human peace worsens faith, and the Church Father, who had fallen into ruin like a monster due to pain and sorrow, simultaneously came to mind.





  I decided to reserve my answer.





  "My, my tuition fees.... Only one semester left, but...."





  "Couldn't graduate.... I'm ruined...."





  "Even someone without a University diploma, if they complete one month of apprenticeship under that Paranoy, we will grant them priestly vows and baptism-! Now is your chance-!"











  *      *       *





  





  "If Mom finds out I got a job in a place like this, she'll kill me-. My mom thinks I'm going to work in Delphi, you know-."





  "A graveyard, you mean? Why is a Temple in a graveyard? Is it a real Temple?"





  These were people who had been University students until recently. Men and women, forcibly turned into societal newbies after their school was destroyed, hesitantly entered my graveyard, the Temple grounds.





  On this Gaia Continent, there aren't many options for University dropouts.





  To enroll in another University, they would have to start anew from the first year, but since tuition fees are so expensive, not many people can do that.





  Therefore, poor struggling students and seniors who were on the verge of graduation eventually fell for Paranoy's enticement and headed to the graveyard.





  However, this graveyard, which was eerie even at midday due to the heavy fog, seemed utterly terrifying to them, and some were even shedding tears and muttering unknown prayers.





  "Be quiet-! This isn't the comfortable University anymore-! There are no more gates, no buildings, no professors to protect you-!"





  Paranoy growled with all his might at the people standing in a line. Soon, not content with just growling, he even started shouting terrifyingly.





  "Our Temple doesn't need University diplomas or anything like that-! We only look for passion and mental strength-! In that sense, run quickly to that tree over there, touch it, and come back first-come, first-served-!"





  "Th-That, what does that mean...? Touch and come back...."





  "It's training to become a Bishop of Hell-! In short, it's Hell-Week training-! Only the first person to arrive will be exempted-! Now, hurry up and run-!"





  I couldn't understand what on earth that training was for.





  "After the run, we will continue with a praise competition for the brave Nymph, Paranoy, who shattered academic elitism despite having received a University education, and Hassan-nim, who helped him, so prepare yourselves-!"





  Diling-.





   『Items Hassan Possesses


    Number of Followers: 237


    Number of Altars: 1


    Number of Temples: 1


    Number of Priests: 1 → 12


    Number of Graces: 1


    Overall: Young and Weak Boy God - Priests are being replenished. However, there are no set rules, so efficiency cannot be exerted.』





  I didn't know what kind of training it was, but anyway, the increasing number of priests seemed like a pretty good thing.





  The Temple is steadily and surely growing.





  That also meant I was gradually becoming more of a god from a human.





  And if I reach the end of this path, why I am suffering in a place like this.





  I also had a premonition that I would find out why my father and mother were running a health center there.
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  Three days had passed since I smashed the Aquinas University building to pieces.





  Three days.





  Enough time for the news to spread to the world that the building was incinerated and destroyed, leaving all the university students unemployed.





  Since the incident was featured prominently on the front pages of the newspapers the city citizens enjoyed reading, I couldn't help but hear people whispering.





  "My goodness, they say he burned it all down by himself in a single day."





  "If it's Aquinas University, aren't you talking about that building as sturdy as a fortress? I've been there before. How do you smash a place like that in one day?"





  "His power must be incredible. I heard he ripped out the building's pillars with one hand and brought it down in an instant!"





  Of course, the details of the story were bound to be inflated and exaggerated, as they usually are.





  The truth was that the oil stored like a well deep in the university basement caught fire and consumed everything.





  But to the people, it seemed the story had spread that I had swung a club and demolished the building overnight.





  "Why on earth did he do such a thing...?"





  "Well, you see..."





  "Hassan-nim, everyone is praising Hassan-nim's great achievement-ssu...!"





  Paranoy seemed to smile with satisfaction, as if highly elated by the whispering people's stories. Then, he even started shouting toward the people.





  "Hassan-nim has handed down punishment to the unrighteous priests-ssu...! He has sounded a warning to a world where temples and priests only use their heads to seek profit like merchants-ssu...!"





  Of course, that didn't align with my intentions at all.





  However, the people listening to it marveled with "Hoo-" as if it were some grand truth.





  "That's right, the priests these days are a real problem. All they care about is money. I'm telling you, they were selling a diluted solution with just a few drops of holy water in it as 'low-grade holy water' for 5 copper!"





  "They told me to pay 1 silver every month if I wanted to pray for my family's safety."





  "Last time, I got a job from the Temple of Venus, and they skimmed off half the pay. When I got angry and protested, they told me to consider the half as payment for my service."





  They were mostly lower-class citizens from the West Gate area, and they seemed to have a lot of grievances toward the existing temples and priests.





  And those people seemed extremely gratified that I had punished the priests and prospective priests who belonged to the university by destroying it.





  Perhaps I might see them at the cemetery this Sunday.





  "Hassan-nim, seeing how the religious influence is growing, we might be able to overthrow the kingdom within a few months-ssu...!"





  In that sense, Paranoy's mood has been good lately.





  『Items possessed by Hassan


  Number of Followers: 237 → 525


  Number of Altars: 1


  Number of Temples: 1


  Number of Priests: 12


  Number of Graces: 1


  Summary: Young and Weak Boy God - Priests are being recruited. However, they are not showing efficiency due to a lack of established rules.』





  Because the number of followers and the priests to control them had increased smoothly over the past few days, what could be called the authority of my right hand, Paranoy, had also increased quite a bit.





  -Everyone, let us begin today's daily routine with a prayer of gratitude to the great, loyal, and wise Nymph Paranoy, and to Hassan-nim, who has taken such a Paranoy as his right hand-ssu...!





  The sight of the small Nymph standing higher than the people and blathering something seemed a bit strange.





  Rather, these days, people were gradually starting to come to the cemetery just to see the peculiar Nymph Paranoy.





  In fact, when walking around the streets with Paranoy, it had reached the point where many people recognized Paranoy in addition to whispering about me.





  -Look at that, it's the Nymph of the ditch water.





  -I heard she gives blessings if you give her something sweet.





  Like that.





  Paranoy also seemed to realize that people were talking about him, as he grinned like a villain with a deep scowl.





  "I am now a celebrity in this city-ssu...! Perhaps, I might even become more famous than Hassan-nim-ssu...!"





  "Sure. I guess so."





  "Such a me, Paranoy, is fully qualified to eat that thing called tonkatsu-ssu...! So, when are we arriving at the shop that sells that tonkatsu-ssu...?"





  "Almost, we're almost there."





  In my eyes, the clinic on East Gate Street was coming into view.





  It was a clinic that had once burned down because of Elfriede and me, but now it was built even more grandly than before, thanks to the donations coming in from here and there and the money I had paid in compensation.





  "Looks nice."





  The one greeting me was a woman who was sweeping fallen leaves in the wide garden.





  With her short brown hair, the fluttering clothes characteristic of healers, and her quite elegant appearance, she was already familiar to my eyes.





  "Ah, Hassan-nim, you've come!"





  She was the healer Maana. A female healer whom I had once saved when she was pinned under a pillar during the fire.





  Paranoy narrowed his eyes as he looked at the woman.
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  "I want to eat tonkatsu quickly-ssu...! Isn't this a clinic, not a restaurant-ssu...?"





  "That's right. It's in here. Maana-ssi, do you have time?"





  "Yes, yes. Please come inside."





  After we went inside the clinic, we bound Paranoy's arms and legs to something like a strange chair.





  Then, his mouth was forced open with something like pincers.





  Then, as if he didn't understand what was going on, Paranoy asked back.





  "Hassan-nim, what, what on earth is this?"





  Of course, it was Maana-ssi who answered that.





  "Hmm, your molars are quite damaged. This needs to be treated. I mean, it has to be pulled out. Now, say ah-."





  "What, what on earth is that hideous object...? That, something that big won't fit in my mouth-ssu...!"





  "It's okay. Now, ah-."





  "Eueee-!"





  Lately, as the number of followers increased, and all of them brought snacks to give to Paranoy, the teeth of Paranoy, who gobbled them up, were quite damaged.





  I had him brush his teeth every day as Luna told me and made him rinse his mouth with menthe oil constantly, but even so, cavities had formed.





  Since cavities couldn't be solved with acupressure, I sought out a clinic like this. Of course, the dental treatment in this world is quite intense and crude.





  "Euaeuaeu-."





  In the end, Paranoy shed tears while stroking his swollen jaw. His eyes were filled with resentment toward me.





  "Hey, it's all for your own good. So, did the treatment go well?"





  "Nymphs have high regenerative powers, so if you pull out a cavity, a new tooth grows in. A clean tooth will probably grow back in a few days."


  


  I could feel a bit relieved at healer Maana's story. So Nymphs' teeth keep growing back. Are they sharks?





  To that, Maana added another word.





  "The treatment fee is 5 silver, but since it's Hassan-nim, I'll only take 3 silver."





  "Is that true? I get a discount because it's me?"





  "If I give a discount to a god who is enjoying himself on the surface, I'll receive blessings too, right?"





  Then, healer Maana slightly bowed her head as if praying to me with her hands clasped together.





  If I were just the ordinary adventurer Hassan, the medical fee might have doubled with various excuses added to the 5 silver, but as Hassan, the master of the temple, I even get discounts like this.





  Indeed, a high position is good.





  "Are you going to patrol East Gate Street before you go? The places where the fires broke out."





  "Well. Since I'm already at the East Gate, that wouldn't be a bad idea."





  "Then please come again next time!"





  After leaving the clinic behind, I carefully examined the streets that had burned here and there from Elfriede's flames.





  Since several weeks had already flown by, the restoration of buildings and structures had been easily accomplished, but perhaps it was just my imagination, but it felt like there was still a slight smell of burning.





  "Aigo, our young god has come all this way."





  The place I visited was the laundry. The owner of the laundry, who was the chairman of the fire victims' association, welcomed me very warmly. It didn't seem like the kind of hospitality you'd expect between a perpetrator and a victim, but-.


 


  "I've heard all about it lately. I heard your temple is growing very smoothly!"





  Since my position was that of the perpetrator and the one in debt, well, even if they hated it, they couldn't really say anything bad.





  I answered moderately.





  "Well, it's just so-so. Is everything all right?"





  "When the owner of the temple himself is making the rounds, well, how could there be a problem? More than that, I've heard about a strange grace. That there's a grace that increases one's luck with money..."





  It seemed the blessings I had performed had already become rumors and reached the wealthy people of this eastern street as well.





  "If I also become a follower of that fellow, if I join that Black Brotherhood or whatever it is, can I receive grace too?"





  To that, Paranoy added a word from the side.





  "If you want to receive the baptism of the Black Brotherhood, you must pass the screening of this Paranoy-ssu...! Of course, Nymph-haters will be rejected-ssu...!"





  The Black Brotherhood.





  That was the name referring to my followers. It was a name created by the newly welcomed priests, Paranoy, myself, and Antiope putting our heads together.





  I thought the 'Dark Brotherhood' I suggested would be better, but they said it might feel like some cult, so it became the Black Brotherhood. They said 'Black Brotherhood' sounded cuter.





  "I have to pass the screening of this little Nymph?"


  


  "I am not just a little Nymph-ssu...! I am Paranoy, the Margrave of Hell, who even overcame the torture of having teeth pulled out-ssu...!"





  "It's my first time seeing such a bold Nymph. The Nymphs I've seen were very shy and bashful."





  It was exactly as the laundry owner said.





  Thinking about it now, the other Nymphs I had met were very shy, so they were wary of outsiders or hid themselves bashfully.





  But well, Paranoy doesn't have any of that. Is it because he's a reckless fellow?





  Anyway, that's not what's important right now.





  I said.





  "Please tell the people of the victims' association in the east. My temple is always open for you. The order of baptism is quite backed up, but I will prioritize the victims."





  "Hehe, that's good! That's very good! This is why connections are so important."





  The laundry owner seemed extremely happy at my words. It must be because he received a return for the debt he had been holding over me.





  I also felt a bit relieved that I could at least lessen the debt in my heart like that.





  "Well then, I'll be going now."





  "Come by again next time. And be careful."





  "Be careful?"





  At my question, the laundry owner stroked the beard growing on his chin.





  "You said you burned down the university. And since you've been suddenly expanding your influence lately, there will probably be many among the priests of the existing temples who will try to slander you, Hassan."





  "Ah-, I see. Thank you for the advice."





  "Well, I trust you'll handle it well."





  With that, the conversation with the laundry owner came to an end. The advice he gave me at the end was quite helpful to me in its own way.





  When someone suddenly gains great fame and expands their influence, it wouldn't be strange for someone to pop up from somewhere and try to hold them back, whether out of jealousy or groundless anger.





  But now, it didn't really matter.





  I have many people who will defend me, and above all, I also have enough strength to beat up any guys I don't like with my fists.








  *     *     *





  


  "Ah, Hassan-ssi, you've come!"





  The Mars Guild, which I visited after a long time. Daphne, who was very busy handling work in the lobby, welcomed me.





  She even waved her hand toward me, leaving behind the long line stretched out in front of her.





  "It's been a long time!"





  "Yes. Well. I've been busy lately."





  "I bet! I heard the temple is growing well!"





  "Daphne-ssi seems quite busy herself."





  I looked at the people Daphne was attending to. Iron and Bronze tier adventurers were lined up long, increasing the number in the queue.





  Daphne said.





  "It's been like this ever since it was in the newspaper that I'm Hassan-ssi's exclusive receptionist! Everyone must want to become strong like Hassan-ssi!"





  "Is that so."





  "Everyone is starting with the temple cleaning job that Hassan-ssi first did! Next, they do basement cleaning, and go out to the nearby forest to catch Goblins."





  Indeed, it seemed the requests I had been doing had taken root as some kind of training method. I don't know if that will be effective for becoming stronger, though-.





  -Look at that. That man must be Hassan of Samaria.





  -He's Silver tier. He looks damn strong.





  Seeing the feelings of admiration and awe in the eyes of the people lined up long, well, the back of my head did feel a bit itchy.





  -Should I try challenging him once?





  -You idiot, someone like you wouldn't even be a match for his single finger!





  A single finger. Actually, I was confident I could knock them down with a single finger flick.





  To the Iron and Bronze tier adventurers, the current me would look like a wall as high and grand as Hippolyte did when I first saw her. And that's the truth.





  Thinking that way, I can really feel how high a position I've reached.





  From being liberated from Friede, to the first request of cleaning the temple, until now, many things have happened-. And Luna was with me through most of those things.





  What is Luna doing and where is she now?





  A sudden feeling of longing made me feel gloomy.





  To such a me, Daphne said.





  "Ah, and there's an item delivered for Hassan-ssi!"





  "An item delivered?"





  Could it be a letter from Luna?





  At that thought, my mood instantly brightened.





  "Where is it?"





  "Go to Hippolyte-ssi's office!"
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  "Hassan, I was waiting for you anyway."





  The wide training ground behind the Mars Guild. There was a tent set up like a field camp, which was Hippolyte's office, the daughter of Mars.





  Hippolyte, who was on duty wearing armor inside, greeted me while seated.





  She said she was waiting, but seeing her continuously signing documents piled up like a mountain, she seemed quite busy.





  "Could you wait a moment? I'll speak once I've finished this."





  Well, she's one of only ten Gold Tier adventurers in the kingdom and two in the city, so of course she'd be busy.





  Sagrak, sagrak-.





  Only the sound of the pen nib scratching across paper and leather scrolls echoed loudly in the quiet tent.





  I just sat on a nearby chair and looked around, but there was nothing that particularly caught my interest, so I quickly grew bored and sank into tedium.





  Tak-.





  After some time passed, with the sound of her putting down the pen, Hippolyte stretched vigorously, raising both arms.





  "Now I feel a bit alive. There's just too much to do."





  "Daphne-ssi seemed busy too. What is there so much to do?"





  "The month after next, I have to leave this position for a while due to personal reasons. I'll be leaving the city, probably going far south. It's like an expedition. So I'm taking care of everything in advance."





  "Ah, I see."





  Hippolyte going on an expedition. I wondered if there was some kind of conscription order from the kingdom, but then something suddenly flashed through my mind.





  "Are you going to compete in the Amazoness Queen selection contest?"





  "Yes. Did I ever tell you that?"





  "I heard it from Antiope."





  "Antiope, you say...."





  Seureuk-.





  Hippolyte slightly furrowed her brow.





  "Hassan, I heard you've been taking Antiope around lately. Not long ago, you even destroyed the Aquinas University."





  Her voice sounded as if she was trying to interrogate me.





  She continued to speak.





  "You shouldn't let Antiope pick up bad habits. She's like a blank canvas, easily influenced by those around her."





  Antiope being like a blank canvas. I could easily agree with that. I had already drawn things like Pyreena and Pikachu on Antiope's body before.





  Even now, a cool lightning pattern must be drawn on her.





  In that sense, Antiope was already a full-fledged agent of Hassan. Even now, she must be busy moving around to resolve the incidents that occurred at the University.





  In the future, it was their destiny for Paranoy, Antiope, and Hassan to go around breaking things like Team Rocket, but for now, I decided to just nod.





  "I'll be careful."





  "Good."





  Only then did Hippolyte's furrowed brow relax.





  Hippolyte then handed me a document.





  "And Hassan, I hear your Black Brotherhood is causing a commotion nearby. Requests to restrain them are increasing in the city, one by one. Five cases last week. Ten cases this week."





  "The Black Brotherhood, causing a commotion, you say?"





  "Yes. It's common for those backed by a god to swagger and cause a commotion. Bacchus's Maenads, for example, used to kill people, set fire to cities, and commit rape and plunder."





  "Fuck...."





  I imagined my Followers setting fire to Sodomora. It wasn't long ago that I was racking my brain over the arson incident with Elfriede.





  If that were to be re-enacted by my Followers, I clearly wouldn't be able to show my face in many ways.





  How can I control my Followers? Is increasing the number of priests not enough?





  As I was pondering in that way, Hippolyte rested her chin on the desk and spoke.





  "Hassan, I am a priestess of Mars, so I generally have no intention of interfering with the affairs of your Temple. However, there is one thing I would like to ask."





  "What is it?"





  "I can't figure out the identity of your Temple, what it's all about. You give massages to those who visit, and provide relief by giving coins to the poor, but those things alone don't quite resonate. There are no established rules, you see."





  "Rules, you say...."





  "It would be better to have rules for your Followers and priests to follow."





  Indeed, Hippolyte was right. Currently, my Temple had no rules or laws whatsoever.





  It was simply a place where many people gathered to praise the great Nymph Paranoy and the god Hassan, who had Paranoy as his right hand.





  Other than that, it was thoroughly laissez-faire, and it seemed problems were arising because of it.





  Rules, huh.





  Rules given by a god.





  I think I need to think about this. It would be good if smart people gathered and decided.





  Should I ask for help from Countess Enya or Baron Fleur? They would probably be able to help me.





  "Still, your valor, Hassan, is said to be increasing, separate from your Followers. I heard you caught the Gnostics hiding in the University?"





  I soon snapped out of my thoughts.





  "Yes, well, I was lucky."





  "You're getting stronger day by day. You're not neglecting your training and discipline, are you?"





  "I do it for two hours every morning."





  As we exchanged such everyday pleasantries, I suddenly remembered another reason I had come to see Hippolyte.





  "Daphne-ssi told me a package arrived here."





  "Ah. Right. The deliveryman said he was scared to enter your cemetery, so he left it at the Mars Guild."





  "Is it a letter from Luna?"





  "No, unfortunately, it doesn't seem to be. Here it is."





  Seureuk-.





  To my slight disappointment that it wasn't a letter from Luna, Hippolyte handed me a large, square wooden box.





  Its length was about enough to fit a human head.





  What is it?





  If it wasn't a letter from Luna, I wondered who would send me something. However, as I took the wooden box, the golden light shining from within solved the mystery.





  Kwaaaak-.





  I squeezed my hand and crushed the wooden box with my grip. What was revealed in my palm was a transparent glass bottle and a golden liquid inside it.





  The golden liquid glowed like a fluorescent light with just a slight shimmer, brightly illuminating the gloomy tent.





  "Wh-what on earth is that?"





  Hippolyte, startled by the light, pushed her chair back with a deureureuk- sound and stood up. I wondered what her reaction would be if she knew this was the Nectar she had so desired.





  "That radiant golden light-. It's Nectar!"





  Hippolyte already seemed to have realized the identity of the object in my hand. I, too, knew where this package came from and from whom.





  This must be the reward from the client, Bacchus, for defeating the Gigas lurking beneath the University and Aquinas, the monster of Gnosticism.





  With this, I could surpass 15 in strength. Then, I would be able to defeat Gloria, who might come looking for me someday.





  Ppong-.





  Hwaaa-.





  As I popped the cork, an intensely rich alcoholic scent, along with the aroma of apples and grapes, burst forth simultaneously. My head spun from it.





  "Heu, heuheu-."





  Hippolyte, who was watching this beside me, was no different. Her brown eyes were already tinged with this radiant golden light, gleaming strangely.





  "Nectar-. That's it- God's Wine, Nectar-!"





  Seureureuk-.





  She began to reach out her hand towards my glass bottle-.





  "Th-this is mine."





  Only when I quickly hid the glass bottle behind my back did Hippolyte blink, as if she had come to her senses.





  "Euhm, right. That's yours. If I had that, I could significantly increase my stagnant growth. Euhm-."





  Even amidst that, her sidelong glances at my golden glass bottle were quite unsettling. What if Hippolyte suddenly subdued me and gulped it all down?





  If Hippolyte used her full power, it would clearly be difficult for even me to protect this glass bottle right now.





  This Nectar was truly the One Ring that revealed people's desires.





  Thinking that such a thing shouldn't exist, I put the mouth of the glass bottle to my lips and gulped it down.





  With a light swallow, like breathing air, a cool sensation, as if frost were forming on my body, traveled from head to toe.





  "Ugh-oh-."





  My vision suddenly spun.





  The Nectar must have been quite potent, as my face flushed and my head felt like it was spinning, though I hadn't noticed due to the light swallow.





  Diling-.





  『Nectar consumption confirmed.』





  『Choose 1. You can acquire 300 Task Points.』





  『Choose 2. You can consume 100 Task Points to increase a desired stat by one level.』





  『Name: Hassan Lv. 35


   Strength: 15 +


   Agility: 10 +


   Stamina: 10 +


   Task Points: 397


   Blessings: 《Shining Hands》 《Armor of Night》 《Dark Eyes》 《Tanned Skin》』





  The words appeared before my eyes.





  Nectar had two effects: one was to acquire Task Points, and the other was to raise a level.





  For me, who was running a back-alley clinic alongside the Temple, Task Points were already more than enough.





  The problem was the lack of Totems to raise my level.





  Therefore, I pressed the 『 + 』 button next to Strength without hesitation. Then, with a diling- sound, a sense of omnipotence began to fill my entire body.





  "Geueueu-."





  『Name: Hassan Lv. 36


   Strength: 16


   Agility: 10


   Stamina: 10


   Task Points: 297


   Blessings: 《Shining Hands》 《Armor of Night》 《Dark Eyes》 《Tanned Skin》』





  Thus, my Strength increased to 16.





  I had surpassed the Strength stat of 15, which was considered the human limit.





  I could clearly feel, through the blood flow and energy coursing through my body like lightning, that I was becoming a god, not a human.





  A power so immense that even I couldn't handle it, felt like magma boiling beneath my skin.





  Beside me, Hippolyte, with eyes full of tension, asked.





  "Hassan, do you feel anything? Do you feel a change in your body?"





  "I have no confidence...."





  "No confidence, you say? What on earth do you mean by that, suddenly? Hassan, answer me quickly! What are your impressions of drinking Nectar!"





  Hippolyte was almost half-mad. It was quite a rare sight to see her, who usually didn't lose her composure, shouting like this.





  I said to her.





  "Now, I have no confidence in losing to anyone. This is it, this is it...."





  Kwaaaak-.





  I clenched my fists tightly to contain the power that felt like it was bursting from my entire body. My muscles stiffened like steel and expanded firmly.





  "This is it-."





  And a red aura enveloped my fists.





  Fists imbued with aura.





  This fist, imbued with the majesty of the heavens, surpassing human limits with Strength 16, was truly like the iron mace of divine punishment.





  Kwaaaak-.





  My fists increased even further in intensity and the size of the aura surrounding them. My iron mace, burning as if on fire, now sought a place to be swung.





  "Hippolyte-nim, would you like to receive it yourself? The power of Nectar-. A fist that has reached Strength 16."





  "Wh-what is that-. Your Strength is 16?"





  Hippolyte seemed greatly flustered. My red fists shimmered in her eyes.





  Her brown eyes, filled with fear and curiosity, finally narrowed as if she had made a firm decision.





  "Alright, come on. Hit me with all your might. There's nothing more certain than experiencing it firsthand. Show me, Hassan, the majesty of you, a god-."





  Seureung-.





  Finally, Hippolyte drew her longsword.





  Seeing her assume a combat stance and burn with fighting spirit, I swung my mighty iron arms at her without hesitation, both up and down, and horizontally.





  Huuung, paa-at-.





  Strength 16. My two fists, imbued with all my power, were truly as heavy as colossal cannonballs. They swiftly cut through the air and finally dashed through the void.





  Pang-!





  My fist, which had stopped in mid-air, instantly transcended space-time and split the world.





  In the moment when everything felt silent, I quietly shouted in that fleeting instant.





  This was overwhelming power.





  "Six-King Fist!"





  Paaa-!





  Simultaneously, a tremendous backdraft emanating from my fist rushed towards Hippolyte. Hippolyte lowered her stance and gritted her teeth in resistance, but-.





  "Geueuk, wh-what is this-, just a simple wind pressure-. Guaaaah-!"





  Finally, an uncharacteristic scream burst from Hippolyte's lips.





  Pabat-.





  Even though she had plunged her relic-grade weapon, the Longsword of Jealousy, into the ground, Hippolyte was pushed back by the wind pressure, as if carried by a current.





  Peolleok, peolleok-.





  The tent behind her had long since been shattered and blown away like a signboard in a typhoon.





  "Heu-."





  And even Hippolyte ended up kneeling and collapsing.





  "Haa, haaa...."





  I could look down at Hippolyte, who was gasping for breath. To think the day would come when I would look down at her like this.





  One could say I had now become a god named Hassan of Samaria.





  I had become a colossal soldier with an incredible power of 4000 attack and 4000 defense.





  I, who had wanted a God Card since childhood, could say I had fulfilled that wish by becoming a God Card myself.





  Pajik, pajijik-.





  However, my arms, tingling as if electrocuted by lightning, showed that this power also caused significant side effects for me.





  My arms felt like they were about to fall off. Was it because I had exerted unfamiliar strength?





  However, I pretended nothing was wrong, so as not to make my posturing in vain.





  I even grabbed Hippolyte's hand and helped her up, to show my composure.





  Hippolyte, who had directly received my power, had her usually neatly arranged hair scattered everywhere, like someone who had stuck their head out of a car on a highway.





  "Magnificent! The answer to the strength I desire is there-."





  However, Hippolyte's expression was quite bright. Columbus, discovering a new continent, must have worn exactly this expression.





  "Is that the strength of one who has obtained Nectar? Indeed, such powerful strength. I almost want to taste it myself."





  "But I drank it all, not a single drop left."





  Should I have left some? I drank it all because I didn't know the dosage, but I wonder if it would have been okay to leave a few drops. However, as I was feeling a slight regret.





  Seureuk-.





  Hippolyte pulled my neck closer and brought her lips to mine. And then, she suddenly stuck out her tongue and swept inside my mouth?





  Cheureup, cheureureup-.





  It was an action exactly like tasting the inside of my mouth with her tongue. I even felt a slight fear, thinking I was about to be devoured.





  "Euhm-."





  After exploring inside my mouth for a while, Hippolyte soon lowered her head and, touching the corner of her lips, said.





  "Euhm, Nectar, so this is what it tastes like. It's no ordinary wine."





  She seemed to want to feel even a hint of the alcohol remaining in my mouth. Her face flushed, she continued.





  "The prize for winning the Amazoness Queen selection contest is Bacchus's Nectar. Actually, I wanted to taste it in advance before tasting that one."





  "Is that so?"





  "Th-that being said, I want to taste it one more time. Just now, I tasted it too simply, so I didn't have time to enjoy it."





  Hippolyte hesitated.





  But I could only shrug my shoulders, looking at her blown-away tent.





  "However, if others see us together like this, it won't lead to good rumors."





  If people saw her and me kissing in a situation where they might come looking due to the commotion just now, an even greater commotion would surely erupt. Especially since the tent that was supposed to hide us had been blown away like that.





  Seureuk-.





  Indeed, someone had come.





  "I saw everything, Hippolyte. Leader of the Maiden Corps, and what are you doing alone with a man?"





  It was a rather sharp, high-pitched tone. Turning my head, I saw a woman wearing golden armor similar to Hippolyte's.





  As I've said many times, wearing armor with a large metal surface area means one's skill is excellent.





  Moreover, someone wearing armor with such a golden glow must surely be a formidable warrior.





  Her bronzed skin and long, brown hair, coiled like a rich young lady's, were extraordinary.





  The armor on her lower body also spread out strangely like a skirt, like a dress.





  However, what caught my eye more than that was the golden necklace around her neck.





  This woman is a Gold Tier adventurer.





  She must be a guest from another city.





  She narrowed her eyes and elegantly smiled, covering her mouth with a fan.





  "Oh my, did I come at a bad time? Go on, if there's something you want to do."





  "Shilleia-."





  Seeing that woman, Hippolyte, who had been hesitating until just now, also tensed up like a sharp sword, as if she had never been that way.





  Jeorit jeorit-.





  Hippolyte's hostility was so blatant that even I was startled.





  However, unlike Hippolyte, this woman, presumably Shilleia, merely looked at me and Hippolyte with a relaxed and languid smile.





  "Dating a man at a time when you should be training endlessly. It seems I'll be the winner of this upcoming tournament. That's why you're so lazy, you even lose to a beast like Gloria."
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  "Now, I'm going to nail down the supports. If we pull the ropes taut and drive them deep into the ground, it won't break or collapse easily."





  Tak, tak-. Ttak.





  I re-installed Hippolyte-nim's tent, which had been blown away by the pressure of the punch.





  Since I was confident in making temporary housing like tents or barracks, a decent-looking barrack was completed in just a few minutes.





  It must have been the result of my physical strength, which felt like several horses combined, and the grace of my dexterity.





  Beside me was Hippolyte-nim, who was picking up the bundles of documents scattered on the ground.





  She narrowed her eyes as she looked at a document with a sharp footprint on it. I couldn't tell if she was angry because the document had been stepped on, or if she was angry at the person who stepped on it.





  It was probably both.





  Once the surroundings were roughly tidied up, Hippolyte-nim, who had restored her desk to its original neat state, slumped into her chair.





  Pallak, pallak-.





  She then flipped through the documents and signed them, but I could tell that her handwriting was jagged and messy, unlike its usual elegant self.





  Her mind must be troubled.





  In this situation, I had no choice but to ask.





  "Who was that woman from earlier?"





  In my mind, I pictured the woman who had visited the office that had been smashed to pieces for various reasons earlier.





  Tanned skin like Hippolyte-nim, with brownish hair that had a slight reddish tint. Golden armor fashioned into a skirt like an elegant dress. Even a fan held in her hand.





  If Hippolyte-nim had a refined image that brought to mind a female knight, that woman looked like a lively noble lady.





  However, to call her a nobleman's daughter, her face with its upturned eyes had a somewhat strong wild feeling, so it seemed better to correct it to something like the only daughter of a South American mafia boss.





  Her sharp and noble vibe was quite pretty. Her spirit actually seemed quite fierce as well.





  While I was reminiscing about the woman with that impression, Hippolyte-nim stopped her scratching pen and fell into a brief silence. Then, as if reluctantly, she opened her mouth.





  "That girl is Penthesilea. She's a Gold Tier adventurer active in Babel, the City of the Great Tower."





  "Is that so."





  I knew she was a Gold Tier adventurer. She was wearing a golden necklace around her neck just like Hippolyte-nim, so there was no way I could miss it. But the name Babel, the City of the Great Tower, was familiar yet foreign.





  When I became a free man from Friede-nim and was choosing a city to start anew, I had agonized between the cities of Sodomora and Babel.





  What would have happened if I hadn't gone to Sodomora and had gone to Babel instead? Would I be living a different life with different people than the connections I have now?





  While I was pondering that for a moment, Hippolyte-nim added a few more words.





  "Silea... she and I have a bit of a deep history. You could call it an ill-fated relationship. Though it's mostly her picking fights with me one-sidedly."





  "Picking fights, you say?"





  "Yes. She is a daughter of Mars, just like me. You could call her a half-sister. Like Antiope-ssi."





  As I thought, she was an Amazoness like Hippolyte-nim. I had roughly expected as much thanks to her healthy tanned skin.





  "Anyway, she thinks of me as some kind of rival or enemy. It's been quite troublesome for a long time."





  "If she's a rival, does that mean that woman is as strong as you, Hippolyte-nim?"





  "Hardly. I have very few memories of losing to anyone in my life. And of course, in those few defeats, I have never lost to Silea."





  I see.





  I felt like I could understand the relationship between Hippolyte-nim and the woman named Silea.





  Just as Hippolyte-nim showed hostility toward Gloria-nim, the woman named Silea was showing hostility toward Hippolyte-nim.





  The silver medalist overshadowed by Hippolyte-nim. That seemed to be Penthesilea.





  "However, the last time we competed was five years ago. Since then, she has also been promoted to Gold Tier and must have built up her skills, so I can't guarantee superiority right now."





  With those words, Hippolyte-nim fell silent again as if lost in thought. Although she shortened her words like that, I could tell that her mood was unusually on edge.





  "That girl-."





  Just as I was about to ask about it, Hippolyte-nim opened her mouth again, as if she had read my mind.





  "To think that girl would come to this city. I already have so many problems to deal with. It's going to be incredibly troublesome. That girl... she causes trouble because she wants to attract people's attention. She always wants to stand above me-."





  Is she an attention seeker?





  Adventurers, fame, attention, and interest are actually closely related.





  Because an adventurer can increase their reputation and recognition while simultaneously raising their notoriety. In that sense, I am also seeing the full value of fame.





  "I don't know why she came here with the festival of the Great War just around the corner, but it's certain she won't stay quiet. Hassan, if you return to the Temple, I want you to let Antiope-ssi know that Silea has arrived."





  "Sure, I'll do that."











  *      *       *











  After finishing various errands, I returned to the Temple.





  "Now, now-. Set up the pillar over there. Right. For the walls, first stack the logs-. Good. Yes, well done. You have to put the roof on properly too."





  "This will be the first palace that Paranoy-ssi possesses-ssu...! Everyone must build it with sincerity-ssu...!"





  In the cemetery I returned to, Paranoy-ssi and Antiope-ssi were in the middle of constructing something with twelve priests-laborers-they had picked through some 'Hell's Week' or whatever.





  Tak, tak-.





  Deureureuk, deureureuk-.





  Seeing the sound of hammering and sawing wood, it seemed they were evolving the shack the gravedigger had left behind into a wider and more comfortable cabin-like office.





  "It must be built so it's cool in the summer and warm in the winter-ssu...! And I want it to be three stories high, with a hanging garden on the roof-ssu...!"





  Paranoy-ssi was busy pestering the priests clad in black robes. One of the priests, perhaps feeling the absurdity of that unreasonable demand, stopped working and spoke toward Paranoy-ssi.


  


  "Um, Paranoy-ssi. With the 1 gold budget you gave us, it's a struggle even to build up to the second floor. How can we make a three-story house that's cool in summer and warm in winter, with a hanging garden...?"





  It was a woman with the number '2' embroidered largely on the back of her black robe. It was Martha-ssi.





  Martha-ssi, who had attacked my Temple, had taken a job as a priest of my Temple at the same time the University was destroyed.





  To be precise, she was closer to being Paranoy-ssi's errand runner than my priest, but it was essentially the same thing.





  Anyway, Martha-ssi's opinion was justified.





  It seemed the budget Paranoy-ssi gave them was 1 gold. Although 1 gold is a considerable amount of money, it's nowhere near enough to build a mansion with a hanging garden on the third floor.





  Paranoy-ssi narrowed his eyes at Martha-ssi as if he were angry.





  "This is not a University-ssu...! It's not a place where they tell you just because you ask if you don't know-ssu...! You have to know how to think for yourself to that extent to become a priest-ssu...!"





  At those words, someone from the side asked.





  "Um, Paranoy-ssi. I've mostly finished decorating the office garden. Is it okay to make it like this?"





  "Aaat-! Who planted vine hyacinth flowers in the garden without permission-ssu...! Those flowers have thorns on their stems, so it hurts if you step on them-ssu...! Why did you decide on such a thing on your own without even asking-ssu...!?"





  "No, you said if we don't know, don't ask and we should know how to think for ourselves..."





  "Geuaaat...! Are you talking back to me, Arch-Patriarch Paranoy, right now-ssu? When I was the youngest in the Pluto Follower gathering, such a thing was unimaginable-ssu...!"





  "T-That's-."





  "Number 4! You, Number 4, had too strong a personal tendency from the beginning-ssu...! Haven't I told you repeatedly that you all must now discard your names and yourselves and become one as the Black Brotherhood-ssu...?"





  Kwadang-.





  Paranoy-ssi tripped the man called Number 4 and then grabbed him by the collar.





  "If you're going to do it like that, go back home-ssu...! Even if you go back home and rest for the rest of your life, I, Paranoy, will be fine-ssu...!"





  "Hi, hiiiik-!"





  Number 4 screamed in surprise.





  "I-I'm sorry. I'll fix it quickly!"





  "Very good-ssu...! That's the mindset-ssu...! Everything I say is for your future, so you shouldn't take it the wrong way-ssu...!"
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  Quite impressive.





  Paranoy-ssi was handling those poor social newcomers as skillfully and perfectly as a villainous boss.





  I hadn't expected it at all, but Paranoy-ssi actually seemed to have a remarkable talent for working and training subordinates in his own way.





  However, seeing that the people's faces were full of fatigue, I thought it would be okay to let them rest for today.





  I didn't intend to interfere much with Paranoy-ssi and Antiope-ssi's work, but still, I approached them today, making my presence known.





  "Hey, that's enough, Paranoy."





  "Aaat-! Hassan-nim...! Everyone, what are you doing...? Hurry up and prostrate yourselves in worship to Hassan-nim-ssu...!"





  At that, Paranoy-ssi was startled and made the eleven priests, excluding himself, prostrate.





  Neopjuk, neopjuk-.





  It was a bit funny that people who had no connection to me until recently were looking at me as if I were some great god, showing their backs and bringing their foreheads to the floor.





  Of course, that didn't mean I should actually burst into laughter.





  "That's enough. Everyone, stand up."





  "Then we shall continue the work-ssu...!"





  "No, no. Let them stop for today and rest. It must have been hard for the past few days. Let their bodies rest, and since they're talents who've had a taste of university, tell them to set and create some doctrines or rules. About ten of them."





  At my words, I saw the faces of the Black Brotherhood, hidden by their black robes, light up brightly.





  "Rules and doctrines!"





  "To make rules instead of a house! I feel like I've become a real priest!"





  "I can rest from touching dirt today."





  "Hassan-nim, thank you. This is the kind of work we wanted to do after graduating."





  Whether intended or not, Paranoy-ssi was playing the role of the whip well, and I naturally became the carrot.





  To take all the bad things upon himself, was this Paranoy-ssi's own way of showing loyalty to me?





  It felt like just yesterday I was envious of Nymphs like Doris, Aeriol, and Alinoi who showed such loyalty, and my nose felt a bit tingly. Of course, that's that, and I have to say what needs to be said.





  "By midnight tonight, each person should make ten and submit them on Paranoy-ssi's desk. I'll be grading them."





  "O-Midnight today is a bit too tight..."





  "Then just do five each for now. You guys are going to be the founding members of this Temple. Think of it as your Temple and work hard. If you make them half-heartedly, you'll fail. Got it?"





  The eleven priests nodded as if they understood my kind explanation.





  Since they were guys who had studied to become priests, they should be able to make about five rules or basic doctrines that religions usually have.





  Then I could just guide them by editing what they made.





  If I had a bit more time, should I make scriptures or canons? The Quran of the Absolute Monarch, Hassan. Something with that kind of feel.





  "The first verse of the scripture should be 'Hassan-nim is the only god, and Paranoy is his prophet'-ssu...!"





  I was startled.





  "What, Paranoy. Can you read my mind too?"





  "Nymphs have excellent empathy-ssu...! Guessing thoughts is only natural as Hassan-nim's foremost Follower and right hand-ssu...!"





  "That's quite impressive."





  While we were bantering like that, someone approached us with a slide.





  "What's this, Hassan? Your energy has become quite solid. Like a raging storm."





  It was Antiope-ssi.





  Seureuk-.





  Antiope-ssi poked my shoulder and forearm with her finger.





  "Wow, a needle wouldn't even go in. Your muscles have become completely like iron? What happened?"





  Like the strong warrior she was, she seemed to have noticed that I had undergone a transformation after drinking the Nectar. Indeed, my body was now stronger and firmer than before.





  Because my muscle fibers were as solid as twisted wires.





  I spoke to Antiope-ssi, who kept poking my arm.





  "Hey, it seems one of your sisters has arrived. Someone named Silea."


  


  "Geueek-, Silea unni came to this city?"





  Antiope-ssi frowned as if she had chewed on a centipede at the news of her half-sister. That was exactly the expression my younger sister had when she ate a piece of dried centipede.





  "Ah, I'm in trouble-. I hate that unni-."





  Even though they were half-sisters, compared to how well she followed Hippolyte-nim, were she and Silea on bad terms?





  Antiope-ssi opened a zipper with a deureureuk- sound, took out a pipe from between her breasts, lit it, and put it in her mouth.





  "Ha-. Should I take a few days off and rest? That unni will definitely come to see me too. Everyone knows I'm in this city. Dammit-."





  "Is there something bad about meeting her?"





  "That unni is itching to bully those weaker than herself. I've even had my arms and legs broken because of her before."





  I see.





  I recalled the scary delinquent unnis I had seen when I was young.





  The ones those delinquent unnis were afraid of were their seniors. The delinquent thug Antiope-ssi seemed to find Silea, who was older than her, quite difficult and overwhelming.





  "Ah, Hassan-. I'm resting for a few days. If you don't see my face starting tomorrow, just know I'm resting."





  "Sure, well-. You've worked hard lately, so no one will say anything if you rest for a few days. There are plenty of priests to help with the work."





  In my eyes, I saw the black robes with numbers from 2 to 12 on their backs. I didn't even know their names.





  They were just numbered. It was funny because they looked like the villainous minions from some sentai show, but in reality, it wasn't much different.





  Still, as expected of those who had a university education, they were smart and quick to learn, so they would all soon be able to do their part.





  "Then, I should rest right now. This is no time to be standing around. Quickly-."





  Antiope-ssi, who was about to move as if being chased by something, suddenly stopped her words and actions. Seeing her body trembling and her staring into the void, it seemed certain that something extraordinary was happening.





  Ttogak, ttogak-.





  In my ears, the sound of hard iron greaves stepping on the ground rang out loudly.





  "It's humid and damp. There are many bugs, and it's filthy. To think you're working in a place like this, Antiope. How pitiful."





  Soon, a golden woman appeared, parting the fog with her fan.





  "Geueek, Si-Silea...!"





  Antiope-ssi was startled like a cat that had suddenly encountered a cucumber. Her ash-colored hair stood on end, and she trembled as if she were about to have a fit.





  That appearance was just like Hassan encountering Friede-nim while secretly slacking off, so for some reason, I felt a sense of kinship.





  Seureureuk-.





  However, even at that cute sight, the Amazon with the drill-hair frowned as if she were displeased.





  "It's not Silea, it's Silea unni, right?"





  "...U-Unni.... What brings you here-."
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  "Oh, unni, what brings you here...?"





  Antiope asks cautiously. Was Antiope always this timid? Was she really the Antiope of legend?





  Could she have been a fake swapped out in the university basement?





  But the zipper opened to reveal a pipe from between her breasts. And beyond it, the ample, shapely breasts were unmistakably Antiope's.





  A full D-cup, smooth and soft-looking, with sweat trickling down.





  This Antiope was the real deal.





  *Srrrk-*.





  Towards that Antiope, a woman named Seileia spread her arms wide.





  "..."





  "..."





  Then, for a few seconds, they both stared blankly at each other without a word.





  "What are you doing? Come to your unni like you used to."





  "R-really? Here? I'm not a kid anymore."





  "Not a kid? You're still a child. Come here quickly. Not coming? Should I come to you?"





  "Ah, no-."





  Antiope glanced around nervously. She looked as fidgety as a teenage girl embarrassed to be seen with her family in public.





  My sister and I used to pretend not to see each other when we ran into each other downtown.





  "Five, four, three, two-."





  However, when Seileia, a Gold-tier adventurer, started counting down for some unknown reason, Antiope reluctantly approached Seileia and buried her face in the latter's hard breastplate for a hug.





  "There, that's better."





  Seileia ruffled Antiope's face and hair with her hands.





  Antiope, being hugged, had her face flushed with a mix of humiliation and embarrassment.





  "What's with that face? Your favorite unni is here. Isn't that right?"





  "Th-that's..."





  "I'm your favorite unni, and Hippolyte is second, right?"





  "Th-that..."





  "What? You're not answering?"





  "Y-yes-!"





  "Then give your unni a kiss on the lips."





  Family matters can be complicated. And the Amazons, with their many half-siblings, must be even more so.





  I had many thoughts and things I wanted to say, but I didn't have the right to meddle, so I decided to just watch.





  Regardless of the situation, the sight of pretty women kissing each other was quite pleasant. Seileia then gently pulled Antiope, who was being held somewhat against her will, away from her.





  "Just kidding. You've grown a lot. And why did you change your hair color again?"





  "Th-that's-."





  "More importantly, why are you working in a place like this? Did Hippolyte tell you to work here?"





  Antiope blinked, flustered by the barrage of questions. She then turned her head to look at me and Paranoy, who were silently observing the scene.





  Was she asking for help?





  Normally, I would have feigned ignorance, but hadn't Antiope and I been through thick and thin together? She was my comrade, a rare presence like a younger sister I knew.





  So, I had no choice but to open my mouth.





  "Hello there."





  Ah...





  I felt a slight pang of guilt even as I said it. Approaching unfamiliar women smoothly was difficult even for me, with all my experience.





  The younger and more attractive the woman, the harder the task became. At that moment, it felt easier to enchant a club and hunt monsters.





  Couldn't I have found a more skillful way to speak?





  "..."





  Look at that. She's glaring at me coldly.





  *Gugigig*.





  Seileia, who had been looking at me with a frown, asked again.





  "Who are you? There was a Samaritan in Hippolyte's office earlier, and there's one here too. Why are there so many Samaritans in this city?"
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  "That was me too."





  "Oh, really?"





  This woman, Seileia, hadn't paid much attention to me when we met in Hippolyte's office.





  And it was the same now; she didn't even realize that the person she saw then and the person she saw now were the same.





  I'd been mistaken for someone else many times due to racists who couldn't distinguish Samaritan appearances.





  But this was the first time someone didn't recognize me, which was a rather dull shock.


  


  "...So, who are you-?"





  Seileia asked, finally showing interest in me. Paranoy, who had been hiding behind me, peeked out from my side and shouted.





  "If you're talking about this person, he is the brightest light in the darkness, the ruin of Hypnos, the despair of demons, the ender of university life, the lord of terror, the Golden Hassan-nim...! All hail-!"


  


  "Golden Hassan...?"





  *Srrrk-*.





  Seileia's eyes narrowed slightly.





  "I've heard of you. Pluto's heir, living among humans on this land, enjoying himself. So that's you."





  "Yeah, well, that's me."





  Now that my identity was revealed, I couldn't keep using polite language like a subordinate.





  This was my temple, and everyone around me was my people. I had to project an aura of majesty in front of them.





  "Though this place may be small and humble, it is my temple. I don't turn away those who come, but it's best not to cause trouble."





  "Hmm-. So, Pluto's son."





  *Srrrk-*.





  The woman hiding her face with a fan. The slightly visible eyes above it seemed to pierce through me. She was probably sensing my aura or presence.





  "I've met many necromancers who claim to be sons of death. They were all pathetic. They couldn't even last a few rounds against me. Compared to them, you certainly seem a bit stronger."





  "How dare you...!"





  Paranoy, hiding behind me, responded.


  


  "Comparing those fakes to Hassan-nim is an insult...! It's called a 'honey tap' but it's not sweet at all...!"





  "What are you talking about? A strange Nymph. But having a Nymph as a subordinate probably means you're the real deal."





  Seileia seemed quite intrigued by me. The man who seemed ordinary turned out to be a god, so her interest must have piqued.





  It's like the appeal of a man who shows up to a blind date looking disheveled, but then pulls out a Maybach key from his pocket. My analogy might be a bit off, but it feels accurate.





  "So, Hassan, you said? May I ask for a lesson from you?"





  *Tap-*.





  Seileia folded her fan and tucked it inside her breastplate. Then, she drew two swords from her waist and pointed them at me.





  She's interested in me as a combatant, not as a man. How warlike are the daughters of the Amazons?





  "If you don't mind, that is-."





  *Sreung, sreung-*.





  Seileia gripped the two swords in a reverse grip.





  Is her fighting style with two swords?





  A sparring match with a Gold-tier adventurer. I, with little experience outside of Hippolyte, felt quite bewildered. Would I even stand a chance?





  The fact that I was even being challenged by a Gold-tier adventurer felt strange.





  Strength 16.





  Aura.





  And the strange druidic power within me.





  Home ground.





  With these factors combined, I might be able to put up a decent fight.





  However, my arms were still throbbing from the aftereffects of unleashing the True Fist, the Six Kings Fist, on Hippolyte earlier. The outcome was predictable.





  But backing down or refusing the duel wouldn't look good. As I was about to accept, Paranoy spoke up from behind me.





  "The chance to challenge a god is not something to be taken lightly...! First, you must face me, Hassan-nim's most cherished and beloved right arm, the foremost follower, Paranoy...!"





  "You-?"





  "And before you face me, it is the duty of this temple to face the excellent subordinate I cherish, Antiope...!"





  It seemed Paranoy was using Antiope as a shield. Antiope looked startled.





  "M-me?"





  "Yes...! Show me your strength, Antiope, you girl who knows no respect...!"





  "No, I..."





  Antiope stammered, looking quite troubled. I already knew she was wary of Seileia, so I could guess how she felt.





  Was it the same for Seileia? She scoffed.





  "Antiope couldn't possibly defeat me."





  "..."





  However, that seemed to have pricked Antiope's pride. The embarrassment she had shown moments before vanished, replaced by a cold demeanor and narrowed brows.





  "We'll only know if we fight."





  "So, you want to fight this unni now?"





  *Pajit, pajijit-*.





  My skin began to tingle, as if static electricity were being discharged into the air. It was obvious to anyone that these two were gearing up for a fight.





  *Gooooo-*.





  "What the heck is going on?"





  "I don't know. They're going to fight!"





  The disciples of the 12 Numbers and Paranoy, who were resting nearby, forgot to even swallow and couldn't take their eyes off the two.





  A temple knight order formed by Gold-tier adventurers and those of comparable strength.





  Fights between such powerhouses couldn't be seen even in the gladiatorial arenas where people paid to watch. I was also extremely interested.





  Those two are sisters.





  Their skills are probably similar.





  Whichever one wins, they might both show their absolute limits.





  *Sreung-*.





  Antiope drew the short spear she carried on her back and said.





  "Then Hassan, as the master of this temple, will you be the official witness to the upcoming duel?"





  "Sure, why not."





  I, who was interested in the fights of other strong individuals besides myself, readily accepted the role of referee. Watching a fight and being a referee, what better privilege could there be? Being the master of a temple is truly awesome.





  *Sseuk-*.





  Antiope, holding the short spear in a reverse grip, lowered her stance like a puma hiding in the bushes. She looked ready to pounce on her opponent at any moment.





  However, unlike the sharp Antiope, Seileia put the two swords she held back into her waist.





  Then, she extended her bare hands towards Antiope.





  "Antiope, I don't even need a sword to fight you. It reminds me of the old days, which is nice."





  That reminded me of Hippolyte fighting the clueless rookie adventurer Hassan. The stance was similar.





  "So, you'll regret it-?"





  And Antiope reminded me of Hassan fighting Hippolyte. Of course, she was incomparably stronger than I was back then. She was level 39.





  "Antiope, if you can't gauge each other's strength at a glance, it means you're not ready yet. You can't beat me, little sister."





  "N-nonsense-!"





  *Pabat-*.





  Antiope sprang forward like lightning, pushing off with her hind legs.





  At the same time, her spear, held in a reverse grip, cut through the air as if to pierce Seileia's throat.





  *Swaeak-*.





  Seileia deflected the incredibly fast arm, which smelled of burning, with the palm of her right hand, throwing off Antiope's balance.





  *Pawat-*.





  "Whoa-."





  Thrown off balance, Antiope stumbled. But she didn't fall, instead spinning like a top and launching a spinning back kick.





  *Srrrk-*.





  The sharp kick narrowly grazed Seileia's nose.





  "Oh, you-."





  After that, a close-quarters battle ensued, with their hands, knees, and feet clashing. Antiope's bare hand reached out towards Seileia's face as if to grab her head.





  *Sseuk-*.





  "..."





  Seileia dodged it narrowly without a word, then grabbed Antiope's arm and threw her into the air.





  However, the agile Antiope regained her balance in mid-air and landed on the ground.





  "What, what is happening?"





  "They're too fast, I can't see."





  The onlookers could only stare with their mouths agape, unable to believe what they were seeing as attacks and defenses were exchanged in a blur.





  It was understandable, as even I could barely keep up with the situation.





  *Pawat-*.





  Finally, the two created distance between them.





  "Nothing has changed, Antiope. I taught you so much about close combat, and you've already taken two hits to your shoulder and stomach.





  Seileia shrugged at Antiope. Indeed, strong handprints were visible on Antiope's shoulder and stomach. She must have taken hits during the fierce exchange.





  "And spear fighting doesn't suit you. A defensive role with a shield would be better. You don't have to use a spear just because Hippolyte told you to."





  "It has nothing to do with Hippolyte unni. And what I'm about to show you now also has nothing to do with my sisters-."





  *Jijik-*.





  Antiope opened her zipper again and put the pipe between her breasts. Then, after taking a deep puff, she exhaled.





  "Hoo-."





  She exhaled a cloud of white, hazy smoke, finishing her impressive smoking session. Seileia opened her eyes slightly, looking confused.





  "Smoking during a duel? Why would you do something so foolish?"





  "Magic herbs enhance the sense of magic-. You know that, don't you?"





  "But you're a daughter of Mars, just like me. What good will sensing magic do?"





  "This is how. I wanted to save this as a trump card for the festival of the Great War, but-."





  *Pajik, pajijik-*.





  Strange static electricity began to crackle around Antiope's body. White sparks, visible to the naked eye.





  The magical lightning made the hair on my neck stand on end. Seileia, too, lost her relaxed expression and drew her two swords again from her waist.





  *Sreung-*.





  At the same time, Seileia disappeared from my sight.





  *Pawat-*.





  When I came to my senses, I saw Seileia striking Antiope's neck with the pommel of her sword.





  "Kuhuk-."





  Antiope's eyes rolled back. Before she could fall to the ground, Seileia caught her by the stomach and supported her.





  "My agility stat is 15. You can't see me or chase me. That's why I'm Seileia of the Mist."





  Truly an impressive speed. I had only seen Gloria move that fast before. A speed-specialized Amazoness. It was quite an impressive duel.





  


  *       *      *








  "Ah, damn it. I lost. Why did you get so strong? I thought only I was getting stronger, but everyone else is staying ahead, so I can't catch up!"





  Antiope, now awake, ruffled her hair in anger at her defeat.





  "I can't win like this!"





  She said it with frustration, but if Antiope had completed her final, strange lightning-like ability, the outcome might have been different.





  Of course, Antiope knew that too. However, the charging time for her ultimate move was longer than her opponent's attack time, which was a significant drawback.





  And Antiope knew that too. Since my comrade is competent, I have nothing to teach her. But her sister seemed different.





  "Use a shield, Antiope. A shield suits you better than a spear. You don't have to use a spear just because Hippolyte told you to."





  Her sister, Seileia, gave Antiope stern advice to change her weapon. Antiope, not wanting to discuss it further, decided to change the subject.





  "So, unni, you're busy in Babel, so you didn't come to see our faces. What brings you to Sodomora? Is it for work?"





  "That's right."





  "You must be a big shot, or you've got a major case."





  "That's also right. This job involves Nectar."





  *Srrrk-*.





  Antiope's slightly annoyed expression calmed down. She knew the meaning of the word Nectar.





  And I knew it best. Nectar. Its effect had given me the equivalent power of a divine card with an attack power of 4,000.





  Perhaps I could taste it again?





  I asked.





  "A quest involving Nectar. Can you tell me what it is?"





  Seileia shrugged.





  "It's not exactly a secret. We were planning to cooperate with the city. I'm looking for a thief. The thief's name is Ignoi, the Nymph of the Muddy Waters. He stole a scroll with the Nectar brewing method. He should be somewhere near this city."





  "Th-the Nymph of the Muddy Waters, Ignoi...!"





  Paranoy shouted from behind.





  Does he know something about the Nymph of the Muddy Waters?





  I asked.





  "Do you know anything about that Ignoi fellow?"





  "I don't know...!"





  "Shit, then why did you yell?"





  "However, I have heard of the Nymph of the Muddy Waters.... They are truly, truly terrible Nymphs...! Even though they are Nymphs, they are vicious Nymph-haters who even sell other Nymphs to hunters...! The Nymph of the Muddy Waters refers to such criminal Nymphs...!"





  It was difficult to understand Paranoy's angry words, but having been with him for a long time, I managed to decipher them.





  So, it means particularly wicked Nymphs?





  Antiope, who had been contemplating with her arms crossed for a while, asked her sister.





  "What's the last sighting?"





  "The Nymph Relief Foundation in Sodomora. Someone there saw Ignoi. We need to get the brewing method back quickly. Otherwise, the prize for this year's Great War festival will be lost somewhere strange. The brewing method is a one-time use."





  "That's a big problem. You haven't told Hippolyte unni, have you?"





  "No. Since we'll catch him and make it as if it never happened, there's no need to tell her. Anyway, we need to get into the Nymph Relief Foundation, but it's difficult because only authorized personnel are allowed in."





  "I'm sure. They have Nymphs there, so security must be tight, and they're hostile to outsiders."





  *Srrrk-*.





  The sisters, who were conversing so smoothly as if they hadn't just fought, now turned their eyes to the same spot.





  "I, I hate relief foundations...! I never want to go there again...! We have to create important doctrines of faith...!"
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  "...."





  My mornings always begin with meditation.





  Ever since I awakened my mana with Elfriede's help, this mana circulates through my body via my bloodstream from my lower abdomen. It's a process of shutting off all external nerves to ensure it flows well.





  This cabin, now quiet since Luna's departure, was a rather perfect place for such meditation.





  After about thirty minutes of meditation, I take a health pill as Luna taught me, and then check on Kkangkang's well-being, also as Luna instructed.





  "Did you sleep well?"





  ━Kkangkang-.





  "There's a really big spider in the graveyard. Like, seriously huge. I think you two could be friends."





  ━Grrr...!!





  Kkangkang doesn't seem too keen on meeting that giant spider.





  It must be because the spiders on this continent of Gaia have a strong sense of territory. They dislike leaving their homes or having other spiders intrude.





  ━Kkangkang-.





  "Yeah, I miss Luna too."





  ━Hioong....





  Kkangkang seems to miss Luna, who always cherished it, a lot.





  Even when I give it a large rat I caught scurrying around in the corner of the cabin as food, it doesn't even eat half of it, instead wrapping the rest in white silk and storing it in the corner. It's quite concerning.





  It's already been about three weeks since Luna left.





  Three weeks, 21 days, which translates to 504 hours.





  That's quite a long time.





  It wouldn't be strange if I were starting to get used to living alone in the cabin without Luna, and it would be natural for the scent of Luna on my pillow to have completely disappeared.





  Srrrk-.





  I opened the window to get some fresh air and looked up at the sky. It feels like just yesterday I was here, languishing in the summer heat.





  Hwoo-wooo-.





  The wind blowing in through the window felt chilly, making it clear that winter was fast approaching.





  I wonder if Luna has arrived in Ideope by now and is successfully handling the tasks she set out to do?





  Without a phone or anything, it's inconvenient not being able to contact her. It would be nice to get even a simple update.





  That's why I've been checking the mailbox every morning, but it's always full of bills from the city council.





  No news from Luna at all.





  Hippolyte is also too busy preparing for the upcoming Amazoness festival to be seen much.





  And Elfriede, who always used to read books in her inn room, seems to be busy with her own affairs these days.





  "...."





  I felt a sense of loneliness. The cool autumn breeze, the fallen leaves from the flowers and trees Luna planted in the garden, all seemed to touch me in a rather sentimental way.





  Is it autumn?





  Looking back now, I think I was the kind of boy who was always affected by autumn since I was young. I always felt this restless melancholy in the fall.





  They say men get melancholic in autumn because the reduced sunlight leads to a decrease in male hormone secretion, a chemical reaction, or something like that.





  "Hassan-nim, you should hurry to the temple...!"





  Then, Paranoy's voice reached my ears. I had encountered him in an alley of the slums while heading to the temple, as he came out to greet me.





  Him coming out to greet me like this is part of his daily routine.





  "Yesterday, I met Doris, the Nymph of Honey Water, in my dream...! Doris asked if Hassan-nim was doing well, and Luna-nim asked me to tell you, so I replied that I-."





  Listening to Paranoy's bustling voice, my autumnal mood started to get a bit flustered too.





  "And she said Ideope is very beautiful with all the fallen leaves...! So, I told her that Sodomora is the same...!"





  "Yes, you did well."





  "Sodomora is full of fallen leaves...!"





  Pabat-.





  Paranoy kicked the fallen leaves and trash at his feet around busily. As a result, a lot of dust was kicked up.





  "Autumn, what a wonderful season...!"





  "Do you like autumn?"





  "I, Paranoy, am a nymph born in autumn...! If you look at my orange hair, isn't it like the beautiful autumn foliage? Because I was born with the energy of autumn, I, Paranoy, gain strength in autumn...!"





  "I see."





  I had noticed Paranoy seemed particularly energetic lately, talking a lot and flitting about. It turns out Paranoy gains strength in autumn because he was born in autumn. His hair is also a reddish-orange, resembling autumn leaves.





  Honestly, I don't know what being born in autumn has to do with gaining strength in autumn, but it's best to just empathize.





  To get along well with nymphs, one needs to cultivate nymph-like sensitivity.





  Paranoy and I headed to the temple together.
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  *       *       *











  "Oh my, Hassan-nim. I've been waiting for Hassan-nim to arrive. I injured my shoulder badly yesterday-."





  "My knees are...."





  Three weeks since Luna left. About three weeks since the temple was built.





  My temple, which has been growing smoothly without any major hardships or adversities, thanks to the blessing of Financial Luck and the recent arrival of priests, was indeed expanding.





  Over a hundred people visit daily asking for massages. Even healing just one of their ailments grants me a thousand Task Points.





  Of course, that's purely theoretical.





  I can only handle twenty people a day, or thirty at most.





  A single massage takes at least ten minutes, so even just five people would easily exceed an hour.





  Diring-.





  『Berga's condition "Bent Turtle Neck" has been healed.』





  『Current Task Points: + 720』





  Still, it's good that the Task Points are accumulating smoothly. With Task Points, I can use the Task Shop and level up.





  "Damn, this is tiring-."





  As the afternoon wore on and the sun began to set, I sent the people away and was wiping the sweat from my brow when someone approached me.





  "Hassan-nim, this much in donations came in today!"





  It was Martha, wearing her number 2 robe. In the basket Martha was holding, I could see hard bread, dried fish, and a considerable pile of Copper coins beneath them.





  "Is this what's left after giving some to the poor?"





  "Yes, it looks like a few silvers. If it continues like this, building the temple won't be a problem in a year!"





  I see.





  Since word of the Financial Luck blessing spread, my temple has been visited not only by the poor but also by a considerable number of middle-class citizens and wealthy merchants.





  The donations they give me are quite substantial, enough to cover the monthly salaries of the eleven priests (excluding Paranoy) at 15 silvers each, along with other expenses.





  Of course, since it's not a fixed income, it's difficult to cover fixed expenses.





  I wish more donations would come in.





  How about creating a doctrine that the more you donate to the rich, the higher your chances of going to Elysium, not Tartarus? It sounds pretty good.





  More importantly, doctrine-





  I asked Martha.





  "Did you submit the assignment I mentioned yesterday?"





  "If you mean that, I put it on Paranoy-nim's desk!"





  Today is the day after Sylaeia visited the graveyard. I had asked them to think of simple doctrines or rules and submit them by midnight yesterday, so I figured there would be something usable when I checked today.





  As I was about to head to the office, Martha called out to me again.





  "Um, Hassan-nim."





  "Yes?"





  "Lately, thieves from the underground market have also been coming to receive bread and coins. Is it okay to accept them as our followers...?"





  "Ah, thieves?"





  I remembered how I had destroyed the Hydra, the thieves' guild that had spread throughout the underground of Sodomora. I heard that because of that, the dark underbelly of the city had died down, leaving many unemployed.





  Of course, illegal trading hadn't completely disappeared, it had just retreated into deeper, more secluded darkness.





  In fact, the executives of the thieves' guild are probably still living well somewhere in Sodomora. It's just that I've lost the paper or whatever that allows me to contact them.





  Martha said.





  "If we accept thieves and thugs as our followers, won't our reputation suffer too much...? There might even be people who cause trouble using Hassan-nim's name...."





  "Hmm-."





  "Did I, perhaps, say something too presumptuous?"





  "No, you have a point. If they cause trouble in my name, it'll be a headache for everyone."





  I had actually heard from Hippolyte that some followers were causing trouble using my name.





  Fortunately, those incidents were limited to minor disturbances in bars. But as the influence grows and more young, hot-blooded men join the temple, such incidents will likely escalate.





  In that sense, I strongly felt the need to place shackles on them. Only strong rules could quell their boiling blood.





  Drrrk-.





  As I opened the office door, I saw Paranoy frowning at the various scrolls laid out on the desk.





  "Whatever it is, is it going well?"





  "Hassan-nim, I've compiled everyone's opinions and summarized the rules and doctrines...!"





  "Oh, really?"





  "Here it is! These are the most basic ones, and we plan to add more detailed rules over time...!"





  I took the scroll Paranoy offered me.





  And on it, I saw Paranoy's crooked handwriting. The content was as follows:





  『Hassan-nim's Five Basic Commandments.





  1. With all your heart and character, revere Hassan-nim.





  2. Do not misuse Hassan-nim's name.





  3. Do not commit injustice.





  4. Item 3 can be forgiven in cases of self-defense.





  5. Love all nymphs and despise foreign elves.』





  "What the hell?"





  It seemed plausible yet clumsy in parts. Starting from number 4, it got weird, and number 5 was downright bizarre. Number 5 was definitely a rule influenced by Paranoy's personal preferences.





  So, I erased item 5 with a swipe of my finger. Paranoy trembled slightly, but he only looked at me and said nothing.





  I said.





  "For item 5, the last commandment, let's think about it a bit more."





  "But, will just five rules be enough? Shouldn't there be at least ten...? In my heart, even a hundred or a thousand wouldn't be enough...!"





  Paranoy didn't seem happy that the rules of a great god could be counted on one hand. But in my opinion, rules are more memorable when they are simple and few in number.





  "If there are too many, people won't be able to memorize them. They need something that pops into their heads so they can be careful."





  "Indeed, it was a wise insight to consider the intelligence of the ignorant masses...! I, Paranoy, am deeply moved...!"





  "Then, for now, we can announce the rules as these four, right?"





  "Understood...! I will inform the priests! And what about the punishment for those who break the rules...? If there's no punishment, they'll just be empty words...!"





  "That's true too."





  There are more things to consider than I thought.





  Punishment.





  As I pondered for a moment, Paranoy whispered to me in a very sinister voice.





  "Hassan-nim, how about we also operate judges and inquisitors, like Jupiter's knights...!"





  Inquisitors. Hassan's temple knights? You could consider them an enforcement squad.





  "By deploying powerful warriors, preaching the doctrine and punishing sinners, wouldn't everyone fear and obey the rules...?"





  Indeed, Paranoy's idea was quite sound.





  After all, isn't peace born not from the rules themselves, but from the disadvantages and the violence of force that arise when they are not followed?





  Peace through overwhelming force. Pax Romana, Pax Americana. These are actually effective.





  But if so, another problem arises.





  The temple knights would be powerhouses comparable to Gold Tier adventurers. Where would we find such individuals?





  However, I could tell that Paranoy had a plan for bringing this up.





  "Do you know some people?"





  "Actually, there are some useful people...! Those guys, Hassan-nim will be fully satisfied with them.... It might take some time, but they are worth investing time in...."





  And then Paranoy chuckled like a cultist.





  And so, the next day.





  I stood on a high stone slab and read the five commandments to the people.





  "Ah, um. There are five things to keep. Since there are only five, I think you can all memorize and understand them. So, starting with the first, with all your heart and character, revere me, Hassan. Second, do not misuse my name, Hassan. Third, do not commit injustice. Fourth, item 3 can be forgiven in cases of self-defense. And fifth-."





  I was about to say the fifth item when I closed my mouth. I had noticed the thick lines drawn there. The last item hadn't been decided yet.





  "Anyway, that's all. Now, priests, distribute the commandments written on the scrolls to the people. And be warned, terrible punishments await those who break the rules. I, as a god, can see everything."





  Following my instructions, the twelve priests, like experienced university teaching assistants, distributed the papers to the people. Those who received them frowned as they read the words.





  ━I don't know how to read. What does it say?





  ━It's as you said earlier. But you said five things, so why are there only four?





  ━Right, there are only four. There's a blank space, isn't there?





  The people seemed quite confused that there were only four items despite being told there were five commandments. Maybe I should have just said four commandments from the start.





  Just then, someone spoke.





  ━You fools, don't you understand the meaning of this blank space? This blank space is a space filled with infinite possibilities. The truth is contained in this last, empty commandment-!





  ━Truth is in this blank space, what does that mean?





  ━How foolish. It means you should judge and abide by things not written here on your own. In other words, it's a self-imposed commandment. Its number can be as vast as the universe!





  ━Wow, so this blank space contains the universe.





  ━To contain the universe in a doctrine. That's truly amazing.





  What are they even saying?





  I had no such intention, but they all interpreted it in their own way, and something amazing was born. Is this the power of collective intelligence?





  They say that if four people gather, one of them will surely be a teacher. It seems that when hundreds gather, there are bound to be those who stand out.





  "Um, I, Paranoy, actually knew all along...!"





  One thing is for sure: Paranoy also had no idea.





  Paranoy said to the people.





  "I might ask about the rules without notice, so be sure to memorize them...!"





  Anyway, it seems the rules are being well disseminated to the people.





  Now, we can consider the three essential elements for a religion to form and function: the founder, the doctrine, and the organization, all gathered.





  The founder is me, Hassan.





  The doctrine is the newly created five commandments, the laws of conduct.





  And the organization is the Black Brotherhood gathered here.





  Thinking about it, I felt a sense of relief, as if a great fire had been extinguished.





  "Long live chaos-."





  Diring-.





  『Hassan's Items


  Number of Followers: 237 → 731


  Number of Foundations: 1


  Number of Temples: 1


  Number of Priests: 12


  Number of Blessings: 1


  Overall: Young and Weak Boy God - A place, rules, and priests to lead people have been established. You can now commence full-scale proselytizing activities. Increase your followers and expand your influence.』





  The overall evaluation, which had previously included negative aspects, had now stabilized.





  In that case, I can now address the problem I've been ignoring.





  "Hey, Paranoy. So, where is this Nymph Relief Foundation you mentioned?"





  I was interested in the nymph of the mud puddle who allegedly stole the Nectar blueprint.
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  Nymphs are mysterious and peculiar folk.





  Paranoy is right next to me, and I've spent a lot of time with Paranoy, but honestly, if someone were to ask me what I know about Nymphs, there isn't much I could answer.





  Just that their stature and appearance are young, like adolescent girls. That they love sweets and enjoy living in nature, among flowers and trees.





  And that because of their inherently magic-beloved constitution, their bodies themselves were once considered precious commodities, leading to severe overhunting and a significantly reduced population?





  Because of this, a foundation was established to protect and aid such Nymphs, or so I hear.





  A Nymph Relief Foundation, you say.





  It's an organization I've heard mentioned here and there, but if you ask what it actually does, no one gives a clear answer.





  An organization shrouded in mystery, how suspicious.





  "Now, lead the way to this 'Relief Foundation' or whatever it is. They say there's a high probability the Nymph of the Muddy Water is there."





  "D-Do we really have to go to the Relief Foundation-imnidat...?"





  I knew well from Luna's testimony that Paranoy had once been involved with that Relief Foundation.





  Paranoy, having joined the Relief Foundation, had apparently caused trouble by advocating for Nymph rights and such.





  But Paranoy didn't seem to want to talk about what happened there. No matter how much I pulled his cheek, he wouldn't open his mouth.





  "Gwaaaat, I, I don't know anything-imnidat...! I didn't see anything-imnidat...! It's true-imnidat...!"





  Even a child would know that reaction was extremely suspicious and that he was lying.





  "Do you really want a knuckle sandwich?"





  But no matter how much I intimidated him-.





  "Tell me, and I'll give you candy."





  Even when I tried to coax him with candy, Paranoy absolutely refused to talk about that place.





  Paranoy was originally a Cultist with a rebellious spirit who hadn't even succumbed to torture. So I knew well how difficult it was to make him open his mouth.





  "I, I don't know anything-imnidat...!"





  On the one hand, I could even sense a kind of fear from the trembling Paranoy. He was filled with terror, like a Shiba Inu discovering a tiger plushie.





  Because of that, my curiosity and wariness towards the Nymph Relief Foundation only grew. Perhaps another Nymph might know something?





 





  * * *





 





  "Nymph Relief Foundation?"





  Echo, the innkeeper of the Nymph's Wing Inn, rested her chin on the table and seemed lost in thought for a moment. A voluptuous married woman lost in thought, it truly felt like time stood still.





  The married woman, Echo of the Stream.





  She was the first Nymph I met on this Gaia Continent. And the Nymph whose Growth Weakness Curse I had lifted for the first and last time.





  I thought she might know something about the Nymph Relief Foundation.





  "Well, now that you mention it, I think I might have heard of it-."





  Echo, the Nymph of the Stream, also only gave a vague answer.





  Of course, the difference was that she didn't seem to be deliberately hiding it like Paranoy, but rather genuinely didn't know, yet she still couldn't answer.





  Just as I was feeling a slight disappointment, Echo continued, as if something had just occurred to her.





  "Now that I think about it, someone from that 'Foundation' did come once."





  "Is that true?"





  "Yes, I definitely remember that. Someone from a 'certain Foundation' seemed interested in me after my appearance suddenly changed."





  Seueuk-.





  Echo the Nymph covered her chest with her palm.





  Her deeply cut purple dress was not so much that of a chaste lady as it was utterly captivating, truly befitting an innkeeper.





  It made me understand why the innkeeper's white hair seemed to grow more and more each day.





  I asked.





  "What did those 'Foundation' fellows say?"





  "Well, they asked if my husband tormented me. If he abused me.... Things like that, I suppose. Questions about common misunderstandings that men married to Nymphs often face."





  "Men married to Nymphs face misunderstandings?"





  "Yes, well, I'm not like that anymore, but other Nymphs, especially Nymphs of the stream, are often small and naive, aren't they? Like Paranoy's sister."





  Indeed, that's true. Echo and Paranoy are both Nymphs, but completely different. Their way of speaking is different, and their thoughts clearly diverge.





  "There's a strong perception that men who marry Nymphs are men who trick naive girls and torment them. My husband isn't like that, but there are actually quite a few bad men like that."





  "Is that so?"





  "If you look at myths and legends, there are countless stories about heroes who abandoned Nymphs and made them cry. They're called heroes, but they're very wicked fellows. Gods too."





  I could only nod.





  Perhaps because Nymphs lived lives targeted from all sides, they often harbored a common sense of victimhood. It seemed even Echo, the Nymph of the Stream, couldn't help it.





  After lamenting for a long time about how much Nymphs had suffered at the hands of heroes, gods, and men on this Gaia Continent, Echo cleared her throat with an Euhm- and then laughed.





  "Oh my, look at me. I've wasted your precious time with useless chatter."





  "It's alright. More importantly, can you tell me more about this 'Foundation'?"





  "Hmm, now that I think about it, I believe I chased them away because I thought they were rude for treating my husband like a criminal. I think they left a business card. Do you happen to have it?"





  Only then did the innkeeper, who had been mopping the floor of the now-empty Shop, straighten his back.





  "I think I can find it if I look. Wait a moment."





  After saying that, he disappeared somewhere, and after a long rustling sound, the innkeeper reappeared.





  He handed me something.





  "Here, it's here. I kept it because they were quite memorable individuals."





  Seureuk-.





  What the innkeeper handed me was a small piece of iron. A square, hard, and thin piece of iron. If you were to make a business card out of an iron plate, it would look exactly like this.





  Engraved on it were embossed letters.





  『Gaia Continent - Nymph Relief Foundation, Sodomora Branch.


  Sodomora City, South Gate, 45th Street - Venice's Dance Building, Room 302.』





  It was an address. Contrary to what I expected, that it would be hidden in some distant, remote place, it seemed to have an office within Sodomora.





  45th Street, South Gate, isn't far from this Nymph's Wing Inn.





  "Take it if you need it. It's useless to us."





  Having received permission from the innkeeper, I carefully tucked the business card into my inner jacket pocket. Just as I was about to leave.





  "Euhm, heum-."





  I noticed the innkeeper, who was somehow hesitating. It felt like he had something to say to me but couldn't quite bring himself to.








  "Do you have something to say?"





  "Euhm, well-."





  Why is he stalling like that? Is it about his wife, Echo? Is he going to complain that nobles and adventurers are hitting on her and it's difficult?





  "Well-."





  However, my prediction faded as the innkeeper began to speak in earnest.





  "Lately, business hasn't been good at all. No customers are coming. Look here. It's lunchtime, but there are hardly any customers who came to eat, are there?"





  Seureuk-.





  At the innkeeper's words, I looked around. Indeed, there were only a few tables with customers, and flies were buzzing everywhere.





  The innkeeper continued.





  "It's been like this since the day before yesterday. It's quite a deep problem. Our inn is a pub, but all the alcohol we're supposed to sell has become unusable, so it can't be helped."





  "What do you mean? Please explain in more detail."





  "The taste of all the alcohol has changed. The grapes aren't fermenting, they're just spoiling easily. It's mostly the same in other places, not just our pub. Alcohol isn't being made properly."





  "No, is that even possible?"





  "It's possible. Unless Bacchus-nim, the God of Wine, extends his power to the world, just like Ceres, the goddess who brought winter."





  "That would be true."





  "You, what was it. You built a Temple recently, and even met Bacchus-nim directly, didn't you?"





  I recalled meeting Bacchus in the deer forest.





  "That's right."





  "Then, could you perhaps ask Hypnos if something has happened to Bacchus-nim? Alcohol isn't being made. This is quite a terrible thing. I'm dying of curiosity as to what's going on."





  "...."





  I fell silent for a moment, lost in thought.





  Elfriede's words, that Bacchus didn't have much power left, came to mind. Would it be too much of a leap to connect the alcohol not being made with Elfriede's words?





  "I'll try to find out what happened."





  "Hoo-. Thank you very much for saying that. I feel relieved."











  * * *











  The sunlight streamed down on my head as I stepped out of the inn.





  Lunchtime.





  And I had roughly two things to do.





  To chase after Ignoie, the Nymph of the Muddy Water, to find information about Nectar, the God's Wine, and to ask Bacchus why alcohol wasn't being made properly.





  Information about Ignoie could be found at the Nymph Relief Foundation, and the address of that Relief Foundation was now in my pocket as a business card.





  However, I didn't know who to ask for information about Bacchus. Should I go look for a Temple? Where is Bacchus's Temple?





  Therefore, the conclusion narrowed down to doing what I could immediately. So I went to the Nymph Relief Foundation building, which was said to be located at Sodomora's South Gate.





  Seeing the sparkling three-story marble structure, the Relief Foundation seemed quite wealthy.





  Ttok, Ttok-.





  I went up and found Room 302 on the third floor, then knocked on the Door. However, there was no discernible sign of anyone inside.





  "Is anyone there?"





  Ttok, Ttok-.





  I knocked on the Door again.





  "If no one's there, I'm just going to open it and go in."





  Am I not the successful candidate for the executive recruitment hosted by the Thieves' Guild? Since I had splendidly picked a titanium lock, I could easily open a crude doorknob like this.





  Dalgeurak. Dalggak-.





  As I rattled the doorknob for a long time, only then did I hear footsteps from inside, along with a small voice.





  ━Who is it?





  It was a thin, weak female voice. Because the Door was thick, it was difficult to guess her age.





  I said.





  "Ah, I came here for some business with the Relief Foundation. My name is Hassan."





  ━Hassan, as in the one who set the city on fire?





  "Yes, that's me."





  ━The Silver-rank adventurer, that young god who also established a Temple recently...?





  "That's also me."





  ━What brings such a person here...?





  "I'm looking for someone."





  ━Looking for someone? A Nymph?





  "Yes, a Nymph named Ignoie...."





  Baseurak-.





  Was the name Ignoie the problem? A significant movement from inside was clearly conveyed to my senses.





  I don't know exactly why, but there was a reaction.





  "Do you know anything about Ignoie?"





  ━I don't know. That's the first I've heard of that name.





  "That can't be. I heard she was last seen near the Sodomora Relief Foundation. Ignoie is a criminal who committed a great sin. You will face severe punishment if you hide her."





  ━We don't know any Nymph like that. Whatever crime she committed, whatever she stole, it has nothing to do with me-.





  The woman's voice had become quite irritable.





  At that, I pushed the locked Door in front of me with all my might.





  Ppigeok-.





  Kung.





  At the same time, the doorknob shattered, and the Door fell inward with a hollow sound.





  What met my eyes was the empty, desolate, and eerie interior. There were few pieces of furniture, and only small bundles of documents lay scattered on the floor.





  It felt exactly like someone had attempted a midnight escape.





  And that someone would be this woman.





  I narrowed my brows as I looked down at the small woman.





  "Hello. Excuse me for intruding. Though I already have."





  "T-That's trespassing! You can't just come in! Why did you break the Door!? This is a titanium steel plate Door. Why did it break so easily!?"
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  The woman was very short. She was wearing a gray robe and had her head covered, but she was probably a Nymph.





  Although I don't have as good a nose as Luna, I couldn't help but notice the strong sweet scent, like Paranoy's.





  I looked down at her and said.





  "I only said she committed a crime. I didn't say Ignoie stole anything."





  "Th-That-."





  "You, you know something, don't you?"





  "Gueu...."





  The woman was extremely hesitant.





  "Well...."





  Just as the woman was about to open her mouth from beneath her robe, a Ttokak- sound and a rather large presence came from behind me.





  "Ignoie, Nymph of the Muddy Water. So you were hiding here after all."





  It was Silaya, a Gold Tier adventurer and an Amazoness. She had come to this Foundation building.





  And she added a statement that even I couldn't believe.





  "Ignoie, I'm arresting you on charges of assaulting and attempting to murder Bacchus, the Chief Deity."





  It was the moment when the choices I had been pondering-Ignoie's whereabouts and Bacchus's safety-merged into one.
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  Ttak, ttak-.





  Silreia, a Gold-tier adventurer from Babel, entered with the sound of greaves.





  She grabbed the woman's nape with her hand wearing golden gauntlets and lifted her up.





  "L-Let go of me-!"
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  As the woman struggled, the hood she wore slipped off, revealing her hair, ears, and face.





  Then, her curtain-like long hair flowed down. Its color was reddish-orange like Paranoy's, but with a stronger red hue, resembling a sunset. And next to it, pointed and short ears were visible.





  Overall, her face was youthful and innocent like a young girl's, but the scar running from her forehead to her cheek across her right eye was incongruously like that of a veteran of many battles.





  The woman, no, the Nymph, hastily covered her face with her hair.





  "Don't, don't look! And let go of this-!"





  I could immediately tell that the creature struggling and screaming like a stray cat caught by humans, flailing its limbs here and there, was Igno, the Nymph of the Mud Puddle I was looking for.





  Silreia had actually said so too.





  A one-eyed Nymph, now that's rare.





  However, Silreia, who was holding Igno, perhaps finding its resistance bothersome, clenched her fist tightly and then shoved it straight into the creature's solar plexus.





  Pak-.





  Then, a loud noise erupted, like beating a wet cardboard box with a club.





  "Gueuek-."





  Simultaneously, Igno, the Nymph of the Mud Puddle, let out a rather gruesome scream and slumped down limply. Even with all its bothersome resistance, was there really a need to strike its solar plexus like that?





  "Treating Nymphs so roughly, Silreia must be a Nymph-hater!"





  Paranoy's assessment seemed to echo vividly in my ears. To chase away the phantom sounds, I dug into my ear once with gusto and then asked.





  "Just now, I think you said that creature attacked Bacchus. Is that true?"





  "Did I say that?"





  Silreia narrowed her brow as she looked at me.





  Holding Igno on her shoulder, she looked tense, as if she might pounce on me with both hands at any moment; she certainly had presence.





  "No, you said it yourself just now."





  "Right. I did. But it's a Gold-tier classified matter. I'd prefer it if you didn't ask any more questions and kept quiet."





  A Gold-tier classified matter, huh.





  I'd never heard of that before. I suppose there's information that only high-ranking adventurers can handle, just like how monsters and beasts are given subjugation tiers.





  Indeed, if it's true that Bacchus was attacked, it seems like something that would be treated as classified. Because if it were revealed to the public, it would cause quite a stir.





  I said.





  "I wish you'd share the information you have with me too. After all, I'm a new god directly certified by the high Hypnos."





  "What does that have to do with information? I don't worship you, so your words hold no authority for me."





  So that's how it is. And Silreia's words were quite sound.





  Because I'm in the position of a god, I can't just hear classified information.





  Looking down on others just because you're in a high position and taking information arbitrarily is called corruption.





  However, my mind was racing even in that moment. What I recalled was the conversation I had earlier with the innkeeper at the tavern.





  "They say alcohol isn't being made on this earth right now, right? Doesn't that also mean Bacchus's condition is quite serious? That the problem is that big. And perhaps, I can help."





  "..."





  Silreia fell silent, as if considering whether to listen to what I was saying. At least it was a better attitude than simply dismissing my words. I seized the momentum and added a few more words.





  "The bigger the problem, the more merit points and karma you can accumulate by solving it. Think about it. Silreia, who simultaneously resolved the incident of the attack on God Bacchus and his health. Your name will be sung in songs for generations. You might even become more famous than Hippolyte."





  That kind of reaction. Although I was momentarily flustered, I drew upon my experience with past lies and continued speaking as if nothing had happened.





  "Really? Then you could become even more famous. But the opposite is also possible. If you don't handle this properly, your infamy could also become more famous than Hippolyte's."





  "What do you mean by that? Are you saying you'll interfere with me? Why would I gain infamy?"





  "Interfere? No, it's the opposite. You're interfering with me. Do you know what I'm called by the public these days?"





  "..."





  Silreia seemed to collect herself, falling into thought for a moment.





  "-The God of Healing, Hassan."





  "Yeah. That's roughly what they call me. With these hands, I can cure even serious illnesses. Perhaps I could even cure the gravely ill Bacchus."





  "..."





  "But if you refuse to share information with me here, Bacchus's condition could worsen, and ultimately, you'll have to bear the responsibility."





  "I have to bear that responsibility?"





  "Yes. Because of you, we could miss the golden time. The golden time to treat a patient."





  "The golden... time... golden... time..."





  I think the words I came up with sounded quite plausible and cool, even to myself.





  It must be because I've become a god, gained followers, and established a support base, leaving me feeling relaxed enough for my brain and tongue to spin freely.





  Anyway, the important thing is that I've almost stripped away Silreia's inner, psychological defenses, which were firmly wrapped around her body with that armor.





  Soon, won't their characteristic soft yet firm insides be revealed?





  "The golden... time..."





  Silreia seemed to quite like the phrase 'golden time,' as she kept murmuring it. Towards her, I added one more word, like driving in a final nail.





  "Now, Penta Silreia. Choose. Before you lose both gold and time."





  "..."





  I had done all I could. Adding more words would be nothing more than a snake oil salesman's rhetoric. All that remained was to wait.





  "As expected, it won't work."





  "Really?"





  Did I fail again?





  As I was lamenting with that feeling, Silreia looked around.





  "This place doesn't have good security. Let's go somewhere else. Somewhere without listening ears."





  I headed towards a place where no one would likely be, along with Silreia.





  But when I actually looked around, there weren't many places I knew that were secure and completely devoid of people.





  Luna's cabin.





  The Temple grounds in the cemetery.





  Those two were the most plausible options, but bringing this unfamiliar woman to Luna's cabin felt a bit off, so in the end, my only choice was the secluded and sinister cemetery.





  However, Paranoy's office, filled with priests, wouldn't do, so I simply led this creature called Silreia into the midst of the widely fog-covered cemetery.





  A very deep pit, once used to bury someone.





  Stepping inside, it felt like a rather plausible bunker, surrounded by earth on all sides.





  "Indeed, it's a quiet place. There are few people around. It reminds me of field operations, which is nice."





  Silreia seems to like this place too.





  I thought it would be nice to build a personal underground space for myself here later.





  Once Paranoy's office construction is finished, I'll have the priests hire contractors to build my own personal basement too.





  A soundproof, my own basement.





  Just imagining it feels good.





  I wonder if it would cost around 5 gold to build.





  While lost in those thoughts, Silreia, who had casually sat down on the dirt floor, spoke first.





  "So, you, being a god, must know better than anyone how much chaos will arise if this story spreads. I'd prefer it if you kept it a secret as much as possible."





  "That goes without saying, of course."





  I glanced at the Nymph tucked into Silreia's side. I don't know how hard she hit its solar plexus, but it's been several minutes since it passed out, and it shows no signs of waking up.





  Even though it's a Nymph with the dishonorable and terrifying nickname 'Mud Puddle,' that such a small and slender creature attacked the mighty Bacchus.





  And because of that, Bacchus has fallen into a critical condition?





  There was a part I found quite unbelievable.





  After confirming that there was no one around us, not even a single small insect, I slowly opened my mouth.





  "What on earth happened? Is it true that this Nymph creature attacked Bacchus?"





  "It might be hard to believe, but it's true. We were holding a sponsorship event for the Amazoness War festival in the city of Babel. Bacchus appeared there, and there was a disturbance."





  "How many days ago was that?"





  "About three days ago."





  About three days ago... that's around the time Bacchus appeared in the deer forest of Sodomora. To be precise, it would be after he appeared in the deer forest.





  Silreia continued speaking.





  "Bacchus is also the biggest sponsor of the Amazoness festival. He always participates in the sponsorship events on time, even if it means overexerting himself, and provides various support."





  "I see."





  I recalled the image of Bacchus surrounded by Amazons. He certainly fit in well. How happy would I have been if I were in his place?





  "At that time, when the 'Night of Sponsorship' was in full swing, the Chief Deity Bacchus drank the wine offered by a Nymph and lost consciousness. And that Nymph is this creature."





  Tuk-tuk-.





  Silreia hit the Nymph's back a few times with her palm. However, even with such shocks, Igno, the Nymph of the Mud Puddle, showed no signs of getting up.





  "I knew this creature was a Nymph who committed wicked deeds. That's why she was kicked out of the Mainades, Bacchus's followers. Perhaps she did it in retaliation, trying to take down Bacchus."





  A crime born of retaliation and resentment? Well, Bacchus was a guy with a ruthless mindset who believed he had to give humans hardship and adversity to maintain their faith.





  Being that kind of guy, he probably had many enemies everywhere, even if it wasn't this Nymph.





  Even I have people who hate me for no reason, so I can't even imagine how many enemies and anti-fans Bacchus, who holds the high throne of Hypnos, must have.





  "But you're the God of Wine. Does it make sense to get critically ill from drinking?"





  "That's a mystery to us too. When the Mars Guild of Babel analyzed the components detected in the wine glass, they found a toxic substance not native to this Gaia Continent."





  "A toxic substance not native to the Gaia Continent...?"





  "And we were able to determine that it's a poisonous liquid called 'Ate'. This is the sample."





  Clink-.





  Silreia put her hand between her breastplate. Hearing rustling sounds for a while, she was probably trying to retrieve something from between her breasts beneath that metal armor.





  From Hippolyte to Antiope, and now Silreia. Storing items between their breasts seems to be a racial characteristic of Amazons.





  "Here it is."





  The golden, shimmering liquid visible beyond looked brilliantly radiant, much like Nectar.





  Learning that it was the toxic substance called Ate, which could even endanger a god, gave me an eerie feeling rather than a pretty one.





  "Is it okay to store something that dangerous between your breasts?"





  "This space between them is the softest and most tender, so it won't break easily."





  Hearing that, it made perfect sense. The space between an Amazon's breasts is indeed a place to store precious and fragile items.





  "Anyway, it's a dangerous poison. It's so potent that even a single drop can kill all the land in an area the size of this cemetery. It's stronger than Hydra's venom."





  "That potent?"





  "Yes, I heard you defeated the Hydra. So you must know well how dangerous and terrible this item is, right?"





  Hydra's venom.





  It was quite dangerous. Even for me, who is immune to all sorts of poisons, it was enough to make my eyes and nose sting. For others, just the toxic fumes alone would cause them to bleed from their faces.





  If it's stronger than that, it's understandable that even a god like Bacchus would fall into a critical condition. In fact, Bacchus's power was significantly weaker than before.





  "Anyway, it's a dangerous poison. It's so potent that even a single drop can kill all the land in an area the size of this cemetery. It's stronger than Hydra's venom."





  "Yes, I heard you defeated the Hydra. So you must know well how dangerous and terrible this item is, right?"





  "Anyway, it's something a Nymph who was chased out and exiled couldn't possibly obtain. It came from across the sea, from the winter continent of Albheim. They say it's the venom of a powerful serpent that lurked there."





  "Albheim..."





  At the name Albheim, images of elves with white skin and pointed ears came to my mind.





  Then, suddenly, I recalled a story I'd heard from Elfriede or Kalidur.





  The story that the elves, in order to revive their ruined homeland, tried to steal the existence called 'god' from this Gaia Continent.





  This current incident seems related to that.





  Silreia summarized her words like that and reached a conclusion.





  "This wasn't something the Nymph did alone. Absolutely not. There must be someone behind it. The elves who keep coming to the continent are probably involved too."





  Indeed, it's a keen insight worthy of someone who calls herself Hippolyte's rival. I agreed with her words too.





  "So, what about Bacchus's condition? Where is he now?"
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  "So, what's Bacchus's condition? Where is he now?"





  "In the Tower of Babel, underground. He's being treated somewhere no one can access. The healers say he needs a large amount of Nectar to detoxify the poison-."





  "Is that so?"





  "You're called the God of Healing, right? Then, as you said, can you cure that poisoning from that thing called Ate?"





  Curing poison, you say.





  Can I really do something like that with acupressure?





  I don't know if there's acupressure that can cure poison, though I suppose healing necrotic bodies might be possible.





  I asked.





  "What's the distance from here to that city, Babel?"





  "Two days if you ride the fastest horse."





  "Will he be able to hold out until then?"





  "No one can guarantee that. Bacchus's current condition is something no one predicted. This situation isn't in any prophecy or record. It must be because beings from other continents interfered."





  "...."





  Bacchus might die.





  If that happens, the concept of alcohol in this world will likely disappear. If alcohol disappears, how will the poor people of this Gaia continent relieve their stress? I have no idea.





  It also means I won't be able to taste the Nectar that Bacchus brews anymore.





  Then, I suddenly remembered that this unconscious Nymph of Muddy Water, Ignoi, had stolen the Nectar brewing method or something.





  "You, what are you trying to do?"





  "If I ask this one, I might be able to figure out what happened."





  "I punched her solar plexus. Even so, she won't be able to come to her senses for a few days."





  "Well, we'll find out if we try."





  I grabbed the Nymph's slender wrist and pressed the acupoint on her wrist quite firmly with my thumb.





  Then, the Nymph Ignoi snapped to her senses with a strange scream of "Eeuugh-!"





  "Agh...!"





  "To actually wake her up like that, you're more amazing than I thought."





  Silaleia seemed genuinely impressed, but since the important thing now wasn't being shy about praise, I spoke to Ignoi, who was making a crying face.





  "Hey, Ignoi. I've heard a lot about you. They say you tried to poison Bacchus? For a Nymph, you've got some nerve. Tell me everything you know. Otherwise, you might experience something even more painful than just now."





  "I, I don't know. I really don't. It's something I know nothing about. Trying to poison Bacchus-nim? I've never even thought of such a thing!"





  At that, Silaleia narrowed her brow.





  "Weren't you banished from Bacchus's followers and trying to get revenge with malicious intent? The evidence already speaks for itself. You shouldn't try to deny it."





  "No, I really wasn't like that. I just wanted Bacchus-nim's attention. Really. Poisoning? I never even thought about that..."





  Tears streamed down from Ignoi, the Nymph of Muddy Water's, only eye.





  For a moment, thinking of Paranoy, my heart softened, but Silaleia frowned even more at the sight.





  "Tears, sorrow. Those are tools for the wicked schemes you Muddy Water Nymphs often concoct. If it's some petty trick, you should just stop."





  Perhaps because they are both women, Silaleia was unfazed even by the Nymph's pitiful tears. However, despite the threats, Ignoi just kept shedding tears, *jureureuk, jureureuk*.





  "I just wanted to regain Bacchus-nim's favor. To become his top Follower, I thought it would be nice if he'd lift me up or stroke my head like he used to."





  I didn't know about Silaleia, but at least it didn't seem like this Muddy Water Nymph was lying.





  Compared to Paranoy, a Nymph full of improvisation and schemes whom I dealt with daily, this Muddy Water Nymph was actually quite easy to understand.





  Right now, I am the God of Nymphs, Hassan.





  Judging as a Nymph expert, it seemed right to calm down this Ignoi's agitated emotions first.





  So, just like I often did for Paranoy, I placed my hand on Ignoi's head and ruffled her hair back and forth.





  "Don't just randomly stroke my hair-! You fake god! Stop pretending to be Bacchus-nim-!"





  However, the tips of her pointed ears were turning strangely red. Nymphs are said to have a strong loyalty towards their master, right?





  Therefore, it seemed she didn't quite like me, not Bacchus, stroking her head. However, compared to that, I could feel her breathing and the trembling of her shoulders becoming noticeably calmer.





  The body never lies and is always honest.





  I took my hand off her head and asked.





  "I might be able to save your master, Bacchus. So, calm down and explain the situation. The truth you speak will save Bacchus."





  "Th-the truth..."





  Ignoi's only scarlet eyes, along with her tears, seemed to gleam with some strange emotion.

















  Like all Nymphs, Ignoi was originally an innocent Nymph of the stream.





  However, perhaps because the Tower city of Babel was harsher and less hospitable than Sodomora, there were quite a few difficulties for a stream Nymph to survive alone.





  Therefore, Ignoi, who was a stream Nymph, ended up becoming a Nymph of Muddy Water as her magic gradually became corrupted from doing various things to survive.





  "I got caught stealing, so I lost this eye."





  Ignoi pointed to the slash mark on her face with her finger. It looks quite painful. I know well how Nymphs scream with exaggeration even for minor pains.





  Therefore, it's easy to imagine how much she must have hurt when she received such a large wound. Of course, it's the fault of the one caught stealing.





  I asked.





  "But, what exactly is a Nymph of Muddy Water? Do they have special abilities or something?"





  Did Doris, the Nymph of Honey Water, have the ability to communicate with bees? Eco, the Nymph of the stream, was characterized by a mature and graceful personality compared to other Nymphs.





  Then, I became curious about what characteristics the Nymph of Muddy Water might possess.





  Ignoi said something in response.





  "When lying, my conscience doesn't bother me. Even when I do bad things, my heart feels calm. That's the special trait of a Nymph of Muddy Water."





  "I see."





  "Anyway, I've done many bad things, and my eye became like this, so I'm a shabby Nymph. Still, Bacchus-nim accepted me as a Follower. Then one day, during a festival, I broke Bacchus-nim's cherished wine cup, and everyone scolded me and kicked me out..."





  Ignoi sank into a rather gloomy state. Silaleia asked her.





  "So, did you put poison in the wine cup to get revenge on all of them?"





  "No. I just... I just wanted to be forgiven for the sins I committed. So, I thought I should brew the best liquor Bacchus-nim had never tasted and give it to him. But those guys... those guys made me do it."





  "Those guys? You mean the Elves?"





  "Y-yes. The Elves said that if I put this into the wine cup, Bacchus-nim would notice me again... But I bought it with all the money I saved my whole life, 3 Gold..."





  *Seureuk*.





  Ignoi took out something like a small scroll from her bosom. Then she handed it to me.





  "After Bacchus-nim collapsed, I just ran away because I was scared. Because I was scared..."





  I could visualize this whole process in my head.





  Ignoi, who made liquor with suspicious substances to gain Bacchus's favor. The Elves who used such an Ignoi. And Bacchus, who collapsed as a result.





  "There was no one I could trust. So, I heard there was a relief foundation that helps Nymphs in Sodomora, so I ran here. But this place was also completely empty."





  "Is that so?"





  It seemed the Nymph Relief Foundation and Ignoi, the Nymph of Muddy Water, were unrelated. If so, I could erase the suspicions about the Nymph Foundation from my mind.





  Silaleia asked, as if she couldn't understand.





  "Ignoi, but you stole the brewing method that fell on the floor. How do you explain that? I saw you steal it and run away right there."





  "This is Bacchus-nim's treasure. I won't let others steal it. Everyone, when Bacchus-nim collapsed... they were more interested in this brewing method than in Bacchus-nim. If I hadn't taken it, someone else would have stolen it!"





  Ignoi, who had been sinking into a rather gloomy state.





  "So, you were keeping the secret of the brewing method to protect it?"





  "Y-yes. If you can't believe me, there's nothing I can do. I'm a Nymph of Muddy Water, someone everyone rejected. But it's true."





  "I know. Ignoi, you're not lying right now. When Nymphs lie, only the tips of their ears turn strangely red."





  Ignoi touched her ear at my words.





  "Th-then, you believe me?"





  "Yes. It's likely mostly true."





  "...."





  At my words, the doubt in Ignoi's eyes seemed to lessen slightly. She must have realized my words weren't a lie.





  Compared to Paranoy, a Nymph full of improvisation and schemes whom I dealt with daily, this Muddy Water Nymph was actually quite easy to understand.





  "So, I'm interested in the brewing method you have. Can you show it to me? If I have that, I might be able to secure a large amount of Nectar, and perhaps save the Bacchus you like."





  "...."





  Ignoi looked at me again with suspicious eyes. It must be because after saying something so touching, she asked for the brewing method, raising her guard.





  I don't really like making promises, but this is the only way to make things easier.





  "I swear upon the honor of my temple and the Styx River flowing deep underground. I will help Bacchus."





  "R-really?"





  An oath upon the Styx River is powerful. It's a covenant or norm that even gods cannot escape, right? Knowing that well, Ignoi's expression brightened considerably.





  "Will you really help Bacchus-nim?"





  "Yes."





  Only then did Ignoi take out something like a small scroll from her bosom. Then she handed it to me.





  "...I committed an unforgivable sin. I'll probably be executed and go to Tartarus. But that's okay. Just save Bacchus-nim..."





  "Understood."





  I accepted the scroll. It's true that personal gain was also a factor in swearing upon the Styx River.





  If I handle this well, and Bacchus recovers, I thought I might get one bottle of Nectar, or maybe two if things go well.





  It would also be quite something to incur a debt with a giant corporation like Bacchus.





  However, as a Nymph Tamer myself, I couldn't help but feel a mix of anger and caution towards those who used this Nymph, Ignoi.





  "Then, I'll take charge of Ignoi's situation. That's all I can do, wearing this golden necklace. Since it concerns gods, you, as a god, will have to resolve it from now on."





  Silaleia wrapped Ignoi's wrists and entire body tightly with ropes, enough to be called excessive. Of course, she's a heinous criminal who harmed Bacchus. That much is natural.





  I asked.





  "So, what will happen to her now? Ignoi, I mean."





  "Well. She'll probably stand trial. The outcome of the trial is obvious. It's an unforgivable sin."





  "Yeah, well, that's probably true."





  I was sentenced to the maximum penalty, execution, for setting fire to the city and the arena.





  In a world full of religion and faith, what kind of punishment would someone who harmed a god receive?





  As memories of going to the trial chamber surfaced, making me slightly furrow my brow, Silaleia, perhaps reading my expression, added a comment.





  "Even though her situation is pitiable, it can't be helped. It's merciful and humane enough to at least allow her a trial."





  "Is that so?"





  "Even now, outside, there are plenty of Bacchus's Followers who want to literally tear this one to shreds."





  That's also true. Allowing her to go through the fair process of a trial is probably the last consideration for Ignoi.





  "Well then-. I'll be off to chase the Elves. I have no business in Sodomora, so if you have anything to say, contact me at the Mars Guild in Babel."





  "How do I contact you?"





  "There's a carrier pigeon that connects guilds. Anyway, I'm going. It was nice meeting you, little god."





  With that, Silaleia quickly disappeared somewhere. Even though her pace seemed ordinary, her speed was faster than others running, truly befitting a superhuman with Agility 15.





  Only when I found myself alone in this spot could I finally look at the scroll in my hand.





  So, this is where that damn awesome Nectar recipe is written? I'm just a nobody's son from a health food store. I can make liquor if I have the ingredients.





  "Nectar's all gone."





  *Seureuk*, *seureuk*.





  I untied the loosely tied knot and looked at the letters written inside.





  "Nectar Brewing Method - Based on one bottle of wine. Five cups of water."





  Oh, five cups of water.





  It sounds plausible enough. However, the moment I saw the ingredients listed after that, I couldn't help but be a little shocked.





  "What the hell."





  Because what was written after that were ingredients like coded messages that were hard for me to decipher.





  "Nectar Brewing Method - Based on one bottle of wine. Five cups of water. One feather from a 100-year-old snake. One tooth from a tree over 300 years old. One dog's laugh. One curse from a woman in love. Two horns from a cloud. A handful of clown mushrooms. Lastly, the most important ingredient-"





  What kind of ingredients are these, damn it.





  I completely missed my expectation that it would say something like a bottle of water. A few bunches of grapes. Is this for real?





  Even the end of the page was smudged with something like a wet stain, so the letters written after 'the most important ingredient' are illegible.





  What is this?





  *Jeobeok, jeobeok-*.





  Someone approached me while I was spacing out.





  "Hassan-nim, my goodness, what were you doing hiding alone in a secluded place in the cemetery...? Perhaps you were secretly eating hidden honey...?"





  It was Paranoy.





  Paranoy sniffed the paper I was holding, seeming interested.





  "Aah, Hassan-nim smells like another Nymph...! What on earth is that scroll...?"





  "What are you looking at, you punk?"





  I untied the loosely tied knot and looked at the letters written inside.





  "All of these are ingredients Luna-nim puts in when making health beads...! This Paranoy also helped a lot with the making, so I know...!"





  So that's how it is. It felt like lightning struck before my eyes.





  "Then do you know what the last ingredient is? Isn't there one more ingredient?"





  "The last ingredient...? That's Luna-nim's secret ingredient, so she didn't tell me either...!"





  It felt like I had found the answer in a place I never expected.





  "Paranoy, good job."





  I ruffled Paranoy's hair roughly with my hands.





  As I patted his hair and back, Paranoy acted like a feisty cat, complaining, "Aah! You shouldn't mess up my freshly styled hair...! I don't like this barbaric petting...!"





  However, the tips of his pointed ears were turning strangely red.





  Seeing that reminded me of Ignoi earlier.





  Before I knew it, Paranoy took a comb out of his mouth and started tidying his hair again. I said to him.





  "Paranoy, you don't need to push yourself to gain my favor. Just stay as you are now."





  "What do you mean...?"





  "I mean, let's just stay friends without changing, like now."





  "Not changing? That's impossible...!"





  "R-really?"





  "This Paranoy is learning growth exercises from Hippolyte, the tall Amazoness...! Soon, I'll grow a lot like Eco, the stream Nymph...!"





  "Oh, I see. Do your best."





  "At least I'll grow tall enough to look down on those damn Elves...! That's truly Paranoy's ultimate goal...!"





  Paranoy kept emphasizing that he was drinking milk and doing exercises morning and evening to grow taller.





  Listening to Paranoy's story, I looked towards the southern sky. Ideope was said to be an archipelago across the sea from the southern end of the continent.





  If that's the case, it felt like Luna might be somewhere among the flowing clouds. It might just be my imagination, but the wind blowing from the south seemed to carry Luna's Mente fragrance faintly.
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  The fact that the brewing method for Nectar was related to the health beads Luna makes with such devotion.





  And the fact that I could figure that out thanks to Paranoy-nim's memory was truly a stroke of great luck.





  If I could just find out what the final ingredient is, I might actually be able to recreate this Wine of the Gods-Nectar.





  Sitting in the cabin, I took out one of the health beads Luna had left for me and placed it on my palm.





  Its size was about that of a thumbnail-sized bead, or perhaps a thick pearl.





  Of course, to compare it to a bead or a pearl, the color was a murky brown and the smell was so incredibly bitter that even I had to hold my nose just to barely swallow one.





  I swallowed one.





  「Ueeek-.」





  It's sour, bitter, spicy-fuck, it tastes like a whole lot of things at once.





  It was at a level where if you were to clump together and condense human agony and the weariness of life into a bead, it would probably feel and taste exactly like this.





  Even considering it was filled with Luna's affection, it was utterly tasteless.





  Of course, it's a common saying that things good for your health taste bitter.





  However, what I couldn't understand was that this and the golden fruit wine, Nectar, that I saw back then were substances made from the same ingredients.





  The Nectar I tasted possessed a flavor that was simply indescribable. It was so delicious that it felt like a rich fruit wine that didn't belong to this world.





  In contrast, the health bead I just swallowed also doesn't seem to belong to this world, in several different senses. I'm not even sure what kind of effect the health bead has.





  Anyway, summing it up, I thought that if it's Luna, who is manufacturing medicine with similar ingredients, she might be able to help with the production of Nectar.





  「So, I'm thinking of stopping by Babel to meet Bacchus-nim, and then heading to Ideope after that. What do you think?」





  I asked Paranoy-nim, who was sitting in the temple office.





  There were quite a few documents prepared on Paranoy-nim's desk, and at a glance, they seemed to be filled with difficult terms like budget execution and second-half plans.





  Signing them haphazardly, Paranoy-nim spoke.





  「Isn't Babel about a two-day journey by fast horse? And Ideope is across the sea, so it will take quite a bit of time. It could take at least a month, or two months if it's long-it-is...!」





  「Yeah, it'll probably take about that long. Which also means I'll have to be away from the temple for that amount of time. Will this place be able to manage well while I'm gone?」





  「There are priests, and rules have been established, so it will be sufficient even if Hassan-nim is not here-it-is...! Originally, a temple is something made for the times when Hassan-nim is away-it-is...!」





  「Really?」





  There was a part of Paranoy-nim's explanation that I didn't quite understand.





  「Why is that?」





  「If Hassan-nim were always on this land, there would actually be no need for something called a temple-it-is...! Because Hassan-nim himself performs the same role as a temple-it-is...!」





  「I see.」





  「When Hassan-nim is away, the cornerstone enshrined in the temple will take over Hassan-nim's role-it-is...! And the priests will become the mouths that compile Hassan-nim's stories and doctrines-it-is...!」





  The explanation wasn't exactly kind, but I roughly got the point. A temple can be seen as something that takes over the role of a god in a place where the god is absent.





  「Rather, it is only when Hassan-nim is away that the temple and the priests will finally begin to fulfill their proper roles-it-is...! So you can go with peace of mind-it-is...!」





  「What are you talking about? You have to come with me too.」





  At my words, Paranoy-nim suddenly began to tremble.





  「Are, are you saying you would make a fragile stream nymph like me go on a journey that might exceed a month once again...?」





  「Yeah. If you're my top follower, shouldn't you assist me anytime, anywhere?」


 


  Paranoy-nim secretly has a lot of knowledge.





  Although traveling together means drawing noisy attention and constantly consuming luxury foods like candy, I was feeling in many ways that he was sufficiently helpful in his own way.





  「It's an urgent situation. We have to leave the city by tomorrow at the earliest, or the day after at the latest, so get ready.」





  「I..., I understand-it-is.... Then, what will you do about Keong-keong-ie...?」





  「Well. I don't have anyone to leave him with. Should I just take him along in the jar?」





  「That is a very good idea-it-is...! Then, is it just the three of us-Hassan-nim, me, and Keong-keong-ie-leaving...?」





  「I'll have to think about that.」











  *     *     *











  The first place I visited was the Mars Guild office located on Central Street.





  「I'm thinking of going to Babel and then stopping by Ideope as well. What are your thoughts, Hippolyte-nim...?」





  「Hmm....」





  Hippolyte sat in her chair listening to my story and tapped her desk with her index finger. Then, as if something had occurred to her, she asked.





  「If it's Ideope, it seems you're planning to go see Nyx-ssi. But the fact that you're specifically stopping by Babel means there's business you need to handle.」





  「That's right.」





  「Seeing how urgently you're preparing for the journey, it must be something that needs to be handled in a hurry. Heading to Babel likely has something to do with the fact that Sileia, an adventurer from there, visited this city.」





  「....」





  Because Sileia had repeatedly emphasized the need to maintain confidentiality, I didn't tell Hippolyte what I was currently going through.





  However, it seemed Hippolyte's seasoned intuition was combining the few pieces of information to approach the truth in its own way.





  「I heard that the Nymph Relief Foundation at the South Gate vanished overnight recently. Is it perhaps related to the disappearance of nymphs happening these days?」





  「Mass disappearance of nymphs?」





  What's that now? It's the first I've heard of it. Nymphs are disappearing. As I was feeling a sense of alarm at that appropriately terrible nymph-hating issue, Hippolyte let out a small snort.





  「Judging by your reaction, it seems unrelated to that. Given how much you value confidentiality, it must be at least a Gold Tier difficulty or higher. It could be a matter involving the survival of the city or even the kingdom. If so, is it something related to the high gods of Hypos?」





  After muttering to herself for a while as if calculating something, Hippolyte added another word.





  「Lately, the taverns and alcohol merchants have been miserable. They say the wine spoils easily ever since Bacchus appeared in the Deer Forest. Most likely, some problem has arisen with Bacchus, the God of Wine. And that's why you're going.」





  「That's.... actually close. But it's confidential, so you have to keep it a secret.」





  「I thought so. I know that much. So you're preparing for a journey of roughly over a month.」





  「So, I came to ask if you could go with me, Hippolyte-nim.」





  「....」





  At my words, Hippolyte didn't answer and just slowly scanned the pile of documents stacked high on her desk.





  「I'd like to, but the situation doesn't allow for it this time. Unsettling news has been coming from around Sodomora lately. I also have to help prepare for the festival.」





  「Is that so.」





  Since she had already spent a lot of time away while going to Delphi, it seemed Hippolyte couldn't leave Sodomora any more than that.





  Hippolyte is a considerable powerhouse, so when we're together, I feel as secure as if I'm carrying a nuclear briefcase.





  It's a shame for me, but considering the city's security, her opinion is extremely valid.





  Perhaps reading my disappointed expression, Hippolyte added one more thing.





  「Instead, while you're away, I'll include your temple grounds in the Mars Guild's patrol route. So you won't have to worry about this place while you're outside the city.」





  「Wow, is that for real?」





  At my question, Hippolyte crossed her arms and smiled confidently.





  「Yes. Someone has to protect the place you'll return to. Among the people you know, I'm about the only one who can do that, aren't I?」





  Indeed, thinking that Hippolyte would be guarding the security of my temple made me feel incredibly reassured.





  With both Antiope and Hippolyte there, well, they should be able to handle most things on their own.


 


  「Departure is tomorrow?」





  「If nothing else happens, it'll probably be then. It'll be a journey of about a month if it's short, or two months if it's long.」





  「I see. By the time you return, Antiope and I might have left the city for the festival, so we might not be able to meet.」





  「I'll try to come back as soon as possible.」





  After exchanging brief goodbyes with Hippolyte, I headed toward the North Gate.





  The quiet inn at the North Gate that Elfriede frequents. Lately, whenever I visited, Elfriede was always away somewhere, so I didn't have much chance to meet her.





  What if she's not there today either?





  If I were to just leave on a long journey without even telling Elfriede I was leaving the city, that girl, who strangely shows signs of separation anxiety, might go on a rampage.





  With those worries, I knocked-ttok-ttok-on the door of the second-floor room where Elfriede was staying, and fortunately, there was a rustling sound from inside.





  -Come in.





  And so, I was able to open the door and step inside.





  Seeing that the door wasn't locked and Elfriede was already wearing her boots and trousers, it seemed she had either just come back from somewhere or was about to head out.





  I said.





  「How can you just tell someone to come in without even asking who it is? What if I were a grim-looking thug?」





  「How many days has it been since you and I met? Do you think I wouldn't be able to distinguish your footsteps? These wonderful ears aren't just for show.」





  At Elfriede's words, I looked at her fairly long ears peeking out from between her hair. I heard that elves' hearing is quite sensitive, and it seems that's true for Elfriede as well.





  「It's been hard to see your face lately, Elfriede. What are you so busy doing?」





  「I have to work too if I don't want to starve to death. I did some work as a mercenary for the Minerva Guild. The innkeeper told me you came looking for me a few times while I was away?」





  「Yeah. But you weren't there, so I just went back.」





  Seureureuk-.





  「You're the one who left Calcata saying you didn't want to see me. Now you're just looking for me.」





  Elfriede said with narrowed eyes.





  I felt a slight pang of guilt. Unlike Luna or Hippolyte, Elfriede's grudges are quite long. They might even last a lifetime.





  As I let the corners of my mouth loosen into an awkward smile, Elfriede took off her shoes and shawl-like cloak, sat on the bed, and threw out a word.





  「It's a joke.」





  「I see.」





  It was the first time I realized Elfriede was someone who could make jokes. Elfriede was someone far removed from jokes, lies, or pranks in many ways.





  It's just my own thought, but it seems she doesn't have much talent for joking.





  Such an Elfriede asked as she brushed the dust off the soles of her feet with her hand and tucked them under the covers.





  「So why did you come? What are you planning to do to me? You pervert.」





  「What do you mean, do something? I just came to see your face. Calling me a pervert, that's harsh. I just came to see your face. You'd like seeing my face too, wouldn't you?」





  「Ha-? Why would I like something like that? You're a strange one.」





  Elfriede narrowed her brow as if it were nonsense, but her ears twitched up and down uncontrollably.





  Of course, Elfriede must know well that my words were just trivial banter. It seemed she found my joke amusing.





  「So, what's your real business?」





  「Tomorrow or the day after. I'm thinking of leaving this city. Not for good, but I'm going on a bit of a long journey to Ideope.」





  「Really?」





  「I think it would be good to have one capable mage in the party. What do you think?」





  「Ideope. You mean the archipelago region across the southern sea of the continent, right? Certainly, for a long journey, the more mages the better. They can overcome sudden enemy ambushes.」





  「That's how it is.」





  「And?」





  「What do you mean 'and'? I'm asking if you can go with me.」





  「At your level now, it seems you could do well enough on your own even without a mage. Do you absolutely have to go with me?」





  Elfriede's words certainly made sense. My fist, which had surpassed a certain limit after consuming Nectar, was as strong as any mid-sized attack magic.





  Not to mention the destructive power of a single blow from a heavy club or the Death Beam Saber.





  However, this world is neither soft nor easy enough to be arrogant and conceited. Isn't even that great god Bacchus in a critical state due to some kind of conspiracy?





  For a small-time boy god like me who has just become aware, there's no telling what might happen if I wander around alone.





  I might be targeted by elf hunters who are said to hunt gods and disappear without a trace.





  Elves, huh.





  Suddenly, I wondered if there was any connection between Elfriede, who had been so busy I couldn't meet her for several days, and Bacchus, who had collapsed recently.





  So, I asked Elfriede, who was tidying her long hair with a fine-toothed comb, in a subtle and quiet tone.





  「Elfriede, you're not doing anything bad with other elves, are you?」
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  Seureup-.





  At that, Elfriede's hand came to a sudden halt.
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  Seureuk, Seureureuk-.


 


  Elfriede's long silver hair. It takes quite a lot of care and time to groom it.





  When Elfriede has free time, she often spends it stroking her hair, and that touch rarely stops for any ordinary reason.





  Such was Elfriede's hand, which suddenly stopped.





  "What did you say?"





  What was the intention behind that one phrase? Had she not heard, or could she not believe what she'd heard?





  Since it was only a few minutes after I'd praised her long, splendid ears, it was probably closer to the latter.





  So, I asked Elfriede in slightly more refined words.





  "Are you, by any chance, meeting with other Elves?"





  Of course, I didn't say anything more than that.





  Because it was classified information.





  However, Elfriede, upon hearing it, furrowed her brow as if she'd heard something extremely unpleasant. She had reached a state of "minor anger" with just one question.





  "Ha-? What kind of question is that? Are you saying I'm meeting other Elves and cheating on you?"





  "No, that's not what I meant-."





  "Minerva Guild's work was done with the Silver Rose kids. They also helped restore the burned city, you know. They found lost Cats and fixed fences."





  "Ah, I see."





  Elfriede seemed to have interpreted my question as, "Are you, by any chance, meeting another man?"





  Seeing her get angry as if insulted, it seemed she definitely hadn't been meeting other men. Nor did it seem she was involved with Elves.





  Elfriede asked.





  "Hassan, you dare try to keep tabs on me, your former master?"





  "Keep tabs?"





  "I read it in a book. Men, when they think a woman has become 'theirs,' they tell her not to wear short skirts or not to meet other men, right? Aren't you doing that too?"





  Seureuk-.





  At Elfriede's question, my eyes drifted to the piles of books strewn everywhere. It had been mentioned several times that Elfriede reads anything, regardless of genre or topic.





  But the books piled up around us, despite their antique hardcovers, had remarkably peculiar titles.





  『I, who was a Princess of a Ruined Nation, seized the Leash of the Tyrannical Grand Prince.』





  『Swamp: The Dark and Gloomy Demon King, and the Exhausted Maid Salome's Survival Story.』





  『The Story of Melony, a Poor Elf Slave Sold to an Ogre.』





  『The Scheming Villain Who Won't Leave Me Alone ~Making Him a Man Kind Only to Me to Punish Naughty Noble Young Ladies~.』





  Even I, who didn't have much talent for reading books, could tell that titles like these were used as entertainment among young women.





  For example, like the dramas my sister used to enjoy, stories where cool men like chaebols, prosecutors, or lawyers appear and show a strange obsession with women.





  Seureuk-.





  I picked up one of the books lying on the floor and opened it.





  ━"Hey, from now on, you'll only wear skirts in front of me. Don't show your legs to other guys."





  ━"Who are you to arbitrarily restrict my freedom? Even if you became my master, do you think you can control my heart?"





  ━"Because I am your master, and the Prince of this nation. If you don't obey me, I don't know what will happen to your family in prison."





  ━"Alfred, you coward. You're truly disgusting. I can't believe I was engaged to you."





  ━"Coward? Can you say such things to me? Let me correct myself. You don't even need to wear a skirt in front of me. So now, take everything off, one by one. This is the law between us."





  Oh my, what the hell is this, fuck.





  It was a story of a dangerous, beast-like man appearing and oppressing and restraining vulnerable women-a textbook case of dating violence. Is this supposed to be fun?





  But now that I think about it, the part about taking off clothes seems a bit interesting. What happens next? Just as I was about to turn the page.





  "W-What are you reading so presumptuously?"





  Elfriede snatched the book from my hand with a Seuk- and hid it among the blankets. Then she added another word.





  "I'm just reading it to study romance and relationships between men and women. It's not like I'm reading it because it's fun, okay? Don't get any strange ideas."





  "Right, well. That happens. Anyway, you haven't met any other Elves, right?"





  "Yeah. What would I even do meeting those guys? I'm the one being chased by them. Idiot."





  Indeed, it was as Elfriede said.





  Elfriede was like a criminal to be chased by other Elves.





  The idea of such an Elfriede colluding with other Elves to assassinate a god was impossible.





  Thinking that, I felt quite relieved.





  To me, who was secretly feeling a little relieved, Elfriede, who had hidden all the books from the floor under the blankets, asked another question.





  "But, why are you asking about Elves? Is something going on?"





  "No, it's just that there are a lot of rumors about Elves pulling suspicious stunts. Wouldn't it be better for you to follow me to Ideope and come back, rather than staying in this chaotic city?"





  "Hmm-."





  Elfriede sat down on the bulging blanket, stuffed with books, and seemed lost in thought for a moment.





  "That's true. Hassan, if you want to go with me that badly, I guess I have no choice. I did have plans with Delphina and the others next week. But if you put it like that, I'll have to cancel."





 Elfriede haughtily showed off her pride, as if doing me a favor.





  Sitting cross-legged on the pile of books, arms crossed, with her red eyes half-closed, she looked exactly like a noble young lady. Like the villainous Kkanf (picky/annoying Elf) young ladies that appear in the novels Elfriede enjoys reading.





  But if I said something like that, Elfriede's subtly excited mood would probably instantly turn into a "great rage," so I decided to just keep my mouth shut.





  "You're thinking something really fucked up right now, aren't you? If you're thinking 'Kkanf' or whatever again, I'll seriously kill you."





  "No. I wasn't thinking that. Really."





  "Don't lie, you bastard!"


  








  *     *      *





  


    


  Thus, the next morning.





  I stood before the Temple, well-prepared for a journey that would take about a month. It was a place I had only thought of as a terrifying graveyard, but thinking of leaving it now, I felt a strange sense of regret.





  To compose myself from that peculiar emotion, I spoke to the priests lined up beside me to see me off.





  "While I'm gone. Do well on your own. I'll definitely come back. Don't get lazy just because I'm not here. Gather more Followers. The better you do, the more your share increases. Understand?"





  "How many things Hassan-nim and I, Paranoy, will have accomplished while we're away, this is your first midterm exam as you enter society-imnidat...!"





  Fortunately, even though we said we'd be away, the priests showed enthusiasm without any worries.





  Since the religious influence was growing smoothly, there shouldn't be any major problems unless a meteorite suddenly crashed into Sodomora and destroyed the city.





  It seemed we could depart as planned, but Paranoy apparently had more to say.





  "Also inform the Followers-imnidat...! Those who diligently engage in missionary activities will have their ranks raised according to the class evolution chart I, Paranoy, created-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy's class evolution chart was modeled after the adventurer's guild ranking system.





  From the lowest Follower rank, Apprentice, Iron, all the way up to the highest rank, Platinum. Their position would be raised based on the number of other Followers they converted or their donations.





  "Everyone, rise to the rank of Platinum Follower like me-imnidat...! Platinum Followers will surely gain the qualification to go to Elysium, paradise-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy's method was unmistakably multi-level marketing. You could even call it a pyramid scheme. And it was effective. In fact, everyone started increasing their donations to raise their rank.





  "Hassan-nim, Bartholomew of the Blue Feather Merchant Guild, who became our Silver-rank Follower, heard about your schedule and permanently leased a carriage for you-imnidat...! It's an amazing carriage pulled by no less than four horses-imnidat...!"





  "Oh, really?"





  High positions certainly are good. A carriage pulled by four horses? They're permanently leasing something only nobles or successful Silver-tier adventurers and above can ride?





  I had thought about wanting my own personal carriage a long time ago, so I felt incredibly good.





  "Alright, then let's get going."





  Just as I was waving to everyone and about to climb onto the carriage.





  "Um, Hassan-nim-."





  Basurak.





  Just then, Martha, wearing robe number 2, held out a small basket towards me.





  "What's this?"





  "Here, I baked some meringue for you to eat on the way. It'll be delicious."





  Looking inside, there was some kind of pastry, whether meringue or something else. It was cold, but it smelled savory enough to be edible.





  "I've received so many favors from Hassan-nim. I felt like I hadn't expressed my gratitude..."





  "Ah, I see. I'll eat it well. You did good."





  "Give it here."





  However, Elfriede, who had subtly snatched it, peered inside with narrowed eyes.





  "You don't have any other intentions, do you?"





  "N-No way! How dare I, it's preposterous! I just wanted to express my gratitude..."





  Martha trembled before Elfriede like a mouse caught by a Cat.





  Although we hadn't held a grand wedding or anything, it was probably because Paranoy's big mouth had publicly spread the word among my Followers that Elfriede would be my first wife.





  In other words, Elfriede was in a position similar to the Temple's mistress. Of course, she didn't seem to want such a role or have any interest in it.





  "Then work hard."





  "...Yes, yes!"





  Still, there seemed to be something between women that I couldn't understand.





  "Alright, let's depart."





  In the end, I packed the travel package my priests had prepared all night into the carriage's luggage compartment and then sat in the comfortable, plush passenger seat.





  The space and ride comfort were on a completely different level from the cargo cart I used to ride as a Bronze adventurer, making my butt ache.





  "Money really is good, huh."





  As I spoke, Paranoy, sitting next to me, chuckled slyly and added another word.





  "The blessing of Financial Luck, consecrated by Hassan-nim, has spread, and many rich people are flocking in-imnidat...! At this rate, the Temple's fixed income from their donations alone will be 10 gold per month-imnidat...!"





  Doesn't that mean the Temple could earn about 120 gold per year?





  With that kind of money, even after paying the priests' wages and donating to various poor folks, there would still be plenty left over.





  "Gathering that money, we might be able to build a mansion and a castle that will elevate Hassan-nim's prestige-imnidat...! Building a castle and gathering private soldiers to establish Hassan-nim's own nation on this land would also be possible-imnidat...!"





  A castle, huh. But nothing about a castle or mansion really grabbed me. So, as I stroked my chin with a slight ambiguity, Paranoy added a word like a skilled sycophant.





  "And in that castle, we could build a harem or whatever, just for Hassan-nim, who will become the Sultan of Hell-imnidat...!"





  Oh, that's good.





  Suddenly, I started feeling motivated.





  How much land and gold coins would be needed to build a castle?





  A thousand?





  Ten thousand?





  Of course, for me now, it seemed possible, just a matter of time.





  "Then, may I take a nap...? I haven't slept a wink since yesterday because of the journey preparations, so I'm very sleepy-imnidat..."





  Paranoy yawned, opening his mouth wide. For a moment, I imagined what would happen if I stuck my finger in his mouth.





  But I held back, fearing my finger would be cleanly chopped off and stored in his four-dimensional squirrel pouch.


  


  Saegeun, Saegeun.





  Thus, Paranoy became reasonably quiet, save for his breathing.





  Dalgeurak, Dalgak, Dalgak-.





  As only the clatter of hooves and the rumble of wheels rolling on the paved road began to sound loudly, Elfriede, who was sitting opposite me, spoke.





  "I thought it was just the two of us leaving. I never imagined such a noisy Nymph would be tagging along."


  


  "Didn't I tell you?"





  "No, you didn't."





  Perhaps it was just my imagination, but Elfriede seemed a little sulky and annoyed since the morning. Had I not mentioned it was a group trip? To lighten her mood, I asked playfully.





  "What, you wanted to travel with just me that badly? I had no idea."





  "What are you talking about now? I just, well, I just don't like that noisy Nymph chattering away. I have good ears, you see. That shrill voice really sticks in my head."





  "I'm not asleep yet-imnidat...! Kkanf, you should be quiet while I, Paranoy, am sleeping-imnidat...!"





  "Ha-!?"





  At that, Elfriede raised her eyebrows as if she had a lot to say. But seeing Paranoy fall back asleep, she reluctantly shut her mouth.





  Thus, our carriage smoothly headed towards the Autonomous Region of Babel, the city of idols, where colossal towers and all sorts of religions and faiths were said to intertwine.
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  Dalkong, Dalkong, Giiik-.





  The carriage, which had been running for a long time, gradually slowed down. Only then was I able to wake Paranoy, who was sleeping.





  "Hey, we're almost there. Wake up."





  Pudadadak-.





  At that, Paranoy rose like a startled pigeon. He rubbed his still-sleepy eyes and asked.





  "Where are we-imnidat...?"





  "Where else? We've arrived at a city called Babel. Why do you sleep so much?"





  However, at my answer, Paranoy looked around as if he didn't understand.





  "Arrived, you say, has it already been that long-imnidat...? I feel like I just closed my eyes right after we departed-imnidat...! How did we arrive so quickly-imnidat...?"





  "What is this guy talking about? We even stopped at a carriage rest stop in the middle of the road once, and ate snacks and the packed lunch we brought under the shade of a tree on the hill."





  "Hmm...."





  Paranoy kept rubbing his eyes as if he couldn't understand my story. It seemed as if he had a messy dream, rambling nonsense as if he hadn't fully woken up.





  It was also common for Paranoy to elaborately explain what dreams he had every morning.





  However, even that guy's expression brightened as soon as he looked out the window.





  "Th-This...! It's truly a gigantic building-imnidat...! Is this the Great Ziggurat, Babel, rumored even on the Gaia Continent...? It's truly an astonishing and bizarre structure-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy's exaggerated reactions were familiar by now, but this time, even I readily agreed with his assessment of it being astonishing and bizarre.





  Outside the carriage window. What was visible far below the high hill was a truly gigantic city wall. To be precise, it was closer to being a single structure rather than a city wall.





  A structure about the size of a small city, built by stacking yellow-ochre baked bricks five, six stories high in its entirety.





  It would be fine to call it a Great Ziggurat.





  One could also call it a pyramid shape, narrowing to a point as it rose upwards.





  Anyway, a city entirely enveloped by cold stone walls. That was the true nature of the Great Ziggurat City, Babel.





  In this world, where architectural technology isn't very advanced, I wondered who would have thought to build such a wide and gigantic tower, stacking it up to six stories high.





  Dagak, Dagak-.





  The carriage, which had arrived at the wide wall, slowly entered the city.





  Upon entering the city, I discovered that the interior of the first floor, where sunlight couldn't even reach, was surprisingly quite pleasant and illuminated with a bright light comparable to ordinary sunlight.
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  Roads paved with stone.





  Beyond them, various groups of people of different races were coming and going, and unlike people living without seeing the sky due to the gigantic roof, their expressions were very bright and lively.





  Department store.





  Or an underground shopping mall.





  That was my impression upon entering Babel. From the dazzling lights to the neatly arranged areas, it was quite similar.





  So this is Babel, the city where Ignoa lived. It felt new to think that Bacchus was resting in a critical condition somewhere here.





  Tadak, Tak.





  Elfriede, stepping down from the carriage onto the stone pavement, looked around and said.





  "It feels like the inside of the World Tree. They also light it with luminous stones like this. The roads paved inside, and the Doors carved out like caves everywhere. It makes me think of Alfheim, which is a bit unpleasant."





  According to Elfriede, the inside of the World Tree seems to have a similar feel to this.





  Unlike Luna, who misses her hometown and enjoys it, Elfriede seems fed up with thoughts of her hometown.





  I said.





  "Anyway, it's not like we came for sightseeing. We'll just take care of business quickly and leave this city."





  We shouldn't accidentally cross paths with Luna, so we need to depart for Ideope as quickly as possible. In fact, Bacchus's condition seems to be touch-and-go.





  "Hassan-nim, where should we go now-imnidat...?"





  At Paranoy's question, I surveyed my surroundings. It would be easy to find our way if there were signposts or markers, but this world lacks such delicate consideration for wanderers or travelers.





  "First, we need to go to the Mars Guild. I have to meet Sileia there."





  I need to meet Sileia here again and ask her to guide me to where Bacchus is.





  And there, after talking with Bacchus and clearly hearing about the solution and the full story, it would be most correct to decide our actions.





  It was a very wise plan, even if I do say so myself.





  Just as I was about to say 'Let's get moving,' I noticed Elfriede's eyes busily scanning certain areas.





  "What are you staring at so much?"





  "Here, Elves are everywhere. Look at that."





  Elfriede raised a finger and pointed at the street. Indeed, just as Elfriede had said, blonde Elf ladies with long, pointed ears were gathered in small groups, peering around the street.





  At that, Paranoy chimed in.





  "There are too many foreign species-imnidat...! Even if the autonomous region of Babel is rumored to be generous to outsiders, this is too much-imnidat...!"





  According to Paranoy, the city of Babel seems to be generous to outsiders.





  Come to think of it, I too was once recommended either Sodomora or Babel as a starting point by Healer Finley-ssi.





  Is it another city for newbies? Indeed, shabby adventurer parties wearing Iron Tier necklaces around their necks are commonly seen everywhere.





  It made me think of the past, and I felt a little nostalgic. I too had those days not so long ago.





  While I was briefly lost in thought, Elfriede, wrapping a shawl-like garment from her shoulders around her head, spoke.





  "Since it feels similar to the World Tree, it seems the Elves have decided to settle here. It could get annoying."





  Seureuk-.





  She probably didn't want her identity to be discovered by other Elves.





  Among those diverse groups of Elves, a white-haired albino Elf tends to stand out quite a bit.





  And among the Elves here, there might be wicked ones who enticed Ignoa to poison Bacchus. In that case, it's a wise choice to pass by quietly without causing trouble.





  ━Look at that. What a fucking bizarre combination.





  ━A small Nymph, and a giant Samaritan. What the hell are they? I've never seen them in the first-floor shopping district.





  ━Look at the necklace around the man's neck. It's a silver plate. That means he's a Silver Tier adventurer-. And the leather he's wearing like a cloak is quite impressive.





  ━That woman with the shawl on her head, her equipment is mostly high-quality too. Was there a party like that in Babel?





  However, even if I wanted to be quiet, my appearance was inherently destined to attract people's attention in this world.





  With Paranoy and Elfriede's personalities combined, it seemed to create some kind of synergistic effect.





  "The fame of Paranoy, it seems, has spread even to this distant city of Babel-imnidat...! Everyone is trembling with fear as they look at me-imnidat...!"





  "Shut up, you punk."





  I had no intention of causing incidents or problems that would tie me down in this city.





  Therefore, enduring the glances from all around, we decided to slowly move deeper into the city.











  *       *       *











  "This fucking hell, where the hell are we?"





  "Aah, Hassan-nim...! Here's 「Loki's Shoe Shop」-imnidat...! This is a sign we saw earlier-imnidat...!"





  "What, Hassan. We've just been going around in circles, haven't we? You said this was the right way?"





  "Guess not."





  "This bastard...."





  I could sense a hint of resentment mixed in Paranoy's and Elfriede's gazes towards me. But there was nothing I could do.





  Inside this complex and bizarre structure, where even the sky was invisible, it was literally made up of countless corridors and passages, like a labyrinth in itself.





  "Everything looks the same."





  We had been circling for about an hour already, but couldn't even get close to the Mars Guild. To think this was the result even after stopping passersby to ask for directions.





  I prided myself on my sense of direction, at least as good as anyone else's, but upon entering this city, I was just a fucking lost cause.





  Of course, that's not to say Paranoy or Elfriede were good at finding their way either. They just seemed to be completely overwhelmed by the bustling, department-store-like interior.





  What should I do?





  Now that it's come to this, I guess I have no choice but to grab someone passing by on the street and pay them to be a guide. It was while I was looking around for a suitable person with that thought.





  Seureuk-.





  I could feel someone approaching me.





  A woman with ash-gray hair, clad in a mouse-gray robe. Next to her short, neat bob, I could see long ears that felt quite familiar.





  "You, the warrior who looks strong. And your companions. You seem to need help, is there anything I can do for you?"





  It was a female Elf.





  An Elf with a sharp and agile face, giving off the impression of a successful career woman. Her age was impossible to guess, but at least her appearance seemed young.





  Seureuk-.





  Elfriede subtly hid herself behind my broad back. And Paranoy also hid behind my back, growling.





  "We don't accept help from foreign species-imnidat...! If you want to help us, get off our continent right now-ngueuup-."





  I clapped my hand over Paranoy's mouth. As I said before, I didn't want to cause unnecessary commotion and get tied down.





  However, I also raised my guard.





  Although I'm doing reasonably well these days, if you count the days, the period I spent rolling in the dirt, drinking bitter tears on this Gaia Continent, is much longer.





  And one thing I've never forgotten while rolling on the ground is that there's no such thing as a free favor.





  This Gaia Continent isn't warm enough for someone to easily offer me kindness.





  Therefore, I couldn't help but be wary, wondering if this Elf woman was approaching me with some ulterior motive.





  However, perhaps realizing that I didn't think highly of her, the ash-gray Elf trembled and spoke.





  "I'm just trying to help. You're lost, aren't you? I've seen you going around in circles in the same spot for a while now."


 


  "...."





  As I remained silent and narrowed my eyes even further, the woman stammered, trembling as if drenched in extreme fear.





  "Th-The geography of Babel isn't friendly to first-time visitors. They even say a barrier is active, deliberately making it hard to find your way."





  "A barrier, you say?"





  "Yes, yes. This city has a gigantic magic barrier at work. It consumes mana to make these luminous stones shine, and it also prevents the invasion of Monsters...! If you have one of these barrier necklaces, finding your way is much easier."





  I could see a red luminous stone pendant-like object jingling around the female Elf's neck. Come to think of it, all the city's people seem to be wearing similar accessories.





  I asked.





  "Do you happen to know where the Mars Guild is?"





  "Th-That, it should be in the Temple district on the third floor. It's not too far, but it might be hard to find because it's complex. I'll guide you."





  "Would that be alright?"





  "Well, I'm an apprentice monk, and I have to do one good deed a day.... The thing is, I haven't met my quota for today yet...."





  In other words, her personal goal is to do one good deed for others each day, and she's saying she wants to help me to fulfill today's quota.





  Normally, I would have just accepted it, but knowing that Bacchus had fallen due to the Elves' scheme, I couldn't help but be suspicious.





  So, instead of me, who didn't drop my suspicious expression to a somewhat rude degree.





  "Alright. Guide us."





  Elfriede, who was behind my back, gave permission instead. At that, the female Elf's face also brightened a little.





  "You're from another city, aren't you? I'm Briol, an apprentice monk from New Alfheim. You need to come this way."





  Compared to her initial impression of being a cold and aloof career woman, the female Elf who introduced herself as Briol seemed surprisingly a bit naive. An apprentice monk, huh.





  Elfriede asked her.





  "New Alfheim? What's that?"





  "New Alfheim is our new home being built here in Babel! It's thanks to the diligent efforts of the Elf Reconstruction Foundation. And the city residents also helped a lot by accepting us, who came from far away, without discrimination...."





  Elf Reconstruction Foundation, huh. It sounds like a name I've heard somewhere before. Is it some kind of group of folks trying to rebuild Elf society?





  I wondered if it might be related to Bacchus's attempted poisoning. It certainly feels like a very suspicious organization.





  To think such folks are building a new settlement named New Alfheim on the Gaia Continent. I can't help but suspect they might be building an advance base for terraforming.





  "Here, if you take the magic device going to the third floor, you can go upstairs. These are installed all over the alleys!"





  At that moment, the female Elf who introduced herself as Briol showed us a strange mechanical device. It was a device where you could press a button and ride a pulley to go up or down floors.





  Oh, shit. Isn't this totally an elevator?





  As I was looking around it with wonder and delight, the woman named Briol, somehow understanding my reaction, explained with a slightly more spirited tone.





  "It's a tool made with our Elves' magic engineering. You must be seeing something like this for the first time. Isn't it amazing?"





  "Heueung-."





  At that, Elfriede narrowed her eyes.





  "To operate such magic engineering equipment throughout the entire city, the amount of mana consumed wouldn't be ordinary, you know. A few mages wouldn't be nearly enough. Where are they getting it from?"





  "That's a city secret, they say. I don't really know either. Anyway, we'll depart for the third floor now."
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  "We've arrived. This is the Mars Guild building! It didn't take long, did it?"





  Contrary to my initial suspicions. 





  Briol was just a good and kind fellow. 





  To think he had enough peace of mind to perform an act of kindness without expecting anything in return.





  It wasn't just Briol; the people walking around this place called Babel seemed quite relaxed in general. 





  Their faces were full of smiles, looking worlds apart from the commoners of Sodomora who headed to work every morning with deathly expressions.





  Even the streets were clean, without a single common vagrant or drunkard in sight. And to think there are so many modern conveniences like elevators and streetlights? 





  I almost wondered if I had chosen the wrong starting point.





  "Well then, I'll be going now. I hope the light of Baldur-nim, who will be reincarnated, is with you all-."





  "Foreign species who worships a heretical god should disappear quickly-ssi...!"





  Jeobeok, jeobeok-.





  Watching Briol's receding back, I turned my gaze toward the Mars Guild building ahead of me.


  


  A magnificent building rising up to the high ceiling of Babel's 3rd floor. It was so grand that the newly built Mars Guild building in Sodomora looked shabby in comparison. 





  A large stone statue, perhaps depicting the War God Mars with a drawn sword, stood loftily.





  Since it was my first time visiting a Mars Guild in another city, everything was fascinating.





  So this is the Mars Guild of Babel.





  Just like when I was overwhelmed in front of the guild in Sodomora for the first time, standing before it now, I felt a bit suppressed by its grand majesty. 





  It was a Temple that truly looked like the house of a god, incomparable to my shabby altar. It must mean the Mars Guild of Babel holds that much power.





  Seureuk-.





  I slowly stepped inside. Immediately, my eyes were dazzled by the marble floors polished so brightly they reflected my face.





  ━Look at that, it's a Silver Tier adventurer.





  ━Was there a guy like that in the guild? First time seeing him.





  Gazes poured toward me as I entered the guild lobby. 





  Guys wearing Iron Tier, Bronze Tier, and Silver Tier necklaces like mine looked at me with curious eyes, seemingly sizing me up.





  ━Look. He's with a Nymph. Is it a Nymph of the stream?





  ━Seeing as he's with a Nymph, he must be a demigod.





  Did she hear someone's whispering? Paranoy, who had been slightly shrinking back at the building's grandeur behind me, shouted as if gathering courage.





  "Everyone, show proper respect-ssi...! If I were to speak of this person, he is the darkest and most powerful Archduke of Hell, the liberator of Nymphs, the despair of serpents, and the rider of dragons, Hassan-nim-ssi...!"





  Paranoy's introduction was as flamboyant as ever. I wondered how such flowery adjectives popped out of her head so instantly. 





  Perhaps Paranoy spends every day in her office researching which titles to attach and how.





  "And I am his chief Follower, the apprentice Hellfire Imp who will achieve great growth, Paranoy-ssi...! And as for the rest, there is one more person who isn't very important-ssi...!"





  Paranoy finished her brief explanation of Elfriede along with her own self-embellishment. Then, as she glanced around as if expecting a reaction-.





  ━Hassan?





  ━I think I've heard that name somewhere.





  ━Didn't they say there's a god who recently opened a Temple over in Sodomora? I heard there's a guy claiming to be the Son of Pluto. Is it that guy?





  ━But is that for real? He does look quite strong, though.





  ━You idiot, does it make sense for Pluto to marry a woman and have a child? Nothing can be born from death.





  The people's reactions began to grow even more restless. 
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  The reactions were varied. Half the people felt interest toward me. 





  The other half dismissed it as a lie.





  I braved those stares and walked toward something like a reception desk. 





  There, a small girl, or rather a girl who could be called a young lady, blinked at me while wearing glasses.





  She was a plain Nymph with orange hair, short pointed ears, and impressive braided hair. This guild has a Nymph working the reception. Interesting.





  On her suit-like casual clothes, near the chest, a small sign was attached.





  「I was hired through the Nymph quota. If you aren't kind to me, I'll cry loudly - Arnoi.」





  What on earth is a Nymph quota? Anyway, is this bespectacled Nymph's name Arnoi? She spoke to me.





  "Um, wha, what, what brings you here...? I, I'm the receptionist, Arnoi, a Nymph of the stream!"





  Babel's receptionist Arnoi was a girl who stuttered quite a bit. She's a Nymph of the stream just like Paranoy. It's immediately understandable why she seems somewhat clumsy and lacking.





  However, Arnoi hesitated as if she were about to burst into tears at any moment. Beside me, Paranoy chimed in.





  "Ah, Hassan-nim...! You mustn't scare the Nymphs of the stream-ssi...!"





  "Scare her? What did I do? I didn't do anything."





  "If you look down with such a grim expression, the Nymphs of the stream, excluding this brave Nymph Paranoy, will get scared-ssi...!"





  Good grief, damn it. Nymphs are incredibly picky. Therefore, I had no choice but to speak in a relatively kind and gentle tone.





  "Did you say your name is Arnoi? I've come because I have business with the guild."





  "Bu, business. Ye, yes...!"





  "There should be an adventurer named Sileia. Gold Tier adventurer Sileia. I'd like to meet her. Is that possible?"





  "Sileia, if it's Sileia-ssi, she's in her office right now!"





  "Right, thanks."





  As I roughly expressed my thanks, I heard Elfriede mutter behind me with a click of her tongue.





  "Nymphs-. They're exhausting."





  


 


  *      *      *





  


  


  If Hippolyte's office was like a barracks built on a battlefield, the office of Sileia, a Gold Tier adventurer and Amazoness like her, was exactly like a high-ranking general's office.





  It was similar in that armor and swords were kept on racks here and there, but Sileia's side was far superior in aesthetic elements, with pottery of unknown use, flowers, and paintings hanging.





  However, beside those, the skulls of bizarre creatures were hanging on the wall. 





  Seeing dates and locations written below them, like 「5th Floor Underground, Behemoth. 21st」 and 「12th Floor Underground, Monster Boss. 15th」, I thought they were probably trophies Sileia had hunted and hung up herself.





  "You came quickly. So, what business brings you to our Mars Guild?"





  Sileia sat behind a large, antique desk that a president might use. She asked me while filling out piles of documents stacked here and there.





  I, who had been looking around restlessly with my companions, was only then able to bring up the business that had made me drive a carriage for two days to get here.





  "I have something I want to ask Bacchus. Can I meet him? It would be good if there's a countermeasure I can help with by meeting him in person."





  If Bacchus's condition improves, I might be able to hear the secret of nectar from his own mouth without having to go all the way to Ideope.





  Seureuk-.





  At that, Sileia closed the document she was writing.





  "Showing you will be several times faster than explaining. Follow me. We're heading to the underground of this city."





  "Underground?"





  Elfriede asked at Sileia's explanation.





  "Does this city have an underground?"





  "Yes. It has an underground. It's also the most important place in this city, Babel."





  Elfriede shut her mouth at that. She's still the same, only saying what she needs to. Of course, Sileia didn't ask who Elfriede was and didn't seem particularly interested.





  Ttogak, ttogak-.





  We followed the sound of Sileia's high-heeled greaves to a corner of the guild. 





  There, I saw a magic device that looked similar to the elevator the female Elf named Briol had introduced earlier. 





  Two guards standing in front of it saw Sileia and moved their crossed halberds to open the way.





  Once we all stepped onto the elevator-like platform, Sileia pressed a button with a *beep* to activate the magic device. She said:





  "This must be your first time in Babel. So, what do you think of this city?"





  It was a sudden question. So, without putting much meaning into it, I just said whatever came to mind.





  "It's clean and nice."





  "Everyone says that. Until they see the underground of this city. What you're about to see is the other side of this city. Don't be surprised."





  Seureung-.





  Seureureung-.





  Every time Sileia muttered something incomprehensible, our position got lower and lower.





  Uuuung-.





  Just as the sound and vibration of the strange magic device were starting to get boring, a peculiar smell that seemed to pierce my nose made me frown.





  Gi-iiik-.





  Deolkkeong-.





  The mechanical door opened in front of me.


  


  What I saw was not the organized and clean streets I had seen on the 1st or 3rd floors, but the remains of abandoned buildings that looked like they had been built haphazardly.





  It was full of structures that looked like holes dug into caves or just tents set up. But even more serious than that were the people sprawled out everywhere.





  The drunks of Sodomora, a city that loves alcohol and riots, are rumored to be quite the rascals on the Gaia continent. 





  "Heueo-eo...."





  "My head is spinning...."





  The humans seen in this underground of Babel went a step further; they were like empty shells, slumped over without any will to live.





  Their eyes were completely unfocused, and transparent liquids were flowing from holes like their mouths and noses. However, it seemed no one cared about such things.


  


  Seureuk-.





  Then, Elfriede, who had slightly covered her nose with her hand, spoke.





  "Fertilizer. They're using vagrants as fertilizer. It's exactly the same as the World Tree of Alfheim. They exploit these people and use them as fertilizer for the upper floors."





  "You must be an Elf? I thought I felt a strange presence."





  Only then did Sileia ask a question, as if she had become interested in Elfriede. However, she continued her words without even waiting for an answer.





  "That's right. It's a method used in a place called Alfheim. For the peace of the humans living above ground, the vagrants driven into this underground are diligently paying taxes."





  "If you mean taxes."





  Elfriede asked.





  "By taxes, you mean mana?"





  "Yes. The mana absorption barrier spread wide across the city's underground by Elf mages is collecting mana or life force from them as tax. The people of the upper layers benefit from that."





  What kind of system is that?





  For a moment, I thought of the country that shared a border with the 21st-century Korea I lived in. 





  Poor people starving for the peace and well-being of Pyongyang. It seems there are always shameful things one wants to hide beneath the surface.





  As I frowned, Sileia added another word.





  "Of course, it's not like we're forcibly collecting mana. We give these guys 5 silver every month."





  "Damn, is that for real?"





  5 silver every month. That's enough money for one person to live on. 





  Even if they can't afford luxuries, it's enough to eat soup and rice and save enough to eat what they want about once a week.





  "Then why are these guys sprawled out like this?"





  "In the underground of Babel, there's a dungeon as deep and large as the city. And mana grass grows widely there. These guys spend all their money to get the dregs of mana grass left over after refining potions."





  I know a bit about mana grass. I heard that what Antiope smokes like a cigarette is mana grass. I heard it's a substance with various incredible effects when men smoke it. 





  It seemed the dregs of mana grass acted like a drug.





  "It's their own lives, they live them as they please. I don't even feel sorry for them. Stupid fools."





  Sileia then even spat on a vagrant wriggling on the floor. 





  For a moment, I could picture what would have happened to me if I had settled here instead of the city of Sodomora.





  I might have been sprawled out like this, receiving the 5 silver monthly support. Thinking that way, the city of betrayal, Sodomora, began to look like an angel.





  "So, where's Bacchus?"





  "We're almost there. This is the 4th floor underground. He's healing his body with high-purity mana in the central area of the barrier there. That building over there."





  Where Sileia gestured with her chin stood a tent that was shameful to even call a building. 





  I couldn't help but frown because it wasn't a place where I thought a god as majestic as Bacchus would be recuperating. 





  The tattered tent looked like the relief center I had visited back when I was a slave because they said they were giving out free meals.





  "Is it really there?"





  "Hard to believe, right? That's why no one would think a great being is in there."





  Ah, so it's like a smokescreen tactic. Hearing that, it made sense to some extent. I opened the entrance of the makeshift relief center-like tent and slowly stepped inside.





  And there, I could find a man lying on a fairly large bed, gasping for breath.





  『You've come, friend. I was waiting for when you'd arrive.』





  "What the, damn."





  Bacchus, whom I thought would be struggling like a weak patient, was waiting for me looking much more robust and healthy than I had imagined.





  "Aah, good, haat, more, please do more, aah, euh-eut...!"





  "Ki, kiss me.... My breasts, touch my breasts too. To make them bigger. Make my breasts bigger-."





  Seeing two women prostrate on all fours in front of him crying out, I felt dizzy at what I was seeing.





  "Damn it, what is this right now."





  『What else? I'm in the middle of making demigods. You must do it a lot with your followers too, right?』





  "No, well, should I say I do or I don't-." 





  Acts I didn't particularly want to describe were continuing on the bed. At that sight, Elfriede frowned, and I covered Paranoy's eyes and ears with my palms so she couldn't see.





  "Why are you only covering this Paranoy's eyes and ears-ssi? I'm also curious about how to make breasts bigger and how demigods are made-ssi...!!"





  "Be quiet, you!"





  Anyway, he looked more healthy than necessary. Unlike someone who had been poisoned, his complexion was a good bronze color, damn it, I was tricked. Hassan was tricked again.





  However, I hid my fluster and asked calmly.





  "What exactly happened? I heard you were poisoned. It's a relief you seem fine, but I'd like an explanation. I came all this way while I'm busy just to see you."





  『To be precise, I was. In fact, I'm still dying right now. It's only because it's me that I'm holding out this much. I'm strong against strong liquor, after all.』





  I see. He looked fine so I thought he was okay, but it seems that's not the case.





  Seureuk-.





  Bacchus stopped his dynamically moving body. Then, he put on a gown again and roughly kicked the women away.





  『I don't need you guys anymore. Go.』





  "Aang...!"





  "You're so mean...."





  However, despite being treated like baggage, the women seemed to actually like it. 





  Is that the dignity of Bacchus, said to be the most debauched after Jupiter? It would be good to learn such a confident attitude.





  While I was thinking that.





  Bacchus frowned toward me.





  『I'd like my friend to dismiss his people too. Especially lately, I can't really trust those with pointed ears.』





  He seemed to want the Nymph Paranoy and Elfriede, who followed me, to leave. Since he had suffered because of Nymphs and Elves, I could understand.





  "You guys, leave us for a moment."





  At that, they also didn't express any particular objection and just left the old tent. Thus, only Bacchus and I remained in this strange space.





  Feeling that everyone's presence had moved away from the tent, Bacchus spoke.





  『How much did you hear from Sileia before coming?』





  "Just that the Nymph Ignoi, enticed by Elves, fed you poison."





  『Right, I only let Sileia know that much. But it's not. It was Elves who tricked poor Ignoi, but the one who instigated those Elves to take me down was-.』





  Seuseuseu-.





  When Bacchus stopped speaking, a strange chill seemed to surround us. Amidst that eerie air, Bacchus, with deep shadows on his face, opened his lips heavily.





  『The one who wants to kill me is a human. A human of this kingdom. That fellow designated me as a sacrifice. You probably know him well.』
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 「The one who wants to kill me is human. A human from this kingdom. And a famous one at that. You probably know them too, my friend.」





 "Human? You mean the one controlling the Elves is human?"





 「Yes. That fellow is-."





 Pabat, Pababat.





 Just as Bacchus was about to finish his sentence, some violent movement was heard from beyond the tent.





 Soon, with hurried footsteps, someone screamed and rushed into the tent.





 "Ieuyaaaat-!"





 It was a sound that was ambiguous to distinguish between a scream and a shout.





 Two half-naked women, each clad in something like a bath towel, holding menacing daggers unsuited to them, lunged towards us.





 "Ieuaaa-!"





 「What a mess.」





 No, to be precise, it wasn't towards us, but towards Bacchus. The women's attention had completely shifted from me and was solely focused on Bacchus.





 To monopolize the attention of women.





 But I wasn't particularly envious.





 "Die-!"





 Swaeek-.





 A dagger, held high above one woman's head, descended like a Viking ship at its peak, then plummeting.





 Swaaeeek-.





 I heard the sound of the short blade cutting through the air, drawing a crescent, and just as I thought the menacing blade would embed itself in Bacchus's shoulder.





 「If you're going to ambush, you should have been a little quieter.」





 Fortunately, Bacchus lightly tilted his shoulder back, dodging the attack. Then, he delivered a deep knee-kick to the solar plexus of the woman who had clung close to him.





 Peok-.





 "Eugh...."





 The woman, hit in the knee, collapsed to the floor, her knees buckling as if crumbling. Knocked out in one hit? Guess the title of 'god' isn't just for show.





 Bacchus's eyes now reflected the remaining woman.





 「You were planning to finish me off, weren't you? Stop it. No matter how much I've fallen, I'm not so weak as to be defeated by you. Am I?」





 "Kreugh...."


 


 The woman with fiery red hair narrowed her brows, biting her lips in frustration. I thought the situation was over.





 "Kreugh-!"





 Perhaps unable to give up, the woman finally raised the hand holding the dagger and brought it down with all her might.





 "Long live humanity-!"





 However, what it was aiming for was neither Bacchus nor me, who was watching this scene from the side, but her own slender belly.





 This fucking shit.





 My brow furrowed at the young woman's attitude, as if she intended to commit seppuku by slitting her own belly.





 Witnessing such a horrific scene could easily become a trauma that wouldn't fade for months, years, or even a lifetime. I know myself well enough to be certain that would happen.





 How dare you try to give me trauma?





 Suddenly, I started getting really pissed off.





 "Not on my watch, you bastard!"





 So, I swung my palm faster than the woman could slash her belly, and slapped her cheek.





 Swaeek, Chalsak-!





 My palm, cutting through the air, made a whip-like sound, flashing with sparks.





 "Euaaak...!"





 Perhaps due to that intense impact, the suicide bomber who tried to give me trauma spun like a top and collapsed to the floor.





 "...."





 The woman lay motionless.





 No, she's not dead, is she? I was trying to stop her from killing herself.





 I placed my finger under her jaw to check her pulse. Fortunately, she had only fainted from the intense impact; she didn't seem to be dead.





 In the end, what remained in the tent were two collapsed, half-naked women.





 And the two of us, me and Bacchus, breathing a sigh of relief.





 Breaking the brief silence, I asked.





 "What the hell are these guys? Why did they attack you? Weren't they your lovers?"





 I recalled that these women had been engaged in productive work with Bacchus, creating demigods. I thought they were on good terms, but to suddenly pull out knives and attack, was this even possible?





 Bacchus replied.





 「They're probably agents of the kingdom. Byeokryeokje's minions, I mean. Actually, I knew these fellows were assassins sent to kill me. And that they approached me with a honey trap.」





 "And you kept them close anyway?"





 「If I'm going to make a child anyway, it's more thrilling and better to do it with a woman who's trying to kill me, isn't it?」





 I felt like I understood Bacchus's words, yet ultimately I didn't. This guy and I truly seem to live in different worlds or dimensions.





 Anyway, I tore up some blankets and cloth I found nearby and tightly bound the women's hands and feet. In doing so, I discovered that these women were competent individuals, around Level 20.





 Ttuk. Ttuk.





 And that their daggers were coated with a menacing golden poisonous substance. It was probably the same substance as the Aether Bacchus had ingested.





 I carefully wrapped the blades with cloth so they wouldn't touch skin, and asked.





 "Why is the kingdom targeting you?"





 「Because the king of this kingdom desires it. Byeokryeokje, that man clearly wishes for the downfall of Hyphos.」





 I'd heard the name Byeokryeokje many times. It must be the epithet or title of the king who rules this kingdom.





 「And there's a traitor within Hyphos. Someone is helping Byeokryeokje. That's why I didn't return to Hyphos and recuperated here.」





 "A traitor? You mean there's a traitor among the gods?"





 「Yes. Now, a chaos will arrive where no one can be trusted. From my death, a new era will come. Because without the nectar I brew, the gods will accelerate their downfall-.」





 Kulluk-.





 Bacchus coughed violently, spitting out red blood. Now that I looked, thick sweat was continuously running down his brow. Had he been hit by a dagger without me knowing?





 No, that didn't seem to be the case.





 Bacchus spoke.





 「Indeed, a powerful poison. The hangover won't fade. My friend, I have one last favor to ask of you. My pitiful Nymph Ignoi. If things continue like this, she'll be executed.」





 "...."





 I recalled the Nymph Ignoi, who had a large scar on one eye. With the poison she had made me drink now taking strong effect, what was Bacchus trying to say?





 「I don't forgive Ignoi. Because she committed no sin against me. There's nothing to forgive.」





 Seureureuk.





 Bacchus slumped back onto the bed.





 I could clearly feel that this man's mana, or perhaps his life force, was gradually being depleted.





 Perhaps.





 If it were me now, I might be able to save him.





 「Stop it.」





 However, Bacchus stopped me as I reached out my hand towards his wrist.





 「I don't die, my friend. Neither the blades of women nor the hangover from poisoned wine can defeat Bacchus.」





 For someone who said that, his condition was quite poor. His face was growing paler and paler, and blood was dripping from his eyes and nose.





 He spoke, opening his mouth with difficulty.





 「Gods don't die. They merely fade away, forgotten. If someone remembers me, I will forever be an immortal being, sung about in the world.」





 "So, you're about to disappear now?"





 「I don't know. I'm about to find out. Actually, even waiting for you was my limit. Now, time is up.」





 Seureureuk-.





 Bacchus's body began to scatter like dust from his feet upwards.





 The death of a god.





 My connection with Bacchus wasn't very long. I hadn't seen his face many times. Our first meeting was so peculiar that I thought he was a strange fellow.





 Thinking about it now, I didn't dislike this unpretentious, unceremonious fellow. If we could have met for longer, we surely would have become close friends.





 As I remained silent for a moment, lost in such thoughts, he opened his mouth with difficulty, as if pressing out his last strength.





 「My friend, my seat must be inherited by someone through their own strength, their own will. Find a suitable successor. You can even do it yourself.」





 "Someone has to take over the seat of the God of Wine, right?"





 「Yes. There will be someone suitable somewhere. The blueprint for nectar. You possess it, my friend. The one who can create it exactly as it is will become the new Chief Deity. Probably....」





 "But the last ingredient is erased. It's funny to say this in such a situation, but tell me what the last ingredient is."





 At that, Bacchus curled up the corners of his mouth.





 「...Ha, that wouldn't be fun, would it? You can't just easily inherit the divine throne I've cultivated. That was intentionally erased. Let them figure it out themselves. Hehe-. It'll be fun.」





 "I see. Fun, huh-."





 「Release the recipe, gather all sorts of individuals, and let them inherit my divine throne, like a public festival.... I swear on the River Styx that whoever can recreate that golden glow shall have the glory.」





 Seureureung-.





 From the crumbling Bacchus, I felt a peculiar movement of magic.





 「You be the judge, Hassan. In the meantime, you take my place. You are a god born between life and death. The decay of life and the fermentation of wine are but a hair's breadth apart, so it should be fine.」





 Diling-.





 At that moment, text floated before my eyes.





 『Some divine authority is transferred from Bacchus, the God of Wine and Festival.』





 『You can now preside over grand festivals to increase the happiness and faith of Followers.』





 『All rights are automatically extended until the divine throne is filled.』





 As Bacchus said, it felt like I had temporarily taken his place until the authority passed to whoever could create the golden divine wine.





 Mukjjik-.





 However, my shoulders grew heavy as if a lump of iron had been placed on them. It wasn't just psychological; it was physically heavier.





 I instinctively realized that the divine authority Bacchus had temporarily handed over was too much for me.





 Until I found a successor and passed it on, I would have to bear this heavy cross, I suppose.





 Then Bacchus murmured softly.





 「My life, now that I think about it, was an interesting one. I did everything I wanted. So, tell Ignoi. It was the first wonderful drink I tasted in my long life....」





 "Yes, I'll be sure to tell her."





 「-I, Bacchus Dionysus. I've had a good time, and a good drink. Farewell.」





 That was the end of it.





 On the bed where he had sat, only the wrinkled blanket remained, nothing else.











  *       *       *











 Stepping out of the tent, Silley, Elfriede, and Paranoy were waiting for me.





 Elfriede asked first.





 "I heard quite a commotion from inside. What happened?"





 At that, I dropped the two unconscious ambushers I was holding onto the floor with a thud and said.





 "The God of Wine, Bacchus, just died."





 Everyone fell silent for a moment. Even Paranoy, who usually made such a fuss, forgot his words and narrowed his brow.





 Perhaps because I stated the unbelievable fact so calmly, their expressions looked as if they had heard a lie. Then Silley was the first to open her mouth and ask again.





 "Is that true?"





 "Yes. I saw him off in his last moments. And heard his last words."





 "This is a big problem. It's not an ordinary matter, is it? Goodness, I thought he was fine. So he wasn't fine after all? There's going to be huge chaos."





 Uncharacteristic for a Gold-tier adventurer, Silley seemed to have lost her composure quite a bit. But I understood her feelings.





 A god is like a pillar that maintains a certain order. With its disappearance, it's natural for many things to collapse and run wild.





 "That one Nymph, to think she would cause such a huge incident."





 Silley seemed to be thinking of Ignoi. At the name Nymph, a story Bacchus had conveyed to me came to mind.





 "Ignoi, can I take responsibility for her?"





 "You?"





 "Yes. Bacchus asked me to take good care of her. Bacchus didn't want Ignoi to be punished."





 "Law and enforcement aren't resolved by a few words without evidence like that."





 Silley trailed off, as if displeased. But she seemed more flexible than I had thought.





 "But well, if the person involved says they forgive, there's no reason to hold her. And there's no reason for you to lie about such a thing either."





 "That's right. So, where is she?"





 "We had her in the detention center for now. With strict surveillance. But, how should I announce this? How do I report to the kingdom? Ah-. It's going to be a mess."





 Reporting to the kingdom, huh.





 I recalled the warning that Byeokryeokje, the supreme leader of the kingdom, and the traitor among the Hyphos gods were involved in this incident.





 This could be dangerous.





 Though I am a god, honestly, my current standing is merely that of a minor noble with a small estate and territory. My forces are few, and the enemies who might target me next are powerful.





 Therefore, I decided to hide my claws for now. At least for now, revealing my claws would be foolish. And there was something I needed to do first.





 I first sought out the Mars Guild's detention center where Ignoi was supposedly held.





 The Nymph, who was huddled and trembling in the iron cage, slowly raised her head, perhaps noticing my shadow falling over her.





 "B-Bacchus-nim?"





 "No, it's me, Hassan."





 "What, you confused me. Why are you here?"





 She seemed to have mistaken me for Bacchus because of our similar height and build. I decided to convey Bacchus's message to her.





 "Ignoi, I have a message for you from Bacchus. He said you committed no sin against him, and therefore, he has nothing to forgive you for."





 "What? What does that mean?"





 "And he said he enjoyed it. The wine you gave him, he said it was very delicious."





 "...."





 Ignoi no longer asked what that meant. Even though her heart had been clouded by various misdeeds, she was still a member of the Nymphs, the gods' messengers.





 She probably understood what had happened to Bacchus, whom she served, and what he meant by those words. At least, that's what I thought, having a better understanding of Nymphs now.





 "Why didn't Bacchus-nim tell me himself, and why are you telling me? Can Bacchus-nim and I not meet anymore?"





 Then she burst into tears.





 "━."





 A loud, sorrowful wail, with her mouth wide open, not holding back the sounds that erupted.





 But there was no longer a friend in the world to stroke her head and comfort her.





 So I decided to just let her cry. Ignoi lay prostrate on the cold stone floor and wept bitterly for a long time until her voice gave out.
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384 - The God Who Dies Twice #2

















  "Aaht, is this fellow a new Nymph-ssi...! Hassan-nim, you already have a magnificent and loyal servant like me, Paranoy, yet you keep bringing in other Nymphs-ssi...!"





  As I stepped out of the detention cell, Paranoy was the first to greet me.





  He began circling around Ignoy, who was hesitantly following behind me, as if he had taken an interest in her.





  "Her height is shorter than mine-ssi...! This fellow is a Nymph smaller than me-ssi...!"





  Seureuk.





  Then, as always for a Nymph's greeting, he pressed his forehead against Ignoy's.





  "I am the Nymph of the Gutter Water, Paranoy-ssi...!"





  "...."





  Perhaps because she had been crying her eyes out until just a moment ago, Ignoy didn't seem to have much motivation for anything.





  Paranoy pulled his forehead away from the unresponsive Ignoy and shouted.





  "Aaht, this fellow is a Nymph of Tears-ssi...!"





  Elfriede, whose ears seemed to hurt from that shrill voice, narrowed her eyes and asked.





  "What the hell is a Nymph of Tears now? Honey water, gutter water, muddy water, there's all sorts of weird ones. You're not just making this up on the spot, are you?"





  "A profound system of evolution that foreign species wouldn't understand exists within the bodies of Nymphs-ssi...!"





  "Hmph-."





  Elfriede crossed her arms, trailing off as if she wasn't particularly interested. However, Paranoy added a few more words as if he were being very generous with his knowledge.





  "A Nymph of Tears is a rare type of Nymph that occasionally evolves from Nymphs who have experienced the most sorrowful and agonizing events-ssi...!"





  From Paranoy's words, I could tell just how much Ignoy had grieved over Bacchus's death.





  Whether due to shock or sorrow, her orange hair, which had been slightly redder than Paranoy's, had faded to a considerably pale shade.





  "Nymphs of Tears are good at household chores like laundry, and they are Nymphs who are better at weeping sorrowfully than anyone else-ssi...! They say they are the Nymphs who cry with the loudest voices at funerals-ssi...!"





  "What, so they're like Banshees."





  "They are not Banshees, they are Nymphs of Tears-ssi...! But to confess the truth, I don't really know what kind of abilities they have either-ssi...!"





  Paranoy and Elfriede chattered back and forth, but Ignoy, who had evolved from muddy water to tears, didn't seem to care and just looked around aimlessly.





  "...."





  Of course, the being she was looking for wouldn't be anywhere.





  However, I wasn't insensitive enough to point that out.





  





  *      *      *











  "Hassan, didn't you say the journey would take a month? You've returned much sooner than expected."





  We hurriedly left Babel and returned to Sodomora. The one who greeted me upon my return to the Temple was Hippolyte, who had been out on patrol.





  Seeing Hippolyte's face, I finally felt at ease. While returning to Sodomora, I had been tense, thinking that assassins targeting me might ambush the carriage.





  "It was a short journey, but you seem to have much to say, Hassan."





  Hippolyte frowned slightly, perhaps having read my expression.





  "It seems something has happened."





  "That is, indeed the case."





  Hippolyte is one of the few people in this world I can trust. Therefore, I explained the whole story to her-what was occurring and what had transpired.





  "For such a thing to happen..."





  At that, Hippolyte also let out a low hum, appearing to sink into deep thought.





  "Who else knows of this?"





  "I haven't revealed everything. Just that Bacchus has disappeared has likely spread to high-ranking adventurers through Silieia. By now, it might have even been reported to the Kingdom."





  "Yes, that is enough. To think Byeokryeokje and a traitor within Hypos are plotting this. You wouldn't be able to trust anyone. In fact, the arrows might even be pointed at you. It was a very wise decision not to reveal it immediately."





  Hippolyte supported my choice, saying it was the right one.





  Her gaze then turned toward Ignoy, who was sitting slumped in the graveyard outside Paranoy's office.





  "So, is that fellow that Nymph?"





  "Yes."





  "I see, she's one of the few beings who can prove the existence of the Elves, and the traitors of Byeokryeokje and Hypos who hired them. In that case, we couldn't just let her be executed."





  "That's why I'm asking, Hippolyte-nim, could you take charge of her while I'm away?"





  "Me, that Nymph?"





  "She's someone others might target. She'll be safest by your side, Hippolyte-nim."





  "I see. I'll think about it. At any rate, the matter is quite large and unusual. It was worth returning early for. For the time being, all sorts of wild rumors will be flying around."





  Hippolyte rubbed her forehead as if she were already tired. At that moment, a thought occurred to me, and I decided to change the subject.





  "Ah, and how can we get a lot of people to gather? My Temple grounds should be able to hold many. I'd like you to gather as many people as possible there."





  "That's not difficult. But what for?"





  "You'll see."











   *       *        *











  From my mouth, having returned to Sodomora, the fact that the God of Wine, Bacchus, had died spread across the continent.





  "It is all the honest truth."





  His funeral came to be held on a national scale by royal decree.





  Entire cities and villages joined in a sort of relay of sorrow for about a week to mourn his death.





  However, the somber atmosphere surrounding his death took on a strange excitement due to facts revealed additionally after the funeral.





  "Um, ah-. Everyone, I am Hassan, the master of this Temple. And what I am about to announce is the last will left by my friend, the God of Wine, Bacchus."





  It was precisely because of the will he had left behind.





  I spoke toward the crowd Hippolyte had gathered as I requested.





  "Bacchus said to reveal the recipe for the divine wine, Nectar, and according to his wishes, I reveal that process to the world without hiding a single thing."





  The recipe for the divine wine, Nectar.





  The dream of all alchemists, elixir masters, brewers, and innkeepers. The moment it was revealed, the world stepped over its sorrow and began to simmer with a subtle heat.





  "For the time being, I, Hassan, have come to temporarily succeed the great position of the God of Wine. Anyone is welcome, so please take this cup from me. The ingredients are listed on each bulletin board installed in the Temple, so take a good look."





  -But what's with those ingredients? A woman's curse? A tree's teeth? Is it a metaphor?





  -No, it might be literal. Anyway, the one who makes that golden Nectar can become the God of Wine, right?





  -I'm a man who hasn't even dated a girlfriend and has thrown away 10 years just making potions. That spot is mine.





  -Yeah, no, punk. It's mine. I've been making wine alone for over 30 years.





  That bustle and anticipation were no different from a festival. No, it was actually a festival itself.





  The process of many people competing and heating up for the position of the next God of Wine followed right after the somber funeral.





  "A great god has died. I don't know if it's okay for them to be this happy. Their faith is lacking. Shouldn't they be a bit more sorrowful?"





  At that, Antiope crossed her arms while watching the people. She seemed very displeased with what could be called the people's attitude.





  I also silently agreed with Antiope's thought, but Hippolyte, who was watching the gathered crowd, seemed to think a bit differently.





  "Bacchus was the God of Festivals. Perhaps, he didn't want the world he left behind to fall into grief or gloom?"





  "You mean, Unni, that all of this is also as Bacchus intended?"





  "Yes. It's a boisterous, festival-like funeral. He would be happy this way too. Though it's hard work for us who have to control the people."





  Hippolyte narrowed her eyes as she watched the people gathered on my Temple grounds, chatting noisily. At the same time, she rustled something and held it out toward me.





  It was a potion with a yellowish glow. Seeing bubbles simmering inside, I wondered if it was an acidic solution.





  Hippolyte spoke.





  "Th-this is some wine I've brewed. I don't know how it'll taste. Hassan, as the judge, I'd like to hear your evaluation."





  "Ah-. Hippolyte-nim, are you also planning to participate in that divine wine-making festival? I didn't know you'd covet the position of the God of Wine."





  "No, just, well. Since there's an opportunity, I thought I'd try. Anyway, hurry up and drink."





  At Hippolyte's urging, I opened the potion cap and brought it to my lips. Then, a quite tangy taste along with a strange apple-like scent swirled in my mouth.





  It's a delicious wine.





  It felt like a normally delicious apple-flavored champagne. It even felt like something sold on the market.





  Does Hippolyte, who is good at cooking, also have a talent for making delicious drinks?





  Hippolyte watched my face anxiously.





  "How is it, is it similar to Nectar? I tried to recreate what I tasted briefly back then. Of course, it's not that I want to become the God of Wine-."





  As Hippolyte began to make some rambling excuses, I shook my head.





  "You're disqualified."





  "I see."





  Just as Bacchus's will stated. I became the judge for the position that decides the God of Wine. I hadn't thought much of that fact, but.





  "Hassan-nim, please try this. It's a masterpiece I made with all my soul."





  "What are you talking about, I'm first! Please drink mine. This bastard's isn't even golden in color, is it? I'm done with yellowish ones."





  "Do you think light green and golden are the same? Move it, punk."





  Being the judge for Nectar also meant that I had to pour a damn lot of wine, potions, and suspicious liquids into my stomach.





  At this rate, I might die from my stomach bursting. My stomach felt like it was going to turn inside out from constantly eating liquids I couldn't even identify.





  So, after much deliberation with the priests, we decided to organize the situation for now.





  "Wednesday-! We will only hold judging every Wednesday! And, anything that doesn't turn out golden in color will be disqualified in the preliminaries, so know that!"





  Verily, the moment Hassan's brewing audition festival began.





  『Items held by Hassan


    Number of Followers: 731 → 972
 
MnZBMElkRjFKc3ZCR0RiWklQRlA5WlZINzRaZThhUzZ1cnMyS01IbEgxWnBENXEyMDFVMW1GN1FxdFU4UnQycg

    Number of Altars: 1


    Number of Temples: 1


    Number of Priests: 12


    Number of Graces: 1


    Overall: Young and Weak Boy God - You can promote once the Number of Followers exceeds 1000.』





  Thanks to the festival, the number of people flocking to the graveyard increased, and the multi-level marketing zealots who caught them and continued forced proselytizing were active, so my religious influence was bound to grow without hindrance.





  -Now, selling mats you can sit on during the waiting time.





  -Selling snacks. Snacks made by melting and hardening sugarcane-.





  The area around my once quiet and desolate graveyard soon became boisterous with people starting to flock in and street vendors selling goods to them.





  『Chaos Task Shop. lv. 1』





  『1. Grace.』





  『2. Curse.』





  『3. Calamity.』





  『4. Promotion. - 972/1000』





  As a bonus, I had almost filled the quota for item number 4, Promotion, in the Task Shop. I'm quite looking forward to seeing what happens when I promote.





  Paranoy approached me and said a word.





  "Hassan-nim, today is Wednesday-ssi...!"





  "Ah, has it already become that time again."





  Wednesday.





  When Wednesday comes, people bring the wine they've made well over the week and first get it inspected in front of the 12 priests, including Paranoy.





  "Hehe, this is the barley wine made by our 「Wolf and Sesame Salt」 merchant group. How is it? Isn't it a very brilliant golden color? I think this should be enough to pass the preliminaries."





  What is mainly judged in the preliminaries is the brilliant golden color and whether or not it contains poison.





  Seureuk-.





  Paranoy, who poked his finger deep into the golden beer, said a word.





  "Pass!"





  Then the cup would be handed over to me, sitting on the grand stone chair of the Temple, and I would drink it and judge whether it was Nectar or not.





  "Fail."





  If I drink Nectar, letters are bound to float up in front of my face.





  The fact that such things don't float up means it's a fail without even looking.





  "Damn it. I worked hard on it."





  "Still, it tasted good. It'll do well if you supply it to taverns and sell it."





  "Hehe, thanks. Since I've received certification from the new God of Wine, well, business should go well!"





  "Rather than the new God of Wine, it's temporary. Well, anyway, next-."





  The brewing master from the Wolf and Sesame Salt whatever merchant group withdrew, and the one who appeared before me again was a woman in armor carrying a shining golden liquid in a glass bottle.





  "Hassan, this is a masterpiece I've made this time. I recreated that taste and that color from back then exactly."





  "No, Hippolyte-nim. You've come again?"





  Hippolyte seemed to secretly covet this position of the God of Wine.





  She brought wine she made herself every day and made me drink it, and while it was delicious as a fruit wine, it was far from being Nectar.





  "You're disqualified."





  "I see."





  However, Hippolyte didn't withdraw or grumble like other challengers even after hearing she was disqualified. She just remained in her spot as if she had something to say.





  I asked.





  "Is Ignoy doing well?"





  "Yes. She's eating three meals a day well. She's playing with Paranoy over there even now."





  Seureuk-.





  Where Hippolyte's finger pointed, Ignoy could be seen playing with ants on the ground along with Paranoy.





  "This Paranoy is a master of the ant arena-ssi...! You're trembling in surprise at this Paranoy's ant-scouting eye, which I learned while getting honey-punches from Luna-nim-ssi...!"





  "...."





  "Please at least give some reaction-ssi...! The ant arena is only fun with enthusiastic cheering and reactions-ssi...!"





  "...."





  "Aaht, that is a foul-ssi...! That is not an ant, but a General Beetle-ssi...! Where on earth did you pick up such a thing...?"





  She didn't seem to have much motivation, but doing something like that is a big improvement.





  I asked Hippolyte one more thing in a very small voice, as if whispering.





  "Are there no people coming from the Kingdom, or other Elves approaching?"





  "Yes. At least not yet. They won't move rashly for the time being either. If they move too hastily, their tails might be seen. They're meticulous bastards. And before that-."





  Hippolyte looked at my face, which was flushed red with intoxication, and let out a small laugh.





  "It looks like you'll collapse first. To drink that much wine, as expected of the new God of Wine."





  "I feel like I'm going to die even without that. And it's temporary."





  I had already put several oak barrels' worth of wine into my stomach, so I felt like death.





  The only saving grace was that if I popped a damn terrible-tasting health bead into my mouth, my mind would surprisingly clear up without a hangover.





  It's a relief to have found out even late that the efficacy of health beads is excellent hangover relief and maintenance of a clear mind.





  Of course, the problem is that only one last bead remains.





  Seureuk.





  I sank into thought for a moment while looking at the health bead placed like a pearl on my palm. Since Luna is good at making elixirs, wouldn't she also be good at making wine?





  Actually, the ingredients are similar too.





  The day Luna and I first met. I recall the time Luna made me drink some Ideope snow flower wine or whatever, saying it was wine she had brewed herself.





  Honestly, I was someone who had never lost my reason from drinking wine, but I was so drunk from just a few cups of that that I couldn't come to my senses.





  "Hippolyte-nim, could you perhaps call the dragons of the Goddess Vesta?"





  "Dragons?"





  "If it's them, it would be possible to cross the sea and fly in a few days."


  


  "That's true."


  


  Hippolyte nodded with a small smile as if she understood what was going on.





  "Actually, a contact arrived from Nyx-ssi today. Here, there's a letter too."
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  「To Hassan.





  Hassan, it's me, Luna. I'm doing well. Ideope in autumn is very pretty, and the people are kind.





  The swaying waves, the lazily drifting clouds, the reeds, the grass, the flowers-I want to show them all to you, Hassan.





  Doris says she likes it here very much, too. The sea salt of Ideope is very sweet and salty.





  If you came and tasted it, you'd be so surprised by the flavor. It has a truly mysterious taste.





  It's especially delicious when you dip bread in it. Anyway, Hassan, I'm doing well. I'll probably be able to see you after winter passes!」





  That was the entirety of Luna's letter delivered to the Mars Guild. 





  Crooked handwriting. Some parts were so smudged, perhaps from getting wet, that it was difficult to even recognize the letters.





  The content was also full of rambling, just like the scattered Luna. To summarize, she was doing well and would see me after winter.





  However, my seasoned senses were able to penetrate the hidden meaning contained in this strange letter. Combining the first letters of each paragraph revealed Luna's true feelings.





  -Hassan, help me.





  I realized that something had happened to Luna. Hadn't she originally said she would return within a month? 





  I had thought the schedule was simply delayed because training was hard, or the boat was held up by wind and waves.





  Seeing the contents of a letter like this, I couldn't help but worry.





  I knew there wasn't much time to sit around. This letter must have been written a few days ago. 





  If Luna, who had returned to her hometown, had to write such a clumsy coded letter, I wondered what on earth was happening in Ideope.





  That said, I couldn't just leave this place recklessly.





  I thought it would be best to plan for the wine festival and the things that might happen in the future.








  *      *      *








  Dang, dang, dang-dang-dang-.





  "Everyone, it is past midnight-ssi...! Wednesday ends today...! Today's Nectar judging ends here-ssi...!"





  -Has it already come to that?





  -I'll have to come earlier next week to stand in line.





  Thursday arrived as Wednesday passed midnight. As the world grew dark with even the moon hidden by clouds, the brewers turned back with regret.





  Only after the people began to leave did the temple grounds gradually regain their silence.





  "Whew, I can finally breathe."





  Antiope voiced her grievances, showing how hard it had been to control the crowds.





  "Drinking parties breaking out everywhere, fighting and shouting-. This is why I don't like Bacchus followers."





  Yet, Antiope's own face was redder than usual. It was likely because she had gotten quite drunk after drinking a glass here and a glass there of the unfinished liquor from the brewers and the ones that failed my judging.





  She added in a slurred voice.





  "Just how long do I have to go through this hardship every Wednesday? I'm totally wasted. Ugh, the world is spinning like crazy."





  "To be able to drink while on duty...! It is truly a dream-like workplace-ssi...! Do not complain and just work-ssi...!"





  "Well, that's true. But technically, I'm still part of the Temple Knights. I get my salary from there. I have no reason to hear that from a sunbae."





  "This girl, it seems her sense of hierarchy disappears when she drinks-ssi...!"





  "*Hic*-. Ah, what. Why am I so drunk? I only had a few glasses. Is it because of the new grace-? I can't do this. I'm, leaving now-. Take care of the cleanup yourselves-."





  Antiope staggered off somewhere.





  I watched her back and then, remembering something, decided to say a word.





  "Hey, Antiope. Let's talk for a moment."





  At that, Antiope, who was walking in a zigzag, stopped. 





  "Talk?"





  She looked at me with a slight furrow of her brow, as if wondering what I was suddenly going to say.





  Leaving the priests to clean up the temple grounds, I went to Paranoy's office and faced Antiope.





  When was the last time I had a one-on-one conversation with Antiope? 





  Anyway, perhaps stiffened by this unfamiliar atmosphere, the drunken Antiope also seemed to tremble slightly with a bit of anxiety.





  "Why, I, I worked hard. Are you going to scold me now? I'd be a bit disappointed if you did."





  Antiope seemed to think I had called her here to scold her. I briefly corrected her.





  "It's not about scolding you or anything. I'm going to have a serious talk from now on."





  "That makes me even more anxious. I feel like my drunkenness is fading."
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  "Antiope, can you trust me?"





  "What does that mean?"





  "Exactly what it sounds like. How much do you trust me? To what extent can you allow what I ask for?"





  "Wh-What. Why are you talking like that?"





  Antiope was extremely flustered and restless. 





  Her face, already flushed from the alcohol, grew even redder, and she finally pulled up the half-open zipper near her chest to hide her skin.





  Jiiiiik-.





  "Y-You're in that kind of relationship with my sister. There's that kid Luna, and that weird Elf too. And yet you suddenly say something like that to me-."





  What.





  I could tell what Antiope was trying to say. She seemed to have misunderstood my words as something related to a romantic relationship.





  "To what extent can I allow it? Of course it's not okay. This isn't right. Everyone will condemn us. The reputation you've worked so hard to build will fly away-."





  Looking at it that way, it did seem like I had spoken in a way that invited misunderstanding.





  I spoke as if to correct her.





  "Antiope, what I mean is. I'm going to solidify your position. You're a member of the Temple Knights who is nominally dispatched here."





  "Th-That's right."





  "But, in the future, I might end up at odds with them."





  "At odds with the Temple Knights?"





  Seureuk-.





  Antiope's expression, which had been frantic with drunkenness and embarrassment until just a moment ago, suddenly hardened sharply. The alcohol must be wearing off at the nonsensical story.





  "At odds with the Temple Knights. That's no different from saying you'll turn the kingdom into an enemy."





  "It's similar. To be precise, it's a bit different, though."





  "Are you going to walk the same path as the Pluto Cultists? Weren't you trying to go a different route from them?"





  "The Pluto Cultists...?"





  I thought of the cultist bastards who were likely still hiding in the darkness, trying to commit acts of terror here and there. 





  I evaluate it as a good move on my part to have clearly drawn a line with them and decided on my own independent path. 





  However, to Antiope, what I was saying now would be no different from a cultist story that goes against the laws of the kingdom. 





  Because Antiope's patriotism for the kingdom and its laws was as strong as a kind of faith.





  So I decided to ask more clearly.





  "The kingdom or me. If you had to choose one of the two, what would you do?"





  "What kind of question is that?"





  "Antiope, a time of choice may come one day. A time will surely come when you must pick one of the two. Soon. And it's very soon. It would be better to think about it in advance."





  "That's.... Turning the kingdom into an enemy. What do you mean all of a sudden? Weren't we going to do well together-? Ah-."





  Buseureok, buseureok-.


  


  Antiope seemed to be thinking, scratching her hair somewhat irritably. I added a few more words to her as if to urge her.





  "I can say for sure. The kingdom will one day become my enemy. Not now. But soon. As I expand my power and grow, it will become so."





  "Hassan, it's because you don't know what it means to turn the Temple Knights into enemies. It's a place where there are ten people as strong as me or stronger."





  "That's why it would be good to have your strength. Not just you, but from now on, I'll gather other skilled people under the banner of my temple. Antiope, I want you to be the leader of that group."





  "Me, the leader?"





  "Yes. And one day, you'll become the Legion Commander of the Hell I will rule. Legion Commander of Hell, Antiope. This is an achievement that even your sisters, Sileia or Hippolyte, couldn't accomplish."





  "That does sound cool, but."





  Seureuk.





  Thinking I had roughly said all I had to say, I stood up from my seat.





  "Think about it carefully. I'll give you a week. I have a place to visit until next Wednesday when the next wine festival is held."


  


  I left the office, leaving Antiope sitting in her chair, seemingly lost in thought. Then, I made eye contact with Paranoy, who seemed to have been waiting for me in front of it.





  "Are you really going to overthrow the kingdom-ssi...? From the beginning, coexistence with Prince Friedrich, that wicked fellow, was impossible-ssi...!"





  Paranoy seemed to have heard everything I said from outside the office. This guy has surprisingly good eyes and ears, so he must have overheard everything even if I spoke in a low voice.





  He spoke while raising both hands high.





  "Overthrowing the kingdom is something we have always planned-ssi...! Now is the time to hire the strongmen I, Paranoy, have been eyeing as the executors of the Black Brotherhood-ssi...!"





  I recalled the fact that Paranoy had suggested creating an armed group similar to the Temple Knights within the Black Brotherhood early on. In the future, such skill and military force will become even more desperate.





  "If it's them, they will not be lacking in dealing with the treacherous Temple Knights-ssi...! Although right now they are trapped in a terrible hell on earth-ssi...."





  And then Paranoy gave a *hehehe*-sinister smile.





  "Then, let's talk about this in a week."





  "Now, are you really going to see Luna-nim?"





  "Yes."





  I could feel Luna's letter deep in my inner pocket. 





   





  *     *     *








  


  Thursday morning, the next day.





  I first headed to the Temple of the Goddess Vesta, which was said to be located in the center of the city of Sodomora. 





  Goddess Vesta.





  She is the epitome of a gentle goddess who watches over bonfires, hearths, and Nymphs with a benevolent gaze. Along with Minerva and Diana, she is said to be the epitome of purity, counted among the virgin goddesses.





  Perhaps because she dislikes causing trouble, not much else is known about her. 





  On the other hand, she is also a goddess with terrifying influence, commanding dragons, which are considered the strongest creatures, as her subordinates, so she seems to be attracting followers in her own way.





  In the first place, the hearths and bonfires that Vesta presides over are things that are indispensably important in most lives in this world.





  A quiet god who commands dragons.





  Having heard from Bacchus that there was a traitor inside Hypos who had joined hands with humans, this goddess named Vesta herself began to look very suspicious to me.





  An image of a villain-like figure who builds power while remaining quietly silent is drawn in my mind.





  Jeobeok, jeobeok.





  As I stepped into the wide open space of such a temple, I saw people wearing robes the color of burnt ash sweeping the yard. They must be Vesta's priests.





  "Is anyone here? I've come because I have some business."





  "Who-."





  "Ah-."





  They seemed to be about to ask who I was, a visitor who had come early in the morning. Seeing my appearance, which was easily noticeable even in this city, they stopped talking as if they understood.





  Then, each of them seemed to whisper something in the other's ear. A person wearing a gray robe pulled deep over their face slowly approached me.





  A woman?





  Looking at the wrinkles around her mouth, she seems to be quite old.





  "You are the young god who has been making a stir in Sodomora lately. Hassan Zigres. The temple of Goddess Vesta welcomes you. I am Ash Dust, the district head of Sodomora."





  "Thank you for that. I've come to see you because I have some business."





  "What kind of business?"





  "I was wondering if I could borrow one of the dragons that Goddess Vesta commands. I have a place I need to go urgently, and there's no way to get there as fast as riding a dragon."





  "Th-That's so rude-."





  "Oh my-."





  At my answer, the female priests inhaled as if they were quite surprised. I wondered if I had said something I shouldn't have. Soon, the lady named District Head Ash Dust, who was greeting me as a representative, continued.





  "To treat dragons, which are noble creatures, as mere mounts. You certainly are a young and spirited god. If you were a mere mortal, you would have been punished by Goddess Vesta."





  "Then, is it difficult to get a dragon?"





  "Well. It's the first time another god has visited us like this. In the first place, it's the first time we've faced a being called a god. It's very strange.... Big, and with a deep voice-. It's just as Paranoy said."


  


  A familiar name suddenly came up, making me feel a bit taken aback.





  "Do you know Paranoy?"





  "Of course. Our Goddess Vesta is the protector of Nymphs. All Nymphs active in this city are beings we must watch over."





  "I see."





  "In that sense, the number of Nymphs in your temple, in that priesthood, is too low. For the sake of Nymphs' jobs, I would like you to employ at least a few Nymphs in your temple."





  What.





  I remembered the Nymph quota thing I saw in Babel. A Nymph named Arnoi was employed by the Mars Guild in Babel under the Nymph quota.





  So I decided to just nod appropriately.





  "I will do so. So, I'm sorry to ask again, but is there no way for the dragon?"





  "Since this is the first time for us as well, we cannot easily make a judgment. We have no choice but to ask Goddess Vesta directly. Please enter our temple."





  I thus entered the place called the Temple of Goddess Vesta.
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  The Temple of the Goddess Vesta was relatively simple. 





  Marble pillars supported the ceiling. 





  And visible beneath them was a vessel shaped like a rounded plate or a pot. It was large enough that if you poured in broth, you could boil ramen for about 100 people.





  Seeing the flickering flames above it, anyone could tell that it was a sort of giant brazier.





  Beside it, small children were holding things like dry rags in their hands, diligently wiping the pillars and the floor.





  "Ononoy, I already cleaned that spot!"





  "There's still a lot of dust! Crinis, did you not clean properly?"





  Judging by the shrill voices and short, pointed ears, those kids were likely Nymphs. To think that five or six Nymphs were cleaning the Temple.





  "Look over there! Someone's coming!"





  "Hi, hieek, let's, let's hide-!"





  At the sound of them chattering away, I felt like my head was going to spin. 





  Fortunately, upon seeing me, they vanished, hiding behind the thick pillars or structures like the goddess statue in the Temple.





  At that sight, the priestess who identified herself as Ash Dust let out a "fufu" laugh.





  "Please understand. Nymphs are very timid. When a stranger enters this place, they often hide like that. They mean no harm."





  "I understand. I've seen Paranoy a lot, so I know a bit about Nymphs."





  "Fufu-. That might be a bit incorrect. Paranoy is a peculiar child for a Nymph. In my fifty years of life, I've never seen a Nymph like him. He probably takes after his mother, though."
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  Ttokak, ttokak-.





  Amidst the loud echoes of footsteps on the marble floor, I felt as if I had heard something quite unbelievable.





  "Do you know Paranoy's mother?"





  "Of course. She was an old friend of mine. Though I don't know where she is or what she's doing now. It's common for Nymphs to suddenly disappear, so, well..."





  "...."





  "Come to think of it, Nymphs have been disappearing from Sodomora quite often lately. Many friends can't make it to worship, and I can't get in touch with them."





  Disappearing Nymphs, huh.





  I recalled hearing from Hippolyte that Nymphs had been going missing lately. There's a high probability that the disappearances this priestess and Hippolyte mentioned are the same incident.





  "Originally, there were many more Nymphs in this Temple. But now, there aren't even ten. The friends who remain are trembling in fear..."





  While sharing such stories, we eventually arrived in front of the large brazier. A giant brazier where strange flames were burning.





  It felt subtly good, as it was just right for warming the chilly autumn morning air. I felt like my body was melting.





  "Now, I will sprinkle salt to read the brazier's divination. If the flame turns blue, it's permission. If it remains red, it means refusal."





  Ash Dust reached into a small leather pouch at her waist and pulled out some blue-tinted salt.





  Then, she scattered it into the giant brazier as if seasoning it, murmuring under her breath.





  "Merciful and benevolent Goddess, Vesta-nim. Please, hear the prayer of your servant, Ash Dust."





  Chwa, chwaa-.





  The salt she scattered began to pop and crackle strangely within the flames. 





  The flames, which had been burning quietly until just a moment ago, surged high as if oil had been poured on them.





  "Vesta-nim, the young god Zigres wishes to borrow your servants. If you permit this, show us a blue flame; if you refuse, show us a red flame-."





  Hwareuk, hwareureuk-.





  I flinched and took a step back from the increasingly violent flames. The fire in the giant brazier flickered its tongues here and there like a living creature.





  Soon, it began to subside-.





  And eventually took on a shape similar to a human form.





  A person draped in a long veil.





  Was it a woman's figure?





  "M-My goodness, Vesta-nim...!"





  At that sight, Ash Dust, looking shocked, pressed her face to the floor and prostrated herself. 





  I wondered if I should do the same, but as I was hesitating, unable to adapt to this sudden situation.





  Kkadak-.





  The woman formed from the shape of the flames tilted her head as if peering at me. Then, she even opened her glowing mouth to speak.





  『Welcome to my brazier, Zigres. The last time we met was at the summit of Delphi. You are becoming quite the respectable god.』





  "That's..., well, hello."





  『I have heard the story. I believe you wish to borrow a dragon.』





  "Yes, well, is there any way? Dragons are fast, after all."





  『I shall ask the friends under my command. Sending a single dragon is a very easy task for me.』





  "Is that true?"





  Goddess Vesta seemed to be as merciful as I had heard. I was so moved by her readily granting permission to borrow a dragon that my body practically trembled.





  『So, Zigres.』





  However, that moved feeling quickly faded as she continued.





  『How was Bacchus's end? Was he in pain? Was he sad?』





  "...."





  I fell silent for a moment to try and understand her intention in asking me that. Perhaps because she was an avatar made entirely of flames, it was difficult to read her expression or emotions.





  『Zigres, you must have watched his final moments. Did he perhaps say anything to you?』





  Was she asking about Bacchus's end out of pure intention?





  Or, since he was a traitor to Hypos, was she curious about the last conversation Bacchus and I shared?





  There were many possibilities.





  As I remained silent, Vesta continued, having interpreted it in her own way.





  『No matter how much Bacchus was the youngest, he was still one of the 13 Chief Deities. The downfall of such a being is bringing many crises within our Hypos as well. Zigres, only you, who are free from the rules of Hypos, will be able to protect us from division and ruin.』





  "The rules of Hypos?"





  『Yes. We are in a state where even Jupiter, the King of the Heavens, cannot easily set foot on the continent due to being bound by the rules. I envy your freedom, Zigres.』





  Tadak, tadadak-.





  The fire in the brazier burned with an increasingly loud sound. But the flames that had taken the form of the goddess soon subsided.














    *      *       *














  "Look, look! A dragon is flying this way!"





  Kuuuung-.





  My Temple grounds. Friede shouted in surprise as she watched the dragon land in that graveyard. After receiving permission from Goddess Vesta to send a dragon.





  Upon hearing the news, Friede had sat in the graveyard from early morning all day long, waiting to welcome the dragon.





  That girl opened her mouth and shouted.





  "It's a Frost Wyrm! It's a Frost Wyrm!"





  A Frost Wyrm, huh. Is it like an ice-attribute dragon?





  Indeed, the body of the dragon that flew in was beautiful, like a sculpture, with cold scales like ice and icicles sprouting from it. Its appearance was also very cool and jagged.





  The creature let out a grand, rumbling growl from its throat as it looked down at us.





  ━Yes, I am the Frost Wyrm, the Frozen Pearl, Icy Pearl. I have arrived here at the request of Goddess Vesta. Who is the insolent one who dares to use me as a mount?





  At the creature's question, I felt everyone's gaze turn toward me.





  I hesitantly raised my hand, slightly worried about what I'd do if it swallowed me in one bite with that grand mouth.





  ━I see, so you are the famous Juvenile Hassan. I heard you defeated that Hydra?





  The dragon's face came close to mine, its damn massive eyelids blinking. Am I becoming quite famous among dragons? This is the first I've heard of it.





  "I did defeat the Hydra. But, well, there were some circumstances."





  Actually, I was trying to save the Hydra, and what defeated it was the blow from Gloria that had been lodged in its chest.





  However, this dragon named Icy Pearl didn't seem to care about that.





  ━That Hydra fellow. I didn't like him being called a Poison Dragon when he was just a snake. Just a snake, I say. Not just anyone can take the name of a dragon. Especially not someone who couldn't even pass the Dragon's Trial.





  Did he not like the Hydra being called a Poison Dragon?





  Honestly, in my eyes, a snake as giant as the Hydra was already basically a dragon. 





  But hearing him talk, it seems you have to pass something called the Dragon's Trial to actually become a dragon.





  Holding a Cintamani in your mouth for a long time.





  Raising a Magikarp, or something like that.





  Or maybe it's unexpectedly a written exam.





  While I was thinking about dragons taking midterm exams, the Frost Wyrm added more.





  ━Fine, since you've restored the prestige of dragons, I shall let you ride on my back.





  Apparently, Icy Pearl had taken a liking to me for finishing off the Hydra.





  ━It won't even take two days to reach the island located in the southern sea. This Icy Pearl is incredibly fast. I am, in many ways, fast-! Truly like a cold icicle.





  Then, he lowered his long neck as if to let me mount. I climbed up just below the nape of his neck and squirmed around to find a somewhat comfortable position.





  Friede reached out from below and offered me something.





  "An autumn flight will be cold. I heard the most important thing to watch out for when riding on a dragon's back is the cold. Since it's a Frost Wyrm, it'll be even colder."





  What she handed me was a fairly thick blanket. 





  Indeed, I'd have to fly while facing the wind head-on, and spending a day or two on top of this creature with its chilly body seemed like it would be dreadfully cold.





  Seureuk-.





  After handing me the blanket, Friede was extremely restless. She was biting her lip as if she had something to say, making even me feel anxious.





  The Frost Wyrm Icy Pearl said a word to Friede.





  ━So you are the Elf of the Covenant who revived Goddess Vesta's brazier. Originally, Elves are untrustworthy beings, but I owe you a debt. You may also ride on my back if you wish.





  "What!?"





  Friede let out a startled shriek.





  She soon realized she had shouted too loudly and gave a deliberate cough.





  "Ahem, um, no, what? You're saying you'll let me ride on your back?"





  ━Yes. We dragons are certain to repay both favors and grudges. If you wish to ride, I shall let you on my back.





  "Hmph, well, if you put it that way, it would be rude to refuse. Since you say you're repaying a favor. I suppose I have no choice."





  "Just say you like it if you like it. You love dragons."





  "What? No, I don't? I'm just, you know, a little interested."


  


  Saying so, Friede eventually climbed up behind me. Then, she wrapped the blanket she had just handed me around both our bodies and gripped my waist tightly so as not to fall.





  "We ended up under the same blanket again."





  "Be quiet."





  When I made that joking remark, Friede gave my side a sharp pinch. Just as I was about to scream.





  Peolleok-.





  With a massive flap of wings, our bodies soared into the air.





  I decided to wave my hand at Paranoy and the other friends who were slowly starting to look smaller below.





  "I'll be back by next Wednesday, so take good care of things, Paranoy. I was going to bring you along, but since you insisted on staying, I'm leaving you behind."





  "Understood-ssi...! I will also work hard to gather more people-ssi...! I'll also plan out the gathering of the knight order, so you don't have to worry-ssi...!"





  And so, we finally shot up into the sky like an arrow. The streets of Sodomora began to look as small as a miniature model.





  When we finally reached an altitude where it felt like we could touch the clouds, I felt quite cold and shivery. If I hadn't packed that thick blanket, I really would have frozen.





  Peolleok, peolleok-.





  We spent some time lost in our own thoughts, listening to the sound of the wings flapping. However, surprisingly, it was Friede who broke the silence first.





  "Earlier, you were talking about the Dragon's Trial. Saying the Hydra wasn't a dragon. Can you tell me what that is?"





  ━The Dragon's Trial is, literally, a trial to become a dragon. Anyone can apply. And if they pass, anyone can become a dragon.





  "Is that for real?"





  ━Yes. Everyone often misunderstands, but 'dragon' is not simply a species name referring to a giant reptile with wings. Being called a dragon is a title filled with awe.





  "A title?"





  ━Anyone can take the exam, and if they pass, even a Goblin can hold the title of dragon. But passing the exam is not something just anyone can do.





  "What's the content of the exam?"





  At Friede's question, while she was gripping my waist tightly, Icy Pearl began to laugh with an unfitting "hu-hu-hu." 





  Because of that, the creature's body shook so much that I was damn scared I might fall to the ground. After laughing for a while, the creature added more.





  ━Elf, you seem to be interested in the Dragon's Trial. But it won't be easy. There is only one person on this continent who has received the title of dragon in a human body. That fellow was truly a strong one.





  "Is that so?"





  ━If you're interested, I'll tell you after the flight is over. For now, I'll focus on flying.





  With that, Icy Pearl fell silent. Then, the creature's wing flaps grew larger, and the scenery passing by and the wind hitting my face became even more intense.





  ━I'll drop you off at Ideope before this evening. I'll show you this body's serious wing flaps.





  Swaaaa-ek-.





  The creature continued to increase its speed like an accelerating jet.





  The wind resistance grew so strong that if I didn't hold onto the creature's body tightly, I felt like I'd literally be blown off, so I had no choice but to flatten my posture like a cicada clinging to an old tree.





  It was the same for Friede.





  "The Dragon's Trial. The Dragon's Trial, huh-."





  Her mind seemed to be filled with nothing but that strange trial or whatever, and she didn't seem to care about anything else. 





  It must have been the moment a signpost appeared for Friede, who had been lounging around without any particular goal or meaning.





  I also decided to take advantage of the brief moment of leisure to think about the place called Ideope, where we were supposed to arrive by this evening. 





  I'd often heard explanations in words, but I wondered what kind of place it would actually be....
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  ━I see the sea over there.





  Peolleok, peolleok-.





  Ever since we left Sodomora in the morning, the Frost Wyrm Icy Pearl kept moving her wings without a single hint of exhaustion. 





  Thanks to her intense and rapid speed, we were able to reach the southern part of the continent in no time. 





  The horizon glowed a deep blue in the light of the setting sun, looking quite beautiful.





  As I gazed down at the sea, lost in thought at the scene that touched my sensitive emotions, Icy Pearl added a word.





  ━They say the southern sea is the domain of the merciless Scylla and Charybdis. Even most dragons do not fly over this sea easily. Because you never know what might happen.





  Scylla and Charybdis?





  I seemed to recall reading about them somewhere back when I was studying hard in the library, but nothing came to mind immediately. I probably skipped over it, thinking it wasn't very important.





  So I just decided to ask.





  "What are Scylla and Charybdis?"





  ━Ah-. It seems the Son of Pluto is indifferent to the affairs of the surface. Then do you also not know of Odysseus's adventure to return to his homeland?





  "I think I've heard of it somewhere."





  ━I envy you. To not know such an entertaining story. I wish I could go back to the time before I knew the story and feel that joy again.





  At that, Friede-yang, who was riding on my back, also chimed in.





  "Hassan, no matter how little you know, I never imagined you wouldn't know the story of Odysseus."





  "What? Is it that famous of a story? Do you know what it is?"





  "Ha, how many books do you think I've read on this continent? And Odysseus is my favorite historical figure."  





  It seemed that the story of Odysseus and whatever played the role of a very famous drama or novel to the people of this world.





  However, perhaps my attitude of knowing nothing stimulated some strange emotion in the Frost Wyrm Icy Pearl.





  ━Odysseus of Ithaca was a man more petty and cunning than a hero. 





  Having flown in silence for a while, she began to recite strange stories one after another as if she were a radio.





  ━Because he was fundamentally different from Achilles, Patroclus, or the Ajax brothers who participated in the same war.
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  "Oh, I know Achilles."





  The Death Knight Weapon Master residing in the abyss drilled deep underground near Sodomora. It's already been over a month since I last saw his face.





  Since he's a damn strong man, I'm sure he's doing fine on his own. I wonder if Agumon is doing well too.





  ━You know Achilles? Well, it would be stranger if you didn't. The great hero Achilles, he sacrificed his life to a tragic death in order to remain a hero. But Odysseus was the opposite kind of man. He did not hesitate to do petty things in order to survive.





  After that, I had to keep listening to the story of the man named Odysseus, whom I wasn't particularly interested in, from the dragon.





  The story of how he suffered for over ten years to return to his island after winning the war. 





  It seemed that Scylla and Charybdis were among the causes of his suffering, powerful and terrible monsters lurking in the sea.





  ━This sea right now is exactly where he suffered. Well, you'll see. The whirlpools created by the giant monsters will be clearly visible. Like those over there-.





  At Icy Pearl's explanation, I looked down at the sea.





  Swaaaaaaa-.





  There, I saw damn terrible and huge whirlpools swirling here and there in all directions.





  ━Those are the maws of Charybdis, the Queen of Gluttony. They suck in and crush everything they touch. A mere wooden boat would sink in an instant. 





  A natural disaster.





  Those whirlpools were truly natural disasters.





  They looked to be anywhere from ten-odd meters to a hundred meters wide. 





  In this world where shipbuilding or navigation skills might not have developed much, it was easy to imagine what kind of fate those sailors would face if they crossed such a coastal region.





  Swaaaaa-.





  "My god, then how on earth did Luna return to Ideope? She must have gone back by boat."





  I thought she would just have to spend a long time on a boat. I never imagined she would have to pass through such a Grand Line and go through whirlpools that only a Pirate King would experience.





  Could it be that the reason Luna sent me a coded message asking for help was because of such a terrible sea?





  As if sensing my thoughts, Friede-yang explained from beside me.





  "Since that journey of Odysseus, navigation skills to deceive the eyes of Scylla or Charybdis have developed."





  "Really?"





  "They say if you throw a sheep into the center, the whirlpool calms down. Or you build a ship with wood blessed by Neptune. The ship that kid Luna took must have passed through like that too."





  That's a relief then.





  Swaaaaa-.





  I kept looking down at the whirlpools visible below. At first, it was so damn scary and terrible that my vision felt dizzy.





  But since I was riding on the back of a damn big dragon anyway, the chance of falling in there was very slim. 





  Thinking that way, the whole situation was fun, like watching lions while riding in a safe safari car.





  Screw the whirlpools, I'm on a dragon!











  *       *       *








  





  The sea where darkness had descended was entirely pitch black. 





  Today was a moonless day, where even the two moons were both hidden in shadows.





  Flying continuously over this dark sea with no lighthouse lights or anything, it felt as if the dark sky and the sea were merging into one. To the point where I almost had the illusion that I was flying inside the sea.





  ━We're almost there. I'll drop you off at a suitable beach, so after that, you're on your own. I'm saying you're on your own for the way back.





  "Sure, that much is fine."





  The altitude gradually declined.





  For me, who had been on the dragon's back for several hours, the thought that I could finally step on land made me feel good.





  Paseuseuk-.





  Finally, the dragon's massive body landed on the beach where the waves were splashing. 





  As she lowered her neck, I cast aside the blanket I had wrapped around myself and stepped onto the sandy beach.





  ━Then I'm off.





  Paaaat-!





  With a massive flap of wings, Icy Pearl flew far away again. She's a heartless one; she could have stayed with us a bit longer.





  "...."





  "...."





  Left alone, Friede-yang and I fell into thought for a moment as we looked at the dark, pitch-black coast and what could be called a jungle or a forest visible further inland.





  Friede-yang asked first.





  "What do we do now?"





  "Well. I think it's best to head toward a settlement first. Is there anywhere where smoke or flames are flickering?"





  Since it's night, if there's a settlement, there will surely be one or two places with a campfire or a brazier lit. 





  But perhaps because of the dense jungle blocking our view, not a single trace of smoke or flame was visible.





  ━Grrrrr.





  Instead, only the sound of breathing and eyes that seemed to be glaring at us from between the bushes began to flash. It seemed the sound of the dragon's wingbeats might have attracted the attention of wild beasts.





  "Since I don't know where we are, I don't know what to do. Odysseus, having anchored on an island, must have felt like this."





  Friede-yang didn't seem to have much of a plan for what came next either. 





  However, Friede-yang spun the staff she was holding and made a small flame dwell at its tip.





  "Since it's a jungle, you never know what might jump out. It's better to keep a light on."





  Hwareureu-.





  It really is good to have a mage. If Friede-yang hadn't been here, more than half of the luggage I'm carrying would have been torches or tools for a campfire.





  Seureuk, seureureuk-.





  Perhaps because of Friede-yang's flame, the red eyes that were watching us from between the bushes and vines vanished one by one.





  Were they wild animals or monsters? 





  According to Luna, the jungles and swamps of Ideope were terrifying places swarming with alligators, leopards, venomous snakes, and terrible spiders.





  Recalling that, I worried about whether it was okay to step into that jungle in this darkness. 





  Because most dangerous and vicious predators that operate in the jungle are nocturnal and start their activities at night.





  "Should we wait until morning before we go? This beach looks safe. Wouldn't it be enough to spend a night if we light a campfire over there?"





  As if reading my thoughts, Friede-yang pointed with the tip of her staff toward a flat area located on the edge of the beach. 





  Indeed, there was an area good for setting up a base, including a campfire, and except for the fact that fallen trees and strange vines were scattered about, it was a perfect spot.





  Would it be better to wait until morning as Friede-yang said?





  However, in my mind, the pink hair of Luna, who might be in trouble right now, swayed gently.





  What if Luna falls into irreversible danger while I'm taking it easy until morning? If that happens, I will surely regret it.





  Therefore, I felt like going through that jungle and forest right now toward where Luna would be. I was scared that I had to go to a place full of all sorts of poisonous insects. 





  But I was more worried about Luna than that. That's also why I hurriedly borrowed a dragon from the Goddess Vesta, even at the risk of being rude.





  "Hmph-."





  Then Friede-yang gave a small snort.





  "You must like that kid quite a lot. Seeing how a coward like you is trying to take a risk."





  Perhaps Friede-yang couldn't understand the logic behind my actions. It couldn't be helped. The image of me that Friede-yang had seen would have always been that of a consistent self-preservationist and a coward.





  To be honest, even now, about half of me is like that.





  But Luna always rushed toward injustice and powerful enemies without looking back at her own body whenever I was in danger.





  Whether it was when she released the bees she had barely caught to attack the thugs, or when I was trapped in the abyss, it was Luna who made the most effort to save me first.





  If the one in trouble right now were me and not Luna, Luna would have jumped into that jungle without a second thought.





  Thinking that way gave me a bit of courage.





  "Alright, let's go into the jungle."





  "Hmph, well, fine. I don't care even if a bunch of spiders jump out. There will be plenty in a jungle like this. Swarms of spiders."





  "Don't scare me."





  Seureuk-.





  I pulled the hide of the magical beast hanging behind my neck over my head. 





  Since I protected my face with the strong and tough hide, it should prevent spiders from sticking to my head to some extent. 





  And with the wildness emitted by the Prince of Magical Beasts, most monsters or animals wouldn't dare to approach me.





  Seuk-.





  While I was at it, I even pulled out my club. My weapon, which was like a heavy pillar. 





  Holding it made me feel like I could become a slightly more great person, so I was overflowing with strength.





  "Then, I'm going in."





  However, unlike me who was full of motivation, Friede-yang seemed to have something she was unhappy about.





  "I told you there will be spiders! Not just spiders, there will probably be centipedes too!"





  "I'm not afraid of centipedes."





  "...." 





  Friede-yang fell silent at my answer.





  However, as someone who had been with Friede-yang for quite a long time, I knew well that such silence was not a very good sign.





  Turning my head, I saw Friede-yang narrowing her brow like someone who was displeased with something. Was she angry because I was trying to carry out a reckless plan?


  


  She spoke.





  "Is that girl Luna that precious to you?"





  "What are you talking about, having come all this way?"





  "I told you there are swarms of spiders that you hate. And yet you're going in?"





  I couldn't understand why Friede-yang, whom I thought had compromised well to be my help on this journey, was reacting like this.





  Pajijit-.





  Then, my brain, which was on par with the God of Wisdom, swirled like lightning and drew a conclusion.





  Could it be that Friede-yang is jealous of Luna, who is playing the role of a captured princess? 


  


  I think that's it. 





  Otherwise, there's no reason for her to suddenly get her feelings hurt like that. She doesn't like the fact that I'm showing courage for Luna.





  "Are you perhaps jealous that I'm going to save Luna right now?"





  "Ha-? Jealous? You're hilarious. Why do you keep accusing me of being jealous lately whenever I do anything? You, aren't you the one who actually wants me to be jealous?"





  As expected, Friede-yang doesn't want to lose a single word to me. To think I knocked such a prideful girl onto a bed, it's almost unbelievable.





  However, I opened my mouth as if counterattacking with my own scheme and a bit of sincerity.





  "But Friede-yang. I would have tried to go into that jungle even if it were you and not Luna who was in trouble."





  "What...?"





  "Don't you remember that I actually went into the burning flames to stop you?"





  "Hmph.... You're getting better at sweet-talking lies as time goes on."





  Friede-yang narrowed her furrowed brow even more intensely. 





  Did she not like my answer? 





  But my divine senses noticed that the tips of her pointed ears were gradually turning red. At that moment, Friede-yang spoke as if she couldn't help it.





  "Fine, well, I'll let myself be fooled just this once. Instead, you lead the way. Since we don't know what might jump out, you protect me."





  "That's a given. I'm the vanguard. You're the rearguard. Warrior and mage. It's a classic combination. Then, I'm going in now."





  Paseuseuk-.





  I let out a small breath and stepped into the bushes. No one can stop me.





  "Ugh, holy shit, there are so many spiders!"





  "Be, be quiet, you idiot!"
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The jungle.





Honestly, I wasn't a big fan of terrains like jungles or forests.





As the name "jungle" suggests, it would be full of trees and dense undergrowth.





And naturally, that dense forest would be a breeding ground for all sorts of insects.





Then there would be a shitload of spiderlings building their homes to eat those insects.





"Eek-! Spider-!"





And indeed, there were a shitload.





Seeing five or six spiders, each as big as my palm, clinging to every single tree, I thought this might be hell itself descended upon earth.





Ssssk-.





Some of them even jumped with their eight horrifying legs and attached themselves to my shoulders and head.





-Kkang-kkang.





-Kkang-kkang-.





-Grrr-.





They made a "kkang-kkang" sound, so I figured they were a type of wolf spider, similar to Kkang-kkang-i.





Unlike the iridescent Kkang-kkang-i, these little bastards had black bodies with yellow stripes, like wasps, which was terrifyingly horrifying.





The combination of black and yellow is a warning sign from nature itself.





These things were definitely terrifying spiders.





"Spider-!"





"Damn it, sh-shut up! What if other beasts are attracted?!"





Friede struggled to cover my mouth.





"This brat, how did your strength get so much stronger?!"





She was no match for me, whose strength had surpassed 16. I said to Friede.





"A spider is on my head! I think there are three of them!"





"Wait, I'll get them off! Ah, this guy, you put on a big show but ended up like this."





Ssssk-.





Friede, as if not scared of the spiders, gently grabbed the legs of the palm-sized creatures and tossed them back into the jungle and undergrowth.





Pashashash, pashashash-.





Only after all three spiders were gone could I finally feel a sense of relief.





"Fuck, I thought I was gonna die."





"You, who can withstand Hydra's venom, aren't going to die from spider venom. Stop exaggerating. Didn't you overcome your arachnophobia?"





"I thought so too. Apparently not."





I thought my fear of spiders had lessened after encountering Kkang-kkang-i and other giant spiders beneath the graveyard.





But even so, dealing with all these spiders seemed impossible. Then, I heard footsteps approaching me, click-clack, click-clack-.





When Friede shone her torch-staff, I saw nearly ten wolf spiders emerging from the darkness, heading towards me.





I trembled as if I was about to faint and said.





"Shit, aren't these guys always swarming me?"





Friede opened her narrow eyes and nodded.





"That's true. Maybe you have a constitution that attracts spiders or something? Like a god of spiders and insects? Spiders and bees always swarmed you, remember? We used that for bait missions a lot."





Friede's words brought back many memories. It was true that insects always seemed to target me.





Did I smell like honey from eating so much of it?





Was that why nymphs always flocked around me?





"Anyway, can't you do something? Like, chase the spiders away with magic!"





"Magic isn't a cure-all."





"Damn it-. Friede, you're surprisingly unhelpful."





"But I do have a spell to chase spiders away. It's just not a spell I particularly want to use."





"Friede, you're incredibly helpful after all!"





"Just one, you brat."





Friede clicked her tongue and reluctantly muttered some incantation.





"Ladybug, grub, beetle. Bug bug bug-."





It was something I couldn't tell if it was a spell or a bizarre song.





Friede, perhaps noticing me watching her with narrowed eyes, paused.





Then, as if to make an excuse, she added.





"Hey, that's how the spell is supposed to be?"





"I didn't say anything."





Hwaruk, hwaruk-.





Strange, warm blue flames floated around Friede like will-o'-the-wisps. They emitted an unnecessarily hazy soot-like smoke.





-Grrr....





-Grrr...!





The spiders that had been crawling towards me moments ago seemed to hate the smoke and retreated, disappearing into the undergrowth.





Only then could I finally breathe a sigh of relief.





"Haa-, I survived."
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Unlike what I thought of as small islands.





The islands of Ideope were surprisingly large. The island I was currently standing on felt much larger than the big city of Sodomora.





Because of this, I started to get exhausted by the endless jungle, the darkness, and the growling of beasts.





Squelch, squelch-.





Meanwhile, the ground turned into a swamp, sinking deep.





"My boots are getting dirty. And they keep trying to slip off."





Friede seemed displeased with the ground that seemed to be swallowing her long boots.





Swoosh, splosh-.





I also found it difficult to walk, my knees sinking into the ground with every step. I had heard from Luna that Ideope had many swamps.





But experiencing it in reality was quite troublesome.





How far do I have to go to find a village, for fuck's sake?





Is this even the right island to begin with?





As I was thinking this and forcing my way through the swamps.





-Gerereureu-.





-Erigereureu....





I heard a growling sound that was both familiar and triggered my PTSD of shitty situations. Where had I heard this sound before?





But soon, seeing the beasts floating on the swamps, I was able to recall it.





Friede said in a very quiet voice.





"Alligators. They're sleeping-."





Indeed, as Friede said. Under the torchlight, I could see dark shapes of alligators floating on the swamp.





Alligators.





The memory of the Kalan swamps, where I fought tooth and nail with alligators during my adventurer days in Iron Tier, made my vision blur.





Of course, I was much stronger now than I was back then.





I doubted I would lose to the alligators I caught back then, but the ones I saw now were incomparably larger than the ones I had seen before.





"Shit, aren't these dragons? They don't look like alligators at all?"





-Gerereu....





They were enormous alligators. The sight of alligators the size of giant trucks sleeping made my vision blur.





Gargantuan Max Alligators.





They seemed to be Gold Tier alligators, so to speak. Behind me, Friede tapped my shoulder.





"Shh.... Let's pass by quietly so we don't wake them-."





I agreed with her. If we woke these colossal alligators in this pitch-black swamp, finding Luna before the day ended would be impossible.





So, I focused on sneaking past them without even breathing.





-Daireureu.





-Erigereureureu-.





What a shitty sound, no matter how many times I hear it.





Anyway, Friede and I managed to pass through the swampy area, avoiding the alligators.





After escaping the swamp, Friede took off her boots and shook them upside down.





"Ugh, mud got all over my shoes. Hassan,"





Her bare white feet were also covered in mud. Of course, I was no different.





"Hassan, do you have any water? Give me some."





In the end, Friede snatched my canteen from my waist to clean the mud off her boots and feet.





Charrrrr-.





"I feel so sticky."





The clear water revealed Friede's white, soft-looking toes. As I stared at them, she grumbled.





"My whole body is sweaty and muddy, I look terrible. I want to wash up. Don't you, a skilled warrior who learned Aura, sense anything?"





"Wait a minute. We've come quite far, maybe I can sense something now."





I focused on listening to my surroundings. The sound of the wind, the waves, the rustling of leaves and branches. I concentrated even harder.





-On guard duty-.





-Let's go for drinks after this-.





Then, along with a rustling sound, I heard voices murmuring, as if they were chatting.





Could there be a settlement nearby?





My heart began to pound with hope.





"It sounds like there are people nearby."





Friede stretched out with a relieved sigh at my words.























Although the voices sounded close when I concentrated, surprisingly, even after walking for a long time, I couldn't see any people or settlements.





But regardless, there was a village or people somewhere nearby.





Knowing this, I pushed through the undergrowth without hesitation. Soon, I began to see a bright light ahead.





Tadak, tadadak-.





It was a bonfire.





A bonfire that seemed to be artificially made. Although it was in the middle of the undergrowth, it was clear evidence of civilization.





Ssssk-.





I quickly searched for any human presence nearby. Looking around, I saw a flickering light in the distance, like a torch.





A back view.





The back of a human.





"It's a person, Friede. There's someone over there!"





It had been about half a day since I entered this jungle. As the morning sun was about to rise, I was overwhelmed with emotion at the sight of a human after enduring so much in the jungle.





As I quickly approached the presence, I saw the back of a girl with pink hair tied in twin tails. Small stature, flowing clothes.





It was undeniably the person I was looking for.





Is it Luna?





I wondered if I was hallucinating due to exhaustion and longing, but even the scent of mint mixed with the cool breeze.





There was no doubt, it was Luna.





What? She was safe and sound.





In my joy, I raised my hand and opened my mouth.





"Lu-."





But the rest of the words didn't come out.





"Honey, were you waiting?"





Next to the pink-haired girl, a thin man, like a savage tribal warrior, appeared from nowhere and linked arms with her.





My vision went white, and my heart pounded. My hands and feet trembled, and my lips parted and closed several times.





I couldn't believe if what I was seeing was real or not.





As I paused for a moment, Friede, who had followed me, whispered from behind.





"What, the kid already has another boyfriend?"





To that, I, with a stiffening mind and mouth, babbled incoherently.





"She's a friend, a close friend. Or a brother. Family. Cousin. Something like that."





"Look at that. They're linked arm in arm so intimately. How can she be just a friend?"





"Maybe the culture in Ideope is like that...! It's open-minded!"





"Hassan, look. Luna is cheating on you. Face the facts."





Friede seemed to find the situation amusing. She even looked strangely happy.





However, Friede's every word felt like armor-piercing damage to my heart.





The moments and hardships I had endured to find Luna just now felt like firewood, burning my heart and making my vision turn red.





"Hey, hey, Hassan, what, what are you going to do!"





I could hear Friede shouting something from behind, but I couldn't stop myself. I strode forward and then-.





"Who the hell are you, you bastard?"





I punched the back of the brown-haired man's head with all my might, slamming him to the ground.





WHAM-!





"Gyaaaak-!"





The man, hit by the sudden attack, screamed and collapsed, unconscious. At the same time, the pink-haired woman let out a tremendous scream.





"Gyaaaak-! A, a monster! A monster! It's a monster-! A white-furred beast has appeared! A monster!"





The woman seemed to be in a panic. The strange piercing on her eyebrow jingled.





It was then that I realized this pink-haired, twin-tailed woman was not Luna.





"What the hell, it's not Luna? Who are you?"





Seeing a woman with ridiculous pink hair, I naturally assumed it was Luna.





"What's going on?"





"I heard Paruru screaming?"





Soon, I heard numerous presences from above the trees. Looking up, I finally discovered aerial houses built precariously on the trees.





The houses were in the trees. No wonder I could sense presences but couldn't see any human shadows.





And then, women with pink hair descended using ladders and ropes-.





"What's going on?"





"Paruru! Why are you screaming in the middle of the night! Is it an attack from the Nox Child tribe? We agreed not to fight at night!"





There were so many girls who looked exactly like Luna.





Is this heaven?





However, Friede seemed displeased, clicking her tongue.





"So many ridiculous pink-haired women."





The pink-haired women aimed spears made of stones, branches, and twigs at us.





They all wore strange amulets on their heads, similar to when I first met Luna.





"You! Who are you? How dare you kill a man who is the communal asset and treasure of the Tatari Tribe! This is punishable by execution without even a tribal council!"





"He's a man we barely managed to pillage from the neighboring Nox Child tribe! We're already short on men! You white-furred monster! Who are you!"





Nox Child Tribe.





That was a name I knew. It must be Luna's tribe. Perhaps they could guide me to Luna's location.





So, I took off the leather mask I was wearing and decided to introduce myself as kindly as possible.





"I am Hassan, Son of Pluto. I came looking for someone. Her name is Luna. Luna Noxdoti."





The women flinched as if startled by my voice, stepping back hesitantly.





"Th-this guy is a man!"





"He's a man wearing a leather mask! He's tall, so I thought he was a troll! He's a man!"





"Catch him! Before he escapes!"





And then, countless vine nets were thrown at me.
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  "Catch them! Before they escape-!"





  I could feel the gazes of the pink-haired women suddenly turn hostile.





  "Capture team! Throw the nets and chains!"





  Pabat, pababat-.





  Simultaneously, countless vines or nets flew towards me.





  "What the hell."





  I was taken aback by this sudden welcome.





  A net to capture people.





  Having had a terrible experience with nets when I was captured in Deathros's arena, I instinctively pulled my body back.





  "I'm not the me from back then!"





  "Hey! What do you mean, you're running away alone!"





  Elfriede, who hadn't reacted in time, was caught in the net thrown by the pink-haired women.





  Elfriede caught in a net! This is another rare sight.





  "This flimsy net!"





  Elfriede struggled with her arms and legs under the layers of vines. But the more she moved, the more the vine nets tangled and entwined, only strengthening her restraint.





  "Damn it, we caught a weird woman! What are you all doing! Leave the woman for now and catch the man!"





  The pink-haired women who threw the nets didn't seem to care much about Elfriede, and only growled at me.





  Are they going to hold me accountable for hitting the man's head?





  I thought Luna was cheating on me because a pink-haired woman and a man were together, and I was going to scold the man.





  "Hunting team! You have to move yourselves!"





  At the shout of a woman wearing a strange bone helmet, women armed with spears, chains, and clubs surrounded me.





  "He's so huge! Can we subdue him alone?"





  "I don't know!"





  "We absolutely, absolutely cannot let him go."





  "Not if we lose him to the Nox Child tribe!"





  Luna had occasionally mentioned the Ideope Archipelago as an island of beauties. There was a time when the Ideope Archipelago was called paradise because there were so many beautiful women there.





  Seeing it in person, it was just as Luna had said.





  The flickering torches and the angry, furrowed faces were quite intimidating, but the sight of so many cute pink-haired girls made me feel strangely good.





  "I, I'll go first-!"





  Someone lunged at me while I was lost in such thoughts.





  It was a girl with long black hair holding a long spear, and I was watching her closely because she resembled Luna with her hair let down.





  "Taaah-!"





  Her strange cry, with her mouth wide open, was also similar to Luna's.





  But before I could examine her further, her menacing spear drew a large arc from above my head downwards.





  "Capture Voodoo-!"





  Shwaaek-!





  A primitive weapon. Therefore, a weapon with barbaric destructive power cut through the wind and descended upon my head.





  Pabat.





  I was able to catch it with my hand and easily block the attack. My palm felt a little numb, but it was bearable.





  Hwik-.





  I pulled the shaft of the spear towards me.





  "Ugh-!"





  Then, with a surprised cry, the long pink-haired girl was pulled towards me.





  I grabbed her by the waist and lifted her close to my face to examine her expression and features.





  Pink hair that resembled Luna's.





  However, looking closely, there were many differences from Luna. While Luna's eyes shone with the clarity of emeralds, this girl's were closer to a deep chestnut brown.





  Dirring-.





  『Name: Ri Aruru Lv. 17


   Status: 《Insomnia》 《Accumulated Fatigue》』





  Her name seemed to be Ri or Aruru. Her level was 17, which could be considered strong for a girl who looked so soft.





  "Let go, let go!"





  She struggled to break free from my grasp. Of course, no mortal could overcome my strength of 16.





  Therefore, her wriggling was just a futile resistance.





  Jilgeureok, jallang-.





  Each time she struggled, the bone necklace and bracelets around Aruru's neck would shake with a clear, crisp sound, making me feel as if I were playing a musical instrument.





  "You, you bastard! Let Aruru go!"





  The women, pointing their spearheads at me, were closing in.





  But the women around me didn't seem to be on a completely different level from this Aruru girl, so I wasn't too worried.





  At that moment, the girl I was holding shouted.





  "This, this guy is incredibly strong! Everyone be careful! A troll, no, as strong as an ogre!"





  "An, an ogre? As strong as an ogre? Aruru, is that true?"





  Sururur-.





  At Aruru's words, I felt the breathing or the spirit of the women surrounding me falter significantly.





  Aruru then added, as if to drive the point home.





  "A-and up close, he looks incredibly handsome... A handsome man...!"





  What?





  I couldn't help but be taken aback by those words. A handsome man. When was the last time I heard such a thing.





  At least in this world, I'd been called a bandit or a savage bastard.





  Even Luna, Elfriede, and Hippolyte, who were close to me, had never praised me like that.





  But hearing such a thing from a pink-haired girl, who resembled Luna, in this strange and dark land, I felt like I had fallen into a trap.





  Pajijit-.
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  In that moment, a strong thought formed in my mind. The standard of beauty is relative and varies depending on the region and the person.





  Perhaps on this jungle-filled island of Ideope, I am handsome. Maybe my tall stature and my body, trained by various physical labor, are acting as handsome elements.





  Hwareureuk-.





  Just then, I heard the sound of something burning. Suddenly, my vision became very bright, and I felt a hot sensation.





  "You bastard, you should be saving me, why are you so leisurely?"





  It was Elfriede.





  The flames from the tip of Elfriede's staff burned the vine nets that were pressing down on her body, illuminating the surroundings.





  "You're so flustered by being called handsome-. It's all a lie to subdue you, you idiot-!"





  Indeed, Elfriede's angry voice sharpened my vigilance again. I thought the real fight was about to begin, but then.





  "She's, she's using fire magic!"





  "We, we can't beat someone like that alone!"





  Perhaps intimidated by Elfriede's use of fire, the pink-haired girls began to lose their fighting spirit one by one.





  Magic is inherently like that. To have a mage as an enemy means having to face absurd spells and incantations.





  Moreover, Elfriede, who wields fire, can put on a spectacular performance enough to extinguish the opponent's will to fight.





  "If you don't surrender quickly, I'll burn everything. The things on the trees. Aren't those your homes?"





  Elfriede's flames, like living snakes, wrapped around the trees. Long, long snakes of fire.





  The sight of them slowly climbing the trees from the roots to the trunks, like pythons trying to eat the eggs in a nest, was eerie.





  At that sight, the pink-haired girls trembled as if they were utterly terrified.





  "Oh, no! If our homes burn-!"





  "Someone do something! Even a Silence Voodoo-!"





  "The senior shamans are all conscripted for an expedition. What can we do on our own!"





  Sreuk-.





  While the girls trembled in fear, someone slowly walked towards us.





  Jilgeureok, jallang- the noisy sound of accessories filled the air. I turned my head and saw the woman with the bone helmet, resembling Luna, throw down the staff-like object she was holding with a *tak*- sound.





  "We are a branch of the Tatari tribe, the Shallow Abyss. A fire shaman and a warrior like an ogre. We admit defeat to you. Please stop burning our home-."





  Then, she knelt before me and bowed deeply. I wondered if she might use the kneeling posture to gain momentum and attack me.





  Soon, the other girls around her also laid down their weapons and prostrated themselves on the ground, bowing their heads.





  Some of the girls began to sob, so it didn't seem like they were trying to trick us.





  "Elfriede. I think you can stop now."





  "Hmph, can't even rest. What a bother."





  Elfriede snapped her fingers, and the flames that were rising like snakes instantly died down.





  At the same time, the illuminated surroundings darkened, and the chaotic atmosphere seemed to calm down.





  All that could be heard were the trembling breaths of the women and the rustling of leaves in the wind.





  I gently placed Aruru, whom I was holding, on the ground and asked the woman with the bone helmet kneeling before me.





  "I apologize for attacking your men so suddenly. There was a misunderstanding. Anyway, you probably weren't close to death."





  I've been practicing controlling my strength to be weaker lately. They probably didn't die.





  Probably.





  Sreuk-.





  I shifted my gaze and slightly raised my head.





  A dense jungle. The morning sun was rising through the leaves and undergrowth. Only then did I realize that a long night had passed and morning was arriving.





  "Well then, I'd like to borrow some food and water to wash up."











  * * *











  A house on a tree.





  A perfect space to use as a base.





  Sitting on a chair there, I was surrounded by several pink-haired women.





  "I am Garuru, the chief of the Shallow Abyss tribe."





  The woman with the bone helmet, Garuru, was a young chief.





  She was older than me, perhaps in her early thirties.





  Her face looked young, but maybe she was even older.





  Sreuk-.





  When she took off her helmet, a mature beauty with pink hair, like a kindergarten teacher, revealed her face, and I was momentarily surprised.





  If Luna were to get older than my current age, would she become such a pure and elegant married woman?





  She explained that they were the 'Shallow Abyss' tribe and that they were a small village with fewer than thirty members.





  I asked.





  "So, to get to the Nox Child tribe, I should have landed on a different island, not this one?"





  "Yes. It would be best to go to Crescent Island, which you can reach by crossing that shallow sea. So, you came from a large land across the sea?"





  Chief Garuru examined my appearance all over. At the same time, she looked at Elfriede, who was sitting next to me.





  "What a strange-looking continent dweller."





  "Pretty. Like the nymph I saw last time, her ears are pointed."





  As expected from people living on a secluded island, the existence of elves seemed unfamiliar and strange to them. Of course, the attention she received was nothing compared to mine.





  "Hassan, your name is Hassan. It's a strange name."





  "The new guy's name is Hassan. It's a funny name. They say he's the Son of Pluto. Is that true?"





  "Nah, it probably means he's an orphan from a tribe that worships Pluto. Anyway, Hassan, try this too. It's bread made from hardened millet. I just baked it!"





  "Drink my barley tea too-!"





  It was hard to believe that just a few hours ago, we were pointing weapons at each other, but the women of the Shallow Abyss tribe were very friendly towards me.





  "Wow, it's delicious."





  "It's delicious!"





  "This is too funny!"





  Their enthusiastic reactions made me wonder if I was being teased, but.





  "Wow, your arm is like a solid log. It's incredibly hard. You really look like an ogre."





  "I want to poke it too!"





  "Your stomach is like a steel plate too. This is what a man from the continent is like."





  Seeing their slender fingers carefully stroking or poking my body, it didn't seem like they were teasing me.





  When was the last time I received so much kindness from cute, young girls? When? Hell, this is the first time in my life.





  This island truly deserves to be called paradise.





  Gwaaak.





  However, under the wooden table, Elfriede's hand pinched my thigh, so I had to pretend to be nonchalant.





  I asked Chief Garuru.





  "You mentioned a tribe, but there are only women here. There are practically no men. Is there a reason for that?"





  "There are many reasons. Our Ideope Island itself is cursed, and the few men we had were taken by the Nox Child tribe and the Deep Abyss tribe."





  "Taken?"





  "We are at war. It's common to raid each other's tribes and kidnap children or men. We can't maintain our tribe otherwise...."





  War.





  I pictured the pink-haired girls running through the bushes and jungles, swinging clubs at each other.





  The word "war" is brutal, but thinking of girls who resemble Luna participating in it made it feel like a pillow fight, so I didn't feel serious.





  "Anyway, we were well treated. We're here to see the Nox Child tribe. We're looking for someone. Do you happen to know a name like Luna?"





  "Luna?"





  Garuru shrugged at my words. She then looked at the faces of the other girls, who also just shrugged.





  Someone asked.





  "Is she your girlfriend? Did you come all the way to this island to meet your girlfriend from the continent?"





  "I'm jealous. Maybe I should go to the continent and meet some men too?"





  "Nah, there are Scylla and Charybdis in the sea. You might die."





  "Isn't it better than being confined to the island, constantly at war, and having all the men taken away?"





  I'm not sure, but from what I hear, these pink-haired girls seem to dream of going to the continent of Gaia.





  However, they seem afraid of going to the continent due to the sea monsters and whirlpools I heard about in the story of Odysseus.





  Anyway, my business here is done.





  If I go to the large island on the other side, I'll find the Nox Child tribe where Luna is.





  "Do I need a boat or something to cross?"





  "No, around lunchtime, the current will be weak enough that you can cross on foot. It would be best to rest here until then and depart afterwards."





  At those words, the girls next to me raised their hands high.





  "Wow, Hassan is staying until lunchtime!"
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  "Hassan, break this one too! It's too hard for me. Oh, my name is Paruru."





  A girl named Paruru brought a small, hard-looking fruit toward me. 





  It looked like a walnut, but it was as big as a fist, so it indeed seemed difficult to break without something like a hammer.





  Of course, I didn't need a hammer.





  I just grabbed it and applied pressure, and the hard shell shattered with a *udeudeuk-*. I'm a damn natural nutcracker.





  "Wow, that's amazing. You really break it with your bare hands!"





  "Is this a man from the continent? Are all the men from the continent as strong as trolls?"





  Hehe.





  Back in the heat of my puberty, I used to have thoughts like that. What would happen if I fell into a world where men were rare? 





  I wondered how I, the survivor, would be treated if all other men disappeared for some reason. It seems the answer is right here.





  "Hassan, try this too! It's made by hardening rock sugar!"





  "Hassan, you've eaten a lot since a while ago! You must be full! I ate a lot of honey bread I secretly stole from the Nyx Child tribe!"





  "Aruru, why are you making a fuss? Let him eat what I made too!"





  Ordinary me is super popular on Ideope Island? ~Doing my best after a life reset~ Even a bizarre title like that is a damn true story here.





  The chirping voices squealing here and there were distracting, yet I felt very shy and good. 





  Of course, the fact that Friede's expression, watching this scene silently, was growing darker and darker was not a very good sign.





  "Tsk-."





  Someone asks Friede, who is clicking her tongue.





  "Hmm-, so you're called an Elf. What's your relationship with that Hassan guy? Since you're from the continent, are other continentals as handsome as Hassan?"





  At that, Friede bursts out laughing with a *pahat-*, as if she finds it truly absurd.





  "Hassan is handsome? You guys really haven't seen a handsome man. Come to think of it, wasn't that man Hassan knocked down yesterday more handsome?"





  Friede seems to be talking about the man currently recuperating on a bed somewhere. The one I knocked unconscious in one blow because I mistook him for Luna's secret lover. 





  I did control my strength appropriately, so of course, he didn't die. Though his handsome face, looking like he'd ride a surfboard on the beach, would be a bit bruised and swollen...





  The pink-haired girls reply to that.





  "Certainly, Vilkas is handsome. But he's only handsome in the face."





  "Exactly! What's the point of only having a handsome face! A man should be good at hunting, have great strength, and above all, have a handsome soul."





  "Right, I've really never seen a man with a soul as handsome as Hassan's..."





  A handsome soul.





  It reminds me of the fact that I heard those words from Luna. She often complimented me, saying that while my appearance looked scary like a mean bandit leader, my soul was more handsome than anyone she had ever met.





  I thought that was just Luna's way of being considerate. 





  But hearing these pink-haired girls talk, it seems there really is some kind of appearance to what's called a soul.





  So Luna wasn't just saying things.





  "A handsome soul. I can't understand it. This is ridiculous."





  However, to Friede, this seems to sound like some bad joke. Friede is probably just displeased that I'm surrounded by other women and getting attention.





  A pink-haired girl says a word to such a Friede.





  "You, your skill in handling fire is outstanding. But you don't seem to know how to see the soul? You're a sham of a Shaman."





  At that, Friede raises an eyebrow.





  "Seeing the soul? You mean feeling mana?"





  "It's different from mana. If you learn how to see the soul, you'll be able to face your own soul dwelling within you, and your fire magic will be able to evolve even further."





  "My fire will evolve more than it has now?"





  "Yes! You could even breathe a soul into the flames and handle them like an Nzambi! It's such a waste not to learn when you have the potential, don't you think?"





  "Living, moving flames..."





  Friede seemed uncomfortable because there were so many pink-haired girls, but she appeared quite interested in the fact that her level could become higher.





  "That, that soul thing, how do you see it?"





  "First, you have to open your mind's eye!"





  "What, as I thought, it's just vague nonsense."





  "This is how you do it-"





  *Kung-!*





  The moment the girl and Friede were about to share some serious conversation. A large tremor shook the ground, as if a giant coconut hanging from a tree had fallen to the floor.





  At the same time, strange noises erupted from various places outside.





  ━ Arrr-aaaa-at!





  ━ Hand over the food and the man!





  At the high-pitched voices heard from outside, the members of the Shallow Abyss Tribe, who had been enjoying leisure until just now, lowered their heads as if tensing up. 





  And then, each of them armed themselves by taking up spears placed in every corner of the room or putting on apotropaic helmets.





  "It's the Nyx Child tribe! Those bastards have invaded!"





  At Chief Garuru's words, I felt very glad. Isn't the Nyx Child tribe the name of the tribe I heard from Luna whenever she was bored?





  ━ Garuru! I know your tribe is hiding a man! Hand him over quickly along with the food!





  ━ Hand over the food quickly! If you don't, you will taste the wrath of the terrifying bees!





  *Buuuuung-.*





  Soon, a sound like a helicopter flying around the wooden house was heard. At the same time, Chief Garuru shouted.





  "It's, it's the Bee Shaman! Everyone, block the windows! If those things get inside the house, it's all over!"





  What's a Bee Shaman?





  However, I could see why Garuru and the other tribespeople were hurriedly covering the windows with barricades and such.





  ━ Buuuung-.





  ━ Bungbung-.





  Soon, bees as large as my head began to appear at the windows, shaking their round abdomens. 





  It felt like being attacked by giant killer drones, so I was quite flustered.





  Recalling that I had a similar experience somewhere, my brow furrowed.





  ━ Bee warriors, pillage all the property, food, and candies of the Tatari Tribe without leaving anything behind!





  *Seureuk.*





  I poked my head out the window at the shrill cry. The members of Garuru's tribe trembled as if startled by my action.





  "It's dangerous! If you're stung by a Bashkir Bee, it hurts for days! If it's serious, you might even die!"





  Bashkir Bees.





  Isn't that the name of the bee friends that Doris, the Nymph of Honey Water, was commanding? 





  So, poking my head out the window, I could soon see a small creature below, noisily chattering about something.





  "Loser Garuru, surrender at once...! Otherwise, you won't be able to escape the wrath of the terrifying bees...! This one, Doris, the top warrior of the Tribe of Deep Night, truly handles terrifying bees...!"





  What the fuck, it really is Doris.





  I waved my hand at her, feeling glad.





  "Hey, Doris. What are you doing there! It's me, Hassan!"





  "Aat-! You're the landlord's good-for-nothing boyfriend...! And the very bad bastard who stole Kore from me...!"





  "...."





  Doris, like a Nymph, had a lot of anger and a foul mouth. And she didn't like me very much. 





  The reason was that I resembled the black-haired man who stole her friend Kore-. 





  Besides that, she, who was close to Luna, seemed to really dislike me for often making Luna upset.





  "A truly bad bastard...!"





  "Holy shit."





  "Shit...! I don't raise such bees! Anyway, you thief, why on earth are you poking your face out there?" 


  


  "What are *you* doing there?"





  "I am Doris, the top warrior of the Tribe of Deep Night...! Today, I will surely bring ruin to every single one of the underlings of the arrogant Tatari Tribe...! Those guys stole my beehive...."





  I thought it was a relief that Paranoy wasn't here. If he were here, it would have been twice as noisy and twice as distracting.





  *Buuuuung-.*





  The bees began to flap their wings even more violently, starting to tear away the barricades attached to the windows and doors. 





  Seeing the members of Garuru's tribe hiding inside and shivering as they screamed "Kyaak!", I suddenly felt pity for them.





  They were people who had treated me generously and given me food, so if they were completely plundered by Doris's bees like this, they wouldn't even have food left and would have a hard time surviving this winter.
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  I couldn't understand why Doris was going on about being the top warrior of some tribe or whatever. 





  "The time has come to pay the price for stealing and eating the beehive I worked so hard on...! Those were the honeys I had saved to eat with honey bread...!"





  I could well understand that she intended to plunder and harass this weak tribe.





  So, as a way to express my gratitude for being given breakfast and a place to wash this morning, I thought I should persuade Doris to stop the plundering.





  *Seureuk-.*





  When I leaped out the window and landed on the ground, a fair amount of dust rose with a *kung-* sound. 





  At the same time, I saw the women in strange apotropaic masks, spread out like wings behind Doris's shoulders, tense up, lower their stances, and draw daggers from their waists.





  Unlike Garuru's tribespeople who had faced me last night, seeing them start to draw bizarre magic circles on the walls while surrounding me, they seemed quite accustomed to combat.





  According to Luna, there were medicine men on Ideope as powerful as any mage, and those people were probably the closest thing to that.





  ━ That guy looks pretty strong?





  ━ He's no ordinary man. He's as tall as a troll. Is he a man from the continent?





  ━ Let's capture him alive. As long as he's alive, it's fine, so if he resists, we can break an arm or a leg. It'll be troublesome if he resists!





  ━ Good idea. Let's take the women inside to the salt quarries and make them work.





  And the conversation they shared was bloodthirsty to a degree that was on a different level from Garuru's tribespeople. Was the Nyx Child tribe such a terrifying bunch?





  I said toward Doris.





  "First, I have something I'm curious about. Is Luna safe?"





  "Yes! This one, Doris, has been taking good care of her and looking after her...! Doris is always a friend to the Kores...!"





  "Right, then that's enough. Then, since it's between you and me, can't you just back off for today? I've also received some favors from those people up there, so it's a bit hard for me to just ignore it and move on."





  *Seureuk-.*





  I pulled out the club from behind my back.





  At that, Doris began to tremble.





  "Th-then, as for today, we'll withdraw..."





  However, before she could say anything, a shout erupted from behind.


  


  "Doris-nim, we must show that man a lesson...!





  "We'll join in too! Hey, you! You don't know how powerful a Bee Shaman our Doris-nim is! It's no use crying and begging! Surrender quietly!"





  The masked girls behind Doris seemed full of will to fight. 





  A force of at least ten people. With powerful killing drones called Bashkir Bees and even the Nymph of Honey Water who handles them, it's only natural that their spirits are high.





  At that, Doris added, trembling.





  "We're just going back today...! We must not fight that guy...! Everyone, everyone be quiet...!"





  Doris was almost on the verge of bursting into tears.





  *Jeobeok-.*





  When I took a step toward her, Doris, perhaps unable to hold out any longer, turned around and fled.





  "Everyone, everyone f-flee! We must flee...!"





  *Buuuuung-.*





  As Doris, the queen of the bees, fled, the large bees that had been attacking the house of the Shallow Abyss Tribe soon followed her, creating something like a black mist as they scattered in all directions.





  "What? What is it?"





  "I don't know!"





  All that remained were the girls who appeared to be Doris's subordinates. 





  Each was wearing a large apotropaic mask, but it seemed clear how bewildered their expressions must be underneath.





  At that very moment, someone shouted from behind me.





  "Now! Throw! Let's help Hassan-ssi!"





  It was Chief Garuru, who had been blocking the windows and doors with wood. She and her tribespeople threw strange jar-like things to the ground with all their might.





  *Jjaenggeurang, pagak-.*





  "Gyayak-!"





  "You, you, you cowardly bitches-! We agreed to ban throwing stones!"





  "Gek-!"





  The girls hit in the head by those began to fall to the ground one by one. 





  Finally, except for those who were knocked unconscious, the members of the Nyx Child tribe all fled in the same direction Doris had escaped, and the situation came to a brief end.





  "We, we defeated the pillagers of Nyx Child!"





  "Today is a festival-! First, take everything those remaining ones have!"





  Garuru and her tribespeople rejoiced.





  I removed the mask from the face of a Nyx Child girl who was lying on the ground, shivering. 





  A bare face with a slight bump on the forehead was revealed. 





  She was about the same age as Luna, but with her pink hair tied back in a ponytail, it felt fresh.





  "Hey, is there someone named Luna in your tribe by any chance?"





  "D-don't call Luna-nim's name so carelessly, Luna-nim is the guardian deity of our tribe-!"





  "Guardian deity?"





  "Y-yes! The Nyx Child tribe with Luna-nim will always be victorious! The days of being oppressed by the Tatari Tribe bastards are over now!"





  "No, what... By any chance, can you guide me to your tribe?"





  I had no choice but to admit that something unusual was happening to this island and Luna.





  "More than that, you, looking at you up close, your soul is very clear and brilliant. I've never seen a soul like yours. B-by any chance, do you have a girlfriend?"
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  As befits an archipelago region made up of countless islands, Ideope has many islands and many tribes.





  Among them, the gentle Nox Child Tribe and the brave Tatari Tribe are said to be the largest in power.





  "Don't think the Nox Child Tribe will stay quiet forever!"





  The captured Nox Child Girl.





  "Because it's time for us to strike back!"





  As that fellow struggled, tied up, Chief Garuru of the Shallow Abyss Tribe said to her.





  "Anyway, according to the island's rules, you are now a prisoner. I'll have to demand food from your tribe as ransom. Or, bring back men from the Nox Child Tribe who can exert power."





  The Tatari Tribe and the Nox Child Tribe have, since long ago, often engaged in such disputes, plundering each other's goods and taking people captive to demand their value, it seems.





  "This is a form of exchange in its own way."





  Elfriede, observing their actions, judged this to be the islands' own method of diplomacy.





  "Even if you call it war, no one actually sheds blood. There might also be a reason to exchange men to prevent inbreeding. Compared to the barbarians on the continent, this is rather peaceful."





  Hearing that, it sounded very plausible. As expected of a girl who reads a lot, it was amazing that she could make such a judgment in this situation.





  I also recalled a documentary I had watched a very long time ago.





  I remembered that some old Indian tribes, even when they fought among themselves, fought in a way that didn't result in deaths or serious injuries.





  Most of the pink-haired girls living on Ideope Island seemed to be of that same sentiment.





  However, at that moment, the tightly bound pink-ponytail Nox Child Girl scoffed with an "Heung-".





  "Peace? That was broken last year! Because the Tatari Tribe kids killed one of our Nox Children! You guys broke the agreement first!"





  Killed someone, she says.





  At those words, the tribe members, including Garuru, stirred greatly.





  ━Killing the island's sisters is a taboo among taboos, isn't it?





  ━Who would do such a wicked thing? This is the first I've heard of it.





  Judging by their reactions, everyone seemed to be hearing it for the first time.





  In that case, is that pink-ponytail girl lying?





  However, the way she was growling as if extremely angry didn't seem like a lie.





  The murmuring continued like a restless wave until Garuru warned the surrounding fellows with a "Quiet-."





  "You say our Tatari Tribe killed one of yours. What's your reason for telling such a lie?"





  "It's not a lie! This is a war you started first! Even if it's not your faction, the tribe of the deep abyss living on Hill Island are wicked fellows!"





  "Hill Island, huh.... It's true there are rough fellows who handle silver-sleeper-bees there.... But for sisters to kill each other-."





  Chief Garuru muttered as if something was amiss. The ponytail girl interrupted her and shouted angrily.





  "At a time when all the islands are struggling with food shortages due to a curse, to commit such a terrible act just to save yourselves! We Nox Children have decided not to stand by anymore! Just you wait!"





  I am an outsider.





  As someone who lived in the 21st century, I'm an outsider among outsiders even on this Gaia Continent.





  But even to me, it was clear that these pink-haired girls were suffering from their own serious problems.





  They're cute girls, so it would be nice if they just got along.





  War, huh.





  What's happening on this island, and did Luna get caught up in it, unable to leave the island, sending me strange coded letters to call for help?











  * * *





 





  The Ideope archipelago is a geographical area composed of Crescent Island and Hill Island, which face each other, and numerous smaller islands encircling them.





  On Crescent Island, which is said to have relatively abundant resources and vegetation, lives the populous Nox Child Tribe.





  On Hill Island, which is dark, desolate, and full of venomous insects and swamps, lives the brave Tatari Tribe, though less populous.





  The distance between these two islands is close, about 100 meters, so it's said to be enough distance to cross even by holding onto a raft or a simple buoy.





  Standing on the shore, the lush jungle island visible on the other side looked as if it could be reached easily.





  Of course, now rafts or buoys weren't particularly necessary.





  "A path really opened up in the middle of the sea."





  Just as I muttered in admiration, at lunchtime, the sea level strangely lowered, revealing a natural path wide enough for a person or even a carriage to easily walk through.





  Elfriede, watching the scene with narrowed eyes, said a word.





  "We can really walk across the sea now."





  In Elfriede's hair, flower hairpins and ornaments, lavishly given by the pink-haired girls, were adorned, making her look exactly like an Elf from a primitive tribe.





  "See you later, Hassan. Thanks for chasing away the Bee Shaman."





  "You absolutely have to visit our tribe again!"





  After lunch, we were seen off by Garuru's tribe members and headed across the sea towards Crescent Island.





  Sabak, sabak-.





  Since this land was originally sea, our feet sank deep into the wet sand, but compared to walking through the Swamp, it was as easy as walking through a stoneless wilderness with our eyes closed.





  Beneath my feet, crabs, clams, and turtles that hadn't managed to retreat with the receding sea level were rolling on the ground.





  "Elfriede, look at that. It's a crab. It's fucking huge."





  "Yeah, it's a crab."





  Elfriede just shrugged it off with a lukewarm feeling.





  If it were Luna, she would have jumped around at that sight, so in this regard, Luna's scattered reactions are definitely better.


 


  I thought about catching one, but since I'd had a generous lunch, I wasn't very hungry, so I decided to let it go.





  Paseuseuk-.





  Seuseuk-.





  Having almost arrived at Crescent Island, just before landing on the island's beach, I sensed a strange presence.





  Among the bushes, dark Masks were rising.





  ━Hey, you guys. This is Crescent Island. Don't approach carelessly.





  ━Stop!





  They had something like a flute in their mouths, and I wondered if they were going to play an instrument to welcome us, visitors to the island, but-.





  Pyusyuk-. Pat-.





  Along with the sound of cutting through the wind, seeing the strange darts stuck in front of our feet, it seemed they were blowguns, not flutes.





  Is this like Crescent Island's immigration checkpoint?





  The girls hidden among the bushes continued speaking.





  ━Who are you? Why are you coming here from the blue rock island? You don't seem to be Garuru's tribe members, do you?





  ━Identify yourselves! If you do anything even slightly suspicious, you'll taste cursed poisoned darts!





  Cursed poisoned darts, she says.





  Indeed, it was an utterly menacing threat.





  At that, Elfriede and I glanced at each other's faces.





  "...."





  "...."





  Although no words were exchanged, the opinion that it would be best to cooperate obediently with what they said was instantly conveyed between us.





  "My name is Hassan. I've come looking for someone in the Nox Child Tribe. From the mainland, you see."





  ━Someone? He says he's looking for someone?





  ━Is there anyone on Crescent Island who would know a black-haired man?





  ━What about the white-haired kid next to him? She's pretty.





  ━Should I ask for just one strand of hair? I feel like I could make an amulet or something.





  At our appearance, rustling whispers could be heard from beyond the bushes, and finally, someone asked again.





  ━If it's a person, who? What do they look like?





  "She's about chest-height, with pink hair tied in pigtails, slightly clear emerald eyes, and a mole under her right eye, I think."





  Luna's face vividly comes to mind when I close my eyes.





  Her always giggling and brushing her teeth, her face sweating profusely while gathering herbs. Her face looking down at fighting ants as if watching TV, or-.





  With both hands full of small creatures like spiders, toads, or squirrels, as if she had discovered something truly amazing, even the sight of her shouting with her mouth wide open.





  "Her name is Luna. Luna Noxdoti. She must be on your island."





  ━Luna? If it's Luna, does he mean Luna-nim?


 


  ━If he mentions the mole near her right eye, it seems to be correct? He seems to be Luna-nim's acquaintance from the mainland.


 


  ━What should we do? We shouldn't let outsiders onto the island easily. Should we go ask the Elder-nim?





  ━That would be best.





  Loud whispers could be heard. They probably don't know I'm listening to their conversation.





  ━Don't move!





  "Alright, whatever."





  After waiting for a few minutes.





  Paseuseuk-.





  Soon, from beyond the bushes, girls wearing large Masks appeared and gestured towards me.





  "Follow us. The Nox Child Tribe is in the deep center of the island."





  Paseuseuk-.





  And then they disappeared with quite fast and agile speed. Thanks to that, Elfriede and I were slightly flustered and had to chase after the girls.





  "What the hell, why are they so fast?"





  To the extent that Elfriede made a bewildered sound, our guides' speed in cutting through leaves and vines was considerable.





  It was as if slender felines like pumas or cheetahs were performing three-dimensional maneuvers, moving between tree branches.





  If you live in the jungle, do you become more agile than necessary?





  Hwiririk-.





  They even grabbed vines extending from the trees and swung across cliffs or deep valleys like Tarzan.





  "No, are you telling me to grab this and cross now?"





  But Elfriede couldn't easily grab the vine and seemed flustered.





  Chwareureureureu-.





  Beneath her feet, something that looked quite deep and had fast currents, whether to call it a river or a valley, was flowing.





  Only then did I remember that Elfriede was afraid of deep water. Was she really struggling even in shallow sea water that only reached her knees?





  Paseuseuk, paseuseuk-.





  In front of us, the presence of our guides disappearing into the distance was visible.





  Even though they told us to follow, seeing them go so fucking fast, it seems this island would be difficult to guide tourists around for business.





  "Hey, Elfriede, let's go before we lose them."





  "How do we cross this? What if it breaks midway? Let's find another way."





  But Elfriede was quite stubborn.





  However, if we kept wasting time like this, we might end up as lost strays in a place we didn't even know.





  I eventually wrapped one arm around Elfriede's waist, pulling her close, and leaped.





  "Wh-What-!"





  My other hand grabbed a vine and swung rapidly towards the other side like a pendulum. Just as my feet were about to touch down.





  Ujijik-.





  Whether it couldn't bear my weight, or if this vine had always been used for a single person, the rope ultimately snapped, and we plummeted towards the ground.





  Pungdeong-.





  As a result, I fell into the water. I hadn't known because the water was murky and yellowish-brown, but surprisingly, the depth wasn't as great as I'd thought.





  It only came up to my waist, after all.





  The current wasn't very strong either.





  Chambang, chambeong, cheombeong.





  "Heo-eot, ha-euaat-. Heu-eua, heu-euaat-!"





  But perhaps because she couldn't get her footing, Elfriede flailed her arms and legs like a bird bathing in a fountain.





  "Help me! Help-, hu-ap, peu-pa-eueu, heu-eua-!!"





  "Hey, just hold still."





  So I put my arms under her armpits and decided to pull her up with all my might.





  Pungdeong, pungdeong-.





  Even amidst that, she kept flailing her arms and legs, which was a bit troublesome, but I managed to drag her to the other side.





  "Gue-ek, koolluk, heu, seriously, I'm seriously going to die, Hassan-."





  Elfriede, who had been spitting out muddy water, soon spun her staff and conjured flames. Perhaps because the flames were quite intense, her wet body dried rapidly.





  "No, uh, sorry. I didn't know the rope would break."





  "...."





  Elfriede glared at me silently. Her fear of water seemed to be even greater than my fear of spiders.








  


   *      *      *








 


  Following the traces of our guides, only after wandering for several tens of minutes, were we able to discover roofs with smoke rising from them.





  Basic thatched houses made by weaving together wooden planks, grass, and vines.





  However, if there was one peculiar thing, it was that all the houses were built on high platforms, so the entrances could only be accessed via ladder-like stairs.





  Elfriede said a word.





  "Hassan, it's a village that smells like you."





  "What smell?"





  "The smell of boiling herbs. The smell deeply ingrained in your body, I mean."





  I wondered if she was teasing me about being a health food store owner's son.





  Indeed, from the smoke rising above the chimneys, the strange and peculiar smells I had always smelled since childhood were wafting strongly.





  It brings back old memories.





  Is this Luna's hometown?


 


  "Look over there."





  "Who's here?"





  At that moment, the pink-haired people, at the appearance of Elfriede and me, gathered their gazes with a mix of tension and curiosity.





  Young children began to hide behind the thighs of women who appeared to be their mothers.





  The relatively younger ones tightly gripped the pokers or torches they held in their hands and firmly shut their mouths.





  Unlike Garuru's tribe, there were occasionally men among the people.





  Most of them were elderly seniors or children not yet seven years old.





  "This place is also full of kids who look like Luna."





  As Elfriede said, it was chaotic with so many children resembling Luna. But I soon spotted the most welcome face among them.





  Even among the cute pink-haired girls, her bright and flawless skin shone like a white sandy beach, exuding an absolutely unique presence.





  "Luna-!"





  "What-!"
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  It has been a little over a month since I was separated from Luna.





  Since it was the first time we had been apart for this long since we met, I wondered what I should say and how I should greet her when we finally met.





  However, the moment I saw her face, perhaps because of all the hardships I'd endured, a sense of joy rushed over me, and I ended up raising both hands high and shouting.





  "Luna-ya-!"





  Even amidst a crowd of girls who looked just like her, Luna's appearance stood out prominently. 





  She sparkled in a way that made the light of the other girls fade, possessing an intense presence like a cherry placed right in the center of a cake.





  Luna must have spotted me as well, as her eyes widened.





  "Hassan-! It really is Hassan! Shit-!"





  That reaction was unmistakably Luna's.





  "Did Paranoy not come with you? I told him so clearly to stick right by your side, Hassan!"





  I had been worried that she might be badly hurt or suffering. 





  But seeing her look no different than usual, it was clear she had been doing quite well, which brought me a sense of relief.





  And next to her was Doris.





  "T-That guy actually chased us all the way here...! Doris has done nothing wrong...! Pink-haired Kores, everyone run away...! That guy is a bad person who steals Kores...!"





  Doris trembled and fled somewhere into a wooden house.





  The reunion with the Luna I had missed.





  I wanted to run over and pull her into a tight embrace right then and there. 





  However, because the residents of the village-consisting of about 30 to 40 households-all started gathering one by one, asking "What's going on?" and "I don't know, what's happening?" in a noisy bustle, I decided to postpone the hug for later.





  After all, it would be embarrassing to show such affection in a place with so many watching eyes. 





  Luna seemed to feel the same way, as she soon cleared her throat with a "Ahem, ahem," acting as if nothing was out of the ordinary.





  "Hassan-."





  And just as she opened her mouth to say something to me again.





  Dalgeurak-.





  The sound of thick, blunt objects clashing together to produce a clear, resonant ring was heard. 





  At that, the pink-haired people who had been crowding around us fell silent and bowed their heads, keeping their places.





  Emerging from among them was a woman whose skin was so pale it had turned bluish, wearing what could be either clothes or ornaments that barely covered her vital areas. 





  "Enough-. Everyone, be quiet-."





  Judging by her firm, slim muscles without a hint of excess fat and her skin, she seemed quite young.





  Her face was hidden by an ominous mask decorated with things like human skulls and animal bones. 





  Her neck, arms, and wrists were covered in golden ornaments embedded with jewels, which made a jangling sound with every step she took.
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  It was obvious at a glance that she was the highest-ranking and most important person in this village. 





  In fact, as soon as this woman appeared, everyone around, including even Luna, began to act restless as if they had been bitten by a mosquito on the sole of their foot.





  Seureuk-.





  Friede even went so far as to point the staff she was holding at the newcomer, appearing to have sensed some sort of murderous intent.





  Jeorit, jeorit-.





  Indeed, since the skull-masked woman appeared, the air had become so prickly that even I found myself frowning slightly.





  "So-."





  From beneath that skull mask came a voice that was cracked and metallic for a woman.





  "Black hair, so you are the man called Hassan."





  Her tone was quite overbearing. 





  I could immediately realize that this woman was the Island Elder I had often heard about from Luna. 





  Though she was called an Elder, in reality, she was likely more of a tribal chief or a queen. 





  "And the white-haired one next to you is a woman with a curious soul. In our Ideope, white, which resembles moonlight, is an auspicious color. You shall be a precious guest."


  


  The Elder seemed to take a liking to Friede. 





  I recalled how Luna also felt interested when she first saw Friede, saying she had beautiful hair.





  "Black and white. A bizarre combination of guests."





  However, Friede merely narrowed her eyes and kept her staff pointed at the Elder.





  "...."





  Though she didn't speak, Friede's mood seemed considerably agitated. 





  Looking at the situation, she seemed to be somewhere between moderately annoyed and extremely furious, as if she were on the verge of lashing out with a whip.





  What on earth had made Friede so pissed off?





  The Elder, however, spoke as if she didn't care about such things.





  "I am the Elder of the Nox Child tribe of Crescent Island. Upon becoming Elder, I discarded my name, so I have none. Wearing this mask means that is how it must be. So, you may simply call me Elder." 


  


  With that, the Elder turned her back to us.





  "Follow me. Since we have received precious guests, it is only proper for the island to show hospitality. Though there won't be much to serve since the poor harvests have continued."











  *       *        *











  The Elder's house was a large building located right in the center of the Ideope village. 





  It had sturdy pillars and high ceilings, to the point where it didn't seem like a house crudely built from thatch and wooden planks. 





  And seeing the hearth inside the house, various jewels, and ornaments, it was clearly the residence of someone in power.





  "Sit there, on the cushions."





  At the Elder's words, Friede and I sat down on the floor, placing our butts on cushions made of straw. 





  They were rough and scratchy, but compared to wandering the jungle floor, they were tolerable enough.





  Seuk, seuk-.





  Friede looked around.





  Taking advantage of the moment the Elder stepped away to prepare for the guests, she muttered a monologue to herself.





  "These are incredibly old and worn-out magic tools. Primitive objects belonging to a shamanistic lineage that's close to superstition."





  In Friede's eyes were reflected totems standing like guardian posts, taxidermied animals of unknown purpose, and dice made into cubes.





  I had no knowledge of item appraisal, but I also agreed that this place felt like a house full of very old antiques.





  Just then, a voice was heard from inside.





  ━Luna-ya, what are you doing? Hurry and serve the guests.





  ━Ye-Yes-!





  No, good heavens.





  I couldn't believe my ears at the sound coming from beyond the hallway wall. Luna was using respectful speech?





  Luna was a uniquely arrogant being in this world. 





  It wasn't that she lacked manners, but she had never once used respectful speech, whether the person was older or higher in status than her.





  I thought Luna didn't even know the concept of respectful speech.





  ━Tsk, didn't I tell you to put the white pear on the left and the red tea on the right? The white must go to the left and the red to the right for an auspicious harmony to be achieved!





  ━I-I'm sorry...!





  Seeing her so dejected and helpless, it seemed that Luna had simply been choosing to be rude to other people.





  ━Being this clumsy and lacking, you cannot inherit this mask, let alone Crescent Island.





  ━....





  ━Hurry and take it out.





  Following the stern scolding, the sound of bare feet stepping on the floor, chabak, chabak, was heard. 





  Soon, Luna appeared from beyond the hallway, carrying something like a tray.





  Dalgeurak, dalgak, dalgak-.





  However, the cups and plates in Luna's hands, and the fruits contained within them, began to shake with a very precarious sound.





  "Aat-!"





  In the end, Luna fell right in front of Friede and me as if on cue. 





  Chwaaaa-.





  As a bonus, the hot black tea or whatever it was that had been on top was splashed onto my face.





  "Uat, hot!"





  I jumped up from my seat in surprise. It was just a momentary shock from being startled; it wasn't actually that hot, just lukewarm.





  Cheureup-.





  Licking my lips, it tasted good, with a bitter yet sweet flavor. I'll just consider it a treat for my skin.





  Friede, however, let out a deep sigh, "Ha-," as if she didn't appreciate the black tea splashed onto her hair, which she had just finished tidying.





  "I keep getting wet today. These two are quite the pair...."





  "...."





  At that, Luna looked at the cups and plates fallen on the floor and trembled as if she were terrified. 





  "O-Oh no. The Elder is going to scold me!"





  That sight reminded me of a young Hassan who had lost his mother's wallet, and just as I was feeling pity for her, the Elder, who saw this, shouted loudly.





  "Luna! Luna Noxdoti! How can you not even manage a simple task like serving tea to guests!"





  "Hi, hiiiik-!"





  "If you wish to inherit my mask, such a clumsy appearance is out of the question! What are you doing? Hurry and wipe the guests with a dry towel! I will brew the tea again!"





  "Ye-Yeheeet...!"





  Luna immediately began to wipe my face with a dry towel that was lying nearby. Only after the Elder's footsteps had faded into the distance did she let out a sigh of relief.





  "Phew-. There. It's really so hard. Anyway, Hassan. It's good to see you! I missed you!"





  And then, seeing tears well up in her eyes, it was truly pitiful. Friede, however, said a word while wiping the moisture dripping down her forehead.





  "If you're going to wipe, you should wipe me too."





  "Right! What a waste, it all spilled. They're expensive leaves. Even though I spilled it on purpose...."





  Luna began to rub Friede's face vigorously with the towel. She even stuck out her tongue and licked Friede's forehead and cheeks.





  Haljjak, haljjak-.





  "Wha-What are you doing!"





  Friede must have been startled, as she pushed Luna's stomach. From that simple push, Luna seemed to lose her balance and fell flat onto the floor.





  "Heueek-!"





  At that noisy scene, Friede instead seemed flustered and stammered an excuse to me.





  "I-I didn't push that hard! It's a frame-up! That girl is trying to frame me for hitting her hard right now...."





  "No, Friede. She can lick someone's face, why'd you have to push her?"


  


  "I told you it wasn't like that!"





  "Heueueuu...."





  Of course, I knew that Friede had pushed her gently. But once Luna was down, she couldn't seem to get back up. 





  Having spent quite a long time with Luna, I could tell what her condition was.





  "Heuaueuu...."





  "Luna-ya, you're hungry right now, aren't you?"





  "Uung...."





  Luna seemed to have no strength, like someone who hadn't eaten a single meal for days. Her looking unstable while carrying the dishes earlier must have been because she had no strength in her body.





  "I've been starving for three days. I haven't even had a sip of water.... I haven't been able to sleep.... At this rate, at this rate, I might really die...!"





  Friede, who had presumably calmed her excitement, looked at Luna with half-closed eyes.





  "More importantly, you said you spilled the dishes on purpose. What does that mean? Are you saying you splashed tea on us intentionally?"





  "I didn't mean to splash it. But I did spill it on purpose. If I keep making mistakes and doing things wrong, the Elder will let me go...."





  What does that mean?





  I asked.





  "You have to make mistakes on purpose? What on earth does that mean? You said you'd be back within a month, but even after that time passed, you had no intention of returning. What exactly is going on here?"





  At that, Luna finally burst into tears.





  "I don't know! They say they're going to make me the successor of this Crescent Island! What I, what I wanted to learn was just the art of the bedchamber passed down to the Elders! But to learn that, I have to become an Elder. And I can't leave the island-."





  She was crying and babbling incoherently, so to calm her down, I picked up a piece of white pear that had fallen on the floor and pushed it into her mouth.





  "I-It's delicious. Pear, it's delicious...."





    Luna's mouth devoured the pear slice like a blender. Since she said she'd been starving for days, she naturally gobbled it up.





  "I-If I'm caught eating, I'll be in big trouble!"





  However, Luna soon fell into a panic as if she couldn't believe she had eaten food. 





  "But it's delicious. If you're not going to eat it, I'll eat it. And please keep it a secret...."





  And then, seeing her scrounging and eating the pears fallen on the wooden floor was so pitiful that I felt like I might tear up as well.








  "Autumn pears are sweet...."





  Even the cold-hearted Witch of Flames, Friede, seemed to feel compassion at that sight, as she even offered Luna a pear slice that had fallen on her lap.





  "This one will be less dirty, so eat this. A girl. How can you just pick up and eat anything so without dignity?"





  "Th-Thank you. You're a kind elf, aren't you?"





  "Hmph, well, ack-! No, that's my finger!"





  "Because it's the same white color, I didn't know. More than that, you, now that I see, you smell delicious. You smell like black tea. I'm, I'm thirsty...."





  "Hassan, she, she's trying to lick me again! Stop her! Do something! When did she get this strong? Did she get heavier!?"





  Anyway, I think I understood well that Luna found that Elder person difficult and scary, and because of that, she was tied to the island and suffering hardships.





  I asked.





  "Luna-ya, I'd like you to explain in detail what happened. And, there's also something I want to ask for your help with."





  I took out the recipe fragment I had been keeping carefully in my bosom and showed it to Luna.





  Upon seeing it, Luna's dull eyes grew large.





  "Wh-What is that?"





  "It's said to be the ingredients and brewing method for Nectar, and I was wondering if you, Luna-."





  Before I could even finish my sentence, Luna stood up and raised both hands high.





  "Shit...! Amazing! It's amazing! With that, I can leave this tedious island too! As expected, Hassan is the only one who recognizes my crisis!"





  Luna threw her arms around my neck.





  From her, the usual cool scent of menthe wafted. 





  Only then did I finally feel like I had reunited with Luna, and my heart felt at ease.





  Until someone's shouting voice was heard from the side.





  "Noxdoti! A girl who is to become an Elder, hugging a m-man like that!"
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  "As expected, there's no one but Hassan!"





  Luna jumped up and down while throwing her arms around my neck as I sat on a cushion.





  I don't know why Luna is so happy just because I showed her the ingredients for Nectar, but anyway, since Luna is happy, I feel good too.





  Being wrapped in Luna's warm, soft, and tender arms, smelling her unique sweet menthe scent-.





  It feels like I've finally returned to those days in the Cabin where the two of us lived together, and my heart feels at ease.





  Jjaeng-geurang-. Teong, teol-geureok.





  However, from behind Luna's back, the sound of something falling rang out noisily.





  When I turned my eyes, I saw the Elder trembling beyond the hallway wall, having dropped a plate.





  "Noxdoti! For a girl who is to become an Elder to be embracing a man like that! This is unacceptable!"





  "Heuiek, E-Elder-nim...!"





  At that, Luna also pulled away from me as if startled. Before I knew it, the Elder had strode over and grabbed Luna's ear, pulling it upward.





  "Hiyauat-!"





  "Noxdoti, when you secretly left Ideope for the Great Land, I suspected something like this would happen. You've gone and brought back bad habits from the Great Land!"





  Does the Great Land refer to the mainland of the Gaia continent? This is also the first time I've heard that Luna secretly left Ideope.





  "Do you not know that a chaste woman of Ideope, let alone the woman who is to inherit this skull Mask, must not touch skin with a man so carelessly?"





  "Hiyaut, my e-ear is going to fall offaaaa-."





  "Noxdoti, as punishment, I order you to clean the warehouse! Clean the warehouse and organize it! Together with Doris! And when the cleaning is done, have Doris manage the salt rock quarry too!"





  "Uuu... ."





  Seureuk-.





  When the Elder let go of her ear, Luna caressed her cheek and ear with a tearful face. Her ear turning bright red looked quite pitiful.





  I wondered if I should have stepped in, but the Elder of the Nox Child was the person who had looked after Luna since she was very young. In a way, she's like Luna's foster parent.





  I wasn't so tactless as to object to a parent's home education.





  But cleaning?





  Luna is a child with a strong sense of survival in her own way, but she wasn't very talented at things like tidying up or cleaning.





  Of course, she'd do it well if she did, but compared to how exceptionally clean she kept her own body, she strangely found cleaning itself to be a chore.





  To receive something she hates so much as a punishment.





  Is Luna hugging me really such a great sin?





  "I-If I could do something else instead of cleaning... ."





  "Seup-! Do you want a taste of a honey-chestnut?"





  However, at the Elder making a threatening sound like a snake, Luna hunched her shoulders and scurried off somewhere.





  She must have gone to organize and clean the warehouse or whatever.





  "I wonder who she takes after. She gets more disobedient by the day."





  The Elder lamented with a small sigh after Luna disappeared. She then lowered her head and looked at the floor.





  I couldn't read her expression or eyes because of the eerie Mask, but she seemed to be looking at the refreshment tray she had intended to bring.





  Clicking her tongue, the Elder said.





  "The hospitality for the guest is in a sorry state. To waste elixirs and fruit like this in a time when every bit of food is precious. It's a shame, but there's nothing left to serve you now."





  "That's fine, it doesn't matter."





  I wasn't particularly hungry or thirsty anyway. Still, isn't an Elder a person of power?





  I had often seen people called church elders before, and they were all high-and-mighty people who walked around with their shoulders squared.





  In this Gaia continent where things like seniority are emphasized, let alone in Ideope which is composed of village and tribal societies, the influence of an Elder would be beyond words.





  But seeing such an Elder feeling regret over a couple of fruits, I couldn't quite understand.





  I asked.





  "Is food lacking in the village?"





  "... ."





  At that, the Elder, who sat cross-legged on the floor, fell into a brief silence. Of course, sometimes silence answers more than a spoken reply.





  I wondered if having to confess a weakness before an outsider as an Elder holding a high position on the island was wounding her pride.





  Did I ask too sensitive a question directly?





  Then the Elder broke the silence and answered.





  "It would be a relief if it were only the village. Right now, not just the village, but the entire island is lacking food. Fruit does not bear, and even the fish caught in the nearby waters have decreased. The livestock are not giving birth to young."





  "Is that so."





  If that were true, it was certainly a significant problem. There aren't many things that gnaw away at a person's patience and stamina as much as a lack of food. I know well because I've starved a lot.





  Friede said a word to the Elder while looking around.





  "From what I see, there's a lot of gold. Lots of obsidian too. Can't you just sell jewelry or minerals to buy food?"





  However, at Friede's words, the Elder snorted behind her Mask as if it were something she shouldn't even have to hear.





  "Sell to whom, and buy food from whom? Did I not say? These islands themselves are starving. Right now, no one wants gold."





  "Are there no ships that share trade? Or merchant groups."





  "I do not know how the foreign guests came this far, but in the sea before Ideope, there is the terrible sea monster Scylla. Would there be a ship that could break through such a thing?"





  "So that's how it is. Because of geographical conditions, it's not easy to trade with the mainland continent either."





  Friede nodded to herself as if her curiosity was only then satisfied.





  I also came to understand that the Ideope archipelago was in a situation where it was difficult to solve the food shortage by reaching out for help from external factors.





  Then the Elder added a few more words quietly.





  "Of course, even so, there were a few ships from the Great Land that came toward this place. They established a settlement at the port of the neutral Hill Island and traded with the Great Land. But, that place was taken by those treacherous Tatari Tribe bastards of the Hill Island. The blasphemers of the Deep Abyss Tribe-."





  The Deep Abyss Tribe.





  I had also heard about them from Chief Garuru.





  Did he say Garuru's tribe was actually like a branch of the Deep Abyss Tribe that has Hill Island as its center?





  The Deep Abyss Tribe are martial-arts-focused pink-haired people based on Hill Island, the most barren, dark, and damp land even in Ideope.





  It just occurred to me now, but I think it was said that the zombies Luna and I fought in the basement of Sodomora and that voodoo practitioner Somnia were also from the Deep Abyss Tribe.





  If there are plenty of people like Somnia, it means they are quite dangerous.





  Recalling the sight of them attacking with zombies, fear Totems, and horribly twisted idols, I felt goosebumps rising on my back.





  The Elder said.





  "The Hill Island bastards broke the long-standing agreement. They even killed my confidant who was dispatched to the Hill Island port and buried them in the sea. They are determined to return this land to the purgatory of blood and skulls from a hundred years ago."





  At that, I ask.





  "A purgatory of blood and skulls. Then was there a time when this place really had a war?"





  "Yes. There was such a time. A war that continued for over ten years. Because of that, all the men died, and it must be because of the curse from that blood that fruits and the young of livestock are not being born well... ."





  The Elder trailed off vaguely and said no more.





  There were many things I wanted to ask, but the air felt strangely heavy behind the Mask, so I couldn't open my mouth.
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  But Friede, as if she didn't care about such things, squeezed her wet hair and spoke.





  "We came to take that kid-no, Luna. War or whatever is none of our business. Once we take her, we'll withdraw without any further business or causing trouble."





  At that, the Elder shook her skull Mask left and right with an eerie feeling.





  "Taking Luna. That is out of the question. As I just said, all the islands are even risking war to pass through this destitute winter. Right now, Luna is our great strength. She must not leave her post."





  Luna being a strength.





  I recalled that Luna, after having the curse of growth weakening lifted, had already reached nearly level 30 and possessed physical abilities comparable to the Silver Tier.





  Even when dealing with Gloria, Luna's various traps and voodoo had shown considerable effect.





  Thinking about it that way, Luna was indeed a formidable strength in her own right.





  "Since you've come as guests, rest comfortably today in the room I've prepared. We can talk tomorrow or whenever."





  The Elder seemed to not want to talk with us anymore.





  After that, Friede and I were each guided to our rooms by the Elder. Except for the fact that straw bedding was laid on the dry floor, they were rooms where one could stay for a day quite normally.





  -It's a real outsider.





  -I think it's a man. His palms are huge.





  -I don't know about his face, but his soul looks quite special?





  -Is that so?





  The problem was that people's eyes kept glancing at me through the open window.











   *      *      *











  As evening deepened, someone knocked on the door of my room. Tok-tok-.





  "Who is it? Is it you, Friede? You told me not to disturb you because you were reading magic scrolls."





  When I asked toward the outside, the door opened, and Luna, with a large bump on her forehead, stood before the door. Her expression was quite pouty.





  "Hmph, what a shame, it's me and not Friede!"





  "No, Luna, what's the matter? Why do you have a bump like that on your forehead?"





  As I spoke to deflect the awkward feeling, Luna looked at me with narrowed eyes and then spoke as if she couldn't help it.





  "I got a honey-chestnut from the Elder-nim. Anyway, Hassan. Eat dinner. It's oat porridge. It might taste bland, but it'll fill your stomach. This is all there is to eat."





  In Luna's hand was a small bowl-like object. Inside was something that could be called a thin, watery porridge or soup.





  Morak morak-.





  The steaming hot thing looked quite tasty.





  I was starting to get hungry, but I said to Luna, who was swallowing dryly while looking at the porridge.





  "If you're hungry, Luna, you eat it."





  "Really? Is that okay?"





  "Yeah."





  "Shit... I was so hungry. That's great!"





  In the end, Luna put the bowl to her mouth right there and gulped down the hot-looking porridge. Only then did Luna's expression brighten as if she had gained some strength.





  "Heu, I feel like I can live now."





  "Were you starving because there's no food on the island?"





  "No, when I said I didn't want to become the Elder-nim's successor, the Elder-nim told them not to give me any food at all, so I had to starve."





  "I see. The Elder-nim did seem stricter and scarier than I'd heard."





  "She's a total Witch! Actually, she was a Witch. Anyway Hassan, it seems you came all the way here after receiving my letter!"





  "Yeah. Still, I'm glad you don't seem to be hurt anywhere."





  I looked over Luna's body.





  Except for her stomach being a bit hollow and the fat on her arms being gone, there didn't seem to be any problem.





  Losing weight is something that will come back once she eats well.





  "By the way, your Elder-nim said she wouldn't let you leave the island. Will you be able to go out?"





  "I think it's because I became stronger as an adventurer. When I knocked down a few of those Tatari Tribe guys at the Hill Island port with my bare hands, they started treating me like some amazing person!"





  "Treating you like an amazing person?"





  "I just wanted to learn the special secret arts passed down to the Elders, but they say I have to carry on the island's legacy to learn them. It's a series of annoying things!"





  I imagined the scene where Luna, having gotten off the ship, got into a scuffle with the Tatari Tribe who were occupying the place.





  Since Luna had reached level 30, she would have been able to put up a fairly easy fight.





  Once you reach the Silver Tier, you're considered a powerhouse in your own right anywhere on the continent.





  And now that such a fact has spread, it's not easy for the Elder and the Nox Child tribe to let Luna go.





  It must be the same feeling as a professor trying to turn a bright student into a grad student, or a first sergeant trying to make a hard-working sergeant into a staff sergeant.





  Then Luna said.





  "But, if I have the recipe Hassan showed me earlier, most of the problems will be solved! I'll be able to leave the island too!"





  "Ah, right. You said that."





  I handed the note to Luna once again. Luna read the letters, her eyes moving like brilliant jewels.





  "So these are the ingredients for Nectar. They're similar to the ingredients for the health beads I make!"





  "Exactly. So, I was wondering if you could help me, Luna. One last ingredient is missing. The page was torn out, so I can't tell what it is."





  I told Luna what had happened over the past month or so.





  The fact that I opened a Temple.





  The fact that Bacchus had come to Sodomora.





  And even Bacchus's death and the promises and conditions he set. Listening to that, Luna's brow furrowed slightly.





  "For the God of Wine to die... no wonder the fermentation of elixirs hasn't been going well on the island lately. It was because Bacchus's power had weakened. We all thought it was because of the curse."





  "Right now, I'm acting as the God of Wine. It's temporary, though."





  "Shit...! If you're the God of Wine, that's like sitting on the throne of Hypos! Hassan, you've really made it! Then there's no need to even go for the Gold Tier necklace!"





  "Well, I guess so."





  Heu heu- I stopped myself from bursting into laughter. The gold necklace adventurer that had become my goal after meeting Luna.





  But now that I've become a god, wouldn't I be qualified to marry Luna even without a gold necklace?





  Of course, that's only if Luna can leave the island.





  As if reading my thoughts, Luna said.





  "All the strife on this island is because of the curse. Because of the curse, food is lacking, and men are lacking too. Originally, to break the curse, Lady Nox's pomegranate seeds are needed, but if it's Nectar, it should be able to replace them."





  "So, can you make it?"





  "Eum-. I've made wine often since I was little. Tree's teeth, clouds... the ingredients are easy!"





  For those difficult, nonsense-quiz-like ingredients to be easy. I felt dizzy in many ways.





  I had come here expecting Luna's confident appearance, but isn't she being too confident?





  Luna said.





  "But, while I think I can manage the other ingredients somehow, obtaining good spring water won't be easy."





  "Good spring water?"





  "Yeah. There's a rock where miraculous living water flows at the top of Hill Island. If you make an elixir with that, the success rate of manufacturing goes up tremendously. Same for wine."





  Living water. My father also used to look for good mineral springs. Indeed, the water that goes into wine, potions, or juices is a crucial matter.





  "But, since those very angry Tatari Tribe kids are living on Hill Island right now, I don't think they'll give it up easily... ."





  The Tatari Tribe of Hill Island.





  "And, it's just a rumor, but they say a terrible existence is guarding that hill too... ."





  "A terrible existence?"





  Luna stopped talking as if she wanted to save her words, saying, "I don't really know either-."
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  The next morning.





  Ideope's morning was hazy with fog brought in by the damp Swamp and the sea. Even inside the room, it was the same. 





  As I flailed my hand in the fog, unable to see an inch ahead, something soft touched my hand, and someone screamed.





  "Kyaak-!"





  It was a sharp, high-pitched scream. What the heck?





  So, as I fumbled further, I felt something soft, like hair, and at the same time, a long ear was caught.





  Finally, Elfriede appeared through the fog.





  "What is it, Elfriede? What brings you to my room so early in the morning?"





  "..."





  Elfriede's expression was grim from the morning. 





  She furrowed her brow as if extremely angry about something, then hesitated whether to speak or not, eventually swallowing her words.





  She said.





  "Yesterday, while rummaging through the Elder's archives, I found out something interesting. I learned why this island lacks food and why there aren't enough men."





  "Oh, is that true?"





  "Yes, it's because of a curse."





  "What? That's something everyone already knows."





  I yawned, a little disappointed. 





  According to Luna, Ideope Island was cursed, or so she said. 





  Men staying on Ideope Island easily become weak and withered. 





  This applies not only to people but also to livestock and plants, so no fruit grows on the island, and livestock cannot bear young, apparently causing the island itself to decline.





  Because of this, Ideope Island, lacking men and food, is facing the brink of destruction, and fierce struggles are taking place as they snatch and are snatched of limited resources from each other.





  And in such a situation, Luna is quite a formidable force, unable to leave her post, and must become the Elder's successor. Everything fits together perfectly, like a well-crafted puzzle.





  Then Elfriede spoke.





  "But you haven't heard why the curse came about, have you?"





  "No, I haven't."





  "According to the history written in books, 100 years ago, Ideope had a war that lasted for over a decade. Islands fought each other to claim a single treasure. The island's voodoo and curses also developed at that time."





  In Elfriede's long explanation, one keyword particularly caught my ear.





  "Treasure?"





  "Yes. And that treasure was said to be a single woman. All the men on the islands fought, shedding blood, to claim one woman. And Night, Darkness, and the Abyss, unable to bear the sight of that blood, cast a curse upon the island."





  "A fight to claim a woman... What kind of fight is that?"





  "She must have been an exceptionally beautiful woman. Even the war that Odysseus and Achilles participated in was fought to save a single woman. It's a common occurrence on this Gaia Continent."





  "I see."





  "After being cursed like that, each island, to avoid destruction, made a Blood Pact to ensure they wouldn't shed each other's blood again. According to what I heard yesterday, someone must have broken that pact."





  "Then what happens?"





  "They'll fight again, I suppose. There's nothing as fierce and brutal as humans starving in the face of winter, or humans whose emotions have withered."





  Elfriede is from Albheim, known as the Winter Continent. 





  Since she was the one saying it, it wasn't just idle talk but felt like words born from experience, resonating deeply.





  A curse caused by war, then.





  Honestly, when Luna said she came to the continent and suffered to cure the island's curse, I didn't feel much about it and just took it as it was.





  But realizing there was such a serious and grave story behind it, I felt like I could understand what Luna's mindset was, enduring hunger and taking on low-level quests in Sodomora.





  Even while saying it was a boring island and she wanted to leave quickly, Luna must have loved this island, her birthplace.





  Of course, that's just my thought.





  Elfriede asked.





  "What are you planning to do today?"





  "Well, I'll help Luna make alcohol, and maybe take a leisurely stroll around the village. Within reasonable bounds, of course."





  "I'm going to train to see souls, so don't call me unless it's really urgent or you're busy. It seems to require a pretty high level of concentration."





  "Alright, I won't."


 











  *      *       *














  I said I'd help Luna make alcohol, but Luna didn't show herself to me, perhaps because she had a lot to do from early morning.





  So, I thought about taking a walk around the village, as it was boring just staying in my room.





  "Hey, you, don't go wandering around and causing trouble."





  No matter where I wandered in the Nyx Child tribe, people warned me. 





  They even watched my every move as if they didn't approve of me, an outsider. Of course, their gaze wasn't solely one of caution.





  ━That must be the foreign man from the great land.





  ━I hear he's as strong as a rock. They say he cracks king walnuts with his bare hands.





  ━Nah, no matter how strong a man is, how could he do that? Why don't you just say he smashes turtle shells with his bare hands?





  ━They say he's a god. Of course, he'd do that much. I hear he called himself the Son of Pluto and the God of Wine.





  ━The Son of Pluto and the God of Wine? What kind of ridiculous lie is that? Lies only work if they're believable. That exaggerated, it's impossible to believe!





  ━They say men from the great land usually boast to charm women. That's what you call boasting.





  ━Still, he does look strong. He'd probably be good at farm work and digging salt rocks in the quarry... His strength doesn't seem to be a lie. His soul is also radiant....





  Just as the Garuru tribe members had shown interest in me, the Nyx Child girls also seemed to show a lot of interest in me.





  Of course, not as much as the Garuru tribe girls, who were severely lacking in men. 





  Still, I could vividly hear them whispering about me from behind fences and tree trunks.





  ━We need some heavy lifting. The village fences need repairing. Moving logs is hard. Should we ask him for help? It would take us over a week to do it. That man could probably do it in less than a day.





  ━Shh, the Elder-nim told us not to talk to him first. We'll get a big punishment if we're caught!





  Ah, so the Elder had told them not to talk to me first. 





  The person called the Elder, whom I met yesterday, seemed quite cautious and wary. 





  From the perspective of governing the village, it couldn't be helped.





  Pajit-.





  At that moment, my powerful divine brain, which was becoming almost as wise as the God of Wisdom, came up with a good idea.





  Since I might have to stay on this island for a few days anyway, wouldn't it help to earn some goodwill from the villagers when it comes to taking Luna with me?





  And perhaps I could even get help with making Nectar.





  Since the villagers were forbidden from speaking to me first, it should be fine if I speak to them first.





  So, I spoke to the ponytail girls whispering behind the pillar.





  "Is there anything I can help with?"





  "...!"





  Heumchit, heumchit-.





  The girls started trembling, perhaps not expecting me to speak to them. They reminded me of Luna, quite cute.





  I continued.





  "I ate breakfast, and I've got some energy now. I want to move my body to help digest it. Is there anything I can do?"





  "...."





  Even though I spoke quite kindly and gently, the women didn't drop their guard, like squirrels or young deer. But then, one of them spoke.





  "Th-Then, please help us repair the fences!"





  That girl was immediately glared at by the others as if being reprimanded, but for me, it was a relief that there was someone so bold as to speak up.





  "Alright, sure. I can help with repairs."





  So, I gathered the nearby logs neatly in a line, tied them with thick rope-like cords, and set them up like a wall. 





  And as I was about to lift it, someone spoke from behind me, as if to dissuade me.





  "It's ironwood soaked in seawater, so it'll be heavy. Heavy and sturdy. It would take all the tribe members to lift that barrier, are you sure you'll be alright alone?"





  "Well-. I'll have to try-."





  However, when I lifted it-.





  Mukjjik-.





  "Ugh, damn. Why is it so heavy?"





  I was surprised by how heavy it was; the barrier was so substantial that my back might have broken if my strength hadn't reached 16. 





  It felt like lifting a steel beam of the same thickness, not wood.





  But I was only surprised; when I applied force, it stood upright with a Ujijik- sound. 





  At that sight, the girls who had been watching the scene nervously let out exclamations of half shock, half admiration.





  "My goodness, he's actually lifting something that would take thirty villagers pulling together!"





  "Wow, I've never seen anyone so strong. It seems cracking king walnuts with bare hands wasn't a lie after all!"





  "Truly amazing-."





  They seemed speechless, doing nothing but marveling or laughing at this astonishing situation. 





  However, I wondered why this village, full of pink-haired people, needed a thick and sturdy barrier like a nuclear fallout shelter.





  "Isn't it too big and heavy for a village fence?"





  One of the pink-ponytail girls answered him.





  "That's how we can stop those Tatari bastards' monster dogs. Every night when the moon is hidden by clouds, they come with zombies and snatch our livestock!"





  Zombies and monster dogs, you say.





  I think I understood why all the Nyx Child tribe's houses were built on high platforms. 





  I heard that areas where Komodo dragons appear also raise their entrances like that. 





  This place, however, seems to go a step further, with zombies and monster dogs popping out.





  "Look, those are the monster dog's tracks."





  Sreuk-.





  I followed a girl's pointing finger and looked at the relatively intact upper part of the barrier. 





  And there, I found four claw marks, shaped as if a fucking gigantic bear had scratched it in a rage. 





  Judging by their size, the creature seemed to be at least as big as a mid-sized car.





  What kind of dog is that? Fuck, did they mean Queen Alien? If it's really a dog, it must be powerful enough to earn the nickname 'monster'.





  Seuseuseu-.





  Just then, the white furs I wore like a cloak on my back began to stand up in a rustle. 





  Judging by the reaction of Romulus's fur, Echidna's eldest son, it seems even this creature, reduced to mere fur, was on high alert at the monster dog's tracks.





  And the identity of that monster dog was revealed around noon, thanks to a completely unexpected presence.





  "Aah, Kore, you thief...! The black-haired one is here...! I was looking for you...! Something really big has happened...!! Something huge...!"





  It was Doris.





  Doris, the Nymph of Honey Water, approached me with a very tearful expression. 





  Seeing her hopping around frantically as if walking on hot flames, completely losing her mind, I wondered if it was the Nymph's characteristic paranoia or a fit of anger flaring up.





  To calm Nymphs, no pressure points are needed.





  I performed the secret technique I had learned from taking Paranoy around for the past month-the Nymph Frenzy Stroke-on her chin, cheek, and hair.





  Baseurak, Baseurak-.





  "You, even if you stroke me, it doesn't feel good at all...!"





  As expected of a Nymph bound to Luna, Doris didn't seem to calm down much even when I stroked her. Instead, she shrieked, frothing at the mouth, as if even more agitated.





  "Now, now, a very wicked dog is stealing all the honey I diligently collected...! I gathered honey to warm the hearts of my poor Ideope friends for winter, but a bad dog is stealing it all...!"





  And then she even grabbed my arm and pulled.





  She continued.





  "It's a very wicked Black Dog...! Not only did those black-furred bastards steal my friend Kore, but now they're trying to steal the honey I collected for my cute pink-haired Kores...! Quickly, quickly, come with me to the salt quarry!"





  Nymphs are usually a bit restless and scatterbrained, but Doris seemed so agitated she was almost on the verge of collapsing. 





  Following the creature, who was raging as if about to hyperventilate, I headed towards this 'salt quarry' or whatever it was, said to be located near the sea.





  There, I found a large beehive hanging from a cliff. And a gigantic black beast with its head buried in that beehive.





  Buung, Buuuung-.





  Honeybees diligently clung to its surroundings, trying to attack, but it seemed useless due to its thick hide.





  "Th-There it is...! That bastard is stealing my honey and mercilessly killing my honeybees! It's a very bad son of a bitch...! Worse than a honey badger or a hornet...!"





  A very bad son of a bitch, she says. Doris, the Nymph of Honey Water, is particularly prone to anger for a Nymph, and her language is quite rough. 





  But seeing a dog stealing honey she had diligently collected for a month, it would be stranger if she *didn't* swear. 





  Seureureu-.





  Perhaps sensing our commotion, the dog, which had been burying its face in the beehive, pulled its muzzles out from the golden opening.





  Muzzles, you say.





  The reason I used the plural was because the dog, with a body as long as a mid-sized sedan, had two heads, one on each side.





  ━Torreu....





  ━Orreu....





  I knew its identity.





  The Gold-tier magical beast said to have fought Antiope of the Temple Knights almost to the death. 





  The Twin-Headed Dog, Orthrus.
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  ━Orrrr....





  ━Torrrr....





  There was always something I wondered about. On this Gaia continent, where food is so scarce that most people are roughly the same height.





  Why the hell are the animal bastards so damn big?





  Spiders the size of a palm.





  Honeybees larger than a fist.





  Cats the size of lions.





  Alligators as big as trucks.





  Dogs as massive as mid-sized sedans.





  And because most of these creatures radiate a ferocious nature without hiding it, loving to destroy and eat everything in sight, they are called Monsters.





  Indeed, the two-headed dog, Orthos, is a monster dog that fully lives up to the name.





  ━Orrr....





  ━Torrr....





  Orthos, who had been busy sucking honey from a beehive on the cliff for a while, jumps down to the beach as if he noticed my presence.





  It was a height that must have been at least ten-odd meters, but he didn't care at all.





  He simply planted his paws into the sand of the beach with his four pillar-like legs, opening his two muzzles and letting sticky saliva drip down.





  "Th-that thing is looking at us...! If you drive that thing away, I'll give you a chance to pet my head-desu...!"





  Doris, seemingly terrified by that ominous appearance, had hidden behind me before I knew it, only peeking her face out.





  However, thinking that even that wasn't safe, she ran a bit further away from behind me and hid her body behind a rock protruding from the beach.





  I suppose it's typical for a cowardly Nymph.





  But honestly, I felt like hiding behind the rock with Doris too. A damn big dog with two heads?





  The sheen on his short black fur made him look like a dog that had been quite well-cared for.





  Bulge, bulge-.





  The body visible beneath that fur was so damn muscular, like a pit bull on steroids, that it felt less like facing a dog and more like facing a damn big tank.


  


  Rather than a dog, the faces were closer to a wolf or a fox with long, pointed muzzles.





  ━Orrr...!





  ━Torrr...!





  The way he growled so fiercely that his gums showed, and those sharp, protruding teeth, made him look like a cross between an alligator and a dog.





  Whatever he was, I could tell he was pissed the hell off.





  Maybe it's because he thought I came to interfere with his honey-sucking, or maybe it's because of my white fur pelt that had begun to stand on end.





  Ssssss-.





  From the moment I faced Orthos, the pelt of Echidna's lion, Romulus, which covered my back and part of my head, moved restlessly as if it had a will of its own.





  "...."





  ━Grrrrrr....





  The giant dog and I didn't move a single step while facing each other.





  I didn't know why he was coming at me, but I was in the middle of assessing the situation while gauging Orthos's full power.





  I heard Antiope struggled so much against this guy that she suffered major injuries. He certainly looks strong enough to be called a Gold Tier magical beast.





  A monster of a grade that heroes with gold necklaces, like Hippolyte or Sileia, could subjugate. Can I handle such a fellow alone?





  It'll be tough with bare hands.





  Srrrk-.





  I pulled out the club slung across my back.





  Zeeeee-.





  As I channeled aura into it, my club was dyed in a vivid red light.





  However, whether that bright red light, like a traffic baton, excited Orthos or not, he kicked off the sandy ground and charged toward me.





  Pashshshk-.





  The distance between him and me was about a hundred meters.





  The fact that he closed it in just two bounds was enough to make my hair stand on end with goosebumps.





  ━Torrrrrr-!





  The problem was that one of his muzzles was rushing in, opened wide as if to tear my shoulder apart.





  I was momentarily pushed back by his front paws and massive size. Taking advantage of my opening, Orthos snapped his two jaws toward my head as if to devour me.





  Kwak, kwakwak-.





  "Whoa, shit!"





  I managed to dodge by moving my head side to side, but if I stayed like this, it was only a matter of time before I, Hassan, became a dog chew.





  "Eat this, you bastard!"





  So, I shoved my club into his mouth like a gag.





  ━Krrrraaaaa-!





  ━Gerrrrr-.





  He ground his teeth and pushed against me as if trying to bite through the club, which was harder and sturdier than steel of the same weight, but he couldn't crush my damn powerful club.





  This is why you need good weapons and equipment.





  But I couldn't just stand there admiring the equipment's performance.





  I kicked my knee up with all my might, striking the belly of the demon dog that was pinning me down.





  ━Ke-heng!





  ━Ki-ing!





  With that, the demon dog Orthos tumbled over with a sharp yelp.





  I climbed onto his head and wedged his neck between my knees.





  "A biting dog needs a good beating!"





  And then I started pounding each head with my fists.





  An auditory hallucination rang in my ears.





  ━Aah-! That is Hassan-nim's 125th Hell Despair Technique, Meat Tenderizer-desu...! It's a terrifying technique that deals extra damage to four-legged beasts-desu...!!





  Of course, this wasn't a Meat Tenderizer, nor the 125th Hell Despair Technique, and Paranoy wasn't even by my side.





  I shook my head, which felt like it was becoming increasingly contaminated, and raised my hand high.


   


  "Take some knuckle sandwiches, you punk!"





  Pak, pak-.





  ━Keng, ke-ek!





  ━Kwe-ek!





  Every time my fist came down, the demon dog let out a painful scream and struggled as if resisting.





  No matter how damn strong a monster he was, it wouldn't have been easy to withstand my fists, which had transcended the realm of superhumans and reached that of a god.





  "Die, you bastard!"





  ━Keng- ke-heng-!





  ━Hek, he-ek.





  He soon began to whimper like a Shiba Inu that had been starved for days.





  At that sight, Doris, who had been watching this from behind the rock, popped out and pulled on my arm.





  "Th-that's enough-desu...! The dog is pitiful-desu...!"





  "Hey, you told me he stole all the honey you gathered and asked me to punish him. Didn't you call me here to fight him?"





  "Honey can be gathered again-desu...! Since this Doris is the Nymph of honey-water, gathering honey is something I can do faster and easier than anyone else-desu...!"





  Doris seemed to feel sorry for this damn big dog. I suppose he could look pitiful when he's making those groaning sounds.





  As someone who used to raise and walk a large dog myself, it's true that my heart ached at having to hit a dog.





  But I also know very well that this whimpering is a cunning trick to avoid a beating by appealing to human sympathy. Dogs are smarter than you'd think.





  This guy with two heads must be twice as smart as other dogs. He's a dog equipped with a dual-core, so to speak.





  So, it was at the very moment I was about to hit him one last time to completely subdue him.





  ━Beeeeeeeeeeek-!




MnZBMElkRjFKc3ZCR0RiWklQRlA5WlZINzRaZThhUzZ1cnMyS01IbEgxWlVIRy9kMm9GWi9adHJXRzhocGVqVg

  An intense and sharp high-frequency sound was heard from somewhere.





  To my ears, which had become sensitive enough to overhear people's whispers as I became aware of my divinity, that sound felt like it was boring straight into my brain.





  ━Krrr-!





  Pababat-.





  Taking advantage of that brief flinch, the two-headed dog Orthos pushed me away and bolted off somewhere like an arrow.





  I tried to chase after him, but while I might have him in strength, his speed was far superior to mine, so I ended up losing him. Look at that, he's full of damn energy. He was definitely faking it.





  I dug at my ear and frowned.





  "What the hell. What happened? What was that loud, noisy sound?"





  At that, Doris also covered her ears and cowered as she replied.





  "The Dog's Owner blew a mysterious whistle-desu...! A very wicked person lives up there on that high mountain, on the hill, and they command black dogs and monsters to commit evil deeds-desu...!"





  Where Doris was pointing, there was an island facing this place quite closely. Hill Island, where the brave and cruel pink-haired girls, the Tatari Tribe, are said to have settled.





  Befitting the simple name of Hill Island, the island had a peak like a high mountain. That sound just now seemed to be a whistle-like sound from the owner calling their dog.





  An owner who keeps a Gold-grade magical beast as a pet. Just who the hell is this person?





  Seeing as they let a damn ferocious dog wander outside alone without a leash and didn't even put a muzzle on it, they were undoubtedly a very wicked piece of shit.





  Srrrk-.





  I raised my head and looked toward the high summit of Hill Island.





  Zirit, zirit-.





  I don't know if it was just my imagination, but I felt as if someone was looking down at me from up there. And not just one, but several.











  *      *      *











  "Phah-hu, eu-hahu, hu-ahat-!"





  When I returned to the Nyx Child tribe with a load of salt rocks on my back from a place called the salt quarry.





  I could find Friede flailing around inside something like a large jar.





  I wondered if she was taking a bath, but it didn't seem to be that.





  "Why, why on earth do I have to do this?"





  Friede was wiping the water flowing down her face and forehead, wearing only a thin, soft one-piece that could be a swimsuit-like pajama or underwear.





  Beside her stood pink-haired girls with their hair tied neatly in ponytails, their arms crossed.





  "No, really, I told you that to feel the spirits, you have to submerge yourself in water! You have to go in up to your head!"





  "You just have to endure it for a minute. Since the world of the land without spirits is similar to being underwater, if you don't get used to it through water first, you might drown!"





  And then they pushed Friede's head down again, submerging her in the water.





  "Phah-eut, ha-eut-!"





  Of course, for Friede, who was afraid of water, it looked very painful.





  Splash-.





  However, the pink-haired girls dunked Friede into the jar up to the top of her head and then covered it with a thick wooden lid.





  And then they said:





  "Try to hold out for just a minute! To feel the spirits, you have to be able to endure at least that much!"





  She said she was interested in ancient primitive shamanism, so Friede is experiencing and training here directly.





  Of course, unable to bear it, Friede eventually kicked open the lid and stood up, gasping for breath.





  "Hu-hahu, haa, as I thought, I really can't do this. Is there no other way?"





  At that, the pink-haired girls with ponytails looked at each other's faces. They said:





  "Then just keep your body submerged. Instead, we'll have to light a fire to keep it warm. That's okay, right?"





  "It might be a little hot!"





  "If it's just that much. I can endure heat well."





  It seemed Friede had reached a compromise to sit diagonally in the jar.





  The girls lit a bonfire beneath the jar Friede was in.





  Hwarreuk-. Tadak, tadak-.





  As the flames flared up, the water in the jar containing the white fairy was heated quite hotly, accompanied by rising steam.





  "This is... a bit... nice-. This is good. It's nice and warm."





  Like the Friede who enjoys bathing, she melted into the hot water.





  Watching that scene, memories of my slave days when I had to struggle to heat her bathwater outdoors came back, and I felt like I was about to get PTSD.





  Then the pink-haired girls whispered to each other.





  ━I think the effect would be better if we submerged her up to her head. What a shame.





  ━She's afraid of water, so there's nothing we can do. Anyway, we're splitting the water half-and-half as promised.





  ━Of course.





  ━Water brewed with a small fairy like a Nymph is effective, so water brewed with a large fairy like an Elf should be twice as effective, right?





  ━I don't know! Anyway, I'm looking forward to it!





  Elf-brewed water.





  These pink-haired girls seemed to intend to use the hot water Friede washed her body in as an ingredient for an elixir.





  Of course, Friede, unaware of this, just had a dazed expression with her face flushed red in the hot water.





  I asked.





  "Hey, Friede. What are you doing in there?"





  "Stupid, can't you tell by looking? It's training for the shamanism to feel spirits. I need to concentrate, so don't talk to me. I need to see that spirit vision or whatever it is too-."





  Into Friede's small bath jar, the pink-haired girls began to throw in things like dried grass, and even Friede seemed to feel wary at that sight.





  "What? What are you putting in?"





  "It's dried mugwort and various herbs. If you put them in when you bathe, the scent gets better, and your skin gets better too!"





  "Hmph-."





  Friede narrowed her eyes as if unsatisfied, but soon she let her ears droop, perhaps thinking the emerging scents were nice. She must be feeling good.





  To anyone's eyes, it looked like a scene of a chicken being boiled, but if Friede was in a good mood, I guess that's enough.





  Actually, the herbs and incense the girls put in gave off a strong smell that seemed like it would be good for the skin and body's health.





  Since she's bathing in herbal water, her health would only get better, not worse.





  My mother also used to put those kinds of herbs in the bath and boil herself occasionally. Thinking of that time makes me feel a bit nostalgic as a bonus.





  Splash, splash-.





  Then Friede spoke while splashing water toward me.





  "Anyway, if you have no business, don't interfere and go away. Didn't you hear that here in the Nyx Child tribe, men and women shouldn't be closer than three steps?"





  "We're outsiders. What does it matter?"





  "When in Ideope, follow the rules of Ideope. You barbarian-like Samaritan."





  Since Friede was trying to push me away with a strange feeling, I had no choice but to turn my steps.





  "Um, Luna is over there-desu...! That is Luna's storage room and bedroom-desu...!"





  I followed Doris's guidance toward the place being used as Luna's room.





  Srrrk-.





  As I glanced through the slightly open door, I saw a room where herbs, grass, and flowers scattered everywhere gave off a terrifying atmosphere like some beast's mane.





  It truly looked like a forest of hell.





  Bubble bubble-bubble.





  "No, not this either."





  And in the center, I saw a pink-haired girl with twin tails muttering as she threw various ingredients into a boiling jar.





  "No, no, it's really not working. The water has to be good. With ordinary water, it just becomes ordinary water!"





  Was something not going well? Luna looked slightly irritated as she looked at the jar and its contents.





  "Luna-ya, is something not working?"





  "Ah, Hassan-! It's no good, I think I really need special spring water. Won't you go to Hill Island with me?"
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  "Turmeric, monkshood, sea salt. Seashells. Potatoes. And I even threw in a strand of Doris-nim's hair that I'd been saving. But there's no sign of it being finished!"





  Luna pointed at the contents inside her jar. 





  Sure enough, inside was a bubbling, yellowish liquid of a bizarre orange hue, looking far removed from that clear, pure golden nectar.





  "Hassan, you said nectar was golden-colored, right?"





  "That's right. It's transparent and golden. The taste is refreshing and sweet, like a blend of apples and grapes with various other fruits infused."





  "Ah.... As I thought, this won't work! Hassan, if you have nothing to do this evening, go to the mountain with me!"





  "You mean go fetch spring water from Hill Island?"





  "Exactly! If we have the spring water from Hill Island, I feel like it could somehow be made. Truly efficacious and wonderful water is springing up from that Moon-viewing Mountain!"





  Moon-viewing Mountain, is it? Could there be a more fitting name for a mountain on an island where pink-haired girls live?





  The problem is that the things living there aren't cute Clefairies or Pixies.





  I recalled the island where the sharp sound of a whistle had been heard earlier. It was also the direction in which the terrifying two-headed hound, Orthrus, had fled.





  A situation where it was certain that a horrific monster lived there. 





  At that moment, a loud scolding voice is heard from somewhere.





  ━Nyx-doti-! Where did you go again without doing the floor cleaning I assigned you! You aren't with that man named Hassan or whatever, are you!





  "Eeeek, the, the Elder-nim is looking for me...! Anyway, Hassan, I'll sneak out later when the Elder-nim is asleep, so let's go to Hill Island together!"





  With that, Luna vanished in a hwi-ik before I even had a chance to answer. 





  Afterward, the sounds of her being scolded by the Elder-nim and getting a kkul-bam on the head were so noisy that I just decided to stop thinking.





  That evening.





  "Look at this! The outsider named Hassan brought back a wild boar! It's a Mild Boar! The size is enormous!"





  With Elfriede practicing soul sorcery and Luna busy running errands for the Elder, no one was around to keep me company. Bored, I wandered around the village vicinity and hunted wild animals like boars and rabbits.





  To get used to an Agility stat of 10, I hid between the jungle trees and ambushed animals here and there. I gained confidence as I learned what my body could and couldn't do.





  The wild is a good place to push human limits and objectify oneself, after all. 





  It would have been impossible if I were living in Sodomora.





  "What are you doing! Boil the water quickly!"





  "It's meat! To hunt a Mild Boar all by yourself, that's amazing! Don't you have the blessing of the God of Hunting?"





  The hunter girls of the Nyx Child tribe seemed to find it fascinating that I had hunted a boar of such fucking huge proportions. 





  Honestly, I was also amazed at how I caught that giant pig.





  I luckily found cloven hoofprints and followed the trail, then hid in the bushes to ambush the creature and strangled it to death with my arms.





  Who knows, maybe I actually had a talent for hunting.





  "Everyone, if you have leftover ingredients at home, bring them!"





  "Let's start the fire-! If it's this big, we can perform the Voodoo of Blessing!"





  In the village, they put the butchered boar into a large jar and boiled a fucking massive-sized gukbap. 





  And they threw in medicinal herbs or spicy herbs that each person had brought to brew the broth. 





  The jar was big and the boar was big, so it was enough for the Nyx Child tribe and us guests to have two bowls of food each.





  "I'm full."


  


  "Tell me about it, I don't know how long it's been since I've eaten meat like this."





  "Shall we do that thing after a long time?"





  The girls, their bellies full from the warm meal, each brought out instruments like drums or flutes and began to play. 
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  Those without instruments clapped their hands or opened their mouths slightly to add lyrics.





  "━━. ━."





  It was a language that couldn't be called sentences or conversation, but it felt rustic and mysterious, making the air stir and giving the impression that the sparks were dancing to the music.





  "━━. ━."





  Jjak, jjak-.





  Barefoot girls similar to Luna circled the giant brazier. 





  Watching them dance with their ornaments jingle-jangling, I also felt good. 





  It seemed there was some meaning in catching a pig while getting bitten by mosquitoes in the bushes.





  "Did you really catch that big beast alone?"





  "Amazing. You caught it with your bare hands, without any weapons or traps? Is it possible because your arms are thick?"





  As I sat there awkwardly by myself, several women approached and showed interest. 





  The village guards or martial-arts-inclined pink-haired ones, wearing masks and holding stone spears.





  They were the ones who hadn't hidden their wariness when I first came to the village, but they showed considerable interest in the martial prowess I possessed. 





  As expected, there's nothing like a gift for winning someone over.





  "Doris-nim said that you drove away the monster dog earlier...!"





  "That wicked dog kept biting and taking away sheep and girls, so it was a problem. To beat that fellow up, you're really strong! Are you truly the Son of Pluto?"





  "Come to think of it, it feels like your lower body is filled with Hell's magic power. Like bedrock water sleeping under a rock, deep below-."





  I don't know about bedrock water sleeping under a rock, but being surrounded by so many girls, I didn't know what to say. How do popular guys act at times like this? 





  Would they confidently crack some funny jokes? But if I opened my mouth, the atmosphere might turn cold instead.





  Did they say to keep the lips heavy and the tongue light to speak well?





  Sbeol, what the hell is that even supposed to mean.





  So I was just sipping on some sweet honey liquor when someone cleared their throat with a 'hum-' and approached me. 





  It was Elfriede, dressed like a bizarre dancer with her hair braided like the girls of Ideope and the women with ponytails.





  Elfriede's face was flushed red like someone who was sick, and the ponytail girls who brought her spoke as if bragging to their friends.





  "Ta-da, how is it. Pretty, right? The materials were good, so a good work came out! At this rate, don't you think she could be set up as a totem in front of the village?"





  "Wonderful!"





  The Ideope sorcerers nodded in response. I also agreed that Elfriede was pretty. 





  Since she usually wore things like long pants or robes, seeing her in Ideope's traditional attire made her look like a completely different person.





  Naturally, my juji becomes grand.





  "Well then, we have duty now, so we're off."





  "Have a fun time. It's been a while since a festival was held!"





  Whether the girls had good sense or not, they left me and Elfriede alone. 





  Seureuk.





  Immediately, Elfriede pulled down the mask that had been resting on her forehead to hide her expression.





  I said.





  "In Ideope, didn't they say you shouldn't come closer than three steps to a man?"





  Then she spoke from beneath the mask.





  "They said it's fine if you wear a mask."





  "So that's why you're wearing a mask and those clothes?"





  "What are you talking about, I didn't wear this because of you? I said I wouldn't wear it. But they forced it on me."





  "Is that so?"





  "They said to feel the spirits, it's better to expose your skin-. I didn't really want to wear it. It doesn't suit me either-."





  It sounded like some kind of confession or excuse.





  "You can laugh if you want."





  "No, it suits you well. I thought you were someone else. I was surprised that you'd wear such revealing clothes, but...."





  I also couldn't say anything other than some rambling excuse. 





  In reality, Elfriede was someone who minimized exposure by wearing long pants, but since her body wasn't angular or ugly, anything she wore would suit her. Her legs were long, too.





  Kkadak, kkadak.





  Even though she was hidden by the Ideope mask, her long ears weren't hidden and twitched up and down. I don't know if she liked my compliment.





  Elfriede said.





  "I heard from Luna that you're going to Moon-viewing Mountain tonight."





  "Ah, she told you too?"





  "Even if she can't feel spirits, my sorcery..., no, my magic will be strong, so she probably wants to go together just in case."





  As expected, Luna also seems to know that going to Hill Island to fetch spring water is no ordinary task. 





  I was worried because she asked to go as if we were just going for a walk, but it seems she's anticipating the dangers well.





  Elfriede said.





  "But will it be okay? Listening to the village girls talk, they say the King of Monsters lives at the summit of Hill Island's mountain."


  


  "King of Monsters?"





  I had met a few monsters with the title King of Monsters. 





  Regulus, who I'm wearing on my head right now, is one, and so is this fellow's mother, Echidna, and Echidna's husband, Typhon, is also a King of Monsters.





  Can just anyone be a king among monsters? 





  There are a fucking lot of kings.





  Elfriede added another word to that.





  "Yes, they say the conflict on the island has worsened since that guy called the King of Monsters appeared this spring. It seems he's joined forces with the Tatari tribe and is inciting war."





  "I see."





  "You said he's using Orthrus as a guard dog? Then he won't be an ordinary fellow. It would be best to just quietly steal the water without fighting or anything if possible."





  Elfriede seemed to already have a whole plan. 





  Since I have about as much talent for making plans or envisioning the future as an ant's tear, Elfriede's cautious and meticulous personality is very helpful at times like this.





  Just then, the sound of instruments and people singing that had been ringing out for a while gradually diminished.





  Seureureuk-.





  A long shadow fell over the giant communal village brazier that was burning. The source of that shadow was the village Elder wearing a mask with skulls and horns.





  She stepped forward in front of the people enjoying the festival and shouted.





  "Then, the Voodoo of Blessing shall conclude, as always, with the benediction of this person, the Elder of this Nyx Child tribe! From the deep night, from the deep darkness, the Voodoo of Blessing-!"





  Chwararak-.





  She held dried branches and flowers in both hands and shook them here and there. The sound of those dry leaves rustling and shaking is quite bizarre. 





  Elfriede, sitting next to me, added a comment to that.





  "It's a primitive blessing. I don't know if it'll have any effect."





  "It's probably just to set the mood."





  Just as I was agreeing with her, the Elder, who had been shaking the flowers for a while, spoke.


  


  "However, today's blessing shall be performed not by me, but by my successor who will take responsibility for this island and lead it to prosperity, the little night's Nyx-doti."





  Jallang-.





  At the same time, the sound of a bell ringing was heard. 





  There was also a seureuk, seureuk- sound of fabric brushing against the ground, which was due to a dress so long it swept the floor.





  "The dress is too long, so it's kicking up dust...!"





  Doris, the Nymph of Honey Water, held up the hem of that long dress at head height like a child serving a lady. 





  An attitude as if treating a noblewoman, or a lady even higher than that.





  "...."





  I briefly forgot my words and watched the spectacle of someone supported by Doris entering the giant brazier area. 





  A dress with layers of thin white veils. Mysterious-sounding bells worn on the feet and hands. 





  Even a crown on the head made using pheasant tail feathers.





  Though short in stature, that figure shining in the moonlight and the brazier's light overwhelmed the audience with its own kind of majesty. 





  It was probably Luna.





  "...."





  Luna, wearing an eerie ghost mask on her face. 





  What she held in her hands were flowers similar to a bouquet, and that appearance looked just like the bride at a ghost's wedding, possessing a strange beauty.





  "Looking at her like that, she's like a goddess. The goddess of this island. Primitive, destructive, and therefore pure-."





  Elfriede must have also felt something from that sight, as she made a somewhat unconfident sound behind her mask. 





  As Elfriede said, the current Luna was truly reigning in her place like the goddess of this island, so it couldn't be helped.





  Such a Luna spoke as she held the bouquet in her hand high.





  "O foolish and pitiful people-. Witness now the power of the god descending upon you-!"





  And then she threw the bouquet into the brazier. 





  Those dry grasses went into the brazier and created a bizarre pink smoke, emitting a pungent yet strange fragrance that made me feel odd.





  Dirring-.





  However, that was only for a moment; I was jolted awake by the words appearing before my eyes.





  『The Blessing of Deep Sleep is being cast by the God of Little Night, Shallow Darkness, and ━.』





  Was this blessing cast by Luna?





  Little Night and Shallow Darkness. 





  Since Luna is the youngest daughter born between Nyx, the Goddess of Night, and Erebus, the God of Darkness, perhaps it became a minor version.





  What is the last God of ━?





  There are many unknown things. Anyway, the Blessing of Deep Sleep felt quite impressive. 





  Because the members of the Nyx Child tribe who inhaled the pink mist began to fall asleep one by one on the spot, covering themselves with blankets or rugs.





  Even that scary Elder leaned her back against the wall and let out even breaths.





  At that moment, Luna approached me.





  Seuk-.





  After lifting her mask, she spoke to me.


    


  "Good, everyone's asleep! The people of Ideope always fall asleep quickly when they smell the fragrance of sleep-grass! Let's quickly leave the island while we can and go to Moon-viewing Mountain-!"





  It seems Luna intentionally burned something like a sleeping pill to escape the Elder's eyes. 





  As expected of Luna, who uses her wits well, it was indeed an intelligent move.





  Elfriede said a word while looking at such a Luna.





  "Do you intend to use this sleep-grass on the monster that's said to be at the top of that mountain too? It's a fairly.... strong effect. Being sleepy...."





  "If you're sleepy, you'll wake up right away if you eat this Lightning Hazelnut!"





  Lightning Hazelnut, is it? That was an item I had been indebted to when I entered the abyss earlier. It was a fruit that was truly fucking sour and woke you right up.





  Luna said.





  "And, I heard that monster Chrome has poor eyesight. We'll use this to sneak past him! I have a whole plan!"





  What Luna held up in her hand was a hide.





  A fucking huge raccoon hide.





  Luna handed it to Elfriede.





  "Put it on! We're going to be raccoons now!"





  "Ha-? You're telling me to wear such a ridiculous hide and act like a funny raccoon right now?"
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  Luna said that the island where the Tatari Tribe lives has many raccoons.





  Raccoons as big as people, she meant.





  "If you wear this, you can use animal mimicry voodoo magic! We'll pretend to be raccoons and infiltrate Hill Island!"





  So Luna handed us several raccoon pelts she had brought. Brown fur pelts with good texture and no wounds.





  Elfriede's expression crumpled as she took them.





  "Ridiculous. Animal mimicry voodoo magic, and it's just wearing pelts?"





  "If it ended with just wearing pelts, it wouldn't be voodoo magic! You have to mimic raccoons too!"





  "...."





  At Luna's words, Elfriede made a disgusted face.





  Before such an Elfriede, Luna casually took off the long dress and pheasant feather crown she was wearing, then put her arms and legs into a raccoon pelt with buttons opened at the belly.





  The sight was quite cute, like the animal onesies that were popular long ago. Actually, since Luna is pretty, she'd be cute in anything.





  Srrrk.





  Finally, Luna, with a raccoon-shaped hood on her head, placed her four paws on the ground and moved around.





  Then she shuffled back and forth.





  "Keong, Keng Keng-!"





  And she even barked a few times, and indeed, with the darkness of the night, she looked exactly like a raccoon.





  "Alright, this should be enough! What are you doing? Everyone, put them on quickly! Everyone will wake up in about ten minutes. We need to get out fast before then!"





  At Luna's urging, Elfriede also finally put her body into a raccoon pelt. Luna spoke towards Elfriede.





  "Now, just walk on all fours and bark occasionally. Be careful not to bark too much, or you might get caught!"





  "...."





  Of course, even though she was wearing a raccoon pelt, Elfriede didn't seem to have much desire to perform a ridiculous act.





  I said.





  "The size doesn't fit me."





  The raccoon pelts Luna brought were just the right size for Luna and Elfriede. If I tried to force one on, it would clearly tear.





  At that, Luna spoke as if she had no choice.





  "Hassan, you already have fur, so just pretend to be any animal! Actually, a furry body is what's important. They say Chrome's eyesight isn't good."





  Chrome seemed to be the name of a monster residing on Hill Island.





  "Doris, if people wake up and look for us, tell them we just went out for a bit! Keep a good watch so nothing happens!"





  "House owner, be careful...! I'll attach a small honeybee here, so if a crisis arises, send this fellow flying into the sky...!"





  Doris attached a honeybee about the size of a pinky finger to Luna's back. I wondered what good it would do to send that thing flying into the sky in a crisis.





  But then a scientific thought occurred to me: bees communicate over long distances with pheromones, so perhaps Doris could sense Luna's danger.





  Indeed, thinking that way, Doris's honeybees were quite useful as a temporary communication system.





  Is this the Nymph of Honey Water?





  I seriously considered whether I should evolve Paranoy when I returned, as he was a Nymph of the Muddy Water with no other special abilities.





  Next to Luna was the Nymph of Honey Water.





  Next to Hippolyte was the Nymph of Tears, helping with household chores or providing various abilities, but why me...?





  No, I decided not to think such thoughts.





  By now, Paranoy was surely working hard in his own way.





  I told my companions, clearing my thoughts.





  "Then, let's go."











  *      *        *











  "That's Hill Island over there."


 


  Luna, standing on the beach, pointed her finger at our destination. Under the dark moonlight, the steeply sloped island looked like a single giant rock shelter.





  Sss-sss-.





  The wind blowing from Hill Island was quite eerie and chilly.





  The air was so cold that if Luna and Elfriede hadn't been wearing raccoon pelts, they might have shivered from the cold.





  "If possible, don't cause a commotion on the island. The Tatari Tribe kids are terrifying, so it'll be troublesome if we get caught."





  Luna told us what to be careful of on Hill Island.





  "Keep a close eye out for traps underfoot, and it should be enough not to touch anything carelessly. And after we go up Moon-Viewing Mountain, try not to make any sound if possible!"





  Infiltration, huh.





  When was the last time I infiltrated somewhere?





  The Pluto Cult meeting and the Thieves' Guild.





  Only those came to mind, and neither was a good memory. They were like tightrope walks where my neck could have been severed at any moment.





  But this time, with my companions, I felt quite reassured.





  Deureureuk-.





  Luna pushed a long, slender boat nearby and brought it to the beach. It was a boat that suited the name 'canoe' well, and it probably was a canoe.





  Elfriede, Luna, and I sat on it, then rowed towards the dark and gloomy Hill Island, visible about 100 meters away.





  In the meantime, I thought it necessary to objectively assess our combat strength, so I grabbed Luna's and Elfriede's wrists respectively.





  Diling-.





  『Name: Elfriede Desmund Lv. 37 → 38


   Strength: 12 → 13


   Agility: 12


   Stamina: 13


   Quirks: 《Sadism》 《Separation Anxiety》 《Atheist》


   Conditions: 《Cold Hands and Feet》 《Irregular Menstruation》』





  Diling-.


 『Name: Luna Noxdoti Lv. 29 → 32


   Strength: 8 → 9


   Agility: 13 → 14


   Stamina: 8 → 9


   Quirks: 《Flailing》 《Love of Bad Food》 《Nocturnal》


   Conditions: 《Voodoo Magic Obsession》 《Raccoon's Resentment》』


 


  Between the last time I checked and now, everyone's levels had risen quite a bit, as if they had accumulated karma well.





  It was impressive that Elfriede, who already had a high level, had increased her strength, but what was truly astonishing was Luna's growth rate.





  Level 32, she was.





  She must have experienced a lot on the island over the past month.





  But what is "Raccoon's Resentment"?





  I didn't really get a sense of it.





  As I was having those thoughts, we had already approached quite close to the place called Hill Island. We were about twenty meters from landing.





  Hwareuk, Hwareuk.





  However, when unfamiliar lights and torches suddenly lit up one by one from the bushes on Hill Island, I felt that the situation was quite unusual.





  The Ideope archipelago was at war due to a shortage of supplies, I remembered. So, it was obvious that there would be Tatari Tribe guards protecting the coast.





  Then Luna covered us with a blanket and spoke.





  "Everyone needs to be quiet now. We have to talk to the kids who are guarding Hill Island."





  Indeed, Luna, who had lived on this island for a long time, knew the dangers and concerns I had thought of better than I did.





  She was going to talk to the Tatari Tribe guards and resolve the issue.





  Was she trying to bribe them?





  Chambang-.
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  Luna jumped into the sea, then swam and landed on the island alone.





  Luna's back disappeared among the bushes, and a rustling sound was followed by faint voices.





  Sss-sss-.





  I focused all my attention on my hearing. My ears, growing increasingly sensitive as I awakened my divinity, were almost as good as a bat's radar.





  Because of that, I was able to find and hear Luna's familiar voice.





  ━"Let us pass today too. I just want to dig up some monkshood and hashish grass growing on Hill Island."





  ━"Luna-ya, today Chrome said to strengthen the island's security. The Orthos that Chrome raises came back injured, so Chrome is really angry. So, it's difficult today."





  ━"Can't you make an exception? I'll give you one health orb. A panacea, I mean. This is precious. Naru, you've tasted its effects many times, so you know it well, right?"





  ━"One orb... with one orb, I think I can manage thirty minutes."





  ━"What? Last time, it was one hour for one orb."





  ━"The market rate for time has gone up. If you want to dock your boat in the area I'm in charge of, you have to pay two orbs per hour. I'm putting my life on the line too. I need that much to break even."





  ━"Ugh, alright. Then one hour it is. Oh, and the fellows in the boat are here to help dig for herbs today, so you don't need to worry about them."





  ━"Okay, fine. Just don't make too much noise. If you get caught, never mention my name. And don't forget to walk around wearing the raccoon pelts."





  ━"Got it, Naru! Thanks!"





  Paseuseuk.





  With that, the conversation seemed to end, and Luna waved at us.





  I rowed the canoe appropriately onto the beach and finally stepped onto Hill Island.





  Luna seemed to have an acquaintance on Tatari Island too.





  From what I heard, she often secretly entered Hill Island like this to collect ingredients or hand over elixirs or health orbs she had made.





  Luna returned to us and whispered.





  "We got one hour. But they won't even imagine we're going to Moon-Viewing Mountain. So we need to move as fast as possible!"











   *        *         *











  Tatari Island was utterly barren.





  The bushes were mostly thorny thickets, the ground was swampy, and venomous creatures like centipedes and vipers lurked in the trees above.





  Mushrooms clung to the grotesquely twisted trees like parasites.





  Their colors were a reddish-purple, so mottled that I thought if I took a bite of one, my insides would surely twist.





  I had thought the jungle on Crescent Island, where the Nox Child Tribe lived, was harsh. But compared to this place, it was nothing short of a paradise.





  Somnia, the Cult voodoo magic user who was a member of the Tatari Tribe. She had once chided Luna for living on a rich and fertile island and being ignorant of the world.





  Indeed, now I understood her meaning.





  Girls living on such a barren, high-altitude island would naturally become brave. They would have no choice but to plunder other tribes for food.





  "Ah, Hassan, watch your step there. There'll be a thin thread. If you step on it, a trap will fall from above!"





  At Luna's warning, I snapped out of my thoughts and looked down at my feet. As Luna had said, a small rope-like thing was stretched taut beneath my ankle.





  When I looked up, a spiky wooden board-like object was dangling above my head.





  The thought that if I had carelessly stepped on that rope, that ominous thing might have knocked out our entire party, sent a chill down my spine.





  Walking for a few minutes, paying attention to the surroundings.





  Perhaps bothered by the unusually quiet surroundings, Elfriede spoke.





  "No animals appearing, no people. No 'Eunjambi' either. Isn't something wrong?"





  "That's because this is a path no one usually takes. It's the path Naru of the Tatari Tribe told me about."





  "Can we trust that Naru fellow? What if she betrays us or leads us into a trap?"





  "She's an old friend of mine. I was a bit of an outcast in the village, so I actually got along well with kids from other tribes. Naru, Luna. Our names were similar, so we became friends quickly."





  "...."





  When Elfriede fell silent for a moment, the surroundings quickly became quiet. The black silence of darkness, with nothing but the chirping of insects.





  We took advantage of the quiet and began to climb the mountain.





  ━"Every day, guard duty. Guard duty. Ah, it's tough. So tough."





  Of course, it wasn't quiet the whole time.





  Moon-Viewing Mountain seemed to be considered quite an important stronghold or sanctuary by the Tatari Tribe, so there were many patrolling fellows.





  Most of them were girls with skull Masks and lean, muscular bodies. Girls like Amazoness, reminiscent of Antiope or Hippolyte.





  ━Grrr-ooooh-.





  Of course, the leashes they held and the beings tied to them would have made a real Amazoness like Hippolyte or Antiope recoil in horror.





  It was a dog.





  To be precise, it was a dog like a patchwork golem made by stitching together parts of various creatures. That must be the Eunjambi.





  I knew well the terrifying nature of those Eunjambi, those zombies, having faced Somnia in the underground waterway.





  ━Grrr-ooooh, Keong, Keong Keong-!





  ━"What? Why is the dog barking?"





  ━"It's probably a raccoon. There are so many fucking raccoons on this mountain. The dogs barking isn't a new thing. Just leave it."





  ━"No, it seems to be barking too much for that. I'll go check quickly."





  Paseuseuk-.





  Rustling through the bushes, figures approached us. At that, Luna, who had been waddling forward on all fours, shouted.





  "Keng, Keng-keng-! Gyareureung-."





  It was truly an amazing raccoon mimicry.





  ...Actually, I don't really know.





  I'd have to have seen a raccoon bark to know.





  Anyway, Luna seemed to be putting her heart and soul into her acting, and whether it worked well or not, the figures approaching us stopped.





  ━"What, it really is a raccoon."


 


  ━"Stupid raccoon bastards. Their meat tastes bad. They just howl loudly every night. Why do only raccoons live on our Hill Island?"





  ━"Right? I heard there are wild boars on Crescent Island. The kids who infiltrated to scout earlier said that in their village, they caught pigs and had a dance and festival today."





  ━"A festival, you say. That pisses me off. We just sit around gnawing on tree roots every day. Ah-. I want to get off this damn island too. Will it be better on the mainland?"





  ━"Shh, what if Chrome hears you? That guy's eyesight is bad, but his hearing is good. If you carelessly say you want to leave the island-."





  ━Keong, Keong Keong, Keong Keong-!





  ━"Shh, dog, stop barking!"





  Paseuseuk, Paseuseuk-.





  The figures moved away again. Only then could we, who had been completely stiff, breathe a shallow sigh of relief.





  If we had been caught, there would have been a commotion in many ways.





  Luna said.





  "We're almost there now. Just past that cave. If we go through that cave, we can get to the summit of Moon-Viewing Mountain."
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  The cave leading to Moon-viewing Mountain was quite wide.





  It was so spacious and large that the height to the ceiling was easily several meters.





  Shallow water flowed beneath our feet, and various gemstones embedded here and there in the cave sparkled, making for a rather beautiful sight. If this were opened as a tourist attraction, it'd probably make some decent money.





  Dalgeurak.





  Except for the skulls and bones rolling around everywhere on the floor, that is.





  They were human bones.





  Human skulls.





  Seeing as they weren't very large, I wondered if perhaps the girls of this Ideope island had been eaten by some terrifying entity inside this cave. Luna explained it to me.





  "They're the men of the Tatari Tribe. The first thing Chrome did when he came to this island was eat the men of the Tatari Tribe. Most of them were just children."





  Chrome. 





  I know now that it's the name of the monster that commands the Orthos. Did that bastard make the Tatari Tribe offer up their young boys as tributes to him?





  Eating young boys on an island that already lacks men. 





  He's undoubtedly a fucking horrific monster. 





  Friede-yang says.





  "I didn't think monsters that demand human sacrifices to eat still existed in this day and age. Usually, such atrocious creatures are eventually subjugated."





  Friede-yang was right. In this Gaia continent teeming with adventurers, most things called Monsters are bound to be subjugated. 





  The more infamous their cruelty becomes, the more they are targeted by monster slayers like Hippolyte-nim, who seek merit and karma, making it difficult for them to stay alive.





  Luna responds to that.





  "Since Ideope island is out in such remote waters, it's not easy for monster hunters to come here. And that guy Chrome, though his eyesight is poor, he's quite strong. It's best to be careful."





  Chambang, chambang-.





  We continued to wade through the shallow water, heading deeper into the cave. 





  The further we went inside, the more the bizarre, macabre bone decorations increased, and the stench being emitted was enough to make my mood progressively worse.





  Perhaps sensing my mood, Luna explained the atrocities of Chrome that she had heard from a woman named Naru of the Tatari Tribe along the way.





  "He eats the boys, steals their food, or kidnaps the girls at random to use them as handmaidens." 





  It seems Chrome, who appeared from somewhere, made life miserable for the Tatari Tribe on Hill Island.





  The girls of the Tatari Tribe, who already found it hard to survive in the barren environment, were forced to invade other tribes just to appease Chrome and keep themselves from starving.





  The conclusion of the story was that the various tribes victimized by them also ended up in wars, stealing each other's supplies just to make it through the winter.





  I said.





  "Then if we just take down that Chrome guy, won't the major problems be mostly solved?"





  "But that's not easy. Several high-ranking medicine men challenged him, but they were all defeated and eaten. They say injuring his eyes was the best they could do."





  "I see."





  Is such a terrifying fellow at the spring on Moon-viewing Mountain that appears at the end of this cave?





  Usususu-.





  Just then, I felt the hair on my body-more accurately, the white hide I was wearing like a hood-stand on end.





  Jeobeok, jeobeok-.





  Soon, along with the sound of heavy footsteps, something like the growling of a creature could be heard. 





  Friede-yang lowered her stance and drew her staff, seemingly sensing instinctively that something unusual was coming.





  "There's a monster. A strong one."





  "It's a sentry. They say Chrome uses various beasts since he can't see. But it's okay. I have a plan."





  Luna crouched low and pulled something out from her robe.





  Seureuk-.





  It was a chunk of meat.





  A chunk of meat that looked well-roasted and smoked. 





  I wondered why she was suddenly taking that out, thinking maybe she was hungry and going to eat emergency rations.





  "Hassan catching that boar made things easier."





  Tuk-.





  Luna tossed it a good distance ahead. Then, she grabbed both our arms and had us hide behind a stalactite.





  ━Orureu....





  ━Torureureu....





  Soon, what appeared before us was a fucking massive dog. An Orthos with two heads. It appeared in the cave, busily shaking its heads left and right.





  Keung-keung, keung-.





  It acted as if it were catching a scent, twitching its two black, shiny noses. 





  Since dogs have a fucking great sense of smell, that thing with two noses must have a sense of smell twice as good as other dogs.





  If so, wouldn't it know that intruders had entered the cave? In fact, its heads and eyes kept darting around here and there.





  Then, the Orthos came to a dead stop as if it had discovered something.





  In front of it was the meat Luna had thrown.





  ━Orureu....





  ━Torureu....





  It bristled its fur as if on high alert while looking at the meat Luna threw. But soon, it glanced around and then vanished into a corner with the meat in its mouth.





  Ten-odd seconds later.





  Only after the sound of deep, steady breathing-saek, saek-could be heard did Luna slowly emerge from behind the stalactite and move.





  What kind of sentry dog just picks up and eats meat without any suspicion? Of course, it was convenient for us, but at this rate, it's useless as a guard dog.





  Luna said quietly.





  "It worked...! Now that the sentry is asleep, there's only one major hurdle left! Once we pass that guy, we'll be able to draw the spring water. Let's move quickly...!"





  A major hurdle.





  I have nothing but a bad feeling. And since my intuition is better than you'd think, those bad feelings usually turn out to be right.





  Seuseuseu-.





  Around the time a chilly breeze brushed against our faces and cheeks, signaling the end of the cave was near. We eventually came to witness a being that could well be called a massive giant.





  "Shibal, what the hell is this-."





  Because its appearance was so shocking and grotesque, my face instinctively contorted into a deep frown.





  It was a fucking bizarre monster with three heads, six arms, and six legs. You could say it was a situation where three bodies shared a single torso. 





  The unnatural stitch marks joining the bodies resembled the Nzambi of the Tatari Tribe I saw earlier.





  "Fucking horrific."





  Isn't this some monstrosity created by a mad scientist? 





  Just what kind of bastard would think of attaching three people's worth of limbs and heads to one body?





  The feeling of it being an insult to the order and laws of nature made me feel dizzy. Beside me, Friede-yang narrowed her eyes.





  "Those guys, they're Geryon. The Geryon triplets."





  "What, Friede-yang. You know what that monster is?"





  "I saw a subjugation bounty poster before. The Shaman Geryon. They were supposed to be giants, three of them ruling over a vast island of meadows. Why have they ended up in such a state...?"





  "You mean those guys weren't originally in one body like that?"





  "Yeah. But I don't know who stitched them together like that and made them so hideous. They look disgusting. Why are their faces so mangled?"





  Just as Friede-yang said, it was a disgusting monster. There were so many large scars on those faces that their features weren't attached normally.





  The commonality was that they all had large wounds around their eyes.





  The problem was that the creature's massive body was completely blocking the exit of the cave. To pass through, one would inevitably have to step over its body.





  Just then, Luna signaled us to be quiet with a 'shh'.





  "Their eyes are bad, but their ears are good. Everyone should be quiet. We'll sneak past, so everyone just follow behind me...!"





  And then she began to waddle on all fours like a raccoon.





  The sight of Luna passing over the six legs of that massive monster was truly precarious.





  ━Someone is stepping on my leg.





  ━You idiot, that's not your leg, it's mine.





  ━Keu-heu-heu. Rage!


  


  Soon, the massive body slowly rose, and with its six arms, it suddenly snatched up Luna's body. I almost screamed at the sight of those giant palms twisting and gripping Luna's body.





  Shh-.





  If Luna hadn't covered her mouth with her own hand, I really might have screamed.





  ━What, something got caught in my hand. What is this?





  ━You idiot, I told you it's my hand, not yours. And whatever it is, it's light.





  ━Destruction! Slaughter! Keu-heu-heu!


  


  They lifted Luna up and down, inspecting her. 





  And they even went as far as stroking her body with their six hands. 





  Even while nearly being crushed to death, Luna only trembled and didn't make a single sound.





  ━It's got fur. It has four legs too. And a tail. Isn't it a raccoon? The fur feels exactly like raccoon fur. I can't tell since I can't see.





  ━Those raccoons, they aren't even afraid of us. They keep coming into the cave. Even though they don't even taste good.





  ━Chaos! Oblivion!





  The three heads each chattered noisily. With their eyes broken and sightless, they seemed to have no doubt that the creature they were touching was a raccoon.





  As if to seal the deal, Luna, who had been keeping her mouth shut for a long time, opened it.





  "Kyeng, kye-eyeng, kyeng-!"





  ━Ah, it is a raccoon. A small female? Judging by the sound, it's still a young raccoon.





  ━Let it go, let it go. Raccoons are tough and don't taste good. Let's just sleep. We have to finish the magic tomorrow. There's-a lot-to do-.


  


  ━Butchery! Ke-he-he-he!





  And then they just tossed Luna aside.





  Luna, having escaped the giants' hands, hurriedly crawled on all fours out of the cave. Then, standing on two legs beyond that point, she waved her hand toward us.





  It was as if she were telling us to do the same. Friede-yang and I didn't say anything, but we instantly understood why Luna had made us wear raccoon skins.





  "Huu-."





  Tabak, tabak-.





  After letting out a small sigh, Friede-yang began to walk on all fours. She's got some guts, trying to pass between the giants' legs even after seeing the danger Luna just faced.





  Of course, Friede-yang was also inevitably caught by the giants' hands.





  ━What's this now? Why does something keep crawling over my legs!





  ━You idiot, I told you it's my leg, not yours!





  ━Despair!





  This time too, they stroked Friede-yang's body, covered in the hide, with their palms.





  ━Fur, it's soft fur. It has a tail too. And four legs. Is it a raccoon?





  ━Those raccoon brats. Why are so many coming today? Is it really a raccoon? This Orthos guy, just because they're four-legged beasts like him, he lets the raccoons through every day. I'll have to teach him a lesson.





  ━Fear! Deceptive tactics!





  After the head finished its bizarre shout, the massive monster stopped speaking while still holding Friede-yang. It didn't let her go; it just stopped talking.





  Then one of the heads spoke.





  ━Yeah, the youngest is right. Lately, people trying to trick us and steal spring water have been wearing hides and pretending to be beasts. Isn't this one like that too?





  ━Chrome, for a thought of yours, that's a brilliant one. It's the smartest thing I've heard out of your mouth in 50 years.





  ━Ruin!





  ━Is it really a raccoon? The fur is stiff; it doesn't feel like a living raccoon, but more like a stuffed hide.





  Seuk, seu-ueuk-.





  The giant hands gripped Friede-yang and pressed here and there. 





  Unlike when they roughly inspected Luna, the touch was quite harsh and filled with suspicion. If this continued, the clumsily worn raccoon skin might be stripped off.





  Should I step in?





  That monster looks quite strong. At this rate, Friede-yang might be in danger.





  Just then, Luna on the other side kept whispering something.





  "Imitate a raccoon...! Imitate a raccoon...! The cry...!"
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  It was a way to escape the crisis, spoken toward Friede-yang. 





  Friede-yang, who had been keeping her mouth shut as if out of pride, also seemed to realize her hood was being pulled off and opened her mouth as if she had no choice.





  "...Kyeng, kye-eyeng-. Kyeng."





  The hands came to a dead stop.





  ━Did you hear that? This raccoon is making a fucking weird sound. Isn't it a bit different from the raccoon cries we hear every day?





  ━That's true. I think I'd have to hear it again to be sure.





  ━Pride! Destruction!





  "Kyeng, kyeng, kyeng...!"





  To think that the prideful Friede-yang is desperately making such a fucking stupid raccoon sound. 





  I felt dazed, wondering if the scene I was watching was real. At the same time, it was fucking hilarious.





  "Kyeng-! Kyeng-! Kyeng-kyeng!"





  ━Ah, I get it. This is the sound of a female raccoon. A female raccoon in heat, trying to lure a male.





  ━Ah, that seems right. I heard their cries change then, and their fur gets stiff. What, did it come here thinking there was a male in the cave? Go on.





  ━Release!





  Hwik-.





  Finally, they seemed to lose interest in Friede-yang and let her go. 





  Friede-yang, safely out of their restraint, scrambled on all fours to where Luna was. Seeing how her face was completely crumpled, she seemed to be in a very foul mood.





  Is it my turn now?





  But I don't even have a raccoon skin, so what do I do?





  So I wondered what to do, and then I reached a brilliant conclusion: if I just made raccoon sounds from the start while crossing their legs, wouldn't they just let me go without suspicion?





  Imitating animals is one of the things I'm confident in.





  Therefore, I confidently cried out as I stepped between the legs of the stupid, blind monsters.





  "Kyeng-."





  ━I can tell just by looking at this one. This bastard isn't a raccoon. You're thinking of sending two real raccoons ahead and then tricking us to get to the spring, right?





  ━What are you doing? Catch him quickly then. He-he, food just rolls right in even if we stay still!





  ━Capture!





  Oh, sibureol, what was the problem? 





  I thought it was a perfect performance, not much different from the sounds Luna or Friede-yang made.





  Seureureuk-.





  Their strong arms grabbed me. They pulled me close to their faces. I saw the eyes of the one who had been squinting fly open as wide as could be upon seeing me.





  ━Wait, sibul, it's that rotten Samaritan! Animal hide! Black hair! Dammit, it's black hair! The weight is similar too!





  ━That damn bitch, not only did she put us in this state, but she followed us all the way here?





  ━Revenge!





  Geuaaaaaa-.





  Three massive mouths opened wide. 





  Startled by the sight of the horribly rotten teeth and throats teeming with all sorts of maggots, I threw a punch at their heads.





  "Hey, sibul, brush your teeth, you idiots!"





  Kwaaaaang-!





  The heads I punched made a sound like a ship being smashed by a cannonball. At the same time, the monster's body lurched and collapsed.





  I felt the sensation of jaws shattering against my fist, so the effect should be sufficient.





  "Hassan-! Are you okay!?"





  Luna shouted toward me. But the monster's bodies reacted as if they had heard that shout.





  ━What, so the ones who went ahead weren't raccoons either.





  ━Dammit, those fearless bastards-.





  ━Hatred!





  Watching the monster slowly regain its footing, I shouted loudly.





  "I'll handle this guy, so you two go get that spring water first!"





  Before me, I saw the monster rising, seemingly furious, as it snapped its heads back into place with a series of cracks-eudeuk, eudeuk.





  ━Fine, Gloria. This destructive physical strength. It could only be you. To face someone like you, we took on this cursed form. 





  ━Escape the cycle of life and death and face us, the Geryon brothers who have gained power-no, face Chrome, the God of the Crescent Moon, the Hill, and Shamanism-!





  ━Advent of the Wild!





  Six fingers began to form a formation or a seal with a bizarre feeling.
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  ━Descent of the Wild...!





  Three heads attached to a single body. 





  And six arms with a hell of a lot of fingers, each moving independently to form bizarre shapes.





  Seuk, seuseuk-.





  It looked like a child's hand gestures during a shadow play, or perhaps the hand seals from that ninja manga I used to enjoy. 





  To my eyes, capable of sensing magic, it was certain that every single one of those hand movements contained some bizarre meaning or what one might call a profound mystery.





  One could even consider it a single incantation or a magic chant in itself. Just then, Friede, who was stripping off her raccoon skin in the distance, shouted.





  "Hassan, he's drawing Runes with his hands! You have to stop him!"





  Even if I didn't fully grasp what drawing Runes meant, I certainly agreed that whatever he was preparing had to be stopped. 





  Therefore, after channeling aura into the hand holding my club, I kicked off the air with all my might and swung downward toward his heads.





  Swaaaaak-.





  The club, emitting a red energy, scorched the air and distorted space itself. 





  The club, swung in a massive arc, finally struck the center of Geryon's-no, the Druid God Chrome's head.





  Paseuseuk-.





  At the very moment I thought I had smashed his head in. 





  ━Not a chance, Gloria!





  One of his many arms swatted me aside, slamming me straight into the ground. 





  "Ugh, that hurts-!"





  Having crashed into the cave wall, I let out a scream as I felt the vibration of the intense impact through every bone in my body. At that, the three heads merely let out a collective, gruesome "Keu-heu-heu-."





  ━We are not the same as we were then, Samaritan warrior. We have risen from death and attained power like never before. 





  ━I thank you, black-haired one. Thanks to you, we were able to realize the truth between the two cycles of life and death!





  ━Nature's Wrath!





  Eudeuk, eudeudeuk-.





  At that moment, their hideous bodies began to twist. 





  Simultaneously, long fur sprouted from their bluish skin, and sharp claws grew from their pillar-thick hands and feet.





  ━Geuuuuu-.





  Their faces also transformed into a highly threatening appearance, with long snouts and sharp teeth. It was a bear. A monstrous bear that looked like it had crawled out of a twisted netherworld.





  ━Kuaaaaaa-!!!





  As those three snouts opened wide and roared, I had to cover my ears, feeling as though my already sensitive hearing was about to burst.





  Right at that moment, a massive forepaw swung toward me. It seemed he intended to rip my body apart while I was flinching from the roar.





  If I were hit by a paw as big as I am tall, my body might be split into three. So, I quickly leaped backward and rolled-.





  Kagagagagak-.





  His claws scraped the cave floor, creating intense sparks. It was a powerful attack befitting his size and majesty. However, it lacked precision.





  That was likely due to the deep eye injuries he had suffered from the high-ranking surgeons. 





  Even after transforming into a monster bear, the wounds on their eyes had actually gaped wider and begun to drip blood.





  ━Did I miss-? It's quite difficult when I can't see. Damned pink-haired bitches.





  ━That too will be over soon. Once the magic performed on the spring is complete, everything will be regenerated and become even stronger.





  ━Pain-!





  While they were talking, I thought about how best to fight such a massive and enormous monster. 





  At that moment, a sphere of intense magic flew in from somewhere-.





  Hwareureuk-.





  It was a fireball.





  It must have been a fireball used by Friede. It collided with the monster's head and exploded with a loud noise, instantly scorching the surrounding air.





  ━Guaaaak-!





  Even for a monster of such massive size, it seemed unable to withstand the pain of the searing flames, as it began to roll around while letting out a loud scream.





  Honestly, being burned by fire is a truly fucking horrific pain. I know because I've experienced it firsthand. 





  It's a suffering so intense it feels like your head is splitting and your mind is breaking, wrapping around your body until you can't think of anything else but the fact that it hurts.





  Hwareuk, hwareureuk-.





  "You're nothing special. How dare you call me a female raccoon in heat?"





  Friede created as many as five fireballs from the tip of her staff. They grew larger and larger until they finally merged into one giant ball. 





  Those flames, as large as my torso, felt so intense they could almost be called a small sun, making even my spine tingle.





  I had seen Friede's fire magic many times, but I had never seen anything with such intense majesty. Is it a newly devised ultimate move?





  "Flame sleeping in the earth-. Bird that grows by devouring its own body-. Now, consume magic and rise, fly through the firmament."





  As the chant continued, the surrounding temperature heated up instantly, and the moisture began to dry out. My lips became parched, my skin dry, and even my eyes felt gritty.
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  I didn't know what would happen if the spell were completed and I took the brunt of it. With magic of such a massive scale and such an intense grand chant, the aftermath would surely be huge. Shit, am I going to die too?





  ━Damn it, is she a pyromancer-! Stop the chant, we must stop it-!





  A bear paw lunged downward from high above Friede's head. However, Friede seemed to be so focused on the chant that she showed no sign of dodging the attack.





  "Oh, for fuck's sake-."





  Because of that, I moved my body quickly and ran toward him. Then, I caught the forepaw, which had the majesty of a falling iron trailer, with both of my hands.





  "Geuuuuu-!"





  Perhaps because of its size and weight, even for me, it felt like my knees were going to buckle, so I clenched my teeth. It felt as if my knee joints were all going to give out.





  It was only because it was me that I managed to hold out this much; if Friede had been hit by this, she would have been crushed flat. Thinking about it that way, it's a relief.





  Is the chant still not done? At the moment I felt that doubt, Friede finally shouted.





  "Red Flame of Ra-!" 


  


  Simultaneously, a massive fireball was launched. However, its speed was leisurely slow, befitting its bloated size. 





  Of course, the three-headed monster was so large and slow that it couldn't dodge it, and eventually, the fireball Friede had created detonated against its massive body.





  Kwaaaaang-!





  Explosion.





  It was an impact that couldn't be described any further than that. Intense heat rose and enveloped my body, burning everything around it. 





  Thinking that I had to protect Friede behind me, I threw myself over her to shield her. With an explosion like this, even the caster, Friede, wouldn't be able to escape the aftermath.





  A short while later, when I regained my senses.





  I could see that the three-headed monster had been annihilated, leaving not even black ash behind.





  Friede, looking at that, actually narrowed her eyes.





  "...."





  She shifted her gaze from the blackened cave and looked at her palm. The leather gloves she always wore were also scorched in several places, leaving black soot.





  "The power is too strong. The destructive power of the flames has become too great. To think it would be this strong...."





  Friede seemed rather worried because the ultimate fire technique she had cast had shown such an intense effect.





  Friede, who had an expression that said she had much to say, soon clenched her fists with her burnt gloves and said nothing more.





  "Ah-! What is this!"





  Just then, Luna's voice echoed loudly from outside.











  *     *     *





  





  Stepping out of the cave, the first thing I saw were the two moons hanging high in the sky. 





  The moons were so bright and clearly visible from the mountain peak that I felt I understood why this mountain was named Moon-viewing Mountain.





  And under that moonlight, Luna, who shared the same name as the moon, was sitting in a small pit-like depression, continuously digging something out with her hands.





  Paseuseuk, paseuseuk-.





  Perhaps because she was wearing the raccoon skin, her back looked just like a wild animal, which was somewhat humorous.





  "Luna-ya, what are you doing? Did you get the spring water?"





  Despite my question, Luna continued to dig the ground with both hands.





  "No! Because of that strange explosion just now, the spring water has all dried up...!"





  "Well, shit. That's a problem."





  It seemed the small sun Friede had launched had also greatly affected the spring water Luna was trying to collect. So the pit Luna was sitting in was where the spring had been.





  "It's, it's not my fault."





  At that, Friede turned her head away with a "Hmph." Of course, I had no intention of blaming her. If I did, I might have to face a fucking powerful fireball.





  While I was briefly lost in thought about what to do, Luna spoke as she busily moved her hands.





  "But it's okay! If I keep digging, something will surely gush out from deep inside!"





  Luna seemed to have no doubt that there was still a water vein beneath the dry, crumbly soil of this dried-up spring. Of course, I also hoped that would be the case. 





  That way, the hardships we went through to get here wouldn't be meaningless.





  I decided to help Luna dig the pit and look for the spring water or whatever water vein there was. 





  All my hands touched was dry, crumbly, dehydrated soil. You could even call it sand. I could instinctively tell that the water source beneath this had dried up.





  "Luna-ya, I think it would be better to dig somewhere else. There's no moisture here at all."





  "But this is where the spring was. Then where should I dig? Hassan, can you tell where the water vein is?"


  


  Only then did Luna straighten her back. 





  Perhaps because she had been digging for a long time, Luna, whose body was tired, was sweating profusely under her raccoon hood and narrowing her eyes.





  Turning my gaze away from Luna, I spoke to Friede.





  "Hey, Friede. Do you happen to have that lightning hazelnut?"





  At that, Friede, who seemed to have been silent for a while out of embarrassment for drying up the spring water, rummaged through her trouser pocket and handed me the nut.





  "I have it. Why this?"





  It was the lightning hazelnut Luna had given Friede to wake her up.





  A hazelnut.





  There must be a seed inside.





  After planting it in the pit Luna had been diligently digging until just now, I spoke to Luna.





  "Luna-ya, do you have any health elixirs left?"





  "Elixir? Why? What are you trying to do all of a sudden? I don't have any elixirs. I have one health bead."





  "Then give me that at least. You'll see what I'm doing."





  "Really? Then, well, here-."





  I took a small bead, about the size of a thumbnail, from Luna's waist. After crushing it well, I put it into the canteen at my waist. 





  This should be enough for a makeshift health elixir. I shook it well to mix it. 





  Although it was temporary, I, Hassan, who also served as the God of Wine, could feel with something like instinct exactly how and with what rhythm I should shake it so that the crushed health bead and water would mix well.





  I felt like I could even make cocktails that were difficult to manufacture right now.





  Challang, challang-.





  Having mixed plenty of water in the leather canteen, I finally poured it over the hazelnut seed I had buried.





  Then, a very surprising thing happened.





  Paseuseuk-.





  A sprout germinated through the dry soil.





  At that sight, Luna shouted as if surprised.





  "My goodness, the seed has already grown like this? Hassan, how did this happen?"





  "Luna-ya, didn't you know? If you sprinkle health elixir on the ground, grass or seeds sprout quickly like this."





  "I didn't know! Why would you waste health elixir by throwing it on the ground! Hassan, did you throw the health elixirs I gave you on the ground? That's too much!"





  Luna made a tearful face. Having been misunderstood unintentionally, I had no choice but to tell the truth.





  "No, it wasn't me, it was Paranoi...."





  "Paranoi, that girl. I made it thinking of her, and she didn't drink it because it was bitter! I made it diligently because she said she wanted to grow tall!"





  Paranoi often threw the health elixirs Luna made for her on the ground. 





  She would pretend to have finished it, put it in her squirrel stash, and then, when Luna wasn't looking, spit it all out onto the grass in the yard with a "Bweee-."





  Having witnessed that scene by chance, I had decided to keep it a secret, but shit, anyway, that's not what's important right now.





  I could clearly realize that grass, leaves, and trees that had received health elixir showed unusual growth. 





  Something like the ingredients in Luna's elixir must be stimulating the plants. However, what I was trying to do didn't end with this.





  Seureuk-.





  I made a small cut on my palm with the dagger at my waist. As blood trickled down, Friede asked.





  "Why are you wounding your palm?"





  "Because I think this will be better."





  I placed my bleeding palm on the ground around the tender new sprout, the hazelnut sprout. Then, the dry soil around it began to be stained red. 





  Since long ago, all the plants I had raised had grown rapidly and formed lush weeds. 





  Even back in elementary school, only the flowerpots I raised grew large, and there were times I was praised by the teacher and transplanted them into the elementary school garden.





  Thinking about it now, I wonder if that was a talent I possessed.





  The talent for raising plants.





  It's probably because I take after my mother, who raised strawberries and flowers in a greenhouse.





  I focused my mind on the blood flowing through my body. The magic of Hell, originating from the dead. A vitality contrary to that was redly dwelling within me.





  I was transferring that to the soil and the tree.





  Seuseuseu-.





  Then, I felt the dry ground draining the life force from my body. You could even say it drank the blood flowing from my palm as if it were thirsty.





  Simultaneously, the young sprout that had sprouted in the ground achieved a rapid growth that was visible to the eye.
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  The hazelnut tree, having absorbed my blood and aura, began to grow rapidly. 





  Under the moonlight, the speed at which it grew thick was unbelievable even to the eye.





  "Wh-what is this! Hassan, the tree is growing huge! A tree grew from the ground! What the hell is going on?!"





  Luna trembled as if truly surprised by the sight. Her surprise was natural. Because I was too.





  But there had been many hints up until now.





  The necromancy I wielded wasn't really necromancy, but rather similar to bestowing life force to create something new. 





  And the fact that I possessed the same blood as the goddess Ceres, who governs bountiful harvests and seasons. And even the hot life force circulating in my bloodstream during the days I meditated to train my aura.





  Based on that, I merely bestowed my life force upon this tree. And it feels like it worked even better than I expected.





  Ujik, Ujijik-.





  Finally, in the pit where a spring was said to exist, a tree that looked like it had lived for over a hundred years was complete. The hazelnut tree swayed its leaves with a Sseusseu- sound in the blowing wind.





  It was impressive enough, but my goal wasn't to grow this tree. This was merely a process.





  I broke off a Y-shaped branch from that hazelnut tree. Then, holding one end of the Y-shape in each hand, I aimed its tip around like a gun barrel.





  "Good. It's well-made. Now, the tree is no longer needed."





  At the sight, Luna asked.





  "Hassan, what are you doing? After all that effort to make a huge tree, just for a branch?!"





  Luna didn't seem to understand what I was trying to do. But I had a goal. The goal of making a dowsing rod, a water-divining rod.





  A dowsing rod is a tool used to detect underground water veins. And a Y-shaped hazelnut branch makes an excellent material for a dowsing rod.





  "With this, you can tell where a spring flows. If the tip of this branch dips downwards, a spring is flowing there. Everyone, grab one and try it."





  It's a method my father used to find effective medicinal spring water, and it's actually quite effective.





  However, Elfriede, who had been wearing a serious expression, burst into laughter as if she'd heard something outrageous.





  "What the hell is that nonsense? After doing something ridiculous like growing a tree in an instant. All you're doing is breaking off a branch to find water veins or whatever? Isn't that superstition?!"





  Of course, Elfriede's words were quite right. But Luna, as if truly excited by my words, raised both hands high.





  "I got it! It's water-finding voodoo!"





  I've felt this before, but Luna seems to like adding 'voodoo' after any plausible name.





  Ttuk-.





  Luna also broke off a Y-shaped branch, and like me, swung its tip around. Then, it suddenly stopped somewhere, and-.





  "Here it is! Under this rock!"





  It stopped under a rock larger than Luna's body, and she called out to me.





  "Hassan, under this rock is strange! Here, the ditch water seems to be calling me!"


  


  Ditch water calling her, she said. Though I was the one who suggested finding water veins, Luna's excitement was so high that even I couldn't handle it. 





  "Ugh, it's too, too heavy-."





  Luna tried to push the rock by herself. But it was impossible for her to move a rock several times larger than her own body alone.





  "Hassan, help me!"





  So I decided to help Luna. Seeing Luna jump around like that, there must be something under that rock.





  Thus, when I lifted the rock with both hands and moved it aside.





  Kung-.





  We found several crayfish in the spot where the rock had been. Their colors were so vibrant and iridescent that they looked more like jewels than crayfish.





  "Spring crayfish! Their presence means there's moisture nearby! If we dig here, water will come out!"





  Luna was almost frantic. Luna, muttering to herself, soon used both her hands like animal paws to start digging up the moist ground where the crayfish had been.





  Paseuseuk, Paseuseuk-.





  Soon, what could only be called wet mud began to emerge with a Cheobeok-Cheobeok- sound, and then, with the sound of trickling water, a gush of water began to well up.





  "..."





  "..."





  At that scene, both Elfriede and I fell silent. Because the spring water, which had gushed from beneath the mud, shimmered with a bright golden hue, to an unimaginable degree. 





  It looked almost like iridescent sesame oil. Luna splashed her hands around in the golden stream.





  "Hassan, look at this! There really is water! How did I know this? It's so amazing! How, how did I-."





  The moment Luna was about to say something.





  Jirit, Jireureu-.





  My nape tingled as if struck by lightning. At that moment, thinking I shouldn't stay like this, I grabbed Elfriede and Luna, one in each arm, and ducked down.





  "Get down-!"





  Paseuseuk-. Paseuk-.





  Something cut through the air above our heads. When I looked up, I noticed something like a feathered dart stuck in the grown hazelnut tree.





  Sabak, Sabak, Sabak-.





  Soon, along with the sound of footsteps on dry ground, many presences surrounded us. 





  They were girls with pink hair and skull Masks, each holding ominous weapons like scythes or chains.





  One of them said.





  "You lot, not only did you trespass into the sanctuary, but you're also causing a ruckus. You'll have to explain everything that happened!"











   *      *      *











  ━Hassan-nim, something terrible has happened-imnidat...! You must return to our Temple as soon as possible-imnidat...!  





  ━What the fuck.





  When I came to my senses, I was standing in a dark sea. 





  As if someone had laid out stage dry ice, a hazy smoke was rising. 





  The strange thing was that Paranoy's voice was coming from within that fog.





  ━Hassan-nim, that fellow is causing a ruckus-imnidat...! No one, no one can stop him-imnidat...! Something terrible has happened-imnidat...!





  ━What the fuck, Paranoy. Did you really get into my head? What kind of dream is this? Shit, what is this. Get out of my head, Paranoy!





  Paranoy's noisy shouts sometimes got stuck in my ears, making me hear phantom sounds. But for it to appear in a hallucinatory realm, whether a dream or something else, felt like it crossed a line.





  I needed my own personal space for privacy, but hearing Paranoy's voice even in my dreams like this, I might actually develop a neurosis.





  Then, from somewhere, Paranoy spoke.





  ━He's a very wicked fellow-imnidat...! He keeps shouting for Hassan-nim to be handed over, but it's no use no matter how much I say you're not here-imnidat-.





  Just as Paranoy was about to finish saying something.





  Swaaaa-.





  A giant wave-like thing rose from somewhere and engulfed me, and I was submerged in water. As I thrashed around for a while, someone soon spoke to me.





  "Who told you to sleep? Wake up quickly!"





  Chwaaaak-.





  And then, water was splashed on my face again.





  Opening my eyes, I realized I was in a dark place filled with torches. 
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  A cage made of wood. Trapped in that cramped corner, I was sitting cross-legged with my hands tied behind my back.





  In front of me, girls with fierce faces and pink hair were glaring at me, each holding a spear and a torch.





  Only then did I realize that this was the Tatari Tribe, the village of the deep Hell, which ruled Hill Island. 





  Because of the commotion we caused at the peak of Moon-Viewing Mountain, the girls of the Tatari Tribe who were on patrol had come to capture us.





  I had thought about escaping, but the night was too dark and the number of guards was too great, so I remembered deciding to cooperate with them obediently to avoid causing trouble.





  Perhaps because I was tired, I dozed off, had a strange dream, and had water splashed on my face.





  Didn't Paranoy say something or other?





  What a dream that was.





  As I was thinking that, I noticed that Luna and Elfriede weren't next to me. 





  Soon, looking around, I saw Elfriede and Luna warming themselves by the fire and grilling meat.





  "What the fuck, why am I the only one tied up?"


  


  It was fortunate that Elfriede and Luna weren't being attacked or suffering any harsh treatment from the combative pink-haired girls, but I felt a bit wronged that I was the only one tied up in a cage like a prisoner.





  "Untie me too."





  Someone replied.





  "You're an Outside Man. It's the rule to keep Outside Men confined in a cage for about a day like this. We'd appreciate it if you complied."





  Ah, fuck, I'm caged because I'm a man.





  Of course, the old vine ropes binding me and this wooden cage were flimsy enough to break with just a bit of force. Keeping me confined was probably just a formality.





  One of the girls wearing skull Masks asked.





  "Chrome, who was on Moon-Viewing Mountain. They say you guys killed him, is that true?"





  Seureuk-.





  At that, I felt everyone's gaze turn to my mouth. Before I could even answer, she continued speaking.





  "That fellow was strong. With our Tatari Tribe's Eun-jambi magic, he became an even more terrifying and powerful monster than when he was alive. And the suffering our tribe endured because of him was great."





  At the name Chrome, several pink-haired girls trembled. 





  To be scared by merely speaking his name, it was as if I could see how much that monster had reigned as a symbol of terror on this island earlier.





  I said.





  "That bastard is dead. He won't be able to revive again. Because he was completely burned, not even ashes remained. He must have been thrown to the bottom of Hell. I saw it clearly."





  ━Did you hear? He's dead!





  ━That damned, wicked bastard-.





  At my words, expressions of relief spread everywhere. 





  I had wondered if they might try to kill me too for arbitrarily killing him. But seeing the girls rejoice, I felt relieved.





  "If what you say about killing Chrome is true, then you can be considered important guests on this island. However, this is the first time something like this has happened in the long history of our island, so I don't know what to do about it."





  The girls seemed to be in a state of both joy and panic. 





  They were probably bewildered and unable to adapt to the situation that had unfolded overnight.





  The girl with the skull Mask said.





  "Even though Chrome was like that, he was an idol we created with our own hands. A god, I mean. Even if he was an object of terror, he was the one who protected this island. Without a god, we are just weak sheep."





  "Weak sheep without a god, what do you mean by that?"





  "Literally. These islands are cursed. A land even the gods abandoned. Now, only ruin awaits. Now there are no gods on this island.... It has become a completely abandoned land. And we have become orphans."





  The girls looked very sad that there was no one to worship on the island. 





  A completely abandoned land, and they've become orphans.





  What suddenly came to my mind were the slaves of the late Joseon Dynasty. 





  Slaves working in noble households sometimes gained freedom as egalitarian ideas emerged. 





  While some welcomed this, others, having lost the homes and ways of life they had known all their lives, were so intimidated by the vast freedom that they voluntarily chose to remain slaves.





  Aren't these girls similar to that?





  Girls who can only survive in this barren land by worshipping something. They must need a pillar for their hearts. Indeed, thinking that way, I understand.





  I momentarily thought about what I could do here. Then, something suddenly flashed in my mind.





  I said.





  "Then, this Hill Island and your Tatari Tribe can come under my command. Tatari is short for Tartarus, isn't it? There's no one more suited to worship me than your Hell Tribe."





  At my words, several girls furrowed their brows as if angry.





  "What? What nonsense are you talking about? Who do you think you are? No matter how much we've fallen, we're not so desperate as to worship a suspicious fellow like you."


 


  "Suspicious fellow, how rude. I, of all people, am the most suitable Ruler of the Deep Hell."





  "Trapped in such a cramped cage, do you really think you can rule the Deep Hell Tribe?"





  The woman with the bone helmet laughed behind her Mask as if she'd heard something amusing. At the same time, the other girls also giggled, seeming to take my words as a joke.





  To that, I said.





  "The Hell I spoke of isn't the name of your tribe. I'm talking about a truly dark and deep abyss. And, I'm not trapped; I'm merely allowing myself to be trapped."





  "What?"





  "It'll be faster to show you directly. With flimsy wood like this, you can't protect your safety."





  Udeudeuk-.





  I tore through the vines binding my hands and stood up. 





  Then, I put my hands into the bars of the wooden cage, and as I pulled them wide apart, the wooden bars shattered with an Udeudeuk- sound.





  At the sight, the pink-haired girls screamed with horrified expressions as if they had seen a monster.





  "Th-that's ironwood! How could he break an ironwood cage soaked in seawater like that?!"





  "Monster, that fellow is a monster too! Everyone be careful! It looks like the monster is about to rampage!"





  The girls, with heightened vigilance, began to point their weapons at me. However, the fear deep in their eyes could not be hidden.





  I stepped out of the cage and stood before everyone.





  "Well, now, who's trapped in a stupid cage?"





  Perhaps intimidated by my imposing figure, a head taller than theirs. 





  Or perhaps scared that I had broken the wooden cage they boasted was unbreakable. Several girls plopped down on their bottoms.





  "M-Monster-!"





  Their fearful gazes looking up at me felt strangely good. Was it said that gods gain great power by feeding on fear, reverence, and such? Now I understand a little.





  I said to the girls, who one by one dropped their weapons and lost their will to fight.





  "My name is Hassan. Pluto's only son. And, the rightful heir to the deep Tartarus-. And, from today, I am your god."





  I proudly declared before the trembling girls.
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  The next day.





  Early in the morning, I took my seat on a bone chair made by the Small Abyss tribe.





  I don't know what kind of beast's bones it was made from, but it looked quite ominous, so I didn't really want to sit in it.





  "Hassan-nim, this is a seat for you, and only for you...!"





  The priestess of the Tatari Tribe seemed to insist that I must sit in this ridiculous bone chair.





  Dalgeurak-.





  So to speak, this bone chair could be seen as the throne, the symbol of power and the highest council organ of this island. It's so pointy that my butt hurts.





  "It suits you very, very well. Ohhh-. Truly, it is as if you were born to sit here-. I, Hernia, daughter of the abyss, can now die without any regrets."





  The priestess of the Tatari Tribe was an old grandmother who looked like she might pass away any day now. Her teeth were sparse and her eyes were cloudy; even at a glance, her condition didn't look very good.





  "The only Son of Pluto. To think you would come all this way from that distant Hell to save our island-. You are truly our savior!"





  That old woman was busy praising me as if I were some incredible person. It seems she liked the arrogant and confident appearance I showed last night.





  Last night, when I escaped from the prison, the Tatari Tribe, who had caused a commotion, surrendered without much resistance to me after I revealed myself as the Son of Pluto.





  I thought there would be some resistance, but there was none.





  And the role of this old woman, Priestess Hernia, was significant in being able to take over the tribe without bloodshed. Because as soon as she saw me, she ordered everyone to disarm.





  "Let everyone prostrate themselves and worship!"





  Seureuk, seureuk-.





  As a result, right now in front of me, girls prostrated flat on the ground are stealing glances at me.





  Nearly 70 women of the Tatari Tribe.





  Their average level is around 25.





  Befitting a combat-oriented group famous even in the Ideope archipelago, they are strong enough to rival a decent mercenary company or guild. If you include the zombies they control, they would certainly be at that level.





  If these girls had fought me, Luna, or Elfriede with their lives on the line, it would have been quite a headache. Perhaps we would have been the ones kneeling.





  However, seeing pink-haired girls prostrated on all fours sprouting up here and there, it looks exactly like a field where Chikoritas are growing.





  Of course, I won't say that to anyone.





  Through my ears, I could vividly hear the sound of the girls whispering among themselves with their heads bowed.





  ━How long do we have to stay prostrated?





  ━I don't know! More importantly, is that guy really that strong?





  ━That's because you didn't see him tear open the iron-wood cage with his bare hands! He's a monster much stronger than that Chrome guy! I heard he burned Chrome to death with a single punch!





  ━My goodness, then he's a really strong guy? They said he's the Son of Pluto. Pluto must have sired a truly monster-like son! No wonder his soul looked so extraordinary.





  At that moment, Grand Elder Hernia spoke up.


  


  "Soon, the foolish practitioners of other tribes will also kneel before Hassan-nim. For today, in the name of this High Elder, I have summoned a council of each island and tribe."





  Along with her "ho-ho-ho" laughter, many pink-haired girls gathered at the village of the Tatari Tribe, the center of Hill Island.





  "What, are we the first to arrive? Old woman Hernia, we aren't the only ones you called, right?"





  The first to appear were women with snakes draped over their faces and bodies.





  Large pythons were wound around them here and there as if they were scarves, wriggling in a way that was quite eerie. Dark tattoos were also drawn on their faces.





  "To think the Tatari Tribe would request a tribal council. It's been a very long time. Grand Elder Hernia, have you gone senile?"





  ━Sss, sssss-.





  "I think so too, Snakey. The weather on Hill Island is sticky and unpleasant. There are many swamps too."





  Seeing her even conversing with the snakes she raises makes me feel like I'm losing my mind just watching.





  "Wow, they're the Snake-Snake Tribe! They live deep in the jungle so they're hard to see, but shit-. They really raise a lot of snakes.... There's even a Golden Silk Python...."





  According to Luna, they were the Snake-Snake Tribe from Coral Island; though small in number, they were not to be underestimated as they possessed secret arts passed down through generations for handling snakes, toads, and poisonous insects like venomous spiders.





  The number of residents was approximately 20.





  Though few, they were said to be battle-hardened veterans around level 20.





  Beside them, with a pasueuk- sound, several other women appeared, parting the bushes.





  "The fortune is Great Calamity-. Today, everyone has the face of death. The darkest island on such a day. A gathering. Not good."





  They were women who carried voodoo dolls made of straw, large spikes and hammers, and clusters of strange wooden cards hanging from their waists.





  Some of them held torches in their hands while holding ominous nails in their mouths.





  Wouldn't it be a disaster if they accidentally swallowed those?





  While I was slightly frowning at their lack of safety awareness, Luna, standing behind my chair, whispered a few words.





  "Those are the Wet Mist Tribe from Scarecrow Island. They're good at curses, superstitions, and fortune-telling. What they say is hard to understand even within Ideope."





  "I see."





  After that, many tribes from various islands arrived. Among them, the last to arrive was the largest and most widespread tribe, Nyx Child.





  A woman with blue skin wearing a skull mask appeared before me, sitting on a palanquin and litter, languidly waving a fan made of bird tail feathers.





  It must be the elder and her personal guard.





  According to Luna, the population of the Nyx Child tribe is about 200. Their average level is 10.





  However, because the elder is as strong as the powerhouses of the continent, the village's security is said to be excellent.





  The elder of the Nyx Child tribe spoke.





  "To call all 13 islands and 15 tribes, Grand Elder Hernia. What is the matter? We came because you called, but we aren't on good enough terms to see each other in one place like this."





  At those words, clamors of "That's right" could be heard from here and there.





  Since they had been fighting each other just until recently to seize supplies and scarce males, it was natural for a commotion to arise when they gathered in one place like this.





  In fact, some seemed full of intent to cause a mess here.





  ━Garuru, you bastard. You threw a stone at my face back then. Know that I'll stick a spear in your butt once the meeting is over!





  ━I don't know what you're talking about. And don't you know it's taboo to use such sharp language at a tribal council?





  Dozens of people from 13 tribes. If each person says just one word, it's dozens of words. Watching the pink-haired women chatter noisily is quite distracting.





  At that, the grandmother Hernia, who is called the Grand Elder and receives respect even from the women of other islands, tapped her staff on the ground to draw everyone's attention.





  "Now, quiet. I know well that everyone is busy and has much to say. It's famous even in the great lands that the women of Ideope talk a lot. So, before the talk gets too long, let's get to the point."





  Taking advantage of the brief silence, Hernia scanned the surroundings with her dim eyes and said:





  "The Small Abyss tribe ceases war as of today. There is no longer a need for it. Chrome, who was ruling over Moonlight Mountain, is dead. As before, we will open that place to all other tribes."





  At that, the surroundings, which had briefly stopped talking, stirred greatly. The atmosphere became even noisier than when they were growling at each other just before.





  ━Opening the spring is a fortunate and good thing, but...





  ━Chrome is dead?





  ━Didn't that monster get even stronger with the Tatari Tribe's Zambi Sorcery? Is it even possible for such a guy to die?





  ━Aren't they trying to trick us? Like a trap-.





  They didn't seem to easily believe the fact that the three-headed zombie giant was dead.





  I've been feeling this lately, but people in this world are so suspicious that they don't believe anything at once. It's getting to the point of being tiring.





  Then someone raised their hand. It was the elder of Nyx Child.





  "The monster has fallen. It couldn't have been you Tatari Tribe who took him down. Who on earth did such a thing?"





  As everyone's questioning gazes began to wander through the air. I, whose back and butt were starting to ache from sitting in the bone chair for so long, was able to open my mouth at the perfect timing.





  "It was me."





  At that, a momentary silence fell over the Tatari Tribe's village square. I quickly let out a few more words, taking advantage of that silence.





  "And I'm also the one who ordered the opening of the golden spring and the opening of the port on Hill Island, which the Tatari Tribe had been monopolizing. But it's not for free. There are conditions."











    *      *       *
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  The noisy chatter finally stopped when the sun that had risen in the morning was setting low.





  Tribes gathered from each island. As they all raised their voices, the day had ended and evening was coming before they knew it.





  Compensation for the war damage that had occurred until now.





  And as they discussed policies for future actions, voices naturally got louder and fists were even traded a few times, so the time dragged on.





  I wondered when this conversation would end.





  As the sun set, the sound of bubbling could be heard from somewhere as food began to be cooked, and soon I could see pink-haired girls gathered in small groups around a blazing campfire, chatting away.





  With women from various tribes mixed together and chatting, it was like a noisy marketplace.





  "Ah, isn't that mushroom the incense mushroom that only grows on Green Island?"





  "That's right-. It's delicious if you put it in a pot dish because the broth comes out well."





  "Then, I should take out our island's snake-berry liquor too."





  Seeing them put food they brought from their respective islands into pots or roast it over the fire and share it, it was hard to believe that these were the same people who were raising their voices and even at war until just a while ago.





  Of course, it was a pleasant sight.





  Beside me, Luna was chattering away.





  "It seems the talk went well. Originally, when a tribal council ends, they barter the goods they brought like this."





  "I see."





  At that, Elfriede, who had been standing beside me keeping her mouth shut for a while, also spoke up for a change.





  "I guess this is also a type of exchange. Different tribes gathering, having conversations like this, and even dating."





  Where Elfriede's eyes were directed, groups of what looked like young boys and girls were hesitating and stealing glances at each other.





  Friends in the fresh bloom of puberty.





  They must be feeling interest in the girls and boys of other tribes.





  I'm somewhat envious.





  Because those clumsy and fresh reactions were thick with the feeling of youth and adolescence.





  ━Hey, your tribe doesn't have stuff like this, right? Here, autumn potatoes are delicious-.





  ━What are you talking about? Go away-.





  I also had a time when I was an adolescent boy. Of course, back then, I was so shy like those boys that if a girl even spoke to me, my face would turn red and I wouldn't know what to do.





  In fact, it was the same even after I got older.





  The reason I can now talk to women without much trouble is largely thanks to Elfriede and Luna, who are standing here looking indifferent.





  Right at that moment, Luna hudadak- hid behind my chair.





  "Ugh, Stealth Voodoo-!"





  Stealth Voodoo is an evasion technique Luna uses when she encounters a formidable foe she cannot handle. Using it suddenly meant that a being who was like Luna's natural enemy had appeared.





  Turning my head, I saw the blue-skinned elder walking toward me.





  She was holding a cup that looked like a long horn trumpet, and she held it out to me.





  "To think you took down that monster Chrome. It seems you have the skill to call yourself the Son of Pluto. You even brought the stubborn Tatari Tribe to submission in a single day."





  I accepted the horn cup, and inside, a mysterious sky-blue transparent liquid was sloshing, with bubbles rising.





  Is it liquor?





  "It's Snowflower Liquor, brewed by me, Elder Circe. It tastes good, and it's good for men's bodies too."





  Good for men's bodies.





  I was just feeling a bit weak after forcibly growing the tree.





  When I took a sip of what was in the horn cup, I was surprised because it tasted like a refreshing cider mixed with alcohol.





  "It's delicious."





  "Elixirs and liquor should not only be good for the body but also taste good. In that sense, Nyxdotti, your elixirs are still far off. They don't taste good."





  At that, a rustling sound came from behind my chair.





  "E-Elder-. How did you know I was here?"





  "Your Stealth Voodoo is so unpracticed. It's pathetic."





  The elder and Luna stopped talking for a few seconds after facing each other. Then it was the elder who spoke first.





  "Nyxdotti. To think you would put us to sleep and come here to cause such a big incident. What were you going to do if something went wrong with such a reckless act?"





  "That's-."





  Luna didn't know what to do. At that, the elder stopped talking again. Then she clenched her fist and raised it high as if to hit Luna's head.





  Seueuk-.





  "Silent Noogie-."





  "H-Heeek!"





  It was the ultimate technique, Silent Noogie, that Luna often uses on Paranoy.





  I thought Luna had just made up the name, but it seemed Luna herself had lived her entire childhood receiving noogies from the elder.





  A noogie.





  Maybe Luna often talks nonsense because her brain cells were damaged from receiving so many noogies.





  If so, it also explains why Paranoy, who received noogies from Luna, is also talking more and more nonsense.





  I fell into deep thought about the problematic nature of corporal punishment through physical impact. Right at that moment, the elder's hand was lowered seureuk-.





  "No, you're past the age of receiving noogies. This matter isn't something that can be settled with a single noogie anyway. Nyxdotti, as a result of the meeting with the tribe's elders-. You, who recklessly deceived the tribespeople and proceeded with things on your own, are disqualified from being my successor."





  "Shit-! Hurray-!"





  Luna raised both hands as if she were happy to have lost the qualification for succession. But the elder's words didn't end there.





  "And, you are now banished from the Nyx Child tribe, Nyxdotti."


































Chapter 402: 402 - Egg and Chick #2


402 - Egg and Chick #2

















  "Y-yes?"





  Luna was startled, as if she had heard something unbelievable.





  The story she had just heard seemed quite shocking, even for Luna. She began to stammer, as if she couldn't believe the Elder's words.





  "W-what do you mean by that? What are you saying?"





  "Exactly as I said. You are no longer of the Nox Child Tribe. There is no place for you in the village. Leaving the island as you pleased, returning as you pleased and causing trouble. This is an unacceptable act."





  "...."





  "By the authority of the Elder, I will expel you. Luna. Luna Noxdoti. The village's fence will no longer protect you."





  Pareureu-.





  I noticed Luna's hands and legs, behind my chair, starting to tremble. Being suddenly expelled from her tribe, it wouldn't be strange for her body to tremble.
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  Luna's hardships on the Gaia Continent after leaving her hometown, and even tricking the monster Geryon to find the spring water, were all, in a way, for the Nox Child Tribe.





  She might have felt as if everything she had done so far was being denied.





  However, from an objective standpoint, not as Luna's boyfriend, the Elder's words were also very true.





  Luna had a history of being a runaway ninja who deserted the tribe as she pleased, she fed sleeping herbs to everyone in the village to put them to sleep, and even colluded with Naru of the warring Tatari Tribe.





  In the Nox Child Tribe, where hierarchy was important, Luna's actions could certainly be considered deserving of expulsion.





  "...."





  "...."





  While I was thinking such thoughts, Luna and the Elder remained silent for a long time.





  I, situated between the Ideope girls who had started singing and dancing boisterously, and this cold silence, was having a fucking terrible time.





  But it was also a delicate issue for me to intervene, so I just stayed fucking still. After a long silence, the Elder spoke again first.





  "The village's fence will no longer protect you. There will be no Elder to protect you, no waves to protect you, and no jungle to protect you. Luna, you must now live by your own hands."





  "...Are you expelling me because I don't want to become the Elder's successor?"





  "No. In fact, it was destined to happen a long, long time ago. We tried to melt you into our midst, to hide you, but it was impossible. Just as you cannot hide a swan among ducks. You ultimately could not blend into the Nox Child Tribe."





  "What do you mean by that? Are you saying I'm not of the Nox Child Tribe? Do I have a separate tribe?"





  "No, your tribe is nowhere in this Ideope. Because your mother is not a human of this land. Your father is also the same."





  Seureureu-.





  I felt a chilling shiver.





  To think there was someone who would tell Luna about her mother and father.





  At that, Luna raised her voice as if truly surprised.





  "You know my parents? Where can I meet them? If they're not humans of this land, are they people from the Gaia Continent?"





  Luna is an orphan.





  Although not a true orphan, Luna grew up not knowing who her parents were, believing she had been abandoned by them at a very young age.





  Since orphans were common on this Gaia Continent, which experienced many wars and famines, she probably didn't think of herself as special.





  In fact, Hippolyte was also an orphan.





  Paranoy too.





  Elfriede was no different.





  They all seemed to be from the streets, and thinking about it, I wondered why the women around me hadn't received something called parental love.





  I also wondered if the fact that they all had some mental issues wasn't because they hadn't received affection in their childhood...





  Just then, the Elder spoke.





  "Luna Noxdoti, when the morning sun rises tomorrow, take the transport we've prepared for you and leave this island. That is our last consideration for you."





  "But, I, the island's curse.... To make Nectar...."





  "The island's affairs are ultimately the destiny of the islanders to resolve. You no longer need to help us. Nor will we accept help."





  "...."





  Since Luna was behind my chair, I couldn't see her expression.





  However, having spent quite a long time with Luna, I could vividly hear the sound of her furrowing her brow and holding back tears, easily picturing her expression in my mind.





  "Now, go back to Crescent Island and pack your bags, Luna. Once you leave, you may never return, so take everything you can."





  Seureuk-.





  At the Elder's words, Luna slowly turned her steps. Hearing the soft, powerless sound of her footsteps, *sabak-sabak*, made me feel sorry for her.





  What would it feel like to be expelled from one's own tribe?





  For Luna, who was an orphan, the Nox Child Tribe must have been her entire life.





  For me, would it be similar to how Hassan felt back then, when he fell into a manhole and got a mouthful of shit? No, it would be worse. Because it's being cast out by family.





  "I thought you'd intervene, but surprisingly, you haven't said a word."





  When Luna's presence had receded, the Elder seemed to turn her attention to me.





  I replied simply.





  "I'm not so shameless as to interfere in another's family matters."





  "Another's family matters, you say-. You're wiser than you look. Wise enough to have statues of yourself erected on each island. Boy God Zigres."





  "So, is Luna really being expelled?"





  "Yes. You would know the secret Luna carries, wouldn't you? For Luna, this Ideope is truly too small a place."





  Seeing her mention a secret, it seemed the Elder, who had raised Luna since childhood, knew who Luna's biological parents were.





  As I paused for a moment, the Elder continued.





  "No matter how comfortable it is inside the egg, if a chick, snake, or alligator doesn't break out, it will die. Luna simply needs to break out of the egg."





  "Then, instead of expelling her like that, you could have treated her a little more kindly and gently. This way, you'll only be hated."





  "I'm used to being hated. Because I was a Witch. And, I intentionally raised Luna strictly, anticipating that we would part someday. I never praised her once, never said a warm word."





  "Is that so?"





  I recalled the stories Luna had told me about her childhood.





  She had said she was very hurt by the scary Elder and the villagers who kept their distance.





  And leaving the island was also because she wanted to be acknowledged by them.





  The Elder said.





  "Still, I tried my best in my own way. I sang lullabies I'd never sung before, and held her hand to help her take her first steps. Even though she wasn't my own child, honestly, it was bothersome...."





  Seureuk-.





  The Elder's eyes turned towards the sky. The darkening evening. The sky, brightly lit by two moons. The Elder's expression, hidden behind her Mask, was still unreadable.





  She continued.





  "Honestly, it was bothersome. But, the moment Luna first opened her mouth and spoke, the moment she grabbed my finger and smiled, calling me 'Mom'-. I began to dream a long dream. Luna was a child who smiled easily. A truly magical smile-."





  "...."





  "Sometimes, I wondered what it would have been like if Luna were truly my child. But I know my role well. That would be greed. I am merely the eggshell. No matter how lovely the chick, the shell must not hold it back."





  Now, it's time for me to wake from my dream- the Elder concluded vaguely.











   *       *        *


 





  


  The next morning.





  With nothing much left to do in Ideope, we decided to leave the island on the transport provided by the Elder of the Nox Child Tribe.





  The Fog Island, shrouded in thick fog from the swamps and beaches.





  As we stood at the old, broken harbor, many pink-haired girls gathered in groups, handing us various things.





  "Elf, come visit again next time! I'll give you a bath! With hot herbal water-!"


  


  "Come visit my house too-! I'll comb your hair-!"





  Elfriede was very popular even among the pink-haired girls, with so many wreaths and flower necklaces piled up around her face and neck.





  Of course, Elfriede didn't bother to reply, as if annoyed, but seeing that she didn't show any signs of dislike, she didn't seem to be in a bad mood at all.





  She probably didn't realize they intended to boil her like a chicken. Elfriede is surprisingly a bit of a ditz.





  Just then, the old woman Hernia offered me something as I stood on the pier.





  It was a strange-feeling bracelet, a peculiar item made by twisting black twine and teeth from some unknown beast.





  "This is an amulet bracelet for our esteemed guest of the Tatari Tribe. Made from Orthos's tail hair. It should be enough to ward off most curses."





  A curse-warding amulet, huh.





  Warding off curses, that's quite reassuring.





  "And, if you show this to our Ideope sisters outside, they will take off their masks and step forward to help you, Hassan. It's a token of that."





  Oh, what the fuck, it's like a secret royal inspector's horse tablet.





  That's quite good.





  Moreover, pink-haired girls will take off their clothes to help me? I can really feel the meaning and reward for having rummaged through the jungle and been bitten by mosquitoes on this island.





  I asked.





  "Orthos is still on the island. Is that okay?"





  "There should be at least one wild guardian deity in the jungle and forest. That fellow was originally tormented by Chrome, after all-. We'll raise him well."





  I see.





  It was a journey of about a week. Short, but with beautiful scenery and cute girls, Ideope was a wonderful island, like a resort.





  Pak-.





  Just then, Luna set down her heavy backpack.





  "...."





  Luna had been silent since arriving at the pier. Seeing her looking around, she seemed to be searching for someone.





  Of course, the skull-masked figure Luna was looking for was nowhere to be seen. Was the Elder not planning to see Luna off?





  Seureureuk-.





  Just then, a deep shadow fell over our heads.





  When I looked up, wondering what it was, a giant pair of wings was flapping above our heads, parting the hazy sea fog.





  "W-what the fuck, you startled me-."





  What appeared before us was a raptor. And a fucking huge one at that. Its size was comparable to the dragon Ice Pearl we had ridden.





  An eagle?





  What the fuck, how can there be such a huge eagle? Is it a radioactive mutant? Is there radiation in this world too?





  ━....





  The eagle glanced at us, then lowered one of its wings towards us. Elfriede looked a little astonished.





  "Is that the transport she prepared? A giant eagle?"





  "I don't know, let's get on first."





  Elfriede and I climbed onto the eagle's back.





  If the ride on the frost dragon Ice Pearl was cool and pleasant, this Gigantamax Pidgeotto, with its soft feathers and warm body, was also plush and warm, making for a comfortable ride.





  However, Luna hesitated and didn't readily board the eagle.





  Normally, she would have been delighted, shouting, "Wow, shit-! Hassan, look at that! It's a giant pheasant-! If we roast it, it'd easily feed 30 people! Big wings! Big drumsticks-!"





  Luna, with a slightly gloomy expression, kept looking back and forth between the sea and the land, unable to move her feet easily. She must have been reluctant to leave.





  This was Luna's home island, where she had lived her entire life.





  Thinking that she was now leaving this place and might never return, it would be stranger if she could easily move her feet.





  I'm not so uncool as to rush such a Luna.





  However, Elfriede was not like that.





  "If you want to stay in your hometown, you can, kid. Hassan and I will go back to Sodomora by ourselves."





  "...!" 





  At that, Luna was startled and, carrying her heavy bag, grabbed the eagle's wing and struggled to climb onto its back.





  Perhaps because the bag was quite large and heavy, it took some time to climb, so Elfriede furrowed her brow and asked.





  "What the hell is in there that makes your luggage so heavy?"





  Luna took a breath, *huu*, and replied.





  "All my belongings. I brought everything I could. Because now, I might never set foot on this island again."





  Peolleok-.





  As soon as Luna was on its back, the giant eagle began to flap its wings towards the sky, without even giving us time to think.





  With a single flap of its wings, it soared high into the sky, and the island of Ideope and its people began to look like tiny ants.





  Sibal, it's fucking fast.





  As expected, it was the special transport prepared by the Elder. Riding this, it wouldn't take long to reach Sodomora.





  While I was thinking such thoughts.





  Luna, tightly gripping the eagle's neck feathers, shouted towards Ideope, which looked like a distant speck below.





  "Goodbye, stupid island-! Stupid, full of mosquitoes, full of swamps, full of snakes, spiders, toads, ants, and only stupid pink-haired people-! Goodbye!"





  That seemed to be Luna's own way of saying goodbye. Doris, the Nymph of Honey Water, held Luna from behind to prevent her from falling.





  "House owner, hold on tight so you don't fall...! Doris always has the duty to protect little Kore, so I will hold you...!"





  With Doris's fussing, the giant eagle flapped its powerful wings and swiftly crossed the sea.





 


  *     *     *


 





  As befitting a fast raptor, the huge eagle gracefully cut through the wind.





  We crossed the sea and passed over the continent, and by lunchtime, we could spot the city walls of Sodomora, our second home, familiar and pleasant, where all sorts of people lived with furrowed brows.





  ━Something, something is flying in! Prepare to intercept!





  ━Is it a dragon? No, it looks a bit different from a dragon? A griffon? Did a griffon fly in from the royal capital Zeruit?





  ━It's not a griffon, it just looks like a huge eagle? What the hell, how can there be such a big eagle?





  Regardless of the soldiers on the city walls chattering in a hurry, the giant eagle set us down on a rather wide corner of the city wall.





  Soldiers swarmed towards us-.





  I prioritized calming the swarming soldiers by showing them my silver adventurer's identification tag.





  "No need to be surprised. I'm a resident here."





  At that, the soldiers' troubled faces began to relax a little.





  Unlike Elfriede and me, who jumped off the eagle's back, Luna hesitated to step onto the ground of Sodomora.





  "Every day, she only scolded me terribly, and kept flicking my forehead...."





  And then she even spoke to the eagle she was riding.





  "But, I liked you. When I had a fever, you always touched my forehead with your cool hand until morning came."





  ━....





  Of course, the eagle merely crouched lower and lower, lowering its wings to let Luna down. But instead of getting off, Luna hugged the eagle's thick neck tightly.





  "Kirke, I always thought it would be nice if you were my mom. But, you're already my mom. Thank you for raising me until now-. Elder Kirke-nim. Take care from now on-."





  Pireureureuk-.





  The giant bird, after letting Luna down, made a loud, strange, yet somewhat mournful sound and soared into the sky.





  I thought it would fly very, very high and disappear instantly.





  Peolleok, peolleok-.





  The eagle circled the skies of Sodomora several times, and only after Luna waved her hand vigorously towards the sky did it finally disappear into the distance, as if reassured.





  It was then that I finally understood the eagle's true identity.





  Perhaps Luna's other mother wanted to observe the city where Luna would live from now on.





  I'm not one to cry easily, but I felt a little sad.





  However, the soldiers speaking to me quickly broke my emotional reflection on this farewell.





  "Hassan, we've been waiting for you! There's big trouble! People have been shouting for you everywhere, causing a huge commotion!"


























 















Chapter 403: 403 - People Preparing for Winter #1


403 - People Preparing for Winter #1

















  Winter on the Gaia continent arrives early.





  No, to be precise, winter arrives on time, but people go out to greet the season early. 





  It feels like there's still time before autumn ends, though.





  ━Hey, pull-!





  ━At this rate, the roof won't cave in even if it snows a ton, right?





  People gather firewood to survive the winter, buy up food, or start repairs so the roof doesn't collapse under the snow.





  Back when I was a slave, I also made constant efforts to survive the winter. 





  I'd look for warm spots to sleep rough so I wouldn't freeze to death, memorize the locations of shelters that gave out free food, and pick up old blankets to layer on.





  Come to think of it, this is my first winter greeting since becoming a free man. Seeing everyone preparing for winter all of a sudden makes me feel a bit sentimental.





  "This street hasn't changed a bit!"





  On the day we returned to Sodomora, the first place we stopped by was Luna's Cabin. 





  Luna's energy, which had been strangely excited since we started walking through the Slum, soared even higher once the familiar yard and garden came into view.





  "Wow, it's been such a long time. Is it because the yard hasn't been maintained at all? The weeds are totally overgrown!"





  Luna's eyes turned toward the yard where strange wildflowers were growing here and there. 





  The small vegetable garden where Luna used to diligently plant potatoes. Even the traps I set to catch raccoons-the memories come flooding back.





  Tabak, tabak-.





  Stepping into the garden with her old sandals, Luna slowly brushed her palms against the wild grass and reeds that had grown up to her navel.





  To be honest, I had tried my best to tend to the garden, but those damn weeds and reeds kept growing back no matter how many I pulled. It was fucking exhausting.





  Is this a downside of being a druid?





  Seureu, seureureu-.





  After brushing the reeds for a while, Luna shifted her gaze and grabbed the doorknob of the Cabin. Giiii-. The rusted hinges let out a worn, creaking sound as it opened.





  Visible inside was the first-floor workshop, where thick dust floated in the air.





  Seeing the strong sense that it hadn't been touched by human hands for days, it was certain that Paranoy had been too lazy to clean the Cabin.





  However, Luna acted as if she didn't mind and slowly walked inside to rummage through the jars sitting on the first floor.





  "W-What is this!"





  She let out a sharp shout.





  What Luna had pulled out of one of the jars was a Spider with shimmering rainbow-colored fur. It was Kungkungi.





  "Hassan, look at this!"





  Despite seeing Kungkungi for the first time in a while, Luna had a tearful expression. The reason was that the Kungkungi in her hand wasn't moving at all; it didn't even twitch.





  There was no sign of what you'd call life in its body.





  For a moment, a chill ran down my spine, and I felt my blood run cold. Did Kungkungi starve to death because we were gone for a week?





  That bastard Paranoy, I told him to make sure to feed Kungkungi well.





  Just as my vision was going dark and I didn't know what to do-.





  ━Hiooong-.





  A fucking welcome sound came from somewhere. Then, something hopped out from between the jars and landed on Luna's palm.





  "Whoa, shit-! What! Kungkungi, you were okay!?"





  ━Hiooong.





  It was a damn welcome cry. And in Luna's hand, a rather bizarre creature curled up and twitched its body.





  "Kungkungi must have molted! The colors have become so vibrant! What, so this was just the molted shell! You've become so pretty, Kungkungi!"





  Indeed, the Kungkungi on Luna's palm was mottled with rainbow colors, so it wouldn't be strange to call it vibrant. 





  Unlike when it was covered in shiny fur, it now looked smooth and squishy, almost like a spider made of water droplets or soap bubbles.





  I wondered if the fur or exoskeleton hadn't fully grown back yet because it had just shed its skin.





  "Well-raised wolf spiders shed their shells like this and turn into a squishy form when they're fully grown! Isn't it amazing! You can even sell them for a high price!"





  According to Luna, this rainbow water droplet-like appearance was Kungkungi's final evolved form.





  ━Kungkung.





  It certainly had a mysterious appearance that looked like it would sell for a high price, just as Luna said. 





  It looked more like a Pokemon than just an animal, so it even seemed cute. It felt like the name 'Jelly Spider' would suit it better than 'Wolf Spider'.





  Even though I have a repulsion toward spiders, Kungkungi's current appearance was quite a sight to behold, so I didn't find it particularly scary.





  However, I was scared in a different way, thinking it might pop if I touched it wrong.





  ━Hiooong-.





  Kungkungi seemed very happy to see Luna after so long; it sat on her shoulder and performed a bizarre dance, lifting its two front legs left-right, right-left in turns.





  Luna also stroked Kungkungi's back and belly with her finger before putting it back into the jar.





  "Seeing Kungkungi makes it feel real. I'm really back-. This is my hometown now-."





  After spending about a month and a half in Ideope, Luna had returned to the Slum of Sodomora, to the humble Cabin by the West Gate-. 





  But she had returned to a place filled with many fond memories in its own way. 





  There must be so many emotions packed into her saying this is her hometown from now on.





  "I worked so hard to save Ideope. Now I'm not really sure what I should do. Since they say my parents are out there, should I try to find them?"





  Luna seemed to be dwelling on the fact that she had been exiled from Ideope. 





  She had tried to save the cursed island, but since there was no longer a need for that, she probably felt a bit adrift.





  But Luna wasn't the type of girl to stay depressed for long.





  "If I become a more famous adventurer, won't my parents recognize me? Once I complete the Nectar, my parents will surely come looking for me!"





  Luna is quite progressive and enterprising, so she can't stand just sitting still.





  I decided to welcome Luna back for now.





  "Welcome back."





  Seureuk-.





  Then I handed Luna the doll I had been carrying at my waist.





  It was the doll Luna had given me when she left. She told me to think of it as her, so I really did think of it as Luna while I was away. 





  I even talked to it sometimes when I was bored.





  Seureuk-.





  However, as Luna took the doll, her brow furrowed slightly.





  "What! This doll is a bit strange?"





  "An Evil Spirit or something got sealed inside it. What happened was-."





  I explained to Luna how I had driven out the Evil Spirit and made it dwell inside that doll. 





  I wondered if she'd be angry that I sealed something as ominous as an Evil Spirit in the doll she worked so hard to make, but Luna showed an unexpected reaction.





  "Whoa! Then that means it's a haunted object! That's amazing! It'll be perfect to carry around as a warding accessory! The success rate of voodoo will go up even more!"





  It seems she actually prefers it because it's an object with a soul.











    *       *      *











  "Luna, this is my Temple site. First time seeing it, right?"





  I brought Luna along and introduced her to the place that used to be an old cemetery at the West Gate and was currently being used as my Temple site.





  "Wow, cool. A Temple built in a place full of spiritual energy. It seems to suit Hassan perfectly."





  I was worried Luna might be disappointed by the shabby graveyard site, but she seemed to like this burial ground that had been used as a cemetery more than anything.





  Only then did I feel a bit relieved, and I was able to explain the various facilities to Luna with a light heart.





  "That over there is Paranoy's office, and those people walking around in black robes are the priests I hired."





  "Shit-! Paranoy has an office? That girl Paranoy, she's made it big!"





  "I guess so."





  Was it because we were talking about Paranoy?


  


  "Aaat-!"





  A familiar exclamation rang loudly in my ears from somewhere. 





  Soon, with the sound of small weights treading on the dirt-tatadat-a Nymph in a black robe with orange hair appeared.





  "Hassan-nim, you've returned safely-ssi...! I, the top Follower and High Priest, Paranoy-! I was truly waiting for your return with bated breath-ssi...!"





  It wasn't like Paranoy making a fuss was anything new, but she was jumping up and down as if she were truly glad to see me.





  It wasn't a bad feeling to have someone welcome me like this when I returned to where I belonged.





  Then Paranoy looked at Luna, who had returned with me, and spoke.





  "Luna-nim has also returned safely-ssi...! I, the fair and just judge Paranoy, was keeping a close eye to make sure other women didn't cross the line while you were away-ssi...!"





  "Paranoy, good to see you. But why do you have all this stuff on your face?"





  Seureuk-.





  Luna took a handkerchief from the pouch at her waist and wiped the dust off Paranoy's face.





  "And why is your hair so messy!"





  "Antiope's skill at combing hair is absolutely terrible-ssi...! It feels the best and is most thorough when Luna-nim combs it-ssi...!"





  At that, Doris, the Nymph of Honey Water who had been staying quiet behind Luna, also chimed in.





  "The master of the house's skill at handling Nymphs is no ordinary feat-ssi...!"





  The Nymphs followed Luna very well. Even Paranoy, who often got a flick on the forehead from Luna, showed a deep sense of closeness to her.





  "What, Paranoy, did you catch a cold? Blow your nose here-."





  "Nymphs are weak to the winter-ssi.... This winter looks especially cold, so I might have to hibernate-ssi...."





  Of course, seeing Luna taking care of the Nymphs like younger sisters, I could clearly see why the Nymphs liked following her around.





  But hibernation?





  Do Nymphs hibernate?





  Anyway, seeing the small girls gathered together, taking out a comb and brushing hair, made my heart, which was getting chilly from the autumn cold, feel a bit warmer.





  "Yo, Nyx's daughter. It's been a while."





  "What, it's Hippolyte!"





  "I heard you returned to the city riding a giant eagle. Honestly, you make such a fuss when you leave and when you return that I knew you were back instantly."





  Jeulgeureok, jeulgeureok-.
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  Before I knew it, Hippolyte, fully armed in armor, was appearing at my Temple. 





  I remembered that while I was away, Hippolyte had included my Temple site in her patrol route.





  Was she on patrol today too?





  Luna looks at Hippolyte and asks.





  "Hippolyte, your face looks a bit rounder. Did you gain weight by any chance?"





  "No, well, there's no way. Ahem-. You start saying strange things as soon as you arrive."





  Hippolyte touched her own face. Then she glanced at me, seemingly asking silently what I thought.





  Well, did she gain weight? Her sharp face did feel like it had changed to look a bit softer. However, I just decided to shrug my shoulders.





  Then Luna lowered her head slightly and asked.





  "Who's that next to you? There's a strange kid here."





  Luna seemed to have discovered the small girl clutching Hippolyte's waist. Orange hair even brighter than Paranoy's. It was the Nymph Ignoi, with her long straight hair tied up.





  "This is a Nymph I'm temporarily looking after, her name is Ignoi."





  "Aaat, there's a Nymph I haven't seen before-ssi...! I, Doris, am seeing that one for the first time-ssi...! I am Doris, the Nymph of Honey Water-ssi...! A golden Nymph born on the last day of spring-ssi...! You must be a summer Nymph-ssi...!"





  "...."





  Unlike Doris, the Nymph of Honey Water, who expressed her welcome, Ignoi only hid behind Hippolyte and didn't really open her mouth. 





  She probably hadn't recovered from the shock of Bacchus leaving yet. After all, only about a week had passed.





  At that, Hippolyte let out a small hum and said.





  "Ignoi doesn't try to talk to anyone else but me. It seems she doesn't trust people. Even if I diligently buy her candy, she barely eats any."





  At those words, Luna narrowed her eyes as if she'd heard something unbelievable.





  "No, a Nymph who hates candy. Is she sick somewhere? Like, does she have a cavity?"





  "It didn't seem like that. It's just, probably because many things are still confusing. This kid originally...."





  Hippolyte seemed about to say something but soon shut her mouth. After 'This kid originally-', Bacchus's name would have likely come next. 





  She must have been considerate in her own way, knowing how Ignoi would react if she heard that name.





  "Anyway, thanks to her, I've eaten a lot of candy too. That's probably why my face has filled out. I didn't really like sweet things, but...."





  So Hippolyte gaining weight was because of Ignoi. It seemed she was putting in various efforts for Ignoi's sake.





  As expected, entrusting Ignoi to Hippolyte seems to be one of the best choices I've made this year.





  Hwiuuuung-.





  Just then, an extremely cold wind blew from somewhere. 





  While Luna and I tightened the collars of the robes we were wearing, the three Nymphs gathered there all let out a loud sneeze-etchu!-without exception.





  At that, Paranoy shouted loudly while sniffing her nose.





  "Don't just stand here, let's go inside and talk-ssi...! We Nymphs don't recover easily once we catch a cold-ssi...!"





  And so, we went into the small cabin attached to Paranoy's office. 





  It felt strange to see that another building had already gone up next to Paranoy's office during the week I was away.





  Inside the roughly made exterior were plush-looking sofas, carpets, and a burning hearth; the air was warm, which felt good.





  I asked.





  "When was this built? What is this place for?"





  "It's my, Paranoy's, break room-ssi...! It's truly a space where even the heart finds peace-ssi...! Over there, there are also delicious cookies and sweet drinks-ssi...!"





  That brat Paranoy. To think she built her own break room with the budget coming into the Temple. I made up my mind to use this break room as my office.





  Anyway, we sat on the rather luxurious-looking carpet. With the warm fire and the plush carpet, I felt like just lying down and taking a nap-.





  "Hassan-nim, anyway, something big has happened-ssi...!"





  At the story Paranoy was telling me, I had no choice but to grab hold of my consciousness that was hazily sinking.





  Come to think of it, Paranoy had appeared in my dream and made some kind of fuss.





  "What exactly is it?"





  "That wicked girl came to Sodomora-ssi...! It's a good thing I, Paranoy, stood in her way with my whole body; otherwise, the city and the Temple would have collapsed, and everything you were planning, Hassan-nim, would have come to naught-ssi...!"





  At that, Luna, who was cleaning the ears of Doris lying with her head in Luna's lap, asks.





  "Wicked girl?"
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  Paranoy spoke.





  "Gloria has come to Sodomora-ssi...! That girl wearing a wicked raccoon skin has been causing a scene, asking where Hassan-nim went-ssi...!"





  "Aw, shit-."





  I instinctively felt that what was bound to happen had finally happened.





  Gloria has come to Sodomora.





  Is this for real?





  The moment I heard the name Gloria, every cell in my body broke out in goosebumps, as if they were having a seizure. *Ususu.*





  The Gloria I remember was a lump of iron in human form.





  Having fought her myself, I knew best. She was so sturdy and heavy that if a truck collided with Gloria's body, it wouldn't be strange for the truck to be smashed to pieces.





  I couldn't fathom where that kind of strength came from in a frame a whole head shorter than mine; she was the personification of absurdity.





  「Let's do that, *kking-kking*-.」





  Even her head was pretty far gone.





  Truly an incomprehensible natural disaster itself. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to call her a natural disaster in human form.





  Could I beat Gloria if I fought her now?





  I remembered the time I tried to build up my strength in preparation for Gloria eventually chasing me down. Necromancy and magic were both things I tried to prepare for that moment.





  But wasn't I supposed to have until at least the year after next?





  Right now, my Strength stat has risen to 16, but Agility and Stamina are barely at 10. Of course, you could say this has reached the realm of a superhuman, but it felt woefully insufficient to face Gloria.





  "Shit, that girl already made it this far-."


  


  Wasn't Gloria doing a massive cleanup that was supposed to take at least a few years? 





  As punishment for causing various disturbances in Delphi, the City of Gods, wasn't she handling the task of cleaning the city's sewers all by herself?





  That was such a staggering workload that no matter how much Gloria seemed like an invincible superhuman, it was a job that could never be finished within a year.





  And yet, that Gloria has come looking for me in less than a few months. 





  Something was definitely going wrong.





  "Gloria is a very wicked girl-ssi...! She treated me, Hassan-nim's right hand and head follower, like just some funny Nymph and bullied me-ssi...!"





  Paranoy poured all his passion into explaining how he had dealt with Gloria while I was away, and just how many wicked things she had done to him.





  "After realizing I have a precious grace, she tried to forcibly drag me away from this Temple while treating me like some kind of bag-ssi...! Treating me, Paranoy, like a bag-ssi...! This is an unacceptable act...!"





  What is he talking about?





  Soon, I realized that Paranoy was the possessor of the grace I had bestowed upon him, 《Squirrel Storage》. 





  Inside Paranoy's mouth, there was a bizarre pouch that could store almost anything that could fit inside.





  Although Paranoy's cheeks bulging every time he put something in was funny, the power of that grace was quite useful, despite its bizarre name and ridiculous appearance.





  Because it functioned just like a game's inventory.





  It was enough for people everywhere to covet Paranoy.





  I imagined Gloria, coveting Paranoy's ability and carrying him around tied to her back like a bag. 





  If that powerful Gloria had really tried to drag Paranoy away, he would have become a living inventory and been dragged along like Gloria's luggage.





  But Paranoy was standing right here, perfectly fine without a single scratch.





  I asked.





  "So, where did Gloria go now?"





  When I returned to the city, Gloria was nowhere to be seen. 





  If she had been causing a scene to find me, it wouldn't be strange for her to kick down that door and barge in right now-.





  Then Paranoy laughed, *keu-heu-heu*.





  "But I, the head follower Paranoy, used my wits-ssi...! By now, that wicked raccoon-skinned Nymph-hater must be busy dealing with Scylla and Charybdis in the cold waters of the South Sea-ssi...!"





  At that, Luna, who was stroking the head of Doris sleeping on her lap, asked, "What does that mean?"





  Paranoy said.





  "I, Paranoy, lied and said that Hassan-nim went to the South Sea to subjugate the terrifying sea serpent Scylla and the whirlpool Charybdis-ssi...!"





  Hippolyte, who was sitting quietly and combing Ignoi's hair from behind, took over the conversation.





  "He gave false information. Charybdis and Scylla are monsters that rule the South Sea. Even for Gloria, it will take time to deal with them and return."





  I had heard of the names Charybdis and Scylla.





  The monsters that were the cause of the isolation of the islands of Ideope. 





  It was obvious that even for Gloria, facing those sea monsters that created massive whirlpools wouldn't be an easy fight.





  Wouldn't it take at least a month?





  Even if Gloria succeeds in subjugating them, it would open the sea route to Ideope, so it's not a bad thing for me.





  "Wow, you used your head pretty well for Paranoy."





  "I, Paranoy, am a Nymph who has tasted University life-ssi...! Among all the Nymphs of the mountains, seas, and fields, I am the smartest-ssi...!"





  "Yes, very smart."





  I rummaged through my pocket and pulled out a candy for Paranoy. 
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  It was something like an offering the girls of the Garuru tribe had given to win my favor; I had eaten most of them, but I saved one as a souvenir because I thought of Paranoy.





  "I-Is that the salt star candy of Ideope-ssi...?"





  "I don't know. It was delicious."





  *Seureuk-.*





  Paranoy took the star candy wrapped in small packaging. 





  He then looked at Doris, who was asleep on Luna's lap, and Ignoi, who was having her long hair combed by Hippolyte.





  "...."





  Soon, Paranoy's lips twitched as if he had something to say. He hesitated, as if deciding whether to speak or not, before finally blurting out in a shrill voice.





  "Candy is very delicious-ssi...! I like honey and candy the best-ssi...!"





  *Paseuseuk-.*





  And then he put the candy wrapped in small paper into his mouth and crunched it down. *Adeudeuk.*











    *      *      *





  





  Two days have passed since returning from Ideope.





  I had to taste various alcohols again for the ridiculous Nectar Contest, and Hippolyte, just like last week, holds out a golden liquid toward me.





  "How is this one? Give me an honest evaluation."





  "It's a miss. It tastes good, though. It's delicious. Is it cider? It tastes like apples."





  "Oh well. If it's not Nectar, what does it matter what kind of alcohol it is?"





  Hippolyte now showed an overt attitude toward coveting Bacchus's position. Does she want to become a god that badly?





  "By any chance, how is Nyx-dotty's work? I heard she brought back some golden spring water or something from Ideope-."





  Hippolyte even showed signs of subtly keeping Luna, who would be her rival for the position of God of Wine, in check. I decided to tell her the truth.





  "Luna is in a similar situation."





  I thought Luna would be able to whip up Nectar in no time, but unexpectedly, Luna faced significant difficulties with the final ingredient. 





  She succeeded in creating a golden fruit wine using the spring water of Ideope, but it felt like she had stopped one step short because she didn't know what that last single ingredient was.





  「It feels like I almost know, but I don't. I think I'd know the answer if I could just taste it once. Honestly, it's worrying trying to make it without knowing anything. The spring water isn't infinite, either....」





  It seems it wasn't easy for either Luna or Hippolyte to create a drink they had never tasted. That would be the same for other brewing masters as well.





  Since I'm probably the only one in Sodomora who has ever tasted Nectar.





  If that's the case, it means I'll have to keep holding onto this God of Wine position for the time being.





  Honestly, at first, I didn't like having to take on the role of the God of Wine because it felt like a heavy burden. But now, I've gotten used to it to some extent.





  You could say I've learned the knack of handling the power. 





  Did they say Bacchus had the ability to turn plain water into wine?





  "Aah...! Hassan-nim has turned plain water into grape juice-ssi...! Truly, truly, there is nothing to say other than that it is a god-like miracle-ssi...!" 





  Of course, I'm not perfect like Bacchus, so what I make doesn't become wine, but grape juice. 





  Shit, why grape juice of all things? 





  It's a bit annoying, like a game being forced into a 'for all ages' patch from an adult version. Of course, Paranoy seemed to like the ability to make grape juice more than any of my other abilities.





  "It's delicious-ssi...!"





  Thanks to that, I've become popular with young children. 





  My temple used to be full of old people wanting massages or merchants who came only hoping for the blessing of financial luck. 





  Now, seeing children running around trying to drink the grape juice placed here and there, I'm deeply moved.


  


    『Items possessed by Hassan


     Number of Followers: 972 → 1271


     Number of Altars: 1 → 10


     Number of Temples: 1 


     Number of Priests: 12 → 15


     Number of Graces: 1


     Overall: Young and Weak Boy God - You can promote as the number of followers has exceeded 1000.』





  As the number of followers gradually increased, I had smoothly reached the stage where I could promote. 





  The increase in the number of altars and priests must be because I set up statues in my likeness on each island of Ideope.





  Anyway, a thousand followers. The requirements for promotion have been met before I knew it.





  I opened the faith management tab and pressed the promotion button.





  *Diring-.*





  『Chaos Task Shop. lv. 2』





  『1. Grace - lv. 2』





  『2. Curse - lv. 2』





  『3. Calamity - lv. 2』





  『4. Promotion. - 1271/10000』





  Then the Chaos Task Shop changed to level 2, and I saw the promotion requirement increase to 10,000. I looked around at what else had changed.





  『Overall: Ambitious Young God - You are writing new myths and stories.』





  I saw that the overall evaluation, which had previously given the harsh assessment of being a young and weak boy god, was now telling a new story. It feels good to know I'm doing well.





  However, what I was looking forward to the most wasn't raising the level of the task shop. 





  Since Luna has safely returned to Sodomora, there's only one thing I, who have gathered plenty of task points, should do.





  Thanks to Paranoy's trick, having a bit of breathing room before meeting Gloria was a huge opportunity for me. 





  If I missed an opportunity like this, I'd surely regret it deeply.





  "Long live Chaos."





  I called out the bizarre incantation I was starting to get used to.





  The first thing I did was objectify my stats.





  *Diring-.*





  『Name: Hassan Lv. 36


    Strength: 16


    Agility: 10


    Stamina: 10      


    Task: 920


    Grace: 《Glowing Hand》 《Night Armor》 《Dark Eyes》 《Sooty Skin》』





  These were my current stats. Since I have 900 task points, I can raise my level by at least 9 with the totems Luna makes for me.





  "Ta-da, look at this. It looks just like Hassan, right?"





  Wednesday evening. 





  The cabin with Luna after a long time. 





  Luna made me a bunch of Moai totems. 





  The number was nine, as I had requested.





  Perhaps Luna's dexterity had developed from making so many Moais, as she easily carved out nine Moais using a carving knife. *Seuk-seuk.*





  Looks just like me.





  The shape still looked like a description of some blasphemous monster, but in Luna's mind, this was what I looked like.


    


  Of course, the shape of Luna's Moai totems wasn't what was important.





  I used the totems Luna gave me to consume task points and raise my other karma stats.





  The result was this.





  『Name: Hassan Lv. 36 → 45


    Strength: 16


    Agility: 10 → 15


    Stamina: 10 → 14    


    Task: 920 → 20


    Grace: 《Glowing Hand》 《Night Armor》 《Dark Eyes》 《Sooty Skin》』





  "Holy shit-."





  A groan escaped me as I felt the heat coursing through every corner of my body. I wonder if Thanos felt like this when he gathered all five Infinity Stones.





  My body felt like it had become one giant furnace, bubbling and boiling. 





  It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that hot magma was flowing under my thin skin right now.





  In fact, my body began to emit white steam like a boiling kettle. My sweat was vaporizing into smoke. 





  Looking in the mirror, I was emitting a bizarre aura like some incredibly pissed-off Saiyan, enough to give me goosebumps.





  *Pusheeeee-.*





  Shit, this is actually possible.





  I suddenly felt afraid as my body became hot enough to burst. Was it a problem that I raised too many levels at once?





  Or because I broke through level 40, the realm of heroes?





  What was certain was that if I didn't quickly manage these unstable energies, my body might be ruined by the excessive outputs running wild like wild colts under my skin.





  Could I solve this with meditation, like when I learned Aura?





  No, my intuition told me this wouldn't be solved by something as soft as meditation.





  "Luna, I'll be right back!"





  I hurriedly stood up and headed to the first floor. And the moment I pushed the door to go outside-.





  *Ujijik-.*





  The door, which was built the sturdiest in the cabin, made a pathetic sound and fell to the floor.





  "Wait, what is this."





  I had just pushed the door like usual, but the part where the hinges were nailed had completely torn off. This was fucking unbelievable. 





  Even when I raised my Strength to 16, nothing like this had happened.





  I ran quickly, looking for someone who could help me. Only one person came to mind.
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  "Indeed, you are like a volcano. Even Vulcan's furnace wouldn't be boiling more than you are right now."





  Hippolyte-nim's private residence, where I hurried to find her.





  Hippolyte-nim, who was wearing comfortable clothes as if she had been preparing for sleep, scanned me up and down.





  Then, with her brow slightly furrowed, she added as if it were a bit absurd.





  "To suddenly barge in late at night and request a duel. Even between you and me, Hassan, this is so out of the blue that I'm honestly flustered."





  I also knew that this was quite a rude thing to do. 





  But I thought that in order to calm the energies boiling over in my body right now, I had to vent them until my body collapsed from exhaustion.





  And as far as I knew, there were few in this city who could handle my full power right now, so Hippolyte-nim's face was the first that came to mind.





  "If possible, I wanted to preserve my strength until the Amazoness festival."





  Of course, Hippolyte-nim's reaction was a bit lukewarm. As she said, she likely wanted to maintain her condition to prepare for the Great Amazoness Festival, which was a month away.





  It would be a major hindrance if she were to sustain an injury while fighting me.


  


  However, she was also a bellicose warrior who had challenged the strong.





  "But, exchanging a few bouts should be fine. Ignoi, I'm going to the backyard for a moment, so please bring some torches."





  She granted my reckless request on the condition that we end the duel quickly. 





  Thus, Hippolyte-nim and I headed to the backyard where I had received guidance on aura and various combat techniques.





  Hwareureuk-.





  "...."





  Soon, Ignoi, the Nymph of Tears, lit the torches to illuminate the dark training ground. 





  In the meantime, Hippolyte-nim, dressed in thin cotton clothes, stretched her hands and shoulders to lightly warm up. 





  And then, she even slapped both her cheeks with her palms-chalssak.





  "I won't go easy on you today. So you should also come at me as if I were your mortal enemy. I shall do the same."





  With her palms facing forward and her knees slightly bent, Hippolyte-nim took a stance like a seasoned martial artist.





  Goooo-.





  Her words about not going easy were true; the pressure radiating from Hippolyte-nim was no joke. 





  With that tangible spirit, the sand and gravel around her were slowly pushed outward, forming a circle. 





  Deudeudeudeu-.





  To manifest self-moving stones, one of the seven wonders, like this.





  Honestly, I have no idea how much one must train their body and internal fighting spirit to pour out such visible battle spirit.





  Any ordinary thugs might have lost their wits and collapsed foaming at the mouth just from this situation alone. I would have been the same just a while ago. 





  Normally, it's certain I would have lost my will to fight before even attempting to challenge her.





  But today, I was a little different.





  To the point where hopeful thoughts swirled in my head, thinking I might have at least a slight chance of winning against Hippolyte-nim even when she was going all out.





  Gwaaaak-.





  I clenched my two fists.





  Has there ever been another time when these two fists felt so reliable? Right now, I'm overflowing with confidence that I could tear through iron plates with my bare hands.





  It was then.





  "You came suddenly late at night to request a fight. Yet you've become quite docile now that the stage is set. Are you scared-?"





  Hippolyte-nim opened her mouth and spoke to me. She was likely provoking me. 





  Indeed, as she said, I was the one who requested the fight, so it's rude to be lost in thought for so long.





  "Then, here I come."





  I kicked off the ground with all my might.





  "Ugh-."





  At the same time, a dazed sound escaped my mouth. 





  Because my dash, intended to reach the front of Hippolyte-nim, far exceeded my expectations and I ended up embedded in something like a wall.





  Kwang-!





  Basasasak-.





  The broken wall of the training ground.





  Emerging from that pile of debris, I couldn't hide my bewilderment. 





  All my senses felt bizarre.





  It was like trying to play an FPS game where the mouse sensitivity is set to maximum, so the screen whips around even when I don't intend it to.





  I clearly intended to move only a little, but since my agility and stamina stats have increased, should I not move my body with my previous senses?





  "No, fuck, what was that just now."





  Pabat-.





  Kwang-.





  But it was the same after that. 





  Every time I tried to run, the surrounding scenery changed in an instant, and before I knew it, my body was crashing into a dead-end wall and smashing the surrounding objects.





  "...."





  At that, Hippolyte-nim relaxed the tension she had been holding tight and stroked her forehead.





  "Hassan, I can see well that you've accumulated incredible Karma in Ideope. Your physical body has also become incomparably stronger than before."





  "...."





  "However, it seems your body is in a state where it can't be controlled because it became robust too suddenly. Am I not right?"





  Hippolyte-nim's words were the very answer that pierced through the heart of the current situation. She has a sharp eye, as expected of someone who has lived on the battlefield for a long time.





  Paseuseuk-.





  I stood up from the fragments of the broken walls and dusted myself off. 





  Hippolyte-nim added more words to me.





  "Looking at you, Gloria comes to mind. That girl also used to go around breaking things because she couldn't control her own strength. Though she seems much better now."





  "Is there, by any chance, a way?"





  "I'll teach you Chiron's training method, specifically for Gloria. It seems it would suit you well right now."





  Hippolyte-nim went back into her house, rustled around for a bit, and soon came back with a bunch of things in her hands, handing one to me.





  Something round, hard, and white with a yellowish golden light inside.





  "Is this an egg...?"





  "Yes. It's an egg. This will make you perfect."





  An egg will make me perfect. 





  Is she telling me to consume protein?





  For a moment, such a dazed thought occurred to me, but I could soon see that I was wrong.





  Seureuk-.





  Hippolyte-nim, who took an egg out of the egg basket, tossed it into the air and then began to show off her skills by tapping it up with her feet as if playing jegichagi.





  Tuk, tuk-.





  It was an amazing ball touch even to my eyes. Then Hippolyte-nim finally kicked it hard, bouncing it toward me.





  "Now, you try it too."





  Is she trying to play jokgu or something.





  The moment I raised my leg to receive it, the egg hit my foot and broke with a tak-. It was the same no matter how many eggs Hippolyte-nim threw.





  Thanks to that, my, Hassan's, leg turned yellow from being covered in egg wash.





  To that, Hippolyte-nim said.





  "If it's me now, I can kick this egg up more than a hundred times. If I have enough time, even a thousand times is possible. I'm confident I'll never break it. You must become like that too. It's not about exerting strong force, but about exerting as much force as is necessary."





  Seureuk-.





  She held out an egg to me. 





  As soon as I took it in my hand, the egg burst with a tak-. Fuck this, these egg bastards are so damn weak. It makes me angry.





  Of course, it's not that the egg is weak, but that I've become too strong.





  If your strength is so powerful that you can't control it, can't this be seen as suffering from a disability in its own way?





  Hippolyte-nim says.





  "When I visited Chiron's academy, Gloria could bounce an egg at least once. Now she can probably do it up to twice. I wonder how you'll fare, Hassan."





  So Gloria, who has powerful strength, did this kind of training to control her power.





  Thinking about that unbridled rogue-like girl carrying eggs around and breaking them here and there is a bit funny.





  But when I think that I have to do it too, the laughter quickly fades.





  "Hippolyte-nim, anyway, thank you. Thanks to you, my body feels refreshed and I've learned a method. I'd like to give you a big hug, but I'm afraid Hippolyte-nim might break like an egg, so I can't."





  "Hmph, you have a way with words. But you'd better be able to control your strength soon. If you stay like that, you might crush and kill the soft Nyx-doti while you're sleeping."





  "...."





  It's a completely absurd thing, but since it seems possible for me now, my blood ran cold. There would be nothing more terrifying than me hitting Luna's head while talking in my sleep.











  *      *     *


 








  "Hassan, why did you buy so many eggs? And why did you break the door last night before you left? Thanks to that, Doris and I were up all night fixing it-."





  When I returned to the cabin in the morning, Luna questioned me. Seeing her even sniffing-keungkeung-reminded me of the old days and felt endearing.





  "I knew it. This smell is the smell of lying. Hassan, you went to see Hippolyte, didn't you?"





  Seuseuseu-.





  Soon, Luna's eyes narrowed. 





  However, Luna didn't press me any further, perhaps realizing that Hippolyte-nim and I hadn't done anything special.





  I told Luna that my strength had become too great and that I had bought a lot of eggs for special training to control it.





  "Eggs, what a waste. Eggs are delicious. Hassan, you shouldn't be so wasteful! Wasting food is a really big deal!"





  "Right."





  Thus, my special training using eggs began. 





  Honestly, as is the case with self-directed training, there wasn't much progress.





  "Fuck, this is so damn hard."





  Whether in the graveyard or the vacant lot, I tried hard to bounce the eggs with my hands and legs, but I couldn't even manage it once. 





  These egg bastards, breaking and flowing down in a round mess.





  "Is this, fuck, even possible?"





  Gloria said she did it once. 





  Then it must surely be possible for me too.





  And it must be possible.
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  "Whoa, that hurts-!"





  "Ouch-! It's going to be crushed! My arm, my arm is being crushed!"





  Perhaps because my physical body has become too strong, even giving massages to the people flocking to the Temple has started to become problematic. 





  My body, which is strong enough to break a doorknob without intending to, was so unsuitable for giving massages that I couldn't increase my task points at all.





  Thanks to that, massaging the flocking people was the priests' responsibility.





  It was a relief that I had made the priests memorize massage techniques and pressure points and tested them from time to time. But it wouldn't be easy for about ten priests to handle the people flocking in every day.





  It seems better to recruit and train more priests.





  And it's also important for me to get used to this strength.





  But not breaking an egg, that was really fucking hard. 





  Because an egg that touched my body broke with a pang- as if a soap bubble had touched the tip of a needle. 





  It even gets crushed just by holding it in my hand, so to do trapping with this, I think it would have to be at the level of a circus trick.





  First, should I try to relax my body as much as possible?





  But in order to move the body, force naturally enters, and then an excessive output occurs before I know it.





  This also interfered with daily life.





  Jijik-.





  The clothes I tried to wear were torn, spoons were bent, and doorknobs or railings I grabbed were smashed here and there; it was at a level where normal daily life was impossible.





  "Paranoi, open the door."





  "Understood-ssi...! I, Paranoi, am the opener of the door-ssi...!"





  Thanks to that, I had to carry Paranoi around like a servant and make him do various chores instead. Could this be the reason why gods carry nymphs around?





  Of course, that doesn't mean I can leave everything to Paranoi.





  Is there any way?





  If this continues, the vengeful spirits of more than ten thousand chicks might weigh me down. Right now, I am the born egg butcher itself.





  As I was sitting in the vacant lot of the graveyard contemplating a method, Paranoi, who had finished today's worship and handled most of the work, approached.





  And then he spoke to me in a sly tone like a cultist plotting a conspiracy.





  "Hassan-nim, I'm sorry to interrupt your training, but I have something important to tell you-ssi...!"





  "Something important?"





  "The plan and method for obtaining Hassan-nim's great warriors have been roughly completed-ssi...! While Hassan-nim was away, I, Paranoi, made efforts in various ways-ssi...!"





  Come to think of it, we did have such a conversation. 





  We talked about increasing the personnel to guard my Temple and creating an armed group of my own great warriors to maintain the followers and discipline.





  "I, Paranoi, deserve more intense praise than other nymphs-ssi...!"





  Paranoi liked being praised or lauded by others. It must be because his desire for upward mobility is strong. 





  Honestly, to acknowledge the efforts he made in various ways while I was away, I decided to give him the reward that is Paranoi's favorite praise.





  "Then, I'll increase your share by 1 percent. Now your share is 9 percent."





  "My share is 9 percent...! It's very, very wonderful-ssi...! No greater emotion than that exists in this world-ssi...!"





  As I expected, Paranoi was extremely happy, perhaps because the share he would receive someday had increased. 





  After all, the reason he works so hard must be for his share in Hell.





  But he wasn't satisfied with just that, and he hesitated for a few more words toward me.





  "Lately, I've been working hard to interact with other nymphs to form a Nymph Choir-ssi...!"





  "Nymph Choir?"





  "The chorus of nymphs has a mysterious power and can exert a very wonderful effect-ssi...! In that sense, I've been talking a lot with other nymphs lately, and I've heard a surprising story from them-ssi...!"
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  Paranoy seemed to want to create something called a Nymph Choir.





  He said that if Nymphs gathered and sang together, something amazing would happen.





  "For us Nymphs, many people will send donations and congratulations-imnidat...! It will be a money-maker befitting Hassan-nim, the God of Gold and Wealth-imnidat...!"





  At his words, I pictured Nymphs resembling Paranoy gathered together, singing. Would it be like a youth choir?





  ━Little stream, little stream water-.





  ━Little brook, little brook water-.





  I did find myself quite interested.





  Then Paranoy added a few more words.





  "But it's not easy to entice wary Nymphs-imnidat.... These days, there are many people who give Nymphs candy, so you can't lure them with just candy anymore-imnidat...."





  "I see."





  Perhaps because of Paranoy, or because those Nymph Relief Foundation folks are working hard. 





  I heard that these days, many good people give candy or food to Nymphs passing by on the streets. 





  It's probably because Nymphs generally look like cute girls.





  They're the Nymph version of cat moms, Nymph moms.





  With so many of them around, has it really come to the point where you can't lure Nymphs with just candy anymore?





  "So, I, Paranoy, am researching the elements and actions that Nymphs like-imnidat...! The research has yielded some results-imnidat...!"





  "Oh, what do Nymphs like?"





  "I heard that Ignoie was lifted high by Bacchus-imnidat...! I don't know why, but it seems to be a really pleasant experience-imnidat...!"





  Bacchus, huh.





  Nymph Ignoie truly loved Bacchus, her Chief Deity. 





  After he passed away, she cried so much that she became a Nymph of Tears.





  Then Paranoy added a few more words.





  "But, to like being lifted high. It's funny for me to say it, but other Nymphs are really foolish-imnidat...! That's why they're looked down upon by those pointy-eared Elves-imnidat...!"





  "That's true."





  I recalled the many Nymphs I had met. Like fairies of youth, most of them were delicate, naive, and often appeared foolish.





  The difference was so great compared to the intense and agile foreign Elves. Honestly, it even felt rude to compare the two, as if they were on completely different levels.





  At that, Paranoy passionately spoke.





  "What on earth makes Nymphs so spoiled, like children? I, Paranoy, have no choice but to investigate-imnidat...! Therefore, I hope Hassan-nim will also lift me up and down-imnidat...!"





  "What? Are you asking me to lift you high right now?"





  "Compared to other naive Nymphs, I am mature, so I don't like such childish treatment-imnidat...! However, I just have a personal interest-imnidat...! There's an important reason to understand Nymphs' preferences in order to create a Nymph Choir-imnidat...!"





  What the fuck are you talking about, you bastard. 





  What kind of conclusion is that?





  But I could tell that Paranoy simply wanted to act spoiled towards me. 





  This fellow had looked enviously at Doris, who slept on Luna's lap, or Ignoie, whose hair was being brushed by Hippolyte.





  Since Paranoy has a strong desire to grow differently from other Nymphs, he can't openly act spoiled like those other Nymphs, which is why such a complicated procedure seems necessary.





  Of course, it wasn't a difficult task.





  When my younger sister was much smaller than me, in her childhood, I often gave her airplane rides or carried her around on my back.





  But after she grew older, such things stopped.





  In her childhood, she used to follow me around, which was quite cute. 





  But after she grew up, she became a rude brat who would growl at me every chance she got. It was almost to the point where Gloria seemed cuter.





  No, maybe not that.





  Anyway, now wasn't the time for such talk.





  "Alright, well, lifting you high isn't difficult."





  At my permission, Paranoy raised both hands high. Then, with a rather serious and stern expression, he exclaimed.





  "I repeat, you must understand that I, Paranoy, absolutely do not like such childish, coddling behavior-imnidat...!"





  "Yeah, yeah, I get it, you brat."





  And so, just as I was about to extend my palms towards Paranoy's sides.





  Udeuk-.





  No, wait.





  I instinctively put the brakes on my actions for a moment.





  My current strength was in a state that even I couldn't gauge.





  In this state, if I accidentally grabbed Paranoy's side, wouldn't his bones break, or would he suffer a serious injury?





  That would be a fucking terrible thing.





  "...."





  Of course, Paranoy might be stronger than an egg, but to me now, at Level 45, there wasn't much difference between little Nymph Paranoy and an egg.





  So, as I couldn't easily move my hands-





  "...Actually, I wasn't very interested-imnidat...! I don't think other Nymphs would like it much either-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy, somehow understanding my intention, slowly lowered his arms.





  "I have a lot to do, so I'm busy-imnidat...! As the Chief Follower and High Priest, I, Paranoy, shouldn't be away from my post for too long, so I should hurry back to work-imnidat...!"





  And then, as he seemed dejected and was about to run off somewhere, I grabbed Paranoy with a 'screw it' attitude and lifted him up.





  Sreureuk-.





  Then Paranoy floated up to my height.





  "Aah...! I, Paranoy, have floated high-imnidat...! No Nymphs have ever seen a view higher than I, Paranoy, have-imnidat...! I, Paranoy, have become closer to the sky than anyone else-imnidat...!"





  He struggled as if the sight from a height far surpassing his own, with his feet off the ground, was wondrous. Of course, the more he struggled, the more I felt he might fall, so I had no choice but to hold his side.





  "Heu-iik-!"





  At Paranoy's scream, I was startled. Had I controlled my strength too strongly? I thought I had reduced my strength as much as possible?





  "Heu-hi, heu-hihi, my sides are ticklish-imnidat...! Let me down, let me down-imnidat...!"





  What the hell, so it was because he was ticklish.





  Paranoy seemed to be very ticklish. He asked to be lifted high, and now he's asking to be put down. 





  The problem was that his struggling was quite vigorous, and I, who had completely relaxed my grip, ended up letting him go.





  "Aah...!"





  As a result, Paranoy, who was falling headfirst towards the ground, was in great peril. 





  If he hit his head like this, many of Paranoy's brain cells might die, and his IQ might drop.





  Shit, I have to prevent that.





  What I needed now was agility.





  In Karma, the agility stat signifies reflexes and quickness. 





  Thanks to my agility, which had reached 15, considered the human limit, it made it seem as if the fleeting moment of Paranoy falling to the ground had stopped.





  Even I thought it was truly incredible momentary concentration.





  "Aaaaaah-. Faaaaalling-."





  To the point where Paranoy's voice sounded foolishly drawn out.





  And if it were me now, I would be able to reach out and grab Paranoy's body within that slowly stopping time.





  Indeed, my hand was moving faster than I thought to grab Paranoy's body. 





  Cutting through the slowly flowing time, my grip, moving just as slowly yet precisely, was just about to seize Paranoy-





  ...He wouldn't burst like an egg, would he?





  If I grabbed him like this, I suddenly feared he might shatter like the hundreds of eggs I'd broken since yesterday morning.





  Shit, what should I do. Should I just let him fall?





  In that fleeting moment, I thought in parallel. 





  I looked back at my half-century of life, listing all the knowledge I could use in this very instant.





  Then, a smooth armpit flashed before my eyes.





  Th-this armpit, it's definitely that.





  This is the answer-imnidat!





  "Jigeone-!"





  I moved my left hand and forcefully pressed the Naegwan acupoint on my right wrist. I intended to damage the muscle and drain strength from my arm.





  At the same time, with my right arm, now devoid of strength, I grabbed Paranoy's ankle.





  "Aah...!"





  And so, when time began to accelerate and flow again, 





  Paranoy was caught in my hand, hanging upside down, at a precarious point where his nose almost touched the ground.





  He was like a tuna that had been caught.





  But the surprising thing wasn't just that.





  Even though I was tightly gripping his ankle, I hadn't damaged it. 





  Had Paranoy perhaps mastered the secret of invincibility without my knowing?





  No, that couldn't be it.





  It would be better to assume that I had unconsciously manifested a way to control my strength.





  And now, I felt like I understood what that method was. 





  According to Hippolyte, there are cases where one gains enlightenment in real combat or dramatic situations, and I was exactly in such a case now. 











  *      *      *











  "Hassan, what is it today? Aren't you visiting our house too often these days? You even came yesterday evening, you know."





  Hippolyte showed a welcoming yet slightly wary attitude at my visit. Hearing a bubbling sound from inside, she must have been cooking.





  "Unnie, the water's boiling! You need to put in the noodles!"





  From behind, Antiope's voice could be heard, and something small rustling indicated Ignoie was also there.





  "Unnie, Ignoie is tearing up the sofa again! Come quickly and stop her!"





  It was utter chaos.





  Hippolyte also urged, saying, "I'm busy right now. If it's not urgent, could you tell me briefly?"





  Of course, I didn't want to speak at length either.





  So, I took out an egg I had in my pocket and showed it to Hippolyte.





  Sreuk-.





  At that, Hippolyte opened her narrow eyes.





  "You can already hold an egg in your hand? I thought it would take at least a week. You're quick to grow, and quick to achieve, it seems."





  Hippolyte seemed surprised that I had reached the stage of holding an egg without breaking it.





  She'd be even more surprised if I showed her the next thing.





  So I tossed the egg in my hand into the air. Then, I alternately tapped it with my chest, knee, right foot, and left foot, performing a trapping maneuver.





  Five, six, seven-.





  With each increasing count, Hippolyte's brow furrowed more and more.





  "No, this doesn't seem like a level one could reach in a single day. What method did you use?"





  At that, I kicked the egg back into the air and caught it with my hand. Then, I decided to briefly explain how this method came about.





  First, I needed to show my body. 





  Therefore, I quickly stripped off the leather clothes I was wearing, or Regulus's hide, revealing my appearance.





  "Wh-what, suddenly, why are you taking off your clothes?"





  Hippolyte, startled by my action, stammered in confusion and her face began to flush even redder.





  Then, speaking just loud enough for me, who was right in front of her, to hear, she added a few very small but clear words.





  "Hassan, even so, I didn't think you were such an ill-mannered person. Surely, if you intend to disgrace me in front of everyone, I won't stand idly by...!"





  What was that.





  It seemed Hippolyte had misunderstood my taking off my clothes. Since Hippolyte was always one to misunderstand things, it was understandable.





  At that, I pointed to my torso and forearms with my thumb.





  "Look at this."





  "Hmm? On your body, red spots have appeared."





  Only then did Hippolyte seem to notice the changes in my body.





  Indeed, it was no exaggeration to say that five red spots had appeared from my chest down to my abdomen. 





  These were the acupoints: Cheondol, at the center of the front of the neck; Danjung, between the breasts; Jungwan, near the solar plexus; Singwol, above the navel; and Danwon, located near the Dantian.





  I had forcefully pressed and massaged these basic points, which run through the center of the body, with my thumb. And my current status was exactly this:





  『Name: Hassan Lv. 45 → 30


   Strength: 16 → 11


   Agility: 15 → 10


   Stamina: 14 → 9  


   Karma: 920 → 20


   Blessings: 《Shining Hand》 《Armor of Night》 《Dark Eyes》 《Tanned Skin》


   Condition: 《Mark of Life》.』


       


  I had once used Jigeone near Hippolyte's armpit to suppress her by lowering her physical abilities. You can think of it as doing that to my own body.





  In other words, it's fair to say that I lowered my physical abilities with this 'Mark of Life'. 





  It would be more accurate to say that I pressed and locked the centers from which strength springs in the human body, but I didn't bother explaining such difficult terms to Hippolyte.





  However, Hippolyte seemed to skillfully understand what I had done.





  "It's a type of sealing formation. To think of suppressing your own strength to control it. It's an excellent method, but I wonder if it's too extreme and dangerous."





  "That's true. But nothing else came to mind right away. It's also easy to undo. All I have to do is press the acupoints-."





  "I see. I had never even thought of such a method."





  "For now, I'm thinking of gradually releasing the seals one by one and getting used to the strength. For that, nothing beats real practice, it seems. Could you perhaps help me with that?"





  "Indeed, that's true. But, Hassan, unfortunately, we don't have much time. Antiope, do you have that newspaper from earlier?"





  At Hippolyte's question from behind, a long scroll-like object was placed in Hippolyte's hand with a Sreuk- sound from somewhere. Hippolyte then held it out to me.





  On it was written this:





  『Breaking News! Scylla and Charybdis, who dominated the Southern Sea, have been subjugated-! Thus, after 50 years, communication with the beautiful islands in the Southern Sea is now possible-!』





  『This achievement, accomplished through the commissioned cooperation of Gloria, the Black Lion of Kairos, and Natatos, the Second-in-Command of the Temple Knights, the Spear Dragon-.』 





  『The beautiful island where pink-haired angels live. Ideope real estate available for pre-purchase-.』





  『Jungle Island Ideope Tourism-. Purchase now for entry to a luxury restaurant and a complimentary exclusive ride-』





  The things written there were quite unbelievable stories.





  No, I had expected it to take at least a month.





  As I slightly furrowed my brow at that, Hippolyte said.





  "It seems Byeokryeokje's Temple Knights decided to move. It appears Gloria was able to launch a joint attack at the same time those guys started subjugating Monsters everywhere."
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  The news that the sea monsters of the Southern Sea had been vanquished made the papers.





  That was two days ago.





  Apparently, the Gaia Continent was rejoicing over the opening of new sea routes.





  Seeing the hopeful articles about increased exchange and tourism with Ideope Island, I figured the food shortage on those jungle islands teeming with pink-haired people might be slightly alleviated.





  Perhaps the port of Dark Island and the channels of trade might even flourish.





  Of course, there would be issues as a secluded island opened up to the outside world, but given that the girls living on that harsh island were warriors, they were high-level and strong, so major disturbances were unlikely.





  Anyway, the end of Ideope Island's long isolation was welcome news for me, who had established a Temple there.





  This meant that Chikoritas, previously confined to the Seongdo region, could now expand into the Hoyeon, Sinnoh, and Kalora regions.





  They must be adorable.





  However, I couldn't be entirely happy about this news.





  It was now certain that Gloria, who had been temporarily detained, would be coming my way.





  It was supposed to take at least a month.





  According to Hippolyte, "It must have been because they coordinated with the Temple Knights that they finished the job so quickly."





  Ah, crap, I see.





  Even monsters as powerful as those that created massive whirlpools in the sea couldn't withstand a gang-up from the strong ones.





  That means there's less than a week left until I meet Gloria.





  If she rides something like a dragon, she might get here in just a day.





  She'll probably try to pick a fight with me the moment she sees me.





  Thinking of that powerful monster makes my vision blur.





  Of course, now that I've improved my various stats, I won't be completely dominated like last time.





  But I wish I had some time to get used to this new body.





 "My brute strength is too much of a problem."





  While practicing kicking eggs and imposing limits on my own strength, I realized something.





  My Strength stat of 16, which had surpassed the max level, was now finally showing its true potential.





  Due to my Stamina and Agility stats lagging far behind my Strength, my body had imposed a sort of limit on itself to avoid self-destruction.





  Perhaps once the other stats caught up, that limit was released.





  Of course, that's just my theory. But there's no other explanation for my body's current state.





 "Hassan, you were waiting!"





  Just then, Luna spoke up beside me, pulling me out of my thoughts.





  I was waiting for Luna at the garden of Mars's guild, which I had visited after a long time. Before I knew it, she seemed to have finished her business and was approaching me with quick steps.





 "Did you finish everything?"





 "Yep, yep! I updated my stats and settled my accounts for everything that's happened!"





  Luna seemed happier than ever. Then, she slightly narrowed her brow and even let out a sinister laugh like a villain plotting evil deeds, *kuhuhuhu-*.





  After lingering with that laugh, Luna finally opened her mouth and shouted loudly.





 "Hassan, don't be surprised when you hear this! I'm going to tell you something amazing!"





 "Something amazing?"





 "My Karma stat reached a whopping 32! That means I've qualified to be promoted to Silver Tier! Ta-da-!"





  With a *ta-da-* sound, Luna handed me something like a small scroll.





 『Name: Luna Noxdoti


   Strength: 9


   Agility: 14


   Stamina: 9』





  There, I could see the stats measured by the guild's Karma measurement device. Indeed, if you sum up all those stats, it easily exceeds 30.





  The requirement for Silver Tier promotion is a total stat of 30.





  Of course, I already knew Luna's level, but I decided to pretend to be quite surprised. Reactions are important in relationships.





 "That's amazing! You've gotten so much stronger!"





 "I could barely clean the Temple before! And now I'm Silver Tier! Isn't it amazing? Everyone was so surprised! They kept asking me questions, and I was sweating bullets trying to answer!"





  Luna herself seemed unable to believe her growth. It felt like just yesterday she was flustered, dealing with goblin attacks alongside Malko and the old Doctor.





  It's surprising how Luna suddenly became so strong.





 "My growth rate is only behind Hippolyte and Hassan! Hassan, maybe I'm a Demigod too? Everyone keeps asking me that!"





  Demigod, you say.





  Luna seemed to have reached her own conclusion about her identity and existence. But Luna isn't a half-human, half-god Demigod.





  If anything, magic and the ancient beings that are the source of the world... Night, Darkness. Aren't those the intersection points that define Luna?





  Luna isn't a Demigod; she's just a god.





  An unaware one.





  Like a swan who thinks she's a duck.





  But I couldn't say that out loud.





 "What do you think, Hassan? Am I a Demigod too? Can I become a god?"





 "Hmm-."





 "To be a suitable match for Hassan, wouldn't it be nice if I became a Goddess of the Dark Night! What do you think, Hassan?"





  I decided to simply answer Luna's question truthfully.





 "Luna, from my perspective, you're not a Demigod." You're something with a far more intense and powerful potential than a Demigod.





  Of course, I couldn't voice the rest.





 "R-really? Is that so... I'm not a Demigod... As expected..."





  Luna seemed quite dejected by my denial.





  A brief silence passed between us.





  To lighten the mood, I asked Luna.





 "So, did you register at the Adventurer's Guild successfully?"





 "Yep, yep! I even received a quest to be promoted to Silver Tier! Here, this scroll has the details...!"





  Luna spoke energetically, seeming to regain some spirit.





 "It's a quest for Silver Tier promotion! Cool, right? The details are amazing too!"





  A quest to be promoted to Silver Tier. In other words, a promotion quest. It must be a procedure to determine if she's worthy of wearing a silver necklace.





  *Rustle-*





  I took the scroll Luna offered and unfolded it. The writing on it looked quite unfamiliar.





 『10 Goblin Fangs.


   2 Hobgoblin Fangs.


   2 Black Mane Troll Fangs.


  1 Mountain Giant's Essence.


  50 Pine Stomper Firewood.』





  It looked like a recipe ingredient list, and having dabbled as an adventurer, I recognized it as something similar to a bounty list.





  So, this is Luna's promotion quest.





  The guild gets the necessary supplies, and Luna can prove her strength and skills, so it's a win-win. It seems like a reasonable system.





  From my perspective, it feels like playing a game quest, which brings back nostalgic feelings.





  I used to play a lot of games like that back in the day.





  There was a time when I enjoyed raising characters in RPGs. But somewhere along the line, the RPG market seemed to die out, leaving only quick-match games like instant snack bars.





  Why could that be? Have people become too tired of slowly leveling up due to life becoming harsher...





  As I was lost in those wistful, nostalgic memories.





 "Hassan, I, uh, um..."





  Luna started to stammer.





 "Um, well..."





  Luna always says what she needs to say confidently. But when she stammers like this, it's highly likely she's about to say something very important.





  Luna nervously fiddled with the worn alligator leather sandals I bought her and the toes sticking out from the ends, stammering for a long time.





 "Do you have anything else to say?"





 "Well, for the Silver Tier adventurer promotion quest this time, it's not just about fetching items... They say having connections or friendships with other adventurers is also important."





 "Oh, really?"





 "Since the materials include things like Hobgoblin or Black Mane Troll fangs... I can't possibly face them alone... Would you perhaps be willing to party with me...?"





 "Ah, so that's what it is."





 "We probably need at least two Silver Tier adventurers... Since I opened a workshop and make potions, I don't have many Silver Tier adventurer acquaintances..."





  Indeed, Luna seemed to be trying to use the "friend card." Come to think of it, Luna always found it difficult and embarrassing to ask me for favors. Ever since we first met.





 "Okay."





 "R-really!?"





  Luna looked visibly delighted at my permission.





 "Hassan, you're a god, and you're busy, so it was hard to ask, but... really...?"





 "On the condition that the profit share is naturally 3 for you, Luna."





 "Th-that's right... Of course. Yep, yep."





 "And 3 for me. And 3 for another Silver Tier adventurer. The remaining 1. Let's go with 3-3-3-1."





 "Really? Can I really get the same settlement amount as Hassan!?"





  Since I wanted to move my body anyway, Luna's proposal was great news for me too.





























 "It feels so good to go on an outing like this...! Sometimes it's important to rest without worrying about anything...!"





  A forest path where a chilly wind blows.





  To be precise, it was a section of the logging area that Luna had visited long ago to gather lumber when she first built her cabin.





  *Crackle, crackle-*





  Paranoy walked along the path covered in fallen leaves, which seemed to signify the lonely end of autumn, kicking his feet here and there.





  Perhaps feeling very good, he occasionally stomped hard on the piles of fallen leaves with his shoes.





  *Crunch, crunch-*





 "It's so crunchy...! Autumn leaves are like well-baked cookies...! Autumn is full of the sounds of food...!"





  Naturally, making such a mess stirred up dust, and it was only natural for the noble elf mage, Elfriede, to frown.





 "Hey, nymph, stay still. It's not like you're seeing autumn leaves for the first time."





 "This Paranoy is a nymph born in autumn, so he likes autumn...! Kanp must cultivate both autumn sensitivity and nymph sensitivity...!"





 "Hmph. Whatever."





  I suddenly wondered if this party was a good idea.





  Where we were heading was the depths of the logging area.





  There, ancient tree monsters called Pine Stompers and the monster colony known as the "Black Mane Tribe" lived together in a village.





  Therefore, even Joseph, who was associated with the logging site and was a veteran adventurer of Bronze Tier, never dared to approach that area.





 ━"Deep inside the logging area, there are goblins, hobgoblins, and trolls. They're damn terrifying bastards."





  Joseph ranted about the monsters occupying his logging site.





  He even spewed paranoid nonsense about monsters plotting to rule the world by enslaving humans.





 ━"Anyway, we need to gather a lot of firewood before winter, but it's difficult because of those Black Mane bastards! Also, for the past few days, they've suddenly gone quiet, which is very suspicious! There are more flies in the logging site too!"





  This Silver Tier quest was commissioned by Joseph from the logging site.





 ━"Damn monsters! Please drive them out! If you succeed, I'll make a large donation to your Temple, Hassan! Surely the monsters are plotting something nefarious...!"





 ━"Understood. We'll go and check."





  Luna, I, Elfriede, and Paranoy gathered here as a party for investigation and subjugation.





  Luna is responsible for crowd control, the supporter role for her promotion quest.





  I will primarily take the frontline role to test my strength, now enhanced to Level 45.





  Elfriede, as an observer and party member for the Silver Tier-being a fire mage, she'll be the main damage dealer and a wildcard in crisis situations.





  And finally, Paranoy...





 "It's autumn...!"





  ...Paranoy's mood has been erratic lately, so I brought him along to get some fresh air. He also serves the crucial role of the inventory.





  Anyway, that completes our 4-person party.





  I considered bringing Hippolyte or Antiope, but they were too strong, so I passed.





  If I brought them, it would be like "riding the bus," and I wouldn't get a chance to test my strength.





  *Thump, thump, rustle-*





  As we walked through the forest path for a while, Luna spoke.





 "I remember when I hunted Stompers here with Kalidour as a party. It reminds me of that time. Though the leaves have all fallen now, so it doesn't feel the same."





  Luna seemed to be reminiscing about the first time she came to the logging area long ago. I still remember that time vividly.





  We fought some really weird tree monsters here. And this was also where I first met Paranoy.





 "Crunchy autumn leaves, autumn nymph... Gentle cosmos... Tiny flower buds..."





  Paranoy wasn't like this when I first met him. Maybe he got a concussion from Kalidour hitting him hard on the back?





  Kalidour, that bastard, is a human weapon, so it's entirely possible.





 "Kalidour..."





  However, Elfriede showed a displeased reaction to the name Kalidour, her pursuer from Albheim. But that was brief.





  *Clink-*





  In the forest path, where only bare branches remained after the leaves fell, we stopped and tensed up upon seeing bones and strange ornaments hanging from the trees here and there.





 "They're monster markers-."





  Luna also showed unprecedented vigilance, but my heart pounded with excitement at the thought of testing my strength.





 "Alright, let's see what's up ahead."
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  Dalgrak, dalgak-.





  Ominous bone decorations hanging from the trees rattled in the wind.





  Looking at them, they resembled the dreamcatchers I used to buy as souvenirs, but since they were made of bones and leather from some unknown beast, they felt a bit eerie. The craftsmanship itself was crude, too.





  Seureuk-.





  "Everyone, stay still for a second-."





  Luna pulled out the Silence Totem she was carrying on her back and struck the tree with all her might. 





  With a dalgrak- sound, the bone-decorated dreamcatcher fell to the ground. Luna fiddled with it in her palm, narrowing her eyes.





  "It's made by mixing squirrel bones and lizard bones. It doesn't seem to be cursed or anything. Maybe it was just hung up as a warning sign?"





  Seueuk-.





  Luna soon looked up. Reflected in her luminous emerald eyes were the bones of beasts hanging here and there.





  "I guess this is the territory of Monsters from here on."





  We all agreed with Luna's opinion. No matter who saw it, it looked like a marker signifying a territory, like a totem pole or a Totem.





  "There are footprints here-ssu...! Judging by the four toes, most of them belong to those Goblin bastards-ssu...!"





  Just then, Paranoy discovered footprints among the fallen leaves. 





  As Paranoy said, footprints about the size of a child's palm were clustered together.





  Among them, there were also large ones about the size of my palm, which made me quite wary. 





  The shape was a Y-pattern, like a bird's footprint.





  Is there a really fucking big bird here?





  "Hassan, it's a Troll."





  "Why am I a troll, Elfriede?"





  "Ha...? Hassan, not you. I'm saying those footprints are from a Troll, you punk-."





  However, listening to Elfriede, it wasn't a bird's footprint but the footprint of a monster bastard called a Troll.





  Elfriede continued.





  "It seems there really are Trolls. Then it would be difficult for ordinary adventurers to subjugate this place."





  A Troll, huh.





  I've heard the name Troll many times.





  Among adventurers, they often use 'Troll' as a metaphor for a monster that's tough to handle. 





  They're strong, highly intelligent, and even have excellent regenerative powers, so hunting them isn't easy, or so they say.





  On the contrary, there are many cases where adventurers are the ones being hunted.





  So, I heard that when exploring their colonies or dungeons, you need at least two Silver-tier adventurers to be safe.





  In that sense, we are a 4-person party with an average level well over 30.





  You could even call us a mid-tier group capable of enjoying most high-level content.





  Of course, Luna has just reached level 30, I only have a high level, and Paranoy is just a level 20 Nymph nobody.





  But since we have Elfriede, a veteran mage, we'll manage somehow.





  Sweet.





  Just as I was about to take another step.





  Tat-.





  Something made a crumbling sound under my foot. It was a sound that gave me a strange sense of déjà vu, more than just stepping on fallen leaves or dry branches, and just as I wondered what it was.





  "Hassan, it's a trap-!"





  Along with Luna's agile shout, something suddenly popped up from under the ground and lunged at us.





  Pasuseuseu-.





  As Luna said, it was a trap.





  A trap made of sharpened wood that popped out like a jack-in-the-box on a spring. 





  At that dizzying thing approaching right in front of our group, I used my superhuman senses to jump forward with all my might and threw my body toward the wooden stakes first.





  "Iron Body-!"





  Ujijik-.





  Then, the wooden trap couldn't withstand my body slam and easily shattered.





  Fortunately, I only had a few scratches on my body and wasn't seriously injured. It seemed to be the same for the others.





  Of course, there's no doubt it was a dangerous moment.





  I reacted quickly to minimize the damage, but if I had been caught off guard, even wooden stakes would have been enough to inflict a fatal wound.





  Seureuk-.





  Then Elfriede knelt down and touched the broken traps with her hand.





  "It's crude, but it's definitely a trap made with malice. There must be Hobgoblins too. Those guys love making things like this."





  Hobgoblins, huh.





  I recalled the time I faced the Goblin King, Gogreed. It was like a fully evolved form of a Goblin.





  "Hassan-nim, there are tons of trap devices under the fallen leaves-ssu...! From now on, we can't go while kicking the leaves-ssu...!"





  Seureureuk-. Baseurak-.





  As Paranoy cleared away the fallen leaves with his small palms, a bizarre device made of woven branches and twine was revealed.





  Seeing the boards with wooden stakes like the one I just broke beyond it, I think what I stepped on was also a trigger for such a trap.





  Whatever the case, it was certain that this logging camp was a quite tricky place.





  It would be one thing if we were just hunting simple Monsters, but dealing with such smart bastards was something that could easily exhaust one both mentally and physically.





  A swarm of Goblins.





  Smart Hobgoblins.





  And Troll bastards no less than any savage warrior.





  Tensing up so as not to be surprised no matter what popped out from the front.





  I ended up being startled by something that popped out from deep inside.











  *        *        *





  





  "This is terrible."





  Who said that?





  I think it was Elfriede.





  Elfriede raised her gloved hand and covered her nose and mouth with her palm. 





  It must have been because the smell of blood and rotting entrails reeking from everywhere was unbearably nauseating.





  As we entered the logging camp, what appeared before our eyes were corpses. A significant number of corpses. Fragments of green-skinned Monsters.





  Wing, wiwing-.





  Flies and all sorts of insects flying over them blocked our path, making it difficult to proceed.





  "Paranoy, take that out-."





  "Luna-nim, are you talking about that? Understood-ssu...! I shall show the insects Luna-nim's wrath-ssu...!"





  At Luna's instruction, Paranoy opened his mouth wide with a 'bueee-' and pulled out a damp leather water bottle from inside. 





  I wondered what the strange funnel attached to the leather water bottle was. 





  When Luna pressed the round rubber part, a mist-like substance was sprayed from the funnel with a 'chiik-' sound.





  Luna sprayed the bitter-smelling stuff evenly over our bodies.





  "It's insect repellent potion-! With this, we'll be able to pass through! It's mixed with Ideope's herbs, so the flies in a place like this won't even be able to budge!"





  Indeed, it was as Luna said.





  The flies and bees that were swarming like Pharaoh's locusts parted like the Red Sea the moment we, with the potion sprayed all over us, approached.





  Only when the swarm of insects retreated could we see the even more terrible atrocities.





  Corpses of Goblins lying dead here and there.





  Their torn-apart fragments, entrails, bones, and blood scattered everywhere.





  "A Troll is dead too."





  Elfriede, covering her nose, pointed at something with the tip of her staff. There, a corpse with a large body and a mane like a hyena's was visible. 





  It was hard to recognize its original form because it had decayed, but there was no doubt it was a fearsome-looking Monster. To be precise, it would have been a Monster.





  It was the moment Joseph's explanation, that flies were swarming in the logging camp and the Monsters had suddenly become quiet, came to mind.





  Hwiuuuung-.





  Destroyed huts visible around where the wind blew.





  Blackened, hardened ashes were seen on the ground. I knelt down and placed my hand on a pile of ashes that looked like a hearth.





  It was chilly and cold.





  Seeing that nothing that could be called warmth remained, this fire must have gone out a long time ago.





  In fact, the decaying corpses looked as if they had been left for at least a week.





  Looking at this horrific sight, Paranoy shouted.





  "They are very wonderful fellows-ssu...! These guys, knowing Hassan-nim would come, fought among themselves and ended their lives to reduce Hassan-nim's labor-ssu...! They are loyal Monsters-ssu...!"





  Paranoy's words were ridiculous as expected. These Monsters knew in advance that I would come and self-destructed to save me the trouble? Does this even make fucking sense?





  "We just have to pick up the manes or fangs of the self-destructed Monsters and we're done-ssu...! This has become a request easier than eating cake-ssu...!"





  However, Paranoy's reasoning that the Monsters fought each other and self-destructed was quite plausible.





  "Did they really fight each other and self-destruct?"





  "That's for sure-ssu...!"





  Since they were ferocious Monsters, there was plenty of possibility for that.





  "No, that's probably not it."





  But at my question, Luna shook her head. 





  "Even Monsters have their own rules, so they don't try to annihilate each other like this. Even the Ideope tribes don't annihilate each other."





  And then she poked into the rotting Goblin corpse with her obsidian dagger and rummaged through something. 





  "Fighting with the determination to annihilate like this is always due to external factors."





  Jilgyeok, puseuseuk, ulkeok-.





  At that nauseating sight, Elfriede couldn't hold it in anymore and ended up retching with an "Ue-." It wasn't just a day or two that Elfriede's stomach was weak, so I just let it be. 





  That's why back when I was a slave, I did all the harvesting of Monster corpses. To Elfriede, Luna's actions must be something that wouldn't be strange even if what was in her stomach came up.





  "Here it is-!"





  Before long, Luna grabbed something and pulled it out of the corpse. 





  What was extracted by Luna's dagger was a piece of metal.





  A sharp metal. A blade-. No, if I were to find a more accurate expression, it would probably be this.





  "An arrowhead?"





  "Right. It's a sophisticatedly made metal arrowhead. Monsters can't make things like this. They probably fought with humans. I'll have to investigate other corpses to see what happened."





  Luna's reasoning was quite logical. Luna seemed to think that the Monsters didn't self-destruct but were all killed while fighting external humans.





  Did another party enter this place before us?





  According to Joseph, he said he was just stomping his feet because no one wanted to come here.





  I said, organizing my thoughts.





  "For now, let's be careful since we don't know what might be there. And Paranoy, while we're on guard, you collect things like teeth, fangs, and manes. Here, I'll give you a dagger. It's a dagger I cherish, so don't use it carelessly."





  "Understood-ssu...!"





  I pulled out the dagger from my waist and handed it to Paranoy. And I didn't forget to keep scanning the surroundings full of corpses with eyes of vigilance and suspicion.





  Of course, I didn't think anything would be left here.





  If there were, it would only be flies, maggots, and rotten corpses.





  Just what happened.





  It was certain that something unusual had occurred. Humans who could annihilate those that even a Silver-tier adventurer party could barely take down, is there such a military group?





  And such a thing happened near Sodomora. 





  Yet no one knew?





  There's more than one suspicious thing.





  I felt a bit bad about that.





  Because it meant that an incident that could threaten our safety was happening in a place I didn't know.





  So, as I was narrowing my eyes, Luna said.





  "Alright, then shall we try that?"





  "That?"





  "I didn't just run errands for the elders in Ideope, you know! Despite how I look, I'm someone who's about to become a Silver-tier adventurer! I'm someone who will make a name for myself and raise my prestige for my parents!"





  Seureuk-.





  Luna, shouting confidently, pressed down her skull ward and took something out from her waist, holding it high. 





  It was a doll. 





  A crude cotton doll that resembled Luna's shape. It even made a dalrang-dalrang- sound, perhaps because she had added bells. 





  I wondered what she was going to do with that. 





  Luna, holding the doll in one hand and the obsidian dagger obtained from Somnia in the other, began to dance a bizarre dance, raising her left and right hands alternately.





  Dalrang, dalrang-.





  With the rhythm of the bizarre bell sounds, Luna finally raised her hands high.





  "Your master calls you, arise, soulless bodies-. Arise and accept your master's command-!"





  With Luna's shout, the doll in her hand began to tremble. Soon, the doll's mouth gaped open and emitted a purple mist-like substance.





  It was a bizarre sight I had never even thought of. Magic? No, this was closer to a blasphemous and horrific sorcery than magic.





  Seuaaaaa-.





  The purple smoke spread across the ground and began to seep into the noses and mouths of the fragmented corpses.





  ━Keulleok-.


  


  ━Eugeulbudeul-.





  ━Giereuk-.





  With strange sounds, the corpses began to raise their bodies from where they lay. At that sight, Paranoy shouted in surprise.





  "Luna-nim is using necromancy-ssu...! Luna-nim has become a Cult member-ssu...!"





  To that, Luna said.





  "It's not necromancy, it's Nzambi's voodoo. It's similar, but a bit different. I just borrowed the souls of the legion Spirits dwelling in this doll! It's a bit more friendly to the dead!"





  I didn't know what she was talking about, but anyway, it was certain that it was amazing. 





  Indeed, this would be enough to boast about being a Silver-tier adventurer.





  Just as I was feeling a bit eerie at the Monster corpses rising all around.





  "Spirits, tell me how you died-!"





  With Luna's shout, the corpses began to move in an orderly fashion. 





  Swinging their arms toward the air, getting wounded and falling, and even lying back down on the ground as corpses once again.





  They became like actors reenacting the situation before their deaths.





  It's like a bizarre movie.





  While I was watching this bizarre play for a while, Elfriede said as if she had realized something.





  "I see. These guys fought against just one person. Look at their movements. It's not the movement of dealing with an army or a party. They were broken through by just one person."





  ━Keulleok-.





  ━Geuaeek-!





  Corpses falling one after another like dominoes from the front. 





  Hearing Elfriede's words, it seemed as if the movement of a single person trying to break through these swarms was being drawn in my eyes through the actions of the falling Monsters.





  Chwaaak-.





  Slashing the chest with something sharp-. A dagger? A longsword?





  Piercing the head with something small and round-. This is probably an arrow.
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  Seeing them heading deeper inside like that, I felt a shiver. Just who would challenge such a Monster village alone?





  I'll probably find out if I follow those corpses acting as if they're running away.





  Thus, when I followed the last of the corpses reenacting something, I was able to find a man in bizarre attire lying down with a large wound on his body.





  A wide-brimmed hat with feather decorations. A leather shirt that was quite elegant but worn out and covered in blood. A longsword and arrows lying scattered beside him.





  Is this man the one who slaughtered the Monsters?





  ".... Heuu...."





  Seeing him breathing heavily, it seems he's not dead yet. But it's only a matter of time. 





  The large laceration from the man's left shoulder to below his right flank, and the arrows stuck in his back like a porcupine, were no ordinary wounds.





  And the pool of blood on the ground beneath him had already far exceeded the lethal dose. It was safe to say he was already dead.





  Not a single bit of vitality could be felt from the man's body.





  "...I'm glad the time I spent holding on by force wasn't meaningless. Is it an adventurer party? Thank you. For making sure my death wasn't in vain...."





  The man, whose face had turned ashen, looked at me with his blue eyes. And then he slowly said something.





  "This, take this to the royal castle.... To His Majesty Byeokryeokje...."





  Finally, his hand trembled.





  I could tell that this man had been holding onto death with superhuman willpower just to hand this item to someone.





  Pinggeureureu-.





  What finally fell from that hand was a piece of iron. A piece of iron about the size of my finger. There was also a skull-shaped decoration at the end.





  To be precise, it wasn't a piece of iron but a key.





  A skull key?





  I felt a sense of déjà vu, so I held it and pondered for a long time. Where did I see something similar? I feel like I had one too.





  What was it.





  Ah-. The Thieves Guild. Did it come out when I killed the leader of the Thieves Guild, Hydra, and took the loot? 





  Right. That and this looked exactly the same.





  I was excited because they said it was a treasure the Thieves Guild had hidden for generations, but since none of those bastards knew its use, I probably just shoved it in a drawer.





  But why is this here? Seeing that the skull shape is slightly different, it doesn't seem to be mine.





  "Th-this is-."





  Just then, Paranoy began to tremble as if he knew something.





  "This is a precious key-ssu...! I have no idea how this, how this is in a place like this, in the hands of a guy like this-ssu...!"
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 To describe it precisely, it was like this.





 About the length of my palm, and the thickness of a finger. 





 Perhaps it wasn't merely metal cast from iron or copper, as its weight was surprisingly substantial. In other words, it was quite sturdy for a simple key.





 At what could be called its tip or perhaps its head, there was a round skull-shaped ornament. 





 The sculpting was so detailed that I instinctively knew it wasn't an ordinary key.





 Since it was initially presumed to be the vault key held by the leader of Sodomora's Thieves' Guild, it was indeed not an ordinary key.





 But with another skull key so similar to it, I couldn't help but feel curious.





 "Th-this is-."





 And since Paranoy was reacting quite unusually to this key, I started to think that perhaps Paranoy might know something about it.





 "What the hell is this, anyway?"





 A question I'd held since the time I subjugated the Thieves' Guild. 





 To that, Paranoy said.





 "This is probably the Door's key-imnidat...!"





 "The Door's key?"





 Isn't it a lock key for something like a vault or a box? 





 A Door's key, huh. 





 As I was lost in thought for a moment, Luna asked.





 "Hassan, you have another key just like this in the drawer, right? Is that a Door's key too?"





 At her words, Paranoy was greatly surprised.





 "You mean, you already had one skull Door's key-imnidat...? Indeed, indeed, it is Hassan-nim-imnidat...! This is a fated encounter-imnidat...!"





 Paranoy, as always, became greatly excited in this grim place full of Monster corpses. Thanks to that, Elfriede, whose hearing was sensitive, slightly covered her ears with her palms.





 "...."





 Of course, without minding Elfriede, Paranoy maintained his pace.





 "After all, this was originally the Grand Temple's key forged by the Priests of Death! Strictly speaking, it is an item that should rightfully fall into Hassan-nim's hands-imnidat...! Indeed, the item recognizes its owner and comes to them on its own-imnidat...!"





 Priests of Death.





 Grand Temple's key.





 Quite interesting keywords popped out of Paranoy's mouth. 





 The sight of various knowledge, not just candies or tools, emerging from Paranoy's mouth, that squirrel's storage, always felt new.





 "Hmm...."





 I fell into thought for a moment, connecting thoughts and ideas in parallel.





 Seeing how well this fellow knows, it's probably knowledge he gained while active as a Cult member. The Priests of Death likely refers to Pluto's priests. 





 As for the Grand Temple's key, I'm not sure.





 I asked.





 "Anyway, it's an important key, right?"





 "That's right-imnidat...! According to rumors, it is the key to the Grand Temple of the wealthy father, Pluto, where immense amounts of gold, treasures, and all sorts of valuables are stored-imnidat...!"





 Paranoy continued to explain how important this item was even after that.





 His shrill voice was so full of excitement that some words were hard to understand. To summarize it simply in three points, it's this:





 1. Pluto's Temple and priests were extremely wealthy.





 2. However, before long, they were branded as a Cult and suppressed by those who envied and feared their wealth.





 3. As the priests and Followers scattered, they divided their assets. But there was such an enormous and vast amount of treasure that there was a limit to taking it all.





 4. Pluto's High Priests, to protect the treasures, hid them in an unknown place, sealed them with a sturdy Door, and made them openable with Three Keys.





 5. The whereabouts of those Three Keys are, naturally, unknown. Their very existence is passed down orally only among those who know, like a ghost story or a legend.





 "It is an item regarded as a ghost story even among Pluto Followers-imnidat...!"





 "Shit-! A key to Pluto-nim's treasure vault! That's truly amazing! Will there be a pheasant that lays golden eggs inside too?"





 "There will also be a pheasant that lays candies-imnidat...!"





 A pheasant that lays golden eggs. A pheasant that lays candies.





 Luna and Paranoy's concept of treasure seems a bit narrow. Damn it, I don't think there'd be anything like that in a treasure vault.





 "I wonder what will be inside!"





 "There will surely be an immense amount of treasures-imnidat...! Enough to live and eat without working for a lifetime-imnidat...!"





 Anyway, Luna and Paranoy seemed to be having very happy fantasies about the appearance of this skull key. Indeed, treasure. Mysterious key. It would be faster to find someone who dislikes these two keywords.





 And Elfriede, narrowing her brows over there, is probably one of those who dislike them.





 Elfriede, who had been listening quietly for a while, said.





 "If it's an item considered a ghost story even by Pluto Followers, then this itself could be fake, and the rumor could also be fake."





 "Kkanpeu have no romance-imnidat...! At least half of those undignified large breasts should swell with dreams and romance-imnidat...!"





 "Hah-? This brat, I let him off the hook, and he keeps pushing his luck. What about my dignity, you say?"





 As if she couldn't take it anymore, Elfriede pulled Paranoy's ear.





 "Aah-! My, my ear is stretching-imnidat...! If this continues, Paranoy will become a long-eared kkanpeu instead of a Nymph with short, cool ears-imnidat...!"





 "This kid keeps going on and on!"





 "It hurts-imnidat...! Luna-nim, please take pity on Paranoy and help him-imnidat...!"





 "Elfriede! Don't torment Paranoy-!"





 Only after Luna reached out to mediate between the two did Elfriede snort with an *Heung-* and let go of Paranoy's ear.





 To that, Paranoy, with his reddened ear, massaged it with a tearful face.





 "Luna-nim, have my ears perhaps grown longer? Has Paranoy not become a kkanpeu-imnidat...?"





 "It's fine!"





 Only then did Paranoy breathe a sigh of relief. And then he shouted again.





 "Anyway, Paranoy guarantees that those rumors are surely true-imnidat...! And this is definitely a real key-imnidat...! The living proof is right here-imnidat...!"





 Paranoy's finger pointed at me.





 "Who? Me?"





 When I asked back, feeling a bit dumbfounded, the fellow spoke as if it were a very proud matter.





 "The existence of Pluto's successor, Hassan-nim, who has been passed down through rumors, legends, and myths, is also real-imnidat...! Paranoy, the wise Nymph who first noticed Hassan-nim's true identity among all things in this world, dares to declare this skull key to be true as well-imnidat...!"





 It sounded like sophistry, but it was strangely persuasive. 





 Perhaps Paranoy's eloquence has noticeably improved because he often gives speeches in front of people these days, saying, "Today, I will preach about the wise and intelligent Nymph Paranoy-imnidat!"





 Elfriede said.





 "Alright, let's assume that's true. But why did this man have such a key in a place like this? Among these Monsters, I mean."





 At Elfriede's typically sharp remark, we snapped out of imagining pheasants laying golden eggs and looked at reality once more.





 What lay before our eyes was not treasure, but a gruesome scene of hardened blood and rampant corpses.





 An unidentified archer man wearing a long-brimmed hat.





 And next to him, another considerably massive corpse lay fallen. 





 A Monster, dead with a rusted axe in its hand, its face twisted into a terrible expression. Its skin was ash-gray, and its texture was like stone.





 "This fellow, it's a Rock Ogre. Even one of them is a Silver-tier Monster. This man probably died fighting it. Why did something like this happen here, anyway?"





 Even Paranoy had no answer to Elfriede's question this time. As a chatterbox, he must truly have known nothing.





 Of course, the same went for me.





 Perhaps Luna, who used voodoo magic, might have a way?





 As I looked at Luna with such anticipation, she shivered, perhaps sensing our gazes.





 "...O-okay-. Should I ask what happened here too?"





 Seeing her voice tremble anxiously, I had a somewhat uneasy feeling this time.





 "Spirits, rise-! Rise upon your decaying flesh, and follow your masters' commands-!"





 Luna, as before, began to perform a strange ritual, holding a dagger in one hand and a doll in the other. 





 She continuously moved her arms and legs, mimicking spiders, birds, and something similar to raccoons, then raised both hands high and shouted.





 "Haaiaat-!"





 Of course, that was all.





 Unlike the corpses that had risen and moved earlier, nothing happened this time. To that, Luna awkwardly scratched the back of her head.





 "Actually, I can't summon the Spirits of fellows whose karma score is higher than mine. Heh, hehehe.... These guys, their score must be higher than mine."





 "I see."





 In the end, we couldn't figure out what had happened here.











   *      *      *











 "Ifrit-."





 Elfriede gathered the decaying corpses and incinerated them.





 And because Luna and Paranoy performed a memorial service and a soul-soothing spell, it seemed this place wouldn't be cursed or haunted by undead.





 "Such a terrible thing happened, you say."





 Joseph seemed quite displeased that such a massacre had occurred deep within his logging camp. 





 And as a bonus, he asked us to keep this a secret so that unnecessary rumors wouldn't spread.





 "If unnecessary rumors spread, fewer people will come to work, and the price of wood will drop, won't it? So, please say that you all dealt with this Monster."





 "Then, you must expand the rights of the Stomps-imnidat...! If they work for one hour, they should get ten minutes of rest-imnidat...!"





 "What, now that I see him, isn't this the Nymph who used to force labor disputes and whatnot on the Stomps! The Stomps are off to hibernate anyway, so they're not at the logging camp. Instead, there are Sandmen from the Western Desert. Heheheh-."





 "It's fine to work the Sandmen to the bone-imnidat...!"





 "You're a Nymph who knows a thing or two."





 As I've felt before, Joseph, the logging camp owner, was a bad guy. Could this man actually be the most heinous bourgeois villain?





 "So, what kind of man was that fellow with the long hat, anyway? Did you find out anything?"





 "Well."





 I searched through the man's belongings, but there was nothing to prove his identity. No adventurer ID, no helpful documents.





 To single-handedly wipe out the Black Mane Tribe, kill the trolls and ogres there, and die alongside them, he must have been a person renowned for his martial prowess, at least.





 The hint, perhaps, was that the man had asked me to deliver this key to Byeokryeokje.





 If so, he must certainly be someone related to the royal family. And I know the person who can answer this question.





 As twilight was falling, I returned to the Mars Guild and saw women chatting at the reception desk.





 "Aris. That's not how you fill out this item."





 "That's Nymph hate speech-eot...!"





 "No, how is pointing out a mistake Nymph hate speech? And I'm a half-Nymph, so Nymph hate speech doesn't even apply to me, you know?"





 "That's right-eot...!"





 Damn it, what's going on.





 "Euhm-."





 As I cleared my throat to make my presence known, Daphne, perhaps noticing us, raised her head.





 "Ah, Hassan-ssi, Luna-ssi, you're here! It seems the request was successful, seeing as you're both unharmed and well! I was busy training my deputy, so I didn't notice you arrived."





 "Deputy?"





 As I approached, I saw a small Nymph with honey-colored hair, similar to Doris, sitting at the reception desk instead of Daphne.





 A small name tag was attached to her chest.





 「Aris, Nymph of the Ditch Water. Hired under the Nymph Quota System. If you're not kind to me, I'll bite.」





 A Nymph Quota System, huh. Has it finally started affecting Sodomora too?





 "I am Aris, Nymph of the Ditch Water-eot...! Please take good care of me-eot...! I've come in as Daphne-ssi's successor-eot...!"





 "Successor?"





 As I narrowed my brows at the Nymph's peculiar vocabulary, Daphne said.





 "I also became the reception team leader thanks to my merits in handling Hassan-ssi and Luna-ssi. You could say I'm the Silver Tier of receptionists. Isn't that amazing? I can even use annual leave now."





 "Wow, that's amazing." 





 So she couldn't use annual leave until now, huh. Amazing in many ways.





 "Hassan, I'll go settle up then!"





 "Ah, Luna-ssi. Please come this way. I've prepared refreshments in my private office."





 "Daphne, you even have a private office? That's amazing!"





 Now Luna and Daphne left for their own business. And Elfriede also glanced around and said with a small yawn.





 "Since I'm at the Adventurer's Guild after a long time, I should update my karma score and report on what's happened."





 "Aah, if it's an update, Aris will do it for you-eot...!"





 "Really?"





 "You're really big for a Nymph-eot...! Are you a Nymph of the Stream Water-eot...? What do you eat to get so big-eot...?"





 "Hah? I'm not a Nymph, I'm an Elf."





 "Elf-eot...!? Get out of our land-eot...! You alien species...!"





 "No, what the... Is there no other receptionist besides you?"





 Leaving Elfriede squabbling with the new receptionist Nymph Aris, I went further into the guild. 





 A shabby office located in the deepest part of the guild.





 When I knocked on the Door with a *tok-tok-* sound, I heard a presence inside.





 ━There's no one inside. So just go away.





 "Mr. Baltma-ssi. It's Hassan. If you don't open it, I'll break the Door down and come in."





 ━Damn it.





 With a simple curse, the Door opened with a *giiik-* sound. Beyond it was a very tired-looking, one-eyed man with a receding hairline.





 He looked like an ordinary old man, but this man was Baltma, the head of the Mars Guild.





 And in another identity, he was Archduke Vincent Friedrich, the former High Priest of Pluto's Temple and the King's brother.





 This man would surely be able to tell me about the skull key and the man who handed it to me.





 "Aah, this fellow is the old man who imprisoned me-imnidat...!"





 "...."
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  Valtma is near Sodomora-. 





  No, he is the leader of the cultists active throughout the kingdom.





  So I thought Paranoy would naturally know this man's identity, but.


  


  "Aah, this guy is the old man who locked me in prison...! He's a really bad guy...!"





  Judging by Paranoy's reaction, Valtma's true identity seemed to be a thoroughly guarded secret known only to a very few.





  "He locked me in prison and only gave me disgusting health drinks...! Thanks to that, I, Paranoy, almost suffered the humiliation of soiling myself in prison...! This is an unforgivable act...!"





  Paranoy was extremely angry.





  Hearing him talk about being locked in prison, it seemed he was referring to the time when he was captured and handed over to the Mars Guild's prison, back when he was still active as a cultist.





  Back then, Paranoy said he was imprisoned and tortured to extract information about the cultists.





  "It was a terribly disgusting health drink...! That was truly horrific torture...!"





  What the hell, was torture actually not a big deal?





  I wondered if Valtma might have protected Paranoy, the captured cultist nymph, perhaps. In fact, Valtma had given Paranoy a chance to convert in front of other adventurers.





  "..."





  Valtma rubbed his ear with his index and middle fingers, clearly showing extreme annoyance in his one remaining eye.





  "That's why I didn't want to open the door for you. Paranoy is noisy. That's why you never got promoted from apprentice, Paranoy."





  "What do you know about me to be spouting off like that...?"





  "Um, ah, um-."





  Valtma cleared his throat and spoke in a much deeper voice than before.





  "It's me, kid."





  "Aah, th-that voice...!"





  Paranoy trembled as if terrified by Valtma's completely changed voice. He looked so pathetic, like a young gazelle that had just spotted a lion while going to drink water.





  "Apprentice Follower Paranoy, you're doing quite well as the right hand of the Archduke of Hell, aren't you?"





  "Th-The boss...! This voice is the boss...! The leader of the Pluto Followers has become Mars's dog...!"





  "That's right, the spy who infiltrated Sodomora was me. Anyway, come into the office, as there might be ears listening."





  "You shouldn't give orders so confidently...!"





  Paranoy's demeanor, which had been terrified, became arrogant, like a balloon filled with air.





  "I, Paranoy, am now in a higher position than the boss...! I have advanced further than any of the Pluto Followers, becoming the Archduke of Hell...!"





  "What?"





  "It's a big mistake to think of me as the former Apprentice Follower Paranoy...! This is a reversal of roles...! Now, I, Paranoy, hold a higher position than the boss...!"





  *Squeeeze-*





  Valtma pressed the space between his eyebrows with his index and middle fingers, looking extremely tired.





  Seeing him look at me as if asking what was going on, I decided to vaguely reply, "It turned out that way."





  Anyway, we entered Valtma's office.





  "As the Archduke of Hell Paranoy commands, quickly hand over the hidden sweet water and candy...! Valtma, you're an double spy, so according to Hell's law, you're subject to immediate judgment, but be grateful for my mercy...!"





  While Paranoy was making a racket, Valtma offered me hot milk and cookies, which seemed to be heated.





  And while I ate them, Paranoy finally became quiet. Only then did Valtma finally let out a sigh of relief.





  "As expected, there's nothing like snacks and naps to quiet down nymphs. They're so noisy. That's why I'm not having kids."





  He even talked about his personal life, which I didn't really want to know.





  Since it was a waste of time to get caught up in their pace any further, I decided to get straight to the point about why I came here.





  "Paranoy, bring that out."





  "Understood...!"





  *Gulp-*





  Paranoy opened his mouth, and a milk-soaked key fell onto the wooden table with a *tink* sound. Valtma laughed at the sight, as if he had seen something he shouldn't have.





  "What a strange sight. A dimensional storage in your mouth? How much can it hold? Can you store river or sea water in your mouth and release it?"





  Release it?





  Can he really do that?





  I thought about Paranoy, who stored water in his mouth and released it like a dam when necessary, and it occurred to me that it might be called Hydro Pump.





  It was a plausible application, so I decided to write it down in my mental notebook. I should try it someday.





  Of course, that's for someday. Not now.





  Because there's something more important. 





  *Rustle-*





  I handed the key Paranoy took out of his mouth to Valtma. Valtma's eyes changed instantly upon seeing it.





  "Where did you find that?"





  As I expected, Valtma seemed to know something about this key.





  I said.


  


  "I heard from Paranoy that this key was actually made by Pluto's high priests. So I came because I thought you might know something."





  "I see. So that's why you came all this way, Hassan, despite your busy schedule. I never thought such a skull-shaped key actually existed."





  "It exists...?"





  "Yes. Our group, the high priests, scattered like a disorganized mob during the king's large-scale purge. We fled desperately, just trying to survive, without any dignity."





  "Is that so."





  "Because of that, we didn't have much to take with us. Especially the high-ranking custodians. It's amazing they actually made something like this. Where on earth did you get your hands on it?"





  "That is-."





  I decided to briefly explain what had happened to Valtma.





  I went to the logging site for a promotion quest. And after annihilating the Black Mane Tribe and the monster tribes there, the man who eventually died.





  And the key that man asked me for.





  Although the information was fragmented and disorganized, Valtma, whose position as the head of the Adventurer's Guild was not just for show, managed to draw a conclusion based on the stories.





  "You said there was no identification or proof of identity."





  "Yes. And the corpse naturally burned away after a while. Even the bones disappeared completely."





  "In that case, it's probably the Winter Brigade." 





  "The Winter Brigade?"





  For a moment, images of snowy Gangwon-do and military bases flashed through my mind. Snow that fell every weekend. Damn, freezing cold.





  But Valtma's Winter Brigade must not be like that.





  Indeed, it wasn't.





  "They are like secret agents operated by the royal family. They were created during the long winter cursed by Ceres, and they conducted various operations, so they are called the Winter Brigade."





  Secret agents from the royal family?





  The elves who dream of rebuilding Albheim and the royal family who sponsor them.





  Bacchus, who was killed by assassins from the royal family.





  It doesn't seem like a coincidence that the compass needle of the many events I've been experiencing lately is pointing in one direction.





  King.





  The highest person in the country.





  The King of Thunder, Byeokryeokje.





  It was bothersome that such a man kept popping up like a pebble in my path, so I was concerned. 





  If I were to swallow the key that should have gone to him, that pebble might become a boulder and completely block my path.





  "Hassan-nim, are you perhaps planning to overthrow the royal family? Will you overthrow the royal family that doesn't listen to Hassan-nim's words and establish a puppet regime to usurp the country?"





  "What are you talking about?"





  "I, Paranoy, know everything...!"





  Paranoy muttered something incomprehensible to himself and let out a sinister chuckle. It seems like Paranoy's mind is harboring some sinister cultist plot again.





  Then Paranoy added one more thing.





  "To overthrow the royal family, we first need to approach the royal family as Hassan-nim thinks...! I have a good plan, would you like to hear it...?"





  Approach the royal family?





  For a moment, it felt like lightning struck my mind.





  The three skull keys.





  And two of them are in my grasp, but the whereabouts of the remaining one are unknown.





  However, since the royal family's intelligence agents had this key, perhaps they have information about the location of the remaining key?





  No, I even thought that they might already possess the remaining key. 





  If that's the case, it might not be a bad idea to approach the royal family to obtain the key they have.





  It's beneficial because the options decrease if they don't have it.





  However, I am just a small god who has recently begun to prosper. The royal family is the head that rules this vast continent of hundreds of thousands, or rather, millions of people.





  Approaching them won't be as easy as I thought.





  "Paranoy, tell me your plan. You say there's a way for me to approach the royal family?"





  "Mwahaha-. That's a very simple method...! Do you know why I tried to coax other naive nymphs into forming a choir...?"





  "What is it? Isn't it just because you wanted to hang out with other nymphs?"





  "Of course, there's that reason too, but the real reason is...!"





  "What is it?"





  "The reason is simple...! Byeokryeokje is the most successful and famous nymph-lover on this Gaia Continent...!"


































Chapter 411: 411 - Fairies of Eternal Youth #1


411 - Fairies of Eternal Youth #1

















  "Ta-da! How is it? Does it look good on me?"





  On the way back to the cabin.





  Luna dangled the silver necklace hanging around her neck in front of us. As the object made a clinking jalrang-jalrang metallic sound, Paranoy spoke up.





  "It suits you very well-ssi...! Except for the fact that it's Mars's leash, it's a truly beautiful necklace-ssi...! As expected of Luna-nim-ssi...!"





  "...Hehe, it's just a temporary necklace, though. Once I get approval from the guild, I can finally rise to the Silver Tier just like Hassan and Elfriede!"





  Luna looked incredibly happy about her promotion. There were many exhausting things today, but the thought of going home to rest made me feel a bit drowsy and pleasant.





  An evening just before the weekend.





  Since the request is finished, wouldn't it be perfect to buy a bunch of meat and grill it in the yard for an after-party?





  So, that's what we decided to do.





  After stopping by the market to buy plenty of food, we went to the yard of the cabin by the West Gate and started grilling various things over the fire.





  Chiiiik-.





  Is there anything else that gives more strength to a hungry and tired person than the smell and sound of meat grilling?





  "Aat, Landlord...! The meat is burning-ssi...! And pour some grape juice into my cup too-ssi...!"





  "Maybe it's because it's expensive pork, but it's incredibly delicious-ssi...! I must eat a lot and grow up quickly-ssi...!"





  Doris and Paranoy seemed to be in high spirits because of the outdoor meal in the yard, the first in a long time. It was the same for Elfriede as well.





  "...."





  While she ignored the noisily chattering Nymphs as if they were a nuisance, her eyes skillfully caught the meat cooking on the grill and moved it to her plate.





  And just as the atmosphere was reaching its peak-.





  "What's this? I came because I had a good feeling, and you were doing something this fun. See, Unni? I told you we wouldn't have to worry about dinner tonight."





  "Indeed, a strange intuition, Antiope. We won't starve to death. We'll even save on food expenses today."





  The Amazoness sisters, who should have been busy, had somehow found their way to the garden. In Hippolyte's hand was a fruit liquor shimmering in gold.





  "Hassan, I wonder about this one. Could you give it a taste?"





  "It's a dud. Still, I think it'll go well with the meat."





  "I see. Then, consider this the price for the meal, and we'll join in for a bit."





  Perhaps because the yard itself wasn't very large, with several people gathered and grilling meat, it felt like it was about to burst.





  But spending a noisy and boisterous evening like this, without a single thought, felt like it had been a very long time, so it had its own charm.





  As time passed-.





  The first ones to finish their meal were, naturally, the Nymphs who had started first.





  Paranoy, Doris, and Ignoi.





  "We will head out now to spend some Nymphs-only time-ssi...!"





  "A toy shop that favors Nymphs has opened-ssi...! If we go now, the door won't have closed yet by a hair-ssi...!"





  "...."





  "Aat-! Ignoi-ya...! It's not that direction-ssi...!"





  The rascals disappeared somewhere to have their Nymphs-only time or whatever.





  With no Nymphs left to look after, both I, who had been grilling meat, and Luna, who had been tending to the kids, could finally breathe a sigh of relief.





  "I couldn't eat stuff like this in Ideope."





  At those words, Hippolyte, who was swirling her glass filled with golden liquid, looked at Luna.





  "Noxdoti, to think you'd already be wearing a Silver Tier necklace. I suppose I should congratulate you. It brings back memories."





  "Thanks! Hippolyte, you seem really busy lately. You hardly ever show your face!"





  "Maybe it's because I'm preparing for winter, but backlogged work is just piling up, so I'm not just busy, I'm swamped. Whether it's City Hall or public offices, I don't know why they always rush to do all the postponed work at the end of the year."





  Hippolyte seemed incredibly busy with work ahead of winter. To that, Antiope, who was holding a strange cigar-like thing in her mouth, added a word.





  "It's because they're trying to spend the entire remaining budget. If you leave any of this year's budget, the budget you receive next year will decrease. I know this well because I'm a civil servant."





  Anyway, it seems everyone is busy preparing for winter in their own way. Right now, we're taking it easy like this, but when tomorrow morning comes, everyone will have to be busy again.





  Hippolyte says one more thing.





  "So, Noxdoti. I've heard the story of what happened in Ideope. I heard you were exiled from the tribe?"





  "Ggggh...."





  It didn't seem like Hippolyte asked with the intention of teasing, but Luna, whether embarrassed or angry, turned red and didn't know what to do with herself.





  "I wasn't exiled! I, I graduated!"





  "Haha, I see. You graduated from the tribe."





  "Now I am Luna Noxdoti of the Small Yard Tribe. Everyone, keep that in mind...!"





  The Small Yard Tribe. Luna seemed to have just created a new tribe.





  The name was simple and had a childish side to it, but on the other hand, it felt like a family from a secret base, so it was quite endearing.





  Am I included in the Small Yard Tribe too?





  While I was having such fun imaginations, Hippolyte spoke.





  "So Noxdoti, what do you plan to do from now on? Suddenly re-registering with the Adventurer's Guild and all."





  "Well. First, I'd like to become famous. Also, I want to try completing the Nectar I was making. The final ingredient will definitely be something incredible. Like the tears of a Gold-grade monster!"





  "I see. Tears of a Gold-grade monster. That makes sense."





  Hippolyte probably was curious about how Luna's Nectar was being made. Just as she slightly parted her lips to say something more-.





  "Hic, I'm drunk. Ehehe, I'm feeling all tipsy and floaty-."





  She must have seen Antiope staggering with a bottle of alcohol and tobacco in one hand, because she furrowed her brow deeply.





  "Antiope, I thought I told you not to get drunk recklessly. A neat attitude leads to a neat mindset. If you're that sloppy, will a man who likes you ever appear?"





  "I don't knooow-. Ah, why am I so drunk-. Lately, lately whenever I drink, I'm like this. Is it because the new grace I received from Hassan is too strong-?"





  Antiope's new grace must be referring to the 《Roe Deer is Weak》 that I bought from the shop. It's a bizarre name, but its effect is powerful, enhancing the effects of various drugs.





  Is it because of that she gets drunk more easily? Thinking about it that way, I guess it does have its downsides.





  Leaning against the back of the chair set in the yard, with her legs crossed on the table, Antiope exhaled smoke with a huuu and added.





  "If I can't get married, I'll just ask the great god Hassan-nim-. Whether he has two wives, or three, or four, it won't make much of a difference."





  What?





  I was startled as the arrow was suddenly pointed at me, who had been staying quiet. At that, the gazes of several women were sent my way. I felt like I was some kind of criminal and became restless.





  "...."





  "...."





  Everyone stopped talking.





  Until just a moment ago, it felt like a pleasant party, but suddenly it felt like it had become some kind of hearing. The reactions are unusual.





  Seureuk, tap-.





  Then, Elfriede, who had been sitting in a corner reading a book, closed her book with a loud enough sound.





  "Since we've gathered like this after a long time, how about we sort out some stories we couldn't finish before? While the noisy Nymphs aren't around-."





  She muttered something I couldn't understand. Of course, the fact that the eyes of the other women, excluding me, changed in an instant is a bonus.





  Deureureuk, deureureuk-.





  The women, excluding the heavily intoxicated and humming Antiope-Luna and Hippolyte-dragged chairs from somewhere and sat facing each other.





  I wondered what they were suddenly trying to do, but Luna spoke first.





  "Hassan, I'd like you to step away for a bit. The talk we're about to have is an important one that needs to be just between us women."





  Gooooo-.





  At the same time, some kind of pressure emanated from the women sitting across from each other with their arms crossed.





  My shoulders felt heavy, and sweat suddenly started pouring down my back, so I felt dizzy.





  "Right! If it's a talk between women, it can't be helped!"





  I quickly left the scene.











  *       *       *











  Evening time.
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  Full and in a good mood, I walked around the streets.





  It wasn't that I had anywhere specific to go, but you could say I was doing something like a patrol to see if any problems were occurring in the Slum area of the West Gate where I live.





  Even if I call it a patrol, it's just things like stopping fights happening in the back alleys. In fact, in that back alley over there, someone is having a conversation in the Slum way today as well.





  ━You, you piece of shit! Pay me back! You said you had no money, so why are you drinking at the pub?





  ━Fine! Just kill me! Kill me! Hehe, I have money for drinks but no money to pay you back, you bastard.





  Doesn't seem to be much of a problem. Those kinds of things, the parties involved should resolve themselves.





  Perhaps because of the chilly autumn weather, not many street vagrants were seen today, making the city itself feel a bit desolate.





  I have nothing to do.





  Since they said they'd have a women's talk, it'll probably take at least an hour or two.





  Since it's come to this, should I go look for Paranoy or the other Nymphs?





  Ignoi aside, Paranoy and Doris are fellows with quite powerful physical abilities. Even so, three Nymphs going out on a dark evening is a bit worrying.





  I decided to track their footsteps to serve as their guardian. Of course, I don't have any skills like reading footprints and following them.





  Tracking the Nymphs' route wasn't that difficult.





  "Did you happen to see any Nymphs?"





  "You must mean Doris and Paranoy? And one quiet Nymph."





  "That's right."





  "Those children went toward the South Gate street. I think they said they were going to a newly opened toy shop."





  Even if I don't have tracking skills, the presence of Nymphs naturally draws people's attention, so if you ask people, you can easily find out where they went.





  "Over there, toward South Gate street-."





  "Toward 33rd Street of the South Gate-."





  "Ah, that toy shop. Turn around that alley-."





  The place I found by asking around was a quiet street by the South Gate.





  On a corner of the road where the sun had set and only the luminescent stone streetlights glowed faintly, there was a shop shining very brilliantly.





  It was so bright that the surrounding street was clearly visible.





  Through the glass windows, clean enough for the light inside to shine through to the outside, were display stands for all kinds of dolls and miscellaneous toys.





  「Nabokov's Toy Shop」





  What was written on the hung sign was neat handwriting, like Hippolyte's. The shop itself was so respectable that I felt it difficult to readily enter with my muddy feet from rolling around here and there.





  It must be a place that does business with the upper class or nobles.





  Because for the people of this world, for whom just the problem of making a living is tight, toys and playthings are luxuries among luxuries.





  Is this really the place?





  While I was standing blankly in front of the shop with that feeling.





  ━Aat-! That's a truly wonderful item-ssi...!





  A familiar voice reached my ears. If I waited outside like this, they'd come out on their own, but standing in the street was also somewhat ridiculous, so I pushed myself into the shop.





  Dalrang, dalrang-.





  The feeling of the shop seen from in front of the display stand and the shop seen after entering the door with the bell ringing were quite different.





  The scent of fragrant tea brewing somewhere and the wax scent of fresh wooden dolls. Fake jewels sparkling here and there. Automata operating with a ppigeok-ppigeok.





  My eyes, ears, and nose moved busily to process the information being delivered frantically. Indeed, it's something Nymphs would like.





  Even I felt my heart flutter a bit at this thing called a toy shop. And for me, a toy shop was also a place with sad memories.





  In my childhood, seeing a model truck placed on the display stand in front of a shop, I once threw a tantrum at my mother to buy it for me.





  My mother looked at the price tag and just walked away.





  So I waited for my mother at that spot for an hour, and only later could I realize that I had been abandoned by my mother.





  Because my mother was a very merciless person toward a child throwing a tantrum.





  Coming to now, it's just one of those funny memories, but seeing how it became such a strong, unforgettable memory in my head, it seems the me of that time was quite shocked.





  "Hmm-."





  I suddenly felt ridiculous for being soaked in reminiscence. The strange atmosphere of this toy shop must have made me reminisce.





  "Paranoy, are you inside?"





  ━Aat, I hear Hassan-nim's voice-ssi...! This Paranoy is here-ssi...!





  Paranoy's voice was heard from deep in a corner inside.





  So I wandered here and there deep inside the shop to find her, but I couldn't find her anywhere in this shop.





  "Wh, what the fuck."





  The inside of the shop, which I thought would be at most thirty pyeong when seen from the outside, had become a strange maze-like space once I entered.





  Display stands lined up endlessly here and there.





  The clinking and rattling sounds of wooden dolls.





  ━Hassan-nim, this Paranoy is here-ssi...!





  In front of me, as I wandered around looking for Paranoy's voice coming from somewhere in such a place.





  Seureuk-. Ttogak, ttogak-.





  Someone revealed themselves, making the sound of high heels.





  "Customer, are you looking for something...?"





  She was smaller than me, but tall and slender like Hippolyte.





  Wearing black cotton pants and a suit-like top, she looked like a capable career woman and was cool.





  Her chest was also large enough to look like it was about to burst.





  Her hair was a short, amber-colored bob. What was visible beyond that hair were pointed ears. Pointed and short ears.





  I was startled.





  "...A, Nymph?"





  "To be that surprised. Is it your first time seeing a Nymph? No, that couldn't be the case."
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When I think of a Nymph in my head, this is what they look like.





Small stature.





A fresh appearance, like a teenage girl.





Carelessness, chattering loudly no matter the place.





Peculiar way of speaking.





Victims, each carrying at least one pitiful and unfortunate story.





Their characteristic anger and paranoia.





They love sweets.





Whether it's Paranoy, Doris, Alinoy, or Aris, they generally don't deviate from this category.





Of course, there's Ignoy, the Nymph of Tears, who is quite quiet for a Nymph, but since she carries sadness, she can be considered an exception.





Anyway, the image of Nymphs that people on the Gaia Continent had probably wasn't much different from mine. However, the woman who appeared before me now was clearly outside that category.





Is she really a Nymph?





Scanning a woman from top to bottom can feel rude in any world. So, I concentrated all the power of my superhuman physical abilities into my eyeballs.





━Sharingan-!





Thus, my wondrous divine eyes scanned the body of this character at a speed that no one in this world could perceive.





Tall stature.





Large chest.





Red lipstick that looked somewhat captivating and elegant.





She's not a Nymph.





Is she an Elf?





But pointed ears are characteristic evidence of a Nymph, not an Elf.





"Perhaps, are you truly a Nymph-ssi?"





At my half-doubting question, the woman subtly smiled. My heart felt like it dropped at her natural and elegant smile.





"I am Nabokov, the Nymph of the Stream. I am the owner of this toy shop."





"Ah-, a Nymph of the Stream-."





If it's a Nymph of the Stream, I know one. Echo, the innkeeper's wife, was a Nymph of the Stream, if I recall correctly.
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Nymphs of the Stream were said to be relatively older, mature Nymphs, characterized by a calm demeanor and elegant grace, wasn't that right?





But Nymphs suffer from a growth-weakening curse, so wasn't their small, childlike physique a characteristic? The woman named Nabokov, no matter how I looked at her, was far from that.





Seureureu-.





A fragrant sweet scent wafted from her swaying hair, making my head spin.





Perhaps noticing my slight bewilderment, Nabokov, the Nymph of the Stream and owner of the Shop, spoke.





"It seems you're looking for something. Can I help you?"





"Ah-."





Only then was I able to snap out of this peculiar atmosphere and collect myself. The reason I came here was to become the guardian of Paranoy and his friends.





I thoroughly explained the circumstances: that I was looking for Nymphs and had gotten lost inside this Shop. Nabokov, the Nymph of the Stream, slowly nodded her head as if she understood.





"First-time visitors might indeed get lost."





Every one of her movements was so elegant that it felt like I was seeing a noble lady or a noblewoman, not a Nymph. She continued speaking.





"Our Shop has a spatial distortion barrier device. It looks small from the outside, but from the inside, it's actually two or three times larger."





"A spatial distortion what?"





"A barrier. It's a technology currently very popular in the royal capital, Zeruite. They say it's Elf magic. I don't know the detailed principles myself. But it's certainly useful."





Elf magic, huh.





Although the explanation was insufficient, I could clearly feel from experience that this place was not an ordinary space but one expanded by a barrier.





It must be making extreme use of space.





"It must be expensive."





"Extremely expensive, yes. But I wanted to pour that much affection into the Shop. Since I've come down from the royal capital to start anew in a new city-."





"You came from the royal capital-ssi?"





At my question, Nabokov smiled faintly.





"You said you were looking for something, didn't you? You can follow me this way."








  *      *      *








"Aah, Hassan-nim, how did you come all the way here-imnidat...? Are you also interested in these multi-jointed dolls that are popular in the royal capital-imnidat...?"





In Paranoy's hands was a rather elaborately made doll.





Wearing a tiny dress, it reminded me of the toys my younger sister used to play with when she was little.





"It can perform any movement-imnidat...!"





Next to Paranoy, Doris and Ignoy had scattered a puzzle-like thing and were fitting the pieces one by one.





A plush carpet laid on the floor.





The Nymphs sitting and playing on it.





It looked exactly like a children's rest corner found in department stores. Anyway, seeing Paranoy and the other Nymphs, I finally felt relieved.





Perhaps it was because I was surprised by this strange barrier-like place.





Or perhaps it was because of the peculiar Nymph Nabokov, but a strangely unsettling feeling was slowly rising in my chest.





"Well, it's getting late now, and the owner-nim will have to close the Shop, so let's get going."





"C-can't we stay a little longer-imnidat...? I am overflowing with interest in these jointed dolls that are popular among the Nymphs of the royal capital-imnidat...!"





"I, Doris, also have a long way to go to finish the puzzle...!"





"...."





"Ignoy is also saying she wants to do the puzzle...!"





The Nymphs seemed to like this Shop. At that, I felt a little awkward. My mother must have felt this way when I threw a tantrum in front of a toy shop.





If it were my mother, she would have left the Shop without looking back in such a situation. But then, these kids might also be greatly shocked, just like I was as a child.





Wondering what to do, I subtly glanced at Nabokov, the Shop owner. She was simply looking down at the Nymphs with gentle eyes.





There was a certain tender and wistful feeling about it; I didn't know why, but I could tell that she liked Nymphs. Or perhaps she just liked children.





Nabokov said.





"That puzzle is 500 pieces. It looks like it will take quite a while to complete it all. Would you like a cup of tea?"





"Then, if you'll excuse me."





Thus, I sat at a small table next to the Nymphs enjoying their break and was served tea and snacks.





Enjoying an elegant tea time among toys, I felt as if I had become Alice in some Wonderland.





But come to think of it, aren't I truly Alice in Wonderland?





This fucking shit, falling into a manhole cover instead of a rabbit hole and ending up on this bizarre Gaia Continent, I am indeed Hassan in a fucking Wonderland.





My eyes watched the Nymphs playing together. I wonder if those guys find playing with such toys so much fun.





I had those days too.





That Lego-like thing is a bit tempting, though.





Should I ask to join them and play?





"Children playing is truly a wonderful sight. Without any worries, they can laugh forever. It's also the privilege of children to enjoy only the joy of the moment, as if that time will last forever."





Nabokov's words allowed me to momentarily snap out of my thoughts.





"Nabokov-ssi, you seem to like children."





"Yes, that's why I invested all my remaining money to open a toy Shop like this. Because there are no friends who can purely heal my heart like children."





Healing of the heart, huh.





I recalled that Nabokov came from the royal capital. There must have been several reasons for her to come to this remote area from that large central city.





A grown Nymph from the royal capital.





It was an interesting keyword, so I felt curious. Nabokov asked me.





"Hassan-ssi, have you ever thought about wanting to return to being a child?"





"Did I tell you my name-ssi?"





At that, the adult Nymph chuckled, "Hoo-hoo-."





"I'm a merchant too. I always keep an ear out for rumors. The young god who travels with Nymphs, Hassan. Anyone based in Sodomora wouldn't not know him."





"Is that so?"





"Actually, your name is quite famous even in the royal capital. You'll probably make many interesting friends if you go to the royal capital. Because there are many who are interested in you."





To think my name had spread all the way to the royal capital. I had somewhat expected it, but hearing it from someone else felt new.





"Aah, it's complete! It's complete...! I, Doris, the Nymph of Honey Water, and Ignoy completed the puzzle without anyone's help...!"





Just then, Doris's loud shout was heard. She seemed to have been racking her brains, but apparently, she finished the picture quickly. When I peeked, I saw a magnificent painting of the sunset over the sea.





"I want to show this picture to Luna, the house owner...! I will ask how much this puzzle costs...!"





Doris soon looked at the price tag attached to the puzzle box.





5 Silver.





Expensive.





At that, Doris took out two jingling silver coins from her coin purse. Of course, it wasn't enough for 5 Silver.





"I-Ignoy, do you have money...?"





"...."





At that, Ignoy gently shook her head.





"Heung...."





Doris let out a small groan. She seemed to have given up on buying the puzzle after all. I was thinking of taking out coins from my pocket, as 3 Silver would have been fine for me to add.





"I'll give a discount to my naive Nymph friends. Today, it's a rare good day, after all-."





Nabokov, the Shop owner, gave them an exceptional discount. Thanks to that, Doris was able to get her desired puzzle box.











  *      *      *











"We will come to play again next time-imnidat...!"





A few minutes later. We exited the Shop and waved to the owner. Nabokov waved back, seeing us off.





"Come play anytime. Pure Nymphs are welcome anywhere."





Nabokov was a Nymph whose inner self was as splendid as her outer appearance. It was to the extent that I wondered why she had grown so much in various ways.





Paranoy also seemed to have many questions about that.





"I don't know what she ate to grow so much-imnidat...! I tried to ask her secret, but she didn't answer-imnidat...!"





"Really?"





"Aah-! I left my wallet behind...! It's the coin purse the house owner made for me, it would be very sad if I lost it...!"





Doris made a tearful face. I wondered if we could just go back like this, but as expected of Nymphs, they were somewhat clumsy.





"Then I'll go get it, so wait here."





I eventually headed back to the toy Shop, which was about to close, to find Doris's wallet. Just as I was about to open the toy Shop's Door.





━Hey, you there.





I heard a sound as if someone was calling me.





As I turned my head this way and that, I saw a suspicious figure, like a stranger, wearing an old robe, with gleaming brown eyes in the corner next to the toy Shop.





"Who are you-ssi?"





━Shh. Your voice is loud. I have something to tell you. Come over here quickly. Before Nabokov notices...!





Trying to lure me into a secluded alley, huh.





A new concept trap?





To think there was still an idiot trying to pick a fight with me. I vowed to only half-crush him and headed towards the alley where the robe was hidden in the shadows.





I was slightly tense, wondering if a gang with wooden clubs would rush at me. Fortunately, that didn't happen. Instead, the woman in the brown robe excessively looked around, then quietly asked.





"You, what's your relationship with that Nabokov?"





"Relationship, you say. I just met her today."





"Right, I see. You travel with Nymphs, don't you? Then, it would be best not to let them near that Shop again in the future."





"What do you mean by that-ssi?"





Seureuk-.





The woman extended her fingers from beneath her robe.





There were three fingers.





"Are you perhaps asking for money-ssi? 3 Copper?"





"No, three people. The number of Nymphs who haven't been able to come out after entering that Shop in the past month. Three people."





What the hell is she talking about?





Nymphs entering the Shop and not being able to come out, she says.





"Tell me more details-ssi."





"You're Hassan of Samaria, aren't you? I heard you're a fellow who cares quite a lot for Nymphs. If that's you, then you can help us. Whoo-hoo-hoo-."





The woman sighed from beneath her deeply pulled-down robe. After repeatedly taking several deep breaths, she finally spoke as if she had made a firm decision.





"Nabokov, the toy Shop owner, is kidnapping Nymphs. That person is the culprit behind the Nymph disappearance cases happening recently near Sodomora. I'm sure of it."





Nymph disappearance cases.





Where had I heard that name? Had Hippolyte mentioned it?





I remember her saying that Nymphs were constantly disappearing lately, causing the city Nymphs to tremble in fear.





She also said that due to the Nymphs' withdrawn attitude, Paranoy's plan to organize the Nymph Choir was facing difficulties.





To think I'd hear such a story here.





"Who the hell are you-ssi?"





Anyway, it was clear that this woman in the robe was no ordinary person. The woman slowly parted her lips at my question about her identity.





"I have no name. Instead, you can just call me 'D', the Agent of Winter."





"Agent of Winter, you say, are you perhaps from the royal palace's intelligence unit or something like that-ssi?"





"It seems you've heard something, yes. If you know, the conversation will be quicker. You know that His Majesty Byeokryeokje will be visiting Sodomora at the end of this month, don't you?"





"That, well...."





I didn't know. Is the King visiting here?





I heard that the King's movements are kept strictly secret, but this woman seemed to think I had enough intelligence to know that fact in advance.





I decided to pretend I did.





"Of course I know."





"His Majesty, as the rumors say, likes Nymphs. If disappearance cases like this reach his ears, there's no telling what might happen. So, I'd like you to help us a bit."





I pictured myself magnificently solving the case in my mind.





If I solved the Nymph disappearance cases, I would naturally gain the Nymphs' favor, and it would help Paranoy's Nymph Choir organization.





It's even possible that Byeokryeokje, seeing that, might be impressed and invite me to the royal palace. Then I could subtly inquire about the remaining skull keys here and there.





"Alright. I'll help you. Do you have a plan prepared-ssi?"





"It's good that you're quick to understand. Then, look at this blueprint. According to the blueprint I obtained, this Shop has a basement that hasn't been reported to the city hall."





Chwareureuk-.





Indeed, strange geometric shapes were lined up on the blueprint the agent unfolded. Looking at the part her finger pointed to, there seemed to be a rather spacious basement beneath this floor.





"But I can't find the entrance to the basement. It's almost certain that the disappeared Nymphs are down there. If they notice anything, they might move the Nymphs' hidden location, so it's not easy to approach."





"Around here, then."





I tapped the floor with my foot. Perhaps feeling suspicious of my actions, the agent in the brown robe asked.





"You, what are you trying to do?"





"You said you wanted to find the basement entrance. I'll help you find it. According to that blueprint, there should be an empty space somewhere around here-."





Kwang, Ureureu-.





As I lightly stomped my foot, bricks crumbled to the floor with a puff of dust.





At the same time, a black, dark hole-like opening appeared beneath my feet.





"There, found it, didn't you?"





"...No, what the hell, that's strength to the point where the world feels unfair. They said he was a god who just built a Temple. It's completely different from the documents I received, isn't it?"
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Kkwang, wareureu-.





As I took a small step, the floor of the back alley collapsed.





The darkness of the underground, visible between the bricks, reminded me of the manhole hole I had fallen into, making me feel a little creepy somewhere.





Hwi-oooo-.





From inside, a faint sound like the wind could be heard. That means an unreported illegal space exists in the underground of the back alley.





"Well, anyway, the path to the underground has opened now, right?"





"You said you defeated Hydra with your bare body. The rumors must have been true?"





The agent in the brown robe looked surprised, as if shocked that I had smashed the floor with my bare body. Honestly, even I thought it was a crude method.





I could have revealed the existence of a shortcut into the underground by devising schemes and wisdom, or perhaps found a compromise by talking with the shop owner, the Nymph Nabokop.





I didn't particularly do so.





If it's the reason, it's because my friends were waiting for me on the road over there, and I was too lazy to waste time.





Also, there was no need to unnecessarily complicate my thoughts and engage in a battle of wits.





That's right.





I was now like the overlord elephant of the African savanna.





Seriously, elephants are fucking strong.





Therefore, elephants don't train or strategize. Because elephants are fucking strong, there's no need to do so.





Nevertheless, it's elephants that subdue creatures like rhinos, giraffes, and lions with their bare bodies, and that's what I did now.





"It's much stronger power than what was written in the report?"





"Report?"





Honestly, even I thought it was a crude method.





But the moment I thought that a guy like an intelligence agent wouldn't easily answer my words, the agent answers.





"I received a list with various items written about you."





"Really? What was written there?"





"Just your updated karma score from the Mars Guild, like that. The number of Followers. The method of worship. Achievements. Things like that."





"I see."





I vaguely trailed off, pretending to be uninterested.





But since long ago, I've been weak to praise and gullible, so I was honestly curious about what others thought of me.





It would be nice if I could see what was written in that report.





"By any chance, can I see that report too?"





"Well, it's not that big of a secret. If this matter is resolved well, I'll let you view it. You're curious about what your story says, right?"





"That's right, I guess. You know me well."





"Everyone says that. It seems even young gods are no different. Anyway, since a hole has opened in the floor, people who sensed the commotion might come. Let's handle it quickly."





Puljjeok.





The agent went down the hole and stepped on the floor. Then, chanting a short spell like "Light-", formed something like a sphere of light on their palm.





Was that woman a mage? The agent, shining the light for a while and illuminating the surroundings, shouted softly while looking up.





"There's a wall here too...! Come and break it...!"





"Wait a minute."























"You're a Nymph, and you're saying you kidnap other Nymphs...? Indeed, you're a wicked one-imnidat...!"





I called the Nymphs who were waiting for me on the road. When I explained the situation to them, Paranoy got angry as if he heard something truly unbearable.





"Actually, that Paranoy knew everything-imnidat...! I thought she was a very suspicious woman from the first time I met her-imnidat...!"





"Don't lie, you punk."





"I, Doris, never even thought of it...!"





I recalled the sight of Paranoy playing surrounded by numerous toys.





If I hadn't gone looking for them, they were in a state of unguarded defenselessness, to the extent that it wouldn't be strange even if they were kidnapped by Nabokop.





Actually, if I hadn't found them, I don't know if these guys might have gone missing.





Thinking about it now, weren't all those things that seemed like a tea party in a strange land like a sweet trap to lure and kidnap Nymphs?





What on earth are they trying to do by kidnapping them?





Of course, there are many things that come to mind.





Because Nymphs are inherently compatible with nature and mana, they said all sorts of things are used like precious ingredients.





Thanks to that, Nymphs have been captured since long ago, their numbers decreased and reached endangered species status.





Although Nymph relief foundations and relief laws have been established now, I heard there are still wicked guys operating in the shadows who exploit Nymphs.





"Cute-. Look at these sparkling eyes. Your cheeks are soft too. You smell nice too. Who brushed your hair so cleanly?"





"More importantly, what kind of woman is she...? What kind of woman is she, touching that Paranoy's cheek so carelessly since earlier...?"





"Doris cannot be touched carelessly except by Pink Kore Luna...!"





The Nymphs didn't seem to like the agent in the brown robe clinging to them. Because Paranoy, Ignoi, and Doris all started covering their noses with their sleeves and frowning deeply.





"This is the first time I'm seeing a Nymph this close! Want some candy?"





Then, rummaging through their bosom, hands one candy wrapped in paper to Paranoy.





Just because it's an intelligence agency run by the royal family, I thought there were ruthless and merciless killers. It seems that's not the case either. Is it someone who likes Nymphs?





The agent, who had been stroking Doris's, Ignoi's, and Paranoy's cheeks or hair for a while like that, said.





"To kidnap such cute Nymphs. It's unforgivable. I must make them face judgment for their sins as soon as possible."





"Anyway, does this mean there are kidnapped Nymphs beyond this wall...?"





Paranoy tapped the sturdy iron wall that appeared in front of the basement with his hand.





"It's very sturdy-imnidat...!"





In response to Paranoy's words, the agent wearing the robe answers.





"This is a titanium steel plate. To use precious steel plates for an unreported basement wall. It must mean there's something they really want to protect. This is bank vault level."





I also know about titanium steel plates. Was the gauntlet I wore early on made of that sturdy alloy?





"You, can you perhaps break this too? Because it seems like it would take some time to bring tools to break a titanium steel plate."





"Can break it...."





Seureuk-.





I placed my palm against the cold iron wall.





Just by looking, I could feel it was a quite thick and sturdily built iron wall. The thickness also seems to be around 10cm.





If I hit it with a fist wrapped in iron ore, would it break?





So, just as I was trying to draw life force from below my body, Doris shouts softly.





"There, there's a small breathing hole...! If it's that place, it seems my friend can enter...! For now, it would be good to send a friend first to check inside...!"





Indeed, a very small hole was visible where Doris pointed with her finger.





Because it was where it met the ceiling part, I didn't notice it, but it seems Doris figured it out with something like a Nymph's unique sense.





Seureuk-.





Doris lifted a leather water container tied to her waist, from her robe, and popped open its lid with a "Ppong-".





Then, a small insect about the size of a pinky fingernail popped out from inside.





It's a honeybee.





"Go inside there, and examine what is inside...!"





Bu-uung-.





Following Doris's instructions, the honeybee pushed its body here and there through the small gap. The agent in the brown robe, watching the scene, said as if admiring, "Ho-."





"To use bees for espionage. It's a great skill. It would be useful in our unit too. You said you were the Nymph of Honey Water? Won't you work with us?"





The agent seemed very interested in Doris's ability.





Indeed, sending such small bees to scout and being able to sting the neck of someone you don't like means the potential for application is endless.





"I refuse...! This body is the guardian of the maiden...!"





Of course, Doris's attitude was firm, and she rejected the scout offer. After a long time passed like that, the honeybee that had disappeared through the small gap reappeared.





Bu-uung-.





And then it started dancing here and there, flapping its wings near Doris's ear. Doris, who had been listening intently for a while, slightly narrowed her brow.





"Is that true...?"





Paranoy asks, looking towards such a Doris.





"What on earth is inside...? Isn't there a terrible factory that makes Nymphs into wands...?"





"They say there really are Nymphs inside...! There are Nymphs aplenty inside...!"





I see.





Honestly, I was half-believing the words of the woman called an agent. Because there wouldn't be anything as foolish as blindly believing the words of a woman who suddenly appeared.





But listening to Doris's words, it really seemed the toy owner kidnapped Nymphs and was confining them in this basement.





Thinking there was no more time to waste, I raised my thumb. Then, pressing it firmly, I acupressured the pressure points I had suppressed in my body with a "Pababat-".





Seuseuseu-.





At the same time, hot energy began to erupt from my body. My blood was bubbling like boiling magma; I still haven't gotten used to this sensation at all.





"It might be dangerous, so everyone step back."





What will happen from now on is a clash of uncontrolled power. Therefore, I asked the agent to protect the Nymphs.





And then, standing in front of the iron plate, after exhaling briefly with a "Hu-".





I pushed the iron wall with both palms as hard as I could.





Gu-ueuk-.





Then, a rather strange feeling, even to my own thinking, arose from my palms.





The quite thick titanium steel plate wall was pushed into the shape of my palm, as if it were clay.





The feeling of steel crumpling in my hand was so unfamiliar, it was enough to send a chilling shiver down my spine.





Teong-.





As I continued to push forward, the iron wall eventually got a hole, like a plastic bag that couldn't withstand its limits.





And so, when I applied even more force.





There was no longer any wall blocking me anywhere.























A large hole was pierced between the iron plate walls, as if hit by a cannon.





We were able to push our bodies into it. Then, what appeared before us were quite surprising sights.





"Nymph sisters, there really are plenty of them-imnidat...!"





The inside of the iron plate was a space that could be called a rather large living room, or perhaps a plaza, I wasn't sure.





And on the floor covered with that soft carpet, girls with short ears resembling Paranoy, Doris, and Ignoi were lying sprawled out or crouching on the floor.





They aren't dead bodies, are they?





For a moment, such ominous thoughts swirled in my mind, and I suddenly got scared.





So I placed my finger on the neck of any Nymph I could see around and checked their pulse. Fortunately, their pulse was beating normally, and there seemed to be no particular problem.





Saegeun, saegeun-.





Judging by the steady, even breathing, they seem to be asleep.





Just then, Doris frowned deeply with a "Warak-".





"There's the scent of Somnus flowers...! You mustn't breathe...!"





Doris seemed to be pointing out the faint floral scent spreading in this strange space.





Although I had no way of knowing what the scent of Somnus flowers was, it seemed I could tell that it made the Nymphs feel bad.





Because Paranoy, Ignoi, and Doris all started covering their noses with their sleeves and frowning deeply.





I asked.





"What are Somnus flowers?"





"We Nymphs sometimes enjoy hibernating...! But sleeping for a long time is difficult even for us...! That's why we get help from the sleep herb, Somnus flower-imnidat...!"





If I were to put it that way, is it a sleep fragrance that only works for Nymphs?





I had heard that because Nymphs are sensitive to cold, there are some who dislike winter. So they hibernate to skip winter, I heard.





If so, are the ones seen here now Nymphs who are hibernating?





No, there should still be time left until winter.





If so, the conclusion derived is indeed one.





Someone must be deliberately forcing these guys to sleep.





Palak-.





Just then, the winter agent took out something like a scroll from their bosom and compared each sleeping Nymph's face.





"This one is Haruno, the Nymph of the ditch water who went missing in Zeruite. And this one too, Iris, the Nymph who worked as a florist in the royal capital Zeruite. This one too, and this one too...."





Listening to her words, it seems all the dozen or so Nymphs lying here are ones who were reported missing somewhere.





This is clear evidence indicating that the toy shop owner, Nabokop, committed the terrible crime of Nymph kidnapping. Unparalleled clear evidence.





"Being a Nymph, trying to plot wicked deeds by kidnapping other Nymphs...! You're an unforgivable one-imnidat...! Actually, I didn't like that your chest was big from the start-imnidat...!"





Paranoy shouted loudly in anger at that fact.





It was right at that moment.





"Plotting wicked deeds, you say. I was merely protecting these children, who are my sisters."





A woman's languid voice began to echo throughout the space from somewhere.
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  ━I only wanted to protect the Nymphs. Those pure, naive friends.





  A space heavily blanketed with the scent of sleep.





  A languid woman's voice echoed throughout the space itself.





  It was the voice of Nabokov, the owner of the toy shop. However, that slender form was nowhere to be seen in the vicinity.





  ━I only wanted to protect you all. Those children, all of them, will be grateful to me.




MnZBMElkRjFKc3ZCR0RiWklQRlA5WlZINzRaZThhUzZ1cnMyS01IbEgxYmRQS01CbFIzRVJzRjh2Znc5TFdXbQ

  That voice spoke a rather unbelievable story. That Nabokov hadn't kidnapped the Nymphs, but was rather protecting them?





  To that, Paranoi asks.





  "Protecting them, from what exactly...?"





  ━Why, from this world, from all sorts of rough and foul, dirty things. And from the cold winter. Shall I tell you a story-?





  Jeulgeureok, jeulkeok-.





  Just then, the sound of mainsprings, gears, and mechanical devices turning came from somewhere.





  I don't know what it means, but I know well enough that it's nothing welcome for me.





  While I am tensing up, the voice continues the story.





  ━The little Nymph, Galadriol, was a small and naive Nymph of the brooks. But, as Nymphs of the brooks often do, Galadriol wanted to become an adult as soon as possible.





  Gi-i-ik, jeulkeong-.





  Something dropped from the ceiling to the floor in front of me. It was cloth. A long and wide cloth. To be precise, would it be better to describe it as a screen?





  And on that screen, a picture was drawn, and it was clearly a Nymph. A young Nymph with long braided hair.





  ━Galadriol made a wish. That she would grow up quickly and become a wonderful lady. And that she would marry the young lord beyond the window, whom she watched from afar every night.





  Pallak-.





  As the screen's image flipped automatically, I could tell that this was something like a picture-story show.





  In the wide drawing, I see a Nymph hidden in the bushes under the moonlight and the face of a man leaning out of a mansion window.





  That must be the Nymph named Galadriol or whatever.





  ━Was there someone who granted Galadriol's wish? From a certain day, Galadriol's body began to grow rapidly, and she became an adult that any princess would envy. Having become an adult, Galadriol ran toward the young lord she had only ever stared at-.





  "Countess Galadriol Nabokov-! Stop right there with your useless stories! Your crimes are already plain as day! I'm arresting you on suspicion of murdering Count Humbert Nabokov, and for Nymph kidnapping and fraud!"





  Just then, the winter agent stepped forward and shouted.





  To that, a ━Hmph- sound of a mocking laugh, its interest lost, echoed through the space.





  ━To interrupt a romantic story. This is why I hate boring adults. I even left the royal castle because I hated adults like you. Fine, then. Let's talk in the way of adults.





  Jeulgeureok, jeulkeok-.





  The sound of mechanical devices and mainsprings turning grew even more clamorous. At the same time, what revealed itself from beyond the screens was something that could be called an automaton or a mannequin.





  King, Queen, Knight, Bishop, Pawn.





  The sight of large wooden dolls shaped like chess pieces moving while holding ominous swords and spears was truly hair-raising.





  Things through which not even blood flows are moving as if they were living creatures. At this blasphemous sight, I screamed as if struck by lightning.





  "Th-this, shit! It's a Skynet trap-!"





  It was truly a rebellion of mechanical civilization.





  Robots created by humans, mechanical devices that had experienced the singularity, must have surely sent an assassin from the future to finally kill the humans who created them.





  Deulgeureok, jeulkeok-.





  The mechanical devices tightened their encirclement toward us while holding weapons. At that horrific sight, both Paranoi and Doris were merely trembling, perhaps out of fear.


 


  Pat-.





  I quickly kicked off the ground with my legs and leaped.





  Perhaps because of my stats reaching integrated level 45, my field of vision changed in an instant and my body collided toward the mechanical Queen.





  Kwa-a-ang-!





  The mechanical device shattered with a loud impact sound.





  However, Paranoi's shout was louder than that.





  "A-ah-! That is the fastest secret technique Hassan-nim possesses, the Shukuchi-beop-ssi...! Hassan-nim has used the 5th Hell Death Technique...! He has used Shukuchi-beop-ssi...!"





  ━Dalgeurak, dalgak-.





  Inside it were rather sophisticated mainsprings, screws, and something like a small bead. When I picked it up, the machine lost its power, slumped down, and became motionless.





  Is this the power source?





  Now that I know the secret, my interest cools. I thrust my hand into the heart of the mechanical devices visible nearby and pulled out the power sources.





  The fellows whose hearts were ripped out merely lost their strength, collapsed, and rolled on the floor.





  ━....





  To that, there is no longer any voice to be heard. This was probably the trump card held by that Nymph named Galadriol Nabokov.





  They were indeed sturdy automatons. But they were insufficient to handle me.





  That was all.











  *       *       *





  





  We went upstairs and were able to capture the shop owner.





  Contrary to our thoughts that she might flee, she surprisingly didn't resist and even showed an attitude of obedient cooperation, which was rather suspicious.





  "Countess. From now on, your testimony may be used against you in court."





  Of course, the agent merely tied the slender Nymph's body tightly with rope as if not caring about such things.





  "What on earth were you planning to use the Nymphs for after kidnapping them? Don't you know that kidnapping Nymphs became the taboo of taboos by His Majesty Byeokryeokje-ssi's decree 11 years ago?"





  "I told you. I only wanted to protect my friends."





  "Hmph, I'm sure you did."





  Kkwa-a-ak-.





  Finally, the agent, having secured the restraints firmly, wiped the sweat from her forehead. To that, the captured Nymph kidnapper Nabokov observed us with somewhat transcendental eyes.





  To be precise, it would be better to say she looked at the small Nymphs like Paranoi, Doris, and Ignoi.





  "Paranoi, you said you wanted to become a big Nymph like me. That you wanted to know the secret."





  "That is correct-ssi...! Have you finally decided to tell me that secret-ssi...?"





  "Hu-hu-hu-, there was a time when I thought like you too. A time when I was happy with a small doll or a single piece of candy. I guarantee you, nothing good comes from becoming an adult."





  That was the end of the conversation with Nabokov.





  Time passed, and the next day, I could learn through the newspaper that the name Nabokov was the surname of a famous Count's family in the royal capital, and that they had an extraordinary talent for making automatons.





  「Count Humbert Murdered by Automaton. The Truth of the Tragedy Revealed-.」





  「Countess Galadriol Admits to Spontaneous Crime After Years of Continuous Abuse and Insulting Remarks-.」





  「All Kidnapped Nymphs Reported to be in Good Health-.」





  「States Reason for Kidnapping was Wanting to Keep Nymphs Asleep Forever So They Wouldn't Become Adults Like Herself-.」





  「The Unrootable Cycle of Nymph Abuse-.」





  The scenes of the fairy tale drawn on that screen were easily passing through my mind.





  The Nymph Galadriol, who became an adult so suddenly, must have had to go through various hardships because of that characteristic Nymph naivety.





  Perhaps she kidnapped the Nymphs, imprisoned them, and wanted to keep them as children forever by putting them to sleep, out of a heart that hoped other sisters wouldn't become like her.





  Maybe Galadriol Nabokov was seeing herself in those naive Nymphs.





  "So that's the reason you brought a whole bunch of Nymphs to our house?"





  Luna narrowed her eyes as she looked at my explanation and the stories written in the newspaper. Right then, with a loud udangtang- sound, Doris rushed up from the first floor in a hurry.





  "House owner, the drinking water has all run out-ssi...!"





  "Already?"





  "And the Nymphs have started tearing up the sofa on the first floor-ssi...! Even Ignoi is doing it, and even I, Doris, cannot understand why there are Nymphs who tear up sofas-ssi...!"





  "No, this is a real problem."





  "Anyway, Luna-nim, you must go down quickly-ssi...!"


  


  Luna's house was incredibly noisy because of the ten or so brook Nymphs who were being temporarily protected. Things were falling, breaking, and malfunctioning everywhere.





  ━I'm hungry-.





  ━Where is, this-.





  ━It's too cold. It was better when I was hibernating-. There aren't enough snacks here.





  ━Where is Galadriol?


  


  Even if each of them said just one word, it would be ten words.





  But Luna, perhaps having become a veteran at handling Nymphs through Doris and Paranoi, spoke to them like a skilled kindergarten teacher.





  "Now, chick-."





  ━Ppi-yak ppi-yak-.





  "Duck-."





  ━Gwaek, gwaek.





  "Kkanf-."





  ━Invasive species-!





  "Yes, well done. Now it's nap time."





  ....





  It seems the conversation among the girls didn't go well when I wasn't around.





  I wanted to ask what happened, but I felt like I wouldn't be able to handle it, so I just kept my mouth shut.











   *      *      *











  "Hassan-nim, because I, Paranoi, solved the disappearance case so splendidly, my reputation among the Nymphs has risen-ssi...!"





  "Is that so?"





  "Relatively many Nymphs are flocking to our Temple as well-ssi...! I intend to train them and use them as a propaganda unit to spread the faith, but what are your thoughts, Hassan-nim...?"





  Using Nymphs as a propaganda unit.





  Could it be seen as hiring them as something like the face of the Temple? I thought about the Temple being promoted by small Nymphs.





  The biggest drawback of my Temple is the gloominess of being located in a graveyard.





  If that overwhelming gloominess is neutralized by a Nymph propaganda unit, I believe more people will surely flock to it.





  "Fine. If you can do it, give it a try."





  "First of all, I'm planning to organize a Nymph Choir. I'm telling you this because there seem to be some hymns that need approval-ssi...."





  Seureureuk-.





  When I unfurled the scroll Paranoi handed me, I saw musical notes written crookedly along with the sheet music.





  "They were all personally written and composed by me, Paranoi-ssi...! Of course, I received some help from the musician Malko-ssi for a few songs-ssi...!"





  A collaboration between Paranoi and Malko.





  I turned the scroll with a slightly uneasy feeling.





  「Daehongdan Candy」





  First of all, the title I see first is not ordinary.





  ━Round, round candy, Daehongdan candy-. Candy, candy, giant candy-. I really, really like it-.





  Feeling a cold sweat running down my back, I turned the page.





  「Hassan-nim Uses Shukuchi-beop-ssi」





  ━Shukuchi-beop-ssi-, Shukuchi-beop-ssi-. Hassan-nim uses it-. Flashing in the east, flashing in the west-. Controlling the world in his palm-. The Shukuchi-beop-ssi Pluto-nim used to use-. Today Hassan-nim uses it-. The battle method of Hell-. A mysterious battle method-.





  What the fuck. Is this for real.





  Honestly, I was an ignoramus when it came to songs.





  But it felt like I could see before my eyes what kind of embarrassment I would suffer if such a song spread to the public. Shukuchi-beop-ssi!





  "These are lyrics and melodies I, Paranoi, thought of and created after leaving the toy shop, not even sleeping and having nosebleeds every night-ssi...!"





  But what was even more pitiful was that Paranoi felt very proud of this song.





  On one hand, I wondered if she was teasing me. But looking at Paranoi's serious and proud expression, it didn't seem to be the case.


  


  Should I sign this or not.





  "This is a song I, Paranoi, really thought hard about-ssi...! Soon Byeokryeokje-ssi will arrive in this Sodomora, and there isn't enough time to compose another song-ssi...!"





  In the end, unable to overcome Paranoi's earnest sincerity, I ended up signing the document.





  Actually, as Paranoi said, there were only about fifteen days left until the King of this kingdom, Byeokryeokje-ssi, arrived in Sodomora leading his guards and retainers.





  Whether it had now spread as a public fact, all soldiers, as well as the forces of the Adventurer's Guild and priests, worked hard to maintain public order in the streets.





  As time passes, the city changes.





  All damages to the streets where the King is scheduled to pass were repaired, and even spitting on the street became subject to a large fine.





  They even did not hesitate to use extreme methods such as throwing all homeless people and drunks into temporary prisons.





  ━You homeless bastards, just throw them all into the detention center as they come-!





  ━There aren't enough rooms, what should we do?





  ━Then shove them into the animal pens or somewhere out of sight! What if His Majesty sees something unpleasant!





  I don't think they made this much of a fuss even when the Chief Deity Bacchus descended upon Sodomora.





  Even I, a god who currently has a place in the city, was not receiving such treatment.





  From that, I could tell that the loyalty this kingdom and its people offered to the royal family and the King, Byeokryeokje-ssi, was a kind of massive faith.





  But on the other hand, it's understandable. Since he's a wise king who solved the endless wars and the hunger of winter, it's natural for people to like him.





  If King Sejong the Great were to pass through the middle of downtown Seoul, I think I would have liked it very much too.





  Of course, there weren't only those who welcomed this situation.





  "There's already so much work. A King's procession. It's annoying."





  Hippolyte, who was tasked with guarding the King as a Gold Tier adventurer of Sodomora, expressed her dissatisfaction with this situation.





  It's a quite rare sight to see her nerves on edge, unlike her usual relaxed self.





  She must be angry because there's more work to do when a high-ranking person visits. I understand.





  To that, Minerva's Gold Tier adventurer Actaeon, who was patrolling the streets together, glanced around.





  "It's better not to speak carelessly about His Majesty. Speaking carelessly about the royal family is a great crime. Even if it's you, Hippolyte, you'll end up being punished."





  "...."





  "Anyway, there's only one day left. Let's try to carry out the mission well."





  And so.





  Time passed.





  The day.





  ━Everyone, show your respect-!





  ━The sole and legitimate successor of the kingdom, the King of Thunder and Lightning, His Majesty Theo Friedrich Byeokryeokje-ssi, is arriving...!
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  The King's procession.





  On that very day.





  All the gates of Sodomora, east, west, south, and north, opened wide.





  People had finished preparing to welcome the King's envoys.





  ━Here, this is a good spot. Let's stand here!





  ━Is His Majesty really passing this way?





  People woke up early and went out into the streets for a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to see the kingdom's absolute ruler up close.





  The crowds split to the left and right, with the road in the center.





  ━Why are there so many people? I never knew Sodomora had this many people.





  ━On a day like this, how can you stay home? Gotta make money. Hehehe-.





  Where people gather, money naturally changes hands. Of course, countless people devised ingenious ways to earn money.





  ━Come, come, our second-floor window seats. Selling them today only. Five silver for the whole day.





  ━Selling wreaths diligently made by children. Selling flowers to scatter on the street.





  Unlike the approaching winter, people's faces were flushed with excitement, radiating warmth. The city itself felt like it was experiencing a festival.


  


  ━I heard that all the Temple Knights are participating in this procession!





  ━Wow, then we might even meet that guy called Blue Dragon. They say he's a genius who received the title of Dragon at a young age, in a human body?





  ━Will Prince-nim also come? I wish our clothes would brush even once-.


  


  It truly was a festival.





  A day of definite extraordinary events.





  Because everyone stood in the procession with swelling hearts.





  I also prepared quite a lot for this day.





  To be precise, Paranoy, Doris, and the Nymphs, including Ignoi, made various preparations.





  "Luna, how are the kids? Will they be alright?"





  I did a final check before heading to the performance venue I had reserved, that street.





  Turning my head, I saw Luna's face, wiping the dust off the Nymphs' faces with a handkerchief.





  "I don't know! I'm completely swamped! Kids, let's line up now!"





  After bringing a bunch of Nymphs from the toy shop's basement, Luna had been incredibly busy, with no time to breathe.





  I wanted to help, but the Nymphs were scared of my large size and liked Luna, so there was nothing I could do.





  "Nymph compatriots...! Today is the day-imnidat...! The day to show what we diligently prepared to Sodomora, the royal family members, and high officials-imnidat...! It is time to convey the voices of the Nymphs to the world-imnidat...!"





  "Paranoy-ya! There's truly not much time left-imnidat...! My Doris's honeybees have seen a large procession approaching the city from afar-imnidat...!"





  "Then, let's head to the Citizen's Plaza, the theater stage-imnidat...! Since they heard that Nymphs are performing, Byeokryeokje-nim will not be able to pass by-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy chuckled slyly, "Mheuheuheut-".





  The Nymphs standing before him were rubbing their sleepy eyes.





  ━I'm sleepy after practicing all night-.





  ━Still, the choir robes are pretty-. They're pure white robes. This is the first time I've worn such pure white clothes-!





  The Nymphs' attire was all clean, pure white robes.





  Originally, they were the Black Brotherhood's black robes, but Luna put them in Ideope's special bleach and boiled them vigorously, turning them into snow-white clothes.





  Some Nymphs reportedly joined the choir because they wanted to wear these white clothes. It seemed like a rather childish reason to participate, but uniforms are, in fact, important.





  Many people become police officers or soldiers because they think uniforms are cool. In that sense, Luna's eye for making white clothes that understood the Nymphs' needs was considerable.





  However, it was a hastily formed choir.





  Nymphs with many variables.





  It was natural to feel worried.





  ━Singing in front of people. Can we do well?





  ━I heard we might even sing in front of the King? Really important people must be coming!





  ━What? There was a King on this Gaia Continent? Who made himself King without my permission? This Iris didn't allow it!





  Could such children do well?





  I had seen them practice a few times. Honestly, it was like a newly formed children's choir. It brought back memories of elementary school talent shows.





  To be honest, the quality of the choir wasn't very high, but we had no choice but to rely on the premium of it being the Nymph Choir.





  Since Byeokryeokje-nim is said to be a Nymph enthusiast, he'll surely like it.





  ━Waaah-!





  And so, with the loud trumpet sound of the military band, the cheers and applause of the people began to spread widely from the eastern gate of the city.





  Bababam-. Babam-.





  ━Everyone, show your respect-!





  ━His Majesty, Byeokryeokje, the King of Thunder and Lightning, the sole and legitimate successor of the Kingdom, is making his procession-!


  


  Seeing the entire city instantly ignite like a wildfire, I knew the King's procession had begun somewhere in the city.





  "Kids, let's go quickly! We're starting now. Put your hands on the shoulders of the person in front!"





  With Luna's clap-clap- sound, the Nymphs in their white, clean robes lined up.





  And as they put their hands on the shoulders of the person in front and slowly walked out onto the street, exclamations erupted from all over.





  ━Oh my, look at them. I've never seen Nymphs gathered like that before!





  ━What are they doing, all dressed in such pure white clothes?





  ━I heard the Black Brotherhood prepared some kind of performance to welcome His Majesty Byeokryeokje-nim.





  ━Let's go watch too!





  It was as Paranoy had expected.





  The gathering of Nymphs itself had a way of attracting people's attention.





  You could even call it an idol group's debut.





  Come on, world.











  *       *       *








  


  The theater in Citizen's Plaza, rented for a hefty 20 gold for one day.





  It was located in the city center, next to the City Hall building.





  According to what Winter Agent D had told me, Byeokryeokje-nim was supposed to pass in front of this theater after meeting the mayor and high-ranking nobles of Sodomora for a luncheon at City Hall.





  After lunch, it would be around 1 to 2 PM. At that time, Paranoy moved the baton he was holding and the Nymphs began to sing.





  ━Ditch water, ditch water-. Sings a song-. Tears, honey water, stream water, all gather-.





  Then, the people murmured with a chaotic atmosphere.





  ━What kind of song is that?





  People's reactions were generally one of bewilderment.





  But they soon smiled at the unfamiliar sight of naive Nymphs gathered together and singing.





  ━Phew-. It's so absurd, it's funny.





  ━Look at their small, round eyes.





  Listening to the utterly harmless Nymphs' song, their minds, sharpened by a fierce life, softened, leaving only tranquility.





  The reactions were better than I expected, so I finally felt relieved.





  To see this wondrous Nymph Choir performance, people from the city began to gather one by one in Citizen's Plaza, and soon the venue became packed.





  Finally, around 2 PM, the warmest time of the day.





  ━Now, everyone-, clear the way-!





  ━His Majesty Byeokryeokje-nim is making his procession-! Everyone, clear the way-!





  As we expected, Byeokryeokje-nim seemed to come out of City Hall around 2 PM and pass through the plaza.





  Everything was as Paranoy had predicted, playing right into his hands, which sent a shiver down my spine.





  Paranoy truly had a talent for plotting and planning in many ways.





  ━Chukjibeop-. Hassan-nim, chukjibeop-. Hassan-nim uses it-.





  But damn it, he had no talent for lyrics and composition.





  To think I would end up hearing that song in front of all these people.





  Next to me, Friede, who had been reading a book with a bored expression all day, also burst into laughter, "Pheu-".





  "Hah-. What kind of song is that?"





  "I don't know. Don't ask."





  "The Nymphs were so noisy, I've been in a bad mood lately. But that song, I kind of like it. It's funny."





  Everyone seemed to feel similarly to Friede. People burst into laughter at the Nymphs' strange song with strange lyrics.





  It was then.





  The back of the large crowd began to murmur loudly, and soon people started to kneel or prostrate themselves on the ground, one by one.





  I focused all my attention on my hearing.





  ━Your Majesty-.





  ━May you live long and prosper-.





  Had he finally arrived?





  Seureureu-.





  The crowds parted like the Red Sea. At the same time, as people knelt one by one, the entire area lowered.





  ━....





  Even the Nymphs who had been singing all fell silent.





  Amidst the chaotic silence that began to spread, what appeared were knights in silver armor. As they stepped through the crowd, they herded everyone to the side like a fence.





  ━It's the Temple Knights-.





  ━It's really the Temple Knights.





  Judging by the people's voices, they seemed to be the Temple Knights. Indeed, now that I looked, all the knights in armor exuded quite a powerful aura, indicating they were no ordinary individuals.





  Antiope, in silver armor, was also among them.





  Seeing that Weissbein, a follower of Bacchus, was also wearing silver armor, it seemed that silver was the ceremonial attire of the knights.





  Jeolgeureok-.





  Next to them, a woman with a longsword at her waist appeared. Her face was quite familiar; it was Hippolyte.





  Seeing Hippolyte, who had been assigned to guard the King, appear here, it explained this sudden situation.





  Tak, tak-.





  Soon, with a hard, cold metallic sound, a single shadow appeared among the lines of people.





  It was a man with a long red cloak trailing on the ground.





  Whitish platinum hair, a long beard, sunken eyes, and pure white eyebrows. His eyes were half-closed, perhaps due to heavy eyelids, but the blue eyes shining within were quite sharp.





  Deep wrinkles, age spots beginning to bloom on his face.





  A long beard.





  He wore thick rings on his fingers, and a staff with a rounded end made a "tak-tak-" sound each time it touched the ground.





  "This is His Majesty's presence-! Everyone, kneel and show your respect-!"





  At Hippolyte's booming words, everyone prostrated themselves. The Nymphs who had been singing, even Paranoy, lowered their heads and prostrated themselves on the ground.





  "Hah, what a bother-."





  Friede also clicked her tongue, "Chit-", and then prostrated herself on the ground. Of course, not everyone was cooperative.





  "Kneel-?! This Doris will not kneel to anyone-!"





  "Do, Doris-!"





  At Doris's bold shout, Luna, who had been watching the Nymphs from somewhere, rushed over. Then, looking extremely flustered, she pressed Doris's stomach to make her prostrate herself on the ground.





  And so, the only ones standing were the old man, the knights in silver armor.





  And me.





  I wondered if I should also kneel, but according to the kingdom's laws, gods held a position akin to guests on this continent. It seemed there was no particular reason to show elaborate respect to kings or nobles.





  But until recently, I was just a common citizen.





  Standing alone in front of the most powerful figure in this country, my face tingled, and enduring it was quite agonizing.





  For a moment, my mind was in such a chaotic mess, wondering why I was even doing this here.





  Perhaps my dual-core processor, unable to cope with this situation, was trying to shut down my brain to avoid responsibility.





  Kollok-.





  Then, a single cough awakened my senses.





  Moving my eyes towards the gaze I felt, I saw the old man, probably the old King of this country called Byeokryeokje-nim, looking at me with blurry eyes.





  I also met the man's gaze.





  This man was Byeokryeokje, the King of this country.





  The one who instigated Bacchus's assassination?





  But he felt a little different from what I had imagined.





  This man must be Waldemar, the head of the Mars Guild's brother. But unlike Waldemar, who was a middle-aged man in his late 40s, this man looked like he was in his 70s no matter how I looked at him.





  There was no vitality in his body.





  Seuk, seueuk-.





  The sound of his breathing from his nose also lacked vigor, so much so that it brought to mind a faint breeze. The cough I heard earlier also had the distinct feel of a deep lung disease.





  Was his body not in good condition?





  Perhaps he was suffering from a disease that was eating away at his life force. Looking at his emaciated wrists and the pallor of his face, the symptoms seemed quite severe.





  Perhaps because I had massaged countless patients since establishing the Temple, I could now grasp a certain extent of their condition just by looking at their aura, without even taking their pulse.





  Seureuk-.





  Then the old man's mouth, surrounded by his beard, opened.





  "Everyone, raise your heads. I am merely a spectator who came to this theater."





  His voice was quite heavy and solemn. Thinking of a sharp voice residing in a decaying cabin-like body, it sounded rather majestic.


  


  To think such a man was a Nymph enthusiast.





  And that he intended to bring down the gods.





  And so, the performance began in front of the King.





  ━I, I forgot the lyrics-imnidat...! Was it Daepodong Candy-nim uses chukjibeop...?





  ━Mom, I miss my mom-! And please call my lawyer!





  ━Ba, bathroom-.





  Of course, the content was so chaotic it wouldn't be strange to call it a mess. Perhaps surprised by the unexpected pressure, the Nymphs faltered, unable to deliver even half of what they had practiced.





  Indeed, with the Temple Knights holding swords and looking sternly, anyone would react this way.





  From their perspective, they were maintaining sharp vigilance to prepare for a possible attack on the King, but for the soft and naive Nymphs, such murderous intent was difficult to endure.





  Shit, we're totally fucked.





  It was my fault for making it so hastily.





  If we had at least a month, it would have been great, but with only half a month, it turned into a huge disaster.





  My heart sank.





  Would Paranoy have a way to overcome this situation?





  Help me, Paranoemon-!





  I thought Paranoy, being subtly smart, would have a solution even in this situation.





  "Co, come on, sing-imnidat...!"





  Seeing the confident face of Paranoy, holding the conductor's baton, now spreading with tension and bewilderment, it seemed even he hadn't anticipated this situation.





  Nymphs burst into tears everywhere. Everyone just rubbed their foreheads or covered their mouths in this hellish situation, with no one stepping forward.





  Except for one.





  "Kids, stop, stop crying...! I told you not to cry carelessly-. Ah, don't wipe it on your clothes...! Blow your nose here-!"





  Luna hurriedly went onto the stage and wiped the Nymphs' tears with a handkerchief. But Luna's struggle could not stop the Nymphs' tears, which had already burst like a dam.





  Like country dogs barking and howling after one barks.





  The Nymphs were already a sea of tears. Paranoy, who had been frowning at the uncontrollable situation, also ended up frowning deeply.





  "They are foolish sisters-imnidat...! It is I, Paranoy, who truly wants to cry-imnidat...!"





  The murmuring of the people and the clanking sounds of armor everywhere spread distantly in my ears, making me lose a sense of reality.





  "Pheuheu, what is this. It's ruined? Oh no-. Ah, this is fun."





  Friede next to me burst into laughter, finding this situation amusing. Friede seemed to find it very entertaining that my plan was going down the drain.





  This wicked girl who finds happiness in others' suffering.





  I want to smack her butt.





  "Indeed, the problem was thinking of doing something with foolish Nymphs. Why didn't you gather Elves and make an Elf performance group instead?"





  "...."





  I couldn't answer, but Friede's words were accurate.





  Oh, shit, to think I seriously considered making a choir with naive Nymphs.





  Wasn't that harder than making the Bremen Town Musicians with wild squirrels or roe deer?





  Why did I think it was possible? I must have been possessed by something.





  Perhaps after spending so much time with Paranoy, his strange delusional tendencies had rubbed off on me. Shit, I really thought it was a brilliant idea.





  Would connecting with the royal family like this also become a distant dream?





  Just as I was thinking that-.





  Jjak, jjak-.





  The old man, who had been leaning deeply into the makeshift throne, resting his chin as if melted, began to clap.





  Amidst this Nymph chaos, his expression was utterly satisfied.
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  Jjak, jjak-.





  At Byeokryeokje's clapping, everyone wore bewildered expressions.





  But soon, following him, they began to clap vigorously, and the performance hall, which had been filled with the Nymphs' tearful faces and the audience's regretful sighs, became full of applause and cheers.





  Among the crowd, I was quite flustered by this situation.





  The performance I thought was utterly fucked was receiving applause from people?





  Jjak, jjak, jjak-.





  The King, Byeokryeokje, who had seemed on the verge of breathing his last, clapped vigorously as if trying to pour out all his remaining youth.





  As his applause grew louder, the noise in the performance hall also intensified, sweeping away the chaotic atmosphere like a single wave.





  After some time passed.





  When Byeokryeokje finally stopped clapping.





  ━....





  Everyone, anticipating what he might say, fell into a solemn silence once more.





  The old man smiled and said.





  "It was a very amusing comedy. A play that perfectly captured the Nymphs' innocence."





  Comedy? Play? Acting skills?





  At the sudden keywords, everyone, though unspoken, clearly had confusion filling their minds. Even I was flustered.





  "Especially the best part was the young lady who came to comfort the crying Nymphs. Her acting skills are truly outstanding. That pink-haired young lady must symbolize motherhood, right? A truly excellent metaphor."





  At that, my head went pajijik- and sparked.





  Though no one told me to, I found myself opening my mouth and shouting.





  "That's right. Indeed, you possess excellent insight, befitting a ruler who governs a nation. This was, in fact, a comedy titled 'Nymph Uproar'!"





  "Nymph Uproar. A very splendid name. It was a very amusing play. The direction was excellent, too. And the actors were full of individuality."





  ━Nymph Uproar?





  ━It was a play? Wow, I never even thought of that. This whole situation was one big performance.





  ━I thought it was a completely ruined song.





  ━Tsk tsk, those who don't know how to appreciate art. I knew it all along.





  The King's voice seemed to carry authority.





  His brief assessment had, in an instant, made the performance we had prepared and all these unforeseen circumstances be regarded as a scene from a play.





  Of course, people would have known well that this was not a play, but an unfortunate incident created by clumsy Nymphs. Unless they were idiots, there's no way they wouldn't have known.





  But because they weren't idiots, they seemed to know well that contradicting the King's words would be an even more foolish and idiotic thing to do.





  ━It was an interesting play!





  ━Magnificent-!





  I even felt a ridiculous madness in this series of events.





  Is this power?





  And so, people threw flowers and candies to the Nymphs who had cried their hearts out.





  ━Kids, take these, they're coupon flowers. They're very sweet and delicious flowers. They're tasty even if you eat the petals whole!





  At that, the Nymphs, who had been flustered by the Temple Knights' killing intent just a moment ago, quickly recovered their spirits and busily stuffed various things into their pockets.





  "Aat, Paranoy is picking up most of it...!"





  "Slow Nymphs will only be eliminated-imnidat...! This place, from this moment on, has become an arena for the survival of the fittest-imnidat...!"





  Byeokryeokje Theo Friedrich, whose lips merely twitched, his gaze never leaving the sight of them and the crowd.





  "For a young god and a new cult to have prepared such amusing things to welcome this old body, I am truly grateful. I enjoyed it thoroughly. I am very satisfied."





  One thing was certain: the man named Byeokryeokje was no fool either. Indeed, he was a man worthy of being called a wise king who had led the nation for a long time.





  He probably used his wit to navigate a potentially awkward situation, giving me an opportunity.





  Should I be purely happy about this situation?





  The enemy of gods and Hypos.





  And should I be happy that the one who will appear before me like a great rock and block my path possesses such wise judgment?





  








  *       *      *








  


  


  After the performance, many children and Nymphs approached King Theo.





  The existence of a King must have been equally fascinating to children and Nymphs alike.





  ━Don't approach recklessly-.





  Of course, the Temple Knights' escorts tried to stop them, but King Theo restrained them instead.





  "Let them come. Children are innocent and pure beings. The kingdom is a land for such innocent ones, so I have no right to stop them."





  Thus, the children and Nymphs pulled at the King's beard and long cloak, satisfying their curiosity without reservation.





  "Aat, this old man smells of alcohol...! Doris, friend of the girls, really dislikes old men...!"





  "My child, I am not yet old enough to be called an old man."





  Of course, among them were some who made onlookers' hearts drop.





  However, the King, as if not caring about such things, generously offered his scepter, crown, and beard to the Nymphs.





  "Children. I will give you candy. Antiope-gyeong, please take out the gifts and candies from the prepared bundle and distribute them to everyone."





  "Yes, yes-."





  In fact, it seemed Byeokryeokje wouldn't have cared whether the Nymphs performed a play, sang together, or cried.





  He was probably just happy that so many Nymphs were gathered in one place. Indeed, the saying that he was the continent's foremost Nymph enthusiast seemed to be true.





  After a long gift-giving session ended-.





  A thin man standing with a serious demeanor beside Byeokryeokje, perhaps an aide or secretary, whispered something to the King.





  Shall I try to eavesdrop on the whisper?





  Demon King Eavesdropping-!





  ━Your Majesty, the meeting with Count Hawkins is almost due. It seems you must leave this place now.





  ━Indeed.





  It wasn't much. Just that he was a busy man and couldn't stay here long.





  But the King's eyes, looking regretfully at the Nymphs unwrapping their gifts, added one more word.





  "It was a very impressive performance. In this day and age, opportunities to see so many Nymphs gathered in one place are rare. Even for me, the King of this nation, it is not easy."





  The King's eyes subtly moved from looking down at the Nymphs' heads. His eyes were busy as if searching for something, and then, meeting my gaze, he spoke.





  "I feel a desire to show this amusing performance to the nobles in the capital and my ministers in the royal palace. In that case, it would be proper to ask for permission first."





  "...."





  "Young god, Zigres-gong. I would like to invite you and these small friends to the castle, what do you say? Of course, you may refuse. However, I pledge my honor to provide a truly generous welcome that will leave no room for disappointment."





  Bingo.





  I cheered inwardly.





  It had been bumpy in many ways, and for a moment I thought it was completely screwed, but it was fortunate that Byeokryeokje liked Nymphs so much that nothing else mattered.





  Anyway, this situation was what Paranoy and I had orchestrated.





  Sljeok.





  I glanced at Paranoy, and I saw her mouthing words towards me. It must mean to speak as we had rehearsed countless times for this situation.





  My pounding chest.





  I calmed my trembling heart and opened my mouth as if nothing was amiss.





  "Thank you for the kind invitation. It would be an unparalleled honor. Coincidentally, my Followers, the Nymphs, are also very interested in the royal castle. If you would permit a tour of the royal castle, I will accept the invitation."





  I spoke fluently, clearly, and with a certain sincerity, making sure not to stammer or bite my tongue. As I watched with slightly nervous eyes, wondering what reaction would come next.





  Instead of the King, a skinny man, who I couldn't tell if he was an aide or secretary, standing beside him with his arms crossed, answered.





  "A tour of the royal castle? That is not a playground for children, Zigres-gong. I think it might be a bit of a rude request."





  "Enough, Scipio. It was I who extended the invitation as a guest, so I can grant one request from a guest."





  "Your Majesty, but what dangerous things might happen...."





  "Are you, the Minister of Internal Affairs, suggesting that Zigres-gong, a new god recognized by Hypos, intends to threaten my safety?"





  "No, that's not what I meant."





  "And, even if unforeseen accidents occur, I have my Griffons and my proud Knights. Is that not right, Vice-Commander?"





  Jeolgeureok-.





  Paseusuk-.





  Simultaneously with the King's question, something fell from the sky.





  It would be better to describe it as a descent.





  A person who hadn't been there landed on the ground like a paratrooper and knelt before the King.





  "...."





  It was golden armor. Full plate armor with an impressive helmet, pointed decorations on the shoulders, and a red cloak.





  Seeing that it covered the entire body with shining scales and iron plates, it looked quite expensive and high-performing.





  As I've said many times, good equipment signifies one's wealth.





  Generally, wealthy warriors are skilled. To be precise, it's better to say they are wealthy because they are skilled.





  Therefore, I could tell how formidable this knight's skill was. Even without using a novice method of judging by appearance.





  Goo-oh-oh-oh-.





  The indomitable aura emanating around him was as powerful as the magnificent golden armor.





  Jjirit, jjirit-.





  It was enough to make my skin tingle and vibrate.





  Everyone around gasped, perhaps startled by the release of such killing intent. At that moment, I could clearly hear some people whispering to each other.





  ━It's golden armor in the shape of a dragon.





  ━That guy, Natatos...! I've seen a picture of that armor in a magazine.





  ━Natatos, you mean the one who was granted the title of Dragon despite being human-?





  ━He defeated the sea monster this time, right? Wow, but this is my first time seeing him in person.





  ━That's the Vice-Commander of the Knights. He's more dazzling than I thought. They said he wore armor made of golden dragon scales. Truly amazing.





  Natatos of the Azure Dragon, huh.





  I had heard much about his name.





  The Vice-Commander of the Temple Knights, said to possess strength beyond human limits.





  According to Antiope, the third to first seats of the Knights were truly monsters.





  Jjirit, jjirit-.





  Facing him directly, I understood.





  This golden-armored Dragon Knight truly possessed strength enough to be called a dragon without being strange. This level of fighting spirit would rank among the strongest I've ever met.





  Could I win now?





  I narrowed my eyes and assessed the situation.





  My Karma value would be much higher. I had reached a whopping Level 45. I heard that only Gloria on this continent had raised her level this much.





  However, that Natatos guy had lived a long life with a strong body, so he probably couldn't be compared to me in terms of skill and proficiency.





  He would be able to fully wield that Karma value of over Level 40 as his own.





  Anyway, he was definitely a person of interest.





  "That guy, who is called a Dragon despite being human-."





  Even Elfriede, who had only been interested in reading the book 「The Demon Archduke's Leash」 despite the great event of the King's arrival, seemed to feel something about that guy.





  "The only human who passed the Dragon's Trial, huh. More exotic energy than I expected. Is that guy really human...?"





  Elfriede, as an experienced magic-user, seemed to have sensed some strange magic power.





  Perhaps interested in the Shimada Clan, who were human yet called Dragons, her red eyes showed interest for the first time in a while.





  "Your Majesty-."





  At that moment, a thin voice came from beneath the helmet.





  "Your Majesty, I, Natatos, have just returned from completing my mission. I was able to return quickly because I rode the Griffon you lent me."





  It was a calm and clear voice. But at that thin and clear feeling, I couldn't help but be startled.





  It was clearly a woman's voice, not a man's. It was fucking beautiful like a voice actor, so my lower body instantly got hard just from hearing her voice.





  Getting hard just from hearing a voice.





  This was truly the first time, so as I was extremely flustered, a few more words came from beneath the armor.





  "And Your Majesty, I am truly deeply sorry, but please forgive me for daring to lay hands on your sacred body. I also offer my deepest apologies for adding unnecessary passengers to the Griffon."





  Natatos, who had been kneeling and bowing her head, suddenly stood up and abruptly pulled Byeokryeokje's shoulder towards her.





  ━Uh, uh-oh?





  ━Sir Natatos, how dare you-.





  In that sudden moment, as everyone merely gaped without time to be flustered-.





  Kwang-!!





  Something fell onto the chair where Byeokryeokje had been, creating a huge dust cloud and a shockwave. The astrologers' weather forecast said it would be clear and pleasant today.





  What the fuck, I don't know why something keeps falling from the sky.
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  ━Cough, cough, what, what? What fell?





  ━I don't know, Your Majesty, we must protect Your Majesty first! Enemy attack! Surprise attack-!





  Amidst all the dust and hazy smoke, the voices of flustered people could be heard.





  As the figures of people collapsed on the ground, unconscious, and the knights busily pointing their weapons in all directions began to emerge from beyond the dust cloud.





  Seureuk-.





  One being emerged from within.





  ━What a pity, King Theo. I was going to mercifully end your unfortunate life with a single blow without pain-.





  It was a giant four-legged beast resembling a raccoon. With a strange, sneering "euh-heu-heu-" sound, my heart pounded at 16 beats per second.





  ━And put away your weapons. You all know you're no match for me, right? Want a taste of olive? Not real olives, of course, but an olive tree club!





  Huduk, hudeudeudeuk-.





  The dust, which had risen high like volcanic ash, began to settle calmly.





  And when I realized that the being I had thought was a mere four-legged beast was, in fact, a black-haired woman wearing a pelt.





  I could meet black eyes that resembled mine.





  "Here I am!"
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  That meeting was a predetermined course of events.





  Because I knew that someday, they would definitely come looking for me. 





  The moment I saw a sort of blind, cult-like obsession in those eyes staring at me, I felt that I wouldn't be able to escape those shackles until either I died or that brat died.





  The issue was a matter of time.





  The question of when, at what moment, and in what place that reunion would occur.





  "I have descended-."





  But I really hoped it wouldn't be today, of all fucking days.





  To think they'd drop from the sky on the most important day, at what should have been the most important moment, and turn everything into dust.





  Pasuseuseuk-.





  Amidst the settling dust, the figure of a Samaritan girl draped in a large raccoon skin was revealed.





  Bulkkeun-.





  Finally, with both fists clenched tight, she raised her hands high into the air, opened her mouth wide, and even shouted.





  "I, the Daughter of Lightning, the legendary hero Gloria, have descended here-!"





  Her voice was so booming it felt like thunder striking right in front of my nose. 





  "I am the incarnation of unavoidable, immeasurable power-! You foolish idiots-! Show me your backs and get the hell out of here right now-!"





  To think it's a thunderous roar that pierces through even if I cover my ears.





  ━What is it, what came! R-Run away-!





  ━It must be an attack by the Cult! It must be Monsters!





  The people who had swarmed in to watch the Nymphs' performance began to flee in all directions, screaming. 





  That sight of them fleeing without dignity or composure was truly a ragtag bunch in itself.





  Of course, it wasn't just people running away from the appearance of this uninvited guest.





  Cheolkong, seureureung-.





  Because a group of knights in silver armor were drawing weapons like spears, swords, hammers, and bows from their waists and backs, burning with something like fighting spirit.





  "Gloria-."





  The first one to let out a growling sound was Hippolyte, who had drawn a longsword of jealousy from her waist. The blade of the longsword, dripping with purple demonic energy, shone fiercely.





  "Do you intend to cause a riot, knowing that this is the King's presence?"





  Hippolyte's eyes seemed to move slightly as if to check behind her. Behind her, the old King, protected by the knights, was letting out a heavy sigh.





  "What on earth is happening-."





  He probably couldn't believe that Gloria had plummeted down like a lightning strike above his head. 





  Seeing his pupils dilated and his breathing becoming increasingly ragged, he seemed to be in a state of mild shock.





  Seuljjeok-.





  I raised my head. Looking now, I could see a four-legged beast flapping its wings with a pirereureu- chirping sound high up in the distant sky.





  Was that the thing the dragon knight Natatos mentioned earlier, a griffin or whatever? It seems both Gloria and Natatos were riding on its back before diving vertically down here.





  Binggeul, binggeul-.





  Gloria loosened her neck and shoulders. 





  "Do I know I'm in front of the King? Of course I do."





  And then she began to point at people one by one with her finger.





  "Since it's in front of the King, these Temple knight order civil servant bastards and stupid Hippolyte would be here. Is Actaeon-nim not here?"





  Gloria seemed to have caused a mess despite knowing she was in front of the highest authority in this country, and despite many strong individuals being gathered to protect that existence.





  Hwiuuuuu-.





  At the same time a wind blew from somewhere, many people fell into silence.





  Gloria pulled a club that looked like a chicken drumstick from her waist and growled lowly.





  "So what. If you have a problem, try arresting me. Though I don't know if you can."





  Six members of the Temple knight order participating in this event. 





  And even with the gold-tier adventurer Hippolyte, who was strong enough to surpass them, right in front of her, Gloria showed no sign of being intimidated at all.





  To not feel fear and instead even provoke them.





  It was something I had slightly felt since we first met, but it seemed like the frontal lobe part of Gloria's brain that determines sensation was severely damaged.





  Otherwise, how could a person be so confident?





  Seureung-.





  A situation where a fight could break out at any moment. However, as if she had lost interest, Gloria tucked the club back into her waist.





  "But I didn't come to see you guys today. I came to see my family."





  Her black pupils brushed past the faces of the tense people and I could see them heading toward me, the most tense person in this place.





  I feel like I'm about to get dizzy.





  "Oppa, I wanted to see you!"





  Pasuseuk-.





  Gloria vanished from my sight in an instant.





  She disappeared in a flash. But soon, when I regained my senses, she had already arrived in front of me and was opening her arms toward me.





  Her arms felt like giant cutters. If caught by those, an ordinary person's body would surely be crushed in an instant.





  "Since then, I've thought of nothing but Oppa. When I sleep, when I eat. Even when I was beating monsters to death, I pictured Oppa in my head. Thinking, how can I break something that doesn't break-."





  "What the-"
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  "It's my first time feeling like this. But I'm no fool, so I know this emotion well. This is definitely love. Isn't it?"





  Her arms lunged toward me.





  But if I get caught like this, if I get bear-hugged, I'll end up broken in many ways.





  Therefore, I also reached out toward her arms. Thus, her hands and mine met, and as a result, it became a situation of competing with each other's strength.





  "Starting with holding hands? You're surprisingly conservative-."





  Gwaaaaak-.





  A struggle for power unfolding while holding each other's hands. I grit my teeth desperately to push Gloria away, but Gloria just smiles as if this situation itself is interesting.





  "Oppa, you seem weaker than last time?"





  "Geueueut-."





  Gloria's assessment was accurate. Right now, my body is in a state of being forcibly downgraded to level 30. 





  It's because I hadn't been able to release the seal I had placed on myself before her sudden appearance. 





  If only I had a little bit of time. 





  There's no way this wild beast-like brat would let go.





  "What, use more strength. Why did you get so weak in the meantime? Did I get stronger?"





  Had Gloria also noticed my anomaly? Her face, which had been wearing a smile full of interest, began to crumple in an instant. 





  At that rakshasa-like expression, goosebumps ran down my back and I just wanted to run away, but there was no way Gloria, who was holding my hands, would allow that.





  Buuuung-.





  At that moment, my body was lifted into the air.





  Did I fucking master the mystery of levitation?





  Of course, without any such thing, Gloria had lifted me high into the air with the very hands she was holding me with, as if I were some kind of tool.





  "If it's my Oppa, there's no way his strength is this weak. He's the man who dodged my strike containing all my soul's power and even counterattacked!"





  My neck is tingling; I have a bad feeling.





  "I see. You're a fake. How dare you take on the same appearance as Oppa. It's a trick, isn't it? I can't, I won't tolerate it."





  "Eueueueu-!"





  My body, which had been lifted with all her might, was slammed toward the floor. It wouldn't be wrong to say I was flung like someone shaking out wet laundry.





  If I hit the floor like this, my body will shatter in many ways like a glass plate dropped on a hard iron floor. 





  But escaping from Gloria, who was holding my hands tight, with only my own strength was impossible in itself.





  "Eueueu-!"





  Am I going to become a flat Hassan just like this? As I squeezed my eyes shut with that thought, there was a shwaaaaek- sound of something cutting through the wind.





  "Hassan-ssi! I'll help you-!"





  It was Luna. My insight, pushed to its limit, detected that Luna had pulled the obsidian dagger from her waist and thrown it toward Gloria.





  "Heng, who do you think would get hit by something like this?"





  But Gloria dodged it as if easily parrying it. The dagger, which brushed past the inside of her thigh, was buried deep into the sandy ground.





  It was a futile attack.





  However, Luna's aim probably wasn't to hit Gloria with the dagger in the first place.





  "Enhanced Shadow Bind-!"





  "Ah-!?"





  Gloria, where Luna's dagger had landed, stopped her actions like a person experiencing buffering.





  "How's that, the sorcery of the Small Courtyard Tribe-!"





  "The ancient sorcery of Ideope? I see. You're that weird pink-haired brat I saw at the beach back then. Do you think you can stop me with something like this?"





  "Hassan-ssi, hurry and run! Since it's a thrown dagger, I can't bind her for long!"





  "Luna-yang, thank you!"





  Taking advantage of the brief flinch and stiffness, I kicked Gloria's abdomen with all my might. Of course, her abdomen was as tough as steel, unlike her soft-looking appearance, to the point that my foot throbbed.





  "Eut-."





  Perhaps because of that blow to the solar plexus while she was defenseless, she finally let go of my hands. 





  Thanks to that, I was able to leap far away and widen the distance with the momentum from kicking her stomach.





  Of course, it's a dynamic story that the Shadow Bind's restraint on Gloria's body was released at the same time.





  "Geueu, these fake bastards are trying to screw with me as a pair? You're all in this together, aren't you? You all made a trap to take Oppa away from me? Just like back then, I won't fall for such tricks-!"





  I could see something like boiling anger contained in Gloria's black pupils. 





  At the same time, the fur of the raccoon skin she was wearing on her head began to stand on end.





  Seuseut, seuseuseut-.





  It was a bad omen no matter how you looked at it.





  If I think of it as something like a game's boss battle, it would be fine to see it as the start of a full-fledged Phase 2. It's certain I'll be wiped out if I stay like this.





  I raised my thumb. And then I opened the gates of blood flow in my body one by one starting from the top.





  First, the Cheondol near the neck.





  "Don't even think about getting out of here alive-!"





  The Danjung in the center of the chest.





  "Gloria is going berserk, evacuate the people and protect Byeokryeokje-nim-!"





  The Jungwan of the solar plexus.





  "Get the hell away-!"





  The Singwol right below the navel.





  "Y-Your Majesty-!"





  And finally, the Danwon acupoint located near the lower abdomen, the dantian.





  When I felt the sensation of my body's blood boiling by pressing all of them with my thumb. 





  I saw Gloria, holding her club, sprinting through the knights like a superstar. 





  Everyone seemed to be floundering here and there to stop her, but it seemed insufficient to stop a pissed-off, enraged Gloria.





  The club she raised with all her might.





  What it would strike down was Byeokryeokje, who was sprawled out as if sitting on the floor. He seemed to be putting a lot of strength into his arm while firmly grasping the back of the neck of the Nymph next to him.





  That old King fellow, is he planning to use the Nymph as a shield in an emergency? That thought lasted only a moment.





  "Heup-."





  Byeokryeokje threw the young Nymph he had been holding by the neck far away. It was a robust strength, one wouldn't even think came from old and thin arms.





  He had tried to save the Nymph in that crisis of his own life.





  I was quite shocked by that fact.


  


  "Geueuaaat-!"





  Gloria struck her club down hard on the old King's head.





  Of course, the event of her club knocking off the King's crown did not happen.





  The reason being, the Fear Crusher I had pulled out blocked her club one step ahead.





  Gwaaaaang-!!!





  A powerful shockwave was emitted from the clash of strength against strength, shaking the surroundings as if to blow everything away. 





  "...!"





  A brief moment of bewilderment followed between Gloria's eyebrows, which had been scowling as if she were about to crush me. She probably didn't think anyone could block her attack.





  Jeorit, jeorit-.





  Of course, my arm that blocked that intense blow also hurt as if it were going to shatter. Maybe there's a crack in the bone.





  But it was more bearable than I thought.





  No, right now, it's fine to see that the strength on my side is slightly superior.





  As expected, Gloria's strength stat must be around 15.





  But my strength, which became stronger after obtaining Nectar, is 16.





  Right now, I can beat that Gloria.





  "Gloria, you should do the struggling with me, since our weight classes match, you brat...!"





  Eudeudeuk-.





  After clenching my molars tight, I put strength into my arm in the same posture I used to block the attack. 





  The muscles of my whole body became tensely rigid, and my feet stepping on the ground were buried into the earth as if being submerged in snow.





  "Eueueu-!"





  At the same time, a groaning sound also came from Gloria's mouth. She must also be squeezing out all the strength in her body. 





  But very slowly, yet surely, her body is being pushed back. Finally, her body was completely crushed to the floor by my club-.





  "T-This, what is-."





  The moment she tried to say something with a face full of surprise, countless presences were felt from all directions.





  Paseuk, pasuseuk-.





  They were weapons like spears, swords, and long scythes. 





  Sharp weapons were stuck between Gloria's neck, flanks, armpits, and legs, creating a prison in itself.





  They were members of the Temple knight order who hadn't been able to withstand Gloria's speed and instantaneous strength. It seemed they had regained their posture while I created a brief opening.





  "Keueueu, geueueu-!"





  Gloria, who was even drooling like a completely excited person, was pinned down and subdued on the floor by the weapons and hands reaching out from everywhere.





  No matter how strong one's strength is, it's probably because they can't withstand being ganged up on by heroes over level 40.





  "Geueuaaa-!"





  That appearance was exactly like a wild beast slowly losing consciousness after being hit by an anesthetic.





  A feeling of having rabies.





  No matter how I look at it, it's not normal.





  Is it something like a fire illness?





  I can tell that there is an unbearable anger, like boiling lava, inherent within her chest and head.





  That pure anger was so free of impurities that it could be called the incarnation of Idea, to the point that even I, right now, felt a bit chilled.





  "Geuaaa-."





  However, tears slowly welled up in the eyes of the brat who had become unable to move due to being bound. 





  This murky vortex of these two emotions, anger and sadness, instead makes my heart calm.





  I moved my hand slightly.





  At the very moment I tried to take Gloria's wrist to check her detailed pulse.





  Natatos, the dragon knight in golden armor, placed a strange shackle-like thing on Gloria's neck and pulled her with all his might.





  "Gloria, suppression is complete."
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  Juno's Holy Knight, Gloria.





  The riot and chaos she caused were settled by the seasoned knights and soldiers.





  There was a massive storm, dust, and a clash of fighting spirit, but aside from the ground collapsing and a few people getting a bump or two on their heads, there weren't actually any major problems.





  To be precise, it would be more accurate to say that a problem was prevented from occurring.





  Because the ruler of the kingdom almost got flattened by a club.





  "...Your Majesty, are you alright?"





  "Thank you, Sir Natatos. Thanks to you, I avoided a sudden death. I've lost count of how many times I've been saved by you."





  I wonder what would have happened if I hadn't released my own seal in that brief moment to jump in.





  Just imagining it was fucking terrifying.





  There would have been flattened people and Nymphs screaming everywhere.





  That would be a total Hell.





  "Lord Zigres, I do not know how to express my gratitude. You have saved my life."





  While I was lost in thought for a moment, Byeokryeokje, who had caught his breath, offered me his thanks.





  I wonder what this old man would say if he knew that for a split second, I had debated whether I should save him or not.





  Honestly, I had the calculating thought that it couldn't be helped if Byeokryeokje died at Gloria's hands-. In fact, I thought it might even be a gain for me-.





  This man is likely an enemy of Hypos and the gods.





  So, there was a part of me that felt it might be right for him to exit the stage right here along with the accident.





  But at the final moment, the very last moment of life where human ugliness is most revealed, this man chose to save a young Nymph.





  It might have been a male-specific heroism, but regardless, I was deeply shocked by that fact itself.





  I didn't think there would be heroic beings in this world who would sacrifice their own lives to save others.





  If it were me, would that have been possible?





  No, to be honest, I'm not that kind of person.





  Therefore, although this man was older than anyone else here, he was nonetheless a finer man than anyone. I feel like I understand why so many people revere him as a king.





  Because of that, I suddenly became curious about what kind of person he was.





  So I saved him.





  I wanted to know what a man of this caliber was thinking by trying to oppose the gods, and who he was colluding with to plan the downfall of Hypos.





  The old king, Byeokryeokje, spoke.





  "To have power that does not yield even to Gloria, who is called a hero of the age. It was a truly magnificent display of martial prowess. What happened today will be praised by poets and musicians for generations to come!"





  Just then, something rises with a *puseuseuk* from between the dust and the collapsed walls.





  It was Paranoi, a Nymph with orange hair caked in dust. She must have been buried under some bricks during the commotion Gloria caused.





  "Long live the great Hassan-nim, the god who respects life...!"





  Long live the wonderful god- Zigres-.
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  Long live the great His Majesty Byeokryeokje-.





  Dammit, what is this?





  I simply cannot keep up with the tension of the people on this Gaia continent.





  Isn't this just one big comedy? The title would be something like 'The Great Gloria Commotion'.





  Anyway, after tidying up the situation, Byeokryeokje and his vassals said they were moving to a safe place to avoid any potential secondary or tertiary dangers.





  Had they said they were busy in the first place?





  Dammit, I never imagined the Nymph Choir's performance would end like this.





  Thinking back on it now, it was truly a whirlwind.





  Nymphs suddenly started wailing, and Gloria fell from the sky. It was full of things I hadn't anticipated at all.





  Still, I suppose I handled it well with some improvisation?





  As I watched the people withdrawing, I saw a Dragon Knight in golden armor approaching me.





  I wondered what business they had with me, but they soon came close and spoke in a low voice that no one else could hear.





  "No one else seems to have noticed, but I know that you hesitated for a very brief moment."





  "Hesitated?"





  "It was a mere instant. A short moment. The time of gods and great dragons that exists between 0 and 1. But in what must have been a fairly long moment for you, you deliberated."





  "I'm not sure what you're talking about?"





  *Seureureu-.*





  I felt a chilly shiver run down my spine. I asked back while feigning ignorance, but this woman seemed to have realized that I had agonized over whether to save Byeokryeokje or not.





  There's no other way to explain this situation.





  She has a remarkably sharp intuition.





  "His Majesty likely knows as well. However, since he has said nothing, I shall say nothing either."





  "...."





  Even though she already blabbed everything. Should I take this as a warning to watch my behavior?





  In my eyes, I saw Gloria being dragged away, her arms, legs, and neck heavily shackled.





  To think that the powerful Gloria would be dragged away like a beast in a zoo.





  I spoke.





  "What will happen to her now?"





  Will she be executed for attacking the king?





  "Execution for attacking the king-. You must be thinking that. It's only natural."





  I was truly, fucking seriously startled.





  "Holy shit."





  I was so startled that I was more surprised than when Gloria fell from the sky earlier; the only thing that could be more surprising than this would surely be a cat seeing a cucumber while eating.





  "No, dammit, do you know how to use mind reading or something?"





  "...."





  But fucking teasingly, the Dragon Knight shuts their mouth at the most important and curious part.





  However, my dual-core brain as the God of Wisdom, Hassan, suggested a fucking amazing idea.





  It was a mysterious method to find out whether this woman could use mind reading or not.





  *Stare-.*





  I gazed at the eyes that would be visible beneath the golden helmet and lost myself in thought for a moment.





  Then, Natatos's armor began to rattle and tremble- *jeolgeureok-parureu-*.





  Since her voice is pretty, there must be a stunning beauty under that armor. Since she's hidden away like this, I want to take a look.





  "How, how truly shameless! To think you want to strip off my armor and see my armpits...! Honestly, you gods have nothing but those kinds of thoughts in your heads-."





  No, dammit, she really read it.





  Fucking amazing. Then doesn't that mean she can read all these thoughts I'm muttering to myself in my head right now?





  No, but wait a minute.





  Dammit, this was a more serious invasion of privacy than Chinese spyware. I cannot tolerate the existence of such a thing.





  Get out of my head right now-!





  "Even without you saying so, I no longer wish to read anything like what's inside your head."





  With that, our conversation ended.





  In the end, I didn't hear from her what would happen to the captured Gloria.











  *      *      *





  





  That evening.





  We gathered in Paranoi's office, in my private room attached next to it. It was because we needed time to share our feelings about what happened today and give each other feedback.





  *Tadak, tadadak-.*





  My own Cabin, complete with a plush sofa, carpet, and a warm hearth.





  Of course, it was originally Paranoi's tea room and breakroom,





  but since I didn't have a private room and it felt somewhat spiteful that my right hand, Paranoi, had her own private breakroom, I took it.





  It's mine now.





  Of course, even though I call it mine, it had certainly become a hideout because women, including Paranoi and various Nymphs, drifted in and out like it was their own lounge.





  There were more knick-knacks Paranoi had picked up off the floor than my own belongings.


 


  Why did she collect so many shiny pebbles?





  *Pallak-.*





  "I'm tired. I finally feel like I'm living. Hassan, my legs..."





  Also, Elfriede had completely nested on the sofa here after checking out of the northern inn; she seemed to like this spot very much.





  "No, well. It's moderately soft and warm, so it's good for reading books."





  -She says. Such an Elfriede was looking at an adventurer magazine instead of the weird romance novels she usually read.





  Peeking at the page, I saw text describing the ten members of the Temple Knights.





  "Natatos, they're called a dragon despite being human? I'm curious what kind of person they are. I thought I might see some of their skill during this incident. It ended more anticlimactically than I expected, which was a shame."





  Elfriede seemed to have taken quite a liking to that golden-armored Dragon Knight. To be precise, you could say they piqued Elfriede's interest.





  For the next few days, she'll probably be busy collecting articles about them for a scrapbook or moving around to gather information.





  "Anyway, it was a magnificent achievement...! I, Paranoi, thought it was a choir, but it turns out it was a play prepared by Hassan-nim...! A Nymph commotion, I never even thought of it...!"





  Paranoi seemed to believe the story I had glossed over earlier was the truth.





  "As expected, even the wisest Nymph, Paranoi, cannot keep up with Hassan-nim's mysterious strategies and tactics...! You are truly manipulating the world...!"





  "...."





  I had a lot to say, but since I succeeded in creating a connection with the capital, including Byeokryeokje, as Paranoi said, I don't have any major complaints.





  Whether it was a play or a choir, the method wasn't what was important.





  *Deolkeok-.*





  Just then, the door opened and familiar brown hair was visible.





  "Byeokryeokje has finally left Sodomora. Ah, it was only about half a day, but it was quite exhausting."





  Hippolyte seemed to have returned from the mission she was in charge of. From her words, it seems the king is no longer in this city.





  Only then could I relax a little. I felt like my body was melting. However, Hippolyte added a small lament as she drank the water Ignoi handed her.





  "To think that of all days, that Gloria would arrive in the city today. They say bad things happen all at once-."





  At those words, that Samaritan girl in beast skins came to mind. Come to think of it, I hadn't heard from the Dragon Knight what would happen to Gloria.





  I asked.





  "What will happen to Gloria? Since she attacked the king, will she be executed?"





  "If it were an ordinary person, they would have been and then some. But Gloria is a bit different. This isn't the first time she's attacked a king, either. In fact, today was on the well-behaved side. There were no casualties."





  Dammit, today was on the well-behaved side.





  Was it usually even worse?





  While I was lost in thought for a moment, Hippolyte narrowed her eyes and added a word.





  "The fact that damage could be minimized was also because you, Hassan, were there. For a moment, even I found it difficult to keep up with your movements. I suppose you've grown accustomed to your power?"





  "I'm getting better little by little. Little by little-."





  "Everyone there saw your strength clearly with their own eyes. Just as Byeokryeokje said, this incident will be on people's lips for months."





  Just then, Paranoi, whose hair was being combed by Luna, sprang up from the floor.





  "Everyone will exalt and praise Hassan-nim...!"





  Of course, Hippolyte only gave a *heung* and a snort.





  "I suppose so. But at the same time, Hassan, you will be feared. You showed too much strength. That was the problem."





  I ask.





  "Is that a problem?"





  "It is. At first, people will try to praise your power. But as time goes on, they will gradually become afraid of you."





  "Afraid? Why?"





  "Because it's like a large lion roaming the streets without a leash or chain. Humans, who are like little mice, will want to put a bell on your neck no matter what. Only then are they the kind of creatures who can finally feel at ease."





  As expected of the serious and wise Hippolyte, it was a very sensible point. To the extent that it felt like she had witnessed such a situation herself somewhere.


  


  "Your strength will make you lonely, Hassan. And that loneliness will make you stronger. Becoming a god probably means something like that. You'll know much better than I do now."





  Hippolyte's words were like water soaking into sand. For some reason, I suddenly felt like I was going to become fucking lonely and have to experience sorrow.





  But that was only for a moment.





  Luna shouts out.


  


  "Hippolyte, don't say such unsettling things! You're just trying to shake Hassan's heart like that so you can be the only one to comfort him and get points-! You wicked girl-!"





  "Ahem, hmph-. Anyway, I heard from Antiope. She said there are instructions within the Temple Knights to keep a close eye on your movements, Hassan."





  "I see."





  From the kingdom's perspective, there would be nothing more terrible than me, the Son of Pluto, throwing some Cult festival.





  And so, time passed and it was dawn, just past midnight.





  Luna and Doris went outside to take the Nymphs to their respective homes, and when Hippolyte, Antiope, and Paranoi also returned to their rooms to sleep.





  I couldn't sleep because of the various things that happened today, so I walked around the graveyard site, feeling restless.





  ━Miooong-.





  As I walked aimlessly to organize my thoughts, I heard a strange cry and looked down to see that I had stepped on a massive spiderweb that had been diligently made.





  It's the cry of Myeong-i, the giant spiritual Spider guarding the basement of my temple. Of course, the name Myeong-i is temporary, but since I couldn't find a more suitable name, it seemed to be sticking.





  "Hey, sorry for stepping on your house."





  ━Myeong-.





  The floor rustled.





  Come to think of it, I haven't introduced him to Luna. My shoulders are already shaking thinking about what Luna will say when she sees a fucking giant spider.





  It was then.





  *Jeolgeureok-.*





  There was the sound of armor laden with iron. A sound of armor heavier and more ponderous than Hippolyte's. It was likely iron plates covered in scales.





  I spoke toward the dark void.





  "I heard you left the city. What brings you all the way here?"





  "I wanted to. This is a damp graveyard of a cult, your sanctuary. Even for me, coming here requires great resolve."





  "No, what do you mean, resolve."





  Appearing before me as I scratched my face awkwardly was the female knight Natatos in golden armor.





  To think that someone thought to have left the city with the king was here. What's the reason? Did she come to slay me? It's true that I was tense with such thoughts.





  "That's enough."





  Soon, my momentum faltered at the sight of the man appearing from behind her.





  "It is a moonlit night beyond compare for sharing a conversation, Lord Zigres. It is quiet, there is no wind, and in a dreary graveyard, there won't even be a single mouse to eavesdrop."





  "You are.... Hadn't everyone left the city?"





  "That is how it had to be conveyed. However, I have returned, braving such rudeness, because I wished to have a private conversation with you."





  "...."





  I fell into a brief silent deliberation over what this man was trying to say. However, the seasoned king seemed to read the meaning in my silence and opened his mouth first as if to explain.





  "Lord Zigres. I have heard that you have also built up considerable martial prowess as an adventurer. I wish to earnestly request of you the extermination of a monster that dwells within the royal castle."





  "A monster...? Is there a monster in the castle?"





  "It was a very long time ago. Since a very long time ago, a single monster has been roaming this kingdom like a ghost. It has eaten away at everything in the kingdom. To the point where its hand was in every incident, every conspiracy."





  A monster in the castle where the king lives. Is there a guardian of a curse passed down through generations in the basement? I couldn't tell with my meager imagination.





  "If it's a monster, can't you handle it with the knight order you have? There must be many strong ones."





  "No, I cannot trust those in the royal castle, even if they are my own knights. For I do not know how far that creature's arrangements extend. Nor can I step forward myself."





  "What kind of creature is this monster that you are going this far?"





  "That fellow's name is Pride Friedrich. For now, he is my son."
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  "That fellow's name is Pride Friedrich. For now, he is called my son."





  At the King's explanation, a man's face floated before my eyes.





  The day of the trial where Friede almost fell into slavery. 





  It seemed the reason Friede's trial had been pushed back was due to pressure from someone high up, and the Prince Friedrich who appeared on the day of the trial was that very person.





  Some time had passed, and because the situation itself was so hectic back then, I didn't remember his exact features or appearance. Nevertheless, the peculiar aura of that man called a prince remained vivid in my memory.





  A prince loved by the people. 





  Unlike me, who was an arsonist at the time, the prince looked like a flawless, perfect superhuman who had jumped straight out of a Disney fairy tale.





  With a presence and appearance said to be blessed by the gods, he was even called by the nickname 'Friedrich the Proud'.





  And that prince is the son of Byeokryeokje, who stands before me.





  Because of that, I couldn't understand.





  When he said he was commissioning the extermination of a monster in the royal castle, I had been tense, thinking there might be an ancient demon or some kind of dragon sealed in the basement for generations.





  To think he's saying the identity of that monster is his own son, the prince.





  The possibility that immediately came to mind was whether this was a power struggle between father and son. 





  Just like many kings of the Joseon Dynasty, I wondered if there was a problem between the King and the Prince. 





  Without even going back to the Joseon Dynasty, on this Gaia Continent, the tragic model of a father keeping his son in check and a son having to usurp his father's throne is quite famous.





  They say it was so for the Chief Deity Jupiter and his father Saturn, and for Saturn and his father Caelus. And that is also something that could one day happen between me and my father.





  I asked.





  "Is it some kind of political struggle? Like the Prince's influence has grown too large, and the King is trying to keep him in check. Something like that?"





  "If it were something like that, I wouldn't have even said this. Pride is a real monster. No, in truth, my child died a long time ago, and now only a shell remains."





  Seureuk-.





  At that moment, Byeokryeokje fell to his knees. He even went as far as prostrating himself before me, pressing his aged face and forehead against the dirt floor of the graveyard.





  I was more than a little flustered.





  It seemed the same for Natatos, the second-in-command of the knights guarding the King, as he showed his bewilderment openly beneath his armor.





  "Your Majesty, for the earthly representative of Jupiter to prostrate himself before a mere young god...!"





  However, paying no heed to such things, the King, with his head lowered, spoke.





  "All of this is my-no, a foolish father's karma for trying to defy the will of the world. But I can no longer stomach that monster living on while claiming to be my son; it's nauseating."





  "...."





  "Please, help this old father. I am not asking this as the King of this country or a high-ranking official, but as a father who has lost his child."





  Odeul-odeul-.





  The man was trembling. In his continuous coughing amidst the cold late autumn night wind, I could even sense the aura of a severe lung disease. 





  If he stayed prostrated on the cold ground like this, his health might deteriorate. 





  I decided to grab the old man's wrist and help him up for now.





  Diring-.





  『Name: Theo Friedrich lv. 24 


    Status: 《Curse of Senility》 《Chronic Arthritis》 《Alcohol Dependency》』





  Arthritis and alcohol dependency, huh. Pretty ordinary. 





  The Curse of Senility is a type of curse I've never seen before, but it must be related to how he's sickly beyond his years.





  Byeokryeokje spoke while brushing the dust off his forehead.





  "There are not many in the kingdom right now who can be trusted. I cannot tell who is that fellow's person and who is his confidant.... Therefore, I had to act as if I knew nothing."





  Acting?





  Does he mean everything this man has done was just an act?





  I asked.





  "Was liking Nymphs also an act?"





  "No, that is real. Nymphs are pure and simple, are they not? They are like a ray of light in this world full of lies."





  This guy is the real deal.





  "So, because there's no one to trust, you're asking me?"





  "That is so. You are more trustworthy than anyone else in the current situation."





  After that, the old King hurried his story. It seemed to be because "Soon, that fellow's confidants might notice my absence, so there is no time to explain."





  This is the story I heard from the King.





  When he was very young, Pride Friedrich suffered from a great fever and hovered between life and death for several days. After he woke up, he supposedly started acting like a completely different person. 





  For instance, the boy who couldn't eat peanuts due to an allergic reaction would suddenly shove peanuts into his mouth by the handful.





  Or he would awaken magic power he previously had no talent for. Things of that nature.





  He was clearly his own child, but it felt like he was no longer the one acting.





  "But, since a dying child had come back to life, everyone was happy. In fact, his personality became even brighter. However, I am the one whose blood is linked to him. Therefore, I can tell. That fellow is a monster." 





  The prince who grew up like that was said to be leading the government of the royal castle instead of his aging father, taking the lead in various reforms and changes to regulations.





  "More than half of the achievements I currently possess are merely credits that fellow attributed to my name. The same goes for me having the brilliant nickname of Byeokryeokje."





  The old King's explanation was rambling, so there wasn't much I could fully grasp, but I could tell that this man was driven by extreme urgency.





  "Bringing in hordes of Elves who serve foreign gods to this land, and collecting high taxes from the existing Temples. I do not know what he intends to do. And I cannot stop him."





  "...."





  "Surely one day, I will die. The moment that fellow no longer finds any utility in me, I will die like a pig in a slaughterhouse. I do not care about that. But, I must at least stop that unknown thing from sitting on the throne...."





  It was right then.





  Ppiiiiik-.





  A sharp whistle sound, like a bird of prey crying in the sky, erupted. At that, both the King, who was rambling on, and Natatos, who had been quietly listening beside him, flinched and trembled.





  "Oh dear, time is up. If you believe my story, please come to the royal castle."





  Then, as he seemed to be hurriedly leaving, I decided to ask one thing I was curious about.





  "Why is it that I can be trusted? If the Prince has planted confidants all over the kingdom, couldn't I be one of them too?"





  "Ah, there is no problem with that. That monster fellow absolutely hates the Chief Deity Pluto. Surely he would hate you, his son, as well."


  


  And then he added one more thing.





  "And there is also this proverb on the Gaia Continent. No one who travels with Nymphs is a bad person. Since you are leading many Nymphs, could there be anything more trustworthy than that?"





  "Your Majesty, we really must go now. If we are delayed any longer, there may be those who notice our departure."





  Toward those fellows moving so busily, I added one more word.





  "Then, what is the reason I should trust you?"





  "I see. That is also an important matter. Take this. This is my gift. It means you may do as you wish with what is inside."
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  Pingreureu-.





  Byeokryeokje flicked something toward me and finally disappeared into the darkness from which he had appeared. 





  The thing he threw that ended up in my hand was a key. To be honest, I had hoped it might be a skeleton key, but it looked a bit different from that.





  A small note was attached to the key.





  「Sodomora Mars Guild Underground Dungeon, Room 5.」








   *         *         *








  As dawn approached, the weather was quite chilly.





  A time when everyone should be asleep.





  At that time, I headed to the Mars Guild's underground dungeon. The reason was that the gift the King gave me was the key to the underground dungeon.





  ━You shouldn't stay too long. And, could you possibly give me an autograph on your way? My parents like you, Hassan-.





  "Got it. Keep up the good work."





  After giving a 1 silver coin to the guard watching the entrance, I opened the basement door. 





  Cheolkong-.





  The eerie and cool smell of basement mold feels strangely good. Why do I like this smell? Am I a pervert?





  Jeobeok, jeobeok-.





  As I descended the stairs one by one, there was a rustling presence from deep inside.





  "Light-."





  As I moved forward, illuminating the surroundings with the 1st-tier light magic I could use, I saw a beast crouching inside a deep corner cage.





  It was like a captured four-legged beast. A beast with a mix of brown and black fur. It was truly a solitary predator itself.





  Of course, its identity was Gloria.





  Gloria locked in a sturdy steel cage.





  So the key the King gave me was the key to the temporary prison where Gloria was confined.





  But in the first place, is a prison even effective for Gloria? 





  I don't know why that sturdy-looking prison looks so fragile. In fact, if it were Gloria, bending those bars and escaping would be totally possible.





  Yet she didn't do that.





  She was just lying on the floor, curled up in a ball. 





  That appearance looked so much like an animal that had been scolded for breaking a bowl placed up high that I even felt a sense of pity.





  She must know I've come.





  Since she's someone with extraordinary senses.





  However, she just turned her back to the bars as if she weren't interested, only making the sound of soft, rhythmic breathing.





  I spoke.





  "If it's you, you could easily break those bars and run away. Why aren't you running away?"





  "...What's the point of running away? No one's going to welcome me anyway."





  "I see."





  I wondered if she might not answer even if I asked, but fortunately, it seems her mouth hasn't lost its energy.





  "And this is a punishment."





  "Punishment?"





  "Because I lost myself again. My friends, my family, they all left me for that reason. I have to fix it. That's why I'm taking the punishment."





  "And once you've finished that punishment, will you go back outside and run wild again?"





  "...."





  Paseuseuk-.





  Instead of answering, Gloria pulled her leather cloak over her head and curled up even more. I guess that means she doesn't want to hear it.





  Jalgeurang-.





  I toyed with the key in my hand. 





  This key is the gift Byeokryeokje gave me. 





  Since he said I could do as I please with it, it was clear that opening or closing the door Gloria was locked behind depended on my will.





  I fell into thought for a moment.





  After a few seconds of silence between us, I held the key and unlocked the cage. 





  Jeolgeureok jeolkeok-.





  At that, Gloria, who was lying with her back turned, said a word.





  "I told you. I'm not going out of here. It's no use opening the door."





  "Whether you do or not. I didn't unlock the door for you to come out. I unlocked it so I could go in."





  "What?"





  Gloria, who had been lost in her own rules and hadn't shown much interest in me, seemed to make a bewildered sound for the first time since this meeting.





  Regardless, I slowly pushed myself into the cell. 





  Dugeun-.





  From then on, my heart pounded so much that I wondered if this was how zookeepers felt when entering a lion's cage with their bare bodies.





  Seureuk-.





  Gloria sat up. In the dim dawn, her eyes, shining in my rudimentary light magic, were very dark.





  The emotion contained within them was probably suspicion.





  Well, of course she'd be suspicious. A dark man had entered the prison where a woman was confined. It would be natural to be suspicious. 





  Of course, her attitude was calm for that. 





  I think it's because she trusts her own strength. 


  


  She says.





  "You came to touch me with a cocky heart, thinking you beat me, didn't you?"





  "What? What are you talking about?"





  "There were many men who took an interest in me. All of their wrists were crushed. Aren't you trying to do that now too?"





  "It's similar, if you want to call it that."





  The Gloria I saw before felt like she had gone crazy with anger. Being locked in a prison like this, she seemed like a different person. 





  In her sparkling eyes, there was a sense of her own kind of wisdom, along with suspicion.





  Is she some kind of double personality caused by intermittent explosive disorder?





  I was curious, but right now, that didn't matter. I slowly reached out my hand to grab Gloria's wrist.





  Seueuk-.





  Seeing her raise her guard as if it were natural made me feel a bit amused. Did she think I was going to hit her?





  Well, I suppose there were only people around her who wanted to hit her.





  Whether she raised her guard or not, I made up my mind to do what I had intended to do earlier. As I lightly grabbed the wrist that was guarding her head.





  Diring-.





  As always, letters floated before me.





  『Gloria lv. 45  


  Status: 《Curse of Infidelity》 《Anger of the Family》 《Hatred of the Nine-Headed Dragon》』





  Seeing the grand figure of level 45, my head felt dizzy as expected. I feel like I was very surprised by this number before too.


  


  But shouldn't what I focus on be the curse, anger, and hatred written in the status, rather than the level? I hadn't known that back then.





  Seureuk-.





  At that moment, Gloria tried to pull her wrist out of my hand. Was she offended that I touched her body as I pleased?





  At that, I said.





  "You said the rule of the Samarians is for the loser to submit to the winner, right? You lost to me earlier. Everyone saw it clearly, so you can't even deny it. So, stay still while I take a look."





  "What kind of perverted talk is that? Stay still while you... touch me?"





  "No, pervert? Oppa is just going to take a look-."





  After saying it, it ended up sounding like a line from someone trying to commit grooming sexual violence. 





  Anyway, what I was trying to do was actually something that would help her.
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  The Gloria I had fought with was a girl like steel.





  Because the texture of her skin and muscles was as sturdy as tightly wound steel wires.





  To the point where I wondered if a needle would even go in.





  Seureuk-.





  Malkang-.





  But Gloria's wrist, which I just touched, was softer than expected. 





  Since it was at a level comparable to the frail Luna, I suspected that this person might be someone other than Gloria.





  Of course, such a thing wouldn't happen.





  She must simply be relaxing her strength.





  She probably has her own way of toggling her Level 45 strength and steel body On and Off. 





  Just like how I can lower or raise my own level by pressing pressure points. It's damn fascinating. What's the secret? Is there some special internal energy or breathing technique?





  I feel like if I investigate this body here and there, I might find a hint on how to perfectly control my own body, which seethes like magma.





  But that's not what's important right now.





  I slightly pulled my hand away from her wrist and asked.





  "By any chance, do you suffer from a curse or some kind of illness? Like suddenly becoming filled with rage to the point where you can't control yourself."





  "...."





  She didn't answer. However, my intuition, which had become quite seasoned through various experiences, could tell that she didn't really want to answer this fact.





  That means I can take it as her having symptoms similar to what I mentioned, and that she's seen a lot of bad things because of it.





  In fact, this girl had talked about losing herself or whatever. Isn't that a typical symptom of those with anger management issues or people with damage to their frontal lobe?
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  And my brain, which rivals that of the God of Wisdom, was shouting that the cause might be the curse, hatred, and rage I saw earlier.





  Actually, maybe the real Gloria is a calm girl like she is now, and that warrior woman who ran wild like a top-laner was just a shell created by hatred and rage. 





  I thought of it myself, but it was such a damn logical and amazing explanation that I was surprised at myself.





  If so, wouldn't Gloria become gentle if I solved this curse, rage, and hatred through acupressure? 





  Wouldn't it mean I wouldn't have to get caught up in her attacking strong people or the problems she causes anymore?





  Thinking that, I couldn't just stay still anymore.





  So I grabbed Gloria's hand and pressed firmly on her palm with my thumb. Her hand was surprisingly soft without a single callus, like the hands of Nymphs.





  Kkuuuk-.





  But seeing as she showed no sign of pain even when I pressed the point quite hard, it seems her physical endurance is indeed sturdy.





  "What are you doing?"





  "Massage."





  "Massage? I was certain you were trying to get me pregnant."





  "What?"





  "Because I heard that when a young Samaritan man and woman are in one place, there's nothing else to do. You also said you'd touch me since I lost."





  "Hmm-."





  How should I explain this? It seemed Gloria thought I was going to assault her. I admit that the explanation I gave was enough to cause a misunderstanding.





  "All men like that kind of thing. The men who showed me kindness, they all either wanted that or my power. They pretended to be my brother and tried to use me. But they were all fakes."





  At Gloria's words, several scenes seemed to be drawn in my head.





  To be honest, Gloria's appearance was on the frail side, to the point where you wouldn't think she was a ferocious Samaritan. 





  If she hadn't worn leather on her head and drawn bizarre patterns on her face like tattoos, she would have just looked like a young lady living on the plains. 





  This exotic beauty would have worked quite well on the men of the Gaia continent. 





  And since she's a girl called the hero of the age, many people must have approached her with many motives.





  Of course, it was obvious that the result was everyone being crushed. Unless it's an extraordinary man, handling a girl like this wouldn't be easy.





  I recalled the face of an old friend.





  ━Hassan, why did you leave your homeland, the Samaritan wilderness? Those comfortable plains of your father-.





  ━I fell into a manhole. Dammit, my sister asked me to buy her ice cream. On the way back from the convenience store, dammit, a manhole cover. Thinking about it now makes me so pissed off.





  ━As expected, Hassan, I can't understand what you're saying. Anyway, it means you left your home because of your sister. Actually, I'm the same. I have family too. They're suffering from an illness.





  ━Really?





  ━They occasionally have seizures. I heard from a great medium that it's because they were born with a powerful curse. They're still just a child, yet a curse. It's cruel.





  ━A curse, huh.





  ━Even in the vast land of Samaria, there was no item that could lift that curse. That's why I came to this continent to find it.





  It was an old memory. 





  Conversations that had been dormant deep in my mind seemed to come back one by one and prick my frontal lobe the moment I saw the black hair and eyes that resembled his.





  So the reason that man left his home and his sister was because of the curse this girl was carrying.





  Thinking about it now, even if he died, it seems he didn't fail. 





  Because I have more than enough ability to lift the curse Gloria is carrying. That means you could say he eventually found the antidote to lift the curse.





  I slowly took hold of Gloria's hand again.





  And then I pressed the reddish spots to dispel that curse and such. 





  Every time one of those status ailments was dispelled, Gloria's body began to tremble as if she were in a worse condition.





  "Aueuat, ah, it hurts-! It hurts-! No, no, I'm feeling pain...!?"





  "Of course it hurts. Bear with it even if it's painful. Everyone says it hurts at first. But you'll feel better as it goes on."





  "Euheueuaat-. What, what are you doing! It hurts! It hurts-!"





  When I tried to dispel the last remaining status, 《Family's Rage》, Gloria began to jump around like a raccoon that had eaten rat poison.





  Thanks to that, the building rumbled as if it would collapse at any moment.





  "Stay still."





  Of course, the fact that my strength had become stronger than Gloria's was a self-evident fact I confirmed earlier this afternoon. I grabbed her shoulders and forced her onto the floor to continue the acupressure.





  "Heuiiat, O-Oppa-! Oppaaa, help me- Oppaaaaa-!"





  Gloria began to scream loudly, perhaps panicked by the fact that she had been overpowered by someone else. 





  To think she'd call for her brother when in a crisis, after pretending to be a strong warrior. It reminds me of my sister who used to call me whenever something annoying happened, so it's a bit irritating.





  "Shut up! I said stay still! It'll all be over in a bit!"





  "Oppaaaa-!"





  Pat-pat, pat-pat-pat-.





  I used my index finger to quickly apply pressure to the points between Gloria's shoulders and chest, and down to her solar plexus.





  "Let go! You're a fake-!"





  But Gloria resisted like someone truly being violated, so I had no choice but to press hard and fast without much control over my strength.





  "Heuaaaaaang- Oppa-!!"





  How powerful that scream from the pain was; the prison walls crumbled and the windows and glass of the Mars guild shattered as if a bomb had gone off.





  Jjaeng-geurang jjaeng-geurang jjaeng-jjaeng-geurang!





  It was a damn Lion's Roar. It's clear that Gloria's ultimate skill wasn't her powerful strength, agility, steel-like stamina, or coldness like an omnic, but sound-based arts.





  "Geuuut-!"





  In my ears, which had become quite sensitive due to Divine Awareness Syndrome, a ringing 'piii-' sound was heard as if a bomb had exploded right next to me. When I reflexively touched my ears, I saw blood flowing out.





  What the hell is this.





  In that moment when I was briefly off guard-.





  "Get lost-!"





  Pak-.





  "Gueuek-!"





  Gloria, who had been pinned under me, kicked my solar plexus hard with her knee and then shot out of the prison like an arrow, disappearing from sight. 


  


  A knee kick to the solar plexus.





  The unexpected intense attack made my head spin.





  However, I was finally relieved as the words saying the curse had been lifted appeared before my eyes. I managed to lift it all somehow.





  I don't know how the situation will change in the future.


  


  Still, I felt a bit lighter at heart, feeling like I had repaid a bit of the debt I owed to my old friend.





  I also stepped out into the street, making my way through the collapsed walls and debris. Then I was surprised by the unexpectedly cold air.





  It was because pure white snow was already covering the ground in the dim darkness of dawn.





  Is it snow?





  I looked at the sandal prints on the ground, which looked like a pure white sketchbook. 





  I probably won't be seeing Gloria for a while after today.





  Maybe for a lifetime.





  





  *      *      *











  Hwiuuuuu-.





  A completely cold wind blows.





  It's been a week since Byeokryeokje came to Sodomora and met the nobles. Autumn went by in a flash, and winter has truly arrived.





  Sabak, sabak-.





  Looking at the sky where snow has already started to fall, I felt the sentiment that I'm spending this winter on this Gaia continent as well.





  There's a high probability I'll be here next winter too.





  Still, it seems I'll be able to spend this winter more warmly than last year. It's fun with many people around, making it noisy and lively. I won't have to compete with those homeless bastards to find a spot to sleep every night.





  "The season when Nymphs cough has come-ssi...! Nymphs hate winter-ssi...!"





  Paranoi shouted with both hands raised, looking at the snow falling white on my Temple. 





  Just as Paranoi said, the Nymphs were sensitive to the cold and were shivering; for example, Doris is in a situation where she's caught a cold and has a runny nose.





  "Heut-chwi-! At this rate, I, Doris, will become a Nymph of snot instead of honey water.... Landlord, is the warm cold medicine still far off...?"





  At that, Luna, who was heavily dressed in winter clothes made of animal fur, brought cups with steam rising from them.





  "It's cold medicine containing the essence of flames! Drink up!"





  Doris took it and sipped it.





  "Aat-! It's tastier than I thought...! It's not that usual gutter-like taste...!"





  "Gutter-like, really? Anyway, everyone drink so you don't catch a cold! I put in water boiled by an Elf master who uses fire magic. It'll warm your body up."





  Luna handed the elixir to the shivering Doris and Ignoi, who was quietly staying still without a word. Then she seemed to suddenly look at Paranoi.





  Paranoi was standing with his mouth open toward the snow falling from the sky.





  Luna asks.





  "Paranoi, what are you doing? You'll catch a cold!"





  "I'm storing snow in my storage-ssi...! It's very delicious if you pour fruit syrup on snow and eat it-ssi...! I'm going to take it out and eat it when it's really hot next summer-ssi...!"





  Saying so, Paranoi packed a snowball and threw it at someone's head.





  "Cold blast-ssi...!"





  The one who mainly got hit by it was Friede, who was sitting by the warm fire reading a book.





  Paseuseuk-.





  "That damn Nymph brat-."





  Friede, who was hit by a snowball out of nowhere, narrowed her eyes as if angry. Judging by the gap between her eyebrows, that was probably an area located between medium anger and great anger.





  "You're really dead."





  Normally she would have overlooked Paranoi's prank, but today she seemed truly angry as she crouched on the ground and Friede also made a large snowball.





  Ppodeuk, ppodeudeuk-.





  In an instant, a snowball the size of a head was created in Friede's hands. By the looks of it, it wasn't her first or second time packing snow. 





  Did they say Alfheim, where Friede lived, was a continent of winter where the snow doesn't melt all year round? Friede is a winter fairy friend.





  "Heuiii-!"





  Seeing that, Paranoi began to shiver as if he felt the omen of being screwed. 





  But Friede's snowball didn't care about that pitiful appearance and threw the large snowball at his head.





  Paseuseuk-.





  "Gueuek-."





  Eventually, Paranoi ended up buried in the snow. Doris, who was sipping Luna's warm elixir, was indignant at the sight.





  "An invasive species is attacking a native species...!"





  "...."





  And then, along with the silent Ignoi, she began to gather snow piled on the ground and throw it at Friede. 





  It was safe to say that a battle between an invasive species and a native species, each holding the other's life and death in their hands, was about to begin in the barren winter.





  Of course, it was soon stopped by Hippolyte, who appeared.





  "Am I the last one? I'm a bit late. I didn't know what kind of clothes would be suitable for Jeruite. I was busy packing."





  Hippolyte's appearance was completely different from her usual armored self; she was wrapped in what looked like some animal's fur, looking just like a rich lady visiting a luxury department store.





  "Since it's come to this. If we're going to enjoy a vacation, we should enjoy it to the fullest."





  Hippolyte's head seemed full of thoughts about enjoying her vacation in the royal capital, Jeruite. 





  Hippolyte had to work as if being chased because of the schedule she had to clear for the Amazoness festival. 





  After Bacchus's downfall, the Great Amazon Festival was postponed until its product, Nectar, could be replenished, so it seems she just decided to enjoy her vacation since her time had opened up.





  "If even Hippolyte is here, everyone's here!"





  Luna, seeing that Hippolyte had finally arrived, said as she tightly wrapped scarves around the necks of the Nymph Choir members or put hats on their heads.





  "Anyway, now that everyone's gathered, let's head out-! Nymphs, make sure you haven't left anything behind!"


  


  And so, we boarded several chartered carriages.





  We decided to leave Sodomora for a while because we had business in Jeruite, the city of kings and nobles. 





  Luna's reason was, "Maybe my parents are in the royal capital. Also, if it's the royal capital, there will probably be many things that will help with the Nectar ingredients-!"





  Friede's reason was personal interest: "I heard the headquarters of the Temple Knights is there? I wonder if I can meet someone named Natatos if I go there."





  Seeing Hippolyte say, "I'm just going to rest this winter," it seemed she just wanted to enjoy her vacation.





  ━Then, we're departing.





  Puhihihing-.





  With the sound of the coachman's whip, the carriages began to move, their wheels rolling. I suddenly turned my head and watched the horses' hoofprints and wheel tracks being left on the white snowfield.





  Paseuseuseuseuseut-.





  Beyond that, in the distance, something like a black shadow was seen quickly following the carriage. I wondered if it was a beast, but seeing it run on two legs, it was a human.





  Then Hippolyte whispered to me.





  "You probably know, but she's been hovering around you for several days now. Shouldn't you either talk to her to make her stop, or let her on the carriage? Although she doesn't seem to have any intention of doing harm...."





  Hippolyte seemed concerned about Gloria, who had started monitoring me after the incident in that dungeon.





  It was the same for me, but whenever I tried to approach her to talk, she ran away like some wild beast, so there was nothing I could do. She's so damn fast I can't even catch her.





  If she has something to say to me, she should just say it.





  Since we're leaving for a distant city from now on, she'll either give up on following us midway or something.
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  Dalgeurang, deolkeong, deolkeong-, 





  Dagak, dagak-.





  Zeruite was located in the mid-western part of the continent, or to be precise, a few days' journey west from Sodomora.





  As it was the road from the great city of Sodomora to the royal capital, the continent's foremost city, the road was impeccably clean and pleasant.





  The road to the royal capital was regarded as a treasure, so there were many soldiers guarding it, and public order was excellent. 





  Because of this, no ordinary thieves or bandits dared to approach.





  Thanks to that, we could enjoy a safe journey to the capital. 





  On a snowy winter day, huddled together in the carriage, sharing warmth and enjoying only the rattling tremors, it was quite a picturesque experience.





  But even that gets boring after a few days. 





  Won't those bandit bastards attack us? It's incredibly boring. This kingdom's public order is surprisingly good, which is a problem. 





  "Hassan, look at this. People in Zeruite drink tea every day after lunch!"





  Luna exclaimed, looking at a magazine that Friede had lost interest in. 





  I've always felt this, but Luna's life seems like popping popcorn, never a dull moment. 





  Seuljjeok-.





  As I, immersed in boredom, turned my eyes, I saw a phrase in a corner of the magazine Luna was pointing to: 'Everything about Zeruite travel-.' Was it a travel magazine?





  "Hassan, look at this-! It's fashionable for women in Zeruite to wear hats with pheasant feathers!"





  "Chili Raccoon fur scarves are also in vogue, I hear. They say the fur of those who only ate fruit has a sweet apple scent."





  "In the royal capital, there are Nymph shelters everywhere-imnidat...! Befitting Byeokryeokje's city, it is a very Nymph-friendly city-imnidat...!"





  Luna, Hippolyte, and even Paranoy held a strange excitement about traveling to the royal capital, Zeruite.





  Only Friede was quiet. I guess it's because she's been reading books for days in the rattling carriage, or perhaps she's carsick.





  Seuljjeok, seuljjeok-.





  But even Friede's ears twitched at the mention of fur scarves and hats popular in the royal capital, so it seemed she, too, was somewhat looking forward to the journey to the capital.





  Compared to me, it's like going to Seoul for fun from a different metropolitan city.





  No, it would be more like going to Hanyang for fun. 





  Since in this world, where communication devices and transportation are not highly developed, moving between cities wouldn't be a common experience.





  Thinking that way, I somewhat understood the excited feelings of my companions.





  Of course, I wasn't going for fun; I was going for work.





  On the surface, I was playing the role of a circus troupe leader introducing a Nymph performance group to the royal palace. But I was heading to the royal capital to hear more details about Byeokryeokje.





  "Shit...! I wish we'd arrive soon...! Can't we drive the horses faster? The Nymphs also seem incredibly bored from just riding the carriage."





  "Even if you don't rush, we'll arrive by this evening. We can't push the horses any further."





  "Upon arrival, we must first stop by a large shop and change into clothes worn by the new women of the royal capital-imnidat...!"





  Unlike me, who had many thoughts, everyone else seemed to be eagerly counting down the hours until arrival.





  Seureuk-.





  I turned my gaze and looked at the back of the carriage.





  The presence that had been following the carriage for days was no longer felt. Had they given up? 





  Along with the relief of no longer being subjected to strange tailing, I also felt a certain loneliness.
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  And so, as evening fell.





  Our two carriages finally arrived at the gate of a colossal castle wall. 





  As winter night deepened and even the moon was hidden by clouds, all that was visible were the high, sturdy castle walls and torches placed at regular intervals on top of them-.





  The beards of soldiers wearing deep helmets and the blades of spears and swords gleaming in their hands. 





  They all looked quite old, and their weapons showed signs of use, so they seemed to be veterans for guards. 





  As expected, these were the soldiers defending the capital where a country's king resided.





  ━Damn it, it's fucking cold.





  ━Why night guard duty on a day like this-. Why have they increased the guards so much, and for whom?





  I focused my attention on the conversations I heard.





  ━Captain-nim, after duty, would you like to stop by the tavern for a drink? A really pretty girl just started working at our usual spot.





  ━Hey, why do you only talk about girls? I envy your youth.





  ━So you're not going? An Elf came. An Elf employee, isn't that incredibly rare?





  ━Not going? Of course, I'll go check it out.





  The conversations they were having were ordinary. Even soldiers guarding the capital seemed to be just ordinary people. That would be natural, I suppose.





  And so, several carriages passed before us, and it was our turn for inspection. Soldiers waved torches back and forth at us like hand signals.





  At that, the dark interior of the carriage was enveloped in a brief silence.





  "...."





  "...."





  Luna and Paranoy, who usually chattered away, were now silent, only blinking their eyes. In their emerald eyes, illuminated by the torchlight, there was vigilance and a slight fear.





  It was when a soldier's face slowly approached the carriage.





  "I, Paranoy, have committed no crime-imnidat...!"





  No one had even accused him, but Paranoy suddenly shrieked like a thief whose feet were burning. At that, I felt my vision blur.





  "Hey, don't talk nonsense, you bastard."





  Of course, I understood Paranoy's feelings.





  He was originally a Cult member.





  It must be instinctive for him to tremble in fear when he sees regular soldiers. 





  "I feel nervous...! I didn't do anything wrong...!"





  The same must be true for Luna, who had once immigrated illegally from Ideope. Luna had also said she used to avoid guards before she became an adventurer.





  Of course, I also found soldiers bothersome.


 


  Although I've grown enough to sign autographs for soldiers recently, I myself was originally someone who always underwent random inspections.





  ━There's an inspection. Please step down and answer a few questions and verification items.





  "Do I have to get down?"





  Hippolyte was the only one who wasn't nervous even in front of such soldiers. 





  Since Hippolyte, who was sitting in the middle, seemed quite uncomfortable getting out, I, who was sitting closest to the door, decided to get out.





  Seuljjeok, tadak-.





  I also just wanted to get some fresh air.





  Hwi-u-u-u-.





  As I stepped out of the carriage, a cold wind swept across my face. It was a bit chilly. 





  A cold that couldn't be endured with the all-season leather shirt I was wearing. But it was bearable enough. Rather, the cold made me feel wide awake, which was good.





  Cheolkeong-.





  Then, the sound of armor rattling came from everywhere. The soldiers who were about to inspect our carriage began to put their hands on the scabbards at their waists.





  ━....





  ━....





  Although they didn't say anything, I assumed they were raising their guard after seeing the huge Samarian who got out of the carriage.





  Then a soldier approached me. 





  Armor that looked a little heavier than others. 





  Judging by the cloak draped from his shoulder to his back and the feather decoration on his helmet, he seemed to be the person in charge, a commander, or a patrol leader here.





  The man spoke, exhaling white breath.





  "Are you the one in charge of those carriages? Or the escort? Judging by the flag on the carriage, you seem to have come from Sodomora."





  Escort?





  I suddenly recalled that some Samarians lived lives similar to mercenaries. 





  Wealthy merchants or nobles sometimes hired Samarians to show off their affluence and security.





  A carriage pulled by four horses.





  Seeing a Samarian get out of it, they would naturally think he was an escort. They wouldn't think I was the owner of that carriage. 





  "I am Malkasuss, the Guard Captain of Zeruite's East Gate. I would appreciate it if you could state your affiliation and purpose of visit."





  It would take quite some time to explain the situation. With that thought, I showed them the necklace around my neck.





  Jalgeurang-.





  It was the Mars Guild's silver adventurer identification tag.





  "My name is Hassan, from Sodomora."





  "Ah-? Hassan, you say. Hmm, I've heard that name somewhere.... Wait a moment here."





  The man named Guard Captain Malkasuss soon entered a small cabin office built next to the gate. 





  After a long rustling sound from inside, he eventually reappeared with a rather flushed and urgent expression, waving his hand.





  "Wait here for a moment-! There was a royal command to have a man named Hassan wait in front of the castle gate if he arrived...!"








   *      *      *





  


  The time we stopped in front of the castle gate was approximately 5 minutes.





  To be precise, it felt like around 8 minutes, but anyway, it was a time that was long if long, and short if short. 





  As I waited, exhaling only white breath and feeling a little anxious, Guard Captain Malkasuss waved a torch at us.  





  "Alright-! You may pass now-!"





  At that, I gestured to the coachmen pulling the carriages to bring them inside these sturdy and high castle walls.





  Then, I heard some soldiers whispering.





  ━Two carriages are passing. Do we not need to check what's inside or who's riding?





  ━Our Captain-nim, who is like a textbook, isn't someone who handles things so carelessly. I don't know. He'll take responsibility, right?





  It seemed that this entry was a somewhat different, unfamiliar, and alien experience for them compared to the usual procedures.





  Then Guard Captain Malkasuss spoke to his subordinates in a low, scolding voice.





  ━You idiots. Don't you read the newspaper? That man, he's Hassan, the god of Sodomora. The Son of Pluto-!





  ━A god...? I think I've heard provincial folks talking about something like that. Wow, so I'm seeing a living god right now? This is my first time experiencing something like this...!





  ━Me too. All of us, I guess. We thought gods were beings of old, like what our grandmothers and grandfathers used to tell us.





  It seemed they were talking about me, and I couldn't help but be interested. Why do I hear such stories?





  A story Hippolyte told me a long time ago suddenly came to mind.





  Demigods or young gods who awaken their divinity experience a rapid development of their five senses. 





  And it's not a uniform development; one of the senses, like hearing, sight, or smell, evolves exceptionally.





  For example, Luna's sense of smell or Hippolyte's strong eyesight would be such cases. And I had developed hearing keen enough to eavesdrop on others' whispers if I concentrated.





  I wondered if it was because I was so gullible and easily swayed by others' evaluations and stories that my hearing had developed this way.





  ━But he seems more ordinary than I expected. He's not surrounded by lightning or anything. He looks strong, but.... Hey, rookie. What do you think? You said you almost reached Silver Tier as an adventurer.





  ━We couldn't win even if we all fought him. Doesn't anyone else feel anything? That's a monster. What are we letting into the castle right now-.





  ━Shh, a monster, you say. Watch your words, you bastard. No matter how tall he is like a troll, you don't say things like that. You'll be cursed by the heavens if you're caught!





  I can hear everything, you bastards.





  Anyway, people seemed to be half-believing that I was a god.





  Well, it's already been 30 years since the gods fell silent.





  It only takes 3 days for a firm resolution to change, like a New Year's resolution. 





  After 30 years, memories of gods would only remain among those who knew, passed down like old stories. And indeed, I don't have any god-like artifacts.





  Would it be better if I had flashy effects, like lightning coiling around my body, or mysterious divine light flashing from my face?





  How do you do that? Do I have to buy it with cash?





  It was when I was thinking such trivial thoughts and about to get back into the carriage.





  "You there, look this way...!"





  At someone's call, I turned my head. Then I saw a peculiar outfit, like a long, flowing coat made of raccoon furs.





  The stature was small.





  "Did you call me?"





  "Yes...! I, Mirnoy, am an envoy dispatched from the royal palace to guide you all...! I am a high-ranking official...! A public servant...!"





  "Hmm-."





  I slightly furrowed my brow.





  What a strange Nymph.





  "I almost became a Nymph of Snot waiting for you all...! It was very cold...! But I, Mirnoy, am a high-ranking official...! I endured it...!"





  Was it a guide sent in advance from the royal palace?





  We led the carriages deep into the royal capital in the dark night.





  "The royal palace has prepared excellent sleeping arrangements for you all...! You should be happy...!"





  Mirnoy, the envoy of the royal palace, boasted as if it were a very grand matter. 





  And indeed, he had reason to be proud. The place we were to stay was an inn that looked like a mansion. 





  No, not an inn, it would be a hotel.
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  "This is a super luxurious guest room rented with the royal family's private funds-imnidat...!"





  Mirnoy, a Nymph of the Ditch Water and a Grade 7 official employed by the royal family, declared with confidence and spirit.





  A garden brightly lit with all sorts of luminous lamps even in the middle of the night. Fountains. Models of small winged angels. Beyond them, a brilliant mansion.





  Inside, the spacious marble-floored lobby, magnificent pillars, and high ceilings glittered with shining chandeliers.





  If the metropolis Sodomora was still stuck in the Middle Ages, unable to escape the era of darkness, then the facilities of the Royal Capital seemed to have arrived in the Baroque era, which loved grandeur.





  I felt like I understood why my companions had been so eagerly anticipating our arrival in the Royal Capital. It even sparked a small flame in my heart, who had never traveled even when I was on Earth.





  Splendid.





  My private room was even more magnificent. A bed more than enough for one person, splendid furniture. A warmly burning fireplace and a balcony with a clear panoramic view.





  Hippolyte, who was looking around my room, said.





  "It must cost 1 gold to stay for a day. As expected of a hotel directly operated by the royal family. It's truly excellent."





  Just 1 gold for a single night's stay.





  "Aah, there are so many candies here-imnidat...! My goodness, these are rare candies, not just hardened honey, but containing fruit juices-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy seemed surprised to see the basket piled high with candies.





  As Paranoy said, it was quite surprising to see various candies, from grape to orange to pomegranate flavors, wrapped in paper.





  Then Mirnoy, a Nymph of the Ditch Water wearing a fur coat, said.





  "You can eat as much as you like-imnidat...! It must have been difficult to even see such things in the provincial city of Sodomora-imnidat...!"





  "Aah, you are a truly splendid Nymph-imnidat...! I am Paranoy, Nymph of the Ditch Water-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy, perhaps happy to meet a Nymph sister similar to himself, approached with the Nymph's characteristic hipster greeting of touching foreheads, as always.





  "Don't touch me carelessly-imnidat...!"





  Mirnoy slapped Paranoy's forehead with her palm, as if greatly displeased.





  At that, Paranoy, hit by the sudden attack, let out a strange shriek of "Heu-ii-ee-" and stumbled back a few steps.





  Chwaaaak-.





  Mirnoy unfurled a long fan.





  "Before I am a Nymph, I am a Grade 7 official of the Royal Palace-imnidat...! This position was not obtained through a quota system, but earned with my own skill...! It's a great mistake to compare me with incompetent Nymphs-imnidat...!"





  Whatever it was, Mirnoy seemed to have a great deal of pride in herself. It wouldn't be strange for a Grade 7 official working in the Royal Palace, a public servant, to have self-respect.





  "I was surprised-imnidat...."





  Paranoy, rubbing his reddened forehead, looked at Doris and Ignoi, but they too, seemed flustered, merely shrugging their shoulders.








   *        *        *


  





  The day after we roughly unpacked.





  We finished our meal at a luxurious buffet and took the bustling Nymphs shopping at the nearby Central Market.





  ━What? There are so many Nymphs?





  ━Is it the Goddess's procession...?





  The people of the Royal Capital, who looked shrewd, sent curious glances at our procession.





  With so many Nymphs, who are messengers of the gods, and many cute girls, they seemed to think a Goddess had appeared.





  Luna, Hippolyte, and Elfriede were all armed with their unique beauty, so it was natural for them to be mistaken for Goddesses.





  In fact, Luna is an unaware Goddess, Hippolyte is a Demigod, and Elfriede is just an Elf. Anyway, the important thing was that we attracted more attention than necessary.





  "Everyone, worship-imnidat...! It is the procession of Hassan-nim, the Prince of Destruction-imnidat...!"





  Taking advantage of the attention, Paranoy shouted loudly. I felt the gazes that had been focused on the women now turn towards me.





  ━Prince of Destruction?





  ━Is he a Prince from another country? A Prince of a ruined country?





  ━From the land of Samaria, a royal, I see-. No wonder, for someone who looks barbaric, he's wearing neat attire-.





  ━It was a royal procession-. Last month, a Duchess came from the Duchy. This time, a Prince-. He must have come to see Prince Friedrich?





  People seemed to think I was a Prince from a distant foreign land.





  In this era where gods are silent, the keyword "Prince from another country" must be more striking than "Son of Pluto."





  Me, a Prince.





  Thinking that made me a little embarrassed.





  Of course, Paranoy corrected that fact.





  "Hassan-nim is Pluto-nim's only son...! The confirmed successor to the domination of Hell-imnidat...! Tremble before the death in human form-imnidat...!"





  ━Son of Pluto-?





  ━He's the Son of Pluto. That's why the Nymphs....





  I felt people's reactions instantly change. Their gazes, once full of interest, were now filled with fear and terror.





  ━...Shouldn't we run away?





  Whatever happened in Sodomora, the city that originally worshipped Pluto, the fear associated with the name Pluto still seemed to remain a strong stigma in this Royal Capital.





  "And I, Paranoy, am also here-imnidat...! I, Paranoy, am the Archduke of Hell, a much higher being than a Grade 7 official of the kingdom-imnidat...! It's not even a position obtained through a Nymph quota system-imnidat...!"





  That bastard Paranoy. It seems he still holds a grudge about being hit by that Nymph official yesterday.





  No wonder he asked me this morning, "Hassan-nim, can the Archduke of Hell be considered a higher being than a kingdom official-imnidat...?"





  I roughly covered Paranoy's chattering mouth with my palm.





  "Be quiet. I wanted to sightsee the Royal Capital, but if you attract so much attention, it'll become troublesome."





  According to Mirnoy, the Ditch Water official, our entry into the Royal Palace was scheduled for tomorrow.





  Therefore, today was naturally free time to recover from the long carriage ride. I had no intention of spending that time swayed by Paranoy's noisy words.





  So, we spent our time sightseeing statues and steles erected in the Royal Capital, being as careful as possible not to attract people's attention.





  "Did I buy too many clothes? It's my first time buying winter clothes like this, so I just bought everything-! I bought Doris winter clothes too...!"





  "This body, Doris, is experiencing winter for the first time in a long while...!"





  "Spending money is the most fun thing in the world-imnidat...!"


  After roughly finishing our shopping, we climbed a high hill and looked down at the magnificent view of the Royal Capital.





  The vast city, with a population close to 100,000, surrounded by towering castle walls.





  And the Royal Palace, located on a high cliff in the center of the city, looked quite splendid. It felt as if I had stepped into a scene from a fairy tale.





  Do the people of this city live their lives seeing such a view every day?





  "Hassan, look at this-! It's a royal tomb-!"





  Just then, Luna shouted something.





  Turning my head, I saw a small stele standing beneath a tree.





  「Tomb of Vincent Friedrich





  Theo, the King of Thunder, defeated his older brother and leader of the cultists, Vincent Friedrich, here. As a result, the rebellion was swiftly suppressed, and the peace of the royal family and the continent was solidified-.」





  Vincent Friedrich, you say. Isn't that Mr. Baltma from the Mars Guild?





  It feels fucking amazing that a living person's tomb exists like this.





  But not only this stele, there were many monuments celebrating the suppression of the cultist rebellion that occurred approximately 25 years ago throughout the Royal Capital.





  Seeing that, Elfriede said.





  "Byeokryeokje had an older brother, Vincent, as written on the stele earlier. Since the Gaia Continent prioritizes the legitimate son, he was originally the man who should have become King."





  "Really?"





  As I answered indifferently, Elfriede, perhaps pleased with my response, rattled off the story.





  "However, they say he wasn't really fit to be King. As a result, a civil war broke out between those who wanted to enthrone his younger brother, Byeokryeokje, and Vincent's followers, and the victorious Byeokryeokje became King."





  Unlike an Elf, who is an alien species, she seemed to know quite a lot about the history of this continent. Is it because she reads books all day?





  People who read a lot of books often have an itch to share facts that others haven't asked for.





  For example, the old Doctor Platan was like that, and Elfriede seems to be exactly that type. Whether it was when she explained about dragons before, Elfriede seems to enjoy showing off her knowledge.





  "Vincent was supported by the wealthy Pluto Followers. Byeokryeokje, on the other hand, received the support of the Temple Knights who wanted to keep them in check."





  According to Elfriede's explanation, the initial war situation seemed to favor the wealthy Pluto Followers, but perhaps with Jupiter's support, the Temple Knights gradually began to win.





  Many Followers prayed to Pluto, but Pluto only remained silent to their pleas. This happened approximately 25 years ago, which is roughly around my age.





  If so, then my father must have been away around that time too.





  Does that mean the fate of the kingdom, and the destiny and history of its royalty, changed because my father was away?


  


  A civil war broke out. Clear winners and losers.





  The defeated Pluto Followers became cultists.





  "Pluto-nim did not remain silent-imnidat...! He sent his precious son to correct the outcome-imnidat...!"





  At Paranoy's words, I snapped out of my thoughts. The fellow continued to speak.





  "Hassan-nim will pull down the dirty usurper, Byeokryeokje, and his son, and enthrone Pluto's priest as King, thus creating a righteous future-imnidat...!"





  "Paranoy, you mustn't say such things in front of the nobles tomorrow."





  "Of course, I know that-imnidat...!"


  








  *       *       *





  





  It was true that I had some worries.





  Luna, Hippolyte, and Elfriede's entry into the Royal Palace had been delayed due to complex procedures.





  ━I wanted to sightsee the Royal Palace too...! Hassan, you have to see it for my share and come back-!





  Luna is the one the Nymphs like, so I was worried that today's performance might cause big problems without Luna.


  


  ━Wow, there are really a lot of Nymphs.





  ━Can I stroke their heads?





  However, the Nymphs' performance was more successful than I had worried.





  Perhaps because they had already experienced performing in front of many people once, the Nymphs finished their work without causing trouble or crying in embarrassment.





  And so, after the performance, during the time when the Nymphs freely ran around and toured the Royal Palace, it seemed to take a while for Byeokryeokje to arrange a conversation with me.





  So, I was able to wander around various parts of the castle under the pretext of managing the Nymphs, who had been let loose inside.





  Because I had a gold pass for honored guests hanging around my neck, I could even enter somewhat sensitive areas without being stopped by the guards.





  And so, the place I visited was the Royal Palace's Treasure Vault.





  The Royal Palace's Treasure Vault was said to be a place filled with countless treasures and valuables collected by the owners of the long-historical Zeruite Royal Palace from the mythical era until now.





  According to rumors, its size and majesty would be no less than Pluto's underground vault-.





  "Hassan-nim, it's good to look with your eyes, but you must not touch carelessly. Although it's not opening hours right now, we trust Hassan-nim, so we are specially letting you in."





  "Don't worry. I won't touch anything."





  I appropriately reassured the guards. Then the guards began to unlock the thick iron door.





  The doors and locks were firmly intertwined and mixed with seven different kinds of mechanisms, making it seem difficult for even me now to break or unlock them.





  I asked.





  "The security looks excellent. Do you have to go through such trouble every time you open it?"





  "It's better than someone stealing things. Even Hydra wouldn't be able to unlock this."





  "Hydra-?"





  I imagined a monster with multiple heads. Did that fellow like treasures? As I slightly furrowed my brow, the soldier, who seemed to be a guard of the Treasure Vault, added.





  "I'm talking about the famous Thieves' Guild in the kingdom. I heard it was based in Sodomora. I also heard that you, Hassan, subjugated it. Is that true?"





  "Ah-."





  He was talking about the Thieves' Guild Hydra.





  Indeed, they were superficially subjugated. And I inadvertently remembered becoming something like the King of Thieves, their leader.





  Those executives were fucking wondrous thieves. They were skillful guys who could clink-clink open locks with strange toothpick-like tools.





  Seeing that they guarantee even their entry will be denied, it is indeed the Royal Palace's Treasure Vault.





  Cheolkeong, Giiiiiiik-.





  And so, the door finally opened. A cool air, unexpected for a sealed room, hit my face.





  Hwaaaah-.





  The first things I saw were a red carpet laid on the floor, luminous lamps shining brightly everywhere, and strange objects placed here and there in glass cases.





  It felt like a museum.





  「Unfired Lightning Bolt」





  「Achilles' Armor Fragment」





  「Medusa's Head」





  「Golden Apple」





  「Self-portrait of Helen, a Beauty that Toppled Nations」





  The things placed there, though I didn't know them well, seemed quite valuable. But among those objects, there was one that most caught my attention-.





  「Overlord's Key」





  It was a key decorated with a skull model.





  One of the three keys that can open the Door of Hell.





  That was originally one of the inheritances that should have been mine.





  It was in the Royal Palace after all.





  Just by discovering this one thing, the fatigue of traveling here in the winter carriage felt like it was melting away like snow. My brain feels like it's really melting.





  But how do I get this into my hands-?





  Should I just steal it now-? No, if I did that, my name would clearly be plastered across newspapers. So, just as I was slightly pondering.





  "Do you need any guidance-?"





  Someone spoke to me from behind. A thin but exceedingly confident voice.





  Hmph.





  As I hastily turned my head back like someone caught doing something bad, I saw a bob cut of shining blonde hair, so bright it could be mistaken for light white hair.





  Delicate features, a person wearing a uniform covered in medals like a skilled royal guard.





  "Your Highness-."





  "What brings you here-."





  Seeing all the soldiers bow their heads, this person's identity could only be that. But my vision blurred.





  "You, are you really a Prince-?"





  "Then, who else in this Royal Palace would be called Your Highness besides me?"





  "No.... I don't know anyone like you."





  "Zigres, no, Hassan, the arsonist of Sodomora. I understand this isn't our first meeting. Are you trying to pretend that time never happened? To act so unfamiliar, like a first meeting."





  Of course, it wasn't a good meeting- and Prince Pride Friedrich cut his words short.





  Actually, this wasn't my first meeting with this person.





  However, back then, I was distracted and had no time to think. I never had a chance to see him up close like this. And he was wearing stiff armor.





  Even so, could I really make such a mistake?





  I moved my trembling gaze towards his chest.





  Doo-doong-.





  There, something that could be called a shaking hill existed every time he moved his steps. His waist and thighs were all thin curves, unfitting for the proud title of Prince.





  What on earth was that, so utterly unfitting for the name Prince?





  ━His name is Pride Friedrich. For now, he is called my son.





  Only then did I feel like I understood why Byeokryeokje, Theo Friedrich, furrowed his brow as if it were the most terrible thing to refer to him as his son.





  "No, fuck, you're a woman-."





  "Hush-! How rude-! Lord Zigres-! His Highness Pride is a Prince-!"
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  The Prince was, in fact, a Princess.





  A fucking dizzying truth overwhelmed my head like dizziness, and I felt like I was going to lose consciousness.
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  "Oh-ho-! How rude-! Duke Zigres-! Pride-jeonha is the Prince-nim-!"





  "Ah-."





  After the guards' flustered advice, everything around fell into silence.





  To be precise, I was speechless.





  Sreureureu-.





  From inside the royal treasure hall, a cold wind continuously blew.





  Among archaeological artifacts or treasures of high aesthetic value, there are some for which storage temperature and humidity are important.





  Perhaps this treasure hall had a magic engineering device similar to an air conditioner that automatically adjusted the temperature.





  The important thing was that the blowing wind licked my nape and the back of my head, chilling my reason.





  And my chilled reason allowed me to view the entire situation with eyes colder than the north wind of Siberia.





  It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that I could now exert ocular power comparable to a genius ocular master.





  So I put immense strength into my eyeballs, to the point where the capillaries in my eyes burst red.





  ━Heavenly Demon Sharingan-!





  And then, I quickly scanned the body of the fellow in front of me, who was claiming to be a prince, from head to toe.





  Seuseuk, Seuseuseut-.





  It was a fucking brief moment, but for me, whose agility had reached 15, the human limit, it was enough time to even gauge the size of the chest pressed beneath that stuffy ceremonial robe.





  ━0.8 H-cup.





  That was the conclusion I reached.





  Here, H-cup does not refer to the H-cup of a woman's bra size. I've never seen or touched such a thing.





  This is my own unit for chest size, and the H here stood for Hippolyte.





  It is a unit I created, imbued with respect for the most abundant and elastic among the few chests I have touched.





  For reference, Hippolyte's chest size is, of course, the baseline 1 H.


 


  Luna's chest size is 0.5 H.





  Elfriede is 0.6.





  Antiope is about 0.7.





  That means a chest reaching 0.8 H, hidden stiflingly beneath that uniform, is a symbol of the resonant motherhood and benevolence flowing within the body.
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  Since she possesses a larger chest than Antiope, Hippolyte's half-sister.





  For a being with such a chest to be a prince.





  I simply couldn't comprehend this fucking terrible and bizarre situation with my sound mind.





  Such a thing should not exist, nor could it be forgiven.





  If I were to acknowledge that fellow as a man, what would become of the dignity of Antiope, Elfriede, and Luna, whose chests are smaller than that fellow's?





  Furthermore, for the Nymphs, who are flat in many ways, tears might well up.





  ━Hassan-nim, the height-increasing exercises seem to be working-imnidat...! My height has grown by the tip of a pinky fingernail-imnidat...!





  I knew Paranoy measured his height and chest size every morning.





  One day, he was delighted, saying his height had grown by a pinky fingernail, but it turned out his feet were swollen, temporarily making him taller.





  As the image of Paranoy, disheartened for days after learning that truth, flickered before my eyes.





  This fellow, who calls himself a man despite possessing a body blessed as a woman, felt even resentful.





  "If you're a man-."





  I needed to pass judgment on this act that defiled the order of life.





  Pride Friedrich-.





  Seueuk-.





  Guilty.





  "H-Hassan-gong, what are you trying to do-."





  The guards of the treasure hall were at a loss as to what to do in this situation. They merely hesitated, unable to act.





  Seeing their beards and lips tremble beneath their splendid helmets, I immediately understood how out of the ordinary my action was to them.





  "...."





  Even Pride, who had maintained a relaxed expression, slightly furrowed her brow. The reason was simple.





  "If you're truly a man, you wouldn't mind this, would you?"





  Because I had placed my hand on her large chest.





  Gu-ueuk-.





  As I put strength into my fingers, I felt a very soft and elastic resistance in my hand.





  And through that delicate sensation, I realized something.





  This was not 0.8 H, but had reached 1.1 H.





  To think my Sharingan had failed in size measurement.





  Was she wearing corrective underwear or something similar inside to suppress the size?





  A chest larger than Hippolyte's, is this truly real?





  "P-Princess, no, Prince-jeonha-!"





  The palace guards of the treasure hall didn't know what to do in this situation. They just hesitated considerably.





  However, Pride merely tilted her head as if she couldn't understand. She didn't scream or make a fuss like other women.





  She simply pushed my hand away with an elegant gesture.





  "Hassan, what was the reason for attempting such physical contact with me? I'm fine, but the guards are startled."





  "...."





  Her reaction was unexpectedly bland. So my interest, too, faded away like drying sand.





  I said.





  "Are you suffering from a gender identity disorder?"





  "Gender identity disorder, you say?"





  "Like having a woman's body but a man's mind."





  "Ah-. I've heard that there are those who feel that way. Gender identity disorder, that was a term not yet confirmed by academia, but seeing that you know such a thing, your knowledge is wider than I thought."





  "So, is it true or not?"





  "That's not it. I know very well that I am a woman. But apart from that, I am a prince. A duke of the kingdom."





  What the hell are you talking about.





  "I'm not asking you to understand. Just know it as such."





  And then she smiled faintly.





  I felt a strange physiological repulsion from this fellow.





  Should I say something was lacking as a human? It was akin to feeling the uncanny valley when looking at a clumsy mannequin.





  A feeling that I couldn't grasp what she was thinking at all.





  I felt I could somewhat understand why Byeokryeokje had referred to his child, Pride, as a monster.





  Just then, someone shouted loudly in the hallway.





  ━Your Highness, Duke Alcatrape is looking for you-.





  At that, Pride slightly tilted her head and bowed to me.





  "I wanted to give you a tour of the palace, but it seems something urgent has come up. I'll be going now."





  And then she turned and disappeared.





  Anyway, it was a peculiar encounter.





 





  *         *        *





 





  I was able to meet Byeokryeokje again in the late afternoon, when the palace's luxurious decorations and treasures began to look like dull sculptures.





  As the sun slowly set and the sky turned red.





  A palace maid I encountered in the hallway offered me a small walnut.





  ━You look hungry, have this at least.





  ━I'm not very hungry.





  ━Just eat it.





  Feeling puzzled by the sudden hospitality, I 으득-crushed it with my hand, and inside was a small note!





  It said: push a certain bookshelf in a certain corner of a certain hallway-. It must be the location for a secret meeting sent by Byeokryeokje.





  But the royal palace itself was fucking vast, and I didn't know who the prince's confidants were to ask for directions, so I got quite lost.





  Anyway, I found the bookshelf and 드륵-pushed it, and the wall slid open, revealing a secret space.





  Although the secret space was only wide enough for a desk and a couple of chairs, a secret passage was enough to make a man's heart pound, so my chest trembled a little.





  There, as if he had been waiting for me, I saw Byeokryeokje wearing a crown.





  "You're late. Did someone follow you? You must have been delayed shaking them off."





  Kkeudeok-.





  I decided to nod appropriately, as it wouldn't look good to say I just got lost. At that, Byeokryeokje asked.





  "This passage is rarely used. But were you perhaps followed? We must be strangers who haven't met since the official audience earlier today, so it's best if the secret is kept."





  "There was none."





  There was no sign of anyone following me at all. I could be certain.





  At that, Byeokryeokje seemed a little relieved.





  I asked.





  "Is this a safe place?"





  "It is. As traces of the civil war that occurred 20 years ago, there are places like this throughout the palace that are known only to kings. Even Pride wouldn't know the location of this place."





  "Pride...."





  "So, have you met the Prince?"





  At the King's question, I recalled the meeting in front of the treasure hall earlier. All I could recall now were the chaotic circumstances and the 1.1 H-cup softness.





  "I met the Princess, though."





  The old King, who Seueuk-swept his forehead with his palm at my answer.





  "I actually never had a son. In fact, that fellow is my daughter...."





  Perhaps it was just my imagination, but the old King's expression, as if confessing something shameful, looked several years older.





  He continued speaking.





  "She is undoubtedly my daughter. However, after she recovered from a fever, many things changed. My daughter, who was like a small Nymph, started calling herself a prince, associating with knights, and doing difficult things."





  "Indeed-."





  I could fully understand the King's feelings.





  If my younger sister had recovered from a fever and suddenly declared, "From today, I'm no longer a woman"- then my parents might have gotten angry and slapped her.





  Furthermore, for a royal princess to do such a thing. This is quite serious.





  "Do you have any idea why? Why she's suddenly doing such a thing. Like wanting to become a man, or something...."





  "That doesn't seem to be the case. However, I suspect it's because of the regulations."





  "Regulations, you say?"





  "This country was founded upon the precepts laid down by Jupiter-nim. Only a man of strong martial prowess is qualified to sit on the Thunder Throne."





  What is the Thunder Throne?





  "If one who is not qualified sits on it, intense lightning would surge in all directions, burning them to death."





  From what he said, the throne of this country seemed to be an electric chair.





  It was a strange country after all.





  "Therefore, princesses cannot succeed to the throne of this country. Usually, they bring in a prince consort to succeed to the throne. My father was also a prince consort, the husband of a princess...."





  "Does that relate to what you're trying to say now?"





  "It does. In my opinion, Pride seems to want to become king herself. That's why she's trying to deceive people into thinking she's a prince."





  In summary, it seems to be: a princess cannot succeed to the throne herself, so she must become a prince-! That seems to be the gist of it.





  Because everyone is playing along with Pride's act, this royal palace has transformed into a giant theater.





  And the common citizens, who have no way of knowing such a fact, firmly believe that Pride is a man, not a woman.





  I wondered if such a thing was even possible, but even I was half-skeptical until I actually touched that large chest, so it's possible.





  Unlike the 21st century, where photos and videos of politicians abound, ordinary people here might only see the faces of nobles, let alone a prince, once in their lifetime.





  "But I can never let that fellow sit on the throne. The moment she sits on the chair, she will be burned black."





  "Then if you can defeat her, won't everything be resolved?"





  "But she is my child. What parent would stand by and watch their child advance towards a deadly fate?"





  I see.





  I had simply thought this King wanted to prevent Prince Pride from ruling the country.





  But no, he literally wanted to prevent her from sitting on the throne.





  "So, what do you want me to do?"





  "Even in the royal capital, there are many listening ears. I hear, Duke Zigres, you have the power to drive out Evil Spirits. Evil Spirits and Monsters cannot move before Pluto's name...."





  For a moment, I wondered what he was talking about, but then I recalled the memory of driving out an Evil Spirit and putting it into Luna's doll.





  Paranoy had gone around blabbering everywhere, as if it were a great feat, "Hassan-nim can drive out ghosts...!"





  The King had probably heard that.





  The King said.





  "In my opinion, my daughter's body must be possessed by a ghost. Eating things she didn't eat before, doing things she didn't do before. These are all symptoms of possession."





  "Possession, you say...."





  "Why, such stories were popular, weren't they? A child who was like a scoundrel, suddenly matured at some point, and I was happy, but it turned out they were possessed by another spirit-like...."





  Is there such a story?





  As I nodded appropriately, the King continued.





  "My daughter must be like that too. And it's not just an ordinary fellow possessing her, but a terrifying Evil Spirit summoned from the deepest depths of Tartarus by Hell magic. However, there are no Pluto priests left who can drive out possessed Evil Spirits...."





  "Ah, I suppose so. Since they were branded a Cult and all died."





  "That's right. The Evil Spirit possessing my daughter's body branded the Pluto Followers as a Cult, completely purged and subjugated them. This is also a karma I, this old man, bears, but...."





  The King's voice trailed off.





  I've felt this since I started talking to this man; it was as if important parts were hidden by a curtain, an exasperating feeling of things not being revealed.





  It would be fair to say he was intentionally hiding information.





  I went over the keywords I had stored in my mind, one by one, as I listened to the King's story.





  Pride, who had suffered a fever.





  Hell magic.





  A changed personality.





  Haven't I experienced something like this before?





  What came to mind was faint prison bars. A girl trapped in a high spire. Baron Fleur's daughter, Brigitte.





  Of course, Brigitte's personality didn't change, but she must have suffered from the erosion of Hell magic as a side effect of the taboo, living a life on borrowed time.





  Lightning 파지직- crackled in my mind.





  "My goodness, you. You performed necromancy on your own daughter."
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 Normally, the royal families of the Gaia Continent are said to choose their marriage partners with great deliberation.





 In other words, for them, marriage is like a merger procedure between families, or between kingdoms.





 But Teo Friedrich formed a family early, at a rather young age.





 It was said that Teo could enjoy a relatively free life because he already had an older brother, Vincent, who was decided to inherit the throne.





 Indeed, many duties were borne by his eldest son, Vincent, while Teo lived a dissolute life like a scoundrel.





 And so, when he reached a certain age, Teo married a lady-in-waiting with whom he had grown up like a childhood friend.





 "At the time, people chattered about the difference in status, but she was a woman far too good for me. Truly, a woman far too good for me."





 Although his wife lost her life giving birth to their daughter.





 He tried to enjoy a comfortable and peaceful life, pouring his affection into the daughter who resembled her.





 Until that incident.





 "My daughter suffered from a fever. To be precise, she was poisoned. Poison for a newborn child. And it was a very rare poison, unobtainable in this land."


 


 "Poison, you say...?"





 "It's called Aite now, I hear. It's an Elf poison."





 Aite.





 I was well aware of that.





 It was that very poison that lured Ignoie and then killed Bacchus. Due to that shock, Ignoie still doesn't speak and constantly tears up the sofa whenever she gets a chance.





 Aite, which killed Bacchus.





 And Aite, which tried to poison the newborn Pride.





 Are these two connected?





 While I briefly racked my brain, the King continued his explanation.





 "At that time, the opening of relations with Elves was much earlier. There were no Elves on the continent. The only people who could obtain such a rare poison were high nobles or royalty. But my father, the former King, was bedridden with illness. There weren't many suspects."





 "That would be your brother, then."





 At my words, Byeokryeokje was silent for a moment.





 Perhaps recalling the distant past, he stroked his wrinkled face with his palm, then finally opened his mouth as if he had made a decision.





 "My brother Vincent was a man among men. A man who would never do such a thing. However, those who secretly followed me didn't seem to think so. My daughter was hovering between life and death, and I, too, couldn't remain calm...."





 Thus, the civil war broke out.





 "I felt it. For me, my family, and my daughter to live a peaceful life, I had to eliminate the threat. I chose my child over my brother. But, on the day I stabbed my brother's eye and killed him. My daughter also finally passed away. On that day, I lost my entire family...."





 He stabbed Vincent's eye.





 I could now understand why Valtma, of the Mars Guild, had a scar on one eye and was one-eyed.





 It must have been a fatal wound. A fatal wound that left no doubt of death. Perhaps he really did die.





 Anyway, what was important now wasn't that man, but the daughter who was poisoned and eventually passed away.





 "So you performed necromancy."





 "It was like a last straw. I used Pluto's high priests, whom I had captured as prisoners, to revive my daughter's life. The result was successful. Warmth returned to my daughter's cold body. But...."





 "But?"





 "But what returned with the warmth was not my daughter's soul, but something else. To be precise, it's better to say that something was mixed with my daughter's soul."





 Now I roughly understood.





 It felt like a missing puzzle piece in my mind was finally fitting into place.





 Byeokryeokje's claim was that although it was his daughter who was revived by Pluto's priest's necromancy, to be precise, someone else was occupying her body.





 And his daughter, who had changed in such a way, later led the Temple Knights to completely eradicate the remaining Pluto priests.





 Are necromancers perhaps their great weakness?





 Outwardly, they advocate that reviving the dead is Wicked Magic, but I can't help but feel a suspicious scent.





 Perhaps the strong prohibition of illegal medical practices in this world is also related to necromancy that revives the dead? No, that might be going too far.





 I asked.





 "How many people know about this?"





 "They all died. At the hands of Pride, who had grown up, they were branded as Cult members and died. The ministers and their children were also implicated in acts of treason and died. Now, only I remain."





 "Now that I've heard the story, I suppose I'm included too."





 "That fellow, she will surely try to take my life too. I will die. But, I want to save my daughter's soul, no matter what...."





 Seureuk-.





 The King bowed his head to me once more.





 "You may call me irresponsible. I killed my brother, hid such a grave truth, and am even ruining the fate of the country, all because I want to save my daughter. But, Duke Zigres. I believe you will understand me."





 "Me...?"





 "Although I lived a dissolute life, I am still a mere royal sitting on the throne of thunder. I am not merely calling myself Jupiter-nim's representative as a bluff. Zigres, you are like my daughter."





 "No, what do you mean by that-."





 Kollok-.





 Then the King coughed.





 Perhaps because he had excitedly spewed out words that had been boiling deep within him, despite his aged body, Byeokryeokje coughed roughly for a long time.





 Teolseok-.





 He finally lost consciousness, his hands covered in blood. When I checked his pulse, it was beating abnormally slowly, as if his breath would stop at any moment.





 This man seemed to have been about to say something very important.





 Therefore, I placed my hand on the King's chest.





 If his daughter's chest was like the land of Canaan flowing with rich milk and honey, his father Byeokryeokje's body was in a terrible state, to the point where his ribs were visibly emaciated.





 Perhaps two years at most.





 It could be shorter.





 The King said he would be killed by his daughter Pride, but perhaps he might die before that.





 Is it because he had a lot of stress? Or perhaps this weakened state itself is Pride Friedrich's scheme.





 There would be many ways, such as adding trace amounts of poison to his food daily, or casting curses.





 Anyway, if the King suddenly died in the midst of this secret conversation, it would be the worst outcome for me. Therefore, I thought it was right to first remove the curse residing in his body.





 "Consider yourself lucky."





 





 *      *      *





 





 Byeokryeokje woke up exactly three hours later.





 Lying on a large bed fit for a king, in front of many people, he blinked his eyes as if bewildered by his situation.





 "What is this-? Why am I in such a place...."





 To that, the man with the weasel beard, Minister of Internal Affairs Kar Something-or-other, replied.





 "Your Majesty, it seems your chronic forgetfulness has flared up again...! You suddenly left your seat, and your humble servants searched for you but could not find you, but Duke Zigres found Your Majesty and brought you here-."





 Seureuk.





 Then the old man's eyes turned to me.





 I said.





 "Did you sleep well?"





 "A most excellent sleep, without a doubt. In my childhood, my brother appeared in my dream. I thought he was going to drag this incompetent younger brother into the river of hellfire, but...."





 "That won't happen."





 "Euhm, anyway, I understand. It seems I lost consciousness again. I am fine now. All of you, leave. I do not wish to detain your busy steps-."





 At that, several ministers spoke with worried voices.





 "Your Majesty, would it not be advisable to summon healing priests to check your condition?"





 However, the King shook his head.





 "It is fine. Duke Zigres, who is called the God of Healing, is by my side. What could be safer than that?"





 At that, the ministers, despite having much to say, hesitated as if unable to refute, then left the King's bedchamber.





 "I showed a shameful sight. This time, I thought I would go to where my brother is...."





 "Hmph. That won't be easy."





 "Indeed. I will die and belong to the abyss. I wonder if I will ever see his face even in death. I wanted to at least apologize to my brother."





 I realized that this man didn't know his brother, Valtma, was alive. Didn't he sign under the name Vincent Friedrich when I established the Temple?





 I naturally thought he would know he was alive.





 Judging by his reaction, he seemed to firmly believe his brother was dead. And his brother, Valtma, also wanted to live as if he were dead.





 This isn't a story for me to interfere with.





 "I don't want to hear an old man's story-imnidat...!"





 And Paranoy interrupted the conversation again, so there was no time to discuss it.





 "This child is...."





 "I am Hassan-nim's loyal right hand, Paranoy, who will someday become an Imp of Hellfire-imnidat...! Paranoy is the Archduke of Hell, so my status is higher than the kings of this world-imnidat...!"





 Byeokryeokje slightly furrowed his brow at Paranoy's words, as if he couldn't understand. At that, I looked out the window, seeing that evening had completely fallen, and asked.





 "So, you said you wanted to drive out the Evil Spirit possessing the Prince's body. Is there a suitable time and date? The sooner the better, I suppose. I can't stay in the royal palace indefinitely, after all-."





 "Ah, about that, I have an idea. Without delay, tonight at midnight will be sufficient."





 Tonight at midnight, huh.





 I had expected to return to the hotel where Luna and my other friends were waiting by evening at the latest. It's true that I felt a little awkward thinking that my quitting time was suddenly pushed back.





 Can I get overtime pay for this?





 Then Paranoy said.





 "How dare a mere human king try to use Hassan-nim's time, the ruler of Hell, as he pleases...! I said nothing in front of people to save face, but he is truly a despicable old man-imnidat...!"





 Paranoy seemed very angry.





 "To underestimate Hassan-nim is the same as underestimating me, Paranoy, the Archduke of Hell, isn't it...? I have a duty to clearly establish hierarchy and discipline-imnidat...!"





 Of course, even with his angry Shiba Inu-like appearance, Byeokryeokje merely stroked his beard and chuckled, "Heo-heo-."





 "Archduke-gun, those are very true words. Gods are guests of the continent. They were originally said to be precious beings who should be respected. Of course, I won't ask for it for free."





 Oh, shit, did Paranoy succeed in negotiating?





 It was good that I brought this fellow along.





 I asked.





 "If not for free, what will you give?"





 "Truthfully, though I am a king, Pride has taken many things from me, so I do not possess much authority. It is merely a facade. But even I can make a hole in the royal palace's treasure vault for you."





 That was enough.





 He's a smarter man than I thought.





 And so, as time passed into late night.





 The night in the royal palace was desolate and silent, except for the servants walking around with lanterns.





 It was so cold and quiet, as if this massive castle wall were a prison, to the point of being eerie.





 Paranoy, the old King Byeokryeokje, and I slowly walked down the corridor, heading towards what was called the Prince's bedchamber, without being noticed by anyone.





 The first problem, however, was the guards protecting the entrance. Two men were leaning against the door or window, chattering away.





 ━How many minutes have passed? It must be an hour by now, right? Is the relief coming soon?





 ━No, only 20 minutes?





 ━Time passes so slowly.





 Listening to their conversation, they were having ordinary talks about being bored and time passing slowly. Then Byeokryeokje spoke.





 "Leave it to me."





 And then, leaving Paranoy and me behind the dark corridor wall, he approached them with a "Euhm-" and a cough.





 "Your Majesty, what brings you here at such a late hour...?"





 The lax guards snapped to attention and saluted.





 It was a swift movement, unlike people who had just been leaning against the wall, helmets off, giggling.





 Their faces were filled with tension.
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 They must have been terrified, thinking they would be severely punished for being caught by the King while on lax guard duty.





 But Byeokryeokje spoke to them nonchalantly.





 "Today, I have something to discuss with my son. Since we have a deep and earnest conversation to have between the two of us, you may end your duty here today. Inform the next shift that there's no need for guard duty."





 "Is that true...?"





 "Yes. It would be best to leave quickly, lest my mind changes. Go and get some sleep."





 "Thank you."





 I thought it would take longer, but the soldiers seemed very happy at the mention of getting the night off. Well, I would have been happy too.





 They soon gathered their weapons and gear and disappeared into the darkness. At that, Paranoy clicked his tongue, "Tsk-."





 "With prolonged peace, the quality of the royal palace guards has become terrible-imnidat...! What if it was an illusionist in Byeokryeokje's form, what would they do...?"





 Hearing him, Paranoy's words were also right. Those guard bastards, their discipline is lacking. Aren't they doing their job too carelessly?





 "At this level, overthrowing the kingdom according to Paranoy's plan would be easier than eating cake-imnidat...!"





 "That's after we deal with that Prince, I suppose. He's a dangerous fellow. Don't let your guard down. We don't know what will happen tonight."





 "To catch a tiger, you must enter the tiger's den-imnidat...!"





 And so, when Byeokryeokje finally stood before the door where his daughter was sleeping and gestured to us, I calmed my pounding heart and slowly moved my steps.





 Hwareureuk-.





 In the dark night.





 Byeokryeokje, casting shadows on his face with the lantern in his hand, said.





 "When I call your name, then enter."





 It was the moment before entering the tiger's den, as Paranoy had said.
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  Paranoy and I were submerged in darkness.





  How many minutes had passed since Byeokryeokje closed the door?





  10 minutes?





  20 minutes?





  It seemed like at least that much time had gone by.





  Dugeun, dugeun-.





  The longer the wait, the louder the heartbeat became.





  In truth, it wasn't my heart, but the sound of Paranoy's chest pounding.





  Baseurak, baseurak-.





  In the dark hallway, Paranoy kept fidgeting, unable to stay still.





  It seemed he found this waiting time, which was more than enough to make one's head spin, unbearable.





  "Hey, just stay still...! You're making me nervous too...!"





  Until I grabbed his head to hold it in place, he kept twitching like a little kid who really needed to pee.





  "I just can't help it-ssi...!"





  "What, did you actually have to go to the bathroom?"





  "It's not that-ssi...! I, Paranoy, am currently steeling my grim resolve-ssi...!"





  "Grim resolve?"





  "There's no telling how many Pluto followers were driven to the Cult and died just to reach this place, this moment-ssi...! This is truly the climax everyone has wished for...! I, Paranoy, am moving toward the climax of the era-ssi...!"





  "I see."





  I felt like I understood just how much hatred Paranoy harbored toward Prince Pride.





  While it was his father, Byeokryeokje, who waged war against the Pluto followers, it was Crown Prince Pride who branded them as complete cultists, oppressed, imprisoned, and executed them.





  Because of that, the cultists of Pluto said their dream was to one day overthrow the kingdom and establish a kingdom for Pluto followers on this land.





  Did he say radical terrorist cultists like Paranoy called it the 'Kingdom of Death'?





  A Kingdom of Death.





  Undead would roam the streets, and in the city's basements and caves, pseudo-priests in black robes would mutter gloomy incantations.





  It would surely be a terrible world where swindlers wearing ominous plague masks wandered around spreading pestilence and death.


  


  As I was imagining such a dark age, Paranoy added, his body trembling.





  "I feel that it is a matter of destiny that I, Paranoy and no one else, am here to avenge all the Pluto followers-ssi...! I, Paranoy, was the key to destiny-ssi...!"





  "Yeah, I get it, so don't get too excited."





  "Aah...! And suddenly I want to go to the bathroom too-ssi...! I was holding it in, but since Hassan-nim asked, I suddenly remembered-ssi...!"





  "What, you punk?"





  "Can't I just go quickly...? And it's scary because it's so dark, so could you come with me-ssi...?"





  "Dammit, this guy..."





  In a little while, Byeokryeokje might call us from beyond that sturdy door.





  But if I left because of Paranoy, a mistake I'd regret for the rest of my life might occur.





  "Heeeee-, now that I'm thinking about it, I have to go even more-ssi...! This is the greatest crisis in my, Paranoy's, life-ssi...! It's the climax of the era-ssi...!"





  "Hey, try to hold it. The chance to fulfill the long-cherished wish of all Pluto followers has come...!"





  "Now is not the time for such things-ssi...! This is the moment I, Paranoy, might become a bed-wetter-ssi...! Nothing is more important than this right now-ssi...!"





  "Ah, hell, then hurry-."





  Tadak, tadadak-.





  Watching Paranoy, who suddenly started stomping his feet in the hallway, and the firmly closed door, I fell into thought.





  Should we go to the bathroom first? Just as I thought that.





  ━It is time, Zigres-gong-! Come in quickly! Quickly-! It is urgent-!





  Of all times, Byeokryeokje's voice was heard from beyond the door at this incredibly distracting moment. He sounded very desperate as well.





  With no other choice, I grabbed Paranoy by the side and flung the door open.





  What appeared inside was indeed a room so spacious and luxurious it could be called a prince's bedroom.
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  And there was a woman lying in a canopy bed, dressed in silk pajamas.





  "...."





  Saegun, saegun-.





  A neat bob cut that reached just below the jaw and a face with quite distinct features. When she wore a uniform, she could pass for a handsome man, but seeing her like this, it was clear she was a woman.





  She was sleeping like a princess in a fairy tale. Seeing her like this, she was quite a beauty.





  "I have put her to sleep for now. I had to sing two lullabies."





  "You're saying you put this person to sleep by singing lullabies-ssi...?"





  Byeokryeokje nodded at Paranoy's question.





  "Indeed. Having lost my wife early, I raised my daughter by putting her to sleep myself. Even now that she is grown, she falls asleep if I sing her lullabies like this."





  "That's truly amazing-ssi...!"





  "But my daughter is no longer a child, so she might wake up in a few minutes. We must quickly bind her arms and legs. It would be best to tie them to each corner of the bed."





  At Byeokryeokje's words, I tied Pride's wrists and ankles to the four corners of the bed. Watching this, Paranoy shivered.





  "In the dark of night, men are tying a young woman's body to a bed...! This terrible sight is making my urge to urinate subside-ssi...!"





  "Be quiet, you punk. You're making us sound like perverted killers."





  Anyway, I finished tying her up.





  The ropes binding her arms and legs were quite strong, and Byeokryeokje added an explanation: "They are binding ropes made from ogre tendons. They will not break-."





  So.





  So what should we do now?





  We had tied her limbs and subdued her under the pretext of exorcising the Evil Spirit dwelling in her body. But I had no idea what to do next.





  Should I just beat the hell out of her?





  No, that doesn't seem right.





  I tried to recall how the Evil Spirits were driven away when I was with Antiope or Paranoy.





  But thinking back now, I only remembered screaming at the damn terrible reality; I didn't have any memory of specifically doing anything.





  Of course, in times like this, the way is to ask others for help.





  Paranoy was an apprentice, but still a proper member of the Cult. Wouldn't Paranoy know at least how to drive away an Evil Spirit?





  "Paranoy-ya. What do we have to do to drive away an Evil Spirit?"





  "First, you ask for the Evil Spirit's name... and then you drive it out while calling that name-ssi...!"





  "I see."





  Then do we have to wake her up first?





  It was just as I slowly reached out toward the bound Princess Pride.





  Seureuk-.





  The sleeping Princess Pride opened her eyes before I could even wake her.





  And then, with an utterly expressionless face, she glanced around, and as if noticing her arms and legs were tied, she spoke to us.





  "Your Majesty. Isn't this jest a bit too much?"





  It would be normal to be flustered if you woke up to find your body tied.





  However, there was no variation in the pitch of that voice, so no sense of bewilderment could be felt.





  "To tie up your own child and offer them like a sacrifice before a pitch-black man. Isn't this exactly the same as the acts of the Pluto cultists?"





  Even while bound, she was dignified.





  "For Your Majesty to be tainted by a cult. The people will be saddened if they find out."





  She even interrogated Byeokryeokje instead, and at that bizarre atmosphere, or what could be called charisma, I briefly swallowed hard.





  Byeokryeokje also raised a handkerchief with a trembling hand and wiped the cold sweat from his forehead.





  For several minutes, all sorts of anguish and thoughts were seen mixing back and forth in his cloudy eyes.





  He spoke as if he had made a firm decision.





  "Your Majesty? My daughter did not call me that. I have endured for a long, long time until today. But today is the time to return to being a father of a child, not Byeokryeokje or a King. This is the end, evil spirit. Today, I will drag you out of my daughter's body-!"





  That voice did not tremble either.





  Feeling the father's determination to save his daughter, courage welled up in me as well.





  Despite that, the bound Pride only burst into a loud laugh, "Puhahaha-."





  "Evil spirit? I do not know what you are talking about. It seems that while suffering from old age and forgetfulness, the illness has even caused Your Majesty's eyes to lose their brilliance."





  "Be quiet-ssi...! Evil Spirit...!"





  It was then.





  Beueue-.





  Then Paranoy pulled something like a long flyswatter out of his mouth and struck the princess's thin, soft-looking forearm.





  Chalssak-.





  With a sharp sound, it tore through the air and stained the princess's arm red. That was probably a whip. A type of whip similar to the one Friede used.





  There was no better tool than that for handling slaves, but I didn't know how Paranoy came to be using it.





  "...."





  Struck by the sudden whipping, Pride instantly furrowed her brow.





  It wouldn't have been strange for a normal person to scream, but for not even a small breath to escape those lips was indeed no ordinary thing.





  After being struck a few more times, Pride spoke softly.





  "To strike this body. No matter how much Nymphs are protected, this can be seen as an act of treason against the state."





  "Be quiet-ssi...! This is the Whip of Silence that Luna-nim bestowed a blessing upon...! When hit, you must be quiet-ssi...!"





  Paranoy continued to whip Princess Pride's arms, thighs, and calves with the whip.





  Is there some meaning to that?





  "This is to avenge the Pluto followers who were driven to the Cult-ssi...!"





  It seems he's in the middle of avenging them. Or maybe he just wanted to try whipping a princess.





  Because everyone, at least once in their heart, thinks they'd like to try whipping a princess.





  "What is everyone doing-ssi...? Evil Spirits are originally specialized in deluding with all sorts of crafty words-ssi...! From now on, you must not listen to this person's words-ssi...!"





  I see.





  At Paranoy's words, I snapped out of it.





  In some exorcism movies I'd seen, demons or ghost-like bastards would delude living people and stir up discord.





  If one hesitated even for a moment, the ghost bastard would brilliantly counterattack and cause fatalities.





  My blood ran cold thinking I almost fell for the Evil Spirit's trickery.





  "Are these breasts or melons-ssi...? This is a crime-ssi...! To dare walk around with such outrageous breasts while calling yourself a prince, it makes no sense unless it's the work of an Evil Spirit-ssi...!"





  Paranoy grabbed the princess's breast with one hand as if he were extremely angry.





  Malkang-.





  However, Paranoy's small palm couldn't encompass that massive size of motherhood. Paranoy seemed even angrier just because of that.





  "Th-this kind of gap exists, it's unacceptable-ssi...! These are breasts grown by exploiting the poor commoners-ssi...! These breasts grew entirely from the taxes I, Paranoy, paid-ssi...! Therefore, I have the right to touch them-ssi...!"





  "Paranoy, you don't pay taxes. You said Nymphs don't have to pay taxes."





  "Then would Hassan-nim like to touch them instead-ssi...? Hassan-nim has paid plenty of taxes, so you have more right than anyone here to touch these breasts-ssi...!"





  I frowned at Paranoy's bizarre story.





  What kind of logic is that?





  "What kind of nonsense is that?"





  "Everything this person ate and slept on was taxes...! And taxes are used to utilize public goods for the people...! If so, this person's breasts are clearly public goods-ssi...!"





  "What?"





  "In that sense, Hassan-nim, as an excellent taxpayer, has sufficient right to touch these breasts-ssi...!"





  "No, what... but listening to it, it's a very correct story. As expected of my right hand."





  For the first time since I took Paranoy as my right hand, I felt a sense of accomplishment like a surging wave.





  He was a Nymph of the ditch, more ridiculous and noisier than other Nymphs, but when given plenty of affection and attention, he even brings an opportunity to touch a princess's breasts.





  Seureuk-.





  Just as I was about to reach out.





  "No, wait, everyone stop. I have no idea what touching my daughter's breasts has to do with driving away an Evil Spirit...!"





  Whether he had found his reason or not, Byeokryeokje restrained me. I also snapped out of it. I almost fell for the delusion of these 1.1 H breasts that this demonic power possessed.





  If I had touched those breasts like this, I would have been sucked into that soft sensation or melted away, becoming unable to do anything.





  Is this the Evil Spirit's delusion technique?





  It was indeed terrifying.





  If it weren't for the dual-core Hassan, who awakened as a god and possessed a cool-headed brain and intellect, I might have buried my face in those breasts and gone 'malkang-malkang'.





  That was a damn dangerous thing.





  Thinking that, I suddenly started to get angry.





  "How dare you, how dare you try to delude me-! You naughty Evil Spirit bastard-!"





  "How dare you try to delude Hassan-nim, it's unacceptable-ssi...!"





  At that, Pride burst into laughter, "Puhehe-."





  "Your Majesty, it is a very amusing prank. But how about releasing me now? If it's now, it can end as just an amusing prank."





  "...."





  Byeokryeokje frowned deeply at that.





  He must be agonizing.





  Just by looking, the gap in his heart seemed large.





  "Your Majesty, surely you aren't allowing me, your child, to be handled as this stranger pleases? Actually, you already allowed it once."





  "Wh-what? What does that mean?"





  Pride added to the flustered Byeokryeokje.





  "This man has already touched my breasts once. In front of many people. He squeezed them."





  "What, what, what does that mean? Zigres-gong? Is that true? That you touched my daughter's br-breasts...!"





  Suddenly the arrows are being pointed at me?





  "No, you demon-! Don't lie-! Don't be fooled, everyone! It's all a lie!"





  At that, Pride began to laugh, "Puhe, puhehehe-."





  That voice sounded like the rumbling of the earth that makes mountains tremble, and also like a shriek coming from inside a cave, so goosebumps ran down my back.





  "Hahahat."





  Pride kept laughing until we, who were filled with bewilderment, fell into silence.





  At the same time, the chaotic atmosphere settled, and I was able to calmly settle my strangely excited mood.





  That this person would try to delude me with a snake-like tongue was already expected from what I just experienced.





  I have no intention of being dragged along at this person's pace any further.





  I raised my hand and placed my palm on the princess's forehead.





  "Enough. The games end here. Now, I will face you seriously as the Son of Pluto."
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  I placed my hand on Pride's forehead. 





  "...."





  However, the fellow didn't say a word.





  He just wore an expression that said, 'Go ahead and try whatever you want.'





  To have such a condescending attitude even while looking up at me.





  Perhaps my earlier fussing and various antics gave this guy a psychological advantage.





  But since I had already invoked my father's name, I couldn't back down easily. 





  A top-lane duel with our parents' fates on the line. Something like that was about to begin between this guy and me.





  "So-."





  Pride finally opened his mouth.





  "So, what are you going to do to drive out this 'Evil Spirit' inside me? Are you going to beat me with a holy ash branch? Or maybe sprinkle some holy water?"





  "...."





  "Or try praying. Invoke your father, Pluto's name. Call upon the name of the great Pluto and pray to drive out the Evil Spirit dwelling in this body. Pray fervently. But it won't do any good."





  His voice was calm.





  That calmness felt as if it were hiding murderous intent or malice, like a great venomous snake concealing its fangs and slithering quietly through the grass to bite its prey.





  "Just as you said, I am an Evil Spirit. An Evil Spirit named the End of an Era. I will end the age of radiant gods and laws, and open a dark and vast age of freedom. Every single god will fall without exception."





  "Is that why you killed Bacchus?"





  "Yes. Because there was someone who needed the power that man possessed. Festivals and madness, boisterous noise and pranks, and the brilliant light that blooms at the end of deception...."





  At that moment, Paranoy cut into the conversation.





  "Hassan-nim, you must not listen-ssi...! That fellow is spouting nonsense-ssi...! Those nonsensical words are coming out of those wickedly large breasts-ssi...! Those were nonsense pouches-ssi...!"





  "To be told I'm talking nonsense by a Nymph. My heart aches. For now, shall we have that noisy Nymph exit the stage?"





  Pa-aaat-.





  Suddenly, a loud sound rang out.





  Turning my head, I saw Paranoy being blown away by some strange force and slamming into the wall.





  "Hieeek-!"





  Paranoy was thrown back with a loud scream.





  He twitched like a poisoned mosquito before his eyes rolled back, showing only the whites.





  "M-My goodness-!"





  Byeokryeokje seemed truly startled by the sight.





  "It is certain, it is truly the work of an Evil Spirit! My suspicions were correct! My daughter is being controlled by an Evil Spirit!"





  To that, Pride, pinned beneath me, spoke.





  "Your Majesty, not at all. I am keeping your daughter alive. It is all thanks to me that her heart, which had already stopped once, and her soul, which should have been dragged deep underground, are being held in place."





  "Y-You are holding onto my daughter's soul?"





  Goooooo-.





  Everything in the room shook as if an earthquake were occurring. 





  Nails and joints embedded in the furniture popped out and broke one by one from the vibration, and cups sitting on the cupboard rolled onto the floor, shattering into pieces.





  Even at a glance, this was not normal.





  Seureureuk-.





  "Old king, Theo Friedrich-. A pitiful man who has lost all his family."





  Pride's arms and legs moved violently, acting as if to escape the corner where he was bound to the pillar.





  "You can't defeat me anyway. My true body isn't here. But a one-sided relationship is no fun. Since you all seem to like pranks, shall we play a game-?"





  And then, from beneath his head pinned by me, he spouted incomprehensible words. 





  "Why the hell should I play a game with you?"





  "Why? I am the high-born Friedrich, but originally I am the Lord of Pride, the masterpiece of the abyss-."





  Lord of Pride, masterpiece of the abyss-hearing that, only one thing came to mind.





  "You bastard, you were a Gigas."





  "Huu-hu-hu-. You're slow to realize."





  It seemed that the one who had taken over Princess Pride's body was one of the Gigas, known as the lords of Hell. 





  Thinking back, it was said that those Gigas bastards needed bodies to serve as hosts in order to operate on the surface, so they tried to get their hands on the bodies of named Monsters.
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  Like a Goblin King, a named Hobgoblin.





  Or a damn huge Manticore.





  Or a Dullahan, the headless knight-.





  But did the hosts they could take over include not just Monsters, but even the bodies of ordinary human women?





  Shit, a Gigas.





  Now the pieces were starting to fit together.





  The monsters of Hell created to purge the gods of Hypos. Those bastards were joining hands with the Elves to bring the age of gods to an end.





  And one of them had taken over the body of Pride, the most powerful figure in the kingdom, and had been operating in the shadows for a very long time.





  Pang-, pa-aaat-!





  Finally, there was the sound of something shattering and bursting.





  Quickly scanning the room, I saw that the ropes tying Princess Pride's hands and legs-more accurately, the four bedposts that the ropes were fixed to-had shattered.





  Paat-!





  In the brief moment I raised my guard as the broken fragments flew toward my body.





  Seuseuseuk-.





  Simultaneously with the forehead being freed from my pressure, Princess Pride's body floated up into the air.





  Udeuk, udeudeuk-. Udeuk-.





  And then, didn't she twist her joints and neck 360 degrees as if she were an owl? I felt dizzy at this impossibly bizarre physical feat.





  It seemed the same was true for Byeokryeokje.





  "T-That is not my daughter-!!"





  Byeokryeokje was in a state of utter panic. 





  It was only natural to be terrified when the girl he thought was his daughter was twisting her limbs like some miraculous yogi from Sanskrit.





  "Zigres-gun-! Do something-! At this rate, something terrible will happen-! Quickly, drive out the Evil Spirit!"





  "Pitiful Theo, you seem not to know why that man isn't moving. I, the Gigas of Pride, and Pride's soul are bound together. If you drive me out, your daughter dies too."





  "T-That-."





  Byeokryeokje looked at me as if asking if that were true.





  To that, I couldn't answer and just remained silent.





  In fact, I had a vague inkling. 





  That if the Gigas were driven out, the spark of life in that body would go out again. 





  That was why I had hesitated when I tried to drive out the Evil Spirit by pressing down on his head. 





  And just as the Gigas fellow said, that body was merely a host he had possessed. 





  Even if the princess were killed, the Gigas bastards lurking in Hell would only lose an avatar and wouldn't suffer any significant damage.





  "Well, do you feel like playing a game with me now?"





  "What is it? Let's hear it."





  I had no choice but to pull over a nearby chair and sit on it. 





  Then, the princess's body, which had been floating and twisting bizarrely, seemed to find stability and lay down quietly on the bed again.





  And then he spoke.





  "Relax your expression, Hassan. You seem to think of me as an enemy, but in truth, that's not the case at all. You and I are alike. We're even alike in that we like people."





  "You like people?"





  "Yes, I like people. Stupid, foolish human bastards. But they're fun to watch. And above all, this vivid warmth that can't be felt in tedious Hell-."





  And then Pride stroked his own chest with a 'seureuk'. I thought that if I could touch something like that whenever I wanted every day, I might start to like people too.





  "Now, anyway, the content of the game is simple. If you find me, you win. If you find me, I'll answer your questions. For instance, stories about your father-."





  Seureureuk-.





  With that, Pride lost consciousness.











  *      *      *











  "Just what happened...?"





  It was a few minutes after Pride had gone quiet that Paranoy regained consciousness. 





  He just blinked his eyes while looking at the wrecked surroundings, seemingly unable to understand the current situation.





  Of course, it wasn't as if I could give him a particularly clear explanation.





  In fact, shit, I wished someone would explain it to me. I was probably the most sane person in this place.





  "Ueo-eu, uuu-."





  Then Pride, who had been closing his eyes for quite a while, opened them. Byeokryeokje, who had been panting, flinched.





  "P-Pride."





  "Papa-?"





  "P-Papa? Did you just call me Papa?"





  "What on earth-. Why is my room so messy right now...."





  "My goodness, Pride. No, Friede-. My daughter.... My daughter, has your mind returned?"





  "Papa, what's wrong? What happened? Please explain what's going on."


  


  The princess had come to her senses.





  "Zigres-gun, you have driven out the Evil Spirit! My goodness, how can I ever thank you-."





  Byeokryeokje wept with joy at that fact.





  But Byeokryeokje was wrong.





  I didn't drive out the Evil Spirit.





  The fellow had just left on his own.





  And, on the princess's white neck, I could see something like a black choker engraved like a tattoo. 





  I wondered if such a thing had been there originally, but no matter how much I racked my memory, I remembered there being no such thing.





  Just in case, I touched her wrist-.





  Diring-.





  『Name: Friede Friedrich Lv. 34


    Status: None 』





  Her status was surprisingly clean. If there was anything unusual, it was that her level was higher than expected. 





  It meant that the Gigas of Pride, who had been using the princess's body as a vessel, had used and trained that body more cleanly than I thought.





  More importantly, her name wasn't Pride, but Friede.





  It was similar to the name of an Elf I knew.





  "Friede, huh."


    


  Whether he heard me murmuring, Byeokryeokje, who was shedding tears, said a word.





  "Isn't it a pretty name befitting a princess, unlike a gloomy boy's name like Pride? According to my wife, it's the name of a queen in a far-off foreign land."





  "A queen of a foreign land...?"





  "It's called Alfheim now."





  Friede of Alfheim.





  And the Elf I know, Elfriede.





  Is there a connection?





  While I was thinking that, Princess Friede suddenly let out a groan. Byeokryeokje reacted in surprise.





  "W-What's wrong? Are you hurting somewhere?"





  "No, it's just, my chest feels a bit heavy. When did I get this big? And now that I see, why has Papa gotten so old? Like a grandfather...."





  "She seems to have lost her memory-ssi...! But just because she's lost her memory, she shouldn't think she'll be forgiven for the terrible things she's done-ssi...!"











  *      *      *


    








  The old king seemed very happy that his daughter had returned to her original self, but I couldn't help but be bothered by the choker-like tattoo engraved on the princess's neck.





  So the next day.





  I decided to call someone I knew who had deep knowledge of tattoos to ask about it. 





  Antiope, who had come up to the capital on business for the Temple Knights, entered the princess's bedroom and immediately furrowed her brow.





  "What's this, a dress that doesn't suit the Prince? Have you finally decided to find your true nature? It suits you well, though."





  "What do you mean...? Who are you...?"





  Of course, Princess Friede seemed completely bewildered by the situation. 





  Since the princess's time had stopped at around three or four years old when her breath was taken by poison, she must have felt quite strange toward people who acted like they knew her.





  "Huh? What are you talking about? Why have you become such a fragile girl?"





  However, Antiope, who had seen the appearance of 'Prince Pride' while serving in the Temple Knights, was equally unfamiliar with this.





  "Pa, Paranoy-."





  In the end, the princess hid behind the Nymph, who was several spans shorter than her. 





  After waking up, Princess Friede, who was unfamiliar with and afraid of everything, only opened her heart to her father, Byeokryeokje, and Paranoy, the Nymph who had been there at the time.





  According to Byeokryeokje, "My daughter is a child now. Her childlike innocence must naturally only allow her to open her heart to Nymphs who are as pure as she is-."





  But I knew very well that this morning, Paranoy was filled with impure expectations, thinking, "I've finally got the princess in my hands-ssi...! I, Paranoy, can become the hidden power of the kingdom-ssi...! I'll designate the Black Brotherhood as the state religion-ssi...!"





  One could say Paranoy wasn't a very pure Nymph. 





  Perhaps it was an imprinting effect, like a duckling's attachment, because Paranoy was the first girl Princess Friede saw after waking up?





  Anyway, shit, that's not what's important right now.





  I explained everything clearly to my trustworthy friend Antiope. As she listened to the story, Antiope's brow furrowed deeply.





  "The Prince was a Gigas? Then that means everything that's happened was the work of those minions of Hell." 





  "Exactly."





  "Wow, I never would have thought. If this gets out, there'll be an uproar. A rebellion could even break out. This is a huge problem. Just think of how many people were purged by Prince Pride...."





  "Anyway, after that guy said something about a game, that mark appeared on her neck. It's like a tattoo, but it doesn't show up as an illness. I thought you might know something about it."





  "Well, there are only a handful of people who know more about ritual tattoos than I do. Let's see-."





  Seureuk.





  Antiope narrowed her eyes and looked at the princess's neck. Soon her eyebrows twitched and her body began to tremble.





  "This isn't good. Not good at all. This is a Brand of Sacrifice. It's a Brand of Sacrifice. I'm sure of it. I know it well."





  "Brand of Sacrifice? Is that a problem?"





  "It's a binding brand used by the monsters and jailers of Hell. It's like a stay of execution from Moros, the God of Doom. It's said that the souls of those marked with this are cast into Tartarus forever the day their breath is taken."





  "So to speak, are you saying it's like a boarding pass to Hell-ssi...?"





  Antiope nodded at Paranoy's words.





  "As expected of a senior. You're quick to understand. That's right. Prince Pride..., no, Friede. Tsk, it's so confusing. Anyway, the princess's life is being held hostage. To erase this, the one who placed the brand has to lift the curse."





  I see.





  I remembered the Gigas of Pride telling me to find him. This was a game of hide-and-seek he had set for me.





  Antiope said.





  "We'll have to catch that Gigas fellow. Provided we know where he is, of course."





  "Since they're lords of Hell, they'll naturally be at the bottom of Hell, Tartarus. In that sense, Antiope. I want to put together a subjugation team. Will you participate? I need to gather strong people."





  Flinch.





  Antiope trembled at my words.





  "What, Hassan, you're not saying you're going to Hell right now, are you...?"





  To the flustered Antiope, I showed the Three Keys clinking in my hand.





  "That's right. Get ready."
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  "You must have been very busy at the royal palace?"





  When I returned to the hotel, an Elf sitting languidly on a long lobby chair greeted me. 





  With a white gown, skin as clean as the gown, and shimmering silver-white hair, the fairy's identity was, without a doubt, Elfriede.





  "Did you have a lot of fun at the royal palace? Your face is haggard. You must have played all night, even though you sent all the Nymphs ahead."





  Elfriede had a strangely accusatory attitude towards me. 





  It was probably because I, who was supposed to return to the hotel late yesterday afternoon, only came back around lunchtime today.





  "Did you get flirted with by noble ladies?"





  Flirted with by noble ladies, she asks? There were certainly many nobles and maids in the royal palace, but it wasn't a situation where I could even notice their faces. 





  They were just acting as a background for me.





  When I hesitated to answer due to fatigue, Elfriede furrowed her brow as if displeased. 





  It seemed Elfriede thought I had played excitedly at the royal palace and just arrived now.





  How should I explain this?





  I had experienced too many things overnight, so I didn't know where or how to start explaining.





  Just then, Paranoy, who was following me, spoke up instead.





  "Played, you say...! How rude of an Elf-imnidat...! Hassan-nim worked hard without even sleeping at night to seize the peace of the continent and the world-imnidat...!"





  "What the hell are you talking about?"





  "The only fun thing Hassan-nim did was touch Princess Friede's chest-imnidat...!"





  "Hah, no, what the hell is that supposed to mean? And who the hell is Princess Friede?"





  "I want to explain in detail, but I, Paranoy, am very sleepy-imnidat...!"





  With that, Paranoy threw out extremely misleading words and walked away quickly, disappearing into his room. He must have gone to sleep. This fucking shit, I hope he dreams of eating red ginseng flavored candy.





  In the end, all that remained in this lobby were Elfriede, unable to hide her doubt, and me. 





  My heart kept twitching because Elfriede's red eyes looked down coldly at me.





  Back when I was still Elfriede's slave, she often inspected the cost of food and lodging she had given me. 





  By the time I manipulated receipts for the 30 silver to gain my freedom, she used to look at me with such a cold and suspicious expression.





  But contrary to my tension, Elfriede snorted with an *Heung-* and continued speaking.





  "That would be little Luna's role. What you do, or where you do it, what does it have to do with me? It's commendable that you came back alive without dying."





  I don't know what it was, but it seemed to pass well.





  Since the situation passed well, I asked.





  "Elfriede, you'll be really surprised when you hear what I did in the royal palace. So, where are Luna and Hippolyte? I have something to tell everyone."





  "They're probably out shopping together. I think she said she'd take the Nymphs for a walk too."





  "I see. You didn't go anywhere?"





  "I wanted to visit a place called the Temple Knights' office. But they said only authorized personnel could enter. So I'm just sprawled out on this luxurious chair, reading a book."





  "I see."





  In my mind, the image of Elfriede being rejected after going to the Temple Knights' office was easily drawn. 





  This fellow was interested in that knight in golden armor, Natatos or whatever his name was, the second-in-command of the Temple Knights.





  To be precise, she seemed interested in the cool title of Spear Dragon that he possessed. 





  But the meeting fell through, so she must have been just sitting in the hotel like this, killing time.





  "So what the hell is this talk about touching the Princess's chest?"





  "What, weren't we just going to let it go?"





  I ended up explaining the full story of what happened to Elfriede. 





  Because I'm not good with words, I just rambled on about everything in chronological order: after the Nymphs' performance ended well, I saw treasure in the warehouse, met the Prince, and so on.





  "Hmm-."





  Elfriede, who had listened to the entire story for a long time, furrowed her brow quite seriously.





  "A Princess who almost got poisoned by Aite. Alfheim Elves must definitely be involved."





  "That's right."





  Elfriede is an Elf, as her name suggests.





  Then, wouldn't she offer a different perspective and viewpoint on this story? 





  Indeed, Elfriede added information, as if scratching at areas I hadn't thought of.





  "Actually, not just anyone among the Elves can use that Aite snake venom. It's a potent venom that killed Thor of Lightning in nine steps, so it's treated as precious even among Elves."





  "Thor of Lightning, you mean your Alfheim god, right?"





  "That's right. They say he's a strong and brutish god. He was strong enough to lift the body of the World Serpent. Now that I think about it, you're similar to him."





  "I see. I am quite strong now."





  "It means you're stupidly strong, you idiot. Of course, you wouldn't die from snake venom or anything like that. Anyway, since it's a venom that killed a god, those who can handle it are limited even among us Elves."





  "Hmm-."





  I tried to organize my thoughts in my head.





  A snake venom that killed Thor of Lightning, she says. A god who wields lightning would have possessed a powerful divine status. For such a being to die in nine steps after being bitten by a snake, it must have been a really potent venom.





  Indeed, since it's such a dangerous venom, it must be something handled carefully in Alfheim Elf society and not just anyone can get their hands on it.





  As I was organizing my thoughts, Elfriede, who had been silent for a moment, also parted her lips as if she had organized her thoughts.





  "The Elf Kings are probably involved in this matter. In fact, if not for those guys, there's no one else who could handle Aite."





  "Elf Kings?"





  At the mention of Elf Kings, I remembered something about Queen Friede-or-whatever of Alfheim. 





  I had meant to ask when I saw Elfriede's face, but I forgot and only remembered now while talking.





  "Come to think of it, I heard there's a Queen named Friede in Alfheim. Are you perhaps related to her? I heard the Princess's name was taken from there."





  "Hmm, Friede, you say. It's a famous name. There's a chance my name was also taken from there."





  "Really? So it has nothing to do with you, is that it?"





  "Actually, the name Friede is common among female Elves. Because Elves name themselves after ancient people or famous gods. They must wish to resemble them."





  "I see."





  Is it like a name taken from a famous historical figure? 





  I had wondered if Elfriede might be an Elf Princess. But Elfriede seems to be just an ordinary Elf. No, maybe not ordinary. Her head was also crazy enough to set the World Tree on fire....





  "What, Hassan, didn't you just have a really fucked up thought?"





  "No, I didn't."





  "Anyway, the Elf Kings have been involved for a very long time. If you absolutely have to get involved, it would be good to be careful."





  With that, Elfriede no longer spoke to me.





  She just read her book as always.











  *       *        *


  








  "Alright, Nymphs of the Small Courtyard Tribe, it's nap time...! Amiris, Ornoy, Sartioll-. Everyone brush your teeth and lie down in bed-!"





  A little while later, Luna entered the hotel, dragging nearly ten Nymphs. 





  Luna brushed the Nymphs' teeth, tidied their hair, and then, without showing any sign of annoyance, even put all of them to bed.





  How can she be so devoted to the Nymphs?





  But soon Luna took a few strands of Nymph hair from the comb she had used, put them in her pocket, and chuckled, *hee-hee-*.





  "Shit...! If they gather this often, I could even make clothes out of them...! Underwear woven from fairy hair, it would be amazing!"





  I see.





  The Nymphs get to be cared for by Luna, who's like a kindergarten teacher, so that's good, and Luna gets to gather materials in her own way, so that's good. This seemed to be a win-win symbiotic relationship.





  Anyway, this fucking shit, that's not what's important right now.


  


  "Luna, I have something to say, so please call everyone to my room."





  And so, when everyone gathered in my room. 





  I briefly explained what had happened in the royal palace and what we should do next.





  "I've gathered all three keys to the Pluto Followers' warehouse. Now it's only a matter of time before we can explore Pluto's labyrinth. But it won't be easy."





  At that, Hippolyte, who had been sitting quietly in a chair listening to the story, added with a rather stiff expression, arms crossed.





  "Full of unbelievable stories. The Prince was actually a Princess. The politicians in the capital will get noisy."





  "I suppose so."





  "But what's important to warriors like us is that Gigas fellow."





  The Prince being a Princess, or many people being unjustly executed because they were possessed by Evil Spirits-those are matters for Byeokryeokje and Princess Friede to resolve themselves. 





  The political circles that will get noisy because of that also have little to do with me. Even if they do, it's certainly a lower priority.





  What's important to me now is forming a party to head to Hell with me.





  That's why I gathered them to form a party with trustworthy companions. 





  However, Hippolyte, who had the most experience with such expeditions, kept making deep "hmm-" sounds throughout the story, openly showing signs of worry.





  "But to go to Hell. It won't be easy. Hassan, do you know about the Argo Expedition?"





  "No."





  To be precise, I've heard of it, but it would be more accurate to say I don't know the details. 





  What could be Hippolyte's intention in bringing up that name, which is somewhat familiar yet strange, here? As I was racking my brain to figure that out.





  "I know-!"





  Luna shouted in a very excited voice.





  "It's the expedition that left for Colchis in the eastern part of the continent a few years ago to get the Golden Fleece, right! Its name was even known in Ideope!"





  After that, Luna explained about the Argo Expedition in an excited voice.





  To put it simply, it seemed to be a large-scale expedition team formed by gathering Gold Tier adventurers and seasoned strong individuals corresponding to them.





  "Noxdoti's words are correct. Among them, led by the swindler Jason, there were many of Chiron's disciples, including Actaeon. Although she dropped out midway, that Gloria fellow was also there."





  Anyway, the number of those heroes was well over twenty.





  Although she listed many heroes' names, the only ones I knew were Gloria and Actaeon. But even with that, I could tell the scale of that expedition.





  Are they members going to destroy a country or something?





  Indeed, Hippolyte summarized it like this.


  


  "Colchis, where the Golden Fleece is, was said to be teeming with all sorts of Monsters and evil creatures. The journey to that place was not easy either. It was an estimated Platinum Tier difficulty request, beyond Gold Tier missions."





  Platinum Tier difficulty, you say.
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  It's the pinnacle of achievement difficulty that several Gold Tier heroes could barely accomplish by banding together for revenge. 





  Indeed, the Argo Expedition that Hippolyte explained would not be strange to be called Platinum difficulty. So what's the intention behind explaining the Argo Expedition in this situation?





  When I felt that curiosity, Hippolyte added an explanation, one step ahead of me.





  "Even seeking the Golden Fleece towards Colchis required so many heroes. But Hassan. You're saying you're going to form an expedition to the Door of Hell."





  "Ah-."





  "In the underworld ruled by Pluto, even gods, except for Mercury, cannot enter and exit freely. Even Tartarus is an abyss that even gods fear. In other words, this is impossible-"





  Then Paranoy clicked his tongue with a *Tsk-*.





  "To compare the expedition Hassan-nim will form to a mere informal gathering of human riff-raff from the Argo, it's absurd-imnidat...!"





  "What? An informal gathering? Why are you saying such a thing?"





  At Paranoy's absurd slander, Hippolyte furrowed her brow. 





  As a Gold Tier adventurer, her pride must have been hurt by the remark that dismissed the Argo Expedition, where heroes with golden necklaces like herself had gathered. 





  But regardless, Paranoy shouted loudly, veins bulging in his neck.





  "Compared to Hassan-nim, the heir of fiery Hell and one with noble blood flowing through him, all the crew members on the Argo are nothing but riff-raff mortals-imnidat...!"
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  Paranoy spoke.





  "An expedition supported by the gods. And an expedition where a great god directly participates. The difference between these two is astronomical-ssi...!"





  Paranoy said that while the Argo expedition was a dream team packed with all sorts of Gold-tier adventurers, they ultimately had the limitations of mortals.





  Therefore, comparing such a ragtag team of gathered mortals to the expedition to Hell that I would belong to would be a great rudeness.





  Of course, that was strictly Paranoy's claim.





  However, upon hearing that, Hippolyte began to nod, unlike how she had flared up earlier.





  "Indeed, hearing it now, it makes sense. Journeys with Hassan have had many variables from the start. In the Swamp of Kalan, in the canyons north of Sodomora, in the coastal waters of Delphi...."





  "So-."





  At that moment, Elfriede, who had been lying on the bed half-listening, asked a question.





  "So when are you planning to leave? We still don't know for sure if there's a map leading to the true Labyrinth. We only have the keys. It's not good to start planning too much."





  Elfriede was right.





  What I had obtained were merely three skull keys.





  Although it was said these would help in opening the true entrance to Pluto's Labyrinth.





  Even after collecting all three keys, nothing dynamic like a dragon god popping out or letters appearing happened.





  Everything was still an unknown.





  It was just that I was excited and wanted to move the plan forward.





  But, having gained the opportunity to head toward the Underworld, Pluto's domain. It was only natural for me, his son, to be excited.





  Shibal, it turns out my father was a landowner with a lot of property?





  Then it's only natural for my heart to race when I look at those lands.





  I felt like forming an expedition and heading there right this second.





  It seemed the same was true for Luna.





  "They say Lady Nox's domain is deep within Tartarus in the Underworld...! If we go there, I might be able to meet Lady Nox-nim in person, right? I'm so excited...!"





  Luna seemed to want to meet her mother, Lady Nox.





  Of course, Luna doesn't know that her mother is Lady Nox, but perhaps it's an instinct to want to be close to her roots.





  However, I don't know what would happen if I let Luna and Lady Nox meet.





  Is that even allowed?





  Weren't the Gigas targeting Luna in the first place?





  I feel a bit worried about whether it's okay to include such a Luna in the expedition to the Underworld. But Luna, unaware of my feelings, raises both hands high and shouts as if even more excited.





  "Maybe the hint to completing the Nectar is in the Underworld too! It must be! I'm sure of it because I, the best elixir-maker of the Small Yard Tribe, am saying it-!"





  "Completion of the Nectar-?"





  Sreuk- Hippolyte furrowed her brow slightly.





  As someone who was very interested in the existence of Nectar itself, such as the Amazoness festival that was canceled because of it, Hippolyte seemed bothered by Luna's words.





  "What does that mean? That Nectar and the Underworld are related?"





  "While experimenting with various things for the final ingredient this time, I tried mixing in Menthe flowers! Mixing Menthe into alcohol is something that happens often!"





  Alcohol and Menthe, huh. Is it like a Mojito with mint scent added?





  Luna added an explanation.





  "Ignoi, who tasted the Menthe flavor, said it felt similar to the Nectar Bacchus made!"





  At that, everyone's eyes turned toward Ignoi, who was keeping her mouth shut in the corner.





  "...."





  Of course, Ignoi just kept her lips tightly sealed as always. Since she didn't give any particular answer, there was no way to confirm the truth.





  I asked.





  "So what does that Menthe thing have to do with the Underworld? Is there a connection?"





  "Of course there is! Menthe flowers originally bloomed in the Underworld. If so, high-purity Menthe flowers will be in the Underworld. That increases the probability of it being the ingredient!"





  Anyway, I'm all for going to the Underworld-! Luna shouted gallantly.





  As if cheering that on, Paranoy opened her mouth.





  "Indeed, as expected of Luna-nim-ssi...! You possess the perfect courage to occupy the position of Hassan-nim's legal wife, Ruler of Hell, and Mistress of the Harem-ssi...! I, Judge Paranoy, give you 5 points-ssi...!"





  However, at Paranoy's words, someone slammed the hotel floor with a Pang-.


  


  "L-Legal wife? That discussion shouldn't be over yet, right?"





  It was Hippolyte. Hippolyte blushed as if she found the story Paranoy told very unpleasant and offensive.





  "To even receive 5 points, this is unacceptable. No matter how close you are with Noxdoti, you promised to be a fair judge, Nymph Paranoy?"





  Seeing as it was a conversation with content I couldn't understand, it seemed to be an extension of the important stories the women often gathered to share.








  


   *       *        *











  That evening.





  I sat on the second-floor balcony provided as my lodging and looked out the window.





  Since so many things had happened yesterday and today, I wanted to take a short break.





  Unlike the days I spent normally, after awakening my divinity, the density of each day's life was so great that it wouldn't have been strange for me to burn out if I were an ordinary person.





  However, a body that has reached level 45 does not allow for collapsing from exhaustion.





  Nevertheless, my senses, having grown up as a comfortable modern person, seemed to want at least a mental rest, making me set aside this time to be undisturbed by anyone.





  Ho-.





  As I let out a small breath, mist forms in the cold air.





  "Breath of Death-."





  Hooooo-.





  While I was playing around with silly jokes, exhaling cold breath, the city landscape was visible through the scattering white mist.





  Twinkle, twinkle.





  True to its name as the Royal Capital, the streets were lit with brilliant lanterns even though it was night, so the night view was quite worth seeing.





  It was truly the image of a cold city itself.





  It was then.





  Seureureuk-.





  Something covered my forehead and eyes entirely.





  It was likely someone's palms, and judging by the warm, soft arms touching my face and cheeks, and the sensation of breasts touching the back of my head, it was undoubtedly that girl.





  "Goodness, to come without a sound. Luna, you're amazing."





  "Wow, Hassan, you guessed it was me! I used the Voodoo Art of Tiptoeing to get here!"


  


  Seureuk.





  Only then did Luna release my covered face. Turning my head, I saw Luna, wearing a white bathrobe, looking down at me sitting in the chair.





  Seeing her face flushed and steam rising from her whole body, it seemed she had just finished bathing. She looked warm, like a freshly steamed bun.





  "How did you know it was me?"





  "Luna, you're the only one who washes with Menthe oil."





  "I see! That's cool! That means Hassan can remember me just by my scent!"





  Perhaps because she felt refreshed after bathing, Luna was hyped up like someone who had a drink. Thanks to her, my mood, which had been trying to enjoy the solitude of early winter alone, rose as well.





  "Luna, what's up?"





  "I had something I wanted to say to Hassan. Before that, Hassan, you were thinking a lot again, weren't you?"





  "How did you know."





  Actually, I wasn't thinking about anything. But since a phrase about melancholic men being popular came to mind, I decided to pretend I was lost in thought.





  To that, Luna replied.





  "Ah-! No, looking at you now, you weren't thinking about anything!"





  Shibal. How did she know.





  "How did you know?"





  At my question, Luna swept her palm between her eyebrows.





  "When Hassan is lost in thought, wrinkles form between his eyebrows like this. But since there are no wrinkles, it means you weren't thinking about anything!"





  "I see."





  Luna seems to know me better than I know myself in some ways. That's how much she has watched me.





  Deureureuk-.





  "The air is nice and cold-! A room with a balcony, how cool!"





  Luna pulled a chair and sat next to me.





  Looking at her, it seemed she didn't want to leave immediately but wanted to share a few words with me.





  Come to think of it, it's been a while since I've talked with Luna alone like this.





  Lately, we've been incredibly busy, so there was almost no time for just the two of us. When was the last time we spent time like this? I can't remember when I try to recall.





  We've really been busy.





  Seureuk-.





  Then Luna reached out her palm toward me.





  "Hassan, shall we hold hands after a long time? Since Hassan's hands are warm, they'll be warm in winter, right?"





  "Sure. I guess so."





  I thought back to this past summer.





  Since my body temperature is quite high, Luna found it difficult to bear my heat in this world without air conditioning. Because of that, we couldn't even hold hands well in the summer.





  I was also so hot that I didn't even think about clinging to her.





  Reaching that thought, it seemed the cold winter of this Gaia continent wasn't entirely bad.





  Seureuk-.





   I gently grasped Luna's small hand. It's warm and soft. As I've felt since before, Luna's hands are small and delicate. A feeling of 'completely a woman's hand.'





  When I think about how she manages to overcome various things with such fragile hands, it's quite amazing. I'm full of mistakes in everything even with large palms and strong physical power.





  Right then, Luna said.





  "Hassan, a wrinkle appeared on your eyebrow. What are you thinking about?"





  "No, just that winter has arrived before I knew it."





  "Really? I thought maybe Hassan had come to dislike holding my hand."





  "Eh?"





  I felt flustered.





  "Why would you think that? It's not like that at all. I'm flustered because it's something I never even thought of."





  "Well-. Hassan, lately you don't ask to hold hands first.... You don't even try to do the lewd things you used to do often.... So I wondered if your heart changed after becoming a god...."





  Luna answered very hesitantly. Come to think of it, that was true. Since I've been running while only looking at my own work lately, it seems I didn't have the luxury to look around.





  I replied.





  "Hey, it's not like that. It's just because I've been busy lately. We've been really busy. Thinking about it now, it seems it's been like that all year."





  The events of this year come to mind.





  The spring when I was liberated from slavery.


  


  The Temple cleaning where I first met Luna on a day with warm, nice weather.





  "I'm saying this now, but when I first met you, Luna, I thought you were a strange kid. Wearing that huge mask. Catching honeybees. I thought you were in a cult."





  "What? You really thought that?"





  "But when you took off the mask, your face was pretty. So I dropped that thought. Back then, we slept outdoors on the ground looking at the stars, but now we're talking on a hotel balcony."





  To that, a pouting Luna replied in a grumbling voice.





  "I knew it would turn out like this from the first time I saw Hassan. Because I knew you would become a great person since your soul was so radiant."





  "Is that so."





  Come to think of it, Luna had always said such things to me since the days we were together in the Cabin.





  That my house would grow as large as a huge palace, that the warehouse would be filled with treasures, and that many people would bow down and worship me.





  Back then, I only thought Luna said those things to boost my spirits. It was amazing to think that it's actually almost becoming like that.





  Then Luna stretched out and said.





  "Thinking about it, so many things really happened. Making Totems together in the warehouse. Catching Alligators in the Swamp."





  "And going to fight deer because you had your money taken by one. You were completely crazy back then. Remember?"





  At my question, Luna trembled.





  "I-I don't remember! Anyway, after that, there was a war, we were invited to a noble's banquet. We fought with cultists. Wow-. Thinking about it, so many things happened."





  "Indeed-."





  "Enough things happened to surpass all the karma I've accumulated in my life."





  Recalling memories together was quite enjoyable. If I had a phone, I would have taken many pictures.





  If Luna had a smartphone, I feel like she would have taken and saved all sorts of things. I wonder if she would have done Instagram. It would suit her well.





  Then Luna added a few more words.





  "Thinking like that, we've already come this far. Now we're even facing an expedition to the Underworld. Goodness, who would believe that Luna Noxdoti volunteered for an expedition to the Underworld. Right?"





  "Is that so."





  I nodded appropriately. Then I noticed that Luna's body was slowly trembling. It didn't seem like she was trembling just because the winter balcony was cold.





  "Luna, are you perhaps scared? About going to the Underworld, you know. To the kingdom below Pluto's underground labyrinth."





  "Of course I'm scared...! They say it's a place even heroes have never conquered."





  I see.





  She bluffed in front of everyone, but Luna actually seemed to be afraid.





  For the people of this world, saying they are going to Pluto's kingdom is the same as saying they have to die, so I fully understand.





  "But-."
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  However, Luna's story didn't seem to be finished, so I listened closely.





  "But, Hassan leaving me behind is even scarier."





  "Really?"





  "When Hassan went to the battlefield, and when Hassan went into the abyss, I had to stay behind and wait. I hate that now. I've become strong enough too-."





  Jalgeurang-.





  Luna shook the silver necklace hanging from her neck.





  "Now we can really be together! Since we're a party!"





  "I see. That's true."





  "O-Of course, I might not be as helpful as kids like Hippolyte or Elfriede.... But still, I really want to go together this time-. You can't leave me behind, or anything like that...."





  The way her surging self-esteem quickly cools down is also very Luna-like.





  However, I was thinking that Luna might play a bigger role and be more helpful than anyone else in this expedition to Hell.





  The place we must head to find the Gigas is the deep abyss of Tartarus.





  According to rumors, it's a place where even the great gods must tremble in fear. But that was actually the residence where Luna's mother, Lady Nox, lived.





  Not only that, but since Luna has been training and practicing secretly every day, she certainly had the potential to be more active than anyone else.





  So I said, to boost Luna's spirits.





  "Have confidence. You, Luna, are the person with the most potential among us."





  "R-Really?"





  "Yes. I guarantee it. I can promise. You know I'm not someone who makes promises lightly, right?"





  Seueueu-.





  Only then did Luna's trembling stop a bit. Taking advantage of the momentum, I added a few more words to further reassure Luna.





  "And we're not leaving right away. We have to use the skull keys to find a secret warehouse or something. No one knows how long that will take. It could be days, or months-."





  Maybe even a lifetime.





  However, I swallowed those unlucky words back. At that, Luna let go of my hand and clapped her hands with a Jjak-.





  "Ah, right-! I came to tell you that! I almost forgot. Among the Nymphs of the Small Yard I take care of, there's one who knows about those skull keys!"
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  The Tribe of the Small Yard is a very small-scale community created by Luna.





  ━I-I wasn't exiled, I gra, graduated!





  Having been "graduated" from the Nyx Child Tribe, Luna seemed to have felt an emptiness at becoming completely alone.





  So she wanted to put herself somewhere to feel a sense of belonging, and thus, the Tribe of the Small Yard was born.





  For now, the fixed tribe members are Luna, me, Keong-keong-i, Paranoy, and Doris.





  I just thought of it as a small gathering-but Luna seemed to really like this thing she created called the Tribe of the Small Yard.





  ━I'm going to make a tribe so big it won't lose to the Nyx Child Tribe! I'll make everyone regret kicking me out...!





  And then, an opportunity arose for Luna to recruit a large number of tribespeople.





  That was when we captured a large number of Nymphs from Nabokov's Toy Shop.





  The Nymph rascals Nabokov had targeted for kidnapping were mostly lonely Nymphs with nowhere to go.





  Because of that, after solving the case and taking charge of their welfare, I had to feel the awkwardness of dealing with a large number of Nymphs.





  ━I'm hungry-.





  ━Where is this.





  ━It's cold-. I want to hibernate-.





  ━I miss my mommy-.





  Since there were ten Nymphs, even if they each said just one word, it was ten words.





  Add to that the noisy Paranoy and a strangely excited Doris, and it was truly chaotic beyond belief.





  Fortunately, Luna took charge of those Nymphs, and the Nymphs also came to follow Luna well, as she was youthful like a girl-goddess, so a layer of burden was lifted from me.





  That's why I didn't even know the names of the ten Nymphs we brought this time very well. I didn't have the leisure to pay that much attention to the rascals.





  I just had the impression that many Nymphs with various wide, round eyes had appeared in Luna's little Nymph kindergarten.





  Because of that, I was quite surprised when Luna, who had memorized all their names and taken an interest in them, told me something rather unbelievable.





  "Luna-ya, is that true? That there's a kid among the Nymphs who knows about the skull keys."





  The three skull keys I had acquired through various routes.





  According to Baltma, when those three keys are gathered, the location of the warehouse where the Pluto priests stored their treasures would be revealed.





  But even after gathering all three keys, there wasn't any particular change.





  So, while I was agonizing over how to resolve this situation, what Luna said was like a ray of hope.





  "Who is she?"





  "She's a Nymph named Meteriol. She's originally a kid who talks a lot of nonsense, so it might not actually be that accurate...."





  Luna belatedly added insurance, saying her information might not be certain.





  She probably didn't want me to be disappointed if that Nymph named Meteriol's story turned out to be a lie or hollow information.





  However, since I had no information at all right now, I thought I should grasp at even a straw.














  *      *       *











  


  "So, you're Meteriol, right?"





  I looked down at the Nymph with sky-blue hair that had a hint of blue light.





  Sky-blue braided hair. It's fascinating.





  She was familiar because she often caught my eye in the Nymph Choir.





  According to Paranoy, Nymphs born in winter sometimes have sky-blue or blue-toned hair like this.





  And he said that winter Nymphs are mostly timid and have many fears.





  "..."


    


  Indeed, the Nymph named Meteriol only trembled and didn't open her mouth when I stood before her.





  If Ignoi, whom Hippolyte is protecting, feels like she's deliberately not speaking, this felt like she truly couldn't speak out of fear.





  At that, Luna strokes her head.





  "Meteriol-. You said you knew about the skull keys. Can you tell us the truth about that? If you weren't lying, that is."





  Even at Luna's kind tone, Meteriol, who only rolled her small eyes here and there, soon nodded slowly as if she understood.





  "I, Meteriol, don't know how to lie. Grandpa said I have to be honest. But, nobody believed my words...."





  Her way of speaking is a bit clumsy.





  She's playing brightly with the other Nymphs now, but she was originally a lonely Nymph. That's probably why she was kidnapped by Nabokov, who broke through that loneliness and emptiness.





  In fact, all the members of the Nymph Choir are like abandoned cats with their own stories.





  Therefore, I thought I needed to have a fair amount of patience to hear the words from this rascal Meteriol.





  Luna said.


    


  "Hassan, it seems like there's definitely something she knows. She's trying not to speak. It doesn't seem like she's trying to hide it, though."





  "She probably just doesn't want to talk. Or, it's painful."





  Sreuk-.





  I carefully observed Meteriol, who was trembling while holding Luna's hand.





  Her appearance, looking anxious somewhere, was enough to make even me feel anxious. I'm a bit shocked, wondering if I look that scary.





  Didn't Nymphs follow me quite well in my own way?





  "Black man-! Give this Hoenoi a shoulder ride...! Hoeee-."





  "This Sartiol is first...!"





  Actually, other Nymphs often come to act spoiled like this to me.





  I did hear that the divine power I came to possess leads Nymphs to me or something like that. Anyway, I had a constitution for receiving attention from Nymphs.





  But why is this Meteriol so afraid of me?





  Sreuk-.





  At that moment, I could read Meteriol's eyes shaking anxiously here and there. And then, with an insight almost like a god's, I realize one thing.





  The reason Meteriol is trembling in fear isn't because of me.





  Flinch, flinch.





  This rascal seemed to be busily moving her gaze, looking for 'something' right now.





  And she was undoubtedly afraid because of that 'something'.





  "Huuuuu...."





  In a way, this is a PTSD symptom.





  I thought it would be better to draw out the answer from this rascal's past, which she doesn't want to talk about.





  And so, I called Luna outside the lodging for a moment and decided to ask if there were any keywords that might be helpful.





  "Does Meteriol usually not say a single word?"





  "No, it's not that bad. She talks quite well when she's with her friends. But, she's exceptionally scared in front of Hassan."





  "Is she afraid of men? Since there are many men who try to kidnap little Nymphs."





  Even if Meteriol, who is slightly smaller than Paranoy, is afraid of me with my troll-like bulk, it can't be helped. But Luna shook her head.





  "I don't think she's afraid of men. It seems like she's afraid of something a bit different. Even normally, she was a kid who often saw things that weren't there or had nightmares."





  "I see."





  "Still, she talked about her grandpa quite a bit. I guess she was a kid her grandpa looked after."





  Grandpa, huh.





  Come to think of it, I recalled the fact that Meteriol said earlier that her grandpa said she had to be honest.





  Maybe I can make her bring out memories by talking about her grandpa?





  So I decided to try that.





  "Meteriol, you said you lived with your grandpa?"





  "...."





  Nod, nod.





  The winter-born Nymph nods her head instead of answering with sound. Still, it's a relief that her heart isn't completely closed.





  "Was your grandpa a good person?"





  Nod.





  He was a good person. That's a relief.





  If he were a bad person to the point where Meteriol was reluctant to talk about him, I wouldn't even be able to force her to spit out the story.





  In fact, Meteriol liked her grandpa so much that she spoke fluently about things I hadn't even asked.





  "Grandpa, he worked hard making this and that. The sound of hammering. It was noisy, but. The fireside was warm, so it was good."





  Unlike when she was gripped by fear, there's a faint, wistful longing in her expression.





  "I, Meteriol. I'm an orphan. But Grandpa picked me up. I also worked hard following Grandpa. I know how to handle iron. This bridge. I made it! Grandpa also praised me."





  And then she even boasts about the butterfly-shaped ornament on her chest.





  It was a crude sculpture made by twisting wire, but Meteriol seemed to have great pride in it.





  "...."





  But that was only for a moment. Meteriol began to look around here and there again as if trembling in fear.





  "Grandpa. The Snow Monster took him. Snow Monster. A monster that came out from the white snow. But, nobody believed me. Meteriol. I never lied...."





  At that moment, I thought I knew the identity of what she was afraid of.





  Meteriol was right to be afraid of me.
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  To be precise, it would be correct to say she's afraid of the white fur hide I'm wearing like a hood.





  Snow Monster, huh.





  I wanted to ask more, but I couldn't talk because Meteriol hid inside the blankets. She completely shut her mouth.





  Even if Luna soothed her, and Nymphs like Paranoy or Doris urged her to play together, she wouldn't come out from under the blankets and only trembled.





  That silence continued even after we left the royal capital and drove the carriage for several days until we arrived at Sodomora.











  *      *       *











  "It's been a while, Samaritan."





  Sodomora's library.





  As I entered that place filled with the smell of stale mold and books, a scrawny man with ash-colored hair greeted me.





  This man's name is Erymanthos.





  He's the librarian of the central library located in Sodomora.





  His eyes are sunken, and the shadows cast on his face make him look exactly like a fastidious teacher, but he was a man who wouldn't cause harm if you showed him courtesy.





  Rather, back when I was a newbie adventurer, I even learned things like common sense from this man. Should I say he's a man who likes to teach?





  I was still making good use of the pen and notebook I received from him in various ways.





  He said suggestively.





  "I hear you're doing well after building a Temple. From what I've heard, the number of people coming to offer worship as followers exceeds a thousand by a rough estimate."





  "Well, roughly so."





  "A thousand. It's a good number to start anything. So, what brings such a busy and noble personage all the way here?"





  "It's nothing much, I was thinking of looking for some newspaper articles. I heard that they keep all the newspapers here in this library?"





  "Newspapers. That's right. It's the work my assistant librarian, Aesop, is doing."





  "Then I'd like to look for newspapers from about 5 years ago. May I ask where they are?"





  "Ha, 'may I ask'-."





  Sreuk-.





  Erymanthos strokes his deeply sunken eye sockets with his hand.





  Did I say something wrong? I don't think I made any slip of the tongue. So, while I was retracing my own behavior, the man added more words.





  "I've thought of you as a friend with quite interesting formalities since your adventurer days. Because you had a humble side that wasn't like a barbarian-."





  "Is that so."





  "But even now that you've become a god, you truly surprise me. A humble attitude that isn't like a god. You could be a bit more arrogant or conceited. If it were me, I would have been."





  "...."





  I fell into thought for a moment.





  If I started using informal speech or treating people I know as inferiors just because I became a god, many would be flustered.





  "It's just, well, my nature."





  "But it's not bad. I tend to like humble people. Fine, I had nothing to do anyway. I'll help you find the articles."





  Thus, with Erymanthos's help, I was able to find an article about a case that happened roughly 5 years ago.





  And in that article, the name of the winter-born Nymph Meteriol was written.





  「Disappearance at a remote workshop on the outskirts of Sodomora-.」





  「The missing person, Geppetto, is a brilliant iron craftsman with 30 years of experience who received orders even from the royal palace and nobility-.」





  「Geppetto's apprentice, Meteriol, the Nymph of Molten Iron. Testified that the Snow Monster took him-. But Meteriol is also a strong suspect-...」





  A disappearance case, huh.





  This metal craftsman named Geppetto must be the man Meteriol called Grandpa. Meteriol was a witness to the disappearance case.





  Indeed, I began to vaguely understand the reason why she kept being afraid of something and didn't want to talk about the events of the past.





  If I had tried to force her to tell me, I would have surely caused a great mental wound.





  Sreuk-.





  At that moment, Erymanthos, who had looked into the newspaper article, added more words.





  "If it's this case, I know it well. The Shapiro Geppetto disappearance case."





  "Oh, is that true?"





  "Yes. No one talks about it now, but at the time, it was something that made a lot of noise in Sodomora. The disappearance of a famous craftsman. A Nymph as the sole witness. A Snow Monster. It's exactly the kind of story people love to spin conspiracies about."





  Indeed, I see.





  In Sodomora, there were many who lived as if inflating and blathering about rumors was their only joy.





  Malko or Paranoy are exactly that kind of people, and this case was, at a glance, a prey that looked easy to eat.





  "So, was the case resolved?"





  "No. In the end, it couldn't be uncovered, so the investigation was closed. However, even now, there are occasionally those who look for this article. That's why I could tell you were talking about this article when I heard what you said."





  Seueuk-.





  Peolleok-.





  Erymanthos narrowed his eyes as he looked at the words written on the thin leather scroll. He added a few more words.





  "Shapiro Geppetto was an outstanding metal craftsman. He made most things well, but his most famous talent was for making secret tools or hidden mechanisms."





  "Hidden mechanisms?"





  "Like treasure chests with double mechanisms. Because of that, many people thought Geppetto would have left his fortune in a secret place. And that Nymph would be the one who knows its location-."





  Secret places and hidden mechanisms.





  Along with those heart-pounding keywords, what was drawn in my head was the skull key.





  The one who made the skull keys must be that man named Shapiro Geppetto. That's why his apprentice and adopted granddaughter, Meteriol, seemed to know something about the skull keys.





  The answer is becoming visible little by little.





  "Erymanthos-nim, this has been a great help."





  "Then bring a bottle of good liquor later. I hear you're tasting liquor to your heart's content at the Nectar Festival? Then it should be fine to share some."





  "I will."





  I left the library door like that.





  The place I visited next was Shapiro Geppetto's address, which was written in the article.





  Located near the Deer Forest by the South Gate, the sight of the Cabin in the woods covered in snow was quite majestic.
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  I found Geppetto's Cabin by looking up the address.





  The winter deer forest, where all the leaves had fallen.





  The snow-covered trees and the Cabin, without a single footprint, had quite a charm, enough to be painted.





  Kkii-iik-.





  Of course, the interior, once I opened the Door and stepped inside, was as if butchered by the footprints of investigators and those aiming for Geppetto's secret vault.





   "Uh-huh, look at all this dust-."





  Still, from the hammers, anvils, and makeshift furnaces placed here and there, I could strongly feel a man's presence of life. 





  Seeing the large size of the items scattered around, it was easy to picture him as a big, gruff man, befitting someone who worked with metal, even though he was called 'grandfather'.





  Then, suddenly, some items caught my eye. 





  Because in this old Cabin, long abandoned and ransacked without a single secret left, there were charming, dainty items that one wouldn't expect a gruff man to use.





  For instance, the ridiculously small hand hammer on the shelf, too small for a man to wield. 





  The small comb next to it, too. Old cotton dolls and hand mirrors that young girls would like were also among them. 





  They looked used rather than made as merchandise, so I naturally pictured a shadow next to the old blacksmith.





  Is this the place of memories where Meteriol and Geppetto lived together?





  Seureuk, Seureureuk-.





  I swept my palms across various spots.





  But since many investigators and treasure hunters would have already scoured this place thoroughly, I didn't expect to find anything.





  "Nothing much, huh."





  After examining the Cabin for a long time, I picked up a dusty doll in the corner and returned to my Temple.





  "Alright-. Gentlemen-. It's almost complete now-!"





  In front of the Temple, Martha was seen giving various instructions to the laborers. 





  When Paranoy wasn't around, Martha, Follower number 2, would typically act as the leader of the priests, directing tasks.





  Compared to how naive they seemed at first, all the priests had settled into their roles well, doing their jobs without me having to give detailed instructions.





  As expected, they're different, being University-educated folks.





  "Ah, Hassan-nim-!"





  Just then, Martha waved, as if she had spotted me.





  "As you instructed, the communal housing for the Nymphs is being built well. For a progress report, first, the Rock Dwarf Alliance hired ten laborers at 2 silver per day-."





  Peolleok-.





  Since Martha was about to start talking in complicated terms, flipping through the chart she was holding, I waved my hand, thinking the story would get long and complex.





  "That's enough. I can tell it's progressing well at a glance. So, when it's complete, the Nymph Choir kids will live here, right?"





  Seureuk-.





  I rolled my eyes and surveyed the houses being built. 





  ━You bastard-! Not there, here, put up the pillar, you idiot-! And you need to level it first-! Just because you're building a Nymph house, did you lose strength like a Nymph?





  ━What, you son of a bitch? Just hammer properly, you idiot-!





  Kwang, Ttukttak-. Pang, Pat-.





  The noisy Cabins being built. 





  They said about 10 rooms would be built side-by-side. If more Nymphs were to come, the size could be continuously expanded.





  Although they were roughly built houses using wood and bricks, it would be much better than Nymphs huddling together in cramped inn rooms like now.





  Some already completed rooms had Nymphs moving in.





  Meteriol, for example.





  Nymphs who received 'Good Nymph Points' from Luna were given the right to move in first. 





  Incidentally, with these 'Good Nymph Points', one could purchase anything from candies and health elixirs to free passes for going out and staying overnight as they pleased.





  Like the exclusive currency of the Small Yard Tribe, they say-.





  Anyway, because Meteriol was a good Nymph, she collected 100 points first and was able to move into the completed room first.





  「Meteriol's House」





  I stood in front of her first-floor Door and knocked, 'Ttokttok-'. Then, I heard rustling from inside.





  "Who...?"





  "It's me, Hassan. I have something I want to give you."





  Then, the Door opened inward with a 'Jeolkeok-'.





  Beyond the slightly open Door, I could see the blue hair and eyes characteristic of a winter-born Nymph.





  Jirit-.





  Seeing the slight suspicion in her gaze, her thought of 'Why the hell did this bastard come here?' was clearly revealed.





  In response, I held out the small cotton doll I had hidden behind my back to her. 





  A Nymph-shaped doll, which I had personally washed and mended, making it clean like a new item, despite its torn parts and dirty stains.





  "Th-that's?"





  Meteriol's eyes and voice changed slightly as she saw it through the Door crack. She must have recognized what it was.





  "It was in the Cabin where you lived with your grandfather. I brought it."





  Gii-iik-.





  In response, Meteriol's Door opened a little wider. 





  This must be like the emotional distance between Meteriol and me. I thought it was indeed a good idea to bring the doll.





 





  *      *      *


  








  "I am Meteriol, the Nymph of Molten Iron. I can tell the material and impurities of metal by touching it. So I helped my grandfather a lot."





  Meteriol, holding the doll, sat quite calmly on the bed. 





  She didn't glance around nervously like before, nor did she tremble in fear. Had holding her comfort doll brought her peace of mind?





  Deureureuk-.





  I pulled a chair in front of her and sat down. Then, I took out the skull key I had kept in my pocket and showed it to her.





  "Luna told me you've seen this before."





  Seureureu-.





  Meteriol looked at the skull key with half-closed eyes, lowering her head slightly.





  "I saw it. The mold. Skull-shaped. I remember it because of its unique shape. I asked my grandfather, and he said he made it a long time ago. He also said it had a special device."





  "Is that true?"





  "I know that device. I've seen many of the secret tools my grandfather made. Since you found my doll, I, Meteriol, will help you too. Grandfather said we must repay kindness."





  I cheered inwardly.





  Because it felt like all the work I'd done today, wandering through the library and getting covered in dust in the winter forest Cabin, was being rewarded.





  Then Meteriol added a few more words.





  "The important thing isn't the key. It's the materials that make up the key. A flame strong enough to melt metal is needed. A furnace is good too. The stronger the flame, the better. Because we need to melt titanium steel."





  Thus, the next day.





  "Hah-? What do you want to ask me for?"





  I brought Friede, who seemed somewhat bored. 





  Friede was a powerful fire Witch who could burn even the bones of most Monsters. There would be no one more suitable than Friede to produce the strong flame Meteriol spoke of.





  However, a furnace couldn't be prepared quickly. 





  "It's okay."





  Meteriol said it was okay.





  With everyone watching, Meteriol made a small bonfire in the corner of the graveyard.





  "Here, I, Ononoi, brought charcoal blessed by Goddess Vesta-nim! Because I, Ononoi, was a Follower of Goddess Vesta-nim-!"





  "Charcoal. Good condition." 





  After seeing the blessed charcoal, Meteriol nodded and put it into the bonfire. Then she wished for Friede to cast a spell.





  "Heung-."





  Friede, who didn't like helping the Nymphs, reluctantly cast the spell 'Ifrit-', and a large flame flared up.





  Then, something like a frying pan placed over the bonfire began to sizzle. 





  It clearly had a fucking intense heat, so much so that the priests and Nymphs watching nearby stepped back a few paces.





  Even Hippolyte, who was watching this, frowned, saying, 'It's hot-.'





  "Key."





  But Meteriol, seemingly unfazed by the heat, held out her palm to me. So I handed her the Three Keys I was holding in my pocket.





  Meteriol took them and, to my surprise, placed them directly onto the hot plate.





  Jigeureureureu-.





  Then, the keys I had worked so fucking hard to collect melted into molten metal like chocolate in the scorching sun.





  As everyone was flustered, Meteriol added more words.





  "Each key's material. Titanium, Adamant. And tin from the Sodomora mine. The molten metal of Pluto, formed by mixing these three, possesses special and unique properties-."





  At those words, Luna asked.





  "The Three Keys, were they all made of different metals?"





  "Yes."





  "Shit...! I had no idea!"





  I didn't know either. 





  Then, the three completely melted and merged keys began to emit a strange red light. It was eerie, like bubbling blood or lava. 





  However, when it burned for a long time and finally all impurities, like soot and smoke, had flown away.





  The red light soon took on a brilliant golden color. 





  "I'm going to take it out now-."





  Meteriol used a long stick she had to grab the heated pan. 





  Then, she poured the bubbling contents from inside into a small metal mold she had prepared beforehand and closed its lid.





  Chiiiiiik-.





  Thus, after pouring water over it and cooling it quickly, she opened the inside. When she finally opened it, the metal had solidified exactly as it was engraved within the mold.





  "Spear?"





   It was a golden spearhead.





  "Grandfather would have done more complex procedures. But I, Meteriol, haven't learned all of it. Still, this will be enough. This is the real key."





  I picked up the dull, crude spearhead. Then, I felt it vibrating with a strange magical power, 'Woo-oong-'."





  Feeling a strange exertion of power from that vibration, I took out the adventurer's identification tag from around my neck, tied the spearhead with its string, and lifted it into the air.





  Seureureureu-.





  The spearhead lifted itself as if drawn towards a corner, like metal pulled by a magnet. Seeing that, Meteriol added one more thing.





  "Pluto's metal. It attracts similar things. If you follow it. What you're looking for. Will be there."





  "Thanks, that was a great help."





  I stroked Meteriol's head. 





  Then Meteriol made a very sad expression, and I wondered if it was because her grandfather had also stroked her head like this, and she was sad remembering it.





  "Antiope, are you there?"





  I called Antiope, who had been watching this scene from a distance. Then, Antiope, who had been hiding among the dark shadows of the graveyard, revealed herself with a 'Seureuk-'.





  "Our great Hassan-nim, why do you seek me out?"





  I whispered in her ear, just loud enough for her to hear.





  "You, you don't have anything to do for a while, do you? If you have time, look into the disappearance of Geppetto. It was an incident from 5 years ago. You'll find newspaper articles if you go to the library."





  "Are you going to find what that Nymph friend is looking for too? Hassan, I thought you didn't do free favors."





  "It's just that there are some things I'm personally curious about. I'm curious about that fellow called the Snow Monster."





  I wondered if there might be some dubious conspiracy behind the disappearance of Geppetto, who made the keys to Pluto's priests' vault.





  There's no harm in investigating it.





  "Alright, I guess so. Since the Prince-nim ended up like that, the Temple Knights are getting shaky. I should just get a job under Hassan." 





  Saying, 'I'll show you how useful I am, just you wait-', Antiope disappeared back into the crowd.





  According to Hippolyte, Antiope's true value lay in tracking and deducing things. 





  Indeed, she had even tracked Luna and me, branding us as cultists and putting us in danger. 





  Because of that, I had a strange sense of relief that if I left the disappearance case to Antiope, it would somehow be resolved.





  It's good to have subordinates, huh.





  Is this why Paranoy wants to grasp power?





  Seureureuk-.





  My gaze now turned towards the spearhead, tied in my hand and swaying back and forth. Hippolyte, who had been looking at it, smiled subtly and spoke to me.





  "A treasure hunt, huh. Sounds interesting. The festival was postponed, so I had nothing to do. I'll join too."





  At that, Luna also shouted loudly.





  "Ah-! I want to go too!"





  However, Friede merely yawned languidly, as if annoyed.





  "Then, you all have a good trip. I'm tired."





  Of course, her refusal was rejected. 





  It was due to Hippolyte's opinion that there should be at least one skilled mage, as we didn't know what traps might be lurking near the Treasure Vault.





  So, Luna, Hippolyte, Friede, and I, along with Paranoy as our inventory, walked in the direction the spearhead pointed. 





  It was pointing outside the city of Sodomora, and to be precise, past the magnificent mountain range stretching outside the city, we found an old, crumbling mine shaft.





  A dark mine shaft, like the throat of a giant.
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  At the mine's entrance, we paused for a moment.





  Gooo-.





  It was an entrance gaping open like a giant's mouth. The dark passages visible within looked quite eerie and menacing.





  Hippolyte said.





  "It's an abandoned mine shaft. Around Sodomora, there are many abandoned mines and shafts like this. Naturally, they become nests for monsters, bandits, or beasts."





  As she said that, she knelt on one knee and swept her hand across the sand on the floor.





  Then she even picked up a handful of it and rubbed it between her fingers. From that action, she seemed to have drawn a conclusion.





  "As expected, it seems there are monsters inside here too."





  It wouldn't hurt to be careful.





  Swish-swish-.





  Thus, before entering, the group stopped and surveyed the surroundings.





  The setting sun.





  Until we climbed the mountain path, it looked like an ordinary winter mountain.





  Realizing there was a strange shaft like this, the bleak atmosphere felt as if it were hiding some suspicious secret.





  In fact, the tip of the spear Meteriol made was pointing here.





  It means the warehouse built by Pluto's priests is somewhere inside this shaft.





  Actually, as Hippolyte said, there are quite a few abandoned mines or mines around Sodomora.





  From the start, the city of Sodomora accumulated wealth by mining ore while fostering the Pluto faith, so it's only natural.





  That actively maintained mining industry must have declined along with the purging of cultists, leaving behind only eerie abandoned mines like this. Sodomora too has fallen into being merely a dirty city.





  "Alright, if we've rested enough, let's go in now. Paranoy, place glowing stones at intervals along the path from the entrance to mark the way."





  "Understood-! Since the inside of the mine can be complex, marking the path is an important task-!"





  "Then the rest-"





  The rest will each handle their roles properly on their own.





  Our party's total level is close to 200, so honestly, I don't think there's anyone who could threaten us in a mine like this.





  Hoo-.





  After taking a small deep breath, I moved my steps into the abandoned mine.





  Thump, thump-.





  Every time we went inside, our footsteps echoed vividly in our ears, bouncing off the surrounding walls.





  "Light-."





  As I conjured the luminous magic I was uniquely confident in, the dark passage was illuminated quite brightly.





  Around us, I could see wooden pillars, nails, and wires supporting the mine sticking out.





  Although they were old, it didn't seem like the mine would collapse or anything.





  It was then.





  "Hassan, look at that...!"





  Luna, who had been walking quietly beside me, tapped my arm.





  And then she pointed to the ceiling with her finger. Wondering what could be there, I saw black things stuck to the mine's ceiling.





  "What the hell, it's bats."





  "They're cold bats...! Let's be careful not to wake them...! If they bite you, you'll get a fever like you have a cold, cough, and in severe cases, you could even die...!"





  "I see."





  On this Gaia Continent, colds were actually one of the damn dangerous diseases.





  In a world without proper medical knowledge, it's a disease that's contagious and can even endanger one's life, so it cannot be ignored.





  Bats that spread such a terrifying disease.





  What bastards.





  Thanks to that, as Luna said, we carefully moved our steps so as not to disturb the bats, going deeper inside.





  And deeper inside, we could see piles of animal skulls and bones scattered on the floor.





  Luna, after touching those bones clack clack-, said.





  "These are saber-tiger bones-! Look here, its fangs are so long. These aren't materials that should just be lying around here. Just one of these fangs is worth more than 2 silvers."





  "They seem to be bones discarded after being eaten by beasts or monsters-!"





  According to Luna, the saber-tiger's subjugation rank is the same rank.





  And the fact that a monster capable of unilaterally preying on such a creature is inside means we might also face unexpected dangers.





  Therefore, we drew our weapons and lowered our pace, ready for any situation where something might jump out.





  Swish-. Swish-.





  Woo-woo-oong-.





  As we were approaching the end of the passage for quite some time.





  "What is this-."





  I couldn't help but utter a rather dumbfounded sound.





  What appeared before my eyes was a giant steel plate door. A steel plate so thick and sturdy it reminded me of a nuclear war bunker.





  The problem was that it bore five clear scars, as if attacked by something sharp and intense.





  Hippolyte, after lightly touching the scars, said.





  "This must be the warehouse door. But it's torn. It looks like it was scratched by claws. It's terribly torn."





  "It looks like someone went inside first-!"





  Woo-woo-oong-.





  Seeing the necklace connected to the spearhead resonate as if trying to stick to this torn iron door, it seemed, as Hippolyte said, that this door was indeed the warehouse door.





  In my opinion, it seems it was discovered by someone else, allowing forced entry.





  Well, what the hell, it's been over 20 years since it was made, so it wouldn't be strange if capable treasure hunters found and broke through it. Maybe there won't be any treasures.





  However, when I went inside, I realized my worries were just unfounded fears.





  "Wow, holy crap, it's amazing."





  Inside the iron door were many shelves.





  And placed upon them were items like old antiques. Hippolyte, after lightly touching them, said.





  "These are relics used in the temple. Things like ritual tools or vessels for holy water. Indeed, it's a warehouse where items used in the temple were moved."





  Luna, as if extremely excited by that, asks.





  "So, are they expensive? We can sell them for a lot, right?"





  "Since they are items of Pluto's followers, it will be difficult to sell them. They are designated as items of the cult, so merely possessing them can be a crime."





  I see.





  It was a bit disappointing that we couldn't sell all these relics.





  "Ah-! Hassan-nim, there's a chest of gold coins here-!"





  But such disappointment was quickly replaced by excited thrill at Paranoy's voice.





  As Paranoy said, there was a chest full of gold coins on the floor.





  Good heavens, stacks of gold coins in a box! Holy crap, it was such a grand and beautiful sight that I almost felt like crying tears of emotion.





  "Shit, I'm rich-!"





  I picked up a gold coin and shook it jingle, jingle-.





  As I call myself the God of Gold, I could tell how many gold coins were in the chest just by the shaking sound.





  "What the hell is this? It's not gold coins."





  "Hassan, what are you talking about? Not gold coins-!"





  "Look."





  At Luna's words, I slid away the gold coins covering the top. Only the top of the box was covered with a few gold coins; everything below was copper pennies.





  This shit, what bastard pulled this trick.





  I don't know who it is, but to mess with me, I'll kill them when I meet them, you bastard.





  As I was vowing such anger, Elfriede and Hippolyte, turning their attention from the gold coins, were enjoying their own shopping, looking at the dust-covered antiques.





  "Look at this. It's a cloak made from the fur of red lions. I heard red lions were all overhunted and went extinct. To think that item would be here-"





  Hippolyte lightly tried on the cloak, placing it over her shoulder.





  "It's tough and durable, and doesn't catch fire, so it's said to be useful armor for dealing with mages. It's cool."





  Beside Hippolyte, Elfriede was also opening a jewelry box, trying on rings on her fingers.





  "It's an opal ring. They say opal contains the flame of ruby, the darkness of amethyst, and the sea of emerald. Perhaps it will allow for finer adjustment of magic-"





  Everyone seemed to be pocketing one item they liked. Only then did my mind snap back to attention.





  If I stayed slumped over the sadness of the gold coin chest like this, I might miss lunchtime, leaving only the sadness of the delicious side dishes being all gone in my heart.





  "Shit...! It's time to explore the treasure vault-!"





  We started farming.





  Since all we had to do was pick up items placed on shelves here and there and try them on, there couldn't be an easier farm.





  Shit.





  It feels like the effort of going through various troubles in the royal capital to get the skull key, and then persuading Meteriol well to find out its use, is finally paying off.





  Thus, we continued farming for quite some time.





  What Luna liked was a dagger made of red stone.





  "It's cool-. It's imbued with night magic-! For me, this one seems enough. This is the best. There's nothing else worth looking at...!"





  I don't know for sure, but the strange inscriptions on the stone dagger seemed to have completely captivated Luna's heart.





  So Luna took the red stone dagger.





  Hippolyte took the red lion cloak she saw earlier.





  Elfriede obtained opal rings and various other rings containing gems.





  They turned their eyes to look for other items, and I felt a sense of déjà vu, as if I had forgotten something.





  "I don't think this is the time to be rummaging through things like this."





  Come to think of it, didn't they say we could obtain something like a treasure here that leads to Pluto's labyrinth?





  Realizing that, I turned my gaze away from things like gold coins or jewels.





  And then, rummaging through relics and vessels that looked like all sorts of junk, I tried to find something like a key, a compass, or a map.





  Of course, there was nothing that looked particularly plausible.





  Do I need to search with a bit more leisure?





  Just then, as I was slightly narrowing my brow.





  ━Rrrrroooar-.





  I felt something with a huge body approaching our empty treasure vault, making the mine shaft thump thump-.





  Thump, thump-.





  As time passed, the vibration grew closer. Finally, beneath the lantern light, we spotted a beast trying to squeeze through the broken iron door.





  "That, that-"





  Luna was the first to shout upon seeing it.





  "It's a bear-!"





  But even without Luna shouting, we all knew it was a bear.





  It was a beast with fierce-looking dark red fur, even at a glance.





  That guy must be the owner of this shaft, having preyed heavily on saber-tigers or whatever. The fur mixed here and there among these countless relics must surely belong to that guy.





  Perhaps this warehouse was like its home?





  ━Grrrroooaaan-!





  And naturally, the creature seemed displeased with us invading its home.





  It raised its four front paws high and charged towards us as if rushing.





  It had an intimidating presence, like a freight truck charging down a narrow straight road.





  "Cut the crap-! Th-that thing is a Silver Tier monster-!"





  According to Luna, that creature's subjugation level is Silver Tier. Indeed, ordinary adventurers would be torn apart and smashed by those four paws.





  Of course, to me, who had fought Gloria, its charge wasn't particularly threatening.





  "Where do you think you're going, bastard-!"





  I charged back towards the bear's body. My headbutt, filled with the anger of having my farming interrupted. Finally, my Hell Iron Mountain Charge hit the bear's body-.





  KWA-ANG-!





  ━Grrrroooaaan-!





  Hit by that, the bear let out a rather horrific and loud scream and simultaneously slammed into the wall, slumping over.





  It died instantly. The feeling of my ribs breaking upon colliding with my shoulder was vivid, so it would be stranger if it were still alive.





  Goooo-.





  The problem was, perhaps because my headbutt was too strong, dust fell down from the mine's ceiling.





  Rumble-.





  "This isn't going to collapse entirely, is it?"





  It made unsettling noises as if the ceiling and walls would collapse any moment, but the fact that the mine might collapse was more frightening to me than the bear.





  Goooo-.





  However, after a few unsettling tremors, the inside of the mine returned to silence. Only then could we let out sighs of relief.





  "We got the corpse of the saber-bear too...! It would be nice to make leather hats and leather scarves for the Nymphs' mouths-"





  Swish-.





  Luna, drawing her dagger, was about to salvage the bear's corpse I had just killed. Just then, the ceiling lamp, which had been shaking with a creak-creak- and making unsettling noises, snapped and fell.





  "Eek-!"





  And Paranoy, hit on the head by it, screamed.





  "How dare an object hit Paranoy's head, it's unacceptable-! It's a very Nymph-hating lamp-!"





  Paranoy kicked the lamp with a 'thump-' as if trying to take out his frustration. The moment it hit Paranoy's foot, spun around, and went out.





  I happened to notice something strange.





  "Wait, wasn't that strange just now?"
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 It might have been my imagination.





 But the lantern showed me quite a peculiar sight, too peculiar to dismiss as mere imagination.





 My ultimate ocular technique, the Heavenly Demon Sharingan, isn't so weak as to see illusions.





 Therefore, I slowly reached out, picked up the lantern that had fallen on the floor, and wiped off the dust clinging to its surface.





 Perhaps sensing my odd behavior, Luna asked.





 "Hassan, what is that? Why are you doing that?"





 "Look at this. I thought it was just an ordinary lantern, but isn't it a bit strange?"





 I examined the lantern, made of iron and glass, from all angles. It seemed to be crafted with considerable care, more than just a simple object to illuminate a tunnel.





 However, its outward appearance wasn't what I truly wanted to show them.





 "Paranoy, hand me a match, please."





 "Understood-!"





 *Beee-eee-eee*.





 I took a matchstick from Paranoy and struck it against the wall.





 A small flame flickered. I carefully placed it inside the lantern and nursed the ember, which soon flared up with a bright light.





 But it was short-lived.





 *Chiiik-.





 The lantern extinguished once more.





 Yet, in that brief moment of illumination, everyone seemed to grasp something, falling silent.





 As I was about to light another match, Elfriede, who had been watching, extended her hand to me.





 "What, did you want to hold hands too?"

MnZBMElkRjFKc3ZCR0RiWklQRlA5WlZINzRaZThhUzZ1cnMyS01IbEgxWnJPWmcxMmovajZJQm1lakt5cFBzOA




 I took her hand.





 "No, I meant the lantern, you idiot...!"





 Unlike Luna, who enjoys holding my hand, Elfriede didn't seem to like it much.





 Eventually, I handed the lantern over to Elfriede.





 After examining it for a while, Elfriede opened one side of the lantern and put her hand inside.





 *Tak-.





 With a snap of her fingers, a flame ignited beyond her white glove, and a light far brighter than when lit by a match illuminated the glass surface of the lantern.





 *Uuuuuuuung-.





 It was a light that could only be described as that of a lighthouse, not a mere lantern.





 And the light shone so brightly it seemed capable of piercing through a wall. Even when Elfriede, holding the lantern, moved, the direction of the light didn't change.





 Just like a compass needle pointing in a fixed direction, the lantern's light clearly indicated one spot.





 Seeing this, Elfriede spoke.





 "This is a magic item. It's activated by channeling magic. That's why it wouldn't light with a match. Moreover, it points in one direction... this is like..."





 Elfriede trailed off, as if she knew the answer but chose to withhold it. Hippolyte picked up where she left off.





 "It seems to be pointing at something. Otherwise, it wouldn't be fixed in one direction like this. Perhaps-."





 Perhaps-





 Hippolyte also left her sentence unfinished. The slight furrowing of her brow clearly indicated she was deep in thought.





 After about ten seconds of contemplation.





 Finally, as if her thoughts were in order, Hippolyte spoke.





 "I heard that Pluto's priests had a secret vault containing keys, maps, or equivalent objects that point to the five rivers of the underworld. I believe this might be it."





 "Hippolyte, are you saying that this is a signpost pointing to the gates of the underworld?"





 "I can't think of anything else. Among all the artifacts here, this might be the most important one."





 "Why was something like that hanging from the ceiling, looking like a dusty old lantern?"





 In response to Luna's question, we all looked up at the ceiling. Elfriede, who was still holding the lantern and examining it, added.





 "It might have been hidden. If people are distracted by the items on the shelves, they're likely to overlook a lantern hanging above."





 Indeed, Elfriede's words held a certain insight.





 As Elfriede said, we had been so captivated by the surrounding artifacts that we hadn't paid any attention to the lantern hanging from the ceiling.





 If you want to hide a tree, hide it in a forest.





 If you want to hide treasure, hiding it amongst a pile of other treasures would be the most logical approach.





 Anyway, thanks to the bear, I was glad to have discovered this lantern.





 In gratitude, I decided to make full use of the bear, leaving nothing to waste.





 The meat would be eaten, and the bones and hide could be used as materials to make clothes or tools.





 Thanks to this, the nymphs of the Small Courtyard tribe received boots, scarves, and hats made from thick bear hides.











 *       *       *














 The next day, after some time had passed.





 "Hassan-nim, I've hired people and moved all the treasures from the warehouse-!"





 Paranoy's report finally allowed me to relax.





 Our party members had a limit to how much they could carry, so we had no choice but to leave a large quantity of artifacts in the warehouse.





 As soon as dawn broke, I instructed Paranoy to gather them all.





 "Were there any problems along the way?"





 "There was a pathetic individual trying to pocket a gold coin, but I handled it properly-!"





 "Good, well done."





 "For now, they've been safely stored in the vast warehouse of Sodomora's Central Bank! Once your temple expands further and an artifact hall is established, we'll move them there-!"





 According to the Central Bank, the number of artifacts I brought was around 180.





 Excluding the items belonging to the Pluto Cult, which cannot be sold, that number was about 100.





 These 100 items ranged from common artifacts to rare epic-grade ones, with an estimated value exceeding a thousand gold.





 That was a rough estimate, but if calculated precisely, I thought it might reach around two thousand gold.





 Two thousand gold, damn.





 With that much money, I could build my own mansion and even form a knightly order with private soldiers.





 In any case, I wouldn't have to worry about money for a while.





 So, while I was sitting on the central throne of the temple, contemplating how to efficiently use this money and these artifacts, Hippolyte approached me and said.





 "You seem to be thinking about how to spend money, don't you?"





 "How did you know?"





 "You had a very happy look on your face."





 "I see."





 Hippolyte's intuition is quite sharp. To guess that I was thinking about spending money so quickly.





 "So, have you thought about how to spend that vast sum of money?"





 "Well, I was thinking of building a mansion or two-."





 "A mansion-."





 Hippolyte's reaction was lukewarm. Did she not like my idea? So, I decided to ask for her opinion.





 "Hippolyte-nim, what do you think should be done with all these artifacts? Do you have any good ideas?"





 "I do."





 "Oh."





 "Build a really, really big mansion."





 I see.





 Hippolyte seemed dissatisfied with the size of the mansion.





 Building a "really, really big mansion" - what a brilliant idea, befitting a Gold Tier adventurer.





 It was an idea I could never have come up with on my own, so I was glad I asked.





 Is this the power of the new God of Wisdom - Hassan's ultimate skill, 'Collective Intelligence'?





 However, Hippolyte chuckled lightly, as if her previous statement was a joke, and corrected herself.





 "Don't take it too seriously. I was just joking. I have a much better way to use funds and artifacts in mind."





 "And what is that?"





 "Hassan, with the lantern you acquired yesterday, we can say we've stepped onto the threshold of a journey to the underworld. However, as you well know, it's not an easy undertaking."





 "Well, that's true-."





 I nodded.





 It would undoubtedly be an expedition of unprecedented scale on the continent of Gaia. Therefore, the problem was forming an expeditionary force of unprecedented scale.





 However, we couldn't just march in with an army of mercenaries or royal knights.





 Pluto's labyrinth increases its defenses based on the number of entrants. So, the more people in the expeditionary force, the higher the difficulty, truly living up to the name "Hell."





 That was precisely why many kingdoms and nobles had failed to conquer or subdue the labyrinth.





 In the labyrinth, brute force through numbers doesn't work.





 Therefore, the conquest must be carried out by a small, elite party. Each member must be as strong as a seasoned warrior.





 As I was thinking this, Hippolyte spoke.





 "Long ago, the Mars Guild meticulously calculated the dungeon's difficulty and the optimal number of entrants for its complete conquest."





 "What do you mean by that?"





 "They calculated how strong an individual needed to be, and how many of them were required, to fully clear Pluto's labyrinth."





 Hippolyte's explanation made me picture scholars calculating labor and time.





 I soon realized there must be a reason for Hippolyte to bring this up.





 "So, what was the result of the calculation?"





 "A party of five with an average total Karma of 45. And two such parties. It was calculated that with ten Glorias, it would be possible to clear the labyrinth."





 "Wait, does that calculation result even make sense?"





 Ten Glorias? That was fucking impossible. But Hippolyte, undeterred by my slight disappointment, added.





 "That was based on exceptional individuals like Gloria. If we use Gold Tier heroes like myself as the standard, it would be about twenty. Twenty Gold Tier heroes. If we can gather them, the probability of clearing the labyrinth increases."





 "Oh."





 I pictured heroes wearing golden necklaces in my mind.





 Twenty people like Hippolyte would be able to clear the labyrinth - well, that was obvious. Each swing of their sword would unleash twenty energy waves.





 But in a way, that was still an absurd notion.





 "How on earth are you going to hire twenty Gold Tier heroes? I heard there are only about ten Gold Tier adventurers in the entire kingdom?"





 "That's true. However, there are many wanderers who, like me in the past, refuse the golden necklace and live solitary lives. Heroes who disappeared after the Argo expedition. If we include them, we might be able to reach that number."





 "You mean...."





 "However, they won't easily reveal themselves to the world. Many are in seclusion, and many have completed their lives with tragic endings, as heroes often do. But they are warriors. They must still thirst for martial prowess and valor."





 "Hmm-."





 "They'll come if you offer an interesting story as bait. Of course, it will cost a lot of money. But we have plenty of money now."





 "Are you saying I should hire them?"





 "Yes. Hassan, the two thousand gold you're about to acquire should be enough to pique their interest."





 Hippolyte said that if I agreed, she could send carrier pigeons immediately to request the assembly of Gold Tier adventurers.





 I fell into a moment of contemplation.





 Two thousand gold.





 How much is that in Korean won, damn it? If 1 gold is 10 million won... 10 gold is 100 million. 100 gold is 1 billion. Wow, damn, isn't that almost 20 billion won?





 20 billion.





 20,000,000,000.





 Damn, that's a lot of zeros.





 It's an amount that wouldn't be out of place for the funding of a corporation.





 And with such funds, I could build a truly grand mansion, just as Hippolyte joked.





 I could hire servants to manage it, a butler, maids, gardeners to mow the lawn, and even dog walkers to take the nymphs' pets for walks.





 But to use such an amount for assembling an expeditionary force - of course, I knew which was the right choice.





 "Hippolyte-nim, please send out the carrier pigeons then. The fastest ones."





 "Alright, I knew you'd say that."





 *Fudududek-.





 And so, pigeons with small notes tied to their legs flew powerfully towards various cities and across the world.





 In a few days, I expected to receive replies, or perhaps the Gold Tier adventurers themselves would arrive.





 Regardless, once the birds released from my hands had flown away, there was no turning back. The dice had been cast.





 The formation of an expeditionary force to the underworld - what kind of companions would I have?





 For a moment, the images of several powerful individuals flashed through my mind.





 "Paranoy, I'm going to be away from the temple for a bit."





 "Understood-!"





 And so, I first headed to the Temple of Venus in the center of the city. As far as I knew, he was living there, doing odd jobs.





 And there, I found a bald man tending to the garden.





 "Hey, Calidour-."





 "Ah, Brother from another realm. What brings you here?"





 "I'm putting together a party. I need strong people, and it's going to be very dangerous."





 "...."





 *Sreureuk-.





 His ashen eyes slowly opened. He was probably observing me, wondering what I, who hadn't appeared in a long time, was going to say.





 We were both busy people.





 I thought it would be better to get straight to the point rather than beating around the bush.





 "I'm forming an expeditionary force to conquer the underworld. I'm gathering all the strong people I know. I want you to be a part of it."





 "Indeed, the underworld. You are gathering heroes to head to Gaia Continent's Helheim. I understand. Very well. I owe you a debt, Brother."





 "Oh, shit, really?"





 I felt a bit bewildered that he was persuaded so easily.





 Calidour was a born man-hunter. He was a master of Elf martial arts who had single-handedly defeated an Elf pursuit party. If this guy joined the expedition, he would undoubtedly be a powerful asset.





 "When do we depart...?"





 "That's not decided yet."





 "I see. Speaking of which, I heard that the Saintess of Venus has something to tell you."





 "The Saintess of Venus?"





 I recalled the Saintess of Venus, who wore bells around her neck.





 They said she was a woman with an incredible allure, so beautiful that looking at her face would turn one's body to stone.





 For a moment, my mind went blank, wondering why the Saintess of Venus wanted to meet me.





 Then, I remembered that I had resolved a request at the Temple of Venus some time ago and had not received my reward.





 And so, I went to a place called the Saintess's Office. A room with luxurious marble decorations, set aside in a corner of the temple.





 As I entered and sat on the sofa, I heard the tinkling of bells, and a woman wearing a mask appeared.





 "Young god. It's a pleasure to meet you. It's a great fortune to have the most famous man in the city, no, on the continent, before me."





 "It's a pleasure. Every time I came to receive my reward, you weren't here, so I thought you were deliberately avoiding me."





 "Avoiding you? Hohoho-."





 "So, can I receive my payment now?"





 "Yes. Zigres. And I have a piece of information that might be helpful to you as you prepare for your expedition to the underworld."





 "...."





 I paused for a moment. The fact that I was preparing for an expedition to the underworld was a secret known only to those involved. Had Paranoy blabbed it everywhere?





 "I heard it from your High Priest, Paranoy."





 Damn it, it's true.





 "So, what is this helpful information?"





 "It's not so much information as it is a person, really. It's natural that seasoned warriors must gather to conquer the underworld."





 *Jeolkeok-.





 At that moment, the door opened.





 *Jeol-geureuk, jeol-geureuk-.





 Simultaneously, the sound of metal-clad boots and armor clanking was heard loudly.





 "As repayment for you, Zigres, we will lend you our top forces for a while. Coincidentally, the sinner of Venus, too, must carry out their final task towards the underworld-."
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  *Clank-. Clatter-.*





  The door to the personal office of the Saintess of the goddess Venus creaked open, emitting a metallic sound.





  "Keeeugh-. Hoooough-."





  Following that, a beast-like panting could be heard.





  As I turned my head, I saw a woman clad in pink spiky armor approaching me, looking in my direction.





  Her hair was a voluminous, curly blonde. Her eyes were blue, her skin white. Her face could be described as quite beautiful, but the gag-like object in her mouth was unsettling.





  "Keeeugh-."





  Because of that gag, unnatural breaths kept escaping her mouth, making it seem as though this woman exuded a wildness like a beast rather than a human.





  When she finally stood behind the Saintess, the Saintess added a few words.





  "We will lend you Psyche, the highest combat power of our Sodomora Venus Goddess Temple. We've met before, so introductions aren't necessary, right?"





  "...."





  I nodded silently.





  Psyche.





  The name instantly brought back the memory of how I had a bitter experience at this Venus Goddess Temple.





  Venus, the goddess of love and beauty, and Psyche, her holy warrior.





  This gagged woman was wearing such spiky armor and restraints on her hands and feet for a reason.





  For holy warriors are like punishments for those who bear the sins of the gods.





  The Saintess of Venus added an explanation.





  "Psyche has only one final task left. Once that task is resolved, she will be forgiven of her sins and become free, living an ordinary life."





  "The final task?"





  "To go to the end of the underworld and retrieve a box of eternal slumber. However, that was an impossible task for a living person. But now, she has an opportunity."





  "I see."





  I nodded and quickly scanned the holy warrior Psyche. I knew she was strong from her breaking Calidour's leg.





  But whether she would be truly helpful was uncertain.





  "Excuse me, but may I touch Psyche's wrist for a moment?"





  The Saintess chuckled behind her mask.





  "You should ask Psyche, not me. I am not her master, nor is she my pet."





  "I see."





  I had no choice but to admit my mistake.





  So, I turned to Psyche, who was just standing there blinking her eyes, and asked again, like a pervert, "May I hold your hand-?"





  "...."





  Of course, there was no answer. So I glanced at the Saintess's mask, and she simply shrugged her shoulders.





  Since she didn't refuse, it was as good as permission.





  And so, I slowly reached out my hand towards the wrist of the woman named Psyche.





  "Grrrgh-."





  As my hand got closer, the holy warrior Psyche narrowed her eyes and began to growl menacingly, like a Shiba Inu about to have its treat snatched away.





  *Flinch.*





  Seeing that, I paused my hand, and the Saintess chuckled, "Fuhuhu-."





  "It's okay. Psyche doesn't bite. She hits, though."





  "Shit, then it's not okay at all."





  "Still, Psyche seems to like you. Usually, it wouldn't just end with growling."





  "Is that so?"





  She threatened me so fiercely, and yet that was considered liking me? There were many things I couldn't understand.





  It felt like the owner of a wildly barking and jumping pit bull, unleashed and eyeing me with a hungry look, was saying, "My dog doesn't bite-."





  Shit, now that I think about it, I'm getting angry.





  This is a seriously grave problem.





  Dogs are, in fact, wolves.





  Even the smallest and most docile dogs like Chihuahuas or Shih Tzus, being descendants of wolves, have a primal hunting instinct lurking within them.





  And that instinct often leads them to bare their fangs at seemingly weaker prey, like young children.





  In reality, many young children have been injured by attacks from small dogs off their leashes.





  If I ever gain power, I will propose a strong law that fines dog owners who walk their pets without leashes.





  As I was thinking this, something slowly approached me. It was none other than Psyche's wrist.





  As I was lost in thought, she extended her wrist towards me first.





  Could it be that she had opened her heart to me?





  With a touch of emotion, I placed my fingers on her wrist. It felt like communicating with a wild beast.





  *Ding-.*





  『Name: Psyche Pureheart Lv. 41


   Status: 《Sinner of Love》 《Electrophilia》』





  Psyche's level was 41, as the text indicated.





  I had thought she wasn't an ordinary person since she broke Calidour's leg, but she was indeed a strong woman, worthy of being called the highest combat power of the temple.





  Given that many are called heroes from around level 40, this woman named Psyche could be considered to have met the primary condition for becoming a Gold Tier adventurer.





  That meant she would be of great help in the expedition to the underworld.





  "However, this mission could be life-threatening. Are you alright with that?"





  "...."





  *Nod.*





  Psyche simply nodded without a word.





  With this, I had gained two excellent combat powers from the Sodomora Venus Goddess Temple: Calidour and Psyche.





  However, I still felt it wasn't enough.











  *   *   *











  "It's been a while since I've been here too."





  Beyond the north gate of Sodomora, there's a high cliff.





  Below that cliff lies the darkness called the Abyss of Erebus, and within it, all sorts of vicious monsters, including Manticores, lurked.





  However, in the valley of the abyss, the most dangerous beings were not Manticores, Wyverns, or other venomous insects, but an undead.





  And I am now descending into the darkness to meet that undead.





  I always feel tense when descending into this darkness.





  *Grrrk, Grrrk-.*





  As I descended into the depths of the abyss by gondola, I saw a corner of the cliff carved into the valley. There was a lit brazier and something like a dilapidated hut.





  "Are you there?"





  As I announced my presence there, with the sound of heavy objects colliding and shaking, a skeleton clad in clothes, with glowing blue eyes, appeared and greeted me.





  ━It's been a while, Hassan.





  His name is Achilles, or Arthas.





  He is a Weapon Master and Death Knight resurrected by Pluto's curse.





  ━You've grown stronger in the time we haven't met. I almost didn't recognize you. Ordinary swords or arrows wouldn't even pierce your skin now.





  Achilles seemed to have instantly grasped that I had leveled up and become stronger in the meantime.





  Of course, just as he perceived my strength, I, who had also become stronger and more sensitive, once again realized what a formidable warrior Achilles was.





  Even with nothing but bones, there wasn't a single opening.





  I could foresee a future where any attack I launched would be easily blocked and even countered.





  What kind of being is this?





  Is he like a super skeleton?





  ━So, what brings you, who must be busy with the temple's operations, all the way down to this humble abyss?





  "I have something to ask you. I came to see if you have any interest in leaving this place and joining an expeditionary force."





  ━Expeditionary force? Are you planning a war?





  "A war... it seems similar. I'm thinking of forming a rather large expeditionary force. At least twenty Gold Tier adventurers will gather."





  ━Gold Tier... You mean the graduates of Kairos Academy, those wearing gold necklaces? Each one of them could be called a hero.





  "That's right."





  ━So it will be a battlefield where brave warriors like myself, Achilles, and my adversary Hector, Odysseus, Ajax, and Menelaus abound. There will even be scoundrels like the cowardly Paris.





  I knew the names Achilles was rattling off were those of the heroes who fought in the Trojan War.





  I had borrowed and read books about the Trojan War from the library to learn about this Death Knight Achilles of the abyss.





  Incidentally, it was interesting.
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  Anyway, I nodded.





  "Many strong individuals will be clamoring."





  ━I see. My heart pounds, though I have no heart. A battlefield. A battlefield-. Has the peaceful Kingdom of Zeruit decided on war?





  Achilles' reaction was quite positive.





  He had been stuck in this abyss for so long, hunting monsters with Agumon, a Wyvern. He must have been bored.





  It's like a max-level player who has completed all content is getting a large-scale war event update.





  Thinking of it that way, I could understand Achilles raising his expectations. Lack of content is a major problem in any game or life.





  ━Who are the opponents? Are they descendants of the eastern land of Troy? Or the ambitious western desert principalities? The southern island's Ideope barbarians cannot be ignored either. Or perhaps the newly discovered northern elves?





  However, all of Achilles' guesses were wrong.





  I need to correct him on this.





  "We will not be invading anywhere, east, west, north, or south."





  ━What?





  *Swoosh-.*





  The skeleton's blue eyes narrowed slightly. Even after seeing them many times, they were quite eerie. He asked again.





  ━If you're not invading anywhere, east, west, north, or south, then what kind of expeditionary force are you planning to form?





  "The place we will be heading to is-"





  *Snap.*





  I pointed downwards with my thumb.





  "Underground."





  ━....





  Whether he understood my simple explanation or not, a brief silence fell between Achilles and me.





  A few seconds passed.





  Achilles narrowed his blue eyes and opened his skeletal mouth.





  ━Hassan, I'm sorry, but that's not called an expeditionary force. It's called a suicide squad. Not even the greatest heroes, let alone the mighty gods of Hypnos, have ever dared to venture into the underworld.





  His words were quite pessimistic.





  But I couldn't back down now.





  I felt the need to solidify my stance.





  "It would be impossible for me alone. That's why I need the help of the strong. In that sense, I want you to be part of the expeditionary force."





  Then, Achilles let out a low, gloomy chuckle.





  ━You don't know, Hassan, or rather, little Pluto. You don't know how immense the power of the underworld is-. I know it well. And I tell you, everyone will die. Like dogs. Like insects.





  *Swoosh-.*





  His blue eyes flickered.





  I could read one emotion in his eyes, something that seemed utterly unfitting for this man: 'fear'.





  "Are you afraid?"





  ━Afraid? Even I, Achilles, the protagonist of a brilliant epic, could not overcome the power of the underworld. Why am I in this state-.





  Achilles started to speak but then fell silent.





  I sensed that there was important information in the words he swallowed, but Achilles seemed unwilling to speak of it and changed the subject.





  ━You are trying to accomplish something that would make the tasks of countless heroes and gods seem like child's play.





  "...."





  ━As I said, there's no good in living for glory and merit. Hassan, give up. You already have so much in your hands, don't you? Enjoy it and live a comfortable life forever.





  Achilles' words seemed to resonate in my bones. If I were the old, commoner Hassan, I would have nodded and stepped aside.





  But if I agreed with him here, everything I had done so far, and the hardships my companions had endured to help me, would all be in vain.





  Oaths and promises.





  My goal to surpass my father.





  All of that would be shattered.





  A Hassan without a purpose would be no different from a mannequin.





  "...."





  As I was racking my brain to find a counter-argument, Achilles drew a long sword from his waist, seeing that.





  ━However, a man who has made up his mind cannot be persuaded. I know this well.





  *Gooooo-.*





  ━Then prove it. Son of Pluto, Hassan.





  A powerful aura emanated from Achilles, who had drawn his sword.





  ━That you possess the power to surpass the grand epic of all gods and heroes, history itself.
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━I am Achilles, warrior of Pthia, the Lament of Widows. Master of all weapons, a cursed and fallen wraith. Little Pluto, I challenge you.





Screeeech-.





Achilles gripped his sword with both hands, lowering his stance.





━Son of the Underworld, you are more than enough of a worthy opponent-.





Just as I thought he was about to lunge forward with his sword, like a charging bull's horns-.





Fsssh-.





Before I knew it, he was gone without a trace.





However, my senses, honed by countless battles, sent a vibration through my jaw, making me instinctively pull my head back.





Screeeech-!





At that moment, I saw a long blade tear through the air, arcing upwards from below my navel to above my jaw.





Achilles had approached to just under my chin and swung his sword.





━If even I, Achilles, cannot overcome you, then all that awaits you is death, Hassan!





Screeeech-!





The longsword, which had been angled upwards, was now coming down diagonally towards my body. A clean, consecutive strike.





"Guh-!"





Snapping out of my surprise at the unexpected ambush, I quickly rolled away, creating distance.





Swish-.





Thanks to that, Achilles' sword drew a lightning-fast arc through the air. A movement focused solely on "cutting," clean and without any wasted motion.





If that had hit me, even I would have sustained a fatal wound from my left shoulder to my right flank.





If I'd been unlucky, my body would have been cleaved in two.





━You dodged that.





"Are you trying to kill me, you son of a bitch?"





━Indeed. I do not draw my weapon unless I intend to kill. Now that I have drawn it, one of us must die. You and I.





"Hmph..."





━If you die here, you can go to the underworld you so desire. Then you will know how foolish your thoughts were-.





Whoosh-.





I felt the intense killing intent of the skeletal Death Knight. It felt like being showered with heavily carbonated soda.





He was fucking serious.





When was the last time I felt such intense killing intent?





I was momentarily flustered, but the chilling killing intent piercing my skin actually calmed my mind.





"Hoo-."





I adjusted my stance, taking a deep breath.





━Aren't you drawing your weapon? I'll give you time.





Achilles taunted me. But I knew all too well that I wouldn't even have time to draw the club on my back.





The moment I reached for my back, his sword would pierce my neck or cleave my torso in two.





Flinch-.





Screee-.





Indeed, every time I moved or breathed, Achilles' blade shifted slightly.





He was waiting for me to make a move, to show an opening, and then he would strike without mercy.





That damn cowardly skeleton.





He must have lost his conscience along with his flesh and bones. Maybe he was cowardly because he lacked hair follicles too.





But it was okay.





A seasoned warrior's body is a weapon in itself.





I had learned that painfully from Hippolyte, Calidour, and this man before me, Achilles.





I would face him with my bare hands.





And if I complained about his cowardice here, Achilles would be right: I wouldn't even dream of challenging the underworld, a collection of all absurdities.





"...."





....





And so, unarmed, I faced Achilles, who held a greatsword, in a tense standoff.





Neither of us moved, maintaining a taut tension as we searched for each other's openings.





I recalled Hippolyte and Calidour explaining that "the fights of the strong are surprisingly static and quiet."





They said most fights don't last long and can end anticlimactically.





I didn't quite understand it then, but I understood it perfectly now.





It was a battle of wits, where you had to find your opponent's opening without creating one yourself.





Facing an opponent who wanted to kill me, maintaining this tension felt like it was draining my life force.





My stomach churned.





But I had no time to dwell on such discomfort.





Fwoosh-.





At that moment, Achilles leaped and his sword instantly cleaved me in two from the crown of my head to my groin.





"Ugh-!"





Startled, I quickly dodged to the side.





Now I realized that what I had just seen wasn't Achilles' real attack, but some kind of hallucination.





What the hell?





I was bewildered.





Achilles, who I thought had attacked me, was standing still, and my body, which I thought had been cut, was unharmed.





As I tried to make sense of what was happening, Achilles, still holding his sword, spoke.





━To fall for such a crude display of killing intent. This must be your first sparring match with a strong opponent, isn't it?





"Killing intent...?"





━It's a projection of spirit. You use your muscles, bones, and posture to convey the intent of your attack beforehand, letting the opponent know what you're going to do.





"Ah-."





━Only those who have reached a certain level can engage in this kind of probing. Hassan, your eyes and ears are extraordinary. That's why such illusions are even more effective.





Swoosh, swoosh-.





Screeeech-.





Achilles' sword strikes continued to rain down, as if to cut me down from all directions.





Of course, they weren't real swords, but illusions my mind had conjured.





In other words, my insight, which had intensified after realizing my divinity and breaking through level 40, was imagining Achilles' movements and replaying them as images.





It was like seeing a lemon and your brain automatically making your mouth water.





Slash, slash-.





The problem was that these illusory attacks were actually inflicting damage on me.





I felt my forearm, cut by Achilles' illusion, split open and bleed, and shallow cuts appeared on my face and neck.





Slaaash-.





A cut on my forehead caused blood to flow into my eyes, obscuring my vision, but I couldn't afford to show any weakness.





This is troublesome.





It wasn't fatal, but this was a completely one-sided exchange.





How could I be wounded by an illusion? It made me recall a story my dual core had told me.





A torturer supposedly locked a blindfolded prisoner in a room with air conditioning and told him he was in a freezing cold room.





The prisoner, believing he was in the extreme cold, developed severe hypothermia.





I wasn't sure, but apparently, the brain does that.





Was this something similar?





My left and right brain hemispheres, now possessing clear functionality after escaping the blessing of chaos-.





Due to their excessive performance, they were creating invisible illusions and causing my body to sustain wounds as if I had actually been cut.





Damn it, being too smart is also a problem.





In any case, if we continued to exchange spirit projections like this, my body would be torn to shreds by the illusions I myself created.





Therefore, I decided I had to end this probing match and this unwelcome situation quickly.





Also, Achilles' greatsword had been emitting a strange aura, a low hum, for a while now, and it made me uneasy.





I had a feeling that if we dragged this out, something bad would happen.





Swoosh-.





"Tch-!"





I quickly loosened the blood flow in my body and, with my agility of 15, charged at Achilles with blinding speed.





The realm of superhuman agility made it seem less like I was speeding up and more like everything around me was slowing down.





━Good intuition. It was almost complete-.





However, even within that slowed time, Achilles followed my movement and swung his sword down.





That's how I knew his agility was at least 14.





Swish-.





━Dodge-. If you don't want to die.





In the slowed accelerated world, Achilles' sword cut through the air in a clean arc from left to right. Simultaneously, a crescent-shaped silver slash flew from the tip of his sword.





This was not an illusion or imagination, but a materialized killing intent itself.





Screeeeeech-.





Its size was several times mine, and it seemed to tear through the abyssal darkness.





CRASH-!





The stone walls of the cliff that were hit by it were ground away like paper, which was chilling.





This was a slash of a magnitude and level that even Hippolyte, a swordswoman, had never shown.





If I took it head-on, even I wouldn't be unharmed.





Don't take it, dodge it!





So, I raised my fist with all my might and slammed it onto the ground.





"Earth Wall-!"





BOOM-.





A deep trench was created, and the surrounding visibility dropped sharply. It was an hastily dug artificial trench.





Thanks to that, I was able to lower my head and avoid the crescent-shaped sword energy without being cleaved.





I almost got screwed.





A story I vaguely heard during Hippolyte's training came to mind.





━Finishing moves. Ultimate skills. Death blows. These techniques are powerful, but they are also the most vulnerable moments to counter-attack. Because they create openings.





Indeed.





Hippolyte was right.





There's no better time to dive in than when your opponent misses their ultimate move.





So, I coiled my body like a frog and sprang towards Achilles.





It was a great stroke of luck that I could use my lowered stance as a spring-like propulsion.





That transcendent speed allowed me to penetrate Achilles' guard as he was trying to regain his stance after unleashing his sword strike.





And finally, my fist, imbued with all my soul, was able to deliver a powerful uppercut to his jaw.





━Too simple-!





Of course, Achilles' skill wasn't so sloppy as to allow such an attack.





Fwoosh-!





Strength 16.





My punch, infused with all my strength, carried a powerful aftershock, just like the sword energy Achilles had unleashed.





And my level was far higher than back then!





"Hassan, God-Slaying Fist-!"





The uppercut I threw with all my might became a sharp and merciless gale, sweeping through the surroundings and ascending like the sword energy Achilles had unleashed.





Gooooo-.





━What, how-!





Crack, crack-.





The shockwave from the impact cracked Achilles' armor. He plunged his sword into the ground to withstand it.





━Kuh-.





He knelt on one knee on the ground, gathering his remaining life force as if to extinguish it.





━As expected, it's unreasonable. The power of a god-.





"But you spared me, didn't you? You had plenty of opportunities to cut off my head."





I recalled the moments Achilles had shown me illusions. If any of them had been real, I would have been unable to defend myself.





But he hadn't.





So, I thought this might have been a test.





"So, did I pass the test? Were you testing whether I could form an expeditionary force to the underworld?"





━Half right. But half of it, I truly intended to kill you. However, you survived. As you said, you passed the test. You are now permitted to graduate from the Heroic Academy of Achilles.





"Graduate?"





━You are now a true hero. You are as different from when I first saw you as a plain and a mountain.





"...."





Receiving praise didn't feel bad at all.





Soon, with a clatter-, the skeletal figure, with its cracked and broken body, rose and went into a hut, rummaging through something.





━Here it is. As a token of your graduation, I will give you this.





And what he held out to me was a golden necklace.





I knew its shape well, having seen it dangling from Hippolyte's neck many times.





"The symbol of Gold Tier-."





━No, this is different from what guilds give out. I, Achilles, am one of the first disciples of Chiron, the centaur. This is what I received from him as a token of graduating from the first class.





"Oh-."





━With the token of the first class, you will be well-received by the other juniors if you show it to them.





I had heard a lot about Chiron, the centaur, and his academy.





In simple terms, it was like a teacher and an academy.





Chiron nurtured the budding seeds of heroes.





The reason adventurers started wearing necklaces was because he gave golden necklaces to his academy graduates.





So, Achilles was his disciple.





This was a conferment ceremony, signifying true graduation.





I felt a sense of accomplishment, as if I had been recognized as a man by this formidable warrior.





"So, will you accompany me to the underworld?"





━No, I cannot. I am forbidden from going to the underworld. That is why I wander this mortal realm as a mere skeleton.





...What, so I failed to recruit Achilles after all?





Then, a question that had been lingering in my mind for a long time, one I hadn't dared to ask, surfaced.





But since I had graduated from the academy, I figured I could ask at least one question.





"I've always wondered, why did you become a Death Knight?"





....





Achilles paused, swallowing his words.





A flicker of anguish and contemplation crossed his glowing eyes before he slowly opened his mouth.





━I desecrated a corpse. Because of that, I incurred Pluto's wrath and am paying the price. For years, or perhaps decades, I cannot rest in the underworld. I am forbidden even from approaching it.





Cannot rest-.





I could feel the weight of his exhaustion in those words.





It was heavier than the ultimate sword energy he had unleashed, so heavy that I couldn't speak any further.





A life lived as an undead.





A life where one cannot feel warmth or smell, where everything is tinged with a faint grayness. The burden of such a man.





Of course, it would be heavy.





I said.





"If I succeed in my expedition to the underworld later, I will find a way for you to retire and rest there."





━Thank you for that. Do you really intend to go?





"Yes."





━Indeed. That must be your destiny. Hassan, I truly wish I could join a man like you, but it cannot be helped.





"Yes, well, if circumstances don't allow, they don't allow."





━Instead, I will be the tip of your spear in the war that is to come.





"War?"





What war?





Sluuurp-.





Achilles, the skeletal knight, made a sniffing sound in the air.





━Hassan, I smell war on you. Since becoming this way, it's the only scent I can detect. The smell of blood and slaughter, of fear and screams, and of all kinds of chaos. A great war is coming soon.
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"War..."





━That's why I asked where you were heading. In any case, in that war, I will be the first to charge and sever the head of the most troublesome enemy. I swear on the River Styx.





And so, my conversation with Achilles ended.





With lingering doubts and the golden necklace, the token of the first class graduation, in my hand, I returned to Sodomora.





I saw a large crowd gathered in the center of the city, murmuring.





Why were so many people gathered here? Thinking they might be there to welcome me, I pushed through the crowd.





━Ah, move over, don't push.





━Don't cut in line-.





Were they pushing me away instead?





What was going on to cause such a commotion?





So, I continued to push my way through the crowd until I finally reached the center, the eye of the storm.





━I am a royal of the region of Arcadia, a slayer of monsters who hunted the Calydonian Boar-! A great warrior of the goddess Diana, a lioness who tears apart her enemies-!





There stood a woman.





━Hassan, the scoundrel of Sodomora who dared to summon an expedition with such a fraudulent letter, come out at once and accept my challenge, Atalanta-!
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  Hippolyte-nim once said this.





  That heroes wearing gold necklaces fight for their own personal reasons-.





  She said that intangible elements such as honor, fame, or religious convictions lead them to the battlefield. 





  So, to tempt such people, it's often difficult to do so with mere money, or so she claimed.





  In the first place, once someone reaches the level of a Gold Tier adventurer, unless they're playing the stock market like Hippolyte-nim, they rarely find themselves desperate for cash.





  Hippolyte-nim had said:





  「To drag even the reclusive powerhouses out into the secular world, a normal bait won't cut it, Hassan.」





  To that, I had asked:





  「Then, what should I do?」





  「We'll have to think about that. About what they might be drawn to...」





  At that moment, something suddenly flashed through my mind like a bolt of lightning. I wrote it down exactly as it was in a letter and sent it flying across the country via carrier pigeons.





  And you could say the results of that are showing up right now.
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  "Hassan, the rascal of Sodomora who dared to summon an expedition with such a deceptive letter, come out this instant and face the challenge of this Atalanta-samaaaaa!"





  A Gold Tier adventurer who identified herself as Atalanta growled as if she were thoroughly enraged. 





  Perhaps because of her amber hair, which was the color of a lioness's fur, that heavily scowling face looked truly like a wild beast, to the point of being terrifying. 





  She wore a short shirt that revealed her armpits and short dolphin pants. Her long, slender limbs made her look like a model or a track athlete.





  "Hassan! I know you're in this cityyyyy!"





  However, looking at the long bow slung across her back, she was likely an archer.





  In her hand, she nervously gripped a crumpled scroll. 





  I could tell all too well that it was the letter I had worked so hard to write.





  "Come out right now and accept my challengeeeee!"





  At the sight of her raging like a hungry lion, the people around her either nodded with their arms crossed or chattered away.





  「What an interesting young lady.」





  「She has a pretty face, though. Looking at that necklace, I guess she's a Gold Tier adventurer just like that Hippolyte-nim?」





  「But why is she looking for Hassan-nim like that? Calling him the rascal of Sodomora... she's asking for divine punishment. What a wicked woman.」





  Among the voices of the masses, there were also comments defending me. It made me feel quite proud to realize that my religious influence was indeed growing.





  Are they my followers?





  In fact, there were quite a few people nearby whom I had seen at the weekend services every week. 





  Many of them even wore swastika (卍) shaped brooches on their shoulders, symbolizing that they were my followers.





  That was a symbol for devout followers devised by Paranoy-ssi, similar to adventurer necklaces where the material upgraded from iron, bronze, silver, gold, to platinum based on one's faith score.





  It reflected Paranoy-ssi's opinion that if ranks were divided, people would lead a more diligent life of faith to achieve a higher rank.





  It actually worked quite well.





  If a hierarchy is established within a certain group and there's a way to climb that hierarchy, most people will want to ascend to a higher level.





  As a side note, if you're wondering why it's that shape-. 





  It was because no particular religious symbol came to mind, and after debating between the swastika (卍) and the cross (十), it was decided as the swastika (卍) by a majority vote of the priests. 





  They said that shape looked cooler.





  "I can't listen to this any longer!"





  Anyway, a man wearing a bronze brooch on his shoulder stepped forward toward Atalanta. 





  He had a sturdy build and even had a bronze identification tag around his neck, so he seemed to be an adventurer. 





  *Chak-.*





  Seeing three sword hilts equipped at his waist, it felt fresh as it reminded me of when I was a Bronze adventurer.





  So, as I watched with interest to see why that man stood before a Gold Tier adventurer, the man shouted like someone who was extremely angry.





  "I am Paulos, a follower of Hassan-nim! I've heard enough; I cannot tolerate you insulting my faith! Hassan-nim is no rascal; he is the only god who takes an interest in this Gaia continent!"





  Oh.





  I felt quite touched by those words. 





  It felt like a guarantee that gulping down booze while calling it nectar every week and massaging the shoulders of many people hadn't been in vain.





  However, Atalanta, who received the objection, sneered as if it were pathetic. 





  She literally laughed at the man.





  "Bronze Tier? A piece of trash like you is no match for me. A follower of Hassan? If that's the case, hurry up and call your god, Hassan, here! Right now!"





  It was closer to the growl of a hungry beast than human speech. Indeed, it was to the point where many people could be seen flinching and lowering their heads.





  But Paulos, the Bronze follower facing Atalanta, wasn't intimidated by that aura at all. What he said next was even more extraordinary.





  "You are insulting the Second Commandment, the precept not to take Hassan-nim's name in vain! This is an intolerable act; I shall deliver the appropriate punishment with this, Hassan-nim's Three-Sword Style!"





  "Three-Sword Style? Where does that even exist? You can only hold two swords."





  "Y-you bastard, to ignore even Hassan-nim's Three-Sword Style! Hassan-nim's Three-Sword Style is a secret technique of Hell, the thirty-fifth ultimate move!"





  "What are you even talking about now...?"





  "You brat, don't think you're leaving Sodomora alive! I challenge you to a duel!"





  And so, a duel was established between the Bronze Tier adventurer and the Gold Tier adventurer. 





  Compared to Paulos, who was huffing and puffing with two swords drawn, the expression of the woman named Atalanta was bound to be extremely peaceful. 





  "Haaa-am."





  She even went as far as to yawn, which was a clear sign that that man was woefully inadequate to face a Gold Tier adventurer woman like Atalanta.





  The man named Paulos must have known that well himself.





  Yet, he did not run away.





  "Hassan-nim, please allow me to become a righteous human butcher for today only!"





  No, rather, he charged in first. After charging in powerfully, befitting his physique, he raised his two swords high toward Atalanta.





  "Three-Sword Style-, Hassan Slash!"





  No, damn it, a Hassan Slash? It feels like I'm the one being slashed.





  In any case, the man's blades never touched Atalanta's body. Because the man, Paulos, fell over as if he had tripped on a stone.





  *Pat-.*





  "Kek."





  Bronze Paulos collapsed onto the ground as if his strength had vanished. 





  At that, the people around him murmured.





  「What? What just happened? I didn't even see it!」





  「I don't know. He just suddenly fell! What on earth happened?」





  The people didn't seem to know what had happened. Receiving the gazes of those people, Atalanta was merely letting out a bored yawn.





  But I knew.





  In that split second, faster than a blink, Atalanta had flicked a stone with her finger and struck the man's neck.





  The fight ended with that.





  Before anyone knew it, Atalanta, who had lightly stepped on the man's neck to subdue him, spoke.





  "Now, since you lost the duel, your life and death are at my whim. Since you drew your sword against me, I assume you were prepared to die?"





  "Gueeeeeek."





  "But, if you just say one word-that your god, Hassan, is an idiot-I'll let you live. I am merciful, after all."





  "I refuse! Hassan-nim... cured my mother's dementia...! I will not betray him, no matter what happens!"





  Dementia, huh.





  I had cured many elderly people suffering from dementia. 





  It was a simple task of applying pressure to the Baihui point on the crown of the head to clear away the chaos dwelling in the mind.





  That man seemed to be the child of one of those countless elderly people. But what surprised me more than that was his attitude of seemingly not fearing death.





  Is this what faith is?





  To fight someone who insulted me and be prepared to die for it. 





  I even felt a kind of madness in that situation, because my existence was weighing more heavily on people than I had thought.





  It must be thanks to Paranoy-ssi and the priests diligently spreading faith in me.





  "Guuuuik."





  "If I just press down lightly on your neck like this, you'll die. So, where is your great god? Didn't you say he's the only god manifested on the Gaia continent? A follower is in danger, and he doesn't show up?"





  "H-he is a busy person. He is not a being that a small person like me can just call upon!"





  "Well then, I guess you have to die."





  *Press.*





  Atalanta's sandal began to tighten around the man's neck. Paulos's face turned a bursting red, perhaps because his airway was being blocked every time she applied force.





  At that, the people around them murmured loudly.





  「At this rate, someone's really going to die! Somebody do something!」





  「But she's a Gold Tier adventurer. What can we do? If only Hassan-nim would come, or at least the great High Priest Paranoy-nim...」





  「Y-yes, that's it! Everyone, let's use the power of faith to summon Hassan-nim to this land!」





  What the hell.





  The story was taking a strange turn.





  「Hassan! Hassan!」





  「Faith is lacking! Add more faith!」





  I was preparing myself to appear at the right moment and settle this situation, but when people suddenly started chanting my name, it became awkward to step forward.





  What am I supposed to do?





  Just then, someone shouted.





  「Ah! H-Hassan-nim is here!」





  「I-it's true. That troll-like bulk! From the thick club to those terrifying eyes, he's not a fake Samaritan, he's the real Hassan-nim!」





  「Why would Hassan-nim, who must be so busy, be among such humble commoners...?」





  「You idiot, that's obvious! Our faith has caused Hassan-nim to manifest on this land!」





  「Whoaaa!」





  This bizarre, feverish scene of a mad worship service. I, who had been an observer in its midst, had suddenly become the central character. 





  Before I knew it, the people parted like the Red Sea, creating a path to the center of the stage, and the only thing blocking my way was Atalanta, who was still stepping on the man's neck.





  "You're Hassan?"





  *Tingle, tingle.*





  "So you're the one who wrote this kind of letter?"





  It was less intense than Achilles, whom I had just dealt with, but it was a sharp bloodlust, as if needles were being fired at me.





  At that, I glanced at the man who was turning blue under her foot and spoke.





  "Yes, I am Hassan. And, how about you let that man go now? You should play with someone of your own level. Aren't you ashamed to call yourself a hero while bullying the weak?"





  "This man drew his sword against me. What I do with him is my right. However, I was starting to lose interest because it was so dull."





  *Slide.*





  Atalanta withdrew her foot from the man's neck.





  At that, Paulos coughed and gasped for breath as if exhaling all the air he had been denied. 





  And then he began to shed tears.





  "Gueee, hueee. Ha, Hassan-nim. It's the real Hassan-nim. To think you appeared here just to save me!"





  He seemed deeply moved by my appearance. He then picked up the swords lying on the ground, held them out to me, prostrated himself, and said:





  "That wench insulted Hassan-nim's Three-Sword Style! I tried to avenge the insult, but I was too weak and failed! I am sorry!"


  


  "No, Paulos. You did well enough. It's not that you are weak, but that woman is strong."





  "H-how do you know my name-?"





  Paulos trembled as if it were incredibly miraculous that I knew his name. It was natural for me to know since I had watched everything from the crowd earlier, but... 





  He didn't seem to have the presence of mind to care about that.





  Or perhaps he was simply overwhelmed with emotion just because I, a being he worshipped like a god, had mentioned his name.





  In any case, I could see a strange sense of expectation filling his tear-filled eyes. 





  A single emotion reflected in the eyes of not just him, but everyone who had chanted my name to summon me.





  Those things made my blood boil.





  *Srrrng.*





  I picked up the two swords lying on the ground.





  Since it had been a while since I used swords after switching my weapon to a club, it felt quite fresh.


  


  "Hassan, what was your intention in sending such a letter?"





  Atalanta threw the scroll at me with a *pat*. I leaned down, picked up the limp object, and carefully read the words written on it.





  「To the cowards of the Gaia continent-.





  Why is it that you are called by the name of heroes and wear gold necklaces, yet fail to achieve a single great task?





  If you are going to remain buried in the mountains away from the secular world, then return your necklaces and titles and become fertilizer for your successors.





  I am Hassan of Sodomora. If you wish to refute this, come and challenge me. Unlike you, I do not run or hide.」





  It was a provocation I had written.





  I thought nothing would be better than a provocation to draw out warriors who fight for various purposes. 





  To be honest, I had been half-doubting it, but seeing a Gold Tier adventurer come to the city immediately, it seemed to be quite effective.


  


  The problem was that it was more effective than necessary, turning them into enemies.





  "I am the Guardian of the Kadia Mountains, the Boar Hunter, Atalanta of the Swift Feet! Hassan, I challenge you to a duel for insulting me as a coward!"
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  "I am Atalante, Guardian of the Cadia Mountains, Boar Hunter, and the Swift-footed! Hassan, I challenge you to a duel for insulting me as a coward-!"





  Seureuk-.





  Atalante, who had challenged me to a duel, drew a short dagger from her waist.





  Then, she lowered her stance and began to glare at me. 





  Her sharp, feline eyes gave off a fierce aura, as if she would pounce on me at any moment and plunge her blade into my neck.





  She clearly seemed intent on killing me.





  Seureureung-.





  In response, I also gripped two swords and readied my combat stance, prepared to react at any moment. 





  "To challenge a god, do you know what that means before you speak?"
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  It had been a long time since I held a sword, so it felt unfamiliar, but that very unfamiliarity heightened the excitement of battle, making my blood feel like it was boiling.





  After the fierce confrontation with Achilles, to think I would immediately face another strong opponent like this.





  How many times had I fought consecutively like this in a single day?





  Normally, I would have grumbled, but now, with the expedition to Hell looming, 





  and not knowing what kind of formidable foes would flock there, considering this a rehearsal wasn't a bad idea.





  Of course, that's assuming I could subdue that woman without getting hurt. If I got seriously injured or died here, everything would be for naught.


 


  Jirit, Jirit-.





  We faced each other for a long time, exchanging killing intent. 





  Perhaps it was because I had already experienced a confrontation with Achilles earlier, or perhaps this woman named Atalante's skill was inferior to Achilles', but it was quite bearable.





  "...."





  "...."





  After glaring at each other for several seconds.





  Several seconds.





  When I thought about it, it was a short time.





  However, if it was time spent aiming for each other's lives, those few seconds held a density longer and more fulfilling than several minutes spent resting in the shade.





  ━What? Why aren't they moving? No one's even twitching an eyebrow?





  ━You idiot, this is how masters fight. They seem to stop like this, then in a flash-poof!-it's over. Don't mess around, just watch-.





  ━Yeah, it's a showdown between a young god and a Gold Tier adventurer. You can't even pay to see something like this. Shit, I'm glad I live in Sodomora.





  The people, watching us, quietly lowered their voices.





  Their chattering voices diminished, and as if overwhelmed by the situation itself, they merely swallowed or blinked.





  Time flowed in silence upon silence.





  I suddenly recalled the earlier confrontation with Achilles, and a certain curiosity sprang up in my mind. 





  Achilles had said that I lacked experience in confrontations with strong opponents. 





  And because of that, I could fall victim to many variables.





  It was obvious at a glance that this Atalante was a formidable opponent in her own right.





  If so, wouldn't this Atalante also suffer damage from illusory attacks, just like Achilles had shown me? 





  This fellow must be a strong opponent with keen senses, so wouldn't she predict my movements just from the aura I emit, my momentum, or the twitching of my muscles, and then see illusions of her own accord?





  It was a very plausible idea, even if I did think of it myself.





  Therefore, to test it, I clenched my swords tightly and twitched my muscles, as if I were pouncing on the woman in front of me and cutting her down.





  My target was her chest.


  


  "Euh-heot-!"





  At that, Atalante, greatly flustered, performed a backflip.





  It seemed to be working.





  On Atalante's chest, a wound identical to the one I had imagined appeared, bleeding red.





  ━What? What? What's happening all of a sudden?





  ━She's bleeding?





  The people's reactions also suddenly heated up. They seemed to be questioning this unexpected situation.





  I suppose it was because they were ordinary people, unable to perceive the powerful aura I had emitted.





  Just then, Paulus, who was prostrate on the ground, spoke.





  "You fools, that's Hassan-nim's Three-Sword Style ultimate secret technique, Hell Illusion Sword-! It's a secret art that Three-Sword Style swordsmen like us can ultimately acquire-! He's showing it to us directly right now. Watch carefully and learn-!"





  ━Hell Illusion Sword-?





  ━I've never heard of it-.





  I've never heard of it either.





  But could there be a more accurate description than 'Illusion Sword'? I decided to adopt the name of the special move that the man named Paulus had uttered.





  Consider yourselves honored.





  Seureuk, Seureureuk-.





  I continued to unleash the Illusion Sword, slashing at Atalante's arms and legs. 





  Each time, Atalante barely evaded with a tumble, but her slender arms and legs were already covered in red scratches.





  Chwaaaah-.





  "Kuh, this, this childish nonsense-!"





  She seemed very angry at being subjected to such a one-sided offense and defense. I understood that feeling well, having experienced it myself in the fight with Achilles earlier.





  When subjected to such a one-sided attack, one's blood inevitably rushes to their head, and they charge in.





  "Stop playing around and come at me directly-!"





  See, just like that.





  Looking at it this way, I could almost understand how much of a novice I had been during the fight with Achilles. 





  And that, from his perspective, there had been countless opportunities to cut off my neck.





  Just then, Atalante lowered her stance like a lioness crouching in the bushes.





  Kkuu-uuk-.





  "From now on, you won't be able to catch a single strand of my hair. You're about to taste my grace, received from Diana-nim!"





  Bulttuk, Bulttuk-.





  At the same time, her thigh and calf muscles visibly expanded. 





  My nape buzzed, and I vaguely felt that if I left her alone like this, something big would happen.





  Therefore, I quickly kicked off the ground and struck Atalante's nape with all my might using the pommel of my sword.





  Seureureureuk-!





  My agility was 15.





  I possessed enough agility and speed not to lose to any human. 





  And fast speed always creates the conditions to land the first blow, whether in a Pokémon battle or a clash between gods and heroes.





  "Gu-eek-!"





  Ultimately, Atalante, struck in the neck by my attack, ended up prostrate on the ground like a flattened frog. 





  As a bonus, a massive rumble of the earth, *Kuu-u-ung-*, occurred around her, leaving the area deeply indented.





  "Ugh, oh, how could this beee-."





  However, even after that powerful blow, Atalante did not lose consciousness and held onto her awareness. 





  Indeed, a strong individual worthy of wearing a golden necklace around her neck.





  If I had waited for her strange crouching start stance to be completed just now, I don't know what the outcome would have been. 





  She had mentioned something about grace received from Diana.





  She would definitely have been difficult to deal with.





  "Hoo-."





  Anyway, I reined in the killing intent that had been boiling within me.





  After the fight with Achilles, I hadn't performed acupressure to get used to my transcendent specs. 





  Because of that, the boiling blood felt a little cooler.





  Indeed, there's nothing like real combat for getting used to things.





  "Alright, Atalante. You've lost. That means your right to life and death is now mine."





  I gently stepped on Atalante's back, subduing her. 





  At that, Atalante gnashed her teeth, *Eudeuk-*, as if greatly frustrated, but having been attacked in the neck and pinned under my foot, she didn't seem able to resist.





  Just then, the murmuring of the surrounding people began to grow louder.





  ━S-surely that stance, are we going to see *that*? The unofficial commandment, I mean.


  


  ━Hassan-nim's unofficial commandment, the first one. You mean 'Love thy neighbor'-right?





  ━That stance is unmistakable. Hassan-nim, it seems he's about to inject love into that audacious foreign woman-!





  What the hell are they talking about.





  I was more flustered by the reactions of the surrounding people than by the fight with Atalante. It seemed they were expecting something from me, but I couldn't for the life of me figure out what it was.





  Injecting love?





  It's anyone's guess if Paranoy had spread strange sermons, planting weird fantasies about me in people's minds.





  Shit, that's probably the answer.





  Just then, Atalante, pinned under my foot, began to tremble violently.





  "I-injecting love? G-get away-! I, I've sworn my chastity to Diana-nim! No matter if you're the victor of this duel, I won't tolerate being defiled!"





  And then she struggled to break free from my restraint.





  "Haaah, haaah-eut-."





  Perhaps because of her vigorous movements, her thighs and the smooth parts of her hip joints were faintly revealed beneath her short, dolphin-shorts-like attire.





  A subtle apple scent even wafted from her body, causing my lower half to suddenly bulge.





  At that sight, people shouted.





  ━Hey, look-! Hassan-nim's third sword is showing off its presence!





  ━I didn't know why two swords were called the Three-Sword Style, but the third sword was that one right in the center-!





  I felt like I was losing my mind.





  So, as I hastily bent my waist slightly and stepped back, Atalante, on the contrary, screamed as if reacting to that action.





  What the hell is this, damn it.





  "Ung-haaah-! S-stop it-! Don't move your waist-! Th-that big thing-!"





  She was clearly experiencing an illusory thrust from my waist movement.





  "Aah, aaah-ang-!"





  Her twitching waist and trembling body could only be explained by that.





  Just then, something *Paseuseuk-* brushed past my head.





  When I held up my fingers and twirled them, Hippolyte would also tremble uncontrollably and collapse like this.





  Perhaps that delusion-like symptom Hippolyte had was also a type of this Illusion Sword. 





  Hmph, these warrior women-.








  *       *        *











  The next day.





  "Hassaaaan-!"





  I wondered why Elfriede had come to the Temple so early in the morning, only to find her thrusting a newspaper in my face and shouting.





  "Are you crazy? You damn bastard-!"





  "What the hell are you talking about? Why are you suddenly like this?"





  "Read this-!"





  Peolleok-.





  As I unfolded the newspaper Elfriede handed me, I saw letters written like tiny ants. What was this that made her so furious?





  「The moment I thought they stopped? Suddenly, wounds started appearing on Atalante's body. Wow, it was a confrontation that had truly reached a master level. - Witness Mr. H.」





  「The duel ended in an instant. No, I don't even know if you could call it a duel. It was a scene of one-sided divine punishment. - Witness Mr. C.」





  「After the duel? That was the time to learn the terrifying power of Hassan-nim's Three-Sword Style. It was a completely public act. The Three-Sword Style is strong. - Witness Mr. P.」





  「Hassan-nim completely shamed Atalante, the great warrior of Diana, Goddess of Chastity. She might even be pregnant. Isn't this a declaration of war against the prickly Goddess Diana? - Witness Mr. G.」 





  「That is Hassan-nim's ultimate demigod production technique, 'Air Rowing'-imnidat...! Hassan-nim is a god who oversees life and death-! Just by Hassan-nim glaring, women end up pregnant-imnidat...! Ah, and I'd like to be listed as 'Just a Staff Member'-imnidat...! - Just a Staff Member.」





  I furrowed my brow, reading the stories blaring from various newspapers.





  All the newspapers were vying to cover the battle between god and human, a confrontation that had reached the realm of a superhuman. 





  It was evident how much they had agonized over how to write more provocative articles to sell more copies.





  What the hell is 'Air Rowing' now?





  Just a Staff Member?





  Thanks to this, I could understand why Elfriede was so angry. Even without realizing it, Elfriede shouted as if she would breathe fire from her mouth.





  "You, in broad daylight, raped a woman on the street!? You're insane!"





  "No, that's a misunderstanding." 





  I had to explain myself well to Elfriede. 





  "Hassan-! W-what the hell is this-! And what's 'Air Rowing'-!"





  And then Luna, who came with a newspaper-. 





  "Hassan, I've read an unbelievable article-."





  And I had to explain myself even to Hippolyte, who also came with a newspaper.





  "I didn't do anything. I just, fought, that's all."





  I always feel this, but explaining myself was truly an immense ordeal. 





  To create a conspiracy or a false accusation, a single sentence chattered by a Nymph is enough.





  But to defend and explain it, all sorts of explanations and modifiers have to follow. 





  Thanks to that, I had to dedicate about thirty minutes before I could finally smooth out the wrinkles on the women's brows.





  "Shit...! I thought Hassan had completely fallen into the path of a fiendish demon! Paranoy said something useless-! Haven't you been hit on the head enough lately? Paranoy, let's have some delicious head-thumps-!"





  "H-hee-eek-! H-head-thumps don't taste good-imnidat...!"





  Kong-.





  "Hik-!"





  In the end, Just a Staff Member Paranoy got a head-thump from Luna and shed a few tears. 





  With this, Paranoy's nonsense-spouting should decrease for a while.





  Hippolyte, who had been watching from the side with her arms crossed, chimed in.





  "So, Hassan, you're saying you subdued Atalante?"





  "That's right. She's probably resting at the infirmary right now."





  "I see. Hassan, to think you would defeat that Atalante alone. Even if her skills had rusted from long seclusion, this is a tremendous achievement."





  At her words, I once again realized the fact that I had defeated a Gold Tier adventurer.





  Was I really that Hassan who used to be torn apart by Goblins and stung by bees, lying sick for days?





  To think I've grown so much that my name is plastered all over newspapers now. The phrase 'a feeling of being separated by an era' seems too humble for this.





  As I was feeling a little moved, Hippolyte added.





  "Hassan, anyway, many heroes will gather today. There are many who are provoked by the challenging letter you sent, you see."





  "Today?"





  "Yes, I've rented out the Mars Guild's conference room for the day. I don't know how many will arrive, but since those fellows are gathering in one place, who knows what might happen-."
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  It is said that in this world, there is something called a Hero's Star.





  Among the countless stars in the night sky, it is a particularly large and magnificent star. 





  Those born under that star are said to be destined to live extraordinary lives, aren't they?





  Fitting the name 'Hero's Star,' they would live heroic lives, wouldn't they?





  And such individuals, regardless of gender or age, were said to live lives that stood out like an awl in a pocket. 





  Because of that, they don't bow their heads under anyone, but go their own unique way.





  Hippolyte said.





  "It means they're not the kind of guys who would usually follow other people's opinions. Wearing a golden necklace means everyone has the qualities of a leader."





  In a word, if there were a class president election, they're the kind of guys who would all run and vote for themselves-that's what heroes are.





  I am currently heading to the Mars Guild's main conference room to meet such individuals. 





  I'm quite excited about what kind of guys will be waiting for me, but also a little worried.





  Sibal, there will be a bunch of guys like Silaleia and Hippolyte, so can I really lead and persuade them well?





  "Hassan, I wonder what kind of guys will be here... I'm excited...!"





  But Luna seemed quite excited about this situation.





  "Gold Tier adventurers have been summoned from all over the kingdom...! It's like the Argo Expedition, so cool...! The actual expedition members must have come too, right?"





  To Luna, this situation seemed like part of the heroic tales often sung by bards. 





  With Luna's relaxed reaction, I too was able to ease my tension a little.





  If I get stuck here, exploring the Underworld would be a pipe dream.





  And so, having finally arrived at the Mars Guild's main conference room, I forcefully pushed open its two heavy Doors and stepped inside.





  Giiiiiik-.





  At the same time, the presence and murmuring from inside instantly ceased, and a silence enveloped the place.





  Seureuk-.





  I opened the Door and stepped into the conference room. 





  Before my eyes, a large round table, easily seating over a dozen people, was the first thing I saw. 





  And sitting there, I saw people with their arms crossed, or resting their chins, or leaning back in their chairs with their legs propped on the table.





  All of them lacked uniformity in their attire, and their appearances were strange. 





  As they cast their gazes upon me, I decided to examine their faces in turn.





  Peolleok-.





  Sibal, is that a wing on his back?





  A person with wings-.





  What do you call something like that? 





  An angel?





  As I felt dizzy and swallowed, Luna tapped my back and whispered softly.





  "Hassan, look at that-! It's a pheasant-human...! He has wings on his back...! He must be a pheasant and human hybrid...!"





  I had noticed this before, but Luna liked to call anything with bird wings a pheasant.





  So, that winged person seemed to be a pheasant-human, not an angel.





  Just then, someone spoke.





  "Are you Hassan of Sodomora?"





  At that question, I too looked at that someone.





  He was, first of all, a man.





  Short brown hair, cut so short that his scalp was visible. 





  His face wasn't so much handsome as it was healthy, like a sturdy rock. 





  His physique was as solid as mine, and it was covered by slim iron plates that clung to him.





  Is he a general from some city or region?





  However, the golden necklace around his neck revealed his identity.





  He introduced himself first.





  "I am Idas of Messenia. One of the most powerful humans living in this era, at this moment, and a man who opposed the Light."





  A man who opposed the Light-.





  At those words, I recalled the stories Hippolyte had mentioned before opening this Door. 





  Hippolyte had briefly explained Gold Tier adventurers to me. Among the people to pay attention to, the name Idas seemed to be there.





  Idas, the Opponent of Light.





  He was a man who had achieved countless feats, but the most surprising thing was his duel record. 





  This man named Idas was a hero who had even survived a one-on-one duel with the God of Light.





  That's why he could unhesitatingly call himself the Opponent of Light, wouldn't he? 





  To fight the Sun God and survive, he's a fucking amazing man.





  I simply nodded in response to his question.





  "That's right. I am Hassan of Sodomora."





  I straightened my shoulders, puffed out my chest, and expressed more confidence than necessary. Since I was in such a place, it seemed best to show confidence. 





  "Everyone, you've all had a hard time traveling a long way."





  And my eyes quickly scanned the surroundings.





  There were five people sitting at the round table, including this man named Idas and the winged pheasant-human. 





  Among them were people I knew: Atalante, whom I fought yesterday, and Silaleia, who was active as a golden adventurer in Babel.





  It was a far cry from the twenty Gold Tier adventurers I had expected for the expedition, but for now, I was grateful that at least this many people had gathered.





  Just then, Silaleia unfurled a scroll onto the table with a seureuk- sound.





  "Hassan, I didn't think you'd send a letter like this."





  Unlike Atalante, who was sitting dejectedly beside her, the Amazoness hero Silaleia was relatively calm despite receiving a provocative letter.





  "Gathering us all in one place with such a provocation means you actually have something important to say, doesn't it? I'm different from Atalante, whose blood easily rushes to her head."





  She even saw through the true meaning embedded in that provocative letter, which was indeed an insight worthy of being called a competent adventurer.





  Of course, Atalante bristled at that.





  "Wh-who said my blood rushes to my head?"





  "It did rush, didn't it? Getting caught up in such a simple provocation and bristling. It's the same now. Haven't you broken that habit yet?"





  "I wasn't provoked, okay? I actually knew all about the letter's content and true meaning, okay? I just, you know, I just wanted to fight, okay?"





  Atalante pretended not to have been provoked by my letter. But then again, the face of the guy who was raging yesterday was still vivid in my mind.





  Then Silaleia, with narrowed eyes, spoke.





  "So you lost in the end, didn't you? If it were me, I wouldn't even dare show my face in the conference room after losing."





  "What are you talking about? I didn't lose, okay? Before my ultimate skill activated, that guy attacked me cowardly, and then, he, he pinned me down, so that's a foul, and the match itself is null and void, okay?"





  At Atalante's rambling excuses, Silaleia openly furrowed her brow and clicked her tongue with a tsk-.





  "Just making ugly excuses-. If it were me, I wouldn't have been interrupted before my ultimate skill activated in the first place."





  "What, Silaleia. Are you saying your speed is faster than this body, Atalante? You came in 2nd in the Olympia short-distance dash. Puh-heut-. I was 1st. Turtle-."





  "If I'm a turtle, you're a snail, you idiot."





  Go-o-o-o-.





  Pajit, pajit-.





  Before I knew it, Atalante and Silaleia were glaring at each other, emitting fighting spirit. 





  Jjaenggeurang-.





  The vase on the conference table shattered from the power and aura they emitted.





  Are Silaleia and Atalante not on good terms with each other?





  Come to think of it, Silaleia was also an Amazoness who specialized in agility. 





  Her agility was probably around 15. 





  Since Atalante also said she was fast on her feet, it seems their types probably overlap.


  


  They might even have a rivalry going on as speed-type heroes. 





  Indeed, if I had to gather such individuals and form an expedition, I have a feeling it would be quite a headache. 
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  Even in the Argo Expedition, fights and accidents occurred daily, and members even deserted, they said.





  It's difficult.





  Tak-.





  Just then, someone slammed the table.





  "Damn it, it's noisy."





  He was the pheasant-human Luna had been continuously watching. 





  Light leather armor that clung tightly, and platinum-blonde slicked-back hair, neatly swept back as if with wax. 





  Sharp, thievish eyes and a pointed chin. Tucked into his waist were several daggers and throwing stars, like hidden weapons. A golden necklace jingled around his neck.





  However, among his possessions, the most striking was undoubtedly the white wings on his back.





  Sibal, how on earth can a human have wings on their back?





  Is it a cash item?


 


  Or is he really a pheasant and human hybrid, as Luna said?





  In this world, there were all sorts of strange rumors, such as women who had loved cows or women who had fallen in love with swans. 





  So, even if there was someone who fell in love with a pheasant and bore its child, it wouldn't be strange at all.





  Anyway, the winged pheasant-human growled, his brows deeply furrowed.





  "It's noisy, so everyone shut up. The conversation isn't progressing, you bitches."





  His mouth is quite rough.





  Of course, Atalante also confronted him, not backing down.





  "Bitch? What are you talking about, you moron!"





  "Moron, you say? How dare you call me a moron?"





  "Moron! Pheasant-head-!"





  "Phe, pheasant-head!? Such outrageous words directed at this body, Zetas, Son of the Wind. You wingless ground-dogs-."





  Zetas, Son of the Wind-.





  At that name, the words from an adventurer guild magazine I had once glimpsed came to mind. 





  Among adventurers, there was said to be a demigod, the son of a being called the God of the North Wind. 





  His name didn't come to mind, but I remembered his nickname was something like Son of the Wind-.





  He was said to be a master of aerial combat.





  So that was him.





  Indeed, thinking of him as a demigod, the wings on his back made sense.





  Idas, who faced the Sun God.





  Atalante of the Golden Legs.





  Silaleia of the Mist.





  Zetas, Son of the Wind.





  I now roughly knew the identities of the four people sitting at the table. So who is that last remaining person?





  Even though I had entered, he showed little interest, merely wearing a wide-brimmed hat on his head and resting his legs on the table.





  Deureureung-.





  It was a very small sound, but hearing snoring with my sensitive ears, he seemed to be sleeping.





  Just then, Zetas, the pheasant-man, who had been flushing and raising his voice with the women, clicked his tongue with a tsk-.





  "Damn bitches-. Hey, Old Man Nestor-nim-. Don't just sleep, say something to those rude bitches."





  Deureureung, keok-.





  Only then did the man with the hat on his face come to his senses.





  "Eh, what, is it lunchtime already?"





  He hastily put his hat on his head and straightened his posture. Only then did his wrinkled face, long beard, and long, white eyebrows become visible.





  He seemed quite old.





  The feeling of an old Western gunslinger.





  Seeing the golden necklace around his neck, along with countless medals and insignia, he exuded the aura of an elderly veteran who had weathered many battles.





  He looked out the window and frowned.





  "Eh, what. It's already well past lunchtime, isn't it? Agamemnon, why didn't you wake me up? You said today's lunch was beef stew-!"





  What is he talking about?





  As I felt a slight doubt, Zetas spoke.





  "Agamemnon, you say-. Old Man-nim, it's already been decades since the Trojan War ended. You're still lost in illusions. Did you have a dream?"





  "Eying, Jason, you rascal. Don't you know how to respect elders? You don't even give me time to dream."





  "Jason, you say, I'm Zetas. And Jason's Argo Expedition ended years ago. I don't even know what that guy Jason is doing-."





  "Zetas-? That good-for-nothing bastard-! Because of that guy, Gloria dropped out of the expedition. Jason, this old man told you countless times that that guy Zetas should be tied to the ship-."





  "No, I'm not Jason, I'm that good-for-nothing Zetas. Who the hell brought this damn old man? Idas, was it you?"


 


  At Zetas's irritable question, the sturdy soldier Idas merely shrugged his shoulders.





  The old man smacked his lips and said.





  "More than that, I'm hungry. Is it dinnertime already? Did I eat lunch?"





  That Old Man Nestor-nim seemed to be suffering from dementia. 





  Sibal, is it really okay for someone like that to be wearing a Gold Tier necklace? 





  As I felt a slight doubt with that feeling, Hippolyte, who had been silently watching this scene beside me, said a word.





  "Undying Nestor. Even though he looks like that, he's an amazing old man. From the war with the Titans, the Trojan War, the Calydonian Boar Hunt, the Argo Expedition, and more-. He's a living witness who has been through countless battlefields."





  As I expected, the old man seemed to be a veteran of a hundred battles.





  The countless medals draped over his neck and shoulders would be proof that he had overcome just as many hardships. 





  Since he's a man who survived through hellish battlefields, well, there's probably no doubt about his skill.





  His seemingly demented demeanor is a bit worrying, though.





  To me, who can press the baekhwahyeol acupoint like I cured Paulos's mother, dementia isn't much of a problem.





  "Hmm-."





  Just then, Hippolyte cleared her throat.





  "Anyway, it seems everyone who was supposed to come has arrived. Even after sending over twenty carrier pigeons, it's only about six people-. Well, even this many showing up is a Miracle."





  And then she looked at me.





  Now, it must mean that I should wrap up this chaotic atmosphere and slowly get to the main point.





  At that, I too sat down in a seat at the table.





  "Everyone, pay attention. There's a good reason why I gathered you all in one place like this, even resorting to cheap provocations, as you said."





  Seureureuk-.





  At that, amidst the chaotic atmosphere, I felt everyone's gaze turn towards me.





  I decided to speak the stories I had been practicing for the past few days.





  "To you all-."





  And so, when I finally opened my lips.





  Beolkkeok-.





  The closed Door opened, and someone I hadn't expected entered.
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  Beolkeok-.





  The door to the conference room, which had been closed for a while, opened with quite a bit of force.





  What appeared then was a single raccoon.





  To be precise, it was a girl wearing a raccoon skin over her head. 





  Black hair and supple limbs.





  A youthful face like a fresh high school girl.





  However, the golden necklace hanging around her neck allowed one to guess her identity.





  "Ha, Hassan, she's here again-!"





  As soon as Luna saw Gloria, her body began to tremble. 





  It was the same for Hippolyte; it seemed they hadn't even imagined Gloria would show up in this place.





  "I did send her a letter just in case, but I didn't think she'd actually come."





  "...."





  Gloria scanned the surroundings with a sreu-reuk- and sat down in a random chair.





  She looked quite composed.





  But compared to her, everyone else around her widened their eyes and blinked as if they were seeing something unbelievable.





  Syleia was the first to speak.





  "To think that even that Steel Warrior would come here. It is really you, right?"





  Syleia was doubting Gloria's very existence. It meant she hadn't expected her to be the kind of person to show up here.





  Atalante also added a word.





  "After you left the Argo like that, I thought I'd never see your face again, Gloria. Good to see you, hey."





  "...."





  Of course, Gloria did not respond.





  "Hmph, ignoring me, are you? Such an unfriendly brat-."





  Atalante merely snorted as if she hadn't expected anything else. Just then, Gloria's black eyes met mine.





  Heumchit-.





  I reflexively flinched and trembled. 





  "...!"





  The surprising thing was that Gloria also flinched-heumchit-and pulled the raccoon skin she was wearing over her head down to cover her face.





  That behavior, so unlike Gloria, actually made me feel flustered.





  Why is she acting like that?





  Did she eat something wrong?





  Anyway, Gloria's appearance had its own effect in settling the atmosphere. 





  Because a sense of interest began to circulate on the faces of the people who, until just a moment ago, had been as noisy as elementary schoolers during recess.





  They were probably thinking that if Gloria herself came all this way, maybe they could look forward to what was about to come out of my mouth.





  "Ehem-."





  So, after clearing my throat a few times, I let out the words I had been preparing for several days.





  "Now, everyone listen well. What I'm about to say is a story you won't have heard anywhere else."





  Sreuk-.





  After that, I checked the reactions of the people around me.





  Except for Gloria, who had the raccoon skin pulled deep over her face, I could see everyone's attention focused on me.





  It felt like the time I had to give a presentation for a group project.





  My heart was fluttering and blood rushed to my face, which was a bit troublesome.





  If Paranoy had been here, he would have introduced me well. He said he was busy establishing some kind of knight order for the Black Brotherhood.





  Huu-.





  Fortunately, the experience of acting as a god in Sodomora and speaking in front of people helped me manage the trembling somehow.





  "I am Hassan of Sodomora."





  I am Hassan-! Would it have been better to state it that boldly? Since there's an old man who looks at least seventy years old present, I can't bring myself to use informal speech.





  So, since it turned out like this, I decided to just keep talking like myself.





  "The reason I gathered you heroes here, even sending out cheap, provocative letters, is because as you've already gathered, I have something important to say. I-."





  I took a beat.





  A brief silence.





  In that moment when everyone's focus peaked, I added the words like landing a finishing blow.





  "I intend to form an expedition."





  At that, a snort-heng-was heard. It was the Pheasant-man, Zethus, who had a pair of large wings. 





  "I knew it. If you gather people of this caliber in one place, what else could it be but war or an expedition?"





  Syleia narrowed her eyes at him.





  "Wing-man, he's not finished yet. Be quiet."





  "Is there more to hear? Where and who we're fighting, and what we stand to gain. If you just say that, it's over. Anyway, we all came here to hear that."





  Zethus's point was valid.





  These were busy people.





  If so, there was no need to beat around the bush with formalities; I could just get to the main point.





  "Then I'll just speak the main point. I am heading to Hell. Beyond the five rivers of the underworld like Acheron and Styx, past the abyss of Erebus and the plains of Elysium, I will conquer the deep pit of Tartarus."





  That was the end of my story.





  Everyone listened without even blinking. Even though I had finished speaking, they just stared at me without any reaction.





  But that was only for a moment.





  "Puhahahat-!"





  Pheasant-man Zethus burst into loud laughter.





  "An expedition to the underworld? My, I've never heard anything so hilarious! This is crazy talk!"





  The reaction isn't good.





  "I've never heard anything so crazy! So let's do it right now!"





  Ah, the reaction was good.





  The wing-man named Zethus was quite bellicose. 





  Wasn't he the first person to show such a positive attitude toward the idea of an expedition to the underworld?





  I was the one who suggested it, but I wondered if he was a madman.





  "An expedition to the underworld! No one would have thought of that! Indeed, a story this crazy is exactly the reason to summon heroes!"





  Anyway, his favorable reaction was a good thing for me.





  The five Gold-tier adventurers who came here, no, six including Gloria. Persuading them would be quite a difficult task for me.





  However, not everyone showed a positive reaction like Zethus.





  Tok, tok-.





  Syleia seemed lost in thought, tapping the table with her gauntleted hand.





  She opened her lips, which had been tightly closed for a while.





  "It's a reckless move. Is there any chance of coming back alive?"





  Syleia's question was sharp.





  A suicide squad that might or might not return alive. I had to give them a reason to volunteer for such a thing.





  "I don't know. But, if we just come back alive, we could have everything. The many treasures in the underworld. Honor and glory. The secret of Nectar-."





  "Heung-."





  As expected, Syleia's reaction was lukewarm.





  Just then, Idas, the man who had been sitting with his arms crossed and his square jaw tightly shut, asked.





  "Is the membership just us?"





  Hippolyte answered in my stead.





  "The party will be two parties at base. We're envisioning three to four parties at most. If we increase the numbers beyond that, Pluto's Labyrinth and the Abyss will only increase their response."





  "I see. So, who are the confirmed members so far?"
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  "For now, Hassan and I. One sorcerer of the Ideope sitting here. Two Elves who aren't in this room. One Nymph. And one Paladin lent by the goddess Venus. These seven are confirmed."





  "Seven, huh-. It's not a large number. Even including Zethus, that's eight. Then we could split into two groups of four."





  This man named Idas seemed to enjoy calculating and considering various things carefully. He asked again.





  "I, Idas, know Zethus's strength well. I know my own strength too. Hippolyte, I've heard of your martial prowess as well. But the rest have many variables."





  At that, Hippolyte crossed her arms with a sreuk-.





  "Variables?"





  "I know nothing of the skills of Hassan, the two Elves, the Nymph, and that pink-haired young lady. If I'm to trust them with my back, I should at least know their level of skill."





  "Skill, huh-."





  Hippolyte trailed off vaguely and glanced at me.





  The eyes of Idas, the man who said he had faced the Sun God, were constantly watching me. He seemed to be itching to fight me.





  Wanting to know my skill was probably just an excuse.





  "Hassan, they say you're called a god in this Sodomora. I'd like to test you once. I've fought many demigods and even the God of Light, but I've never seen a bizarre karma like yours."





  Despite his cool, soldier-like appearance, he seemed quite bellicose.





  Then again, if he weren't bellicose, he wouldn't do something as crazy as competing with the God of Light. 





  But this duel did not happen, because Nestor, the old man who had been dozing with his chin on the table, slowly opened his eyes and spoke a word.





  "Stop it, youngster. It's best to avoid fights with gods. Even if you win or survive the fight, the chances are high that the end won't be good."





  "...."





  At that, Idas said nothing and closed his eyes tightly.





  He was probably trying to cool his battle fervor. He's more composed than I thought. He'll surely be a good asset.





  Dalkak-.





  Hwareureuk-.





  Watching this, Nestor took a pipe from his pocket and lit it. Before long, he exhaled the smoke with a huu- and spoke.





  "So, did you say Hassan? Son of Pluto."





  "Yes, that's right."





  "When I first heard it, I thought it was a lie. To think there's a youngster claiming to be the Son of Pluto. I came just to see what kind of fellow you were."





  Sss-.





  The deep ash-colored eyes of the veteran Nestor scanned me. I could instinctively tell he was scanning my presence from top to bottom.





  "...I, this old man, have never told anyone, but I actually encountered Pluto in my youth. He is the cold underworld itself. The underworld belongs to the dead. Nothing can be born from the underworld."





  Hueuu-.


  


  The elderly Nestor continued to smoke.





  "What was I talking about just now?"





  At that, Atalante let out a small sigh-huu-.





  "You said you saw Pluto in your youth, old man-."





  "Ah, right. I've seen Pluto. He was the underworld itself. Therefore, he cannot give birth to living things. He probably doesn't know things like love. Thus, being the Son of Pluto cannot be possible-."





  "Then, are you saying I am not the Son of Pluto?"





  "-is what I thought. But, seeing you, I can tell. You resemble him. Your face has a somewhat simple side, and your build is a bit small... Young man-."





  "It's Hassan."





  "Young man Hassan. I don't know why you, the Son of Pluto, would want to go on an expedition to your father's land, the underworld. Surely, there must be circumstances that are difficult to speak of."





  It seemed his white hair, the symbol of aging, wasn't just for show. Contrary to the first impression that he might have dementia, he possessed a wise insight in his own way. 





  It must be the discernment of one who has aged.





  "I see why Moros, the God of Doom, kept deferring this Nestor's death. This old man was alive to witness this expedition. I, Nestor, will participate."





  At that, Zethus laughed-hehe-.





  "Great, I knew the old man would say that! Indeed, like a man who has never missed a single battlefield-! Now, you girls-. What do you think?"





  At Zethus's question, the ball was now in the court of the women like Syleia, Atalante, and Gloria. Syleia hummed in thought.





  "Give me a little time to think. Ten minutes is enough."





  At that, Hippolyte said, as if wrapping things up.





  "Then let's take a short break."











  *      *      *











  "Whew, those people are so powerful-! I got the feeling that they're all strong people! If I ask for an autograph, will they give me one?"





  Break time.





  Sitting on a bench in the Mars Guild's park, Luna wiped the sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand. 





  Just as Luna said, the spirit they all emitted was extraordinary, so it was clear that an ordinary person wouldn't have been able to stay sane.





  If it were the Luna from the time she was cleaning the temple, she would have surely fainted.





  But seeing that Luna endured this situation well, I could clearly feel that she was also moving beyond the stage of an ordinary person.





  In fact, the one who could be called the biggest joker card among those gathered there was Luna Noxdoti. 





  Since Luna's lineage was incredible, she would surely become more magnificent than anyone once she evolved into her ultimate form.





  Though she doesn't seem to know that right now.





  Luna said.





  "Should I ask the pheasant human for just one feather? I wonder if he'll give it to me. I don't know!"





  "Is that what you were worrying about? No wonder you were so quiet the whole time."





  "It looked like a mysterious feather, and I think I could make a really amazing fan out of it! I was making a fan to give to Paranoy as a gift-!"





  "I see."





  Anyway, it was a relief to have time to get some fresh air like this. Right now, inside that conference room, they're probably racking their brains with intense deliberation on what to do.





  I hope Hippolyte persuades them well.





  Then Luna said.





  "But I didn't expect Gloria to come too. I know she's really strong, but... will she listen to us? I don't think we can control her...."





  Luna's opinion was very correct.





  Gloria is like an uncontrollable wild beast.





  However, it was certain that she would be a more powerful asset than anyone else. It was also strange that she had even shown up here in the first place.





  The way she reacted by pulling down her skin when our eyes met earlier also bothered me.





  Just then, Luna trembled-hik-!





  When I looked to see what was wrong, there was a marble pillar of the Mars Guild where Luna's gaze was directed. 





  To be more precise, Gloria was hidden behind that pillar, peeking over at us. 





  That girl. 





  "Ex, excuse me-."





  She slowly, slowly approached us.
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  "Hassan, she's coming this way-!"





  Luna was half-crazed.





  The reason, of course, was that Gloria, who had been hiding behind a pillar, was slowly creeping towards me.





  "Hippolyte and Elfriede aren't here right now...! I, I have to protect Hassan!"





  Luna stood in front of me, her back to me. 





  But trying to stop Gloria alone, without the help of Elfriede or Hippolyte, seemed impossible no matter how I thought about it. 





  Pareureureu-.





  So Luna's body merely trembled violently, like a bare tree swaying in the winter wind.  





  Jabak, sabak-.





  As Gloria's footsteps drew closer and closer, Luna seemed to struggle to maintain her composure.





  "D-don't come-! I warned you! If you come, I'll use a terrifying, Self-Awareness Voodoo spell-! It's a terrifying voodoo spell that makes you aware of breathing-!"





  Of course, Luna's threat seemed useless against Gloria.





  Gloria simply approached me slowly.





  "You'll even forget how to naturally blink your eyes and swallow your spit-! You'll forget where your tongue usually rests-!"





  "...."





  Unlike Luna's growling, Gloria showed no reaction at all. However, the Self-Awareness Voodoo spell Luna used was truly a terrifying technique.





  Just as Luna said, I suddenly became acutely aware of all the actions I had been doing naturally. Shit, where did I usually rest my tongue?





  Why does it only work on me?





  It was a fucking counter-technique against Hassan.





  But I had experienced this effect early on. I knew the countermeasures well enough. 





  If I didn't consciously think about it and focused my thoughts on something else, I would naturally get past it.





  "U-um-."
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  Just then, Gloria spoke to me, so it was easy to shift my attention elsewhere. 





  Gloria stood before me, her head bowed uncharacteristically.


  


  "Hassan-! Run-!"





  Luna tried to stop her by grabbing Gloria's arm or pulling her palm, but it was no use.





  "She, she won't budge!"





  Gloria was like a pillar stuck in the ground; Luna's strength couldn't even make her twitch an eyebrow. 





  No matter how much Luna punched or kicked Gloria's body, all that came back was Luna's own scream.





  "Ouch-! H-how is her body so hard!"





  It was natural for Luna to be in pain.





  I, who had massaged her body, knew the reason well.





  Gloria was a master of Armament Haki and Iron Body.





  Girl of Steel.





  She could freely use Armament Haki and Iron Body to make her body as hard as steel. 





  That meant Luna's soft Chikorita Punch could never damage Gloria, who was thinking, 'I'm going to be attacked-I need to prepare-.'





  "Hassan, she, she's ignoring me!"





  Indeed, Gloria treated Luna as if she wasn't even there. 





  Even with Luna fussing around next to her, Gloria merely bowed her head to the floor and fidgeted.





  "Um...."





  She probably had something to tell me.





  It was at that very moment.





  Puseureok-.





  ━Gyui-ing.





  A strange, fluffy creature, like a ball of cotton, popped out from under Gloria's huge raccoon beast hide. 





  Its color was light sky blue. 





  Its size was like a soccer ball, and its appearance, as described, was fluffy like cotton candy. 





  It was a creature called a Cloudring.





  It was said to be a small fragment of Jupiter's treasure, a huge dark cloud, a lightning storage. 





  In other words, it was a dark cloud with a will. 





  Luna, who had been hit by the electric shock it emitted, couldn't help but be nervous about this Cloudring.





  "C-Cloudring-! I wondered where it was, but you were carrying it under your hide!"





  ━Gyui-ing.





  The Cloudring then floated up into the air and stuck to Luna's head.


 


  "Hey, hey, what is this-! Get off!"





  And then it began to wrestle with Luna. The sight reminded me of my younger sister trying to remove gum stuck in her hair.





  "Hassan, I, I'm being attacked!"


  


  Luna shrieked dramatically, but I didn't feel any hostility from that fluffy creature.





  Rather, the Cloudring seemed to feel goodwill or curiosity towards Luna. But because it suddenly stuck to her head, Luna seemed scared.





  It must be the same feeling as me being startled by Kkeong-kkeong-i jumping onto my shoulder. 





  Should I help her?





  However, there was no need for me to step in.





  "Ing-ing-a, no. Come here."





  ━Ing-ing-ya-ing.





  It eventually flew back into Gloria's hand and was held like a pillow. 





  Does it cry "Ing-ing-" so its name is Ing-ing-i? 





  It seems like a fucking carelessly chosen name. She probably didn't even think about it for 5 seconds.





  But come to think of it, Luna also named Kkeong-kkeong-i "Kkeong-kkeong-i" because it barked "Kkeong-kkeong-". 





  Gloria and Luna seem to have similar naming sense. 





  Anyway, Gloria continued to hesitate, hugging the creature, whatever its name was. 





  Then, like an athlete burying their face in a white towel, she buried her face deeply in the fluffy-looking creature and slowly opened her mouth.





  "I, I have something to say. About this expedition...."





  "Oh, really?"





  "I am a Holy Warrior of Goddess Juno-nim. I committed a sin, received punishment, and must complete a task. Only two tasks left. One of them is to capture a Hellhound alive-."





  "Capture a Hellhound alive?"





  As I slightly furrowed my brow, Luna, who had been lying on the floor, having been attacked by Ing-ing-i, suddenly lifted her head.





  "A Hellhound, you mean Cerberus. Is capturing that alive a task?"





  Gloria's story seemed quite unbelievable to Luna. 





  Luna got up, dusting off her butt and shoulders with a *Tuk, tuk-*.





  "Capturing Cerberus alive. That's impossible for a living person. It's no different from saying you have to die. Is that really a task? No matter what, that's too much, isn't it?"





  "I was a body that shouldn't have been born. I didn't even receive the blessing of Juno-nim, the Goddess of the Hearth. Juno-nim must want me to die."





  ━Keureureung...!





  "Ing-ing-a, you shouldn't say such things to the Goddess-nim. Those are mean words."





  It wasn't easy to understand what conversation was taking place. But I could tell that Gloria's attitude was much softer and calmer than before.





  Could it be that my previous lifting of the curse had an effect?





  It was true that I had been nervous, wondering if I would be attacked again, but by now, Gloria seemed to have no hostility or ill will.





  I asked.





  "So, you have to go to the Underworld to catch that Cerberus fellow, is that it?"





  "...."





  Instead of answering, Gloria buried her head deeply into the fluffy creature she was hugging.





  ━Keureureung...!





  Then, Ing-ing-i, who was in her arms, disliked the intense physical contact and flew out of Gloria's embrace, soaring into the sky.





  "Ah...!"





  As a result, Gloria, having lost the object to cover her face, fidgeted and hastily pulled her raccoon hide over her head.





  "A-anyway, I want to join the Underworld expedition-!"





  She suddenly shouted loudly as if pressing the accelerator pedal, then turned her back to me and quickly ran off somewhere. 


  


  Even Luna seemed to find her behavior strange.





  "Was she always like that? Is she sick somewhere? She didn't even pick a fight."





  








  *       *        *














  The end of the break.





  When I returned to the meeting room, I saw people sitting in a somewhat more composed atmosphere. 





  I had half-expected it, but Gloria was indeed not in her seat.





  However, since she had clearly expressed her desire to participate in the expedition at the end, it didn't matter if she wasn't present at this meeting.





  I asked everyone.





  "So, have you all decided on your opinions?"





  At my words, Hippolyte nodded.





  "Everyone here has conditionally promised to participate in the expedition. But Gloria is not showing up. What happened to her?"





  "Ah, Gloria is fine. She also said she wants to participate in the expedition."





  At that, the atmosphere around us instantly brightened.





  Should I say it was an atmosphere like, 'If Gloria is there, we're safe-!'? 





  For Gold Tier adventurers, Gloria's presence seemed to give a sense of security, like a shotgun carried in one's arms.





  Then Hippolyte added a remark.





  "Then, according to the conditions, Gloria will likely take on the role of the expedition leader."





  At that, Luna furrowed her brow.





  "It's an expedition Hassan recruited, so Gloria will be the leader? What kind of nonsense is that?"





  It was Atalanta who answered Luna's question.





  "It's a Gold Tier adventurer party, after all. It looks good and is better for appearances if someone wearing a golden necklace is the leader. Gloria has her quirks, but she's qualified enough, isn't she?"





  At that, I felt Luna glance up at me. What Luna was looking at was probably the Mars Guild's Silver Tier badge hanging around my neck.





  Luna added a remark in a rebellious, grumbling voice.





  "...B-but Hassan is stronger than anyone, even without a golden necklace! And, Hassan is a god!"





  "It can't be helped. To become the leader of Gold Tier adventurers, a Gold Tier adventurer must take the lead. It's a rule passed down from Chiron's Academy, so there's nothing we can do."





  A rule, huh.





  Honestly, I didn't really care who became the expedition leader. I wasn't interested in gaining achievements for leading an expedition.





  But the mention of Chiron brought something to mind.





  Chalgeurang-.





  At that, I rummaged through my pocket and pulled out a golden, jingling necklace. As soon as they saw it, everyone's eyes widened.





  "Th-that's-!"





  Nestor, the oldest old man, asked, his beard trembling.





  "Wh-where did you get that? My goodness, isn't that the badge of the Academy's first graduating class-! I heard all the first graduates died or went missing-!"





  "Well, I was transferred it by someone I know. If I have this, can I also be recognized as a Gold Tier adventurer?"





  At my words, Atalanta slammed the table with a *Tang-*.





  "Transferred!? You were transferred that precious thing? Impossible! D-did you steal it somewhere? Is there any guarantee that it's genuine? If you have that, such a precious thing...."





  However, old man Nestor shook his head.





  "That is undoubtedly genuine. Though I am old, my appraisal skills are excellent. My goodness, to think a first-class graduation badge would appear here. What an interesting turn of events."





  Judging by their reactions, even a transferred golden necklace seemed to be fully effective.





  Hippolyte asked.





  "Hassan, is it really true that you were transferred it?"





  "Yes, it is."





  I later learned that even if I had acquired it improperly, by stealing it or picking it up from the ground, it would still be enough to qualify me as a Gold Tier adventurer.





  The reason being that merely "safely possessing" this first-class golden necklace, which everyone coveted, guaranteed one's skill. 





  "Then, there's no problem with Hassan becoming the expedition leader!"





  Luna seemed very happy that I had become the expedition leader. 





  I wondered if it was really something to be so happy about, but from my perspective, it might be similar to Luna becoming someone with very high authority. 





  I somewhat understood. 





  Luna seemed to find joy in my success rather than her own.





  Anyway, contrary to my worries, the meeting ended smoothly.





  I explained.





  "First, I and a few others will conduct a preliminary reconnaissance using the lanterns that light the way. The expedition will begin after we find the entrance, so we'll have a few weeks, or up to a month, of time."





  At that, Hippolyte elaborated on my words.





  "So, you should diligently train and practice during that time. Because some of them have been in seclusion, their skills might be rusty."





  At those words, Zetas, the Winged Man, chuckled with a *Heu-heu-*.





  "Yeah, Atalanta. Do some training. Don't hold us back later."





  "What are you talking about, Zetas? You do well yourself!"





  "I didn't lose miserably like some people. It was all over the newspapers, you idiot. They even said you were ambushed?"





  "Wh-who said such a thing? I-I'll kill you-! Who was ambushed-!" 





  After that, we had a brief conversation.





  "What about preparations for sorcery and traps?"





  "That can be handled, as we have an Elf mage and an Ideope sorcerer."





  "Oh, there's an Elf mage-."





  "That's quite reassuring." 





  Since the conversations were about what supplies to prepare and what enemies would block our way, I, who didn't know much about expeditions, had nothing to interject.





  And since Hippolyte handled everything herself, there was no need for me to interfere.
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  Mars Guild.





  A few days had passed since I met the Gold-tier adventurers in that meeting room.





  After successfully signing the contracts and parting ways with them, I smoothly managed the Temple, gathering tasks and using them to increase my stats.





  And so, my status became like this.





  『Name: Hassan Lv. 45 → 46


   Strength: 16


   Agility: 15


   Stamina: 14  → 15


   Task Points: 220


   Grace: 《Shining Hand》 《Armor of Night》 《Dark Eyes》 《Singed Skin》』





  Achieving Level 46.





  My Agility and Stamina stats also reached 15, which is said to be the limit of a superhuman.





  "My goodness, Hassan-ssi. Your total Karma score has reached 46...! Honestly, now even saying I'm surprised isn't enough."





  Daphne, my receptionist, was greatly shocked as she looked at my newly updated level. 





  "If it's you, Hassan-ssi, you'll pass the Gold-tier screening in no time! But since you've already obtained the Academy Graduation Medal, there's probably no need for that!"





  The appearance of someone with a total stat of 46 was also featured prominently in the Sodomora newspapers. Thanks to that, the morale of the followers I manage is also rising.





  -If we train in the three-sword style and the large club like Hassan-nim, we can become strong too-!





  -Wah-! Let's train our third sword with sand!





  Thanks to this, the influence of the cult grew very smoothly.





   『Items held by Hassan


     Number of Followers: 1271 → 3745


     Number of Altars: 10


     Number of Temples: 1 


     Number of Priests: 15


     Number of Graces: 2


     Summary: An ambitious young god - writing a new myth and story.』





   『Notification - Follower Paranoy wishes to receive a new Grace.』


  


   『Notification - Follower Martha is suggesting the construction of a divine statue to inspire faith.』





  Perhaps because the number of followers has increased and my power as a god has grown stronger, the words appearing in the notification section are actively delivering information.





  So Paranoy wishes to receive a new Grace.





  When I went to the Temple office to ask what he meant, the fellow said as if it were obvious.





  "Hassan-nim, if I, Paranoy, the Grand Archbishop of the Black Brotherhood, the foremost foundation, and the one who will become the first Pope, have only one Grace received from Hassan-nim, the followers might whisper that Hassan-nim is a stingy person-it...!"





  "Is that so?"





  "Of course, I, Paranoy, don't think that way at all, but that might be how people react-it...! If so, this might lead to a decrease in the number of followers-it...!"





  "Hmm. That's true too."





  To instill the image of 'taking good care of my followers,' it would be best to start by taking care of those close to me step by step. Paranoy is right.





  "In that sense, Hassan-nim, can you give me another Grace...? If possible, I'd like to receive a Grace that makes me taller-it...! I had a dream yesterday where I, Paranoy, grew tall and looked down on those Elf bastards-it...!"





  "Height, huh. I'm not sure if there's a Grace for growing taller."





  "That was definitely something that could be called a prophetic dream-it...! A Grace to grow taller...! If it's the great god Hassan-nim, not some stupid Samaritan, it will be possible-it...!"





  "Hmm-."





  Was it because my reaction was lukewarm?





  Perhaps feeling a bit anxious, Paranoy adds a few more words in a suggestive voice.





  "If there's no Grace for growing taller, a Grace where beams come out of my fingers is also fine-it...! I'll fire a Nymph Death Beam and carry out summary judgment on those I don't like-it...!"





  "That's a no, you punk."


  


  "Th-then, just giving me something like the Nymph of the Year award is enough-it...!"





  What on earth is the Nymph of the Year award?





  Just as I was about to ask what that was, Luna came to the Temple.





  "Paranoy! I told you we're brushing your teeth, where did you run off to! Come here-!"





  "Gueeeeek-! I hate it when Luna-nim brushes my teeth because it's ticklish-it...!"





  "Ah-!? Paranoy, this guy, he swallowed the toothbrush again! Spit it out from your storage! That's expensive! You need a noggin-clobber to snap out of it-!"





  "Hieeeek-!"





  In the end, Paranoy, with a lump on his head, was caught by Luna and dragged away somewhere.





  Anyway, a Grace for Paranoy, huh.


  


  Since he's been working hard lately, once I gather more Task Points, maybe I'll browse the shop and give him one as a gift.





  While I was thinking that, someone approached me.





  "Um, Hassan-nim. It's Martha. May I say something-."





  "Say something?"





  "I'm thinking of erecting divine statues resembling Hassan-nim in the Temple and the city. It'll cost a bit of a budget. Since it costs at least 2 gold per statue...."





  So Martha is suggesting the construction of divine statues.





  Divine statues, huh.





  Does she mean making a large bronze statue or a marble statue that looks like me? It's not like I'm some dictator. What effect does making them have?





  Anyway, according to Paranoy, "If Hassan-nim successfully completes the conquest of Hell, it will be possible for the number of followers to reach ten thousand before this winter ends-it...!"





  It's truly sailing smoothly everywhere, like a ship with the wind at its back.





  However, I felt a bit of regret. 





  It was because I couldn't raise my level even if I wanted to consume the remaining Task Points. 





  As expected, it seems I can't raise stats beyond 16 without Nectar.





  I wish Luna would finish making that Nectar thing soon.





  I visited the workshop where Luna was working for the first time in a while.





  "Luna, how is the Nectar brewing going?"
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  "I think it'll work if I can use the Menthe flowers that bloomed in the underworld and the river water of the underworld as ingredients too. Hehe-."





  Luna had seemed strangely in a good mood since the day we met the heroes. 





  "At this rate, what if I become the God of Wine? Since Hassan is a god, I, his wife, should at least be something like the G-God of Wine-."





  And occasionally, she began to cautiously refer to herself as my, Hassan's, wife.





  I thought it was probably because of the gold necklace I came to wear around my neck. After all, Luna and I had promised to get married once I wore a gold necklace around my neck.





  Luna didn't seem to have forgotten that.





  "Um, that Ha... Hassan, once this conquest is over, our marr-."





  "No, Luna. You shouldn't say things like that...!"





  Because of that, I broke quite a sweat trying to stop Luna's words. If she said something like that, damn it, there's no telling what might happen.





  That is one of the things you should never say, just like "Did we get him?". You really shouldn't.





  "Hassan, do you not want to marry me anymore...?"





  Of course, Luna, who couldn't have known that, had tears welling up in her large eyes. In response, I carefully explained the superstition I knew.





  "You should avoid saying things like 'Let's get married when we get back' or 'Did we get him?' as much as possible. It could bring bad luck."





  "Ah-! I see! It's a superstition that Hassan believes in!"





  "Is it? Looking at it that way, I guess it could be."





  Luna's brain works incredibly fast when it comes to stories about superstitions or medicinal herbs.





  "I never knew Hassan believed in superstitions! So Hassan believes in superstitions too! Hassan has something in common with me!"





  Luna seemed very happy that I was swayed by superstitions. Since Luna herself is the daughter of Nyx and Erebus, who symbolize night and darkness, savagery and superstition, it's only natural.





  Someone clicks their tongue at that sight.





  "Ha, look at them. Totally lovey-dovey."





  It was Friede, who was sitting by the warm hearth of the Temple reading a book. Friede doesn't seem to like me having such a tender conversation with Luna.





  Luna also narrowed her brow sharply.





  "Friede! Lovey-dovey! Don't say mean things!"





  "What are you going to do if I say mean things? Planning to hit me or something?"





  "Th-thaaa-."





  Luna seemed to have a lot to say but couldn't refute. 





  It must be because she can see a future where, if a fight breaks out again, she'll inevitably be caught in Friede's grasp and have her head stroked or her cheeks pulled.





  Luna had never beaten Friede from the past until recently.





  Luna, who is like a Chikorita, probably can't use any power against Friede, who is of the fire attribute. Just then, Friede moved her body first.





  "Gotcha, you little brat."





  "L-let go-!"





  Luna, caught in Friede's hands before she knew it, flailed around trying to escape Friede's grasp, but it was futile.





  "Hyaaaat-! D-don't blow on my neck! Hahahaha, hahahaha-! Aat, don't, don't bite my ear-! I said don't bite my ear! My eaaar-!"


  


  How peaceful.





  "Gaaaah, F-Friede, this won't do! Compete with me! The event, I'll decide the event-!"





  "Hmph, really? I don't know what kind of event you'd have to pick to win."





  But this peaceful sight probably wouldn't last much longer.











  *      *      *











  The cemetery plot I bought is large.





  Because of that, there was plenty of space for me to train alone.





  "I shall become the dragon-!"





  I often moved my body alone in the wide open space.





  It was about strengthening my energy by throwing punches or kicks into the air. 





  I thought it was necessary to perfectly master my transcendental body before then, as I didn't know what would happen in the underworld.





  "Ssssp-."





  Hwaaaaap-.





  And so, a powerful wind pressure burst forth from the punch I threw. To the point where a void in the shape of the wind pressure appeared in the snow falling thickly from the sky.





  "Damn, I'm strong."





  I thought so myself, but it was truly an intense physical ability. 





  Honestly, I even had the arrogant thought that I could solve most problems with just this powerful body without anything else.





  Of course, having painfully realized the difference between arrogance and confidence through several experiences, I sweated to complete the weapon that is 'me' without any gaps.





  "Manhae-. Death Beam Saber-."





  Zuuuuung-.





  When I pulled out my club after a long time and poured aura into it, a light of steam far more intense than before was emitted. 





  It was truly a beam saber with the ultra-high output button pressed.





  Huwoong-.





  With one large swing, all the snow thinly covering the surrounding area quickly melted and fluttered away as dew.





  "Immortal-."





  Kkwaaaak-.





  I tried putting strength into my arm while holding the club.





  "Eternal life-."





  At that, I felt my body become as tight and hard as steel.





  "Authority Power-!"





  Bul-ttuk, bul-ttuk.





  At the same time, weeds and wild flowers began to grow at a rapid pace in the cemetery plains where the snow had melted.





  This was something like my authority.





  Accelerating the growth of plants.





  Whenever I release aura, this kind of overgrowth occurs due to the life force overflowing from my body. 





  I don't know if I can use this in battle, but anyway, it was a tremendous power.





  Honestly, at this point, isn't it practically like a god?





  As I realized that, laughter began to burst out like carbonation erupting from deep within my lower abdomen.





  "Ehehe-. Ye lowly humans-! I shall rule over you-! Prostrate yourselves before my wisdom and power-!"





  "Ahem-."





  "Whoa, shit, you scared me-!"





  I jumped into the air in surprise. Thanks to my strengthened physical ability, it's no exaggeration to say I leaped several meters into the air, no joke.





  In the end, I couldn't keep my balance and ended up planting my face into the muddy ground where the snow had melted. Anyway, that wasn't the important part.





  "Hi, Hippolyte-nim, since when have you been there?"





  As I quickly regained my posture and stood up, Hippolyte, wearing armor and a thick red cloak, was looking my way with her arms crossed.





  "Hassan, it was since you were talking about dragons or whatever."





  Shit, then isn't that from the very beginning?





  I never thought anyone would be watching my bizarre training process. Thanks to that, the confidence that had been soaring until just now withered away.





  It's so embarrassing.





  It's like the feeling of singing your heart out alone at home, only to find out your younger sister was there and getting flustered. 





  That damn sister. If she's there, she should make some noise. Making a person feel so awkward. Even now, I occasionally kick my blankets when I think of that time.





  Then Hippolyte chuckles.





  "Are you planning to rule over the lowly humans, Hassan? With wisdom and power-."





  "No, that's, well, you know...."





  No, anyway, it's so damn embarrassing. If there were a mouse hole, I'd want to stick my head in it.





  Perhaps noticing my awkward hesitation, Hippolyte cleared her throat.





  "It's fine. It's common for those who have realized their divinity to take a more arrogant attitude than others. Hassan, I didn't think you were like that, though."





  "Well, please just pretend you didn't see it."





  If this story reached Friede's ears, I might be a laughingstock for the rest of my life. As I was breaking a sweat, Hippolyte narrowed her eyes.





  "Fine, well, I'll think about it and keep it a secret."





  "Ahem, ahem, so, Hippolyte-nim. What brings you all the way here? I heard you had a lot of paperwork to handle for the expedition preparations...."





  "My head was hurting from doing nothing but signing scrolls. Hassan, I wanted to have a light spar with you-."





  Srrrruk-.





  Hippolyte lightly examined me, as steam was rising from my body.





  "You don't seem to particularly need a spar. Well then, fine. Even if it's not a spar, there are plenty of ways to spend time enjoyably."





  And then she shifted her gaze to the surroundings. She was probably looking for something.





  "It seems Nyx-dottir and the Elf mage are away?"





  "Those two went to the Deer Forest to look for winter bamboo shoots, saying they were having some kind of competition."





  "Hmm. I see. Going to the forest together. Their relationship is better than I thought. It's a relief, if anything."





  Hippolyte seems to think Luna and Friede have a good relationship. She continues.





  "Is it because their names are similar? Luna means moon. The Elf's second name is Deathmoon, which also includes the word for moon."





  "Hmm-."





  Is that so.





  I'm not sure.





  Now that I hear it, it seems that way.





  So Friede's name also has 'moon' in it.





  I had only focused on the fact that the Elf's name was Friede, and I hadn't been very interested in her second name. 





  Why am I only finding out now after being together for two years?





  Come to think of it, Hippolyte before me also had the second name Heavensinger. Since she's never called by her surname, it's fair to say I've only realized it now.





  Suddenly curious, I opened my mouth and asked a question.





  "What does Heavensinger mean?"





  "What? Ahem-."





  Hippolyte was extremely flustered by that. She vaguely avoided my gaze while scratching her cheek with the index finger of her gauntlet. 





  "Ah? It's nothing special. Just, well. Before I became an adventurer. I used to work as a server in inns or taverns. I used to sing occasionally back then-."





  "Hippolyte-nim sang...?"





  "Ahem, anyway, the nickname I got back then became fixed as my surname."





  Hippolyte singing.





  I had never even thought of it.





  I'd like to hear it once.





  As I was thinking that, Hippolyte added a few more words while hesitating.





  "D-do you perhaps want to hear me sing?"





  "Pardon? Well, I mean, I'm curious how well you must sing to be given the name Heavensinger.... I would like to hear it."





  "Then, Hassan. Perhaps. With me-well, you know.... Since everyone else is away...."





  Hippolyte hesitated, unlike her usual self.





  Because of that, I couldn't help but feel naturally tense about what she was going to say.
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  Before long, Hippolyte emerged wearing a thin, red one-piece dress. 





  Over it, she draped a white fur coat she had bought in Jeruite, the kingdom's capital, making her look exactly like the young mistress of a wealthy household.





  It was a very fresh feeling, quite different from her usual stiff armor or light training attire.





  If there was one disappointing thing, was it perhaps that she wore a bizarre feather-decorated Mask that covered more than half of her face?





  "If I do this, people won't recognize me. They won't even imagine that I'd be wearing a dress like this."





  Hippolyte wanted to hide her identity. 





  Because of that, I followed her lead and hid my identity with a suit I wouldn't normally wear, a robe pulled down low, and a Mask.





  In Sodomora, where a Mask festival was taking place, there were many suspicious characters walking around in Masks even on normal days. 





  Dressed like this, we looked like nobles heading to a ball, allowing us to easily blend into the crowds.





  In fact, even though we entered the city center where people were packed together, not a single person acted like they knew us or spoke to us.





  ━Look at those people. They're incredibly tall.





  ━Yeah, are they nobles from a foreign land?





  ━Hmph, out playing around on a weekday like they've got it easy-.





  Even listening to the whispering voices, it seemed no one thought this masked pair were the city's celebrities.





  "What a relief-. As expected, no one recognizes us."





  "That's true. But is there a reason we have to go this far?"


  


  I asked why we had to adopt such a cumbersome dress code. 





  Then Hippolyte replied as if it were obvious.





  "Because I want to hide my identity, of course. Hassan-ssi, since you've become famous lately, surely you can understand my desire to enjoy the streets quietly for once."





  Enjoying the streets quietly-.





  When she put it that way, I felt like I understood.





  Since both Hippolyte and I had become such celebrities in this city, we were bound to draw attention wherever we went. 





  While that could be a fun experience in its own way. 





  There were many times when we wanted to walk the streets freely without being watched by people and without worrying about things like saving face.





  Occasionally, Luna would grumble, "Lately, when I walk with Hassan, so many people talk to us from all over that I feel like I'm constantly being interrupted-."





  Because of that, she said there were times she missed the Bronze Tier newbie days when no one recognized us. 





  Of course, it's a luxury of a problem.





  Anyway. 





  Hippolyte was an adventurer of Sodomora who had been famous enough that there was originally no one who didn't know her. 





  The leader of the Virgin Corps and a hero gaining popularity for her stoic and disciplined image. Because of that, she seemed to often have these kinds of escapes.





  "The place we are going is somewhere the adventurer Hippolyte would never even think of visiting. Well, Hassan, I don't know if you've been there or not, but...."





  It seemed Hippolyte wanted to take me somewhere.





  Seeing as she even prepared a dress code to hide our identities, it probably wasn't a respectable place like a government office.





  I said.





  "You seem to want to hide your identity, but if you call me Hassan, won't we eventually be caught?"





  "Ah, now that you mention it, you're right. It's my first time coming out like this with someone. Then, well, what should I do?"





  "Well. If you want to hide your identity, wouldn't it be good to create a fictional persona-?"





  "A fictional persona...?"





  "Just wearing a Mask won't be enough. It's also important to act or speak in ways we normally wouldn't."





  "I-I see. Hassan, you seem quite accustomed to this sort of thing."





  Accustomed, huh.





  Thinking back now, there were quite a few times I had hidden my identity since becoming an adventurer. 





  When I accidentally entered the Cult's meeting hall, and when I infiltrated the Thieves' Guild. 





  I also acted when I was framing myself as an Archduke of Hell to Antiope or Paranoy.





  In a manner of speaking, I was a sort of veteran, an expert in creating fake identities.





  That veteran brain of mine went *pajijit*-spinning and creating a decent setting in my head.





  "Then, let's say we're a newlywed couple of local gentry from a distant foreign land. We can just say we came to this city for our honeymoon."





  "A couple on their honeymoon...? Hmm-. That's a decent story. But, whether I can act that out well or not...."





  Hippolyte was extremely flustered. 





  Since she was wearing a Mask, I couldn't see her expression, but she probably had a more than slightly panicked look on her face.





  However, Hippolyte was also an outstanding person.





  She quickly adapted to the atmosphere and even offered her own suggestions.





  "Hmm, anyway, a newlywed couple.... Then, it would be good to decide on titles to call each other. Since we can't call each other by our names."





  "I'm fine with using aliases."





  "No, aliases can be confusing. Anyway, um, what was it. I've heard that newlywed couples call each other, um, 'Honey' or..., uaaaah, as expected, I can't do this."





  Hippolyte shivered *ususue* as she spoke. 





  It was likely because Hippolyte, who had lived on battlefields full of the smell of burning and blood, lacked the softness to endure such things.





  "Do as you please."





  





  *     *     *











  First, we looked around the South Gate market. 





  Since Sodomora was a city large enough to be counted on one's fingers in the kingdom, there were many truly strange shops and peddlers in the South Gate market street.





  "D-Darling, look at this-. There's a strange seashell."





  That's when Hippolyte stopped in front of a Shop.





  At the tip of the finger Hippolyte was pointing with, there were several mysteriously colored seashells. What I found strange, however, was the Shop owner selling them.





  Dressed in silk with a long cloth wrapped around their head like a turban, they were a being closer to a beast than a human.





  "Welcome-."





  With hair growing all over their body, they looked exactly like a four-legged beast. Their ears were those of a beast, and whiskers like a Cat's grew on their face. 





  They looked like a half-and-half mix of a human and a Cat. 





  They were also small like a Dwarf, so if I had to break it down, it was 30% human and 70% Cat. It's damn fascinating. 





  What is this guy?





  A Monster?





  "I feel a stinging gaze. Big mister, is this your first time seeing the Sand Cat tribe of the desert?"





  "The Sand Cat tribe...?"





  "That's right. The Sand Cat tribe. We live in the western desert. Rare salt that only grows in the desert, shells of desert clams. Desert auroras-. Even husbands who don't work. We sell everything-. Now, now, anyway, take a look."





  I've heard that a long desert stretches across the western lands of this kingdom. This half-man, half-beast merchant seems to be a merchant from there. 





  Well, there are Dwarves, Elves, Nymphs, Monsters, and even gods, so there's nothing strange about a human who resembles a Cat.





  The Cat-human said.





  "Are you two a couple? Right?"





  At that, Hippolyte's body flinched *humchit*.





  "T-That is so."





  "Aha, I knew it. You're both so tall and slender, you're a very well-matched pair. Seeing as there's still an awkward feeling, you must be newlyweds? In that sense, I have something good for a couple-."





  The Cat-human soon began rummaging through the jars and bundles he had laid out. 





  "Where did I put it? It should be here-."





  He rummaged through and pulled out red scorpions, broken glass shards, and strangely shaped necklaces before finally pulling out one thing.





  "Ah, here it is. Desert Sand Ginseng. It's a root that's at least 300 years old. If you eat this, you can have five or even ten children."





  It was a strange root.





  It looked like a plant root, but it was wriggling like a live octopus.





  "Since you're newlyweds, I'll give you a discount to bless your future. It's originally 30 silver. I'll give it to you for just 45 silver. I'm really being generous here."





  For a moment, I thought my ears were wrong.





  Why does the price increase when getting a discount?





  At that, Hippolyte chuckled *heuheu*.





  "If it increases from 30 silver to 45 silver, that's not a discount."





  "It's hidden by a Mask, but what a wonderful smile. You must surely be a great beauty. And with such a thorough sense of economy too. You'll make an excellent wife. Then, for your sake, I'll cut it down to 20 silver."





  This Cat bastard had a way with words that was good compared to his bizarre appearance. Of course, I wasn't swayed by such things, but Hippolyte seemed to have fallen for it slightly.





  "An excellent... wife. Hmm-."





  "If you don't like that, I have this too. Germanium health stones. Or a bracelet that boosts Financial Luck-."





  I felt that if we stayed, Hippolyte might be swayed by the merchant's silver tongue and buy a bunch of useless multi-level marketing goods.





  "No thanks. We'll look around some more."





  So I grabbed Hippolyte's hand and hurriedly left the spot. Hippolyte made a flustered "Oh-" sound, but she didn't really resist.





  After that, our escape-like shopping continued.





  All we did was buy snacks to eat.





  "D-Darling-. Look at this-. There's a squirrel."





  Ordinary things like looking at strange beasts in cages. 





  In fact, it wasn't even an escape, just ordinary daily life, but simply hiding our identities and pretending to be other people gave it a thrill as if we were doing something very bad.





  "A newlywed couple? Then, have a taste of this."





  "Newlyweds are nice. I had a time like that too."





  Also, the fictional setting of being a newlywed couple worked quite well with people. At the mention of being newlyweds, all the merchants showed us goodwill, giving us various extra services.





  And so, a brief moment of rest.





  We sat on a bench and ate grilled pheasant skewers; they were made with well-prepared heart meat and a sweet and spicy sauce, making them very easy to eat.





  We even got a few more as a newlywed service, so the portion wasn't lacking either. 





  *Seureuk*-.





  Nibbling on it, Hippolyte said.





  "Lying about being a couple makes my conscience prickle a bit. If it were the usual me, I wouldn't have told such a lie."





  "For someone saying that, you seemed to be enjoying yourself quite a bit."
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  "Hmm-. Well, Hassan, I'm not as bad as you. Why are you wearing all that-."





  My neck, which Hippolyte was looking at, was draped with all sorts of garlands and accessories. It was because I had bought various useless things at the market.





  "Why did you buy so much? Honestly, you bought a bunch of junk. They're all useless. You look completely like a foreign Totem-."





  As she said that, Hippolyte smiled brightly, revealing her even teeth beneath the Mask. It was a truly radiant smile, even if it was partially hidden.





  Since I made Hippolyte laugh out loud once, these shopping items, which cost about 5 silver, weren't entirely useless.





  Of course, I didn't say such things out loud in an uncool way.





  *Hwiuuuu*-.





  Just then, a cold wind blew, cooling the heat that had built up from the continuous laughter. Hippolyte also stretched with a "Nueueue-" and settled the atmosphere.





  "It was a fun day. I wonder when the last time was that I played around so thoughtlessly since becoming a Gold-rank adventurer. I've been busy every single day. I didn't want to become a Gold-rank adventurer because I hated being busy and having responsibilities-."





  "Is that so? I thought you were a complete workaholic."





  At that, Hippolyte snorted *heung* and replied with a bit of a grumble.





  "Who likes working?"





  "I see."





  "However, just as food eaten on an empty stomach after sweating tastes good. It's because it's a rest tucked into a busy life that it feels even more valuable."





  "I don't think that's it. Playing is just good every day for what it is."





  "Be quiet. Hmm, anyway, I should say thank you for keeping me company on my day off today."





  *Seureuk*-.





  Hippolyte raised her head and looked up at the sky. 





  We had done various things while wandering the market, but it felt like not much time had passed.





  Perhaps because it was winter when the day ends early, the world was already growing dark. It would soon be time for dinner.





  Then I suddenly remembered that I had forgotten something.





  "So, what was the connection between receiving the name Heaven Singer and today's market tour?"





  "There is no connection." 





  "What?"


  


  "It was just to kill time until evening." 





  "Hmm-."





  As I fell into thought for a moment, Hippolyte added more.





  "But, the time is slowly approaching. The shops that only open in the evening will be preparing for business now."





  "It would be that time. Probably-."





  "Then, I should show you the reason I dragged you around today. Follow me-."





  Hippolyte threw the trash from the food we ate into a trash can and dusted off her palms. 





  Then she began to walk somewhere.





    Her stride as she walked among the brightly lit lanterns in the darkening world was as confident and fast as a returning general, making it quite difficult to keep up.





  After walking like that for several minutes.





  Hippolyte entered the inn street operating in the South Gate market. 





  The inns operating at the South Gate were mostly the wholesome kind of shops that stimulated men's hearts with smiles and hospitality by employing pretty female staff.





  "Let's go in-."





  It was certainly a place one would never imagine Hippolyte would go.
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 Inn.





 Tavern.





 The shop I had relied on the most since falling into this barbaric world.





 Anyway, taverns and inns, especially 'late evening' inns, generally look pretty much the same in any city or on any street. 





 Red-faced adventurers and laborers, regardless of gender or age, sat at tables, loudly clinking their glasses. 





 Songs rising with incomprehensible drunken antics. 





 Gruff voices starting arguments, and brawls already underway.





 The clatter of breaking dishes.





 And amidst all that, even hyena-like groups sat in silence, ears open for any potentially profitable gossip.





 It's the same everywhere.





 In the past, I couldn't adapt to this atmosphere and would hesitate, but now, I too had grown accustomed to these noisy, chaotic scenes.





 Because whenever I stepped into an inn, the bitter scent of alcohol would start to put me in a good mood.





 ━Huh, what the-? Didn't the alcohol suddenly taste better? Is it just me?





 ━What, it's true?





 ━Right?! It seems the grace of Chief Deity Bacchus-nim is with this 「Nymph Song」 Inn-!





 ━You idiot, the Chief Deity isn't Bacchus anymore. It's, what was it. Has, Has, what was it. Was it Hasbaji? Anyway, it's some other guy.





 Who the hell is Hasbaji? I hope that bastard's drink tastes different.





 ━Whoa, what the-? Who put salt in my beer? Why does it suddenly taste so salty?





 It really works. Holy shit, it's amazing.





 Anyway, as Hippolyte and I entered the inn, the noisy atmosphere ripened even further. That must have been because of my temporary position as the 'God of Wine', which I had taken over from Bacchus. 





 I heard that when I'm around, the taste of alcohol gets an upgrade, or the rowdy people's behavior gets even more boisterous.





 "Phew-. This is absolutely chaotic."





 Hippolyte carefully stepped past the plates and cups people had dropped on the floor and sat down at a table that had just been vacated.





 There was still leftover food from other people on the table, but if you complained about every little thing like that, you wouldn't survive in this world.





 I said.





 "Indeed, Hippol..., no, this place is so noisy, I wouldn't have thought it was somewhere you'd want to go."





 "Hoo-hoo-hoo-. Right."





 Hippolyte took off the gloves on her hands and the animal fur robe draped over her shoulder. 





 Perhaps because she had just walked the cold winter evening streets and entered the warm inn with a brazier, her cheeks, visible beneath her Mask, were quite flushed.





 I said.





 "The waitresses are pretty. Hippolyte-nim, are you also coming all the way here to see the pretty waitresses?"





 "Of course not-. But, even after visiting many taverns, this Nymph Song Inn is the best."





 She turned her head and looked around.





 In her eyes were people loudly chattering here and there. To me, it just looked like an ordinary inn. 





 However, there was one peculiar thing-





 "Aah-! Cleanis, the Nymph of Cleaning, will clear your table...!"





 Perhaps it was the fact that they employed one small Nymph as a waitress.





 "That Ditch Water Nymph, Cleanis, is a very amazing Nymph, so clearing a table is a quick task for her...!"





 Her hair was honey-colored, similar to Doris, but she had a white scarf wrapped around her head, simply braiding her hair into two strands and letting them hang forward. 





 Her face was youthful and cute, befitting a Nymph. But the dishcloth and water bucket in her hands looked quite well-used, showing signs of daily life.





 Judging by the name Cleanis, she's probably a Nymph born in spring. 





 According to Doris, the Honey Water Nymph, Nymphs born in spring are generally lively and affectionate, quickly befriending others.





 That's why she seems to do well as a waitress in such a service industry.





 "Aah...? But you're strange guests...! I feel a peculiar aura... could you perhaps be noble Demigods from somewhere...?"





 The problem was that this Cleanis fellow, with her Nymph's unique intuition, was starting to recognize Hippolyte's and my presence.





 In response, Hippolyte took out a candy from between her breasts and handed it to Cleanis.





 "I'd appreciate it if you kept that a secret-."





 At that, Cleanis's eyes, having received the candy, widened significantly.





 "I-I'll keep it a secret...! Since I received a tip...! I'll clean even harder...!"





 And then she diligently cleaned the table spotlessly. 





 Seeing a small Nymph like Paranoy working part-time amidst gruff people, I felt a strange sense of admiration.





 Hippolyte said.





 "Indeed, there's nothing better than candy to persuade Nymphs. Thanks to Ignoi, I often carry candies around."





 "I see. Is Ignoi doing well? No one targeting her?"





 "She's doing alright, I guess. She's well, but she still won't open her mouth."





 "Hmm-."





 "But Antiope and I have reached a point where we can understand her meaning just from her gestures and expressions, even if she doesn't speak. So there's no real problem. Except for her scratching the sofa sometimes...."





 "I see."





 "Anyway, it's been a while since I've been to this Nymph Song Inn. But, if my memory serves, a performance should be starting soon. They often invite street musicians and set up a stage for them-. Over there, that's the spot."





 Where Hippolyte pointed, there was a chair on a slightly raised platform. At first, I wondered what kind of spot it was, but now I saw it was where musicians performed.





 "Your friend, that Malko fellow, apparently often performs here too."





 "Is that bastard even alive?"





 "Who knows. Anyway, this is the only place that pays street musicians to sing. So various folks come and sing. It's an interesting place."





 So, it's like an indie band concert venue, I guess?





 Indeed, just as Hippolyte said, after some time in the evening, musicians holding string instruments similar to guitars, percussion instruments like small drums, or flute-like instruments, sat down one after another and began to sing.


 


 ━Today, I will sing about Cheiros. Ah-. Half-human, half-horse-. Cheiros. Lower body is horse-. Horse, legs. Horse tail. Horses are fucking cool.





 What kind of lyrics are those? The pitch is off too.





 It wasn't just me who thought so, as jeers and laughter came from all over. 





 ━You, just do clown acts instead of singing, you jerk-!





 ━Don't throw food, just throw money.





 The musicians, clutching the coins thrown at them, filled their pockets and then handed over their spots to others.





 ━What I will sing is Ten Little Nymph Fairies. One Nymph, two Nymphs, three Nymph Fairies. Four Nymphs, five Nymphs, six Nymph Fairies-. 





 After the musicians sang for a while, when a seat became vacant on the small stage.





 "Since becoming an adventurer, I haven't sung. So, having to sing for someone is quite unfamiliar. Don't laugh."





 Hippolyte, with her fur draped over her shoulder, slowly rose from her seat and headed for the chair, didn't she?





 To think she was going to sing in front of all these people.





 That alone made my respect for Hippolyte surge.





 ━Oh, it's a woman this time.





 ━Doesn't look like a musician? A rich young lady?





 ━Looks like a singer from the royal capital. They wear a lot of fur like that in the royal capital.





 The people's scattered gazes also converged sharply on Hippolyte. Even though she was covered by a Mask, Hippolyte's presence was so immense that it was enough to attract people's attention.





 "Ahem, if there are musicians-. I'd like to request an accompaniment in C minor."





 Hippolyte, uncharacteristically, used polite speech like an ordinary woman. At Hippolyte's words, the musicians drinking nearby began to play.





 Amidst various instruments beginning to create a dazzling accompaniment.





 Hippolyte, who had been continuously clearing her throat beneath her Mask, finally opened her mouth.





 "Vin-daain-. a-."





 It was a word I couldn't understand.





 It seemed the listeners felt the same, as quite a few people tilted their heads at this incomprehensible string of letters.





 But no one whispered to their neighbor or made any noise by moving their utensils. 





 Even those who had initially been chattering among themselves slowly closed their mouths and merely turned their heads to look at the stage.





 "━━."


 


 The song Hippolyte sang felt less like words and more like a peculiar incantation. 





 A magic spell.





 ━What's that voice-. 





 ━Shh-. Be quiet-. 





 But unlike Hippolyte's usually restrained voice, a delicate and gentle melody seemed to tickle people's ears like a feather.





 I didn't know the lyrics, nor could I understand their meaning, but the mere timbre of her voice captivated everything around, so it wouldn't be strange to call it magic.





 Diring, ding-.





 The musicians, who had been slowly playing their instruments, now also slowly stopped their hands, merely looking at Hippolyte, who sat singing in the chair.





 Their instrument sounds, their ragged breaths, were held back as if not to disturb this peculiar magical scene.





 Between the silence like a dark night sea, only the woman's voice freely and slowly swam within it. 





 Slowly-.





 No fast tempo, no elaborate technique, but-. 





 It was a song that possessed a kind of magic all on its own.





 Was it because of Hippolyte's career as a priestess of war?





 Or was it because she could sing such songs that she could work as a priestess of war-?





 I couldn't tell anymore.





 But what I could clearly know was why Hippolyte possessed the second name, Heaven Singer. 





 I don't know who gave her the name, but at this moment, no name suited Hippolyte better.





 "━."





 And so, when Hippolyte finally finished the last verse and caught her breath. Even though the song was over, no one rose from their seats or expressed their impressions.





 ━....





 They were merely steeped in a hazy dream, as if intoxicated by the situation itself rather than the copious amounts of alcohol they had drunk. The emotion faintly felt on everyone's faces was a sense of loss.





 A sense of loss that the song had ended.





 The feeling of having to wake up from the brief dream they had been immersed in by the delicate timbre and melody. 





 Finally, only after Hippolyte cleared her throat with an "Ahem-," did thunderous applause erupt like wildfire.





 ━That was an amazing song!





 ━Looks like she really is a singer from the royal capital!





 ━I'm from the royal capital, but I've never heard a song like this even in Zeruite. It makes me wonder if Orpheus's songs were like this-. 





 ━So what song was it? It's a language I've never heard before.





 ━From what I heard, it seemed to be ancient Nymph language. From the time before Nymphs became small like children due to the Goddess's curse. Anyway, it was a wonderful song.





 The reactions were good.





 Perhaps because their drunken bodies had deeply empathized and their sensibilities had sharpened, some even shed tears. At that sight, I felt my heart swell with grandeur for no reason.





 "N-now you know why I bear such a name, don't you?"





 Hippolyte pulled her Mask down low and sat in front of me.





 Her face was extremely flushed, and it seemed that even she felt embarrassed singing in front of people. 





 It's rather endearing to see such a human side to her.





 I replied.





 "I didn't know you sang so well. Even if you hadn't worked as an adventurer, you wouldn't have starved."





 "Th-that's not true. It's just a song I learned by ear. No technique, either-."





 Hippolyte seemed to feel extremely embarrassed by the compliment about her singing. 





 Perhaps because she was wearing a Mask, the usual stiff and confident Hippolyte was nowhere to be seen.





 I suddenly wondered where Hippolyte's delicate voice emanated from. But the only place I could really guess was Hippolyte's chest, which measured 1H.





 Does it really come from there?





 Could it be that those weren't actually big, soft breasts, but rather Hippolyte's song pouch, like a heavenly canary?





 "Anyway, um, let's get up now."





 ━Miss, please give me your autograph-!





 ━Please tell me the secret to singing like that-. 





 Hippolyte, perhaps feeling burdened by the surge of attention, rose from her seat even before the food arrived. 





 Thanks to that, I also ended up scrambling out of the inn as if fleeing. 





 ━They're running away! Catch them-! Take off their Masks-!





 ━Find out the secret to refining her voice-!





 Because musicians, eager to learn the secret to Hippolyte's singing, started following us, we truly had no choice but to run.





 When we had run for a while, leaving everyone behind, treading on the white, thickly piled snow that seemed to have fallen while we were in the inn-.





 "Phew, phew-hoo-hoo-ha-ha-."





 Suddenly, as if something amusing had occurred, Hippolyte burst into laughter.





 "What's so funny?"





 "No, it's just. I only put on a Mask. It's amusing because I feel like I've become a different person from my usual self. As if I'm not Hippolyte, but-."





 Hippolyte's voice was slowly trembling. I knew well that she wasn't someone whose breath would be disturbed just from running a little.





 It must be a change in emotion.





 She added.





 "As if I'm not Hippolyte, but another ordinary woman."





 And from that delicate tremor, I could discern the sense of loss and regret that the inn patrons had felt earlier. 





 "Now, starting tomorrow, I'll have to go back to tedious paperwork."





 She seemed sad about taking off her Mask and returning to everyday life. It felt like there was a certain fragility to her, unlike the always confident Hippolyte, which made me feel melancholic too.





 However, Hippolyte quickly regained her composure.





 "Anyway, today was an interesting day. Hassan-. You must be busy in your own way, so thank you for accompanying me. And for playing along with the lie about being a newlywed couple."


 


 And then, as if to take off her Mask, Hippolyte slowly brought her hand to her face.





 However, she rested her hand on her Mask and seemed lost in thought for a moment, then slowly lowered her hand.





 "But, ending the day like this leaves a bit of a lingering regret. Who knows if there will be another day like today in life. Since we've already decided to lie-. I want to be a little more greedy...."





 "Greedy?"





 "Y-yes. The woman I'm playing right now is an ordinary person with a karma score of about 3. Th-the real Hippolyte would be fine, but a woman like this might be in danger walking alone on the streets."





 "That's right."





 "Th-then, it seems best if you, who are playing the role of my lover, escort me home. Th-Hassan, what do you think?"





 I could understand Hippolyte's meaning. She wanted me to walk her home.





 Therefore, I slowly extended my hand towards her.





 At that, Hippolyte flinched and trembled, then looked at my outstretched palm, and as if reluctantly, extended her own hand.





 "I didn't ask you to hold my hand...."





 "Isn't this more like lovers, and better?"





 "I-I see. I didn't know."





 Seureuk-.





 And so, Hippolyte and I held hands. In the cold winter, Hippolyte's high body temperature was warm and pleasant. Her hand was soft too.





 I asked.





 "By the way, Hippolyte-nim, for an excellent warrior, you don't have any calluses."





 "Th-they're gone. I had so many calluses that, at some point, they just disappeared."





 Is that even possible?





 "Perhaps, Hassan, do you prefer calluses-?"





 "No, I prefer soft things."





 "I see-."





 With that, our conversation ceased for a moment. We just walked along the untouched snowy path, watching the white snow fall. That, in itself, was a peculiar kind of fun.





 However, since both Hippolyte and I walked quickly, we were gradually approaching Hippolyte's home, our destination.





 And so, when we finally arrived at her home.





 I noticed that her house was strangely devoid of any presence, enveloped in a desolate silence.





 "Are Antiope or Ignoi not here?"





 "Those fellows are sleeping out tonight, I hear. Some Nymphs' social gathering or something-. So, no one's home today. It's my free time after a long while. I can sleep sprawled out."





 Hippolyte seemed to be in quite a good mood as she said that. Free time with her sisters not home after a long while. It was natural for her to be in a good mood.





 At that moment, Hippolyte added a few more words.





 "S-so, Hassan-. Perhaps, th-the weather's cold, so wouldn't you like to have a warm cup of tea before you go? Today, I want to give you a little something in return for accompanying me...."
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I had often visited Hippolyte's house.





Since I always came here when training under Hippolyte, it would be more accurate to say I visited frequently rather than often.





However, I didn't have much experience visiting and coming inside this late at night.





Only a handful of times.





Because of that, this narrow house, which felt somewhat familiar, seemed quite unfamiliar. So Hippolyte lives here with Antiope and Ignoi.





Certainly, even though it looked spacious enough to live alone, it seemed a bit cramped now that she lives with two others.





I could understand why Hippolyte was excited because her sister and Ignoi said they'd be staying out tonight.





"If you wait a little, warm tea will be ready."





Hippolyte, the owner of the house, was heating a kettle over a brazier in the kitchen. She looked very much like she was living her daily life.





A slightly sour scent, though I didn't know what kind of tea it was, filled the surroundings.





Finally, she poured a golden-hued liquid into something like a clay pot made from earth and offered it to me sitting on the sofa.





"It's wild yuzu tea. There's nothing better for warming up your body and recovering from fatigue. Ah, I deliberately didn't add sugar. Because you're not a Nymph."





Is it yuzu tea?





Indeed, nothing awakens the mind quite like a sour taste.





As she said she didn't add sugar, it had a slightly astringent feel, but it tasted like an adult's drink, so it was reasonably drinkable.





Seureuk-.





Hippolyte sat down on the sofa opposite me.





"Anyway, I had a fun day today."





"That's truly fortunate."





"If I go to the underworld in the future, I won't have opportunities for such leisure. Did you say you'd go on a preliminary survey next week carrying a lantern?"





At Hippolyte's words, I recalled the lantern I had carefully stored in my Temple.





It was like a small lighthouse.





The light emitted by the lantern pointed to one of the countless labyrinths of Pluto floating in the world.





It was the entrance to the real underworld kingdom.





As Hippolyte said, I was planning to survey that entrance in advance with a small team.





Because knowing in advance what variables might exist and how the path goes would prevent the main expedition force from wasting unnecessary effort.





"Have the members of the survey team been decided?"





"Well. That hasn't been decided yet. We'll have to start thinking about it soon. Will you join us too, Hippolyte-nim?"





I recalled if Hippolyte had any restrictions, and remembered she had a constraint where her power decreased significantly in moonlight and darkness.





"Good. If I can participate in a historic moment, I'll gain high karma."





"That's fortunate then. By any chance, did Antiope say anything specific? Like wanting to join this expedition...."





Seureuk-.





Hippolyte opened her half-closed eyes at my words.





"Hassan, even if it's me, don't involve Antiope in such dangerous matters."





Hippolyte seemed displeased that I might be dragging Antiope into a dangerous situation.





"Antiope is still a child."





"I have to protect her."





I've felt this since before; Hippolyte had a tendency to overprotect Antiope a bit.





That she's a child.





Even so, isn't that a bit much?





Did Antiope also feel a bit stifled by her half-sisters like Hippolyte and Sileia overprotecting her?





"Just you wait. I'll put everyone in their place at this Amazoness festival."





So she was determined to show off the new favor she had received and her honed skills at the upcoming festival.





I remembered that she was disappointed because the festival had become uncertain due to Bacchus's recent downfall.





Of course, Hippolyte here also felt a sense of being adrift after the festival ended.





With her mind unsettled and an expedition to the underworld looming, it must be why she's doing things today she wouldn't normally do.





I asked.





"So, Hippolyte-nim, are you alright? We don't know what might happen in Pluto's underworld kingdom. They say those Gigas fellows are running rampant there now-."





"Ah, for that reason, I always try to maintain peak condition. In that sense, I think it might be time to lift the restriction Diana-nim placed on me."





"Restriction?"





I recalled if Hippolyte had any restrictions, and remembered she had a constraint where her power decreased significantly in moonlight and darkness.





I think it was a condition called 'Moonlight Allergy'.





When I asked her before if she wanted me to help with that, Hippolyte refused.





Because she said that having restrictions and constraints like that helps her become stronger herself.





It's a tendency that aligns with what she said today: "Rest is more enjoyable because I work hard."





"Hassan, for you, lifting a restriction like that should be easy now, right?"





"Yes, well. So you've decided you want to lift it now?"





"Because we're heading towards a place where anything could happen."





"We must prevent misfortunes from occurring while burdened with halfway curses or restrictions."





Indeed, that's the right thing to say.





"Then, I'll go wash up first. Because... your healing involves physical contact."





Seureuk-.





Hippolyte stood up from her seat.











Hippolyte's house has private plumbing facilities.





Therefore, there's something that could be called a bathroom. Even though it seemed like tens of minutes had passed since Hippolyte went in there, the sound of water kept coming.





She really spends a lot of time washing.





She could probably wash up more casually.





Perhaps because Hippolyte's hair is very long, it takes a long time to wash it. With hair that long, it would surely take considerable time to dry it too.





Seureuk-. Girik-. Girik-.





Then, the sound of the faucet turning off was heard.





After that, I heard a 'seok-seok-' sound of something being rubbed, and finally, Hippolyte, wearing a white gown, appeared before me.





"To be able to wash with warm water even in winter. Elves' magic engineering is quite something."





Perhaps because she had just finished washing, her face was somewhat flushed, and even without any makeup, she was truly a great beauty, making her appearance itself seem like a magnificent painting.





"It takes quite a long time to wash."





"From what I've heard, Demigods supposedly don't get dirty or anything easily."





Demigods and gods, even without needing to shower or anything, their bodies possess a divinity that keeps them clean.





In fact, since realizing my divinity, my body's skin had become clean as if it had received special care. Hippolyte must be the same.





To my question, Hippolyte replied.





"I just like washing cleanly. Because I feel good when my body touches water."





I see. Well, then there's nothing to be done.





"Anyway, I'm sorry for making you wait. But it seems my underwear drawer was left open; what could possibly be the reason?"





"I know nothing about that."





..."





Hippolyte looked at me with half-closed eyes. The gaze directed at me felt quite sharp.





"Hmm-."





However, she soon sighed as if resigned, and slowly lay down on the bed.





She looked just like vanilla ice cream melting away.





I approached her and placed my hands on her back and shoulders. Since I was touching through the thin white gown, I didn't feel much.





"I'm going to take it off a bit."





Seureuk-.





Like peeling off packaging, I pulled Hippolyte's gown down to her waist. Then, I slowly swept my palm across her back.





Seureuk, Seureuk-.





Hippolyte's skin was very smooth, and her body possessed a unique elasticity from training, making the sensation of touching it very pleasant.





While Luna's or Elfriede's delicate bodies are also wonderful, this kind of elasticity is something only Hippolyte can provide.





"Euhm-."





I slowly pressed Hippolyte's erector spinae muscles behind her shoulder blades and the back of her neck with my thumbs.





"Eueung."





As I traced upwards from the erector spinae near her waist to her neck with my thumbs, Hippolyte naturally tensed her muscles, stiffening her body.





"Eut-."





"Tell me if it hurts. Because you haven't quite adapted to my strength yet."





"Eueung-. No, actually, the moderate strength feels very good. Eueu-. Your massage skills seem much better than before too."





"I-is that so. Truly, amazing, ability. Though it feels a bit unlucky."





The tip of the thumb.





The thenar eminence, the part below the palm.





Or the entire palm.





Using those, I kneaded Hippolyte's body as if it were dough.





With my massage, which could be called a divine skill, Hippolyte's body gradually melted, becoming so soft and pliable it was like ice cream left at room temperature.





After focusing the massage on her shoulders, back, and neck, I now slowly placed my hands on her sides and armpits.





"Eueuht, it tickles."





Of course, Hippolyte's reaction was just to laugh as if she were being playfully teased. But that laughter quickly disappeared as I moved my hand towards her front.





Malkang-.





I slipped my hand under Hippolyte's belly while she was lying down and grasped her breasts.





Hippolyte's unique breasts.





Heavenly song pouches.





"..."





Actually, I had been thinking about wanting to touch this with my hands all day today. All the men who met Hippolyte on the street today must have been thinking about it too.





But in the end, it was I, Hassan, who got to touch it.





Malkang, mallang-.





"Eut..."





Hippolyte's breasts, which I touched directly with my hands, were even softer and more elastic than I remembered.





I wondered if Hippolyte might refuse, but fortunately or perhaps naturally, that didn't happen.





After all, I'm not an idiot, so I know the reason why Hippolyte let me into her house.





Isn't it possible that Hippolyte was subconsciously expecting this?





Malkang, mallang, malkang.





I massaged Hippolyte's breasts as I pleased.





Skin that fills my large palm and then some.





Could there be any treasure more magnificent than this?





How happy a life could I live if I could touch things like this every day?





"Eut..."





As I massaged her breasts for a while, I felt Hippolyte's body tremble slightly.





Her buttocks tensed, and she changed her posture, bending her outstretched knees and bringing them up to the side.





Finally, with the hand still enjoying the softness, I gently squeezed Hippolyte's nipple.





"Ha-eut...!"





Just from that alone, Hippolyte's waist lifted a few centimeters into the air. I moved my hand along Hippolyte's waist towards her buttocks.





Jilgeok-.





Her legs, touched like that, were already quite wet with a slight slippery moisture.





Thinking I couldn't stand that wetness, I licked Hippolyte's neck, back, and waist with my lips, moving down until I reached between her buttocks.





"Th-that, I don't like that...!"





Hippolyte resisted, as if she didn't want to show me between her buttocks. However, her resistance was futile against me, who possessed divine strength, especially now that she had lost strength as night fell.





So, holding Hippolyte's buttocks, I licked her thin labia with my tongue.





Chureup, chyureup-.





"A-eut, euha-a...!"





In response, Hippolyte let out a slightly feverish scream, unsure of what to do. Licking someone else's... it was quite embarrassing for me too, but-.





"St-stop, stop it, stop...!"





Just seeing Hippolyte, unlike her usual self, feeling shame and embarrassment and not knowing what to do, made the action worthwhile.





Jwa-ak-.





"D-don't spread them...! Just because you got strong, you brute...!"





Of course, Hippolyte's inside, already quite wet, accepted my fingers without difficulty.





Jjigeok-.





It's fine to say I absorbed it.





As soon as I entered, the sensation of the vaginal walls clinging from all sides made moving my fingers feel slightly resistant.





"Ha-eut, haa, ha-eu-eu, eu-heuu-eu, haa...."





Jjigeok, jjigeok-.





Managing to insert two fingers, I fully enjoyed the sensation of her vaginal walls, slowly flexing my fingers like piston movements.





"Ha-eut, eut-! This guy, t-treating a person's body like a toy...,"





"Eueut."





Then Hippolyte's body collapsed onto the blanket, unsure of what to do.





In my opinion, Hippolyte's libido was quite strong.





Adventurers used to joke, "Warrior women are lustful because they move their bodies actively. So they say if you seduce them, they fall easily. But they're hard to handle-." They often said things like that.





Although it was partly like a joke, seeing Hippolyte like this, it seems it wasn't entirely untrue.





It's safe to say that people who move their bodies actively generally don't have low libidos.





That statement also applied to me right now.





"Eueu, haa, st-stop, stop it, stop...!"





Kku-uk.





Then, I felt Hippolyte's vagina tightening around my fingers even more. It must be proof that Hippolyte is feeling sexual pleasure through my fingers.





"Ang...!"





Hippolyte seemed to resist, her hips and buttocks trembling, but I didn't stop, continuing to thrust my fingers into her wet vagina.





"How does it feel when I do this?"





"I-I don't know, you idiot...!"





At the same time, with my other hand, I gently rubbed her small clitoris with my thumb.





"A-eut, a-ang, ha-a-eut...!"





And so, Hippolyte finally reached a small climax.
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  As I've seen a few times before, Hippolyte's climax has quite a long-lasting afterglow.





  First, parts like her hands and feet curl up.





  Second, her waist and hips spasm and tremble uncontrollably.





  "Eut, ha-aeu, eunng, eu-eeut...!"





  And from her mouth, constant groans spill out as if she's being electrocuted. 





  Compared to her usual stiff way of speaking and restrained voice, it was such a thin and soft melody that it almost felt like a bird chirping.





  Come to think of it, wasn't her voice when she sang earlier quite similar to the voice she makes when she groans?





  Jjigeok-.





  I pulled my fingers out from inside her.





  "Eut...!"





  Continuing to stimulate Hippolyte's vagina while she was immersed in the afterglow of climax would only interfere with the sensation. 





  So, I stroked her hair, or pulled her into my arms to feel her breasts while kissing her neck.





  "Heua-eu, heu-eu-eu...."





  In fact, the effect of those affectionate actions was very good. 





  Hippolyte, lost in orgasm, forgot that she had been resisting even a little bit until just now and clung to my neck, not knowing what to do with herself.





  I said.





  "I thought you were a great singer. But seeing you like this, you're not a singer, you're an instrument. Since you make a different sound depending on where I touch you."





  "Th-tha-at.... How dare you, try to tease me...."





  At that, Hippolyte bit her lip and narrowed her eyes as if slightly frustrated. She must have realized I was teasing her.





  Was it because of that?





  She rose from the afterglow of the climax and pushed me, making me lie down on the bed. 





  "I am not, the type of person who likes to lose-."





  After that, she smoothly pulled off my belt and pants, finally exposing my thing to the cold winter air.





  Of course, I could have resisted as much as I wanted, but I didn't.





  The act of having one's pants taken off by a woman.





  Because that was exciting in its own way, making my heart feel like it was going to burst.





  Bulttuk-.





  Thus, when my firmly angered thing was placed right in front of Hippolyte's nose, Hippolyte trembled as if slightly flustered.





  "I-it seems, even bigger, than before...?"





  "I wonder. I'm not really sure."





  "No, it's definitely bigger than before. This is...."





  In Hippolyte's eyes, emotions of anxiety, fear, and nervousness flashed by, which was unlike her. But that was only for a moment.





  "St-still, I must have my revenge for you daring to treat me, Hippolyte, like an instrument."





  Finally, Hippolyte clung to my lower body as I lay there and began to slowly lick my shaft and head with her lips. 





  Contrary to my thought that she would be clumsy, it was surprisingly skillful, which was an added surprise.





  I guess as expected of a Gold-tier adventurer, she learns things involving the body quickly and does them well.





  "Chureup, cheureup, ha-eu-, ha-. H-how is it. Hassan-ssi, you're the one who's going to become my instrument."


   


  I could feel Hippolyte's cat-like eyes looking up at me. 





  She seemed to be hoping that I would let out a dramatic groan at her mouthwork. 





  In fact, unless it's a fairly extreme situation, it's not easy for a groan to come out of a man's mouth. 





  "Aak-!"





  At that moment, an unexpected scream came out of my mouth.





  Hippolyte had bitten my thing that she held in her lips.





  "Wait, why did you bite it?"





  When I tried to curl my legs and body in panic, Hippolyte licked the glans with the tip of her tongue and laughed as if it were fun.





  "Kuhuhu-. Serves you right."





  Should I be angry at this?





  I was flustered for a moment, but I felt it was a bit refreshing that Hippolyte was even playing a prank, which was unlike her. 





  The one here now is Hippolyte acting unlike herself.





  Because I never thought Hippolyte would usually play such a prank.





  But, thinking about it now, Hippolyte was also an ordinary person. 





  As the saying goes that the position makes the person, she was living as an excellent and famous adventurer and a hero to the citizens, but-. 





  Even so, she is still in her mid-twenties, and because she still has the sensibilities of a girl, such soft playfulness can dwell within her.





  Today, those things are just getting out of control.





  It was safe to say that the prohibitions and restrictions that were suppressing Hippolyte were literally being released. 





  Reaching that thought, I felt like this was a single healing process.





  To release the things that were suppressed, taking out the things she had been keeping in her heart by doing role-plays she wouldn't normally do.





  Seureuk-.





  "Heu, for you to be lost in thought even though I am working this hard. Hassan-ssi, you're insolent. For a barbarian."





  Then Hippolyte slowly climbed on top of my body.





  "Today, I'm going to do whatever I want with you. If you think I'll always just let myself be taken, you're mistaken-. Heu-eut...."





  She soon grabbed my thing with her hand, rubbed it between her legs, and then put her weight on it as if sitting on my body.





  Ssu-u-uk-. Jigeok.





  "Eut...."





  Hippolyte narrowed her eyes slightly.





  "A-as expected, it's bigger than last time. Eu, how, did this happen...."





  My thing entered head-first further into Hippolyte's inside. 





  Until the thickest part of the glans entered the narrowest part of the entrance, Hippolyte kept panting as if it were quite a struggle.





  I vividly felt the sensation of widening her narrow body. Cowgirl. To think I would experience such a precious position again.





  "Heu, i-is it all in...?"





  Hippolyte, who finally accepted all of my thing inside her body, collapsed onto my body as if breaking down. 





  Thanks to that, I felt good because I could feel her ticklish hair, the scent of the oil she used after washing, Hippolyte's unique fragrant scent, and the warmth of her soft breasts.





  The tightness and slippery texture felt from the thing inserted into Hippolyte are also good. It felt like we had literally become one.





  "Samarian men, they say, it's common for them to be attacked by women like this...?"


   


  "I'm not a Samarian, though."





  "Be quiet. You are, always a Samarian. Rather than acting all high and mighty as a god, it suits you better to be pinned under a woman like this-."





  It suits me to be pinned under a woman. That's a bit of a heartbreaking thing to say. But thanks to Hippolyte, who soon began to slowly bounce her waist, such thoughts quickly faded away.





  Hippolyte's waist movement far exceeded what I had imagined.





  "Eu-eot-."





  Thanks to that, a truly unsightly groan burst out of my mouth. I had to feel the sensation of being squeezed by something huge and soft.





  Ssugyeok, jjigeok, jjigeok-. Jilgyeok, jilgyeok, jjigeok-.





  Pang, pat, pang, pat-.





  Hippolyte's buttocks touched my lower body, creating a strange rhythm. 





  At the same time, the scene of her large breasts swaying as seen from below was enough to make the blood rush to my head.





  I was always full of idle thoughts, but now I couldn't think of anything.


   


  "Ha-eu, heu-at, ha-a-eut, aang, a-at, ha-a-."





  Of course, it seemed Hippolyte was also unable to think of anything.





  She even showed a side of trying to lead me in the sexual relationship, which was unlike her usual self, but now groans like the chirping of a small bird were coming out of her mouth without any concealment.





  "As expected, it's too, too bi-i-ig, heu-eu, I don't think, I can handle thi-is-."





  Even her waist movement was slowly losing its strength and only adding a trembling. 





  It seemed that my Level 46 thing, which was getting thicker and harder as I became aware of my divinity, was unbearable for Hippolyte.





  Pareureu, pareureu-.





  "Eu-eut, eut-."





  Hippolyte reaching climax just by having it inserted still.





  But to taste her hot and thick vaginal interior even more, I grabbed her waist with both hands and lifted her buttocks as if they were bouncing up.





  Pat-.





  "Ang-!"





  Pat, pat-.





  "Ang, a-at-!"





  Hippolyte's groans, which burst out one by one every time I moved my waist, were truly no different from an instrument.





  Hippolyte, who had enchanted many people with her voice earlier, was now groaning while having a thing thrust into her vagina while mounted on top of me.





  It was very exciting as if I were fucking an idol that other people are interested in. In fact, it was an act no different from that.





  Seureuk-.





  I lifted my upper body, lowered my head, and bit Hippolyte's breast with my mouth. And then I kept bouncing my waist while sucking on that nipple like a baby.





  Hippolyte seemed to be slowly going crazy at that physiological act of seeking only pleasure.





  "Ha-at, heu-eu, I think I'm going crazy, don't, don't suck my breast, ha-eu, ha-ang, hat, I'm, I'm on top. Today, today I'm on top...!"





  Even that stiff way of speaking disappeared, and it was quite cute that she even grumbled like a whining child.





  So I stopped licking her breast and licked up her collarbone and neck with my lips, finally kissing her.





  "Chureup, chureureup, ha-eu, ha, heu-eung-."





  Then Hippolyte, contrary to her grumbling, rather actively stuck out her tongue from her side and expressed her desire.
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  I hugged Hippolyte even more closely. 





  A situation where we were sitting overlapping each other. 





  "I like it, eu-geu-heu, heu-eu-."





  Hippolyte wraps her long and slender legs around my waist and her thin and firm arms around my neck, pulling me close and applying strength as if she were going to crush my body. 





  Of course, my body had enough durability to withstand it.





  Jjigeok, jjilgyeok, jjigeok-. Jigeok.





  Even in the midst of that, my piston movement was continuing. 





  A few minutes.





  Ten-odd minutes.





  "Ha-a, ha-at, a-a, geu, ha-a, I like it-at-. Kiss me-eu-. Kiss-. Put your lips on mine-eu-."





  Every time I swept her interior with my thick thing, it tightened more and more, making it quite hard to move and the posture uncomfortable. 





  Even breathing was a challenge thanks to Hippolyte, who begged for a kiss to the point where I thought my breath might stop, but for me, who had crossed the realm of a superhuman, such things were not a problem. 





  Rather, I felt a sense of challenge toward Hippolyte's body, which did not break even if I poured out my strength as I wished.





  "Wh-what-!?"





  I made Hippolyte stand by the door. 





  Standing behind her, I hooked one of her legs over my arm and then pushed my thing ruthlessly into that wide-open, glistening pussy.





  "Eung-at-! S-so suddenly-ee-."





  "Hippolyte-nim, you actually like it better when I do it more strongly, right?"





  "Th-that's...."





  "Doing it like lovers is good, but you like being fucked from behind like a barbarian like this."





  "I-it's not-. Ha-at, hat-."





  Pak, pang, pat, jilgyeok ssugyeok-.





  I thrust my thing into Hippolyte from behind without showing her any mercy. As I made good use of my agility and picked up the tempo, the sound of flesh rubbing together, pat-pat-pat, filled the small room at a fast interval.





  "Eu-heu, ha-at, heu-eu, heu-eut-. Geu-eu-euk, eu-eu, heu-eu-euk-!"





  Hippolyte could no longer speak human words. She just became a single female and let out groans or scratched her throat.





  "Geu-eu-eu, heu-eut, heu-eut, ha-ang, a-ang-!"





  But seeing as her inside was getting more slippery and tightening, Hippolyte indeed seemed to feel good when I pushed her with force.





  "Inside, inside is no-o, inside-. This week, ovulation period, heu-eut, I might get pregnant, heu-eut...!"





  But contrary to feeling good, she also seemed to feel fear at the risk of pregnancy. 





  To me, it just felt like she was throwing a cute tantrum, so my sense of ejaculation surged up at once.





  And as always, I wanted to get Hippolyte pregnant.





  Pang-pat, pat, pat, jjigeok, jilkkeok, jjigeok, jjigeok, jjigeok-.





  "Geu-eut, ha-eu-eu."





  My waist moved as fast as if it had a motor attached. 





  Every time the thing poked deep into Hippolyte's vagina, Hippolyte's posture and legs slowly collapsed, and she eventually fell face down in front of the door.





  I pressed down on her body from above, and while hugging her waist tightly and grabbing her breasts firmly, I gave my final spurt.





  "Inside, heu-eu, I'm going to cum inside-. Because I have to get you pregnant-. Heu-eu-."





  "Eut, ha-eut, a, not yet, I don't want to get pregnant yet-. I, I have a lot of work to do-o, hi-eut, heu-eu-eut, a-ha-eut!"





  Whether she was reaching climax, Hippolyte's vagina bit my thing to an unimaginable degree. My thing, squeezed by the smooth contraction, soon vomited semen into her interior.





  Ulgyeok, ulkkeok, pusyut-.





  "Eu-eu-a-at-!"



   


  At that hot, overflowing ejaculation, Hippolyte trembled and finally rubbed her face on the floor. She only caused spasms in her muscles while keeping only her buttocks raised high.





  Of course, it was a very good sight to see. My mood was also better than ever, but it was also true that it was hard to be satisfied with just one ejaculation.





   


   


  *       *       *











  Dirring-.





  『Status has been cleared.』





  『Name: Hippolyte Heavensinger Lv. 42 → 43


    Strength: 14  


    Agility: 14 


    Stamina: 14 → 15


    Quirks: 《Unlucky Financial Luck》 《Duplicity》 《Unfortunate Love Life》


    Status: 《Blood Curse》』





  I moved Hippolyte's body, which was lying face down, to the bed and massaged her muscles here and there. Then the moonlight allergy that was on Hippolyte's body was easily cleared. 





  However, that 《Blood Curse》, which I had always been curious about from before, showed no sign of disappearing. I don't even know what it is.





  More than that, Hippolyte's level went up by one. She is also growing.





  "Heu-eu-. I feel it flowing inside-. I told you so many times, not to cum inside.... Just how many times...."





  Hippolyte puts on a gown and makes a crying face. 





  It must be because I ejaculated inside her vagina as I pleased. But I had no confidence at all in pulling it out halfway through.





  "If you get pregnant, I'll take responsibility. I have the ability to do that now."





  "Heung-. Responsibility? You talk a good game."





  Of course, Hippolyte narrows her eyes as if my answer is not satisfactory. Then Hippolyte lets out a short snort, "Hut-."





  "Still, there was a time when hearing such words was my wish. Because my childhood dream was to marry a wealthy man-."





  "Is that true?"





  To think Hippolyte had such a dream. It's amazing.





  At that, she, lying face down on the bed, added more words.





  "I became an adventurer when I was about seventeen. Before that age, I told you that I lived as an orphan, moving from one job to another."





  "You did."





  "I pickpocketed, took money from kids my age, and I was so hungry that I even rummaged through trash cans. Working as a waitress at an inn was also at that time...."





  At Hippolyte's words, I thought about Hippolyte when she was a little girl like Paranoy. In fact, thinking about it now, I didn't know much about her past.





  I just roughly knew that she had a hard life.





  "Learning to sing was also at that time. I was quite popular. To the point where there were many men who came to see me."





  "Well, I think I can tell from seeing you earlier."





  "Because I went through a time when I was so hungry, in fact, back then, my dream was to meet rich and wealthy men and live luxuriously-. But, I don't know how I became an adventurer like this."





  I see.





  Hippolyte's life was a complete transformation.





  To think a girl who worked as a singer at an inn and dreamed of getting married is now an adventurer who flies sword energy. It seems that the awareness of divinity, the blood of a god, is great enough to completely change one's fate.





  But thinking about it, I was no different.





  Because when I was in high school, I never even thought that I would become a god myself. Then suddenly, I became curious about something.





  "But, if you were popular, you could have easily picked and chosen men from rich families. You didn't get married."





  Even without singing ability, Hippolyte is a beauty. She must have been a pretty girl when she was a girl too. If so, there must have been many men following her around.





  At that, Hippolyte laughs, "Huhu-."





  "I guess so. Without knowing it, perhaps the pride of an Amazoness didn't allow such a thing. But, to think that now, I have to be pinned under you like this and let out sh-shameful groans...."





  Seureuk-.





  Finally, Hippolyte covered her face with the blanket.





  "T-today I did and said too many things that don't suit me. Please keep what happened today a secret.... If something like this gets out, I won't be able to show my face...."





  "Sure. I don't have anyone to talk about this to anyway-."





  Buseureok.





  I looked toward the door.





  Hippolyte didn't seem to notice because she was out of it, but I had been vaguely feeling that someone had been lingering in front of there for a while. 





  Of course, I only noticed that presence just now.





  Could it be the Elf assassins who came targeting Ignoi?





  There doesn't seem to be any immediate hostility, but I didn't like the fact that they were lingering around an acquaintance's house. Should I go on a patrol?





  "I'll go out for a bit to get some fresh air."





  "Y-yeah. I want to wash up again too...."





  Thus, while Hippolyte went back into the bath, I opened the entrance door and encountered the person standing in front of it.


   


  "Hey, uh, Hassan-ssi-. Um, what is it, it's been a while."





  It was Antiope.





  Antiope, whose face was flushed red, didn't know what to do when she saw me.





  "Ehem, well, I, I came to pick up something like Ignoi's toothbrush. That-. Hehe-. What should I say. It's a bit awkward. I just got here too."





  Judging from her reaction, she seemed to have witnessed everything that Hippolyte and I were doing inside. At that, I felt dizzy.





  "The most strict Hippolyte unni, to think she would make such sounds.... Just what did you do and how.... No, well, I'm not curious. Anyway-."





  Antiope was also equally flustered. Antiope, who babbled incoherently, soon ran away into the darkness where snow was piled up and disappeared.





  Shit, I'm screwed.





  Thinking that, I turned around while swallowing my miserable heart-.





  Maekkeul-.





  I could tell that a few drops of something smooth had fallen on the threshold of Hippolyte's house.


































Chapter 445: 445 - Moon and Fairy #1


445 - Moon and Fairy #1

















  The day after sharing warmth with Hippolyte.





  I went to work at the Temple early in the morning.





  Because there were piles of documents that needed to be processed immediately for the reconnaissance of the Underworld, which was only a few days away.





  「Nymphs' Winter Gear Purchase and Usage Budget Confirmation Form」





  「Content: With winter upon us, we wish to purchase fur hats and coats for the Nymph Choir members shivering in the cold. As it is difficult to cover the cost with sponsorship funds, we are reluctantly requesting a budget. Author - Martha.」





  Seukseuk-.





  Of course, all I had to do was glance at the documents that the priests and Paranoy had already racked their brains to create, then sign or stamp them.





  「Paranoy Salary Increase Plan」





  「Content: Paranoy's salary shall be adjusted upwards by 100% to pay 5 gold coins per month. - Author Unknown.」





  "What the hell is this?"





  It was obvious at a glance who submitted this.





  Paranoy's salary, five gold coins?





  What was he planning to do with so much money?





  Pass.





  「Stray Cat Relief Plan」





  「Content: As the number of stray Cats around the Temple increases, problems such as noise are occurring. In that sense, Archduke Paranoy's salary should be adjusted upwards by 100%. - Author Unknown.」





  Shit, what the hell do more Cats have to do with Paranoy's salary?





  That bastard Paranoy, he needlessly mixes in these trap cards, forcing me to scrutinize everything.





  Anyway, thanks to Paranoy, I had to dedicate quite a lot of mental energy to these piles of documents from early morning, and I was feeling quite vexed when-.





  "Hassan, where did you go yesterday?"


 


  Someone slowly approached me, sitting by the fireplace in the pantry, warming myself. When I looked up, I saw a white face with rather long ears.





  It was Elfriede.





  To think Elfriede, who loves her morning sleep, would come all the way to the Temple so early in the morning.





  Elfriede spoke.





  "Luna went to the Deer Forest yesterday and said she couldn't find you. Did you perhaps stay out all night?"





  Yesterday, I had spent some soft time with Hippolyte. But as I was pondering how to answer without making the Elf in front of me flare up.





  "If you suddenly disappeared for a whole day, it's obvious, isn't it? You were with a woman. You must have been with Hippolyte."





  Elfriede accurately guessed my whereabouts, as if she had been watching from the side. I felt a slight chill.





  "What, Elfriede? Are you stalking me or something?"





  "What? Why would I do that? That's ridiculous. Your thoughts, they've been clear as day in the palm of my hand for two years now, you know?"





  "Then guess what I'm thinking right now."





  I carefully observed Elfriede, lost in thought. What could I think that Elfriede wouldn't be able to guess?





  But to come all the way to the Temple to pick a fight with me first thing in the morning. That Elf bastard must have absolutely nothing to do. Annoying little thing. I want to pull her ears.





  "You're thinking some fucked-up shit right now, aren't you? If it's 'Elf this-and-that,' I'll really kill you."





  Shit, how did she know?





  Could Elfriede actually use mind-reading magic or something?





  Magic seems to hold endless possibilities, so mind-reading might even be possible.





  In fact, now that I think about it, mind-reading might even be easier than spewing fireballs from one's hands.





  Seureuk, Seureuk-.





  Of course, even while I was thinking such thoughts, my eyes remained fixed on the documents.





  「Temple Guard Organization Plan」





  「Content: We wish to hire capable individuals from among the Followers who are adventurers or former soldiers as Temple guards. - Proposer Paranoy.」





  For once, this was a plausible suggestion.





  It was so plausible that it made me even more suspicious.





  There wouldn't be any invisible text about Paranoy's salary increase, would there? Or on the back.





  Seukseuk-.





  As I was scrutinizing the documents for a long time, Elfriede, who had been sitting on the sofa by the fireplace, watching me, said a word.





  "Hassan, you're so quiet, it's making me sleepy."





  "Of course you'd be sleepy. You love your morning sleep. If you're sleepy, just take a nap."


 


  "No. Hassan, tell me something interesting."





  "Something interesting, you say. If there's something like that, why don't you tell me?"





  With that, our conversation ended for a moment.





  Seuseuk, Seuseuseuk-.





  How many more minutes passed as I fully engaged my brain, feeling like I was tackling a backlog of assignments on the submission day?





  "Hassan, why are you acting so serious, it doesn't suit you. Paperwork, for someone like you. Just babble about something."





  "...."





  Elfriede seemed very bored. Indeed, if she wasn't bored, she wouldn't have come all the way to the Temple where I was working so early in the morning.





  I thought she had something important to say, but it seemed she just felt lonely being by herself.





  "If you're that bored, should I call Paranoy for you?"





  At my words, Elfriede suddenly frowned.





  "No. He's noisy. Among the Nymphs, he seems to be the loudest."





  "That's true."





  Paranoy was exceptionally talkative, even among Nymphs. He's the kind of guy who rattles off what dream he had in the morning and what he'll do all day.





  Soon, Paranoy might come to the office and say, 'Hassan-nim, I dreamt of catching a big crucian carp in the river today-imnidat...! Doesn't this big crucian carp mean that my, Paranoy's, status will grow-imnidat...?'





  If that happens, Paranoy chattering next to me might cause even more problems with the paperwork.





  Therefore, I increased my concentration to quickly finish the work before he arrived.


 


  "Hassan, wake me up when you're done-."





  Perhaps my lack of reaction bored her, as Elfriede lay down on the sofa and fell asleep.





  Tadak, Tadadak-.





  Now, the only sounds in this space were the crackling fire in the hearth, the steady breathing, and the chattering laughter of the Nymphs outside.





  In that languid, relaxed atmosphere, I too felt a wave of sleepiness.


 


  But I shouldn't fall asleep.





  "...."





  "Hassan, you idiot. I told you to wake me up when you were done, so why are *you* asleep?"





  "Eomma, shibal, you scared me."





  Feeling someone hit the desk with a *Tak-*, I woke up with a start. When I came to my senses, Elfriede was looking down at me with a furrowed brow.





  "What the hell, when did I fall asleep? What was that?"





  It seemed I had fallen asleep without even realizing it. It felt like I'd been hit by some fucking magic. Seriously, when did I fall asleep? Did I pass out?





  But it couldn't be helped.





  With the cold wind whistling outside, and a warm fire burning in the hearth inside, it was only natural to feel sleepy while looking at documents in such a cozy situation.





  The problem was that I had fallen asleep with work piled up.





  "Ugh, I have to do paperwork."





  As I fumbled around, Elfriede furrowed her brow.





  "I finished it all, you idiot."





  "You, Elfriede?"





  "Yeah, it's just paperwork, nothing special."





  To think Elfriede finished my work while I was sleeping. This was the first time I realized Elfriede had such a kind heart. What a fucking sweet deal.





  Anyway, I stretched out and stood up. It felt like every cell in my body was waking up, which was a great feeling.





  Elfriede said a word to me.





  "Well then, since I did your annoying work for you. I'd like you to help me a bit this afternoon, too?"





  "What do you need help with?"





 





  *       *        *











  "Today, I'm definitely going to find the winter bamboo shoot...!"





  Elfriede took me to the Deer Forest in the south. There, Luna and Paranoy, already bundled up in warm clothes, were rummaging through the snow.





  They said it was to find winter bamboo shoots.





  Paranoy said.





  "The first person to find a winter bamboo shoot will receive an additional 10 Paranoy points-imnidat...! 10 points is a huge deal-imnidat...! It's a chance for a great comeback to leave other competitors far behind-imnidat...!"





  At those words, I roughly understood.





  Yesterday, Luna and Elfriede had gone to the Deer Forest for some strange competition. It seemed the competition hadn't been settled, so it carried over to today.





  "It won't end until we find the winter bamboo shoot...!"





  At Luna's declaration, Elfriede merely made a nonchalant "Heung-" expression. From the looks of it, Elfriede wasn't very interested in the competition, and Luna alone seemed to be burning with enthusiasm.





  For Elfriede, she probably wanted to quickly finish the competition and go rest by a warm fire. So that's why she asked me to help today.





  Luna said.





  "Elfriede, I won't lose to you!"





  "Whatever. I'm not really interested in Nymph points or anything."





  "You say that, but you're planning to get ahead of me, aren't you...! I know everything...!"





  "It's good you're full of energy. Anyway, you all do your best. I'll just sit here. This fairy tree stump looks perfect for sitting."





  "It's not a fairy tree, it's a Nymph tree stump-imnidat...! So that Elf shouldn't sit there-imnidat...!"





  "What's he saying?"





  Elfriede finally sat on something like a tree stump, resting her chin in her hand.





  Of course, whether Elfriede did that or not, Luna raised both hands high, burning with enthusiasm to find the winter bamboo shoot.





  "Alright-! It's starting now-!"





  Thus, the competition to find whatever that bamboo shoot was, began. Luna and Paranoy started digging through the snow with their hands, here and there-.





  "Luna-nim, is this the bamboo shoot-imnidat...?"





  "No, that's just a weed...!"





  "Then is this a bamboo shoot-imnidat...?"





  "No, that's a tree root!"





  That work seemed incredibly sluggish.





  Digging through snow piled up to their calves to find bamboo shoots was quite a difficult task even for Luna, the herbalist.





  I asked.





  "Luna, what's that winter bamboo shoot you're trying so hard to find?"





  "If you boil it down and drink it as an elixir, it greatly increases karma...! We have to go to the Underworld soon, you know. We need to prepare even a little bit...!"





  According to Luna, the winter bamboo shoot seemed to be an elixir that raises one's level. Luna was thinking about various things for the Underworld expedition after all.





  So I also followed Luna, digging through the snow, trying to find that bamboo root. But the forest was so vast that it wasn't easy to find.





  "Should I tell Kkeongkkeong-i to look for it?"





  Finally, Luna reached for a small birdcage-like object hanging from her waist. Inside was Kkeongkkeong-i, a pet Spider shaped like a pale water droplet.





  "Kkeongkkeong-a, find me some bamboo shoots! If you find them, I'll share some with you, Kkeongkkeong-i...! They're pointy things sticking out of the ground!"





  ━Kkeongkkeong!





  Kkeongkkeong-i, placed on the snow from Luna's palm, soon darted off and disappeared somewhere. Could Kkeongkkeong-i do something like that?





  I just thought it was a pet Spider.





  "Then Hassan, Hassan, please search the southern forest over there! Paranoy, you go north...! I'll search the western radius from here...!"





  "Alright. Then let's meet back here in an hour."





  So we scattered in all directions of the Deer Forest. I wondered if it was okay to leave Luna and Paranoy alone in the forest, but.





  The most ferocious creatures in this Deer Forest were Diana's deer, at most.





  Since they were beasts around level 15, Luna and Paranoy wouldn't be in danger now.





  "It really is cold."





  I tried hard to find what Luna called a bamboo root, as she had instructed. But I had no idea where to look and was feeling quite perplexed when-.





  『Hmph, how dare you trespass into my sanctuary without permission-. Still a rude one, aren't you. Ridiculous.』





  Someone spoke to me.





  A voice as cool as snow and as unfeeling as a thorny bush.





  Wondering where the voice came from, I looked around and realized someone was sitting in the tree directly above my head.





  It was a woman.





  It would be more accurate to call her a girl.





  Her long, sky-blue hair was simply braided and tied back. But her face was as refined as a cold crescent moon, making even that look like a magnificent fashion statement.





  The problem was her attire.





  In this cold winter forest, where the chilly wind whistled, she wore only a short tunic that exposed her arms and legs, and her feet were bare.


 


  Such revealing attire in such a cold winter. It would be impossible unless she was out of her mind.





  "Ugh, shibal-! It's a crazy woman-!"





  I screamed *Baek-* to let Luna and Paranoy know there was a crazy woman in this forest. At that, the woman, frowning as if angered, jumped down *Pulssuk-* in front of me.





  『How dare you call me a crazy woman? Do you want a taste of divine punishment from the great goddess Diana-nim?』





  "The great goddess Diana...?"





  『Yes! I am Diana, who presides over the purity of maidens, the cold crescent moon, and hunting and wild beasts...! It's not even our first meeting, so why are you making such a fuss?』





  "Ah-."





  I knew something about this girl.





  As I recall, she was the goddess who tried to stomp on my neck and kill me. I hadn't seen her face back then.





  So this is what she looked like.





  She's pretty, but she seems to lack some manners.





  But her chest was bigger than I expected, so I decided to forgive her.





  I asked.





  "So, Diana-goddess-nim, what brings you before me?"





  『You keep digging around in my sanctuary without permission. Thanks to that, my beloved deer can't hibernate.』





  "Do deer hibernate too?"





  『I-I don't know! Anyway! You are trespassing in my sanctuary without permission! Even if you've become a god, arbitrarily trespassing on someone else's territory or interfering with their authority is against the laws of Hypnos!』





  I don't know what it is, but she seems to be angry that I entered her private property.





  As I was about to say something, Diana added a few more words.





  『However, I am a merciful goddess. If you grant my request, there's nothing I can't forgive. We are, well, family, even if I'm reluctant.』





  "A request?"





  『Yes. And if you grant my request, I'll give you something like this. Don't you want it? A thick, sturdy winter bamboo shoot root.』





  Seureuk-.





  Diana swept the snow with her bare sole.





  Then, in the forest that had only been covered in snow moments ago, a bamboo shoot the size of my knee quickly grew out of the ground?





  Diana pulled it out with a *Ttududuk-* and held it out to me.





  『A bamboo shoot root grown by meeting the cold moonlight and chilly winter snow is special. With this, you can gain senses as keen as a winter rabbit. How about it? Do you feel like granting my request?』





  "So, what is this request you have for me?"
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Luna and Elfriede apparently went to great lengths all day yesterday trying to find the winter bamboo shoot.





But the very thing they searched so desperately for was now being held out to me in the hand of a goddess named Diana.





Of course, it was merely compensation for a certain request.





"What is this request you have for me?"





『It's nothing major. Just get that woman with the long ears out of my forest.』





The woman with the long ears... you mean Elfriede?





I asked.





"You want me to escort Elfriede out?"





『Ah, Elfriede, you say. Yes, anyway, I'd appreciate it if you could escort that foreign creature out of my forest. You were looking for bamboo shoots, right? Since your business here is done, you can leave now, can't you?』





Diana seemed displeased that Elfriede was in her forest.





I thought only Nymphs used terms like "foreign creature," but it seems Diana, the goddess of Hypnos, also doesn't particularly like Elves.





『Anyway, hurry up and take her out.』





"Fine, whatever."





I had no intention of continuing to rummage through this cold winter forest. So, as I received the bamboo shoot from Diana's hand, she added a few more words.





『Zigres, you managed to keep track of that kind of person, huh?』





"That kind of person?"





『That woman called Elfriede. The Elf with the long ears. Fairies of foreign gods, different from our Nymphs.』





"Elfriede isn't a servant of some foreign god."





Elfriede was closer to being a crazy woman, if you want to be precise. She was the type to set fire to her own World Tree.





I don't know why she did it, but it was certain she was an extremely radical and impulsive rebel.





However, Diana's reply was pessimistic.





『You should be wary of foreign things. Foreigners are always full of lies. Even if she's pretending to be your friend now, she's probably trying to use you.』





"Isn't that a bit of a wild assumption?"





If you think about it that way, Diana herself was a foreigner to me.





Even though she said that now, after Bacchus told me there was a traitor among the Hypnos gods, I couldn't trust the gods anymore.





However, I could clearly sense that Diana was wary of foreigners, including Elves.





She seemed to know something.





I asked.





"Is there any particular reason you suspect Elves and things from foreign lands?"





『There's no reason. But, while I might not see as far into the future as my brother, I do have good intuition. That girl called Elfriede carries a burning fire in her chest. It's too much for a mortal body to handle.』





"...."





At Diana's words, I recalled something Elfriede had told me long ago.





She said she was born with a strange, curse-like fate, and that someday she would burn herself and bring great calamity upon the world.





As I recalled that moment and fell into thought, Diana added.





『You seem to have some idea too, don't you? Anyway, I smell danger. I'd prefer it if you could escort that girl out of my forest before she burns it all down.』





"Fine, whatever."





Elfriede is like a gas burner that could explode at any moment.





I could fully understand her desire to have someone escort such a person out of the forest she cherishes.























Upon returning to the promised stump with the bamboo shoot, I found Elfriede sitting and reading a book.





A bonfire had been lit beside her, melting the snow. It was likely a flame Elfriede conjured using her magic, as she must have been cold waiting.





Perhaps sensing my presence, Elfriede slowly lifted her head. Then, she looked at the strange bamboo shoot tucked under my arm and opened her lips.





"You really found the bamboo shoot. I thought the little one was just making a fuss. Where did you find it?"





"You'll be surprised if I tell you. Aren't Luna and Paranoy here yet?"





"They'll be here soon if they wait. Aren't they bothered by the cold?"





Elfriede's attitude was, as always, a languid mix of slight annoyance.





If you didn't experience it yourself, you'd never believe that a sinister flame burned within someone like her.





Seureuk-.





I sat down on the stump next to Elfriede.





Seureureureuk-.





White breath puffed out like smoke from her slightly parted lips.





"Death Breath-."





Haaaaaa-.





Elfriede let out a small scoff as she exhaled.





"What are you talking about, acting like a kid? Even the little ones in Alfheim wouldn't do that."





"Can you actually breathe fire?"





"I'm not a dragon, how could I breathe fire? I guess I could imitate it."





Fwoosh-.





Flames suddenly erupted from Elfriede's mouth as she opened it. It was the magic I saw when she was playing with the kids at the shelter, pretending to be a dragon.





You could call it a fairy's flame-breathing attack.





How can fire come out of a person's mouth?





Fucking amazing.





Fwoosh, fwoosh-.





Elfriede spewed flames for quite a while. Thanks to that, all the snow around melted, revealing the fresh, green grass and plants underneath.





At the same time, the surrounding temperature felt like it had risen a bit, which was nice. As expected, having a mage in your party really makes a difference in the party's comfort level.





However, Elfriede's magic is wild fire that's hard to control.





I asked, recalling what Diana had told me.





"So, is your mana or whatever well-controlled these days?"





"What's with that sudden question?"





"No, it's just... you were flustered because the power had increased for a while. You said the firepower was too strong. Since we have to go to the Underworld soon, it would be a big problem if our crucial mage was in danger."





"Don't worry about me. I'm at a level where I can control it now. I recently got my hands on some high-quality gems. Fine-tuning is no problem."





Elfriede showed me the opal bracelet on her wrist and jingled it.





That was indeed the accessory she had taken from the Pluto Followers' treasure vault recently, according to Elfriede.





Gems apparently play an important role for those who use magic or sorcery, like Elfriede and Luna, beyond just being shiny.





They say it manipulates things like fate flowing in the air to adjust the probability of casting spells, though I couldn't really believe it, that's what they say.





Anyway, Elfriede seemed to have a certain confidence in herself after acquiring expensive accessories.





Seureuk-.





Elfriede closed the book she was reading and looked at me with narrowed eyes.





"So, what's the real reason you're asking that all of a sudden? You don't trust me, do you? Hassan, don't lie."





"No, it's not that I don't trust you. It's just... I'm worried. Because we have to go somewhere dangerous. Your condition, Elfriede..."





"Wow, Hassan worrying about me? I must be living too long to hear that from you."





"Don't say that. You're younger than me."





"It must be nice being older. Kid."





We exchanged such trivial jokes. Like most jokes meant to pass the time, those words vanished into the air like white breath.





What remained was the brief silence between the jokes.





When people encounter this kind of silence, they usually show one of two traits: first, they dislike awkward silence and chatter about anything, like Paranoy;





Or second, they dislike speaking awkwardly even more and choose to remain silent, like me, Hassan.





Elfriede was closer to the latter.





Because we have many similar traits, we don't need to fill this situation with noisy words.





"...."





"...."





It's not like this silence is particularly uncomfortable either.





So, I was wondering if I should just wait for Luna and Paranoy to arrive, when-.





"So-."





Elfriede spoke first, unexpectedly.





"So, what's the real reason? Why are you suddenly worried about me? Hassan, I know you don't just say things like that for no reason. Don't lie."





Elfriede knew me too well.





If it's like this, it's impossible to just brush it off with a vague answer.





"I met the goddess of the moon. She told me to be wary of you. She said foreign things are dangerous. That you'll burn everything with fire."





"Hmm, the goddess of the moon? She has good eyes. Anything else?"





"Her chest was big."





"Huh? Chest? You're only interested in that stuff lately?"





"I was always interested, I just didn't show it. All men like big chests. In that sense, let me touch yours."





"You crazy bastard-."
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Elfriede's brow furrowed without any space between them. She looked quite angry, and for some reason, I found it amusing to make Elfriede angry.





I don't know why.





Thinking back, it seems it's always been like this. Like a grade-schooler poking their neighbor's desk because they like them.





Elfriede said, frowning deeply.





"What about the kid and the Nymph? We don't know when they'll arrive. What chest? Don't talk nonsense. I'll really hit you."





"Does that mean it's okay to touch if Luna and Paranoy aren't around?"





"...Be quiet. It's not like that. Ah, damn it. I had something to tell you. But you kept spouting weird stuff, so I forgot."





Elfriede snapped, sounding annoyed.





I replied.





"It seems it wasn't important information."





"No, it felt like it was quite important. Speaking of foreign things, foreigners... Ah, yes. I met Mimirr a few days ago."





"Who's that?"





"Mimirr of the Cycle. Dermod of the Collapse. Daltor of the Lightning. The Elf pursuers who chased me. The monks of God-Slaying."





"Ah-."





I immediately recalled something when she mentioned the Elf pursuers.





Mimirr was the only woman among the Elf pursuers, a cold, city-beauty type with a sharp tongue and a distinctive short haircut.





"You met her? Weren't you enemies?"





"I ran into her by chance. At a bookstore."





I tried to picture the scene where Elfriede encountered the pursuers. It was a situation where the bookstore could have easily gone up in flames. But I hadn't heard any news about Sodomora catching fire.





"Didn't you fight or anything?"





"I thought so too, but she was surprisingly calm. She even spoke to me first."





"She spoke?"





"Yes, she asked if I had any thoughts of returning to Alfheim. She also gave me a mission. She said if I completed it, she would forgive me and let me rejoin the Elves."





"So she tried to win you over? By giving you a mission?"





"Yes."





"What is that mission?"





"She told me to give this to you, Hassan. Yes, that's what I wanted to tell you earlier. But you kept talking about chests, so I forgot."





Seureuk-.





Elfriede took something out of her pocket and handed it to me. Seeing that square, hard object, I felt goosebumps all over my body, as if I'd been struck by lightning.





"You're saying that... that Mimirr person told you to give this to me...?"





"Yeah, I don't know what it is. Why are you so flustered? Do you know what it is?"





"No, I...."





I took the square object.





It had a square, hard, transparent glass panel, and it was the very item that had contributed to me falling into the manhole and ending up in this world.





The thing Elfriede handed me.





This fucking thing... it was my smartphone.





Me, who fell into this world after walking while looking at my smartphone, not noticing the manhole cover under my feet.





I, who wandered lost in that dark, unfamiliar forest, was now meeting the item I had lost years ago.





"You shit, my phone... This fucking...! The tool of civilization...!"





I feel both happiness and a fucking sense of dread.





That dark night.





If I hadn't been walking while looking at my phone on that dark night when all the streetlights were off, maybe I wouldn't have fallen into this world.





Externally, it doesn't seem to have any scratches or damage.





But you never know until you turn it on.





With trembling hands, I slowly operated the device and turned on the power.





Ring-.





Fortunately or unfortunately, the battery had about 30% left.





Of course, the internet didn't work, but even so, the light from the phone is a symbol of civilization.





What can I do with this?





Can I take pictures?





Seureuk, Seureuk-.





Elfriede frowned, watching the screen change with my touch.





"What is it? What kind of tool? It looks different from the Elves' magic engineering devices."





"Ah-, you don't know? This is called a smartphone-."





"Whatever it is, I suddenly feel like punching you, Hassan."
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Shit, anyway, I never thought I'd get my hands on this again.





But suddenly, a thought occurred to me.





"So, that Mimirr person told you to give this to me?"





Why did that person have this?
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  It was about ten minutes later when Paranoy and Luna returned.





  In Luna's hand was an object that looked exactly like a unicorn's horn. It didn't take long to realize that it was a winter bamboo shoot.





  Luna spoke.





  "Elfriede...! Since I've obtained the winter bamboo shoot, this duel is the victory of me, Luna Noxdoti...!"





  Luna had finally managed to find a bamboo shoot in this winter forest where the snow reached up to her knees, grasping victory.





  I knew Luna had a considerable competitive streak deep down, but I'm a bit surprised because I didn't think she would actually snatch a win from Elfriede.





  "Then, I, Judge Paranoy, shall add 10 points to Luna-nim's score-ssi...! With this, Luna-nim has moved one step closer to being the winner-ssi...!"





  Paranoy congratulated Luna.





  "So, since it's getting chilly, shall we head toward a warm fireside soon...?"





  In fact, it seemed Paranoy just wanted to go somewhere warm because he was cold.





  "Wait, Hassan is holding a bamboo shoot too! Wow, it's way thicker than mine...! That's amazing! Where did you get it?"





  "The Moon Goddess gave it to me."





  "The Moon Goddess, you mean Diana-nim...? Are you saying Diana-nim was in this forest?"





  Luna busily looked around, perhaps trying to find the Moon Goddess.





  Of course, all that would be visible to Luna's eyes were the gaunt, withered winter trees and the snowfields.





  "Anyway, if we have two bamboo shoot roots...! It'll be great to boil them down and share them with everyone...! These are super delicious...!"





  Eventually, we ended the commotion in the cold forest and returned to the pantry of my Temple.





  Seureung, teong-.





  Without even taking time to thaw her frozen body, Luna placed a large pot over the brazier.





  "Paranoy, take out some Ideope spring water...! And take out those icicles you swallowed earlier too...! Also, some winter wild grapes, arrowroot, and dried jujubes...!"





  "Understood-ssi...!"





  Beueee-.





  And then, she took various ingredients out of Paranoy's storage, put them in the pot, and began to boil them vigorously. After that, Luna sliced the two bamboo shoots thinly and tossed them in.





  "Now we just have to boil it!"





  At those words, Hippolyte, who had come to the Temple at Luna's invitation, narrowed her eyes slightly.





  "It's a bit too simple to be called cooking. Don't you need to taste it or season it?"





  "I don't know!"





  "...."





  Hippolyte didn't seem to like Luna's haphazard cooking method.





  But it couldn't be helped; Luna was someone with a bizarre palate who usually enjoyed things like Mente Lump Pie.





  So, Luna tasting the food didn't actually help much.





  Bogeul-bogeul-.





  How long did it boil like that?





  Finally, in the pot that looked large enough to boil soup for at least ten people, a whitish liquid like bone broth gave off a savory aroma.





  "It should be ready now-! Let's dish it out and eat-!"





  With Luna's words, we scooped the solids from the pot into individual plates and ate.





  The winter bamboo shoots, sliced thin and boiled thoroughly in water, had a better texture than expected and were so savory they were almost like beef.





  It felt like Seolleongtang or Galbitang.





  It would have been nice if there was some salt.





  Heureureup-.





  As I was drinking the broth, Luna asked.





  "How is it? Hassan, can you feel your Karma increasing?"





  Luna seemed more curious about the efficacy of this food than its taste.





  But since no letters were floating before my eyes and I couldn't understand the feeling of Karma increasing, I didn't have much to say in response.





  It was just... after being outside in the cold, sharing a warm soup dish made my body feel warm. That was about it.





  Of course, the reactions of the others were good.





  "Aaah, my, Paranoy's Karma is being amplified-ssi...! I, Paranoy, am growing-ssi...!"





  Paranoy was the first to show a reaction, and while there wasn't much of a visible change on the outside, seeing him make such a fuss made it seem like something was indeed happening.





  "I can feel the energy of spring...! I, Doris, also feel like I'm growing significantly...!"





  "...."





  Doris and Ignoi also made a huge fuss. Watching them, Hippolyte nodded slowly and spoke.





  "As expected, the Nymphs, who are closer to nature, are the first to react. However, I can certainly feel the Karma within my body surging. Antiope, how about you? You have the grace that enhances medicinal effects-."





  "It's good. It feels amazing. I felt like my growth had stagnated lately, but it feels like all the blocked energies are being blasted open. That Luna kid dug up something incredible."





  "Right? I told you winter bamboo shoots are effective! They're super rare! There's no supply, so you can't even buy them with money! Elfriede, how about you? How's the taste of my victory bamboo shoot?"





  Luna triumphantly turned the tip of her arrow toward Elfriede. Elfriede, who had been quietly eating her portion in the corner, gave a reluctant reply.





  "It does taste good. It's similar to the feeling of boiling and drinking the fine roots of the World Tree. I ate a lot of that when I was young. This tastes similar to that. The effect seems similar too."





  I didn't know the details, but it seemed Elfriede was also feeling the effects.





  With the expedition to the underworld ahead of us, the fact that the party members' Karma was increasing was a very good thing for me as their leader.





  But beyond such practical aspects, just the act of everyone gathering together for a meal made one's heart feel bustling.





  By nature, I prefer lying down and resting quietly over loud and boisterous things.





  But it was the end of the year with the fierce winter winds blowing.





  And thinking that there wasn't much time left to enjoy such leisure, I felt a desire to preserve this boisterous, noisy, yet peaceful time forever.





  Of course, snapping off a piece of time to preserve it is impossible.





  But wasn't something capable of doing something similar currently in my pocket?





  Thus, when the meal was coming to a reasonable end, I clapped my hands-jjakk-to get everyone's attention.





  "Alright, everyone stand here. Short people, sit in the front."





  I spoke like a homeroom teacher trying to line up kids for a commemorative photo on a school trip. In fact, what I was trying to do was no different from that.





  "Hassan, why?"





  Luna tilted her head as if she didn't understand me. I thought showing them directly would be faster than explaining, so I first made everyone stand.





  Then, I held up my phone and captured their images on the screen.





  Remaining power: 27 percent.





  It's very little power if you consider it little, but it's enough to take a photo.





  "Hassan-nim, what are you trying to do-ssi...?"





  Of course, the people only felt puzzled, as if they didn't understand what I was trying to do.





  Chalkak-.





  I captured the moment they felt puzzled. Since I captured the faces and movements of those who never expected to have their photo taken, a fairly natural work was produced.





  Some of them had their eyes closed or were frowning.





  This punk Paranoy, he closed his eyes.





  I showed the resulting image to them.





  "Here, look-."





  "Hassan, what is this? This is us, isn't it?"





  Of course, the reactions of Luna and the others were a mix of surprise and wonder. In fact, I took the photo because I wanted to see this kind of reaction.





  "Th-this is truly Hassan-nim's magic tool-ssi...!"





  Paranoy made a fuss toward me.





  He probably couldn't believe the functions this phone possessed.





  I think there was a saying that sufficiently advanced science and technology are no different from magic, and these guys were clearly feeling a shock similar to when I first saw magic.





  "Hassan-nim has stopped time and trapped it inside this tiny glass-ssi...! Hassan-nim has even awakened the divinity of Saturn, the God of Time-ssi...!"





  While I wouldn't go as far as talking about divinity like Paranoy, even I found this machine quite amazing.





  How were people able to make something like this?





  I don't even have a clue how such a precise machine is made.
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  I only have a vague sense that electricity and circuits made in a factory somehow act to make it like this.





  Seureuk, seureuk-.





  While I was briefly lost in thought, Luna, who had been continuously stroking the smooth screen with her hand, said something.





  "It's a strange tool. It feels too weird to be a tool used by the Gods of Hypos. It's like, how should I put it. It feels like an object from a completely different world."





  Luna seemed to have implicitly sensed the alien energy my smartphone possessed.





  An object from a completely different world.





  In fact, there couldn't be a more accurate expression than that. As expected, Luna's intuition has its sharp points.





  For a moment, I felt like telling these guys about the hometown I came from.





  That I was actually a human from another world, not from this Gaia continent or the underworld called Tartarus.





  But my mouth wouldn't open easily.





  Because it felt like the moment I said it, I would be engraving the fact that I and the people here are different.








  *      *      *








  Paranoy, the Nymph of modern civilization, quickly adapted to this smartphone.





  So he went around pressing this and that, learning the functions.





  "It's a very mysterious tool-ssi...! It moves according to my, Paranoy's, finger-ssi...! This is a Nymph-friendly object-ssi...!"





  Diriring-.





  I felt a sense of urgency at the steadily decreasing battery.





  "Hey, Paranoy. I told you there's not much battery left."





  "Aaah, Hassan-nim-! I, Paranoy, haven't finished that thing called Candy Pang yet-ssi...! If I had just a little more time, I could have completed the achievement-ssi...!"





  He was extremely disappointed, but it couldn't be helped.





  Since there are no battery chargers in this world, if this turns off, there will be no way to ever turn it back on again on this Gaia continent.





  So to speak, you could call it a disposable mobile phone.





  Disposable, huh.





  Charger.





  Electricity.





  If there's electricity, couldn't I somehow make one?





  Of course, I have absolutely no idea how to make such an incredible tool as a charger.





  Anyway, I took the phone from Paranoy and tucked it safely into my pocket.





  I don't know why the Elf Mimir had this and why she tried to return it to me, knowing it was mine, but this is an object of considerable value.





  I can't just let it turn off.





  But even if I put it on strict power-saving mode, it's a clear and self-evident fact that the battery's life is coming to an end.





  What should I do?





  I felt quite anxious about the fact that the battery was running out and I didn't have a charger. Is this the first time I've felt this anxious since that time I urgently needed a restroom on the highway?





  Then, I suddenly looked at a certain girl.





  For a moment, it felt as if lightning-pajijik-had struck inside my head.





  Seureuk-.





  She and I made eye contact.





  I gave her a look.





  It was a Secret Code that meant 'Come outside-.'





  A woman who has done various secret acts with me-Antiope would surely know what I was trying to say.





  In fact, Antiope, looking slightly flustered, pointed at herself and mouthed the words.





  ━ Me?





  ━ Yes. Come outside. Antiope, I have something to tell you-.





  "Ahem, I should go get some fresh air for a bit then."





  I stepped out of the pantry.





  Hwiuuuuu-.





  Outside, a blizzard was blowing.





  The night is indeed cold.





  But coming out from the pantry, which was so crowded it was hot, even this cold wind feels quite good.





  Sabak, sabak-.





  Just then, I heard the sound of someone stepping on snow behind me.





  "Well, how should I put it. For now, I came out saying I was going to smoke. But, why me all of a sudden? You said you had something to say-."





  Turning my head, I saw Antiope hesitating with a pipe in her mouth. She took something like a match from her pocket and tried hard to light it.





  "Heu, hu-. Why won't this light again?"





  She seemed to be struggling because the fire wouldn't light well.





  At that, I brought my finger near her face.





  Antiope's body trembled-heumchit.





  "Wh-what's with the hand? What are you trying to do?"





  "No, I'll light it for you."





  "Ah-."





  I snapped my finger against the pipe Antiope was holding-ttak. Then, my transcendental physical ability and the friction it caused threw off sparks, creating a tiny flame.





  "Wow, that's amazing. Magic? Hassan, did you know how to use flame magic too?"





  "No, I just snapped my finger."





  Now I had become someone who didn't need things like matches, lighters, or flint to start a fire. I could use an ability almost similar to a state-certified Flame Alchemist.





  Overwhelmingly powerful physical ability is no different from magic.





  As expected, having strong physical strength is the best.





  But that wasn't what was important right now.





  I spoke toward Antiope, who for some reason looked a bit anxious.





  "Antiope, there's something I need you to help me with."





  "He-help y-you!?"





  This girl, why is she so flustered?
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  Around my Temple, there are living spaces for the Nymphs. 





  They are like temporary lodgings made of wood and stone, but since they were diligently crafted by Dwarf masters who were paid quite a lot of money, they were perfectly fine as living quarters.





  However, among them was a space of my own that no one knew about.





  My room.





  My pantry, which I had taken from Paranoy, had somehow become a breakroom for everyone. 





  Because of that, driven by the desire to have a man-cave, a Hassan-Cave, I had tucked one more room for myself between the Nymphs' dwellings.





  Of course, calling it a room was a stretch; for now, a single bed was all it had.





  Still, for what I intended to do with Antiope, a single bed was more than enough.





  "What are you doing? Close the door and come in. It's cold outside. The draft is coming in."





  "R-right. Okay."





  At my words, Antiope closed the door and stepped into the room. For some reason, she looked incredibly nervous; I suppose entering a man's room was a bit unfamiliar to her.





  I spoke casually to help ease her tension.





  "It's nothing major, I just have a favor to ask you, Antiope-ssi. There's something that only you can do."





  "Something only I can do...?"





  "Yeah."





  "B-but, wouldn't everyone be waiting? Hassan, if you and I... go out like this and don't come back..."





  "It's fine. It won't even take a minute. It'll be over soon. But, you have a point. Anyway, for now, could you try lying face down on that bed over there?"





  "W-what do you mean by that?"





  "I want to see your back."





  "M-my back!?"





  Antiope asked back, startled. Was she always the type to overreact like this? Then again, I suppose asking to see someone's back out of the blue could cause that.





  So, I pulled out the phone I had tucked into my inner pocket.





  "This thing, it charges with electricity. I was wondering if maybe, just maybe, you could charge it."





  "Ah, charging. Electricity. Ah. Electricity. So that's why the back."





  Only then did Antiope nod as if she understood my words. 





  On Antiope's back, there is a large lightning-shaped tattoo that I drew for her. 





  The brilliant idea that I might be able to charge this phone I'm carrying with that had taken over my mind.





  Once I reached that thought, I simply couldn't stand not trying it.





  "Anyway, I'm just going to test it for a moment. Just show me your back."





  "I-I see. I just have to show you my back, right?"





  "Yeah."





  Antiope finally lay down on the bed hesitantly. 





  Ji-i-ik-.





  After that, she opened the zipper covering her front to reveal her back. 





  On her back, the same lightning pattern I remembered was clearly drawn. I slowly lifted the phone and placed it on her back.





  Di-ri-ring-.





  Then, with a clear sound, the screen lit up.





  - Fast Charging -





  - 18% -





  - Estimated time to full charge: 45 minutes -





  Holy shit, it actually works.





  And it's even fast charging.





  It seems Antiope is currently acting like a wireless Bluetooth charger. 





  She was a friend like an electric mouse.





  Freed from the stress of not knowing when the phone might die, I feel like a long-standing congestion has been completely cleared.





  "Hassan, um, how long do I have to stay like this...?"





  "Maybe about ten minutes for now? Why? Is it uncomfortable?"





  "No, it's just, the feeling is a bit strange. It feels a bit weird..."





  "It feels weird? How exactly is it weird?"





  "Just, um, my body feels tingly...? It's not unbearable, but... if it's about ten minutes, I think I can endure it..."





  I wonder if it feels like electricity is leaving her body.





    Anyway, Antiope's attitude had softened a bit. She must have realized I wasn't going to do anything suspicious to her. 





  Since Antiope had quite a track record in many ways, even my conscience pricked a little.





  About five minutes had passed like that.





  Suddenly, Antiope spoke as if she had remembered something.





  "Ah, um, I tracked down that Snow Monster that supposedly kidnapped Meteriol's grandfather."
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  For a moment, I wondered what she was talking about, but then I remembered there was a tracking mission I had assigned to Antiope.





  The famous blacksmith, Geppetto.





  The Snow Monster that supposedly kidnapped him.





  I had set Antiope on that, and it seemed she had some results worth reporting. 





  "So? Did you find out anything?"





  "There were quite a few people who saw a monster with fur as white as snow in winter. Everyone's testimony is similar to that Nymph named Meteriol. White fur, red eyes. A beast that walks on all fours-."





  "Hmm-."





  "And, they said it had something like a bell hanging from its neck."





  "A bell?"





  "Yeah, like the bells that pets wear. Which means the Snow Monster was someone's pet. So, I started investigating from near Sodomora. And I found three people who fit the criteria."





  "Who are they?"





  "Pyrospro, a merchant at the West Gate who keeps a killer rabbit, and Katrena, a trainer at the South Gate who keeps a giant marten."





  Both are names I've never heard before.





  "And finally, Nemea, an astrologer at the West Gate who keeps a strange magic beast."





  But the last person Antiope mentioned was someone I knew all too well. 





  A white beast, a bell hanging from its neck.





  Geppetto, the craftsman who created the Key of Pluto, and Nemea, who was mentioned here.





  Is it a stretch to think there's a causal relationship?





  I asked.





  "Any other unusual details?"





  "There was a person whose daughter was a victim of a disappearance. The missing person supposedly said this: 'The Genesis of Chaos has arrived.' With those words, they disappeared along with the Snow Monster."





  "Genesis of Chaos?"





  "Hassan, do you know anything? Honestly, the more I investigate, the more it feels like there's something massive I don't know about, and it's almost scary."





  "Genesis of Chaos..."





  Chaos and Genesis.





  I feel like I've heard those two together before. What was it? It's on the tip of my tongue, which makes it a bit frustrating.





  Antiope adds more.





  "Ah, and I got this emblem. The missing person's daughter gave it to me."





  Just then, Antiope moved her body with a rustle-rustle.





  "Ugh-. It's all tingly, it feels weird-."





  Antiope, who had been rummaging between her breasts with awkward movements, soon held out a small piece of cloth to me.





  It was an emblem, just as Antiope said.





  A hexagon with an eye drawn inside it.





  It's quite a bizarre pattern.





  "What is this?"





  "They say it's the symbol of the New Heaven Testimony Tabernacle Temple. It seems to be a sect that worships Titans or the primordial ideological Idea from before that. I don't know the details either-"





  Antiope continued her explanation, but her final words didn't reach my ears, as if a mute button had been pressed.





  The reason being.





  I also knew something about this New Heaven Testimony Tabernacle Temple.





  What came to mind was a crude advertisement video I had seen through a screen.





  ━Brothers and sisters of the world. Would you believe it if there were a single steering wheel for this chaotic world? Here at our New Heaven Testimony Tabernacle Temple, along with the bright side of life-.





  The video quality looked as if it had been rushed in a single day for a group project.





  ━The primordial firmament, Chaos-nim, is the light of the new heaven-!





  The content was the very essence of the cult advertisements often seen in front of stations.





  Many things connect in my head.





  The witch Nemea and the whitey she kept.





  And the cult missionary, the woman with pointed ears, who had preached a bizarre religion to me.





  My phone, which I recently got back from the Elves.





  Prince Pride Friedrich, who was associated with the Elves.





  The Gigas associated with such a prince.





  The Gnostics related to the Gigas.





  The dawn of a new world-.





  The blessing of chaos.





  Points that seemed unrelated to each other connect one by one to form lines and planes.





  Perhaps the answer to my curiosity isn't that far away.





  "Hassan, are you listening?"





  "Ah, what did you say?"





  At that moment, Antiope spoke as if to wake me up, and I snapped back to my senses.





  "I said the New Heaven Testimony Tabernacle Temple doesn't seem like an ordinary heretical sect. It's been officially approved as a religion by the Kingdom. Its power is also formidable. The head of the Temple Knights is a member."





  "The head of the Temple Knights?"





  "Yeah. Lockheed, the strongest of the Temple Knights. He's a being whose identity no one knows except for Prince Pride Friedrich. That guy is involved with the Tabernacle Temple."





  "I see..."





  "If it's the Prince, you mean that Gigas guy. Not the current Princess. Hassan, this is just my opinion, but it might be better to bury this matter in the winter snow. I feel like we'll be in danger if we keep digging."





  The bellicose Antiope was expressing concern. 





  That must mean the situation is quite serious.





  With the expedition to the underworld ahead, acquiring a massive amount of information makes my head spin. But Antiope's opinion was also reasonable.





  If Antiope kept digging any further, her own life might be in danger.





  "Understood. For now, stop the investigation there. It could get dangerous."





  "S-so can I get up now? My body, it feels, the feeling is strange..."





  Di-ring-.





  Just then, a sound came from the phone.





  It was the sound indicating that the battery charging was complete.





  "Hyang...!"





  At the same time, a rather peculiar sound came from Antiope's mouth.














  *      *      *














  To catch a tiger, you must enter the tiger's den.





  Therefore, I was planning to enter the lion's den to catch a lion.





  Looking up at the sky, two full moons were floating there.





  The two moons that first let me know this land was different from the world I lived in.





  And I was going to meet that woman again on a late winter night, the one I first met when the two full moons rose.





  This is the street of pseudo-workshops located in the Slum, west of Sodomora. Finding a Cabin located there, I slowly knocked on the door.





  Tok, tok-.





  A steady tempo, neither slow nor fast.





  In response, a presence is felt from inside.





  ━Come in-. It's not locked-.





  It was a voice that carried quite a bit of languor.





  ━Today is the double full moon-. I knew a strange guest would come-.





  A bizarre stickiness that one could never forget once heard. 





  After shivering once as if to shake it off my body, I slowly opened the door of the Cabin and stepped inside. 





  Then, the musty smell of drying herbs and the strange, erotic scent of liquids in flasks everywhere wrapped around my nose.





  Candlelight flickering dimly.





  White hairs visible nearby add to the sense of reality.





  This is Nemea's Shop.





  I had visited a few times, but it was the first time I had come with such tension. 





  To think I'd come here on my own without Friede or Luna.





  But as I said before, to catch a tiger, you must enter the tiger's den. I thought it best to quickly finish what I could handle before performing a great deed.





  Therefore, with my club drawn, I poked my head into the lion's den.





  "I thought a friend would come-."





  In front of me, I see the red-haired Witch sitting as if reclining on a long sofa, smiling languidly. 





  Her pupils, illuminated by the lantern, were vertically elongated like those of a feline beast.





  It's eerie.





  "Pulling out a club and everything-. Surely-. Friend-. You're not planning to kill this Nemea, are you-? I'm scared-."





  Contrary to her words, the Witch's attitude is relaxed.





  It's probably because she knows I won't harm her.





  But just in case, I set the club next to the table and sat on the opposite sofa, thinking I might have to use it.





  "If you knew I was coming, do you also know what I'm going to talk about?"





  "Well-. The stars don't tell me that much-. What the stars tell me is-, that a precious guest will come today-, that's about it-. So friend-. What is it today-?"





  "I have something to ask you."


  


  Seureuk-.





  I held out the emblem I had received from Antiope, the symbol of the New Heaven Testimony Tabernacle Temple, in front of Nemea.





  "Heuu-ng-."





  Nemea's expression flinches for a moment as she looks down at it. 





  She was maintaining her poker face as always, but it was impossible to deceive my transcendental senses, which had reached level 46.





  I said.





  "Nemea-ssi, are you associated with this?"





  "Well-."





  "Then I'll ask more point-blank. Nemea-ssi-."





  I paused for a moment to catch my breath.





  Because I thought that if I asked this question, many things might change.





  What to gain and what to lose.





  After quickly weighing the two, I soon made up my mind and asked.





  "Nemea-ssi, are you the one who brought me to this world?"








  





































Chapter 449: 449 - Time to Recharge #3


449 - Time to Recharge #3

















  Every action has a cause and effect.





  At least, that's what I used to think.





  Therefore, if there was a result where I ended up in this unfamiliar land starting from a certain day, there must surely be a cause that triggered it.





  Since I had plenty of time to think alone, I often came up with hypotheses.





  Could the manhole I fell into actually have been something like a wormhole, coincidentally connected to another dimension in the universe?





  That was about as much as I could come up with on my own.





  However, there was no way to know if that was the right answer or not. I couldn't perform an experiment to prove the hypothesis. It wasn't like anyone was giving me the answer, either.





  And those thoughts eventually got tucked away deep in my mind as I was chased by the reality of living hand-to-mouth every day.





  But recently, as my life began to have more breathing room.





  In other words, as I gradually had more time to think, I was feeling curious about what exactly summoned me here and what kind of method they used.





  So I asked.





  To Nemea.





  「By any chance, was it you who dragged me into this world?」 I said.





  Even I thought it was a blunt question.





  But there was no need to beat around the bush with courtesy and formality considering the situation. 





  The thought that the cause of everything I had gone through on this Gaia continent for the past two years could be answered by Nemea's lips made it impossible to hold back.





  「Huuuun-.」





  At that, the Slum's astrologer-Witch Nemea merely puffed on an very, very long pipe after leaning back as if lying down on the sofa.





  ....





  A brief silence. 





  Just as I was wondering what this silence meant-.





  「It reminds me of when I first met you, friend-. Back then, the two moons were shining brightly as full moons just like this-.」





  Nemea seemed to be reminiscing about the past, blinking her red eyes.





  「When we first met, friend-. You were a coward who was scared of everything-. Like a house rabbit thrown outside-. It was quite fun to see you shivering-.」





  「....」





  「I even thought about just swallowing you in one bite-. But-. I was also curious about what would happen if I let you loose outside like that-. That's the truth-.」





  Huuuuu-.





  White smoke is exhaled into the dark air.





  It was a pungent and bitter smell. 





  But what was more concerning was that the smoke exhaled from Nemea's lips didn't dissipate at all and began to fill the space like fog.





  Mungsil- mungsil-.





  Before I knew it, this astrologer's cramped workshop was so full of thick tobacco smoke that I could barely see my own palm right in front of me.





  Is it fog magic?





  I couldn't even see Nemea, who should be right in front of me. 





  All I could see was the glowing ember of the long pipe.





  Beyond the fog and the flame-.





  Geureureureu-.





  The low breathing of a beast could be heard.





  「To think that the friend who was like a coward-. would now come to me looking like a Hero-. seeking an answer-.」





  Seuljjeok-. Sareureuk-.





  Something long and slender kept brushing past the side of my face. 





  The sensation was soft yet ticklish, making it feel as if a beast was wagging its tail and brushing it against my cheek.





  Then, red eyes flashed beyond the fog.





  Eyes with pupils slit vertically like a predator's.





  「Are you prepared-? Prepared to hear the answer to your question from a Witch-. I don't know about that white Elf friend of yours-. but I'm a bad Witch-. Witches-. don't give answers without a price-.」





  「A price....」





  「Yes-. A cost-. Your question-. pierces through the origin-. If you want an answer of that magnitude-. you must offer a weight equal to your life-.」





  「A life, huh-.」





  I clenched my fist.





  「Then I shall give a life as the price.」





  「Oh my-. Really-?」





  「Of course, not my life, but yours, Nemea-ssi. I'll let you live, though.」





  「What-? Uhuhuhu-. You're a funny friend-. Asking me a question-. while offering my own life as the price-?」


  


  Nemea's laughter drifted from beyond the thick tobacco smoke. I realized that this strange smoke was a wicked Wicked Magic. 





  The name was probably Field Magic 「Witch's Mist」, and I suspected it had an effect that granted +300 attack power to the Witch race. 





  Of course, that's just my headcanon, but anyway, if I stayed in this smoke, I might end up being toyed with by the Witch's trickery.





  I decided to thrust my clenched fist forward with all my might.





  Paat-.





  At the same time, everything around me was shaken violently by the wind pressure emitted by a fist that had reached the realm of the gods-.





  Jjaenggeurang-.





  With the sound of glass breaking, all the smoke fled like an arrow toward the broken window. The smoke that had filled the surroundings completely vanished.





  And there before me, I saw Nemea sitting languidly against the sofa.





  I spoke.





  「If you get hit by this fist, Nemea-ssi, not even your shape will remain. So, you'd better stop with the half-hearted probing.」





  「How scary, really-. I guess threats won't work anymore-. To think you've become this strong-. in such a short time-. This is truly a miscalculation-.」





  「So, the answer is-?」





  「That's right-.」





  「By 'that's right', you mean....」





  「The one who called you here was me, friend-. To be precise, it wasn't me, but us.」





  As I thought.





  My deduction was correct.





  But the questions still hadn't faded.





  「Exactly how? For what reason...?」





  「Friend-. I've loved looking at the stars since I was a child-. I loved it so much-. that I was even in charge of astronomy, which everyone else avoided as a major-.」





  At Nemea suddenly talking about stars and astronomy, I grew slightly wary, wondering if this Witch was showing another ulterior motive.





  However, in contrast to how she had been languidly holding the pipe until now, Nemea's expression as she talked about the stars was more serious than ever.





  「Friend-. Did you know-? This continent we live on isn't shaped like a tray, but like a round bead-. The world we live in is round-. just like the moon or the sun-.」





  「....」





  「This Gaia continent is also a star-. That's what I thought-. But no one would listen to me-. The humans of this land are truly insignificant fellows-.」





  「What does that have to do with anything right now?」





  「You see-. One day, I suddenly thought like this-. Ah-. Among those countless stars, could there be the real world I've dreamed of-?」





  「The real world...?」





  「Yes-. This insignificant world is actually a shadow of that star-. and maybe there's such a thing as a real world-. So, I researched the otherworld-. Just then, a wonderful sponsor appeared- too.」





  Research on the otherworld.





  A wonderful sponsor.





  I quickly shoved the helpful keywords into the storage of my mind.





  Nemea said.





  「As the research continued, I had to gradually give up on being human-. But I didn't care-. And finally-. On the night the two moons rose-. I found you, friend-. That day. 2 years and 24 days ago, in the dark, forest-.」





  2 years and 24 days ago.





  At that specific date, memories of the past suddenly flashed through my mind.





  The day I first appeared in this world.





  Having fallen into a dark forest, I was busy running away from a monster that looked like a weird Tyrannosaurus. 





  Running away like that, I was caught by human hunters, set fires, became a slave, escaped, became an adventurer, became a god, and came here.





  The time it took for all that was roughly 2 years.





  Seureureuk-.





  Then Nemea hugged her own body.





  And then, with a flushed face, she looked at me, lightly licking her lips to moisten them with saliva.





  「Friend-. You, you are my hope-. You are the starlight of the little girl who dreamed-. Just by the fact that you exist in this world-. I've come to like life more-.」





  She even went as far as placing her own hands between her chest and crotch. 





  「....」





  「Traveler from another world, Hassan-. No, Returnee Hassan-. What should I call you-? Anything is fine-. Through your eyes, friend-. I can see the brilliant world beyond the darkness of the far-off universe-.」





  Nemea seemed excited by a faint heat.





  From her hands moving like snakes and the lukewarm heat rising from her, I felt a kind of madness. It's a bit scary.





  I-.





  I racked my brain to understand the meaning of Nemea's words.





  So, what Nemea was saying was that she wanted to prove that there was another world besides this one, and because a being like me appeared, that hypothesis was proven.





  A hypothesis.





  Sibal, was I dragged here just to prove something like that?





  All the hardships I've been through until now flashed before my eyes, and I was fucking pissed.





  But surprisingly, I didn't explode or anything. Because a kind of calm, cooler than I expected, sprayed out like coolant and maintained my rationality.





  I asked.





  「So, is there a way to go back? A way to go to the original land where I was, or....」





  「There is-. But I can't do it-. I'm just a woman who looks at the stars-. The only one who can do that is that fellow-. The great sponsor of us clumsy seekers-.」





  「Sponsor?」





  「Yes. In fact, all our experiments were possible because that man was there-. Without that man, we tried to experiment with other summons again-. but they all failed-. Only strange monsters came-.」





  Summon. Failure. Monster.





  Three keywords raced through my head.





  「By experiment, do you mean the summoning circle that was in the Abyss, the space of Erebor? Where the winged monster, Utgard, was summoned....」





  「Oh my-. You saw that-?」





  I recalled the time I entered the Abyss to save Friede's party. 





  It seemed that Nemea and her companion, the rat woman, were indeed involved with the monster and summoning circle I encountered there.





  Nemea said.





  「Without that man, all the summons end up failing-. That man's magic was the best-. He was more outstanding than anyone I've ever seen-. If there's someone who can return you to your original world-. it would only be that man-.」 





  「Is there any other information about that man?」





  「I don't know-. I don't know his name, his face, or anything. I'm describing him as 'that man'-, but to him-, to her-, such things actually have no meaning-. His face kept changing-. And he said that the causality of this land doesn't apply to him either-.」





  A being whose face keeps changing-.





  「Where should I go to meet him?」





  「Well, Prince Pride would probably know-. Prince Pride was also a member of our otherworld sorcery society, the Gnosis group. That sponsor was brought by Prince Pride-.」





  「Dammit-.」





  To think that Prince Pride's name would come up here, sibal. It must refer to the time when the Gigas was controlling his body, not the big-chested princess Friede.





  Sibal, that bastard really had his hands in everything.





  It seems there's no choice but to go to Hell, grab him by the collar, and ask.





  In the end, I was able to find out that Nemea and her companions had brought me to this land. 





  Like the gnostic otherworld summoning gate I saw in the Abyss, they must have summoned me to this land through such a summoning gate.





  Ultimately, the way back remains an unknown.





  Nevertheless, I was somewhat satisfied because I felt like I had obtained some answers. 





  If I compare myself back then, being chased by a Tyrannosaurus without knowing anything, to the current me, there's literally a difference as large as that between a primitive man and a civilized man.





  It's a shame, but should I be satisfied with this for now?





  Just as I was about to get up with that feeling.





  「As expected-.」





  Nemea asks back as if she still has something to say.





  「As expected-. You want to go back-. Friend-. To the high-dimensional world where you lived-. Like a bird that fell from the sky, wanting to return to the sky once more-.」





  「...What?」





  「Not to this clumsy and insignificant world-. but to the world of Idea, full of brilliant light-, you want to return, don't you-?」





  「Well-」





  「If you go back-. take me with you too-. I thought that you would find a way to return someday-. Therefore, therefore I've been watching you all along-.」





  「Pardon? Watching me?」





  「Yes, since you came to this land, from afar, from up close-. I've watched you-.」





  This is a bit flustering.





  From what she's saying, does she mean she's been watching me ever since I fell into this world?


  


  Sibal, isn't that a total stalker?





  Even for me, it's a little creepy. Sibal, to the point where I want to reflexively throw a punch and blow her face off. So that's why she knew my name from the moment we first met.





  「Coming to a firmament city like this Sodomora was all because of you, friend-!」





  「No, what-」





  「What is the world you lived in like-? How many moons are in the sky-? The sun-? Are there gods in charge of the moon and sun there too-? What about the stars-? How many constellations-? Is there even a concept of constellations-?」





  Nemea's questions were like a river that had burst its dam. 





  She finally got up from her seat and even grabbed my shoulders and shook them. 





  That expression, that appearance was exactly like a younger sister in her childhood asking her mother if Santa Claus was coming this Christmas.





  An appearance of being unable to contain her curiosity.





  But I understood.





  According to Friede, a Witch like Nemea is the type who would be happy even if she were locked in a solitary cell for her whole life just doing research. The respondent who could answer her ideals and hypotheses was now right before her eyes. 





  She must have thought there was no need to hide her desires now that so much had been revealed.





  「Answer me-. I answered your question too, friend-. If so, hurry up and answer my questions too-.」





  「No, that's-」





  But because of the onslaught of so many questions, I didn't know where or how to start answering. As I was slightly flustered, Nemea's voice trembled at that silence, as if she were extremely tense instead.





  「Answer me-. If a price is needed, I can give you anything-. Whether it's my life-. or my body-. You can do as you please-. So, hurry-」










MnZBMElkRjFKc3ZCR0RiWklQRlA5WlZINzRaZThhUzZ1cnMyS01IbEgxWWRwNlVLWExjL2g4cGxSdWpINDJhKw
























Chapter 450: 450 - Expedition #1


450 - Expedition #1

















  Seureuk-.





  Nemea climbed on top of my body.
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  The weight of a woman.





  Flowing red hair.





  A faint sweet scent.





  The pungent smell of tobacco from a long pipe.





  Those complex elements made me recall memories of my past. There was a time before when Nemea had climbed on top of me like this.





  Since meeting Luna, I hadn't thought much about those days, but when my memories are stimulated to this extent, they can't help but replay in my head.





  "Hurry-. You can have all of me-. So-. Hurry and answer my question-. Because I-, I've been continuing this boring and tedious life just to hear my friend's answer here-."





  Nemea was burning with intellectual desire.





  From her attitude, as if everything else could be burned away as long as her curiosity was satisfied, I felt a sort of repulsion.





  I suppose you could call it a biological instinct.





  Nemea is, quite literally, a Witch.





  Not just a Witch because she is a woman who uses magic.





  She is a Witch because she has stepped into the path of sorcery beyond common understanding.





  But one thing I could know for sure was that Nemea truly loved looking at the stars.





  That must be why she majored in astronomy, which others avoid, and took up the profession of an astrologer.





  Having something you love and showing enough passion for it to throw your life into the fire is a respectable thing.





  Because I didn't have anything like that.





  I just lived with the goal of inheriting the health food shop, exactly as my father had planned.





  If I had lived such an ordinary life, if Nemea hadn't loved the stars, if she hadn't summoned me to this land, where and what would I be doing right now?





  The extractors visible before my eyes.





  The sound of boiling here and there.





  The ordinary and languid scenery of the health food shop-.





  It would have just ended like that.





  I would have gone home from work under the neon signs of a dark city, and slept to gather strength to work hard again the next day.





  Thinking about it that way.





  It's a bit funny, and also surprising, that all of this started from the dream of a girl who loved looking at the stars.





  "Quickly-. Tell me-."





  So, I pushed Nemea's shoulders, as she began to bite and lick my ear, and sat her up. Then I gave her a brief answer.





  "It's a bright world. Because on the ground, streetlights and signs powered by electricity spew out light everywhere. Even at night, it's as bright as day. But, the sky is that much darker-."





  "The sky is-, dark-?"





  "The night sky in the city is dark. You can't really see things like stars. And unless there's something major going on, no one even thinks to look up at the night sky. Because they walk with their heads down. Rather-."





  Rather, the stars are much more visible in this land of Gaia.





  I recalled the time I cleaned the temple for our first client with Luna. Back then, when my whole body ached from being stung by bees everywhere.





  I was a little moved by the countless twinkling stars visible beyond the sky of that forest.





  Because one of the few things I liked about this barbaric and primitive Gaia continent was the night sky where the river of the galaxy flowed.


  


  "...."





  Teolseok-.





  Nemea, who had been chattering away until just now, stepped back as if she had felt some kind of shock. Then she sat back down on the sofa and put the long pipe in her mouth.





  I added more words to her.





  "And, it's not like it's a particularly better world or anything. It's just, it's the same here or there."





  Then I closed my mouth slightly and sank into thought.





  Because I had to figure out how much resolve the words I was about to say should contain. Then, as if I had made up my mind, I opened my mouth.





  "There or here, it's really the same kind of place. People live their lives, scowling, crying, getting angry, and sometimes laughing."





  However, Nemea shook her head as if she didn't like my answer.





  "Be quiet-. The land of Idea, the heaven that I longed for-. It's not like that-. You, you're lying right now-. Just so you, only you can enjoy those ideals-. You're trying to lie, aren't you-?"





  "I believe that someone like Nemea-ssi would be able to tell whether I'm lying or not."





  "Grrrrrrrr-."





  Nemea narrowed her brow as if she were truly angry. Between her scowling face and her lips, sharp fangs like those of a beast were revealed.





  But that was only for a moment; she seemed to regain her composure quickly.





  "This one, Nemea, until I see it with my own eyes, I won't believe anything-. Because that is the ironclad rule of a proper experimenter-."





  With that, the conversation between the Witch Nemea and me came to an end.





  Nemea, lost in thought, didn't ask me any more questions, and I couldn't think of any questions to ask her either.





  And so, as I stepped outside the shop-.





  In the sky, two moons as bright as streetlights were floating.





  Beside them, countless flowing stars could be seen. Indeed, if one were to look up at such a thing every day, even a non-existent dream would likely be born.





  "Hassan!"





  And beneath them, the little Luna I had obtained was waiting for me.





  Bundled up in fur clothes like cold Eskimo natives, Luna, wearing mittens on her hands, was shivering.





  "Hassan-."





  "Luna. What brings you here?"





  "Everyone is playing cards together, and since you were the only one missing, I came to find you. Let's go quickly, everyone is waiting!"





  Luna smiled, revealing her white teeth. It was a flawless, beaming smile, but in truth, I couldn't help but feel a slight sense of bewilderment.





  To think that Luna was in front of Nemea's shop.





  I was a little worried that she might have heard everything we had been talking about just now from outside. But Luna grabbed my arm and pulled as if such things didn't matter at all.





  "Hassan, let's go back quickly!"





  "Right."





  We returned to where everyone was as if nothing had happened. On the way back, we didn't share any conversation other than holding hands.





  It was as if we had made a pact to remain silent.





  Parureu-.





  But Luna's hand was trembling slightly.





  It probably wasn't because of the cold.





  Just like Luna and my silent promise, if we returned to everyone as if nothing had happened, this trembling would surely stop.





  However, whether it was because my sensibilities had been heated up by the conversation with Nemea.





  Or because I was worried about Luna, who had been shivering outside, I slowly opened my mouth.





  "Luna, there are a lot of stars."





  "Stars?"





  "What would you think if those stars were also worlds? This land of Gaia is also a star, and there are plenty of stars like it in that universe."





  "Hassan, what's with that sudden nonsense? Hassan, you really do say strange things sometimes-. Things I can't understand-. Last time, you were talking about some weird thing called communism too-."





  Luna laughed as if she had heard a funny joke.





  But that laugh was somehow hollow, like a bamboo pipe.





  I said.





  "Luna, you've actually noticed that I came from somewhere other than the land of Samaria or the afterlife, haven't you?"





  "...."





  Luna didn't laugh anymore.





  But she didn't cry like usual either.





  Seueuk-.





  She just stood still and looked up at me. Soon, her clear emerald eyes sparkled as she asked calmly.





  "Hassan, are you going back to your hometown someday? To that far-off place called the universe. To a star somewhere. Leaving me behind. Leaving us behind."





  "No. That will never happen. Absolutely not."





  Even if I could go back, I would return to the Gaia continent with various conveniences of civilization like generators or refrigerators.





  If I lived there, at best, I'd be the son of a health food shop owner.





  Shit, in that case, the Gaia continent where I've become a god is now my home.





  Whether she felt the sincerity in my face, Luna opened her mouth slightly with a "Heh-."





  "What, then there's no problem at all. Why are you being so serious?"





  It seemed the problem was simple for Luna.


  


  Luna spoke clearly.





  "I'm embarrassed to say, but I'm not smart enough to think about things like that. I didn't come to like Hassan because he's a Samaritan or because he's the god of this land. Hassan, even if you were cursed and became a wolf spider, I would still like you for who you are."





  "What's with the curse and the wolf spider?"





  I answered haphazardly like a funny joke, but those words felt like being forgiven for all the lies I had hidden until now-.





  I felt something welling up, as if my softened sensibilities had been pricked by a needle.





  I quickly lifted my head, fearing that moisture might fall to the ground.





  The moon and stars were bright.





  Would it be a ridiculous exaggeration to say that the brightest among them had fallen to the ground and was holding my hand by my side?





  I suddenly wanted to preserve this moment.





  So, after taking out the phone that was in my pocket-.





  "Luna, look here-."





  "Why?"





  I put Luna's face and my face close together and took a picture.





  Chalkak-.





  "Shit..., Hassan, in this thing called a picture, my face looks even more like a bandit's...!"











  *      *       *











  "Paranoi, check once more to see if you've left anything behind-."





  "This Paranoi has packed everything perfectly-ssu...! I've stored everything according to the items that appear when you press this thing called a notepad-ssu...!"





  Paranoi pulled my phone out of his mouth with a "Bueue-."





  Then he opened the notepad and listed the names of the items written there one by one.





  "Dry rations for 10 days-. 5 hooks, 2 pairs of shackles, a tent-. 2 bottles of olive scented oil-. 3 bottles of Goddess Venus's high-grade holy water-."





  He listed the names of the items for a few minutes.





  The reason so many items were mentioned was that we were now making our first departure for the afterlife, following the light of the lantern.





  Even if it was just the first departure, only to go ahead and pave the way, we had to be thoroughly prepared because we were entering Pluto's Labyrinth.





  It would be awkward to turn back later and regret, "Ah, shit, I didn't bring that-."





  "So, when is everyone coming?"





  "I don't know-ssu...!"





  I felt a bit of anxiety as I watched Paranoi stuffing various things into his mouth. When were the companions coming?





  The members of the first exploration team were me, Hassan, as the leader; Luna, in charge of crowd control, curses, and sorcery; and the mage Friede and Hippolyte.





  Including Paranoi, the inventory, there were five.





  Five.


  


  According to the words of Confucius, if three people walk together, there is bound to be one among them who can be called a teacher.





  According to the words of some smart man, if five people gather, there is bound to be one piece of trash....


  


  In reality, five people was not a very good number for conquering Pluto's Labyrinth. Because the difficulty would increase.





  I'm getting a little nervous, but it can't be helped.





  This was the optimal exploration personnel considered by putting our heads together with many people.





  Since we weren't going to break through to the end anyway, but only mapping up to the entrance of the afterlife, I don't think there will be any other variables.





  "Paranoi, you have to draw the map well. Don't break the phone."





  "I understand-ssu...! This Paranoi will take good care of Hassan-nim's interesting magic tool-ssu...!"





  "Don't use too much battery."





  "I've received two of these power generation stones from Antiope, Hassan-nim's loyal left hand-ssu...! There's no problem with charging-ssu...!"





  "Then that's fine."





  According to Paranoi's calculations, it would take about five days to break through the underground labyrinth and reach the entrance to the afterlife.





  We could just set it at a week to be safe.





  A week of dungeon life.





  I'm a little worried about whether I'll be able to do well or not.





  I hope nothing major happens in the outside world during that time.





  "Antiope, while we are away on our great and glorious expedition, as a junior and Hassan-nim's left hand, you must protect the temple and the followers well-ssu...!"





  "Yeah, well, it's not like anything's going to happen-. Ah, I wanted to go instead of my sister. My luck with drawing lots is just non-existent."





  Seeing her scratching the back of her head, Antiope seemed quite disappointed that she couldn't participate in the scouting party.





  I said.





  "But you can participate in the main force. That's where the real start is. Save up your strength."





  "Yeah, well."





  At that moment, there was a clattering sound.





  Turning my head, I saw Hippolyte, armed with armor, a cloak, and a longsword; Luna, carrying a lot of luggage; and Friede, holding a long staff I hadn't seen before.





  Hippolyte said.





  "I've finished all the reports to the Mars Guild. If there is no contact or report of return even after a week has passed since we entered the dungeon, the Mars Guild has agreed to provide a rescue team."





  I asked.





  "Who is coming as the rescue team?"





  "It'll probably be an adventurer team including Gloria. Actaeon of the Minerva Guild is also interested in this expedition, so they might come together in cooperation. Actaeon's hounds are very talented in rescue and search-."





  The rescue team is, so to speak, like insurance.





  Because it means that at least the bodies can be found.





  Gloria and Actaeon.





  That's a luxurious lineup for a rescue team.





  It means that the adventurer guilds also have high expectations for this expedition.





  To exaggerate a little, it was safe to say that the entire Gaia continent was paying close attention to this expedition.





  Seureuk-.





  I lifted the lantern.





  "Then, let's depart."





  And so, the flag of the expedition heading for the afterlife was raised.





  Right now, there were no cheers or shouts to see us off, but everyone must have known.





  That on the way back, flowers would be laid at our feet along with the snow.





  Whether that be a funeral procession.





  Or a welcoming crowd.
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Pluto's Labyrinth.





It was a structure that had begun to sprout up all over the world approximately 20 years ago.





And a structure of the underworld.





That place, which had become a nest for all sorts of the deceased, Monsters, bandits, and beasts, lured adventurers and grave robbers with the treasures and honor possessed by Pluto, the God of Wealth.





Indeed, even at this very moment, countless adventurers and their parties must be exploring the ruins that have emerged in various parts of the world.





Innumerable adventurers.





There must be as many diverse desires as there are humans.





However, for those exploring the Labyrinth, the greatest ideal is to reach the Door to the Underworld at the end of the underground Labyrinth.





To go even deeper inside the Door to the Underworld and seize all of Pluto's treasures and riches.





It's no exaggeration to say that for this, they strive to find the 'real' one among the countless labyrinths.





And the lantern pointing to that real one was now in my hand.





Jiiing-.





Sitting on the coachman's seat, I watched the lantern point to a certain spot on the ground, like the light of a lighthouse.





At the end of this lantern's light, there must be the entrance to the Underworld that everyone so desired.





It wouldn't be an easy journey.





As I was momentarily speechless with a slight tension, someone in the passenger compartment in the back opened their mouth.





"So, where exactly is the real Labyrinth?"





It was Luna.





Half a day had passed since we departed from the city.





Luna, who had been meticulously cleaning and oiling her shamanic tools for a while, finally spoke up.





And to that, Hippolyte, who had been dozing off with her arms crossed, slowly opened her half-closed eyes and replied.





"This direction leads to the Great Plains of Kallan."





"The Great Plains of Kallan, isn't that the Swamp from back then? Where all those Alligators came out-!"





At the mention of Kallan, Luna seemed to recall the Swamp where she had struggled. Back then, thanks to Luna, I was able to drive away the Alligators and safely get promoted to Bronze Tier, wasn't I?





Luna tilted her head.





"Ah, but now it's not a Swamp but a plain, right? I won't be able to see Alligators. Alligator leather is good though! My sandals, Hassan made them from Alligator leather and gave them to me as a gift, you know-."





Sallang, sallang-.





As Luna sat on the passenger seat and swung her legs, Elfriede, who had been wiping and cleaning her long, ancient wooden staff with a handkerchief, slightly raised her head.





"...Huh? He gave you shoes as a gift? That Hassan guy?"





"Uh-huh! He probably didn't know what it meant when he did it, but-!"





"Take those off for a second."





"N-no, these are mine-!"





"Ha-. Am I going to take them? Just let me see them."





While Luna and Elfriede were squabbling over the sandals, Hippolyte, as if fully awake, surveyed her surroundings.





"There's a chance the Labyrinth's entrance is in the Kallan region. Indeed, there was a newly discovered Labyrinth there too. The Necromancer Koma's Labyrinth-."





Necromancer Koma.





At that name, the mythical-grade artifact 「Pluto's Eye」 hanging around my neck vibrated with a Jiiing.





Originally, the name of this artifact was the Star of Kallan.





In fact, it was a trophy I had taken from a guy named Koma, a Cult Necromancer.





Come to think of it, I remember defeating that guy inside a strange Pluto Labyrinth.





I also killed the headless cow Monster there. The helmet Luna wears on her head is that guy's skull.





Thinking about it now, he was a really fucking strong guy. How the hell did I win, damn it.





Of course, now I'm confident I could take him down with one punch.





Anyway, so the real entrance to the Labyrinth was there.





Just then, Paranoy, who had been fiddling with his phone, added a remark.





"Koma was a stupid guy-imnidat...! He boasted about being able to use necromancy and create Bone Dragons, treating me, Paranoy, like a child-imnidat...!"





It seemed he wanted to say something because the name Koma was familiar to him.





Indeed, Koma was a powerful named Pluto Cultist, and Paranoy was an apprentice Cultist, so it wouldn't be strange for them to have been acquainted.





However, seeing as he didn't say much even though I was the one who defeated that guy, it seems they weren't particularly close.





Just then, Elfriede, who was taking the sandals off Luna's feet, twitched her brow.





"Bone Dragon?"





Perhaps the keyword 'Dragon' in Paranoy's story had stimulated her intellectual curiosity.





"Bone Dragon, you mean an undead magic dragon, right? Its subjugation rank would be at least Gold Tier. There was someone who could command such a thing?"





Elfriede seemed unable to believe that there was a being who could handle such a Bone Dragon. A subjugation rank of Gold Tier, huh. Indeed, it's a terrifying Monster.





Back then, Hippolyte had sliced it up like diced radishes with her sword energy, but if Hippolyte hadn't been there, we would have all become sacrifices to the Cult.





To that, Paranoy replied.





"Koma was an unlucky woman, but her necromancy was second only to the leader among our Cultists-imnidat...! She could command a mighty Bone Dragon, even three of them simultaneously-imnidat...!"





"Three of them-."





Hippolyte muttered softly.





"I only saw one back then. Indeed, if three had attacked simultaneously, even I would have found it overwhelming at the time."





While talking like that, Hippolyte suddenly added a remark, as if she had reached an answer.





"Why did he only summon one at that time? Did he think he could face me, Hippolyte, with just one? What an arrogant fellow."





The proud warrior woman Hippolyte seemed quite displeased, feeling as if she had been underestimated by the Cultist. Of course, Paranoy seemed to have a different opinion on that.





"Koma was a sinister Cultist blessed by chaos-imnidat...! Even I, Paranoy, the discerner of truth, couldn't fathom that guy's thoughts-imnidat...!"





In the end, the story about the Cultist Koma fell into a Labyrinth.





Even the party members who had been chatting a word or two just now merely wrapped their fur robes, worn to ward off the cold wind, more tightly around themselves.





Before us, an endless snowfield of vast plains, worthy of being called the Great Plains of Kallan, stretched out.





It truly felt like walking in the heart of winter, evoking a sentimental mood.





How many troops would be needed to clear this snow-?





Even if we kept pushing with combat bulldozers, it would probably take several days.





Just then, the coachman driving the horses next to me spoke.





"Winter is cold, isn't it?"





It was quite startling, like a quiet taxi driver suddenly striking up a conversation.





I replied.





"Yes, well, that's right."





"This land of Kallan, you see, received the greatest wrath of Goddess Ceres. When I was young, it was constantly covered in snow. When it melted, it became a Swamp. And like the young ladies said, Alligators would appear-."





From what I heard, this coachman seemed to be a man who had lived in the Kallan region.





He said.





"When they said flowers bloomed here again, honestly, I was very surprised. Because I had only thought of it as a forsaken land-."





"Right now, far from flowers, only snow is visible though."





"But you know the snow will melt someday, don't you? The reason we can endure the cold chill of winter is because we know spring will come someday."





This coachman was a very sentimental person.





But coachmen are usually like that.





Coachmen, who often travel alone with horses, usually become either materialistic people or, like this, people full of sentiment, they say.





Just as that coachman was about to open his mouth to say something.





Deolkeong-.





What could be called the axle of the carriage shook violently.





And at the same time-.





Kkappak, kkappak-.





The light of the lantern in my hand began to flicker.





The coachman said.





"Ah, this. It seems a stone got caught in the wheel. I'll have to get down and check it. It's nothing serious."





The coachman jumped down from the carriage and stepped onto the field where snow was piled up to his knees.





And then, digging through the snow with his hands, he began to check the wheel.





"Uh-oh-. Huh?"





Because a rather uneasy exclamation came from his mouth, I also had no choice but to get out of the carriage.





"Is there a problem?"





"It doesn't seem like a big problem. Here, take a look at this. Doesn't the axle of the wooden wheel seem greatly bent?"





Looking where the coachman's finger pointed, indeed, one of the wheels was crushed and distorted into an oval shape.





Even for me, who knew nothing about the mechanics of carriages or wheels, it was clear that if we drove in this state, the ride would become quite uncomfortable.





How on earth does only one wheel get crushed like this?





Did it get caught on some strangely shaped stone?





I asked the coachman, who was rubbing his forehead with a troubled expression.





"What should we do?"





"We do have a spare wheel in the luggage. Replacing it should be enough. To do that, everyone will have to get off first. Hassan-nim, could you help me for a moment?"





At the coachman's words, I first had everyone get off the carriage.





Then, I loosened the screws of the broken wheel, lifted the tilting carriage, and held it steady. Normally, this task would have required three or four strong men-.





"Eup-."





Ujijik.





As I put a little strength into my arm, the carriage was lifted as if it were light luggage. Actually, if this was the case, there was no need to have everyone get off.





"Hassan-nim, please hold it for a little while. I'll fix it right away."





To that, the coachman put the spare wheel he had prepared back onto the axle and tightened the fastener by turning the screw.





Girik girik-.





Paseuseuk-.





Just then, from behind me, where I was holding the carriage, I felt what could be called a strange presence.





I glanced back, but all I saw was the vast snowfield.





I asked into the air.





"Look carefully if you see anything around."





"It's fine-imnidat...! There's nothing-imnidat...!"





This bastard Paranoy, he's looking at his phone and saying there's nothing. But I also didn't feel any other presence, so I was about to dismiss it as a misunderstanding-and that was the moment.





━Puhiiihihing-!





━Peuhihihihing-!





The two horses pulling the carriage suddenly began to rampage.





They were leaping from left to right, and right to left, with their front legs raised, as if someone had stuck needles in their butts.





For both of them to react like that, it was clearly not a normal situation at a glance.





"An enemy attack-!?"





At Hippolyte's cry, we guarded the carriage as if surrounding it, just as we had prepared.





With our backs to the carriage, we lowered our stances and looked around in all directions.





"Euh-heo-eok-!"





Just then, the coachman, who was holding the wheel, let out a loud scream. At the same time, his body was buried in the snow and disappeared without a trace.





To that, Elfriede shouted.





"There's something under the snow! It's the snow-! Watch out for the snow-!"





Simultaneously, a huge fireball began to blaze with a Hwareureuk- from the tip of Elfriede's staff. Thanks to that intensely burning heat, all the snow around us quickly melted away.





━Geureueueu-.





━Dalgak, dalkak-.





Then, strange things slowly began to reveal their true forms from beneath the snow.





Their true identity was human skulls.





Paseuseuk-.





Skulls gripping bones, armor, and weapons began to emerge in countless numbers, digging through the snow-soaked, frozen ground.





Paranoy, who had quickly fled onto the carriage, shouted.





"Skeleton Warriors-imnidat...! They are the primary guards of Pluto's Temple, an important force-imnidat...!"





Skeleton Warrior.





As he said, the skeletons' bodies were equipped with thick iron plate armor, starting from shoulder pads, breastplates, and greaves.





Although their armaments were rusted and dented in places, compared to skeleton soldiers who didn't even wear rags, the difference was like that between a civilian and a veteran.





━Geureueueu-.





Indeed, the skeletons with dark red glowing eyes took their stances quite skillfully.





They weren't just rushing in to tear us apart; they even struck poses as if to show off their swordsmanship while surrounding us.





Seureung-.





At that sight, Hippolyte, who had calmly drawn her sword, said.





"These aren't mere deceased. Seeing that they targeted the coachman and the horses, it seems they have an organized and systematic strategy. These guys are a bandit group of the deceased, or an army."





"It's just as Hippolyte-nim said-imnidat...! There's a high probability there's a commander-imnidat...! Whoever it is, to dare use the deceased to block our journey-! What nerve-."





Just as Paranoy was chattering about something.





Paeng-.





Swaeaek-.





Something that had been tightly pulled made a sound of snapping back elastically. At the same time, there was a presence of something thin and sharp tearing through the air.





"Paranoy-! Duck your head first-!"





"Eu-ik-!"





At my shout, Paranoy instinctively ducked his head, and an arrow flew over his head and embedded itself in the carriage.





Looking at the ominous arrow, Paranoy shouted.





"S-Skeleton Archers are here too-imnidat...!"





Damn it.





To think there are skeleton soldiers using ranged projectiles. It seems it will be quite a difficult fight. Because ranged weapons always create variables, you see.





Luna asked.





"Hassan, what should we do-!?"





She must be asking for my thoughts, as I'm the leader of the party.





Of course, there's only one thing I can answer.





"Wipe them all out-!"





Simultaneously, I drew my club and leaped forcefully into the midst of the deceased.





"Kkeuaaaaat-!"





I didn't forget to open my mouth loudly and let out a battle cry, though it had no particular meaning; it just feels good to shout like this.





"Skull Crusher-!"





My hand swung the club, which easily weighed several hundred kilograms, with all its might.





My club, imbued with aura, was a small armored vehicle itself, instantly smashing the skeleton bastards whether they wore armor or wielded shields.





"You skeleton bastards-, I'll kill you all-!"





First, it's best to take out those cowardly archer bastards because they create variables.





Therefore, when I forcefully threw the club I was holding, the bones of the skeleton archer squad, standing in a neat line, shattered and flew in all directions.





At that sight, Hippolyte said from behind.





"There's no need for us to even step in."





To that, Luna also added a remark.





"But, don't the skeletons seem to be attacking only Hassan? It's like they're not even paying attention to us in the first place?"





Hearing Luna's words, I also came to my senses.





"These sons of bitches, why are they only targeting me?"





━Seukereureueuk-!





Those skeleton guys were clinging to the lantern in my left hand, flailing about. I instinctively realized that these guys were targeting the lantern I held.





This was a fucking aggro item.


































Chapter 452: 452 - Expedition #3


452 - Expedition #3

















  The skeletons were aiming for the lantern I was holding.





  I hadn't learned how to read the speech or emotions of the undead, but seeing how they persistently clung only to my left arm to attack, I could tell clearly.





  This lantern was a kind of item that increased aggro levels.





  I began to think that perhaps the reason these armed skeletons appeared on the snowy fields of Kalan was because of the lantern I was holding.





  ━Geiyaaaaaak-!





  "You son of a bitch, who are you calling gay!"





  Of course, the important thing right now was dealing with the swarming skeletons.





  Paseuseuk-.





  Paseuseuk-.





  ━Geruaaaak-!





  ━Geiyiik-!





  The snowy field was continuously producing the dead as if it were a factory. 





  Even if I swung my arm once and wrecked three or four skeleton soldiers, five, ten, or twenty more dead were constantly being born in the wide plains, so it was maddening.





  It felt as if this land itself was my enemy.





  Of course, right now I felt like I could face the undead all day long, but I had the variable of my companions, and there was a chance the lantern might break from my violent movements.





  Girik, girik-.





  Ppigeok-.





  In fact, the lantern was making an unstable sound as if it would break at any moment from my intense movements. 





  Was this the skeletons' plan?





  To use such cowardly tricks instead of competing fairly with skill.





  "Fuck, you cowardly skeleton bastards! I won't forgive you!"





  ━Ge, gerureuk.





  As expected, undead bastards generally have no conscience. 





  It's not for nothing that those who practice necromancy are branded as cultists and oppressed. Undead and necromancers are evil bastards you should never associate with.





  I asked toward the back.





  "Guys, isn't there some way? There are too many of them!?"





  "Hassan, hold on for a bit-! I'll try to set up a Rejection Totem-! Paranoy! Give me the hammer, the chisel, and log number 2-!"





  "Understood-ssi...!"





  Luna took the materials coming out of Paranoy's mouth. Even though they were called materials, they were just a hammer, a chisel, and a forearm-sized piece of wood, just as Luna said.





  Luna began carving the piece of wood, which smelled strongly of nature, with the chisel and hammer, making thumping sounds-.





  ━Geueueuk-!





  ━Graaaa-!





  The dead, who until just a moment ago had only been lunging at me, all turned their heads at once and began running toward the carriage and Luna.





  Paseuseuk-.





  The sight of the dead running across the snowy field to tear apart a fragile girl was enough to give even the current me goosebumps.





  "Luna, be careful-!"





  "Leave it to me-."





  Of course, Hippolyte was standing by Luna's side. 





  As Hippolyte drew a longsword as tall as a typical Nymph and sliced through the air, a sharp hwiik- sound followed as a blade-wind flew out, severing the necks and arms of the dead.





  However, even Hippolyte couldn't cover every single side. 





  It was impossible to keep off the skeleton soldiers swarming from all four, no, eight directions of the carriage.





  "Th-these scrawny skeletons are attacking this Paranoy-ssi...! How dare, how dare these dead lunging without recognizing the Marcher Lord of Hell...! It's a death sentence-ssi...!"





  Paranoy was repeatedly smashing the skulls of the skeletons climbing onto the carriage with his fists. 





  As a Nymph over level 20, he was capable of handling skeleton warriors, but it was inevitable that he still looked overwhelmed.





  "Keueu, as expected, I have no choice but to open the treasure warehouse of the Marcher Lord of Hell that I've been saving-ssi...!"





  Paranoy shouted as he kicked the abdomen of a skeleton pressing down on him from above.





  "Gate of Paranoy...!"





  Finally, he opened his mouth and even spat out sharp icicles and stones. 





  Beueueet-.





  Tudadadada-.





  I didn't know what it was, but it seemed to be a technique that rapidly ejected and fired things like icicles and stones he had stored in his mouth.





  To think he could use inventory abilities like that.





  I didn't know why Paranoy often picked up stones from the ground and put them in his mouth, but now I understand a bit. I just thought he liked eating rocks.





  Tudadadada-.





  ━Gerueueek-!





  Anyway, the stone machine gun spewing from his mouth briefly halted the movement of the dead. But that was only for a moment-.





  "I'm about to run out of coal-ssi...! Outsider, stop just sucking honey and do something quickly-ssi...!"





  At Paranoy's shout, Friede clicked her tongue and swung her staff, which was flickering with flames. 





  "I was going to do it anyway-."





  Like a brush soaked in ink laying down black patterns on a white canvas.





  Friede's staff bloomed red flames like ink on the snow-covered ground, creating something like a bizarre wall.





  "Fence of Flames-. Fire Wall of the Sacred Street-."





  It was a fence and wall made of flames, just like Friede's incantation. 





  The movement of the dead, who were about to pounce on Luna as she carved the totem, faltered at Friede's flames that had suddenly encircled the carriage.





  ━Geureueue-.





  A few of them reached out toward the flames, but-.





  Hwareureuk-.





  Their bodies immediately caught fire, and they merely faded away, leaving behind black soot.





  Perhaps because they saw their comrades turned to ashes, the skeleton soldiers who had been charging with ferocity all stopped moving and only let their eye-lights flash lowly.





  At that sight, Paranoy, standing on the carriage, became triumphant.





  "Impressive for an outsider-ssi...! Indeed, it's a skill worthy of bringing about a living hell by setting a city on fire-ssi...! This Paranoy will give you 3 bride points-ssi...!"





  "But it won't last long. Two minutes at most."





  "As expected, you're useless-ssi...! Minus 2 points-ssi...! Luna-nim, please hurry and find your strength-ssi...!"





  "Almost, it's almost done! Now, I just have to slam it into the ground with all my might-!"





  Luna placed the forearm-sized log on the ground and then struck it hard with the hammer.





  Tung-.





  Tung-, tung-.





  The sound echoed here and there every time she moved her hands.





  "Spell- of- Rejection-!"





  With that sound, the movements of the dead surrounding the fire wall began to retreat, one step, then two steps back.





  At that sight, Hippolyte spoke as she sheathed the sword at her waist.





  "To perform a spell of rejection through carving. It's like the Dipdirbis who are said to live in the western sandy deserts. The sculptors of the gods, I mean."





  "I don't know about that-! Anyway, it's finished-! Spell of Rejection-! With this, the dead won't even come near for at least a day-!"





  At Luna's feet was a wooden statue carved with a bird of prey resembling an owl or a long-eared owl. 





  I wasn't quite sure, but it seemed that some unknown rejection reaction occurred from that wooden statue, driving the dead away.





  It could be seen as installing a kind of barrier.





  To think Luna could even use barriers. A barrier is a damn amazing technique. To the point where it couldn't be pierced without a Red Tessaiga.





  "Hassan, Hassan, come in here quickly too-!"





  At Luna's shout, I also snapped out of my thoughts and quickly entered the area around the carriage. 





  Simultaneously, the skeletons that had been clinging to my body fell off as if they had developed an allergy, screaming ━Geueueek-!.





  "Damn, that's really fascinating."





 





  *      *       *











  The skeletons that had been loitering a few steps away from us turned away after a few minutes, as if they had lost interest in us.





  Watching them, Hippolyte let out a breath filled with a bit of relief.





  "It seems they're retreating. It's a relief we didn't waste energy needlessly before even entering the dungeon. I never thought we'd be held up in a place like this."





  First, we checked if anyone was injured.





  We carefully looked to see if any items were broken or lost. The lantern, which had been flickering as if it were broken until just now, became perfectly fine once the dead disappeared.





  Paranoy said.





  "It seems the lantern also had the effect of notifying us of the approach of the dead or monsters-ssi...!"





  Paranoy's words were a reasonably rational guess. If monsters or the dead appeared again, we would certainly know its purpose. 





  Anyway, what was gone were the spare wheels and the coachman who had been dragged into the snow.





  And only the horses that had fled in the midst of the commotion.





  Poor coachman fellow.





  Since he was dragged away by the dead, he wouldn't have met a good end. 





  I should pray for his soul so he can be happy on his way.





  Go to heaven.





  In the end, we lost our ride and its driver in this scuffle.





  Which meant that from now on, we had to walk along the snow-covered paths.





  Thinking that there might be more undead buried under the snow made me a bit tired.





  To think we'd face such interference right from the start of the journey.





  Perhaps the expedition had already begun from the moment I got my hands on this lantern. 





  It was an event sufficient to fill the leisure in my heart with tension, so my mind became sharp like a pointed icicle.





  Then, Hippolyte, who had struck the snowy path with her scabbard, said.





  "It certainly wasn't an ordinary movement. There must have been a caster controlling the dead. A caster who commands so many skeleton warriors of that grade-. I've never heard of such a thing."





  Hippolyte was speculating about the mastermind controlling them from behind, rather than the attack of the skeletons itself. 





  That was also a very rational speculation.





  I also know a bit about necromancy, and the dead are beings that move their bodies with malice and bloodlust. 





  Making such beings retreat is only possible if there is a powerful will of the one commanding them.





  Is it a powerful necromancer-.





  Perhaps they know we've obtained the lantern and are lying in wait somewhere in this snowfield to prevent us from going to the real labyrinth.





  Hippolyte asked Paranoy.





  "Paranoy, you're from a cult, so you must know something about necromancers. A caster this outstanding would have been famous even within the cult. Do you have any guesses?"





  "Other than the Magic Tower graduate Anxious, Coma, or the Boss, there's no one in particular-ssi...!"





  At those words, Friede let out a hmph- sound.





  "If it's Anxious, he's the mage our party captured in the cult war last time. Didn't that fellow go to the Prison City?"





  I also killed Coma.





  To be precise, he committed suicide by biting his tongue just as Hippolyte was about to deliver the finishing blow. Then, does that leave the Boss of the cultists?





  But the Boss of the cult is Baltma, the head of the Mars Guild.





  I can't imagine Baltma doing something like this here. In fact, Baltma spared no support for my expedition.





  Then the opponent is an unknown.





  Is it a subordinate of those Gigas or Elf bastards?





  In any case, I can see that there's someone who isn't pleased with us going to the labyrinth.





  Targeting the carriage and the coachman first must have been to tie our feet. Targeting the lantern would be to make it impossible for us to know the way.





  It's just my headcanon, but it's a damn plausible deduction. Is this the performance of Hassan, the God of Wisdom who parallel-processes his left and right brains?





  I said, shivering at my own thoughts.





  "Let's keep moving for now. If we stay like this, the sun will set soon, and then there might be no answer."





  Whatever the case, we must avoid camping in this bizarre snowfield.





  Cold-weather training where you don't know when you'll be attacked. Damn, I really want to decline just that.





  So we hurried our steps even more.





  Fortunately or unfortunately-.





  In the snowfield where the snow was fluttering heavily, we were able to find an entrance.





  "Hassan, isn't this the place where, like, we killed that cow monster?"





  Luna jingled the bone helmet amulet hanging behind her neck. 





  Just as Luna said, the place we arrived at was the entrance to the underground labyrinth where we had ganged up on and killed the headless bull monster, Asterius.





  How did I know this was the place-.





  It was because our signatures were written at the entrance.





  「Bronze Tier adventurer party Hassan of Samaria, Shaman Luna, Decider Velmina, Dwarf Didier, Convert Paranoy were here-.」





  It was a mark we had carved into the wall with a dagger when we used to frequent the dungeon. 





  Back when Luna and I were promising rookies in the Bronze Tier, and when Paranoy was ordered to explore the Pluto labyrinth to convert from a cultist to a Vesta priestess.





  "I remember-. I also know something about this place-."




MnZBMElkRjFKc3ZCR0RiWklQRlA5WlZINzRaZThhUzZ1cnMyS01IbEgxWmQxSDB0emwxUzJJbC9tZmc5QzJpSg

  Hippolyte also said a word as if she knew something about the entrance to this labyrinth. 





  She couldn't not know, because the one who ordered our party to conquer this labyrinth back then was none other than Hippolyte.





  Jiing-.





  The lantern emitted light toward the black and cool entrance of such a place.





  Is this really the right place?





  This is a place we've already been to once.





  While I was feeling uncertain, Paranoy let out a loud "Aat-!".





  "Th-that's it-ssi...! This Paranoy, the Discerner of Truth, has realized everything-ssi...!"





  "What have you realized, Paranoy?"





  "Why, why the excellent Coma was dispatched to this insignificant marshland of Kalan...! Also, why the headless knight, Asterius, was guarding a labyrinth that seemed like no big deal-ssi...!"





  Various emotions were burning in Paranoy's clear orange eyes as if they were on fire.





  "This land of Kalan, which was called the Garden of Kore, was indeed where the entrance to the underworld was located-ssi...!"
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MnZBMElkRjFKc3ZCR0RiWklQRlA5WlZINzRaZThhUzZ1cnMyS01IbEgxYkFINEJEazJGWWpNSXdsQmZoaENIbA










Paranoy's opinion was this:





Necromancer Koma and the Headless Cretan Bull were excellent and important forces even within Pluto's Cult.





The fact that such fellows were establishing a base in this unremarkable Kallan Swamp meant there was an important reason for it in this land.





In fact, it was because the real entrance to the underworld kingdom was in this Kallan region.





"This Paranoy's deduction is perfect-imnidat...! No adventurer will have made a more excellent and accurate deduction than this Paranoy-imnidat...!"





The little Nymph Paranoy said it triumphantly.





But honestly, with the lantern I held pointing to this dungeon, there was no need for deductions or anything.





It was certain that the entrance to Pluto's underworld was here.





Luna, sweeping her palm over the names carved at the entrance, spoke.





"But, Hassan and I, and the other party members, explored all the way to the end here, didn't we? Wasn't there nothing after we defeated the Bull Monster?"





"That's right."





As Luna said, we had already seen the end of this dungeon.





After defeating the Bull Monster, we had proceeded deep inside, hoping there might be some artifact.





But it was blocked by a dead end, so we had no choice but to turn back.





Elfriede clicked her tongue, "Tsk-."





"It's a gimmick."





Gimmick.





It was like adventurer slang.





You could say it referred to treasure chests with hidden mechanisms or traps that activated when you pressed a device on the wall.





I also had many encounters with gimmicks.





For example, the epic artifact Clepios Staff that I first acquired, and the trap that activated when I grabbed it, was exactly a trap gimmick.





I really thought I was going to die then.





Did Luna also understand those words?





"Elfriede, are you saying Hassan and I couldn't find a hidden mechanism or something?"





"Because there's no other explanation."





"Instead of chattering outside like this, we should quickly go inside-imnidat...! Whatever it is, I won't be satisfied until I confirm it with my own eyes, this Paranoy-imnidat...!"





Paranoy's opinion was reasonable.





Instead of dawdling at the entrance here, it would be over if we just went back inside and checked.





Nevertheless, we couldn't easily step inside the entrance.





The reason for that was probably the hesitation born from the thought that once we stepped into the dungeon's entrance, we might no longer have such leisure.





Gooooo-.





Even though it was a dungeon that had been cleared long ago-.





This black, dark entrance was like the maw of a tiger.





━Geheuhgeuh-.





From deep inside, it felt like I could hear the breathing of some beast, or Goblin, or some other Monster.





I let out a small breath, "Hoo-," to steady my trembling heart and body.





Pressing firmly on the acupressure point on my palm, the pain loosened my tension a bit, enough for me to speak again.





Taking advantage of that momentum, I said.





"Now's the only time to turn back. Is anyone feeling too sick, or not in good condition? Because we're really going in now."





Seureuk-.





And then I cast my gaze towards everyone.





But no one answered.





This silence was tacit agreement.





So I slapped my face with both palms, then lowered my stance. With both fists clenched, I moved my steps towards the darkness.





"Then, we're going in."





Jeobeok.





I took one step into the darkness.





Although the lantern in my hand illuminated this dark and cold stone structure with a ray of light, everything else was pitch black.





"Let's save the torches, we don't know how many we'll need later."





Light-.





I held the lantern in one hand and conjured a Light magic in the other.





Although I had only learned the Light magic for illumination.





By continuously repeating this one spell, I could illuminate the surroundings as brightly as any fluorescent lamp.





Jeolpeok-.





And so, what was revealed before our eyes was a rather gruesome and horrific sight.





I don't know how to describe it, but if there were a passage made of woven bones and flesh, it would be exactly like this.





It felt like stepping into a work by the artist Giger.





"Hassan, was it like this before-?"





Luna trembled, looking at the grotesque corridor. Of course, my answer was simply, "No-."





Since it had been several months since we last sealed the dungeon.





This place had undergone a horrific interior renovation in just a few months.





Who the hell would decorate like this? What a fucking tasteless bastard.





Cheolkeok-.





Hippolyte's hand rested on her sword hilt.





"I don't sense any life. More than that, these are strange structures. To think they'd weave flesh and bones together and plaster them like wallpaper. It feels like being inside a giant's intestines."





Hippolyte also seemed to be seeing something like this for the first time.





Seureuk-.





Elfriede even boldly touched the wall.





Jilpeok-.





She immediately frowned at the viscous, pinkish substance clinging to the tip of her glove.





"This wall, wild beasts, Goblins, Sand Worms, etcetera-. It's an organism made by mixing various creatures. This is a type of spell barrier. No, rather than a barrier...."





Then she stopped speaking and fell into deep thought for a long time. As if a question had arisen, Luna urged her.





"If not a barrier?"





Elfriede replied.





"It's like a womb. I've seen things like this in Kalkata sometimes. Though the scale of the spell was smaller than this-."





A womb, she said.





It felt like a very direct expression, yet there was a part I didn't understand. Luna seemed to feel the same, as she asked Elfriede.





"If it's a womb, does that mean something is being born here?"





"Yes. But, you'd better hope it's not. If this entire labyrinth is filled with these fleshy masses, there's no telling what might have been born."





Indeed, that's right.





According to the Elf mage Elfriede's assessment, this was a forbidden spell that sacrificed the flesh and bones of creatures to give birth to something new.





Of course, Elfriede left a sliver of doubt, saying, "It's not certain-."





Still, since there was no one among us who knew more about Mana than Elfriede, her words carried great credibility.





Anyway, I could tell that this place was completely different from the dungeon we had entered before, even if the location was the same.





It was like how a game dungeon, once cleared, unlocks a Hard difficulty from Normal.





You could say we were attempting a second playthrough. I hate this kind of content. Who patched this in?





"Paranoy, make sure to record everything that appears from now on."





"Don't worry-imnidat...!"





Cheolpeok, Cheolpeok-.





We went deeper into what felt like a giant's intestines.





As I recalled, this labyrinth was a straight tunnel.





So finding the way wasn't difficult.





"Hassan, was there a hole like this before...?"





"No."





As Luna asked, we soon encountered an unfamiliar hole.





It was, literally, a hole we had never seen before.





A hole drilled in the floor of the labyrinth. A passage large enough for three or four people to jump down at once.





Its appearance felt like the ground had weakened and collapsed, or as if something had forcefully broken through and descended.





Gooooo-.





The bottom was so distant that its depth was unknown.





But the lantern I held shone its light towards this newly formed hole in the floor.





"Paranoy, give me a stone."





"Understood-imnidat...!"





I held out my palm towards Paranoy's mouth. Then he spat a saliva-soaked stone into my hand with a "Bweee-."





Holding it, I dropped the stone into the hole.





Tuk-.





I thought to gauge the depth by the sound of it hitting the bottom.





"...."





But even listening intently, no sound was heard.





Was the bottom too soft for the stone to make a sound when it fell?





Or was it too deep?





There were several hypotheses.





As I was pondering, Elfriede let out a small "Hmph-," then created a small fireball in her palm.





Hwareuk-.





"Meteor Light-."





And then she threw the small, pebble-like fireball into the hole.





Indeed, dropping a glowing object like a fireball would be much more effective than just dropping a stone.





However, as it left Elfriede's hand and went down-.





As we watched it flow deeper and deeper down.





We were speechless, as if we had received a small shock.





"It's deep."





The first to make an assessment was Hippolyte.





"It's too deep. It seems to be at least seven or eight stories deep. Hassan, are you sure there wasn't a hole like this when you came before?"





"There wasn't."





If there had been, neither I, Luna, nor Paranoy would have forgotten it.





Because a passage that literally seemed to lead to the underworld would be harder to forget than to remember.





Shit, honestly, I thought anything could appear on this expedition. But a hole drilled downwards like this is a bit of a cheat, isn't it?





This was exactly like a fucking movie cliché.





Guys who discover such holes while exploring caves or ruins shout, "Woohoo-!! First discovery of the century-!! What an exciting adventure-!!" and eagerly go in, only for everyone but the female protagonist to die.





Especially human male characters like me are always doomed to die horribly in such situations.





"Then, I'll go down first. After all this back and forth, it's decided we have to go down here."





At that, Hippolyte took out a long rope from her waist.





And then she tied it to something like a stake, hammered it into the wall to secure it, and even wrapped it around her own waist.





"Hippolyte-nim, we don't know what might be down there, are you sure it's okay?"





"We don't know what's down there, so I'm going down to see. Only I can respond immediately, no matter what situation arises."





"I can go too, you know."





"No, Hassan. There are too many variables if you go down. Anyway, when I give the signal, pull me up well from above."





Seureuk-.





In the end, Hippolyte, relying only on a torch and a rope, lowered herself into the hole. Fucking brave. Can I call her Noona?





I lowered the rope, which was wrapped around Hippolyte's waist, like a crane.





"If anything happens, shout loudly. I'll pull you up immediately."





"Understood."





Seureureuk, Seureureuk-.





As the rope slowly unwound from my hand, the light of the torch Hippolyte held descended.





After repeating that several times, Hippolyte's figure disappeared, and all that was visible was the torch glowing in the black darkness. And even that looked tiny, like a firefly, as it moved further away.





How long did it descend like that?





Seueuk Seueuk-.





From afar, the torchlight swayed from right to left, and left to right. Paranoy muttered at the sight.





"It seems there's no problem-imnidat...! We should go down together-imnidat...!"





"Then, Luna, you carry Paranoy, Elfriede, you go next, and I'll go down last."





That's how we decided the order.





Contrary to my worries, after everyone descended without incident, I also wrapped the rope around my waist and jumped down.





The changing geological and soil layers as I descended, like rock climbing, made it feel less like going down an underground ruin and more like literally descending into a burrow.





Ammonite-like fossils were carved into the lower parts.





"A passage forcibly drilled through deep soil beneath a ruin" seems like the most accurate description.





"It's deep."





Soon, I was able to set foot on the ground.





Seukseuk-.





Illuminating the surroundings with Light magic, I saw stalactites and water droplets falling from them. They looked like fangs growing from the ceiling.





To compare it to something similar, it felt like the cave north of Sodomora.





I'm talking about the Abyssal Cave where Achilles lives.





To think such a natural cave-like space existed in the deep underground of a ruin.





"Hassan, look at that-."





At something Luna pointed to, I looked up and almost fainted.





"It's fucking Spider webs-!"
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  "Hassan, look at that-."





  At whatever Luna was pointing her finger at, I lifted my head and almost fainted on the spot.





  "Holy shit, it's a spiderweb-!"





  It was a spiderweb.





  Fucking massive spiderwebs were spun all over this cave.





  On the Gaia Continent, while there weren't many cockroaches, spider bastards were growing wild fucking everywhere.





  Goddammit, it seems this deep, deep earthen cave was no exception.





  Those spider bastards, their survival skills are fucking strong.





  Anyway, the thought of having to face a giant spider monster made my vision go dark. However, that soon improved slightly at Paranoy's words.





  "Hassan-nim, look closely-ssu...! That is not just an ordinary spiderweb-ssu...! In the first place, it's not even a spiderweb-ssu...!"





  "It's not a spiderweb?"





  At Paranoy's explanation, I opened my eyes even wider.





  Then, my eyes could clearly see those white, slender things intertwined. Indeed, looking closely, it was something else entirely, just as Paranoy said.





  And in a way, it could be said to be even worse than a spiderweb.





  Dalgeurak, dalkak-.





  They were bones.





  Long bones, of what beast I didn't know, were woven together like a net, taking the shape of a spiderweb.





  Such things were everywhere.





  A spiderweb made of bones.





  There was only one person who would likely know about this.





  "Luna-ya, have you ever seen anything like this? Like a giant wolf spider. Is this a nest made by something like that?"





  "I don't know. I'm seeing this for the first time too. It's in incredibly bad taste-!"





  The spiderweb woven from bones seemed quite gruesome even to Luna, the sorceress of the Ideope.





  "Should I tear it down?"





  Luna smoothly lifted the Totem of Silence she was carrying on her back.





  The Totem of Silence, which had finished its interior work with various patterns including the onyx embedded previously, looked incredibly burly and sturdy, like the forearm of a Samoan warrior.





  "Break-!"





  As Luna swung the totem bat like a seasoned fourth batter, the bone net crumbled, scattering here and there with a paseuseuk- sound.





  Simultaneously, metal ornaments and such that had been caught in it rolled across the floor.





  Chalgeurang-.





  It was Paranoy who picked it up.





  "This is an Iron-rank adventurer's token-ssu...! It seems these bones were the bones of adventurers-ssu...! It says Menelope of the Minerva Guild-ssu...!"





  Besides what Paranoy picked up, rusted greaves, leather clothes that hadn't yet decayed, and daggers were strewn about here and there.





  They were likely the belongings of victims sacrificed to create this grotesque net.





  Just then, Hippolyte took the iron necklace from Paranoy.





  "They might be missing persons from the Minerva Guild, so we should recover the adventurer identification tags."





  She then gathered all the identification tags dropped nearby and tucked them neatly into the inner pocket at her waist.





  Supposedly, recovering the bodies or identification of other adventurers was something of an unspoken etiquette among adventurers.





  It seemed Hippolyte intended to follow the rules even in this situation.





  ━Keong! Keong!





  Just then, the small cage installed at Luna's waist. Keong-keong-i, the wolf spider that had been sitting quietly inside, began to growl fiercely. Luna looked into the cage and asked.





  "Keong-keong-a, what's wrong?"





  ━Keong-keong! Keong-keong!





  I couldn't converse with Keong-keong-i like Luna could, but I felt like I knew exactly what Keong-keong-i was saying.





  This was undoubtedly a sound of threatening something. Or a sound warning us.





  Zuuuuung-.





  Simultaneously, the necklace 「Pluto's Eye」, which I had never let leave my body since obtaining it, vibrated with a bizarre sensation.





  It wasn't a good omen.





  Dalgeurak, dalkak-.





  ━Geueueueuegeu-.





  The sound coming from behind the stalactite pillars was also not a good omen.





  "Something's coming-!"





  I pulled out my club and shouted loudly.





  Even without me saying it, the party members with keen senses were already bracing themselves for battle.





  Dalgeurak, dalkak-.





  ━Coming, comingaaa-. Something is comingaaa-.





  From deep within the darkness of the cave, a bizarre voice was heard along with the sound of blunt objects clashing against each other.





  It was like a parrot repeating the words I had just said, but because the thing that could be called a voice was cracked and raspy, it sounded like a horrible curse.





  ━Somethingaaa, somethingaaaaa-, comingaaa-. Comingaa-? Aa-? Aaaa-!?





  Soon, the owner of that voice revealed itself.





  It was-.





  "Holy shit, it's a crazy skeleton spider-ssu...!"





  It was a fucking huge spider!





  A spider as large as a medium-sized truck, its entire body made of white skeletons and bones.





  At those eight legs and the rattling skulls, my head spun, my hands and feet trembled, and I felt like I was about to burst into tears.





  "A spider-ssu-! I'm going to lose it-!!!!"





  At that, the head, which had human skulls and rotting heads embedded in it like eight eyeballs, twitched.





  ━Spider-ssuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuu-!





  And then it let out a roar as if mimicking my scream. I felt something horrible in it that desecrated life, living, and even death.





  A giant spider woven from human body parts.





  Goddammit, aren't those fangs human arm bones?





  Just what kind of existence is that?





  It wasn't just me who felt disgust; Paranoy had already hidden behind Luna and shouted loudly.





  "It's a hideous appearance-ssu...! It looks like a dead person that even the underworld wouldn't accept-ssu...! It must be a creature of chaos-ssu...!"





  ━Chaos-. Chaoooos-? Creature of chaos-. Underworrrld-. Dead personaaaa-!





  "Seeing as it's mimicking Paranoy's words, its intelligence doesn't seem high-ssu...!"





  As Paranoy said, its intelligence didn't seem very high.





  However, the sight of a spider made of intertwined corpses descending while scrambling through bone spiderwebs was the definition of grotesque.





  Therefore, I had no choice but to squeeze my eyes shut and swing my club at the bastard.





  "Die-!"





  ━Die-it!





  But like a spider bastard, perhaps it was equipped with a spider-sense, as the creature leaped backward to widen the distance before I could even attack.





  At that, Hippolyte shouted.





  "The thing is trying to run away-! If we lose it here, there's no telling what will happen when the main force of the expedition arrives! We must clear away anything that might be a hindrance in advance!"





  She then swung her drawn longsword, emitting sword energy.





  Ssweeeeeee-!





  A blade of aura like sunlight flew through the air and struck the spider's torso.





  Saseuseuk-. Tuduk, tuduk, tududuk-.





  In the end, three of the spider's hind legs were severed.





  Air Cutter was indeed an attribute that dealt additional damage to bug-type spider monsters. Hippolyte was a powerful Flying-type friend.





  The performance is solid!





  ━Geueueueeeek-! Trying to run away-it! Clear away-it!





  The spider creature fell to the floor, pathetically spraying bizarre fluids and flailing about. Of course, not a shred of sympathy was felt for that sight.





  Just as a human looking at a cockroach naturally harbors feelings of loathing, only disgust slithered through my heart.





  To confirm the kill on the monster, we approached the flailing spider monster.





  However, perhaps because its life wasn't yet in danger despite the fatal wound, the monster continued to scream.





  ━Kkeuaeeuaak, euaaeuk-!





  "It's a very pathetic death rattle-ssu...!"





  As Paranoy said, it was a pathetic scream.





  However, it seemed a bit far from being a death rattle.





  Because this didn't feel like a sorrowful cry right before death, but rather like it was shouting for someone to hear.





  Of course, there was no way anyone else besides these monsters would be in this cave.





  I wondered if it was trying to call its comrades, but even as I listened to my surroundings, there was no presence to be felt.





  Cheolpeok-.





  Just then, Friede stepped hard on the spider monster's belly.





  "It seems this fellow is the culprit that turned this dungeon into such a bizarre place. I don't know what it was trying to do, but seeing this twisted form, it seems it failed."





  Seureureuk-.





  Friede lifted her staff, which was imbued with flames.





  And then she brought it to the monster pinned under her foot.





  Hwareuk-.





  The spider monster, caught in the spreading flames, continued to let out horrible screams until it was burned to blackened ash.





  ━Gek....





  At that sight, Luna furrowed her brow.





  "Just what kind of thing is it? I've never seen a monster like this. Hippolyte, do you know?"





  "I'm seeing it for the first time too. But seeing as it wove together bones and corpses, I wonder if it's a type of necromancy. This is Pluto's Labyrinth, so it's also a place where Hell's magic power grows strong."





  She didn't say anything more after that, but everyone likely had the same thought.
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  We haven't even reached the entrance to the underworld yet, and we have to deal with such a bizarre fellow.





  If so, just how many horrible monsters are in the actual underworld-?





  Of course, that's just my brain-canon.











  *         *          *





  





  The exploration of the cave continued after that.





  Perhaps because the spider that had settled here was like the sole master of this space,





  There were no more monsters or creatures that lunged at us.





  The only sounds heard were the dripping of water from the stalactites.





  And our footsteps and breathing.





  The atmosphere was quieter and more desolate than expected, which actually made me feel more tense.





  How long did we walk like that?





  "This place is a Nymph-hating cave-ssu...! No matter how far we go, it's just the same terrain and boring stalactites-ssu...! If this is truly the entrance to the underworld, there should be sulfur fires or hot magma boiling-ssu...!"





  The surrounding atmosphere was so barren and cave-like that even Paranoy grumbled.





  It was around the time I started to question whether the path guided by the lantern was correct or not.





  We finally discovered a small door between the cave walls.





  An iron door that didn't suit this cave.





  As if it were a hole in a bunker or an air-raid shelter, a single, disparate iron door was placed right there in the middle of this natural cave scenery.





  "What the hell."





  Naturally, a bewildered sound came out of my mouth.





  An iron door?





  It's fucking suspicious.





  Did everyone feel the same way?





  Luna said.





  "It's not a hallucination, right? There's something like a door?"





  At that, Hippolyte also poked her head out slightly with narrowed eyes as if to look more closely.





  "I see it too. An iron door-. There are screws driven in. There's a doorknob too. Is that... a padlock hanging on the door...?"





  It was a structure that wouldn't be strange even if it were the door to some warehouse.





  We all had no choice but to approach the door with a sense of half-belief and half-doubt, expressing our wariness. But even when we got close, there was nothing to evaluate other than the fact that it was a door.





  Friede said.





  "It could be a trap. It's too suspicious. And it's locked with a padlock. We might need something like a lockpick. We might have to bring a rogue into the party."





  A rogue-.





  At those words, darkness clouded everyone's expressions. They knew well that hiring a lockpicking expert like a rogue or a thief for the party was in itself a cause for trouble.





  There was nothing more dangerous than including bastards who would eye their comrades' pockets at every opportunity, and bastards who would stick a knife in your back if things went south.





  Maybe in the Henesys hunting grounds, but on this Gaia Continent, rogues are fucking avoided.





  But although I kept it a secret from everyone, I was actually Hassan, the leader of the Thieves' Guild.





  A padlock like this was something I could easily pick.





  At that, I pulled on the padlock with all my might and broke it.





  Cheolkeong-.





  "It's open now."





  "As expected, no lock is of any use before Hassan-nim-ssu...! As expected, the skills that got you picked as an executive of the Thieves' Guild haven't gone anywhere-ssu...! You are a true thief-ssu...!"





  Anyway, the lock on the door was now completely gone.





  I didn't know who made a door in a cave like this and sealed it with a padlock, but the light from the lantern was pointing toward this door.





  Giiiiik-.





  Finally, as I pulled the iron door, it opened with a slow, rusty sound.


  


  Seuaaaa-.





  And from inside, something like a chilly draft passed over my face as if licking it. Was air circulating?





  Just then, Luna sniffed the air.





  "I smell a Nymph. From inside here, I smell a Nymph-! The smell of sugar-! The smell of flowers-! It's a Nymph's scent-!"





  Luna's sense of smell is fucking outstanding.





  Honestly, I wondered if it wasn't better than four-legged beasts like dogs or cats. How good was it? She could even guess the smell of the pheasant leg I secretly ate last night.





  Wasn't that some fucking divine ability Luna possessed?





  If such a Luna said she smelled a Nymph, then it was true that there was a Nymph's scent.





  Why would there be a Nymph's scent inside the opened door?





  "Hassan-nim, why are you looking at this Paranoy-ssu...? This Paranoy has never entered or come out of such a pitch-black and Nymph-hating darkness-ssu...!"





  Of course, Paranoy seemed to have no connection.





  If so, there was only one hypothesis.





  That there was a Nymph in that pitch-black space beyond this iron door.





  More than that, I felt like I had experienced this dark space and chill somewhere before. I felt like I was about to remember something, but it wouldn't come to mind.





  Moreover, seeing as there was talk of a Nymph's scent, it seemed there was something that should come to mind.





  Just then, Hippolyte moved her hand.





  "Here, now that I look, there's an inscription written here. An inscription is written on the other side of the door."





  Hippolyte's hand rubbed the inside of the door I had flung open. Then, between the blackened ash and darkness, bizarre letters could be seen engraved.





  「Nightmare-. This is a nightmare. In the abyss of Erebus, at the entrance to enter it, we carved up and sealed a nightmare. Whoever enters through this entrance will have to face her-.」





  The text was cut off in the middle.





  To be precise, it would be more accurate to say that the intaglio-carved letters were crushed and hard to recognize.





  Marks as if something sharp like a fingernail or a dagger had scratched irritably.





  Between them, Hippolyte slowly traced the letters with her fingertips.





  "Let me take a look. Reading broken characters is an easy task if you focus your nerves on the sensation of your fingertips."





  With her eyes closed, Hippolyte slightly furrowed her brow and opened her lips.





  "Worship-. The daughter of death-. Fear-. The nightmare of deep solitude-."





  She was like a person reading a book in Braille.





  "Oh, a terrifying dread is coming-. From within that darkness, death riddled with nightmares, screams, and shrieks approaches. Oh, deep darkness, the hidden daughter of death, Mer..., no, Melino...."





  However, it seemed that even for Hippolyte, the damage at the end was too great to read. But I felt like I knew the last word.





  "Melinoe-."





  Simultaneously with calling that name-.





  Pabat.





  All the lights went out.
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455 - Nightmare's Sister #2

















  "Melinoi-."





  The moment I uttered that name.





  Seureureureu-.





  All the flames were extinguished by a chilling wind that blew from somewhere.





  Everything went out, from the luminous magic burning on my palm to the torch Hippolyte held.





  It's one thing for a torch smeared with pine resin to go out in the wind.





  It wasn't ordinary for my magic, bright like a fluorescent light, to be extinguished by the wind. Luminous magic, made of mana, is different from a torch; it doesn't just go out because the wind is strong.





  Moreover, I never expected the guide lantern to go out too.





  Seureureu-.





  That means this isn't ordinary wind.





  "Is everyone okay?"





  I shouted into the darkness where I couldn't see an inch ahead.





  The sudden blackout.





  This is undeniably a fucking bad situation. If monsters were to attack while it's this dark, we might get scattered.





  Beonjjeok-.





  Just then, a rather intense light emanated from among us.





  "It was a sudden blackout...! It was magic containing strange mana...!"





  That was Paranoy.





  To be precise, it was the flashlight on the phone Paranoy was holding, illuminating the darkness. With the torches and magic having lost their light, only that light of civilization brightly lit the surroundings.





  "Is everyone alright...?"





  At Paranoy's question, we checked each other's condition.





  Fortunately, it seems no one disappeared, panicked, or caused a scene during the blackout.





  Tak, tak-.





  Hippolyte flicked her fingers, trying to keep relighting her torch.





  But for some reason, neither the matches nor the torch would light, as if they were thoroughly soaked in dew.





  "This is strange. The torches have all become useless. Same for the matches. They look fine externally. They just won't light."





  The problem was that neither my luminous magic nor Elfriede's fire magic would reactivate.





  "Fireball-."





  Even though Elfriede raised her staff and chanted the spell, only a tiny ember was created before quickly dying out.





  Elfriede clicked her tongue in annoyance and said.





  "That wind that just blew was probably a sealing magic. It blocked the use of mana to ignite flames or cast spells. This level is quite advanced sorcery. At least 7th tier or higher."





  7th tier.





  Having dabbled a bit in magic, I knew how significant that was.





  The pinnacle of magic and sorcery achievable by a human body is the realm of the 6th tier.





  And the manifestation of mana, called the realm of gods, is around the 7th tier. Now, Elfriede is saying that the wind that blocked our light sources was magic residing in a god-like domain.





  Seureuk-.





  Our gazes naturally turned towards the iron door illuminated by Paranoy's phone. A space so dark that we couldn't tell what was there.





  And even the ominous letters written behind the door.





  If we go beyond this, we might face things we can't even imagine.





  Just then, Luna asked me.





  "More importantly, Hassan, didn't you mention Melly-something earlier? Was it like a spell? The moment you said it, the wind blew and everything went out...!"





  "Ah-."





  I could regain my senses a little.





  "Melinoi."





  It was the name of some being.





  I learned that name when I had just realized my divinity and was running around here and there to build the Temple.





  And it was when I visited Baron Fleure's villa to learn the basics of necromancy and magic.





  In the deep basement of Baron Fleure's villa, there was a dark space inhabited by some being. They said it was used as a training ground for necromancers.





  Named the Ghost Cave.





  I explained well to my companions about the Ghost Cave I encountered underground that day.





  "The Ghost Cave is a place where evil spirits who escaped from the Underworld were sealed. It felt just like this place. Gloomy, with cold winds blowing."
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  Jeolgeureok-.





  Just then, Hippolyte's armor made a trembling sound.





  "So, about that Melinoi? Hearing the name, it sounds like a Nymph's naming convention. Similar to Ignoi or Paranoy."





  "I don't really know if it's a Nymph or not. But they said it's a being born from the Ghost Cave, like a Gu-."





  "Gu-?"





  As Hippolyte slightly furrowed her brow as if she couldn't understand, Luna, who had been listening quietly beside her, said.





  "If it's Gu, it's a curse the Tatari Tribe kids often made...! They'd gather poisonous insects like spiders, bees, or centipedes in one jar and open an arena...! Whoever survives becomes the potent poisonous insect curse, Gu (蠱毒), itself...!"





  Elfriede nodded slightly at that.





  "Hmm-. That means there's an evil spirit of Gu named Melinoi here, who survived among the evil spirits. Then it makes sense that the mana manifestation was disturbed."





  According to Elfriede, Underworld beings like evil spirits are entities that interfere with the circulation of mana. She said that illusory beings like evil spirits float in the air, polluting and corrupting the manifestation of mana-.





  I don't know for sure, but isn't it similar to how Esper types are weak against Ghost types?





  Just then, Luna said.





  "But, Hassan. The place you called the Ghost Cave is by the city's south gate, isn't it? This is Kallan land, far from there?"





  Luna was also right.





  There's quite a distance between this place in the Kallan region and Fleure's villa located at Sodomora's south gate. However, I could be certain that this darkness and the darkness of that villa were of the same kind.





  To be precise, this place is the same space as that one.





  The important thing is-.





  That we must enter this iron gate to continue our progress.





  "Everyone, let's tie our waists with ropes like when we entered the Abyss. If you hear anything or feel anything strange happening to your body, report it immediately."





  Following my instructions, we all wrapped ropes around our waists.





  First was me.





  Second was Luna.





  In the middle was Paranoy, serving as both inventory and flashlight.





  Fourth was Elfriede.





  And bringing up the rear, Hippolyte stood guard.





  It felt somewhat reassuring to have such a stable formation.





  "Then, we proceed. Into the Ghost Cave-."





  However, it was a bit unsettling that Paranoy's flashlight was the only light source. We didn't know how long the battery would last.





  As if sensing my thoughts.





  Seureuk, seureuk, ppong-.





  Luna opened a leather water bottle she wore at her waist.





  Jeujeujeut-.





  Then, with the sound of tiny wingbeats, small flying insects emerged from the water bottle.





  "Firefly-! If you hold the queen firefly like this in your hand and release the rest, they'll guide you to the outside path on their own-!"





  Those were the flying insects I had often seen with Luna.





  Did Luna use fireflies like that to find unknown paths or illuminate the darkness?





  Jeujeujeut-.





  Finally, the fireflies entered the darkness and began to fly off somewhere in a long, trailing line.





  The sight was quite beautiful, like a blue Milky Way spread across the ground.





  "It seems there is a passage-! Let's hurry and go too-! Before we miss it-!"





  As Luna said, I stepped into the darkness before losing sight of the fireflies.























  "Surprisingly, it's quiet. I don't feel anything."





  After walking for a while, Hippolyte murmured, finding the unchanging scenery and situation strange.





  It was just as Hippolyte said.





  Quiet.





  And I feel nothing.





  When did I last feel this way?





  I think I felt this way exactly when I went into the Abyss to save Elfriede's companions, the Silver Rose team.





  In fact, according to Luna, the darkness here is like, "It seems similar to the Abyss space, right? It might even be exactly the same-!"





  The Abyss, you say.





  Recalling how much trouble I had there, I felt a chill run down my spine.





  Of course, unlike that darkness, our minds weren't corrupted, nor did we hear auditory hallucinations. It was just a continuous black, ink-like background, which made me a bit anxious.





  So, how far have we actually walked?





  "Paranoy, how much time has passed since we entered here?"





  "According to the clock here, we entered at eight o'clock. It's now ten o'clock...!"





  Has it already been two hours?





  Being in the pitch-black darkness, both the sense of time and space felt strangely distorted and sluggish.





  Come to think of it, it must be well past dinner time.





  Glancing back, I could see everyone was getting tired from the continuous march in the blackout.





  It must be mental fatigue rather than physical.





  It must be because we've been exploring an unfamiliar place until late afternoon without eating lunch or dinner. Luna said, "It seems similar to the Abyss space, right? It might even be exactly the same-!"





  What should we do-.





  Should we stop for a moment and have a simple meal?





  Eating is a restorative act for stamina and, at the same time, the most basic and primal form of entertainment.





  Realizing it was well past mealtime upon Paranoy mentioning the time, I stopped where I was and proposed we make camp nearby.





  "First, since we don't know how long we'll have to keep walking here. Let's rest a bit. Those who need to sleep will have to take the watch duty."





  Hippolyte nodded at that too.





  "Good, that's a good idea. I'm fine, but for Nyx or Deathmund, it's better to manage their stamina."





  And so, we sat in a circle on this hard floor.





  It would have been nice to light a campfire in the center, but this space itself seemed to reject the chemical reaction of flames, so unfortunately, we settled for placing the phone's light in the middle.





  We shared dried meat and hard biscuits, like preserved rations. While we were eating, Paranoy frowned, looking at the food scattered on the floor.





  "Are there no candies for me...?"





  Luna replied.





  "Your candies are in the storage, Paranoy."





  "Earlier, when I spat out pebbles and icicles, I accidentally spat out candies too...! So, this Paranoy is now penniless...!"





  "Then it can't be helped. Due to lack of space for various things, we couldn't bring candies."





  Paranoy seemed to become very dejected by Luna's firm answer. To seek sweet food even in this situation.





  Damn it, that Paranoy bastard. But thanks to his silly behavior, the tension eased a bit. Honestly, my nerves had been on edge since entering this labyrinth today, so I had accumulated quite a bit of fatigue.





  Appropriate jokes and funny antics are perfect for relieving mental fatigue.





  Suddenly, I wondered what it would be like to include jesters or bards among the main expedition members.





  From the perspective of managing mental fatigue, having one or two wouldn't be bad.





  In fact, the Argo, which gathered to find the Golden Fleece, reportedly had a bard named Orpheus.





  A bard, you say.





  The problem is, I can't think of anyone other than Malko.





  Hmm-.





  While I was pondering like that, everyone had roughly finished their meal.





  Sseuk-sseuk- Luna rubbed her stomach.





  "I'm sleepy after eating-. I was so tense, but now that we're resting, the tension is gone and sleepiness is coming over me."





  As Luna yawned with a 'Hwaaam-', Paranoy soon followed, opening his mouth wide and yawning.





  "I'm sleepy too...! Since it's like this, why don't we camp here for a bit? This Paranoy will set an alarm, so let's just sleep for about three hours...!"





  Hippolyte nodded at that too.





  "It's good to get even a few minutes of sleep when you have the chance. I should have slept enough in the carriage, but the carriage was smashed."





  Everyone has thick nerves.





  I wouldn't sleep in a place like this myself.





  In reality, my mind was quite clear and fine, so I didn't feel sleepy.





  Perhaps it's because my level has become so high that I possess stamina like steel.





  But that's just in my case; Luna, Paranoy, Hippolyte, and even Elfriede are yawning continuously and blinking sleepily.





  If we continue this forced march, we'll break down soon.





  "Then, I'll take the first watch, so everyone else get some sleep."





  In the end, following the principle of majority rule, I decided to sleep here for a while.





  Each person took out the sleeping bags they carried on their backs and spread them on the floor.





  A fucking high-class sleeping bag made of cotton and leather.





  An awesome outdoor item costing 1 gold each.





  Everyone lay down inside the sleeping bags, leaving only their faces exposed.





  Of course, we didn't forget to leave the zippers and buttons open so we could jump out of the sleeping bags at any time in case of an emergency.





  "Then, Hassan, wake me up in an hour. We'll take turns standing watch for an hour each."





  The watch order was decided as me first, then Luna, Paranoy, Elfriede, and finally Hippolyte, just like when we tied the ropes around our waists earlier.





  After Paranoy set the alarm-.





  Everyone instantly fell silent.





  .........................





  ................





  ..........





  ....





  But it's fucking boring, more than I thought.





  How much time has passed?





  I thought maybe 30 minutes had passed, but looking at the phone screen, only 5 minutes had gone by.





  Fuck, something's wrong here.





  Time shouldn't flow this slowly.





  Is this that thing called the theory of relativity or something?





  "Gyeu-heuh-heuh-. Yes, sleep forever like that."





  "What the fuck, what is it! Who's there!?"





  I was truly startled by the laughter that came then. Didn't someone just say 'sleep forever' or something?





  When I turned my head, I saw something disappearing with a tadadadad- sound of small footsteps? I was so fucking scared I felt like crying.





  "Everyone, everyone wake up-! Something came out-!"
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  "Everyone, everyone wake up-! Something's come out-!"





  I woke up with a start and tried to rouse the party.





  However, no matter how much of a noisy fuss I made, not a single person budged, which drove me fucking crazy.





  "God dammit, why won't anyone wake up-!"





  First, I tried slapping the soft cheek of Luna, who was lying next to me. 





  But Luna only muttered nonsensical things like, "Hassan, don't be fooled-. The limping Elf is the culprit...," her brow merely twitching.





  She had no intention of waking up.





  It was the same for the other companions as well.





  No matter how much of a commotion I caused or how much I freaked out, not one of them thought to get out of their sleeping bag. 





  Is this even possible? 





  Something is definitely fucking wrong.





  "Holy shit! It's a trap-!!"





  Only then could I realize that I had fallen into some kind of bizarre trap. Unless it was someone's malicious trap, it made no sense that no one would open their eyes.





  ━Kihuhuhuhut-.





  Then, a bizarre laugh was heard from somewhere.





  ━Kihuhuh-.





  But if I listened more closely, it was a sound closer to crying than laughing.


  


  It was truly a Gwigokseong (Ghostly Wail).





  A spine-chilling sound that made goosebumps erupt all over my back. 





  Having often gone camping with my father in the past, I had frequently heard about things like ghosts from him. My father had told me never to react to the sound of a ghost crying.





  He said if you react, they will use that as an excuse to provoke an even bigger reaction.





  ━Kihuhuhuh-.





  But I wasn't brave enough to stay still after hearing such a fucking terrifying Ghost-type scream.





  "Who the fuck is it! I'm holding a club! If you come near, I'll beat you-! I fucking warned you-!"





  I pulled out my club, 「Fear Crusher」, and growled like a brave lion. 





  Perhaps it was because of the hide of Regulus, the Prince of Monsters, that I was wearing on my head, or because of the club that crushes fear, but I felt a bit of courage welling up.





  ━Keong-keong! Keong-keong!





  Just then, a sound came from Luna's luggage.
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  It was definitely the sound of Keong-keong-i, the Wolf Spider, barking.





  "Shit, Keong-keong-i, you didn't fall asleep-!"





  I never thought Keong-keong-i's barking would sound so welcoming.





  Holding Keong-keong-i's cage in one hand and my club in the other, I glared in all directions.





  ━Keong-keong! Keong-keong-keong!





  Keong-keong-i's barking became increasingly frequent to the point it felt neurotic. Every time it did, the goosebumps on my thighs and the back of my neck increased.





  Sabak, sabak-.





  As I focused my hearing, I felt footsteps approaching me from all sides. The reason I described them as footsteps was because they spread out from all directions like the footsteps of many people.





  ━Kureureung...!





  Keong-keong-i was now beyond barking and had even started growling.





  It was then.





  ━Huuuuu-.





  A sound like a deep exhale came from somewhere.





  At the same time, a bitter scent similar to cinnamon began to reach my nose.





  The problem was that the moment I smelled it, my eyelids began to grow heavy at a rapid pace, as if iron bars had been placed on them.





  I could tell that this was the culprit that had put everyone into a deep sleep. 





  So the reason everyone wouldn't wake up no matter how much of a fuss I made was because of this bizarre fragrance. Dammit, to use such cowardly drugs.





  There was no telling what would happen if even I fell asleep like this.





  Therefore, after planting my club into the ground, I raised my right thumb and stabbed my own solar plexus with all my might.





  The Jungwan-hyeol, a vital pressure point in the solar plexus.





  The intense pain of stabbing it with my own thumb was accompanied by a terrible agony as if my internal organs were twisting, but the effect was certain.





  『Status 《Somnus's Sleep》 has been dispelled.』





  『Current Task Value + 1253』





  Thanks to that, the status was dispelled.





  With my eyes and mind beginning to clear due to the pain, I assessed the situation. There is someone trying to intentionally put our party to sleep.





  First of all, escaping the trap they set would be the top priority.


    


  Because of that, I hurriedly moved my hands and pressed hard on Luna's temples.





  "...Hassan, the limping Elf is the culprit-!"





  Then Luna woke up from her sleep, letting out a strange scream just as she had before.





  "Hassan-! That hurts-!"





  "Luna-ya, there's no time to explain-!"





  I pressed not only Luna's but also Elfriede's, Hippolyte's, and Paranoy's temples hard with my thumbs. Then, like cell phones with their power buttons pressed, everyone regained consciousness with a brief scream.





  Hippolyte stood up, rubbing her forehead with a deep frown.





  "What on earth is happening?"





  "It's an ambush...! Be careful...! There's something in the darkness...!"





  "Something? What exactly-?"





  "There's no time to explain! Everyone must prepare to fight!"





  I glossed over it, but 'something' was probably that person.





  I picked up my club again and shouted toward the void.





  "Melinoe-! I won't fall for your tricks-!"





  At that, the sound of someone clicking their tongue came from the void. 





  But that was only for a moment-.





  ━Fine. In that brief nightmare, I've already figured out everything you're afraid of-. First, noisy thief Hassan, shall we start with you?





  Dalgak, dalgak, dagak, dalgak-.





  Soon, a noisy typing sound began to reach my ears. A typing sound as if pressing numerous keyboard buttons with long fingernails.





  Of course, there was no way a keyboard existed in this world.





  Then what on earth was this sound? However, before I could even feel such doubt, I soon realized the identity of this noise.





  It was a pitch-black wave.





  To be precise, pitch-black spiders as large as a palm were swarming toward us from all directions like a wave.





  Dagak, dalgak, dagak-.





  What I thought was keyboard noise was the sound of their sharp claws scratching the floor.





  "━!"





  Only then did I realize for the first time that when you're too surprised, even a scream won't come out.





  ━Keong-keong-.





  ━Keong-keong-.





  ━Keong-keong.





  Holy shit, there are so many Wolf Spiders!





  "Friede-! Burn them-! Burn them for me-!"





  "I want to do that too. But the flames won't come out."





  "Dammit-!"





  This is a total nightmare.





  "This, this isn't reality-!"





  ━It's exactly the same as a real spider. Hassan, it's the Wolf Spider you're so afraid of. To think the Son of Pluto is afraid of something like a spider. How pitiful. That's why you're a failure.





  To think those countless spiders aren't an illusion.





  My vision goes dark. How am I supposed to stop that without Friede's fire magic?





  "Shit...! There are so many spiders-! Hassan, look at that! It's a pack of Keong-keong-is! There are tons of Keong-keong-is!"





  Of course, Luna shouted as if she were happy about this swarming spider riot. Did Luna like poisonous insects like spiders, snakes, and bees? 





  To Luna, this situation seemed to look like gold coins were rolling in.





  "If I catch and tame them, I could make a spider army...! Hehehe, spider army.... Army spider.... I, I am the Swarm-. I am Luna, the Spider Queen of Blades-. Huhuh-."





  "Nyxdotti! This is no time to be happy-! If we're overwhelmed by this many, even non-poisonous spiders won't let us survive safely!"





  Unlike the joyful Luna, Hippolyte made a cold assessment of the situation. However, Luna, as if relaxed, pulled out a leather water bottle from her waist.





  And then, Luna shook it up and down.





  Challang, challang-.





  Then, the sound of a bizarre liquid sloshing came from inside that leather water bottle. Finally, after opening the cap, Luna connected a sprayer-like device and sprayed it on our bodies and surroundings.





  ━Kureureung...!





  Keong-keong-i, who had been quiet in the cage until just now, began to growl and struggle quite a bit.





  "Ah-. Keong-keong-i, sorry-. Go under the leather here for a moment-."





  Only when Luna finally covered Keong-keong-i's cage with a leather blanket did Hippolyte ask.





  "Nyxdotti, what did you spray? The smell is quite pungent."





  "Concentrated extract of ground Mana Herb...!"





  Mana Herb.





  Mana Herb was a substance that Antiope often smoked like a cigarette or cigar. It was like the tobacco of this world, and its bitter yet dry smell was indeed intense.





  To think she sprayed that on our bodies.





  Could it be considered as spraying e-cigarette liquid with a spray bottle?





  Hippolyte might have thought it was an incomprehensible action.





  But I thought I knew why Luna had done such a thing.





  "Bugs really hate this smell-! They won't even think about coming near...!"





  ━Kureureung...!





  ━Kureureung...!





  ━Kureureung...!





  The black spiders that had been swarming like a nightmare army growled and hesitantly backed away. 





  Some were even running away; as Luna said, the spiders apparently couldn't stand the smell of this Mana Herb at all.





  It's a well-known fact that insects like spiders and bees hate tobacco smoke.





  Luna had succeeded in driving the spiders away by exploiting that weakness. I gave Luna a big hug.





  "Holy shit...! Luna-ya, you really are helping me-!"





  "I, I was helpful-?"





  ━Tsk-.





  When the spiders didn't attack us but rather fled, the sound of someone clicking their tongue was heard from the void. 





  The one dominating this dark space must be Melinoe.





  Sareureuk-.





  Finally, the black spiders scattered like melting ink and flooded the floor.





  ━Then, how about something like this-.





  Challpak, challpak-. Cheolsseok-.





  The shadows of the blackly melted spiders began to surge around our ankles like a black wave. 





  Chulleong, chulleong-.





  The water level rose rapidly, rising from our ankles to our calves, and from our calves to our knees.





  "W-Water is rising!?"





  The one flustered by that was Friede.





  Friede, looking at this black ink that was slowly rising from her knees to her thighs, jumped around and splashed as if she were terrified.





  "The water is rising! Hassan, you idiot-! Quickly do something-!"





  And then, she even climbed up my body, the tallest among us, and rode on my shoulders. Apparently, she didn't like her body getting wet in this suspicious water at all.





  In an instant, I remembered that Friede was afraid of water. 





  Friede, who couldn't swim, was extremely afraid of places with a lot of water, like rivers, seas, reservoirs, or dams.





  ━Good, you should be that afraid-. An invasive species that's afraid of water-. 





  Perhaps this sudden flood was intended to trigger Friede's fear. 





  Of course, the problem was that if the water level continued to rise like this, we might also be submerged and drown.





  "Hassan, do something-!"





  Friede, half-crazed, pulled my hair.





  "Ugh-, ack, what am I supposed to do-!"





  The only thing I could do was use the authority of the God of Wine to turn this black water into grape juice. It would be better to drown in grape juice than to drown in mysterious black water.





  And so, it was the moment I focused all my nerves and turned all the water into grape juice.





  "If it's grape juice, I, Paranoy, can handle it...! I, the Nymph Paranoy, will open the Margrave's cellar for the pitiful Elf...!"





  Finally, Paranoy opened his mouth with an 'ah' and began to suck in the water that was starting to submerge our bodies at a very high speed. 





  Swaaaaa-.





  Seeing him continue to suck in an amount that was impossible to estimate, it seemed that the blessing Paranoy possessed, called 《Squirrel Cellar》, was quite powerful.





  Hadn't I wondered before how much river water he could drink with Paranoy's blessing, and if he could discharge it like a dam?





  I felt like I was seeing the answer to that question now.





  Eventually, Paranoy swallowed all the grape juice that had been submerging our bodies.





  "Geuek-."





  But unlike how confidently he had sucked it in, Paranoy's cheeks puffed out so much that it looked difficult for him to move. 





  "Ueueue-. I, I can't drink any more.... My stomach..., my stomach is too full...."





  Paranoy collapsed onto the floor just like that.





  Tuk-.





  "Paranoy-! Pull yourself together-!"





  Luna shook Paranoy's shoulders back and forth, but Paranoy only let out groans like "Uaueo-."





  At that sight, Luna growled as if she were angry.





  "I won't forgive you for making Paranoy like this-!"





  ━That's because he drank the water on his own.





  "That may be so-! Anyway, I won't forgive you-! Where are you? Come out-! Your tricks don't work on us, so let's fight fair and square without wasting time like this-!"





  ━Really, you want to see me? Are you confident you can handle it?





  Sabak, sabak-.





  Soon, from within the darkness where all the atmosphere seemed to be gathered, a strange shadow appeared. 





  It was a Nymph.





  A Nymph with long black hair.





  Of course, her height and build were much larger than general Nymphs. She was a Nymph whose curse of growth had been lifted. Her breasts were also large.





  The attire she was wearing was a black robe full of decorative patterns like spider webs. There was nothing particularly dangerous-looking about it-. 





  Seureung-.





  Seeing Hippolyte draw her sword and take a low stance, my vigilance rose.





  "Hassan, be careful. It's an extraordinary spirit. She won't be an ordinary Nymph-! She's tall, too-!"





  ━Yes, you have good intuition, young Amazoness. I am Melinoe, the Nymph of Nightmares, Guardian of the Seal. You will regret coming face to face with me.





  Melinoe, the Nymph of Nightmares.





  ━From now on, I will personally reap your souls and imprison you in an eternal nightmare-.





  Just then, Paranoy, who had been collapsed in Luna's arms, let out a bit of purple grape juice from his mouth with a 'beuet' and raised his head.





  "T-The Nymph of Nightmares...! I remember...! Then, then the rumors must have been true...! I'm hearing the name Melinoe for the first time, but about the Nymph of Nightmares, I, Paranoy, know that-."





  Luna wiped the mouth of Paranoy, who was rambling on about something.





  "Paranoy, rest! You drank a lot of grape juice-!"





  "Luna-nim, the Nymph of Nightmares is no ordinary Nymph...! She is, according to legend, Pluto-nim's companion Nymph...!"





  ━Companion Nymph-?





  Goooooo-!





  At Paranoy's words, Melinoe's hair stood on end. 





  At the same time, her black pupils turned completely black without any whites, and she shed ominous ink-like things like tears.





  ━Pluto-nim's companion Nymph-? No, I'm not something like that. I am his daughter. Pluto-nim's daughter-. His only family-! I am the one, I am the one chosen by Pluto-nim, the true successor...!





  "That can't be true...! According to the records, the Nymph of Nightmares is clearly not blood-related to Pluto-nim-."





  ━Shut up-!!!





  Piiiiii-.





  At that frantic, scream-like shriek, we all covered our ears and ducked our heads.





  But rather than the noisy sound, I was out of it because of the content.





  Pluto's daughter-?





  In an instant, complex equations swirled in my head.





  I never thought Dad had another daughter besides my younger sister.





  How on earth did this happen?





  Anyway, seeing as she says she's his daughter, it seems she's family with me.





  Judging by her appearance, she looks older than me at a glance.





  I had a Nymph Noona.





  If so, I can use one of the ultimate moves that works well on this Gaia continent. 





  Kuhooooo-.





  I steadied my breath and shouted.





  "Noona-!"





  ━What-?





  This is the 21st Hell Ultimate Move of the Blood Warrior, Hassan.





  Bloodline-.





  Hyeoryeon (Blood Ties)-!
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 Blood ties.





 It's like an unblockable move that works fucking well in any world.





 That's why, to this Nymph fellow who claimed to be Pluto's daughter, I unleashed the cry of the blood boiling in my body.





 "Noonaaa-!"





 At that, everyone seemed surprised.





 Startled, trembling shoulders here and there.





 It seemed the black-haired, perfect form Nymph Melinoe felt the same bewilderment.





 ━What-? What did you say-?





 Her elegant-looking face furrowed its brow.





 She probably hadn't expected my sudden shout. But I, unperturbed by the situation, seized the momentum and kicked off the ground with my leg.





 "Tch-!"





 A momentary opening.





 Seizing that opportunity, I'd strike the Nymph's nape and subdue her.





 Because I'm not a fucking idiot, I had noticed that Nymph subtly disliked me.





 And that she wouldn't like being called Noona by me.





 But that unfamiliar language created a brief moment.





 The chance of blood ties created an opportunity to attack.





 Seuseuseuk-.





 Before I knew it, I had reached the black-haired Nymph, raised one finger, and thrust it towards her solar plexus.





 With this, I'll end it cleanly.





 One-hit kill.





 A one-point, guaranteed vital point strike.





 "Jigeone-!"





 Shwaaaaaek-.





 My thrust finger flew towards her solar plexus like a bullet.





 A bullet.





 That comparison was not an exaggeration at all.





 My finger, which had reached Level 46, was truly a bullet itself.





 If she were to be hit by this, no matter how powerful a perfect form Nymph she was, she would clearly be subdued instantly.





 "Die, you bastard-!"





 It was at that very moment I thought so.





 ━Kiddo, you're not the only one who learned Bone Art-.





 My body, which I thought had struck her solar plexus, floated into the air.





 ━Nymph Self-Defense Art-. Counter-strike-.





 And then I was slammed into the ground once again.





 Whoooosh, Kwaaaang-!!


 


 A powerful tremor shook all around, and at the same time, intense pain erupted throughout my entire body.





 "Gueo-eok-!"





 But the fortunate thing was that amidst such pain, my mind accurately grasped the situation.





 Just as I was about to stab her solar plexus, Nymph Melinoe's hand grabbed my hand and slammed me down onto the floor.





 And I realized instantly that she had used my charging kinetic energy to amplify the power.





 In other words, I could say I had injured myself using my own strength. It was the exact same principle as when I had previously used Gloria's strength to slam her onto the floor with a throw.





 "Gi-eu-e-ek-."





 Anyway, what I grasped, I grasped, but the pain was still pain.





 Perhaps because my back hit the hard floor, my vision instantly went black, all the air was expelled from my mouth, and I struggled to breathe.





 Sibal, I hope nothing broke.





 "Hassan-! Are you okay-!?"





 Just then, I felt the sensation of Luna rushing towards me.





 At that very moment-.





 ━Don't you interfere-. This is between him and me-. But if you insist on interfering-. You'll have to defeat these guys first-.





 Tak-.





 With the sound of Melinoe slamming her palms onto the ground, from within the deep darkness, I heard something breaking through the ground and rising with a Paseuseuk- sound.





 At that, Hippolyte shouted, seemingly flustered.





 "It's a Bone Dragon-! Everyone be careful-! That Nymph knows how to use necromancy-!"





 "Since she is Pluto-nim's companion Nymph, necromancy is naturally to be expected-imnidat...! However, just one...! If it's just that much, we can definitely overcome it by combining our strengths-imnidat...!"





 ━Who said it was just one?





 Paseuseuseuk-.





 Paseuseuk-.





 At the ominous sounds, I quickly snapped to attention and sprang to my feet.





 In my eyes, a skeletal monster as grand as a trailer bus was seen scraping the ground and rising.





 ━I am the guardian. No one can enter. No one can leave. Surrender quietly. Otherwise, you will only be torn to shreds.





 Three Bone Dragons blocked the way between Melinoe and us.





 They finally spread their bony wings and roared-.





 ━━!!!





 It was truly a roar that seemed to make the earth tremble.





 It's fucking loud.





 Just like me, Luna, covering her ears, shouted.





 "How can those bastards without vocal cords shout so loudly?"





 Is that important right now?





 But thinking about it calmly, Luna's opinion was right. Those skeleton bastards, how the hell do they make sounds without vocal cords? They're fucking beings that defy the laws of physics.





 Anyway, what's important now is probably not that.





 ━Go-.





 With Melinoe's gesture, the important thing was that three Skull Greymons rushed towards us.





 Kwaang, Kwaang, Kung, Kwaang, Kwaang-.





 "Eueo-eo-."





 When I was very young, when Agumon dark-evolved into Skull Greymon, I almost cried.





 Because Skull Greymon was so fucking powerful and terrifying, it seemed utterly hopeless.





 But three of those monster bastards rushing towards us was fucking Hell itself. Sibal, what do we do about this?





 "Elfriede-! Can't you use magic yet!?"





 "Magic is blocked, so I have to chant the spell directly! It could take well over ten minutes!"





 Elfriede's magic, which always acted like a spear at the right moment, was also in a difficult situation thanks to this space's special magic blocking-.





 That means there's no choice but to fight hand-to-hand with those giant bastards.





 The Bone Dragon that massacred adventurers in the swamps of Kallan.





 To think I'd face such a bastard again.





 Of course, the current me is on a different level from that naive adventurer Hassan back then.





 Seureuk-.





 I drew my club and imbued it with aura. Red aura, imbued with my life force, coated the club, making it look like a bright red light stick.





 "Manhae, Death Beam Saber-."





 One of my true ultimate moves, created by adding aura with strong cutting power to a club that inherently possessed fearsome destructive power.





 I gripped the now powerful club tightly with both hands and raised it high behind my head with all my might. And then I threw it towards the giant bone monster with all my strength-!





 "Die, you bastard-!"





 It was a long-range technique I devised, as I couldn't emit sword energy.





 It's just my brain-theory, but a club thrown like this truly possesses the destructive power of a meteor breaking through the atmosphere and falling to earth, so most creatures can't withstand it and are shattered.





 Kwaaaang-!!





 ━Keueoaaaaa-ek-!





 In reality, one Bone Dragon hit by my attack couldn't maintain its form and collapsed, sprawling like a haphazardly made piece of modern art.





 "Sibal, it's fucking powerful after all-!"





 If this powerful and perfect long-range technique had a drawback, it would only be that I had to go retrieve the club again.





 Nevertheless, at the fact that I had defeated that fearsome Bone Dragon, I felt proud of myself.





 The difference between me now and when I fought in the swamps back then is truly immense-!





 ━What has fallen can simply be raised again-.





 But Melinoe, hidden behind the dragons, made a Seureuk- gesture, and the collapsed Bone Dragon's bones began to automatically reassemble themselves.





 Eudeuk, Eudeudeuk-.





 Oh shit, I really don't want this kind of refill.





 Just then, Hippolyte, standing beside me, spoke.





 "Hassan, defeating the Bone Dragons might be meaningless-! It would be better to subdue the caster! I'll create an opening, so go subdue the Nymph-! Nyx-! You help me too-!"





 Hippolyte's opinion was sound.





 Jeu-u-u-ung-.





 Hippolyte too drew golden aura into her sword and finished preparing to charge at the Bone Dragons.


 


 "Run when I give the signal-! I'll somehow block the attacks coming your way-! Just keep running straight ahead, no matter what-!"





 At Hippolyte's solemn words, I tensed my muscles taut like a sprinter in a short-distance race.





 ━Keu-u-aaaa-!





 Finally, at that moment, the three Bone Dragons began to rush towards us-.





 "Go-!"





 With Hippolyte's shout, I ran forward with all my might. As if trying to catch me, the giant monster bastards swung their arms down at high speed.





 Seuseuk-.





 But such attacks collided with a sword-wind that flew from somewhere, bounced off, lost balance, fell, and shattered. It must have been Hippolyte's sword energy that shot down one of the monsters.





 But there were still two more Bone Dragons.





 Gooooo-.





 The remaining Bone Dragon's giant bony hand swung down from above as if to crush me.





 Should I raise my guard? Or should I slow down or leap back to avoid the attack-? Such hesitation lasted only a moment.





 "Shadow Stitching-!"





 With Luna's sharp shout, the movement of the Bone Dragon rushing towards me abruptly stopped. You could say it was fixed in place like a nail driven into a wall.





 "Shit...! The success rate was fifty-fifty, but it succeeded-! Hassan, hang in there-!"





 It must be because Luna's CC skill worked well.





 Thanks to that, my feet accelerated to an even higher speed.





 I, who had increased my speed to the point where everything around me flowed slowly.





 In front of me, I saw the Nymph with her arms crossed, wearing a rather relaxed expression.





 ━There's still one more, you know. The Bone Dragons I can control with this body are three.





 As the black-haired Nymph, Melinoe, said, there were three Bone Dragons. One that Hippolyte defeated. Even excluding the one Luna restrained, there was still one left.





 The largest one, with horns on its skull, the boss Bone Dragon.





 That bastard opened its mouth towards me-.





 Syusyuk, Syusyusyuk-.





 A strange energy source was about to be unleashed between its bony jaws.





 "Fireball-!"





 Hwareureuk-. Kwaaaang-!





 A fireball that flew from somewhere struck the Bone Dragon's lower jaw.





 Kwagwak, Kwagagak-!





 The Bone Dragon, hit in the jaw, caused an explosion in its own mouth, sweeping away even the surrounding Bone Dragons.





 "Go-."





 Finally, Elfriede must have opened the path.





 Because I had comrades to entrust my back to, I also felt energized.





 I, who had charged through the heat of the explosion, with Melinoe one step ahead, clenched my fist with all my might.





 ━Strength that is only strength won't work on me.





 Melinoe took a stance as if to grab my fist and throw me again. She must be trying to use some Nymph Self-Defense Art or something.





 But earlier, because I hadn't expected to be counterattacked, I too was just being careless. Now that I knew my opponent's skill, I too would devise a countermeasure.





 Therefore, my clenched right hand swung down with all its might at-.





 Not Melinoe's body, but the ground beneath her feet, in front of her-.





 The ground.





 Earth-Shattering Strike-.
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 "Geumgangswae-!"





 Kwaaaaaaaaaang-.





 The very ground and space, hit with all my might, shook violently. My fist, which transcended all living beings in terms of speed, strength, and every other aspect, was truly a falling meteor itself.





 Kuwaaaaaaang-.





 The aftershock it created swallowed everything and simultaneously rushed towards Nymph Melinoe, who was right in front of me.





 ━Keueut-!





 Melinoe raised her guard.





 But a storm like a volcanic eruption is naturally difficult to withstand.





 ━Gyaa-eu-aaat-!





 In the end, the black-haired Nymph was sent flying with an unsightly scream.











 *      *       *











 ━I've been caught, huh.





 Melinoe opened her eyes after about 5 minutes.





 5 minutes.





 It was a short time, if short, but in that time, restraining Melinoe's body with Chains and ropes was enough time.





 "Th-this bastard's eyes are open!"





 Of course, the moment Luna saw Melinoe's black eyes, Luna began to tremble violently and freak out.





 Just in case, although we had tied her body tightly, we still couldn't feel at ease.





 『Name: Melinoe the Nymph lv. 41


   Status: None.』





 A Nymph of no less than Level 41.





 A being who, beyond mere physical abilities, also skillfully wielded necromancy and magic.





 Just being tied up like this might not be enough.





 But the captured Melinoe was surprisingly detached.





 ━You've brought good comrades, Hassan. To come swarming like this. Not very like the Son of Pluto, but.





 She didn't seem to have any intention of attacking further, and the hostility I had felt earlier was gone. Should I say it felt like she was calmly accepting her defeat?





 Therefore, I too could soften my attitude a little.





 "You're Melinoe, right? We're trying to go to the Underworld. I'd appreciate it if you could tell us the way there. Because the lantern isn't listening to me, you see."





 I rattled the lantern, which no longer emitted light. In this darkness, the being who could be called the key or guide was definitely this Melinoe.





 That's why I didn't kill Melinoe but quietly subdued her.





 But Melinoe, who had been showing a detached attitude, quickly furrowed her brow.





 ━I was ordered to guard the entrance. No one can enter. No one can leave. This is my reason for existence.





 She didn't seem to want us to go to the underworld.





 At that, Paranoy, who had been watching from the side, spoke.





 "You, a mere companion Nymph of Pluto-nim, a mere gatekeeper, are overstepping your bounds-imnidat...! The one here is the Prince of Divine Blood, born of Pluto-nim's blood...! And I am Paranoy, the Archduke of Hell-imnidat...! Open the Door at once-imnidat...!"
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 Paranoy growled.





 "I command in the name of the Archduke of Hell-imnidat...! Quickly, cooperate with Pluto's son-nim on his journey-imnidat...!"





 At that, Melinoe scoffed with a "Heung-".





 ━Pluto is a lonely man. He doesn't know how to love. Nothing can be born from death. I know that well-. A man like that having a son-. An impossible story-.




 "Y-you are now denying Hassan-nim's very existence? This is blasphemy-imnidat...! This won't end with just a head-thump-imnidat...!"





 Paranoy raged, claiming Melinoe should be hit with the Totem of Silence.





 "According to the Hell Laws compiled by this Paranoy, blasphemy is the second gravest crime-! She must be given 30 strokes of the bastinado-imnidat...!"





 Blasphemy.





 Indeed, for believers in this world, it was truly the gravest crime. At his words, Luna, standing nearby, asked.





 "If blasphemy is the second gravest crime, what's the gravest crime?"





 "That hasn't been decided yet-imnidat...! Anyway, blasphemy is a grave sin-! Therefore, it is right to tie this fellow to the pillory and give her the bastinado-imnidat...!"





 However, unlike Paranoy, who was fuming as if spitting fire, I felt rather calm. 





 This woman would know an aspect of my father that I don't, better than anyone.





 According to Paranoy, Melinoe is Pluto's companion Nymph.





 Like the relationship between me and Paranoy, or Luna and Doris, or Hippolyte and Ignoi, as a friend and errand-runner for the gods, she must have seen the gods up close more than anyone, so she would know a lot.





 That's why she would claim to be Pluto's daughter.





 I asked.





 "Why do you call yourself Pluto's daughter? From what I heard, you're not blood-related."





 At that, Melinoe bristled.





 ━Even if we're not blood-related! I know Pluto-nim better than anyone! His loneliness...! His sense of responsibility...! No one knows that better than me...!





 Loneliness. 





 Sense of responsibility.





 Those are words quite far removed from me.





 ━Pluto-nim is the loneliest person in this world...! That's why he was suited for the throne of Hell-. Because necromancy originates from loneliness. But Hassan, you're not like that-.





 "Necromancy originates from loneliness?"





 I didn't know that either.





 Lately, I haven't had time to feel lonely.





 Was it because of that my necromancy achievements weren't progressing at all?





 Come to think of it, I seem to have heard something similar before. When Paranoy was very young, he had no friends or conversational partners, so he raised skeletons to play with.





 A piercing sense of loneliness, to the extent of having to raise dry bones.





 That seemed to be the source of necromancy.





 Just then, Hippolyte crossed her arms as if she couldn't understand.





 "But Melinoe, contrary to your words, Pluto got married and had a child. Here's the evidence right before your eyes. According to you, wouldn't it be right for a lonely being like Pluto not to have children?"





 ━Puhuhuhu-.





 Just then, Melinoe burst into laughter as if she had heard something amusing.





 ━You really don't know anything.





 At that, even I bristled a little.





 "I'm asking because I don't know, aren't I?"





 Shit, no matter how precious knowledge is treated in this world, if every bastard I meet teases me with "You don't know anything, Hassan," even I can't help but get angry.





 Because it feels like they're whispering among themselves and ostracizing me.





 Not knowing anything is truly fucking lonely in its own way.





 "Don't just keep it to yourself, tell me too, please."





 ━Then I'll tell you. Bearing it will be your burden. And you're old enough to know now.





 "Alright. Then I'm ready, so tell me."





 ━Do you know about Eros?





 Eros-.





 As far as I knew, it was like a massive energy source enveloping the Gaia continent. 





 Energy sources that contributed to the creation of the world, like Nyx of the night, Erebor of darkness, Nartaros of the abyss, and Gaia of the earth, Eros, a colossal being at the origin of the world.





 However, to put it in terms that are easy to understand, it would be the emotion called 'love'.





 Because this emotion of love existed as an important energy since the age of creation, living beings prosper, bear offspring, and evolve, or so they say?





 That's all I knew.





 Just then, Melinoe added.





 ━Eros's arrow, twisting the emotions of those hit by the arrow, the Protogenoi's curse that makes anyone fall in love-. Pluto fell victim to it.





 At those words, Luna cried out in disbelief.





 "Does that mean Pluto-nim, one of the Three Chief Deities, was hit by Eros's arrow and fell in love with someone!?"





 ━Yes. Pluto-nim, having received a curse, ended up marrying with manipulated emotions, a manipulated heart. This was an event not recorded in fate or providence-. It was a kind of accident.





 Accident.


  


 Those words shook my mind.





 To understand it, Pluto, the King of the Underworld, fell under a curse and couldn't help but love someone. 





 And the one he met then was my mother, so in the end, I was born by a curse, meaning I was literally a child born thanks to an accident, wasn't I?





 A shock ran through my chest, as if I had been told, "You're a child born from a drunken mistake-." 





 A life born due to a curse-.





 ━This is the evidence. I've kept it safe.





 Melinoe opened her mouth with an "Ah-" and stuck out her tongue. On that fellow's tongue lay a golden, heart-shaped metal object.





 I thought it was a pendant, but looking closely, rather than a pendant, it seemed more accurate to describe it as a sharp blade.





 Holding it in her hand, Hippolyte, frowning, said.





 "It's an arrowhead. Given the unusual aura I feel, it certainly seems to be Eros's arrowhead."





 "May I see it for a moment?"





 I received the arrowhead from Hippolyte.





 The cool metallic sensation was strange.





 This is Eros's arrowhead.





 The medium of the curse?





 According to Melinoe, it would mean I was born into this world because of this metal object. Thinking that, I felt very strange.





 Hippolyte asked Melinoe.





 "Who on earth would cast a curse on Pluto, one of the Three Chief Deities? I can't understand it. As a result, didn't a long winter descend upon Pluto, who kidnapped Kore, causing countless confusions...?"





 However, Melinoe merely scoffed with a "Heung-".





 ━Well. It could be someone's conspiracy. Or it could have just started as a prank. Anyway, the important thing, Zigres, is that you were a being who shouldn't have been born.





 "Hmm...."





 "Hassan-nim, you mustn't listen-imnidat...! This fellow is trying to bewitch Hassan-nim with cunning Wicked Magic-imnidat...! It must be a lie-imnidat...!"





 ━I haven't told a single lie. Sometimes reality is more nightmarish than dreams. I merely told you the truth you wanted to hear.





 "Hmm-."





 My mind was working busily.





 This was to process the flood of information that had come in all at once.





 ━Beyond the veil of darkness. In the Underworld, there might be many things you don't want to see. It's not too late to turn back now. Turn your steps, and return to where you belong, Hassan.





 "Where I belong-."





 Kkuu-uk.





 In an instant, my thoughts were organized.





 Where I belong, she says.





 Where the hell is that?





 I clenched my fists tightly and declared.





 "I decide where I belong now. Oracles and curses don't matter. What do I care why or how I was born?"





 ━What?





 And then, I spread my arms wide, as if shaking off all worries and complex thoughts, and shouted.





 "Son of the King of the Underworld, or heir to chaos, what the hell do I care? Tell them all to go fuck themselves. I'm sick and tired of someone pulling my strings from above my head."





 This other world I was dragged into against my will.





 The sorrowful days of an illegal immigrant.





 The sudden secret of my birth.





 Beings who are all desperate to devour or exploit me-.





 My will was not in any of this.





 Now my will will exist in my heart, where it rightfully belongs.





 I spat out my words with the feeling of severing all the things that had tormented me until now.





 "You wicked beings, my fate is mine. So, show me that damn Door to the Underworld, or whatever it is. Whether I enter or not, I'll decide that-!"





 A refreshing sensation surged through my mind, as if a waterfall had raged through it. 





 Although I hadn't even uttered a fragment of what I had wanted to say until now, just that made me feel a little refreshed inside.


  


 But unlike my mind, which was cooling down, I felt the blood circulating throughout my body boiling hot.





 No, to be precise, it wasn't blood, but the heat of instinct.





 Like a newborn foal immediately taking its first steps.





 Even without being taught by anyone, like Spiders building their webs.





 I instinctively realized what I could do. What I could do, and what I had to do.





 "By my authority, I command-! Doors, lift your heads-!"





 Paaat━━!!





 With my shout, the darkness that enveloped us began to recede. 





 As if wet fog was retreating from intense sunlight.





 As if fallen raindrops were evaporating from intense heat, the darkness receded, and a slowly brightening landscape was revealed.





 "W-what is it-! What's happening-!?"





 Luna cried out, greatly flustered. Several torches, reflected in Luna's emerald eyes, also came into my sight.





 What I saw first were torches standing at regular intervals. Behind them were cold, solid-looking stone walls-.





 And finally, what was revealed before us was two massive chunks of iron, possessing a grandeur like colossal mountains.





 It was a great Door.





 Probably.





 Above that great Door, large, massive letters were seen blazing like fire.





 「Abandon all hope, ye who enter here.」





 "...."





 Everyone stopped speaking.





 They merely stood with their mouths half-open at what they saw, unmoving, as if they had forgotten to even breathe. Then, the first to make a sound was Melinoe, who was sitting, bound all over.





 ━No way, to think he could forcibly summon the Door-.





 Judging by Melinoe's reaction, I could tell.





 That was the Door we had been searching for.





 But even without Melinoe's reaction, I believe everyone would have known from the sheer power emanating from that colossal iron plate.





 "T-this Paranoy just saw his life flash before his eyes-imnidat...! Oh my god, this is definitely the Door to the Underworld-imnidat...! I was so surprised I almost wet my pants a little-imnidat...!"





 Paranoy trembled all over and retreated a few steps.





 Beside such a Paranoy, Hippolyte, with her hand on her sword hilt, added in an uncharacteristically trembling voice.





 "My goodness, I can't believe what I'm seeing. Honestly, I had my doubts-. But seeing this, I understand. The moment we cross that, we will literally head to the Underworld-, we must be prepared to die."





 "So this is this continent's Helheim. It doesn't seem as barren as I thought. And it's a magnificent great Door-."





 As Elfriede, Paranoy, and Hippolyte all voiced their impressions, my gaze suddenly turned to Luna's face.





 "...."





 Luna was looking up at the Door to the Underworld as if possessed by something. Her expression was dazed, like a Cat staring at a fish tank all day.





 In her brilliant emerald eyes, the blazing torches flickered as if they were a great desire.





 Just then, Melinoe spoke.





 ━But Hassan, you won't be able to open the Door as you are now. The seal of Protogenoi Erebor cannot be broken unless it's Erebor himself. Hassan, even if it's you.





 What the hell, shit, is there a biometric device on the Door or something?





 Is there a Door lock?





 Seureuk-.





 Just as I was having such thoughts, Luna raised her hand towards the air. And then she parted her lips and said something-.





 ━Erebor-.





 Simultaneously, the ground shook violently, so I couldn't make out the words, but her lip movements clearly seemed to mention Erebor.





 Goooooo-.





 Of course, along with the intense bursting sound, because the Door was opening inwards, such things soon ceased to matter.





 ━What-? The Door is opening? Th-this is impossible-!? Erebor's seal should be active-!





 Beonjjeok, Beonjjeok-.





 What shone from inside that dark Door were six blue lights. 





 It didn't take long to realize that they were the eyes of a colossal and terrifying creature.





 Jeolgeureok, Jeolgeureok-.





 Along with the tremendous sound of Chains, that colossal presence soon began to reveal itself towards me. 





 This exact same experience.





 Haven't I had it somewhere before?





 Just then, someone grabbed my shoulder. It was Hippolyte.





 "Hassan, this isn't the time to be so dazed! The strongest demon beast, the hellhound of Hell, will come to stop the intruders-!"





 But it could be seen as too late.





 Beyond the open Door's gap, a sharp, pointed, clawed foreleg had already stretched out.


  


 ━Keong-!  
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  The ecosystem of this Gaia Continent is bizarre.





  Plants and animals that truly defy common sense are distributed all over the continent.





  ━Keong-!





  But even among such diverse flora and fauna, the creature that revealed itself this time could be considered one of the most eccentric.





  Its size was about that of a long limousine bus. Its amber-colored fur was lush and long, making it look like a fluffy cloud.





  ━Keong-keong-!





  Its eyes flashed with a sinister blue light, but its face was quite round. It felt like a Chihuahua, a Pomeranian, or a proper mix of the two.





  The amazing thing was that it had three heads-left, right, and center.





  ━Kerrr-.





  ━Verrr-.





  ━Keong-.





  The cries coming from each of its snouts were also fucking bizarre.





  The one that immediately came to mind was the two-headed dog, Orthrus, the calamity of Ideope.





  Of course, that fellow had two heads. 





  But since this one has three, it must be much stronger and more ferocious. You could say it's like the fully evolved version of Orthrus. 





  Though it looked like a giant pet dog, it was massive, and as befitting the title of the Gatekeeper of Hell, it was clearly fucking strong.





  Just then, Paranoy, who had been watching it, spat out a few words.





  "Cerberus...! That is the watchdog of Pluto-nim that I have only heard stories of-ssi...! As expected of the Gatekeeper of the Underworld-! What incredible presence-ssi...!"





  As if reacting to Paranoy's voice, the demonic dog Cerberus thrust a massive forepaw outside the door.





  ━Keong-!





  Seuseuk-. Deureureuk, deureureuk-.





  Of course, its claws only continued to scratch the innocent floor and never reached us.





  Cheolkong-. Cheolkong-. Jalgurak-.





  Fortunately, a very thick and sturdy-looking chain was wrapped around its neck like a collar, refusing to allow it to step outside the door.





  As expected, a dog's neck needs a leash. No matter how cute a small dog might look, without a leash, you never know when it might lose control and go wild.





  Now that's a proper leash.





  ━Kereuuuu-.





  Cerberus growled as if it were unfair. Unfitting for its cute appearance, its pointed shark-like teeth were quite sharp. 





  Looking at it now, its forepaws are also thick and sharp, like giant odachi.





  It's scary.


  


  What did it eat to grow that big?





  Did it only eat expensive Royal Canin for its feed?





  "It seems Cerberus cannot come outside the door-ssi...! In other words, this place is currently a safe zone-ssi...!"





  It was just as Paranoy said.





  Standing on this side of the door, we were not within the attack range of that powerful-looking Cerberus. 





  But to put it the other way, it meant that the moment we stepped beyond that door, those steel thorn-like teeth and blade-like claws might rush toward us.





  Tabak, tabak-.





  At that moment, the sound of light footsteps snapped me back to my senses. 





  Turning my head, I saw Luna walking toward the other side of the door where the giant demonic dog was growling.





  "...."





  Her expression was vacant, as if her soul and spirit had left her body, possessed by something; she was clearly not in her right mind. Toward such a Luna, Cerberus slowly extended its forepaw.





  ━Veruuuu-.





  "...."





  Luna also reached out her hand toward its forepaw.





  Just as that small hand and the giant paw were about to touch. I saw the claws slowly unsheathing from Cerberus's forepaw.





  If she collided with a forepaw like a pillar of thorns, Luna might truly be pulverized. Goosebumps shot up all the way to the top of my head.





  "Luna-ya, stop-!"





  So I quickly wrapped my arm around Luna's waist and leaped backward with all my might. Thanks to that, I was able to avoid Luna's body being torn apart by the giant hound's forepaw.





  ━Keong-!





  Kwang, kwaaang-!





  The demonic dog, perhaps thinking it had failed to attack Luna, began to go wild beyond the door. 





  It looked exactly like one or two dogs tied up in the countryside writhing with joy at seeing a guest. 





  But since the size was so different, it was a calamity in itself. 





  ━Keong-keong-keong-!





  Cerberus continued to bark.





  Thanks to that, the little Keong-keong-i in the cage tied to Luna's waist also barked.





  ━Keong-keong-!





  The place was filled with the sounds of dogs everywhere.





  Why is it that when one dog barks, others follow suit?





  Could I understand the meaning if I tried barking along too?





  "Garrr, arrr-!"





  Just as I barked along, urureu, kwareureu-the space itself shook, cracks appeared on the floor, and dust and debris fell from the ceiling.





  At that, Luna, held in my arms, screamed, "Gyat-!"





  Soon, Luna trembled as if she had come to her senses.





  "What? Hassan, what happened? What was I doing?"





  "I don't know either-!"





    Kwang, urureu, kwang, kwang-.





  The surroundings began to smash and collapse under the demonic dog's thrashing.





  I could instinctively tell that the time had come to make a choice. 





  Whether to enter beyond that door as we were, or to retreat for now to escape this situation.





  Naturally, my decision was the latter.





  Retreat for now.





  "Everyone, let's get out of here-!"





  In any case, the purpose of our vanguard's departure was to scout and confirm the entrance to the Underworld.





  Since those two goals had been achieved, there was no need to overdo it; we could just return to the city and join the main force.





  "Let's run away-!"





  And so, we decided on a strategic retreat.





  We would head back the way we came and escape outside this labyrinth.





  Kureureu, kwareureu-.





  The ceilings began to collapse under the massive beast's bulk.





  Though we almost tripped over stones along the way, we ultimately managed to escape outside before the labyrinth itself collapsed and closed.





  Kwaareureu, kwareung-!





  Behind us, the Labyrinth of Kalan itself crumbled without a trace, and the entrance was completely sealed.





  If we had thought for just a bit longer or delayed our retreat, we would have been buried under that collapsing stone building. Thinking about it, I let out a sigh of relief while my legs felt weak.





  "Shit, I thought I was going to die."





  Only then could I set down the Nymphs, Paranoy and Melinoe, whom I had been carrying tucked under each arm.





  "The entrance has closed-ssi...! This is a disaster-ssi...!"





  Compared to Paranoy, who was stomping his feet in panic, Melinoe, whose body was tightly bound, was busy looking around.





  ━So this is the surface.... Wind, a cold chill, cool and white dust....





  Does 'cool and white dust' perhaps refer to the falling snow? It seemed Melinoe was seeing snow for the first time.





  "Is this your first time coming up to the surface?"





  At my question, Melinoe frowned.





  ━Why did you bring me outside as well? You could have just left me.





  "No, it's dangerous to leave you where things are collapsing. With this, there's no debt between us."





  ━A debt, huh-. A debt, you say-.





  I had once entered a ghost cave to awaken necromancy. 
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  And I had once received and eaten some pomegranate seeds of the Underworld or something from a being inside. 





  That was probably this Melinoe here.





  So I brought Melinoe outside to repay that debt as well.





  Even if it weren't for the debt, it was a good thing to have someone on this Gaia Continent who could talk about my father.





  For now, she seemed to be a Nymph whom my father had treated as a daughter.





  To me, she would truly be like an older sister.





  Having only a younger sister, it had been a wish of mine to have a responsible and kind older sister rather than a rascal of a younger sister.





  Also, there were still plenty of things I wanted to ask Melinoe.











  *       *       *











  It was the evening two days later when we arrived at Sodomora.





  It took quite some time because we lost our carriage due to the skeletons' ambush. If we hadn't met a group of traveling merchants along the way, the return time would have been even longer.





  "Hassan, I should go report what happened to the guild and leave a record. So much happened that I don't know if people will believe me even if I report it."





  The diligent Hippolyte returned to the Mars Guild first to fulfill the role she had been assigned. 





  The vanguard that had set out for the expedition to the Underworld. 





  Since she had seen so much and returned, it looked like Hippolyte wouldn't be able to get a proper night's sleep tonight either. 





  Still, Hippolyte's stamina is by far the most robust among us, so there's no particular worry.





  The one I was most worried about was Luna.





  "...."





  Luna was asleep, carried on my back.





  Since it was late evening and she hadn't slept properly for the few days since we left as the vanguard, it wasn't strange for Luna's soft stamina to reach its limit.





  "...."





  But rather than just falling asleep from exhaustion, Luna's body was as hot as a fireball, making it feel like she was suffering from a major illness.





  The problem was that even when I checked her pulse, no specific illness came to mind.





  For now, it seemed best to quickly lay her down on a bed and apply cold ice to her forehead.





  "Hassan-nim, I shall head to the Temple then-ssi...! I must check if anything has happened to the Temple while I was away-ssi...!"





  "I'm a bit tired too. Let's just rest for today and meet in the Temple conference room tomorrow when it's light out. Ah, Hassan, I'm using your breakroom. The sofa there is soft."





  Both Paranoy and Elfriede returned to their respective resting spaces to prioritize recovering their condition.





  Thanks to that, I was able to go to Luna's Cabin, lay her down in the room on the second floor, and cover her well with a blanket.





  "...."





  Of course, Luna just slept through the process without waking up.





  It didn't seem like she was in extreme pain or suffering, but as I said earlier, her body was as hot as a fireball and she seemed dazed, which was worrying.





  "Homeowner, her head is boiling...! You Kore thief...! I told you to take good care of the homeowner...! What on earth happened...!"





  Doris, who had been waiting for us at the Cabin, made a tearful face as she saw Luna's condition. Soon, Doris even wrung out a wet towel and diligently wiped the sweat from Luna's nape and neck.





  Then she asked.





  "Does this perhaps have something to do with that black-haired Nymph...? For a Nymph, she's tall and has black hair...! She has a bizarre and ominous magic power that makes her seem like a Nymph yet not a Nymph at the same time...!"





  Doris growled while looking at Melinoe, whom I had brought back bound.





  Melinoe, the Nymph of Nightmares.





  It must be because she sensed the ominous magic power she possessed. 





  Could Luna's illness also be a side effect of the strange hypnotic powder Melinoe used?





  When I looked at Melinoe with such suspicion, the Nymph Melinoe, whose hands were tied behind her back, shrugged her shoulders.





  ━I didn't do it.





  "Then do you know why she's like this?"





  ━I have a general idea. I am a Nymph, after all. That child is likely a god who hasn't realized her divinity. Not a demigod, but a pureblood-. Her lineage seems quite high too.





  Melinoe easily saw through Luna's identity.





  It must be thanks to the unique sensor Nymphs have for easily sensing divinity.





  ━From what I can see, she seems to have strongly inherited the power of Hell's magic. But she doesn't seem to be a child of Pluto-. She's likely a child of the Abyss, Darkness, or Night.





  I asked.





  "Does this currently have something to do with Hell's magic?"





  ━Unrealized divinity and the magic of the Underworld are clashing with each other. It's a natural phenomenon. After suffering from a fever like this for a while, she will naturally become a god.





  Luna is becoming a god-.


  


  Luna's mother and father, Nyx and Erebus. 





  Could it be that because she went near the realm of the Underworld where they reside, the divine growth that had been stagnant within Luna is being amplified?





  For now, there was no other plausible hypothesis.





  Just then, Doris, who was stroking Luna's forehead, said.





  "But the homeowner's vessel is not yet complete...! If she realizes her divinity in this state, she will surely become a twisted, rascal girl-god...!"





  "Doris, did you know that Luna was becoming a god?"





  "Of course...! This Doris is always a friend to the Kores...! But, telling someone about their divinity is a taboo for Nymphs...! That's why I haven't said anything...!"





  According to Doris, she had known for a long time that Luna was of an extraordinary bloodline. 





  But telling an unaware young god about it was a kind of taboo among Nymphs.





  If they realize their divinity through someone else's story rather than their own power when the time isn't ripe, they could experience great confusion.





  Also, she said there were many cases where a sudden rise in status led to the establishment of wrong values, causing them to rush toward becoming an evil god.





  In other words, trying to force the realization of divinity could result in a dark evolution. 





  Since I had also gone through considerable agony and identity confusion after the oracle at Delphi, I could understand Doris's words.





  "Then, is there nothing I can do right now?"





  At my question, Melinoe nodded her head.





  ━Nothing. If there is, it's something like you giving up on heading to the Underworld. And living normally in a place far away from there, unrelated to the Underworld, the afterlife, or magic.





  "You're telling me to give up on the expedition."





  Taking Luna to the Underworld by force in this state certainly seemed problematic. Should I leave Luna behind?





  While I was thinking that.





  Seureureuk-.





  Luna's emerald eyes opened.





  Did she hear the conversation we've had so far?





  "Hassan, don't, leave me behind-. I want to go too. I can, be of help too-. I'm an equal party member with Hassan. I can do well too...."





  Her eyes closed again.





  She must have been talking in her sleep.





  To think she would react unconsciously to the idea of me leaving her behind even while lying sick with fever. I felt somewhat saddened and stroked Luna's forehead.





  Seureuk, seureuk-.





  "Pheasant... meat... wings... Keong-keong-i...."





  Then Luna fell back into a deep sleep, talking in her sleep with a somewhat relieved feeling.





  Giving up on the expedition.





  A turning point had emerged in my mind.





  What choice would be the right one here?





  While I was pondering that, a small sigh, 'huu-', was heard.





  ━The way wrinkles form on your forehead when you think is exactly like that man. The blood is certainly thick. I thought only your looks were similar. Even your habits are alike.





  The man Melinoe was talking about must mean my father.





  Melinoe continued speaking.





  ━I'll help you out a little. Unlike half-baked Nymphs, I can seal divinity to some extent. It won't be long, but it should last a few years.





  "Is that true? Such a thing is possible?"





  ━Yes. It's not the first time I've seen something like this-. So try untying these things binding me.





  At Melinoe's words, my heart melted with relief. On the other hand, suspicion also arose.





  "You don't have some ulterior motive, do you? Like attacking as soon as I untie your arms."





  ━I won't do that. I can even swear on the River Styx. I am simply trying to help this pink Kore and you out of goodwill.





  "Goodwill...?"





  Had I done anything to deserve goodwill from Melinoe?





  As I was lost in thought for a moment, Melinoe said.





  ━Since you called me 'noona' several times, Hassan. Let's just say that's reason enough.





  I called her 'noona' several times?





  Wasn't today the first time I called her 'noona'?





  I wondered if she was mistaken about something, but in any case, all's well that ends well.
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  I untied the rope wrapped around Melinoe's body.





  Seureureuk-.





  As the restraints were released, Melinoe rotated her shoulders and arms, then cracked her knuckles-Ududuk-.





  I wondered if Melinoe, having perhaps changed her mind, would lunge at us. 





  Fortunately, Melinoe gently stroked Luna's head with her slender fingers.





  ━Sleep well-. Sleep well-. Birds too-. Moonlight too-. Baby lambs too-. All into dreams-. White clouds, fluffy fluffy-.





  And then she began to sing a peculiar song. It seemed to be a lullaby.





  Seureuk, Seureureuk-.


 


  I don't know why, but my eyes were actually closing. The lullaby effect was fucking good. Hadn't I heard that Nymphs' songs originally had unique and peculiar frequencies?





  But even apart from that, I hadn't been able to sleep for the past few days.





  However, thinking that I didn't know what might happen if I fell asleep like this, I was clinging to my consciousness in a daze when-.





  Seuk-.





  I felt someone place a palm on my head.





  ━Only your body grew, but you're just like before-.





  Someone seemed to be chattering and talking about something, but my consciousness was swept away by a deep torrent of fatigue, swirling around like a vortex.





  Seureuk, Seureureuk-.





  All I felt was the sensation of someone gently stroking my hair with a soft hand.





  It felt somehow familiar, yet nostalgic at the same time.





  When was the last time someone stroked my head like this?





  Elementary school days?





  No, it felt like even younger than that.





  Then who would have stroked my head like this?





  My mom?





  No, my mom was more the type to give me a knuckle-rap on the head. My father was also gruff with such expressions, so he never stroked my head.





  Then who-.





  I don't know.





  Because now, such thoughts began to feel irrelevant.





  I was filled with the feeling that it would be good to just surrender my body to this turbid torrent of consciousness, be swept away, and fall asleep without thinking about anything.





  ..........





  .......





  ....





  "Kkan-!"





  I clung to my consciousness and trembled, managing to snap out of it with a strange sound.





  Opening my eyes and lifting my head, I found myself lying in a blanket, and Luna looking down at me.





  "What, was it a dream?"





  "Did you think it was a dream? It's Luna-jilong-!"





  Luna smiled brightly.





  Beyond Luna's face, sunlight streamed through the window. Perhaps thanks to the thick white snow piled up in Sodomora, the world was quite bright, even for a winter morning.





  I slowly sat up.





  Before my eyes, Luna appeared to be in quite good condition.





  When had I fallen asleep in Luna's blanket like this?





  I couldn't tell where the dream ended and reality began.





  The important thing was that Luna's demeanor, which had seemed quite distressed until early yesterday morning, was now incredibly bright.





  "Luna-ya, are you hurt or feeling unwell anywhere?"





  "Nope! I'm in perfect condition...! Good enough to go pick all the winter bamboo shoots...!"





  I gently placed my hand on Luna's forehead.





  Though not certain, it was roughly around 36 degrees Celsius.





  Compared to yesterday, when she was hot like a burning ember, it was clearly a normal body temperature. She certainly looked in good condition, with no apparent problems.





  Only then could I look around more closely.





  "Where's Melinoe?"





  It was probably Melinoe, who had sung a lullaby to Luna, who improved Luna's condition. 





  As I looked around, searching for where she had gone, Luna said.





  "That tall, dark Nymph went for a walk with Doris! She said she wanted to see the outside world."





  "Is that so. She went for a walk."





  I felt a subtle sense of relief that nothing significant had happened while I was asleep. Luna spoke.





  "More than that, she's a fascinating Nymph, isn't she? So tall! I never knew Hassan had a Nymph older sister! If she's family to Hassan, will she be family to me too, in the future-?"





  Shit, a Nymph sister-in-law-I replied to Luna, who was trembling, with a somewhat relieved feeling.





  "That I had an older sister, I didn't know either."





  Melinoe was probably like my father's adopted daughter.





  I had often wondered, watching dramas and movies, how I would feel if I had a sibling not related by blood.





  But now that it was actually happening, I felt quite bewildered.





  Seuseuk-.





  Just then, Luna came into the blanket where I was sitting.





  "The blanket is warm after all. Since we decided to rest today-. Shall we sleep in a little longer together? Hassan's body is warm, I like it...!"





  And then she even made a strange, moaning sound, Ah-heuh-heuh-.





  Was it really that long since we slept under the same blanket?





  Luna's body, which I held like a pillow, was warm and soft, and smelled pleasant.





  Ultimately, we woke up in the afternoon, past lunchtime.











  *       *       *





 





  When the sun was high in the sky.





  We, with our recovered bodies, headed towards the Temple. 





  In the pantry located in the Temple, sitting by the warm brazier, we held a meeting while drinking honey water tea prepared by Doris, the Nymph of Honey Water.





  Hippolyte spoke first.





  "Finding the entrance to the underworld was good, but the collapse of the labyrinth itself is not. Even if we hire people to clear away the ruins, it will take at least a year."





  Hippolyte spoke about the labyrinth that had collapsed due to Cerberus's rampage. The Mars Guild had reportedly immediately hired Dwarf artisans to begin work on clearing the fallen earth and debris.





  But clearing away bricks and earth that had collapsed to a depth of roughly eight underground floors could indeed take a year or more, just as Hippolyte said.





  Of course, I had a clever plan that didn't require me to bother with such inconvenient methods.





  "There's no need to be fixated on that labyrinth. As far as I know, the Ghost Cave where Melinoe was didn't only have an entrance there."





  "There's another entrance?"





  "Yes, and that would probably be-."





  What I explained was the basement of the villa where Skeleton Baron Fleur lived.





  The Ghost Cave located in that villa was the deep, deep darkness where Melinoe, the Nightmare Nymph, had made her home. It was probably the same place as the one located in Calan's Labyrinth.





  If so, it would mean that the Door to the underworld could be opened through the villa's basement. Of course, we'd have to test it to be sure.





  ━You're right, Hassan. The location of the labyrinth isn't important. What's important is the Abyss of Erebor. The Abyss of Erebor is the gateway to the underworld. 





  Melinoe, who was attending the meeting as an observer, agreed with me.





  More than that, isn't the canyon at Sodomora's North Gate also an Abyss of Erebor?





  Then that means we can also go to the underworld through the canyon at Sodomora's North Gate.





  Shibal, there was a fucking closer way, and I suffered for nothing.





  Then, the agenda moves on to the next item.





  Elfriede spoke.





  "Alright, let's say we've found the Door to the underworld again. How do you plan to deal with that giant dog guarding it? That fellow seemed quite strong."





  The giant dog Elfriede was referring to was probably Cerberus.





  A Monster with such immense strength that it could destroy the entire labyrinth just by rampaging around.





  Dealing with such a creature might require all of us to pour out our full strength.





  A long, long time ago, when I was contemplating the world in meditation, I had seen the Door to Hell. 





  Back then, Mercury had pulled me back, saying it would be better to reach at least level 50 before opening the Door.





  Doesn't that mean Cerberus is fucking powerful?





  If we join the main force and gang up on it, maybe we can manage somehow.





  Ultimately, what could be called a meeting concluded with, 'We'll join the main force and break through-!' There wasn't really any other answer.





  Since there were over ten Gold Tier-level experts, such a meeting might not even be necessary.





  "More than that, what's with this Nymph constantly pinching Paranoy's cheek fat...? If she's a prisoner, she should be quietly tied up like a prisoner-imnidat...!"





  ━You're the strange Nymph. Paranoy, was it? A Ditch Water Nymph?





  "Hassan, look at that...! Ignoi is tearing up the sofa again-!"





  "House owner, I'm getting hungry now...! When are we going to eat-."





  "Ahem, don't you know we're discussing something important right now? Everyone, please focus-."





  It's noisy.











  *      *       *





 





  After quickly finishing the meeting and meal, I walked the Temple grounds to get some fresh air. The crunching sound of snow underfoot, Sabak-Sabak-, was quite pleasant to hear.





  Snow is good.





  But as my shoes gradually started getting wet from the snow, my mood rapidly soured.





  Snow is shitty.





  Later, I'll have the Nymphs clear the snow.





  As I was spacing out alone with that thought.





  ━You've made some interesting friends, little Pluto.





  Someone spoke to me from behind. A voice like a crystal of coolness, with a slightly eerie feeling. It was probably Melinoe.





  Seureuk-.





  When I turned my head, I saw Melinoe approaching me.





  "Do you have something to say?"





  ━No. But, it's interesting being outside for the first time. It's an interesting place. Snow is falling. There are many people. It's different from the lifeless Spirits of the underworld.





  She said it was interesting, but her face was devoid of any smile.





  Honestly, I couldn't tell what this woman, Melinoe, was thinking.





  One moment she was putting all her effort into chasing us out of the darkness, and now that she'd been dragged outside, she was blending into her surroundings as if nothing had happened.





  To be honest, it's a bit uncomfortable.





  An older sister not related by blood.





  The only similarity was that both of our hair was black.





  But her sharp eyes seemed a little like my younger sister's.





  As I was thinking such thoughts, Melinoe spoke to me, exhaling a breath, Seureureu-.





  ━Strangely similar. Now that I look, even if your faces aren't that alike. The feeling and atmosphere are similar. There's a reason Cerberus rampaged. He must have thought Pluto had returned.





  Seureuk-.





  At Melinoe's words, I touched my face.





  Melinoe saying I resembled her must mean my father.





  ━So, how is that man doing?





  "I don't know either. It's been a few years since I came to this land. I suppose he's living well, but...."





  What I pulled out from my pocket was my phone, which I had just charged.





  From there, I rummaged through the gallery and showed her a single photo.





  The only family photo I possessed.





  Seeing it, a momentary hint of a smile touched Melinoe's pale, cool face.





  ━He seems to have been living well.





  However, her face soon contorted as if filled with rage. The wide gap between her rapid changes in expression was quite frightening.





  ━He didn't even take me. He doesn't know what hardships I'm enduring here, and they seem to be doing very well on their own.





  Those were words as sharp as a cold icicle. Because I could tell what kind of emotions Melinoe was growling with, I didn't know how to respond.





  "...."





  So, as I responded with silence, Melinoe snorted, Heung-.





  ━You've probably figured it out by now, haven't you? I'm angry at your father. And I'm angry at you too. That night, the night we ran away, you didn't take me with you. 





  I had vaguely sensed that Melinoe was angry. 





  It was a feeling that could be called resentment or rage towards something. But I couldn't tell exactly what it was.





  But hearing her speak like this, I felt like I could roughly understand the reason.





  My father had left this world, leaving Melinoe behind.





  However, the more I heard about my father, the more a single question kept piercing through like an awl, which was inevitable.





  So I decided to ask Melinoe, who probably knew most of the story.





  "Do you know why my father left this land of Gaia and settled elsewhere?"





  That was a story even the gods of Hypnos hadn't told me.





  But perhaps Melinoe would answer.





  And my assumption was half-right.





  ━That man chose you, his son, over his siblings or the world. That's why he had no choice but to leave. 


  


  "Chose me-?"





  ━Yes. Death, the underworld, Hades can give birth to nothing. All it can give birth to is more death. Hassan, you were born in the darkest and deepest part of the underworld here. 





  "Tell me more in detail."





  ━Hassan, I still remember the day you were born. The day you walked. The day you fell asleep to my lullabies. The first thing you said when you opened your mouth was calling me older sister-.





  The day I was born.





  At those words, it felt like lightning struck my mind.





  Does that mean I wasn't born in a maternity ward?





  Before I could even open my mouth, Melinoe added.





  ━But you were an impossible being to keep alive. I remember you growing cold and stiff. No longer moving, no longer smiling-. You died that day-.





  "I died...?"





  ━Yes. And that day, your father, Pluto, made a contract with the Chaos in the void. I don't know the details either. One day, when I came to my senses, everyone was gone. Abandoning me.


  


  "So, that means I was born here?"





  Melinoe added, her voice cool, low, and slow.  





  ━You were born at the deepest and hottest edge of the underworld. This is your hometown. Hassan (下産), born from the lowest place. That's you.





  "Is that so.... But then, why can't I remember anything...?"





  ━Because you received the blessing of Chaos. That's why you forgot everything. Calling me older sister. Toddling after me. Touching my breasts.





  Suddenly, my ears perked up. What, this shibal, I touched that Dymax Nymph's breasts?





  -Brain full throttle!





  I racked my brain until my blood vessels felt like they would burst, but shibal, regrettably, nothing came to mind. The blessing of Chaos seems to have taken a lot from me.





  Anyway, it wasn't that I received the blessing of Chaos after drifting to this world. It means I had it since I was very young.





  "I see-. So that's how it was."


  


  I thought I had drifted to this world.





  But it turns out I had merely returned home.





  To think I wasn't a wise 21st-century South Korean citizen, but a native of this damned Gaia continent. 





  Shibal, then why the hell did I go to the military? 





  If you think about it, aren't I a foreigner?





  I felt like I had wasted two fucking years, and I was extremely angry.





  Just then.





  Seureureureureu-.





  Melinoe's body began to fade into the air, as if snow was swirling.





  ━As expected, I can't stay outside for long.





  "What, what's happening?"





  ━I'm just returning to where I belong. I am the Nightmare Gatekeeper guarding the Abyss of Erebor. I cannot let anyone in, nor can I let anyone out. Not even myself-.





  "Ah-."





  ━Hassan, come visit me again next time. But then, even if you call me older sister, I won't go easy on you.





  I was swept away by some tremendous emotion and tightly hugged Melinoe's waist. 





  "O-older sister, noona, I'm dying-!"





  Of course, at the same time, Melinoe's body completely vanished like swirling snow, but the warmth of the large breasts I had buried my face in lingered faintly on my cheeks.
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 Even though I only went as far as the entrance to the Underworld, I learned a lot.





 That I was actually born in this land, a native of Gaia.





 And that my father and mother, for some reason, abandoned their divine seats and the world to save me, and are now living a simple life on Earth.





 And perhaps the point that my birth, or more accurately, the marriage between my mother and father, involved some kind of involuntary conspiracy.





 Seureuk-. Challang-. I touched the pendant I had newly hung around my neck. 





 A heart-shaped cold metal. According to others, it's shaped like an arrowhead.





 As I was organizing my thoughts while touching it, someone tapped the table with a 'Tak-' sound loud enough to be heard. 





 When I came to my senses and lifted my head, a woman wearing an owl-shaped helmet was looking at me, holding a teacup.





 Lady Enya, the sole daughter and heir of the Sardich family, who rules Sodomora, spoke to me as she looked at me.





 "Hassan-nim, do you have something you want to say-?"





 "No, it's nothing."





 Only then could I slowly take another look around the surroundings. 





 This place is the meeting room of the Sodomora Council, located in the center of the city. 





 It's a historic political arena, from the large round table to the luxurious chairs, and the banners of various families stationed in Sodomora are planted here.





 And among them was included the banner symbolizing my Hassan's temple, shaped like a Man(卍). 





 City Councilor Hassan.





 Of course, it's an honorary position, but still, I feel socially successful.  





 But damn it, doesn't that banner seem like it's backwards? 





 If it's like that, it won't be the symbol of the Black Brotherhood, but fucking Nazi's symbol, the Hakenkreuz.





 "What are your thoughts, Hassan-nim?"





 "Huh?"





 Suddenly turning the arrows towards me, it felt like lightning flashed before my eyes. Asking what my thoughts were.





 I wasn't thinking anything.





 It felt like I couldn't say I was thinking about something else. 





 Count Hawkins, the Dwarf patriarch of Sardich with a golden beard, Baron Fleur, who wore a black robe, and the gaze of Valtma, the head of the Mars Guild, were all directed at me.





 It's a political arena where high-ranking nobles and officials gather.





 As I was thinking about why I came here, Lady Enya added a few explanations.





 "Right now, the atmosphere in the royal capital Zeruite is unusual. The high-ranking nobles who have always been suppressed are raising their voices in complaint."





 "Ah-."





 "It's probably because Prince Pride hasn't appeared in public or been active for several weeks. It even reached the point where the businesses he was in charge of suddenly stopped."





 Thanks to Lady Enya's kind explanation, I could suddenly recall what the current agenda was.





 Suspicious winds blowing from the royal capital.





 Prince Pride's sudden downfall.





 The many interests and opposing forces that were suppressed under the tyranny of Prince Pride, the Gigas, are preparing to spring up everywhere like a heavily compressed rubber ball.





 Could it be that the fact that the prince was actually a princess, who regained her senses after being controlled by the Gigas, hasn't spread?





 Or perhaps, because that fact has spread, the nobles might be trying to expand their influence and gain power while the royal family is weakened.





 Seureuk-. Enya presented something towards the center of the table.





 "Lately, such stories have been spreading, apparently."





 A scroll placed on the table.





 These words were written on it.





 "'The era of dark clouds filled with thunder and lightning is passing, and a new dawn is coming. Worship the light shining through the clouds, the second coming of radiance-'."





 As I was understanding what these words meant.





 From various places, exclamations like 'Hoo-, how rude-.' or 'They've gone completely mad.' emerged. The writing on the scroll seemed to be causing quite a stir.





 From a corner, Valtma, the head of the Mars Guild, a man who stood with his arms crossed, exuding importance, opened his mouth.





 "It sounds like they're planning a rebellion. The era of dark clouds filled with thunder and lightning-. It refers to Byeokryeokje, the King of Thunder."





 Enya nodded briefly at that.





 "Yes, that's right. It must mean they intend to overturn the royal laws established under Jupiter's name. The light shining through the clouds-. The second coming of radiance- might refer to the followers of Apollo."





 "About forty years ago, the followers of Apollo joined forces with Neptune's priests to start a rebellion-. Neptune and Apollo, Delphi-. Is Marquis Carbilgas trying to become active again?"





 I know Marquis Carbilgas too.





 He was the man who invited me and treated me generously when I became a god in Delphi. 





 He also had the ability of foresight, and he hinted to me that I would fight an enemy so vast it couldn't be compared to a Hydra.





 At that time, Fleur, who had been silent for a while, spoke.





 "If it's a rebellion, the Temple Knights won't stand idly by. They are loyal to the royal family. I know their strength well."





 "However, it seems they also have legitimacy."





 Answering Fleur's words was Count Hawkins, the Dwarf, stroking his magnificently braided golden beard.





 Baron Fleur of the Skull, pulling his robe deeper, asked back.





 "Count Hawkins. What do you mean by legitimacy?"





 "Actually, a carrier pigeon flew to me, Hawkins, too. Let's put forward Juda Borzak as king instead of the old Byeokryeokje. The kingdom might split into numerous small poleis again."





 "Father, if it's Juda Borzak-."





 To Enya's question, Hawkins let out a small 'Hmph-'.





 "Originally, the Borzak family led the royal family until just three generations ago."





 Putting the stories together, it means that various nobles and collateral royal family members are plotting a rebellion, taking advantage of the royal family's rapid loss of power.





 "The Temple Knights are loyal to the royal family. I heard that some have already become subordinates of Juda Borzak. The factions are splitting, led by the Chief and Second Chief. That's not all; dangerous political criminals are escaping from the prison city. They are all individuals captured by Byeokryeokje and Prince Pride. Their escape is no ordinary event-."





 Valtma clicked his tongue with a 'Tsk-' at his words.





 "This country just can't get enough of getting caught up in civil wars."





 With that, the meeting hall fell into a brief silence.





 About ten seconds where everyone held their tongues.





 Perhaps having organized their thoughts in the meantime, Count Hawkins spoke.





 "So, it's certain that new winds are blowing from the royal capital. How about we, Sodomora, ride this wind as well?"





 "Count Hawkins, does that mean you intend to join Juda's rebellion?"





 "That's not it, Count Fleur. We will rise anew with our own legitimacy. We have legitimacy too. Our great city Sodomora has a god, and it has a king-."





 At the Dwarf Count's words, everyone's gaze fixed on me.





 It seems I'm playing a role symbolizing a kind of legitimacy. However, Enya, Count Hawkins' daughter, didn't seem to understand her father's words.





 "Father, I know Hassan-nim is a god, but a king-?"





 "...."





 Hawkins didn't answer, merely looking at those around him with narrow eyes. However, his eyes flickered like flames when he looked at the one-eyed Valtma.





 In short, Hawkins is expressing his desire to enthrone Valtma, Vincent Friedrich, the legitimate son and Grand Duke of the former king, as the new king, taking advantage of the current chaos.





 Well, if that happens, the success of the people living in Sodomora would be a sure thing.





 However, Valtma himself merely trailed off with a 'Hmph-', as if uninterested. Fleur, with a glint in his eyes from beneath his robe, spoke to such a Valtma.





 "'My old friend. It's not something we can only think of pessimistically. Whether we like it or not, the flames of war will overturn the kingdom. If we remain idle like this, Sodomora will only become a sacrifice. Therefore, we must prepare.'"





 "Prepare for trials in times of comfort."





 "That's right."























 "Paranoy, what are you doing sitting there crouched down?"





 "I was waiting for you, Hassan-nim...!"





 As I headed towards the temple, Paranoy, who had been sitting on the floor rolling snowballs, suddenly lifted his head. 





 "So, did you successfully attend the city council meeting...?"





 "Yes. What about the others?"





 "They all seem busy...!"





 The other party members seem busy preparing for the upcoming expedition.





 Paranoy asked.





 "What did those foolish and stupid politicians talk about at that meeting...?"





 Paranoy seemed more curious about the story I would tell than happy to see me. Sitting in the office, I explained the stories I had just heard to Paranoy.





 Stories about rebellion and such.





 At that, Paranoy laughed sinisterly with a 'Mhheuh-heuh-'.





 "As expected, everything went as I predicted...! Now that Prince Pride, like a lion, has fallen, foxes and weasels are popping up everywhere...!"





 "Paranoy, are you saying you predicted all this would happen?"





 If it were in the past, I would have dismissed it as nonsense, but after building the temple, Paranoy had shown considerable resourcefulness and remarkably sharp wits.





 Paranoy's true ability lies not in being a nymph material or being used like an inventory, but in schemes and stratagems.





 Therefore, I couldn't help but be uncertain.





 At that, Paranoy raised his hand high and said.





 "Finally, the shining stars established by Byeokryeokje and Prince Pride are falling...! The new order that will begin henceforth-, the one who will stand tall there will be Queen Friede, the puppet I, Paranoy, will enthrone...!"





 Queen Friede, the puppet.





 I recalled Princess Friede, with her large chest, strangely liking Paranoy. To enthrone that naive and seemingly frail princess as a puppet queen?





 Doesn't that mean, in the end, it's that.





 "What, are you saying you're joining the rebellion too?"





 "It's not a rebellion...! The legitimate child of the current King Byeokryeokje is Princess Friede...! Therefore, we have legitimacy...!"





 "I see. But, the princess has no power base at all. What are you planning to do?"





 "Mhheuh-heuh, I, Paranoy, have already sent people to the royal capital and the prison city...! By now, my minions, Paranoy's minions, must have freed people from the prison city...!"





 Prison city.





 Prison break.





 With those two keywords, the stories I heard at the city council meeting earlier came to mind. 





 They said dangerous political criminals escaped from the prison city. Damn it, I never thought Paranoy was behind it.





 As I was surprised, Paranoy said, casting a sinister shadow on his face.





 "Isn't it all according to your plan, Hassan-nim...? I, Paranoy, knew your thoughts long ago...!"





 "What do you mean?"





 "It was already known that you, Hassan-nim, defeated Hydra of the Thieves Guild and became their leader...! Just as you planned, I, Paranoy, made them pick the locks of all the prisons...!"





 "Thieves Guild-."





 Thieves Guild.





 There were indeed such guys, but I didn't really pay them any mind. I thought they had naturally disbanded because there was no way to contact them.





 But according to Paranoy's words now, it seems he had contacted the executives of the Thieves Guild, whom I thought had disbanded, through some means.





 "Indeed, only executives of the Thieves Guild could safely infiltrate the prison city and pick those sturdy locks..., truly a fearsome arrangement...! And the knights who survived in that prison will become even stronger beings and roam the world...!"





 "Knights-?"





 "Their personalities are eccentric, but they are all outstanding in skill...! You've fought them yourself, Hassan-nim, so you know...! They can be considered the ones who passed Hassan-nim's trial...!"





 "I fought them?"





 "The name is Grand Swordsman Schizo of split personality. Sorceress Somnia of the abyss. Heretic Ankshus of the Magic Tower-."





 As the names were listed, dark and shadowy silhouettes came to mind. 





 What Paranoy is talking about are the monstrous figures who were active as Pluto's cultists, each earning their notoriety. 





 Schizo, Pluto's crusader who wielded a giant greatsword and possessed an unkillable body.





 Somnia, a master physician who handled numerous curses and zombies as the daughter of Ideope.





 Even Ankshus, the dark mage who commanded legions of the dead, built fortresses, and waged total war against cities, wielding dark magic-.





 Their memories are being recalled one by one in my mind.





 So, it seems Paranoy used the Thieves Guild to help his former colleagues, the cult executives, escape. 





 Paranoy mentioned gathering knights just for the Black Brotherhood, and now I roughly understand.





 He shouted.





 "If the master of stealth, Hasashin of the Thieves Guild, and the experts in rebellion and guerrilla terrorism, the former cult members, join forces, no one will be able to stop the progress of me, Paranoy, and Hassan-nim...!"





 Many events are happening in places I don't know about.





 The land of Gaia, which had felt so peaceful, seemed to be undergoing tectonic shifts itself, so I pondered for a moment what I should do.





 For now, I thought I was too busy just focusing on heading to the Underworld.





 Paranoy said.





 "Of course, you, Hassan-nim, only need to focus on returning to the Underworld...! In the plan of yours, Hassan-nim, and mine, Paranoy, recapturing the throne of Hell will be the culmination of everything...!"





 "Yes, I understand."





 "A great war will break out...! War...! A war that judges sin...! Defendant, Gaia Continent...! Defendant, Hypnos...! Defendant, the Gnomes of Alfheim-. All sentenced to death-!"





 Leaving Paranoy babbling away, I fell silent for a moment.





 A war, huh.





 Come to think of it, Achilles, who had settled in the canyon, also said something like that. Perhaps he had predicted this situation.





 "Hmm-."





 Of course, what's important to me right now is the immediate goal.





 As Paranoy said.





 I felt like much would be accomplished by recapturing the Underworld.
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We stopped by various shops to prepare for our expedition, buying supplies.





We bought so much that it wouldn't be an exaggeration to call it hoarding.





Was that our mistake?





"Hey, you, suspicious Elf. This is a random check. State your identity. For what reason are you carrying so many potions?"





Someone spoke to us, and Elfriede and I stopped walking. When was the last time a soldier had stopped us for a random check?





It had been so long that I was actually flustered.





"State my identity?"





As Elfriede furrowed her brow, the soldier placed his hand on the hilt of his sword. Was this a scheme to extort money under the guise of a random check?





The face visible beneath the T-shaped helmet looked quite young and boyish, but his personality seemed rather aggressive.





"Wait, just a moment-!"





Just then, another soldier, who had rushed over, spoke to us.





"Oh, aren't you Mr. Hassan? My apologies. He's a new recruit in the guard, and he's a bit too eager."





A new recruit, huh.





Eventually, we were released from the check and were able to walk down the street again.





However, it wasn't just us; soldiers were stopping people here and there, demanding identification or checking the number of people wandering the streets.





Since the city council meeting, armed soldiers had been patrolling the streets of Sodomora with increased frequency.





"Join the Citizen Army-. Sign up now and get a free mount rental-. Room and board provided-."





Scrolls recruiting soldiers were plastered everywhere on walls, tree trunks, and inn bulletin boards, making it obvious to anyone that they were trying to bolster their military strength.





When a country and city become chaotic, it's natural to invest money in military power and strength, isn't it? Honestly, I don't know much about that sort of thing.





Anyway, perhaps because the soldiers were patrolling more often, the streets were free of thugs and hoodlums, making them much more pleasant.





It was pleasant, but with soldiers and guards constantly patrolling, it was unavoidable that people's anxiety would increase.





"Is a war about to break out?"





"I heard other cities are similar."





"From what I heard, some dangerous criminals escaped from the prison city. All cities have apparently strengthened their checks and security to catch them."





"Escaped from the prison city? Is that even possible? Isn't the entire fortress like a giant prison?"





"Well, it seems a new thieves' guild has become active."





Listening to the murmurs from all around, everyone was chattering about gossip, a mix of interest and worry.





But overall, it was mostly a wait-and-see attitude, like "What will happen next?"





For ordinary citizens living in the city, they were probably just trying to keep up with the rapidly changing world and the political situations in the surrounding regions.





I was like that too.





I was forcibly conscripted into the war against the cultists that broke out so suddenly. At the time, I was so overwhelmed that I didn't realize it, but thinking back now, it sends a chill down my spine.





How did I even survive back then?





Having to go through an unexpected separation from Luna was also a very painful experience.





And was it during the height of the war that I reunited with Elfriede?





I thought it was a flashback and touched Elfriede's chest. It was surprisingly soft, and the sensation was quite nice.





At that moment, for a very brief instant, I even thought that since I had touched a chest before dying, I could achieve enlightenment.





*Swoosh-*





Just then, someone pinched my side.





Of course, it was Elfriede, who was walking with me.





"You're having some fucked-up thoughts right now, aren't you?"





"Shit, how do you know that?"





"If you're thinking about some 'Elf-this' or 'Elf-that', I'm going to hit you."





"I wasn't thinking that. I was thinking about touching your chest."





"Wh-what?! You've gone completely mad!"





Elfriede was startled and pulled her hand away from my side. I had told her the truth to tease her, but it turned out to be surprisingly effective.





"Don't have any useless thoughts-."





However, Elfriede quickly regained her composure and pinched my side even harder. Elfriede's grip was surprisingly strong for a mage, to the point where tears welled up in my eyes.
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"Ouch."





"I pinched you so you'd say 'ouch'."





After such trivial banter, we finally arrived at a shop located on the street of Sodomora's South Gate.





The name written on the sign was "Magic Tool Shop."





Whoever it was, the name was so carelessly chosen that I figured the shop owner must be a nonchalant and cool person.





*Jingle, jingle-*





Upon entering the shop, flasks and dried herbs scattered everywhere suggested a lack of organization.





Turning my head, I saw a dwarf with a bushy beard dozing off at the counter.





Perhaps business was so bad that he didn't even bother to get up when we, the customers, made our entrance.





I asked Elfriede.





"Is this really the place?"





"This is it. It might look shabby, but sometimes you find really good stuff in places like these."





Elfriede's attitude reminded me of an old friend who would recommend a rundown udon shop as being delicious.





I never knew Elfriede, who seemed like she'd only eat pasta and shop at department stores, had such a hipster side to her.





And so, Elfriede began her shopping.





Seeing her buy a lot of blue potions in glass bottles, I figured she was buying mana potions or something similar.





Just as Luna was wandering the winter forest with the nymphs to gather ingredients, and Hippolyte was engaging in practical sparring with Antiope.





Elfriede, too, was meticulously preparing for the expedition in her own way. Thanks to her, I ended up following her to these old shops as her bodyguard and porter.





In the end, Elfriede bought enough tools to fill both my hands with bundles.











*   *   *











"Now, put them down there. And place the potions on that shelf over there so they don't break."





After finishing her shopping, Elfriede, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, started giving me various instructions.





This was how she used to order me around when I was her slave.





Of course, the me of now and the me of then were different.





I wasn't a slave anymore, and the place Elfriede was telling me to put the items was my own break room.





Yes, my break room.





Elfriede had taken the break room, which I had taken from Paranoy, and was now using it as her personal space.





She said the fireplace here was warm and nice.





As a result, nymph hairbrushes and Elfriede's personal belongings were scattered around the room, as nymphs often visited.





Looking at the shelves, there were even books that Elfriede had read and carelessly tossed aside.





As I was pushing the books aside to place the potions on top of them.





*Thump-*





One of the books I had pushed aside fell to the floor and opened.





"Hassan, be careful. I borrowed these books. If they get scratched, I'll have to pay. And I'm taking them on the expedition, so please put them in the bundles if you can."





Elfriede, as if it were the most natural thing, expanded her requests. Did that girl still think I was her slave?





It was a little, no, quite vexing.





I wanted to spank her.





If I had known, I should have spanked her when I saw her behind last time.





Her behind.





Her behind, huh.





Come to think of it, Elfriede and I had already become intimate, but since then, there had been no such encounters, nor any change in our relationship.





It made me wonder if those events were just my own delusion.





Thinking about it, I became a little curious about what Elfriede usually thought about.





I had been by Elfriede's side and thought I knew her best, but I still couldn't fathom her thoughts.





Elfriede could often guess my thoughts.





*Swoosh-*





I looked into Elfriede's red eyes to read her thoughts.





As if sensing my gaze, Elfriede narrowed her eyes slightly and held up her index and middle fingers in a V-shape towards me.





It meant to look elsewhere before I poke her eyes out.





So, I shifted my gaze to my surroundings. What I saw was a book lying on the floor. Elfriede had said it was a book she'd take on the expedition.





It had a thick cover, and the title was "The Fairy Under the Desk."





"The Fairy Under the Desk."





What kind of title is that? I couldn't even guess the content.





So, I casually opened it and read a random passage.





"M-master, I am a nymph of lewdness, a porn nymph. Please spank my butt."





"Porn nymph. Whistle."





My vision swam.





A nymph of lewdness, a porn nymph.





What kind of nymph is that? Do such things exist?





Flipping through a few more pages, I saw the tragic tales of slender fairy porn nymphs, who had escaped the curse of the gods, being molested by all sorts of men.





But it seemed quite interesting.





Why on earth would she want to take such a book on an expedition?





Could it be some profound grimoire that I'm unaware of?





If I read a bit more, I might find out why. So, as I kept flipping through the pages.





"What are you reading so freely for?"





*Fwoosh-* Elfriede snatched the book from my hands like lightning. It happened so quickly that I couldn't even react.





That statement, though brief, implies that Elfriede displayed a potential ability that surpassed my agility, doesn't it?





"Don't read it without permission."





Elfriede, with an angry expression, quickly put the books back on her bookshelf.





This is my break room, and she's making her own bookshelf and getting angry just because I read it.





For some reason, I felt indignant and went behind Elfriede, reaching my arms towards her front.





*Squish-*





Then, the soft sensation of Elfriede's chest, covered by her clothes, was felt in both my palms. During the war, when I was half-asleep, I felt a similar sensation.





"What- what are you doing?"





Of course, Elfriede, as if angry that I had suddenly touched her chest, froze in the pose of putting books on the shelf and growled.





It was as if she were threatening to bite me if I didn't remove my hands immediately. In reality, it wouldn't be much different.





But I was no longer the slave Hassan of the past.





I was the master of my own destiny.





To convey this to Elfriede, I slowly moved my hands and massaged her breasts to my heart's content.





*Squish, squish-*





It was a shame that she was wearing a rather thick top, but the very act of touching Elfriede's chest, which she disliked, felt as good as a jolt to my head.





It was warm, too.





"... "





Elfriede, who I expected to growl a little more, was now frozen in place, silent.





Since I was standing behind Elfriede, I couldn't see her expression, which was a shame.





However, looking at her ears, which were turning red from the tips, I could tell her face was also flushed.





*Whoosh-*





At that moment, the flames of the fireplace, which had been gently burning in the break room, suddenly roared louder, startling me.





The flames of the fireplace surged as if oil had been poured on them.





Elfriede must have manipulated the heat.





If this continued, the break room might burn down in a fiery rage.





So, I had no choice but to pull away from Elfriede.





There was nothing more foolish than setting the city ablaze again. I had barely escaped with my life once; a second time would be unforgivable.





So, I removed my hands and slowly stepped back. Elfriede then resumed organizing her books.





As an awkward silence lingered in the break room for a while.





"...Don't touch me without my permission. It makes me flustered."





Elfriede, with her back to me, uttered something almost unbelievable. "Don't touch me without my permission." Does that mean she'll allow it if she gives permission?





To that, I asked.





"So, can I touch your chest now?"





A woman's chest is truly amazing.





Those soft things possess such a captivating magic that they keep lingering in my mind.





"Hah? What are you talking about? Not now."





"Damn. Then when? Is it okay in 5 minutes?"





"I don't know-. Anyway, not now."





So fickle.





But I had no complaints.





I had already touched my quota of breasts for the day.





Even though it was over her clothes, the fact that I touched the chest of a fussy elf and the break room didn't burn down felt like a profitable venture.





A victory for my survival.





As I was chuckling to myself with that thought.





*Knock, knock-*





Someone knocked on the door.





Soon, the door creaked open, and a swarm of tiny nymphs flooded in.





"Hoo-hoo, hurry and come in! It's warm in here!"





"Hoo-hoo, it's so cold...! If I had known, I should have hibernated, sisters...!"





"No! If you sleep now, you'll wake up in the summer, not spring...!"





These must be the nymphs who went to the winter forest with Luna to collect ingredients.





Soon, many nymphs were melting like cheese on a grill, warming themselves on the sofa and by the fireplace.





Seeing them, I no longer cared about the conversation Elfriede and I were having, or what I was thinking.





Elfriede also stopped organizing her bookshelf and let out a small sigh.





"Nymphs-."





And so, that night, after some time had passed.





I escaped from Luna's workshop, busy preparing for potion making, and the noisy break room filled with nymphs, and lay down in my secret space.





My secret space was my studio apartment located between the nymphs' houses. It was a personal space with only a bed.





Actually, since I had revealed it to Antiope, it's not really a secret space anymore; it's just my personal room.





Tomorrow will be busy-.





As I closed my eyes, trying to fall asleep with that thought.





I heard a knock on the door.





"What is it?"





I was just about to drift off into a pleasant sleep.





When I opened the door, I saw Elfriede wearing a white robe.





"Hassan, I have something serious to talk to you about, so come out. Or I can come in."





Something serious to talk about.





I'm already starting to feel tense.





"I'm sleepy. If it's not urgent, let's talk tomorrow."





"If you listen to what I have to say-."





"If I listen-?"





Elfriede, uncharacteristically, paused. Thanks to that, I woke up. After a long pause, she stammered.





"W-well, I might let you touch my chest."





"My mouth is watering."
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  Friede, who had entered the room, looked around.





  The room, if you could even call it that, was a shabby space with nothing but a candle and a bed.





  Friede's assessment was this:





  "Looks like it's just a place to sleep."





  "Yeah, pretty much. Just sit anywhere. If you don't want to sit, you can stand."





  "Then I'll make myself at home."





  Friede perched on the corner of my bed. For this girl to come looking for me so late at night. And she said she'd let me touch her breasts?





  Could it be that she came because she wanted me to touch her breasts?





  Just thinking about it makes my dick feel magnificent.





  But Friede's demeanor was strangely calm. If she had come for me to touch her breasts, it would be normal for Friede to be fidgeting too.





  I asked.





  "So, what do you have to say to me at this late hour?"





  "...."





  Friede remained silent, her lips tightly sealed.





  She seemed to be deep in thought.





  Actually, I was trying to loosen things up by talking about breasts and whatnot, but I knew Friede had something important to say, which was why she came here.





  That's why a sleep-loving Friede would even skip sleep to come find me in the dead of night.





  No, perhaps Friede already had something to say from the moment she asked me to accompany her shopping today.





  She wanted to create time to talk with me, which is why we walked around the city together.





  In the end, Friede didn't bring up anything beyond exchanging trivial jokes, and it dragged on until dawn-that was my guess.





  I said.





  "If you have something to say, just say it. Hesitating isn't like you."





  "Not like me-." Friede repeated my words. Then a long, humming sound, like a snort, was heard, and she opened her mouth to speak.





  "That's true. Even if I beat around the bush, Hassan, you either wouldn't understand, or you'd pretend not to. You knew I had something to tell you today, didn't you?"





  "Well, yeah. Otherwise, you wouldn't ask me to go shopping with you now."





  Friede is a girl who's far removed from things like outdoor dates.





  She'd rather do nothing together in a room than wander around outside with me.





  Today's Friede had many strange quirks.





  No, that's not right.





  It wasn't that today's Friede was strange.





  To be more precise, Friede has been strange lately.





  Her words were few, and she rarely initiated conversations. Normally, I would have just thought it was Friede's characteristic languid house Cat-like demeanor-.





  But thinking about it now, perhaps she was too quiet.





  As I was deep in thought, Friede let out a small sigh, *Huu-*.





  "I've been thinking about this a lot lately."





  Her hesitant manner somehow made me feel hesitant too. I was a little worried about what Friede was going to say now.





  "What's on your mind?"





  "After this expedition, I need to go back to my hometown for a bit."





  "Ah-."





  Only a short exclamation escaped my lips.





  Everyone has a hometown.





  Just as Luna has the island of Ideope, Friede also has a hometown called Alfheim, the land of fairies.





  But I never imagined that Friede would say she needed to go back to her hometown.





  I truly hadn't thought about it even a speck.





  "Friede, didn't you say you were being hunted in your hometown?"





  Friede is a criminal who set fire to the World Tree and escaped. Is it truly inevitable for a criminal to return to the scene of the crime?





  As I stood there bewildered, Friede spoke.





  "Hassan, seeing you made me think a lot too. The reason you're risking so much to head to the Underworld. It must be because that's your hometown."





  "And?"





  "And so, I realized that if I keep running away like this, I'll forever live as a fugitive, a loser. Actually, I've known it for a long time, but-."





  "I see."





  It was so blunt that many parts were cut off, but.





  In summary, it felt like Friede, having been stimulated by me in various ways recently, had resolved to face many things back in her hometown.





  But even so, isn't it a bit dangerous there?





  As I stroked my chin with a displeased expression, Friede added a few more words.





  "It's already decided. Hassan, even if you try to stop me, I'm going there."





  To think Friede was going to leave me and the others to go to a dangerous place.





  I felt conflicted in many ways.





  I don't know how to explain it, but I had a wish that Friede would just stay here peacefully beside me, reading a book, instead of going there.





  Is this what they call possessiveness mixed with worry?





  No, no. It feels different from possessiveness.





  As I remained silent with that feeling, Friede added a remark.





  "Then, we're even, right? You left me on a whim before. Now it's my turn to leave you."





  "Indeed, that's how it is. I didn't know there was an order to this."





  I chuckled a little.





  Back then, I was the one who left Friede. Now it seems it's Friede's turn. I never imagined my karma would come back to me like this.
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  Seureuk.





  I sat down beside Friede.





  I had many things to say in various ways, but they wouldn't come out.





  Friede's stubbornness is strong, so I probably wouldn't be able to stop her even if I tried. Nevertheless, I decided to try and dissuade her just once.





  I, Hassan, the clown of the land of Gaia, had a minuscule amount of pride left. So, I opened my mouth, feeling as if I was abandoning even that handful of salt-like pride I had cherished.





  "But, do you really have to go?"





  Even if it's the same hometown, Luna returning to Ideope and Friede returning to Alfheim carry different weights.





  Because Luna liked Ideope, but Friede didn't like Alfheim.





  She hated it so much she even set fire to it and ran away.





  Moreover, although some conflicts have been resolved through recent conversations with Mimir, I have no idea what would happen if Friede, a wanted criminal, were to head there.





  "You could just stay here."





  "That's why I'm going. If I want to stay here, if I want to keep warming myself by a cozy hearth, I have to go there."





  "What kind of strange talk is that?"





  "It's exactly as I said. If I want to stay here without running away, it means I have to settle the things that happened in Alfheim."





  With that, our conversation paused for a moment.





  Now, no other thoughts came to mind.





  Only the fact that after this expedition, Friede would be returning to the land of the Elves, full of winter and bitter cold, slowly began to sink in.





  Didn't they say the Elves of Alfheim were plotting some sinister schemes?





  Will it really be okay?





  What kind of place is Alfheim, anyway?





  Beyond it being a place where snow falls all four seasons, filled with giant World Trees and Elves, too little is known.





  Unlike Luna, who used to chatter on about Ideope having many trees, many bugs, and many poisonous insects-.





  Both Friede and Kalidur, it seemed, didn't particularly want to talk about their hometown.





  Then suddenly, I became curious about what kind of life Friede had lived in that land.





  Because Friede never talked about her past.





  The story of Friede setting fire and fleeing was something I heard from Kalidur, not from Friede herself, two years after I met her.





  I feel like I know a lot about Friede, yet I don't.





  And the same must be true for Friede.





  Because I also haven't told Friede many stories. For example, what kind of world I came from.





  White and black.





  Woman and man.





  There are some aspects that are completely opposite, but....





  Still, this girl and I are two peas in a pod.





  Can I ask?





  What kind of life Friede has lived.





  A woman's past is like Pandora's Box; it sparks interest but simultaneously causes worry and distress.





  As I was agonizing like that, Friede spoke.





  "Hassan, come to think of it, we've talked about this and that a lot. We've spent quite some time together. But it was always just trivial talk, like what to eat for dinner or what to do tomorrow."





  "Yeah, there wasn't much else besides that."





  "But we never talked about the really important things. I didn't think there was any need to. And it's probably the same for you."





  "Right."





  "Hassan, do you know that I used to raise a dog?"





  "Friede, you raised a dog?"





  That's the first I've heard of it.





  Friede raised a dog, you say.





  Friede nodded at that.





  "Yes. It was a dog. A long-haired, shaggy, messy black dog. Probably a pup of the Demon Hound Garm. A Cerberus-like Demon Hound. It was small. A puppy. But I named it Dog."





  At Friede's words, a black-furred poodle or husky-like puppy was forming in my mind.





  But how could she name a dog 'Dog'?





  I thought it was too damn lazy, but then again, in Alfheim, where an Elf's name is Friede, maybe it's normal.





  Friede continued.





  "But for us Elves, raising puppies was forbidden. It was natural since there wasn't enough food to feed livestock. Of course, because I was of a special status among the Elves, I was permitted to raise a puppy."





  Friede then continued to tell me about the dog she had raised. From the dog's initial shyness and growling to how it eventually opened its heart to her.





  Even the basic training process, like offering its paw, 'stay,' 'sit,' 'roll over'-it learned quickly because it was a smart dog.





  I know exactly what that feels like because I've raised a dog too.





  Dogs are damn human's best friends, so it feels good when they listen well.





  "Before I knew it, the dog had become my daily life. It was nice to have someone waiting for me when I came home. It was my own luxury, one that other Elves couldn't enjoy. But-."





  But- .





  With that, Friede's story paused for a moment.





  When I subtly turned my head, I saw Friede, her brow slightly furrowed, her lips trembling.





  "But-. It was an unusually cold winter. The spring water that had briefly thawed froze solid again, and livestock froze to death. One day in that winter, when everyone was starving. I came home to find the dog gone."





  "...."





  "That day, I searched through the snowfield. Black fur would stand out in the white snow, so I thought I'd find it quickly. But it wasn't there. It was lost. I felt like my chest had been hollowed out."





  "I see."





  "But late that night, when I returned, there was food I hadn't seen before. Luxurious dishes, unsuited for a long, harsh winter. Everyone was sitting by the hearth, sharing it."





  I couldn't even manage a short reply like 'I see-.' But whether I replied or not, Friede continued to speak as if she had been jump-started.





  "Starving, I ate it even though I knew what it was. It was delicious. I still remember the taste. And then, I suddenly realized that I was no different from that food. A white Elf, who could be devoured at any moment."





  Friede said that night she set fire to a part of the World Tree, and took advantage of the commotion as people rushed to put it out, to escape.





  And so, after wandering the continent, she met me.





  "You had black hair. Messy everywhere. Your eyes shone with nothing but the will to live, just like the dog when I first met it."





  I felt like I somewhat understood why Friede had bought me as a slave.





  Besides me setting fire and fleeing, it seemed my black hair reminded Friede of the puppy she had raised in her memories.





  "At the execution ground then, you were a dog. And at the same time, you were me. Because I was a dog too. A dog busy wagging its tail, unaware of its fate."





  "...."





  "Hassan, I once said I hoped you would kill me with your own hands someday. I take that back now. I, actually, don't want to die. I want to live more than anyone. I can't die like a dog like this."





  "Everyone thinks that. It's only natural. Who wants to die?"





  "So, I'm going back to Alfheim. I'm going to burn everything I couldn't finish burning there. Because I'm sick of running away now."





  Friede's breathing was a little ragged.





  She seemed excited from bringing out the stories from within herself. It's not easy to talk about what's inside you.





  Because it's like exposing your own weaknesses.





  That's why Friede seemed somewhat remarkable to me.





  Thinking about it now, this girl was always remarkable.





  Before she was the party's magic-user.





  There was a time when this girl filled my life.





  A time when she existed aloofly like an insurmountable wall, making me feel suffocated to the point of being unable to breathe.





  But the current Friede, while remarkable, also seemed somewhat small.





  I don't know if I've grown bigger or if Friede has shrunk.





  It could be both.





  Anyway, Friede couldn't speak any further. In fact, we didn't need any more conversation than that. We had said everything we wanted to say.





  Now, only the time of our promise remained.





  I slowly placed my hand on Friede's shoulder and gently laid her body down on the bed.





  "...."





  The candlelight and various emotions swirled and mixed, reflected in Friede's red eyes.
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  Seureuk-.





  Seureuk-.





  I calmly undressed Elfriede. 





  「....」





  Elfriede didn't resist, but she didn't actively respond either; she just stayed still. 





  However, her shoulders and chest, revealed white under the candlelight, were trembling, and her slightly parted lips were releasing excited, warm breaths.





  Is the room a bit cold?





  If we stick together, our body heat will warm us up.





  Eventually, I stripped off all of Elfriede's top.





  Chulleong-.





  Between her silver hair, I could see her slender neck and prominent collarbones. Below that, her breasts maintained a plump shape even while she was lying down, which was quite surprising.





  First, I slowly reached out and stroked her belly and sides.





  Seureuk, seureuk-.





  Since the winter dawn is long, I thought I'd take my time and start by touching the surrounding areas without rushing. As I was stroking Elfriede's firm yet soft belly with my hand...





  Seureuk-.





  Whether it was because of the exposure to the cold air or excitement from the skin stimulation, her pink nipples, which I hadn't even touched yet, stood up firm.





  「....」





  Elfriede must have felt it herself, as she crossed her arms as if hugging herself and covered her face.





  Is she embarrassed?





  I'm about to do even more embarrassing things from now on.





  Seuseuk, seureureu-. My hand glided up Elfriede's smooth skin. 





  I wondered how a person's skin could be this smooth, before remembering once again that she wasn't a human, but an Elf.





  Her limbs were also long and slender, making me naturally realize that her race-no, her species itself-was different. 





  Could a child be born between an Elf and me?





  I don't know.





  It wouldn't hurt to try.





  Following those smooth curves from her side up to her chest, my hand lightly grasped her warm and soft breast.





  Seureureuk, malkang, mallang-.





  「Huu....」





  Even though they were smaller than Hippolyte's, watching those beautiful teardrop-shaped breasts move here and there according to my hand made me feel like size didn't even matter.





  More than anything, the fact that I was touching Elfriede's breasts was exciting enough that I still hadn't fully adjusted to it.





  Seureuk, seureuk-.





  I focused on teasing Elfriede's nipples with my thumb and index finger. As I kept flicking them as if lightly scratching with my fingers, Elfriede finally flinched as if she were about to lift her hips slightly.





  「Heuut....」





  A natural groan escaped her lips.





  Unable to hold back, I climbed on top of her, buried my lips in her neck, and slowly licked her throat with my tongue.





  Churyup, cheuryup.





  「Haa....」





  Whether she liked that affectionate act or not, Elfriede's breaths gradually became hotter, coming out like moans. 





  My lips moved down until they finally took Elfriede's breast into my mouth, rolling her nipple with my tongue.





  Haljjak, haljjak.





  My mouth engulfed the entire areola. 





  The nipple being toyed with inside.





  「Haa, haaaa....」





  Elfriede exhaled wet breaths with increasing frequency.





  The faint candlelight and the dark room.





  The cool blankets on the bed.





  I liked everything about it.





  Mallang, mallang, haljjak, haljjak, malkang-.





  「Euut, haa, heu....」





  I spent several minutes, maybe even over ten, just touching Elfriede's breasts. Since I didn't know when such an opportunity would come again, I licked and touched them like a starving dog lapping up honey.





  Thanks to that, Elfriede's body was now as warm as any heater. It made me think that if I just hugged her and fell asleep like this, I'd have a very pleasant dream.
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  But I had no intention of just going to sleep like this.





  Elfriede might have only permitted up to the breasts, but I had no intention of stopping there.





  Seureuk, seureuk-.





  I easily removed Elfriede's leather pants. With my manual dexterity, agility, and strength combined, I could do this kind of thing with my eyes closed.





  My hand slowly moved down, stroking Elfriede's thighs, calves, and ankles, making her spread her legs in an M-shape.





  In between, she was wearing black silk underwear. It was already so soaked that wearing it actually looked uncomfortable.





  Seureuk.





  I brought the thumb of my left hand to the slight gap in her underwear. 





  As I rubbed my thumb up and down, Elfriede made a very small sound, 「Aang-,」 as if her clitoris underneath had been stimulated.





  It felt like she was desperately trying to hold back the sound, but my sensitive ears didn't miss a single reaction like that.





  Extremely excited by that, I pulled her underwear down and left it hanging around her ankles.





  Then, after spreading her legs wide again as they were slowly closing, I traced her labia with my fingers before inserting one finger into her vagina.





  Jilgeok-.





  The moist interior of her vagina felt as if it were sucking in my finger. And it was so hot that it felt like a completely different world from the cool air in this room.





  At the same time, I tried rubbing her clitoris with my thumb.





  「Heuut-!?」





  Guuuuk-.





  The vaginal walls tightened around my finger, as if from a massive stimulation.





  Jilkkeok-.





  After pulling my finger out, I slightly parted Elfriede's labia to the left and right and continued to trace around her clitoris with my thumb.





  「Euut, eu, stop it, what are you doing, treating a person's body like a toy-.」





  The stimulation must have been too intense, as Elfriede actually seemed angry. But in my eyes, I could already see her narrow pussy twitching from the stimulation.





  To be able to see an albino Elf's pussy and anus twitching right in front of my nose. 





  It would be impossible even if I gave several gold coins. If Elfriede, who had set the fire, had fallen into someone else's hands, would someone else be seeing this sight right now?





  Of course, that didn't happen, but thinking about it made me a little angry.  





  So I pulled Elfriede's body up. Then I took off my pants and thrust my furious, angry member toward Elfriede's face.





  「...What. What do you want me to do.」





  Elfriede just stared at my member with slightly watery eyes. 





  Elfriede was probably pretending not to know even though she did. 





  It made no sense for Elfriede, who reads tons of erotic books, not to know what I was doing.





  Since things had come to this, maybe I should quote a line I read in a book earlier.





  「Lewd fairy Elfriede. If you're a slave, act like one and make your master's clean. Even if you have to lick it.」





  「....」





  Many emotions flickered in Elfriede's eyes. 





  If Elfriede had a good memory, she'd know that what I said was a line from page 75 of 『The Fairy Under the Desk』.





  「You should answer.」





  「Geu, geuu....」





  But Elfriede's pride seemed unable to tolerate this situation.





  In the end, no submissive answer came from Elfriede's mouth. I spoke like a stern young nobleman.





  「A maid who doesn't listen must be punished.」





  And then I flipped Elfriede's body over.





  「What-!」





  Elfriede seemed flustered by my sudden flip. I just lowered my pants and aimed my member between her exposed buttocks.





  But there was something I wanted to try before inserting.





  Chalsak-.





  「Hat-!?」





  My palm left a red mark on Elfriede's buttock. I had ended up slapping Elfriede's butt.





  「Wh-what was that for-!」





  Elfriede shouted, sounding very flustered. The sensation of her butt hitting my palm felt so good that I decided to hit her one more time while I was at it.





  Chalsak-.





  「At...!」





  Elfriede's back arched like a bow.





  Actually, it probably didn't hurt that much. I had slapped her just enough with my exquisite manual dexterity so it wouldn't be too painful. 





  But the sound was loud, and the humiliation of being slapped on the butt must have felt like a bolt of lightning to her head.





  「How is it? It feels good to be punished, doesn't it? Look, your pussy is soaking wet.」





  「You, you bastard....」





  While the proud Elfriede was lying face down on the floor with tears in her eyes, I decided to take advantage of the moment while she was still dazed.





  Ssugok-.





  I thrust my member in with a slightly fast tempo.





  「Euuk-.」





  A groan escaped Elfriede's lips as she lay face down on the bed. It felt like there was a bit of pain mixed in rather than just pleasure. 





  Should I have loosened her up a bit more? 





  However, although Elfriede's vagina was a bit narrow, it had already accepted most of my member all the way in. 





  I've done it a few times, but the sensation of putting my member inside a woman never quite feels familiar. 





  It's slippery and warm. It feels as if only that part of my member has gone to another world. There's also a sensation that if I let my guard down even a little, I'll cum right away.





  Anyway, it felt very good.





  But before moving my hips, I grabbed Elfriede's waist tightly and held her in place so she couldn't escape from me.





  「For the first time, I'm only going to do it in a beastly position. You and I, we're dogs now.」





  「...Heuheuueu, wh-what... are you talking about...?」





  「You'll see.」





  Jilgeok, jjigeok-. Jjilgeok.





  I slowly thrust my hips, plunging into Elfriede's vagina. 





  The feeling of my member digging into her narrow interior was vivid. The sensation of her soft thighs touching my lower body also felt good. 





  Like warm glutinous rice.





  But let's gradually increase the speed.





  Chalpak, ssugok, jjigeok, chalpak, chalpak-.





  「Euut, eut, eut, euk, heueuut....」





  Elfriede made an uneasy sound, like someone who was sick. It felt like she wanted to scream out loud but was holding her breath so as not to be heard in the next room.





  Does it still hurt?





  Thinking there was no other way, I leaned my upper body over her back, putting my weight on her. Elfriede couldn't withstand my weight and strength and ended up lying flat like a pancake on the bed.





  Seureuk-.





  「Aang-!」





  When I lightly bit the back of her neck with my mouth, she screamed with an incredibly large reaction. Then she shut her mouth with an 「Eup-」 and spoke clearly, though quietly.





  「Wh-where are you biting...!」





  「Your neck.」





  As far as I knew, Elfriede's neck was a definite erogenous zone. If I bit or licked it, Elfriede would go wild, not knowing what to do.





  As I moved my hips while licking the back of her neck, I felt a sense of taut tension, like muscle spasms, shivering through Elfriede's body beneath me.





  「Aang, hat, aang, haa....」





  Now, only pleasure-filled breaths came from her mouth, not groans of pain. 





  To think of Elfriede, intertwined like a mating beast, making only cries instead of human words. 





  It's a turn-on even while I'm thrusting.





  「Aaaa, aheu, aheuheut....」





  Every time I moved my hips, Elfriede's neck trembled as if she were about to burst into tears. Her hands were already gripping the bedsheets as if she were going to tear them apart.





  Ssugok, ssugok-. Jjilkkeok-. Jjigeok-.





  「Haeut, heueuut, heuk, haat, hang, hang, haat, heuut-.」





  Finally, Elfriede burst into tears.





  「It's too big, haeut, haa, it feels like, my insides, are being scrambled, aaat, haa, heuu....」





  Was thrusting from behind without considering Elfriede's situation too much stimulation? 





  They say this beast-like doggy-style position makes the member go in deeper. But I had no intention of slowing down now.





  I was also heating up in a good way, and to be honest, I couldn't stop, like a boiling kettle.





  There was no telling when the haughty Elfriede would allow this again.





  I'll devour everything today, as if scraping the bottom of the bowl-.





  That was my mindset.





  Ssugok, jilpeok, jilpeok, jigeok, jjigeok, jjigeok.





  「Heuut, heueueu, heuut, haa, haat, haaaa, haaaang, aaat...!」





  With the feeling of ejaculation gradually rising, I also bit or licked her ear and asked.





  「Can I cum inside?」





  「...What are you saying. Of course, heuut, you can't. I don't want to have, a baby or anything, yet.... I told you, I have to go back to Alfheim...! I don't have time, to raise a baby-.」





  Hippolyte was like this, and Elfriede was too.





  They all feel so lewd when we have sex, yet they tell me not to cum inside. 





  Is this that 'pleasure without responsibility' thing?





  Or do they just not want my child?





  I felt a bit resentful at the behavior of these modern women.





  So, while holding down Elfriede's arching waist, I ejaculated plenty inside her.





  Gullung, gullung-.





  「Inside, I said not inside...! I said you can't, heuut, haeueu....」





  Seureuk-.





  When I pulled my member out, white liquid burst out, byuryut-byuryut, from Elfriede's quivering buttocks.











  *      *      *











  Elfriede and I washed our bodies in the shower room reserved for the Temple's priests. 





  Since Elfriede was a fire mage, it was great to be able to wash with warm water.





  No need for a separate boiler. Wouldn't the quality of life improve if every household was supplied with a fire mage?





  As we left the bath, Elfriede touched her lower abdomen and frowned.





  「I can feel it flowing. How much did you cum? Ah, really.... I did take a contraceptive potion. I wonder if it'll be effective for someone who has awakened divinity....」





  「Don't worry. If you get pregnant, I'll take responsibility. I've even thought of names. If it's a girl, High Elf. If it's a boy, Half-Elf.」





  「You just made those up on the spot. What kind of names are those? That's completely ridiculous.」





  「Isn't that how Elves name their kids?」





  「No.」





  I see.





  With that, the conversation between Elfriede and me briefly cut off. Before we knew it, we had arrived at the door of the pantry, which was Elfriede's room, and all that was left was to sleep.





  I asked her one last time before she went into her room.





  「That thing about going back to your hometown. Are you serious? Can't you reconsider?」





  「Hassan-ssi, what's wrong with you? It's not like you. You used to be so sharp about cutting ties.」





  「....」





  「When you abandoned me, you didn't even look back. Are you scared now because it feels like you're the one being abandoned?」





  「No. It's not that-.」





  「Don't worry. It won't take long. And if anything happens to me, Hassan-ssi, you'll come to help me, won't you? Just like you followed Luna to Ideope. Even if you have to set everything else aside.」





  「Well, yeah. Of course.」





  「Then that's enough. You just worry about whether you're going to the underworld or whatever. If you fail, Alfheim and everything else will be gone. You dummy.」





  You dummy-.





  With those words, Elfriede laughed.





  Not a scoffing laugh, nor a hollow smile, but a real laugh. 





  Her silver hair fluttered in the white, blowing snow. 





  With her white, even teeth showing and a carefree smile-.





  Everything was so dazzling that I almost frowned involuntarily.





  Come to think of it, had I ever seen Elfriede smile so brightly like that?





  I'll probably never forget tonight, in many ways, for the rest of my life.
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  Since morning, the city's people had been buzzing with noise.





  The central square of Sodomora.





  The people gathered there were whispering to one another without exception.





  「My goodness, what's happening? Why is everyone gathered like this? What's the spectacle?」





  「Look over there. Famous adventurers from other cities have arrived. That guy with bird-like wings on his back, that's Zetas, Son of the Wind. Zetas the Harpy Hunter.」





  「The one with short hair next to him is Idas. You know, the Idas who survived a fight with the God of Light.」





  「Look, Atalante is there too. She's prettier than I heard. Is the one next to her the Amazoness Sileia? As expected, once you reach Gold Tier, even their beauty is outstanding.」 





  In the spot where everyone's gaze and interest were focused, heroes wearing gold necklaces were either sitting on benches or striking poses with their arms crossed.





  「Zetas-nim, please spread your wings just once!」





  "That's no trouble at all. Behold the wings of Zetas, Ruler of the Firmament."





  Of course, there were plenty of those like the pheasant-man Zetas who enjoyed the attention and provided fan service. 





  Adventurers were essentially people who expanded their fame by feeding on public recognition and interest. Reaching Gold Tier meant they enjoyed drawing attention that much.





  「Wow, Atalante is warming up. So cool.」





  Indeed, despite it being a cold winter, the hunter Atalante did not hide her long, slender limbs. 





  Like a short-distance track athlete, she showcased her stretching, extending her slender yet muscular arms and legs here and there. 





  「Amazing. She doesn't have a single ounce of fat.」





  「I want to be stepped on by those feet.」





  It was only natural for sparks to ignite in the eyes of the men watching her. Only the Amazoness Sileia, who was wearing sturdy armor next to her, let out a hmph and snorted.





  "If you like drawing attention that much, you should have become a clown instead of an adventurer. You seem to have the talent for it."





  It seemed there were differing opinions on attention-seeking behavior even among famous adventurers. Of course, Atalante replied as if it were no big deal.





  "Whatever. If you're so bitter, why don't you strip and show off too? I suppose you're all bundled up because you lack confidence in your body?"





  At any rate, Gold Tier adventurers were gathering in the great city of Sodomora. Most had arrived early yesterday and taken their rest, but it seemed Gloria and the veteran Nestor were running late.





  We can only depart once those two arrive.





  Just then, Luna, who was looking around next to me, spoke up.





  "Hassan, the bald guy is here...!"





  At the mention of a bald guy, I turned my head. There, I saw a bald head shimmering and reflecting light from afar, gradually approaching.





  "Hey, Kalidur-." My hand, which I was about to raise in a friendly greeting, stopped midway. I saw a rather cute-looking woman coming along beside Kalidur.





  Did Kalidur have a girlfriend?





  After quickly scanning the woman's face and body with my Heavenly Demon Sharingan, I could recall that she was the apprentice priestess Hersi, whom I had met at the Temple of Venus earlier.





  The woman, Hersi, spoke.





  "Kalidur-ssi, you must be careful. Here, this is a bracelet made by us Venus priestesses, weaving in a strand of our hair each. It will bring you luck!"





  "I thank you for your kindness, Sister Hersi. You may head back now."





  "I must see you off until you depart...!"





  The atmosphere was quite good.





  That punk Kalidur, wasn't he like a monk or something? 





  Is he allowed to date?


  


  "Kuuuugh...."





  "Psyche-ssi, you have a safe trip too!"





  Kalidur and Psyche, who came as support from the Temple of Venus, also joined the group. All that remained were Gloria and Nestor.





  Just then, I saw the surroundings heating up with "Ohhh!" sounds. Hippolyte, sitting on a chair with her arms crossed, gave a short response, "Looks like someone else has arrived."





  「Look at that old man. It's Nestor. It's the veteran Nestor. Nestor, the veteran of the Trojan War!」





  「I heard he even survived the Argonaut expedition? And other monster subjugations too.」





  「Wow, even old man Nestor is here. What on earth is about to happen? Is a war about to break out? Soldiers have been moving around constantly lately too.」





  Listening closely, the name Nestor was mentioned.





  The battle-hardened hero Nestor, who had survived long enough to border on senility, must have arrived at the city center. 





  An old man dressed like an old Western gunslinger, wearing a wide-brimmed leather hat, studded boots, and sleek leather clothes, approached me while trembling his white beard.





  "Sorry I'm late. I got caught up in an inspection on my way to the city."





  Hippolyte asked Nestor as he stroked his beard.





  "An inspection? What kind of inspection are you talking about?"





  "I don't know the details either. Soldiers flying noble banners were spread out everywhere. I thought a war was starting."





  According to old man Nestor, soldiers were easily seen marching in all directions from the kingdom. At those words, the conversation we had in the Sodomora council chamber came to mind.





  It was a story about how the nobles might be planning a rebellion.





  It seemed they were now actually showing military activity.





  To think the kingdom's situation is so chaotic just as we're about to set off on an expedition to the Underworld. 





  It's a bit distracting. It's not like Sodomora will be burning down or something by the time we get back, right? 





  Then things would really be screwed in many ways.





  But we can't exactly postpone the expedition either.





  「Look at that, that strange raccoon skin. It's Gloria.」





  「To think even Gloria the Monster Butcher has arrived...!」





  From the people's whispering, I could tell that Gloria had finally arrived in the city.





  Now there really was no turning back.





  Every person gathered was a formidable expert capable of being a leader anywhere. Having summoned them all, I shouted toward the people.





  "The time has come! The time for the decisive battle-!"











  *       *       *








  


  To organize the members gathered for the expedition right now, they are as follows:





  The head sorceress of the Small Yard Tribe, Luna.





  The Gold Tier adventurer, Amazoness Empress Hippolyte.





  The Witch of City Arson, Friede.





  The Amazoness, master of the lightning javelin, Antiope.





  The master of martial arts, Kalidur of the Flash.





  The Holy Knight of Venus, Psyche.





  The Son of the Wind and winged human, Zetas.





  The adversary of light, General Idas.





  The Olympiad gold medalist, the swift-footed hunter Atalante.





  The Amazoness, Sileia of the Blood Mist.





  The battle-hardened veteran, the undying Nestor.





  The woman of steel who needs no explanation, Jupiter's masterpiece, Gloria.





  Inventory and cameraman, Paranoi.





  And me, Hassan, who will be their leader.





  A total of 14 party members, and thinking about it like this, there were a hell of a lot of them. Damn, just calling out their names is a chore. 





  The number fourteen might seem very small for an expedition to the Underworld, but the Fellowship of the Ring that Gandalf recruited only had nine members. 





  Furthermore, fourteen powerhouses on par with Gold Tier could be considered a significantly excessive force. It was only natural for the citizens watching us to be excited.





  「Gathered like this, what on earth are they planning to do? Are they going to destroy a neighboring country?」





  A force capable of destroying a nation.





  That was the people's evaluation.





  Of course, there might be some exaggeration involved, but it was also true that this was an unprecedented gathering.





  While so many people were buzzing with noise.





  *Flutter-.* Hippolyte raised a flag high, engraved with the swastika (卍) shape that was the symbol of my temple. Then she shouted loudly.





  "Those gathered here today are the brave souls who will head for the conquest of the Underworld for the peace and well-being of this chaotic continent-!"


  


  The shout of Hippolyte, the priestess of war and valor, had a thunderous quality to it. 





  They say the Battle Cry, a specialty of Mars's priests, has the effect of boosting the morale of listening allies and intimidating enemies.





  "I declare before the high gods of Hypos and all things in heaven and earth that this will be the path of a warrior without shame-!"





  Thanks to Hippolyte shouting with such confidence, I actually felt my own confidence overflowing. 





  My blood felt like it was boiling and I felt like I had to do something, to the point where I remembered my elementary school days when I would board the bus to leave for a field trip.





  I was full of fighting spirit with the intention of devouring all the snacks I had packed while inside the bus. Right now, I was as full of valor as an elementary schooler going on a picnic.





  The only one who could stop me now was maybe my homeroom teacher. Of course, there was no homeroom teacher here. It meant I was so powerful that absolutely no one could stop me. 





  "March-!"





  Finally, with Hippolyte's shout, our march began. 





  As fourteen people walked down the street, the people watching them opened up to the left and right like the Red Sea, naturally creating a path.





  「Kyaaa-! Everyone, have a safe trip-!」





  「We'll scatter even more flowers on your way back-!」





  *Hududuk, hududuk.* Standing at the very front of this procession, I was hit directly by the flowers people began to throw. 





  Just by walking down the street, my body was already covered in flower petals and colorful bits of paper, making me feel like I had become a Christmas tree.





  Someone tugged firmly on my collar from behind.





  Turning my head slightly, I saw Luna looking around with a somewhat anxious gaze.





  "Luna, what is it?"





  "Just, I'm suddenly nervous now that we're actually leaving...! Can we..., can I do well...? Everyone else is so incredibly capable, I feel like I'm the only one who's a bit out of place...."





  Luna seemed overwhelmed by the members gathered today. She had hardened her resolve in many ways, but now that we were about to enter actual combat, she looked a bit uneasy.





  Of course, I could understand Luna's feelings well.





  So, to encourage Luna, I spoke.





  "Everyone is so amazing that even if we're a bit lacking, they'll be able to cover for us. There's no need to feel too pressured. I mean, there's even a guy like Paranoi who's just tagging along."





  "I-is that so?"





  "You just have to naturally be faithful to your role."





  Only then did the strength in Luna's hand, which had been gripping my collar, relax a little. I wasn't confident in my way with words, but perhaps my true feelings were well-conveyed to Luna.





  Just then, Paranoi, who was following behind me with busy steps, chimed in.





  "This Paranoi has taken on the glorious role of protecting the luggage and the wallet-ssu...! I am by no means just tagging along-ssu...!"





  "Right. Your role is important too."





  We all have our own assigned roles.





  As long as we do that well, we can solve most problems.





  I hope nothing major happens.





  With those thoughts, we soon arrived at Baron Fleur's southern villa. Our steps headed toward the basement without hindrance, and we stood at the entrance of the Ghost Cave.





  Fleur spoke.





  "It will be an interesting journey. I would like to go with you, but there must be someone to protect Sodomora while you all are away from the city."





  Fleur is a veteran who was a professor at the Magic Tower and is a powerful magician capable of using necromancy. 





  It would be great if someone like him joined the team, but as he said, people are also needed to protect the chaotic surface.





  For that reason, several people, including the Gold Tier adventurer Actaeon, did not join our party.





  The surface and the underground.





  Each has their own circumstances.





  "Then, please protect the place we'll return to well."





  "Yes, just make sure you all return. Now, I will open the door to the Ghost Cave. I wish the heroes luck on their journey and for their future."





  *Clank, giiiik-.*





  Fleur picked the lock and opened the door. Before us was a pitch-black darkness where not even a step ahead could be seen.





  It was my role to take the first step into this darkness.





  "Then, let's go."





  I put my will and determination into my right foot and stepped firmly into the darkness. 





  At that moment, just by taking one step, I felt cold air wrap around my face and body.





  Simultaneously, my mind, which had been filled with hesitation and all sorts of agonizing emotions, instantly steeled itself for battle, making my whole body tingle.





  In my ear, someone spoke.





  「So you've finally come. Even after I warned you so much.」





  It was the voice of the Nymph Melinoe.





  Somewhere in this darkness, Melinoe, who had decided to go all out, would be waiting.





  Indeed, such a blatant emission of bloodlust. 





  It's terrifying.





  But our numbers were different now compared to back then.





  Back then, we didn't even know what we were facing, but now we had grasped the general strategy through a preliminary expedition.





  *Clink-. Clank-.*





  Hippolyte, clad in armor, spoke as she stepped inside.





  "Everyone, be careful. Melinoe, the Nymph of Nightmares, grows stronger by feeding on human fear and dread. Be on your guard, as the things each of you fears may come at you from the darkness-!"





  Hippolyte informed everyone of Melinoe's patterns. 





  She must have recalled how Melinoe attacked using the spiders I feared or the water Friede feared. 





  Thus, everyone stepped into the darkness.




MnZBMElkRjFKc3ZCR0RiWklQRlA5WlZINzRaZThhUzZ1cnMyS01IbEgxWS9oMlVhVXplVzBhU3ZjRnUzd2t1Ug

  With a *giiiik-clank-*, the door closed.





  We could no longer turn back.





  「Welcome to the abyss of Erebus. I won't go easy on you today. If you can't even handle me, you won't even be able to dream of conquering the Underworld anyway.」
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  Everything was pitch black.





  "Huh, what the hell. The torches aren't lighting up? The matches aren't striking either-! What's going on?"





  Someone's flustered voice came from the darkness. From the continuous scratching sounds, chik, chiik-, it seemed they were trying to light a match.





  Then, with a small sigh, hoo-, a woman spoke. It was Atalante.





  "Zetas, did you doze off again during the meeting? I told you, no fires light in Melinoe's domain."





  "Ah, damn it, was that it. I forgot."





  "You bird-brained bastard."





  "Bird-brained? Who told you to say such mean things?"





  "Kyaak-! Y-you wanna die? Who told you to pinch my butt! I'll really kill you-! Zetas-! You pervert bastard-!"





  "What are you talking about? Who pinched your butt. I wouldn't even flinch if you were stark naked."





  Darkness is enough to make a person's mind uneasy.





  If many people are crowded in a dark space, problems are bound to arise. But to prepare for this, Luna had spent several days roaming the winter forest, catching a lot of fluorescent fireflies.





  "Go, fireflies-."





  As Luna opened several leather water bottles hanging from her waist, colorful glowing fireflies flew out, immediately illuminating the surroundings.





  With that, the chaotic atmosphere that had just been present calmed down a bit. Light truly has a way of stabilizing people's minds.





  It was the same for me.





  Slightly overwhelmed by the endless darkness, I only managed to regain my senses when I could see the faces of the people around me.





  First, what I needed to do was reveal the Door.





  As I did in the darkness last time, finding the entrance to the Underworld would be the most important priority.





  For that, I stretched out my hand into the air and shouted with appropriate intonation, like an eloquent orator.





  "Doors, lift your heads-!"





  Paaat, pat, paaat, pat-.





  Simultaneously with my shout, bright light sources appeared around us.





  Each one was a torch, grand and large enough to be compared to a small hill. The flames contained in the dishes flickered, instantly illuminating the surroundings.





  Goooooo-.





  Finally, a colossal iron Door revealed its magnificent form before us.





  At that sight, the previously chaotic atmosphere instantly subsided. Everyone was busy admiring this spectacle in silence.





  Even I, who was not seeing this Door for the first time, felt a little overwhelmed by its magnificent power.





  But my gaze soon turned not to the Door, but to the woman in the black dress standing before it. A woman with long black hair, high heels, and pointed ears.





  The Gatekeeper of the Abyss, Melinoe the Nightmare Nymph.


  


  Everyone placed their hands on their respective weapons.





  Amazoness Sileia said.





  "Indeed, she looks like a strong Nymph. Tall and slender, seems to have escaped the curse of stunted growth. Such Nymphs are usually strong."





  As if she heard those words, Nymph Melinoe chuckled, huhuhu-.





  ━The laws of the lowest and darkest Underworld do not permit the living to enter. Therefore, I cannot send any of you beyond the Door.





  Before Melinoe, with a sound of eudeuk, eudeudeuk-, a Bone Dragon began to rise. Three Bone Dragons with blue glowing eyes.





  ━If you truly wish to go forward, then die here first.





  This much was already anticipated, so we could respond.





  Eujeok, ijijik-.





  Muscles, veins, blood vessels, and skin began to regenerate over the Bone Dragon's white bones, quickly turning it into a grotesque, pinkish mass of flesh, a Monster itself.





  At that sight, Luna trembled.





  "Ugh, it's a zombie. A zombie...! The Dragon has become a zombie...!"





  It was, literally, a Zombie Dragon.





  The haphazardly woven muscles were quite crude and disgusting, but with muscles and flesh attached, its destructive power and agility would clearly be on a different level compared to when it was just bones.





  Shit.





  Melinoe had talked about not holding back, and I thought she was just saying it.





  But seeing this, it was fucking true. The Melinoe I met last time wasn't serious at all.





  ━I am Melinoe, daughter of Pluto, the Nightmare Nymph. The foremost bastion of the Underworld, guarding the Valley of Death, the Abyss of Erebor. By my authority, I command, soldiers and minions dwelling in the darkness. Rise.





  Beside the three Zombie Dragons, armed Skeletons began to rise.





  Their armor was rusted and their weapons chipped in places, but the power of these armed veteran Skeletons was on a different level compared to naked skeleton soldiers.





  Their numbers were also very large.





  "Hoo-."





  The seasoned veteran Nestor exclaimed, hoo-. Zetas, who had drawn two daggers from his waist, asked him.





  "What's wrong, old man. Do these Skeletons remind you that your remaining days are numbered?"





  "You insolent brat, what rude talk. Look at those bastards. The horns on their armor and the Chains around their necks. The mammoth horn carved on their old flag-! Those are the soldiers of the Duchy of Trikia-!"





  "What's that, old man?"





  "The Duchy of Trikia! A nation that perished overnight when its mad Duke charged all his soldiers into Pluto's Labyrinth-!"





  At that, Sileia drew her sword and spoke.





  Seureung-.





  "The Duchy of Trikia, wasn't it a small nation with barely a hundred soldiers?"
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  "Their number of soldiers was small, yes. But they were warriors comparable to the Spartans. These are the remains of warriors. It won't be easy to deal with them!"





  Spartans.





  They were a group of warriors rumored to be as belligerent as the Amazoness and Samaritans in this world.





  The Spartans, who once formed a nation, were said to be living as wandering mercenaries after being subjugated by the unified kingdom of Zeruit.





  However, they were incredibly powerful, veteran bastards who walked around in just their underwear, always appearing when discussing powerful warriors.





  The soldiers of the Duchy of Trikia were said to be comparable to those Spartans.





  If so, I could roughly guess how powerful the Skeletons before us would be. But why the hell did they attack Pluto's Labyrinth and all die?





  The soldiers were strong, but the strategists must have been incompetent.





  Did the soldiers have no choice but to follow orders?





  Fucking pitiful bastards.





  "Soldiers and warriors who faced death without fear. Excellent."


  


  Kwaaaak.





  At that moment, Idas tightened his gauntlets and steadied his stance.





  "The soldiers of a ruined nation that perished overnight. They are not inferior opponents for this adversary, Idas."





  Idas, who served as a general in his hometown, seemed quite pleased with the resurrected soldiers of the Duchy of Trikia.





  An undead army that feared no death, nearly a hundred Skeleton warriors.





  To think they wouldn't flinch even before three Zombie Dragons.





  It was the same for the others.





  Zetas, preparing to glide with his wings spread, Atalante, gripping her bow, and even Gloria, loosening her shoulders and arms with a club in hand.





  Befitting their reputation as seasoned veterans, the Gold Tier adventurers showed no sign of fear. Come to think of it, all of them were strong individuals who had survived many battles, worthy of the title of hero.





  Perhaps this was only natural.





  Seureuk-. Their gazes were converging on me. As their leader, they must be waiting for my command.





  There was only one thing I could say.





  "Kalidur, Psyche, protect the rear, and the rest of the vanguards, charge with me-! We ate breakfast on the surface world this morning, but let's eat dinner in Hell!"





  It wasn't as booming as Hippolyte's, but a rather resounding shout burst from my mouth.





  Eating dinner in Hell was not a mere figure of speech, but the literal truth.





  "Gaza-aaaaaat-!"





  Simultaneously with my battle cry, those gripping weapons began to run towards the Skeleton soldiers.





  ━Graraaaaa-!!





  The Zombie Dragons and Skeletons didn't stand idly by. As we started running, they charged at us almost simultaneously.





  Fourteen against a hundred.





  Humans and Undead.





  Incompatible beings finally clashed.





  Kwaaaaaang-!





  Creating a powerful explosion.





  What unfolded, naturally, was a chaotic melee. When a small number of enemies face a large number, an inevitable, intertwined struggle occurs.





  ━Gya-eu-aaaaak-!





  "Die again, you bastard!"





  I swung my fist with all my might at the Skeleton soldiers clinging to my body.





  Paseusak-.





  Each time I threw a punch, a Skeleton soldier crumbled into fragments. Their armor was sturdy, but not harder than my fist.





  One hit, one kill.





  So there are fourteen of us.





  And roughly a hundred Skeleton soldiers.





  Doesn't that mean each person has to deal with about 7 of them?





  However, if I take on the share of the rear-line characters who are inefficient in direct combat, like Paranoy or Luna, it means I alone have to take down about 30 of them.


  


  Thirty.





  Thirty punches.





  Of course, for the current me, it might be easier than Paranoy eating a cake in one bite.





  ━Gya-eu-aaaaat-!





  "You son of a bitch, we meet again! Nice to see you, you bastard-!"





  ━Gek-!





  I brought down a chopping punch with all my might on the Skeleton's head. The Skeleton's body, hit by the punch, shattered into dust particles and scattered everywhere, not just breaking.





  Old man Nestor had been blabbering about these Skeletons being as strong as Spartans, so I was a little worried. But Skeletons are Skeletons after all.





  They're just common mobs that die off as cannon fodder in games and novels.





  It was no different here, at the entrance to the Underworld.





  The problem was that.





  ━Graaaaaa-!





  I'm talking about the Zombie Dragon, letting out a ferocious roar.





  Each time they swung their forelegs and tails, pits were dug everywhere, and fragments of Skeletons flew.


  


  Even for the seasoned veterans, those dynamic movements that shook the earth seemed difficult to withstand.





  "Atalante-! You and I need to draw the Zombie Dragon's attention! Cooperate!"





  "Sileia, don't order me around, you silver medalist. It's annoying, okay!?"





  Of course, the swift-footed Sileia and Atalante were drawing the Zombie Dragon's aggro and fighting hard.





  Although their speed had increased with the addition of muscles, the Zombie Dragons, limited by their undead nature, couldn't keep up with the speed of agile superhumans like Atalante or Sileia.





   "Swallow Slash-!"





  Sileia swiftly slashed the Dragon's heel, passing between the Zombie Dragon's hind legs. Chwaaaa-, the Zombie's body was wounded and split.





  ━Grrrroooaaaar-!





  Kuuuung-.





  The massive body, its Achilles tendon severed, instantly stumbled forward, knocking down eight Skeleton undead that were floundering in front of it.





  "Atalante, don't just run away, do something too-."





  "Y-you bastard-. Just you wait-! I'll do something soon-!"





  Provoked by Sileia, Atalante pulled an arrow from the quiver on her back.





  Though called an arrow, it was so thick and stout that it could be described as a spear or a harpoon.





  ━Grrrruuuaaaah-!!!!





  The Zombie Dragon brought its foreleg down towards Atalante. A simple movement, but its size and ferocity gave it a weight comparable to the finishing moves of most swordsmen.





  ━Gu-eoo-.





  "Who said I'd get hit?"


 


  But after gracefully dodging the foreleg attack.





  Atalante, climbing onto the back of that foreleg like an acrobat, scrambled over the Zombie Dragon's shoulder and neck, stood on its head, and pulled her bowstring with all her might towards its brain.





  Gwadeudeudeuk-.





  The bowstring bent strangely with strong tension.





  "Harpoon of Destruction-! One-Shot Kill-!"





  Paeng-.





  Finally, with the sound of the taut string releasing, a colossal arrow, like a flash of light, pierced the Dragon's skull and lower jaw, embedding itself in the floor.





  Kwaaaaaa-!





  Soon, a tremendous aftershock swept away the surrounding Skeletons.





  I had slightly underestimated Atalante, who was miserably subdued in our previous duel, but it seemed her true power was unleashed when she wielded a bow.





  I wonder what the outcome would have been if she had wielded a bow in our duel.





  Tadat.





  Atalante landed gracefully in the now cleared area.





  "Ah, I wanted to save that harpoon. It's a consumable, you know. Can't use it many times. It's a precious item, 50 silver each-."





  Beside Atalante, who was grumbling while picking up the shattered arrow from the floor, Sileia, who had flicked the grease off her sword, remarked.





  "That's what happens when you use cowardly weapons like bows and arrows. Fight fair with a sword-."





  However, Sileia's words were cut short.





  The remaining Zombie Dragon, as if to avenge its comrade, opened its mouth, ah-, towards the women and began to gather strange light energy.





  ━Grrrruuuuuuu-.





  Pabat.





  Just then, someone leaped high into the air.





  Kwauuuu-.





  That leap alone caused the surrounding area to indent and shake as if an earthquake had occurred.





  The figure that soared into the air swung the clubs in both hands with all its might towards the Zombie Dragon's head. A simple and clear act of destruction, without technique or skill names.





  But its power was so immense that the Zombie Dragon's body instantly burst and exploded.





  At that sight, Sileia furrowed her brow.





  "Gloria.... Every time I see her, she feels like a different species."





  "For once, we agree. It's a good thing she's not an enemy."





  Pat, pat-.





  Gloria shook off the Zombie Dragon's bodily fluids clinging to her. As soon as she landed, she pushed off the ground again, cutting through the Skeletons and advancing.





  Suuuu-.





  Her appearance was exactly like a jet plane flying over water, creating a sonic boom.





  Everyone stopped what they were doing and watched as Skeletons crumbled and shattered wherever she passed.





  How long had it been since I received such a fucking carry from my teammates?





  It was quite a moving feeling.





  With these members, an expedition to the Underworld is definitely worth attempting.





  That thought came to mind.





  Finally, after some time, the only enemy remaining was Nymph Melinoe. Yet, Melinoe showed no sign of being intimidated.


  


  ━Come, then. You brats who haven't even lived half a century. Who will challenge me? If you wish, you can all come at once.





  On the contrary, she displayed great confidence.





  Jeobeok, jeobeok.


  


  First, I stood before Melinoe.





  "Leave this to me."





  After all, this was a family matter. It would be best if I handled it.





  I plunged my club into the ground and held out my bare palms.





  Seureuk-. Simultaneously, as if understanding my intention, Melinoe lowered her stance like a seasoned martial artist.





  ━Come, little Pluto. Prove your existence, prove your strength.





  Goooooo-.





  Simultaneously, a powerful clash of auras began between the two of us.
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  Melinoe is a formidable opponent.





  A master of powerful necromancy who knows no limits.





  She herself is over level 40.





  She even possesses the utility of gaining power by stimulating the opponent's fear in dark spaces.





  Even though she's a Nymph, she's a being on a completely different level from those easy-going, tiny Nymphs. Were all Nymphs like this back when they were called the messengers and guards of the gods?





  Furthermore, Melinoe goes as far as to call herself the daughter of Pluto, the King of the Underworld. From what I've heard, it seems she has honed her bone-setting arts to a level similar to mine.





  That means her close-quarters combat skills must be quite substantial as well. It means that if I'm not careful, my body could be sent flying by a single, perfectly aimed pressure point strike.





  "...."





  Because of that, I decided not to rush Melinoe immediately and instead wait for an opportunity. Melinoe seemed to feel the same, as she remained standing with her back to the door, observing my presence.





  Pajit, pajit-.





  Her fighting spirit and the fighting spirit I radiated clashed, sending sparks flying through the space itself. From behind me, I heard a man's voice. It was Zetes, the winged man.





  "Now then, let's see what the leader-hyungssi is made of-. The young god, Hassan of Samaria. It'll be good to see right now if he's as great as the rumors say."





  Zetes seemed to want to verify my skills. Not only him, but the companions beside him also kept their distance, maintaining an attitude of watching this fight unfold.





  The gazes pouring onto my back were mostly half-interest and half-worry.





  In any case, I knew this was a good opportunity to show off my skills to everyone.





  A stage set like this.





  An opponent with a deep connection that had been involved since a very long time ago.





  A location that couldn't be better.





  "Melinoe, I have no intention of getting tied up before even entering the entrance. I'm going to end this as quickly as possible if I can. Don't resent me too much."





  ━What, you're not going to call me Noona anymore?





  "You said you wouldn't go easy on me even if I called you Noona."





  ━That's true. Then come on, attack. Stop just talking pretty.





  Melinoe beckoned toward me with her palm. It was a provocation. However, my combat experience wasn't so shallow that I'd fall for a provocation like that.





  It will probably end in a single exchange.





  A single exchange of absolute precision.





  Whether the one falling is Melinoe or me will depend on my concentration right now.





  Seueueu-.





  I took a breath through my slightly parted lips. At the same time, I projected killing intent to attack Melinoe's abdomen.





  ━...!





  At that, Melinoe flinched back and dodged; since she was a high-level powerhouse, her senses were sharp, so she must have felt the effect of my, Hassan's, Phantom Sword quite strongly.





  Someone shouted from behind.





  "He-He's using that again! That weird Phantom Sword or whatever-! You cowardly bastard-!"





  It was Atalanta.





  Because Atalanta had been miserably defeated by my Phantom Sword before, she seemed to be trembling with rage at the current situation. More importantly, calling me a cowardly bastard. Whose side is she on, anyway?





  Is she still angry about me performing a Phantom Ravishment with the third sword located between my legs?





  ━So it's a Phantom Sword, huh-.





  Tadat.





  At that moment, Melinoe, who had jumped high and landed on the ground, slightly narrowed her brow.





  She must have realized that the attack that just rushed toward her wasn't physical, but killing intent projected in a form.





  ━You know how to pull little tricks like this. You're better than I thought. A sturdiness that doesn't make you look like a god who just awakened his divinity. Indeed, you resemble that man. But-.





  Pabat.





  Melinoe lunged toward me. It wasn't a nightmare illusion she created or projected killing intent, but her actual body charging toward me with all her might.





  ━But that's exactly why I can't let you go-!





  The fist of the charging Melinoe was pulled back forcefully behind her head and shoulder. Around her fist, something like black lightning took shape and swirled with an ominous pajik, pajijik- sound.





  Whatever it was, it clearly looked like a powerful finishing move.





  -Sharingan.





  However, to me, who maintained a calm and cool mind unlike last time, her movement only looked as slow as a badminton shuttlecock falling in an arc.





  At the same time, Melinoe's emotions, which seemed somewhat desperate and frantic, were read clearly without any filter.





  Various simulations were drawn in my head.





  Should I evade the fist like this and then thrust a rock-like fist into her solar plexus in return?





  Or should I evade laterally and then strike the back of her neck with the edge of my hand to subdue her?





  But in the end, what I chose was neither.





  Finally, Melinoe's fist, filled with all her power, rushed toward my face.





  Kwaaaaaang-!!





  Soon, a roar that rang through the ears erupted. At the same time, groans came from the mouths of the many people watching from behind.





  "What on earth is-."





  "Heh-."





  In the moment everyone gasped.





  "Hassan...!"





  Only Luna's cry, filled with worry as she called my name, was exceptionally clear to my ears.





  It was only natural for Luna to worry about me.





  The reason was that what I had chosen was to catch Melinoe's fist with my palm. As if a ball were landing inside a catcher's mitt, Melinoe's fist was nestled perfectly in my palm.





  ━T-This-!





  Whether flustered by that or not, Melinoe reached out with her other hand to attack my head, but that too was simply caught by my remaining hand.





  In the end, both of Melinoe's hands were caught by me and restrained.





  "You know very well that you're no match for me in a contest of strength. You were too reckless."





  Melinoe is a ghost-type necromancer.





  It was the same with the cultist Koma, but the close combat of necromancers is at a level that doesn't work against a real close-quarters warrior.





  Unless the opponent wasn't me, a clumsy charge against me, who possessed transcendent physical abilities, looked like a child lunging at an adult.





  The moment the undead Melinoe summoned were smashed, the match was actually already decided. This clumsy exchange might not have even been necessary.





  I said.





  "Surrender."





  ━Are you an idiot-? If that were possible, I wouldn't be like this-!





  Even with both hands caught by me, the sight of her trying to continue the attack by shaking her feet or head was impressive, yet on the other hand, it looked like a pitiful struggle.





  To end her pain, I raised my knee and struck her solar plexus.





  Peok-.





  A short, simple sound.





  ━Heu-eok-.





  At the same time, the sound of all the remaining air being expelled from Melinoe's chest came out of her mouth.





  Seureuk-.





  When I let go of her arms, Melinoe's body collapsed to the floor like wet laundry falling.





  It's pitiful to see her body trembling like that.





  But as long as she's my enemy, I can't afford to go easy on her.





  Seureuk-.





  I raised my foot toward the fallen Melinoe. If I were to strike the floor like this, Melinoe would die, or at least be in a state equivalent to it.





  But such a thing did not happen.





  My foot simply remained raised indefinitely.





  To stomp on and kill the body of Melinoe, who was gasping for breath. I wasn't such a demonic brute to do such a thing.





  Cheolpeok, seureureuk-.





  Right then, Melinoe's body began to decompose into something like black ink.





  ━Hassan, you... you can't kill me. Ever since you were little, you... were cowardly and-. Weak-. As expected, I knew it would be like this.





  Kulleok-.





  I could tell that Melinoe, who was spitting out a lot of blood from her mouth, had bitten her own tongue with her teeth.





  ━But, on the surface, they call that kind of weakness kindness. I... won't die by your kind hands. I'd rather take my own life-.





  I held the crumbling Melinoe in my arms and asked.





  "Are you... dying like this?"





  Is it that we can't meet anymore like this?





  But Melinoe said with a faint smile.





  ━To those of the Underworld, death has no meaning. It's just a state-. Returning to the darkness of Erebus, to the black and deep pond of gloom-. Continuing an eternal, endless life again-.





  Melinoe melted away like black cacao ice cream.





  As she did, she grabbed my ankle with her crumbling hand.





  ━Hassan, the Underworld is a prison-. Once bound, it's the height of boredom that you can never escape-. I hope... you can't understand my words-.





  With that, Melinoe's story was over.





  I didn't know much, but I could tell that she hadn't died.





  To those of the Underworld, death is a state.





  She could probably be resurrected in some place or something.





  Because of that, wasn't Melinoe taking her own life?





  In any case, the fight was over.





  Now all that remained was to open the massive door Melinoe had been guarding.





  I decided to put away all my complex emotions and focus only on what I had to do next.





  "Erebus-nim, please open the door."





  So I requested the incarnation of darkness who ruled the Underworld.





  Erebus, the incarnation of darkness.





  The practical ruler of the Underworld while Pluto was away. Darkness itself, symbolizing the unknown and ignorance, about whom not much was known. One of the Protogenoi, the primordial origins.





  ...Probably my father-in-law.





  "Erebus-nim-. Please open the door."





  ................





  But it won't open.





  Does he not like his son-in-law?





  "Alohomora-!"





  Even the decisive door-opening spell used by Hogwarts wizards doesn't work.





  Shit, what do I do?





  Should I try opening it with force?





  So, as if forcing open a broken elevator door, I clung to the door and pulled left and right with all my might. Even so, the door remained firmly shut.





  "It's no use, let's all cling to it and open it-! Come on out and use some strength-!"





  The front-liners who claimed to have some strength all clung to it and pulled left and right, but the result was the same. The door doesn't budge a damn bit.





  Atalanta dusted off her palms and spat on the ground.





  "Agh, it won't open. What the hell. What are we supposed to do? Does anyone have a good idea? There's nothing more embarrassing than coming all the way to the door and turning back because you can't open it."





  At that, old man Nestor, who had been observing this series of events, said a word.





  "Perhaps there is a special incantation. Usually, it has been the rule since ancient times that most of these doors are opened with a magical incantation."





  As if gaining hope from that, Zetes, who spread his wings with a chwak-, asked.





  "Then does the old man know what that incantation is?"





  "I don't know. If I knew that, I would have opened it long ago, you thoughtless fellow."





  "Shit, you're quite an unhelpful old man."





  "However, I know someone who might be helpful. Magical things should be asked of a Witch. So, how about it, foreign Witch lady? Can you find a way to open this door?"





  At old man Nestor's explanation, everyone's gaze turned toward Friede. Friede is a Witch. She would know best about magic and incantations among us.





  But Friede shrugged her shoulders.





  "My specialty is destruction. I'm not into that kind of incantation."





  Just then, someone stepped forward in front of us with a tadat-.





  It was Paranoy.





  Paranoy said with both hands raised high.





  "I command in the name of Paranoy, the Margrave of Hell...! Let the firmly closed doors open and accept me, Paranoy, the ruler of all nations...!"





  The shrill voice of the Nymph spread through the darkness.





  Of course, the door didn't budge.





  "Isn't it Open Sesame?"





  "I don't like sesame."





  "Who asked you?"





  We reached a point where everyone was blabbering anything to find the incantation to open the door.





  It was a space where undead had been performing a massacre just a moment ago, but it was a bit funny that it had suddenly become an idea meeting room.





  Among those reciting gibberish, I was looking at Luna, who was exceptionally quiet.





  I was thinking that maybe the door would open if Luna reached out toward it like last time.





  However, Luna was keeping her mouth shut with an unexpectedly serious and solemn expression. It's been a while since Luna made a face like that.





  Is she contemplating something?





  Then Luna groaned, "Hmm-," and finally raised both hands high.





  "Open, Woof-woof!"





  Luna seemed to have been contemplating which incantation would be the correct answer. Luna's shout echoed through the space.





  Hippolyte wiped her forehead as if she found it absurd.





  "Nyx-daughter, no matter how you look at it, that couldn't possibly be the incantation...."





  Just as she trailed off ambiguously.





  Goooooo-.





  The firmly closed door began to open, causing a heavy earth tremor.





  "Look-! I told you 'Open, Woof-woof' was right-! My guess was correct-! I did it-!"





  At that, Luna hopped around, delighted that her incantation had succeeded. She looked as happy as Nymphs who had received candy.





  "Sweet...! I deduced the incantation that no one else could! Did I do my part now?"





  Nestor stroked his long beard while looking at Luna.





  "The Ideope lady possessed a strange variable. 'Open, Woof-woof,' what kind of incantation is that? It's amazing how she guessed it. I've lived a long time, but this is the first time I've seen such a thing."





  "As expected of Luna-nim-ssi...! You shall receive 5 additional points from me, Paranoy-ssi...!"





  Everyone expressed admiration for the incantation Luna had guessed.





  Atalanta scanned Luna from top to bottom with her arms crossed.





  "An Ideope sorceress, interesting. I wondered why some girl was in the party. You're quite skilled in a place like this."





  It seems she's acknowledging Luna as a party member because of this incident.





  However, I knew very well that the incantation to open the door was by no means 'Open, Woof-woof.'





  There's no way that's the incantation.





  It's just my deduction, but perhaps the door is something that can be opened and closed by Luna's will.





  The ruler of the Underworld right now is Erebus. Luna is the youngest daughter cherished by Erebus and his wife, Nyx. It wouldn't be strange if it opened and closed because their wavelengths were similar.





  My deduction is probably mostly correct.
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  Indeed, isn't Luna the one with the most variables in this expedition?





  Anyway, the important fact was that the door opened, regardless of what the incantation was.





  ━Kerrrrrr-.





  ━Berrrrrrrr-.





  ━Woof!





  And beyond that door, as if it were natural, the strongest guard dog revealed itself, its blue eyes glowing.





  "That thing is Cerberus...."





  The one stepping forward in front of such a massive monster is Gloria.





  "The opponent of my final task-."





  


































Chapter 468: 468 - Entering the Underworld #1


468 - Entering the Underworld #1

















 Come to think of it, Gloria had said something like that.





 She was hated by the goddess, and to be forgiven and live an ordinary life, she was performing a task.
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 The honor and glory attached to her name were like byproducts that came with performing the task.





 Gloria's final task was to capture Cerberus, the hellhound guardian of the Underworld, and drag him to the surface.





 However, people said that meeting the guardian of the Underworld was synonymous with having to die.





 Because it was known that it was impossible to even see the Door to the Underworld unless one was dead.





 And even if one was lucky enough to find the Door, they would only be torn to shreds by Cerberus, born of Typhon and Echidna, the King of Monsters.





 ━Bereureueueu-.





 ━Keureueueu-.





 Indeed, as the Door opened, the colossal creature that emerged from the darkness growled, baring its claws and fangs, as if eager to rampage at any moment.





 Compared to the hellhound, a beast the size of a massive truck, Gloria's somewhat frail appearance seemed utterly outmatched, no matter how one looked at it.





 Jeobeok, jeobeok-.





 But Gloria approached the open Door slowly, without hesitation.





 As she drew closer, Cerberus, with its three mouths, barked loudly.





 ━Keongkeong-! Keongkeong-!





 It was a clear threat. It was expressing, with its entire body, "Don't come any closer to me."





 Jirit, jirit-.





 That feeling of rejection materialized like static electricity, to the point where even Antiope, who wielded lightning, trembled.





 "It's tingly. I have to fight a guy like that? It won't be easy, will it? Some might get seriously hurt."





 Antiope was right.





 Although we were many in number, it might be difficult for everyone to survive unscathed.





 "You don't need to step in."





 Gloria said, Ududuk, udeudeuk-, loosening her shoulders. From the looks of it, she seemed determined to fight alone.





 "This one is my task."





 The Gloria I met before seemed somewhat intimidated and dispirited, making me wonder if she could really fight well.





 But it seems the belligerent Samaritan blood doesn't just disappear.





 However, would Gloria be okay on her own?





 "Bring it on-!"





 Without a moment for us to stop her, Gloria leaped towards the colossal hellhound Cerberus.





 If it had been anyone else, I would have thought it reckless, but with Gloria, I figured she'd manage somehow, so I wasn't too worried.





 ━Keongkeong-!





 But even Gloria, that woman of steel, was struck by Cerberus's massive forepaw and sent flying.





 Like a Cat batting away a mosquito with its paw, Gloria became a ping-pong ball, bounced away by the colossal hellhound's forepaw.





 Bouncing around the floor like a skipping stone on water, Gloria finally wiped her mouth and got up from the ground.





 "Stronger than I thought. I let my guard down."





 Perhaps Cerberus, the guardian of Hell, was stronger than Gloria had anticipated. After that, Gloria continued to charge towards the Door, but was only batted away by its forepaws.





 Gloria's body was sturdy, not even a small scratch appeared, but even she found it difficult to cross that Door and enter.





 "It won't be easy. Is this really the final task?"





 Gloria drew her club.





 Kkwaaaak-.





 Gripping it tightly, she lowered her stance and watched for an opportunity. Naturally, tension mounted.





 "Ah-."





 Then, as if something had occurred to her, she put her club back into her waist.





 "They told me not to use weapons. What a pain in the ass."





 It seemed Gloria's task was to face Cerberus bare-handed.





 ━Keongkeong-!





 Cerberus, facing Gloria, let out a mighty roar.





 I don't understand dog language, but it felt like it was provocatively saying, "Come at me, all you want." But facing such a Monster bare-handed would be overwhelming, even for Gloria.





 Chwarak-.





 Zetas, the Pheasant Man, spread his wings wide, indicating his intention to charge at Cerberus.


  


 "Should we all just charge? Then it'll work out somehow, right?"





 However, in my mind, I pictured him being torn apart in the hellhound's mouth like a whole chicken.





 It wasn't just Zetas.





 If we charged at the hellhound like this, strong individuals like me and Gloria would probably survive somehow. But soft girls like Paranoy or Luna might get seriously hurt.





 Then it would be a greater loss than me getting hurt.





 How could we safely overcome this predicament?





 Therefore, the party members, including myself, busily racked our brains trying to figure out what to do.





 Just then, Nestor, the veteran old man, stroking his beard, spoke.





 "They say Orpheus once went to the Underworld to find his wife, Eurydice. He moved Cerberus with his lyre music and was granted temporary entry to the Underworld."





 "Old man, is that true?"





 "Yes. It's true, Zetas. If so, it means it's worth a try for us too. How about we play an instrument or sing a song to persuade that fellow?"





 Persuading a dog with a song, he says.





 That was truly a dog-shit opinion.





 It was the strangest thing I'd heard all year.





 Had the old man gone senile?





 However, the expressions of those listening were quite serious. This meant Nestor's remarks carried considerable influence.





 So, we ultimately decided to follow old man Nestor's advice.





 The first to volunteer, surprisingly, was Kalidur.





 "Then, this humble monk will show off a little of his skill, known as the 16-strike scripture of Alfheim. This humble monk, too, must be of help as a member of the party."





 Euhheum-.





 Kalidur cleared his throat a few times, then opened his mouth.





 "Mahaban-."





 ━Keongkeong, keongkeong-! Keureureu, keongkeong-! Keongkeong-!





 But the moment Kalidur opened his mouth, Cerberus barked fiercely, apparently not at all interested in hearing the bald man's blasphemy.





 "...."





 Kalidur always had a cold, stern, expressionless face, but now it looked a little sad. This bastard, was he secretly hoping to sing in front of everyone?





 In the end, Kalidur couldn't even start his song.





 Thus, the next one to step up was none other than Paranoy.





 "This Paranoy, who has honed his skills by conducting the Nymph Choir, it is time to show his abilities-imnidat...! All those efforts were clearly for this very moment-imnidat...!"





 Paranoy boldly stepped forward to the Door.





 ━....





 Then, Cerberus, who had been barking fiercely just moments ago, also turned its gaze towards the tiny Nymph. One could sense an attitude of "Go on, do whatever you want."





 "Hmm, euhheum-, now that I'm about to do it, I'm starting to tremble-imnidat.... What if that Nymph-hating, huge mouth swallows this Paranoy-?"





 And then he started trembling violently.





 "Looking closely, it's very Nymph-hating-imnidat...! It seems full of thoughts of swallowing me whole-imnidat...!"





 "Paranoy, just sing, whatever it is. Or you don't have to force yourself, you can come back."





 "Th-then, euhm, euhm, I'll begin-imnidat...!"





 Ditch water-, stream water-, brook water-, sea water-. Sugar water-, University water-, obstacle water-, aphid water-, though our forms are different-. We are-all friends-.





 Paranoy began to sing something.





 "In the mountains, in the fields, hitting and rolling, in the desert, in the jungle, crying and laughing-."





 ━Keureureung-.





 At that clumsy, naive cartoon theme song, Cerberus let out a small, groaning growl, then barked, Keong-.





 And finally, it stepped aside, creating a narrow gap in the Door. I don't understand dog language, but I could tell that it had opened the Door slightly.





 Shibal, it opened the Door with a song like that?





 Is this for real?





 It's a relief that things are going smoothly, but I had some doubts about whether that colossal dog was doing its job properly as a guardian.





 "This, this Paranoy seems to possess singing skills comparable to Orpheus-imnidat...! This Paranoy is now the Idol of Hell-imnidat...!"





 Anyway, Paranoy seemed quite pleased that his song had worked.





 As Paranoy entered, following the path opened by the hellhound.





 When we also tried to step inside.





 ━Keong, keongkeong-!





 ━Keureureureung-!





 Cerberus once again blocked our path, refusing to let us through.





 What's going on?





 Then Luna said.





 "Ah-!? It seems it's only letting Paranoy through-! Because Paranoy sang the song-!"





 "Ah, so that's how it is."





 It felt like a group project had suddenly turned into an individual assignment.





 Yes, that must be the answer. This is an individual assessment.





 That's why Cerberus had only allowed Paranoy, who sang the song it liked, to pass.





 Shit, what kind of crappy-.





 It's really not easy.





 In the end, we had no choice but to continue this bizarre singing battle.





 My eyes then turned to Hippolyte. Hippolyte, the Heavensinger, the singing Amazoness with two massive "song pouches."





 Perhaps sensing my gaze, Hippolyte flinched.





 I told Hippolyte with my eyes.





 Since things have come to this, Hippolyte has no choice but to step forward.





 "Euhheum, hmm-."





 At my continuous urging gaze, Hippolyte cleared her throat repeatedly, as if reluctantly. Then she spoke to everyone.





 "Th-this time, I'll try."





 To that, Antiope was half-horrified.





 "What? You're going to sing, unnie? Like a clown?"





 Shilaia, her rival Amazoness, also showed the same reaction as Antiope.





 "Hippolyte, you only know how to shout. What singing? If you don't want to be disgraced, just stay put. Don't do things that don't suit you."





 Judging by their reactions, they didn't seem to know that Hippolyte was a good singer.





 Originally, Hippolyte herself wanted to hide her singing. It's not strange that they didn't know. The same went for Luna.





 "Hippolyte singing? That's totally interesting!"





 Other companions also looked at the situation with a mix of worry and interest.





 "Euhheum-. Ah-."


  


 Hippolyte, receiving such gazes, hesitantly stood before the colossal Door. And then, finally, she parted her lips and-.





 "Ah-."





 She let out a single, short word.





 "Ah---."





 The lyrics of the song were just 'Ah-'.





 But that alone was enough. The variably changing voice and tone seemed to fly through the dark darkness.





 Someone listening to it trembled.





 "I-is this truly a human voice-?"





 It was probably Nestor. In Antiope's case, it was even more serious.





 "Th-this isn't real-! It's impossible. My head, my head feels like it's filled with, filled with voices...! Unnie, Unnieeet...! This isn't, this isn't my unnieeet...!"





 The song lasted about 1 minute.





 But they say a true singer captivates the audience with just the intro, dominating the space. Hippolyte was truly a magician enchanting people.





 If she sang with that voice at a University festival, everyone would be utterly captivated. I imagined myself singing passionately in front of everyone during my University days.





 Then my University life itself would have been different.





 But shibal, why am I suddenly thinking of this?





 Anyway, it was a song that strongly captivated people's minds.





 Was Hippolyte's true identity actually something like a Siren, luring sailors with her song?





 ━....





 Then Cerberus, with its six eyes, shed huge, watermelon-sized tears and moved aside, clearing the path.





 "Euhheum-. Well then, I'll go first."





 Even after Hippolyte cleared her throat and stepped beyond the Door, the guardian Cerberus didn't block the path again, which meant it seemed to have been so moved by Hippolyte's song that it opened the Door wide.


  


 It was the moment when a new title, "Persuaded the hellhound with a song," was added to the countless titles Hippolyte the Heavensinger had acquired in her life.





 Everyone seemed extremely pleased, except for Shilaia the Amazoness, who clicked her tongue and said, "Tch-."











 *      *      *











 "To Hippolyte, this Paranoy will add 10 points-imnidat...! Would you consider quitting adventuring and working as an advisor for our Nymph Choir-?"





 "Euh, euhheum, be quiet. It's my first time singing in front of so many people without even wearing a Mask-. Even I feel embarrassed by this-. Euhheum-. Anyway, has everyone crossed over?"





 Finally, Psyche also entered beyond the Door.





 ━Keong, keong-!





 Then the colossal dog barked at us.





 To be precise, it would be correct to say it barked at me.





 Cerberus, who had been maintaining a fierce attitude like a growling beast just moments ago, as soon as I stepped inside the Door, wagged its huge tail vigorously from side to side, leaping left and right, right and left.


  


 As I approached it, it stuck out its tongue from its half-open mouth and pressed its forehead against mine.





 Seureuk-.





 As if possessed by something, no, as if I had been doing it for a very long time, I familiarized myself with the sensation and stroked its forehead with my hand.





 Its long, warm fur was incredibly soft.





 ━Keureueu-.





 ━Bereueu-.


  


 ━Keong, keong-!





 Cerberus also didn't shy away from my touch. When I noticed my face clearly reflected in its six blue eyes.





 I realized that this fellow actually had no intention of stopping us.





 The excuse that it was moved by the song and opened the path was a flimsy one; in reality, it might have been desperately waiting for me to come inside.





 I felt as if this fellow had known me for a very long time.





 And I, too, remembered this colossal and warm sensation. Although it didn't come to mind, my palm remembered the warm touch of this dog.





 "I'm home, Spotty."





 ━Keureureung-.





 Then tears fell in drops again.





 It was an attitude as if it had been waiting for those words.





 Seuk-.





 I turned my gaze from Spotty, Cerberus, and looked at what it had been guarding alone for decades.





 Goooooo-.





 What was visible were magnificent structures. An underground city, seemingly built by ancient Dwarves with all their scientific and technological prowess.





 That was what the hellhound Cerberus had been guarding.





 At that sight, we were all overwhelmed.





 This was truly the Underworld Kingdom.





 Pluto's Labyrinth itself.





 The World of Death.





 We would now have to find a way to go even deeper down from here. But there was no particular problem.





 Dugeun, dugeun-.





 My heart, surging within me, and the blood flowing through me-.





 Seemed to be telling me how to go to the deepest and lowest place.





 "Lowest of all worlds-."





 I spoke towards the underground city.





 "-I'm back."
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  Pluto's Labyrinth.





  Little is known about that deep underworld realm beneath the earth.





  Everyone just has the general understanding that 'you have to go there someday when you die~'.





  Since the Underworld is a place that even transcendent beings, except for the messenger god, cannot freely come and go from, there's probably no way for information to leak out.





  Of course, there are unusual cases like the bard Orpheus, who headed to the world of death to find his departed lover.





  Orpheus also never divulged any information about the Underworld during his lifetime.





  "It's similar to what I'd heard~."





  However, the old man Nestor nodded to himself as if he had heard something, gazing at the underground city revealed before us.





  I ask the old man.





  "Nestor-nim, have you heard anything about the Underworld?"





  "Not much, but I have heard things. When you get old, you naturally become curious about the world that comes after death. I've investigated it in various ways."





  Just like elderly people who lacked faith start going to church in their twilight years, Nestor seemed to have conducted his own research on the afterlife that would come after his long life ended.





  "But~."





  Luna, who was wiping the dust off Paranoy's face, asks.





  "But you can't know just by investigating, right? There's no one who's actually been to the Underworld?"





  Nestor replies with a hearty chuckle-.





  "I don't have white hair and beard just for show, you know. I actually met people who had been to the Underworld and asked them all sorts of things."





  "You met people who had been to the Underworld?"





  "To be precise, I should say people who had 'experienced' it. In the world, there are people called brain-dead, or vegetative states-?"





  Nestor's brief explanation followed after that.





  Nestor said he often met with the brain-dead, or more accurately, those who had been bedridden for a long time and then snapped out of it at some point to return to their daily lives.





  He said he asked them what they saw and what experiences they had while they were unconscious.





  And the answers he heard from them were: a large Door, and a three-headed dog guarding the Door.





  Several deeply flowing rivers and ferry terminals. And a long queue in front of the ferry terminal, and a massive temple city.





  Nestor said.





  "Although each person's story differed slightly, the Door, the three-headed dog, the rivers and ferry terminals, and the queue - everyone talked about similar things. That's why I thought, 'This must be the afterlife.'"





  Seureureuk-.





  Finally, his deep eyes turned towards the city we were walking through now.





  A silent city of gray bricks.





  "This must be the temple city. It's the ferry terminal where one waits before crossing to the Underworld on Chiron's boat. You could even call it a ferry city."





  Atalante, walking nonchalantly with her hands behind her back, added a remark.





  "Is this place abandoned? There isn't a single person on the streets. The city is huge. It's like a ghost city where all the residents vanished in a single day."





  A ghost city-.





  Atalante's description was literal.





  This place we are currently walking through was, in itself, a ghost city.





  Because in my eyes, faint wisps of fog or shadows were seen moving around the city's windows and streets.





  That's right. Faint shadows.





  Their forms varied, from beings so faint like hazy fog that they were barely recognizable, to translucent ones surprisingly clearly taking on human shapes.





  Is it only me who can see these beings right now?





  "Hey, look at those guys. Aren't their forms too distinct?"





  "They must be newcomers. Ghosts that have just died are that distinct in form."





  "No, they're too clear to be like that. Could they perhaps be living people...?"





  "Nah, no matter how carelessly Spotty does his job, he wouldn't let living people in."





  Even their voices could be heard.





  From what I could gather, they seemed to be spirits, and the longer they've been dead, the hazier their forms become like faint fog.





  Should I try talking to them?





  What if my companions treat me like a lunatic?





  As I was lost in thought with that feeling.





  Luna, looking around, shouted.





  "So this is the land without form-!"





  It seemed Luna was seeing the same sight as me.





  "There are spirits everywhere-! There's also plenty of Yin energy-! It's a totally cool place...!"





  "It's just as Luna-nim said-! Seeing that it's full of the people of the Underworld, it seems to be some kind of residential area-!"





  Paranoy also nods his head, agreeing with Luna's words.





  Antiope asked him.





  "What do you see?"





  "Spirits...! There are lots of spirits here...!"





  "Does that mean there are lots of ghosts? That's creepy."





  Finally, Antiope shivered and looked around here and there. Of course, it seemed Antiope's eyes saw nothing in the end.





  Seureureuk-.





  Luna takes something out from her waist.





  "This is Ideope's Ear-Brightening Brew. If you drink this, your hearing improves-! You'll be able to listen to the voices of spirits-!"





  "It's an Underworld's native drink. Alcohol, huh. That's good."





  First Nestor, then everyone else received a small cup of Luna's drink. Ear-Brightening Brew, huh. The name sounds like traditional liquor drunk on the first full moon of the lunar year.





  Does it mean hearing improves enough to hear the spirits' voices?





  "My, my ears are getting brighter, Paranoy-!"





  In reality, Paranoy's short, pointed ears, after drinking a cup, began to emit light. It was as if they were emitting a white light like some kind of luminescent object.





  It wasn't just Paranoy; it was the same for Elfriede. Elfriede had become a long-eared elf with glowing ears-.





  Seeing that, Luna exclaimed "Ah-!" and checked the label on the leather water bottle.





  "Ah, I took out the wrong one. This was just liquor that makes ears glow. It's a fun drink that makes ears glow when nymphs drink it, hehe, this must be the real one, not this one..."





  And then Luna took out the real Ear-Brightening Brew.





  More than that, liquor that makes ears glow when nymphs drink it.





  Why on earth would they make and bring something like that?





  Seureureuk-.





  Elfriede took out a mirror from her pocket.





  She frowned, seeing her ears, protruding from between her hair, glowing.





  "How long will it be like this? I'm not even a nymph, so why are my ears glowing?"





  "Maybe it's because we're both elves. It'll go back to normal in about one or two days-! If it doesn't, well, you can go see a healer..."





  "Damn it-. Like this, I look like a ridiculous clown."





  Although a small incident happened to Paranoy and Elfriede, everyone drank the brew Luna gave them and became able to hear the spirits' voices.





  All of them listened to the sounds coming from here and there.





  Silia, with her arms crossed, admired softly.





  "Truly, tiny sounds can be heard. To the point where you need to concentrate, but there's definitely someone there."





  "This young lady looks quite fussy. She must have died because of a man, that's for sure."





  "I vote for a love-triangle issue too-."





  Silia can say that because she doesn't know the spirits are holding a critique session, circling around her.





  Not just Silia, but more and more spirits were gathering around us.





  Although they didn't seem to intend any harm, the sight of the dead gathering was quite ominous and eerie. Just when I wondered what to do about it-.





  "Waaak-! Waaak-waak-! Waaak-waak-waak-!"





  At that moment, Luna raised both hands high and shouted. It wouldn't be wrong to describe it as barking.





  "Heeuik-!"





  "It's a crazy spirit-! It looks like a crazy spirit-!"





  "C-call the guards-!"





  Anyway, at Luna's barking sound, the spirits that had densely gathered between us scattered in all directions.





  In the meantime, my ears stored the keywords "crazy spirit" and "guard" that they mentioned.





  "Noxdoti, what did you just do? The murmuring noises have disappeared."





  "I drove away the gathering spirits-! It seems they're attracted to the warmth of the living."





  Luna cleared her throat with a 'Keumkeum-' and her eyes now turned towards the floor.





  On the ground, there was a small girl who hadn't fled in panic even at Luna's scream.





  To be precise, it would be better to call her a girl's ghost. She was small, making me wonder if she was a nymph, but seeing her ordinary ears, she seemed to be a young girl.





  "Hii, Hiiiii-, Hiiik-!"





  The girl was excessively startled and scared as Luna approached her.





  It seemed a bit backward for a ghost to be afraid of a living person, but Luna's scream must have been that shocking.





  Luna crouched down in front of the ghost and said.





  "I wish you could tell me what this place is. And if possible, how to get deeper down-! My name is Luna Noxdoti."





  At Luna's words, the translucent ghost's eyes widened slightly.





  "I-I'm Estel."











  *      *       *











  We obtained various pieces of information from the ghost who introduced herself as Estel.





  "I don't really know much since I just got here. It hasn't been long since I died, just like you all-. I was fleeing from war, and during my escape, I met bandits and got separated from my parents, and that's when I died."





  It seems the little girl Estel died meeting bandits.





  However, she didn't seem sad or distressed, showing a certain indifference. Perhaps her desire for her physical body lessened after becoming a spirit?





  Estel continued speaking.





  "This is Pluto-nim's temple and ferry terminal. If you wait here, you can take Chiron's boat according to your turn and go to the real Underworld."





  As the old man Nestor said, this place could be called a temple city, or a ferry terminal.





  Does it feel like a waiting area before heading to the Underworld? A bus stop? Or a subway or train station? It would be accurate to see it that way.





  "But, I have to wait here for another 50 years before I can ride the boat. It's because my fate was to die in 50 years-. This is my ticket-."





  Estel had a small band on her wrist, like a theme park ticket.





  Looking at it, I could see letters written: "Estel - Age 67, Cause of Death - Natural Causes. Moros (Human)".





  67 years old, natural causes-. But Estel's appearance now, no matter how I look at it, is that of a girl who just barely passed fifteen. It's a bit strange.





  At that, Paranoy is surprised.





  "You mean you have to wait in this place for 50 years? The process is strange-! It's unfair enough that I couldn't live out my lifespan, but to have to wait so long in a place like this...!"





  "There are many people like me. So, because it's too boring to just wait, we traced back our memories from when we were alive and created a place similar to a city. Because waiting is just too dull-."





  At that, Nestor admired softly with a "Ho-ho-".





  "Now I understand how such a city was made underground. Were they trying to replicate their actions from when they were alive?"





  It seemed each of them felt many things.





  "Well then, goodbye, Estel-."





  We parted ways with Estel and continued walking through this ferry city. The place we were heading towards was, naturally, the place said to have a boat.





  As we headed there, we could see many spirits already lined up in a long queue.





  In front of them, a river flowed rapidly, its width and breadth impossible to gauge. Indeed, it was a torrent that gave no courage to cross without a boat.





  Although I was good at swimming, it seemed clear I'd become a corpse in an instant if I fell into a river like that. It's terrifying just to look at.





  At such a ferry terminal, a skeleton wearing armor sat in a chair with its arms crossed. According to Estel, that guy seemed to be something like an Underworld civil servant managing this ferry terminal.





  I approached the guy.





  Then, the skeleton, which seemed to have been dozing off, slowly opened its blue eyes-.





  "Who are you?"





  "I was wondering if I could cross the river."





  "Well, don't you have a turn number on your wrist? Ride when your turn comes. Don't wake a sleeping skeleton unnecessarily."





  Its attitude is a bit nonchalant and unprofessional.





  The level of an Underworld civil servant.





  At that, Paranoy shouts.





  "Hush-! How dare you be rude for a mere civil servant-! How dare you act like this in front of the Archduke of Hell and the Margrave of Hell-! What is your name-?"





  "What are you talking about?"





  "State your name and rank-! The Margrave of Hell is asking, why aren't you answering-?"





  "Margrave of Hell? I've never heard of such a role. More importantly, looking at you all now, you don't have ride tickets on your wrists. Ah-. It seems some people have flowed in incorrectly again."





  The skeleton grumbled, "Moros's lackeys-, they haven't been doing their jobs properly lately-." And then it offered us a small bundle.





  Inside it were round fruits shaped like marbles.





  "It's the Underworld's Lightning Hazelnut. If you eat this, you'll quickly regain your senses and return to your original body. Ah, fourteen, no, fifteen people have been let in incorrectly-. This won't end with just a written warning."





  Because it was hard to understand what it was talking about, I asked.





  "What happens if we eat this?"





  "What do you mean, you can return to your bodies. Hmm, ah-. You still don't understand, do you? You aren't dead right now; you're in something like a comatose state. If you eat this, you can wake up from your sickbed. And I'll have less work, which is good. A bonus?"





  At that, the old man Nestor exclaimed "Ho-ho-".





  "Now I understand the principle by which the brain-dead woke up. Indeed, they said they ate a strange fruit at the end of the afterlife. This must be it."





  Aha.





  So, it seems this civil servant skeleton judged us to be brain-dead individuals who left their bodies behind. Since it wasn't time for us to die yet, it must have meant for us to return to our original bodies.





  Could it be that it doesn't even consider us truly living people?





  I spoke, partly to increase the civil servant's workload.





  "Unfortunately, Mr. Civil Servant. We are all living humans."
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  ━A living human? For real-?





  The skeleton uncrossed its arms and trembled with a deulgeureok.





  ━No, there's no way such a thing is possible? Just how did you get in? How did you bypass the watchdog Spotty? Damn it, no wonder you were overflowing with life-! I'm screwed-!





  Civil servants of the Gaia Continent do not want their workload to increase.





  Of course, there are those who work passionately, but generally, they just want to kill time comfortably and go home.





  This skeleton was no different.





  ━Ahhh, I'm screwed-! What is this-! Who on earth are you people, and what grudge do you have to give me such an ordeal-!





  At that, Paranoi growls again.





  "That is what I have been telling you-ssut...! This is the Archduke of Hell, Hassan-nim, and I am his right hand and the Marcher Lord of Hell, Paranoi-issut...!"





  ━Like I said, what the hell does that mean? Explain it so I can understand-. Seeing how your ears glow, you don't seem like an ordinary Nymph, but-.





  At the skeleton's attitude, which was on the verge of a panic attack, Luna, who was standing beside me, added a word.





  "Hassan is Pluto-nim's son-!"





  ━Pluto-nim's son? Sooon-? Ah, come to think of it, I feel like I've heard such a story before-. I also have a memory of seeing Pluto-nim from a distance-.





  The skeleton's blue eye-light scans me from top to bottom with a seuk-seuk.





  ━You do seem to resemble him, and the atmosphere is similar... Brother, is it true that you are Pluto-nim's son?





  "For now."





  ━Uh... that is, well... what was it. This humble one's name is, uh, Mator. An 8th-grade administrative officer, a ferryman-. Uh, to meet you like this, I should say it's an honor, or...





  The restless skeleton civil servant, Mator.





  I understand why he's flustered.





  It's probably like he was roughly standing guard when someone like the Chairman's son showed up. If it were me, I would have gone beyond panicking and run away screaming all over the place.





  Just the fact that he's trying to respond instead of running away from this spot shows that this guy is a skeleton with a fairly thick skin.





  It seems he didn't win his civil service position in a gamble.





  He scratches the back of his head, where only bone remains, and asks.





  ━S-so, what brings Pluto-nim's son here... and furthermore, bringing the living with you like this...





  "I'm trying to cross the river. Is there no way?"





  ━P-pl-please wait just a moment-! I will, uh, quickly, uh, contact the lower levels to, uh, try and procure a boat immediately, um, ehehehe-.





  Soon, the skeleton runs off busily somewhere.





  After a few minutes, he returned in a hurry.





  ━S-soon, the boat will arrive. Originally, today is, uh, Chiron-nim's day off, but, uh, anyway, it worked out well. Hehe, ehehehe-.





  Even though he's a skeleton with nothing but bones, I feel a bit bitter because I can see a servile expression on his face.





  Anyway, it was a relief that a boat was coming.





  I was a bit worried because the girl I met earlier, Estelle, said she had to wait 50 years to board a boat, but it seems I can go via High Pass without any of that.





  Is this the taste of power?





  Even though I haven't eaten a damn thing, my tongue is tingling.





  We continued to wait for the boat like that.





  ━Well, it should only be a few minutes. More importantly, uh, did you say your name was Hassan-nim...? Does the fact that Pluto-nim's son has come mean that Pluto-nim will also be returning to work...?





  "I don't really know that myself. Why do you ask?"





  ━No, since Pluto-nim went on hiatus, the Underworld itself has been a mess, hasn't it? Those who aren't meant to die are dying and entering the Underworld, and thanks to that, the queues are getting longer, and the ferry is getting crowded...





  At the words of Mator the civil servant skeleton, I felt like I could roughly understand this series of situations.





  It seems that while Pluto, the ruler of the afterlife, was away, the order and duties of the Underworld had been getting tangled up.





  As they say, the water upstream must be clear for the water downstream to be clear.





  It seems the reason 8th-grade civil servant Mator was so slack was because Pluto, the one at the very top, wasn't doing any work.





  Thinking that he is my father makes me feel complicated in many ways.





  As I was lost in thought for a moment, Hippolyte, who had been quietly watching this scene, spoke up.





  "More importantly, this is a strange mirror. I thought it was a mirror, but my reflection doesn't show. What kind of object is it?"





  In front of Hippolyte was a long full-length mirror. A mirror so large it could be used as a decent-sized door.





  ━Ah, that is-.





  Mator answers.





  ━It is the Mirror of Realization. It allows one to look back at their final appearance in life. Because there are cases where the deceased, who deny that they have died, go on a wild rampage-. It's to prevent that-.





  "I see. Is it because this one hasn't died yet that nothing was being reflected-."





  "It's true-! Nothing is reflecting for me either-! It's a strange mirror-!"





  Both Luna and Hippolyte seemed to be paying attention to various things around them while waiting for the boat. Everything must be fascinating to them. The same goes for me.





  I also glanced at that Mirror of Realization.





  Seureureuk-.





  Then, unlike how everyone said they couldn't see anything, I could see my image clearly reflected in the mirror.





  What the-.





  As I frowned for a moment, red letters slowly floated up on the mirror.





  「Name: Hassan Zigres


   1. Suffocation


   2. Death during intercourse


   3. Cardiac arrest」





  What. What is this.





  The mirror is moving around.





  And so, what the mirror showed was a single scene.





  What I saw was a black, dark cave. And the skeleton knight Achilles wearing shining armor.





  ━Die once for now.





  Paseuseuk-.





  Achilles instantly kicked off the ground and lunged at a man. And with his palm, he struck that breastplate with all his might, even crumpling it.





  ━Gueo-eok-!





  The man fell to the floor, making a pathetic sound.





  I could soon recall that that was the me of the past.





  When I was training with Achilles, there was a time when Achilles had struck my chest like this and put me in a state of suspended animation.





  Red letters float up.





  「Death by cardiac arrest-.」





  What the fuck.





  Looking at what's being reflected in this mirror, wasn't I actually dead, not in suspended animation? Death by cardiac arrest?





  What the hell is this?





  While I was feeling panicked, the image that had been reflected in the mirror began to transform into a blur once again. Now what I saw was a small room with a lantern lit.





  Two men and women gasping for breath on a bed.





  A pink-haired girl and a black-haired man.





  It was me and Luna.





  ━Euk, eut-.





  The image of the first time me and Luna had relations at the inn that day was being reflected in the mirror. Holy shit, you're showing me this?





  I looked around in embarrassment.





  "Hassan, is there something you see?"





  But those around me, including Hippolyte, acted as if they couldn't see anything. It seems I'm the only one who can see this.





  Cheolpudeok-.





  Finally, the me in the mirror collapsed onto the bed.





  Letters float up over that mirror.





  「Cause of death, death during intercourse」





  No, wait a damn minute.





  My dual core malfunctions at the sudden information.





  Death during intercourse.





  That means I died during or after the act. Did I, did I die after having relations with Luna?





  I died?





  No, common sense says it doesn't make sense for me to be alive and breathing like this now if I had died then. If so, it would mean this mirror is showing illusions or lies.





  I asked Mator, the skeleton civil servant.





  "Are there cases where the mirror shows lies?"





  ━Absolutely not. I can swear it on the River Styx.





  Machines don't lie-. It seems to be that kind of feeling.





  I felt like my head was getting tangled. Chaos itself.





  And in that complicated chaos, I was able to recall one fact. The time I lost consciousness after being struck by Achilles.





  The time I had relations with Luna.





  They all had something in common.





  And that commonality was that after I lost consciousness, I had seen a dark, shallow sea in a dream-like place. And that I had met a bizarre-looking being-Chaos-there and strengthened my blessings.





  I had always wondered by what principle I was meeting Chaos.





  Looking at it now, it seems I died then, and I was meeting the God of Chaos in what could be called my afterlife.





  There is no other answer but that.





  Did I really die?





  While I was thinking that.





  The image in the mirror, which had been showing the inside of the inn, soon showed a pitch-black darkness. Soon, several figures appeared.





  This was a story not even in my memory.





  Because the young me was in a place I'd never seen, wearing clothes I'd never seen. And everything around me was unfamiliar.





  Seureuk-.





  Soon, someone appeared in the mirror and approached my side. I could tell that she was my mother.





  My mother in her younger days, wearing a deep purple dress.





  My mother used to brag that she was often called the goddess of her department during her University days, and seeing her younger self like this, it seemed it wasn't just talk.





  She actually was a goddess, literally.





  Such a woman approaches the bed where I am sleeping.





  Is she going to stroke my forehead or something?





  That thought only lasted a moment.





  She soon pressed a pillow over the face of the young me sleeping on the bed.





  The young me seemed to have struggled.





  But it was impossible for a boy who had just turned five to face an adult woman, a goddess.





  Soon, my body went limp.





  Is this really me and my mother?





  A sense of disconnect rises in my head, making concepts feel foreign. That is not me, and that woman is not my mother. I might not have been able to endure it without thinking that way.





  ━━━.
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  The woman's mouth moved as if saying something toward the young child who had ceased to function.





  She seemed to be saying something, but unfortunately, nothing could be heard in this conversation.





  Soon, nothing could be seen in the mirror either.





  Just what was that?











  *       *        *











  The boat arrived a few minutes later.





  A size between a rowboat and a small yacht. The one steering it is a mysterious figure with a black robe pulled down low. That man is probably the ferryman of Hell, Chiron.





  The eldest son of Nyx and Erebus.





  The ancient god of Hell, Chiron.





  ━A b-boat-! The boat is here-!





  ━It's my, it's my turn to get on now. I'm tired of waiting-!





  ━I'm first-! It's me-!





  With the arrival of the boat, the Spirits who had been standing in a long line began to go wild. They lunged toward the boat like hungry piranhas attacking a sheep that had fallen into the river.





  ━Begone.





  Chiron the ferryman lightly struck and cut down their heads with the long oar he was holding. After swinging his arm a few times like that, there were no more Spirits lunging for the boat.





  Watching him, Mator the civil servant clicked his tongue with a tteut-.





  ━There used to be more order in the past. Anyway, it seems my job ends here. From now on, Chiron-nim will see to you.





  Mator looked as refreshed as if he were unburdening himself. He's a guy I like for his honesty.





  ━Pluto....





  Just then, a voice that was nothing short of eerie came from beneath the black robe.





  A feeling like the frost of a cold wave scraping the deepest bottom of winter. Thanks to that, we all momentarily trembled.





  Chiron.





  A Grim Reaper widely known even on the Gaia Continent.





  If there is a being who ranks highest in this Soul Society after Pluto and the Protogenoi, it is probably Chiron.





  The eldest son born of Night and Darkness.





  In any case, it's certain that he's a damn powerful being. Therefore, it was safe to say we were all overwhelmed by his spirit.





  While no one could open their mouth-.





  Chiron spoke to me.





  ━Little Pluto. That is mine. My lantern. Hand it over.





  Lantern?





  For a moment I was puzzled, but I soon remembered that I was carrying a lantern at my waist. It was a mysterious tool that guided the way through the afterlife. It seems that belonged to Chiron.





  "If I return this, will you take us on the boat-?"





  ━Up to eight people at a time. No more can board.





  So it's a boat with a capacity of eight people.





  I certainly thought the boat might sink if more than that boarded. It's also very old.





  ━I have been waiting for you. For a very long time. I have been waiting for you. And, our tiny little kin-.





  Hwareuk-.





  Blue eye-light shines beneath the black robe.





  ━You are smaller than I heard.





  The eye-light was directed at none other than Luna. Come to think of it, Chiron is the eldest son of Nyx and Erebus. Luna is their youngest daughter.





  Wouldn't it be fair to say they are siblings with a considerable age gap?





  Just as Moros, the God of Doom, had previously mentioned his pink-haired youngest sister, it seemed Chiron had heard about Luna.





  "It's Chiron-! I met Chiron-! Chiron, the guide of Spirits-! Shit...! Should I ask him for an autograph-?"





  Of course, Luna was just excited about this situation, unaware of such facts.





  Chiron also seemed to have nothing more to say about this.





  ━Normally, I do not carry the living. But your case is different. I will take you across the river. Board.





  And so, we were able to board the boat through the chance of blood and local ties.





  Bloodline.





  As expected, it's a damn powerful ultimate move.





  However, the number of people who can board the boat at once is eight. To transport everyone, it seems necessary to divide into two groups and go back and forth twice.





  In the end, I decided to pick an advance party to head to the other side first.





  First, me.





  Luna.





  Hippolyte.





  Friede.





  Antiope, Hippolyte's younger sister.





  Paranoi.





  Would this fixed party be enough?





  Since it's up to eight people, I thought I could include about two more.





  So I asked.





  "Who wants to go first?"





  But no one answered my question readily.





  "...."





  "...."





  They just kept silent with their arms crossed or looked at each other. I could tell they were a bit scared. They must have been completely intimidated by the appearance of Chiron, the ancient god of the Underworld.





  My legs also shook so much I could barely stand when I first saw Luna's mother Nyx, her father Erebus, and the other gods of Hypos.





  I understand.





  At that time, the first one to raise her hand was Gloria.





  "I-, I, uh, want to go first. I'll get on too. Let me in."





  Puljjeok.





  Gloria kicked off the ground and boarded the boat.





  At that, exclamations came from here and there. Nestor stroking his beard.





  "Indeed, as expected of a brave Samaritan warrior. To not be afraid even after seeing Chiron's majesty. She really has the guts to get on a boat like that."





  That filled seven seats.





  And so, just as I was considering the final eighth person.





  ━Eight people. Confirmed. Then, let us depart.





  Chiron suddenly began to row toward the other side of the river. I was flustered by this sudden departure.





  No matter how many times I count the heads, there are seven, so why eight? This guy Chiron, can he not count because he has no eyes?





  "No, wait-. Wait a minute. Only seven people have boarded yet?"





  I asked as if protesting-.





  Chiron's answer is firm.





  ━Eight. It is certain.
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 "Passengers, eight. Confirmed boarding. Then, let's depart."





 Seueuk, seueueuk, cheolsseok-.





 With every stroke of the ferryman of the dead, Charon, the boat continued to move forward. 





 Watching the dock recede further and further, and those left behind, I couldn't help but shout.





 "We'll depart first for now, so let's regroup later-!"





 "━!"





 It seemed they were saying something after that, but the rapidly flowing rapids blocked their voices, making them inaudible.





 Now, only seven passengers remained on the boat. Just then, Luna opened her lips.





 "Even counting again, it's seven people. Why are they saying eight?"





 No matter how much Luna thought about it, Charon's calculation method didn't seem to make sense. Luna looked at the cage holding Ing-ing, tied to her waist.





 "Is it because of Ing-ing-?"





 "━Kyu-ing-."





 Luna's words also had merit. If Ing-ing, who boarded the boat with us, were included as a passenger, our number would be eight.





 However, we couldn't dwell on such things for long.





 Pat, pabat, pat-.





 Because soon, something leaped out from the rapids and attacked the boat.





 Seureung-, Hippolyte drew her sword.





 "What is it? An attack-!?"





 Her sharp eyes flashed, and she delivered a clean single strike. Hippolyte's sword, drawn like lightning, split something in half.





 "━Pishii-, peushiii-."





 It was a fish that made a strange sound. 





 With jagged, sharp teeth and distorted faces, its appearance was more horrific than any deep-sea fish I'd ever seen. It looked more like a monster than a fish.





 The problem was that these brats kept leaping up from the rapids like kids playing on a trampoline, attacking the boat.





 "Th-this fucking school of flying carp kings-!"





 Why would fish brats attack a boat carrying people? Is this nature's wrath, oppressed and damaged only by humans?





 We were all overwhelmed by this supernatural event.





 "Damn it-."





 Antiope drew her spear and swung her arms left and right.





 "What is this all of a sudden! What keeps jumping up like this, it's annoying!"





 Pat, pabat-.





 I asked the surroundings, waving my hands non-stop. It felt like playing a defense game on a boat.





 While we were busy defending the boat-.





 Charon, the ferryman who was calmly rowing, said one thing.





 "The fierce fish of the Acheron River like fresh flesh. They do not permit the passage of the living."





 So, according to Charon, it seems these fish are attacking because we are living people. 





 Indeed, they're trying to eat us. Of course, anyone could tell that just by looking at those menacing teeth, even without an explanation.





 The problem is, how long must we endure this assault?





 "Does anyone have any good ideas?"





 "━Pishii-, kyaek-!"





 I asked the surroundings, waving my hands non-stop. 





 Everyone seemed too busy dealing with the fish flying at them to have any proper solutions, but still. 





 Still, with this many people, surely at least one person would have a brilliant idea.





 "Me! I have a good idea!"





 Just then, Antiope shouted loudly.





 "Make lightning strike the river! Then all the fish inside will die too!"





 Channeling intense electric current into the river?





 What a fucking brilliant idea. The fish brats wouldn't be able to withstand the electric stimulus and would surely faint and float up.





 "Then hurry up and do it!"





 "But, since the river is wide, charging will take time-! So, I'll charge up some power for a moment, so just hold on somehow-!"





 Antiope sat in the center of the boat and assumed a cross-legged position.





 And then she began to regulate her breathing, and yellow sparks, visible enough to be seen, slowly began to jump off her body, pa-jit, pa-jit-.





 "Electricity-. Electricity."





 Watching that, Gloria vigorously shook her head.





 Then, something floated up into the air from beneath her fluffy raccoon fur.





 "━Kyu-ing-."





 It was Gloria's treasure, the small dark cloud called the lightning repository, Cloud Ring. I wondered what she was trying to do. 





 I recalled how, when we ganged up on Gloria long ago, that cloud had spewed intense lightning in all directions, causing us great trouble.





 "Ing-ing-ah, shoot lightning into the river-!"





 "━Kyu-ing...!"





 Following Gloria's urgent command, Cloud Ring, Ing-ing's body, leaped even higher into the air. Then, like dark clouds, it let out the sounds of thunder, kwa-kwang, kwa-reureung-.





 Pajik, pajijijijik-!





 Finally, it began to emit intense electric currents in all directions.





 "━Kreu-reung-!"





 When the fish struck by that intense lightning began to float up here and there, we, who had been fending off the wave attacks, could catch our breath a little.





 "Now it's done-! Thunder Bird-!"





 Soon Antiope raised the hand holding her short spear high. From there, a blue lightning bolt erupted, soaring high in the shape of a bird.





 Jijijijijijijijik-.





 It sounded like several birds chirping. With a chilling sensation running down my back, the bird finally collided with the river.





  





  *       *       *











 The 100,000 volts emitted by Antiope tidied up the general situation.





 In the situation where everything was blackened and scorched, Hippolyte slightly narrowed her brow.





 "That Antiope girl, when did she learn this technique...."





 It seemed Hippolyte was surprised that her younger sister's growth far exceeded her expectations. Of course, because she used a big technique, Antiope was merely breathing heavily.





 However, she didn't forget to smile relaxedly.





 "I wanted to show it during the festival. But now it's revealed."





 "Hassan-nim, look at this-! These hideous fish are floating all over the place-! It's truly half water, half fish-!"





 Paranoy pointed his finger towards the river. As Paranoy said, the river was covered with the corpses of fish, fried crisp.





 "Even ugly fish smell good when fried by lightning-!"





 Keung-keung-, Paranoy twitched his nose. But Luna, standing next to him, bristled her hair as if she had heard something she shouldn't have, and shouted angrily.





 "Paranoy! You must not eat anything from the Underworld! If you eat something from the Underworld, your soul becomes bound to the Underworld!"





 "Of course, I know that much-! In the Underworld, you shouldn't even drink a sip of water-!"





 According to Luna and Paranoy, eating food from the Underworld was the ultimate taboo. 





 It was because those who tasted the food would have their souls bound to the Underworld and could never return to the outside.





 Because of that, the only food we can eat is the provisions we brought from the surface. We brought enough to last about fifteen days, so we have enough for now.





 However, if this expedition into Hell lasts longer than fifteen days, we'll eventually starve to death, or die as if we ate food from the Underworld.





 In other words, the expedition into the Underworld is a time attack.





 So far, since boarding this boat, things have been relatively smooth. I hope we can safely rendezvous with those coming later by boat.





 While I was having those thoughts.





 Seureuk-.





 "We've arrived."





 The boat, parting through the hazy fog, arrived and docked on the opposite shore.





 "This is the Asphodel ferry landing, known as Purgatory. If you can enter and break through here, Zigres, you will be able to enter the deeper Tartarus."





 With those words, Charon headed back towards the other side. His attitude was chic, as if there was nothing more to discuss, nor any need to.





 I wish I could have asked for more tips.





 Anyway, it was fortunate that we arrived on the other side. I first looked around the Asphodel ferry landing, called Purgatory.





 "Welcome. Asphodel-."





 Except for a strangely old sign creaking, there was no sign of life, making it feel like a desolate field overall.





 Ppigeok, ppigeok-.





 Paranoy, who had been staring at the swaying sign for a while, spoke.





 "According to rumors, Asphodel, called Purgatory, is where ordinary people, neither evil nor good, go after death-!"





 At Paranoy's words, I recalled an encyclopedia I had seen in the library of Sodomora long ago. 





 Pluto's underworld kingdom, the Soul Society, could commonly be broadly classified into three.





 Elysium, the paradise, where valiant warriors and good people go.





 And Tartarus, the eternal hell of suffering, for those who committed all sorts of evil deeds.





 Lastly, those who were ambiguous in both good and evil, unable to go anywhere, head towards the plains of Asphodel, Purgatory.





 So this is that Purgatory.





 The concepts of Heaven and Hell each give a distinct feeling in one's mind. But when you say Purgatory, there were many parts that didn't quite convey what happens there.





 Is it like mild and spicy, somewhere in the middle?





 "Hassan-nim, I'm hungry, so is it okay if I tear off and eat a little of the fairies' biscuits we brought...?"





 "What?"





 At Paranoy's words, I snapped out of my thoughts.





 "The biscuits kneaded by nymphs fill you up quickly with just one bite-! They don't taste good, but-! They're very good for filling your stomach-!"





 "No, um, let's eat once everyone else arrives. The follow-up party will be coming soon on Charon's boat."





 "Then I'll wait a little-!"





 We set up camp at the ferry landing for the time being and checked if anyone was injured from the fish attack when we boarded the boat, or if any items were lost or broken.





 "A short rest-! And then we'll regroup-!"





 One thing I learned during my military service was that it's good to maintain things whenever you have a chance. It's a headache later if someone says, 'An item is missing,' or 'Turns out I was injured-.'





 After checking for a while like that, I didn't seem to have any particular problems. The one I was most worried about was the soft Luna.





 "Luna, are you hurt anywhere?"





 "Nope! More than that, my body is completely refreshed-! I feel like I can do anything right now-!"





 Unlike my worries, Luna looked as energetic as a duck that had eaten ginseng. Seeing her swing the Totem of Silence left and right in her hand, she seemed truly full of energy.





 Perhaps it's because this is the Underworld, Luna's true home, that she's receiving additional field effects? Other than that, there's no way to explain Luna's condition.





 In fact, the blood throughout my body felt like it was boiling, and I felt an omnipotent sense that I could do anything right now.





 "Is everything okay?"





 "......!"





 Heumchit-.





 As I spoke, Gloria trembled like a cat whose box had been snatched away. 





 She seemed extremely flustered, giving a sense of disconnect unlike the warrior woman who charged at Cerberus or smashed the Zombie Dragon earlier.





 "Wh-what did you say? What?"





 "No-."





 But this creature has been like this every time she sees me lately. She acts flustered towards me, like someone being pressured for a large debt.





 "No, is there a problem or something?"





 "No problem. There's no problem at all-."





 Kku-uk-.





 Just like last time, Gloria pulled her raccoon fur down over herself, unsure of what to do. 





 Then, the Cloud Ring, Ing-ing, or whatever it was, which had been tossed aside by her, ended up covered in dirt.





 "Kreu-reung...!"





 It seemed angry because dirt got on its body. Gloria held onto its body.





 "Ing-ing-ah, you shouldn't say such harsh words."





 "What the hell, sebeol. Is it badmouthing me right now?"





 "━Ing."





 "Ing-ing-ah, who did you learn those words from?"





 "Is it insulting me right now?"





 "Ing."





 Whatever it is, this strange creature seems to have quite a foul mouth. All I can hear are slightly odd cries, but Gloria seems to understand it all.





 Is it similar to how Luna understands Ing-ing's words?





 Seureuk-.





 Thinking that Gloria has similarities to Luna, I feel a slight bit of affection. Besides, she's been playing a big role as a companion on this expedition anyway.





 So I took out a candy I had kept in my pocket.





 "If you say you're hungry, give it one of these. It's candy made from solidified acacia honey. It's high in calories, so it should fill your stomach."





 "...Candy?"





 So Gloria slowly brought her face towards my palm. Then she twitched her nose, peeking out from beneath her raccoon fur. That appearance felt just like interacting with a wild beast. 





 Keung-keung, keung-.





 Gloria kept sniffing the candy. 





 For a moment, I wondered if this creature, having lived a life steeped in struggle and bloody combat, didn't know what candy was.





 "You don't know what candy is? It's something you eat. Something tasty."





 "No, I'm giving it to you, sebeol, why would it have poison?"





 Seuseuk-.





 Then, instead of taking the candy, the creature stepped back from me and revealed its sharp fangs.





 "You. Why, why are you acting so strange towards me?"





 "Acting strange?"





 "Yes! You keep making me, making me feel... wiggly. Don't make me feel wiggly anymore-! Because, because that makes me weak-!"





 And then, quick as a flash, she turned her back on me and darted away into the distance.





 Suddenly, I offered kindness and received indignation.





 What does 'making me wiggly' even mean?





 Since coming to this world, I've never struggled with language with people. But now, I couldn't understand what Gloria was talking about at all.





 Is it a bug?





 More than that, Gloria's Ing-ing.





 I have a feeling something is coming to mind. 





 I thought the passengers on the boat, including Ing-ing, were eight. 





 Shouldn't it be nine if Gloria's pet Ing-ing is included? 
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  We closed our eyes for a moment.





  Although it was desolate, there was nothing to do on the vast plains except sleep.





  How much time had passed since we closed our eyes like that?





  Seureureuk-.





  My eyes opened on their own, and I asked the empty air.





  "Paranoy-nim, what time is it? How many minutes have passed?"





  "I don't know-imnidat...!"





  "No, you have the phone, don't you? Check what time it is."





  "Then there is a way-imnidat...! Hi, Bugby-."





  Diing-.





  "What time is it-?"





  ━It's 8:55 PM.





  "Indeed, Bugby, Paranoy-nim's loyal left arm-imnidat...! Always answering only what Paranoy-nim asks-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy utilized the smartphone's functions as well as any modern person.





  "This thing called a smartphone will become Paranoy-nim's left arm and advisor when Paranoy-nim fully takes his seat as the Archduke of Hell-imnidat...!"





  It seems the phone, equipped with even a simple AI, is incredibly fascinating to that guy. If Wi-Fi or internet data were connected, its reactions would have been even more intense.





  Anyway, can we say the time is now around nine o'clock?





  If that's the case, we arrived at the ferry landing on the Asphodel Plains of Purgatory around five o'clock, so roughly speaking, at least four hours must have passed.





  Four hours.





  240 minutes.





  Enough time to boil 80 bowls of 3-minute ramen consecutively.





  That's quite a long stretch.





  However, even after such time had passed, the rear party had not arrived. I kept looking at the river, but couldn't even see the tip of Chiron's boat.





  At this point, even the dullest person would surely notice that something is going wrong.





  I got up from my seat and said to everyone.





  "The rear party isn't coming at all. What should we do? Should we go back?"





  In response, Luna also rubbed her sleepy eyes and got up to speak.





  "Even if we wanted to go back, we can't without a boat. How about waiting a little longer? Maybe they're late because they were attacked by fish."





  Luna presented a cautious argument, sounding quite plausible and composed. Antiope, who had been listening next to her while lying on the floor, patted the dust off her body with her palms and said.





  "But we can't just wait blindly like this. Time is limited, you know. As time passes, our food will dwindle. Let's wait about thirty minutes, and if nothing happens, heading out first is also an option."





  Antiope's opinion made sense.





  Given the nature of this expedition, where we can't procure supplies locally, there's nothing as dangerous and wasteful as killing time like this.





  So, by majority vote, we decided to wait about an hour longer, as Antiope suggested.





  And so, before we knew it, the time was around ten PM.





  Even after waiting a generous hour longer, the members of the rear party showed no signs of coming. Perhaps something happened behind us.





  Seuseu-.





  The faint, metallic scent of iron tickling my nose gave me a slightly ominous feeling. I hoped nothing bad had happened.





  "Then, we'll make sure to leave good records of which direction we went-imnidat...! If we leave the necessary supplies, including food, at the ferry landing, the rear party members will be able to follow and join us-imnidat...!"





  As Paranoy-nim said, we decided to leave detailed markers on the ground indicating which direction we were heading.





  Like making arrows with stones lying on the ground.





  The wise old Nestor or Seileia would surely understand the meaning of these markers and follow us.





  "Then, let's go-."





  We took our steps towards the desolate plains first, leaving behind the rest of the party who might appear at any moment.





  How long did we walk like that?





  Unlike what we thought were just weeds, stones, and desolate land, the colorful scenery of Asphodel Plains in Purgatory began to appear.





  "Wow-."





  Luna marveled, opening her mouth slightly at the sight. Actually, I was also quite surprised, though I didn't show it.





  Purgatory, neither hell nor heaven, but somewhere in between.





  I expected a continuous wasteland fitting such a name. But the Asphodel Plains were full of all sorts of flowers.





  Among them, the most numerous were the Mente flowers, emitting a white, slightly bitter fragrance. Luna reached out towards them.





  "It's the Mente flower of the afterlife-! It looks like a flower garden here-!"





  Luna soon picked the flowers blooming here and there and carefully put them into the bundle she had brought. Was obtaining ingredients for Nectar one of the reasons Luna headed to the afterlife in the first place?





  Perhaps this vast field looked like a harvesting ground of unlimited ingredients to Luna. Luna wasn't the only one who felt drawn to this wide flower garden.





  "It's a wonderful place-imnidat...! If Paranoy-nim had Hassan-nim's permission, he'd want to include it in his territory-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy, a Nymph close to nature, also liked this place. Even Elfriede, brushing the flowers and leaves that had grown up to her waist with her palm, simply evaluated it as, "Hmm, it's quite a nice place."





  "A vast flower field-."





  However, Hippolyte seemed displeased with this sudden sight. Antiope felt the same way.





  Seureung, seureung-. Cheolkeok-.





  The Amazon sisters each drew their spears and swords, beginning to guard their surroundings. Perhaps it was their way of preparing for war during a time of peace?





  I felt a sense of respect for their keen vigilance.





  At that moment-.





  Seogeok-.





  The sound of something being cleanly sliced by something sharp reached my sensitive ears. It was heard very clearly.





  Useuseuseu-.





  At the same time, a chill that seemed to cool my nape made me jump and turn my head.





  Then, in the field where there was nothing but us until just moments ago, someone was standing firmly, looking down at us!





  Appearing without a sound. It's definitely a damn suspicious guy.





  "Really didn't expect them to send living beings all the way here. Everyone handles things so carelessly. Someone else has to suffer for it."





  The man was slender, like a long-stretched tree.





  With arms and legs like a scarecrow of terror, he was tall. No, even more slender and long than that.





  The expression 'like a doll a child dangled out of spite' would fit.





  His face had a helmet resembling a goat's bone, and the purple glow of his eyes flowed strangely, making him look bizarre.





  Black robes and armor, reinforced with bones here and there. In his gaunt hand, he held a long scythe almost as tall as himself.





  Overall, he had a chilling aura.





  Seuseu-.





  The spirit or killing intent emanating from him was truly death incarnate.





  When did I last feel this way?





  As I was lost in thought for a moment, Hippolyte, narrowing her brow, pointed the tip of her sword at the imposing figure and asked.





  "Who are you-! Reveal your identity-!"





  "Can't you tell even after seeing me? I am inevitable fate. The primordial ill omen split from the dull night. The God of Death and Ruin-."





  Pa-at-.





  The moment the man revealed himself, a strong wind swept between us.





  It was an unpleasant feeling, like a chilling touch caressing my jaw.





  I had felt this unpleasantness before.





  What came to mind was the moment I was forcibly conscripted into war.





  The avatar of death that appeared then-.





  "Moros-."





  "This is the second time I've met you like this. Last time, you were confused about many things and looked like a fool, but today is different. I, Moros, have come to do what I must."





  Moros reacted to my muttering.





  Moros, the God of Death and Ruin.





  What was revealed about him was that he is a child of night and darkness, and one of the giant pillars supporting Pluto's Labyrinth.





  And that he is the possessor of strength with a grip so powerful that even gods cannot escape it.





  Seureung-.





  He raised his giant scythe high.





  "I don't know what Chiron was thinking giving you a ride, but it's impossible for you to go to deep Tartarus as you are now. We must also avoid causing further chaos in the underworld-. "





  At the same time, my neck tingled.





  "Everyone, duck-!"





  "If you want to go to hell, die first."





  Moros's scythe swung wide horizontally. The sound of his blade flashing and cutting through space was vividly audible to my ears.





  Shwaaaaaaaek-!





  A flash of light emanated from the blade. I quickly ducked my head.





  I could feel something narrowly brushing past the top of my head. If I had reacted even a moment later, my head might have been severed.





  "Is everyone okay-!?"





  As I lifted my head, I saw everyone lying flat on the floor. Because my shout was quick, they must have all safely avoided the attack.





  Paseuseuk-.





  "The... the flowers are all wilting-!"





  Just then, Luna cried out loudly. The reason was that the flowers blooming profusely around Luna began to wilt instantly and crumble into dust.





  "It's Moros's divine power-imnidat...! He is the God of Death with divine power so strong he can take away everything that holds life-imnidat...!"





  "You chatter so much for a little Nymph. If that's the case, you must know well that you weaklings can't defeat me-. "





  "My, my body feels heavier than usual...!"





  "Noona, I can't breathe-. Ah, I should have quit smoking-. Damn it-."





  Paranoy, Hippolyte, and Antiope were kneeling, gasping for breath. Elfriede also let out a short grunt, "Eut-," and knelt on the floor.





  "Witches, Amazons. It's best to subdue the troublesome ones first. This is Moros's way of handling things. He always deals with the difficult ones first-. "





  In this situation, only Gloria and I seemed unaffected.





  Gloria, without hesitation, placed both hands on the ground and presented a crouching start pose.





  "Hiiiiii-!"





  "Ah, Jupiter's weapon-. But it wasn't completed. You, who had your destiny and duty stolen, must step aside for a moment. The Void of Darkness-. "





  Gloria too was sucked into something like a strange black orb created from the tip of Moros's finger.





  "This bastard-! Tch, such a cheap trick-, you thought you could stop me-."





  Shwaaak-.





  She was literally sucked in.





  It was truly a desperate situation.





  Is this the true power of a god unleashed-. I can clearly feel what it's like to turn a god into an enemy. It's a fucking different dimension. I'm also a god, but are they a different race from me, sibal?





  Seureuk-.





  Moros spread his gaunt, large hands towards us.





  "Death Grip-. "





  At the same time, my body was pulled powerfully towards him.





  "Geueut-."





  I planted my feet on the ground and fiercely resisted that strange force. I'd experienced it in war too, but this technique is like a type of suction technique that pulls the opponent towards you with your own hands.





  If I get caught like this, I'll be grabbed by his hands and messed up. Inevitable death awaits me.





  Kwak-.





  Therefore, I firmly drove my club into the ground.





  And then, using it like a pillar, I hung myself there.





  I wouldn't be dragged along carelessly like last time.





  Humans, sibal, are learning creatures.





  "Geueueu-."





  "You resisted the Death Grip-. I didn't expect that. You've grown somewhat, haven't you? Enough to evade Melinoe and Cerberus, I suppose."





  Seureuk-.





  "Then, what about with both hands-?"





  Moros floated his scythe in the air, then extended his free hand towards me.





  "Double Death Grip-. "





  A Death Grip performed with both hands. Sibal, can it do that?





  "Geueueu-."





  My body began to be pulled towards Moros. It was truly a desperate situation.





  "Now, what will you do? Oh, little Pluto Zigres, a god who hasn't even realized his divinity. Will you die crushed in my grip like this-. "





  "Geueueu-."





  "If you live and breathe and go to Tartarus, irreversible things will happen. The underworld will explode. I have no personal feelings about your death."





  I had many things I wanted to say. But all that came out besides groans of enduring the Death Grip was nothing.





  Just then-.





  "You're that wicked guy who tried to kill Hassan in the war-! You minor god Moros-! I won't forgive you-!"





  Something kicked off and sprang out between Moros and me with a Pabat-.





  "What-."





  Moros, who had reached out towards me, hastily withdrew his hand. Between Moros and me stood a girl shaking her pink hair violently, Luna.





  "You-."





  "I, I am Luna Noxdoti, from the small courtyard tribe-!"





  ".... "





  Moros's purple eyes, hidden by the goat skull, opened blearily.





  I don't know what he was thinking, but it was fortunate that the attack stopped midway.





  On the other hand, I got chills thinking that if Moros hadn't canceled the attack, Luna might have been dragged away instead of me.





  But Luna shouted courageously, as if she didn't care about such things.





  "I couldn't join you in the war, but I'm joining you on this expedition! I won't tolerate anyone trying to kill Hassan arbitrarily! You wicked fellow!"





  "Wicked fellow, you say? Daring to call me Moros Thanatos a wicked fellow. How amusing. But what can you do, looking so frail, here in the underworld, facing death?"





  "That curse-!"





  "Curses like that don't work on me, little Luna of the small courtyard. I have Nyx, the goddess of night and superstition, as my mother."





  "Th-then, the silent-."





  Seuk-.





  As Luna tried to raise the Totem of Silence high-.





  That thick totem club stuck firmly to Moros's hand as if attracted by a magnet.





  "Totem of Silence, you say. Is this what you mean?"





  Suddenly, Luna found herself disarmed.





  "Give it back-! That's mine-! I worked hard to enhance it-!"





  "Go back obediently like this-. To where you belong-. Live normally where you've lived until now-. As if you know nothing. As if you never knew. Live like that. Noxdoti."





  Unlike the furious Luna, Moros spoke with a rather calm and composed attitude.





  With my good hearing, I could sense a hint of complexity in his voice.





  Luna is my youngest sister.





  There was a strong sense that Moros didn't want to fight Luna.





  Seureung-.





  But that was only for a moment.





  "If you won't back down, I'll cut you down. Little Night."





  Moros soon raised his scythe. I could feel his will.





  Therefore, I had to reach out towards Luna standing in front of him. To tell her to step back-. That's what I intended to say.





  However, Luna confidently placed her hand on her waist instead.





  "I'm tired of just watching from behind-. We promised. To fight together."





  And then she took out a voodoo doll resembling herself from her waist. It was the voodoo doll where I had sealed many evil spirits.





  "It's not like I just played around in Ideope-! From this moment on, there will be no weak Luna-!"





  Descent of God (Gangsin)-!





  With Luna's cry, the air trembled for a moment.
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  Descent of God-!





  Luna shouted loudly as she held her voodoo doll high. Then, the stuffed doll made in Luna's own likeness began to tremble.





  Parureu, parureu-.





  Purple smoke billowed out from the violently shaking doll.





  Seueueu-.





  It was soon being absorbed into Luna's mouth as if it were seeping in. Anyone could tell at a glance that this was no ordinary occurrence.





  Once that finishes, something I never imagined might happen.





  『A divine descent through spirits, is it.』





  The problem was that Moros, the God of Doom and death, raised his giant scythe toward Luna. 





  『Don't think I'll just stand by and watch such an obvious power-up.』





  Moros swung the scythe held in both hands from back to front with all his might.





  Woowoowoong-. The massive blade sliced through the air, making a sound like a mother's wail after losing her child.





  Seuk-. Tuk, duduk-.





  Soon, the giant scythe cut off the pink-haired head and it fell to the floor.





  『...Did I miss-.』





  However, Moros's reaction was not good. Because what he had cut was not Luna, but the neck of the doll she had been holding out in front of her.





  Luna had leaped backward at a speed beyond what I had imagined, dodging Moros's attack.





  "Oh, Luna-!"





  I was startled by Luna's unexpected speed. 





  Since I had momentarily lost sight of her, Luna's instantaneous speed might have surpassed my agility stat of 15.





  Tat, tadat-.





  Luna, who had leaped back, lightly performed a somersault and landed on both feet.





  "It's done, Descent of God-! By borrowing the power of countless spirits, I can transcend the limits of a mortal, if only for a very short while!"





  According to Luna's words, it seems she applied a buff to her body through the evil spirit doll she always carried at her waist.





  Luna's body was swirled with billows of purple smoke, making it look as if she were wearing a robe of feathers made of clouds.





  Cool.





  Isn't this just like Meganium, the final evolution of Chikorita?





  "Spirit Dash-!"





  Pat-.





  Luna kicked off the ground and lunged toward Moros. Luna, who had leaped as if vanishing, was suddenly within close range of Moros. 





  "Nice-."





  Appearing beneath the chin of the towering beanpole Moros, Luna kicked upward with all her might and rotated backward once. The trajectory drawn by Luna's white toes was exactly like a sharply curved crescent moon.





  "Luna Kick-!"





  It was a clean, flawless somersault kick.





  Even the name was Luna's kick, Luna Kick.





  It's simple, just like Luna to give things intuitive names. I wonder if her punches are Luna Punches.





  However, the power was by no means simple.





  『Keueueut-!』





  Tookaaang-.





  Moros, struck in the chin, was sent flying with a sound like a cannonball exploding. 





  Chwareureu-. Simultaneously, the goat skull covering his head shattered, revealing long purple hair.





  A gaunt face bleeding from the mouth.





  Though he had long, drooping dark circles, he possessed a dignified, noble appearance befitting a god.





  『I was careless-.』





  Moros stopped flying and regained his posture. He then touched the blood flowing from his mouth and furrowed his thin eyebrows.





  『I admit it. You're powerful indeed. But that ability is an excessive physical enhancement. It must be eating away at your body. You won't be able to use it for long-. Five minutes at most-.』





  "...Shut up-! Five minutes is more than enough time for us to deal with you!"





  『Us-?』





  "Yes, us-! My friends-!"





  『Hmph, so you had friends.』





  "Of course! What do you take me for-! I am Luna of the Small Yard Tribe-!"





  Luna picked up the silence totem that Moros had dropped on the ground. When she struck the floor hard with it, a thud was followed by the sound of something shattering.





  Was it thanks to that shattering sound?





  "Keuhoooot-."





  Antiope, who had been collapsing as if suffocating just a moment ago, took a deep breath and gasped repeatedly.





  "Haa, haaaa-. I thought I was going to suffocate to death. Unni, are you okay, Unni-?"





  "Phew..., I'm fine too. The pressure has lifted. Is it thanks to Noxdoti-?"





  "To be overwhelmed by such spirit, that's not like you, Unni-!"





  "Phew, I think so too. Perhaps it's because this is the underworld, but I'm not in top condition. Anyway, it's good the pressure is gone. Is everyone alright?"





  From the sounds of it, Luna's silence totem seemed to have dispelled the pressure debuff that was crushing the group.





  Elfriede, who had been fallen on the ground, also stood up while stroking her dirt-smudged chin and gripped her staff. 


  


  "It was an intense power. So this is the Gaia continent's God of Doom and death, Moros-. He seems like a sufficient opponent for my flames to burn."





  Hwareureuk-.





  Flames swirled around Elfriede's staff.





  Whether they felt anger from being caught in the pressure, everyone seemed full of the will to fight. Luna shouted.





  "Let's all attack together-! This is Luna Noxdoti's secret technique, the Voodoo Art of Ganging Up-!"





  The Voodoo Art of Ganging Up.





  It sounded like a lazily named move, but if you thought about it, it was a fucking powerful ultimate skill. Numbers are fucking strong. 





  No matter how sturdy the underworld god Moros might be, if he were caught in an encirclement and annihilation formation by strong individuals, he could lose his senses and be beaten one-sidedly-. 





  Because an encirclement and annihilation formation is a fucking perfect tactic that has been proven in many ways.





  『My workload just increased-.』





  Indeed, Moros's expression did not hide the feeling that he was dealing with something quite complicated and troublesome. Moros wiped his face up and down with his palm.





  His face became smeared with blood here and there, transforming into something even more ominous, like a hideous demon.





  『Fine, I'll just apply for overtime pay. But since I want to finish this quickly, I'll take you all on at once. Come at me. No, I'll make you come to me.』





  Seureuk-.





  Moros reached out his hand.





  His target was Antiope.





  "Uh-oh-!"





  Antiope was pulled toward Moros's palm with all her might, like a poisonous insect being sucked into a wind tunnel.





  "Kek-!"





  Antiope was caught by the scruff of her neck in Moros's grasp. As she flailed about, Moros's fist slammed into her abdomen with all his strength.





  Kwaaang-.





  "Gueueuek-!"





  Antiope flew far away with a scream that sounded fucking painful. Seeing this, Hippolyte gritted her teeth and leaped toward Moros.





  "Youuuu-!"





  『Mars's daughter, is it-. You seem quite strong indeed. You're draped in the aura of death. How many have you killed? A hundred? A thousand?』





  "I've never counted! But this will be the first time I kill a god-!"





  A thoroughly enraged Hippolyte's sword strike swung down with all her might from above Moros's head. 





  A clean exchange. However, I was a bit worried that Hippolyte's state was wrapped in an unusual excitement.





  『The trajectory is obvious. You should have stayed calm.』





  Indeed, Moros blocked the attack by grabbing Hippolyte's wrist. 





  『I see, now that I look closer, you're suffering from a blood curse. It's a rather troublesome curse. Before the madness takes over, I suppose I should get rid of you first.』





  And then, Moros thrust his fist toward her abdomen, taking advantage of the opening.





  Kwaaaa-.





  The fist of death and doom sliced through the air toward Hippolyte's abdomen. Just as I thought Hippolyte would be sent flying as well-.





  『...No, it wasn't one, but two.』





  Moros's hand came to a dead stop before reaching Hippolyte.





  "I-it worked-!"





  The reason was that Luna's obsidian dagger was piercing Moros's shadow. It was Shadow Bind, a spell that could momentarily immobilize an opponent.





  "That's right-! It's not one, but two! Because I, Luna, am here!"





  『Noxdoti, I believe I told you that such primitive spells won't work on me, a son of the foolish night?』





  "Hippolyte, get out of there quickly-! I can't hold him for long-!"





  "Thanks, Noxdoti-! To think I'd receive help from you-!"





  Instead of her captured right arm, Hippolyte reached her left arm behind her waist and drew a small shortsword. 





  Then, she stabbed it, imbued with a golden aura, into Moros's long arm, inflicting a fairly severe wound.





  Puuk-.





  『Ugh-. Dammit-. An aura user-! How annoying-!』 
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  Moros pulled the shortsword out of his arm. 





  Chwaaaa-. Taking advantage of the moment when blood spurted from Moros's wound like a fountain and his grip loosened, Hippolyte widened the distance from the God of Doom.





  "Now, Elf Witch-!"





  "I know! Red Flame of Ra-!"





  The veteran mage Elfriede did not miss the momentary opening created by Luna and Hippolyte. 





  From Elfriede's staff, having finished her preparations a step away, a massive pillar of fire finally erupted and blasted into Moros's body.





  Kwaaaaang-.





  Along with a massive explosion, Moros was engulfed in flames so intense they appeared white.





  『Gueoaueuuaak-!』





  Moros, with his entire body on fire, flailed about as if in extreme agony. It certainly looked fucking painful. I know well, having been burned myself.





  At that, Elfriede began to gather flames in her staff again and spat out a word.





  "I have no intention of arrogantly holding back my skills against a god-. The real thing is coming now."





  Hwareuk, hwareureuk-.





  Elfriede's staff absorbed the flames and grew long, like a massive greatsword. It literally took the shape of a fucking enormous sword.





  A sword of flames? Even for me, who had been by Elfriede's side for a long time, this was a type of magic I was seeing for the first time.





  The color of the blazing sword gradually turned black.





  A greatsword of black flames.





  Is that Elfriede's ultimate weapon?





  Is Elfriede using Manhae because this is the underworld-the Soul Society?





  What was certain was that the flames were so hot that the surrounding temperature seemed to skyrocket in an instant.





  "Heuu-. Keuu-."





  It seemed the same for Elfriede, who was casting the spell; her hand gripping the staff was being heated by the intense flames to the point of suffering burns.





  Consequently, we also had to cover our faces with our palms to avoid the scorching heat.





  "Heuu, Flames of Twilight, Sword of Hellfire-."





  But Elfriede did not give up and continued the magical incantation.





  "I am the black shadow of Muspelheim-."





  『You, witch from another world-!』





  Moros, while burning in the flames, reached out his hand toward Elfriede. 





  He was trying to interrupt Elfriede's long incantation. It's a universal rule to interrupt mages while they're casting spells.





  "The unavoidable destiny-."





  And it's also a rule that there must be a front-liner to protect such a mage.





  I kicked off the ground with all my might and blocked the path between Elfriede and Moros. I met his hand, which was reaching for Elfriede's neck, with my own.





  Kwaaaaang-!





  At the collision of strength and strength, two powerful pressures, the surrounding dirt and sand flew up and flared out.





  Gwaaaaak.





  『Are you challenging me to a contest of strength? I have never lost in a battle of grip strength-!』





  Moros's large palm pressed down on me.





  "Geueueuk-!"





  But I also gritted my teeth and held on.





  Because I instinctively felt that if I backed down here, many things would come to an end.





  Only by overcoming this man can we find an answer.





  "Geueu, eueueueu-!"





  Eudeudeuk-.





  Because of my tightly clenched jaw, it felt like all my teeth, including my molars, were about to crack. My shoulders and knees grew heavier and heavier, making me feel like a crab being crushed by a massive oil tanker.





  My knees trembled violently, and all the joints in my body screamed.





  『This fellow-. You're withstanding my physical strength-? Indeed, Zigres. You are worthy of being called Pluto's masterpiece-! But you all are too dangerous; die here-!』





  "Shit, are you done yet-! Elfriede-!"





  "It's all over-. Now, get out of the way-."





  Just then, a rather calm voice came from behind me. Thanks to that, I was able to shake off Moros's grip and quickly roll my body away.





  ━Sword of the Finale-.





  Simultaneously, a massive light source struck the world.





  ━SURTR-!!!





  ━━━!!!





  Hwaaaa, flash-.





  My vision was enveloped in intense light. The ultra-high temperature was beyond hot; it was blinding.





  I even felt as if my body were being wrapped in something cozy and warm. One might even say it felt like my body was floating and swimming in the air.





  It was only for a split second, but the warmth was so pleasant that I had the foolish thought that it might be okay to close my eyes just like this.





  "...san."





  But at the sound of someone calling me, I raised my head.





  Luna, with black soot smeared on her face, and the rest of the group were looking down at me.





  "Hassan-!"





  "What, what happened. How did it turn out."





  I hurriedly raised my head.





  And I could see a massive wall dividing the vast purgatory of Asphodel in half. A wall of black, high-towering flames.





  Beneath it lay Moros, his body cut in half, spurting red blood. It would be appropriate to say he was dying. From below his waist, there was already no trace of him.





  『This..., something like this, I've never even heard of.... This kind of thing....』





  I could see the black flames reflecting and flickering in Moros's purple eyes.





  『This is an ominous and dangerous power.... Not of the Gaia continent-. Dangerous....』





  But that was only for a moment.





  『...Oh dear, Mother-. She'll scold me-.』





  Soon, Moros's body was completely consumed by the fire, leaving behind nothing but black soot.
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 Moros's body disappeared without even leaving ash.





 "I-I thought I was going to dieee-."





 Luna collapsed forward just like that. Beside her, Friede also slumped to the floor, breathing roughly, as if doing a butt-thump.





 It was the same for me.





 During the fight, perhaps because adrenaline was overflowing, I felt nothing. But once everything was over, the moment relief began to set in, my joints ached so much I couldn't bear it.





 "Shit, I really thought I was going to die."





 Honestly, it was an opponent where dying a few times wouldn't have been strange.





 The God of Death and Doom.





 Against such a guy, the reason we could survive was, as expected, the powerful ultimate technique: the power of ganging up. If I had challenged him alone, I probably would've been fucked over big time.





 "What, is it all over? I was knocked out for a bit! Damn it-!"





 The one who was perfectly fine was Antiope, who had been hit in the stomach by Moros early on and flown far away, knocked out.





 Syusyusyuk-.





 And only Gloria, who had been sucked into a strange, small black hole-like thing created by Moros. Gloria emerged from the black dot.





 "Moros, you bastard, I'll kill you-! How dare you throw me into a dark prison! Where is he!"





 Gloria, baring her fangs and growling. I thought she had become docile for a while, but it seems her habit of going berserk when pissed off is still there.





 Of course, Moros, who had made them suffer, died by Friede's flame sword. As expected, the magic death spear was fucking powerful.





 However, I don't know if it's right to simply compare Friede's magic to a death spear.





 Magic capable of changing the terrain.





 Wouldn't that be a strength on the level of a tactical weapon?





 My eyes looked at Friede, who was slumped on the floor, breathing roughly.





 "...."





 She was silently staring at her palms. Her hands were not just burned, but charred black, looking like charcoal.





 A technique that even harms the caster herself. Indeed, it wouldn't be strange to call it a terrifying ultimate technique. You could even call it a self-destructing skill.





 "Are your hands okay?"





 "Can't you tell by looking? It fucking hurts...."





 "I see."





 "But he wasn't an opponent we could go easy on. If we had hesitated even a little, we would be the ones dead right now. It's a Miracle just to be alive."





 Friede's assessment was accurate.





 A Miracle just to be alive.





 Because there were variables like Luna's Descent of God and Friede's Manhae, we were able to survive somehow. And the damage was just as great.





 "Ughhh, my whole body, my whole body aches-. I can't put any strength into it...."





 As a reaction to the Descent of God, Luna lay prostrate on the floor, continuously groaning. Because she had shown such rapid movements that transcended her own body, the aftereffects must have come crashing down heavily.





 She was clearly suffering from intense muscle pain.





 Paranoy supported Luna's body.





 "But, Luna-nim, you truly had the majesty of a goddess-imnidat...! If Luna-nim hadn't been here, all of us would have been crushed by the pressure and died like squashed bugs-imnidat...!"





 "A-a goddess? Is that how I looked?"





 "That's right-imnidat...!"





 "It was worth overexerting myself for the Descent of God-. It's a relief everyone is safe.... A Miracle...."





 "You worked hard, Luna-ya."





 Luna lost consciousness after those words.





 Just then, Paranoy carefully laid Luna down in a corner and shouted once again.





 "It was truly a Miracle-imnidat...! To think we defeated Moros, the authority of death...! This is not just a heroic tale, but an achievement worthy of being praised by mortals as a myth for generations to come-imnidat...!"





 Paranoy's fussing was something that happened every time, but today, the nuance was a little different.





 "Moros is an ancient god of power, acknowledged even by Jupiter-! The fact that we defeated him is a truly great feat-imnidat...!"


   


 "Paranoy, I get it. Let's heal the injured first."





 There wasn't enough time to bask in the joy of victory.





 Because if we didn't treat them quickly, there were many who had sustained life-threatening injuries.





 "Ugh, I think my ribs are broken. My internal organs seem a bit damaged too."





 First, I checked on Antiope, who had been hit squarely in the stomach.





 "Kulluk-."





 The continuous gushing of blood from her mouth showed signs of internal bleeding. As per her self-diagnosis, her internal organs and bones must have been damaged.





 "Senior, do you have any of little Luna's stamina elixirs? Or health orbs."





 "Y-you mean you're going to eat that, that tasteless thing...?"





 "Because nothing else has such an immediate effect."





 Antiope soon took one of Luna's health orbs from Paranoy's pocket. Then she put it in her mouth, chewed, and swallowed it.





 Seuseuseuk-.





 Simultaneously, the wounds on her body visibly healed.





 "Ah-heuh-heuh-. This feeling of wounds healing instantly. It's so tingly, I feel like I could get addicted. Even though it tastes like Hell."





 Probably due to the excellent efficacy of Luna's health orbs and the synergy with the drug-specialized blessing 《Noru Yaekaeyo》 I gave her, she was showing rapid regeneration.





 In that case, Antiope's injuries were roughly dealt with.





 First, the urgent one seemed to be Friede.





 Chwareureu-.





 "It's the high-grade holy water of Goddess Venus. There's nothing better for stopping burns."





 Hippolyte sprinkled a cold, transparent liquid on Friede's hands.





 "It was magic that was insufficient to even call powerful. An incantation and power with a name I've never heard of-. To think it's magic that corrodes even the caster's body-."





 "Eueut-."





 Friede furrowed her brow as if the holy water being sprinkled on her wounds was painful. Indeed, it must hurt. After that, Hippolyte continued to apply various healing waters and ointments to Friede's hands.





 "It's an effective medicine, so after a good night's sleep, the pain from the burns and the wounds will quickly subside. Since your mana sensitivity is high, you'll probably avoid scarring too."





 "That kind of thing, I don't care. I'm just grateful to have survived. I survived...."





 Seureureuk-.





 Friede closed her eyes, leaning on Hippolyte's shoulder, after those words.





 "Did she fall asleep after exhausting her magic power?"





 "Hippolyte-nim, are you not hurt anywhere?"





 I worried about Hippolyte's well-being. But Hippolyte merely shrugged her shoulders.





 "I wasn't hit even once. I'm more worried about Nyx's daughter than myself. Even if it was for a moment, she showed enough power to overwhelm Moros-."





 Hippolyte's eyes looked down at Luna coolly.





 As if she had something to say, she opened and closed her mouth several times.





 "Descent of God. It's a spell I've heard of. A spell that temporarily boosts physical abilities by absorbing mana and Spirits into the body. But it can't, by any means, transcend human limits."





 "Is that so?"





 "But what Nyx's daughter showed was a little different. Such strength, enough to push back the God of Doom and Death. It's not ordinary."





 It seemed Hippolyte felt doubts about Luna's performance.





 "Now that I think about it, I never thought she was ordinary from the start. Seeing how well the Nymphs follow her, it seems there can only be one answer...."





 Like the excellent adventurer she was, Hippolyte quickly finished her deduction.





 Hippolyte's sharp eyes turned towards me.





 "Hassan, you probably know. Does she herself know?"





 "No, she probably doesn't know. Who she is, or what she can do."





 "I see. So you were keeping it a secret. Friede's magic was also strange. That too was far from ordinary. I thought we had grown close. We still don't know much about each other."





 "Everyone, it seems, has something they want to hide."





 "That's true."





 Hippolyte surprisingly easily understood. When I vaguely mumbled my words, Hippolyte also didn't press further.





 "Hoo-. It's a bit tough. I'll just close my eyes for a moment."





  





 *     *     *











 The rest was about an hour.





 Taking advantage of that break, I massaged everyone's bodies to relax them well.





 As everyone's bodies relaxed like melted marshmallows, a languid feeling came over them, along with hunger.





 "Hassan-nim, may we start eating now...?"





 "Yeah, why not."





 And so, on the plains of Asphodel, we gathered in a circle and began our meal.





 In the mess kits we brought, we haphazardly threw in dried meat, dried tomatoes, spices, biscuits, and such, and boiled it into a kind of hodgepodge porridge.





 And surprisingly, it tasted good.





 It must have been because Hippolyte was the one seasoning it.





 "Shit, Hippolyte is really good at cooking...! The dried meat got all plump!"





 Even Luna, who liked bizarre foods like Mente Jjeongeori Pie, liked Hippolyte's cooking.





 Only Friede, whose hands were injured, making it difficult to hold a bowl and spoon, was frowning in distress. It was then that Paranoy surprisingly stepped forward.





 "Since the foreign species performed greatly, I, Paranoy, will specially bestow a good deed-imnidat...! I will spoon-feed you, so consider it an honor-imnidat...!"





 Paranoy scooped food into a bowl with a ladle, and slowly offered a spoon to Friede's mouth. At that, Friede opened her narrow eyes as if distrustful.





 "What's your game, Nymph?"





 "There's no game at all-imnidat...! Quickly, open your mouth-imnidat...!"





 In the end, the foreign species Friede accepted the soup spoon-fed by the native Paranoy. In that scene, I could see harmony transcending racial barriers.





 Perhaps because they had suffered hardships together, something like camaraderie had formed.





 On the other hand, as Friede had said, I felt uneasy, wondering if Paranoy had some ulterior motive.





 That despicable little Demon King wouldn't do such a thing for free.





 However, until the meal was over, the fact that Paranoy simply took care of others was a twist, if there ever was one. It seemed I had a small misunderstanding about Paranoy.





 Everyone thus filled their stomachs warmly, and lay down on makeshift chairs or sleeping bags.





 "To think we defeated Moros, the God of Doom, no one will believe it. I can't believe it. When I kicked him, Moros's Mask shattered with a Pak- sound."





 "I, Paranoy, have filmed everyone's exploits with a function called Camera-imnidat...! You'll be able to watch it again later-imnidat...!"





 "Ah, Senior, you filmed all of that? Then, even the scene where I got hit in the stomach and flew away must have been filmed. I think I flew away with a really embarrassing sound. What should I do-?"





 Seukseuk-.





 Antiope, stroking her stomach, looked embarrassed.





 Of course, Paranoy's answer was concise.





 "You just need to perform even more actively in the future-imnidat...!"





 "Well, yeah. That would work. More than that, to think we faced Moros and survived. It really is unbelievable. It's spine-chilling."





 Everyone looked at the black ceiling and chattered away, one word at a time.





 The atmosphere was so bright, it was hard to believe they had just fought for their lives.





 Was it a problem that they drank some kind of wound-healing liquor or something?





 Of course, I understood the party members' feelings. It was much better than being gloomy.





 Indeed, many things had happened today. Each one of them was a feat great enough to be inscribed on a monument and passed down as a myth.





 It was natural to want to share the greatness of the things they had experienced with each other.





 The sound of their cozy chatter continued for a few minutes, then ten minutes, and finally, the volume slowly decreased.





 "...."





 When everyone fell asleep, making soft, regular breathing sounds,





 I, with my unusually clear consciousness, got up from my sleeping bag.





 Because someone had to stand watch.





 As the leader, I should take the initiative.





 With that feeling, I looked around.





 Of course, all I could see were the plains that had turned into a wasteland due to Moros's appearance, and the black flame barrier created by Friede.





 When would those flames go out?





 As I was thinking such thoughts.





 『Hello-.』





 Someone spoke to me from behind.





 As I reached for the club behind my back and turned my head, I saw someone startled, frantically flailing about.





 『Whoa, you won't need that. Could you put that horrible thing away?』





 "Who are you?"





 『Ah, I am, uh, Somnus, the God of Rest and Comfortable Sleep.』





 "Somnus?"





 I carefully examined the man's body from top to bottom. His appearance, clad in a long gown-like nightshirt and slippers, certainly looked quite comfortable.





 His face was handsome, as befitting a god, but he was closer to a boy with indigo curly hair than a man, and his purplish eyes were languid, as if holding sleepiness.





 I assessed that he didn't look very threatening. His height was also as short as Paranoy's.





 At least, I thought so until I heard his next words.





 『And I am Moros's twin brother, whom you just fought.』





 Moros's twin brother, you say.





 Instantly, my fighting spirit surged.





 "Did you come for revenge-?"





 I hastily looked around. If this guy were to attack us like this, everyone might die. But Somnus hastily waved his hand.





 『No, I didn't come to fight you. And even if you tried to wake them, no one would get up. Because I, Somnus, cast the spell of heavy eyelids.』





 The spell of heavy eyelids, he says.





 Similar to Luna, his naming of techniques was intuitive. As the name suggested, his eyelids would become heavy, a spell that made it impossible to resist sleep.





 『When everyone wakes up after a good sleep, they'll feel refreshed. Their wounds will also be healed. Consider it a favor bestowed by I, Somnus.』





 "A favor, you say-. Why for us-?"





 『To overcome Melinoe and Cerberus, ride Chiron's boat, and even defeat the great Moros. It was beyond my expectations. Shall I say I felt like cheering you on?』





 "Cheering us on-."





 『No one thought Moros would fall to you. That Moros guy, he'll have a tough time for a while, undergoing resurrection in the dark nursery.』





 "Resurrection, you say?"





 『Yes. Beings of the underworld aren't truly dead even if they die. Death is merely a state-. The Nightmare Nymph Melinoe is the same.』





 I don't know what the dark nursery is, but anyway, hearing that Melinoe would resurrect, I felt a little relieved.





 Is it like the wells that exist in Summoner's Rift?





 If they die, it seems they undergo a certain respawn time.





 『Anyway, just because it's the underworld doesn't mean everyone is a strict, principled guy like my brother Moros. I want your party to safely reach the deepest lowest level of Tartarus.』





 I listened carefully to see if Somnus, the God of Sleep, was telling the truth. At least to my sensitive ears, he didn't sound like he was lying.





 He added.





 『The current Tartarus is divided into territories. The fiery Hell where the Gigas bastards lurk, and the Hell of Avici ruled by us, the foolish and dark children of the night-.』





 Somnus Seureuk, Seureuk- waved his hand in the air and created a small, black hole in the wasteland.





 『This is a dimensional gate leading to the Hell of Avici. But it's best not to enter without considerable resolve. For Typhon's delusion might tear you to shreds-.』
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  As Somnus, the God of Sleep, gestured-.





  Oooowoooong-.





  An elongated, oval-like distortion appeared in the empty air. 





  It looked like clumped black ink churning, or like heat haze burning over asphalt. It's fucking amazing.





  "What is this?"





  "It's a dimensional gate. A portal heading towards the Abyss of Endless Night, the darkest and gloomiest territory in this underworld."





  I've heard of and experienced dimensional gates quite a bit.





  You could call them connecting passages between spaces, like wormholes. According to Somnus, this seems to be a gate opened to a place called the Abyss of Endless Night, the domain of Erebor and Nyx.





  Somnus, the God of Sleep, added.





  "Honestly, even if Moros hadn't stopped you, you all would have died before reaching Tartarus. Do you even know how far it is from the Asphodel Meadows of Purgatory to Tartarus?"





  "No, I don't."





  "It takes ten days for freefall from the brass ironwood tree from top to bottom. It's not much farther than the distance from the ground to the sky. You have to go through all sorts of monsters to cover that distance."





  Somnus kept talking like a punctured balloon releasing air.





  "It's not just monsters. You also have to pass through my sisters, the territory of strife and conflict, Eris, cross the land of vengeance, Nemesis, and navigate the territory of deceit. From what I see, you only seem to have about fifteen days' worth of provisions, and that won't be nearly enough."





  To summarize Somnus's long story, it seems likely we'd lose all our supplies before reaching our destination if we proceeded through the normal route.





  "In that sense, if you ride this dimensional gate, most of the troublesome things can be handled easier than taking a nap! Isn't it amazing?"





  Somnus puffed out his chest, showing off his confidence. His tendency to be proud was somewhat similar to Luna's.





  "However, as I mentioned earlier, the Abyss of Endless Night, the realm of night and darkness, is a place even gods fear. Honestly, even if others don't know, it will be especially dangerous for you, Zigres."





  "That it becomes especially dangerous for me, what does that mean?"





  "Because if it's you, you'll be able to see through the faint mist and darkness of the Abyss of Endless Night without being involved, [and understand] the true nature of Erebor and Nyx."





  Then, with the words "It's time for me to sleep now, so I'm leaving," Somnus went into the portal. 





  Swish-.





  Seeing his figure disappear, it certainly seemed this thing called a dimensional gate was working.





  About an hour later.





  "Yaaaawn-, I feel so refreshed! Shit...! I don't know when I last slept this well! I feel completely reborn...!"





  For someone who just woke up, Luna's face had a sheen and her eyes shone, clearly indicating her condition had risen to the maximum.





  "Everyone, wake up!"





  Paranoy suddenly got up at Luna's wake-up cry.





  "I, Paranoy, also slept a very sweet sleep...! Honey-like sleep... It was truly a honey sleep...!"





  And then he took something out from his mouth.





  It was a measuring tape.





  "Perhaps my height has grown considerably! I must measure it with the tape!"





  Paranoy suddenly started fussing about measuring his height with the tape. What became even noisier was after that.





  "N-no way...! My height has grown by a whole 1 centimeter! Finally, the time for growth has come even for me, Paranoy! The daily height-growing exercises seem to have been effective!"





  Paranoy's height grew by a whole 1 centimeter in just a moment?





  Getting enough sleep is said to be very effective for growth.





  Since this short nap was a blessing bestowed by Somnus, the God of Sleep, it must have greatly promoted growth hormones.





  "If it continues like this, the time for me, Paranoy, to look down upon the world won't be much left!"





  "What the heck, why is it so noisy-. Unnie, Ignoi seems to be tearing up the sofa again-. Go pet her head a bit-. I need to sleep a bit more-."





  "Since I did it last time, it's your turn now, Antiope."





  "You Amazonesses who sleep a lot...! How dare you say such foolish things in the middle of purgatory! Wake up at once!"





  In the end, the other companions slowly opened their eyes to Paranoy's noisy wake-up call. And I explained well to the companions about the guy named Somnus whom we just met.





  "So that's why you could sleep so deeply!"





  At that, Luna nodded her head and exclaimed in admiration.





  "My body feels completely refreshed!"





  "I too, my pain has lessened a lot. My magic power has also been quite recharged."





  Elfriede too opened her slender eyes, looking at her hands. It's a very fortunate thing that the party's strength has been recovered with this rest.





  Swish-.





  Elfriede's eyes turned towards the black dimensional gate.





  "So this is that dimensional gate? The gate leading to the deepest part of the pit?"





  "Yes, that's what they say. But it's not certain. It could be a trap."





  As I've mentioned many times, there are no free favors on this Gaia continent.





  There must be a reason why that guy named Somnus appeared and cast the blessing of sleep upon us, opening a dimensional gate to help our journey.





  The possibility that this itself is a trap, as I suspect, cannot be ruled out.





  Swish-. Elfriede tries putting the tip of her staff into the inside of the dimensional gate. All of us were flustered by that unhesitating action. 





  I was genuinely surprised and almost screamed, but endured it with superhuman patience.





  "Certainly, it's connected to another dimension. Although I don't know where it leads, there is definitely space on the other side." 





  Elfriede, who was waving her staff around, nodded her head and finished her brief assessment.





  In the end, we decided to put our heads together to figure out what would be best. To give opinions on whether to use this dimensional gate or ignore it.





  Those who advocated caution were Hippolyte and Elfriede.





  "Dimensional gates like this require caution when entering if their safety isn't confirmed. It's unknown what might happen."





  "I think so too."





  As they have extensive experience as high-ranking adventurers, these seem like opinions stemming from experience. Unlike Hippolyte and Elfriede, Luna's stance is quite progressive.





  "It takes a very long time if we have to walk down to Tartarus! Since our supplies aren't plentiful either, we have to hold onto the rope!"





  To those words, Gloria too nodded her head, with her arms crossed.





  "If [they] had decided to kill us or trap us, [they] would have attacked while we were sleeping."





  Luna's and Gloria's opinions also make sense. If Somnus had intended to attack us, there wouldn't have been a better opportunity than when everyone was sleeping.





  "Then, how about doing this...?" 





  While I was lost in balanced thoughts left and right, Paranoy, who had been listening to the story, offered an opinion.





  "Here, after tying this thing called a smartphone to something like a long stick, put it into the dimensional gate and check the other side!"





  "That sounds plausible."





  I nodded my head to Paranoy's opinion. 





  If you have tools, you must use them.





  In the end, we tied and secured the smartphone to the end of Hippolyte's long sword sheath, changed it to shooting mode, and pushed it into the dimensional gate.





  Swish-.





  Finally, after taking out the sword sheath and smartphone again from the outside, we saved the recorded video in the gallery and played it.





  What was visible then was only pitch-black darkness and crackling noises.


  


  It felt like nothing was recorded.





  In the end, there's no choice but to go in.





  At that time, Gloria got up from her seat, shaking her wrists and ankles.





  "Instead of just standing here, going in yourself and coming back would be faster. I'll go."





  Indeed, it's reliability worthy of a brave Samaritan.





  We tied a string tightly to Gloria's waist. If anything happens, we will pull Gloria out of the dimensional gate by pulling this.





  Swish-.





  Finally, Gloria disappeared beyond the gate.





  How much time had passed like that.





  Suddenly-.





  The face with black hair, reappearing from beyond the gate, opened its mouth and spoke.





  "Everyone, come in. There's nothing much. No, there are plenty of apples."





  Apples?





  What kind of apples.





 





  *       *       *











  The feeling of crossing the dimensional gate is spine-chilling. While warming my body in a hot bath, when suddenly entering a cold bath, would I feel a similar feeling?





  Or it would be fine to express it as the feeling of opening the door to a warm department store and entering after being on a cold winter street.





  Because [we] move to a very different world in an instant.





  I can't find a better expression than that.





  Anyway, I was rather surprised that a more ordinary landscape than I had thought was unfolding after I crossed the dimensional gate.





  What was visible before my eyes were trees densely packed in countless numbers.





  And floating above them was a strange moon.





  Is this Tartarus, the center of the deep abyss?





  It's so different from what I thought would be desolate deserts and fiery pits that I feel rather wary. What the heck kind of tree is this, shibal.





  While I was feeling puzzled, Luna, who was touching the tree leaves with her fingers, picked a fruit that grew on the tree.





  "It's an apple-! This is an apple-! There are apples in the underworld! It's totally amazing!"





  At Luna's words, I could realize that this was an apple tree. The fruit in Luna's hand doesn't seem to need any particular other explanation other than being an apple.





  What kind of apple orchard.





  So Tartarus was an apple orchard.





  "Apples of hell! They must be extremely rare ingredients, right? I should grab a few for now...!"





  Luna was busy opening her bag and putting a few apples inside. Of course, she doesn't eat them. Because if one ate food produced in the underworld, they would become bound to this land as they are.





  "Ah!"





  Luna, who was running around like that, finally tripped over something and stumbled as if about to fall. Soon, seeing its true nature, Luna's face turned pale.





  "Wh-what is this-!"





  At the same time, we too came to know the true nature of this apple orchard.





  The true nature of the ground we simply thought was an orchard.





  It was the skin of something.





  The skin of something unknown was spread out abundantly on the floor. Only then, seeing the shapes of faces, arms, and legs starting to appear here and there, my vision felt like it was spinning.





  Even if corpses are used as fertilizer.





  Isn't making corpses flat like this and turning them into the ground crossing the line?





  As I was panicking like that, Paranoy said.





  "Indeed, it seems the rumors were true! It's said there's a section in Tartarus where Titans defeated by the Olympian gods are ground up and put in, and this seems to be it!"





  Titans are the race name of the giants who ruled the world before the Olympians.





  The gods defeated by the Olympians, led by Jupiter. Is this the fate of the defeated? 





  I could feel a certain cruelty and brutality in their skin being peeled off and used as the ground.





  "Ughhh, don't step on me-. That part is a bit sensitive."





  It even speaks.





  This shibal, these bastards. They're not dead. Their bodies are mangled and crushed like soil, yet they're still alive. Is this fucking physically possible?





  "Someone's here-?"





  "A visitor has come-. Welcome-. Is this your first time in Tartarus? What sin did you commit-."





  "I don't care. Untie me-. For years, I've been tied to the ground and can't even scratch my back. I feel like I'm going crazy-!"





  "Revenge on the dirty dwarf gods-. We must get our Olympians back-."





  "Curse Jupiter-! Curse Pluto-!"





  As one started speaking, the others followed suit.





  "Ugh! These guys are so noisy! Despite being defeated by the Olympian gods, they have so much lingering attachment! I must give them a Nymph stomp!"





  Paranoy started stomping his feet around towards those guys.





  "Something... Something feels good...?"





  "Step on me more-."





  "That part is my back-. Ah, being stepped on feels a bit refreshing-. It feels good."





  Thanks to that, I wanted to escape this place quickly. Just by stepping on guys like these, my sanity feels like it's going berserk for the first time in a while.





  But the only way to escape is to go back through the portal we came from.





  "To be able to look up at the ladies from below-. The view is nice-."





  "I feel glad it suddenly became an orchard-. My life wasn't meaningless-."





  "I thought it was Tartarus, but actually here it was the paradise of Elysium-."





  "I think I understand why these guys lost to the Olympian idiots...! They're idiots!"





  But even though they were acting so noisy, it was only for a moment.





  "Shh, everyone be quiet-! She's coming-!"





  "She's coming-. Ohh-. She's coming-. From the deep, deep darkness of the abyss-. She, the incarnation of the unknown, is coming-."





  "Worship the incarnation of darkness-."





  "The mistress of the abyss, the most ominous primordial night-."





  Jingle, jingle-.





  As the sound of bells was heard from somewhere, the faces of the orchard that had been chattering began to close their mouths one by one. 





  They closed their mouths and eyes, becoming inanimate objects, just like they were an orchard from the beginning.





  Sssshhh-.





  At the same time, a wind that shouldn't be blowing rushed in from deep underground and began to shake the leaves of the underworld apples.





  Hippolyte and Antiope even drew their weapons immediately.





  "Something's coming. Something immense. Is it Moros?"





  "Unnie, no, it's incomparable to Moros. This one, the class is different, the level is, something that could be called dimensional-."





  On their faces, sweat was flowing down as if it were raining. It serves as proof that they are feeling immense pressure.





  Jingle-.





  Jingle-.





  The sound of bells gradually got closer to us.
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  Breathing grows heavy.





  Hands and feet tremble.





  Body temperature drops.





  The mouth goes bone dry.





  These are common fear responses. Physical reactions seen when a living creature reaches a certain level of stress.





  Every single one of us was showing those reactions.





  Dal-rang, dal-rang-.





  It was bound to worsen as the sound of the bell drew closer from within that far-off, pitch-black darkness. 





  Each of them held a gleaming weapon in hand, but why did their weapons feel so unreliable?





  "Unni, something is coming-. Something is coming! I think we should run! Everyone, hurry, let's get the hell out of here-!"





  Even the brave Antiope was urging us to flee. That just shows how strong the pressure Antiope is feeling must be.





  I understand.





  Because I was feeling that same pressure directly with my own body.





  Useuseu-.





  The goosebumps rising from my toes to the top of my head made it feel as if my very cells were demanding I flee. However, my feet remained glued to this bizarre field, showing no intention of moving.





  Dal-rang-.





  And finally, the source of the bell revealed itself.





  『I thought a thief had entered the field, and I wondered who it was. Now that I see, some interesting guests have arrived-.』


  


  Goooo-.





  It was a voice that was both gloomy and resonant, as if echoing from all directions. At the same time, a thin layer of ice began to form on my body with a jjeojeok- sound.
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  "P-Paranoi's body is freezing up-ssi...! Such a terrible chill-. A gloominess that ranks among the top even in the underworld...! There is only one being in the world like this-ssi...!"





  『Do you know me, Nymph-?』





  Seureureuk-.





  Beyond the dark and murky mist, a black, dark dress emerged. 





  A woman of massive stature treading barefoot, sabak, sabak, upon this strange field. 





  Her build was three or four heads taller than me, such that I had to look way up at her. 





  Her long, flowing purple hair shimmered blackly, looking like the very curtain of darkness draped across the sky. The giant black wings sprouting from her back were truly proof of a transcendent being.





  Paranoi prostrated himself flat before such an entity.





  "I greet the primordial Great Mother, Lady Nox-nim-ssi...! I am Paranoi, the Nymph of the ditches-ssi...! I offer my apologies for trespassing into Lady Nox-nim's field like this-ssi...."





  Paranoi's survival instinct is superior to anyone I know.





  There must be a good reason for that fellow to prostrate himself like that. 





  Therefore, I can't criticize it as servile behavior. That is the action with the highest survival rate in the current situation.





  It's the best posture.





  So, is it effective?





  『All of you. I trust you are prepared for the consequences of recklessly trespassing into my domain-.』





  Nyx, the Mother of Night, looked down with eyes that sparkled like galaxies beneath her long, slender eyelashes. Her attitude was that of one for whom looking down was only natural. 





  Because she was so tall that 'slender' couldn't even begin to describe her, it literally felt as if a goddess had descended.





  Well, she is an actual goddess.





  "L-Lady Nox-nim-!"





  Then Luna, who had been shivering, shouted.





  "Wow-! It's the real Lady Nox-nim...! I, I actually met the real Lady Nox-nim...! Is this a dream or reality...! Is it a dream...!? What is this...!? Hassan, what on earth is this...! What, what should I even say!?"





  "I don't know either."





  "Even Hassan doesn't know...! This is truly life's great unknown...!"





  While everyone else was shivering, Luna's trembling felt a bit different in nature. It seemed Luna's trembling was one of joy. 





  Seeing her babble whatever came to her mouth without filtering her thoughts, she must be incredibly excited.





  Luna is, in fact, a shaman who serves Nyx, the Goddess of Superstition. 





  From Luna's perspective, she couldn't help but be happy since she was witnessing the god she had believed in her whole life right before her eyes.





  "As expected, Lady Nox-nim looks exactly as I imagined...! She has huge wings like a black pheasant...! So cool...!"





  『Child, these are not the wings of a black pheasant, but of a night raven.... No, that is not what is important right now. Anyway, the sin of trespassing into my territory is great-. However, I see a familiar face-.』





  Seureureu-.





  The Goddess of Night looked down at me with narrowed eyes. 





  At my age, the experience of being looked down upon by a woman was very unfamiliar, so it felt like returning to my childhood when there were many generous teachers.





  『Zigres, you finally came. But, you came much sooner than expected. I thought it would take at least a few more years-.』





  Seuseuk-.





  At that, Paranoi lifted his head.





  "...A-Amazing-ssi...! Our Hassan-nim was acquainted with the Goddess of Night, who is on par with the Earth Mother-ssi...! At this rate, I can't help but be loyal to Hassan-nim for the rest of my life-ssi...!"





  Hippolyte, having caught her breath, also sheathed her sword at her waist and added a word.





  "If it is Nyx, she is a pillar of the world to whom even other gods show respect-. Indeed, an overwhelming sense of power.... It would be rude to point a sword at her."





  For Hippolyte, who had always spoken informally with high self-esteem to everyone, to purely humble herself. It seems Lady Nox-nim's majesty is spread among the people of the Gaia continent even more than I thought.





  Seureuk-.





  "Hmph...."





  The bellicose Gloria also tucked her club into her belt and crossed her arms. 





  It was a terrifying atmosphere where a fight could break out at any moment, but I'm glad it seems to be resolving smoothly.





  Well, I suppose that's only natural.





  Since Lady Nox-nim is Luna's mother.





  She wouldn't attack us while Luna is here. 





  Then Lady Nox-nim spoke.





  『Though you are intruders, it has been a long time since anyone visited this quiet apple field. Before I punish you, I wish to invite you as guests. I shall invite you to the Mansion of Night. Follow me.』





  Seuseuk-.





  And then she vanished with a very fast stride befitting her great height.





  In the end, we were left standing there. We just stared blankly at each other's faces. Friede, who had been on guard in a low stance for a long time, asked the group.





  "What should we do?"





  "What do you mean, what should we do-."





  It was Antiope who answered.





  "If we don't listen, we might be spread as fertilizer for this apple field. Fighting something like that is impossible. That is already a world unto itself."





  These girls, who had even lunged at Moros, the God of Doom, refused to even harbor hostility toward Lady Nox-nim. 





  Well, unless one's head is quite far gone, no one would feel hostility toward the night sky. 





  "For now, let's all move together."





  We eventually moved, following the traces Lady Nox-nim had left behind.





  Following the path wasn't very difficult.





  Because black feathers were dropped here and there as if to show us the way we had to go.





  "Wonderful..., a goddess's, a goddess's feathers...! Shit...! If I make a fan with this..., no, if I make a headband with this...."





  Luna was picking up those feathers one by one, wearing a happy smile and going hehehe-. But Hippolyte's reaction was quite calm.





  "Making tools out of a goddess's feathers. Won't you be punished for such an impious act? You might fall into the abyss and become a holy crusader, Luna."





  "I've been diligently offering sacrifices to Lady Nox-nim...! Since I was a fervent believer, she'll forgive this much...! You think so too, Hassan?"





  At Luna's question, I fell into thought for a moment.





  Since it's Luna, wouldn't she be forgiven?





  "It'll be fine."





  "Wow-! I knew Hassan would say that-!"





  "But, Luna. Be careful not to stray from the path. If you're not careful-."





  Instead of finishing my sentence, I scanned the surroundings.





  This trail between the apple trees we were walking on. Except for that path, the surroundings were entirely covered in pitch-black darkness. The red glints of eyes flashing within it were very ominous.





  Seureuk, deureureuk-.





  Hearing the sound of claws scraping against something sharp, or growls as if in anger, it felt as if hungry beasts were definitely lurking nearby.





  -Grrrrrrrrr-.





  -Recei-ving-.





  -Comman-ding-.





  Of course, their identity wouldn't be something like hungry beasts. Honestly, I don't even have a clue what they are.





  We could find out their identity if we shone a light, but none of us were foolish enough to want to see what they were.





  Because sometimes it's best to leave unknown things covered by the curtain of night. It means that ignorance is bliss.





  After walking for a long time like that, we arrived at a cliffside where deep, deep precipices could be seen all around. 





  Amidst the cliffs of unknown depth lurking in every direction, a mansion that looked to be at least three stories high stood in the center.





  This was the abode of night located in the deepest part of Tartarus. I was slightly terrified because it was said to be a place even gods avoided.





  "What, it's more decent than I thought."





  It was a fairly ordinary building compared to what I'd heard.





  But the building seen up close after passing through the garden, I had to admit, was far from ordinary. 





  What formed this mansion were not ordinary stones, wood, or plaster, but the giant bones of an unknown being.





  Seureuk-.





  Standing at the entrance of the mansion, I reached out toward the wall.





  Jjeujeujeujeujeu-.





  At the same time, I was startled by something like a massive pressure transmitted to my palm and ended up pulling my hand away.





  "This, what is this, it's alive."





  The mansion is alive.





  That was the sensation I felt.





  At that, a fairly elegant laughter, huhuhu-, was heard from inside the open door of the mansion.





  『Of course it is alive. His body is immortal. He is not a being that can be killed even if one tries. Although he has now become my house, he tries to plot his resurrection whenever he gets the chance-.』





  Come in-.











  *      *      *


 


  





  "Lady Nox-nim lives in the deepest and most treacherous part of Tartarus, and they say the moment Lady Nox-nim leaves the mansion and takes a walk, night arrives in the world-!"





  Luna chattered away as she entered the mansion. As a follower of Nyx, her mouth seemed to itch with the desire to say what she knew.





  At that, Friede added a word.





  "A living mansion. It's like a giant internal organ. It's almost like being inside the belly of the World Serpent, Jormungandr. It's an unpleasant place-."





  Friede didn't seem to like this place.





  "To think I've entered the Mansion of Night. I wonder if I'm dreaming. The interior is brighter than I thought. Like broad daylight...."





  Hippolyte trembled slightly as she looked around the mansion. As Hippolyte said, unlike the dreary domain of Tartarus, the interior of Nyx's mansion was very bright. 





  Isn't it because brilliant jewels are embedded here and there, emitting light?





  Its inner walls were also luxurious treasures themselves, decorated with gold as well as carnelian, sardonyx, and sapphire.





  "I've only heard stories about the wealth of the underworld. This is the first time I've actually seen it."





  "Wow, cool. Unni, look at this-."





  Hippolyte's eyes, which were scanning the interior of the mansion, finally turned to the tip of Antiope's finger. There, something trapped in what looked like a transparent glass wall was making ominous pajik, pajijik- sounds.





  「Unfired Lightning.」





  "It says unfired thunderbolt! Is this really real? If it's real, it's truly amazing...! A replica was something like 200 gold. If this is real, I think I could buy a whole castle...."





  "Antiope, you'd better not think about stealing it."





  "Am I crazy? I'm just saying. Wow, it's like a literal treasure vault."





  Everyone was busy looking at the items decorated here and there. The fear they had felt from Nyx's massive intimidation just a moment ago was nowhere to be seen.





  As expected, treasures and capitalism are damn great.





  With those thoughts, we were soon able to arrive at the drawing room.





  In the drawing room, teacups equal to the number of our party were already placed, perhaps prepared in advance by Nyx. Their contents were empty.





  『If you drink something from the underworld, you will become bound to it. I have simply prepared the cups for the sake of the mood.』





  We all sat on the plush sofas.





  Then Friede asked.





  "The reason for inviting us to such a mansion is?" 


  


  『The witch from another world seems to have a hasty temper. But it is a valid point. There is not much time left for the underworld-. There is no harm in being in a hurry.』





  There is not much time left for the underworld.





  I think I heard those words from Moros as well.





  So I decided to ask his mother, Lady Nox-nim, about the story I hadn't heard from him.





  "I, we came here with great resolve. I would like you to explain."





  『Yes. That is why I have personally called you to my residence like this. I shall explain briefly, Zigres. The underworld is already at its limit.』





  "At its limit?"





  『Yes. Its limit. Let us consider this teacup as the underworld.』





  Nyx tapped the bottom of the teacup with her finger, tok-. Then the elegant teacup had a hole poked through it as if it had been gouged out by something sharp.





  『And if we consider the apple tea in this kettle as spirits-.』





  Jjororeureureureu-.





  The Goddess of Night began to pour the contents of the kettle into the teacup with the hole. Of course, since it was an action like pouring water into a bottomless pit, the apple tea could not stay in the cup and leaked out, merely wetting the table.





  The table became damp, but Nyx didn't seem to care.





  『Like this, if something comes in, it must leave by that much; that was originally the rule of the underworld. However, these days are different.』





  Kwal, kwal, kwal-.


  


  Lady Nox-nim's hand, which was pouring from the kettle, sharply increased the angle. 





  Then, water began to pool in the teacup that had been being poured into slowly, and finally, didn't it even start to overflow over the top of the teacup?





  『And this is the current situation. The underworld is vast. But it is not infinite. The souls it can process have reached their limit, but in the mortal realm, souls are flooding in without end.』





  Only then did I think I understood the significance of Lady Nox-nim pouring tea into the teacup with a hole. It means that the underworld, unable to process the flooding spirits, will become overloaded and overflow.





  Just like a new game server that crashes because it can't withstand the sudden surge of users.





  『I and Erebus are suppressing it, but that too will not last long. If this continues, everything will soon backflow. And an era of chaos where the surface and hell cannot be distinguished will open. That is also the aim of the Gigas.』





  A shiver ran down the back of my neck at the name Gigas.





  At the same time, everything around us trembled, bureureureu-.





  The mansion itself shook.





  Lady Nox-nim added more words.





  『Zigres, Hassan. If it is you, you will be able to resolve the souls overflowing in the underworld. You are-.』





  Gureureureureureureu-.





  Just as Lady Nox-nim was about to finish her sentence, a great rumbling of the earth occurred. Because it was a sudden earthquake as if the world were being shaken, we had to grab onto anything we could see around us.





  At that, Friede let out a scream, kyak-.





  "W-Who told you to pinch my butt-! Hassan, do you want to die?"





  "That wasn't me. I'm innocent."





  "Actually, the culprit was this Paranoi-ssi...!"





  Anyway, after that bout of earth rumbling-.





  Lady Nox-nim spoke as she swept the broken and overflowing teacups off the table with her palm, seuk-.





  『Typhon's resentment is growing stronger by the day. Originally, it was not to this extent.』





  Heumchit-. Paranoi trembled.





  "D-Do you mean Typhon...? By Typhon, do you mean the great beast of ruin, Typhon-ssi...!? Wasn't Typhon torn to shreds-ssi...?"





  『That is right, little nymph. He was torn to shreds. Some of his fragments are on the surface, and many of his organs and bones are buried in the underworld, thus becoming my mansion and the land of Tartarus.』





  "Then, does that mean this mansion is Typhon-ssi...!? It is very, very terrifying-ssi...! I, I, Paranoi, want to flee from here immediately-ssi...!"





  Paranoi jumped like a squirrel that had seen a tiger. It was the same for everyone else, because the great beast Typhon was the very Demon King of power who was the source of all monsters.





  A mansion made of a Demon King's body, and even that Demon King is still alive. This was a place more dangerous than a damn haunted house.





  But Lady Nox-nim's answer was quite firm.





  『There is nowhere to run. Typhon, the king of the Gigas, will soon be resurrected by the power of the overflowing spirits. And he will crawl up to the surface and commit great destruction. That is why, Zigres, your power is needed.』





  "...My power?"





  『Yes. You are a god capable of resolving the spirits wandering this yellow spring. A god burdened with a yoke, possessing infinite possibilities. Zigres, Hassan. Recall your divinity.』





  "My divinity-."





  『You are the dawn of a new era. Listen to the voice within.』
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 On this Gaia continent, what did it mean to become a god?





 Immense power and wealth? Honor? Debauched romantic entanglements?





 Of course, those were part of it, but the most important and special aspect was bearing responsibility.





 That's right.





 Responsibility.





 One who becomes a god bears a role befitting their divinity. Like Mars's struggle, Bacchus's wine and festivals, Diana's hunt, Moros's death and ruin.





 They are bestowed with the duty and right to bear a divinity befitting their attribute and maintain it so that it integrates well into the world and functions smoothly.





 In that sense, I was a half-baked god.





 ━What kind of god is Hassan?





 ━I don't know either.





 I bore nothing.





 ━So that means I can become any god in the future...! That's cool...! Could it be the God of Wolf Spiders?





 ━No matter how I think about it, that doesn't seem right.





 Luna cheered me on happily, but honestly, there was a frustrating side to it.





 I hadn't realized which domain I was in charge of as a god, and honestly, I couldn't even get a hint. Although I had inherited the position of Chief Deity (God of Wine) from Bacchus, it was only temporary.





 For me, who doesn't particularly like alcohol in the first place, the position of Chief Deity is also a burden.





 What kind of god am I?





 The current me, how should I put it.





 I got hired by the big company I dreamed of, but I haven't been assigned to a specialized department yet, and I'm just sitting at the pantry table, killing time, feeling like a new employee.





 Or maybe not. I'd have to have been to a big company to know.





 『Zigres, you were originally born a god for this world of countless Spirits-. Think carefully, what you can do. You must awaken to it-.』





 To me, Lady Nox, the Goddess of Night, kept urging me to awaken.





 I racked my brain diligently and tried to listen to my inner self, but as expected, nothing particular came to mind.





 "I don't know."





 『Is that so. Your mother's seal must be strong. And I can feel Jupiter's powerful seal within you too. I see. The seal hasn't fully broken yet. What to do about this-.』





 At the word "seal," I recalled the spells preventing me from using mana.





 Thanks to Elfriede's help, I had broken some of the seals, but there was still a powerful spell on my body sealing my magic power and necromancy.





 If you ask how powerful the spell was, it was so strong that even my pulse diagnosis, which could easily detect most curses, couldn't pick it up.





 Just then, Lady Nox let out a short exclamation, 『Ah-.』





 『It's not like there's no way at all. In this domain of darkness that I rule, there is a Land of Shadows. There, you might be able to break the seal.』





 Lady Nox then explained about the abyssal territory she ruled.





 A forest filled with shadows and delusive hallucinations exists somewhere in this Hell of Avici. If I head there, I might be able to break the seal and awaken my divinity.





 『If you are to face the Gigas, obtaining the blessing of shadows wouldn't be bad. To endure the heat of the fiery Hell, there's nothing better than obtaining a Shadow Cloak-.』





 And the fiery Hell is so hot that it seems impossible to endure without some kind of Shadow Cloak.





 My options were gradually narrowing.





 "Then, could you explain where that place called the Land of Shadows is?"





 『Yes. I can tell you. But be careful. In the Land of Shadows, my children, your own potential might choke you.』





 Your own potential chokes you.





 It was a cryptic, quiz-like statement.





 Of course, Lady Nox, the Goddess of Night, didn't tell me what it meant.





 "You'll know when you go," I suppose. As I've always felt, beings called gods never give clear answers.





 If I awaken my divinity, will I become like that?





 『Since it's daytime now, depart for the Land of Shadows when night falls. Until then, you may stay at my mansion. For specters and phantoms won't even be able to approach my abode.』











 *      *       *











 We rested at the Mansion of Night until night fell on the surface world.





 Night falls on the surface world, they say, when Lady Nox goes to her apple orchard, which is her daily routine.





 Just by going outside and doing farm work, night comes to the world. I don't know what kind of fucking harmony this is. Truly an ancient god.





 I thought day and night changed because the Earth rotated. Is it not so on this Gaia continent? Sibal.





 Anyway, thanks to that, we were able to set up something like a base camp in the Underworld at this Mansion of Night. We unpacked our supplies, checked our provisions, and maintained our equipment.





 "Paranoy, how many days' worth of food do we have?"





 "We left half for the rear party members, but for the seven of us, there should be enough for ten days...!"





 Ten days, huh.





 It's a lot if you consider it a lot, and little if you consider it little.





 If possible, it would be good to hurry things along.





 Then suddenly I wondered what the rear party was doing now.





 To that curiosity, Lady Nox gave an answer.





 『As for them, they're having a tough time in Elysium. Fickle Chiron seems to have dropped them off in Elysium.』





 Elysium is a place called heaven in this world.





 A paradise filled with all sorts of warriors and good people.





 The rear party members, including old man Nestor and Kalidur, instead of passing through the plains of Purgatory like us, headed for paradise and are each fighting battles there.





 To that, Lady Nox, the Goddess of Night, added an explanation.





 『Indeed, it's also important to face the Spirits of Elysium and drain their strength. The Gigas lurking in the fiery Hell, Typhon, who is trying to resurrect, are receiving power from the Spirits existing in this abyss.』





 The number of Spirits existing in the abyss was said to be fucking huge.





 To think they're receiving power from those bastards.





 Then, sibal, those Gigas bastards must be fucking strong. They might be as fast as turtles in the water. Because swimming turtles are really, really fast.





 Indeed, this place too is their home ground, I see.





 ━Keureueueu, keong, keong, keongkeong-!





 Just then, something barked loudly from outside. I don't know if it was a dog barking or a Spider barking.





 When I looked up and gazed out the window, beyond the mansion's fence, black shadows were clinging, bumping into each other here and there, and I could see them scratching with their claws.





 Their forms looked like humans, and also like beasts.





 They were shadow monsters existing in the domain of night, they said. It was fortunate we stayed in this mansion; if we had been outside, we might have had to fight an endless battle with them.





 "Hassan, look at that-! There are tons of terrifying monsters!"





 Luna, looking at such things through the window, was very excited.





 In fact, even if they're threatening monsters, if they can't harm us, they're no different from lions seen through a safari bus window.





 When you ride a safari bus, it's natural to be excited.





 "This place is totally amazing...! Even Ideope's swamp would seem less amazing than this...!"





 Luna's energy was high, and her tempo was fast.





 She looked genuinely happy, like an elementary school student on a field trip, and I thought it was natural. This was the abode where Luna's mother resided. She must be instinctively drawn to this place.





 I turned my gaze from Luna and simply looked at the Goddess of Night standing silently in a corner. Lady Nox seemed to have a lot to say, but she just kept her mouth tightly shut.





 Even though it was her daughter she met directly, she didn't treat her specially.





 Was just watching enough?





 Since it was a family matter, I decided not to interfere.





 I had prepared myself to be scolded for breaking Luna's curse, and for bringing Luna to the Underworld. The fact that I wasn't was a relief in itself.





 After some time passed like that.





 『I should go out to tend to the apples now.』





 The time for night to fall on the surface world had arrived.





 We followed the path of the mansion as Lady Nox, the Goddess of Night, had instructed, walking along the narrow path between the apple trees.





 "Luna-ya, be careful not to stray from the path. If you stray from the path, those shadow monsters or whatever they are might attack, they say."





 "Don't worry-!"





 And so, finally, we arrived at the Forest of Shadows, filled with gaunt and pointed trees, and there we discovered a collapsed and shattered building.





 "...A Temple?"





 Whose voice was that? Anyway, as the words suggested, that building seemed to have been a Temple.





 But looking at the cracks and breaks everywhere, it seemed to have been left abandoned for a long time after being quite destroyed.


 


 There were seven pillars in the Temple. In the center, there was a very large divine throne, and eerie, demonic statues guarded its sides, making it look quite frightening.





 They wouldn't suddenly move, would they?





 Then I'll scream at the top of my lungs.





 As I was looking around with that feeling, someone opened their mouth.





 "On this pillar, something strange is written. Know thyself-. Your greatest enemy is yourself. He who wins the battle against himself shall gain greater power-."





 As Antiope said, the same inscriptions were carved on the Temple pillars. It was when Antiope lightly traced them with her finger.





 "Hassan, our, our shadows are moving-!"





 With Luna's cry, I looked down at the ground. And just as Luna said, our shadows wriggled like living mice, and then, *hwik-*, disappeared in all directions!





 Luna was horrified by that.





 "My, my shadow abandoned me! How much I've done for you...!"





 What does "doing well for a shadow" even mean?





 Anyway, that wasn't what was important.





 Seureureureuk-. Something began to wriggle on that high-reaching divine throne.





 It was like black ink wriggling as if alive, and then it soon formed into a definite shape.





 And so, what finally revealed itself was a fairly large physique, long, extended arms and legs. With a deeply pulled-down hood, and a shirt front boldly opened, it showed the form of a handsome man.





 Looking at that figure, I furrowed my brow.





 "What the fuck-."





 Kkuu-uuk, Luna grabbed my back.





 "Hassan, that, isn't that Hassan-?"





 Luna was right.





 On the chair in this abandoned Temple, sitting askew, was none other than me.





 Although that bastard's attire looked more luxurious, and somehow annoying, that guy was the very image of me, Hassan.





 That wasn't all.





 Seureuk, seureureuk-.





 Behind the collapsed pillars of the Temple, shadows began to appear one by one. Everyone who saw them was surprised and placed their hands on their weapons.





 "Unnie, look at that. There's another me! Is it a doppelganger? An impersonator of me?"





 With a pale face, Antiope drew her spear.





 Where her blue eyes were directed, another Antiope, wearing something like a dangerously short bikini swimsuit, was revealing the tattoos covering her body.





 ━Impersonator, you say. I am you-. Shall I show you more proof? The tattoo on my lower belly-.





 "That, that guy, why is she almost naked-! D-doesn't she know shame-? Hey, I'll give you clothes, so put them on!"





 As Antiope ran to catch her, the other Antiope, showing radical exposure, let out a laugh, ━uhuhuhu-, and ran off somewhere.





 "Ha, "Know thyself"-. "My own self becomes the enemy." So this is what it meant. If I defeat that guy, it means I can become stronger, right?"





 "Antiope, what are you trying to do?"





 "Unnie, what do you mean "what," I have to chase her and defeat her!"





 However, this sudden doppelganger situation wasn't just Antiope's problem.





 Not a raccoon fur on her head, but wearing a fucking terrifying lion fur, Gloria, holding a thick club shaped like a chicken leg, appeared from behind a pillar.





 ━Come on, fake.





 The guy even provoked Gloria by calling her a fake. Gloria furrowed her brow at the provocation.





 "I'm a fake?"





 ━Yes. You might have been real until today, but from today, you will be a fake. All your life will be taken by Juno's glory, Gloria Junoclass.





 "Blah blah blah, noisy. Whatever impersonation it is, cut it out-!"





 Gloria kicked off the ground instantly. But the other Gloria, wearing the lion fur, as if she had predicted her move, lightly leaped backward.





 ━I knew you would do that. Because I am you. No, I'm even better than you.





 "If you are me, don't run away! Fight back!"





 ━No. It's cramped and old here. It's hard to unleash my power freely. Since things have come to this, shall we change locations?





 The two Glorias soon chased each other and disappeared into the darkness. Just then, someone next to me trembled and shouted.





 "Ha, Hassan-nim, look at that...! That, that Paranoy is there...!"





 The one pulling my collar was Paranoy. No, sibal, I don't know if it's right to call that Paranoy.





 With a height about two heads taller than Paranoy, an orange robe. Wearing a tiara on her head, she was a Nymph with a seductive expression unlike any before.





 Most of all, her chest was big.





 At that size, doesn't it exceed 1H?





 A noona-type Paranoy.





 It was the appearance of Gigantamax Paranoy.





 "That, that Paranoy believed in her own potential...! That is the dignified appearance of the Margrave of Hell, who Paranoy was originally meant to be...!"





 "Snap out of it, you bastard! That's not you, it's a fake!"





 "Another Paranoy-! How did you get so big, please tell me your secret...! We're not strangers, so let's bond as fellow Paranoy...!"





 Paranoy finally chased after the Gigantamax Paranoy disappearing into the darkness, and scurried away. Sibal, there wasn't even a moment to stop him.





 Now, what remained were me and Luna. And only Hippolyte and Elfriede.





 Looking around, Elfriede spoke.





 "Honestly, now, I'm confident I won't be surprised by anything that appears. It seems this place itself is a space related to illusions or enchantments. Everyone, be careful."





 But even such an Elfriede.





 Seureureuk-.





 Soon, at what was revealed from behind the pillar, she was utterly surprised.
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  Seureureuk-.





  What appeared from behind the pillar was another Friede.





  "Fine, the pattern is obvious. I knew a fellow who looks just like me would show up."





  Friede's reaction upon seeing a being that looked exactly like her was surprisingly calm. It was likely because she had already figured things out due to the situations that had occurred just moments ago.





  ━That I look like you...





  However, from the moment that thing began to open its mouth, Friede's expression darkened rapidly.





  ━I am you, Friede. The one and only child of the Mother World Tree, conceived through flames...





  "Shut up-!"





  She even screamed.





  "That's not me-! If you say any more, I'll burn you to a crisp!"





  ━Then, go ahead and try to stop my mouth. That is, if you don't want your secrets blabbered out by my own lips.





  "Damn it, so that's how it's going to be... Everyone, be careful-! It seems these guys are trying to split us up on purpose-!"





  Despite telling us to be careful, Friede also vanished into the darkness, following the being that looked like her. Now, only Luna, Hippolyte, and I remained.





  "...."





  I kept my mouth shut and continued to observe the other me.





  Compared to the other doppelgangers who were trying to lure their originals to some secluded spot, he was simply sitting languidly on a high chair, looking down at everything as if bored.





  He didn't open his mouth, nor did he try to do anything.





  That made him even more suspicious.





  Just what the hell is this bastard doing?





  Seuseuk-.





  Just then, another shadow popped out from the remaining pillars.





  It was a woman wearing a helmet with long goat horns. Her clattering ornaments, the accessories hanging all over her, and her slender frame definitely reminded me of someone.





  "Hassan, that, I think that's me-! I can't see the face, but I'm sure it looks exactly like me!"





  ━Shut up-! You stupid dummy-! To say you and I are the same, where do you get off saying such nonsense-!





  "H-Her mouth is quite foul...."





  ━An idiot who doesn't even know what she's capable of... You are not me. I am a much more outstanding and superior being... I am the Goddess of the Small Yard, Luna Noxdoti-. Bow your head before me-!





  "Goddess of the Small Yard...?"





  ━Yes! I am the Goddess of the Small Yard, Luna-! A half-wit loser like you and I are different from the very foundation! I have noble blue blood-!





  "She, she's weird-! I don't say things like that!"





  ━Of course you wouldn't! And now you won't be able to-! Luna Dash-!





  Pabat-.





  ━Luna Punch-!





  The Goddess of the Small Yard, Luna, lunged at the Chikorita of the Small Yard, Luna. Luna Dash and Luna Punch, huh? Even if they're different, it seems their naming sense is the same.





  Anyway, Luna, who was suddenly struck by a fist, flew into the darkness with a pathetic sound of "Hieeeee-."





  "Holy shit, Luna-!"





  Thus, only Hippolyte and I were left in the area.





  Naturally, Hippolyte pointed her weapon in all directions.





  "Now it must be time for my double to appear. I feel like I understand why the Goddess of Night said that our own possibilities would come to choke us."





  I felt the same as Hippolyte.





  Lady Nox-nim had explained that in the Shadow Forest, we would become our own enemies.





  Seeing it like this, there wasn't a single thing wrong with those words. It wasn't that the explanation was lacking; it was so perfect that it didn't require anything more.





  One's true shadow had appeared before them as the ultimate enemy.





  "Hassan, be careful. The others were all ominous, but that fellow sitting in the chair over there... he feels like he's on a different level."





  Hippolyte was on high alert against the me who was just sitting quietly in the chair. I agreed with her.





  The reason I couldn't help my comrades as they scattered was because I felt that if I moved, I didn't know what that guy would do.





  Seureureureuk-.





  Just then, a black shadow appeared from the last remaining pillar.





  "Is it my clone?"





  Hippolyte also reacted as if she had been waiting. But as the shadow revealed itself from the darkness, Hippolyte's eyebrows twitched subtly.





  "You are...."





  The tip of Hippolyte's sword trembled slightly.





  "Who are you-?"





  The reason was that while the others had clones that looked exactly like them, the one who appeared for Hippolyte's turn was quite different from her.





  ━You don't know me? Really, that's too much-.





  The woman frowned and smiled mischievously.





  If her smile looked like Hippolyte's, it did, but in terms of ethnicity, while Hippolyte was of Latin descent, this woman seemed closer to East Asian.





  Her hair was also tied in a black ponytail.





  ━If you really say you don't know me, I'll be disappointed. Come on, try to remember. Hippolyte.





  "I don't know you. Who are you?"





  ━What a disappointment. I can't forgive this. To not even recognize your own family...





  "Family-? Among the daughters of Mars, was there anyone who looked like a Samarian... I didn't even see your face during the festival."





  ━So you're going to keep pretending you don't know until the end. Then, I'll tell you my name. My name is Diane. You won't pretend not to know even after I've said this much, right?





  "Di-Diane... Such a thing, there's no way it's possible. It's a lie. It can't be."





  Gugigit-.





  At Hippolyte's rejective reaction, the brow of the half-Amazoness who identified herself as Diane furrowed sharply.





  ━To deny me, what a disappointment. You'll come to your senses once you've been beaten a bit!





  Suddenly closing the distance, the woman with the ponytail threw a punch at Hippolyte. Hippolyte lightly evaded it, but...





  ━Jingak-! Cheolsango-!





  After stomping hard on the ground to shake the earth's axis, she thrust her shoulder with all her might toward Hippolyte, whose posture was broken. To think it was a combination of three techniques applied at once.





  "Keut-."





  It was lucky that Hippolyte raised her arms to guard; otherwise, she might have been sent flying through the opening in her defense.





  ━Serious Consecutive Punches-!





  "Damn it... She's strong, this woman is strong...!"





  But the attacks from the woman named Diane continued relentlessly. In the end, Hippolyte was busy just backing away and parrying the attacks.





  ━How about it, do you think you'll remember Diane now?





  "Stop, stop right there-! Tell me where you heard that name! Stop-!"





  Eventually, Hippolyte also vanished, chasing after the mysterious entity. Everyone is so careless. Could it be that the gloominess of this dark Shadow Forest is lowering their guard?





  Thus, the ones left in this place were me and...





  "...."





  ━....





  Only that fellow who looked exactly like me.





  No words were needed between the two of us.





  However, maintaining this silence was also painful. I decided to be the first to open my mouth and speak to him.





  "Are you also going to attack me like the other shadows?"





  At that, the Hassan snorted.





  ━No, there's no need for that. You're no match for me, kid.





  To be provoked with my own face and my own voice...





  It felt like a self-deprecating mood, as if I were swearing at myself in a mirror. It meant the damage was piercing into my chest like defense-ignoring damage.





  ━Why waste energy on something with an obvious outcome? Anyway, I like that everyone's gone and it's quiet. Being rowdy is fine, but it should be quiet like this once in a while. Don't you think?





  "You're a guy who knows a thing or two."





  ━Yeah, because I am you.





  "If you are me, does that mean you're an exact duplicate? Like a clone?"





  ━To be precise, I am-we are-possibility. The possibility of becoming anything. In other words, I am your possibility and your perfect superior version.





  My superior version.





  Could such a thing even exist? It was like another me popping out of a Millennium Puzzle. Thinking about that, this moment began to feel like a Shadow Duel fighting for possession of the body.





  ━Look at my power and yours-.





  Seureureuk-. Gwaaaaak-.





  Just then, the Shadow Hassan sitting on the divine throne clenched his fist. With just that, the grounds of the crumbling Temple let out a massive earth-cry.





  Gooooo-.





  ━It's truly a magnificent vessel. To think you're letting such power rot because you can't manifest your true self. It's just a shame. If it were me, I could put it to much better use.





  "Are you saying I'm doing it wrong?"





  ━Saying you're doing it wrong isn't enough. You lack many things. You can do anything. You could even make trees grow in barren land...





  Seureuk-.





  Ujeok, ujijik-.





  As the Shadow Hassan gestured, thick roots grew on the pillars of the old Temple grounds. They soon wrapped around all the pillars, hiding them without a trace.





  What remained were six thick trees. Their leaves fell to the ground and crumbled in an instant like fallen leaves.





  ━I can even raise dry bones.





  As the Shadow Hassan gestured again, this time countless skeletons began to pop out from the parched earth.





  Large and small, each with a different shape. Various fellows clattered their sharp fangs while emitting a blue eye-glow.





  ━What I can do, you can do too. And what you can do, I can do. However, I can do it a little better than you. If you want, I can even show you proof.





  Seureureuk-.





  He brought his finger to his ear as if picking it, and then pulled out a small cotton swab-like thing from there.





  When he pulled on it, it soon became a thick, heavy club-no, a weapon that could be called an iron bar. After gripping it, he hopped down from the chair.





  And then he swung it lightly toward me.





  Simultaneously, I also pulled a club from behind my back and blocked that attack horizontally. Kwagagagak-.





  "Son of a-."





  Mukjik-.





  But the fellow's iron bar that collided with me was incredibly heavy, making me feel as if I were being crushed by a shipping container.





  ━If it were you, you'd try to step back. Because one-sided defense will eventually become disadvantageous. You'd look for an opening and then try to strike a pressure point. On the Danwon, Gwanjung, or Simwan points... It's no use. I know everything you're thinking.





  "This bastard... Get out of my head-"





  ━Get out of your head?





  I could tell for sure.





  This guy is the same as me.





  I could realize that no matter what kind of attack I made, it would be easily blocked by this guy. It was the same as playing rock-paper-scissors against a mirror.





  It would never be settled.





  That's how it should have been.





  Gguuuuuuuuuuk-.





  As if trying to crush me, the fellow's iron bar added even more weight. This was power that clearly surpassed mine. This guy is better than me. At the very least, it meant his strength was 16 or higher.





  "Geuuuk-."
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  In the end, I was crushed by the fellow's iron bar and ended up kneeling on the floor like the leader of a suppressed rebellion.





  But the fellow, perhaps having lost interest in fighting any further, simply withdrew the iron bar and rested it on his shoulder.





  ━Boring fellow. Yes, I was originally that kind of guy.





  "Heuu...."





  Having been provoked, I had nothing much to say other than gasping for breath. Then, as if a sense of stubbornness had arisen, I opened my mouth-.





  "I, you, just what are you-."





  ━Just what am I? You'd want to ask that. You'd be curious. Yes. I understand. Then I shall tell you. I am the temptation under the vast wilderness and the Bodhi tree, the ruler of the vast heavens and the underworld, the Demon God of the Sixth Heaven, Hassan the Governor of the Seven Sins; now I am the Mara of Buddha, the Satan of Christ.


  


  Useuseu-.





  For a moment, goosebumps rose on my body. The reason wasn't anything special.





  "That's, holy shit, damn, quite grand. If it were me, I'd be too embarrassed to introduce myself like that."





  Maybe if it were the Malatang nearby or Paranoy's candy, but... Mara of Buddha, Satan of Christ.





  Thinking about saying those things with my own mouth made me cringe so hard. At that, the Shadow Hassan narrowed his eyes as if in protest.





  ━I know. Actually, there are a few more lines, but I cut them down a lot. However, the truth is that even this isn't the real, true me. It's just one part of the possibilities. You must not become me.





  The Shadow Hassan reached out a hand to me as I knelt on one knee. As I grabbed it, my body was pulled up by a strong force.





  To think he's helping me.





  I knew at least that this guy wasn't hostile toward me.





  In fact, it seemed he didn't even see someone like me as an enemy. Just as he said, he is my superior version. He probably has no interest because it wouldn't even be a fight.





  My pride was slightly wounded, but since the hierarchy was clear, I decided to accept it for now.





  He spoke.





  ━I am you. But, you can choose not to become me. And if possible, it would be better that way.





  "What does that mean? If I also become a god or something, do I start spouting only cryptic words?"





  At that, the Shadow Hassan snorted.





  ━Before long, you will become me. As a servant of chaos, you will destroy many things for a new beginning. Among them are your precious things.





  Seureureuk-.





  The Shadow Hassan looked at his own palm.





  ━You end up truly killing your beloved family. This is... it's fucking terrible. More than stuffing a thousand spiders into your mouth and chewing them up...





  Killing family.





  It was the moment the prophecy I had received at Delphi came to mind.





  Has this guy ever killed his family?





  Thinking that, his eyes seemed to hold an even deeper and more intense sorrow.





  I opened my mouth.





  "Are you... like my future?"





  ━Similar. However, from this moment on, it won't be. It must not be. Get rid of me, Hassan. You can never accept such a future. I know it well.





  The Shadow Hassan-no, some future version of me-was giving me sincere advice. Since it was something I was saying to myself, it resonated deeply.





  I was swept up in an indescribable emotion, but soon there was something I became curious about, so I opened my mouth.





  "The others were busy fighting their own shadows. Why are you being so kind to me?"





  ━Hassan, there have been so many enemies in our lives. So, shouldn't there be at least one person who cares for me? I am you. Even if there are times when everyone else is turned into an enemy, you and I must trust each other.





  With that, his form slowly faded away.





  ━I am your shadow. I will watch over your life from now on. Listen to the voice within. Because that is what will make you whole...





  Hwiuuuuu-.





  A wind blowing from somewhere shook the trees and branches.





  The Shadow Hassan said he was the same as me, but I knew those words were wrong. He was too cool to be called me.





  To think I must be on my own side...





  Does that mean one day I'll be able to say such things naturally?





  I sat under the tree where he had vanished and sank into thought.





  For the first time since I was born, I...





  Decided to believe in myself.





  My consciousness submerged below the surface.





  A meditation like any other.





  But today, its texture was a bit different.





  As I changed my mindset slightly, a sound like something being ground-deureureuk, deureureureuk-was heard from within me.





  A dark curtain draped over my heart. As I struggled to pull it aside, what I saw was a single large waterwheel. The waterwheel was turning vigorously, making a creaking sound.





  Why a waterwheel?





  Is this my inner self?





  Am I the God of Waterwheels, Hassan?





  No, there's still something more.





  Dalgeurak, dalkak, deureureuk, deureureuk-. As the noises grew louder, I could realize that my inner self was still full of things hidden by the curtain of darkness.





  The moment I paid attention and pulled back the curtain of darkness.





  What I saw were an uncountable number of gears and wheels.





  In my inner world, countless things were turning in circles.





  Thanks to that, I felt like I understood a little.





  "I was the God of Circles."
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  As I opened my eyes, Elfriede was looking down at me.





  "Ah, Elfriede."





  "What are you doing sitting there, you idiot?"





  "Can't you tell just by looking? Meditating."





  "Meditating? How fortunate you are. Did you finish fighting your shadow? Why are there so many trees?"





  Fighting my shadow.





  If I had to guess from those words, Elfriede must have finished fighting her shadow. Looking closely now, Elfriede's body had scorch marks here and there.





  Since there didn't seem to be any major injuries, Elfriede apparently managed to overwhelm her shadow, surprisingly.





  Elfriede said, brushing off the soot from her body with her palm, *tak-*





  "So, did you gain anything? Did you find out what kind of god you are? Your magic seems a bit calmer, though."





  "Meditating? How fortunate you are. Did you finish fighting your shadow? Why are there so many trees?"





  Elfriede seemed to have taken my serious self-confession as a joke.





  "Well, it's simple. Because I've always fought myself. That's what wielding fire magic is like. It's always a continuous struggle with oneself."





  "I see."





  I don't know what it is, but it seems impressive. Soon, the rest of the party members began to appear one after another next to Elfriede.





  The first to appear was Antiope.





  "Hah, it was incredibly tough. I never knew I was this strong. Anyway, 'chest rub-rub'? I got a good skill! Uhuhu-. My shadow returned to normal too."





  Antiope stomped her shadow with her foot, *tak-tak-* . Come to think of it, Elfriede's and my shadows had returned to normal too. What is this 'chest rub-rub'? Is it a newly acquired skill? I'm very curious.





  ━Did everyone return...?





  The next to appear was Paranoy.





  Grand Max Paranoy.





  ━That Paranoy has also won the fight against himself.





  His speech and vocabulary are so noble, like a nobleman. Is this Paranoy, who has become the Margrave of Hell? But this guy doesn't have a shadow.





  I immediately figured out this guy's identity.





  This is Paranoy's potential, and his shadow.





  Paranoy's true self lost the fight against his shadow. In other words, you could say he lost the dark duel that separated the fake from the real.





  Damn it, that Paranoy bastard. He lost in the end.





  I said.





  "Where is the real Paranoy?"





  Then, a slender nymph slightly narrowed her brow, *seureuk-*





  ━What do you mean, 'real'? You're speaking as if I were the fake one. That Paranoy has succeeded in shedding his past weak and despicable self.





  Shedding his past weak and despicable self.





  Hmm-.





  Elfriede, with her arms crossed, nodded her head, *heung-* , at the calmly self-explaining giant Paranoy.





  "Hassan, I think I prefer this one. He's calm. He seems interesting, so let's just take him."





  Just then, something revealed itself from the darkness with a *pasuseuk-*





  "Y-you mustn't be deceived...! That guy is the fake...! The real Paranoy is right here...!"





  It was Little Paranoy, with a large lump bulging on his forehead. Little Paranoy walked towards us, furious like a squirrel whose peanuts had been stolen.





  "How dare you, a mere shadow, give a knuckle-rap to that Paranoy...! This is an unforgivable act...!"





  And then Little Paranoy lunged towards the giant Paranoy.





  However, due to the clear difference in reach between their arms and legs, Little Paranoy's fist never reached the giant Paranoy.





  The giant Paranoy simply placed his palm on Little Paranoy's forehead. That alone created a damn powerful barrier that blocked all attacks.





  ━Can you feel the difference in power...? You admit defeat. Now, it's your turn to become Paranoy's shadow.





  "Kkeuk, I-it's so frustrating...!"





  Little Paranoy seems destined to be defeated by the dark nymph and become her shadow. Watching from the side, it's damn exciting.





  However, due to the clear difference in reach between their arms and legs, Little Paranoy's fist never reached the giant Paranoy.





  It was a one-sided beating.





  "Paranoy Meteor Fist-!"





  *Dudududududududu-*





  Paranoy possessed a passive ability called 'Weakling Elimination,' which dealt additional damage to those considered weak or those who turned their backs on him.





  ━Y-you cowardly bastard...





  After the beating continued for a while, the giant nymph soon disappeared like dust. At the same time, a shadow reappeared at Paranoy's feet.





  "It's Paranoy's victory...! Paranoy has magnificently defeated the great rival that is himself...! This event will be recorded in the scriptures Paranoy is writing and passed down for generations...!"





  I stopped thinking about this.





  "Hmph, that was a pathetic fight-. Wasted energy. What's this 'shadow' thing anyway?"





  Soon, Gloria, covered in wounds here and there, appeared and collapsed onto the floor with a *cheolpudeok-* . Now, only Luna and Hippolyte remain, I guess.





  "Let's go find out where they are."








  *      *      *








  The first thing we found was Hippolyte. Hippolyte was fighting a woman with black hair in a clearing filled with sparse trees.





  Antiope narrowed her brow at the sight.





  "Is that your shadow, Unnie? It looks quite different from what I imagined. It doesn't even look like you. It feels like a completely different person."





  As Antiope said.





  Everyone had to fight a shadow that resembled themselves, but only Hippolyte was fighting someone else.





  She was a warrior named Diane, after all.





  ━Is this all you've got? Come on, try me!





  Diane, a pugilist with her hair tied in a ponytail, aimed her fists at Hippolyte's arms and legs.





  Hippolyte's body, repeatedly hit by jabs and low kicks, sustained more and more scratches. It was clear she was struggling.





  Hippolyte asked, maintaining her guard.





  "Where did you hear the name Diane? You couldn't possibly know that name...!"





  ━Try and beat me. Then you'll know everything. If you just keep defending like this, you'll get tired and collapse...!





  Hippolyte's offensive and defensive exchange was nothing but an unbalanced fight. I don't know why Hippolyte wasn't counter-attacking, but Antiope seemed to notice something strange about this situation.





  "Ever since we entered the underworld, I've felt it. Unnie's condition isn't great. She could have easily avoided attacks like that normally."





  As Antiope said.





  Although the pugilist named Diane seemed quite skilled, she didn't seem skilled enough to put Hippolyte in danger.





  However, Hippolyte, without counter-attacking, just maintained her guard like a clam waiting for an opportunity.





  Even if she doesn't allow any effective hits, if such an unbalanced exchange continues, the defender will inevitably be at a disadvantage.





  ━Why aren't you attacking with your hands or feet? Can't you hit me?





  "Kgh, damn it, why... I can't attack you."





  Hippolyte's condition was indeed strange.





  Did she suddenly embrace pacifism?





  While she was in such a disadvantageous position for a while.





  *Pang-*!





  A shockwave, like a powerful impact, emanated from Hippolyte's body. As a result, all of us were startled and braced ourselves.





  What was that?





  Magic?





  Did Hippolyte know how to use magic?





  Anyway, the important thing was that Diane's body, blown away by that shockwave, began to crumble. It must have been a truly intense attack.





  ━....





  Diane closed her mouth, watching her body crumble into dust.





  Hippolyte urged her for an answer.





  "Wait a moment-! Before you disappear, tell me where you learned that name-!"





  Then, the mysterious shadow, Diane, laughed heartily, *huhehe-* .





  ━It was fun. Let's meet again someday, Hippolyte. Soon, we will meet-.





  *Sareureureu-*





  That was the end.





  Finally, Diane's body disappeared as if absorbed into Hippolyte's shadow.





  What on earth was that?





  *Tadat-*





  Just then, Antiope approached Hippolyte and asked.





  "Wow, Unnie, what was that just now? It was an amazing explosion of magic, did you use magic? Did you know how to use magic? Mars's daughters can't use magic, right!?"





  "No..."





  Hippolyte also seemed unable to understand.





  "That wasn't me. Is it the land of shadows, or something unknown? I've never heard that name before...."





  I handed Hippolyte a wet towel and some simple medicinal herbs.





  "May I ask what that name is?"





  "...That."





  Hippolyte took the items and muttered, seemingly a bit embarrassed, as she treated the minor wounds on her body.





  "If it's a man, Solaron; if it's a woman, Diane."





  "Are those people's names?"





  "Yes, names I've thought of since long ago. They're my family's names, and if I ever have children, I wanted to name them that way."





  Children.





  Ai-ra.





  If it's a man, Solaron; if it's a woman, Diane.





  Surely, everyone must have thought at least once about what to name their children.





  Even if they haven't married, and even if the partner isn't suitable, everyone must have had such thoughts at least once.





  I did too.





  I had thought of many names, like Sky, Descent, Ha-yang, Ha-ru, Ha-pi, Ha-jima, following the tradition of single-character names, if I ever had children.





  Anyway, to summarize Hippolyte's words-.





  "Then, that thing called Diane from earlier..."





  "Yes, perhaps she is my daughter. My goodness, how can that be? Why is my shadow...."





  Hippolyte took a breath, *hu-* .





  Just then, something flashed in my mind. Like a puzzle piece that had been missing, completing a larger picture, something astonishing came to mind.





  "Hey, could I see your wrist for a moment...?"





  I placed my hand on Hippolyte's wrist.





  *Diring-*





  『Name: Hippolyte Heavensinger Lv. 43


   Strength: 14


   Agility: 14


   Stamina: 15


   Quirks: 《Unlucky Financial Luck》 《Two-Faced Tongue》 《Unfortunate Love Life》


   Status: 《Curse of Blood》』





  Simultaneously, I could sense Hippolyte's life force, which clearly existed, and something else.





  *Diring-*





  『Name: Unnamed Lv. 3


   Strength: 1


   Agility: 1


   Stamina: 1


   Status: None.』





  "Ah-."





  Unbelievable.





  My senses were filled with something indescribable. I had never felt this way since birth.





  Unnamed? Hippolyte had an 'Unnamed' inside her!





  Charon's expression of 'eight' towards us was indeed an accurate judgment.





  "Why, why are you acting like that?"





  Just then, Hippolyte seemed to have sensed my expression. For a moment, my vision went dark, wondering how to explain this.





  "Well, Hippolyte-nim-. Uh, you need to listen without being surprised. This..."
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  "...."





  After hearing my explanation, Hippolyte surprisingly gave no answer. 





  Instead, Antiope, who had been listening by her side, was even more shocked and pressed her cheeks firmly with both palms.





  "Whaaat-!? Is that for real!?"





  Her face looked exactly like Munch's The Scream.





  It was a face that could only come out if one was fucking startled.





  "Unni is carrying a child in her womb!? What the hell is this about!"





  "It's exactly as it sounds. Right now, in, uh, Hippolyte-nim's womb, there is a child. Um, a single life...."





  "Oh my god, Unni, did Unni not know?"





  "Calm down, Antiope-."





  "Unni, do I look like I can be calm right now! They say there's a kid in your belly! Oh my god, wow-! What should I even say? This, what is this? Does this make me an aunt? Wow-."





  "...."





  Compared to Antiope, who looked like she was about to bounce off the walls, the reaction of the party involved, Hippolyte, was calm.





  No, actually, she might look calm at a glance, but I could tell that Hippolyte was also so incredibly flustered that she appeared cold instead.





  Just as the sound of the Earth's rotation is so loud that the human ear cannot hear it, the truth Hippolyte just faced was too massive to handle, making her look as if it were nothing.





  I don't even know what the fuck I'm talking about right now.





  Anyway, it was certain that this was something completely fucking unexpected.





  Seureuk-.





  Hippolyte carefully placed her hand on her stomach.





  "Come to think of it, my moon-cycle didn't come this month. I've been living busier than usual preparing for the expedition, so I just thought it had become irregular.... Hmm-."





  "Everyone, be quiet-ssi...!"





  At that moment, Paranoy stepped forward to settle the atmosphere.





  "If the pregnancy of the woman warrior Hippolyte is true..., this is a tremendous thing-ssi...! Is the partner the person I'm thinking of-ssi...?"





  At that, Hippolyte narrowed her eyes.





  "How rude, Nymph-! The intent behind that question sounds like you're implying I move my body lightly for just anyone!"





  Even without Hippolyte getting offended, based on the timing and everything else, it was certain that Hippolyte's child was of my bloodline. 





  The moment I grabbed Hippolyte's wrist, something had struck my body like a flash of lightning. This was definitely my own flesh and blood. I could feel it instinctively.





  "It seems the day for me, Paranoy the Judge, to decide the winner is not far off-ssi...! If Hassan-nim's child is born, would it be alright for me, Paranoy, to become the child's godmother-ssi-?"





  Hippolyte narrowed her eyes slightly at Paranoy's words.





  "A godmother, well, I have heard that there are many cases where Nymphs raise the children of gods."





  "If you become the legal wife of the King of the Underworld, you must never forget the contribution of me, Paranoy-ssi...."





  Chatter, chatter, Paranoy's voice echoed in my ears.





  Ah-.





  Making a child before even getting married. There was no such thing as pleasure without responsibility. Actually, it wasn't strange for things to turn out like this. 





  Shit, if my mother or father knew this, I would have been torn limb from limb. It's a relief that my mother and father aren't in this world.





  "Hmph, so you're saying you have a child."





  Friede reached out toward Hippolyte's stomach with narrowed eyes. At that, Hippolyte quickly covered her belly with her arms.





  "Wha-what is it?"





  Hippolyte stared at Friede with sharp eyes, as if a sudden sense of vigilance had flared up. 





  The moment she realized there was a child in her womb, it felt like she was suddenly projecting hostility toward her surroundings. But that's how living creatures are. It's like an instinct.





  Friede shrugged her shoulders slightly.





  "No, I'm just curious. Can I touch it for a second? Over the armor. Don't worry, I won't do anything harmful."





  "No, it's not that I suspected that. It's just, my mind suddenly became a bit sensitive-. Fine."





  However, she soon allowed Friede's touch, and Friede's hand was lightly placed over Hippolyte's armor.





  "I really can feel mana. It's a powerful mana. They'll become a splendid mage. That mana explosion earlier, it was you doing it-."





  At those words, Gloria, who had been narrowing her eyes in the corner, also added a word.





  "To think you, Hippolyte, would have a child. I thought you'd never be associated with such things in your life."





  "I..., thought so too. At least I didn't think it would be for a while. It's so sudden that, honestly, I'm flustered and worried."





  "I am Gloria. The holy warrior of Juno, the goddess of the household. I have an obligation to protect the child and the mother. My ill-fated relationship with you is deep, Hippolyte, but I'll specially let you borrow my Ing-ing."





  ━Gyuiing.





  "Y-yes, thank you."





  The women showed sudden favor toward Hippolyte. Did they feel a desire to be considerate of the pregnant Hippolyte as fellow women? This must be that ultimate skill of women, the power of empathy.





  Soon, the glares of those women turned toward me.





  The first one to narrow her eyes was Friede.





  "Hassan, you dumbass. How could you bring a pregnant person to the Underworld? What if something went wrong-!"





  "That is, I'm sorry...."





  This was definitely my fucking fault. If I said anything else here, a blade or a fireball might fly into my body. 





  Ah, I wasn't some other god, I was just a dumbass!





  Even if I had a hundred mouths, I could only express my apologies.


  


  Just then, someone waved from afar.





  "Hey, what are you all gathered there for-! Don't tell me you were waiting for me? I, Luna of the Small Yard, defeated the fake Noxdoti! From now on, I'm the Goddess of the Small Yard-?"





  It was Luna.





  Soon Luna received an explanation from Antiope.





  Whisper, whisper-. Psyduck-.





  "I'm telling you, that's what happened."





  "Shit...! Hippolyte, Hippolyte is having a child...! This, this makes no sense! This girl Hippolyte, she acted the most modest...!"





  Naturally, Luna was very surprised. But on the other hand, she nodded as if it made sense.





  "So that's why Chiron said all eight of us were on board. He even counted the child in the womb. No wonder, I thought Hippolyte's face was putting on weight lately. She was carrying a child."





  "...I don't really have anything to say to that."





  "What do you mean you have nothing to say-! It's something to be happy about-! Since Hippolyte is a daughter of Mars and an Amazoness, will she give birth to a daughter-?"





  Luna seemed as happy as if it were her own business. Since Luna has a strong sense of possessiveness in her own way, I wondered what I'd do if she got jealous. Fortunately, that didn't happen.





  At least it looks that way for now.





  Seureuk-. Hippolyte awkwardly touched the corner of her mouth.





  "No, Amazonesses don't necessarily only give birth to daughters. Actually, I don't know either. My mind is all over the place. Whether this is a dream or reality...."





  "It's reality-! You have to keep your wits about you-! Because you're not alone anymore-!"





  At Luna's shout, Hippolyte curled her lips upward.





  "I see, indeed. Noxdoti, to think the day would come when I'd hear such words from you again."
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  "Anyway, then let's rest for a bit! A pregnant woman needs to get plenty of stability. Also, since Hippolyte's condition is what it is, we might have to change our strategy going forward-."











  *      *      *











  We chatted for a while after that. It was mainly about what to do in the future.





  "Wouldn't it be better to send Unni back to the surface?"





  "Antiope, such concern is unnecessary. The former Amazoness queens, and many daughters of Mars, have roamed the battlefield while carrying children in their wombs. My mother must have done so as well."





  "Yeah, Unni, that's why we're full of kids without mothers. The reason you and I don't have a mother is because of that kind of recklessness."





  No mother.





  Is this a new kind of self-insult?





  But I think I could understand what Antiope was trying to say. 





  It seemed that the daughters of Mars took the lead in dangerous tasks even while pregnant, just like Hippolyte. So, it was common for daughters of Mars born on the battlefield to have no mother.





  "Unni, you don't want to make your child go through that kind of hardship too, right? Also, in severe cases, the child in the womb might...."





  Antiope ended her story there.





  She was trying not to speak of ominous things.





  Just as people hate to mention the name of Pluto, the god of death.





  Someone might scold her for being sensitive over such a thing, but it seemed that when a child is created, there's a part of one that wants to be careful even about those things.





  I sat quietly and listened to everyone's stories.





  My hands and feet were shaking quite coldly.





  To think I'm becoming a father.





  An subtle feeling I've never experienced. To be honest, I'm very happy, but on the other hand, I'm also worried. I don't think I'm ready yet.





  Can I raise a child well? 





  I don't know.





  Did my mother and father feel this way when they had me?





  Many questions arose.





  This is the first time since coming to this world that I've wanted to see my parents' faces this much. Of course, they'd try to tear me apart as soon as they saw me.





  "First of all, instead of just staying here, let's go back to Lady Nox-! Since it's Lady Nox, she might be able to help...!"





  As Luna said, we returned to Lady Nox's mansion. After waiting there for a long time, Lady Nox, who had finished work in the apple orchard, welcomed us warmly.





  『You all harbor a steadfast energy. It seems you have successfully confirmed your potential.』





  "Lady Nox, I, Luna, defeated the god of the small yard...!"





  『The god of the small yard-?』





  We chattered to Lady Nox about what had happened there. Lady Nox, who listened to all those stories, laughed as if she had heard an interesting tale.





  『The god of the small yard-. An interesting god-. Zigres, you say you became the god of circles...?』





  "That's right. I am the God of Circles."





  『The God of Circles-. I have never heard of such a god. Zigres, you must have realized your destiny. And what kind of god you are-.』





  "Yes. But, it seems it's not yet time to reveal it. Because too many things could become irreversible...."





  『You are no longer a greenhorn. I trust your judgment, Zigres. Now, let us discuss the matter you are most worried about.』





  Thanks to Lady Nox, the subject of the conversation naturally turned to Hippolyte.





  『First, as one who is the mother of all things, I bless you, child. Although my fallen power is barely enough to suppress this single mansion, I can at least give you something that can help you.』





  Seureureuk-. As the Goddess of Night waved her hand in the air, a mysterious bracelet appeared on the table. 





  It would be fine to call it a bracelet. 





  It was made of deep obsidian and inscribed with characters, exuding a divine atmosphere.





  『It is the Bracelet of the Shadow Cloak. With your current selves, you should be able to use it. With that, you will be able to withstand even the hot hellfire of the inferno.』





  When I put the bracelet on my wrist, I felt a strange magical power wrap around my body. It felt as if an invisible barrier had been created around my body.





  While we were marveling at that sensation, Lady Nox pulled out a hair-pin stuck in her hair. It was called a hair-pin, but it was large and had a sharp tip, making it no less than a fencing sword.





  『I shall give this to you, Hippolyte. It is a hair-pin forged from a fallen star. There is nothing ordinary that this cannot cut. Also, the will contained in that hair-pin will protect you and the child.』





  Flash. The gaze of Hippolyte, who received the silver hair-pin in her hand, wavered mysteriously.





  "A hair-pin forged from a fallen star-. To give such a precious thing-. Indeed, I can feel a will. A direct voice is even heard in my head, it's like an ego sword."





  『Yes. It is precious. Return it later. You can just burn it up into the night sky.』 





  It was then.





  Goooooo-.





  The mansion began to shake with a tremendous feeling once again. At that, Paranoy curled her head.





  "Typhon is, Typhon is raging-ssi...!"





  『Yes, Nymph. It is as you say. Now, anyway, the time you can spend here has reached its limit. Your vitality is too strong. If you continue to stay here, Typhon might be resurrected.』





  Seureuk, seureuk-.





  The Goddess of Night moved her hand in the air. 





  Then, a round oval portal opened inside the dark mansion. What could be seen beyond it were flames where everything was burning hotly.





  It was clear that place was the inferno where the Gigas lurked.





  『Go. Zigres. Go and do what you must. You have no time to dawdle. It seems interesting things are happening on the surface as well-.』





  "On the surface?"





  At my question, the goddess Nox nodded.





  『The number of souls flowing into the abyss has increased rapidly. Such a thing is either a natural disaster or a war. The humans on the surface are trying to wage war without ever getting tired of it.』





  War.





  I recalled the fact that armed soldiers had begun to appear in various places before I departed for the Underworld expedition. Right now, Sodomora must have also greatly increased its security personnel.





  While we were in the deep Underworld, did a war really break out up there?





  Anyway, the fact that many souls are flowing into the abyss means that the power of the Gigas will become stronger and the probability of the Underworld exploding will increase.





  If that happens, the Underworld and the surface will be mixed up and an era of chaos will open. I don't know exactly what that is, but at least it won't be a good era to raise a child.





  Goooo-.





  The ground continued to rumble.





  At the same time, something flew toward Nox, the Goddess of Night.





  Swaaaaek-. It was something like a blade making a sharp sound. Nox caught it with her palm. Now that I look at it, it was a bone that had been decorating the outer wall of the mansion.





  ━Grrrrrrr-.





  ━Keaaaak-!





  At the same time, with the sound of udeuk, udeudeuk, the walls of the collapsed building began to cling to each other. It soon transformed into the shape of a skeleton, a monster similar to a Goblin.





  ━Krrr, keong, keong-!





  Clang, jjang-.





  At the same time, there was the sound of the fence beyond the mansion breaking, and the sound of claws scratching over it. 





  Even if I didn't know exactly what was happening, it was certain that something bad was happening to Lady Nox, the owner of this mansion.





  Seuseuseuk-.





  Then something appeared behind Nox, the Goddess of Night. It was a man clad in black armor, with long hair fluttering like a black cloak. 





  Except for the fact that he was wearing an unfitting stuffed doll at his waist, he was the image of an omnipotent god itself.





  He opened his heavy mouth and spoke.





  『Queen of Night, there is a limit to forcibly holding onto the dominion of the infinite. Tartarus, the god of the abyss, is trying to come alive. It must be because you let the living stay too long. My abyss, my body, has also begun to crack.』 





  The man's identity was Erebus.





  He is Nox's husband and the giant pillar that is maintaining the Underworld, even if forcibly, while Pluto is away. However, cracks were literally appearing on the armor and face of such a powerful being.





  The sound of jjeojeok, jjeok cracking was incredibly unsettling.





  『Erebus.... Can you suffer a bit more? Just a bit more-. Even a few minutes is fine-. Because I haven't said my last words yet.』





  『As much as you want-.』





  When Erebus gestured, the darkness took the form of blades and flew, piercing the monsters beyond the window and inside the mansion. Seeing that, Nox said quietly.





  『Children, go. While I and Erebus are maintaining the Underworld. Go quickly-.』





  We could tell that there wasn't much time left for us to stay here. 





  This place will soon collapse.





  It was safe to say we had no choice.





  "We must escape quickly before Typhon and their lackeys catch us-ssi...! Everyone, get into the dimensional gate-ssi...!"





  As Paranoy said, we decided to throw ourselves into the dimensional gate. Hippolyte, Friede, Antiope, Gloria, and Paranoy. Finally, me and Luna.





  "Luna, we have to go quickly-!"





  But even though I shouted urgently, Luna couldn't easily take her feet off this collapsing mansion.





  "Lady Nox, escape with us-!"





  Apparently, as Lady Nox's ardent follower, Luna was worried about Lady Nox staying behind. But Lady Nox just shook her head.





  『A god does not run away. That is why they are a god. And Noxdoti, I know that all the eternal time I have lived until now was for this moment.』





  "B-but-."





  『I will be guarding the door for you forever, child. Because you are my ardent follower-.』





  Warreureu, kwareureu-. Everything began to collapse noisily. However, Lady Nox's calm voice was clearly heard amidst the cracking bricks and the cries of those causing a riot here and there.





  『Luna, I have listened to all your sounds, I have. From the loud cry of the moment you were born, to your small breaths, to the days you cried alone by the beach.』





  "Are you saying you heard all my prayers?"





  ━Grrrraaaa-!





  A monstrous object that broke through the window bit Lady Nox's shoulder hard. Kwadeuk-. But Lady Nox slowly reached out toward Luna as if such an attack didn't matter. 





  『Even if you experience a parting, do not be sad, Luna. This is not the end, but the beginning. The first and the last. Birth and death. Those two points that can never mesh will meet and create a new circle.』





  And then she slowly and gently stroked Luna's hair. 





  As if to feel even a little more of the moment that might be the last, a time that might not come again for a while.


  


  『Luna, Luna Noxdoti. My ten months of small night, my heart's small darkness. My smallest and most painful finger-. How good it would have been if I had said a single warm word to you-.』





  "Lady Nox, I'm satisfied just by meeting Lady Nox like this. So, please come with us-. Why, why am I suddenly crying-."





  To Luna, who was rubbing her eyes, the Goddess of Night, no, just an ordinary mother Nox finally added one more word.





  The one word she must have held back for over ten years.





  『My daughter Luna-.』





  "Yes...? Daughter...?"





  With that, it felt as if the time of the world had stopped for a moment. To protect that time, I grabbed the neck of a monster that was lunging at them and twisted it to pieces.





  ━Gueeeeek-.





  After such a very short instant passed-.





  Gooo-.





  Something like a black aura began to emanate from Lady Nox's shoulders. At the same time, the bodies of the monsters surrounding her were blown away by a great impact.





  『Hassan. Thanks to you, I've put you through some trouble. I'm sorry. Now, go quickly. While we are still maintaining the world-.』





  "Lady Nox, next time, I'll see you in a more decent form. Next time, definitely."





  『Yes. I shall look forward to that 'next time'. Hassan, the God of Circles. You all be careful too. The dimensional gate is in the middle of enemy territory, in the heart of the flames-. They will also know you are coming.』





  "No! Where, where do you think you're going-!"





  "Luna, we have to go-."





  I grabbed Luna's waist. And then I moved my heavy steps of responsibility and duty toward the portal. 





  "No...! Now, I finally think I know. Finally...."





  Luna continued to struggle while being held by me. Stopping Luna from escaping me was a very difficult task even for me right now.





  "Mommy-."





  Luna's voice spread faintly like an afterimage until we crossed the dimension.
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  Luna, held by my waist, continued to thrash.





  "Let go of me-! Hassan, I said let go of me-! Now, finally, I finally met them-!"





  Subduing someone who had lost their reason and was running wild was not an easy task, even for the current me. It was surprising how strong Luna had become.





  "Hassan, you idiot-! Let go, let go of me...! Let go-! If you don't let go now, I'll curse you!"





  Luna started hitting my head, back, and shoulders wildly with her hands, but I silently endured it and crossed the dimensional gate.





  "...."





  Luna's feelings, I cannot understand.





  I shouldn't dare to say I can understand.





  Because I had never experienced such a separation. All I could know was that Luna's heart was enveloped in an immeasurable shock.





  Finally, when our bodies safely crossed the dimensional gate.





  Jyuuung-.





  As if electricity had been cut off from a machine, the dimensional gate lost its power, faded, and vanished. Seeing that sight, Luna truly cried bitterly.





  "Mom━!"





  While tender-hearted Luna often cried, seeing her weep so unrestrainedly was a first. I realized that a person could grieve to such an extent.





  "━━."





  It felt as if she was continuously descending, weeping unrestrainedly, into an endless swamp.





  Luna seemed as if the emotion of sadness itself had taken on human form.





  Seureuk-.





  We could do nothing but place a hand on Luna's shoulder. On her trembling shoulders, my heart also trembled a little with fear.





  Will I be hated by Luna because of this? I might truly be cursed.





  Nevertheless, it was something that couldn't be helped.





  If it had been the opposite situation, what would I have done?





  Luna continued to cry like that for a while.





  Then, with a Seureuk- sound, Hippolyte placed her hand on Luna's shoulder.





  "Noxdoti, this incident, it's truly regrettable-. From beyond the dimensional gate, we heard everything too-."





  In response, Luna spoke further, sniffling.





  "I'm so sad. Being this sad, it's the first time since I was born. In my chest, it feels like a big hole has been torn.... I just barely met them, but to have to part like this...."





  "The Mistress of the Night, Lady Nox-nim, is a mighty goddess who has existed since ancient times-imnidat...! The very axis of the world, whom even Pluto-nim, the King of the Underworld, and the Absolute Jupiter respect-! Therefore, she will be fine-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy spoke loudly, as if trying to comfort Luna. Beside him, Antiope also slowly nodded her head.





  "Yes, at a glance, they were beings who wouldn't fall. If we safely finish our task, we will be able to meet again later."





  Of course, their voices were also trembling a little.





  They must not have had confidence in their own words. What made them speak was not conviction, but a feeling of comfort for her sadness.





  But I was different.





  "Luna-ya, you will meet them again. I can swear it."





  I knew that they and Luna could reunite once again. Because I am such a god. Separation and meeting, a circle formed by connecting two incompatible ends.





  I am Hassan, the God of Circles.





  "...Hassan, can you truly swear?"





  "Yes. I swear on the River Styx. You know well, don't you? That I'm not someone who makes promises or vows carelessly. I always keep the promises I make."





  "...Hassan, you're a liar, aren't you? But-."





  Luna made a greatly tearful face and stood up, planting her feet.





  "But I'll believe you. The oath on the River Styx is absolute-. And, I know that the one I should be angry at is not Hassan-."





  "Yes."





  Luna was someone who knew how to pick herself up.





  "I had a mother, Hassan-. We talked closely every day, sometimes even conversed. I didn't know at all. I didn't know at all...."





  Luna's crying stopped at least an hour later.











  *      *      *





  


 


  "This is the fiery Hell where the Gigas are residing. The deepest layer of Hell, where wicked prisoners are confined. The central part of the underground, where a burning throne is lurking-imnidat...!"





  When Luna's crying had subsided, Paranoy muttered to himself towards the empty air. As Paranoy said, we had arrived in the fiery Hell where the Gigas were said to live.





  Fitting the name "fiery Hell," the bubbling and boiling lava and earth, and the resentment of Spirits gushing out from beneath the cracked ground, made it feel difficult to even lift one's face.





  Antiope said, covering her nose.





  "Terrible Hell magic-. And what's with the heat-. I feel like I'm suffocating to death."





  Diring-.





  『By the effect of the accessory, the 《Mantle of Night》 activates.』





  Soon, something like a strange smoke screen enveloped our bodies from our shadows. Thanks to that, our bodies became protected from the heat and potent Hell magic.





  But we had no time to feel relieved.





  Kwa-reureung-. Ureureu-.





  Because the ground of fiery Hell was cracking here and there, and lava began to rise high like solar flares. Furthermore, what appeared from beneath those cracked things were bones rising as high as villa buildings.





  ━Good, we've escaped from bondage. Erebor and Nyx's power is gradually weakening. Brothers-isiyeo of the Gigas. Rise. The time is coming to reclaim the stolen divine throne, the world.





  ━To the surface, to Hypnos, above the clouds we shall advance. The long time of endurance, now it's time to return as Gigas Titans, no longer prisoners of the abyss-.





  ━Tartarus-isiyeo, open the way. Open the Door-! With this army of Hell, we can surely dominate the world and have plenty left over-!





  ━We will no longer be prisoner slaves-! Open the warehouse-! Arm yourselves with the treasures of the underworld-! Line up, receive supplies-!





  The sight of various dead lining up and heading somewhere was a grand spectacle and, at the same time, gave me goosebumps.





  "Even more foolish guys, defeated by foolish Hypnos, seem to be aiming for the time to advance to the surface-imnidat...! If Pluto-nim were here, it would truly be out of the question-imnidat...!"





  "Shh, be quiet."





  I covered Paranoy's mouth and continuously scanned the surroundings.





  Giant skeletons moved, continuously forming an army. Advancing Skeleton Giants, you say. I felt like I could understand a little of what soldiers trapped inside a wall must feel.





  It felt like seeing the end of the world.





  The March of Death.





  If those guys were to go up to the surface, it would truly be no laughing matter. Then, one of the giants who had been walking for a long time suddenly stopped.





  ━Hmm-? Isn't there a smell of living beings from somewhere? It seems there are living beings somewhere around here.





  Sibal, were we caught?





  We hid ourselves in a nearby rock crevice for now, so as not to be caught by them.
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  ━From here, a smell seems to be coming? The smell of fresh, flesh-.





  ━Idiot-. There's no way living beings would enter the underworld. A crack must have formed in Erebor, and the surface wind is blowing in.





  ━Is that so. That's strange, I smelled something from somewhere nearby. If I eat those guys, I could find my original power. For decades, I couldn't eat anything, so I'm so hungry.





  ━If we go up onto the surface, let's just devour everything.





  ━That's a good idea. You're smart-.





  Anyone could notice that the situation was urgent.





  Ureureu, Kwa-reureu-.





  Everywhere was collapsing and shaking, with overflowing magma and even the army of Gigas who had become dead. Indeed, it seemed certain that this place was in the middle of enemy territory, just as Lady Nox-nim had told us.





  If so, wouldn't there be seven pillars somewhere nearby, where the Gigas are lurking?





  While I was rolling my eyes here and there into the rock crevice, Friede, who was likewise observing outside, added a remark.





  "This hot heat is like Muspelheim-. Breaking through head-on like this, even if we had several lives, it might not be enough."





  As Friede said, breaking through the underworld army like this was a dangerous thing. If so, what should we do? Are there no other methods?





  While everyone was racking their brains to come up with a clever idea.





  "If it's me, if it's the current me, it might be possible. The voodoo magic of the small courtyard, wearing the small Mantle of Night...."





  Luna, who had been silent for a long time after stopping her crying, opened her mouth. Hippolyte asked such Luna, with her brow slightly narrowed.





  "Small Mantle of Night-? What is that?"





  "My shadow did it. Just for a moment, but it used something like stealth magic to hide its form in front of me..., since my shadow did it. I'll be able to do it too. I must do it-."





  "I must do it-" Luna continuously choked up.





  "I must do it-. Only then will Lady Nox-nim's..., my mother's hardship not go to waste. I, Luna Noxdoti, cannot be tied down in a place like this."





  And then, rummaging through her bosom, she took out large, black feathers one by one. Those were wing feathers shed by Luna's mother, Lady Nox-nim.





  After tying them here and there, Luna made them into something like a crown or a headband.





  "Done-. With this, with this it will work. Darkness and night's power is imbued, so enduring the heat and hiding our forms for a moment, that much should be possible...."





  "Indeed, it's an item like Pluto-nim's helmet, Kynee-imnidat...! About how many can you make-imnidat...?"





  "I used all the feathers. Only one of these can be made...."





  "If it's one, I think it might be too much for everyone to use-imnidat...."





  As everyone became slightly gloomy, a good idea seemed to come to my mind as I watched the skeletons arming themselves in that thing called a warehouse.





  "I'll go and come back."





  What I was aiming for was the long line stretched out in a procession. To be precise, it was the supply warehouse where that procession was stretched out.





  If I seize the things the skeletons are arming themselves with from that place, and disguise ourselves as one of them, wouldn't we be able to advance a little in this chaotic situation?





  Seureuk-.





  I received the feather crown from Luna and put it on my head.





  But nothing in particular happened.





  "Can you see me?"





  "I can see you well, Hassan. Try holding your breath. Darkness and night's magic often activate by holding one's breath-."





  Following Luna's slightly calmed voice, I inhaled deeply.





  Seureureu, then I could see my fingertips and toes gradually fading. Could it be that I could hide my form while holding my breath? It's a simple yet powerful effect.





  With my superhuman lung capacity, the time I could hold my breath would probably be around 5 to 10 minutes. That amount of time is enough.





  "Hassan, although I made it diligently, because it was made temporarily, the effect might be incomplete...! Be, be careful...!"





  "Yes, then, I'll go and come back. Everyone, hide well."





  I held my breath, receiving everyone's send-off.





  Holding my breath, I slowly adjusted my pulse and heart rate to completely suppress anything that could be called my presence.





  Actually, I had confidence in stealthy infiltration.





  Because I am Hassan, the leader of the Thieves' Guild. Stealing things is also something I'm confident in. Like that, cutting in front of the long line of the dead, I could enter Hell's widely opened warehouse.





  What was visible inside were skeleton soldiers receiving supplies.





  ━Alright, take your helmet, armor, weapon, as basic. Canteen. Belt-. Backpack-. Please take it. It's all the same, made by underworld artisans, so don't pick or choose-.





  ━For your information, if you don't wear your armor because it's stuffy, you might be mistaken as an enemy and attacked. It's your own responsibility.





  ━Hey, let's proceed a little faster. The line has been pushed back a lot-.





  That sight, what should I say. The entrance ceremony for reserve forces training came to mind, making me rather scared. Sibal. To stimulate my trauma. Is this Hell's tactic?





  Of course, there's no way that's true.





  While the skeletons, whether they were instructors or whatever, were busily moving, I quickly stole seven sets of armor from their gaps.





  ━Uh, what is it-. Doesn't the armor seem to be floating in the air?





  ━Say something that makes sense, you bastard. Were you stuck in fiery Hell for so long that you're seeing mirages?





  ━Am I seeing hallucinations because I'm too hungry-. Even though I have no chest, my heart is thumping for no reason.





  I almost got caught midway, but in the end, I somehow escaped their gaps and could hide myself behind the rock where everyone was hiding.





  "Hoo-."





  As I exhaled the breath I had held for a long time, the feather tiara I was wearing on my head crumbled like sand and disappeared. It must have run out of its lifespan.





  Luna regretfully swept the fallen fragments with her palm, then soon spoke as if her resolve had hardened.





  "Since Hassan stole the equipment, disguising ourselves will be easy-! First, I'm going to draw the magic of the mantle, which erases our presence, on our bodies-!"





  The magic of the mantle.





  Gloria narrowed her brow as if she knew something about it.





  "At that time, it was the magic you guys used when you tried to attack me on the beach. The one that erases presence and aura."





  "Yes. Since Antiope, the tattoo expert, is here, this time we'll be able to do it a little more perfectly! Antiope, help me out...!"





  "What is it?"





  Luna, with Antiope's help, drew pictures on our faces, backs of hands, and arms.





  She drew skulls on our faces with brightly glowing paint. Their appearances were exactly like a gang from the cyberpunk era.





  "Since Antiope is here, it's convenient-! Now, try wearing your helmets and armor-!"





  Seureuk-.





  When we put on the dead's helmets on top of that, at a glance, we truly looked like skeleton soldiers.





  "Then, now, shall we step outside...?"





  With trembling hearts, we revealed ourselves outside.





  Then someone shouted towards me.





  ━Hey, what are you doing there-! Erebor's seal will be broken within today! Let's quickly prepare to advance upwards!





  The disguise seemed to have worked well. As I was slightly dazed, hesitating, someone added words.





  ━What, are you a rookie who just died? Those Gigas bastards summoned everyone in the heart of the flames! Let's go there! They say they're giving us a chance to go up to the surface!
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  Jeobeok, jeobeok-. Deolgeureok, jalgak-.





  With every step I take, a dull and heavy sound echoes in my ears. 





  Having joined the procession of death, we were moving toward the place everyone was heading, walking across the land of scorching flames.
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  ━Doesn't it smell like a Nymph somewhere? Like sugar.





  ━Hey, there's no way a Nymph would be here. They'd burn to death in a place like this, man. Even we find it hot.





  ━Was it just my imagination?





  Perhaps thanks to the disguises and Luna's sorcery, no one suspected us even though we were part of the column. Well, they probably couldn't even suspect us. 





  They wouldn't even dream that a living human could be in such a scorching lava zone. After all, spies and infiltrators are always right under your nose.





  "It's hot-ssumnida...!"





  However, aside from the risk of being caught, we had a natural problem. 





  Even though the Protection of Night cast by Lady Nox was saving us from the heat and the magic power of Hell, sweat began to bead on our foreheads as we headed deeper into the heart of the flames.





  Marching in heavy armor through such hot and scorching weather, everyone looked quite miserable despite being battle-hardened veterans.





  "Unni, are you okay-?"





  "It is still bearable. It brings back memories of when I visited Vulcanos's volcanic region long ago."





  The only ones who seemed fine were me, Luna, and Gloria, who seemed to be made of steel. 





  Antiope, Elfriede, Hippolyte, and Paranoi were gradually melting away like fluffy dogs suffering on summer asphalt.





  "Whew, breathing is... suffocating."





  "Are Kkanpeu vulnerable to heat even though they use fire magic...?"





  "Look who's talking. You're dripping with sweat after saying you wanted to become a Hellfire Imp or whatever."





  "Th-this isn't sweat, it's the dew of a Nymph-ssumnidat...! Anyway, I, Paranoi, am the one who will become a Hellfire Imp and a Marcher Lord...! This kind of heat is nothing-ssumnidat...!"





  Even though everyone is gradually falling apart, they don't stop and keep moving their feet. 





  Looking at Paranoi and Elfriede, I can't tell if they're being driven by some stubbornness like, 'If that jerk is going, I can't stop.' That's just how marching is, I suppose.





  How long did we walk like that?





  We were able to reach a vast, sprawling plain. A plain spread out beneath the underworld. 





  There, all sorts of entities-variously shaped dead, monsters, and those who had tumbled down to the very bottom of the underworld-were gathered, forming a single colony or a sea of beings.





  It's absolutely swarming.





  It's noisy, unprincipled, and has no rules.





  What reaches my sensitive ears is truly the hell of Pandemonium itself.





  The air is so thick with cries like wails and screams that it's dizzying.





  To shift my focus, I looked up and saw what could be called a high hill or a platform. 





  There, seven chairs, as majestic as stone statues, radiated a powerful pressure like the seats of gods.





  Some of the marching dead stopped and looked up at them.





  ━Are those guys the seven lords of Hell, the Gigas-?





  ━Indeed, they look powerful. Worthy of being called Typhon's delusions, the children of the abyss.





  Just as they said, various monsters sat on the seven divine thrones, looking down upon all of this. 





  Incredible pressure. A hideousness that wouldn't be out of place if you called them the demons guarding Hell.





  Those guys are the reason I came to this deep and dark land.





  The arch-enemies of the gods, the Gigantes.





  According to what I heard from Lady Nox while resting at the Mansion of Night, they were beings mixed with the negative emotions that flocked to this underworld and the lingering resentment of the monster Typhon.





  Greed. Envy. Wrath. Sloth. Lust. Gluttony. Pride-the primal senses of sin.





  Since they draw power from such primal emotions, it's as clear as day that they are strong. Their appearances are hideous and bizarre, like monsters from a sentai show.





  Furthermore, the fact that they are commanding such a vast army increases the danger level. 





  If we were to use a frontal assault to defeat them, we would have to deal with these countless monsters first.





  It would be great if we could approach without being noticed and assassinate them.





  Eudeuk-.





  Just then, I heard the sound of someone grinding their teeth loudly.





  "Those guys are the Gigas, the source of all this chaos and confusion...!"





  It was Luna.





  It seemed Luna felt an instinctive hostility toward the Gigas, her enemies who had threatened her for a long time.





  Of course, even in her agitated state, Luna didn't do anything like suddenly revealing her identity or rushing out to pick a fight.





  She was just chewing on her silent rage.





  Then, the monster sitting in the center of the high platform's chairs spoke.





  『For a long time-.』





  That voice spread in an instant across the Hellfire Plain, which was filled with thousands, tens of thousands of monsters. It was as if he were using a microphone and a loudspeaker. His voice was so damn loud that I wanted to cover my ears.





  Gooooo-.





  At that massive voice, the throngs of Hell, who had each been noisily chattering, fell silent. They must have decided to listen to his story.





  The fellow spoke again.





  『We have suffered for a long time. In this deepest underworld, where even sunlight does not reach, we had to endure never-ending, eternal torture. But, you must have all noticed. The power of the underworld's jailers, Erebus and Nox, has weakened-.』





  ━━━!!!!





  At his words, a noisy frenzy broke out here and there. 





  To my sensitive ears, it sounded like a roar mixed with all sorts of emotions: animalistic cries, grief, screams, and joy. 





  Taking advantage of that frenzy, the one sitting on the central throne continued.





  『The shackles of those lofty Protogenoi are breaking, their gears are collapsing-. Now the world shall face a creaking end.』





  As Pride, a monster in the form of a man wearing a crown on his head, spoke, the atmosphere grew increasingly tense, shimmering as if it might explode at any moment.





  『Brothers of Hell-. We must unite under the name of the abyss, Tartarus, and march-. We, our colony, are the gods of the abyss. We will break the world. And we shall become the kings upon the ashes.』





  ━Hey man, that's all well and good. But who are you to sit up there in that high place and act so high and mighty? 





  Just then, through the murmuring, the sound of someone shouting reached my ears clearly. At that, everyone's mouths fell back into silence.





  In the hall that had become so heavily silent, someone shouted again.





  ━Why should we follow what you say? Who decided you're our leader?





  『Who are you?』





  ━I am the Titan Orthrus-! If I can escape this hellish punishment itself, then of course I'd welcome it. But I have no intention of following the words of you Gigas bastards!





  Perhaps emboldened by those words, complaints began to pour out from all over.





  ━Have you persuaded the warriors of Elysium? What are you going to do if those bastards block our path?





  ━Yeah, that's right! What rebellion? What if we fall into an even bigger hell? And even if the barriers of Erebus and Nox have weakened, Pluto's sorcery still remains on the gates of Hell-.





  ━Y-yeah, Pluto's sorcery...





  Pluto-.





  At that name, I could clearly feel this vast corridor being plunged into fear.





  ━Unlike you lot who've only lived for a few decades, we still know just how terrifying that man is-. Someday, Pluto will return here. It's better to just stay still-.





  ━Yeah, there's no need to go looking for trouble.  





  Opinions opposing the Gigas' words arose here and there. I thought everyone would be on the Gigas' side if Hell exploded, but looking at it now, it seemed different.





  Perhaps they could be of help in tearing down that high platform?





  Just then, the man sitting in the center with his arms crossed let out a small hum.





  『Orthrus, fine, there are bound to be ones like you. In any colony, there are always loaches that muddy the water, dogs steeped in defeat. Since it's come to this, shall we weed them out once?』





  『Do as you wish, Pride.』





  『The numbers are too high anyway. It wouldn't be bad to eliminate the useless ones and use them as magic power for Hell. Typhon's resurrection will require a lot of Hell's magic power, after all.』





  『Fine-. Then, I say to you all. From now on, kill each other until only half remain-. We only need the real deal. Ah, for your information, Erebus's Pond of Darkness is unstable. Keep in mind that those who die now might not be able to resurrect-.』





  ━Kill each other? What kind of bullshit is-.





  ━Gueeeeeek-!





  Just then, a sharp scream was heard from somewhere. Turning my head, I saw a thick axe embedded in one shoulder of a massive giant.





  ━You piece of shit, I fell into Hell because of you. You goddamn bastard. If you hadn't told me to buy that Bit Coin or whatever back then-.





  ━Fine, you son of a bitch, I wanted to kill you too, so this is perfect. Did you forget you touched my wife-! 





  ━Aaaagh-! Which bastard just stabbed my back-.





  ━It's me, you prick-. I've always wanted to kill you if I got the chance, you idiot-! There's no place for you even in Hell anymore, man-!





  Soon, a massive brawl broke out. I don't know how to describe the sight of them swinging weapons at each other and running wild.





  "As expected of the prisoners of Hell-ssumnidat...! It's only natural that something like this happens when you gather uncontrollable bastards together-ssumnidat...!"





  ━You there, you're being awfully noisy with your chattering-!





  "H-heeek-!"





  The mess soon surged toward us like a wave. The seven of us huddled close so as not to be separated, then leveled our weapons at the enemies rushing us. 





  If we let our guard down even a little, we might be swept away by this powerful tsunami. 





  The sulfur and heat of the flames rising from everywhere, the screams and the fishy smell of blood, the intestines scattered on the ground and the slippery body fluids all blurred dizzily in my mind.





  War.





  This is war.





  It felt like the memories of the great battle against the Cult from before were rushing back all at once.





  If there's one thing I learned from past experience, it's that you have to keep your wits about you at every single moment.





  "Everyone, stay sharp-! We don't know who might jump us from where-!"





  Kkuuuk-.





  "Hassan-!"





  Just then, someone pulled on my shoulder. It was Elfriede.





  "Hassan, look over there-! There are guys climbing up the platform-. This chaos might not be such a bad thing!"





  Looking where Elfriede's fingertip was pointing, I saw some guys taking advantage of the chaos in this gruesome slaughter to head toward the Gigas on the platform. 





  ━Get down from there, you arrogant bastards-! Who said you could look down on me-! You rootless, half-breed bastards-.





  『Hmph, small fry-.』





  The Gigas were defending the platform, drawing spears, scythes, and swords to cut them down. 





  As Elfriede said, this chaos wasn't entirely the worst for us. It was a golden opportunity while the army the Gigas had gathered was purging itself.





  If we could make it up to the platform, it wouldn't be entirely impossible to put a blade to the Gigas' throats.





  Seureuk-.





  Hippolyte, holding the blade hairpin she received from Lady Nox, shouted.





  "There's only one answer-. We break through to that place-! Antiope, Gloria, and I will clear the path, so everyone run and don't fall behind...!"





  ━What, you guys are, gueeek-!





  Chwaak-. Hippolyte personally cut down a giant's neck to open the path. The sharp hairpin in her hand sliced through the massive, rock-like body as if it were soft tofu.





  "Good, this should be enough. The problem is it cuts better than necessary!"





  "Unni, I'll help-! First, let's get out of this damn hell! To think I'm going to be an aunt-!"





  "Hippolyte, I'm not following your orders. I'm clearing the path because of my duty to protect my family."





  Starting with Hippolyte, Antiope and Gloria each took the left and right flanks, fending off the waves of the dead and the chaos.





  "Then, Unni, shall we try that together for the first time in a while? Sister Combo: 108 Steps-."





  "Not bad. Sileia isn't here, but with Gloria, we'll manage somehow."





  "Hmph, just don't get in my way. I feel like I'm finally about to warm up. Honestly, I've been bored to death until now-! I'll tear apart anyone who blocks my path-! You bastards-!"





  Thanks to them, a path was opening before my eyes.





  A path leading to the high platform.





  "...."





  But I was hesitating just a little bit.





  The moment I stand on that platform, many things will change. The rules of the world itself might be overturned. It was because such a sensation was heating up my instincts.





  "Hassan, let's go-!"





  Just then, Luna pushed my back.





  "Hassan-nim, hurry and defeat these wicked rioters and sit upon the rightful throne of flames-ssumnidat...! I, Paranoi, will guard Hassan-nim's back-ssumnidat...! It's definitely not because I'm scared and hiding behind your back-ssumnidat...!"





  Paranoi too.





  "The goal is right in front of us. I want to wash up with clean water, so let's finish this quickly and go to the surface."





  Elfriede also pushed my back as if it were no big deal.





  Thanks to them, my feet, which had been stuck heavily to the melting floor, were able to move. Taking one step, then another, slowly, it soon became a sprint.





  I ran frantically up the high platform.





  Everything around me disappeared as if blurred, and I could only see the one path everyone was opening for me.





  The royal road I must walk.





  This is the path I must take responsibility for.





  Finally, following that path, I reached the front of the towering throne of Hell and came face to face with the seven Gigas.





  『You are-.』


  


  "Pride."





  I faced the Gigas Pride. In his body, which shimmered without form like a black shadow, only a strange glint of light flashed.





  Dalgak, gigik, gigigigik-.





  The sound of gears clicking into place in the empty space was heard. The world begins to turn.





  Now, no one can stop it.





  『Prince of Hell, are you trying to claim your right of succession now? But it is already too late. The underworld no longer belongs to Erebus or Pluto.』





  "It doesn't matter. I never intended to inherit it anyway-."





  『What-? You're saying strange things. Have you gone mad from the magic power of Hell after coming here? If so, why did you come here? To die?』





  Sneers followed from here and there. 





  『Hell, Tartarus, will soon become a living god and regain its divinity. That means you cannot inherit what was Pluto's. You won't be able to do anything.』





  I always feel this, but ridicule is scary. Just because someone sneers at what I'm trying to do, a fragile heart is bound to shrink.





  That's why I often couldn't speak.





  Even if there was something I wanted to do, I held back.





  Because I was afraid of the sneers and the stares.





  That was my life.





  But what you should really be afraid of is the situation where you can't say what you want to say because you're afraid of ridicule and criticism. Having to fold on the words you must say is the true injustice and true fear. 





  The current me knows that well.





  "Actually. I had no intention of inheriting the position of a god or the health center from my father. I... this health center in the scorching hot water... I-."





  I-.





  Suddenly, my throat felt tight.





  Everything in my body, my throat, my tongue, blocked me as if they wouldn't allow me to say it. It felt as if I were in shackles.





  "I am-"





  But I can't stop here.





  I-.





  Different from the path my father walked-. 





  I decided to take the first and last step.





  "──I am going to break this Hell."
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  "I am going to destroy this Hell."





  Before Hell overflows like this and the surface world becomes corrupted, I will destroy this place. I thought that was the only way to break through the current situation.





  Since the legions of Hell are being empowered by the hellish mana overflowing in this underworld, if I can destroy this place, I should be able to resolve their rampage as well.





  『Destroy Hell? You think such a thing is possible? And even if it were possible, do you think we would just stand by and watch?』





  Of course, I expected to be interfered with.





  Seureureuk-.





  One by one, the Gigas, the lords of Hell, rise from their chairs. 





  I didn't have time to examine each one carefully, but I get the feeling that they are powerful enough to reign as lords in Hell.





  Seureung-.





  A hulking figure in the form of headless armor, clutching a massive greatsword, stands up. 





  The greatsword and armor were crude things without decoration or finesse, but the pressure he exuded was anything but ordinary.





  『Anyone can talk with their mouth. In the end, you've made it here, Hassan. You fool who wandered the dark forest-. You unexpected outlier-.』





  Seureung-.





  And then, he slowly points the tip of the greatsword at me.





  He was the manifestation of Wrath among Typhon's lingering thoughts. 





  The Gigas of Wrath.





  This bastard was the very bad, wicked broker of illegal otherworldly immigration who joined hands with the Witch Nemea to play a major role in summoning me to this world.





  Fucking hell, just thinking about the hardships I endured in a world I knew nothing about because of this guy makes anger boil up inside me.





  "You son of a-."





  But my curse misses its chance to be finished. Because the riot and frantic war that had been unfolding below the platform suddenly swept over us.





  Thanks to that, our party had no choice but to fall, tumbling or rolling off the platform, and get caught up in the battlefield once again.





  『Look up at me like that.』





  As I lift my head, there is a black shadow looking down at me. Was the platform he's on always this high? Was it always this far?





  He speaks loftily, like a priest standing at the apex of an Aztec pyramid.





  『I am the Gigas of Arrogance, Pride. The being who will rule the underworld, rule the surface, and rule the heavens. You, who speaks only nonsense, are a nobody; just die here.』





  Seureuk. As the shadow gestures, monsters from all directions begin to pounce toward me.





  ━Wha-What is this-! My body is moving on its own-!





  ━Dammit, what-! Am I being controlled? Me-!?





  I could tell in an instant that this war itself was a commotion caused by that Gigas of Arrogance, Pride.





  It seems he has the ability to control those around him.





  "Dammit, I should have just swung my fists instead of talking-!"





  Reflecting on my blunder, I swung my club again to clear a path.





  Kwaaaang-!





  Every time I swing my arm, about ten monsters turn into fragments and fly away, but more than that, I'm overwhelmed by the crowds swarming toward me.





  I've been caught up in a chaotic melee once again.





  The problem isn't just that.





  Jirit-.





  I jerked my head back at the murderous intent vibrating in my neck. Then, wasn't a massive iron plate-like object rushing toward my face, tearing through space?





  『I am the Wrath of the Abyss, Wrath. I shall make up for my mistake right here.』


  


  Whether he had joined the melee at some point, the Gigas of Wrath was swinging his greatsword at me.





  "Yeah, you bastard-. I wanted to see you too-. Because of you guys, do you know how much I suffered, fuck-."


  


  Just as I was about to counterattack him-.
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  Kkaaaaaaaang-!





   A club flying from somewhere like a cannonball strikes his body.





  『Ugh-!』





  Of course, the headless knight blocked it by presenting the wide side of his greatsword, but his body was pushed back significantly.





  Kwaaaa-.





  Wrath, the Gigas, steadies his stance while leaving a burning afterimage on the floor.





  『...To be interrupted.』





  "I finally found you-!!! You bastard, I'll kill you-! You son of a bitch-! Because of you, because of you...!!!"





  The one spitting out a roar toward that Gigas was none other than the Samaritan draped in raccoon skin, Gloria-ssi. 





  The primal murderous intent and rage Gloria-ssi exuded seemed to make the surroundings vibrate loudly.





  Gogogogo-.





  Actually, the surroundings were shaking as if an earthquake had occurred.





  "Wrath-!!!! I'm going to kill you...!!!! The reason I came here was to tear you apart...!!!!"





  『You're noisy. Black-haired wench. Since anger goes to your head so easily, that's why your friends and family all leave you.』





  "Shut up-! If it weren't for you, if only it weren't for you...! Why me... why!!!"





  『I was trying to take over your body-. But your spirit was too resilient, so I decided to change the plan. Well, how is it? Even now, when you get angry, do you lose sight of everything? Do you swing your fists mindlessly and kill your friends, your family?』





  "Aaaaagh-!"





  Gloria-ssi, so angry that the blood vessels in her eyes looked like they had burst and turned red, pounced toward the enemy. 





  Listening to the conversation, it seems Gloria-ssi and Wrath are old acquaintances. It seems they have a deep, ill-fated relationship. 





  "I will definitely kill you with my own hands-!"





  『Dammit, I should have killed you back then. For now, I'll take care of this one-! Don't even think about touching her, any of you. This is my amusement-. Hassan, you're next-!』





  The Gigas of Wrath was pushed far away from me by Gloria-ssi's fist.





  As he moved away, the path toward the platform opened up for me once again. 





  Just as I was about to head up that path, I felt something grab my foot.





  Looking down, I see strange strings or something like a bundle of thread tangled all over my foot.





  "Wh-What the hell is this-."





  It was a spiderweb. Why the hell is there a spiderweb in a place like this?





  Lifting my head, there is a woman languidly holding a pipe in her mouth. 





  A creature like an Egyptian goddess, her whole body covered in strange tattoos, was seen blowing out smoke with a 'hoo-'.





  『That Wrath fellow, even though his head is so full of blood it's about to burst, he's always so selfish. In the end, I'm the one who has to work. But, I understand wanting a moment of amusement-.』





  Now that I look, the tattoos were all in the shape of spiderwebs. Spiderweb tattoos. Somehow, it gives me the creeps.





  The woman's eyes turn toward us.





  『Who would have thought that the little brat in the darkness, trembling with fear, would come all the way here. With such interesting things happening, one never gets tired of the world. Don't you agree, Antiope?』





  Baseurak.





  At the name called out of nowhere, Antiope-yang's body, which had been pointing her weapon behind me, trembled.





  "What did you just say?"





  『Don't you remember me-? I cherished you so much-. I gave you a place to sleep, gave you food, and stroked your head every day-.』





  "Ah, aaaa-. I remember, I remember. That, bitter pipe smell-. Dammit-. Dammit-!"





  Antiope-yang's state began to become noticeably unstable.





  "She's the one who locked me in a cramped jar and threw food waste at me-! Heretic Witch-! Goddammit, you weren't a cultist, you were a Gigas-!"





  『Correct-. I am called Moleg of Sloth, or Molang. Antiope, I've seen many children, but-. A cute one like you was rare. How about it, won't you come back into my jar of sloth-?』





  "F-Fuck off-! Just thinking about that time makes me kick my blankets even now!"





  "Antiope-."





  Hippolyte-ssi, who was next to the fuming Antiope-yang, placed a hand on her shoulder. At that, Antiope-yang added more words as if she had regained some stability.





  "It's her, she's the one who locked me in the darkness when I was young and tried to offer me as a sacrifice. To hunt her down, I became a Temple Knight who exterminates cultists-!"





  『I was looking for a child who could become a vessel-. I stopped midway because it became bothersome-. But Antiope-. Seeing that you've come all the way here, you really were a fellow with the talent for a vessel-.』





  "Grrr...."





  『So, how is it-. Are you still afraid of dark places-? Do you wet yourself at the sound of a jar breaking-? Do you still desperately call out the name of a god who won't help you in the darkness-?』





  "Sh-Shut up, you bastard-! Ganlunga-!"





  Antiope-yang drew her demonic spear and pounced toward the Gigas of Sloth. At that moment, the drawings on Sloth's body began to bulge and then burst outward.





  Chwaaaaa-.





  ━Keong-keong. Keong-keong.





  ━Keong-keong.





  Fucking hell, I swear to heaven that was a massive number of wolf spiders.





  No, why do spiders keep popping up on this Gaia continent? Is there some kind of spider quota?





  It's so goddamn awful my head is spinning. 





  I should have known from the moment I saw the spiderweb tattoos on her body.





  Moleg of Sloth blows out smoke with a 'hoo-'.





  『Spiders, you see-. They build a house and then play-. Slothfully-. But, that's a common misconception-. There's probably no beast as diligent as a spider-. Especially when it comes to hunting-. You are all my prey now-.』





  "What are you talking about, you bastard-! Everyone, I'm going to kill this one-! Don't even think about helping-! It only has meaning if I pierce her with my own hands, with my spear-!"





  Antiope-yang seemed full of vigor to fight the woman. I understood. 





  "Leave this to me and go up! I'll stop this one no matter what-!"





  The reason Antiope-yang hated the darkness and showed a paroxysmal disgust toward cultists when we first met was because of her childhood trauma.





  The intense memory of being captured by cultists and almost offered as a sacrifice made the Antiope-yang of today. 





  "I am the former Eighth Seat of the Temple Knights, and the current Left Wing of the Black Brotherhood, Antiope! Come at me, spiderweb of the past!"





  And now that she's found out the culprit is that spider-woman, it's perfectly understandable that she wants to end it with her own hands.





  I decided to cheer for Antiope-yang. 





  "Antiope, good luck-! That one seems like the trickiest bastard, so you have to do your best-!"





  I'm glad I don't have to fight a spider.





  Antiope-yang should be more than capable of handling that spider-woman. I shouldn't miss the opportunity Gloria-ssi and Antiope-yang have created for me again.





  I leaped vigorously and climbed the endless stairs.





  『What's with these guys. What are they thinking, leaving their posts? I thought for once we were all gathering in one place, but everyone's just acting as they please.』





  Hwareureureuk-.





  At that moment, I felt an intense heat against my face.





  Simultaneously, Friede-yang shouts from behind.





  "Fireball-!"





  Soon, in front of my face, flame met flame and caused a powerful explosion. Beyond that explosion, someone came down the stairs, cracking their body with 'eudeuk, eudeuk-'. 





  『What a splendid flame.』





  The fellow was a furnace. A flame, I mean. You could say he was fashioned from fire into a human shape.





  『Well, there was someone I was curious about too. Hey, what's your name? You long-eared otherworldly fellow. Silver-haired one, I'm talking to you. The mage who uses fire.』





  At the sudden words, Friede-yang, who was clutching her staff, struck the end of it against the floor with a 'tak-'.





  "Are you talking to me now?"





  『Yes, you-! Within you, a tremendous gluttony lies dormant. A flame that eventually consumes even itself.』





  ─Fire Fist-!





  As the fellow reached out, a hot blaze flared toward us.





  "Red Flame of Ra-!"





  Of course, it was neutralized by the flames Friede-yang emitted from her staff.





  『Splendid-! To block my hellfire-. Other fellows aren't even snacks. As expected, as expected, you are the main course for me.』





  "This fellow seems to have taken an interest in me. Everyone, go on ahead. I'll finish this quickly and follow you."





  Seureuk-. Friede-yang takes off her gloves. I looked at Friede-yang's hands, which were healing from burns. 





  I didn't think Friede-yang would lose to that weird fire-man, but what I was worried about was whether Friede-yang's flames would burn her.





  As if she had noticed my feelings, Friede-yang added a few words.





  "I have things I must do when I return to Alfheim. I don't want to be held back in a place like this. So, finish it quickly so we can escape this hellish place, Hassan. You dummy."





  Friede-yang was grumbling, saying I should have just thrown a punch instead of posing earlier. Friede-yang is right. 





  If I had just bashed their heads instead of posing for no reason, we could have eaten breakfast on the surface tomorrow morning.





  "Got it, fuck. I'll definitely finish it this time. I won't pose anymore."





  "Yeah, I got it, so go quickly-!"





  I climbed the stairs again, leaving behind Friede-yang's battlefield, which was being covered in flames.





  To think I have to leave my companions behind every time I have to climb the stairs. I wonder if the hearts of satellites launching into space felt like this. 





  The hearts of satellites that have to discard parts on the ground for propulsion.





  "The stairs, the stairs are endless-! Was it like this earlier? I thought we went up really quickly earlier!"





  Luna-yang grumbles. Hippolyte-ssi answers her.





  "Earlier, there weren't many enemies blocking us. Anyway, Hassan. From now on, don't stop for anything and go forward. Do what you must do."





  Luna-yang and Hippolyte-ssi looked up at the two people who appeared on the stairs.
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  Before us, two Gigas stand in our way.





  The Gigas of Envy, shaped like a slender snake-.





  And the man in a thin leather suit who has that creature wrapped around his body like clothing, the Gigas of Greed. 





  They didn't introduce themselves, but I'm probably right.





  『Sshhh, sssshhh, sshhh-.』





  The Gigas of Envy opened its mouth and made a whistling sound. 





  It looks like a snake, and it seems it really speaks like a snake too. As it hissed for a long while, Greed spoke up as if interpreting for it.





  『My friend Envy was hit pretty hard by a dragon on the surface, you see. His condition isn't exactly perfect. Thanks to that, I'm making use of him. More importantly, you have half of it, don't you? Envy's soul.』





  The Gigas of Greed scanned Hippolyte's waist with his red eyes. 





  At Hippolyte's waist was the Sword of Envy, a longsword that had once been lodged like a thorn in the neck of the dragon Gesbalam.





  Sreuk-. Hippolyte, placing her hand on her waist, asked.





  "Are you asking for it back?"





  『No, there's no need for that. It'll be enough to just kill you and find it on your corpse.』
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  『Sshhh, sshhh...! Sshhaaaak-!』





  "Hassan, the goal is right before our eyes. I shall take charge here. You all go on up."





  Hippolyte spoke gallantly as she gripped the Hairpin of Night. She was incredibly reliable. Normally, I would have left things to Hippolyte and headed up without a second thought. 





  Because Hippolyte was always a dependable presence who watched my back.





  But right now, I felt a bit uneasy about leaving Hippolyte behind. Hippolyte wasn't alone. There were too many variables, so I couldn't bring myself to move.





  As if sensing my feelings, Luna placed her palm gently on my back.





  "Hassan, go on up first-. I'll help Hippolyte. I'm interested in that strange snake, too."





  "Will you be okay-?"





  "It's okay. I'm the Luna of the Small Yard, after all-."





  Luna pulled the bone helmet she was wearing down to her chin.





  "I am Luna of the Small Yard. No, the Goddess of the Small Yard, Luna Noxdoti-! On my name, I will make all of you... silent. I won't forgive you. Because I can't forgive you-!"





  Pajijik-.





  An intense energy began to surge through Luna's body once again.





  "Since I can't forgive you, I'm going to give you a real beating-! Luna Dash-!"





  Luna and Hippolyte lunged toward the two Gigas.





  Kwaaaang-!





  With an explosion that shook the earth, I moved my feet. 





  My steps felt light yet heavy at the same time.





  A single chance where failure was not permitted.





  My heart pounded, and my legs lost their sense of reality, as if I were walking on clouds. Can I do this well? No, I must do it well.





  "Whew-."





  Just as I let out a small sigh, I felt a small presence behind me.





  "Hassan-nim, it seems the moment of the final battle has finally come-ssut...! I, Paranoy, feel grateful to be able to stand at Hassan-nim's right hand at this important moment-ssut...!"





  It was Paranoy.





  The fact that Paranoy remained with me until the end. The fact that this tiny fellow followed me all the way here without falling behind gave me a strange sort of courage.





  I felt that if this guy was trying his best, then I should try my best too.





  And so, finally, when the summit was only a few meters away-.





  『Wait-. Stop right there-.』





  A bizarre voice felt like it was gouging into my brain.





  Truly a demonic charm.





  It was an intense voice that could be described in no other way. It stopped my steps and made my Three-Sword Style rise up. To raise the third sword in such a sudden moment.





  Have I finally gone crazy?





  Just as I thought that-.





  Ttogak, ttogak, ttogak-.





  Something making the sound of high heels slowly descended the stairs. It was, it was-.





  "Hassan-nim, it's a Nymph-ssut...! That person is a Nymph-ssut...!"





  Just as Paranoy fussed, it was a Nymph. A Nymph with blonde hair and blue eyes, wearing a black dress. 





  The off-shoulder dress, which left her chest and shoulders bare, clung tightly to her body, emphasizing her figure. The voluptuousness, so different from the Nymphs I knew, made my head spin.





  『I am the Gigas of Lust, also known as the Nymph of Pornography, Pornoi.』





  "...The Nymph of Pornography, Pornoi...?"





  It was a damn powerful name that I'd heard somewhere before. 





  My vision blurred and my legs trembled, but my dick just kept getting bigger. 





  I could feel it instinctively.





  As a man, it's tough for me to deal with this one. She's the type of special ability-based opponent that a physical fighter like me finds most difficult.





  "The Nymph of Pornography? I-I've never heard of such a Nymph existing-ssut...!"





  Paranoy, who was knowledgeable about Nymphs, denied it as if it were impossible. Seeing him getting angry, my greatly swollen dick quickly shrank.





  As expected of Paranoy, his performance is reliable.





  As my dick shrank, my dual-core started working actively again.





  How should I take her down?





  As I racked my brain, Pornoi, the Nymph of Pornography, chuckled, "Hehehe-."





  『Think whatever you like-. I suppose it was too early for a young Nymph like you. They do exist in this world. The Nymphs of Pornography. A world that a youngster like you doesn't know-.』





  "I-I, Paranoy, am not a child-ssut...! To commit the ultimate taboo against me, Paranoy, by treating me like a child...! Since it's come to this, it's Gate of Paranoy-ssut...!"





  Buaaaa-.





  Chwaaaaaaaa-!!!





  When Paranoy opened his mouth, an intense stream of water erupted from it. Just as advanced science is indistinguishable from magic, an intense stream of water is also indistinguishable from magic.





  Shit, honestly, I don't know what I'm talking about either.





  Anyway, the purple stream of water erupting from Paranoy's mouth was exactly like a Water-type Pokémon's Water Gun. I could tell that it was part of the grape juice Paranoy had gulped down earlier.





  So he's using the stored grape juice like a water cannon.





  "Nice, Paranoy-! It's Hydro Pump-!"





  Chwaak-.





  『Kyaak-!』





  Hit by Paranoy's water pressure, Pornoi screamed and slumped onto the stairs. 





  Her soft thighs and calves, soaked in grape juice, were revealed, along with a bare foot where a shoe had come off, and above that, her pale breasts and neck were suggestively exposed.





  Breasts in the shape of round water droplets.





  To me, Hassan, the God of Circles, it was a very pleasing shape. Curves are indeed the best. Then, Pornoi covered her body with a slither.





  『Aang-. You pervert-.』





  Pervert? Did she say pervert?





  No, wait, why the hell am I watching this?





  Anyway, due to Paranoy's water-attribute attack, Pornoi had become a thoroughly soaked Nymph. 





  A wet Nymph. 





  This, this is damn dangerous. My instincts were shouting.





  Run away.





  Run away.





  But I can't look away.





  To think there would be such a scandalous formidable enemy.





  "You cowardly Gigas bastards, how dare you, how dare you cast a charm spell on me-!"





  『Whatever, I haven't even done anything yet. But it's true that it's impossible for any man to defeat me-. How about it-. Won't you surrender? Then, I could become your primary Follower-.』





  "My primary Follower?"





  『Yes, the little Pornoi under the desk. Aren't you curious about what I'll do for you under the desk-?』





  "Under the desk-!"





  My middle leg stands up at just her voice. My dual-core is trying to hand over command to the lower half of my body.





  "Hassan-nim, you must not listen-ssut...! Hassan-nim's primary Follower is me, Paranoy-ssut...!"





  My lower half subsides.





  Cold reason returned once more, and I was able to hurriedly regain my composure.





  At that, Pornoi furrowed her brow.





  『What, even after I've seduced you this much. It's not working? What on earth? This makes no sense.』 





  "Hassan-nim is a transcendent being who has mastered the five desires and seven emotions-! It's impossible to seduce him with such half-baked sex appeal-ssut...! Hassan-nim, I, Paranoy, will handle this one-ssut...! You go on ahead-ssut...!"





  I was snapped back to my senses by Paranoy's voice, barking like an angry Shiba Inu.





  My reason had momentarily blurred due to the bizarre voice and scent, but as expected, there's nothing like Paranoy's noisy and shrill voice to clear one's head.





  『Who said I'd let you gooo, kyaaaak-! W-What is this-! What, what is thisss-!』





  "It's Luna-nim's growth elixir that I, Paranoy, stored in my mouth without drinking-ssut...! If you are a Nymph too, you won't be able to endure this bitter taste-ssut...!"





  Puuuuuu-.





  Paranoy sprayed a water cannon. It seemed what he was spraying was Luna's growth elixir. He'd always been checked to see if he'd finished it all. So he'd been siphoning it into a 4D pocket in his mouth.





  『S-Stop it...! Just, just what are you spraying on me...! Ugh, it's bitter-! Ueeek-! It tastes like fermented mud...!』





  "Hurry and go-ssut...!"





  And so, leaving Paranoy behind, I climbed a few more steps and stood at the summit once again.





  I had finally reached the top.





  And up there, only I and the black shadow, Pride.





  Only the two of us remained.





  『You really climbed back up all the way here. I almost want to give you a round of applause.』





  "I don't need it-!"





  But now, neither conversation nor anything else was necessary.





  There was only one thing I had to do now.





  Curl my hand into a round fist and swing it at him-!





  "Die, you bastard-!"





  My fist shot out like a flash of light and struck Pride's head. Paaaaaat-. The aftershock it created raced through the air, forming a sort of whirlwind.





  Pride's head exploded and burst apart from the impact.





  『My, how ferocious.』





  However, the feedback didn't feel right.





  My hand had simply passed through his head, as if I had struck smoke.





  Ssssss-.





  As I watched his head regenerate, curses flew out of my mouth.





  "God dammit."





  『It's impossible for the current you to kill me, Hassan. As you said, I have a body that doesn't die from things like fists. I am Typhon of Despair, no, I am this Underworld itself. I am the God of the Abyss, Tartarus.』





  He raised his hand into the air and clenched his fist.





  『Join my side. Or die. Of course, you won't listen to my persuasion.』





  Then-.





  ━U-Uhh, what, what's going on, what is thisss-!





  ━My bodyyy-! Aaaaah, it's merging, dammiiiit-.





  The Monsters that had been waging war on the plains below the high platform, their torn corpses and bodies wove together like one giant fist and rushed toward me.





  Gwaaaaaaa-.





  It was like a falling meteor. 





  If I were hit by a fist like that, even the current me would surely be smashed to pieces. I felt like I understood how dinosaurs felt, trembling before a meteor.





  『To defeat Pride, the Ruler of Hubris, is the same as truly defeating the Underworld. Can you handle this many souls?』





  "Tsk-!"





  As I distanced myself from the platform to avoid the attack, the giant fist made of flesh collided with the floor of the platform and shattered.





  Kwawaaaaaa-!





  It was a damn intense power. Enough to make my sense of danger spike to the limit.





  『You said you would destroy Hell, Hassan. If it's you, it might be possible. Yes, it might be possible. But why aren't you using your power?』





  "That, damn it-."





  『In truth, you know it too. That if you use your power, everything will end. That the existence known as 'you' right now will be scattered and vanish-.』





  "You don't have to tell me-, I know that too, you bastard-!"





  I might no longer be the me I am now. My personality might change, or my very existence might turn into something completely different-. Such thoughts were making me hesitate.





  At that moment, Pride chuckled, "Fufu-." 





  『That is the difference between you and me. I don't mind if I disappear. If I can destroy the world, I am satisfied with that. I was born for that purpose. Conceived within the womb of hatred-.』 





  Sreureuk-.





  The black shadow Pride raised his hand high.





  『Now, welcome the parent of all things in the world. Ancient Protogenoi, the fragmented Demon God Tartarus-. Arise-.』





  Then, something incredible began to happen.





  To the point where everyone stopped what they were doing and looked up.





  ━W-What is that....





  ━I've never-heard of such a thing....





  ━Ho-Hold on tight-! Space, the world is shaking-!





  I could clearly hear the sounds of everyone trembling in fear. 





  The reason was likely because this land of Hell was literally slowly raising its body and beginning to move.





  The moment I realized that the platform we were on was part of the palm of that massive giant, the hair on my entire body stood on end.





  This was a Gigas named Hell.





  The God of the Abyss, Tartarus.





  While Pluto was away, the Gigas that had absorbed plenty of power in the Underworld was coming to life.





  ━Gooooooo-.





  A giant hand reached toward the ceiling of Hell.





  『Yes, go up to the surface. Go up and dye everything with your name.』





  "Hassan-nim, please do your best-ssut...! Hell is alive and moving-ssut...! If this continues, the territory that I, Paranoy, am supposed to rule might grow legs and run away-ssut...!"





  I heard Paranoy urging me. 





  Did Paranoy come after defeating Pornoi? Well, anyway, that's not what's important right now. I knew I had to stop this situation too.





  If left like this, that massive giant Tartarus would tear through to the surface, and an uncontrollable situation would unfold.





  『It's too late. Tartarus is already moving. Countless spirits, souls, a saturated Hell, infinite power is tearing the world apart...!』





  "Hassan-nim, the Hell territory of me, Frontier Count Paranoy, is running away-ssut...! It's trying to break the darkness of Erebus, the barrier of the abyss-ssut...! M-My, Paranoy's real estate is running away-ssut...!!!"





  "Dammit...."





  Perhaps there was a part of me that naively thought I might not have to use my power. Because once I used it, things would truly become irreversible.





  But as Pride said, I think I was lacking.





  Determination.





  The courage to shoulder the burden.





  Responsibility.





  Mentality.





  Seriousness.





  All those results eventually brought this about.





  However. 





  However, it's not too late yet.





  I knew that well.





  The very last chance.





  "Paranoy, remember everything you see from now on."





  "Hassan-nim, what are you trying to do-?"





  I raised my right thumb with all my might and plunged it into my head, my temple.





  Puuk-. My thumb pierced through flesh and bone into my brain, and there was a sound of something that had been dwelling within pajik- snapping.





  Pajik, pajijik-.





  Diriring-.





  『The Contract of Chaos is terminated.』





  It was the seal that had been suppressing my body.





  It was the final restraint that had been suppressing my divinity.





  The very last restraint lurking in my head, named hesitation. 





  As it broke, my body began to turn its gears like a factory. Malfunctioning functions were restored, and intense divine blood flowed through veins that had been stopped.





  "Aaaaaah──."





  The blood boiling throughout my body felt like it would drive me insane. But, holding onto my fleeting consciousness with my will, I clapped my hands together with all my might.





  ──Tchak-!!!





  That sound of applause momentarily stops the world.





  Taking advantage of that gap, I announced the birth of a new god to the world.





  『─I am Hassan, the God of Samsara!!! From now on, I shall turn the wheel of the world-!!!』
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 Mana surged throughout my entire body.





 It felt as if I myself had become a volcano on the verge of erupting. However, it wasn't agonizing or painful.





 Quite the opposite, in fact.





 『This is the power of a god.』





 The surging power and sense of omnipotence boiling beneath my skin elevated my fighting spirit.





 I severed my hesitation and awakened as a complete god.





 An endlessly rotating circle.





 Hassan, the God of Cycle of Rebirth-that is who I am now.





 "Hassan-nim, your presence is truly god-like-imnidat...! I, Paranoy, am utterly moved-imnidat...!"





 At Paranoy's fuss, I glanced down.





 My body was decorated with emitting blue steam and vine roots wrapping around me, and my appearance score had increased to the point where I could daringly boast of being an absolute perfect being.





 Truly, Mega Evolution.





 The current me had become Mega Evolved Hassan-!





 『So you've finally awakened your divinity, Prince of Hell. But the God of Cycle of Rebirth, you say. I've never even heard of such a thing. What exactly do you think you can do?』





 It wasn't just my appearance that had changed.





 What I could do-.





 『That, I'll show you now.』





 At Gigas Pride's provocation, I raised both my palms high.





 What I was about to do now was something I could do, and something I had to do.





 I decided to turn the wheel of the world.





 With this, this world of Gaia would come to possess a new order, different from before.





 It might become a giant wave, overturning people's lives, and even my own.





 For now, there was no other way.





 I gathered the power of the Underworld spread throughout the atmosphere and struck it down towards the ground with all my might.





 Kung-!





 『Reincarnation of the Cycle of Rebirth-!』





 I felt the surging energy in my body drain away in an instant. It was a complete loss of power, enough to momentarily black out my vision and make my entire body tingle.





 However, as it was an enormous eruption of energy, its effect was tremendous.





 ━Oh, oh-oh-. What is it-. My body, my body is fading away-!





 ━What on earth, what is about to happen? Am I dying? Finally, can I escape this eternal punishment of Hell...?


 


 ━But, it's a very comfortable feeling. Now, perhaps, I can rest a little-.


  


 On the plains of the Underworld, a great change occurred in the bodies of the dead who had been rushing towards each other. Their bodies blurred as if they were mirages, and soon, some became completely invisible.





 Watching that, Pride's black, shadow-like body trembled greatly.





 『The Underworld... the Underworld is truly collapsing. What on earth, what have you done-!』





 『Connecting life and death, making them cycle through rebirth.』





 『What?』





 In this land of Gaia, the concepts of reincarnation and the cycle of rebirth would be unfamiliar. So, I decided to explain it kindly, in my own way.





 『The dead filling the Underworld, I'm making them be born into new lives. The armies of the dead you amassed will now disappear without a trace.』





 ━Goooooo-.





 Gigas Tartarus's movement, which had been extending its hand towards the surface, faltered.





 His body, clumped together with lava and seething soil, began to collapse from the surface, as if hard bread were dropping crumbs.





 『It ends like this-? No way-! I can't, I can't stop like this! Resist-! Resist, you dead-! You're not escaping pain! You're merely trapped forever in the pain of another cycle!』


 


 Gigas Pride seemed to writhe with all sorts of anguish.





 Just a moment ago, hostility towards him seemed to be boiling, but perhaps because I'd dug into his brain with my thumb, now he even seemed pitiful.





 No, not just him-everything in this Underworld, on the Gaia continent, was pitiful.





 As Pride said, this was the beginning of another punishment.





 Because existence would endlessly reincarnate and be reborn, turning in a rotation of immortal existence without rest. From now on, infinite cycles would become a new prison for all beings.





 I would now become the jailer of all life.





 That was my role.





 I slowly opened my mouth and comforted all beings, including that Pride guy.





 『Pride, you can't stop it now. Now that I exist in this world, even I myself cannot stop the cog, the wheel, from turning. Give up. There's no chance of winning for you now.』





 『Damn it-! No, no, there is an answer...! Tartarus-isiyeo, Hell-isiyeo-! Gigas Pride commands, stop that man-!』





 ━Goooooo-."





 A giant fist rushed towards me. It was an enormous force, so great it wouldn't have been strange if the earth itself had attacked.





 Decided to target me, huh?





 In a way, it was the most suitable method to stop this situation.





 If you defeat me, you'd be able to stop the turning Cycle of Rebirth.





 ━Goooooo-."





 『Shibal, that'll hurt if it hits me!』





 "Hassan-nim, we must run away first-imnidat...!"





 I embraced Paranoy's waist with one arm and leaped lightly.





 Then, a strange disk-like thing appeared in the air beneath my feet, helping me stay suspended.





 Walking on air, huh.





 To think I could even do something like this.





 This is indeed the power of an omnipotent god-.





 Kwaaaang-.





 At that moment, Gigas Tartarus's fist collided directly with his own head. The fist, having missed me, merely struck his own head.





 But that impact wasn't going anywhere; Tartarus's body, which had stood tall to extend to the surface, tilted greatly and fell to the ground.





 ━Goooooo.





 A giant body, too massive to be fully contained by the eyes.





 The sight of it falling was very slow but majestic.





 Falling like this, it would never rise again.





 The Underworld and Hell itself would now disappear to the other side of old history.





 As I was having such thoughts.





 『Not yet, I can't fall like this-!』





 Gigas Pride, as if spitting blood, shouted loudly. At the same time, the falling giant's body propped his hand on the deep ground, stopping his fall.





 『Not yet. I can control it. To end like this, deep underground, without anyone knowing-that, I cannot tolerate-!』





 Pride's tenacity was tremendous.





 He seemed unable to give up destroying the world until he breathed his last. As Gigas are conceived for hatred and destruction, it was only natural.





 『Now that it's come to this, out of sheer stubbornness, I'll leave the Underworld-! Towards the world, just once, I'll strike with a giant fist-! On this continent, on the world, I'll leave an indelible scar-!』





 ━Goooooo-."





 The giant raised his body once again.





 Soon, that giant body extended its hand towards the endlessly stretching cliff, and began to move upwards like an adventurer climbing a rock face.





 Kung-. Kuuung-.





 Every time he extended his hand and grasped the cliff, an enormous tremor occurred, shaking everything.





 "Hassan-nim, my territory, Paranoy's territory, is running away-imnidat...! We must stop it quickly-imnidat...!"





 Paranoy, clinging to my waist, fumed. Despite the situation, he still seemed not to have given up his dream of becoming a Margrave.


  


 But whatever the reason, I agreed that we had to stop that giant guy from extending his hand to the surface.





 "We must defeat that Gigas guy-imnidat...! Otherwise, everything might be destroyed-imnidat...!"





 『Yes, you're right.』





 I manipulated the disk beneath my feet and approached the giant.





 "What, what's happening-! I feel like I'm going to fall-!"





 "Noxdoti, hold on tight-!"





 Then, I saw the precarious figures of my companions, clinging to the moving giant as if they might fall into the deep abyss at any moment.





 Seeing that the Gigas were no longer visible, it seemed everyone had achieved victory in their own fights.





 Now, the only opponent left was me.





 I let my companions ride onto my disk.





 "Hassan, your appearance has completely changed-! Now, now you're truly like a god-!"





 『Yes. Now I'm truly a god.』





 With that, Luna's and my conversation ended.





 The other guys, too, no longer spoke to me. In the current situation, no more words were needed. Also, everyone seemed to know, even without saying it.





 That the final moment was gradually approaching.





 "Now, let's quickly finish everything and go back to the Cabin, Hassan."





 『Yes.』





 We now headed towards Gigas Pride.





 『Not much left-. Not much, left. Until seeing the light of the surface, until this dark shadow arrives on the surface. Just a few steps-.』





 He was almost insane.





 But because of that, he also seemed pure.





 I leaped from the disk, grabbed his head, and slammed it to the ground.





 『Guaaaak-! Why, why is this happening-!』





 『It's all over now.』





 『Anyone, please, stop this guy-! Stop him-! You useless bastards-! You idiotic Gigas bastards-! In the end, is it only me left-!』





 Gumul, gumul-.





 Pride's resistance in my hand gradually grew stronger. But my hand was firmly holding his true form, his karma.





 Because of that, the emotions existing inside him flowed into me little by little.





 Lurking inside him was sadness and pain, and ironically, joy.





 While being held by me, he shouted.





 『You stupid bastards, stupid, lacking idiots. Not a single one of you bastards does anything properly. That's why you're stuck in Hell forever-!』





 At that moment, Paranoy, who had been hiding behind me and trembling, growled.





 "You foolish fellow-imnidat...! Quickly stop all these actions and obediently surrender-imnidat...! Swear loyalty to Hassan-nim, and to I, Paranoy, his right hand and Margrave-imnidat...!"





 Pride reacted extremely to that.





 『Yes, Paranoy-. Margrave of Hell-. Quickly, stop your master. Your master is trying to destroy the Underworld-! Your territory and shares to rule, all of it will disappear-!』





 He was so cornered that he seemed to have decided to babble. One could call it pathetic, but when extremely cornered, one tends to rely on anything.





 "I-is that truly real-imnikka...?"





 Of course, it was a story that worked well on Paranoy.





 "Hassan-nim, is it true that the Underworld, Hell, my territory that I am to rule, will all disappear-imnikka...?"





 The one answering that was not me, but Pride.





 『Yes-! That's true-! From the start, that guy wasn't even seriously thinking about giving you any shares or anything-! It was just a good-for-nothing lie-! Come on, quickly stop him! Stop the traitor!』





 "All, all of it was a lie...! To think my shares, Paranoy's dream of being a Margrave, would all turn into bubbles...! It's too sad-imnidat...."





 Paranoy finally shed big drops of tears from his large eyes.





 It was the moment the big pillar supporting this guy collapsed. Naturally, he would be sad and angry. Because Paranoy was truly swollen with dreams.





 But his sadness was only for a moment.





 "B-but I knew it all-imnidat...! I, Paranoy, am not deceived by anyone-imnidat...! I, Paranoy, too, knew it all and have been acting until now to use everyone-imnidat...!"





 Paranoy wiped away his tears and quickly stood up. However, for me, who had spent quite a long time with him, I knew well that this was indeed a lie.





 "Actually, I, Paranoy, merely liked standing above everyone and looking down-imnidat...! So, even if I don't become something like a Margrave, it's enough-imnidat...!"





 『You idiotic, useless Nymph bastard-. Anyone, please, get rid of this bastard-. Over there, Luna, this bastard is a playboy-. Whenever he gets a chance, he thinks of ways to deceive you first-.』





 "...."





 『Over there, Elf, I made a contract with you Elves, didn't I! Your god, your god told me-! So quickly burn this guy-!』





 Gigas Pride's wriggling gradually decreased.





 The giant's movement, extending towards the surface, also slowed down increasingly, and soon stopped moving.





 Because the thousands, millions of souls wandering in the Underworld had escaped this place called the Underworld and safely reincarnated into new lives.





 Kugung, kugugung, gwareureu-.





 In an instant, the souls-drained Underworld was now unable to maintain its form and was collapsing. Like this, it would continuously shrink, completely collapsing and becoming a non-existent space.





 Hell collapses.
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 I achieved my goal.





 『Damn it-. I, I merely wanted to see the sunlight-.』





 『Don't lie, you bastard. You, you committed too many things. Now go.』





 Udeudeuk-.





 I powerfully snapped the neck of Gigas Pride, whom I had been pressing down.





 I vividly felt the sensation of his neck bone breaking, and the tiny soul dwelling inside his body escaping.





 If he follows the cycle, someday, as he wished, a day will come when he sees the sunlight. With a different appearance, and different thoughts from now.





 『Is it all over?』





 "Hassan, let's go outside now-! The Underworld, it's collapsing-!"





 Without a moment for me to be lost in thought, Luna pulled my arm with all her might. My other companions were also extending their hands for me.





 When I lifted my head, the Underworld, truly collapsing and shattering everywhere, gave me the feeling that a big problem would occur if we didn't escape urgently, even for a moment.





 But.





 I could not take their hands.





 "Hassan, why...."





 『Someone, someone has to remain in this place. I have to make the souls that flow into this place into new lives. Only then can the world turn.』





 Becoming the God of Cycle of Rebirth, I could feel it instinctively.





 If a big circle, a waterwheel, existed in the world, someone had the duty to escape that circle and endlessly turn it from its center.





 And that was the duty I, having become a god, must bear.





 If I gave that up, the world I had saved with all that effort would soon collapse.





 If that happened, I would no longer be able to feel Luna's absurd nonsense, Hippolyte's delusions, Elfriede's sighs, or Paranoy's noisy babbling, forever.





 Actually, because I knew this situation would come, I was hesitating.





 I was afraid of bearing the burden.





 But, what has already happened cannot be undone.





 I slowly opened my lips.





 『Luna-ya, do you remember what I said in the Cabin? That someday, I would become an important person and disappear, whether to the earth or to the sky-.』





 "I don't know-! I don't remember-! Let's go together, quickly, before it collapses. I, I hate this kind of thing now...."





 『Now is that moment. Remember me. Then, every moment, every time, you'll be able to feel me with you, with all of you.』





 "Hassan...."





 『In the spring fields and flowers, in the summer Cabin, in that heat, in the falling autumn leaves and winter snowflakes....』





 I lifted the disk my companions were riding into the air. Because I knew there was no time to hold them back like this.





 『In the footsteps of passing pedestrians, and in the chirping birds.... You'll be able to feel my warmth, my scent..., my laughter. Surely. Surely.』





 Self-sacrifice.





 Honestly speaking, it wasn't such a grand thing.





 Because I could absolutely never become such a heroic personality.





 I am selfish.





 Therefore, this was, to the utmost, a manifestation of a selfish heart. I merely chose what I liked.





 Rather than I, Hassan, struggling merely for my own well-being to survive-.





 I merely chose that, by a very slight difference, I came to wish a little more for them to live happily like this.





 A very slight difference.





 That's all.





 Kwareureu, kwang-, ureureu-.





 In the shattering world, familiar faces gradually blurred together on the receding disk.





 Ah, I wish I could have said something cooler. Even though I became a god, I have absolutely no confidence in saying cool things.





 "Hassan-nim, I'll give you this-imnidat...! And I, Paranoy, will surely try to find a way-imnidat...!"





 Receiving something that dropped from the air as the last thing-.





 Kwaaaang-.





 The Door of Hell completely closed.





 What remained in that place was me and-.





 -only the small light of a smartphone that would someday go out.
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  How much time has passed?





  I was floating above the void that knows no limits.





  But even that wouldn't last forever.





  The Underworld, which was called a world, collapses.





  The space gradually narrowed, and the ceiling lowered, shrinking until it was like a small stadium, and from a small stadium, like a tiny house.





  I don't know if the Underworld was shrinking, or if my existence was growing bigger, but....





  In the end, what remained was a familiar cabin.





  A tiny cabin where many things happened.





  If I opened the door and went inside right now, it felt like a cabin where noisy, chattering girls and the strange spider, Kkangkang-i, would peek their faces out of a jar....





  I don't know why the cabin remained before my eyes.





  Perhaps the place indelibly imprinted in my memory remained last as the Underworld collapsed. Or, perhaps it holds no particular meaning.





  But right now, none of that mattered.





  Dallang, dallang-.





  I rang the clanging bell at the entrance of the yard, strolled through the garden, and slowly opened the door of the cabin.





  Giiik-.





  Of course, there was no one to greet me.





  The creaking of the door, worn out from so much coming and going. The jars and furniture scattered messily. Even the scars on the wall from when I hammered nails - everything was vividly reproduced exactly as I remembered it.





  『....』





  Unfortunately, only I exist in this cabin.





  This place is the only territory that I, Hassan, the God of Samsara, possess.





  The only place permitted only to me.





  My temple.





  My hometown-.





  My....





  ...Only my prison.





  Deureuk-.





  I went upstairs to the second floor, brought a chair to the window, and sat down.





  Normally, the clamor of the noisy slum should have been heard outside the window.





  There should have been a girl chattering about it with the moonlight shining beyond the clouds.





  ....





  Outside the window, there is only darkness.





  Honestly, I can't quite grasp it.





  I decided to shift my focus from the silent darkness.





  Did everyone heading to the surface arrive safely?





  What about the companions fighting in Elysium?





  Did I end up living a different fate from my shadow with this?





  Did I escape the prophecy of killing my family?





  Did Nyx-nim or the gods of Hypnos know that I would make this choice?





  There are many questions.





  Even though I became a complete god, my curiosity doesn't seem to go anywhere.





  Of course, no one answers. I probably won't hear the answers for the rest of my life.





  Because I will exist alone in this place forever.





  『Since no one is here, there's no need to worry about anyone's eyes. How convenient.』





  I spoke to myself, knowing no one would hear.





  It didn't hold much meaning; I just wanted to hear someone's voice. Because this silence felt like it was swallowing me whole, I started to feel lonely.





  "Damn, I'm so lonely."





  I thought everything would become my world once I became a god.





  The reality was a bit different from that.





  Even though it feels like less than a day has passed, I've already started feeling lonely and desolate. Regret also washes over me, wondering if this was truly the right choice.





  However.





  I knew well that all those worries and emotions would eventually dull. In the time that will flow endlessly, I will sit here and become a dull, numb god.





  I might even disappear entirely, becoming the very concept of Samsara.





  I don't know when that will be, or at what moment, but surely that time will come.





  Seureuk-.





  I picked up the smartphone Paranoy had given me at the end.





  I opened the gallery and looked at the photos taken and saved there.





  There, not only the photos I had taken were stored, but also many things taken from angles I didn't know, at times I didn't know.





  But most of them are Paranoy's selfies.





  Damn it, why did he take so many? He was using it completely as he pleased.





  Of course, as I turned the pages, it wasn't just Paranoy's photos.





  Flowing streams, carriages and horses. Wildflowers. Grass. Sky. Clouds. Melted candy. A 'Kkwing' sitting on a tree branch. Colorful 'Kkangkang-i', and-.





  -And familiar faces.





  Looking at their unique hair, their familiar faces, my chest felt heavy like wet cotton.





  There was a time when living facing them felt natural. It was like that just a short while ago.





  But looking back now, all of it feels miraculously like a dream.





  It's as if I existed only in this dark, dim cabin from the beginning, and they only existed as photos beyond the screen.... To the point where such foolish thoughts arise.





  If I had known this would happen, I should have taken more photos. I should have laughed together more, held hands more, eaten delicious things together more, and spent more time together.





  81% battery.





  If this, too, runs out completely, will I no longer be able to see their world, the world beyond the surface, even through the screen?





  If I can no longer see them, will they eventually be forgotten from my memory too?





  Suddenly, that thought crossed my mind.





  But the answer is, of course, no.





  Laughter, warm body temperature, angry faces, confident expressions - I vividly remembered many things about my acquaintances.





  Forgetting this will never happen.





  Thanks to that, I was able to gain a little courage in guarding this silent cabin alone.





  Recalling the faces I must be responsible for gives me the strength to endure even difficult and lonely tasks.





  My father had said many times.





  "Responsibility is what makes a man a man."





  "A strong sense of responsibility makes a man manly," he said.





  At the time, I thought it was like a spell to make me inherit the health clinic, but.... Thinking about it now, Father was right.





  I bore responsibility.





  Finally, I felt like I existed in the world as a man.





  "Father, I... I did well, didn't I? Now that I've become independent, can I proudly say I've surpassed you and become a man?"





  Now I think I understand a little.





  A man is a lonely thing.





  My eyes turned to the smartphone.





  I traced the brightly shining screen, their faces, with my fingers, engraving them one by one into my memory.





  "Yes. This is enough. This is...."





  81% battery.





  75....





  51....





  35....





  15....





  0.





  Finally, when all the screens turned off, and the cabin itself, along with the light, was filled with pitch-black darkness.





  At the moment I thought the light of my life had also disappeared.





  Ttok, ttok-.





  Someone knocked on my cabin door.





  Who on earth?





  Auditory hallucination?





  Did I hear wrong?





  There's no way someone could knock.





  This place is my kingdom.





  Because it's the territory of Samsara.





  Ttok, ttok-.





  But someone was clearly showing their presence, imbued with their own will. As if possessed by something, I got up from the chair and slowly headed downstairs.





  When I opened the door with trembling hands, wasn't there the familiar pink twin-tailed hair right there?





  "Luna-ya...."





  "Hassan, I'm sorry. Hassan, you helped me escape, but I... I just came alone."





  ...."





  Luna appeared before me.





  I thought I would never see this face again, but seeing it like this, honestly, my vision started to blur. It felt like tears would well up.





  They say men don't cry.





  "Luna-ya, why are you here? What about the other friends-."





  "The other guys probably went up safely! Only I... I secretly slipped out of my body as a spirit. The small Goddess of Night, Luna Noxdoti's, ultimate skill, Spirit Step, how about it-?"





  "How about it...? Luna-ya, you... you don't know what it means to stay here...?"





  "I know-! But, we made a promise."





  "A promise?"





  "Hassan and I decided to be a fixed party. Hassan's 30%, no, 50% share is mine. So, Hassan's burden should be split in half too. Therefore, wherever... I'll be with you...."





  Luna laughed, sticking out her tongue with a "Heh-."





  I couldn't hold back anymore and cried.





  Crying my eyes out in Luna's arms.





  Actually, "crying my eyes out" is a very softened expression.





  "Hassan, don't do that here, let's go inside. It's too dark outside."





  "Okay."





  We lay down together on the second floor of the cabin.





  Lying together, we looked at the same ceiling.





  "Hassan, look at that. Up there, there's that plank I hammered hastily on a rainy day. It really looks like Hassan's cabin in Sodomora. The wall I scratched with a knife to measure Paranoy's height is the same too-."





  ...."





  "So this cabin, it was Hassan's and my underworld. Just like the prophecy of Delphi, I've become the Queen of the Underworld, Hassan-."





  "Queen of the Underworld?"





  "Yes, since we decided to split the property half and half, Hassan can have the second floor, and I'll take the first floor. Right? And, I think we can give the yard to Paranoy, the Margrave. Unfortunately, Paranoy isn't here."





  Luna laughed, sticking out her tongue with a "Heh-."





  I couldn't hold back anymore and cried.





  Crying my eyes out in Luna's arms.





  Actually, "crying my eyes out" is a very softened expression.





  "Hassan, what are you thinking?"





  "I'm not thinking anything."





  "Liar, you're thinking about the other girls."





  "No."





  "Hippolyte, Elfriede, and the other girls too, they're all pretty. Hassan, you're weak to temptation and fall for it easily."





  ...."





  "But, they're all good girls. I don't dislike them anymore either. Even though we might never meet again..., I thought of them as my friends..., my older sister, younger sister, family...."





  "Really?"





  "Still, I might dislike sharing Hassan a little. But, coming here at the very last moment, it's me, Luna Noxdoti, who gets to be by Hassan's side. So, it's my victory...?"





  The candle lit in the room was getting smaller and smaller.





  Our tiny cabin, submerged in darkness by the light of the shrinking candle, slowly seeped into the suffocatingly vast darkness.





  But I wasn't scared.





  Because beside me, the small moon that fell from the surface clearly existed.





  "Hassan, whoever is in your heart, whoever is with you, it's fine-. So, just don't leave me.... Because that's what scares me the most.... Coming here at the very last moment, I realized that...."





  I felt Luna's arms wrapping around mine in the darkness.





  "Hassan, you're there, right...? Can you hear my voice...?"





  "Yes, I'm here. I'm next to you, Luna."





  "Hassan, let's definitely go back someday. To the small cabin in Sodomora, let's go there, set up a bonfire in the yard, and grill meat."





  "Okay."





  "Paranoy, Doris, Ignoi, Old Man Platan, Malko, bald Kalidur, Elfriede and Hippolyte, Antiope, and even Gloria, who's a bit scary, and all the others, let's invite them all...."





  "Yes, let's invite them all."





  "We have to go back again...."





  "Okay."





  "Hassan, you're there, right...?"





  Luna's voice grew fainter and fainter.





  "Yes, I'm here."





  "I think I'm getting a little sleepy. Later, wake me up when morning comes-."





  You're sleepy.





  "...Heeu-ah-eum-."





  I felt Luna yawn softly. Soon, Luna started breathing softly, 'saegeun, saegeun-', and then stopped even the slightest breath.





  She fell asleep.





  Sleepiness also washed over me.





  Is it okay to fall asleep like this?





  As I was having that thought-.





  Ttok, ttok-.





  Someone is knocking on the door.





  "Damn it, what is it?"





  Suddenly, my vision brightened.





  "Eek-! Hassan, what is it? I was about to fall asleep. Why did you suddenly wake up? You startled me."





  "Luna, it looks like someone else has come."





  "Who came? Who?"





  I helped Luna, who had buried her face in my chest, sit up, then went downstairs and opened the door. Who could it be? Elfriede? Hippolyte-nim? Paranoy? Who is it?





  The moment I opened the door with a welcoming heart.





  "Greetings-!"





  "Who are you-?"





  A bearded man I'd never seen before stood there, holding an axe in both hands.





  Seriously, who is this guy. Damn it, what the hell.





  What is it?





  What is it?





  As I panicked, the man spoke.





  "I heard stories and came-! Is this the paradise of warriors, Valhalla? I heard glorious battles await me-! Hurry, hurry, lead me to the battlefield-!"





  His voice was booming, like thunder.





  Of course, I don't understand the content.





  "No, damn it, wait, what are you talking about-?"





  "That man over there! That man told me! He said if I come here, I can find the way to Valhalla! So, is this Valhalla? They say if you come here, you can drink delicious beer until you die...! Free beer...! Meat...!"





  "Who told you? No, what is this nonsense-."





  "That man over there! That man told me! He said if I come here, I can find the way to Valhalla! So, is this Valhalla? They say if you come here, you can drink delicious beer until you die...! Free beer...! Meat...!"





  Where the suddenly appearing bearded man pointed, beyond the darkness, stood something like a small streetlight.





  And the man standing under that flickering lamp was someone I never expected.





  But it was a face more familiar than anyone else's.
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  When I first saw it, I thought it was an illusion.





  Could Luna, the cabin, and everything else be nothing more than phantoms created because I couldn't bear the solitude?





  Similarly, that streetlight lurking in the darkness. The figure of the man standing blankly beneath it was someone who absolutely shouldn't exist in this place, so I had no choice but to doubt my own eyes.





  The man was wearing a white shirt and black pants. 





  His half-rolled sleeves revealed arms that were thick for his age, reminding me of the times I had been beaten soundly by them. It was enough to make me shrink back in fear instinctively.





  His chest was broad, and his face, with its tanned skin and lack of laughter, looked quite stubborn. In reality, he was on the stubborn side, too.





  Anyway, why is that man here...?





  ━So, which way do I have to go to find Valhalla? Hey, you there. Uh-huh, is this not the place?





  I stepped past the bearded man who was calling out something. Leaving the cabin, I went into the small yard, opened the gate, and walked over the darkness, slowly heading toward the streetlight.





  "Hassan, wait for me...!"





  Luna followed diligently behind me. She had said she was sleepy just a moment ago. It seems her drowsiness had vanished in an instant.





  And so, I walked through the darkness with Luna and stood under the streetlight. Perhaps because he was standing directly beneath the light, the man's face was cast in shadow.





  "Father, what are you doing here?"





  The man was my father.





  I could tell for certain by the blood beginning to boil in my body that this was neither a fake nor an illusion. The same blood flows through this man and me.





  Sreuk-.





  The man's eyes turned toward me. Then, he slowly opened his mouth.





  "You run away from home without a word, and the first thing you say when we meet after all this time is that? You heartless punk."





  "No, well..."





  "So, who is the young lady next to you?"





  It seemed my father was more curious about Luna, who had followed me, than about me. Luna, who had been clutching my sleeve as if afraid of something, poked only her face out slightly from beside me.





  "I-I am the Goddess of the Small Yard, Luna Noxdoti...! E-e-eyo...."





  This situation seemed quite foreign to Luna. Usually confident with anyone, she hid behind me and trembled as if feeling shy.
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  Then she whispered softly to me.





  "Is that Hassan-ssi's father? What do I do? I came out looking so messy...! I should have put on some makeup and changed into cleaner clothes...!"





  "I don't know either. What the hell is even going on...?"





  I felt the same way.





  There was so much to say, and it felt like I should say a lot. 





  But all of that was swallowed deep down into my throat and stomach, leaving only a sense of longing and an inexplicable relief to fill my heart. 





  As I stood there in silence, my father spoke first.





  "You probably have a lot you want to ask."





  "...I did."





  "If you say 'did', does that mean you don't anymore?"





  "Because now, it doesn't really matter. So, how are you here? What about the rest of the family?"





  I looked around. I expected to see my mother or my younger sister, but around the streetlight, there was only a pitch-blackness like a dark sea.





  Father added a brief explanation as if to clarify.





  "This is the realm of chaos. A crossroads where all sorts of worlds intertwine. Originally, it's a place where no one but those blessed by chaos can enter, but since the world has become disordered, entry has become possible."





  "...."





  "What, you don't believe me?"





  "No, it's just... hearing words other than talk about boiled bellflower and deodeok juice coming from the mouth of the father I know is a bit strange...."





  Chaos, worlds-. Hearing such crazy talk from my father's mouth made me feel like my own head was going to get all jumbled up.





  At that, Father looked around and pointed to a bench sitting under the streetlight.





  "Well, let's sit for a bit then. Let's hear what you've been up to while you were out of the house. Your mother is furious, asking where the hell you've been wandering off to."





  Holy shit, so that's how it is. I wondered if, while I was in this world, time in that other world had stopped like it does for the Digidestined. 





  Apparently not.





  "And Seon-ah sold your computer on the used market. Your game console, your shoes, your bag-"





  "Wait, seriously-?"





  These were truths I didn't really want to know.





  Anyway, after that, Father and I sat on the bench and talked about this and that. 





  How long had it been since I'd talked with my father like this? To begin with, we weren't the type of father and son who shared many conversations.





  At most, did I have a lot to say when I came out on my first leave from the military? But, I think that's just how it is between a father and a son.





  Because there isn't much to share.





  However, because there had been a gap of nearly two years, I had quite a few stories to chatter about this time.





  I briefly recounted everything from becoming a slave, killing Goblins, killing and defeating various things, meeting the gods of Hypos and becoming a god myself, up to the current situation.





  Father just nodded as he listened to my story.





  In fact, he didn't seem very interested in what I had done.





  Then, he suddenly clenched his fist as if angry.





  "You little punk, so you're saying you have three wives now?"





  "No, well... no, that's not what I meant. Why are you fixated on that while ignoring all the other important stuff?"


  


  "If not that, does it mean there are more? Is that how I raised you? There's a girl with a child in her belly, and you're here doing this?"





  Shit, even though I have a mouth, I have nothing to say.





  "You, hey, you've been like that since you were a kid. Doing everything half-heartedly. No motivation to do anything. No will. Just starting a bunch of things-"





  "...."





  Why do I have to listen to a lecture even in this situation?





  I felt a surge of anger rising from deep within my gut. I am now a full-grown man. I'm past the age of being scolded by my father.





  "So, just tell me how you got here, Father. If you know the way here, you know the way back, right?"





  "The reason I came here. There is a reason. I've decided to sell the Shop. I put it on the market. I came to tell you that."





  "Wait, seriously?"





  "Seriously, you punk. Why are you like this? Have you been living for two years getting tricked by people?"


  


  "No, selling the Shop...."





  "That, what is it. Your mother's greenhouse. Over there, that, some new city development or whatever is starting. The value went up a bit. So we decided to retire and stop working."





  "Ah-."





  "And I got caught for food hygiene laws and got my business suspended. I paid a fine and all. Anyway, well, so I decided to close the shop."





  "Ah-, hygiene laws. I knew that would happen someday."





  Honestly, it was a shop where it wouldn't be strange for it to close at any time if a report was filed and officials raided it. 





  That's why I studied hard to operate it legally after I took it over.





  Now, it doesn't matter anymore.





  "So, what are you going to do once you sell the shop, Father? Just... play at home?"





  "If I did that, I'd be walking on eggshells. A man, you punk. No matter how hard he's worked, from the moment he stops bringing in money, he's a burden. I have to do something too. So, I'm thinking of writing a book."





  "You, Father, a book?"





  "Yeah. Like a martial arts novel."





  I remembered that among the medical books crammed into the Shop, there were often martial arts novels mixed in. Retiring and writing a book. It fits, if it fits.





  Father continued.





  "So, I want to shut myself away in a quiet place for a few years and focus on writing. I'm looking for a place, but home is a bit much. There's the dog. Your sister and your mother are noisy. Lately, there's even a cat. It's being raised in your room."





  "Wait, even a cat...?"





  "Seon-ah insisted so much on raising one. So we ended up with it. Thanks to that, it's so chaotic lately. Fur flying everywhere. Crying every night."





  I recalled the noisy house.





  It was so noisy that I could never study at home. It was inconvenient during exam periods, but now I miss that noisy atmosphere a little.





  "So, I'm looking for something like a quiet private study. But, looking over there, there's a perfect place."





  Seuk-.





  The place Father was pointing to with his finger was none other than the cabin where Luna and I were.





  "...."





  "...."





  Sons and fathers are like that. At some point, they reach a stage where they understand each other's intentions without having to talk anymore. That's why conversation beyond a certain point becomes unnecessary.





  At least, that's how it was for my father and me.





  So I could understand the meaning of what my father was trying to do.





  "Father...."





  "As you know, someone has to be sitting in that spot. But it's not you. In my eyes, you don't have the right to sit in that spot."





  "No...."





  "You don't have the right yet. You're not prepared. A guy who finds it hard to even take over a Shop can't just sit around in a place like that. I know you."





  "...."





  "Hassan, the God of Samsara? What a joke. You, punk, are still a greenhorn. What can a guy who fumbles around in fear of a single Spider do?"





  Father continued to criticize me.





  It was fine even if he was provoking me.





  Normally, blood would have rushed to my head and I might have flared up, but I've grown older now. I can at least understand what this situation means.





  My father is saying he will shoulder the yoke of samsara instead. That was something I was supposed to shoulder alone.





  "Father, you'll be left all alone. Truly."





  At that, Father slightly raised the corners of his mouth. Did he smile?





  "Am I the same as you? I have experience. If it's me, it's even possible to go back and forth from here. Because I made such a contract with Chaos. I can cross over between this side and that side."





  "Wait, really?"





  Shit, is there such a contract function? Where can one make such a contract? While I was lost in curiosity, Father scratched his chin.





  "Well, going outside would only be about once a week even for me now. That's enough to think of it as being away on a business trip. But you can't do that."





  "No, even so...."





  Even so, sitting still in the same space for six days a week is something a person shouldn't do. I worried for my father.


  


  "Hassan, this father of yours is used to solitude. And to narrow, dark places. No, rather, it's precisely such places that give me a sense of stability."





  "...."





  "If you ever have children, the time will come when you understand my heart."





  "Father-."





  "Then, let's do this. Shall we arm wrestle for the first time in a while? It's boring to just do it, so let's make a bet. We'll decide according to the winner's words."





  Sreuk-.





  As Father waved his hand in the air, a small platform of sorts appeared under the streetlight. A platform that looked perfect for resting our hands and arm wrestling.





  I had never once won an arm wrestling match against my father.





  My father was like an impregnable fortress; he never seemed like someone who would be toppled.





  Sreuk-.





  But in this moment as we gripped each other's hands, I could feel instantly that my father's strength was not as great as it used to be.





  I didn't know if Father had become weaker or if I had become that much stronger....





  "Then, was it Luna? Could you act as the referee? It has to be fair."





  "Ye-yes.... Then, re-ready, go...!"





  With Luna's clumsy shout, the arm wrestling between Father and me began.





  "Hey, are you even trying?"





  "...."





  Compared to my father's trembling arm, I was calm and serene. To the point where I wondered if Father was just pretending to exert strength.





  Had I become too strong?





  Or maybe it was true that Father's strength had weakened.





  They say that in this world, gods increase their power according to the size of their faith. Father's Followers had been all but annihilated, and his very existence was on the verge of being erased.





  Then it was only natural for his strength to have weakened like this.





  It's somewhat sad.





  "You've become strong, Hassan."





  Kwaaaaak-.





  At that moment, a pressure so strong it felt like my palm would be crushed came in.





  "But, as expected, you're still no match for me. Come back after training for at least another 100 years."





  Simultaneously, my hand was abruptly forced down in a direction it shouldn't go.





  "Uwaaaaah!"





  What the hell, such power suddenly? What was that act of being weak until just now? Was it a performance? 





  I quickly put strength into my arm in a panic, but my arm, which had already tilted as far as it could, was forced down until my knuckles finally slammed against the platform.





  Kung.





  "Ugh-."





  "You let your guard down-. You're not going to use that as an excuse, are you? Anyway, the victory is clear. Luna, it looks that way to you too, right?"





  "Ye-yes.... It's... Father-nim's victory...!"





  I stood up, panting heavily.





  I lost.





  Was it because of that?





  Something like purple smoke billowed from my body.





  Seuseuseuseu-.





  It looked as if my soul was escaping, and the smoke that escaped began to rapidly seep into Father's body.





  "God of Samsara, so this is the feeling of the authority-. Good. It's not particularly difficult."





  I realized that the divinity that had been dwelling in my body was being transferred to Father. 





  To think things would turn out like this because of a single arm wrestling match, a single moment of being caught off guard by sentimentality.





  "Good, then while I'm getting used to the power, I'll send you two back to the surface first."





  ─Hades Samsara Beam.





  Jiiiiiiing-.





  "Whoa-."





  A strange beam of light emitted from Father's hand pierced through my body. Simultaneously, my body became blurred and began to vanish starting from my hands and feet.





  "No, wait, Father-"





  "Hassan, you have work to do up there. In fact, your coming to this place, and the world becoming this disordered, must all be that fellow's will."





  "That fellow-?"
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 As my body gradually began to blur, my father added.





 "Before you were born, your mother and I met that guy. That guy, he urged us to flee to another world. Now that I think about it, it was all according to his will."





 "Damn it," my father clicked his tongue, looking annoyed.





 That guy.





 At that being, I noticed the presence of something burning hotly in my chest. Tied to my chest like a pendant, it was none other than Eros's arrowhead.





 "Is this related?"





 "I don't know where you got that from. It's similar. That guy tried to stab your mother and me with an arrowhead. He failed, but in the end, we got married and had children. So, it still went according to his plan."





 "Who is that guy?"





 "He was a guy from another world. A wanderer who came along the cracks of chaos that appeared when Typhon tore the world apart. He called himself a traveler from Midgard."





 Midgard.





 I'd heard that somewhere before.





 What was it again?





 As I was racking my brain, my father explained.





 "You know about the Elves, right? He was a guy from another world, just like the Elves. He probably came from the same place as them."





 "Elves are otherworldly beings...?"





 "Yes, Gaia's land and the Elves' Alfheim were not originally connected. They were entirely different worlds. It was due to the collision of worlds brought about by the cracks that formed when your uncle struck lightning into Typhon's body."





 Organizing my complicated thoughts with my father's explanation, it seemed that Alfheim, the land of the Elves, was originally a completely different space from this Gaia continent.





 That the aftermath arising from Typhon and the Olympian gods fighting fiercely tore dimensions and space, connecting the two lands.





 A traveler who visited from such a world of Elves.





 Now that I think about it, there were quite a few mentions of that guy.





 The patron of the Gnostics Nemea had mentioned.





 A bridge connecting the Gigas and the Elves.





 My father's guest.





 All of them were pointing to one person.





 But it seemed my father didn't even know his true identity.





 "That guy is probably in the land of the Elves. Find him and shove him into this realm of chaos. Imprison that bastard here. I'll take charge of this place until then."





 Ah. So, the idea was to find the mastermind behind everything and make him take responsibility. I understood.





 I asked.





 "Don't you have any more hints? Like, what kind of guy he is. Any information you know."





 "That guy, he liked alcohol. Other than that, he was a fellow with no set rules or anything. Well, whatever the case, it was good to see you after a long time. Now there's no time."





 My vision gradually darkened.





 I felt what could be called my soul floating up, as if being pulled by a UFO in the air. I was being expelled from this distant territory of reincarnation.





 "─."





 Although I tried to say something, my voice no longer came out of my mouth. Only a humming sound, like the blowing wind, remained.





 "More than I thought─."





 To me, my father waved his hand like a final farewell and said.





 "You've grown up quite well, Hassan."





 With that, my soul was swept away in something like a strange torrent.





 My flailing form, spinning around, felt exactly like being caught in a whirlpool. You could even say it felt like laundry tumbling in a washing machine.





 Is this the torrent of reincarnation?





 As I was flailing like that, with water constantly entering my nose and eyes and my breathing getting blocked, I had no choice but to reach out everywhere.





 Is there nothing to grab onto? If I keep getting swept away like this and sink, I feel like I'll be totally screwed in more ways than one!





 Blink, blink-.





 Before my eyes, before I knew it, something like a flickering light appeared.





 I instinctively knew that place was the exit to escape this shitty torrent.





 Like a moth charging towards a flame, I swam hard towards that light and stretched out my hand powerfully.





 Paseuseuk-.





 The vivid sensation of my hand piercing through something and moving forward continued.





 "Heu-heo, heu-heu-heu-heu-."





 Soon, my entire body pierced through something.





 "Heoeu-."





 I gasped for breath and regulated my breathing. What I saw before my eyes then were gravestones and pebbles scattered everywhere.





 Is this a graveyard?





 I brushed off the dust and dirt clinging to my body.





 As I turned my head.





 Right at my feet, a gravestone was visible.





 「Hassan Zigres's Cenotaph - Commemorating the Departed.」





 A cenotaph? Is it like a fake grave? Since my corpse wasn't there, can I assume it's a temporary grave that was made?





 "Oh, for fuck's sake, I'm alive."





 I powerfully kicked my gravestone with my foot and smashed it.





 Perhaps because of the crashing sound, wareureu-, of the crumbling gravestone, I felt everyone who had been commemorating at the graves turn their attention to me.





 ━What? What's going on?





 ━Is someone else causing a ruckus?





 ━Look, look at that dug-up grave-! It must be a grave robber. Someone, someone call the guards-!





 Something about the situation felt off.





 I quickly left this spot, trying to move my feet to meet Luna or my other companions. But in this unfamiliar place, I didn't know where to go to find them.





 Where is this place?





 Is this Sodomora?





 In Sodomora, is there another large graveyard like this, besides my Temple grounds?





 For now, I slowly surveyed my surroundings.





 Then I ended up receiving a great shock.





 I realized that this unfamiliar space, full of gravestones, was none other than my Temple.





 The broken pillars and overgrown weeds, as if abandoned for a long time, were unfamiliar, but this place was undoubtedly my Temple, located west of Sodomora.





 Why is it so broken and old?





 For now, I decided to ask someone visible nearby. My eyes turned towards an old man sitting and resting in the shade of a tree.





 The strong smell of alcohol emanating from him made it seem like he had been drinking since broad daylight.





 "Excuse me, let me ask something. Is this, Sodomora's, Hassan's Temple?"





 Seureuk-.





 His eyes, tired and soaked in alcohol, looked up at me and then he chuckled unpleasantly, keulkeul-.





 "Hassan's Temple-. There was a time when it was called that.... That too, is now an old saying."





 "No, what do you mean by that? An old saying? The people who were here, where did they go? Luna Noxdoti. Elfriede. Hippolyte. Paranoy. Don't you know those names?"





 "Ah-? Hippolyte, Paranoy.... Those names.... When I was very young.... I think I heard them.... I might just remember...."





 To have heard of them in his very young days.





 My vision went dark.





 My legs trembled.





 I felt cold sweat on my back.





 This man, no matter how I looked at him, was an old geezer over 70.





 For such an old geezer to say he heard stories of my companions in his very young days. Could it be that I fucking skipped time?





 Looking at my Temple grounds, broken down like this, my deduction seemed quite plausible.


 


 "Oh dear, old man-! I wondered where you went, and here you are again, drinking alcohol-!"





 At that moment, a woman's scream, ppaek-, was heard. Soon, a rather old woman approached me and repeatedly hit the man's back with her palm.





 "Go home! Don't just get old and talk nonsense! You senile old man-!"





 What is it?





 "Who are you? Did my old man talk strange nonsense again?"





 The arrow of conversation suddenly turned towards me.





 "I'm, uh, what's-his-name, Hassan of Samaria, that, a person who was quite famous as a god in Sodomora. Do you happen to know me...."





 "Ah-! Hassan? A few days ago, there was a bustling funeral for him. I heard he died. But, for a dead person, you look too lively."





 "Do you know about me?"





 "Of course I know! Your companions came back alive from the Underworld, they say-! War and all that, in this noisy world, it was a very interesting story."





 I heard the full story from the old woman.





 Unlike what I had thought, that a long time had passed. It seems only about two or three days have passed on the surface world since I sent my party members back.





 Oh, for fuck's sake, that drunken old geezer bastard.





 Needlessly confusing people.





 But then, why was my Temple so destroyed? I asked the reason.





 Jojaljojal-.





 "Oh dear, don't even mention it. The entire kingdom is at war right now, you know. Graves are increasing, and dragons are breathing fire in the sky.... A while ago, a large rock flew in, and it seems it hit your Temple."





 "Then, do you know where the people who were here went?"





 "I heard they evacuated to Mars's Temple. The small Nymphs too, they must have all gone there to take refuge. I remember clearly."





 Mars Guild, perhaps.





 Anyway, I decided that for now, I should meet my companions, hear the full story, and explain things to them.








 *     *     *








 "Aat-! Th-this is someone who looks exactly like Hassan-nim-imnidat...!"





 As I went to Mars's Temple, a familiar voice greeted me.





 "Really, he looks exactly like Hassan-nim-imnidat...!"





 "Paranoy, it's me. Hassan. Of course I look exactly the same, because it's me."





 I raised my hand in joy, but Paranoy, with his brow furrowed, growled.





 "But that Paranoy will not be fooled by lies now-imnidat...! We buried Hassan-nim with our own hands-imnidat...! You are clearly a fake-imnidat...!"





 "No, a fake-."





 "From you, now, not even a trace of divinity can be felt-imnidat...! You might fool other guys, but that great Nymph Paranoy cannot be fooled-imnidat...!"





 Paranoy seemed unable to believe that I was me.





 Not even a trace of divinity can be felt, he says.





 Have I lost my divine power? I did transfer all the authority of reincarnation to my father, so because of that, my body seems to be in a slightly different state than before.





 "Guards, where are the guards-imnidat-? Here, a fake Hassan has appeared to deceive the world-imnidat...! How dare you try to deceive that Paranoy, Hassan-nim's foremost Follower-! Immediately bow your head-imnidat...!"





 "This bastard-."





 For now, I thought I needed to calm Paranoy down. So, after clenching my fist, I gave him a knuckle rap.





 Kung-.





 "Hui-euek-!"





 Paranoy, as always, clutched his head and shed a few tears. But that pain was only for a moment.





 "Th-this exquisite angle.... Exquisite strength...! Even the mercilessness imbued with a slight Nymph-hatred...! Th-the one who can deliver such a knuckle rap is the only one in the world-imnidat...! Hassan-nim, are you really Hassan-nim...?"





 "Yes."





 "Hassan-nim has really come back alive from the grave in three days-imnidat...! That Paranoy definitely knew that Hassan-nim would return-imnidat...!"





 Paranoy, with both hands raised high, began to spin around me. No matter when I see him, this guy is fucking scatterbrained.





 "That Paranoy has met the resurrected Hassan-nim for the first time-imnidat...! That Paranoy knew everything-imnidat...!"





 "Don't lie, you bastard. Just until now, you were calling me a fake or something."





 To distinguish between real and fake by getting a knuckle rap. Fucking hell, that bond between Paranoy and me is somehow very wrong. To the point where I want to go back into the grave.





 "Anyway, is everyone okay? Why is the city in this state?"





 "While we were suffering in the Underworld, the kingdom seems to have been caught up in several battles-imnidat...! And everyone else is fine, but Luna-nim...."





 "What about Luna?"





 "Since Luna-nim came out of the Underworld, she has not regained consciousness-imnidat...."


 


 I see.





 Luna's soul had come out and said it would stay with me or something. Then, since I've returned like this, I wonder if Luna's soul also found its body well and returned?





 I hurriedly returned to the Cabin with Paranoy. Then, inside, a noisy commotion was unfolding.





 ━The house owner has regained consciousness-! House owner, do you recognize this Doris...?





 ━What-! Where is this-? Hassan and, father, where are they-? Just until now, we were together? What? What is it?





 ━Hassan, you say, that black thief died long ago-!





 ━No-! I was with Hassan just until now! What-! What is it-?





 ━What should I do-! The house owner's head has become strange-! Before this Doris's eyes, it has become dizzy-!





 I opened the noisy Cabin Door and entered, looking at the girls inside with wide-open eyes.





 "Aat-! You, you are-! Kore thief-! This bastard, saying he died, I cried for him at the funeral-! And not even dying like this, have you appeared to steal Kore from this Doris again...!"





 "Shit...! Hassan...! Hassan has finally returned...!"





 It was noisy.





 But, rather than silent solitude, this was better.





 Because of that, my father's figure, left alone in the solitary Cabin, was drawn in my mind. To volunteer to be confined in solitary by himself.





 Perhaps my father, was his married life difficult...."





 Keung-keung-.





 At that moment, Doris, who had been growling at me, twitched her nose.





 "Black thief, now that I see you, you've changed a lot-! Sister of the ditch water, Paranoy, did you feel it too...? Now that I see it, it's like a completely different person-!"





 "That's right-imnidat.... Even that Paranoy, Hassan-nim's foremost Follower and chief administrator, who surpassed the position of Margrave, at first showed the state of mistaking him for someone else-imnidat...!"





 The Nymphs' reactions were not ordinary.





 "Hassan has changed? I don't really know."





 Of course, Luna tilted her head as if unable to understand, but Doris suddenly trembled as if a chill had risen.





 "The extremely powerful divinity dwelling in his body left all at once, and truly, he has become completely empty-! A bottomless pit-! This man has become like that-!"





 A bottomless pit, you say.





 At Doris's fuss, I gently stroked my chest and stomach.





 But I didn't feel anything like a big hole.





 Particularly, my body wasn't bad or strange either. On the contrary, my condition was excellent. I felt like I could fly, like a soldier who had thrown off his military pack that he had been carrying.





 Fucking good.





 But Doris trembled even more, like a pine tree before the winter wind.





 "This Doris is a Nymph of honey water..., I have seen quite many gods and monsters-! But, like this man now..., something so terrifying, I have never seen.... This man is a colossal..., a colossal...."





 Doris lost consciousness at the end of those words.
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  Several days had passed since I rose from the grave.





  Only now did I realize something.





  Returning after a long absence from daily life, there were problems aplenty to deal with.





  Bills piled high in the mailbox, a dusty office. Backlogged work.





  Ah, shibal, I didn't just come back from playing around; I ate a shitload of dust for the peace of the continent. I don't know why I have to deal with such trivial matters even after returning.





  "Hassan-nim, this is the repair and renovation construction bill for the Temple that collapsed due to a meteor impact-imnidat...! This Paranoy has decided to hire carefully selected artisans-imnidat...! The amount will be around 20 Gold-imnidat...!"





  "20 Gold-?"





  The clinking sound of gold coins vividly echoed in my ears. I returned to find the Temple destroyed by a rock from the sky, and now I had to spend a huge amount of money to repair it.





  It was good that I could return safely, but I was busy with a lot of backlogged work.





  Is this the feeling of office workers returning from a long holiday vacation?





  Or not.





  Anyway, I diligently tried to find my original place. It was as if I hadn't experienced anything, bustling about to melt back into daily life and regain an ordinary existence.





  However, this Underworld expedition had a significant impact on the Gaia continent and my life. To an extent that simply couldn't be ignored.





  The first thing that changed in my life.





  Seureuk-.





  Now, even if I touched someone else's wrist, no more letters appeared.





  It wasn't just the letters on the wrist.





  "Long live Chaos-."





  Even the letters I used to summon by praising Chaos no longer appeared. The convenient stats had become invisible.





  I tried to deduce the reason.





  Perhaps it was when I awakened as the God of Reincarnation and dug into my head with my own thumb? I think I last saw letters about the contract with Chaos being dissolved or something then.





  "Hmm-."





  Perhaps the letters I saw before my eyes were some kind of blessing from Chaos.





  "Hassan-nim, why are you like this-imnidat? Please quickly stamp this budget execution document-imnidat...! You don't need to read the contents in detail-imnidat...!"





  "Paranoy."





  "Why, why are you calling this Paranoy's name-imnidat...? Perhaps you wish to revise the 10% allowance increase for Paranoy, written small in the corner-imnidat...?"





  "No, your mother, she was a Nymph blessed by Chaos, wasn't she?"





  "That's right-imnidat...! She would babble nonsense and see illusions every day-imnidat...! She was a kind Nymph, but there was no Nymph louder or crazier than my mother-imnidat...!"





  "I see."





  In this world, receiving the blessing of Chaos meant being a patient suffering from neurosis or a person who had gone mad. It was a fluctuating state, different from the intoxication of alcohol or pure madness. 





  Because of this, people blessed by Chaos were often dismissed as seeing illusions or babbling nonsense that others couldn't perceive, and were sometimes ostracized.





  Perhaps the letters I saw were also a type of such 'illusions.'





  It was a convenient function, whether I knew it or not.





  To get it back, do I have to make a new contract with Chaos?





  Chaos, huh-.





  I recalled that my father's domain, the Territory of Reincarnation, was at the crossroads of Chaos. 





  Until now, it had been pushed back in priority by many others, but I feel like I want to investigate the true nature of this 'Chaos' a bit.





  "And Hassan-nim, a meeting is scheduled after lunch in the Mars Guild's conference room-imnidat...! You must not forget-imnidat...!"





  "Alright."





  There are many things to process and organize.





  "Then, let's go now."





  "Indeed, a good idea-imnidat...!"





  "And your allowance is fixed for now, you bastard. Rewrite the document."





  "Indeed, such cold-heartedness, befitting a heinous scoundrel of Hell-imnidat...."





  After roughly finishing my work, I headed to the Mars Guild office, where familiar faces filled the room. 





  Winged Human Zetas, Olympiad Runner Atalante, Sileia, and others-. These were the individuals we had left behind as the rear party.





  Their appearances, bandaged and wounded here and there, looked unsettling, but they seemed mostly fine.





  Winged Human Zetas was excitedly chattering about something, eventually even slamming the table, kwaang-.





  "There, I, I flew high into the sky and threw a rock at Hector's head-! That Hector-! Achilles' rival-!"





  At that, Atalante, with her arms crossed, sighed, hoo-.





  "I know, you bastard, how many times are you going to tell that story? So Hector's helmet came off. The end. Right?"





  "Atalante, it wasn't just taking off his helmet. While I bought time like that, everyone was able to escape from the collapsing world, weren't they! Praise me more!"





  "Yeah, fuck off, you bastard. You think you're the only one who suffered? If we're talking about that, I also ran and unlocked the Door before it closed, you know? If I hadn't moved there, everyone would have died-."





  It was noisy. They were probably chattering about what they had done and what they had seen.





  Wondering how best to interject, I paused briefly at the Door, and Paranoy cleared his throat, keumkeum-.





  "Everyone, quiet down-imnidat...!"





  Then, all eyes turned to us.





  Seizing the opportunity, Paranoy quickly added a few more words.





  "The rightful owner and Archduke of the fallen Hell, who single-handedly endured the invasion of the resurrected Tartarus, sacrificed himself for the world, and then resurrected himself from the grave after three days, the Savior Hassan-nim is entering-imnidat...!"





  What a fucking grand title.





  It was so exaggerated and magnificent that it felt like it wasn't describing me, but the fucking funny thing was that this time, it was the unvarnished truth.





  Paranoy's explanation didn't end there.


 


  "And witnessing the resurrection of such a Savior firsthand, the cornerstone of the Temple, the Archduke who transcended the Margrave of Hell, the Nymph of the Great Sacred Relic, the Great Paranoy is entering-imnidat...!"





  What the hell is the Nymph of the Great Sacred Relic, the Great Paranoy? Sometimes I wonder if Paranoy just babbles out Nymph types whatever comes to his mouth.





  Anyway, seizing the moment when everyone's attention was focused and the atmosphere had settled, I cleared my throat once.





  "Euhheum, how are you all?"





  I sat in the slightly ornate and plush-looking seat prepared for me. It felt uncomfortable because it was excessively plush. Why was my seat getting special treatment?





  As I fidgeted, Atalante, who had been sitting slumped, slightly furrowed her brow.





  "Black-haired one, I cried so much when they said you died. What the hell, you just resurrected like this. I feel like I lost out. Is the Archduke of Hell not truly dead even if he dies?"





  Atalante grumbled curtly, "Give me back my tears-."





  Was she sad that I died? I don't remember building such a bond with her. As I was thinking that, Sileia, who had been sitting with her arms crossed and eyes closed, spoke.





  "Atalante always cries a lot at any funeral. She's sensitive, you see."





  "Quiet down-! Anyway, um, so, who's leading the meeting today? Hippolyte said she couldn't attend because she's busy, so is it you, Sileia?"





  "Yes. I'm in charge. Not as Hippolyte's substitute, though. It would be troublesome if you thought I was doing this as Hippolyte's substitute."





  Eventually, the meeting began.





  Just because a big task was finished, it didn't mean the world ended.





  Rather, there was a mountain of things to discuss, to the point where one could say things would be bustling from now on. I felt dizzy looking at the pile of documents stacked on the table.





  Sileia spoke.





  "What happened in Tartarus, I've pretty much seen it all from that strange machine. The God of the Abyss rising, and its destruction."





  Sileia's eyes were fixed on the smartphone carefully placed in the center of the table. 





  My smartphone had videos sporadically filmed by Paranoy, serving as a good medium to prove what we experienced and did in the Underworld.





  Without that, everything we did would have been dismissed as lies. 





  Hassan stopped a fucking colossal god from rising in the Underworld and trying to invade the surface. Honestly, who would believe it just by hearing it?





  In that sense, having evidence is good.





  Just then, old man Nestor, who had been half-dozing, spoke.





  "We saw Elysium, the paradise, collapse, and its warriors perish. According to your words, Tartarus also vanished.... So, what happens now?"





  The old man's eyes turned to me.





  "Now, the souls of the dead, what happens to them-? Souls that can no longer go to Hell, nor paradise, nor even Purgatory, what becomes of them?"





  Nestor's question was natural.





  I briefly explained to them about reincarnation, where living beings are reborn as other living beings. At that, Zetas, the man with pheasant wings, furrowed his brow.





  "No, shibal, what the hell-. So. You're saying I can die and be reborn as a duck or a chicken? I don't really like that. What is that?"





  Everyone murmured with a similar feeling to Zetas. It must have been shocking to realize that they could die and become a new, unexpected being.





  To the people of this continent, the concept of reincarnation would be almost entirely foreign.





  "This, this Paranoy will explain-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy quickly interjected into the conversation.





  "Being reborn as a beast, a lowly animal, or a Monster is limited to the wicked and those without faith-imnidat...! If one accumulates good karma in life, in the next life, they will be born as the son of a noble, a descendant of kings, and live a life starting with a golden spoon-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy's explanation was accurate.





  Although I, having lost the authority of reincarnation, could only vaguely sense it now, it was a fact that, as Paranoy said, the karma accumulated in one's life affected the next, which was the rule of reincarnation.





  "Hmm-."





  "I don't know. It's difficult."





  However, I think it will take at least more than a generation for this concept of reincarnation to take root on the Gaia continent. Time will tell.





  Peolleok-.





  Sileia flipped through the documents and spoke.





  "Although the Abyss has collapsed, Pluto's underground labyrinth hasn't completely disappeared. Rather, more labyrinths have emerged in the world. Monsters are swarming everywhere, and it's utter chaos."





  According to the data, the number of labyrinths discovered at the time of the Abyss's collapse increased. One could say that Hell, having no more space, had risen to the surface.





  "And, with the stirrings of the Gigas Tartarus, cracks have appeared on the surface, and many areas have been damaged by earthquakes and volcanic eruptions. Gloria is checking on it, so we'll know what happened if we wait."  





  "Thanks to that─."





  At Sileia's explanation, Atalante added a remark as if she knew something.





  "─Thanks to that, the war that was happening on the surface seems to have reached a stalemate, though."





  War, huh.





  Come to think of it, the surface, the Zeruit Kingdom, was said to be engulfed in war. Nobles from various regions had raised armies and were fighting for their own interests-.





  My Temple was also destroyed by catapults fired by expeditionary forces from distant regions surrounding Sodomora. Thanks to that war, many unfamiliar cemeteries had sprung up on my Temple grounds, they say.





  "The Zeruit Royal Army, led by the princess, and Borzak's liberation army are said to be fighting fiercely. Because of such a trivial war, this Atalante got caught up in a horde of souls in the Underworld, didn't I. I'm pissed off."





  The forces of Elysium, the paradise, were constantly increasing due to soldiers dying on the surface, causing no end of trouble.





  However, that war on the surface was temporarily halted by the rampage of Gigas and Tartarus in the Underworld.





  It's not an end to the war, but a ceasefire, so it might resume someday. End of war, ceasefire. As a Korean, I know the difference between those two wordplays well.





  "Shibal-."
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  Shibal, I returned to the surface only to find stories that make my hair fall out. Isn't there any good news?





  As I was thinking that, Amazoness Sileia changed the subject as if she had read my mind.





  "Let's stop with these stories now and talk about something truly important. Money, that is. In fact, everyone probably came here wanting to hear about this rather than trivial things."





  At that, Winged Human Zetas raised both hands high.





  "Hehe, of course-! I was wondering when you'd bring it up. So, what happened? The money we're supposed to get? Have all the items been processed? How much is distributed per person?"





  Life returned to the faces of the people who had been sinking into languor, boredom, and fatigue. 





  I understand.





  What could be more enjoyable than talking about money you're about to receive?





  At that, Sileia, who had clicked her abacus, tak-tak-, explained.





  "Even if it's a stalemate, it's still wartime, so we won't know until the exact buyers come forward. But if we total the prices of the treasures we managed to bring, it's twenty-five large ones."





  "Twenty-five thousand Gold? That's amazing-!"





  Zetas spread his wings and cheered. 





  The members of the rear party who went to Elysium said they had each brought as many treasures from the surroundings as they could before escaping. The estimated selling price of those treasures was around 25,000 Gold, they said.





  How much is that in Korean Won?





  I can't calculate it.





  Anyway, it was a fucking lot of money.





  And my share, as the party leader and the one who made the greatest sacrifice, was considerable, so the amount that ultimately came to me was this much.





  10,000 G.





  10,000 Gold.





  Ten thousand gold coins.





  A million silver coins.





  In Copper, it's a million multiplied by a million, so, shiberal, I can't calculate it. Anyway, I had become a fucking rich person with a lot of money.





  "Hassan-nim, with 10,000 gold coins, you might be able to acquire a fortress and become a lord-imnidat...! It's enough money to build several mansions and still have some left over-imnidat...!"





  "I see-!"





  "Even within the Gaia continent, you are among the top ten richest people-imnidat...!"





  Just by bringing back a part of the Underworld, I had become incredibly rich.





  A fucking lot of money.





  Now, I really need to buy a fucking huge plot of land in Sodomora and build my mansion.





  As I was thinking such thoughts, peolleok-, Sileia handed me a piece of paper.





  "Party leader Hassan, finally, this is the mail that was delivered to you. I haven't opened the contents, but it probably contains an amazing story."





  Mail?





  I fixed my gaze on the mail extended from Sileia's hand.





  A seal with a griffon standing sideways in a kwaang- pose. 





  It was from the Zeruit Royal Family.





  A letter from the Royal Family to me?





  Wondering what it was, I tore it open and examined the contents. Paranoy, who was looking at it with me, trembled and said.





  "Th-this is yet another amazing story-imnidat...!"
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  The letter sent from the royal family read as follows:





  「Hassan Zigres. We extend our gratitude for your sacrifice and passionate efforts toward the Gaia Continent. 





  Through your heroic sacrifice, the Continent and the Kingdom have been freed from the forces and terror of the Underworld, and can now stand under the righteous will of the Gods.





  An achievement worthy of being counted among the greatest throughout centuries and myths.





  In recognition of your merits-. The Royal Family of Zeruit, as the representative of Jupiter, God of the Sky, hereby appoints you as the Platinum Hero.」





  Platinum Hero.





  I had heard a little about that myself.





  Adventurer ranks are four tiers: Iron, Bronze, Silver, and Gold.





  Generally, Gold Tier adventurers are known to be the highest and the realm of great heroes.





  But there is.





  A tier above that, unknown to ordinary people.





  Platinum, shining even brighter than gold.





  Platinum.





  The highest title for a savior who transcends history.





  "Oh-."





  Hassan, who was once a slave, had finally obtained the Platinum necklace...!





  But what's so good about becoming a Platinum adventurer?





  As I was subtly collecting my thoughts, Paranoy spoke.
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  "Currently on the Gaia Continent, only Byeokryeokje Friedrich wears a Platinum necklace...! Hassan-nim will now possess power virtually equal to a king on this land-imnidat...!"





  "Really?"





  "That's right-imnidat...! In truth, compared to the authority of Hassan-nim, who was a great god, it's merely a small, trivial, and humble authority...! But it will be the greatest reward the royal family of Zeruit can bestow-imnidat...!"





  Hassan, above all others.





  Could it be considered like an honorary royal?





  One might say, "What's the big deal about an honorary royal now, when I was once a god?"





  However, on this Gaia Continent, where the authority of the gods had gradually diminished due to the Gigas' schemes, the authority of the existing royal families often seemed greater than that of distant gods.





  In that sense, my gaining real power in this world wasn't a bad thing at all. More power is always good, right? I could even hire a bunch of graduate students to do my annoying tasks.





  "A Platinum necklace, huh. Atalante here lives to see such a thing. Show it to me when you get it. Let me even touch it."





  "Given our achievements, it's only natural for Hassan, the party leader, to be promoted. It's not some ordinary feat either."





  Heroes with golden necklaces, including Atalante and Silaleia, showed both wonder and a sense of "of course" regarding my promotion.





  Only the seasoned old man Nestor merely hummed-, propped his chin, and twitched his lips as if displeased. To that, the winged man Zetas asked.





  "Old man, isn't this a joyous occasion! Why the long face? You've earned a ton of money, that's great-!"





  "No, an appointment to Platinum rank at such a complicated time in national affairs. It doesn't seem like an ordinary matter. Byeokryeokje, that old geezer wouldn't have orchestrated such an event without any thought."





  It seems with age comes many worries.





  In any case, with that, today's meeting was adjourned for now.











  *      *      *











  I returned to my cozy Cabin.





  The sun was slowly setting. Even before I entered the Cabin, I could see a girl with pink hair tied in pigtails waving at me from afar.





  "Hassan-! Welcome back-!"





  It was Luna.





  Luna circled around me, examining my appearance. Then, in a very cheerful mood, she asked.





  "Hassan, what happened? What did you talk about? What's going on?"





  "Don't be surprised-. As compensation for this matter-."





  I deliberately paused, trying to build up Luna's anticipation-.`





  "As compensation for this matter-."





  "Compensation for this matter-? What's the compensation-! Shit...! Tell me, quick...!"





  Luna started punching my shoulder and stomach wildly, as if she couldn't stand it anymore. Of course, it was probably a joke, but it hurt a bit.





  "Ack, ugh-! Ack-! That really hurts-!"





  It really hurt. Luna's punches had gotten this spicy. 





  "Before I give you a Luna Punch! Hurry!"





  "I, I earned 10,000 Gold as compensation for this matter!"





  "T-Ten thousand Gold-!?"





  Only then did Luna shout and stop punching.





  And she froze in that state.





  "Ten thousand, ten thousand-, ten thoooouuusand-."





  And then she repeated the same words.





  Is it a bug?





  Luna's lagging. Where do I press to fix her?





  Luna, who had been frozen for a long time, trembled as if she had heard something unbelievable, just as I slowly reached out to try and grope her chest.





  "10,000, 10,000 Gold...! Heavens, does such a huge amount of money even exist in this world...!? Shit...! 10,000 Gold, if one pheasant leg is 5 Copper..., then, for 10,000 Gold, how many pheasant legs is that..., I can't calculate how many! Hassan, do you know how many?"





  "I don't know either."





  "Even Hassan doesn't know, it's truly an enormous amount of money-!"





  "That's right! It's an enormous amount of money! We're really rich now!"





  I grabbed Luna by the waist and spun her around. 





  We had earned an incredible amount of money, enough to catch an astronomical number of delicious pheasant birds. From now on, the path before Luna and me would clearly lead to glory paved with gold.





  Furthermore, I told her that not only had I earned 10,000 Gold, but I had also been awarded a Platinum necklace in recognition of my contributions on this journey.





  "They say I'm the only one who can wear a Platinum necklace, besides Byeokryeokje."





  "Shit...! Then, then Hassan became a Platinum adventurer?"





  "That's right!"





  "A-Amazing! I don't know what it is, but it seems amazing...! If you wear a Platinum necklace around your neck, what can you do...!?"





  "They say you can build an enormous mansion, like a palace, and command over a thousand private soldiers."





  "Cool-!"





  I didn't know much, but there was a strange law in this world. 





  It was that no building could be larger than the royal castle where Byeokryeokje lived. 





  Now that I wore the Platinum necklace around my neck, I was free from such laws and could build a fucking huge royal castle however I pleased.





  I'll make a cute, star-shaped Taj Mahal. 





  The mysterious charm of a magnificent Arabian-style building, soaring grandly, would enhance the prestige of the mighty Sultan Hassan.





  "But, stop spinning me now, Hassan, round and round, I'm getting a little dizzy from all the spinning...!"





  "Alright!"





  I gently set Luna down on the floor. 





  Luna, perhaps feeling dizzy from me spinning her like a propeller, stumbled around before finally collapsing to the floor with a cheolpeok.


  


  But only for a moment.





  Luna vigorously stood up again and shouted.





  "Then, since it's a happy day...! Let's call everyone and eat meat in the yard-!"





  Meat.





  For a moment, I wondered what meat she was talking about, then I remembered a promise Luna and I had made in that dark Cabin. 





  It was to invite a bunch of people we knew someday, light a fire in the yard, and eat meat.





  So we decided to invite various people to our yard. 





  With the single gold coin I possessed, I bought a ton of meat, lined it up on the table, lit a large brazier in the center, and invited all sorts of folks.





  From the Nymph Choir friends, to the companions who had joined the Underworld expedition, and even the people from the slum passing by on the street. 





  The yard wasn't big enough, so the line of griddles, roasting meat, and chattering people eventually stretched all the way into the street.





  ━I don't know how long it's been since I had proper meat. With all the wars and whatnot, we only ate dried jerky-!





  ━This household handles itself well. They know how to be generous.





  ━It would've been perfect if there was alcohol. The taste of alcohol has really gone sour these days. What a shame-. The alcohol is bland. Still, the alcohol they're serving here is quite tasty.





  ━It's temporary, but there's a God of Wine.





  Everyone chattered away, and the atmosphere ripened. 





  Winter was still far from over, but perhaps because of the crowd, or the heat and smoke from grilling meat, my body quickly warmed up, even without touching alcohol.





  Well, the only alcohol available now would probably be grape juice with some alcohol mixed in. 





  Perhaps the power of the Chief Deity (God of Wine), which I had temporarily received from Bacchus when the power of reincarnation left me, was also affected, as now I only had the power to make bland grape wine.





  A world without alcohol, could the world handle this?





  ━Paranoy-! Don't just eat meat, eat vegetables too...! That's how you grow taller, you know?





  ━Aat-! Paranoy has once again taken the meat that I, Doris, had reserved to eat...!





  ━That Paranoy is a Nymph who returned alive from Hell...! Before me, any meat is merely food-imnidat...!





  I watched friends like Luna, Paranoy, Doris, and Ignoi skewer meat and grill it. A boisterous evening. Now, I finally felt a little bit like I was back to normal life.





  "You're a little late-."





  "Wow, unnie. There are so many people. Are we not going to have anything to eat?"





  Just then, Hippolyte and Antiope appeared from afar. 





  Hippolyte wasn't wearing her usual armor, but a somewhat loose, dress-style one-piece, which looked a bit like pajamas.





  "Ah, this-. It's maternity wear. Both the child and I seem to be healthy, but I was told I needed to rest."





  ━Gyui-ing.





  Perhaps sensing my gaze, Hippolyte explained. Her demeanor was somewhat hesitant, as if she was shy. 





  Was she holding that thing Gloria lent her, that "Ing-ing" or whatever it's called?





  ━Ing-ing-ya-ing.





  Is that bastard greeting me now, saying hello?





  As I glared at the strange creature, Hippolyte flinched.





  "I, I know without you looking at me like that. To think I'd wear clothes like this. It doesn't suit me, does it? Honestly, it's a bit hard to get used to. Shouldn't I be wearing armor to protect the child, instead...."





  "Unnie, what kind of mother in what world wears armor to protect her child?"





  So it seems.





  Hippolyte picked up a few pieces of meat, placed them on a plate, and scanned her surroundings.





  "As expected, Friede doesn't seem to be here, does she?"





  "I don't see her anywhere. Hippolyte-nim, have you heard any news about Friede?"





  "I see. She must have already left Sodomora. Hassan, after what happened to you, she said she was returning to a place called Alfheim or something."





  "Alfheim?"





  "Yes."





  At Hippolyte's explanation, I recalled that Friede had intended to leave for her hometown, Alfheim. She had often talked about returning there.





  Then Hippolyte added a few more words. 





  "She said she was looking for a way to get you out, Hassan, through the Underworld called Helheim in Alfheim. There was no moment to stop her."





  "I see...."





  I thought back to my companions after I had come to reside in the realm of reincarnation. 





  In my mind, I pictured Friede leaving for her hometown as soon as she ascended to the surface.





  Did she want to save me?





  But I kicked open my grave and burst out like this.





  I hope nothing bad happens.





  But thinking about it, Friede is a fucking powerful magic-user, capable of cleaving the God of Doom Moros in two with a single strike. 





  Unless Friede herself causes trouble, she won't get caught up in it. 





  Still, shit, anxiety is creeping in. Something's definitely going to happen. 





  Anyway, I also have to head to Alfheim on my father's request. Once things are roughly settled here, I'll have to go to Alfheim.





  Alfheim.





  The land of Elves and foreign gods.





  Since they say the bastard who stuck his spoon into all these affairs is there. 





  I need to thoroughly beat that guy and throw him into chaos so my father, who is in the realm of reincarnation, can retire.





  "Hmm-."





  Thinking that, I felt as if enjoying this leisure was a sin. 





  Someone once said that Koreans sometimes feel guilty about resting because they consider living diligently and busily a virtue. 





  That's exactly how I felt right now.





  Am I an unavoidable Korean?





  Just then, Luna, who was busy putting grilled meat on the Nymphs' plates beside me, spoke.





  "Hassan, I want to visit Delphi soon too."





  "Delphi-?"





  "I, I also awakened my divinity this time..., so I want to hear a definitive answer from Delphi about what kind of god I am...."





  "Ah-."





  I nodded. It's a common occurrence on the Gaia Continent for children of gods to head to Delphi to establish their own identity. 





  I know well, having experienced it myself. This time, it's Luna's turn.





  "Also-. I'm worried about whether my father and mother are doing well.... The Oracle of Delphi would know what happened, right...?"





  I was curious about that too.





  This time, with the completion of the Wheel of Reincarnation, the Underworld collapsed. So, what happened to the gods stationed there?





  What about Melinoe, the Nymph of Nightmares?





  What about Spot, the Cerberus guarding the entrance to the Underworld?





  They aren't souls, so they wouldn't have been annihilated.





  Are they rolling around somewhere as unemployed gods?





  Did they get fired and kicked out of the company because of me?





  Oh shit, the thought that I might be resented made my head spin. There's too much to think about and deal with. It couldn't be helped.





  So much has changed, to the point where one could say the world was remade-. The aftermath would also be tremendous.





  As I was lost in thought for a moment, Hippolyte tilted her head and asked.





  "Hassan, is there something wrong? Any pain-."





  "No, it's nothing like that."





  "I heard from the Nymphs. Hassan, they said the divinity residing within you has left.... That only a very faint trace remains-."





  "Ah-."





  I lightly brushed my chest with my palm. According to the Nymphs, the immense divine powers that had resided in my body had left. 





  I guess I should see it as having lost my power as the God of Reincarnation.





  All that remained was the slowly fading power of the God of Wine. Even that would truly be a matter of time.





  Anyway, that place where I lost my power appeared to the Nymphs as an enormous, gaping sinkhole, or a black hole, or a blue hole, or just a huge hole, so sensitive ones like Doris trembled in fear.





  ━I, I feel like I'm going to be sucked in...!





  However, my body had no particular problems. My strength hadn't weakened, and my head actually felt refreshed, as if it had been washed with a cool beverage, which was nice.





  My head must have cleared because the contract of chaos was lifted. Paranoy, on the other hand, had shown a unique reaction.





  ━Perhaps this is Hassan-nim's true power-imnidat...! Hassan-nim's first Grace bestowed upon his foremost subordinate, the Squirrel Storage-. Could that bottomless space and this void be connected...?





  He babbled on, spinning a conspiracy theory, but it was so disorganized and messy that it was hard to understand. Anyway, what was certain was that my body had changed.





  I clenched both fists tightly and drew energy up from my lower abdomen.





  Go-o-o-o-o-.





  ━W-what-. Is it an earthquake? Earthquakes are frequent these days.





  ━No, it's more like a mana release than an earthquake? Who has such mana....





  Thanks to unsealing the mana, mana overflowed from my body. In fact, words floated before my eyes, and I felt more omnipotent now than when others hailed me as a god.





  I can now use magic.





  Magic Warrior Hassan.





  He's bound to be fucking powerful. 





  Do I qualify to enroll in something like Hogwarts now? Could I learn to use Meteor there?





  "Meteor-."





  It was at that moment I muttered the magic of meteor fall, which I had dreamed of since childhood.





  ━Uh, uh, what's that. Something, something's falling this way-?





  With someone's murmur, I raised my head. 





  And I could see.





  Above our heads-. 





  ─Go-o-o-o-o-.





  Burning rocks falling.





  "W-what the fuck is this-!? Goddamn, it's flying rocks-!!!"





  A startled sound naturally escaped my lips. Did I use it?





  The ultimate magic, Meteor Swarm?





  Fuck, I'm the Archmage Hassan-, but that joy was short-lived.





  ━Surrender-! You foolish citizens of Sodomora-! Even the high city walls you boast of cannot protect you from our catapults-! 


 


  What the hell.





  It was a loud voice, as if someone had installed loudspeakers all over the city. As everyone flinched in surprise, another remark, like a clap of thunder, was heard.





  ━We are the Borzak Liberation Army-! The liberators of the era and humanity-!
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  Hwareureureu-.





  Normally, all sorts of things fall from the sky.





  Snow, rain. Hail. Stock prices. Grades.





  But damn it, I think burning rocks falling is a bit much. 





  No matter how much the land of Gaia is a place that goes wild without rules or order, it wasn't a place with weather anomalies bizarre enough for burning rocks to fall from the sky.





  Goooooo-.





  But damn it, what the hell is that.





  ━Sto, stones are flying in-! Everyone evacuate-! Hide-!





  ━Damn it, those Borzak bastards, didn't they retreat! You pieces of shit-!





  ━Everyone, everyone evacuate! We'll all die if we stay like this!





  People who were boisterously enjoying the festival while sharing meat just a moment ago began to run in all directions, screaming at the rocks falling in the distance.





  Even though they were swept up in panic, they seemed to know exactly what they had to do. 





  Thanks to that, the streets where people were crowded just a moment ago became as empty as Kalidur's hairline.





  ─Kwang, kwaaang-. Kwang-!





  Soon, with sounds like the world was collapsing, burning rocks collided with the city of Sodomora, into the piles of buildings in the Slum where I live.





  Hwareureuk-.





  The old building piles in the Slum are catching fire from the burning rocks, causing secondary damage. 





  The city is burning. 





  "No. No-."





  Damn it, no. 





  If the city burns again, I won't be able to handle it anymore-! The nightmare of that day, the arson of that hot summer day, is overwhelming my memories-!





  "Ha, Hassan-! Look at that-! Our, our Cabin has caught fire too-!"





  At Luna-ssi's shout, I hurriedly turned my head. Just as she said, our Cabin was also being scorched by flames spreading from the falling rocks.





  Our Cabin.





  The Cabin is going to burn down?





  The nest filled with memories?





  The memory museum of my life?





  Shit, I'd rather Hell be smashed to pieces, but I cannot tolerate our Cabin being destroyed.





  "Paranoy-! Fire the water cannon-!"





  "Understood-ssu...!"





  Puuuuu-.





  From inside Paranoy's mouth, a purple stream of water sprayed from his squirrel-like storage towards the Cabin. 





  The contents of the Cabin will be all soaked and a mess from the grape juice sprayed from Paranoy's mouth, but at least it'll be better than burning.





  ━Keureureung-!





  Just then, something burst out from inside the Cabin with a loud cry. It was none other than Keong-keong-i, completely soaked in grape juice.





  It was a Keong-keong-i who was pissed off after being hit by the grape juice fired at the suddenly burning Cabin.





  ━Keong, keong-keong-!





  "Keong-keong-a-! Come here-! You're completely soaking wet!"





  ━Keureureung-!





  The growling of the little guy perched on Luna-ssi's palm felt as if it were speaking for my own heart. Because if it weren't for people's eyes, I might have lost my mind and started barking like a dog too.





  ━Keong-keong-!





  ━Keong! Keong-keong!





  Soon, as if they had heard Keong-keong-i's cries, dogs and wolf spiders all over the city began to bark along.





  Rocks falling from the sky.





  The burning Cabin.





  The sound of dogs barking echoing throughout the city.





  "Puuuuu-!"





  Even Paranoy, who was spraying grape juice endlessly.





  This was a perfect clusterfuck, beyond any doubt. I felt dizzy before my eyes.











  *        *        *











  "Is everyone unhurt?"





  After a round of falling rocks had swept through, I asked about people's safety over the collapsed debris. 





  Perhaps because I've been through so many things in the afterlife, asking if anyone is hurt when something like this happens has become automatic.





  "Unni, are you okay? How's your stomach!"





  ━Gyuiing.





  "I'm fine. This fellow, the one called Ing-ing, blocked the fragments. Anyway, see, I told you you should be wearing armor-."





  "Doris's knee hurts.... While falling, I hit my knee on a stone...! Oh my, it's, it's bleeding...!"





  "I invited everyone and opened a meat party after so long! What the hell is this! My Cabin-! I won't forgive this-!"





  Everyone seemed unhurt, but they were huffing and puffing as if they were very agitated. I understand, since a natural disaster suddenly struck. I'm in an agitated state too.





  "Damn it, what the hell is going on."





  I can't think straight.





  Biiiiii-. Because of the continuous explosion sounds, my ears are half-gone with tinnitus.





  Kuuuuuk.





  When I felt someone pulling my arm and looked down, Paranoy was shouting something.





  "Hassan-nim, I think it would be best to evacuate to the basement of the Mars Guild Temple first-ssu...! That place is a sturdy air-raid shelter built to prepare for war and attacks from Cultists-ssu...!"





  "Right, that would be best."





  In the end, our group evacuated to the Mars Guild as Paranoy suggested. 





  The place is already crowded and chaotic, filled with people who seem to have fled from all over the city.





  "Just when I thought I'd finally escaped from Hell-."





  Hasn't this Sodomora become not much different from Tartarus?





  ━Now, don't push and come in-! Slowly, slowly in order-.





  ━Hey, this place is almost full too! Transfer them to the Minerva Guild-! Take them to the Venus Temple and the basement of Juno's Temple as well-!





  The Mars Guild seems to be at capacity already with the flocking people. There didn't seem to be many injured people, but everyone was flustered and terrified, which was quite unsettling.





  I was wondering if we should turn back too, but Hippolyte, seeing that, gestured towards us with her chin.





  "Hassan, I know a basement. Let's head there."





  Indeed, Hippolyte must know something like a secret passage because she used this place as her workplace.





  We followed Hippolyte to the basement of the grandly constructed building. 





  Passing through stairs and a damp corridor, something like a basement dungeon appeared, filled with iron bars, Chains, and sharp torture tools.





  "It's a torture chamber that used to be used. It's not used now, but there's no better place than here to avoid the falling rocks. It was built deep underground so that sound wouldn't leak outside."





  At Hippolyte's explanation, we could finally feel at ease.





  We lit the candles placed around and smashed nearby wooden tools to use as firewood to start a fire. 





  The basement dungeon and stone floor in midwinter were very cold, and a chill rose up so much that it was cold enough that we had to huddle together to maintain body temperature.





  If I had known this would happen, I should have brought some blankets from home.





  While everyone was shivering like that, Luna-ssi, who had calmed Keong-keong-i in her palm by stroking him, spoke up.





  "What a mess this is!"





  Hippolyte replied to that while hugging Ing-ing to her belly.





  "From what I've heard, it seems to be an enemy attack. It seems those called the Borzak Liberation Army attacked Sodomora with catapults. It looks like war is about to start again."





  War.





  At those words, we all began to stare at the burning firewood with gloomy expressions. 





  Even though I had heard that war had broken out on the surface, I had just thought, 'Ah, I see.' But experiencing it like this, the feeling hit home.





  War is truly a fucking absurd thing. Because it makes even unrelated people get caught up and have a shitty experience.





  Fucking bastards.





  Even so, firing catapults while everyone is gathered and sharing meat? Furthermore, they almost burned down the Cabin? I don't know who the mastermind is, but I was fucking angry. 





  Whoever that bastard is, I, who was the God of Samsara, vowed to personally send them to the wheel of life and death. What a very wicked son of a bitch. You shall be reborn as a frog.





  Hwiing, kwang, kwang-.





  Even after we hid in the basement, sounds that shook the earth followed several times. Because of that, we had to spend the night with our eyes wide open, unable to sleep while lying on the cold stone floor.





  And so, time passed-.





  When the tremors stopped and the chirping of winter birds began to announce the morning.





  I could see that the western Slum of Sodomora had been burned and smashed. 





  The abandoned warehouse district in the west where people live sparsely. There, only black scorched ashes and the smell of burning remained thick, as if telling of last night's chaos.





  But I didn't care about that, and I wanted to check if our Cabin was safe first. The Cabin, my space of attachment. The Cabin that became such a strong axis in my life that it remained as the Territory of Samsara.





  Such a Cabin.








  Is broken.





  "The Cabin, the Cabin is broken-!"





  My vision instantly turned blood-red and my legs trembled. This is rage. I had never been this angry even when dealing with those Gigas bastards. 





  I have now become a chainsaw-punching Hassan, more ferocious and enraged than a Shiba Inu who had its breakfast, dinner, and snacks taken away in a row.





  "The Cabiiiiiiin-!!"





  My new hometown.





  My sanctuary.





  The place I wanted to return to.





  It was broken.





  If I don't get angry at this, what the hell should I get angry at? Inside me, as if a large hole had been pierced, endless anger surged, and I felt as if horns were growing on my head.





  "Hieeeeeeeek-!!!"





  "Hassan, calm down-! It's just that the yard fence is a bit scorched."





  "That's true."





  At Luna-ssi's words, cold reason quickly regained my head. After venting my anger once, I felt refreshed as if the dark clouds in my head and chest had cleared.





  Even though the Cabin was damaged, as Luna-ssi said, the fence was just a bit collapsed and scorched. It probably got smashed when people were evacuating.





  Still, it's true that my heart ached that my hometown, filled with many memories, was hurt.





  If the Cabin had really been smashed and destroyed, I might not have been able to maintain my reason.





  How dare they throw stones and hot, burning fireballs at my territory. I don't know who they are, but they've got some nerve.





  I set out onto the street, chewing on my quiet anger.








  *     *     *








  In the meeting room of the Mars Guild, people were gathered with serious expressions. 





  From Enya Sardichi, who became the chairperson, to Hawkins Sardichi of the Golden Beard, the Count of Sodomora. 





  Baltma, the head of the Sodomora Mars Guild, and Baron Fleur, and so on-it could be said that all the prominent rulers of the city were gathered.





  I also attended this meeting as the owner of a Temple and a member of the city council. Listening quietly, the voices of their chatter echoed in my ears.





  "To say it again-."





  Chwareureuk-.





  Enya Sardichi, the Count's daughter, spread a map of the city on the table. Then she pointed to a district with something like a long baton.
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  "As everyone knows, last night, the western district of the city suffered a surprise attack. From the street of 35th Avenue to the alley of 22nd Avenue. It's the abandoned warehouse complex of the old merchant guild."





  Hawkins of the Golden Beard asked her.





  "The damage?"





  "According to the investigation, 12 warehouses and wooden houses were completely destroyed by fire. It might increase, but it won't be less than this." 





  "No, not that. Are there any injured people?"





  "Ah-, there are some injured, but they aren't major wounds. The Liberation Army must have attacked the western region so that people wouldn't be hurt or there wouldn't be major property damage."





  "I suppose so. From the Borzak's perspective, they wouldn't want to make the residents of Sodomora their enemies. So, they deliberately attacked the West Gate, where there are few people. They were just trying to threaten us."





  I have never studied political or military matters. So I couldn't understand everything they were talking about. 





  Still, I was able to synthesize their stories in my own way using my dual cores.





  I opened my mouth.





  "So, what you're saying is, those bastards who are camped outside and besieging the city deliberately attacked the West Gate area, is that it?"





  Goooo-.





  My anger shook the hall with actual pressure.





  Count Hawkins stroked his beard as if flustered by that.





  "Th-that's right. They probably want to make a deal with us. For the Borzak Liberation Army to advance to the Royal Capital, they'll need to station themselves in Sodomora, the intermediate city, and refit."





  "I see."





  "However, Sodomora has declared neutrality, siding with neither the Royal Capital Army nor the Liberation Army for now. So, the fact that we locked the gates didn't sit well with them. They're protesting."





  I also know from hearing about it that the Royal Capital Army and the Liberation Army are fighting.





  After Prince Pride was ousted, there's the Royal Capital Army, represented by Byeokryeokje, who wants to protect the existing order. And the Borzak Liberation Army, of royal blood, who had been building strength in the northeast. 





  They are engaging and fighting each other, turning the kingdom into a battlefield.





  Honestly, I thought it was a story that wouldn't have much to do with me, but as long as I'm living with my feet on this land, it was a fate I couldn't avoid either.





  I asked.





  "Is Sodomora neutral?"





  "Our position is so for now. If we choose one side, the other will become an enemy and try to stab us in the belly or back. But choosing will only be a matter of time. Since they're besieging the city like that and even firing stones."





  In short, it means they're watching carefully to see which side will be the winner.





  "We don't know who will win. Even if the Royal Capital is solid, the Temple Knights are split in half, and Borzak is receiving help from Elf mages and Spartan warriors-."





  Hmm-.





  I let out a slight snort and leaned back in my chair. 





  I had no feelings toward the two factions, but I didn't like those Borzak bastards who fired catapults at my house. So those bastards are camped outside right now.





  "Hassan-nim-."





  Seureuk-.





  Enya held something out to me.





  "Hassan-nim, the Liberation Army has sent a letter to your Temple. I don't know what might be written in it."





  "A letter to me-?"





  I feel like I've had this experience recently. Is it just my imagination?





  I took the letter.
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  If the letter that flew in from the royal castle was made of a material with a faint and soft fragrance.





  The correspondence that flew in from the Liberation Army was written on a leather scroll of a rather tough material. Is it cowhide? I don't know.





  The seal stamped on it was the pattern of a dragon standing diagonally in a "Roar!" pose.





  If the symbol of the current royal family, Friedrich, is a griffon, it seems the symbol of the old royal family, the Borzak family, is a dragon.





  A griffon and a dragon.





  They said the two were originally like rivals who could not mix and could not tolerate each other.





  Just like Nymphs and Elves.





  Anyway, I opened the correspondence using the letter knife I received from Enya. Then, something clattered onto the table from inside the rather heavy scroll.





  Degul-degul-.





  The round object rolled for a while before stopping in the center of the table.





  "Heo-!"





  Looking at it, the golden-bearded Dwarf, Count Hawkins, had his eyes grow even wider than usual, like large beads.





  "My goodness, that is, my goodness, isn't that a Platinum Nameplate! What on earth is this-. Hassan-gong, could you perhaps tell me what words are written in the correspondence?"





  I turned my gaze away from the heating atmosphere around me and toward the correspondence that had flown to me.





  「To the great hero of Sodomora and the Gaia Continent, Hassan-.





  The fact that you have conquered the underworld, the afterlife, and saved the world from the clutches of death and Hell has already become as lofty as an unhideable light-.





  We mortal beings have come to owe a great debt to your majesty-.





  Accordingly, I, Nike Borzak-the legitimate successor and sole ruler of the Gaia Continent-express my praise for the noble sacrifice and the challenge that surpassed limits of the human named Hassan-.
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  Therefore, our Borzak Royal Family, representing humanity, bestows upon you, Hassan, the continent's final, highest, and supreme title of 'Platinum'-.」





  It was a writing style with a noble and overbearing atmosphere, but it was content I had seen somewhere before.





  Of course, the detailed stories were slightly different, but in the end, the conclusion seemed to be the same. The enclosed item was similar too.





  Seureuk-. Dalkak.





  I picked up the Platinum Nameplate placed on the table. It's cold, hard, round, and quite cool.





  The outer part had a dragon pattern engraved as if it were wrapping around a Cintamani, so I could tell at a glance it was a high-quality custom-made product.





  Watching that, Waldemar blinked one eye.





  "It's a Platinum Plate. That is like the highest medal that the owner of a royal family or royal house bestows upon the hero of the era. It also means they are making you an honorary royal."





  "I already know, as I've experienced it once before."





  "The fact that Borzak gave that to you, Hassan, means it's safe to say that Borzak is claiming royal legitimacy for themselves. They are already sitting on the throne."





  At Waldemar's words, Enya nodded her head.





  "It could be said that this nation has already been torn into two thrones. If it's like this, it has gone to a point where it can no longer be reversed. Since they will denounce each other as usurpers of the throne-."





  Jojal-jojal-.





  People started chattering about something. However, my eyes were fixed on this platinum medal that even gave off a blue light.





  I had one more of these at home. An item I had displayed like a trophy to brag about as the glory of the family for generations.





  Was that one, unlike this, a magnificent sculpture in relief, in the shape of a griffon embracing an egg?





  The Dragon and Griffon Platinum Plates.





  I had come to possess two of them.





  The difference was that one flew in from the royal castle of Jeruite, and one flew in from the forces of Borzak, who claimed to be the Liberation Army.





  If I get one more, can I synthesize them into an Adamantite Plate, a rank higher than Platinum, to become Diamond Hassan? I was even having such trivial thoughts.





  Hwareuk-. Baron Fleur, the skeleton, flashed a blue light from beneath his hat.





  "Interesting. It seems everyone wants to hitch a ride on your achievements, Hassan. Because there would be nothing as reassuring as having you as a friend. Choosing between the Royal Family and the Liberation Army... it's not just Sodomora, but you too, Hassan, who must make a choice."





  Fleur laughed as if this situation was very interesting. But I, who had suddenly received two Platinum Plates, was only troubled.





  To choose one of the two.





  I'm fucking bad at that kind of thing. Dammit, it was certain that if I chose one, I would eventually regret the opportunity cost of the other.





  "Hmm-."





  Of course, this choice didn't seem that difficult.





  The Royal Army of Byeokryeokje, who cherishes Nymphs, and the Borzak Liberation Army, who joined hands with Elves.





  The Royal Army with the big-breasted Princess Friede, and the Borzak Liberation Army that administered a Flying Meteor to my house.





  Goddammit, thinking about it, there seems to be no need to even worry.





  Tak-.





  I snapped out of my thoughts at the sound of someone hitting the table.





  "Alright, let's do this."





  It was Baron Fleur.





  "Originally, in the afternoon, I was supposed to visit the barracks of the Liberation Army that has surrounded us. But here, it would be fine to entrust that task to Hassan-gong. Depending on Hassan-gong's choice, our Sodomora will also decide on an opinion."





  "Eh-. What does that mean?"





  "Hassan-gong and our Sodomora are already one in body and soul. Since we are in an inseparable fate. Also, if Hassan-gong goes out as an envoy, even the rough Liberation Army won't be able to do any harm."





  "That makes a lot of fucking sense."





  And so, I headed toward the army lined up outside the city.





  Actually, I also wanted to meet whichever bastard it was that shot a stone at my house. I was flustered, but thinking it over, it was a good opportunity.











  *      *      *





  





  As I climbed atop the castle wall, a cold wind swept over my face in an instant.





  There were clouds in the sky, but it was on the warmer side for winter weather.





  Hoooo-.





  Seeing my breath come out naturally, I clearly felt that spring was still far away. In fact, the body of the soldier standing next to me was shivering.





  "Hruuuu-."





  Of course, this soldier wouldn't be shivering simply because of the cold.





  Seuk-. My eyes turned downward.





  The plains outside the east of the city. Flags and barracks blooming colorfully on the fairly wide snowfield, and the movements of the soldiers caught my eye clearly.





  The soldiers of the Borzak Liberation Army had surrounded the east, west, and south gates of Sodomora respectively.





  No matter how much Sodomora's strong and high walls were protecting us, from the perspective of a soldier who didn't know when they might attack, it was natural to be stressed enough to have a twisted stomach.





  ━Damn it, what a bolt from the blue. Did you see the stone that flew in yesterday? Those Borzak bastards, they even brought catapults this time. They're crazy.





  ━I was originally on reward leave today. But that's gone now, goddammit. I was supposed to go ice fishing for smelt with my son at the Elcree River-.





  ━Aren't those bastards cold in this winter? What on earth is there to gain from Sodomora that they're acting like that over there. Damned bastards.





  Even when I listened, no good stories came out of the soldiers' mouths.





  From my perspective as a former soldier, I understood their feelings deeply. Ah, canceling reward leave is crossing the line. I'm getting fucking angry myself.





  So, how many are stationed outside?





  A hundred? Two hundred? It looks like it easily exceeds that.





  But it's not just that the numbers are large; the level of the soldiers also seems quite high.





  Gooooooo-.





  The spirit emanating from their collective was, as I felt it, above that of a Gold-tier adventurer party. A well-trained army. That's what it is.





  I mean, they're a professional group of killers on a different level from the ragtag bunch gathered in Sodomora to subjugate the Cult last time.





  Well, I suppose they'd need that much military power to commit the insane act of rebelling against the royal family.





  "Then-."





  I decided to stop spectating and said to the soldiers guarding the gate.





  "Then I'll go outside and talk to them, so open the gate."





  "Hassan-nim, are you saying you're going outside?"





  "That's how it turned out. Anyway, just open the side of the main gate slightly."





  "Wow-."





  The soldiers' faces brightened.





  It's awkward to say it myself, but I am now a warrior who is among the best in the city, no, even in the kingdom.





  The fact that someone like me was going out personally to settle things must have come across as a very hopeful story to the soldiers.





  It must feel like the reward leave that was just flapping its wings and flying away is making a U-turn and coming back.





  Of course, I don't know what the outcome will be either.





  ━We wish you luck-!





  Receiving the expectant welcome of the soldiers, I stepped outside the city.





  It feels new for the surroundings of the gate, which should have been bustling with peddlers and customers coming and going from the city, to be this silent.





  Ppodeuk, ppodeuk-.





  Stepping on the pure white snow that fell last night, I slowly moved forward.





  Honestly, I am a little nervous.





  Because right now, it's safe to say I'm going alone toward a potential enemy camp. If it were the old Hassan, it would be one of those crazy things he would never do.





  But now, although I'm afraid, it feels manageable.





  Perhaps because a large hole was blown open in my chest, as Paranoy or Doris had made a fuss about, I might have gained a little bit of courage.





  As I approached for a while, the sound of something being pulled taut, kkudeudeudeuk-, was loud in my ears. Someone had pulled a bowstring in the barracks over there, which I'd have to walk another hundred steps to reach.





  ━Who is it-! Reveal your affiliation and identity-!





  A booming voice rang out from within the barracks.





  Is it something like magic?





  Of course, I can make a voice louder than that even without using something like magic. I vigorously spat out the lines I had been thinking of in my head.





  "I am the messenger of Sodomora, Hassan-! I have business with your Borzak Liberation Army-!"





  My voice was truly booming, even in my own opinion. It would be enough to wake up even the bastards sleeping deep inside the barracks.





  I deliberately shouted loudly because these bastards disturbed my sleep, so I wanted them to be disturbed a bit too.





  ━P-Please come this way-!





  Thus, guided by the soldiers who came out from that army, I was able to enter their barracks.





  The army I saw up close was very bizarre. In this cold weather, the most striking thing was that warriors wearing cloaks, red triangular panties, and helmets were running.





  ━Cool-. Spartan-.





  ━There are many, many-.





  ━But I am the one, Spartan-.





  Ah, so those are the famous Spartan warriors.





  Running in just panties in this winter.





  ━Vigorous shout to the front, fire for 10 seconds-!





  ━Arrreureureu, karrreureureu-.





  ━Garrreureureu, arrreureu-!





  ━Mihyuhyuhyuhyuhyuhyu-!





  It's not my place to say, but they really, sincerely seemed like fucking crazy bastards.





  It was enough to understand why the Sodomora soldiers were shivering on the walls.





  Spartan warriors are said to be called magicians of war, and indeed, I wonder how many people could stop them if such bastards roamed the battlefield.





  "Hassan-nim, Commander of a Thousand Balon of the 3rd Army was waiting for you. Please, enter the warm barracks over there."





  Guided by the soldiers, I entered the tent that was built the largest and highest among the forces. It was enough to tell at a glance that it was the commander's tent.





  Of course, I had to hand over my weapons or armor before entering.





  "Ugh-."





  Kung-.





  Seeing the soldier who took the club from me drop it on the floor, unable to handle the weight, I felt a bit of laughter coming out. Does taking away weapons even mean anything?





  Since the current me is enough to send an ordinary person back to the wheel of reincarnation just by raising a finger and thrusting a Finger Flick.





  Of course, saying such things could be bothersome, so I don't.





  Anyway, as I entered the barracks, a fairly warm brazier was burning brightly inside.





  My heart and face felt a bit thawed, but because I almost died yesterday, and because my cabin almost got smashed, I was in a state of being firmly determined to say what I had to say, no matter which bastard appeared.





  I had also decided to speak my mind now.





  Seureung, cheolkong-.





  At that moment, the presence of people wearing armor appeared from outside the barracks.





  Peolleok-, the one revealing himself by opening the thick tent entrance was a man with gray hair and a rather gaunt impression.





  I could tell at once that this man was the Commander of a Thousand, Balon d'Or or whatever, who ruled this army. Because he had a strong feeling of being a soldier among soldiers.





  That meant he had plenty of murderous temperament, enough to drop boulders toward a place where people lived without blood or tears.





  He said as he sat in a chair.





  "Hassan, it is an honor to be able to meet a hero like you. I am truly more than happy to be in the same place. Since Her Highness also wanted to meet you, it will be a very good meeting."





  The man's words were calm.





  Of course, I cannot be calm.





  "Not meeting would have been a better story for you. The reason I came all the way here is to make a protest-."





  "A protest...?"





  "That's right. A protest!"





  In front of the man, I slammed down a stone fragment I had taken out of my pocket.





  "This is the rock fragment that you guys shot last night and smashed my house!"





  "No, that can't be-. We launched stones at the abandoned warehouse district in the Slum to the west, where there are no people. Both injured people and damage to property should have been minimized-."





  "No, goddammit, my house was there-!"





  "What, no, Hassan, I heard you were a famous adventurer and the owner of a Temple. But, you're saying you had a house in that, that crude Slum...?"





  "I'm telling you, I did-!"





  I saw bewilderment fill the man's face. When a person is suddenly greatly bewildered, their facial acting and dignity are ruined in an instant. I know it very fucking well.





  "No, that's, that..."





  From Commander Balon's appearance, I could discern that this man didn't specifically aim for me to fire the catapult. But, heartlessly, the result is the result.





  How dare they try to smash my nest of memories for some trivial thing like a rebellion.





  Anger surged to the top of my head, and I felt like I couldn't stand it unless I folded Balon in half. I should at least break one arm.





  And so, when I reached out my hand.





  Chwararak-.





  I reflexively stopped my hand because someone strode into the barracks. Because I felt an intense killing intent.





  I'm being attacked-. Was it a trap after all-?





  So the moment I raised my guard, someone's sharp blade sliced through the air. At the same time, it cut through something and scattered blood, chwaaaa-.





  Thus, what rolled on the floor was the head of Commander Balon, who had been talking to me until just now.





  Even if the laws of the Gaia Continent are barbaric, is it okay for a person's head, for a life, to be cut off so easily?





  Looking down at such a head, someone flicked their giant axe, tak-.





  "Commander of a Thousand, Balon d'Or, you failed to follow the orders of the higher-ups and showed negligence as a commander-! Who told you to carry out the stoning at your own discretion? It is summary judgment-!"





  "What the fuck is this."





  It's bewildering.





  I looked at the slaughterer who appeared suddenly.





  A slim, tightly fitted black uniform, blonde hair waving like flowing water. Fucking bursting breasts.





  They are fucking bursting breasts.





  Dammit, they are magnificent breasts that wouldn't be strange even if I emphasized them twice. They are pressed tight, but at a rough estimate, they seem to be about 1.2H size.





  Who on earth possesses such potential? Are they truly human?





  In this situation, I can't help but ask.


    


  "Who on earth are you-?"





  "Are you Hassan-? It is my first time seeing you. I am the leader of ten thousand armies and the spearhead of the kingdom. I am Princess Nike Borzak. The one and only legitimate and rightful princess of this land-!"
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  Someone might say my worldview is narrow-minded.





  In my head, a princess was the noble of noble ladies, wearing a dress, with ribbons in her long hair and white gloves on her hands. 





  In fact, Princess Friede, whom I had witnessed with my own eyes, was similar to that. Although her chest was incredibly large, her somewhat fragile atmosphere that made you feel like you had to protect her was like a young deer soaked in rain. 





  Blonde hair and blue eyes. 





  That fragility, as if she couldn't lift anything heavier than a fork and knife, was enough to turn any man watching her into a knight or a warrior. 





  It makes you want to protect her, doesn't it?





  "I am Nike Borzak, the legitimate and sole princess of this Gaia, the Kingdom of Zeruite-!"





  But can I really call this thing a princess?





  While they share the commonality of blonde hair and blue eyes, this woman was the type to turn men into corpses rather than knights or princes. 





  She's the type that makes me want to protect my life from the princess.





  Shit, where in the world is there a princess who strikes a person's head like firewood with a giant battle-axe and shouts confidently as if nothing happened, even after seeing the blood-spurting neck and head?





  But she was right here.





  Princess Nike.





  Just as I thought the name sounded familiar, the name written on the scroll came to mind.





  "Are you... that Princess Nike-nim? The one who... gifted me the platinum plaque-?"





  "That is correct, Hassan. I am very glad and pleased to meet a brave man like you. Your stories have spread far and wide even in our Northeast."





  "Ah, I see."





  "Please understand my overbearing attitude. I use this kind of speech even with my father and mother. I cannot fix it."





  To be honest, I was momentarily overwhelmed by the atmosphere.





  It's true that I was firmly angry at that Ballon-whatever who fired the catapult at us. But I wasn't thinking that I should slice his neck off like that. 





  I was thinking more along the lines of making him a paraplegic. 





  Since a woman who suddenly burst in struck him down with an axe and cut him apart, I couldn't keep up with the situation. My anger also naturally subsided in this absurd and embarrassing situation. 





  It was as embarrassing as if I had reported my friend's wrongdoing to his mother, expecting him to get a flick on the forehead at most, only to see the switch break as he's kicked out in his underwear, crying his eyes out. 





  As I was staring at the corpse, the beautiful heroine who identified herself as Princess Nike spoke boisterously.





  "Ah, this fellow-. In a wartime situation, disobedience of orders is decreed as summary judgment. Furthermore, as a commander who should be an exemplar for the army and the organization, he fired the catapult in defiance of the order to stand by. It was unacceptable."





  Listening to the story, it seems that the catapult fire last night was that Ballon fellow's own decision. Of course, there's no way to verify it. 





  Because the fellow's body and head that could prove it were separated like that.





  In your next life, don't be a soldier, be born as something soft. Like a rich family's cat or something-I prayed for his soul inwardly.





  "Is anyone there? Clear away the corpse-!"





  At Princess Nike's command, soldiers hurriedly appeared and collected the body and head. 





  The princess, after roughly wiping the blood stained there with a dry towel, sat in the chair where the corpse had been sitting and leaned her giant battle-axe beside it.





  If it were me, I wouldn't sit in that chair. Shit, it seems she doesn't even feel uncomfortable. 





  "Anyway, Hassan-gong, I have shown you a disgraceful sight. From what I heard through the tent, it seems you lost your home in this bombardment-?"





  "That's how it happened."





  "The instigator has been executed like this. But that won't make it as if it never happened. If we can compensate you, I hope the Liberation Army can be given a chance to make amends." 





  "Compensate, huh-."





  Since I had received a massive amount of money-10,000 gold-not long ago, I didn't particularly feel any greed for money. In the first place, our cabin isn't something that can be valued with something like money.





  So, as I frowned with dissatisfaction, Princess Nike added a few more words.





  "If you do not want money, I am willing to give anything I can do as a reward-."





  Oh, shit.





  She'll do anything as a reward with that body?





  In my eyes, I saw the buttons of her uniform shirt that looked like they were about to burst. 





  If I were to be subjected to 'soft-soft' by those, it was certain that I wouldn't be able to endure it and would explode. 





  I had the confidence to tear down my sturdy castle walls and be conquered damn easily.





  As I remained silent, Princess Nike's blue eyes narrowed slightly.





  "Hassan-gong, I hear that you are very fond of women. That you keep many beautiful women by your side, and even have Nymphs following you in a row-."





  "Is that the kind of rumor that's out there?"





  "It is a rumor that has spread clearly even to our Northeast. Well, heroes and brave gods are lecherous. For a man like you, it is only natural to want to spread more seeds-."





  No, to think the story of Hassan the playboy is spreading across the entire continent. In a way, this was a total social suicide. Should I change my name?





  So, while I was feeling troubled, Princess Nike added more.





  "Our Borzak Liberation Army welcomes lecherous braves like you, Hassan-gong. After all, one of the goals our Borzak Liberation Army puts forward is a free marriage system."





  "A free marriage system?"





  "Yes, a free marriage system. It is to legally guarantee that an outstanding person can have multiple wives and husbands. Of course, they'll have to pay some taxes-."





  Should I see it as the allowance of polygamy and polyandry? It was damn radical. I don't know if people could accept that.





  As I was stunned, Nike Borzak continued her eloquent speech like a skillful salesperson.





  "Think about it. Wanting to bear more offspring is an instinct. For such an instinct, whether man or woman, they will burn with a competitive spirit to rise higher. Then the national economy will improve, taxes will be collected well, and since they'll have many children as they have many wives, the problem of low birth rates will also be solved-!"





  Hearing it, it was a damn logical point.





  I was momentarily tempted by the thought, 'Wait, wouldn't this actually be effective as a policy?' But there was one ultimate flaw in Nike Borzak's explanation.





  I said.





  "But doesn't the Temple of Juno set monogamous families as the standard? I don't think they would accept your story."





  "It does not matter-! We are thinking of liberating the Gaia continent from the outdated laws of Hypos this time-! That is why we are the Liberation Army-!"





  Nike's voice was boisterous.





  However, the content was quite a shocking story even for me to hear. 





  As I had mentioned a long time ago, faith is deeply embedded in the lives of the people of this Gaia continent. 





  Because of that, they cannot tolerate someone insulting the god they believe in or calling their name in vain. But this fellow, the princess of the Northeast, claimed she intended to liberate the land of Gaia from the gods. 





  Even if she is the princess of a rebel army, the weight of a statement carrying such influence would be enormous.





  "Oops, Hassan-gong, the master of the Temple, perhaps this was a story better left unsaid to you-. You said you were a god too. What kind of god was it again-."





  Princess Nike trailed off, curling the corners of her mouth strangely. I can't shake the feeling that she said it on purpose, knowing I would be shocked.





  I asked.





  "Is that... a possible thing? To be liberated from the gods."





  "It is possible. In the first place, you can tell by looking at the last 30 years since Ceres' long winter. When we were at our most difficult and struggling, the gods were silent. And our humanity has proven for itself that we can live without their help by overcoming the long winter."





  "Hmm-."





  "The gods of Hypos never save humans. They do not make us happy. Because, if we become happy enough to not need their help, their influence will surely decrease."





  "Hmm...."





  "Rather, it is the gods of Hypos who give us humans hardships. By surpassing them, our humanity will be able to enjoy true freedom in the realm of true supermen, like a ship with sails navigating the vast ocean-!"





  Nike shouted like an orator. Although the only listeners around were me or the personnel standing guard outside, anyway, it was a grand speech.





  Even if I can't give a grand explanation, Nike's words make a fair amount of sense.





  I had heard something from Bacchus early on. Did he say that gods deliberately bestow trials upon humans? 





  He said the reason was that humans only seek the existence of a god when their lives are difficult and chaotic. That's why they never give them what they want.





  It's also obvious that if humans become happy and full, they will no longer seek the gods. Because transcendent beings shine even more in difficult and hard situations.





  However, thinking from a human perspective, that was damn absurd in its own way.





  Since I am experiencing both being a god and a human, I couldn't give an answer for either side. You could say the left mountain and the right mountain have achieved a perfect balance.





  Then Princess Nike continued.





  "So, Hassan-gong. Which beast's back will you choose to ride, the Gryphon or the Dragon?"





  "Is the Gryphon the Royal Army, and the Dragon the Liberation Army?"





  "Yes. I like that you are quick to understand. The Gryphon is that weak girl Friede of the Royal Capital. The Dragon is me, the heroine of the Northeast, Nike."





  As expected, Nike seems to know that Prince Pride has become Princess Friede. It's certain that the rebellion broke out because the power of the royal family had diminished.





  Then Nike licked the blood on her finger with her tongue. It was a very bright red and long tongue.





  "To add one more thing, riding on top of me will feel quite good-. It will be like the feeling of flying through the sky-. Fluffy like lying on the clouds-."





  Eh-.





  Hearing the talk about riding on top of a woman made me feel as if I were being sexually harassed. Am I actually being sexually harassed? What is this? 





  Is she perhaps interested in me?





  No, the time for me to get fluttery just because a woman talks to me a bit has long since passed. 





  I am a man who knows how to be objective about himself.





  Even if I say I'm doing well lately, it's just having a Temple, surviving after conquering Hell, and soon building a giant mansion with 10,000 gold-.





  Hmm, I'm doing damn well.





  Thinking about it now, I was experiencing the golden age of my life right now-!





  If my overflowing confidence or pheromones unique to a successful man charmed this princess of rebellion, it's something that can't be helped.





  Then the rebel princess Nike replied while applying the blood on her hand to her lips like rouge. 





  "Hassan-gong, the moment will come when you must choose which beast you will ride. Before long, a new era will come."





  "No, so what happens to the compensation for my broken house and Sodomora?"





  "I will send an official letter regarding that soon as well. Anyway, I expect we will meet again soon. I hope you do not see me as an enemy on the battlefield. Today, since I have seen you, I will withdraw the forces from Sodomora."





  The forces that were surrounding Sodomora really packed their bags and disappeared quickly, perhaps thanks to this conversation.











  *       *       *  











  I roughly finished my business and returned to the cabin.


  


  "Luna-ya, I'm back-! I smell something good?"





  ━Keong-keong-!





  "Keong-keong-ie, you've been well too."





  ━Hio-ong.





  "Yes, I'm glad to see you too. You said you're glad to see me, right?"





  ━Keureureung-.





  "No? Anyway, Luna's upstairs, right?"





  ━Keong-keong-!





    I exchanged some nonsense with Keong-keong-ie. Soon, the noisy sound of bare feet stepping on the floor, chap, chap-chap, was heard, and Luna's face peeked out from the second floor.





  "Hassan, you're here-! I was doing prenatal education with Hippolyte just now!"





  "Ah, Hippolyte-nim is here too. More importantly, what's prenatal education?"





  "Hassan, it's really incredible-! The baby is actually talking-!"





  "No, what... how many months has it been since you got pregnant that the baby in the womb is talking. It hasn't even been born yet."





  "I don't know! It must be a genius-! I'm telling you, it's talking-!"





  Luna says strange things sometimes. Strange things that even I can't understand.... But, I liked Luna's quirkiness. Because it makes me feel like I've returned home.





  But still, I couldn't understand. 





  In a romantic relationship, there are times when just empathizing with 'I see-' is more important than understanding. This is precisely Hassan's ultimate skill, empathy-Luna sensitivity.





  I hung my clothes on the hanger and went up to the second floor. 





  Then, on the second floor, I saw Hippolyte sitting with her back against the wall, doing something that could be a strange breathing exercise or yoga.





  "She said the baby is talking. Is that true?"





  "There is no way. Nyx-dotti is just exaggerating the small flow of mana. Still, it is a surprising thing that the child handles mana. Children of the Amazoness originally cannot handle mana."





  "Anyway, you shouldn't overdo it."





  Then Luna circles around me and frowns.





  "Hassan, you smell strongly of blood. Did you go to a battlefield or something?"





  "No, the person who fired stones at our cabin was killed by a suddenly appearing axe princess who cut his head off. Blood was just-. No, let's not talk about this for now."





  "Axe princess? What does that mean? Hassan, if you look closely, you say strange things sometimes-!"
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  "No, it's true."





  I explained to Luna and Hippolyte about meeting Nike Borzak. At that, Hippolyte nods as if she knows something.





  "Nike Borzak, she is a famous warrior in the Northeast. In the first place, the Borzak family are like a bulwark protecting the continent from the cold northern sea. They are all valiant soldiers without exception."





  It seems so. 





  Nod, nod-.





  I nodded appropriately.





  Then Hippolyte added a quite concerning word.





  "I heard Alfheim is a place across the cold sea to the north of the continent. To head toward Alfheim, you would have to pass through the territory ruled by the Borzak family. I wonder if the Elf mages were able to pass the inspection well during these difficult times."





  It seems the ones in charge of the port connecting Alfheim and the continent are precisely Axe Princess Nike's Borzak family. That's why they have many points of contact with Elves and receive help from Elf mages. 





  It makes sense.





  Does that mean if I want to chase Elfriede and head to Alfheim, I'll eventually have to clash with them at least once more?





  "Hmm-."





  As I was feeling slightly depressed, Luna pulled my arm as if to cheer me up.





  "Hassan, I have something to tell you too-! The Mente flowers brought from the underworld this time are incredibly good-!"





  "Ah, really?"





  "Now it really feels like the Nectar will be completed-! Since it's aging downstairs right now."





  Nectar, of all things.





  Come to think of it, there was such an important thing. Is Luna really going to pull it off-.





  "I'll let Hassan taste it first-! Since it's almost done, let's go down-!"
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 As I've often mentioned, the first floor of the Cabin is Luna's workshop. Her personal studio, that is.





 It has a makeshift plumbing system for washing, and a few days ago, a personal furnace was added, making it a wonderful space where she could handle both water and fire simultaneously.





 Luna, an honorary member of the Alchemist's Guild, also brought a ton of various tools, including beakers, from the Alchemist's Guild and stocked them on the first floor.





 "Wait a minute-. Over here in the corner, I've got something covered with a big lid, it's fermenting-."





 Now, this place was so professionally equipped that it wouldn't be strange to call it a potion maker's workshop.





 Except for the fact that it smelled like grape juice.





 The grape juice smell was probably because of the grape juice water cannon Paranoy had spewed out last night. It felt like it would take several days for the smell to dissipate.





 "It's perfectly aged! Look at the color. Isn't it super pretty!"





 Luna opened the jar she had stored in the corner.





 Inside, there was a bubbling liquid with strong carbonation, its color a radiant gold and so thick it felt like molten metal.





 It felt like if you poured it into a mold, let it harden, and then hammered it, it would turn into a magnificent gold bar.





 Jilpeok-jilpeok-.





 Luna, who had plunged a long, oar-like spatula into it, flailed her hand, stirring the liquid, and the thick texture loosened a bit.





 "The thick stuff on top, I'm going to skim it off-! Skim it off, and when it hardens later, I'll give it to Keongkeong-i."





 ━Keureureung...!





 "That's amazing."





 I admired the work Luna was creating with a pure heart.





 Luna's elixirs often had such a terrible smell and taste that Nymphs would recoil in disgust.





 But this one had a rather refreshing and clear scent. Although it seemed quite far from being a fruit wine, it was perhaps like a mojito with added mint flavor?





 Jureureuk-.





 Finally, Luna scooped out a cup's worth with a ladle. Then, she poured it into a nearby wooden cup and offered it.





 "Hassan, try drinking it-!"





 Boglebogle-. Inside the wooden cup was a golden liquid bubbling with effervescence.





 It was pretty, but as I said earlier, it looked like molten metal or magma, so honestly, I didn't feel like drinking it.





 "Hurry! This one turned out really well. Since I came back, I haven't slept, and I've poured my heart into it, not caring about the falling pebbles!"





 "Yes, Hassan, hurry and drink it. I'm curious too."





 Luna's and Hippolyte's gazes were filled with anticipation and excitement.





 They probably wanted me to quickly prove whether this was true nectar or not.





 Boglebogle-.





 I swallowed once, looking at the suspicious liquid in the cup.





 Do I really have to drink this?





 My body instinctively felt a rejection. If I drank this, I would surely experience something bad-.





 However, it was also impossible to ignore the hopes of the women sending me expectant glances.





 In the end, with a 'screw it' feeling, I gulped down the hot cup as if pouring it into my mouth.





 Beolkkeok, beolkkeok-.





 Then, the intense carbonation and sweet-and-sour taste spread throughout my mouth. The cool sensation of mint was quite surprising and unexpectedly plausible.





 It's more delicious than I thought?





 I felt like it would be good to drink it cold and refreshing with ice.





 Should I have another refreshing glass?





 "...."





 But why, sibal, can't my body move?





 What is it?





 My mouth won't open. No voice comes out either.





 What the hell.





 Luna's and Hippolyte's faces, looking at me, slid away as if receding.





 Perhaps it would be more accurate to say that my body was plummeting downwards as if falling from an endless cliff, rather than them moving away.





 I fell.





 The culprit was....





 Luna Noxdoti....











 *       *         *











 "W-what the sibal is this?!"





 Pudeududak-.





 I flinched and trembled. If anyone had seen me, it might have looked like a wet rooster shaking off its feathers. It must have been ridiculous.





 "Why am I stark naked?"





 For whatever reason, I felt embarrassed being naked. To become like this the moment I realized I was unclothed. Did the first humans who ate the fruit of good and evil feel this way?





 Of course, what was important now wasn't dignity or anything, but that I had regained consciousness and unfamiliar surroundings were visible around me.





 Swaaaah, swaaaah-. Cheolseok-.





 What greeted me when I came to was a black, dark, surging sea.





 Of course, it didn't have the characteristic salty smell of the sea, and it was a strange space with a black sun rising in the sky, but my vocabulary was insufficient to describe this place as anything other than a sea.





 This place....





 Anyway, this was a place I knew something about.





 It was unfamiliar, but not entirely new. Because I had been here before. This was probably the domain of Chaos.





 And that pale, shimmering entity floating on the sea over there must be Chaos.





 The fact that I had come to the domain of Chaos meant.





 That I, Hassan, had died again. For me, who had experienced death multiple times, this was a kind of respawn waiting area.





 Surely, I didn't die after drinking the nectar Luna made, did I?





 Poisoning, perhaps?





 Ah, sibal, this is why I didn't want to drink it. I knew this would happen.





 "Hmm-."





 Having no other choice, I stood up and walked across the calm surface of the water. Walking towards Chaos, standing far away.





 Every time I moved my feet, chalbak, chalbak. The sound of stepping on the ground was loud.





 When I lowered my head, I saw colossal creatures swimming beneath my feet, that is, beneath the dark and deep surface of the water.





 It was as if fucking huge whales with multiple eyes, octopuses, and giant fish were intricately crisscrossing.





 So this really was something like a sea.





 To think I'm walking on top of such a sea right now. Did I know how to use water-walking skills? How on earth am I walking on the sea?





 I was suddenly scared.





 Chwareureureu-.





 At the same time, my feet, which had been naturally walking on this dark sea, slowly sank below the surface, as if falling into a swamp.





 "Th-this damn it, I'm fucked."





 I had to flail around to stop myself from sinking, but the more I moved, the deeper and darker my body sank.





 That was because monster bastards like fish, whales, and sharks were grabbing my feet from beneath me and pulling me down.





 "L-let go of me! Let go, you mackerel bastards! Sibal! Fish of terror! Fiiish...!"





 Humans have intuition.


  


 I instinctively felt that if I were dragged by these bastards and submerged into the abyss of that deep sea, something irreversible would happen.





 Therefore, I resisted.





 ━Pishiiiiii-.





 ━Shiiiiiii-.





 However, the strength of those fish bastards trying to drag me down to the bottom of the sea was so immense that I could even feel malice.





 "Goreueureureu-."





 Finally, at the moment I thought my face was submerged in the sea and I could no longer breathe-.





 Suuk-.





 Something grabbed my arm and powerfully pulled me above the surface.





 Thanks to that, I, Hassan, was able to rise above the surface as if erupting, like an old pirate's treasure being hoisted by a salvage ship.





 "Peuheoeoeo-."





 As I was spitting water from my mouth like Paranoy, someone gently set me upright again on the surface of the water.





 "You are-."





 ━I am.





 ━Chaos.





 ━Cosmos.





 Its body writhed with multiple eyes, lips, and strange, tentacle-like appendages.





 But rather than finding it grotesque and terrifying, I first felt a sense of wonder, thinking, 'How can such a being exist in this world?'





 The entity opened its many mouths and spoke several words simultaneously.
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 ━I am the primordial point.





 ━The first explosion.





 ━The error of causality.





 Of course, as befitting the words of a strange entity, there were many incomprehensible points. It didn't even feel like it opened its mouth expecting me to understand in the first place.





 ━Hassan.





 ━Zigres.





 ━A large vessel.





 Seureureu-.





 More than six eyes blinked at me.





 Then, long tentacles began to caress my face and shoulders, and tentacles approaching me while I was completely naked were fucking creepy.





 "Ugh, sibal-."





 So when I slapped it away with my palm, the tentacles that had been vigorously writhing just moments before seemed to lose some energy, shrinking small as if a snail's antennae were retracting.





 That was only for a moment.





 ━Zigres.





 ━Hassan.





 ━Died again.





 "You're saying I died again, aren't you? Can you send me back? To the upper world-. You've sent me back every time I've come here, haven't you?"





 ━It is possible.





 ━But my divinity. Lost much power.





 ━The last coin I give you.





 ━From now on, cherish yourself a little more.





 Seureuk-.





 Chaos's tentacle pushed something into my chest.





 It was an object that could be called a medal or a coin, and it was forcibly pressed, kkuu-uuk-, into the center of my chest.





 Like inserting a coin into a vending machine.





 Kkuu-uuk-.





 Of course, there's no way something like a coin would go into my chest. I'm not a vending machine.





 "Hieeek-! Into my body, th-that kind of thing won't go in-!"





 ━Why won't it go in.





 ━Is this not the hole.





 ━The physical structure of descendants. Incomprehensible.





 ━Anyway, this is the very last fulfillment.





 ━I shall await you in this space of dawn.





 "Hiiiiii-!"





 So as I screamed and flailed my body, I felt something splash, chwaak-, onto my face.





 "Eueoeok-."





 At the same time, I shot upright. When I lifted my head, weren't Luna and Hippolyte looking down at me with worried eyes?





 Ttuk, ttuk-.





 My body was soaked in something cold, dripping water. I could roughly understand the situation from the large basin Luna was holding.





 "Look, look-! Hassan woke up! I told you he wasn't dead-! He just, he just fell asleep for a bit. Right?"





 Luna wiped away what might have been water or cold sweat flowing down her forehead with the back of her hand. So Luna had splashed water on me to wake me up.





 I felt like I could picture Luna and Hippolyte's flustered faces when I suddenly didn't wake up.





 "Eut-."





 I placed my hand on my chest, feeling a stabbing pain. Roughly taking off my shirt and looking down at my chest,





 I saw a clear, I-shaped mark in the center of my chest, like a coin slot on a vending machine. What the hell is this?





 When I touched it, Diring-. Letters appeared.





 『Name: Hassan Lv. 46


   Strength: 16 +


   Agility: 15 +


   Stamina: 15 +


   Karma: 1520


   Blessings: 《Shining Hand》 《Armor of Night》 《Dark Eyes》 《Scorched Skin》』





 Oh, shit.





 I felt joyful as the letters I thought I had lost forever reappeared before my eyes.





 As I expected, this was indeed a type of 'illusion' shown by Chaos's blessing.





 Although it was an illusion, it was a type of hallucination that was helpful in many ways, so honestly, without these letters, I was practically half a person.





 What stood out to my eyes was the 「 + 」 mark next to Strength, Agility, and Stamina. Does that mean I can raise one?





 I slowly raised my finger and pressed the item next to the Agility stat.





 Diring-.





 Then, my Agility stat increased from 15 to 16, reaching a divine realm beyond that of a superhuman.





 "Oh-."





 This was a tremendous thing.





 It should have been impossible to unlock stats above 16 before consuming Bacchus's divine nectar.





 But the fact that I could still raise the stat, could it mean that the golden elixir Luna made truly played a similar role to nectar?





 Of course, I couldn't endure it after drinking it and died once, though.





 It must mean it was an incomplete nectar.





 "Luna-ya, I guess we have to discard what you're making now. If you drink that, you'll die."





 "Th-that seems to be the case. Hmph.... Sorry, Hassan.... Hassan, you suddenly stopped breathing and foamed at the mouth.... I, I really thought something terrible had happened.... Was the mint flower from the Underworld too poisonous...."





 In the end, Luna had to discard the entire batch of golden liquor she had diligently made into the yard.





 Anyway, it was certain that the completion of the nectar was not far off. If that is completed, will the divinity held by the God of Wine pass to Luna?





 Luna, the Goddess of Wine and Elixirs.





 It suits her, if it suits her.





 Still, I wanted to decline dying from drinking the liquor Luna made. In that dark sea, Chaos, the God of Chaos, also talked about this being the last coin or something.





 Suddenly, I became curious about this god called Chaos.





 What exactly is he, and why does he show me such favor?





 So, I decided to go find someone who might know about this god called Chaos.





 "Well, my knees have been aching since morning, and sure enough, a great guest has arrived."





 "Old man-nim, have you been well?"





 He was none other than the Doctor of Theology based in Sodomora.





 "Just barely surviving, you know. Come on in."





 It was old man Platan.
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  "I can't serve you any tea or anything. I don't have a talent for that sort of thing. Just sit anywhere."





  "Will do."





  I sat on the sofa after roughly clearing away the books and scrolls scattered everywhere. 





  This was the house of old man Platan.





  And that short old man of the Dwarf race was none other than the Doctor of Theology and Philosophy, old man Platan.





  I first got to know old man Platan at the same time I first met Luna and Malko. 





  He was a doctorate holder and at the same time an Iron-tier adventurer. He said that with degrees in theology and philosophy, it was hard to survive in this cold-hearted world, so he had to barely scrape by doing odd jobs as an Iron-tier.





  That's about as much as I remember.





  Since then, I hadn't heard any more news, so I assumed he'd quit being an adventurer.





  "So, Samaritan youth, how did you find my house?"





  "I asked Daphne-ssi, and she told me. More importantly, you're living in a nicer house than I expected."





  I carefully scanned old man Platan's residence located on South Gate Street with my eyes. 





  From the library filled with books here and there to the second-floor area, I felt a sense of wealth that didn't quite fit the home of a poor scholar.





  At that, old man Platan gave a snort.





  "Nicer house, my foot. It creaks every time it rains, and there are so many mosquitoes, bugs, and silverfish bastards eating the books. It wasn't like this when Titan-nim was around, though."





  "Ah-."





  I recalled that old man Platan was a typically prickly old man. Rather than warm or pleasant words, he was a cranky old geezer who snapped at you.





  "So, what brings the busiest celebrity to this old scholar's house? Is that pink-haired Ideope lady doing well?"
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  "Well, I did think about coming to visit together once. But as you said, I've been a bit too busy, so I'm late like this."





  "Forget it. Even if you came, it would just be distracting. So, the fact that you looked for me today means you have something to ask me. Am I right?"





  "That's right."





  "It's a theological and philosophical question, I assume?"





  "You know me well."





  "That's because nobody looks for me except to ask things like that. Hmph."





  Is that how it is-.





  I looked around the man's cluttered laboratory. 





  Was the old man living here all alone and lonely? My eyes caught sight of something like candy sitting on the table.





  Why candy? Did the old man like candy? Was it like those guest room candies? Red ginseng candy?





  Perhaps sensing my gaze, old man Platan added something as if making an excuse.





  "Well, lately Nymphs have been swarming around and bothering me, so it's been a bit... noisy. Those Nymph rascals-. I didn't even invite them, but they just barge in. Those are for the Nymphs."





  "Nymphs?"





  "Yeah, they said they came from some Nymph University or whatever. A group project, they called it. Do you know about Ignoi, the Nymph of Tears? She seemed to know about you."





  "Ah, Ignoi."





  Ignoi is the Nymph that the sisters Hippolyte and Antiope take around with them. 





  She's a quiet one, and I was wondering why I hadn't seen her lately, then I remembered something about her enrolling in a Nymph University to study. To think there was a connection between old man Platan and Ignoi. 





  It's a small world, if you think about it. 





  The world is narrow indeed.





  "Well, it was good since I could study the ecology of Nymphs. The paper I'm writing lately is about the correlation between Nymph growth and sugar. Do you know anything about why Nymphs like candy?"





  "No, I don't. Don't they just like sweet things?"





  "That's true. However, a study on the difference between Nymphs who consumed candy every day for a month and Nymphs who didn't consume any at all-. Ah, dear, I've gone off on a tangent again. So, what was your question?"





  "I haven't asked my question yet."





  "I see. Lately, I've been getting forgetful. Must be dementia setting in."





  "So, what is the relationship between Nymph growth and sugar?"





  I was more curious about this than the question I came to ask. What on earth did Nymphs and sugar have to do with each other? Why do Nymphs like candy or honey?





  Regarding that, old man Platan rummaged through the documents and scrolls visible around him, pulled one out, and read it.





  "Ah-, it's still just a hypothesis. But I'm thinking that the Nymphs' curse might be related to sugar. If they don't consume sugar for a long time, Nymphs grow little by little."





  "Growth, you say-."





  I thought of Paranoy, who marks a tree or a pillar every morning to see how much his height has grown. Nymphs do grow, to be honest. Just very, very slowly.





  "Even among Nymphs, you know that every child's height is different, right? Growth varies depending on how well they consume sugar, or if they can't consume it at all."





  The old man continued to drone on about the characteristics of Nymphs he had researched.





  To summarize, it seemed to be that they have to stop eating candy to grow taller.





  But for Nymphs, that's fucking impossible, and that's why the Nymphs' growth curse isn't broken and they maintain a small, child-like stature.





  "In other words, they must let go of the sweetness of childhood, symbolized by candy, honey, and sugar, to grow and become adults. Of course, it's just a hypothesis for now. To prove it, I need to do a lot of research."





  "I see."





  For Paranoy, who eats two or three candies every day, there's no way he can grow tall. Anyway, I learned something interesting. It was worth coming here.





  Of course, the question I wanted to ask wasn't about Nymphs.





  I asked toward the back of the Dwarf old man who was organizing documents and books.





  "Old man-nim, so this is the main reason I came here, but do you happen to know anything about the God of Chaos?"





  Stop-.





  At that, old man Platan's hands stopped.





  "The God of Chaos, you say. I know nothing about him at all. Because it is chaos precisely because we cannot understand it."





  "I see."





  "However, I might know a few more things than others. Chaos, yes, so that's what you came to ask about. A young god."





  "So, what exactly is this being called the God of Chaos?"





  At my words, the old man stopped organizing the documents and books. He then picked up a scroll that had fallen on the floor and crumpled it with both hands, making it into a small ball.





  What's this?





  As I felt puzzled, the old man explained.





  "According to ancient manuscripts, the world at the beginning was like this small ball. You could call it an egg. But at some point, it went bang-and exploded."





  Old man Platan unfolded the crumpled scroll again.





  "This is the world now. The crumpled initial ball form is called Chaos, and the world that unfolded after the explosion is called Cosmos."





  "Chaos Cosmos...."





  I recalled how the chaos I saw in the dark sea introduced itself as Chaos, Cosmos. Chaos Cosmos. So that was the name of the God of Chaos.





  "Faith in Chaos existed among very old, ancient people. However, at that time, it wasn't worshipped as an incomprehensible realm of 'chaos'. That being had its own divinity."





  "By divinity, do you mean it had a domain it was in charge of, like the God of Wine or the God of the Underworld?"





  "Yes. However, with the records lost now, there's no way to know what that domain was. That's why only chaos remains. Its godhood has been altered."





  "Altered godhood, you say?"





  What's that?





  As I felt questioned, old man Platan clicked his tongue.





  "Aren't you a god in your own right? You know nothing."





  "I've never been taught."





  "Right, well, you can learn now. Godhood changes according to faith and the observations of those who serve. Just as Bacchus, the God of Wine, also presided over festivals, and Apollo, the Sun God, is revered as the God of Music in the southern regions. Godhood is not fixed; it sometimes changes."





  "Aha-."





  "So I ask, what kind of god are you?"





  "Well, I was the God of Circles. Now I'm the God of the Unemployed because I'm idling. Some things happened, and I lost my job."





  "What kind of strange nonsense am I hearing? You had something you were originally in charge of, but because of a major incident, you currently have no godhood you're presiding over, is that it?"





  I guess that's why he's an educated man; even though I explained it poorly, he was quick to understand. Those various doctorates he held weren't won in a fucking gamble. He's not a doctor for nothing.





  "Am I right?"





  "Yes, that's right. Exactly-."





  "Exactly what?"





  "No, I mean it's just as you said, that I'm not in charge of anything right now."





  Old man Platan soon gave a snort.





  "It's just that you don't know it. I suspect your godhood has probably changed. From the God of Circles or whatever, it must have transformed into something else. You just haven't noticed it yet."


 


  Anyway, according to the old man's explanation, gods aren't fixed lifetime jobs, but rather a profession where you have to keep changing your specialty. I roughly understand. 





  To avoid being left behind, you have to be able to read the trends diligently.





  "What were we talking about? The conversation went off on a tangent again."





  "We were talking about the God of Chaos."





  "Ah, right. Anyway, as time passed, the ancient people who worshipped him perished. After that, through the era of the Titans, the young gods of the clumsy Hypos came to rule the world, and the God of Chaos was forgotten. The only ones who know of his existence are old, sick eccentrics like me. In the first place, opinions are divided on whether he was even a god who actually existed."





  "I see. That was a good answer."





  I felt like the things I was curious about were clearing up a bit. Compared to when the existence of Chaos was a complete mystery, I've really found out a lot.





  The Primordial God-Chaos Cosmos.





  It seemed he had a separate domain he was in charge of, but as time passed, is he one who has nothing left but chaos-.





  Then, looking at the scroll he had crumpled, the map of the world, old man Platan added a word in passing.





  "Is a new era coming again-."





  "Pardon?"





  "The name of Chaos was mentioned when the history of a country, the era of gods, came to an end and a new era arrived. The rebellion that happened in the kingdom, the newly born god.... History repeats itself, after all."





  That was the end of old man Platan's story.





  "Old man, this one, Ononoi, demands candy!"





  "Ah-! Ignoi is tearing up the sofa again!"





  It was because Nymphs opened the door and came barging in all at once, making it impossible to have any more serious conversation.





  "Old man-nim, I'll come again next time."





  "Suit yourself."





  With that, I left for the street and headed toward my Temple.











  *      *      *


 








 Even when I returned to the Temple, it was swarming with Nymphs. It seemed the Nymph Choir was performing in front of people.





  ━The song of Nymphs rings out from the heavens-. The mountains and fields are joyful and echo in response-.





  ━Glooooory, glooooory, gloooory, glory-. To the God, who is on high-.





  Unlike the usual nursery rhymes, this time it sounded like a fairly decent hymn. It seemed that even Nymphs' skills improve if they practice.





  As the performance ended, the Nymphs must have spotted me, as they raised both hands high.





  "Aah-! The tall man is coming-! Man, lift me, Meris, up high-!"





  Just a day ago, these rascals were busy running away whenever they faced me. Now, as if they've adapted to the big hole I've come to possess, they readily approach my arms and legs.





  "Here we go, it's an airplane-."





  "This is the upper air-!"





  Thanks to that, I had to lift the Nymphs up high or catch them and swing them around, feeling like I was playing with much younger cousins.





  After playing with them for a while, they soon returned to their rooms, chattering noisily as if satisfied.





  In the end, the only one left in the seat was Paranoy, the Nymph with orange hair.





  "What is it, Paranoy. Do you want an airplane ride too?"





  "This Paranoy is the chief of Nymphs who has surpassed a Marcher Lord. Therefore, I no longer need to take things like airplane rides...!"





  "I see."





  "However, if you insist on asking, I will not refuse your kindness...!"





  "What, so you're saying you want a ride after all."





  I ended up lifting Paranoy up and down repeatedly as well.





  "You are lifting me higher than the other Nymphs...! This Paranoy enjoys looking down at the world...!"





  What kind of thing is that to enjoy? 





  But it wasn't just Paranoy; Nymphs liked high places because they had an upward desire, like ladybugs crawling up blades of grass. 





  Ladybugs like to climb to high places and glide, and Nymphs are just like that. And Paranoy seemed to have that desire even stronger than others.





  "As much as the position of Marcher Lord has gone down the drain, as much as becoming an imp of Hell has gone down the drain, you must lift me even higher...!"





  "Yeah, hey, I'm sorry. I have nothing to say."





  After some time, the time spent playing with the Nymphs came to an end-.





  "I'm tired." 





  I gave a long yawn. Since many things happened just today, I'm quite lethargic. Looking at the sun setting slowly, I even thought that I should go to bed early today.





  At that moment, Paranoy cast a shadow over his face and whispered in a sinister voice.





  "So Hassan-nim, rumors are already rife that Hassan-nim repelled the forces surrounding Sodomora through negotiations...! Indeed, it seems it was a wonderful negotiation worthy of being called the ender of wars...!"





  "Really?"





  "Support for Hassan-nim is also rising greatly...! Before long, we might be able to fully take this city into the hands of Hassan-nim and the Black Brotherhood...!"





  I nodded appropriately.





  The Black Brotherhood, huh-.





  "Is the Temple being run well?"





  "Yes...! Before long, the knight order of the Black Brotherhood will join Sodomora...!"





  It seems there's no particular problem even though I lost my divinity. Paranoy added more words, as if he had read my thoughts from my indifferent expression.





  "This Paranoy has set up a hypothesis...!"





  "A hypothesis? You?"





  "Yes...! I wonder if Hassan-nim's godhood hasn't disappeared, but rather changed...! If Hassan-nim had lost his power, this Temple should have collapsed, and the grace this Paranoy possesses should have lost its power as well, but that is not the case...!"





  "Well, that's true."





  The grace of the Squirrel Storage I gave to Paranoy and the grace I gifted to Antiope. 





  The blessing of Financial Luck spread over a wide area is also functioning normally. If I were no longer a god, all of those should have lost their power.





  "Perhaps, this Paranoy has come to think that the large hole Hassan-nim has newly come to possess is a new authority...! The proof of that lies right here with this Paranoy...!"





  "The proof is with you?"





  At that, Paranoy opened his mouth wide. I could see his even teeth. Perhaps because Luna made him brush his teeth hard, there wasn't a single rotten tooth.





  But where is the proof?





  Did he hide it in his mouth?





  As I felt questioned, Paranoy closed his mouth slightly and added an explanation.





  "This Paranoy's grace is Squirrel Storage...! Don't you think it's too heterogeneous an ability compared to Hassan-nim, who was the God of Samsara...?"





  "Well, that's true."





  What on earth does Squirrel Storage have to do with the authority of the God of Samsara? 





  I felt like I had just glossed it over as a variable Paranoy possessed, but if I think about it calmly, the grace Paranoy came to possess had many parts that were very different from the attributes I possessed as a god.





  In the first place, they don't overlap.





  Hmm-.





  A small chaos arises in my head. 





  What could it be?





  While I was hesitating, I saw someone running over here in a hurry. 





  Wearing leather clothes, a hat, and carrying a long pouch, he was one of the couriers busily moving around Sodomora.





  "Newspaper-!"





  It seemed he was delivering today's evening newspaper.





  Flutter-.





  I received the leather scroll newspaper from him. 





  When I unfolded it, the largest front page had a story about the liberation army and the royal army clashing in the southern region, causing numerous casualties.





  And it was also written that they had come to sign an urgent agreement as a result. Thus, the measure they decided on was-.





  "What's this? The World's Greatest Queen Competition-? Olympia Festival?"





  What was written in the newspaper was news about the Amazoness Queen selection contest. Paranoy, who was looking into it together with me, nodded.





  "Indeed, so that's how it turned out...!"





  "What do you mean, that's how it turned out?"





  "I don't know...!"
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  The next day, after sleeping in the roughly restored Temple office.





  I went to the Mars Guild office early in the morning and showed Hippolyte the newspaper article.





  What was written there, as I had mentioned before, was the news of a tournament being held to decide the Amazoness Queen.





  But contrary to my expectation that she would react dramatically, Hippolyte's response was quite calm.





  "I saw it too, Hassan. Every newspaper is blabbering about it. And you're not the first to bring me a newspaper and show it to me."





  Only then could I look at the desk in the office.





  Peolleok-.





  Indeed, as Hippolyte said, several newspapers were laid out, and on their front pages, articles about "Amazoness blah blah" were prominently featured.





  "Chairman Baltma and Daphne were all making a fuss too, you see."





  "So, what exactly happened? Wasn't this year's Amazoness Queen tournament postponed indefinitely?"





  According to rumors on the Gaia continent, Mars, the God of Strife, had fathered many illegitimate children.





  Since he mostly had daughters, many warrior women roamed various parts of the continent, engaging in battles with their war cries and valor.





  These Amazoness had a special custom: once every few years, they would gather at a deep river in the south to hold a festival.





  Of course, the festival was like a world's greatest martial arts tournament where they showcased their skills.





  The winner there would be chosen as the Amazoness Queen, or the "truth, goodness, and beauty" in a martial arts style Miss Korea, if you will. The winner would also be granted the right to challenge Mars to a duel.
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  So many Amazoness wished to become the festival champion, like pirates aiming for the One Piece, but as far as I knew, this year's festival was said to be canceled.





  Both Hippolyte and Antiope had been a little disappointed by that.





  That's why, seeing the article boldly stating that the tournament would be held, I couldn't help but go to Hippolyte and ask what was going on.





  As if she understood my intention, Hippolyte swept her palm across the newspaper and said.





  "I found out from the newspaper too. I haven't heard anything specific. I really thought it was canceled this year. Antiope probably thought so too."





  "Then, the festival was held without consulting the Amazoness?"





  "Well, I don't know about that. Mars has countless daughters, after all. Perhaps others, excluding us, pushed for it. Sileia is in charge of the event, so it might even be her unilateral decision."





  Sileia of the Mist, who had returned alive from Hell, had indeed left Sodomora quickly, saying she had urgent business. Could this be related to that?





  As I was lost in thought, Hippolyte looked through the newspapers and elaborated.





  "It seems there was a major battle and casualties in the Amazon River basin due to the clash between the Liberation Army and the Royal Army. Instead of continuing a war of attrition, they decided to hold a Queen's tournament and entrust the victory of the battle to its winner."





  "What does that mean?"





  "The Amazon River flows in the south. Near it are large forests and jungles, considered a treasure trove of resources, including medicinal herbs and beasts. The Royal Army and the Liberation Army clashed to seize that area-. The battle probably didn't go well."





  Hippolyte's explanation was this:





  The two exhausted forces, after a war of attrition, decided to hold an Amazoness martial arts tournament and send their champions to compete.





  The ultimate winner and their faction would then govern the Amazon River basin jungle.





  "Of course, it's just my guess. But, if you put the articles together, that's roughly what it means."





  "Since the Liberation Army and the Royal Army are sending participants, does that mean anyone can participate, not just Mars's daughters?"





  "Mars is the God of Strife. Anyone who makes strife their profession, even if not blood-related, is a son or daughter of Mars. So, they have sufficient qualifications to participate."





  Just as renowned adventurers often vaguely refer to themselves as descendants of gods, mercenaries, soldiers, and fighters frequently call themselves children of Mars.





  It seems that merely being such a person is enough to participate in the Amazoness Queen selection tournament. So, it's just a tournament that doesn't turn anyone away, I guess.





  As I nodded, somewhat convinced, Hippolyte, in turn, asked me a question.





  "Hassan, I didn't know you'd be interested in Mars's festival. You're not perhaps interested in winning the festival yourself, are you?"





  "No, it's not that I'm interested, but rather, well...."





  I knew better than anyone that Hippolyte and Antiope had diligently prepared for the festival. And how they had slumped as if they had lost their will to live when it was canceled.





  But if the tournament is held like this, Hippolyte will surely participate.





  Just in case, I should ask.





  "Hippolyte-nim, are you planning to participate in this Queen selection tournament?"





  "Of course-."





  "Hmm-."





  "-That's what I would have said in the past. Ah, I don't know. Now, I'm not alone, you see. Hassan, you're probably asking me so persistently about the festival because of that, aren't you?"





  As expected, Hippolyte is quick-witted. Hippolyte frowned slightly, touching her belly.





  "That's why I told you to be careful on dangerous days, you know."





  I had nothing to say, even if I had a mouth.





  "Hassan, what do you want me to do? I'll take it into consideration."





  Several options came to my mind at Hippolyte's question.





  The most basic one was, of course, that since she's pregnant, I hope she doesn't do anything dangerous.





  The 21st century, where I lived, was a society with a terrible low birth rate, so there was a strong tendency to protect pregnant women and new mothers.





  Perhaps because of that, I was quite concerned about Hippolyte participating in the Queen's tournament, which required intense physical movement, let alone a suitable task.





  If her abdomen were to be attacked by mistake, it would be fucking terrible.





  However, on the other hand, I also worried if I should stop her unilaterally when it was something Hippolyte had dreamed of her entire life, an opportunity to meet her father Mars in a one-on-one duel, right before her eyes.





  As I've said many times, I liked women with clear goals.





  As my father said, I liked living aimlessly, letting things flow like water.





  Perhaps because of that, women who set goals and plans, and steadily moved towards them, seemed cool to me, unlike myself.





  Is there anyone as proactive and goal-oriented as Hippolyte?





  To take away a goal from such a person.





  I wondered if it would be like taking the seaweed out of gimbap.





  "You're hesitating, Hassan."





  "I guess so. This is the first time I've experienced something like this...."





  "Me too. I never thought I'd be worrying about this."





  Saying that, Hippolyte touched her belly and frowned slightly.





  "Are you feeling unwell?"





  "No, it's just that mana is gushing out from inside my belly. As far as I know, a baby at this stage is too small to be considered a person. Yet, such mana...."





  Mana gushing out from inside her belly.





  Should I consider it like fetal movement?





  The scale is tremendous.





  As I stood there dumbfounded, Hippolyte said.





  "Want to touch it once?"





  "Is that alright?"





  "Yes. One way or another, half of it is your responsibility."





  "Th-then...."





  Malkang-.





  "Hassan, it's a bit funny to say this, but that's my chest."





  "Ah-."





  With trembling hands, I placed my hand on Hippolyte's belly. Hippolyte's belly was well-balanced and firm, not at all looking like a pregnant woman's.





  Dukung, Dukung-.





  Beneath her thin dress, beneath that warm belly, I could feel something clearly stirring with its own will.





  A tingling sensation from my fingertips to the top of my head.





  Is it a mana discharge?





  Anyway, this kid is no ordinary one.





  Luna had made a fuss about talking to Hippolyte's baby. With such powerful self-assertion, it was indeed no different from speaking.





  It was clearly asserting that it was alive.





  That it existed in the world.





  Was there a time when I was like this?





  Suddenly, I missed my mother.





  My mother must have held me like this too.





  I still don't know why she choked me, but there must have been a reason. I should have asked when I met my father. I forgot in the rush of things.





  "So, how is it? How does it feel to be a father?"





  "I don't know, but... it seems amazing."





  I couldn't help but give a vague answer due to the inexpressible sense of wonder. Any expression I made would only be a diminished one. I thought it was better to say little in that case.





  Pajit-.





  Just then, a powerful electric current-like sensation was transmitted from my palm, shaking my head and body. It was a strong mana reaction.





  The mana transmitted through my hand flowed along my blood vessels and delicate nerves, then melted into my body. Is this what they call mana exchange? I remember doing it once with Elfriede when I was just learning magic.





  Thanks to that, I could clearly feel the mana flowing through my body after the seal was broken.





  The current me could use powerful magic, I suppose.





  Like summoning the dead and raising plants, as my shadow had done.





  Could Hippolyte's child do it too? According to Elfriede, it seemed like it would become a very excellent magician.





  As I was lost in various thoughts alone, Hippolyte broke the awkward silence and spoke.





  "Hassan, when you said you would stay in the Underworld. I also thought it would be good if I could be of any help."





  "Is that so?"





  "Just as Elfriede headed to Alfheim to save you. I wanted to go with you too. But, I couldn't easily bring myself to leave. Perhaps because I'm pregnant...."





  I nodded silently. It's understandable for a pregnant woman, a woman who has learned that fact, to become defensive; it's a matter of instinct.





  "And on the other hand, I thought you would naturally return without getting entangled in such a situation. And you did, in fact."





  Hippolyte seemed to have instinctively felt that I would return. Indeed, as she said, I returned.





  "Someone, I thought someone had to protect the place for you to return to, you see."





  "That's right."





  I was curious why Hippolyte seemed so unfazed even after seeing me return, but it was because she trusted me that much.





  Luna chose to abandon her physical body and stay with me using her secret technique, Spirit Step. Elfriede, in her own way, left for Alfheim to save me.





  But Hippolyte believed I would return and protected the place I needed to come back to. Indeed, she is a reliable pillar of our group.





  So this kind of relationship exists too, huh.





  I nodded in admiration, feeling trusted, which was quite pleasant.





  However, as if her words weren't finished, Hippolyte hesitated and added a few more.





  "Still, I'm glad you came back. I thought this child, unlike me, should grow up seeing her father's face."





  "I hope so too."





  After saying that, I felt incredibly embarrassed. As I worried about how to handle this atmosphere, Hippolyte said, "Euhheum, that's enough," and gently pushed my hand away.





  She probably meant for me to stop touching. A warm sensation lingered in my hand. It was a very impressive experience.





  "Anyway, Hassan, I had something to tell you too. Business matters."





  "Business matters, you mean about the Guild?"





  "Yes. It seems a monster boar has appeared in the Deer Forest and is causing trouble. It's something I should have handled, but I was being careful just in case. Hassan, could you take care of it?"





  "Ah, sure. Then, please rest well. Let's all gather at the Cabin in the evening."





  "Alright. Antiope will probably be at the South Gate first."





  I left Hippolyte's office.





  The air was cold, but my palm was warm.











  *      *      *











  ━Kkweeeeeeek-!





  "O-oh-! It's running away-! Hassan, catch it! You have to catch it-! Hassan, it's coming your way-!"





  This is the Deer Forest located at the South Gate. It's Diana's sanctuary, and a rather dense forest used as a hunting ground by herb gatherers and hunters.





  I rolled up my sleeves to catch the troublesome boar there. But calling it a boar, it's fucking huge, like a truck. A dump truck. What kind of boar is this big?





  "Hassan, it's coming your way!"





  Antiope, who was helping me hunt, shouted loudly.





  ━Kkweeeeeeeek-!





  The sight of the dump truck, driven by Antiope, thundering towards me, shaking the ground, was truly death itself approaching. Its size, easily over a ton, and its speed, faster than most horses.





  A solid mass of muscle, heavy weight, and tremendous speed. It must possess incredibly powerful kinetic energy.





  Normally, my legs would be trembling and my teeth chattering, which wouldn't be strange.





  But for some reason, my mind was relatively calm.





  Perhaps because I had many experiences going through the Underworld this time, my courage had grown a little.





  "Alright, come on-."





  When I spread my arms and legs like a wrestler and lowered my stance.





  ━Kkweeeeee-.





  The boar, which had been charging headlong towards me just a moment ago, suddenly changed direction and darted past me like an arrow. Did it choose to flee after sensing my killing intent?





  "It's smarter than I thought."





  "Hassan-! This isn't the time to be admiring it! It's running away again! If we miss it this time, we might be late for dinner!"





  Being late for dinner. That's a fucking fatal matter.





  "Ugh, I'm screwed-! Look at that bastard-! It's charging towards the city-! If it crashes into the city wall like this, the wall will be shattered-!"





  Antiope shook her head in horror.





  As Antiope said, the fucking gigantic truck-boar was breaking trees and running towards Sodomora's high city wall.





  Is it trying to rampage towards the city, sensing all the human presence there? What a fucking ferocious bastard.





  "But-."





  I dusted off my ankles, then kicked off the ground.





  "Slow-."





  It was Kalidur's Flash Step.





  Perhaps because of my Agility stat of 16, my world instantly accelerated, and at the same time, everything around me stretched out slowly.





  The snowflakes falling from the sky gradually slowed down until they seemed to stop completely, and only then could I shout.





  "I stopped time-!"





  At the same time, my body instantly caught up with the boar that had outdistanced me, and even passed it.





  "Uh, shibal, why did I pass it."





  Kung-!





  In the end, I crashed into a tree, lost my balance, and tumbled across the ground, bouncing like a skipping stone. The Agility stat of 16 I had just raised recently.





  It felt like my perception couldn't keep up with the incredibly fast speed and reflexes of my body.





  As my concentration broke, the world flowed at its correct speed again-.





  ━Gueeeeeeek-!





  The gigantic boar became a veritable calamity god and charged towards the city. It was truly the wrath of nature.





  ━O-oh, what is that bastard-!





  ━It's a pig-! Run-!





  Kwang, Kwaaaang-.





  As a result, the group of merchants heading towards the South Gate collided with the boar and were shattered and sent flying everywhere. It was truly a horrific situation.





  "I'm screwed-."





  I have to catch that bastard.





  If that bastard charges into the wall like this, the headline "Hassan, who failed his mission" will be plastered across tomorrow morning's newspaper. And that's not the only problem.





  Where the boar was running straight towards, there was a bench where Paranoy was sitting. With Paranoy's agility, he would never be able to escape that charge.





  "Hassan-nim, that, that blasphemous pig is charging towards Paranoy-imnidat...!"





  "Hassan, do something-!"





  At Antiope's desperate cry, I stretched out my arm, as if grasping at a straw. Of course, my stretching out my arm wouldn't change anything, but-.





  "Stop, you bastard-!"





  It shouldn't have, but it did.





  『Consuming Task Points- 50.』





  Udududuk-.





  ━Kkuiiiiik-!





  Soon, with a loud squeal from the pig, something fell with a thud-. I widened my eyes at the unfamiliar sight.





  What is that?





  At the sight, Antiope also stopped her hurried steps and said in astonishment.





  "...It really stopped...? Wow, what the hell is this! It's no joke!"





  Ppudeuk, Ppudeudeuk-.





  Before us, the boar was seen struggling, its body bound by thick roots that had grown from the ground.
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  Pudeuk, pudeudeuk-.





  Roots that had grown through the winter snow-no, things that could better be called trees-were coiling around the body of the truck-sized boar.





  It was as if they were a cage or a snare, tightly constricting the boar's massive frame.





  ━Guiiiik-!





  Seeing how the boar, which until just a moment ago had been rampaging through the deer forest, was now unable to move an inch, the binding force seemed quite powerful.





  "This, Hassan, you did this, right?"





  Antiope drew her magic spear and used it to pierce the very center of the boar's forehead.





  "Yap."





  ━Guiiiik....





  The boar, which had been struggling to escape the wooden cage, finally stopped moving. However, it seemed the boar was no longer Antiope's concern.





  "What an incredible ability. Magic? Magic that raises trees... it's similar to the magic of the primitive Nymph high priests."





  Antiope gave the roots a light tap with the tip of her foot.





  Inferring from Antiope's reaction, it didn't seem like she was the one who raised the roots.





  Just as she said, I suspected that I might have been the one to raise these tree roots.





  But I was just dazed because I didn't have any actual sensation of using this magic. If it were magic, shouldn't there be a staff, an incantation, or a magic circle?





  I looked around to see if there was another caster nearby, but all I could see were snow, trees, the smashed wagons of the peddlers, and Paranoi with his eyes sparkling.





  Paranoi spoke as if it were incredibly fascinating that the monster boar charging at him had been bound and sealed by the roots.





  "It is the 13th of Hassan-nim's 32 fluid techniques, the Root Prison-ssi...! As expected, to handle natural mana instead of Hell's demonic power, you are truly magnificent-ssi...!"





  Root Prison, huh. It was a fairly intuitive name.





  "Then, let us quickly dismantle this fellow and take it with us-ssi...! Today, we shall be able to hold the meat festival that we could not finish last time-ssi...! As for the hide, it would be good to use as a carpet for the Nymph academy-ssi...!"





  Seureung-.





  Paranoi drew a dagger made from ground dragon scales and bones from his waist. He tried to cut the wood to process the boar, but it didn't work well.





  "Could you please, remove these roots...? They are getting in the way-ssi...!"





  "Oh, right. I should."





  I tried to withdraw this thing called Root Prison so we could process the boar and take the hide, meat, bones, and tusks.





  Though, to say I 'withdrew' it, the more accurate expression would be that I smashed it with my hands and broke it apart with a club.





  "Begone-!"





  Just in case, I shouted it like a command, but the roots that had once surged up showed no intention of disappearing. Then, a thought occurred to me, and I gave my hand a light wave.





  Seureureuk-.





  As if it were the most natural thing, the roots withered and hid back into the ground.





  "Ah-!"





  Jiririt-. Only then did something flash through my powerful dual-core brain. That spark of inspiration that could be called a state of enlightenment. This was a veritable red revolution occurring within my mind.





  Seureuk-.





  I looked down at my hands. My hands. These hands can be a lethal weapon to strike someone, or a medicine to save someone.





  And sometimes, they become a means of communication more concise than voices, languages, or letters. From the shape of the hands to the sequence of movements that change the meaning-.





  The answer converged into one.





  "This wasn't magic."





  These roots are not magic.





  The true identity of this is a type of ninja art that can be used by forming seals with the hands and consuming Karma points.





  That's right.





  It's a ninja art.





  The hand seals (suin) formed by my hands had replaced incantations or magic circles to bring about such a result.





  Just as the hand gestures of a Buddha contain profound and miraculous truths and principles, my hand movements have now reached a realm where they can utilize the mana flowing in the atmosphere.





  By jamming my thumb into my brain, I had figured out that I could use magic, but to think I'd become able to use ninjutsu.





  Is this a reward for having turned the wheel of Samsara for a brief moment?





  This enlightenment. If so, I have no choice but to test it.





  Seuk, seukseuk-.





  Having lived through the Great Ninja War every week in my childhood, I skillfully clasped my two hands together. After that, I extended only the index and middle fingers of both hands to form a spear-like shape.





  Seuk-.





  That is the seal of the Tiger.





  ─Wood Style-.





  The next seal I formed was by interlocking my hands into a hammer shape. The seal of the Snake.





  Connecting these two is a movement that requires complexity and precision, but my Agility of 16 and the dexterity from 《Shining Hands》 helped me form the seals I had practiced so much as a child accurately and quickly.





  "Hassan-nim, what kind of blasphemous hand gesture is that again-ssi...?"





  Even though Paranoi asked as if he couldn't understand, instead of explaining with words, I decided to show him directly.





  『Consuming Karma points. - 50.』





  Mana and Karma boiled within my body.





  ─Deep Forest Emergence.





  Kwagagagagaga-.





  Finally, the thick grass and roots that had been submerged beneath the winter snow writhed like muscles on steroids, shaking the earth.





  The ground crumbled, and roots and branches like the tentacles of a giant octopus Kraken grew from everywhere like living creatures, surging like waves.





  "Wh-What is this-!"





  At that sight, Antiope jumped onto my body as if startled. Paranoi also climbed onto me and made a fuss.





  "Th-This is a magnificent power-ssi...! As the God of Circles, to have this much power despite losing many authorities...! Are you performing such a miracle with just the few remaining drops of power-ssi...?"





  It was just as Paranoi said.





  The power remaining in me as the God of Samsara was, at best, about the amount of a few drops left in a finished soda can.





  However, even those few drops were enough to perform such a miracle. In a way, it was only natural.





  Seuseuseu-.





  I clearly felt the exhilaration and sense of omnipotence boiling within my body.





  It felt as if I could achieve anything, but back then, when I had set my mind to crushing the giant Tartarus, I really could do anything.





  A strength powerful enough to forcibly break and twist the existing world and its rules.





  Truly omnipotent.





  Therefore, even just a tiny drop, a trace like dew left in my body, would make such a thing possible. In the first place, I was consuming not just mana, but Task Points as well.





  "Ah, I have finally achieved my dream."
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  Anyway, I could say I had become Hassan, the God of Ninjas and a Wood Style specialist who could use tree ninja arts.





  ━Mom, my dream is to become the Hokage!





  ━Oh, here he goes again. No comics for three weeks! I'll let you have them back if you get over 90 on your math test.





  ━Hieeek...!





  In my childhood, because my dream was to be a ninja, I used to run with both arms stretched out behind me. Those memories came back vividly, making me feel a bit choked up.





  It was a time of much endurance.





  "Anyway, it is a truly massive pig-ssi...! With this much, all the citizens of Sodomora might be able to share a meal-ssi...!"





  "Senior, isn't that a bit too much of an exaggeration?"





  "Antiope, if you have become a junior, you must not talk back to your senior-ssi...! When an adult speaks, it is important to just go along with it-ssi...!"





  "Sure, sure."





  We drained the blood of the fucking huge pig, loaded the hide, flesh, meat, and such onto the backs of the horses we saw nearby, and returned to the city.





  "Oh, Hassan-ssi. What incredible meat!"





  According to the explanation from Daphne, the guild's reception team leader, the type of boar was a Blood Boar.





  Its subjugation rank was Silver.





  She said it was originally a creature that lived in the southern regions, and they didn't know why it had come all the way up to Sodomora.





  There was only speculation that as the Underworld collapsed, the ecosystem might have changed due to the appearance of Pluto's Labyrinths and the movement of monsters in various places.





  "A massive and powerful beast might have appeared in the south. Otherwise, there's no reason for a Silver-rank Blood Boar to leave its habitat-."





  "Hmm."





  "Since Gloria-ssi went south, we'll probably find out soon."





  At Daphne's explanation, I thought of the girl in the raccoon skin. After escaping from the Underworld, I heard Gloria had been moving around so busily that there was no time to see her face.





  The reason being, it was to capture Cerberus, her final task.





  Since Cerberus and the Nymph of nightmares, Melinoe, had vanished when the Underworld collapsed, she seemed to be moving diligently to track their traces.





  There was a high probability they were hiding somewhere in the Pluto's Labyrinth dungeons that had surfaced across the continent.





  Then Luna's parents, Lady Nox and Erebus, would also be somewhere in the continent's labyrinths. I hope some good news comes along.





  In the end, despite everything, everyone lives a busy life.





  Up until the Underworld collapsed, I felt like a peaceful and comfortable retirement was waiting for me, but youth is very long and winter hasn't even ended yet.





  A person's life is longer than I thought.





  More importantly, Gloria heading south, huh-.





  I asked.





  "The south, was that the war zone where the Liberation Army and the Royal Capital Army are fighting most fiercely?"





  "That's right. So, Hassan-ssi, which side do you think will win? Both have so many tense and prominent heroes that I don't know who will win."





  "Who knows."





  At Daphne's words, I gave a vague answer while picturing powerful breasts in my head.





  The Royal Capital Army of the pathetically large-breasted Princess Friede. The Liberation Army of the intensely large-breasted Princess Nike.





  Both possessed incredible potential exceeding 1H.





  Whichever faction wins, wouldn't they generously accept the other with their broad chests and tolerance?





  Anyway, thinking about Gloria, the war, and the Amazoness Queen's battle happening in the southern region made me feel uneasy in many ways. This is surely a sign that will bring about a major incident.





  "Ah, Hassan-ssi. I heard. You're going to build a large mansion this time?"





  A mansion? I looked down at the familiar yet simultaneously foreign keyword, and saw Daphne's green eyes sparkling.





  "You heard that?"





  "Of course! It's already the talk of the town here in Sodomora. Building a mansion as grand as a royal castle, and in the western Slum street at that, everyone's talking about nothing else!"





  The residents of Sodomora love to gossip about others. There aren't many things as fun as that. If Daphne is bringing it up to me, it must have already spread as far as it could.





  Just as Daphne said, I was embarking on a plan to build a mansion.





  Having paid off all the money I borrowed to build the Temple, I was planning to use the remaining money to buy land in the west and create my own large Taj Mahal there.





  "But why are you building a mansion in the poor western street? You made a lot of money from this expedition. With that much, wouldn't it be fine to build it on the East Gate street? I heard you even paid extra for the land."





  "Ah-. That's-."





  It seemed Daphne had become curious about why I was acquiring land in the west to build a house.





  The reason is nothing special.





  Because the Cabin is there.





  While leaving the Cabin as it is, I was thinking of building a garden full of wide yards, fences, fountains, and resting places for Nymphs, surrounding it.





  Daphne, who had been mumbling as if in deep thought for a while, asked.





  "Is the rumor true, by any chance?"





  "What rumor?"





  "I heard that you provided relief to people who lost their homes to the Liberation Army's catapults by buying their land at a high price. Otherwise, there's no way you'd pay so much for that dilapidated land!"





  What is she talking about.





  I just didn't want to bicker over land issues.





  Even if I tried to buy land to build a mansion, if there was someone stalling by saying, "This is land our ancestors have lived on for generations. I won't sell it-!", it would get annoying.





  So I just bought it at a price they couldn't refuse.





  Daphne's story didn't end there.





  "And, they say the reason you're building a mansion in the western Slum is to protect the poor. Because last time, the Liberation Army's catapults targeted the most vulnerable western area. It's like you're building a fortress so they can't attack anymore."





  "Where did you hear such a thing?"





  "From Malko-ssi."





  I thought so. There's no one else but Paranoi or Malko who would spread such rumors.





  More importantly, I'm curious what that bastard Malko is up to these days. I should meet up with him and Calidur sometime for a drink. Even if it's tasteless alcohol.





  "Anyway, thanks to the great performance of Hassan-ssi and your companions, our Mars Guild in Sodomora has finally safely entered the listing review...!"





  "Oh, is that true?"





  "Yes! Isn't it like a miracle? I also have some shares in the Mars Guild. If this listing goes well, I'm going to take some annual leave and go on a vacation to Delphi!"





  I felt like I knew why Daphne's tension was so high. Looking now, not just Daphne, but all the people in the Mars Guild were wearing bright and happy smiles.





  ━Now I won't have to be nagged by my wife.





  ━Me too. You have no idea how much I was scolded for holding onto scraps of paper. Now she'll probably prepare breakfast and dinner well. I can finally act like the head of the household.





  Here.





  It's really going public.





  You never know how things will turn out in life.





  "Anyway, thanks to Hassan-ssi, I'm benefiting quite a bit. Wow-, looking at it like this, Hassan-ssi, you've really changed a lot."





  "Is that so?"





  "It feels like just the other day you were an Iron-tier adventurer. Before I knew it, you've gained such dignity."





  At Daphne's words, I newly realized the change in time and relationships.





  Back then, I was the one who got slapped by the receptionist Daphne, but now I'm the dual-platinum hero Hassan, wearing two platinum necklaces.





  "Since you came back from the Underworld, your atmosphere has become a bit more composed. Should I say your face has become a bit more melancholic?"





  I didn't know that.





  "Did you know that Hassan-nim came in 2nd in the popularity poll targeting female adventurers in the Mars Guild?"





  "2nd?"





  What is that. Did they do something like that. Anyway, 2nd. 2nd is good too.





  2nd is good. To think the day would come when I'd rank high in a popularity poll among female adventurers.





  Then I suddenly became curious.





  "Then who is 1st?"





  "Paranoi."





  ....





  It's not a very reliable index.





  After that, since I was at the guild for the first time in a while, I updated my Karma and had my achievements settled.





  Another commotion broke out because my level had risen to 47, but since that happened every time I updated, it wasn't even surprising anymore.





  Anyway, due to the Underworld trip and the platinum badge, my achievement points were now the highest in Sodomora's Mars Guild.





  The moment Daphne, who had climbed a ladder, wrote Hassan's name at the very top of the bulletin board, many people whispered.





  ━To think Hippolyte's name would fall below someone else's.





  ━The times really are changing. To think I'd see such a thing in my lifetime.





  Just as they said, the times were changing.





  If I closed my eyes and focused on my hearing, my sensitive ears could almost hear the sound of the world's snow melting away.





  I also seemed to hear the sound of a door being flung open. Jeolgeureok, jeolgeok- the sound of people in armor busily entering the guild could also be heard.





  ━What's this, they're not... adventurers. Why did soldiers suddenly burst in? What is it?





  ━Look at the crest on their shoulders-. The head of a bird of prey on the body of a lion...! It's the crest of the Royal Capital Army! Why is the Royal Capital Army at Sodomora's Mars Guild...?





  ━Look at those soldiers in black armor too. There's a dragon drawn on their crest. A dragon is the symbol of the Borzak family.





  ━Wasn't Sodomora a neutral city? Why are they here now?





  At the people's fuss, I opened my eyes again.





  Before my eyes, people in white and black armor were dividing the guild exactly in half, holding their respective flags high.





  And then, as if conscious of each other, they shouted almost simultaneously.





  ━Be loyal to the great Byeokryeokje His Majesty and Princess Friede-!





  ━Princess Nike of the Black Scales desires you-!
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  The Mars Guild was split by soldiers who suddenly burst in.





  The forces of the Royal Army and the Liberation Army.





  They held up their flags and shouted loudly.





  "Enlist-!" they cried.





  It was like a battle of warlords during orientation, trying to lure fresh university students into their clubs. Like military officers trying to coax desirable soldiers into becoming specialized sergeants, they even rattled off their respective advantages and benefits.





  "If you enlist in the Royal Army now, you'll receive a high-quality flag and an autograph from Princess Friede-nim-."





  "Brave warriors who enlist in the Liberation Army will receive a personal mount and vouchers for the Borzak Family's high-class restaurant every weekend, plus-."





  Are they competing?





  No, it's definitely competition. To be precise, it's a war.





  They were promoting themselves loudly in this Sodomora Guild, trying to find people to fight on their side.





  Their attire and atmosphere were enough to catch people's attention, and indeed, several individuals were seen lingering under the flags that interested them.





  Just then, someone *swish-* grabbed my arm.





  The first sensation was a hard touch. They were wearing iron gloves, gauntlets.





  "Hey you, you have a great physique and seem like an excellent warrior. How about it? Won't you make new history with our Royal Army?"





  But the voice that followed was surprisingly slender and thin.





  You could even say it was cheerful. Lowering my head, I saw the woman holding my arm. She wore a luxurious helmet adorned with feathers and armor that boldly exposed her midriff. For a soldier, her face was fair and unblemished. Pretty.





  "If you enlist now, I might be able to spare some time for you-."





  She doesn't seem to know who I am; she must be someone from out of town. Judging by her words, she seemed like a recruiter urging enlistment.





  A typical honey trap. And typically, it piques my interest. Excellent.





  Just then, I felt someone else *swish-* latch onto me from beside me.





  "The royal city girls are picky and fussy about everything. They might be pretty, but in the end, they're just useless flowers besides their looks. In that sense, our independent northeastern women can be good companions."





  Turning my head, a woman in black leather clothes stood with her arms crossed, facing me.





  Seeing a dragon pattern on something like a crest on her shoulder, she seemed to be a soldier from the Liberation Army. Although she covered her body with leather clothes and a cloak, her chest that touched my arm was quite large. Impressive.





  "Sigrid, I spoke to this man first, you know? Move your chest as big as yours aside. The man is clearly uncomfortable. Do women from the north just shove their chests at any man like that?"





  "Meli, it's not my chest that's the problem, it's your flat chest! Anyone looking would think it's the Calan Plains, girl."





  Women growling at each other with me in the middle.





  Of course, they are struggling to get me to enlist.





  Enlist? I have absolutely no desire to join the military anymore, so I hurriedly fled the Mars Guild and headed for the Cabin.





  *Ting, ting-*





  It seemed the Royal Army and Liberation Army weren't only present at the Mars Guild; soldiers were also seen on the streets, dividing the roads left and right, recruiting people at makeshift stalls.





  As they rang bells, *ting, ting-*, amidst the falling white snow, it reminded me of the Salvation Army donation boxes that appeared around Christmas.





  Is it Christmas?





  Come to think of it, this Gaia continent naturally doesn't have Christmas.





  There's no Santa Claus either. While there are winter festivals, it's a bit disappointing that there's no childhood romance of waiting for Santa.





  There's a Temple, so maybe I should create one? Like a spirit that gives gifts to obedient Nymphs-if I just make something up like that, won't they believe it?





  As I was lost in various thoughts, I eventually arrived at Luna's Cabin.





  Before even opening the door, I could hear murmuring conversations from inside, suggesting many people had already arrived and were resting.





  "Ah...! This presence... it seems Hassan-nim has arrived...!"





  As I opened the door, I saw Nymphs like Paranoy, Doris, and Ignoi running around the first floor.





  "You guys, if you're playing hide-and-seek, do it outside. It's dusty and distracting."
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  "It's cold outside...! Winter is a Nymph-hating season, so I could catch a cold...! If I catch a cold now, this Paranoy might become a Nymph of snot, Koronoy...!"





  Apparently so. A Nymph of snot, Koronoy, can't be helped. It sounds like a very dangerous name.





  "Hassan-nim, please give me your outer garment...!"





  "Sure."





  When I casually took off my outer garment and handed it to Paranoy, he also *whoosh-* threw it somewhere casually.





  Why did he ask for it if he was just going to throw it away like that? What a strange guy.





  *Swish-* Ignoi, who picked it up, brushed off the snow and dust clinging to my clothes with her palm once, then hung it on a hanger.





  Ignoi is helpful because, apart from occasionally chewing on the sofa, she's quiet and good at housework. Maybe I should take the other Nymphs out once a week.





  "Are they all upstairs?"





  "That's right...! You thief, Kore, you're the last one to arrive...!"





  As usual, hearing Doris's growling, I went upstairs to the second floor, and saw that many people had already arrived and were resting.





  In the middle of them was something like a small tripod brazier burning faintly. Judging by the considerable warmth it emitted, it seemed to be something like an indoor heater made with magic engineering.





  They all seemed to have fallen asleep because it was warm and cozy.





  It's snowing heavily outside, yet we can fall asleep inside a warm house with a heater on. It's truly a very leisurely and peaceful sight.





  *Rustle-* Then, Luna, who had been dozing while lying down with a blanket draped over her, stirred. Luna slowly sat up and waved at me.





  "Hassan, you're here...!"





  "Yeah."





  "I didn't even know you arrived! When did I fall asleep? It was so warm I fell asleep without realizing it!"





  At Luna's words, Antiope and Hippolyte also slowly sat up, letting out languid yawns. Like Luna, they too seemed to have fallen asleep without realizing it.





  Antiope said, rubbing her eyes.





  "It works well. There's a reason it costs 2 Gold. With this one item, I can spend the rest of the winter warmly-. Elven magic engineering is indeed good-."





  "Right? I wanted to buy it the moment I saw it!"





  Luna chattered on about meeting the Liberation Army forces in the city that evening.





  Luna also seemed to have had an experience encountering the two factions in the city today.





  I asked.





  "Wasn't Sodomora a neutral territory? I didn't expect two factions to burst in, promoting themselves and selling goods."





  "That's-"





  It was Hippolyte, who still seemed sleepy, who answered that.





  "That's probably because it's a neutral territory. Instead of fighting in this city, they've been guaranteed freedom of activity."





  "By the way, Unnie, I was also invited today. They said the Olympia Festival will be held in the south soon. They asked if I wouldn't participate in the discus throw competition."





  The women continued chatting animatedly for a long time. Sitting by the warm heater, peeling fruit while talking, it's impossible not to have fun.





  Only Friede, who wasn't here, remained quiet.





  Suddenly, I wondered what Friede was doing somewhere in this cold winter.





  I had instructed Paranoy to look into ship passage to Alfheim to find her. Was he actually looking into it?





  I closed my eyes and fell into deep thought. How could I quickly end this war?





  Is there only one answer in the end?





  With my Wood Style, Ninjutsu.





  Is there no other way but to break the circle of hatred that fills the ninja world?





  "Where is the most active conflict zone right now?"





  "Probably, the Amazon River basin in the south...! According to the thieves' guild informants Paranoy scattered, the kingdom's forces and family private soldiers are heading towards the nearby city of Olympia...!"





  "Then, soon, I should head there too."





  "Ho-."





  Hippolyte, who was sipping hot tea at my words, chuckled faintly.





  "It seems you intend to participate in the war? Have you decided which of the two factions you will support?"





  I thought of the two princesses.





  If I choose one of them, I'll surely lose the other. Is it impossible to choose both? Of course, that would be the greedy desire of a child struggling with toys in both hands.





  "I will not take sides with either place. Sodomora must remain neutral, after all. I must walk the path of moderation."





  "Are you trying to claim a third force? Not bad. But walking the center path won't be easy. It could easily be seen as straying."





  As Hippolyte nodded her head with a plausible remark, Paranoy added words as if he knew something.





  "Hassan-nim, could you possibly mean that...?"





  "What is it?"





  "Aren't you trying to introduce a third force amidst the chaotic nation divided into two, to balance it with three legs? Like these three-legged lamps...!"





  Just then, Antiope chimed in from the side.





  "Ah, so that's how it is! Now I understand why you tried to recruit holy knights into the Black Brotherhood to create a military organization!"





  "That's right...! Antiope too, by being with Paranoy, her eyes for seeing the world and discerning Hassan-nim's intentions have improved...!"





  "Now I finally get it! Hassan knew the country and continent would be chaotically divided, and intended to build his own force in the meantime to take over this entire continent! Because we have two Platinum Badges, the symbol of kings-!"





  "Indeed, that's insight befitting the former commander of Hell's legions, the current secretary of the Black Brotherhood...! However, that's only about half of Hassan-nim's true intentions...! The real meaning lies elsewhere...!"





  "What I painstakingly figured out is only half? Hassan, you truly are an inscrutable man...! So, Senior, you understand the remaining intentions, right?"





  "That's right...!"





  "Wow, amazing as expected! I should just quit the Temple Knights and get a job with the Black Brotherhood."





  Paranoy often spouts nonsense.





  But this time, even Antiope was going along with Paranoy, spouting strange things, making me feel weird too for no reason.





  However, when I thought about it carefully, what Paranoy and Antiope were saying was quite plausible.





  A third force.





  Quickly ending the civil war and becoming the de facto power of the country.





  It might not be bad.





  "I, Hassan, who was a slave, will sit at the pinnacle of everyone-. It would have been impossible before, but now I have enough power to do so."





  "If I take over the country, I'll change the country's name to the Leaf Country and appoint myself Hokage. Hehe."





  "Hmm-."





  Just then, Luna, who had been watching this scene, let out a long snort. Did she finally decide to object to this nonsense?





  Soon, Luna raised her hand, *grab-*





  "Then, I'll make the flag! How about a spider shape?"





  "Noxdoti, the spider pattern is already used by a family in the Tula region."





  "Tsk-! Then how about a dinosaur? Or an eagle?"





  "Dinosaurs are already handled by the Ensi family. Eagles are used by the landlord association of Hannya land."





  Everyone didn't stop Paranoy and Antiope's nonsense.





  Instead, seeing them agree as if it were an interesting story, Friede's image, who always nitpicked and objected, came to mind like a longing.





  Unknowingly, everyone had their roles.





  In the end, our flag became a striped squirrel, an animal no one had used. A striped squirrel, how cute.





  "Squirrels are amazing animals...! This Paranoy's grace is also like a squirrel's hoard...!"
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  About fifteen days have passed since we escaped the Underworld. It's also been about a week since stones were thrown at our Cabin.





  Tuk, tak, kwang, kwang-, tak-. Deureuk, deureuk-.





  The area around the Cabin was incredibly noisy with the constant sound of hammering, the reason being that the mansion I commissioned had been picked up by the Dwarf Labor Union and construction had begun.





  "Just say the word if you need timber. I'll make it for you in no time."





  Seuk-seuk-.





  I quickly formed hand seals and consumed 10 Karma. Immediately, thick trees burst through the winter snow, rising twice as high as a person and veiling the sky.





  At that sight, the Dwarf technicians all stopped their work, stroking their beards and marveling greatly.





  "No matter how many times I see it, that's some amazing magic. For trees to grow so rapidly like that. You're just like the priests of old."





  "Over here, we need rope-! Someone, get some-."





  ━Miooong-.





  "Wow, you understand my words? What a truly smart Spider. The silk is strong too, no worse than any rope."





  Because even Miong-i, the giant divine beast Spider that guards the Temple, was helping with the construction, the work progressed steadily despite the cold winter. 





  With ample capital, I hired nearly a hundred workers, significantly moving up the completion date.





  "There's no work in winter, and I was just idling at home because of the war. It feels good to work after a long time."





  "Tell me about it, when else would we get to build such a large mansion? We got paid well, too. At least we won't starve this winter."





  The workers' reactions are quite positive. 





  It feels like the economy, which had been shrinking due to the recent chaos, is coming back to life a bit thanks to this grand construction site. It seems there's nothing like civil engineering projects to get the economy moving.





  "As expected of Hassan-nim-ssi...! The extravagance of building a luxurious mansion, but behind it lay the grand intention of boosting the city's economy and releasing capital-ssi...!"





  "No, you brat."





  Sometimes I can't tell if Paranoy is saying these things to tease me or if he truly believes them. 





  Of course, the reason for building the mansion wasn't as grandiose as Paranoy claimed; I just wanted to live in a big house. 





  Since a new family will be forming and all, there's no harm in having a spacious home. A fucking huge house. I want to build a house with rooms so wide and numerous that even I might get lost without a map.





  I'll set up a large workshop for Luna inside, and create training grounds for Antiope and Hippolyte, as well as a practice area for my Wood Style.





  Also, hiring a bunch of Nymphs to trim the garden and clean the mansion will provide jobs for the choir Nymphs, so it's killing two birds with one stone.





  In the basement, I'll even make a harem just for the Hokage of Wood Style, Sultan Hassan.





  Anyway, everything was going smoothly.





  The civil war, which had been quite tumultuous, feels like it has entered a lull again now that the Queen's War has been announced. 





  As if enjoying the returned peace, people stroll through the streets, spend money, and enjoy dates, pairing up in couples.





  The world keeps turning.





  Even now, somewhere, lives are being born, fading away, and being born again as new lives-the wheel of Samsara must be spinning.





  "Hmm-. This is nice."





  I shook my head slightly to clear the languid thoughts and spoke.





  "So, are the preparations to leave the city this afternoon all finished?"





  "Yes-ssi...!"





  Today was the day we decided to head down to the southern city of Olympia to negotiate an end to the war and secure passage to Alfheim.





  They say it takes about a week from Sodomora to Olympia, so if we push through quickly without any issues, I figure we can arrive in three or four days.





  Since everyone is now fed up with traveling to other regions, we packed necessary items and supplies into our respective bags and Paranoy's mouth-inventory, then boarded the carriage.





  "Well then, let's head out-. Since this is our first long-distance trip, everyone, make sure to wear your safety belts."





  When Antiope, who claimed to have a license for operating a four-wheeled carriage, cracked the whip, the two horses let out a puhihing- sound and slowly stepped forward. 





  Soon, the round wheels glided smoothly along the well-maintained road.





  "This is my first time traveling in winter. If it's Olympia in the south, that's a city famous for the Olympia Games!"





  Luna, wearing mittens, trembled slightly as she watched the scenery outside the window change moment by moment. 





  Since I had installed a magic heater worth 2 gold in the passenger compartment, she wasn't trembling from the cold; rather, just as she said, she seemed to be enjoying the thrill of the travel.





  Winter travel.





  Admittedly, I didn't have many memories of traveling in winter either. 





  Strictly speaking, our departure from the city wasn't for the purpose of a vacation, but I got the feeling that Luna, Paranoy, and even Hippolyte were greatly looking forward to heading to the southern city of Olympia.





  "Hassan-nim-ssi, according to this magazine, Olympia holds a grand athletic competition every four years where each region shows off their skills and the winner is given a gold necklace-ssi...!"





  "Is that so?"





  Olympia was the name of the city and simultaneously the name of the athletic festival. I don't know if the city was named after the festival or the festival after the city, but that's how it is.





  Those who participate are prominent youths gathered from every region. They compete in various events, showcasing their utmost skills to seize the glory of victory and fame.





  Also, it is a Neutral City similar to Sodomora, and there are rumors that the Royal Army and the Liberation Army are engaged in a fierce struggle to occupy it.





  "Did you say Atalanta was from the Olympia Games?"





  At Luna's question, Hippolyte, who had been looking out the window, nodded.





  "That's right. The reason Atalanta made a name for herself was because she showed unrivaled skill in the short-distance sprint. No one thought Silia, who was favored to win, would lose."





  Silia, Atalanta.





  Both are quite familiar names now. I recalled how the two gold-tier adventurers I occasionally ran into would emit a strange tension toward each other. 





  So they had a history that ignited in the city of Olympia.





  "So Hassan, have you thought about what you'll say when you meet the two factions?"





  Luna, who had been chatting away, now turned the arrow of conversation toward me. 





  It was a surprisingly sharp question for Luna. It pierced right through the reason why I was heading south.





  I fell into thought for a moment with an "Hmm-."





  "Roughly. First, since we have to go to Alfheim, I'll ask if they can open the way. If that doesn't work, well...."





  As I trailed off while picking my words, Paranoy suddenly cut into the conversation.





  "It's about letting the world know that no matter how many troops the idiots of the Royal Capital and the North gather, they are like toys before a child in the face of the authority Hassan-nim-ssi uses-ssi...!"





  "Hey, use of force is the last card. If I just break things because I don't like them, what would people think of me?"





  "On the contrary, they might even be grateful to Hassan-nim-ssi for ending the war-ssi...! In this era where it's not enough even if we cooperate and live together, to divide sides and engage in a war of attrition is just foolish...."





  Paranoy muttered something and then let out a huge yawn, "Huaa-." It seemed the carriage itself was cramped, consuming oxygen quickly, and the warmth was making him drowsy. 





  The fact that he didn't get much sleep last night while preparing to leave the city was also a factor.





  "I, Paranoy, will close my eyes for a bit-ssi...! When it's time for dinner, please wake me up-ssi...!"





  "Sure."





  We decided to take a short nap just like Paranoy.








  


  *      *       *











  "Hey, Paranoy, open your eyes. It's time to get up."





  I shook the sleeping Paranoy awake. He wiped the drool from the corner of his mouth with the back of his hand and blearily opened his eyes.





  He reminded me of my younger sister, who slept through the entire day before her high school entrance exam, and I felt a strong urge to give him a knuckle sandwich.





  Paranoy said.





  "Mmm, is it already time for dinner-ssi...?"





  "Hey, what dinner? We've almost arrived at Olympia. Look, the Amazon River you wanted to see is flowing right there. Didn't you ask me to wake you when the river appeared?"





  I pointed to the river flowing outside the carriage window. Although it was frozen over, it was such a wide and grand river that it looked like the trail left by a fucking massive serpent crawling along.





  Ice fishing there would be killer.





  At that sight, Paranoy's eyes widened.





  "Is that true? Shouldn't it have taken a few more days to arrive? How can we have arrived already just a few hours after departing-ssi...?"





  "What are you talking about?"





  My brow furrowed instantly. Paranoy's nonsense was starting to spill from that open mouth of his again. Is he not fully awake?





  "I, Paranoy, just now closed my eyes after departing Sodomora in the carriage-ssi...!"





  "What do you mean? We've been traveling together for days. Don't you remember?"





  At my words, Paranoy clutched his head.





  "Come to think of it, I feel like I've had a memory like this before.... Why is it that whenever I, Paranoy, just close and open my eyes, time has passed and we've arrived at our destination? I simply cannot understand it-ssi...!"





  Perhaps because he had just woken up, Paranoy was in a daze. Luna, while washing Paranoy's face and wiping away the sleep from his eyes with a wet handkerchief, chimed in.





  "Paranoy must have been dreaming. Among Nymphs, Paranoy is the most sensitive to night dreams, so sometimes he can't distinguish between dreams and reality-."





  "It's very strange-ssi..., I clearly felt like I just closed and opened my eyes for a moment.... But it feels as if several days have passed in an instant...."





  "Paranoy, if you keep talking nonsense, I'm going to give you a knuckle sandwich."





  When Luna balled her fist, Paranoy finally trembled.





  "Aat...! Now, now I remember-ssi...! I, Paranoy, definitely enjoyed a carriage trip of several days with everyone-ssi...!"





  His short, pointed ears were twitching up and down. That was the evidence that appeared whenever Paranoy lied as easily as he breathed. 





  Paranoy seemed completely unable to grasp the situation, likely due to being intoxicated by sleep. Regardless of that, however, it was a fact that we had almost arrived at Olympia.





  Soon, Olympia, the city of heroes counted among the largest in the kingdom, would reveal itself. 





  According to the map, the city should appear after passing through a wide plain following the winding banks of the Amazon River.





  We should be able to arrive at the city before evening and eat warm soup and meat. Thinking about that made me feel quite good.





  Luna, having finished wiping Paranoy's face with the wet towel, spoke with an expectant voice.





  "I heard that snow doesn't pile up near Olympia even in winter! Because the city is near the giant volcano Hypos, it maintains warm weather all year round! I'm sure green meadows are spread out even now, right?"





  Snow-covered fields are pretty. But one gets tired of them after seeing them for over a month. 





  Because of that, Luna seemed to be looking forward to seeing green meadows in this southern region that was warm all year round. 





  "The meadows are so vast, with lots of grass. I heard they're even used as a marathon course. They say it's a tourist spot as beautiful as Delphi. I'm excited."





  A tourist spot as beautiful as Delphi? I was a bit excited too. Fresh fields. Flowers. It felt like it had been months since I'd seen such things.





  "The meadows should appear any moment now-."





  However, that expectation was short-lived.





  Contrary to our thoughts of beautiful meadows appearing, what appeared before us were high-soaring flags and brown tents lined up on both sides. 





  Flowers and fields were dug into deep trenches, and corpses that hadn't been cleared away were scattered everywhere. Crows and insects flying over the mire.... 





  "Ugh, this is bad."





  Even for me, with my superhumanly strong stomach, I felt a surge of nausea.





  I knew this place was being used as a battlefield where the two factions clashed, but I didn't expect such a gruesome sight to greet us.





  Since snow didn't accumulate due to the warm southern climate, there was nothing to hide the carnage.





  "It's very different from what I imagined. It looks like Tartarus."





  Luna looked disappointed, as if let down by the scenery outside the carriage window. Hippolyte was the same.





  "...."





  Even though she didn't say it, Hippolyte also seemed to have been inwardly hoping to see beautiful greenery. 





  Moreover, she has a child in her womb; is it okay to show her such a gruesome and horrific battlefield?





  It's concerning.





  Just then, I heard Antiope in the driver's seat let out a low groan, "Hmm-."





  "I heard it was a conflict zone. But this looks a bit serious. The road is broken, and it's a complete mud pit. The wheels are sinking right in. At this rate, it'll be hard to keep going by carriage."





  At Antiope's words, we had no choice but to get out of the carriage and head toward the city on foot. 





  On our left and right, the camps of the Royal Army and the Liberation Army were positioned at a certain distance, maintaining a sharp and tense atmosphere of confrontation.





  The distance between the two camps was less than 100 meters.





  The feeling of walking through the muddy battlefield between them was horrific in many ways.





  Jirit-.





  With a sharp prickle at the back of my neck, I could sense that there were people on both the left and right aiming their bowstrings at us.





  Cheolkeok. Hippolyte placed her hand on her sword hilt. 





  "Hassan, did you notice?"





  "Yes, if push comes to shove, arrows might fly. You should be careful."





  "I heard the war was in a temporary lull. To think they're emitting such sharp murderous intent. It's interesting. It's the smell of the battlefield I haven't smelled in a long time."





  "Unni, you know this isn't our battlefield, right? It's better to stay quiet for now. I'd hate to die like a hedgehog."
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  As we continued toward the city for a while, we eventually hit a snag. 





  What could be called the road into the center of the city was miserably destroyed by giant pits and corpses, forcing us to choose a path to either the left or the right.





  Did a meteor fall or something? What do you have to do to smash the ground like this? It's practically a cliff.





  "Hassan-nim-ssi, it seems you must choose either the left path or the right path-ssi...!"





  At Paranoy's words, I looked up from the pit. Royal Army on the left, Liberation Army on the right. It seemed impossible to enter this city of Olympia without passing through one of their camps.





  However, I had a vague inkling. 





  The moment we headed left, arrows would fly from the camp on the right, and the moment we headed toward the camp on the right, crossbow bolts would fly from the left to attack us.





  Just then, loud and resonant voices were heard from both the left and right.





  ━Hey, you there. I don't know who you are, but surely you aren't planning to go toward the Royal Army? Those guys will strip you of everything you have-!





  ━Do you think we're as barbaric and classless as you lot? You're the ones who stole supplies from the peddlers who went your way last time, aren't you?





  ━That was a legitimate transaction, you brat.





  ━A transaction made with a sword to the throat is hardly legitimate. Liberation Army scum. Anyway, come this way! We'll let you into the city-!





  ━Why don't you stop trying to steal the people who want to come to us. It's better not to make a choice you'll regret. Do you want to dye the plains with the corpses of Royal Capital snobs again? The pretty flower fields are getting dirty with your corpses.





  ━There are more corpses on your side. 





  They were fiercely aggressive, as if they might rain down arrows on each other at any moment. The battle was continuing even in this situation.





  Standing in the middle of them, we were forced into a deadly dilemma.





  In the end, it was a situation where we had to make an enemy of one side.





  "Hassan, what should we do?"





  "Hassan, which way are you going?"





  I felt Luna's clear emerald eyes and Hippolyte's steady brown gaze upon me. The choice was mine.





  In that case, my choice was the third path I had decided on earlier: to push straight through the center.





  Seuk, seuk-seuk-. I quickly formed hand seals. Mana surged from my body, and at the same time, a suitable amount of Karma was consumed before my eyes.





  『Consuming Task Points. - 100』





  Whoa, 100. Isn't that a bit much? Did I put too much power into it? I still don't quite have a feel for the consumption of these Task Points.





  Udeuk, udeudeudeuk-. Ujijik.





  However, looking at what was happening before my eyes, the consumption of 100 Task Points in one go was somewhat understandable.





  The corpses and pits that had been swarming the battlefield were suddenly covered by grass and flowers, thick vines and roots, and stems, turning into green light and even more colorful vegetation.





  ━W-what-, what's happening? Is it magic? Is it Wicked Magic used by the Liberation Army? Prepare for an attack-!





  ━Despicable Royal Army scum, what kind of trickery have you pulled! Mages-! Watch out for incoming magic-!





  I heard voices making a great fuss from both sides. It was only natural they'd be startled. Of course, this was neither the Liberation Army's magic nor the Royal Army's despicable trickery.





  ─Ninjutsu, Land Leveling.





  The plains that had been full of mire, the vast space, was transformed in an instant into a beautiful flower garden. The gloom where corpses had rolled around was now nowhere to be seen.





  At that sight, Luna's face brightened.





  "Wow, it's so pretty! The meadow really is wide. I've never seen such amazing magic before...!"





  "...It truly is a magnificent power. Strong. Hassan, you did this."





  Hippolyte also nodded in admiration of my power. I felt like I saw a faint smile. 





  I consumed 100 Task Points, but seeing my companions so happy, I'd say it was a bargain.





  ━The tents, the tents are being wrapped in giant roots-!





  ━The siege engines are all smashed, too-! Damn it, th-this is Toge tree roots! It's Toge roots! Toge roooots...!





  ━What kind of magic is this..., 





  ━No, no, this isn't magic. This is.... Something like this cannot be called magic.... This is a miracle.





  Like an allied force that had lost its will to fight against the power of Wood Style, the boiling fighting spirit and battle lust subsided. What was felt was merely fear of the unknown. 





  Peolleok-.





  Amidst the chaotic atmosphere, Paranoy raised a flag high. It was a cute flag depicting a striped squirrel holding an acorn in its hands.





  ━Th-that squirrel pattern is....





  Amidst the greatly unsettled surroundings, Paranoy, holding the flag, walked ahead along the middle path made of vines and shouted loudly toward the city gates.





  "The King of Kings, Hassan-nim-ssi, is entering the Neutral City of Olympia-ssi...! The city shall open its gates, and everyone shall prostrate and worship-ssi...!"
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  "The King of Kings, Hassan-nim, is entering the Neutral City, Olympia-imnidat...! The city gates are opening, and everyone, prostrate yourselves and worship-imnidat...!"
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  Amidst the dragon and griffon banners fluttering left and right, Paranoy, holding high a flag with a squirrel drawn on it, shouted boisterously.





  Goooooo-. Deureureureuk-.





  Then, the heavy city gates of Olympia, which had been tightly closed, slowly began to open upwards with the sound of pulleys winding.





  Kuuung-.





  Finally, the city opened its mouth wide.





  What was visible inside were clean, polished roads and soldiers standing around them.





  Everyone had their helmets pulled down deep, and in their eyes, astonishment, bewilderment, fear, and curiosity seemed exquisitely intertwined.





  At least, they don't seem like they'll attack me.





  Well then, shall we enter?





  "I'll go inside now."





  As we stepped inside the city gates, the soldiers blocking our path opened a way for us like parting waters.





  Perhaps thanks to the Miracle worth 100 Task Points that I had just performed in front of the city gates, people dared not even think of blocking my way.





  "Um-."





  Only someone barely managed to open their mouth and speak to me.





  Seuk-. As I turned my head, among the similarly dressed soldiers, I saw one alone with a long brown cloak. Should I assume he's a guard captain or a public security officer here?





  "Excuse me, I am Parnax, the South Gate Guard Captain of Olympia. Could you perhaps, tell me where you're from, who you are, and sign the entry log?"





  The man's trembling voice conveyed fear.





  His hands and armor were trembling, looking as if he were suffering from a high fever. His breathing was also rough, and the mist from his breath obscured his face.





  ━Ugh, I told you already. Captain Parnax, aren't you being too stiff? What if you get torn to shreds for speaking to him?





  ━I don't know, but it is somewhat respectable. If it were me, I wouldn't even have dared to speak. Truly dedicated to his profession-.





  The faint reactions reaching my sensitive ears were of astonishment. I clicked my tongue softly, wondering if the problem was that I had put too much power into my entrance to the city. I hadn't intended to scare them this much.





  As I hesitated to answer, Paranoy, instead of me, raised the flag high.





  "Don't you recognize this magnificent and splendid beast's flag...? Guard Captain Parnax! These individuals here, without needing to prove their identities, are the esteemed guests and masters of this city and continent-imnidat...!"





  At Paranoy's growl, Guard Captain Parnax craned his neck and lifted his helmet. What he was examining was the flag in Paranoy's hand.





  "A squirrel...?"





  "That's right-imnidat...! Squirrels are the creators of forests, planting seeds to grow trees-imnidat...! I, Paranoy, guarantee that squirrels are far more splendid and resilient beasts than noisy dragons and griffons-imnidat...!"





  "I-I see."





  Watching a man old enough to have a daughter Paranoy's size flounder at the words of a small Nymph was also a kind of ordeal for me.





  "Squirrels also hibernate like Nymphs-imnidat...! The stripes on their backs are camouflage to survive in the harsh wilderness-imnidat...! And a squirrel's two cheeks are strange storage compartments, Mwooooeueup-."





  I roughly covered Paranoy's mouth with my palm as he launched into a long explanation about squirrels. I didn't want to be dragged along at his pace like this.





  Perhaps because I had consumed 100 Task Points and the mana boiling in my body, or perhaps due to fatigue from the carriage journey, I quickly wanted to warm myself by a cozy fire.





  "You said you were the Guard Captain?"





  "Yes, uh, my name is Parnax."





  "I am Hassan from Sodomora. And these are my companions, so let's fill out that entry log."





  "...Thank you. Hey, you there, bring the entry log-."





  As the Guard Captain gestured with his chin, soldiers waddled over from somewhere and presented a long scroll and a quill. On it were sections for date and time, the entrant's identity or name, and special notes. The Guard Captain spoke as if explaining.





  "Olympia, being one of the few Neutral Cities currently, the situation is chaotic, so we are managing entrants like this. I apologize, but please bear with us...."





  Although it felt like he was making excuses, writing our names here wasn't particularly difficult, so we each filled out the entry log and completed the admission procedure.





  The Guard Captain, after glancing Seuk- at the scroll with our names written on it.





  "Hassan-nim, Luna Noxdoti-nim, Hippolyte Heavensinger-nim, Antiope Grimkeeper-nim, and finally Paranoy the Great Nymph-nim, confirmed."





  He handed us small wooden tags, one for each of us. They were like ID cards, made with a string so they could be hung around the neck, arm, or shoulder. Since the city is chaotic, there must be a marker to signify proven visitors.





  Since hanging a wooden tag around my neck was not difficult, I obediently followed the procedure, and the Guard Captain stammered as if he had something more to say.





  "Is there something else we need to do?"





  "No, if anything, I would appreciate it if you could, uh, give me an autograph...."





  Is there something else to fill out? The entry procedure is quite strict. Is this like a QR code entry for this Gaia continent?





  As I held the quill, Guard Captain Parnax removed his helmet. Then, his receding hairline and bushy beard were revealed.





  "C-could you perhaps sign here...."





  He held out his helmet to me. As I briefly pondered what signing a helmet had to do with the entry procedure, he added.





  "Hassan-nim and your companions. Your names are already famous even here in the southern city of Olympia. They say you held back the armies of Hell with a small force and saved the world once...."





  "Ah-."





  "I saw it from the city walls. You wielded tremendous magic, no, Miracles that could easily be called divine authority. In that case, you must be the real deal, not a fake or an impersonator."





  I understood the man's intention. He wanted an autograph as a souvenir. That's not a difficult thing to do.





  Instead of the quill, I drew my dagger from my waist and scratched my name, Hassan, onto the forehead area of the Guard Captain's T-shaped helmet.





  Seuk, seuk-.





  Although the letters were etched onto the well-polished, shining helmet as if it were scratched, the Guard Captain seemed very pleased, opening his mouth wide in a smile.





  "Wow, to receive a god's signature. This, we will keep as a family heirloom forever. Wow-."





  He was more like a child who received a Christmas present than a middle-aged man. Am I their Santa?





  "M-my name is Ilmond. Could you perhaps sign my helmet too-."





  "Could you, on my shoulder pauldron, write 'Invincible Warrior, 21st Guard Unit'...?"





  Soon, with soldiers flocking one after another, I was busy signing. To think I'd be doing something like this in a completely unfamiliar land, not even in the city of Sodomora. It seems I've become quite famous.





  Do foreign stars on a tour feel this way? No, if I had to compare, it feels more like being an overlock artisan embroidering military uniforms for soldiers.





  "Hehe-, I can brag about this at home."





  Seeing the soldiers who received my signature rejoice as if they had obtained some great relic item, well, I didn't mind anymore.





  "You're Antiope of the Temple Knights, right? The one who wields javelins freely-. My daughter is your follower, and she says she wants to become an Amazoness warrior. Could you perhaps sign here...?"





  "No problem. Tell her to come watch the Queen's Festival that's opening soon. It'll be fun if she wants to become an Amazoness warrior. Het-."





  "Is the signature of Hassan-nim's sole right-hand man, the great Nymph the Great Paranoy, not needed by anyone...? This isn't an opportunity that comes every day-imnidat...!"





  "What a strange Nymph. Who are you? You're different from the Nymphs of the south. So sharp-tongued."





  "Are you saying the rumors about Paranoy, the true Nymph among Nymphs, haven't spread here in the south...?"





  Anyway, after a round of autograph signing, the Guard Captain, who was tracing the letters on his helmet with his finger, spoke to me.





  "So, what is the purpose of your visit to the city? Are you perhaps going on a pilgrimage to Mount Hypnos?"





  At first, they seemed to fear me, but perhaps the gift of my signature had a great effect, as their eyes were now filled with goodwill towards me.





  A pilgrimage to Mount Hypnos, huh.





  I lifted my head.





  ─Gooooooo-.





  Then, beyond the city walls, a gigantic and majestic peak, revealing itself amidst white clouds, became visible. The region of Hypnos, said to be so high and rugged that it's visible from anywhere in the south.





  Volcano Hypnos.





  They said gods reside on that peak, hidden above the clouds, didn't they? Because it's such a high-altitude region, it's said to be impossible for mortals to even ascend beyond the halfway point.





  What an interesting place.





  Of course, the reason I visited this southern region this time wasn't for that.





  "I came to end this war quickly."











  *      *      *








 


  After various delays, we were finally able to unpack our luggage late in the evening at a mansion-like guesthouse next to Olympia City Hall.





  A spacious and luxurious room. Seeing the warm fireplace and abundant firewood, Luna spoke.





  "I thought we'd just sleep in some inn, but they even lent us such a nice room. The people of Olympia must be really generous-! It was written in a magazine that they're kind to travelers, but...!"





  At her words, Hippolyte, who had already finished showering and returned, replied while drying her long hair.





  "That's part of it, but we're like a hero's party, you see. They probably want to treat us well. The story of the party that destroyed Tartarus must have already spread everywhere."





  "So, you're saying we're like heroes who defeated a terrifying Demon God?"





  At Luna's words, I thought about the popular books on this Gaia continent. Even in this world, stories of Demon Kings and heroes are consumed as entertaining content.





  Hippolyte nodded.





  "Exactly. Also, Hassan, who is with us, is a god. They don't want to make an enemy of him."





  According to Hippolyte, because Mount Hypnos, the sanctuary of the gods, exists in the south, faith in the gods is still stronger there than in other regions. Since it's a pilgrimage route for pilgrims heading to Hypnos, well, it might be natural.





  If one sees the active volcano Hypnos rumbling daily, and the eruptions of lava and the thunderous wrath of nature, they would naturally revere divine beings.





  Even now, if I listen closely, I can hear the volcano, hidden in darkness beyond that balcony, rumbling Ureureureu- like a beast.





  "Ureureueueu-!"





  Luna stretched out, making a sound like an active volcano. It wasn't the sound of a volcano, but Luna's sound, I see.





  "Hoo, I've unpacked everything. Anyway, I never thought we'd reach a position where we'd be treated like this. It's fun!"





  After saying that, Luna went into the shower room to wash herself. Since it was late, proper activities would have to start tomorrow. It seems best to relieve the fatigue of the journey for today.





  "Antiope...! Let's go down to the first-floor lobby with that Paranoy and try a 'Fruit Nymph Cocktail'-imnidat...!"





  "Oh, cocktails are good...! Let's go...! I also wanted to smoke a mana-herb cigarette."





  Antiope and Paranoy had scurried Hodadak- down to the first-floor lobby like children on a picnic.





  In the end, only Hippolyte remained with me, stretching various parts of her body and applying something like lotion. Hippolyte's long legs stole my gaze.





  Splendid.





  "Shall I give you a body massage?"





  "Then that would be comfortable for me."





  I pressed and kneaded Hippolyte's body with my palms, as she must have been tired from the long carriage journey. Perhaps because she was so well-trained, there were no muscle knots, but a massage, when received by a healthy person, only makes them healthier.





  After thoroughly loosening her lower body, thighs, and calves, down to her ankles, which must have been fatigued from sitting in the carriage for a long time, I touched her feet.





  Seuk-.





  Heumchit.





  Hippolyte trembled.





  "Shall I not do your feet?"





  "No, it's just that, I'm still not used to someone else touching my feet. It's not a place for others to touch."





  "But, I'm not 'someone else' anymore."





  "Th-that's true."





  To be ashamed of having her feet touched, even after we did more than just touch feet and she became pregnant. The women's sense of propriety on this Gaia continent is a bit strange. Even Luna still used to get embarrassed if I touched or looked at her feet.





  Only Elfriede entrusts her feet to me as if it's natural. I wish Elfriede would get a little embarrassed. It's not like I'm a foot massage shuttle.





  Kkuu-uuk.





  "Euaaat-."





  As I pressed the pressure point in the center of her foot with my thumb, Hippolyte's body arched like a bow and sprang up. Did it hurt a little? But now, her embarrassment must have vanished.





  "Euaaat-! Aaat-! Apaaaat-!"





  "Even if it hurts, it will be good for your body."





  With exquisite hand movements, I pressed and stimulated the soles of Hippolyte's feet, careful not to affect the child in her womb. As I always say, loosening the feet, which have suffered at the lowest part of the body their entire lives, can instantly wipe away body fatigue.





  If there are people whose fatigue doesn't recover well no matter how much they rest, I'd even recommend they try a warm foot bath or a foot massage.





  "Euyahahaha-!"





  "Is your fatigue easing a bit?"





  "It's easing, it is easing, but.... Hat-!"





  Finally, Hippolyte, whose waist was arched like a bent leg, trembled Parereu-. Seeing her twitching, Umjjil, Umjjil-, it seems she was very pleased with my miraculous handiwork.





  While I was at it, I also carefully massaged her shoulders, waist, back, and neck.





  "Aht, Hassan, what's this? Massage my neck too...!"





  Luna, who had finished showering and returned, saw the scene and grabbed my arm.





  "Just a moment, I'll finish with Hippolyte-nim first."





  "Heueueung...."
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  "Hassan, that's enough. I think... you can stop now. My body feels like it's melting. Euhueueu-."





  I devoted myself to loosening Hippolyte-nim's body until she could no longer muster any strength. Thinking that this was the body carrying my child in her womb, I simply couldn't bring myself to do a half-hearted job.





  After about thirty minutes of pressing thoroughly into every nook and cranny, Hippolyte pushed my hands away as if she were truly alright.





  "Then, next is Luna. I'll give you a massage too."





  I felt bad for unintentionally making Luna wait so long. However, Luna was just lying on her bed, pulling the blanket up over the top of her head.





  Did she fall asleep?





  No, I don't think that's it.





  "Luna, I said I'll give you a massage too?"





  "...Forget it...!"


  


  What came from inside the blanket was a voice that sounded somewhat sulky. When I turned my head, Hippolyte simply shrugged her shoulders while forming a single wrinkle between her brows.





  I could tell that Luna was pouting.





  Because I only paid attention to Hippolyte, Luna eventually lost her patience and got upset. For a man with many wives, this kind of difficulty is surely a hill that must be climbed.





 "Luna, show me your face."





 "...."





  She's really made up her mind.





  It's rare for Luna to get sulky, but the way to resolve it is easier than one might think.





  Seuk-.





  I slid my hand under Luna's blanket.





  "Kang-!"





  Then, a rather fierce growling sound came from inside the blanket, and finally, I felt my hand being nipped by something hard. Did she bite me?





  It hurt a bit, enough to make a tear prick my eye, but I couldn't just back down like this.





  I flailed my hand, grabbed Luna's arm, and yanked her out from under the blanket.





  Then Luna, like a clam that had lost its shell, came out as just the meat and flailed around in my grip.





  "L-Let go of this-!"





  I buried my face in Luna's belly and blew air, making a "pururu-" sound.





  "Puhahat, uhihihit-! Stop, stop it-! Heuhihit-."





  Luna is very ticklish.





  So when Luna is sulky, there's nothing better than tickling her to lift her mood. As I continued to blow on Luna's belly, she finally went from laughing to being on the verge of tears.





  "S-Stop it-! Stop-! I get it-!"





  Even tickling, if continued, is plenty of pain.





  I eventually gave in to Luna's plea and let go of her arms. Then Luna seemed like she was going to crawl back into the blanket, but soon she lay there as if nothing had happened and whistled, "hwi-."





  It was such an incredibly awkward behavior that I felt uneasy just watching.





  "Luna, were you sulking because I only massaged Hippolyte-nim? Since Hippolyte-nim isn't alone, I was just being a bit more careful while pressing."





  "I-I know that too. I wasn't sulking."





  Luna is not good at lying. So, for me, who has been with Paranoy-who breathes lies whenever he opens his mouth-Luna's clumsy lie was easily seen through.





  Luna was definitely sulking.





  However, Luna must have also known the reason why I was prioritizing and working hard on Hippolyte. So, thinking about it now, she must be very embarrassed by the fact that she got sulky over it.





  Because once you stop being pouted, you become terribly embarrassed. It's especially so for adults. That's why people put on unnecessary bravado, which sometimes makes the situation even worse.





  Before Luna could crawl back into the blanket for a second time, I quickly grabbed her back and gave it a firm press.





  "Luna, I'll press your back."





  Eudeudeuk.





  "Gyaaak-!"





  Luna screamed like a cat getting its tail hair plucked. It was no easy task to pin down Luna's body as she flopped and flailed about.





  Diring-.





  『Name: Luna Noxdoti Lv. 32 → 40


   Strength: 9 → 13


   Agility: 14


   Stamina: 9 → 13


   Quirks: 《Flailing》 《Liking Foul Food》 《Nocturnal》


   Status: 《Absorbed in Voodoo》 《Stigma of Jealousy》』





  This was because Luna's level had reached 40 before I knew it, perhaps because karma had accumulated from the things she had experienced.





  A level 40 Luna.





  More so than me, Hassan, using the Hokage's Wood Style and achieving feats like divine authority-.





  It's more surprising that Luna, who used to release honeybees to chase away thugs, has reached level 40, the realm of heroes.





  Is this really that same Luna?





  Right now, it was certain she could make most bastards quiet even without a Totem of Silence.





  Feeling somewhat proud of her, I worked even harder to press her waist, back, and shoulders.





  Guk, guuk-, udeudeuk.





  "Gyaaak-!"





  Of course, Luna's reaction remained consistent.





  "Bear with it even if it hurts. It hurts at first, but the more you do it, the better it'll feel."





  "Hassan, it hurts too much...! You're too strong...!"





  "Just stay still. I said stay still."





  "Gyaueue-!"





  I worked hard to remove that Stigma of Jealousy dwelling in Luna's body.





  When I grabbed and pressed Luna's thighs, the back of her knees, her calves, and her Achilles tendons with my index fingers and thumbs, she flailed in terror as if her weakness had truly been seized.





  It's probably because of Luna's quirk.





  《Flailing》.





  Luna's quirk, Flailing, was literally a quirk where she flails around.





  How do I know that? Because the text was floating up before my eyes.





  Diring-.





  『Quirk 《Flailing》: Flails around.』





  The explanation ended with that. The important thing wasn't that the explanation was simple, but that the descriptions of quirks I previously couldn't understand were starting to become visible to me.





  To think I can see new words.





  Is it because I gouged out my brain with my own hands?





  Is it because I made a new contract with Chaos?





  I don't know the reason, but my ocular power has increased significantly compared to last time. It wouldn't be wrong to say my Spirit Eye has opened. The ocular techniques of my Sharingan have increased.





  I decided to take this opportunity to look at Luna's other quirks as well.





  『Quirk 《Liking Foul Food》: Can eat tasteless and terrible things without issue. As a side effect, it becomes difficult to distinguish flavors.』





  『Quirk 《Nocturnal》: Can move freely during the dark night. Instead, on days spent active late at night, one must sleep more than usual.』





  Oh, fascinating.





  Despite having spent quite a lot of time with Luna, there were still parts of her I didn't know.





  But looking at the text floating up like this, I felt my understanding of Luna increase in an instant.





  If my understanding of Luna was 70/100 before, wouldn't it be about 85/100 now?





  So Luna had these kinds of quirks.





  It seems quirks generally carry one beneficial point and one side effect each.





  Flailing is....





  Just flailing, it seems.





  Is it a skill like Magikarp's Splash?





  "Heuihihi, l-let go of this-!"





  Diring-.





  When the text saying the Stigma of Jealousy had been removed appeared, I let go of Luna's body, which was still flailing.





  Then Luna straightened her disheveled clothes and rolled up her blanket to make a nest-like shape.





  "Alright, I was wrong. Since Hippolyte has a child, of course you should take care of her more and pay her more attention. In that sense, Hippolyte, is there anything I can help you with?"





  "Well, my breasts are swollen and it's difficult. Press them for me, Noxdoti. If I ask Hassan, I feel like things will become irreversible in many ways."





  "Sure!"





  I left Luna and Hippolyte to themselves and stepped away.





  ━Hippolyte, your breasts have gotten even bigger!





  ━W-Well, I guess so.





  Very interesting stories reached my ears, but I thought the women needed time to bond among themselves.











  *       *        *











  The day after spending the night roughly.





  We were able to tour various parts of the city following behind a woman named Coubert-something, the mayor of the city of Olympia.





  "I don't know if you slept well last night. If the guest room wasn't to your liking, I'll rent a room in a high-class inn for you."





  The mayor was a stylish woman with a short blonde Twiggy cut, wearing a tight-fitting leather suit.





  Was she in her mid-to-late thirties?





  At a glance, she was a seasoned and excellent career woman type. She had the feel of a leader from the front car of an end-of-the-world Snowpiercer.





  Since she had become the mayor running this historic city of Olympia, she must indeed be capable. She said:





  "If you had given me advance notice, I would have mobilized the people to hold a grand festival. A welcoming festival, I mean. A grand festival to greet a god visiting the city."





  The mayor expressed regret to me for my sudden visit. Was she saying to contact her before coming next time?





  From a civil servant's perspective, a scheduled itinerary would certainly be more comfortable than a bomb dropping in unannounced like this.





  I said:





  "I don't think it's really an atmosphere for a festival. Things were a mess outside the city."





  When I recalled the scattered corpses and the wretched fields, the mayor chuckled, "huhu-."





  "The force that occupies Olympia rules the continent-. It's a long-standing story. Since it's a city located near Hyphos and has a deep history, everyone is anxious to occupy this place."





  "I see." I decided to nod as if I understood, though I didn't really know what it was about.





  Anyway, getting a personal introduction to various parts of the city from a high-ranking person made me feel quite smug. Being treated as a VIP wherever I went was a good thing.





  I wasn't here to play, but it felt good to walk around tourist spots with a guide. At that moment, Antiope, who had her hands clasped behind her head, asked:





  "There are a lot of people running around here and there. Why are they all so busy?"





  Antiope seemed curious about the identity of the people running around busily.
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  The mayor smiled broadly.





  "They are training. Olympia is a city of historic warriors. Since the Olympia Games will be held soon, everyone wants to be fully prepared for it."





  "Heeeh-."





  "Atalante-ssi and Sileia-ssi are also warming up in this city. You're acquainted, right?"





  "Kek-. Sileia unni is-."





  Antiope immediately frowned at the name Sileia.





  If Hippolyte was the reliable and calm eldest daughter, Sileia was like the second daughter who acted as a drill sergeant, reigning with terror over Antiope and the other Amazoness sisters.





  "Ah, what if I run into her while walking around? I'll just rest in the lodging."





  In the end, Antiope decided to go back to the lodging.





  Excluding Antiope, we ate strange mushrooms, a specialty of Olympia, and roasted onions, spending the day leisurely before being invited to a dinner banquet hosted by the city hall.





  "Hassan, look at this-. It's crunchy mushrooms. There's sweet and sour pork made with crunchy mushrooms...!"





  The banquet was buffet-style.





  There was a variety of southern food I had never heard of or seen before. As it was near a wide prairie and the Amazon River, there were many dishes with diverse seafood and plant ingredients.





  Of course, since it was full of desserts like pudding and cakes, Paranoy nodded as if he were extremely satisfied.





  "This is a Nymph-friendly restaurant-ssu...! I, Paranoy, shall bestow four out of five stars-ssu...!"





  Apparently, that was the case.





  Eventually, everyone started eating, putting as much food as they wanted on their plates.





  The mayor of Olympia began to elegantly slice a piece of grilled beef, while I just stuffed food into my mouth.





  Mumble mumble. It felt more like an official business meeting than a meal, so I wanted to leave quickly.





  "It seems the rumor that Hassan-nim is taking the place of the God of Wine is not a lie. The wine tastes especially good today. Uhuhu-."





  At the mayor's laughter, I just nodded appropriately, saying, "Ah-." At that, the mayor took out something like a long-necked glass bottle from beside her and held it out to me.





  Once the alcohol had roughly kicked in, only then did the mayor reveal her inner thoughts that she had been hiding all day.





  "I heard that Hassan-nim did something incredible in front of the city gate. The whole city has been buzzing with that story all day."





  Is she talking about my Wood Style?





  Indeed, it's worth talking about. It'll probably last a month. For some, it might last a lifetime.





  The mayor continued.





  "Now that the gods of Hyphos are silent behind the volcanoes and dark clouds, Hassan-nim, there would be no god as strong as you in this land."





  "Is that so?"





  "Yes. It's also certain that whichever side Hassan-nim supports will seize the momentum. If you came to our city of Olympia to end the war, you must be planning to support one side, right?"





  The mayor of Olympia seemed to have racked her brain in her own way. But it was Paranoy who answered that.





  "Hassan-nim will not support either side-ssu...! Rather, he has come to this place to make all things in the world kneel-ssu...!"





  "Pardon-? What does that-."





  Seeing the mayor's face clouded with bewilderment, I added a bit of explanation.





  "It's a bit exaggerated. But it's roughly similar. You said the leaders of the two factions would meet in this city tomorrow for a conference, right?"





  "Y-Yes. I think... this banquet hall will probably be used as the stage..., the conference room."





  To think the two big-breasted princesses will meet and talk in this place tomorrow. It was worth pushing the schedule and the horses so as not to be late.





  I wiped my mouth with a nearby napkin and said:





  "You'll see for yourself tomorrow."





  To be honest, I don't know anything about politics. I have no intention of letting the world's development flow so boringly either.





  Politics on a table.





  It's what I find most difficult and dislike the most.





  I preferred something more hot-blooded.





  Moving with the body, and things swaying in various ways.





  And so-.





  Time passed-.





  The next day.





  The gates of the neutral city Olympia, which had been firmly closed, swung wide open. Carriages carrying the princesses, who were the focal points of the two factions, ran along the city's wide and clean main road.





  At the sight of them appearing with the "ttogak-" sound of their heels, all the people who were watching inhaled sharply.





  "So this is Olympia. It's a wonderful city. The buildings are like cultural heritages passed down from ancient times. I'm glad we could protect the heritage from the clutches of the rebels."





  The first to appear was Princess Friede, wearing a voluminous silver dress-shaped armor.





  With blonde hair, blue eyes, and even clear, shining armor. It was a brilliant figure befitting the term princess knight.





  ━So that person is Princess Friede? How could anyone mistake her for a prince? Those things are so huge-.





  ━Shh, be quiet, man. I know what you want to say. That is like....





  However, the woman who got out of the carriage next was also formidable. A black dress that emphasized her figure, and between it, her slender legs and high heels cut through the space with a "ttogak-."





  "Olympia, it's a more decent city than I thought. I like it for a lukewarm southern region."





  She wore a black veil like mourning clothes, but beyond it was flowing blonde hair and sharp blue eyes like a predator.





  ━That person is the one who is leading the northeast instead of her father-.





  ━It's Nike, the daughter of Borzak. She's not losing to Princess Friede. Indeed, if it's that much, it's fine for her to call herself a princess, no, a queen.





  At the sight of them walking confidently and entering the city hall together, the people seethed with a strange heat. The reason was probably the abundance of heart befitting royalty.





  They walked side by side as if competing toward the door of the city hall. Their steps were confident and their stature was overbearing, truly like a triumphal procession of royalty.





  Finally, at the moment they were about to enter through the wide-open door to discuss Olympia and the continental situation.





  Seureuk-.





  There was someone blocking their path-.





  It was me.





  The blue eyes of the two princesses looked at me. When emotions such as doubt, bewilderment, wariness, and so on were momentarily reflected on their faces.





  I slowly opened my mouth.
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 I opened my mouth and spoke towards them.





 "Who are you all-."





 At my question, the princesses' eyebrows could be seen twitching with a strange feeling moment by moment. 
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 Since both were smart women who claimed to be princesses, would they quickly grasp why I asked such a question? I was looking forward to it.





 The first to open her mouth was Princess Nike, whom I had met most recently.





 "Hassan-gun, what kind of Zen riddle is this?"





 "That is not the answer I want. Who are you all-. Who is trying to enter this place?"





 "Heueung-."





 I felt like I knew the feeling of a Sphinx devouring travelers. Taking a position at an important crossroads, asking questions, and devouring those who couldn't answer. It was a fucking fun thing to do.





 Of course, the gazes directed at me were stinging, but there was a reason for performing such an act in front of many people, so I decided to endure it.





 "I am-."





 Just then, Princess Friede of the Royal Capital Zeruit, who had been silently standing beside Princess Nike, opened her mouth.





 "I am Friede von Friedrich, the proxy of the Thunder King, Theo Friedrich, who guards the throne, the rightful Grand Duchess of the land of Gaia, and the Legion Commander who oversees the western regions and frontier lands of the continent."





 It was a verbose explanation.





 The people of this Gaia continent like to adorn themselves with such long, drawn-out titles when introducing themselves. They must think that the longer their name, the greater their prestige.





 But it wasn't the answer I wanted.





 "That's not the answer I want."





 "...?"





 My answer also didn't seem to be what Princess Friede wanted, as she raised her eyebrows in an 'eight' shape, expressing bewilderment. However, she didn't press the matter much. 





 As if conscious of Princess Nike standing beside her, she merely maintained her composure without showing any signs of embarrassment.





 At that sight, Princess Nike stretched out a long, "Heueung-" with a nasal sound.





 "Heueung, how amusing."





 Princess Nike, who had been observing this Zen riddle, now answered confidently as if it were her turn.





 "I am Nike Yuriko Borzak. The spear and shield of the venerable Borzak Family, who have protected the land since the age of the Gigas. The banner of the rampart guarding the North and East-."





 Princess Nike's self-introduction was endless.





 "The sole hunter of the Black Lion on the surface. The Duke of Niveron and Borzak, Gargunter and Girza regions, and the Grand Lord who effectively rules Yullu Canyon, Babelia, and the island of Lowhamo across the sea. Also, the patron of the Magic Tower and the largest supporter of the Alfheim Academy-."





 As if conscious of Princess Friede, who had introduced herself earlier, she seemed to be putting all her energy into proclaiming herself an even greater person than Princess Friede.





 "And the liberator who freed all peoples from the cold and plague that enveloped the North-."





 She was probably trying to solidify her position by showing off in front of the citizens gathered in Olympia and her opponent. 





 Just like a magnificent peacock flaunting its tail feathers to intimidate and allure its rival. 





 Does she memorize this normally?





 Thinking of her efforts to memorize all those titles alone, I felt a bit amused.





 To put it simply, while they were very impressive titles, they weren't the answer I wanted.





 "And the victor of the 20-man battle that took place in the Barbos region-."





 So, I interrupted Princess Nike, who was still introducing herself, as if to stop her.





 "Kkujijeul kkan-! I do not know such a person-!"





 "What-!? No, are you trying to play games with me right now?"





 Perhaps feeling greatly insulted by being cut off, Princess Nike didn't hide her bewildered and offended demeanor. 





 It was a different reaction from Princess Friede, who had maintained her composure, but honestly, if it was anyone's fault, it was mine.





 ━What on earth is he trying to do?





 ━I don't know. How would we understand the gods' way of thinking? Let's just watch quietly before we get divine punishment.





 ━Yeah. Where else would we get to see a spectacle like this?





 Feeling the murmurs of the audience slowly growing louder, I gestured, intending to give a brief hint.





 Seukseuk-.





 Then, Paranoy, holding a squirrel banner, passed by them, approached me, and raised the banner high.





 Peolleok-.





 "That Paranoy is the Margrave of Hell and a great Nymph who has actually visited the fiery Hell of Tartarus and returned alive. The great Grand Duke who guards the small courtyard and the guardian of Kkeongkkeong-i, the Lord of Jars, and the administrator who protects pickles and candies, honey and sugar, and the small ditch waters of Sodomora-." 





 No, who the hell is that? Did we agree to go this far?





 "And the explorer who ascended higher than all other Nymphs, and the Chairman of the Sodomora Nymph Scribes' Council, Paranoy-imnidat...!"





 "Who is that?"





 When I asked, half-seriously, Paranoy flapped the squirrel banner held above his head and said.


  


 "I am just a small Nymph, Paranoy-imnidat...! A small and insignificant Nymph-imnidat...!"





 "Alright, then, enter."





 I granted Paranoy permission to enter the City Hall. Since the princesses would have learned and seen more than me, they should understand the reason for this strange Zen riddle by now.





 Princess Nike narrowed her eyes.





 "So, for today's meeting, we are to abandon our various positions and simply participate as human beings. This amusing play probably means something like that."





 "Perhaps."





 When I narrowed my eyes, Nike shrugged as if it didn't matter.





 "Alright. Then I'll play along. I am Nike Borzak. Just a pitiful 21-year-old girl. A normal human, made of flesh and blood. So, will you grant me entry to the City Hall?"





 For someone trying to humble herself, her reaction was too haughty. 





 But I heard she acts like this even in front of her parents. Was it said to be her nature, so it couldn't be helped?





 "Good."





 That's a passing grade, I guess.





 As I granted Princess Nike passage, Princess Friede, who had been watching, also opened her mouth.





 "I, I am Friede. I, too, am merely a weak, fragile... human."





 Princess Friede's voice was trembling a lot. 





 Sincerity could be felt in her confession. Even though she was armed with armor and a sword, Princess Friede was actually a pitiful woman who had lost most of her memories. How unfortunate.





 I thus let the princesses into the City Hall.





 Just then, Princess Nike suddenly stopped and narrowed her eyes.





 "Hassan-gun, do you not have to do it? That ridiculous and strange self-denial. Is it not true that just anyone cannot enter this City Hall-?"





 "Of course I don't have to. Because I am no mere human."





 I bared my teeth and grinned mischievously. I wondered if everyone had understood well that the decision-making power in this place belonged to me.











 *       *        *


  








 In the banquet hall prepared at the City Hall, the Mayor of Olympia, I, Hassan, and the princesses, who were representatives of each faction, took their seats at a round table.





 Of course, Paranoy, who was there to record what was happening on this day, in this place, was also present, but Paranoy wasn't that important right now, so I'll skip him.





 Goooooh-.





 A quaint round table covered with a white tablecloth.





 Clean drinks and simple refreshments were placed before everyone. However, none of them seemed to have any intention of touching them.





 "Hassan-nim, may I eat that pudding...?"





 "Yes."





 In the end, Paranoy was able to monopolize three puddings. Even amidst that, the princesses remained silent.


 "...."





 "...."





 They truly said nothing.





 Damn it, the atmosphere's heavy.





 I even felt my eyes stinging.





 After some time passed like that, the Mayor of Neutral City Olympia was the first to open his mouth.





 "Then, let's proceed with the conference until that giant hourglass runs out."





 At the tip of the Mayor's finger was a fucking huge hourglass. It was about the size of Paranoy's torso, and there was no telling how long it would take for all the sand to fall. Roughly an hour, perhaps.





 "Then I shall flip it-imnidat...!"





 It was flipped by Paranoy's hand.





 Tak-.





 With that dull sound, the conference that would decide the fate and landscape of the Gaia continent began.





 "So-."





 The first to open her mouth was Princess Nike.





 "Long time no see, Friede. Is this the first time we've met like this since your 7th birthday party?"





 Princess Nike and Princess Friede seemed to be old acquaintances. Both held high positions and were some kind of relatives, whether cousins or kin, so it wasn't strange that they had met before.





 Nike continued to speak.





 "From a certain point, I thought it was strange that you called yourself a prince. But I never imagined you were being controlled by a Gigas. Shouldn't you be ashamed?"





 "...."





 "You almost offered the entire land of Gaia to them, yet you brazenly show up at a place like this. If it were me, I would have bashed my head against a wall and committed suicide."





 "...."





 "And what's with that ill-fitting armor? Have you ever held a sword with your own hands, not as Prince Pride? Do you even know how to take off that armor?"





 "...."





 Princess Nike's one-sided tongue-lashing seemed to be digging into Princess Friede's heart. 





 Seeing Princess Friede's brow furrowing and her face reddening, Princess Nike's words seemed to be shaking her mental state like a flicker jab.





 Princess Nike, who had been continuously inflicting damage, added a remark as if driving in a wedge.





 "And, for someone who has already been controlled by Wicked Magic once, sitting atop a nation is a dangerous thing. It wouldn't be strange for something that happened once to happen again."





 "Th-that's not true."





 Oh, Princess Friede found her courage.





 "That's not true. Now, the High Force's agent will protect me. And, Hassan-nim over there defeated all the Gigas."





 At her courageous confession, the Mayor of Olympia glanced at me, seuk-. 





 It felt like he was asking if that was true, so I simply nodded.





 "I did crush all the Gigas."





 Right now, their souls would have entered the wheel of reincarnation and been reborn as new lives, whether as rabbits or Alligators.





 However, Nike didn't seem to like that answer either.





 Nike said.





 "Gods, you say. Relying on such uncertain beings is why this land of Gaia falls into danger. How long will you keep dreaming? Open your eyes and see reality."





 "See reality, you say?"





 "You failed. The Gaia continent was torn apart everywhere by Tartarus's fist, and the nation was split in two. Beautiful lands are being stained with blood."





 "That's because you, the Borzak Family, started a rebellion, isn't it?"





 "It's not a rebellion, but a liberation from oppression. That oppression originated from your arrogant Friedrich Family-! Just admit it."





 As expected, Princess Nike was more assertive and powerful compared to Princess Friede. Could the fragile Princess Friede overcome this? Had the match already been decided?





 Just when I thought the conference would end with such a one-sided exchange, Princess Friede spoke as if she had mustered her courage.





 "Admit what, you say.... Why don't you admit that you peed your skirt at my birthday party last time-!"





 "What? Why is that coming up now? And I didn't pee! I just, spilled some water that was nearby, okay?"





 "Don't lie. I even lent you a change of skirt. You actually blamed it on me. You bed-wetter...!"





 "Bringing up something from when we were 7 years old now. You must be really out of things to say, aren't you? You can't win logically, so you just resort to disparaging others."





 "Back then, you clung to me, calling me 'Unnie, Unnie-,' but now you're going to shut your mouth?"





 "You despicable, dirty Friedrich bastards. You mock someone else's mistake like that? You too, you carved graffiti on the statue in Jupiter's Temple back then with a knife."





 "I, I never did that, you know?"





 "What do you mean you never did that? Don't you remember how, because of you, Friede, innocent soldiers were ground down looking for the blasphemer? I kept it a secret-."





 Nike's words couldn't be finished. The reason was that Friede, who had jumped up from her seat, lunged at Nike like a hawk attacking a squirrel.





 "Th-this-!"





 Contrary to what I thought of her as timid, Princess Friede was unrestrained. Taking advantage of the equipment difference from wearing armor, she knocked Princess Nike down and got on top of her, slapping her cheeks.





 Chalsak, chalsak-.





 Of course, Nike, who could chop off a person's neck like a log with an axe, was not soft enough to just take that.


  


 "Friede, you pretend to be demure, but if things go wrong, you still attack, haven't you changed? You have so many gaps in your heart, that's why you were controlled by a Gigas."





 "Shut up-! What do you know-!"





 "I know too. That you were critically ill. That your father sold his soul to revive you. And that both you and Byeokryeokje are fools."





 "Gueueueu-! You don't know anything, yet-! Don't insult my father...!"





 The parental insult did cross a line.





 As if extremely agitated, Friede aimed a fist at Nike's face. Just as I thought a few of Nike's teeth would be knocked out if she got hit by that gauntlet-."





 Nike, who had been observing for an opening to counterattack while maintaining a firm guard, caught the palm flying towards her, wrestled back and forth, and before I knew it, had wrapped around Princess Friede's arms and applied a joint lock.





 "Euh, eu-eut-."





 "Do you think you, who lived luxuriously in the Royal Palace of Zeruit, can defeat me, who has rolled through battlefields? I'll break your arm right here-!"





 "Eueu-!"





 Princess Friede, caught in the joint lock, seemed to be in great pain. Princess Friede's two arms were trembling, wrapped in Nike's large chest.





 Those arms are a bit enviable.





 "Gueueueuk-!"





 Just then, Princess Friede's captured hand was raised towards the air. At the same time, Nike floated up into the air. She looked exactly like a cicada clinging to a tree branch.





 Did Princess Friede have such strength? Was it some kind of aftereffect from when she was controlled by a Gigas?





 Whatever it was, it was fucking exciting.





 "Get, get lost-!"





 Friede swung her arm in the air as if shaking it off. At the same time, Nike fell from that arm, spun once in the air, and landed on the floor.





 Ttokak-.





 Thanks to that, her high heel broke, but Nike, as if such a thing didn't matter, casually kicked off her shoes, drew a dagger from her waist, and assumed a low stance.





 Seureung-.





 At that sight, Friede also drew the sword from its scabbard.





 "Hiiiii-! Why is the conference, like this-! If this continues, Olympia will become a battlefield! Not during my term. My term, my term-!"





 In this situation, only the Mayor was clutching his head in fear. 





 He seemed to fear everything that would be shattered if the Spartans and Elf mages stationed outside the city, and the Royal Capital's elite knights, clashed.





 However, for me, their fighting like this was quite a good thing. 





 Actually, I wanted to make these two fight physically like this, but I didn't need to put in any effort, as the deep resentment between them created the situation, which was convenient for me.





 But drawing blades was a bit too far. At this rate, it would turn into scary suspense instead of a satisfying, soft comedy.





 "With this, I'll put an end to our long-standing ill-fated relationship, Friede-!"





 "Fine by me-."





 Just as the two princesses were about to clash with each other.





 ─Che-!





 Pabat-.





 I quickly accelerated, lightly grabbed both women's wrists, and twisted them slightly to make them drop their weapons.





 "If you truly want to fight and decide the victor, there is a way. A better stage, a more certain method-."
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  I quickly subdued the two princesses. Their skills were roughly Silver Tier.





  It was as if they had received gifted education in weapon techniques since childhood, possessing the skills of considerable veterans.





  Even if Princess Nike was like that, it was strange for Princess Friede to also exert such strong power.





  Was it the Karma from when she was possessed by a Gigas that remained in her body?





  Anyway, both were strong women.





  They were strong women, but that was only by mortal standards.





  I leveraged my Agility stat of 16, seizing their wrists and twisting them slightly in the instant they didn't notice.





  Cheolkeong, teong-.





  Simultaneously, the ominous blades they held in their hands clattered across the floor.





  "Th-this guy, when the hell did he-."





  Nike growled like a wild beast, whether she was agitated by the failure of her attack or surprised by my sudden appearance between the two of them.





  Of course, that didn't change the situation.





  "When the hell did you grab my wrist... and I feel like you squeezed my chest three times...."





  Nike's face flushed. At her words, Princess Friede also furrowed her brow.





  "...I think my chest was touched four times too."





  Did they have sensors on their chests or something? How did they notice that brief, fleeting moment? Is it a premium feature on royal breasts?





  Euh-heum-. I cleared my throat and opened my mouth.





  "It must be your imagination. Anyway, if you really want to fight like that, how about fighting in front of more people? And settling the score with a more definitive method?"





  "Hassan-gong, what do you mean by that?"





  "A duel. A one-on-one fight, I mean. A battle of fighting spirit unfolding before many people."





  To prevent unnecessary loss of troops.


  To prevent these two factions from dragging out time with attrition warfare and brawls any further, I proposed a short and concise match.





  "You said you'd hold a Queen's match in the Amazon River region, and the winner would take control of the jungle area, right? Let's expand that a bit, and do it on a national scale."





  Seureuk.





  I released the princesses' wrists.





  They merely caressed their wrists and straightened their attire. In the face of my overwhelming power, any desire to attack each other must have vanished.





  Seureuk-. Nike, picking up the dagger that had fallen to the floor, carefully re-sheathed it and spoke.





  "So, you mean to settle the score through a duel of leaders, like in the Trojan War of old. That's a method our Borzak warriors favor. Though whether the cowards of the royal capital will challenge me is another matter."





  Nike's reaction was quite favorable. Like a warlike Amazoness from the northeastern region, she seemed quite confident in settling the score with a one-on-one duel.





  If so, Friede's agreement would be needed.





  Friede also picked up the sword that had fallen to the floor and replied lightly with a single word.





  "That doesn't sound like something a Borzak young lady should say. Historically, haven't Borzak warriors always refused to accept the results of one-on-one fights? They'd refuse, presuming the opponent used cowardly tricks, wouldn't they?"





  Princess Friede seemed concerned about when the opponent wouldn't accept the outcome of the duel. That was also a valid point.





  The war between humans and gods, said to have been the largest in scale on the Gaia Continent, the Fall of Troy.





  That war also began as if it would simply end with a one-on-one duel, but those who refused to accept the outcome then spread the flames of the great war through an all-out conflict, they say.





  Just then, Paranoy, who had been recording all of this in a book, interjected a word.





  "Indeed, if fate were decided by a single, futile duel, there would be many who would refuse to accept it-imnidat...! Then, how about this-imnidat...? From each faction, we select many excellent warriors and choose a champion through a tournament-style competition-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy asked how it would be to select several warriors and have them compete.





  "Because it gives fair opportunities not only to the leaders of each faction but also to many other warriors, it can relatively quell dissatisfaction-imnidat...!"





  A tournament, literally.





  The victory would go to the champion's faction, one could say.





  In fact, this was the method I had thought of to end the war quickly. Paranoy explained it well on my behalf.





  Instead of a massive clash of troops, if a few existing warriors and heroes shed blood as champions for each faction, wouldn't it be possible to end this chaotic civil war with fewer sacrifices and less time?





  "Heum-."





  Perhaps having understood that meaning well, Nike snorted with a "Heum-".





  "So, without great sacrifice, it's about a single warrior achieving victory on their own, is that it? Was that ridiculous Zen koan at the entrance also for this purpose?"





  "If it's similar, then it's similar."





  "...The arrogance of the gods. I don't know why Hypos, who had been silent all this time, sent down such a mediator now. From the start, once this man participated in the meeting, we probably had no choice, did we?"





  Nike seemed quite displeased with the situation where she had to follow my words, given my overwhelming power in this place.





  Since Nike was a liberal who wanted to liberate humans from the gods, I could fully understand her feelings.





  However, what needed to be corrected had to be corrected.





  "I'm not a mediator from Hypos. That high mountain and my opinion have no connection whatsoever. Right now, I'm speaking not as a god, but truly as an insignificant person."





  What came to my mind was the war I had experienced firsthand through the Cult extermination of old.





  On that day, I keenly felt the fear that I might never meet Luna and many other precious people again.





  Back then, I was a man who, while possessing a little bit of specialness, could be seen anywhere.





  It meant it was fine to call me an ordinary person.





  And war was something that easily snatched away my ordinary daily life. More easily than taking candy from a child's hand. It would thoroughly shatter it too.





  Even now, somewhere, countless Hassans must be separated from their families or lovers, standing guard in the cold weather. A situation where nations are divided, and they must point guns and swords at each other.





  The most primary victims are the young people who must be sacrificed as expendables in the name of soldiers.... Of course, there is no nation anywhere that will compensate them for their youth and blood.





  I know that well.





  That's why I felt a desire to show something good for the lives yet to be born, for the children conceived in wombs, and for the mere vulnerable people.





  I can hardly forget how Luna and Hippolyte, who had been expecting the flower gardens of Olympia, were disappointed by the horrors of war, like corpses and swarming maggots.





  A chain of conflict.





  Ending the endless cycle of war, where everyone bites and is bitten, isn't that something I, Hassan, who was the god of circles, should do? In fact, I also possess the power to enforce it.





  "Then-."





  Just then, the Mayor of Olympia, who had been tearing at his hair in the corner, opened his mouth.





  "Then, we'll provide the stadium from our festival city, Olympia-! We have a stadium that can accommodate at least thirty thousand people!"





  "That's a great idea-imnidat...! Gather many people, show them the match, and make it undeniable proof-imnidat...!"





  "The name of the tournament, Queen's Deciding Match-. Shall we go with that?"





  "Since it's an expanded concept from the Amazoness Queen's match, the Gaia Queen's Deciding Match would also be good-imnidat...!"





  Thus, the meeting, which had lasted for nearly an hour, reached a dramatic conclusion.





  The Queen's Deciding Match.





  A tournament hosted by the Black Brotherhood and the festival city of Olympia.





  "The tournament will be held one week from now-imnidat...!"





  The match, with the fate of the continent at stake, was now one week away.





  "Don't refuse to accept the outcome, Friede. I'll tear out all your precious hair in the tournament. Don't ever think you can be my older sister."





  "Hmph, you too-."





  The leaders of the two factions left the city hall, promising to meet again in a week.





  ━Extra! Extra!





  ━They say a big tournament will be held in Olympia...!





  Soon, the evening newspaper issued by the Olympia City Hall widely spread the results of that day's meeting throughout the city and the entire Gaia Continent.


  








   *       *        *











  On the evening of the meeting.





  Hippolyte was sitting in a rocking chair in the luxurious guest room provided by the city hall, reading a newspaper.





  "A match to decide the Queen, huh. The small festival of the Amazoness that used to take place in the Amazon River has changed into something quite grand, indeed."





  At those words, Antiope stretched with a jjuk-.





  "This has become interesting. It means not only the Amazoness, but also many champions selected from each faction will participate. All the members of the divided Temple Knights will participate too, right?"





  Antiope seemed itching to participate in the expanded tournament. Just then, the guest room Door burst open with a beolkkeok-.





  Appearing beyond the suddenly opened Door was a woman with tanned skin like Hippolyte's, and brownish hair with a slight reddish tint.





  Golden armor crafted in the shape of a skirt, like an antique dress. A woman holding a fan in her hand. The impression of a lively noble young lady.





  With a slightly wild and strong impression on her upturned face, she was the female warrior Penta Silaleia, who also looked like the only daughter of a South American mafia boss.





  "You guys, what is this? How dare you expand the tournament like this on your own?"





  Silaleia spoke like a bubbling volcano.





  "I'm in charge of this festival. What do you mean by deciding something like this without consulting me?"





  Seuk-. I felt Antiope's and Hippolyte's eyes turn towards me, who was calmly sitting in a chair peeling tangerines. Silaleia immediately furrowed her brow as if she understood everything.





  "Hassan, I acknowledge your contributions and authority. But what do you mean by arbitrarily increasing my workload?"





  Silaleia, as the executive in charge of the Amazoness festival, seemed thoroughly enraged by the significant increase in her workload.





  It's natural for anyone to get angry when their work swells to an unmanageable extent. I simply endured this silently.





  However, there wasn't absolutely no way to calm Silaleia.





  I spoke towards her, who was thoroughly enraged.





  "Instead, I'll give the winner of this tournament the completed Nectar from our Black Brotherhood. If everything concludes successfully, I might even donate one Nectar for every Amazoness festival in the future."





  "...."





  Silaleia's eyes, which had been clouded with anger, changed in an instant.





  "Nectar, you mean that Nectar?"





  "Yes."





  "I heard that the Ideope sorceress on your side is quite good at brewing. It seems she's managed to imitate Nectar quite well?"





  "Roughly similar. Almost, one step away from completion."





  The reason Luna wasn't here right now was because she was borrowing the hearth in this guest room to distill various liquids. Indeed, the completion of Nectar was just one step away.





  "I'll provide the completed Nectar to the winner. Consider it an apology for arbitrarily expanding the festival. But, you know, even if you held the festival without Nectar, it would only be half-hearted, right?"





  "Hmph."





  Silaleia snorted as if reluctantly understanding. However, from her perspective, my proposal seemed quite appealing, and she quickly softened her hostility.





  Silaleia asked.





  "So, who among you will participate? Let me tell you, Hassan, gods who have fully awakened their divinity like you cannot participate in the tournament by rule. You know that, right?"





  "Well, of course-."





  I guess I'll be a judge.





  If I, a Wood Release user with Agility and Strength reaching 16, were to participate in the tournament, the balance would probably be greatly off.





  By tournament rules, I would have to unconditionally choose either the Royal Army or the Liberation Army, and if I were to side with someone, the opposing side wouldn't stand by idly.





  Anyway, it was when Silaleia seemed to have accepted that.





  She seemed to be lost in thought for a long time with her arms crossed, then slowly opened her mouth.





  "Indeed, Hassan. Without your help, it would have been nothing more than a half-hearted festival. In fact, there was something I wanted to ask for your help with. Then we'd each be inconveniencing the other once, so we could call it even."





  "You, Silaleia, have something to ask of me?"





  "Yes. I originally intended to tell Hippolyte, but Hippolyte has... in her belly...."





  Silaleia's eyes gazed at Hippolyte, who was languidly sitting in the rocking chair. Seeing her furrow her brow deeply, it seemed there was something she didn't like.





  "Anyway, Hippolyte isn't in a situation to handle this. So you'll have to do it instead. Actually, in preparation for the festival, we need to offer a sacrifice to Mars, the God of War."





  At Silaleia's explanation, Antiope, who had been quietly sitting and cleaning her spear, interjected into the conversation as if she knew something.





  "Unnie, you're talking about the eve festival, right? I can do that."





  "Antiope, don't butt into adult conversations, you little brat. And how do you plan to handle the eve festival? No."





  "No, Unnie, have you ever seen such a big brat?"





  "If I say no, it's no."





  I don't know what it is, but it seems to require quite a bit of strength.





  I also felt that Silaleia seemed to be overprotective of Antiope. What on earth is it that she wants to ask me for help with?





  I asked.





  "So, what is this favor you're asking?"





  "The reason I came to Olympia wasn't simply to prepare for the Olympia festival. It's because this is the closest city to Mount Hypos. Hassan, you'll have to climb Mount Hypos for me."





  "To Mount Hypos?"





  "Yes. Because before the festival, we need to receive Mars's blessing. Right now, it's impossible to receive the blessing unless you climb Mount Hypos yourself."





  Mount Hypos, the mountain of the gods.





  She wants me to go there and come back?





  Silaleia continued to speak.





  "Hassan, you are the god who stopped Tartarus. Even if you climb Hypos, there's no risk of being struck by lightning, right? So, I originally intended to ask you."





  One week remaining until the Queen's Festival.





  Climb Mount Hypos within that time and bring back the blessing of Mars, the God of War-. To summarize, that was the task Silaleia, the festival priestess, wanted to ask of me.





  "Alright. That's no big deal."





  The mountain where gods live.





  I had already been wanting to have a detailed conversation with the gods of Hypos. It was something I had intended to postpone, but if an opportunity arose like this, it would be good to handle it.





  There were also many things I was concerned about regarding Bacchus's death and the Gigas's resurgence. I also wanted to find out about the existence of the traitor of Hypos.





  Seuk-. Gazing at the giant volcano visible beyond the balcony, I loosely stroked my lips.





  "Do I go alone?"





  "No, the personnel arranged for the ascent of Hypos are all set. They'll be faces you know. Well, you'll see when you go."





  "By the way, we depart tomorrow-" Silaleia said, smiling somewhat slyly.
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  ─In every rugged and high mountain, in every deep valley and canyon, there dwell gods.





  It sounds like something you might have heard somewhere before, but actually, I just made it up.





  But it's not entirely baseless. Since ancient times, regardless of the civilization, high mountains have served as sanctuaries worshipped by many.





  There are countless pieces of evidence, like Mount Baekdu or Mount Sinai, where Moses received the Ten Commandments.





  When looking at a mountain peak so high that clouds drape over it like a scarf, does everyone naturally imagine, "Something damn incredible must live up there-"?





  In fact, the volcano Hyphos was more than enough to inspire such thoughts.





  A mountain so massive its height was impossible to gauge. Mist and clouds swirled around its waist, making it impossible to see the summit.





  "Impressive."





  Standing at the foot of the mountain, at the start of a narrow trail, I looked up and was overwhelmed by the sheer power of the giant mountain, Hyphos. 





  How could such a massive peak soar toward the sky like this? If there is a being living at the very top, they would certainly be worthy of being called a god.





  And I have to climb that mountain now?





  I had more than enough experience climbing mountains with my father since I was young. I was proud enough to believe that few guys my age had done it more than me. 





  I am Hassan, who received elite education in hiking and wild ginseng hunting. 





  Was that my father-Pluto's-own version of imperial education? No, probably not. He likely just needed an inventory to carry his herb bags. Back then, I was in a role like Paranoy.





  Anyway.





  In the eyes of a semi-pro hiker like me, reaching the summit of Mount Hyphos would probably take anywhere from fifteen days to a month, easily.





  Is it about the size of Everest? I'd have to have been to Everest to know.





  Regardless, it's the highest mountain I've ever seen, and it looks like it'll be a satisfying climb. 





  As I was mentally preparing myself, Paranoy, who had filled his pockets with pebbles rolling on the ground, looked up following my gaze. 





  Seureureuk-. Mist and clouds were reflected in his orange eyes. I always feel this, but even for a sneaky fellow like Paranoy, the eyes of Nymphs are truly clear. 





  To the point where I can understand why Nymphs' eyes were once considered treasures.





  The despicable but clear-eyed Nymph Paranoy said.





  "Our destination is the Warrior's Path located halfway up the mountain...! I expect it will take a few days at the very least-ssi...!"





  "Yeah, I suppose so."





  "According to rumors, Hyphos can be considered a world of its own-ssi...! Under the influence of strong divine power, the animals, the plants, and even the pebbles are far from ordinary; it's a world apart-ssi...!"





  He was saying we need to be extremely careful during the ascent. 





  Having not seen anyone I could call a formidable opponent since facing the Titan Tartarus, I honestly felt a bit of tension about this climb. You could call it a kind of thrill.





  It won't be boring.





  "So, everyone was supposed to gather before lunch was over. When is everyone coming? We should start climbing diligently now."





  "I do not know-ssi...!"





  Hiking should, if possible, only be done while the sun is up.





  That was my father's philosophy on hiking. He said that when darkness deepens, the mountain transforms into a different place than it was during the day. 





  In reality, hiking at night is damn dangerous. 





  Wild beasts like lynxes pop out and such. 





  So I wanted to make progress while the sun was out, but-.





  The hiking crew members that Sileia said she had prepared are nowhere to be seen. 





  Standing blankly at the entrance are only pilgrims who seem to have come from all over the world, and Paranoy, who is storing pebbles in his mouth.





  "Aat-! There are China Pinks-ssi...! If I pick these, Luna-nim will be pleased-ssi...! They are miraculous medicinal flowers growing on a miraculous mountain-ssi...!"





  Thanks to that, Paranoy and I were able to gather armfuls of flowers and herbs growing here and there in the fields at the entrance. Luna would like it if I brought them to her, right?





  "Aat-! Hassan-nim, that is Fairy Silver Grass-ssi...! It is a most Nymph-hating grass that causes itching and makes the skin swell red if it touches a Nymph's flesh-ssi...! It is the Nightmare of Spring-ssi...! Please throw it away immediately-ssi...!"





  "Sure."





  "Aat...! Why are you putting that in your pocket-ssi...? Throw it away quickly-ssi...!"





  Picking herbs with Paranoy lasted about ten minutes. Just as I was starting to get bored with it-.





  "Good-. You were here-."





  Along with small footsteps, a familiar voice was heard, making me turn my head. 





  As I rolled my eyes, I saw a woman with a sharp short spear on her back. My brow furrowed instantly at the smoke billowing from the magic herb in her mouth.





  Antiope said.





  "I've been looking for a while. I thought you'd already gone up since I couldn't see you. You were here picking grass."





  "Antiope, what are you doing here?"





  "What do you mean, I came to climb the mountain together. Wow, it looks high even at a glance. It'll take a few days just to get halfway. Knowing that, I packed all sorts of things."





  Antiope shook a mesh bag-like thing hanging by her side. 





  Inside the bundle Antiope brought were various items like seashells containing ointment, dry rations, a pot, a leather canteen, rope, a hammer, and a harpoon, making a noisy clattering sound.





  However, I couldn't help but ask.





  "Didn't Sileia tell you to stay put?"





  "It's too much overprotection. How long do I have to live listening to my sisters? Probably, they'll treat me like a child even when I'm an old woman."





  So she snuck out.





  I wonder if she'll get in trouble later.





  Of course, it's none of my business.





  That's something Antiope will have to handle on her own.





  "So-. Have the others not arrived yet?"





  I nodded at Antiope as she looked around.





  "Seems so. Is it not today? It is today, though."





  Just as I was starting to wonder if I had mistaken the time or date.





  "O-Oi-."





  From afar, I felt someone calling out to me as if they were extremely embarrassed. 





  The surrounding air hummed with a gooooo- sound. The one who makes the skin tingle just by being present is ten to one her.





  "Geek...! Gloria has appeared-ssi...!"





  Paranoy took a step back in disgust as Gloria slowly walked toward us from the distance. 





  Since Gloria is a powerful Samaritan girl who might snap at any moment, I understand why Paranoy is showing reluctance.





  Antiope seemed to feel the same way, as she dropped the magic herb she was biting onto the ground, crushed it with her foot, and said a word.





  "She's a reliable yet dangerous one."





  Even though they had all been to the underworld together, it seems the suspicious looks and wariness toward Gloria haven't faded. 





  Well, the bad rumors about Gloria weren't so ordinary that they could be resolved by a few trips together.





  "...."





  To be honest, I was also a bit worried because I didn't know what principles she was operating on. I wondered if she might suddenly snap and go wild even though she seemed to have calmed down.





  I had a vague feeling I might run into her since Gloria was said to be in the south. So we meet like this in a place like this.





  I asked.





  "Gloria, do you have business at Hyphos too?"





  "I have to perform my final task. I heard that the three-headed dog fled here to Mount Hyphos."





  "Ah-."





  I heard that Gloria was hated by Juno, the Queen of Heaven. So she was performing many tasks to live an ordinary life. 





  Her final task was to capture Cerberus, the gatekeeper of the underworld, but she faced difficulties because Cerberus went missing when the underworld collapsed.





  So that Cerberus fled to this Mount Hyphos.





  If I catch that fellow, I should use him as a guard for my mansion along with the giant spirit spider Miong-i. No thieves or peddlers would dare come near. As for walks, the Nymphs will take care of it if I let them.





  Heehee.





  While I was spinning a happy circuit with such thoughts, Gloria glanced around.





  "There are no other members. I am the person for the ascent that Sileia requested. Let's depart."
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  It seemed Gloria was the only companion for the ascent. Well, with her around, most problems would be solved in an instant.





  Gloria asked, looking over my shoulder.





  "More importantly, there seem to be more people than what I heard from Sileia. There's a Nymph. And an Amazoness who hasn't even lost her baby fat."





  "Paranoy and Antiope are Hassan-nim's two arms, his shadows-ssi...! Wherever Hassan-nim goes, whether it be hell or a volcano, we follow-ssi...!"





  "Hmph, I don't want to go to hell again. Sunbae can go alone."





  Seeing Antiope and Paranoy snickering, Gloria smacked her lips as if something was unsatisfactory. She moved her lips as if she had something to say, but-.





  "Then, we are departing-ssi...!"





  Seeing Paranoy walking ahead, she soon let out a long humph through her nose and seemed to give up.





  A young god. A Nymph. An Amazoness. A ferocious Samaritan.





  Thus, the bizarre ascent of the four individuals began.


  





  


  *      *      *











  As you'd know if you've ever hiked, hiking is a battle with the mountain and with yourself. 





  For those who aren't used to it, climbing a high mountain is so damn hard that you want to quit at any moment.





  That's why there's a saying.





  If you want to know a person's true character, climb a mountain with them-. 


  Then, the true nature they usually hide will be revealed one by one in extreme situations.





  "Hassan-nim, please come quickly-ssi...!"





  In that sense, it was very strange that Paranoy was climbing the mountain so well. 





  I thought Paranoy would walk a bit and then whine, "Heee-, Hassan-nim, my legs hurt so much-ssi...! Please carry me on your back or give me a piggyback ride-ssi...!" 





  Like a large dog excited to be out for a walk after a long time, he walked far ahead by himself and even waved his hand to urge us on.





  "Hurry up and come-ssi...!" 





  As I was feeling puzzled by Paranoy's high tension, Antiope, who wiped the sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand, said.





  "Nymphs are originally all nature spirits. They must be feeling at home on this miraculous Mount Hyphos. It seems Paranoy is a mountain spirit."





  A mountain spirit, huh.





  Nymphs are usually categorized by the four seasons. They are given names or brief characteristics based on the season they were born in. Paranoy is an autumn Nymph, so he's full of energy in autumn.





  Similar to that, it seems Nymphs get additional action points depending on the field, such as mountain spirits, water spirits, forest spirits, field spirits, and so on.





  So Paranoy was a Nymph close to the mountains.





  Come to think of it, my name also means mountain. 





  Look at this amazing match.





  Is it a coincidence?


  


  "Hassan-nim, the stairs end here-ssi...! It would be good to rest for a while-ssi...! There are several stumps just right for sitting-ssi...!"





  "Sure. Let's do that."





  About half a day since we started the ascent.





  We decided to take a rest on the stumps Paranoy mentioned. 





  Perhaps because we had been walking briskly until just now, our heated bodies cooled down in the cold air characteristic of high mountains. 





  It's chilly.





  Of course, I didn't feel the cold. My metabolism was damn strong and acting like a heater. Rather, the coolness unique to this high-altitude area felt refreshing and good.





  "Then, the time has come to eat these sandwiches Hippolyte packed-ssi...! They are full of blueberries, which Paranoy likes-ssi...!"





  "Unni is good at cooking."





  "Humph, that Hippolyte does all the cooking? That's surprising."





  The women in the group replenished their nutrition and energy with the water and food they had brought. 





  However, since I didn't particularly have any thoughts about food, I just lost myself in sentiment while looking at the high stairs we had climbed and the walls of Olympia visible small in the distance.





  "We've come up a lot."





  "It was three thousand seven hundred and twenty-two steps-ssi...! Paranoy counted every single step-ssi...!"





  He counted all of that. 





  Unnecessarily impressive.





  3722 steps, huh.





  It was damn many. I was just preoccupied while climbing, but looking back like this, I'm surprised at how high I've come.





  And I also feel like the world I was part of was so small. The days I lived diligently, bumping into things and getting red-faced in that small world, were this small-.





  This brief sense of wonder. Isn't it because they like feeling such things that everyone undergoes the penance of climbing mountains? Or maybe not.





  Seuk-seuk-. Antiope said as she wiped the sweat from her body with a towel.





  "Whew-, it was good that there were stairs."





  Stairs.





  Stairs, huh.





  I often feel this, but I wonder how they managed to build stairs up to such a high position.





  Whether they brought materials from below to make them, or if they procured them locally as needed to make the stairs....





  Who made as many as 3722 stairs and for what purpose?





  "Young people climbing such a high mountain. How admirable. Have you come for a pilgrimage to the sanctuary before the year ends?"





  "They are young people with deep faith. All of you will be blessed-."





  "There's even a small Nymph. Friends who travel with Nymphs are usually good people. Nymphs can quickly recognize wicked people."





  While I was lost in thought, there were several travelers who showed interest and spoke to us. They were likely elderly pilgrims visiting the sanctuary.





  When I went hiking with my father, elderly people would also say it was admirable for a young kid to be hiking and would share food or show interest.





  It reminds me of those times.





  "Want some wild grapes? I just picked them here. Nymphs like wild grapes, don't they?"





  "I am grateful-ssi...! The kindness the old woman bestowed upon Paranoy will one day become a great blessing-ssi...!"





  "Such a bright-eyed, strange Nymph. What is that squirrel flag?"





  At any rate, we were able to obtain brief information about the ascent from other hikers and pilgrims who were friendly to the Nymph.





  The 3722 stairs we had just climbed were called the 'Pilgrim's Path'. 





  It was a normal route created by hikers who visited Mount Hyphos early on for future visitors.





  The old pilgrim woman looked up and explained.





  "If you're going to climb further up, you'd better be prepared. There's a reason why stairs weren't made from that point on." 





  "A reason?"





  "Scary beasts live there, and the weather changes in a flash. Also, not long ago, there was word that a very large dog climbed up the mountain-."





  "It's Cerberus-!"





  Gloria shouted loudly. Gloria's shout was extremely booming and echoed throughout the mountain like an echo.





































Chapter 505: 505 - Mountain of Gods, Hypnos #2


505 - Mountain of Gods, Hypnos #2

















  Unlike the initial section-the Pilgrim's Path-which had stairs for easy climbing,





  the Path of Trials leading to the middle of the mountain had many rugged terrains with unstable footholds.





  "Everyone, be careful. Don't slip and fall."





  I wrapped our waists with a rope. I, being accustomed to climbing, took the lead, followed by Paranoy, Antiope, and finally Gloria, who had excellent physical strength.





  It was the best formation to react if someone slipped or missed their footing and fell.





  But what tormented us the most wasn't the steep slopes, the inclines, or the irregular rock footholds.





  "Hassan, you know what? The weather has changed."





  At Antiope's words, I nodded.





  "Yeah. I know. How could I not?"





  Antiope's words about the weather changing were accurate. It was only a few hours ago that I thought it was quite chilly climbing the stairs.





  Now, I felt as if I was being cooked alive, like being placed in a desert.





  Jigeul, jigeul-.





  Sweat poured out under the scorching sun. It was definitely the middle of winter on the Gaia continent. But what was this heat?





  The most significant obstacle to reaching the middle of Hypnos was this sweltering heat, as if we had entered a steam oven.





  "It's too hot-imnidat...."





  Paranoy, who had been nimbly leaping up the mountain just moments ago, was now melting like an ice cream.





  Gloria, who seemed relatively fine, commented.





  "The higher you climb the mountain, the closer you get to the sun, so it gets hotter. It means we're approaching Apollo's domain."





  The idea that the weather gets hotter the higher you climb because you're closer to the sun. Isn't it normal for high mountains to be cold?





  However, feeling this peculiar heat, Gloria's words seemed strangely convincing. Hot because it's close to the sun-. Nothing else could explain this abnormal heat.





  Of course, Paranoy, the Mountain Nymph, offered a new perspective.





  "Hypnos is a living volcano itself-. Perhaps, it's due to the geothermal heat of the lava and magma boiling deep beneath the surface-imnidat...!"





  Hypnos was a colossal active volcano, easily ranking among the top on the Gaia continent.





  Apparently, an overwhelmingly immense energy was boiling and bubbling beneath it, causing heat to radiate through the crust.





  A fairly plausible theory.





  "Hassan, look at that."





  Just then, Antiope pointed at something with her short spear. There lay someone's corpse, shriveled up like a Mummy.





  A corpse whose robe and armor were so brittle that it was impossible to tell how long it had been left there.





  In front of it was a wooden sign with gashes carved into it by a knife.





  「Demigod Jack Cristy」





  Was this the name of the corpse?





  As I felt puzzled, Gloria explained as if she knew something.





  "Jack Cristy. They say he was the son of the Mountain God of the Guine region. He died while training his divine power on this sacred mountain Hypnos, and so he became this shriveled signpost."





  I had heard that Demigods honed their divine power on this sacred mountain Hypnos. But training in this harsh environment was extremely difficult.





  Did he lose his life to this murderous heat?





  Looking closely, the corpse's ankle was horribly broken. It seemed he had stumbled, couldn't get up again, and died.





  "Hmm-."





  Thinking that even his corpse couldn't be recovered after death, I felt a pang of pity. So, I placed my hand on his corpse and injected my aura.





  Paseuseuk-.





  Then, roots and stems sprouted from the Mummy-like body, wrapping around it and finally turning it into a tree.





  This was my own version of a tree burial.





  Just as I was feeling satisfied with my small good deed.





  Paseuseuk, puseuk-.





  ━Geueeeek-!





  Soon, several unsettling presences burst through the ground.





  ━Geueeeeeeek-!





  It was so horrific, like the voice of someone suffering from an extreme cough, that it made me frown instinctively.





  The problem was that their appearances were even more terrifying than their cries.





  ━Guaaaak-!





  They were Mummies, similar in appearance to the one I had just turned into a tree. Shriveled Mummies that looked like they would crumble at any moment.





  Of course, they didn't seem to be mere undead.





  Unlike the ordinary dead I had seen, their eyes gleamed with a golden-orange light, imbued with a strange magic.





  ━Meureureureureureu-.





  These were the kind of undead that wouldn't be out of place ruling a dungeon or a gloomy valley as their master. Each and every one of them was a named monster.





  "Hassan-nim's divine power has made the ground react-imnidat...! The corpses are rising-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy shrieked and hid behind me. At the same time, Antiope and Gloria drew their weapons and aimed them in all directions.





  "Hmph-, Demigod Mummies, huh? Holy Undead, what a bunch of shitty guys."





  "Antiope, if you get caught by these guys, you'll end up like them. They move only by the memories of their living bodies, without souls. What dwells in their bodies is just a craving for life."





  At Gloria's fluent explanation, Antiope asked, as if curious.





  "What, Gloria. You know a lot about them?"





  "Because I've seen many such guys. This isn't my first time climbing Hypnos."





  So Gloria had experience climbing Mount Hypnos. I felt like I understood why Sileia had assigned her to me as a climbing companion.





  Gloria said.





  "Those guys are strong. It's best not to let your guard down. Be careful, as holy water and divine power won't work on them. The only way is to destroy them physically."





  Even without Gloria's warning, I naturally knew that these Holy Zombie bastards were incredibly powerful. Judging by the tingling sensation in the back of my neck, most of them were Silver Tier or higher.





  Some of them even possessed mana as formidable as Gold Tier adventurers. Their equipment, though rusty and broken, looked like quite valuable antiques.





  ━Arknax Senamen-.





  Fuck, there's even one casting magic. That bastard must be the Gold Tier Mummy.





  Hwaaaa-. A dry wind rose, creating a vortex of pebbles and fragments.





  Kwagagagagak-.





  The swirling motion was quite impressive, but a direct hit from that would probably send us flying back to the starting village.





  "There's a wind mage-! Wind magic, I thought that school had disappeared long ago-!"





  Antiope clicked her tongue, blocking the fragments flying towards her face.





  ━Mercas, Pesro-, Dyne-! Yap-!





  The holy dead's incantation was finally complete. The sight of a colossal whirlwind, the size of a building, rushing towards us was truly a fucking disaster itself.





  It was even more terrifying because it wasn't just wind, but also stones and gravel, adding physical force.





  Was there anyone among us who could use defensive magic?





  No.





  If there was, it would be me.





  Could I do it?





  Kkadeuk-.





  I quickly bit my thumb, drawing blood. This fucking hurt. I bit too hard. Anyway, after forcefully sprinkling it on the ground, I formed the seals of the rabbit, chicken, and tiger, and slammed my palm onto the ground.





  ─Grow, grow, tree-tree-!





  I just gave it a rough name for now.





  The name wasn't important right now, but rather the image. The picture I envisioned in my mind was what mattered. Isn't imagination the most essential thing in magic and sorcery?





  Thus, what I envisioned in my mind was a thick tree trunk rapidly growing, fueled by my life force.





  A wooden barrier, if you will.





  Eujeojeojeok-.





  『Consuming Task Points. - 30.』





  Indeed, trees, nourished by the mana and divine power in my blood, and by Task Points, grew greatly and blocked our path.





  "Everyone, take cover behind here-!"





  Huuuung, Kwaaaa-.





  At that moment, the whirlwind collided with the grown trees.





  The sound of branches breaking and gravel clashing everywhere echoed loudly throughout the world with a Kagagak-.





  That too, was only for a moment.





  "...It seems to have calmed down a bit now?"





  In the moment of brief silence and the growling of the Holy Zombie bastards remaining in my ears, Gloria, clutching a thick club in her hand, sprang to her feet.





  "If we just keep hiding like this, they'll keep coming endlessly. We have to go out first and smash those bastards' heads."





  Her words were aggressive but very true.





  So, we went out with Gloria and decided to strike the Holy Zombie bastards' bodies with all our might, smashing them to pieces.





  "Magic Spear of Lightning, Thunderbird-!"





  Antiope raised her short spear high.





  Lightning, discharged from her body with a Pajit, pajit- sound, rushed towards the Mummies.





  ━Geaaaeua-.





  But the Mummies, hit by it, simply moved on as if nothing had happened. At that sight, Antiope cried out in astonishment.





  "My attack isn't working! How can this be-! It shouldn't be possible-!"





  The one answering that was Gloria, who was smashing the heads of several Mummies with her fists.





  "Mana and aura won't work, so you just have to smash them!"





  So, only physical attacks like strikes or slashes are effective, huh.





  I first kicked a nearby stone, grabbed it with my hand, and then flicked it with my thumb, blowing off the head of the wind mage Mummy.





  Pisyung, Paseuk-.





  Then, the body of the Mummy, which had been preparing its next incantation, had a huge hole blown through it as if hit by a cannon, and soon crumbled into dust.





  "Good."





  It felt like just yesterday I was surprised by Hippolyte unnie, who used to take down Goblins by flicking stones. To think I could now do that myself.





  "Hassan-nim, this Paranoy will pick up useful stones for you-imnidat...!"





  "Alright."





  I threw the stones I received from Paranoy one by one at the Mummies' heads. The stones, imbued with exquisite dexterity, intense physical ability, and rotation, were truly flying bullets themselves.





  According to my excellent dual-core brain's theory, these stones were faster than most anti-materiel sniper rifles and had greater rotational force, making them incredibly powerful.





  Pisyung, syung, syung-.





  ━Gek-.





  ━Hek.





  ━Eueek-.





  Strong and fast.





  The Mummy bastards, who had appeared as formidable enemies, eventually let out death throes from my sniping and crumbled into dust.





  The time it took to subdue all of them was roughly just over 3 minutes. If we hadn't panicked and attacked first, it might have been possible to break through in under a minute.





  Antiope put away her spear and said.





  "Taking them down by throwing stones. It's just like Hippolyte unnie. No, now your simple power is much stronger than Unnie's techniques. Isn't this on par with Mars?"





  Antiope clicked her tongue in amazement, saying my miraculous technique was on the level of Mars, the God of War. In the past, I would have dismissed it as an absurd statement, but now I found myself wondering if it was true.





  "Now there are no more moving ones-imnidat...! I will recover the spoils of war-imnidat...! Demigod Mummies, Holy Dust. They will make good materials-imnidat...!"





  While Paranoy was diligently performing his role as a porter, I asked Gloria, who was dusting off her palms with a tak-tak- sound.





  "Gloria, you said you've been here before. What kind of guys are going to pop out next?"





  If Gloria knew about this place, it wouldn't be bad to ask what would appear next and prepare in advance.





  However, Gloria merely calmly took off her raccoon fur and tidied her hair in response to my question.





  "...."





  She didn't seem to want to talk much.





  I didn't want to pry, so I was about to let it go with a "I guess so-", when she opened her mouth as if reluctantly.





  "I can't promise. Even the gods wouldn't know what will happen on Hypnos. But, you should be able to reach the Warrior's Path you're heading for by tomorrow."





  And then, she pointed a finger at a cave nearby.





  "The sun will set soon. You can sleep in that cave. That cave is relatively safe."





  "The sun will set-imnidat...? Bugby's smartphone, this Paranoy's loyal left hand, only shows three in the afternoon-imnidat...!"





  "It will set. Soon. When night comes. The weather gets rough. You have to hide."





  Gloria's attitude was firm.





  Worrying about the sun setting when it was only three in the afternoon. I also thought Gloria's attitude was peculiar, but it's always best to listen to the guide in places like this.





  So, we followed Gloria's advice, entered the cave, unpacked our bags, and prepared for camping.





  Swaaaaaa-.





  At four o'clock, we were dumbfounded by the rain pouring down as if the sky had a hole in it, and the rapidly darkened sky.





  "Wow, this, if we hadn't come into the cave, we might have been swept away, huh?"





  Antiope poked her head out of the cave entrance and surveyed the surroundings.





  "The rain is too strong, I can't see anything. The weather is cold then hot, clear then rainy, it's a complete mess. But the cave is cozy, which is nice-."





  Hwareuk-. The cave, with a fire lit, was indeed cozy, as Antiope said.





  Hiding inside the cave from the fierce wind and rain. Wrapping ourselves in blankets and drinking warm tea, nothing could be more blissful.





  Seuk-.





  "─Except for that corpse over there."





  Antiope pointed at the scattered skeleton inside the cave and clicked her tongue with a jjeut- sound.





  Just then, Gloria, who had firmly blocked the cave entrance with something like a harpoon, growled.





  "That guy is Gandred. A stupid bastard. An idiot."





  "You knew him?"





  Gloria nodded at Antiope's question.





  "Yeah. He was my old party member. He tried to touch my butt while I was sleeping, so I twisted his neck. He was a pervert who kept glancing at my chest. All the other female companions hated him too."





  "Wow, he deserved to die."





  Antiope laughed with a hanghanghang- sound as if it was nothing, but for some reason, I felt a pain in my own neck.





  I had a feeling it was going to be a long night.
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  Swaaaaaa-. Tudeok, tak, tak, pak-.





  The rain that had been falling for a while has now transformed into hail.





  The grains are as thick as Paranoy's round fists, making me wonder if I should call this hail or a Meteor.





  Getting hit in the head by that would hurt like a bitch.





  Such things are now pouring down on the mountain by the hundreds and thousands. If it weren't for this cave, we would have had to camp outside. Just thinking about it is horrifying.





  "At this rate, going outside is completely out of the question."





  Antiope poked her head out past the temporary wooden fence Gloria had set up and kept looking up at the sky. She's been watching the outside for over an hour now, and she doesn't seem to be getting tired of it.





  "Antiope, you'll catch a cold like that. Come over to the hearth and warm yourself."





  "Doing something is more fun than just sitting still. Is it just me? Watching the rain or hail from a safe place when it's pouring like this."





  "I know the feeling."





  I nodded in casual agreement.





  Antiope's words make some sense. Time would pass faster watching something like that rather than just sitting idly by the brazier.





  Besides, there's nothing as atmospheric as sitting in a place with a roof to block the snow and rain and walls to block the wind while looking outside.





  Back in my military days, I used to get lost in sentiment while listening to the sound of water falling on the container roof. But that only lasts for an hour or two. If you keep doing it, you get bored.





  Sure enough, Antiope soon seemed to lose interest in the wind-whipped outdoors, came into the cave, buried herself comfortably in her sleeping bag, and began to doze off.





  "...."





  Paranoy, who was putting dry firewood into the campfire, was also half-asleep. If he falls toward the campfire like that, he'll get a nasty burn.





  Jjak-.





  When I clapped my hands, Paranoy woke up with a start.





  "This Paranoy was not dozing off-it...!"





  "Who said you were? I'll take over managing the campfire, so go to sleep if you're tired."





  "This Paranoy is someone who once worshipped with the Nymphs in the Temple of the Hearth-it...! There is no one who manages hearths and campfires better than me-it...!"





  Having said that, Paranoy eventually crawled into his sleeping bag, leaving only his face peeking out.





  "It is important that you know I am absolutely not sleeping while leaving the troublesome work to Hassan-nim-it...! This Paranoy is merely making a strategic retreat into the world of dreams-it...!"





  After rattling off a string of strange excuses, Paranoy finally fell into a deep sleep. He must have accumulated fatigue without realizing it since he'd been climbing the mountain all day.





  Usually, on the day you move your body vigorously, you can get a really deep, sweet sleep. I'll have to give him a flick on the forehead when he wakes up tomorrow, though.





  Seuk-.





  I pulled the smartphone out of Paranoy's pack and checked the time.





  「11: 45」





  It's barely around midnight.





  Since evening came early, I wish morning would come early too.





  Even so, it's clear it will take at least seven hours.





  In the end, I was destined to sit stuck in this cave for seven hours. Both Antiope and Paranoy, who usually create an atmosphere by being noisy, are now lost in quiet dreams.





  All that remained in the area were me and Gloria, who was carving a piece of wood with a dagger to create something like a statue.





  "...."





  Sagak, sagak-. Sagak.





  Only the sound of the burning campfire and the wood being carved echoed particularly loudly in my ears. Gloria and I spent time like that without saying a word.





  "...."





  "...."





  It's incredibly awkward.





  As I always say, there are usually two types of people in these awkward moments.





  One is the type who forces their mouth open to create a conversation.





  And the second is the type who just maintains silence so as not to make it even more awkward.





  If the first type are those like Luna or Paranoy who love to chatter away, the second type are those like me or Elfriede who prefer silence. Was Gloria the latter?





  Anyway, it's been a very long time since I've been in such a quiet situation.





  The silence between Elfriede and me stems from the fact that we know each other so well that there's no need to worry.





  But since I don't know much about Gloria, it was just plain awkward.





  How should I put it?





  It felt like being on guard duty during my military days with a senior or junior with whom I had no common interests and no real friendship.





  Like the principle of relativity, where time flows exceptionally slowly as if it's grabbing onto my pants. Is that what the theory of relativity is?





  I don't know.





  Anyway. Since I've been thinking about other things this much, about an hour must have passed by now, right?





  「11 : 55」





  Son of a... only 10 minutes have passed.





  Seuk-. At that moment, Gloria stopped her hand that was carving the wood.





  "Go to sleep if you're tired."





  "I would if I could."
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  The simplest way to pass the time. That is, of course, sleeping. But for some reason, I couldn't sleep at all right now.





  My mind had become so clear it could be described as increasingly sharp.





  All my senses were alive, to the point where I could visualize objects through the sound of the rain and hail coming from outside.





  My body is awake-.





  Even that expression was hardly enough. Because of that sharpened mind, it felt like the slow passage of time was even more prominent.





  As I was organizing my thoughts with that feeling, Gloria leaned her back against the cave wall and added, as if she understood everything.





  "It's no wonder you can't sleep. This is Hyphos, the land of the gods."





  "What does that have to do with anything?"





  "The divine power overflowing in this mountain automatically maintains your body in its optimal, peak condition. You can hear even the smallest sounds sensitively. Your senses become so keen that you could catch the wings of a flying mosquito."





  What Gloria was describing perfectly matched my current state.





  As if she had experienced it herself.





  "Gloria, so you're in that state too?"





  "Yeah. On this mountain, the more strongly you've inherited the blood of a god, the stronger this effect becomes. That Nymph and Amazoness brat sleeping over there must be lacking in divine power, in that sense."





  I see.





  My knowledge has increased.





  Then the gods of Hyphos who live on this high mountain must maintain this state every single day. Indeed, they are worthy of being called damn powerful gods.





  "But, compared to before, the divine power of Hyphos has decreased a lot. The erratic weather, too. The fact that demigods are being resurrected as Mummies is probably because the land is unstable."





  Once she opened her mouth, Gloria was surprisingly the talkative type.





  Since we'd already started talking, I decided to give her a proper response, feeling like we should just kill some time.





  "Seeing how well you know this, you must have come to Hyphos often?"





  "This is my fifth time. Being assigned a task. Performing it and reporting to Goddess Juno-ssi. Then being assigned a new task again. That's how it had to be."





  "I see."





  Goddess Juno, huh.





  I thought about Goddess Juno, whom I've never met but have heard much about. They say Goddess Juno is the Queen of the Heavens, a benevolent and broad-minded mother-like goddess.





  In fact, Goddess Juno's temple also served as a sort of daycare center, raising orphans who had lost their parents.





  Caring for orphans in this land of Gaia, which is sometimes even colder than the logic of capitalism, is no easy task.





  Seeing Juno's priestesses accomplishing such a difficult task, people feel Goddess Juno's maternal love and benevolence.





  However, if she was hated by such an incarnation of maternal love enough to become a Holy Knight, what on earth did Gloria do wrong?





  Actually, there were many rumors about Gloria.





  Among them, the most famous one was that she was a Samaritan who fled after slaughtering her family and tribesmen in her hometown-. That was the misunderstanding that followed me, Hassan, the most when I claimed to be a Samaritan Hassan.





  A misunderstanding, that is.





  But just as there can be no smoke without a fire.


  For Samaritans to face such a misunderstanding, there must be a Samaritan somewhere who did something similar.





  And I thought that it might be Gloria.





  Of course, I've never asked her directly, so I only have a suspicion. I probably won't ever ask about it in the future either. Because that might be touching Gloria's sore spot.





  Even without that, I was actually quite indifferent to other people's pasts.





  I don't pry into the stories of Luna's childhood, Hippolyte's struggles wandering the back alleys, or why Elfriede set fire to the World Tree and fled.





  When the time comes, if it's necessary, they'll tell me on their own.





  If they don't want to talk, then so be it-.





  That's how it should have been.





  But whether it's because the energy of this sacred mountain Hyphos is unfamiliar-.


  Or because of the burning campfire and the storm raging outside, my sensibilities have become quite soft.





  So I ended up asking Gloria a question I wouldn't normally have asked.





  "Why did you become a Holy Knight of Juno?"





  Seureuk, seureuk-. Seureuk-.





  Even though she heard my question, Gloria was busy taking off her raccoon skin and grooming it. After brushing it for a long time with something that might be a brush or a comb, the texture of the skin seems to improve a bit.





  "...."





  Of course, she didn't answer my question.





  Just as I was thinking that I had asked a reckless question, swept away by the atmosphere.





  "That's because-."





  Gloria's lips, which seemed like they would never open, slowly parted.





  "That's because I'm Jupiter's bastard. A bastard born from an illegitimate marriage. I was born with an original sin that could never be forgiven by Juno, the guardian deity of the family."





  "Is that so."





  "But that's actually only half the reason. That's not why I became a Holy Knight. My fault is great. Because I... I ended up eliminating all my relatives and acquaintances with my own hands."





  At Gloria's words, I thought of the events in Hell. The way Gloria had exploded with immense anger toward the Gigas of Wrath-.





  Thinking about it now, I wonder if Gloria's attitude hasn't become strangely calm since that incident.





  Gloria said.





  "I've taken my revenge. Although, I can no longer return to those fluffy days."





  Gloria stopped grooming the raccoon skin and now began to comb her own hair with the brush. I had thought she wouldn't be interested in grooming her appearance.





  Seeing her like this, the way she diligently takes care of and grooms herself looks quite impressive. Is grooming oneself like an instinct?





  I felt like I could understand why that skeleton sprawled over there died while trying to secretly touch Gloria's butt.





  Perhaps because my senses had become keen, things like Gloria's neck line or lips, which were slenderer than I had thought, pricked my eyes like needles, so I opened my mouth to divert my mind.





  "What... what is that 'fluffy' thing?"





  "Why are you asking that? Fluffy is fluffy. It's a fluffy feeling, like hugging Ing-ing, whose chest and head are clouds."





  What kind of explanation is that.





  "In the past, I lived every day feeling like that. Dolly and Dot who lived in the yard next door. Gyubi and Olif, Weinrich who came from abroad.... I had many friends too. When we were all together, even if we were hungry, our hearts were fluffy. I used to wish that those days would continue every day."





  "...."





  I didn't really understand what she was saying, so I just nodded appropriately. The unfamiliar names were probably Gloria's old acquaintances.





  "Gyubi was a girl who liked to stroke my hair, even though she was a head shorter than me. Olif liked Gyubi. The two of them were supposed to get married when they came of age. But actually, Gyubi liked my brother. It was a secret, though."





  Not particularly seeking my reaction or agreement, Gloria, having finished her hair grooming, began to carve the block of wood with her dagger again and continued speaking.





  "But, the land of the Black Wilderness. It was too destitute. I was suffering from a disease too. So, my brother Castor, as the son of the chief, came to this land of Gaia. And you killed him."





  Ug.





  My heart stung as if I had been suddenly attacked.





  The death of Castor, the first friend to show me kindness in this world, occasionally comes to mind like this and makes me restless.





  "But I can't blame you. I killed them with my own hands too. Delvin. Mallory. Dolly. Dot. When I came to my senses... they were all gone. I destroyed my relatives, my family, and my home. That's why I became a Holy Knight of Juno."





  "I see."





  In my mind, I pictured the tents of the wilderness that Castor had left.





  Gloria's heart was broken because her brother was gone, and a Gigas approached that gap. As a result, a horrific incident occurred.





  Sagak, sagak-.





  With that, Gloria closed her lips as if concentrating on carving again.





  Only then could I realize that the wooden statues she was carving were boys and girls around Gloria's age.





  It was a kind of offering. You could even call them memorial items to comfort the dead.





  I really shouldn't have asked about things in the past.





  I began to reflect with a somewhat heavy heart.





  If I hadn't been born, if my father had kept his place in Hell because of that. Would Gloria have been able to live on feeling that fluffy feeling forever?





  Am I not the one who was born amidst various original sins?
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  "What a truly beautiful day-imnidat...! The birds are chirping...! The flowers are blooming...! On a day like this, Nymphs like this Paranoy should have become imps of Hellfire-imnidat...!"





  As morning broke, the sky was painted clear and blue. Perhaps his mood brightened from seeing that clear color, but Paranoy was spouting nonsense from early morning.





  "Paranoy, did you have another dream?"





  Normally, Luna would have woken Paranoy up by rubbing his soft cheeks, but with Luna gone, it was my job to stop his nonsense.





  Of course, I knew a surefire way to wake up a groggy Paranoy.





  Seuk-.





  "Hiiiek-!"





  As I clenched my fist, Paranoy flinched in surprise.





  "That fist looks terribly Nymph-hating-imnidat...! My morning drowsiness has completely vanished-imnidat...!"





  "You, you bastard, you slept for over ten hours with Antiope. Of course your drowsiness should vanish."





  At my words, Antiope let out a huge yawn, Heueoa-.





  "I slept for over ten hours? No wonder my body feels refreshed. Anyway, the weather has cleared up. It would be good to descend the mountain before night falls. Everyone, let's depart quickly!"





  Paranoy and Antiope, having slept soundly, seemed to be in excellent condition. 





  Thanks to that, we were able to quickly pack our bags, leave the cave, and resume our hurried steps towards the Warrior's Path located halfway up the mountain.





  Of course, only we were in good condition. 





  The mountain path, battered by hail and sleet all night, was in a rather terrible state, incredibly rugged. There were also many piles of rocks, as if a landslide had occurred.





  "The path is completely treacherous-. One wrong step, and we're toast, huh?"





  Antiope frowned, looking at the steep path. In fact, it was so steep it felt more appropriate to call it a cliff than a path.





  Do we have to rock climb?





  If I slipped, I'd go straight down to the world visible far below, but honestly, with my current stats, I could climb such a cliff with one hand, as long as I didn't deliberately fall.





  "Alright, I'll go up first. Everyone, if it feels dangerous, just let go. I can pull everyone up by myself."





  After giving my companions firm instructions, I wrapped the rope, made by twisting Ogre tendons, around our waists and connected us.





  Huduudeuk-.





  "D-dangerous-imnidat...!"





  "Don't overreact."





  Thanks to the unstable footholds and steps, there were a few times we almost slipped. 





  But thanks to my dexterity, agility, and strength, I was able to safely pull the other companions up the cliff face and onto flat ground.





  And so, what finally appeared before us was a colorful plain filled with all sorts of flowers.





  "This is the Warrior's Path?"





  A plain at such a high altitude, I can't believe it.





  I thought Luna and Hippolyte would have loved it if I had shown them. Even that prickly Elfriede might have shown a little interest in this sight.





  Seuk-. Antiope spread her palm towards the nearby flowers. Inside her palm, the petals trembled and scattered, Pareureu.





  "They say reward comes after hardship. That saying is spot on. It's romantic enough not to suit the name 'Warrior's Path,' though."





  Antiope was right. I thought the Warrior's Path would be filled with headless knights or animated armors sharpening their blades. 





  But a flower garden appeared that made my heart swell just by looking at it, so I felt a bit strange.





  To that, Gloria explained as if she knew something.





  "This is Mars's sanctuary. It's said that Mars himself planted flowers here for his lover, the goddess Venus."





  "Hoo, the God of Strife planting flowers for the Goddess of Love? It is interesting."





  We were finally able to safely reach the Warrior's Path we had aimed for. 





  Although there were a few crises along the way, for me, who was steadily becoming a more perfect god, they weren't really what you'd call trials.


  


  It feels like I'm playing with cheat codes on.





  Sweet as hell.





  "So, where exactly can I receive Mars's blessing? Is there a statue of Mars or a Temple or something?"





  "That-."





  Seukseuk-. As I looked around, Antiope explained.





  "I heard from my unnies. They say there's an avatar of Mars here on the Warrior's Path. If you fight that guy and prove your worth, he'll bestow a blessing."





  "I see."





  An avatar, huh.





  It would be accurate to describe it as something like Mars's avatar, right?





  So, as I looked around for a long time to find Mars's avatar, I saw something like a bluish bronze statue standing far in the distance. 





  A T-shaped bronze helmet rising like a crest. A human figure heavily adorned with various weapons such as a spear, shield, sword, axe, and mace.





  Its height was quite considerable, like a building.





  "It's a statue of Mars."





  At Antiope's words, I nodded, thinking, 'Oh, so that's it.' Is this Mars's avatar? Isn't it just a statue?





  Pulsseok-.


  


  As I felt that doubt, something lightly landed on the ground from atop Mars's divine statue.





  The first things visible were a red cloak flowing like a river of blood and red skin. Steel-hard arm muscles and armor that clung tightly. 





  And weapons like swords and spears, worn on belts at his waist and back. 





  Seuk. As he rose, brown hair flowing from beneath his helmet and intense red eyes became visible.





  Goooooooo-.





  An intense fighting spirit that resonated through the surrounding air.





  The hairs on my entire body stood on end, and every pore felt pricked by needles, sending shivers down my spine. It truly felt like my life was being threatened.





  ━━!!





  At the same time, my heart swelled with a strange fighting spirit and thrill, filled with excitement, as if various shouts, screams, and cries of rage were booming in my head like stereo speakers.





  "...R-run away!"





  At that moment, Antiope shrieked. 





  Run away─.





  Facing this man's appearance, the desire to flee would be a natural instinct for life. But the intense fighting spirit stiffened our bodies, making even escape impossible.





  "Euiiiiii-!"





  Contrary to her cool demeanor, a strange scream burst from Antiope's lips.





  Seeing that, the eyes visible beneath the helmet narrowed thinly.





  『Sileia, or rather, it's not Hippolyte. It was Antiope. I last saw you when you were small, but you're still as timid as ever.』





  The man's voice was surprisingly melodious.





  At his words, Antiope, as if regaining her senses, trembled and asked, Pareureu.





  "Y-you know me?"





  『Of course, you're my daughter. How could I not know? Still, your timidity must come from your mother. Anyway, welcome, warriors. To have overcome the rugged terrain of Hypnos and arrived here-!』





  Mars, the God of Strife, Valor, and Cruelty, had a booming voice, Jjeoreongjjeoreong. I instantly understood who Hippolyte's frequent battle cries resembled.





  Then Gloria spoke a word.





  "You're not an avatar."





  『Indeed, sister. The troublesome Gigas matter has been resolved. And now, with the entire Gaia continent engulfed in war, crying out for battle, my power has surged to the point where I don't need to send an avatar.』





  "Does that mean you are the true form of Mars, the God of Strife...?"





  『Yes, little Nymph. That sharp voice and fiery scarlet hair remind me of something....』





  Mars crossed his arms, looking at Paranoy. Paranoy trembled, Pareureu.





  "Have the rumors of the great Nymph the Great Paranoy finally reached the ears of wicked Hypnos...?"





  Wicked Hypnos, he says.





  I thought I should quickly shut Paranoy up before he spouted any more nonsense. So, I covered his mouth and spoke to Mars as if making an excuse.





  "Well, I apologize. Our Nymph is a bit, scattered-."





  『I understand. Nymphs resemble their masters. It seems that Nymph resembles you, brother. He's amusing to watch. Anyway, brother, this isn't the first time we've met, is it?』





  "That's right."





  This was my third encounter with Mars, I believe.





  The first was when he helped me in my duel with Hippolyte.





  The second was probably when I received the oracle on the summit of Mount Delphi.





  Still, I suppose this could be considered the first time meeting him face-to-face like this.





  This man is Mars, the God of Strife....





  I carefully observed the man's appearance. Indeed, he exuded a sense of fighting spirit more powerful and grand than any warrior I had ever seen.





  This man was the very embodiment of the fighting spirit that had engulfed the Gaia continent.





  It would be no exaggeration to say that his single body condensed the clash, clamor, and brutality of countless troops.





  Mars spoke to me.





  『I am always grateful to you, brother. Thanks to the things you've been doing on the surface, faith in the gods of Hypnos is also increasing. The restrictions that bound us will soon be lifted.』





  "By restrictions, do you mean that Hypnos can no longer interfere arbitrarily with mortals?"





  Seureuk.





  Mars frowned behind his helmet, as if displeased with my question. I wondered if I had said something I shouldn't have. But it seemed his displeasure lay elsewhere. 





  『Now that we're family, let's not be so stiff. Great God, Zigres. Just call me brother, casually.』 





  I recalled the time with Bacchus. In a way, they were like my cousins. If that was the case, there was no need to keep my distance.





  But unlike Bacchus, the God of Wine, who felt like a friendly old classmate, Mars had a terrifying side. 





  If I had an older cousin, like an uncle, who worked at a big company and was doing well, would this be how it felt? Even if he told me to be comfortable, it wouldn't happen suddenly.





  Perhaps having skillfully read my intentions, Mars chuckled softly, Heuheu-.





  『Do as you please.』





  Anyway, what was important now was that the restrictions on the gods of Hypnos were being lifted.





  『Before long, the era of the gods' silence will end. Currently, only I, who have recovered power, and Minerva can be met. Now, people will once again listen to the voices of the gods.』





  Hypnos's long silence ends.





  That was what Mars, the God of Strife, wanted to say. 





  At his words, Antiope's hair stood on end as if she was startled.





  "If the gods break their silence, does that mean they'll appear before people again, like in the old days?"





  『Yes.』





  "And just bestow blessings freely?"





  『Not freely, no. Only to believers who serve the gods well. That's the rule.』





  "Then just beat to death anyone you don't like?"





  『Did we do that? We even killed those we liked.』





  "Just rape any passing women, and then turn them into animals to hide it...?"





  『Whoa, at least I didn't do that. But I don't know how other gods will act.』





  "That's totally awesome! The world's going to get interesting!"





  Antiope rejoiced as if she had heard truly good news. But weren't there more things to be sad about than happy about in the exchange we just had?





  As I held a slightly complicated feeling, Gloria spoke, perhaps trying to wrap up the atmosphere.





  "That doesn't matter. We didn't climb this mountain to hear such stories. Give us your blessing, Mars. And tell us where the three-headed dog is. It's on this mountain, isn't it?"





  Gloria's attitude was, as expected, belligerent.





  I don't know if I should say she's bold or that her senses are broken. Is it really okay to be so sensitive with the God of Strife?





  Will her body be split in half?





  A fight between Gloria and Mars, I can't believe it.





  On one hand, I also wanted to see it.





  『Whoa-. My father's young daughter is as ill-tempered as they say. In the past, I might have given you a smack on the head. But I've grown quite a bit during the past time of silence and meditation.』





  However, Mars, having lived as an immortal for a long time, had a relaxed mind. I thought he wouldn't budge at Gloria's clumsy provocation, but that was only for a moment.





  『Alright, this kind of bland chatter isn't really necessary. Youngsters like things to be fiery, after all. I suppose I should humor you.』 





  Seureung, Seureung-.





  Soon, he drew two swords from his waist and smiled, revealing his white teeth.





  『I'll take you all down within 5 seconds.』





  Jirit-.





  At the sensation of my Adam's apple strongly vibrating, I sharply tilted my head back. At the same time, I felt something intensely slice past just above my nose, Swaeeaaek-.





  『Ho, you dodged that?』





  I quickly realized it was the sword in Mars's hand.





  "Aargh, fuck-! What the hell was that, suddenly-!?"





  『You want my blessing, do you? Then prove it. Prove that you are warriors worthy of my blessing.』





  "Huh-?"





  『Originally, the procedure is to fight and defeat my avatar. But it would be a waste to have you face merely an avatar-. I will show you the battle of gods, brother.』





  Heueup-.





  Mars's chest swelled greatly. Seeing that, Antiope covered her ears and shouted.





  "Everyone, cover your ears-!"
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  The breastplate of Mars, the God of Strife, swelled enormously. It was enough to make one wonder if a human chest could swell that much. Of course, Mars is not human.





  "Everyone, cover your ears-!"





  Simultaneously with Antiope, who shouted while covering her ears.





  『Aaaaaaaah━━━━!!!!!!!』





  Soon, a tremendous roar erupted, as if shaking the entire world.





  Could it be called a battle cry?





  It was an explosion so loud it felt like a missile had detonated right next to me. With that, nothing else could be heard in my ears.





  Piiiiii-.





  If anything was audible, it was only a terrible tinnitus.





  I immediately felt that my eardrums had been torn and shattered by the powerful sound, and that sticky blood was flowing from my ears.





  The sudden situation left me disoriented.





  Wasn't the atmosphere just harmonious moments ago?





  In the utterly silent flower garden, where even the tinnitus had faded.





  Mars's lips, looking at me, moved slowly.





  Seureureuk-.


  My eyes, possessing ocular power strong enough to rival a Sharingan, naturally formed the words his lips were making in my head.





  Who. Is. The. Trai. Tor.





  I couldn't hear his voice.





  But in this world of utter silence, Mars's lips spoke those words.





  Traitor.





  At that keyword, my mind, which had been locked down by tinnitus, quickly began to churn.





  Mars is a god of the High Force who governs the world. And if Mars, a High Force god, would mention a traitor, it could only be one thing.





  The one who is the master of the 13 Divine Seats, yet brought foreign gods like Elves and Gigas to this land. The one who influenced the murder of Bacchus.





  And something like a black shadow that might become a potential threat to my peaceful life.





  Why would Mars mention that traitor to me in this situation?





  But without time to ponder that-.





  『━─!』





  -Mars, who had opened his mouth wide and shouted something, leaped into the air. The two swords clutched in his floating hands drew a large arc like a half-moon and plunged into the ground-.





  Swaeeeeeeeeek-!





  A fierce blade wind, strong enough to be heard even by my tinnitus-damaged ears, surged towards me.





  Kwagagagak-.





  The red shockwave flying through the beautiful flower garden was truly death itself made visible.





  A manifestation of killing intent that would cleave all things, tangible and intangible, in half.





  It was clear that even I, in my current state, would suffer a critical injury if I took that head-on.





  Could I avoid it?





  No, the seasoned God of War would not miss the moment I showed an opening to evade. I was being targeted by someone who could arguably be called the strongest in this world.





  It was utterly impossible to survive with half-hearted resolve. And even if I barely managed to dodge, Paranoy, who was sitting on his butt behind me, would be cut in half by the blade energy.





  In that case, I absolutely had to block it here.





  "Heuuup-!"





  I let out a loud shout and pulled out my club.





  And then, I swung it with all my might, directly clashing with the incoming blade energy. My intention was to bat away the blade energy like a batter hitting a fastball. I had to.





  Chaeng, Kaaaaagagagak-!





  "Ugh-!"





  The blade energy that touched my club pushed my body back with a long, drawn-out *juuuk-* sound.





  A sword strike shot from a distance possessing such intense physical force and substance? It was fucking unbelievable, but it was actually happening.





  It was like a savage dog with a living will. A savage dog whose entire body, instead of fur, muscle, and bone, was made only of sharp teeth and serrations.





  Kagagagak-.





  "Ugh-!"





  If I kept getting pushed back like this, I might slip and fall off the mountain. I gritted my teeth and put all my strength into both legs.





  The joints in my fingers and wrists creaked, and my muscles ached as if crushed by heavy iron. The air I had filled my lungs with was long since exhausted as energy.





  "Gueuuut...!"





  However, it was a good sign that Mars's blade energy also couldn't cut my body and club in half.





  No, I can't just keep enduring like this.





  I decided to expend all the remaining oxygen and energy in my chest. I turned my body sharply from right to left, adding force using the principle of centrifugal force-!





  Kung-.





  As I stomped my left foot hard, the surrounding ground was deeply indented as if hit by a meteorite.





  "Mwaaaaa-!"





  As I squeezed every cell, bracing myself for my entire body to shatter, the sword strike that had been pushing me slowly receded, then flew back as if bounced in the exact direction it had come from.





  Piyuuung-.





  It made a sound like an arrow released from the bowstring. But its power was incomparable to an arrow; it flew like a missile towards Mars.





  『━─━━━─!?』





  His eye-light, hidden by his helmet, and his lips were seen parting in great surprise.





  I couldn't tell what he was babbling about because my ears were messed up, but inferring from his lip shape, it might have been something like, 'He deflected my full-power sword strike!?'





  Seuk, Mars pulled out the huge shield he had been carrying on his back. Then, he plunged its lower part into the ground and braced himself firmly behind it as if supporting it.





  Paaaang-!





  Soon, a fierce explosion occurred, and at the same time, the surrounding air vibrated as if it would collapse.





  "Hoo-."





  I quickly regulated my breathing.





  As I used my breath to properly circulate the mana and aura surging through my body, my vision, which had been dyed red, my breath, which had been pushed to its limit-. My hearing, which had been lost, recovered.





  Good, if it's like this, combat can continue.








  "Hassan-nim, are you alright...!? The wicked High Force god's cowardly sneak attack...!"





  "Damn it, Gloria is disoriented by the terrifying roar! It seems she was too late to cover her ears!"





  It seemed there were some problems with my companions too, but they were not in any life-threatening condition yet. Before any serious trouble could arise, I decided to quickly destroy this battle-!





  Papat-.





  I quickly kicked the ground twice. That was the basic Flash Step I learned from Kalidur.





  Superhuman leg strength and agility create a streak of light just by kicking the same spot twice.





  As a result, it wasn't that I became faster, but rather that everything around me felt slow, stretching out a fleeting moment to an incredible degree.





  "Haaaaaaaasssaaaaaan-niiiiiiiiim-."





  With Paranoy's lingering voice as my background, I charged towards Mars. Just as I was about to knee his empty abdomen, which was holding the shield-.





  『You've already recovered your senses, which were broken by my roar-. Even Apollo struggles for a day with my roar. As expected, you're no ordinary person.』





  Just before my knee struck his abdomen.





  His two palms slapped my knee away as if deflecting it. To keep up with my speed, which made time feel like it was flowing slowly. But it was no surprise.





  When Mars first appeared, he had shattered Hippolyte's armor seams in a time where everything around him seemed to stop. Of course he could keep up with my speed.





  『Heuup-!』





  Mars, who had slapped my knee with his hand, forcefully headbutted me with his forehead. It was a simple headbutt, but if I took that, it wouldn't end with a simple injury.





  Seuk, I tilted my head to the left to protect it, then drew the dagger from his right side and counter-aimed it at Mars's neck.





  However, it was blocked with a sudden sharp *chaeng-* sound.





  My narrowed eyes saw a familiar dagger. The dagger I had favored since I became a slave.





  Mars, who had defended my knee with his palm, seemed to have drawn the dagger from my waist and deflected my attack as if parrying.





  Chaeeeng-!





  With the sharp sound of our daggers clashing, Mars and I were pushed back several meters, creating distance.





  Thanks to that, we both regained our stances and surveyed the battle situation.





  『A good weapon, forged through countless battles. It has soaked up much blood and killed many lives. It's almost worthy of being called a holy relic.』





  Ping-.





  『I'll return it.』





  Mars threw the dagger he held in his hand as if pitching it. Pat-. I extended my right index and middle fingers and caught the blade. How did I catch this? Amazing.





  『Then, return mine too. That terrifying dagger was made with considerable effort by my brother.』





  "Alright."





  Seuk-. Pat-.





  I, too, threw Mars's dagger back to him. Of course, Mars also easily caught my dagger throw.





  "...."





  Is this the God of Strife? He's strong indeed. Even after exchanging several blows, his skill feels limitless.





  He is truly far and high.





  However, Mars put his dagger back into his waist and, as if surprised by me, added.





  『This is the first time in a long, long history that my precious weapon has been taken from me. How humiliating. Honestly, I never thought you'd counterattack to this extent.』





  He seemed genuinely impressed by my fierce counterattack.





  As his overtly blade-like fighting spirit softened a bit, I also felt my boiling blood cool down somewhat.





  Perhaps the surging adrenaline was subsiding; my heart was pounding fiercely, and my hands and feet creaked, expressing pain.





  Now that I looked, my hands were all torn and bloody. It must have been an injury sustained when blocking Mars's sword strike. Was I so caught up in intense excitement that I didn't notice?





  I felt bewildered as to how I had managed to be evenly matched with Mars. Could I do it again if asked?





  『In a long history, I've had a rare and interesting fight. I shall bestow a blessing.』





  Mars laughed heartily with a *hahat-* sound.





  『Kueueuk-.』





  Just as I thought the fight was about to end, Mars suddenly gushed red blood with a *ulkkeok-* sound.





  Ulkkeok-.





  It was a vomiting of blood like magma boiling deep within his chest and abdomen.





  『Damn it, I thought I blocked it. My ribs must be broken. To push me, Mars, this far with just simple physical ability. Interesting. *Cough*-.』





  I realized that my knee strike, which I thought Mars had blocked, had actually dealt a more effective blow than expected. And that his internal organs had suffered more serious damage than I thought.





  My attack was now effective enough against Mars, the God of Strife, who sat on the 13 Divine Seats of the High Force-. A shiver ran down my back and neck at that fact.





  However─. If I thought calmly, what was important right now was not the details of this fight.





  I carefully placed the dagger I received from Mars into the scabbard at my waist and asked.





  "Didn't you have something to tell me earlier?"





  About the traitor-.





  I intentionally omitted the rest of my words. I didn't want to cause confusion among my companions by revealing that there was a traitor in the High Force.





  However, even if I hid my words, the seasoned God of Strife, Mars, would have understood my intention.





  Seueuk-.





  Mars raised an index finger.





  And then, he brought it to his mouth.





  Did he mean for me to be quiet? No, that wasn't it.





  He soon pointed his blood-stained index finger at me.





  『Zigres, my brother. You've met him before. And, someday, the day will come when you must choose. To break the terrible chain of prophecy-.』





  Beonjjeok-.





  ━━━─!!!!





  Just as Mars was about to say something, a powerful thunderclap erupted. Lightning struck the clearly clear flower garden.





  At that tremendous explosion, Mars and I, and all our companions, merely shrugged our shoulders.





  When I came to my senses, the ground between Mars and me was scorched black and flickering with flames, as if a gunpowder magazine had exploded.





  『My father is listening. For now, let's end our conversation here.』





  Mars leaped back onto the stone statue he had jumped down from.





  "Hey, wait-."





  When I looked up, the God of Strife was nowhere to be found.





  However, his voice lingered in the air like an echo.





  『End the war. And choose a new leader. According to the prophecy of the sun, when the era of kings ends and a new era begins. With that, the High Force's silence will be broken.』





  "Then, will I also know the answer to the question I asked?"





  『Yes. So, for now, go to where you should be. First descendant, young and perfect god.』
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  Mars disappeared.





  His voice, which had been echoing in the air, was no longer heard, and only the rustling of petals and leaves in the wind tickled my ears.





  "...Everyone, did you see it!?"





  Soon, Antiope, utterly thrilled, spoke with heightened excitement.





  "He was truly the God of Strife! Amazing! That exchange just now, what should I call it? It was almost invisible! When he slashed his sword from top to bottom, the sword energy went Kagagagak-!"





  Antiope, in her excitement, flailed her arms and legs around. She seemed to want to describe the battle that had just taken place.





  Seuk-. Where she pointed, there were indeed intense and massive traces left by the storm of blades that had torn up the ground, just as she said.





  "To think I faced Mars! And he remembered my name, not just my unnies'!"





  My body was creaking, making me feel like collapsing at any moment, but Antiope seemed to have found the recent encounter incredibly pleasant and memorable.





  After all, she was a Demigod.





  It wasn't strange for her to be happy, having met her parent, Mars, directly and heard that he remembered her name.





  Paranoy said.





  "The gods of Hypnos give birth to many illegitimate children under the pretext of creating heroes to save the world-imnidat...! Of course, many of them are neglected, but Mars, despite the harsh rumors, seems to take good care of his children-imnidat...!"





  "That's not what's important! It was an incredible fight! Wow, it was really good that I came here secretly! It was an amazing duel! If they had kept fighting, I don't know what would have happened!"





  "Hassan-nim's victory was obvious-imnidat...! Hassan-nim is Hell's ultimate weapon created by the Demon God Pluto, so he wins everything-imnidat...!"





  "Still, Mars's fights have many variables. Especially an injured Mars is stronger than when he's in perfect condition. That's because the Blood Curse-"





  Jikkeun jikkeun-.





  My head hurt. Antiope's and Paranoy's voices felt like sharp awls digging into my brain.





  Every time they opened their mouths, I felt a buzzing sensation throughout my joints and bones, as if they were hollow passages.





  "Ugh, could you two be quiet for a bit? I just want to rest."





  Had my body ever been pushed to such an extreme recently?





  As far as I knew, no. It had been a very long time since I experienced such after-effects.





  Was this a duel with a god?





  I felt relieved that the gods of Hypnos were not my enemies. What surprised me most was the lightning bolt that struck down at the end.





  The spear of thunder that burned between Mars and me without a moment to react.





  Considering its destructive power and majesty, I understood why Jupiter reigned as the King of the Heavens, surpassing other formidable gods.





  The Lightning-Lightning Fruit is fucking powerful, unbeatable except by a rubber human.





  "More importantly, Hassan, Gloria can't breathe properly because of Mars's roar earlier. It seems she was a bit late covering her ears."





  At Antiope's words, I decided to stop thinking about the gods and their majesty for a moment. I turned my head and saw Gloria sitting on the ground.





  "Let me see."





  Gloria's condition, upon inspection, was one of shock, with unfocused eyes and irregular breathing.





  Because Gloria's senses were superhumanly keen, unlike others, she seemed to have suffered an even greater critical blow from Mars's thunderous roar.





  Diring-.





  『Gloria Lv. 45


  Condition: 《Startled》』





  A new status, 《Startled》, appeared on Gloria's healthy body. When I looked closer at the text, a more detailed explanation appeared.





  『Condition 《Startled》: She was startled!』





  I see.





  It wasn't a very important explanation.





  "Snap out of it."





  To help Gloria regain her senses, I firmly pressed the pressure points on her wrist and the back of her hand with my thumb. Then, the vitality returned to her previously hazy, unfocused eyes.





  "What-! Where did Mars go-!?"





  With the message that her status had been cured, Gloria, now alert, looked around.





  I had no choice but to briefly explain what had just happened to her, who looked ready to pounce on her surroundings at any moment.





  "So, in the end, we don't know where Cerberus went. Damn it."





  Gloria, having heard the story, trailed off her words as if somewhat disappointed.





  Come to think of it, the reason she came here was to chase after the three-headed large dog. It couldn't be helped that she was disappointed about missing the hint.





  "...So, how long are you going to keep t-touching me...!?"





  "What?"





  "My hand-."





  At Gloria's words, I realized that I was still massaging her palm.





  Perhaps it had become a habit from massaging my companions, but even after curing her status, I had been pressing her palm with my thumb.





  "It doesn't even hurt. Massages are good for the body."





  "That's not what I'm talking about...!"





  Hwik.





  Finally, Gloria shook off my hand and then pulled her raccoon fur deep down to cover her face.





  "To, to grab a woman's hand so carelessly. You're a married man with a child. As a Holy Warrior of Juno, I cannot tolerate such impious behavior."





  "Hmm-."





  I felt rather bewildered by this situation.





  Wasn't it Gloria who used to pester me to kkingkking every time she saw me? Of course, kkingkking was a spine-crushing, murderous brawl.





  But for someone who enjoyed such aggressive body contact to hiss as if she had committed a great sin just by holding hands.





  As I looked around, unable to adapt to this situation, Antiope, whose eyes met mine, also shrugged as if she didn't know either.





  Just then.





  "Aaaah-!"





  Paranoy's alarm-like sound, which I had already grown accustomed to, was heard.





  "Everyone, look over there-imnidat...! Over there, a strange red flame is burning-imnidat...!"





  Where Paranoy pointed with his finger, there was indeed a red flame, just as he said.





  A very bright crimson flame. Flames are often described as red, but this was several shades deeper.





  It felt more like a wave made of blood shimmering than mere flames.





  Hwareuk, Hwareureuk-.





  Its flickering appearance in the middle of the flower garden was quite alien and bizarre.





  It was clearly not an ordinary fire, as it intensely flickered without spreading or igniting its surroundings.





  "That-."





  Seeing it, Antiope shouted.





  "...That's Mars's blessing-!"





  Ah, so that was Mars's blessing. I had been curious about how exactly a blessing would be bestowed.





  So this is what it felt like.





  Should I consider it a sacred fire imbued with divine power?





  We approached the strange flame.





  Even though we were quite close, there was no hot or warm sensation. The intense feeling of no temperature made it feel like looking at a hologram.





  Seuk-. Gloria, without fear, reached out her hand towards it. Seeing Gloria's palm burning in the hot flames, someone's eyes widened in astonishment.





  It was Antiope.





  "Gloria-! What reckless thing are you doing! What if you burn! It's a god's fire-!"





  At such an urgent cry, Gloria merely waved her hand leisurely.





  "It's not hot at all. Not even warm. It actually feels cool. This is usually what the gods' blessings feel like."





  The crimson flame flickered like a tongue over Gloria's white palm. However, Gloria's palm did not suffer burns, nor did the fire spread.





  Mars's sacred fire simply existed nobly in its place.





  "Then, let's quickly move this-imnidat...! This Paranoy has prepared an expensive cypress torch for this occasion-imnidat...!"





  Bueeeeh-.





  When Paranoy opened his mouth, a very long stick shot out from within.





  The Archduke of Hell, no, the Nymph Regent's vast treasure vault.





  Gate of Paranoy.





  It was a cheating ability that allowed him to freely take out and put in items from an immeasurable storage, a mysterious space connected to Paranoy's mouth, which could already be called an ecosystem.





  According to Paranoy's wild theories, a realm that could be called an entire ecosystem was already spread out within his storage.





  Of course, only Paranoy knew if it was true or not.





  It was probably an exaggeration.





  "This Paranoy has taken out a precious 30-year-aged cypress torch from the Archduke's territory-imnidat...! This is a Miracle that only this Paranoy can perform-imnidat...!"





  Seueuk-. Paranoy extended the torch stick towards Mars's burning sacred fire.





  "Aaaah...! The fire isn't catching-imnidat...!"





  However, contrary to his confident demeanor, the sacred fire did not transfer to the torch.





  Even when the flustered Paranoy flailed his hands and poked the torch, it merely remained silently in its place.





  "What a damned flame-imnidat...!"





  "Senior, move aside."





  To the indignant Paranoy, Antiope, as if it were her turn, extended the tip of her magic spear, Ganrunga. Of course, the fire did not transfer.





  "It'll be a big task to move this. Do we need a special container? I haven't heard anything like that from my unnies. Hassan, you haven't heard anything either, have you?"





  At Antiope's question, I recalled the details of Sileia's request. Go up Mount Hypnos and receive a blessing-. Wasn't that all?





  As I racked my brain, pondering how to handle this and searching for a good solution-.





  "Since it's come to this, this Paranoy will have to become the container-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy, shouting loudly, stood before the crimson flame and opened his mouth wide with a Muaaa-. Then, something quite astonishing happened.





  Hwareu, Hwareureu....





  The crimson sacred fire began to disappear into Paranoy's mouth like dust being sucked into a vacuum cleaner-.





  "Mieueueueueueup."





  In the end, with a strange sound, Paranoy completely swallowed all the sacred fire into his mouth, into his storage.





  "Fucking... fucking amazing."





  It was an honest exclamation.





  If someone other than Paranoy had received the squirrel's hoard blessing, would they have been able to wield it so freely? It made me clearly feel that Paranoy had a hidden talent.





  "It tastes better than I thought-imnidat...! It was a cool taste, like eating pudding with strawberry jam-imnidat...!"





  It even tasted good.





  I wondered if Paranoy's physical condition was alright after swallowing the flame.





  "Can you spit it back out?"





  Paranoy grinned slyly at my question.





  "That is as easy as this Paranoy secretly taking coins from Luna-nim's pocket-imnidat...!"





  So it seemed.





  Come to think of it, Luna used to suspect Keongkeong-i because Copper coins often disappeared from her pocket.





  Keongkeong-i was a wolf spider that knew how to exchange Copper coins for warm bread at a nearby bakery.





  Keongkeong-i, the wolf spider who had learned capitalism.





  It was already famous in the neighborhood. If there were something like an animal farm show in this world, they would surely have come to interview it.





  But judging by what he just said, it seemed that it wasn't Keongkeong-i, but Paranoy, who had stolen coins from Luna's pocket.





  "You bastard-. So you were the culprit."





  I lightly smacked Paranoy on the head.





  Kung-.





  "Hiiieeeik-!"





  Then, Paranoy let out a tremendous shriek and collapsed. It was a scream like a death rattle, echoing throughout the entire space.





  "Hieeeek...!"





  "W-what is it? What's wrong? Don't overreact, you bastard. I didn't hit you that hard!"





  I was extremely flustered. So flustered that my legs felt like trembling. My vision went dark, and cold sweat streamed down my back.





  "Hieeeek...!"





  Paranoy lay sprawled on the floor, twitching in convulsions. It was clearly not a good situation.





  Parereu, Parereu-.





  He was even trembling his arms and legs like a squirrel that had eaten bad pesticide! It was clear that this was not acting or overreacting!





  "Hassan-! Why, why did you hit a Nymph! You Nymph-hater!"





  "M-me, a Nymph-hater!?"





  "Yes!"





  Antiope also rebuked me in an urgent voice. No, did I really cause this by smacking him on the head? I definitely hit him gently.





  Even if my physical strength reached a value of 16, I had reached a level where I could perfectly control my strength through various experiences!





  So, just as tears were about to well up from Paranoy's unexpected reaction.





  Jeuung, Jeuueuung-.





  Paranoy's body began to vibrate with a strange sensation and emit light.





  "Th-this is...!!"
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 My Childhood.





 In the days when I was much younger than now. 





 I was a chosen child-and-.





 I was a promising Pokémon Trainer.





 I lived with various Monsters every day. What on earth made children so enthusiastic about Monsters?





 There might be many reasons, but if I had to pick one now, I think 'evolution' played a big role.





 Evolution.





 Evolution.





 Isn't evolution, appearing appropriately in times of crisis and climax to ignite a fire in children's hearts, truly the flower of Tamers?





 Juuung, Juuuung-.





 In that sense, I could easily grasp through long experience that the strange vibration and light dwelling in Paranoy's body were a precursor to evolution.





 Paranoy, the Nymph of the ditch-,





 was finally about to break a long period of endurance and evolve and level up.





 「Paranoy, seize the momentum and Mega Evolve-!」





 「What the hell are you talking about-! Senior is in pain right now-! Do something-!」





 Antiope, perhaps not realizing my and Paranoy's state, held Paranoy's body, not knowing what to do.





 「Senior, snap out of it-!」





 Chalssak, Chalssak-.





 As Antiope slapped that Paranoy's baby fat cheeks hard with her palm, only then did Paranoy open his eyes with difficulty, as if coming to his senses a bit.





 「Mueeut, my stomach, it's hot as if I swallowed a fireball-imnidat...!」


 


 「Of course! You really swallowed fire! You were talking about strawberry jam or something, hurry and spit it out!」





 「Strength, strength is overflowing-imnidat...!」





 「What...? What's that suddenly mean? Strength?」





 「I, Paranoy, have become able to transform into a new being-imnidat...! Passing through the long, long era of ditch water, now, now.... I can become an Imp of the Sacred Flame-imnidat...!」





 Juung, Juuung-.





 The intervals of the halo of light emitted by Paranoy's body gradually became shorter and more intermittent. 





 Antiope also, perhaps feeling quite strange at the phenomenon, released Paranoy from her embrace and laid him down gently onto the soft flowerbed.





 Jing, Jiing, Jiiing-.





 Paranoy, emitting dazzling light.





 Gloria, looking at that sight, said a word.





 「They say seeing Nymphs level up is a very rare thing in one's life. I'm lucky. What is the small Nymph of the ditch water trying to become?」





 Paaaat-!





 Finally, Paranoy's body was enveloped in continuously emitted radiance-.





 A few seconds later, Paranoy, who raised his body, looked like-.





 「I, I, Paranoy, have successfully completed the level up-imnikka...?」





 We all lost our words for a moment, looking at Paranoy's appearance. Seuk-. Paranoy, wiping away the cold sweat flowing on his forehead, asked us.





 「Why is everyone silent-imnikka...? Has my, Paranoy's, height become too tall-imnikka...?」





 「Well...」





 Antiope opened her mouth with a very flustered feeling. But the one who gave the most certain and direct answer to Paranoy's question was Gloria.





 「Nothing changed, though?」





 That's right.





 It was as Gloria said.





 Paranoy, who had been enveloped in an intense cocoon of light, revealed himself, yet nothing had actually changed.





 Of course, I knew the reason.





 『Task value insufficient, failed to level up.』





 『Sacred Flame Fairy - Lv. 40』





 Paranoy had failed to evolve because his level was insufficient.





 Paranoy himself seemed to realize it, as he ended up sitting down with a thud-.





 「Oh, how could this be-! Even though I failed to become an Imp of Hellfire, I thought becoming a Sacred Flame Fairy would be possible-imnidat...! I, Paranoy, was just a mere small Nymph of the ditch water-imnidat....」





 「I know, right? You should've eaten fewer candies and trained a bit more.」





 I stroked the dejected Paranoy's chin and cheek fat upwards from below. 





 Normally, Paranoy would have quickly cheered up at this, but perhaps due to the recent evolution failure, he couldn't quite snap out of it. 





 「Nymph of Honey Water Doris and Ignoi of Tears subtly look down on me as a Nymph of the ditch water-imnidat...! If they know I failed to evolve, everyone will tease me-imnidat...!」





 Doris and Ignoi looking down on Paranoy? That was a story I heard for the first time. Of course, that was probably just Paranoy's inferiority complex or victim mentality. 





 Both Ignoi and Doris are all close friends. Rather, isn't Paranoy the one looking down on them?





 Paranoy seemed to be subtly intimidated by the fact that he was a Nymph of the ditch water who couldn't level up.





 However, I also felt subtly relieved that Paranoy's evolution failed this time. Evolution means growing further and eventually becoming an adult.





 Just as the me of my childhood and the me of my adventurer days are different.





 Just as the me of my adventurer days and the me of now are different.





 Paranoy, evolving from a Nymph of the ditch water into something else, would clearly be the same yet a different being. 





 That, in its own way, might be endearing, but the pleasure of flicking his forehead like now might lessen.





 To comfort the dejected Paranoy, I ruffled his head.





 「Hey, originally, the one who evolves last evolves into the strongest one. Like an Ultimate Form.」





 「Ultimate Form, you say-imnikka...?」





 Of course, Paranoy seemed not to understand this obvious rule. It would have been hard to understand the clichés of 21st-century media without background knowledge.





 「Ultimate Nymph.... Ultimate...."





 However, as if fixated on the word 'ultimate,' he muttered for a long time, then soon even raised both hands high.





 「I, Paranoy, to become a true Ultimate Nymph, must make an effort from now on-imnidat...! I must train by doing height-increasing exercises and eating growth elixirs-imnidat...!」





 「Yeah, yeah.」





 He seemed to like the word 'ultimate.' His mood changed fucking fast. Isn't there something wrong with his mind, in its own way?





 Did I flick his forehead too hard....





 「The Ultimate Nymph will clearly become something amazing-!」





 His enthusiasm, to an extent that one wouldn't think he was the fellow writhing in pain until just now, was brief.





 「Aat-! Hassan-nim, look at that-imnidat...!」





 Regaining his energy, Paranoy stood up and pointed at the floor.





 「Beneath the burning flames of struggle, a strange trace remained-imnidat...!」





 Dudung-.





 Where Paranoy pointed with his finger, there was one giant footprint with four toes imprinted. 





 As the flowerbed was dug up in Mars's and my fight, was what was imprinted beneath it revealed?





 「What do you think, Antiope?」





 At my question, Antiope knelt on one knee and stretched out her hand toward the floor. 





 She traced the footprint, which was even larger than Paranoy's head, with her finger, then scooped up a little of the soil and crumbled it with her index finger and thumb.





 「Hmm-."





 Antiope was a master of tracking more than anyone I knew. It must be because of her unique Amazoness sharp intuition combined with her experience as a member of the Temple Knights.





 Could such an Antiope figure out the identity of this footprint?





 「It seems like a day or two have passed since it was imprinted. Not just this footprint, but now that I see it, there are footprints everywhere throughout the entire flower garden. Look over there. Where the flowers are crushed.」





 At Antiope's words, Gloria quickly ran to a corner of the flower garden. 





 Indeed, there was a corner that strongly gave off a feeling of unnaturally crushed flowers, just as Antiope had said.





 Seeing that, Antiope added.





 「It means it was sitting on its belly there. Since it's a flower garden, it probably took a nap because it felt good. Its size is huge. The number of toes is four. It must be a canine.」





 「It's Cerberus-."





 Gloria reacted to Antiope's deduction.





 「That fellow is indeed somewhere on this mountain.」





 「I don't know if it's Cerberus, but it's definitely nearby. If you search the flower garden and follow the footprints, you can easily find out where it went.」





 We, who had obtained Mars's Grace, now decided to search the flower garden to find Cerberus, Gloria's target. 





 Was it Mars's own consideration that his Grace was placed on top of Cerberus's footprint?





 「Here, hairs are fallen-imnidat...! This is clearly Hellhound Cerberus's-imnidat...!」





 As Antiope had said earlier, there were many signs around this flower garden that appeared to be traces of Cerberus.





 「Here, it clearly sharpened its claws-imnidat...!」





 How long did we search for and follow the signs?





 ━Keureureung, 





 ━Bereureu-.





 ━Geureureung-.





 We soon discovered a giant three-headed dog lying down and sleeping in a corner of the large flower garden, where flowers were blooming profusely.





 「Oh, nice to see you, hey.」





 The giant dog that was guarding the entrance to the Underworld.





 Seeing that fellow, I felt a welcoming feeling, like fluffy clouds. 





 The fact that he was alive and healthy meant that others who had been in the Underworld also existed somewhere, perfectly fine.





 「Spotty.」





 When I called his name, the dog's ears, which had been lying on the floor, twitched. Soon, the middle head raised its head.





 Seureuk, Seureureuk-.





 The other heads also all rose.





 ━Keureureu-.





 ━Bereureureu-.





 ━Keong, Keongkeong-!





 If you've raised a dog, you'd know well. A dog greeting its owner is truly frantic. 





 He began to run wild, wagging his tail to the point of scattering dust around him, from left to right, and right to left. 





 Of course, this fellow's owner is not me but my father, but since we're the same family, let's just let it slide.





 ━Keureureureureu-.





 「Even if you're too happy, don't pee.」





 ━Bereureureureu-.





 「Yeah. You've been well? You're saying you're happy to meet after a long time, right?」





 I rubbed his giant head and chin with my hand. His fur was soft and shiny, so the feeling of stroking him was quite good.





 Seeing that sight, Paranoy raised both hands high and said.





 「Since we met after a long time, he's saying to give him a snack-imnidat...! He's demanding the honey candies in Hassan-nim's pocket-imnidat...!」





 「That's your inner thought, you punk.」





 Anyway, climbing Hypnos Mountain, I could meet amazing fellows. Now, is it just a matter of safely descending?





 「Aat-! Hassan-nim, this giant and loyal guard dog says he'll give us a ride all the way down the path-imnidat...!」 





 Before I knew it, Paranoy was riding on the giant dog's nape. 





 Just like Luna talks with Spiders or snakes, can Paranoy talk with this giant dog? Then, was what he said earlier about wanting candy real?





 At that sight, Antiope nodded her head.





 「Now that I think about it, I think I heard that Nymphs, because they are fairies of nature, quickly become friends with beasts....」





 「I see.」





 I also remember hearing such words.





 In the end, riding on the giant dog's back, we could descend the high Hypnos Mountain like an arrow. Attracting the gazes of all hikers was a bonus, as it was a fucking powerful and fast ride.





 ━What, what's that?





 ━I don't know, something's coming-! Run-!





 ━Keureureureu-!





 「In front of me, Paranoy, everyone is running away like insignificant ants-imnidat...!」





 Is this truly the power of a fox riding on a tiger's back?





 Thus, the journey I thought would take approximately a week could be concluded in just about two days.





 Late evening.





 Returning to Olympia, the guards guarding the giant city gates were greatly dumbfounded at our appearance.





 ━Over there, th-this is a giant Monster.... It looks like Typhon's descendant-.





 ━What should we do?





 They couldn't even think of daring to draw their weapons toward us, just waiting for orders from above. 





 Of course, since Cerberus was a monster that looked like it could swallow a human body in one bite, normally permission to enter the city would not have been granted.





 「It's okay. Our dog is gentle and smart, he doesn't bite people.」





 Because my identity was clear, to the extent that I, riding on its head, wore two Platinum necklaces, entry could somehow be easily granted.





 ━Still, since the citizens might be scared.... How about putting on a muzzle or at least a leash....





 Of course, we decided to put on the muzzle properly. Gloria tied up Cerberus's three mouths with the belt she had wrapped around her waist.





 「It's a belt made from dragon tendons. It usually won't break.」





 ━Geureureureu-.





 The three-headed dog, Spotty, moved his front paws around as if he didn't like the belt tied around his mouth, but soon, as if bothered, he quickly lost interest.





 ━Wow, look at that. Isn't that Hellhound Cerberus?





 ━I don't know what's happening to the world. Such a scary Monster, carrying a tiny Nymph on its back, is walking around the city.





 ━Is it a pet dog? I can't imagine how much its food will cost.





 As we walked through the city, people's attention was completely drawn.





 Paranoy rejoiced, saying, 「I see awe rising profusely toward Hassan-nim-imnidat...!」 but for me, only the feeling of becoming a circus owner remained.





 「This fellow, I can borrow him for a moment to Juno's Temple, right?」





 When I dismounted from the giant dog's back, Gloria, who had dismounted from Cerberus's back just like me, asked me.





 「Are you going to report on the task?」





 「Yes. Going to Juno's Temple and receiving the task report, I will truly be a free person now. Perhaps I might even be granted a second name as a token of forgiveness.」





 A second name, huh.





 I recalled the moment I received the splendid name Zigres. Now I'm used to it, but at that time, it was quite awkward, a total mess. It felt like someone else's name.





 ━Keureueueueu-.





 ━Beureureueueu-.





 ━Keong-.





 However, a problem arose. Cerberus didn't follow Gloria obediently. 





 No matter how much she pulled the leather strap tied around Cerberus's mouth, he was growling to a serious extent, firmly planting his four legs to the ground like a Cat being dragged to the bathhouse.





 ━Sc-scary-! Run-!





 ━A mad Monster is rampaging in the city-!





 At that sight, people nearby who were watching this were also fleeing in a panic. 





 Thinking that something might happen if I tried to drag him like this by force, I eventually decided to accompany Gloria to Juno's Temple, located in the city of Olympia.





 「You should be quiet.」





 Only after I stroked his side with my hand did Spotty move his steps, as if his mood had lightened a bit.





 Thus, we arrived at Juno's Temple.





 Gloria, hearing unbelievable words there, furrowed her brow deeply. 





 「What are you talking about? You can't recognize it as the completion of the task-?」
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  The Temple of the Goddess Juno, located in the city of Olympia, was a flower garden filled with blossoms. 





  Thanks to that, the garden was so magnificent that many people came to stroll through it even late in the evening. 





  Beneath the multi-colored glow of luminous stones, swans swam gracefully in a pond where lotus flowers were in full bloom.





  That peaceful garden of the home, where peacocks with brilliant feathers and nameless small wild birds were dozing off, was soon startled awake by the growling voice of a Samarian.





  "What do you mean? You can't recognize it as a task...!"





  Gloria was furious.





  She was so angry that the raccoon skin draped over her head was affected, its fur standing up on end-jjubyeot.





  If most people took the rage of a pissed-off Samarian head-on, their legs would probably tremble until they collapsed or they'd just run away.





  "It's exactly as I said, Gloria."





  However, the woman who had actually made Gloria angry remained composed.





  She was a middle-aged priestess with a generous figure, clad in a red dress, possessing an impressively gentle voice. She felt like someone who wouldn't be out of place as a kindergarten director somewhere.





  At the very least, she clearly looked far removed from being a warrior or a fighter. Nevertheless, she did not back down an inch in the face of Gloria's threats. 
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  "One of the options for your final task was to bring Cerberus, who guards the entrance to Hell."





  "Right, Marmang. So I brought this huge dog, just like that...!"





  ━Kerrr-.





  "But that dog is no longer the gatekeeper of Hell. It is merely a stray dog that was napping idly in the flower fields of Hypos. Therefore, this task is a failure."





  "What kind of nonsense is that? Marmang, aren't you just spouting whatever comes out of your mouth? Just to keep me held as the Goddess's slave...!"





  Exactly as it sounded.





  The priestess Marmang, who works as the chief priestess of the Goddess Juno in the city of Olympia, had rejected Gloria's mission completion report.





  The reason was as stated above.





  The instruction was to bring the dog guarding the entrance to Hell, not a dog that was taking a walk on Mount Hypos.





  Because Hell had collapsed, Cerberus had lost its role as a gatekeeper, so the nature of the task had technically changed. However, as Gloria said, this was nothing more than a play on words.





  Nevertheless, the attitude of the veteran middle-aged chief priestess Marmang remained firm. 





  "It is not my will, but the will of Goddess Juno-nim. I am merely the messenger delivering it. Just as morning comes even if you wring a rooster's neck. Even if you were to twist my neck, this intention will not change."





  "Dammit-!"





  Gloria spat out a few more curses after that. 





  "━─!"





  It was a criticism so passionate and crude that it couldn't be described, to the point where even Cerberus, who was listening, showed signs of discomfort-berrreul.





  Actually, I could fully understand Gloria's feelings.





  For Holy Crusaders, shedding the burden of their tasks and becoming free is a lifelong desire. It's like soldiers eagerly awaiting their discharge date.





  If that date were pushed back due to something like a clerical error? It would be stranger not to be angry. 





  Toward the huffing and puffing Gloria, Juno's priestess Marmang spoke.


  


  "Gloria. You, too, stop being stubborn now. Juno-nim's will is firm. The thing you must do was not catching a giant dog or breaking a bull's neck. Don't you know that well?"





  "...."





  "What the final gateway you must pass through to become free as a swearer of the home is. You should know that well yourself. It's time to stop being so obstinate."





  "...Sh-shut up. Don't say anything more than that!"





  Whether Marmang's added words were effective or not, Gloria quickly suppressed her anger and even refused to continue the conversation.





  However, Marmang did not give up.





  "Gloria, there is something you must do. A path you must take. Until you achieve that, you will only continue to process meaningless, heavy tasks."





  "I told you to be quiet-."





  "Since you brought the three-headed dog that is the gatekeeper of death, what will be next? The fallen giant Titan? Or perhaps Typhon, the King of Monsters?"





  "...."





  Gloria, who had been aggressive until just now, had now lost her momentum like a student being scolded by a director. Did I miss part of the conversation? Why did it suddenly become like this?





  It seemed there were circumstances I didn't know about. To summarize what I overheard with my excellent ears, it appeared that Gloria actually had something she truly needed to do.





  And it sounded like Gloria had chosen to perform these difficult and roundabout tasks specifically to avoid that.





  "Gloria. The answer is already decided. You are simply looking away from it."





  "...."





  Pabat-





  Did she think there was no more need for conversation?





  Gloria leaped away quickly and disappeared into the darkness. In the end, only the priestess Marmang, myself, and the three-headed dog Cerberus remained.





  "I have shown a sight that should not be shown to a Great God."





  I thought she considered me a folding screen or a background wallpaper. Only then did Marmang acknowledge me. 





  "What just happened, could you please pretend not to have seen it with your generous tolerance-."





  I, who had been quietly watching, also nodded and replied as if feeling a bit awkward.





  "I didn't see anything."





  "The Great God-nim has a very broad mind."





  Hearing myself called a Great God by a woman about my mother's age, rather than feeling good about being praised, I felt very ticklish, as if I were being teased.





  Of course, I could clearly feel that this woman wasn't trying to tease me but was trying to show respect. She's a very polite person. 





  Since I had quite a bit of experience living at the bottom of the food chain as a gladiator or a mage slave, I was equipped with a sensor to distinguish between bad and good people, much like a herbivore's instinct.





  "Since the situation was what it was, my introduction is late. I am Marma Germang, who serves Juno-nim in this city of harmony, Olympia."





  "Ah, so that's why you're called Marmang."





  "You are Hassan-nim, who came from Sodomora, right? From an Iron-tier adventurer, you became the city's arsonist, and then rose to the position of the temple's master-."





  "That's right. Do you know about me?"





  "My cousin, Arma Mandel, is the head of Juno's temple in Sodomora. There were times when writings about a young and spirited god were in the family letters."





  "I see."





  Arma Mandel was a woman I had also seen a few times. I thought it was similar because 'Maman' was in the name, but they were relatives.





  Marmang spoke while stroking her lips with her palm.





  "In the letters, there was also writing that the young god was trying to take as many as three wives. As a servant of Juno-nim, who protects the home, she even sought advice on how to handle this."





  "...."





  It felt like I'd been hit unexpectedly. After all, Juno's temple takes an exclusive stance toward polygamy. 





  Since the subject had come up.





  I decided to ask Juno's representative something I had been harboring in my heart for a very long time.





  "Is taking more than one wife... a bad thing?"





  "It would likely be criticized. However, if there is the ability to take responsibility, and if each other's wills communicate toward one another... I wonder if it might work out somehow. Since you are not an ordinary being-."





  If it might work out somehow, huh. It felt like even Marmang, Juno's chief priestess, wasn't certain about my problem. 





  Anyway, it wasn't completely impossible.





  I felt a bit of relief.





  At that moment, Priestess Marmang added one more thing.





  "However, I will say this firmly. Infidelity is not allowed. Bigamy is better. Rather than having a wife and meeting other women, I'm saying you should just have many wives."





  It was a firm statement, like a doctor giving a prescription.





  If you're going to involve yourself with multiple women, take clear responsibility-! Is that what she meant?





  Well, that was certainly more manly. As I've said before, being manly means having a sense of responsibility.





  "Thank you for the advice that becomes bone and flesh."





  I expressed my gratitude with a fair amount of sincerity. Marmang tilted her head slightly, perhaps finding my reaction unexpected.





  "That is unexpected. Many who rise to high positions at a young age do not listen closely to what others have to say."





  "That might be true."





  I thought of a man who had achieved success on his own at a young age. I was picturing the very existence of an alpha male in my head. 





  "Hmm-."





  For some reason, Bacchus's face came to mind. Indeed, that guy was a spirited young male who had leaped out of the gutter and become a dragon at a young age. 





  If one succeeds through the path they've chosen, it's only natural to become arrogant or even conceited in carrying out their will.





  Because they would have confidence in their choices.





  But I was a bit different.





  Honestly, the reason I was able to reach this position was that I had avoided danger by listening closely to stories with my excellent yet thin ears.





  Therefore, I knew well that one must listen to all stories, except for the cunning words of Paranoy.





  Marmang said.





  "If Hassan-nim were to hold a wedding with someone, it would be at the Juno Temple in Sodomora, which is acting as the mother city, right?" 





  "Probably- yes. Girls usually want to get married while receiving the blessing of the Goddess of the home. Once the war is over, won't we hold a wedding?"





  The girls of this Gaia continent also had plenty of romantic notions about weddings. 





  There might be differences in the details, but wanting to get married while being blessed by people at Juno's temple was a commonality for most.





  Hearing that, Marmang let out a long "Hreuuuung-."





  "In that case, you might need to first receive permission from Goddess Juno-nim to take multiple wives. Before long, an oracle or a messenger from Goddess Juno-nim might visit you, Hassan-nim."





  "An oracle?"





  After that, we shared some small talk. For me, with wedding preparations ahead, the conversation with Marmang was very beneficial, and even though we exchanged many stories, the time didn't feel wasted.


  


  "This is a pomegranate flower that has been picked, well-preserved with a special spell, and placed in a glass bottle. It grants blessings to women, including expectant mothers. Please give it as a gift to an expectant mother."





  I even received a gift as a bonus.





  What a sweet deal.





  "Let's go, Spotty."





  ━Kerrrrrr-.





  I woke the half-dozing giant dog and prepared to leave Juno's temple. 





  "If fate allows, let us meet again, young god, Hassan."





  "I hope you also stay healthy for the rest of the year, Priestess Marmang."





  "...."





  Seuk-seuk-seuk-seuk-. Priestess Marmang's hand was waving as if to see me off. 





  However-. 





  Her eyes felt like they were chasing the empty air somewhere. 





  In fact, she had been staring into the void the entire time we were talking. As if looking for something, or chasing after it.





  I realized belatedly that it was the darkness where Gloria had disappeared.





  So, since we were already talking, I decided to ask one last thing.





  "Are Gloria's tasks really not over? What does she have to do to be forgiven by Goddess Juno-nim?"





  At my question, Marmang's gaze met mine.


  


  "I feel a sense of responsibility in your voice. Do you owe Gloria a debt?"





  "...."





  A debt, huh.





  Those words hit the mark. I owed Gloria quite a lot. 





  Because I had defeated her brother, Castor. Also, the cunning of the Gigas was intertwined with Gloria taking on her sins.





  If my father had continued to guard his position in the underworld, the Gigas, monsters of the abyss, would never have had the chance to stretch their evil hands into the world.





  Then Gloria, too, could have lived her life as an ordinary girl, feeling fluffy and soft every day in her homeland.





  In a way, she was someone broken because of me.





  As I was lost in thought for a moment, Marmang spoke.





  "Gloria cannot be forgiven by Goddess Juno-nim. Because Goddess Juno-nim has already forgiven Gloria. It is thanks to Goddess Juno-nim's benevolence."





  "Then why is Gloria continuing her crusade?"





  "That's because there is still a being who has not forgiven her sins." 





  That she must continue her crusade because there is a being who hasn't forgiven a sin that even the Goddess has forgiven. I couldn't understand it.





  Before I could ask about it, Marmang rubbed the dirt at her feet with her shoe and spoke in a voice that sounded somewhat pitiful.





  "In Gloria's life. Someone with a stronger influence than Goddess Juno, stronger than any other being, hates Gloria."





  "Who on earth is that?"





  "The one who hasn't forgiven Gloria. The one who makes her carry the heavy burden of the crusade-."





  Marmang lowered her head and looked at the pond. In the dark night pond, the moon and stars floating in the sky sparkled, making it beautiful beyond words.





  Marmang, while slowly looking down at her own reflection there, added her final words.





  "-It is herself. The one who hasn't forgiven herself is Gloria herself. Perhaps for her whole life... she will carry her tasks with her-."





  With that, our conversation was completely over.
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  By the time I returned to the luxurious lodgings located at City Hall, the world had already grown pitch black.





  "I'm getting off work late."





  Is this the pain of working overtime?





  "Halt right there-! Who goes there-!"





  "It's me. Hassan."





  "Ah, you've returned. We heard from the rest of your party who arrived earlier that you successfully received the blessing of Mars. You've worked hard. But what's that behind you-."





  The guard who greeted me was horrified by the six terrifying glints of light that appeared behind me.





  "Th-that thing is the one from the rumors-."





  "It's like a giant pet I'll be raising from now on. Is there a place to put it inside?"





  "Bringing companion beasts into City Hall is, well, th-that is, you see, prohibited by law.... That is-. For now, I'll go ask the higher-ups."





  The young city guard scurried off somewhere. A few minutes later, he came running back, out of breath, and spoke before he could even catch his wind.





  "For now, if, well, even a stable where the horses rest is alright with you...."





  As far as arranging a place on short notice goes, a stable was probably the best I could hope for. I had more or less expected this.





  "That's fine."





  Guided by the guard, I led the giant spotted Cerberus into the stable.





  There were traces of horses inside, but it seemed they had all been cleared out to make room for this massive dog.





  "It's nice, no draft. There's a ceiling. There are walls. And the straw is laid out nice and soft. Wow, for a giant dog, this is practically a hotel."





  ━Keong-keong-.





  "You mean you like it here too?"





  ━Keureureu-.





  ━Beureureu-.





  ━Gaesaegi-.





  "What?"





  I was startled by the sound coming from the giant snout. Did this bastard just call me a son of a bitch? Did I hear that wrong?





  I asked the guard who must have heard the sound beside me.





  "Mr. Guard. Didn't this fellow just say 'gaesaegi'?"





  "I'm not sure. It just sounded like a sneeze to me-. There's a bit of dust in here, after all.... Anyway, if you can just keep him quietly here for a day, that should do. We'll look around and arrange a proper place soon."





  The guard seemed like he just wanted to get away from the terrifying beast. In the end, he went back to his post without even looking back.





  Now it was just me and the giant dog.





  "I'll spend about 5 gold later to build you a big house. Hey, 5 gold is a hell of a lot of money. For a doghouse, it's seriously fucking expensive, you know?"





  ━Keureureu-.





  Spotted lay down on his belly as if my talk was annoying.





  Since he's an old dog, he seems to tire easily.





  "I won't put a leash on you, so you have to stay quiet."





  He's a smart fellow, so he should understand me well enough.





  Just as I was about to leave the stable.





  Pajijik-.





  A thought suddenly coursed through my head like an electric current, and I opened my mouth.





  "Wasn't Melinoe with you? Melinoe, the Nymph of nightmares. The woman who was guarding the gates of the underworld with you."





  Seueuk-.





  The middle head lifts up.





  ━Geureureung-.





  But the fellow just rested his chin again without a word and fell into a deep sleep. I don't know if that means he knows nothing, or if he knows but is too lazy to speak.





  What does 'geureureung' even mean?





  Anyway, since Spotted is doing well like this, Melinoe must be alive and well in some labyrinth that sprouted up somewhere.





  Once this war is over, I should hire some adventurers soon and send them on an expedition to the labyrinths on the surface.











  *       *       *








  


  After passing the night somehow.





  When morning came, I decided to join the rest of the group who should have been sleeping in the next room.





  However, when I knocked and got no response, I entered the room to find most of the beds empty. Only Hippolyte was still sleeping.





  It was around nine in the morning, and Hippolyte was still asleep? It was unlike her, who usually wakes up at dawn to train, so it felt strange and fascinating.





  I pulled the curtains wide open-chwaaak. The warm weather and sunlight, uncharacteristic of winter, filled the room. But even so, Hippolyte showed no sign of waking up.





  "Hippolyte-nim, it's morning."





  Finally, when I placed my hand on the blanket and gave it a gentle shake, Hippolyte opened her eyes groggily with a sound like a machine starting up-euueuum.





  ━Gyuiing-.





  The creature that had been lying at Hippolyte's bedside like a pillow only then flew away-sseng-as if it had been liberated from a heavy burden.





  Was that the Cloud Ring Gloria had lent, Ing-ing?





  Maybe it went back to Gloria.





  While I was thinking of the girl with the black eyes, Hippolyte, not yet fully awake, looked out the window with half-closed eyes and was startled.





  "...Is it morning already? Heavens, look at the sun. For me to oversleep. My body feels strange, like it's not my own."





  Is it because her life patterns are starting to change now that she's pregnant?
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  Or perhaps the fatigue from everything that's happened has finally caught up with her.





  I held out a glass bottle I had brought to Hippolyte. It was the vase containing the pomegranate flowers I received at Juno's temple yesterday.





  The red petals were blooming quite beautifully, so I thought it would be nice to decorate the room with them; they would give off a subtle fragrance too.


  


  "These are... pomegranate flowers."





  Seuk-. Taking the glass bottle from me, Hippolyte's expression brightened instantly, unlike someone who had been struggling to wake up.





  I had wondered if Hippolyte, who had lived a life of wielding a sword, would even like being gifted flowers. Seeing her positive reaction made me feel a bit smug.





  "Can you tell they're pomegranate flowers just by looking?"





  "Of course. Memorizing edible flowers and herbs is common sense for warriors."





  Hippolyte opened her mouth-ah-and bit into a flower. She ate the flower. I was greatly taken aback by this completely unexpected action.





  Eating flowers is something that can happen, I guess.





  But weren't they for decoration?





  Umul-umul-.





  Before I could even say anything, Hippolyte chewed up the whole flower, swallowed the stem, and wiped her lips with her thumb as if satisfied.





  "Hmm-. It seems they contained a special spell? They were tastier than I thought. Refreshing, it feels like my body is waking up."





  "...Well, that's a relief, then.... But, you see, I got those from the Temple of Juno because they said they were good for expectant mothers. I didn't know you could just eat them like that."





  "That's why I ate them. Gifts from Juno's temple are usually healthy foods."





  Ah, I see.





  Anyway, I was able to save the sight of Hippolyte happily receiving the flowers and the rare scene of her ruthlessly swallowing them in the gallery of my mind.





  The pomegranate flowers had served their purpose well enough.





  And so, my interest and gaze shifted from the empty glass bottle to the empty beds.





  "So, where did the others go? Do you know?"





  "Well-."





  At my words, Hippolyte stretched out-neuueuuut. Since she was wearing a thin sleeveless shirt, her smooth armpits were naturally revealed.





  What is this? Is she asking me to touch them?





  So as I slowly reached out my hand, Hippolyte slapped it away-tak-and then, with narrowed eyes, she spoke while pulling on her top.





  "I think I heard them saying they were going to the city market in my sleep. Since we brought the holy fire of Mars yesterday, a festival will be held in the city starting today."





  "A festival?"





  "Yes, a festival. It'll probably be a long one, lasting about fifteen days. Now the Olympia athletic festival is truly beginning. People will flock in from all over. It'll be boisterous."





  A festival in this unsettled atmosphere of civil war?





  I wondered if the timing was right, but then I thought that because the mood is so dark, people might actually need something to turn their hearts toward.





  "I'll go wash up, so let's head out too, Hassan. There will be plenty to see."





  ....





  After Hippolyte finished washing up, we set out into the streets to follow the others who had gone out first.





  Sure enough, the streets were so crowded with people that it was hard to believe this place had been gloomy with war until just recently.





  Are they all city residents?





  No, it was full of strangers from various places, from the Sandmen of the western desert to Samarians and Elves. There were even pink-haired girls from Ideope.





  ━Isn't that Hassan-nim?





  ━Hassan-nim would be in Sodomora. You think everyone with black hair is Hassan-nim-!





  ━Is it not?





  ━He's probably just a Samarian. The city opened its gates, so outsiders are swarming in-!





  The gates of Olympia are all open. That's why strangers from all over are crowding the streets like this.





  I paid more attention to the conversation of the pink-haired girls.





  ━The cities of the Gaia continent are wonderful-! The walls are high-! And there are so many people-! Oh, Beruru, did you see that thing called a 'giraffe' from the western circus?





  ━What's that-! A giraffe?





  ━It looks like a horse, but its neck and legs are super long like trees. Its tongue is super long too. Its body is all spotted-! It even has two horns on its head-! It eats grass-!





  ━Ayy, who would believe such a lie? Maybe if it were a horse with a horn.





  It seems everyone is doing well.





  I had heard that after the sea monsters near the Ideope archipelago were successfully subjugated, the continent and the islands of Ideope began to exchange trade. Seeing the results like this makes me feel quite satisfied.





  Since trade with the continent has begun, the shortage of men and the food crisis that had gripped the entire island must have mostly been resolved.





  That's good.





  I turned my gaze away from the pink-haired girls and scanned the large crowds. But I didn't see any familiar faces.





  Where are Luna, Paranoy, and Antiope?





  "It's going to be hard to find people in the streets like this."





  At my words, Hippolyte began to lead the way as if she knew something.





  "I think I have a general idea of where they might be. Most of them will probably be gathered over there. Let's go to the Olympia square."





  The square?





  Fearing I might lose even Hippolyte in the crowd, I moved quickly, following her long ponytail.





  And so, after walking for a few minutes, we arrived at the civic square located in the center of Olympia.





  "Oh."





  In the center of the square, bustling with all sorts of stalls, musicians, and clowns, stood a pyramid-shaped steeple that captured everyone's attention.





  It was so high that it could be easily seen from anywhere in the square. It could well be called a landmark.





  At the very top sat a large bowl-like vessel. The important thing was that a flame with a very familiar feel was blazing inside that bowl.





  Hwareuk, hwareureuk-.





  It was a bright crimson flame.





  Its identity was none other than the holy fire of Mars that we had worked so hard to obtain.





  The fact that the flame Paranoy had sucked into his mouth was burning up there meant that the others must be somewhere nearby, right?





  Sure enough, I saw Luna waving her hand at us from beneath that tall steeple.





  "Hassan, Hippolyte-! Over here, over here-!"





  Bung-bung-bung-.





  We approached Luna, who was waving her hand vigorously.





  "I said to meet in front of the steeple by lunch! You made it just in time! I just finished my market shopping too!"





  In Luna's other hand was a heavy-looking bundle. Glancing inside, I saw it was full of strange-looking fruits, flowers, and root vegetables.





  It seems she's been out at the market since morning.





  "Where are Paranoy and Antiope?"





  When I asked while taking some of the load, Luna answered without hesitation.





  "I don't know-!"





  The answer came out so fast it was as if it hadn't even passed through her brain. It's good that she doesn't lie.





  "You don't know, then."





  "They probably went to the festival executive headquarters tent or somewhere? Paranoy said he's in charge of the festival with the city bigwigs. Antiope said she wants to participate in the athletic festival being held this time."





  At those words, Hippolyte took an apple from the bundle, bit into it, and let out a long nasal sound-heuung.





  "So Antiope is participating. As expected, she couldn't give up on the Amazoness Queen selection match she's been waiting for so long."





  "What about you, Hippolyte? Aren't you going to participate?"





  "I-."





  At Luna's question, Hippolyte gently stroked her belly.





  "An Amazoness with a child cannot participate in the selection match. Having a child means having to take a break from adventuring for a while."





  So there was such a rule.





  Come to think of it, Hippolyte had consistently refused to get pregnant. She had said she couldn't have a child because she had so much to do. So that was the rule.





  At that, Luna spoke as if she knew something about it.





  "There was a proverb among adventurers that having a child is the end of adventure-! Because once you have a child, you have to make stable choices rather than gambles like adventuring."





  "Yes, Nyx-dotti. It's for a similar reason."





  Hippolyte's voice as she nodded sounded like it was entwined with many emotions.


  


  I felt like I could vaguely understand why Silleyia had clicked her tongue in disapproval when she saw Hippolyte sitting languidly in her rocking chair.





  As the one often called the second-in-command, Silleyia must have been looking forward to a showdown with Hippolyte. Entering the competition without Hippolyte must have felt somewhat empty.





  Jirit, jirit-.





  Just then, I felt a sensation vibrating at the nape of my neck. My herbivore-like sensitive instinct for danger had kicked in. So when I jerked my shoulder back.





  Pat-.





  I saw someone hurriedly disappear into the crowd after bumping into my shoulder.





  "What the. If you bump into someone, you should apologize."





  "Hassan, are you okay? You didn't get pickpocketed, did you? You have to watch out for pickpockets in places like this!"





  At Luna's urgent question, I fumbled through my pockets.





  "Hmm?"





  And then, I realized one strange thing. A scroll I hadn't seen before was tucked into my waistband.





  "What's this?"





  I unfurled the scroll-chwaak.





  The characters written there were a sequence of strange and eerie squiggles.





  "What. It's just trash. How dare they, how dare they dump trash in my pocket-!"





  It wasn't pickpocketing, but 'pocket-stuffing'?





  How dare they stuff my pocket-. And with trash like this-!





  I was intensely furious at this unacceptable behavior. I hadn't even been this incensed when fighting Mars. To dump trash in my pocket.





  ━What's that, the ground is shaking?





  ━Is it an earthquake?





  ━Is Mount Hyphos about to erupt?





  Gooooo-. As my rage began to shake the surroundings, Hippolyte, who had narrowed her eyes at the characters, said a word.





  "This isn't trash. It's Runes. The language of the ancient Elves. It's commonly seen in places like labyrinths or ruins."





  "The language of the ancient Elves? Then, can you interpret it?"





  "I know it to some extent. It says..., Below. Rat. Flame. Eye. Shade. Evasion. And..., I don't know the last word."





  At Hippolyte's interpretation, Luna clapped her hands together-jjak.





  "It must be like a secret letter-!"





  A secret letter.





  Who on earth?
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  Below. Mouse. Flame. Eye. Shadow. Evasion.





  And finally, one word that Hippolyte couldn't decipher.





  That was the content of the scroll slipped into my sleeve.





  "It looks like a secret letter-! Maybe it's some kind of code...! What's it about? What's it about? It's totally fascinating!"





  Luna rejoiced as if she'd found a treasure map upon seeing the writing on the scroll, like a female pirate. Seeing Luna happy made me feel pretty good too, but....





  Still, who would put something like this in my pocket?





  "Seriously, who slipped this in here?"





  I look around. Since there were so many people bustling and swarming around, I couldn't possibly tell who bumped into me.





  But I can be sure it wasn't just some ordinary person.





  Even though I'm now on par with Mars, the God of Strife. It must have been someone with such stealthy skills that even my sensitive senses had trouble detecting them.
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  What if that guy had put something other than a scroll in my pocket, like poison, a water bottle, or a bomb? Or what if he had stabbed me in the gut with a knife?





  I might have been in serious damn trouble.





  Places crowded like this are surprisingly common spots for assassinations, so it's not an entirely impossible scenario.





  "Hassan, Below. Mouse. Flame. Eye. Shadow. Evasion. What could this mean? What's it about? What's it about? It's totally fascinating!"





  "Well, I don't really know what it means either."





  Luna spoke, and I shifted my focus. Maybe if I decipher the contents of the scroll, I can figure out who did this to me?





  Of course, as I mentioned earlier, the content is hard to understand.





  The reliable adventurer Hippolyte also just hummed 'Hmm-' while looking at the written contents. After tilting her head this way and that for a while, she narrowed her brow and opened her mouth.





  "Seek warmth in the shade, avoiding the eyes?"





  "Is that the interpretation of these words?"





  "No, I don't know either. Ancient fairy languages are generally just a string of words. Depending on how you interpret them, the meaning can change completely."





  That's why they say it's often used as a cipher.





  Apparently, it takes quite some time to decipher even if someone steals the cipher or the message is discovered. At that moment, Luna tugged insistently at my arm.





  "Ah! I think I get it! Isn't it like the mice from downstairs are evading into the shadows, avoiding the flames and eyes?"





  "What are you talking about?"





  "Mice are usually slang for thieves or spies, right? Mice from downstairs would mean the thieves' guild from underground. They have to escape into the shadows, a safe place, a hideout, avoiding the flames and eyes of the holy fire!"





  Thieves escaping into hiding, avoiding the festival.





  It was a whimsical imagination, typical of Luna, who always says odd things. But listening to it, it actually seemed to have some logic.





  If they can slip things into my sleeve, there are no people more skilled in stealth and secret handiwork than thieves.





  "What do you think? Isn't my deduction plausible? With the festival starting, maybe the thieves were trying to move stolen goods, avoiding people's eyes? They're doing their business stealthily when everyone's attention is focused on the festival!"


  


  At Luna's words, dark figures moving large objects and luggage came to mind.





  Normally, such suspicious behavior would be questioned, but the bustling atmosphere of the city just as the festival is about to begin might camouflage their actions.





  Hippolyte also nodded as if Luna's deduction made sense.





  "It does have some logic. Then, why is the thieves' coded message in Hassan's possession?"





  "Well, Hassan looks like a master thief...! He looks cool, like the young leader of a thieves' guild, so maybe they mistook him?"





  "I see. I do feel a thief's aura from Hassan."





  Hippolyte seemed convinced by Luna's strange explanation.





  Master thief, huh. But the fact that she got it somewhat right sent a shiver down my spine regarding Luna's intuition. Is it because my voodoo level has increased, enhancing my senses?





  Soon, Luna started leading me somewhere.





  "Maybe we can catch those thieves and snatch the treasure! Hassan, let's hurry and find out the last word-!"





  "Where are we going to find out the word?"





  "Snakes don't know the snake's path! Spiders know the spider's house! Then, wouldn't fairies know the fairy language?"





  With Luna's enthusiastic drive, I decided to follow along for now.











   *      *      *











  Olympia's central plaza.





  Not far from the spire where the sacred torch was placed, there was an area where tents were clustered.





  That place was none other than the festival headquarters, responsible for hosting and managing Olympia's festival, the grand athletic meet.





  In that place, already bustling with many officials and related personnel, I spotted a person with short, vermillion hair shining in the sunlight.





  "For the medals awarded to the winners, we should engrave the logo of our Black Brotherhood, the grand patron of this athletic meet-!"





  "Would a shape like this be okay?"





  In front of them was perhaps the Mayor of this city, Olympia.





  Paranoy was noisily babbling something.





  "That's right-! It's a magnificent swastika symbol-! Truly a vortex sucking you into space and time, the shape of a spinning wheel-!"





  "Then, you will certainly provide the gold and silver for the medals, won't you? There's quite a large amount. Our city's budget is actually struggling to handle this situation...."





  "Since the liberation of Hell, our Black Brotherhood has possessed unparalleled financial power among various foundations-! Don't worry, just put a big name on the sponsor list-!"





  "Would a size like this be good?"





  "Bigger is better-! And, for the winner of the Amazoness Queen match, the highlight of the athletic festival, we will award a crown made of black laurel-!"





  "Where do we get the black laurel leaves?"





  "You'll have to find that yourselves-!"





  Listening to the conversation, it seemed they were discussing financial matters regarding the sponsorship of the upcoming tournament.





  "Paranoy, what are you doing there."





  "Ah! Hassan-nim has arrived-! Didn't you bring Paranoy's loyal friend, Blackie...?"





  Paranoy seemed to be looking for Cerberus's presence over my shoulder. However, walking around the city with such a large dog is dangerous.





  "He's resting in the stable. Anyway, what are you doing?"





  "We were discussing the sponsorship for the grand athletic festival starting tomorrow-! We're hanging giant balloons and banners everywhere to promote Hassan-nim's great name and the name of his right-hand man and chairman, Paranoy, throughout the continent-!"





  "Yeah. You're doing well."





  There were times I worried if I could manage religion and faith well. Thanks to Paranoy and the various priests working together, the sect's influence has grown smoothly.





  『Items Held by Hassan


  Number of Followers: 5941


  Number of Foundations: 18


  Number of Temples: 1


  Number of Priests: 95


  Number of Blessings: 4


  Overall: God Ruling a Vast Domain - The myths and stories written down are already legendary.』


  Notification: Follower Paranoy's promotion has failed.』





  There's a world of difference between the graveyard worship that started with one or two followers and me now. The item evaluating me is now also 'God Ruling a Vast Domain'.





  Magnificent.





  When I return to the temple, it would be good to manipulate the temple management items well, get promoted, and grant new blessings.





  If the promotion for this athletic festival goes well, it will probably increase explosively, damn it.





  Then, Task Points will also gather much more.





  There's no harm in maximizing the Task Points before heading to Alfheim.





  "Hassan, hurry and show me that scroll-!"





  While I was complicating my mind with various tasks, Luna poked my back. Only then could I recall why I had sought out Paranoy.





  "Hey, Paranoy. Do you happen to know ancient fairy language?"





  Nymphs, like elves, are fairies.





  So we wondered if Paranoy might know something about this ancient fairy language.





  "Let me take a look-!"





  Chwararak-.





  "This is... this is the language of the Dryads-!"





  Paranoy said so after looking at the letters for a long time.





  "What's a Dryad?"





  "Now they're broadly called Nymphs, but long ago, before Nymphs received blessings from Goddess Juno. Ancient Nymphs had types...! Dryads. Naiads. Sylphs, those are them-!"





  "Really?"





  Nymphs had types too. Starting with mountain nymphs and forest nymphs. Autumn nymphs, spring nymphs. Ancient fairies of honey water and ditch water had another classification.





  Damn, that's complicated.





  I felt relieved that now they're just unified as Nymphs.





  Then Luna asked.





  "So what is this Dryad language? This is the last word. I don't understand!"





  "Heh-heh-. Paranoy is also a mountain Nymph, close to trees and grass, a Dryad...! I can sense this word instinctively-!"





  Paranoy, laughing confidently, gently touched the letters written on the scroll with his palm.





  "This is... this is Kairos-. The ancient fairy word for time-!"





  "It's time! Then, Below. Mouse. Flame. Eye. Shadow. Evasion. Time. That's what it is?"





  "That's right-! And, here, this scroll smells of dry cedar-! The person who wrote this document might have a talent similar to Paranoy, a tree fairy-!"





  "I see." I nodded appropriately.





  Thus, the one hint I got from Paranoy was time.





  Time.





  Time?





  Knowing the hint made the deduction feel like it was falling deeper into a labyrinth. In the first place, I'm not good at solving these kinds of things. I'm completely useless at things like escape rooms.





  Of course, I had backup forces named Hippolyte and Luna now, but.





  "Avoid the time, light a fire on the mouse's tail, and escape into the shadows?"





  "Noxdoti, I don't think that's it."





  Since deciphering the cipher itself was not an easy task, the investigation ended up falling into a labyrinth.





  "Shall we eat first?"





  "I like pheasant meat-!"





  We decided to grab a simple lunch at a nearby inn. As we were filling our stomachs moderately, Hippolyte asked Luna as if she had thought of something.





  "Noxdoti. Come to think of it, can't you use a spell to find the owner of an item? If you use that spell, maybe you can find the owner of the scroll."





  "Well, about that. We don't know what might happen. The reason they gave us a cipher like this must mean they want to hide their identity. If we suddenly find them with a spell, it could be dangerous."





  Luna's and Hippolyte's gazes turned towards me.





  Are they asking me to make the decision?





  Honestly, I had many questions about the identity of the person who instantly breached my personal space and slipped something into my sleeve.





  What could be called my instinct and intuition tells me not to take this situation lightly. In the end, is the only answer to directly find the scroll's author using Luna's spell?





  "Hassan, magic is truly a last resort. There's also about a 30% chance the magic could fail...."





  I said with determination to Luna, who sounded somewhat unsure.





  "Please try finding it, Luna. If the failure rate is 30%, the success rate is much higher. Then you, Luna, can do it well now."





  "R-really? Then I'll do it! Innkeeper-! Give me some salt here-!"





  Luna borrowed salt from the inn and drew a six-pointed star formation on the table instantly.





  Then, she placed the scroll on top and set it ablaze using a nearby burning candle.





  "Drip-drip falling rain. Small night, tracking witchcraft of the small yard-! Hiooot...!"





  Along with a battle cry of a strange name.





  Hwarureuk-.





  The scroll and salt began to burn, leaving behind soot. Watching that, Hippolyte narrowed her brow.





  "Burning the scroll? Then wouldn't the evidence disappear?"





  "That's why I wanted to postpone this spell until the very end. It's irreversible now. Now the karma tied to this scroll will guide us to its owner."





  Luna trailed off, saying, 'I hope it succeeds-'.





  We stared at the burning scroll on the table with tense eyes. The innkeeper protested something midway, but it wasn't important to us.





  30% failure. Or 70% success.





  Seumeol, seumeol-.





  Soon, hazy smoke rose from the burning scroll along with a musty smell. That smoke flowed in one direction as if drawn by something.





  "Done-! It succeeded-! If we follow that smoke, we'll be able to find the owner of the karma!"
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  Did our earnest pleas reach them?





  Luna's spell, which had a fairly high chance of failure, succeeded.





  The smoke from the burning scroll rose high towards the ceiling and escaped through the inn's door cracks.





  "Let's hurry and chase the smoke before we lose it-!"





  At Luna's words, we placed the payment for the food we ate on the table and dashed out towards the street.





  Chasing the high, pale smoke wasn't particularly difficult, but it felt like an adventure, making my heart pound.





  "Hey, don't push me."





  "Did a fire break out at home? Why are you all running so busily?"





  "Strange people."





  As we rushed through the crowd gathered for the festival, pushing people aside, those whose shoulders we bumped frowned and muttered curses.





  Running through the crowd gathered for the festival was, in a way, a fucking impolite act.





  "Sorry! Coming through-!"





  Of course, we had no time to worry about such things and had to chase the smoke. The smoke's speed was getting faster, and it felt like we might lose it if we weren't careful.





  And so, the place we arrived at was the southern district of Olympia City.





  In the city's southern district, rough and sinister-looking scar-faced individuals walked the streets armed with daggers and swords. It looked like a place with poor security at first glance.





  Is that thing lying on the ground perhaps a corpse?





  There's fucking blood everywhere.





  "Gah-."





  No, seeing him groaning, it seems he's not a corpse yet, but is in the process of becoming one. Looks like he was stabbed in the back.





  I could tell that the streets of this city's south gate were a place with very poor security.





  The puddles created by carelessly hung laundry lines and damp clothes. Mud. The sinister gazes of the rats swarming in the corners and the drunks slumped on the street were familiar, if you could call it that.





  It felt similar to the west gate area of Sodomora, where our cabin is.





  "The smoke is over there. Let's chase it."





  Following Hippolyte's words, we went into a deeper alley. After walking for a while like that. Amidst the relatively quiet and deserted cabins, we finally lost the smoke.





  "I can't see it anymore. We lost it."





  Hippolyte clicked her tongue with a hint of regret. Luna added words to her as if to console her.





  "It's a spell that disappears when you get close. It means the scroll's owner is somewhere nearby. We'll know if we search the vicinity."





  "This slum looks quite complicated, though. Isn't it impossible to search it one by one? This might not be a problem that can be solved within today."





  Hippolyte seemed to feel a bit tired that what started as a casual outing was dragging on longer than expected.





  As she said, finding a person whose face we didn't even know in this vast slum was almost impossible.





  Then, Luna, twitching her nose with a *keung-keung-* sound, turned her head.





  "Wood smell. I smell wood. A dry wood smell. The smell of raw timber!"





  Wood smell?





  While I was briefly curious about what Luna was trying to say, I recalled Paranoy mentioning that the scroll smelled of cedarwood.





  "Then, we just need to find the place that smells like cedarwood."





  "Yep, yep!"





  And so, following Luna, whose sense of smell was exceptionally keen, the place we went to was...





  *Chwa-reureureu-.*





  There was a small yard where white flowers swayed abundantly in the trembling wind. And beyond it, a small cabin was visible.





  "Luna, is this it?"





  "Yeah! That cabin seems to be built of cedarwood. It has a dry yet fragrant smell from the wood and planks. That's why it's high-quality timber. I smelled it before when I was getting furniture for the cabin."





  "I see."





  Not knowing what would appear, we cautiously approached the cabin. When we tapped the lion-shaped door handle on the door with a *tak-tak-* sound, a slight stir came from inside.





  *Buseureok, buseureok-.*





  "What is it? Looks like someone's here outside?"





  "Who's here? Is anyone expected?"





  "Now that I think about it, I think the branch manager mentioned guests would arrive this afternoon..."





  The voices heard were two. No, judging by the footsteps, it sounded like more than three? I never expected three people to be inside this small cabin.





  Preparing to throw a punch if necessary, we waited for the door to open.





  *Dalkak. Gi-iik-.*





  With the sound of the lock being released, the door opened inwards.





  And what was visible inside was long brown hair and a robe close to ash-grey. And next to that hair, pointed, long ears were noticeable.





  "Elf-?"





  What revealed itself inside the cabin, just as Luna exclaimed, was an elf.





  "Who are you people?"





  It was a male elf with dark circles under his eyes. His face was handsome, as expected of an elf, but he looked somewhat awkward and gloomy, giving the impression he might be dealing with some bad medicine.





  His eyes, visible through the open door crack, were filled with suspicion. He soon looked towards Luna, seeming to notice the necklace shimmering around her neck.





  "Adventurers... Are you adventurers...?"





  "Y-yes-!"





  Is it improvisation? Luna quickly answered.





  "We're adventurers!"





  "The branch manager mentioned hiring a few adventurers. It seems you are them? Please come inside quickly."





  *Deolkeok. Gi-iik-.*





  With the sound of the lock being released, the door opened inwards. And the structure inside was fully revealed. It was just a typical home cabin with a table, chairs, and shelves with simple tools, so there wasn't anything particularly special about it.





  *Gi-iik-.*





  The underground entrance open from the floor was, after all, far from ordinary. A female elf, half-peeking out from the passage, spoke to us.





  "The rats have increased drastically recently! It seems due to the earthquake a while ago. Cracks formed underground, and monsters might have nested there."





  Hippolyte, with her hand on her sword's sheath, asked.





  "Rats?"





  "Yes! Rats! Did the branch manager not tell you the details? Rats avoid fire and seek shade, you know."





  Rats. Shade. Fire. Avoid-.





  Familiar keywords were heard.





  "What the fuck."





  Were they hiring adventurers to catch rats?





  Realizing the truth we had longed for was more pathetic and shabby than expected, I felt both relief and emptiness.





  Rats.





  We're not newbie adventurers who just reached Iron Tier. Are they trying to hire us just to catch rats? Isn't this as much a waste of manpower and time as using a cow-slaughtering knife to catch a rat?





  "The rats have increased drastically recently! It seems due to the earthquake a while ago. Cracks formed underground, and monsters might have nested there."





  "A branch for what?"





  In response to Hippolyte's question, the female elf said as we descended underground.





  "The Reconstruction Foundation of Alfheim. The Olympia branch was established not long ago, so they built a temporary building here. Would you like to sponsor us?"





  The Reconstruction Foundation of Alfheim, huh.





  Didn't they say the Elf spies operating secretly on the Gaia continent were related to the Reconstruction Foundation of Alfheim? The danger level suddenly increased again.





  Isn't this an ordinary rat-catching request?





  "Come down for now!"





  Since the female elf shouted from the floor, we decided to go down through the door and ladder opened in the floor.





  And so, the place we went down to was-.





  "The space is wider than I thought."





  Wasn't there quite a spacious area, as Hippolyte said? The passage was wide, and there were many rooms, making the cabin seem five or six times larger than its visible size.





  "A Dwarf moonshiner was secretly making moonshine here. Since Bacchus, the God of Wine, died, the alcohol wasn't being made well, so he sold it to us cheaply."





  Bacchus, huh.





  Hearing that name from the lips of the elves, known to be involved in Bacchus's assassination, made me heighten my vigilance.





  Of course, Luna, unaware of this fact, merely added an interested remark while looking at the wooden barrels visible around.





  "So that's why there are so many oak barrels! Can I get one? I need an oak barrel too."





  "After the request is finished. Take as many as you want. So, the passage teeming with rats is right over there."





  The female elf pointed with her finger to a rat hole opened in the corner. Under the torchlight, in that gap in the wall, there was a hole just big enough for a small child to barely crawl through.





  *Dalgrak, dalgal, dalgal-.*





  If you listened closely, you could hear something crawling around a lot beyond it. Is this the sound of rats? No, it feels a bit different from rats...





  "My cat... it was dragged away and eaten by the rats that came out from there. They're ferocious ones."


  


  Luna hugged her own arm and trembled at the elf's explanation.





  "Rats that eat cats? They're scary ones."





  "Still, you guys are very strong, right? The branch manager chose her people well. Please drive away the rats. Otherwise, we might be driven away by the rats from this land we just settled..."





  The female elf spoke almost tearfully. My ears, trained to discern a certain level of lies from Paranoy's sly and cunning falsehoods, could sense the sincerity in the female elf's voice.





  "Every night, I can't sleep at all because of the sound of rats scratching the walls and crying... It's truly terrible. It wasn't this bad before."





  I could roughly understand why the elves here had dark circles under their eyes.





  Luna tilted her head.





  "Hassan, what should we do?"





  "I'll finish it quickly. We need to go inside, so I'll break down the wall."





  *Kung-*





  I kicked the wall hard, and the hastily built bricks crumbled down with a *ureureu-* sound. Soon, red eyes glowing beyond it sent shivers down my spine.





  "Is that a rat?"





  No. It wasn't a rat.





  "Jjeujeu, jijjeujeu-. *Jijjeujeu-*."





  "Centipedes."





  "They're creepy."





  It was centipedes, just as Hippolyte said.





  So many of them. Their black carapaces gleamed, indicating they were healthy centipedes that had fed well. Each one was about the size of my forearm.





  "It wasn't rats-!"





  "Run-! Fuck!"





  The elves were horrified seeing the centipedes. Well, it's natural for them to be horrified seeing so many-legged centipedes swarming like that. Even I felt my brow furrow slightly at those wriggling things.





  However, except for spiders, there were no insects I feared.





  Centipedes and bees were all just ingredients for herbal medicine in front of me.





  "I'll handle it."





  I strode towards the swarm of centipedes, exuding intense killing intent.





  "Hmph-!"





  "*Jjik-*!"





  Perhaps startled by my loud voice, the centipedes trembled violently, flipping onto their backs as if they had drunk pesticide.





  "Whoa-."





  And among those swarms of centipedes, I discovered a particularly large king centipede. Its size was as thick and large as a mid-level dragon.





  "*Jjeujeu, jijjeujeu-. *Jijjeujeu-*."





  "What are you saying? Anyway, you're the king here, aren't you?"





  I considered killing it with my hands, but worried about catching germs, so I decided to use ninjutsu.





  "-Water Release: Water Colliding Wave!"





  When I clapped my palms together with a *jjak-* to complete the ninjutsu. A giant spike that burst up from the floor mercilessly pierced the centipede's body, shredding it.





  "*Jjik....*"





  With that, the request was over.





  The remaining centipede swarm was herded together into one spot using the bug repellent spray Luna took out, and then all were put into oak barrels.





  "Hehe. If I make fertilizer with this. Poisonous herbs will grow lushly! It'd be good to grind it up and use it for poison darts too!"





  Luna seemed very happy to have obtained a large quantity of centipedes.





  "Here, I'll give you a bug repellent spray. Use it if centipedes appear later!"





  "It's, it's amazing. Truly, truly amazing adventurers! It wasn't rats, but giant centipedes. To defeat those terrifying creatures in an instant-!"





  "What was that magic just now? The trees, they shot up from the floor..."





  The elves seemed very impressed by the quickly concluded request. Just then, the upstairs door rang with a *ttok-ttok-* sound.





  "The branch manager must be back!"





  The elves went upstairs immediately. Soon, when they reappeared, a male elf with ash-grey hair and a Silver Tier adventurer wearing a silver necklace appeared together underground.





  "Skadi, the branch manager said that this Silver Tier adventurer here was hired to catch rats?"





  "Hello. I am Juicy Coolpiece, a Silver Tier adventurer. Where are the rats-?"





  "If it's rats... then who are these people here? Branch manager, what's going on? Aren't these the adventurers you hired?"





  "What the."





  "What happened?"





  I couldn't understand many things about the situation that was suddenly unfolding.





  *Seuk-* The moment I saw the face of the person called the branch manager who newly appeared, something ran through the circuits in my head and was instantly recalled.





  It was a memory.





  A boyish, short-haired elf with a cold impression. The memory of her ran through the circuits in my head and was instantly recalled.





  "You-."





  "These people are my other clients! I had another request!"





  Before I could speak. The elf called the branch manager preempted me and shouted loudly.





  Soon, after laughing an awkwardly loud *ahahaha-* laugh, she started pushing my back with her hand.





  *Kku-iik-.*





  "It was a personal request. A really big. Bug. In my room. I had to kill it. Yes. Everyone, come this way!"





  In the end, we ended up going into the branch manager's office, located in the furthest corner even within this dim moonshine workshop.





  After she slammed the thick door shut with a *kwang-* sound and held her ear to the door for a few seconds, observing the situation outside.





  Realizing no one was around, she started shouting at me to the point where the hair on my neck stood on end.





  "Why are you here now! Hassan-!"





  "That's what I should be saying, Mimil. I thought I wouldn't see your face again."





  "Damn it, what's that supposed to mean? Didn't you read the letter I gave you? We were supposed to meet in the time of rats, hidden from people's eyes, under the shadow of the holy flame...!"





  In the time of rats, hidden from people's eyes, meet under the holy flame.





  Fuck, was that what the letter said?





  Does the time of rats mean midnight?





  I could fucking never have predicted this.





  Mimil, an elf who had previously pursued Elfriede and invaded Sodomora, said, nervously shaking her hair.





  "It's all messed up. If it continues like this, that man will notice. Even as we speak, the branch members will find it suspicious. Ah..."





  The Mimil I remembered was cool, just like she looked. Seeing her so flustered, I knew something serious was going on.





  I calmly asked Mimil, who was becoming nervously agitated without order. Then, she looked around and slowly opened her lips.





  "I don't know the man's name. But he called himself a traveler. He also called himself a traitor."





  Traveler. Traitor.





  Two familiar keywords became karma, flowing down my back.





  "Tell me more."





  "That man can exist anywhere. He can appear anywhere. And he hides everywhere, watching everything. Nowhere is safe."
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  Elfriede is a traitor who committed a great crime in Alfheim.





  The pursuers dispatched from Alfheim to chase such an Elfriede are cold-blooded killers with a brilliant talent for hunting humans.





  First of all, Calidur of the Flash.





  Calidur was a damn powerful Elf, strong enough to handle most things with his bare hands. The Elves dispatched as Calidur's reinforcements were the same.





  Dermod of Collapse. Daltor of Lightning. 





  And Mimir of Cycle.





  Mimir was the sole woman among the pursuers. 





  I remember she could use magic, but what left the strongest impression was that she was a beauty who displayed a somewhat cynical attitude, much like her chilly appearance.





  "Dammit-."





  However, the current Mimir looked quite disheveled, to the point of spitting out profanities without hesitation. 





  It also meant that, unlike many Elves who usually maintain a cold and composed appearance, she was showing the cracks in her heart without restraint.





  I thought it would be best to calm her down before she got even more agitated and started acting out. 





  In that sense, I quickly snatched her palm and pressed down firmly on the thumb area.





  "What the-. Why are you suddenly touching my hand?"





  Mimir hwiik- shook off my hand.





  I replied lightly to escape the charge of harassment.





  "Just calm down. It's a pressure point that's good for calming nerves. Anyway, explain more about what that traveler fellow is up to."





  "...."





  Instead of answering immediately, Mimir gently massaged her palm, which had turned red from my pressure. 





  Whether she was trying to calm down or trying to think, Mimir held her tongue for a while. It was after a brief silence that she opened her mouth again.





  "...That man, they say he visited Alfheim one day."





  "He visited Alfheim?"





  "Yes. He wasn't a being of Alfheim. He wasn't our god either. Anyway, he told us Elves about the Gaia continent beyond the mist and beyond the veil of the sea."





  I etched Mimir's words and all the keywords into my mind. Imprinting them so I would never forget, I asked back about what I was curious about.





  "You don't know his appearance or anything like that?"





  "I don't. I've never met him personally. According to the elders, he was tall. They said he was someone who possessed an intense aura."





  Tall.





  A person with an intense aura, huh.





  When Mars explained about the traitor of the gods, he said it was someone I had met before. Was there someone tall with an intense aura among those I had met?





  Actually, there were such people.





  Diana, Apollo, Mars, Jupiter, and so on-all the gods I've met were tall and had intense auras. Fuck, looking at it this way, it's a completely useless hint.





  While I was feeling a bit disappointed, Mimir shook her head as if she couldn't take it anymore and said.





  "I really can't do this. Let's just pass the time until midnight. That man has ears everywhere. He's someone with terrifyingly good hearing."





  "Is that so?"





  Is he someone who installed wiretaps all over the place?





  "They say that when it becomes the hour of the rat, that man's power weakens. It would be better to talk then. I'll give you a guest room. Rest there. And don't show any signs of this to the other Elves."


  


  "I'll do that then."





  Curious about the story that would come out of Mimir's mouth, I decided to spend some time at this Olympia branch of the New Alfheim Reconstruction Foundation.





  "The centipedes are running away-!"





  As Luna chased away the remaining centipedes, and I helped repair broken furniture or observed the appearances of the Elves, time passed quickly.





  After going through such a busy time, Hippolyte, who sat down in the drawing room for a moment, looked around and said.





  "I never imagined that the contents of the scroll would be a message to meet under the tower at the hour of the rat. I still have a long way to go. Actually, Antiope is good at this kind of tracking."
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  Hippolyte showed a slightly reflective attitude as she recalled her mistaken deduction. 





  Her self-discipline must be what raised her to the position of a high-ranking adventurer.





  Luna also added a word.





  "So, Hassan. How do you know the branch manager here? You seem to know her quite well. About each other-. You weren't that close when we met at the tavern before."





  In her narrowly slit eyes, suspicion and jealousy were mixed half and half. 





  "No. We're not close. It's not like that-. It's more like an ill-fated relationship-."





  I explained to Luna and Hippolyte the process and circumstances of how I came to know Mimir. 





  The fact that the pursuers who followed Elfriede were in Sodomora. That Mimir was one of them, and that I didn't expect to meet her again like this here.





  "-That's how it happened."





  "If that's the case."





  Hippolyte, who had heard the general story, asked as if another curiosity had arisen.





  "What is that traveler, that traitor? They were words that kept coming up in the conversation. Hassan, you also reacted strongly."





  "That is...."





  Among the gods of this Gaia continent, there is one who betrayed their own kin and sold them out to the Elves-. That is the truth. 





  I hesitated whether I should tell that fact to Hippolyte or Luna and increase the confusion. The reason I hadn't told them the truth until now was because of this hesitation.





  Is it okay to drag them into this?





  If I tell them the truth, won't my companions end up in unnecessary danger?





  I found myself walking a tightrope between those risks and the potential benefit of coming up with good ideas if we put our heads together.





  I decided to make a choice.





  "From now on, you must swear by the River Styx to keep what is said here a secret from others."





  Hippolyte narrowed her eyes upon hearing my words.





  "Since the underworld is broken, the River Styx might not be what it used to be. But yes. I promise. On my honor."





  "Luna, what about you?"





  "I promise too! I don't have honor, but! On the tribe of the Small Yard!"





  "Alright then-."





  Having been guaranteed confidentiality, I slowly opened my lips after confirming with my sensitive senses that there were no listening ears around us.





  "There is a traitor who sold out the gods of Hypos. It's highly probable that Bacchus's death, Hypos's long silence, and the current wars are all related to that person."





  Words that have left the mouth cannot be taken back.





  I had already factored in the ripple effect those words would bring.





  It must have been the same for Hippolyte, who was on the receiving end of the secret. She trembled her shoulders as if she was very surprised by my story.





  "Is that true? I see why you tried to hide it. Now that we've learned the truth, we've become irreversibly entangled in these causalities."





  Hippolyte was reflecting on her rash choice. Unlike Hippolyte, Luna seemed to have more questions.





  "Why on earth? Who? For what reason? Why betray the gods? They're family!"





  "I don't know either. That's why I'm trying to find out now. If it's a being that can threaten the gods of Hypos, I'll surely clash with them someday. It's better to block or prepare for it in advance."





  Luna trembled at my vague answer.





  "Mom and Dad won't be in danger, right? I hope the two of them, who must be somewhere, are safe-."





  I wanted to comfort Luna by saying they would be fine, but I couldn't say anything because I had no certainty that they were safe. 





  This situation where I don't know who will be entangled how, and who is involved.





  I feel like I can understand a little bit of Mimir's feeling when she made a fuss about there being no one to trust.





  





  *         *         *


  








  When it became midnight.





  Everyone had left work, and only I, Mimir, and my companions remained in the empty basement of the foundation. 





  Daeng, daeng, daeng- rang the grandfather clock.





  Only after seeing off the last of the employees did Mimir close all the doors and windows and let out a deep hwoo- sigh.





  "Now it's done. Anyway, Hassan. There was something I wanted to say to you. You could say there's a task I want to commission you for."





  "A commission?"





  "Yes. A commission. Before long, a great crisis will strike this Gaia continent. I want you to stop it."





  "A crisis is coming-."





  And she says it's a crisis for the continent. Just what on earth has to happen for the continent to be in such danger?





  As if answering my curiosity, Mimir said.


  


  "Before long, the volcano will erupt. The giant volcano of Hypos will erupt. You must stop it."





  Hypos is going to erupt?





  That was quite surprising.





  If that high mountain were to have a major eruption, not only the nearby city of Olympia but everything might be swept away. 





  Perhaps the living creatures and what could be called civilization on this land right now could be reset. 





  Fuck, that's definitely a crisis for the continent and the ecosystem. No wonder there's a hypothesis about volcanic eruptions being the cause of the dinosaurs' extinction.





  Uuuuuu- I feel like the grudges of the poor dinosaurs are echoing in my ears.





  "Uuuuuu-. A volcano-."





  Ah. It wasn't the grudge of a dinosaur, but Luna's growling.





  However, only Hippolyte shook her head as if it were nonsense.





  "Elf. The Hypos volcano does not erupt. Around Mount Hypos, the priests of Vulcanus are calming the rivers of fire with endless hammering. It's common knowledge on the Gaia continent."





  Vulcanus is the god in charge of blacksmiths, furnaces, and volcanoes. 





  Since I was far from the work of a forge, I had no reason to be associated with him, but I heard he is very closely related to people living in volcanic regions, carpenters, and blacksmiths.





  "I know too. The priests of Vulcanus."





  Did Mimir also know that?





  "That they are calming the volcano by driving in golden pillars with hot hammering. I know. But, the priests of Vulcanus will all die before long. At the hands of the assassins sent by us Elves."





  "What? What does that mean?"





  Luna asked in surprise.





  "Are you saying you Elves are trying to make the volcano erupt on purpose? Don't you know it'll be a real disaster if those people stop hammering?"





  "Yes. It will be a disaster. I was dispatched to this city for that disaster. To make the volcano erupt."





  Seureureuk, kkwaaak-.





  "You-. Elf-."





  Before I knew it, Hippolyte had grabbed Mimir by the collar and lifted her into the air. The fragile Elf's body just floated up without any chance to resist.





  "Isn't that the same as saying you Elves are going to massacre the people of the Gaia continent? What is the reason for confessing that?"





  Gooooo-.





  "Try making an excuse-. Give me a reason why I shouldn't kill you right here and now, Elf-!"





  A tingling murderous intent radiated from Hippolyte, who spoke in a concise tone. 





  Mimir, who was fully receiving that murderous intent, just muttered something small with a pale face.





  "The abyss shall collapse, and the festival shall begin in the city of harmony-. Then, at the effort of the fairy, the mountain shall be enraged and shake the earth. And dye the sky red-."





  "What?" 





  "With that power. At the end of the long winter, the butterfly shall shed its cocoon-."





  "What does that mean?"





  "It's a prophecy. A prophecy written on the trunk of our World Tree in Alfheim. It's the hope of us Elves.... Everything is written there."





  To think such a thing is written on the World Tree.





  I asked.





  "Everything is written?"





  "That the abyss of the Gaia continent would collapse. That a huge festival would be held in that city was also written. You should know what that means by now, Hassan."





  Is the World Tree some kind of giant Namuwiki?





  Mimir continued.





  "When the intense heat generated by the eruption of the volcano Hypos reaches the sky, that magic and powerful energy will melt the ice and snow of our Alfheim, and spring will come where butterflies fly."





  According to Mimir's explanation, to end the winter of Alfheim.





  To fulfill the prophecy written on the World Tree, Elf operatives would raid the Temple of Vulcanus located near Hypos.





  There, they would kill all the priests who were suppressing the volcano.





  And they would make the volcano explode and cause a massive eruption.





  "The snow of your Alfheim melts because a volcano erupts? Is that even possible?"





  "At least Mother World Tree believes so. What Mother believes is the destiny that Elves must achieve."





  "I see. There's no answer when you put it that way."





  "Three days left. The day when the fire of Hypos boils the most. The last Day of Fire of the year. On that day, the Elves will appear. To fulfill the prophecy."





  Hippolyte, who had been listening silently with a furrowed brow, lowered Mimir, whom she had been holding by the collar, and clicked her tongue with a tsk-.





  "To even know the date when the fire of Hypos becomes the strongest. It must have been a secret known only to the gods. Is that also written in your Elves' prophecy?"





  "No, that's what that person told us. The one who came from your Gaia continent. The one who told the Elves how to come to this land."





  Mimir massaged her neck, which had been squeezed by Hippolyte. 





  When she poured water into a cup from a nearby water jar as if her throat was dry, Hippolyte, who was watching with narrowed eyes, asked.





  "Is there anything more you know about that person?"





  "I don't know much about him either. But, if you stop this matter well. I can introduce you to an elder who knows about him. That's my commission reward. I swear."





  "I see."





  Hippolyte seemed convinced in her own way. Helping with a job and receiving a reward. Since that's the way of adventurers, there would be no contract more certain than that for Hippolyte.





  But for me, I couldn't help but have questions.





  "Mimir. Why are you telling us this? You're an Elf. Doesn't telling us this mean you're going to betray the Elves...?"





  "Betrayal...."





  "What about the others who know about this besides you? Are the other Elves I saw earlier today also involved?"





  "No, they really don't know anything. Those friends are people who sincerely want to build a new home in this land of Gaia."





  Mimir's eyes, as she spoke, were sparkling with a mix of pity and longing.





  "This is a story known only to the monks of the Ascetic class. It means only the branch managers know."





  "So, what's the reason you're trying to betray the Elves? If you're a branch manager, it's certain you're in a fairly high position." 





  At my questioning, Mimir stopped talking for a moment. She gently touched the back of her neck with her hand and then answered slowly.





  "Since the abyss of this Gaia continent collapsed, Mother World Tree's influence has weakened noticeably. The shackles monitoring us Elves have also thinned. That's how I came to know. That Calidur, or Elfriede, was right."
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 "Mother World Tree, she's excessively obsessed with the prophecies written on her trunk coming true. The Elves who follow Mother World Tree are the same. I used to be like that too."





 Mimir laughed somewhat self-deprecatingly.





 She stroked the old wood grain of her desk and continued speaking.





 "But, I felt doubt when Kalidur, whom Mother cherished and cared for the most, fell into corruption." 





 "Kalidur?"





 I tried to recall if Kalidur had ever fallen into corruption. 





 "Hmm-."





 Actually, that guy was a renegade monk, one with corruption from the start. That bald bastard who monopolized the attention of the Venus priestesses.





 Nevertheless, Mimir's evaluation of Kalidur was quite generous.





 "Kalidur is the smartest man among those I know. I thought there must be a reason why he criticized Mother World Tree as just a big tree."





 "So, is that related to why you betrayed us, Elf?"





 Mimir shook her head at Hippolyte's interrogative question.





 "I don't know. I don't know why I sought you out. Betraying my own kind. Forgetting the long-cherished wish to restore our homeland, and revealing everything. This feeling is new to me."





 I knew Elves like Mimir.





 Elves who were unfamiliar with various complex emotions. 





 Kalidur was like that, and Elfriede was too. They all shed the shackles that bound them to the World Tree and gradually acquired more human qualities.





 As Mimir said, the World Tree's shackles on the Elves seemed to have loosened considerably. That's why Mimir must have realized what was right through the emotions that were slowly returning.





 "My explanation was rambling. I don't know why I'm like this. That's why."





 Mimir's words ended there.





 Mimir opened her mouth as if she wanted to say more, but when the sound of something like a pendulum clock chiming, *daeng-daeng-*, echoed from deep underground, she stopped speaking.





 "It's past midnight. Now, it's best not to talk anymore. Come find me again at this time tomorrow. At the place I gave you on the note."





 And then, as if to keep silent, she brought her index finger close to her lips.





 *Shwit-*





 "Be careful with your actions, as you might also be under surveillance. You are all too conspicuous, key figures, you see."














 *      *       *











 "Hassan, what do you think about this?"





 Late at night, returning to the City Hall guesthouse.





 Luna, who had been silent for a while, asked for my opinion.





 "Well. It's too sudden, so I'm not sure."





 That was my honest assessment of the hectic day. Luna seemed to feel similarly, as she nodded. 





 "She didn't seem to be lying. Exploding a volcano. I never imagined someone would do such an enormous thing, so it doesn't feel real."





 Soon, Luna chattered on about the volcanoes she knew.





 "The island of the Abyss tribe has a volcano-. It's a small, hill-like volcano. When it erupts lava, the whole island rumbles. But Mount Hypnos is a hundred times bigger than that. The continent will be shattered."





 Hippolyte nodded in agreement.





 "It would be utterly destroyed. I've seen the eruption of Pompeii's volcano before. It was truly no joke. The phrase 'Vulcan's wrath' truly suited it."





 Everyone was commenting on volcanoes, but I, Hassan, knew almost nothing about volcanic eruptions. 





 The Korea of the 21st century where I lived was a place quite far removed from volcanic eruptions.





 However, I could certainly instinctively feel that if that fucking huge mountain were to explode, it would be an irreversible disaster.





 Lava and magma would scorch the earth. Endless volcanic ash would obscure the sky, causing plants and animals to wither and die. 





 This land might become a barren wasteland where life could no longer exist.





 If that happened, the cycle of reincarnation I had painstakingly established might be broken.





 "We're fucked."





 I kept recalling what Mimir had said.





 All of this was written as a prophecy on the World Tree's trunk? It seemed that even my collapse of the Abyss was part of the Elves' prophecy.





 Then Luna asked.





 "Wouldn't it be better to stop the festival? I think it would be good to make people evacuate...?"





 *Seuk seuk.* Hippolyte shook her head.





 "No, Noxdoti. If Hypnos explodes. It would be the same no matter where people evacuated to. And if we break the barely concluded agreement, they would all perish in civil war, not from the eruption."





 "Then what should we do?"





 "As that Elf, Mimir, said, it's important to stop the Elves' plan without anyone knowing. Since the opponent is targeting the last Tuesday of the year...."





 Hippolyte trembled, *pareureu*.





 "Such a thing was happening. And I didn't notice at all. It's chilling. This is no ordinary serious matter."





 I agreed with Hippolyte's words.





 If Mimir hadn't handed me the note.





 If Mimir hadn't questioned the World Tree due to Kalidur's declaration on the day of the arson.





 If Elfriede hadn't set fire to the city.





 If I hadn't reunited with Elfriede, would this option have disappeared, and would we all have perished in the exploding volcano?





 No, since it was written in a prophecy, was it destined to happen this way?





 I fell into thought, wondering if some great will, beyond explanation, was guiding me. 





 It made me reflect on whether there was some grand providence in this world, and if my actions actually held profound meaning.





 A prophecy-.





 Come to think of it, there was someone who gave me a prophecy before. Cassandra, the priestess of Delphi. What was the prophecy she told me?





 As I pondered my memories, we eventually arrived at the City Hall.





 "Hassan-nim, I was waiting for you-imnidat...! I, Paranoy, could have slept first, but I waited-imnidat...!"





 "Yeah. Good timing, you."





 I explained what had just happened to Paranoy as well.





 At that, Paranoy trembled uncontrollably, like a hamster thrown out into minus 40 degrees.





 "How dare those damn Elves build such a conspiracy underground...! It's an unforgivable act-imnidat...!"





 "So, what do you think we should do?"





 Paranoy is surprisingly quick-witted when it comes to such choices. So, when I asked for his opinion, he said it as if it were obvious.





 "The fact that there's a snitch among the damn Elves, and that other Elves haven't noticed this, is a very good advantage-imnidat...!" 





 "Really?"





 "If we unnecessarily inform people and cause chaos, they might change their plans...! In that case, the confusion and chaos could escalate to an uncontrollable level-imnidat...!"





 Paranoy's opinion was to take advantage of the current situation, which was unknown to the public. 





 Indeed, as Paranoy said, if we evacuated people and made a fuss, the Elves might notice that information had leaked and employ some countermeasure. 





 According to Mimir, the Elves seemed prepared to do anything to fulfill this prophecy.





 "Rather, it's important to proceed with this event as if nothing is known, to deceive the eyes of the operatives-imnidat...!"





 "That's right."





 Three days from now.





 With the dawn, only two days remained. I had intended to enjoy the festival for another day. Time to relax had become very scarce.





 We put our heads together, forgetting to sleep, and repeatedly discussed how to escape this situation.





 By the time we concluded that we should only inform the trustworthy personnel upstairs and prepare for emergencies, the morning sun was already illuminating the world.





 It was a peaceful morning, as if nothing had happened.





 "It's a perfect day for work. While others are busy enjoying the festival-."





 I was planning to go to Vulcan's Temple today. 





 The reason was that it would be good to check the routes and defenses of the Temple and implement countermeasures to stop the Elf operatives. Overtime on a holiday. Do I get paid for this?





 But Paranoy stopped me.





 "If Hassan-nim suddenly goes to Vulcan's Temple, your collusion with that long-eared fairy, Mimir, might be discovered-imnidat...!"





 That's true. Hearing that, it makes perfect sense.





 "─So, Paranoy. Are these the shadow warriors they newly hired?"





 "That's right-imnidat...! From now on, you must go undercover, so have the shadow warriors operate in the city. Hassan-nim, you will go undercover-imnidat...!"





 The person Paranoy introduced as my shadow warrior, my double, was a Samaritan as tall as me.





 "I am Heosin of the Black Brotherhood. It is an honor to be the double of the valiant warrior Hassan-nim."





 Heosin, huh. The name is similar. His face doesn't resemble mine at all. It seems they plan to deceive people by making him wear a golden helmet.





 "I heard from Paranoy-nim how I should act. He said I just need to remain still and dignified."





 Next to him was an Ideope girl with pink hair.





 "I'm Chikoruru from the Shallow Abyss tribe-! Noxdoti of the Small Courtyard. I'm the one who will take your place! Braid my hair into pigtails, and make a *shwet-* sound like a snake, right?"





 "Wow, look at her-! Her voice is exactly like mine-! Mimicry Voodoo? What an amazing skill!"





 Chikoruru was said to be a master of mimicry voodoo, to the extent that Luna was amazed. 





 She could perfectly imitate the sounds of any animal or beast. 





 Her height was greater than Luna's, and her eye color was different, a light green, but Chikoruru also planned to hide her identity with a Mask.





 My eyes now turned to the brown-skinned woman standing next to the pink-haired girl.





 "Then, this person here, is she Hippolyte's double?"





 "That's right-imnidat...! Finding a double for Hippolyte, I had to put in special effort-imnidat...."





 "Hello, children. I am Scheherazade."





 Indeed, the moment I saw the woman who introduced herself as Scheherazade, I understood why Paranoy had to put in so much effort.





 She was a woman with a similar chest size to Hippolyte. 





 An Amazoness? 





 No, looking closely, she was a Sandgirl from the desert lands of the Western Regions. Her skin was red, which made me mistake her for a moment.





 Brown hair and brown eyes. If she resembled Hippolyte in appearance, she did, but there was a large, incongruous scar on her mouth. A mark drawn down from above her left lip.





 A stab wound scar?





 As I looked at her face, Scheherazade casually touched her mouth. Then a fucking amazing thing happened: the scar disappeared!





 Is this some fun magic?





 "I used to work as a clown too. Imitating people is a piece of cake. I can also make my face look similar with makeup."





 Oh. Makeup. I learned from my sister that well-developed makeup is no different from magic. I'm seeing it here again.





 Scheherazade, the master of makeup, added.





 "Hippolyte, you have a stiff way of speaking. An ascetic warrior woman. But after getting pregnant, you became more cautious, didn't you?"





 "D-did I? Euhheum-."





 "That's the easy part. Good. I've been paid reliably, so-. Shall I try a full makeup imitation?" 





 "You just need to pass the time in this City Hall room-imnidat...!"


  


 Thus, the doubles were to create our alibis. They would also tie up the eyes of any spies who might be watching us to some extent. 





 Since Luna had wrapped bracelets, each woven with strands of our hair, around the doubles' wrists, it seemed it could also confuse those using detection magic for about a day.





 "These robes and Masks, if we wear them, they'll also suppress our karma for about a day! I infused them with the spell of the Shadow Cloak-!"





 Empowered by Luna's utility, as she gradually awakened as the Goddess of the Small Courtyard, we were able to step out of the City Hall to thwart the Elves' conspiracy.





 Our destination was Mount Hypnos, where Vulcan's Temple was located.





 It was a path I had taken once to receive the sacred fire, but since the entrance was different, we had to hire a coachman who knew the area well and take a carriage.





 "You're from the festival headquarters, right?"





 "That's right."





 Our fake identities were, for now, staff dispatched from the sports festival headquarters. 





 The ostensible reason for heading there was to pick up the custom-made medals pre-ordered at Vulcan's Temple.





 It was a plausible disguise, and Luna, having noticed something, said.





 "Paranoy is good at despicable things-! He seems to have an exceptional talent for lying, flattering, and sowing discord-!"





 "Indeed."





 Having Paranoy, a former Cult member who showed talent in conspiracy and stratagem, made things convenient as I didn't have to rack my brain for such matters.





 "It's not despicable, but a tactical and rational military strategy-imnidat...! Anyway, everyone, make sure to receive the medals well-imnidat...!"





 With Paranoy's send-off, the carriage departed.





 *Iryat-.*





 *Dagak, dagak, dagak-.*





 *Digda Digda.*





 *Daktudaktudaktu-.*





 What is this sound? What is this sound?





 "Luna-ya, don't the hoofbeats sound strange?"





 "I don't know-!"





 After a long journey on the road, the horse finally arrived at the colossal volcano, Hypnos. 





 "Is this Vulcan's Temple? It's different from where I came last time. It's hot."





 Unlike the bustling front entrance, which was used as a climbing route for hikers, this place on the back of the mountain was filled with all sorts of rocks and boulders. 





 And it was a noisy space, filled with the *kkang-kkang-* sound of iron and marble being struck by nails and hammers.


 


 The smell of burning iron and flying sparks. Half-naked men with grim expressions everywhere. The sight of bearded Dwarves made me feel dizzy.





 ━You bastard-! That's not the rhythm for forging Titanium-! Left three-three, right three-three, you bastard-! Do it like you're fucking your wife-!





 ━I'm divorced, you idiot. My wife cheated.





 ━My bad. Then, hit the iron like your affair partner is fucking your ex-wife-!





 What a rough place. 





 Of course, there were also magnificent and splendid buildings befitting the name of a Temple. 





 As expected of Vulcan, the god primarily worshipped by skilled Dwarves, its height and length were enough to make one's tongue hang out in awe.





 How could Elf operatives possibly attack a place like this?





 Every single member here was a muscle-bound mass, hardened by labor. 





 To break through Dwarves whose practical, compressed muscles had accumulated even more practical, compressed muscles, making them as hard as rock, it would seem impossible for anyone but an exceptionally powerful expert.... 





 "Who are you?"





 Just then, someone spoke to us.





 His height was about half of mine.





 It was a Dwarf blacksmith with a magnificently braided gray beard. His body was half my size, but his laterally spread muscles were twice mine, creating an immense sense of pressure.





 "I am Chief Blacksmith Zacchaeus. It seems you have business at the Temple-."





 Zacchaeus looked up at us, our faces hidden by robes, with a mix of suspicion and interest. Hippolyte replied.





 "Chief Blacksmith, that means you're a priest of Vulcan. Nice to meet you. We are-."





 However, Hippolyte's words were cut off by a *jjeut-* sound of a tongue click.





 "'Blacksmith' is better than 'priest'! Because it smells of iron! It seems this is your first time here. Did you come to buy weapons or armor?"





 At the gruff Dwarf's words, we looked at each other. Soon, I decided to state our ostensible purpose for coming here.





 "We came to pick up medals. Here-. This is the festival headquarters' seal."





 "Ah-! Medals-! I knew you'd be coming. The sports festival starts tomorrow, after all. Wow. This time, a true masterpiece has been completed. The Black Brotherhood sent high-purity gold!"





 When I showed the festival headquarters' symbol, the swastika (卍), the eyes of Chief Blacksmith Zacchaeus, which had been filled with suspicion moments before, now held goodwill.





 "Follow me! They should be finished by now! It's a magnificent work. It will be the most beautiful gold medal in the history of the Gaia continent-!"





 Following the very confident Zacchaeus, we entered deeper into the Temple. 





 Vulcan's Temple was carved into the mountain, like a tunnel leading deep into Hypnos's interior.





 "You're going to the heart of Hypnos volcano. Not everyone gets an experience like this. It's a sacred place. Here, plug your ears with these. Unless you want your eardrums to burst."





 We put on the earplugs that Chief Blacksmith Zacchaeus handed out. 





 The deeper we went, the louder the *kkang-, kkang-* sound of hammers striking iron became.





 No, that description is wrong.





 *━.* *━.*





 It was *Kung━, Kung━*. As if gigantic rocks were being dropped from the sky onto the ground. Something colossal was colliding with itself, making the earth rumble. The sound pierced through the earplugs....





 And after going deep inside for a long time-.





 I finally understood the source of that rumbling.





 "That's-."





 As I opened my mouth slightly, Zacchaeus said.





 "That's the World's Lid, Atlas's Stake. That colossal stake is holding up the world, you see. The materials that went into the hammer striking that stake alone include Adamant Stone, Mithril, Adamantite, and-."





 Zacchaeus continued to explain something after that, but it didn't register in my ears.





 It was a gigantic nail.





 A nail as colossal as a building. 





 *━Kuuuung-. Kuuuuung-.*





 It was being pounded by a hammer just as colossal, making the world rumble, *kung-kung-*. Zacchaeus, spreading his hands as if to boast, added an explanation.





 "The stake keeps rising due to the boiling magma. There's no choice but to pound it down with such a huge hammer. If even Typhon were hit by that hammer, his skull would be smashed!"





 I realized that stake was a lid.





 Like a cork stopper sealing a glass bottle-.





 That colossal stake was the lid itself, blocking the volcano's mouth. 





 And the man pounding that stake with a fucking huge hammer had a body larger than any man I had ever seen.





 『What are you looking at, kid? Never seen hammering before? Or is this your first time seeing this strongest Titan?』
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  When Luna had just opened her workshop.





  Back when the Mars Guild was attacked by Pluto followers, paralyzing Guild operations. 





  As an unemployed bum with nothing better to do, I borrowed books from the Sodomora library and accumulated all sorts of knowledge.





  I recall reading books mainly about the history of the Gaia continent, the types of gods, and the blessings and theologies they bestowed. Because such knowledge was useful.





  Of course, most of the knowledge slipped away like sand grasped in my palm, but still, a few passages remained impressively.





  One of those is this very thing.





  The story from before Hypnos's chief deities ruled the world.





  It is said that before the God of Thunder, Jupiter, and his brothers became the masters of the world, giant spirits and colossal gods wandered the land, mountains, and seas, exercising their rights. 





  The colossal god Titan.





  They were known as the descendants of the Protogenoi, who made great contributions in creating the world's rules and substances. 





  In other words, it means they are descendants of Nyx or Erebus, or Gaia, who is described as the earth itself. And that means, if you consider the lineage, they can be called gods of the same generation as Luna.





  That's right.





  Strictly speaking, Luna was closer to the fallen divine lineage of Titans than to the gods of Hypnos.





  Of course, Luna was a small and soft-looking girl of the Kore lineage, far from the Titans described as giant like small mountains or hills, but...





  Actually, she was a small giant possessing the potential for Gigantamax evolution like the Titans. 





  So, because I was very interested in Luna, I was also interested in the race called Titans to which Luna belonged.





  However, most of them were defeated by the gods of Hypnos in a fight that staked the world's interests and vanished from the Gaia continent, having been cast into Tartarus, it is said.





  But then-.





  『What are you looking at, kid.』





  The being I had wanted to meet now vividly exists before me.





  "Is this, for real?"





  Faced with the surreal being, I felt like my vision went dark.





  The man was undoubtedly one of the colossal gods, a Titan. Otherwise, that appearance, as if he had monopolized steroids and growth hormones alone, couldn't be explained.





  Perhaps thanks to the giant hammer he held in his hand, his waist was bent stoopingly, but nevertheless, his height was about a dozen meters.





  Goooooo-.





  The sight of such a being looking down at me was indeed overwhelming, so I unconsciously recalled.





  The fear of having been dominated by them-.





  The humiliation of having lived only confined inside a cage-.





  -The charge of giants I had never experienced.





  "Giant, giant-. Gigantamax-. Huge-."





  "H-Hassa...no, Hassan! What's wrong? Foam is coming out of your mouth-!"





  "Gii-i-iant-!"





  Jirit, jirit-.





  I felt something like an intense instinct flowing through my body. 





  This was bursting out like foam erupting from a heavily shaken cola bottle, so I couldn't stop it.





  "I will destroy you. Without leaving a single one... all of you! The only good giant is a dead giant-!!!" 





  Due to the outburst of incomprehensible, intense emotion, my reason and heart felt like they were being swept away by a torrent. 





  If I let go of the leash of reason like this, wouldn't I just charge at that colossal god and tear him to shreds, or be torn to shreds myself?





  Looking down upon me like that, the giant being continuously hammered the stake. However, that large mouth spouts rather surprising words.





  『Looking at you, are you a Demigod? Although your Karma is suppressed, I can feel Hypnos's energy. Intense murderous intent towards Titans-. That's like the instinct of the gods of Hypnos.』





  "Instinct...?"





  『Yes. It's instinct. You seem to be a descendant of Neptune, Ceres, or perhaps Juno? Because they were trapped for many years within Saturn's belly barrier. They possess hatred towards Titans. That is inherited.』





  Saturn is the name of the colossal god who ruled agriculture and time.





  He was the ruler of the world before Jupiter, and Jupiter's father. 





  And he becomes the father of my father, Pluto. Although I said it in a really difficult way, in other words, it means he's my grandfather.





  According to mythology, Saturn, fearing the curse that he would have his throne usurped by his own children, swallowed his children into his own belly, it is said.





  Those swallowed into that belly started from the firstborn Pluto, then Neptune, Juno, Ceres, and so on-. However, I naturally thought it was mythological bullshit.





  Common sense dictates that people swallowed into the belly being alive without dying makes no sense, doesn't it?





  But thinking about it now, I wonder if Saturn also had squirrel storage pouches similar to Paranoy's.





  Anyway, the intense impulse I just felt was something inherited from my father. 





  My father must have been born first and escaped from the belly last. 





  His hatred towards the colossal gods must have been even greater than that of other beings.





  It's the moment I recall my father often talking to me about his poor childhood. He said that because there were many days of starvation, his dream was to eat abundantly. 





  It might be a story related to this.





  『The instinct to kill colossal gods makes one attracted to giant things. Hey kid, there. Does anything come to mind?』





  I retraced my thoughts.





  Was my usual obsession with Gigantamax evolution actually the instinct to kill colossal gods?





  Pajit-.





  At that time, I felt a sensation like the truth of Logos or the enlightenment of Nirvana flashing through my mind. 





  "...I understand. Indeed, it was like that. My obsession with large breasts is also the instinct to kill colossal gods!"





  『No, I don't think that's it.』





  "I see."





  Perhaps not.





  A wiser race of colossal gods than I thought.





  Anyway, I was excited for a moment by the meeting with the colossal god. I almost became Hassan Yeager of the Survey Corps.





  When I turned my head, I saw Luna and Hippolyte looking at me worriedly from under their deeply pulled-down robes.





  When I waved my hand casually as if I were okay, they then relaxed the tension in their shoulders as if relieved.





  Zacchaeus, the chief tinker who was watching us like that, burst into laughter with a 'Keolkeol-' sound.





  "I don't know what it is, but it seems Atlas took a liking to you. Were you a Demigod?"





  Atlas, is it?





  While I was rummaging through the encyclopedia entry for that name in my mind. Luna, who was knowledgeable about myths and gods in many ways, raised both hands high preemptively.





  "If it's Atlas, then it's you, the blasphemous Atlas! The Atlas who started a rebellion with Typhon and cornered Hypnos-!"





  『Yes, that's me. And I'm disgracefully defeated, just doing hammering. However, I have some pride in this task. Because it's a job only I can do.』





  Luna tilted her head slightly at Atlas's booming voice.





  "Why hammering? From what I heard, you became burdened with carrying the sky! Because your strength was great enough to surpass Jupiter-nim, you became able to support the sky!"





  『The sky? Ah, it seems the story got distorted. In a way, it's not wrong. Because I've been pushing the sky with my back for a lifetime. It means I cannot straighten my back.』





  Kuuuuuung-, Kuuuuuuuung-.





  Even amidst the conversation, the colossal god Atlas kept hammering.





  What he was hammering in with his hammer was a giant stake blocking the crater of Hypnos, and no matter how much hammering was applied, the stake was slowly coming up.





  『The moment I stop hammering, the world will shatter. However, I cannot hand over this hammer to someone else. Because there is only me strong enough to wield this hammer.』





  I ended up nodding my head moderately, saying, "I see."





  Atlas, who was a terrifying colossal god along with Typhon.





  He was the very definition of a prisoner living under the punishment of endless, infinite labor.





  "...."





  "...."





  Luna and Hippolyte too, although they didn't speak to each other, must have understood the situation well.





  The fact that the Elves were targeting that guy.





  "Now, now, didn't you say you came to see the medals? Instead of doing this here, let's go inside a bit. I have something important to tell you too!"

















  As we went further into the heart, something like an exhibition hall, where valuables were displayed and stored, appeared. 





  From shining bronze armors to weapons and armor like swords, spears, and shields. Accessories like hairpins, rings, and necklaces were also abundant.





  "Each and every one is a relic of epic class or higher. Truly, this is the main temple of Vulcan."





  Hippolyte evaluates those items, looking at them. Those are all relics of epic class or higher. Then does it mean all those items are worth more than a bagful of gold coins?





  At that time, Luna shouted, looking at the display case.





  "...Then that thing that looks like a leftover chicken leg, is it actually an amazing relic?"





  At the place Luna's finger pointed, something like someone's leftover bird meat was truly placed. 





  Normally I wouldn't even glance at it as junk, but because it's placed amidst these treasures, it looks like a significant object.





  Is that what they call modern art or something?





  "It seems like a really, really amazing item! Could it be a phoenix leg? I want to buy it!"





  When Luna expressed her intention to purchase, Zacchaeus, who was leading us, said.





  "Ah, that's what I left over after eating. I intended to clean it up later, but I forgot. Are you going to buy it?"





  "I don't want to! I won't buy it!"





  "I see. Well, anyway, we've almost arrived at my office."





  Zacchaeus's office looked like a showcase for minerals. Seeing various minerals shining, I find it quite interesting.





  However, Zacchaeus, as if it didn't matter, took out something like a small box from a corner and offered it to us. When I opened it, there were brightly shining medals inside.





  "Because the quality of the gold you sent was good, I put in some effort. The Black Brotherhood, didn't you say their god is the Son of Pluto or something? Indeed, it seems you have talent in handling minerals."





  Dalgak-.





  I picked up one of the golden medals.





  "Is something mixed in? It doesn't seem like it's just made of gold, right?"





  "You noticed that? Wow, it's something I mastered over 30 years of consuming metal filings. You said you're a Demigod, so you seem to possess a truly divine sense. It's a special medal made by combining Titanium, Mithril, and Pluto's alluvial gold. With just that one, you could probably buy a house in the royal capital."





  I understand that it's an extremely luxurious medal.





  "I made gold, silver, and bronze medals for a total of fifteen events. From the relay race to the last event, the Nymph candy eating race."





  I see.





  Perhaps it's an event newly added to the competition by Paranoy?





  While feeling a throbbing sensation in my head, Zacchaeus said.





  "The Nymph candy eating race is a competition where Nymphs participate, and the one who eats the most candy, the fastest, wins. It's a match Byeokryeokje-nim liked."





  I see.





  After that, we exchanged trivial conversation with Zacchaeus, this chief tinker and head of Vulcan's temple. 





  Was most of the business talk about how the quality of Pluto's alluvial gold received through Paranoy was so good that we wanted to receive a periodic supply in the future?





  Around the time I thought I should finish the conversation soon and investigate Vulcan's temple defenses.





  Zacchaeus, who was fiddling with a gold coin in his hand, said.





  "So, what is your real purpose for coming to this temple?"





  "Pardon?"





  When I asked back with a short interjection, Zacchaeus stroked his beard and made wrinkles around his eyes.





  "Even though I look like this, I am in charge of the temple. My insight is fiercer than a hammer striking heated iron. Otherwise, I couldn't be the keeper of Vulcan's temple, filled with these dull guys. From my perspective-"





  The man's eyes, which had looked somewhat clumsy and friendly until just now, transformed sharply. 





  Although he compared his insight to a hammer, strictly speaking, wouldn't it be closer to a gaze like a forged dagger?





  "From my perspective, I get the feeling that you are hiding the real reason for coming to this place. What do you say? Am I right? Coming to get the medals is probably just an excuse."





  "The identities presented are clearly fake. It's certain you are not ordinary people. Otherwise, you wouldn't be able to converse perfectly fine in front of Doom Hammer Atlas-"





  Zacchaeus interrogated us.





  "Perhaps did you sneak in to steal the manufacturing method for Titanium steel? Or else, to steal Vulcan-nim's gauntlets? Or maybe to steal the energy of lightning?"





  "Tell me the truth quickly. Because I need to know whether you are my enemy or not. If you are my enemy, you will be placed upon that giant stake we saw earlier and flattened-!"





  I got the feeling that if I kept my mouth shut like this, something big would happen. Now that it's come to this, wouldn't it be right to reveal the purpose of our coming here to some extent and seek cooperation?





  In the first place, appeasing and persuading Vulcan's temple keeper to strengthen the defenses was indeed among the options I had conceived.





  It was just important whether he was a trustworthy man or not.





  Because I couldn't help but consider the probability of Elf spies having collaborators within Vulcan's temple.
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  Elves who had left their homeland were blended into every corner of the Gaia Continent.





  From adventurers and tavern servers to even here, in this Temple of Vulcanus.





  Normally, it was a scene I would have just passed over with a "So that's how it is."





  But given the current situation, I couldn't help but glare suspiciously at the sight of the Elf artisans working hard with their hammers.





  I couldn't stop myself from wondering if they might be Elf spies planning a terrorist attack on the Temple of Vulcanus.





  For that reason, I couldn't trust this Dwarf, Zacchaeus, either.





  While there was a possibility that someone colluding with the Elves existed even within the Temple of Vulcanus, it was difficult to disclose information recklessly.





  "Hurry up and tell me the truth about your real purpose for coming to the Temple."





  At Zacchaeus's continued interrogation, I ran my brain in parallel, processing many thoughts in a split second.





  Should I just bash his head in?





  With Hippolyte's memory erasure magic, wouldn't we be able to get through this crisis safely?





  No. If I act violently toward a priest of another god, I might incur that god's wrath.





  Having dealt with Mars, I naturally became cautious about what might happen if I turned the gods of Hyphos into enemies.





  How can I find out non-violently whether this man is a spy for the Elves or not?





  Is the only answer a direct approach?





  I'll just have to see through the truth with my sensitive ears-!





  "Zacchaeus-ssi. What do you think about Elves?"





  "Are you talking about male Elves? Or female Elves?"





  I hadn't thought that far.





  "Just Elves in general."





  "Elves are pitiful fellows. Coming all the way to this distant foreign land and going through such hardships. The male Elves are picky, but that side of them suits being an artisan, and the female Elves are quite pretty."





  I listened closely to Zacchaeus's words.





  Just as Luna has a naturally gifted sense of smell, after becoming aware of my divinity, I gained a sense of hearing that was more than twice as sensitive as others.





  With ears like mine, if I focus, I can easily see through most lies.





  "Female Elves are very beautiful. But even among them, none are as pretty as my wife, Sigurd. Man, she's too good for a guy like me."





  "Is your wife an Elf?"





  "That's right. Followers of Vulcanus are famous for marrying well. It's likely thanks to the grace of Vulcanus-nim, who married the Goddess of Beauty, Venus."





  So Zacchaeus's wife is an Elf.





  If so, the possibility of him colluding with Elves is high, but...





  A Dwarf living with an Elf. A Dwarf thick as a rock and a fairy-like Elf slender as a swan's neck...





  In that somewhat bizarre combination, I suddenly felt as if shimmering silver hair was obscuring my vision.





  You could say I thought of Elfriede, who must be somewhere in this world. Elfriede and I were also a bizarre combination, if you want to call it that. White and black.





  I wonder what she's doing and where.





  To think the day would come when I'd miss Elfriede.





  Recalling Elfriede's face and long ears, I muttered softly.





  "If she's an Elf wife, she must have many picky habits. She probably can't cook, either. And she's likely bad at housework."





  "It's fine. I can do all of that myself."





  "She's probably not honest, either. Just full of pride. Is she not stubborn or aggressive?"





  "You surprisingly know a lot about Elf women. But that's the good part. Because her spirit is as tough as steel, when you strike it, it makes a 'kkang-kkang' clashing sound. Life isn't boring, you see."





  Listening with my sensitive ears, I could tell that this man liked his wife very much.





  She must be a beautiful and noble woman, as expected of an Elf.





  "Sometimes I deliberately make mischievous jokes or tease her just to see her displeased face. Her reactions are intense and good, so it's fun."





  What the man did was similar to how I would deliberately provoke Elfriede's anger. All men with Elves as lovers are the same.





  "So-. Is the real purpose of you people being here related to the Elves?"





  "Yes. I'm going to ask a few questions from now on. Depending on your answers, your safety may be at risk. Think carefully before you answer."





  "...."





  Whether he felt the pressure in my words or not, Zacchaeus shut his mouth for a moment and showed a fairly serious expression.





  When I thought his mind was settled, I asked as a comrade who also had an Elf lover.





  "The Elves are planning to attack this Temple of Vulcanus."





  "And their target is the Nail of the World?"





  "Uh, that-."





  I had worked up the courage to say it, but the answer that came right back from the Dwarf artisan's mouth actually flustered me.





  At that, Hippolyte, who had been quietly watching this conversation, said a word.





  "Those words. It sounds as if you've had a lot of experience with this sort of thing?"





  "It's only natural. Cultists. Bandits. Thieves. All sorts of lowlifes attack this temple aiming for the treasures it's filled with. It's something we experience once a week."





  Contrary to my worries, this High Priest of Vulcanus, Zacchaeus, was a man whose mind worked more flexibly than I expected. He'd already had plenty of experience like this.





  In that case, the conversation would be quick.





  Flipping a gold coin he held between his fingers, Zacchaeus continued.





  "The Pluto cultists from the southern regions used to invade here often. They tried to pull out the Nail of the World to dye the world in death. I've heard that some Elves have joined hands with them. So what they're after must also be the Nail of the World that Atlas is hammering in."





  "I'll ask you point-blank. Do you have any connection to this Elf attack?"





  "I don't. I can swear it on the beard and hammer I've raised all my life. I can swear by the River Styx, and I can even swear by my wife Sigurd and the child in her womb."





  Dwarves take pride in the beards they've grown all their lives. An oath on one's beard is the highest form of expression for Dwarves, surpassing even an oath by the Styx.





  Seeing him throw around such bold oaths, it didn't seem like a lie.





  I suppose he is a man responsible enough to be in charge of the main hall of the Temple of Vulcanus.





  I decided to release a bit more information and observe his reaction.





  What I told him was roughly that on the last Fire Day of this year, the Elves would invade, aiming for the eruption of Hyphos.





  "That story... where did you hear it...? The information that the last Fire Day is the day when the fire energy is strongest..."





  However, even Zacchaeus, who had shown a seasoned attitude, appeared a bit flustered by the more detailed information.





  "That is a story known in secret only to the great gods or the high priests of Vulcanus. It's a story passed down only to first-class tinkers and forging masters."





  There might be a mole.





  Zacchaeus seemed to have realized that as well.





  "I think I have an idea who it might be. There are fellows who frequently met with Elves from something called the Advent Gwangmyeonghoe. I think we'll find out if we rough those guys up."





  Advent Gwangmyeonghoe?





  It's a name that reeks of a cult. I could feel for certain at a glance that those bastards were the main perpetrators of this attack.





  You could call it my damn excellent intuition.





  "So, what is your real identity?"





  "...."





  *Seuk.* Instead of answering out loud, I held out two clinking platinum necklaces from my pocket to him. Seeing them, Zacchaeus's eyelids trembled ever so slightly.





  "The platinum patterns of a Dragon and a Gryphon. These are things I made with my own hands. To think I'd see them again like this... Even if you don't tell me who you are, I think I know your identity. I see, so that's how it turned out..."





  Zacchaeus flopped down into his chair.





  "If a big shot like you is stepping in, the matter must be more serious than I thought. It might not be just a simple raid. Whew-. This pressure is no joke."





  As Zacchaeus wiped the cold sweat from his forehead, Hippolyte asked.





  "First, I want to root out the mole. Is there a way you can help?"





  "That's an easy task. I can already see who it is in my head as clearly as a blueprint."





    Zacchaeus moved his hand and picked up something like a luminous stone sitting on his table.
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  When he shook it vigorously like a rattle, a rather annoying *ppiiii-* sound was heard.





  "Ah, ah-. Darsil. Dido. Potiphar. Timotheo. And my beloved wife Sigurd. Come to my office for a moment."





  So that luminous stone is like an in-house broadcasting microphone. I don't know on what principle it works, but I felt like I wanted one.





  Of course, that's not what's important right now.





  *Ttok, ttok-.*





  After some time had passed, the sound of knocking on Zacchaeus's office door was heard. The murmuring of several people could also be heard beyond the door.





  ━Old man, why are you calling busy people and making a fuss? Are you going to pay out year-end bonus pay or something?





  "Just come in."





  At Zacchaeus's permission, four Dwarves of similar height soon entered the office. Finally, a brown-haired Elf with her hair braided into a single strand hanging forward came in and got angry.





  "Are, are you crazy? 'Beloved wife Sigurd,' I told you not to do that because it's so cringey...! You idiot-!"





  Seeing her wearing a leather apron and with black soot on her face, she seemed to be a female Elf artisan. Her belly, hidden by the apron, was quite bulging.





  She's having a child.





  She must be Zacchaeus's wife, Sigurd. Sigurd twitched her ears up and down.





  "I'm busy. If you called me to play around, I'll be mad."





  "I know. I know, so everyone, sit down there. I have something really important to say."





  "What is it, Zacchaeus? Suddenly acting all serious. It's not cool at all. And who are these guests here?"





  *Seureuk-.*





  Instead of answering his wife's question, Zacchaeus gave a light tilt of his chin. At that, Hippolyte stood with her back to the entrance.





  With this, the space was completely sealed.





  In this chilly atmosphere, all the invited guests seemed to have felt that something was about to happen.





  "O, old man, what's going on that you called us...?"





  "Everyone, you have to answer truthfully from now on. Otherwise, you'll be thrown into the lava of Hyphos. I've heard something quite shocking."





  "Old man. What did you hear that you brought busy people here like this?"





  "This atmosphere is rude."





  "That's right. We're in the middle of busy work. Hurry up-."





  "Ttahaat-!"





  While everyone was grumbling a word of complaint. Suddenly, someone jumped out. It was Luna, holding a thick Totem of Silence.


  


  "Voodoo Art of Silence-!"





  *Peok-.*





  Luna had bashed the head of a Dwarf with his beard braided in two directions with all her might along with a strange incantation. I didn't even have a moment to stop her.





  "Geuaaaek-!"





  The Dwarf who was struck by it just collapsed on the floor and convulsed, *umjjil, umjjil-*. At that sight, the Dwarves and the female Elf all opened their eyes and mouths wide in horror.





  I was also damn surprised.





  "Darsil-! Darsil's head-! No, what are you doing-! Are you crazy-!?"





  However, Luna, with blood on her robe, shouted boldly instead.





  "This guy, he smelled like he was lying! And he smells strongly of Elves! This guy is the culprit! It's my intuition!"





  Luna's intuition, huh. I would have doubted it in the past, but now it's worth believing.





  "Luna, get 'em-!"





  "I am Nyx-dot-i of the Small Yard! The Small Yard Tribe hates people who sell out their family and comrades the most! You traitors!"





  Luna's spirit soared with rage. Whether they heard Luna's growling or not, the rest of the Dwarves also pulled out hammers from their waists, *seureuk, seureureuk*.





  "Shit, we're caught. I figured you'd be certain from the moment you called us in like this-!"





  "Long live the Gwangmyeong Advent Society-!"





  "The world belongs to the Flash who will return-!"





  The rock-muscled Dwarves holding hammers lunged toward Luna.





  To think several burly men would try to attack a soft girl like Luna. I felt like I was going to foam at the mouth at that despicable and horrific act.





  "Luna, be careful-!"





  "Luna Evasion-!"





  But Luna moved more nimbly than I thought, *seuk*, dodging the downward strike of the hammer to the left.





  "Luna Knife-Hand Strike-!"





  "Keok-."





  And then, with her hand flat, she struck the nape of the attacking Dwarf's neck, subduing him. But does she really have to put "Luna" in front of every technique name?





  "Luna Punch-!"





  "Gek-!"





  "Luna Kick-!"





  "Wa, wait, euaaaak-!"





  The power is good, though. As expected of the Queen of the Underworld.





  In the end, the rebellion of the cultist Dwarves was ended by Luna, the Queen of the Small Yard Tribe.





  Zacchaeus let out a sigh, *huu-*, after binding their unconscious bodies tightly with sturdy chains that even a dragon couldn't break.





  Only the female Elf, Sigurd, who had been watching this, frowned as if she couldn't understand.





  "Zacchaeus. What on earth is going on? I'd like an explanation."





  "Honey, these guys are traitors who colluded with the Elves."





  "Colluding with Elves? What does that mean?"





  "You probably know better than I do. Sigurd. No, Gwangmyeonghoe Missionary."





  "...."





  "I won't say much. I'd like you to put on the handcuffs quietly. And I'd like you to answer my questions. Otherwise, you might experience something unpleasant."





  "...."


  


  Sigurd looked down at the floor with a detached feeling, as if she had given up on something. Then she held out her hands toward Zacchaeus and quietly put on the handcuffs on her wrists.





  *Ttuduk, ttududuk-.*





  Hippolyte cracked her knuckles.





  "Has the time come to show the Amazoness secret technique, the Bone-Displacing Interrogation?"





  I thought she might go easy on her since they were both pregnant, but Hippolyte seemed full of desire to rough up the female Elf.





  Does her attack power increase even more like a lioness carrying a cub?





  "There's no need for that. Since it's come to this, and my body is precious. I'll tell you everything."





  However, Sigurd, who I thought would keep her mouth shut in silence, was locked in a temporary jail attached to Zacchaeus's office and answered our questions surprisingly readily.





  "The execution is tomorrow. At two in the afternoon, when the fire energy is strongest."





  Giving up and answering so cleanly makes me even more suspicious.





  I asked.





  "Aren't you giving up too fast?"





  "It's not giving up. Even if you found out in advance, you won't be able to stop it. Because that man is said to be included in this attack squad. That man is strong."





  "Who is that man?"





  At my question, Sigurd leaned her back against the prison wall and said lightly.





  "Thor of the Thunderbolt."
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 Vulcan's priest Zacchaeus gathered a lot of people in the cave clearing that could be called the Temple plaza.





 "Everyone, you know the Olympia Festival is opening tomorrow, right? Those who want to go see the festival can go. Tomorrow, our Vulcan Temple is also closed."





 "What a surprise-."





 "He got a kid, and he's changed, huh."





 People's reactions to Zacchaeus's declaration of closure were quite good. When told to rest, there wouldn't be many people who'd dislike it, I suppose.





 "Then, everyone, leave work early today. Before you go, please make sure to check the defenses in your respective assigned areas. Because it would be a big problem if thieves broke in during the closure."





 "Understood."





 As it became late afternoon, many people left Hypnos's volcanic forge.





 Of course, there were also those who remained. They were the veteran craftsmen, older and with deep wrinkles on their faces.





 A Dwarf wearing a welding helmet asked Zacchaeus.





 "The apprentices and junior guys were all sent home. Since you said tomorrow is a holiday, they won't come to work, right? So, Zacchaeus. What's the reason you sent all the youngsters away? It's a festival, but there's no way you'd actually give them a holiday."





 The veterans seemed to have doubts about Zacchaeus's actions.





 The Vulcan Temple seems to have surprisingly few days off, seeing them suspect him so much for giving a holiday.





 "Tomorrow, this Temple will be attacked."





 "I knew it. If the youngsters made a fuss, the work would become inconvenient, so he sent them away, huh. An attack, huh. Isn't this the first time this month?"





 Both the one explaining and the one accepting it were calm. Zacchaeus continued to explain.





 "This year, it could be the most dangerous time. There were also traitors inside. I want everyone to think of this place as a fortress. Set up stakes. And make pit traps."





 "Sure, why not."





 The discussions proceeded smoothly. Because they were craftsmen with much experience defending the Temple, each of them must have known well what they should do.





 "Alright, install that there-! And that over there-!"





 "Over there, plant spider mines-! And the Sword of Sealing Light-."





 From the Temple entrance to the parts that could be called passages, all sorts of traps were being installed.





 Looking at the surroundings filled with ominous thorns, iron spike plates, and rising spears, it felt like this place was transforming into a dungeon-like place located on a volcano, rather than a Temple.





 In reality, it would be no different from a dungeon.





 And the boss would be that guy.





 『Wear armor? How annoying.』





 The Dwarves began to put armor on the body of the Titan Atlas, who was hammering, using devices connected by chains.





 Cheolkkeok, Jeolgeureong, Teong-.





 After placing huge iron plates on his body, they hammered in large nails with hammers shaped like battering rams, attaching the iron plates to his body.





 Kkang-!





 『Guwaaaak-! It hurts, damn it-!』





 At that act, like body modification, Atlas roared a scream. His booming voice was enough to make the whole mountain echo.





 ━We're adding this so nothing more painful happens, so please bear with it-.





 However, that work continued, and finally, Atlas's body, which had been like a naked one, became impressive enough to be called a dungeon's final boss.





 A magnificent giant in iron plate armor, huh.





 It is cool.





 『What's going on that you're making such a fuss to put armor on me? Is Typhon resurrecting or something?』





 To Atlas's indifferent question, I decided to answer.





 "Tomorrow, you might be attacked."





 『Well, that's quite something. Right, the traps and the armor were all to protect me. I really am amazing, aren't I?』





 "Anyway, please be a bit careful."





 





 *       *        *











 Midnight on the day I met Atlas.





 The day the date changed to the Day of Fire.





 I returned to the city of Olympia and, as promised, met Mimir.





 "Roughly, I've prepared the Temple's defenses. And I've also rooted out the traitors of those guys, whatever they are, the Reborn Illuminati."


 


 "You're quick at handling things."





 Mimir, who heard my report, nodded her head as if somewhat satisfied. But that was only for a moment; she lit a mana-herb cigarette and exhaled smoke with a 'hoo-'.





 Her appearance was exactly like someone who looked very anxious.





 "Are you anxious?"





 "Of course. In this attack force, Elf troops will be deployed to the extent that it could be called an all-out war. Even if we set traps and put armor on what needs to be protected, it won't be enough."





 Many people will be hurt, and many people will die.





 Mimir said that.





 An all-out war of Elves, huh-.





 I wondered what kind of guys would invade the Temple. Elves were said to be talented in various fields, weren't they?





 Because they are nature's fairies, each magician shows outstanding qualities like Elfriede. And the valor of agile Elf swordsmen is famous among adventurers.





 Looking at it this way, Elves, fuck, they're a damn cheat race. Gods, Demigods, Elves. Even if you're born as just one of these three, success is a sure thing, huh.





 Then suddenly, what I had been curious about regarding the Elf attack force came to mind.





 "I hear that a guy named Thor of Lightning will attack, they say."





 I recalled the story I heard from Sigurd, Zacchaeus's wife and the Elves' spy.





 Sigurd had asserted that even if we realized the plan, we would fail to defend, hadn't she?





 The reason was because of the being called the leader of the attack force.





 "Thor of Lightning, huh-. As expected, that guy is coming. Indeed, it will be difficult to defend. Hassan, if it's you now, you might be able to do something...."





 "Don't you know in detail what kind of guy he is? Since you're already giving information, explain it in more detail."





 "That man, you saw him too, Hassan. That day at the Venus Temple, he participated as the leader of the pursuit team, Daltor of Lightning. That's him."





 Daltor of Lightning....





 Something seems to be coming to mind. He had a good physique, and I remember him being a very powerful fist-and-kick master. Did Kalidur appear and quickly subdue him?





 I only remember his bald head.





 It was a neatly shaved bald head.





 While I was lost in thought, Mimir added an explanation.





 "However, that man received a weapon and probably changed his name. Thor of Lightning. That's his name now."





 "It's a name that sounds like he'd shoot fucking lightning while using a hammer."





 "It's probably similar. For this operation, he received from Mother World Tree the divine relic Mjolnir from the age of gods. That is the item of our old god Thor."





 Thor, huh.





 It's a fucking familiar name. Is it what I'm thinking?





 The culture of this world, knowingly or unknowingly, has many similarities to 21st-century Earth where I lived. I don't know if it's a coincidence or not, but if it's a man with a hammer who shoots lightning, he certainly felt like he'd be fucking powerful.





 Is the overlap a coincidence?





 Or is there some connection?





 "Hassan-."





 At that moment, Mimir parted her lips as if she had something to say.





 "Do you have anything more to say?"





 "No, it's nothing special. You asked why I help you guys, didn't you?"





 "Ah."





 "Our Elves' goal is to rebuild our homeland Alfheim. To make spring come to the harsh and cold winter land."





 "I did hear that."





 "Since the Elves first discovered this land of Gaia, quite some years have passed. And many have settled. There are also Elves born on this Gaia continent. And Elves who believe in the gods of this land have also appeared. For them, this is home."





 Settled Elves, huh.





 I recalled the fairies working hard in this Alfheim Reconstruction Foundation or whatever it is. Elves who adapted to the land of Gaia like ordinary citizens, without knowing anything....





 "Mimir, is that your conclusion? Protecting this new home, I mean."





 To my question, Mimir answered briefly with "Yes-". Her lips curled up slightly; I wondered if she had smiled. She's a girl who knows how to smile, huh.





 "This land, for us, is a new Alfheim. I just came to think that destroying it seemed wrong. Because Elves must protect their homeland."





 "I see."





 With that, Mimir's and my conversation ended.





 More conversation than this wasn't needed either.





 Now all that remained was to return to our respective places and prepare for tomorrow's invasion. Just then, with a 'Pang, Papapang-' sound, the air shook.





 I knew that it was fireworks or magic corresponding to them, shot up into Olympia's sky. On the day the date changed after midnight.





 This year's last Day of Fire.





 To celebrate the Olympia Festival that began that day, a fireworks display or something similar must have started.





 Like an opening ceremony.





 Actually, even though it was very late, the presence of bustling people in the streets was vividly audible to my ears.





 ━Now it's really starting-!





 ━This year, because of the war, I thought we wouldn't even have the Olympia Games.





 ━The god of the Black Brotherhood mediated the dispute between the two princesses, they say-.





 Just then, Mimir, who had finished her cigarette, rubbed the glowing tip in the ashtray and said.





 "Everyone seems to be having fun. The sound of the ground rumbling can be heard even here. Next year's festival, I wonder if I can enjoy it above ground, instead of in this underground place?"





 "Well, that depends on this afternoon. If we can't stop the invasion, the volcano will erupt. Then there'll be no festival or anything next year. Everyone will die."





 "Hassan, you'll stop it, so it doesn't matter. But. I wonder if I'll end up in prison for sedition or something. Ah-. I don't know. I might even be dragged to a prison city."





 Pang, Papapang-.





 Fireworks kept exploding.





 Because I was in the basement, I couldn't see it directly, but I thought it must have been a very wonderful sight. Because the laughter of the people filling the surface was audible.





 I used those sounds of laughter as a backdrop and said.





 "Next year, let's all go up to the surface. Not this underground place. If things go well, even if you go to prison for sedition, I'll break you out. Because my friend the Nymph is an expert in that area."





 "You are a strange man. Elfriede, I understand why she's so entangled with you."





 "Really?"





 "Yes. If Elfriede wasn't here, I might have been interested in you. Of course, I prefer shorter men than myself, though."





 "You like shorter men, huh. Your taste is quite firm."





 I recalled Sigurd, the woman who married Zacchaeus the Dwarf.





 To infiltrate the Vulcan Temple, I wondered if she had a fake marriage with Zacchaeus.





 Seeing what Mimir said, I also thought that perhaps love was truly involved in why those two got married.





 At that moment, Mimir smiled, revealing her fangs.





 "Shorter men seem like they'd be fun to torment, don't they? We Elves like opponents who are fun to torment, because our views on affection have become twisted due to the long, long winter."





 "I see. Elfriede tormenting me was also for that reason, huh."





 I recalled the time I was tormented by Elfriede when I was a slave. That was a kind of twisted expression of affection, huh. Is this real life?





 Elves seem to like partners they can shake and hold in their hands, like a Cat playing with a mouse.





 "Hassan, when this is over, go to Alfheim. Elfriede headed there, didn't she?"





 "Even without that, when it's over, I was planning to go to Alfheim."





 "Right."





 Pang, Papapang-.





 With the continuous sound of fireworks, the thoughts and words that followed were all completely forgotten.





 "Then let's see each other alive tomorrow."





 With those final words, I went up to the surface.





 On the surface, in the Elves' garden, were Luna and Hippolyte looking up at the sky. The night sky visible over their shoulders was just dark and quiet, so I ended up disappointed.





 "What, are the fireworks all over?"





 "It was really amazing! Like huge flowers, and constellations, it was incredible, I tell you!"





 At Luna's flustered reaction, I just decided to nod.





 "Amazing. What a shame."





 "Next year's festival, let's definitely watch the fireworks together-! Everyone, all together-!"





 Next year, huh.





 For Luna, it seems she thinks there will naturally be a next time, no matter how great the danger.





 "Right, let's all see it together next year."





 And so.





 Time passed.





 The next day.





 "Paranoy, are you going too?"





 "Yes, I am-imnidat...! I cannot miss the chance to directly smash the schemes of the Elves with this Paranoy's own hands-imnidat...!"





 From early dawn, we finished preparing to leave for Vulcan's Temple.





 "Please grant permission for me to go along-imnidat...!"





 Because Paranoy said he would follow, we had a brief struggle, but his will was so firm I couldn't shake him off.





 "You have to protect your body yourself."





 "Please hold back your worries-imnidat...!"





 "Hassan, let's go quickly-! We might be late-!"





 At Luna's words, we loaded our rough luggage and got into the carriage. Until 2 o'clock, the scheduled time for the Elves' attack, about half a day remained.





 ━Look at that-! It's Sileia, the short-distance runner-!





 ━Atalanta is there too, isn't she? The first matches will be fierce, huh. Amazing-!





 Amidst everyone noisily enjoying and laughing at the festival, we left the city and headed for the heart of the volcano.





 There, the situation was already full of blacksmiths in sturdy iron armor and armed with heavy hammers. They wore so many iron plates they looked like small tanks.





 Of course, they looked fucking reliable and powerful.





 "We were waiting-! Are you ready to smash the Elves' heads off-?"





 "Of course-imnidat...! This Paranoy will clearly record and widely publicize today's battle in the heart of Hypnos with his own two eyes-imnidat...!"





 "What a strange Nymph. A chick that ate mana-herb by mistake is this noisy. Anyway, now it's a matter of time. I'm so nervous I could die."
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  Zacchaeus, who was familiar with the geography of the Vulcanus Temple, explained the outline of the operation.





  "Since we've installed outer walls with titanium steel plates, you can assume there are no passages other than the main gate. It's a straight, single path from the main gate to the heart where Atlas is hammering away."





  Seureureuk-.





  Zacchaeus pointed at a massive blueprint with something like a baton.





  "From the entrance, we have snares, rock traps, lightning traps, iron spike pits, and automatic crossbow devices. Automata. Moving walls and sinking floors. Descending ceilings-."





  For a while, he went on explaining the traps installed from the entrance to the inner sanctum. 





  There were so many types and the names were so complex that I couldn't understand the principles of how they worked to block intruders.





  I could just understand that a whole lot of stuff was prepared. Everyone must have worked hard to rack their brains and set up countermeasures. 





  Since the craftsmen of the Vulcanus Temple are all top-tier, I figured they must have made some terrifying things.





  "Of course, these might not be enough to stop them. The final bastion is here. We might have to fight a desperate battle to the death in the room at the heart where Atlas is."





  Baseurak, baseurak-.





  Just then, I saw Luna digging in the corner. She looked exactly like a four-legged beast searching for a bone hidden in the ground.





  "Luna-ya, what are you doing?"





  "I'm setting centipede mines!"





  "Centipede mines?"





  "If I bury the centipedes in the ground like this, they'll pop out and swarm the enemy when they come-!"





  Looking closer, a jar the size of Paranoi's head was sitting next to Luna. 





  ━Zuzuzuzu-.





  What was inside were swarming centipedes, just like the name 'centipede mine' suggested.





  They were probably the centipedes that had made a nest in the basement of the Elf Reconstruction Foundation.





  "Since the Elves seemed to be afraid of centipedes, won't the ones attacking be the same?"





  She had a point.





  Luna carefully buried the jars full of centipedes here and there. One can never be too prepared.





  We also planted the centipedes Luna brought and the Nymph-hating grass in various places. I mean the Fairy Silver Grass taken from Hyphos. 





  Wasn't it said to be a very Nymph-hating grass that causes itching and makes the skin swell red when it touches a Nymph's flesh?





  If so, it would probably cause an allergic reaction in Elves, who are fairies similar to Nymphs.





  "That's about everything. Paranoi-ya, what time is it now?"





  "It is nine o'clock-ssi...!"





  Nine o'clock, huh.





  It was said the Elves would arrive around 2 o'clock. Then there are roughly five hours left. 





  Five hours.





  300 minutes.





  It's a long time if it's long, and short if it's short.





  In five hours, a chaotic battle will break out here.





  I felt so nervous for the first time in a while that I wanted to go to the bathroom. To think I have to endure this tingling tension for another five hours.





  Was I not the only one feeling the pressure?





  The Dwarf craftsmen, who had been burning with enthusiasm just a moment ago, were now melting into chairs or corners.





  "Shibal, this is boring as hell. We have to wait five more hours like this?"





  "Someone contact the Elves and tell them to attack a bit earlier."





  Spending five hours while maintaining tension was a significant drain on anyone's mental strength.





  The only ones showing a composed attitude were Hippolyte, who seemed to be meditating over there-





  "Luna-nim, that is not how you play Candy Crush Saga-ssi...! You have to touch the panel according to the timing-ssi...! You are missing all the candies-ssi...!"





  "Be quiet, Paranoi-! I'm concentrating-!"





  -and Luna, who was playing a game on her smartphone, and Paranoi, who was giving her unsolicited advice.





  After about an hour, when only Atlas's hammering was echoing 'kung kung' inside the volcano of Hyphos.





  "Isn't it about time for the sprint race?"





  "Probably."





  "Someone turn on the crystal screen. Let's see if those bastards who didn't show up because of their vacation are doing their jobs properly."





  Soon, several Dwarves brought out a square plate that could be called a very large mirror or crystal. Its size was about that of a large screen.





  Bbi-ik.





  When someone pressed a small button-like thing on the side, something began to be captured on the glass plate like a screen.





  Heuri-it-.





  "Why is the picture quality like this? Looks like the mana frequency isn't matching well."





  "Still, look there, you can see the match-! It's a running race. I knew they'd be doing it at this time."





  What was being shown on the screen were women wearing short pants and tight-fitting athletic outfits. 





  The moment their long, slender thighs and firm calves were visible, I realized that the glass plate was a device that functioned like a kind of TV.





  Just like 21st-century citizens watching the Olympics at home. Here in the Vulcanus Temple, one could watch the Olympia athletic festival through a damn bizarre tool.





  "Will Atalante win again this year?"





  "Unless there's an upset, wouldn't she?"





  "Last time, Sileia followed her so closely it was a nail-biter. Atalante's time is consistent, but Sileia's record keeps dropping. You never know who'll win."





  "Simon, you punk, you still haven't given up on Sileia? She's just a perpetual silver medalist."





  "No, she's not!"





  The Dwarves each offered a word of evaluation as they watched the athletes on the screen. 





  The Elves would be raiding this place in a few hours. I don't know if they didn't want to spend the time in tension or if they wanted to enjoy the festival. Probably both.





  However, I was also interested in that TV-like tool.





  "What is that?"





  Zacchaeus answered my question.





  "It's an image-manifesting mirror made by adding Elf magic engineering to the technology of Gaia's craftsmen. When someone wears a special monocle and sees the world, the scenes reflected in it are shown on a glass plate synchronized with mana."





  If it's similar to the principles of a camera and TV, then it's similar.





  As expected, shibal, if magic is developed, there's no particular need for science to advance. Magic is a damn cheat.





  "However, the cost of making that glass plate is so astronomical that commercialization is still beyond even dreams. One of those glass plates costs at least 300 gold."





  300 gold.





  If 3 gold for a TV is 30 million won... since 30 gold is 300 million. Shibureol, does that mean one of those TVs costs 3 billion? Shibureol, who would buy that.





  However, Paranoi seemed interested in this marvelous device.





  "It is not as marvelous as this Paranoi's loyal right hand, Bugby's smartphone, but it is still a very interesting technology-ssi...! If we install one of those in each city and broadcast the sermons of the Black Brotherhood to the foolish masses, the followers will grow like a rolling snowball-ssi...!"


  


  Apparently so.





  "But why is this punk Philomon only filming women's legs? I told him to film the whole thing-."





  "Ah, it started-!"





  As the Dwarves said, the women's sprint race began. 





  The race was held inside a large stadium built in Olympia, a simple matter of running around a circular track.





  Pabat-.





  The first to dash out was Atalante, wearing a headband embroidered with a gryphon. It seemed Atalante had entered the race on the side of the Royal Army.


  


  Seuseuseuk-.





  Following closely behind her was Sileia, dressed in a sleek outfit like Hippolyte's. Seeing a black dragon embroidered on Sileia's clothes, she seemed to belong to the Liberation Army.





  Sileia and Atalante, seen through the glass panel, repeatedly caught up with and pulled away from each other. It was a situation where no one knew who would reach the finish line first.





  Finally, the one to win the gold medal was-.





  Jijijik-.





  "What? Shipal, what's wrong with the screen? You still haven't fixed the screen flickering? Who made this?"





  Exclamations broke out from everywhere at the screen cutting out at the decisive moment. I also got pissed off along with them. I was all tensed up to see who would win. Shibureol, this crossed the line.





  The screen came back on five minutes later.





  "It's the women's water polo match-."





  "It's amazing this year as well-."





  With the women's water polo match being played in thin swimsuits, who the winner of the sprint was soon didn't matter.





  "Are those clothes or rags they're wearing-!"





  Of course, Luna didn't seem to like the women's water polo match. 





  She must have been flustered because the clothes the women were wearing were slender swimsuits. I personally think the traditional Ideope clothing Luna usually wears is more suggestive. 





  "Aren't they ashamed to be like that? It's no different from being naked!"





  Apparently, that wasn't Luna's perspective. So Luna did have a sense of modesty regarding revealing attire. I learned a new fact.





  I feel like my understanding of Luna has increased.





  Then shall I increase my understanding of this sport called water polo?





  ─Sharingan-!





  I concentrated my ocular power and stored every moment well in my head. And I could well understand the reason why water polo matches aren't broadcasted during the Olympics.





  It's good.





  It's good, but I have no way to explain it.





  Only the fact that Spartan female warriors surprisingly have a lot of pink comes to mind.





  Time passed like that.





  "Now it's the start of the Queen's Match. I've been waiting to see this."





  "The two princesses are also participating, right? I wonder who will win. Isn't it a fight with the future of the kingdom at stake?"





  "There's also talk that the winner will be given nectar and a platinum necklace. Nectar, huh. I'd have no more wishes if I could drink such a liquor once."





  Amazonesses and various female warriors began to be captured on the screen. Although I couldn't hear the sound, I could clearly see the atmosphere of the stadium reaching its peak.





  How great it would have been if I could have watched it in person with a piece of fried chicken in that spot.





  "Hassan, look at that-! Antiope is there too-!"





  Even Luna, who had been watching the women's water polo match with half-closed eyes, showed considerable interest in this match. 





  "...."





  Even Hippolyte, who had been immersed in meditation, slowly opened her eyes and fixed her gaze on the screen.





  "Originally, I would have been in that spot too."





  Hippolyte muttered softly, lightly touching her stomach. 
 
MnZBMElkRjFKc3ZCR0RiWklQRlA5WlZINzRaZThhUzZ1cnMyS01IbEgxYStwV2FwYXdHMTRyU2MyUG1oRnJuZg




  "But right now, the work here is much more important. I also feel glad that I am in this spot, so Paranoi, what time is it now?"





  "It is one o'clock-ssi...! Now, there is only about an hour left until the invasion of the wretched Elves-ssi...!"





  At Paranoi's words, Hippolyte stood up from her seat.





  "We have no more time to be like this-! We must prepare for the enemies who may invade before long-!"





  Her resonant voice reawakened the Dwarves' tension. We also stood up and grasped our weapons.





  A festival is a festival.





  What we have to do is what we have to do.





  Dal-rang, dal-rang-.





  Just then, something like a bell installed somewhere in the heart rang. According to Zacchaeus's explanation, this was evidence that the traps installed at the entrance had begun to operate.





  In other words, it meant someone had intruded.





  What, weren't they coming at two o'clock?





  Perhaps they noticed that the informants had been discovered and hurried the operation. Or maybe the intruder bastards don't know how to read a clock.





  Paranoi spoke up.





  "Are there any of those strange crystal devices filming the interior...? If so, show the screen from that side-ssi...!"





  "It's possible. You figured it out well without being told. You're a smarter Nymph than you look."





  "Enough with the praise, just show it quickly-ssi...!"





  "You sure are impatient."





  As Zacchaeus manipulated the crystal plate, a blurry screen began to show something like the inside of a dark and gloomy cave. 





  Geomut, geomut-.





  Appearing on that screen were Elves dressed in black. Counting them, there were roughly thirty, forty, fifty-.





  There sure are a lot of them.





  Since I stopped counting near fifty, I couldn't know the exact number, but estimating the number shown on the screen, there seemed to be easily over a hundred.





  Seeing as they didn't cover their faces even though they were launching a raid, they must have come with the mindset that it didn't matter if their identities were revealed. Kill or be killed.





  Jirit, jirit-.





  The tension that had loosened while watching the festival once again vibrated in my neck and chest. 





  Hippolyte also drew her sword and said a word.





  "Did they aim for the time of the Queen's Match when people's attention is most focused? I don't know who the leader is, but they're quite a clever fellow."





  Just then, a Dwarf shouted out.





  "Look at those guys. They're armed with weapons we made-! The armor is ours too-!"





  "This shipal, I was wondering why A-grade items were disappearing one by one. Those bastards were the ones who took them. Those are things that are hard to even scratch with ordinary items-!"





  The Dwarves were extremely indignant that the intruders were using their weapons and armor, and that their durability and power were not to be taken lightly.





  However, the problem wouldn't be solved just by being angry.





  Zacchaeus grasped an object that looked like a detonator for dynamite he had brought from somewhere. It was an object that looked like it would work if pressed down from top to bottom.





  "Them bastards are passing the 1st gate. Everyone, when I give the signal, operate the devices together. One, two...."





  What Zacchaeus's eyes and the glass screen were reflecting were the Elf intruders passing through a wide open space.





  "Three-!"





  Finally, with a thunderous shout, all the Dwarves forcefully pressed the control-like devices they were holding. 





  ━━!!!





  Then, a 'ureureu' vibration was sensed beyond the screen. Soon, harpoons and spears were seen pouring down from the ceiling.





  ━......!!!





  ━...!!!





  The Elves opened their mouths to say something, flustered by the sudden trap. 





  I couldn't tell because I couldn't hear the sound, but looking at their lip shapes, they seemed to be saying 'Damn, what is this-?' or 'I didn't hear there was such a device-!'.





  So that's a trap.





  It seemed a few Elves were injured and fell to the floor from that just now. Despite the remarkable effect, Zacchaeus clicked his tongue as if unsatisfied.





  "Taking down barely ten or so is all-! Damn, I wanted to wipe them all out. Everyone, there's no time to be complacent! Quickly prepare the operation of the next trap-!"





  ━.........!!!





  ━...! ...!?





  The switching screen showed traps being activated in various places. It also depicted Elves getting caught, bound, fainted, or colliding and falling.





  Watching that scene beyond the screen made me feel like I was playing some kind of game. It felt even more so because I was watching it indirectly through the medium of a magic tool. 





  "If I press this button, the lives of the Elves disappear as easily as candy before a Nymph-ssi...!"





  Looking at Paranoi, who was repeatedly pressing the trap buttons, this was indeed no different from a game. 





  A name like 'Elf Tower Defense' would be good. 





  The rule is to protect Atlas, the heart, from the swarming Elves.





  However, the invading Elves were also elite soldiers.





  "What-! What is that monster with the hammer-! He's smashing the traps to pieces-!"





  "At this rate, the 2nd gate will be breached-! Then we'll have to face them in ten minutes-! Reduce their numbers further by any means-!" 





  Had they adapted to the continuous traps? The Elves were not just taking it lying down. 





  Whether they had become more cautious because they lost half their forces to the traps, they now began to enter while easily destroying the traps. Their movements seen beyond the screen were also orderly.





  Of course, being able to see that was also short-lived.





  Pajijit-.





  "The surveillance crystal was smashed-! Damn, they must have noticed they were being watched-!"





  "The surveillance crystal is only as big as a Nymph's pinky nail. There's someone who noticed that and subtly smashed it?"





  "That Elf holding the bow. He's no ordinary fellow. His intuition is at the level of a beast! They're all strong-! Everyone, steel yourselves-!"





  Sulleung-sulleung-.





  With the screen no longer visible, bewilderment and tension washed over the Dwarves like a wave. 





  Now, the Elves' advance, the traps activating in response, and the sounds of something being smashed directly reached our ears.





  Gwaaaaak-.





  Strength naturally entered the hands holding the weapons.





  Presences approaching closer and closer along with screams.





  Now all that remained was that huge and heavy door made of thick titanium steel plates. 





  Since it was at least ten-odd centimeters thick, it was an iron door that could withstand most bombardments, so it would take quite a bit of time to break through.





  Kung, kwang, kwaaang-.





  Simultaneously with the heavy thumping sounds heard from behind it, the door began to buckle. What kind of strength is that? I'd think they brought a siege engine.





  Kung, kuuung, kung-!





  At the continuously echoing sounds, Hippolyte shouted.





  "They're here-! Everyone, prepare for battle-!"





  In the shout of Hippolyte, the daughter of Mars, there was a strange magic that boosted the morale of allies and diminished the spirit of enemies. Thanks to that, our momentum could also soar, but-.





  Teo-eong-!





  Seeing the iron door being smashed and flying towards us with a powerful impact sound, tension once again gnawed at our hearts.





  "Shipal, the door is flying-!"





  The Dwarves shouted as if completely flustered by the threat of that iron slab. If hit by that, it was certain they would be flattened like a rat hit by a truck.





  So I blocked the flying iron plate with my hand.





  One hand was enough for the job.





  Kwaaang-.





  Dust scattered in all directions with the aftershock. What was visible outside the forcibly smashed door was nothing but pitch-black darkness, as not a single lamp was lit.





  At a glance, it seemed as if no one existed.





  "Cowardly Elves, reveal yourselves quickly-ssi...!"





  Along with Paranoi's growl.





  Seueueuk-.





  Something appeared before us from within the deep darkness. 





  It was an Elf pierced by spears and hacked to pieces here and there. No, it would be better to express it in the past tense as 'was an Elf'. Because anyone could see it was a corpse now.





  It was flung 'pik-' towards us.





  "You've done something trivial. Looks like information leaked from somewhere. Well, it doesn't matter. No one can stop the execution of the prophecy-."





  Hidden behind that corpse was a large man wearing ash-colored armor and a helmet. That fellow must be the leader of the Elf group. 





  And seeing that tattered corpse, I felt like I knew how the Elves broke through the traps. Did they use corpses as shields?





  Jirit, jirit-.





  Everyone's fighting spirit echoed through the space.





  『Interesting.』





  In this situation, the only one composed was Atlas, who continued to hammer while wearing heavy armor.





  "Today, the long winter also ends-!"





  Pabat.





  Kwareureureung-.





  The man in ash-colored armor vanished with the sound of thunder. When I raised my head, I could see a hammer falling like a lightning bolt from a high place.





  "Hassan-! Watch out-!"





  Hearing Hippolyte's shout, I quickly pulled out Fear Crusher.





  With it, I block the heavy blow striking down at me-!





  Kwaaaaaaaaaang-!
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  It's heavy.





  That was the first sensation I felt as I blocked that bastard's hammer.





  Kwaaaaang-!





  An intense crushing sound and the resulting dust from the aftershock swept in all directions. 





  "Ugyaaaak-!"





  "Hieeek-!"





  I heard the distinct screams of Luna and Paranoy-ssi, but I didn't have the leisure to pay attention to such things.





  If I lost my tension or gaze for even a moment, I'd be crushed-!





  Gagak, gagagak-. Gagagagak-.





  Sparks flew as his hammer and my Fear Crusher clashed, pushing against each other. 





  To think there was a weapon that wouldn't even get a scratch after colliding violently with my club.





  Is this the Mjolnir, the item from the Age of Gods?





  To use a metaphor, it felt as if a massive mountain was pressing down on me.





  "Get squashed-!"





  Kang, kaang, kaaaang-!





  His hammer hammered into my body several times like a nail. Each time, I also held my club horizontally to block the attacks.





  Shibal, this is damn hard.





  "To think there's someone who doesn't fall before my attacks, which are reinforced by bestowed divinity-. I didn't hear any reports that such a person existed?"





  "I am the matchless Hassan, you dumbass-!"





  "You are strong. However, even if your body is strong, your weapon is screaming."





  "Don't bullshit me-."





  Udeuk, udeudeuk-.





  No, shibal, what. My club is actually about to break-!





  Under his continuous hammering, my club was bending like a piece of taffy. Since this was the first time this had happened since I received this weapon, I was incredibly flustered. 





  I need to avoid this power struggle for now-!





  Huuk-. I drove my knee up with all my might. This was my finishing move that had even shocked that Mars, the Hassan Knee Kick.





  Kuuuung-.





  "Gueook-."





  The armored man hit by my attack let out a loud scream and clinched onto me. Is he sticking close to avoid the knee kick?





  "You, shibal, why is a guy being so clingy-! Get lost, man-!"





  "Khehehe-. Try and shake me off then-."





  "In that case, Deva Path-."





  Taking advantage of the moment he faltered, I pushed his body away with all my strength, weapon and all.





  "Shinra Tensei-!"





  ─Deva Path: Shinra Tensei.





  This is the ultimate technique that can be used by one who possesses the power of Samsara. The pinnacle of repulsive force. The possibilities it holds are infinite-!





  "What-!?"





  Under my ultimate push, the attacker's body flew back in the direction he came from and slammed into the steel wall.





  Kuuuuuung-.





  At my current level, a simple push is as good as a lethal move for others, so he must have taken a massive impact-.





  "I told you not to stick to me. Don't you know about social distancing?"





  Hwareuk, pulseok-.





  The area was covered in dust from the impact of the man hitting the iron plate. Paranoy-ssi, who must have seen it, said:





  "That is God of Authority Hassan-nim's basic third technique, the Elf Dropper-ssu...! So, have you finished off the wicked Elf-ssu...?"





  "Hey, he probably survived just because you said that, shibal." 





  Blaming Paranoy-ssi's carelessness, I quickly gathered my momentum. 





  "Huu-."





  I didn't feel it earlier because I was flustered and focused on taking the attack, but judging by how my joints and cartilage in my knees, elbows, ankles, and wrists are screaming, the impact was quite strong.





  Shibal, it hurts like hell.





  The last time I felt this kind of pain was when I exchanged a blow with Mars, the God of Struggle. 





  This Thor of Lightning guy might actually be comparable to the Mars I met in Hyphos.





  Which means.





  There's no way he died from that simple push just now.





  So, as I waited for the dust to clear with tense eyes.





  Gooooo-.


    


  The hammer-wielding armor that should have been there was nowhere to be seen.





  "What the, shibal, where did he go?"





  He had vanished without a trace. 





  Surely, with my Sharingan-no, with my Rinnegan as Hassan the God of Samsara-I should have been monitoring the dust so closely that not even an ant could escape.





  Did he die from my Shinra Tensei without even leaving a trace?





  Jiririt-.





  At that moment, something vibrated intensely at the back of my neck.





  Turning my head, I saw something sharp flying toward me, cutting through the air-saaaaek!





  What the hell is that, shibal.





  The visual prowess of my Rinnegan, which had reached the end of mythology, allowed me to identify its true nature. It was an arrow. An arrow was flying toward me.





  If it were an ordinary arrow, it wouldn't even be able to pierce my skin and wouldn't be a threat, but... it would be dangerous to get hit by that.





  That feeling rang loudly in my head.





  In that instant-.





  Swaaaa, kaching-!





  An intense energy flying from somewhere intercepted the arrow in mid-air and deflected it! Of course, that was none other than Hippolyte-ssi's sword ki, Wind Cutter.





  "Hassan-! Don't worry about the small fry-! Subdue their leader-!"





  Hippolyte-ssi, with her sword drawn, lightly grazed the bodies and necks of the Elves lunging at her. Even though the cutting motion wasn't even visible.





  Chwaaaaak-.





  The Elves' bodies split open, spraying blood.





  ━I didn't even see the sword swing? There's a strong warrior here-! Everyone be careful-! And somehow attack the giant-!





  The Elves also seemed startled by Hippolyte-ssi's near-divine technique. Hippolyte-ssi simply flicked the oil and blood off her sword-chwak-and spoke nonchalantly.





  "My body feels strangely lighter than usual. Anyway, Hassan, Nyx-nim and I will provide as much cover as possible-! "





  Looking beside her, Luna was also throwing jars full of centipedes at the Elves.





  "Centipede Voodoo-!"





  Jjaeng-geurang-.





  ━Uwa, shibal-! It's centipedes-! Gross, filthy-!





  ━They're sticking to my body-! Get them off me-!





  The Elves hit by the centipede jars rolled on the floor in a panic. 





  They looked exactly like slugs hit with salt. Slugs hit with salt used to squirm and suffer just like that. 





  Now that I see it, Elves are friends that resemble slugs.





  "You, shipal-! Vulcanus-isiyeo, please allow me to strike something other than iron with this hammer just for today-!"





  "You pointy-ears, you're not getting past here-! Taste the alchemy of this Zacchaeus, who was called the King of the Abandoned Mine-!"





  The Dwarves were also fighting hard, each taking on several Elves.





  However, the number of Elves was very large.





  Compared to our number of about ten, the opponent had roughly thirty. It's chilling to think that this is the number even after dropping some into traps along the way.





  Kwaaaang-.





  Then there was a powerful impact sound.





  『Guaaaaak-! This shibal-.』





  Turning my head, I saw the giant Atlas, clad in heavy armor, screaming and falling to his knees. 





  As he dropped his massive hammer and stopped hammering-.





  Guguguguguguguk-.





  The giant nail at the heart of the volcano, which had been suppressed and twisted by the hammering, began to twist upward at a speed that was obvious to the naked eye.





  『Uwa, someone hit me-. What on earth hit me-!』





  Atlas seemed to have no idea what had attacked him. 





  I had also been focusing my aura around him to protect Atlas as much as possible, but I hadn't caught the moment he was attacked at all.





  『You fools. Protect me. If I stop hammering... the volcano will explode-.』





  Something is strange.





  Something is about to happen.





  Only that sensation heightened my instinctive sense of crisis. While I was on high alert, I heard Paranoy-ssi shouting toward me.





  "Hassan-nim, something, it seems there is something invisible-ssu...!"





  "Something invisible-."





  What if that hammer-wielding Thor bastard I attacked had made himself invisible for some reason? 





  Since I know well that such graces exist in the world, I could tell it wasn't impossible.


  


  Somewhere in this chaotic battle.





  The enemy leader is hiding his appearance through some bizarre method.





  Stealth combined with damn powerful attack power.





  Is he a Dark Templar or something?





  Isn't that a total cheat?





  How should I go about finding him?





  "I, Paranoy, have a good method-ssu...!"





  Puuuuuu-.





  It was then. Paranoy-ssi began to spray the grape juice he had stored in abundance in his storage in all directions. 





  The way the entire space was being stained with purple liquid-chideok, chideok-looked like modern art where someone just splattered paint and sold it for a high price.





  Of course, it wasn't that Paranoy-ssi suddenly wanted to play with paintings-.





  "Th-there, a strange stain has appeared in mid-air-ssu...!"





  It was likely to find the location of the invisible opponent.





  In the spot Paranoy-ssi pointed to, grape juice droplets could be seen floating in mid-air. One could say something in the air had been dressed in grape juice, gaining a three-dimensional form.





  Its identity must be obvious.





  "You cowardly bastard-! Fight fair and square, man-!"





  I quickly formed hand seals. 





  ─Wood Style: Root Binding Jutsu. 





  The effect was to consume 30 Karma to summon roots that firmly bind the opponent from their feet to their body.





  Udeuk, udeudeuk-.





  Roots that suddenly grew burst through the floor and wrapped around the entity in the air.





  ━What the, shibal, is this some bizarre Wicked Magic-! You cowardly bastard-!





  Calling me a cowardly bastard while he's the one using stealth. This was an act I absolutely could not tolerate.





  "Just die quietly, you moron-! I have to go watch the water polo finals-!"





  I clenched my clasped fists even tighter, pouring out mana. With that, the binding force of the roots holding the Elf leader, Thor, also increased.





  Udeuk, udeudeuk-.





  Along with the sound of iron plates crumpling, his invisible body became visible once again. It was a desperate situation for him.





  ━Uwaaaa-!


    


  Pajit, pajijijijik-!





  However, along with the sound of many birds chirping, an intense light began to flash. 





  It could be called a wave of mana, which soon became sparks spreading in all directions, starting to sweep through everything in the space, including my roots.





  "This, shipal, isn't this Jupiter-nim's lightning-!?"





  "No, it seems a bit different-! This is blue lightning-! Everyone get down-!"





  "L-leader, why even us-gueooook-!"





  A Lightning Style attack that didn't distinguish between friend or foe. Its power was on a different level from the 100,000 volts used by Antiope.





  ━Hu, I didn't want to use this power, but.





  From between the charred tree roots.





  With a cracking sound, a man revealed himself. Beneath the completely shattered armor, scorched muscles and short gray hair were visible.





  The only thing intact was the right gauntlet on the hand holding the hammer. Other than that, he was completely naked.





  "This shibal, what are you showing me right now?"





  "I was somewhat careless. I remember now. You, you're the man I saw back then. You were that famous Hassan. From now on, I will release all the power I was granted and go at full strength."





  Kwareureung-.





  With a thunderous sound, the naked man disappeared. Did he use stealth again? No, this time it was different.





  He had simply dashed at a speed invisible to the eye.





  That intense speed left the thunder behind-!





  "Lightning Flash-."





  Before I knew it, the naked man was raising his hammer high toward me. 





  Judging by the blue lightning swirling around it-pajik, pajijik-it seemed to be some kind of ultimate move.





  "Judgment-!"





  The man's hammer tried to strike my head like a falling thunderbolt. 





  With superhuman reflexes and strength, I forced my muscles to twist and attempted a backstep.





  Kwareureureung-.





  The hammer, which grazed just in front of my nose and struck the floor, rang loudly and shook everything around. If I had been hit by that, even I would have been flattened.





  Pajik, pajijik-.





  When I came to my senses, I saw the man's charred body trembling. 





  "Is this the power of the almighty god, Thor-. It is distant and high. Geuuu...."





  It seemed he had suffered some kind of overload from his own attack.





  Before he could recover, I raised my fist with all my might. And then I swung it, driving it into his exposed stomach.





  "That's what happens when you handle power you can't control!"





  Pabat-.





  However, my attack was blocked by the man's two elbows.





  "Indestructible-!"





  Kaaang-.





  An intense sonic boom, unlike the sound of striking a body, rang out. Not only that, the naked man even drove his knee up toward me. 





  Since I couldn't avoid it, I also defended my stomach area with my elbow.





  Kwaaaaang-!





  With that intense impact, the chaotic melee began. Elbows toward each other. Knees. Foreheads. Weapons. Hands. Arms. Thrusting and blocking with the intent to kill.





  Kwang, kwaaaang-.





  One exchange.





  Ten exchanges.





  The ceiling shook as if it would collapse under the continuous collision of powerful auras, and the voices of the people fighting around us gradually fell into silence.





  ━To trade blows with the successor of Mjolnir. Is such a thing possible? To think there's such a warrior on this pathetic Gaia continent...?





  ━Is this a battle of gods-.





  ━The ground is shaking just from the collision of fists. They're on a different level. This is absurd....





  As they said, it was a high-level fight.





  "I, Hassan, who has obtained both Wood Style and the Rinnegan, am, according to my headcanon, truly comparable to the God of Shinobi."





  "What are you talking about-? Do you have the leisure to talk nonsense in the middle of a fight?"





  "To think you're an equal match for me. I thought you were just a pervert who likes exposure. You're quite something. I, Hassan, acknowledge you-!"





  I was purely impressed that there was someone who could fight so intensely with the current me. Therefore, while dodging his attack, I leisurely threw a word at him.
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  "But it's not your own power, is it? Is it the power of the weapon dwelling within you? Should I just make you drop it?"





  "...."
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  Thor of the Thunderbolt.





  He was a man strong enough to be chosen as the leader of the Elf raiding party.





  Indeed, if a guy like this were to invade, would there be anyone among mortals, excluding the gods of Hypos, who could actually stop him?





  If I had to count, maybe Gloria-nim, or Hippolyte-nim in her prime before she got pregnant.





  However, even those two would likely struggle significantly against that mysterious hammer.





  That's right. A hammer.





  I realized that this immense power wasn't something inherent to the man himself.





  This man was a mortal Elf, not a god.





  For him to clash with me to this extent, he must have been on some kind of steroid-like drug. And I suspected that was because of the weapon held in the man's hand.





  "If I take that hammer away, won't you just turn into a nobody?"





  "...."





  The man remained silent.





  But sometimes, silence contains far more information.





  Watching his heart rate and breathing grow increasingly frantic, something occurred to me.





  "It's a great weapon, sure. But other than that, you're nothing special-!"





  "...."





  "Isn't that Thor guy or whatever also a nobody? The hammer is pretty sturdy, I'll give it that. But it's clear that without that hammer, he's just a worthless punk too."





  "The God of Asgard, Thor-hasoseo, is incomparable to someone like me who merely shares his name-! Do not insult our God, or our homeland-!"





  At my provocation, the naked man flew into a rage.





  Kwaoooo-.





  His immense fighting spirit and the lightning erupting from his hammer became a murderous intent possessed of physical force and destructive power, running wild.





  "Finishing Move, Lightning Flash Fist-!"





  The man thrust the hand holding the hammer toward me with all his might.





  Jijijijijijijic-!





  Simultaneously, lightning so powerful it felt like it might distort space itself began to surge from the man's fist.





  "Gueueueueueueueue-!"





  Without even a chance to protest, my body hit by that was the very definition of an electrocuted rat.





  My whole fucking body felt like it was being destroyed, every single cell being fried, making my vision flash.





  But surprisingly, it was bearable.





  I've endured Elfriede's flames.





  I've even endured my soul being ground away in the vortex of reincarnation.





  Lightning like this can be endured somehow if I circulate my mana and steady my mental strength.





  "W-What-? You're enduring that?"





  "Now it's my turn, you little shit! I thought I was gonna die from the tingles!"





  I gathered magic power into my palm. What I visualized was rotation. A powerful rotation imbued with magic power and aura.





  As the god of circles, as the god of reincarnation, the rotation that filled my head soon became a sphere containing energy so intense it was visible to the eye.





  "T-That is-!"





  "It's the Space-Time Rasengan (Heroes of the Storm)-!"





  Taking advantage of the opening when the Elf bastard was greatly flustered, I thrust my hand into his wide-open stomach.





  Pu-uk-. Chwa-ak-.





  Then, my hand pierced deep through his stomach and erupted out of his back. My fist had penetrated the guy's belly.





  It was my own attack, but the power was beyond what I had imagined.





  Was this guy's physical ability not that strong? For an attack to go through like this?





  Was he lacking strength because of the chaotic battle just now?





  Is this the power of the Space-Time Rasengan Storm?





  However, the idle thoughts that were popping up only lasted for a moment-.





  I noticed that my arm, which had pierced through his stomach, wouldn't come out.





  Kwaaaaak.





  "*Cough*-. A high priest who has undergone the harsh training methods of Alfheim can control every part of their body at will."





  My arm was fixed in place as if bitten by the jaws of an Alligator with a powerful bite. Not only that, he wrapped his arms around my body.





  "All my internal organs were torn to shreds by that just now-. But even like this, I can still tighten my hold on you. My... tightening... with all my soul...."





  "Y-You fucker-. Screw you! Tighten what-?!"





  The biggest goosebumps of my life broke out over my body. You could call it a physiological instinct.





  More than that, this bastard is stronger than I thought, even though he said his organs are all smashed.





  He wasn't surpassing me by any means, but he had enough strength to make things annoying.





  I kicked up with my fists and knees with all my might to tear his body away.





  *Pak*, *ppagak*- the air was filled with the sound of bones shattering, and the guy's body itself was wrecked, but he still wouldn't let go of me.





  Seueueuk-.





  Thor of the Thunderbolt raised the hand holding his hammer.





  I realized that he intended to pin me down and then hit me with an attack.





  Gooooooo-.





  The intense murderous intent radiating from him was proof of that.





  But if he's stuck this close to me, it'll be hard to land an effective hit, and wouldn't he himself be destroyed by that strange blue lightning?





  "*Cough*, you... were certainly strong. O foreign god-."





  That's when I noticed that I wasn't the one he was aiming for.





  "A man stronger than you... might not be found in this land, or even in the current Alfheim-. Perhaps. But-."





  The man's bluish eye-light.





  "Even if I lose the duel-."





  Beyond my shoulder.





  "─I will be victorious in the war."





  He was looking at Atlas, who was trying to pick himself up from the floor.





  This murderous intent wasn't directed at me.





  "You bastard-."





  "It is our victory-."





  ─Thor's Condemnation-.





  Hwik-.





  The naked man's action was simple.





  Just throwing the hammer he held in his hand at Atlas.





  But that intense energy flew like a single bolt of lightning and struck Atlas's torso directly.





  Kwagagagagak-!





  『Uwaaaa-!』





  The giant crashed into the wall, letting out a scream that was as large as his size and as pathetic as his size was not.





  At the same time, the armor he was wearing all shattered and fell to the floor.





  『Ueueueue-. *Cough*-.』





  Atlas vomited blood from the force. Seeing that, some of the strength left the body of the man who had been restraining me.





  "Mission.... suc...cess...."





  Thud-.





  Was it because the weapon that had been infusing his body with strength had left his hand?





  The man's body, which had been on par with me until just now, was charred black and scattered as ash, as if unable to withstand the overload that had occurred.





  "To my home, Alfheim...."





  Spring....





  Come....





  With that, he said no more.





  Now, all that remained in this place was the chaos he had brought about.





  Zacchaeus, his body covered in soot, shouted toward Atlas, who was collapsed on the floor vomiting blood.





  "Damn it, Atlas-! Fuck-! We're screwed-! The hammering has stopped! At this rate, the stake will be pulled out in less than 5 minutes! Then magma will erupt from the hole-!"





  Atlas, who had been driving the stake, had fallen.





  That was what the Elves had been aiming for from the start. It happened exactly as the man who said he would win the war had said.





  He had achieved his goal by burning his own life as planned.





  That obsession was like a kind of madness, and it sent a chill down my spine.





  "Atlas's arm is completely twisted! It's broken! Damn it, we're doomed-! We're all going to die now-!"





  "Vulcanus-nim, not yet-! Please hold back the volcanic eruption just a little longer-!"





  "It's done-! Now spring will come to Alfheim-!"





  The reactions to this situation were varied.





  But I didn't have time to indulge in such sentiments. About 5 minutes. After that time, the volcano will explode and we'll all die.





  Fuck, what do I do?





  I was more than a little flustered. If I had read the man's intentions, I might have been able to prevent this from happening. If I had pushed him more thoroughly-.





  As I was reproaching myself like that, someone clapped right by my ear.





  "Hassan, get a grip-! It's not all over yet-! Surely, there must be something we can do-!"





  It was Hippolyte.





  Hippolyte had awakened my senses with a clap. Indeed, she was right. I couldn't just sit here and let myself be cooked to death in a furnace.





  "So, you're saying we just need to drive the stake in with that giant hammer-!"





  Just then, Luna dashed off somewhere. It seemed Luna was trying to lift the giant hammer that Atlas had been holding.





  "Gueueue-! It's heavy-!"
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  No matter how strong Luna had become, there was no way she could lift a hammer dozens of times larger than herself. Seeing that, Zacchaeus shook his head.





  "It's no use. In adventurers' terms, you'd need a strength stat of at least 15 to lift that hammer. Atlas's strength was around that level."





  "T-Then that means Hassan can lift it?"





  Luna looked at me with emerald eyes filled with hope. A strength stat of 15. At that level, it's definitely worth a try.





  "Move aside, I'll try it-!"





  I stepped up beside Luna and grabbed the giant hammer. Calling it a hammer was an understatement, fuck, even the handle was as thick as a bridge pillar, so grabbing and lifting it wasn't easy.





  "Gueueueue-!"





  "I-It's being lifted-! Hassan! It's actually being lifted!"





  With Luna's fussing in the background, I managed to lift the hammer high somehow.





  But at the same time, I realized.





  Lifting this giant hammer.





  And swinging it accurately to strike that giant nail were two different things.





  Kuuuung-.





  So I set the hammer back down on the ground.





  "This won't work."





  "It's no use-. It's all over now."





  At that, the Dwarves were greatly discouraged.





  However, I didn't give up. Where I was heading was the place where the gray soot lay, where I had just fought for my life.





  To be precise, it would be better to describe it as the place where the hammer Mjolnir, which he had been holding, was located.





  "Hassan-nim, what are you trying to do...?"





  "It's just a matter of driving in a nail. If the tool's size doesn't fit, you just find a tool that does-."





  The Mjolnir that Thor used was large, but it looked like a hammer I could swing well enough. The handle was just the right size to be gripped with both hands.





  However, when I grabbed it in my hand.





  Pajijijijijic-.





  "Uwa, fuck-!"





  Intense sparks felt like they were burning from my fingertips to my head and all my peripheral nerves. Seeing that, the cheering Elves sneered.





  "It's no use, foreign god-. Mjolnir is something that even our leader could only lift after harsh training-! It is the ultimate weapon-. Unless you are a warrior of Alfheim, it is impossible to even hold it in your hand-!"





  So it's a weapon that can't be used by just anyone.





  But in this situation, there seems to be no other answer than using this to drive the nail in.





  "Whew-."





  After catching my breath lightly, I reached out toward the hammer once again.





  *Pajic*, *pajijic*- the current sparked, making my hair stand on end and my palms shrivel, but perhaps because I was prepared for the shock, it was surprisingly bearable.





  "Neueueueueueuaaaa-!"





  I squeezed out strength from my whole body with a feeling like my molars might crack. Beyond enduring the electricity, the hammer itself is heavy.





  Fuck, why is a hammer the size of Paranoy's head so heavy? It's as if the weight of all the world's troubles is contained within it.





  *Kadeudeuk*.





  Thanks to that, my teeth had already been shattered long ago. But I couldn't give up.





  "L-Look at that. The hammer is being lifted?"





  "Impossible. Without the blood of the Aesir gods, it should be impossible to lift it."





  "He's lifting it by force, by sheer force. He's forcibly subjugating a weapon of myth with strength!"





  Just as the Elves whispered, since I was lifting it by force, there was no reason this hammer couldn't be lifted.





  Kwaooooo-. The hammer vibrated intensely in my palm. It felt like it was resisting, as if it hated being lifted by me.





  "Mjolnir-! Resist-! Do not be violated by another man, by a foreign god-! Your master is only Thor-hasoseo-! Guard your chastity-!"





  "Hassan-nim, hurry and defile the weapon of the invasive Kkanpeu-ssis...! Corrupt the weapon into Hassan-nim's own...!"





  The voices of the Nymph and the Elves reached my ears.





  "Geueueut-! What does it matter if it's a weapon of myth! For a mere weapon, a mere tool, to act so noble and picky about people-!"





  My hand focused even more on the humming weapon, and I lifted it straight up-!





  "I'll drive you in good, so just lift your butt quietly, shibaaaaal-!"





  The hammer thus lifted passed my knees and stomach and finally rose high above my shoulder.





  "F-Fuck, I lifted it! It's damn heavy!"





  The hammer held high emitted *pajic*, *pajijic* currents. Seeing that, Paranoy shouted.





  "Aah-! That unchaste hammer has reached its climax at Hassan-nim's touch...! It's spraying this and that...!"





  "No, Mjolnir-!"





  I had a lot of things I wanted to say in many ways, but anyway, if it's this heavy, it seems sufficient to drive that nail in.





  "You idiots, I'll handle the chaos you brought with the weapon you brought-!"





  *Pabat*! I kicked off with the strength of my legs and leaped into the air. I landed on top of the giant nail that was barely holding back the eruption of magma.





  Standing on that wide platform, I could fiercely feel the energy of the earth itself boiling *bubble-bubble*.





  "Quietly-."





  After raising the hand holding the hammer with all my might.





  I brought it down like a thunderclap.





  "Get driven in thereeeeeee-!"





  Taaaaaaaang━.





  Then, an impact sound like nothing I'd ever heard in this strange world erupted. Rather than the sound of hammering, it was more like the sound of a cannon being fired and hitting its target.





  Ssuuuuk-.





  Fortunately, the giant nail that had been pulled out significantly was driven into the ground by about my height with that one hammer strike.





  "Fuck, it works-! I am the enemy of nails, the God of Hammers, Hassan-! Gueueueat-!"





  I raised the heavy hammer above my head once again with all my might.





  My whole body screamed, and the joints that had been injured fighting Mars screamed again, but I couldn't stop.





  What goes up must come down.





  Like a clear waterfall rushing downward, I swung my hand down with all my might again.





  ━Kaaaaang-!





  Just two hits. Two hits were enough to completely drive in the nail that had been pulled out.





  But the problem was that I hit it so hard that the nail went in too deep and shattered the surrounding ground.





  Thanks to that, cracks began to form in the ground around the giant nail with a *bajic*, *bajijic*.





  The cracked holes, too wide to be blocked by the nail, grew even larger, letting the boiling lava flow through. Seeing that, Zacchaeus shouted.





  "Damn it, the hole has gotten bigger-! Now, now it can't even be blocked with a nail-!"





  "Shit...."





  How tiring.





  Whew-.





  *Pajijic*.





  As I let out a brief sigh, a brilliant idea struck my head like a current.





  "I was once the God of Circles. Holes are my specialty-! As I say, a hole must be blocked with a stick!"





  I checked the stick at my waist.





  "Fear Crusher. All this time-."





  And then I drove my club into the ground with all my might.





  Kuuuuuuuuuung-.





  "Thank you for everything, my friend. I cherished you like my own dick. No, you were already basically my dick."





  Finally, I poured all my Task Points and magic power into it-!





  "Now, release the suppressed seal and return to your true form-!"





  『Consuming Task Points - 2507.』





  ─Wood Style, Overgrowth-!





  My sacred olive wood club, Fear Crusher, saturated with my Task Points, absorbed karma and magic power, expanding and soaring high.





  "Become grand-!"





  It grew beyond the size of the giant nail, large enough to block all the boiling cracks and volcanic vents. Its endless giant stems and roots filled the cracks and holes.





  Fear Crusher is originally a sacred divine tree made by compressing several trees.





  And since it has traveled through countless battlefields with me, consuming blood and tasks, if its true form were released, it would undoubtedly become a giant pillar.





  I had simply released it with my Wood Style erection.





  Like a whale trapped in tight briefs swimming toward the sea.





  *Ujeok*, *ujeojeojeok*-.





  It swelled up in an instant and covered everything.





  It all happened in a very brief moment.





  *Teong*, *teooong*-. *Jeolgeureok*, *teolsseok*.





  "T-This is-."





  Just then, sounds of people collapsing and falling to the floor were heard from all over.





  Turning my head, I saw that whether they had lost their will to fight at the sight of the giant tree, or lost their motivation because their plans had gone up in smoke.





  All the Elves were slumped on the floor with their mouths half-open.





  "Our... prophecy...."





  "The mountain's wrath...."





  "...has descended."





  I shouted, pointing the hammer at the dazed bastards.





  "From now on, all of you under me, get your heads on the ground, you Kkanpeu bastards! For today, I am the Hassan of the Year-!"
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  Perhaps because they lost their assault captain.





  Or perhaps because their plan to erupt the volcano went awry.





  The captured Elves did not resist and meekly accepted the Chains and handcuffs.





  "The prophecy, the prophecy has been fulfilled-! Spring comes to Alfheim-!"





  "The tyranny of the tiresome winter will also end-!"





  Of course, some of them were flailing around, caught in excessive excitement. According to Luna, they were intoxicated by alcohol or drugs.





  Meaning, they weren't worth worrying about.





  "Hassan-nim...! All the damn Elves have been restrained-imnidat...! Finally, Hassan-nim's justice has been realized in the underground of Hypnos-imnidat...! Their spoils, this Paranoy has recovered all of them-imnidat...!"





  When Paranoy announced the complete suppression of this sudden terror, I was in the middle of treating Atlas, who was collapsed on the floor.





  Even if you call it treatment, it was just setting his dislocated bones and consuming Task Points.





  Udeudeuk-.





  『Aaaaargh, fuck-! It fucking hurts-! Aaaaaaaah-!!!』





 I recovered about 300 Task Points. Perhaps because his body was more than twice as large as others, the Task Points I could acquire from him were also about twice as much as from others.





  His voice was so booming that my ears hurt, but since he gave a lot of Task Points, I decided to endure it.





  Because I had used up over 2,000 accumulated Task Points to grow my Fear Crusher with Wood Release Secret Arts, the 300 Task Points he gave me provided a certain sense of stability.
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  It felt like cash in my wallet.





  Even if I didn't use it immediately, it gave me a sense of reassurance. Now, if I don't have even a little Task Points, I feel anxious.





  Just then, the Dwarves approached me.





  "All the cracked places, this strange tree has blocked them! You could say the places where lava was about to boil up are completely sealed. It blocked the holes very thickly and sturdily-!"





  The Dwarves' armor was torn in places, and their faces were full of scratches, but their expressions were bright.





  "Hassan-! We are heroes-! You are the god of us heroes-! You are a great hero god-! Savior-! Redeemer-! No title is too good for you-!"





  They were all genuinely happy that they had somehow thwarted this invasion and stopped the eruption.





  "Hassan, your majesty this time will be engraved on an unbreakable steel plate, to be passed down as a myth forever-! I swear on my beard! Absolutely-! On an iron plate that will never be erased for a thousand, ten thousand years-"





  "Gueueu-."





  But I couldn't just be happy.





  Jeorit, jeorit-.





  Because something like the recoil or aftershock of the intense power I had just used began to rage through my entire body as if to shatter it.





  It felt like others' voices were flowing through my bones. Is this gout or something?





  "Gueueueu-."





  It was truly like a storm. I even felt like a Space-Time Rasengan was tearing my cells to shreds inside my body. My head throbbed, and my vision spun.





  I instinctively felt that this pain was because I had used too much mana and Task Points at once.





  A similar sense of exhaustion to when I tried to find my limits in high school by masturbating fourteen times in a row made my body heavy like an anchor.





  If I lost consciousness, my thoughts would sink deep beneath the surface of sleep.





  Fuck, I used too many Task Points. Actually, I hadn't intended to use that much.





  I thought about 1000 points would have been enough. My body ended up leaking Task Points like a breached rice paddy dike.





  I know the reason well.





  Pajijik-.





  It was because of the hammer I was holding in my hand, Mjolnir.





  This guy acted like an antenna or amplifier, greatly increasing my output.





  How do I know that? Because my Rinnegan is seeing clear letters floating in the air.





  『Mythical Relic acquired.』





  『Name: Mjolnir of Utter Destruction.』





  Strength Stat 16 achieved - Power Amplification unlocked.





  Agility Stat 16 achieved - Flight Function unlocked.





  Stamina Stat below 16 - Locked.』





  Power amplification, flight function, and the last one is still locked, I see. That too will probably unlock and encompass new functions once I reach about 16 in Stamina Stat.





  These letters obtained through the Chaos Contract are like a familiar game system to me in many ways, making them easy to understand. Is Chaos, the God of Chaos, surprisingly a gaming fanatic?





  Anyway, befitting the name of a mythical weapon, it had good bonus options. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say it was the best weapon I'd ever seen.





  However-.





  Pajijijik-!





  Because the hammer itself had a strong tendency to reject me, as if it didn't want to be held in my hand, I ultimately had no choice but to let go of Mjolnir.





  Kuuuung-.





  The hammer that fell to the floor made the surrounding ground dent deeply. Even after it left my hand, its electrical discharge showed no signs of stopping.





  "Ugh, fuck, it fucking hurts."





  "Hassan-! Y-your hand-. Your hand is burnt black-!"





  Just then, Luna approached me and screamed with a pale face.





  As Luna said, my right hand, which had held Mjolnir, was burnt completely black, like some fucking pancake Elfriede failed to cook.





  Is this my hand or a cookie?





  Ah, damn it, it is my hand. No escaping reality.





  Basak, buseureok. The skin on my palm had long since shattered, hard as stone. If I touched it wrong, it felt like it would crumble like burnt charcoal, so I couldn't move it.





  Is this punishment for forcibly holding a weapon I couldn't wield? What kind of weapon picks its user, anyway?





  However, to reassure Luna and Hippolyte, who were looking at me with anxious eyes, I raised my hand and said.





  "Now, will you call me Hassan of the Black Arm?"





  "This, can it be healed...? For now, I do have some holy water...."





  Luna rummaged through the pouch at her waist with a face that looked like she was about to burst into tears. I asked Luna, who was like that.





  "Luna-ya, are you hurt anywhere?"





  "Nothing but a few scratches. Hippolyte and Paranoy are also fine, apart from being a little tired and startled."





  "Then it's fine. As long as everyone isn't hurt. Even if they are hurt. As long as they're alive. Somehow, wounds will heal, and new flesh will grow."





  However, Hippolyte responded coldly to my optimistic answer.





  "Even if you possess divine regenerative powers. At this rate, you might not be able to use this hand for several months. At least a few weeks. It wouldn't be strange if it had already turned to dust."





  "Well, that's true. But it can't be helped. Still, to stop the volcano's eruption. Isn't one arm a cheap price to pay?"





  "One arm, you say-."





  Hippolyte's eyes soon surveyed the surrounding area, which was shattered and terribly broken everywhere.





  "It doesn't seem like it ended with just one arm. Still, it's a definite fact that we were able to stop this because you, Hassan, were here. We were lucky."





  Lucky, huh-.





  It was then that I let out a somewhat hollow laugh.





  Kwareung, Kwarereureu-.





  The loud sound of thunder shaking all directions vividly reached my ears.





  Perhaps I wasn't the only one who heard it, as the Dwarves, Luna, and Paranoy, who had been tidying up the surroundings, flinched.





  "The volcano, the volcano seems to be erupting-imnidat...! We are all dead-imnidat...! This Paranoy hopes that in his next life, he can be reborn as a Super Nymph-imnidat...!"





  Zacchaeus, who had flinched at Paranoy's fuss, picked his ear.





  "My Nymph friend, this isn't the sound of a volcano. This is the sound of thunder-! Around Hypnos, it's a sound you can sometimes hear! It's Jupiter-nim's sound-!"





  Tadat, Tatatadadat-.





  Zacchaeus, after saying that, hurriedly ran off somewhere.





  The direction he headed was towards the exit where the Elves had invaded.





  When the man, who had run for a while in that direction, returned, his face was greatly etched with something that could be called surprise or horror.





  "Everyone, everyone come out and look at the sky-! Hypnos's, Hypnos's sky Door has opened-! This is no time to be here-!"





  At the sight of the man's trembling beard, we all hurriedly ran towards the mountain's entrance.





  Whatever it was, if that heavy, rock-like man was foaming at the mouth and tap-dancing, it was certain that something fucking amazing was happening.





  Thus, the moment we escaped from Vulcan's Temple, the heart of Hypnos.





  The moment I raised my head high, I could see something magnificent.





  "That is, Hypnos's mountain peak...."





  Who could have said that? Hippolyte? Zacchaeus? No, such trivial facts didn't matter now.





  What was important was the fact that, as he said, the lofty peak of Hypnos had become visible to the naked eye.





  Hypnos's high mountain peak, which was always shrouded in strange mist and clouds, invisible to anyone, was now fully revealed to the world.





  A brilliant orange halo, like an angel's ring, was placed on the pointed head of the crater. It looked exactly like Saturn's rings floating in the air.





  Can such a terrain physically exist?





  Thanks to the brilliant light it emitted, the sky was entirely red with an orange hue.





  Swaaaaaa-.





  Even though I had become a god myself, I had not an ounce of faith.





  But that sight was truly overwhelming, as if the sky Door had opened and heaven had arrived.





  Indeed, if one could see such a thing every day, even a lack of faith would surely turn into belief.





  Just then, someone tugged at my collar.





  It was Luna.





  "Hassan, look at that. That's Hypnos's Celestial Palace I explained to you before-! They say it was always hidden by mist, so no one could see it. We're really lucky-!"





  Responding to her words was Hippolyte, who had also raised her head with us.





  "Noxdoti. This isn't just being lucky. As far as I know, it's been 30 years since Hypnos's mist cleared."





  "Then, what's going to happen?"





  "I don't know either. But it's clear that something magnificent, beyond our comprehension, will happen from now on."





  Whatever it was, I knew it was something fucking amazing.





  Seeing that, an Elf, who was slung over a Dwarf's shoulder, trembled as if deeply moved.





  "The mountain, the mountain truly raged, and the sky turned red-. Mother World Tree's prophecy was real-. The mountain, could it possibly have meant Hassan's mountain-!"





  "Damn Elf, shut up-imnidat...! Everyone is currently admiring the light with humble hearts...! Nymph's knuckle sandwich-imnidat...!"





  Kung-.





  Soon, the Elf was silenced by Paranoy's descending fist.





  Jirit, jirit-.





  Just then, my nape tingled.





  It might have been my imagination, but I felt as if many gazes were looking down at me and us from high above the mountain, so high it seemed to reach beyond the sky to the universe.





  Are they the gods of Hypnos?





  I quietly waved my left hand towards them.











  *       *       *








  


  Whether Hypnos's sky Door had opened or not.





  We had things to deal with separately on the ground.





  First, we had to gather the captured Elves in one place, tend to the wounded, and not forget to mourn my club, the Fear Crusher, which had turned into a tree.





  Seuk-. Seuk-.





  I rubbed the gigantic tree trunk with my uninjured left hand.





  My cherished weapon.





  At first, it was strange, like some wooden block, but after using it, there was no weapon as simple and convenient as a club.





  Thanks to this guy, my life was saved many times. Memories came flooding back.





  "The Elves might invade this place again. And we don't know what kind of bastards might come to erupt the volcano-. You stay here, on the mountain, and protect everyone. Pidgeot. I'll come pick you up someday."





  Juuuung-.





  My club, which had become a tree gigantic enough to rival the circumference of an average apartment building, vibrated. Did it understand my farewell?





  If so, I thought I might even shed tears because it would be fucking moving.





  Watching me like that, Atlas, who was crouched on the floor as if lying down and receiving treatment, opened his colossal mouth.





  『It's a good tree. I am Atlas, the Titan of the Earth. I know the steadfastness of trees better than anyone. It has firmly rooted itself in the ground. It's an excellent tree, using the boiling magma as nourishment.』





  "Is that so?"





  『Yes. Thanks to that, the day has come when I don't have to hammer. To think the day of liberation from sin would come-. I never, never imagined it-.』





  Atlas was destined to dedicate his entire life, eons, nayuta of time, to hammering.





  Because in any world, the strongest punishment is not for murder, rape, or arson, but for treason. Atlas, as a traitor, should have become an eternal prisoner.





  Now that he no longer needed to hammer.





  It could be said that he had gained a kind of freedom.





  『However. Now that I don't have to hammer the stake, I don't know what to do. Hey, tree owner. Was it Hassan?』





  "That's right."





  『I've seen many gods of Gaia, but I've never seen anyone throw their body into it like you. I don't like the gods of Hypnos. But you are different. As a reward for setting me free-.』





  Buseureok, buseureok-.





  The Titan rummaged through his waistband with his colossal palm. Finally, what was pulled from his hand was a small circle.





  『I'll give you this. It's the last remaining fruit. It's precious.』





  I thought he might be giving me some hidden gold coins, but what lay in his fucking huge palm was an apple that looked as small as a grain of sand.





  It wasn't just an apple; it was glittering golden, as if plated, making it extremely appealing to the eye.





  "W-what-!?"





  Hippolyte, seeing it, her eyes sparkled. Was that loud shout just now, by any chance, Hippolyte?





  "Th-that, could it be a Golden Apple-!!!!"





  『That's right.』





  "The Golden Apple that sparked the Trojan War, called the Fruit of Ruined Nations-!"





  『Yes. The tree withered and died from Typhon's poison. But this is the last fruit of that tree. The fragrance of the fruit travels a thousand li. And the taste─.』





  "Good heavens, to give such a thing to another-! He's mad-!"





  Hippolyte is usually calm and composed.





  Seeing Hippolyte jumping around enough to interrupt someone else's words, I could tell how amazing that Golden Apple must be.





  Seuk-.





  I received it from the colossal god's hand.





  It was heavier than I expected.





  Rather than holding a fruit, it felt dense, like holding a heavy kettlebell in my hand.





  The sensation of touching its surface was also closer to a cold, smooth metal surface than a fruit.





  As I looked at my face convexly reflected in the golden skin, Atlas added an explanation.





  『It was a fruit capable of destroying a nation. I had intended to eat it secretly once I was free. But I'll give it to you. Eat it, boil it, do whatever you want with it.』
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  Thanks to having a weird father, I've really eaten all sorts of food.





  Of course, I've also eaten a fucking ton of things that weren't food.





  I dare to assert, as someone who has. 





  This Golden Apple possessed a freshness so potent it could make my mind reel just by smelling its fragrance.





  『Now it is yours. You must eat it.』





  "Should I say thank you?"





  『No. You don't have to. Rather, I am the one expressing gratitude. I was able to escape the heavy hammer-wielding punishment thanks to you-.』





  Atlas continued to express his gratitude and thanks to me in great detail.





  Anyway, to sum it up, I could tell it was a fucking amazing apple, whatever it was. 





  How did I know? Because the moment I held the apple in my hand, I could feel all the shattered cells in my body tingle and begin to recover.





  Just like someone lacking protein craves meat.





  My broken body craved this Golden Apple.





  Saliva dripped- down.





  Of course, not my saliva, but Paranoy's.





  "Hassan-nim, may I, Paranoy, take a bite first, to see if it's poisoned or not...?"





  "What, you punk?"





  "Titans are cowardly beings-imnidat...! They might have thought they couldn't face the great god Hassan-nim head-on, so they gave him a poisoned apple-imnidat...! I, Paranoy, your loyal servant, will volunteer as your taste-testing Nymph-imnidat...!"





  "No, you punk. You just want to eat it first."





  "How can it be no-imnidat...? The Nymph's blood, it desires that apple-imnidat...! Just one bite, please give me-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy clung to my pants.





  "Hey, where are you touching-!"





  "I, Paranoy, am the Margrave who governs 10% of Hassan-nim's territory. I have the right to claim 10% of that apple too-imnidat...!"





  I realized it was impossible to pry Paranoy off. His eyes were already glazed over with a brilliant golden light. 





  It wasn't just Paranoy; the surrounding Dwarves and Luna were the same.





  "Hassan, me too, let me just taste a bite-. Just one bite-. Just a little. Even just the peel-. I'd be happy just to lick it-. Licking-. Voodoo of frantic, frantic licking...."





  Hippolyte, who was next to her, also coughed, *hmm-*





  "Hassan, I too, would like to taste that apple once. No, to be precise. I'm not particularly interested in apples. But, the child in my belly seems to want to eat the apple. *Euh-heum-*."





  The refreshing fragrance emanating from this golden apple seemed to be enchanting and captivating everyone. 





  I vaguely understood why wars were fought over this apple.





  "Apple, give me the apple, Hassan. Apple-."





  Luna clung to my body like a zombie, flailing her hands. At that sight, Atlas snorted, *heung-*





  『The Golden Apple only shines golden in the hands of its rightful transferee. If you try to steal or snatch it by force, it will simply shrivel up in your hand.』





  "Is that true?"





  『Yes. Those are the conditions. Just like that hammer. The hammer of a foreign god that no one can lift. Hassan, now you, the man, have no choice but to eat that apple all by yourself.』





  Everyone let out a strong *aah-* sound of regret.





  Ah?





  Just then, a good idea sparked in my head.





  "Then I'll eat it. And if I plant the seeds and cultivate the tree well, I'll be able to grow a ton of apples. Then we can all share them-!"





  It was a fucking great idea.





  Since I'd been following my mother around her greenhouse until I was sick of it since childhood, I was quite confident in cultivating trees.





  "Alright, then, we'll do that-."





  Ah-.





  I opened my mouth wide and took a big bite of the golden apple. And at that very moment-.





  *Asak-*





  To my surprise, my tongue tasted a bland flavor.





  "What the. It's nothing special."





  Compared to its excellent fragrance, it wasn't particularly delicious, nor did any special text appear. At this rate, wouldn't it have been better to display it like a scented candle, emitting fragrance, rather than eating it?





  "What, it's so bland it tastes more like a cucumber than an apple."





  Had my tongue finally gone bad?





  As I was feeling disappointed, Atlas burst into hearty laughter, *khahahaha-* It was so thunderous it felt like the volcano I had barely contained was erupting again.





  『I heard the Golden Apple is originally like that. That's its original taste. But it incites the possessiveness and vanity of all beings. That's why it's terrifying.』





  "Hmm-."





  I bit into all the remaining apple. Just in case, I ate everything except the seed part, and was able to retrieve 2 seeds from inside.





  *Asak, asak-*





  After chewing and swallowing it all, the apple did have a bit of an aftertaste. And I felt like my body was recovering somewhat.





  More than that, it was an aftertaste I'd felt somewhere before. What was it? Nectar? Could it be that this apple can be used as an ingredient for Nectar?





  Once the tree grows, I'll have to give it to Luna to try.





  Anyway, if I plant this, will Golden Apples hang abundantly? 





  『This land of Gaia is a gift bestowed upon Juno, Queen of the Heavens. It will never be easy to cultivate. Please, raise it well, young god.』





  I nodded for now.





  Apple farming is a piece of cake for me, a Wood Release user.





  Alright, so that problem's roughly solved.





  What remains is that.





  The hammer, emitting blue electricity with a *pajik, pajijik-* sound. 





  It seemed to be radiating energy in all directions like a severed high-voltage wire, making it difficult even to approach. 





  In a way, it felt like it was growling to prevent anyone from approaching it. 





  Zacchaeus, observing it, hummed, *hmm-*





  "The hammer of a foreign god-. Its power is similar to Jupiter-nim's lightning spear. Keeping something like that here in Vulcanus's Temple seems dangerous...."





  Everyone seemed worried that the ominousness of that hammer might cause the barely dormant volcano to erupt. 





  Even without that specific worry, it would be natural to be afraid if something emitting such electricity was nearby.





  The Dwarves' gaze soon turned to me.





  "Hassan-ssi, can't you lift that hammer again?"





  "I'd like to. But if my remaining left arm gets shattered too, which hand will I eat with-."





  "That's true-. Ah-. Still, we are Vulcanus's priests, after all-. Our reputation would suffer if we struggled with just one hammer. Come to think of it, that pointy-eared bastard had a strange gauntlet on his hand...."





  The Dwarves soon put their heads together and whispered something. After several minutes of talking like that.





  They finally moved to their respective places, turning bellows or pouring boiling molten metal into the furnace.





  I asked.





  "What are you trying to do?"





  "The materials for Atlas's hammer and nails were a combination of unbreakable plutonium and adamantine, made with adamantium and enchanted mithril. If we melt that down and make a gauntlet...."





  "Hey, foreman-! Stop talking and let's melt this hammer first-!"





  They all tied ropes to Atlas's hammer and dragged it into the boiling furnace. But despite their spirited efforts, the hammer wouldn't melt.





  "Damn it-. The firepower isn't enough. The equipment was damaged in the brawl just now. I don't think we can do it-."





  It was then.





  『Move aside-. I'll do it.』





  A loud *girik, giririk-* sound of cogs and screws turning was heard. 





  When I turned my head. I saw a man with red hair and bronze skin, looking fucking powerful, limping toward us. 





  The sound of cogs turning seemed to be coming from a walking assistance device, like a brace, worn from his left foot up to his knee.





  He effortlessly lifted Mjolnir, which was lying on the floor, with one hand.





  Intense lightning sparked with a *pajik, pajijik-* sound, but the man merely uttered a short curse, 『Shit.』, without any change in expression.





  『A curious hammer. I've never seen anything like it. But. It's not the first time I've touched lightning.』





  The man casually picked up Mjolnir, which I had struggled fucking hard to lift, and examined it from various angles. 





  "Y-y-you are-."





  Zacchaeus was startled by the man's appearance. The other Dwarves were the same, but the man quieted everyone with a *shhh-*





  『Don't talk to me while I'm working. I need to concentrate-. Now then, Fiery Annihilation-.』





  *Huuuu-!*





  From the mouth of the man with the bad leg, intense flames erupted. It was truly a veritable inferno. 





  If Elfriede's flames were hot and dry, these felt closer to sticky, massive lava or magma.





  『Good-. I'll make it quickly.』





  Before long, the hammer was sizzling and melting on the furnace's hot plate. Its flowing, dripping form looked like mercury.





  『I will add a few drops of your blood. With that, the gauntlet I create will become even stronger.』





  The man, Vulcanus, the God of Blacksmiths and Volcanoes, then even lightly cut my left hand with a dagger. 





  He dipped the blood from the dagger into the mercury-like shining liquid.





  *Ttuk. Ttuk-*





  *Chi-iiik-*





  The silver liquid, mixed with my blood, began to transform into a blood-red solution. 





  I thought it was fucking ominous and goosebumps ran down my spine, but Vulcanus nodded as if satisfied.





  『Good. Indeed, excellent Karma. This is truly fitting for the blood of a god.』


 


  After that, Vulcanus put it into a mold he had just created and solidified it. He tightened and hammered it from various angles with something resembling a hammer and a screwdriver for several minutes.





  *Kkang-, kkang-. Girik, girik-*





  The Dwarves, watching it, finally couldn't contain their excitement and shouted with wide-open mouths.





  "My goodness, to think I'd get to witness Vulcanus-nim's work-! Everyone, everyone, engrave it all in your minds-!"





  "Too fast-! Damn it, I can't even see it-!"





  It was true that it was fast.





  Before I knew it, a pair of Red Gauntlets had been formed. 





  It was a fucking ominous, blood-red color, feeling like the hand of some Demon King.





  『Hassan, this is the strongest and finest metal, mixed with your blood. This is a gift from me, Vulcanus, and the gods of Hypos, for all your hard work.』





  *Jeolgeureok-*





  Vulcanus, speaking gruffly, extended the weapon toward me. 





  Luna, who was watching from beside him, shouted as if truly startled.





  "My goodness, Hassan received a divine weapon from Vulcanus-nim-!!"





  "With this, Hassan-nim also has a god-like symbol, equipment-imnidat...! 





  Jupiter has his lightning, striking true with one shot, killing with one blow.





  Neptune has his trident, capable of controlling wind and waves, storms, and earthquakes.





  Pluto has his golden helmet, capable of completely erasing existence.





  These are metaphors symbolizing the gods themselves, serving as conduits to further elevate their dignity and spread their renown throughout the world.





  In that sense, Vulcanus, Gaia's greatest master craftsman, handing me a divine weapon was, as everyone exclaimed, a magnificent event.





  『Now your precious hands will be protected from harm.』





  *Jeolgeureok-*





  I received the Red Gauntlet from the gruff craftsman's hand. 





  The feeling of touching solid iron definitely had a certain coolness to it. Yet, the joint areas seemed quite flexible, allowing for movement.





  『Give it a name. With that, the weapon will become even stronger.』





  Name?





  Nothing particular came to mind.





  Infinity Gauntlet? No. If I named it that, I'd feel like I'd have to fit gems into it for some reason. I pondered for a long time. Then I remembered that my blood had seeped into this red ore.





  "Hassan-ium."





  『A simple name. Good. Try it on.』





  With the craftsman's permission, I put the gauntlet on my hand. 





  Contrary to what I expected to be heavy, the gauntlet felt like it clung tightly to my skin, so the fit was quite good. And the color, too, isn't this just a rubber glove for making kimchi?





  That was only for a moment.





  *Seureureu-*





  The gauntlet shrank as if melting away. 





  When I came to my senses, a single bracelet was worn on each of my wrists instead of the gauntlet.





  『I see. That is your divine weapon. So it transformed. It's a good weapon. Depending on the situation, it might even be a weapon not inferior to that hammer. Now. Then, try to lift this hammer.』





  Without time to be lost in sentiment, the man extended Mjolnir, which he held in his hand, toward me.





  I slowly reached out my hand toward the hammer's short handle. 





  Just before my fingers touched it, with a *chwareureu-* sound like cards shuffling, the Red Gauntlet enveloped my hand.





  "Oh-."





  I was truly startled. Because my hand, now covered by the gauntlet, could effortlessly grasp the hammer that was emitting electricity.





  "Oh shit, I'm soaked!"





  With this, I simultaneously gained the Hassan-ium Gauntlet and Mjolnir, two fucking powerful weapons. Although I had to sacrifice the Fear Crusher in the process, it was a sufficiently understandable harvest.





  "These weapons are fucking awesome-!"





  As I rejoiced like a child who had received a toy for Christmas, Vulcanus added a few words.





  『Should it ever break, send it to this Temple. I will fix it myself. For I will be here from now on-.』





  "V-Vulcanus-nim, th-th-th-that, that means, surely, that, that is-."





  The Dwarves were greatly flustered by Vulcanus's words.





  The God of Metallurgy answered their curiosity.





  『With the young god's hammering just now. A part of the pillar of discipline that we Hypos had imposed upon ourselves has broken. From now on, the gods of Hypos will no longer remain silent on the affairs of the mortals on earth-.』 





  No longer remaining silent on the affairs of mortals-.





  No one on the Gaia Continent would be unaware of the meaning of those words. That astonishing statement opened people's mouths wide, but no one dared to even utter a sound.





  A squirrel startled by a hawk while out for a walk in front of its house would freeze up exactly like this.


 


  Anyway, the Elves' invasion was successfully repelled.





  And instead of the Pidgeotto I sent away, I gained two weapons comparable to Legendary Pokémon,





  I obtained the Golden Apple seeds, the favor of Vulcanus's Temple, and various other rewards.





  It seems fighting while somewhat shattering my body was worth it after all. 





  *Seueuk-*





  However, Paranoy was sitting in a corner, continuously fiddling with something. It was a grey soot, originally an object named Daltor, an Elf monk.





  "What are you doing? Are you sulking because I didn't give you a bite of the apple? I'll give you an armful later. Cheer up, hey."





  "There was something that bothered me a little-imnidat.... The concealment magic I saw earlier.... There's something bothering me about that...."





  "Really?"





  "That was the power of a familiar authority-imnidat.... It wasn't the power of a foreign god, but an authority and grace from the Gaia Continent-imnidat...."





  "You're saying the Elves received power from a god of this Gaia Continent?"





  "That's right-imnidat.... And, that person is probably, certainly, no, I, Paranoy, know best that it's impossible.... But perhaps, someone with a strong connection to Hassan-nim...."





  Paranoy's words ended there.





  He must have held back his words, conscious of the many gazes.





  However, I, who had a certain level of communication linked with him, could roughly tell what Paranoy wanted to say.





  Making one's body transparent is one of the authorities possessed by the higher gods of the Underworld. 





  But now, with the power of Erebus and Nyx clearly weakened. 





  There aren't many Underworld gods capable of bestowing grace upon Elves to help them. 





  Could it be-.
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  "We shall see to it that these Elves are safely locked away in the Titanium Express Prison. At any rate, you truly worked hard today."





  Zacchaeus and the other Dwarfs bowed their heads repeatedly toward us. 





  It hadn't been long since we met, and I didn't know much about them, but having just fought a life-and-death struggle together, a sense of camaraderie had formed between us before we knew it.





  "When you trade with the Temple of Vulcan, just mention the name Zacchaeus-! Then you'll get at least a 20% discount-."





  As a bonus, I even received a good business proposal.





  "Then it is goodbye-ssi...!"





  With that, we were finally able to return to the city of Olympia. 





  It was already late evening, and the morning and afternoon events had concluded. 





  ━ Today's matches were truly spectacular.





  ━ Right? I never thought the Sparta Women's Association would end up winning the water polo match.





  On the streets, clowns wandering about in festival makeup and drunks kept the faint heat of the athletic festival simmering. 





  ━ Ah, I really won a lot of money-. I'll treat you to a meal, so let's all go for a second round-!





  ━ More importantly, did you see the summit of Mount Hypos today? What on earth happened-?





  ━ Who knows. Just look ahead and walk-. There are so many people-.





  I once had times when I enjoyed that kind of ordinary citizen's happiness.





  I miss it a little.





  Just then, Luna spoke to the air while watching the clowns.





  "So, can we rest a bit starting tomorrow? I feel like we've been so busy lately that my body feels all stiff...!"





  "This Paranoy also wishes to participate in the Olympia festival for at least a day-ssi...! Of course, it is not that I, Paranoy, wish to play, but rather for the sake of establishing a theory on the correlation between festivals and participating Nymphs from an observational perspective-ssi...!"





  "I also think it would be good to take a full day's rest. Since there is a child in my womb. It seems best to make sure my physical strength is recovered."





  Luna, Paranoy, and Hippolyte all looked exhausted in their own way. 





  Considering everything that happened today, honestly, it wouldn't be strange to be bedridden for a week, let alone resting for a day.





  "Then, let's make tomorrow a day off. Yeah, let's get some rest too."





  "Tomorrow is the Nymph Candy Speed-Eating Contest, the biggest highlight of the athletic festival-ssi...! Since I, Paranoy, have also submitted an application to participate, you must come to watch-ssi...!"





  "Goodness, Paranoy, you're entering the Olympia Games?"





  "Luna-nim, that is correct-ssi...! I shall go forth and exalt the majesty of the Nymphs of Sodomora and the Black Brotherhood to the world-ssi...! Although there is a favorite to win named Candynoy from the West, I, Paranoy, also...."





  Chatter, chatter.





  Hearing girls like Luna and Paranoy prattling near me, I could feel that I had returned to my own kind of daily life, to the path of normalcy I had been walking.





  I wonder if I'll be able to spend some time leisurely for a while now.





  Of course, I still have more work to do.





  "Hassan, where are you going?"





  "To Mimir. I have to tell her what happened and receive my reward."





  If I successfully completed the task.





  The deal was that Mimir would connect us with an Elder who possessed a wealth of information. 





  The traitor of Hypos and the traveler of Midgard.





  The Elder would likely be someone who could explain these two figures acting in the shadows, as well as their goals and the reasons behind them.





  At the very least, they should be able to give me information similar to that.





  "You guys go to the city hall first and rest. I'll finish up and be there soon."





  "Okay-! Let's all have meat and drinks together for the first time in a while today-! We'll be waiting, so come quickly-!"





  "That is very good-ssi...! I received top-grade Nymph-friendly flavored charcoal from the Temple of Vulcan, so if we grill meat with this, it will taste magnificent-ssi...!"





  "Then, see you later-. Ah, and Paranoy, give some food to Spotty in the stable. I left him alone yesterday and today. I'm not sure if he'll be okay."





  "Understood-ssi...!"





  I sent the group to the Temple first.





  Passing through the bustling citizens on the dark night streets, I went through the Slums of Olympia toward the cabin of the Elf Reconstruction Foundation.





  Chrareureu-.





  Under the light of the two moons, white petals swayed beautifully, welcoming me. It had its own charm. However, I found myself clenching my fists at the chilling coldness lingering around the cabin.





  Chrareureu-.





  As if sensing my will, the Hassanium Gauntlets immediately armed and encased my hands. I drew the hammer Mjolnir from the holster at my waist and smashed the cabin door-.





  Kwajijik-.





  "...."


  


  Beyond the shattered door, I saw Elves lying on the ground. Seeing as they were already cold, it seemed they had lost their warmth hours ago.





  What on earth happened here?





  Feeling suspicious, I went down into the basement of the cabin. And there, I could find the answer to what had occurred.





  The basement was filled with the corpses of Elves. Some of them were faces I had seen at the Elf Reconstruction Foundation when I was chasing away the centipedes.





  And others, wearing black clothes, were dressed exactly like the Elves who had raided the Temple of Vulcan in Hypos.





  A fight between Elves had broken out here. Did it happen around the same time we were fending off the Elves in Hypos? 





  "Mimir, Mimir, are you there?"





  I first looked for Mimir, my trading partner.





  She didn't get taken out too, did she? A bad premonition ran down my spine and rattled my throat.





  After going deep inside for a while, I entered the branch manager's office.





  There, I found a woman collapsed, leaning against a table.





  "Cough-. You're late-. I thought, I was going to die, waiting, hey...."





  A broken arrow was lodged in her chest, piercing her lungs. It was obvious at a glance that she was dying.





  "Mimir-."





  I checked Mimir's pulse at her wrist.





  The energy of life was very thin.





  It seemed the arrow had narrowly missed her heart, but since too much time had passed after receiving the fatal wound, it looked like it was time to prepare for the end.





  "What on earth happened...?"





  "I suppose, my betrayal, was discovered. Mother, the World Tree, is, merciless, to traitors.... Actually, I knew, it would end up like this, but...."





  Mimir, who spat out a mouthful of blood, laughed. However, it was more of a self-deprecating laugh than a refreshing smile.
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  "...Anyway, I was, waiting for you. Hassan.... Because I promised.... Today, at midnight.... Go to... the meeting place. My, words, are, finished with that.... For that.... I couldn't... even die.... Fuck...."





  "Wait a minute."





  I pulled the rest of the arrow out of Mimir's body. Then, I blocked the wound with my palm and infused her with the aura of life I possessed.





  Zuuuuung-.





  "Cough-!"





  However, Mimir's condition was not good; instead, she only spat out black blood even more violently.





  "I know, my condition, best. It's too late. This, is a deadly poison.... Everything is broken. It's the result of my choice. Choices, always come, with a fitting price-." 





  Mimir's condition weakened noticeably.





  I continued to infuse life force into her body. And I didn't forget to keep talking to her.





  "Keep talking. Anything. It doesn't matter what, just hold onto your consciousness and speak."





  "Let me, rest a bit. I, worked every single day. According to, Mother's instructions. Without a will. Like the executioners, who attacked me. Every single day. By someone else's will...."





  "This isn't resting. It's dying. I can heal you. If you just hold onto your consciousness-."





  "This, is my will. My, first and last will. The moment I betrayed Mother. I knew, I would be killed. But, a death by my own will...."





  I realized Mimir was saying something important. So, rather than giving a clumsy response, I decided to focus on the treatment and listened closely.





  "...."


  


  "I lived most of my life like a doll. But at the very end, I want to die by my own will. It's scary, and cold. But, it doesn't feel, all that bad.... Now, I can rest...."





  "In this land of Gaia, death is not the end, Mimir. It's a new beginning. You will be born as a new being."





  "Is that, reincarnation or something...? Not letting me rest even in death. Making me live another life-. That's a more, wicked fate, than the World Tree...."





  "So, what do you want to be if you're born again? Let me hear it. I was once the god of reincarnation. If you tell me, I might be able to grant it."





  "What I want to be.... Just.... On a lazy afternoon, doing nothing, sitting in a chair.... I want to read a book.... The things I want to read.... Things that were forbidden, as blasphemous, by Mother World Tree. Like romance novels...."





  At the mention of reading being what she wanted to do, I thought of Friede.





  Did her obsession with romance novels also have its own meaning?





  It seemed Mimir desperately wanted to do in her next life what Friede was doing so casually. 





  I thought she might be greedy and ask to be born as a daughter of a rich family or a princess.





  "Then, do that. I can at least grant that much."





  "Granting it-. Hassan, you're talking as if you've become something special...."





  "I have become something. You know. In your life, when things were most difficult and hard. Have you ever tried praying to someone?"





  "Prayer... it's been a long time since I stopped... God... doesn't listen to my prayers...."





  "I am that God. I'll listen to your prayer. However, do what you want to do in this life, not the next."





  I pierced Mimir's chest with my sharp hand and grabbed her heart.





  "Ugh-! Wh-What are you doing. Your, your hand in my chest-. My, my heart-."





  "Endure it even if it hurts."





  I massaged her heart with my hand filled with aura. I was forcing her heart to beat by massaging it.





  Of course, it was fucking nonsensical. But as I had declared to Mimir, I was a god.





  A god must be able to do everything.





  Therefore, they must be able to easily pull out those who have fallen into the abyss of life, and they must always listen to their voices.





  "Mimir, from now on, for about a year in prison. Read all the books you want. I'll have people bring books in for you."





  "Uuuuuugh-. Nooo-. Wh-What, this, feeling, it's my first time-. Eu, heung-at, ha-ang, ha-a-eut-."





  "And after you're released, you'll be in charge of the Olympia branch of the Black Brotherhood. There are Elves joining the Temple lately. I need a missionary who can lead and guide them."





  Since Paranoy is uncooperative with Elves, after all. Elf followers in the Black Brotherhood might end up being overshadowed.





  "You're not ready to go to the next life yet."





  "Heuang-eua-a-a-at-!"





  Mimir's waist arched high into the air. At the same time, she convulsed violently and even let out a high-pitched scream.





  A few minutes passed like that.





  Seureuk-.





  I took my hand out of Mimir's heart. 





  The place where my hand had entered healed as if nothing had happened, and Mimir's complexion also improved noticeably.





  "There. Anyway. Think carefully about what I said."





  "...."





  Mimir closed her eyes. It was nothing serious; she just seemed to have fallen asleep because her body was exhausted from the intense massage. 





  "If I had been any later, it would've been a disaster."





  Now, I decided to take all the Elf corpses in the Foundation building outside and make graves for them in the garden.





  Cleaning the blood off the floor would be good too, but that would take too much time.





  In total, fifteen graves were made.





  By the time I finished, it was roughly near midnight.





  According to Mimir, the appointment time with the Elder who held the information was midnight today? The meeting place would be under the steeple where the sacred flame was burning.





  My steps now headed toward the place of the appointment.





  As I headed toward the crowded square of Olympia, the person waiting for me there was surprisingly a familiar face. Even the bulging belly was familiar.





  "You are-."





  At my words, the woman took off the hood she was wearing.





  "We meet again. In a completely different situation. In a completely different place-."





  She was Sigurd.





  The wife of Zacchaeus, the High Priest of Vulcan. 





  Sigurd, the Elf spy who had infiltrated the Temple of Vulcan. 





  I thought she was locked in Vulcan's prison on charges of espionage? I don't know how she got out.





  "Are you the Elder Mimir spoke of?"





  "Yes. I am also the one who gave Mimir the information about the raid on the Temple of Vulcan. Let me reintroduce myself. I am Sigurd, an Elder of the Gwangmyeonghoe."





  Was she a double spy? 





  "You don't look old enough to be called an Elder."





  "It's a secret from Zacchaeus, but I'm quite old. Anyway, that's not what's important. Seeing as you've come here, you must have met Mimir. Is she, dead?"





  "She's alive for now."





  "I see. Even when I went there, she was in a state beyond help. You, getting your hands on that Mjolnir and all, you really do absurd things."





  "I don't think I'm as absurd as you...."





  Getting pregnant while being a spy. Women are strong. I felt like I could never have done that. While I was admiring her in that sense, Elder Sigurd spoke.





  "Then, shall we walk for a bit? It's a night I'd like to walk. You must have many things you want to ask me as well."
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  I had thought the elder possessing the information would be some third party I didn't know.





  It was flustering to have those vague thoughts blown away by the presence of Sigurd.





  I was curious about how she, who should have been in prison, got out. What her relationship with Zacchaeus was like now. What would happen to the child in her womb.





  But that wasn't what I should ask first right now.





  What should I say, and how should I say it?





  While I was calmly organizing the stories and items in my head, Sigurd spoke up as she wove through the bustling crowds.





  "There are so many people. I've lived in this city, on Mount Hypos, for quite a while. But I've never seen it this crowded. It's probably because so many people have gathered from all over-the Royal Army, the Liberation Army, and so on, right?"





  "I suppose so. There are even people like you and me here."





  "That's why... this Gaia continent, though it's not my homeland, is a truly interesting land. Because diverse things flow in from diverse places."





  Diverse things flowing in from diverse places, huh.





  That was a fitting expression in its own way.





  From Elves of distant lands to Samaritans. Ideope girls and Sandmen of the western desert. Spartans and the gods of Hypos. And even me, who came from a completely different world.





  Was this not the very space-time where travelers from all over intertwined to hold a competition?





  Jeobeok, jeobeok.





  Our footsteps continued through the city past midnight. 





  Worrying if it was alright to make a pregnant woman who looked close to her due date walk this much, I spoke up with a slightly anxious heart.





  "So, can you answer the questions I have? It's not right to keep someone else's wife for so long, so let's finish the talk quickly."





  "Very well. So. What is the question the young god of this land has for me?"





  "According to Mimir, a traveler came to Alfheim and informed them of the existence of the Gaia continent. He said you would know about that. Do you happen to know who that person's identity is?"





  "The traveler-. I know. It was about... roughly 20 years ago. It was when I was in the middle of working for the guard at the border of Alfheim."





  "20 years ago...."





  "Yes. 20 years ago. At that time, I was the captain of the guard defending the coastline. The winter sea of Alfheim was teeming with ice, cold, and monsters born from feasting on the body of the world snake Jormungandr, which had sunk deep into the sea. Try to picture it in your head."





  At Sigurd's explanation, I recalled my days as a soldier standing guard duty in the middle of winter. 





  ━When the hell is the relief coming?





  She told me to picture it, but I stopped because it felt like shit.





  "I was standing guard that day. It was a very tedious job, watching the sea where nothing but monsters appeared, a sea I thought had nothing but cliffs beyond it. But that day was different."





  "Is this a long story?"





  "It might be. It'll take about 5 days to tell the whole story."





  No, what kind of story takes 5 days to listen to? 





  Then, I suddenly remembered hearing that long-lived fairies or gods have a different sense of time than humans. Who was it that told me that?





  Since life is very long for fairies or gods, one shouldn't force the time sense of short-lived humans on them or expect them to understand it-.





  Still, listening to a story for 5 days is a bit much.





  "Could you at least shorten it to about an hour?"





  "Then you'll miss all the fun parts. I'd have to exclude the war that broke out while fighting that man, the prisoner exchange, and even the soul-stirring dance battle...."





  What the hell is a soul-stirring dance battle?





  My interest was piqued, but I still wanted to hear a summarized version if possible.





  "Please shorten it anyway."





  "Fine, then. Anyway. That man came through the winter sea. Everyone was flustered because we never imagined a person would come from beyond that."





  "So it was a man?"





  "Yes. It was a man. Robust and strong. A man who possessed power just like the gods of us Elves. That person said he came from the land of Gaia. He said he was a traveler drifting through space."
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  A man like a god from the land of Gaia.





  A traveler drifting through space.


    


  I organized this well in the dual-drive of my mind so I could pull it out immediately later.





  "He told us Elves: there is a way to restore the dying Alfheim and bring back the departed gods. Go to the Gaia continent-."





  "So, you're saying a man from this land told the Elves the way to the Gaia continent?"





  "Yes. But we were suspicious. Because the man's energy was more turbid and terrifying than any other being. Even Thor, whom I saw from afar when I was young, wasn't that much."





  "...Can you tell me more? If it was a terrifying energy...."





  "The moment we saw the man, all of us Elves shed tears. Our bodies trembled. Things that had happened in the past flashed before our eyes. Some even pissed themselves...."





  I pictured in my head the visitor from the Gaia continent who must have appeared before the Elves.





  A terrifying nature enough to make Elves wet themselves.





  "Any more details on his appearance?"





  "Just that he was a man with deep, black eyes, like yours."





  "Black eyes-. So, that man with black eyes told you Elves to kill the gods of the Gaia continent?"





  "Yes. He said by taking their divinity, we could bring back the spring of Alfheim. More importantly, Hassan-ssi. Your voice is trembling a lot. Are you alright?"





  "I'm fine. Probably."


  


  Puzzles were continuously being pieced together in my head.





  Considering the information I just heard, many things were clicking into place.





  The man who instigated the Elves to kill the gods of Hypos.





  The traitor of 'Hypos'.





  I had been so buried in that name that I was missing many things.





  Betraying the gods.





  Being involved in the death of the world.





  Bringing many winters to the earth and inviting chaos-.





  The culprit who caused all these problems from the beginning was one person.





  It was so obvious.





  Why had I erased him from the list of suspects?





  Seueuk.





  I turned my gaze. 





  A bronze mirror shining on display in a general store. Looking into it, my eyes, as black as the abyss, met mine.





  I could find him within my own eyes.





  The eternal and immortal Demon King of death and the underworld-.





  -Pluto, no, Hades.





  I recall the last time I saw him.





  He was standing in the realm of chaos and samsara I had created, as if it were natural. At the time, I didn't think it was strange due to the joy of seeing him and various other issues.





  He was-.





  Just as he had explained himself, he was a drifter of space-time.





  That's why he can exist anywhere. Did he say with his own mouth that he could freely roam the realm of samsara and 21st-century Earth?





  Also, since he can wear the golden helmet Kynee, he can hide and lie in ambush anywhere.





  And he could listen to every story. My father has ears twice as good as mine.





  If this is the case, I can't help but think.





  Did I perhaps hand over the territory of samsara to the person I should suspect and guard against the most? Now, I can't even go back there.





  Father.





  Just what are you trying to do?





  ....





  I don't know.





  What's certain is that he's trying to pull off something I can't even imagine and is fucking ridiculous.





  I don't know what's real.





  Whether the traitor of the gods is my father's true form.





  Whether the cult-leader-like appearance I usually saw, the appearance I met with Luna that day, is my father.





  "Why are you doing that?"





  "No, it's nothing. So, I have one more thing to ask. I've heard the term 'Traveler of Midgard'. Do you happen to know it?"





  I recalled the last moment I met my father.





  He had mentioned the term 'Traveler of Midgard' to me. He said that he would be behind all these situations. 





  Thinking about it now, I can't shake the feeling that he intentionally leaked that information.





  Even so, finding out about that would surely be the way to find out about my father's purpose or reasons.





  "Traveler of Midgard.... Where did you hear that term?"





  "I heard it from someone I know."





  "I think there was such a story among the tales written on the very top floor of the World Tree. Traveler of Midgard. I suspect it might be a record of a forgotten god...."





  "I see."





  I should go to Alfheim.





  The answer I want might be in the World Tree where various fates are written.





  Now, finally, one more thing I'm curious about remains.





  "What's going to happen to you and Zacchaeus now? You have a child, too. Won't things get awkward since you were caught being a double agent?"





  "I don't know either. That's why it's interesting. Elves like this kind of thing. You know, catastrophic relationships."





  "...."





  I gave a bitter smile instead of an answer.








  *      *      *











  When I returned to the city hall, the room was already noisy.





  "Ah, so I threw my spear like *shyuk*-, but Sileia unni dodged it like *hwik*-."





  Hearing someone talking loudly with enthusiasm, I listened closely-.





  "Damn it, if I only had a little more time. I could have definitely won. I was charging up my final lightning strike. This is a really, really strong technique, so if it hits, even Sileia unni wouldn't be able to move."





  I could hear Antiope complaining as if she had something very unfair happen to her.





  "What, Antiope. You're back?"





  I opened the door and entered. Then I saw the group sitting in a circle on the bed, chatting away.





  "Hassan-! Listen-! To how I fought Sileia unni-!"





  "From what I heard roughly at the door, it sounds like you lost. Because of time or something."





  "The decision win just happened not to go my way by chance. Damn it, a decision win. Why on earth did they introduce such a bland system? Until someone dies or faints. Wasn't that the rule?"





  At Antiope's complaint, Hippolyte, who was peeling fruit, chuckled *heu-heu*.





  "Since princesses are also participating in this tournament. They probably made it so it wouldn't end in such a final way."





  "That's the problem. If I only had more time, I would have won!"





  "Antiope, winning by distributing your stamina and power within the given time is also a strategic skill. In that sense, Sileia is still more outstanding than you."





  "Damn it, hearing that, it's true. Ah, I prepared so hard. Did I end up getting eliminated like this?"





  Antiope flopped down on the bed as if she were very disappointed. She even ended up burying her face in her pillow and wailing. 





  As someone with a strong competitive spirit, it seemed she was truly frustrated and full of regret that she had lost.





  Hippolyte stroked Antiope's back *seuk-seuk*.





  "There's always next year. I'll be able to participate next year too. We can just enter together then."





  "Is that so?"





  Antiope quickly regained her composure. She's a tough one mentally.





  Thinking about it, I was also disappointed that I didn't get to see the match between Antiope and Sileia. Watching them fight would have been a truly amazing experience.





  I asked with regret.





  "So, who's going to win the Queen's Match?"





  "Probably Sileia unni. Unni will just lift the trophy. Additional points will go to the Liberation Army side she participated in. And that'll be it."





  At those words, Hippolyte let out a long nasal sound, *heu-eung*.





  "Perhaps, it might not end with just that this year. At the end of the Amazoness tournament, the winner might truly gain the honor of fighting Mars...."





  "What does that mean?"





  At Antiope's question, Hippolyte briefly explained the things we had experienced. 





  From the Elves' attack to the opening of the Heavenly Gate of Hypos. Even the evidence that the gods would no longer remain silent in the world of mortals.





  Hearing that, Antiope wiped her eyes, stood up, and shouted loudly.





  "Damn it-! It wasn't the time to be doing matches! You should have included me! Such an important thing happened, and I knew nothing! Dammit-!"





  Antiope, who had been scratching her head in annoyance, soon turned her attention to the myth-grade hammer Mjolnir sleeping in the special holster at my waist.





  "So, that's the powerful treasure that rivals Lord Jupiter's lightning?"





  "Yeah. I got the gloves this time, too."





  Deureureuk.





  I took out Mjolnir and held it out in front of Antiope's face. 





  As it began to spark blue lightning in all directions with a *pajik*-, Antiope's eyes grew as large as clear beads.





  "Amazing.... I've never seen a weapon like this. A weapon of the Elf gods...? There must have been amazing gods there too.... Awesome...."





  "This hammer holster was also made by weaving and processing the leaves and stems of the club tree I used. So, I can store it like this."





  When I put Mjolnir back into the holster at my waist, lightning sparked with a *pijik, pijijik*-.





  At that sight, Paranoy tilted his head.





  "Hassan-nim, but it seems the electricity the hammer emits has decreased a lot compared to when I first saw it-ssi...! Its power is as weak as an old man's scream-ssi...!"





  That's true.





  The electricity emitted from this weapon at first was at an amazing level. Now, just as Paranoy said, it felt like it was losing its vigor like a weak stream of urine.





  To that, Antiope added a word.





  "This seems to be the same as this thing called a cell phone."





  And then she pointed her finger at the smartphone tucked between her breasts. Antiope's cleavage had already long since become a Bluetooth-charging smartphone cradle.





  It's the first time I've ever been jealous of a cell phone.





  "I guess that hammer also charges electricity. You said the one who handled that hammer was the one in charge of the god of lightning in Alfheim?"





  "Probably?"





  "Then, the power he had put into the weapon must be gradually wearing out. Shall I see later if I can charge it?"





  "More importantly, I'm hungry-! Let's have a late-night snack-! Hippolyte, can't we take that out now? The smoked pig leg-!"





  At Luna's shout, Hippolyte nodded. Hippolyte, who had disappeared somewhere, soon brought out chunks of meat with steam rising from them and began to slice them thinly. 





  The smell and taste were exactly like jokbal.





  "It's delicious meat-ssi...! It's disappearing into this Paranoy's mouth-ssi...! As expected, a beast that ate high-quality feed to be eaten is different-ssi...!"





  We chatted noisily from late at night until the dawn when morning came.





  "Now, then, I'm opening the ballot box-! Shit...! It's full of Paranoy's name again-!"





  "This Paranoy is definitely not the imposter-ssi...! You shouldn't banish me to Tartarus-ssi...! Why do you always hang this Paranoy first-ssi...?"





  "Execution for Paranoy-!"





  "Geuaaat-!"





  "And actually, the imposter is me, Luna Noxdoti, tee-hee-!"





  It had been a long time since I played like this, so I lost track of time.





  And so morning came.





  "Hassan, why don't we go watch today's match too? Antiope and I decided to go, and we've reserved VIP seats."





  "Then I'll go too."





  Today is the day of the semi-finals and finals of the Queen's Match.





  To watch that, we set out into the streets. Of course, my head was filled with quite complex thoughts due to the things that happened yesterday.





  Father-.





  "It's really crowded-! I want to show this to the people of Ideope-!"





  However.





  Such things are shattered by something that fell into the middle of the noisy stadium.





  Kuuuuuuung-.





  Like I said.





  Something fell from high up in the sky.





  Enough to dent the stadium.





  What the hell, a meteorite?





  No, it had a human form. 





  It was wearing splendid attire with bronze-colored armor and a fluttering red cloak. Ah, looking closely, it's not a cloak but hair as long as a cloak.





  ━What is it, what is it? An attack?





  ━Did a catapult fire? Something fell in the center of the stadium-!





  While people were scurrying to flee in confusion.





  The flash that fell from the sky rose from among the dust and spoke loudly toward the air.





  『I am the eldest daughter of the great order, Jupiter, and a master of justice, wisdom, intelligence, combat, and tactics. The eternal victor without cruelty. The brilliant majesty-.』





  The voice was very calm, like the sound of a stream flowing through the city. It was by no means loud and was composed, but for some reason, that voice was clearly audible even to my ears from far away.





  ━Jupiter's eldest daughter? Then, could it be that a god has come down from Hypos?





  ━If it's the eldest daughter, there's only that person. Could it be-.





  『Today, on behalf of Mars, who cannot participate in this place due to circumstances. I, the Goddess of War Minerva, shall carry out the duel with the winner of the ball-!』





  Jjirit-.





  At that moment, I felt an intense gaze.





  I could tell that the gray eyes of the woman who identified herself as Minerva were piercing through me from among this vast crowd of people.





  What the hell, why is she looking at me like that?
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  We're in a situation right before the semi-finals of the Queen's Tournament.





  Right in the middle of the Colosseum, where various performances are unfolding as the stage is being prepared.





  A bronze-colored flash descended.





  『I am Minerva, the eldest legitimate daughter of Jupiter-!』





  The identity of the woman clad in tight-fitting armor, helmet, round shield, and long spear was, as she herself explained, Minerva.





  The goddess in charge of wisdom, strategy, and victory in war and battles, Minerva.





  As far as I know, Minerva's prestige, along with the God of Light, was so high that she could be called Jupiter's successor.





  So, it was only natural for everyone to be shocked and astonished when such a goddess suddenly descended to the mortal realm.





  『I, Minerva, have been granted the authority by Jupiter-nim to coordinate this conflict and festival, so from now on, I shall harmonize the opinions regarding the war-!』





  At the calm yet resolute voice emanating from beneath her helmet, everyone awkwardly glanced at the faces of those around them.





  ━Is she a real god? Minerva, the goddess?





  ━To think that in my lifetime, I'd see the descent of a god-.





  ━I prayed to Minerva-nim to let me graduate university this year. Surely she didn't come because of me?





  ━You idiot, why would it be because of you?





  The reactions heard when listening closely were bewilderment and wonder, respectively. Of course, I was just as bewildered and amazed.





  I had heard that the rules preventing Hypnos's sky palace from interfering with mortals were broken.





  But even so, to think that the time would come when she would descend directly to the mortal realm and openly reveal herself before people.





  Jiririt-. At that moment, a powerful presence was felt.





  I discerned that it belonged to the goddess standing in the center of the stage, at least tens of meters away from me.





  The goddess's ashen eyes were fixed on me, who was tearing into squid legs amidst the crowd.





  Why is she looking at me like that?





  Her seemingly angry demeanor makes me a little nervous.





  However, that lasted only a moment, as Minerva soon averted her gaze from me.





  Then, she struck the abdomen of a nearby Samaritan warrior, using his hunched body and back as a seat.





  『O savage warrior. Feel honored to be the seat of this body, Minerva.』





  She literally treated a person's body like a tool. How can someone treat a person like that? Is that the dignity of a god?





  Won't there be problems regarding human rights? The Samaritan, who was actually subjected to the extreme insult of being treated as a tool, seemed to tremble with various emotions.





  "To dare, to dare, treat the great warrior of the wilderness, Curbild, as a seat, is, is an honor...!"





  So he liked it. Looking again, there seems to be no problem. If he likes it, then what.





  『Then, proceed. All glory to the victor-. To the winner, I, the war goddess Minerva, shall grant the opportunity to mingle weapons. Please, show me an interesting match. The gods too, are paying attention to this match.』





  Pawat-. Minerva, sitting with her legs crossed on the Samaritan's back, spread her hands wide in a Y-shape. At that moment, something fell from the sky with a strange sound, 'papap-, paaaat-'.





  It was fire.





  Flames of various colors occupied the high pillars of the Olympia Colosseum one by one, flickering. Seeing that sight, someone shouted.





  ━Twelve torches have descended upon the Colosseum-! The Olympia festival, just like the stories written in history, has drawn the attention of the Hypnos gods-!





  Starting with that voice, excited screams erupted here and there.





  ━The gods, the gods are with us-!





  ━Our festival, the civil war waged by the Liberation Army and the Royal Capital Army-! Breaking the long silence of the gods, it has brought order to the mortal realm-!!! Wah─!





  Soon, fervent cheers and loud roars filled the place. The only one not rejoicing at that sight was Paranoy.





  "As expected, the ignorant masses of the Gaia Continent are all idiots-!"





  He even got angry like a chihuahua that had its snacks stolen.





  "Shouldn't such cheers and support naturally be for Hassan-nim...? We, just yesterday, were suffering-!"





  You wretched and ungrateful brutes-! It would have been better if we were destroyed by a volcanic eruption-! Paranoy clenched his fists.





  Listening to him, Paranoy seemed to harbor some dissatisfaction that Minerva, not I, had become the star of the event.





  Of course, appeasing him is easy.





  "Shall I scratch your head?"





  "Please scratch my back-! It's been itchy since earlier-! Kongkong-i is stuck to Paranoy's back-!"





  ━Hioong-. Luna opened her palm.





  "Kongkong-i, come here-! When did you escape from the cage? Hurry back into this cage-! I had locked it with a padlock. How did you possibly pick it?"





  ━Hioong-. Luna opened her palm.





  Seukseuk-.





  "As expected of Luna-nim-ssi...! Exquisite scratching-!"





  No matter what, the relationship between Luna and Paranoy is like close siblings. While scratching Paranoy's back, Luna looked around.





  "Still, Hassan's fame is so high that we could rent this exclusive VIP room for the organizers...! There are drinks, and fried corn too. And there's a bed in the back-."





  "That's true-! Looking down from this high and comfortable place, people look as small as insignificant ants-!"





  The VIP room also had that mysterious TV crystal I saw at the Vulcanus Temple, making it perfectly comfortable to watch the matches.





  Honestly, it's freaking awesome. Money and fame are indeed good.





  To think I've become successful enough to bring all my companions to a place like this.





  ━Alright, the match will now begin.





  While we were lounging in the VIP room, the match preparations proceeded smoothly.





  As the camps of the Liberation Army and the Royal Capital Army began to be set up on the left and right sides-.





  "Hmm-."





  Hippolyte, sitting on the chair in the special room and looking down at the arena, let out a long snort.





  "This looks fun. The winner of this tournament will fight the war goddess Minerva, not Mars. Minerva, the goddess of strategy and wisdom. I do want to fight her once."





  It seemed Hippolyte was itching to cross swords with Minerva, who was sitting on the Samaritan over there.





  But why Minerva and not Mars? Is there a reason? I don't know.





  The important thing is only that the match has just begun.





  Look, someone started walking with a 'thump-thump' from the camp bearing the Liberation Army's dragon-patterned flag.





  ━Wah-! Silaleia-! Big sis-! Big sisss-!





  It was Silaleia, the Amazoness Gold Tier adventurer and champion of the Liberation Army, participating in this Olympia.





  Nicknamed Silaleia of the Mist due to her almost invisible speed and technique, she was the clear favorite to win this tournament.





  Like other Amazoness women such as Hippolyte and Antiope, her popularity was high regardless of gender, and the cheers welcoming her were as great as Minerva the goddess's appearance.





  Seureuk-. Silaleia draws her sleekly curved saber.





  She swings her sword back and forth, warming up.





  "So the winner gets to fight Minerva the goddess? Not my father Mars, but it sounds fun. Fighting a goddess is an experience one doesn't often get."





  Silaleia's confident voice clearly reached my ears. Could anyone possibly challenge such pride? Truly a favorite.





  However, there was someone who challenged her.





  "You speak as if you're the one who will win."





  Jeolgeureok, jeolgeureok.





  It was a woman in armor emerging from the Royal Capital Army's camp. Golden armor shaped like a dragon. The woman evaluated as the top combat power in the Royal Capital Army. The second-in-command of the old Temple Knights.





  ━It's Natatos of the Azure Dragon-!





  ━Show us the Knights' true strength-!





  It was Natatos of the Azure Dragon (蒼龍), who was granted the title of Dragon despite having a scale-less body.





  Silaleia's opponent is Natatos, huh. Both of them are acquaintances of mine, and both are strong women, so I don't know who will win.





  I just need to eat popcorn.





  However, when I put my hand into the leather pouch, there was no popcorn to be found.





  "What? Where did the popcorn go?"





  "Paranoy ate it all-! It was so Nymph-friendly delicious-!"





  Paranoy puffs out his chest confidently.





  "Hey, you punk. Why are you talking so confidently about something you shouldn't be bragging about? It's the Silent Pinch-!"





  "Hieek...!"





  I pulled up Paranoy's cheeks. Paranoy's cheeks stretched out stickily like mochi just heated in a microwave.





  "M-my cheeks are stretching-! I did wrong-! If they stretch any further, I'll become not Paranoy, but Paraaaanoy-!"





  Only after Paranoy started shedding tears did I let go of his cheeks.





  Of course, Paranoy showed no sign of remorse even after his cheeks were pinched.





  He just touched his cheeks, glancing furtively at me.





  "I've come to my senses-!"





  The tears were probably shed deliberately too. Such a cunning fellow.





  In the end, I had to watch the match while casually eating snacks like dried squid instead of popcorn.





  The match between Natatos and Silaleia begins with the referee's signal.





  "Water Prison Wall-!"





  Chwaaa-. Natatos, spitting water from his mouth.





  ━To use that much water magic in a place without water-! He's spitting water-! To handle that much water, it wouldn't be possible normally-!





  ━Was the rumor true? That Lord Natatos was actually a Nymph-!?





  Silaleia advanced, splitting Natatos's water cannon with her sword.





  Chwarrrr-. The spray of water scattered by Silaleia's sword reflected in the sunlight, creating rainbows and a hazy mist.





  Seeing that, Hippolyte shook her head.





  "The match is decided. Silaleia wins. Spitting water was a bad move."





  "Are you saying the match is already decided?"





  "You'll now understand why Silaleia earned the epithet 'Mist'."





  At Hippolyte's words, I decided to focus a bit more on the match.





  So, as I watched the match as if peering through the hazy mist.





  Chang, chaechang, kaching-. I saw Natatos, who was being unilaterally hit by unseen attacks within the mist, bracing his guard.





  Luna said.





  "What? What's happening with the match? Hippolyte, explain it to me-!"





  "Silaleia, the Amazoness of Rain and Mist, unleashes attacks like a downpour in a situation where visibility is obscured. That's possible thanks to her keen senses and speed."





  Is that so?





  Pawat, pawabat, kaching, kachiching-. I saw Natatos, who was being unilaterally hit by unseen attacks within the mist, bracing his guard.





  ━What? What's happening with the match? I can't see anything because of the mist-!





  ━I don't know either! Is the fight even progressing?





  ━How will the judging work in this case? I can't see-!





  I could see the slender features hidden beneath the armor. Short blonde hair and short, pointed ears. Natatos really was a Nymph.





  It looks like the curse of growth has mostly been lifted.





  Did she gain the title of Dragon while being a Nymph? I didn't know there were martial arts Nymphs. It's freaking amazing.





  Anyway, it was certain that the situation was disadvantageous for Natatos.





  The opponent is using the situation where visibility is obscured by mist as her stage. Is this the end, being cornered like this?





  While I was thinking that, Natatos gave up her guard and formed hand seals with a 'seukseuk-' motion. That's right. Like my Wood Style, Natatos formed hand seals.





  And then, puffing out her chest greatly.





  "━━!"





  She exhaled a large breath along with incomprehensible words. It became a powerful wave that flew out, clearing all the mist swirling around.





  "Ugh-!"





  At the same time, Silaleia, who had been unseen, flew far away and rolled on the ground.





  ━Is that Dragon Speech-. You're quite capable for a Nymph. Interesting.





  According to Minerva's explanation, what Natatos used seems to be Dragon Speech. It seems to be a special magic system used by dragons or something like that.





  I wish Friede could have seen this match. Because she wanted to become a dragon with her Elf body.





  When I saw it, I could picture Friede, who had inhaled Delphi's hallucinogenic gas, flailing on the ground, struggling as if she had become a dragon.





  ━Do you see these magnificent dragon claws? My nails can tear through steel and wound the World Tree. And the wings on me can break through the sky in an instant!





  Hehehe, it's still freaking hilarious thinking about it.





  It's genuinely hilarious.





  So, where has that guy gotten to by now?





  I raised my head and looked at the northern sky.





  Winter needs to end quickly, and people's hearts and the sea need to thaw so I can go to Alfheim.
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  "So, I seriously don't know what the hell happened at the very end! I definitely thought the one attacking was Sileia! But it was Sileia who got sent flying instead-!"





  Luna described the results of the match that just ended as if she were incredibly excited. Hearing this, I just nodded my head, saying, "I see."





  "Hassan, are you even listening to me?"





  "Yeah, I'm listening. You're saying you don't know what happened at the end."





  "Exactly-! In the end, they both collapsed and passed out at the same time-! Hassan, you have good eyes, so do you know what occurred?"





  At Luna's question, I recalled the end of the match.





  Just as Luna said, Sileia and Natatos fought a spectacular slugfest against each other, and at the very end, they were both blown back by a strange explosion-like force and collapsed.





  A draw.





  All that remained was for the judgment of the referees and officials to decide their victory.  


  


  However, I didn't know exactly what had happened to them either. The reason was that I had briefly gotten lost in thought at the end and couldn't concentrate.





  Those other thoughts were about Alfheim, Elfriede, and my father.





  Is this what they call being a workaholic or something?





  I simply cannot focus on resting.





  It feels like there's a mountain of things to do. 





  The thought that if I don't handle them right now, they might grow like a rolling snowball and screw me over made my vision go dark.





  They say Koreans are addicted to work and think of rest as a sin. I used to think that had nothing to do with me, but it seems I'm also an inevitable garlic-addicted Korean.





  "Hassan, you're being weird-. Even earlier, during Paranoy-ssi's candy-eating contest, your mind seemed to be floating elsewhere."





  "Aaat-! Does that mean you didn't watch that legendary match where I, Paranoy, left that annoying Candynoy of the West behind with an overwhelming number-?"





  "No, it's just-."





  Srrrruk-. Then, Hippolyte spoke as she leaned back loosely in her plush chair.





  "No doubt he's thinking about that Elf, Elfriede. That's why he can't focus on the matches. In fact, isn't that why he's been feeling out of it lately?"





  I felt a sharp prick in my chest, as if I'd been stabbed with a needle. Since I couldn't answer, it was Luna who replied instead, her cheeks slightly puffed out and her eyes narrowed.





  "I know too, Hippolyte. But if we say it out loud, it feels somewhat unfair and like we're losing. That's why I was just staying quiet."





  It seemed I'd been caught by Luna and Hippolyte regarding what I was thinking about. 





  I thought only Elfriede could read my mind with telepathy. 





  Before I knew it, it seems both Luna and Hippolyte have come to know the person called Hassan far too well.





  "I'm telling you, even when Hassan is right next to me, he's not focusing on me but thinking about a woman who isn't even here-! How insolent-! To have the Goddess of the Small Night, Luna Noxdoti, right beside him and still have other thoughts-!"





  Luna, trembling like someone who got a mosquito bite on the sole of her foot, pushed her chair back with a *deureuk* and stood up.





  "Forget this boring stuff-! Let's go do something actually fun-! Whether it's the Royal Army or the Liberation Army, who cares who wins? What does it have to do with us-!"





  Luna grabbed my hand. Then, she pulled me up with an unexpectedly strong force. I ended up being pulled out of my seat by that powerful grip.





  "Hippolyte, do you want to come too? Or if you want, you can just keep watching the matches-!"





  "...Hmm."





  Hippolyte looked back and forth between the Colosseum, where the next match was being prepared, and Minerva, who was sitting in the center.





  "Watching a confrontation between a god and a human is a truly rare opportunity-."





  No doubt she didn't want to miss this match. However, Hippolyte unexpectedly showed a refreshing smile.





  "But enjoying a festival with gods would be an even rarer experience. Fine. I'm coming too."





  "That's unexpected, Hippolyte. I thought you'd just say you're staying here-."





  At Luna's small, disappointed growl, Hippolyte stood up and scratched the back of her head.





  "Noxdoti, I feel like you see me as some kind of battle-crazed warmonger blinded by strife and fighting."





  "Aren't you?"





  "I can't say... I'm not. But ignoring what everyone else is anticipating to enjoy something else... that seems to have its own kind of charm."





  "If Hassan-nim is not here, then I, Paranoy, have no business in such a place either-ssi...!"





  "What the, Unni, the brats, and even Senpai. You're all going outside without me? Oh, for crying out loud. Shit-."





  And so, we left the spacious yet cramped VIP room and headed for the streets. I thought the streets would be empty since so many people were gathered at the Colosseum.





  ━Now then, this is the Ahabraim Merchant Guild from the Western Desert-. Come take a look at the goods-.





  ━Selling vouchers for a high-end restaurant-. Five seats available-.





  The streets were bustling with many people coming and going, as expected of a festival, giving off a strong sense of life and vitality.





  ━How much for this sword on display?





  ━Suggest a price first-.





  ━2 silver?





  ━Not selling.





  ━Fuck-. Then how much are you selling it for?





  ━Suggest a price.





  ━You son of a bitch-!





  The sounds of haggling over goods and people arguing with flushed faces could be heard everywhere. 





  Turning my head, I could see the laughter of parents out with their children and the gazes of lovers walking side by side. 





  It was a street so crowded that it was impossible to think of anything else.





  Standing in the midst of them, we naturally drew everyone's attention.





  ━They're beautiful. Are they nobles from abroad?





  ━Looks like it. Since it's the festival. Which country are they from? The Mikia Principality?





  ━There's even a Nymph.





  To be honest, the appearances of Luna, Hippolyte, Antiope, and Paranoy were each enough to attract people's attention. 





  Beautiful women, gazes, and interest are things that simply cannot be separated.





  "Then, let's go-!"





  At that moment, Luna pulled my hand.





  "As if today is the last day, we're going to rest without thinking about anything-!"





  "Luna-nim, I, Paranoy, have found a Nymph-friendly amusement spot in advance-ssi...! Shall we head there...!"





  "I don't care-! Anywhere-!"





  And so we brushed through the crowd. However, Paranoy shouted out loud, perhaps because he didn't like the chaotic street where there was barely any room to step.





  "Everyone, make way-ssi...! Hassan-nim, the Savior of the World, is processing through the streets-ssi...!"





  "Yeah, move it, move it-."





  At the words of Paranoy and Antiope, people stepped aside to the left and right.





  ━Hassan? If it's Hassan, then that-? The one with the squirrel flag?





  ━I thought he'd be at the Colosseum. He's processing through the streets. How fascinating-.





  I could clearly feel many eyes focusing on me. Honestly, I had been somewhat conceited, thinking I'd gotten used to people's gazes by now. 





  But as expected, such excessive attention makes my face flush.





  "Hey, Paranoy. Be quiet. You're bothering other people."
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  "Hassan-nim, it's okay to be more confident-ssi...! Hassan-nim is the only great god that I, Paranoy, recognize-ssi...!"





  Being confident, he says.





  At Paranoy's words, I looked around. 





  In the gazes of the people looking at me, just like the citizens who were looking at Minerva earlier, there was plenty of interest, curiosity, and surprise.





  Just then, someone scattered something toward me as if throwing it.





  ━Thank you for stopping the war-! I'll scatter laurel leaves on the ground for you-!





  ━My mother is in Sodomora, and they said you healed her back-.





  ━I heard the Black Brotherhood even provided a scholarship so a Nymph I know could go to University?





  Many people threw flower petals and fragrant fabrics toward me. 





  Chwareureu, chwareureureu-.





  The path ahead of me became filled with beautifully embroidered petals, welcomes, and words of gratitude, to the point where I began to feel an overwhelming emotion rather than embarrassment.





  I guess I've lived quite hard in my own way and am being recognized by people.





  To get to this point.





  From gladiator to slave to adventurer-.





  Roughly two years.


  


  Is it the third year now?





  It took a long time.





  I thought it took a long time, but thinking about it now, it feels so short, as if it passed in the blink of an eye. How did I endure all those things?





  If someone told me to go back to that time and do it all over again, could I?





  "Hassan, take a good look at the people's faces." 





  While I was lost in such emotion, Hippolyte placed her hand on my back.





  "These people might not know what happened in Hypos in the past, or what happened in Tartarus. But you saved their lives. You saved their existences too. Take a good look at what you've saved."





  At Hippolyte's words, I glanced around at the people's faces. To be honest, I myself didn't quite feel the weight of the grandiose words that I had saved the world.





  That sort of thing was for the capable, iron-blooded heroes in movies.





  What I did was merely the act of a commoner hurriedly dealing with what came my way. However, it's also true that the people saved by those actions certainly exist.





  Only then did I decide to properly face the people's countenances.





  I could see my reflection in their eyes.





  What am I in their eyes? 





  A weak gladiator who survived through a friend's death? A slave sold to an Elf right before execution? A bottom-tier adventurer who struggled after being ambushed by Goblins on his very first mission?





  No, the image of me reflected in their eyes was that of a broad-shouldered, majestic young god itself. The way they looked at me made me so.





  I immediately understood the expression that gods gain power from the followers who believe in them, from their fame, and from faith.





  ━Look at that-. The petals that fell on the ground are blooming?





  ━Every time Hassan-nim takes a step, flowers are blooming along his footprints. Incredible-.





  Just then, I heard the sound of people buzzing. 





  When I turned my head at those words, I saw that, just as they said, countless flowers had bloomed on the path I had just walked.





  As a bonus, grass was growing lushly beneath my feet every time they touched the ground.





  Holy shit, what is this-.





  When I shook my feet in surprise, Paranoy explained it to me.





  "This is the manifestation of divinity-ssi...! Just as war gods like Mars or Minerva emit a powerful aura-. Just as the Chief Deity Bacchus emits a thick wine mist. It is the unique spirit that gods exude-ssi...!"





  "Really?"





  At Paranoy's words, I thought of the gods I had met. 





  They all possessed wonderful secondary effects around their bodies, enough to call themselves great beings.





  The radiance surrounding Apollo, the God of Light, or the lightning swirling around the body of Jupiter, the God of Thunder, could be described as such.





  Since they looked like the splendid decorative cash items of veteran players, I had always wondered where they got them. So this is how you naturally acquire them.





  But how do I turn this effect off?





  Don't tell me I can't toggle it on/off.





  Anyway, seeing my reflection in the eyes of others, I seemed to have achieved another level of existential growth.





  My senses became even sharper.





  The blowing wind.





  The sounds of the musicians' instruments and the melodious laughter of women. 





  The chatter of children waving at me and even the sounds of people clasping their hands in prayer were heard even more loudly.





  "Then, let's stop wandering the streets and go play-! Paranoy, lead the way-!"





  "Understood-ssi...!"





  Withdrawing from the crowds, we entered a place like a giant park set up on Central Street. 





  Various beasts were confined in large enclosures, looking somewhat like a zoo.





  "Luna-nim, you will be quite surprised when you see the creature called a giraffe-ssi...! It is a giant horse with a long neck and two horns-ssi...!"





  "Shit...! There's even a wolf spider exhibition here-! It looks like there are tons of wolf spiders that look like Kong-kong-! I wonder if we can find a new boyfriend for Kong-kong?"





  ━Hiooong-.





  What kind of zoo exhibits spiders? They must not want to stay in business.





  Anyway, there were plenty of different beasts in the zoo. For instance, there was even a unicorn, a horse with a horn on its head.





  "Aaat-! The unicorn is charging at Luna-nim-ssi...!"





  "Geu-ya-gyak-!"  





  "It listens to Senpai and me just fine, though."





  The unicorn ate the food given by Paranoy and Antiope well. Antiope even let it carry her on its back, but it snorted and even growled toward Luna and Hippolyte.





  According to the explanation written next to the enclosure, unicorns like pure women, so if you want to know if someone who took a vow of purity is unfaithful, try bringing them before a unicorn-or so it said.





  It's because Luna and Hippolyte aren't virgins.





  If it's natural....





  It's a natural thing.





  After that, we spent a noisy day. We stopped by the market, giggling as we hung flower necklaces or rings around our necks or fingers.





  "Shit...! Look at this-! I pulled the High Priestess card-! Luna Noxdoti's luck this year is the best-!"





  "I, Paranoy, pulled the Fool card-ssi...! For me, Paranoy, to be a mere fool is unacceptable-ssi...!"





  Luna, who likes fortune-telling, visited the shops of fortune-tellers to have her luck for the year read. Of course, Hippolyte, seeing such behavior-.





  "I don't believe in things like luck. Investing is not about luck but about thorough preliminary research-," she replied coldly.





  "Young lady, you have a destiny to achieve great success this year. You will meet a benefactor like no other in your life. Stay close to water and far from sand." 





  "I, I see."





  At the words about achieving great success, the corners of her mouth slowly and stealthily curled up as if she were secretly pleased. 





  She must have made some money when Mars Guild's stock went public. I hope she's not planning to invest that in somewhere else. Shit, I'm worried.





  Anyway, it was a fun day.





  Until late in the evening, when the crowds pouring out smelled of alcohol, we ate and enjoyed whatever we saw without a thought.





  That continued even after returning to the lodging at the city hall, as we enjoyed the Hassan-made Blue Marble game that Paranoy had brought all night long.





  "I, Paranoy, have occupied all the lands that make up 30% of the Gaia Continent-ssi...! From now on, when you step on Sodomora and Zeruite, you must pay 50 gold each to me, Paranoy-ssi...!"





  "Aat-! Paranoy got Tartarus from the Golden Key-! And it says to return the most expensive land you have to the Dwarf Bank-!"





  "Hieeeeek-! Those Dwarf fellows cannot take away my, Paranoy's, territory-ssi...! I am, I am Paranoy, the Chairperson of the Nymph People's Assembly-ssi...!"





  Paranoy screamed.





  Antiope, the executor, forcibly confiscated the wooden block city documents placed in front of such a Paranoy.





  "Antiope, even you-! To think you would stab me, Paranoy, in the back-! It's a betrayal-ssi...!"





  "Senpai, calm down. It's just a game-. Then, I'm seizing Sodomora and Zeruite-."





  "This is an unacceptable result-ssi...."





  "Ahem, then it's my turn now. Let's see, double sixes. 12 spaces forward. Good. The daughter of Mars advances without hindrance-."





  "Aat-! Hippolyte stepped on Delphi, where Paranoy built a temple-! The toll is 300 gold-!"





  "Aaat-! With this, I, Paranoy, have reclaimed first place-ssi...!"





  In the end, the match concluded with Hippolyte going bankrupt and Paranoy taking first place after sucking up all that money. After talking and laughing so much, my cheekbones hurt, and it was hot enough to feel sweltering even in the middle of winter.





  "Let's rest for a bit-."





  Luna flopped down onto the bed.





  "Playing is hard work too-."





  Everyone looked happy, as if they had spent a satisfying day. 





  Since Paranoy, Hippolyte, and Antiope all seemed to be lying down languidly on the bed, I quietly stood up. 





  Seuk-.





  "Then, I'll go get some more alcohol. And some more food too."





  I should get some fresh air while I'm at it.





  With that feeling, I left the room.





  While gathering plenty of food, I suddenly remembered Spotty, the three-headed Hellhound I had temporarily entrusted to the stables, and moved my steps there.





  Deureureuk-.





  ━Kereureu-.





  When I opened the stable door and went inside, the Hellhound, who had been lying down sleeping with a languid expression, looked up at my face. It was quite strange to see my reflection in its six blackish-red eyes.





  "Since coming here, you've done nothing but sleep every day. Don't you want to go out and play?"





  Dogs usually like walks.





  ━Keureureung-.





  "Fine, if you don't want to."





  Since this fellow was a dog that used to guard a door, it seems it likes staying quiet. 





  I approached it and scratched its neck and heads appropriately with my fingernails.





  ━Kereureu-.





  It seems to like it. 





  "Spotty. You probably know more about my father than I do, right? My father.... Just what.... No, never mind."





  It was then.





  Seureureuk-.





  Something covers my eyes.





  "Guess who-!"





  "Who else but Luna."





  "Shit...! How did you know? You shouldn't have known I was coming-!" 





  When I turned my head, I saw Luna's brilliant eyes looking up at me.





  "I used the Small Yard Tribe's secret stealth spell and completely killed my presence. You didn't hear any footsteps at all, right?"





  I see. A secret spell, huh? I really didn't notice Luna coming. Luna's spellcasting skills are also increasing day by day. 





  At this rate, she might really become an incredible goddess or something.





  "Hassan-. I'll show you something good-! Let's go to the rooftop-!"





  Then, Luna began to lead me somewhere by the arm.
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  The city of Olympia was said to be quite historic, easily dating back hundreds of years.





  Thanks to that, the passage of countless years was woven into various parts of the city.





  The City Hall building, where we had temporarily set up our lodging, was no different.





  The City Hall building was originally a place where colossal gods like the Protogenoi were observed and worshipped since ancient times. Its rooftop still bore the traces of that era.





  "Hassan, what do you think? Isn't it amazing! The stars are so clear!"





  As Luna said, the City Hall rooftop was incredibly high, much like an observatory. The stars, scattered like salt across the sky, and the two full moons were clearly visible.





  "It's a twin full moon night today-! On nights like this, moon gazing is great! Back in my Ideope days, I used to watch the night sky from the hill every night-!"





  As Luna explained, today was a twin full moon, with both moons being completely full.





  People of the Gaia continent believe that something auspicious or ominous happens on the day of the twin full moons. I used to dismiss such things as mere superstition, but...





  Thinking back now, I experienced quite a few things on the day of the twin full moons.





  It was the day Luna and I first formed a party. Various incidents also happened when those two moons were hanging in the sky.





  I don't know if superstitions are surprisingly worth believing.





  Just like how they joke that physiognomy is a form of statistics.





  Perhaps superstitions accumulated over a long history also have some statistical persuasiveness?





  Or maybe not.





  "So, is this why you wanted to show me the moons?"





  "Yeah-! Hassan, you haven't had many chances to look at the night sky lately, have you? Hassan, you said you liked watching stars before. I remember that."





  "Did I say that-."





  I scratched the bridge of my nose and tried to recall the past.





  Since Luna and I spent about a year together, from spring to winter, sharing many stories, it wouldn't be strange if I said that at any given time.





  I said.





  "Actually, in my hometown, the stars weren't that visible when you looked up at the sky."





  "Hassan's hometown? The Samarian desert?"





  "Luna, you must vaguely know by now that I didn't live in the Samarian desert, right? I've actually never even been to the Samarian desert."





  "I know-! I was just saying."





  Luna's eyes, as she said that, seemed fixed on the moons hanging in the sky.





  Looking into Luna's eyes, I could see the night sky reflected in her emerald pupils, which were clear to the point of being transparent.





  Luna asked.





  "Then, what do you do for fun at night in your hometown if you can't see the stars?"





  "Just, you know, various things. Like the games we played earlier."





  How could I explain the things from the 21st century to Luna? It's difficult to explain the differences between human history on Earth and this Gaia continent in just one day.





  However, perhaps because of the romantic charm of the twinkling stars, my lips were a bit looser than usual. So, I found myself telling Luna various things.





  *Jojaljojal*.





  "Does your hometown have no monsters?"





  "No. There are animals, but definitely no monsters like goblins."





  "Then how do you raise your Karma? There's nothing as certain as hunting monsters!"





  "There's no need to raise Karma."





  "What do you mean, no need to raise Karma? Then you can't use magic or spells! Hassan, are you lying about not having been to your hometown?"





  Luna looked at me with her narrow eyes. Luna seemed quite incredulous about what I was saying.





  I understood Luna's feelings, as I had feet in both worlds.





  No monsters. No magic.





  From Luna's perspective, it must have seemed like a truly strange world. Before Luna started seeing me as some kind of alien, I quickly added an explanation.





  "Still, there are many similarities to this Gaia continent. Similar people live here. Similar civilizations exist. Similar customs exist-. It's similar."





  "I see-! Maybe your world, Hassan, is located on the exact opposite side of the universe from this Gaia land-!"





  "The opposite side?"





  "Rather than the opposite side, maybe it's a pair?"





  To my question, Luna spread both her palms wide.





  "According to Lady Nox's old teachings, just as a person's body has the same left and right sides. The universe also has its respective pairs. It has pairs-!"





  "Really?"





  "Yeah-! Based on the center of this universe. Exactly left and right. Perhaps, your world is located on the very opposite side of this land-."





  Luna added that if this Gaia land was the right hand, then my world was the left hand.





  Although they looked similar.





  Just as a person's left and right sides aren't perfectly symmetrical. The world is also like that, so there are some differences between my world and this Gaia world.





  It was a plausible explanation.





  "Luna, did you think of that?"





  "No-! A long time ago, I read it in Lady Nox's scriptures at the Elder's house. Everything has a pair-. It was made that way-. That's what it said-."





  Luna alternately clenched and unclenched her right and left palms, as if playing with them.





  "See. My hands have a pair, the left and right. My eyes also have pairs, the right eye and the left eye-! Same for my ears-!"





  After that, Luna continued to find explanations for why my world, which she called the left hand, was a pair with her world, this Gaia, and the reasons why.





  "That's more romantic, isn't it-! A man and woman who met from opposite sides. Crossing over worlds and times that can never be overcome, we are here now-."





  Apparently so.





  It was just as Luna said.





  Overcoming things that could never be overcome.





  We are here now.





  What could be more miraculous than that?





  *Seuk*.





  Luna's small hands were alternately clenching and unclenching her right and left palms, and the sensation caught my eye.





  I asked.





  "Why? Is something bothering your palm?"





  "No, two hands. Two eyes too. Two ears as well. Even the nose has two holes. Why is the mouth only one?"





  "Hmm-."





  Luna, who had just eloquently explained something as grand as the universe, now seemed to have a childlike curiosity, like a child asking her parents.





  "Everything has a pair. But only the mouth doesn't. So, when I was young, I asked the Elder, and she said I'd know when I grew up."





  "Really?"





  I recalled Elder Kirke, whom Luna mentioned instead of Lady Nox. She was a wise and knowledgeable person, worthy of being called an Elder in many ways.





  If someone like her said I'd know when I grew up, there must have been a rational reason behind it.





  "Hassan, do you know why the mouth is singular?"





  "Well..."





  I hadn't thought about it. However, I had heard a reason somewhere.





  "Perhaps it's so you can listen a lot and speak little? That's why you have two ears and one mouth?"





  "Nope, wrong-!"





  Luna immediately declared my answer incorrect. *Seuk*-. Luna then put her hands behind her back and started circling around me.





  "The reason for having one mouth. I didn't know it until just now either. But now I think I know the reason."





  "What is the reason-."





  "Do you want to hear it? This is the truth of the universe. A realization unique to Luna Noxdoti, of the Small Courtyard tribe, who doesn't share it with just anyone."





  Luna kept drawing out the suspense like an MC trying to increase broadcast time. She circled me repeatedly, seemingly trying to tease me.





  "What is the reason? Tell me."





  "Then, you must promise to keep it a secret, Hassan. Bring your ear closer-! Because it's a great truth that no one else should hear...!"





  What could she possibly be saying that she's building up so much anticipation?





  I decided to lower my head for Luna.





  "Don't suddenly bite my ear, Luna."





  "I won't do that-!"





  *Seuk*.





  Luna, who had barked a single word, finally slowly brought her mouth towards my ear. Then, she gently wrapped her palm around my neck and brought her lips to mine.





  *Mollkang*.





  As a result, Luna's soft lips met mine. It had been a long time since we kissed, so the warm and soft sensation felt quite unfamiliar.





  To put it simply, Luna had given me a light kiss.





  Feeling the warmth of my lips, Luna then spun around and created some distance. Then, under the two shining moons, she stood with her hands spread in a Y-shape, casting shadows on her face.





  "How is it? Do you get it now?"





  "No."





  "The reason for having one mouth-. It means you should find that pair in someone else. Become a companion, an ally, a family member with someone else...!"





  It was then that I felt I understood the meaning of what Luna was trying to say.





  Luna just wanted to share warmth with me.





  I realize now that Luna is also subtly indirect. She tends to speak in such roundabout ways.





  *Seuk*.





  I wrapped Luna's slender body in my arms.





  Luna's level was nearing 40, so it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say she was a completely different person from when she was collecting honeybees.





  But even so, Luna always felt small and delicate to me. Like she could fit snugly into my chest when I embraced her. It's a good feeling, of course.





  "What is it, Luna, you smell a bit like alcohol."





  "That's right-! Because I have to do things I can't do when I'm sober-!"





  Luna's tension was strangely high. I didn't expect she might be drunk. She must have drunk the leftover nectar while making it, making her slightly disoriented.





  Come to think of it, it's been a while since Luna drank like this or got a little tipsy, hasn't it? Luna has a higher alcohol tolerance than me. She's fucking strong when it comes to alcohol.





  "Why did you drink so much?"





  "I just told you. Because I have to do things I can't do when I'm sober-! Hassan, so, today, was it fun?"





  To Luna's question, I recalled the events of today. I didn't even know how they passed, they just flew by so quickly.





 "It was fun."





 "Then that's good. Now, then. We have to live diligently again starting tomorrow."





 "Right."





 "The war will probably end soon too. We'll probably have to go back to Sodomora, right?"





 "Will we?"





 "Then that's good!"





 *Seureureuk*.





 Luna slipped out of my embrace. Then she quickly darted away somewhere with a *tadak* sound.





 Luna being capricious wasn't a new thing, so I just accepted it and decided to head down from the rooftop towards the lower floors myself.





  I should probably wash up and go to sleep.





  Because I had a feeling I'd be busy with various things starting tomorrow. There's nothing better than getting enough sleep in advance.





  So, after washing up in the shower room installed in my lodging, I stepped into my private bedroom.





  *Boklok*.





  I noticed that my bed, where I was supposed to sleep, was bulging as if something was inside. Someone was in my bed.





  "Who is it?"





  I knew there was only one person who would do something like this, but I pretended to know nothing and poked the top of the blanket with my fingers.





  "Pffft, Pwahaha-!"





  Perhaps because my side was poked, causing a burst of laughter, Luna peeked her head out from inside.





  "Luna, what are you doing-. When did you get here?"





  "What am I doing? Hassan, I was waiting for you. I wanted to sleep with Hassan again after a long time. Paranoy and Antiope were playing Candy Pang or something until late. So that room is noisy."





  "Is that so?"





  Antiope and Paranoy do get quite noisy when they team up. It might be better to sleep on the street than in that room.





  So I granted Luna permission to enter.





  I also felt like I could get a good night's sleep by hugging the soft Luna like a body pillow.





  So, as we snuggled together under the covers and I hugged Luna's body, a strange yet refreshing peach-like scent emanated from her. Didn't she smell like alcohol earlier?





  "What, did you change your perfume? You always smelled like menthol. Now you smell like fruit."





  "That's right-. You noticed, Hassan?"





 "With changes this significant, of course I'd notice."





 "Is there anything else that seems different?"





 "......"





 I don't know.





 "Other than that, nothing else has changed-!"





 "I see."





 The sweet scent from Luna made my body go limp. If I hugged the soft Luna like this in the warm bed, I'd surely wake up refreshed tomorrow morning.





 "Ugh, I'm suffocating, Hassan-."





 "Really?"





 Anyway, all my fatigue was gone.





 Is this heaven?





 As I was slowly letting my consciousness sink below sleep, feeling like this-.





 *Seureuk, Seureureuk*.





 I felt the sensation of Luna, held in my arms, struggling and moving around. Luna was probably also trying to compromise to find a comfortable position.





 That's what I thought, but...





 *Seureureuk*.





 Luna's small palm gradually dug into my collar, finally reaching near my thigh.





 I was quite flustered.





 This was the first time Luna had done something like this.





 No, wasn't this the first time I was experiencing something like this from a woman at all?





 I almost blurted out, "Luna, what are you doing?" but my throat managed to swallow those words. Even without asking, I knew what Luna was doing.





 So, I slowly moved my hand and placed it on Luna's much softer chest.





 "...Ugh."





 My hand felt Luna's thin silk negligee. And between that, I felt her soft breast, fitting perfectly into my hand.





 As I kneaded it. My mind, which had been hazy just moments ago, instantly woke up.





 However. Today, the situation was slightly different. Because the situation was heading beyond what I had expected and predicted.





 *Dolkeok, Gi-iik-*.





 "No, no, wait a minute-."





 In this situation, I couldn't help but let out a flustered sound.
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  Touching Luna-yang's breasts for the first time in a while, they were softer and warmer than I had imagined. 





  While I was enjoying that sensation and leisurely handling Luna-yang fumbling between my legs.





  Deol-keok, gi-iiiik-.





  Suddenly, an unexpected noise jolted my mind wide awake.





  As I lifted my head, I saw the door to my quarters opening. 





  And visible beyond that darkness was a woman holding a candle, wearing an incredibly subtle expression and pressing her lips tightly together.





  「No, no, wait, no-.」





  When was the last time I had been this flustered in my life?





  I don't know.





  Right now, my, Hassan's, panic levels have reached their peak. I can confidently say I've never been this flustered in my entire life.





  The reason being.





  I was relaxing my mind to have a fun time with Luna-yang for the first time in a while. But then Hippolyte-nim appeared through the door.





  「No-.」





  Even my brilliant dual-core brain ends up malfunctioning. Since I can't think of what on earth to say, I just end up repeating the word "no" like a poorly trained parrot.





  「Luna-ya-. Wait-. Hippolyte-nim is-.」





  I tried to stop this situation for a moment. But Luna-yang's hand didn't stop and continued to fumble with my lower body. Then, she finally even placed her hand on the thing between my legs.





  It seems Luna-yang has no intention of stopping.





  I could notice that instantly.





  I even had the crazy thought that perhaps this situation was intended by Luna-yang, and by Hippolyte-nim-.





  It was a crazy thought, but if it wasn't that, the current situation made no sense at all.





  「...Ahem, then... as promised....」





  Hippolyte-nim, wearing a thin one-piece style nightgown, muttered something in a voice as tiny as an ant, which was very unlike her usual self. 





  And then she climbed onto the bed and burrowed herself into our large blanket. The only thing sticking out of the blanket was my face.





  Pa-seuseuk-.





  My face meeting the cool air, and the warm, soft sensations felt below my neck under the blanket were like a different world altogether.





  Seureuk, seureureuk-.





  The women's touches skillfully stripped off my clothes. Finally, I had to feel an immense helplessness and embarrassment, like a rabbit that had been skinned.





  What on earth is this situation?





  I can't understand it.





  But as always, the world moves as it pleases regardless of my understanding. With the palms of hands digging into my body here and there, I soon stopped caring about things like reasons.





  Even if I stopped caring about the reason.





  Being unilaterally toyed with like this would not uphold my dignity as a god.





  So I moved my hand and-.





  I whipped away the blanket covering our bodies.





  Chwareureu-.





  The thick blanket falls off the bed. Soon, things like the shoulders and hair of the women huddled against my body came into view below.





  「Hiiit-! Wh-what are you doing-!」





  Luna-yang, who had been clinging near my lower body, shouts as if truly startled. Did she feel embarrassed by her appearance being revealed when I pulled back the blanket?





  The hands that were stroking my body until just now are now busy covering her own face.





  That seemed to be the case for Hippolyte-nim as well.





  「...Uh, this is, actually, well...」





  She muttered incomprehensible words hesitantly, appearing completely out of it. It must be strange for them to be facing each other like this while wearing thin underwear.





  「What, wasn't this mutually agreed upon?」





  「I don't know-! Hassan, you dummy...! Qu-quick, bring the blanket back...!」





  Both Luna-yang and Hippolyte-nim stopped their hands and flustered about as if they didn't know what to do. They looked exactly like thieves caught at a crime scene and panicking.





  However, that bewilderment was only momentary.





  「O-okay-.」





  Hippolyte-nim, her expression hardened with determination as if she had made up her mind, approached me. And then she slowly pushed her lips forward and pressed them against mine.





  From Hippolyte-nim's lips and the tongue licking my lips, there was a quite refreshing scent of lime. She must have been brushing her teeth diligently until just now. Of course, it feels good.





  「Hi-Hippolyte-!」





  If it weren't for Luna-yang's flustered shout, I would have ended up losing myself in this too.





  「Grrrr-.」





  While Hippolyte-nim and I were feeling each other's lips. From below, I heard a sound like Luna-yang growling. 





  Soon, it led to something grabbing my hot object. I suspect that was probably Luna-yang's hand.





  「...I can do it too-.」





  Luna-yang stroked my thing with her hand as if feeling competitive toward Hippolyte-nim. Then, she soon even took the tip of it into something incredibly soft and warm.





  I could tell without looking that those were Luna-yang's lips.
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  However, Luna-yang's hand movements, which I thought were clumsy, turned into an incredible sensation the moment she took my thing into her lips.





  「What the-.」





  When I trembled in surprise, Luna-yang spoke from below.





  「Because I learned the arts of the bedchamber in Ideope-!」





  Arts of the bedchamber.





  Come to think of it, I remembered Luna-yang saying she would learn the succubi's arts of the bedchamber or whatever in Ideope. I thought it was just something she said that would be forgotten. 





  Cheureup, cheureureup-.





  Experiencing this firsthand, it's really no joke.


  


  I had to feel the sensation of my body floating in the air. It felt like electricity was tingling and flowing from my tailbone to the back of my head.





  「Uuuuh-.」





  To think Luna-yang had such a talent.





  But my admiration for Luna-yang's talent was short-lived.





  「Keuu-.」





  This time, Hippolyte-nim, who had been caressing my lips or the nape of my neck with her tongue, bit her lower lip with a slightly frustrated feeling.





  Soon, she went as far as to let the thin straps sliding down her shoulders fall away. 





  Thanks to that, her large and voluptuous breasts, which had been hidden by a single thin piece of fabric, caught my eye.





  Chul-leong-.





  It might just be my imagination.





  But I also felt like her large breasts had become even larger than before. I slowly reached out my hand to check.





  Guuuk-. Mol-kang.





  Once, I marveled at the softness of the breasts that seemed to almost suck in my fingers. 





  Another exclamation arose at the elasticity that pushed my fingers back as if trying to restore their original shape. 





  Are these breasts or watermelons?





  Mal-lang-.





  They're breasts.





  I kneaded them to my heart's content as I desired. I even brought my lips to them and sucked slightly, wondering if milk might come out of the breasts.





  Chureup-.





  「Eung-keu-eut....」





  Unfortunately, no milk came out, and the only thing heard was Hippolyte-nim's restrained moans. Well, it's normal for breast milk to come out after giving birth.





  While I was licking Hippolyte-nim's breasts with my mouth like that.





  Below, my thing was being licked by Luna-yang.





  To think I could spend such a paradise-like night.





  Is this a dream?





  My heart felt like it was going to burst from happiness. If I died like this, it would be a good death. Of course, I know well that this is only the beginning.





  Taking advantage of the momentum, I stripped off all of Hippolyte-nim's underwear.





  Then, Hippolyte-nim put up a bit of resistance, which was unlike her.





  「T-taking it all off is a bit...」





  「Between me and Hippolyte-nim, at this point...?」





  「That's...」





  And then she glanced at Luna-yang; it seemed that being naked in front of Luna-yang was quite embarrassing even for Hippolyte-nim.





  「Didn't Luna-ya and Hippolyte-nim take baths together and such?」





  「...Th-that and this are different-.」





  Taking a bath together and. Engaging in this baby-creating act together were, of course, different things. 





  In fact, Hippolyte-nim and Luna-yang must be braving considerable shame and embarrassment just by being in this room together.





  Pa-ji-jik.





  At that moment, a brilliant idea wrapped around my mind.





  「Then, if everyone gets naked, it'll be fine.」





  「Wh-what?」





  I stripped off both Luna-yang's thin negligee and the one-piece nightgown Hippolyte-nim was wearing. With my agility reaching 16 and exquisite handiwork added, the two were suddenly naked.





  「Wh-what are you doing-! When did you take it off...!?」





  Even Luna-yang, who had been clinging to my thing and licking it until just now, seemed to feel embarrassed at her body suddenly becoming naked.





  All actions stopped because she was busy hiding her body by crossing her hands and legs. Taking advantage of the momentum, I said a word.





  「From now on, Luna-ya and Hippolyte-nim, the two of you try hugging or something.」





  「What? N-no way-!」





  Luna-yang's reaction was a fierce refusal. That was, of course, the same for Hippolyte-nim.





  「The joke has gone too far-. We didn't exactly come into this room to do something like that-.」





  I thought I might be able to see a friendly sight between the women if things went well. But it seems their hearts are surrounded by sturdy shields.





  Can't be helped, I guess.





  Anyway, the women all froze up from being naked collectively.





  「....」





  「....」





  Like the pornographic media I've mainly encountered, suddenly catching fire and achieving a slippery slug-like exchange seems to be nothing but a fantasy.





  If the atmosphere starts to cool down like this, my other fear-crusher might feel sad.





  「Then, you two play rock-paper-scissors-.」





  「Hassan, what are you talking about?」





  At Luna-yang's bewildered question, I just gestured with my chin.





  「Hurry up-. Now, rock-paper-」





  -Scissors.





  With my shout, the two showed their hands almost instinctively. Luna-yang had scissors. Hippolyte-nim had paper. It's Luna-yang's victory.





  「Then, Luna-ya is first.」





  「Hassan, wh-what-?」





  I slowly covered Luna-yang's body from above like a blanket. 





  Then, Luna-yang's body ended up lying on the blanket like a flat hotteok, pressed down by my large and heavy body. 





  「It's heavyyyyy-.」





  「It'll be fine soon. Chureup.」





  Taking advantage of that momentum, I moved down, slowly licking Luna-yang from her neck to her collarbone and breasts with my mouth.





  Cheureup, cheureureu.





  「Hiyak-! Heuaaa..., wh-what is this all of a sudden..., heua-eu....」





  Luna-yang flailed as if flustered by my caresses. 





  Luna-yang's eyes grew as large as two full moons rising in the night sky, shaking here and there before turning toward Hippolyte-nim's face.





  「A-at least, cover us with the blanket-.」





  「I can't. And don't worry. When I lick Hippolyte-nim, I'll show it all to you, Luna-ya.」





  「Eueua-eu, that's not, what I meant, heua, a-eu, eueueu....」





  Luna-yang's body is quite sensitive.





  So if I just flick her breast slightly with my finger. Her small, pretty pink nipple stands up tautly and maintains its tension.





  「Eu-eut-.」





  Luna-yang pressed her lips tightly together, trying to block any sounds from leaking out, seemingly resisting so as not to feel embarrassed in front of Hippolyte-nim.





  「Give up-.」





  Before my intense physical strength, Luna-yang's flailing was merely flailing. It means it's easy to suppress.





  I continued to lick and suck Luna-yang's breasts, passed her navel, and headed below. Then, her fairly smooth lower body was revealed right in front of my nose.





  「....」





  Luna-yang had already frozen long ago, covering her face with her palms. I just grabbed Luna-yang's two slender ankles and spread them wide to the left and right.





  「Kyaak-!」





  At that, Luna-yang finally couldn't hold it in and let out a scream.





  「Wh-what are you doing so embarrassingly-! Let, let go-! I, I'm going to get mad-! I said I'm getting mad-!」





  Finally, Luna-yang couldn't hold it in and started growling at me. 





  Of course, Luna-yang's anger is no different from a helpless non-violent protest before the powerful god Hassan. It means it's easy to quell.





  「It's okay. Because I'm going to do something even more embarrassing to Hippolyte-nim than what I did to you, Luna-ya.」





  Heum-chit-.





  At those words, spoken as if to reassure Luna-yang, I heard the sound of Hippolyte-nim, who was watching this from behind, trembling in surprise. 





  Turning my head slightly, Hippolyte-nim was also sitting modestly on her knees on the bed, covering her face with both palms and watching this way through the gaps.





  「I'm going to do it even more intensely to Hippolyte-nim. Luna-ya. You can rest assured.」





  「Th-that's not the problem-!」





  I first gently pressed the Achilles tendon area of Luna-yang's ankles that I was holding. Then, Luna-yang's soft soles instantly squirmed and showed a reaction.





  「Hiya-eu-yat-!」





  Taking advantage of the momentum, I placed my hand on Luna-yang's soles. In this world, being allowed to touch or see feet is only for lovers.





  How must Luna-yang feel, performing such a secret act before someone else's eyes?





  「Heueueu, I-I want to die....」





  She seems embarrassed enough to want to die.





  「Heueu, heu....」





  However, Hippolyte-nim, who was watching that, was instead busy catching her rough breath. Since she must be witnessing a lewd act right next to her. Naturally, her breathing would become labored.





  「Hippolyte-nim, I'm telling you in advance, you shouldn't do things like masturbating. Then, it won't be fun.」





  「Wh-what are you saying-! I have never, ever done such an act...!」





  Of course, Hippolyte-nim's reply is a lie. I know that better than anyone.





  「Then-.」





  Feeling Hippolyte-nim's gaze watching all of this through the gaps in her fingers, I aimed my thing well between Luna-yang's legs.





  The glans, already swollen hot and hard, rubbed up and down between Luna-yang's smooth legs, between those tightly closed labia, wetting her body.





  Jil-gyeok-.





  Luna-yang's lower part was already drenched and excited from the current events. 





  Thinking it would go in well enough even without much other foreplay, I slowly applied strength to my waist and hips and inserted my thing.





  Jji-gyeok, su-uuuk-.





  「Heueueu, heueueut-!」
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 Luna and Hippolyte, perhaps, might have noticed.





 I, who had awakened my divinity and subsequently raised my level considerably through various tasks,





 tried to pursue abstinence in terms of pleasure as much as possible.





 That's right. It was abstinence.





 My body was in the golden age of golden ages, boiling with vitality, and my senses were incredibly sharp, making delicious things even more delicious.





 I was at my peak, feeling wonderful things even more wonderfully, yet I chose abstinence amidst all that.





 Why the hell?





 It was the same reason I never learned to smoke.





 Because I know myself well enough to know I have no self-control, I knew that once I acquired a taste for something, I wouldn't be able to quit.





 So I never even thought about learning or starting.





 That was consistent with abstinence.





 If I engaged in lewd acts with my heightened senses as a god, I would surely feel incredibly good, as if brain chemicals had spread.





 And then, at some point, I might not be able to hold back and would assault various people.





 I held back because I might become someone other than Hassan. That was the feeling. So far, I had been doing quite well.





 I tried my best not to think lewd thoughts.





 I tried my best not to look at the women in my party with suggestive or lewd eyes. My mindset was probably no different from the ascetic practices of ancient yogis.





 Of course, it was difficult to quell the boiling blood.





 It was a natural principle for my eyes to constantly drift to breasts, thighs, suggestively exposed napes, calves, and the soles of feet, among other intimate areas.





 Nevertheless, I had endured.





 However, that was broken today by Luna and Hippolyte.





 Tseurup, Tseurureup-.





 I licked Luna's breasts like a starving person. Of course, no milk or honey flowed from Luna's breasts.





 But just the act of sucking her soft, beautiful breasts was enough to satisfy my desires.


  


 "Eugh, euhheu, Hassan, I'm embarrassed, I'm so embarrassed-. Cover me with a blanket or something-."





 Of course, Luna struggled to escape from me even while moaning. She seemed unable to bear doing such a thing in front of Hippolyte.





 "It's okay. You won't be embarrassed soon."





 I slowly pushed my lower body between Luna's widely spread M-shaped legs.





 And then, even though her two legs were spread wide, I gently rubbed her neatly closed labia with my fingers and my member.


 


 Soon, finding the small entrance.





 My member slowly pushed its way in, head first.





 "Heuaaaap-."





 At the same time, I felt Luna's body stiffen completely.





 Luna's arms wrapped around my back tightened, and her waist arched like a bow, as if about to spring up.





 "Haeuuu, euuu...!"





 Jjilgeok-. Jjigeok-. Suuuuk.





 Despite Luna's convulsions, my member pierced straight into Luna's narrow interior. Could there be a more accurate expression than "pierced"?





 Luna's inside was quite winding, giving a strong feeling that the vaginal walls all around were gripping my member and refusing to let go. Just the insertion alone felt incredibly good.





 Is this the effect of Ideope's bedroom arts?





 "Luna-ya, I'm going to move now. There's someone waiting, too-."





 I moved my hips and waist. To that rhythm, the feeling of digging into her inside, *sugeok, sugeok*, was indescribably good.


  


 Jjigeok. Jjigeok. Sugeok-.





 "Heua, aeut, ang, ang, aaat, ang, ang-!"





 It felt as if all the senses in my body were concentrated on my member. How wonderful it would be to gush out something hot like this.





 "Hassan, Hassaaan, it's, too, too big, heuu, b-before, it wasn't this big before, haa, heuuu, ang...!"





 Of course, it had been a really long time since I had inserted my member into Luna. Honestly, I thought it might be awkward if I did such lewd things with Luna again.





 But the relationship between a young man and woman easily blows away such awkwardness.





 "Eueu, it's very, very tight-. Luna-ya, it feels tighter than last time. What happened-."





 "I-I don't know-! You idiot-! Heu, t-that kind of thing, don't ask meee, heu, aeut, ang, aeut-!"





 I don't know if it's because my member is big and it's tight, or if Luna's level has increased, making her an exceptionally skilled vagina, but I could distinctly feel my member being pulled out.





 Jjigeok, jjilgeok.





 "Heuu, haeu, hat-, haang, ang-!"





 I hadn't even done a few thrusts, but already, a throbbing sensation of ejaculation was surging from the base of my member.





 Instantly, I recalled that one of the causes of my death was death during coitus thanks to my relationship with Luna. Luna was truly a succubus, a dream demon, the succubus of legend itself.





 If I ejaculate inside her like this, I'll die.





 If so, a man having sex would surely rationally decide to stop. But I simply couldn't stop my hip movements.





 Is this how male mantises feel?





 If I can cum inside her, I don't care if I die again.





 Such thoughts filled my mind, and I reached a state where I could think of nothing but ejaculating.





 I was completely a breeding stallion now.





 Ejaculating inside Luna and getting her pregnant. Only that filled my heart. To quench that thirst, I moved my hips-.





 Jjilgeok, jjigeok.





 "Euu, euung, hang, ha, Hassan, Hassaan, good, good, heu, heuuu, ang...!"





 I licked her breasts and intimately explored each other's tongues.





 The more I did, the hotter Luna's body became, and the taut tension swelled.





 Like a balloon inflated to its limit with hot air, it transformed as if it would burst with a *ppang-* sound if even a slightly sharp object touched it.





 "Aang, ang, ang-! Ang-! Aha, aang-! Ang, ang! Ang-!"





 "Luna-ya, you're a musical instrument all by yourself. Only making 'ang' sounds."





 "Geuuuu-! Geuuut-!"





 "Hippolyte-nim is watching. Aren't you too excited?"





 "Sh-shut up, shut up, heu, hieut-!"





 Even when I teased her, she flailed her arms and legs as if angry, *tudaktudak*, but when I deeply stirred my member inside her, she melted away as if all her anger had vanished.





 "Heuu, euung, d-don't tease meee."





 Tears soon streamed down Luna's eyes. Of course, it wasn't out of sadness or anger, but probably a physiological reaction due to being stirred by my member.





 Well then, shall I start a sprint?





 Hippolyte, who was waiting, also looked quite distressed.





 While exploring Luna's inside, I simultaneously paid attention to Hippolyte.





 Hippolyte, who had been kneeling and quietly watching this scene, was subtly trembling, clenching her thighs tightly.





 She was trembling as if a mosquito had bitten her nose and it was itchy, but she couldn't scratch it.





 Of course, I could tell that heated breaths of "Heuuu, haaaah...." were being exhaled from Hippolyte's slightly parted lips.





 But, it wasn't Hippolyte's turn yet.





 Shall I tease her a little more?





 In that sense, I lifted Luna's body.


 


 Beonjjeok.





 Luna's body was as light as a feather to me now, so lifting her posed no big problem.





 I moved Luna's lifted body up and down, inserting my member.





 Suuuk-.





 If someone saw this, it would be exactly like an old tree and a cicada.





 Chulleong-. Chalphak. Chalphak-.





 "Haaaeut-!"





 Luna clung tightly to my body, perhaps afraid of falling to the floor. Thanks to that, I could intimately feel Luna's thin, soft skin and body heat, which felt good.





 I shook Luna up and down and said.





 "Luna-ya, when we return to Sodomora, let's get married at Goddess Juno-nim's Temple."





 "Heuu, heuung, m-marriage? Heuu, i-is that true-?"





 "Yes-. Marriage. Now that I've also earned the platinum adventurer's plate. As promised. You and I, Luna, will get married and start a family."





 "Euu, heuung, haa, g-good-. Marriage, marriage, good, haa, haaaat-!"





 Luna could barely utter proper words apart from moans. Well, I understand, as she was being fully penetrated by a member as thick as her forearm.





 "Eung, haa, euu, heuuu-. Hassan, Hassaan, Hassan-."





 With continuous thrusting, Luna soon reached a state where she could say nothing but my name.





 I laid Luna face down on the bed, then from behind, I inserted my member and vigorously moved my hips as I pleased.





 "Geuu, eugueuut, heuuu, heuuut, marriaaage..., heuu, famiily, faamily, haeu, haaeuut...."





 Luna no longer had the leisure to feel embarrassed; she trembled, clenching her thighs or gripping the blanket tightly. She must have reached her climax.





 Nevertheless, I did not forgive Luna and performed a few more thrusts, then gushed my cum deep inside her most intimate place.





 Hassan's Wood Release Secret Technique, Ultimate Art-. Sowing the Seeds of Life-.





 "Eung, haaeut, h-hot, hot things are coming up-! Heungeuhaaeut-!"





 Luna, hit by that attack, eventually tore the bedsheet with a *jiiik-* sound, along with a scream-like moan. She couldn't have endured it otherwise.





 Suuuk.





 When I pulled my member out from between Luna's legs, Luna, like a Cat in heat, lifted her hips high and continued to tremble, *umjjil, umjjil-*.





 Her tightly closed pussy, now enlarged by my member, and my cum flowing out from inside, were incredibly lewd.





 I gently stroked Luna's hips with my palm, then regulated my breathing and said.





 "Alright, then, you've been waiting, haven't you?"





 I turned my gaze from Luna, who was convulsing and losing her mind, to Hippolyte. Hippolyte, who had been twisting her body, trembled as if startled by my words.





 "I-I didn't wait-."





 "Hmm-."





 Hippolyte has strong pride.





 As a Gold Tier adventurer, it must have been her daily life to look down on others. And she probably got most of what she wanted through her own strength.





 Living such a life for about ten years, it was natural for her to surround her mind with diamond-like sparkling self-esteem.





 That didn't change even when she was naked with a man on a bed, or even with his child in her belly.





 "Then, shall we not do Hippolyte-nim? I just cum, so honestly, I'm a bit tired."





 "Th-that, heuut, hmph, th-that, heuu, heueu, euuu-."





 Look at her agonizing.





 It's fun.





 Teasing Hippolyte is sometimes as fun as teasing Elfriede.





 Hippolyte seemed to be going through a lot of anguish at my words.





 I don't know what she's thinking in her head. But I'm looking forward to what answer she'll give.





 "Geuu, euhm, heuuuum-."





 I gave Hippolyte quite some time. Eventually, the answer that came from Hippolyte's lips after all that time was this.





 "For being tired, your, that, big member is still twitching as if unsatisfied. Actually, I know you're furious with the thought of assaulting me-."





 "Oh."





 Actually, Hippolyte's words were correct. I am Hassan, a god-man who has surpassed superhumans. I cannot be satisfied with just one ejaculation.





 I want to cum inside Hippolyte's body a lot quickly. My heart was so full of that desire that honestly, I couldn't hold back either.





 However, she has a child in her belly. I was just hesitating, wondering if it was okay to have intercourse or not.





 Then Hippolyte added a few more words.





 "You won't even care about the child in my belly. Like a savage warrior who wandered a long wilderness and met an Amazoness for the first time, I know you'll disgrace me like that-."





 "Is that how you want it done?"





 "It's not what I want, but what you're thinking-! You're planning to thoroughly corner and humiliate me in front of Noxdoti, my companion."





 "Hmm-."





 "Didn't you say you'd do something even more to me than you did to Noxdoti...?"





 That was true. I had just said that to heat up the atmosphere, but it seemed Hippolyte had been imagining various things in her head because of it.





 Then, shall I give a reward to Hippolyte, who had been waiting all this time?





 I gently pushed Hippolyte's shoulder, laying her down.





 Hippolyte's eyes seemed to be glistening with a certain lewdness and desire. Unfortunately, I had no intention of being as rough as she had requested.





 According to my pulse diagnosis, her pregnancy was quite early.





 In the massage books I read, it said that in early pregnancy, there's a high risk of miscarriage, so it's best to reduce the frequency and shorten the duration of intercourse.





 And that positions where insertion is deep should be avoided.





 First, the easiest is the missionary position. And then-.





 "W-what are you doing-?"





 It's the criss-cross position, where we lie facing each other like this.





 I laid Hippolyte diagonally on her side, then lifted one of her thighs. Then, transparent love fluids were already flowing down her smooth, firm thigh.





 "What is this? To be overflowing already like this-."





 "N-no, this isn't it. That, I can explain. This is, that, what is it-."
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 "Still, if you're this wet, perhaps no other foreplay is needed. But, you might be disappointed, so I'll loosen up the entrance a bit."





 "Disappointed, euu, eungkeuut-!?"





 I inserted one index finger between Hippolyte's labia. Hippolyte's wet pussy easily accepted my single index finger and twitched, tightening around it.





 I was careful not to use my fingernails, then bent my index finger and scratched her vaginal wall. It was a good thing I had trimmed my nails this morning.





 Sugeok, jjilgeok, jjigeok-.





 "Euhheung, haaeut, heuut-."





 At Hippolyte's moan, Luna, who had been lying face down and trembling, slowly sat up.





 "Wow, Hippolyte can make sounds like that. Suddenly, I'm wide awake. Really, I suddenly became wide awake."





 "T-this, keuut, Noxdoti, you were worse-."





 "I, I never was-."





 Luna, who had seemed on the verge of passing out, suddenly became wide awake and blinked at the sight of Hippolyte and me.





 She pulled the blanket over her body, covering herself. She was watching the naked man and woman from behind her safe fortress.





 Kkuuuuk.





 At that, Hippolyte's fingers, gripping my index finger, tightened even more. Was Hippolyte getting excited by being watched?





 Seureuk-.





 When I touched her breasts, even though I didn't specifically stimulate them, her pink nipples were already hard and erect. Her breathing was heavy, and the love fluids flowing down her thighs increased even more.





 At this rate, well, there's no need to torment her further.





 I lifted one of Hippolyte's thighs. And then, I carefully aimed my member between her legs and inserted it.





 This was the criss-cross position. As far as I knew, it was an effective position for pregnant women in early pregnancy.





 I liked being able to hug Hippolyte's elastic thighs. I liked being able to see her swaying breasts and her constantly changing facial expressions.





 And Luna, who was watching this, also liked it because she could see everything vividly from the side.





 "Then, I'll move."





 I moved slowly and deliberately, focusing on stimulating the entrance and the initial part of her vaginal wall, so as not to thrust too deeply.





 Jjigeok. Jjigeok. Jjigeok. Jjilgeok-.





 "Aeu, haa, haang, heuuut, heuu, haang, haa, anga, I-I'm going to die.... Haa, euuut-."





 However, perhaps thanks to the G-spot located at the entrance, Hippolyte seemed overwhelmed by the strong stimulation.





 Hippolyte, who was already gripping the bedsheet tightly and not knowing what to do, and Luna, who was watching this from behind the covering blanket, had her eyes widen considerably.





 "W-what is that-. It's completely, completely shameless...! T-this is strange-."





 Luna herself had just been doing the exact same thing. It seems she was able to objectify herself through someone else's actions.





 Jjigeok, jjigeok, pussut.





 "Euut, haang, euung, euu, euhheuuut-. Heuu, haa, haaeu, heuuu, t-thick, haang, heuuung, euuuuung...."





 "That proud Hippolyte, making sounds like that-. No one would believe it-."





 "Keuut, d-don't look-. Don't look, this is, that, forced, Hassan is forcing me, heuut, geuuu-."





 Hippolyte buried her face in the blanket.





 However-.





 Jjigeok-.





 "Eungeuhheuut-!"





 With one thrust of my hips, her face and back arched like a bow, and her breasts swayed quite violently.





 "What, Hippolyte. Completely, like a black thieving she-Cat-. You, you seduced Hassan with that body-!"





 "I-I don't know, heuut, hangeu, heuu, heuut, now, now it doesn't matter, haaaaeut-."





 "Hurry and admit it-! Hippolyte. You seduced Hassan with that body-!"





 Hippolyte's face was becoming flushed, as if she was about to burst into tears.





 I hugged her thigh with one hand and rubbed her clitoris with the other, maximizing the stimulation.





 Munjil, munjil-.





 "Aaaaaaaat-!"





 As I said earlier, intercourse for pregnant women should be short.





 So, by stimulating her like this, the tightening intensifies, and the stimulation to my member also strengthens, allowing me to ejaculate sooner.





 If Luna's vagina was winding and exquisitely skilled, Hippolyte's was a masterpiece vagina whose strong contractions felt like they would suck me dry.





 The closer Hippolyte got to climax, the higher the probability of me reaching climax as well.





 "Heuu, eungheuuut, haaeuuat. I admit, I admit it, I seduced, I deliberately seduced you, it felt, it felt good-!"





 Hippolyte's breathing was now becoming increasingly ragged.





 With her vaginal walls gripping and clenching, *kkuuk, kkuuk*, I too felt the urge to ejaculate instantly again, making me wonder whether to cum inside or pull out.





 Inside her vagina, that would be a bit much. She has a child, too.





 So I pulled out my member and gushed my cum onto Hippolyte's limp face. Ejaculating on the face of the completely spent Amazoness Queen was incredibly exciting.





 "Heuuung-."





 The milky white fluid streamed down Hippolyte's face.





 At that moment, Luna slowly rose from her spot and licked Hippolyte's face once with her tongue. At that, Hippolyte bristled her hair as if flustered.





 "W-what are you doing-!"


 


 "No, Hassan's seed-. I wondered what it tasted like-. It tastes a bit different from last time, but-. Surprisingly, the smell and taste, it seems to taste good...."





 Chureup, chureureup-.





 Luna began to groom Hippolyte's face clean. Hippolyte seemed very flustered, but they seemed to have a good relationship in their own way.





 However, seeing that sight, I, who had become aroused again, laid Luna and Hippolyte side by side and penetrated them simultaneously.





 Fourteen ejaculations.





 That was the number of ejaculations until dawn.





 And so, morning came.





 "Fucking refreshing."





 Feeling refreshed in many ways, I headed to the balcony-.





 "W-what the fuck is this-!"





 I was truly startled by the woman who was there.





 『So focused on making descendants that you didn't even notice my visit. You're truly vigorous, Zigres. I wonder if I should call it the bloodline of the High Force-.』





 She was the goddess Minerva.





 Goddess Minerva was sitting on my bedroom balcony, arms crossed.





 "This is, fucking private property, you know?"





 『This entire world belongs to the High Force gods. There's nowhere I cannot enter-.』





 She was incredibly confident, and it sounded quite plausible. However, Minerva frowned deeply beneath her helmet.





 『More importantly, could you put on some clothes? That..., that... big spear-like thing, please point it away-. Just looking at it feels like my purity is being defiled.』


 


 At Minerva's words, I casually put on my pants and asked.





 "Ah-. So, what brings you here-?"
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  Minerva, the Goddess of Wisdom and Knowledge, came to find me.





  I was a bit out of it since I had just finished a heated bout of lovemaking.





  After pulling myself together as best as I could and heading to the drawing room, I saw Minerva sitting on the sofa, sipping tea.





  『While the gods of Hypos were unable to intervene, it seems the methods of brewing tea in the mortal world have advanced even further.』





  The way she sat languidly on the sofa made her look like the very embodiment of a career woman enjoying a vacation.





  However, the official who seemed to have served her the tea was trembling like a rabbit in front of a lion.





  They must be feeling fear and trepidation at having to serve a divine being. Like, "What if she says it tastes bad and I get struck by divine punishment?" that kind of feeling.





  I decided to dismiss the ordinary people nearby before someone accidentally caused an incident.





  "Everyone, please step out."





  At my words, the people glanced back and forth between Minerva's face and mine, then withdrew with looks of relief. Now, only Minerva and I remained in the drawing room.





  I sat across from Minerva and took a good look at this woman known as the Goddess of Wisdom.





  Like Mars, she is a goddess who carries the domain of a War God.





  If Mars embodies the brave and passionate roar of the battlefield itself, Minerva is said to have a stronger strategic side, unfolding over maps and negotiation tables.





  Honestly, from my perspective, I can't tell much of a difference.





  However, this woman is likely my cousin.





  Hmm, a cousin, huh-.





  Looking at her not as a god or whatever, but from the position of a cousin, gave me a different feeling. Long hair, a clean face with an intellectual vibe. A calm demeanor.





  She had the kind of atmosphere where she'd be the class president and top of her class throughout middle and high school, then get accepted into both Seoul National University's law and medical schools simultaneously, becoming the pride of the relatives during holidays.





  Her existence would surely provide other cousins with plenty of intimidation and nagging comparisons.





  "So, what brings you all the way here? You must be a very busy person."





  I recalled the fact that Minerva had been entrusted with the management of the Olympia festival in Hypos and had descended to the surface.





  I didn't know exactly what her duties were, but it was a clear fact that they would be full of very busy and tedious paperwork.





  When I asked what brought her here, Minerva set down her teacup and calmly opened her lips.





  『It's nothing major. Since the festival being held in Olympia is coming to an end, I just came to give you a brief explanation.』





  "An explanation?"





  『Yes. After all, I'm good at that sort of thing. To summarize, thanks to you, my younger brother, being active here and there, we've managed to overcome the crisis comfortably.』





  "Hmm-." I see. I nodded appropriately in response.





  『The civil war happening in the kingdom is also slowly reaching its end. Since we are currently tallying the total scores of the matches, whether it's the Royal Army or the Liberation Army, one faction will win, and things will be settled.』





  The Olympia festival is a war of sorts where athletes are sent to various matches to earn points. You could see it as a proxy war replacing actual warfare.





  The fact that it was ending meant, as Minerva said, that the kingdom's civil war would now end and a single winner would sit on the throne.





  『If the civil war had deepened, much chaos would have ensued. Honestly, I'll give you some praise for mediating that. You did well.』





  "I can be happy about that, right?"





  『Yes. Of course, if you had chosen me instead of Mars, I could have lent you the strength to prevent things from even reaching this point-.』





  Jirit-.





  I felt Minerva's intellectual ash-colored eyes glaring at me. I'd felt it before, but it seemed Minerva was either angry or sulking about something regarding me.





  The only thing that came to mind was that I had chosen the Mars Guild over the Minerva Guild when I was at a crossroads. That was probably the reason.





  『Well, it can't be helped now. I hope you make wise choices in the future. I'll be helping you a lot, too.』





  "You're helping me?"





  『Yes. Since I've lost a lot of the Karma I had accumulated, it'll be impossible right away, but if you have any difficult problems in the next hundred or two hundred years, just ask.』





  A hundred years, two hundred years.





  As expected, the concept of time for immortals is on another level.





  I'm struggling because I don't even know what I'll eat for lunch or dinner tomorrow. Anyway, it was a relief that Minerva, the Goddess of Wisdom, had decided to take my side.





  It meant I wouldn't have to run around busily all by myself in the future.





  Also, since I'm completely hopeless with political issues like civil wars, it's a total win if gods like Minerva handle the coordination on their own, as it lightens my burden significantly.





  『So, I've pretty much said everything I wanted to say. If you have any questions, ask. I have some time before my next schedule.』





  "Then, can I call you Noona?"





  『Do as you wish. What, was that all you were curious about?』





  I've dreamed of having a Noona since a long time ago.





  Damn it, not a younger sister. A Noona who takes care of me, gives me gifts, and gives me pocket money.





  Even though she's not my biological sister, I feel somewhat happy that I can fulfill a similar dream with a cousin.





  "Noonaaa-!"





  『Hmm, maybe I should take that back. It feels weird being called Noona by a big guy like you. So, is that the end of your questions?』





  "No. Then, please tell me something like the recipe for brewing Nectar."





  Since she's the Goddess of Knowledge, she must know how to make alcohol. However, Minerva calmly shook her head.





  『I don't know that either. However, it seems the Titan girl you have with you is doing a good job. It'll probably be soon.』





  "Hmm-."





  『We also have high expectations for the one who will fill Bacchus's place. We can't leave the god's throne empty forever. I'm looking forward to it.』





  "I see."





  I nodded.





  A brief silence followed.





  While I was choosing my words, Minerva's gaze narrowed even further. It was a gaze like a detective interrogating someone. I guess it's the eye that pierces through the truth.





  Seureuk-.





  Goddess Minerva crossed her arms and legs as she spoke.





  『That's not what you're really curious about. It's about the traitor of Hypos. Don't you want to ask why he betrayed us?』





  "...."





  In fact, I did.





  However, I had been hesitating because I felt strongly that asking about it would lead to something irreversible in many ways. So, as Minerva said, that was the main point of what I wanted to ask.





  『That man has been inscrutable since long ago. After he took a madman as a guest from the streets one day, he built a wall between us.』





  If it's "that man," it must be my father.





  As expected, the gods of Hypos already knew that my father was plotting something.





  『It's clear the madman whispered Wicked Magic into his ear. Otherwise, there's no way a man with such a strong sense of responsibility would have abandoned everything.』
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  The keywords "madman" and "guest" were neatly filed away in my mind. Perhaps because it was a story explained by the Goddess of Wisdom, I felt my understanding quicken.





  Could the madman be that traveler from Midgard?





  Did my father change after meeting him?





  Seueuk-.





  At that moment, Minerva leaned toward me. She then grabbed my hand resting on the table and met my eyes.





  I was quite flustered by this sudden skinship. Do cousins do this? I don't know. I'd have to have had a cousin to know.





  『Zigres, Hassan. He must have heard a certain prophecy from the madman. He must have heard a story about an amazing future. Do you happen to know what it is?』





  A prophecy.





  There's no way something like that would be in my head.





  "I don't know."





  『Hmph, I see. Okay. Then for now, that's the end of our talk. If there's a reason to see you later, I'll visit you again through your Nymph.』





  





    *       *       *





  





  ─Extra! Extra! The long civil war... has finally come to an end...!





  ─Newspaper scrolls for sale!





  The sound of boys and girls running frantically through the streets was noisy. Sitting languidly in the drawing room where the hearth was burning, I had Paranoy go buy a newspaper.





  "I'll be back-ssi...!"





  He appeared quite a while later.





  "What, why were you so late? Did you go buy some candy with the change?"





  "It's, it's not like that-ssi...! Anyway, here is the newspaper-ssi...! Amazing stories are written in it-ssi...!"





  I took the scroll from Paranoy's hand, which was covered in sugar. This punk, he must not have washed his hands because he was in a hurry.





  Anyway, after shaking off the sugar as best as I could and unfurling the scroll, I saw how this Olympia festival had ended.





  It was written who won which match and which faction won based on the total score of gold, silver, and bronze medals.





  "What. Is this for real?"





  "It is-ssi...! It's a very exquisite score-ssi...!"





  "No, then what happens if it's like this?"





  The reason for my surprise was simple. Contrary to my expectations, no winner had emerged from this Olympia festival. That was the reason.





  "How can there be a draw? If it's like this, won't the fighting start again?"





  Right now, outside the city of Olympia, the armies of each camp were camped out and facing each other, keeping each other in check. This festival was nothing more than a temporary peace created by a brief agreement.





  It was certain that the fate of the country would depend on the outcome of this victory or defeat, but if it ended in a draw like this, wouldn't it eventually be the same?





  At that moment, Paranoy cast a shadow over his face and laughed sinisterly, "Khehehe-."





  "So, it is said that discussions are currently taking place regarding that-ssi...! The reason I, Paranoy, was late in bringing the newspaper was to look into that-ssi...!"





  "Really? What kind of discussions are they having?"





  "According to a reliable source I, Paranoy, have planted, the topic of 'One Country, Two Systems' is currently being raised at Minerva's negotiation table-ssi...!"





  "One Country, Two Systems. If it's One Country, Two Systems, is it something like two different systems in one country?"





  "That's right-ssi...! And it seems they will hold a large festival like this every year to showcase the superiority of each system-ssi...!"





  "I see."





  "I, Paranoy, think that perhaps the gods of Hypos intervened in the match-ssi...."





  "Really?"





  "The gods gain power not from peace, but from conflict.... I think they might be trying to solidify their position by making the kingdom's conflict permanent-ssi...!"





  Paranoy's words made sense.





  War God Minerva, War God Mars, and so on. They were the type of gods who gained power through conflict and war.





  Other gods also have different roles, but they are similar in that they accumulate power from human fear and awe.





  Did the influence of Hypos, which wanted to prolong this confrontation, play a part in the miraculous draw?





  At that moment, Paranoy laughed even more sinisterly, "Khehehe-."





  "What now."





  "However, this cycle of conflict might not be such a bad thing for people-ssi...!"


  


  Paranoy added a brief explanation after that.





  He said that humanity would achieve development in order to defeat their opposing rivals. Well, I suppose if there's a rival, they would stimulate each other.





  Just like the Cold War era between the US and the USSR, where they increased military spending, nurtured scientists, and strove to emphasize the superiority of their respective systems.





  Paranoy's explanation continued.





  "Also, there are already rumors that War God Mars and Minerva are in opposition-ssi...!"





  "Really?"


  


  He said that because the gods of Hypos love betting and each has their own reasons, they would each hold onto the Royal Army and the Liberation Army and strive to make them win.





  Minerva supporting the defensive Royal Army and Mars taking the side of the bellicose Liberation Army.





  From now on, the two would nurture plenty of their own champions and heroes in each faction. Then they would kill the overflowing Monsters, lead the people, and so on-.





  Anyway, it seemed there were many advantages to One Country, Two Systems.





  But I know the disadvantages of One Country, Two Systems well.





  In the end, even if it's packaged with plausible words, the fact that the two systems are in opposition won't change. Someday, they will surely be desperate because they can't swallow up the other faction.





  Then a fucking civil war will break out again.





  Hmm-.





  While I was groaning slightly, Paranoy said.





  "Hassan-nim, it will be enough for you to just stay still and accept only the good proposals from both factions-ssi...! That's the good thing about being neutral-ssi...!"





  "That's true."





  I am a neutral squirrel, not a dragon or a gryphon.





  Driving a wedge between two factions growling to occupy a single tree.





  And just picking up and eating the acorns that fell to the ground because of their fight.





  Hearing it, it didn't sound bad.
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  It was late afternoon when Luna and Hippolyte finally opened their eyes. 





  Of course, even though they were awake, they couldn't move right away, barely waddling-eogijeok-eogijeok-around the bedroom.





  Thanks to that, Antiope and Paranoi had to wait on Luna and Hippolyte.





  "Unni, what on earth did you do last night to be like this? Did you eat something wrong?"





  "Ahem, no, it's not like that."





  Hippolyte was desperate to hide the sexual affairs of the previous night. Luna simply lay back down on the bed and tried to go back to sleep.





  I had intended for us all to have dinner together to celebrate the war coming to an end. But with things like this, it feels like it's best to just rest at the lodging today too.





  In the end, the only ones eating dinner were me, Antiope, and Paranoi. Joreureuk-Antiope filled the glasses.





  "So we're heading back down to Sodomora next week, right?"





  "That is correct-ssu...!"





  "That's a shame. I liked this city. Mount Hypos is close by, too. Sodomora feels a bit... gloomy."





  "If you wish to stay, you may stay-ssu...! It wouldn't be bad to try being the Black Brotherhood's Olympia Parish Leader-ssu...!"





  "Stay? Ugh. I don't want that. Besides, I have to follow Hassan around for the good stuff to drop. Since there'll be lots of fighting, there'll be chances to improve my skills."





  Just like a remora following whales.





  It seemed Antiope wanted to follow me, the one who brings about fights. For me as well, there were many advantages to taking Antiope along as an aide.





  To name one, I'd have a breast-cradle to charge Mjolnir and my smartphone?





  Above all, Antiope is pretty and has breasts large enough to draw people's attention when I take her around. Yes, she is a beauty.





  It hit me anew that she really is a beauty.





  A lighthearted and cheerful beauty with a slightly rebellious vibe, different from Hippolyte. Her breasts are large, and her skin must be smooth.





  Smelling of erotic magic grass-. Normally, she's the kind of beautiful woman I should feel guilty even talking to, let alone harboring feelings for.





  Throb-.





  In that moment, I could feel the blood rushing to my lower half. Thinking about Antiope's firm body, I simply couldn't hold it back.





  To think that I'm looking at Antiope, Hippolyte's sister, sexually.





  This was fucking morally wrong.





  Is the problem that I unleashed my abstinence last night? I was holding back as much as possible because I thought something like this might happen. 





  Like a Muslim tasting pork for the first time and losing their mind.





  I, Hassan, having felt the softness of a woman's body after a long time, am currently losing my eyes and senses.





  "Hassan, what do you think? If it's okay, I'd like to get a tattoo here on my hip to commemorate the fight with Unni Sileia."





  "A tattoo on your hip-?"





  "What's with that? Why are you so flustered?"





  "No, it's nothing."





  I'm in big trouble. Antiope's lips and the collarbone revealed by her slightly open jacket. Things like the deep cleavage began to catch my eye.





  Thinking about it now, why is she so anxious to show off her body like that?





  Could she be seducing me on purpose?





  "What is it, Hassan? Is there something on my chest?"





  "No-."





  Ahem, hmph-I cleared my throat and looked away. 





  No matter what, Antiope, Hippolyte's younger sister, is my sister-in-law. Touching such an Antiope would be an act worse than a beast.





  Of course, they say the gods of Hypos do this and that regardless of whether they're family or cousins. 





  But the gods of Hypos, thinking about it now, are just savage gods who haven't even received a compulsory education, aren't they?





  I am Hassan, a man of the University.





  I would never do something like pouncing on family like those savage gods.





  However, why the hell won't this dick go down?





  To think that high stamina and stamina would cause such pain.





  As I looked around, wondering what to do, I saw Paranoi carving a steak here and there with a knife.
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  "Be sliced quietly and enter this Paranoi's mouth-ssu...! And then transform into nourishment for this Paranoi's height and growth-ssu...!"





  Seureureuk-.





  Seeing her, my dick shrank miraculously. 





  The sexual desire that had been boiling over subsided, and how should I put it, I felt like I had been forced into a post-nut clarity state.





  But I knew the reason for this sudden forced post-nut clarity. 





  From leading the Nymph Choir and taking various Nymphs around-. What I realized is that there is a part of Nymphs that suppresses a man's sexual desire.





  Originally, the Gigantamax Nymphs, who were not cursed, were pitiful beings who suffered all sorts of harassment from gods and humans.





  However, Juno, the goddess of home and harmony, heard their prayers and placed a curse on the Nymphs that suppressed their growth. 





  And she made it so that men who looked at them would not feel sexual impulses.


  


  Of course, it's just a hypothesis, but looking at Paranoi was certainly effective in suppressing my boiling lust.


  


  "Hassan-nim, even if you stare at my meat like that, this is this Paranoi's rightful share-ssu...! I will not share it-ssu...!"





  "I'm not going to steal it, so eat up, kid."





  "As expected, you are merciful-ssu...!"





  I wondered what kind of guys those innkeepers who marry these small Nymphs and start families are.





  Like the innkeeper in Sodomora, for example.





  Aren't they beings that should be isolated from society...?





  Sodomora.





  Anyway, Sodomora, huh.





  As I was churning through various thoughts, I suddenly felt a deep longing for that petty, cowardly, yet cold-hearted city. 





  The times I spent there, the small Cabin I built there, and the various incidents made me fall into nostalgia.


  


  No matter how much hospitality I received in the city of Olympia, as long as I was in a foreign land, a kind of unresolvable fatigue always seemed to weigh down my shoulders.





  "Paranoi. Well, since the civil war is mostly settled. Once everything is finished, we're leaving for Sodomora. Handle everything so there's no talk behind our backs."





  "Understood-ssu...! Also, I have secured a promise for a ship to Alfheim from the Princess of the Liberation Army-ssu...! She said she will send us safely once the ice in the harbor melts-ssu...!"





  "Really? When did you do all that?"





  "For this Paranoi, there is a battle that only Paranoi can fight-ssu...! I slipped a bit of the remaining budget to the Princess of the Liberation Army-ssu...!"





  Antiope added her words from the side.





  "And, I competed in the tournament as a representative for the Liberation Army. We used that to make a deal."





  I see.





  Antiope aside.





  Paranoi, like a capable secretary, had proceeded with the work even without me saying anything. 





  She's not good at handling bees like Doris or housework like Ignoi. 





  But Paranoi showed outstanding talent in exercising the power in her hands and the authority of the one in charge.





  If Paranoi had really become the Marcher Lord of Hell, wouldn't she have governed her land surprisingly well? 





  I should consider increasing Paranoi's authority further when we return to Sodomora. 





  "Ah, and Paranoi. I have something I'm curious about. You said that when you were young, you saw my father."





  "That is correct-ssu...! Back when I was still in a cave, honing my ambitions alone, digging up grass roots, and licking bear gall, Pluto-nim saved me-ssu...!"





  "Roughly how many years ago was that?"





  "It must have been ten and three winters ago-ssu...!"





  13 years ago.





  Pluto and Paranoi had already met 13 years ago. I had already heard this story.





  However, at that time, I just thought it was Paranoi's frantic recollection of the past and moved on. I had assumed that Paranoi, suffering from hunger and fear, had seen a hallucination.





  But thinking about it now, I wonder if that was a very important hint.





  My father, who should have been alive in the 21st century, why could he have been in front of Paranoi? 





  Perhaps my father traveled periodically between this Gaia and the Earth of the 21st century.





  Thinking about it now, there were many strange things.





  My father would say he was going mountain climbing and wouldn't come home for as short as a day to as long as several days. Those times are starting to seem suspicious now.





  Does my mother know about this?





  My younger sister?





  Then Paranoi asked.





  "Hassan-nim, by any chance, are you going to face Pluto-nim? Is that why you have been lost in thought for the past few days-ssu...?"





  "...."





  How did she know? She's quick-witted.





  As I didn't answer, it was Antiope who was more surprised.





  "What does that mean? Facing Pluto-. Why is that suddenly coming up here? Didn't you say Pluto is currently taking care of Hassan's territory instead? Right-?"





  "It's not certain. So, I'm going to go see it with my own eyes now. Depending on the situation...."





  Depending on the situation-.





  The words after that didn't come out of my lips easily. If I declared it, I wouldn't be able to go back anymore. It was because I had such a thought.





  I quietly sank into thought and recalled the paths I had walked.





  A path of breaking through the long and winding unknown. 


  


  The very first goal was to be liberated from slavery.





  The second was to become a Gold Tier adventurer.





  Those were the signposts that led me here.





  After experiencing various things and becoming a god, I had only one goal.





  To surpass my father.





  Not as Hassan, the Son of Pluto.





  But to stand tall with my name alone.





  From some point on, that was my only goal. And hasn't the opportunity to clearly achieve that goal come now?





  I felt something boiling deep in my gut.





  I declare it as if vomiting it out.





  "Depending on the situation, I will take down Pluto. Thoroughly."





  


    


    *         *         *











  The Royal Army and the Liberation Army said they would stay in Olympia for a few more days. 





  They said they would adjust their future moves under the guidance of the gods of Hypos.





  According to Paranoi, war is apparently a more complex and difficult problem in its aftermath and post-war issues than during the actual fighting.





  In some aspects, even more intense conflicts will occur.





  In the midst of such a busy time, Nike Borzak, the Princess of the Liberation Army, invited me to her tent.





  "The next festival is one year from now. At that time, I want to clearly defeat the pushovers of the Royal Capital and widely announce that our Liberation Army's system is superior."





  Nike Borzak seemed to want to recruit me.





  "I, Nike Borzak, like you, Hassan. I heard you protected us from the volcanic eruption this time?"





  The eruption of the Hypos volcano should have been top-secret information known only to those involved. Since she is also in a position representing the head of a faction, it seems she has many ears listening.





  Is there a spy among Vulcanus's Dwarves?





  "...."





  When I didn't answer, Nike Borzak slammed the table-kung. And then she growled as if there was something frustrating.





  "While we are having a civil war, how dare those outside Elf bastards try to screw over our Gaia continent. There are many Elves in our faction as well. Thanks to that, I have beheaded many of them."





  She seemed more than angry that she had been toyed with.





  "While we were turning our attention to the civil war, they tried to smash the entire continent. To think I became a manipulated puppet. I cannot forgive myself."





  "Then, are you going to stop the rebellion now?"





  "That's not it. Through this rebellion, we were able to identify and pull out the chronic ills rooted inside the kingdom to some extent. We will, for now, continue this confrontation."





  The kingdom, where the reign continued for a long time by Byeokryeokje, or more accurately, Gigas Pride. It is said that while it looked peaceful, it was actually on thin ice.





  Like a fruit that has ripened too much and is rotting. It was said to be festering from deep inside. 


  


  Nike said.





  "Hassan, you who saw through all of this and stopped it deserve to be called a hero, no, a savior. Even so, you kept it strictly secret."





  "Well, because nothing good comes from chaos."





  Even Paranoi, who always talks big about my achievements, said we should bury this matter in secret. If so, it means it's better to bury it.





  So I didn't blab about the work at the volcano. Even without that, I gained a lot, including Mjolnir and the Hassanium Gauntlets.





  However, at that answer, Princess Nike opened her golden eyes wide as if she was very surprised.





  "To bury in secret a deed that could have been written in mythology and taken as a great achievement for generations. Hassan, you are a god without greed."





  "Is that so."





  "Just saving humanity from the fear of Hell is already an achievement that will be praised for eternity. Even so, you were too humble when we first met. I feel that if it's a god like you, not just the arrogant gods of Hypos, I can trust you."





  "Hmph-."





  A nasal sound came out of me naturally. The motto of the Liberation Army, including Nike Borzak, is the liberation of humans from beings called gods.





  For the head of such an organization to say she can trust me is quite significant.





  "Hassan, when you come to the North, look for the name of Borzak. No matter where you are or what you do, or what you become. Our Borzak warriors will not forget your contribution."





  "Then, I'll be in your debt when I cross over to Alfheim."





  I gulped down the high-proof alcohol in my teacup to get up from my seat. It tasted like industrial alcohol. Is this the drink of the cold North?





  As I was putting that into my mouth, Nike added.





  "And, by any chance. Can you let me bear your child?"





  "Pffft-."





  I was so surprised that I spat it all out. Thanks to that, Princess Nike's blonde hair, wearing armor, was covered in a liquid mixed with alcohol.





  "Hassan, I heard your Black Brotherhood baptizes by sprinkling water. Is this that?"





  "Well, what is it. It's similar. More than that, what did you just say?"





  "It's nothing much. I just asked if you could make your child in my womb."





  How is that nothing much? I felt like my throat was clogged at the fact that I hadn't misheard. The tipsy feeling completely vanished.





  "Does that mean you want to marry me or something?"





  "No-. I don't want something like marriage. I just want a child. To give birth to a god's child and raise them as royalty. It would surely be a wonderful thing."





  I see.





  Does she want to mix god's blood into royalty? Does she want to improve the bloodline? 





  Thinking about it now, it reminds me of how powerful kings, including Pharaohs, described themselves as sons of gods or gods themselves. 





  "Then, mate with me, right here."
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  In my, Hassan's, life.





  If I'm walking down the street and some pretty woman approaches me to ask for my number or suddenly starts showing interest.
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  It was a certainty that there was some ulterior motive behind it. 





  There was a high probability it was either religious proselytizing or some kind of sales pitch.





  If you follow a woman like that, a wooden club or a syringe appearing from somewhere would whack the back of my neck. 





  I could boldly assert that if I lost consciousness with an "Ugh," I'd wake up sold to a deep-sea fishing boat, forced to catch shrimp. 





  In fact, wasn't I approached by a woman from some "Evidence Tabernacle" cult and ended up falling into the Gaia continent? It pisses me off.





  Then what about this case?





  "Then, mate with me, right here."





  A strange woman going beyond simple interest and trying to seduce me. This is undoubtedly bait for a trap. 





  It was certain that if I reached out, deceived by the sweet temptation, a steel-like snare would whip around my neck and take me down.





  But even so, the beast known as a man is one that falls for it.





  I knew that all too well.





  Dugeun, dugeun-. Calming my heart that was pounding like a furnace, I asked back.





  "By mating, do you mean... that?"





  "Without even asking. Isn't it obvious that it's an act to create a child?"





  So, can I take it that this Princess Nike is now telling me to have sex with her and is seducing me? 





  Even so.





  We don't even know each other that well, and I feel like we need a few more steps. While I was hesitating, Nike grabbed my hand.





  "I've never done it before either-. But I believe I shall be a woman who creates children quite well. Then, I shall take it that you have consented-."





  Seureuk-.





  Princess Nike leaned her lips toward me. I was so startled by the suddenly overlapping lips that I ended up stepping backward. 





  Then, I tripped over the leg of a desk or a chair and fell backward on my butt.





  Kung-.





  Princess Nike climbed on top of my fallen body and continued to press her lips against mine.





  I was utterly bewildered by this moment that had suddenly developed into something between a man and a woman. Am I being raped right now?





  It's an unavoidable force.





  Seureuk-.





  Then Princess Nike pulled her mouth away from my face. She then wiped her saliva-stained lips with the back of her white-gloved hand and spoke.





  "Good, with this much. I must certainly be pregnant."





  "Huh? What, what does that mean?"





  "Bumping lips against lips to mate. Isn't that common sense?"





  There are many things to be surprised about today.





  I also pulled myself together from this bewildering emotion and stood up. There seemed to be dust on my butt, but that wasn't what I needed to worry about right now.





  "So, according to what you're saying, Princess-nim, you're saying that by kissing each other, you have a child?"





  "Yes. Matching lips is a sublime act. Through that, we share affection and cause a child to be created-. Is there a problem with my knowledge?"





  "No, that alone wouldn't be enough...."





  I felt like my vision was going dark. It's impossible to understand how such a thing is even possible. 





  Is she speaking sincerely? 





  Is she teasing me?





  Is this another trap?





  No, that expression is one that anyone can see is speaking the truth. I feel like there's no lie in that voice at all.





  As I narrowed my eyes and groaned, Nike spoke.





  "If this alone is not enough. Is there a problem with the frequency? Indeed, it would be strange to become pregnant with just one mating-."





  Seureureuk-.





  Nike approached me again. She then leaned her lips forward and pressed them against mine with a *jjok-*. Since it felt strange no matter how I thought about it, I put my tongue into her mouth.





  Cheureureup-.





  Then Princess Nike flinched as if truly surprised and pushed me away.





  "What are you doing?"





  "This is the correct process of mating."





  I was a man who had governed the cycle of life and reincarnation. I had an obligation to overcome the low birth rate by teaching the correct process of conceiving life.





  "The tongue, I see. So Mating (Exchanging Tastes) means we must mix our tongues. My head feels like it's floating; it's a strange feeling. My lower belly feels strange too. Am I truly pregnant now?"





  Not even close.





  In this situation, I have no choice but to ask.





  "By any chance, may I ask where you learned how to make a child...?"





  "I learned it from my Nanny. That we must match lips. And as for what comes after, she said she would tell me on the night before my wedding, should I ever marry."





  "Hmm-."





  "But, I see. Matching lips. And thus, mixing tongues was what it meant. It is an act that makes one feel quite embarrassed. I see why my Nanny did not tell me...."





  I looked at Nike, whose white face was flushed bright red, and thought. 





  I heard that the North has many cold and desolate regions.





  Because supplies and resources are scarce, asceticism is naturally praised as a virtue. Perhaps Nike's innocent ignorance stems from such a background?





  Keeping someone sexually ignorant to ensure they maintain their purity.





  If they open their eyes to sexual things and seek pleasure, a child will eventually be born. And if a child is born, there are more mouths to feed, making it harder to sustain life.





  No, Nike is the daughter of the wealthy Borzak family, so is the feeling a bit different? 





  I felt a sense of will to raise her pure and undefiled. A conflict arose within me as to whether I should be the one to break this.





  "By any chance, Princess Nike-nim, have you ever raised a dog or a beast?"





  "Why do you ask that? I am raising a pair of wyverns. I even gave them the names Hindoongi and Nooroongi."





  "Then have you ever seen those two mate?"





  "I have. Are you talking about the male climbing on top of the female? It was a very beastly act."





  "What if humans have to do something similar...?"





  "...?"





  At my words, Princess Nike's eyes widened. Then, she burst into a hearty laugh with a *pahahahat-*.





  "Isn't such mating the behavior of savage beasts? We humans are the lords of all creation. We can possess a nobility that is far removed from such bizarre acts."





  So, listening to her, she knows the mating behavior of beasts. But it feels like the logic connecting that to human behavior doesn't reach her.





  So this is what happens when you raise a person in ignorance.





  Thinking about how much secrecy, lies, and effort from the people around her went into cultivating her like a pure white snowfield, a laugh suddenly bubbled up from deep within my gut.





  I want to tread on that snowfield.





  Any man would naturally have such thoughts.





  Just how sexually ignorant is she?





  "Then, Princess Nike-nim. I'd like to check if the pregnancy was successful. Could you take off your armor for a moment?"


  


  "My armor...?"





  "Yes. Your armor. Just the upper body armor is enough. Since I'm going to try touching your breasts."





  However, contrary to my thoughts, this time Princess Nike frowned and voiced a negative opinion.





  "I heard that a mother's breasts are a place only children can touch? I heard that if a man is allowed to touch them, it brings bad luck and less breast milk will come out." 





  "From your Nanny?"





  At this point, I'm curious about who the Nanny is. She must have been fucking laughing while saying that. A misty image of a hypothetical Nanny is drawn in my head.





  This is a battle between the shield known as the Nanny and the spear that is I, Hassan.





  To contaminate the information created by the Nanny, I spoke.





  "But. Touching for a medical act doesn't bring bad luck, so it's fine. I'm just trying to diagnose you, Princess Nike-nim."





  "...."





  Princess Nike's brow furrows even more. She shouldn't have sexual knowledge. 





  Seeing her guard tighten, perhaps a woman's instinct to reject a man's touch is at work.





  "Touching over your clothes is enough. Then there's no chance of bad luck."





  "Over my clothes...."





  I think I just need a little more.





  To loosen this guard, to strip away the hard armor covering those breasts, I used a bit of a trick.





  "Princess Friede already knew that much, of course. That's why I've tried touching Princess Friede's breasts before."





  "Friede's-?"





  "I thought you, Princess Nike-nim, would have naturally known this much as well."





  "Y-yes, that's right-. Of course I know. I know more than Friede does. Then, fine. I shall permit you to take my pulse."





  With Nike's permission, I unfastened the ties of the upper body armor that was compressing her chest. 





  It's just stripping off armor, but the symbolism is the same as stripping away her guards toward purity one by one.





  Seureuk, teong-.





  Her armor fell with a dull thud. Then, the breasts that had been hidden beneath, larger than a handful, were clearly revealed under the thin cotton clothes.





  Holy shit.





  As expected of a Northern princess.





  Eating only good things, receiving good care, and being raised so that no one's hand could reach her-was it okay for me to touch this fruit with my dirt-stained hands?





  "What are you doing? Hurry and check if the pregnancy was successful. I am a busy person. I must have a meeting with the Royal Army soon."





  At Princess Nike's urging, I slowly reached out my hand. And then I grabbed those large breasts with my hands.





  Molkang-.





  They were breasts that even my wide palms could not fully cover. Cotton clothes and underwear were blocking the space between her and my hand, but the sensation could not be hidden.





  These were truly a princess's breasts.





  National treasure level.





  "How is it-. Does it feel like you can tell if I'm pregnant...?"





  Malkang, malkang-. As I was squeezing her breasts, Princess Nike's expression was quite peaceful. Are her senses a bit dull because her breasts are large? 





  I had expected a dramatic reaction like moaning. I felt a bit of disappointment along with a surge of competitive spirit.


  


  "Well. When you become pregnant, your breasts will develop to give milk to the child. I'm not sure yet. It feels like it might have failed...."





  "The pregnancy, failed...?"





  "Then, let's try Mating (Exchanging Tastes) one more time. If we touch your breasts while mating, we can immediately confirm the pregnancy."


  


  "Ugh-?"





  I kissed her while touching the princess's breasts with one hand. This time, I put my tongue in from the start and tasted the inside of her mouth.





  "Ha. Heuu...."





  Princess Nike trembled slightly with her mouth open as if she were giving her mouth entirely to me. Is it awkward and embarrassing? The breath getting hotter while kissing is very exciting.





  "Th-this is a strange feeling-. This feeling is...."





  "Be quiet."





  "Eung, eueueup-. Haeu-."





  Mallang, malkang-.





  Even amidst that, my hand was continuously touching her breasts.





  These breasts, overflowing and about to burst in my hand, are not a sensation I'd get tired of even if I touched them all day. 





  As I was tasting the soft flesh with my hand, I slowly moved my fingers and grabbed the nipples that were prominent enough to be clearly seen even through the cotton clothes.





  "Eung-!"





  Princess Nike's body trembled violently as if she had been electrocuted. Even if she's sexually ignorant, it's only natural that pleasure comes when the nipples are touched.





  To think I have to touch this only over clothes.





  I misspoke. Should I try making another excuse and change my words even now?





  "Haeu, eung, eu, heuu, is the, is the examination still far off...? I feel, a bit, strange. Hurry.... I'm out of breath too...."





  Princess Nike looked like she was struggling with the continuous kissing. She must be having a hard time breathing. So I pulled my lips away for a moment and spoke.





  "I'm not sure. I think I'd know immediately if I touched the bare skin."





  "Bare skin...? You just said that over clothes was enough...."





  "Yes, that's true. But in Princess Friede's case, I touched her bare skin."





  At my words, Nike's body tensed up.





  "Touching Princess Friede's breasts. Does that mean she also tried to become pregnant with your child? Does it mean you mated like this?"





  Not even close. I shouldn't say no, right?





  "Yes, although the pregnancy failed, of course. It seems she did not possess enough qualifications to conceive a divine child."





  The lies are just fucking flowing out. Is this how Paranoy feels? They say a Nymph takes after their master. Paranoy's lying might truly take after me.





  I slowly put my hand under the cotton clothes below her belly button and felt her skin. And then I spoke leisurely, as if to drive it home.





  "But, Princess Nike-nim, you seem to have enough qualifications, unlike Princess Friede. In many ways-."





  "That is only natural-. I am Nike.... Borzak...!"





  That competitive spirit is fun.





  My hand went beyond her smooth and elastic belly and now climbed up her side to face something huge. 





  The bra-style underwear was a bit bothersome, but when I put my hand in from below and went up. I felt the large breasts soaked in sweat. And the nipples that were more prominent than ever.





  When I grabbed it with my index finger and thumb and rolled it around.





  "Eu-, heuu...."





  A rather sweet moan came from Nike's mouth.





  "How do you feel? I'd like you to explain it in words. Because the success of the pregnancy depends on your reaction. You must tell me the truth."





  "The, the feeling is.... From below my belly button, it feels like I'm floating.... My body is strange.... The back of my head, my waist, it feels chilly like when I was hit by lightning magic.... My breasts too, ugh, I'm out of breath...."





  Kkuuuuk.





  Nike's hand grabbed my forearm. Her grip was quite strong, and I was also excited by her undeniable reaction.





  My cock is about to burst through my pants.
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  I continued to touch Princess Nike-ssi's breasts. 





  The areolas felt against my palms were on the slightly large side, proportional to the size of her breasts.





  The color must be a beautiful pink, right?





  It's obvious they'd be fucking sexy.





  It would be great if I could just strip off her clothes and underwear right now to see.





  Unfortunately, I lacked the leisure and time for that.





  "Nng, keut, heu, heuuut, is, is the examination, still, is the examination not over yet...?"





  Kwaaaaak.





  The grip of Princess Nike-ssi's hand on my forearm tightened further. The way she even dug her nails in, as if she couldn't endure it, was incredibly arousing.





  I want to make her grab my cock with that hand right now.





  But, as I said before, I lacked the leisure and time.





  Because I could hear the jeobeok, jeobeok-the sound of armored soldiers approaching this way. 





  Nike-ssi mentioned something about her next schedule, so the soldiers were likely coming to fetch her.





  Seueuk-.





  Leaving my regrets behind, I withdrew my hand from between the woman's underwear. My hand felt quite hot, lingering with Nike-ssi's sweat and warmth.





  I spoke.





  "It seems you aren't pregnant. Originally, pregnancy doesn't happen easily with just one or two matings."





  "Th-then-."





  "We'll have to do this process a few more times."





  "You mean, we must repeat this process of, tangling tongues and, touching breasts, more...?"





  "That's right."





  "Making a child is a more difficult task than I thought.... It makes sense why my wet nurse and others would not answer my questions."





  "Ah, and also. You must keep this matter a secret. If you go around blabbing about mating between a man and a woman, it could bring bad luck."





  "I see. A secret-. I already knew that much-. Who do you think I am? Of course I knew. Everything-."





  "You must not tell anyone. You must keep it as your own private secret. Can you swear upon the River Styx?"





  "Very well. I shall swear upon the name of the Borzak family. I assume it is the same for you?"





  "Of course."





  Jeobeok, jeobeok-.





  ━Princess Nike-nim. We have come to escort you. It is time to head to the conference room.





  At the voice from outside, Princess Nike-ssi put her armor back on. Then, before leaving the tent, she asked me back.





  "Did you say you were heading to Alfheim?"





  "Yes, we'll probably depart as soon as the harbor thaws."





  "Then, be sure to come to our Borzak Castle. I shall ensure you are treated well."





  With that, the conversation between Princess Nike-ssi and me ended.





  Only the warmth remaining on my hand felt faint.





  Then suddenly, I became aware of what I had been doing. To think I had been fondling the breasts of a princess who wasn't even my lover at will.





  Is this for real?





  It felt as if I myself had stopped being me.





  They say that when one becomes aware of their divinity, their personality often changes.





  Is this a side effect of my, Hassan's, divinity...?





  Fuck, I don't know.





  Anyway, I feel incredibly troubled by my cock, which feels like it's about to explode. Is the dual-core of my left and right brain not enough, and now even my cock has become a quad-core governing my actions?





  Quad-core Hassan.





  It does sound fucking powerful and smart.





  It's just my own theory, but I feel like with quad-core activated, I, Hassan, could use wisdom and trickery that surpasses even Minerva-ssi, the Goddess of Wisdom.





  "Hassan-nim! I have come to meet you-ssu...!"





  The quad-core stops functioning.





  "Everyone is waiting-ssu...! Quickly, we must return to Sodomora-ssu...!"





  "Right!"





  I headed toward the city hall with Paranoy-ssi, who had come to meet me.





  Paranoy-ssi asked me slyly.





  "What kind of conversation did you have with Princess Nike-ssi...? By any chance, did you discuss a political marriage-ssu...?"





  "Political marriage?"





  "If I, Paranoy, were the ambitious Princess Nike-ssi, I predict she would bring up the topic of marriage with Hassan-nim-ssu...!"





  "A similar conversation did, well, take place."





  Since she suggested skipping marriage and starting with making a child.





  Then Paranoy-ssi added another word.





  "Princess Friede-ssi of the royal capital also seemed to want to meet Hassan-nim-ssu...! Would it be alright to set an appointment time?"





  "Princess Friede-ssi? Me?"





  "Hassan-nim is Princess Friede-ssi's benefactor and the savior of the world-ssu...! Is she not trying to solidify her control over the kingdom by marrying Hassan-nim-ssu...?"





  "Suddenly?"





  "It is not sudden-ssu...! Pitting the two princesses against each other, making them desire Hassan-nim's power and authority, and making them court you-. Through that, making Hassan-nim's children rule the kingdom-. Was that not Hassan-nim's aim-ssu...?"





  "...."





  "And I, Paranoy, shall become the godmother of the children born that way, the godmother and the Nymph of the National Preceptor who is the teacher of the princes and princesses-ssu...!"





  "Shut up, you brat."





  "Understood-ssu...! This is a secret-ssu...! However, Hassan-nim. Since things have turned out this way, it is a wise thing to take many wives-ssu...!"





  "Why."





  "Because sometimes, for gods, fathering one excellent child can raise their name more than increasing their followers by a hundred-ssu...!"





  Paranoy-ssi then explained why many gods try to have so many children. 





  The martial prowess and great deeds that the children of a god perform on earth lead directly to the praising of the name of the parent god, apparently.





  It was clearly understandable looking at the Amazonesses, who are the daughters of Mars. As their martial prowess increases, the awe toward their father, Mars, would certainly rise.





  A child-.





  Even the one child in Hippolyte-ssi's womb is overwhelming for me to handle right now. But then again, I couldn't bring myself to just abandon a child after they're born.





  Hmm-.





  Walking while thinking about child-rearing, I soon arrived at the city hall.





  ━Kereureuuuu-.





  ━Bereuuuu-.





  And there, I saw the group loading luggage onto a carriage pulled by the three-headed dog, Cerberus.





  "Wait, you're going to make Spotty pull the carriage?"





  "Yep-yep! All the horses run away just by seeing him, so there's no choice!"





  Luna-ssi's answer is bright.





  However, I felt a bit of pity that the gatekeeper who used to guard the gates of Hell had become a sled dog pulling a carriage.





  ━Kereureu-!





  But since he seems to like it himself, well, I'll just let it be.





 "Where has Hassan been? Didn't you say you were going to talk to a politician? I think I smell a woman's perfume-."





  At Luna-ssi narrowing her eyes, I decided to utilize the know-how I'd gained.





 "I was putting in effort to solve the low birth rate problem."





 "Low birth rate? What's that, puheueut, heueut, heuhahat, heuhihihit-!"





  I tickle Luna-ssi's side.





  In the end, Luna-ssi couldn't endure my tickling and ran far away. As expected, there's nothing like tickling to divert Luna-ssi's attention.





  Anyway, after roughly filling up the luggage, we first headed to our home, Sodomora. After going there to handle the piled-up work and finishing our reorganization-.





  We head to Alfheim.





  That is my plan.





  ━Kereureu-.





  "This carriage is fucking fast-!"

















  *         *         *














  


  Thanks to Spotty running faster than most fine steeds, we were able to arrive at Sodomora in no time. 





  Since a giant three-headed hellhound was running down the well-paved highway, groups of soldiers and peddlers alike all cleared the way, so we never experienced anything like a traffic jam.





  Is this how people who drive expensive cars feel?





  They say driving becomes easy when you drive a fucking expensive foreign car. Shit, it was true.





  Thus, we were able to reach the city of Sodomora, my dear Cabin, and the Temple.





  We were able to reach it, but-.





  "Wow, what is all this."





  My cozy little cabin had been transformed into a completely unfamiliar space due to the redevelopment that had taken place in the meantime. 





  The friendly and narrow alleys of the western Slum were nowhere to be seen, and a massive fence greeted me instead. 





  It was a truly fucking huge fence.





  Thorny vines similar to roses wrapped around the iron bars on all sides, to the point where it was better described as a kind of fortress wall rather than a fence.





  And beyond that, a garden filled with flowers and trees, and statues depicting gods. 





  From fountains to small ponds, it was incredibly luxurious, with carp, swans, and things similar to peacocks everywhere.





  At that sight, everyone in our group was greatly taken aback.





  The only one not taken aback was Paranoy-ssi.





  "As expected, it seems the construction was completed while I, Paranoy, was away in Olympia-ssu...! Hassan-nim's Taj Mahal mansion has been finished-ssu...!"





  "This is my mansion?"





  It was a plot of land the size of a palace. 





  The site was so vast it made me wonder if it occupied the entire western part of the city, and the buildings constructed within it were nothing short of grand.





  "Hassan-nim's mansion consists of 108 rooms, just as you requested-ssu...! From the 1st floor to the 4th floor. And in the basement, there is a special torture chamber just for Hassan-nim and...."





  Paranoy-ssi rattled something off, but honestly, I was completely bewildered. 





  The same seemed to be true for the others like Luna-ssi, Hippolyte-ssi, and Antiope-ssi, as they all stood with their mouths agape, unable to say a word.





  Luna-ssi finally managed to speak.


  


  "The garden is so wide-. Exactly how long do we have to walk to reach that mansion? There are even swans over there!"





  "I had the hunters catch them-ssu...! Anyway, the mansion also includes a training area for the soldiers and barracks for the guards-ssu...!"





  At Paranoy-ssi's words, I turned my head and saw soldiers in black armor moving about here and there. They seemed to be the knights of the Black Brotherhood who would protect my temple and mansion.





  "There's a training area too? That's what I ordered, right? Unni, let's go check it out-!"





  "Uh, uuh-."





  Antiope-ssi grabbed Hippolyte-ssi's hand and pulled her somewhere. It seemed Antiope-ssi had ordered the creation of a training area inside the mansion.





  "An alchemy workshop for Luna-nim has also been prepared at the rear of the mansion-ssu...! We brought in state-of-the-art equipment and furnaces from the Alchemists' Guild-ssu...!" 





  "Really-? Shit...! Is there a cooling device, a centrifuge, and a zero-gravity material extractor too...? The things I said I wanted-!"





  "That is correct-ssu...! And we have also hired several apprentice herbalists from Ideope as interns-ssu...! Now you can boil herbal medicine all week long without any days off-ssu...!"





  "Wow-! I want to go see-!"





  Luna-ssi also dashed off somewhere.





  Now only Paranoy-ssi and I were left.





  Before I knew it, I had arrived at the grand entrance of the mansion. There, as if they already knew I was coming, several Nymphs were waiting in line.





  "Welcome back-!"





  "It's Doris."





  "That's right-! I, Doris, have become the head maid managing the house where Kore and you, the black man, live-! I am the Nymph who guards the house...!"





  Doris, wearing a black one-piece dress and black-and-yellow honeybee-striped stockings, shouted confidently. 





  Beside her, giant honeybees were busily flying around, each holding a duster in their hands, tidying up and managing various parts of the mansion. 





  ━Bungbung-.




MnZBMElkRjFKc3ZCR0RiWklQRlA5WlZINzRaZThhUzZ1cnMyS01IbEgxYnMzaUd5RTU4c0g2UDZkV0hpcmNHbw

  Watching that, Paranoy-ssi said.





  "According to the employment policy, we have hired a large number of Nymph maids-ssu...! It is a Nymph-friendly workplace where one honey candy is provided during every break time-ssu...!"





  "I see. Then, can I go inside?"





  "Yes-ssu...! However, there might be parts inside that are not yet fully completed-ssu...! According to the schedule, the completion of the construction was originally supposed to be about a month later-ssu...!"





  "Really? It looks like it's already all finished."





  Giiiiiiik-.





  The main gate of the mansion opens.





  What appeared beyond it was a space filled with red carpets and chandeliers. And it was an interior of poor taste, with eerie skull decorations hanging here and there.





  Isn't this completely a demon castle where Dracula would live?





  The most absurd thing was the central staircase leading from the 1st floor to the 2nd and 3rd floors. A truly massive and huge painting hanging on that central staircase caught my eye.





  "What's that? Is that my portrait?"





  "Yes-ssu...! It is a portrait of Hassan-nim, painted by the Nymphs of Ink-ssu...!"





  I don't know what a Nymph of Ink is, but anyway, it was a truly grand painting. To call it a sacred image depicting a king or a god-it had a slightly ominous feel to it.





  Because it showed me striking a pose, sitting on a crumbling skull throne and acting all high and mighty.





  I've never done anything like that. Isn't it expressed too exaggeratedly and grandly? It seems they just painted it however they wanted.





  "So, where is our cabin?"





  "It is located in the central corridor of the mansion-ssu...! I made sure this mansion itself acts as a fortress surrounding the cabin-ssu...!"





  "Well done."





  Our cabin is my mental stronghold. To protect it, I built a truly massive mansion. Now I am invincible.





  Just then, there was a clatter-sound.





  Turning my head, a man wearing black lion-shaped armor was standing behind my back.





  "You are-."





  "It's been a while. Since quite some time has passed, do I need to introduce myself again?"





  "No, there's no way I could forget you. You're that great swordsman, Schizo."





  That man was the first strong opponent I had fought a bloody battle with. 





  A mage wielding a greatsword. Pluto's crusader, Schizo of Schizophrenia, was it? I heard he was thrown into the prison city.





  Ah, Paranoy-ssi said he helped him escape.





  The fact that he's here means-.





  I turned my gaze. Then, I saw a few more quite familiar faces over the man's shoulder. 





  The mage Anxious, wearing a black robe, and the cultist voodoo practitioner Somnia-ssi, who was wearing a ridiculous mask on her head, were exactly like that.





  "Paranoy, what is the meaning of this?"





  "I, Paranoy, have made these foolish people the personal guards of the Black Brotherhood-ssu...!"





  I see.





  Originally, Paranoy-ssi was their comrade.





  Just then, Somnia-ssi gave a heng-snort.





  "Us, the personal guards of that apprentice Paranoy. That's completely ridiculous. While we were in prison, exactly what happened? Fuck."





  "Aaat-! Somnia-! How dare you say such reckless things to me, the Pope of the Black Brotherhood and Hassan-nim's right hand, Paranoy...!?"





  Paranoy-ssi, looking quite angry, ran toward Somnia-ssi. And then she started pummeling Somnia-ssi's arms and stomach with her fists-.





  "He-hey, what's wrong with her-!"





  "It is a mistake to think of me as the apprentice cultist Paranoy forever-ssu...! I am the Pope-ssu...! And Hassan-nim is the god of people like us-ssu...!"





  "Aaak-!"





  "You and I, Paranoy, are in a relationship of superior and inferior-! We are in a position of overwhelming difference-ssu...! It would be better for you to show me respect-ssu...!"





  Watching that, the mage Anxious laughed.





  "Somnia, what are you doing? Are you just exaggerating being hit by Paranoy?"





  "Hey-! So-someone pull her off me-! It actually hurts-! Her fists actually hurt-! You try getting hit-!"





  "This is the share for the apprentice cultist Paranoy, who was in charge of chores until the past days-ssu...!"





  Paranoy-ssi, who had been their subordinate and an apprentice cultist, seemed intent on venting her grudges without filter now that the relationship had been reversed like this. Didn't she save them just to act like a boss over them?





  However, having faced these Pluto cultists as enemies, I felt somewhat awkward and only wanted to leave this place quickly.





  Just then, Schizo, the mage of the greatsword with his arms crossed, added a word.





  "Back then, when I saw you then. I did feel that there was something special about you, Hassan. However, to think you would have become such a powerful man. I had no idea that you were the son of Lord Pluto."





  I want to say I was the same back then-but the words won't come out of my mouth.





  Paranoy-ssi, who had been hitting Somnia-ssi for a long time, asks.





  "So, Schizo. Did you handle the task I, Paranoy, requested well-ssu...?"





  "That's right. I've come to report that."





  "It turned out very well-ssu...! Hassan-nim, the time has come to show you something surprising-ssu...! Quickly, follow me, Paranoy, to the basement-ssu...!"





  While everything felt unfamiliar.





  I followed Paranoy-ssi to the basement of this mansion.





  There was a dark and damp space that could even be called a dungeon. 





  In that space filled with iron bars and torture devices, several guests had already taken their places and were groaning. 





  ━Let me out....





  ━I'd rather you send me back to the University's graduate school....





  I was curious who they were and why they were locked up here, but I decided to let it pass for now.





  What was important was that room prepared in the deepest part of this deep basement.





  "The thing Hassan-nim requested. We found it using Pluto's priests-ssu...! Since Schizo, Somnia, and Anxious were people who used the energy of night and darkness, the task must have been relatively easy-ssu...!"





  Giik-Paranoy-ssi opens the door in the deepest part of the basement dungeon.





  Inside, a strange pagan space appeared, with candles, skulls, and bones of sheep and goats scattered about.





  And the young girl standing in the center of it had a very unfamiliar face. Purple eyes and purple hair. Would she be around ten or so years old?





  "What-. Who is this. When did I ever ask for something like this?"





  Doesn't this look completely like a crime scene involving a child? I don't know who this little girl is, but I knew for sure that I had never asked Paranoy-ssi for something like this.





  "Hey, Paranoy. Where did you bring this kid from?"





  I approached the girl who was exuding a strange atmosphere. 





  Beneath her loosely worn, old one-piece dress that looked like a prison uniform, I could see breasts that were just beginning to swell. Is she a Nymph? She doesn't seem like a Nymph.





  If I were to think she was a vagrant girl brought from the streets, her skin was too white and smooth.





  "That girl is what Hassan-nim requested of me, Paranoy-ssu...! Please check carefully-ssu...!"





  "When did I ever request something like this?"





  I felt the girl's face here and there. Her cheek fat was squishy and soft. Her nutritional status seems good. Although her skin is cool. 





  It feels good to touch.





  Seuk-. When I opened her mouth, her teeth were white and even. Her tongue was fine too.





  Is she a girl who can't speak? Is there a problem with her tongue?





  Should I give her a massage?





  Is she scared?





  While I was thinking that and touching her tongue with my finger, the girl spoke. 





  『It is I, child.』





  "Uwa, shit, you startled me-."
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  In fact, there were quite a lot of things I had asked Paranoy to do.





  You could even say I dumped all the things I didn't want to do or found annoying on him.





  For example, things like "when the newspaper delivery comes in the morning, bring it and put it on my office desk."





  Or taking Kkeongkkeong for an outdoor walk or feeding him, petting the Nymph Choir friends' heads, and bringing back the cloaks or clothes left at the laundry, and so on.





  Anyway, I made so many trivial requests that there were times even I forgot what I had asked for.





  So, when I saw this girl with long, reddish-purple hair, I couldn't help but think back to what tasks I had entrusted to Paranoy.





  『It's me, child.』





  And the moment I heard the voice from the girl's mouth, it instantly came to mind.





  "Good heavens, this voice, by any chance, is it Lady Nox-nim?"





  『That's right. So, stop touching this one's tongue.』





  "Hieeeek-!"





  I recoiled from the girl, Lady Nox-nim, in surprise.





  "No, really, is it truly Lady Nox-nim?"





  『Yes. But if that question asks if it's the powerful Protogenoi goddess Nox that this one once was, then I can answer no.』





  "What, what do you mean?"





  『Because this body of mine is merely a fallen husk. Nothing more than a shadow.』





  It seemed I would need to hear a long explanation. Just then, Paranoy chimed in from beside me.





  "They say she was found in Pluto's underground labyrinth in the Kalan region-imnidat...! When the healer Somnia discovered Goddess Nox, she was already in this small form-imnidat...!"





  "I see."





  When the Underworld collapsed, most of the gods of the dead living there went missing. So, to find them, I hired many people and sent them everywhere.





  As a result, I was able to recover Lady Nox-nim, the Goddess of Night, who had been lurking somewhere in Pluto's labyrinth.





  But a mere fallen husk, you say.





  Susu-.





  I observed Lady Nox-nim's appearance with my Rinnegan.





  She, who is the mother of dark and secretive beings, originally possessed a powerful maternal presence exceeding 1H, but.





  Now, it was at best about 0.2 H.





  Perhaps because of that, the powerful presence and divine power emanating from her were distinctly reduced. Did her Gigantamax evolution wear off?





  If Lady Nox-nim is like this, she's just a Chikorita.


 


  I asked.





  "Did you lose your power?"





  『Yes. When the Underworld was collapsing, this one and Erebus used up most of our remaining Karma to prevent the repercussions from reaching the surface.』





  ━Jjijjik-.





  Just then, a mouse squeaking sound was heard from somewhere.





  When I turned my head, there was something like a clump of black hair climbing from the small Lady Nox-nim's thigh, up her side, over her shoulder, and rising above her head.





  It was a mouse, as if it had squeaked. More accurately, it was a clump of darkness clumsily representing the shape of a mouse with something like black cotton.





  "This, this guy is?"





  『He is Erebus, this one's consort. To protect this one, he consumed even more power and even lost his form.』





  ━Jjik.





  To think Erebus, the great God of Darkness and source of immense magic, had become such a pathetic sight. It felt unreal.





  To the extent that I wondered if it was a hidden camera Paranoy had prepared to prank me.





  How should I explain this to everyone? To Luna?





  First of all, the fact that both of Luna's parents are alive is something to be very happy about, but if she sees them in such a fallen state, won't Luna be sad?





  "Is there no way for them to return to their original form...?"





  『There is. In this darkness, if they spend a long time, they will eventually be able to return. This underground space feels similar to the Underworld, so it's perfect for recuperation.』





  "That's right-imnidat...! I, Paranoy, collected the bricks from the collapsed underground labyrinth and made the basement-imnidat...!"





  A basement, huh.





  According to Lady Nox-nim and Paranoy's explanation, the basement of this mansion was said to emit an atmosphere and magic similar to a type of dungeon, like Pluto's labyrinth.





  So, it felt congenial to monsters like Goblins or Undead, and to the gods of the dead of the Underworld.


  Nevertheless, the fact that Lady Nox-nim became so small made my heart ache a bit too.





  "Still, is there no way for you to return to your original form a bit more quickly? If Luna sees you so small, like a Nymph, she'll be sad, you know."





  『There are many ways, of course. More importantly, child, won't you put me down? I cannot understand the intention of this action.』





  "Ah-."





  I realized that without even realizing it myself, I had been lifting Lady Nox-nim by her side and swinging her around in the air.





  Because of the many Nymphs and Paranoy, now whenever I see children, giving them an airplane ride comes out automatically.





  『This one is not a child, so you don't need to pet my head.』


  


  "Ah, I'm sorry about that. It's a habit, you see."





  Because of those Nymph bastards, petting and coaxing them has become a habit whenever I see a girl. As I awkwardly put Lady Nox-nim down, she opened her mouth slightly without a sound. She had yawned.





  『More importantly, I'm a bit tired today and want to sleep. So, let's talk in detail tomorrow. Hassan, I also have something I want to tell you-.』





  ━Jjijjik.





  Gi-iik, Teong-.





  We firmly locked the door where Lady Nox-nim was and came out of the underground prison.





  As I went up the stairs to the first floor, the air completely changed, and breathing became a little easier.





  Certainly, the basement is indeed a dungeon-like place.





  Ominous and sinister, but.





  That, on the contrary, would have a good effect for healing powers of the night like Lady Nox-nim, right? Was that why they made a torture chamber in the basement?





  "Anyway, Paranoy-ya. You've also worked hard."





  "That's right-imnidat...! Then I, Paranoy, also want to see how my room was made. May I have some personal time now...?"





  "Go ahead."





  "Then I'll see you tomorrow-imnidat...!"





  With those final words, Paranoy dododo- ran off busily somewhere. Since there were many things today, he must have been tired.





  In the end, I was left alone in this huge and spacious mansion hallway.





  The fact that this is my home still doesn't feel real, so it feels like I'm trapped in a sinister labyrinth. If I go up to the top floor, it feels like the Demon King is waiting for me.
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  Of course, there's no Demon King in this mansion.





  If I had to pick one, I would be the owner and the Demon King of this mansion, wouldn't I?





  "So, where's my room? You should have told me that before you left."





  


  *      *      *














  "Black Man-! Kore Thief-! What are you doing here-! Here, the second floor is the Nymphs' space...!"





  As I was poking around here and there to look around the mansion, I ran into Doris, who was diligently cleaning the mansion while commanding honeybees.





  Doris explained that the second floor of the mansion was the living space for the Nymphs working in this mansion.





  Indeed, when I turned my head, as Doris said, small Nymphs were seen chattering here and there.





  ━Hoe-ee, the mansion is too big, so even if I clean all day, it never ends...!





  ━If it's like this, I should demand additional honey candy for every hour's pay...!





  This place is like an employee lounge, huh.





  The small Nymphs were bustling around and chattering one by one, making it very noisy and bustling indeed. I turned my steps. The place I was heading to was the third floor.





  The third floor is-.





  "So, Anxious-. That Paranoy, he just hit me like this!"





  "Somnia, are you still angry about getting hit by Paranoy?"





  "Yes-! That guy, despite being an apprentice priest, he's somehow risen to such a high position...! To think I have to work under Paranoy-. It makes me dizzy-."





  "So what. Are you going to desert or something? This mansion here is extraterritorial, so it's fine. If we go outside, we'll be caught as deserters, us."





  "Fuck."





  The third floor seems to be the area where the Black Brotherhood's Royal Guard is stationed.





  The cultist voodoo priestess Somnia, whom I met earlier, or the heretic of the magic tower, Anxious. And guys like the greatsword warrior Schizo were loitering in the hallway.





  Previously, I had experience dealing with those guys.





  I hadn't expected to meet them again so soon, so honestly, I have nothing to say to those guys, and it would just be awkward.





  So, skipping the third floor, as I turned my steps with the feeling of "shall I go up to the last, fourth floor now?"





  Swaaek-.





  I felt a sensation of something sharp flying towards me.





  I turned my head and raised my palm.





  Then, charereureu-, a concealed weapon, which could also be called a dagger or a stiletto, was caught on my gauntlet, which automatically formed.





  "What the hell are you doing, suddenly?"





  I glared at the armored man who seemed to have thrown the dagger at me. To suddenly attack me from behind, you bastard.





  Of course, now, an ambush of this level I can block with one hand, but nevertheless, the fact that I was attacked was enough to make my fighting spirit boil.





  The man, Schizo, Pluto's Holy Warrior, said.





  "Certainly, your senses have improved. If you were the Samaritan from when you fought me, you wouldn't have even noticed and would have died instantly. Excellent."





  Beside him, Somnia also clapped her hands, jjakjjak-, saying, "Ho, to think you could block Schizo's concealed weapon throw-. Amazing."





  Fucking awkward, huh.





  However, I seemed to know what they wanted from me.





  "Do you want to see my skills? Or do you want revenge for that day?"





  These guys were entangled with me in a bad fate. The greatsword warrior lost a duel by my clever trick and was captured. Somnia also was captured by Luna and my joint attack.





  It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say I suppressed the war that Anxious, the black magician of the magic tower, started. For such guys, even if they held a personal grudge against me, it couldn't be helped.





  At that, Schizo, the man with the greatsword, nodded his head with his arms crossed.





  "First of all, we are the security personnel of this mansion. Knowing the skills of those we are guarding is a good thing, isn't it?"





  These guys are like suicide squads who might explode at any moment. With this opportunity, if I firmly establish discipline, there won't be any talk behind my back, right?





  And a rematch with them wasn't such a bad thing for me either.





  In my beginner adventurer days, their existence, which felt like a wall, still sometimes appeared in my dreams and pressured me. While confirming my growth, I'll blow away the past trauma.





  With that feeling, I headed to the training ground prepared outside the first floor of the mansion.





  Even though it was late, that place was as bright as midday with various luminous stones and magical devices. In the spacious area, exercise equipment, scarecrows, and weapons placed here and there were quite familiar to my eyes.





  It feels like Mars's Guild's training ground was moved here exactly as it was.





  "Hassan, what's going on?"





  Just then, Hippolyte, who was sitting in the training ground, greeted me. Seeing that she was profusely sweating, it seemed she had been training here with Antiope.





  "Even with a child in her belly, she's incredibly fast and strong, huh...."





  Antiope was lying on the floor, panting like a dog that had gone for a walk ten times a day. However, Antiope's eyes, directed over my shoulder, opened wide.





  "Those, those guys-!"





  Startled, Antiope, who stood up, drew her magic spear from her back. And then, aiming it at the Pluto priests, she growled.





  "Unnie-! Be careful-! The cultists, the cultists have attacked-! These bastards, do they know where this is-!"





  At that sight, the voodoo priestess Somnia, wearing a Mask pulled down deep, drew the dagger from her waist.





  "Antiope, the Javelin Chaser-. To meet you in a place like this. Why are you here, of all people? A member of the Holy Knights, no less-!"





  "It's been ages since I quit-! And I'm now a Legion Commander of Hell, a higher-ranking cultist than you!"





  "Sipal, what the fuck is a Legion Commander of Hell? Paranoy too, and you too. Why are you all saying strange things?"





  "Paranoy bastard, you say, how dare you say that to your senior-! Do you want a beating-!?"





  The Pluto priests and Antiope were naturally acquainted.





  Even if Antiope, who had worked as an Inquisitor for Jupiter's Temple, and Somnia, who was branded a Pluto cultist, knew about each other, there was nothing really strange about it.





  These guys too, in their own way, must have a bad history.





  That was the same for Hippolyte as well.





  Seureung-.





  Hippolyte, drawing the sword from her waist.





  "Schizo-."





  "Daughter of Mars-."





  What her eyes were directed at was the man with the greatsword.





  Only then did I recall the fact that these cultists had attacked Mars's Guild, destroyed the building, and attacked Hippolyte.





  Because so many things had happened again in between, I had forgotten it.





  Goooooo-.





  Among the group, the tension deepened.
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  The one who broke it was Ankshus, a man with glasses who wore a robe and leaned on a long staff.





  Clap-.





  "Come, come, let's not fight. From what I see, you all seem to be companions and followers of Hassan-nim here. Shouldn't we avoid rudeness and discourtesy?"





  Thanks to Ankshus's clapping, the tense atmosphere that had been stretched taut loosened a bit.





  Hippolyte, too, re-sheathed her sword at her waist and asked with a snort.





  "So Hassan, what's the reason you brought the escaped cultists here?"





  "These guys, they'll be doing various jobs like guarding the mansion from now on. I just wanted to check their skills."





  "I see. Don't go all out. Because I don't want to see the newly built mansion get ruined."





  "I'll try my best. Then, Hippolyte-nim, please be an observer for this match."





  "Very well. Because struggle is Mars's domain."





  And so, with Antiope and Hippolyte as impartial observers, I faced off against Schizo and the former Pluto cultists.





  "Try coming at me all at once."





  Somnia, brandishing the blade at her waist, shook it back and forth.





  "To face all of us at once. Whatever you've been through, you've become too arrogant after just about a year, haven't you? Without even a weapon-."





  Although her expression couldn't be read because of the mask. Somnia seemed unconvinced that I, who was trying to face them all at once without a weapon, was reliable.





  "If you really win, I'll let you have your way. But I'll really tear you to shreds-. Because of you, I still feel the ache in my neck thinking about what I went through in the prison city-!"





  The wrath of the cultist voodoo priest echoed through the space.





  I could tell that Somnia had reached a considerable level, unlike when she was last seen. She must have grown through various experiences in the prison city.





  The same must be true for that greatsword-wielding man, Schizo.





  He asked me.





  "Is it alright not to use a weapon? We will fight with the intention of killing you."





  To his question, I simply spread both my hands and took a low stance.





  "If it's a weapon, you have it right here. A well-trained warrior's body is itself a weapon."





  Hippolyte laughed, 'Pffft,' finding my words amusing.





  She seemed amused that I was using the words she had taught me.





  "Then, S-."





  Snap-.





  Simultanously with her hand, raised high like a sword, coming down. Our struggle began. I first kicked off the ground and closed the distance towards them.





  The target is the party's mage.





  "Wh-what-."





  It was because I thought it would be better to deal with the black mage Ankshus first, as he could create many variables in a fight.





  I know well how much power an elf mage can unleash, having witnessed Elfriede's performance up close.





  Seeing me approach in an instant, the eyes behind his glasses widened.





  "Lie down-."





  My hand shot forward like a bullet and pressed into his solar plexus.





  -Finger Strike.





  Thwip.





  "......!"





  Ankshus, pressed by my finger, couldn't even scream and flew away. Then, he crashed into the training ground wall visible far away and finally collapsed on the ground.





  "Shit, Ankshus-!"





  Somnia screamed in surprise at the sight. But I executed Kalidur's footwork, kicking off the ground twice.





  -Zip-.





  At the end of the flash footwork, the world momentarily felt like it stopped.





  "I stopped time-!"





  My fist was heading towards Somnia, who was hastily reaching for her waist. I've seen how Ideope sorcerers fight through Luna.





  It was because I thought it would be better to deal with the black mage Ankshus first, as he could create many variables in a fight.





  "But it's already too late-! Escape is impossible-!"





  Within the stopped time, I quickly massaged Somnia's seemingly soft breasts.





  According to my brain-fiction, the number of times I could massage in this fleeting moment with my flash-like dexterity was thirteen.





  Soft, soft-. Soft, soft-.





  But I pushed my limits further and performed 14 soft touches with my aura-infused hand. A number one ahead of my brain-fiction. I am growing even in this situation!





  Swish-.





  Finally, when time began to accelerate again.





  "Hmph, Hooooh-! Wh-what is this-!"





  Somnia trembled and collapsed on the ground.





  "Wh-what is this, Haaah, Ang, Aah-! My waist, my, strength-."





  "Don't worry. You've just reached your climax. This is Requiem."





  "Hooo, Hooooh-!"





  Trembling, Somnia soon lost consciousness. Now, only the greatsword mage Schizo remained.





  Swoosh-.





  After all her companions fell, the greatsword warrior drew his heavy steel-like sword. His blade, slowly drawing a half-moon, looked elegant.





  Seeing that sight, I raised my tension considerably.





  "You could have blocked it if you wanted to. Schizo."





  The skill of the man suppressed by that armor.





  I can feel it well now.





  At least Gold Tier.





  This man, with the greatsword, is Gold Tier. It must have been sheer luck that I, who was just a Bronze novice back then, could defeat him. That man must have been careless too.





  Anyway.





  Clank-. A gloomy voice came from under the lion-shaped helmet, which was trembling.





  "My strength is a hindrance when I have companions. You and I, one-on-one. That was my goal. In that sense, Samaritan-."





  "-Unlike back then. This power. I will not hold back. Because there's no reason to capture you alive."





  Goooo-.





  A deadly demonic energy erupted from beneath the black armor.





  The killing intent emanating from him made my skin tingle, tingle-. He must have decided to thoroughly annihilate me.





  At that sight, Hippolyte, who was judging this match, covered her face with the back of her hand.





  "Hassan, don't underestimate that man. He's someone who has a record of shattering the Mars Guild-."





  I know that without you saying it.





  There's no way I'd underestimate him.





  Pluto's Holy Warrior.





  My father's Great Warrior.





  That's why I feel the urge to clash with his full power.





  "...You've got a better expression than back then. As expected, you resemble that person. You have the potential to rise above us. Heist-.""





  Whoosh-. A strange silver wind wrapped around the man's body. At the same time, he leaped very lightly, closing the distance with me.





  "Weight Enhancement-."





  The man muttered a spell beneath his helmet and swung his greatsword. From below to above. He powerfully swung the heavy steel plate towards my neck.





  Kachachachang-.





  As the greatsword, soaring up from the ground, threatened to pierce my abdomen, I dodged. Not blocking or counter-attacking, but dodging. That was the decision I made.





  It was instinct.





  Instinct that I must not be cut by that greatsword.





  Indeed, the incomprehensible glowing letters on the broad steel plate were very distracting.





  Swish, swish-.





  Schizo's greatsword continued to cut through the ground, aiming for my body. I decided to create distance and try to figure out the identity of the greatsword.





  Is it something like a Rune Word?





  As I opened my eyes narrowly, the man, who had struck the ground with his sword held in reverse grip, answered first.





  "This is the Sword of Soul Destruction, Pluto's sacred relic. If you are cut by this sword, your soul itself will be damaged. A weapon particularly fatal to gods and immortals like you, Hassan-.""





  Damaging the soul itself.





  I don't know what it is, but it was a damn powerful weapon. As expected, I was right to fight carefully. Now, shall I start counter-attacking?





  "-But, you were too cautious."





  Zwoooong-.





  The ground began to vibrate with a strange sound. When I lifted my head, I could understand the nature of this strange sound.





  A magic circle.





  By then, a strange magic circle had been completed on the ground.





  Seeing that, I realized that this man hadn't just swung his greatsword carelessly, but had systematically scraped the ground, drawing a pattern.





  "I'll show you why I'm called Schizo, the split personality."





  The man twisted the greatsword he had stuck into the ground.





  It's good to describe it as forcefully turning a key that was inserted.





  Clank-. Then, there was a sound like machinery operating.





  And at the same time-.





  My vision began to change.





  All the scenery visible before my eyes seemed to melt and flow, leaving only darkness of flesh in various colors.





  Squelch, squelch-.





  My feet, which had been stepping on the orderly training ground floor just moments ago, began to sink deep as if falling into a swamp.





  When I glanced down, I realized I was being sucked into something like the innards of a giant.





  Human skulls and arms, floating here and there, were pulling at my body.





  "Grrrrrr-."





  "End my suffering-."





  "Tartarus, huh. It's terrifying."





  As I flailed my feet, Hippolyte, covering her face with the back of her hand, snorted.





  "This is the manifestation of a mind-. An ancient sorcery that transfers the caster's inner world to the world. The Mars Guild was also destroyed by this."





  As expected.





  If Hippolyte could protect the Mars Guild, I had wondered how the cultists could have destroyed the guild building. This ultimate technique makes sense.





  "So it's some kind of Domain Expansion."





  Goooo-.





  At the growling sound that followed, I lifted my head. Then, before my eyes, the man holding the greatsword began to distort strangely.





  The black lion armor tore and shattered, releasing the muscles and flesh trapped beneath.





  Thus, Schizo's true form, revealed, was a monster itself, full of black fur, inverse joints, terribly irregular teeth, and eyes everywhere.





  Seeing that, Antiope gagged, "Ugh-".





  "Th-that, it's similar to the monster I saw in the university basement-!"





  University basement?





  At those words, I recalled the theological college I visited when the temple was first built. The church father Aquinas I faced there was indeed similarly grotesque.





  It was like flesh distorted between beast and human.





  That means this guy, Schizo, is also a monster who has touched the forbidden.





  Swoosh-.





  The monster, transformed grotesquely to twice my height, drew its greatsword.





  "Because I do not fear the valley of death-. The Lord's protection and grace are with me-. The Lord protects me with fiery eyes-."





  Unlike the church father Aquinas, who had lost his reason, Schizo, transformed into a monster, seemed quite stable. The guy kept reciting prayers in a gloomy voice.





  "The Lord expands my territory, adding blessing upon blessing-. The Lord will tear apart the mouths of enemies like roaring lions-. And trample the heads of poisonous snakes, bringing peace to the world of sinners."





  With that growl, the giant sword swung towards me.





  "Maranatha, Lord, please descend upon this land soon."





  Thud-.





  Catching that heavy blow precisely with both palms, I realized this attack was heavier than I expected.





  "Gnnn-."





  Is this guy this strong?





  No, it's me who's getting weaker in this space. According to Hippolyte, this place is this man's inner world. Like a dream.





  As if anything is possible in a dream.





  The possibilities this man holds in this space are endless.





  If the fight drags on, something bad will happen.





  "Ah, shit, I didn't want to do this because it ruins my pride."





  I leaped back the moment I let go of the greatsword.





  With a THUD-, the greatsword stuck into the ground, and at that moment, I formed a hand seal and consumed Task Points. I didn't use a weapon, so it's not cheating, anyway.





  -Water Release: Falling Impact-!





  Crack, crack-.





  Consuming 50 Task Points.





  Remaining Task Points are about 400.





  From the footing that felt like innards, countless trees and roots grew, wrapping around the monster's neck and limbs. However, the monster resisted fiercely as if trying to break free from the restraint.





  "GUAAAK-! GUAAAAK-!"





  It's just like a cat stepping on a lemon peel. Of course, it wasn't that cute. In any case, the guy was eventually trapped and sealed within the roots.





  About ten seconds later.





  With a BANG, CRACK-, the commotion from inside subsided.





  The world that had been shimmering around us returned to its original training ground appearance, as if being repainted.





  "The magic circle has been released. It seems he's fainted. Hassan, it's your victory."





  As Hippolyte's cool assessment stated, this fight was my victory.





  A 3-on-1 battle against the Pluto cultists. Without even needing to use weapons, bare hands and ninjutsu were enough. Damn, I've gotten really strong.





  In front of me, I could see Somnia and Ankshus, who had collapsed on the ground, unable to recover.





  As I waved my hand to release the hand seal, the black-armored mage, trapped in the tree, also collapsed onto the ground with a CLANG.





  "Even after going all out, I lost.... I wanted to make you use your weapon-."





  Schizo seemed quite frustrated by his defeat. I thought he'd be someone distant from such emotions. How unexpected.





  "You seem to have gone through a lot during that time. Samaritan. No, Your Highness-."





  "Stop calling me Your Highness, you bastard. Is this psychological warfare?"





  "......"





  To my question, the man didn't answer and collapsed with a THUD-, losing consciousness. I had a lot to say, but for now, I guess I'll be satisfied with being able to see this guy's skills.





  If this is the skill level of the mansion's guards, then any ordinary guy wouldn't even dare to challenge them.





  "It's amusing. Anyway. I defeated a past rival."





  I lifted my head high.





  In the wind that whipped and howled.





  I feel a warmth that's unusual for winter.





  It meant spring was coming.





  It also meant another year had passed.
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  Tuk, tak, kkang, kkang-.





  As Paranoy said, the mansion wasn't completed yet.





  Because of that, as soon as early morning arrived, the sounds of hammering echoed noisily from various places in the mansion and garden.





  Also, the sounds of the Black Brotherhood's soldiers patrolling every nook and cranny of the mansion, the Nymphs' ceaseless chatter, and the chirping of winter wild birds released in the garden tickled my ears.





  It was enough to penetrate the windows and curtains of my room on the very top floor, the fourth floor, so it absolutely did not allow for sleeping in.





  "Is it morning already?"





  The day after returning to Sodomora.





  The morning after reuniting with Lady Nox, who had transformed into the appearance of a small child, and after dueling the former Pluto cultists in the training grounds.





  I left the mansion to handle the backlog of work and headed towards my Temple. Since it was in the same western district, it was about a ten-minute walk.





  It felt good to wake up properly while walking and breathing in the cold morning air.





  "Ah-, Hassan-nim, you're here?"





  Martha, the priestess who, along with Paranoy, is responsible for the overall operations of the Hassan Temple, greeted me. Including her, Hassan's original twelve priests were gathered in the Temple, diligently working on something.





  "Snow removal?"





  "Because it snowed a lot last night! We have to clear it before it freezes solid."





  As Martha said, snow had indeed piled up to about ankle-deep last night. A considerable snowfall. If left as is, we would undoubtedly face trouble, just as Martha predicted.





  "Right. Everyone's working hard since early this morning."





  I offered them some appropriate praise for their hard work. With that, Martha and the twelve priests in robes seemed quite motivated.





  "It's our workplace! We have to work even harder-!"





  So much motivation first thing in the morning.





  I recalled that their annual salaries are around 20 Gold or so.





  20 Gold... that's like 200 million, isn't it? Getting paid that much annually would naturally boost company loyalty and work motivation.





  Capitalism is great, indeed-.





  While thinking that, I entered my private office for the first time in a while. Then, Martha assisted me by my side.





  "While Hassan-nim was away in Olympia, I managed the office a bit! All Hassan-nim needs to do is sign this simple document!"





  Hearing the word 'document,' I quickly glanced over the text written on the table.





  "Giant Sacred Tree Spider Miong's Walk and Responsibility Confirmation."





  Miong is a giant spider that lives in a nest built in the Temple's basement. It had fluffy white fur, understood human speech well, and had a relatively gentle and kind personality, didn't it?





  I casually scribbled my signature.





  "Anything else to sign?"





  "Matters that require Hassan-nim's approval... hmm. There aren't really any."





  "Good. That's very good."





  Since the subordinates know their respective tasks well, there's nothing left for me, the leader, to do. It's a truly ideal work environment. Competent subordinates. A relaxed leader who only takes responsibility for the big picture.





  However, a leader must be someone who presents the big picture and direction.





  That was the reason I came here since early morning.





  "Martha, in the afternoon, can you gather people in the Temple plaza? Preferably focusing on the priests. I'm going to announce new guidelines today."





  "...New guidelines?"





  "Yes. Discipline, commandments, laws. The Great Commission. I'll give them the primary goals for the followers, whatever you want to call them. You could also say I'm giving orders."





  "Hassan-nim is finally going to assign missions to the followers? Everyone will love it-!"





  "Will they?"





  "Yes-! Because our followers have been training for the past few months to become servants of God!"





  Martha's reaction was better than I expected. Of course, the reaction when the main point comes out of my mouth will be different. Everyone will probably be quite surprised.





  More than anything, I don't know if the newly joined former Pluto priests can handle my new orders. At least I established dominance yesterday, so they should know it's better to follow.





  If they refuse, well, there's nothing I can do. The mansion's underground prison is quite spacious right now. It wouldn't be a problem to fill it a bit and use them as fuel for Lady Nox to store her power.





  "Alright then, let's meet in the afternoon."





  "Take care-!"





  Waving goodbye to Martha, I left the Temple.





  The streets were still covered in the snow that fell last night, so the sound of crunching snow, *ppodeuk, ppodeudeuk*, was loud with every step.











  *       *       *











  Upon returning to the mansion. As if timed for the start of work, many people were bustling about.





  From the craftsmen constructing the mansion, soldiers, priests clad in robes, and Nymphs, to merchants pulling carriages from outside and bringing goods into the mansion.





  ━Are you Hassan-nim? I am Gyeongho from the Berfia Trading Company-. Here, this is a gift from our company to Hassan-nim, the owner of this mansion. Wild ginseng honey preserve-.





  ━Ah-! To meet Hassan-nim, you must first have an interview with me, Paranoy, Hassan-nim's exclusive Nymph and right-hand man-! I will check if it's poisoned...!





  It's fucking chaotic.





  But I felt pretty good about it.





  In the space bustling with people like a Friday evening downtown, there were plenty of people who greeted me familiarly or bowed respectfully.





  I felt like I had become something truly great.





  I also felt the reality that I am truly the owner of this mansion.





  Since there's some time until I gather everyone at the Temple. Should I wander around and get familiar with the mansion's layout?





  "Paranoy, why is this room filled with gold coins on the floor? Is it a gold vault?"





  "It's Miong's room-! Those are dividends Miong received from investing in stocks-!"





  "What? Miong invests in stocks?"





  "Hassan-nim didn't know...? Miong is called the ruthless wolf spider of the closing stock market-! It's the natural enemy of ants-!"





  Paranoy chattered on about how Miong, who earned Copper by catching mice, used that to do business and earn Silver and Gold.





 "Miong."





 Just then, a spider with a brilliant rainbow droplet light emerged from the pile of gold coins. Good heavens, a spider nesting in a pile of gold coins. It's fucking successful.





 "Miong-!"





 "Miong will probably sleep a bit longer, so we must ask you to leave-!"





 "Hey Paranoy, you're not just making stuff up because spiders can't talk, are you? Is that really money Miong got from investing?"





 "I can swear on the River Styx-!"





 "Really?"





 That's fucking amazing. Isn't its investment sense better than Hippolyte's? Maybe because it's a spider, it reads fortunes with Spider Sense and invests.





 "Well then, goodbye, Miong. I'm jealous of all that gold, man."





 "Hioong-."





 Leaving Miong's golden nest like that, I headed towards Luna's workshop located near the mansion's back gate. A building with a large chimney stood behind the mansion.





 As I opened that door and entered, a musty smell immediately assaulted my nose, making me feel like I would cough dryly.





 "What is this-. Cough-."





 "Ah, Hassan-! What brings you here so early in the morning? Paranoy's here too!"





 "No, just... I was taking a stroll. Around the mansion. Luna, what are you doing here since morning? Did you perhaps not sleep at all yesterday?"





 "I was experimenting with the tools in the workshop-! There really isn't anything we don't have! Now, if only we had the time, we might be able to create the legendary elixir, Nectar-!"





 Nectar is alcohol, not an elixir. But I recall hearing that good liquor is good medicine, so I'll just overlook the minor detail.





 I took a good look around Luna's workshop.





 It was filled with beakers and flasks of unknown purpose, giving me the feeling that something terrible would happen if I touched even one incorrectly.





 Turning my gaze from the unfamiliar objects, I opened my mouth, gauging the mood.





 "Hmm, ah-. And Luna, I have something to tell you-."





 "Ah-! I have something to tell Hassan too-!"





 "Oh?"





 "Yeah, yeah-! Now, uh, what's it called-. Since we've come to Sodomora. Now. We have to prepare, you know. That thing-."





 Luna, fidgeting with her toes while her face was smeared with black soot, seemed restless. Hearing her say there was something we needed to prepare, something flashed through my mind like lightning.





 "Ah-. The wedding."





 "Th-that's right! The wedding. I, um, think the Ideope traditional wedding ceremony is also fine. What do you think, Hassan-?"





 "What's the Ideope traditional wedding ceremony like?"





 "It's a huge festival-! We invite everyone, and dance and sing all night long!"





 "Oh?"





 "Yeah, yeah-!"





 "Hmm."





 Honestly, I didn't have any romantic notions about weddings. I tended to think of a wedding as just a gateway.





 However, I did have romantic notions about married life after the wedding. For instance, fresh and tender times together. Legal sex without worrying about anyone's gaze. Passionate newlywed life day and night....





 But Luna seemed to have put a lot of thought into the wedding, an event of a lifetime.





 "Then, let's do it however you want, Luna."





 "Yes-! I knew Hassan would say that-! So, the date, this week? No, no, because we have to perform the purification ritual from this week to next week. The week after next?"





 Luna spread her hands and diligently counted on her fingers. As I asked Luna, who was fiddling like that for a long time.





 "What's this purification ritual?"





 "Since we're having a wedding-! So we can start with a new, clean heart. And we perform a devoted worship to the goddess of marriage, Juno-nim, saying we'll take good care of things from now on-!"





 "Do I have to do it too?"





 "It's for the brides! If the grooms get involved, it's considered impure!"





 "I see."





 Is it like a pre-wedding quest? Like taking wedding photos and looking into dresses or makeup.





 "Me, getting married-."





 Anyway, Luna seemed very happy. I didn't want to break Luna's happiness, but I decided to tell her the reason I visited her workshop since early morning.





 "Luna, I found Lady Nox."





 "...!"





 At my words, Luna's hair stood on end. Just like children experimenting with static electricity using balloons, it stood straight up. How did she do that?





 Luna, with her hair standing on end, asked.





 "Is that true? Where is she now? Is she okay? Can I meet her now?"





 "You can meet her, but-."





 I don't know if I should call that 'okay'. However, Luna's enthusiasm was immense, so Paranoy ended up spilling Lady Nox's location.





 "She's in the basement-!"





 Right then, Luna headed to the mansion's basement.





 She forcefully opened the door to the deepest, dungeon-like room there. Then, Lady Nox, who had been sleeping on the bed placed inside the room, slowly opened her eyes.





 "Child-. What is the matter?"





 "Lady Nox-!"





 "You are my little night."





 "But why have you become so small? I thought you were a Nymph!"





 "It's because my power isn't whole. Because I ended up expending all the Karma I had gathered since the moment the primordial melody wavered, at the very end."





 "I don't understand what you mean. But still, I'm glad to see you again!"





 Luna hugged Lady Nox, who was about a head shorter than her, and was deeply moved. It's fortunate that Luna is happy.





 "So, can you explain what happened? And where exactly were you?"





 Luna, who had been hugging her mother for a while, asked. Then, the small goddess Nox explained in a soft voice while sitting on the bed.





 "─And that's how it happened."





 What? It's already over?





 I feel like I didn't hear anything.





 Did I doze off?





 While I was bewildered, Luna had somehow started shedding tears. Even Paranoy was shedding tears.





 "It seems like such a sad story-! If you tell that story, you'll definitely win this year's Nymph award drawn at the end of the year-!"





 What?





 As I was becoming flustered, Lady Nox added a few more words of explanation.





 "Because of that, I have lost much of the power to interfere with darkness. However. Despite that, there is something I can feel. Something like a tremor-. Hassan, this is something I want to tell you."





 "Me?"





 "Yes. I am originally a being born from the primordial firmament. Although I can no longer return to that state of chaos. I can faintly sense the energy of that realm."





 "Th-that, is it true?"
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  "I-is that true? Is that really the truth, Lady Nox-nim?"





  At my question, Lady Nox-nim, who looked like a small girl, opened her narrow eyes.





  『Child, I haven't even started the story yet.』





  "I see."





  Actually, I was just overreacting a bit to lighten the gloomy atmosphere. However, Lady Nox-nim's reaction was as cold as her name, the Mother of Night.





  『You've become noticeably more distracted since I saw you in Tartarus. You resemble your mother in that regard.』





  "M-my mother...? You've seen my mother...?"





  This time, I was genuinely surprised.





  While many people talked about my father, Pluto, few ever mentioned my mother, Kore.





  The goddess Nyx sat on the edge of the bed, crossing her arms and letting out a thoughtful hum.





  『Your mother, Kore, was a fun girl. Bright. Cheerful. She was a girl who loved to play pranks. Thanks to such a girl-goddess, the Underworld became a slightly brighter place.』





  I tried to recall my mother's personality.





  My mother was someone for whom the words bright and cheerful were a perfect fit.





  Despite the age gap, she had enough of a girlish sensibility to get along well with my younger sister and go out to play together.





  『We thought that your mother might be able to lift the shadow cast over that man. But. It wasn't to be. The brighter the light. The deeper the darkness below it becomes....』





  That man must be my father.





  It suddenly occurred to me that Lady Nox-nim might know the whole situation. Since she was the goddess who ruled Tartarus, she must know what my father did.





  She probably knows why he went to another world with my mother. I hadn't been able to ask until now, but shouldn't I ask her now?





  "Lady Nox-nim, so. Why did my father and mother... abandon the throne and flee...?"





  『Child, you are not yet ready to hear that story.』





  "No, even the Underworld has been destroyed, so if I'm not ready now.... When exactly will I be ready...."





  I ended up pressing her a bit argumentatively. At that, the goddess Nyx let out a small sigh.





  『That tendency to boil over so easily also resembles your mother. Fine. But keep this in mind. Hidden truths. Always carry a weight that must be endured.』





  Lies are complicated.





  But the truth is as sharp, simple, and clear as a descending blade. That is why it also possesses a fatal power. Having uncovered various hidden secrets, I knew that fact well.





  Still, just in case, I decided to ask my left and right brains.





  Can you handle it?





  ━ Totally possible.





  Apparently so.





  "I am ready to hear it."





  『Very well-.』





  The goddess Nyx finally opened her lips slowly.





  『There was a prophecy. Something like an ancient curse of Chaos. I couldn't hear the contents as they were shrouded in a veil of deep darkness. But it must have been because of that.』





  A prophecy....





  A prophecy...?





  At the word prophecy, a fact that Minerva had asked me about suddenly came to mind. My cousin Minerva had also asked me if I had ever heard of some kind of prophecy.





  Could it be this?





  『And child, they were trying to protect you. Even from a young age, your presence was too strong. That power was enough to pierce through the Underworld and resonate through the surface and Hypos.』





  "Protect me? From what, and why...?"





  『...They are the ones who tore apart and killed their own parents, Saturn and the Titans, to take the throne. If it were a being that could threaten their safety. They would have slaughtered even a young god without mercy.』 





  Did he react to the mention of Saturn and the Titans? Paranoy, who had been listening to the story with bated breath in the corner, chimed in.





  "You must be talking about the gods of Hypos-ssi...! It means they might have tried to kill Hassan-nim when he was a child-ssi...!"





  "My relatives and cousins?"





  『So they fled with you as a child. To a place where no one could pursue. And there, you were supposed to live a peaceful life. That is my deduction.』





  "If it's a deduction, then it's not certain?"





  『Yes. The dark inner thoughts of Pluto, the King of the Dead, are blacker than the darkest night when the moon and stars do not rise. We have never been able to read his mind.』





  So if it's a deduction, it's just Lady Nox-nim's personal theory. I couldn't help but feel a bit disappointed. However, it was a highly nutritious conversation that was sufficiently helpful in its own way.





  There's a high probability that my father and mother fled to escape the gods of Hypos.





  Then Lady Nox-nim added a few more words.





  『However. Even now, I can tell that he is plotting something in the silent darkness, in a space like the primordial Chaos.』





  "I want to stop that too. I don't think it'll be anything ordinary. But. I don't know how to get back to that realm of Chaos."





  Would Lady Nox-nim happen to know the way? Nox is a Protogenos who fell from the massive being called Chaos. If so, she should have some knowledge about the realm of Chaos.





  『The realm of Chaos is deeply related to the Underworld. Go to another land-. You will be able to enter the realm of Chaos through the Underworld there.』





  What comes to mind at the mention of another land is Alfheim.





  Unlike this Gaia continent where the Underworld has collapsed, an Underworld should still exist in Alfheim. She means I can re-enter the realm of Chaos through that Underworld in Alfheim.





  I understood.





  However, Luna tilted her head as if she couldn't understand.





  "Alfheim is the territory of the foreign kkanpeu, right? How can there be an Underworld connected to that dark realm there too?"





  『That is. Because originally, this world was one. Because those of that foreign land and we are descendants with the same blood.』





  That was quite a shocking story.





  The Gaia continent and Alfheim were originally one? 





  It seemed Paranoy was equally shocked by that.





  "Then, are you saying that the kkanpeu are actually distant relatives of native Nymphs like this Paranoy-ssi...?"





  『Yes.』





  I see.





  So they're the same fairy folk. 





  No wonder the elixir that works well on Nymphs was also effective on Elfriede. 





  Just as tigers and lions are from the same feline family, Nymphs and Elves are truly from the same fairy origin.





  That's damn funny. 





  The difference would be that Elves are fairies who have lost all their gods. And Nymphs are a race that still has gods to serve.





  As I was organizing this in my mind, Paranoy flopped onto the floor.





  "To think that the same blood as the foreign kkanpeu flows through this Paranoy-ssi...! This, I cannot accept such a truth-ssi...! It is too cruel-ssi...!"





  Paranoy shed streams of tears. The shock must have been immense. As if to comfort Paranoy, Luna gently stroked his back.





  "Paranoy, she said Nymphs and Elves are all the same fairies. From now on, try to get along with the Elves too-."





  ━ Jjik-jjik.





  "More importantly, what is this black rat that keeps sticking to my shoulder? Is it a pet?"





  Luna moved her hand as if bothered by the clump of black hair on her shoulder. Sueuk-. As Luna lifted the black rat onto her palm, Lady Nox-nim spoke.





  『That is Erebus. He is your father. Say hello.』





  "Hieeek-! This, this bizarre rat is my father-! This, this isn't reality-! It's a lie-! Tell me it's a lie-!"





  ━ Jjik-jjik.





  Startled, Luna dropped the rat. At that sight, Lady Nox-nim shook her head.





  『Little Night, the truth is often cruel.』





  "This, this kind of rat, a rat is my father-! Mom, I hate you-! You pervert-!"





  『N-no-. He didn't always look like that....』











  *        *        *











  After spending the morning with Lady Nox-nim.





  I went back to work at the Temple.





  Just as I had told Martha to gather people, there was an important message I had to deliver to everyone.





  The plaza was already crowded with many priests and high-ranking cult officials. They were all fanatics of the Black Brotherhood who participated in worship enthusiastically.





  They hid their features and behavior by draping black towels over their faces.





  But I knew well that some of them were the lepers I had cured of serious illnesses, as well as cripples and blind people, along with thugs, punks, gangsters, illegal drug dealers, unofficial prostitutes, and so on.





  Outcasts of society who had no place to lean on except the religion of the Black Brotherhood.





  When such people taste a divine miracle and gain a pillar of faith and conviction, they become truly terrifying. They become revolutionaries who will stop at nothing.





  Because of this, Paranoy said he deliberately gathered those with nowhere else to turn and made them the knights of the Black Brotherhood.





  ━ Hassan-nim has arrived.





  ━ Open the way-.





  In the months since the Temple was built, these people, who had undergone religious retreats, training, and indoctrination, would surely become a suicide squad that would not hesitate to die if I commanded it.





  Without even responding to their reverent gazes, I stepped up onto the high stone platform. A space where about a hundred people were visible at a glance.





  Standing atop it, I recited the lines I had been thinking over in my head.





  "The reason I have called you here is─." 


  


  Even though so many people were gathered, not a single murmur could be heard. This extreme silence was likely an expression of their will not to miss a single one of my movements or words.





  As if pushing back that silence, I continued speaking.





  "It is to issue the first important mission to you all. And that command is the complete annihilation of a certain existence."





  Goooooooo-.





  Annihilation.





  The belligerence inherent in that word was enough to make the fighting spirit boil in these time bombs who were about to explode from excessive immersion in faith.





  I thought about the destructive tendencies they would show, now that they had become a collective, a crowd, with their faces thoroughly hidden by black robes. 





  Those who had lost their minds to mob psychology, collectivism, and conviction would display the madness of fascism.





  I too felt my blood boiling at the concentration of intense religious devotion and clenched my fists tight. Then, I shouted like an eloquent orator.





  "Smash it thoroughly-! Leave not even a record-! The idols and words that represent him-. Find and destroy every single one of them-!"





  ━ It's war-!!


  


  ━ God wills it-!!





  ━ Holy War-!!!! The time has come for a Holy War-!!!!





  The reactions were quite intense. It was like the final scene of repentance where lords from various regions and knights of fanaticism gathered just before the Crusades set out.





  I thrust my hand out toward them like a fascist monarch.





  "The target of annihilation is Pluto-! Now, go-! Go and carry out the command in my name-! Completely erase the name of Pluto, those five letters, from the world-!"





  ━ Iyoooooooot-!





  ━ Uyooooooot-!!





  ━ Eudeudeuk, kadeudeuk, eudeudeuk, kadeudeuk, eudeudeuk, kadeudeuk-!





  ━ My brain, my brain is trembling-!!! My brain is trembling-!!!


    


  People began to leave their spots here and there. They must have rushed out to carry out my command, unable to control their boiling blood.





  ━ There is no other god but Hassan-nim, and Paranoy is his only apostle-!





  They didn't forget to make bizarre confessions of faith.





  They would now travel all over the world as I commanded, struggling to erase Pluto's name. It was all according to my plan.





  However, a few people remained in that spot.





  They were the former Pluto followers: Somnia, Anxious, and Schizo.





  Somnia spoke to me as I stood on the rock.





  "Erasing Pluto's name. That's absurd. Prince, are you planning to oppress even the Pluto followers as a cult?"





  Somnia didn't seem to understand my intentions.





  But I thought these former Pluto followers were the most suitable for this task. Just as a spider knows best how to build a web. 





  The experts on uprooting the Pluto faith would be former Pluto followers.





  I said.





  "Everything must be destroyed. We have to weaken that man's power as much as possible. Erase the records themselves. Burn them, break them, smash them. I will take the responsibility."





  "You're crazy. What does that even mean? Are you saying you're going to fight Pluto? Schizo, Anxious-. You guys say something too!"





  Somnia was aghast, unable to understand. But Schizo's answer was surprisingly simple.





  "...Understood. If that is the will of the Second. I shall smash and destroy."





  "What? What are you talking about too? Did your brain break after losing yesterday? Think about it-!"





  "I am a sword. A sword does not think. It merely cuts where it is swung. If someone will hold and swing me, that is enough. It is better than rusting away in a warehouse."





  "This idiot, he's completely flipped! Anxious, you say something-! Everything of the God of the Dead that we worked so hard to protect is going to disappear!"





  "Well. I'm not sure if we have a choice. If we refuse this, we'll probably be thrown back into that deep prison. I, for one, hate that now."





  Anxious, being a magician, seemed to know how to use his head a bit. According to Paranoy, Anxious was the smartest among the cultists.





  "And since what I've been waiting for is not Pluto, but Pluto's successor. I shall participate as well. In that bizarre annihilation-."





  Even the black magician Anxious was persuaded.





  Is only Somnia left?
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  Of course, I knew how to persuade Somnia. It ended with showing her the bracelet I received from the elder of Ideope.





  "W-what is that? Where did you get it? That bracelet-!"





  "I got it from the Deep Abyss tribe. Didn't you say the girls of your Abyss tribe must unconditionally follow the words of the person wearing this bracelet?"





  "Ugh.... To go that far."





  "You said I have to listen to anything, right? Somnia, if you don't want to do the Pluto annihilation. I have a custom-made job for you.





  "A custom-made job, what, what are you going to make me do-!?"





  Somnia, with her mask pulled down tight, began to tremble. I don't know what she thinks I'm going to make her do. It's quite fun to see her twisting her body like a squid drying in the sun.





  "Whatever you're thinking, it'll be more than you imagine."





  I raised my hand and squeezed it as if kneading transparent steamed buns in the air. At that sight, the ornaments on Somnia's body rattled and shook.





  "Ha-aat-!? Idiot-! Pervert-! Son of a bitch-! Fine, I'll, I'll do it-!" 





  "You should have said so sooner. Geez, what a difficult woman to handle. If you handle the job well, I'll grant each of you a wish, so work hard."





  With this, the persuasion of the former Pluto priests was over. With these guys included, the work speed would increase. 





  Since I had to erase Pluto's name from this world as quickly as possible. I didn't have the luxury of being picky. 





  In my ears, I could hear the sound of snow melting.





  It was the sound of spring coming.





  Once the frozen harbor melted, I would head for Alfheim.





  If I had any leeway, it was a few weeks at most.





  A few weeks.





  Roughly three weeks would be about 21 days. That could be called a fairly long time. Since it took six days to create heaven and earth and one day to rest, making seven.





  21 days was long enough that it wouldn't be strange if heaven and earth were upheaval three times.





  Even just in terms of time, it was 504 hours.





  Damn long.





  However, if I said there were only 21 days left until I faced an event that would completely change everything from the foundation of my life to my future direction, it couldn't help but feel short.





  While I was lost in such thoughts. Somnia hesitantly spoke to me.





  "Hey-. You-."





  "What. You haven't left yet? Do you want to do my special mission that much?"





  "It's not that-! Anyway, I don't know if you haven't noticed. Or if you're just pretending not to notice. But someone is targeting you from that corner over there."





  "Ah-."





  I scanned the large walls and rocks of the Temple. There, I sensed a small presence holding its breath and targeting me.





  An assassin?





  No, it was a bit different.





  Because for an assassin, they had quite large breasts.





  "Gloria, what are you doing there."





  Heumchit-.  
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  "Gloria, what are you doing there."





  Heumchit-.





  As I asked into the empty air like a puff of white breath, a large presence made itself known with a rustling sound from a distance.





  She must have been flustered that I caught her when she thought she was hidden well. To be honest, I hadn't noticed her either.





  For Somnia to notice that first. Somnia has better instincts than I thought. She's a useful one.





  Basak, basarak, ppodeudeuk-.





  Finally, Gloria appeared before me, stepping on the snow between the crevices of the rocks. Was the last time we met at the Temple of Juno in Olympia?





  Whether she had been fighting Monsters or something in the meantime, there were small scratches on her face and forearms.





  "So this brat is the Glory of Juno. Gloria-ssi. So this is what she looks like. I thought she'd be a burly girl like a bull. This is unexpected-."





  Somnia circled Gloria, busily inspecting her appearance.





  Luna used to be busy peering at strangers while circling them whenever she saw someone new. Seeing Somnia do it too, it seems this is a greeting custom unique to Ideope.





  "She's still young. Looks like she barely turned twenty. To think Jupiter's ultimate weapon was such a young girl."





  Somnia was clicking her tongue behind her Mask at Gloria's appearance.





  "From what I heard, the Samaritan named Gloria picks fights with people, breaks things, and is a loud-mouthed delinquent. But she's quieter than I thought?"





  She's probably feeling a sense of cognitive dissonance between Gloria's current appearance and the rumors of the powerful Samaritan.





  I understand that feeling. Looking at her now, she only gives off the vibe of a high school girl with a peculiar outfit.





  Of course, that didn't mean those fangs of hers had disappeared.





  "You, you're noisy with all that chattering-. Get lost-."





  Clenching her fist, Gloria swung her arm toward Somnia, who was circling around her. It was a light motion, as if shooing away a fly stuck to her face.





  But the destructive power contained in that fist was by no means light or simple.





  Pa-ang-!





  Ppajik, kwajik-.





  "Gek-!"





  Somnia, hit in the face by the fist, flew far away and ended up rolling in the snow.





  It didn't seem like she was dead or seriously injured, but the warding charm written on her face was shattered, revealing her face.





  "Uuu-."





  Somnia's face had bandages crudely wrapped over her pink hair. Only then did I remember that Somnia had a large, scar-like wound on her face.





  Seuk-.





  Somnia covered her face with her palm as she composed herself-.





  "I-I'll kill you-! Fuck-! I'm going to kill you-!"





  It also just occurred to me that Somnia has a complex about her face, so when it's revealed, the blood rushes to her head and she gets agitated.





  "I'll kill you, Samaritan-!"





  Somnia howled like a beast with its guts torn out. She was so pissed off that the snow around her was melting from the wicked magic power she was emitting.





  However, Gloria, who was receiving it, was surprisingly composed.





  "To have the blood rush to your head over just that. You're still a child."





  "What-? A brat who isn't even twenty yet is calling me a child? I won't forgive you-!"





  This is getting out of hand.


  


  Nothing good would come from a fight breaking out here. Knowing that well, I jangled the Ideope guest bracelet worn on my left arm.





  "Somnia-. Do your job. I'll make you a new Mask later-."





  "Grrr, keugeueueue-."





  Somnia's eyes, visible between the bandages and her fingers, seemed to waver between feelings of rage and restraint.





  I added another word, riding the momentum.





  "If you listen well, I might be able to treat your scar. I'm not lying."





  "...Hmph, tui-."





  Only then did Somnia spit on the ground as if reluctantly, picked up the fragments of her broken Mask, and turned her back to me.





  "Know that I'm letting you off because of orders, Jupiter's bastard. And you'd better always watch the shadows and the night roads. Unless you want to be cursed-."





  She didn't seem to forget to throw in a parting shot. She's got a temper.





  Finally, when she was completely out of sight and only the two of us were left in this vast Temple, Gloria spoke from beneath her raccoon skin.





  "You've taken in some strange ones as subordinates. Those guys. They'll definitely cause trouble. Pluto Followers always cause problems."





  It seems Gloria also knows something about the eccentricity of Pluto Followers. Though I can't help but think Gloria isn't one to talk about others.





  "Anyway, what's up. Do you have something to say?"





  When I asked, Gloria looked around and gave a light nod.





  "Yeah. I came here as Goddess Juno-nim's messenger. Hassan, you. I heard you're getting married soon?"





  Did that even reach Gloria's ears? I was slightly nervous that Gloria might show up at my wedding and cause a ruckus.





  Gloria's attitude as I observed her was calmer than expected. There was even a sense of composure, as if the fire that had been boiling inside her had cooled down.





  Like Somnia, whose head boils when her Mask is broken, Gloria was also supposed to be someone who flips out.





  Did she grow mentally after facing the Gigas in Tartarus?





  "So, what is it that Goddess Juno-nim has to say to me?"





  "Hassan, your wedding. Since it will be a special festival. She said special preparations are needed. And that these items will be required."





  Seuk seuk-.





  Gloria pulled out a long scroll from between her breasts.





  A long scroll tucked between soft breasts. My eyes almost widened at the unexpected sight, but I endured with superhuman patience.





  Seuk. Chwareureu-.





  Anyway, as I unfurled the scroll I received from Gloria. Quite strange things were written on the sheepskin.





  『Goddess Juno's Errand List.





  The singing voice of a pheasant.





  The laughter of fairies.





  The horn of a whale.





  The tears of a virgin who has just turned twenty.』





  Singing voices, laughter, horns, tears? To think these are errand items. The only somewhat normal one was the whale's horn. Other than that, it was just words like difficult riddles.





  "You want me to find these?"





  "Yeah. Anyway, I've delivered it. That is a task Goddess Juno-nim is bestowing upon you."





  "A task for me-. I'm not even Goddess Juno-nim's holy knight."
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  "You, you've already committed many impurities. A-and you said you're going to take several wives? Then, you are already a sinner in the eyes of Goddess Juno-nim."





  "I see."





  My wives would number more than three if I counted them on my fingers.





  Since polygamy is an abnormal marriage structure on the Gaia continent, it seems necessary to obtain the things written on this scroll for a marriage blessed by Goddess Juno-nim.





  Come to think of it, the Priestess Mama of Juno in Olympia told me that a messenger from Goddess Juno-nim would come to find me. That time is now.





  I never imagined Gloria would be the one to come.





  Gloria said.





  "You have to handle that with your own strength, without receiving help from anyone else. Now, I will follow you around and monitor you until the wedding."





  "Monitor?"





  "Yeah. This will probably be my last task. Since I don't know if I'll finally be able to become a free person. I'm going to be thorough. Thorough-."











  *        *         *











  "So that's how it happened, and Gloria is following me around."





  "I see."





  In Hippolyte's room located among the Nymphs on the second floor, I explained the situation well to Hippolyte, who was sitting in a rocking chair knitting.





  I gave an explanation as to why Gloria was following behind me, scanning the surroundings with a fierce gaze.





  Hippolyte, having heard the whole story, nodded as if she understood.





  "It's a common thing for grooms-to-be to receive tasks from Goddess Juno-nim before marriage. Just as it's common for brides-to-be to perform purification rituals."





  It was a common thing.





  "Well, I don't need to do such things since I already have a child in my belly."





  Hippolyte lightly stroked her belly.





  Her belly, visible beneath her dress, had become slightly convex since coming to Sodomora, and now it really started to feel like she was an expectant mother.





  Seureuk-.





  When I lightly checked her pulse at her wrist, her pulse and physical condition were quite healthy and normal. Both the child and Hippolyte had entered a stable period.





  "Is there anywhere you feel uncomfortable?"





  "None. If I had to say, I'm thirsty right now."





  ━Gyuiing.





  Dungsil, dungsil-.





  At Hippolyte's mention of being thirsty, a small cotton candy-like thing appeared from somewhere, floated a glass on top of its body-or head, I couldn't tell-and handed it to Hippolyte.





  The fellow's name was Ing-ing, a sort of pet for expectant mothers that Gloria had temporarily lent to Hippolyte.





  "Thank you."





  ━Ing-ing-ya-ing.





  The fellow was quite smart, enough to understand human speech and moods.





  I naturally wondered who had higher intelligence between Keong-keong and this fellow.





  Upon seeing Gloria, the fellow rubbed its body against Gloria's face like a puppy meeting its owner after a long time.





  ━Gyuiing.





  "It's been a while, Ing-ing-ah. Have you been well?"





  ━Keureureung.





  "Yes, you've been well. Continue to protect Hippolyte well."





  ━Ing.





  Hippolyte chuckled, "Heu-heu," as if that sight was somewhat amusing.





  "I never thought I'd hear talk of being protected by you, Gloria."





  At those words, Gloria furrowed her brow beneath the raccoon skin.





  "I never thought I'd be saying such things to you either. Back when I was trying to take your belt. You acted so haughtily, as if you'd never allow anyone to have it-."





  "Well, hmmm, hum, well, one never knows what will happen in life. So, are you still after my belt?"





  "I don't need it anymore. I can't even fight you now anyway."





  "I see. Speaking of which, as I recall, you'll be coming of age this coming spring. Do you intend to give your belt to no one?"





  "I don't know about such things."





  My ears perked up at the chattering between Gloria and Hippolyte.





  "Gloria, you weren't an adult yet? What, how old are you now?"





  At my question, Gloria answered as if it were no big deal.





  "Nineteen-."





  Ddiyong.





  Nineteen now.





  If she's turning twenty this coming spring, what, she was a total kid. She's younger than Luna, who turns twenty-one this year. She really was the same age as my younger sister.





  Since my sister was probably twenty this year or something like that. It's a damn surprising feeling that Gloria and my sister are the same age.





  While she's rolling around in the rough world of the Samaritans at the same age as my sister. My sister is probably lying on a warm floor with the heater on, eating tangerines while looking at her phone.





  It's damn annoying.





  To the point where I'd want to give her a flick on the forehead if she were here. Of course, if I did that, she'd tell on me to Mom. And I'd get scolded like hell by Mom.





  Shibal, my sister needs to get a taste of this other world too. Only then will she realize she's living a happy life.





  Is there no way to summon my sister to this land? I'm genuinely curious.





  While I was imagining her suffering and rolling around in the Samaritan land, Hippolyte asked.





  "Come to think of it, Hassan, didn't you say you had a younger sister? I think I heard that your sister's age is exactly similar to Gloria's."





  "That's right. They're the same age. But she's very different from her. She grew up without suffering even once...."





  "I heard. You said she doesn't even know how to hold a sword."





  "She's probably never even held a kitchen knife. She wouldn't be able to kill a chicken either."





  "Hu-heu-heu, you're joking too much. Even so, she must be Pluto's daughter. There's no way she wouldn't be able to do even that much."





  Hippolyte laughed as if my story were a joke. However, Gloria poked my side with her finger as if there was something bothering her about this story.





  "You had a younger sister?"





  "Yeah. You didn't know."





  "I didn't know."





  "Did I not mention it...."





  I searched my memory.





  I don't know.





  Well, it's not like I go around blabbing about my sister.





  My sister is Ha Seon-ah.





  Originally, her name was Ha Seon, a single character like mine. But she was a reckless one, even going so far as to throw a tantrum to change it since middle school because she didn't like her name.





  She said it was weird for a girl's name to just be Seon or something. Even so, to ask to change a name given by our parents. She's an absurd brat.





  She begged to get a dog, but once we actually got a puppy, she didn't even feed it. Shibal. It's so damn frustrating. Thanks to her, I did everything from feeding the puppy to walking it.





  As I was chewing on my anger, Gloria let out a long nasal sound, "Heu-eung-."





  "Truly unexpected. You don't look like you'd have a younger sister at all. You really never know with people."





  "I hear that a lot."





  "Oppa-."





  "What?"





  Goosebumps suddenly broke out all over my body.





  "What did you say?"





  "No, does your sister call you Oppa too?"





  "No. She just calls me by my name."





  "You must be on good terms. With your sister."





  "That's not it-."





  For some reason, I felt uncomfortable talking to Gloria about my sister.





  I don't know the reason, but anyway, I wanted to change the subject, so I held out the scroll in my pocket to show Hippolyte.





  "I need to obtain these things. Do you know how?"





  "Well.... They're difficult ingredients. Wouldn't Nyx-doti know well about such things?"





  "That seems likely. But Luna is doing some purification ritual or whatever from now on and is trying not to face me. She says she shouldn't see the groom's face during the day."





  "Ah. I see. I'm not sure."





  I see. So Hippolyte doesn't know how to obtain these ingredients either. I expected it wouldn't be easy. The problem is more difficult than I thought.





  "Then, I'm a bit sleepy, so I should rest."





  "Ah-, okay. Then shall I put some more wood on the fire before I go?"





  "Yes. It's a bit cold today."





  Hwareuk, hwareureu-. I stoked the fire in the stove in Hippolyte's room. After that, I helped Hippolyte lie down comfortably in bed and left the room.
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  "What kind of person is your younger sister?"





  "I don't know."





  "Is she good at fighting?"





  "Probably. Unlike me, she's the type who bullies other kids."





  If it had been my sister summoned to this world instead of me, and if she had been given similar conditions, she would have reached Gold Tier within a month.





  "I'd like to meet her once."





  "...."





  Ever since she found out I have a younger sister, Gloria-nim has been persistently asking for information about her. I don't know where this sudden interest came from.





  Is it fascinating that Pluto has a daughter?





  No, it doesn't feel like that.





  Anyway, I never thought Gloria-nim would be interested in anything other than dueling strong opponents like this. 





  Thanks to that, the walk through the market with her wasn't exactly boring.





  "Excuse me. You don't sell whale horns here, do you?"





  "Do whales even grow horns? I have rabbit horns, if you're interested."





  Why on earth do they have rabbit horns but no whale horns?





  "More importantly, aren't you Hassan-ssi? I heard that praying to you significantly increases one's income-. Before you go, let me just offer a quick prayer."





  "Then, goodbye to you."





  Another wasted trip to a shop. 





  I scoured the markets of Sodomora to find a whale's horn, which seemed like the easiest item to get. But there wasn't a single place selling horns grown from whales. It seemed they didn't even know such a thing existed.





  This isn't easy.





  "How long do you have to find these? All the items on this list."





  "There's no limit. But only when I've gathered them all will I be able to get married."





  "I see."





  Even if there's no time limit, if I can't find all of these, the wedding will keep being delayed. Then Luna and Hippolyte will be greatly disappointed. It means it's better to find them as quickly as possible.





  Just then, Gloria-nim gave my lion skin a firm tug.





  "What is it?"





  "Do you also, by any chance, do 'Ing-ing' with your sister?"





  "What? Fuck, are you crazy?"  





  I was so shocked I almost spat out my breakfast. Because the people who heard Gloria-nim's words started whispering about me.





  ━Did you hear? That man does 'Ing-ing' with his sister-.





  ━What the fuck, is that true? He does that kind of thing with his own biological sister? But... what is that exactly?





  ━I don't know. Whatever it is, it's clearly something morally wrong-. How shameless-!





  It seemed people were about to misunderstand.





  The 'Ing-ing' Gloria-nim was talking about was likely a life-or-death battle royale. There was no way those people would understand that. 





  I decided to move quickly before a bizarre rumor about Hassan doing immoral things with his sister was added to my reputation.


 


  I took a brief rest in a relatively quiet park. It was a park covered in snow that reached up to my knees, seemingly unmanaged.





  Pasueuk-.





  I brushed away the snow to find a buried bench and sat down. Gloria-nim also sat down beside me.





  Gloria-nim, who had been asking about my sister incessantly until just now, now seemed to know how to keep a decent silence. Or so I thought for a moment.





  "About your sister-."





  She started up again, trying to ask me something.





  Seeing her like that, I suddenly recalled something from the past. It was back when I was still stuck in the military. Around the time I was a Sergeant, shortly before my discharge.





  My sister had come to visit me for the first time in my life then.





  ━Hey, be grateful. I actually came to visit. But is this really a place where humans live? It's so deep in the mountains I almost couldn't find it.





  I remember her being incredibly rude. However, as is usually the case when a sister visits, the unit was bound to get noisy.  





  ━H-Hey. Who is that, that S-rank super-beautiful girl in the middle of a military base-! I've never heard of such a beauty being on base-!





  ━Sergeant-nim, who is that? Who is it exactly-! Depending on your answer, I might not be able to forgive you, Sergeant-nim...!





  ━Uhyoooot-! A beautiful girl in a school uniform-! A wonderful memory, getto-daze-! Let's make sure to store every single bit of this in our mental memory-!





  I remember many men boisterously laughing and talking about it that day. 





  Of course, those lines above are somehow distorted in my head. It wasn't actually like that. 





  But the hyperactive atmosphere might have been similar...





  Anyway, it was a huge stir because a high school girl had come to the base for a visit. 





  In the end, my sister extorted 100,000 won from my salary under the pretext of bus fare for her return trip. She even bought chicken with my money.





  I had to endure questions about my sister from my juniors and peers all day long.





  ━Sergeant-nim, no, Brother-nim-. Please give your sister to me-!





  ━Piss off, kid, she's still in high school.





  No, it was like that until I was discharged. Thinking back, my sister's visit left nothing but terrible memories, including the money she took.





  Did she come just to screw with me?





  And just like those memories.





  Gloria-nim keeps asking me about my sister.





  "Have you ever made a snowman with your sister too?"





  "...."





  Of course, I knew well that her questions and the questions from my soldier days had different meanings. 





  Her asking about my sister was probably due to a kind of longing. Because she also had a time when she was someone's younger sister.





  By asking me.





  She was likely looking back on the times when she was happy.





  At least, that's what I thought.





  Thinking that made me feel so sorry for her that I couldn't bring myself to ignore her questions.





  "When we were young, we made them often. Since it snowed a lot."





  "I haven't. In the Samaria Wilderness, it didn't snow. Even when my brother told me about something called snow. I thought it was a lie."





  "...Then. Have you never made a snowman at all?"





  "Never. Such ordinary things. They don't suit me. I don't even know how to do it."





  I suddenly remembered that she was carrying the burden of a Holy War. And that she was performing various tasks to return to an ordinary life. 





  But also, that she couldn't forgive herself and was continuing her penance.





  Thinking that made her seem so pitiful that I stood up without realizing it.





  "Then let's try making one now. A snowman."





  "What?"





  "Why so surprised? We can just make one. There's plenty of material around-."





  "You have tasks to do. Is there time to play? You can't become a free person like that."





  Gloria-nim's question made me flinch slightly. It was because I felt like I was wasting time on other things while neglecting important work. This girl, she's pretty sharp.





  But that thought was fleeting.





  At a time when my sister would surely be playing normally, this girl was so obsessed with her tasks that even making a snowman felt like a waste. 





  That thought crossed my mind.





  I felt sorry for her. Of course, I didn't show it outwardly. She didn't seem like the type of person who would be happy to receive sympathy from anyone.





  So I just moved my hands and packed the snow into a ball.





  It's cold, maybe because I'm using my bare hands. 





  But my dexterity produced a decent-looking snowman in a flash. Gloria-nim's raccoon skin quivered as if she were startled by it.





  "What, how did you do that just now?"





  "You might not know, but I'm a pro at making snowmen. I rolled around in Gangwon-do. Want me to show you again?"





  I quickly packed two more snowballs and made another snowman. I didn't forget to use sticks and pebbles lying around to make arms, eyes, a nose, and a mouth.





  "Look."





  "That's really fast."





  "You try it too."





  "Me?"





  "Yeah. You said you've never made one. It's nothing much. But still, there's a big difference between having done something and never having done it."





  "...."





  Gloria-nim's hands didn't move easily. Well, I guess making a snowman feels too much like child's play. Just as I was about to lightly crush the snowmen I'd made.





  Seuseuk, seuseuk-.





  Before I knew it, Gloria-nim was crouching on the ground and starting to roll a snowball.





  "It doesn't clump together as well as I thought."





  Of course, she's quite clumsy.





  "It's not something you can do with just strength. A delicate balance is important."





  Seureuk, seureureuk, seureuk-.





  After a few minutes, Gloria-nim finished a large snowball. 





  She placed it on the ground, made another snowball, and eventually placed it on top like a head.





  "It's easy."





  She took out a Copper coin she had in her bosom and pressed it into the snow to make an eye. Soon, a snowman about the same size as Gloria-nim was completed. 





  It was lumpy and had mud on it here and there, but Gloria-nim seemed to like it. At the very least, she didn't seem to hate it.





  Gloria-nim said.





  "It's nothing much."





  It really was nothing much.





  Making a snowman is something even a child can easily do. Nevertheless, Gloria-nim stared at the snowman she had made for a long time, as if she had felt something from the act.





  "It's a really trivial thing."





  Saying that, she took off the raccoon skin she wore on her head and covered the head of the snowman she had created.





  "It was... such an easy thing."





  "Yeah."





  "It's the first time I've ever made something with my own hands. I'm... good at breaking things."





  I also dragged the snowman I had made and placed it next to hers. Then, I took off the Regulus skin I was wearing like a hood and put it on my snowman.





  With that, snowmen of a younger sister and an older brother were instantly completed. Whether she liked that or not, Gloria-nim continued to make snowballs after that.





  "This is Dolly, and Dot. This is Gyubi."





  One, two. Three-.
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  "This is Olif and Weinrich."





  In total, nine snowmen were made-. 





  All those snowmen were given names that sounded like people's names. I realized those were the names of Gloria-nim's childhood friends.





  "So, what are we supposed to do after making snowmen like this?"





  "Well. You just leave them. Until they melt away."





  "I see."





  As she spoke, Gloria-nim's hands were swollen blue. Did she get mild frostbite from touching the snow for so long? 





  This girl, who doesn't even get a scratch no matter how much she's hit.





  Surprisingly, she was weak against the ice attribute.





  With a newfound feeling, I took hold of her hands.





  "W-What is it-!?"





  Gloria-nim pulled her hands away in surprise.





  "No, your hands are frozen."





  "...Leave it. Something like this, if I just blow on it, it'll melt."





  Ho-. Gloria-nim warmed her frostbitten hands with her own breath. She's a tough one. 





  Come to think of it, even in this cold weather, all she's wearing is that raccoon skin and a thin cotton garment. 





  Her sandals also left all her toes exposed, so rolling around in the snow must have looked damn cold. Does she not have money to buy clothes?





  Now that I think about it, I don't think I've ever heard of Gloria-nim engaging in any economic activity. Even if she did earn money, it would probably all go toward compensation for the trouble she causes everywhere.





  Should I buy her a set of clothes? We'll have to travel together for the next few days. If she keeps walking around looking so half-naked, I'll feel cold just looking at her.





  So, while we were at the market, I bought Gloria-nim a long outer coat and long boots. 





  "Thank you, customer-nim. They'll look great on her. Here, shall I give you a ribbon as well?"





  Of course, Gloria-nim's reaction to receiving them was fierce.





  "How am I supposed to wear something so stifling? And a ribbon-? Forget it-!"





  "If you don't want to wear it, fine. If you want to throw it away, throw it away."





  "...It's a bit much to throw away-. I'll just take it for now. I won't wear it, though."





  Instead of wearing the clothes, Gloria-nim stuffed them into a bundle and tied it to her club. I wondered why she wouldn't wear them, but I guess they were just uncomfortable for her.





  So we wandered around the market here and there to find the whale's horn. Of course, there was nothing that could be called a direct gain. 





  We only managed to get information that such items seemed to be sold in the underground market.





  Eventually, it got late, and we returned to the mansion.





  "Living in a place like this. Looking at it again, you're practically a king."





  Upon seeing my mansion, Gloria-nim was busy looking around everywhere, like a savage girl who had dropped into modern civilization. 





  "Gloria-nim. For now, you can sleep in any empty room."





  "I only need a roof, but whatever. Then I'll take the room next to yours."





  I gave Gloria-nim a room, promised to look through the market again the next day, and then took my leave.





  Seueuk-.





  Then, I suddenly felt a ribbon in my pocket and turned back. 





  This was the free gift I got when I bought Gloria-nim's clothes. 





  A ribbon. 





  It didn't suit Gloria-nim, but I thought I'd ask if she wanted it anyway. When I reached the guest room where Gloria-nim was staying.





  I could see her through the slightly ajar door.





  "Is this... how you wear it...?"





  There was Gloria-nim, looking in the mirror and trying on various clothes. 





  "How on earth are you supposed to wear something like this? Something so fluttery... How do ordinary girls wear this kind of thing...?"





  She was holding up and wearing the clothes she said she wouldn't wear, looking at herself in the mirror.





  "It's a bit tight... Ing-ing-ah-. This button-. Ah, right, Ing-ing isn't here-."





  She was muttering to herself and clumsily trying on the clothes. Perhaps because she was doing something so unfamiliar, she didn't seem to notice me standing at the door.





  "Are these stockings? Do you wear them on your feet? So stifling-."





  But the merchant must have had a good eye after all. 





  Because they suited her so well-.





  It actually made me feel a bit sad.





  So, just as I moved my hand to leave the ribbon in front of the door and go, she must have snapped out of it at the rustling sound of my hand coming out of my pocket.





  "What, who's there-!?"





  Gloria-nim reacted loudly.
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  "Who's there!"





  Gloria, who had covered her chest area with her clothes and arms, shouted loudly.





  Meeting those black, large eyes, I felt my heart drop with a thud.





  Kuuuung-.





  It truly felt like my heart had literally dropped all the way to my belly button.





  To be caught secretly watching a woman change clothes.





  This was a fucking indefensible crime scene.





  Even if all I saw was, surprisingly, a deep cleavage, the straight curve of her back, her slender waist, and her smooth-looking armpits.





  Come to think of it, I saw everything.





  Anyway, it was fucking unfair.





  Because I wasn't looking at her with lewd intentions. If anything, I was looking at her with a feeling of wanting to protect her.





  Like when I looked at my annoying yet family-member sister, whom I couldn't truly hate, I wasn't looking with lewd eyes at all.





  So, to put it bluntly, I ran away.





  In the end, I couldn't give Gloria the ribbon and scurried into my room.





  Although I cheaply expressed it as "scurried in," the process was as swift as a flash of light, thanks to my Agility of 16.





  Even if it was Gloria, in a brief, fleeting moment where she couldn't follow my movements, I quickly dashed into bed as if time had stopped.





  That probably didn't even take a second.





  My fucking heart was pounding so hard I thought I'd be caught, but I didn't forget to calmly and precisely gather my mana and vitality with controlled breathing.





  So, I closed my eyes as if I had been sleeping all along.





  Soon, with a Gi-iik- sound, I sensed my Door opening. Sabak, sabak, the sound of bare feet treading on the carpet loudly.





  Seureureuk-.





  The sensation of something approaching my bed and a distinct presence right in front of me were clearly drawn in my mind.





  Sareureureu-. Something soft tickled my face. It was easy to realize it was Gloria's rather curly long hair.





  I realized Gloria was leaning her head towards me. And that she was bringing her face close to mine.





  "...."





  "...."





  Otherwise, the exhalations from her nose wouldn't be tickling my cheek.





  If I were to open my eyes just a slit.





  I was afraid her face would be right there, *dudung-*, in front of me. So I had to desperately pretend to be asleep.





  Of course, pretending to sleep was something I was confident in.





  Back when I was Elfriede's slave, there were plenty of times I ignored her words by pretending to sleep to avoid annoying errands.





  In other words, I'm a master of pretending to sleep.





  ─Wood Release, Art of Pretending to Sleep-.


  


  I wonder if it would work even on the perceptive Gloria.





  Just as I was feeling a little nervous.





  "...Did you see?"





  Gloria spoke to me. Did she notice I wasn't asleep? No, this was more like testing the waters.





  But her tone was so soft, it was hard to believe it was Gloria speaking to me.





  I almost trembled with emotion and inadvertently confessed that I had seen everything from her nape to her armpits.





  "...."





  "If you don't tell the truth, I'll crush you with my hand."





  What the hell was she going to crush?





  I felt like it would fucking hurt, and goosebumps almost broke out all over my body. But as I endured with superhuman patience, Gloria's enigmatic voice was heard again.





  "By now, there should be a reaction. Is he really asleep? If he's pretending, there's no way I wouldn't notice."





  Seureuk-.





  I felt something slender touch my eyelid. Without a doubt, it must have been Gloria's finger.





  Probably her left index finger.





  Before I could feel any other sensation from it, her finger slowly traced my eyelid, eyebrow, and forehead.





  Is she testing me?





  If I were truly asleep, what would be the best reaction right now? I desperately racked my brain for an answer.





  So I decided to frown slightly and turn my head to the other side.





  "Meueumeung-."





  I didn't forget to make the peculiar sound characteristic of someone deep in sleep.





  Now, what would happen?





  As I focused on her presence to gauge her reaction.





  "What, making strange noises-."





  I heard Gloria's suspicious voice. Did I overdo it? I reflected with that feeling. Am I going to get crushed?





  "Making strange noises, you're similar."





  However, Gloria's voice quickly softened.





  Not only that, but she even bothered to come around to where I had turned over, and touched my face with her finger.





  "Is he really asleep? Then, he didn't see anything, right?"


 


  I'm really asleep.





  She seemed to keep checking if I was asleep. Seuk seuk. She pressed my cheek with her finger, or pinched my lips.





  Seureuk-. She even pulled back my lip to reveal my teeth.





  "Really funny."





  What was so funny that she burst out laughing by herself? Her hand, which had been touching my lips, now moved up my chin and began to touch my ear.





  The sensation of her finger touching my earlobe was strangely peculiar. Just as I was feeling embarrassed and thinking of turning over again-.





  "Hassan-nim, there are documents to sign-imnidat... Aaat-!"





  Someone burst the Door open and came into the room. That distinctive, exaggerated "Aaat-" shout was undoubtedly Paranoy.





  "To intrude into Hassan-nim's room so brazenly, this poses a risk of assassination-imnidat...! Guards-! Come here at once-imnidat...!"





  Padadadak-.





  I felt a great commotion of Paranoy making a fuss and something rushing out. And I, fittingly, was able to open my eyes and get up amidst such a disturbance.





  "What is it, what's happening?"





  "This Paranoy has saved Hassan-nim's life-imnidat...! This deserves praise far beyond having my head stroked before falling asleep-imnidat...!"





  Over Paranoy's noisy chattering shoulder, I looked at the wide-open Door. Perhaps noticing my gaze, Paranoy grumbled.





  "Hassan-nim, it would be good to be careful-imnidat...! The Samarian's gaze, looking at the sleeping Hassan-nim, was not ordinary-imnidat...!"





  "Really?"





  "In that sense, this Paranoy will stand guard beside Hassan-nim until you fall asleep-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy standing guard for me. Regardless of the situation, I felt quite touched by his thoughtfulness.





  "It is important that Hassan-nim does not misunderstand that this Paranoy did not flee the room because of rumors of a ghost in the bedroom-imnidat...!"





  Just as I thought.





  "There's a ghost in your room?"





  "That is correct-imnidat...! Of course, this Paranoy is not bothered by it, but anyway, you may stroke my head once-imnidat...!"





  "Alright."





  "Then, may I first check if Hassan-nim's bed is indeed soft enough for a god's resting place-imnidat...? I am by no means trying to sleep-imnidat...!"





  In the end, I was pushed aside by Paranoy, who occupied most of the bed, and had to sleep in an awkward position.





  "Meuhheuhheuh.... Giant Paranoy.... Humans as small as ants.... Nymph Destruction Ray...."





  Although it was uncomfortable with him even sleep-talking, it wasn't unbearable. I was rather curious what kind of dream he was having to mention a Nymph Destruction Ray.





  "Meueuseuut... Eueuhheuhheuh-."





  His cheek is fucking soft.





  Anyway. A ghost in Paranoy's room. If I don't solve it quickly, I might lose my bed every day.











  *       *        *











  And so.





  Time passed-.





  The next morning.





  I naturally ran into Gloria in the mansion's hallway.





  But she didn't strike up a conversation haphazardly like yesterday.





  Just sinking into quiet silence.





  "I saw your room was empty yesterday. Did you go out at night?"
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  "...."





  Even though I spoke, Gloria didn't answer. She was just busy glaring at me with narrowed eyebrows, as if trying to gauge my mood.





  I also quickly scanned her appearance from top to bottom. To my Rinnegan, the ocular jutsu of Hassan, God of Reincarnation, her body was covered in grass and dust.





  She probably got caught by Paranoy yesterday, then ran out of the mansion as if fleeing, and either slept in the garden or stayed up all night.





  Did she feel my gaze?





  "What, what are you looking at like that?"





  From her question, I could tell she was very concerned about what happened before she fell asleep yesterday. Unless I was an idiot, there was no way I wouldn't know.





  Yesterday, she had been spending time alone, trying on the various clothes I bought her in front of a long mirror, or holding them up to her body.





  I accidentally peeked at her, and she vaguely noticed that fact-.





  So her emotions were very ambiguous, and she didn't know how to act-. That was Gloria's mental state as I roughly estimated it.





  Although being caught merely changing clothes might not seem like a big deal.





  I thought that for Gloria, it might be as embarrassing as me getting caught masturbating by my sister.





  Because everyone feels things differently.





  If I got caught masturbating by my sister? I probably would have left home right then and never returned. I might even think it'd be better to go to another world.





  Anyway, Gloria was exactly like that right now.





  She was probably agonizing with tension, watching my reaction and wondering how I would act. After a long time of seemingly boiling with emotion, Gloria parted her lips as if making a big decision.





  "Yesterday, by any chance, did you hear anything from your Nymph?"





  Ah, what she was concerned about wasn't being peeked at, but being caught by Paranoy?





  "No. I didn't hear anything. Was something wrong?"





  "...No? Nothing?"





  Her acting is awkward.





  It must be because she lived her life without ever acting or lying.





  Teasing her here would be fun, but I felt like I'd get crushed when I slept, so I decided to pretend not to know.





  Because what needed to be prioritized now was acquiring the whale's horn.





  "Let's just go. We have a lot to do."





  I took Gloria and headed to Sodomora's Underground Market. Before entering the market, I didn't forget to give a brief warning.





  "Here, nothing is strange, no matter what happens. So, if possible, restrain yourself."





  "Hmph, so this is that famous Underground Market of Sodomora. The place where the Thieves' Guild thrives, and crime runs rampant-."





  Sodomora's Underground Market and the Thieves' Guild were fucking famous even in the Gaia Kingdom, so Gloria seemed to know something about them too.





  Of course, that's in the past tense.





  Because that's how it used to be.





  After the Thieves' Guild Hydra was destroyed, the Underground Market collapsed.





  It should have, but after the Thieves' Guild Hydra was crushed, the underground market, which had faltered once, flourished again as a bustling black market as if nothing had happened.





  It feels a bit strange to say a black market is bustling, but it wasn't completely disregarding laws or morals like before, so it was somewhat within acceptable limits.





  That's probably because the new Thieves' Guild ruling the Underground Market, the Sky Flying Squirrels, is keeping things in line.





  How did the Thieves' Guild name change from Hydra to Sky Flying Squirrels? It does look fucking harmless. Flying squirrels are cute, after all.





  Anyway.





  ━Hii-! Look at that! It's Hassan-! What brings him to the Underground Market? Did he come to catch the Thieves' Guild again? They must have been behaving well this time...!





  As I entered the underground, people stirred greatly.





  Since I had a history of smashing the Underground Market, it was natural for those living in the shadows to feel anxious.





  ━Who's that black-haired girl next to him?


 


  ━I don't know, is she his sister? Both their clothes are similar, and their faces are similar-.





  ━What do you mean similar? This one, whenever she sees Samarians, she says they all look like Hassan. Is it because she's from Hydra, or because she got hit so hard? Heuhheuhheuh.





  ━Not similar, huh. Still, she looks kinda cute. Wild, too-. Looks like she doesn't know much. Maybe if I sweet-talk her a bit, I could get a meal with her-.





  ━So you like wild girls like that. You got a harsh beating from Amazoness Renee last time, too.





  This time, with Gloria also drawing attention, the people's murmurs were even louder.





  Of course, they probably thought they were whispering, but I could hear everything vividly.





  Before something unexpected happened, I quickly looked around and said.





  "I didn't come to fight or break things. I came to get an item. I'm looking for something called a whale's horn. Is there any Shop that handles it? I'm bidding on a whale's horn."





  At my words, the black market dealers hid behind pillars or in the shadows, looking at each other's faces.





  ━A whale's horn?





  ━I know rabbit horns. How does a whale have a horn?





  ━I don't know. Is it some enigmatic problem the gods talk about....





  Just then, a Jallangjallang- sound came from somewhere. At the same time, the residents of the underground world began to retreat, covering their bodies.





  ━It's an executive-.





  ━The Flying Squirrels' executive is here-.





  It seemed an executive from the Thieves' Guild had arrived. So, when I turned my head towards the sound of bells.





  I saw a woman, her body and face completely covered with black cloth, walking towards me.





  How did I know she was a woman? Because her figure was accentuated by her tightly fitted clothes.





  And that figure was also someone I knew. Quite familiar to my Rinnegan.





  But I can't remember her name. She was a female executive of the Thieves' Guild. I only remember that she was a female executive of the Thieves' Guild.





  "Long time no see, you. To come all the way here-. So, what item are you looking for?"





  "Ah, I get it. You're Dorgo's sister."
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  Hooook-.





  A unique fragrance emanated from the woman. I wasn't sure if it was an oil made from crushed flower petals and extracted ingredients, but...





  Amidst it, the faint scent of a turmeric-like herb created a peculiar aroma.





  It was then that it finally came to mind.





  "Dorothea, huh."





  "Yeah."





  The name of the female executive of the thieves' guild was Dorothea.





  She was the younger sister of Dorgo, an illegal resident Sandman who ran the underground bar. Dorgo was a comrade-in-arms who had participated in the war with me.





  I'd forgotten because I hadn't seen her in ages, but seeing her accessories that gave off a Princess Jasmine vibe and her heavy eye makeup, the memories started to surface.
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  Since the thieves' guild Hydra disbanded, contact with these guys was lost, so I'd buried them in my memory. Seeing them again after so long, life really is a small world.





  Dorothea, the current executive of the thieves' guild, spoke.





  "What brings your busy self all the way here? It doesn't seem like you're planning to crack down on the underground market again now, does it?"





  The person's blue eyes, visible behind the mask, scanned me and Gloria.





  "Is this one your sister? You look alike. You're even wearing matching animal hides. You seem close, huh?"





  "She's not my sister, she's Gloria. Gloria, the warrior of Goddess Juno."





  At my explanation, Dorothea, the thieves' guild executive, gasped 'Eng-'.





  "This girl? I had no idea. I heard rumors that she'd be a burly, ogre-like woman. She's cuter than I expected?"





  Perhaps because her previous rampaging madness had subsided. Most evaluations of the docile Gloria were favorable and positive.





  Pretty women, naturally, tend to receive favor from everyone, young and old.





  Of course, Gloria responded by baring her fangs as if wary, though.





  "Even if it's underground, thieves wandering around in broad daylight. Sodomora's security is total crap. What item are you planning to steal next?"





  Gloria didn't seem to like the position of being a thief. She probably thinks they're despicable guys who sneakily steal other people's belongings from the shadows.





  "Despicable guys who sneakily steal other people's belongings from the shadows."





  She really said that.





  I can't believe I was reading Gloria's mind perfectly. Can I really control others' emotions? Is this the power of a god?





  Anyway.





  I worried slightly about how Dorothea would react to this aggressive remark.





  Even though Gloria had become docile, she's still a beast. Even if tamed by humans, there's no guarantee a beast won't attack people.





  Even if the thieves' guild executives were skilled, they'd be like eggs before a rock in front of Gloria. So, just as I thought I should intervene appropriately,





  Dorothea said.





  "We thieves only steal from those with dirty backs, you know. So there's no problem. Because we're stealing things taken from others. Understand, kid?"





  "Kid-?"





  Pajit, pajijit-.





  Gloria's raccoon hide bristled, fluffing up her fur. It was obvious that if this continued, the angry Gloria would throw a punch.





  Even if the thieves' guild executives were skilled, they'd be like eggs before a rock in front of Gloria. So, just as I thought I should intervene appropriately,





  "How boring."





  For some reason, Gloria calmed her anger.





  I expected her to throw a punch or something, so it's a bit surprising.





  Perhaps my brief warning to restrain herself before entering the market had an effect? If so, that's fortunate.





  Whatever the reason, it's important that unnecessary commotion was prevented.





  I quickly changed the subject before this commotion could ignite again for some unknown reason.





  "Dorothea, the reason we're here is none other than to obtain an item, as you've heard. We're trying to get something called a whale's horn. Have you heard of it?"





  Originally, Sodomora's thieves' guild was famously known throughout the kingdom for its vast amount of information.





  It was possible that Dorothea, who had been an executive in such a guild for a long time, might know about this rare item.





  Hearing my story, Dorothea glanced subtly at Gloria through her mask, then nodded with a small sigh.





  "The whale's horn, I know it. I know where it is. And who has it."





  "Really? For real?"





  After wandering the market for about two days, the information I heard made the hair on my neck stand on end. Indeed, if you try, there's nothing you can't do.





  Dorothea said.





  "It won't be easy to obtain. It's in a place difficult to steal from. We tried to get it too, but we just couldn't steal it."





  And then she shook her head, making me feel a bit bewildered.





  "Steal it?"





  I hadn't thought about stealing it at all. As expected, Dorothea, having worked as a thieves' guild executive for so long, seems to have a completely different way of thinking.





  I said.





  "Instead of stealing, why not just buy it with money?"





  "That woman probably doesn't need money either. It's not like we didn't try to buy it with money. But what can you do when she won't sell, no matter how much you offer?"





  An item not sold for money, huh.





  At this point, I'm curious.





  "Who has it?"














   *     *     *














  "Is this the place...?"





  After leaving the underground market, we crossed the city walls as Dorothea had instructed.





  Passing through the west gate and walking leisurely down a snow-covered path, a cabin appeared. A cabin with a large tree standing in the yard.





  According to the map Dorothea drew, this was the home of the Madame who supposedly possessed the whale's horn.





  A rather elderly witch lived here alone, earning a living by receiving payment in herbs or simple spells from nearby slash-and-burn farmers.


  


  Dang, dang-.





  Passing through the snow-covered yard, the bells hanging at the entrance made a sound.





  Hearing a faint rustling sound from inside the cabin, it seemed the owner was likely home.





  "Um, excuse me."





  I stepped into the yard. As I knocked 'tok, tok-' on the rusty lion-shaped doorknob, a low, calm voice came from inside.





  "Who is it?"





  "I'm Hassan, from Sodomora."





  "Oh my, a guest from the city. Please come inside."





  It was a voice that sounded quite pleased, yet somehow tinged with disappointment.





  Even without explaining why I came here, or exactly who I am, the cabin door swung open.





  Is she someone with little caution? Or does it mean she's confident in her abilities?





  Geeeek-.





  Through the opened door, Gloria and I slowly stepped inside the cabin.





  I was slightly tense, wondering if this was some kind of trap, with crossbow bolts aimed at me from inside, but...





  The interior was just an ordinary cabin.





  Truly, literally an ordinary cabin.





  The household items that gave off a strong lived-in smell, and a kettle bubbling merrily on a small hearth.





  And a woman with white hair, yet whose back was straight and looked quite sturdy, was seen fiddling with various things.





  At the sight of her raising her palm and slowly scanning the table, I instantly realized this old lady couldn't see.





  An old witch who couldn't see, how intriguing.





  It feels like there's a story behind it.





  The Madame said.





  "I didn't see in my divination that guests would arrive today. So I don't really have anything special to serve. Since it snowed outside, please have some hot 'Tangcha' tea, like spicy herbal tea."





  Despite being unable to see, the Madame moved the kettle and teacups with familiar gestures, quickly pouring the hot tea and offering it to us.





  "Please sit on the sofa and drink comfortably."





  Slurp-.





  Taking a sip, it had a bracing 'Ssanghwatang'-like feel, and though it was rather bitter, the tea made my body feel healthier.





  "Yuck, it's bitter. And spicy."





  Gloria seemed displeased with this bitterness, placing her cup back on the table. Hearing the sound, the old lady chuckled 'hoo-hoo-'.





  "You're still a young girl. This bitter taste becomes more delicious as your experience deepens."





  "......"





  Instead of answering or refuting, Gloria merely moved her dark eyes around.





  She scanned everywhere with almost rude intensity, but perhaps because the blind old lady had no way of knowing, she simply closed her eyes and peacefully enjoyed the tea's flavor.





  Just as this languid peace began to feel somewhat awkward.





  For some reason, Gloria spoke first.





  "Considering you didn't expect guests, the place is clean for someone living alone. You even have several sets of dishes."





  Indeed, looking again, the inside of the house was quite neatly organized. So much so that you wouldn't think a blind woman lived there alone.





  To that, the woman simply smiled faintly.





  "So, why have the guests from the city come to find me, Esther?"





  "I heard you have a whale's horn here? We've come to get it. Then we'll leave without causing any further trouble."





  Gloria proceeded with the conversation bluntly, as if retrieving something she'd left behind. That kind of bold assertiveness is definitely something I lack.





  However, just as I was subtly gauging the atmosphere, thinking it might be too rude, the Madame, who revealed herself as Esther, let out a long nasal sound, 'Heeung-'.





  "I see. The whale's horn. You must have heard about it from someone who likes to spread rumors somewhere. What stories did you hear?"





  To her question, I recalled the stories I'd heard from Dorothea, the thieves' guild executive.





  "They said if we fulfill the Madame's requests, we can obtain the whale's horn. Even the part about not selling items for money..."





  "I see. Then, are you young ones prepared to listen to this old witch's requests...?"





  Goooo-.





  Magic power that shook the cabin resonated through the air.





  Of course, it wasn't threatening enough for Gloria and me, but...





  It was enough to clearly feel that, as a woman living alone in this cabin, she possessed enough power to protect herself.





  Gloria said.





  "Cut the pointless threats. If you thought we'd get scared and run away from that, you're greatly mistaken."





  At that, the old witch Esther's magic release stopped.





  "My apologies. Indeed, I wanted to test if you were worthy. If you were the type to run away startled by my magic, you wouldn't be able to fulfill my request. You might even get seriously hurt while working."





  I know Witch Esther didn't have malice. If she had malice, she would have poisoned this Tangcha and killed us.





  Rather, this woman threatened us out of goodwill and kindness. Threatening out of kindness, it sounds absurd, but that's how it was.





  I asked.





  "So, what must we do?"





  Then, the old witch looked up at the ceiling.





  Of course, the expression 'saw' didn't suit a woman who couldn't see, but she raised her head and acted as if examining every nook and cranny of the cabin.





  "Our cabin is quite old, isn't it? It wasn't like this originally, but it was built over fifty years ago, so now I worry the roof might collapse if it snows heavily."





  As she explained, the cabin was old. Although it looked like it had been repaired and adjusted here and there, the feeling of it being worn and old couldn't be erased.





  "This cabin was built by my brother with his own hands. It was made using special logs. To repair it, we need to obtain those logs as planks."





  "Ah, so we just need to get those logs?"





  "Yes. If you go further west from here, there's a forest. Please go there and cut down Minginew trees."





  With the brief explanation, Gloria asked.





  "How do we identify Minginew trees?"





  "That's easy. You just need to cut down trees like the one in the yard. However, you should be careful. The tree Stomps there are ferocious. In modern terms, you'd need to be at least a Silver-tier adventurer to handle them."











   *     *     *











  "Grrrroooan-."





  "Grrrroan-."





  As Witch Esther said, going west led us to a forest. There were plenty of Minginew trees planted in front of her house.





  When we tried to cut them down, tree monsters called Stomps, with axes embedded in their bodies, appeared and caused trouble.





  Stomp ancient trees that Silver-tier adventurers could handle.





  "Grrrroooan...."





  "Grrrroan...."





  Of course, in front of my Wood Release, these bastards were just firewood. Dealing with these guys was so swift and decisive that it no longer requires any special descriptions or portrayals.





  Still, I heard their sap is quite a high-grade ingredient. I should give it to Luna. Hehe.





  "Are you there?"





  And so, I managed to cut down plenty of Minginew trees, carried them on my back, and returned to the cabin.





  Since this process didn't even take half a day, the old witch seemed genuinely surprised.





  "How already...? I thought you had unusual karma. You seem like truly strong individuals. And you don't seem injured..."





  "So, what should we do now?"





  "Then, could you repair the ceiling, the walls with holes, and the fence? Also, if possible, it would be nice if you could clear the snow in the yard too."





  Even with good mana control, it must be difficult for a blind person to repair a house alone. Of course, for me with my golden dexterity, it was damn easy.





  I quickly repaired various parts of the cabin using the nails, glue, and sap wax that were already available in the cabin.





  However, the cabin was further damaged by Gloria's hands as she tried to help me.





  "What, why is this breaking-! You useless planks-! You useless cabin-!"





  "It's not something you can do with brute force. Relax your strength a bit."





  "Even if I relax, it breaks-! It's not my strength, it's the planks' fault for being weak!"





  CRACK-.





  Gloria still seemed unable to perfectly control her strength. I remember having times like that too.





  "Gloria, you don't have to help me right now. Rest. If you needlessly get involved, it'll just create more work, you know."





  "......"





  At my words, Gloria seemed slightly annoyed and kicked her leg hard, 'pak-'. Because of that, the snow piled on the floor scattered everywhere.





  Swish-.





  Look at that temper. If she were my sister, I'd have really given her a knuckle-sandwich.





  Well, I guess I understand. For someone overflowing with energy, staying still must be harder than anything else.





  Just then, the old witch Esther said.





  "You seem close with your brother. Seeing you get scolded and then sulk."





  "What? That guy isn't my brother. Don't say such horrible things."





  "Oh my. Wasn't he your brother? Your karma is so similar. I thought you were definitely siblings."





  "My brother is much kinder and cooler than that guy. And I'm not sulking, you know? Why are you suddenly holding my hand?"





  "I see. The karma between you two... Now that I look at it. Your fate is a bit twisted, young lady. It hasn't been completed."


  


  "What do you mean by that?"
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  Toward Gloria, the old Witch Esther spoke.





  "Your Karma, I see now, has not been completed. What should have originally been one. It has been split into two. Indeed, so that is how it became."





  "What is that supposed to mean?"





  "If I were to explain it with this orange here. The fruit that should have been eaten solely by you. Someone else has shared it."





  "Shared it?"





  "Yes. Your life has changed because of that. You could say that the arrangements someone had planned for a long time have gone awry."





  "Don't think about confusing me with difficult words, old Witch. Unless you want to find out what happened to the Witches who tried to confuse me before."





  "What a healthy young lady. Then, may I ask a favor? I'd like to comb my hair. Since I cannot see, there are limits, after all."





  "Hmph-. What's the point of grooming your hair when you can't even see?"





  "Well, because there is someone I want to show it to."





  While Gloria and the Witch Esther were sitting on the garden chairs having a conversation, I was able to finish repairing the roof and the garden fence roughly.





  Although I patched up the holes and tore out the old parts to replace them with new ones, it was impossible to hide that the Cabin was so old it was reaching its limit.





  No matter how much you keep swapping parts for new ones, the limit eventually comes.





  So I decided to tell her the truth.





  "I've finished the repairs for now. But if heavy snow falls again, I can't guarantee it will hold. I think it would be better for you to just move to a new house."





  "Are you saying... the limit has arrived?"





  "I might not know how to repair houses perfectly, but I know quite a bit about wood. It probably won't even last until next year. It might collapse during the summer rainy season. Please move out."





  "I see. The limit is truly... Actually, I had vaguely expected it. However, I cannot listen to the suggestion to move."





  "Is it because you have no money? From what I see, the jewels and accessories inside the Cabin look quite expensive. If you sell those...."





  At my words, the old Witch shook her head.
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  "It is not a matter of money. When you grow old like me, there are things that cannot be solved with money."





  Seuseuseuseu-.





  Just then, a cold wind blew, fluttering the old Witch's hair. Because of that, Gloria, who had been combing the Witch's hair, ended up throwing a tantrum.





  "Damn wind-."





  "It's a bit cold. Let's go inside. Since you've granted my favor, I will take out one Whale Horn and give it to you." 





  The old Witch's blind, clouded eyes were chasing the empty air. I could notice that she was looking at the wide-open garden gate over my shoulder.





  And that she was waiting for someone here.





  "Please wait a moment. I've hidden the Whale Horn deep inside the Cabin. Along with my treasures."





  Seureuk-.





  As the Witch stepped into the Cabin and lifted the carpet, a secret door-like thing appeared on the floor. The Witch grabbed the lock with her wrinkled hand.





  "Al-ro-ho-mo-."





  As she whispered a small incantation, the lock opened with a dal-kak-. Along with the secret door opening upward, a space about the size of a car trunk appeared below. Inside was a large chest.





  A chest that looked exactly like it would be full of treasures the old Witch had collected her whole life.





  Gi-iik.





  However, contrary to the assumption that it would be full of gold coins or jewels, when the chest was opened, it was full of all sorts of odds and ends.





  A toy rocking horse made of wood and wire, or things like stuffed dolls. A scroll letter written in a child's crooked handwriting was also visible.





  「Grandma-. See you on your next birthday. Come with Dad. Let's definitely live together-.」





  Was this written by the old Witch Esther's grandchild? Contrary to thinking she was single, she seems to be a woman who surprisingly has family somewhere.





  After rummaging through the odds and ends for a while, the woman's hand grabbed something long and conical. 





  What should I call that? It was the horn itself, grown endlessly like an icicle from Gangwon-do.





  Is that the Whale Horn?





  "Exactly the last one left. The Whale Horn that is said to heal any wound. It had no effect on my eyes, but I hope it will be effective for the patient you are trying to save."





  "Did this have such an effect?"





  Accepting the horn, I felt a sense of surprise. It just felt like a giant-sized Bugle chip, but to think it had an effect like a panacea.





  As if my words were the surprising ones, the old Witch spoke.





  "Did you not know? A very long, long time ago. When I still believed in the goddesses of fate. It is a story from when I was a girl, when Ssanghwa tea only tasted bitter-."





  Esther's hazy and clouded eyes turned toward the empty air. I could tell well that her blind eyes were chasing the youth and childishness of the past.





  "Perhaps it was because I cut down a fairy tree when building the Cabin. From a certain moment, I became unable to see. Without knowing the reason. Without knowing the cure. Just from a certain moment...."





  "You mean you could originally see?"





  "Yes. It was probably because I cut down the fairies' tree. Back then, Nymphs used to sting the eyes of those who cut down their trees with honeybees."





  "It's a story from when Nymphs weren't as small as they are now-" the lady added. I knew a Nymph who was close to trees and handled honeybees. 





  Was it a honey-water Nymph like Doris?





  To make a person's eyes go blind by stinging them with a bee. While I thought they were bad, I also thought it might be a natural right of self-defense if someone cut down the tree that was their friend and home.





  The story continued.





  "My older brother, who was my only family, moved around busily here and there. It was to heal my eyes, and then he received a prophecy. Only with a Whale Horn will you be able to open your blind eyes again- so it said."





  "Ah-."





  "So, my brother, Berabel, set off blindly for the southern sea to find a Whale Horn. Good heavens, a horn grown on a whale's head. There's no way such a thing could exist, but...."





  "Then, what is this in my hand?"





  "It's a Whale Horn. In my brother's letter, it was written as such. And that he would return to the Cabin before long. So to wait quietly at home...."





  I felt like I knew why this Witch was living alone and uncomfortably in a crumbling Cabin on the outskirts. She was keeping a promise.


  


  "So, that's why you've kept tending this house. Without living with your grandchildren."





  "Did I... mention my grandchildren?"





  "I saw the letters and toys in the box."





  "Ah-. I see. He's a cute child. My grandchildren said we should live together now. Since they built a fairly large house in the southern land of the city Sodomora. To live together, instead of living alone uncomfortably."





  "But you didn't do that."





  "That's right. If my brother returns while I am away and we miss each other, it would be very sad. So, in case my brother might not recognize the house, I've lived like this, maintaining and repairing it exactly as it was. Until the tree in the yard, which only came up to my knees, grew tall."





  In my vision-strong Rinnegan, this woman's life was quickly replayed. She must have lived alone diligently here, waiting for her brother. Family and friends were made along the way, but.





  Eventually, only she would have remained here again. It is the time it took for a small sapling to grow into a magnificent tree that grandly covers the entire roof. 





  Would it be about half a century?  





  "I always wanted to wait, looking exactly as I did then. You lived diligently. You waited quietly and well. I wanted to be praised. ...But. The Cabin is old. And though I cannot see a mirror, I must have grown old long ago. A grandmother far too old to receive praise like a child-."





  I didn't answer the old Witch who laughed self-deprecatingly with a hu-hu-. However, Gloria narrowed her eyes as she picked up and read the letters fallen on the floor.





  "It's a nuisance to be this stubborn when you have other family members worrying about you. Your brother is probably dead. Since he hasn't shown himself for 50 years. Instead of this foolishness, why don't you return to a normal life?"





  Gloria indeed had little filter in her speech. It was so direct and sharp that even I, listening, felt a sting. But the old Witch Esther didn't seem to mind much.





  "I think so too. I know. At least that my brother cannot return. But. To accept that, 50 years. Yes. Now, I must accept a normal life."





  This winter is the end.





  Now I must really live as a normal grandmother and mother- the woman's voice trailed off bitterly. 





  I couldn't find out everything through this conversation, but I knew at least what I could do. So I slowly reached out and grabbed the woman's wrist.





  "Excuse me for a moment."





  Di-ring-.


  


  『Name: Esther lv. 31


   Status: 《Sting of the Bee Needle》 《Blurritness》 《Knee Pain》』





  "You are reading my Karma? It doesn't seem like an ordinary skill-."





  "Eyes are healed with a Whale Horn. Perhaps, it was a correct statement. Because of the horn that suddenly grew on a whale's head, we met today."





  "What does that-"





  Instead of explaining, I placed my hand on the old lady's eyes. 





  And then I infused a bit of my life force. With that, the items Sting of the Bee Needle and Blurritness were quickly dispelled.





  The Task Points coming in were 50.





  Comparing it to how ordinary curses gave a value of 10, the curses covering her eyes seemed to have been quite effective and serious.





  "Now, do you feel a bit better?"





  At my question, a bluish vitality began to circulate in the woman's hazy eyes. Her pupils, which had been as cloudy as mist, now shone with a clear blue light like the sky.





  "My, my eyes, I can see. Good heavens, such a thing, even the scholars of the Magic Tower and the priests had given up on these eyes. How can this be...."





  The woman, looking here and there at her hands and the Cabin, slowly stood up. And then she opened the door and stepped into the narrow yard where the cold wind was raging.





  Her eyes were looking up at the garden tree that had grown truly large.





  "It grew this much. This much-. The tree that was smaller than my height has grown this big before I knew it...."





  After that, the Witch Esther muttered to herself along with her breath. There were many things she wanted to say, but I decided to just watch.





  A person who had been trapped in darkness her whole life had returned to the light.





  I didn't want to disturb that sentiment, which would happen only once in her life.





  That too was for a moment.





  Eyes holding a bit of moisture soon turned toward me.





  "This old one has committed an impoliteness. I thought you were a special guest, but I didn't imagine you were a god-nim from somewhere. Since there was no reason for you to come to me...."





  "Well, that can happen. If you're someone living alone in a place like this, you might not know my name."





  "Did you say your name was Hassan-nim? Come to think of it, I think I've heard that there are stories about such a young god in the city."





  "Anyway, Whale Horn. I'll take it well."





  "My, my brother, how, what might have happened to him. May I dare to ask?"





  The woman's question was quite urgent.





  "If I no longer wait for my brother and return to a normal life. If I forget my brother. Would he not hate me or something?"





  What was felt in her question were many worries. I was not wise enough to give an answer to that. I have no seniority.





  But I knew what story she wanted to hear.





  "Well. He might scold you. Still, in the end, wouldn't he praise you for living diligently? Since there is no age too late to receive praise."





  In the eyes of an older brother.





  Younger siblings are bound to remain exactly as they were in their thoughtless childhood, no matter how much they age. At least, that's what I thought.





  If I think so, surely other people think so too.





  "Then, let's see each other in Sodomora next time. If you're hurting anywhere else, come to the Temple and give some donation. I'll make your knee pain better too."





  With that, I turned my steps toward the city.





  Still, I felt somewhat proud. Perhaps from next week, I might be able to meet an old and wise Follower at the Temple's worship. If things go well, will she bring her whole family?





  When I was feeling my steps become lighter with that feeling, Gloria, who was walking behind me, said a word.





  "If it were you, what do you think you would have said?"





  "About what."





  "If you were that Witch's brother. If the younger sister you met after a long time had forgotten you and lived happily as if nothing had happened."





  "Well...."





  I thought of my younger sister Haseon-ah. 





  Thinking about it now, am I not also rolling around in this strange place because my younger sister whined about wanting to eat ice cream, so I left for the convenience store late at night?





  So to speak, for me, the Whale Horn was an ice cream cone. The shape is pointy and similar.





  How would I feel when I eventually return home and meet my younger sister who sold my computer, my shoes, and my laptop to use for her own pocket money?





  "I'd be so fucking pissed I'd probably hit her."





  "...."





  "But what can you do. I'd just live like that again, I guess."





  "...."





  She asked me herself, but when I gave a serious answer, Gloria's reaction was quite lukewarm. She didn't even reply. What an ill-mannered brat.





  So while we were walking toward the city without saying a word to each other.





  Gloria said a word.





  "...The snowmen we made. I wonder if they're still there?"





  "I don't know. But since the weather is cold, I don't think they've melted. Shall we go take a look? We have time left."





  "It's not that I particularly want to see them."





  I took Gloria, who was grumbling somewhat, and headed to the park where we had worked hard to make snowmen. Then, there was a fairly surprising sight there.





  In that place where we had made several snowmen, various snowmen that we didn't know where they came from were placed here and there, making it look like a snowman exhibition.





  Even now, various people were in the middle of creating snowmen.





  Watching that, Gloria exhaled her breath.





  "There are even more now."





  "Indeed."





  "Beside the friends I created, other snowmen have increased a lot. While I wasn't looking, a lot."





  "Yeah."





  I looked at Gloria's back as she slowly scanned the snowmen with her fingers. 





  Gloria, touching the snowmen while mingling with the people, looked exactly like an active girl playing with snow.





  Of course, she wouldn't admit it.





  In my head, the image of Gloria from last night, secretly changing clothes in front of a mirror, came to mind. I felt somewhat sorry for her.





  Originally, she would have lived a normal life surrounded by real people, not snowmen. Thinking that made me feel somewhat gloomy, so I found myself opening my mouth without realizing it.





  "It suits you. Doing that."





  Utuk-.





  At that, Gloria's hand, which had been dusting off a snowman, stopped. 





  "What is that supposed to mean?"





  Only then did I realize that I had made a slip of the tongue without thinking. 





  But because Gloria was bristling her raccoon fur as if she would smash all the snowmen if I didn't answer immediately.





  I decided to answer her truthfully.





  "Gloria, touching snowmen like that suits you better than holding a club."





  "...."





  Gloria did not answer.





  She just dusted her palms with a tak, tak. She pulled her raccoon skin down even deeper, kicked the snow piled at her feet for a while, and then spoke.





  "Yesterday and today, there were many people asking if we were siblings while I was with you."





  "There were."





  "It's just the nonsense of stupid residents who can't tell the difference just because our hair is black. You, no matter how I look at it, cannot be my brother. Because my brother wouldn't say such weak words as snowmen suiting me better than a club-."





  "Perhaps."





  Gloria's brother was the strongest warrior among the Samarians I knew. I often imitated his bravery. Perhaps even now.





  If it were such a guy, he wouldn't have said something like making snowmen suiting Gloria better than a club.





  Gloria, with the raccoon over her face, continued to speak.





  "The guys who said such weak words to me. All of them. They were guys with ulterior motives. Because they wanted to make me soft and become my family. Are you like that too, by any chance?"





  "What is like that?"





  "I mean, do you also want to become my family. You're trying to make me soft. To find a gap in my heart, push out guys like Gyubin, Dot, or Olif. And drag me, drag me to a normal life of making things like snowmen."





  "...."





  "I am not a fool. I graduated from Kairos's school with the best grades at a younger age than others. I can tell at least what others want from me. Even what you want from me."





  "What I, from you?"





  "Yes. You've been better to me than all the people I've met before. You even cleared the flames in my head. You gave me a chance for revenge. In return for that. You want to make me your family."





  Family....





  Perhaps it is exactly as Gloria says.





  The kindness I extended to her is purely my selfishness. 





  It could be called a shallow trick, thinking of her like my younger sister, and wanting her to also treat me like a brother, so she would forget the fact that I killed her brother.





  Although I was thoroughly ignoring it enough to deceive myself. It seems I couldn't hide it from Gloria.





  So I couldn't answer.





  In that silence of mine, Gloria added more words.





  "But, if you want to become family with me. I might not be able to refuse, perhaps. Because you are, for now, stronger than the current me."





  "Because following the strong is the rule of the Samarians?"





  "Yes. Because power is absolute to Samarians. You would have gained enough of what you wanted even if you suppressed me with power. But. You didn't do that."





  "...."





  "Now I don't know what you want to do with me. But, whatever it is. You will change the current me into something else that is not me. I can't explain it well. But anyway, that's how it is."





  Gloria's attitude was quite passionate. Thanks to that, the gazes of the people making snowmen around us gathered toward us.





  Without caring about those gazes.





  Gloria asked.





  "What exactly do you want to do with me?"
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  I recall the time when I was still 19 years old.





  Back then, nearing graduation from my student days, I felt quite a significant meaning in the fact that I would soon become an adult.





  Like a butterfly shedding its long winter chrysalis, spreading its wings, and emerging.





  I was feeling confident that I could become anything.





  I optimistically expected that I would quickly become an adult and handle my own share of whatever work came my way, without needing anyone's help.





  I thought I was incredibly old.





  I thought I had matured.





  However, now that I've aged, the opposite has happened. Even though I'm over twenty-five, I still didn't feel like I was an adult.





  I'm still young.





  And I have many clumsy sides.





  Looking back now, the 19-year-old me was truly a clueless rookie.





  To put it metaphorically, I was like a duckling that had just hatched from its egg and was drying its wet feathers.





  Wouldn't Gloria be similar?





  Although she and I lived different lives in terms of growth process, background, and world, I felt that Gloria was still a young kid.





  In some ways, she was even more naive than Nymphs like Paranoy, a truly innocent young girl who hadn't matured yet.





  For such a girl to wander, unable to find her way amidst unfamiliar emotions and situations, was, in a way, natural.





  And it was natural for her to passionately blurt out words.





  Ultimately, Gloria erupted like a volcano harboring lava.





  "...."





  "...."





  And after that, a period of silence squeezed its way between us. Standing there without a word, a chilly wind brushed past us, making it a bit cold.





  Pareureureu-.





  Gloria's body, standing opposite me, trembled like a pine tree hit by the wind.





  I didn't know if it was due to the cold or some other reason, but the shivering girl looked like she would catch a cold and start coughing any moment.





  "If you're cold. It would be good if you wore the clothes I bought you yesterday."





  "Is that what you want from me? For me to wear the clothes you picked?"





  "Yeah. If you're cold, dress warmly. If you're sleepy, sleep. Wake up early in the morning. Get along with people. Don't cause trouble. That kind of thing."





  "...What is that?"





  "Living normally. Like others. Like other ordinary girls your age. That's what I wish for you."





  I thought it would be good if Gloria could live a normal life if possible. Although I couldn't force it. Still, it would be good if she found even a similar peace.





  That way, I wouldn't have to recall my dead friend's face every time I saw her.





  This was purely an act of selfishness.





  That the victim would live happily.





  To that, Gloria merely trembled, offering no reply.





  "...."





  She didn't answer.





  Just as she always had, she might turn and flee into the crowd to avoid hearing what she didn't want to hear.





  So I thought I should say everything I wanted to say before she disappeared.





  "I heard at Goddess Juno-nim's Temple. Your mission, it's all over. But. You can't return to everyday life because you can't forgive yourself-."





  "...."





  "Gloria, if you want to live normally. You can live that way as much as you want."





  "...What if I don't wish for that?"





  If Gloria herself refused to live a normal life-.





  Then there's nothing that can be done.





  I would have surely answered that way.





  "That's a lie."





  But I knew well that it was a lie.





  If I hadn't peeked at Gloria changing clothes in front of the mirror yesterday. I too would have ended up believing her words.





  However, at least the girl I saw yesterday was, in fact, yearning to live a normal life more than anyone else. She was just secretly hiding those feelings.





  Seueuk-.





  I took out the ribbon from my pocket that I hadn't been able to give her yesterday.





  "What, what-?"





  When I held it out to Gloria, she flinched and stepped back a couple of paces, like a wild beast caught in a snare, afraid of a human hand.





  "What, what do you want me to do-?"





  I said to the girl, who asked in a fluster.





  "You, too, actually want to live like others, don't you?"





  "What are you talking about-?"





  "Not a life of wandering alone. Melting your frozen body by a warm hearth. Laughing when everyone else laughs. You want to try wearing pretty clothes too, don't you?"





  "Who are you to talk like you know everything-!"





  "As you said, I don't know. But you know well what you want to do, don't you? Don't deceive yourself."





  Seueuk.





  I took another step towards her.





  Then Gloria naturally stepped back, but ultimately, she was blocked by the snowman she had made, cornered into a dead end.





  "...Geueu."





  Of course, she could just break the snowman and run away.





  However, she hesitated, unable to easily break or do anything with the snowman she had made, as if it were some great treasure.





  Seueuk-. I stood in front of her and slowly held out my hand.





  At that, Gloria recoiled her neck as if she were being attacked. Her appearance was exactly like a stray Cat licking a frozen puddle in the middle of winter.





  It seemed Gloria perceived my touch as an act of aggression, just as those unfamiliar with human touch interpret every action as an intention to attack.





  Seukseuk. I quickly tied the ribbon around her bangs. A red butterfly ribbon was soon tied in her messy hair.





  It certainly couldn't be described as suiting her well.





  But it wasn't that it didn't suit her either; it was just an ordinary ribbon.





  "...."





  Gloria pulled her fur hood down as if none of this pleased her. But when I lifted her raccoon fur again-.





  She bit her lip as if about to burst into tears, her face flushed and colored with various inexpressible emotions.





  "You're making an amazing expression right now."





  "I don't know, you idiot-!"





  Peoeok-.





  Suddenly, my body stumbled forward. It was because Gloria had powerfully jabbed her fist into my abdomen.





  "Geuek-!"





  "You moron! That's what happens when you let your guard down!"





  Gloria showered me with incomprehensible insults, then even powerfully punched and shattered the snowman I had made.
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  "Who do you think would listen to your words-!?"





  With that, she fled.





  Pababat-.











  *       *       *











  By the time I returned to the mansion, the sun was slowly setting.





  Perhaps because of the fresh snow that had fallen in the interim, small Nymphs were lined up in the garden, pushing away and clearing the snow.





  "Aah-! The black man has returned-!"





  Doris, the Nymph in striped stockings who was leading the other Nymphs, spotted me and made a ruckus. Soon, the other Nymphs also swarmed around me, making noise.





  "Hoe-e-e, the black woman came and smashed all the snowmen that Hoenoi made...!"





  "This body, Doris's honeybees were also tormented by having their wings pulled-! She's a Nymph-hating fellow-!"





  Listening to the Nymphs' stories, it seemed Gloria, who had returned before me, had caused various commotions in the mansion.





  "But, she was too strong, so this body, Doris, couldn't defeat that black Kore...! It's so unfair, I still feel like crying...!"





  The Nymphs continued to pour out their grievances to me, having been unilaterally beaten by Gloria.





  To comfort them, I had to give them airplane rides high up several times, or piggyback rides.





  Is this the pain of childcare?





  I fucking wanted to go home and rest. This is tough.





  "Alright. I'll talk to her nicely. Everyone, go about your business now."





  After soothing the Nymphs, I entered the mansion. Inside the mansion, which the Nymphs always kept neatly organized, there was, for some reason, dirt and dust everywhere.





  Sweeping it up was Ignoi, the Nymph of Tears, with short hair and tightly closed lips. Ignoi was in charge of cleaning the interior of the mansion, after all.





  "...!"





  Ignoi, who spotted me while cleaning, approached me and moved her hands and feet flamboyantly. I didn't quite understand, but it probably meant Gloria had made a mess.





  "Gloria scattered the soil from the flowerpots everywhere?"





  "...."





  "Yeah, alright. I'll take care of it."





  I stroked Ignoi's head to calm her down, then headed upstairs.





  Passing the chattering Nymphs on the second floor, and ascending to the third floor used by the mansion guards, I could hear groans from various places.





  "Ow, ow-ow-. It hurts, I said it hurts, Anxious, you idiot-!"





  "You have to bear the pain, Somnia. Medicine that's good for you is usually bitter and painful."





  In the third-floor hallway, Somnia, with scraped arms, was having salve applied by the dark magician Anxious. Not just Somnia, but quite a few others had bruises or injuries on their faces.





  "What's going on?"





  When I asked, Somnia's eyes widened like a student reporting a friend's misdeeds to their homeroom teacher.





  "That idiotic Samarian bitch, she suddenly attacked! Damn it, to let such a bitch into the mansion. We should tie her up with a leash!"





  At Somnia's growling, I could almost picture Gloria rampaging here. She caused all sorts of disturbances after entering the mansion, huh.





  The reason, perhaps, was that I had pushed her inner self too hard?





  "Alright."





  I headed to the fourth floor, leaving them behind. As I ascended to the fourth floor, Paranoy, wearing a gray robe, came running vigorously, as if he had been waiting for me.





  "Hassan-nim, I was waiting for you-imnidat...!"





  "Did Gloria cause some trouble?"





  "Gloria, that wicked bastard of Jupiter, pinched this Paranoy's cheeks mercilessly-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy's two cheeks were flushed red. It seemed the claim of having his cheeks pinched wasn't a lie.





  "I thought she had calmed down, but as expected, Samarians are a foolish and violent race-imnidat...! Like her black hair, her mind is black, clearly unable to think of anything-imnidat...!"





  "Where is she now?"





  "She seems to have gone into her room-imnidat...! Anyway, due to today's Samarian rampage, the morale inside the mansion is not good-imnidat...! It seems the time has come for Hassan-nim, as the owner of the mansion, to make a decision-imnidat...!"





  "Yeah. I got it."





  I had a bad feeling when Gloria scurried away. I knew this was Gloria sending me a warning.





  A warning that if I messed with her, I would suffer an even worse fate.





  This was Gloria's own form of protest.





  Just then, someone came running towards me. Turning my head, I saw Luna, holding Kkeongkkeong-i in her hand, speaking in a hurry.





  "Hassan! Gloria, she stole Kkeongkkeong-i's bread-!"





  "What are you talking about?"





  "Kkeongkkeong-i went for a walk and was bringing bread from the bakery, and she snatched it away! She's a very, very naughty girl-! I'll have to punish her-!"





  ━Hioong....





  Luna, without a moment for me to stop her, flung open Gloria's Door and stepped inside. And less than five seconds later, she was bounced back out.





  "Hie-e-e-ek...."





  "Luna-nim, please come to your senses-imnidat...! That wicked, wicked Samarian, she finally knocked Luna-nim unconscious-imnidat...! This is unacceptable-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy shook the unconscious Luna's cheek, seething with indignation.





  Of course, Paranoy did not enter Gloria's bedroom.





  He merely made a ruckus at the entrance.





  "Hassan-nim, Hassan-nim, you must show her what's what-imnidat...!"





  "Yeah."





  I couldn't help but admit that my approach to Gloria was wrong. And that I had needlessly stirred up trouble by poking a hornet's nest like her.





  So, as the owner of this mansion, to maintain order.





  And to do what was necessary for the out-of-control Gloria, I decided.





  "I'm coming in."





  "Don't come in!"





  "This is my house. What I just said wasn't asking for permission, it was a notification."





  I opened Gloria's Door and stepped inside. There, I saw Gloria, covered by a blanket and growling.





  I strode towards her.





  And then, after flipping her body over-.





  "What, what are you doing-!"





  I overpowered her struggling body, flipped her over, then pulled up her one-piece dress, exposing her buttocks.





  Gloria, who had been struggling for a while, surprisingly stopped resisting once her white buttocks were exposed.





  Her buttocks were a 'smooth birth' type that went very well with her white underwear. But that wasn't what was important now.





  "As I thought, as I thought, that was your intention-. You acted all high and mighty, pretending not to be, but you were like that too, after all-."





  Gloria chattered as if resigned, or perhaps mocking me. It was clear she was jumping to conclusions on her own.





  Towards her, I raised my palm.





  "What, what are you going to do-!?"





  Only then did Gloria also struggle to escape my grasp, but it was already too late.





  I brought it down with an appropriate angle and speed.





  Jjak-!
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  Gloria's skin is as white as snow.





  I struck that girl's buttocks with all my might with my palm.





  Jjak-!





  At that, flesh and flesh created a strong friction. Simultaneously, Gloria's body bounced up like a rocket.





  "Kyaaaak-! Are you crazy!? I'll kill you-! I'm going to kill you-!"





  She must be ashamed of the fact that she was spanked.





  But corporal punishment is inherently shameful.





  The fact that it is shameful and painful must be engraved.





  Only then will she fear the punishment and stop causing trouble.





  Like footprints left on a field of snow that no one has stepped on, Gloria's buttocks were marked red in the shape of my palm.





  Seureureuk-.





  Watching that, I spoke calmly without any emotion.





  "For now, I'm only going to give you five hits. You already got one for bullying the Nymphs. This one is for bullying Doris's honeybees."





  Jjak-!





  "Huyayak-! Let go-! I said let go-! I told you to let go-! You crazy bastard-! Where do you think you're touching-! A man, touching a grown woman's body-!"





  "You're not a woman, you're a child. You and I, we're not in a man-woman relationship; we're going to have a relationship like senior and junior, or teacher and student, so it's fine."





  "Whaat-. Uat-!"





  "This is for making Ignoi's cleaning difficult, for stealing and eating Keong-keong's bread, and even for blowing Luna away."





  Jjak-. Jjak-. Jjak-.





  Taking advantage of the momentum, I deliver all three remaining hits.





  Gloria, who had been growling to escape my embrace, could no longer speak as her waist and body trembled from the consecutive palm strikes.





  "Muuuk...."





  It must have been quite painful.





  If it had been any girl other than Gloria, I hit her hard enough that she wouldn't have even been able to endure such strong corporal punishment.





  But because Gloria is sturdy, hitting her strongly is actually better.





  If I did it weakly, it wouldn't even hurt her.





  "Keuu...."





  Gloria could no longer speak and only flushed red with shame and anger. I said while keeping my arm firmly wrapped around her waist.





  "I was entrusted with you by your brother. So that someday, even if you meet Castor again-. I have a responsibility to make you into a fine girl so that you won't be ashamed."





  "...."





  "Every time you do something wrong, I will find you and make sure you receive punishment. This is a paddle of love. So, from now on, be careful if you don't want to get spanked."





  "Fuck off...!"





  "Sssst, you should use pretty words!"





  Jjak-.





  "Kyaaaaak-!"





  "Now, then, say thank you for educating you. I didn't want to hit you, but I had no choice but to raise my palm for your sake. You should be grateful and say thank you."





  "Why should I-!"





  Jjak-!





  "Keuuuuut-!"





  A child who doesn't listen needs a certain amount of the rod.





  That was my educational philosophy. Since I grew up being hit with a switch by my mother countless times, I know the power of the rod well.





  However, my younger sister, who didn't get hit, grew up to be like a delinquent under my mother's laissez-faire attitude.





  And Gloria is similar to my sister.





  Because this girl lost her family and acquaintances at a young age, she had no opportunity to be scolded or rebuked by anyone. Not even having the chance to receive discipline is actually a very sad thing.





  Because it means that no matter how recklessly I act or how out of line I go, not a single person cares.





  So at this moment, I made a vow.





  The role that her family should have rightfully played.





  I would take it upon myself to do it.





  I am more of an adult than Gloria.





  Leading a young child onto the right path is precisely the role of an adult.





  However, Gloria was indeed stubborn.





  "I won't listen to anything you say-! Never-!"





  "Then until you can live normally as a good child, I will keep scolding you. Because right now, I'm the only one in this world who can do this."





  I am the only one who can scold Gloria. This is the truth without a single lie.





  The strength of Gloria, who was currently struggling to escape from me, was like the writhing of a massive hill.





  Beudung-beudung.





  It's because it's me that I'm able to catch her and hold her still. If it were most people, they would have already been sent flying and slammed into a wall.





  "Let go-!"





  "Hurry up and say you're sorry. Apologize to everyone. Otherwise, you're going to get spanked by me all day today."





  Jjak-.





  "Geuuu, geuuuuu-!"





  Gloria struggled like a forcibly bound lioness, but I instead held her even more tightly. At that sight, Paranoy slowly approached and nodded his head.





  "To think that ferocious Samaritan is caught and getting spanked. It brings back old memories for this Paranoy-itssit...! When I secretly ate my mother's candy, this Paranoy also got his buttocks smacked repeatedly-itssit...!"





  "I also used to get hit like this by the Elder in the past. Though it was when I was very young. Gloria was still a child. Puhuhu-. Seeing her like this, she's cute. Like a younger sister."





  ━Hiooong.





  When even Luna and Keong-keong burst into laughter while looking at Gloria, Gloria's face turned red as if she couldn't bear the situation.





  "Why on earth-! Why can't I shake you off-!"





  "That's because I'm stronger than you. Realize that there are many things in the world that can't be solved with force."





  "...Geuuuuu-!"





  "I have plenty of time. I won't let you go until you apologize and say you're sorry. It's no use trying to hold out with useless stubbornness."





  "Who do you think would say-."





  "Then you just get one more hit."





  Jjak-!





  "Kyauuut-!"





  Gloria's buttocks were already swollen red from the continuous slapping.





  Her white buttocks were quite pretty, like a painting, but now they were stained red with palm prints to the point where one could only feel pity.





  However.





  In the end, she never apologized to me.





  "Then keep staying like that. Is it dinner time now?"





  "That is correct-itssit...! It is said that Ignoi made something called Hamburg steak for dinner tonight-itssit...! Shall we head to the dining hall...?"





  "Yeah. We should go."





  I stood up while still holding Gloria by her waist. At that sight, Luna hesitantly asked.





  "Hassan, what about Gloria...? Are you going to keep doing that...?"





  "I have to. If I let her go now, she'll just run wild again without reflecting. Gloria, if you want to eat dinner, apologize and say you're sorry. Say you did wrong."





  "......."





  Gloria was stubborn.





  In the end, I had no choice but to head to the dining hall with Gloria tucked under my arm. Seeing us, the Nymphs began to whisper among themselves.





  ━What is that-.





  ━I don't know, it looks like she's being scolded-!





  ━She was acting out earlier. It serves her right...!





  Gloria, who must have heard that, growled at the Nymphs.





  "What are you looking at-! Why don't you get lost already!? Is this a show to you!?"





  I spanked Gloria's buttocks once more.





  Jjak-.





  "Uh-huh. You should use kind words."





  "Muuuut, khut...."





  Having been hit repeatedly, Gloria seemed to have become somewhat accustomed to this pain. Perhaps because there were people around, she didn't scream like before.





  I took her to the dining hall where a very large, long table was set. The table is really damn long.





  The food served on it was also as plentiful and diverse as a buffet, so it's moving to feel that I, who used to pack a lot of food from buffets, have succeeded like this.





  "...Hassan, what about the one next to you? Why are her buttocks exposed like that...."





  Hippolyte, who was sitting at the table with Antiope, slightly narrowed her brow as she looked at Gloria tucked under my arm.





  Antiope answered in my stead.





  "I get it. That girl is being scolded, right? Hahahat-! That's totally hilarious. I also used to get scolded like that a lot by Sister Syleia in the past! For smoking magic grass-."





  "This great Doris also has memories of being spanked by Goddess Ceres because the amount of honey collected was less than the quota...!"





  Hearing the stories, it seemed that being spanked was a common form of corporal punishment on this Gaia continent.





  Was it being passed down from my mother to me, and from me to Gloria?





  This was a cycle of its own.





  I said.





  "Anyway, don't mind this girl. Don't even give her food. If you show her sympathy without permission, I'll kick you out too."





  With that kind of vibe, I started my meal by scooping some soup.





  Whether it was thanks to my threat or because they agreed with punishing Gloria.





  No one cared about or spoke to Gloria, who was tucked under my arm.
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  Gloria also just hung there limply, having lost her energy.





  "...."





  She looked exactly like laundry hung on a clothesline after being soaked.





  It can't be helped even if it's pitiful that she's dejected.





  After finishing the meal roughly like that.





  I took her to the Nymphs who were cleaning the 1st and 2nd floors.





  The Nymphs, who had been working until just now and were about to prepare to go home, opened their mouths wide in surprise at our appearance.





  "Hoeee-, Nymph friends, look at that-!"





  I presented Gloria's face to the Nymphs who were making a fuss.





  "Gloria, say you're sorry for making a mess. Apologize to them."





  "...I don't want to-."





  Jjak-.





  "Geuut-."





  The Nymphs laughed as they saw Gloria trembling after being spanked.





  "Seeing her being scolded makes me feel better-! It would have been even better if we got an apology, though-!"





  "I, Ononoi, also got hit like that by my mother when I was a child-!"





  "...."





  Gloria kept her mouth shut tight.





  Her face was already flushed red. It must be agonizing to be scolded while being moved around here and there, as it's unfamiliar, awkward, and embarrassing.





  I know that feeling well.





  Before I even entered kindergarten.





  ━Hey-! Hassan, you come over here-!





  ━Hieeek....





  ━Didn't I tell you not to drink soda at night before bed-!





  ━Hieeek-!





  Was there a time I got scolded terribly by my mother for drawing a map on the blanket while sleeping?





  In the end, I had to walk around the neighborhood with a winnowing basket on my head to receive salt.





  ━You rascal-! You bed-wetter-!





  ━Where do you think you are, coming to get salt-!





  The terrifying sight of the neighborhood grandmothers and ladies scolding me with exaggeratedly stern voices while sprinkling salt on me back then still occasionally comes to mind like a trauma.





  Of course, after that time, the habit of drawing maps while sleeping was completely cured.





  Seueuk, jeobeok, jeobeok.





  Now my footsteps headed to the 3rd floor. Somnia, who was there, looked back and forth between Gloria and me and laughed as if it were absurd.





  "You're treating that ferocious Holy Knight of Juno completely like a child. No, she is a child, but-."





  "Geuuu, wha, what are you laughing at-! I'll rip your mouth open-!"





  "Woah, even if you say that while being held like that. It's not scary at all-. Puhuhuhuhuhu-. Can I try spanking her once?"





  I nodded at Somnia's question.





  At that, Somnia slapped her buttocks without hesitation.





  "My goodness, who would have thought an opportunity to spank Gloria would come in my lifetime? Just the number of our comrades who suffered at your hands is too many to count-!"





  "Could I also try hitting her once?"





  "No, Anxious. You're a pervert. Ah, anyway, I feel a bit relieved."





  Somnia was happy as if a long-standing congestion had been cleared. Schizo, the greatsword mage who had been watching quietly from the side, added a word.





  "...Somnia. ...If you are too ...familiarly rude to ...the little Pluto. ...You might end up like that too."





  "Th-that won't happen-! Hassan and I are close-! Right?"





  "...."





  "Say we're close-!"





  Leaving the mansion's guards behind, I went up to the 4th floor where my bedroom was.





  Gloria's body, having toured from the 1st to the 4th floor in a humiliating posture, was flushed red from her ear tips to her toes, heating up like a warm steamed bun, not just her spanked buttocks.





  "Do you feel like apologizing for doing wrong now?"





  I asked in front of her room door.





  "...."





  Of course, Gloria didn't answer. She must be starting a silent protest now.





  It's a characteristic of young children to be silent like they're sulking for a while and then eventually apologize as if they couldn't help it.





  Do I have to be like this all day?





  So when will she open her mouth?





  Just when I felt like a slight sigh was about to come out.





  "...I did."





  Gloria made a sound so small that it wouldn't even be heard by my sensitive ears that could detect an ant's leg moving.





  "What? You should speak clearly."





  "...I said I did wrong. So, stop it now and let me go...."





  Although I scolded her to hear these words, I felt surprised because I had expected that I wouldn't be able to hear it until the entire day was over.





  I thought she would be more stubborn.





  "Are you not going to do it again in the future?"





  "...Yeah."





  "Next time if you don't listen again, or if you do mean things to other people for no reason, you'll be scolded again."





  "...."





  "You should answer."





  "...Yes."





  "Then it's a promise."





  "Yes."





  Only then did I let go of Gloria, whom I had been carrying around for half the day.





  She pulled down her dress to cover her buttocks and then limped into her bedroom.





  Seeing her attitude being more docile than expected, I began to reflect, wondering if I had been too harsh.





  However, along with that feeling.





  I also felt a sense of achievement that I was able to lead my friend's younger sister onto the right path in place of my absent friend.





  By being scolded like this, hearing rebukes, and living with other people while bumping shoulders-.





  Won't Gloria also be able to continue a normal life, at least to the extent of Luna or Hippolyte?





  Lying in bed, I vowed to take Gloria around from tomorrow and teach her various things. This must be the role I have to take on.





  Then, something occurred to me, so I opened Gloria's door again.





  Gi-iiik.





  "Wha, what-!"





  Then, Gloria, who was showing her buttocks in the mirror, came into my view. Her red, swollen buttocks are a bit pitiful.





  "...I haven't done anything wrong yet!"





  "No, I'm here to apply medicine."





  I showed her the seashell ointment in my hand.





  Originally, corporal punishment is completed as a cycle not just by scolding but by final comfort and applying medicine.





  Even the young Hassan, who had been hit on the calves with a switch and firmly made up his mind that he wouldn't even talk to his mom anymore-.





  Ended up melting away at his mom's touch as she applied medicine to the bruised areas.





  Recalling that memory, I patted the bed.





  "Here, lie face down."





  Heumchit-.





  At my words, Gloria's body hesitated and trembled.





  However, whether a superior-inferior relationship and hierarchy had been established by the previous act, Gloria eventually lay face down before me with a reluctant feeling.





  I spread the cold, transparent ointment thinly over her buttocks.





  "Eung, eueueu, eueuut, eueu...."





  Gloria trembled and made strange noises. Since I'm applying ointment to the injured area, it must be painful. But since it's a medicine specially formulated by Luna for me, who often gets hurt, the effect should be good.





  "Euut, eueu, the feeling, the feeling is strange. It's like ants are crawling...."





  "Still, if you apply this, the wound won't hurt at all anymore."





  Seureuk. Seureureuk.





  She and I didn't speak for a while. Just as I was guessing if Gloria's sulky mood had softened a bit.





  The girl lying face down with her head on the bed muttered something.





  "...It's been a long time since someone applied medicine to me."





  "Really?"





  "Now, I don't even remember. Every day, getting injured. My body. Full of scars. With a body like this, even if I wear clothes like normal girls. It's just strange."





  At Gloria's words, I looked at her calves and thighs.





  Indeed, as she said, there were several scratches on her white, long thighs.





  They are scars closer to those of a warrior than a young girl. Not befitting her age.





  I decided to offer words of comfort.





  "It's not strange at all. And this, it even removes scars."





  I applied the medicine to the many scars on her thighs. Then, as expected of Gloria with her strong vitality, the scars quickly healed and disappeared.





  Seureureuk-.





  Then Gloria bent her leg into an 'L' shape. Thanks to that, the deep inner part of her thigh became visible, so I turned my eyes away.





  "Why, what is it."





  "Apply it to the inside too. There was a place scarred from being scratched by a tree before. If it were my brother, he would have surely applied it to every nook and cranny."





  "...Really?"





  "You said you wanted to fill my brother's empty spot. Then, you should do it like a brother. Because you took Castor away from me."





  At the mention of Castor's name, my heart stung. Before that name, I am a sinner. This girl is the bereaved family. The hierarchy between her and me ends up being flipped.





  However, no matter what, touching this inner part felt a bit morally incorrect. So as I was hesitating.





  "You said I'm a child. Isn't it fine to look at a child's body? Or were you lying to me?"





  Gloria, lying face down on the bed, provoked me.





  Common sense-wise, where is there a child this big? But Gloria doesn't give me a moment to rest.





  "After all that talk about teaching me and scolding me, are you just like the others who are all talk?"





  In the end, I slowly reached out my hand and ended up rubbing the deep inner part of her soft yet firm thigh with my finger.


  


  "Muaeung...."





  Then she began to make a sound like a cat huddled in a dark warehouse. It felt exactly like I was doing something bad, so my body trembled.





  "Why are you making that kind of sound."





  "...Then, ...muu, euheu, ...how can I not make a sound. When you keep touching me, strangely, like this."





  "No, what am I touching strangely? Don't say things that others would misunderstand if they heard."


  


  I decided to finish the inner part of her thigh quickly. Adding the grace of my Agility and Dexterity, which reached 16, nothing was impossible.


  


  "There, it's done. Is that enough?"





  "...No, you have to do the front too. There are more scars on the front."





  "...The front?"





  "Why, is the front not allowed?"





  Seureureuk.





  Like flipping a well-cooked pancake. Gloria rolled her body over.





  And then she slowly lifted her skirt, and at the strange scent of lime, my mind went dizzy.
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  Seureuk.





  Gloria rolled over on the bed like a pancake being flipped. The body of the girl who had been lying face down now turned her front toward me.





  "Do the front too. The front has way more wounds and scars."





  I was flustered for a moment.





  "...That's true."





  Seen from up close, Gloria's front was covered in many fine scratches, like the marks on a car that had plowed through a dense pine forest.





  Because her skin was white and the scars were also white, they weren't noticeable from a distance.





  But looking closely with genuine interest, her body was filled with traces of hardship to an extent similar to my own.





  From the fact that there were more wounds on the front than the back, I could read the story of Gloria's life.





  This girl had faced most of her problems head-on without ever running away. Was it a mindset similar to an experienced barbarian warrior's "A wound on the back is a disgrace!"?





  Certainly, putting aside things like muscles or figure, this is a body closer to a warrior's than a maiden's. So, in a way, it even looked noble.





  Of course, I intended to erase these scars.





  "Then stay still, I'm going to apply the ointment."





  I first slowly reached out my hand toward Gloria's thigh. Her skin was considerably smoother than I expected.





  Seuk-seuk-.





  As I applied the transparent, slippery ointment on top, my hand brushed smoothly over her skin like a figure skater on an ice rink.





  Jil-gyeok, ji-gyeok.





  However, the sticky ointment created quite a distracting sound as it rubbed between my palm and Gloria's thigh.





  How should I put it?





  It was the kind of squelching sound that dangerously triggers a man's instincts.





  So I tried my best to ignore those aspects and focus only on the act of this massage.


  


  Seureuk-.





  As I did, Gloria's knees bent upward, making the space between her thighs and her protruding buttocks even more prominent.





  With her legs spread in an M-shape like a frog, I felt like my face was burning.





  The reason, obviously, was that the places that should be secretly and preciously protected and hidden were now revealed before my eyes.





  Even though she was wearing white, modest underwear, the slightly emphasized sensation made it feel like the blood in my head was boiling.





  Still, I had no intention of falling for this girl's provocation.





  That's right.





  This was a provocation Gloria was directing at me.





  A provocation asking if I wouldn't look at her with lewd eyes even when she went this far.





  If I were to fall for this, she would surely insult me with something like, "As expected, you're just like all the other men."





  In the end, I would become a hypocrite with nothing but smooth talk, and I would surely lose the right to discipline or advise Gloria.





  That Gloria. Does she think too little of me?





  She must still be angry about getting hit on the butt earlier.





  But I won't just let myself be toyed with like this.





  -Rinnegan, Ocular Technique Modification-!





  I modified the ocular technique of my Rinnegan, which possessed powerful visual prowess. It was none other than half-closing my eyes.





  Creating what is known as Blurred Eyes.





  With that, my vision became incomplete, and most things were just lumped together as blurry images. I mastered this back when I was a Vigorous High Schooler.





  It was when I read a post saying that if you want to enjoy a mosaic work vividly without a screen, you should use Blurred Eyes.





  A mosaic work seen with Blurred Eyes not only loses the screen but everything gets lumped together and blurred, so in the end, nothing is visible, and it stops causing excitement.





  This is the principle I mastered back then.
 
MnZBMElkRjFKc3ZCR0RiWklQRlA5WlZINzRaZThhUzZ1cnMyS01IbEgxWWtBTDYxMkRLZ09jazVuSzFLdVdoTQ




  Now I could focus on a wholesome massage.





  Wholesomeness.





  Keeping that engraved in my mind, I gripped and released her thighs firmly, pressing down on her lower body overall.





  However, Gloria let out a long nasal hum, "Hreung," as if she wasn't satisfied.





  "Massage? I never asked for something like that. You just need to apply the ointment."





  "Ah, is that so?"





  When I touch a woman's body, a massage just comes out habitually. Damn it, I was in the middle of applying ointment, not giving a massage.





  I forgot because I was worrying about so many things.





  But as I tried to pull my hand away, she said while her legs trembled slightly.





  "But, I think it's okay. Keep doing it."





  "Really?"





  "It shouldn't just be punishment for doing bad things. If I do something good, you should give me a reward too. Since I promised to listen well from now on. Give me a reward."





  Gloria was laying out the logic of rewards and punishments.





  In education, no, in any matter at all, rewards and punishments are a very simple yet clear truth.





  To the point where if someone asked to present a principle that motivates people more than that, one would hesitate to answer.





  For Gloria to see through that, she seems to be living up to her reputation as an honor student in Kairos's Hero Classroom. She's surprisingly sharp.





  "Then, promise again that you'll behave well from now on. Then I'll give you a massage as a reward."





  "I got it. Just hurry up and knead me."





  Her attitude in answering wasn't very pleasing.





  But would this be barely enough to pass?





  Anyway, since it came to this. I diligently massaged Gloria's thighs and calves.





  Except for the minor scratches on her skin, her joints and pressure points were healthy and unblocked like a superhuman, so there wasn't much for me to press and relieve.





  Originally, massage is an act good for making a healthy person even healthier.





  Hoping that a healthy mind would dwell in a healthy body, I stroked down her calves and ankles. Thus, my hand headed toward her small feet.





  Humchit-.





  "Wh-, where do you think you're touching right now?"





  Gloria, who had been provocatively tempting me with her legs wide open without any shame, trembled in surprise like a puppy hit by a rubber band when I grabbed the soles of her feet.





  "Where else? I'm going to do a foot massage."





  "Are, are you crazy? That's, that's enough for the legs-! You don't have to do there!"





  Seueuk.





  Saying that urgently, she even buried her legs under the blanket to hide them.





  I know better than anyone now that for women in this world, feet and soles hold an important perspective regarding chastity and purity.





  Still, I thought the tomboyish Gloria would be a bit different. I came to think that this girl was indeed a girl after all.





  "...That's enough for the massage. You can go."





  Seureuk-.





  Gloria, not content with just covering her legs, pulled the blanket up to the top of her head.





  "I haven't even started on the upper body yet?"





  "...I said, it's enough...!"





  Gloria had become defensive like a clam closing its shell. Is she angry because I touched her feet without permission? If it's like this, anything more I say will just be bounced back.





  Tak-. I placed the ointment on the shelf next to her bed.





  "Then you have to apply the rest yourself."





  "...I got it. Just get out of my room-."





  Get out of my room-she says. This is my house.





  However, I know well that high school girls, girls just turning twenty, are originally more fickle and unpredictable than lightning striking from the sky.





  So I closed her door properly and went into my room next door.











  *       *       *











  The next morning.





  I was in the hallway in front of my room, checking the list Gloria had given me.





  『Goddess Juno's Errand Items.





  The song of a pheasant. ( ? )





  The laughter of fairies. ( ? )





  The horn of a whale. ( O )





  The tears of a virgin who just turned twenty. ( ? )』





  The only thing confirmed was about the whale's horn.





  I don't know where to get the rest of the items. The song of a pheasant or the laughter of fairies don't even seem like physical objects in the first place.





  Do I have to record them with some kind of device?





  Recording-as I was thinking how to do that, I soon remembered that Paranoy had my smartphone.





  Just record the sounds with that and it's over.





  "Excellent."





  It was a very genius way of thinking, even if I say so myself. Is this the potential of Hassan, who has gained the intelligence of a quad-core?





  Then I can just go to the breeding farm and record the pheasant's song. For the fairy's laughter, it should come out if I just tickle Paranoy's side.





  The rest is the tears of a virgin who just turned twenty.





  I carefully thought back to see if there was a virgin who just turned twenty around me.





  Luna?





  No, Luna will be twenty-one this coming spring. Hippolyte is roughly twenty-five. Paranoy is twenty and somewhere around there.





  Antiope?





  If my memory is correct, Antiope is the same age as Luna. Then she should still be twenty.





  In that case, should I go and ask Antiope once?





  The route is being established step by step.





  Now Gloria just needs to come out of her room.





  Unlike her usual self, who was always out waiting before me, today she hadn't come out even though it was almost lunchtime.





  Is it because of what happened yesterday? Does she have no strength because I made her skip dinner?





  Just as I was wondering if I could do this task alone without Gloria, who was supposed to be the supervisor, and was about to knock on the door.





  Beol-keok, gi-i-ik.





  Gloria's door opened inward first.





  "Why are you so late? Did you oversleep or some... oh...."





  Soon, the appearance of the girl who appeared behind it was something so surprising that I stopped mid-sentence.





  The first thing visible was a white, voluminous cotton shirt with open shoulders and a chest area so prominent it looked like the buttons were about to burst.





  Below that, a brown leather corset wrapped around her waist, further accentuating her hips and chest.





  Even further down, she was wearing a short brown pleated skirt and tight black stockings with boots that came up to her calves; perhaps because her proportions were good and her legs were long, it suited her incredibly well.





  "Ho, how is it-."





  Her long black hair, instead of its usual unkempt, fuzzy feel, had been diligently brushed after applying scented oil, so it was neat and settled calmly.





  The back seemed to be tied and swept back with a red butterfly ribbon.





  "I asked how it is-."





  If it weren't for the raccoon fur she was wearing like a scarf, I wouldn't have even thought this girl was that Gloria.





  It was a common, ordinary active outfit seen on female adventurers. But as expected, it can look this different depending on the person wearing it-.





  I was very moved by the fact that Gloria had worn the clothes I bought for her.





  Because it felt like I had pulled Gloria toward an ordinary and peaceful life, the life my friend Castor wanted.





  However, when I didn't speak, lost in appreciation with my mouth in an 'O' shape, Gloria shifted her gaze here and there while scuffing the floor with her sturdy boots.





  "...It's bothersome. Fluttery. I, I know it's weird."





  "No. It really suits you. You should have dressed like that sooner."





  "...You don't have to praise me with such transparent words. It took hours just to get dressed and tidy up. I've never done this before. I don't even know how to do it. It's just a waste of time. It's uncomfortable to move too-."





  "No, I'm saying it really suits you? Should we ask other people together?"





  "Forget it-! Anyway, just for today. I'm going to wear it. Since there's the sincerity of you spending money to buy it. It's not like I wore it because I wanted to."





  "Do as you please. I gave it to you. Then, we're going to move around busily here and there today."





  I decided to take Gloria and walk around the inside of the mansion first.





  Because I had to find Paranoy, who would be holed up somewhere in the mansion, get the smartphone, and record the sounds of birds and fairies.





  However, I couldn't tell where Paranoy was holed up. He would find me so easily when I didn't want to meet him. But when I try to find him like this, he's nowhere to be seen.





  A guy like a sergeant in his last days of service.





  I decided to ask the other Nymphs.





  "Hey, Doris. Have you seen Paranoy?"





  "If it's the sister, ah, um, uh, I haven't seen him today-!"





  "I see. And you don't know where Antiope is either?"





  "More importantly, who is this black Kore next to you? Black man, where did you steal another weak and pitiful Kore from...! This Doris is a friend of Kores, I cannot tolerate this...!"





  Doris, who was tending the winter garden with bees, shouted at me in anger. Did she not recognize Gloria, who was following behind me?





  "She's not a Kore I stole from somewhere, she's Gloria."





  "My goodness, that tomboy turned out like this...! This is very surprising...! Sisters, everyone come over here...! Hoenoy-! Ononoy-!"





  "Hawawa, Sister Doris, what's the matter...?"





  "This Ononoy is a busy person...!"





  At Doris's fuss, the Nymphs who were killing time in the garden and stealing their wages flocked between us.





  They were all surprised by the sight of Gloria dressed like a civilian.





  "Since there's a cute Kore, we must decorate her-!"





  Everyone nodded as Doris shouted while raising her hand high.





  Soon they scattered in all directions of the garden, made wreaths, brooches, and flower rings out of winter flowers and leaves, and put them on Gloria's head or fingers.





  Of course, Gloria was awkward, saying, "Wh, what are these girls. Nymphs. Go away-!" but she didn't chase the Nymphs away.





  In the end, Gloria's appearance, which had been pretty but somewhat awkward, was decorated even more brightly with the help of the meddlesome Nymphs.





  Perhaps because of her appearance with flowers on her hands and feet, it felt like early spring had arrived. Seeing that, Doris nodded as if satisfied.





  "I thought she was an unpredictable tomboy. But since she's so well-behaved, she's like the Goddess of Youth...!"
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  Just last night, the Nymphs were gnashing their teeth at Gloria.





  But today, perhaps because they liked Gloria, who came dressed neatly, the Nymphs didn't hide their interest in her.





  They even used the combs and ribbons they held in their pockets to decorate Gloria's hair.





  "Hoe-e-e, for her hair, would it be better to decorate it with flowers...?"





  "In this Ononoi's opinion, ribbons would also be good...!"





  They chattered and laughed, as if they were very pleased with the sight themselves.





  Doris said.





  "A young kore not yet over twenty, indeed, it's fun to doll her up...!" 





  Nymphs like young girls. The younger and purer, the higher their favorability, I suppose.





  Also, they generally held goodwill towards demigods with divine blood, or children of gods, even if they weren't necessarily young and pure.





  In that sense, Gloria had several commonalities with the Nymphs' preferences.





  She was young, pure, and inherited the blood of Jupiter, who was called the King of the Gods. It wouldn't have been strange for Gloria to have a Nymph companion from the start, I suppose.





  Of course, Gloria just kept her lips tightly sealed and darted her eyes around, as if the situation was awkward and difficult for her. 





  When face powder was added, she even coughed, *kollok-kollok-*, chasing the Nymphs away in a flurry. Though they quickly clung back to her.





  "Don't just watch, do something about these guys-!"





  "Once Nymphs get fired up, even I can't stop them."


  


  I lightly dismissed Gloria's plea for help. 





  Soon, Hoenoi, a Nymph with maple-colored hair braided into pigtails, held a mirror up to Gloria, whose face was now made up.





  "Look at yourself, just once...!"





  Gloria's reflection in the mirror was quite sparkling and radiant. Women's makeup truly is like magic, as the difference between wearing it and not is quite significant.





  Gloria, who originally attracted many men's attention even with a bare face, excluding war painting. 





  With the Nymphs' skillful makeup added, she indeed looked incredibly radiant.





  "Th-this is...."





  Gloria also seemed a little surprised looking at her own face. Her eyes, as she looked in the mirror, sparkled like a pond reflecting the black night sky.





  She must have liked her face.





  However, Doris shook her head regretfully.





  "It would have been good if there was some rouge for her lips...! Black man-! If you're going around the city today, buy some rouge...! Also, wool for the Nymphs, and sugar water for the bees working in winter are needed...!"





  Doris continued to rattle off the things she needed. 





  Soon, several Nymphs flocked around, talking about candies, dolls, newly made watering cans, and hoes, so I diligently wrote them all down in my notebook.





  "Alright, I'll buy them when I have time. Anyway, has anyone seen Paranoy?"





  At that, Ononoi, a Nymph with blue bobbed hair, spoke.





  "Paranoy said he was going to Luna-nim's workshop...! The wedding preparations are almost done, so the bride has many things to prepare...!"





  "So he went to Luna's workshop."





  However, when I tried to turn my steps towards Luna's workshop, the Nymphs stopped me.





  "During the bride's purification ritual, the groom-to-be must not see her while the sun is up...!"





  "Ah, there was such a thing."





  For a while, I couldn't see Luna's face during the day. I don't know the details, but it's a tradition of this Gaia continent. Is it like social distancing before marriage?





  In the end, other Nymphs called Paranoy over.





  "Hassan-nim, why did you call this Paranoy...? Have you finally decided to raise this Paranoy's salary to 50 gold per month...?"





  "50 gold a month is too much. What are you going to do with all that money?"





  "No amount of money is enough-imnidat...! Ah-!? More importantly, is this gentle girl here, by any chance, Gloria...!?"





  Paranoy also seemed to have noticed Gloria's transformation.





  "I had no idea-imnidat...! That wild bastard child of Jupiter, to become such a beautiful kore...! Th-this is Hassan-nim's education...? Indeed, indeed, it's amazing-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy trembled like a puppy needing to pee. Before his neurosis flared up again, I quickly told him what I needed to say.





  "You have my smartphone, right?"





  "It's here-imnidat...!"





  I took the smartphone from Paranoy and turned on the recording app. Then, I tickled Paranoy's side with my finger, making him burst into laughter.





  "Mheu-hat, heu, ha-heu-hat, heu-hee-hee-heet-!"





  "Good, it's well recorded."





  Now all that remained was the pheasant's song and tears.





  Easy.











  *       *       *











  The pheasant is a bird of this Gaia continent. It looks sleek like a pheasant, but its taste is quite mild and fatty, tasting exactly like chicken.





  Luna really loved that taste.





  So, back in my Iron Tier adventurer days when I had no money, we often bought one pheasant and shared a leg and a wing each.





  The bird's cry, as its name suggests, is a bit noisy-*kkwiiing, kkwiiing*. I used to think it was just an unpleasant sound.





  But now, there was no sound more welcome than that.





  ━Kkwiiing. Kkwiiing.





  "Is that enough? Honestly, this is the first time I've sold pheasant cries. Doesn't matter since I got paid."





  "Goodbye."





  I was able to record their noisy cries well from the pheasant merchant located south of Sodomora. With this, only tears remained.





  Since this too was obviously much easier to obtain than a whale's horn, I felt as if all my tasks were complete.





  I also realized that finishing a long quest and becoming free was surprisingly a good feeling. 





  I could somewhat understand why the Holy Knights were so desperate for freedom.





  Therefore, my attention naturally turned back to Juno's Holy Knight.





  Gloria, who had been quietly following me all day without causing any trouble. She seemed overwhelmed by the gazes directed at her from all around.





  "Everyone's staring at me-. Clearly, I'm strange. Because I'm wearing something that doesn't suit me...."





  She seemed to be at her mental limit. Did she even realize that her thoughts were leaking out as muttering?





  But I understood.





  All day today, the gazes on Gloria were several times more intense than usual. Gloria already drew attention with her striking exotic looks.





  But perhaps because of the Nymphs' deliberate styling and her feminine attire, she was attracting people's eyes and interest like a magnet today.





  ━Look at that, was there such a girl in Sodomora? Her face is just glowing, isn't it?





  ━Samarian? No, the Samarians I know wear leather rags and eat roasted locusts....





  ━How is that a Samarian? Her hair is so dark and shiny, like chestnuts. It's like silk.





  ━Look at the man next to her. Now that I see it, it's Hassan-nim of the Black Temple. Could she be Hassan-nim's younger sister? What kind of goddess is she-!





  It's a natural instinct for people of all ages and genders to be drawn to what looks good. The current Gloria seemed to be shining so brightly that she made me, with my strong presence, look like a mere escort.





  "...I want to take it off. I shouldn't have worn something like this-."





  However, Gloria seemed very unfamiliar with all this attention on her.





  "...It's uncomfortable to move, too. Everyone's laughing at me!"





  For her, who had always heard whispers and seen eyes stained with fear from others, this focus of attention seemed to shake her heart more strongly than any attack.





  Of course, I was used to this kind of situation.





  The feeling of the women I accompany being noticed.





  It was like this when I was with Elfriede. And I often experienced it when I was with Luna or Hippolyte, so now I'm even used to feeling proud.





  Indeed, for both men and women, nothing elevates one's shoulders like the shining appearance of their companion.





  "Everyone's laughing at me-."





  However, Gloria's state seemed to be reaching its limit.





  Was it a bit excessive to make her walk around all day in unfamiliar clothes? 





  So, before she completely blew up, I decided it was time to return to the mansion.





  On the way back, carrying a load of items the Nymphs requested, I detoured to the park where we had made snowmen together last time.





  Perhaps because the day was unusually cold, the park was quiet with few people. But that tranquility seemed perfect for calming Gloria down.





  "How is it? After walking around like a normal person for a day."





  "It's awful. No club. No weapon. If someone attacks, I'll be defenseless. How does everyone live like this?"





  "With you and me walking together, who the hell would attack?"





  "Anyone-!"





  Would a long-abandoned stray dog show this exact behavior when picked up by an animal welfare organization? 





  Gloria seemed to firmly believe that someone would surely come to harm her.





  Just then.





  Pasaseuk-.





  Something broke.





  I turned my head and saw some punks smashing the snowman that I, Gloria, and several others had painstakingly made.





  "See, smashing it is fun-."





  "Isn't it a nuisance to make something like this on the street-."





  They kept smashing the snowman with clubs, stones, and their hands and feet, laughing loudly as if it were the most entertaining game in the world.





  "Freeze, break-!"





  "Heu-hee-hee-."





  Of course, I understood.





  Making a snowman means you must be prepared for it to be broken by someone. Perhaps, one could even say a snowman is completed by being broken.





  However, among those snowmen was one Gloria had made.





  I remember she even named her friends, Dooly, Note, Gyu-bi, and so on. So, as I watched anxiously.





  Gloria surprisingly watched the situation calmly. She spoke in a voice more composed than I expected.





  "As expected, someone always breaks them."





  "Should I tell them to stop?"





  "Leave them be. It's just a doll made of snow, after all. Besides, if I get angry at those guys, you'll punish me for doing something bad, won't you?"





  "Oh. So you do know."





  I thought she'd lose her temper instantly, but Gloria was truly keeping her promise today, living a normal life.





  It's touching. My big brother act is working.





  "And, Hassan, you said you'd give me a reward if I behaved well, right?"





  "That's right."





  "I actually have a favor to ask you. It's nothing big. It's just, my birthday is coming up soon."





  "Birthday?"





  Gloria was the type to speak her mind. Seeing her hesitate, I wondered what she was about to say.





  "My birthday is, uh, January, 1st."





  "What, that's tomorrow? So, what about your birthday?"





  "It's nothing special. Originally, on my birthday. My brother used to catch a big deer. And cook it for me. I'm not really asking you to do that, but...."





  It was just then, as Gloria was hesitantly speaking.





  Seuseuseuk-.





  Something flew towards us.





  What was it? An arrow? An enemy attack? 





  No, it was different from that. It was just a snowball. A snowball flew towards us. Gloria reached for her waist, then-.





  "Ah-."





  Realizing her club wasn't there, she caught the snowball with her palm. At the same time, the snow scattered in all directions, blocked by her palm.





  Pasaseuseuk-.





  As a result, the scattered snow sprinkled on Gloria's face, body, and hair. 





  Gloria's body, hit by the slushy snowball, was thoroughly soaked, revealing her skin clinging to her white shirt. She looked literally like a drowned rat.





  ━Ah, I'm sorry. Why did that fly over there-.





  Several men who were throwing snowballs at each other in the distance bowed their heads towards us. The snowball that flew at us was an errant shot.





  Although I generally understood the situation.





  Gloria, whose clothes were wet, seemed quite shocked.





  "My, my clothes-."





  "Ugh, it's all wet. We'll have to go home and dry it. If you don't want to catch a cold."





  "My, my clothes, my hair, everything, it's all soaked."





  "Gloria-, wait-."





  Pababat-!





  Before I could even react, Gloria darted out. Like a hunting dog unleashed, she shot out like an arrow.





  She ran towards the people who had thrown the snowball at her, grabbed them, and threw them.





  ━Uh-oh, what-.





  ━R-run-!





  Watching people flying around, I quickly snapped back to my senses. I, too, got up from the bench and ran towards them. 





  And I grabbed Gloria's shoulder, who was rampaging like a runaway train. Only then did she finally stop, as if calmed down.





  "Hey, stop it."





  "Those guys.... They dirtied my clothes, the necklace the Nymphs made-."





  "I know. But-. If you rampage like that...."





  I couldn't say anything more.





  It was a brief moment, but her clothes, after her rampage, were torn in various places. 





  The wreaths, flower rings, and bracelets the Nymphs had made were trampled on the ground, unrecognizable.





  It looked more pathetic than I expected.





  When I paused for a moment to think.





  Gloria's shoulders heaved greatly, then she tore off the leaves and rags that had become her clothes, *tuduk-*.





  "As expected, I don't suit this.... I tried hard today. No, lately. But it seems it's not working...."





  On Gloria's face, water droplets streamed down, perhaps from the melted snow that had just hit her.





  As a result, the makeup colors on her black eyelashes smudged, making her face look like a flowing galaxy.





  It looks like she's crying.





  Of course, Gloria crying. It's an unthinkable thing, but.





  I slowly approached her and decided to wipe away the moisture. Then, I took off my outer jacket and wrapped it around her.





  "Hey, clothes are naturally meant to get worn out and old. They're consumables."





  "...Then, you won't punish me...?"





  "I'll let it slide once. Yellow card. Warning. Three of these make a red card. Out."





  "...Hassan, why are you so good to me?"





  "Well-."





  "Because I'm your brother's sister...?"





  Gloria, wrapped in my clothes, slowly lifted her head. 





  Even I, a simpleton, could clearly tell that her sparkling eyes were making some intense demand.





  She said.





  "Hassan, don't be too good to me-."





  "Suddenly, what are you talking about? This is the first time I've heard someone say not to be good to them."





  "The better you are to me, the more I can't remember my brother's face-. Lately, even when I try to recall his face, all I see is black hair, black eyes-."





  "That's enough to remember him, I guess."





  When I laughed nonchalantly, she shook her head.





  "Eueuung, no, that's your face...."





  Seueuk.





  It only took a short time to realize Gloria was standing on her tiptoes. 





  But it took quite a while to realize that her face had suddenly come close and met mine.





  Something soft touched my lips.





  I don't know what it is.





  No, actually, I do know. 





  It was Gloria's lips. Gloria had pressed her lips against mine. I was so startled that my hair stood on end.





  It was around then that I realized this wasn't just a simple kiss. 





  The magic power and divine power boiling within me began to be sucked into Gloria.





  "Eueup-."





  Despite trying to push Gloria's shoulder away from that sudden sensation, it was no use. Like this. I'm going to be sucked in like this-!
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  It was a vortex.





  Why mention a vortex all of a sudden?





  That's because it felt like my consciousness, soul, and stamina were being sucked into an infinite spiral! Just like a vortex!





  It was a sensation like I would disappear if I didn't put all my effort into holding onto my consciousness, even a little.





  "Ughhh-."





  I wonder if this is how ants feel sinking into an antlion's pit?





  Maybe the feeling of a deer struggling to escape the swamp is like mine right now.





  With my vision suddenly darkening and flashes like lightning bolts swirling in my head, I couldn't possibly regain my senses.





  I couldn't tell what was happening.





  The only thing I could vaguely guess was that something unexpected had happened because Gloria kissed me.





  If so, maybe I could resolve this situation by getting Gloria off me?





  Reaching what I thought was a wise conclusion, I tried to push Gloria's shoulder with all my might to get her off.





  "Thud-."





  However, Gloria's body was like a rock or a lump of iron, showing no intention of moving at all. I don't know how this is possible.





  My current strength should be more than enough to overpower Gloria, right?





  "Haa-."





  Gloria parted her lips as if short of breath from the rather prolonged kiss. It was only for a moment that I thought I could also catch my breath and thoughts.





  "Your strength is overflowing-. More, more.... This is amazing...!"





  Gloria pushed my shoulder, knocking me over. Pushed over by an unbearable strength, I ended up sinking as if buried in a white snowfield.





  *Rustle-.*





  Although the snow touching my back and face was cold, Gloria's body covering mine was so hot, like a ball of fire, that I felt like I would get burned.





  "More.... I want more, more...."





  Gloria, who climbed onto my stomach and looked down at me, had black, deep eyes. It was like an unfathomable sea, filled with fear.





  Perhaps because of that, one of my childhood traumas came back as a flashback.





  ━Hassan, let's go fishing-.





  How old was I? In my childhood, before I even started school or kindergarten, I couldn't count my age.





  I remember heading to a nearby reservoir with my father for night fishing.





  The reservoir, where I often played skipping stones with my younger sister, looked like a completely different place just because the darkness of night had descended.





  The water, which had been clear enough to reflect my face, was pitch black and eerie, as if it were filled with ink.





  I wouldn't be exaggerating if I said I became afraid that water spirits or giant whales might be lurking beneath it.





  And those eerie things have a way of subtly drawing people in.





  As my neighborhood friends said, I was peeking nervously, wondering if there really were water spirits, when my father said.





  ━Hassan, isn't it possible that a motorcycle and a truck fell into this reservoir? Uncle Yongdal's truck. It fell into the reservoir and they couldn't find it in the end.





  "Really?"





  ━Yeah. Take a peek once. You might see it. It's a big truck. You'll probably see it.





  Uncle Yongdal's truck was famous in the neighborhood. It was so big that he always had trouble navigating the narrow roads.





  That huge thing fell into this reservoir? I never knew. No wonder I hadn't seen it in the village parking lot lately.





  *Slide-.*





  ━Vroom-.





  As I lowered my head into the dark water and peered into the depths, it felt like I could hear the truck's roaring engine from within the dark water.





  It felt as if it were calling me, giving me chills.





  Did it really swallow that huge truck without a trace?





  The night reservoir can swallow anything, huh.





  It felt like an endless stomach, capable of swallowing me, my father, my sister, the whole village, and still wanting more.





  *Rustle, rustle-.*





  "Huh?"





  Not only the truck's engine, but I also saw something white reaching out towards me from the deep water. I thought they were fish, but...





  Looking closer, they were someone's white hands.





  It was as if countless hands were reaching out from beneath the deep water, trying to grab me.





  ━Hey, what's in there-!





  As I stepped back, my father said.





  ━Yeah. Take a peek once. You might see it. It's a big truck. You'll probably see it.





  I didn't know what I was seeing then.





  And I didn't know what it was.





  After suffering a severe fever, I just thought it was a dream.





  Since then, the memory has become a trauma, sinking deep into the reservoir of my memory.





  That's why I didn't really like dark night seas or reservoirs. They were eerie, like they might swallow me whole.





  In that sense, Gloria's eyes now were like the night reservoir.





  Unusually black and dark, so much so that I couldn't see what was lurking beneath them. Pitch black, scary enough that my reflection wouldn't show.





  It felt like countless hands would emerge from within and drag me in.





  "Hey, wait a minute, something's weird-!"





  I tried to push Gloria away with all my might. But her body was as firm as a nail driven into me, refusing to budge.





  Gloria's hair, which had naturally fallen towards my face as she looked down at me. As the drops of water from the melted snow dripped down-.





  The fear of water spirits, long forgotten, resurfaced and stirred within me.





  "Hieek...!"





  I wanted to escape.





  But I couldn't move an inch. At that moment, Gloria's reservoir-like eyes slowly approached me.





  Right now, I was nothing more than a helpless little Hassan.





  The memories of my nightmares, buried long ago, were coming towards me, wearing raccoon skins.





  *Skitter-.*





  "Now, I get it. Hassan, there's mine inside you. Things that were meant to be mine. I see them in your eyes...."





  Gloria's voice was monotone, without any ups and downs. That's why it didn't sound like a human voice, making my blood run cold.





  Just as Gloria's eyes were getting closer and closer, perhaps to the point where they would overlap with mine.





  Then, her soft lips burrowed into mine again. I had no choice but to accept her tongue, which was slowly exploring my insides.





  *Slurp, slurp-.*





  Can this be called a kiss?





  Anyone could tell this was a form of predation.





  I was literally being devoured by Gloria.





  "It's delicious-. Oh, oh Karma-. It's my first time-. Haa-eup-."





  Her wet tongue is searching for something inside my mouth, tasting every spot without exception.





  The feeling of something leaving me, and her crushing grip on me. And because I was suffocating, I desperately wanted to escape this situation, but...





  For some reason, my strength wouldn't obey me.





  I don't know if I'm getting weaker or if Gloria is getting stronger.





  Then, for a moment, Gloria pulled her head away.





  "Something hard is touching my butt.... What is this...."





  She must have sensed my hard, erect cock. Even in such a critical situation, my cock stands. It feels damn sad, but on the other hand, it's actually good.





  Anyway, I made a momentary gap with Gloria!





  *Skitter-.*





  I desperately moved somehow and reached out towards Gloria's wrist.





  However, Gloria, like a cat pinning down a hamster trying to escape-.





  "No-. Don't run away-."





  *Squeeze-.*





  She grabbed my wrist with her hand and pinned it down in the snowfield.





  I couldn't move even a fingertip. The only thing free on my body was my eyeballs.





  My eyes busily read the letters floating in the air.





  *Ding-.*





  『Name: Gloria lv. 45 → 48


  Strength: 15 → 16


  Agility: 15 → 16


  Stamina: 15 → 16


  Traits: "Master of Whining" "Boiling Head" "Misaligned Wildness"


  Status: "Intoxicated".』





  Gloria's level is 48?





  What on earth happened?





  According to my memory, Gloria's level should have been stagnant at 45. For some reason, Gloria's level had become one higher than mine, who is level 47 now.





  Perhaps with a sliver of hope, I moved my lips.





  "Ho, Chaos-Haa-eup-."





  Long live Chaos-.





  I desperately tried to part my lips to shout that, but Gloria, as if displeased with me, fixed my face as if embracing it and kissed me again.





  "Don't run away-."





  "Ugh-."





  *Slurp, slurp-.*





  With the continuous predatory kiss, my vision gradually grew hazy.





  I finally-.











  *     *     *











  "Hieek-! Raccoon-!"





  I trembled like a mackerel caught on a fishing hook and hauled onto the deck.





  That's because I dreamed I was being pinned down and eaten by a giant, massive four-legged raccoon.





  I had just lost consciousness in a hot place.





  "...What is this. It's my room. Shit. What the hell."





  A dream.





  Yes, it was a dream.





  I was lying in my bedroom, in my mansion that smelled of new construction. From where did this reality begin, and where did the dream end?





  When did I last sleep in this bed?





  I stretched my body in bed and slipped my feet into the plush carpet and slippers.





  As I slowly left my room, I saw Paranoy's crimson hair and eyes waiting at my door.





  "Hassan-nim, you've opened your eyes, Hassan-nim! I believed that Hassan-nim would open his eyes-!"





  "What is it, Paranoy? What happened?"





  "You've been unconscious for half a year, Hassan-nim...!"





  "What, I was asleep for half a year? Shit, shit-! What the hell are you talking about!?"





  I felt like I was about to cry from shock.





  Half a year?





  "Actually, it's a lie-! You were unconscious for about half a day-!"





  "You little brat, messing with people. Haven't you been getting enough head-slaps lately?"





  "Hieek...!"





  *Thump.*





  I raised my fist and swung it at Paranoy's head. But the feeling was a bit strange.





  "Ummm...?"





  Paranoy seemed to have noticed that as well.





  "Hassan-nim, are you perhaps not feeling well somewhere...? Your nymph-hating strength from the honey-slap seems less than usual...!"





  The strength is less.





  Paranoy's assessment was literally true.





  So, with a sliver of doubt, I summoned the letters of Chaos.





  *Ding-.*





  『Name: Hassan Lv. 47 → 45


  Strength: 16 → 15


  Agility: 15 → 15


  Stamina: 15


  Task Points: 1520 → 0


  Blessings: "Shining Hand" "Armor of Night" "Dark Eyes" "Scorched Skin".』


 


  "Holy, shit...."


 


  The stats had decreased.





  Greatly.





  As if someone had stolen them.





  *Crackle.* At that time, there were scenes flashing through my mind. Those reservoir-like pupils. Yes, that was my last memory.





  "Hey, Paranoy. Why am I lying on the bed?"





  "The Saint of Juno brought you, Hassan-nim, who lost consciousness in the snowfield-!"





  "Gloria?"





  "More than that, aren't you unwell somewhere...? You look very haggard-!"





  *Throb.*





  My head hurt. Gloria, huh. I went back into my room to examine my appearance. And there, my face was more haggard than I could have imagined.





  More than that, when I moved my hand because there was a noticeable mark on my nape.





  "What the."





  *Slide.*





  "What is this. What the heck-."





  Those bruises all over my body, they weren't in my memory.





  Like I had cupping therapy, there were red and purple marks all over my upper body-.





  Suddenly, my mind went blank, and at the same time, I realized what Gloria had done to me.





  I was ravished by her-! Could these bruises all over my body be kiss marks?





  Why did my level decrease...?





  What's the reason my Task Points became 0?





  There were many things I couldn't understand.





  The only thing certain was that Gloria must hold the answer to this situation. So I asked Paranoy.





  "Paranoy, so where is Gloria who brought me here?"





  "I don't know-! She just kicked off her spot and headed somewhere-! Her speed was so incredibly fast that it wasn't even captured by my Paranoy's surveillance crystal-!"





  Gloria disappeared...?





  I have a bad feeling.





  It felt like something was crawling up my back.





  It felt like a palm-sized spider was crawling up from my back towards my nape.





  ━*Skitter-.*





  "Agh, fuck, you scared me-!"





  Startled, I turned my head and saw Keongkeong-i on my shoulder.





  It felt like a spider was crawling up my back, and indeed, a spider was crawling up.





  "What, it's just Keongkeong-i."





  ━*Hiiing-.*





  Paranoy picked up that Keongkeong-i and placed it on his palm.





  "It seems Keongkeong-i came because they were worried about you, Hassan-nim! The fact that Keongkeong-i is here means Luna-nim has also returned after finishing today's purification ritual-!"





  "Luna?"





  Just then, a *tatat, tatata-t-* sound of footsteps on the corridor was heard.





  "Hassan-! You collapsed after losing consciousness-! Are you okay-!?"





  Luna, who came running breathlessly down the dark corridor.





  "...You seem fine...? Actually, you seem *too* fine, which might be the problem...?"





  *Throb.*





  My head hurt. Gloria, huh.





  I went back into my room to examine my appearance. And there, my face was more haggard than I could have imagined.





  More than that, when I moved my hand because there was a noticeable mark on my nape.





  "What the."





  *Slide.*





  "What is this. What the heck-."





  Those bruises all over my body, they weren't in my memory.





  Like I had cupping therapy, there were red and purple marks all over my upper body-.





  Suddenly, my mind went blank, and at the same time, I realized what Gloria had done to me.





  I was ravished by her-! Could these bruises all over my body be kiss marks?





  Why did my level decrease...?





  What's the reason my Task Points became 0?





  There were many things I couldn't understand.





  The only thing certain was that Gloria must hold the answer to this situation. So I asked Paranoy.





  "Paranoy, so where is Gloria who brought me here?"





  "I don't know-! She just kicked off her spot and headed somewhere-! Her speed was so incredibly fast that it wasn't even captured by my Paranoy's surveillance crystal-!"





  Gloria disappeared...?





  I have a bad feeling.





  It felt like something was crawling up my back.





  It felt like a palm-sized spider was crawling up from my back towards my nape.





  ━*Skitter-.*





  "Agh, fuck, you scared me-!"





  Startled, I turned my head and saw Keongkeong-i on my shoulder.





  It felt like a spider was crawling up my back, and indeed, a spider was crawling up.





  "What, it's just Keongkeong-i."





  ━*Hiiing-.*





  Paranoy picked up that Keongkeong-i and placed it on his palm.





  "It seems Keongkeong-i came because they were worried about you, Hassan-nim! The fact that Keongkeong-i is here means Luna-nim has also returned after finishing today's purification ritual-!"





  "Luna?"





  Just then, a *tatat, tatata-t-* sound of footsteps on the corridor was heard.





  "Hassan-! You collapsed after losing consciousness-! Are you okay-!?"





  Luna, who came running breathlessly down the dark corridor.





  "...You seem fine...? Actually, you seem *too* fine, which might be the problem...?"





  *Throb.*





  My head hurt. Gloria, huh.





  I went back into my room to examine my appearance. And there, my face was more haggard than I could have imagined.





  More than that, when I moved my hand because there was a noticeable mark on my nape.





  "What the."





  *Slide.*





  "What is this. What the heck-."





  Those bruises all over my body, they weren't in my memory.





  Like I had cupping therapy, there were red and purple marks all over my upper body-.





  Suddenly, my mind went blank, and at the same time, I realized what Gloria had done to me.





  I was ravished by her-! Could these bruises all over my body be kiss marks?
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  Did she hear the news that I had fainted?





  Luna came running in a hurry to check on me.





  When I was hurt.





  When I had to be left alone in the realm of chaos.





  In many moments of crisis, Luna was always the first to find me, a reliable supporter. As expected of my bride-to-be.





  However, that reliability sometimes became a chill as cold as a crescent moon, sending shivers down the back of my neck. Now was exactly one of those times.


  


  「...It seems you're doing fine...? In fact, I think the problem is that you're doing too fine...?」





  In the dark mansion, Luna's emerald eyes, shining in the moonlight reflecting off the window, were slowly narrowing. 





  Her cheeks, which had been stained with worry, were now twitching with various emotions, including anger.





  The kiss marks all over my body.





  Luna must have noticed them.





  「No, Luna-ya, this is-.」





  「What do you mean 'no'-! I even quit my work and rushed here because I was so worried, and then thiiiiis-!」





  Luna was furious.





  Her hair, tied in two, stood on end. A powerful energy erupted from her body like an explosion, making the surroundings ring with a goooo- sound.





  Presumably, Luna's full-body enhancement ultimate technique, Descent of God, had been activated. 





  I know that Luna, having activated Descent of God, is enhanced by the power of night and darkness, gaining power truly like that of a god.





  「Gaaaaah-! Luna Dash-!」





  Luna's transcendent fist aimed straight for my solar plexus. 





  I tried to dodge it, but Luna's agility stat is 14, reaching the realm of superhumans. If enhanced by Descent of God, it's 15. It might even exceed that.





  If it were my usual self, maybe, but weakened as I am now for certain reasons, there's no way I could block or endure Luna.





  There was a major problem with the current me trying to outmaneuver Luna, who had already moved a step ahead. 





  All I could do was scream like a villain getting hit by a combination technique and flying away.





  「Guaaaah-! Luna-yaaaa-!」





  「Luna Punchiiii-!」





  With that, Luna became a pink flash and collided toward me. As her fist cut through the air, the wind pressure made me certain my solar plexus would burst and I'd die-.





  Just as I was seeing that flash of my life before my eyes.





  Utuk-.





  Luna's fist stopped right in front of my abdomen.





  Simultaneously, a massive gust of wind from the punch blew past my back with a hwaaaaa- sound, shaking the curtains and furniture. I don't know why, but it was a relief that Luna stopped her fist.





  「Huuuum....」





  Luna lowered her fist and tilted her head as if something was unsatisfactory. Then, she began to slowly stroke my body with her slender fingers.





  「These aren't ordinary lip marks. Now that I look closer. It's a bit strange.」





  It seemed Luna felt some doubt about the kiss marks that had appeared all over my body. Because they were damn suspicious lip marks, I was saved.





  「Hassan, what on earth happened?」





  「I don't know either. I want to know too.」





  I decided to explain the whole story to Luna properly.





  「You know I've been taking Gloria around with me lately, right?」





  「I know. You took her around like a younger sister.」





  「Yeah. I did. But while we were together, a bit of a problem arose....」





  I wondered how much I should tell Luna.





  Just as I hoped Luna wouldn't keep secrets from me, I decided to tell her the truth without any secrets as well.





  Since Luna and I are going to get married. I can't let her go through something like what happened with Hippolyte twice.





  Chatter chatter-.





  「So that happened. Gloria suddenly kissed me and....」





  「Grrrr....」





  Listening to the story, Luna made a sound like a boiling kettle. 





  In fact, steam was even puffing from Luna's red-flushed face and the top of her head.





  「Even Gloria, that girl? I was going to cherish her like a younger sister, like a sister-in-law. I feel betrayed...!」





  Apparently so.





  Anyway, I then explained everything, including how I felt my power being strangely sucked out, how I actually lost strength and consciousness, and the circumstances of how I woke up.





  「So, you're saying you don't know about these kiss marks?」





  「I don't. I think they appeared while I was unconscious.」





  「Huuuung....」





  Luna narrowed her eyes as if she wasn't quite satisfied.





  「Since Hassan told the truth. I'll believe you.」





  「Right.」





  It feels like I've managed to get through it somehow.





  Seuk seuk.





  Luna continued to touch my upper body. She didn't forget to let out hums and hms, as if there was something bothering her about the red, swollen kiss marks.





  「This feels like it has a ritualistic energy. They aren't normal marks. That's why I stopped my hand.」





  At Luna's assessment, I asked.





  「So there is a problem, right?」





  Could it be related to how I lost my Karma points? If I'm lucky, I might find a way to get them back.





  「Huuuung, it seems Hassan's fortune has... decreased a bit.... I'm not sure. Hippolyte-nim might know. Should we show them to Hippolyte-nim?」





  「To Hippolyte-nim?」





  For some reason, I felt a sudden surge of worry.





  I was worried that showing my body covered in kiss marks to Hippolyte, who has a child in her womb, might cause something bad for both the child and the mother.





  However, the reaction of Hippolyte, who was sitting languidly in a rocking chair in the bedroom reading a book, was surprisingly calm.





  「I was trying to sleep. Are these lip marks? Hassan, it seems you've had another intense bout of adultery with someone.」





  「It wasn't adultery; if anything, I was subjected to forced exploitation....」





  「Hmm-. According to Nyx-dot-ssi, there seems to be a ritualistic effect. I am not well-versed in such things. However, I can certainly tell that your strength, Hassan, is not what it used to be.」





  「What should I do?」





  「It would be best to find an expert in rituals or magic. But if the current Nyx-dot-ssi can't figure it out, an ordinary magician won't stand a chance.」





  At that, Paranoy, who was listening from behind, spoke up.





  「How about asking Anxious or Somnia for their opinion? They might know a lot about this kind of Karma Drain type of ritual-ssi...!」





  「Oh.」





  「Aaat-! Now that I think about it, I, Paranoy, sent them on a business trip to the Kalan region today-ssi...! It will take a week for them to return-ssi...!」





  「Aie, dammit.」





  If Friede were here, I could have asked her.





  Just as I was feeling a bit gloomy because the absence of the magician Friede felt so large, Hippolyte snapped her book shut.





  「So where is Gloria now?」





  「I don't know either.」





  「If Gloria has taken your power, Hassan, there's no telling what might happen. It's best to find her as quickly as possible. I wanted to take a night walk anyway. I'll help you out.」





  As Hippolyte began to get dressed, Antiope, who was leaning against the wall with her arms crossed, asked cautiously.





  「Unni, you have the baby, will you be okay?」





  「It's fine. When we find her, if push comes to shove, the one facing her won't be me, but you, Antiope.」





  「Ueeeek-, me!?」





  「Paranoy, prioritize forming a pursuit team to find Gloria. Release Cerberus. He should know Gloria's scent-.」





  Everyone nodded at Hippolyte's familiar and experienced instructions. 





  Then Luna clenched her fist as if she had thought of something.





  「Should we go see Teacher? If it's Teacher, she might know something about this state...!」





  「Teacher?」





  Who was it that Luna would call Teacher? 





  The first one that came to mind was Circe, the elder of Ideope. 





  But Circe would be in the Ideope archipelago, which would take days of flying to reach, so that's a pass.





  Then it suddenly occurred to me. 





  





  *       *        *











  「Luna-ya, is this really a good idea?」





  「When it comes to things like rituals or curses, you never know what the outcome will be if you delay! We have to handle it as quickly as possible-!」





  Luna's judgment was correct.





  Matters concerning rituals or curses should be resolved as quickly as possible. Regretting it later is just foolishness. However, whenever I come to this street, I find myself shrinking back.





  The Street of Witches, famous even in the western district of Sodomora.





  The reason this place came to be called the Street of Witches was because of a woman who had settled on this street since last spring. And she was, as the street's nickname suggested, a witch.





  What's the point in hiding it?





  This is the street where the witch Nemea lives.





  Luna thought of Nemea, who had taught her various things including rituals, as a teacher. 





  In fact, Nemea, an astrologer and witch, was a woman with vast knowledge of rituals, curses, and forbidden magic.





  One might think of her as a convenient person who gives answers to everything.





  But she is a witch.





  Questions and requests put to a witch always come with a corresponding ruinous price.





  Because I knew that well, every time I walked this street, I felt like turning back, as if I had left the gas on at home.





  I thought I'd never have a reason to come back here again.





  They just keep coming up.





  And so, finally, near midnight, Luna and I stood before the witch's house. 





  When Luna moved her hand to grab the lion-shaped door knocker and went tak-tak, there was a loud rustling sound of something moving inside.





  Soon the door opened with a giiiiik-.





  Suooooo-.





  Strangely, the eerie wind blowing from the inside out was very chilly and cold.





  「Hassan, let's go in quickly-.」





    Luna strode into the old cabin like a hero who feared nothing. 





  As I followed her inside, I saw, just like before, bones, flesh, and organs-whether from beasts or monsters, I couldn't tell-shining inside a transparent, sticky liquid.





  ━Karrrk-.





  Soon, with a strange cry from within, a four-legged beast with white fur appeared. 





  It was the magic beast Nemea kept, Whitey.





  It was one of the monsters born between Typhon, the king of monsters, and Echidna, the queen. Which means it's on the same level as the leather I wear on my head, Regulus, or the spotted Cerberus.





  ━Karrrk-.





  Of course, this fellow was just massive in size; its personality was gentle, and it welcomed Luna like an old friend. Luna stroked the head of the creature as it wagged its tail and asked.





  「Hello, Whitey. Where is Nemea? Is she inside, in the kitchen?」





  ━Karrrk-.





  Then there was the loud sound of high heels clicking on the floor. 





  Soon, the witch appeared, with a peaked hat reaching the ceiling, a bold outfit with open shoulders, and an impressive large chest and slender waist.





  「Hello-. Friends-. Looking at the stars-. Late at night-. There was a divination that welcome friends would come-. I was preparing some tasty refreshments-.」





  The witch Nemea, with her languid voice, appeared before us holding a tray.





  「Sit on the sofa-.」





  She proceeded with the conversation without any particular greeting. I was momentarily frozen in surprise at her slightly changed appearance.





  Luna said.





  「Nemea Unni, your hair.... On your head....」





  「Ah-, this-. Don't mind it-. It's like a price for a contract-.」





  Nemea spoke as if it were no big deal. 





  But it was impossible not to mind. 





  There were pointed animal ears on a human head; shibal, it would be stranger not to mind.





  Is she a half-demon?





  「Anyway-. I heard about you two-. I heard you're getting married soon-? A marriage of young gods-. It will surely be a festival that sets the whole city abuzz-. You'll invite me too, right-?」


  


  Nemea treated us as if everything that had happened between us was a lie. At that attitude, I also sat at the table with half-doubt.





  Of course, I didn't touch the food or tea Nemea offered.





  「You're not going to drink-? It's delicious-. Well-. Fine-. Anyway-. It's truly deeply moving-. Friends who were adventurers struggling even with Goblins-. Before I knew it, you've become respectable-. And marriage-.」





  「Unni, that's not what's important-! Something big has happened to Hassan's body-! Hassan, hurry up and show Unni-!」





  At Luna's urging, I hesitantly pulled up my shirt.





  「Oh my-, how bold-. Those are some nice abs-.」


  


  At that, Nemea's eyes narrowed. 





  I remembered her eyes being red. Now, they were bright like a beast's, with vertically slit pupils that were quite eerie.





  Hururuup-.





  Nemea took a sip of the fluorescent, bubbling tea and spoke.





  「It's Karma Drain-. And a quite high-level ritual formula-. A formula of this level-. It's impossible for a human-. This is the work of a god-.」





  「Unni, what do we have to do to turn this back to normal?」





  「More than that-. I'd like to hear what happened-. I have some personal interest too-.」





  Tak-. Setting down the teacup, Nemea ran her fingertip around the rim of the glass. 





  Seureuk, seureuk, seureuk, seureuk-.





  It might just be my imagination, but strangely, every action Nemea took felt like damn sexual harassment.





  Of course, Luna, who didn't care about that, chattered away explaining the whole story, and Nemea, having heard it all, nodded as if she understood.
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  「Aha-. So that's how it happened-. Juno's Holy Knight-. Gloria-. She was a famous child even to us-.」





  By 'us', Nemea must mean the Gnostics, including herself. The mystics who had a huge influence on summoning me to this world.





  「We were-, the guardians of the task-. Juno's Holy Knight was-, the executor of that task-. It should have been that way-. But the movement of the stars changed-. It got twisted-.」





  「What does that mean?」





  Luna asked as if she couldn't understand.





  But Nemea's eyes, as she spun the teacup, were looking straight at me.





  「Nemea-. Augeas-. Erymanthos-. We were originally destined to bestow the task upon Gloria-. But-. Here, this man appeared-. And everything changed-.」





  「....」





  I fell into deep thought. I feel like I can understand what Nemea is saying. The first thing that comes to mind is Moros, the God of Doom, who called Gloria a half-wit.





  Moros said Gloria was an incomplete Holy Knight.





  Even the old witch Esther, whom I met just a while ago, said that Gloria's task was interrupted and could not be perfected.





  Finally, if I synthesize what Nemea said.





  Could it be said that I took the power or Karma points that Gloria was originally supposed to receive? 





  To put it in terms easier for me to understand, I cleared the quest Gloria was supposed to complete first and snatched the reward.





  「It seems our friend has an idea-. That girl named Gloria-. She merely took back what was originally hers-. However-. She took too much-.」





  I asked.





  「She took too much?」





  「Yes-. She took too much, so-. The Karma of the two has mixed-. Hmm-. I can clearly see it-. That it's mixed-. If the two of you get close like this-. Both of you will eventually end up in danger-.」





  In danger.





  At those words, Luna suddenly shouted.





  「In danger-! How will it be dangerous-!?」





  「Things that are the same have a property of attracting each other-. Hassan, this friend-. He's gradually being sucked into that person Gloria-.」





  「What happens if he's sucked in!?」





  「I don't know-. On one hand-. I'm curious to see how it becomes dangerous-. Whoa-. Put your fist away, kid-. If I get hit by your fist now, I'll have to stay in bed for days-.」





  As Luna clenched her fist and trembled, Nemea smiled slightly. Even Nemea would have to be tense around the current Luna.





  「Unni, find a solution quickly-! Or else, you'll get hit by a Luna Punch-! I'm in a hurry right now-!」





  「The solution is to find Gloria-. And get back what was jumbled-. Or completely become one-. But-. There might not be much time-. I can handle that, though-.」





  「Really!? Then hurry up and handle it-!」





  「Are you sure it's okay-? Then-, excuse me-.」





  Nemea stood up from her seat. 





  And then, she pulled up my shirt and began to lick my belly with her tongue. 





  「As expected-. It's a sturdy body-.」





  「Wh-what are you doing-!」





  At that sight, Luna's hair stood on end as she swung her hand.





  Jjak-!





  「...You vixen-! From the start, you were full of thoughts about licking Hassan's body-!」





  At that, Nemea wiped her split lip with her finger and muttered.





  「No-. That's why-, I asked if it was okay-. I have to-. Lick our friend's body-.」





  「...Grrrr! How can that be-! Don't lie-!」
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  Nemea licked my belly.





  And Luna slapped Nemea's cheek.





  Nemea, having been slapped by Luna, had a torn lip and was bleeding.





  That was the summary of what had just happened.





  It's fucking surreal, but it's real.





  Nemea said.





  "The Saint of Juno and my friend are connected-. To temporarily break this connection-. It's faster if I intervene-. With saliva-. By licking-."





  According to Nemea, Gloria and I were like sugar and water melting into each other.





  If we touched in our current state, we would both melt into a gooey mess, and there was no telling what would happen.





  And to stop that, even for a moment, Nemea said she needed to lick me.





  Of course, Luna seemed unable to understand this situation.





  "...Lies-! Why, why does Nemea need to lick Hassan-! In fact, you're after Hassan, aren't you-!?"





  "What are you talking about-."





  "You've always asked me this and that about Hassan-! I had a strange feeling about it. As expected, as expected, you were after Hassan-! You vixen-!"





  "A vixen, you say-. I'm closer to a Cat-. Anyway-. I'm currently half a Monster from an external force-. By thinly spreading the saliva of a Monster with dense magic power on the body-. A barrier can be formed-."





  "Grrrgh...."





  "This too-. Luna, my future bride-. It's a considerably softened method for you-. The best method is-. For my friend and I to copulate-."





  "Th-that's even worse-!"





  Luna was almost going crazy.





  They say 'marriage blue' is when a bride and groom about to get married experience depression or sudden mood swings, don't they? Luna seemed to be in a similar state.





  Since Luna is pink, it must be 'marriage pink'.





  "You, Luna, who learned sorcery, should know that my words aren't lies-."





  "Grrrgh...."





  "Don't be stubborn-. Even at this very moment-. A precious man's body-. Might be slowly melting and disintegrating-."





  I felt Luna melting at Nemea's snake-like tongue. Had Luna also realized there was no other way?





  "Grrrgh.... Th-then just a little-."





  Luna reluctantly replied, like a child grudgingly offering just one bite of a freshly opened ice cream. But come to think of it, shouldn't my permission come first?





  She's going to lick my body like ice cream.





  Of course, I permit it. I'm fucking ice cream.





  "Hassan...."





  Luna tightly held my hand. Her solemn attitude, as if seeing off a lover entering an operating room, made me adopt a solemn mindset too.





  "Luna, I'm okay. Even if I get licked."





  "It's because *I'm* not okay-."





  I see.


  


  At that, Nemea chuckled 'hoo-hoo-hoo-' eerily.





  "Well then, shall I have a taste-."





  And so, Nemea slowly extended her tongue towards my body. That hot and strange tongue touched my body-.





  Seureureuk-.





  "Ughhh-."





  "Hassan, what, what's wrong-!"





  "No-. It's ticklish-!"





  "Endure it-!"





  A slug-like tongue left a long, continuous line 'juuuu-' on my body. With that, something strange happened.





  The kiss marks that had bloomed red and purple all over my body slowly began to subside.





  "Oh-. It's disappearing-. Luna, it's disappearing-!"





  "See-. I don't lie to my friends-. I only speak unbelievable truths-."





  Nemea licked her torn lip with her tongue, which had been split from Luna's slap. But after licking me, she seemed to smack her lips, which gave me an eerie feeling.





  Why are her fangs so long?





  Nemea said.


  


  "I've mostly erased the upper body-. Is this it-?"





  "Probably."





  "Hmm-. No, there's still one more left-. Then, excuse me-."





  Nemea approached me. Then, she extended her lips and kissed me, after which she began to tickle my tongue with hers.





  Cheureup, cheureureup-.





  My head spun from an irresistible dizziness. Luna was right next to us, and she was doing something like this.





  "G-get away-! What are you doing-!"





  When a furious Luna pushed Nemea's shoulder away.





  "There was one more inside my mouth-. It's over now-."





  Nemea merely spoke nonchalantly.





  





   *        *        *











  "Nemea, that bitch! The last kiss wasn't necessary! Clearly, clearly, she put her own selfish desires into it!"





  Witch Nemea had been holed up in the kitchen for quite a while, supposedly making medicine.





  Luna was still fuming, as if she hadn't gotten over what happened earlier. She no longer even called Nemea 'unnie'.





  Nemea licking my body. And Nemea sharing a deep kiss with me at the end was probably why Luna was displeased.





  I understand why Luna was jumping around.





  If it wasn't me, but Luna, who was going through this?





  If some men claimed they needed to lick Luna's body to cure her? I might not have just protested like Luna. I would have swung my fists and smashed everything.





  In that sense, Luna was showing considerable self-restraint.





  Just then, the clattering in the kitchen, which had been going on for a while, suddenly stopped. With the click-clack of high heels, Nemea appeared.





  "This is the medicine-. With this-. You'll last a few days-. There's no choice but to quickly find Gloria-. And take back the power-."





  "How do we take back the power-?"





  "It's a battle for dominance-. Probably-. When you two meet-. I think you'll instinctively feel it-. Like doppelgangers-."





  Doppelgangers, huh.





  Was the doppelganger phenomenon encountering someone exactly like me? And if you meet someone with the same face, one of you dies or disappears....





  Are Gloria and I some kind of doppelganger-like entities?





  Is it because I took Gloria's mission...?





  I don't know.





  What's certain is that I'll only know after meeting Gloria.





  Nemea asked.





  "So-. Where is the Saint of Juno now-?"





  "People are looking for her. Her traces will be found soon."





  "I see-. Then-. Lastly-. I have something I want to talk about alone-. With a friend I haven't seen in a long time-. How about it-. Would it be okay-?"





  Nemea looked at my face.





  Then she tilted her head towards Luna. She probably wanted to ask Luna, the future bride, for permission to have some alone time with me.





  "...."





  Of course, Luna bit her lips, showing signs of anxiety.





  Perhaps sensing that something serious was about to be discussed, she went outside and gave us space.





  And so, in this small Cabin, only Nemea, her white pet, and I remained.





  Seureureureu-. Deolkeong, deolkeong-.





  It was then that only the rattling sound of the wind blowing from outside, shaking the windows, loudly spread, doubling the awkwardness.





  "She's a good kid-. If it were me-. I wouldn't have tolerated a groom-to-be and another woman being left alone-."





  Nemea started the conversation first.





  "Be good to Luna-."





  "Is what you want to tell me, to be good to Luna-?"





  "No-. That's not it-. I just-. Wanted to reconcile what happened with a friend-. And I have something to give you-."





  Reconciliation, huh.





  There had been many things between Nemea and me.





  She had invited me to this world.





  And there were many other entanglements, so honestly, it could be seen as closer to a bad fate than a good one.





  "About the patron-. Did you find out anything-? The man who is the chief of the Temple Knights-. You said you went to Olympia-. So, were you able to meet him-."





  The chief of the Temple Knights?





  I wondered what she was talking about.





  I recalled the Gnostics who had worked with Nemea. The one who summoned me to this land was Wrath, the Gigas of Fury.





  And Pride, the Gigas of Arrogance, who had occupied Princess Friede's body, and the Witches, including Nemea.
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  And the man called the mysterious patron.





  And that man was Lockheed, who was active as the chief of Jupiter's Temple Knights. Nothing was revealed other than the name Lockheed, but he was said to be the strongest among the knights. Perhaps the strongest man on earth-.





  But now that I think about it, I didn't meet that guy. Lockheed, the chief of the knights, was probably in Princess Nike's faction, the Grand Duchess of Winter.





  I really didn't meet him even once in Olympia.





  That's strange.





  Just then, Nemea said.





  "For a summoning, a medium is needed-. Hassan-. When I dragged you from the otherworld to this place-. That man handed over the medium-."





  "The chief of the knights, you mean-?"





  "Yes-. On the surface, he's active as such-. He has lived for centuries-. No-. For a long enough time to observe the movement of all the stars-. But now he's called Lockheed-."





  "Is there anything more you can tell me about him? About the man who summoned me to this world-."





  My father is plotting something in the realm of Chaos.





  The one who enticed him, I suspect, is the Traveler from Midgard. Probably a divine being from Alfheim.





  I decided to ask what was bothering me.





  "Is that Lockheed, by any chance, the Traveler from Midgard...?"





  "I don't know-. As I said before-. It was the Gigas who knew about him-. But-. Friend-. I do have something to give you-."





  Seureuk-.





  Nemea pulled something out from between her ample breasts.





  It was a ring.





  It was rusty and covered in black ash, but its round shape could only be described as a ring. A plain, round ring with no decorations.





  Giving me a ring.





  Is she proposing to me?





  Is Nemea trying to atone to me by offering herself?





  I already have three women who will become my wives.





  ...Is it okay to add one more?





  It was when I was seriously thinking such thoughts.





  "This is-. The ring that man gave as a summoning medium-. Through this ring-. I was able to summon my friend to this land-."





  "Ah-."





  That ring was my summoning medium.





  I carefully took the ring into my palm.





  It was an object I had never seen before.





  "It's probably an item with a very strong connection to you, my friend-. How about it-. Do you recognize it-?"





  "I've never seen it before."





  "Is that so-. Well, it wasn't originally that color-. It was more ethereal-. And shone so brilliantly it was luxurious-. It was a ring that even I, who has no interest in treasures, was tempted by-."





  The more she explained, the less connected it seemed.





  Why was I summoned to this world through such a ring? She said it had a connection to me, but nothing came to mind.





  As I fiddled with it and looked closely, I saw letters carved in intaglio on the inside.





  ─Winter-nago-is coming-





  The damage was severe, so I couldn't tell what was written.





  For now, it seemed certain that it would become an important piece of evidence someday, so. I carefully put it in my pocket.





  With that, my conversation with Witch Nemea ended.





  I got up from my seat and was about to head outside, where Luna would be waiting for me. Suddenly, before stepping out the Door, something made me curious.





  "Are you still watching the stars these days-?"





  At that, Nemea slightly raised her eyebrows, as if surprised.





  Soon, she nodded.





  "Yes-. Someday-. Going to the world on that other star-. That's my dream-. And, that man-. Said he would fulfill my dream-."





  "Do you think it will come true-?"





  "Yes-. That man-. Was a man who kept his promises-. You're similar, friend-. Of course, that man only had one eye-."





  A man with only one eye, huh.





  I'm getting a lot of information from Nemea.





  The Traveler from Midgard has only one eye. And summoned me to this land through a strange ring.





  "Then, later, if I can invite you to the wedding, I will. After asking Luna and the other girls if it's okay-."





  "Hoo-hoo-hoo-. Yes-. Without expecting anything-. I'll be waiting-."





  I left Nemea's Cabin.





  Then, outside, Luna, who had been digging at the ground with the front of her sandals, turned her head and greeted me.





  "Did you not suffer any harm or anything-?"





  "I didn't-. I just received one ring."





  "A r-ring-!? Surely Nemea didn't propose to Hassan, did she-!?"





  At the mention of a ring, Luna immediately seemed to think of a proposal. I did too. As expected, Luna and I have many similarities.





  "No, not that kind of ring. She said this was an important item to me."





  I showed Luna the rusty, soot-covered ring. Then Luna took it in her palm and tried it on.





  "It's too big for me. Is it a men's ring? If it's an important item for Hassan, will it fit Hassan's hand-?"





  At Luna's question, I brought the ring to my finger. Index finger, middle finger, pinky finger, and so on. The ring, which had wandered from place to place, finally fit perfectly on my left ring finger and got stuck.





  "Huh, what, why won't this come off-."





  It was when I finally managed to pull it off with force.





  Tatat, tatatadat-.





  With small footsteps, someone holding a torch waved from afar.





  "Aaat-! Hassan-nim, Luna-nim-! We've finally found you-imnidat...! We've found where the runaway Gloria is-imnidat...! Please follow me at once-imnidat...!"
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  When I lost consciousness.





  Gloria carried me on her back and brought me to the mansion, it is said.





  But she pushed down Paranoy, who was asking why I had lost consciousness.





  After knocking down all the skeleton soldiers who moved to protect Paranoy.





  She pushed away the guards and other Nymphs who had been dispatched to stop the rampage, and then fled, it is said.





  Thanks to that, a part of the mansion, which had been like a new house, was so severely damaged that repairs were absolutely necessary.





  "In her head, there's nothing but destruction, she's a very wicked fellow-imnidat...! This Paranoy will no longer tolerate such Nymph-hating acts of destruction-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy was grinding his teeth at Gloria, who had knocked him down. The large bump on his forehead must be the reason for that hatred.





  "Once a barbarian, always a barbarian-imnidat...! No matter how much you educate them, even if they wear fancy clothes, they're still a barbarian-imnidat...!"





  "Is that so...?"





  However, I didn't think Gloria had intentionally tormented other people, broken buildings, or destroyed things.





  Gloria's current Strength is 16.





  If she had made up her mind to break things and rampage.





  It wouldn't have ended with just a bump on Paranoy's head.





  It was clear that the mansion itself wouldn't have been left standing.





  "Over there, over there-imnidat...! Gloria is in that Deer Forest-imnidat...! By now, the pursuit team, including Antiope, must be cornering Gloria-imnidat...!"





  Keong, keongkeong, keongkeong-.





  Loud sounds of beasts barking were heard from all over.





  But nowhere were there any signs of dogs or wolves.





  Soon, as I raised my head.





  I saw wolf spiders clinging to the branches of the dark Deer Forest.





  Colorful wolf spiders were barking from all directions.





  "What's that-."





  "Kkeongkkeong-i hired a wolf spider pursuit team-imnidat...! They're much faster than dogs or wolves, and because they're small, they can pursue into various places-imnidat...!"





  Hearing Paranoy's words, it seemed Kkeongkkeong-i had unleashed capital to hire wolf spiders, and they were narrowing the encirclement like hunting dogs.





  Where those spiders were barking diligently, the ground was deeply dug and trees were broken, with many things looking like traces of battle.





  "Hassan, over there-! I see torches-!"





  As we were running for a while, Luna raised her finger.





  At the end of Luna's pointing finger, several people were seen encircling something, holding torches in their hands.





  As we approached closely, the Amazoness sisters, armed and holding drawn weapons, recognized us and spoke to us first.





  "Ah, Hassan. You've come-gun. Was there any gain from the Witch?"





  "For now, we somehow prevented the worst, but what on earth happened here?"





  I was slightly flustered by the jaw-dropping situation.





  And for good reason, the people holding torches had something like a gigantic black cocoon in front of them.





  Dudung-.





  It was a fucking gigantic cocoon.





  You could even call it a ball of yarn. I didn't know why there was such a black and gigantic cocoon in the night forest, but I could realize that this was Gloria.





  Because inside that black mass, her heartbeat was clearly audible to me.





  I could instinctively tell that she was there.





  And that inside her, my Karma was swirling.





  That was probably the same for Gloria. She must have also felt that I had come.





  Seureung-. Tak-.





  Sheathing her sword into its scabbard, Hippolyte said.





  "When we discovered Gloria, she was already in this state. These black thread-like things, I think they might be Gloria's hair-gun."





  Hippolyte nodded her head, looking at the black threads scattered everywhere.





  "Its sharpness is like a blade, so approaching it is not easy."





  As Hippolyte said, black wire-like things were hanging everywhere.





  That looked like Gloria's hair, just as Hippolyte said. And that black cocoon must also be Gloria's abundantly swollen hair.





  I don't know why.





  Gloria seemed to have buried herself in her abundantly grown hair, as if hidden within it, like seaweed swollen in water.





  How did her hair grow so abundantly?





  Is this even possible?





  As I kept my mouth slightly shut, looking at the fluffy hair covering everything, the experienced Hippolyte, as if reading my thoughts, answered first.





  "A warrior who has reached a certain level can control their own body freely. Gloria, it seems, is probably breathing life force into her hair-gun."





  I had heard about Hippolyte's opinion.





  It is said that a first-class warrior can spread Aura to every corner of their body, controlling everything from internal organs like intestines or bones to external parts like fingernails or hair, as they wish.





  Defensive techniques I often use, like Iron Mass or Rinnegan, etc., were also a type of technique that involved breathing Aura into bones, intestines, and eyes.





  However, a question arises here.





  As far as I know, I heard Gloria couldn't learn Aura. It was said that a warrior with excessively superior physical abilities would rather find it a hindrance to learning Aura due to those very abilities.





  Therefore, Hippolyte, who possessed a suitable balance of superhuman physical abilities and could freely wield Aura, was reigning as the Queen of the Amazoness.





  And it was also a variable point that allowed Hippolyte to win when she fought Gloria with all her heart.





  "Wasn't Gloria unable to use Aura...?"





  "By taking your power. She might have acquired it naturally. Though, looking at this, it's closer to a rampage than an acquisition-."





  It was when Hippolyte ambiguously trailed off.





  Dukung-.





  With something like a large heartbeat sound, the black cocoon twitched its body. Soon, Hippolyte grabbed my and Luna's waists and lightly leaped backward.





  "Get back-! It's expanding again-!"





  Kwaaaaaaa-.





  Soon, hair like black waves swept the surroundings where we had been standing.





  Crunch, crackle, everything, including breaking trees, was sucked into Gloria's hair.





  It was like a black hole.





  A black hole that devoured everything-even light, stars, and itself. A black spiral vortex. It was crunching and devouring everything visible in the surroundings, expanding the space.





  At that sight, Luna trembled.





  "Space, space is being encroached upon, isn't it...!? Has it been like this continuously since earlier!?"





  "Yes. When it was first discovered, it was the size of a crouching person. Only now has it grown to the size of a large building. Probably, it will keep growing until all its life force is exhausted, like a cocoon growing."





  It keeps growing until all its life force is exhausted, you say.





  I tried to recall the enormous vitality Gloria fundamentally possessed.





  In addition, there were Task Points and Karma taken from me.





  I don't know how much time it would take to exhaust all of that.





  A week?





  A month?





  A year?





  Perhaps a lifetime.





  At those words, Antiope, who was defending against the wire-like attacking hair with a torch, said.





  "I don't know how much it will grow, but if it continues like this, the entire Deer Forest might be devoured before morning comes-! As days pass, even Sodomora might be covered with these black hairs-!"





  We imagined Sodomora being covered by a gigantic black hole.





  That scene of black waves, like a flood, covering houses, covering guild buildings, swallowing passing people, and crushing them beneath itself.





  That was a fucking chilling thing.





  At that, Paranoy growled.





  "The funds this Paranoy poured into Sodomora's redevelopment and sanctification into a holy city...! The sight of it perishing, covered by abundant hair like an idiot, is absolutely intolerable-imnidat...!"





  And then he shouted towards the dark night sky.





  "Black Mirror Guard, assemble...!"





  Pasaseuk, pasaseuk-.





  At the same time, countless presences were felt around me. Turning my head, I saw assassins or similar groups wearing black clothes sitting on the branches.





  At that sight, Antiope furrowed her brows.





  "What, they're Thieves' Guild guys, aren't they? I heard they weren't active recently?"





  "Not the Thieves' Guild, but operatives hired by this Paranoy with enormous salaries, they are the Black Mirror Guard-imnidat...! In that sense, they are pouring fire towards that black-haired monster-imnidat...!"





  At Paranoy's command, the black assassins took out oil and fireballs from their pockets and threw them towards Gloria, who had become a black cocoon.





  Kwa-kwang, kwa-gwa-gwa- a huge explosion occurred, creating a tremendous aftermath.





  Suddenly, ninjas in black clothes rushed out from all directions and started setting off firecrackers, you say.





  Could there be a more urgent incident than this? I know this shouldn't be happening, but it's fucking exciting. However, Gloria's hair did not catch fire.





  Rather, it absorbed the flames and oil, only expanding even larger towards the surroundings.





  Some of the ninjas who had sprayed fire were even wrapped around by the hair like tentacles and sucked into the black black hole.





  ━S-save me-! N-no-! Where, where are you digging in, ahh, ang, ah, eung-gi-i-it...!





  So it was a female ninja.





  "Cease attack...! Cease attack-imnidat...! If it continues like this, all of this Paranoy's investment will go up in smoke-imnidat...!"





  At the sight of them suffering helplessly, Paranoy stopped the operation.





  Then the black ninjas, named the Black Mirror Guard, once again disappeared into the darkness from which they had appeared.





  "That Gloria, utterly impervious to attacks-imnidat...! This one has clearly made up her mind to destroy the world as it is-imnidat...! It's black malice-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy truly stepped backward as if indignant.





  However, Luna, who had been silent for a while, slowly shook her head, looking at the hair slowly creeping and wrapping around her feet.





  "No, I don't feel any malice-."





  "You say you don't feel malice from this pitch-black and abundant hair...! That's absurd-imnidat...!"





  "No, it's true. Hassan, if it's Hassan, you can tell, right?"





  Luna looked up at me with sparkling eyes.





  At Luna's question.





  I slowly nodded my head.





  As Luna said, what was felt from that black cocoon was not malice or destructive desire. Rather, it was closer to goodwill or a protective will.





  Protecting, you say.





  From what, what?





  Such a question arose, but it was soon realized.





  Gloria was keeping her promise.





  Her promise with me that she wouldn't cause trouble from now on.





  The story that she would try to live a normal life, without easily harming other people.





  And she was protecting the world from herself.





  I could grasp that this cocoon was Gloria's final choice, made in an urgent situation for that very purpose.





  By becoming so round and small that she couldn't harm anything. If she confined herself, she wouldn't be able to put out her hands or feet to hit others.





  This was Gloria's kindness, in her own way.





  That's right.





  Kindness.





  I felt her kindness from this black black hole.





  To keep her promise with me, she was desperately trying to suppress herself in her own way, I see.





  Bringing me, who had fainted, to the mansion and then fleeing far away. That, too, must have been her way of protecting me.





  Pushing away Paranoy who tried to stop her, or defeating the blocking guards, smashing the mansion, and fleeing. That too.





  It must have been her own way of wracking her brain to avoid involving others in her uncontrollably boiling power.





  Thinking that way, I felt that I shouldn't leave Gloria alone in that black darkness. Besides the Monster Ing-ing, I want to return her, who has no other friends, to everyday life.





  Not because of a promise with my friend Castro.





  Simply because Gloria, who would be alone in the darkness, felt very pitiful and regrettable, I slowly took steps forward.





  Kkuuk.





  Luna grabbed my back.
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  As I turned my head, Luna, with a leisurely and languid expression, more than I expected, was looking at me.





  "Hassan, can you handle it?"





  "Yes. Luna, what about you...?"





  "Just come back to my side. Actually, since that day when the underworld collapsed, the day it was just Hassan and me. I don't wish for anything else besides that-."





  "Yes."





  Seueuk.





  Luna pushed my back with her hand. With that, I could slowly advance towards the black waves wriggling from all directions.





  "Hassan-nim-! It's dangerous-imnidat...! Luna-nim, Hassan-nim is entering a dangerous place-imnidat...! We must stop him quickly-imnidat...!"





  "Hassan, I'll stop Paranoy, so go quickly. Go and save her."





  With Luna's voice behind my back, I approached the black sphere more and more.





  Seureuk, seureuk-.





  The closer I got, the more my consciousness felt like it would fly away from the hair wrapping around my arms and legs.





  The feeling of enduring a swirling black sandstorm, to the extent that I couldn't see even an inch ahead. But even if I couldn't see anything.





  I knew for sure that Gloria was beyond this.





  Her heartbeat.





  Her breathing.





  Because it was vividly audible to my ears. I felt as if I was connected as one with her.





  Just as Gloria took my power, it might be because I also received parts of Gloria.





  To get back my lost other half.





  And to return the other half I had taken from her.





  I stretched out my hand, grabbed something crouching inside that black cocoon, and could pull it.





  Soon, a girl crouching inside the black cocoon was seen in front of me.





  "I didn't do it on purpose-. I ended up hurting someone again-."





  She was crying frantically, shedding tears profusely, to the extent that she couldn't even notice I had come.





  "I didn't do it on purpose-. I didn't mean to do such a thing-. Don't die-. Gyu-bi-. Dolli-. Ju-wan-. Oliph-. Dot-. Orga-. Hassan-."


 


  The names recited from her mouth were probably those of friends Gloria had unconsciously ended up hurting. And among them, my name was also there.





  I stretched out my hand towards such Gloria.





  "Take my name out of that."
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  Inside the black cocoon.





  A white girl was lying face down.





  "I didn't, I didn't do it on purpose-. I, I just can't control myself anymore...."





  Listening to Gloria's murmurs, she seemed to be enveloped in severe self-reproach and something akin to guilt.





  Human emotions, consciously or unconsciously, have an escalating aspect. Once they ignite or sink, there's a part that's hard to suppress.





  To calm such excited emotions, there's nothing better than sharing warmth. At least, that's what I thought.





  So I reached out my hand to Gloria. I extended my hand, entwined with her hair, and touched Gloria's shoulder, making her flinch.





  "Hassan, Hassan-."





  Gloria's face was covered in uncharacteristic tears.





  From the first time I met her until now. I thought Gloria was made of steel. Her boisterous personality and easily flaring temper.





  Her tendency to rampage in anger, swinging her fists and smashing things.





  It was enough to make me think that Gloria wasn't a person like us, but a natural disaster in human form-.





  I really thought so.





  Like the rumors, I thought the ruthless Samarian Gloria would have oil and sulfur flowing instead of blood in her body, her hair would be stiff like a scouring pad, her teeth like razor blades, and her body hard and cold like armor.





  But she wasn't.





  Gloria also had soft skin and a person's heart beating warmly. Gloria also knew how to shed tears.





  They say 70 percent of a person is water.





  Of course, she could shed tears.





  It was only natural.





  "Hassan, Hassan-."





  Gloria cried and kept calling my name. It felt like nothing but my name came to her mind.





  After calling my name several times for a long while.





  Finally, as if she had calmed down a bit, Gloria spoke in a small voice.





  "Hassan, you mustn't come near me-. You'll be sucked in-. I, I'll lose my friends, my family, by my own hands again-. I don't want that...."





  Gloria seemed to be aware that she had absorbed my power. But it didn't seem like she could control it.





  I stroked Gloria's shoulder.





  "It's okay. Nothing's happening even though I'm touching you like this."


 


  Perhaps because of the special measures I received from Nemea, even though I was in contact with Gloria, no Karma was being sucked away.





  Of course, this would be temporary.





  I didn't know how long it would last.





  So I decided to do what I had to do within the time I was given.





  "Gloria, you still kept your promise to me. You didn't harm anyone. You even made this cocoon to keep people from getting hurt."





  "I don't know.... I just, I just thought I should be alone, somewhere where no one else is...."





  Did she not intend to make the cocoon herself? However, I quite liked this cocoon.





  An egg.





  A cocoon.





  What it implied was suffocating confinement and closure, and at the same time, transformation into a new being. Because we were in such a place, there was something we could finally do.





  "Gloria-."





  Feeling the life force filling this black, round cocoon, I slowly approached Gloria and pulled her body into my embrace.





  To get my power back, I instinctively knew what I had to do with Gloria. Literally, for us to become one and then separate.





  It had to be.





  "D-don't touch me-. You'll be sucked in-. Hassan, I told you, you'll be sucked in-."





  But Gloria pushed me away as if she was terribly afraid of me embracing her. She tried to push my shoulder with her hands, but her strength was very weak.





  Guuuk-.





  She must be at a loss, worried that her uncontrollably strong power might break me.





  "Go away...! I told you, go away...!"





  "Gloria, from now on-. I might do things you don't like. If you really hate it, push me away."





  "How could that be possible? Now, if I touch you, you might break...."





  "Then, just stay still."





  I used Gloria's raccoon fur as a blanket and gently laid her body down. Gloria's naked body looked whiter and softer than I expected.





  If it was going to be like this, I wanted to be the one to undress her. Of course, this was not the time to complain.





  "No-. No...."





  Gloria, revealing her nakedness, covered her body with her own arms as if embracing shame and various complex emotions.





  I slowly leaned over Gloria's body, covering her, and then stroked her sensitive areas like her nape and ears with my lips, or licked them with my tongue.





  "Heu, heuseueut, ha, haang..."





  When I licked her ear once with my tongue, Gloria's body twitched.





  Meanwhile, my hand brushed past Gloria's soft yet firm belly, then swept once between her thighs.





  "Heuat...!"





  Jilcheok-.





  My finger was quite wet. I brought it closer to Gloria's face.





  "It seems you already knew what we had to do-. You weren't even touched much. Seeing as you're already like this."





  "I, I don't know, I don't know anything like that...."





  Gloria slowly turned her gaze away as if she wanted to avoid it. Was she surprisingly passive when it came to sexual matters?





  If my prediction was correct, this girl was probably an inexperienced virgin.





  Even if she was usually informal and unrestrained with others, she didn't seem to have the nerve to be bold in this situation.





  Jilgeok, jigeok-.





  "Heueu, haat, eueu, heueut...."





  I focused on tormenting Gloria's wet pussy between her thighs with my fingers.





  I stroked the outer part, gently touched the entrance with my finger, and stimulated it as if I was about to insert, and then-.





  Pareureureu-.





  "Heueut, ah, it hurts...."





  Gloria's body stiffened and trembled more than I expected. To think she would hurt so much even when I only tried to insert the tip of my finger.





  It might take some time and effort for us to thoroughly intertwine.





  I asked.





  "Do you usually not touch yourself?"





  "...Eueut, no-!"





  That's a bit surprising.





  I thought girls who were very active would relieve their desires alone, even if they didn't have relationships with men.





  "Then, is this the first time you've been touched here like this?"





  "I don't know, I don't know, you idiot-. Don't ask such things, eueut, it hurts, it hurts...!"





  She's hurting severely.





  Her breathing is shaky.





  Her body is convulsing.





  She also seems scared.





  In the past, I too would have been flustered and at a loss, but I am Hassan, a god who is in charge of procreation. I have quite a bit of experience compared to before.





  So I slowly moved my lips, which had been sucking Gloria's ear, downwards. Just like Nemea did to me earlier, I traced a line with my tongue, tasting Gloria's body.





  My mouth, having descended, was now in front of Gloria's chest. Gloria's hand was covering her vital parts like underwear.





  I lifted that hand and moved it aside.





  There was a slight resistance, but only for a moment.





  Gloria's chest was fully exposed before my eyes. Her breasts, thus revealed, were softer and more lickable than I had imagined.





  Her pink nipples and areola were slightly larger than average. Of course, by "average," I've only seen the areolas of AV actresses, Luna, Hippolyte, and Elfriede, among others.





  Still, what I could say for sure was that they looked like I wanted to put my mouth on them and suck. Burying my face in her large, soft, and warm-looking breasts, I slowly inhaled.





  I smelled her skin.





  And a slightly sour scent of sweat.





  Below that, I could feel her heart pounding, *kungkwang kungkwang*.





  "...."





  The sensation of Gloria's hand, at a loss, covering my head as if stroking it, was also good. It would be nice to enjoy this as it is, but I didn't have much time.
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  I didn't know when I might be unilaterally sucked into Gloria.





  So I brought Gloria's breast, the slightly protruding nipple, to my mouth. I decided to suck it first.





  Jyuuaap-.





  "Heut...!"





  I wondered if my Task Points would gush out from her chest, but no. It was a shame, but I hadn't really expected much.





  Haljjak, haljjak.





  "Aht...!"





  Then, a rather feminine moan escaped Gloria's lips. Of course, she pressed her lips together as if she couldn't believe she had made such a sound.





  Was she embarrassed to make such sounds?





  When I slightly rolled my eyes, Gloria, her face flushed, met my gaze. Her tear-filled eyes looked quite deep.





  However, it wasn't the depth of a black reservoir like before, but a depth like looking up at a night sky full of stars, so it wasn't scary.





  How would I look reflected in those eyes now?





  Thinking that, I parted my lips.





  "From now on, tell me directly how it feels. It'll be better if we communicate with each other."





  I firmly grasped and released Gloria's breast, licked it with my tongue, or focused on tormenting her nipples with my fingers.





  Of course, Gloria, pressing her lips together and only twitching her body, merely showed a slightly passive reaction, saying, "I don't know, this kind of thing-. This is my first time, so I don't know-."





  Nevertheless, her once chilly body was steadily warming up, now feeling hot like a baked stone.





  Even if her reactions were unfamiliar.





  Her body was steadily preparing to accept a man.





  I touched Gloria's chest and slowly lowered my head.





  From her chest to her belly, then down her thighs, I gently spread her legs, revealing a smooth, hairless pussy.





  Since it was past midnight today.





  Had Gloria just turned twenty?





  To think I would directly see the secret pussy of a girl who had just turned twenty. I wanted to see it in more detail, so I spread her flesh left and right with my fingers.





  Seureuk-.





  Then, a very clean-looking pink flesh was visible. The presence of a thin membrane was also clear. Indeed, it was her first time.





  The women I first experienced were Nemea, Luna, Hippolyte, and Elfriede. Four. It might be many or few, but I remember all of them hurting severely.





  To accept my increasingly powerful member, even Gloria would find it difficult.





  So, instead of immediately attacking Gloria's sensitive area and heightening her tension, I first stroked her thighs, thin calves, and ankles with my hands and lips.





  Finally, when my lips reached the tip of Gloria's foot, past her instep.





  "Heueu, as expected, this, this isn't right-."





  Gloria, who had no resistance to her feet being touched, tried to sit up as if she wanted to stop immediately.





  I said to Gloria.





  "But, for both you and me to return to normal, this is the best way. For you and I to mix as one. You can feel it now, can't you? Instinctively."





  "That's true, but.... Not really.... This ticklish feeling isn't what I want.... It's strange...."





  "Then, how would you like me to do it...?"





  "...Like when you punished me...."





  "What?"





  Gloria's small voice was so faint that I couldn't hear it, so I asked again. Then, Gloria, covering her face with her palm, spoke clearly and precisely.





  "Like when you punished me...."





  "Punishment...?"





  Like when I punished her. What did she mean by that?





  A moment of silence enveloped my mind. What immediately came to mind was the moment I lifted Gloria's skirt and spanked her butt, and the satisfying impact.





  "Are you, perhaps, asking me to spank your butt?"





  "...."





  Gloria said nothing more.





  She merely instinctively covered her body. Was Gloria asking me to punish her now?





  As I hesitated for a moment, Gloria spoke.





  "Hassan, your Karma. I absorbed it without permission. I only meant to taste a little, but I couldn't control it. I took a whole lot."





  "Ah-."





  I recalled my soul being sucked into Gloria's vortex just before I lost consciousness. At that time, Gloria did seem to be in an uncontrollable impulse.





  "Hassan, your memories, your experiences, your recollections, they came into me-. It felt like they were mine-. Memories with family-. Your younger sister-. Luna-. Hippolyte-. Elfriede-. Paranoy-. The Nymphs. Other friends-. All of them, fun, enjoyable memories-. So, I wanted to taste more...."





  "So, you read my memories?"





  "Warm and-. Full of fluffy things-. Even if I have them, they don't become my memories.... I was envious.... So, without realizing it, I took a whole lot...."





  "I see."





  "Hassan, I knocked you out without realizing it. Taking someone else's is wrong, isn't it? I, I committed a sin. I must be punished.... Because I promised Hassan...."





  "You promised."





  If Gloria did something wrong, I would punish her to rein her in. This girl and I had definitely promised that. Did she want to feel relieved by being punished?





  So, for Gloria's sake.





  To relieve her mind, I decided to punish her.





  "Then, get on your hands and knees. Turn your butt this way."
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  I spoke firmly toward Gloria.





  "Get down on all fours. Turn your butt this way."





  I didn't use the tender tone we had been using until just now; instead, I spoke in a cold, stern voice without a hint of sugar or salt.





  "...Huh...?"





  Like a blade of grass frozen by a sudden drop in temperature. Gloria stopped moving, letting out a dazed sound that was unlike her.





  Toward that Gloria, I spoke again like a cold frost.





  "What are you doing? I told you to turn your butt this way and get down, quickly."





  "...What do you mean by...."





  "You said you wanted to be punished. If you've done something wrong, you have to be punished."





  "Punishment...."





  Gloria hesitated as if this atmosphere was awkward. I understand. How many people can immediately adapt to a suddenly changing atmosphere?





  Even for me, back when I entered the training center.





  The memory of being startled when the drill instructors, who were kind in front of families, suddenly turned into shouting demons the moment we turned the corner is still vivid.





  But one has no choice but to follow.


  


  "Don't make me say the same thing three times."





  "...."





  Because imagining what disadvantages might follow if one doesn't comply also acts as a great pressure.





  Perhaps because of that, Gloria eventually got down on all fours before me like an animal, with her hands and knees on the floor.





  "Lift your butt higher."





  "...."





  "And, from now on, always answer when I speak. Got it?"





  "...Yes."





  "You should use formal speech."





  I raised my palm and gave Gloria's butt a hard smack. With a *chalssak-* sound, I saw Gloria's waist and head snap up instantly.





  "Haat...!"





  Since I hit her with all my might, she must have been startled by the loud sound. However, while the sound was loud, in reality, it probably didn't deal much damage.





  The current Gloria is a higher level than me.





  She's sturdier.





  Her skin is sensitive and soft, but she's surprisingly insensitive to impact, so much so that my palm, which did the hitting, turned redder and hurt more.





  In fact, the damage to my palm was probably greater.





  So to speak, it wasn't that I hit Gloria's butt with my palm, but rather that Gloria hit my palm with her butt.





  *Uksin, uksin-.*





  Of course, just because my palm was stinging and painful, making groaning sounds wouldn't befit my dignity as the punisher and judge of this place.





  Right now, I am Gloria's drill instructor.





  This cocoon is a training room for just me and Gloria. As I practiced mind control to soothe the pain in my palm-.





  *Pareureu, pareureureu-.*





  Before me, I saw Gloria crouched down, fumbling with her own butt.





  "Lift your butt higher. Lift it properly, Gloria."





  "...Heut, it hurts...."





  "You have to answer-!"





  *Huung-.*





  Once again, my palm was raised high.





  Sensing that, Gloria hurriedly lifted her butt high.





  "Yes, yes...! I was, I was going to...! I was going to do it...!"





  "You Samarians have too many excuses. Here, I am the law and the god. You just need to follow my words without any other thoughts, Gloria. Got it?"





  "...Yes."





  And so, Gloria's butt was trembling while being held high.





  Between the reddened cheeks, perhaps because I had been teasing her continuously, her wet pussy was incredibly lewd and erotic.





  My member also throbbed and ached at the sight. I wanted to lick it. But, if I licked her butt here, it would be a reward, not a punishment.





  I won't do such warm things for the time being.





  The carrot and the stick.





  Because there is a need to strictly distinguish between these two.





  Therefore, I neglected Gloria for a moment.





  "Heu, heueu...."





  Just as Gloria, who was trembling while holding her butt up toward me, began to steal glances at me as if checking my mood.





  I asked.





  "So, how many hits do you want?"





  "Wha, what-, no, yes...?"





  "Won't you answer properly?"





  I smacked Gloria's butt again with my palm.





  The palm, descending like a thunderbolt from above, dug into the flesh of Gloria's butt, making a sharp *jjaa-ak* hitting sound.





  If one were to strike a calm water surface with an angry whip, it would probably make a sound like this.





  "Kyaak-!"





  Of course, Gloria's scream was louder.





  It was a truly resounding scream. Of course, as I said before, my palm hurt more than Gloria's butt. I endured the pain with bravado and asked.





  "Don't make me say it twice. The wrong you committed against me. I'm asking how many hits you want as punishment for that. From one to a hundred. Choose."





  "...Yes."





  "Four hits?"





  "No, no, that wasn't 'four hits,' it was 'yes' as an answer. It was 'yes'! Not four hits...!"





  Gloria hurriedly made excuses to me.





  She clung to my knees as if pleading, and her unexpectedly clumsy appearance looked so cute that a smile almost spread across Hassan's solemn mask.





  So I suppressed the laughter that had risen to my throat.





  An ordinary person would have laughed. But my facial muscles, trained by the eccentricities of Paranoy and Luna, are extremely superhuman, so it's possible.





  *Seueuk-.*





  I pushed Gloria away with my foot and asked.





  "Then how many. Tell me how many hits would be a punishment that washes away your wrong."





  "...."





  Gloria's tear-filled eyes, as she clutched her butt, looked up at me. No matter how much of a veteran warrior she is with many experiences. This kind of subjective question must be a first for her.





  From before kindergarten, through childhood, elementary, middle, and high school, all the way to the military. Can Gloria handle the variations of me, Hassan, who has mastered various corporal punishments and injustices?





  Then Gloria spoke hesitantly.





  "O...one hit."





  So that's how she's playing it.





  I frowned as if I were genuinely angry.





  "Will one hit be enough? Think carefully before you speak. One hit. Are you sure? Are you confident you won't regret it?"





  My words were a bluff. A bluff designed to make her wonder-why would I regret getting hit once?





  However, for Gloria, who had lived so arrogantly that she had almost no experience of being corrected by others, this experience seemed unfamiliar.





  Her pupils shook rapidly from side to side, and then she opened her lips and said in a small voice.





  "Th, then.... Five hits...."





  Five hits.





  A safe choice.





  "Fine. You said five hits. Then, get back down and lift your butt."





  "...Yes."





  Gloria presented her white butt toward me. How can her waist be so narrow yet her butt be so roundly swollen?





  The upside-down heart-shaped butt and the soles of her feet slightly visible beneath it were quite cute.





  But erasing such favorable feelings, I stroked Gloria's butt with my palm and said.





  "You are to count the numbers with your own mouth. Every time you get a number wrong, you'll start over from the beginning. Got it?"





  "Yes...."





  Well then, shall we begin?





  After raising my right hand with all my might, I struck down with my whole heart. Even though I am weakened, it's a power enough to crush something like a monster in one blow.





  It slammed into her firm butt.





  *Jjaa-aa-ak-.*





  "Kyaaak-!"





  With a firm sound, Gloria's body arched back like a bow. But only for a moment-.





  "O, one hit-."





  *Jjaa-ak-.*





  "...Tw, two hits-."





  *Jjaa-aa-ak-!*
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  "Thr, three hits, haeu, heueut-."





  *Jjaa-aa-ak-!!!!*





  "Kkeuyak, heu, heueuk, heut, heueu, heueueu...."





  *Umjjil, umjjil.*





  Gloria failed to mention the fourth hit and rubbed her face against the floor while fumbling with her butt. Seeing the tears trickling out, it seems it really does hurt.





  The way she pleaded for forgiveness while checking my mood was quite pitiful.





  But rules are rules.





  "Since you couldn't count the number, we're starting over from the beginning."





  "Ye, yehehe...."





  She's learned to answer well, at least.





  I looked at my reddened palm. It throbbed and stung as if the skin were about to peel off. At this rate, I couldn't even tell whose punishment it was.





  Of course, without showing any sign of that.





  My hand simply struck Gloria's butt once more.





  *Jjaa-ak-!*





  "...One."





  *Jjaa-ak.*





  Two, three. The count filled up like that.





  "Fouuur, heueu, heut-."





  With only one last hit remaining, Gloria trembled as if she had reached her limit, not knowing what to do.





  The final hit.





  I struck it with all my might.





  *Jjaa-aa-ak-!*





  "Heueu, heuaat, it hurts, peuheu, heueueu...."





  "It's not 'it hurts,' Gloria. You have to count the number."





  "It hurts, heu, it hurts...."





  But this time too, Gloria failed to count the number. Of course, I thought I knew the reason why.





  Thick beads of sweat trickled down her straight back.





  The water flowing between her thighs soaked her skin and the floor.





  More than when I had diligently teased her pussy with my fingers, or carefully licked and sucked her breasts, armpits, and the nape of her neck with my tongue.





  This girl was someone who soaked her lower body just from being hit on the butt.





  Gloria's body, which had been as white as snow, eventually glowed red.





  "Haa, eut, it huuurts, it hurts...."





  The groans of pain that sounded somewhat like feverish moans, even while whining that it hurt, were the proof. It's my guess, but Gloria likes being punished like this.





  At this rate, it becomes a reward, not a punishment.





  Is there any point in hitting her butt more than this?





  "Gloria, who told you to feel pleasure while receiving punishment?"





  "...Tha, that's not happening-. That's not happening...."





  "Don't lie. You're this wet."





  I lightly swept Gloria's pussy with my finger. Even though I only brushed the surface, my hand was as drenched as if it had been dipped in a river.





  "Look at this. To get this wet after saying you wanted to be punished. I truly held the rod of love for your sake. Were you just using me like that?"





  "That's not, I said that's not happening...!"





  "Don't you actually like the pain?"





  I grabbed Gloria's butt. Her desirable flesh was enough to cover her anus and wet pussy even while she was crouched and holding her butt up.





  When I pulled it open to the left and right with a *jwa-ak*, the hidden holes were revealed, and it was a very fine sight.





  "Heueu...."





  I had tried hard, considering the pain of the first experience and all that. Realizing there was no need for that, I teased her by lightly brushing her drenched pussy and anus with my fingers.





  Her body trembled with *umjjil, umjjil*.





  "You, grab and pull it open with both your hands yourself. From now on, this is the punishment."





  "Eu, heueueu... yes...."





  Gloria, answering with a voice slightly mixed with tears, lay her upper body on the floor and reached back with only her hands to slowly grab and fix her butt to the sides.





  *Beolleum-.*





  Thanks to that, the tightly closed pussy and the cleanly wrinkled anus were well-revealed. After rubbing them mercilessly with my fingers like toys-.





  *Jjilkeok-.*





  Finally, I forced one index finger into her narrow vaginal opening.





  "Aat, it hurts, haeut, eueu-! Take, take it out, take it out...!"





  *Jjilkeok, jikkeok-.*





  Perhaps because she was so wet, she accepted one index finger easily. But the tightening sensation from inside is considerable. How good would it feel to put my member in here?





  *Jjilkeok-.*





  "It hurts-! Quickly, take it out quickly, heueu, eueuk...!"





  Of course, Gloria was screaming that it hurt, but I decided to just ignore it now. So I unbuckled my belt and lowered my pants.





  As the sound of clothes sliding down, *seureuk, seureuk*, was heard, Gloria slowly turned her head toward me as if her gaze were drawn.





  "Wha, what, what is that-."





  Seeing my cock risen in full anger, she opened her eyes wide as if very flustered.





  "This is the club that will give you your punishment."





  "Club...."





  "This guy won't even be comparable to my finger, so if you want to stop, now is the time."





  "Now...."





  Gloria's eyes, which had been sparkling like stars until just now, were unusually watery. She looked dazed, as if possessed by something, like someone who had half-lost their mind.





  Is it because it's too dark?





  -Light.





  I cast a light magic to brighten the surroundings. Then, the shadow of my massive cock left a shadow like a giant tower on Gloria's face.





  My member was reflected in both of her eyes.





  I gave her one last chance as if urging her.





  "This is really the last time. Tell me clearly how you want me to do this to you. What you want to receive. Now is the only time to refuse."





  "...."





  "If you don't speak, I'll do as I please."





  *Seueuk.*





  I raised my reddened right hand. And then, slowly, I folded my thumb.





  "...Eh?"





  Gloria made a blunt sound as if she felt a question.





  But seeing the index finger fold next, she seemed to understand. That I was doing a countdown. Is that why? Gloria, who had been looking up at my member while breathing heavily.





  After slowly kneeling, she lowered her upper body and lifted only her butt.





  *Seureureuk-.*





  And then, after spreading both sides wide with her own hands-.





  With a trembling voice, she spoke clearly.





  "...A, a hundred hits...."























































Chapter 555: 555 - Marriage is a Community of Fate! #7



555 - Marriage is a Community of Fate! #7

















  Gloria grabbed her buttocks and spread them wide left and right. Obscene love fluids flowed down, soaking her thighs.





  As my "thing" that was watching bulged and slowly began to ache stiffly-.





  Gloria, in a small, trembling voice, but clearly stating her will, said.





  "...A hundred strokes...."





  The number of strokes I had offered when disciplining Gloria ranged from one to a hundred.





  Gloria was now requesting the maximum limit of punishment she could receive from my club.





  "Good, well done."





  I praised Gloria, who had purely expressed her will.





  To that, Gloria replied with a slightly excited voice, "Nehee...", as if she was happy about something.





  Because I had been dealing with her with a strict and solemn attitude until just now.





  If I mixed in just a little softness like this, the gap was considerable, and she might have unconsciously felt proud from the praise.





  I stroked Gloria's reddened, swollen buttocks. It was soft and warm, firm and smooth.





  Even though she had reached the same level of superhuman, compared to me or Hippolyte, who were muscular and firm, Gloria's body was rather fleshy.





  So, a docile Gloria could even look just like a girl.





  Jilkkeok, jjigeok-.





  I grabbed her buttocks with both hands and spread them wide left and right, or pulled them this way and that.





  "Ugh...."





  Each time, her buttocks moved around, and the pulled skin and pushed-up flesh stimulated her pussy mound, making a wet, jjigeok- sound.





  "Aheuh, haheueuh-."





  After tormenting Gloria's buttocks for a few minutes like that.





  I thought both Gloria and I were slowly reaching our limits, so I knelt behind her buttocks, slowly aimed my cock, and pushed it between her pussy.





  Umjjil-.





  Gloria trembled greatly, as if she had felt my movement.





  "Haak, haaaak...."





  Listening to her rough breaths, I put strength into my waist and my "thing," and leisurely entered her body.





  "Alright, I'm going in. Relax."





  Jilkkeok-.





  First, the thick head.





  "Eueueu, eueueuk-!"





  Gloria clawed at the floor with her fingernails, in pain, as if feeling it pushing through her inner flesh and breaking through a membrane.





  However, despite her pain, her pussy, already thoroughly wet and sticky from the continuous spanking, was gently accepting me.





  Ssuuk.





  Riding the momentum, I pushed my "thing" in halfway. The way the winding, sticky flesh wrapped around my "thing" felt incredibly good. A sudden surge of impending ejaculation sent tingles down my tailbone.





  The compatibility is good.





  As if she and I were meant to be one from the start.





  The sense of unity felt as soon as I inserted my "thing" was excellent.





  "Aheut, euaheueuh-. Apaat, apaaaaa.... So, so goodaaah...."





  It seemed Gloria felt the same way. Gloria, who had accepted my "thing" halfway, also trembled with pleasure. Various emotions like pain, shame, pleasure, and unfamiliar feelings were mixed, probably making her lose her mind.





  Ssuuuk, chalpak-!





  I pushed my "thing" all the way to the root with force. My flesh met her buttocks, making a firm sound.





  At the same time-.





  "Euoheuaaaaaat-!"





  Gloria let out a loud shout, enough to deafen my ears. It was truly a shout befitting a valiant Amazoness warrior.





  But if I thought of it as a cry of pleasure from having a man's "thing" deeply embedded in her, I would be embarrassed to hear it. However, soon, such things didn't matter anymore.





  The sense of unity, of becoming one.





  It enveloped my body.





  At the same time, power slowly began to surge into my body. The Task Points, memories, and Karma that Gloria had stolen from me were returning to me, taking advantage of our becoming one.





  Let's slowly pull out my "thing."





  "Eua...a, a...eot, a...oh, haang...."





  Gloria let out a strange moan, along with the feeling of her inner pussy wrapping around and being pulled out.





  It was a sound like an itchy spot, long untouched and suffering, being scratched by a finger.





  "Lift your butt straight up. So it's easier for me to punish you. From now on, I'm going to move, so, a hundred strokes of the club. Count carefully. Understood?"
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  "Yes, nehee...."





  Then, shall I move?





  With that feeling, I forcefully pushed my "thing" all the way back to the root.





  Puuk, pang-.





  My pelvis and Gloria's buttocks rapidly stuck together, making an obscene slapping sound.





  "Ha, hanaat, haa, haa.... Aaah, euh...."





  Gloria also counted the numbers well, as I told her. She was panting roughly, but she seemed to be enduring it.





  "Then, I'll keep moving from now on-."





  "Ye...es, aht-! Aaak, aak...! Oht, eoeok, ohoh..., eugeuk-."





  Sugeok, sugeok, puuk, puuuk, jjigeok, jjigeok-.





  "What are you doing? Not counting?"





  "Ye, yeol, haa, yeol, seeht, haa, heueu, heueueuk...."





  "Can't you even count properly? Count again from the beginning-."





  "Haa, haaaa...naa. Du, u, uuuk, euhheu, seeh, seeh, neh, heueu-."





  Shall I put more strength into my waist?





  Pak, pak, pak-. Ssuuk, pak, pak-.





  "Euoak, eok..., haheut, heuheut!"





  As I put a little more force and thrust my "thing" in, Gloria let out an uncontrolled moan, like an animal being forcibly mated, as if she couldn't bear it anymore.





  I wondered if I was being too harsh on a girl having her first experience, a girl who had just turned twenty today. But I simply couldn't hold back.





  Gloria's soft skin touching my own felt delicious.





  The power that began to flow from her to me was like incredibly sweet and obscene honey, making it impossible for me to stop moving my hips.





  Perhaps Gloria, when she drained my Karma, was exactly like this now?





  It's almost impressive that Gloria stopped it midway.





  In that sense, I had no intention of stopping.





  "A hundred strokes-. If you don't count properly. This will never end, Gloria-. You might be completely drained and die by me-. Do you want that? Huh?"





  Peok, peok-. Puuuk, jjigeok, jjigeok, jjikkeok-. Peoeok-.





  "A, aaat..., hanaa, heueut, heueueu, heuneueut, heueu, haaaat...."





  Gloria's body is stronger than I thought.





  So, I could push her harder than I would dare with Luna, who has a somewhat delicate side, or Hippolyte, who has a child in her belly, or even the picky Elfriede.





  The feeling of my "thing" piercing her body like a spear felt good.





  "Aang-, aaaaaat...!"





  Gloria twitched and squirmed her feet and legs. She began to move forward, as if trying to escape from me.





  Beodung, beodung-.





  She started crawling forward while still connected to me.





  "I'm sorry, I'm sorryyy.... Stop, stoppp..., heueu, being sucked dryyy, stop ittt...."





  "Lift your waist and butt straight up, I said?"





  Of course, I put my hands under the fleeing Gloria's knees, lifted her high, and then moved my body while holding her up.





  Ssuuk, ssugeok-. Ssugeok-.





  "Haheuh, heueung, heueueu.... Heueu, aheuh, eugeuk-."





  Gloria grabbed a tree wrapped in her hair with her hands. Gloria clung to the tree, like a drunk person clinging to a telephone pole. Since she was now standing on two feet.





  With my free hand, I forcefully grabbed her chest from behind, pulling it forward.





  Kkwaaaak.





  "Aheugeuk-!"





  Then Gloria's buttocks convulsed powerfully. The more they did, the more my fingers pressed harder, digging into Gloria's chest as if to tear it open.





  Her chest was hot, warm, and soft, as if melting my fingers. My consciousness melted and flew far away, leaving only the movement of my hips.





  Gloria and I were truly, literally becoming one.





  The Task Points and lives we had clumsily shared were merging into one, consolidating.





  "Eut..., aheu..., something..., somethinggg..., something...waaah...!"





  Gloria cried out like that, standing forcefully on her tiptoes. Something is coming. I felt like I could understand those words.





  Because Gloria's memories and emotions were rushing into me like a torrent. The small joys she experienced in her childhood.





  The landscapes of the black wilderness of Samaria, where birds of prey soared high in the sky.





  Memories of playing with friends.





  Her brother, who left her one day and went far away.





  When she came to her senses, the blood on her hands and the faces of her fallen tribe friends. Sadness, loneliness, pain.





  Gloria, who came to a strange land searching for her brother. The times she spent there with the half-human, half-horse beastman, Cheiros-.





  ━Are you Gloria? I am Hippolyte, the nightmare of the South, who will soon become the Queen of the Amazoness-. Accept my challenge-. But, you're much younger than I expected....





  For some reason, there was also a young Hippolyte.





  Her memories flowed and flowed, returning to the time when she first met me. At the same time, Gloria, who was being unilaterally fucked by my cock, resisted fiercely.





  "Nooo...! Nooo, don't, don't read thereee...! There, there, that's a place you shouldn't readdd...!"





  "Just stay still-. Just, just stay still, I said-!"





  I grabbed Gloria's arms from behind and firmly held her body in place. I pulled her arms and continued to thrust my "thing."





  Now, the feeling of ejaculation was gradually rising to a perfectly pleasant state.





  Pang, pangpang, ssugeok-.





  "Haak..., haak, nooo, noooo...."





  "What are you trying to hide so much? Show me quickly-."





  I felt Gloria's mind resisting.





  Not only that, but the Karma that had been smoothly returning to me also began to flow back towards Gloria.





  This was a kind of showdown.





  A combative copulation, a kkingkking.





  However, because I had the upper hand, unilaterally thrusting into her from behind, I was eventually able to glimpse Gloria's memories.





  ━As expected, only big brother can make me tingle. Don't ever abandon me and run away again. From now on, we'll be together forever. We'll kkingkking every day.





  Is this a memory from when Gloria and I met a couple of times?





  "Nooo, nooooo-!"





  "Just stay still, stay still, I said-!"





  Kkwaaaak-.





  I forcefully grabbed Gloria's buttocks. Then her attitude softened a little.





  "Eueunggeut-!"





  Thus, the memory that flowed into my mind was of Gloria, who had fallen after taking an unexpected blow from me. And, with that, her memory of her lower abdomen throbbing intensely.





  And....





  "What-."





  "No, nooo-. It's not like thattt-. It's nottt-"





  "You said you didn't know about masturbation. What are these memories then?"





  "Nooo-! Lies-! Don't lie-! Take it out-! Take it out now-!"





  "What do you mean, no, no-! You, just recently, when I spanked your butt, you were getting off so much. And here I thought I was giving you a proper punishment-."





  "A, ah really-. I said nooo-! Eut, heueu!"





  "It's all exposed now. Tell me the truth. Otherwise, I'll really pull this out-?"





  Pang, pangpang, ssugeok, jjigeok- jjigeok.





  "Geueueu, heueu...."





  "You wanted to be punished by me, you wanted attention, isn't that why you've been so wild until now? Huh?"





  I abruptly stopped moving my hips.





  To that, Gloria flinched and slowly began to rub her buttocks between my thighs and groin.





  "Aheuh, aheung, eueu ma, that's righttt.... That's righttt.... Actually, from the first time I saw you, from the first time I saw you, I wanted to do this, strongly, strongly...."





  "What, you were a complete pervert then. But, since you told the truth, I'll give you a reward."





  "Reward.... Heueu, ahoak-!"





  My "thing" once again charged towards Gloria's cervix.





  As I pushed hard, as if to pierce that blocked part, Gloria thrashed around as if half-floating in the air.





  "I-!"





  Jjigeok-.





  "Aheungeueu-!"





  "Truly, for you-!"





  Ssugeok-.





  "How much-!"





  Jjaaaaaak-!





  When I slapped her buttocks with my palm.





  Gloria shrieked, "Heuyaheueuat, ohoheuk-!"





  Soon, a wet sensation flowed between her legs, indicating she had probably climaxed and simultaneously wet herself, having held it in.





  She was panting heavily, "Heua, haaaa-," but.





  I had no desire to forgive Gloria.





  "I worked hard-! Thinking-!"





  "I'm, I'm sorry, I'm sorryyy-. Heueu, heuheueu, heueu...."





  Gloria lifted her head.





  Her face, meeting mine, had her Nymph-applied makeup smudged, looking like a flowing galaxy. But no sad or regretful emotions were visible there.





  A horny Amazoness girl.





  That was all that existed here.





  The liquids flowing from her eyes and mouth were a mess, but she was still pretty.





  Therefore, I was angry that my worries and goodwill seemed to be getting muddled and defiled in front of Gloria, who had ultimately tried to seduce me.





  This truly required punishment with a club.





  Puuk, puuk, ssugeok-.





  "─━. ━─. ━."





  What came from Gloria's mouth now was a series of noises difficult to even call moans. Truly the cry of an animal-like female. After firmly grabbing her waist, I forcefully pushed my "thing" all the way to the end, and I too ejaculated.





  "Geueueuk-."





  Everything gushed out with a squeezing sensation.





  The sensation of getting my things back from Gloria, and settling and returning her remaining Karma and various emotions, was vivid in my body.





  My soul was leaving.





  Ulkeok, ulkeok, ulkeok,-.





  A powerful eruption with that kind of feeling.





  "Heueu-."





  Breathing heavily with that feeling, I pulled out my "thing." Then, white semen gushed out from inside Gloria's spread-open body, as if overflowing.





  At the same time, my head felt a little clearer.





  『Name: Hassan Lv. 47


   Strength: 16


   Agility: 16


   Stamina: 15


   Task Points: 20


   Blessings: "Shining Hand" "Armor of Night" "Dark Eyes" "Scorched Skin".』





  My stats were also fully restored.





  The fact that my Task Points hadn't fully returned was a bit bothersome. But anyway, running the Temple now, I could gather enough Task Points with a day or two of effort.





  "Eugeuk, oheugeuk...."





  Now my eyes turned to Gloria.





  I gave Gloria's twitching, trembling buttocks a sharp slap.





  "Aheut-."





  With a strange shriek, Gloria, who had flopped onto the floor, closed her eyes. She must be losing consciousness, just as I had lost consciousness when Gloria drained my Karma.





  I carefully covered Gloria's shoulders with the raccoon fur.





  The cocoons of black hair slowly began to crumble.





  Soon, the figures of the people surrounding us became visible, so I quickly put on my clothes.





  Before my gaze.





  The sun rising in the distance announced the start of another day.





  What a fucking long day it had been.
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  I came out of the cocoon carrying Gloria on my back.





  The one who greeted me first was, surprisingly, Paranoy.





  "Hassan-nim has defeated the giant wool monster, Gloria-!"





  Over Paranoy's shoulder, everyone was holding torches with worried expressions.





  It seemed like while Gloria and I were causing trouble inside, everyone had waited here without moving an inch.





  Thinking about it that way, I felt a bit embarrassed.





  I wonder if they could hear everything that happened inside, or any words we exchanged, or any actions we took?





  So, as I was feeling a bit tense.





  "Hassan-nim, how did you defeat that violently rampaging Samarian...? Truly, Hassan-nim is the only peerless warrior under heaven-!"





  Judging by Paranoy's reaction, he seemed unaware of what had happened inside. This guy doesn't have the thoughtfulness to pretend ignorance when he knows something.





  However, Luna's and Hippolyte's faces were quite complex and subtle.





  Seeing Hippolyte clear her throat with a "Hmm-" and scratch her cheek, I figured she probably had some inkling of what happened.





  Hippolyte asked.





  "Hassan, what are you going to do now?"





  "Wait, can I walk with Gloria? I have something to say. And since there was a sudden karma exchange, I'm not sure if problems might arise, so I want to monitor her for a bit."





  "Yes, I understand. Everyone, the incident has been resolved. Let's all withdraw. The sun is up, too. Everyone go inside-"





  At Hippolyte's command to retreat, Gloria's pursuers, who had filled the deer forest, began to disperse like the receding tide.





  I decided not to join them and wander the forest a bit longer.





  I decided to spend a little more time with Gloria on my back.





  *Crunch, crunch-*





  Receiving the surprisingly warm morning sunlight through the leaves, I stepped on the snow. It felt strange to be carrying someone like this after so long.





  "So, how long are you going to pretend to be asleep?"





  When I sensed that the surrounding people had left and the forest had become deserted, I asked. Then, from behind me, Gloria, who had been suppressing her presence as if dead, opened her lips.





  "If you know I'm awake, you'll just tell me to get down."





  "If that's what you were going to say, I wouldn't have carried you in the first place."





  "...."





  "Still, it's already morning. What is this, what happened all of a sudden?"





  "...I don't know. It's not my fault."





  "Right."





  Perhaps thinking it best to bury what happened in the cocoon, Gloria resumed her brazen attitude. However, her voice carried a hint of embarrassment.





  Like the soft chest pressing against my back, Gloria's attitude had also softened a bit.





  I asked.





  "You turned twenty today. How is it? How does it feel to be an adult in many ways?"





  "...I don't know. It doesn't feel real. It just... my butt hurts."





  "I figured."





  *Squeeze-*





  Gloria wrapped her arms tighter around my neck.





  "Still, it was warm and nice... even if it was for a short time. It felt like something warm was overflowing into me..."





  "In a dirty way?"





  "No. Your memories... You lived a strange life. In strange places. With strange people. You lived through strange days."





  I realized that Gloria had read even my deepest past. Not just Hassan's story on this Gaia continent, but also the life of the ordinary Hassan.





  "Keep it a secret from others if possible."





  "Even if I tell them, will anyone believe me?"





  "That's true. That's why I don't tell them either."





  "...Still, it was a fun time. It felt as vivid as if I had experienced it myself."





  "I know."





  I, too, had delved into Gloria's memories.





  In fact, I knew Gloria didn't like fighting with others.





  Even though she was born with a special physique capable of twisting the necks of venomous snakes as a baby.





  She hated both hitting.





  And being hit, she was just an ordinary girl.





  That's why she was worrying her brother and everyone around her by not acting like a typical Samarian. I know that too. Because fighting was a part of life for Samarians.





  As I was sifting through Gloria's memories, the one on my back spoke.





  "I didn't like getting hurt. Because it hurt. But I hated it even more when someone got hurt because of me. Still, I thought I wouldn't be forgiven if I didn't act that way..."





  "So, you deceived yourself?"





  "You read that far, huh."





  Gloria had brainwashed herself. That she, liked hitting.





  And that she liked being hit, she was a strong warrior. And that such a strong warrior was carrying out Juno's mission as punishment for destroying many families.





  But that was Gloria's lie.





  A lie she told herself to do something she hated.





  "Because I trampled on the happiness of many people. I thought I didn't have the right to be happy. So, I decided to live my whole life doing things I hate..."





  "Right. I know. That's why you were punishing yourself."





  However, Gloria envied ordinary people.





  That's why she didn't want to return my memories, my experiences. Because she didn't have them.





  I decided to speak firmly.





  "Gloria. You don't need to envy my experiences or memories. These are mine. Even if you have them, they're just someone else's memories."





  "...I know... That's why I gave them all back."





  "And don't worry. From now on, your heart will also gain such memories. I am you. You are me. We are family now."





  Gloria had become one with me in many ways. That's why I thought she and I were one. An undeniable part of myself.





  If that's not family, what is it?





  Still, I felt I had said something embarrassingly out of place, something that wouldn't suit me even if I tried. Sensing this, Gloria lightly punched my shoulder with her fist.





  It hurt, but.





  It was bearable.





  "Now we're family-? What's that supposed to mean? Why did you decide that arbitrarily-? Are you perhaps saying we're brother and sister...?"





  "If you prefer it that way, then do as you please."





  "...."





  Instead of answering, Gloria buried her face in my back and neck. As I felt her breath tickling my back.





  *Rustle-*





  Gloria's black threads, which had covered the entire forest.





  Began to disappear, as if melting snow.





  Soon, that melting snow had the power to melt the frozen snow beneath it, and to awaken the seeds and leaves that had been crouching deep underground.





  Spring had arrived in the forest.





  Buds that had crouched all winter straightened their backs and reached their heads towards the sky.





  A butterfly, emerged from its cocoon, spread its wet wings and flew, and squirrels that had been sleeping in holes in old trees poked their heads out.





  I don't know how this was possible.





  Perhaps my power to make plants sprout was melting into Gloria's hair.





  What's important is that the flowers blooming colorfully everywhere were incredibly beautiful and pretty. I, who had struggled so much in my mother's greenhouse, didn't really like flower gardens.





  Yet, even I involuntarily stopped in my tracks.





  The stirrings of spring felt within the long winter were indeed picturesque. It truly felt like the world was undergoing metamorphosis.





  "So pretty-"





  Perhaps Gloria also had some feelings towards spring.





  She didn't seem to dislike flowers.





  Towards the early spring day.





  *Swish-*





  Gloria, from behind me, slowly reached out her hand towards the flowers and the butterflies that had emerged from the cocoon.





  "It's barely the new year... I've never seen flowers bloom like this before-"





  "I placed Gloria, who seemed to have feelings towards the flowers, down in the colorful garden." At that moment, above our heads, *bang, bang-*, loud fireworks began to explode.





  It was likely the city of Sodomora starting its festivities to celebrate the morning of the New Year.





  The butterflies flew up due to the noisy and spectacular sound.





  *Flutter, flutter-*





  Colorful wings brushed against Gloria's hands before flying back towards the sky. As Gloria waved her hand towards them, seemingly with some regret.





  *Whoosh-*





  Something flew towards Gloria from the sky.





  "*Kkiiing*."





  It was a monster shaped like a cloud.





  Its proper name was Cloudling.





  "It's Ing-ing-"





  The name Gloria gave it was Ing-ing.





  According to the memories I read, that creature called Ing-ing was also a monster that had become Gloria's friend and family when she was alone.





  "*Kkiiing-*"





  Ing-ing sat on Gloria's head. Then, it wriggled its body, moving as if nibbling at Gloria's hair.





  "...Mm...?"





  At that, Gloria trembled as if greatly surprised.





  "Ing-ing, what did you learn...? Stroking my hair like that..."





  "*Kkiiing-*"





  Gloria caught Ing-ing, the cloud Cloudling that was her long-time friend, with her hands.





  *Swish, swish-*





  Then, Ing-ing, held in Gloria's arms, began to scatter like a faint mist.





  That scattered mist, perhaps by feeling alone.





  Became the size of a small child.





  ━━━.





  It moved its mouth, which was made of fluffy clouds, and moved its hands. That action was just like stroking Gloria's hair.





  As if messing it up.





  Carelessly.





  Without any rules or rhythm, randomly.





  At that sight, Gloria remained silent for a moment, but for me, it felt like a very long time.





  "...."





  She just trembled slightly, her lips parted as if she were squeezing out words.





  "...Gyubi. You, you were Gyubi-"





  Her voice sounded like she was about to burst into tears.





  Gyubi, as I recall, was the name of Gloria's best friend.





  According to the memories I received from Gloria.





  Gyubi was a noisy Nymph girl, one head shorter than Gloria, who liked to stroke Gloria's hair.





  Spending time together every day.





  The best friend who hid nothing from each other.





  "Gyubi, I'm sorry-. I did something unforgivable to you, my friends..."





  I thought she might burst into tears any moment. Gloria couldn't hold back anymore and burst into tears again.





  "I stole your spring... I grew up like this all alone..."





  ━━━━.





  To Gloria's confession, the Cloudling-Gyubi, scattered like mist, kept opening and closing its mouth. I couldn't understand what it was saying, but.





  I felt like I knew what it was trying to convey.





  *Swish, swish-*





  Finally, it began to slowly wave the hands it had placed on its head. That action looked just like saying goodbye.





  *Swishhhhh-*





  Thus, Ing-ing-Gyubi, who bid farewell to its long-time friend, scattered along with the petals, butterflies, and fluffy cloud-like fireworks flying in the wind.





  To where it belonged-.





  -Perhaps it entered the circular stream of reincarnation.





  I clasped my hands together, forming a mudra as if in prayer.





  I pray that Ing-ing, who had been with Gloria, may live its next life as it desires.





  I don't know if I have that much power now.





  But I hoped it would be so.





  Just then, Gloria, who had been sitting on the ground, stood up.





  Gloria, with her back to me, slowly lifted her head. The direction her face was pointing was the direction where the butterflies, flowers, and fluffy clouds had flown.





  Gloria said.





  "...Ing-ing... Gyubi said it's okay now... Said it forgives me now... Said to make lots of friends from now on. And that someday, we'll meet again and play..."





  "That's good."





  I couldn't know what expression Gloria had.





  Because her back was turned to me.





  Perhaps her face was smudged with tears, snot, various emotions, and makeup. It probably wasn't pretty enough to call beautiful.





  However, I felt like I could guess what expression Gloria would have from now on.





  With shoulders lightened, roaming the world.





  Laughing like everyone else.





  Arguing and fighting with each other.





  Getting hurt.





  Living like everyone else.





  Gloria at nineteen.





  And Gloria at twenty, starting today, her life will change.





  Whether she likes it or not.





  Twenty years old, an age where she can start anything.
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  The first day of the New Year, spent struggling inside a black cocoon with Gloria.





  Upon returning to the mansion, I had to endure muscle pain and fatigue that were far more severe than I had expected.





  Was it a reaction to doing something I wasn't suited for?





  I thought a shower might help.





  Instead, it only made me feel languidly exhausted.





  "Uwaaaa-. My body is melting-."





  "Hassan, stop exaggerating-!"





  Luna smacked my back with her hand.





  "Hieek-!"





  Aside from screaming, I was in such bad shape that I couldn't even move my limbs. Sseuk-. Luna placed a cold, wet towel on my forehead as I lay on the bed and spoke.





  "It would be best to stay lying down for today. Various memories and experiences from Gloria suddenly clumped together and hit you, so Hassan-ssi's body is suffering the aftermath."





  "Is that so?"





  "I don't know for sure either. Honestly-. Right from the first day of the New Year. Hassan, I don't know why I have to nurse you when you haven't even been good."





  I had nothing to say to Luna's grumbling.





  "Luna-ya, there's no one but you."





  "What are you talking about? You were just rolling around with another girl until a moment ago-!"





  "Even so, Luna, you're the only one who forgives a guy like me."





  "...I don't care!"





  Luna snapped in anger. Then she pulled back the blanket and slapped my stomach once more with her palm.





  "Take one more-!"





  Chal-ssak-.





  Actually, she hit me twice.





  "Ugh...!"





  I did my best to pretend it hurt and screamed, but.





  Luna just gave a hmph-like snort as if she were sulking. 





  I understand. 





  It's because I left Luna alone and got involved with another woman. It's only natural to be angry. In fact, what I should really fear is when Luna stops getting angry at me no matter what I do.





  Because that would mean her feelings or affection for me aren't what they used to be. By then, it would be safe to say we'd become like a show-window couple who are only together for appearances.





  No matter where the other is, with whom, or what they are doing.





  It would be no different from being strangers with no emotional change.





  Thinking that way, Luna's current anger made me feel like she cares for and loves me that much, so I felt very good.





  I might have to work on soothing Luna's mood for the next few days.





  "Luna-ya, hit me more-. Get angrier-! Ung-ae-!"





  When I tried to suddenly hug Luna's waist like that, Luna was startled and pushed my face away.





  "Hassan, you really must be sick! Saying such weird things! Stop talking nonsense and just lie down!"





  "Okay."





  In truth, I didn't have much strength to move anyway.





  However, while Luna was stirring a damn bitter-looking elixir with her pinky to put in my mouth, she spoke as if something had occurred to her. 





  "But. I couldn't just leave her. That girl huddled in the corner. Somehow, she seemed like Hassan-."





  Is she talking about Gloria?





  I thought back to Gloria huddled in the cocoon and Luna, who had pushed my back toward such a person.





  Honestly, I never imagined Luna would push my back like that. If Luna hadn't supported me, I wouldn't have been able to take a step toward the cocoon.





  This is the truth.





  But on the other hand, I also had a feeling-call it belief, trust, conviction, or a sense of unity-that Luna would push my back.





  Because Luna and I are like one body and soul in many ways.





  "Is it because she absorbed Hassan's karma?"





  Luna said she couldn't hate Gloria. 





  Whether it's because, as Luna said, Gloria took my memories and came to possess a karma quite similar to the existence known as Hassan.





  Or whether it's because her black hair and eyes resemble mine, I don't know.





  But she said she just couldn't hate her and couldn't leave her like that.





  I asked.





  "So where is Gloria? She must be in bad shape like me."





  "The nymphs are taking care of her in the next room. Doris and Paranoi."





  "Really?"





  I listened closely. Then, the sound of small chatter drifted in from the room right next to mine.





  ━Aaat-! Why won't you put this sugar water, which this Paranoi personally made, into your mouth...? This Paranoi's sugar water is even more delicious than honey water-it is...!





  ━As expected, this Doris's honey water has triumphed...! This Doris's honey water is on a completely different level of effect compared to sugar water mixed by a ditch nymph-it is...!





  It seems they are playing well.





  I also felt relieved.





  Just then, the door burst open, and Hippolyte, wearing a long, flowing dress, entered the room.





  "Hassan, how is your physical condition?"





  "It's good."





  "It doesn't look particularly good. Here, this is bamboo shoot freshly pulled from the Deer Forest. It's a secret porridge made by boiling bamboo shoots, pulling them like noodles, and adding duck and medicinal herbs."





  Hippolyte handed me a soup with steam rising hotly from her hands. However, I didn't have the energy to eat it, so I just opened my mouth.





  "Good grief, I feel like I've gained a giant child."





  At that sight, Hippolyte, as if she had no choice, scooped up the porridge with a spoon and put it into my mouth bit by bit.





  I only had to close my eyes and open my mouth.





  I'm enjoying such luxury because I'm sick.





  Is this heaven?





  Just then, a bitter taste filled my mouth.





  "What is this? The taste is a bit different. Bitter, sour-. Hippolyte-nim, isn't the food cooked wrong?"





  "Hehe, Hassan, that's my special elixir-! Its name is Fairy Infusion of the Small Yard Tribe. It contains the essence of 15 fairies."





  When I slightly opened my eyes, Luna was also holding out a spoonful of bubbling elixir to my mouth. To have to eat delicious soup and a bizarre elixir together.





  I felt like my stomach was going to turn.





  But the effect must be quite good, as I felt vitality returning to my body quickly.





  "Still, it tastes too bad."





  "It's good for your body!"





  Despite it being a monumental day spent with my companions on the first day of the New Year, I had to spend half the day from morning to afternoon lying in bed receiving care.





  The sun set.





  Finally, when the moon rose high in the sky. 





  I was able to shake off the bed and get up with a relatively light body.





  "Receiving-."








    *      *      *








  As I opened the door and stepped into the mansion's hallway, I saw the back of a girl covered in raccoon fur. She seemed to be looking at the outside world through the hallway window.





  "How are you feeling?"





  "...."





  Even though I asked, Gloria didn't answer.





  What is she looking at to be so focused? 





  Curious, I also stood beside her. 





  I saw a large brazier burning in the mansion's garden, nymphs circling around it, and Antiope and Hippolyte grilling meat next to it.





  Beside them, I could also see Luna following behind Paranoi.





  ━Paranoi-! I told you that pancake isn't cooked yet-! And, I'm going to stack them high like a tower! Don't eat it!





  ━In this Paranoi's view, it's already beyond cooked and has become an aged pancake-it is...! I shall dispose of it into this Paranoi's mouth-it is...!





  Those bustling scenes were reflected in Gloria's black eyes.





  I casually tossed out a word as if passing by.


  


  "Don't just watch from afar like this, go and join them. It'll be more fun to go and see directly than watching through the glass."


  


  To that, Gloria replied immediately as if she hadn't even thought about it.





  "If I cut in, everyone will suddenly back away or go quiet."





  "Is that so?"





  It felt like a very familiar feeling.





  I thought about Gloria being invited to parties or events. Some would have approached her with goodwill or curiosity when she appeared.





  But the groups Gloria approached with goodwill might have felt awkward, and soon one or two would have left the spot with the excuse of having another appointment.





  Gloria said.





  "Hey, Hassan-. How do you make friends?"





  "Friends?"





  Asking how to make friends.





  Since she asked so suddenly, nothing came to my mind either.





  "Well...."





  "When I was young, my friends were friends as a matter of course. We'd wake up in the morning and see each other's faces. We'd play together until the sun went down. Before we knew it, we had become friends naturally."





  "I see."





  This conversation also brings back memories of my own childhood. Kindergarten, elementary school, middle school, high school, university, the military, and so on.





  In places where people of similar environments gathered, I made friends as a matter of course. I don't know what the method was.





  I just realized we were friends when I came to my senses.





  After that, how was it after coming to this other world?





  Life was so busy and hectic that having friends was close to a luxury for me. 





  Excluding my current group in this world, the guys I could call my friends would be Kalidur, Malko, and maybe the skeleton knight Achilles or Bacchus.





  But if asked how I became close to them, there was little I could answer.





  Making friends is a very difficult thing. 





  As you get older, there are more things to consider, like maintaining face, so it becomes even harder.





  But one thing is for sure: rather than watching from behind a window like this, it's best to just dive in, no matter what.





  If you rub shoulders and talk to each other, it'll work out somehow.





  So I pulled Gloria's arm.





  "Let's go too. It's the first day of the New Year. And it's your birthday."





  "It's cold outside."





  "They've lit lots of fires, so it'll be warm."





  "...."





  Gloria seemed to resist slightly, but as I continued to pull her arm, she reluctantly moved her steps as if she couldn't help it.





  We went down the long and many stairs, passed through the mansion's lobby, and finally opened the main door to enter the garden where braziers were burning warmly everywhere.





  People's gazes gathered on us.





  At that, Gloria hid behind me.





  Leading such a Gloria, I approached the largest burning bonfire. Many foods were already laid out there.





  I was hungry, but I didn't even know what to eat first. Just as I was thinking about what to eat first to maximize my appetite, Hippolyte spoke.





  "For the meat, carve off as much as you want with a knife and put it on your plate."





 At those words, I picked up a suitable plate, pulled out a cooking dagger, and sliced off pieces of the meat roasting on the brazier onto my plate.





  "Roast it whole and carve off as much as you want to eat. It's the Amazon River way. But you mustn't leave any."





  Hippolyte's eyes turned toward Gloria. 





  Sseueueuk-.





  Normally, I wouldn't have thought much of it. But because Gloria had talked about making friends and whatnot, even I started to feel nervous.





  Will Gloria be able to blend in well among the people?





  The tension of watching that reminded me of the animal TV programs I often saw as a child. 





  It felt like wondering if a wild beast raised by humans could regain its wildness through hunting training and live well in the wild again.





  Of course, in this case, it's the opposite.





  I'm curious if Gloria, who has lived in the wild, can live well among people. 





  No, perhaps the crowd of people is the real jungle. A jungle full of complex, bustling people whose inner thoughts are unknown.





  I don't know if Gloria, who has lived in solitude, can survive well in that jungle. Gloria herself seemed to lack confidence, as she was busy hiding behind my back.





  If she keeps using me as a shield like this, she might not be able to approach the others.





  I was slightly worried about what to do.





  "Aaat-! Look, the black Kore has come...! She's the girl this Doris discovered last time...! Just as this Doris said, she's a magnificent rough diamond-it is...!"





  "Hoeee, this time for sure, we should all go and decorate her...!"





  Before I knew it, nymphs who had spotted Gloria flocked over and began pulling her arms. Gloria was as popular with the nymphs as Luna was.





  There were more than last time, easily ten or so nymphs.





  Their names were Hoenoy, Ononoy, Eris, Meteriol, Geris, Aine, Luanoy, Korne, and so on-. Among them were nymphs who had been shut in their rooms saying they were hibernating.





  Did they wake up from hibernation because the weather got warmer? It shouldn't be fully spring yet.





  "We must put flowers on her head like a crown-it is...!"





  "Hoeee, for her arms, a stem bracelet made of grape flowers is good-!"


  


  "Y-you guys, my clothes, why are you taking off my clothes!?"





  "Just stay still-it is...!"





  Thus, Gloria came to wear a fluttering, airy dress befitting the protagonist of a New Year's festival and birthday party, and a tiara made of flowers instead of raccoon fur on her head.





  Her hair was neatly combed, and her face was decorated with powder and rouge brought by the nymphs.





  "This is a flower this Doris picked in the Deer Forest today-it is...!"





  As Doris placed a flower similar to a white rose on her head as a finishing touch, bees that had been buzzing in the sky began to dance around Gloria.





  At that sight, Doris shouted loudly.





  "Everyone, sing a song for Kore, whose birthday it is today-it is...!"





  Then the nymphs held hands and began to circle around Gloria from left to right.





  At the same time, they sang a song.





  "You were-. Born to be-. Loved-."   


    


  At that song, Gloria seemed extremely embarrassed and didn't know what to do, her eyes darting around busily.





  "Hassan-."





  She soon gave me a somewhat desperate look as if asking for help, but there was no way I could help her.





  But contrary to my worries, I could tell Gloria would be able to make friends soon.





  There's nothing for me to help with.





  So I slowly strolled around the mansion's garden, where people were singing and chatting everywhere. I wanted to loosen up my body, which had been sluggish from lying down all day.





  Just then, in a corner of the brazier, a purple-haired girl who was warming herself by the fire beckoned to me.





  It was Lady Nox, Luna's mother and my mother-in-law.





  『Child-. I feel a strange energy from you-. That auspicious thing-. Inside your pants-. Could you take it out and show it to this lady-?』
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  Lady Nox waved her hand towards me.





  『Child, I feel an auspicious aura in your pants pocket-one I've felt before-. Could you take it out and show it to me-?』





  Lady Nox, after the collapse of the Underworld, was found by the Pluto cultists Paranoy had hired and was staying at our mansion.





  The mansion's basement was said to be a kind of dungeon ruled by Lady Nox and Erebor, the Demon God of Darkness, who clung to her shoulder like a pet.





  In fact, the mansion's basement was currently being used as a laboratory for the dark magician Anxious, Somnia's sorcery room, and a torture chamber where Paranoy's Black Guard tortured Nymph-haters they had captured.





  There was really nothing else that came to mind besides the word 'dungeon'.





  It might feel a bit unsettling to have such things in the mansion's basement. 





  However, thanks to this couple, a wide and vast barrier of darkness was spread around the mansion, preventing crude Monsters or those with ill intentions from approaching.





  ━Jjik-jjik.





  I served my father-in-law and mother-in-law. They offered me various advice and information, or spread barriers to protect the mansion.





  It was a good arrangement for everyone.





  Also, most of my companions were those who hadn't grown up receiving their mother's or father's love. 





  From Amazoness sisters like Hippolyte and Antiope, to Nymphs like Doris, Ignoi, and Paranoy, they had all been separated from their parents at a young age.





  For them, having older mentors in the mansion seemed to be a good thing, as it gave them someone to rely on in many ways.





  It wouldn't be easy to find mentors as great as Protogenoi Nox and Erebor.


 


  Lady Nox was asking me to take something out of my pants pocket and show it to her.





  『It's clearly a strange item. I want to see it-.』





  What strange and auspicious item could be in my pants? Nothing, really. 





  I'm not the type to stuff all sorts of things into my pants pockets. At most, there would be some odds and ends and a few coins I could quickly pull out.





  Aside from that, the only thing in my pants was my three-sword style club. Could Lady Nox possibly want to see my club?





  No, Lady Nox is Luna's mother, isn't she?





  Why would Luna's mother want to see my club?





  My extreme bewilderment lasted only a moment.





  Pajijik-.





  Quad-core Hassan's intense wisdom flashed through my mind. Luna and I were on the verge of marriage.





  Perhaps on this Gaia continent, there might be a tradition where a groom-to-be has to prove in front of his prospective in-laws that his 'thing' is fully functional.





  It was a very plausible story, even if I did come up with it myself.





  After all, the Gaia continent was strange enough to have such a tradition and then some.





  But still, how could I possibly undergo such an inspection from Lady Nox? As I hesitated, feeling embarrassed, Lady Nox spoke.





  『Child, I don't know if you're aware-but there's a strange piece of metal in your pants pocket. Take it out and hand it to me, this humble one.』





  Metal?





  Only then did I recall that there was indeed a strange piece of metal in my pants. 





  When I reached into my pants pocket, what I felt was the rusty, soot-stained, blackened ring I had received from Nemea the day before.





  The ring that fit perfectly on my ring finger.





  "Perhaps, are you referring to this?"





  『That's right-.』





  "Do you happen to know anything about this ring?"





  I placed the ring on Lady Nox's palm and asked. This ring was said to be the medium used when I was summoned to this world.





  No matter how much I thought about it, I had no connection to this ring whatsoever.





  I wondered if Lady Nox might know something about it.





  Seureureuk-.





  Lady Nox, having received the ring from me, held it and examined it from various angles, then presented it to the black mouse sitting on her shoulder, eating cheese.





  ━Jjik-jjik-.





  『You think so too, don't you-?』





  ━Jjik-.





  The heartwarming scene of a young girl seemingly conversing with a small mouse lasted only a moment. The black mouse, Erebor, opened its mouth and gnawed on the ring.





  Dalgak, dalgak-.





  Erebor, who had been gnawing on the metal for a while, spoke.





  ━Jjik-jjik-.





  It certainly sounded like he was saying something important, but since I don't understand mouse-speak, I couldn't make sense of it.





  "What did he say?"





  『This ring is made of a special ore. It's an ore called Worldstone (世界石).』





  "Worldstone...?"





  Just by looking at it, I could tell it was no ordinary name.





  Worldstone.





  The stone of the world.





  In English, it's Worldstone.





  Whatever it was, if it had 'world' or 'World' as a prefix, it was definitely a pretty amazing and powerful item.





  And it was an even more definite feeling that I had doubts about such an item being related to me.





  I asked.





  "Could you tell me more about this Worldstone?"





  『I shall-. Since the birth of the world-. This humble one and Erebor, who have lived for infinite time, have time and leisure in abundance-.』





  Tadak, tadadak-.





  By the blazing hearth.





  Amidst the cheerful voices of Nymphs and many people laughing and chatting, Lady Nox began her story in a calm and gentle voice.





  『Originally, this world began as a single small sphere. A tiny sphere, as small as a fist. It was a bead about the size of an apple.』





  "Perhaps, is that the Chaos Cosmos...?"





  I recalled the story I had heard from the old doctor Platan a while ago. The world was originally a single tiny point. And for some reason, it intensely expanded to become this world.





  That sphere and world gaining a personality was none other than Chaos, the God of Chaos.





  Lady Nox nodded at my words.





  『You know well. The tiny bead, Chaos. It expanded and exploded, becoming the foundation of the world. We Protogenoi are beings that fell out with that explosion.』





  According to Lady Nox's explanation, Chaos was the engineer who created the computer. 





  And Lady Nox and the other Protogenoi were the programmers who developed various programs to make that computer run stably.





  Of course, Lady Nox didn't use a computer as a metaphor, but that's how I understood it, at least.





  "So, what's the connection between that ring and this story?"





  『This is a fragment. A fragment of the tiny sphere from the primordial beginning. It is, in essence, the very origin (原點) that became the foundation of the world.』





  "Then, isn't that truly amazing?"





  『That's right. The primordial origin was swept away by a massive explosion, and all became individual worlds. However, some are occasionally found throughout the world in the form of such tiny fragments. Those, we called the stones of the world, Worldstones-.』





  Indeed, it was a stone worthy of the name Worldstone. It was a fucking powerful ring, after all.





  Lady Nox added to her explanation.





  『However, the size of a Worldstone is usually, at most, about the size of a Nymph's tear. The largest one was only fingernail-sized. Even that holds the value of an entire world. But this one is incredibly large-.』





  "It's large?"





  『Yes. A Worldstone this size probably doesn't exist anywhere else in the world. This, in itself, is a colossal universe. It's an incredible item. Even in the crown of the great Jupiter, there's only a Worldstone about the size of a thumbnail-.』





  Buseuseuseuseu-.





  Lady Nox's hair bristled and stood on end.





  『Such power-. A treasure like the world itself-. The will of the absolutes-.』





  ━Geureureureu-.





  Concurrently, the black mouse, Erebor, sitting on her shoulder, also began to growl, and its appearance was so eerie and frightening that goosebumps broke out all over my back.





  『If it falls into the hands of a worthy individual. Power that can even control the rules of the world-. Control the movement of the stars-. Turn night into day-. The possibility of even turning day into eternal darkness-.』





  Hwareuk, hwareureuk-.





  The bonfire burning before us flickered as if it would go out any moment. The surrounding air violently shook, and everything began to rumble as if an earthquake had struck-.





  "Wh-what's happening...? Is the world ending because of the candy this Paranoy secretly ate...?"





  "Thunder is about to strike from a clear sky...!"





  When the Nymphs, who had been singing and chatting happily, reacted first to this situation, burying their heads in the ground like pheasants hearing a gunshot.  





  『Ah....』





  Lady Nox, whose eyes were wide open, as if they couldn't get any wider, slowly extended her hand towards me.





  When I opened my hand, Lady Nox returned the ring to my palm.





  At the same time, her eerily bristling hair settled back to its original state, and the clash of magic that had been reverberating around us faded as if it had never happened.





  『Cherish it-. Don't show it to anyone-. It is the very will of the world-. If it falls into the hands of the wicked, great chaos could erupt-.』





  "Yes, y-yes-."





  I quickly put the ring into my pocket.





  Whatever this was, it certainly seemed like an incredible item, capable of stirring greed and madness in Lady Nox.





  Is it the One Ring?





  I'll have to be careful from now on.





  『Where did you get such an item-?』





  "That, I also need to go find out now."





  『I see-. After the upcoming wedding, you'll be heading to the godless land where the fairies of this foreign realm live, won't you-.』





  "Yes. Probably-."





  With that, Lady Nox's and my conversation was truly over. 





  After that, it was just New Year's Day greetings, like 'Do you like where you're living-?', 'Would you like Nymph attendants-?', and 'Are the wedding preparations going well-?'





  ━Hassan-!





  When I thought of returning to Luna and the group, who were waving at me from afar, and began with, "Then, I'll move to a different spot-."





  Lady Nox opened her mouth as if she had one last thing to say.





  『Child-. Do you truly know nothing about that item-?』


 


  "No. Why? Is there some problem?"





  『From that ring, your strange karma was heavily imbued. That is, without a doubt, your item-.』





  "...Is that so?"





  『No, perhaps it could be that this humble one's power has weakened too much, so I felt it incorrectly.... In the end, it feels as though the item has circulated and returned to where it belongs.』





  With that, Lady Nox's and my conversation was truly over.





  Now I turned my steps and approached the hearth where Luna and her companions were gathered, chatting loudly. 





  There, Luna, holding something tightly wrapped in cloth, spread her arms wide and called out to me.





  "What did you talk about with Mom!"





  "Just, if the wedding preparations were going well. Things like that. So, why did you call me?"





  The one who answered was Paranoy, rubbing his palms together next to Luna.





  "It's an unveiling ceremony-imnidat...! This year's first bottle of alcohol-! And, Luna-nim's masterpiece, created by pouring her time into it-! It's the unveiling ceremony for Nectar-imnidat...!"





  "Nectar? Is it really complete?"





  Seuk, seuk-.





  Luna shook her head at my question.





  "I don't know-!"





  "But, according to my calculations and recipe, it should be perfectly aged this evening-! Since we're all gathered for a change, I thought we could open it and share a drink-!"





  Saying that, Luna unwrapped what was covered in thin cloth. As she tore off the wrapping, what appeared beyond it was a transparent glass bottle and the brilliant, sparkling golden liquid nestled within.





  Challang, challang-.





  Its brilliance was truly like the sun.





  In the dark night, just by Luna lifting the bottle of alcohol, the garden lit up brightly as if the sun had risen. At that sight, all of us, without exception, swallowed our words and breath, overwhelmed.





  This is the real deal.





  My instincts, having temporarily inherited the seat of the God of Wine, were screaming that. My flinch at that sacred brilliance lasted only a moment-.





  "Gwaaat...! It's so dazzling-imnidat...! But, such a fragrant smell...! My mouth is watering, my mouth won't stop watering-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy was drooling grape juice from his mouth. When I looked next to him, other Nymphs, Hippolyte, Antiope, and others were also smacking their lips.





  Just like how one's mouth waters automatically when looking at a lemon.





  Their bodies must have begun to salivate at that brilliant golden light and the nutrients it contained.





  It seemed the same for Luna.





  Luna also swallowed hard and gripped the awl-shaped cork stopper in her hand.





  She moved her hand as if to open it any moment-then-.





  "N-no, I'm too nervous to do it! Hassan, since Hassan is the owner of this grand mansion! Please open this celebratory New Year's drink, along with your New Year's aspirations-!"





  It was Luna, extending the brilliant golden bottle and bottle opener towards me.





  Having inadvertently taken them, I felt everyone's gaze fall upon me.





  New Year's greetings?
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  Luna held out a golden liquor bottle towards me.





  At the same time, Hippolyte rang the metal cup with a spoon with a *daeng-daeng-* sound, and I felt everyone's eyes turn towards me.





  Caught off guard, I took the liquor bottle, and my mind went blank for a moment.





  Because they asked me to speak about my New Year's aspirations as their representative. I had no experience doing that, nor any story prepared.





  "Hassan-nim, please say a few words representing Hassan-nim's acquaintances, followers, and family gathered at the mansion-!"





  With even Paranoy egging them on, I fell into a moment of thought.





  What did I feel back in the day when listening to the principal's lecture at entrance ceremonies, school opening ceremonies, or vacation ceremonies?





  The only thought filling my head was wanting it to end quickly so I could rest.





  Wouldn't people in this world feel the same?





  A long, tedious, and boring declaration of aspirations wouldn't suit me, and no one would like it either.





  So, I inserted the opener's awl into the liquor bottle's cork and said casually.





  "Everyone has done well so far. In the New Year, let's just keep doing as we've been doing."





  As I tried to open my lips further, I saw hints of tension flash across people's faces here and there.





  As expected, it's better to keep it short.





  *Ppong-*. When I put strength into my finger, the opener made a crisp sound piercing the cork.





  At the same time, golden bubbles began to spray out, boiling *bogeul-bogeul*.





  *Swaaaah-*. It was just like a fountain in the garden, making us feel like we were showering in tiny golden liquor bubbles.





  It felt just like opening a cola bottle that someone had shaken up vigorously.





  "The liquor is spraying...! If you don't want to get wet, you must avoid it...!"





  For a moment, Doris and several other Nymphs fled in a panic.





  I felt a dizzying intoxication rising from the refreshing aroma of the rich fruit liquor swirling and rising in the air.





  I started getting drunk just from the smell, which usually doesn't affect me even with considerable amounts of alcohol.





  Only one thing proved that fact.





  That this liquor bottle Luna handed me was undoubtedly worthy of being called the liquor of the gods.





  "It's a wonderful aroma-! Just smelling it makes me feel drunk already-! This is a very Nymph-friendly aroma-!"





  Paranoy, his face flushed from the intoxication, said.





  "As Hassan-nim's right hand, chief follower, and the undisputed Archduke of this mansion, who achieved the greatest feats and endured the most hardship last year, is it permissible for me, Paranoy, to taste it first...?"





  "I, Doris, also worked hard, stoking the fires, aging the fruits. Collecting honey, stomping and crushing grapes. It was a daily grind of hard labor...! Therefore, I have the right to taste the first liquor...!"





  Seeing even Doris next to me speaking as if expecting to taste a cup of liquor, I got a strong feeling.





  While it might not be the divine liquor Nectar that Bacchus brewed.





  Luna, in her own way, managed to craft the gods' liquor, which she had never seen or tasted before, into her own.





  Honestly, I had implicitly thought Luna could do it.





  Seeing the results of her work was more surprising than I expected.





  I thought it would take at least a few years.





  "Hassan, how is it? Does it seem well-made?"





  When the golden carbonation subsided for a moment, Luna asked me.





  I looked at the bottle where carbonation bubbles were boiling *bugeul-bogeul*.





  The smell and color. Everything was intensely magnificent, but the most important things are surely taste and efficacy.





  "I'll have to drink it to know."





  "Then hurry up and try it-! I haven't had a single sip yet either, because I wanted to give it to Hassan first-!"





  At Luna's question, I alternately glanced at the bottle and the faces of the people.





  Could I ignore the many gazes focused on me and the way they kept glancing at the liquor bottle?





  If I drank all of this alone like this, it seems like a premonition that I'll have to endure a barrage of questions like "How did it taste?" for days to come.





  "Let's all have a cup each. Everyone who wants to drink, line up here-!"





  I shouted to everyone.





  While it would be nice for me to drink this entire bottle, it's a celebratory liquor for the New Year.





  I thought it would be good to share it together, no matter how small the amount.





  So, when I waved my hand towards everyone, people lined up in front of me as if they had been waiting.





  Right now, the people in the mansion - my companions and the Nymphs, the members of the former Pluto priests, and Paranoy's intelligence agents called the Black Brotherhood, about fifty people in total.





  It's absurd for fifty people to drink from this one bottle, but.





  Wouldn't a sip that just brushes the tongue somehow work?





  So, with experiences deeply ingrained in my body from countless instances of receiving school lunches and meals, I poured only a very appropriate amount into each cup.





  *Jjoreuk-*.





  Portion control is important.





  If I get too ambitious and pour too much from the start, the last person might not have any left to drink.





  Then Paranoy, his face flushed red, scrunched up his forehead.





  "This is an amount so small that not even the tip of a pinky finger can be submerged in it...? I, Paranoy, deserve a slightly larger amount of liquor than this...!"





  "No. The person behind won't be able to drink. Next person."





  "Hoo-ee, this Hoenoi hasn't become an adult yet, so she can't drink...! My share can be given to other friends...!"





  When about 50 cups of exquisite portions were distributed like that.





  Everyone raised their golden cups, shimmering like shallow water surfaces.





  "Cheers-."





  And then, each person began to bring their lips to the cup and sip little by little-.





  I, too, finally poured the very tiny remaining drops in the bottle into my cup and drank them with a *huureup*.





   *    *    *











  "Mom, for the picnic lunchbox, I asked for inari sushi, not jjajangmyeon. Even kimbap would have been fine.... The jjajangmyeon got all soggy, I couldn't eat it...."





  I complained to my mother, who had made jjajangmyeon for my school picnic lunch.





  Soggy jjajangmyeon. I ended up not being able to eat it and had to share snacks from my friends' lunchboxes during the field trip.





  It was embarrassing.





  When I complained to my mother after returning home-.





  I got a knuckle-rap on the head for not being grateful about the food.





  It hurt so much and made me upset that I cried my eyes out.





  Why am I even talking about this now?





  This is a memory sealed deep in the D drive of my very old dual core.





  What the heck.





  Where am I?





  "Hassan-. Wake up-. It's already morning-. Morning-. It's morning-."





  Someone shook my body vigorously, and I was able to open my eyes.





  "What the-. What is it, what happened? What is this?"





  When I looked around, I realized I was already lying in my bedroom, asleep.





  On my incredibly spacious bed, Gloria, Hippolyte, and Luna were lying together.





  Hippolyte and Gloria seemed to still be asleep, breathing softly *saegeun-saegeun*.





  Only Luna, resting her head on my right arm, was looking up at me with her eyes sparkling brightly.





  "What the, what is it, what happened?"





  "Hassan, last night... after tormenting me like that, you don't remember?"





  Tormented me? What did I torment?





  Last night?





  As I tried to retrace my memory to perform a fragment collection on my drive, wondering what happened last night-.





  *Jjigeun-*. *Jjigeun-*.





  "Ughhh-."





  My temples hurt as if they would break.





  The temple is one of the vital points that can directly pressure the brain.





  Such a vital point hurting means something must have gone wrong with my brain.





  "Chaos, hooray-."





  As I muttered softly, letters floated before my eyes.





  『Name: Hassan Lv. 47 → 48 (+ 1)


   Strength: 16


   Agility: 16


   Stamina: 15 → 16 + 1


   Task Points: 1230 → 720


   Blessings: "Shining Hand" "Armor of Night" "Dark Eyes" "Scorched Skin".


   Status: "Terrible Hangover" "Cat's Grudge" "Friend of Locusts" "Debauchery".』





  "What the heck. What is this-."





  My vision feels blurry.





  What I could see before my eyes were strange letters. The first thing that caught my eye was the stamina stat.





  My stamina, which was originally only level 15, had not only risen to 16 but also had an additional level added.





  Wasn't breaking past level 15 only possible by drinking Nectar?





  While thinking that, the three letters N-E-C-T-A-R were clearly imprinted in my mind once again.





  "I, definitely-."





  We shared Luna's divine liquor, which she made herself, in small amounts, about one cup each, and then we toasted.





  And after drinking that liquor.





  Blackout.





  It was truly complete darkness.





  "No way, did I black out?"





  Blacking out? That's something that absolutely cannot happen.





  I've only gotten drunk and lost my senses once in my entire life.





  Except for that one time, no matter how much I drank, I never lost my reason or blacked out.





  Since temporarily inheriting the position of Chief Deity, it was safe to say that even drinking an amount of liquor as large as a pond wouldn't get me drunk.





  But that I would black out?





  Back then, I drank liquor with Luna.





  When I drank the liquor she handed over, claiming Luna made it herself, I lost consciousness as if trapped in complete darkness.





  Liquor made by Luna.





  Terrible Hangover.





  If it's similar....





  If it's similar to back then- it's similar-!





  "Shibal. No-."





  Reaching a certain conclusion, I looked around.





  Then, I noticed that Hippolyte and Gloria, whom I had thought were just lying there, had faces etched with a strange weariness as they slept.





  And I could observe that their bodies were covered only by a thin blanket, revealing almost all of their thighs and chests.





  "Hassan, last night..."





  When I asked Luna, who seemed relatively lucid, she pulled the blanket towards her chest, saying shyly.





  "Hassan, you were like a total beast.... I told you no. But you just forced your way through.... Everywhere, all over.... Now, really, if not for Hassan, we can't get married."





  "Ugh-. Shibal, I don't remember-."





  It seems like a really good memory, but it's not in my head.





  *Seureuk-*.





  I slipped out of the blanket and stepped onto the floor.





  Just as I thought I stepped on the plush carpet.





  *"Yiyaoong-!"*





  Something noisy and intense was running wild, fleeing in all directions.





  "What the heck is that?"





  It was a cat. Probably.





  There was a ridiculously white cat beneath my feet.





  It seems I didn't realize it was there and stepped forward, stepping on its tail.





  But why a cat?





  Was there anyone in the mansion who raised cats?





  "Hassan, you went to Count Hawkins's manor yesterday and took a cat, didn't you? Since you protected the city during that time, they told you to give a reward-. Don't you remember?"





  "I, I went to the manor and took a cat?"





  Unable to believe the story, I clutched my throbbing head and slowly stepped out into the corridor.





  Then, I saw buildings smashed here and there, and Nymphs scattered across the corridor.





  I saw dogs barking noisily as they roamed the mansion, and jungle-like vines occupying various parts of the corridor.





  It was truly a scene of utter chaos.





  Looking down at the garden through the wall, which was completely smashed and had holes, the situation there was even more dire.





  The garden was so densely packed with trees that it could be called a jungle.





  The well-maintained garden becoming a jungle overnight.





  Not many people on this Gaia continent could cause such a drastic change.





  It was clear that I had done it.





  At that moment, something rustled and cried out from the bushes.





  *"Buooooo-."*





  It was a ridiculously large beast.





  An elephant, a beast sad for its long nose.





  An elephant is now in my jungle-like garden.





  I was ridiculously surprised.





  "Where on earth did that elephant come from? Was there an elephant in my garden? No, not that I know of."





  Just as I was surprised by the giant elephant wandering around the mansion's garden.





  *Pasaseuseuk-*.





  Soon, with the sound of trees shaking, something emerged.





  With its heavy two legs stomping the ground *kung, kwang-*, opening its maw full of numerous fangs-.





  *"Kueo-oooo-."*





  "No, shibal, isn't that a dinosaur?"





  A dinosaur?





  That's right. It really is a dinosaur. To be precise, rather than a dinosaur, it's likely a bipedal monster of the dragon hierarchy, a Drake.





  I heard that those Drakes are distributed throughout the Monster Forest where Echidna, the Queen of Monsters, lives.





  I had no idea why such a creature was in my garden.





  『Name: Hassan Lv. 47 → 48 (+ 1)


   Strength: 16


   Agility: 16


   Stamina: 15 → 16 + 1


   Task Points: 1230 → 720


   Blessings: "Shining Hand" "Armor of Night" "Dark Eyes" "Scorched Skin".


   Status: "Terrible Hangover" "Cat's Grudge" "Friend of Locusts" "Debauchery".』





  Only then could I focus my gaze on the letters like "Terrible Hangover," "Cat's Grudge," "Friend of Locusts," and "Debauchery" that appeared in my status.





  While I was drunk, I had a feeling that quite a lot had happened.





  At that moment, I felt a small presence behind my back.





  "Hassan-nim, last night... it was truly magnificent-! I, Paranoy, have once again come to admire Hassan-nim's greatness-!"





  "Paranoy-!"





  I grabbed Paranoy's shoulder, who seemed relatively lucid.





  "Do you remember what happened yesterday-?"





  "Of course-! Here, I even had my loyal subordinate, the smartphone, record it-!"
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  I looked through the videos from last night recorded on Paranoy-ssi's smartphone.





  ━Wood Style, Deep Forest Emergence-!





  ━Aah-! It's Hassan-nim's 22nd, no, 25th ultimate skill, 'Creating Trees Randomly' desu...! To create this many trees from nothing but bare ground, it's incredible desu...!





  There, I saw a scene of myself haphazardly multiplying trees in the garden.





  ━The garden is an area managed by this Doris-sama nanoda...! If you increase the trees so recklessly, it becomes difficult to maintain nodesu...!





  ━Be quiet desu...! How dare you talk back to Hassan-nim's actions...? Doris, who only swaggers around being a Nymph of Honey-water, just stay still desu...!





  ━Paranoy, the Nymph of Ditch-water, I don't know what you're suddenly talking about nanoda...!





  ━This Paranoy knows all about how the other Nymphs look down on me as a Nymph of Ditch-water desu...! But, I am not just a Nymph of Ditch-water, I am a Super Nymph of Ditch-water desu...!





  ━Hoee, a Super Nymph of Ditch-water, there's no such Nymph no-desu...!





  ━Then there is from now on desu...! Everyone, when you call this Paranoy, call me Super Paranoy-nim with reverence desu...!





  There, I saw several drunken Nymphs chattering away mindlessly. Was it said that when traveling with Nymphs, it's important not to let them drink enough to get drunk?





  The reason being that drunken Nymphs become as noisy and frantic as a pheasant soaked in water. Indeed, the video was noisy, shaking wildly, and beyond chaotic.





  It must be because the drunk Paranoy was shaking the smartphone's Camera here and there.





  In that mess, I was busy trying to find myself.





  Just like when my younger sister, who used to work as a minor extra, would scour through videos with hawk-like eyes to find herself in a drama.





  In the shaky footage, my Rinnegan finds my back.





  ━A forest needs an elephant.





  Buuuung-.





  After saying those bizarre words, my back suddenly floated up into the air. It wasn't a leap; I just floated up, out of nowhere.





  At that sight, Paranoy in the video shouts.





  ━Aah-! Hassan-nim is flying in the sky desu...! Please give this Paranoy a ride too desu...!





  In the shaky screen, Paranoy was seen clinging to my leg.





  ━This Paranoy is flying in the sky desu...! This is an airplane in the truest sense...! Neither the Nymph of Honey-water, nor the Nymphs of Tears or Ink, will have seen a view higher than this Nymph of Ditch-water, Paranoy desu...!





  Flying through the night sky while carrying the fussing Paranoy, I went to a place that could be a jungle or a forest and caught an elephant.
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  ━Hassan-nim, there's also a sleeping Drake over there desu...! Shouldn't there be a dinosaur in Hassan-nim's garden to establish dignity desu...?





  ━That's true.





  In the meantime, I pick up a sleeping dinosaur in one hand and set it down in the garden.





  It was such a surreal sight that it was hard to believe it was real, but-.





  ━Graaaaa-!





  The T-Rex Drake currently roaring with its mouth wide open in the garden became the undeniable evidence of last night.





  To think I flew through the sky and went back and forth to the distant forest of Monsters. Just how did I do this?





  What is this.





  Come to think of it, I remember the word 'Flight' being on the new weapon I obtained, Mjolnir.





  Seuk-. As I place my hand on the leather holster at my waist, letters float up.





  『Name: Mjolnir of Total Destruction.』





  Strength Stat 16 Achieved - Power Amplification Unlocked.





  Agility Stat 16 Achieved - Flight Function Unlocked.





  Stamina Stat 16 Achieved - Regeneration Ability Unlocked.』





  It was written here that the flight function would be unlocked upon reaching 16 Agility. It was a function I had struggled with because I didn't know how to use it.





  Having blacked out because of the alcohol, I feel like I was somehow handling this flight ability perfectly as if it were my own.





  On the screen, from the night of New Year's Day, I was consuming Karma to release a swarm of locusts into a den of bandits who were out thieving.





  ━Hehe, give me a Cat-! I'm the only one without a Cat-!





  ━Hassan-nim, it's fine to take it, but if you're going to take it, you have to take the cat litter box and food bowl too. And the toys and the claw scratcher!





  ━Right!





  I was even breaking into a Count's estate to steal a cat.





  Paranoy's video cut off abruptly while I was doing things the usual me would never do.





  Recording stopped either because the battery ran out and the device turned off, or because the drunk Paranoy made a mistake in operation.





  Thanks to that, I had no way of knowing what happened after that.





  However, the people I met in the mansion, which had collapsed in places and become like a ruin, were each starting to talk to me.





  "Hey, Hassan-. What, you were a guy who could really do it if you tried? Nothing has been as refreshing as yesterday...!"





  The one I encountered on the first floor of the mansion was Somnia.





  However, it took quite a while to realize that she was Somnia.





  Because her bare face was revealed, without the usual ridiculous Mask or the bandages wrapped around her face.





  "What-. Why are you staring at someone's face like that-?"





  The Somnia I remembered was an insomniac who extremely disliked revealing her face because of a large burn-like scar.





  The face of the person I just met was clean without a single blemish.





  If it weren't for the pink bobbed hair and Somnia's characteristic high and shrill voice, I wouldn't have recognized that she was the Cultist voodoo practitioner Somnia-.





  "You, your face-. So that's what you looked like-."





  Somnia's face was that of an Ideope girl with a slightly sharp, cat-like appearance.





  If Luna felt like someone who would get her money ripped off everywhere because she was gentle, pure, and eccentric, this one felt like someone who would rip off money in a back alley.





  When I slightly narrowed my eyes, Somnia burst out laughing with a 'Pahahat-'.





  "You fixed it last night-! You even applied mud mixed with spit to my face, saying you'd fix it. Are you going to pretend you don't know-?"





  "...."





  Naturally, I don't remember.





  "What, are you planning to act humble and pretend you don't know what happened yesterday? No need for that! We Pluto priests already know well enough what a reckless psycho you are-!"





  "Besides fixing your face, what else did I do?"





  "You raided the Minerva Guild-! Don't you remember shaking your hips at the Statue of Goddess Minerva there-?"





  How terrible.





  Since I had never blacked out from drinking before, there were many things I didn't know about my drinking habits.





  But if there's one thing I've clearly learned from when I made the oath on the River Styx to Luna and now.





  It's that when I lose my mind from alcohol, I become a bizarre guy who does things I would never normally do.





  "Other than that-."





  "Renting out the entire Juno Temple in Sodomora for next Sunday? Man, I didn't know you'd spend as much as five thousand gold in one go."





  "I... rented the Temple?"





  "Yeah-! You said you were getting married next Sunday-! You rode Cerberus all over downtown Sodomora, shouting at people and inviting them-!"





  "Ah-."





  I realized.





  That without me knowing, another 'me' had set the wedding date.





  A wedding in a week.





  Somnia said, patting my shoulder.





  "I thought you were a total madman. I guess the name 'Archduke from Hell' wasn't a bluff after all? To be honest, I thought Paranoy was lying when he told crazy stories about you."





  I don't know for sure, but it feels like Somnia's affinity toward me has risen a bit.





  If the state of affinity until yesterday was at a level where she'd stall for time before giving a short answer even if I sent a message-.





  Today, it felt like we'd become close enough that even if she wouldn't ask me what I was doing first, she'd at least answer well when I asked.





  "Yesterday, what you did to the Statue of Goddess Minerva was-."





  It seemed like Somnia was about to start a terrible story I didn't really want to hear, so I hurriedly decided to end the conversation.





  "Right, anyway. Your face. It looks much better now that the scar is gone."





  "What, are you trying to hit on me now?"





  "What-?"





  "It's a shame, Hassan, but we're not close enough for me to go on a date with you. Your face looks like a bandit's, which is cool, but-. A date is only after we get to know each other a bit more-."





  Somnia laughed loudly with a 'Hang-hang-hang-'. Of course, I admit that the current Somnia has a sufficiently attractive appearance. But I didn't really intend to hit on her.





  I've heard that there are women who perceive everything as an attempt to hit on them if you speak even a little kindly. It seems Somnia is that kind of person.





  Anyway, I walked around the smashed-up mansion.





  The place was full of people suffering from hangovers.





  "My head is spinning-spinning nanoda.... At this rate, this Doris-sama will end up becoming Doris, the Nymph of Honey-wine-water nanoda...."





  The only ones who seemed to have their wits about them were Paranoy, Luna, and Somnia.





  Luna and Somnia are from Ideope, so they're probably fine because they're damn strong with alcohol. It was already rumored across the continent that Ideope women were strong drinkers.





  As for Paranoy, did he develop some tolerance for alcohol from gulping down a river's worth of wine before?





  Anyway, I had a hunch that the incidents I caused last night would bring about more consequences than I thought.





  Today is Sunday, January 2nd, the Day of the Sun.





  To think I suddenly rented out Juno's Temple for 5,000 gold for next Sunday, the 9th, the Day of the Sun. And that I invited everyone while wandering noisily through the city!





  Even though I had thought in my heart that since it was a meaningful wedding, we should have it grandly, I never intended to scale it up this much.





  With only a week left until the wedding.





  Seureureuk-.





  I stepped out onto the street, wearing a robe imbued with the Veil of Night.





  Flowers and vines that didn't suit the winter were blooming all over the streets, wrapping around the roads and houses.





  Even without anyone explaining, I could picture what kind of things I had done last night.





  Amidst the mess of the western Slum streets, someone was moving with light footsteps, tadadat-.





  ━Extra edition-!





  Even though it was early morning, the boys and girls delivering newspapers were moving busily. One of them was a face I knew.





  ━Extra edition-! Extra-! Extraaaaa-! Hoeee, hoeeeee-! Extraaaaa from the east-!





  A girl with reddish hair tied in a braid was earning money by delivering newspapers here and there from early morning.





  It's Hoenoy.





  Among the Nymphs, she was a particularly small and young girl, and she always added unique and strange sounds as interjections, so I remembered her as the girl Hoenoy.





  Is it a part-time job?





  The wages she receives while working as a servant at the mansion should already be plenty.





  However, that wasn't what was important right now.





  Ehem.





  I cleared my throat and, deepening my voice, spoke to Hoenoy.





  "Excuse me, give me a newspaper."





  The price of one newspaper is 5 Copper.





  "Hoeee...? Haven't this Hoenoy and the big Oppaya met somewhere before...?"





  My identity was almost discovered midway, but thanks to the magical robe heavily concealing my face and body, I was able to hide my identity regardless.





  Chwararak-.





  I walked the streets while unfolding the newspaper I bought from Hoenoy.





  ━Abnormal weather appears in the west of Sodomora. Unseasonal lush greenery, swarms of butterflies and bees active everywhere-! Authorities are investigating the sudden acceleration of plant growth-.





  As expected, the situation of the western streets I'm walking on now is written in large letters in the newspaper. The problem wasn't just that.





  ━Wolf Spiders appear in large numbers in the south of Sodomora-! Leaving behind massive donations of spider silk everywhere-. Market merchants, who were short on high-quality fabrics due to the poor harvest of silkworms in winter, are all smiles-.





  Spiders appeared in large numbers.





  When I headed to the South Gate Market of Sodomora, I really saw spider webs hanging everywhere.





  ━This is all merchandise-! Merchandise-! Collect it carefully-! Unprocessed spider silk spoils easily-!





  Merchants were busy rolling up spider webs hanging from roofs and the ground with things like tree branches. The rolled-up bundles of thread looked just like cotton candy.





  The expressions of the merchants looking at it were as bright as children looking at cotton candy.





  That's because wolf spider silk was a considerably high-end product. Silk made from wolf spider thread was said to be more expensive than gold of the same weight.





  It must be because the silk of wolf spiders, which don't build webs to live in but roam around on foot to hunt, even possesses considerable rarity.





  ━Hurry and gather it-! I received an order for a silk dress. With this much, I'll have plenty left over even after making several of the ordered dresses-!





  ━By dress, you mean the dress for that wedding next weekend?





  ━Yeah-! The young god's wedding-! Man, what a big spender. To order several of those precious things.





  My ears perked up at the mention of a wedding. As expected, I thought the streets would be buzzing with what happened last night. It was true.





  If I hadn't come out with my face covered, I would have been overwhelmed by the questions and interest coming from everywhere.





  I ordered the dresses.





  It finally felt real that the wedding was just around the corner.





  Will I be able to do well in married life?





  I wish I could ask a married man.





  When I came to my senses, my footsteps were heading toward one place.





  "It's been a while. Welcome to the Nymph's Wing Inn."
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  Marriage.





  To be honest, I had never really thought about marriage that seriously.





  I had just vaguely lumped it together as "I'm entangled with Luna and Hippolyte by fate, so I should take responsibility like a man."





  What would Elfriede have said? She didn't seem to care much for institutions like marriage, though....





  In truth, the idea of marriage didn't feel real to me.





  It would be fair to say I just vaguely thought, "Oh, I'll be able to live together legally without worrying about what others think," and then shoved all thoughts of marriage into a corner.





  It's also fair to say I put off serious contemplation and thought because there were so many immediate problems to solve.





  But now that I think about it, I wonder if I was just running away.





  I was escaping and avoiding a problem that I should have considered important and pondered deeply.





  If I get married, can I be a good husband?





  Hippolyte has a child in her belly, too.





  Can I be a good father?





  I wish there were some married couples around I could talk to about this.





  "Yeah, I know that feeling well."





  The Innkeeper of the Nymph Wing Inn listened to my story and slowly nodded his head.





  After the busy lunch hour passed, the Shop became somewhat desolate, giving us some free time.





  Taking advantage of that time, the Innkeeper sat across from me and spoke.





  "Before marriage, you might think only women get all flustered. But men also have delicate hearts, you know. Naturally, there's a lot to worry about."





  "Did you feel that way too, Innkeeper-nim?"





  "Even more so, if anything. Certainly no less. Look at me-! Look at my wife!"





  At the Innkeeper's words, my eyes turned to Echo, the Nymph of the stream, who was diligently wiping the tables.





  When I first saw her, she seemed like a naive Nymph, but now she's a famous queen of the entertainment district in Sodomora's western region.





  At night, she gathers VIP guests and performs various shows with water magic.





  And her skill is quite impressive, they say.





  The Innkeeper said.





  "As you can tell from me and my wife, our marriage didn't start smoothly either. I married a Nymph, you see. People gossiped. My family disowned me. That's how it was."





  "Disowned?"





  "That's right. As you know well, Nymphs have a childlike nature, so there used to be many scoundrels who would sweet-talk them and do wicked things."





  I recalled the past of the Gaia continent, where Nymphs were used as precious magic ingredients.





  But after Byeokryeokje's ascension, Nymph abuse was eradicated, they said.





  Thanks to that, now, conversely, there are many who point fingers at those who harass Nymphs, right?





  Nymph relief foundations were even created, he said.





  Perhaps the Nymphs' protectors didn't approve of the Innkeeper trying to marry a naive Nymph.





  "Many things happened, indeed. But Echo, she was different from other Nymphs. Though she looks that way, she's quite old. Like a Nymph of the stream, she was thoughtful and considerate."





  The Innkeeper seemed to be briefly explaining his pre-marriage story. Normally, I would have considered someone else's love story just gossip to pass the time.





  But for me, on the verge of marriage, a married man's story was as precious as a treasure map marking the location of traps in a dungeon.





  "So, what happened?"





  So I leaned in and listened to his story.





  "What happened? We got married and are living like this, aren't we? Honestly, those memories are so old now, they don't come to mind easily. But, as a senior married man, if I have any advice for you-."





  "Yes?"





  "If you can live alone, it's best to live alone."





  Live alone, he says.





  "Are you telling me not to get married?"





  As I asked, the Innkeeper seemed to be advising me not to marry. This wasn't exactly fitting advice for a man about to get married, but his words seemed quite sincere.





  As I was slightly flustered, the Innkeeper said.





  "However, most people can't live alone. So, if you can get married, get married. In truth, you have to experience it yourself. Words can't explain it."





  "Is that so."





  "But, it's best to be as cautious as possible about having children. In that sense, my wife Echo and I are expecting a child. A legitimate heir to the Inn has arrived."





  "A child, is that true?"





  I looked at Echo, the Inn's proprietress, who was wiping the tables.





  I thought she looked like a voluptuous married woman, no different from when I met her before. To hear she was expecting a child in her belly, this was truly something to celebrate.





  When I expressed my genuine surprise, the Innkeeper subtly hinted that he had a request.





  "So, about that, Hassan, could you perhaps name the child? You're a great god, after all. If you name the child, I feel like good luck will be bestowed upon them."





  A child's name, huh.





  I know well how important a person's name is.





  A name strongly embodies the hopes and aspirations of the person who gives it. It's like setting a direction for how the child receiving that name should live their life.





  To ask me to name something so important.





  I was a bit flustered, as I hadn't thought of anything immediately.





  However, this Inn was a meaningful place to me in many ways.





  It wouldn't be an exaggeration to call it the place where everything began, much like our Cabin.





  I had spent so much time here with Luna, Hippolyte, Elfriede, Paranoy, and many others.





  If the Innkeeper and Echo were to retire someday, and this Shop were to close, or be taken over by others, remodeled, or changed into a different Shop, I would be very sad and regretful.





  However, if the couple's child, who will be born someday, were to take good care of it and continue the legacy of this place, which holds so many of my memories, I would feel a great sense of relief.





  "How about it, can you do it?"





  At the Innkeeper's subtle question, I shook my head.





  "No, a name. If it's alright for me to name it, I think I can, Innkeeper-nim."





  "That's a relief-. I was worried you might refuse."





  Only then did the Innkeeper break into a wide smile. This middle-aged man could smile so brightly. Is this the smile of a father for his child?





  "The child still has some time before being born. So you can take your time thinking of a name."





  "Then, I'll think about it seriously. How many months along is she?"





  "About three months now. So there are about seven months left. Really, there's so much to prepare, from decorating a new baby room for the child to all sorts of other things-!"





  At the Innkeeper's complaining, I felt a little prick.





  I wondered if I had prepared anything for Hippolyte's child.





  Since the superhumanly capable Hippolyte was meticulously handling everything from baby supplies to the knowledge needed for childcare, there didn't seem to be much for me to do.





  Still, it certainly felt like I had been less interested in Hippolyte and the child, using various tasks as an excuse. I regret it.





  Just then, the Innkeeper said.
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  "I used to wonder why a child had to be carried in the womb for ten months. It's hard for the wife, and hard for the child. And I, watching my pregnant wife, was anxious. But now, I think it might be the child's own consideration for its parents."





  "Consideration?"





  "That's right. The child gives us time to prepare to become parents. Before it's born. Time to prepare, organize, and decide various things, I think."





  Indeed, that makes sense.





  I nodded silently.





  As expected, a married man's perspective is different.





  If I get married someday and live as a married man for a long time, will I be able to speak like that?





  At that moment, the Door opened with a *dallang-dallang-* sound.





  ━The city's all a flower garden. It feels good to see flowers after only seeing snow.





  ━They say Mitchuri swarms have broken out outside the city because the weather suddenly got warm. Gotta eat quickly. Then go deal with them. It's nice to earn some money after a long time-!





  ━Heh heh, those Mitchuri bastards are all dead.





  It seemed adventurers had come to the Inn after finishing a job. At their sight, the Innkeeper wiped his hands on his apron and prepared to greet them. Then he looked at me and said a word.





  "If I may give a piece of advice to you, who has become a great god. Talk a lot. And worry a lot. That's the best way."





  Talk, huh.





  I put on my robe and stepped out onto the street.


  








  *      *      *








  Upon returning to the mansion, the Nymph maids, having sobered up, were busy tending the garden. It looked a bit tough, as the garden had turned into a jungle with a sudden growth of trees.





  "Hoe-e-e, Doris's Bashkir Bees have so many more places to build hives-! This might greatly increase the honey harvest-!"





  "Ononoi is a tree Nymph-! It feels so good to be in a forest like this-!"





  A forest also had its own way of bringing a sense of stability to one's heart. Where did the elephants and dinosaurs go?





  Of course, what was important to me right now wasn't elephants or dinosaurs. I headed towards the back of the mansion while I was in the garden. That was where Luna's workshop was located.





  That place with the red roof and chimney puffing out smoke is Luna's workshop. I stood in front of the Door and knocked 'tok, tok-', and someone opened it.





  It was Luna.





  "Hassan-! What brings you here so early-!"





  "Just, to see if your work is going well."





  "Work? Hassan, didn't you not really like watching me work? It's not a very interesting job, though...!"





  Luna narrowed her eyes suspiciously. As Luna said, I didn't particularly like watching her work.





  Back when the Mars Guild was destroyed and I lived in Luna's Cabin like a kept man.





  That is, almost exactly one year ago from now.





  When Luna had just opened her workshop and was busy, I, who was staying in Luna's Cabin, used to watch her work whenever I was bored.





  The sight of the soft pink-haired girl busily moving around and handling various things was quite interesting, but.





  Even that gets a bit tedious if you watch it for a whole week or two. And even if I offered to help, Luna would refuse, saying it was her work.





  "Hassan, are you still drunk? To say you want to watch me work-!"





  "Sometimes, I just want to watch, you know."





  "Really...? Then come in for now-!"





  I stepped inside Luna's workshop. The workshop was filled with wet mist, making it feel like entering a steam sauna.





  The smell of boiling medicinal concoctions and steam everywhere made my skin feel like it would become smooth. Is this the secret to Luna's smooth skin?





  I slowly looked around.





  Since there were naturally no chairs or sofas to accommodate guests, I was looking around, wondering where I should sit, when.





  "That's the chair Gloria sat on earlier. Hassan, just sit here for now."





  Luna pushed a wooden box towards me with a *deureureuk-* sound.





  "The chair Gloria sat on? Gloria was here?"





  "Yeah! She came and watched me work, then suddenly hugged my waist and shook me around before leaving! She's a strange girl-."





  "Is that so?"





  Why did Gloria come here? As I wondered, Luna answered.





  "She seems to want to be close to me. She said she wants to make many friends. She asked me to be her friend. I was flustered because I hadn't heard such a thing since childhood. Is that how friendships are made-."





  "I see."





  "But maybe because our Karma is mixed with Hassan's, I couldn't hate her. So, Hassan, did you come here because of Gloria?"





  "No, I just came to see you, Luna. We have a lot to talk about before the wedding, don't we?"





  At my words, Luna let out a long nasal sound, *heueung-*.





  But it wasn't a sign of displeasure. Rather, it felt like an exclamation of "Hassan's actually trying for once-!"





  Luna said.





  "You set the wedding date for a week from now, didn't you? Wouldn't it be better to postpone it a bit? Hassan, are you sure you're okay?"





  "Postpone?"





  "Hassan, you lose your memory when you drink too much. Wasn't it like that yesterday? That's why you caused such a mess throughout the mansion and the city."





  "Actually, that's kind of true."





  As expected, Luna knew me well. She had already figured out that everything that happened yesterday was beyond my memory.





  At that, Luna chuckled strangely, *heung heung*.





  "Indeed, you wouldn't have given my mother a piggyback ride unless you were completely drunk. Hassan, you're too embarrassed to do something like that."





  "No, wait a minute. What did I do? I gave Lady Nox a piggyback ride?"





  "Yeah! Last night, don't you remember carrying her on your back all over the mansion? You seemed to have mistaken my mother, Lady Nox, for some Nymph. It was hilarious!"





  "I see...."


  


  I don't know how I'll ever face Lady Nox again. After talking about Lady Nox, Luna started boiling various things again, *bogle-bogle*.





  Luna's work involved enduring hot flames and steam every day, which was quite arduous.





  Thanks to that, her forehead and face were beaded with soot and sweat.





  One might expect her to complain about the hardship.





  Now that I think about it, Luna never neglected her work.





  Even when I was just idling at home, or when I was a useless Iron or Bronze-tier adventurer, she worked diligently and used that money to buy me books to read.





  Although she has her eccentric and peculiar sides, it's undeniable that Luna is a wise and diligent girl.





  So, I asked Luna, who was taking a short breather.





  "Luna, are you really okay with marrying me?"





  "Yes!"





  Luna's answer shot out as if it hadn't passed through her brain, but directly from her spinal cord.



















































Chapter 562: 562 - Wedding on an Early Spring Day #2


562 - Wedding on an Early Spring Day #2

















  I asked.





  "Luna-ya, would you be okay marrying me?"





  "Yes!"





  Luna answered without even a moment's hesitation.





  So, I felt a little more confident.





  However, I also had a question. So, I decided to ask Luna something I'd always wondered about.





  "I was, in many ways, just a nobody, wasn't I? There were many adventurers stronger than me. I was just an Iron Tier adventurer. I don't know why you chose me, Luna."





  I became a god-.





  I became a powerful figure running a temple, managing a huge mansion, and commanding countless people, and so on. These are just results, after all.





  Just like you never know which coin's price will go up. Honestly, I didn't know myself that I would end up like this.





  I was just one of the common, heretical Samarians. 





  Yet, I still don't know why Luna trusted and followed me.





  Then Luna wiped the soot off her face with a *swish-* and looked at me with her brilliant eyes.





  "Are you talking about the old days? I was the same back then, you know. I was also an Iron Tier adventurer cleaning the temple-. I couldn't even handle a single Goblin properly."





  "But-, it feels like your situation and mine weren't quite the same, though."





  Luna called her past self a mere insignificant Iron Tier adventurer like me. However, I know that's not true. 





  Luna was a beautiful girl, so much so that it wasn't strange to call her the daughter of a goddess. 





  Without wearing her strange protective charm, she really did receive temptations and flirtatious glances from men everywhere. Even with me by her side, men would approach her several times a day.





  Among them were nobles' sons and promising adventurers who easily surpassed me at the time. That's why I felt insecure and intimidated.





  Perhaps that insecurity and intimidation became the driving force that made me who I am today.





  In the end, I couldn't find out what a 'master thief' meant, or why Luna decided to marry me instead of other men.





  Of course, what reason could there be for love and affection?





  Then Luna asked.





  "Hassan, why do you like me?"





  "Me?"





  Suddenly, the ball of the question was passed to me. Why I like Luna. I could think of so many reasons right away, but I didn't know how to explain them.





  So, for now, I decided to explain the biggest reason.





  "Because you're beautiful, Luna."





  "R-really?"





  "When we went to Ideope. I thought there were many people who looked like you, Luna. But among them all, you shone the brightest."





  "Nonsense..., you're exaggerating-." 





  Luna rubbed the floor with the tip of her sandal, as if telling me not to exaggerate. Naturally, my gaze also turned to Luna's sandals.





  The alligator-skin sandals I first gifted Luna were quite worn and tattered, as if representing the days we spent together.





  If Luna now could buy a hundred, or a thousand pairs of other shoes, there must be a reason she insisted on wearing those.





  Luna sniffled and said.





  "Hassan, your soul was the most magnificent compared to everyone else! Even though your face looks like a young master thief-!"





  Luna's vocabulary is quite repetitive. The phrase 'magnificent soul' is always followed by 'looks like a master thief'. So, since I had this opportunity to converse, I decided to ask her once.





  "What do you mean, 'looks like a master thief'? Do thieves look like me?"





  "What, you don't know? It's a famous idiom in Ideope."





  "Really? I don't know."





  "It's about a phantom thief who steals people's hearts, the master thief. It's a famous story in Ideope! But I won't tell you the details-. Hassan, you can find out yourself later-!"





  Luna stuck out her tongue like a 'bee'.





  "I need to remake the Nectar now, so I have to go, Hassan-! I need to add a secret ingredient-! Actually, the batch I made yesterday had too high an alcohol content, so there was a slight problem-."





  Luna pushed my back, and I was eventually kicked out of the workshop.





  In the end, I couldn't find out what a master thief meant, or why Luna decided to marry me instead of other men.





  Poom-poom-.





  Watching the smoke billowing from Luna's workshop, I walked into the building. Where I was heading was the room on the fourth floor, among many bedrooms, that received the warmest sunlight.





  Knock, knock-.





  As I knocked on the door, I heard a rustling sound from inside.





  ━Who is it? Judging by the presence, it seems to be Hassan.





  "Yes, it's me. May I come in?"





  ━Just a moment-. I just woke up from drinking, so my appearance isn't quite presentable. Please wait a moment-.





  After the *rustle, rustle-* sounds continued, the door finally opened with a *creak-creak*. Then, Hippolyte, wearing a cardigan over a thin camisole, greeted me from beyond the door.





  "Hassan, what brings you here?"





  "Nothing special, I just came because I wanted to talk with you, Hippolyte-nim. We have wedding preparations to do, after all-."





  "Ah, is it because of the 'Tears of a Maiden' you mentioned to me last night?"


  "Tears of a Maiden?"





  "Yes, I heard it's an ingredient for Juno-nim's task for wedding preparations. Didn't you ask me for it?"





  I don't remember. It seems like something I said while drunk.





  Hippolyte said.





  "Since I asked my colleagues in the Maiden Brigade for it. It will probably be obtained by the end of today."





  "Ah, the Maiden Brigade, you mean the Maiden Brigade of the Sword, right?"





  "Yes."





  Hippolyte was a woman who ran an organization called the Maiden Brigade of the Sword. Of course, Hippolyte herself is quite far from being a maiden now, but.





  Perhaps sensing that herself, Hippolyte chuckled 'Hoo-hoo-'.





  "I'm not sure if I'll have to hand over the position of leader of the Maiden Brigade to Antiope-nim in a week. I heard that you, Hassan, rented Juno-nim's Temple for a hefty sum of 5,000 gold?"





  "Ah-. Yes, that's true. There are some circumstances-."





  "I know. You must have been out of your mind from drinking. Otherwise, you, who seem so cautious it's almost like you're timid, wouldn't have suddenly set the wedding date."





  Luna was like that too. Hippolyte also seemed to have realized that I had acted recklessly while drunk. As I felt slightly flustered by this fact, Hippolyte said.





  "So, are you thinking of postponing the wedding date? If you came to ask for my consent because of that-."





  "No, it's not like that. It's just that in about a week from now, something irreversible might happen. I was just wondering if everyone is really okay with it."





  "Is that so-."





  Swoosh-. Hippolyte sat down on the rocking chair. Beside her were long needles, yarn, and various items, from very tiny socks to small-sized tops and pants, all laid out.





  They must be baby clothes made by Hippolyte herself.





  They were made so well, like ones sold commercially, which was quite surprising. I knew from the start she was good at cooking, so Hippolyte must have had quite the knack for crafts. It was almost divine.





  However, the embroidery of flowers and butterflies on the baby clothes caught my eye. 





  Looking again, the clothes had quite frilly ruffles, making them look like the clothes of dolls my younger sister used to play with in her childhood.





  "Are they for a girl?"





  "Yes, I'm making them for a girl."





  "We don't know the baby's gender yet, do we?"





  "It'll be a girl. Amazonesses tend to give birth to daughters."





  "Ah-."





  I recalled the fact that Amazon warrior women tend to give birth to many daughters. That's why Mars's daughters mostly live maintaining a matriarchal society.





  Perhaps in that sense, Hippolyte seemed to believe without a doubt that our child in her womb would be a girl. Of course, that's not the only reason, surely.





  "The black-haired woman I met in the underworld. She said her name was Diane. She was a strong woman. So strong it made my hair stand on end."





  "She did seem strong."





  "I feel like I might meet her again. So, Hassan, I'm asking you. If a girl is born, I want to name her Diane. What do you think?"





  Diane.





  Is it a name derived from Diana, meaning the moon and moon goddess? Wonder Woman's name seemed similar too. 





  If the girl were to become a strong warrior like Hippolyte, the name Diane would seem quite fitting and good.





  However, wouldn't the Korean name 'Ha Diane' be a bit strange?





  Because of that, Hippolyte and I talked for a long time about the child's name. The most plausible foreign name was Diane Hassandoti.





  Hippolyte nodded as if satisfied and said.





  "With Hassandoti, her identity would be certain, right? That she's your daughter. I don't want to raise her as a daughter who doesn't know who her father is."





  "Ah-. Yes, that's true..."





  Hassandoti. Is this really for real? 





  How can you give a girl a name like that. 





  She'll surely resent it later. My own sister even changed her name from Haseon to Haseona because she didn't like it.





  My parents were very upset back then.





  I didn't want my child to complain about her name to me like that.





  "Wouldn't Zigresdoti be better...?"





  "The name feels a bit too long."





  "That's true, but..."





  Time flies by quickly with such conversations.





  Suddenly, Hippolyte asked.





  "I never thought naming would be this difficult. I just thought I could give any name. But trying to put meaning into it makes it hard."





  "Indeed."





  I nodded in agreement.





  It's difficult.





  Maybe Luna would name them intuitively? Like Keongkeong-i, Miong-i, Kwangkwang-i. If Luna has a child with me, I'm quite nervous about how she'll name it.





  She wouldn't name it Pingping just because its head is pink, would she?





  Anyway, regarding the name, we decided to put it on hold, except for Diane if it's a girl.





  "Diane, huh-. So you got a name."





  However, seeing Hippolyte sitting in the rocking chair, leisurely stroking her belly with a *swish-*, I could clearly feel that a life truly resided within her.





  Even an ordinary stone becomes special when given a name with affection.





  Let alone the child, the fruit of our affection, the moment a name was given, Hippolyte, I, and the child between us already felt united like a family.





  However, I worried a little if I, who can't even come up with a good name, could be a good father. Did my father and mother go through this process too?





  Did my father and mother experience everything from when I was curled up in the womb to when I was toddling, all through unfamiliar senses?





  I thought about the existence of my father and mother.





  My father and mother were not perfect parents. 





  My mother would often give me a knuckle-rap or hide and suddenly pop out to startle me, bothering me.





  My father would drag me around various places and make me eat strange things. 





  In my childhood, I thought that if I got married and raised children, I would definitely not do the things I disliked.





  I had been subconsciously thinking that I would be a better parent than my own parents-. But now that the opportunity has actually arrived. 





  Seeing my parents, who raised me and my younger sister to be self-sufficient and independent, suddenly seemed incredibly amazing.





  Can I do that?





  I don't think I can.





  As I stood there silently with that feeling, Hippolyte's hands, which were knitting, suddenly stopped.





  "Are you afraid-?"





  Afraid? That sounded like something a final boss would say. However, the question accurately pierced the worry residing within me.





  Swoosh-. Hippolyte gently placed the knitting in her hands onto her lap.





  "But, my judgment was wrong. Hassan, you were more cowardly than anyone. Even the street thugs had more guts than you."





  "...."





  To be hit with the facts while I was off guard. However, Hippolyte's words didn't seem to be over.





  "However, despite being more timid and fearful than anyone, you tried harder than anyone to move forward. That was courage."





  "Courage?"





  "Yes. Courage. The confidence of the strong is boldness, not courage. Courage always belongs to the timid. In that sense, Hassan-. You might tremble in the dark fields, but you are a man who can eventually summon the courage to move forward."





  I didn't know what Hippolyte was trying to say. However, I could tell she was trying to encourage me somehow.





  She said.





  "Marriage, even for Amazonesses, is a realm of arduous battle. There's a saying unique to the Amazonesses: Pray once when going hunting. Pray twice when going to war. Pray three times when getting married-."





  "I think I've heard something similar too."





  "We are facing the most common, yet perhaps the most difficult adventure of all: childcare and married life. I, although timid, believe I can do well with you, Hassan, who can muster courage."





  With that, no further conversation was needed. 
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  Preparations for the wedding proceeded smoothly.





  I was able to successfully complete the tasks required of prospective grooms before marriage, ending with the tears of a twenty-year-old maiden handed to me by Hippolyte.





  Gloria, the representative of Juno who had seen all the evidence of those tasks from me, nodded and replied.





  "Everything is confirmed. Now we just have to wait for the wedding date."





  Sseuk-. I quickly scanned Gloria's appearance. 





  Perhaps because she had been running around in the garden with various Nymphs lately, her clothes were dirtier than usual, and there were blades of grass and soil in her hair, but her expression looked a bit brighter.





  I asked.





  "Don't you need to wear a dress?"





  "In what sense are you asking that? Are you, like, proposing to me right now?"





  Instead of answering Gloria's question out loud, I remained silent for a moment. It was a way of telling her to take it as she pleased, while simultaneously being an affirmation.





  Even though there were various circumstances, I had become deeply entangled with Gloria. However, Gloria slightly pulled down the raccoon hide on her head to hide her face.





  "You and I aren't quite at that stage yet. Let alone a dress.... I'm trying on various clothes right now, but I'm not ready to wear something like that yet...!"





  Apparently, that was the case.





  Well, even if I suddenly asked her to marry me, it might be bewildering from Gloria's perspective. 





  Unlike Luna and Hippolyte, who had spent quite a long time with me, it was only recently that I had stood shoulder to shoulder with Gloria. 





  'I made her lose her maidenhood, so I must take responsibility. Therefore, we must marry-.' I might have been thinking too self-centeredly in that regard.





  Gloria said, her face still hidden by the raccoon hide.





  "Hassan, I'm only twenty now. There are still... many things I haven't tried. Many things I want to do. And, there's still something I must do."





  Her voice was quite serious.





  "If it's something you must do, is it going back to your hometown in Samaria?"





  "...It seems you heard it from someone."





  "Yeah, Luna told me. She said you were chattering away to her about how you wanted to go back to your hometown in Samaria once this wedding is over."





  I recalled the afternoon I had visited Luna's workshop. 





  Did Luna say she was quite flustered because Gloria came to her workshop, talked about this and that, and hugged her around the waist?





  She said it was around then that Gloria mentioned wanting to return to the wilderness of Samaria.





  I asked.





  "If you're going back to the Samarian wilderness, does that mean you're going to live there forever?"





  "I don't know. But, I want to go back to my hometown at least once. Because I couldn't even make proper graves for everyone.... I couldn't even offer a single flower at a tombstone."





  Her eyes, faintly visible beneath the raccoon hide, were full of determination. It was a moment that reminded me of Friede's ruby-like eyes when she said she would return to Alfheim someday.





  It seems she intends to properly face her past.





  Perhaps that's why I suddenly felt a sense of longing.





  "If you're gone for too long, I might start to miss you, Gloria. Hanging out with you was more fun than I expected."





  I spoke with quite a bit of sincerity, but Gloria just gave a small, hmph-like snort.





  "Hmph, just take care of your wives. You philanderer."





  "That goes without saying."





  "Still, I think I can tell how much you care for Luna and Hippolyte. Maybe it's because of the memories and karma I received from you, but when I see them, I find myself wanting to hug them without realizing it."





  "Is that so?"





  So Gloria hugging Luna and spinning her around was due to the influence of the karma she had received and mixed with mine.





  Gloria continued.





  "The affection was so strong it wouldn't be strange to live while hugging them every day. You, you did well to hold back."





  "Well, of course. If I hugged them every day, even Luna or Hippolyte would get sick of it. Anyway, yeah. I understand your thoughts well." 





  So Gloria won't be wearing a dress at this wedding.





  In truth, marriage shouldn't be rushed.





  Even for a couple who fell in love at first sight, they usually get married after having time to date and get to know each other.





  In that sense, Gloria, the holy warrior of the household, was surprisingly conservative.





  Only twenty years old.





  And a girl who had just begun to break free from the tasks of a holy warrior.





  Perhaps it wasn't strange for her to want to travel the world and enjoy the moment she became free, rather than being tied down by something like marriage just yet.





  It was perfectly understandable.











  *      *       *











  A few days passed.





  "Aat-! Hassan-nim, look over there-ssi...!"





  While I was walking down the street with Paranoy, a member of the Hassan Rocket Team, and Antiope.





  Paranoy made a fuss about something, and when I looked where his finger was pointing, I saw some strange-looking parrot-like creatures sitting on a clothesline.





  ━Jijibae-bae, jijibae-. Jijib, jijib, jijibae-. Jijibae-.





  ━Jijib, jijibae, jijib, jijib-. Yeah baby-.





  ━Defeat! Domination! Mating!





  They were birds with strange cries.





  "They are the Ship-parrots that flew to the far western lands-ssi...! They are mysterious birds that enjoy overhearing and mimicking words that end in 'ship'-ssi...!" 





  Parrot-like birds, huh. Then it can't be helped.





  As I was accepting this, Paranoy said.





  "The weather is so warm that the migratory birds seem to be returning-ssi...! No wonder the Nymph sisters have been waking up from their hibernation one by one-ssi...!"





  "Has it already been that long?"





  It felt like only yesterday that the cold-sensitive Nymphs were busy preparing for winter. 





  To think the time for them to wake from hibernation has already arrived makes it feel like time has passed very quickly.





  Even though it was only just January.





  The city was filled with flowers, greenery, and brilliant, warm light. 





  The snow was melting, and the birds were chirping. It was a truly beautiful day.





  The current weather was exactly like May, which is called the queen of seasons. As I recall, January on the Gaia continent should still be in the realm of chilly winter. 





  Why has the world become so strangely warm? In a world without worries about air conditioners or Freon gas, there should be no reason for global warming.





  As I was wondering about the reason, Paranoy said.





  "Perhaps the gods of Hypos are taking action-ssi...! If the Goddess of Seasons and the God of Light use their power, this much is easy-ssi...!"





  "I suppose that's true."





  The power of a god is immense.





  If they exerted their full strength, they could even shatter a world like Hell and establish new rules. 





  If my grandmother Ceres, who is in charge of the concept of seasons in this land, and Apollo, who wields all kinds of light, used their power, creating a warm January would be an easy task.





  However, a question remained.





  "Why would they?"





  "It's a loss to even question what the gods of Hypos are up to-ssi...! It's bound to be for some stupid reason-ssi...!"





  Paranoy ground his teeth, saying the gods of Hypos might be up to some scheme. 





  However, Antiope, who was walking alongside us, just yawned lazily with her hands behind her head.





  "Maybe they just want to congratulate you on your wedding, Hassan? A wedding on a warm spring day looks better than getting married in the cold winter."





  "That's true."





  Antiope's words made sense.





  An outdoor wedding in the freezing winter would be nothing short of terrible. The guests would be shivering, and the bride and groom would have runny noses.





  And snow would be falling like crazy from the sky.





  A white snowy background might have some charm, but it wouldn't remain as a very good memory.





  "So, Hassan-. When are you planning to run away-?"





  "Run away from what?"





  At Antiope's sudden question, curiosity spread through my mind like a single dot of ink.





  "Do I have to run away?"





  "No, it's just that usually men in the land of Gaia run away the day before the wedding, or they run away after the wedding night."





  "Seriously?"





  "Why do you think there are so many single mothers in this world? Don't you know why there are so many bastards claiming to be the sons and daughters of gods?"





  At Antiope's words, I thought about the men who run away the day before their wedding. And what's with the men who run away after the first night?





  They're absolute fucking lunatics.





  Then, a certain fact suddenly occurred to me.





  "Wait, Antiope. I was wondering why you were following me around today. Are you monitoring me right now so I can't run away?"





  "That's right-. Usually, the bride's family sticks to you for a day to make sure you don't escape. Since my sister will be busy with wedding matters tomorrow. Anyway, Hassan. Just try running away-."





  It seems Antiope has become my guard and errand girl for the day. Good grief, why would I run away at this point?


  


  At this point-.





  But, in truth, I could somewhat understand the desire to run away.





  Compared to a week ago when I felt nothing, now that the wedding was only a day away, my heart was like a storm.





  An uneasy feeling that wouldn't let me stay still.





  It's indescribable.





  I even felt something crawling up my back.





  Wondering if Keong-keong-i was clinging to me again, I checked my back, but nothing was there.





  Anyway, I felt anxious and unfamiliar, yet also somewhat calm. My heart was shifting back and forth. 





  As if the fire contained within the glass cup called 'me' was being shaken around to create a whirlpool.





  I wonder if every prospective groom in this world felt the same way I do?





  At least some of the men who ran away the day before their wedding might have felt this way. 





  If it weren't for Paranoy or Antiope, I might have left this noisy city center and been alone on a quiet hill.





  I turned my gaze to the street to distract myself from my complicated feelings. 





  With the sudden blooming of flowers and the warm weather, the steps of the merchants and people passing by were light.





  ━To think the weather would clear up so suddenly-. I was worried because there was no work in winter. Now I can finally breathe-.





  The heavy layers of leather and fur clothing were becoming lighter one by one, and their expressions were as bright as the weather, as if their relatively closed hearts had opened up.





  ━I haven't even sold all my winter goods yet. I'm in trouble-!





  Of course, there were those who were unfamiliar with and worried about this early spring. They were the merchants aiming for the winter peak season.





  ━What does it matter-. The Temple of Juno released a ton of money this time!





  ━That's true. How much did they say was released? Was it 5,000 gold?





  ━That's right-! 5,000 gold, the economy in Sodomora is booming right now-!





  If it's the money released by the Temple of Juno, could it be the 5,000 gold I paid to rent the temple? It was about half of the wealth I possessed. 





  It seems that money spread from the Temple of Juno to various parts of the city, breathing life into the economy.





  I am boosting the economy.





  I, I am Hassan, the God of Economic Circulation.








  Of course, I'm joking.





  Anyway, it was certain that the streets were full of vitality. 





  Beyond just being lively, the city itself has been filled with songs and laughter since the wedding preparations began, as if it were a festival.





  "A wedding of gods...! Also, if Luna-nim's nectar is properly approved by Hypos, she might even gain the position of Chief Deity of Wine, it's a major event for the city-ssi...!"





  Listening to Paranoy, it certainly was a huge event.





  It wasn't just about Luna, Hippolyte, and me getting married.





  The city, the continent, and the world are paying attention to what will happen tomorrow. 





  Because I had invited everyone when I was drunk, there were many people on the streets even now talking about attending the wedding tomorrow.





  ━Rene, what should I wear tomorrow? How about my hair? A brooch? Would a skirt be better, or pants? 





  ━Hey, anyone would think it's your wedding-. Why are you being so careful?





  ━You don't know anything-! Surely, lots of handsome men might come-! Since it's a god's wedding, maybe some handsome, unmarried male god will attend-!





  ━That's true.





  Listening to the conversation, I could tell that all sorts of people from all sorts of places would be flocking here for their own reasons.





  Since I don't even know who I might have invited when I was drunk.





  Honestly, I was starting to get scared.





  But, according to Hippolyte, she said I could be brave because I am a coward. So, I decided to have courage and face tomorrow somehow.





  "I won't be able to see Luna and Hippolyte until tomorrow, right?"





  "That's right-ssi...! It's tradition not to face each other the night before-ssi...!"





  "I see."





  Morning, lunch, evening-.





  Time flowed to midnight.





  And morning again.

















  The time for the festival and the wedding has arrived.
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  "Hassan-nim, I, Paranoy, Hassan-nim's right hand and the Archduke of the wedding hall, have become Hassan-nim's best man today-imnidat...!"





  Since morning, Paranoy's voice was clear and ringing.





  I'm the one getting married, but it was as if he was feeling like a parent sending off their children to be married; Paranoy was extremely excited and chattered on and on to me about this and that.





  "Including the nobles of Sodomora, the mayor of Olympia, envoys from the royal capital Zeruit, and desert princesses from the far western lands have come to the mansion's garden and are offering tributes-imnidat...!"





  At Paranoy's words, when I opened my room window, indeed, people who had arrived from all over were lined up in the mansion's garden, placing their belongings on the ground.





  "Even though it's still morning, the warehouse is full-imnidat...! The 5,000 Gold used for Hassan-nim's wedding funds, more than that, no, double that-! We'll be able to make an amazing profit-imnidat...!"





  The lords, nobles, and kings of all nations came to my garden, laying down treasures to bless my marriage, and prayed that blessings would come to them as well through it.





  It was quite an astonishing sight.





  Musicians and dancers everywhere brightly illuminated the morning with songs and dances, all sorts of silks and red carpets were spread on the ground. Flowers and laughter of Nymphs covered them.





  It was truly something befitting the name of a god's wedding morning.





  To think I'd receive such treatment.





  Luna had once prophesied that the kings and rich people of all nations would worship me. That it would actually come true like this, I hadn't even imagined.





  However, no matter how many tributes came in or who paid their congratulatory money in what way, nothing registered in my mind.





  My mind was already packed just remembering the things I had to do today.





  "Anyway, good. So, when should I depart for the wedding hall?"





  "According to the schedule I, Paranoy, wrote on the smartphone, today's event begins at 10 o'clock, the Hour of the Snake, when the midday sun rises-imnidat...!"





  "At that time, I just need to proceed towards Juno's Temple, right?"





  "Before that, like the tradition of the Gaia continent, you must not forget that you have to parade around the city once, as if in triumph-imnidat...!"





  "Ah, right. That's how it was."





  "Also, when the ceremony begins, from cutting the giant cake, to hosting celebratory feasts and drinks for the guests, and the 108 articles of marriage that Hassan-nim must recite...."





  The stories Paranoy rattled off didn't quite stick in my head.





  The important thing was that I, the protagonist of today, and the women who are my brides, had a ton of things to do. I don't know if I'll be able to do them well in front of everyone, but.





  Now, truly, I couldn't run away or ignore it, so I had no choice but to bravely accept it.





  Even after chattering on for a long time, Paranoy's explanation continued.





  "Also, originally, both sets of parents together had an event where they offered wedding gifts to the new bride and groom... that might be omitted-imnidat...!"





  "Well, that's true."





  At weddings on the Gaia continent, I heard there was an event where the parents of the bride and groom gifted necessary items for the couple starting a new family.





  In other words, should I call it an event where parents gift precious heirlooms or items needed for newlywed life? It's quite an important moment, like a Christmas gift opening ceremony.





  Also, it, in the union of families, was said to be an opportunity to show off their respective wealth. So, guests, the bride and groom themselves, and their parents all considered it quite important, or so they say.





  However.





  My parents are not present here.





  The same goes for Hippolyte.





  In Luna's case, would it vaguely be possible? Lady Nox and Erebor-nim said their movement wouldn't be very comfortable if they were to leave the mansion's basement.





  Unfortunately, it's highly likely to be omitted.





  Suddenly, I felt the absence of my parents.





  Pluto, the Demon God, who might still be plotting something in the realm of Chaos. Is my father so busy that he can't even come to his son's wedding?





  I don't know.





  However, today is a happy day.





  As for my father, I didn't particularly want to think about him. Still, I wish my mother could have been here.





  But even if I regret what isn't there, there's nothing I can do.





  Diriririring-.





  My smartphone began to ring violently. It was the sound of an alarm.





  "Hassan-nim, it's ten o'clock-imnidat...! Now, towards the people of Sodomora and all things in the universe, the time has come to show Hassan-nim's appearance-imnidat...!"





  "Alright."





  I stood up from my seat.





  Jeolgeureok-.





  All the jeweled accessories I wore, my flowing cape, and my treasured sword clashed against each other, making a noisy sound.





  "But, do I really have to dress up like this?"





  "It's tradition-imnidat...! Even if it's uncomfortable, you must endure it-imnidat...!"





  Looking at myself in the mirror now, I looked like Aladdin, who had become rich by getting a magic lamp. With the flowing and exaggerated decorations, my face was a bit stiff and petty bourgeois.





  In reality, my situation was indeed no different from Aladdin with the magic lamp.


 


  "Euh-heum-."





  I puffed out my chest, spread my shoulders wide, and cleared my throat. Now, treading on the red carpet, I had to show myself to everyone in the world, so I couldn't just stand there looking clueless.





  Deoleok, Gi-i-i-ik-.





  Finally, the mansion's door swung wide open.





  I stepped out towards the people.





  ━Look at that-. It's today's new groom-.





  ━Is that the famous Prince of Hell? They say the gods of Hell are unmatched in wealth. Look at what he's wearing-. You could buy a small country in the West with that.





  ━Idiot, outward appearance isn't what's important. Feel the magic power-. That's truly not human. This immense magic power is truly no different from a world in itself-.





  ━Of course, because he's a god. So, what kind of god did they say that man, Hassan, was...?





  ━Well, the Nymphs and bards seemed to be singing about some kind of round god-.





  The attention and whispers of the people, I could clearly feel them directed at me. I could be sure that today was the most attention I had ever received since I was born.





  "Today's protagonist, the new groom, is triumphing-imnidat...! Everyone, bow your heads to His Highness Hassan, who saved the world from the fear of Hell-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy raised the squirrel flag high and walked vigorously ahead.





  Behind him, I sat in a huge palanquin placed on an elephant and had to parade through Sodomora, north, south, east, and west.





  ━Buooooo-.





  This elephant bastard, I wondered where it went from my garden, and it became my personal vehicle.





  Originally, I had thought of riding the spotted Cerberus around, but that guy was too scary-looking, so it was put on hold, they said.





  At first, it was unfamiliar, but.





  This new groom's attire wasn't just to adorn me, but when I understood it was a tool and prop to entertain the onlookers, I felt a bit better.





  ━I've never seen such a large beast before. What would it feel like to sit up there-?





  ━What would it feel like-? Like a god, probably-! Anyway, let's hurry to Juno's Temple-! They're giving out food and drinks without even needing congratulatory money-!





  From atop the elephant palanquin, after a long time of looking down at the world.





  I found a quite familiar and unique face in the city's bustling South Gate Market. A long aquiline nose, flowing red hair, a gaunt body, and lanky limbs.





  It was Malko, the musician.





  Malko, with a pile of sesame bread on his head, was singing in a peculiar voice.





  "If I were to talk about today's bride and groom, they first met on a quest for the Mars Guild. Luna Noxdoti and the groom Hassan met at an abandoned Temple site-!"





  "An abandoned Temple site, they say-. How romantic-."





  "And the connection between Hippolyte and Hassan began in a Swamp full of alligators-! And I, Malko, had the honor of being with them through it all-!"





  "Ooooh-."





  Malko was telling my love story to the people gathered around.





  One of the groom's best men, it's tradition for them to tell the guests the love story of the bride and groom like that, they say.





  The person who could best perform that role was, of course, none other than Malko.





  Looking beside him, Kalidur was also there.





  I waved my hand towards them.





  "Hey, you guys are working hard-. For helping today, I'll definitely repay you more than double later, so just bear with it a little longer!"





  At that, Malko, who raised his head, grinned, showing his teeth.


 


  "You look absolutely splendid, brother-! Who would believe you're the brother who struggled with us, stung by Goblins and bee stings back then-."





  "Indeed. Anyway, finish up and come to the wedding hall-."





  "Yes, I'll do that."





  As lunchtime approached, I drove the elephant towards Juno's Temple. I don't know how I, who can't even ride a horse, drove an elephant, but.





  Anyway, it happened with divine intuition.





  In fact, I wondered if I was a master of elephant driving.





  Juno's Temple, where I arrived, already had an outdoor spring banquet beginning and was filled with people in pure white dresses and attire.





  "Everyone's wearing white clothes."





  "Attendees, excluding the bride and groom, must wear white clothes; it's tradition-imnidat...! Red clothes can only be worn by the groom and bride-imnidat...!"





  So it seems.
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  I dismounted the elephant and waved to the surrounding guests. Most were strangers I didn't know, but there were many familiar faces among them.





  "Hassan-ssi, congratulations-! Ah, should I call you Hassan-nim here?"





  "It's fine, Daphne-ssi. Just call me whatever's comfortable."





  She was Daphne, the receptionist of the Mars Guild. And beside her, there was a whole group that seemed to have come together from the Mars Guild. One-eyed Commander Valtmar, Renee of the Sword Maiden Corps, and so on.





  All welcome faces.





  Daphne said.





  "Hassan-ssi, it's amazing that through the quest I gave you back then, you met Luna-ssi and formed a connection. And through that, a connection with Hippolyte-nim also formed-."





  "Well, that's true."





  Luna and I met because of the quest Daphne arranged for me. And Hippolyte and I met thanks to Daphne doing a good job as my manager.





  Thinking that way, Daphne here felt just like a matchmaker who introduced Luna and me.





  Daphne said.





  "Actually, there are quite a few couples who started dating from quests I commissioned. I've even had the experience of coming to their weddings quite a few times. It's truly a strange thing."





  "Indeed-."





  Jeobeok-.





  Just then, someone made a large presence behind me. Feeling an unusual life force and aura, it seemed to be a Gold-tier hero.





  "Friend, congratulations-."





  "Ah-. Actaeon-ssi."





  He was the man who became a deer, Actaeon, the Gold-tier adventurer. He was also the one who helped me when I fought Pluto's Paladin Schizo.





  "The club I gave you, did it go to a good place?"





  "Well, it did. I was truly very indebted to you."





  "Alright, then it's fine."





  After that, I met acquaintances one after another.





  Back when Paranoy still hadn't fully shed his Cultist ways, the one-legged Dwarf Didier, who defeated the headless cow monster with us, and Belmina, the ice magic user.





  "We too are getting married this coming spring-! I hope I can catch the bouquet-."





  There was a certain vibe between them, but they're getting married, huh.





  After that, I also met the Silver Rose team.





  "It's a shame Elfi isn't here. I wonder if she's gone back to her hometown by now."





  And after that, I met Tristan, Neptune's son, who slyly approached me saying, "Cousin, you seem to have gotten good at handling Nymphs, huh-?" and even Cassandra, the prophet who came as a representative from Delphi.





  "Hassan-nim, regarding the prophecy, I have something I'd like to tell you, but. Today, I suppose it's best to offer my congratulations first."





  With the faces I met one after another, the events and experiences I had over the past year came back to life in my mind and before my eyes.





  I've really been through a lot.





  "I am Garuru of the Small Abyss Tribe from Ideope. You remember, right?"





  From Ideope-.





  "Instead of His Majesty Byeokryeokje, who is ill, I, Princess Friede, am attending this event. Um, congratulations, in many ways. I came earlier than Nike, right?"





  "What are you talking about, I've been here since morning waiting-!"





  Even the connections I made in the royal capital Zeruit and Olympia.





  Also, heroes like the winged pheasant-human Zetas, Atalanta, and Sileia attended their respective seats, making me feel a fresh sense of emotion.





  It was loud and boisterous.





  However, amidst all that, my eyes turned towards the empty seats where the bride and groom's parents should originally have been.





  Just in case.





  I had such expectations, but.





  As expected, the seats were not filled.





  Feeling a slight regret, just as I thought I should slowly give up-.





  Beonjjeok-.





  As lightning struck from the sky, a flash of light burst across the entire Juno's Temple. It was an intense spark striking down from a clear sky.





  And in this clear weather, the fact that lightning struck means nothing special.





  It means something is appearing.





  Just then, a woman who appeared from somewhere, wearing a tightly pressed bronze helmet, raised her long spear high and shouted.





  『I am Minerva, the eldest daughter of discipline-! Everyone, worship-! Jupiter-nim, King of Kings and Master of the World, is descending-!』





  Kwareureung-.





  Soon, with the accompanying explosion of thunder, men and women of large stature appeared from all over. Their shining eyes and the auras they emitted were all extraordinary.





  ━The gods of High Force have come-?





  ━Amazing.... I've never seen this before-.





  Everyone, one by one, as they naturally knelt.





  Emitting brilliant light, a middle-aged man with platinum blonde hair waved his hand dismissively.





  『Alright. We are not the protagonists today. Don't be so stiff. Everyone's scared. On this wonderful day-!』





  A man, a head taller than me and heavily built, approached me.





  And then he asked.





  『I am Jupiter, Father of All Things. May I sit in this seat? Because we are your family.』





  "Well-."





  At their unexpected appearance, as I nodded, the white-clad gods who appeared from High Force took their seats where the bride and groom's parents should sit.





  The empty seats were filled by guests from High Force, to think.





  But it wasn't a bad feeling. Rather, I felt a little reassured. Because it made me feel that I also had other family.





  Just then, Paranoy whispered to me.





  "Hassan-nim went up to High Force and personally invited them-imnidat...!"





  "Really?"





  I don't remember.





  Just then, wearing a brilliant golden crown, Jupiter, the God of Thunder, snapped his fingers, 'Tak-', and boxes appeared around them.





  To cast summoning magic with just one finger, truly amazing.





  『Then, it would be good to quickly move through the order like lightning. After all, what everyone is looking forward to is what gifts we, as family, will give to the bride and groom.』





  And so, the box opened.





  『I, Jupiter, just as Juno, my rightful wife, and I received gifts from the earth and all things-. To you, my kin, Hassan, I shall present an unparalleled treasure-.』





  From inside that box, something was taken out and offered to me.





  "This is-."





  My time seemed to stop for a moment.


 


  That I would receive that, I hadn't even imagined.





  『Winter goes, spring comes. How about that. It's a perfect fit for now, isn't it?』
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 Ttak-.





 As Jupiter, the King of the Heavens and my uncle, snapped his fingers, boxes appeared in the air.





 Jupiter opened one and pulled something out, extending it towards me.





 『This is the blessing and gift from us, the gods of Hypos, to you, Hassan, the young and great god of the land of Gaia, to celebrate your wedding.』





 It was a small box.





 A very small box, adorned with gold, silver, and various jewels.





 It looked like a very precious Jade Box, so much so that one could call it that.





 ━Ooooh-.





 ━What a magnificent box. As expected, when you're the God of Gods, the King of Kings, the scale of your gifts is different, indeed.





 Everyone around me greatly marveled at the box, which emitted a light so intense it was dazzling. However, I sensed the extraordinary nature of the item inside, more than the box itself.





 This Jade Box was, after all, just the wrapping.





 The main event would be what lay beyond it.





 『Open it. And you may boast about it to everyone.』





 Is this what it feels like to receive New Year's money from relatives?





 I only remembered going to the movies with my family of four or shopping at a large mart during holidays.





 So, I felt incredibly embarrassed by this unexpected gift from my relatives.


 


 "Then, I will open it."





 I took a breath, resolved not to be surprised by whatever popped out, and opened the lid of the box.





 Dalkak- a sound like a lock disengaging, and the box slowly opened.





 Swaaaaaa-.





 And from inside, a strange radiance, emitting a multicolored, brilliant light, dazzled my eyes.





 ━It's blinding-.





 ━What is it, what's inside-? Someone tell me-! I can't see because of the person in front-!





 The people's reactions were also at their peak.





 If this were a TV show, a commercial would probably be playing right now. The host would be drawing it out, stretching the time.





 ━I wish he'd open it quickly-! What the hell is it-!





 ━I don't know-! Just open it wide-!





 I, too, was drawing it out to savor the enjoyment of everyone gathered here, but the moment I saw it from inside the slowly opening lid.





 Dalgeurak.





 I finally couldn't stop myself and revealed it completely to the world.





 Because it was an utterly unbelievable item.





 "This is-."





 Its shape was round, and its size was as small as a pebble.





 Its color was very peculiar; it looked red from above and black from below. But up close, it was golden. One could say it transformed colorfully like ornamental fish.





 There was a hole in the middle, making it easy to insert a finger.





 As I stood there with a hardened expression, looking at it, Jupiter, the King of the Heavens, spoke to me in a hearty yet subtle voice.





 『That is the only ring in this world. A very precious ring, indeed. As for what it's made of-.』





 "A Worldstone-."





 『Hoo, as expected of my kin. Do you know that-? Then the story is quick. As for its majesty-. Gathering all the stones that existed in the world-.』





 I looked at the ring in my hand.





 A golden ring with a smooth luster.





 Inside, letters were clearly engraved.





 "Winter passes-."





 『And spring comes-. It's a perfect phrase for now, isn't it? It's a phrase chosen by Ceres, the Goddess of Seasons. Aren't you so moved you can't speak?』





 It was a phrase I had seen before, and a ring I had seen before.





 Because I had a similar item in my pocket right now.





 Therefore, I felt something I didn't know whether to call interest or intense doubt, and I urgently asked my uncle Jupiter.





 "Is it truly the only ring in the world?"





 『Yes. The Worldstone is a precious stone. It itself can be seen as a small universe and a star. And that ring is made by combining the Worldstones that we, the gods of Hypos, collected throughout our lives.』





 Jupiter added that a Worldstone of that size was only found embedded in his crown.





 Looking at his forehead, a crown resembling a strong spark shape had a stone similar in size to my ring attached to it.





 However, its size was smaller than this ring.





 『It means we acknowledge you that much, and we celebrate this marriage. The phrase was chosen by Ceres, your patron goddess, and the manufacturing was done by my son, Vulcanus-.』





 Uncle Jupiter continued to explain.





 『Also, Mars and Minerva breathed blessings into it, and its shape was sculpted by Venus, the Goddess of Beauty. And, Vesta's flame and Apollo's brilliant light, and the blood of Diana's first catch-.』





 Hearing this, it seemed the gods of Hypos each contributed to making this ring.





 In other words, this was like a tribute dedicated to me, who had dedicated myself in various ways for the land of Gaia.





 Just then, someone approached with a seuk-.





 He had a physique a head taller than me, like Jupiter, the God of Lightning.





 He wore white clothes on the outside, but underneath was something like streamlined scale armor, like the blue scales of a fish.





 Though a middle-aged man, his arms and neck were thick, and his face was so arrogant it exuded confidence itself.





 His long, dark blue hair, like seaweed, was adorned with brilliant coral jewels, seaweed stalks, and all sorts of treasures woven together, forming a crown like a seahorse.





 『Is this the first time we're meeting in person? Back then, the chaos of Tartarus obscured your form, so I couldn't see you well. More importantly, you're smaller than I thought-!』





 He suddenly grabbed my waist and lifted me up.





 I struggled, held by his surprisingly strong grip, because I thought my waist would be crushed by his powerful hold.





 "Eueeeek-."





 『Why are you so light? Still growing, are we-? You should have eaten better-! You're all bones-!』





 The man repeatedly lifted me up and down. He was treating me like a child, much like how I treat Paranoy or other Nymphs.





 『But your face is exactly alike-! Like that man's younger days, you're so similar-!』





 His face was smiling, and from that smile, saying I resembled someone, I could feel the presence of a familiar man. So he is indeed my father's brother.





 The person this man felt I resembled, and the person I thought of when I saw this man, must be the same individual.





 However, without mentioning such things, I slowly opened my mouth.





 "You are Neptune-nim, aren't you? The one who rules the sea-."





 At my question, the man finally set me down on the ground.





 『That's right-! All the waterways of the world flow towards me-! It is I, Neptune-nim, who causes earthquakes and tsunamis-!』





 If Jupiter, the King of the Heavens, showed a somewhat calm and dignified demeanor, Neptune, the King of the Sea, was a cheerful and booming man.





 According to descriptions in various theological texts, Neptune was said to be as fickle as the sea and so arrogant his pride was immense.





 I immediately understood why such explanations were written. It was a feeling as if exclamation marks followed every sentence.





 I could even believe he was Luna's father, given his similar way of speaking.





 Although he seemed more frivolous than I expected, it was certain that he was an absolute being who, along with Jupiter and Pluto, divided the world into three.





 Indeed, the aura emanating from the man who had grabbed me was.





 Terrifying and trembling, as if a vast ocean had been condensed into a human body. Even if I've become strong now, if I were to fight him, I couldn't guarantee victory.





 This is Neptune, one of the Three Chief Deities.





 Anyway, Neptune, the King of the Sea, ruffled my hair in various directions and said.





 『Honestly, why did your father try to hide a son so much like him-! And he doesn't even show up on such a joyous day-! Is he still sulking because of the lottery?』





 "The lottery?"





 『Yes-! That day's lottery, where the fate of all creation was left to chance-! On that day, I got the sea, my younger brother, Jupiter, got the sky-. And your father got-.』





 『Neptune, that's enough.』





 As Neptune was excitedly about to tell something in his booming voice, Jupiter lightly stopped him.





 Then Neptune raised an eyebrow and shrugged as if to say, "What's the big deal?"





 『He's an unexpected nephew, isn't he? Isn't it good to have a conversation?』





 『Yes, that's true. But you have to choose the time and place. This isn't the palace of Hypos or the Dragon Palace under the sea, it's his wedding hall. It's not a story to tell here. Stop it.』





 『Ha-! Are you trying to pick a fight now? Just because your sons and daughters call you the King of Hypos, do I look easy to you?』





 A moment of silence followed Jupiter's advice and Neptune's rebuttal.





 A literal silence, as if everything had stopped. Because an intense pressure emanated from the Chief Deities, so strong that no one could even breathe.





 Neptune, Jupiter, and Pluto were said to each rule different domains and acknowledge each other's authority.





 But just as Minerva and Mars respect each other while simultaneously sharpening their rivalry.





 The Three Chief Deities were also in a relationship of opposition, checking each other. It was said this prevented their corruption and depravity.





 That's what was written in the theological texts I read in the library, but I don't know what it's like in reality.





 ━I'm scared-. Is the world going to end?





 ━Shouldn't we run away-.





 ━You idiot, if Jupiter-nim and Neptune-nim fight, the world will be turned upside down, where would you run-!





 As this confrontation unfolded before their eyes, the frail mortals seemed to be able to do nothing but swallow their spit.





 Is this what family discord during the holidays is like?





 Then Neptune suddenly burst into loud laughter, uhahaha-.





 『Ah-! Just kidding-! Kidding-! Why is everyone so scared? Seeing this face, I just remembered old times-! Right-! Anyway, besides collecting the Worldstones of the sea, I also prepared another gift-!』





 Only when Neptune rummaged through a small pouch at his waist did the atmosphere soften.





 Just a moment ago, they were growling as if they would pounce on each other, but he was an utterly unpredictable man.





 Seureuk, seureureuk-.





 Neptune continued to rummage through his pouch.





 『What would be good, Sponge? A pineapple deep in the sea? Ah-, here it is-! The treasure of the sea-!』





 He pulled something out and extended it towards me.





 The treasure of the sea, huh. Is it like the Pirate King's One Piece?





 I had such high expectations. But when I actually saw it, it was a small conch shell.





 A conch shell with barnacles attached.





 Its size? About the size of Paranoy's head? A bit big.





 At that sight, Jupiter's stiff face also relaxed with a look of bewilderment.





 『What, Neptune. You're giving that away? Weren't you cherishing it? You said you wouldn't give it to anyone.』





 『That's true, but it's my nephew's wedding-!』





 If Jupiter was surprised, I knew this ordinary-looking conch shell must be a very precious treasure.





 So what the hell is this?





 He should at least tell me how to use it so I can say thank you.





 Perhaps he's just giving it to me as a pretty conch shell from the sea, or something like that? So, as I was wondering how best to express my gratitude.





 Paranoy, who had been hiding behind the wall as if dead silent, poked his head out and shouted.





 "Aaaah-! Th-that, isn't that the legendary Magic Conch Shell...!? To receive such an amazing treasure, as expected, Hassan-nim is amazing-ssi...!"





 『Oh-! You're smart for a Nymph of the land-! Cute Nymph-. Is he your nephew's companion Nymph-? Don't follow that Jupiter over there even if he offers you candy-!』





 "No, so what the hell is this Magic Conch Shell? What is it?"





 Everyone was making a fuss about it being an amazing item, so I, unable to contain my curiosity, had no choice but to ask my uncle Neptune.





 Then Neptune replied.





 『Have you ever wondered whether to do something or not, eat something or not, sit or stand-? Of course you have-! Even I, Neptune, have such worries-! Not anymore, though-! Anyway, it's a magical tool that holds the answer to such questions-!』





 A magical tool that holds the answer, huh.





 As I looked puzzled, Neptune, the King of the Sea, took the conch shell from my hand as if to demonstrate. And then he asked into the hole drilled in it.





 『Magic Conch Shell, will Neptune's shipping company stock rebound significantly this month?』





 ━Yes-.





 Then a strange female voice was heard from inside. Was there a recording device inside the conch shell?





 『It's an item that answers like this-! Because the soul of a Sea Witch dwells within it, its performance is reliable-! I give it to you-!』





 So, it's a tool that helps make decisions when you're hesitant? It seemed like a very useful item for me, who suffers from indecisiveness.





 Whether its performance was real or not, aside.





 Is this the end of the gift reveal?





 Just as I was subtly scanning my surroundings to see if there were any other gods who had prepared gifts-. Sabak, sabak, the sound of bare feet treading on grass resounded loudly.





 『Leaving it to men, it's no good. This way, the wedding won't proceed, will it?』





 A woman in a red dress appeared, parting the crowd.





 She first approached me and lightly greeted me.





 『On behalf of the gods of Hypos and all creation, I congratulate you on your marriage, Hassan. I'd like to officiate this ceremony. Would that be alright-?』





 At that, people murmured loudly.





 ━The Goddess of Marriage and Home, officiating the wedding herself, how amazing-!
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  In weddings on the Gaia continent, the only women allowed to wear red dresses are the brides.





  And the reason they wear red dresses is said to be because Juno, the Goddess of the Hearth and Home whom they will soon be devoted to, is a goddess who wears a red dress.





  That was why I could tell at a single glance that the woman in red, appearing through the parting crowd, was Juno, the Queen of the Gods and the Goddess of the Hearth and Home.





  White-armed Juno.





  It was said that the beauty of the Goddess of the Hearth and Home was as magnificent as the wonderful titles like 'Clear-eyed Juno' suggested.





  They said there must be a reason why Jupiter, who formed relationships with so many women that rumors of his lust were known throughout the world, chose Juno as his rightful spouse.





  『This is the first time we've met in person, isn't it-?』





  "Ah-."





  I was able to confirm for myself that the saying that Goddess Juno is counted among the Three Graces along with Venus and Minerva was by no means an exaggeration.





  Her unique spirit, different from mere strength or intensity, was so overwhelming that I could only let out a dazed "Ah-."





  She was ornately adorned yet exuded an air of high elegance, with blonde hair and skin so white it was dazzling. 





  However, rather than inciting lust, she appeared so dignified and noble that she inspired a sense of awe.





  Because of her strong image of harshly driving away Jupiter's mistresses or tormenting their children, I thought she might have a wicked image.





  But seeing her in person, Goddess Juno felt surprisingly gentle and kind. Like a kindergarten teacher I had seen in my childhood.





  Goddess Juno, my aunt-in-law, spoke.





  『I'd like to talk more, but if I do-, the ceremony won't be able to proceed. If things continue like this, the ceremony won't end even after several days. It'll become a mess-.』





  "Ah-. Yes."





  『In that sense, may I preside over this wedding ceremony-? If we keep opening gifts like this, it'll take more than a week.』





  The Goddess of Marriage is going to personally conduct my wedding?





  Could there be anything more reassuring than having a professional take charge? So, I decided to nod. 





  Then, Goddess Juno clapped her hands-jjakk-jjakk-toward the people, settling the chaotic atmosphere.





  『Now then, first, there will be a congratulatory song performance by the Nymph Choir. Everyone, please take your seats-.』





  At Juno's words, the atmosphere, which had been as hectic as a marketplace, calmed down a bit. 





  Jupiter and Neptune, who had been chatting about this and that until just now, also took their seats.





  Between us, the Nymphs, who had worked hard to prepare the performance for this day, came out in a line, and at that sight, Jupiter, the King of Gods, marveled with a "Ho-."





  『To form a group of miniaturized Nymphs and have them sing. It's an idea I've never thought of-. It's wonderful-. It's genius-.』





  It sounded like praise for the members of the Nymph Choir.





  But since the culprit who had tormented various Gigantamax Nymphs in many ways, eventually making them take on the appearance of small girls, was saying such things, I felt a bit of tension for some reason.





  However, contrary to my worries, the performance proceeded smoothly under Goddess Juno's direction.





  ━Ditch water, tururu-tturu-, cute, tururu-tturu, puddle, tururu-tturu, ditch water-.





  ━Brook water, tururu-tturu-. Pretty, tururu-tturu-,





  What kind of song is that?





  It doesn't seem like a wedding song.





  ━It's a very wonderful song-.





  ━A wedding of the gods is truly something else. I've never seen such a wonderful wedding.





  ━Really? Isn't that just a children's nursery rhyme? And I feel like I've heard those lyrics somewhere before-. Wait, who are you people-. What? The Nymph Foundation? Ugh, where, where are you taking me-!





  ━Nymph-hating remarks cannot be tolerated-ssit...!





  There was some chaotic disturbance, but seeing the expressions of those watching the Nymphs soften, it seemed the performance was successful in its own way.





  After that, the Nymphs passionately sang the popular songs "Daehongdan Potato" and "Hassan-nim is Using the Earth-Shrinking Method-."





  At that sight, Goddess Diana, who cherishes and loves Nymphs, even wiped away tears, saying, 『To think the Nymphs are singing, it's such a beautiful sight-.』 





  Well, it's not a very important story.





  Anyway, after the Nymphs' choral songs, the ceremony proceeded steadily, and before long, only the entrance of the brides remained.





  Bands here and there made the sound of music even louder-.





  Finally, from far away, along with the sound of people's applause, pigeons and butterflies flew into the sky. 





  I could sense that my brides would reveal themselves from there.





  ━They're so beautiful-.





  ━They look like goddesses-.





  ━With two brides, the wedding feels twice as radiant. I've never seen a wedding like this before-.





  Women wearing golden veils and red dresses appeared from afar. One from my left, and one from my right.





  They were Luna and Hippolyte, respectively.





  They were adorned in red dresses, white belts, and golden veils, and they looked more gorgeous and beautiful than I had ever seen them before.





  I had heard that bridal makeup at a wedding hall is quite excellent, and I wondered if this was exactly what they meant.





  Holding up their long, trailing dresses from behind were Doris and Ignoi, the Nymphs they were each in charge of-.





  "The new bride is coming out-ssi...! Everyone should open the way and welcome and bless the path of the new bride, who will no longer be a Kore-ssi...!"





  "Blessings-."





  Setting aside the always shrill Doris, seeing the silent Ignoi so happy that she even spoke a little was quite an unfamiliar sight.





  But such things didn't really matter.





  My brides.





  It truly felt as if time had stopped.





  The gods of Hypos present here.





  The kings and nobles of all things gathered from all worlds-none of them mattered anymore, as I was completely captivated by Luna and Hippolyte.





  It felt as if everyone else had become invisible, like paint soaked in water and blurred out.





  I am really becoming a family with them now.





  As I was lost in such sentiments, a long "Hreung-" sound came from a nose.





  『Honestly, two brides. No, in fact, there should have been three, including the woman who isn't here.』





  Goddess Juno seemed not at all pleased with me holding a wedding with multiple women simultaneously. 





  『To make me, Juno, preside over such a wedding-. Hassan, if it weren't for the debt I owe you, I would never have done this.』





  To be honest, it wouldn't have been strange if she had been furious, saying I was insulting her authority and domain over the home, so I had nothing to say.





  However, I also felt a large void regarding the third bride Goddess Juno mentioned, who was not present here. 





  Normally, she should have come out from that other passage over there.





  Of course, for now, I should focus on the people who are here.





  I shook off those thoughts and reached out toward the brides approaching me.





  Then, the women with their faces covered by thin cloth approached and each took one of my hands. 





  Holding each other's hands like that, we walked around the long corridor once, as if receiving confirmation from the many people that we were getting married.





  "...."





  "...."





  "...."





  Conversation was no longer necessary between us. We had already asked and received answers to many things before the wedding.





  After circling this corridor about twice, we would be officially recognized as groom and brides by the gods of all things, the people, nature, the wind, the Nymphs, and each other.





  Seueuk, seueuk-.





  Like that, we almost completed one full lap of the corridor.





  With this, the first day of the wedding ceremony was said to be mostly over.





  What remained was cutting a giant cake together as a couple, eating, drinking, and chatting through various receptions, and those who had important announcements to make would do so while people were gathered. 





  The festival would continue through the night and into the dawn, heading toward the second day.





  The second day's ceremony was said to proceed in a quite solemn and noble atmosphere.





  Of course, the wedding we had promised to conduct was only up to the first day's events. It was an unprecedented wedding with multiple brides, after all.
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  It was because, ahead of the full-scale wedding etiquette of the second day, Luna had surprisingly suggested, "It feels like cheating to completely seal the deal without Elfriede-."





  Let's do the second day's events together with her after we meet Elfriede-.





  I don't know when that will be.





  At that moment, someone gripped my hand tightly-kkuuuuk-.





  It was Luna on my right.





  "Hassan, are you thinking about something else?"





  "No-."





  "There are so many people. Now, once we cross that door gap in the corridor over there, we'll legally be a couple without any problems. I'm glad I can stand on the right side-. Hassan, you're right-handed, after all."





  Heuheu-, Luna laughed under her veil. 





  Technically, I'm ambidextrous. I just decided to let it go. Usually, the right arm or the right side is used as an idiom to mean the best or foremost.





  At that, Hippolyte, standing on my left, gave a small snort-heung-.





  "I am closer to the heart. On a day like today, the left side is the top priority."





  Hmchit-.





  Luna's body trembled as if she were startled by those words.





  "N-now that you mention it, that's true-."





  Parureureu-.





  Luna continued to tremble. Was she sulking because she couldn't take the left side? No, it was different from that. Luna's body was trembling with tension. 





  The same was true for Hippolyte, who hadn't shown a single sign of fear even in front of monsters.





  Everyone must be nervous.





  Like that, we reached the final point of solo life, called the 'Line of Decision,' and finally, we were in a situation where only one step remained until the finish line.





  Once we cross this, there's no turning back.





  So, before entering here, they say you take a moment to think with one step left. They said a significant number of couples actually break up right at this threshold.





  It had little to do with us.





  "On the count of three, we extend our right feet together."





  "Okay-."





  "Yes, I understand."





  "Then, one-."





  The first thing to react was the body.





  Strength flooded into our joined hands. My knees felt as if they were floating in mid-air, lacking any sense of reality. The ground my legs were stepping on felt unusually solid, and my vision gradually became hazy.





  But gritting my teeth and putting strength into my eyes, I opened my mouth.





  "Two-."





  The second thing I felt was various emotions. 





  The situation with only one last step left. Countless hesitations, flutters, worries, and simultaneously rising expectations made my heart thud-thud-thud to a dizzying degree.





  Although we didn't say it, I had no doubt that Luna and Hippolyte were feeling the same emotions as I was right now. 





  Holding hands like this, we were truly like one body.





  And─.








    "Three."











  *       *       *





  








  The reception continued until the moment the hearth fire, personally lit by Vesta, the Goddess of the Hearth, sent sparks flying high into the sky.





  A scene like something out of mythology, where gods, humans, fairies, and beasts became one, laughing and chatting.





  I sat on the throne prepared in the center of such a scene, just for me today, watching all these sights and occasionally waving or smiling at people.





  "Hassan-nim, congratulations-. I am Asera, the leader of the Beetle Mercenary Group from the far West-. I bring precious sand from the Western lands as a gift-."





  "I am Anabulta, a practitioner from the East. May the blessings of the stars be upon your marriage and your smooth future-."





  Countless people from different places lined up to kneel and offer reverence and blessings before the throne where I, Luna, and Hippolyte sat. 





  It was very unfamiliar at first, but doing it for over half a day was starting to feel like torture. How much longer do I have to sit here like this?





  Where could Antiope or Gloria be?





  As I was wondering, Hippolyte, sitting on my left, spoke softly in a voice others couldn't hear.





  "If it's Gloria, she's probably at the entrance blocking the Goddesses of Discord from entering. The Goddesses of Discord enjoy turning uninvited wedding halls into a mess."





  I didn't know what that meant, but Gloria seemed busy in her own way.





  Just then, someone rang a bell-daeng-daeng-daeng-in the reception hall where the festivities were proceeding indiscriminately. It was Goddess Juno, in her red dress and impressive clear eyes.





  『Now then, that's enough for the indiscriminate festival. Now, I, Juno, who has been entrusted with this occasion, would like to make a declaration to all things-.』





  A declaration? Was there such an event planned?





  However, whatever it was, I was glad to be able to escape this agonizing situation. Goddess Juno, who had been ringing the bell for a while, held up a golden wine bottle.





  『I shall open the first wine of the wedding-!』





  At that sight, Luna flinched. 





  "Isn't that the nectar from the small yard that I brewed-? I left it at the mansion to be judged. When did it fall into Goddess Juno-nim's hands?"





  While Luna felt suspicious under her golden veil.





  Goddess Juno continued to speak.





  『This is nectar created by a new god-! Depending on the result of this bottle, a new God of Wine might ascend in Hypos today-.』


      


  Ppeong-.





  Goddess Juno pulled the cork.





  Soon, a powerful and dense fragrance that I had smelled before, enough to make one's nose go crooked, overflowed and soaked the banquet hall.





  At that, Neptune, who was arm-wrestling with Gold-tier adventurers, marveled greatly with a "Ho-."





  『I've drunk nectar so often that I can tell just by the smell-! There's no need to even taste it-! However, it's swirling more intensely than Bacchus's-! Like an angry wave-!』





  When the other gods of Hypos also nodded one by one in agreement, Luna muttered restlessly.





  "Hassan, what should I do? It seems the nectar I made is going to be judged-!"





  "What is there to worry about? I can guarantee the quality of the wine you made, Luna. It was incredibly powerful, though. It was undoubtedly nectar. You, Luna, will be able to take a seat as the God of Wine."





  Luna is the child of a powerful Protogenoi.





  She is more than qualified to occupy a seat in Hypos.





  But Luna shook her head as if that were the problem instead.





  "I thought about it before getting married, and I don't want to be something like the God of Wine-!"





  "Really?"





  "Yes, actually, the god I really want to become is...."





  Sogon, sogon-.





  Luna whispered into my ear. I couldn't help but be truly surprised.





  It certainly wasn't a god of a domain that existed in this world. However, if I had to say if it suited Luna, it did....





  As I was hesitating, Luna stood up abruptly from her seat as if she had made up her mind.





  "I, I am the head shaman of the Small Yard Tribe, and the daughter of the dark and deep night, Luna Noxdoti-! Everyone, listen to my story-!"
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  Everyone has at least one thing they're good at.





  If we were to dress that up in fancier words, we could call it talent or aptitude.





  However, discovering what aptitudes and talents one possesses is something that requires quite a few attempts and trial-and-error.





  It's like trying out various player characters in a game to see which one fits me best.





  Since people aren't game characters that can be re-selected according to preference, the process of finding talent involves various complex factors, including luck.





  As a result, there are quite a few cases where people never discover what they're good at throughout their entire lives.





  So, why am I explaining about talent at a wedding right now-?





  It's because even beings called gods were similar.


  


  I heard that the authority and divine rank that the gods of this Gaia continent hold heavily involve the realms of talent and aptitude.





  In other words, just as a god talented in medicine becomes the God of Medicine, gods often take on domains that best suit their attributes.





  In that sense, I was always curious about what kind of goddess Luna would become.





  Since Luna was skilled at brewing medicinal decoctions, I wondered if she might become something like the Goddess of Boiling Water. Paranoy, the Nymph of the stream. Luna, the Goddess of Boiling Water.





  Since they are both girls who get along well and are similarly small in stature, they would suit each other well if they did.





  However, after Bacchus, the God of Wine, vacated his position, one of the divine seats in High Force remained vacant, turning the situation into one where everything depended on the completion of Nectar.





  I wondered if Luna could become the God of Wine.





  The God of Wine would also suit Luna well.





  Or rather, would she suit it well-?





  Thinking about it suddenly, I don't know. The God of Wine should probably have a slightly debauched feel, but I've never seen Luna drunk, no matter how strong the liquor she drinks.





  Luna is really fucking strong when it comes to alcohol.





  A God of Wine who doesn't get drunk.





  Does that have its own charm, in its own way?





  However, Luna said.





  "I want to become a different god, not the God of Wine-."





  So, when the tasting event for the newly made Nectar was in full swing, Luna stood up and nervously said to everyone.





  "Actually, I have something to confess-! This Nectar wasn't made by me alone-! If it were just me, I could never have made it-!"





  Ungseong, ungseong-.





  At Luna's confession, the people around looked at each other's faces and said a word or two.





  ━Not made alone?





  ━So does that mean we'll share the inheritance of the Chief Deity Bacchus?





  Everyone seemed to feel a sense of doubt. It was originally promised that the right to be the God of Wine would be given to the one who completed Nectar.





  Luna was honestly admitting that she had borrowed the strength of others for something she should have accomplished solely through her own power.





  Luna continued to speak.





  "Getting the ingredients was entrusted to the adventurer team Silver Rose-! Preparing those ingredients was entrusted to the Nymphs-! Also, Hippolyte helped in many aspects-!"





  At Luna's words, Hippolyte, who was sitting to my left, flinched and trembled.





  And with a slight sigh, she muttered, "My goodness, she's quite honest."





  I asked.





  "Hippolyte-nim, is it true that you helped Luna a lot in making Nectar?"





  "Yes. Noxdoti's potions or liquors were rather bland, after all. I just helped with various things in terms of making them taste sweet."





  I see.





  Was the sweet aroma, uncharacteristic of Luna's potions, Hippolyte's work?





  So, this Nectar was completed through a collaboration where Luna, Hippolyte, various Nymphs, and adventurers each shared a small portion.





  "So-."





  At that moment, Juno, the goddess holding the liquor bottle, asked.





  "So, great child of the night-. What is it you wish to say-?"





  "So, what I, Luna Noxdoti, want to say is that I actually lack the qualifications to become the God of Wine-! Even if I were recognized for my achievements and could become the God of Wine, I would refuse."





  "Are you sure you won't regret it?"





  "."





  Luna nodded her head up and down.





  Watching her, Goddess Juno said.





  "It seems you have your sights set on a different divine seat. To the extent of refusing the glorious divine seat prepared in High Force, the position of god you desire-."





  "...Yes, that's right-!"





  Luna revealed her ambition.





  "I am Luna Noxdoti of the Small Abyss Tribe-! And the daughter of darkness and night-! I believe I possess sufficient qualifications to become a god-! In that sense, I-."





  However, those words paused as if in hesitation for a moment.





  Perhaps Luna was also considering the repercussions her words might cause. But that was only for a moment-.





  "I-! I want to become the Goddess of Free Love-!"





  In the end, Luna finally spoke what had been stuck in her throat, as if hesitant, towards all beings in the world.





  A brief silence, unfitting for the lively wedding reception, enveloped everyone.





  The Goddess of Free Love.





  It's probably because everyone knew well how many repercussions that thing Luna mentioned carried.





  The first to react was Diana, the goddess of the moon, hunting, and purity.





  "Goddess of Free Love, you say? If one like that appears, the number of pure women will decrease-! Just the problems Venus spreads around are a headache enough. I cannot agree-!"





  At those words, Venus, who had been busy glancing at the men in the banquet hall, opened her slender eyes.





  "Goddess of Free Love, you say. Are you perhaps saying you wish to be allocated a portion of the domain of Venus, the goddess of love and beauty? However, it sounds good. Free love. Not bound by existing norms or forms-."





  At the positive opinion of the Goddess of Love, the God of Light, who had been continuously glancing at Daphne the half-Nymph, shook his head.





  "If you affirm free love, it means you would also permit free marriage, wouldn't you? Oh my, even polygamy, where the number of brides increases to two, then three-."





  As expected of the God of Light, his judgment was sharp.





  Then, Apollo, the God of Light, glanced at Juno, the goddess presiding over this wedding.





  The reason was that the free love and affection Luna spoke of clearly deviated from the monogamous family structure presided over by Juno.





  In a way, this was nothing short of a direct challenge to Goddess Juno.





  Parureureu-.





  In reality, Luna was trembling violently with fear and apprehension.





  To the point of being pitiful.





  However, she spoke as if she wouldn't back down despite that.





  "I will acknowledge all kinds of love, romance, and marriage styles...! Even vows of chastity, and various forms of families...!"





  At Luna's words, Goddess Juno put on a stern expression. It was as if ice were forming again in this warm reception, with a 'Sareureu-' sound.





  "Daughter of the night, Noxdoti. If it were anyone other than you, they would have nothing to say even if I strangled them here with my own hands. Because the authority of the gods must be protected."





  "But, I have no intention of backing down. This is my conclusion. I wanted to have free love. Hassan and I were too entangled in various restrictions to be free..."





  Luna glanced back slightly.





  And then she met my eyes. I felt like I understood Luna's heart a little. It's true that there were many restrictions in Luna's and my romance.





  The hardships and times back then must be what allow Luna to stand confidently in this position now.





  It's a bit moving, and a bit pitiful, all at once.





  Luna said.





  "I will become a god who guarantees the rights and interests of people like me-!"





  Seueuk-.





  At that moment, someone sitting at the table raised their hand.





  It was Jupiter, the King of the Gods.





  "In the birth of a new god, it's common to adjust each other's domains and transfer authority. So, how about we do that for the first time in a while?"





  At Jupiter's words, Goddess Juno shrugged as if she had no choice.





  "Then, let's do that. We will accept the outcome."





  I didn't know what they intended to do.





  However, watching the gods tear up slips of paper and put them into the small box prepared by Vulcan, the God of the Forge, I could tell this was some kind of vote or lottery.





  The one counting the ballots was Juno, who was presiding over this occasion.





  Goddess Juno said, unfolding the slips of paper from the box one by one.





  "Venus, Goddess of Beauty, approves-."





  "I have no reason to object-. Venus, the Goddess of Love, let out a strange laugh, 'Oh hong hong-'. Juno, clicking her tongue with a 'Tsk-', put her hand back into the box."





  "Mars, God of Strife, approves...?"





  Goddess Juno looked at Mars with disbelief. Was it quite surprising that Mars cast an approval vote? However, Mars's eyes were fixed on me.





  "I owe quite a bit to my kin, my younger brother. And my daughters are also involved-."





  "Hmm, then, next is Diana, Goddess of the Moon and Purity-. Opposed. Yes, one vote against."





  "Of course, I'm opposed-! Free love? Cheating marriage? That's the kind of story only beastly men would like-!"





  Diana, grinding her teeth while banging the table, and Juno, watching her with satisfaction, put their hands back into the box.





  "Minerva, Goddess of Wisdom. Opposed-."





  At Juno's call, Minerva, who had been crossing her arms, spoke.





  "Free love, you say, is an unwise proposition. The scope of free love is too broad to begin with. What if one falls in love with a stone? Or a human with a beast? It could cause chaos."





  Her opinion was quite reasonable.





  The story that the scope of free love might be too vast, potentially causing chaos and confusion in the world.





  Goddess Juno affirmed that and drew a paper.





  "You speak rightly, Minerva. One cannot possibly recognize a person married to a stone as a family. Now, then, the next vote-. Vesta, Goddess of the Hearth-. Abstains-."





  Vesta, the Goddess of the Hearth, merely shook her head.





  "I don't know. What choice would be best. So I'll just pass."





  "Hmm, then, Vulcan, God of the Forge. Approves-?"





  "."





  Vulcan said nothing. He merely nodded his head towards me once. Perhaps he sided with us because I prevented the eruption of the High Force volcano.





  "Neptune, God of the Sea, approves-."





  "The sea must have the capacity to embrace anything deeply-!"





  "Sigh-. Jupiter, God of Thunder, opposed...? Why are you opposed?"





  "Home and marriage are sacred. However, I will abide by the outcome, so don't worry about it. Besides, is it meaningful to continue counting the votes? A majority has already been reached."





  At Jupiter's words, Goddess Juno let out a small sigh, 'Hoo-', as if she had no choice.





  "Accept the outcome. That is the rule of High Force. So, I have one last question. Luna Noxdoti, daughter of the night. Are you truly alright? We could arrange other plausible positions for you-."





  "I'm fine-! I've made up my mind-!"





  "Then, please stand here. Noxdoti. In the name of High Force, I shall baptize you."





  Thus, Luna stood proudly before everyone.
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  Luna stood proudly before everyone.





  And before Luna, a strange, bathtub-like object had appeared.





  Its size was large enough for several people to immerse themselves in. Inside, silver waves shimmered, glowing brightly.





  『This is the water of baptism. If, Luna Noxdoti, you have lived a life with karma suitable for becoming the God of Love and Freedom, you will be able to achieve your desires.』





  Luna climbed a ladder-like structure and slowly dipped her toes into the bathtub.





  Chambang-.





  Then, she paused for a moment.





  "If I go in and come out, I'll become a god, right?"





  『That's right-. It might feel strange. The world might seem chaotic, but since you have Nectar in your hands and accumulated karma, you should be able to become a god.』





  Is it like a pond of evolution?





  Goddess Juno continued.





  『However, memories might be lost in the process. Also, you might exhibit different tendencies than now, and your divine nature and personality could merge, completely changing your existence, Luna.』





  "R-really?"





  『Shedding your current shell and undergoing a complete metamorphosis-. You will become a butterfly. But, can you truly handle it?』





  "That I, might change...."





  At Goddess Juno's words, Luna seemed to fall into thought for a moment.





  Just as Nymphs of the stream can change their personalities as they evolve.





  Young gods, too, can greatly change their lives and personalities as they bear their own divinity.





  What if she tries too hard to evolve and undergoes some kind of dark evolution?





  However, all I could do right now was cheer Luna on.





  "Luna-ya, you can do it-!"





  I was filled with confidence that Luna would be fine.





  "U-uh-!"





  At my words, Luna seemed to firm her resolve and stepped further into the deep water.





  Chambang, chambang, her two legs, thighs, belly, chest, and face completely submerged, until finally, her head was bubbling under the surface.





  Watching her, Hippolyte said.





  "Water that awakens divinity, I've heard of such a thing, but seeing it directly like this, it's quite a wondrous feeling."





  "Indeed. It is, quite wondrous."





  I also nodded.





  "What will happen when she comes out of there...."





  My eyes, filled with a slight worry, simply gazed at the large bathtub where Luna was submerged. Everyone gathered at the wedding must have felt the same way as me.





  Paranoy, who had been hiding behind my throne and watching this, finally spoke up, as if he felt the same.





  "Luna-nim is taking too long to come out-imnidat...! It's already been well over five minutes since she entered the tub-imnidat...! I wonder if something has gone wrong-imnidat...!"





  Luna's limit for holding her breath would be around five minutes.





  As that time approached, my anxiety grew.





  The bathtub had an opaque structure that prevented us from seeing inside, so we couldn't tell what was happening in the water.





  I asked.





  "Is something, perhaps, going wrong?"





  Goddess Juno replied.





  『Normally, this would be the time to emerge from the awakening, but as a descendant of Protogenoi, there might be a slight margin of error-. There are many unknowns....』





  Deolkeong, deolkeong-. Chulleong-.





  At that moment, the bathtub where Luna was submerged began to shake violently in all directions.





  As a result, the water inside overflowed and fell to the floor, which didn't look like a good sign at all.





  Shouldn't I move?





  Just as I hastily rose from my chair with that feeling-.





  "Puh-heuaaa-! How long do I have to stay in here!?"





  Luna, gasping for breath, emerged from the water, her head soaking wet.





  Aside from her pretty dress and makeup being a mess like a drowned rat, she seemed fine.





  "Puhahaha, peuh-ha-!"





  Luna thrashed her way out of the water, spitting water from her mouth and nose. I quickly went to support Luna.





  "Luna-ya, are you okay?"





  "I don't know-!"





  She seemed so disoriented that she didn't even know if she was okay.





  That Luna asked me.





  "Hassan, how is it-? Do I look like a goddess? Do I look different?"





  "Honestly, I can't tell."





  Did she fail to evolve?





  Luna looked no different from her usual self.





  But that's how it is to become a god. Even I, when I first became a god, couldn't tell what had changed about me.





  Just then-.





  An anomaly occurred.





  "Uh, uh-oh? What is it? Hassan? What is it? It's strange-!"





  Dudungsil-.





  Luna's body began to float up into the air.





  Luna, lifted into the air like a helium balloon, was enveloped in a cocoon of white light.





  Watching her, Paranoy shouted.





  "Ahaat-! That is, the light of evolution, similar to Paranoy's own time-imnidat...!"





  As Paranoy said, there was no other way to explain it than as the light of evolution.





  As everyone raised their heads towards the blindingly bright light of glory and squinted their eyes.





  Paaaaaa-!





  Finally, that light brightly exploded and began to scatter around like snow─.





  From within it, Luna, once again floating in the air, reappeared.





  "What is this, Hassan! Look at this! I, I'm flying in the sky-! How am I flying!? Do I have wings!?"





  Luna, floating and hovering in the air.





  On Luna's back were wings covered in black feathers.





  Pudeok, peodeok-. Luna was startled by the flapping of her wings.





  "What is this! I really have wings on my back-! I, I think I've become the Goddess of Pheasants-! What is this-!"





  As Luna said, wings similar to those of a pheasant flapped on Luna's back.





  However, watching this, the gods of High Force, including Jupiter, nodded in agreement.





  『The jet-black wings characteristic of the Night Clan, eh-. But, it seems she hasn't fully awakened her divinity. Perhaps her karma is insufficient.』





  "Hassan-! Let me down-! My wings, my wings are moving on their own-! Heueeeek-! What is this, how do I control them-!"





  Pababat-.





  In the end, Luna, flapping around, crashed to the floor and tumbled about. The wings that had grown on her back slowly disappeared like dust.





  "Eua-eu, I hit my head...."





  Poor Luna.





  I helped Luna up and brushed the dust from her face and body.





  Diring-.





  Then, letters floated before me.





  『Failed to promote due to insufficient task points.』





  『Requirement - Lv. 40』





  Ah-.





  I've seen those letters before. I remember seeing them when Paranoy failed to evolve into a Holy Fire Nymph.





  It seemed Luna also failed to fully achieve her promotion as a goddess because she hadn't broken through level 40. At that sight, Goddess Juno said.





  『It seems her qualifications are not yet sufficient.』





  "Geueu-."





  At that, Luna merely made a tearful face, rubbing the large bump on her head.





  With that, the incident regarding Luna's evolution came to a temporary close.





  『So, what should happen to the seat of the God of Wine? It was already planned to hand over the divine throne to the one who made Nectar.』





  At Goddess Juno's question, everyone was silent.





  They merely shrugged, as if they had no thoughts. In fact, it seemed no one wanted to think about difficult things.





  Just then, a good idea flashed in my mind.





  "How about this? We bestow divinity upon a group."





  『A group-?』





  What came to mind was Zeruit, the kingdom of this land.





  While the gods of High Force were silent, this kingdom was clearly filling the void left by the gods.





  Although it was a ploy by the Gigas, I could clearly feel that a group could replace a god.





  "Luna and many companions made Nectar together. So, we give the divine throne to that group."





  So I suggested the idea of empowering a group rather than an individual god. Of course, I didn't know if such a thing was possible.





  『A group-.』





  Unlike Juno, who narrowed her eyes at my words, Jupiter, the King of Gods, smiled as if it were an interesting story.





  『That's a plausible idea-. With that, the promise can also be kept. So, it is decided that power shall be given to the companions who brewed Nectar together and to that group.』





  This time, without the need for a lottery or anything similar, it proceeded quickly with Jupiter's permission.





  Thus, Luna's brewery, 'Sun and Moon', was elevated to a divine position, serving as both a factory for making divine liquor and a replacement for the God of Wine.





  "Indeed, it is Hassan-nim-imnidat...! Hassan-nim's wisdom surpasses that of all the gods of High Force and all creation combined-! It was an opinion worthy of even Paranoy's admiration-imnidat...!"





  "I don't think it's that much-."





  Still, for me, it seemed like a rather wise suggestion. In a way, it was a reckless idea, but it was fortunate that it pleased Jupiter, the one with the voting rights.





  Jupiter said.





  『It has been a long time since we received the world from the Titans. Now, times are changing. We too must change-.』





  Juno nodded at his words-.





  『However, where there is wine, there must naturally be someone to manage it-. As a token of gratitude and reward for this matter. We shall send an excellent manager to the divine liquor brewery, Sun and Moon.』





  Juno then gestured towards a certain spot.





  At that, a trembling body flinched in the distance.





  It was Gloria, wearing raccoon fur.





  『Holy Warrior, Gloria-. Come forth. I have something to say to you.』





  ━Gloria, you say?





  ━That wild one, was she at this wedding hall?





  ━I saw her at the entrance earlier. She was surprisingly docile-.





  That Goddess Juno would call her Holy Warrior, Gloria.





  At that fact, the people watching murmured. Just for a moment, they had slightly anticipated what might happen.





  The Goddess of Home and Hearth smiled at Gloria, who stood hesitantly before her.





  『It seems you've shed many things, Gloria.』





  "...."





  『Only one last task remains for you. You may refuse if you wish. Would you like to hear it? In some ways, it might be the most difficult task among all you've done so far.』





  "...Last, task..., what is it?"





  『Now, you are to live a new life, different from your past, and with a new name, experiencing completely different ways of living.』





  "...."





  Gloria closed her mouth. After pondering for a long time, she nodded with a determined face, as if something had come to her mind.





  At that, Goddess Juno said.





  『Gloria, though you are not the daughter I bore, I hoped that someday I would come to think of you as my own. For your life-.』





  Goddess Juno waved her hand in the air.





  Then, a wreath made of very colorful flowers appeared.





  Goddess Juno pushed back Gloria's raccoon fur and placed the wreath on her black hair.





  『I bestow upon your life a new name. A name I cherished to give my daughter someday, Hebe-. You shall henceforth live as Gloria Hebe.』





  "Hebe...."





  It was common to be granted a surname by a guild or oracle.





  However, this time, Gloria received a new name and a new life, settling the tasks she had toiled through as a Holy Warrior.





  『Manage Nectar. And, with everyone, spend the time of eternal youth you had lost, Hebe-. That is, the last task from this goddess.』





  "Last...."





  Gloria nodded, as if accepting this task.





  "...Thank you."





  With this, would the burdens on her shoulders lighten a little?





  I don't know.





  On Gloria's black hair, the dawn breaking in the distance now shone white like an angel's halo.





  Had morning already arrived?





  Tadak, tadadak-.





  ━Augh, I'm sleepy-. So drunk-.





  The sound of the hearth fire rising higher, and the time when people, drunk on the Nectar and the fatigue of the reception that had lasted from midnight to dawn, began to snore and collapse one by one.





  From tomorrow, I would have even busier days than today.





  Because now, I would have to go to the winter land.





  Feeling a somewhat languid fatigue, I slumped into my chair, realizing that I had safely gotten through the wedding day.





  It had been a surprisingly long day.
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 "Hassan-nim, the merchant caravan from the western regions has finally departed...!"





 "Finally, they're gone."





 "With this, we've sent back most of those who visited as part of the official procedures...! Of course, there are still more people on the waiting list...!"





 At the mention of the waiting list coming from Paranoy's mouth, I felt extremely tired and waved my hand dismissively.





 "For now, just handle it yourself. I'm going to take a breather."





 "Understood...! Then, I'll try to select only the list of important people you absolutely must meet...!"





 "Okay."





 When Paranoy left the room, I sat in the chair of the mansion's study and skimmed through the request documents and letters filling the desk.





 It's already been two days since holding the wedding ceremony at Juno's Temple.





 For the two days after the wedding ceremony, I was so incredibly busy that there wasn't a moment to feel any romantic notions of newlywed life or leisure.





 I had thought the wedding ceremony would be just a small festival for us.





 Because it was conducted like a grand festival, in reality, it was no different from an extension of work or an economic and political act.





 Actually, because we received many gifts and congratulatory items at this wedding ceremony, we earned more than enough money.





 We also expanded connections that could help in operating my married life and religious life.





 However, thinking that this process would continue all month made me feel a bit stuffy, and I felt like I wanted to just leave somewhere.





 Luna and Hippolyte would be the same, right?





 They must be busy handling matters related to the wedding and their own tasks in their own rooms right now.





 *Swish*.





 "A trip, huh."





 I have to leave for the north soon. I clearly know that if I remain buried in work like this, nothing will come of it.





 For now, it would be better to stop this tedious work and do what I really need to do.





 *Deureureuk-*.





 My hand headed towards the desk drawer. There was a clue about what I needed to do.





 *Dalkak*.





 What came out grasped in my hand was a box.





 The ring the gods of High Force gave me as a wedding gift.





 The unique ring in the world, said to be made of colorful Worldstone.





 However, there was one more thing exactly like this in my pocket.





 "...."





 Looking at the two rings that looked the same, I was lost in thought for a moment.





 Of course, if we compare strictly, I might not be able to say they are exactly the same.





 While the ring received from High Force not long ago contained a clear and sparkling radiance, the ring received from the witch Nemea had a dull light and was covered in blackened ashes.





 If I were to put it that way, it's the difference between new and old.





 The ring received from the witch Nemea has scratches here and there and is stained with fingerprints.





 It gives a strong feeling that it has been used by someone for a long time.





 If that's the case, this ring must have been made a long time ago, even more so than the ring received as a gift from High Force.





 According to the words of Jupiter, King of Gods, the ring they gifted was said to be the only one of its kind in the world, a precious item.





 If that's the case, how can such a thing exist?





 Did Jupiter, the King of Gods, perhaps lie to me?





 No, the confident attitude they put into this gift was undoubtedly pride and sincerity.





 I don't know.





 "Why is there so much to worry about?"





 I leaned back against the backrest with a small sigh, as if to clear my head.





 The chair creaking backward and the feeling of my blood flow as I straightened out feels quite good.





 With the brief gap that formed like that, the thought that came to my mind was to go find the man who was the original owner of this old ring.





 The one-eyed man, Lockheed.





 The man who summoned me to this world.





 He is probably now in the territory of Nike Borzak, the liberator army of the north.





 Let's go there and meet him.





 * * *





 When I came out to the training ground, I saw Hippolyte training the mansion's guards.





 "Everyone, don't slack off and push your bodies further to the limit! Stamina is most important! In a healthy body, a healthy field, the right skills and seeds grow!"





 "Ughhh, I don't have any more strength-."





 Seeing them put heavy plate armor on people's bodies and treating them like guerrilla training reminded me of my past. I also had moments of suffering like that under Hippolyte.





 At that time, it was so hard, I wondered if this had any meaning.





 Looking back, thanks to Hippolyte's teachings, the times I saved my life were countless.





 "Ah, Hassan. You came without a sound."





 It seems Hippolyte noticed me.





 "What brings you to the training ground?"





 "Just, I came out to get some fresh air. Since I've been continuously attending to the guests who came to the wedding, it's become a bit difficult."





 "You're the head of the household now, so you have to keep handling boring and stiff paperwork. Work hard."





 "More than that, what are you doing right now?"





 I looked at Antiope far away, who was swinging her shield back and forth.





 Next to Antiope like that, another Amazoness, Sileia, was closely observing and giving advice.





 "You don't use a buckler like that! Since the size is small, accuracy is important!"





 The shield held in Antiope's hand was a buckler, a small object only slightly larger than a pot lid.





 It's natural to wonder if attacks can be blocked with such a small shield.





 In reality, Sileia's wooden sword kept leaving red marks on Antiope's waist, side, or thighs, going past her shield.





 *Peok, peo-eok*.





 "Aargh! It hurts!"





 At Antiope screaming, Sileia removed the wooden sword she was aiming and instead got angry.





 "Of course, I'm hitting you so it hurts. If you don't want to get hit, block it! If this were a real sword, you would have died more than several times already."





 The training is tough, huh.





 Hippolyte, who was watching that scene together, said.





 "Antiope now has to concurrently hold the position of leader of the Maiden Brigade in my place. She's also in charge of guarding this mansion. So, she's correcting her combat style for development."





 "Will she be using a shield now?"





 "Spear and shield. It's a classic combination, but it's rare to see effectiveness as much as the standard way. Of course, it will take some time until she handles it well."





 "I see."





 I nodded my head.





 Even though Antiope possesses the magical spear Ganrungga, which automatically returns after being thrown, the lightning pattern tattoo I drew, and the grace I bestowed.





 Still, compared to her older sisters like Hippolyte or Sileia, it was an undeniable fact that her skills lagged behind.





 Of course, it feels like it will take quite a lot of time.





 After Antiope and Sileia argued for quite a while like that for a few minutes, Hippolyte, who was watching that scene from a warm place, asked one more thing.





 "So, what are you going to do now? Coming to see me during work hours like this means you have something to say, right, Hassan?"





 "As expected, you're quick-witted. Soon, after roughly handling the work, I intend to go to the northern lands."





 "If you mean the north, are you talking about the territory of the Borzak family?"





 "That's right. It's been a month since Elfriede went to Alvheim, and there's been no news, so I can't delay any longer."





 "I see."





 "If we go to Alvheim, I don't know what will happen. Will you be okay, Hippolyte-nim? You have a child in your belly..."





 Is it truly the right thing to do to head to an unknown land while taking a pregnant woman?





 Hippolyte, before being a great asset, is now my family.





 Therefore, because I didn't want to put her in danger.





 However, Hippolyte smiled as if it was nothing.





 "Hassan, do you know about prenatal education?"





 "Prenatal education?"





 "Yes. I thought you had no interest in your mother or roots, but now that I've heard it directly, I want to meet her. It might be because I have a child in my belly..."





 With that, the conversation with Hippolyte was over.





 Her eyes were directed towards Antiope, who was being hit by Sileia.





 Somehow, what was reflected in those pupils looked like a secret island hidden amidst crashing waves and such turbulent seas.





 What does Hippolyte want to talk about after meeting her mother?





 Although I felt curiosity, I decided not to ask uncoolly. Even between couples, there must be appropriate secrets and silence so that healthy tension is maintained in the relationship.





 "Then, since it's awkward to keep bothering you, I will excuse myself."





 "Okay, for the journey towards Alvheim. I too will try to organize my schedule."





 Feeling Hippolyte's firm determination, I headed towards the spacious garden. The garden, filled with trees like a forest.





 There, the sound of wings flapping has been going on for a while.





 "Luna, what are you doing?"





 "Hassan! I was practicing wing movements!"
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  In the garden of the mansion, in a wide clearing located between the trees.





  I could see Luna stretching and flailing her body here and there.





  "Luna-ya, what are you doing?"





  "I was practicing flapping my wings!"





  So it seems.





  On Luna's back, a pair of wings filled with black feathers extended to the left and right.





  Their size was enough to wrap around Luna's body. They looked cool, almost like a cash item from a game.





  "So, have you become able to fly a bit?"





  "Shall I show you? Luna, jump-!"





  Luna leaped into the air.





  Then, she flapped her wings diligently in the empty air, but while the sound was loud, Luna's body was pulled by merciless gravity and ended up falling to the ground.





  "Hueueu-."





  Landing on the ground, Luna puffed out her chest confidently.





  "Hueu, how was it? Didn't it feel like I flew in the sky for about 5 seconds? I'm so out of breath-!"





  "No, it just looked like you jumped high and then fell."





  "Actually, you're right! I can't fly at all! Just how on earth do birds fly around?"





  Luna peered at her wings this way and that.





  Luna's wings were said to be a unique physical function possessed by the Tribe of Night. It was said that once one becomes aware of their divinity, they gain wings that can be brought out or made to disappear at will.





  Thinking back, it seems Moros, the God of Doom, also had wings.





  However, Luna couldn't handle the wings that had just appeared not long ago. Since it was a physical organ she hadn't even thought of appearing suddenly, it was only natural.





  Pul-reok, pul-reok-.





  Luna continued to flap her wings toward the empty air. That appearance was quite funny, like a pigeon that had fallen into water splashing around in all directions.





  "I'm flying-! I, have to fly-!"





  『Little Night, to fly in the sky, you must feel the wind.』





  Behind Luna, sitting in the shade and watching this scene, were Lady Nox, the Goddess of Night, and her partner, Erebor.





  『You must entrust your body to the wind, like a small feather.』





  -Jjik-jjik.





  "Geueueu...!"





  As if a mother bird were teaching a baby bird how to fly, Lady Nox had been giving Luna lessons on flight for several days since the wedding.





  However, there seemed to be no results.





  "What do I have to do to fly? Hassan, you flew in the sky with that strange hammer-! Tell me too, what do I have to do to fly-!"





  Luna's attention, after flapping her wings for a long time, turned toward me. It seemed Luna was asking about the time I flew around while drunk.





  I shrugged my shoulders and replied.





  "I told you I don't remember well because I was drunk then. I don't really know how I flew either. Rather, I want to learn from you, Luna."





  "I need to be able to handle my wings well soon so I can accumulate Karma and become a goddess.... How can I become able to fly quickly?"





  At Luna's question, I thought about the training methods of birds.





  Should I try pushing Luna off a high cliff? What if Luna slips from my hands and becomes like an egg smashed on the ground?





  After frowning at that very terrible thought for a moment.





  "I should stop here for today-!"





  Sareureu-.





  Luna, having shaken her wings this way and that to make them disappear like fine dust, stretched with all her might.





  I massaged Luna's shoulders and the area near her shoulder blades by pressing firmly with my thumbs or rotating them.





  As I always say, massaging the area around the shoulder blades, which a person cannot reach themselves, is very effective for relieving someone's fatigue.





  Luna was in a state where the muscles of her shoulders, back, and shoulder blades were overall very tense and tired due to the special body part called wings, which she normally would never have used.





  I loosened that part up overall.





  Gu-u-uk, kku-u-u-uk.





  "U-a-eu, heu-ya-eu-eu-eu-a-. My body, it feels like my body is melting-."





  So she made groaning sounds at my massage.





  Perhaps if a red bean shaved ice melting under the sun could open its mouth and speak, it would have said exactly the same thing as Luna right now.





  After receiving the massage for a long time, Luna slipped out of my grasp and asked.





  "So, Hassan. What brings you here? I heard you were busy attending to guests? There are many who are only just arriving now to congratulate us!"





  "That's true. But, I'm thinking of wrapping things up and leaving for the north soon, so I wanted to see how you were doing, Luna. I was wondering if your schedule is okay."





  "As for my schedule, I am busy-. Since the workshop obtained the God of Wine's throne, orders have started to flood in."





  "Really?"





  The miscellaneous brewing workshop Luna made-Sun and Moon.





  Luna's studio, which started with a single sign hung on a small cabin, had suddenly become a corporation in itself, with about fifty employees as subordinates.





  On top of that, the sign of Sun and Moon had ascended to Bacchus's throne, so could there be any greater achievement than that? I don't know.





  However, it was also true that it would become that much busier, so I couldn't just be happy. Unless one were a workaholic who loves working.





  Of course, that is a worry of the affluent.





  Luna said.





  "Alfheim-. We're finally going. We kept saying we'd go, we'd go."





  "Yeah. Now we're going to the land of winter."





  "I thought spring had finally come. To think we have to go to a cold place again-."





  Parureu- Luna's body trembled.





  Because Luna was from the warm and sweltering Ideope region, she was quite weak to the cold despite the grand title of being the daughter of Lady Nox, the Goddess of Night.





  Could such a Luna endure well in Alfheim, where there is nothing but snow all year round?





  However, Luna's attitude was decided surprisingly quickly.





  "But, there's no way I wouldn't follow where Hassan goes! So when are we leaving?"





  "The sooner the better. It will probably be within this week."





  "Okay-! Then, I'll have to practice flapping my wings hard. Surely, my wings will be helpful in whatever happens-!"





  Luna trembled her body with both hands balled into fists. Then, wings popped out from behind Luna's back once again.





  "Then, do your best, Luna-ya."





  "Mm-hmm-!"











  *      *      *











  After making a round of the mansion, the last place I headed to was Luna's workshop. Although Luna wasn't here because she was practicing flapping her wings in the garden.





  In this workshop, there were many employees carrying out the brewing process diligently in Luna's stead. Among the girls of Ideope, my eyes turned toward a woman with black hair.





  "Gloria, is the work manageable?"





  "Ah, is it Hassan."





  When the Nymphs diligently stepped on and crushed the grapes, Gloria would move and store them. Gloria was doing that kind of work.





  It was quite a strenuous and hard job, but it would be an easy task for Gloria.





  Gloria wiped the purple liquid on her hands onto her waist and asked.





  "What brings you here?"





  "I'm thinking of leaving soon. I was wondering if you're okay with that."





  "What, you're leaving already when it hasn't been long since you got married? Isn't it fine to enjoy the honeymoon? Speaking of which, how is married life?"





  At Gloria's question, I thought about my married life.





  Actually, there were no parts where my life changed drastically just because I got married. It was just that the times we had spent together until now were continuing.





  However, in a corner of my heart, I felt a bit reassured as if I had gained someone truly on my side forever. There was also a feeling that I had to take responsibility for them no matter what.





  To summarize, something like-I should live diligently?





  I wonder if the feelings of couples who get married after living together for a long time are all similar to mine.





  When I glossed over the answer and was lost in thought, Gloria said.





  "In a foreign land, your power might become weaker than it is now. There won't be any faith in you there, and the rules will be different."





  "Yeah. So, I was thinking I'd like you to help me. How about it? Will you go with me?"





  "As for me, I owe you a great debt."





  The persuasion of Gloria ended easily. I am a bit worried if it's okay to take Gloria, who has just started living a life free from violence, to the land of winter.





  With that, the rough preliminary plan was finished.





  Now, once I appoint people to run my Temple and the mansion while the mansion is empty and prepare this and that, it's really the end.





  So I busily hurried the preparations to leave for the land of winter.














  *    *    *














  And on the day after the year passed, I was able to finish the rough preparations. Actually, since I had been preparing to leave from before, there wasn't much to call preparation.





  The biggest problem was just the worry that Elfriede might have become entangled in a huge problem and become beyond saving even at this very moment.





  Thinking that I couldn't delay any more time, I made us board the carriage.





  The carriage was a giant dog sled pulled by the spotted Cerberus.





  "Then, stay well, my big mansion."





  When I waved my hand toward the mansion, Lady Nox, standing at the entrance of the mansion, waved her hand toward me.





  『You do not need to worry about this place. Antiope and the Death Knight to be newly hired this time will guard it thoroughly.』





  It was incredibly reassuring that several people, including Lady Nox, were staying behind to protect the mansion.





  "Then, we are departing-ssi...!"





  When Paranoy gave the reins in his hand a crack, the three-headed dog, Spotty, began to walk forward slowly.





  -Kereureureu-.





  "Everyone, open the way-ssi...! Hassan-nim, the God among Gods, is passing through-ssi...!"





  Passing through the crowded city, crossing the city gates, and finally when the giant plains where the snow was melting away were visible, Spotty accelerated his speed even more.





  Pababat, pababab, pabababat-.





  Four feet with ominous claws cut through the winter snow that hadn't yet vanished and headed north.





  Our target was the north of the Gaia continent, which the Borzak Family was said to rule over most of the territory.





  I heard the north is an exceptionally cold and desolate place, so I came wearing plenty of warm clothes. Will it be okay? Just thinking about that place already makes me feel cold.





  "Paranoy, will it really be okay for you to drive the carriage? You're sensitive to the cold too."





  "It is fine because there is a transparent screen-ssi...! It is a very excellent sled-ssi...! It is truly comparable to the thing called an automobile-ssi...!"





  The dog sled received as a wedding gift from Vulcanus's forge was as state-of-the-art as a truck.





  Various mechanical devices were attached, so in fact, it could even be driven autonomously without Spotty needing to pull it.





  To think such an object was already completed just by me giving a brief idea about automobiles. It's wonderful. There's a warm heater and a soft backrest.





  Thanks to that, the only things to do inside the carriage were to doze off or play word chain games.





  After thinking for a moment about how far and in what form the mechanical engineering of this Gaia continent could develop. The fatigue from rushing the journey gradually washed over me. Should I close my eyes for a bit?





  "Luna-ya, wake me up if anything happens-."





  "Mm-hmm-!"





  Sareureu-.





  It was only for a moment that my eyes closed in fatigue.





  "Hassan-nim, please open your eyes-ssi...! We have arrived at the winter fortress city, Winterswarm-ssi...!"
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  I came to my senses at Paranoy's fuss.





  "What? What? Where did you say we arrived?"





  "It is Winterswarm-ssi...! We have arrived at Winterswarm, a strategic point of the north and a city famous for its hot springs-ssi...!"





  "Already?"





  What the.





  Didn't they say it was a journey that takes at least a week to reach the northern territory?





  No matter how good Spotty and the dog sled were, there was no way we could have arrived in the time it took to just close and open my eyes.





  However, separate from my dazed feeling, when I looked out the carriage window, a giant old castle built incredibly high and the sharp triangular roofs of those old castles were truly welcoming me.





  It seems that arriving in the northern territory was definitely not a dream.





  Looking at the snow piled up here and there and the roofs of the sharp spires, I asked.





  "How many days did it take for us to get here?"





  The one who answered that was Luna.





  "A week-!"





  "What-!?"





  "Why are you so surprised? You traveled together too, Hassan-!"





  "I traveled for a week-?"





  I have no memory of it.





  I should have just departed Sodomora and closed my eyes to take a nap. To think that a week had already passed and we were almost at our destination.





  Even so, could this be possible? While I was feeling suspicious, Paranoy, who was driving the dog sled, asked.





  "By any chance, do you feel as if time has been skipped...? Do you feel as if several days have suddenly passed when you only closed and opened your eyes for a moment, without any intermediate process...?"





  "Oh-. Exactly. Damn exactly. There's no other way to express it."





  Paranoy's opinion was accurate. I was feeling as if time had been skipped. As if the process in between had disappeared and only the result remained....





  To that, Paranoy added a few more words.





  "I, Paranoy, also often felt that kind of feeling-ssi...! To think that Hassan-nim experienced the same thing as I, Paranoy. I feel a very close sense of familiarity-ssi...!"





  Paranoy had often talked nonsense, saying things like, "I only closed and opened my eyes, but I had already arrived at the destination-ssi."





  At the time, I had mistaken it for him dreaming and talking gibberish while half-asleep.


 


  Looking at it like this, it seems his words weren't just simple nonsense.





  "Paranoy-ya, I'm sorry for doubting you and thinking it was nonsense. Truly, there is such an experience."





  At my sincere apology, Paranoy wiped his nose.





  "It is fine since you recognize it even now-ssi...!"





  More than that, how on earth did this happen?





  When I was feeling quite suspicious, Hippolyte, who was sitting in the next seat, said.





  "Hassan, if your and Paranoy's words are not a joke. It could be said that the axis of time has changed. Something, by some kind of powerful force, has twisted your time."





  "Time, is twisted?"





  "Yeah. And those who can do such a thing are few. Probably, it would be a divine authority."





  Then Luna clapped her hands with a jjak.





  "By any chance-! Are you talking about Saturn, the King of Titans? Saturn, the father of the Hyphos gods-! I heard Saturn could handle time-!"





  Hippolyte nodded at Luna's words.





  "Yeah, Saturn. But it's impossible. Saturn was annihilated by the Trinity of the three main gods, his sons. However, in your and Paranoy's case, I don't know how it happened...."





  Leaving behind a small but clear question.





  The carriage entered the northern territory.
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  "Hassan-nim is entering-imnidat...! The castles open their Doors, and all people bow their heads-imnidat...!"





  As Paranoy shouted loudly, the castle gates swung wide open, letting the carriage inside.





  Beyond those sturdy gates lay Wintersworm, a considerably large castle even in the North.





  Inside the high, pointed walls of the colossal castle, said to have been built by the Titans when they waged the Titanomachy against the gods of High Force, the winter city presented an impressive sight.





  Luna, poking her head slightly out of the carriage, looked around and said.





  "The roofs are so pointy...!"





  It was Hippolyte, experienced in many ways, who answered Luna, whose nose was red from the cold.





  "It snows a lot in the North. If it piles up, the roofs could collapse, so they build them pointy like that to let the snow slide off."





  It seemed that the pointier the roof, the more snow fell in that terrain.





  "Oh, I see-!"





  Luna, marveling at Hippolyte's random knowledge, continued to look around.





  What met Luna's and our eyes were people bundled up in thick clothes, so much so they looked plump, moving through the streets.





  It felt fitting for a city named Wintersworm.





  Snowmen made by children were everywhere, and children were still running around, throwing snow, adding to the charming atmosphere.





  Everyone was bundled up, but their faces radiated warmth.





  Seeing that, Gloria said.





  "They're small and have pointy ears, so I thought they were Nymphs. But no. They're foreign species, aren't they?"





  At Gloria's question, I briefly turned my attention to the children making snowmen. They were similar in height to Paranoy and had pointy ears, resembling Nymphs.





  But their ears were longer, and their eyes were sharper.





  Elf boys and girls.





  ━A dog with three heads-.





  ━Look at that-! It's pulling a carriage-! What a strange dog sled.





  As the Elf boys and girls' attention turned to us entering the city.





  The Elves who seemed to be their parents quickly grabbed their shoulders and hid them in their arms.





  ━You have to be careful of demon dogs like that-!





  ━To think there's such a huge dog, are there descendants of Fenrir in this Gaia continent too?





  It seemed Spotty was scary.





  Elves seemed to be afraid of large dogs, in addition to deep water.





  Well, he's been guarding the gates of Hell for ages, so it's no wonder he's scary.





  I'll have to make sure he's properly leashed when we walk around the city.





  With that thought, we decided to replenish our supplies at a nearby market.





  Although I don't remember it, our group apparently consumed most of our food, like water and bread, during the rather long week-long carriage journey.





  "Spotty, wait here and be good."





  ━Kerrr-.





  "I'll stay in the carriage too."





  After parking Gloria and Spotty neatly in front of a nearby grocery Shop, we entered a rather sophisticated-looking Shop in this historic winter city.





  Dallang, dallang-.





  The bell chimed as we entered, and inside, preserved foods like dried squid and jerky, which could be eaten for a long time, were neatly displayed by category.





  Hippolyte said.





  "The quality of the goods looks good. Excellent."





  To that, an Elf woman, who appeared to be the Shop owner, came from the back, wearing an apron, to greet us.





  "Welcome."





  But why the informal speech?





  Is she older than I thought?





  Elves have a way of making it hard to guess their age. Some look young but are nearly a hundred years old.





  The same goes for Nymphs, a characteristic of long-lived species, or so they say.





  "What can I get you? More importantly, what's that dog outside? I thought Garm the demon dog had chased us all the way to this Gaia continent."





  The Shop owner showed interest in Spotty, who was parked outside.





  Then, the Shop owner's eyes turned to Paranoy, who was looking up at her with sparkling eyes.





  "Oh? I thought you were a young Elf. What a strange fairy you are? What are you? Your ears are short, a Half-Elf?"





  And then she casually began to stroke Paranoy's hair and pull his cheeks this way and that, making Paranoy growl as if he were angry.





  "How dare a foreign species, a newcomer, not know of the Nymph, the native of this Gaia continent...? And even if you don't know Nymphs, you should know the name of the great Paranoy-imnidat...!"





  The Shop owner exclaimed "Oh-" at Paranoy.





  "So you're a Nymph-. Wow, I've spent thirty winters since I came to this land. This is the first time I've seen one. A Nymph-."





  "Now that you've discovered the true identity of Paranoy, quickly bow your head before this Paranoy-imnidat...!"





  However, the Shop owner merely chuckled, "Heh heh heh," saying, "As I heard, Nymphs are peculiar."





  Thinking I couldn't let these guys waste any more time, I placed a few days' worth of water and food on the counter and asked.





  "Are there no Nymphs in the North?"





  "No. Only Elves. In such a cold place, there wouldn't be any fairies other than Elves who could survive. More importantly, I feel a strange mana from that hammer. Is it Mjolnir-?"





  Did she recognize the hammer at my waist?





  "No, that can't be. There are many fakes, after all-."





  However, she didn't seem to think it was the genuine article.





  In the first place, this woman seemed to have no idea who I was. Is my name, Hassan, not very well known in this distant North?





  It used to be normal for everyone not to know my name.





  Now, it's rather strange that there are people who don't know my name.





  It's almost to the point where I wonder, "Why don't they know me?" Is this what celebrity sickness is?


  


  After paying the Shop owner a reasonable price, I decided to ask for the information I was curious about.





  "How many days does it take from here to the Borzak Family's port?"





  "Ah, that frozen port-. If you go by that excellent dog sled, it would probably take about two days, riding day and night without rest. The nights are dangerous, though, with Snow Trolls and Ogres appearing-."





  The Elf owner quickly scanned us.





  "You all look strong. You shouldn't have any problems, except for maybe Storm Birds, I guess. So, what brings such strong people to a place where there's nothing to see but pointy roofs? Tourism?"





  The Elf owner seemed curious about our identities. At her words, Paranoy spoke.





  "So, I was talking about this Paranoy and the great god Hassan-nim-imnidat...! The people here are the great world ruler Hassan-nim, and his wives, and the Nymph Paranoy, the Marchioness of the Household-imnidat...!"





  "A great god-."





  However, as the Elf seemed disbelieving, Luna gave a powerful "Mueut-." Then, a black wing popped out with a "Pyong-," and only then did the Elf Shop owner's expression darken slightly.





  "A strange wing-. You really must be a great god-. By any chance, is something bad happening in this winter castle? I'm suddenly feeling uneasy."





  If tanks suddenly started roaming the city, one might feel a bit uneasy, wondering if a war was about to break out.





  The Elf owner seemed to think we had come here because of some big problem about to happen in the North.





  Of course, I merely explained that I had no particular objective.





  Then, in a subtle voice, I asked for a piece of information.





  "By any chance, do you know anything about the White Elf? Her hair is silvery white like snow, and her eyes are red like rubies."





  "The White Elf-. I know."





  The Shop owner's answer came out without hesitation.





  Thanks to that, I felt a little better, thinking I might learn about Elfriede's movements or whereabouts.





  I asked.





  "Have you heard anything about the White Elf, perhaps, where she went or anything like that?"





  "What-?"





  However, the Shop owner merely furrowed her brow as if she had heard something strange. She said.





  "Go where? The White Elf, you mean the painting drawn on the World Tree's pillar, right?"





  "A painting? Could you tell me more about that story?"





  "The White Elf and the one-eyed man. What was the story again? It's been so long, I can't quite remember."





  It was when the Shop owner was murmuring, "Eueueum-."





  ━Kerrr-r-r-.





  ━Th-this guy-! Behave-!





  ━Good boy-! He's not trying to do anything bad-!





  At the growling of Spotty outside and the clanking sounds of various weapons, we quickly finished our transaction and stepped outside.





  Then, people armed with armor, shields, and long capture leashes appeared before our eyes.





  They were probably the city guard of this winter city.





  "Why are you bothering our dog?"





  At my question, the black-cloaked man, who seemed to be in charge of this deployment, took off his helmet. He was also an Elf. This city has many Elves.





  "I am Palasion, Captain of the South Gate Guard. Are you the owner of this demon dog?"





  "Yes. Is there a problem? I've leashed him properly."





  I looked at the guard captain named Palasion. The long, slender sword at his waist caught my eye.





  An Elf Swordsman, perhaps.





  I heard Elves are diverse combat geniuses. Some fight bare-handed like Kalidur, others use magic like Elfriede.





  And archers and swordsmen.





  Among them, Elf Swordsmen were legendary figures.





  They say they're fucking strong.





  But there's no one to prove it.





  They say those who have seen an Elf Swordsman draw their sword have all died, so they can't testify. While that rumor must be exaggerated, I could tell this man was quite strong.





  At least Silver Tier or higher.





  He said.





  "The Elves of the city are afraid of such large dogs. According to city law, dogs larger than this shield must wear muzzles and paw covers."





  The shield in Palasion's hand was about the size of Paranoy's head.





  There would only be Shih Tzus smaller than that. All dogs except Shih Tzus and Chihuahuas have to wear muzzles and shoes.





  How much do Elves fear dogs? I didn't know, as Elfriede didn't seem to have that fear.





  So, to comply with the city's laws, we muzzled all of Spotty Cerberus's mouths and even put strange shoes on his paws.





  ━Kerrr-.





  I wondered if Spotty would be uncomfortable, but the creature, wearing shoes and a muzzle, wagged its tail as if it was rather happy.





  Seeing that, Luna asked the guard captain.





  "Does Woof-woof not need to do anything?"





  "What is Woof-woof? Is there another dog or wolf?"





  "Woof-woof isn't a wolf, it's a wolf Spider-!"





  Luna held out Woof-woof, who was sitting quietly in a cage at her waist, towards the guard captain's face.





  Woof-woof, sitting in a ridiculously luxurious cage full of silk and gold, merely cried out softly, ━Woof-woof.





  The guard captain Elf looked around and then shook his head.





  "I don't think it's necessary. Anyway, thank you for your cooperation. Are you from the South? I think I heard the name Hassan. Are you referring to that Hassan...?"





  "Probably."





  At my answer, the guard captain trembled as if greatly surprised.





  "By any chance, is some problem breaking out in this city of Wintersworm? Or is it a sign of a giant Monster appearing...."





  Is my visit to the city really that frightening?





  I decided to vaguely brush it off to avoid troublesome matters.





  "It's just tourism."





  "Ah, tourism...."





  "Let's just leave it at that. There are no problems at all."





  Only then did the faces of the guard captain and the surrounding people relax a little. That was short-lived, however, as they spoke as if something had just occurred to them.





  "If it's tourism, there's a lot to see near this winter city. Frozen waterfalls, ice caves leading to deep depths. Areas where you can see the aurora. Snow deserts-."





  The way he rattled off famous spots like a seasoned tour guide suggested he had a lot of experience with this.





  However, since I wasn't actually here for tourism, I merely nodded appropriately.





  "I see."





  And then, as before, I decided to subtly ask what I was curious about.





  "This is just a question, but have you heard anything about the White Elf?"





  A guard captain would surely have many eyes and ears for reports. If Elfriede had caused problems in this North, it would undoubtedly have entered the guard captain's reporting system.





  The guard captain nodded as if he knew something.





  "Are you referring to the woman in the mural painted on the World Tree? Or the Witch who was with you?"





  So, he knows about me and Elfriede.





  This makes the conversation quicker.





  "I'd like to hear about both."
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  Winterswarm, as mentioned before, is a big city in the North.





  However, we only planned to buy the necessary items here and quickly head to the frozen harbor in the North, so we had no plans to stay or anything in this city.





  Meaning, we were just going to think 'Oh, it's a big city-' and move on.





  "Eueu-chwi-! It's cold...!"





  However, because heat started boiling in Paranoy's head, we decided to rent lodging for a short while and stay for about a day before heading out.





  "That Paranoy, to catch something as trivial as a cold, this Nymph-unfriendly cold is something I absolutely cannot tolerate...!"





  "Don't get worked up, just lie down."





  The reason heat started boiling in Paranoy's head is nothing much.





  It must be because it's cold.





  I understand why most Nymphs hibernate.





  "Eueu-chwi-!"





  "Stay still. I'll give you acupressure."





  I pressed Paranoy's palm firmly.





  With that, the severe flu could be eased, but nevertheless, there was a part of his cold that didn't completely subside.





  "Paranoy-! This is medicine-! Even if it tastes bad, endure it and just drink it-!"





  "Hieek...! I, I think I've recovered...! I've drunk it all...!"





  "You haven't even touched it with your mouth!"





  In the end, only when he drank all the special herbal medicine Luna brewed down gulp by gulp did his fever go down significantly and his condition improve.
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  Wonderful.





  With that feeling, Luna and Hippolyte decided to take charge of nursing Paranoy, who might catch a cold again.





  And I leave the temporary lodging lent by the guards and head towards their quarters.





  Then, in their office, Elf swordsman Palacion, who was sitting by a warm hearth polishing weapons, greeted me.





  "You've arrived. That, little fairy Nymph's condition, how is it?"





  "Now she's gotten a bit better."





  "This city is cold, you see. It's bound to be harsh for Nymphs of the forest and streams who lived in warm places to endure. We Elves too, when winter just hit, suffered quite a bit from the Nymph cold."





  "Nymph cold?"





  "It's a cold that Nymphs catch when exposed for the first time to extreme cold. It's different from a normal cold; it's like a contamination of magic power."





  It seems the mana residing in Nymphs' bodies is based on warm energy, so when they encounter mana of extreme cold, they suffer a great fever once.





  I understand why most Nymphs hibernate.





  Sodomora and Olympia were relatively southern, so they were warm, you see. In this land, cold enough to seem like minus 20, 30 degrees Celsius, there was absolutely no mercy.





  If expressed in Paranoy's style, it would be fine to say it's an extremely Nymph-hating cold.





  The fortunate thing, however, is that once you catch the Nymph cold fever, you develop immunity afterward and gain some resistance to the cold.





  "Of course, if proper rest and measures aren't taken during the fever, even life is in danger. That's also the reason why most of our Nymphs fell during the extreme cold 30 years ago."





  "I see."





  If it's the cold from 30 years ago, it must be referring to Fimbulvetr, the extreme winter that struck Alfheim. What caused that was the aftermath of my father's actions.





  Somehow, I feel quite apologetic.





  I stealthily shifted my gaze towards the burning hearth and asked.





  "So, can you tell me a bit about that white Elf? First of all, I'd like to ask where and under what circumstances my companion Elfriede was discovered."





  "Elfriede.... Surely, that was the name. That woman passing through this city was about a month ago."





  "A month ago-."





  It's the exact time when I became the God of Reincarnation and confined myself in Chaos. Elfriede had indeed departed towards Alfheim on that path.





  "May I continue speaking?"





  "Yes, I am listening."





  "A month ago, a white albino Elf who passed through this city defeated Gaia Tornis."





  "Sorry for keep asking, but what is Gaia Tornis?"





  "It's a giant bird. An immensely huge bird native to this continent. It's a creature that summons winter with its wing beats."





  As the guard captain said, Gaia Tornis is commonly called a monstrous bird called the Storm Bird.





  He said that the hunting bird raised by an ancient Titan grew in size and stature in the North of this continent, becoming an insurmountable disaster.





  It is said its size is like a truck-sized dragon.





  Whether it's an exaggeration or reality, I don't know, but anyway, people of this North say it's commonplace to cower when shade falls on their heads, wondering if the monstrous bird Storm Bird isn't flying in the sky.





  And Elfriede defeated that Storm Bird, which became active again as the harsh winter arrived.





  "After injuring the monster bird, it received water and food from us and headed further North."





  "I see."





  "Truly, it was an impressive fight. Such powerful fire magic! Its outstanding beauty, like ice crystals, and the ominous red glow in its eyes. It was an unforgettable sight."





  It's definitely Elfriede's story.





  Elfriede indeed passed through this city. Because it was the first news heard of her in a month, I felt gladness and, at the same time, my own sense of relief.





  At that time, the guard captain said a few words.





  "A white Elf, white like snow! It was truly a sight very similar to the content of a fairy tale."





  "A fairy tale, you say? Perhaps, is that a drawing written on your mother World Tree?"





  Guard Captain Palacion nodded his head to my words.





  "The white Elf who torments trees. It's a famous fairy tale that we Elves grew up hearing since childhood. It's the story of a white Elf who tormented trees and even burned them."





  "Can you explain about that too?"





  I know nothing about Elfriede's past.





  I truly didn't know, to the extent that it would be fine to say I knew nothing.





  Because I didn't particularly want to know.





  She herself also seemed not to want to speak about it.





  However, now I became curious about what kind of life she lives and on what path she is living.





  To my question like that, Palacion told me a fairy tale passed down from a very long time ago to the Elves.





  The story's title is 'Miss Friede Who Torments Trees Well.'





  The protagonist is a white Elf named Friede.





  This white Elf, while burning the surrounding trees to spend the cold winter warmly.





  Finally, after burning the entire forest and getting herself blackened and scorched, she gets scolded severely by the one-eyed forest keeper and receives a knuckle-rap; it was a brief content.





  It was concise, fitting for a didactic fairy tale content told to young children.





  And it also implies messages like, "Don't play with fire. If you torment trees and forests, you'll get punished."





  However, there were many elements that caught my attention, making it hard to consider it just a didactic and educational fairy tale.





  The white Elf's name, Friede.





  Although I heard the name Friede is common among Elves, if I think Elfriede and 'Miss Friede the White Elf' are connected, is that excessive speculation?





  I asked.





  "This, the story about Friede, is it an old story?"





  "It could easily be hundreds of years, or perhaps even thousands of years old."





  "I see."





  Perhaps Elfriede's name, being an albino Elf, wasn't taken from this fairy tale Friede the White Elf? However, in my mind, the Elf terrorists who handed Mjolnir to me were coming to mind.





  They said an inevitable prophecy was drawn and written on the World Tree.





  Therefore, to fulfill that, they tried to make the High Force Volcano erupt without hesitating even their lives.





  To think that the story of Friede the White Elf, drawn on the World Tree...





  Whether it's just a simple drawing.





  Or I don't know if that too might be the Elves' prophecy.





  At that time, someone hastily knocked on the door to the guard captain's room in the quarters.





  "Captain-! Something terrible has happened-! It's urgent-!"





  To that, Palacion asks.





  "What is it?"





  "Tornis has revealed itself once again and is causing a blizzard...! The roads are damaged, and merchant caravans carrying fuel and firewood are being attacked-."





  Jeolgeureok, cheolkeok-. Before the soldier's words finished, Palacion grabbed his gear. He couldn't delay even for a moment due to the urgent matters heard from the report.





  The soldier shouts furthermore.





  "There's also a report that it's flying towards the city... towards the city walls...!"





  "What? That's impossible! A bird has never flown towards the city before, hasn't it!?"





  The Elf swordsman's eyes soon turned towards me.





  "Hassan-nim-! I have heard the rumor that you are an incomparably strong warrior in this world-! Perhaps, can you not help us?"





  "Help?"





  "In this city, there are numerous people! To protect their lives, please, surely-."





  The guard captain's voice, although quite urgent, seemed to contain sincerity.





  Is it possible for an Elf who came from a foreign land, working as a guard captain of this distant and unfamiliar land, to possess a heart that wants to protect the city like this?





  Suddenly.





  Into my mind came the young boy and girl Elves commonly seen in this city. This city is a second homeland for Nymphs who left their homeland.





  Is it like Mimil, who tried to create a homeland in Olympia long ago and protect the new land?





  "Ah, whatever. Let's try it."





  If the monstrous bird called the Storm Bird rampages here and there in the North, it's possible we might be attacked during the journey or have to go around the broken roads.





  Then it's better to deal with it here.





  I stepped out onto the street with Guard Captain Palacion.





  Then, a huge shadow falls above my head.





  "Pirireureureureureu─!"





  The roar sound, amplified to the maximum like ultrasound, struck as if to tear my ears apart.





  This is a bird's sound. But what kind of bird's sound is this loud?





  As I lifted my head feeling such a question, I discovered a fucking huge bird, to the point where I wondered if an entire apartment building was flying.





  Its transparent blue feathers and brilliant white tail feathers, as if carved from ice, were beautiful like an ornamental bird.





  However, its right wing was scorched from a large burn, and its face was also distorted by a hideous burn, making it look quite painful.





  I can tell at a glance that it's enraged because of that injury.





  That fucking pissed off giant monstrous bird was truly a disaster for the city itself.





  As it flapped its huge wings with a Huung, huung-, a fierce blizzard arose, and people and roofs flew around.





  "Pirireureureureureu-!"





  "It's, it's the Storm Bird-! Run-!"





  "It wasn't supposed to be able to enter the city!? They said the city made by a Titan couldn't be destroyed-!"





  "I don't know-! Everyone hide-!"





  "Pirireureureureureu-!"





  People run away in panic at its roar. If it were like before, I too would have run away with them, but now I am in a position where I must stop that thing.





  Casually.





  I placed my hand at my waist.





  As I gripped Mjolnir the hammer in my hand, the Hassanium Gauntlet naturally defended my hand, blocking the lightning emanating from Mjolnir.





  "That, that hammer, perhaps-"





  The guard captain, shaking his body greatly, perhaps recognizing Mjolnir.





  Of course, without time to answer such things, I kicked my body with all my might and leaped up onto the city wall, which appeared to be over ten meters high.





  "Does the wound left by Elfriede hurt? Sorry, man. But you should have known your limits."





  "Pirireureureureureu-!"





  Pearuk, pearuk-.





  However, seeing me like that, the Storm Bird glided again and flew high up.





  "Bastard, you've got good instincts."





  I was trying to smash your head, but...





  If it stays like this and that thing flies up into the sky, I have no way to do anything. Then suddenly, I recall that this Mjolnir had a function that makes the user fly.





  Shall I try it once on this occasion?





  But how do you do it?





  Just as I was feeling a slight doubt-.





  "Hey, I told you not to cross the city wall-."





  "Kkwaaeeeek-!"





  At the same time as the monstrous Storm Bird let out a fierce scream, it fell vertically and crashed onto the vast snowfield outside the city wall.





  Kwaaang-. A fierce snowstorm swept over everything, shaking the ground back and forth.





  Goooooo-.





  It was truly a fierce earth tremor. Amidst the snow piled thickly on the ground scattering in all directions and everything becoming panicked-.





  I saw one man getting up from the monstrous bird's body, deeply embedded in the ground.





  "I didn't want to kill you, but. Farewell-."





  That man, falling from the sky, smashed the monstrous bird in one blow.





  Even estimating roughly, it wouldn't be strange if a Platinum-tier subjugation level was assigned, considering it can fly, yet he embedded the Storm Bird hanging like that with a single blow.





  Just what kind of man is he?





  Even seeing him from afar, he was a warrior possessing a thick and solid body like a thick iron hammer.





  Seeing that no weapons are particularly visible, wasn't it those smashed fists dripping blood that defeated that monstrous bird?





  However, what captured my eyes was his face. A face deep with wrinkles and scars. An eyepatch crossing the center of such a face.





  Pure white hair, fluttering like snow.





  It's an old man.





  Towards such an old man, the guards on the city wall raised their hands high and cheered.





  "It's Lord Lockheed-! Hero, Lord Lockheed saved Winterswarm once again this time-!"





  "We're saved-!"





  Amidst the situation where people were chattering.





  The man's single eye met mine.





  His one remaining eye was extremely red.





  White hair, red eyes, and overwhelming power that shakes the earth. That made me think of someone, but those thoughts didn't matter anymore.





  Is that man the one said to have summoned me to this land?





  Finally, we met.





  Who the hell are you?
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  Although there was the reason of going to the port to head to Alvheim,





  one of the reasons I came to this northern region was precisely to meet the man called the chief of the Temple Knights Order.





  Nemea's sponsor.





  The man who summoned me, Hassan, to this unfamiliar land.





  The original owner of this strange World Stone Ring.





  The fact that he was a strong person possessing overwhelming power, holding the position of head of the Temple Knights Order.





  Aside from that, Sir Lockheed Oros, about whom most information was veiled in mystery.





  When I heard that that man had sided with the Liberation Army in the kingdom's civil war that occurred this time,





  And when I heard that that man was in Borzak's northern territory, the core of the Liberation Army-.





  I was feeling a vague premonition, like maybe I might be able to meet him in the north.





  That no matter where or at what timing, he and I were bound to meet.





  Either I find him,





  Or he will find me first.





  It was simple intuition, but he was the man who summoned me to this world possessing some purpose. Wouldn't he too want to meet me possessing some purpose?





  Actually, he and I met like this.





  ━Long live Sir Lockheed-!





  ━Back then you knocked down that fucking Ice Dragon, and this time you smashed the Storm Bird too-!





  While many people were raising their hands and cheering towards Lockheed, the white-haired man who killed the Storm Bird with a single blow.





  I looked down at him from atop the high castle wall.





  An elderly man wiping the blood stained on his hand in the vast snowfield outside the winter wall.





  His eyebrows and beard were all white.





  It couldn't be distinguished whether it was an innate whiteness like Elfriede's, or whether it had naturally turned gray from aging.





  He moved his lips slightly, looking at the giant bird's corpse.





  ━Really, why did you invade where people live.





  It was a languid mumbling, as if extremely soaked in tiredness and fatigue.





  ━This guy was the king of the surrounding monsters. Well, the surrounding ecosystem will become noisy for a while-.





  His impression about killing the Storm Bird, the tyrant of the surrounding snowfields, was quite simple. It felt like his emotions were shaved off by the harsh world.





  Is he quite old?





  Actually, his face was that of an old man who seemed to have spent considerable years.





  However, unlike his face, his muscles were taut as if about to burst, in a state of tension as if they could explode any moment.





  An old man and a warrior.





  It's okay to express it as him precariously walking a tightrope between those two attributes.





  ━If left like this, the wolf cubs will come, tear at it all night, and howl. Hurry down and clean this up.





  Following the old warrior's brief explanation, the soldiers opened the gate of the wall and went outside.





  They carried the Storm Bird's body, as large as a house, on something like a stretcher and led it triumphantly inside the gate of the wall.





  All the people rejoiced at that sight.





  ━Living in fear of that damned bird bastard is finally over-!





  ━Serves them right-!





  Looking at that sight, one can clearly feel how much the people of this city, Winterswarm, lived in fear of the shadow cast by the Storm Bird's wings.





  Swish-. Hop.





  At that moment, someone jumped up next to me standing on the wall. That someone was Gloria.





  "A strange bird appeared, so I came rushing. But it's already over? That's an amazing monster."





  Gloria admired the bird's corpse, which was tied with ropes and being dragged by cows and horses.





  "Even if I had tried to handle it alone, it seemed like it would have been a bit difficult. And if it escaped by flying in the sky, there's no solution. Hassan, did you do it?"





  As I casually pointed with my chin towards the man outside, Gloria opened her narrow eyes from under the raccoon fur.





  "Indeed, he's a man who looks strong. I smell something similar to me."





  At Gloria's assessment, I suddenly became curious. How does that old man look to Gloria? I asked Gloria, the warrior of the plains.





  "What does that man seem like? Does he look strong? Could he be some kind of god that I don't know about?"





  "God? No, that's probably not it. If he were a god, I can't feel even a handful of the divine power that should naturally be there. That man is human."





  Is he human?





  "Not even a demigod?"





  "Yes. I'm sure. Hassan, even though you know well, why did you ask me?"





  "Well-."





  It's because I really can't believe that man is human.





  The strength that man just showed clearly surpassed human limits. A demigod mixed heavily with Jupiter's blood, comparable to Gloria, or perhaps-





  Or perhaps I think it's truly absurd, but it might be more than that.





  I couldn't shake the feeling that that man was suppressing his own abilities.





  Like a beast hiding its claws.





  Perhaps he seemed to have put effort into martial arts training his entire life.





  According to Gloria's explanation, that man, the old warrior Sir Lockheed, was the epitome of human.





  "I heard it happens sometimes. Guys who transcend a certain level with a human body. Those who cross beyond the realm of martial arts (武) into the principles of shamanism (巫)."





  "What do you mean?"





  As I asked again, unable to understand for a moment, she added a more detailed explanation.





  "Even if one has no talent for something, if you put in immense time and effort, you can reach a certain level, right? It seems like that man did that."





  "You mean he dedicated himself to training and practice as he aged? And so he overcame his limits."





  "Yes. Stacking effort layer upon layer like an iron plate. Forging it brutally with time, it's like a thick iron gate."





  According to Gloria's explanation, that man, the old warrior Sir Lockheed, was the epitome of human.





  Perhaps he seemed to have put effort into martial arts training his entire life.





  "Is that the head of the Temple Knights Order? I want to fight him once. My body is itching with anticipation. Really, with a body lacking even a handful of divine power, how much time and effort must one grind in to become that strong?"





  I want to experience it by confronting him directly.





  Gloria seemed to think so.





  "Look at those eyes- They're red like blood! When exerting strength with clenched teeth, all the blood vessels burst, making the blood vessels in the eyes congested irreversibly. Most berserkers are like that."





  Berserker?





  I heard they were warriors who engage in battle, falling into a frenzied state as if on drugs. I've never seen them directly. I didn't really want to see them either.





  However, I was similar in the aspect of wanting to confront that man.





  I want to fight that man and ask why on earth he dragged me to this world.





  However, seeing the Storm Bird safely dragged inside the wall, the old warrior Sir Lockheed Oros spat 'Ptooey-' on the ground and then vanished somewhere.





  I didn't specifically chase him.





  We will meet again soon.





  Perhaps they will approach first from that side.





  I strongly felt that.


  


  "I will help."





  I helped the soldiers who were tidying up the giant bird's corpse, separating the bones and flesh.





  It was very fascinating to see the giant bird being divided into feathers, bones, flesh, talons, beak, etc., in an instant.





  In return for that, I was able to obtain some byproducts like the meat and feathers of this thunder bird.





  "Here is Hassan-nim's share. You can use the feathers to make equipment. If you boil the meat into a stew and eat it, perhaps the nymph's fairy cold symptoms will also improve."





  At the words of Palacion, the Fairy Swordsman, I awkwardly scratched the back of my head.





  "I didn't really do anything specific. I don't know if it's okay to receive it like this."





  "No, if Hassan-nim hadn't threatened the bird and driven it far away, who knows if human casualties might have increased even immediately. Please accept it in return for that."





  She's quite a friend, humble and quick-witted for a fairy.





  My favorability towards Winterswarm, the winter castle, slightly increases.





  I asked, pretending to be unable to refuse and casually bringing up the topic as I received the byproducts a little.





  "So, what kind of man is Sir Lockheed, who defeated that bird? Don't you know things like how old he is or if he has a family? He seemed very strong-."





  When I recalled the cheers of the northern people, I could feel that that man Lockheed had been increasing his recognition by performing many heroic deeds in this snowfield.





  Then there must be stories that the captain of the guard knows too.





  However, the captain of the guard merely shook his head, stroking his chin with a 'swish-'.





  "Even though I want to tell you, I don't know much. He appears suddenly and disappears suddenly."





  "Does that mean he's elusive/mysterious?"





  "Elusive (神出鬼沒.... That's an accurate expression. Lockheed Oros of Elusiveness-. Although there were many titles, it seems like it would be a good nickname."





  Palacion seemed to like my expression.





  "Anyway, truly like a ghost, not much is known. However, if there's something certain, it's the point that he is very old for a human. And, based on those years, the fact that he handles excellent martial arts and magic, about that much-."





  "Does that man also know how to use magic?"





  At my question, the captain of the guard nodded his head.





  "A magician more outstanding than that is to the extent that I've never seen one, even in Alvheim."





  He was a magician, not a warrior!





  That was quite shocking.











  *   *   *











  "Hassan, the whole city is buzzing with talk about the monster bird. Did you handle it?"





  When I returned to the lodging, Hippolyte, who was boiling a kettle over the hearth, greeted me. She also seemed to have heard the story that the Storm Bird thing was defeated.





  "No, it wasn't me who did it-."





  I explained the whole story well. Then Hippolyte, having heard it all, let out a nasal sound 'Heung-'.





  "That giant bird with a single blow. If it's the northern Storm Bird, it must be a strong monster, to the extent that I've also heard of it. Is it Sir Lockheed of the Temple Knights Order?"





  Even Hippolyte, with her seasoned experience as a veteran adventurer, seemed not to know much about that man.





  "I do want to meet him once to see how strong he is. However, killing the bird might have been a mistake."





  "Why is that?"





  I recalled the citizens' cheers, who rejoiced at the Storm Bird's death, and contrasted them with the old warrior's dark face.





  Why would Hippolyte also be saying that killing the bird was a bad move (惡手)? To that question, Hippolyte answered.





  "The Storm Bird must have been a monster that ruled and dominated this nearby territory widely. Since such a guy died, perhaps other monsters might move significantly."





  "Ah-. I see. I understand."





  The sight of foxes, badgers, and wildcats fighting while expanding their respective territories in the mountain where the tiger who reigned with overwhelming force disappeared automatically painted itself in my mind.





  Now that the Storm Bird Thornes has disappeared, it means various monsters who were hiding their claws under that guy's wings might run wild in this snowfield.





  "When defeating monsters that rule vast territories, like forest lords, mountain lords, or valley lords, considerable chaos may come for a while. We must be careful."





  "Then, problems might arise while we are going to the port."





  "That's right. On the way, the appearance of monsters might become more frequent. Incidents of those who were crouching under the emperor's shadow attacking people will also increase."





  Hmm.





  That's why the man was making that displeased face after defeating the bird? Was him quickly leaving the spot also to handle the aftermath?





  Of course, this is just my speculation.





  At that moment, Luna appeared, opening the door wide and holding plates in both hands.





  "Hassan-! Hippolyte-! Paranoy-! Look at this-! I received a lot of huge bird meat! Didn't some huge bird fall? Let's all grill and eat this! I only received the wing meat-!"





  At Luna's shout like that, Paranoy, who was holding ice to his head, sluggishly got up from the bed.





  "I, Paranoy, am fine! Why is there only wing meat?"





  "If I eat a lot of wings, it's because I'll be able to fly! If I eat the wings, it will help my wings too!"





  It seems so.





  We appropriately grilled the giant bird meat and shared it for dinner.





  Of course, even if she ate the wings, Luna didn't end up flying.


  


  Around midnight, as time got late.





  "Then, Luna, Hippolyte, and Gloria, rest first. You must have been tired from looking after Paranoy. I'll take care of you tonight."





  "Really? Then, Hassan, please go through some trouble!"





  "I, Paranoy, am fine!"





  "What do you mean fine? You have such a fever."





  Because Paranoy's fever kept rising and falling, it seems best to rest well tonight.





  So, while everyone else slept, I watched over Paranoy's bedside and tried to piece together the events of today.





  Information about Elfriede.





  Meeting Lockheed.





  I also obtained the Storm Bird's feathers, which apparently become very cool if made into fans in summer. In my own way, the harvest in this city was quite substantial.





  Except for the fact that Paranoy is sick.





  We're going to a cold place, did I bring Paranoy unnecessarily?





  I knew Nymphs were weak to the cold, but I didn't think they would suffer from such a terrible fairy cold.





  With that feeling, as I was having slight worried regret, Paranoy, who opened his eyes sluggishly 'swish-' from the bed, said.





  "Hassan-nim, you must not think of leaving me behind! I, Paranoy, will surely be useful!"





  "Okay. Don't worry about that and sleep well."





  "I, Paranoy, am more competent than anyone, a great Nymph... a very famous Nymph... the most famous even on the Gaia continent..."





  Swish-.





  At my words, Paranoy seemed to slowly close his eyes, but then opened them wide again several times. It felt like he was forcing himself to endure the oncoming sleepiness.





  Why on earth is he acting like this?





  I placed my palm on that guy's eyes.





  "Sleep."





  Then Paranoy finally slowly revealed his inner thoughts.





  "It's not the first time I, Paranoy, have gotten a bad cold... Back then too, after falling asleep like this... I became alone."
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  A cold is a familiar illness.





  A fever that one suffers through at least once a year in life.





  When you catch a cold, there's nothing better than eating well and getting plenty of sleep in a warm place. 





  Paranoi fought against the sleep demon, her eyes wide as if forcibly resisting the surging drowsiness.
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  Paranoi spoke regarding the reason.





  "This is not the first time I, Paranoi, have caught such a big cold-ssi.... Back then, I tried to sleep comfortably like this, and I ended up all alone-ssi...."





  "Is that so?"





  "It is-ssi.... This boiling fever.... The cold ice touching my forehead.... Everything is exactly the same situation as back then-ssi...."





  "Back then?"





  "If I, Paranoi, close my eyes and sleep like this, Hassan-nim, Luna-nim, and Hippolyte will all leave me behind-ssi...."





  "I told you, that won't happen."





  "I, Paranoi, know it-ssi...! You will surely leave me behind because you think a sick Paranoi is useless and a nuisance-ssi...!"





  "Hmm...."





  I had no choice but to admit that Paranoi was out of her mind due to the fever. 





  One could even say she was gripped by paranoid symptoms, much like when she hadn't fully drained the Cult's influence before. 





  Seeing how she didn't doubt for a second that everyone would abandon her if she fell asleep like this, I felt a bit sorry and pity for her.





  Does she really think of herself as useless and a nuisance? 





  Perhaps her inferiority complex is large because she's a Nymph of the ditch water who alone failed to evolve.





  Maybe it was different when we first met, but to us now, Paranoi was a comrade and family. 





  However, I didn't have any particular way to reassure Paranoi, so I could only keep confirming that we wouldn't leave her behind.





  "You can sleep. I'll swear on the River Styx that I won't leave you. And, if you think about it, you were actually the one who left me behind before."





  "What do you mean by that-ssi...?"





  "When Hell was collapsing. I haven't forgotten that you left me behind."





  At my words, Paranoi trembled as if she were greatly flustered.





  "That... that wasn't leaving you behind-ssi...! I had no choice but to head to the surface to find a way to resurrect Hassan-nim-ssi...! It's true-ssi...!"





  "Is that so."





  At Paranoi's answer, I recalled a story I had heard before.





  Back when I was left alone with Luna in the territory of Samsara and Chaos. They said Paranoi, who had gone up to the surface, lingered in front of my temporary grave every day.





  She didn't laugh or chatter noisily like usual.





  It seemed she would lie prostrate in front of that tombstone without eating, or check the faces of the Samaritans passing by.





  Unlike other Nymphs, Paranoi is always bickering with me or Luna, but she must have missed us in her own way.





  Even if she's loyal to me now, she won't be able to become the Marchioness of Hell.





  What is the reason this girl follows me like this? 





  Because she can receive a salary she can spend lavishly? 





  Simply because I'm a god and she's my companion Nymph, like a chief of staff? 





  No.





  It wouldn't be just for those reasons. 





  She has a side that slyly hides her inner thoughts, so I don't know for sure. 





  But I think I vaguely knew that wealth and fame weren't Paranoi's final destination. 





  Then Paranoi spoke.





  "...Hassan-nim, Hassan-nim, is there someone you want to see...?"





  "Suddenly? Well. Right now, I guess it's Elfriede."





  "I, Paranoi, have someone I absolutely want to meet-ssi.... If I become famous to the ends of the sky, that person will also hear my name and...."





  Sreureu-.





  Paranoi fell asleep before she could finish her sentence.





  Resisting the drowsiness must have reached its limit.





  I decided to stay up all night by Paranoi's side until she woke up again.





  "Someone she wants to meet-."





  Come to think of it, the prophecy Paranoi heard at Delphi was that she would one day reunite with the person she wanted to meet while she was with me.





  I knew that person was Paranoi's mother.





  So the reason Paranoi was obsessively trying to gain fame and raise her name was that she hoped it would reach the ears of her mother, who was somewhere in this world.





  If she became famous and great.





  She must have thought that her mother, who she believed had abandoned her because she was sick and useless, might hear the news and return.





  Of course, she hadn't confessed those inner thoughts to me with her own mouth. 





  But perhaps thanks to the long time and conversations we've shared, I felt like I knew roughly what Paranoi was thinking.





  Seueuk-.





  I placed an ice-cold Storm Bird feather on Paranoi's head. Then, her face, which had looked pained, relaxed slightly.





  "I'll make you the most famous Nymph in the world. Just get well soon. We can't stay tied down in this city."





  "Dragon's snot.... Hehe.... The digital Nymph world.... Our Four Heavenly Kings will take over...."





  "Just what kind of dream are you having?"





  Time passed, and it was morning.





  "My condition has improved greatly-ssi...! As expected, something like a cold couldn't stop my path to supremacy-ssi...!"





  Paranoi, who had been bedridden with a high fever, had improved significantly. Her body temperature was normal, and she showed no other aftereffects.





  "I, Paranoi, am the conqueror of colds, greater than Coronoi, the Nymph of disease and medicine-ssi...!" 





  "Right, that's a relief."





  Rather, she was jumping around here and there as if to show off her peak physical condition, making it a bit distracting.





  "Paranoi! Stay quiet for a while before your cold comes back!"





  When Luna clenched her fist, Paranoi immediately shut her mouth.





  Thanks to that, we were able to pass through the base city of Winterswarm and board the carriage heading for the Borzak territory.











    *       *       *











  "We'll arrive at Borzak Castle in one more day-!"





  I snapped out of it at Luna's cheerful voice.





  Looking around, the scenery of an unfamiliar snowy field was unfolding before my eyes. Gloria and Hippolyte were asleep with their arms crossed.





  Only Luna and Paranoi were playing cat's cradle inside the carriage with the spiderwebs Kungkung-i had spat out-.





  "Aat-! I, Paranoi, lost again-ssi...! Luna-nim, how are you so good at cat's cradle-ssi...?"





  "I play cat's cradle every day with eight-legged Kungkung-i. Kungkung-i is the cat's cradle champion of Sodomora, you know."





  ━Kungkung.





  "So that's how it is-ssi...!"





  The women sleeping languidly. The Nymph and the young goddess Luna spending time leisurely together. And even the small pet Kungkung-i.





  It could be said to be the usual sight, but I felt a bit of strangeness.





  "Paranoi, what day and what time is it now?"





  "It's January 14th, 3 PM-ssi...!"





  Time had been skipped again.





  It could be described as roughly two to three days of time having vanished entirely since we packed plenty of supplies in the city of Winterswarm and left the city walls by carriage.





  "Why, Hassan-. Is something wrong again?"





  "No-."





  After giving a vague answer to reassure Luna, who was asking worriedly. 





  I thought about the deletion of intermediate time that had been occurring continuously lately. 





  According to Luna, the power over time is likely the authority of Saturn, who was called the Titan and the King of the World before Jupiter.





  In other words, the old King Saturn was my grandfather.





  Why is his authority, which I've never even seen and which has already died out, affecting me?





  Could it be that I have some kind of atavistic power to skip time?





  No way.





  I chuckled half-jokingly and half-seriously and gently closed my eyes.





  From now on, I'm going to leap through time.


  


  When I snap out of it again, I'll be on the 16th, the scheduled arrival date in the Borzak territory-.





  I tried to self-suggest in that way.





  "How's this, the spiderweb-shaped eight-way weave? Amazing-"





  "Aat-! It's a truly amazing technique-ssi-"





  The voices of Luna and Paranoi chattering while playing cat's cradle grew faint as I concentrated, as if sinking into my inner self.





  Eventually, even the sounds reaching my meditation ceased.





  Is it done now?





  And so, when I stealthily opened my eyes-.





  "This is the penguin-shaped cat's cradle-!"





  "It's truly amazing-ssi...! It really looks like a penguin-ssi...!"





  ━Hiooong-.





  I could only see Luna, Paranoi, and Kungkung-i peacefully playing cat's cradle just as before. 





  What-.





  Was it just my own overexcitement after all?





  I leaned my back all the way against the backrest with a 'thought so' feeling and languidly moved my gaze out the window.





  Then, a white snowy field appeared before my eyes, with a quite bluish light swirling around it. To be precise, it was closer to a frozen waterway than a snowfield.





  Probably this is-.





  "It's the sea."





  Before my eyes, I saw the sea with ice floes drifting about.





  The frozen sea.





  Weren't we running through a snowy field just a moment ago?





  I asked Paranoi with a slightly flustered heart.





  "Paranoi, what day and what time is it now?"





  "Right now, it's the 16th, 2 PM-ssi...!"





  "...."





  Time.





  It really had passed.





  From the 14th at 3:00 to the 16th at 2:00.





  Several days had passed in an instant.





  I was only momentarily confused because Luna, Paranoi, and Kungkung-i were leisurely playing cat's cradle, and Hippolyte and Gloria were asleep.





  I had skipped time to the point where it could be called skipping the process.





  I was so surprised by this amazing power that I couldn't speak.





  I did it, but it's amazing.





  Just how did I do it?





  Since a clock is round, did I, who was the god of circles, become able to control even time?





  If that's really the case, it's a completely incredible thing.





  Then, Paranoi shouted.





  "Aat-! Look, a harbor has started to become visible beyond the window-ssi...! Finally, we've arrived at the unfrozen harbor, the territory of the Borzak family-ssi...!"





  Just as Paranoi said, beyond the window, something like a harbor where numerous ships were docked could be seen. A large city where high-rising buildings and the presence of people could be felt bustlingly.





  The city of Borzak, boasting a population of about a hundred thousand like Sodomora or the royal capital Jeruite, appeared before us.





  At Paranoi's fuss, Hippolyte, who had been sleeping with her arms crossed, slightly opened her eyes.





  "We've finally arrived. In Borzak, the city where a dragon is said to live."





  





  When the carriage passed the inspection of the port city.





  "I heard news that you were coming to this city, so I personally came out and was waiting."





  Contrary to our thoughts that it would be a quiet journey, a grand crowd welcoming us was seen gathered.





  Princess Nike Borzak, who ruled the liberation army, had come out to meet us, perhaps having heard news that we had come to the north in the meantime.





  Thanks to that, we were able to rent the best room even in the drawing room of the Borzak family mansion located on a high hill, and unpack our luggage with the help of over ten Elf servants.





  When I finished unpacking and stepped out into the lobby, Princess Nike, wearing a black dress under the chandelier, asked me.





  "It's the first time since the wedding. Has it been fifteen days, or a month-?"





  A month. Has time already passed like that?





  Because I came while skipping times, it only felt like about a week had passed at most to me. However, I thought I'd be treated like a strange person if I said such a thing, so I decided to just be vague.





  "You seem to have been doing very well. I knew you came to the wedding, but there were so many people that I couldn't greet you properly. Even if it's now, I'll give you my sincere thanks."





  At my thanks, Princess Nike waves her hand.





  "I know well how busy and hectic a celebrity's wedding is. Anyway, you are welcome to the Borzak territory."





  Sreureuk-.





  Then Nike Borzak caressed her stomach.





  "It seems my child also welcomes its father-."





  Child. Father.





  At those two words, my head momentarily made a 'jjung-jjung' cracking sound like a river freezing over. 





  While wondering what that meant, I ended up remembering that I had played a terrible prank on Princess Nike when my sexual desire was exploding.





  This woman didn't doubt for a second that one gets pregnant by kissing. And I had fondled her breasts under the pretext of checking for pregnancy.





  In the moment when my heart felt like it was about to drop, wondering what I had done, Nike spoke quietly.





  "I'm keeping my oath on the River Styx not to tell anyone, so you don't have to worry."





  "...That, what is it-. I see."





  "It would be troublesome for you if your wives found out you got another woman pregnant. And it would be troublesome for me, who has no intention of marrying. Since I only want the superior seed of an outstanding man-."





  "Hassan-! You came out quickly-!"





  Just then, Luna, Hippolyte, and Paranoi, who had changed into comfortable clothes, appeared from afar, and Princess Nike changed the subject.





  "The harbor will probably thaw in about two days. Until then, everyone should rest comfortably in this Borzak territory-. Oh, and there's someone who wants to meet you."





  "Someone who wants to meet us?"





  "Yes. Sir Lockheed, the hero of the north, is waiting for you at the training ground. The two of you have experience meeting in Winterswarm-."





  "Ah, Hassan-!"





  Princess Nike was trying to say something more. 





  But only the words that a white-haired man was waiting for me at the training ground reached my head. I walked without hesitation and headed toward the place called the training ground.





  In the training ground where white snow was piled up, I saw a white-haired old man standing in the middle of the sparring arena.





  His long hair fluttering in the whistling wind.





  I stood facing him.





  "...."





  "...."





  Neither he nor I said a single word. Even without speaking, we instinctively felt that we would meet like this.





  What should I ask?





  From what.





  While I was thinking that, before I knew it, people including Luna, Paranoi, Hippolyte, and Gloria flocked to the side of the training ground and surrounded us.





  "Are the two of them going to fight?"





  Luna's voice is heard from behind, and to that, Gloria's voice is heard responding appropriately, "It seems so-."





  Are we going to fight now?





  No, I just want to ask.





  Who you are.





  What you want.





  As if reading those thoughts of mine, the old man opened his lips hidden by his beard.





  "You must have many things to ask me."





  And then he draws his sword from his waist with a 'seureung' sound.





  "Beyond the Door, beyond the Door your father is guarding. Everything you wished for is there. But, can you really defeat your father?"


  


  "...Are you the Traveler?"





  "Yes. I have traveled many worlds, many times. To meet you, who can go beyond the Door. For a long, long time that you cannot even imagine-." 





  Kwaaaaang-.





  Just then, a powerful aura erupted from the man. Simultaneously with the snow that had been surrounding him scattering in all directions.





  Time stopped.





  Literally everything around us had stopped. To be precise, it's correct to say we entered an accelerated world so fast that all objects seemed to flow slowly.





  In this sluggish world that can only be broken through when the Agility stat reaches 16, the realm of the gods-.





  The old man spoke in a slow but clear voice.





  "Since I've blocked the ears of the onlookers. I'll say it clearly. Hassan, you cannot defeat your father as you are now. You can't save Elfriede either. Nor Luna. Nor Hippolyte. Nor Paranoi. Someone will surely die."
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  A mouse's heart beats hundreds of times a minute.





  On the other hand, a Galapagos tortoise's heart beats about 20 times a minute on average.





  Naturally, the lifespans of mice and tortoises differ by the number of their heartbeats.





  A mouse lives for one year, two at most, while a tortoise lives over 100 years.





  A tortoise's time flows slowly.





  A mouse's time, with its fast-beating heart, flows quickly.





  So, why am I talking about the hearts and times of mice and tortoises now?
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  Because I was like a mouse among tortoises.





  Dugeun, dugeun-.





  My bloodstream accelerated, and my heart pounded as if it would burst.





  With my heart pulsating powerfully like a racing car, my body exhibited rapidly quick thoughts and movements, while simultaneously, my surroundings appeared to slow down as if frozen.





  This was the realm of a superhuman, achieved by combining Agility 16 with the Flash Step I learned from Kalidur.





  Truly fast speed isn't about oneself becoming faster, but about the surroundings feeling slow as if stopped.





  This was my own stage, my own world.





  I decided to name this perfectly stopped world 'The World'.





  In such a world, only those with exceptional physical abilities and senses, like the Gods of Conflict including Mars, or Gloria, could move.





  However, that white-haired old man was moving comfortably in this slow-motion world, never slowing down.





  Seureung-.





  A clean, unadorned sword draw.





  Yet, that sword was neither a treasured sword nor a famous sword, but merely an ordinary training dummy's blade, a junk sword.





  Nevertheless, I felt a considerable sense of intimidation from that chipped and dull blade.





  If it was held in that man's hand, it wouldn't matter if it was a sword, a tree branch, or a wet towel.





  I had no doubt that if he wished, that man could slice a person from head to waist with his bare hands.





  Such a strong man, with a clear voice, spoke again.





  "Alvheim is not an easy place. And your father is even less so. Going to such a dangerous place, all decked out like this. It's utterly complacent. Someone, one person, will die."





  He looked at my companions, who were frozen in the outfield.





  It seemed he intended to warn me that if we headed to Alvheim and confronted my father, someone among them would be gravely injured or die.





  Seureuk-.





  I drew Mjolnir from my waist.





  Feeling the heavy sensation of iron, I asked again.





  "So, old man, why exactly did you summon me here? And what exactly is this ring? It would be best if you answered while I'm still speaking respectfully."





  "Arrogant, aren't you? Most young gods are like that. Vain. Arrogant. They believe their choices are the best without a doubt. I was like that when I was young too."





  Seureuk-.





  The old man touched his black eye patch.





  "But the price of arrogance will be great. In your case, it won't end with merely losing an eye. I know men like you well."





  "No, so why did you summon me to this land?"





  "I told you. Only you can go beyond the Door. Only you can open the Door. So I summoned you, who holds the key."





  "I don't know what the Door is. But, is it right to kidnap someone who was living well and bring them to this world?"





  "Think what you will. More importantly, you talk too much. Are you scared?"





  "... ."





  At the old man's question, I steadied my stance.





  But I couldn't easily rush in.





  Is that really a human?





  There was no surging power, no magic, no divine power. Yet, I could only keep my distance, unable to easily attack him.





  This was instinct.





  An instinct that told me I would be in great danger if I entered the range where that man could swing his sword.





  This sense of crisis must be something I could feel only because I had reached a certain level after fighting countless strong opponents.





  Just as I was on high alert, the man powerfully swung the sword he had been pointing forward, from bottom to top.





  Swaeeak-. His blade, cutting through the air, created a sword energy. His attack, creating a slash with the blade like Hippolyte, rushed towards me-.





  I thought I had no time to dodge it, so I powerfully struck it with my hammer, deflecting it.





  Gagagagak-.





  The impact sound of something sharp hitting metal was deafening in my ears. The sword strike was stronger than I expected, pushing my feet back.





  However, it was more bearable than I thought.





  Paaang-!





  Finally, the slash exploded and vanished against my hammer. I seized the opportunity to powerfully kick off the ground and lunged at the old man.





  No matter how great this man was, the fact that he was a human made of flesh and bone remained unchanged.





  Perhaps he hadn't expected my counterattack, as the old man's one remaining eye widened.





  "To counterattack... And to aim for my blind right side, attacking from the right? I didn't expect this at all. But-."





  But at that moment, the man's cheeks puffed up greatly. Simultaneously, what he spewed from his mouth was truly hot flames.





  "Aieeeee-!"





  Hwareureureuk-.





  The man let out a strange shriek and simultaneously breathed fire from his mouth.





  "Ugh, fuck-!"


 


  To use Fire Release, was this man a ninja? Ninjas, they're really fucking strong-!





  If so, there's a time to fight like a ninja.





  "Ninja... I'll kill you!"





  Retreating from the flames, I quickly formed hand signs. What I used was, as always, Water Descent.





  "Get crushed-!"





  Eujeok, eujeojeojeok-.





  "Druid magic, huh-."





  Trees extending from the ground grabbed the man's body. The old man, his legs bound, frowned deeply.





  "I didn't see this future."





  "Of course not, because you won't have any future to see-!"





  I leaped into the air, pouring out the resentment of all the days I had suffered in this world.





  Thinking that the anger of those past days was all because of this man, I couldn't contain my fury.





  Simultaneously, my Mjolnir began to crackle, imbued with blue electricity.





  If this hammered into his head, god or not, he'd be smashed to pieces.





  "Farewell-!"





  My hammer rushed towards the man, bound as if buried in trees. It made a kwareureung- sound of thunder as it collided with the old man's head, smashing the surroundings.





  Kwagagagagaga-!





  A power beyond my imagination shook everything. Thunder, lightning, earthquakes, and storms burned trees and overturned the earth.





  "What the-."





  However, the man who should have fallen by my hand was nowhere to be seen in front of me.





  I wondered if he had been charred black by the violently striking Mjolnir, but I could feel the presence of a sword tip chillingly touching the back of my neck.





  The old man spoke from behind me.





  "You hesitated at the last moment. About smashing my head. If you had brought it down, you could have killed me."





  "...If I really killed you, I wouldn't be able to hear the story, would I?"





  "No, you just hesitated. You don't like killing people. If it were me, I wouldn't have forgiven myself. I would have crushed and shattered myself."





  "You didn't intend to kill me either, did you?"





  "Of course not. If I killed you, my long-standing plans would go up in smoke. I want you to live a long, healthy life. Happier than anyone."





  "... ."





  "You have good ears, so you know my words aren't a lie, right?"





  It was frustrating, but.





  The old man's words were true.





  There was no hostility emanating from this man. In some ways, he even seemed to hold goodwill.





  "However. That hesitation was beyond my foresight. Excellent."





  Seureung-.





  The man's sword was sheathed from behind my back.





  "If you want to talk to me, come to the bar. There's a good Shop selling liquor here at the harbor. Seeing your hesitation, I'll answer what you're curious about."





  Simultaneously, a tak- sound of sheathing the sword was heard, and the world began to accelerate rapidly.





  Kwang, kwagwagwa, gwareureureu-.





  Then, the things that had been stopped returned to their original places, and many things were broken and shattered. It was the aftermath of what had just happened.





  Luna, surprised by the sight, shouted.





  "What the-! Why is everything suddenly breaking-!"





  "Rocks are flying-imnidat...!"





  Next to Luna, Hippolyte nodded, "Indeed-," and explained.





  "It seems there were many exchanges in that short moment. To see it so intensely shattered, one can't even imagine what happened."





  Next to her, Gloria said a word.





  "But, Hassan seems to have lost."





  That I lost.





  I felt a sudden surge of indignation.





  "Lost? I went easy on him."





  "So, Hassan-nim, where is your opponent...?"





  "Where is he? Right in front of me-."





  I looked around. But the old man, with whom I had just dueled, was nowhere to be seen.





  Was he teleporting?





  My last attack, though I hesitated for a moment as the old man said, was definitely at an angle and position that I thought would be unavoidable.


 


  Yet, the old man had vanished without a trace.





  Lockheed, the master of appearing and disappearing mysteriously, huh-. Even with my hesitation, I couldn't win. He's an old man stronger than I thought.





  As I slightly increased my sense of danger, a loud murmuring sound came from around me.





  ━Amazing-. I've never seen anyone Lord Lockheed couldn't defeat.





  ━He's an old man who once fought and repelled the gods of High Force. This Hassan fellow seems incredibly strong too.





  My reputation rose just from a draw. Does people's trust in the old man surpass that in the gods of High Force?





  What a strange old man.





  I figured I had no choice but to head to the bar where the old man had asked to meet me. On the ground, letters I didn't know when they were carved were burning brightly.





  「South Gate of the Harbor - Whale Drinker Inn.」





  Just hearing the name, I could picture a sailors' inn reeking of alcohol.





  "Excuse me, everyone, I'll be back in a bit."











  *     *     *











  Although it was my first time in the port city of Borzak, finding the Whale Drinker Inn wasn't difficult.





  Because a whale drinking alcohol was painted on the signboard.





  As I opened the Door and stepped inside, I saw burly men and boisterous women of the winter harbor, all drunk and chattering.





  ━Back then, I, uh, caught a marlin this big-! But, on the way back, the sharks took it all-.





  ━Marlin, my ass-! It must've been a mackerel-!





  ━I don't care-! Anyway, I'm fucking pissed the sharks took it, so let's drink-! This inn, for some reason, has good-tasting liquor.





  I walked past the rough-looking people, young and old, as the fierce winter sea wind hit my face.





  Even among these tough faces, the old man's figure was easily noticeable.


  


  With one eye, and long white hair tied back, it would be stranger if he *didn't* stand out.





  "You're here."





  He, who had his back to me, completely defenseless, spoke without even looking at me.





  "You're about 5 seconds faster than I expected."





  What kind of concept is that?





  Deureureuk-.





  I pulled out a chair and sat opposite the old man.





  Then, Lord Lockheed, the old man, offered me a glass filled with a transparent liquid. Is it alcohol? It seems to have a high alcohol content.





  "Do you like alcohol?"





  "Not particularly-."





  "I suppose not. But, the sea is visible here. Surprisingly, the liquor tastes good."





  At the old man's words, I looked out the window of the pub. The frozen sea was visible.





  The old man said.





  "The sea will melt in a few days. Will you go to Alvheim then?"





  "Yes. Before that, I heard you summoned me to this land because of that 'Door'."





  "Yes, you have the right to hear about the Door."





  "Then, what exactly is that Door?"





  "It's a dream. A dream that men like you and I, wandering strange worlds, yearn for. Beyond that Door, everything exists. Everything we desire-."





  Everything we desire beyond the Door, huh. Is it like the Pirate King's treasure?





  But the old man's one remaining eye seemed to hold a considerable wistfulness.





  Whatever it was, it certainly seemed like something amazing was beyond the Door. Perhaps even incredible breasts.





  "There are incredible breasts too."





  No, how did he read my mind?





  As I was startled, the old man chuckled, kkeulkkeul-, and gulped down his drink. After finishing the incredibly bitter and unappetizing liquor, he said to me.





  "Young man. Don't forget your hesitation from earlier. And if you want to resent and kill me, I'll let you do it anytime. You have the right to, and only you can end this long journey."





  "End the journey?"





  "I have lived too long. What I once was. I don't even remember anymore. It's because I lost so much along with my one eye."
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  "Actually, my hometown isn't here. Like you, I came from a distant world, to this unfamiliar one."





  Lord Lockheed said he had wandered through many worlds.





  I don't know how long he had lived, but I could tell he was much older than he appeared.





  "Still, I didn't just let my long years of wandering drift by. I clearly know what I can do. Because in my future, Hassan, I saw a man named you."





  "The future, you say?"





  Lord Lockheed said he had the ability to foresee the future. He said that he had gained much wisdom and knowledge at the same time he lost one of his eyes.





  He claimed he found out about my existence, Hassan, through the future knowledge he acquired.





  However, the words of those who call themselves prophets and fortune-tellers should always be half-believed and half-dismissed. Did this drunk old man really see the future?





  However, perhaps he had no intention of blabbing about the future, as the old man was busy emptying his wine glass repeatedly.





  "The liquor tastes good."





  Just as I was wondering if this was the end of the conversation, the old man added a few more words.





  "Beyond the Door, everything you desire awaits. A way to return to your original world. A way to live a happy remainder of your life in the embrace of your family-."





  After uttering such vague, cloud-chasing words, the old man excused himself, saying, "I'll just pop to the restroom-."





  No wonder he drank so much.





  So, I sat and waited for a few minutes.





  Ten minutes.





  Thirty minutes.





  No, why isn't he coming back?





  Feeling puzzled, I asked the owner of the Drunken Whale Tavern, and all I got was the reply, "That old man? You mean Lord Lockheed, right? He left quite a while ago."





  In the end, I had to pay for the old man's drinks and leave.





  I felt like I had been played in many ways.





  However, I couldn't simply hate that old man, Lockheed Oros.





  If his reason for summoning me to this world had been an ambition to destroy and dominate it, then I could have simply poured out my resentment and anger and crushed him.





  But the old man's gaze, as he looked at me, was full of pity, sympathy, and a strange, hopeful anticipation, like Hassan receiving a Christmas present, making him utterly inscrutable.





  Is he a villain?





  Or did he truly want to help me?





  I don't know.





  However, it was an undeniable fact that he had secretly operated behind major world events, causing and instigating chaos.





  His unexpectedly open and friendly attitude towards me might also be an attempt to charm and lure me.





  No matter what, I must not lower my guard.





  I'll extract the necessary information, and if he shows even a hint of malice or conspiracy later, that will be the time to end the old man's long and eventful life.





  I should also tip everyone off not to approach the old man easily.





  To dare make me pay for his drinks and then run away.





  Thinking about it again now, he's clearly a truly malicious man. If there's any sign he intends to harm my family, I'll crush him without hesitation.





  With that resolve, I returned to the Borzak Family mansion.





  "Hassan, look at this-! I, I'm flying in the sky-!"





  As I entered the Borzak mansion's training ground, I saw Luna flapping her wings, floating a few meters in the air.





  Of course, she did float for a few seconds before falling to the ground.





  Still, compared to the past when she was mercilessly pulled down by gravity, it was clearly enough to use the expression "she's flying."





  However, unlike the joyful Luna, I couldn't simply congratulate her.





  The reason was that the drunk old man was standing beneath Luna, who was flapping in the air, nodding his head with his arms crossed.





  "Good, you're flying well. It's important to feel the wind like that. You use it when the wind blows."





  "Old man-nim, you seem to know how to handle wings-!"





  "Yes. I used to 'play the field' a lot when I was young. So, handling the wind is easy."





  At the old man, who chuckled *kkeulkkeul-* drunkenly, Luna landed softly on the ground and furrowed her brow.





  "What are you talking about? What a strange old man. Anyway, thanks to you, it was a bit easier to understand! My mother, Lady Nox, doesn't seem to be very good at teaching!"





  It seemed that old man had somehow arrived at the mansion and was teaching Luna how to handle wings.





  "Since your wings were just recently formed, the muscles aren't developed, so you can't fly for long. Don't be impatient, and if you keep using your wings steadily, everything will be fine."





  "I know!"





  "What a bold young lady. But I don't dislike it. If I were only ten thousand years younger, I would have asked you on a date."





  "Even though I advocate for free love, I have no desire to date any man other than Hassan-!"





  "Yes, it seems so."





  At Luna's ironclad defense, the old man smiled as if he was rather pleased. It was a smile akin to the joy of seeing a grandchild.





  "My old wife, too.... She was a woman who said such things. Even though I 'played the field' a lot. My wife said she only had me."





  "Old man-nim, you had a wife too?"





  "Yes. We parted 3.7 billion years ago. I had a wife. And a family. But I've traveled too far."


  


  Saying that, the old man stroked his left ring finger. Now that I looked, a clear band, as if a ring had been worn there for a long time, was visible on his left ring finger.





  Of course, Luna furrowed her brow deeply, as if unable to understand.





  "What's '3.7 billion years ago' again? Hassan, this old man keeps talking nonsense because he's drunk! Would a whack with a club make him feel better?"


  


  Luna subtly reached her hand towards the Totem of Silence strapped to her back.





  At that sight, the old man let out an exaggerated sound, "Oh dear-. The Totem of Silence is dangerous-," and wobbled off somewhere.





  After he disappeared, I asked Luna.





  "What did you two talk about?"





  "He taught me how to use wings. That old man-nim doesn't even have wings, but he knows how to fly in the sky really well."





  "Did he try to harm you or anything?"





  "Nope. Rather, he seemed like a good person. Even though he said a lot of nonsense while drunk. He's like a drunk Hassan."





  "Still, it's better to be careful."





  "Why-? Because I'm a married woman-?"





  Luna asked, narrowing her eyes at my words. However, I knew very well that Luna would never succumb to rational temptation from other men.





  So, I decided to explain the full story to Luna in my own way.





  "He's the man who summoned Hassan to this world?"





  "Probably. I don't know his purpose. I don't know what he's up to. For now, he doesn't seem to intend to be hostile towards me. But he's a man who could change at any moment."





  "That's true."





  At my explanation, Luna nodded.





  "So, that old man is the one who made the Gigas rampage, and tied up the gods of High Force on the mountain so they couldn't move, right?"





  As expected, Luna has a quirky yet quick understanding.





  "But, he didn't seem like someone who would do such bad things."





  "Luna-ya, demons originally charm people with the faces of angels."





  "Hmm.... Still, if that old man hadn't brought Hassan to this world. Would Hassan and I have been able to meet?"





  "Well, that... I don't know."





  Luna and I fell into thought for a moment. It was true, as Luna said.


  





  *       *       *











  The time spent at the Borzak Family mansion was comfortable and relaxing.





  Thanks to Princess Nike, we were able to receive ample support in all supplies and space.





  In fact, it was almost inconvenient due to the Elf attendants who tried to assist our every move.





  However, Paranoy seemed quite fond of the Elf maids.





  "The feeling of ordering around foreign species is better than I thought-imnidat...! The proper relationship between Nymphs and Elves might just be that of master and maid-imnidat...!"





  It seemed he liked being able to order around the tall, slender Elves who always looked down on them.





  "I should consider hiring a few Elves for Hassan-nim's mansion-imnidat...!"





  Of course, the Elves also liked Paranoy in their own way.





  "It's my first time seeing a Nymph. They really do feel similar to young Elves. A bit more restless, though."





  "Look at these soft, squishy cheeks. They're just like my younger sister I left back home."





  They say Elves and Nymphs share the same roots. It seems they can coexist in one space, surprisingly, beyond just growling at each other.





  Just then, a blonde Elf maid approached me, who was sitting idly in the reception room, and asked.





  "Hassan-nim, the Grand Patriarch-nim is looking for you."





  "Ah-."





  The Grand Patriarch was Judah Borzak, Princess Nike's father.





  Leaving the reception room and entering the lord's audience chamber, I saw a wide corridor and a chair placed in its center. The ash-haired old man sitting there stood up and greeted me.





  "Hassan-nim, welcome."





  Receiving such respectful treatment from this old Grand Lord of the North felt a bit subtle.





  This man was Judah Borzak.





  An old man who had passed on the real power of the Liberation Army and the Borzak Family to his young daughter and was now enjoying the rest of his life as a retired elder.





  "It's such a relief that you dealt with the winter boars this time."





  The boars, he must be referring to the hunt I went on the other day to stretch my legs while spending time in this territory. Actually, I didn't do much; Gloria and Hippolyte were the ones who went out and caught them.





  I replied appropriately.





  "Since I'm indebted to you, shouldn't I at least do that much?"





  "Indebtedness, you say. Your personal visit alone is an honor for our family. Youngsters may have little reverence for gods. But not old folks like us."





  "Is that so."





  "If my daughter were here, I would have told her to serve you diligently by your side. I apologize. I raised her alone, without a mother-."





  At the old man's words, I thought of Princess Nike, who was bustling about everywhere. Since arriving at this mansion, I had only encountered her face once.





  It must be because Nike, who was governing many territories in the North in her father's stead, was passionately handling her duties.





  "Instead, this old man will serve you without fail. I will also prepare a ship for your journey to the distant foreign land. A large ship, and I will even provide sailors from Alfheim."





  "Thank you very much for that."





  At the old lord's goodwill, I nodded and expressed my gratitude. It seemed unlikely that this man, who had governed the northern lands for a long time, would offer goodwill without an ulterior motive.





  Was he trying to incur a small debt?





  Since I was incurring a debt anyway, I decided to ask this seemingly old man one thing.





  "Could you tell me about Lord Lockheed?"





  At that, the old man's expression brightened considerably.





  "Indeed, it seems a hero recognizes a hero. You had a splendid fight in the training ground, didn't you? That story is still abuzz throughout the mansion and the harbor."





  Judah Borzak seemed pleased that I had asked about the old man.





  He said.





  "Lord Lockheed is a mysterious man. He has been a white-haired old man since I was smaller than Hassan-nim's Nymph, a mere child."





  "Does that mean he's very old?"





  "He must be at least over a hundred years old. He looked exactly the same 50 years ago as he does now.... However, while he evaded the passage of time, I never could."





  Judah Borzak described Lord Lockheed as his sword-fighting instructor from his childhood. He said he learned everything from swordsmanship to society, culture, politics, and even statesmanship.





  In other words, the old man Lockheed was this elder's mentor and teacher.





  "My master-nim was someone who never did anything meaningless. He pushed himself thoroughly, always striving to do only the tasks given to him-."





  "What do you mean, 'only did the tasks given to him'?"





  "Do you know that my master-nim can see the future?"





  "I've heard that. That he sees the future with his one remaining eye."





  "However, that is a lie. My master-nim is not someone who can see the future. Rather, he is someone who knows how to create the future he desires."





  *Flap-.*





  Judah Borzak pulled out some kind of scroll from his pocket.





  "This is my treasure. A treasure I haven't even shown my daughter. But, Hassan-nim, I will show it to you specially."





  The book I received had a long schedule written in it.





  「March 12, Year 203. Morning - Steamed clams. Beans. Soup.





   March 12, Year 203. Lunch - Patrol the streets after daily training. Stroke a dog 3 times on the way.





  March 12, Year 203. Evening - 35 steps from the Drunken Whale Inn. Fall down on the way. After falling, donate 55 Copper coins to a nearby beggar (important).





  203년, 3월 13일. Dawn - Sleep at 2 AM. Wake up at 5 AM. Error rate 0.005 percent.」





  What was written there were phrases that could either be called someone's diary or a scheduler. As I felt puzzled, the old Lord Judah said.





  "My master-nim carries out the tasks written in his notebook every single day without fail. He even did strange and incomprehensible things. A life where he meticulously creates his own future. That is the true nature of the future my master-nim sees."





  "It's something I wish to learn-," Judah Borzak concluded.





  I continued to read the book all the way to the end.





  Neat and tidy handwriting.





  It felt familiar, as if I had seen it somewhere before.





  However, what bothered me the most were the words written on the old hardcover.





  『Illegal Alien Cultist from Another World.』
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  Peolleok-.





  I continued to flip through old man Lockheed's strange book.





  Usually, what one writes in a diary is a reflection of what I did today and what I felt from it.





  But in this book, there were no such reflections at all.





  Only lists of what he had to do in the future were meticulously laid out. 





  Indeed, it seemed more like a planner than a diary.





  「April 12, 204, Morning - Feed the seagulls at the harbor. Casually ask Audrey, the innkeeper's daughter, whom I'll coincidentally meet there, on a date. Get rejected.」





  「April 16, 204, Evening - Walk down South Gate Street whistling. Book the third room on the second floor of the inn as lodging and go to bed at 11 PM.」





  Of course, there were many incomprehensible sentences for a planner. 





  Usually, a planner would list the major actions I need to take in the future.





  But feeding seagulls or stray dogs.





  Asking a woman I coincidentally met on a date and getting rejected.





  Walking while whistling.





  Going to bed at what time, and so on.





  Was there really a need to meticulously record such trivial details?





  I asked old Grand Duke Judah, who had handed me this booklet.





  "Does Sir Lockheed really act as written here?"





  "Indeed. His diligence was pathological, even obsessive. He carried several such books and adjusted his schedules."





  A pathological and obsessive degree of planning and execution. Could this be the true nature of the future the one-eyed old man was seeing?





  It wasn't a prophecy of what would happen in the future, but rather a pre-scheduled plan of what I would do in the future.





  But if he achieved it by any means necessary, it was no different from a prophecy of the future.





  And it had something in common with the World Tree's prophecy mentioned by the Elves. 





  Because the prophecies written on the Elves' World Tree were also said to be like schedules that had to be fulfilled by any means necessary.





  I couldn't say there was absolutely no connection between the two.





  As I was thinking such thoughts, a sudden curiosity arose, and I asked.





  "How many such books did he carry?"





  "He did. Even now, he's probably living that way. He wouldn't show it, though. If others try to look, he gets angry."





  "If he doesn't show it, how did you get your hands on this book?"





  When I pointed to the book in my hand, the old Duke stroked his beard.





  "Sir Lockheed discards books that are very old. He throws them into a brazier. Or sinks them deep into the sea. This one was washed ashore, and I was lucky enough to pick it up."





  Throwing them into a brazier or hiding them deep in the sea, huh-. Indeed, it meant these weren't writings he wanted anyone to see.





  "Do you like that book?"





  "Hmm-."





  At the Duke's question, I flinched slightly. I couldn't say I liked it, but it was certainly weighing heavily on my mind.





  However, this was the old Duke's treasure.





  I hesitated to ask for it, but the old Duke skillfully made the first move.





  "I'll give it to you."





  "Is that true?"





  "This old man has already learned much from that book and Sir Lockheed's life. A life of planning, scheduling, and executing. Thanks to that, I've been able to enjoy so many things."





  "I see."





  "This old man also has his own prophecy scrolls. But now, there are more memories to recall than futures to plan-. I'll give it to a young god with a long future ahead."





  At the old Duke's generous offer, I decided to accept his favor. At the same time, I noticed that the old man had something he wanted from me, so I asked.





  "What would you like me to do in return?"





  At that, the old Duke's expression relaxed a little.





  "It would be too good to be true to say no return favor is needed, wouldn't it? If, Hassan-nim, you happen to get a chance when you go to Alfheim-."





  "If I get a chance?"





  "Please pick just one of the fairies' flowers that only grow in that land and bring it back. With that, we can cure the homesickness of the Elves who have settled in this land."





  "Fairies' flowers? Is that all?"





  I had expected him to ask for a blessing to be enjoyed for generations. So, I scratched the back of my head at the surprisingly simple request.





  Picking flowers isn't a difficult task, after all.





  However, old Duke Judah shook his head at my question.





  "Hassan-nim, this is not an easy task. I hear the fairies' flowers are guarded by fearsome Dragons and Hawks."





  "Dragons and Hawks, are they like Monsters?"





  "According to the Elf residents, many heroes ventured in to pick the flowers. But they only became their prey."





  "Aha-."





  So, he's asking me to pick flowers guarded by terrifying Monsters. In that case, the trade balance makes sense.





  "What the heck, I'll give it a shot."





  My transaction with the old Duke ended there.





  After that, we just talked about trivial worldly matters, like the surprisingly talkative old man's youth stories, or his worries that his daughter wouldn't get married, and so on.





  When it got late and evening arrived.





  Old Duke Judah pulled out a book from his pocket, opened it, and muttered softly, "Oh dear-."





  "What's wrong?"





  "I'm five minutes late for my scheduled appointment. I had an evening stroll planned from 6 PM. Five minutes late. This is a disaster."





  To be so flustered about being five minutes late for a stroll.





  Thorough, indeed.





  Then, a sudden question came to mind.





  "Does Sir Lockheed also get so flustered if he can't execute tasks as written in the book?"





  "That's...."





  The old Duke, who had been speaking quite readily until now, paused for a moment. I could sense a kind of hesitation in that brief silence.





  "It seems you have something in mind."





  At my urging, the old man soon chuckled, 'Heoheo-.'





  He said.





  "Well, I've been caught off guard. Actually, it is in my memory. The memory of seeing Sir Lockheed flustered. Just once."





  "Flustered, you say?"





  "Indeed. My foolish daughter, when she was young, had a bad fall from a horse. If Sir Lockheed hadn't given her emergency treatment then...."





  Princess Nike, when she was young, had once been playing around recklessly, fallen from a horse, and was badly injured. 





  Lockheed, who was beside her, had given her emergency treatment at that time, he said.





  However, at that time, Lockheed was on his way to a luncheon written in his schedule. 





  In the end, he was greatly flustered that he couldn't keep what was written in his planner, and was restless all day.





  "It was the first time I saw that superhuman-like man so flustered. Well, it's understandable. Sir Lockheed prioritized his scheduled plans in the book even more than his own life-."





  "But he gave that up and prioritized saving Princess Nike, you mean?"





  "That's right. Some might say saving the Duke's daughter's life was more urgent than a scheduled task. But for Sir Lockheed, it wasn't like that."





  "It wasn't like that...."





  "For Sir Lockheed, there were times when stroking a stray dog three times, as written in his daily schedule, was more important than saving a human life."





  "And yet, he saved Princess Nike?"





  Is he surprisingly the type to care for those around him? He didn't seem like someone who would form attachments.





  The old Duke continued to speak.





  "However, I never imagined he would be so flustered over failing to complete a single task. But now, I understand that feeling. Five minutes late for a stroll-."





  Judah flapped his planner, 'Peolleok-peolleok-,' showing it off. 





  "If that ironman-like man has a weakness, it would be precisely that."





  "I see."





  I nodded.





  Lockheed Oros's weakness, huh.





  The more cards I had to play, the better, so I carefully filed away the stories from this moment in my mind.





  ─Cares for those around him.





  ─Thorough in executing time and scheduled plans.





  





  *      *      *











  After that, I didn't encounter the one-eyed old man in the mansion again.





  He was originally a man of elusive movements, they said.





  However, I now knew that he was in the midst of handling his own scheduled tasks. And that he was somewhere, flapping thick books and adjusting his to-do list.





  Why did he have to go to such lengths?





  I don't know.





  But what was certain was that a Dragon would descend from the sky this morning.





  That's right. 





  A Dragon.





  Peolleok, peolleok-.





  The sound of gigantic wings flapping, casting shadows in the sky. Seeing its form, Luna was the first to raise both hands high.





  "Hassan, look-! It's a Dragon-! A real Dragon has appeared-!"





  Even though I'd seen Dragons three or four times, I just couldn't get used to that colossal size. 





  ━Hello, little humans-. I am the free Dragon, Isvalker of the Black Flame.





  It was a Black Dragon with black scales.





  It looked fucking fierce and ominous, but surprisingly, its actions and words were gentlemanly.





  ━I, the 8th Isvalker. Have come to fulfill an ancient pact, according to a blood-bound contract. Residents of the frozen harbor-. First, fulfill your part of the contract.





  At the Black Dragon Isvalker's words, the people gathered at the harbor dock gestured with their chins.





  "Bring that over-!"





  Then, several carts pulled by oxen and horses appeared in the distance. Piled high on those carts were fish.





  At that sight, the Dragon's large eyes narrowed.





  ━One cart piled high with horse mackerel. One cart of whitebait. Two carts of rock bream. Three carts of tuna. Good. As per the contract.  





  And then, it opened its long snout and began to crunch the fish with its sharp teeth. 





  It must have been incredibly hungry, as it even devoured the entire cart.





  A Dragon's fish mukbang, huh.





  At that sight, Paranoy said.





  "To put all those fish into its belly at once...! I wonder if it also possesses the blessing of the storage, like me, Paranoy-imnidat...!"





  I don't know if it had the blessing of the storage, but it certainly ate well.





  ━Good. I've eaten it all. Now, I shall fulfill the contract-.





  The Black Dragon Isvalker cleared its throat, 'Geueum, keueum-,' and then soared into the sky again. As we watched carefully at its words about fulfilling the contract.





  ━Jade Flame!





  The Black Dragon, spewing strange Dragonic words, began to emit flames towards the frozen harbor. 





  Thus, the black flames spewed from the Black Dragon's mouth melted the glaciers and snow piled up in the harbor.





  "Oooh-! It's working-! The harbor is melting-!"





  "We can go out to sea again-!"





  The people rejoiced at the sight, clapping their hands together.





  This was said to be an event held every fortnight.





  It seemed to be a contract that was already hundreds of years old.





  They said it was a reciprocal contract, where every fortnight they offered food to the Black Dragon, and it melted the harbor ice, allowing ships to depart.





  The Black Dragon was now the 8th generation.





  The Borzak Family had also gone through 27 generations, but this contract was said to have been kept without fail every single month.





  So that's why a Black Dragon was drawn on the Borzak Family's flag.





  Kwaaaaaa-!





  The Black Dragon flew around, continuously spewing flames everywhere. Thanks to that, the ice floes melted enough for ships to depart.





  Not missing the opportunity, burly, rough-faced and rough-handed seafarers boarded the ships.





  "Raise the anchor-! Set sail-!"





  "Load the firewood and coal-! Dwarves, pour more fuel into the steam engine-!"





  "Hehe, good-. Let's go meet the cute winter mermaids."





  Indeed, the time had come to head to Alfheim.





  Our party also boarded the ship as it unfurled its sails. 





  The ship's name was 'Widow's Ruin'. 





  The ship's name was a bit strange, but northern navigators were said to like giving violent and intense names to their ships. 





  Though a bit old, it was a very large and sturdy ship.





  The bottom and front of the ship were reinforced with titanium plates, and a coal-powered engine, crafted with Dwarf technology, was installed, allowing it to break through most ice floes.





  I don't know much about the technical aspects, but unless an enormous sea Monster appeared, it probably wouldn't break or be shipwrecked.





  However, the most peculiar thing was the captain. 





  The captain was a one-eyed mermaid with fins instead of legs. The red-haired mermaid, with a long-brimmed hat over her one eye, said.





  "I am Cyriol of the Sharpest Scales-! Once you're on my ship, everyone must obey my commands-!"





  The first and last time I saw a mermaid was off the coast of Delphi, I think. 





  Aeriol, the sea Nymph, a Siren I met back then, seemed a bit clumsy.





  "Hurry up and move, you stupid idiots-!"





  This one seems a bit more seasoned and intense. Though her face is as youthful as Paranoy's.
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  "Get to work, you water pigs-!"





  "Aye-!"





  Watching the muscular brutes follow the small sea Nymph's commands in perfect unison was a bit amusing.





  Well, if a mermaid is the captain, the ship should sail well.





  "Hassan-nim, as promised, I have prepared the sturdiest and fastest ship for you."





  The old Duke of the Borzak Family, who appeared to see us off, bowed his head in greeting.





  "Whatever you do, I hope you achieve what you desire, Hassan-nim."





  "Thank you for your kindness."


  


  When I bowed my head.





  Cyriol, the mermaid captain, drew a sharp sword from her waist and cut a rope.





  Chwarak-.





  Then, the ship, which had been tied to the harbor, slowly began to move forward.





  "Set sail-!"


  


  Now, truly leaving the mainland of Gaia-.





  We were heading to the land of the fairies, beyond that hazy winter fog.
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  "I don't really like riding boats."





  The ship, reinforced with hard steel plates, crunched its way through the ice floes. 





  As Gloria mumbled while watching the sight, I asked.





  "Why?"





  "Because terrible things tend to happen on ships."





  "I see."





  There was a famous story about Gloria going on expeditions by ship with various heroes. 





  It was said that a murder occurred on that ship, and many people turned against each other, causing everyone to scatter in different directions, wasn't it?





  I was curious, but since it wasn't really the mood to ask, I subtly turned my gaze away. 





  Then, I saw the fairies of the forest and mountains chattering at the very front of the ship.





  "I am Paranoy, a Nymph from the land-! I don't have a boat, but I do take walks with the big dog Spotty and Kongkong-i-!"





  "That's right-! I am Cyriol of the Steel Scales, roaming this winter sea freely-! I'm wandering the whole world, searching for the treasures of the sea-!"





  "Treasures of the sea, you say? Indeed, that's amazing-!"





  "For a scale-less Nymph from the land, you endure the fierce winter sea breeze well too-!"





  "That Paranoy is a great fairy who has completely conquered the common cold, so it's only natural-!"





  "That's right-!"





  How noisy.





  Mermaids are the marine version of Nymphs.





  Although the places they live are different, their conversation seems to be going well somehow. Turning my gaze from those two, I looked at Luna, who was waving from far away.





  "Hassan-! Look at this-! There are strange birds!"





  "Strange birds?"





  It was only for a moment that I wondered if birds like birds could live in this cold winter sea.





  "Look-! Over there-!"





  Where Luna was pointing with her fingertip, there were birds walking waddle-waddle. 





  Their faces and backs were black, their bellies white, with small wings and an impressive round figure - a beast.





  It was a penguin.





  "Isn't this the north?"





  "Why are penguins here?"





  Of course, that penguins live in the south is just common sense on Earth. On the Gaia Continent, it's not strange even if penguins live in the northern sea.





  "There are strange birds in the northern sea!"





  "Those aren't birds, they're penguins."





  I explained well to Luna, who is from a southern island, that those birds are penguins, that they waddle because they can't fly, and that they swim well instead.





  Luna, who had been listening to the story for a while, asked.





  "What does it taste like?"





  "The taste is-."





  What does penguin taste like?





  No matter how many foods and astral ingredients I have eaten, I had never eaten a penguin. 





  In the first place, when I see a penguin, don't I think it's cute before thinking I want to eat it?





  At those words, Hippolyte said.





  "Penguin meat is very not tasty."





  How does she know that?





  I asked with a slightly taken-aback feeling.





  "Hippolyte-nim, have you eaten a penguin?"





  "Yes. It was a mission where there was really nothing to eat. Except for the penguins in the cage in this room, there was nothing to eat. Even though I starved for several days, it didn't taste good."





  "It felt like eating a wet tent," Hippolyte evaluated the taste of penguin. 





  However, Luna seems to have become interested in such a terrible taste instead.





  "Such a terrible taste exists-! I like it even more-!"





  Luna, who underwent gifted training in handling elixirs from a young age, has a tongue that's gone quite bad. So, she eats terrible foods that others can't eat deliciously and well, even by herself.





  "Wait-!"





  "Luna, just a moment-."





  Without even a moment for me to stop her, Luna leaped onto the ice, grabbed a penguin in her hand, and returned to the ship. 





  The Arctic penguin, held in Luna's hand, crying out.





  "Bieeeek-!"





  That struggling appearance somehow resembles Luna, making me feel pity.





  "Luna, let's just let it go."





  "Really? But, it doesn't have much flesh compared to how it looks. It has wings, but it can't fly. Even if I eat the wings of a bird like this, I don't think it will help my flight."





  Perhaps feeling a sense of kinship from being a bird that can't fly despite having wings, Luna unexpectedly and obediently put the penguin down on the ship's deck.





  Then the penguin leaped up and plunged into the sea with a splash-





  I wonder if it will come back someday to repay the favor.
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  Thinking that, I looked at the horizon where endless glaciers stretched out.




  It was a smooth voyage.





  Until the captain, Cyriol, shouted.





  "They are the lackeys of Dagon-! Everyone, grab your harpoons-! Drive them out-!"





  The one remaining eye of the sea Nymph was looking at the giant iceberg. It was an iceberg so huge it was like a mountain range. 





  I realized, belatedly, that it was not a mountain but the skull of some beast.


  


  "What is that-."





  The identity of that thing towering like a mountain range was precisely the skull of a snake. 





  A fucking huge snake's skull. 





  With it half-submerged in the sea, its upper part covered with snow and ice, it had a form like a giant mountain range of ice.





  Not only that, but around it, jagged bones jutted out like reefs, making it scary to think the ship might be smashed if we happened to collide.





  Zwoooong, zwoooong-.





  My hammer, kept in the holster at my waist, whined like a cell phone urging to receive a call. 





  The vibration and sound were somehow ominous, making me swallow saliva unconsciously. Beside me, Hippolyte greatly admired it.





  "Is this the world serpent, Jörmungandr, famous among elves? They say it's the snake that killed a god."





  As Hippolyte said, elves, including Elfriede, often talked about the world serpent. 





  In Alfheim, the land of elves, there was a snake so large it could encircle the world.





  That snake fought with the mighty god of thunder and self-destructed, didn't it? 





  If mere skeletal remains have this much power, then calling it the world-encircling serpent would have no awkwardness at all.





  A fucking huge snake's skull. 





  "Shit.... It must have been a huge snake-. If I made snake wine, it would be amazing-. Isn't this sea itself already a giant snake wine?"





  At Luna's words, Hippolyte agreed, opening her mouth slightly.





  "Hydras look cute by comparison. At this level, I think it's comparable to Typhon, the king of monsters. It's also similar to the resurrected giant Tartarus."





  Then Paranoy snorted with a "Heung-".





  "Even so, it's already a corpse-! There's nothing to fear-! Compared to the dead snakes of the elves, the living snakes of the Gaia Continent are much more frightening-!"





  A corpse with nothing to fear.





  There was no more accurate expression than that. 





  However, Gloria, who had been listening to the story, shook her head as if she had something that bothered her instead.





  "There are times when even a corpse can be a problem. This snake's venom is more potent than Hydra's. To think that the corpse of such a snake had been left in the sea for a long time-."





  After saying those words, Gloria said no more.





  We, without exception, looked down at the sea.





  Beneath the thickly frozen glaciers, I couldn't shake the feeling that something was lurking with bubbling foam.





  Then something broke through the ice with a splash- and shot upwards.





  There really was something.





  "Pshiiiiii-!"





  It was a monster with the body of a fish and limbs attached - a fucking hideous-looking monster. 





  If Cyriol is a mermaid evolved in the right direction, that thing is to the extent that it can be described as a mermaid evolved in an abnormal and twisted direction.





  Splash, splash-.





  "Pshiiiiii-."





  "Pshiiiiiiiiii-."





  Those kinds of guys burst out piercing the glaciers and extend their broad fin-hands towards the ship we are on.





  At that sight, the mermaid captain Cyriol shouted.





  "They are the lackeys of Dagon-! Everyone, grab your harpoons-! Drive them out-!"





  To them, these half-human, half-fish attacks seemed quite familiar. 





  I too, pulled out my hammer from my waist and smashed the heads of the mackerel-humans who charged at me.





  "Pshiii-!"





  "Psuweeeak-!"





  "Swaaaaak-!"





  Monster brats, opening their mouths and gasping, charging at me, extending their wet, slapping fin-feet. 





  I don't know if it's just my imagination, but these brats feel like they're only charging at me.





  "Die, you fish-human bastards-!"





  Of course, to me who had become stronger, it wasn't a particularly difficult problem, and because I had companions including Luna, Hippolyte, and Gloria.





  We could kill and knock down all the fish-human brats who invaded the deck.





  The problem was, what came next.





  Chwaaaareureureu, Pshiiiiii-.





  The dead fish-people rotted at a very fast speed and began to emit toxic gas. 





  The smell, much more potent and terrible than Luna's elixirs, hit my eyes, nose, and mouth, making tears well up.





  At the nausea-inducing foulness, all the sailors vomited everywhere and were busy clearing away the corpses.





  Covering his nose, Cyriol, shedding tears profusely, said.





  "The ones from the deep sea aren't that strong-. But, their corpses are foul and toxic, making it a torment-! Those wretched foreign mermaid bastards-!"





  It seems so.





  According to the explanation, these terrible and nauseating monsters are said to fill this winter sea, full of the venom of a giant snake.





  It's said that because the sea creatures ate the snake's venom and corpse, they became truly monstrously twisted creatures.





  Not only the monstrous fish-people we just saw, but also the strange tentacle monsters sticking all over the snake's bones in the sea - it was impossible to discern their identities at all.





  Wriggle, wriggle-.





  Even Luna frowned at that bizarre appearance.





  "They really look strange! There wasn't anything like that even in the swamp of Ideope! A sea contaminated by poison, you say? I understand why the ship needs to be big and sturdy!"





  It's like a sea contaminated by radiation itself.





  To that, Gloria said.





  "If we had kept the injured Hydra unattended, the sea near Delphi would have become like this too."





  "They really look strange! There wasn't anything like that even in the swamp of Ideope! A sea contaminated by poison, you say? I understand why the ship needs to be big and sturdy!"





  At Paranoy's fuss, I also agreed silently.





  Did Elfriede really head towards the other side of such a strange sea?





  Beyond that hazy mist, is Alfheim?











  * * *





  The voyage was smooth, if you could call it that.





  Although terrible sea creatures attacked the ship midway, it wasn't particularly difficult to deal with them because the personnel on board were strong and experienced enough.





  What was rather unbearable was the terrible seasickness and cold, and waiting for Alfheim, not knowing when we would arrive.





  Soon, I will be able to meet Elfriede.





  And soon, I will be able to face 'Beyond the Door'.





  As I thought that, my heart became restless and complicated, and I couldn't stay still in the boat at all. 





  However, even looking around, the surrounding world was nothing but pure white glaciers.





  I wish the ship would arrive at the land of the fairies quickly.





  Feeling that way, I slowly closed my eyes. How about trying to pull time back, as I had done in the carriage before?





  When I came to my senses, I wish I would have arrived in Alfheim.





  With that feeling, I try to give myself self-hypnosis.





  What comes to mind is a round and small desk clock. 





  If I turn the gears existing behind it, I should be able to skip several days.





  However, someone strongly shakes my shoulder, who was trying to concentrate on meditation.





  When I lifted my head, I saw the narrow cabin room and Luna's furrowed brow, her emerald glass-like eyes visible. 





  "What is it, Luna? What's wrong?"





  "Hassan-! Did you lie to me? Between us, we decided not to lie anymore-!"





  Suddenly, lies?





  When I wondered what she meant, Luna spread open a thick book in front of me.





  "Hassan, here on May 24th, year 304, what did you do in Sodomora last spring? ...Wh-why is touching the breasts of bar girls written?"





  Luna was almost half-crazy.





  Wondering what on earth it was, I saw that what Luna was showing me was none other than One-Eyed Lockheed's memo.





  "Hassan, you said you were studying last spring. But what's written here..."





  "Hassan, that's not mine. I didn't write it either. Luna, you must have mistaken something."





  "You say Hassan didn't write it? That's a lie-! The handwriting looks similar. I, who read the newspaper Hassan gave me as a gift before many times, can tell."





  "The handwriting looks similar?"





  "Look here. When drawing circles, they become slightly oval, you see. Hassan's handwriting is like this."





  Just then, the door burst open.





  "What is the matter...? Did you finally realize that I wasn't given today's allotted honey biscuits...?"





  "Paranoy, look at this-! Isn't it the same as Hassan's handwriting?"





  Luna showed the opened book to Paranoy. Then Paranoy nodded.





  "I never thought that Hassan-nim is someone who organizes schedules like this. Indeed, in unseen places, he was pushing himself this hard-! He is a model for rulers-!"





  "Look-!"





  Luna also opened the notebook and showed it to Hippolyte. 





  Then Hippolyte also nodded, "The handwriting is similar. It's a bit different, but the feel is similar," she agreed.





  "Hassan, on July 22nd last year, why did you try to touch the breasts of a passing married woman? I didn't think you were the type of man to write such a schedule."





  Suddenly, I had to be suspected of actions I didn't even do. 





  I don't know what I did on July 22nd last year, but I'm sure I didn't touch married women's breasts.





  However, my feeling of injustice was only brief.





  "Everyone come out-! The ship is docking-!"
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  "What, exactly, is that-."





  We, who had been bickering in the cabin until just a moment ago.





  The moment we stepped outside, we were all lost for words and could only lift our heads.





  The first thing I felt was its sheer scale.





  A massive tree.





  A tree that covered the entire sky and stretched high into space filled my field of vision. A tree said to be as thick as an entire world-the World Tree was right there.





  "No, I mean, it's way, way bigger than what I heard."





  I had heard about the World Tree from time to time.





  Since Elves from Alfheim, like Kalidur, Elfriede, or Mimir, used to mention it.





  Surely, they just said it was a big tree-.





  Didn't they?





  But it wasn't just a normally big tree. 





  I couldn't even begin to grasp how large it was, how high it reached, or even how old that tree might be.





  It seemed that even the Nymph Paranoi, who loathed anything belonging to foreign species, was significantly intimidated by its appearance.





  "That is a very Nymph-friendly tree-ssi...! I can feel a massive amount of affection for fairies coming from those giant trees-ssi...!"





  I don't know for sure, but I guess it means he likes that incredibly massive and huge tree.





  It seemed the same was true for Luna.





  "It's a really, really big tree-! It looks taller than Mount Hypos-! Hassan, how, how big should I even say that is?"





  "I don't know either!"





  "Shit...! Even Hassan doesn't know...!"





  Mount Hypos, whose summit stretches into space, and the World Tree, which spreads its branches and roots into various worlds. It was truly impossible to say which was superior.





  However, Hippolyte showed more interest in the environment surrounding the giant tree than the tree itself. 





  "From the roots of the giant tree, other branches and trunks have grown, transforming it into something like a forest. Is the true nature of Alfheim a giant mangrove stretching over the sea?"





  A massive forest formed around the giant World Tree and its fine roots.





  That was the true identity of Alfheim.





  Of course, even though it was called a massive forest, white snowfields and icicles hung from the branches instead of leaves and flowers.





  Hwiooooo-.





  The wind also felt like a blade cutting through the skin. 





  If I was feeling the cold, then companions who were weak to the cold like Luna or Paranoi were at high risk of falling into hypothermia or frostbite.





  As if reading my concern, the one-eyed merman Cyriol spoke.





  "Creatures called Dogs of Garm roam around here in Alfheim. If you make clothes out of their fur, it won't be that cold-!"





  It must be some kind of item with cold resistance properties.





  However, Cyriol added a few words as if something was strange.





  "But, why hasn't anyone come out to meet us? This is supposed to be a port. No foreign fairies are out here."





  At Cyriol's words, we looked around before disembarking. 





  It was so quiet for a place described as a port that it felt like an abandoned ruin. In fact, several quite large ships were smashed and half-destroyed in the frozen sea.





  They were said to be Elven ships. 





  Did a war break out or something?





  "First, let's get off and make something like a base camp where we can warm up."





  At my suggestion, Captain Cyriol shouted. 





  "Everyone disembark-! We'll be setting up base here for the time being-!"





  With that, everyone got off the ship and set foot on the land of winter.





  The first one to dash out was Paranoi.





  "I, Paranoi, shall be the first Nymph of the Minister of Foreign Affairs to step onto the land of the foreign species-ssi...!"





  However, when he extended his foot onto the snowfield.





  Pu-uuk.





  His body sank right into the ground and became invisible. At that sight, Luna shouted in shock.





  "Hassan-! Paranoi became so small he can't be seen-!"





  "That's not it, Luna-ya. The snow is piled so high that he just sank to the bottom."





  I pointed my finger at the spot where Paranoi had gone deep. Then, Paranoi could be seen flailing under the snow that was piled up well over 2 meters deep.





  "It's cold-ssi...! This snow is attacking me, Paranoi-ssi...! If you don't pull me out quickly, I, Paranoi, might become an icicle Kkan-peu-ssi...!" 





  I grabbed Paranoi by the scruff of his neck and pulled him up as I spoke.





  "Everyone be careful. The snow is so deep I can't tell where the ground is. At this rate, even moving forward will be difficult."





  Inferring from the stories I heard from Elfriede, the daily snowfall in Alfheim would be similar to Gangwon Province in winter during a heavy blizzard.





  If you didn't clear the snow every day, every hour, it would pile up beyond control.





  Judging by that, it felt like this port hadn't seen any snow removal for several days. The pier and various facilities all felt buried under the snow.





  While I was wondering how to handle this, Paranoi spoke.





  "The time has finally come to use my, Paranoi's, ultimate secret technique, which I have honed to deal with the Kkan-peus-ssi...!"





  "Ultimate secret technique?"





  "Hassan-nim, please lift me, Paranoi, up by my side and hold a torch in front of me-ssi...!"





  "Like this?"





  I tucked Paranoi under my arm like a rugby ball and held a flickering torch in front of his face. 





  Then, Paranoi began to mumble something in his mouth for a long time.





  Is he planning to take something out of his squirrel storage?





  After mumbling for a while, Paranoi puffed out both his cheeks. But only for a moment-.





  "Puuuuuuuu-!"





  Something like a black spray erupted from his mouth. 





  And when it touched the torch, it became an incredibly intense stream of fire, completely melting the surrounding snow.





  Hwareuk, hwareureureuk-.





  Isn't this just a flamethrower?





  "Puuuuuuuuuu-!!"





  I turned Paranoi this way and that to change his aim. 





  As I aimed in all directions with the intention of melting all the surrounding snow, the snow soon melted away, and the port that had been sleeping under that white blanket revealed itself.





  The dock.





  Blackened scorch marks, as if fires had been lit.





  This was indeed the port of Alfheim.





  "No more is coming out-ssi...! How is it...? My, Paranoi's, Hellfire Impernoi-ssi...!"





  Hellfire Impernoi, what a grandiose name.





  After setting Paranoi down on the ground, I stroked his head and asked.





  "Well done. So what exactly did you spray? It didn't seem like just oil."





  "It was the height-growth elixir that I had been keeping in my storage to save for later-ssi...! Luna-nim's elixirs catch fire very well-ssi...!"





  I see.





  As I nodded, Luna frowned and asked.





  "Paranoi-! That's an elixir I worked hard to make because you said you wanted to grow taller, so how can you just spray it all like this instead of drinking it-! And how do you even know it catches fire so well?"





  "It's not that I wasn't drinking it-ssi...! I really was trying to save it and drink it-ssi...! And finding out it burns well was also a complete accident-ssi...!" 


  


  "Don't lie-!"





  Luna's knuckle sandwich landed squarely on Paranoi's head.





  Kung-.





  A quite intense sound, like a tree falling, was heard. Paranoi rubbed his head where a bump had formed and shed a few tears.





  "...Hieee, it hurts-ssi...!"





  "If you hide it or burn it away one more time, I'm not making you any more elixirs, okay?"





  Leaving the bickering Luna and Paranoi behind, Gloria and Hippolyte finally stepped onto the land of the foreign gods. 





  Since the snow that had just melted was starting to freeze over, making the ground slippery, everyone had to waddle like penguins.





  Hippolyte, who had made a camp by lighting a fire with charcoal and oil nearby, let out a sigh, her breath coming out as cold mist.





  "Do living creatures really live in a place like this? This isn't weather for humans to live in."





  Gloria nodded at those words.





  "It's no wonder the Elves abandoned their homeland and came to Gaia's land. All I feel from this land is the chill. I don't think even Monsters could live here."





  Hippolyte and Gloria did not lower their guard as they looked around. But all that could be seen around them were snow and the giant World Tree.





  As Gloria said, in such a cold place, not only living creatures but even Monsters wouldn't be able to live. However, as time passed, we realized that wasn't necessarily the case.





  ━Garrrrrrr-.





  ━Garrrrrrr-.





  From between the white snowfields and the thick roots, beasts with four legs and long black fur began to emerge. 





  They were strange dogs with two tails. 





  I honestly couldn't tell if they were wild dogs or wolves, but I could tell they were extremely ferocious and hungry. Seeing them, Captain Cyriol, who was building the temporary forward base, spoke.





  "Those are the Dogs of Garm I mentioned. It seems they were drawn here by the commotion of lighting the fire."





  "I, Paranoi, have done nothing wrong-ssi...! But, they are very hideous and terrible-looking dogs-ssi...!"





  At the sight of the monster dogs with six eyes embedded in their faces, Paranoi hid behind me as if he were terrified. There were at least ten dogs. Fifteen. No, how many were there?





  There were a lot.





  So many monster dogs were forming a perimeter around us.





  "It's been a while since a dog dared to challenge me."





  As I laughed at the novel feeling, seureung-. Hippolyte, who had drawn her sword from her waist, said.





  "Hassan, these guys don't look strong individually, but they seem to move in an organized way. There must be an alpha leader somewhere."





  "If we target that guy, they'll all scatter, right?"





  "Probably, for now. Look for the one that looks most like the leader. Otherwise, we might have to deal with all of them."





  Just then, Gloria pointed with the end of her club at a Dog of Garm in the center of the pack.





  "It's probably that guy. Just by looking, he's the biggest and looks the most wild."





  As Gloria said, in the center was a Dog of Garm about 1.5 times larger than the others, with a coat full of scars. Seeing the long, large scar on its face, it seemed it was indeed the pack leader.





  At that, the merman of the sea, Cyriol, shouted.





  "That guy is Scarface-! The monster dog that rules the Monsters in this port area-!"





  So it's a famous named monster.





  It seemed Gloria's wild instinct recognized the named monster at once.





  Then we just have to take care of that guy.





  It was just as I was about to charge first-.





  Pababat-.





  Something quite large dashed out from behind my back. 





  It was a giant dog with dark red fur, the watchdog Spotty, with three heads and six glowing red eyes. 





  ━Keureureureu-.





  Even though no one told him to, Spotty dashed out first and bit the leader's neck. 





  Other monster dogs pounced on Spotty the Cerberus to protect their leader, but they couldn't leave even a scratch on his steel-like body.





  ━Keureureureu-!





  His three muzzles bit the neck of Scarface, a Dog of Garm about half his size, and completely brought him down. Perhaps emboldened by that sight, the sailors dashed out toward the pack of monster dogs.





  "It's damn cold, so turn them into fur coats-!"





  "Big bodies-! Big hides-! They'll be damn warm-! Everyone get your own share-!"
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  I also joined that chaotic pack, thinking that all the hides would be taken at this rate. 





  Without even needing to use my hammer, I struck the monster dogs with my bare hands, and the sound of their bones and skulls being crushed by my gauntlets was loud.





  Eudeuk, kwadeudeuk, ajak-. 





  "What, they're nothing!"





  After slaughtering them for a while.





  The Dogs of Garm, perhaps thinking their pack would be destroyed, scattered here and there and began to retreat.





  ━Garrrrrr-!





  "Nice."





  Thanks to Spotty quickly taking care of the leader, we were able to safely secure the base camp without anyone getting seriously hurt.





  "Everyone, let's skin them-!"





  After that, it was time to skin the hunted dogs.





  The fur was quite lush and thick, so the quality was better than I had expected. 





  When I roughly stitched them with a needle and thread to make something like a hood, it blocked the cold wind and chill surprisingly well, making me feel cozy.





  If this were a game item, it would have been an excellent item like 「Dog of Garm Robe: Cold Resistance + 80」.





  The only downside was that it smelled strongly of dog.





  Still, it was better than being cold. 





  "Let's hang this in the camp-! A dog-repelling Totem-!"





  Luna tied the bones of the dead Dogs of Garm, fangs imbued with spells, and intense garlic that felt like it would make one's nose go crooked, together like a scarecrow and hung it well in one place.





  Dogs with their keen sense of smell wouldn't be able to come near now.





  "My, Paranoi's, nose feels like it's going to fall off-ssi...! It's an extremely Nymph-loathing smell-ssi...!"





  Paranoi was suffering, but that wasn't what was important right now.





  Gloria spoke.





  "But, you noticed, right? There's someone hiding between the tree roots and watching us."
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  The raccoon fur covering Gloria's body stirred and rose.





  "I don't know if you noticed, but someone has been watching us for a while now."





  Perhaps the guys hiding among the roots of the giant World Tree, watching this place from afar, seemed to be bothering her.





  The fellow who had been watching us, taking advantage of the dogs fighting us.





  I had also noticed that presence with my sensitive ears, but it seemed they had no intention of harming us, so I was leaving them alone for now.





  Beonjjeok-.





  However, when something sparkled, reflecting a white light from behind the tree.





  "Hmm-? They're aiming a weapon at us. Just in case, I'll block it."





  Hippolyte took out an iron bead from her pocket and flicked it with her finger towards that spot.





  Pisyung-.





  The iron bead, flying like a silently fired bullet, hit something, making a loud 'ttak-' sound that echoed through the frozen forest.





  "Euaaak-!"





  And with a scream, something fell, plummeting to the ground from high up on a tree branch.





  Seeing that, the spotted Cerberus, like a hunting dog's instinct, ran powerfully and brought it back in its mouth.





  "Hiiik-! Don't eat me-! I, I'm not tasty! And I don't have much flesh-!"





  The fellow, dragged in by the spotted one's mouth, flailed about like a mouse caught under a Cat's paw.





  Of course, even so, it couldn't escape from the mouth of Cerberus, a powerful Monster.





  "Spotted one, that's enough. Put it down here."





  When I tapped the ground with my foot, the smart demonic hound Cerberus placed its prey on the ground.





  The fellow was, naturally, an Elf.





  A scrawny and slender Elf.





  She had her brown hair tied back like a daenggi, but her body was so scrawny and her facial features so delicate that I couldn't tell if it was a boy or a girl.





  Her height was about Luna's and Paranoy's.


   


  However, seeing her take a defensive stance in front of us, hugging her own body, I could guess she was probably an underdeveloped girl Elf.





  The fellow, stroking the bump on her head, shouted.





  "You, who are you guys-!"





  Of course, rather than being threatening, it was closer to the feeling of being terrified and actually shouting loudly.





  "Everyone, just touch me with a fingertip-! I'll put a wind-hole in your head!"





  "Your weapon is confiscated."





  In that fellow's hand, a bow and arrow were clutched, but when Hippolyte snatched them away, the fellow was helplessly disarmed.





  "Aaat-! My, my arrow-. It's my father's keepsake-. Give it back-! I said give it back, you bad foreign species bastards-!"





  "How dare a foreign species, call this Paranoy a foreign species-! What a very naughty Elf-brat it is...!"





  "Elf-brat? What are you saying-! Give it back now-!"





  An Elf who was somewhat clumsy and had a pitiful side.





  After flailing and resisting for a while like that-.





  Guuuueuueuueu-.





  A loud sound, enough to greatly echo around, rang in our ears. It was the young Elf's sign of hunger.





  "...."





  The young Elf, who had been vigorously flailing just now, also, as if feeling embarrassed, hugged her own stomach, and her pale, gaunt face just turned bright red like a tomato.





  I could tell this fellow wasn't a bad guy. Aiming the bow at us was probably something akin to self-defense and caution.





  To gather information about the surroundings and also to hear news about Friede, I decided to win over this Elf.





  As for how to win her over, well, nothing would be as effective as giving food to the hungry.





  "If we have some food, let's share it."





  "Hassan-nim, to share food for the hunger of an Elf-brat who dared to aim a weapon at Hassan-nim and his wives, this Paranoy is deeply moved by such grace, like the Milky Way...!"





  "What, what are you planning to feed me, you bad bastards-! Rather than eating what you give me, I'd rather starve-!"





  However, this wild Elf was quite cautious. But that too only lasted until the moment a steaming hot, bubbling soup was placed in front of her.





  "Elves like spicy food, right? It's abalone porridge boiled with spicy peppers."





  When I offered the food Friede liked, I could feel many worries lurking on the Elf's face. To eat this or not-. That kind of feeling.





  But, I fully understood this Elf's feelings. A group of strangers from a foreign land. They captured her, then suddenly took her weapon and gave her food.





  Would it be similar to how the natives felt when they met the Spanish conquistadors?





  If it were me, I would never have accepted the food.





  Because I wouldn't know what kind of favor they might ask.





  And there's no such thing as a favor without a price.





  However, if you've experienced hunger so severe your vision turns yellow, it's a different story; you can't control yourself. Perhaps because of that, the Elf took the spoon and bowl from us and frantically ate the food.





  Anyway, she might starve to death.





  Whatever happens, it might have been a thought of 'eat and die'.





  Dalgrak, dalgak-.





  It was a gluttonous sight, like someone who hadn't eaten for days. But seeing her scrawny and gaunt appearance and the harsh environment around her, I understood.





  At that sight, even Paranoy only asserted his dominance by saying, "Eat slowly, thanking Hassan-nim's great compassion...!", but didn't tease her about her eating.





  Like that, one bowl of porridge was emptied in just a few minutes. At that sight, Hippolyte, who had prepared the food, nodded her head with a satisfied 'Heueung-'.





  "My skill seems to be effective even in this foreign land."





  "...."





  The Elf, who had frantically emptied the bowl just now, closed her mouth and scanned her surroundings with anxious eyes.





  Now that the immediate problem of hunger was gone, various realistic problems must have rushed into her mind.





  What the hell are these bastards-?





  Why did they catch me and give me food-? Things like that.





  Then the fellow covered her body with both arms.





  "My, is my body your objective?"





  To that, I, before my family could misunderstand, answered immediately.





  "That's not it."





  Unless she gained weight, right now she was so gaunt and scrawny that it was fair to say there was no sexual appeal whatsoever from this girl Elf. Almost on par with naive Nymphs.





  However, at my answer, the Elf seemed even more confused.





  "If there's a price you can take from me, that's all there would be, wouldn't it?"





  "That's fine. Instead, there are things I want to ask you."





  "Things you want to ask?"





  "First, I am Hassan, who came from that distant world. These are my family and friends. We came from a distant land by ship."





  I first, after briefly listing information about myself, asked.





  "I heard this was a port. But there are no other Elves. And snow is piled high. Only demonic hounds are everywhere. Can you tell me what happened?"





  "That-."





  The Elf, who had opened her mouth as if to answer immediately, quickly closed it. And then, with a feeling of firm resolve, she spoke.





  "That, I can't easily tell you. If we make a deal, I might tell you-."





  "A deal?"





  As I asked again, feeling a slight doubt, Paranoy growled.





  "How dare you, after being granted a reprieve for your life and even getting food, talk about a deal...! How ungrateful you are...!"





  I, as if Paranoy was about to pounce on the Elf-brat, grabbed Paranoy's side, who was fuming, lifted him into the air, and asked again.





  "If it's a deal, what?"





  "F-food and drinkable water. If you have any firewood, share that too...!"





  I see. That much was no difficult deal for us, who had received plenty of supplies from the Borzak Family.





  So I filled a bundle with supplies and offered it to the young Elf girl. When I even returned her bow and arrow, the fellow headed somewhere.





  "Since we don't know what might happen, everyone, wait here for now. I'll follow quickly and come back. If anything happens, light a high fire."





  I followed the fellow, walking along the snow-covered forest path. After walking for a long time like that, an old Cabin appeared. The presence felt inside was small and weak.





  "Mom, I'm here-! Look at this-!"





  "Arwen-. Demonic hounds are, everywhere, roaming outside-. Where, dangerously, *kollok*-."





  A small coughing sound rang loudly in my ears.





  When I peeked through the Door, on a bed made of piled straw and leather, a very haggard-looking female Elf was lying.





  She must be the mother of that girl Elf, Arwen.





  "Mom, look at this-! I brought lots of food-! I succeeded in hunting-!"





  "You, hunting-?"





  "Wait-! I'll make you something to eat right away-."





  Dalgrak, dalgak-.





  Bogeulbogeul-.





  "How is it, Mom. It's tasty, right?"





  "It's not tasty. You can't cook. Still, it's warm. It was hard even chewing on cold leather. It's really been a long time since I've eaten such a warm dish-."


  


  I stopped peeking through the Door, stepped back a little, and looked up at the sky.





  Lurking in this land, the cold winter.





  Hunger.





  From that, I felt a slight sense of responsibility, and though it was slight, my heart ached.





  When I sensed they had finished eating after a while, the old Door creaked open, and the Elf girl Arwen appeared.





  "What is it you want to ask me?"





  "That.... Just, what happened nearby. And if there are any other Elf villages nearby, things like that."





  "If it's that-."





  Only then did Arwen explain what had happened in the vicinity.





  About a month ago, a huge blaze erupted at the port, causing chaos, she said. Thanks to that, the port was closed, and only demonic wild dogs chasing food were abundant in the area, it seemed.





  Arwen was originally an errand runner doing odd jobs at the port, she said.





  "Since the port closed, people like me and Mom, who were exiled, haven't been able to eat anything proper for about a month now. We almost ate our shoes, I tell you."





  "I see."





  "Anyway, thanks to you, we survived. Thank you. Mom also asked me to convey her thanks. You, you have a lot of subordinates and are a high-ranking person, right? For someone like that, you're kind!"





  "Really?"





  "The high-ranking foreign species I saw at the port strutted around and were busy touching Elves' butts. They also showed off just because they had some food."





  I see.





  Anyway, I was able to obtain various pieces of information from the poor and hungry Elf hunter Arwen.





  The fact that a huge blaze erupted at the port a month ago, could it perhaps be related to Friede?





  However, Arwen didn't seem to know any information about Friede.





  "Are there other villages nearby?"





  "But, it might be better not to go to the village now. Because the guys from the Radiant Society won't welcome outsiders."





  "If it's the Radiant Society, wasn't it a religion that prayed for Baldur's return?"





  "That's right. You know a lot about Alfheim, surprisingly? Anyway, because of those bastards from the Radiant Society, my parents and I were driven out of the village."





  Not all Elves were united in one mind and purpose.





  A radical and destructive religious group that unconditionally follows the World Tree's prophecy, the Radiant Society, has taken over everything in this Alfheim, she said.





  Elves who seized power in the name of the World Tree's will are called Leaf Elves.





  Elves who live ordinarily, following their will, are called Root Elves.





  And Elves who defied the Radiant Society and the World Tree's will and were driven out are called the Exiled, it seems.





  Unlike Nymphs, who are more or less equal despite individual differences due to evolution, Elves, surprisingly, have a class-based society.





  "About those bastards called the Radiant Society, can you explain more? What those bastards are doing now. Any news is fine."





  "Well, what was it. The bastards from the Radiant Society roaming nearby, I heard they were preparing some kind of festival."





  "A festival?"





  "Yes, that's right. They said it was for the festival, and they took all the few deer and birds. So the surroundings are swarming with hungry demonic hounds. And I can't hunt...."





  "If it's a festival, what kind of festival?"





  "I don't know. It sounded like they were talking about some kind of priestess or something. My mom knows more about these kinds of stories than I do."





  "Your mother?"





  "My mom was originally an elder of the Leaf Elves-! She was a very high-ranking person-! She was also a high-ranking person in the Radiant Society-! Mom is smart and knows everything-!"





  "I see. Then, could I meet your mother and ask her some questions?"





  "But, you shouldn't make it too hard for her. My mom is a bit sick. Because she hasn't been eating well."





  "Okay, I won't make it hard for her."





  I knocked on the Cabin's Door.





  "You must have heard me inside, right? My name is Hassan. May I intrude for a moment?"





  ━Come in.





  With permission granted from inside, I stepped into the old Cabin. Inside, a female Elf with her face heavily bandaged was seen sitting on the bed, leaning against the wall.





  The interior of the Cabin smelled foul, and was not comfortable.





  That must mean the woman's illness was severe.





  Arwen had simply said her mother was sick from not eating properly, but I realized that the woman's illness was not merely due to hunger.





  Seureureu-.





  Her eyes between the bandages turned towards my waist.





  She spoke in a voice like a small breeze.





  "That hammer, it's Mjolnir. For it to appear like this, does that mean Daltor and Sigurd's plan failed?"





  Daltor and Sigurd. Both are familiar names. Because they were the names of the Radiant Society executives who had invaded the volcano of High Force.





  "Indeed, since they failed-. The snows of Alfheim haven't melted yet, have they? Sigurd, she used to get soft-hearted at the last moment-. Perhaps that friend might have tipped them off."





  "Do you know about Elder Sigurd?"





  "Of course I do. She was like a blood sister to me. Our names are similar, aren't they? Sigurd, Gartrut."





  The name of this sick Elf mother seems to be Gartrut.





  "I, on my own, loved a Root Man and had a child, until I was exiled.... I spent a lot of time with Sigurd...."





  "I see."





  "You must have met her, right? Is she doing well?"





  "Sigurd is-."





  I explained well that she had tipped me off about the Radiant Society's conspiracy. And also that she had met a man and had a child in the strange land of the Gaia continent.





  Hearing that story, the sick Elf Gartrut trailed off, saying, "I see. That Sigurd.... A child with a strange foreign man...."





  She must be lost in her own thoughts.





  That too was only for a moment.





  "I seem to have talked too much about myself. So, what would the foreign god-nim like to ask of this humble sick person?"





  "I heard you might know about the festival of the priestess and the Radiant Society Elves."





  "Priestess and the Radiant Society.... The White Elf, seems to have returned."





  "If it's the White Elf, is it perhaps Friede? Do you happen to know where Friede is now?"





  "...."





  At my sudden barrage of questions, as if startled, her eyes, visible through the bandages, widened greatly. I realized I had gotten uncharacteristically excited and calmed my demeanor.





  "I apologize. Because there's something I'm urgently looking for...."





  "Friede.... That was definitely the name. Though I haven't seen her, an Elf said to be as white as snow.... She must be a beautiful and pretty woman."





  "...."





  "Otherwise, there would be no man to cross distant seas and come looking like this. I'm envious. You must love her, right?"





  "That-."


 


  It was when I opened my mouth to answer something.





  "But, there isn't much time. A festival will open soon. A festival to burn the World Tree and open the Door. A festival of flames that calls forth the light lurking in the darkness─."
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  Gartrut, an old elder and now an exiled elf, said.





  "There's no time. The festival will open soon. A festival that burns the World Tree and opens the Door. A festival of flames that summons the light lurking in the darkness-."





  She said the festival would open.





  A festival that burns the World Tree?





  At those words, I asked in surprise.





  "Isn't the World Tree the tree the elves revere like a mother? Burning it...."





  And can that huge tree, reaching all the way to the cosmos, even burn?





  However, Gartrut's voice was firm.





  "Because it is the priestess and the World Tree that existed for that purpose. To awaken the light submerged in darkness and once again breathe light and warmth into this land."





  "Could you explain in more detail? About the priestess and that World Tree-."





  "Compared to sharing food, it's not a difficult matter."





  After that, Gartrut explained the existence of the priestess and the World Tree. She said there was a clan among the Leaf Elves that protected the giant tree, the World Tree.





  In other words, they are like the 'king' of the elves. Or it would be fine to call them nobles.





  Also, even if they weren't royalty or nobles, anyone qualified among the elves would take on the position of 'priestess'.





  "And the qualification for a priestess is fire magic that can light a bonfire high. When one becomes a priestess, they can at least eat their fill. All elves train fire magic."





  Hearing the words 'fire magic,' no one came to mind except Elfriede.





  Because that guy was a mage who used intense fire magic, enough to burn Moros and make him retire.





  Gartrut continued to explain.





  "Everyone thinks priestesses train fire to warm the hearth, but that's actually a false story. The priestess's fire is purely for burning the World Tree...."





  "Isn't burning the World Tree a criminal act?"





  "It is a criminal act. But, if performed at a special time, in a special place, it becomes a ritual. That is also the will of the mother World Tree."





  The World Tree seemed to wish to be burned at the appropriate time.





  To think that the giant tree, which still fills the sky when looking up, wishes to be burned by itself.





  It would only be Elfriede who could set fire to such a tree.





  To summarize, the explanation from the old elder Gartrut was this.





  Elfriede is the main character of this festival, and she will burn the World Tree. And in the ashes after the tree burns, a Door leading to the underworld will open.





  The elves want to regain the lost light from that Door to the underworld-.





  And adding my personal opinion here, I too was planning to cross over to the realm of chaos through the elves' underworld.





  Elfriede's event of burning the World Tree was not a bad story for me either.





  Perhaps Elfriede is also cooperating with this festival, intending to rescue me after passing through the Door that opens like this.





  It's highly likely that Elfriede doesn't know I've been resurrected.





  Gartrut added an explanation.





  "The Door opens for just a moment. Few have the qualification to pass through the Door. But, the user of Mjolnir, who has reappeared like this. A foreign god-. I feel something akin to providence."





  Seureuk-.





  Gartrut bowed her head to me.





  "Oh, foreign god. We haven't known each other long, but I wish to ask one favor, filled with a lifelong wish."





  "A favor?"





  As Gartrut added words when I was slightly taken aback by her sudden low posture.





  "My life doesn't have much time left. However, my daughter's life is long. Rather than starving alone in solitude amidst the snowfields and harsh cold like this. Please take her, even as your servant."





  "Hmm-."





  "You can order me to do any work. For my daughter, more of the world and warm spring days...."





  Kolok, kolok-.





  Perhaps because she spoke so much, Gartrut kept coughing. The drops of blood staining her palm told me it wasn't an ordinary cough.





  Instead of answering, I grabbed Gartrut's thin wrist.





  Diring-.





  『Name: Gartrut Winterfall Lv. 32


  Status: 《Mana Depleted》 《Mana Lost》 《Malnourished》』


 


  The most noticeable are mana depletion and mana loss.





  Although malnutrition is also an important item, in the current situation, it is pushed back to second priority.





  Feeling her pulse, I could notice that the organs of her circulatory system, like blood vessels, were mostly shattered and torn to shreds within Gartrut's body.





  "Can you not use magic?"





  "Burning the mana circuits of exiles is natural for the Leaf Elves. So that they cannot harbor any vengeful feelings towards them...."





  An exile dying from the aftereffects of having their mana circuit burned.





  That was Gartrut. No matter how good things she ate or how warm a place she stayed in, this illness wouldn't be cured. However, for me, healing such an illness is now easy.





  Without even needing acupressure.





  It would end with just infusing mana into her old and empty body.





  Seuseuseuseu─.





  Holding Gartrut's wrist, I flowed my life force aura and mana into her.





  My life force would flow through her blood vessels and mana circuits, fixing her body like nanobots performing surgery automatically.





  "Heuheuhheut-."


 


  However, Gartrut couldn't hold back her laughter, perhaps finding something amusing.





  "Ah, I apologize. The sensation flowing into my body is ticklish. Eueueueu-."





  "It's better than being in pain."





  "Still, it's a warm energy. Like the energy of a long-past spring.... To share precious life force for me, whom you've just met."





  "From my perspective, it's good to make allies."





  My opinion was honest.





  One never knows what might happen in Alfheim.





  The more cards I can play from my hand, the better.





  Diring, diring-.





  Letters appeared stating that the diseases gnawing at Gartrut's body had been cured. Thus, curses and diseases will no longer torment her body.





  "Heueueueut, ueueuk-!"





  Perhaps due to the aftereffects of the healing, Gartrut, who had been laughing about the ticklishness until just now, tensed her body. She trembled as if having a seizure and screamed.





  Just then, the door burst open.


 


  "Mom, what's wrong-!"





  "Ueueuk-!"





  "You, you bastard-! What did you do to Mom-!"





  However, it seems Arwen, Gartrut's daughter, misunderstood the scene of the seizure. It's going to be troublesome. Just as I was about to open my mouth to make an excuse with that feeling-.





  "Arwen, it's okay. Don't be rude."





  Perhaps because she had regained her senses, Gartrut stopped Arwen, her daughter.





  "Mom, are you okay?"





  "Yes. That person actually healed Mom. Arwen, can you bring the mirror?"





  "A, a mirror? You hid it all. Because you didn't want to see it...."





  "Bring it."





  At her mother's words, Arwen hesitantly rummaged through the floor. There was something like a secret lockbox on the cabin floor.





  Inside, visible were seeds that looked like grains and a hand mirror wrapped in a cloth.





  I said.





  "So there were grains. Why didn't you eat them? You were so hungry."





  "You idiot, these aren't for eating! They're seeds to plant someday, when spring comes."





  "I see."





  Will spring ever come to this continent of eternal winter? Of course, I didn't voice such thoughts like an idiot.





  Seureuk, seureureuk-.





  Arwen unwrapped the hand mirror tightly bundled in the cloth and offered it to her mother. After receiving it, Gartrut slowly unwrapped the bandages around her face and looked into the mirror.





  "The seven orifices, back to their original places.... They have returned."





  The seven orifices must refer to the facial features including the eyes, nose, and mouth. The reason she had her face wrapped in bandages was likely due to her face being severely distorted as her mana circuit was burned.





  Hiding the mirror was probably also due to that reason.





  "My face... it's back to normal."





  Gartrut, stroking her own face like that, was a married woman with a striking impression of languid eyes with downturned corners.


 


  Her body was gaunt, but her face alone was filled with melancholy, making her appear beautiful yet sad.





  "Mom-! Then, are you all better now? Huh?"





  Arwen rushed towards her mother and hugged her waist.





  The mother and daughter hugged each other for a long time like that.











  *     *     * 











  Gartrut, having fully healed her body's condition, asked as she put away the mirror.





  "You intend to head to Leaf Village, don't you?"





  "Leaf Village?"





  How is the village name Leaf? It sounded funny, like ninjas would live there instead of elves.





  "It's the village where the Leaf Elves live. The festival preparations must be happening there. In that hidden village, secretly concealed even within this vast and desolate World Tree forest-."





  Gartrut said she knew a secret path into the village. She said there was something like a secret passage passed down only to the elders. It seems she's going to reveal it.





  It's said to be repayment for healing her.





  A passage that leads to the hidden village of the elves.





  There was no reason for me to refuse that.





  So, I brought these exiled elf mother and daughter to the base camp and merged them into my forces, adding the condition of protecting them.





  It's good for them to have a protector.





  For me, it means gaining a guide in this unfamiliar land, so it was good for both of us.





  "Hassan-! I was waiting-!"





  When I returned to the camp, plausible defenses and barriers had already been completed. From the warm hearth fire visible beyond them, Luna waved her hands repeatedly towards me.





  "Who is that person next to you?"





  "She's Ms. Gartrut. She said she'll guide us to the elves' secret passage."





  "Whatever it means, it's good, right?"





  At Luna's incomprehensible question, Hippolyte opened her slender eyes.





  "Is she trustworthy? Is there a possibility she's lying?"





  "I think she's trustworthy-."





  As I glanced at Gartrut's face, she said.





  "You seem like a well-balanced group. Perhaps you could give that stuffy and bleak Leaf Village a good thrashing."





  "Then, I will place this elf mother and daughter under my command, Paranoy...!"





  "Oh my, what a cute fairy this is. I thought she was a small elf. Her ears are short too-. She's an exotic species. To think I'd see an exotic elf."





  "That Paranoy is a Nymph, not an exotic elf...! Why don't you guys, you elves, realize that *you* are the exotic ones...?"





  Paranoy seemed not to realize that this is the continent of Alfheim, and that Nymphs are the exotic species here.





  He seems to have a sharp mind, yet shows foolish and idiotic behavior in strange ways, so I can't tell if Paranoy is smart or lacking.





  In any case, Gartrut and Arwen joined the expedition party heading to Leaf Village.





  I thought this might be enough.





  Gartrut added a few suggestions.





  "Around this port, exiled and abandoned fairies like myself are hiding to escape the tyranny of monsters and Leaf Elves. Recruiting them would be helpful."





  She was suggesting gathering the elves exiled or abandoned from the village and forming them into a single military unit.





  "Since no one can predict what will happen in Leaf Village, it's better to lead more troops."





  At those words, Paranoy shouts.





  "Does that mean I, Paranoy, can possess a military organization of elves...?"





  However, Hippolyte calmly offered her opinion.





  "If too many people are moving around, won't that Leaf Village also strengthen its defenses?"





  "That's unlikely. They don't pay any attention to the exiled and abandoned. Also, if they're preparing for a festival, they won't have the leisure to look outwards."





  So it seems.





  Gloria, who had been listening quietly with her arms crossed, heavily opened her mouth.





  "Is there any guarantee that these so-called abandoned elves will join us?"





  "There's no need to worry about that. Everyone must feel like throwing stones at the village. If you set up a stage, they will fight more passionately than anyone."
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  We first went around the periphery of the trees, the edges of the dense forest, and encountered abandoned elves.





  Diring-.





  "Healed Filgritt's 《Deep Scars》."





  "Quest Points + 50"





  "Current Quest Points + 3750."





  They were all cursed with deep and powerful curses as they were banished from their villages.





  And since those curses gave me a lot of quest points, healing them was a good thing for me too.





  Since I didn't know what would happen in the future, accumulating quest points that could be used in various ways was the most basic of basics.





  "The god of this land uses the sacred Mjolnir. It pains my heart as an elf, but-"





  "Whether it's a god from another land or a demon, who cares? They gave me a chance to fight the Leaf Elves again...!"





  "My daughter was driven out with nothing to eat and starved to death in my arms. She was banished for stepping on the shadow of a Leaf Elf. For stepping on a shadow."





  "Crush the leaves. That's all I've been thinking about from the start."





  The elves I healed were also filled with a burning desire for revenge against the elf village and the Brightness Guild, just as Gartrut had said.





  They looked like they were itching to return to the village that banished them and fight a battle there.





  They all had their own heart-wrenching stories and sufficient reasons to resent the village.





  Hippolyte nodded as she watched them arm themselves with the weapons and armor provided by the Borzak Family.





  "They're quite skilled for mere soldiers. Elves-"





  The average level of the banished elves was around 30.





  Their levels were comparable to seasoned Silver Tier adventurers, so I had no doubt they would be helpful.





  They also worked in various professions such as hunters, mages, fairy swordsmen, blacksmiths, and healers.


  


  "Alright, I'll decide the squads. Squad 1 Archers. Squad 2 Archers. Squad 3 Scouts. Squad 4 Swordsmen. Squad 5-"





  Even without our suggestion, they organized their own troops and squads and decided for themselves what actions to take in any given situation.





  "Let's not just stay here. Let's bring the others too-! Even though his tendons were pulled, no one shoots a bow as well as Baltan-!"





  "I heard Zigbert was also banished. That guy is a master of trap disarming, so if we bring him, he'll be very useful-"





  Thus, the elves who were healed by me brought in more elves in similar situations, and-





  Before long, our forces had grown considerably in just half a day, becoming a group of nearly a hundred people. Is this the power of pyramid multi-level marketing?





  Waggle waggle, bustling bustling-.





  The abandoned port, which had been bustling with the influx of people, was now regaining its vitality. I asked Cyriol, who seemed busy cooking food,





  "Are the supplies sufficient?"





  "With this many people, we can eat for another 5 years! The old man from Borzak filled my magnificent and enormous ship with plenty of supplies-!"





  Five years.





  That's a considerable amount. I suppose the Borzak lord, Judah, opened his granary wide for us, who might be active in Albheim for a long time.





  "It's been so long since I've eaten such warm food."





  "I thought all those outsiders were unlucky. But there are good people too."





  "My eyes, which were burned by magic, have healed. I thought I would never see again. My life, which I thought was already over. I'll go all the way here."





  "Me too-"





  The port was bustling with elves steeling their resolve.





  "To be so noisy in a situation where enemies might be watching, perhaps elves really need to learn from that Paranoy...!"





  While it wasn't exactly Paranoy's place to say that, the gathered elves were indeed noisy.





  With so many people gathered, it was natural for the Leaf Elves, who ruled the center of the World Tree forest, to send scouts or observe-





  As Gartrut said, they were too busy with the festival preparations, or perhaps they didn't even imagine that the abandoned ones would harm them, so there was no interference.





  Of course, thanks to that, we were able to smoothly expand our forces.





  "It really is you, Hassan-nim...! To be able to gather an army on your own in this unfamiliar land, I, Paranoy, am moved to tears...!"





  Paranoy continued to ramble on about Hassan-nim's reputation and character.





  While Paranoy was chattering away, a gray-haired male elf with a face full of scars approached me.





  I remembered this person as the elf whose eyes were crushed. Now, he was a man with striking clear blue eyes like glass.





  "You are- Is it Zertas...?"





  "To remember my name already. You are truly amazing."





  Well, that's because-





  That's because among the elves I healed, this man had the highest level. His level was 43, a powerful elf comparable to Hippolyte.





  He wore two long swords at his waist, and he seemed to be a fairy swordsman who used dual blades.





  The sight of such a strong warrior, having lost his eyesight and tendons, starving to death in a muddy pit, was not easily forgotten.





  He bowed his head and said,





  "I am Zertas, who was originally the captain of the guard for the Leaf Tier in the village. If you find my name difficult to remember, you can call me the Blind Swordsman. I am more accustomed to that name now-"





  The Blind Swordsman Zertas.





  He informed me that he had been elected commander of the rebel elves' army.





  "You are Hassan, the commander of this large ship and its subordinates. Is that correct?"





  "Rather than subordinates, I should call them friends and family. We don't have a superior-subordinate relationship."





  "I see."





  The Blind Swordsman Zertas nodded as if in agreement. Then he looked up at the sky. Even in the continent of Albheim, two moons rise at night, and that remains unchanged.





  "To be able to see the moon again on a day like this, I, Zertas, feel destiny. Hassan-nim. Since my life was thought to be over, all of us will follow your lead."





  Life and destiny.





  It was a heavy conversation, but I understood it well.





  I had saved them from the suffering of hunger, humiliation, and curses. However, I had to make sure to convey my intentions clearly.





  "My goal is not to take revenge on those Leaf Elves. I want to meet someone. I will proceed with the matter in a way that causes them as little harm as possible."





  "Understood. It's late tonight, so it would be best to go in and rest. When night falls, hawks and dragons roam outside in search of prey-"





  "Hawks and dragons?"





  "They are the guardians of the flowers. They may not have sight, but their hearing is very sharp. It would be best to remain silent when night falls."











  * * *











  The elves, who had been talking loudly and burning with fighting spirit just moments ago, fell silent as darkness descended.





  Not a single one of them spoke, and they walked carefully, mindful of not stepping on dry branches and making loud noises, paying attention to their footsteps.





  For over a hundred people to maintain silence.





  Luna seemed flustered by the sudden change in atmosphere, which was so different from the boisterousness of earlier.





  "It's so quiet-."





  However, the reason Luna stopped herself from saying more was-





  Kuwoong, kuwoong-.





  Because there was a strong sense of something moving and circling around.





  There was something beyond that dark forest.


 


  And they were afraid of it, which is why they were silent-.





  Even if I were an idiot, I wasn't so stupid as to not grasp that.





  What they feared were the dragons and hawks that were released at night to hunt the exiles.





  Níðhöggr and Hræsvelgr.





  Their names were hard to remember, but they were said to be powerful monsters.





  My pet dog, Spot, was bristling and growling at the air, so they must have been quite powerful monsters.





  I wanted to go and defeat them myself, but I didn't.





  "They are the guardians of the springs and flowers. They are quite strong monsters. They have survived the long winter and become even stronger. Your companions and friends could get hurt."





  That was because the elder Gartrut had advised me to stay put. The opinion to avoid situations that could lead to danger was valid. There was nothing more foolish than fighting unknown monsters.





  *Kae-kae-kae-kaeng-!*





  At that moment, a sharp scream was heard from the distant winter forest. Then, someone muttered with a sigh of relief,





  "The monsters... they must have succeeded in their hunt."





  "Today seems to be the day the war hounds get eaten. Well, since all the abandoned elves are gathered here, there's nothing else for them to eat besides war hounds."





  "Shh-. Be quiet. There are two monsters. We've only heard one scream so far. One more is left."





  Flap, flap-.





  It was at the moment people warned each other.





  The sound of enormous wings flapping was heard. Looking up, I saw a bird as large as a truck landing towards the ship we had arrived on.





  It was a bird of prey.





  A brown bird of prey with eyes seared by fire.





  Would the Roc, the mythical elephant bird that supposedly eats elephants, be this size? It looked damn strong. The storm bird I met in the north recently looked like a chick in comparison.





  Albheim has big trees, big birds, big fairies, everything is big. The Gaia continent looks like a miniature model compared to Albheim's scale.





  Drrrreuk, drrrreuk-.





  "I smell food-. In this strange box, there's food."





  The bird began to scratch our ship with its sharp beak and talons, and seeing that, Captain Cyriol became very angry, boiling with rage.





  "Th-that-! Ugh-."





  However, I didn't want to cause trouble on the very first day, so I had to cover Cyriol's mouth.





  *Pirururururu-!* Alright, I'll come again tomorrow-!





  With that, the giant bird of prey flapped its wings and flew away.





  When the morning sun rose, we were finally able to speak.


  


  "Damn it-! Not only did it scratch my ship, but it also ate a lot of supplies-! You stupid land creature-!"





  Cyriol was furious at the terrible sight the giant bird had left behind. Half a year's worth of food had been eaten.





  So, the monster hawk Hræsvelgr had flown towards us because it smelled the food stored in the ship.





  "Look here-! It left a mark with its claws-! This means it's coming again tomorrow-!"





  No matter how hard Luna scrubbed with her special detergent or how much sandpaper was used, the hawk's mark on the ship's deck would not disappear.





  If this continues, our food might be gradually stolen by hungry birds of prey.





  Should we proceed with the plan to head towards the elf village without delay?





  But if we move at night, the monsters might notice and an incident could occur. Should we handle it stealthily?





  "We just need to handle it quietly. If I twist its neck and kill it, no one will know."





  As I nodded at Gloria's words, who had twisted the necks of countless monsters, it was then.





  "Hassan-nim, I, Paranoy, have a brilliant idea...!"





  "Oh?"





  "According to the elves, the relationship between hawks and dragons is not good, much like the relationship between elves and nymphs...!"





  "And so?"





  "We'll make them fight each other, create chaos, and then, in the ensuing confusion, we'll retrieve that flower and infiltrate the Leaf Village...!"





  "That's a good idea."





  It's a good idea, but how do we make two monsters fight?





  However, it seemed Paranoy had a plan for that too.





  "We nymphs are friends of nature! Talking to animals and commanding them is easy for me, Paranoy!"





  Thus, after preparations, on the night that came again.





  "I am the foremost wing of Albheim, the strongest and most powerful bird, Hræsvelgr! Níðhöggr, who crawls on the ground and gnaws at roots, eating only dirt, is no match for me!"





  *Kkang-kkang-.*





  "Hræsvelgr is a bird-brain! It's as big as an elephant, but its brain is as small as a walnut! It can't even do addition or subtraction, and its feathers are uglier than my scales, Níðhöggr!"





  *Kkang-kkang-.*





  Paranoy summoned many of his wolf spider friends and instilled them with strange words. Luna, who was taking wolf spiders out of a jar, tilted her head.





  "Will this method really work?"





  "Making enemies check each other without lifting a finger. There's no easier way to defeat enemies!"





  Paranoy intended to sow discord between the dragon and the hawk, making them fight.





  If it went according to plan, it would be a great feat, but Hippolyte seemed unconvinced.





  "Will those two really fall for this?"





  "They already look down on each other, so they'll definitely fight! Even if they don't fight, just fostering animosity towards each other is enough of a gain!"





  Now, let's all depart...!





  Paranoy released the wolf spiders in all directions.





  *Kkang-kkang-!*





  Then, the eight-legged spiders spread into the winter forest and began to bark loudly, "Kkang-kkang- Kkang-kkang-."





  It sounded like war hounds, so it was said to attract the attention of Níðhöggr, who enjoyed eating war hounds.





  However, what they were spouting was Paranoy's instigation.





  To me, it just sounded like "Kkang-kkang-," but it was said to be the language of animals.





  Just as I was nervously wondering if this plan would work.


  


  "What the, fuck. You damn Hræsvelgr bastard. How dare you call me a pathetic creature who crawls on the ground and eats dirt? When did I ever eat dirt?"





  Krrrreureureureu-.





  A furious roar was heard from the forest.





  "You cowardly bird who can't even fly and doesn't dare to come down from the trees! If I hadn't injured my wings in the long winter, do you think a bastard like Hræsvelgr would still be alive?"





  "What are you talking about, you idiot? You're the one whose brain is the size of a walnut? Have you ever seen it? I wondered who kept badmouthing me, and it turns out it was you, Níðhöggr!"





  "Oh, so you finally came out. It's not the size of a walnut, it's the size of a pine nut. You bird-brain. Do you even know what 5 plus 5 is?"





  "You bastard, you can't even fly, and you're cowardly attacking me with numbers. I spared you out of pity, but this won't do. 5 plus 5 is 10, you idiot. Who doesn't know that?"





  "Don't talk about 10. The sound your sister made when she was under me was 'Ooh'."





  "What sister? You bastard, you're crossing the line by bringing up family! Blade wind-!"





  "You don't have a sister, you bird-brain-!"





  Boom, Kuaaang-. Kagagag-.
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  The sound of sharp objects colliding echoed loudly through the forest.





  With the thudding, earth-shattering sounds, we could discern that two giant monsters were clashing and fighting.





  The elder Gartrut exclaimed in admiration,





  "To be able to sow discord between them so easily. It's amazing. However, the commotion from their fight might attract scouts from the village. We should also leave quickly."





  "Let's hurry and pass through this gap-!"





  Our force of a hundred people, taking advantage of the massive tremors and commotion, headed towards the secret passage of the elf village.





  "Kkang-kkang-ies, come back-!"





  Of course, we didn't forget to call Luna's spider friends.
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  Sss, sssst, thud, thud-.





  No matter how much they tried to silence their movements, the sound of nearly a hundred people moving at once was loud and chaotic.





  After all, they were bound to make noise by stepping on accumulated snow or breaking branches.





  BANG, ROAR-!





  Still, Paranoy had incited the dragons and falcons against each other, and their loud noises drew attention, allowing our footsteps to easily disappear into the darkness.





  The old elder Gartrut said,





  "Let's go towards the spring they were guarding. There's a secret passage there, so heading that way will be the fastest and safest."





  To that, Zertas, the blind swordsman who was once the captain of the royal guard, replied,





  "No one would ever think to sneak towards the spring guarded by the protectors. That's a good idea."





  Seeing the elves nod in agreement, it seemed heading in the direction of the spring was the right choice.





  So, we followed Gartrut, the guide, and her daughter Arwen, moving our feet continuously.





  As we were walking stealthily for a while, Paranoy chuckled sinisterly, "Mh-h-h."





  "The feeling of secretly overthrowing the kingdom from behind. It reminds me of when I was an apprentice follower of Pluto, so it's fun...!"





  "Shh-. Paranoy, be quiet-. If you make too much noise, other beasts might hear us...!"





  Luna silenced Paranoy.





  Soon, Luna twitched her nose under the moonlight.





  "By the way, doesn't it smell fragrant from somewhere?"





  A fragrant smell? Is that so?





  I wanted to agree with Luna, but my nose only felt the cold snow and the chilling air.





  However, Luna's nose was the most developed among us, so if Luna said there was a fragrant smell, there must be a reason.





  After walking for a while like that, we soon found the source of the fragrance Luna had mentioned.





  It was a stream where the spring water flowed.





  A small stream where water bubbled up from the ground, gurgling- between cold ice and accumulated snow. Beside it, flowers of lush greenery were blooming.





  Seeing a colorful flower garden blooming under the moonlight after only seeing the desolate and bare winter forest made me feel a bit of admiration for its beauty.





  Hippolyte murmured softly at the sight,





  "This must be the spring where the protectors are guarding. The water isn't frozen. It seems sufficient for drinking water."





  Gloria nodded beside her.





  "They said we should pick flowers too, right? I'll take care of that. Even if the monsters aren't here, other dangers might be lurking."





  This spring seemed to contain abundant mana and nutrients. It was essentially a potion in itself. That's why only the chosen upper-class elves could drink this spring water.





  "It's a very nymph-friendly spring...! If you drink it for days, you might even become a nymph of the stream...!"





  Paranoy also tasted the spring water and gave it a high rating.





  In a world where everything was frozen solid and one had to melt snow to drink water, unfrozen water would naturally be highly valuable.





  However, I didn't have the luxury to focus on this spring water.





  "Well then, if we've got everything, let's go quickly. I haven't heard the monsters fighting for a while now."





  My sensitive ears detected an eerie silence. I didn't know what had happened, but the dragons and falcons had stopped fighting.





  Perhaps they realized someone had invaded their territory and decided on a temporary truce.





  So, I had to hurry and rally the nearly one hundred people.





  Did I bring too many people?





  Would it have been better to move as a small, elite group with just our party? I had that thought for a moment.





  "You just need to move this rock here. If my memory serves me right, there should be a narrow passage behind this rock."





  Old elder Gartrut pushed the rock by the spring with all her might. However, the rock was not easily moved by her hands, which had become gaunt from months of starvation.





  "Step aside."





  So, I pushed the rock aside with all my strength instead of Gartrut.





  Grrrrrrr-.





  Inside, as she had said, a passage wide enough for one or two people to pass through was revealed.





  "This is the passage leading to the inside of the World Tree."





  "Inside-."





  "The Leaf Village is located in the upper levels inside the World Tree."





  Like the summit of Mount Hypnos, where the gods reside.





  It seemed that the high-ranking elves of this land lived in the uppermost layers of trees as tall as mountains.





  Is it instinct for tall people to live in high places?





  It's hard to understand.





  Of course, now is the time for action, not understanding.





  "Let's go in-! The last person, close this rock and come in-!"





 





  * * *











  Fwoosh-.





  The passage lit up when the torches were lit.





  "Everyone, hold onto the shoulder of the person in front of you and don't fall behind."





  We moved slowly and cautiously through the narrow passage. Fortunately, there were no traps, which would typically be expected in such a secret passage.





  It was said that this passage was created for the sudden escape of the upper-class, so there was no need to set traps.





  In any case, thanks to this, we were able to reach the Leaf Village, where Elfriede might be, in a short amount of time.





  If we had walked the normal way, we would have had to take a gondola on the outer surface of the World Tree's trunk, pass through the root village and the trunk village, and go through something like an entry inspection.





  If the procedures were prolonged, it would be a waste of time.





  If time was delayed, the festival to burn the World Tree might be held, and the gates of hell might open.





  And if that happened, Elfriede might jump into hell to save me.





  Then we would be separated again, and something bad might happen to Elfriede in the chaotic realm where my father lurks, not me.





  In that sense, discovering such a short and convenient route was fortunate.





  Let's finish it quickly and go home together to rest.





  That was my plan.





  After meeting Elfriede, we'd finish the second part of the wedding ceremony that we couldn't complete, and then go on a honeymoon or take a long rest.





  Picturing such a plan in my mind, I pushed forward through the inner passage of the World Tree.





  "If you go a little further, there will be a dimensional gate installed. It can be activated with a special spell passed down only to the elders."





  As Gartrut said, after a short while, we reached a dead end. To be precise, it was a dead end with strange hieroglyphs carved into it.





  Is this the dimensional gate the old elder was talking about?





  "Wait-. I'll recite the spell. Hmm, hmm-. The dawn before the day is the darkest and coldest. The end of winter, the day before spring, is the coldest-"





  Gartrut began to recite something that sounded more like a prayer, a wish, or a poem than a spell. As her words grew longer, the characters carved into the wall began to glow with a hum-.





  Woowooowooong-.





  Soon, an oval portal, like a thin soap bubble, opened there.





  "Done! It's a long-abandoned path, and I was worried because I recited the spell after so long. It worked-!"





  Gartrut was overjoyed at the sight. Just then, Gloria stepped forward with a "척-" sound.





  "I'll go in first. I don't know what's on the other side."





  And she advanced beyond the dimensional gate as if she had no fear, which was incredibly reassuring. Gloria then disappeared beyond the dimensional gate.
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  After a few seconds, only a palm with a thumbs-up gesture reappeared, sticking out. It meant there were no problems.





  Thanks to that, we were able to squeeze ourselves through the opened gate.





  As I passed through something like a thin membrane, the chilly air felt slightly warmer.





  Before my eyes lay a narrow, straight passage, similar to the one we had just come through.





  It was no different beyond the dimensional gate-.





  I thought that for a moment.





  "What is this-."





  I belatedly noticed the densely carved letters on the wall.





  They were letters carved in intaglio into the bark of the World Tree, as if gouged out with something sharp.





  The sight of such letters densely written on every passage was a bit creepy and mystical.





  Luna murmured, stroking them with her palm,





  "What's written here? Feed the cat? Walk five steps and plant seeds...?"





  Turning my gaze from Luna's face, I also focused on the letters.





  "March 2nd, Year 7123 Before Winter. Morning - Plant tree seeds at 5-meter intervals in the eastern region."





  "May 4th, Year 7122 Before Winter. Afternoon - Rain expected. Distribute umbrellas to the fairies."





  What was written there had a somewhat familiar style. Wasn't it similar in format to the scheduler of Lockheed Oros that I kept hanging at my waist?





  Moreover, the handwriting was similar.





  But the date was Year 7122.





  The current year on the continent was approximately 230. So, this would be a record from about 7,000 years ago? No, is the time calculation method of this Alvheim different?





  While I was pondering this for a long time, Gartrut said,





  "It's a record of an ancient god. The one-eyed god, forgotten by all-. He wrote the future and the destinies he saw with his one remaining eye, here on the World Tree."





  "Is that so."





  "These stories are densely written all the way to the top. The higher you go to the top floors, the more important future information is written. And the elves of the Leaf Village monopolize that information..."





  "Future information..."





  "That winter is coming. That the giant serpent and Thor will fight and perish together. It was all written there. The elves of the upper floors monopolized that information and used it to survive amongst themselves."





  "Then, is that festival also written in the information from up there?"





  Gartrut nodded.





  "A grand festival of flames. However, after that festival, it is an unknown territory not permitted even to the elders. Prophecies that only the priestess and the king can read..."





  At that moment, Paranoy shouted from behind.





  "The last person has arrived...! We should close this dimensional gate and proceed...!"





  I moved towards Elfriede and the top floor, where strange prophecies might be written.





  For now, what I want is to meet her, let her know that I am alive and well, and then exchange a few awkward greetings.





  What should I say as my first greeting to her?





  How will Elfriede react when she sees me?





  Will she cry with joy?





  No, tears of joy and Elfriede are as incompatible as cake and kimchi. I couldn't picture Elfriede shedding tears of joy in my mind.





  She might just spit out a few curses.





  That would be the most like Elfriede.





  Thinking that, we crossed a few more dimensional gates.





  "Afternoon, July 21st, Year 2012 Before Winter - A small fire is expected in the forest. It will be extinguished by rain in the evening."





  "Morning, January 15th, Year 703 Before Winter - Thor's sons are born. The Utgard clan will declare war. Dispatch Thor."





  "Afternoon, March 22nd, Year 201 Before Winter - Banish the World Serpent. Bind the wolf Fenrir with strong chains. They will bring about winter."





  As we went higher, the content of the writings also moved towards more recent times.





  Whether it was my imagination or not, I felt like I was walking not through a narrow passage, but through thousands of years.





  The long time and planned events written here by someone seemed to melt into my body.





  Why would someone write such detailed schedules, not in units of days or weeks, but in units of hundreds or thousands of years?





  Just thinking about what I need to do today gives me a headache.





  They are amazing people.





  No, this is beyond amazing, it's madness.





  This is a kind of madness or paranoia. Otherwise, this wouldn't be possible.





  It was while I was marveling at it in a small way.





  "Luna-nim, are you alright...?"





  Paranoy's voice, filled with concern, was heard from behind.





  Turning my head, I saw Luna sitting on the floor, with Paranoy holding her shoulder, illuminated by the torchlight.





  "Why, what's wrong all of a sudden? Is there a problem?"





  I quickly checked Luna's condition.





  Luna, whom I examined, was shedding tears like someone who was sick.





  "Was there a trap?"





  As I grabbed Luna's wrist, letters appeared.


  


  "Name: Luna Noxdoti Lv. 40 → 42


  Strength: 11 → 12


  Agility: 14


  Stamina: 13 → 14


  Quirks: 《Floundering》 《Gluttony Lover》 《Nocturnal》


  Status: 《Voodoo Devotee》"





  However, apart from her level increasing, there were no other abnormalities. As I was wondering, a tearful Luna said,





  "I don't know, tears are just coming out-! I just feel sad. When I kept looking at the letters in this passage, I felt sad-"





  "Is that so?"





  Luna has always had a quirky side. With Luna's sensitivity at its peak, I decided to just empathize and say, "I see."





  However, Luna wasn't the only one in a bad state.





  Hippolyte also wiped away a tear that flowed down her cheek, looking greatly surprised.





  "I'm suddenly crying-? This is impossible. What on earth is this-."





  Old elder Gartrut explained to Hippolyte and Luna,





  "It happens sometimes. Some people suddenly shed tears due to overwhelming emotions. That's because these letters were written with memories of sadness. You'll be fine soon."





  "We're almost there-" Gartrut urged us on.





  And so, when we passed through the last dimensional gate.





  We were able to stand on a branch as large as a giant pillar.





  And below it, we saw a village lit up with countless torches.





  We had arrived at the Leaf Village.
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We climbed onto a high branch and looked down.





Although I say "branch," its size was comparable to a large bridge, sturdy enough for all of us to stand on, considering it was part of the World Tree.





"Everyone, let's put out the fires for now."





Swoosh, swish-.





At my suggestion, everyone extinguished the torches they were holding.





And so, the only light sources visible around us were the Milky Way, twinkling as if within reach, and the village lights sparkling below.





Could that be the village of the Brightness Society and the Leaf Elves?





Thinking that Elfriede was down there amidst those flames, my heart pounded with excitement.





However, the sight of them raising flames and holding some kind of festival was met with displeasure by the abandoned and exiled elves.





Beneath the pointed roofs, roaring hearths with potatoes and meat being roasted, and elves passed out next to them-.





"To be using firewood and oil so carelessly."





"The food is burning black by the hearth. We had to lick our eyes for food..."





"They're living in peace by sucking our very blood."





I worried that their anger and murderous intent might be detected, but Zertas, the blind swordsman leading the rebel elves, skillfully calmed them.





"It is not yet time. Brothers, let us crouch down a little longer for the future. Just a moment. Compared to the suffering we've endured, it's truly a fleeting instant."





His calm explanation visibly softened the elves' attitudes.





Taking advantage of the moment when everything had calmed down in the darkness, I spoke to everyone.





"Wait here for a moment. I'll go down and check the situation."





I'm used to infiltration.





Although I was acting like a barbarian warrior, my true calling since being Elfriede's slave was that of a rogue. A rogue who disarms traps, infiltrates, and tells lies.





Now, I've evolved into a ninja who uses wood-style jutsu.





"Hassan, take this with you! It's a robe imbued with the veil of night!"





Putting on the black robe Luna handed me, I climbed down the tree and leaped into the village.





Even though I landed softly on the tip of a pointed roof, not a sound was made.





Swoosh-.





Taking advantage of the darkness and chaos, I ran swiftly across the village rooftops.





The first thing I wanted to confirm was Elfriede's whereabouts.





And whether she was safe.





Finding Elfriede in this village, which seemed to house hundreds of people, wouldn't be easy.





However, as if drawn by something, I continued to move forward.





I stopped at the tallest and most magnificent building, landed on the third-floor balcony, and peered through the window.





And there, I saw silvery-white hair.





It was the Flame Witch, wearing a red dress, sitting by the hearth and turning the pages of a book.





It was Elfriede.





Overjoyed, I knocked on the window.





Elfriede turned her head, and our eyes met as I, wearing a deeply pulled-down robe, looked in-.





"..."





"..."





We didn't say a word to each other.





Was it a month, or two months?





There was a time when I desperately wanted to escape from her, but I never imagined I'd cross the sea just to see her.





Swish.





Elfriede, who had a complex expression, soon relaxed her face with a scoff and slowly approached me. Then, she slowly opened the window upwards.





"Come in first. Idiot, if anyone sees, it'll cause a huge commotion."





"Alright."





I entered Elfriede's room through the open window.





"Is this your room? The one you've lived in since you were young?"





"No, my original room burned down a long time ago when I left the village. This is a temporary lodging. More importantly, Hassan, you..."





The hearth fire reflected in Elfriede's red eyes.





She twitched her lips a few times as if about to say something.





I beat her to it.





"I missed you. I crossed this vast ocean to see you. I came all this way. You're going to say you missed me too, right?"





Elfriede's face instantly turned as red as if it would explode. She then turned her head and let out a small scoff.





"What are you talking about? After meeting for the first time in so long, you say such cheesy things."





"For someone who says that, your ears are twitching."





"Be quiet."





"Anyway, a lot happened on the way here. If I were to explain it all, it would take a whole night."





I wanted to tell her about escaping the Realm of Reincarnation, meeting the gods of Hypnos, the kingdom's rebellion, the wedding, and then sailing here.





But Elfriede shook her head.





"No need to explain. You're here. That's enough. But you didn't come alone, did you? Where are the others?"





Elfriede looked around, wondering how they got past the tight security.





"They're waiting on those high branches. We came through a secret passage. The exiled elves are with them too. A war might break out in this village soon."





"War? That has nothing to do with me. Meeting you is enough. Now, this village is no longer my concern. Let's get out of here. Back to the Gaia continent, to our home."





Elfriede, from Alfheim.





Hearing her refer to the cabin on the Gaia continent as her home, I felt a slight pang in my heart.





It felt like a chick stirring in a pocket of my chest.





However, I couldn't leave yet.





While Elfriede was my primary objective for coming here, there was still something else left.





I said,





"Elfriede, I overheard on the way. They say you're holding some kind of festival here. As the shrine maiden, you'll burn the World Tree and open the gates to the underworld."





"Yes. But now that I know you're alive, there's no need for that. I don't have to cooperate with those foolish villagers."





"So, about that gate to the underworld. Can I enter it?"





"What?"





"My father, and the things I absolutely must do, are all at the end of that. I have to go to the end of chaos, beyond the underworld."





"..."





Elfriede didn't answer.





With a serene expression, she gazed out the window at the moon and stars shining beyond, her red eyes twinkling.





This alone wouldn't be enough explanation.





As I pondered how to explain it in a way she would understand, she slowly spoke.





"You're asking me to obediently follow the villagers. I don't like that."





"Is there any way?"





"Then, I'll grant your request. You grant me one wish. I'll think of the wish later."
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"Of course."





Just as I was about to answer with joy.





Thump, thump, thump-.





The sound of something walking down the corridor of this grand mansion could be heard.





Elfriede's ears perked up.





"Hassan, hide for now!"





"Hide? Where?"





"Under the bed! Or the ceiling!"





With the sound of the door being opened, I flattened myself and hid under Elfriede's bed.





I felt like a mouse or a cockroach, but once I hid, it was surprisingly cozy and nice.





After all, rogues and ninjas lurk in such darkness, under lamps, and under beds.





Click, creak-. Clack, clack-.





I heard the sound of someone opening the door and entering Elfriede's room.





As I slightly turned my head, I saw a slim, slender ankle wrapped in something like high heels through the gap in the open door.





A woman?





The visitor spoke.





"Elfriede, I heard you talking to someone?"





"Friga. How many times do I have to tell you not to barge in uninvited?"





"This is my mansion, and my village. I have the right to do whatever I want with anything in my village. I am your queen!"





"Hmph, what's the point of boasting about being the queen of this toy village?"





"Watch your mouth! More importantly, who were you talking to? The festival is soon. Didn't you hear the prophecy that you shouldn't speak to anyone until the festival?"





This elf woman named Friga and Elfriede didn't seem to get along well.





From their conversation, it seemed Friga, who had entered uninvited, was the owner of this mansion and the woman in charge of this Leaf Village.





The Hokage?





Then, I heard Friga rummaging around.





"Who are you hiding?"





"Hiding? I was just reciting the sacred music (神樂) to be sung at the festival. My role is important."





"Yes, Elfriede. Your role is a glorious one that not just anyone can perform. Practicing for the festival, have you finally decided to cooperate with us?"





"..."





"Don't make that face. I want to poke those red eyes out. I wish I were you. If I were you, if I were the girl of flame, if I were the shrine maiden..."





Clack, clack-. Thud.





The woman named Friga sat on the bed where I was hiding.





Her slender ankles were visible right in front of me, so I had to hold my breath.





"There are reports of abandoned people acting suspiciously around the village. You should be careful, Elfriede."





"What can those abandoned and sick people do that's suspicious? Friga. You didn't come here to warn me about that, did you?"





"That's right. Actually, I've always been curious. I'm asking now, but why is it you and not me, Elfriede? Why does the World Tree choose only you, who burned it and even ran away?"





"What do I know?"





"It's important to me! Does it make sense that the daughter of an exiled elf is loved more by the World Tree than me, who has lived in this high class?"





"..."





"To be chosen as the shrine maiden, I've trained myself to the point of spitting blood every day since I was young. I've trained my mana until my head felt like it would split. But what is this? What about my decades of effort?"





"Friga, please leave now. As you said, I, the shrine maiden, shouldn't speak to anyone until the festival. That's the prophecy written in the World Tree."





"Hmph, prophecy. Fine. Good luck. And if you try to run away again or pull any tricks, I'll get rid of what I've hidden under this bed."





"The bed-?"





"Don't play dumb, Elfriede. I know everything about you. How you blink, how you speak, how you eat, how you sleep. I've studied and imitated you. There's something under here, isn't there?"





"..."





Caught off guard, Elfriede couldn't answer.





Friga, the woman, became even more excited and pressed Elfriede.





"What did you hide that made the Witch of Fire so flustered? Huh?"





At Friga's urging, Elfriede seemed to let out a small sigh.





"Friga, I can't win against you. I hid a hellhound, a hellhound."





"A hellhound? A hellhound? A minion of Garm? How dare you bring such a low-class creature into my mansion, my village?"





"Yes, I picked it up outside because I felt sorry for it. There's no other reason."





"How dare you bring in a low-class monster! Normally, you'd be banished with your magic circuits burned. Even if you're the shrine maiden, if you act too recklessly, you'll be whipped."





"..."





"More importantly, a hellhound. You've always liked stray dogs."





"..."





"You like abandoned beasts in the snow. You see yourself in them, don't you?"





Swish-.





I felt the visitor bow their head.





Elfriede's voice, clearly flustered, followed.





"It's a fierce one! If you bow your head like that, it'll bite you!"





"Fierce?"





"Yes. Very."





At Elfriede's signal of tapping her foot, I decided to act like a fierce dog. For the ninja Hassan, the art of imitation is simple.





"Grrr, growl, snarl, growl-."





Yelp.





The visitor's presence trembled with my heartfelt performance.





"Whoa. That's really fierce. It really sounds like a dog. Alright, if I get bitten for no reason, nothing will get done. Elfriede, I'll consider today a debt."





Then, the visitor closed the door and left, saying, "Practice your role for the festival."





After a while, when I realized all signs of presence had vanished, I was able to crawl out from under the bed.





I asked casually,





"I don't know who that was, but you didn't seem to get along well."





"That's Friga. She's like the village's intended queen. We have a deep, bad connection."





"Yeah, it looked like it."





I understood why Elfriede had been reluctant to accept my request to continue the festival.





She probably didn't like the idea of following Friga's will.





Indeed, Elfriede's face was contorted as if she had been deeply insulted.





"It doesn't look good to follow Friga's will. Even if I become the festival's shrine maiden, I want to do it by my own will. So, what are those people you brought doing?"
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  Elfriede said.





  She agreed to let the festival proceed as planned, but





  she wasn't keen on meekly following the will of Fria, the village chief of the Leaf Village, and the high-ranking Elves who followed her lead.





  "I don't want to do it because someone else asked or forced me. I want to burn the trees by my own will. So, where are the guys you brought?"





  Elfriede seemed interested in the group of rebel Elves I had brought. 





  I briefly explained that they were currently crouching above, waiting for the opportune moment for their grand scheme.





  Upon hearing that, Elfriede nodded slowly as if contemplating something, then finally spoke as if she had an idea.





  "There's a good time. We'll raid the village's core then and seize control of the village. That way, I, the priestess, can solely be in charge of the festival."





  Elfriede seemed determined to raid the village folks and seize the initiative. 





  It wasn't bad news for me, nor for the rebel Elves brooding in the shadows outside.





  "When is that good time?"





  "Tomorrow morning. There's a practice run of the festival tomorrow morning. Everyone will gather in the village's central square then. From Fria to all the high priests of the Radiant Society."





  Elfriede slammed her palm with her fist, saying, "We'll wipe them all out there-."





  Tomorrow morning.





  It was quite a sudden development, but not so much that I couldn't keep up. My brain is currently spinning as fast as lightning striking with a hammer.





  "Hassan, in exchange for me agreeing to continue the festival as you said, don't forget you have to grant my request."





  "Alright."





  However, I was more afraid of what kind of request Elfriede might make of me in the future. 





  "She wouldn't do anything unreasonable like wanting to make me a slave again, right?





  "Well then, I'll go tell the others about our conversation here. They must be shivering in the cold in the darkness."





  "Go ahead. When I shoot a fireball high into the sky, that's the signal."





  Deureureuk-.





  Opening the balcony window, I once again leaped over the village rooftops towards the high branches. 





  There, Elves, unable to even light torches and shivering in the cold, were waiting for my return.





  Hippolyte, who was crouching on the floor, spotted me first and waved her hand.





  "Ah, there you are. How did it go? Is the Elf you were looking for safe?"





  "She's fine. More importantly, I have something to tell everyone. This time, we've got a chance to raid the village's core and wipe them all out."





  I informed everyone that tomorrow morning, all the village elites would gather in the central square for the festival's practice run. 





  And that it was an opportunity to raid them at that time and seize control of the village and the festival.





  Upon hearing that, the old elder Gartrut nodded and exclaimed.





  "That's a very good idea. If it's a practice run for the festival, everyone from the Radiant Society elders to the Leaf Elves will be paying attention."





  "Then-"





  Zertas, the former captain of the guard, added a word next to her.





  "Then I will deploy a detachment of archers and swordsmen to capture the signal tower. It is the guards' duty to light the signal in case of an external attack-"





  It seems they plan to prevent the rangers who were out on patrol from joining the battle.





  Not only the old elder and the guard captain, but all the Elves who had lived in the village offered their own good suggestions.





  As they murmured amongst themselves, time smoothly progressed from evening to night, and from night towards dawn.





  Kkikeueueu-.





  Not long after, the strange cry of an Alfheim rooster announced the approaching dawn. As Elfriede had said, the day of the festival's practice run had arrived.








  Since Elfriede was supposed to tell us the time of the raid, all we had to do was wait for it.





  So, while hiding between the giant leaves and looking down upon everything-.





  "The priestess of prophecy arrives! Everyone, make way-!"





  "The day has come to open the gates of the underworld and resurrect the sleeping light and radiance in the west-!"





  Suspicious figures, their faces covered with white cloth, appeared and densely filled the village's narrow streets. 





  On the cloth covering their faces were handprints like blood seals, making them look quite eerie.





  "Can they even see with their faces covered like that?"





  Of course, that didn't matter.





  My eyes were busy searching for Elfriede among the Elves pouring into the street. 





  I thought it would be easy to find her, even among the Elves, if she stood out particularly.





  Indeed, Elfriede's presence, standing out alone in the distance, caught my eye. Elfriede was seated on a large palanquin. 





  Her appearance, wearing a voluminous and fluffy white dress, made it clear to anyone that she was the star of this procession.





  If the protagonist were here at this very moment,





  it would undoubtedly be Elfriede.





  I felt like I could understand a little why that woman named Fria was jealous of Elfriede yesterday.





  Luna, who was watching this with me, murmured softly.





  "She looks more like a new bride than a priestess. She's beautiful."





  Hippolyte nodded at that.





  "Originally, priestesses and shrine maidens also serve as brides of the gods. It's natural for her to be dressed like a new bride."





  "More than that, the Elves-nim! There are really swarms of armed Elves-nim...!"





  Paranoy grumbled indignantly about the large number of soldiers escorting the festival rehearsal. 





  I didn't think I would lose fighting against them, but





  my goal wasn't just to survive myself, but to minimize any potential harm to our party. 





  Thinking that way, the elite troop of Elves, numbering close to two hundred, seemed like a considerably threatening and formidable enemy.





  However, the opportunity is only now.





  Because in a few days, during the real festival, the pilgrims of the Radiant Society who had gone on distant patrols or were dispatched to faraway continents would return, making it even harder to deal with them.





  There's no other moment than now to capture the village.





  I can't make a mistake.





  With that feeling, I tensed my body further. The moment Elfriede shot flames into the sky from her hand was the signal for us to emerge from the shadows.





  It was the chance to break the yoke of the Elf village that had bound Elfriede's neck.





  Waiting for that moment, I scanned everything with my eyes.





  Elfriede, having dismounted the palanquin, headed towards the trunk soaring high in the village's central square. 





  That trunk seemed thicker, older, and more imbued with the passage of time than the other World Tree trunks.





  Standing before it, Elfriede finally grasped a small twig and a bundle of grain with ears of wheat in her hand. 





  She looked just like a woman holding a bouquet, but I don't know what everyone else thought.





  Chwarara, chwarureu-.





  Elfriede swayed the bundle of grain from left to right, and right to left.





  She opened her mouth in a loud voice.





  "Wanderers of long ages-Rejoice today-. Forsaken ones of the long winter-. Those who hid beneath desolate times like dark shadows-"





  It sounded like a song.





  Elfriede singing a song.





  It didn't suit her at all, but hearing it like this, it wasn't that awkward. 





  I even felt like I had forgotten all the plans until just now and was completely captivated.





  It seemed that not just me, but all the Elves felt the same.





  The Radiant Society executives gathered in the square and the village's high elders watched this scene, some shedding tears. 





  Perhaps their emotions were overwhelmed by the thought that the winter they had endured for so long would soon end. 





  It was the same not only for the village elders but also for the exiled Elves who were waiting to attack them. 





  What was reflected in their eyes was not the priestess Elfriede, but the suffering of the past winter, and





  I could clearly see that the warm spring day that was yet to come.





  "By the ancient covenant, the sun that rose from beneath the earth shall soar high above the land for three days and nights. With its own light, it shall melt the world's snows-"





  Hwarureureu-.





  The bundle of wheat ears in Elfriede's hand ignited with magical flames. 





  Tsk- clicking her tongue at the sight was Fria, the village elder, who was watching this from a chair in the corner.





  "Elfriede. Burning the wheat ears was supposed to be for the real festival, not the practice. It's a scarce bundle of grain, so couldn't you have cherished it?"





  However, Elfriede, as if immersed in her role, didn't even reply to Fria.





  "O spring, passed through long ages, come with my beloved-. 





  With that, the fireball burning in Elfriede's hand shot into the sky.





  Hwarureureureu, ppeong-.





  It was only for a moment that it exploded like the sun, brightly illuminating the winter dawn.





  Taking advantage of the moment when everyone was lost in the spectacle of that beautiful radiance, I shouted.





  "Now-!"





  I leaped with all my might from the high branches and landed in the village square-. 





  Kwaaang-.





  "Wha-! What is it-! What's happening-!"





  The shockwave from my heavy landing sent several startled Elves flying. 





  Without missing the chance, I drew Mjolnir from my waist and smashed it into the Elves' heads.





  Kung-.





  "Gyaaaak-!"





  "Ugh-! An attack, it's an attack-! Damn it-! Where did these guys come from-!"





  "Arm yourselves-! Light the signal-!"





  "Damn it-! The signal tower isn't catching fire-!"





  The advantage of a surprise attack is that you can wipe them out before they regain their senses. 





  Before they could assess the situation and respond, I focused on taking down as many of the dangerous-looking ones as possible. 





  Elves with white cloth covering their faces.





  Among them, the ones with handprints stamped on their cloth were the most troublesome high-ranking Elves, weren't they? 





  I was focusing on taking down the high-ranking Elves who could create variables.





  "Th-this guy is Zertas-!"





  "Miguni is here too-! They must be exiles-? The exiled Elves have started a rebellion-!"





  Perhaps the village Elves weren't complete idiots, because as soon as they realized the identity of the enemies they were facing, they quickly regrouped and began to defend themselves.





  "Then I will deploy a detachment of archers and swordsmen to capture the signal tower. It is the guards' duty to light the signal in case of an external attack-"





  "Then I will deploy a detachment of archers and swordsmen to capture the signal tower. It is the guards' duty to light the signal in case of an external attack-"





  "Protect the priestess and the elders primarily-! Protect the priestess with the utmost priority-!"





  They built a wall with their own bodies to protect Elfriede, whom they considered most important, and put up a strenuous resistance. 





  What struck the back of their heads was none other than the fireball from the priestess Elfriede, whom they had tried to protect with their lives.





  "Move aside-. I can't see."





  "Gyaaaak-! Priestess-nim, wh-why-."





  "It burns-! It burns-! Damn it, damn exiled Elf bastards-! How dare they burn the Leaf Elves, Gyaaaak-!"





  "I am Gartrut, former elder of the Leaf Village-! I've come to collect the debts owed-!"





  War, as I always feel, is like hell. 





  The smell of burning amidst screams. The pungent metallic scent of sharp objects slicing flesh and drawing blood.





  "Elfriede-!"





  Just then, someone let out a fierce scream. Turning my head, I saw an Elf with blonde hair and blue eyes glaring intensely at Elfriede, holding a fireball in her hand.





  It was Fria.





  Fria, the village elder.





  "As expected, there's no way you'd be meek-!"





  She shot the fireball towards Elfriede.





  Hwarureureu-.





  Elfriede quickly dodged the fireball that flew towards her by rolling sideways. 





  Thanks to that, the Radiant Society executives were engulfed in flames and struggling, but Fria's bloodshot eyes seemed to not care about that, pursuing Elfriede.





  Tadadadad-.





  "Tsk-"





  "There-!"





  Elfriede, clicking her tongue, fled somewhere, pursued by Fria.





  And my eyes darted rapidly between the alley where Elfriede disappeared and the village where everyone was fighting and bleeding.





  "What ridiculous pink hair-! An alien species-!"





  "What's ridiculous about it-! You bald Elf bastard-!"





  "Luna Smash-!"





  Luna swung the Totem of Silence, sending several Elves flying.





  "Hassan-! It's okay here-! Go help Elfriede-! Gloria and Hippolyte can handle things together-!"





  "Why isn't my name, Paranoy, included...?"





  "Paranoy is included too-!"





  Although there were many Elves,





  my companions were reliably strong.





  Leaving Luna's voice behind, I quickly ran towards the alley where Elfriede had disappeared.
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  I dashed through the narrow streets of the village, chasing after Elfriede. 





  Tracking the traces of Elfriede and Frigga wasn't all that difficult.





  The reason being that, like footsteps they had left behind, blazing flames were stretching their tongues out toward the surroundings along the street.





  What a Nymph-hating fire.





  At this sight of the village burning, my arson trauma from Sodomora almost flared up for a moment, but I managed to endure it. It was just as I moved my steps toward a wide open space.





  "There is nowhere left to run, Elfriede."





  "I wasn't running. I was luring you over here."





  In the clearing, two Elves, each with flames wrapped around their hands, were facing each other. In a situation where it looked like they might hurl fireballs at each other at any moment, I gripped my hammer tight and shouted.





  "Elfriede-!"





  "Hassan, don't interfere. These are my Chains that I must break with my own hands."





  I could feel the resolve in Elfriede's voice.





  Watching them look at each other, I realized that there was no room for me to squeeze into this space. 





  This was entirely their domain.





  Whatever it was, the conclusion would be reached here.





  The first to move was Elfriede.





  "Red Flame of Ra-!"





  A pillar of fire extended long from Elfriede's hand. However, Frigga let out the exact same thing.





  "I can do that too-! Red Flame of Ra-!"





  Kwaaaaaa-.





  The two pillars of fire they spewed at each other collided, making the atmosphere boil. 





  The ground melted and bubbled like lava, and though their respective faces began to char as they suffered burns, their tense battle did not stop.





  Jeobeok, jeobeok-.





  No, the two of them actually reached the point of approaching each other while spewing hot flames. With only one step left between them as they advanced toward one another-.





  "Sword of the End, Surtr-."


  


  The flames dwelling in Elfriede's hand took the form of a long sword blade. It was the fire magic she had used previously in the underworld to slice the God of Doom, Moros, in half.





  Had the Moros who was smashed like that still not been found until now?





  Elfriede had decided to bring out that intense flame, which could burn even herself, against that woman Frigga. At that sight, Frigga shouted as if she were startled.





  "That flame will burn away even your everything-. I didn't think you would commit such a foolish act?"





  "I don't care-."





  "You idiot-. It seems you've been tainted by strange waters in the outside world-? Fine-. If it's something you can do, I can do it too-."





  Finally, the flames gathered at Frigga's fingertips also transformed into the shape of a sword.





  Elfriede and Frigga were the same kind of fire magicians.





  To think another fire magician on par with Elfriede existed in this world. My surprise was brief-. The two magicians began to clash, swinging their swords of flame at each other.





  Kang, kaaang-!





  "If only you weren't here, I could have had everything-! Why is it you and not me? My lineage, my effort, the time I've put in-I'm far superior-!"





  I had once described the fire Witch as being as crazy as fire.





  Because it was said that magicians who handle ignition explode with emotions almost as much as the attribute they handle. In that regard, Frigga was even more fanatical than Elfriede.





  If anything, Elfriede was as calm as cold ice.





  "I used to boil over like that quite often too. Frigga, the reason it's me and not you. You'd know if you just thought about it a little."





  "Shut up-! For a mere abandoned Elf, for someone pulled out of a trash heap-! I don't like that attitude of looking down on me like that-!"





  Hwareureureureu-.





  Frigga's sword began to transform into an even longer shape. 





  Whether its firepower was increasing as well, her sword turned from red to blue, and from blue to a black light.





  At that sight, Elfriede also took a step back as if she were surprised.





  "That is-."





  "Flame of Twilight, Ragnarok-. The giant's fire itself. Here I come-."





  That highly raised black sword of flame was about to explode toward Elfriede. 





  Elfriede had asked me not to interfere since it was a fight between the two of them, but I decided to quickly stop time.





  If hit by that, even the current me could be in danger.





  If Elfriede even grazed that sword, she would go beyond being a 'Kkan-peu' and become a black, charred 'Kkam-peu'. It was because such a thought occurred to me.





  However, my worry was nothing more than a groundless fear.





  "Uwaaaaak-!"





  Because the one who let out a scream was none other than Frigga.





  The sword of uncontrollably high heat had burned her herself first.





  "Dammiiiiiit-!"





  In the end, Frigga collapsed to the ground, having dropped the sword of flame. 





  Her arms and body, which had been charred black, were like charcoal. They were so crispy that they looked precarious, as if they would crumble at the slightest touch.





  Of course, it wasn't much different for Elfriede.





  I quickly ran toward Elfriede, who was suffering burns from her own magic. 





  Since I've had this experience several times, dealing with it wasn't all that difficult.





  As I wrapped Elfriede's arms and face with a clean cloth soaked in cold cooling water and medicine brought from the spring guarded by monsters, Elfriede sat down on the ground with a small sigh, saying, "Ha-."





  "It's over. That Frigga girl. She won't be able to talk for a while now."





  In Elfriede's eyes, the figure of Frigga, charred black and staring with only her blue eyes wide open, was reflected.





  "Why-. How-."





  Frigga opened her parched lips to say something.





  To those words, Elfriede replied.





  "You want to ask why it's me and not you-. You can tell just by looking now. Your fire burns far more than necessary-. It's probably because you put too much effort into magic."





  "Fu, fuck...."





  "You will eventually burn away even the coming spring. Mother World Tree must have thought so."





  "Grrr-."





  With that, the charred fairy Frigga lost her strength and collapsed.





  When I pulled out my hammer to finish her off for sure, Elfriede shook her head.





  "Leave her be. She is spare firewood in case something goes wrong with me and I can't proceed with the festival. If I'm not here, she's the only one who can burn the wood to open the door."





  "I see."





  "Anyway, for now, this is the end-."


  


  Elfriede's final words felt quite refreshing.








  *    *    *








  "Don't try to be clever and everyone go into the prison nicely-ssi...! Your era is over now-ssi...!"





  "Grrr, how frustrating...."





  "From now on, the great Nymph Paranoy-ssi will become the puppet governor of the Leaf Elf village and rule over the Elves-ssi...! You are to call me Governor Paranoy-nim-ssi...!"





  The war waged by the exiled Elves ended in an instant.





  It was because they, who knew the geography of the village, easily occupied the village's strategic points while the village's Gwangmyeong-hoe was off guard.





  Also, there weren't many who could face warriors like Luna, Hippolyte, and Gloria. 





  Since I had ambushed and knocked out the high-ranking officials who would be the most dangerous with my hammer first, it was a natural result.





  Of course, it was also a great victory that occurred because Elfriede lured Frigga, who handled fire magic, into a deserted alley and subdued her.





  If those two had fought in the middle of the battlefield, there would have been more casualties than necessary here and there. 





  Perhaps it was the wisdom of Elfriede, who had realized a way to minimize damage while committing arson in the city.





  Anyway, the village was in our hands.





  In the process, there were those who were injured and fell.





  But rather than grieving, everyone seemed to have decided to rejoice in the present.





  ━Look at these guys, look at the warehouse-. Food is piled up and rotting-! While the Elves outside were fighting against hunger-.





  ━Open the granary-! Today is a festival-!





  Like a Red Army that succeeded in a proletarian revolution, the exiled Elves kicked open the doors of every house in the Leaf Elf village and dragged valuables and food out to the plaza.





  And the young Leaf Elves and women who were hiding in their rooms and trembling were also dragged out, bound with ropes.





  "Pl, please spare us...!"





  Young Elves prostrated themselves at my feet and begged for their lives. To the rebel Elves, it must have looked like a more gratifying scene than anything. 





  But for me, it wasn't a scene that really resonated with me.





  In fact, I didn't have any great grudge against these people called Leaf Elves.





  However, if I left these guys alive, they might create a link of revenge in the future. Just as I was thinking about what to do, Paranoy said sinisterly.





  "If you leave it to me, Paranoy, I will make sure these young Elves can grow up to be honorary Nymphs-ssi...!"





  "Honorary Nymph?"





  "Even if their appearance is that of an Elf, I will make their hearts Nymphs and turn them into second-class Nymphs-ssi...! What I, Paranoy, desire is the Nymph-ification of all Elves...."





  Paranoy had an expression like an imperialist advocating for 'Naeseon Ilche' (Japan and Korea are one). 





  I got the feeling he had a terrifying governance plan to make this place his colony, eradicate the Elves' culture, and force a Nymph-like lifestyle on them.





  Since there was no one among us better suited for prisoner management than Paranoy, I decided to permit it.





  "Fine, you handle these guys as you see fit."





  "Thank you-ssi...! Then, first, I will allocate 17 hours a day for the young Elves to praise the great god Hassan-nim and the great and brave prophet Nymph Paranoy...."





  I thought the resistance of the captured Gwangmyeong-hoe Elves would be a bit more fierce.





  Surprisingly, they followed Paranoy's noisy chatter obediently. Their eyes, which had been covered by white cloth, were directed toward the hammer worn at my waist.





  "Is he the master of Mjolnir-. Fine. Kill us, torture us, or sear us, do as you wish. This too is providence."





  It felt like they had recognized the hammer their old god used and given up resistance. As expected of a religious group, it must be for religious reasons.





  Thanks to that, it was easy for me to control them.





  At that time, Hippolyte whispered to me from the side.





  "I've left Elfriede's treatment to Nyx. And, I heard they just subdued the last resistors at a place called the Temple."





  "The Temple, you say?"





  "Yes. It's said to be a space where important prophecies about the future are written. Prophecies about the future-."





  Hippolyte's face was full of interest, so I could tell she wanted to go to the Temple and check them out.





  Of course, I was also feeling an instinct that went beyond curiosity, almost like destiny. 





  That the future written here and my life might have a very deep connection-. At least, that's what I thought.





  I slowly moved my steps, conscious of Sir Lockheed Oros's scheduler hanging at my waist.





  The Temple of the Leaf Elf village was a place built like a corridor around the trunk of the World Tree that stretched upward. 





  There, Elves including the old elder Gartrut had already finished subduing the prisoners by tying them up and gagging them. 





  "May I go inside?"





  "How dare you try to enter the Temple-Uwaaaaak-!"





  Gartrut, who had trampled the Elf fiercely resisting my question, nodded.





  "It's a sanctuary only for the priestesses and royalty, but that's an old story now."





  Since Gartrut made way, I could slowly move my steps.





  And inside, I discovered strangely drawn pictures.





  That's right.





  They were pictures.





  Pictures that looked like something you'd see in a child's sketchbook were packed onto the tall wooden pillar in the center of the Temple's corridor.





  They were old and faded pictures, perhaps carved a very long time ago.





  But the content of those pictures had something familiar about it.
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  "I don't know if it's just my imagination, Hassan-. Doesn't this picture here look more like a Nymph than an Elf-?"





  At Hippolyte's words, I turned my head. 





  There, a picture was drawn of a small fairy with short ears who seemed to be chattering away to people who were tied up.





  Next to it, there was also a picture of a girl with her hair tied in pigtails, and a girl who looked like she was wearing a raccoon skin.





  Watching that, Hippolyte stroked her chin.





  "This looks like Luna or Gloria. It's definitely them. Why are their pictures here...?"





  Hippolyte soon even found a picture that seemed to depict herself. 





  Descriptions showing the burning Alfheim village and the invasion of the foreigners who had attacked it.





  Doesn't it look like it predicted the current situation exactly?





  My eyes moved further and further up.





  A man holding a hammer.





  As I followed the path of that picture that resembled me, I saw a scene where several people were gathered and holding a festival, and in the middle of it, a picture of a female Elf setting fire high up on a tree.





  Is this the story about the festival where the World Tree is burned?





  It surely must be.





  Since it was a picture of an Elf with hair painted white, presumably Elfriede, setting fire to the World Tree.





  To think the things we've encountered and the stories about the festival are drawn here. My neck felt tingly at these amazing, prophetic-like pictures.





  Even after becoming a god, there was a part of me that didn't believe in prophecies or foresight, but this was a bit surprising and felt strange.





  "Hassan, look at that picture at the very top."





  At Hippolyte's words, I raised my head.





  Beyond the pictures of the scheduled festival.





  The last picture placed at the very peak of this trunk. 





  "That is...."
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  The Temple was a corridor built around a tree trunk on which prophecies were drawn.





  It is said that the higher up, the more important the future information.





  It is said that only the priestess in charge of the festival or high-ranking Radiant Society executives like Frigga could view these drawings, as the information was too important-.





  However, when I saw the drawing at the very top, I momentarily doubted my eyes.





  "That...."





  The last drawing was, to put it mildly, nothing short of a massacre.





  To be precise, it felt as if someone had gouged it out with a dagger, as if in a fit of pique, displeased with the drawing beneath it.





  Hippolyte, who was watching the scene with me, said.





  "The last drawing is severely damaged. It's been slashed to pieces with a bladed weapon, making it hard to discern."





  "Why do you think it was done like that-?"





  Since Hippolyte's intuition and deductive abilities, honed over half a lifetime as an adventurer, were the best among our group, I asked with a hint of interest and expectation.





  Then Hippolyte, who had been stroking her chin with her arms crossed, replied after a few "Eueum-" sounds.





  "It might be that the last drawing wasn't to their liking. Or perhaps, they didn't want to show it to anyone."





  "I see."





  "Or, there's a final stage that one would least want to consider."





  "The final stage?"





  To my question, Hippolyte continued to speak calmly.





  "These are records of foresight and prophecy. Perhaps, that mangled appearance itself could be a single drawing of foresight."





  Indeed-.





  Thinking that way, a rather chilling tension did set in.





  "...."





  I stood idly in the middle of the corridor, gazing at the drawings for a long time.





  It's certainly curious that there are drawings of the sky over the High Force Volcano turning red, and even my own battles with the Titans in the Underworld.





  Did the one who drew these pictures also foresee that I would be seeing them here?





  Lockheed Oros.





  A wanderer from another world.





  Deducing what the last scene he saw with his one remaining eye might have been, I turned my steps towards my companions.





  As I entered the village square, the Elves, having successfully suppressed the village and freed themselves from the long oppression of the Leaf Elves, were celebrating with alcohol and food.





  "Festival-! Festival-!"





  "No need to eat so hastily! There's enough alcohol and food to rot!"





  "To think the day would come when I'd succeed in my revenge-."





  The joyful Elves' hearts and gazes soon turned to me.





  They each laid down the best items, plundered from the homes of the high-ranking executives, before me.





  Jjallang, Jjalgeurang-.





  "These aren't our belongings, but this is all we have to offer as a token of gratitude. Please accept them."





  "Without you, we would have lived like beasts crawling through the snow, like snakes."





  "...."





  I nodded silently.





  While I already had plenty of valuable treasures and riches piled up in my mansion, money is one of those things where the more you have, the better. Sitting in a high position, money and wealth just multiply, huh.





  As I accepted them, the expressions of the rebel Elves brightened a little. They probably felt like a burden had been lifted from their hearts, and so on.





  Anyway, the festival continued from morning until late afternoon.





  Although rangers who had been away noticed the abnormality in the village and returned, leading to occasional small-scale skirmishes, it was impossible for them to overcome us, who had already seized the strategic points.





  As a result, all governing power of the Elf village fell into my hands.





  "This Paranoy, under Hassan-nim's grace, will transform this Leaf village into a Nymph-friendly village-imnidat...!"





  "Shit...! There are tons of Elf healing potions-! Excellent quality. What ingredients are they made of?"





  "The swords and armaments of the fairy artisans are also beautiful and excellent. Antiope or the Amazon maidens would love these if I take them."





  "...."





  Except for Gloria, who was quietly leaning against the wall and sleeping, Paranoy, Luna, and Hippolyte were also greatly delighted by the byproducts and spoils obtained from occupying the village.





  How long had it been since things had gone so smoothly?





  I, too, with a slightly relaxed feeling, plopped down onto a bench in the village square.





  "It seems a lot has changed since I last saw you, Hassan."





  Towards me, Elfriede, with bandages wrapped around her face and body, approached. It seemed she was still healing from burn injuries.





  "Are you feeling a bit better?"





  "I'm not in a state to need your worry. More importantly, I didn't know you'd even tamed Gloria."





  Seureuk-.





  At Elfriede's words, Gloria slowly opened her eyes, which had been closed. However, she closed her eyes again as if she had no interest.





  I said.





  "I didn't tame her. She's like my younger sister."





  "She doesn't seem like a simple younger sister, though. And Mjolnir at your waist. It's really funny how much you change beyond recognition every time we meet after a short separation."





  "You, on the other hand, are always the same even when we meet after a long separation. Nothing has changed."





  "Because there's no reason to change-."





  With that, Elfriede sat down beside me.





  I don't know what she was thinking, but it was certain that her red, ruby-like eyes were looking at the same thing as me.





  That alone was enough.





  Honestly, I had nothing more to wish for now.





  Now, returning to the Gaia continent, without worrying about gods or anything. Just enjoying a lavish life, squandering the wealth piled up in my mansion, together with everyone-.





  That alone seemed like it would be enough for happy days.





  As I was thinking such thoughts, Elfriede spoke softly, like a scattering breath.





  "I'll ask one last time. Do you really want to go to this land's Underworld, Helheim?"





  "......Yes."





  "You have so much already. People who praise you. Cute women. You even have a child. And yet, you want to take the difficult path-?"





  "Yes."





  "Even if, in return, I receive an exploitative, terrible, blasphemous wish from you?"





  "...."





  An exploitative, terrible, blasphemous wish, she says. That did make me a little worried.





  But, as I said before, I had a reason to go to the realm of Chaos.





  Because Lockheed Oros, the inscrutable man, and my father, who was conspiring with him, lurked in the shadows as a potential threat.





  To protect the endless peaceful days and laughter ahead, I had to throw myself into that abyss-like place of darkness.





  "For someone so cowardly, you refuse to back down once you've made up your mind. Even when you tried to run away from me, you had that expression."





  "What's my expression like?"





  As I subtly touched my face, Elfriede said.





  "I don't know why, but it's a fucking annoying expression. A face that makes me want to hit it once, and then hit it twice more."





  "That's too much."





  "Still, I like that expression. Because it makes me want to hit you."





  Elfriede smacked my back with her palm with a Pang- sound.





  The sound was very loud, like a balloon bursting, but I was no longer the me who would be hurt by her palm.





  When I didn't even flinch, Elfriede said.





  "You've grown a lot, Hassan."





  "...."





  I wanted to retort something, but it felt like Elfriede had lightly chuckled beneath the bandages, so I decided to simply enjoy the moment in silence.











  *     *     *











  ━Bring more firewood and fuel-!





  ━Anyway, this tiresome winter ends this year. No need to save. Eternal spring days will come from now on-!





  ━Light the fire-!





  The Elves piled up firewood high, as if to burn the world with a giant fire, raising a beacon.





  As they poured in the firewood and fuel that had been piled high in the warehouse, a very large fire ignited, soaring high into the sky and illuminating the surroundings.





  Thanks to that, it became so warm that one could even take off the dog-smelling demon hound's fur.





  ━Just alone-. Wandering-.





  ━Through the winter wind-.





  The unfamiliar songs and dances, sung in the Elves' language, had quite a charm.





  ━Dark and deep night, voodoo of joy-! I am Luna, the dancer of the Small Yard Tribe-!





  ━It's the voodoo of joy-imnidat...!





  Paranoy and Luna also spun around, showing off their dance moves with everyone.





  Even if Luna and Paranoy are naturally excitable friends, it seems even the seemingly haughty Elves sing when they're happy.





  As I was slightly marveling at that thought.





  I recalled Elfriede reciting a long, psalm-like song, calling it a festival rehearsal.





  "Elfriede, can you just sit here quietly? Why don't you go join everyone over there?"





  "No thanks. I'm not good at that kind of thing. You know that, right?"





  "For someone not good at it, you sang quite well. That festival prayer earlier."





  "That, of course, that's because I've been practicing it my whole life-."





  "Your whole life, huh-."





  "Yes. My entire life."





  I recalled that Elfriede had lived a rather stifling life in this village.





  High-ranking women like Frigga, and various rules and regulations must have heavily weighed down Elfriede's ankles.





  Suddenly, I became curious.





  I subtly asked, looking at Paranoy and Luna spinning around hand-in-hand.





  "Elfriede. I haven't asked until now. Why did you set fire to the World Tree? You set it on fire and ran away, didn't you?"





  Elfriede and I had been hiding parts of our pasts from each other. She, her own pasts. I, my own past.





  But now, I became a little curious.





  Why did Elfriede set fire and run away?





  To that, Elfriede slowly replied, gazing at the flames soaring high in the center of the village square.





  "You said you've been inside the World Tree's Temple."





  "I have."





  "You must have seen it there. The drawing of a white-haired Elf burning the trunk of a giant tree."





  "I saw it."





  "I am a person who grew up for that drawing. Educated to set fire to the tree. Breathing to set fire to the tree. Everything, I lived only for that moment."





  Ttak-.





  Elfriede, snapping her fingers, created a flame in her palm.





  She then extinguished the flame burning in her palm by clenching her fist again.





  "After setting fire to the tree, what would become of me? After my purpose was fulfilled, I would probably become an ordinary person. No longer special...."





  "So, you set the fire? Because you wanted to become an ordinary person-."





  "At that time, I just wanted to end everything quickly. If setting fire was my role, then I'd set it without waiting, just as you all wished-. That was the feeling."





  Elfriede's explanation was meager, but.





  I, who had lived with her for quite a long time, could understand what Elfriede was saying.





  Elfriede continued to speak.





  "Hassan, will you stay by my side even if I'm not a special person? Even if I'm not a daughter of a god like someone, even if I'm no longer the World Tree's priestess-."





  "...."





  "Even if I can no longer wield intense flames. Even if I become utterly unspecial compared to others. Will you stay by my side?"





  Seureureuk-.





  Elfriede pulled down the bandages wrapped around her face with her palm.





  Although there were faint scorch marks, Elfriede's face was white and utterly serious.





  That seriousness made me feel an awkward embarrassment, so I ended up turning my head sharply to the side.





  "Of course, you idiot. And you, you're already a special person to me. Priestess or daughter of a god. I never cared about such things in the first place."





  "I see. Well, you're not cunning enough to care about such things anyway."





  Elfriede lifted her head and looked up at the sky.





  As I also lifted my head, the night sky was dense with stars, as if white sugar had been sprinkled on black ink.





  Not only that, but a meteor shower, beginning to spin like falling rain, was incredibly beautiful.





  Elfriede, watching that sight, said.





  "By the way, you had a wedding, didn't you?"





  "Yes. Because you weren't there, I stopped it halfway."





  "What? I suffered in this cold place trying to save you. And you were leisurely enjoying a wedding with other girls. It's truly exasperating."





  It seemed like a good atmosphere where we could have held hands. Elfriede's words, stinging like a bee in a pocket, made me feel indignant. Of course, Elfriede must have said it playfully.





  I also replied playfully.





  "I said I stopped it halfway. And, during that time, I had a lot of things going on. Still, I came here, didn't I? Believe it or not, I came as fast as I could."





  "I know. Still, I can't help but feel indignant."





  "...."





  "In that sense, spend some time with me tomorrow. There's a lot to do to prepare for the festival, various things. And you have a lot to help with."





  Elfriede smiled slyly, like a mischievous imp.
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  The next day.





  While the banquet for the Elves who had reclaimed their village continued.





  I was busy massaging Elfriede's shoulders.





  "Are you sure this is really one of the preparations for the festival?"





  Since I had been massaging Elfriede's shoulders and neck for an hour, I asked dubiously, causing Elfriede, who was reading a bizarre romance novel, to furrow her brow.





  "I told you it is. You agreed to do me a favor. For today, you are my slave for a day. You just have to quietly follow whatever I say."





  A slave for a day.





  After struggling so hard to escape being Elfriede's slave, I've come full circle and tumbled back into being a slave like this.





  Of course, it's only for today.





  "Now, massage my legs and feet."





  "...Treating a person like a real slave-."





  "Hurry up."





  At Elfriede's urging, I massaged her calves and the soles of her feet. Perhaps because fatigue had built up over time, her hands and feet felt cold and full of toxins.





  When I pressed firmly with my thumb on the center of her sole, that soft and squishy part, Elfriede's body, which had been sitting languidly in the chair, bounced up.





  "Heunghaaaat-!"





  Hik-.





  Realizing I had failed to control my strength, I instinctively flinched. I thought a slap might come flying my way.





  However, Elfriede only shouted while keeping her brow furrowed.





  "Your hands stopped-. It feels just right, so keep pressing like that for about an hour."





  "Yes-. I mean, uh-huh-."





  Memories of the time I was a real slave surfaced, and I unintentionally became intimidated.





  Of course, that was only for a moment; I worked hard to relieve her fatigue by firmly pressing on her feet.





  Elfriede must have accumulated fatigue from her own efforts to save me.





  Since I had been dawdling with a wedding and various other things in the meantime, I decided to act according to her wishes today to relieve both her anger and her exhaustion.





  Luna and Hippolyte also seemed to have decided to be considerate of Elfriede, saying they would step aside to let Elfriede and me spend time alone today.





  To think the two of us have to spend time in a room with a burning hearth.





  It was something that happened often back when I was a slave.





  How did we kill time back then?





  Elfriede would read a book.





  And I would clean in the corner or organize the tools.





  It's a moment where those memories come back.





  At the time, I thought those moments were just incredibly arduous and terrible.





  But thinking about everything that has happened from that day until now, they were just peaceful and languid daily routines in their own way.





  Suddenly curious, I grabbed and pulled Elfriede's big toe as I asked.





  "Elfriede, if I hadn't escaped from being your slave. What would we be doing right now?"





  "How should I know?"





  "I see."





  "It's not good to think about things that didn't happen, Hassan. Just focus on the present moment. In the end, you're still massaging my feet anyway."





  "That's true. So, when did you last wash your feet?"





  "Wh-what are you talking about-!? I washed them thoroughly several times-!"





  Hwik- Elfriede snatched her foot out of my hand. I only asked as a joke, but seeing her intense reaction is quite fun.





  Her face flushed deep red, whether from anger or embarrassment, Elfriede closed her book with a loud thud.





  "That's enough for the feet-! I've read enough of the book too. It's boring just staying inside. Let's head out soon."





  "What are you going to do outside?"





  "I don't know. Since things turned out like this, I was thinking of going out to the streets and trying one of those 'dates' that lovers do."





  "A date for someone like you, Elfriede?"





  I almost burst out laughing without realizing it.





  Because strangely, Elfriede and a lovers' date didn't seem to fit together at all.





  Imagine Elfriede going to a theme park with me, wearing a Mickey Mouse headband, and riding terrifying scream machines.





  I can't picture it well.





  In Luna's case, it's easy to imagine us eating street food together, laughing and chatting while chasing away pigeons gathered in a park.





  In Hippolyte's case, we could enjoy a healthy date with intense rock climbing, hiking, or ball games like badminton.





  But an outdoor date for the indoor-loving Elfriede?





  If anything, sitting languidly in a chair like this and reading a book suits her better, but-.





  "What, are you saying you don't want to go on a date with me?"





  Since Elfriede looked ready to throw a tantrum like a hedgehog raising its quills, I had no choice but to nod.





  "No, it's fine. For today, do whatever you want, Elfriede."





  "So, what should we do once we're outside?"





  "Why are you asking me that? Didn't you want to go out because there was something you wanted to do?"





  When I asked with narrowed eyes, Elfriede also narrowed hers.





  "I haven't really thought of anything. What did you do for fun with Luna or Hippolyte on weekends and such?"





  At Elfriede's question, I looked back on our daily lives.





  "Well, what I remember right now is... going to the zoo or the market together to look at strange animals. Buying groceries and cooking together, things like that-."





  At my words, Elfriede's brow furrowed even more.





  "Where would there be a zoo here in Alfheim? There isn't even a market."





  Then dates like window shopping wouldn't be included in the list.





  Thanks to that, I had to run my quad-core brain at full capacity to plan a date course that Elfriede would like in this desolate winter land of Alfheim.





  Is this the creative agony that men experience?





  "How about going to see squirrels?"





  "I'm not a Nymph, why would I go to see squirrels? If it were a fox or an elegant deer, it might be worth seeing."





  "Then what do you want to do?"





  "I don't know either. If I were an ordinary girl, what would I have done to spend time with my lover? Since I have to go back to being a shrine maiden tomorrow, I want to spend today normally."





  A date that an ordinary girl would like.





  Only erotic things come to mind.





  However, if I said something like that without any mood, it felt like Elfriede would truly get angry with her hair standing on end, so I also fell into deep thought.





  "...."





  "...."





  The two of us were lost in thought without a word for several minutes.





  "Time is too precious. This time spent standing still, and the time spent arguing with each other, is a waste. Let's just go outside for now. There'll be something out there."





  Elfriede grabbed my wrist and began to lead me out of the mansion.











  *     *     *  


  





  To be honest, Alfheim is quite a beautiful village if you set aside the people living there.





  Perched on high branches, the scenery where the world can be seen at a glance is more magnificent than any tourist attraction I've ever seen.





  Just looking at it together could be called a sufficiently wonderful and ideal date.





  But for Elfriede, who was born and raised here and for whom this scenery is a natural daily occurrence and a boring shackle to escape from, it didn't seem to be enough.


  


  I want to spend even a slightly more meaningful time-.





  As if such thoughts filled her head, Elfriede seemed to want to do things she normally wouldn't do.





  "How about throwing a coin into the fountain?"





  I suggested something to Elfriede that Luna would likely enjoy.





  Throwing a coin into a fountain-if it were a story about luck and superstition, it was something Luna would have been very happy and excited about.





  However, Elfriede was a bit indifferent.





  "What a waste of money, I don't know what the point of that would be."





  Apparently so. This is where the difference in personalities shows.





  But despite her indifferent answer, Elfriede rummaged through her pocket.





  Then she took out a silver coin from her bosom and tossed it into Alfheim's old fountain with a ting-.





  "Is this how you do it?"





  "I guess. Did you make a wish or something?"





  "No."





  An outdoor date with Elfriede felt like this.





  A feeling of creaking, as if the wheels weren't quite aligned.





  So, thinking it would be strange to just stay like this, I splashed the water in the fountain and threw it hard toward Elfriede.





  Chwaaaaa-.





  Elfriede, hit by my sudden water attack.





  "Hyuak-!"





  She let out an uncharacteristically high-pitched scream and jumped up. I had already figured out that Elfriede, a fire mage, had a weakness to water attacks.





  "Do you want to die, you brat-? I'm all soaked-!"





  I continued to splash water at Elfriede, who was acting as if she would swing her fist in anger.





  "You're still as weak to water as ever-. If it's unfair, you splash me too."





  Chwaaa, chwaaa-.





  "I said stop it-!"





  Elfriede, getting hit by it, growled as if she would breathe fire from her mouth at any moment. But that was only for a moment-. Elfriede spoke as if she had thought of something.





  "Fine. Since it's come to this. I should try learning to swim today. Teach me how to swim, Hassan."





  "Swimming-. Will you be okay-?"





  To think Elfriede, who flails even in slightly deep water, is going to learn to swim.





  Is it even possible?





  However, Elfriede's mind seemed firmly made up.





  "I should take this opportunity to get rid of my weakness of being afraid of water."





  Apparently so.





  So I nodded and formed Wood Style hand signs.





    ━Wood Style, Ground Leveling-.





  When I consumed about 50 Task Points, trees formed into the shape of a square box, creating a single massive space.





  "Paranoy, fill this with some water."





  When I shouted into the air, Paranoy, who had been hiding and watching our date, popped out from behind.





  "I was absolutely not peeking because I was wary of the kkanpu-ssi...!"





  "I get it, so just fill it up with water. You have plenty of water, right?"





  "That is correct-ssi...!"





  Puaaaaaa-.





  When Paranoy opened his mouth, a stream of water like a waterfall gushed out.





  It soon filled the Wood Style space I had created, eventually forming a plausible giant swimming pool in the middle of the village square.





  At that sight, Elfriede let out a small sigh.





  "What kind of magic is this? A swimming pool is completed in an instant. It's unrealistic. And where did these trees pop out from?"





  "I am now Hassan, the God of Wood Style and Ninjas."





  "I don't know what you're talking about. You have a lot of talent for magic, you. Tree magic-."





  Seureuk, seureureuk-.





  Elfriede seemed to be lost in sentiment for a moment as she touched the trees I had summoned.





  It must be fascinating.





  Because I also find it fascinating every time I see Elfriede's fire magic.





  However, as if she thought even a moment of being lost in sentiment was a waste, Elfriede said.





  "For clothes, should I just wear this?"





  "No, it would be good to have a swimsuit. Clothes you wear when you swim."





  "There's no way I'd have something like that."





  At Elfriede's grumbling, I hummed in thought for a moment. Then Luna, who was hiding behind a pillar far away, shouted.





  "That, if you ask Keong-keong and Keong-keong's friends, they'll make it in no time-!"





    ━Hiooong-.





  Keong-keong, the wolf spider at Luna's waist, moved its two front legs back and forth.





  Left and right. As those two legs twitched, a small bundle of thread began to be woven from its fingertips.





    ━Keong-keong.





    ━Keong-keong-.





  At the same time, small spiders that appeared from who-knows-where swarmed and gathered at that bundle of thread. After swarming and moving their front legs here and there for a while.





  "There, it's done-! Disperse-."





  When Luna gestured, the spiders swarmed back into the shadows where they had been.





  In the place where they disappeared, a sleek swimsuit, like something a competitive swimmer would wear, had been made.





  I don't know how they made it, but it's a very impressive skill.





  However, Hippolyte, who was hiding in the corner, gave a warning as if she didn't like Luna's behavior.





  "Nyx-dotti, we agreed to just watch today. What are you going to do if they find out we're hiding and watching?"





  It seems they have no intention of hiding it anymore.





  Elfriede accepted the swimsuit as if it didn't matter.





  "Kid, I'll say thanks to you and your spider friends."





  "You're welcome-! Then we're going to hide again-!"





  With that, Luna hid behind the pillar along with the spiders. Are they planning to hide and watch like that all day?





  It was damn distracting. But as soon as I saw Elfriede, who had changed into the swimsuit, it soon didn't matter.





  "It's a bit tight, and it feels too clingy. Is it because it's a garment made of spiderwebs-?"





  The white swimsuit was tightly constricting Elfriede's body.





  I've heard that competitive swimsuits are worn tight, but a white swimsuit on her already white skin.





  It looked almost like she was naked, to the point where my face was flushing.





  It's a good thing I controlled the surrounding traffic.





  I pretended to be nonchalant and turned my gaze before moving my body.





  "Then, we're going into the water. Before we go in, let's warm up. If you suddenly go into the water and move, you might get a cramp or something."





  "Like this?"





  Elfriede stretched her arms and legs and warmed up well on her own.





  Her body was stiff, but perhaps because I had spent all day massaging her, she was soon able to follow my exercises.





  "What's next?"





  "Now, you adapt parts like your feet or arms to the water. You could say it's to get used to the temperature. So your body isn't shocked by a sudden entry."





  I splashed a little water on Elfriede's hands and feet.





  "Thinking that it's water that came out of a Nymph's mouth makes me not want to go in."





  "It's surprisingly clean water, so you don't have to worry."





  Chambang, chambang-.





  I entered the water.





  It was quite deep water, coming up to my neck. In Elfriede's case, she would be completely submerged up to her head.
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  Perhaps because of that, Elfriede couldn't easily enter the water.





  "You won't sink or anything. I'll hold onto you so it's not dangerous. Don't worry and just slowly come into the water for now."





  "I will lend a Nymph water-play balloon tube for the pitiful kkanpu-ssi...!"





  Only when Paranoy, who couldn't watch any longer, placed a bizarre tube around Elfriede's waist did Elfriede finally push her body into the water.





  Chambang-.





  "I, I'm floating on the water-."





  "Of course, since you have a tube. Today, we're going to practice so you can float on the water without a tube."





  "I'm on the water...."





  It was then.





  Pang-!





  With a loud noise, Elfriede's tube suddenly popped.





  "Huaaa-!"





  At the same time, Elfriede rapidly sank into the water and was busy splashing around.





  "Save me-! Water, uh, heo-eu, save-."





  I quickly approached Elfriede, who was splashing like a duck soaked in oil, and pulled her up by wrapping my arms around her waist.





  "...."





  Elfriede, perhaps startled, said nothing while wrapping her arms around my body.





  "Are you okay? Did you swallow a lot of water?"





  When I asked worriedly, Elfriede buried her face in my neck and tightened her grip on my arms.





  "Just a little, let's stay like this just a little longer. Just a little more-."





  For some reason, the moisture on Elfriede's face felt a little warm.
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  To put it bluntly.





  Elfriede didn't have much talent for swimming.





  "I'll hold your hand, so try splashing your legs."





  "I am doing it."





  Pung-dong, pung-dong, pung-dong-.





  "No, that's just flailing your arms and legs. Move your legs up and down like this, chambang-chambang-."





  "Like this?"





  "No, I'm telling you, that's just flailing."





  "Hassan, isn't it just that you're terrible at explaining?"





  "Is that so."





  I answered with a half-hearted shrug, but to say it once more, Elfriede really had no talent for swimming.





  The movements she showed in the water were closer to actual drowning struggles than swimming forward.





  Why is she so powerless in the water?





  Did she eat a Devil Fruit or something?





  Even so, I didn't laugh at Elfriede or give up on teaching her. 





  Because, even if all she could do was flail, Elfriede was seriously trying to learn how to swim from me. 





  Trying to overcome her weakness by facing it head-on.





  Even I thought that was quite cool. 





  If it were me, it would be the equivalent of throwing myself into a box swarming with spiders and flailing around.





  Even for me, who has become somewhat accustomed to spiders thanks to friends like Keong-keong or the giant spider Miong-i, that would be a bit horrific.





  But Elfriede was truly working hard to overcome her weakness.





  It was something to be admired.





  I spoke again, hoping that Elfriede would at least be able to float before the day was over.





  "You're going to move your feet up and down. Not just kicking the water, but with the feeling of pushing it away-."





  "Like this?"





  Pung-dong, pung-dong-.





  Of course, it looks like it'll take some time.





  The morning passed quickly like that, and lunchtime approached.





  Elfriede and I got out of the pool, wrapped ourselves in thick towels, and made a meal of lemonade I made myself and simple sandwiches.





  A homemade lunch, huh.





  Doesn't it have a real date vibe?





  "How's the taste?"





  "It's good. For something made quickly. Though not as good as the dishes Hippolyte makes."





  "Hey, if you compare it to that, there's probably no food that's 'good'."





  "Anyway, I'm done."





  Elfriede finished her entire portion.





  She spoke while looking at the gently rippling pool.





  "In the end, I couldn't even float during the morning. I really have no talent for swimming, do I."





  It seemed Elfriede herself had noticed her lack of talent. I spoke to comfort her for her efforts.





  "Still, just getting to the point where you're not afraid of going into the water is a huge achievement. Swimming isn't something you learn overnight."


  


  "Did it take you a long time to learn too?"





  "No, I did it right away. My father threw me into deep water as a joke. I just flailed around because I wanted to live, and then..."  





  "What kind of story is that-."





  "Instead, my younger sister was bad at swimming like you. She didn't like going into the water much either. But after going to swimming lessons for a month or two, she became good at it."





  "A month, two months, huh-. You're saying if I keep spending time in the water from now on, I'll be able to float too?"





  "Yeah. Even if it's impossible to swim as fast and freely as mermaids. It's enough if you can move without sinking."





  "Good-. I'm motivated. Let's get back in the water then."





  "It might be bad to go in right after eating, so wait a little longer."





  Elfriede entered the pool again a short while after finishing her meal. 





  Her form was still that of flailing, but as I said before, the fact that she was no longer greatly afraid of entering the water was a great thing.





  As the afternoon was turning into late afternoon-.





  "Hassan-! Now that I see it, your teaching method is way too clumsy! Shall I teach her the swimming style of Ideope?"





  Unable to watch this scene any longer, Luna, who had been hiding in the corner, finally popped out. My teaching method is clumsy?





  Luna said.





  "I was even called an otter on Ideope Island-! I've done a lot of diving too-!"





  Just as she confidently claimed, Luna was actually good at swimming. I was surprised myself when I saw her diving in the sea off Delphi.





  The nickname 'otter' was no exaggeration.





  "First, let's start with the easiest, the breaststroke-! You spread your arms and legs like this, like this, and then pull them back together. Like a frog-!"





  Elfriede narrowed her eyes at Luna's enthusiastic movements.





  "What is that. It's ridiculous. It's not elegant."





  "All the elegant frogs drowned because they couldn't swim-! Only the inelegant frogs survive in the water-!"





  "...."





  Elfriede seemed to think poorly of it, but the breaststroke is actually easy to learn and the most intuitive swimming method.





  However, Hippolyte, who emerged from beside her, offered a different opinion.





  "Rather than swimming posture, I think teaching her how to float first should come before that. How to relax in the water, let go of tension, and let the body float."





  "Why is everyone popping out instead of staying hidden...? This Paranoy was also very bored but stayed hidden-ssu...!"





  It's a mess. Except for Gloria, who had gone outside to hunt hellhounds, everyone ended up jumping into the water together.





  "Muhu-hu-. Did you think a kan-peu who can't even swim could beat this Nymph of the ditch, Paranoy-nim, in the water...? It's the Water Style: Great Waterfall Jutsu-ssu...!"





  "Hassan-! This kid keeps making waves at me and interfering-!"





  "If it's unfair, then get stronger-ssu...! Aat-!? Th-the water is bubbling-ssu...! The water temperature is rising rapidly-ssu...!"





  An angry Elfriede used fire magic to make the pool water boil like a hot spring, but in our own way, we were able to have a fun time together.





  Time passed.





  Evening came, and we got out of the water.





  Perhaps thanks to the luminous stones brightly illuminating the surroundings, the pool in the evening had its own charm and was nice to look at.





  I spoke to Elfriede, who had come up to the shore and was wringing the moisture out of her hair.





  "In the end, we didn't have much time for just the two of us."





  Elfriede replied bluntly.





  "Once you form a party, it usually ends up like this. Honestly, I wasn't expecting much anyway."





  "Still, today was fun, right? Playing together like this."





  "...."





  Elfriede didn't answer and just finished wringing the water from her hair. Of course, her answer was given instead by her long, elegant ears twitching.





  I spoke toward her.





  "Let's finish up our work quickly and go back to the mansion. You'll really be surprised when you see it. I built a mansion as big as a palace. I even made a library inside the mansion and bought plenty of books you'd like."





  "A library, huh-. That's a bit tempting."





  "I've piled up a lot of money too. Enough money that we couldn't spend it all in a lifetime. We can just go back and spend our time idling around and playing."





  "It'll be a boring yet fun life. That is, if the festival ends well and the work you want to do, Hassan, ends well."





  "That's true."





  They said the festival was tomorrow.





  The day of the One Moon (一月), when the two moons overlap into one. They said a high fire would be lit on the evening of that period, which comes once a year in late winter or early spring.





  Like the painting crudely drawn in the temple, Elfriede would light the fire high.





  I asked.





  "After lighting the fire, the topmost painting was erased. It was mangled as if it had been gouged out with something like a dagger."





  "That's right."





  "You said you're the Shrine Maiden of the World Tree. Do you happen to know what happens after the fire is lit?"





  "I don't know. They say it was torn to shreds like that from the beginning. The prophecy of the World Tree ends with me lighting the fire."





  "I see."





  "In the end, after all that, I'm burning a tree-. I'm tired to death-."





  With that, Elfriede sat on a long chair and covered her body with a thick blanket. She must have been tired from moving her body in the water all day.





  I also decided to rest for a bit while watching Luna, Paranoy, and Hippolyte playing in the water.


  








    *     *     *











  "Hassan, wake up. Who told you to fall asleep as you please?"





  "What, what is it. I wasn't sleeping-."





  When I woke up rubbing my sleepy eyes, I saw Elfriede looking down at me. I wondered when I had fallen asleep-. 





  I remembered that I had fallen asleep on a bed in one of the guest rooms of the Alfheim mansion after playing in the pool all evening.





  "What time is it now?"





  When I asked while rubbing my eyes, Elfriede threw something like a long coat over me as if it didn't matter.





  "As for what time it is, it's the perfect time to do whatever. It'll be cold outside, so wear that and come out. I'll be waiting outside first." 





  "Well, sure. I don't know what it is, but."





  I woke myself up by roughly washing my face with cold water nearby and then put on the long coat Elfriede gave me. 





  It felt like an upgraded version of the hellhound cloak I had been wearing. It's warm.





  When I stepped out into the mansion hallway wearing it, Elfriede was looking at me with her back to the moonlight reflecting through the window.





  "Let's go."





  "Where?"





  "There's something I want to show you."





  And then she hesitantly held out her hand to me.





  I could tell very well that it meant she wanted me to hold her hand. For Elfriede to indicate first that she wanted me to hold her hand.





  When I took her hand with a fresh feeling, her warm heat was clearly felt, and my sleepiness vanished.





  Actually, although I've spent the most time with Elfriede in this world, holding hands or having skinship with her is somehow unfamiliar, embarrassing, and awkward. 


  


  It seemed it was the same for Elfriede.





  "Don't you say a word. If you tease me or anything, I'll crush you."





  "I won't."





  To become a sweet couple with her, it'll take longer than it takes for her to completely learn how to swim.





  With that feeling, I followed the hand Elfriede was leading me with.





  I don't ask where we're going.





  Surely Elfriede must be leading me to where she wants to go, where she has to go. 





  Following her, I arrived at a junk warehouse located in the most remote and cornered part of Alfheim village.





  It could even be called a trash incinerator.





  It was a place where the smell of burning vibrated because all sorts of things had been burned and blackened.
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  "It's a dreadful place. Is this the place you wanted to show me?"





  "To be precise, this isn't it. But I agree that it's a dreadful place. I always thought so too when I was a child."





  "Childhood, huh-."





  "This was my magic practice ground. I learned the flames by burning trash or useless objects alone as teaching materials."





  "So this is where your magic was forged."





  I picture Elfriede as a child. She must have been a small fairy like Paranoy. But her personality would have been a bit more fierce, arrogant, and stubborn.





  Picturing her spending time alone burning trash was not a very pleasant thing.





  She called it a magic practice ground, but in the end, this is a junkyard.





  Just as I was wondering why Elfriede brought me to such a place-.





  "Ifrit-."





  Elfriede softly chanted an incantation and lit the braziers and torches placed around.





  Hwareuk, hwareuk, hwareuk-.





  As the flames lit up sequentially, revealing the junkyard, I momentarily lost my words. The reason was that, unlike my first impression of it being just a dark place with a musty smell.





  Paintings were drawn so densely on all sides of the lit junkyard.





  Elfriede said.





  "They're things I drew. I drew the things I wanted to do when I grew up, back when I was a child. You could say it's like my dream notebook."





  "I see."





  "My own secrets that no one knows, because no one comes here. But, Hassan. I'll show only you."





  "...."





  Instead of answering, I slowly scanned the paintings with my eyes. 





  Elfriede driving away monsters with fire. 





  Elfriede jumping rope with various people.





  Elfriede eating delicious food with a towel around her neck by a warm brazier.





  Elfriede drawing a walk with a large dog-.





  Even Elfriede splashing water with many people-.





  All sorts of images swirled in my head.





  I asked.





  "So, have you done everything drawn here?"





  "I've done it all. The things I drew here and chewed over in my heart. I've done every single one. You could say these are my own prophecies. Prophecies that came true exactly as they were."





  "Yeah, that's right."





  "But I couldn't do just the last one. The last one, which I hid in the most secret place."





  Elfriede pushed away the blackened, hardened trash with her own hands. Then something appeared that could be called a large rock or a stone.





  Deureureureureuk-.





  When she pushed it with force, a painting that had been hidden behind it appeared.





  It was a painting of a man on a horse wearing a crown on his head. He seemed to be a king or a prince. 





  It was a painting of such a man and a fairy who looked like Elfriede embracing and pressing their lips together.





  Compared to the other roughly drawn paintings, the description felt exceptionally detailed, as if she had drawn it with great care.





  "There was a time when I picked up and read a half-burned book in the junkyard. The story was about an ash-covered girl who lived happily ever after with a prince with the help of magic-."





  "Cinderella?"





  "I don't know the title. But that was the first book I ever read."





  Seureureuk-.





  Elfriede stroked the painting she had hidden in the corner with her palm.





  "Those books always ended like that, with them living happily ever after with their princes."





  "That's your final ending, Elfriede. It's the end of the paintings you drew."





  "...."





  Instead of answering my words, Elfriede held a flame at the tip of her finger.





  Hwareuk-.





  And then she scorched and erased the painting of the prince without hesitation.





  Jijijijijik-.





  The painting scorched like that was transformed into just an ordinary man with hair blackened by flames, without a cool white horse or a brilliant crown.





  A clumsy man, lacking in some way.





  That was me.





  "You're not a cool and moody prince, and you're actually closer to a clumsy slave, but Hassan, I'll put you in my happy ending-."


  


  Only her teeth, as neat as a crescent moon, were white on Elfriede's shadowed face.





  "-Because you suit me better than a prince, me, the reader of the junkyard."





  Elfriede's smile was very bright.





  It was so dazzling that I unintentionally ended up smiling too.
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  Elfriede said under the light of two shining moons,





  that she would put me in her happy ending.





  "I'm telling you I'll allocate you the most important scene of my life, a few precious pages. You can consider it an honor."





  "...."





  I didn't know what to say in response. Because it was incredibly joyful, yet also embarrassing and unfamiliar.





  The cool air of the dark, cold night, the softly burning hearth fire, and the shadows creating mysterious shades on Elfriede's face shook my heart, making me forget my words.





  If perfect men from fairy tales were here, they'd effortlessly respond with cool lines even at a time like this.





  As Elfriede said, I was destined to never be a cool prince.


  


  "You're making me blush, say something."





  "Uh..."





  At Elfriede's urging, I slowly parted my lips. But Elfriede, the Elf, smiled, revealing her white teeth, as if she hadn't expected anything in the first place.
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  "You're definitely not cut out to be a prince. Any words would be fine, but you should at least say something cool."





  "That, whatchamacallit. Still, I was really touched. I'm grateful. For including me in your important scene."





  "What's that? Still, well, my expectations were low to begin with, so I'll give you a passing grade."





  "Thanks, ya."





  "Anyway, keep what happened here a secret from everyone. From Luna, from Hippolyte, and from that noisy Nymph Paranoy."





  "Okay."





  "It's good to be with everyone, but you and I can have one secret, right? After all, you and I have known each other the longest."





  "That's right. It's almost three years now."





  "Three years, huh-. A thousand days. It's already been that long."





  Elfriede's reminiscence was exhaled as breath. Elfriede kept exhaling white, curling puffs of breath.





  "Hassan, if you and I had met differently. Would our relationship be different now? If I wasn't a white-haired Elf, but an ordinary human..."





  "Well... But Elfriede. Didn't you say yourself that it's not good to hypothesize? You said what's important is being here, like this, right now."





  "That's true. The present moment is what matters. You and I. People who have lived such different lives. This moment, where only the two of us remain in this place-."





  At Elfriede's words, I felt that our meeting and all our connections were like a Miracle.





  What would be the probability of us, who lived in different worlds, meeting like this, fighting, reconciling, parting again, and reuniting?





  If given another chance, if we went back to the past and repeated our meetings and partings, could our relationship be even better than it is now?





  No.





  I had no doubt that this very moment was the best for us. As I was sifting through countless rising memories of the past, Elfriede slowly parted her lips.





  "So-. When are you going to do it-."





  "Do it-?"





  "A kiss, you idiot. I told you this is a super important scene in my life. A scene like this needs a kiss."





  "Ah-."





  How embarrassing.





  I slowly approached Elfriede.





  Soon, I could tell Elfriede's body was trembling slightly, whether from the cold or from a mix of complex emotions.





  No, looking closely, she was crying.





  "Hassan, was our meeting truly the best it could be? Tormenting each other, verbally abusing each other. Repeating curses and violence. There are only memories like that."





  Elfriede kept wiping away her flowing tears with the back of her hand. It seemed Elfriede, too, was overcome with emotion by the strange magic of this night.





  I wiped her tears with a handkerchief I pulled from my pocket.





  "You idiot, other good memories, we can make them from now on. You're a long-lived Elf, and I'm a god who lives an infinite life."





  "God-."





  "Yeah. Until our past is covered by vast ages, enough to be forgotten-. We'll draw lots of things we want to do in the future, and cover up the difficult times."





  "For a Hassan, you said something pretty cool. But still, I can't kiss. My face is completely messed up with tears."





  Saying that, Elfriede took a couple of steps back from me.





  "I ruined the important scene by crying. I don't usually cry, you know. I just felt a bit, sentimental."





  "...."





  Elfriede, crying, was incredibly beautiful, but.





  I wasn't thick-skinned enough to easily say "you're beautiful" even to a lover. But I did want to say this much.





  "Elfriede, I like you as you are now. And I'll continue to like you."





  "What are you saying-. Just 'like'?"





  Elfriede replied curtly, her voice slightly stuffy. Wiping her face with the handkerchief, she added a word.





  "Alright, then, what do you like about me?"





  "...Well, your violent side. But also, the fact that you can cry like this behind the scenes. I don't know-. I just like you because I like you."





  "Who do you take me for, a crybaby? I won't cry in front of you anymore."





  Elfriede blew her nose with a *pik-* and then burned the handkerchief.





  And then, she incinerated all the junk scattered in the dump and the past drawings Elfriede herself had drawn, burning them all to ashes.





  I asked.





  "Are you sure you want to erase them? Aren't they memories, in their own way?"





  "You said we'd draw long, long futures from now on. So, we should erase the old records and draw new things over them. Hassan, hand me your dagger."





  Elfriede demanded the dagger from my waist.





  When I drew it and handed it to her, Elfriede used it to carve a drawing into the blackened, scorched wall of the dump.





  Sseuseuk, passeuseuk, sseuseuseuk-.





  I laughed, looking at the content.





  "You think I'd do that?"





  "You will. Just like this drawing, you'll confess that you love Elfriede-nim. In front of everyone. This is my prophecy."





  "I see. We'll have to wait and see if it comes true."





  With that, Elfriede's and my night date came to an end.





  Returning to our respective rooms, we didn't say a word.





  Just holding hands-.





  Only letting go reluctantly in front of the Door.





  "We're here."





  "Indeed."





  "Tomorrow, you'll be busy because of the festival, right-?"





  "Probably. I'll be busy. Very. Well then-."





  Before Elfriede entered her room, she spoke without turning her head.





  "Ah-. Sorry for burning the handkerchief. Instead, later, when you want to cry, I'll lend you my chest, so cry there."





  It seemed she was bothered by the handkerchief she had just used to blow her nose and then burned.





  But all I could do was laugh.





  "What reason would I have to cry?"





  "True, no matter how much I tormented and hit you, you never shed a single tear. I thought you'd be a coward and a crybaby."





  "Because I was told men don't cry."





  "Really-?"





  "Yeah."





  "I see."





  With that languid reply, Elfriede entered her room.





  I lingered in front of that door for a long time, and only after I heard her soft, sleeping breaths did I return to my room.











   *     *     *











  Why does burning the World Tree open the Door to the Underworld?





  It is said to be because the World Tree's branches and roots extend towards all sorts of worlds.





  It's said that the magic power and spatial charring created by the burning World Tree twist the worlds connected to its roots and branches, creating an entrance.





  They explained the detailed principles, but I only understood it to the extent of "Oh, I see-."





  The important thing was that the day of the festival, which everyone had been eagerly awaiting, had dawned.





  Because tonight, at the moment when the two moons crossed, Elfriede was to light a great fire and burn the World Tree's trunk.





  "So, she wasn't going to burn the entire tree-!"





  Luna exclaimed in admiration after hearing the explanation of the festival.





  "I thought she was going to burn this entire giant tree-!"





  Paranoy replied to her words.





  "This gigantic Nymph-friendly tree, its central trunk, like a heart, breathes life into the entire tree-imnidat...! If only that trunk is burned, the entire tree will die-imnidat..."





  Paranoy seemed quite fond of this World Tree.





  "It will probably die slowly-imnidat.... It's a shame that such a magnificent tree must be killed-imnidat...."


  


  But today, the lifespan of this colossal tree ends. Elfriede will burn the trunk of prophecy, located at the center of the Elves' Temple corridor.





  With that, the lifespan of the tree that has lived for eons will end.





  The energy generated there will open the 'Door' leading to Alfheim's Underworld, and further, to the realm of Chaos.





  Beyond that Door.





  I will face my own truth and bring about an end.





  That was my plan.





  However, Hippolyte and Gloria showed a considerably cautious attitude.





  "To kill such a colossal tree. I can't imagine how far the repercussions will spread. I don't know if we can control it."





  "Opening the Door to the Underworld is also a bit... strange. They say there are no gatekeepers there. Then, there might be guys from that Helheim place trying to cross through the open Door to the outside."





  Their cautious arguments made sense.





  Elfriede, dressed in white, flowing clothes, replied to that.





  "That's why we're only burning this central trunk. To minimize the repercussions, and to open only a small Door, not large enough for anyone to cross from the inside out."


 


  So Elfriede had a plan all along.





  She's incredibly reliable.





  And so, after spending time in throbbing tension-.





  Evening arrived.





  Looking up at the sky, the two moons truly overlapped as one, reminiscent of the night sky viewed from Earth.





  Beneath that large, bright full moon.





  Elfriede, holding a bundle of straw full of grain, proceeded to the torch-lit Temple.





  Everyone surrounding her maintained a boisterous atmosphere of excitement and tension. Amidst the *dungdudung-* sound of drums and the mysterious sound of grass flutes filling the surroundings-.





  Chwareureu, chwareureureu-.





  Shaking the bundle of grain from left to right and right to left, Elfriede spoke.


  


  "Wanderers of long ages-. Rejoice today-. Those abandoned in the long winter-. Those who hid beneath desolate times like dark shadows-."





  Hwareuk-.





  With a powerful voice, flames ignited in the bundle held in Elfriede's hand. Elfriede, holding a bouquet of fire, continued to chant.





  "The seed hidden beneath the cold snowflakes-. The time has come for it to take root and stretch its head-. The ice melts-. The crouching earth and springs melt, letting warm rivers flow-."





  Hwareureu-.





  The flames attached to Elfriede's hand began to transform into an even larger and more intense form. It took the shape of a sword, several times longer and larger than a human.





  People gathered around shielded their faces from the hot flames.





  Gloria pulled her raccoon fur deep over her face.





  "Even just watching from afar, my mouth feels parched. Such intense flames. If it just hits, it could annihilate even the gods of High Force."





  In fact, Elfriede's flame sword had a record of not just cleaving a god's body in two, but splitting half of Tartarus.





  It would possess enough power to cleave the World Tree, which has lived for eons.





  ━Sword of the Finale, Surtr.





  According to the Elves' prophecy, it's a flame that burns the World Tree's body and brings about complete twilight and dawn simultaneously.





  Such a flame, living and moving in the form of an Elf.





  That was Elfriede's true identity.





  Right now, Elfriede is the flame itself, in the form of an Elf.





  A flame that existed solely for this moment, to burn the World Tree.





  She had said that after this was over, she might lose her power and become an ordinary girl. Hoping for that day to come, I clenched my fist.





  Hwareureureureureu-.





  Elfriede raised the burning sword high with both hands.





  All that remained was to bring it down and cleave the trunk.





  However, Elfriede's hand did not move easily; it stopped as if fixed by a nail. Luna seemed to feel puzzled, watching her and asking, "Why isn't she bringing it down?"





  I could sense that Elfriede was hesitating at the very last moment.





  Now, what reason would Elfriede have to hesitate?


 


  "Hoo-."





  Elfriede soon let out a deep breath.





  "Oh, warm spring days of long past, and beautiful future yet to come. With this colossal tree as kindling, like intense flames-. Come with the pouring sunlight-."





  And then, she swung the sword she held from top to bottom, drawing a large arc.





  Sseueueueuk-!





  The flame sword made a wound, splitting the outer surface of the trunk in half, like a sharp scalpel cutting open a person's belly.





  Simultaneously-.





  Chwaaaaaaa-.





  Elfriede's white clothes were stained with red liquid.





  I don't know what happened. But my mind and vision were dyed white and red.





  Rushing forward as if someone had pushed my back, I grabbed Elfriede's shoulders as she collapsed to the floor. She coughed up blood from her mouth, her brows furrowed.





  "Hassan, why the long face-. Cheer up-. Did some, mean pointy-ear, torment you with a whip, or something?"





  "What the hell, what happened? Why are you hurt..."





  "It's nothing. It's not a big deal-. No need to fuss. It was always going to be like this-."
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  I couldn't understand it.





  Even though what Elfriede struck with her sword was the trunk of the tree.





  The one actually spraying blood was Elfriede herself.





  I fell into a great panic as I watched her white miko outfit become stained with crimson blood. Just as I hurriedly tried to pull open the front of her clothes to heal the wound.





  Seureureuk-.





  Elfriede pushed my hand away.





  "In front of the others, you want me to show my chest? I'd rather bite my tongue and die-."





  "You idiot, this isn't the time for that! You're hurt! I'm telling you, there's blood everywhere!"





  Of course, I was only shouting out of urgency. 





  While scanning the surroundings to see exactly why Elfriede had been wounded or if she had been attacked by someone, I first began pouring my magic through the collar of her clothes.





  Seuseuseuseu-.





  "It's... a little better-."





  Elfriede's expression softened slightly at the magic carrying my warmth.





  However, through the exchange of magic, I realized that she had sustained a fatal wound in her own way. A fatal injury that sliced through her body from top to bottom, as if she had been struck down by a sharp sword.





  Just why-.





  As I was feeling doubtful, Paranoi, who had been watching this scene in silence, approached from behind me as if she had realized something.





  "Elfriede was... an Avatar-nim...!"





  "An Avatar?"





  "Originally, fairies like us Nymphs are Avatar bodies created when souls dwell in ancient trees, ponds, or rivers... though that was a long time ago-nim...!"





  "Then, then what happens...?"





  "This Elf was the Avatar of this giant tree-nim.... Since she wounded the tree herself, it can be said that she received just as much injury herself-nim...!"





  In other words, Elfriede and the World Tree were beings connected to each other. That was why, when the World Tree was cut, Elfriede ended up suffering a major wound instead.





  Wiping the blood flowing from her mouth, Elfriede spoke.





  "The white-haired Elves born from time to time are all Avatars of the World Tree, like spirits-. This is... the curse of the World Tree-."





  "A curse...?"





  "Anyway, it's just a shallow cut-. It's nothing-."





  "What do you mean nothing...! Luna-ya! Get the elixir-!"





  "Y-Yes! I'll get the needle too! Because it looks like it'd be better to sew the wound-!"





  Luna and I were in a fluster. For now, we had to treat Elfriede's wound-. That thought was urgent. But Elfriede shook her head.





  "If you heal my wound, the crack that opened in the World Tree will close too-. So don't... treat it...."





  "What are you talking about, Elfriede! You, then, did you know it would turn out like this from the start...!?"





  "...."





  I came to realize the reason why Elfriede had kept asking me if I absolutely had to go to the underworld. 





  The reason she had suggested just going back like this and spending comfortable days.





  Elfriede had known that she would be severely injured in this process.





  What on earth was the reason for hiding it so foolishly and stubbornly?





  If I had known it would be like this, I would never have asked Elfriede to hold a festival. 





  To think I just kept pushing her toward death without even knowing that.





  I was angry at myself, and angry at Elfriede for hiding this. It wasn't the time to be learning things like swimming.





  If I had known it would turn out like this.





  I wouldn't have spent such a carefree time yesterday.





  However, as if she had read my thoughts, Elfriede only spoke softly as if making an excuse to herself.





  "If you had known the truth, Hassan-. You, surely out of concern for me, would have tried not to do this-."





  "Of course, you dummy-!"





  "But, I, don't want to be your shackle anymore-. You, being tied to me and trying to run away-. It was a terrible thing-. Hassan-."





  I could understand Elfriede's heart.





  The desire not to be a stumbling block in my path. That Elfriede had various complex emotions, including a sense of debt toward me, which eventually led to this situation.





  I could understand it all.





  But, what's not okay is not okay.





  I placed my hand on Elfriede's wound and poured in even more magic. Devoting all the life force I possessed, I healed Elfriede's wound.





  "Uuuuu-."





  At the same time, the crack that had been carved into the trunk of the World Tree began to mend.





  The door to the underworld was closing.





  However, Elfriede spoke in a voice as cool as a scattering breeze.





  "Dummy, don't waste your strength-. It's no use now-. You know better. You're a great god-."





  I knew too.





  The trunk sliced by Elfriede's intense fire sword was already dead.





  Now this thing called the World Tree would only slowly die.





  And Elfriede, the Avatar of the World Tree, also had nothing left but to slowly die.





  10 years?





  1 year?





  I couldn't know exactly how much time was left.





  Elfriede's time had become finite.





  She was no longer living, but only waiting to die.





  Why didn't I know that Elfriede would end up like this?





  Why was I only thinking about myself?





  Then something warm and soft touched my face. It was Elfriede's palm.





  "...Hassan, you, when we first met-. You had an expression like you were about to cry at any moment-."





  "I did...?"





  "Yeah, you had an expression like you were about to cry. It seemed like you wanted to cry.... But as if you were forcing yourself to hold it in. You didn't cry-. No matter how much I tormented you, you didn't cry-."





  "Of course. Men aren't supposed to show tears-."





  "But now, you're crying for me. It's my first time seeing it-. Your crying face-. It's ugly-. As expected, you're at least better off smiling-."





  "What are you talking about right now-."





  My vision was blurred, so it was a pity that I couldn't tell what kind of expression Elfriede was making. While I was wiping away tears with the back of my hand-.





  Elfriede spoke.





  "You agreed to grant me one wish-. If I continued the festival, you, my wish-."





  "Yeah, I did. I did. Definitely."





  "My wish. Now, I'll say it. Only cry today.... From now on, live while smiling.... Hassan-. And..., I'm sorry for tormenting you-. I wanted to see you cry...."





  Seureureuk-.





  Strength drained from Elfriede's palm that was stroking my face.





  Not only that, I could feel the tension that had been lingering throughout her entire body relaxing languidly.





  I could realize that what could be called her soul was leaving this physical body.





  Wanting to hold onto it, I tightly hugged Elfriede's body and said.





  "Elfriede, many things happened, but. I love you. From now on too-."





  As if reacting to that, Elfriede's expression seemed to brighten just a little.





  "It turned out... according to my prophecy-. In front of everyone.... Hassan-. This is... the final chapter of my life-. The climax.... I, a happy, life.... If only there was a kiss.... My face, a mess...."





  With that, Elfriede spoke no more. I only pressed my lips to Elfriede's. It tasted of blood. A hot, taste of life.





  Finally, everything cooled down chillingly.





  With that, my time stopped.





  I failed.





  I had ultimately failed.





  Such a massive failure.





  Frustration.





  It felt like life itself was broken. No other thoughts came to mind besides that.





  ━The moon, the moon is disappearing-nim...! 





  ━The tree is shaking-! Everyone, just grab onto anything for now-.





  Even the sounds coming from around me were faintly blurred together.





  While only feeling Elfriede's warmth that would someday grow cold by my side-. Someone stood behind my back.





  Jeobeok, jeobeok.





  "Hassan-. If it's the current you, you should know what to do."
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  At that man's voice, which was now somewhat familiar, I stood up from my seat.





  And then, I pulled out my treasure tucked into my waist, the dagger I had used since the days I was Elfriede's slave, and climbed the ladder to the highest point of the World Tree's trunk.





  The last page, which was mangled by something sharp.





  On it, I drew a picture with the dagger.





  I carved everyone into the trunk, including myself, Elfriede, Luna and Hippolyte, Paranoi, Gloria, and Antiope.





  A peaceful daily life where everyone plays card games in a cramped Cabin.





  That is the conclusion I drew.





  At that sight, the man standing behind me spoke.





  "So that's your plan. Then do as you wish. Since you should know the method by now. But, you will lose many things yourself. Usually starting with the left eye."





  "...."





  Instead of answering, I closed my eyes.





  The man behind me said I would know the method. I had been vaguely sensing it.





  What came to mind in my head as I closed my eyes was a small desk clock.





  I reached out an imaginary hand to that desk clock and-.





  Rewound time. 





  Deureuk, deureureureuk-.





  The sound of the mainspring turning backward was noisy.





  At the same time, the noises I had been hearing around me were also rewound.





  ━! nim-ti g-niraeppasid si noom ehT !-aaA 





  Rewinding time.





  ━?... nim-ti sdrawkcab gniog sdrow s'ionaraP taht era yhw





  To before I failed.





  To before the warmth disappeared.





  That single thought was all that was in my head.





  "Kulleok-!"





  Finally, warmth gushed out from Elfriede's mouth again, and all the words she and I had exchanged were taken back.





  And the moment her red-stained clothes turned white again.





  Returning to the moment when Elfriede, holding her sword, hesitated to strike the World Tree, I reached out my arm with all my might toward Elfriede's hand.





  "Stop-."





  "What on earth is.... I just now, surely must have closed my eyes...."





  Elfriede trembled as if she couldn't understand the current situation. Luna, who had been watching this from the side, also shouted as if she was startled.





  "Just now, what was that just now? Just now-. Incredibly, backward...."





  At that, Hippolyte also spoke as if she was flustered while looking around.





  "Time has... regressed-. I can only express it that way. It's my first time seeing it. For time to flow backward instead of forward-. It's something that shouldn't be possible, but...."





  Everyone's gaze turned toward me.





  Chwaaaaak-.





  Simultaneously, my left eye sprayed blood.





  





  *     *     *











  "Hassan, how is your eye?"





  At Luna's question, I felt my left eye, which could no longer see. It was wrapped tightly with bandages, but surprisingly, there was no pain.





  It had simply ceased to function.





  Hippolyte said.





  "It seems to be the price for disturbing the flow of time. However, it was a power enough to distort and desecrate the world. It's rather strange that it ended with just one eye."





  According to Hippolyte's deduction, the reason I lost my eye was the backlash for the act of rewinding time just now.





  I didn't know if that was actually the case, but there was nothing else I could imagine.





  The eye I lost like that was completely broken darkness itself, which even my power could not heal. I had become permanently unable to see the world with it.





  I had become trapped only in the past, unable to see the future.





  However, for now, the fact that I had turned back Elfriede's time felt more important than the fact that I had lost one eye.





  "...Where's the sense in turning back the page. Flipping it back to a previous chapter is cheating."





  Elfriede said so.





  "In the end, I've ended up holding you back. The door that was barely opened in the World Tree has closed too...."





  Just as Elfriede said.





  As Elfriede's scars were undone, the crack that had been carved into the trunk of the World Tree also closed. To open the door again, Elfriede would have to sacrifice herself, but.





  I had no desire to ever choose such an option again.





  "Elfriede, I don't want to lose you anymore. I don't want to lose any of my family-."





  Let's just go back.





  Those words rose up to my throat.





  Was there any meaning in crossing over to the realm of chaos if it meant sacrificing even one of our companions?





  My shoulders, the burden I carried, felt heavy.





  Paranoi spoke.





  "Then, does heading to this place called the underworld of Alfheim end here-nim...? If the World Tree is cut, will it just be repeated again-nim...!"





  At those words, Hippolyte nodded.





  "I suppose that's how it would turn out."





  While I was thinking that, Luna shouted.





  "Then, can't we just pass that Avatar thing to someone else? If we apply the voodoo of Descent of God, I think it could work somehow?"





  Elfriede was startled by Luna's words.





  "Something like that is possible?"





  "I'm training to become a goddess in my own way-! If it's someone with good compatibility, I think it could work out somehow. The problem is, who would do such a suicidal thing."





  Luna's words also made sense.





  Even if the role of the World Tree's Avatar was shared with someone else.





  In the end, it had to be assumed that a substitute existed who would accept the fate of being split by a sword and dying.





  "Because if the one receiving it feels any rejection, it's all for naught."





  Luna hummed in thought.





  At that, one person flashed through my mind.





  "Elfriede, you have that friend. That Friede girl. You didn't kill her, you left her alive. She used fire magic at a similar level to you too. If it's her, wouldn't it be possible?"
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  Friga was someone who had been raised like a princess even in the Leaf Village.





  Perhaps something like the precious daughter of a village chief.





  From her childhood, Friga's word was law and rule.





  The reason was that, beyond simply being the village chief's daughter, Friga was originally destined to become a priestess due to her high magical aptitude and her ability to resonate with the World Tree.





  However, the one the World Tree chose was Elfriede.





  For Friga, it was said to be an absolute humiliation.





  "Why, why wasn't it me-? Why-? To think it wasn't me, there's no shame like it-. It's humiliating-. Why, to the likes of Elfriede-."





  In the dungeon of the Leaf Village, Friga, wrapped tightly in bandages, was constantly muttering something inside the iron bars.





  She could no longer be described as sane. Charred black by her own flames, she was nearly mad. 





  The food that had been passed through the bars for her sat untouched, freezing solid.





  I spoke to her through the bars.





  "Friga. If you become the priestess of the World Tree, in the end, you'll die as the tree splits open."





  Seueuk-.





  At that, bloodshot eyes peering through the bandages turned toward me.





  "How do you know that? It's a secret passed down only to priestess apprentices. Don't tell me, did Elfriede tell you that?"





  "No, I saw it myself. I saw the body split open before my eyes, turning cold-. I saw it, and felt it, myself."





  "You saw it yourself-? I don't know what you're talking about."





  Heu-heuh-heuh- Friga laughed strangely. I spoke to her.





  "I might be able to hand over the position of the World Tree's priestess to you."  





  Kwaang-!





  Then Friga clung to the bars with surprising speed.





  "What does that mean-? No, it doesn't matter-. Is that true-?"





  "Yes, it's a possibility. But, in the end, you will die. Whether you slowly wither away with the World Tree-. Or if your stomach is split open and you die..."





  "I love it-. Because death is exactly what will make me whole-. A glorious death, an honorable sacrifice-. Leaves originally exist just to fall-. To fall and become fertilizer for a spring day-."





  The blue eyes of Friga's madness flared red as blood vessels burst. Friga seemed more than willing to sacrifice herself for the festival.





  "Please, please make me the priestess-. I'll do anything-. I'll even lick your shoes-. Please-. Pleaaaase...!"





  She's someone you can't have a normal conversation with.





  To want to die this much.





  On one hand, I felt nothing but pity for her.





  She, too, was an Elf created for the sake of a prophecy. She was one of the fairies hurt and broken because of it.  





  "Take this humiliation of being alive away from me. If I can't be the priestess, I'd rather you kill me-. To me, there is no greater disgrace than living uselessly, without a destinyyyyy...!" 





  "Fine, I understand."





  The only thing I could do was give her a push toward what she wanted.





  I left the dungeon.





  Under the gaze of everyone waiting at the door, I spoke in a low murmur.





  "She says she's fine with it."





  "Then, I'll prepare the ritual quickly-! Bring that girl inside out here-! She might try to go wild, so you'd better be careful-!"





  At Luna's words, Gloria stepped forward and brought Friga out from the bars. Soon, the voodoo of the Descent of God began-.





  "Elves, you have to help me too-! You need to keep chanting this incantation-!"





  Strange incantations, magic circles, and things like animal blood and feathers were scattered on the floor. 





  As the muttered incantations continued, Alfheim felt less like a festival and more like the site of a profane secret cult's worship.





  In that way, two massive pentagrams were completed.





  In the center of the two stars made of red goat's blood, Elfriede and Friga sat respectively as if in a lotus position.





  "Elfriede, you got scared of dying at the very end-! As expected, you're no match for me. This Friga-nim isn't even afraid of death if it's for the sake of spring-."





  The deranged Friga provoked Elfriede as if she were excited, but Elfriede just kept her mouth shut with a complicated expression.





  Luna, appearing wearing a cow skull mask, spoke to Elfriede.





  "Elfriede, if I were in your position, I would have made the same choice. Because I wouldn't want to hold back the man I love. But, if I were in Hassan's position, I would have saved you too. Just accept it now."





  At Luna's words, Elfriede opened her narrow eyes.





  "...Luna, if I were you, I would never have let the man I love meet other women."





  "I wanted to do that too. But it doesn't matter anymore-. Because I like all of you. Elfriede. I want you, whom Hassan likes, to live."





  "...."





  "That silence means 'thanks for worrying about me,' right? Your ears are twitching. You're surprisingly honest-."





  Hippolyte chuckled at Luna's words instead of the silent Elfriede.





  "It seems it's impossible for us to be honest and open with each other unless it's a situation like this."





  "I wanted to be the first to become a mother. Hippolyte, you unfairly cut in line."





  Elfriede, who had been watching with narrow eyes, added a word toward Luna, who was grumbling in a sulky voice.





  "Luna, you cut in line too. Taking advantage of the moment I stepped away for a bit-."





  "Well, that's your fault for stepping away. Don't you know finders keepers applies to things dropped on the floor?"





  While the women were chattering like that.





  Friga, sitting inside the pentagram, got irritable.





  "It doesn't matter, so just hurry up and do the ritual or whatever-."





  "Heh heh, right. Got it. Whew-. It's my first time doing such a large-scale voodoo ritual, so I'm a bit nervous. But I learned a lot from my mother. This and that-. Well then, here I go-."





  "This Paranoy will beat the drum-ssi...! It is a very important role-ssi...!"





  Dung, dududung-.





  Along with the sound of Paranoy's drum, the Elves surrounding us began to mutter incantations. 





  "━━."





  "━─."





  The different incantations blended together, sounding like the voices of hundreds of people echoing a curse inside a cave. 





  Very ominous voices-.





  Even more eerie than that was Luna, who was performing a sword dance with an obsidian dagger while her black wings were spread. 





  Seureuk, seureureuk-.





  Like a spider's venomous fangs aiming for prey, the obsidian dagger aimed at Elfriede's throat before pulling away. Was there a meaning to that threatening and ominous action?





  Luna continued to move back and forth between Friga and Elfriede for a moment-. 





  "Voodoo of the Descent of God-!"





  Luna shouted loudly from beneath her bone helmet and thrust her dagger into the magic circle.





  Puk-.





  Juuuuung-.





  Then, with a strange vibration, the magic circle emitted light. A bright crimson light. Simultaneously, Elfriede and Friga screamed.





  "Heuaaa-!"





  "Geuuuuu-. Heuuuu, I love it, I love it, something, something is cominggggg-!"





  Their karmas were being mixed together.





  Just as Gloria and I had once been entangled like a single body because we shared a similar fate.





  Having had that experience, I could clearly tell that Friga and Elfriede's fates were being mixed. 





  Perhaps Gloria felt the same, as she spoke while watching this scene.





  "They are two people, but they're turning into one. You can mix each other's karma in this way too. But, since it's closer to a forced twisting, there might be side effects."





  Side effects.





  At those words, my heart felt a sting as if bitten by an ant. But Luna was confident.





  "Trust me-! Now, the final step-. Descent of God-!" 





  Luna clapped her hands together.





  Paaaaaaaat-!





  The light emitting from the magic circle became even more intense. For a moment, I worried if a Demon King was being summoned by that blood-red light.





  The anomaly began with Friga.





  Seuseut-seuseuseu-.





  Friga's charred black hair gradually lost its color as if being bleached to a greyish hue. As if the black ink covering her body was being washed away by milk.





  More and more grey.





  It turned grey and then was painted completely white.





  At that sight, the Elves who had been quietly watching this situation cried out in surprise.





  "Friga's body is turning white, her hair too, everything-. It's all turning white-. I've never heard that such a ritual was possible..."





  The old elder Gartrut seemed unable to believe this situation. I felt the same. Could a person's body be bleached like this by an incantation?





  The rituals used by Luna, the Goddess of Free Love and the Small Night of the Small Yard, were truly infinite.





  If I had been alone, I never would have reached this result.





  I truly felt that I was lucky to have been with everyone until I reached this place.





  Simultaneously-.





  Seuseuseut-.





  A bit of golden light appeared in Elfriede's hair.





  As if she had gotten highlights, several strands of Elfriede's uniformly silver-white hair were wrapped in gold.





  I could intuitively tell that Friga and Elfriede's karmas were mixing. Elfriede touched her hair in confusion for a moment.





 "I love it-. I love it-. As expected, the priestess of prophecy was me-. It was destined to turn out like this in the end-. The White Elf is this Friga-nim-."





 Friga, having recovered to some extent, stood up from her seat.





  Hwareureuk-.





  Flames dwelled in her hand, taking the shape of a long sword.





  "This is my role-. Mine alone-. A noble duty that only I can perform-. I can't hand it over to dregs like you-. The priestess of prophecy is none other than I, Friga Frigglach-nim-!"





  Before anyone could stop her, Friga quickly struck the root of the World Tree with the fire sword she had drawn.





  Seureung-.





  Along with the sound of something sharp cutting through the stem, Friga spat out blood.





  "This, ecstasy..."





  However, she didn't suffer a massive wound like Elfriede had. She only received a laceration where the skin split slightly from her shoulder to her chest.





  "What-. Why, why am I not dying-. Why-. Why-!"





  Friga threw a tantrum as if she were actually angry that her wound wasn't deep. Seeing that, Paranoy stroked his chin like a detective and hummed.





  "It seems she didn't become a perfect avatar-ssi...! Still, perhaps she wasn't completely without aptitude, as a crack has appeared in the stem of the World Tree like that-ssi...!"





  Unlike Elfriede, Friga was an artificial avatar created by force.





  Therefore, her connection with the World Tree wasn't deep, and thanks to that, it seemed she didn't suffer a deep wound either. 





  Avoiding a fatal injury was something to be very happy about, but Friga prostrated herself on the floor and wailed as if she were screaming.





  "What meaning is there in a burnt-out match-? To die here, in this place, is the role of the priestess-. You're making me face the humiliation of surviving until the very end-!"





  It was a grief that felt as if her intestines were being torn apart.





  However, perhaps due to the backlash of the forced Descent of God and creating the fire sword, Friga soon fainted while foaming at the mouth.





  As Friga was dragged away again by the Elves-.





  My eyes turned toward the crack drawn in the stem.





  A vertical crack drawn from top to bottom.





  The inside looked less like the interior of a tree and more like a dungeon passage filled with pitch-black darkness. Hippolyte slowly reached her palm toward it and spoke.





  "A door connected to another dimension has truly opened. But it's more unstable and narrow than when Elfriede struck it earlier. I don't know when it will close."





  It was as Hippolyte said.





  If the door Elfriede had opened earlier was a massive main gate, the door Friga had created by striking with her sword was so narrow it could be described as a dog hole in a wire fence.





  It felt like only someone like Paranoy could pass through easily.





  To that, Elfriede replied while panting from the ritual.
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  "It's an incomplete entrance-. Like Hippolyte said, it'll close soon. Once about one person crosses over, the wound will heal and close up-."





  At those words, Luna took off her bone helmet, revealing a face turned pale.





  "Then, only about one person... After I worked so hard on the ritual, and Hassan even lost an eye..."





  While everyone was worrying.





  I actually felt at peace.





  If only one person could pass through that door, that person obviously had to be me.





  I prepared myself to enter that crack alone.





  "It was my job from the start. It was something I had to do. Since we don't know what's on the other side, someone might get seriously hurt."





  I was overflowing with confidence, unlike my usual self.





  Confidence that I could do well.





  "Hassan, going in alone-. What are you talking about-. It's too dangerous-. It's dangerous-."





  But Luna was on the verge of tears, as if she were quite unhappy and worried about me heading into that dark space alone. I understand, since I would have felt the same if it were the other way around.





  Then Elfriede slowly raised her body and let out a rough breath.





  "It seems you've made up your mind, Hassan. You had that same expression when you left me. No matter how much I yell or threaten you, you never back down once you've made a decision-."





  "Yeah."





  As Elfriede said, my resolve was already firmly set.





  Because I thought it was a burden I had to shoulder entirely, without dragging anyone else into it.





  At that moment, Hippolyte unfastened the belt that had been wrapped around her waist.





  "Take this. Even if I can't be with you, I hope the luck in battle that dwells within me stays with you, Hassan. It will be helpful in many ways during combat. It's a magic belt."





  Hippolyte's belt was a precious item. 





  I felt a bit touched by her handing it to me. I used it to wrap my injured left eye like an eyepatch.





  The belt smelled of peaches. Is it fabric softener?





  Seureureuk-.





  Soon, Gloria also unfastened the bracelet wrapped around her arm.





  "This was my brother's. It doesn't have any special effect, but I hope my brother helps you."





  I took it and wrapped it around my arm. 





  My friend Castor's item. He was a brave and valiant warrior, so it would be good if his luck in battle dwelled within me.





  Perhaps feeling something from that, Paranoy also held out something he had hidden in his bosom.





  "This is an item this Paranoy's mother left behind-ssi...! It's the only memory and clue of my mother, but... I will give it to you-ssi...!"





  It was a broken and shattered piece of iron. It looked like junk, but there seemed to be no lie in the fact that it was an item Paranoy cherished.





  "You must return and give it back to this Paranoy-ssi...!"





  "Yeah, I got it."





  Finally, Luna's tearful face turned toward me.





  "Luna, don't you have anything to entrust to me?"





  "I don't. Because I know very well that you'll eventually return safely, Hassan. But, if you really need something, I'll give you this. My obsidian dagger. You know well that it's an item I cherish, right?"





  Luna held out her treasure, the obsidian dagger, to me.





  Luna's first trophy.





  Luna's treasure, which she had used to perform many rituals until now.





  I properly wore the item she polished several times a day on my waist.





  I rearranged the items I received from everyone and slowly moved my steps into the crack.





  Jeobeok, jeobeok-.





  Behind my back, I heard Luna's voice.





  "Hassan, according to Ideope tradition, I'll see you off with a smile. You have to come back with a smile too, Hassan."





  At Luna's words, Hippolyte added a word behind my back.





  "Don't make us wait too long. Because I want to show the child their father's face."





  "I don't think it'll take that long."





  Feeling somewhat amused, I continued forward. I didn't look back. Because it felt like the resolve I had worked so hard to build would weaken.





  Behind my back, Elfriede spoke.





  "Hassan-. This time, I'll wait quietly too. Because I'll believe that you'll return."





  "Yeah."





  "Instead, if you don't come back for too long, I'll go looking for you again. One month. I'll wait exactly one month."





  "Yeah, how reliable."





  With that, I thrust my body into the crack.
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  Receiving everyone's send-off, I stepped into the crack extending from the World Tree's trunk. 





  As I fully squeezed my body into the black, dark space, the entrance of the crack that had accepted me closed completely, like an automatic Door.





  At this rate, there was no turning back.





  "Where am I supposed to go when I leave?"





  I muttered to myself, partly to stave off the loneliness. Of course, no one answered. I wasn't expecting it anyway.





  In fact, if someone *had* answered me, I might have jumped up in surprise like a Cat seeing a cucumber.





  A way out, huh-.





  It must be somewhere here.





  That's the feeling I get.





  To steel my resolve, I uttered one more word.





  "It's fucking dark."





  Even to my eyes, accustomed to darkness, it was a gloomy space. It felt just like a deep cave.





  Could this be Hellheim, said to be Alfheim's Hell?





  If the Hell of the Gaia continent was complex and noisy, this place, befitting its name as the Hell of the winter continent, was desolate and silent.





  There was no sulfurous fire, no screams of sinners, just utter silence. Maybe there'll be something if I go a little deeper?





  Dalgrak-.





  Just then, as I was walking aimlessly in the dark, something caught my foot. 





  When I conjured a light magic in my palm and floated it like an orb, only then did I see what could only be called a tragedy.





  It was a pile of debris and corpses.





  As if a great war had unfolded.





  Hordes of armored warriors lay fallen on the ground, creating a truly gruesome pit. Is this Hellheim's unique decoration?





  That thought lasted only a moment-.





  ━Gueueo, k-kill me-.





  Someone grabbed my foot, making me frown.





  Had he survived despite his body being cut in half by something sharp? I asked the bearded warrior, who could neither be called alive nor dead.





  "What on earth happened here?"





  ━War, there was a war-. The last, glorious war, that God had promised-. But, it was a one-sided slaughter, with no glory, nothing-. That man, couldn't be defea....





  As if his strength was completely spent, the man lost his life.





  A war, then.





  I deduced the situation, looking at the brutally torn corpses with my one remaining eye. If it was a war, it would typically be described as a large-scale clash between factions, but.





  The severed parts of these corpses were consistent, as if they had all been struck by a single weapon wielded by one person.





  Something that brutally slaughtered them is somewhere in this realm of Hell─.





  And it might bare its fangs at me too.





  I heightened my vigilance and continued forward, following the path of corpses.





  As I advanced, an increasingly chilling cold enveloped me. The breath I exhaled immediately froze, crystallizing and falling to the ground like icicles with a tteojeok sound.





  "It would have been a disaster if I had brought Paranoy."





  I don't know the exact temperature here, but it was certainly a Nymph-hating cold.





  Luna wouldn't have been able to endure the cold here either.





  The same would be true for Hippolyte, who is strong in sunlight and weak in darkness.





  At best, Elfriede or Gloria might have been able to endure it.





  However, those guys aren't with me now.





  Looking at this horrific scene, I even felt relieved that they weren't with me. Especially Hippolyte, since she has a child in her belly.





  For now, I just wanted to show them good things.





  Though I don't know what they would think.





  Such thoughts became irrelevant when I looked at something squirming over there.





  ━Grrrruuuh-.





  "Finally, something's moving."





  I gripped the hammer at my waist.





  Then, I pulled it back forcefully behind my head and, like a shot put, hurled it, launching it towards the moving object.





  Shuuuuwook, Kaaang-!





  ━Gueeeeeek-!!





  My Mjolnir, cutting through the wind, smashed the moving object's body against the wall, utterly destroying it. 





  Fragments shattered and splattered on my face, which was unpleasant, but it was more tolerable than the existence of such a monstrous entity.





  "What is this-?"





  I poked the shattered fragments of the monster with my foot. When I first saw it, a sense of crisis, "I must kill it-," urgently rang out, so I attacked first.





  Now, looking at it slowly, it had a form unlike any creature I had ever seen. 





  It was a bizarre sight, like a squirrel and a horse made of modeling clay, then mashed together, mixed, and stretched out long. 





  However, its fingers and elongated face subtly bore human features, leading me to infer that it might have been human before becoming a monster.





  To put it bluntly, it was blasphemous and horrifying.





  The problem was that such things began appearing everywhere.





  ━Ueueueu, give me warmthhh-.





  ━End, my, sufferinggg, gueueueu-.





  ━It's cold, so cold it feels like my bones are freezing-. I'm lonelyyy-.





  Jilcheok, Kkumul, Kkumul-.





  My expression instantly soured at the monstrous creatures approaching, stretching out their mucous membranes like giant slugs. 





  Not wanting to touch those guys even with the tip of my hammer, I spun the hammer to charge it with electricity.





  ━Raiton-! Mjolnir-!





  An attack imbued with thunderous electricity exploded in all directions. I was able to reduce the damage with the gauntlet forged by Vulcan, the blacksmith, but.





  ━Gueuaueueo-.





  ━It's warmmmm-.





  The fleshy masses were merely scorched black and turned to ash by the raging lightning.





  "For all their looks, they're nothing special."





  ━Gueueueu-, I feel, warmthhh-.





  ━Make me warmmmm-.





  ━Kieeeeeeeek-!!!!!





  "But fuck, isn't this an inhuman number?"





  Perhaps sensing the commotion from my recent lightning attack, monstrous entities filled every space, squirming and approaching me. 





  Individually, they were nothing bothersome, but this number was dangerous.





  I decided I had to break through these hordes somehow.





  "Hell is Hell, alright!"





  The hammer, imbued with divine might, shattered the monsters' bodies. Mjolnir, creating a massive roar like an asteroid collision with every Huung, Huung- swing.





  Paang, Paaaat-!





  The blood and bodily fluids of the monsters, bursting as if shattered by the impact, drenched my body, making me feel disgusted, but the situation was not relaxed enough for me to grumble about it.





  "Ah, fuck-! Who bit my heel-!"





  ━Hiiiing-!





  "Fuck, you shitty bastards, die-!"


  


  ━Kieeeek-!





  At this rate, it seemed endless.





  Seuk, Seuseuseuk-.





  I crushed the monster's head with my hand, then quickly formed hand signs. I could just clear the passage in one go with Wood Release.





  It consumes 100 Task Points.





  Remaining Task Points, about 3700.





  If possible, I wanted to save them until I met my father, but dwelling on such things would consume more stamina and mental energy than necessary.





  "Rise-."  





  However, nothing rose.





  In this barren Hell, it seemed not a single horn was crouching in the earth. Thinking there was no other way, I scattered a handful of grain seeds from my pocket into the air. 





  "This is for tomorrow morning, though."





  Chwaaaah-.





  Then, it germinated in mid-air, extending thick roots and stems, pushing against the monsters' bodies and crushing them to death.





  Ujeok, Ujeojeojeok-.





  ━Gueeeuek-.





  ━Finally, just....





  "Good."





  It was indeed good that I brought seeds. However, if I kept fighting such draining battles every time, I might suffer greatly in the end.





  For now, I decided to formulate a strategy.





  Hiding among the sturdy tree roots, I regulated my breathing and momentum. 





  Monstrous entities made gnawing sounds at the roots, as if pursuing me, but the life force I had created was not weak enough to be torn by their claws and talons.





  They're like zombies swarming a shelter, huh.





  Thinking that, I pulled my senses upwards as much as possible to quickly escape this space of horrifying monstrous entities. To find something resembling an exit, if possible-.





  With that single-minded determination, I listened intently from within the tree root shelter for a few minutes.





  ━Hwioooooo.





  My sensitive ears, imbued with keen senses, found something resembling the sound of wind. The fact that wind was blowing meant there was a passage connecting this horrifying space to the outside.





  If I advanced towards it, something would surely appear.





  "Good."





  After steeling my resolve, I lightly brushed off the dust and bodily fluids from my body with my palms. Simultaneously, I retracted the roots and forced a breakthrough towards the swarming monsters.





  "Get out of the way, you bastards-!"


  


  My body, with its direction set, advanced, smashing through the monstrous entities' bodies like a truck with its pedal to the metal. 





  Without even needing to swing my hammer, just extending my hand forward like a shield was enough.





  It wasn't that the monsters were weak; it was because I had grown stronger through all the experiences I'd had until now.





  ━Gueok, Gueeeek-!





  ━Hieeeek-!





  Thus, smashing everything that blocked my path and moving forward, I realized that a faint light was shining in the distance.





  The exit of this cramped cave.





  A light that could be called an entrance to the next stage, or anything else.





  I ran towards the light like a moth drawn to a flame.
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  And when I finally escaped the cramped cave.





  I realized I was in a field where pale purple flowers bloomed profusely.





  "What the-."





  It was literally a field, or a flower garden. A field where pale purple flowers covered my knees thickly under the light of two moons in the sky.





  A beautiful space where flowers stretched in all directions, forming an endless horizon.





  "This place is-."





  I turned my head. Neither the monsters that had been chasing me nor the cave, which had been like a giant's cramped esophagus, were anywhere to be seen.


  


  It felt as if I had been enchanted by a ghost or a goblin.





  Seuseuseuseu-.





  A wind from somewhere rustled the flower petals, spreading a pungent fragrance. The petals, soaring like snowflakes against the moonlit night sky, and the refreshing scent created quite a picturesque scene.





  However, my eyes were fixed on a giant man holding a massive scythe, unable to move.





  He was a man a head taller than me.





  He was bulky from side to side, and his black hair was long and flowing. 





  Solid arms, a chest as broad as an iron plate, and most notably, a truly enormous scythe resting on his shoulder.





  Beneath his broom-like long beard, the man parted his heavy-looking lips.





  『You've finally arrived.』





  "...."





  『You were faster than I expected. It would have been better if you had gone through Hell, and faced the traps and monsters I prepared. But you, you skipped through space, didn't you?』





  Traps. Skipping through space-.





  My moment of hearing incomprehensible stories was brief.





  Seuseuseuseu-.





  The man chased the petals in the air with his hand in the blowing wind.





  The man gently caressed the small petals that had landed in his palm.





  『Mente, mint. Mint flowers grow well anywhere. Their scent is refreshing and pleasant. They're also effective for pains like stomachaches or diarrhea. They're even used as a flavoring spice-.』





  "...."





  『Your mother disliked them, but I loved mint flowers. So, while waiting for you. I planted a lot of them. And so, it became a magnificent stage, didn't it?』





  The man was my father.





  Though he had a grand appearance that didn't suit him at all, the words coming from his lips were the trivial bits of miscellaneous knowledge I had heard countless times until I became an adult-.





  The atmosphere was such that he seemed about to suggest going camping in the mountains or fishing in the river together, so I let out what was boiling up from within me.





  "Father, why are you doing this? There must be a reason for this."





  『Why, do you think I've suddenly gone mad? Not at all. That's not it. Son, this is our unavoidable family curse. A curse etched in our blood.』





  Seureung-.





  Father raised his massive scythe and cut through the air.





  Chwaaaah-.





  Simultaneously, countless petals scattered.





  When I came to my senses, neither Father's form nor the ominous and bizarre great scythe were anywhere to be seen.





  As I looked around to find him.





  From somewhere unknown, only his voice echoed across this field full of mint flowers.





  『My father killed my grandfather. I killed my father. And you too. You stand before me now as a challenger. It's repeating. Like an endless spiral.』





  Seueueuseuseu-.





  A violent chill ran down my neck. I instinctively ducked my head, and felt something sharp brush past my hair above me.





  Shwaaaek-.





  『Come, now-. Young blood, young challenger-.』





  I realized that my hidden father had tried to cut my throat. 





  My father, concealed in this flower garden, was truly trying to kill me, his own son.





  The feeling of being cast aside by my own kin.





  I became terribly sad and shouted into the air.





  "Why on earth-?"





  『There was a time when I asked that too. That moment my father, Saturn, devoured me. The days I was trapped in the cramped, dark realm of Chaos, I wondered alone, asking, "Why on earth-."』





  Shwaaaeeek-!





  Again, I felt the sound of something intensely sharp cutting through the air. However, I couldn't feel at all where the attack was coming from.





  Pul-seok, Pul-seok-.





  Then, I saw mint petals fluttering in the air. Mint flowers swaying completely differently from the direction of the wind.





  Thinking my father would be there, I realized the attack was sweeping in from my left and hurriedly rolled to the right.





  Pul-seok-.





  Kwaaaaaah-.





  Though I was in a ridiculous posture, a deep pit had been dug where I stood. If I had allowed the attack, my body would have been cut in half.





  『Why on earth-, but, I never knew that answer-. I never heard it. However, the moment you were born-. The moment I first saw your eyes─.』





  As I quickly got to my feet, my father's voice echoed in the air.





  『─I finally understood my father, Saturn. You were too dangerous to my life and plans.』
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  『My father, your grandfather Saturn Chronos, was a coward and a hideous man. But he was also a terrifying absolute being. Because, as a child, I had to live hiding under his shadow all the time-.』





  Swae-ek, swae-ee-ek-!





  Unseen blades kept rushing towards me.





  I was somehow dodging them. Watching the movement of trembling grass around me, and hearing the faint breaths of the man as the petals scattered in the air.





  I was dodging one-sided attacks.





  Of course, I didn't know how I was dodging all of this.





  If I had to explain, it would probably be wit and instinct.





  『Why my father swallowed me. I always pondered. But, only after giving birth to you. I came to understand my father's heart-.』





  My nape tingled.





  『My father, Saturn, was afraid. He saw his own father in me. And he saw himself-.』





  "Oops-!"





  I quickly ducked my head.





  Fwaa-at-.





  Something sharp grazed my hair again. It was an attack with no hesitation, aiming to sever my neck.





  Is this really an action directed at one's own son?





  Am I, truly my father's son?





  Why is my father trying to kill me?





  『You will die alone. Over there. But-. That's the best thing-. Compared to the endless suffering of hundreds of millions of years you might have experienced, I am giving you mercy. As a father-.』





  Extreme sadness and anger welled up simultaneously.





  I decided to look for an opportunity.





  Rather than die like a dog like this, I'll at least fight back.





  With that feeling, partly to provoke, I shouted into the air.





  "So, did you also see grandfather's image in me? Did you see yourself rebelling and resisting grandfather? Were you scared that I would become like that?"





  『You fool. Do you think you've been building up your strength until now? No-. From the moment you were born, you were stronger than anyone.』





  Swaaaeeeek-!





  Again, something sharp rushed towards me. However, unlike the cold attacks until now, this attack contained hot emotions, making its trajectory easier to read.





  Because my father's image was vividly drawn in my one remaining eye.





  About 3 meters in front of me now.





  Even the sight of him swinging a giant scythe from left to right.





  "Gotcha-."





  I clapped my hands together.





  Clap-.





  With the sign of a quick clap, I conjure roots. Since plants like mint flowers are everywhere anyway, summoning tree roots is no big deal.





  Eujeojeojeok-.





  『It's your mother's skill-. Do you think this skill will work on me, your father?』





  The roots wrap around the air. However, they are soon cut into several pieces with a 'seureuk, seureuk-' sound.





  "Damn, that's one sharp scythe-."





  『The 'Sky-Cleaving Scythe'- Uranus. It's a scythe steeped in the blood of your ancestors. Even if you've regained your sealed power-. You'll die if you're cut by this-.』





  Pabababat-.





  The tree roots cut by the great scythe scattered in all directions. But who cares about mere roots. Since plants like mint flowers are everywhere anyway, summoning tree roots is no big deal.





  That was a trick-





  『You rascal, where did you go?』





  "...."





  I rapidly grew the tree roots to blind my father and simultaneously flattened myself to the ground. What I activated was the Cloak of Night that Luna had given me.





  The effect of the Cloak of Night is a mystical voodoo art that hides karma, hinders perception, and conceals the body.





  『It's the power of that girl I saw back then. The Night Clan-. Do you think you can deceive my eyes, your father's, with just that?』





  Chwaaaaah-!





  The giant scythe swung wildly sends shockwaves like a storm, engulfing and blowing away the flower field. But that was not the direction I was in.





  "...."





  I clearly realized that Luna's magic also worked on my father.





  It seems not only my father can hide his presence in this mint flower field.





  Thus, the situation became similar.





  However, it was the same situation where I also didn't know my father's exact location.





  To probe my father's location, I decided to blabber something.





  "You said you regained your sealed power. What does that mean?"





  『You fool. Do you think you've been building up your strength until now? No-. From the moment you were born, you were stronger than anyone.』





  "From the moment I was born-?"





  『You were complete from the moment you were born. Your power was suppressed. And you're just regaining it with the power of the Night Clan-!』





  Chwaaaaah-!





  My father must have tracked my location by my voice.





  I quickly rolled to dodge and simultaneously crouched in the bushes again to look for an opportunity.





  『You will die alone. Over there. But-. That's the best thing-. Compared to the endless suffering of hundreds of millions of years you might have experienced, I am giving you mercy. As a father-.』





  My father's words struck me like a small shock.





  That my power was suppressed.





  I thought it was because Luna's Totem raised my level.





  But now, it seems my power was the same or even greater from the moment I was born.





  Who knew Luna's Totem wasn't for raising levels, but for unlocking seals.





  Thinking that, I understood why my father tried to suppress my power.





  A max-level baby from birth, over level 50.





  It must have been terrifying. In a way, it was already a monster. Could that be why my mother pressed her face against my pillow?





  『Even so, I wanted to raise you like a normal child. Somewhere completely unrelated. I wanted you to live a peaceful life. But, you didn't listen to me.』





  "No, it's not that I didn't want to listen-. I was dragged here against my will-."





  『If you had listened to me, this catastrophe wouldn't have happened. If you had obediently inherited the health clinic-!』





  With my father's fierce voice, I could roughly guess his location. About 10 meters to my left. Towards that spot, I throw my hammer with all my might-.





  Shwoosh, Kaching-!





  "Kuaa-!"





  I heard my father's scream, along with the sound of strong metal tearing.





  『You think you can deceive my eyes, your father's, with just that?』





  Swish-swish-.





  The great scythe swung wildly sends shockwaves like a storm, engulfing and blowing away the flower field. But that was not the direction I was in.





  "...."





  I clearly realized that Luna's magic also worked on my father.





  It seems not only my father can hide his presence in this mint flower field.





  Thus, the situation became similar.





  However, it was the same situation where I also didn't know my father's exact location.





  To probe my father's location, I decided to blabber something.





  "You said you regained your sealed power. What does that mean?"





  『You fool. Do you think you've been building up your strength until now? No-. From the moment you were born, you were stronger than anyone.』





  "From the moment I was born-?"





  『You were complete from the moment you were born. Your power was suppressed. And you're just regaining it with the power of the Night Clan-!』





  Chwaaaaah-!





  The giant scythe swung wildly sends shockwaves like a storm, engulfing and blowing away the flower field. My father must have tracked my location by my voice.





  I quickly rolled to dodge and simultaneously crouched in the bushes again to look for an opportunity.





  『You will die alone. Over there. But-. That's the best thing-. Compared to the endless suffering of hundreds of millions of years you might have experienced, I am giving you mercy. As a father-.』





  My father's words struck me like a small shock.





  That my power was suppressed.





  I thought it was because Luna's Totem raised my level.





  But now, it seems my power was the same or even greater from the moment I was born.





  Who knew Luna's Totem wasn't for raising levels, but for unlocking seals.





  Thinking that, I understood why my father tried to suppress my power.





  A max-level baby from birth, over level 50.





  It must have been terrifying. In a way, it was already a monster. Could that be why my mother pressed her face against my pillow?





  『Even so, I wanted to raise you like a normal child. Somewhere completely unrelated. I wanted you to live a peaceful life. But, you didn't listen to me.』





  "No, it's not that I didn't want to listen-. I was dragged here against my will-."





  『If you had listened to me, this catastrophe wouldn't have happened. If you had obediently inherited the health clinic-!』





  With my father's fierce voice, I could roughly guess his location. About 10 meters to my left. Towards that spot, I throw my hammer with all my might-.





  Shwoosh, Kaching-!





  "Kuaa-!"





  I heard my father's scream, along with the sound of strong metal tearing.





  『I won't fall for it twice-. You fool-.』





  Kaching-!





  Finally, my father pushed away the hammer flying towards him with his great scythe and deflected it. It must have required considerable strength. To just send it flying like a baseball.





  Even though Pluto's faith has declined, and this is an unfamiliar land called the Realm of Chaos, it seems the majesty of being called one of the Three Great Gods hasn't gone anywhere.





  Thup-.





  When I grabbed the deflected hammer with my hand.





  My father wiped the blood flowing from his mouth with his hand and scattered it in all directions.





  Chwaaaaah-.





  『From now on, I will face you not as a father, but as a god. I will show you a true battle of gods-.』





  『Necromachia(Necromachia).』





  Kuung, pasuseuk, kuuuuuung-.





  From the ground of the flower field, which I thought was just grass, something sharp and pointed rose high up.





  For a moment, I thought they were bamboo roots, but they seemed too thick and sturdy for that.





  Soon, I realized that it was someone's remains (遺骸).





  Giant skeletal remains emitting blue light began to rise and surround me on all sides.





  The problem was that the size of those remains surpassed ordinary skulls, to the extent that I had to crane my neck all the way up.





  『These are the giants I personally defeated in the war against the Titans. Let's see if you can handle them better than I can-.』





  『Graaaaaa-!』





  A giant skull opened its mouth wide and brought its palm down towards me. Even without vocal cords, I don't know how it can let out such a loud scream.





  In any case, if I got hit by that palm, my body might be flattened.





  The problem was that there weren't just one or two of those guys, but about ten.





  Necromancy sucks ass-. Swallowing such curses inwardly, I first leaped to dodge the attack from the giant undead whose palm was coming down towards me.





  Tadat-.





  Rising into the air, I immediately climbed onto the skull's shoulder and slammed Mjolnir with all my might towards its head-.





  "Shatter-!"





  Kaaaaang-!





  Unlike what I expected, that their skulls would shatter instantly, their skulls were as sturdy as if they were made of solid iron bells.





  "Geueu-."





  My hand, which had struck with the hammer, actually felt a tingling phản ứng.





  Still, with that, the giant body slowly fell to the ground.





  『Geureureu-.』





  Because there was a giant undead reaching out towards me again, I leaped up again and struck its head with all my might.





  Kaaaaang-!





  『Geuo-eu-eu-.』





  "Fucking tough, damn it!"





  『Stopping at that point, you can't aim for my neck.』





  While I was struggling among the giant undead, my father, the Demon God Pluto, kept summoning more undead.





  『Rise, rise and fight.』





  It was already enough to be described as an army.





  Dalgrak, dalgak-.





  『Geureureu-.』





  『Geuraaaaa-!!!』





  The countless multiplying powerful undead were all clad in shining armor, and above all, they armed themselves with sharp-looking spears and swords and sturdy shields.





  Not mere undead, but immortal elite soldiers.





  The Royal Guard of Hell itself, which Pluto created by gathering legendary heroes and warriors, is blocking my path.





  The army of the dead.





  Pluto's army, feared even by gods, blocks my path. The number is hundreds, thousands-. I don't know. Hell itself, where counting is meaningless.





  Compared to the giant demons Tartarus or Gigas I fought, this is truly Hell itself, exerting all its power to crush me.





  This was Pluto's true identity.





  Death, feared by all.





  The great unknown fear that lies beyond death-.





  It became a wave, and began to charge towards me, who possessed the warmth of the living.





  『Spartans, Macedonians-. Minos, Thebes-. They are warriors who waged slaughter across the land. If you wish to challenge me, break through these and stand before me with confidence.』





  "...."





  『Of course, if you cannot defeat me, you and I will only fight forever within this space. Now, come-. Hassan, no, Hassan-!』





  『Graaaaaa-!』





  The blue-eyed Royal Guards charge towards me. The numerical disadvantage remains the same, but I can neither grumble nor run away.





  I instinctively felt that I could only escape this space by settling things here.





  If that happened, it was clear that my family and companions waiting outside would be crushed under the great cloud called death, unable to even breathe.





  "Get out of the way, you bastards-! Move-! Move-!"





  I swung my hand to block my father's advance.





  Kwang, pagak, kwadudeuk-.





  With the hammer in my hand, I shatter the skulls' armor, and with my fists, I crush their skulls or stomp and pulverize them with my feet.





  『Graaaaaa-!』





  "Fuck, my shoulder!"





  There's no end.





  If I deal with the one in front, the one behind charges at me. Moreover, if I pay attention to the smaller ones, a giant Titan's skull reaches out towards me.





  "Die-!"





  Bagak, ppagak-!





  How many skulls have I shattered? But the waves of the dead seem endless. It feels like I've already taken down tens, hundreds, thousands of them.





  Still, my vision is filled with dense undead.





  The concept of time blurred. With the endless repetition of swinging and shattering, I briefly fell into confusion about what I was doing.





  『Geureu-aaaa-!』





  "Move-! I have to go forward, forward-! I-"





  In my mind, there was only the thought of moving forward.





  If I were in perfect condition, I could have somehow dealt with these guys.





  "Ugh, fuck-."





  Now that my left eye was gone, my vision was very uncomfortable. Attacks coming from the left were practically a blind spot.





  『Geiyaaaaa-!』





  "These, these sons of bitches are here too-!"





  As I tried to sharpen my senses further, the army of death stirring all around was interfering with my ability to read presences.





  『You will die alone. Over there. But-. That's the best thing-. Compared to the endless suffering of hundreds of millions of years you might have experienced, I am giving you mercy. As a father-.』





  "Ugh-."





  Huduk, hudududuk-.





  In the end, I was crushed by the army of the dead.





  Like bees hunting giant hornets, the skulls formed a giant dome, pressing down on my body, biting and clawing.





  Crushed to death.





  This was the sensation I felt.





  Alone.





  Solitarily.





  Is this my destiny?





  Swae-ae-ae-ae-! Pababat-!





  At that moment, I felt my body become considerably lighter. When I came to my senses, I realized someone's touch was pulling me up from the pile of the dead.





  "Found you-! Found you-! Hassan, you're here-!"
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  Dealing with Pluto's army alone was a lonely task.





  No matter how many of the dead I smashed, a pile of remains more than double that number would immediately pounce toward me.





  An hour, half a day, a full day-.





  By the time my concept of time had slowed to the point where I didn't know how long I had been focused solely on destruction-my stamina, which I thought was infinite, finally hit rock bottom.





  And so, I eventually succumbed to their human wave tactics and collapsed. I struggled for a moment to tear off the skeletons clinging to my body.





  I experienced what it felt like to be crushed or buried alive. A mountain of countless dead piled on top of me like a tomb, pressing down so hard I couldn't even breathe.





  Is this how I die-?





  What happens if I die?





  I heard that this time, I wouldn't even be able to come back to life.





  I don't care who it is, I just wish someone were here with me.





  Just as I was feeling a chilling shiver at that thought, I felt the sensation of something grabbing my arm and pulling with great force.





  "Found him-! I found him-! Hassan is right here-!"





  It was a very familiar voice. 





  A bright and cheerful voice. Luna's voice, which always feels good to hear, wakes up my ears and my spirit. Of course, this could just be my life flashing before my eyes.





  It could be a comfortable final hallucination created by my oxygen-deprived brain.





  However, the warmth pulling on my arm is unmistakably Luna's.





  "Hassan-! Hurry, hurry and get out of there-! Everyone, help me-! He's pinned under too many of them, I can't pull him out on my ooooown, uuuuuugh, I caaaaan't-!"





  "Move aside-! I'm going to shoot fire-! Ifreet-!"





  Kwaaaaang-!





  With a massive explosion, the heavy burden covering my body felt significantly lighter. 





  Thanks to that, I was able to spring up and scatter the bones of the dead that had been clinging to me in all directions. 





  "Ugh-! I thought I was a goner-! What-! You guys, how did you get here-!"





  "A Door opened in front of us-! Grandpa Lockheed opened the way-! More importantly, Hassan, you said you'd be back soon-! We've been waiting for over a month-!"





  In a flower bed filled with the scent of peppermint, Luna was getting angry at me. 





  A door opened in front of them? They've been waiting for over a month?





  It was all incomprehensible.





  "Lockheed opened the way?"





  "Because you didn't come back, Hassan-! We said we'd wait, but we just couldn't! We tracked him down and pestered him-!"





  The more I heard, the more I felt like I was falling into a difficult labyrinth, but for now, I decided to simply be happy about the situation.





  I could feel many presences behind my back. Friede was there, Hippolyte was there, and so were Antiope, Gloria, and even Paranoy.





  "This Paranoy's Black Mirror Unit will handle the Monsters-ssi...! I shall show you the firepower of the further evolved Black Mirror Unit-ssi...! Black Mirror Unit, show them the Fire Style: Great Crimson Group Technique-ssi...!"





  Seuseuseuseuk-.





  Infiltrators in black outfits appeared quickly behind me and spat oil and flames from their mouths. As the army of the dead, hit by flames and oil simultaneously, faltered and retreated-.





  The remains of a giant Titan reached out toward those guys called Paranoy's Black Mirror Unit.





  "Aah-! The Black Mirror Unit that this Paranoy hired for a fortune is in danger-ssi...! For now, retreat-."





  It was while Paranoy was flustered.





  Seureuk, seureureureuk-.





  Something ran up quickly and sliced off the neck and arms of the giant skeletal undead in one go. It was another skeleton with glowing blue eyes.





  Did infighting break out among the dead? I had that thought for a brief moment-.





  ━See, I told you there would be a war-. My intuition is never wrong. The promise to cut down the most troublesome bastards. Hassan, I haven't forgotten-.





  From that easygoing voice, I could tell that the skeleton who had intruded was the weapon master Achilles.





  To think even Achilles would show up here. But before I could even marvel at it, Achilles spoke to me.





  ━Dodge for now-! It's about to rain fire-!





  "Loose the arrows-! Don't hold back, pour it on-! Everyone, load and ready-!"





  Hippolyte shouted from behind me. 





  Turning my head, I saw a long line of Elf and Amazoness archers pulling their bowstrings taut with flaming arrows notched.





  "Fire-!"


  Pyushyushyushyuk-.





  The arrows leaving their bowstrings struck the army of the dead and caused massive explosions.





  Kwang, kwaaaaang-.





  Looking closely, they weren't just fire arrows, but long rocket-like arrows with gunpowder jars attached to the ends. 





  Only Elves or Amazonesses could fire such bows over a long distance.





  They must have ignited upon landing in the oil spread by Paranoy's Black Mirror Unit.





  Kwang, kwaaaang, kaang!





  ━Geiyaaaa-.





  ━Geik-.





  Anyway, the skeletal army caught in the arrow explosions created a large rift. Toward that gap, people wearing black robes and holding maces charged in. 





  "Protect Hassan-nim-!


  


  "Open the way-!"





  "In the name of the Brotherhood, erase the name of Pluto from the world-! Even at this end of the earth-!"





  They are my Followers, the Black Brotherhood. 





  Among them are the swordsman Schizo with a greatsword on his back, Somnia wearing a ridiculous skull Mask, and the dark mage Anxious.





  Somnia spoke.





  "To think that we, who were once followers of Pluto, would be marching against Pluto-. But as long as I can fight, I don't care-! Everyone, take the hashish-!"





  "Black Mirror Unit, hashish intake beast mode-ssi...! Charge at the enemies like beasts and create a path for Hassan-nim-ssi...!"





  "Graaarrrrgh-."





  "Graaaarrrrgh-!"





  What a mess.





  A truly chaotic free-for-all.





  A brawl.





  However, in the midst of such a situation, a path toward Pluto's bone throne was steadily opening. 





  Like Moses' Miracle parting the waves, a single path began to stretch out, carving through the vast sea of the army of death.





  "What are you doing, Hassan-! You have to go now while there's a gap-!"





  Just then, someone pushed my back. It was Luna.





  I ran with all my might toward the path that had opened with Luna. 





  The path to the throne, which had felt so impossibly far away, was now a royal road leading to the climax of this moment, stretched out straight, so all I had to do was run.





  ━Geruaaaa-!





  ━Eeeeia-!





  However, the resistance from the royal guards trying to stop us was also formidable. 





  As if to prevent us from getting even a single step closer to their king, they threw their entire bodies to block my path.





  "If we keep going like this, there'll be no end-! Hassan-! Be careful not to bite your tongue-!"





  Chrareureureu-.





  Luna, spreading her black wings, grabbed me under my arms and leaped with all her might toward the sky.





  "Luna Dash-!"





  Peolleok, peolleok-.





  Luna's wings continued to flap toward the air. 





  Contrary to my thought that we would fall soon, Luna's body flew even higher into the sky, leading me along.





  I wonder if this is how a fish caught by a hawk feels.





  "Luna, when did you learn to fly like this!?"





  "It's a secret-. Anyway, Hassan-. I knew I shouldn't have sent you alone-. Let's finish this quickly, and this time, let's all go back together without anyone staying behind-!"





  ━Graaaaaaaak-!





  "But what, what are these things-!"





  Skeletal dragons, nothing but bones, pounced toward Luna. 





  Bone dragons, skeleton dragons, are violent and disastrous Monsters with a subjugation difficulty of at least Gold rank. 





  Those things were trying to intercept Luna in mid-air like eagles attacking a sparrow.





  "Luna, dodge-!"





  "I can't do stunt flying yet...!"





  It was just as a skeleton dragon opened its massive maw wide in front of Luna. 





  Intense heat was felt from somewhere, and a blazing fireball struck the side of the skeleton dragon's snout, causing an explosion.





  Kwaaang, hwareureureuk-.





  Looking down, I saw Friede holding a long wooden staff and chanting her next spell. 





  "As expected of a branch of the World Tree. It has great affinity with me-."
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  To have Friede intercepting the skeleton dragons like an anti-aircraft gun. It was a very reassuring prospect. 





  "Don't worry about the sky, just keep flying-! I'll cover you-!"





  No matter if they were puppets revived by Pluto's magical power, it must have been difficult to withstand Friede's magic, which was powerful enough to burn the World Tree.





  Hwareuk, hwareuk, pung, pung-!





  In fact, two or three skeleton dragons were engulfed in flames, leaving behind only blackened ash. Thanks to that, Luna could continue flapping her wings.





  "Hassan, I'll drop you off over there-!"





  "Yeah, Luna, thanks-!"





  The strength in Luna's palms, which had been holding my sides, suddenly relaxed. 





  Thanks to that, like a hero landing from a high place, I struck the ground with Mjolnir's thunderclap, clearing the surrounding area upon landing.





  Kaaaaang-!





  In front of me was something like a pyramid made of piles of bones, and sitting high up there, looking down at me, was my father.





  The numerous eyes sprouted on his black face are grotesque.





  Why are there so many eyes? Looking closer now, his black hair was more like wet seaweed or tentacles than hair.





  He's contaminated by something-. I can't shake that feeling. Seeing that, Luna also furrowed her brow deeply.





  "How gross-! When I saw him last time, he looked like a cool older man-!"





  "It seems he has been twisted by the magical power of chaos in this realm of chaos-ssi...!"





  Before I knew it, Paranoy had followed behind Luna and added a word.  





  "He has already become such a monster that he can no longer even be called Pluto, the Lord of Death-ssi...!"





  『....』





  "...."





  We didn't exchange any more words.





  However, since I've come to this place with everyone's help and through the many events of the past, what I must do is clear.





  I will surpass my father.





  That was my goal from the beginning.





  "Father, let's end this now. The strange secrets. The pointless stalling."





  『....』





  "To be honest, I liked you better when you were a health center director. Even if you made me eat weird food. Even if you said things that sounded like a cult. You were respected in the neighborhood, and people called you 'Teacher'-."





  『....』





  "But look at this. You're not cool at all right now. Putting on all these weird airs, let's just end it."





  『...You sure talk a big game for someone who can't do anything alone. Putting on airs? I'm carrying half of your burden for you.』 





  Seureureuk-.





  Father slowly rose from his chair.





  『And you're still getting help from girls much smaller than you, aren't you ashamed? You womanizing brat.』 





  "Ugh-."





  "Hassan, don't listen-! He's just trying to confuse you because he's at a disadvantage right now-!"





  Luna's words snapped me back to my senses. 





  I can handle criticism from others somehow, but strangely, my father's words bypass my mental defenses.





  But that's probably just the nature of the relationship between a father and a son.





  Beings who can say meaningful things to each other.





  Thinking that any more talk was a waste of time, I charged forward with the intent to end all of this before my companions could be hurt or killed in this situation.





  Tadadat.





  Leaping over several steps at once, my hand reaching high, my hammer carrying my various emotions, swung down toward my father's head.





  『Slow, you brat. I'm sure I told you when we went camping to hammer like lightning-.』





  At the same time, my father also swung the great scythe in his hand at me. I clearly thought I had attacked first.





  My father's great scythe was approaching at a speed faster than my hammer could strike his helmet, as if it would sever my waist in one stroke.





  Everything turns white before my eyes.





  What you see when death is before you is your life flashing by.





  Memories of fishing with my father-. 





  Days when I was forced to eat things I didn't want to eat-. 





  Even the days when he abandoned me in the deep mountains under the pretext of training since I was a child.





  But thinking about it now, the times I spent with my father were very pleasant and warm, family times.





  I liked my father. Even if he was eccentric, even if we didn't talk much.





  To think I have to mercilessly strike my father's head with a hammer.





  In my eyes, which held a moment's hesitation, I saw my father's black pupils. Reflected in my father's obsidian-black eyes was my own image.





  The me from my childhood, who thought of my father as Superman.





  『You've grown up better than I thought.』





  With those final words, my father's great scythe came to a sudden halt before it could touch my body.





  My hammer, as it was, slammed into the floor with all its might.





  Kwaaaaaaaaang-!





  With an intense explosion, everything collapsed. 





  The pyramid of bones my father had painstakingly built, the throne, everything was smashed and shaken, crumbling down.





































Chapter 596: 596 - The World Beyond the Veil # 4  



596 - The World Beyond the Veil # 4  

















I had vaguely expected it.





That my father wasn't fighting me seriously.





The fact that he chose the mint flower field, which was disadvantageous for him to fight in, and that he readily fell for my provocation, revealing his location.





It was all part of my father's scheme.





I couldn't help but notice it when his great scythe, which had been swung a tempo faster than me, stopped without cutting my body.





That my father was intentionally trying to lose to me.





Of course, a defeat here meant annihilation, despair, and more than that, from which one could never recover. But my father seemed to be prepared.





So, I also changed the trajectory of my hammer and just slammed it into the ground.





Instead of striking my father's crown, my hammer, crashing into the bone pyramid's base, shook everything violently, shattering it all.








"Ugh-."





Thanks to that, I landed a hard fall on my butt, as if I had fallen from a great height. But that didn't matter.





『Did you get cold feet at the end? You idiot-.』





Because a thick, heavy fist flew towards my face from amidst the dust everywhere. My body reeled greatly from the blow.





Peok-.





But the taste of blood in my mouth made my vision turn red again, as if my blood was boiling. I was furious.





So I, too, threw a punch at my father, who was dimly visible through the dust.





"Who are you calling an idiot!"





Hwoooo, Kwaaang-.





『Ugh-.』





My fist landed squarely on my father's face.





Seeing his shadow stagger greatly, my heart felt a little refreshed, yet at the same time, it became terrible, as if a black ink had been cast over it.





To punch my own father in the face. Could there be any greater filial impiety? I felt like my life was ruined.





However, when I was hit in the solar plexus by a flying knee kick without a moment to indulge in sentiment, such thoughts no longer mattered.





『You bastard-!』





"Gueeegek-!"





My body, struck by the knee, floated a few centimeters into the air. The air filling my lungs was expelled with an unsightly scream for a few seconds.





Taking advantage of my disorientation, my father's two fists struck my face from left to right.





Peok, peok-.





From the rock-like blows, my head flashed as if sparks were flying before my eyes. Perhaps due to the intensely surging adrenaline, I didn't feel much pain, but.





The force accumulated as undeniable damage, making my legs tremble and breathing difficult.





However, I was even angrier than that.





"Why didn't you tell me anything-! What kind of things did I go through, living alone in that strange land-!"





Thinking of the days I spent eating dirt in this strange world without knowing why, I got angry.





If my father had told me even a little truth, if he had given me a hint, my life would have been a little different.





『If I had told you, would you have believed me? You never listened to your parents anyway-. Always slacking off-. Always trying to cut corners-.』





My father's sturdy arms wrapped around my neck.





It might have looked like a touching father-son embrace, but the arms, pulling my body like hooks, were a prelude to an incoming knee kick.





I hastily covered my abdomen with both hands.





Paaah-!





Even with my guard up, the shock that pierced through my palms and tingled was enough to make me grit my teeth for a moment. I felt like blood vessels were bursting in my one remaining eye.








"Guuuh-."





However, I couldn't just keep taking it, so I grabbed my father's knee and tripped him.





Paseuseuk-.





Thanks to that, my father and I ended up rolling in the mint flower field, which had already turned into a mud pit. After that, it was a melee.





Throwing punches at each other, kicking each other-.





A continuous, chaotic brawl.





Without knowing why I was doing this, or why we had to fight, I was simply swept away by surging emotions.





"Is this, the battle between a son and a father-."





Behind me, Hippolyte's voice was heard.





Perhaps the surrounding situation had been resolved, as many people were encircling us, watching my and my father's final brawl.





"We are witnessing the scene of patricide, which has continued since the world was created-imnidat.... Whatever happens, the victor of this confrontation will become the master of the new order-."





"But, to have to fight like this. It's too sad-."





Paranoy's and Luna's voices blurred in my ears.





My consciousness was already soaring far away, as if I had no thoughts at all. Only the desire to get up from this mud pit.








  *     *      *











What is your oldest memory-.





If someone were to ask that, I would say my oldest memory is being held by the waist by a large man and thrown high like an airplane.





I don't remember how old I was, but the anxiety and fear of possibly falling, and the relief that the man's arms would surely hold me, were my first memories.





It just, suddenly came to mind.





Perhaps my heavily beaten face and body were trying to show me past memories to distract me from the fatigue.





My two arms wouldn't move well, as if they were wrapped tightly in chains like heavy anchors. My two legs were already so weak that it was hard to even stand.





Of course, as for my father, he was lying on the ground, unable to get up.





『Age, it can't be helped-. To a fresh, young punk-.』





The victor of the brawl was me, after all.





Because I stood tall on the mud pit with my two feet.





But I felt no joy of victory.





Only the question of 'why' remained once again.





Why did I have to fight my father like this? My father didn't properly explain the reason.





『End my breath-. Young god. Before I rise and cut your neck with my scythe-. Before your precious family members lose their lives to my hands-.』





Even now, without telling me why we had to fight, he was merely provoking me, hastening his own death.





I recalled the prophecy that I would kill the first family I ever gained.





Was that prophecy, after all, referring to my father?





In my eyes, I saw the great scythe crying out with a strange, deep hum, "Jwuung-."





The weapon of patricide, which my father used to cut down his father, and his father's father used to cut down their parents.





It was crying as if telling me to use it.





I lifted it with all my might.





Then, I slammed it down onto the ground.





Kwaddeudeuk-.





Then the great scythe cracked and shattered like breaking glass. At that sight, my father Pluto rose to his feet as if startled.





『You, what kind of, idiotic thing are you doing?』





"Why is this idiotic?"





『You shattered a family heirloom passed down through generations in the house, that's idiotic-!』





"No, why are you passing down such an ominous object as a family heirloom? That seems more idiotic. Anyway, I won. I, I defeated my father."





I raised my right hand high.





My one remaining eye was searching for a now familiar face among the people surrounding me.





He was a man with only one eye, like me.





The white-haired old man, Lockheed Oros.





He was somewhere here.





Feeling his presence, I asked into the air.





"Is this enough? Is this-. No one died. No one was seriously hurt. All clear-. Is this, enough-?"





Seureureuk, jeobeok, jeobeok-.





Then, from amidst the crowd, the one-eyed man approached me. His expression was quite calm and bright.





"Yes. No more need to turn back time and start over. Excellent. You did well."





Lockheed's eyes slowly moved, looking at the fragments of the great scythe I had shattered. The old man crushed them further with his sturdy shoe.





Kadeudeuk-.





"I couldn't do it. But you finally did it. At the end of countless repetitions. Finally-. My, our long wandering has come to an end."





Seureureureu-.





Lockheed looked at his wrinkled, scarred palm.





As his fingertips blurred, I vaguely understood why his body was disappearing. He was my future in a failed timeline.








My future, where I lost someone among my precious family members on the journey.





But, since I, in this present, had reached a different conclusion than the future he had repeatedly experienced, Lockheed, an impossible future, was disappearing.








I could have become like that.





If I had lost Luna or Hippolyte in war and battle.





If I hadn't saved Elfriede.





If I had cut down my own father.





It's possible that I, too, would have felt great sorrow and despair and turned back the world itself.








Because I might have vaguely traced memories I might never meet again, written down the stories I remembered anywhere, and obsessed over making them come true.








"Father, I apologize for making an unreasonable request. Because here, we absolutely had to have this final struggle-."








"...Then, is it all good now?"








"The future, I don't know either. Because I've never been beyond that Door. But, it will be fine. Since everyone is together-. Surely...."








Seureureureu-.





Lockheed's body scattered like dust.








Watching that sight, Luna, who had been silently observing, shouted.





"Hassan-!"





As if in response to that, Lockheed's transparent lips slowly moved, saying something.





"━─."





No one heard what it was.
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  "I knew that guy was my son from the very first moment I saw him. Though, I didn't understand why he wanted to have one last bloody battle in a place like this."





  After Lockheed disappeared.





  The realm of chaos.





  My father, who had regained his senses before I knew it, sat on a chair made of bone and calmly explained everything.





  "But, I had no choice but to do as he said. I couldn't help but listen to the words of a son who had spent a long time alone and in solitude."





  "...."





  I listened to the story in silence.





  "Even if it meant killing you as a result. Or even if I were to die by your hand. Because, I wanted to save that fellow."





  "...."





  "You can resent me. From the fact that I told you nothing, to everything happening now. You can resent and hate me all you want."





  "So, were Father and I truly meant to kill each other? Or-."





  "I don't know that. However, it's a fact that your power was too strong. If the gods of Hypos had discovered you, they might have tried to eliminate you."





  "I'd like to hear the truth now."





  I demanded the truth I hadn't heard from my father.





  Nodding at that, my father Pluto explained the things that happened during my childhood one by one.





  When I was born.





  He said I was stronger than any god he had ever seen.





  In game-like levels, I was an absolute perfect being who was level 60 from birth, with Strength, Agility, and Stamina reaching 20.





  That power was so strong that I almost smashed Tartarus, and thanks to the anomalies created in the world because of it, the gods of Hypos even grew suspicious of what was happening in the underworld.





  "With the help of Chaos and the Night Kin, we were able to hide your existence. However, the day your older sister, Melinoe, got hurt while playing recklessly... the incident occurred."





  "An incident?"





  "You were so flustered by the fact that your sister was hurt. So, you turned back time to before your sister Melinoe was injured."





  "Time-."





  "It's the power of my father, Saturn. I never imagined such power would dwell within you. If Jupiter or Neptune had discovered you, you would have been sealed immediately."





  "No way."





  "No, we gods will kill even a father or a son with whom we share thick blood without hesitation if it's for our own safety. Because that is the curse of blood."





  My father's expression as he spoke was quite serious. In fact, my father Pluto and my uncles had killed their own father.





  Saturn had tried to kill his sons.
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  In such a situation, my existence had been truly dangerous.





  "But the most dangerous thing was the power you possessed as a god itself, San-ah. That day you brought Melinoe back to life... you lost your memories."





  "Memories-."





  "Unlike general authorities, your power was one that came with a price." 


  


  If it's a price, I know it now. My blind left eye is the proof. While I was aware of the darkness in my left eye, my father continued speaking. 





  "I thought the power you possessed would strangle you. In any direction. So your mother and I sealed your power."





  And so, by making a contract with Chaos, I came to live in a world completely unrelated to divinity, magic, or mana-a world that could be called the antipode of this Gaia continent.





  The scene I saw in the mirror, where my mother was pressing a pillow over my face, was a story from that time.





  "I temporarily took half of your power. To do that, you needed to die once. I thought you wouldn't remember, but-."





 "I saw it in the mirror."





  "The Mirror of Awareness? I see. Anyway, it was a power difficult for even me to handle. At times, I felt like I was truly being polluted and corrupted by this overflowing power."





  "The authority of Samsara?"





  At my question, my father shook his head.





  "Samsara is merely an application of the clock hands you possess. It's the same as how you make trees grow quickly."





  "...."





  "San-ah, you are the god who most purely inherits the blood of Chaos and its children. Now, I shall return your power, my heavy burden, to you."





  Srrr-.





  Father placed his hand on my shoulder.





  Simultaneously, something like hot lava surged from him, and I vividly felt the sensation of it heating my blood as it flowed through my veins.





  It was divinity.





  An overflowing, mighty divinity.





  "This is-."





  "It is Cosmos, the godhood that Chaos lost. The concept of space. The powers of space and time-those two were overflowing from your body."





  Space and time.





  To put it simply, it's time and space.





  Shortened, it's Spacetime.





  I was actually Hassan, the God of Spacetime.





  "I am-."





  To think I'm the God of Spacetime.





  It's a name that feels like it'll get swept up in a massive storm. There was a reason why I was suffering so much in this unfamiliar world.





  "To think I'm the God of Spacetime...."





  I feel like I now know how Lockheed was able to appear here and there like a ghost. It was the power to manipulate space.





  That was the reason for everything.





  Anyway, that power has fully returned to me.





  I decided to try manipulating space so that everyone could return to the daily lives where they originally belonged, while also testing my power.





  However, it didn't work well.





  "How do you do this?"





  As I scratched the back of my head in embarrassment, my father explained.





  "Imagine the place you want to go. Think of opening an entrance door leading there. Since it's originally your power, you'll be able to use it better."





  "The place I want to go-."





  "The more time you've spent there and the more impressive the memories it holds, the easier it is to recall."





  "Aha-."





  If it's that, it comes to mind easily.





  The small cabin that has now become my home.





  Picturing that in my head, opening its door, and thinking of the dinner time when everyone would be waiting, I twirled my hand raised in the air.





  『Consuming 100 Task Points.』





  Zuuuuuuung-.


  


  Then, a fucking amazing thing happened. Along with the text saying Task Points were consumed, a spinning blue dimensional gate formed in front of me.





  Seeing that, Paranoi, who had been clinging to my leg, shouted.


  


  "Hassan-nim is truly ruling over space-ssi...! The grace of the Squirrel Storage that I, Paranoi, was granted, I finally understand it now-ssi...! Hassan-nim was the god of space itself-ssi...!"





  Paranoi's fussing snapped me back to my senses. I couldn't afford to lose my mind like this fellow.





  "Well, anyway, let's go back."





  Let's go back.





  To the place where we should be.





  As if nothing had happened.





  "I, Paranoi, will be the first to enter the storm of spacetime-ssi...!"





  Shuuuuuung-.





  Paranoi was the first to jump into the dimensional gate. Watching that, Hippolyte crossed her arms with a 'hm'.





  "It's a portal where we don't know where it leads. Paranoi doesn't seem scared at all."





  At those words, Luna stuck her hand into the portal.





  "What does it matter where? It'll be better than here, this place. But, I can feel that the door is open to the place we want to go most."





  "Is that your intuition as a shaman?"





  "I don't know! Anyway, I'm going first!"





  Suuuuuuung-.





  Luna's figure also disappeared into the dimensional gate. Seeing that, Hippolyte looked back and forth between my face and the faces of the remaining people.





  "Well, it's certainly better than here."





  Suuuuuung-.





  Like that, people disappeared one by one into the storm of spacetime I had opened. The crowd of over a hundred people left this Mente flower field, which had become a quagmire, without a single person remaining.





  "What, in the end, I didn't even have a chance to shine. I just spent my time fighting skeletons excitedly."





  Antiope put her hands behind her head.





  "Well. Whatever. It was fun. I got to loosen up my body. Hassan, I'm going first. And, I have something to tell you when you return."





  Suuuuuung-.





  With that, Antiope's figure also disappeared.





  The ones remaining were Gloria and Elfriede.





  "I hope it's connected to the land of Samaria."





  Gloria said as if she were regretful while looking at the dimensional gate. I nodded to her.





  "If you want to go there, you'll be able to. Because it's a door leading to the place you want to go."





  "Is that so? Then, see you later, Hassan."





  Suuuuuung-.





  With that, Gloria also vanished into the dimensional gate. Now only Elfriede and my father remained.





  "Hassan, you're not going to stay here alone again and, well, do something like that, right?"





  Elfriede seemed worried that I might stay here again and not return. Since there were many times I had left her behind, her paranoid Separation Anxiety must have flared up.





  "It's absolutely not like that. I'm going too. I just stayed because I have to close the door at the end."





  "...Hmph, just try running away or hiding anywhere. I'll find you to the very end."





  "Got it."





  When I smiled reluctantly, Elfriede frowned and vanished into the dimensional gate. Now only my father and I were left.





  "You've met many good people. Every day, your mother and I worried about what kind of adult you would grow up to be. There was no need for that."





  "Father, where do you want to go?"





  "Well, I'd like to go fishing. It's been months since I've seen your mother's face. It's a bit scary to go home...."





  "Hmm-."





  "Still, I have to return. Because I've caused trouble for everyone. Someday, I'll apologize to everyone-."





  "Please do. I'll definitely return home once later, too. There are many girls I need to introduce to Mother-."





  As I scratched the bridge of my nose awkwardly, Father laughed loudly.





  "That'll be a sight to see. Well then, I'm going first to get scolded. And... I'm sorry. For not explaining anything to you-."





  "...."





  Instead of answering, I waved my hand.





  My father also seemed like he wanted to say something more, but soon he understood my intent and disappeared beyond the dimensional gate.





  In the end, I was the only one left in this Mente flower field.





  Me and us.





  The numerous Hassans who had failed.





  I can feel their tears and blood, which must be buried beneath these flowers.





  I took out the worn-out World Stone Ring I had been carrying in my bosom.





  Then, as if it had finished its job, it crumbled and scattered into dust in the warm wind blowing from beyond the dimensional gate. It scattered as thin, fine particles.





  "Farewell."





  I mourned for the 'me' who had crumbled like dust. 





  How many repetitions had there been? How many of 'me' had felt sorrow and fallen here? They must have wanted to become the 'me' of now.





  However, in the end, I was the only one left in this place. I had killed my countless possibilities here.





  "Farewell. I am going to the future you couldn't reach. Beyond the door... To all the moments of daily life you wanted to have."





  Srrr-.





  In the empty place, I felt as if someone was pushing my back. Countless hands pushed my back and shoulders, making me head beyond the door.





  "Farewell. I'm really going."





  Toward the tomorrow that all the wanderers of spacetime had been wishing for.





  I slowly stepped forward.





  Heading forward.





  Toward a tomorrow that no one knows whether it will hold the eternal happiness they wished for, or if more trials and difficult times will be waiting for me.





  Let's go back.





  When I go back-.





  I'll invite everyone to the garden of the large mansion and grill meat together.





  Luna, Hippolyte, Elfriede, Paranoi, Antiope and Gloria, and the many Nymphs. Even the citizens of Sodomora whom I don't know.





  My relatives, too.





  Mother and Father, too.





  And my slightly annoying younger sister-.





  What kind of expression will she make when she finds out I'm married? I put the ring, which was sparkling like new in my pocket, onto my ring finger.





  Let's hold a banquet like a wedding ceremony.





  I'll invite everyone together to the garden of the large mansion and hold a grand banquet. Since the yard of my house is wide and large, it will surely be spacious no matter how many people enter.





  So I move forward.





  Only I.





  Passing through this narrow tunnel-like present, toward the future that is dimly shining in the distance.





  Srr-.





  Finally, my two legs and two arms passed through the dark tunnel and stepped into the light. Then, what I see is the old and humble, yet more welcome and missed than anything else, door of the cabin.





  The door that shows traces of Paranoi and Luna's clumsy hammering.





  I vigorously pulled this door that all of 'me' had wanted to open.





  Clatter, creeeeeak-.





  And so, what I see with my one and only eye are the place I wanted to meet most and the faces of the people I wanted to meet.





  "Hassan, you're late."





  Someone among my family said that. 





  Sitting around in the living room on the first floor of the narrow cabin, they soon began grumbling their complaints about me being late for dinner, one after another.





  "The dinner has gone cold, but I, Paranoi, have only eaten one spoonful-ssi...!"





  "Shit... how long has it been since we all gathered like this? Come and sit down already!"





  "But don't you think it's a bit cramped? Maybe it's because Elfriede is here, it feels a bit narrow."





  "Huh...? It's not that I'm taking up space-. Hmph, well, whatever."





  I had so many things I wanted to say to them.





  But I decided to say this first.





  "-I'm home."
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  I can hear the sound of snow melting.  





  The sound of the melted snow trickling down, creating a stream in the ditch.





  The time has come for the Nymphs of the ditch to wake up one by one from their winter sleep and tidy up the seeds for the warm spring days ahead.





  Usually, Nymphs facing spring are said to wake up in the morning, wash their faces, and do some light stretching to loosen their bodies that have become stiff during the long winter sleep.





  Today, Paranoi, the Nymph of the ditch, overslept quite a bit.





  It was because he had played card games with other Nymphs all day yesterday, and as if that wasn't enough, he had eaten spicy mixed noodles as a late-night snack at dawn.





  In the end, he woke up past noon, just in time for lunch.





  "I shall live today with all my might-ssi...!"





  Even though he overslept, Paranoi's life moves busily.





  "Luna-nim, what is your schedule for today-ssi...?"





  "I have to brew alcohol-! I don't think I can take Keong-keong for a walk, Paranoi, could you do it for me again today?" 


  


  "Understood-ssi...!"





  Taking Keong-keong for a walk on behalf of the even busier Luna is the very first task of the day for the awakened Paranoi.





  Of course, Keong-keong is a very intelligent sacred creature raised with affection by Luna, the goddess of the small yard. In fact, he could go for a walk by himself even without Paranoi.





  ━Keong-keong-.





  "We're just stopping by the candy shop here-ssi...!"





  ━Keong-keong-.





  "It'll only take a minute-ssi...!"





  The sight of the Nymph walking the streets with a small, smart Spider has become quite a famous attraction even in the downtown of Sodomora, so many people try to strike up a conversation.





  "Oh, how cute-. Here, do you want some bean powder rice cakes?"





  "I, Paranoi, am not a child-ssi...! However, I do not refuse donations for the Black Brotherhood-ssi...!"





  ━Keong-keong-.





  "Give my regards to Hassan-nim too-!"





  Paranoi's morning walk routine ends like this, getting food from people around or having his head patted while wandering the streets.





  "The duty of patrolling the town is also exhausting-ssi...! But, my real work begins now-ssi...!"





  ━Hiooong-.





  After successfully finishing Keong-keong's walk, Paranoi heads to the Temple located at the west gate of Sodomora. 





  After heading to his office there, he signs or stamps the documents that piled up overnight.


  


  "Acquiring the Elf Reconstruction Foundation and the Nymph Relief Foundation simultaneously..., establishing the Fairy Hometown Association-. No, the Fairy Veterans Association...?"





  The work Paranoi has been most engrossed in lately was the task of making the Elves of Alfheim more Nymph-friendly and Nymph-like. I'm not sure if it's going well, though.





  "Budget for feeding stray Cats-? Who suggested this-ssi...? Because stray Cats keep increasing, the stray squirrels that I, Paranoi, cherish keep getting hunted-ssi...!"





  It seems he's also having a headache lately because of the Cats that keep increasing in the Sodomora downtown. 





  After pushing the documents about stray cats to a corner, Paranoi leaves the office and heads to the hall.





  It's because he has to give a workshop lecture for the Black Brotherhood staff, which is one of his daily routines.





  "That was when I shouted-ssi...! Hassan-nim is truly the God of Space-Time...! I, Paranoi, am his first apostle...!"





  ━Nym-men-.





  Paranoi's lectures are mainly stories about how great and cool his performance was in many incidents. Of course, the Brotherhood listening to it is moved to tears.





  ━Such a moving testimony-.





  ━I think I'm going to cry-!





  "I, Paranoi, am the one who laid the foundation with Hassan-nim in a land where there was nothing and completed the giant Temple-. I will end today's seminar with the praise of Paranoi-ssi...!"





  "Hassan-nim is God, and Paranoi-nim is invincible-."





  "Hassan-nim is the only God, and Paranoi-nim is His only prophet-."





  The religious event proceeds all day with that kind of feeling.





  Still, if there's something impressive to point out, it's that he performs this strange act diligently every day, even though no one would say anything if he took a day off.





  His diligence in what he's in charge of is a part worth praising.





  "By the way, Hassan-nim, you've been following me around all day today and writing something down. What are you doing-ssi...?"





  Since Paranoi noticed me, I held out my notebook and pen to him.





  "Just recording daily life."





  "Recording, what a very cool and wonderful hobby-ssi...!"





  "Yeah."





  It's been a few weeks since returning from Alfheim.





  I spent days that weren't much different. 





  Luna is busy every day making elixirs and alcohol-. Hippolyte is strengthening her friendship with her Amazoness colleagues while also doing prenatal education for the baby. 





  Friede has been holed up in the mansion's library, which has a huge collection of books from all times and places, for several days now, to a worrying degree.





  Gloria is in the land of Samaria to commemorate her old friends, and Antiope is often away because she's receiving harsh training from Achilles, the Death Knight who was hired as a guard for the mansion.





  "Trickle-trickle ditch water-, babble-babble stream water-."





  "The beat is wrong-ssi...! You have to match the sound of the drum this body, Doris, is beating-ssi...! At this rate, you can't receive the Nymph of the Year award-ssi...!"





  Days when the Nymphs awakened from winter sleep are swarming in the mansion, and the sound of Doris, the head maid of the mansion who teaches them, making a fuss is loud.





  Just watching them with languid eyes under the warm spring sun-.





  That is the entirety of my daily work.





  Considering the scale of the things I experienced in Alfheim, it wouldn't have been strange if my days had changed drastically. 





  The world is peaceful as if nothing had happened, and full of things that make me yawn languidly-.





  Rather, the struggles of the past felt like a lie.





  So, having nothing special to do, I started recording.





  First, the easiest target was Paranoi, who wanders around me making a lot of noise. Following Paranoi's daily routine and writing it down was surprisingly fun.





  "May I, Paranoi, read it-ssi...?"





  "No."





  Thinking about someone reading my records made me very embarrassed, so I rejected Paranoi's proposal. I should keep it as my own personal record.





  As I was closing the notebook with that thought, Paranoi added one more thing.





  "In that case, please write a lot of my parts in a Nymph-friendly way-ssi...!"





  "Okay."





  "Please also make sure to add modifiers like 'wonderful, great, and loyal Nymph'-ssi...! And, when you describe me, Paranoi, as small but having very high growth potential-."





  What a pain.





  Jjak-.





  Syusyuk-.





  I clapped my hands and moved through space.





  Space movement technique-.





  Or teleportation.





  The technique that could be called whatever you like is the one I've been training lately. 





  When I clap my hands, I move to the place I want, and I've reached a success rate of about 7 out of 10, I should say.





  The place I moved to was a quiet library where Paranoi would never enter.





  There, another form of fairy, different from Paranoi, was leaning back in a chair with her legs up on the desk.





  It's Friede.





  Friede likes reading something.





  So I built the largest library in Sodomora for her. 





  Friede must have liked it, because after returning to Sodomora, she didn't even come outside and read books all day from the moment she woke up in the morning until she went to sleep at night.





  "What are you reading?"





  "Fuck, you scared me-!"





  Udangtang-.





  When I spoke to her, Friede was startled and flailed around. As I supported the shoulder of the girl who almost fell off her chair, Friede frowned as if she were very angry.





  "I told you not to approach me by teleporting like that-!"





  "Did you."





  "It startles me because there's no presence-! If you're here, at least show some presence-!"





  Come to think of it, Friede had warned me to show some presence when I was practicing teleportation. 





  It was because I had suddenly appeared behind her when she was reading an erotic novel.


  


  If I said that now, it felt like she would burn all the books in the library, so I just decided to tap on the desk.





  Ttok-ttok-.





  "There, I showed some presence, right?"





  "Ha-. Fine. Well, so what brings you here today?"





  Friede let out a sigh as if she were holding back what she wanted to say. I asked her.





  "I've been writing something down lately. I was curious about what you were doing."





  "Writing something-. Are you thinking of leaving a record about us-? Who are you going to show it to-?"





  "I haven't thought that far. So, what kind of book are you reading lately?"





  At my question, Friede showed me the cover of the thick book she had been reading until just now.





  「Pillars, Roofs, Walls, and Floors - by Master Craftsman Joseph」





  I thought it would be something like a novel, but it was surprisingly a professional book. Its content was similar to an introductory book on how to build a house.





  "It doesn't look like very interesting content."


  


  "But it's more interesting than you'd think. It details how to build a house on empty land with materials obtained from nature."





  Is it like the feeling of watching a house-building video?





  Anyway, Friede seemed to be feeling a bit of a great interest in something called architecture lately. She says she's building up broad and shallow knowledge from how to tend a yard to how to interior design the inside of a house.





  "Last time, when I set fire to Sodomora. I did volunteer work to rebuild the buildings that were burned down. At that time, it was surprisingly more rewarding and better than I thought."





  It seems so.





  A mage of flames building a Cabin-.





  I can't really imagine it well, but if Friede likes it, that's enough.





  I recorded the titles of the books Friede reads and the sight of Friede reading them in my notebook without missing anything.





  Friede narrowed her eyes slightly at that.





  "Can I take a look at what you're writing?"





  "No."





  "Then when are you going to show it to me?"





  "I'm not going to show it to anyone."





  "Does a record that isn't shown to anyone have any meaning? Books are made to be read by someone. Dummy."





  Friede snorted as if she had lost interest in my record after saying that. I closed the notebook and asked Friede.





  "So, what do you want to do from now on? You've finally escaped the shackles of the World Tree."





  "World Tree-."





  Friede also closed her book with a thud.





  "The Elves told me. They say the snow is melting in Alfheim lately. The ice that has been frozen for decades is melting, and old ruins, along with Monsters that were sealed with the temples, are appearing beneath it."





  "Really?"





  "As the World Tree burned, its heat seems to be melting the earth. The scorched ashes are becoming nutrients for the barren land. Spring is coming."





  Spring is coming to Alfheim.





  That fact was a story worth being happy about for me too. Because I had many newly made Elf friends in Alfheim.





  I should go and check it out myself later. 





  No, since we're talking about it, should I go right now? 





  But Alfheim is quite a long distance, so I don't know if I can succeed in teleporting. It would be a bit of a headache if I fell into the middle of the ocean.





  Because during the last practice, the coordinates were off and I almost suffered from falling from the sky.





  While I was thinking about that, Friede said.
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  "For now, I'm tired and want to rest well for a few months. Once I've rested enough and recovered, there's a treasure I want to find. Will you help me find it?"





  "Treasure?"





  "Actually, Dwarves lived in Alfheim too. If it's their hammers and nails, I think I can definitely build a wonderful Cabin."





  "Nails and hammers-."





  "Since the ruins of Alfheim are melting. But we might have to be careful. There will be all sorts of traps lurking, and we don't know what kind of Monsters there will be."





  "Still, it's a relief that you have something you want to do. Fine, I'll go with you."





  As I've said before, I liked women who run towards a goal. 





  Women who have a signpost in their hearts will eventually get up and walk forward again, even if they occasionally sit down to rest or lie down to sleep.





  "So Hassan, what do you want to do. Aren't there people you want to meet? Your family. They're far away, but you can go see them now."





  "Hmm-."





  Because Friede asked me suddenly, my heart felt a sting as if bitten by an ant.





  "Family-. Well...."





  What kind of conversation would we have if we met.





  How should I introduce my wives-.





  My mind suddenly went blank.
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  "Ah, Hassan-."





  Hippolyte's belly was now quite round, enough to truly be described as that of an expectant mother.





  Looking at Hippolyte like that, I couldn't help but feel anxious myself, worrying she might fall or get hurt by a stray ball.





  Of course, Hippolyte, as if my overprotectiveness was stifling, often moved around everywhere. As if she couldn't stay still for a moment.





  The only time she sat still was when she was knitting socks and making things for the baby. Such things could easily be bought with money, but.





  "Then I wouldn't get the experience. The experience of doing something for my child. That's something money can't buy."





  That seemed to be Hippolyte's way of thinking.





  "More importantly, the baby is really starting to understand my words now. Want to touch my belly?"





  At Hippolyte's words, I cautiously reached out and placed my hand on her belly. Beneath it, I could clearly feel the presence of a small heart beating, dugun, dugun-.





  It was small, yet a powerful surge of life.





  It was indeed Hippolyte's child.





  My and Hippolyte's child.





  Jirit-.





  "Oh-."





  At that moment, I was startled by the sensation, like static electricity, on my palm. It was clearly a magic reaction. The baby in her womb had shot mana towards my palm.





  Hippolyte, sitting in the rocking chair, laughed.





  "You felt it, didn't you? It was saying hello to you. It knows its daddy is here."





  "It's only been a few months. So smart. Already knows how to use magic."





  "It might be complete in many ways from birth. That's why I'm a little worried. If it's too strong, its values might be skewed..."





  Hippolyte then rattled off a string of worries about the child.





  Her main concern was what if, with such strong power, the child developed a different understanding of the weak or ordinary people.





  I empathized. My father and mother might have had similar worries about me, who was born with intense power from the start.





  Should I seal my child's power too?





  But no matter what, I was really looking forward to the time the baby would be born. How many months left? Five months? Four months?





  It was short, yet for me, waiting for it, it was a very long time.





  As I was stroking Hippolyte's belly with that feeling, Hippolyte, who was looking at me with narrowed eyes, cautiously spoke.





  "I'm saying this out of excessive caution, Hassan. You mustn't skip through time just because you want to see the baby. That power comes with a price."





  "I wouldn't do such a thing. There are things that can only be felt in these present moments."





  Just as Hippolyte valued the experience of knitting for her child in the present moment, I also felt these waiting moments were precious.





  To fast-forward and omit them would be unthinkable.





  I would live every second, every hour, savoring them without omission, never turning back.





  Because I wanted to record every single one of these future moments I had wished for.





  So I decided to wait, even if it took a little longer.





  The seconds, the seconds that come equally to everyone.





  Without rushing to meet them, without sending them back. Just waiting ordinarily.





  "I want to meet you soon, Cloud-."





  "Cloud, you say? When did you come up with that name?"





  "Then, Sky."





  "It's Hassandoti-."





  "No, that's still a bit... The pronunciation is weird too-."





  Hippolyte and I bickered about the baby's name for a while longer. It would be good if we could agree before the baby was born.





  After bickering for a long time, when Hippolyte leaned languidly against the backrest as if exhausted, I asked.





  "So, Hippolyte-nim, do you have anything you want to do in the future? Like a dream or a wish."





  "A dream, huh-. Originally, my dream was to fight my father, Mars, for his position."





  "That's right."





  "But, seeing you fight your father, Hassan, it seems fighting within the family isn't really ideal. So, I decided to just give up on that."





  "I see."





  I recalled the time I wrestled in the mud with my father, throwing punches. All I remembered was being out of breath, but it probably wasn't a pretty sight for others.





  "Instead, I want to meet my mother. The mythical island, Lesbos-. Once the baby grows up a little, I'd like to travel there to find it-."





  Hippolyte trailed off, her words vague.





  "Um, that..."





  She hesitated, then asked me.





  "If I go on a trip, would you come with me? I don't know how long it will take-. Or where it is-. I'm not forcing you, though..."





  "Of course. Of course, I'll go with you."





  At my answer, Hippolyte's expression, which had been shyly avoiding my gaze, brightened.





  "I see. Is it a given, huh-. It is a given. We're family, after all. Ahem-. Yes. Family, huh-. I only had sisters before."





  As I was thinking about Hippolyte's sisters, she spoke.





  "Hassan, I heard you also have siblings, no, a sister. Your younger sister. When are you going to introduce your sister or mother to me?"





  "Hoo-hoo-hm-."





  Jjak-.





  Shushushuk-.





  I decided to use spatial teleportation.











  *     *     *











  Peolleok, peolleok-.





  "Guess who-!"





  "It's Luna."





  "How did you know? I came so quietly."





  It was a languid afternoon. Sitting on a bench in the mansion garden, I was watching the chattering Nymphs. Luna approached from behind me and spoke.





  She probably thought I wouldn't know it was her.





  "I heard your wings flapping."





  "Really? I'll have to practice flying more quietly-!"





  With an eup- sound, Luna's wings disappeared with a ppyong. It was always a fascinating ability to watch. Anyway, Luna was bright and lively today too.





  Luna, with her spring-like energy, sat beside me and stretched.





  "Mwaaa-, I ordered ten bottles of nectar from Mount Hypnos-! Making one bottle takes quite a bit of effort. Ten bottles is too much-!"





  "Ah, so that's why the Nymphs are stomping grapes like that."





  "Uh-huh-!"





  With Luna's energetic reply, I looked at the Nymphs in the garden.





  Hoenoi and Doris, among others, were constantly stomping on the grapes piled high on large plates, playing with the juice.





  Chambang, chambang-.





  "Hoe-e-e-! Hoenoi's feet are turning purple, purple-imnidat-!"





  "If I, Doris, work like this every day, I'll become a Nymph of grape juice...!"





  Although they themselves found it tiring, the sight of the little Nymphs chattering was quite pleasant. It truly felt like spring was just around the corner.





  Of course, the Nymphs' labor standards were strictly adhered to, so there were no problems.





  Anyway, my garden, with butterflies fluttering, bees buzzing, and Nymphs chattering, was already spring. A spring with warm breezes.





  Had I gotten old?





  I used to like summer, but now I like the coming of spring too.





  Soon, the beautiful pink cherry blossoms would bud in Sodomora's deer forest. Yellow forsythias would bloom in the plains of Kallan.





  When the sun is warm, should we all go flower viewing together? Taking lots of Nymphs, Kkeong-kkeong-i, Jeom-bak-i, and all our friends.





  It would surely be a fun time.





  As I was feeling happy just imagining it, Luna gazed at the chattering Nymphs and slowly continued.





  "Time has passed quickly, Hassan. It's already been a year since we first met that spring."





  "Indeed."





  "So, Hassan, was the past year fun?"





  "The past year? Well-."





  Of course.





  There were many difficult times, dangerous moments, and times when I was hurt and in pain.





  But looking back now, all the painful and difficult memories were forgotten, and only the memories of laughing and chatting together remained, warm like bright sunlight.





  "It was fun."





  "Me too-! So, Hassan, are you happy now?"





  "Of course, but why are you asking such things all of a sudden?"





  "Because I don't want Hassan to be sad alone anymore. Hassan, I'll create happy times every day, so much so that you won't even think about wanting to go back in time."





  "That sounds like something a man would say to a woman."





  "What does it matter if it's a man or a woman! I am Luna Noxdoti, the Goddess of Free Love-!"





  Luna clenched her fingers into a kkeu-ang- shape. Her appearance suddenly made me laugh. These were happy times. I had come to believe, without a doubt, that these days would continue.





  Because it was a goddess's promise.





  "So, Hassan, when are you going to visit your mother?"





  "Hoo-hm-."





  "You said you'd introduce your mother and sister, Hassan. I want to see them-. When are we going to visit? Hassan, you can jump through space without a problem now, right!"





  Luna trembled as if her side was tickling, eager to meet my family.





  Hippolyte and Elfriede were the same. Luna also seemed full of desire to formally meet my parents and see the house where I grew up.





  "I do have to meet them..."





  However, I just couldn't muster the courage.





  Not even when I was smashing Hell.





  Not even when I was about to face the Demon God Pluto in the Realm of Chaos, did I feel such intense tension.





  But I felt a powerful sense of fear and aversion at the thought of introducing my wives to my mother and sister.





  A feeling that made goosebumps rise on my back, my stomach twist, and made me want to run to the bathroom immediately.





  Clearly, my experiences and memories were vehemently opposing it. If I introduced my wives to my mother and sister, something terrible would happen.





  Something terrible on a completely different scale from anything I had experienced so far.





  "Hassan, when are we going to visit? I want to see the neighborhood where Hassan grew up-. I want to see a car too-!"





  Of course, Luna, whether she knew my thoughts or not, grabbed my arm and shook it back and forth.





  "When are we going-? Tomorrow-? Next month-? Next year-?"





  "..."





  If I kept silent, I'd be tormented by questions forever. It was going to happen anyway. I steeled my resolve and decided to answer.





  "This spring, when the yellow forsythias bloom profusely in Sodomora's deer forest, let's all go together then. We'll go together then."





  "Shit-! Forsythias-! Are they blooming now, perhaps? I have to go to the deer forest-!"





  Luna, with an eup- sound, sprouted her wings with a ppyong.





  Luna leaped high into the air and flew south of the city. She must have gone to the deer forest to check if the forsythias were blooming.





  It would take at least another month or two.





  It was like recalling my childhood self, marking Christmas or my birthday on the calendar and looking at it every day.





  So every day.





  Without fail, Luna flew to the southern forest.





  "Today, the buds were forming-! The flower buds, I mean-! Soon-! Soon spring will really come, Hassan-! You haven't forgotten your promise, have you?"





  "Yes-."





  Perhaps it was thanks to Luna flying out to check every day. This year's spring arrived earlier than any of the springs I had spent in this land so far.





  "Hassan, today, plum blossoms bloomed in the deer forest-! The first spring flowers to bloom-. Soon, lots of yellow forsythias will bloom too, right?"





  "Yes."





  It was as if spring had rushed over.





  Eventually, as time passed, the deer forest was filled with profusely blooming forsythias and cherry blossoms, colorful and beautiful. The time had come for me to keep my promise to Luna.





  "Hassan, how is it? Does it look strange?"





  Luna, wearing a straw hat and a white dress, kept checking her appearance in front of me.





  Beside Luna, Hippolyte, in comfortable maternity clothes, and Elfriede, wearing a robe like a casual hoodie, were also tidying themselves up.





  To take these guys to my hometown.





  My head felt dizzy just thinking about it.





  But a promise was a promise.





  And someday, I wanted to return to my original land, where I had lived, and greet my family.





  To think that my home, which I had so desperately wanted to return to and missed, had now become a place I feared to go back to.





  "Hassan-! Let's go now-! Open that weird Door-like thing-!"





  At Luna's words, I let out a short, "Hoo-," breath.





  Then, I spun my hand in the air, creating a spacetime rift.





  Recalling the connected space was easy.





  It was as simple as remembering the musty smell of the health clinic that always greeted me with boredom. As we all walked through the passage thus created.





  "When I meet Hassan's mother, what should I say? Shit..., I'm nervous."





  "I don't know either. You're making me nervous too, Luna Noxdoti."





  "Just, stay still, I guess."





  As I listened to the chattering girls behind me and exited the passage, the old sign that always awaited me came into view.





  「Mountain and Sea」.





  And the eyes of the man sweeping in front of that old, desolate sign widened-.





  "Your mother was waiting. Asking when you'd come. Every day. Let's go in."





  Finally, my tension eased a little.





  But my tension was at its peak.





  I, for three years.





  Drifted in another world for about a thousand days.





  Finally, to the world where I grew up-.





  I opened the Door to my home.





  "Mother-. Kim Chunja-ssi-. Are you here-."
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 Health Clinic 「Mountain and Sea」.





 Wasn't it named after my father's and my names, one each?





 Thinking about it now, thanks to my overzealous father, I really ate a lot and tasted many flavors.





 Among guys my age, there probably isn't anyone who's eaten as many variations of ingredients as I have.





 When my acquaintances hear my stories, they usually ask what tasted like what.





 Honestly, I had no desire to describe their names or tastes. Just recalling the memories felt like I'd throw up what I'd just eaten.





 Even without thinking about it, the smell of all sorts of things being squeezed and boiled at the health clinic always lingered around my nose, which was quite bothersome.





 Fucking smell-.


 


 Thinking back now, I really, really hated that unique smell of the health clinic.





 A smell that clung to my body like a sticky film, forming an invisible barrier that trapped me.





 During my sensitive teenage years, I struggled with that smell so much that I'd go through a can of Febreze every week.





 Of course, I was just overreacting, and now that I'm older, it's all just a memory-.





 Anyway, perhaps thanks to my overzealous father and those strange foods, I grew up quite sturdy compared to my peers, becoming a healthy young man who never suffered from minor illnesses.





 If I had grown up as a sickly weakling, I would have collapsed and died in countless underground labyrinths, dungeons, and battlefields.





 Underground labyrinth.





 That's right-. An underground labyrinth.





 There must be people wondering why I, who lived in 21st-century modern South Korea, was roaming underground labyrinths.





 Actually, I was so curious about it myself that I wanted to ask someone.





 Of course, now, at this point.





 If I racked my brain, it wasn't entirely impossible to guess the reason. Most of my curiosities have been resolved.





 Anyway, after approximately a thousand days drifting through an unfamiliar world-.





 I could place my hand on the familiar sign, the familiar Door handle. At that moment, my father, who was sweeping in front of the Shop, spoke.





 「Go on in first. Ah, and-. When it comes to your mother, it's easier to ask for forgiveness than permission.」





 「Forgiveness, huh-.」





 As if pushed by my father's words-.





 The Shop's Door I opened every day during my school years-.





 My family home I visited during vacations while living in the Dormitory during University-.





 During my time in the military, I opened the health clinic's Door, which I had burst into energetically after a long-awaited vacation.





 Kiiiiiik-.





 「Mother-. Kim Chun-ja-ssi-. Are you there-?」





 Dallang, dallang-.





 The familiar sound of a bell rang in my ears. What I saw beyond the old, creaking Door was the interior of the health clinic, worn out from long years of use.





 As I stepped through the Shop's Door, where a dry yet humid, fishy yet strangely peculiar smell always lingered, my strangely excited heart calmed down.





 I had returned.





 There was neither the emotion I had expected.





 Nor any sentimentality.





 Just the feeling that I had finally come to where I belonged.





 Time spent in an unfamiliar land, approximately a thousand days.





 After a thousand nights, under two moons, beneath unfamiliar stars, I finally returned to the place I longed for.





 During those thousand days, the Shop had closed its Door, and the sound of boiling was no longer heard.





 If I closed my eyes quietly, it felt as if that hot warmth, those humid vapors, enveloped my body.





 ━Bogeulbogeul-.





 ━Chik, chiiiiiik-.





 These were things I had so desperately wanted to leave and ignore as a teenage boy.





 Now I know well that these old things, those hot things, raised me and made me who I am today.





 「So this is Hassan's home-.」





 Luna looked around.





 「It feels familiar. If my workshop closes its Door for a long time, will it have this kind of atmosphere?」





 Everything seemed new to Luna. Perhaps hearing Luna's voice, someone came clattering down from the second floor with a loud presence.





 「Who's there-!」





 It was a girl with black eyes like mine. Her shoulder-length bob and tracksuit were quite familiar. Has it been three years?





 「Yo-. Hisashiburi.」





 When I subtly raised my hand.





 「Hul-. Fucking shit-.」





 My sister, Seon-a, suddenly spewed profanity, her hair standing on end, then backed away and darted off somewhere.





 「Mom-! Moooom-! MOOOOM-! That bastard, he's home-! He's, he's back hoooome-!!!!!!!!!!」





 Gudangtang, tang, kwaang-. Buseureok, buseureok-.





 「Mooom-! He's here-! Mom-! That bastard-! He went out to buy ice cream-! And now-!」





 That bastard, she calls me. What a rude brat. Calling her older brother, whom she hasn't seen in ages, 'that bastard.' But seeing her unchanged made me want to laugh.





 Seureuk, seureuk-.





 Beyond the presence of my sister, who had noisily run off somewhere, small footsteps were heard from the second floor. The sound of old, worn slippers treading on the floor.





 ━Who's here-?





 Finally, light, bright brown hair appeared above my head, and my mother, whom I had always longed for, revealed herself beyond the Door of the stairs leading down to the first floor.





 「Mother-. Mom─.」





 「You-."





 「I, I'm back. I went to buy ice cream. The way back was a little, delayed-. But, it's too late, isn't it? Still, I'm back. For now-. Somehow-.」





 「....」





 My mother closed her lips, as if momentarily speechless upon seeing me. I could tell her eyes were scanning my face.





 What would she say first?





 How should I reply?





 Such worries lasted only a moment.





 Seureuk-.





 My mother caressed her own left eye with her palm and spoke.





 「You, one of your eyes....」





 「Ah, this is-."





 「...Never mind. There are many guests with you. For now, come upstairs-. The Shop is messy because it hasn't been tidied up.」





 Seureuk-.





 With that, my mother disappeared somewhere into the second-floor residence. At the same time, my sister also vanished.





 Left alone in the chilly Shop on the first floor, I first looked at everyone's faces. Luna, who met my eyes first, whispered softly.





 「Hassan's mother is much calmer than I heard-!」





 「Indeed-.」





 I nodded in agreement. My mother's face, which I hadn't seen in a long time, had a few white hairs, and her height seemed a little shorter than I remembered.





 There were also slight wrinkles on her face that I thought would never appear.





 And so, I too felt a slight sadness, as deep as those faintly etched wrinkles.





 Then Hippolyte spoke.





 「Your sister looks a little different from you, Hassan, her older brother.」





 「Whatever she says, don't get too angry. She's a rude kid. I should've beaten her more when she was little to teach her some manners-.」





 As I lamented my childhood, Elfriede, who had been slowly looking around, subtly changed the subject.





 「Indeed, there's no mana in the air here. A world without magic or mystery-. Hassan, the stories you told when you were a slave weren't lies.」





 「That's what I'm saying. So, don't say anything too strange, just like I told you.」





 As I cautioned them out of worry, Luna asked.





 「What's a strange thing to say-?」





 ━Keongkeong-.





 「Ugh, fuck, you startled me-. When did you bring Keongkeong here?」





 「Keongkeong is family too-!」





 ━Hioong-.





 Seeing the Spider perched on the back of Luna's hand, I decided to just nod.





 「That, that's true.」





 「Does Hassan's mother or sister also fear Spiders like Hassan? Then Keongkeong should go inside our enclosure-.」





 ━Hioong....





 「No, it's fine. Only I'm afraid of Spiders-.」





 Just as I was about to say something more, a loud voice called me from upstairs.





 ━What are you doing-? Come upstairs-!





 At my mother's urging, I decided to go up the stairs to the second floor. As I ascended those stairs, which I had carefully climbed without making a sound during my high school days, after cram school, when everyone was asleep.





 I saw a living room and room Doors that were quite a bit narrower than I remembered.





 And, on a small table in front of the sofa, there were antique teacups and fruits on plates, brought out from who knows where.





 「I didn't expect guests, so I haven't prepared much. But please, sit and listen.」





 My mother had a camisole draped over her shoulders, the kind she only wore to friends' daughters' or acquaintances' weddings, and her hair was neatly tied back with a pin.





 ━Daebak-, they must be foreigners. One, two, three-. Wow, what is this-. Is it insurance fraud?





 My sister was peeking through the crack in her room Door, only her eyes visible. I, first, decided to sit on the sofa.





 It was an unfamiliar sofa. When did they buy this? It was softer than I expected, making my butt feel rather uncomfortable.





 As I sat down, everyone found a seat. All my companions looked awkward, nervous, and unfamiliar, like mice thrown before a Cat. I felt the same.





 What stories would be exchanged?





 As I was tensing up, my mother asked, holding a teacup.





 「So, son-. Who are these ladies-?」





 「Ah, this is Luna-.」





 「...Ah, hello.... I am, Luna.」





 Luna awkwardly nodded her head in greeting.





 Seeing Luna, who had always spoken informally to everyone, try to use polite speech, made me feel uncomfortable, like watching a dog in ill-fitting shoes.





 「This is, Hippolyte-.」





 「...Uh, hello-.」





 Hippolyte also bowed her head slightly, very awkwardly. Now, only Elfriede was left. As I was about to introduce Elfriede, my sister, who had slightly opened her room Door, asked.





 「Are they foreigners?」





 「Well, it's a bit, complicated to explain-. Similar. They're not Korean.」





 「Totally daebak-. Bringing all these foreign women home, wow-. What is this-. Are you caught in a multi-level marketing scheme? You haven't joined some cult, have you?」





 At my sister's blunt questions, my mother clicked her tongue with a 'Tsk-'.





 「Seon-a, what kind of language is that in front of guests?」





 「Mom, your son, he became one-eyed somewhere, and brought all these foreign women-! If this isn't a scam, what is it!」





 My sister blatantly scanned my companions.





 「No matter how I look at it, they can't be girlfriends-.」





 In other words, my sister seemed to have smelled a scam from the fact that I had brought such beautiful, model-like women home.





 I understand.





 Conversely, if my sister had brought home a tall, handsome son of a chaebol from somewhere, I would have seriously suspected she was caught in a multi-level marketing scheme or phishing scam.





 So I decided to tell her the truth.





 「As you said, they're not girlfriends. Not girlfriends, but-. My, uh, wives. Wives.」





 「Wah-.」





 My sister, truly surprised, was speechless.





 However, my mother, who was sipping from her teacup, surprisingly maintained a calm expression.





 Dalgrak, dalgak-.





 But the hand holding the cup was shaking wildly, as if its contents would spill at any moment.





 My mother spoke.





 「Son, you're married, you're married. Yes. Hmm, perhaps, here, the one with a slightly protruding belly, is she your wife-?」





 My mother's eyes turned to Hippolyte. I nodded.





 「Yes.」





 「Then, the two ladies next to her-?」





 「Next to her, Elfriede and Luna here, they're also, my, uh, wives-.」





 「Hohohot-, does that even make sense? Having three wives-?」





 「Well, but, it's true, Mom.」





 「Hul, totally, isn't he crazy-. Daebak-. Fucking hilarious-. Mom, your son is totally crazy-!」





 Compared to my sister, who couldn't hold back her laughter, my mother's expression was quite dark. Veins were slowly popping out on her forehead.





 But she spoke as if barely holding back her limits.





 「Do you think, Mom, would permit such a thing? Going to the convenience store at night to buy ice cream, disappearing for several years, and then coming back after a long time, only to say this-.」





 「Mom, Mother-. Today, I didn't come to ask for permission. I came to ask for forgiveness, for things that have already happened-.」





 「You beastly bastard-!」





 My mother threw the teacup and lunged towards me. Her raised palm descended towards my back like lightning.





 Jjaaaak-.





 「Hieeeek...!!!」





 「And your eye, where did you hurt it-! You bastard-! Did I, teach you like that? Huh-!?」





 After that, I kept getting hit on the back. But as my father advised, it was much easier to receive forgiveness from my mother than to ask for permission.





 Just as I had said.





 The teacup had already spilled.





 It was something that couldn't be picked up again-.





 「Wow, she has a child in her belly? Am I becoming an aunt? I haven't even graduated University yet. I'm getting a niece/nephew. Hey, Mom's son, do you think I should be an aunt at my age? Huh?」





 「Not an aunt, a paternal aunt, you idiot-.」





 「It's the same thing. Anyway, unnie-. Can I touch your belly once? More importantly, what do you eat and how do you manage your body to be like that? You don't look pregnant at all-.」





 「Uh, uh, yeah-.」





 Watching Hippolyte flustered by my sister's high tension, my eyes turned to my mother, who had the wolf Spider Keongkeong on her hand.





 「Spiders and bees, you played with them a lot when you were little.」





 ━Keongkeong-.





 「But this is the first time I've seen a Spider raised so well. Even Doris couldn't raise bees like this-.」





 ━Hioong-.





 「So San-i wasn't very scared of Spiders, even though it's a Spider. But, you're living with Doris now?」





 「Uh-huh, no, yes...!」





 「Doris, what a nostalgic name. So, so nostalgic. Come to think of it, you resemble my childhood. I too had a time when I was a small girl just like you. But then, I went and married some, pitch-black man-.」





 「You, even now, you're like Kore...!」





 「Kore, huh-. I haven't heard that nickname in ages. But, it's a bit much for an ajumma like me to be Kore now. So, young lady, who are you?」





 「Uh, I am, Elfriede....」





 「A young lady who seems to have many stories.」





 「Uh....」





 To think the day would come when Elfriede would freeze up from nervousness and embarrassment. I spoke, intending to help Elfriede.





 「It's okay, Elfriede. Just be comfortable, like usual. Why are you so nervous?」





 「Usual-? She doesn't seem like a quiet child, does she? Is she perhaps shy with strangers?」





 「....」





 Compared to my mother's expression of interest, Elfriede's brow furrowed ever so slightly.





 Then, under the table, she gently pressed her foot onto mine.





 Kkuuuk.





 It seemed she wanted me to just be quiet.





 Anyway, I suppose it could be said that things went rather well, better than I expected. Beyond the chattering women, my eyes turned to my firmly closed room Door.





 Seureuk-.





 Slowly rising from my seat, I stood in front of the room Door and turned the handle.





 Jeolkeok, kiiiiiik-.





 Then, I saw a neatly made bed, a clean desk. The window and curtains fluttering in the wind, and even the sky visible beyond them.





 Quite familiar sights appeared.





 Although my sister said she sold my computer.





 It was a scene in my room that hadn't changed much, more than I expected. I thought they would be using my room as a storage room, like when I was in the military. But they weren't.





 As I ran my palm over the desk, Luna, who had approached behind me, spoke.





 「So this is Hassan's room-. It seems a little Hassan grew up here. Though it doesn't smell like Hassan.」





 I chuckled slightly and replied to Luna, who was sniffing around.





 「Well, we've been apart for a long time.」





 At that moment, Hippolyte reached out her hand as if she had discovered something.





 「Hassan, did you measure your height-? You too, had a time when you were this small.」





 What Hippolyte's hand caressed was a mark scratched onto the wall.





 As she said, it was a record of my height during my growth spurt, a kind of personal chronicle, you could say.





 Seeing that, Elfriede narrowed her brow as if finding it strange.





 「But, it seems smaller than your current height.」





 「Is that so? Shall I measure it again?」





 I decided to measure my height again now, the height I had last measured during my University days.





 It was a simple matter of standing with my back against the wall, placing a flat book-like object on my head, and drawing a line with a ballpoint pen.





 My height, measured that way, had grown by approximately 5cm since I was discharged from the military.





 「Wow-, I'm still growing even after getting older.」





 I was surprised that I could still grow at my current age. In that unfamiliar land of Gaia, I had grown this much.





 That's why the home and neighborhood I longed for seemed small.





 And why my mother's and father's shoulders and backs, which I saw after a long time, seemed narrow.





 It wasn't that they had shrunk, but that I had grown a little taller.





 As I was feeling such sentiments, a 'Hwiooo-' wind blew from beyond the half-open window.





 It was a spring breeze carrying the warmth of spring.





 It felt like a subtle floral scent mixed among melting snow somewhere. When I peered out the window, I saw the scenery of a quiet neighborhood and unfamiliar yet familiar faces passing by on the street.





 Even without me, this world had continued as it always had. As I was slightly lost in memories and sentimentality, watching those scenes, my mother spoke from behind me.





 「Most of your things, I cleared them out. I thought you wouldn't come back.」





 「I haven't returned. I've just come for a visit. I, now have my own home. And my own family. When, the weather gets warm, I'll invite you, so please come.」
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 「Alright.」





 「So, oppa-. Did you buy the ice cream? I told you to buy Melona when you went to the convenience store and came back-.」





 「You, damn it-.」





 「Of course. I knew you wouldn't buy it, so I stocked up on Melona in the fridge. Let's all, share and eat-.」





 My sister brought out a pile of ice cream from somewhere.





 I don't know why there was so much ice cream in the freezer, but we all shared and ate it together.





 The processed food, eaten after three years, was incredibly delicious. To describe its taste, perhaps it was very, Nymph-friendly.





 If I gave it to the Nymphs working at the mansion, they would surely love it.





 On my way back to my home, this time, I really must stop by the convenience store and buy a lot of ice cream.





 To not forget, I took out my notebook from my pocket and carefully wrote it down.





 Buy ice cream-.





 Be careful of manhole covers-.





 And, definitely, go back home with everyone, and share and eat-.


 


 Live happily, without regrets, every day.


























 Otherworld Illegal Resident Cultist - The End -
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  Nymphs, it's said, are slightly influenced in personality and appearance by the season they're born in.





  For instance, Nymphs born in spring become meddlesome, nosy girls like Doris.





  Nymphs born in summer, like Hoenoi, are influenced by the hot sun and become lively girls.





  And Nymphs born in autumn are generally shy, highly sensitive, and quiet.





  Of course, this has nothing to do with Paranoy, the autumn Nymph.





  Paranoy, a Nymph born in autumn with hair the reddish-orange hue of maple leaves, was the most peculiar fellow among any Nymphs I knew, no, among any people I knew.





  "This Paranoy begins the day's religious duties by praising Paranoy-nim...!"





  ━Nymmen-.





  Perhaps because it was the season when flowers bloomed everywhere, Paranoy in spring was as noisy as a chihuahua out for a walk after a long time.





  "This Paranoy finally overcame a terrible cold in the winter land...! In that sense, everyone will be able to overcome terrible colds...!"





  ━Such a touching and moving story-.





  Watching a girl like a teenager deliver a clear, ringing speech in front of so many people was always something I couldn't get used to.





  ━Long live Paranoy-nim! Long live the great god Hassan-nim-.





  "Then everyone, let's live diligently today...!"





  "Paranoy-!"





  When the morning's religious ceremony ended, someone approached Paranoy.





  It was Doris, the Nymph of Honey Water, with golden bobbed hair, a black dress, and bee-striped stockings.





  A Nymph of Honey Water is a rare, higher-tier Nymph that upgrades from a Nymph of the Ditch after drinking special honey water.





  Nymphs of Honey Water can control bees, even powerful Bashkir Bees, they say.





  The details are a Nymphs-only secret, so I don't know much, but the honey that Doris, the Nymph of Honey Water, diligently makes is quite delicious. And healthy too.





  Anyway, Doris spoke.





  "Paranoy, Nymph of the Ditch-! Today, I'm going to the Deer Forest to pick flowers with my sisters who just woke from hibernation-! Paranoy, I'm asking if you'd like to come...!"





  Doris is an elder Nymph who has lived for quite a long time, despite her youthful appearance.





  In other words, a childhood friend and all-around helper who grew up with my mother, Chunja-ssi, back when she was called Kore (girl).





  To me, she's like an aunt, but her appearance is young, and her personality is no different from a girl's.





  So everyone treated Doris like a warm-hearted younger sister or older sister, and Doris treated younger Nymphs and girls the same way.





  More importantly, if you treat her like an aunt, she'll get angry, saying, "I'm not old enough to be called an aunt by a dark-skinned man-!"





  Anyway.





  In that sense, Doris seemed to be planning a spring outing with the Nymphs who had just woken from hibernation today.





  They'd probably go to see the profusely blooming pink cherry blossoms in the Deer Forest.





  "It'll be a fun outing-! Hoenoi, Ononoi, and Meteriol are coming too...!"





  "Are we taking lots of candy...?"





  "Honey candy, a picnic mat, and lunch are all prepared by Hippolyte...! The weather is so warm today, it'll definitely be a fun time-!"





  "Hmm...."





  Normally, she would have accepted immediately, but Paranoy was unusually pensive today. Doris added a few more words, like a skilled persuader, to the hesitating Paranoy.





  "You've been busy with this and that-! Today, it's Nymphs-only time, without girls like Luna, Hippolyte, or Elfriede-. It's a Nymph-friendly, grand social gathering-!"





  "Hmm-."





  "I'll also bring Ideope's snowflake wine and the cool honey wine I painstakingly made last winter-!"





  "Hmphhh-."





  Paranoy's deliberation grew longer.





  Then, soon, Paranoy looked around and shook her head.





  "Thank you for the offer, but this Paranoy really can't today...! If there's another chance, I'll go with you...!"





  "Oh-!"





  Doris was surprised, as if she hadn't expected Paranoy to refuse her offer. But then she nodded, as if understanding.





  "We'll definitely go together next time...! More importantly, Paranoy, you've been paying attention as if looking for someone every day lately-!"





  Doris seemed to have noticed Paranoy's unusual behavior.





  In fact, Paranoy had been a bit strange lately.





  She was distracted, as if floating somewhere, and quickly lost interest in whatever she did, often staring off into the distance.





  Luna had said to such a Paranoy, "Could it be that she's fallen for a male Nymph?" But that was ridiculous.





  Because there are no male Nymphs.





  The Nymph species itself originally had no males.





  Then how are Nymphs born?





  That...





  That, well, I don't know either.





  The birth and upbringing of Nymphs are shrouded in Nymph mystical secrets, so even I, Hassan, the Nymph's god, who has been researching and observing their ecology lately, don't know much.





  Come to think of it, it's strange.





  Nymphs commonly have the appearance of girls.





  But I've never seen truly young Nymphs.





  I mean, Nymphs around five or six years old. I've never seen baby Nymphs either.





  Where are all the very young Nymphs? Why have I never seen them?





  It's a mystery, like baby pigeons.





  That's right. Baby pigeons.





  A long time ago, my father once told me, "Don't you know that a baby pigeon is actually a sparrow?" and I believed him completely.





  Because I had never seen a young pigeon, a baby pigeon, in my life.





  So I really thought pigeons spent their childhood as sparrows, and that sparrows grew up to become pigeons.





  Even now, I've never seen a baby pigeon.





  Where do pigeons hide their young, that they don't show themselves until they're fully grown?





  And Nymphs were like pigeons.





  The fairly grown ones are bustling around the world, but where are the Nymphs younger than that?





  Just then, Paranoy spoke.





  "Have you, by any chance, heard anything about a blue-haired Nymph...?"





  "A blue-haired Nymph would be a Nymph born in winter, like Meteriol...!"





  "That's right...! Have you heard of a Nymph with blue hair, who is about a head taller than this Paranoy...?"





  "A tall Nymph would mean a Nymph from before their growth was sealed.... I don't know-. Are you, by any chance, waiting for that blue-haired Nymph lately...?"





  "Actually, it's not quite to the extent of waiting...!"





  "This Doris will release her bees to search Sodomora and the nearby fields and plains...!"





  With that, Doris and Paranoy's conversation ended.





  I learned for the first time that Paranoy was looking for a blue-haired Nymph. A blue-haired, tall Nymph, huh. I feel like I've seen one somewhere.








  "So, Hassan-nim, how long are you going to keep following this Paranoy...?"





  "You noticed?"





  Seureuk-.





  I dispelled my stealth, created by the Cloak of Night, and approached Paranoy. Paranoy rubbed her nose and replied.





  "This Paranoy knows exactly where Hassan-nim is...!"





  "Yeah, that's amazing. As a reward, I'll give you an airplane ride."





  Embarrassed at being caught, I lifted Paranoy by her side and raised her higher, as if giving her an airplane ride. Because Paranoy likes airplane rides.





  "Lift me even higher...! So that this world that confines this Paranoy can be seen at a glance-. Lift me so everyone can look up at this Paranoy...!"





  Actually, it was more accurate to say Paranoy liked high places rather than the act of riding an airplane.





  Paranoy liked herself looking down on everyone.





  She liked being looked up to by everyone. And the reason for that, along with the simple desire to be famous, had a profound meaning.





  If Paranoy ascended to the highest position.





  She would be able to see everyone at a glance and instantly recognize the person she was looking for.





  Also, even if Paranoy couldn't find them, if she stood in a high place, that person might recognize Paranoy and come to her first.


 


  So, today too, Paranoy was filled with the ambition to spread her name far and wide across the Gaia continent.





  When I set Paranoy down on the ground, she brushed off her wrinkled, ash-gray robe and said.





  "This Paranoy's recognition is only valid in this central region.... In the south and north, there are still many people who don't know this Paranoy's name...!"





  "That's right."





  "Therefore, this Paranoy has devised a plan to become even more famous...!"





  "A plan?"





  "In short, it's the Grand Nymph Flower Viewing Festival of the Nation...!"





  The Grand Nymph Flower Viewing Festival of the Nation.





  Just the name of it sounded like it would be a noisy festival. Was she planning to gather Nymphs from all over the country for flower viewing?





  Paranoy explained.





  "Gathering fairies from all cities, grasslands, mountains, and seas, this Paranoy will hold the biggest festival on the Gaia continent...!"





  "Really?"





  "Deer Forest is a famous tourist spot on the Gaia continent...! If we prepare candy, alcohol, and honey water, many Nymphs will flock to see the spring flowers...!"





  "That's true."





  Deer Forest, located south of Sodomora, is quite famous on the Gaia continent.





  It's a national park, a hunting ground for Diana, the goddess of hunting and purity, where various animals and plants are well-preserved.





  A national park.





  No, "Divine Park" would be the more accurate term.





  Since Goddess Diana doesn't allow just anyone to enter Deer Forest, holding a festival there would require her permission.





  "How do you plan to get Diana's permission?"





  "Goddess Diana, who is in charge of Deer Forest, is famous as a Nymph-lover, so she will surely lend the space...!"





  "Is that so?"





  Diana seemed subtly prickly and ill-tempered. Would such a person readily sponsor her hunting ground as a festival venue...?





  As I stood with my arms crossed, slightly worried, Paranoy continued in a sly voice.





  "According to this Paranoy's meticulous calculations, if this festival succeeds, the Black Brotherhood's prestige will surely increase by more than 30% compared to before...!"





  "Really?"





  "That's right...! Hassan-nim's great majesty will also spread even further beyond the continent, to distant seas and the worlds of far-off stars...!"





  Jojaljojal-.





  Paranoy continued to rattle off reasons why I should hold the "Grand Nymph Flower Viewing Festival of the Nation."





  If Nymphs flocked, others would come to see them. Then the city's economy would be revitalized. The birth rate would also rise, and world peace would be maintained by the Nymphs' languidness, she said.





  I didn't particularly want to judge whether those stories were all true or not. It didn't matter. What was certain was that Paranoy wanted to hold a festival.





  So that's why she had seemed a bit gloomy lately.





  "Alright, I'll allow it then."





  "As expected, Hassan-nim's heart is as vast as the universe...! Then, can you contact Goddess Diana?"





  "That's easy enough-. Just grab my waist or leg."





  "Understood...!"
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  When Paranoy firmly grabbed my waist with her palm, I clapped my hands together. With that, my body could move from space to space.


 


  Shushushuk-.





  The place I headed to was the Celestial Palace of High Force, located like a halo at the very top of Mount High Force.





  The Celestial Palace, extending beyond the cosmos, gleamed with gold and ivory, a space magnificently adorned with sculptures and statues created under the blessing of Vulcan, the blacksmith god.





  "To enter and exit the Celestial Palace of High Force so freely-! Indeed, there is no god greater than Hassan-nim in this world...!"





  Paranoy fussed, looking around.





  I understood her feelings. This was only my second time here. The first was recently, when my father met his brothers to reconcile various past issues.





  Back then, I thought a war was about to break out between the three Chief Deities.





  ━"The past is the past. Right, Pluto? Besides, my nephew has done more than enough for his uncles."





  ━"Unlike Jupiter, who's like a storm cloud, this Neptune's heart is as vast as the ocean-! There was no fight, so there's nothing to reconcile-!"





  ━"Is that so-. You two haven't changed after all this time."





  ━"You, on the other hand, have changed quite a bit. Now that you've raised a child and married, do you understand this Jupiter-nim's suffering? It's not easy."





  Surprisingly, there wasn't much of a quarrel between the brothers. It seemed the three brothers got along better than I had imagined.





  Anyway, this was my second visit to the Celestial Palace of High Force.





  "It's a very Nymph-friendly palace...! However, there isn't a single Nymph to be seen...!"





  As Paranoy was fussing there, someone appeared, walking barefoot on the grass with a *seureuk, seureuk-* sound.





  『How do you just appear like that? Without a trace-. I almost shot an arrow, thinking you were an intruder.』





  It was Diana, the tall and slender goddess of hunting. Diana, clad in a dress, lowered her bow and asked us.





  『What brings you here? My father said he had something to tell you. Did you, by any chance, find out beforehand and come?』





  "Jupiter-nim has something to tell me?"





  『Yes. He said it was very, very important.』





  Just then, Paranoy tugged firmly at my waist. Coming to my senses, I decided to tell her the reason for my unplanned visit to the gods' abode.





  "My business is with you, Diana."





  At my words, Diana drew her bow, her hair bristling.





  『My, my purity is not for you-! You beast-!』





  "No, it's not that. I came because of the Nymphs. The Nymphs want to hold a festival in your hunting ground, Deer Forest. A grand Nymph festival-."





  "The Grand Nymph Flower Viewing Festival of the Nation...!"





  "Yes, the Grand Nymph Flower Viewing Festival of the Nation. Anyway, they want to hold it in your Deer Forest. Because Deer Forest has beautiful natural scenery-."





  『...A Nymph festival?』





  Her eyes narrowed thinly.





  Diana scanned me and Paranoy, then nodded as if she understood.





  『Alright, but, according to the great and lofty rules of High Force, a sacred ground of the gods cannot be lent out carelessly. There's a condition. A task that that little Nymph, Paranoy, must perform-.』





  "This Paranoy's task, you say?"





  『Yes, Hassan or other gods cannot help. Otherwise, it loses its meaning. The Grand Nymph Festival, that was your idea, wasn't it?』





  Diana then explained the details of the task Paranoy had to perform.





  Paranoy's eyes widened more than ever before upon hearing it.





  "That's impossible for a Nymph of the Ditch...!"





  『Yes. A small and naive Nymph of the Ditch couldn't do it. But try. Don't you want to meet the Fairy of Chaos, Alcohol-.』





  How can a Nymph's name be Alcohol....
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Half a day had passed since Diana assigned me a task at High Force. 





As the sun slowly set in the far west, painting the sky red.





"This is troublesome...!"





Paranoy kept pacing back and forth in his office like someone who desperately needed the restroom. 





I'd tolerated it for about half a day, but if I left him like this, he'd probably keep it up until he fell asleep, so I grabbed the guy's head to hold him still.





"Just stay still."





Then, as if he'd been waiting for this, Paranoy shouted loudly.





"This is troublesome...!"





"No, what exactly is going on?"





"I have to head to the Nymphs' Ravine...! The Nymphs' Ravine, this is truly troublesome...!"





"So, you need to explain what it is so I can help you."





As I took out a candy from my pocket to calm Paranoy, he took it, frantically tore open the wrapper, and then his eyes widened as if he'd realized something.





And then, he handed the half-torn wrapper back towards me.





"I'm not really in the mood for candy...!"





"What-?"





Ting~.





I was quite shocked by that. 





A day when Paranoy refuses candy. For Nymphs, candy is like the fuel cars run on.





But refusing it is no different than saying he no longer wants to move, or no longer wants to live.





The only Nymphs who don't eat candy are dead Nymphs-. 





At least, that's what I thought.





And while I was feeling shocked, Paranoy went a step further and said.





"Quickly, remove that from my sight...!"





"Are you serious?"





"Nnnnngh-. It's true...! I, Paranoy, have promised Goddess Diana that for the next week, for the festival-. I won't touch candy...!"





"Right. I forgot."





I recalled the fact that Paranoy had promised Goddess Diana. 





The festival is about two weeks away. However, Diana, who is providing the venue, set a few conditions for Paranoy.





The first was that Paranoy, the organizer of the festival, must not consume any sugar, including candy, for a week. 





And the second was to obtain a flower called the Emerald Forget-me-not from the Nymphs' Ravine and offer it as a tribute to Goddess Diana's temple. 





I don't know what this Emerald Forget-me-not they want me to get from the Nymphs' Ravine is.





For Paranoy, a Nymph from the ditch with a severe sugar addiction, to endure a week without sugar. This was an utterly impossible quest.





It's a task that's extremely Nymph-hating.





"Nnnnngh-! Quickly, remove that hideous candy from my sight...! Grrr, grrr-."





In fact, Paranoy was making a racket like a pissed-off Shiba Inu, looking at the half-unwrapped candy wrapper in my hand.





To help Paranoy, I peeled the wrapper off the candy and popped the Doris-special honey candy inside into my mouth in one go.





"So good."





It was right then.





"Th-that, give that to me, Paranoy...!"





"That?"





"The wrapper left over from the candy-. I, Paranoy, will dispose of the trash for you, Hassan-nim...! Hurry and hand that paper over to me, Paranoy...!"





Paranoy seemed to want the wrapper that had enclosed the candy instead of the candy itself. 





When I handed it over, Paranoy snatched it from my hand as if stealing it and then put it in his mouth.





"What the heck, why are you eating paper?"





"I didn't eat it, I disposed of it into my, Paranoy's, storage...!" 





"What are you talking about? You're chewing paper right now."





Crunch, crunch-.





"I'm processing it...!"





He can't eat candy, so he's eating the wrapper instead. 





Paranoy's love for sugar might even surpass my love for Luna, Hippolyte, or Elfriede.





"Paper is surprisingly tasty...!"





However, I was a little worried.





"Still, what if Diana says something if you end up eating the sugar residue on the paper?"





"Even the strict Goddess Diana wouldn't be that inflexible...! More importantly, do you have any more candy wrappers...?"





When Paranoy tried to rummage through my pocket, I flinched and shook my head.





"There's none-!"





"What a shame...!"























"So, that's what happened."





Evening.





At the dinner party with everyone, I briefly explained what happened today to the others. 





That Paranoy was planning a festival for the Nymphs, had negotiated directly with Goddess Diana for it, and because of that, had decided not to consume any sugar, including candy.





Swish-.





Doris, who was eating while listening to the story, frowned as if it were unbelievable.





"A Nymph from the ditch giving up sugar is impossible...! It would be much easier for a bee to give up honey...!"





It seemed that even to Doris, Diana's task appeared to be too harsh a condition for Paranoy, the Nymph from the ditch.





"That Diana character, she pretended to protect Nymphs but turned one into a bear and had it shot to death, she's a bad one...!" 





Doris continued to explain how much Diana enjoyed tormenting Nymphs. 





"She pretends to be a Nymph lover, but in reality, she's a cunning abuser-!"





Doris likes girls, but she seems to dislike the girl goddess Diana. While listening to Doris's outburst for a while, Luna, who was plucking a quail wing, spoke up for the first time in a while.





"So where is Paranoy right now? Not even eating dinner-!"





"He's locked himself in his room. Nymphs eat ice cream for dessert, you know. He probably thought he'd want to eat it if he saw it-. So he just said he'll skip dinner from now on."





"Paranoy skipping dinner-! That's really not a usual thing-! He must really want to hold that festival-!"





To Luna's admiration, I also nodded and said, "I guess so-."





The reason Paranoy is enduring the pain of giving up sugar like this is because he wants to hold the festival. And to be precise, it's because he wants to meet a Nymph who might appear at that festival.





The Nymph of Chaos, Alcohol.





Diana definitely said so.





As I recalled that name, I subtly asked everyone at the dinner party.





"By any chance, does anyone know about the Nymph of Chaos, Alcohol?"





To my question, everyone just stared at my face and blinked. Then Luna said.





"Alcohol, since it ends with 'ol', it must be a Nymph born in winter-! Right-?"





"Is that so? I don't know about that. They said she's tall and has blue hair."





"Well, I don't know!"





Luna shook her head as if she knew nothing at all. Hippolyte also just shook her head, saying, "That's the first time I've heard that name."





Elfriede even laughed, saying, "Alcohol-. That name sounds like it would burn very easily. Nymph naming conventions-." 





Does everyone not know?





It was around then that I also felt a slight disappointment.





"The Nymphs' Ravine-."





Igno, the Nymph who was usually so quiet she wouldn't say a word, spoke up for the first time in a while. Igno's voice was small and lacked confidence, but 





"The Nymphs', Ravine-."





Because of that, when he opened his mouth, we all quietly closed our mouths for a moment to listen carefully to Igno's words.





In the slightly solemn dining hall, Igno, the one-eyed Nymph, added a few more words in a small voice.





"The Nymphs' Ravine-. Information about all Nymphs-. A gathering place-. If you go there, perhaps, you might be able to find them-."





"Ah-! Come to think of it, the Nymphs' Ravine-! It's a place like that...! I, Doris, had forgotten about it because it's been so long since I left...!"





"Hoo, I, Paranoy, just remembered about the Nymphs' Ravine too-! That place is like a cradle for all Nymphs-!"





Suddenly, the Nymphs started chattering noisily. It didn't seem like it would end, even though they each had ice cream for dessert after the meal.





So I asked Doris.





"So, does anyone know where this place called the Nymphs' Ravine is located?"





"I don't know-! The location is a secret even from us Nymphs-! When they get old enough, our Nymphs are suddenly abandoned there overnight-!"





"I, Paranoy, also woke up one day and was abandoned in the Kalan Swamp-! After that, I was chased by all sorts of beasts and Nymph-hating hunters, it was tough-. Hawa-wa-."





What kind of kindergarten is that.





Perhaps the neuroses that each Nymph suffers from are the aftermath of being suddenly abandoned from a familiar place in their childhood.





In any case, the fact that the Nymphs' Ravine is a place connected to many Nymphs.





And that perhaps, information about that Nymph of Chaos called Alcohol, whom Paranoy wants to find, might be there.





We were able to obtain quite important information.





As I was writing those facts down in my own notebook, Doris asked, as if she had become curious.





"So, the black man-! I'm curious about who that Nymph called Alcohol is-! I'm curious why the Nymph from the ditch is trying to give up sugar to find someone-!"





"Ah-. That's probably Paranoy's mother."





"Hoo, it's amazing that Paranoy has memories of her mother-! It's strange-!"





"You guys don't remember your mothers?"





"We Nymphs generally have faint memories of our mothers and fathers-! However, I've heard that sometimes there are Nymphs like Paranoy who retain memories-."





I see.





Nymphs generally have faint memories of their parents.





Paranoy seemed to be a bit of a special one.





"Alright-! I, Doris, have decided to help the Nymph from the ditch-! All the Nymphs together for a grand flower-viewing festival-! It will surely be fun-!"





Doris seems to have decided to help Paranoy.





"I, Doris, will also stop eating sugar with Paranoy after this Melona-! And, in the deer forest, we'll all eat huge ice creams together-!"





"I, Paranoy, will help too-!"





The Nymphs decided to enthusiastically help with Paranoy's matter as if it were their own. There seemed to be a faint longing in their eyes.





Even though most Nymphs don't remember their mothers and fathers.





The longing for their parents seemed to be nestled ticklishly in their hearts like a hidden feather, making them all want to cheer for Paranoy.





At least, that's what I thought.





"I, Doris, also have someone I really want to meet-! Perhaps, if we hold a big festival this time, my old friend Kore, who might be somewhere, might come to see me, Doris-!"





Doris wants to meet my mother.





About a week had passed since I visited my parents with my wives, but I hadn't told the Nymphs about it yet.





Because my mother, Ms. Kim Chun-ja, had asked me to keep that meeting a secret for a while. 





But seeing Doris wanting to meet my mother made me feel like I was lying by keeping this fact hidden, so my heart felt a little pricked.





Should I ask my mother if she could come once if the festival is held this time?





To do that, first, I need to find this place called the Nymphs' Ravine so Paranoy can complete his task properly.





I also have a few Nymphs I want to find.





Because I'm curious where my stepsister Melinoe is.





And so, the next day.





The place I visited with the Nymphs was the temple of Vesta-nim, the goddess of hearth and protection, known as the protector of Nymphs.





Ash Dust, the district chief of the Vesta Temple in Sodomora and an elderly woman, greeted me, taking off her gray robe from her head.





"You must be Hassan-nim, the protector of Nymphs. I heard that the Nymphs you hired at your mansion exceed the city's recommended Nymph quota. That's very commendable-."





"Is that so? More importantly, there are Nymphs I want to find. I also want to know a bit about this place called the Nymphs' Ravine-."





As I trailed off vaguely, Paranoy, who had been hiding behind me, suddenly shouted.





"I, Paranoy, must obtain the Emerald Forget-me-nots from the Ravine for the great Nymph festival...!"





"Aha-."





At Paranoy's words, Ash Dust smiled with her wrinkled lips.





"Paranoy seems to want to go meet his mother. I knew this day would come someday, you know."





"Do you know about Paranoy's mother...?"





"Of course, Alcohol, the mother of both me and Paranoy, was a sort of friend and rival-."





"Is Paranoy's mother alive...? Why did Mother leave Paranoy alone in the cave that day...?"





To Paranoy's desperate question, Ash Dust, the district chief, shook her head.





"That, I cannot tell you. However, if you go to the Ravine, you might be able to get the information you want, Paranoy. Here-."





Ash Dust took something out from her bosom.





Paranoy received it.





"This is-?"





"The location of the main building of the Nymph Relief Foundation. If you go there, you'll be able to reach the Ravine."





"Nymph, Relief Foundation-!"





Paranoy trembled. 





The Nymph Relief Foundation is a mysterious organization spread throughout the Gaia continent. 





The location of its main building.
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  "A Nymph Relief Foundation-! To think that I, Paranoy, must head to such a place, this is very not good-ssu...!"





  Ever since hearing the inside story at the Temple of Venus.





  Paranoy had been so anxious that he couldn't focus on a single thing. He clearly didn't like the fact that he had to head to a place called the Nymph Relief Foundation.





  「Nymph Relief Foundation.」





  Based on the name alone, it sounded like a very Nymph-friendly and beautiful environmental group. Strangely, however, Paranoy would occasionally have fits at the mere mention of the Nymph Relief Foundation.





  Thinking back on it now....





  When was it....





  Ah, it was back when I caused that accident with Elfriede and Sodomora burned down. Back when I was living separately from Luna after she caught me cheating with Hippolyte.





  During that peak dark period of my life, there was a time when Paranoy joined something called the Nymph Relief Foundation and went around shouting about Nymph human rights and basic rights.





  Then, Paranoy appeared before me covered in wounds. To me, who was living alone in an inn at the time, the Paranoy of back then was a great source of strength.





  I had buried it because I didn't want to recall the gloomy circumstances of those days.





  But as for why Paranoy, who had headed to the Nymph Relief Foundation, returned so wounded and transformed like a wild beast that had starved for days-.





  And why he gets so anxious at the mere mention of the Nymph Relief Foundation, it felt like it was finally time to ask.





  Assuming, of course, that Paranoy would tell me the truth.





  So, while I was looking down the street on the way home with narrowed eyes, wondering how best to ask this.





  "A Nymph Relief Foundation, it is very not good-ssu...! If I, Paranoy, head there, something terrible is bound to happen-ssu...!"





  Faced with Paranoy's tense fussing, I decided to just ask directly without weighing this and that.





  "You said before that you joined that place once. What exactly happened there?"





  "I, Paranoy, don't really know either-ssu...! Actually, I don't remember much of what happened at the Relief Foundation-ssu...!"





  "You don't remember?"





  "That is correct-ssu...! However, I feel like I know for sure that I experienced something quite terrifying there-ssu...!"





  I suppose you could say he's instinctively rejecting the idea of approaching that place.





  Why is it that Paranoy can't remember his time with the Nymph Relief Foundation? It's not like his brain suffers from short-term amnesia.





  Tong, tong-.





  It was when I gently tapped Paranoy's head with my fist. 





  "Why are you tapping my head like you're checking if a watermelon is ripe-ssu...?"





  "No, I was just wondering why you have no memory."





  "Perhaps, I am speculating that my memories were intentionally erased-ssu...!"





  "Really?"





  "Just as most Nymphs don't remember the Nymph Canyon..., I suspect my memories were also erased-ssu...!"





  "Is that so? That could be possible."





  The Nymph Canyon-a place often called the cradle of Nymphs-was a location most Nymphs passed through at least once, but few Nymphs could actually recall their life there.





  I had simply assumed the memories had faded because they were from childhood-.





  But listening to Paranoy, it seemed plausible to speculate that those memories were intentionally erased by someone.





  Paranoy, who has no memory of the Nymph Relief Foundation.





  Nymphs, who have no memory of the Nymph Canyon.





  There certainly seems to be a connection between the two.





  To find out the more accurate facts, I'd have no choice but to head to the foundation's main building. However, now that I've become a god, I have many ears listening.





  The Nymph Relief Foundation, much of which is shrouded in mystery.





  Behind a name that sounded like a warm relief organization, I had heard that they caused riots here and there like eco-terrorists.





  Like setting fire to the houses of nobles who abused Nymphs-.





  Hunting Nymph hunters.





  Or blowing up underground markets that sold things like Nymph hand bones.





  If I get involved with them, won't my hard-won peace fly away-? It was just as I was slightly worried about that.





  ━Mom, buy me that-! The Dwarf toy that transforms into 5 stages-! Buy it for me-!





  ━Hey-! I told you I don't have money-! If you keep lying down and throwing a tantrum like that, I'm just going to leave you behind-! I'm leaving you-! Just lie there for the rest of your life-!





  ━Buy it for meeeee-!





  Turning my head at the noisy voices, I saw a young boy lying in the market and his mother leaving him behind heartlessly.





  At that sight, I couldn't help but recall the memory of being briefly abandoned by my mother when I was a child. 





  I've mentioned it once before, but there was a time when I threw a tantrum for my mother to buy me a long red car (a cool fire truck with a ladder) toy.





  My mother, Ms. Chun-ja, just left me behind and walked away. 





  I was quite shocked back then because I didn't think she would actually leave me.





  Because of that, the feeling that I shouldn't throw tantrums or grumble to my parents anymore was engraved in my head, and I never threw a tantrum to my parents again after that day.





  That same process was now unfolding in this market, which was completely different from the toy shop of that day. It makes me think of my own childhood through the coldly abandoned boy.





  The expressions of the people watching the boy were also coldness itself, as if they all agreed with this action. 





  The boy, seemingly flustered by that fact instead, stood up and looked at his mother's back with slightly sad eyes.





  ━Mom-!





  ━....





  Of course, the mother just kept walking away. 





  This ruthless educational method seems to be surprisingly standard for the people of this Gaia continent. But that was only for a moment.





  "Even so, you shouldn't leave a child behind like that-ssu...!"





  Paranoy, who had been watching the scene, unexpectedly spoke up. I was startled. I never thought Paranoy would intervene right now.





  Then, the child's mother, who had turned her back on the child, looked back as if flustered.





  "What did you say?"





  "You shouldn't leave a child behind like this-ssu...! The memory of being abandoned on this day will remain in the head for a lifetime, becoming a shock that is never forgotten no matter how old one gets or how many things one experiences-ssu...!"





  Paranoy was talking about trauma.





  While the child's mother was flustered by this sudden tackle and the eyes of the people around were gathering on us one by one.





  Paranoy took a gold coin from his pocket, bought one of the toys displayed in the toy shop, and pressed it into the boy's arms.





  "Take this, and from now on, don't throw tantrums and live while listening well to your parents-ssu...!"





  "T-Thank you-."





  The boy, who looked to be about seven years old, bowed his head in gratitude to Paranoy and then took his mother's hand. The child's mother also thanked Paranoy.





  A heartwarming conclusion, I suppose.





  However, I was a bit surprised because it was the first time I'd seen Paranoy give his own things to others. 





  Paranoy is the type to pile things up in his storage, definitely not the style to share. 





  But when I was about to ask what was going on, Paranoy's eyes were wistfully watching the backs of the departing mother and son.





  So I also watched the scene with him in silence for a while.





  Paranoy spoke.





  "If they throw a tantrum, leave them behind-. It's like a common proverb passed down among the mothers of this land-ssu...! But to leave them behind, isn't that too cruel...?"





  "Is it-."





  "But I, Paranoy, have never even thrown a tantrum-ssu...! I still don't know why my mother, Alcohol, left me behind-ssu...!"





  "I see."





  It seemed Paranoy saw himself in that boy. That's certainly possible.





  "Is that why you bought him the toy?"





  "The memory of receiving help when left alone in childhood also lasts a lifetime-ssu...! I, Paranoy, also received help from Pluto-nim in my childhood-ssu...!"





  "Help in childhood, you say-."





  "That boy, too, with the memory of receiving help from me, will one day become a fine zealot of the Black Brotherhood-ssu...!"





  Paranoy laughed sinisterly, mhu-hu-hu. In my mind, I recalled a story I'd heard a long time ago while carrying Paranoy on my back.





  After being abandoned by his mother as a child, Paranoy said he lived alone in a place like a cave, avoiding Nymph-hating human hunters and wild beasts.





  He said it was a hungry, lonely, and scary time.





  He's much better these days, but Paranoy was originally a fellow who was afraid of being alone in dark places. It must have been because the memories of that time would resurface. 





  Like a trauma.





  Of course it would be a trauma. 





  I still remember being dumped at a toy shop, and a young Nymph was abandoned alone in a cave.





  To be honest, this land of Gaia is not cooperative toward young Nymphs. There are many Nymph-hating flora, fauna, and natural environments.





  The reason Paranoy could endure that childhood alone was because there was a large, black-haired man who helped him back then.





  He taught Paranoy survival methods to live alone, which plants and animals were edible, and which ones should not be eaten. 





  He said the man also taught him how to build a house, how to make friends, and gave him basic training in necromancy to protect himself.





  "If Pluto-nim hadn't protected me back then, I would have surely become a Nymph hand bone wand-ssu...!"





  Paranoy never forgot that gratitude and became a Pluto Cultist. Although he was an apprentice, he said he tried to work hard in his own way.





  However, I found out not long ago when I went to my parents' house.





  ━Paranoy-? Is that your Nymph friend's name? That strange, noisy Nymph. He seemed like a bit of an odd fellow for a Nymph.





  My father spoke as if he didn't know Paranoy's name at all. In fact, he really didn't know.





  This means that Paranoy has actually never met my father, and my father has also never met Paranoy.





  I thought about telling Paranoy that fact-. But I decided to just leave it be. 





  I didn't want to turn the only lamp-like memory in the fellow's dark childhood into a source of confusion.





  "Anyway, now we're heading to the Nymph Relief Foundation-ssu...! Having done a good deed for once, my motivation is surging-ssu...!"





  Paranoy clenched his fists as if his motivation really was surging. 





  As if she had spotted him, a familiar pink-haired girl waved her hand from afar.





  "Paranoy-! You didn't drink this morning's portion of the Growth Elixir-! I came here personally like this-! Hurry up and drink it-!"





  "Hieek-! Lu-Luna-nim-! My motivation, my motivation is dying-ssu...!"





  "What are you talking about-! You said you wanted to be tall-! If you make excuses and leave it behind again, you're really going to get a noogie-!"





  In the end, Paranoy gulped down all of Luna's unpalatable and bitter elixir and ended up retiring. Thanks to that, heading to the Nymph Relief Foundation was postponed to the next day.





  A clear, refreshing, and beautiful morning.





  Birds were chirping, flowers were blooming. 





  The wind was blowing.





  Clouds were drifting-. The sunlight was warm-.
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  "I, Paranoy, am fully recovered-ssu...! I don't know if it's just my imagination, but I feel like I've grown a little taller-ssu...!"





  Of course, Paranoy's height remained the same.





  "Then, everyone, we are departing for the Nymph Relief Foundation-ssu...!"





  "The honeybees of this Doris will guide the way-! Since Pink-kore Luna also packed plenty of candy, let's all depart quickly-!"





  "That is correct-ssu...!"





  Paranoy and Doris were making a fuss as if they were excited. Luna waved her hand at them.





  "Doris, Paranoy-! You have to buy souvenirs when you come back-!"





  Beside them, Hippolyte personally tucked a handkerchief into the pocket of the quiet Ignoy.





  "Ignoy, if there's anything dangerous, don't try to fight and run away well-."





  "...."





  The quiet Ignoy just nodded. To think Hippolyte would actually say to run away instead of fighting.





  Anyway, Paranoy, Doris, and Ignoy decided to head to the place called the Relief Foundation today, representing the Nymphs of the mansion.





  Their guardian was me, Hassan, the God of Nymphs.





  "Since I'm with them, nothing much will happen."





  When I spoke while puffing out my chest to reassure Hippolyte, who was worried about Ignoy, Hippolyte narrowed her eyes instead.





  "Hassan, you've always created variables. If anything, I'm worried because you're there."





  "Hmph-."





  "And, I've also heard a few rumors about that Relief Foundation."





  "Is that so?"





  "I heard that the leader there uses a strange magic. You'd better be careful."





  Strange magic, huh.
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What I am walking through now is a forest that would take an ordinary person several days to reach from Sodomora.
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It's commonly called the 'Forest of Nymphs'.





They say it was named the Forest of Nymphs because, a very long time ago, Nymphs used to gather here to sing, dance, and play.





Jilcheok, Jilcheok.





But now, there are no singing Nymphs to be found; only mud is making my feet feel squishy and unpleasant.





I had already walked for several minutes on the muddy forest path.





As I walked for a long time on the muddy forest path where the snow had melted, a growing sense of impatience made me ask the front.





"So, are we going the right way now?"





Meomchit.





At my question, the Nymphs who had been splashing through the mud ahead of me briefly stopped their steps.





Chwarareu-.





Paranoy held up high and showed the paper received from the priestess of Venus.





"According to the map, if we go straight ahead, it says a giant waterfall will appear-imnidat...!"





"A waterfall?"





"And in front of that waterfall, if we chant a special spell, the Door to a special cave where the foundation's main building is hidden will open, it says-imnidat...!"





"I see."





I don't know for sure, but Paranoy seems to be reading the map well in his own way.





Hearing the word 'waterfall', I understood why this spring forest felt so humid.





Swaaaaaaaa-.





If I listen closely, I can also hear the sound of water falling from a high place to a low one.





How many kilometers ahead could it be from the front where Paranoy, Doris, and Ignoi are heading?





The fact that the sound of water is quite loud makes me think the waterfall's scale must be quite large.





Jjoreureureureu-.





Just then, a squirrel, holding a nut-whether an acorn or a pine nut, I couldn't tell-climbed up a tree. Seeing that, Paranoy shouted.





"It's a very wonderful forest-imnidat...! There are lots of squirrels too-imnidat...! A forest with many squirrels can be seen as a very Nymph-friendly forest-imnidat...!"





"Even this one, Doris's bees, seem to like this place-!"





Paranoy and Doris walked ahead as if they were even happier in this place called the Forest of Nymphs. The name 'Forest of Nymphs' doesn't seem to be for nothing.





On the surface, it looks like an ordinary forest that could be seen anywhere on this land of Gaia, but what could be making these Nymphs feel so good?





I thought it was due to the dense concentration of magic power lingering in the air. According to my personal theory, the concentration of magic power imbued in this forest was about twice that of an average place.





Just as chicks' energy rises in warm sunlight.





It's natural for the Nymphs' spirits to rise in this place where magic power is more than double.





"Then, Nymph Patrol, let's depart towards the Divine Waterfall-imnidat...!"





"We depart-!"





"...Depart."





Paranoy, Doris, and Ignoi continued to walk forward. I wondered what if a wild beast or a Monster suddenly appeared, but.





Fortunately, the flora and fauna living here were only innocent creatures, so harmless they couldn't possibly hurt the Nymphs.





I mean, creatures like squirrels, deer, rabbits, and wild pigeons.





Now that I looked closely, even the plants and mushrooms growing around, like bracken or oyster mushrooms, were perfectly edible.





Even naive Nymphs could survive by digging up and eating the mushrooms and roots growing nearby.





Although due to the humidity and melted snow, my feet sank deep into the mud, it was certainly a very Nymph-friendly forest.





Is it a forest where only herbivores live?





No, that doesn't seem to be the case either.





Because there were some footprints on the ground that looked like those of bears or wolf packs. Well, if there are herbivores, there must also be carnivores to prey on them for the ecosystem to function.





Still, an average bear can be sufficiently subdued even with just Paranoy and Doris.





Even if he doesn't seem trustworthy, Paranoy, with just his physical abilities, is more than an average Bronze-tier adventurer.





In Doris's case, the Bashkir Bees she raises are treated as quite powerful Monsters.





To face an army of angry Bashkir Bees, you'd need to bring at least a Gold-tier adventurer.





"Ah-! Here, a cluster of Nymph Catnip flowers is blooming-imnidat...! The fact that these are blooming means it's a good place for Nymphs to live-imnidat...!"





Just then, Paranoy shouted, looking at the cluster of yellow flowers that had bloomed. The name of that flower seems to be Nymph Catnip.





However, unlike the joyful Paranoy, the quiet Ignoi's expression was crumpled as if filled with worry.





"Dangerous flower-. Nymph hunters-. They follow the catnip-."





According to Ignoi's stammering words, places where these yellow Nymph Catnip flowers bloom are generally good environments for Nymphs to live in, but.





Rather, because of that, it seemed to become a signpost guiding hunters who target byproducts like Nymphs' tears or hand bones.





Originally a mud Nymph, Ignoi had lived a rather harsh life, so she seemed to react sensitively to such things.





As if to comfort such an Ignoi, Doris said.





"However, nowadays, most of those wicked Nymph hunters have gone to prison-!"





"..."





Only then did Ignoi also relax her expression and nod as if relieved.





Although she was worried, Ignoi, being a Nymph herself, perhaps because she liked this place, spoke a few more words, unlike her usual quiet self.





"Forest of Nymphs. According to rumors. There's a Nymph god. The Nymph god. Protects Nymphs."





At Ignoi's sparse voice, I suddenly felt curious.





"A Nymph god, you say?"





"..."





Kkeudeok.





"I, Ignoi. When I was running around everywhere, I once hid at the Nymph Foundation-."





Nodding her head, Ignoi slightly frowned.





Ignoi seemed to be recalling the time she was falsely accused of attempting to assassinate Bacchus and fled.





That memory was a trauma Ignoi wanted to hide.





She always kept silent about that incident, and we also took care not to bring it up, but it had been a long time since Ignoi had spoken about it first like this.





Is this forest helping Ignoi's mental therapy?





Ignoi stammered in a quiet, low voice.





"Nymph Foundation. In the Forest of Nymphs. A Nymph god who protects Nymphs. They said there was. So. I looked for the foundation. But I didn't know the location, so I couldn't go. So, before, this place. I've been here."





Ignoi had been here before, I see.





As I was nodding my head, Paranoy also added a word.





"Now that I think about it, this forest. This Paranoy also has a familiar corner somewhere-imnidat...! This Paranoy also feels like I've been here before-imnidat...!"





And then he asked me.





"Has this Paranoy ever been here before-imnidat...?"





"Hey, you, how would I know that?"





As we chattered on and on, before we knew it, we arrived in front of the waterfall.





There was a large pond, and there was a waterfall that created incredibly fierce spray.





Its height was so grand, appearing at least tens of meters high, that if one were to accidentally fall into that water, I thought even a corpse wouldn't be found.





Swaaaaaa-.





"There are lots of rainbows blooming-!"





"It's a very magnificent waterfall-imnidat...! Is the foundation's main building hidden behind that waterfall-imnidat...?"





"That's right-! However, the current is too strong, so this one, Doris's bees, can't even dare to approach-!"





Doris, pointing her finger at the royal bees sitting nearby, drying their wet wings, spoke worriedly.





As Doris said, the waterfall's current was so incredibly strong that going beyond it was utterly impossible.





I thought even a giant elephant thrown in would be flattened by that water pressure.





However, we had a method.





"In preparation for this moment, this Paranoy has learned a spell to stop the waterfall-imnidat...! That spell is none other than-."





Paranoy took out the paper he had kept in his pocket.





Ash Dust, the priestess of the goddess Vesta, had told us the map to the Nymph Relief Foundation's main building and the spell to open the waterfall.





That is what is now in Paranoy's hand.





"Hmm, ah-. Slide-to-unlock-!"





It was when Paranoy shouted loudly.





Swaaaaaaaa-.





Swaaaaaa-.





Swa-.





Just a moment ago, the stream of water that had been pouring down as if pounding the ground split apart like curtains opening on both sides.





Gooooooo-.





What was visible in the center was a cave carved into the inside of the waterfall.





"The waterfall really opened-imnidat...! This Paranoy has finally parted the giant stream of water-imnidat...! Look, there's a small raft, so let's quickly ride it and go-imnidat...!"





It was unknown when the waterfall, opened by a strange spell, would return to its original state.





So we, as Paranoy said, rode the small raft moored by the pond and headed towards the cave beyond the waterfall.





And so, after getting off the raft, just as we were about to enter.





Geureueueueu-.





From inside the cave, a quite large growling sound was heard. It was a low growl, like a ravenous beast rumbling from deep within its belly.





Bear? Wolf?





As I was hypothesizing the situation, the presence grew even stronger from deep inside.





"『Who dares to step into the uninvited gorge-?』"





Jeobeok, Jeobeok-. Footsteps were heard. The weight of the feet treading the ground seemed quite heavy. There might be a chance it's a tiger or a bear, or even larger.





I thought I should step forward if need be.





However, Paranoy urgently shouted.





"Hassan-nim must not step forward-imnidat...! This is the task of this Paranoy and the Nymphs-imnidat...!"





Paranoy seemed not to want my help.





So I also was lowering my fighting spirit when something from inside the cave completely revealed itself in front of us.





It was, how should I describe it? A strangely shaped monster?





Other than that, there was no way to describe the creature.





Its body was like a lion's, its tail like a snake's, its wings like an eagle's, and its face was that of a beautiful woman.





Doris, facing it, shouted as if startled.





"Th-this thing is a Sphinx-! The guardian of the entrance, a Sphinx, has appeared before us-! To think there's a Sphinx in a place like this-!"





"『That's right-. I am the guardian of the entrance, a Sphinx. Only those who are worthy can proceed beyond to the Nymph realm, the Gorge of Nymphs-!』"





Keureureung-.





The monster, which revealed itself as the guardian of the entrance, a Sphinx, lay down on its belly in front of us.





Because its body was so huge, that alone completely blocked the narrow entrance. A Sphinx, huh. Is it a creature that asks riddles?





Paranoy asked such a creature.





"Only those who are worthy can proceed beyond the Door-! This Paranoy is Hassan-nim's right hand, and a Nymph entrusted with the festival-! There is no Nymph as worthy as this Paranoy-imnidat...!"





"『Silence-! I, from the Nymph god-nim, promised to guard this place-! If you want to pass beyond here, answer the riddle I give-!』"





"Wh-what happens if we can't answer the riddle-imnidat...?"





"『You must complete 80 hours of Nymph-friendly Nymph rights lectures from this one, only then will I let you in-!』"





Its appearance looked as if it would tear Nymphs to shreds with its front paws. Surprisingly, its actions and words were like a gentle gentleman. Since its face is female, is it a lady?





Anyway, just as I was about to relax my tension, Paranoy, on the contrary, foamed at the mouth.





"To have to complete 80 hours of lectures, there is no more terrible punishment than that-imnidat...! It's a more Nymph-hating story than being eaten-imnidat...!"





"That's right-! This one, Doris, if I listen to lectures, I get hives, I have a lecture allergy-!"





"...Horrible."





More than I thought, the Nymphs seem to dislike lectures. The Sphinx smiled slyly at that.





"『If you don't want to be punished, try to answer the riddles well. You Nymphs are three. So, I will give three riddles. First, you there-. Striped Nymph-.』"





"You mean this one, Doris-!"





"『Yes, you-. First, I will give you the most difficult riddle. The riddle is-.』"





"It's number 5-!"





"『...I haven't even given the riddle yet. Anyway, listen to the end. And there is no number 5. Because it's a subjective question.』"





"This Doris likes the number 5-!"





"『I see. Then, the riddle-. An insect composed of a head, thorax, and abdomen that flies around and collects honey, what is its name?』"





"Bee-!"





"『Good, that's correct-. You may enter then.』"





Seureureuk.





The Sphinx made way. Doris confidently walked beyond it.





What on earth is the meaning of this process?





Although I had many things I wanted to ask, I felt I shouldn't interfere, so with a gloomy heart, I was just frowning.





"『Then, you there-. One-eyed Nymph-. It's your turn now-.』"





Now the Sphinx asked Ignoi.





"『A Nymph, eating sweet and delicious candy, why does she keep getting angry-?』"





What kind of riddle is that?





I was slightly worried whether Ignoi could really answer this when Ignoi said.





"...Because the candy, the more you eat it, its size keeps shrinking-."





"『That's correct-! Then, you may pass too-.』"





"..."





Kkeudeok.





After bowing her head once, Ignoi headed behind the Sphinx. From this series of events, as if he had realized something, Paranoy shouted.





"It's not very difficult-imnidat...! At this level, this Paranoy also can sufficiently answer-imnidat...! This Paranoy, among all Nymphs, is the smartest-imnidat...!"





"『Oh, really? Then, I'll give you a riddle. What is 57933224 multiplied by 121547?』"





"『...Why do you give such a riddle only to this Paranoy!?』"





"『Incorrect! That, that's not the answer I wanted-!』"





I suddenly felt dizzy.
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  Paranoy failed to provide the correct answer to the Sphinx's riddle.
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  To give such a difficult arithmetic problem only to Paranoy.





  I didn't even understand the question. 





  What was I supposed to multiply by what? It was certain that even that Sphinx bastard who asked the question didn't know the answer.





  Naturally, Paranoy protested like a warrior who had suffered a grave injustice.





  "This is unfair-ssit...! All Nymphs should be given the opportunity to stand at an equal starting line-ssit...! This problem is extremely Nymph-phobic-ssit...!"





  However, the attitude of the Sphinx, the question-setter, was also firm.





  ━Little Nymph of the stream. You, like everyone else, were given a starting line called a single opportunity. However, it was you who failed to get it right.





  "That is sophistry-ssit...! It is clear that you, the Sphinx, the question-setter, used a treacherous scheme to trap me, Paranoy-ssit...!"





  ━Treacherous what-? Eh, whatever-! Regardless, the Nymph of the stream who failed the question must complete 80 hours of lectures on Nymph human rights and justice-!





  "I, Paranoy, cannot comply with such tyranny-ssit...! Since it has come to this, I, Paranoy, shall defeat you and move forward-ssit...!"





  Paranoy growled, building up fighting spirit.





  At that, the Sphinx let out a long "Ho-oh-" as if finding it quite interesting.





  ━A mere Nymph of the stream thinks she can take down this great self, who was commanded by the Nymph God to guard the gate? Well, try it if you can-.





  Seureuk-.





  The Sphinx revealed claws that had been hidden in the pads of its fairly sturdy-looking front paws. 





  Kaching-.





  Their sharpness was ominous, as if they could tear the squirrel-like Paranoy to shreds in an instant.





  It was an appearance that was extremely threatening to a Nymph.





  ━This great self's steel claws split rocks and leave deep scars upon the earth-! Nymph of the stream, this is your last chance-! Complete the lectures-!





  "I, Paranoy, refuse to yield to such injustice-ssit-! In that sense, Hassan-nim-!"





  Paranoy called out to me. Thanks to that, I, who had been enjoying the show from the sidelines, unintentionally flinched.





  "Why me?"





  Was Paranoy trying to ask me for help? It would certainly be too much for Paranoy to face that monster called a Sphinx alone. 





  However, I was scratching my nose awkwardly, remembering that Paranoy had said she wouldn't take help from me this time. 





  ━Grrrrrrr-.





  The Sphinx bristled its wing feathers and the fur all over its body, as if wary of my intervention. It looked exactly like a cat that had seen a cucumber.





  Then Paranoy spoke.





  "Hassan-nim-! Please grant permission to use 'that'-ssit...!"





  "That-?"





  "Yes-ssit...! It's 'that'-ssit...!"





  "I see. Indeed, it's that."





  What the hell is it?





  I had no idea what Paranoy was talking about. Seeing that I didn't understand, Paranoy added an explanation and laughed sinisterly, "Muhu-hu-."





  "With just that, even a Nymph of the stream like me can easily handle a weird cat like that-ssit...!"





  ━S-such a thing exists? There's no way such a thing exists-!





  The Sphinx raised its guard, looking extremely flustered by Paranoy's confidence. I was wondering if Paranoy was about to blast a water cannon from her mouth.





  "Hassan-nim-! Please grant permission to use Hassan-nim's treasure-ssit...!"





  At Paranoy's urging, I decided to nod.





  "Sure, I don't know what it is, but... I'll permit it."





  "Thank you-ssit...!"





  Paranoy opened her mouth in an 'O' shape. Soon, something long began to emerge from her mouth. It had a slender and thin shape.





  Paranoy, holding it in her hand, muttered.





  "The soft overcomes the hard. Sometimes, even the weakest weapon can become a legendary holy sword that overcomes a fearsome monster-ssit...! You'd better be prepared-ssit...!"





  ━T-that is-. Y-you-!





  The Sphinx began to tremble as if extremely flustered by the existence of that weapon. As if to suppress its momentum, Paranoy released the weapon's true name.





  "Sway, Hell Decapitating Demon Sword-."





  ━Noooooooo-!





  Paranoy waved the foxtail grass in her hand from side to side. It was the foxtail grass I had used previously to drive away the Evil Spirit.





  It was just ordinary foxtail grass.





  However, as Paranoy held it and began to wave it from left to right, and right to left, the Sphinx lowered its posture, raised its rear, and began to wiggle its body.





  Sil-luk, sil-luk.





  It was the hunting posture unique to the feline family.





  Like a cat being toyed with by a fishing line toy, the Sphinx, recognizing the swaying foxtail grass-the Hell Decapitating Demon Sword-as prey, began to react to it.





  ━Y-you bastard-! How dare you-! To use such a cowardly trick-!





  "I, Paranoy, am a wild Nymph who originally grew up in the forest-! I'm not quite at Luna-nim's level, but I know the ecology of monsters and beasts better than anyone-ssit...!"





  ━My body is reacting on its own-! Stop waving that in front of me already-!





  "Feline creatures cannot escape the magical power of this Hell Decapitating Demon Sword-ssit...! Random waving-ssit...!"





  Chwareureu, chwareureu-.





  While she was waving it around so much I thought the foxtail grass might break. 





  Eventually, unable to hold back, the Sphinx pounced toward Paranoy's foxtail grass with a growling cry.





  ━Give that here-!





  However, the foxtail grass never reached the Sphinx's paws. This was because Paranoy toyed with the Sphinx by waving the foxtail grass here and there like a skilled matador.





  After several minutes of this bizarre chase-.





  ━Kuuuu-! How frustrating-!





  "Surrender already-ssit-!"





  ━Fine-! I lost-! You may pass-!





  In the end, perhaps the physical exertion of moving its large body was too much, as the Sphinx lay its belly on the ground, panting, and meekly admitted defeat.





  At that, Paranoy said.





  "It was a good match-ssit-! From now on, treat the great god Hassan-nim and his only prophet, Nymph Paranoy, with respect-ssit...!"





  ━Grrr, understood. A promise is a promise. Since you won the match against me, you may pass through the cave and enter the canyon-. But do not let your guard down, Nymph of the stream-. I am the weakest of the Canyon's Four Heavenly Kings-. 





  "I'm not particularly curious-ssit...!"





  And so, Paranoy emerged victorious in the battle against the fearsome gatekeeper Sphinx. 





  To be honest, I'm not sure if what just happened can be described as a battle. Anyway, it was a very Paranoy-like fight.





  Since thinking too deeply about it would only be my loss, I stopped thinking about this incident.











  *      *      *











  Just as the Sphinx said, as we continued into the cave, a wide canyon unfolded. Magnificent cliffs stretched out to the left and right. 





  The sight of the giant ant-hill-like landscape with round entrances carved into it was quite impressive even to me.





  "So this is the Nymph Canyon."





  "That's right-! This great Doris and Ignoi have been waiting for quite a while-!"





  Before entering the canyon, we also joined up with the Nymphs who had already answered the questions and set off. 





  At any rate, this was the canyon of the Nymphs. A place like a cradle where most Nymphs spend their childhood and are entrusted as children.





  The Nymph version of Nonsan Training Center... maybe not quite.





  Goooooooooo-.





  It was grand, fitting for the name canyon. Who would have thought such a spectacular view was hidden beyond a massive waterfall, inside a remote cave? 





  It was a beautiful place where flowers bloomed beautifully, and honeybees and butterflies buzzed around. 





  Instead of the sun, luminous stones hanging all over the ceiling were as bright as the sun and moon.





  "It's a place that feels very nostalgic-! This great Doris feels like I've been here a long time ago-!"





  "...Me too."





  Ignoi and Doris were busy looking around in wonder. Paranoy also looked around and nodded.





  "It looks like a very good place for young Nymphs to live-ssit...! In fact, there are plenty of young Nymphs over there-ssit...!"





  Where Paranoy pointed, there were those who were peeking out from the entrances of their respective caves in the distance. 





  Their height barely reached my waist. 





  If the Nymphs I had seen so far were around the age of adolescent girls. 





  These ones were clearly children with a level of development no more than that of a kindergartner or early elementary schooler. Seeing their pointed ears, they were Nymphs.





  So those are the young Nymphs.





  Young Nymphs.





  Witnessing beings that had been shrouded in mystery made me feel grand, like an archaeologist discovering a mystery of the world. 





  So I took out the notebook I had loosely hanging at my waist and decided to write down a brief impression.





  「Discovered young Nymphs. Smaller than expected. Want to give them a flick on the forehead. Need to investigate their ecology in more detail.」





  I want to talk to them up close-just as I was thinking that, Paranoy raised her hand high and waved it from side to side.





  "I am the Nymph of the stream, Paranoy-ssit...! Who is the person in charge here...? Please come out and escort us-ssit...!"





  Hunch, hunch-.





  However, as if frightened by Paranoy's shrill voice, the young Nymphs trembled and hid away into their caves.





  "An adult is speaking, and you don't answer-! Even Nymphs of cold water have a hierarchy, but young Nymphs these days have no manners-ssit...!"





  I said to the grumbling Paranoy.





  "No, I think they're just scared of you, Paranoy."





  "Why would young Nymphs be scared of me, Paranoy, who is extremely Nymph-friendly-ssit...?"





  "Well, if a big person suddenly comes and makes a lot of noise, it's bound to be scary."





  "Are you saying I, Paranoy, am big?"





  "You're bigger than them."





  "Indeed, indeed it is so-ssit...! I, Paranoy, can be called a Gigantamax Nymph who has already finished growing in this place-ssit...!"





  Paranoy seemed to quickly become smug about the fact that she was a tall being here, like the Kkanps she usually had to look up to.





  "Height and growth were relative things-ssit...! I, Paranoy, feel as if I have taken another step toward the truth of the universe that everything is relative-ssit...!"





  "Paranoy-ya, that doesn't matter, so let's hurry up and meet the high-ranking person here-! We have a lot to do for the National Nymph Flower Viewing Grand Festival-!"





  Doris did a good job of restraining Paranoy, whose madness was gradually flaring up. 





  Paranoy, having come to her senses, barged into a nearby cave and grabbed the scruff of a young Nymph who was trembling on a bed. 





  It looked like she was handling a stray cat that had snuck into a warehouse.





  "Giant Nymph-! L-let go of this-!"





  "I, Paranoy, am not a giant Nymph, I'm Paranoy..., no, it's true that I'm a giant Nymph-ssit...! I am the Nymph of the stream, Paranoy-ssit...! What is your name? I have something to ask-ssit...!"





  Paranoy tried to press her forehead against the forehead of the young Nymph struggling in her hand. 





  However, the young Nymph only struggled intensely to push Paranoy away.





  "I, I don't have a name-!"





  "You don't have a name-ssit...?"





  "We all don't have names-! Only when we get first place in the exam do we receive a name, become a proper Nymph, and can become independent in society-!"





  Exam? Independence?





  Interesting keywords were registered in my mind. 





  More than that, no name. 





  I carefully examined the young Nymph's appearance. Hair was orange, like Paranoy's. Probably a Nymph born in summer or autumn.





  She was wearing a plain ash-colored robe, and on her chest, a name tag with 「375」 was pinned.





  375.





  Is it like a training number?





  Come to think of it, I have a feeling that not only this one but all the other Nymphs who were peeking at us were also wearing these number tags on their chests.





  To assign only numbers without names.





  I had expected a bit more from a fairy land where young Nymphs grow up, but it's a tougher place than I thought. Is it really like a training camp?





  We decided to ask this young Nymph with the number 375 tag for some brief information. The way to ask was easy. All I had to do was take a candy out of my pocket.





  The easiest and most absolute way to win over Nymphs. 





  However, the face of Nymph No. 375 looking at the candy on my palm was puzzled and confused.





  "What is that-?"





  "Don't tell me you don't know what candy is-ssit...?"





  "Candy-?"





  "It's extremely delicious-ssit...! If you peel the wrapper and put the piece in your mouth, fireworks go off in your head, and the world spins before your eyes as you're sucked into a spiral-ssit...!"





  That explanation sounds like drugs.





  Of course, seeing is believing.





  Also, eating it directly is more effective than just seeing it.





  So I handed the candy to the young Nymph Sam-chi-ro (375) and waited for her to eat it. 





  The young Nymph, who received the round bead from me, sniffed the scent of the candy, licked it with her tongue, and then popped it into her mouth and crunched it down.





  "...I-it's delicious-. This is the first time I've eaten something this delicious-. In the outside world, are you eating things this delicious every day-?"





  At the Nymph's question, Paranoy asked back.





  "Does the relief foundation not provide candy to young Nymphs-ssit...?"





  Nod, nod.





  "I heard that the honor Nymphs who get first place in the exam eat sweet and delicious things. They said they can even go for outings outside-."





  "Honor Nymphs?"





  "We all become honor Nymphs and someday, we become Nymphs of the stream and go outside-."





  Young Nymph Sam-chi-ro explained the system of this canyon.





  Here, young Nymphs are working hard and studying in various ways for some kind of exam. 





  It was a general study of everything from the common sense of the Gaia continent to physical education like ball games and hunting methods, edible plants and animals, and predators and monsters to avoid.





  Hearing it, it was exactly the education a little Nymph of the stream would need to stand alone in the world. They were quite excellent curricula, to the point where I was impressed.





  It is said that only Nymphs who achieve a certain score on the 'exams' held at regular intervals are given names and become independent in the outside world.





  The problem was that the intensity of the education was not suitable for young Nymphs, and was no less than that of high school seniors.





  It was then.





  Wagle, wagle-.





  Perhaps realizing that we were harmless beings, the short young Nymphs flocked toward us. 





  Although they were young, they were curious like Nymphs, so it was noisy.





  "What kind of Nymph is Unni-?"





  "I am the Nymph of Honey Water, Doris-!"





  "Wow-! Nymph of Honey Water-! I want to be a Nymph of Honey Water someday, too-!"





  "I want to be a Nymph of Ice Water-."





  "Unni, are you a Nymph of the stream-?"





  "That's right-ssit...! I, Paranoy, am a Nymph of the stream-ssit...! As a Nymph of the stream, I have reached the age of a small palm tree-ssit...!"





  "Why are you still a Nymph of the stream-? I heard that Nymphs of the stream naturally get promoted as they get older-!"





  Paranoy was greatly flustered by the young Nymph's pure question.





  "T-that may be so, but I, Paranoy, am not just a Nymph of the stream, but a Nymph who has tasted University water and a Super Nymph of the stream who has flown in a plane to the highest altitudes-ssit...!"





  "Super Nymph of the stream-? There's no such Nymph-. More than that, they said if you stay as a Nymph of the stream for a long time, the scary Mangtae Grandfather from the foundation will take you away-."





  "I'm scared of Mangtae Grandfather-."





  "Shh-. Be quiet-. He has good ears, so if you talk about him, he'll hear everything-."





  The young Nymphs trembled. 





  I could notice that they were becoming terrified. However, Paranoy seemed to have something on her mind.





  "What does that mean-? Who is taking away the Nymph of the stream? I feel like, I feel like I'm about to remember something-ssit...!"


 


  Dal-lang, dal-lang.


  


  It was at that moment.


 


  There was the sound of a bell ringing, dal-lang, dal-lang. 





  Then, the young Nymphs who had been chatting until just now were terrified like ants with water poured on their nest and began to scatter in all directions.





"He's coming-! The scary grandfather is coming-!"





  Dal-lang, dal-lang-.





  ━Survival-. Rules-. Article 2. Paragraph 3-. Do not gather and chatter-. Nymphs who make noise-. This Mangtae Grandfather-. Will take them away-. All of you-.  


  


  It was a low and gloomy voice. 





  I frowned at the horror that didn't suit this Nymph Canyon. Then Paranoy shouted loudly, "Aah-!"





  "I, I remembered-ssit...! I, Paranoy, should not be here-ssit...! I must run away quickly-ssit...!"
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  The reason for attaching a ringing bell to a person's body or accessories.





  Sometimes, it's to let those around know of their location when they move. And while there are many reasons to signal a person's position in advance with the sound of a bell...





  In this case, it's probably a warning.





  Like the backup alarm of a car.





  ━You noisy Nymphs, you disobedient ones, this Mangtae Grandfather- will take you away-! You rascals-!





  It was a low, gloomy, and terrible voice, as if his throat were hoarse. Mangtae Grandfather, of all things.





  "Ev, everyone run away-!"





  "It'll be a disaster if you're caught-!"





  Dal-rang, dal-rang-.





  The problem was that as soon as they heard that bell, the Nymphs who had gathered began to scatter like mice with their tails on fire.





  It seems the young Nymphs are terrified of this being called Mangtae Grandfather. They wouldn't be fleeing like this otherwise.





  "This Doris-nim doesn't know what's going on-! All the trainee Nymphs of Honey Water have run off somewhere-!"





  "...Regrettable-."





  Doris and Ignoi questioned the situation with a fairly calm air. However, Paranoy beside them was trembling like a child watching a horror movie alone.





  "Aah-! Th, this is a disaster-ssi...! I, Paranoy, must also get out of here quickly-ssi...!"





  He then looked around, saying he also needed to hide. After being anxious for a long time, what Paranoy chose was to crawl under young Nymph 375's bed.





  Beudung, beudung-. Seueuk, seueuk-.





  Just as Paranoy completely concealed himself under the bed.





  Dal-rang, dal-rang-.





  Along with the sound of the bell, someone appeared inside this cave room. It was a man holding a long stick. 





  His face had a long beard, and his skin was cracked and wrinkled just like tree roots. It was to the point where it would be better to describe it as bark rather than skin.





  On his back, he carried a large sack like a backpack, big enough to easily stuff one or two young Nymphs inside. 





  Seeing a small bell attached to it, it seems that was the source of the dal-rang sound.





  Doris, having spotted him, shouted.





  "It's a marvelous spirit-! A spirit of grass roots and trees-! This Doris-nim has lived for quite a long time in her own way, but this is the first time seeing such a fun spirit-!"





  A spirit?





  At the unfamiliar yet somehow familiar keyword, I asked.





  "What's a spirit?"





  "Trees, grass, rocks-. When things like rivers or flowers hold sacred magic for a long time, they gain will and thought. That is exactly what a spirit is-!"





  According to Doris, spirits are like cousins to Nymphs. Since Nymphs are beings born from nature, and spirits are also beings born from nature.





  She said the characteristic is that while Nymphs take the form of young girls, spirits take the form of the natural objects they originated from.





  For example, a rock spirit takes on a golem-like shape made of clumped rocks, and a tree spirit looks similar to a tree.





  Then what kind of spirit is that grandfather? A grandfather spirit?





  As I was seriously pondering, the old man spoke.





  "I am the spirit of ginseng, Simmani."





  "Ah-. A ginseng spirit-."





  Looking at him now, those things on his face weren't a beard but something like the fine roots of ginseng. 





  He seems like a spirit Luna or my father would really like. Such a large ginseng, it would have great effects if brewed and eaten.





  Simmani, the ginseng spirit, said.





  "Here at the Nymph Relief Foundation, I am also called Mangtae Grandfather. I make disobedient Nymphs complete Nymph rights lectures. So, who might you folks be?"





  Seureureu-.





  The old man's eyes narrowed. He seemed quite wary of us. To be precise, rather than being wary of 'us', he seemed wary of 'me'.





  At that moment, Doris raised both hands and shouted.





  "This Doris-nim is the Nymph of Honey Water-! And this pitch-black man here is a Kore thief, but he's still a god in his own way-!"





  It was a strange explanation.





  "Ah-. A Nymph of Honey Water. A very fine Nymph indeed. It seems you are a Nymph from the Foundation. While it's the first time a Nymph has revisited the Foundation... since you're a visitor who came with a Nymph, I suppose you aren't a bad person."





  However, Mangtae Grandfather seemed to have understood that explanation in his own way. It seems the rule that there are no villains among those who travel with Nymphs applies here too.





  "I am the head executive of this place."
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  This Mangtae Grandfather said he was something like an executive of the Foundation. 





  He said he serves as the relief foundation's guard, professor, and herbalist. Looking at him now, the sack on his back was full of flowers and various medicinal herbs.





  He looks quite strong and smart. If it were an ordinary wild beast or a bear, he could probably easily subdue it by whacking it with that stick.





  If he plays the role of a disciplinarian, it's understandable why the young Nymphs are afraid of him.





  While I was coming to terms with this on my own, Mangtae Grandfather spoke.





  "More importantly, I heard the voice of a peculiar Nymph of Ditch Water. Paranoy's voice-. By any chance, have you seen a Nymph named Paranoy here?"





  "Paranoy-ssi?"





  "That's right-. A dropout Nymph who hasn't been able to evolve from a Nymph of Ditch Water for several years, Paranoy. That fellow ran away while receiving education here at the relief foundation in the past-."





  Mangtae Grandfather looked around as if trying to find traces of Paranoy in the vicinity. I'm curious what would happen if he found out Paranoy was under that bed.





  More than that, Paranoy is a dropout Nymph.





  This is the first I've heard of it.





  Is this a story from when Paranoy first joined the relief foundation?





  I asked.





  "I'd like you to tell us more about that Nymph named Paranoy. We might be able to recognize him."





  "Ah, Paranoy-. Our only failure that got away-. Do you know that originally, Nymphs of Ditch Water are children with infinite potential?"





  "So they say."





  Young Nymphs are usually Nymphs of Ditch Water. 





  A Nymph of Ditch Water can evolve into a Nymph of Honey Water like Doris, or become a Nymph of Tears like Ignoi.





  And there are Nymphs of Brook Water, Nymphs of Ink Water, anyway, there are damn many types of Nymphs. They were all originally Nymphs of Ditch Water.





  A Nymph of Ditch Water is literally like a raw gemstone with the potential to become anything.





  Mangtae Grandfather continued.





  "However, according to the Foundation's rules, if the period spent as a Nymph of Ditch Water exceeds a certain time... we help them undergo resocialization at the Foundation so they can achieve a proper promotion."





  "Resocialization?"





  "We help them find their aptitude. They can't remain a Nymph of Ditch Water forever." 





  "Aha."





  "So that Paranoy is a friend who exceeded the period allowed to stay as a Nymph of Ditch Water. He ran away while undergoing resocialization-!"





  I see.





  I felt like I understood a bit why Paranoy didn't want to get involved with the relief foundation. 





  The reason Paranoy appeared with injuries all over back then was because he got scratched up while escaping the Foundation.





  It seems this place served as a training center and nursery for young Nymphs, and at the same time, a re-education center for Nymphs who couldn't properly do their share even as they got older.





  But is there really a need to force a Nymph of Ditch Water to promote? It's also true that I wonder if they can't just live as a Nymph of Ditch Water.





  Unreasonable demands for evolution are the biggest step toward a corrupted dark evolution.





  As if answering my doubt, Mangtae Grandfather said.





  "If water stays still for a long time, it rots. It's the same for a Nymph of Ditch Water. Usually, one becomes a Nymph of Ditch Water at age 15. It varies for each Nymph, but if more than 5 years pass after becoming a Nymph of Ditch Water...."





  "If it passes-?"





  "They become a Nymph of Stagnant Water. A jobless Nymph who doesn't even try to leave the house and tries to live off the support of their guardians. A Nymph who doesn't work and only plays."





  A Nymph of Stagnant Water. Hearing the name, it sounded like a pro gamer who could see the ending with just a wooden stick, but the description was a shut-in loser.





  "As the days go by, their personality becomes sensitive, they lose confidence, and so they dig themselves deeper into caves and rooms. Then, the people around them will also suffer."





  He said a Nymph of Stagnant Water eventually evolves into a Nymph of Gutter Water, and a Nymph of Gutter Water into a Nymph of Rotten Water. It's a damn terrible thing.





  Paranoy must be over twenty. Then hasn't the condition to already have become a Nymph of Stagnant Water been met?





  What must be done so Paranoy doesn't become a Nymph of Stagnant Water?





  "Then, what should be done?"





  As I asked worriedly, the old man continued.





  "One never knows when they might suddenly become a Nymph of Stagnant Water. That's why they must be rescued quickly before they become a useless Nymph-!"





  "I see."





  "Actually, many Nymphs of Ditch Water found their aptitude here and headed to where they belong. Anyway, if you see that fellow, tell him he must come to the Foundation and complete his education."





  With those final words, Mangtae Grandfather disappeared, ringing his bell dal-rang-dal-rang-. Only long after he had vanished did Paranoy crawl out from under the bed, flailing.





  "I wasn't caught-ssi...!"





  He then brushed the dust off his clothes, but the expressions of Doris and Ignoi as they looked at Paranoy weren't good.





  "Why are you looking at me with those eyes-ssi...?"





  "Paranoy-ya-! If you stay like this, you'll end up becoming a Nymph of Stagnant Water-! Hurry and complete the lectures, and try to find a suitable aptitude-!"





  Doris was like an older sister scolding a younger sibling who had been playing at home for a long time. 





  However, Paranoy shook his head.





  "I have a dream of becoming the greatest Nymph someday-ssi...! But the Foundation just tries to evolve me into an ordinary Nymph of Brook Water-ssi...!"





  For a Nymph, evolution is a rare opportunity and an experience of change. Nymphs usually promote only once in their lifetime. That's why promotion must be careful.





  The Foundation tried to evolve Paranoy, who might become a Nymph of Stagnant Water, into a Nymph of Brook Water, and Paranoy ran away because he didn't like that-. It would be enough to understand it that way.





  "I didn't suffer just to become a mere Nymph of Brook Water-ssi...! A Nymph of Brook Water has no advantage other than having a calm personality at best-ssi...!"





  "But later on, you might not even be able to become a Nymph of Brook Water-! Grab the opportunity while you have it-!"





  "I hate being a Nymph of Brook Water-ssi...!"





  "Then, at the very least, become a Nymph of Honey Water like this Doris-nim-! This Doris-nim will help you evolve into a Nymph of Honey Water-."





  "I hate being a Nymph of Honey Water too-ssi...!"





  What came to mind from the conversation between these two was a conversation I heard from next door back when I was in high school. A neighbor uncle who couldn't get a job and was quite old lived next door. 





  ━If you keep playing at home like this, they won't even hire you for hard labor-! You have to find work quickly while you're even a year younger-! The delivery man next door said he's short-handed! Why don't you try going there?





  Toward the lady who was pestering him to go out and do anything, that uncle said something very similar to this.





  ━Mom, it's because you don't know how hard delivery work is. Rather than doing such hard work, it's much more beneficial to find a good job even a little sooner.





  ━Hey-. You, if you just keep getting older like this, you won't even be able to do hard work-! I barely managed to ask that man to look for a job for you-!





  ━Mom, I'll take care of it all. I told you I have a plan. I've already submitted resumes to several places.





  The problem was that the uncle's age was already well past his 30s. And he had been playing at home for nearly 3 years under the pretext of finding a good job.





  I had never once seen that uncle writing a resume, searching through job listings, or going to an interview to find a job.





  At the time, I just thought it was a relief it wasn't my family's business.





  Now Paranoy was in the exact same state as that man.





  "I can become a much greater Nymph-ssi...!"





  If Paranoy is left like this, he really might become a Nymph of Stagnant Water and his personality might change to the point of being unusable-. As that thought occurred, I also began to feel anxious.





  So, it was while I was seriously contemplating what to do with Paranoy.





  "You rascal-! Paranoy-! As expected, you've come back to the Foundation-!"





  Hwiririk-.





  Something like a lasso flew from somewhere and wrapped around Paranoy's waist. 





  Soon, Paranoy was hoisted into the air. At the end of the lasso holding him was a long stick like a fishing rod.





  It was Mangtae Grandfather.





  "I already figured out everything about where you were hiding-! I don't teach Nymphs just for show-!"





  Indeed, he was a professional educator who understood the habits of Nymphs well. He put strength into his arm to drag away Paranoy, whom he had captured with the lasso.





  Paranoy resisted him. Of course, escape seemed remote.





  "Hieeek...! Let go of this-ssi...!"





  "The Foundation Director is waiting for you, Paranoy-! Let's go-!"
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  Paranoy was tied up in Mangtae Grandfather's rope and dragged along.





  He began to wail mournfully, like a dog being dragged to the dog catcher.





  "Let go of me-imnidat...! Don't you know that forced movement based on coercive power is punishable by over 20 years in prison for Nymph kidnapping-imnidat...?"





  "Our Foundation is the one that judges that crime. It's a law we made, so it doesn't apply to us."





  "Hieeek...! Everyone, what are you doing...? Hurry and help this Paranoy-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy pleaded for help from Ignoi and Doris. However, Ignoi and Doris, as if they had somehow assimilated with Mangtae Grandfather, merely ignored Paranoy's pleas.





  No, it didn't end with just ignoring him.





  "Paranoy-ya! Hurry and complete your lectures, and avoid becoming a Nymph of Stagnant Water-!"





  "...Agreed-."





  Ignoi and Doris then grabbed Paranoy's arms and legs one by one, dragging him along as if carrying him in a strange palanquin.





  "Hassan-nim! Please help me-imnidat...! This place is crazy-imnidat...! We must escape-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy, having no one else to rely on, finally cast a pleading gaze at me. But I also didn't want Paranoy to become a Nymph of Stagnant Water.


 


  Also, the Foundation Head of the Nymph Relief Foundation.





  I didn't want to miss the opportunity to meet that mysterious being, shrouded in various veils. I wanted to hear the location of the Emerald Forget-Me-Not from him.





  So, in the end, Paranoy stood before a beautifully situated cave in the Nymph's Canyon without much resistance.





  It was a peaceful cave entrance, surrounded by lush grass, with deer frolicking nearby, and rabbits and squirrels each holding acorns in their mouths.





  "This is...."





  Even Paranoy, who had been struggling just moments ago, stopped as if captivated by the beautiful scenery. I expected him to say something like, "This is a very Nymph-friendly place-imnidat!"





  "This place, it's in my memory-imnidat.... It's in this Paranoy's memory-imnidat...! Look, look at the marks drawn here-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy pointed with his finger at what looked like markings etched into the cave entrance. It felt as if someone had casually scribbled on the cave wall with a stone knife.





  But it reminded me of my own room, above the health clinic, a long time ago.





  In other words, traces of someone measuring their growing height-.





  As I felt a slight nostalgia for my childhood at the marks extending upwards, Mangtae Grandfather, who had untied the rope from Paranoy's waist, spoke.





  "It's a wall for measuring young Nymphs' heights. Over there, if they exceed about 150cm, we let the Nymphs become independent."





  It seemed to be a kind of benchmark. So, they send Nymphs who reach the highest mark out into society.





  "This Doris wants to measure her height-!"





  As if intrigued, Doris stood before the marks. Doris's height barely exceeded 150cm.





  At her appearance, Mangtae Grandfather stroked his beard and smiled contentedly.





  "A Nymph who has grown splendidly. May you continue to do many good things outside-."





  "That's right-!"





  While Doris and everyone else was making a fuss, Paranoy, who was expected to be the loudest, quietly reached out and touched the marks etched into the cave.





  "This place-. This is where this Paranoy measured his height-imnidat.... The marks drawn here are the traces of this Paranoy measuring his height-imnidat...."





  Paranoy continued to speak.





  "If I grew to the highest mark here. I was told that someday this Paranoy wouldn't be alone-imnidat.... Someone I saw in my childhood, whose memory is now hazy...."





  "This Doris doesn't know what Paranoy is talking about-! Whatever, just hurry inside and consult with the Foundation Head-!"





  Doris pushed Paranoy's back, making him enter the cave. We followed Paranoy, who walked ahead, into the cave.





  There was none of the gloom or darkness typically associated with a cave. Beautifully glowing luminous stones and flowers adorned the inside of the cave.





  The most impressive thing was the murals drawn on the cave walls.





  Murals that looked as if someone had drawn them with a chalk stick.





  They depicted Nymphs hiding in bushes to hunt, Nymphs picking edible flowers and fruits, and Nymphs digging holes under tree roots to hide from scary beasts.





  It was as if these were drawings made to educate someone.





  You could even call it a textbook, drawn by someone to help naive Nymphs survive in a harsh world.





  Mangtae Grandfather explained.





  "These are pictures that are like the heart of the Nymph Relief Foundation. They say the Nymph's God-nim drew these pictures a long time ago to protect and educate the Nymphs."





  "I see."





  I nodded appropriately.





  A warm affection could be felt from the crooked drawings, like those in a children's storybook. They must have been deliberately drawn comically so that young Nymphs could learn enjoyably.





  It made me feel that whoever the Nymph's God was, they must have been someone who truly loved Nymphs.





  "Now, the innermost part of that cave is the Foundation Head-nim's office. I shall withdraw here."





  We parted ways with the surprisingly kind Mangtae Grandfather.





  As we turned the corner, we saw a surprisingly modest small table and chair, with an old stuffed doll placed on it.





  "It's an old doll-!"





  Doris, the Nymph of Honey Water, reacted most strongly upon discovering the stuffed doll. True to her eternal girlishness, she grabbed the doll and lifted it high-.





  『Let go of me-!』





  "Aah-! This Doris was startled-!"





  Startled by the voice coming from the stuffed doll, Doris dropped it.





  The old, girl-shaped stuffed doll, which had spun and fallen to the floor, naturally stood up and dusted itself off.





  『What a rude Nymph-! You're not well-educated-! The outside world isn't an easy place for rude Nymphs to live-!』





  "Th-the doll talks-! It's like Luna's doll with the pink nose, a cursed object possessed by an Evil Spirit-!"





  『Evil Spirit-? I don't allow comparisons with such low-class things-. I am the great new god, the Nymph's God-nim's chief champion-! And the Nymph Relief Foundation's acting head-!』





  So it seems.





  A strange doll that talks and moves.





  As I curiously watched the doll, it spoke to Ignoi, as if not caring about me at all.





  『Aren't you Ignoi-? How did you return to the Foundation-? I'm sure your memories were erased at graduation-!』





  "...Memories?"





  Ignoi tilted her head as if she didn't understand. As if answering her question, the doll added.





  『Nymphs who graduate from the Foundation have only their memories of the Foundation removed with a bit of hypnosis-! That way, they won't be interrogated by wicked folks targeting the Foundation and the Nymphs-!』





  Aha.





  I understood why the Nymphs couldn't remember the Relief Foundation and the canyon. The Foundation was intentionally erasing their memories.





  Indeed, if wicked individuals were to capture a Nymph with ill intentions and interrogate them about their base, the young Nymphs growing up here would suffer greatly.





  The doll continued to speak.





  『I am entrusted with the role of protecting and educating Nymphs by the Nymph's God-nim, the head of the Foundation-! This body has the duty to protect and properly raise Nymphs by any means necessary-!』





  And then, it pulled out a needle stuck in its waist and pointed it at us.





  『Are you enemies of the Nymphs? What is your purpose in returning here?』





  Ppyojok.





  Even though it looked cute, it was a needle that would probably hurt a bit if pricked. As I felt awkward, Doris spoke.





  "We came to collect the Emerald Forget-Me-Not-! And, this Paranoy here might soon become a Nymph of Stagnant Water-!"





  『Forget-Me-Not-. And Paranoy-. Paranoy, you say-. A nostalgic name. Paranoy....』





  As the doll lowered the tip of its sharp needle for a moment, Paranoy grabbed its waist with both hands and lifted it high.





  "I remember-imnidat...! This doll is Hawthorn-imnidat...! This Paranoy lived in this cave, and this was the doll I was friends with-imnidat...! This cave, too-."





  Seuk- Paranoy looked around.





  "This cave, too, is the space where this Paranoy spent his childhood-imnidat...! Now I remember everything-imnidat...! If my memory serves, in this corner, this Paranoy hid some acorns...."





  Pasuseuk, pasuseuk-.





  Paranoy moved his hands like a digging dog, rummaging through the corner of the cave.





  As I watched him idly, acorns, appearing as if they had been buried for a long time, were soon discovered on the floor.





  Paranoy held them in his hand and lifted them high.





  "This place was this Paranoy's cave-imnidat...! The cave where this Paranoy lived with his mother.... Why is the Nymph Relief Foundation here...?"





  Paranoy seemed unable to comprehend the situation.





  However, the doll named Hawthorn climbed onto the table as if it didn't matter and shouted loudly.





  『Paranoy-! You have far exceeded the period you can live as a Nymph of the Stream-! If you don't evolve quickly, you'll become a useless Nymph-!』





  And then, it rummaged through a drawer as if searching for something.





  What the doll pulled out from inside the drawer was a piece of glass, slightly emerald green, shaped like a flower. It looked like a flower crafted from glass.





  Seeing it, Paranoy shouted.





  "Aah-! That is the Emerald Forget-Me-Not-imnidat...! This Paranoy must take it and offer it as tribute to Goddess Diana-imnidat...!"





  『With the power of this treasure bestowed by the Nymph's God-nim, I shall erase your memories once again, Paranoy-!』





  Jjuuung-.





  The Emerald Forget-Me-Not began to glow. A very mysterious magical energy began to emanate, and the expressions of Nymphs like Doris and Ignoi, bathed in its light, became hazy.





  "Aah-. This Doris's mind-. Memories are fading-."





  "...It's hazy-."





  As the doll said, that seemed to be the tool for erasing Nymphs' memories. Was it a tool to reset Nymphs who hadn't grown properly according to the Foundation's standards?





  "Aah-! It feels like someone is rummaging through this Paranoy's mind-imnidat...!"





  It didn't seem to have much effect on me, but seeing Paranoy start to struggle, I was suddenly scared.





  Because if he lost his memories like this, it felt like all the memories our party had made together would be lost.





  Forcibly erasing memories.





  Thinking about it, it was a bit cruel.





  So, I decided I had to do something about this situation and reached out my hand towards the doll, towards the emerald Forget-Me-Not it held.





  And the moment the flower touched my fingertips.





  "Oooh, oooh-!"





  My consciousness began to spin, as if being sucked into a vortex.











  *     *     *











  When I came to my senses.





  I was lying in a dark night. Leaves covered my body, and my back was covered in mud, making me feel uncomfortable-.





  ━Woof woof-.





  ━Woof woof-.





  Several Wolf Spiders were resting on my stomach.





  "Ugh, fuck, Spiders-!"





  Startled, I flapped my body like a duck shaking its wings and sat up, but then something hit my head with a *ttak-* sound, making me dizzy.





  "Ughhh-. What, suddenly-."





  I didn't know what had happened. All I remembered was that as soon as my hand touched the Emerald Forget-Me-Not, my consciousness spun as if it would fly away.





  Where is Paranoy?





  Doris?





  Ignoi and those Foundation guys?





  I looked around and snapped my fingers, creating a flame.





  As the surroundings brightened a little, I realized I was lying in the forest in front of a dark cave.





  "What, where is this. Paranoy-! Where's Paranoy-!"





  Just as I called out the familiar Nymph's name into the darkness to find him, something slowly emerged from inside the cave with a *buseureok, buseureok-* sound.





  "Mom...? Is it Mom...?"





  It was a young girl with orange bobbed hair. She must have been around five to seven years old. She had a face that made me want to give her a good smack, just like someone else.





  She resembled Paranoy.





  Wouldn't Paranoy look like this if he were younger?





  However, upon seeing my large, pitch-black face, she quickly hid back into the cave.





  "N-Nymph Hunter-!"





  Of course, her speed wasn't enough to outrun me.





  So I grabbed her by the scruff of her neck and lifted her high, and she struggled with her limbs like a wild Cat, trying to escape my grasp.





  "L-let go-! Let go-! I, I don't taste good-! My bones, my bones are thin and weak, so my hand bones can't even be used as a wand-!"





  Did she think I was a Nymph-hating human hunter?





  I said to her.





  "Are you, by any chance, Paranoy?"





  At that, the young Nymph held in my grasp trembled violently.





  "H-how do you know my name-? Did Mom tell you-? Where, where is Mom-?"





  I instinctively realized that this was Paranoy from his childhood.





  I had time-slipped to the time when he was a child, curled up alone in the cave, waiting for his mother who never returned.





  "Oh-shit."
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  In the ecosystem, there is something called the food chain.





  In the cold hierarchy of living things that eat and are eaten, where exactly does a young Nymph, unprotected by anyone, stand?





  It is below the wolf spider that preys on mice.





  On par with a mouse. Which is to say, it might even be lower.





  ━Jjik-jjik-.





  "That squirrel-! It took all my acorns-!"





  Young Paranoy was furious that a squirrel had stolen all the acorns he had buried in the cave. 





  Having been separated from his mother, Paranoy's life was at such a difficult level that he had to compete with squirrels for food.





  This is quite a predicament.





  I felt a sense of perplexity as to how I had ended up slipping into the past. Returning to the future was an easy task for me, the God of Time and Space, but-.





  Goreureureuk-.





  "Are you hungry?"





  "Mom said I shouldn't answer just anyone-! And, ...I'm not hungry-!"





  I worried whether it was okay to leave the childhood Paranoy, who was starving right now because he didn't even have acorns, like this.





  ━Be-eureureureu-.





  ━Geureureureureu-.





  Outside the pitch-black cave as night arrived, four-legged beasts were growling. 





  At the cave entrance, there was a beast-repelling barrier that seemed to have been set up by Paranoy's mother, but the magic power contained within it had its limits.





  Someday, those terrifying four-legged beasts might enter the cave and suddenly snap at Paranoy's neck.





  Goreureureureuk-.





  "...I said I'm not hungry-!"





  "I didn't say anything."





  The childhood Paranoy didn't use his characteristically bizarre respectful speech, and he was as wary as a beaten Shiba Inu. 





  Because he growled so fiercely whenever I tried to reach out to him, it was difficult to take any measures.





  I asked casually, hoping to ease Paranoy's wariness.





  "When was the last time you saw Alcohol? That's your mother's name, right? Alcohol."





  "How do you know my mom's name? Did you see my mom? Where is she now?"





  "Somewhere a bit far away. So, how long have you been alone like this?"





  At my question, the young Paranoy furrowed his brows as if he hadn't let down his guard. Then, he shouted as if he had seen through everything.





  "...I knew it-! You're thinking of making me let my guard down so you can turn me into a Nymph hand-bone wand! I'm smart-! I won't be fooled by a tactic like that-!"





  So that's how it is.





  It was quite bothersome, but in fact, it's perfectly natural for a young Nymph to be wary. It's more advantageous for survival that way. 





  I've heard that harp seals who have never seen humans before follow hunters well, only to be betrayed and skinned in large numbers.





  According to my memory, the policy to protect Nymphs was implemented slightly after the period I am currently in.





  Which means that human hunters like Deathloss, who threw me into the arena, are still roaming around everywhere in the world.





  To such people, the young Paranoy would be easy prey to hunt.





  Therefore, I felt it was right for the childhood Paranoy to be wary of strangers. It must be this cautious tension that created the future Paranoy.





  Goreureureureuk-.





  However, it was also true that the fellow who had already been starving for several days looked pitiful. So, I took out a honey candy I had kept in my pocket and held it out to him.





  "W-What is it-!"





  "Candy. It's delicious. Something to eat. Something sweet."





  "I knew it-! You put poison in it, didn't you-! Mom said never to take things from strangers! Nymph hunters put poison in food-!"





  Still, this is a bit annoying.





  I unwrapped the candy and bit off half of it. It was to show him that no poison had been added.





  Ageujak, ageujak-.





  As expected, the honey candy was too sweet for me. 





  I don't know how Nymphs can enjoy eating this stuff. Anyway, once I bit and swallowed half the candy, Paranoy's suspicious attitude softened slightly.





  "...."





  However, since he was still silent and watching me, I placed the other half of the candy on my palm and continued speaking.





  "Hey, try it. Try it-."





  "...."





  Then the fellow slowly approached bit by bit, snatched the candy from my palm, and hurriedly stuffed it into his mouth.





  It felt a bit like the process of befriending a wild animal, which was quite interesting. In fact, it was very similar to that.





  "It's good, right? All the other Nymphs seem to love it."





  "...It's okay, I guess-!"





  So that's how it is.











  *      *      *








  


  Perhaps because I gave him the bribe of candy, Paranoy answered the things I asked in his own way.





  "Mom said she was going to get food, and she hasn't come back for over fifteen days. Fifteen nights have passed. Fifteen days...."





  "I see. Then, have you been living here alone for fifteen days?"





  "...."





  Living alone for fifteen days as if trapped inside a narrow cave while ominous wild beasts roam outside must consume a lot of mental strength.





  In fact, the young Paranoy's body and mind were very weakened. He flinched and trembled at even the slightest loud noise from outside.





  Basarak-.





  "There must be a tiger-! A, a tiger-!"





  He trembled like this even at the sound of the wind blowing as if it were the appearance of a predator; it seemed impossible for him to live a normal life.





  Of course, I understand.





  The fifteen days spent alone in the wild as a young child must have been a harsh and difficult time, enough to make even the sound of the wind sound like a tiger's roar.





  Because of that, many worries arose within me.





  The opinion that I should help Paranoy.





  And the opinion that if I intervene too much in the past, the future might change, so I should leave him alone without getting involved.





  Both were valid points, so the conflict was tense.





  While I was agonizing for a long time, Paranoy asked.





  "Ahjussi, are you really my mom's friend? You're not a Nymph hunter?"





  Paranoy still seemed suspicious of my existence. If he was so suspicious and scared of me, he could just run away or kick me out. But he doesn't.





  I knew that feeling well.
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  It must be because he missed the sound of another person's voice.





  A few days after being stranded in this world. The reason I was foolishly caught by Deathloss's human hunters was for that very reason.





  There was a time when I, being chased by bizarre dinosaurs, was happy just to hear a human voice. 





  Even if they were human hunters who sold me to the arena, there was definitely a time when I felt relief at their voices and conversation.





  The current Paranoy was me back then.





  Even if I were a terrifying Nymph hunter, this fellow must have been feeling so lonely that such a thing didn't matter.





  Reaching that thought, I decided it would be best to help Paranoy to the extent that the past wouldn't change.





  I said.





  "Yes, that's right. Actually, I am a Nymph hunter."





  "I-I knew it-! You're trying to catch me, Paranoy! I was right-! Where are you going to take me?"





  "But, I don't take Nymphs as small and skinny as you. You're useless."





  When I made up a suitable excuse to reassure Paranoy, he instead stood up as if even more flustered and angry.


  


  "I, I, Paranoy, am very useful-!"





  "Then, since you're useful, can I take you and sell you at the market?"





  "T-That is.... Actually, I think I might be useless...."





  This fellow is all over the place.





  However, this distance is just right. A distance that makes him appropriately wary of me and others, without revealing too much knowledge.





  After finishing my thoughts, I said to him.





  "Fine, then I'll make you into a useful Nymph. After you become a useful Nymph, I'll have to sell you at the market."





  "Hie-eek...!"





  "To do that, first, we'll have to put some weight on you. You're too skinny right now."





  It would be fine to stay in the past for a day or two. 





  It's just my personal theory, but I don't think staying here for up to a week will cause cracks in the axis of the world.


  


  With that thought, I waited for daybreak.





  First, when it gets light, should I catch some rabbits or deer roaming nearby and roast some meat? 





  If I simmer a hot stew with water and herbs, it would be a healthy meal that could gently fill the stomach of a young Nymph who had been starving for a long time.





  So, when morning dawned, I was about to head out of the cave to catch some small animals.





  "W-Where are you going-."





  Paranoy, who had been half-suspicious and half-sleepy last night, called out to me, perhaps having sensed my presence.





  "Where are you going-."





  "Just outside. To get something to eat."





  "Outside is dangerous-. I told you there are many bears and wolves-! You might not be able to come back-! I have acorns hidden here. You don't have to go out-!"





  The young Nymph was rambling like a drunk person. Does he not like me going out of the cave?





  No, to be precise, he probably hates being left alone. He must hate having to wait again inside the cave for someone who might never return.





  Wondering what to do, I threw an outer garment to him and said.





  "Fine, then put that on and follow me."





  "You're planning to sell me at the market-!"





  His persecution complex is severe.





  "No. We're going to drink water, catch meat, and stuff outside. If you don't want to, if you can't trust me, then just stay here alone."





  "Geueueu...."





  Paranoy, who was trembling as if in great agony, hurriedly put on the outer garment and followed me out of the cave when I started walking away as if to leave him behind.





  Then he hesitated.





  "What if Mom comes while I'm outside? What if she thinks I abandoned her and left?"





  Paranoy seemed worried about missing his mother. 





  However, as far as I knew, Paranoy didn't meet his mother until just before he went from being a Nymph of the ditch to a Nymph of stagnant water.


  


  Which meant his mother would not be returning here. Of course, I wasn't heartless enough to tell Paranoy that point-blank.





  "Then, write some letters here. Tell your mom you're going out for a bit."





  "I, Paranoy, don't know how to write...."





  I see. He hadn't learned to read or write at this age yet. If there's time left, should I teach him how to read and write?





  "I'll write it for you for now."





  「Paranoy, out for a bit. Will return around afternoon.」





  After writing that, I took Paranoy and headed outside. But even on the way, Paranoy kept looking back as if he were worried about the cave.





  "You're not going to sell me far away, right? I shouldn't leave the cave. Because Mom will come...."





  "We'll just get some food and come back soon. I told you, I can't sell you because you're still short and skinny. Oh, there are wild strawberries here. Look at this. These red berries here. These are edible."





  "Edible?"





  "Yes, look closely-. Don't just eat acorns. See, there are plenty of plants growing here. Like ferns. There's clover, too. The fact that these plants are growing means they're edible."





  "Eat clover-? I, Paranoy, am not a rabbit-!"





  "You don't have to eat it if you want to starve. And, you can gnaw on the bark of this Nymph tree. If you put it in boiling water, it can also be a tea that can stave off hunger."





  I spent the whole day taking Paranoy around, teaching him about edible foods and plants that shouldn't be eaten. I taught him one by one how to hunt small animals like little rabbits and how to avoid predators.





  "If you're not sure what to do, follow the paths the beasts take. Sometimes there's water to drink or things to eat there."





  I was passing on the minimum knowledge necessary for a young Nymph to survive alone.





  "I don't know-! I don't have to learn this-! Because Mom will be back soon-!"





  Of course, Paranoy couldn't be called an excellent student. 





  He barely listened to what I was teaching him. Well, unless one is a genius, it would be hard to understand after only one or two explanations.





  So, while I was agonizing over how to make this fellow survive in this treacherous forest. 





  Paranoy, who had returned to the cave, said while gnawing on a pheasant leg I had caught and roasted over the fire.





  "More importantly, Ahjussi. You're a mage, right? I, Paranoy, can feel magic power. Teach me magic-!"





  "Magic, huh."
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  Young Paranoy, with the nature-friendly senses unique to a Nymph, detected that I possessed magic power.





  "Teach me... magic-. Then I, Paranoy, will become useful. You'll be able to sell me at the market, ahjussi. Right?"





  Does he want to raise his own market value?


  


  Rather than actually wanting to be sold at a market, it's likely the young Nymph's own little scheme to squeeze out some useful information from me.





  So Paranoy was the type who knew how to use clever tricks even from a young age. 





  Of course, to me, who is well-acquainted with the older Paranoy's bullshit and scams, this was nothing more than child's play, but I decided to play along and pretend to be fooled.





  "I see, Nymphs who can use magic do fetch a higher price. They even make excellent materials for wands. Well then, shall I teach you some simple magic?"





  Actually, I don't know much about magic.





  The level of magic I can teach is limited to the very basics.





  "Like this, if you gather magic power in your palm, it becomes a sphere of light. You can light up the inside of a cave with this. And, if you keep rubbing it with your palm, you can start a fire."





  I lit a campfire inside the cave.





  How to create a flame.





  I take pride in the fact that knowing just this can play a very reassuring role when living alone in nature. 





  Before becoming a slave, back in my days as a man of nature, I, Hassan, received quite a bit of help from flames and torches.





  But Paranoy narrowed his eyes as if he wasn't satisfied.





  "Any Nymph can do this kind of stuff! Not this, but something like a Fireball. Or Frost Blast, don't you have those? Powerful magic-!"





  "Powerful magic, huh-."





  Young Paranoy has quite the academic passion for magic. Certainly, knowing one or two offensive spells would be helpful for survival.





  "Then, how about this."





  I drew a pentagram on the ground and placed the pheasant bones Paranoy had left over on top of it. 





  "Why the bones? What are you doing?"





  "Just watch. Now, if I drop some blood like this-."





  And as I dropped my blood, the thing soon creaked its joints-eudeuk-eudeuk-and stood up just as it had when it was alive.





  Seeing that, Paranoy shouted.





  "Ahjussi, you were a black magician-. You were a necromancer. Mom told me that necromancy is something super dangerous-."





  You know about necromancy? You're quite smart for a kid.





  "It is dangerous. Every weapon, every magic is dangerous. But, if it's you, Paranoy, I'm sure you'll be able to handle it well without it being dangerous."





  I firmly instructed Paranoy to practice well the things I had taught him today.





  "If you just review the things I taught you today, you will surely become a more capable and useful Nymph than anyone else. Then, you can be sold at the market."





  "...."





  He didn't answer, but it seemed he liked necromancy, as he kept drawing pentagrams and hexagrams on the ground.





  "Well then, let's sleep for today. Tomorrow, I'll teach you how to distinguish between drinkable and undrinkable water."





  "I, Paranoy, am a Nymph-. I know that much-! You're just saying that to trick me and sell me to the humans-!"





  "Think whatever you want. Anyway, I'm going to repair the fence a bit and then sleep."





  After making a bunch of defensive walls with sharp wood at the cave entrance, I leaned against the wall and closed my eyes. 





  "Deureoreong-."





  When I slightly opened my eyes while intentionally snoring to pretend I was asleep, Paranoy chuckled after checking if I was awake or sleeping.





  "Stupid human. You think I, Paranoy, will be sold at a market? I'll use necromancy to give you a piece of my mind later-."





  After muttering that, he began to draw a bunch of pentagrams on the ground. 





  Of course, as is common with drawings by a child who has just learned how to draw stars, they were crooked as could be.





  "It's not working well-. Should I try drawing it straight by using a stick?"





  Then, by using a straight wooden stick like a ruler, he became able to draw fairly decent figures.





  "Good-."





  Paranoy, who continued to draw stars on the cave floor until morning, finally succeeded in necromancy only when stars equivalent to a decent constellation appeared on the floor.





  What he brought back to life was a small squirrel bone.





  When the squirrel bone stood up inside the magic circle and climbed onto Paranoy's palm, the young Paranoy shouted as if he were very happy.





  "Ooh-! Look at this-! It's mov-."





  Then he covered his mouth while glancing at me. It seemed he wanted to keep it a secret from me. He probably thought of it as a trump card to use against me.





  I decided to wake up, rubbing my eyes and pretending I had just woken up naturally.





  "Ugh, what, what's going on."





  At that, Paranoy hurriedly scrambled and messed up the magic circles drawn on the floor.





  "It's nothing-! Mheuheu, mheuheuheut-!"





  That sinister laugh has been consistent since he was a child.





  Anyway, since I'm up, I have to plan the day's tasks again. Because the time I can spend with this Paranoy is limited.





  "Today, I'll teach you how to make traps. If you make a trap, you can catch the birds we ate yesterday yourself."





  "You mean the pheasant!"





  "Yeah. Now, you weave flexible wood like this to make a basket. If making a basket is hard, you can use a flat stone slab."





  "...."





  Seuk, seukseuk.





  Paranoy followed my actions well without a word. 





  It could even be said that Paranoy's attitude toward learning had improved compared to the previous days. 





  He must have gained confidence after succeeding in necromancy.





  "After catching and scattering feed or insects that birds like, you prop the basket up with a stick and connect it with a string. If you wait... a bird will come."





  "It's not coming?"





  "You have to wait a long time. Well then, let's set this up here, and since there's a stream nearby, I'll teach you how to catch fish too."





  The way Paranoy catches fish is simple. If he just dips his finger in the water, the fish bite hard, thinking it's a small earthworm or something.





  "Stupid fish, caught another one-! Look-! I caught a bunch of fish-! I, Paranoy, am useful-!"





  "Yeah, that's impressive."





  "Ahjussi-! Look at this-! A pheasant got caught in the hunting trap I, Paranoy, made-! Since I really put bugs in there, a bird got caught inside-!"





  Pudeudeok, pudeudeudeok-.





  ━Kkwiiiiiiing, kkwiiiiiiing.





  Paranoy was surprisingly strong in practice. 





  Before I knew it, he was at a level where he could easily catch a bird by himself. Of course, there were many clumsy points, but now he wouldn't have to starve alone.





  "Well done."





  I stroked Paranoy's head and praised him.





  "Don't touch me-!"





  Of course, young Paranoy hated me stroking his head. What an unfriendly fellow.


  


  Like that, we spent each day eating together, rolling in the mud, and getting stung by bees and beehives falling from trees.





  As we lived like that, time flew by in an instant.





  "Ahjussi, so, what are you going to teach me tomorrow? Are you going to teach me how to catch pheasants again? Huh? What are we doing tomorrow?"





  Paranoy, who was wary of me at first, now followed me well like an ahjussi from next door who gives out pocket money. 





  His face, full of anticipation as he asked what we'd do tomorrow, was cute enough to make me want to give him a playful noggin.





  This must be the innocence that cannot be felt from the grown-up Paranoy.





  In fact, he and I were originally quick to become close. It was natural for us to become close even if we met in such an unfamiliar environment. 





  However, a week had already passed.





  The time in the past that had been given to me was almost up. 





  As the God of Space-Time, I instinctively felt that if I continued to stay in the past like this, the axis of the future and the world might become distorted.





  Leaving young Paranoy alone in this cave was a regrettable thing.





  But I couldn't be tied down here forever.





  I looked at the setting sun and said to Paranoy.





  "Tomorrow's lesson is about meetings and partings. Paranoy-ssi. As you live, you will surely meet someone. And the day will come when you have to part. I am leaving for tomorrow. Today is the last lesson."





  "Wh-what does that mean? Leaving-!"





  Paranoy asked as if he were startled. But that panic was brief as he grabbed and pulled on my pants.





  "Take me, Paranoy, too-! I learned hard. I'm good at fishing, and yesterday I caught a pheasant by myself-."





  "...."





  "I'm a useful Nymph-! Take me too-! Sell me at the market-! I'm confident I'll work hard-! I won't complain about the side dishes, and I won't say I want a doll-. Take me too-!"





  It seemed Paranoy hated the thought of having to be left alone again in the terrible and silent cave. Enough to say he wanted to follow a human hunter.





  I desperately wanted to take the crying fellow with me.





  But then, the Paranoy of the future that I know would disappear. Many things might change.





  I had to push him away with a somewhat cold feeling. So I made up a reasonable excuse that only a cowardly adult would use.





  "No. You're too small for me to take. As I thought, it was hard to increase your size to be useful in just a week. I just wasted my time."





  "I'm... small?"





  "Yeah. You're small. For you to follow me, hmm-. Let's see. Yeah-. You have to be at least this big."





  Seureuk-.





  I pulled out the dagger at my waist and drew a line on the cave wall. 





  I could see Paranoy's face fill with sorrow at the height, which was two heads taller than the tiny Nymph who had barely reached 1m.





  "You have to be at least this big to be called a useful Nymph."





  "Geuu...."





  Paranoy measured his body against the line. Of course, he was nowhere near it.





  "...."





  His lips twitched as if he had something to say, but Paranoy soon covered himself with the leather blanket and lay down. He must have been sulking.





  But it couldn't be helped.





  It couldn't be helped.





  Because if there's a meeting, there's naturally a parting.





  But was it a bit too cruel to part again with me, whom he had grown attached to, for a young Nymph who was already grieving the parting with his mother who might never return?





  So I decided to draw pictures for Paranoy. 





  I was drawing pictures on the cave wall so that Paranoy could easily review and understand my teachings.





  So to speak, it's a textbook drawn like a fairy tale so that young Nymphs can survive the world. So that even if I'm not here, he can somehow survive by looking at these pictures. 





  With friendly pictures that even a young Nymph who doesn't know letters can easily understand.





  And once the pictures are all drawn, I should take care of a few ferocious Monsters inhabiting the area.





  Since I had already scouted out which monsters might threaten young Nymphs while wandering around these past few days. I will deal with the monsters once Paranoy falls asleep-.





  It was when I had made up my mind like that.





  Seureureuk-.





  Before I knew it, I realized that I had fallen asleep. It seemed fatigue had accumulated after living for a week without distinction between day and night.





  "I was going to fuck up the Monsters. It's late."
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  So as I hurriedly packed my things and tried to head outside the cave. I saw that the bed where Paranoy should have been sleeping was empty.





  Late dawn.





  Young Paranoy had disappeared. 





  I didn't know where he went or what he was trying to do, but my only thought was that I had to stop him before a great danger befell him. 





  Although I had trained Paranoy to survive in this forest alone, that was strictly a story for when the sun was up.





  The night and dawn when the moon rose must have been an extremely Nymph-hating environment for a young Nymph. 


  


  ━Geueaaaak-!





  Just then, a terrible scream reached my ears. I kicked off the ground and traversed the forest as if flying. 





  At the place I headed to, I saw a young Nymph engaged in a desperate struggle with a strange feline monster under the moonlight.





  ━You brat-! So you're the young Nymph wandering the forest lately-! Why do you covet the Emerald Forget-Me-Not guarded by this body, the Sphinx-! To even use ominous necromancy-!





  "Because I'm a useful Nymph-! Because I have to prove that I'm useful-!"





  It was a Sphinx. Its size was a bit different from the one I had seen before; this one seemed like a younger individual. But even a young Sphinx was too much for young Paranoy to handle.





  However, the two were engaged in a fierce battle.





  ━Kkwiiiiing, kkwiiiiing-!





  ━Geureuaaaaueu-!





  It was thanks to the corpses of birds, bears, and wolves that Paranoy had brought back to life with necromancy, which were double-teaming the Sphinx. 





  Of course, the Sphinx didn't go down easily either. 





  ━Necromancy consumes a lot of magic power-! No matter how hard you try to revive them, it's over once I take them all down-! Forepaw strike-!





  Chwaaaaa-.





  Ppagak-. Ususususu-.





  When it struck the skeletal beasts with its forepaw, the skeletons collapsed like a crumbling sandcastle.





  But Paranoy's skeletal beasts were surprisingly persistent. 





  ━What-!? They keep resurrecting-!? Necromancy should consume a lot of magic power!





  As the Sphinx said, necromancy consumes a lot of magic power. However, Paranoy was originally a Nymph who possessed exceptionally large magic power even among Nymphs. 





  To the point where he was hired as an apprentice follower of Pluto simply because his magic capacity was high.





  "Hurry, hurry up and fall-!"





  ━Geuaat-! To think that I, the master of the southern forest, the Sphinx, would fall to this useless Nymph-! Geuaaaat-!





  "Hurry...."





  However, it was Paranoy's side that collapsed on the ground. No matter how much magic power he possessed, necromancy was a high-level magic that was difficult to handle with a child's strength.





  "Ugh...."





  ━Heuhahahat-! I, I won-! Nymph brat, I'll swallow you in one gulp-!





  Just as the Sphinx was about to strike its forepaw down toward the sprawled-out Paranoy. I quickly sprang out and kicked its body with all my might.





  "Get lost, you punk."





  ━Ke-eng-!





  With that, the Sphinx flew far away. It soon regained its senses and, upon seeing me, began to tremble violently.





  ━S-strong divinity-. Which god are you...? Was the young Nymph your companion Nymph? I'm sorry, I didn't know anything....





  It seemed the Sphinx had detected that I was a god with its beastly intuition. But there was no telling what would happen if I revealed my identity.





  I decided to tell a reasonable lie.





  "I am the God of Nymphs. The god who protects Nymphs. I do not tolerate beasts that torment Nymphs."





  ━I, I have committed a mortal sin.... But, I also have to eat to live, and I have to protect this precious Emerald Forget-Me-Not.... Just spare my life-! I'll do anything-!





  The Sphinx lay flat and wailed. Feeling a bit sorry for it, I stroked my chin as if contemplating and said.





  "That's true. I'll forgive you. Instead, you must protect the young Nymphs in this forest from now on."





  ━The Nymphs?





  "Yeah. Something like an altar to protect Nymphs will be built on this land. Someday, you will become the gatekeeper there. As the representative of the God of Nymphs, fulfill your role from now on."





  ━Ooh-! Suddenly, magic power is overflowing into me-! My intelligence, my intelligence is rising even more...! I've become a spiritual creature bestowed with the magic of a god...!





  The Sphinx was making weird noises. Leaving it behind, I took the Emerald Forget-Me-Not in my hand and picked up Paranoy.





  I have to take him back to the cave.





  With that feeling, I carried the half-conscious Paranoy on my back toward the cave.





  "Mom-. Mom.... Where are you.... I'll be good-. Come back, Mom...."





  Paranoy seemed to be dreaming of his mother. When he opens his eyes, I will no longer exist in this time period.





  So, to save even a little bit of time, I slowly opened my mouth toward Paranoy.





  "Paranoy-ssi, it's okay to be cowardly. It's okay to lie. It's okay to use others-."





  "...I hate being alone-. It's dark and scary...."





  "Just stay alive. If you just stay alive, someday you'll have many friends. You'll be able to meet your mother. You will someday become the most famous Nymph in the world."





  "Really...?"





  "Yeah. I promise. I swear on the River Styx. And, remember the Son of Pluto who will come someday. Wait for that man. Eat well. Sleep well...."





  "Liar-. I, Paranoy, don't believe in promises. Give me proof. Proof...."





  When I set Paranoy down in the cave we arrived at, he whined with difficulty as if he instinctively realized that the time we could spend together was running out.





  "Proof-."





  Looking around, I decided to make proof out of the fish bones, animal skins, fur, and cotton scattered on the floor.





  It was a doll that resembled Paranoy.





  Since I was confident in my handiwork, a decent stuffed doll was made in just a few minutes. I placed it in Paranoy's arms and said.





  "When you someday grow as tall as that line, and become a smart and wonderful Nymph who knows all the letters. We will be able to meet again, Paranoy."


  


  "Liar-."





  "Until then, this doll will protect you. Since I've infused it with plenty of my magic power, you'll be able to defeat most Monsters with just this doll."





  "Liar.... You're not coming back. Just like Mom, everyone is leaving me. It's because I, because I'm useless-! Because I-! I can even do necromancy-. I catch birds by myself, and I'm good at catching fish...."





  Young Paranoy's voice grew increasingly faint.





  To be precise, my body was becoming faint.





  It seemed I was returning to my original timeline.





  I decided to take action for the grieving Paranoy. 





  What I held in my hand was the Emerald Forget-Me-Not. 





  Its flower language is 'Warm Oblivion'. 





  Hoping that sad memories would disappear and only useful information would remain, I plucked the petals and scattered them as powder. 





  Like that, young Paranoy's voice eventually became inaudible-.





  When I opened my eyes, what I saw were various broken pieces of furniture and the interior of the cave, which had become a terrible mess.





  "Ugh, a bump has appeared on this body, Doris's forehead-! Igno-ya, are you okay?"





  "I'm okay...."





  It seems I've returned to the time when we were caught in something like a large explosion.





  I looked around. There, Paranoy, holding a very worn-out doll, was looking at it with eyes that were somehow nostalgic and sad.





  I spoke toward him.





  "Paranoy-ya-."





  "This Paranoy, in the meantime, has grown tall, learned magic, and become able to know letters...! I have become a useful Nymph...!"





  "Is that so?"





  "There were plenty of lonely times, but-. Even if I don't remember well, there was a warm memory somewhere-. I've endured it somehow...!"





  "Well done. You did well. Truly-."





  Seuk, seueueuk-.





  I stroked his head just as I had praised young Paranoy. Unlike young Paranoy, the grown Paranoy does not reject my hand or anything.





  He said.





  "This Paranoy has gained plenty of friends-. And I am truly becoming the most famous Nymph in this world...!"





  Kkuuuk.





  Paranoy just tightly gripped the old doll.





  It was a doll already covered in handprints, and Paranoy was no longer naive enough to play with dolls.





  But he looked quite good like that.





  Then, Paranoy dropped tears drop by drop from his large orange eyes.





  "Hassan-nim, it's a promise from 16 years ago that I can't even remember now-. But today, just for this moment, may I rejoice in our reunion after 5,800 days...?"
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-Nymph God-nim-. All this time, I worked hard. Without rest. Educating the nymphs. Protecting them-. Without rest-.





When the explosion caused by the Emerald Forget-me-not briefly subsided.





The doll held in Paranoy's hand spoke to me.





That doll was one I had made for Paranoy, who would be left alone.





Due to my magic power, as time passed through long years, it came to possess a will.





Just as my intention was to protect Paranoy, it seems [the doll] created a foundation here, raising and protecting various nymphs.





Just like I taught the young Paranoy.





So that's how the Nymph Relief Foundation came to be.





-Now, I will take a short rest-. Just for a moment, I will sleep.





Hawthorne, the doll acting as the deputy director of the Relief Foundation, stopped speaking after saying those words. No longer speaking or moving on its own, it just slumped limply.





It must be because the magic power I had charged into it had already run out to its limit.





"I must ask Luna-nim to fix this puppet doll...! That Paranoy is past the age for playing with dolls, but this one is still useful...!"





Paranoy carefully put that [doll] away in his bag.





It seems he intends to make it work again by asking Luna to look at it.





Indeed, the Nymph Relief Foundation has already spread across the continent to an extent I cannot gauge.





If the doll managing it suddenly disappeared, it would cause chaos.





"Anyway, the Emerald Forget-me-not.... I have obtained it...! Handing this over to the prim goddess Diana, I will hold the festival for the nymphs, for the nymphs...!"





Paranoy lifted the flower shining like a jewel high up.





"Until the day I returned all the way here.... It took so much time...! But, that Paranoy who trembled in the darkness and cold is no more...!"





And then, plucking one petal, [he] drops it inside the cave.





It was like an offering of flowers for the young and clumsy times.





Leaving behind his own young days, Paranoy now chose to move forward.





"Nymph Patrol, since we've finished all the schedules, we're now departing towards the Deer Forest...!"





"This body, Doris, doesn't know what's happening right now-! An explanation is needed-!"





"Situation-. Trouble."





Watching the backs of the chattering nymphs, I too followed behind them. And then, I asked Paranoy, who was vigorously moving forward, towards his rather tall, raised back of the head.





"So, were those times enjoyable? About the travels so far-."





Then Paranoy, without even looking back, shouted loudly.





"It was like that...! Here, since I received very nymph-friendly education...!"





"Yes, that's enough."





Young children grow up quickly.





And, surprisingly, they easily bury the past.





Because the days I must live in the future are many, like a great mountain range, it must be because I shouldn't look back one by one.





In fact, Paranoy did not look back towards the cave any longer.





Forgetting even the acorns [he] had buried, and worrying about [his] mother who might return to that place, [he] now only moves forward.





Paranoy's footsteps like that were light, like a bird's feather leaving its nest after leaving its mother's embrace.





"Ah-! It feels very refreshing...! It's a nymph-friendly day...!"





Now, Paranoy, having escaped from the cave, will not become like a stagnant nymph.





Because [he] will be able to head towards the sea of the wider world, flowing freely anywhere, following the stream to the river.





At least I, who was the God of Nymphs, thought so.























"Wow, Hassan-. Look at this-. The flowers are in full bloom-!"





This is the Deer Forest. Luna liked it very much, seeing the clusters of bushes with cherry blossoms and colorful flowers blooming abundantly in the Deer Forest.





In the warm weather, gentle breezes with a strong scent felt, and bright sunlight and soft, fluffy grassy fields.





It was a brilliant spring day, like the brightest youth in life.





On such a spring day, my family, Hassan's, and the friends living in the mansion all brought plenty of drinks and food each, spread picnic mats in their favorite spots, and spent their rest.





Luna, who had worked hard for today, was smiling brightly as if she liked the Deer Forest where these flowers bloom abundantly, but.





"D-Deer-!"





Soon, upon seeing the deer wandering through the forest and grazing on grass, [she] began to foam at the mouth.





"Deeee-er-!"





During her time as a novice adventurer, Luna had her money stolen by a deer and had been hit by its antlers and sent flying. It seems the fear and trauma from that time still fill her mind.





"Deer, go away-!"





-*Diorureureu*-.





As Luna shouted towards the deer, the deer that was grazing turned its head as if annoyed and moved away. Only then did Luna too smile as if extremely pleased.





"Good-! So, where is Paranoy?"





In response to Luna's question, Hippolyte, who was leaning against a tree and lazily enjoying the spring breeze while stabilizing her now rather prominent belly, answered.





"Well, since [he's] the organizer in charge of today's event, I suppose [he's] probably busy. Ignoi hasn't shown [his] face since morning either."





At that time, Elfriede snorted.





"Hmph-. Even without them, there are nymphs swarming everywhere. Really, it's full of nymphs all around. It's driving me crazy with noise."





Many nymphs playing around, hanging from bushes and trees, were reflected in Elfriede's red eyes like that. Just as Elfriede said, nymphs were indeed filling the surroundings.





It was because Paranoy had sent carrier pigeons to the nymphs across the country.





Today is a grand festival, unprecedented even on the Gaia continent.





Starting with the nymphs, who are both the protagonists and guests of the festival, gods of mountains and rivers who came for the event from all corners of the world, messengers of Hypnos-.





Kings, princes, and princesses of all nations were strolling through the wide forest, laughing and chatting with each other, drinking and enjoying themselves.





Among those numerous people like that, my eyes moved busily, searching for a tall nymph with blue hair.





The reason Paranoy gathered nymphs from across the country was because he wanted to find his mother, who had left him when he was young.





However, even though there were plenty of small nymphs with blue hair, there were no tall women. Indeed, is Paranoy's mother, Alcohol, perhaps thinking of not appearing here?





At that time, I saw a little girl with reddish-brown hair approaching from far away.





"Everyone, are you enjoying the festival enjoyably...?"





It's Paranoy.





"Paranoy, is the festival proceeding well?"





"It is like that...! Although I used the large sum of 400 Gold, I have earned income exceeding that with the money the visitors use...!"





"You have good business acumen."





I praised Paranoy appropriately.





-*Seuk, seuseuk*-.





Paranoy's eyes were constantly moving busily, and it seems that guy too, just like me, is busy trying to find a nymph with blue hair.





Vaguely, I felt an expression of regret and longing showing through on that guy's face, but I decided to pretend not to notice. That guy too didn't seem like he wanted to make a fuss about it.





Then, furrowing his brow intensely, Paranoy shouted loudly.





"Ah-! Hassan-nim, I had heard news about Melinoe...!"





"If it's Melinoe, my older sister?"





"It is like that...! According to the foundation's sources, a powerful nymph who deals with ghosts and nightmares is wandering around the southern part of the continent, seemingly buying up all the candy in the market...!"





What on earth is [she] doing?





Regardless, [she] was alive.





As I once told the young Paranoy long ago, if [she] is just alive, [we] can meet anytime. Someday, somewhere, surely-.





-*Pang, papapang, pang*-!





"Shit...! Look at the fireworks-! Paranoy, this girl, seems like she poured out a lot of money this time-!"





Time is strange.





The same 24-hour day suddenly passes by quickly on a fun and happy holiday. That did not change, even for me now, who wields the power of time.





A warm spring night, where the sun quickly set and it became dark.





Expensive fireworks explode in the sky, drawing pictures.





The pictures, ranging from those beautifully bloomed resembling flowers to shapes resembling animals, embellish the dark night sky.





"They're strange pictures-! They look like a child's sand play-!"





Luna laughed heartily as if finding the sight amusing, but I know those pictures were ones I had drawn on the wall for the young nymph.





Plants the young nymph can eat, how to catch fish, how to climb trees and raid bird nests, how to drink clean water. Simple letters-.





Those educational processes, spreading widely across the night sky, are reflected in the young nymphs' eyes.





"Today's festival is ending soon...! With this huge final flame, that Paranoy will become the most famous nymph even on this Gaia continent...!"





Paranoy brought and placed a launching tube that looked like a cannon in front of us.





While making its aiming direction point towards the sky, when the fuse was lit, the gunpowder that was burning with a *chijijik-* sound soon shot up into the sky, making a loud noise.





-*Pang, papapang*-!





The fireworks that exploded like that contained letters one by one.





Pae-.





Leo-.





No...





I-.





Aha, these are those letters.





"Paranoy went out briefly. Will return around afternoon."





The letters I once left for Paranoy and his mother, Alcohol, Paranoy shot up into the sky.





-*Pang, papapang*-.





In the end, Paranoy raised his own name high towards the many people who flocked from the world.





No nymph whatsoever would have had their name spread higher than Paranoy. But unfortunately, even until morning came after dawn passed.





Paranoy could not meet with [his] mother.





However, Paranoy's expression was surprisingly cheerful.





"If Paranoy's mother, Alcohol, is just alive, won't [she] come to meet that Paranoy after seeing these letters...?"





That seems to be the case.





That Paranoy guy has grown up.





In many ways, [he] has become a grown-up nymph.





Perhaps it's just my imagination, but that guy's height, shining in the morning dawn, looks taller than usual.





"If [she] is just alive, we will be able to meet again anytime, anywhere...! Today, I have only just taken the first step outside the cave...! The world is wide, but if I walk around diligently, someday, surely-"





"Yes. It will surely be like that."





I cheered for Paranoy.





Then, at that moment, someone approached us. Quite tall and having bluish hair, for a moment, I thought it was Alcohol, but.





"What the, it's Diana."





"What kind of talk is that to the goddess who provided the place-. No, anyway, it was an interesting festival. I saw plenty of nymphs too. And I gathered a lot of my karma too."





"So, what is it?"





"What I have business with is the little nymph here-. Paranoy-. You kept your promise well. The fact that you keep promises well, you resemble your mother-."





At Diana's words, Paranoy trembles.





"Do you perhaps know where my mother is...?"





"Yes. I promised to keep it a secret, but because I am different from you, I don't keep things like promises well."





-*Seuk*-.





Diana extended her long, slender fingers towards the sky.





"Beyond those distant ages and spaces, your mother is there-."
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  In modern cities, buildings rise like mountains and hills. 





  ━ Bbang-bbang-.





  Cars move in lines along the markings drawn on the roads.





  A city where people, exhausted in many ways, wander about, creating countless sounds of footsteps.





  My sweet 21st century.





  I used to take standing in the middle of it for granted. 





  But now, standing among such city crowds feels incredibly awkward. It would be a disaster if I accidentally bumped into someone.





  "So this is Hassan-nim's hometown...! As expected, it is full of indescribable chaos and confusion-it! There are so many things with wheels-it...!"





  "There is no proper space for bees to build their homes-! I had high expectations since it's Kore's land, but there are hardly any trees or flowers-!"





  "...So that's a car."





  More than anything, having Paranoy, Doris, and Ignoi here with me made me feel like I was dying of anxiety. To think the day would come when I'd be in the modern 21st century with Nymphs.





  At least Ignoi is quiet, which is a relief. But to make up for it, Paranoy is several times louder than usual.





  "There are so many suspicious people-it...! Everyone is walking around with their faces covered-it...! This is extremely Nymph-phobic-it...!"





  Paranoy jumped up and down while looking at people wearing masks. 





  A few people glanced at Paranoy with strange looks as they passed by, but since Paranoy also had her face hidden by a mask and a hood, she surely just looked like an ordinary girl.





  No one would guess she's a Nymph. They might just think she's a country bumpkin visiting a big city for the first time.





  "Why is there a need to hide one's face with such a bizarre Mask-it...?"





  I gave a vague answer to Paranoy, who found the mask stifling.





  "I don't know. Some kind of cold is going around. Don't take off your mask if you can help it. There are no Nymphs here. If you're caught, you might actually get dissected."





  "I understand-it...! Anyway, it is very fascinating-it...! So many shiny things...! No other Nymphs could have seen a scene more wondrous than this Paranoy-it...!"





  "Right, right."





  Paranoy made a huge fuss over the glowing signboards and traffic lights. 





  "Aat-! Paranoy-ah-! Look at that-! The lights on the sign are flashing like crazy-!"





  "Indeed, it is gathering people's attention in that manner-it...!"





  It must be fascinating. From their perspective, this is truly another world. Because this is a strange isekai where neither magic nor mana exists.





  "Then, this Paranoy, who has worked hard until now, also has the right to ride that thing called a subway-it...! Quickly give that thing called a card to this Paranoy-it...!"





  "Sure."





  I led the Nymphs into the subway station.





  When I tapped the card at the turnstile, it made a 'beep' sound. Paranoy didn't just pass through but asked with great curiosity.





  "It is a very strange machine-it...! If I knew the principle, I might be able to use it for the development of the Brotherhood-it...!"





  "Right, right. If we stay here, the people behind us will have to wait, so let's go."





  I pushed the struggling Paranoy's back and boarded the subway. To others, would we look like a large older male cousin and his young female cousins from the countryside?





  "How does this giant iron box move so fast...? If it's not mana, then what principle is functioning here...?"





  Paranoy seemed curious about the principle behind the subway's movement. 





  But as an ordinary person, there's no way I'd know exactly how a subway works.





  Just that electricity does something, and the subway goes shoo-shoo.





  Then Paranoy said.





  "Aat-! I see-it...! Those wire-like things up there send electrical energy to this car body, and that reacts with the iron tracks laid on this floor to make the wheels move-it...!"





  "Is that so?"


  


  "In this land, Jupiter, the ruler of lightning, is exerting a great deal of influence-it...!"





  What is she talking about?





  I don't know what it is, but it felt like Paranoy had come a few steps closer to the principles and truths of how a subway moves than I, a commoner of the 21st century, ever had. 





  I'd thought this since she started flicking through smartphones, but Paranoy adapts to modern civilization faster than expected.





  Is she a Nymph of modern civilization?





  "It is good that this thing called Wi-Fi is bursting everywhere-it...! So, at which station should we get off-it...?"





  Paranoy was already looking at the map of the stations. She was gauging our position by looking at the names of the stations and listening to the announcements from the speakers.





  "Let's see, about five stations."





  "To have the chance to visit Hassan-nim's birthplace...! I am looking forward to it very much-it...!"





  "Indeed. I'm looking forward to it in many ways too."





  Last time, I introduced the women who would become my wives to my parents. But now, I'm on my way to visit my family home with Paranoy, a Nymph.





  Of course, introducing Paranoy and her friends to my parents was a secondary goal; I had my reasons.





  "Aat-! We must get off at the next station-it...!"





  "You got it right."





  "Then, this Paranoy has the right to try that thing called chicken skewers being sold in front of the station-it...!"





  "Sure."





  So I walked around the streets with Paranoy, each of us holding a chicken skewer from in front of the station. 





  "It is delicious-it...!"





  Even then, Paranoy's eyes were busy looking all over the world like a fresh recruit just out on leave.





  "There are so many black-haired Samarians-it...!"





  "In other countries, there are many people with different hair colors too."





  "Then, are there no Nymphs-it...?"





  "Probably not. I've never seen one in my life."





  I headed toward the train station with Paranoy. 





  In front of the train station heading back to my hometown, there were all sorts of people soliciting. As always, the religious types approached me.





  "Excuse me, young man-. From what I can see, I feel a special energy from you-. How about offering some devotion at our foundation to comfort the merits of your ancestors-?"





  "No thanks. I don't do that-."





  Responding to such people is just a waste of time. So I gave a moderate refusal and tried to distance myself, but Paranoy spoke as if she were startled. 





  "Even though Luna-nim's voodoo magic clearly hid your karma, they still recognized Hassan-nim's greatness-. The practitioners of this land are indeed not ordinary-it...! As expected of the land where Hassan-nim lived-it...!"





  "That's right-!"





  It seemed Paranoy and Doris had misunderstood something, but I was too lazy to explain.





  I bought four train tickets for the earliest time and set off on the road to my hometown. 





  I could have opened a portal straight to my hometown, but the reason I didn't was because I wanted to show the Nymphs the world I live in.





  That there is a wider universe beyond the world you live in-.





  Should I say I wanted to plant dreams or hope by showing them that this world is a place with more infinite possibilities?





  Well, because I've never been on an overseas trip since I was born. Even now, I slightly regret not having such experiences.





  If I had seen the wide world and had a broad perspective, wouldn't I have adapted to the isekai a bit faster?





  Whether they knew my thoughts or not, the Nymphs were busy tasting the snacks they had just bought from the station's convenience store.





  Busurak, basurak-.





  I was secretly looking forward to how snacks concentrated with 21st-century technology would taste to those who had been eating honey candies, and Paranoy was the first to speak.





  "This snack is very delicious-it...! But, why is the bag so big while there's hardly anything inside-it...? It's just full of something called nitrogen-it...!"





  "The packaging of this boxed snack is also huge, but there are only a few pieces inside-! It tastes good, but I feel like I'm being mocked-!"
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  "...Nymph-phobic.... But. I like the escalator...."





  I see.





  Certainly, compared to my childhood, the packaging was getting bigger by the day while the contents were getting noticeably smaller.





  It seems 21st-century snacks are very Nymph-phobic even in their eyes.





  Kugung, kugung, kugung, kugung-.





  The train begins to move. I leaned my back against the chair and closed my eyes for a moment, using the chattering voices of the Nymphs as background music.











  *     *     *











  My family home is a bit on the outskirts of the city. 





  A piece of land on the periphery where there have only been rumors of redevelopment since a very long time ago.





  Rather than a city center, there are fields, paddies, and greenhouses, so it feels like it would be more accurate to call it a farming village.





  When I was young, my younger sister once complained about why we didn't live in an apartment. 





  My father wanted to move further into the city, but my mother wanted to grow flowers in a greenhouse, so they intentionally settled on the outskirts.





  Back when I was going to school, I also wanted to live in the city center-.





  "There are many trees and flowers-! Here, on this land too, yellow flowers are in full bloom-!"





  "The shiny place earlier was good too, but this place is a very friendly environment for this Paranoy-it...!"





  "Forsythia-."





  Seeing the Nymphs like it, such an outlying area didn't seem bad either. 





  However, being a backwater, rumors spread fast.





  If a rumor started that the son of the health food shop was hanging around with young girls the age of middle schoolers, it might be a problem. 





  I quickly headed to my house with the Nymphs, who were drawing people's attention with their chattering. When I rang the bell, someone made a sound.





  ━ Who is it?





  "It's me-."





  ━ What, why are you here again?





  "It's my house, why can't I come? Just open the door. Are Mom and Dad not there?"





  ━ I don't know, wait a bit.





  With my younger sister's blunt reply, we waited in the yard. 





  "This is-. This Paranoy is very nervous-it...! Indeed, it is the family home of the Emperor-it...!"





  "I, Doris, also couldn't sleep thinking about meeting Kore after a long time-. Is Kore really here...?"





  "My legs hurt-."





  As I stood there blankly with the somewhat awkward Nymphs-. Soon, with a clattering sound, the Door of the Shop opened and someone appeared.





  It was my mother.





  But Doris shouted faster than my mother could react.





  "Aat-! It's Kore-! My Kore is really here-!"





  "Oh my, look who it is-. It's Doris. Doris really came-. Doris, the Nymph of honey water. My friend-."





  "That's right-! This Doris has come directly like this, crossing distant stars to find the lost Kore-!"





  Doris rushed toward my mother, who had opened the door. And then, she buried her face in my mother's waist and began to sob.





  "We've finally met-! My treasure, Kore, whom the black man stole-. I thought I'd lost you forever, but we've really met again like this...!"





  Doris seemed very glad to see my mother after decades. My mother also stroked Doris's head.





  "Though I've become an ajumma now, not Kore."





  "But Kore is always my friend-! I searched hard, but you were nowhere, so I was so sad-! I was so sad that I cried and cried-! But now I've found you-!"





  "I did leave without a word. I'm sorry, Doris. There were circumstances."





  My mother also hugged Doris and cried. Watching the emotional reunion of the two friends, my nose felt a bit tingly, so I quietly looked away.





  There, I saw my younger sister watching this scene indifferently. Her eyes were asking what kind of bizarre girls I had brought this time.





  "Doris, this is my daughter Seon-ah-."





  "She's your daughter, but she doesn't look like you at all-! The blood of that black thief is too thick-!"





  Doris didn't seem to like my younger sister. 





  Well, my younger sister resembles my father's vigor and appearance a bit more than I do. They say daughters take after their fathers and sons take after their mothers-.





  Doris said.





  "But, if she trains hard in her own way, she might become a fine Kore-! So, what kind of god is your daughter-?"





  My mother scratched her face at Doris's question.





  "Well, anyway, come in. Don't just stand here. I had a feeling Nymphs might come, so I bought a lot of expensive French cookies."





  At those words, Paranoy excitedly ran inside first.





  "I do not know what French cookies are, but it is a very Nymph-friendly name-it...! This Paranoy has the right to taste the French cookies first-it...!"





  "Did you say Paranoy? What a strange Nymph."





  So the Nymphs sat in the living room and chattered away about their stories. 





  "So, this Paranoy became the most famous and greatest Nymph among all Nymphs-it...!"





  "I, Doris, also helped hard-! So, I got vacation time to travel to this distant land with Ignoi, who suffered with me-!"





  "Sightseeing. Fun-."





  My younger sister, who had been listening to the conversation for a while, narrowed her eyes.





  "So, you're saying this middle school-like girl is like an aunt to me?"





  "This Doris is not old enough to be called an aunt-! The Nymph of honey water is the Nymph of eternal youth, the friend of Kores-!"





  "So, what is that Kore-."





  "Kore is Kore-! They are little girls who must be protected-!"





  At Doris's explanation, my sister Seon-ah lightly touched her chest with her palm and said.





  "Eh, then that's totally me-. Am I also a Kore?"





  "You are not-! You're not a Kore just because you're young-!"





  "She's getting a bit annoying-. Makes me want to give her a noogie-."





  "Hassan-nim, Hassan-nim's younger sister seems a bit Nymph-phobic-it...!"





  How noisy.





  Anyway, I thought I should start mentioning the purpose of bringing the Nymphs here.





  "Mom, the reason I came here is to find a Nymph. By any chance, is there a Nymph drifting around here in Korea? She's tall, with blue hair. Her name should be Alcohol-."





  Then my mother, who was combing Ignoi's hair, fell into thought for a moment.





  "Well, I've lived here a long time, but I don't think I've seen a Nymph. But, when I was young, when we immigrated here, there should have been a few friends who were swept away with us...."





  My mother shook her head.





  "I really don't know. I've intentionally lived away from such things."





  "Ah-! Blue hair-!"





  At that moment, my sister Seon-ah, who was pulling on Paranoy's cheeks, spoke as if she had realized something.





  "A foreign woman with blue hair-. I think I've seen her. A strange, 'Do you know the way'-. With that kind of feeling, a woman who was recommending a religion with some strange tablet-."





  "Is that true-?"





  "More importantly, please let go of this Paranoy's cheeks-it...! They are stretching more and more-it...!"





  "I thought she was a strange woman. Is she the same Nymph whatever as these kids? Wow, look at this, her cheeks stretch so much. This is totally amazing-. It's like sticky rice cake. Should I try a bite?"





  My sister Seon-ah sucked on Paranoy's cheek with her mouth.





  "Hieek...!"





  Listening to Paranoy's scream, I slowly gathered my thoughts. A woman with blue hair recommending a religion, it felt like something was coming to mind.





  Didn't I have such an experience too-.





  I asked my sister, who was eating Paranoy.





  "That woman, when did you see her? And where did you see her last?"





  "Well, it was during vacation, so about one or two months ago?"





  Two months ago wasn't that long ago.





  "Where did you see her?"





  "It was in front of the station. She was really clingy to me. Asking to go to a cafe and talk. It was annoying, so I just took her contact info. I wonder where it is-."





  "Contact info-! Can you give that to me?"





  When I shouted with the feeling of finding a rope in a well, my sister narrowed her eyes thinly. Usssss- goosebumps ran down my back.





  My sister said. 





  "In exchange, I have a condition. There's something I haven't been able to do lately because of the global cold-."
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  I didn't know much about it, being on the Gaia continent.





  But the 21st-century modern society was said to be experiencing great chaos due to a certain disease pandemic.





  Until I was still in society, it was rare to see people wearing Masks unless it was a spring day with heavy fine dust.





  Now, an era had arrived where one would be severely criticized socially if they walked around outside without a Mask.





  To think the whole world was suffering from a peculiar cold.





  I never imagined such a bizarre situation, as strange as the plagues on the Gaia continent, would be unfolding in my hometown.





  Anyway, with the disease rampant, people's lives were said to be heavily restricted.





  My younger sister, who was just about to graduate from high school, seemed annoyed by this pandemic situation.





  "My wish was to go on an international trip to Europe after graduation. I diligently went to school without missing a day, just for that one thing, and now what is this-."





  "You're supposed to go to school without missing days."





  "Just shut up-! Anyway, I want to go on an international trip too-. I want to go play. But I can't because of this shitty cold or whatever. So-."





  My sister kept talking to me.





  "So, can I come visit your place for about a week, oppa? You said everything's there, right? A super big house-and cute helper maids like this-."





  Ha Seon-a stretched Paranoy's cheek. Of course, Paranoy, as if tormented by such Nymph-hating behavior, stood on his tiptoes with a tearful face.





  "Hieeek-! My cheek is stretching-imnidat-! And, I, Paranoy, am not a helper maid, but the Margrave of the mansion-imnidat-!"





  "Anyway, that's my condition for telling you the information. Deal?"





  "Hmm-."





  So, in exchange for information that might be about Paranoy's mother, she wanted me to take my sister on a trip to the Gaia continent for about a week?





  At least, that's how I understood the situation.





  "Just stay still-. Let me pull your cheek a bit more-."





  "Hieeek-! Someone, please help me, Paranoy-imnidat-!"





  "My friend Kore, Doris here says, your daughter is a very violent and terrible Nymph-hater-! She inherited too much of that dark thief's blood-!"





  "We did raise her too leniently. But, Seon-a traveling to my hometown for a week-."





  My mother, Chunja-ssi, combed Ignoi's hair and subtly glanced at me. It seemed she meant for me to decide.





  Her eyes held the fatigue of how much my sister had pestered our parents about international travel, and how much they had struggled to prevent her from going in this situation.





  "Hmm-."





  If my parents allowed it, taking that brat to the Gaia continent would be an easy task for me now.





  However, I was a little afraid because I didn't know what would happen if that brat went to the Gaia continent.





  As I was deep in thought, Paranoy, whose cheeks were being stretched by my sister's hand, urgently shouted.





  "Hassan-nim-! At this rate, I, Paranoy, will have my cheeks stretched long and become a Paraaaanoy-imnidat-! Please quickly give permission and save me, Paranoy, from this tribulation-imnidat-!"





  "Look at him talk. So funny. Can't you give him to me?"





  "Hieeek-! I, Paranoy, am not an item for barter-imnidat-!"





  My sister, Ha Seon-a, had been extorting money from naive friends in the neighborhood since middle school. In other words, unlike me, who used to get extorted, she grew up to be a fearsome predator.





  The way such a Ha Seon-a looked at Paranoy was the same way she looked at the kids she used to extort money from. The eyes of someone looking at interesting prey. The gaze of a Cat playing with a mouse just for fun until it dies.





  So I decided I had to save Paranoy quickly and nodded my head.





  "Alright, alright, just let him go. He doesn't like it-."





  "Okay-. You gave permission, right?"





  Seureuk.





  Only then did my sister let go of Paranoy's cheek. That vicious bitch. Even Elfriede during her time as a slave owner would have been kinder than her.





  "Did my cheek not stretch-imnidat...? Please quickly check-imnidat-!"





  Paranoy showed me his cheeks this way and that, tearfully. They were a little reddened, but thankfully, they hadn't stretched. He didn't become a Paraaaanoy after all.





  My sister grumbled at that.





  "I didn't even pinch him that hard, what a drama queen. Anyway, it's a promise, right-? Then, since we promised, I'll give you the phone number."











  *     *     *











  The 11-digit number I received from my sister.





  It was the number of a woman engaging in suspicious religious solicitation.





  "If I make a call with this specific phone number, it will connect to the person who owns that number-imnidat...? This smartphone, it truly is a very wondrous device-imnidat-!"





  Paranoy seemed incredibly pleased, as if his tearful state from having his cheek pinched moments ago was all an act.





  Bbeep, bbeep-bbeep.





  Thinking there was no moment to delay, he entered the number into my smartphone and pressed the call button. Then, the basic trrrring- sound of a call connecting was heard.





  "This is a very tense moment-imnidat-! I, Paranoy, will be recorded in history as the first Nymph to make a 'call'-imnidat-!"





  "Then I, Doris, will be the first Nymph to enjoy this Massage chair-. Ughhhhh-. My body is melting like honey water in the sun-."





  "I'm, sleepy-."





  "I've laid out a blanket in that room. You can take a nap if you want."





  Doris, melting in the Massage chair, and Ignoi, yawning as if overcome with sleepiness. Amidst the peaceful daily life, the ringing continued.





  Trrrring, trrrring-.





  Click.





  Then the ringing stopped.





  Someone had picked up the call.


  


  ━Hello-.





  "Aah-! Truly, a voice is coming through this machine-imnidat-!"





  ━Hello?





  "But I, Paranoy, am not 'Honey'-imnidat-!"


  


  ━Who is this? What's going on-? If it's a prank call, I'm hanging up.





  Click.





  "Aah-! The voice is no longer coming through-imnidat-! What, what on earth happened-imnidat-?"





  Paranoy's shoulders slumped as if disappointed. I took the phone from him and called again.





  The call connected quickly.





  ━Who is this?


 


  "Um, ah-. I'm the person who, a while ago, heard your story in front of the station. You mentioned I had special karma-."





  ━Front of the station-? Um, ah-. Ahhh-. I know who you are-. You, by any chance, were wearing glasses-?





  "No, I wasn't wearing glasses."





  ━Ah, my mind. I've been busy meeting many people, so I got confused. Anyway, you called because you have business with our Cult of Chaos, right? Let's meet in person-.





  To my vague story, the other person also vaguely played along and took the bait. They probably wanted to evangelize or persuade me in person, no matter who I was.





  That was more convenient for me too.





  "Did you make an appointment with my mother-imnidat...?"





  "I don't know. We'll have to go out first. We agreed to meet at the cafe in front of the station this afternoon."





  So I left Ignoi, who was napping, and Doris, who was melting in the health chair, at home and went out with only Paranoy.





  We sat at the cafe, the agreed meeting place, ordered drinks, and waited.





  "This hot chocolate is also incredibly delicious-imnidat-! I want to stock up on a lot of it and give it to the young Nymphs at the Foundation-imnidat-!"





  "Should we buy a large quantity when we go back?"





  "That's a very good idea-imnidat-! As expected of Hassan-nim-imnidat-!"





  Paranoy couldn't stay still. It was possible he might be reunited with his mother, whom he had parted with over a decade ago. It would be a lie to say he wasn't nervous.





  As Paranoy was nervous and excited like that, I also felt nervous. It was like going on a blind date.





  5 minutes.





  10 minutes.





  As I was observing the attire of people entering the cafe.





  Swish-.





  My chest fluttered as if stroked by a feather. I had detected magic power. Something with magic power seemed to be approaching the cafe.





  Paranoy also trembled, as if he had detected it too.





  "Someone is coming-imnidat-! Probably a Nymph-imnidat-!"





  Swaaaaaak-.





  Someone pushed open the glass Door and entered the cafe. It was a woman with blue bobbed hair, wearing a slender dress that revealed her arms and legs, and sunglasses perched on her head.





  Even with a Mask on, she clearly felt like a model-like beauty.





  Her ears were pointed like a Nymph's.





  She was a real Nymph.





  ━One cold hot chocolate, please.





  A slender, Gigantamax Nymph, holding a designer bag and a phone like a modern person, walked into the cafe and ordered a menu item. It was a fucking surreal scene.





  Although it was a place full of stylish women, as befitting a famous cafe, that person uniquely captured everyone's attention.





  The Nymph who ordered the menu then approached us. I felt a little awkward with the sudden attention and interest.





  "You're the ones who contacted me, right? A strange karma at a glance-. I can tell at first sight."





  Saying that, she took off her Mask, revealing a languid beauty with a mole near her mouth. To me, she was a stranger.





  "Who are you-imnidat...?"





  The problem was that Paranoy also seemed to be seeing her for the first time. What the fuck, isn't she Paranoy's mother?





  As I was a little flustered, the woman spoke.





  "I am Coris, the Nymph of Chaos. I thought you were just ordinary aspiring members. But there's a Nymph, and someone with powerful karma-. Where are you all from?"





  The Nymph of Chaos, Coris.





  What is this.





  Was it not Alcohol?





  Taking advantage of my confusion, Paranoy took off his hood.





  "I am giving the Nymph's greeting-imnidat-!"





  It was preparation for the Nymphs' unique greeting, pressing foreheads together. However, the woman who introduced herself as Coris shook her head.





  "You can catch a cold, so you should keep your distance. That's why we greet each other like this. By just touching fingertips-."





  Coris extended her index finger with a swish-.





  It met Paranoy's index finger. It looked like Michelangelo's Creation of Adam.





  "Aha-. You are a Nymph of the Ditch Water. Your karma is very similar to someone I know. Now that I look closely, your face also seems a little similar-."





  "By any chance, do you know my mother, Alcohol-imnidat...?"





  "Alcohol-. Indeed, I see. You are Alcohol's daughter, then?"





  "That's right-imnidat-! To meet my mother, Alcohol, I have come all the way here, crossing distant stars and time-imnidat-!"





  "Alcohol-. I understand what happened. The Cult of Chaos was a bait. In fact, you just wanted to call me out, didn't you?"





  I nodded at the woman, Coris's words.





  "That's right. I thought I could meet a Nymph named Alcohol."





  "I see. If that's what you truly desire. Young god-nim, I would like to invite you to our Cult of Chaos's main hall. If you go there, you might be able to meet what you seek. What do you say?"





  Coris wanted to invite us to a place called the main hall of the Cult of Chaos. My sensitive ears judged that she wasn't lying.





  Since we had come all this way, I figured there was no turning back, so I got up and followed her.





  The place we headed to was a brick church building that looked quite old. Perhaps three to four stories high.





  "We bought the church cheaply and renovated it into our main hall. It was originally used as a church for over 50 years, but now it's the Chapel of Chaos. Hohoho-."





  I entered the place called the Chapel of Chaos, even listening to the history of the building, which I wasn't particularly curious about.





  Inside, there were many fanatical scenes of people wearing white gowns or similar attire, bowing or praying to candlelight.





  ━Chaos-nim is a great god, and Coris-nim is His sole prophet-.





  ━Jejeja jejeja cheonhondou je-yeoja je-yeoja jihudoudou sinincheonju-.





  ━Baekbaekbaeguiuiui jeokjeokjeokgam-.





  What are they saying, it's scary. What kind of incantation is that?





  As I shivered at the bizarre religious rituals, Coris opened the Door to the stairs leading down to the basement.





  "Let's go down. Alcohol is probably down there. She's our team's chief researcher."





  Chief researcher-?





  That's an unfamiliar keyword.





  As I descended the stairs, maintaining caution just in case, Coris chattered on.





  "Normally, only Platinum rank members who have accumulated merit can enter the basement of this main hall. But since you're special guests, I'm letting you in under my authority."





  "I see."





  So it's a secret place.





  As I held my breath with a mix of tension and anticipation, wondering what kind of depraved place would appear before me.





  What was revealed before me was an iris recognition system and a strange disinfection device-. And beyond that, white tiles and bubbling bubbles.





  "A laboratory...?"





  Coris replied to my mumble.





  "That's right. It's a laboratory. We're developing a cure. To treat the Nymph Fever Coronoy that's rampant in the world right now-."





  Nymph Fever Coronoy.





  As I narrowed my eyes at that bizarre naming.





  "Aah-! There, there's another blue-haired Nymph-imnidat-!"





  Paranoy pointed his finger at a corner.





  In one part of this underground laboratory, where many researchers were coming and going, there was a woman with long blue hair, fluttering, wearing a white lab coat.





  "Hmm-?"





  The woman also seemed to notice our presence and turned her head this way.





  Then, she pulled down the Mask she was wearing with her white-gloved hand and opened her eyes wide as if startled.





  "You, you are-."
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  Everyone is bound to have someone they definitely want to meet in their life.





  In Paranoy's case, it was his mother.





  The mother who had left him alone in the cave a very long time ago.
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  He didn't know what kind of stories he wanted to share after meeting her, or what he wanted to do, but. 





  Deep within Paranoy's heart, the existence of his mother was so immense that it occasionally surfaced.  





  Paranoy finally met such an existence.





  "You-."





  The blue Nymph, Alcohol's, eyes opened thinly. 





  She was a woman in a long white gown, like a doctor or physician, holding a chart filled with unknown writings. 





  Her face was young enough that she wouldn't be thought of as a child's mother, but perhaps because of the deep dark circles under her eyes, or perhaps because of her fatigue-soaked pupils, she looked older.





  Her face, which felt slightly irritable thanks to the thin, rimless glasses covering it.





  Her long hair was closer to sky-blue than just blue. Heavens, sky-blue hair!





  "You...."





  The blue Nymph, Alcohol, slowly approached us, her narrow eyes open. Towards such a woman, Paranoy also moved his steps little by little.





  "Are you, the Nymph of Chaos, Alcohol...?"





  "It's impossible-. Such a case shouldn't happen-. Very, very surprising-."





  Thus, the two mother and daughter faced each other.





  "I am, Paranoy, the Nymph of the ditch water-imnidat...! First, I shall exchange the Nymph's greeting-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy extended an index finger. Then, her mother, Alcohol, also extended a thin finger, and their tips met.





  Srr-r-r-r-.





  The exchange of magic power between the two was detected by my sensitive senses. Their magic power was so similar, it was almost identical.





  Like an alter ego.





  Truly, mother and daughter.





  "...."





  "...."





  The two silently exchanged magic power for a while. It was a quieter and calmer reunion than I had expected, but not so uncool as to warrant intervention.





  However, Koris, who had brought us here, didn't seem to feel the same.





  Standing beside me and watching this scene, the Nymph of Chaos, Koris, spoke.





  "What are you doing-? Your daughter came from so far away. You should at least give her a hug. Or stroke her head, or give her some pocket money."





  At those words, Alcohol pulled her finger away.





  "Right. Precious time. Can't be doing this."





  Alcohol grabbed Paranoy's two cheeks with her thin fingers and stretched them left and right.





  "Hieeek...!"





  "What a curious reaction. You're exactly like me from my ditch water days-. If I do this right, I'll have a chance to acquire some meaningful samples-."





  "Hieeek...!"





  "Even your feigned pain resembles mine. You're completely my alter ego-. Paranoy-. I didn't know you'd come this far. Is it a manifestation of the instinct to return to the mother's womb?"





  "What are you talking about...?"





  "Besides, your teeth are even-. Your nutritional status is good-. As a research subject, you're a very ideal young Nymph-. If all goes well, you might become a good subject for treating this Nymph fever-."





  Alcohol looked into Paranoy's teeth and ears, or pinched the back of his hand, observing his reactions. 





  Of course, those actions resembled those of a researcher looking at a laboratory mouse, rather than a mother meeting her daughter after a long time.





  Paranoy also seemed to have realized something from that.





  "She, she seems to be trying to use this Paranoy as a test subject-imnidat...! I knew it from the time she abandoned her young daughter alone in the cave, but our mother Alcohol is an extremely Nymph-hating woman-imnidat...!"





  And then, he ran away from his mother's embrace and hid behind me.





  "Hieeek-!"





  "Come here. I have to test your reaction to external stimuli. In this world, there are no Nymphs of the ditch water, you know-. A Nymph of the ditch water-. Might be the key to curing the disease."





  Alcohol's glasses lenses gleamed with a strange feeling. Alcohol roughly reached out her hand towards Paranoy, who was hiding behind me-. In her hand, she held a sharp syringe.





  "Come here-. You came just in time-. You are my flesh and blood. My alter ego-. So I have the right to do as I please, don't I?-. First, I'll draw some blood-."





  Sseueuk.





  "Gwaaat...! This, this is different from the reunion this Paranoy had imagined-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy began to tremble violently, having a fit. Caught in the middle, I didn't know what to do. 





  Was Alcohol trying to harm Paranoy?





  Should I knock Alcohol down?


  


  Just as an intense dilemma was about to rage like a whirlpool in my head-.





  "Alcohol-. Let's take a break-. Go outside and at least smoke a cigarette. This isn't as a friend, but as a district chief, it's an order."





  The Nymph of Chaos, Koris, who had been watching this scene, spoke. Then Alcohol clicked her tongue with a 'Tsk-', took out a cigarette from inside her gown, put one in her mouth, and disappeared far away.





  Only then did Paranoy, trembling violently, barely open his mouth.





  "The eyes looking at this Paranoy were completely those of someone looking at a test subject-imnidat...! As expected, she's a cold-hearted woman, enough to abandon young Paranoy in the cave-imnidat...! A wicked Nymph-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy jumped around, filled with an emotion that could be anger or disappointment. 





  It was a meeting with his mother he had longed for so much-. Paranoy had even looked at the reunion between Doris and my mother, Kore, with a hint of envy-.





  Because he hadn't expected the event to proceed with such a strange feeling, he seemed to have experienced a great emotional shift.





  I was the same.





  If I had been an abandoned son, and the mother I visited after a long time didn't welcome me, or apologize for abandoning me, but instead-. 





  If she treated me like a useful tool she had discovered, I probably would have been greatly shocked.





  I would have probably thought that it might have been better not to meet, or to leave it as a distant, longing memory.





  "I came for nothing-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy was actually feeling that way now.





  At that, Koris, who took out a lollipop and held it in her mouth like a cigarette, spoke.





  "Alcohol, she was a bit different from her days as a Nymph of Medicine, you know. Should I call it intellectual curiosity-? Her intellectual desire was more than twice as strong, so she was the most unique Nymph among our peers."





  A Nymph of Medicine, they say.





  According to Koris's explanation, she had a strong academic personality from the beginning.





  "Since the Nymph fever became rampant in this world, she's become even stranger. Originally, she wasn't that bad. It seems it's because she's been working non-stop for a whole year. I can't ask you to understand, but-."





  And then, Koris stroked Paranoy's head.





  Seuk, seukseuk-.





  Wouldn't Koris be more suited to be Paranoy's mother?





  Stroking Paranoy's head, District Chief Koris continued to speak.





  "However, it's true that a Nymph of the ditch water might be the key we were looking for. Already, many people have been hurt and suffered from the Nymph fever, Koronoi-."





  "Koronoi, you say...?"





  "Yes, that Koronoi fellow, he spread it intentionally, you see. Koronoi was the most unstable among us, but...."





  I asked.





  "Could you explain in more detail...?"





  "Right. If you want to seek cooperation, you should first tell what you know for understanding. Let's see-. So, should I start by telling you how the three of us, our peers, came to this land?"





  After that, Koris gave quite a long, long explanation.











  *      *      *











  Koris.





  Alcohol.





  Koronoi.





  These three Nymphs were originally said to be nursing Nymphs who helped under Clefios, the God of Medicine.





  Nymphs of Medicine, they say.





  By chance, all three of their names contained the character 'Ko', so they lived like close sisters, they say. However, when Clefios revived the dead and threw the world's order into chaos.





  When Clefios was struck by Jupiter's lightning and became a constellation.





  The Nymphs left behind in the world met an existence called 'Chaos', they say.





  "Well, that, actually, was more like the will of the world than a god, you know. Such a will spoke to us. To go to a distant land, make disciples of those we meet, and expand our territory."





  Following Chaos's command, the Nymphs came to this land, they say. 





  At that fact, Paranoy furrowed his brow.





  "Then, the Nymph of Medicine, Alcohol, headed to this land even knowing that this Paranoy would be left alone...?"





  At Paranoy's question, Koris scratched the bridge of her nose.





  "Well, would it be like that-? I don't know. In my case, it was like that-."





  "To leave a young Nymph alone in a cave and just leave as she pleased...! That's extremely cruel and brutal-imnidat...!"





  "Well-. Alcohol, as I said earlier, had the strongest intellectual desire. So she might not have wanted to miss the opportunity to go to a new world.... I don't know. Anyway-."





  Like that, the three Nymphs who arrived in this land were active in many ways, each acquiring buildings through their resourcefulness and establishing the incorporated Chaos Cult Foundation, they say.





  However, several years ago, a problem occurred, they say.





  "Koronoi's inferiority complex towards Alcohol exploded, you see. Because Alcohol was steadily expanding her recognition by developing new medicines. So, she ended up doing something she shouldn't have."





  Koronoi, who felt an inferiority complex towards Alcohol, who was firmly expanding her position even within the Chaos Cult, joined hands with factions seeking her power and intentionally spread disease throughout the world, they say.





  That was the true identity of the cold that was currently rampant worldwide. 





  To spread the cold, and then develop and sell the vaccine himself, in order to solidify his position within the Chaos Cult and the Chaos Cult itself, they say.





  He spreads the cold and he sells the vaccine, you say.





  That Koronoi bastard, his nuisance is severe on a global scale. At this point, it's not just a nuisance, isn't he trying to start a war?





  While I was thinking about that crazy Nymph, Koris summarized her words.





  "The cold is very similar to the symptoms of the Nymph fever. And, Nymphs of the ditch water have a chance of having antibodies to overcome the Nymph fever. So, I hope for your cooperation, Paranoy."





  I see.





  I understood.





  Paranoy also seemed to have understood.





  "This Paranoy, I already have experience overcoming the Nymph fever-imnidat...!"





  "Really? You have experience overcoming the Nymph fever, you say-. You might play a very important role in creating a serum."





  "So, what benefit will this Paranoy gain if I cooperate with you all...?"





  "Benefit? Well, what would there be? You're an audacious Nymph. We can gradually adjust and think about that together. Anyway, I really hope you help. Many people's lives depend on it."





  "Then, quickly bring out more of that thing called hot chocolate-imnidat...!"





  Thus, Paranoy decided to cooperate in creating a cure for the Nymph fever. Soon, the automatic Door opened, and the Nymph in a white gown and glasses returned to the underground laboratory.





  A stale cigarette smell emanated.





  Had she smoked several cigarettes before coming?





  "Gwaaat...! The smell is absolutely foul-imnidat...! It's a more poisonous smell than Luna-nim's elixir-imnidat...! It's a smell like this Paranoy's lungs are being ruined-imnidat...!"





  Of course, Alcohol, without caring about such things, wiped Paranoy's arm with alcohol-soaked cotton with a *seukseuk* and inserted the needle.





  "Hieeek-!"





  Juaaab-.





  Like that, Paranoy's blood was collected in the syringe. 





  "Your reaction is healthy. Your arms are plump. However, now I'll examine you in detail. How tall you are. What your weight is. If your teeth are even-. If there are any abnormalities in your body-."





  After that, Paranoy followed Alcohol and received various examinations.





  "Your height is, one hundred fifty and some-. Well, for a Nymph of the ditch water, you grew well. When you were young, you were skinny and gaunt."





  "While you left this Paranoy and went, this Paranoy lived diligently-imnidat...! I hunted birds, caught fish, and lived diligently all by myself-imnidat...!"





  "Your teeth are surprisingly even, and there are no rotten ones. Well, even if there were, new ones grow if you pull them out, so."





  "I'm diligently brushing my teeth too-imnidat...!"





  "Your hair also has a good luster. Overall, your nutritional state is even. As a test subject, you're ideally healthy."





  "Of course-imnidat...! Even if you abandoned this Paranoy and left, even without a mother, the great Nymph Paranoy diligently managed himself-imnidat...!"





  "Strange way of speaking-. You must have been a follower of Goddess Vesta, it seems, no?-? Did you grow up under Goddess Vesta's protection?"





  "I have no obligation to tell you even such things-imnidat...!"





  I was listening to this strange conversation from beyond the glass wall. It felt less like a mother-daughter conversation and more like a battle of wits between Go players. 





  Sseueuk-.





  District Chief Koris approached my side and handed me something in a paper cup. It was instant coffee.





  "Alcohol isn't being honest. To her daughter, whom she met after a long time, all she had to say was, 'You've grown splendidly-. I missed you-.' That's all it would take-."





  "I see. Indeed."





  After listening to Koris's words, Alcohol's actions during Paranoy's physical examination began to look different. 





  She must have wanted to see how much her daughter had grown.





  "You don't weigh much. You have to eat well to get good samples. Don't you know that when you're a Nymph of the ditch water, you have to eat anything and everything?"





  "This Paranoy originally has a constitution that doesn't gain weight-imnidat...!"





  "That's why you'll always be a Nymph of the ditch water."





  "This Paranoy is not just a ditch water, but a great Super Nymph of the ditch water-imnidat...!"





  "Even if your body is healthy, your mind seems to need some resonance-."





  "If you're abandoned alone in childhood, it's strange for your mind to be normal-imnidat...!"





  Seeing them both make such clumsy excuses, they really do resemble Paranoy. They resemble each other in being liars, I see.





  Deciding to give them some time alone, I sat on a chair and drank the instant coffee.





  It was delicious.
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  "Koris, look at this-."





  Half a day after Paranoy had her blood drawn and various tests were done.





  Just as I was starting to get tired of the five cups of instant coffee I'd drunk, Alcohol, Paranoy's mother and the director of this underground research lab, shouted as if it were an incredibly big deal.





  "The disease germs are really falling to the ditch water's immune system-! It's amazing-! It's incredible-. It's truly overcoming Nymph fever-!"





  "That's amazing. So, how long do you think it'll take to make a vaccine using that?"





  "With our technology and facilities, one day. But to mass-produce it, it'll probably take at least a week-. Still, it's nothing compared to when we were banging our heads against a brick wall-!"





  Alcohol was extremely happy.





  I'm not entirely sure, but it seems Paranoy's blood contains antibodies that can overcome the global cold, and they can research it to create a vaccine.





  It was good news.





  Once the vaccine is made, there'll be no need to wear this stuffy Mask anymore. And my sister will be able to travel to Europe safely.





  "What are you all doing-. Move it-!"





  At Alcohol's voice, the researchers in white lab coats began to move busily.





  They activated expensive-looking devices and manipulated various things, and their faces were filled with a certain enthusiasm instead of fatigue.





  Chijik, chijijik, deolkeong, giiik-.





  The machines whirred and clanked. It was then, as I watched in wonder, thinking, 'So this is the process of making medicine-.'





  "You there, Researcher #3. What did you just hide in your pocket?"





  Alcohol swiftly grabbed a researcher's wrist. Then something in the pocket of the woman, Researcher #3, fell to the floor and shattered with a jjaenggeurang.





  The floor was stained red with a chwaaa-. But Alcohol's face, looking at the scene, was filled with even more terrifying rage, like an ogre.





  "Were you trying to steal the serum just now? Researcher #3-. What exactly is going on here? You'd better explain yourself properly."





  "Let go-! You monster-! Does being a doctor mean everything? Does it mean everything-! Let go-! I'll sue you-! Let go-! Let goooo-!"





  "Who ordered you? It's Koronoy's doing, isn't it? I thought we'd weeded them all out. But here, one by one, infiltrators are hiding. No wonder the cure development was slow-."





  "━─!"





  The black-haired woman, Researcher #3, resisted fiercely, spewing incomprehensible foreign words. I couldn't understand them, but it sounded like profanity.





  After a long struggle, Researcher #3 pulled out a scalpel from her waist. As she swung it, with a hwiik- sound of cutting air, Alcohol's palm was stained red.





  The sharp scalpel had cut Alcohol's palm.





  "Ugh-."





  "Haha-! Serves you right-!"





  Then, she pulled out a glass bottle from her waist, and even gulped down the fluorescent liquid inside.





  Then an astonishing change occurred.





  Eujeok, eujeojeojeok-.





  Researcher #3's slender body swelled enough to tear her clothes, undergoing a noticeable transformation. Her skin turned hard like rock, and her palms were as brutish as pot lids.





  "This is, the power of an Awakened one-. The ability of the New Dawn-. Alright-. I'll kill all of you, and return to my country-."





  Hwiik, kuuuung-.





  As she slammed her raised palm down, the lab floor caved in as if hit by a cannon.





  What the fuck is this shit.





  Why the hell do I have to see these monster bastards even in 21st-century modern society?





  "This isn't the 21st century I knew-!"





  Before irreversible things happened, I kicked off the ground, leaped, and punched the monster-transformed researcher's head.





  Kwaaaang-.





  The sound and sensation of my fist shattering her skull were vivid.





  "Gueeeek-!"





  Her brutish appearance made me tense for a moment, but she wasn't strong enough to make me struggle. However, it was clear that if such monsters were unleashed into society one by one, problems would arise.





  "What the hell is this-."





  Pushiiiiii-.





  Watching the researcher return to her original form with strange smoke, I was thoroughly annoyed. Then Alcohol, who had been watching this, spoke.





  "It's Koronoy's doing. I knew that bastard started using the power of chaos to empower foreign armies and governments, but-."





  Just as Alcohol was about to say something.





  Jjaenggeurang, pang, papapang-.





  Along with the sound of shattering glass, there was the sound of wet rags sweeping the floor. At the same time, all the lights illuminating the underground lab went out.





  "What the hell is going on...? I, Paranoy, can't see anything-ssit...!"





  At Paranoy's bewildered cry, I quickly used magic to light up the room.





  Then, the horrifying sight of shattered aquariums everywhere and specimens crawling out onto the floor became visible.





  ━Guaaaak-.





  ━Geueeek.





  Who could possibly imagine mice from those horribly twisted forms?





  They were like incarnations of revenge, formed from the rage and resentment of the guinea pigs sacrificed in the name of experimentation until now.





  Just as I frowned at the horror and chaos, Paranoy pulled a match from her pocket and struck it against the wall with a seuk.





  Chiiiiiik-.





  Then, she opened her mouth wide with an 'Aah-' at the lit flame and shouted.





  "I don't know what's going on, but I know what I need to do-ssit...!"





  ─Nymph Destruction Ray-!





  Paaaaaa-.





  The super-heated gas, condensed at high pressure within Paranoy's storage, met the match's flame and was fired in a straight line. It was truly a destruction ray-.





  Becoming a single stream that erased everything, it cleanly cut through the bodies of the monster rats.





  ━Kkieeek-!





  ━Jjik, jjiiik....





  Ultimately, the guinea pig rebellion was suppressed in less than a minute. With a deolkeong, deolkeong- sound, the lights came back on.





  Koris said.





  "It seems the auxiliary power is working. Is everyone okay? Check if anything's missing, if anyone's hurt-!"





  At Branch Manager Koris's words, people checked various things. What was revealed was that the equipment for making the vaccine had been destroyed during the blackout.





  And that various data inside the computers had been rapidly deleted.





  Knowing that fact, Koris stomped on the monster's corpse on the floor and growled.





  "Koronoy, that bitch-. So she's going this far, huh? Did she forget the days we spent like sisters? This has clearly crossed a line."





  It seemed she had no doubt that this incident was the work of a Nymph named Koronoy. Alcohol, whose hand had been cut by the scalpel and injured, casually wrapped a bandage around her palm and asked.





  "Nymph of the ditch water, are you not hurt? You are an important specimen. If you get hurt or something goes wrong, many people will be in danger."





  "I'm fine-ssit...! I, Paranoy, am a very strong Nymph-ssit...! I can shoot destruction rays-ssit...!"





  "Yes. Indeed, you're spirited, just like me."





  "I, Paranoy, resemble no one-ssit...! However, all Nymphs need to resemble me, the great Nymph Paranoy-ssit...!"





  "I see."





  Perhaps because of the sudden situation that just occurred, Alcohol and Paranoy seemed to have grown a little closer.





  It might not be enough to erase the distance and resentment that had built up between them over more than a decade.





  Still, they seemed to be gradually growing closer.





  A little later, Branch Manager Koris, having brought order to the chaos, clicked her tongue.





  "Most of the data is gone. At this rate, it could take over a year to make the vaccine. It would be a disaster if a variant virus appeared during that time."





  The underground lab seemed to have suffered significant damage from the recent blackout and attack.





  To think it would take a year to make the vaccine.





  No, then my sister will try to travel overseas to the Gaia Continent. If she goes to the Gaia Continent, many Nymphs might suffer.





  So I asked with a bit of apprehension.





  "Is there, no other way?"





  "There is a way. If you go to the best-equipped facility, you could make the vaccine in a day. The security is tight, and we don't know what kind of Monsters might be there-."





  "Where is that? It would be good to know the exact location."





  "It's Koronoy's relocated base. The address and coordinates are probably recorded here-. Just a moment."





  I received the information from Koris. Looking at the photos and coordinates of the research facility on the tablet PC, a rough location formed in my mind.





  Thinking there was no time to delay, I clapped my hands and opened a portal.





  A portal leading to a foreign country.





  To think my first overseas trip would feel like this.





  As I stepped through the portal, I saw what looked like a research facility with countless people in white lab coats moving around.
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  They chattered something, looking bewildered at me, who had suddenly appeared by opening a portal.





  "━─."





  "━─━!"





  "What the hell are these motherfuckers saying-. You bastards spreading viruses, want a taste of Wood Style?"





  I consumed 100 Task Points to make tree roots erupt from the floor.





  ─Wood Style: Communist Party Crusher Jutsu-!





  Thick roots sprouted from the cracking, ujeok, ujeojeok floor, coiling around and crushing everyone in sight.





  "Who is Koronoy-. Come out."











  *      *       *











  The next day.





  The news extensively reported on the newly developed vaccine.





  At the same time, there was a loud buzz about a neighboring country whose national infrastructure had been paralyzed by a sudden terrorist attack.





  High-ranking officials had reportedly gone missing or been purged en masse, and files containing their dirty corruption were released for all citizens to see.





  It seemed to be a major incident that would change international affairs.





  My father, eating breakfast, looked at the news and said to me.





  "You didn't do anything, did you? It's best not to get involved in things happening on this land if possible-. You'll definitely be tracked."





  "I don't know."





  "Hmm-."





  I feigned ignorance. Neither my father nor my mother asked me about it anymore. In truth, no one could stop me now. Because I'm fucking strong.





  However, I couldn't catch that Koronoy. She was an elusive Nymph, after all.





  Nevertheless, the news that the vaccine was developed, after destroying her virus factory, was good news.





  ━Vaccine - Ditch Water. Domestic inoculation begins as early as next week-.





  The vaccine's name was Ditch Water.





  It was named after Paranoy, who played a big role in creating the serum. So, where is that Paranoy now, not even eating breakfast-?





  "It's truly amazing-ssit...! If I step on this 'accelerator,' the car moves forward-ssit...! No one can stop Paranoy's charge-ssit...!"





  She was driving a car around the neighborhood. A bright red sports car, the kind only rich young ladies might ride. Alcohol had reportedly bought it with money she saved.





  Paranoy, driving it around the neighborhood, looked incredibly excited.





  "Hassan-nim-! Look at this-ssit...! I, Paranoy, am driving-ssit...!"





  Next to Paranoy, who was waving her hand like that, was Alcohol, sitting in the passenger seat and smoking a cigarette. Alcohol and Paranoy had spent quite a lot of time together since yesterday.





  They ate together, bathed together, and even drove like that.





  Their first reunion had been worrying and uncertain, but the fated inevitability of mother and daughter seemed to draw them towards each other.





  Alcohol said to Paranoy, who was stopping the engine.





  "You drive well. Is it because you take after me?"





  "I, Paranoy, am the Margrave of Vehicles, having conquered all carriages and cars-ssit...! Now, all that's left is to personally drive 'trains' and 'planes'-ssit...!"





  "That won't be easy. It'll take a long time to get a driver's license, and for planes, you need to go through special training courses-."





  "Nothing is impossible for me, Paranoy-ssit...! Anyway, I need to get out now-ssit...! I'm hungry-ssit...!"





  Paranoy got out of the car. Alcohol, who had moved from the passenger seat to the driver's seat, casually dropped her cigarette on the floor to extinguish it, then, as if something occurred to her, asked Paranoy's back.





  "You said you'd be leaving in a few days, right? How about postponing it a little longer? Until you can drive a train and a plane yourself. How about staying here-."





  "Are you telling me to stay longer-ssit...?"





  "I'm not forcing you, but. It's better to live here, where there are many conveniences, than in that boring land of Gaia. There are no dangerous Monsters either-."





  Alcohol seemed to want Paranoy to stay on this land.





  "Indeed, this 'hot chocolate' is very delicious-ssit...!"





  "Th-then, how about staying here. I, I need an assistant. You are, my alter ego. Surely, we'll get along well."





  "An assistant-ssit...?"





  "Because we don't know what will happen with the virus. I also want to keep collecting specimens-. And there aren't many opportunities to meet Nymphs of the ditch water here-. Hmm...."





  Alcohol rambled incoherently.





  "I'll give you hot chocolate every day. I'll brush your hair every day-. I'll let you drive too-. This, this is a very expensive car. I don't let just anyone drive it-."





  It felt like the dark circles under her eyes had grown even darker. What was clear was that she wanted to spend more time with Paranoy.





  There was no way the smart Paranoy wouldn't notice that.





  She must have realized that her mother was clumsily proposing reconciliation first. Perhaps because of that, Paranoy asked the question she had often said she was most curious about since long ago.





  "Then, why did you leave me, young Paranoy, behind...? Was it because I, Paranoy, wasn't very useful back then...?"





  "That's...."





  Alcohol, sitting in the driver's seat, paused for a moment. She then acted as if searching for a cigarette inside her lab coat, before letting out a small sigh.





  "Back then, I didn't know much either. It was my first time being a parent. It felt like I was solving an unsolvable problem. So, maybe, I just wanted to run away."





  "Are you saying you ran away, knowing I, Paranoy, would be left alone...?"





  Paranoy seemed extremely angry.





  I would have been angry too. Trembling with intense anger, Paranoy shouted.





  "I truly had a hard time-ssit...! Abandoned by someone, with no one to rely on, I waited in that cave for you to return-ssit...!"





  "That's...."





  "While I, Paranoy, was suffering, did you, my mother, live a comfortable life here on this land, drinking hot chocolate and driving cars...?"





  "...."





  "This is absolutely unforgivable-ssit...! I, Paranoy, will never forgive you-ssit...! I hope you, too, are abandoned by your precious family-ssit...!"





  Paranoy spewed curses and wiped away tears repeatedly. Emotions are like bursting dams; even if one seems fine, they can surge unexpectedly.





  Another's family matters.





  I couldn't intervene.





  How would Luna, who experienced a similar situation, have acted in such a case? One thing was certain: Paranoy was smarter than I knew.





  I had no choice but to trust whatever she decided.





  Paranoy continued to speak.





  "Still, I, Paranoy, diligently searched for you-ssit...! I even became the most famous Nymph on the Gaia Continent, and held a huge festival to find you-ssit...!"





  "...."





  "And so, after finally meeting you in this strange land. You call me, Paranoy, an experimental subject, a specimen-. You're just spewing a bunch of horrible stories-ssit...!"





  "That's-. That's, it would be even stranger for me, who left you alone, to act like a mother. I don't even have the right...."





  "I don't want to hear it-ssit...! Live with that expensive car or whatever, for the rest of your life-ssit...!"





  With those words, Paranoy swiftly entered our house.





  In the end, only I, standing awkwardly in front of the Shop, and a sports car that didn't suit this countryside, remained.





  Seueuk-.





  Only then did Alcohol pull a cigarette from her pocket and put it in her mouth.





 "Ha-, I've been hated. But it's understandable-."





  I said to her, as she sighed self-deprecatingly.





  "Did you really abandon Paranoy on purpose? It didn't seem like it."





  I recalled the cave where Paranoy had been huddled alone.





  There was a barrier set up there to ward off animals and Monsters, and it was quite elaborate and carefully made. Alcohol must have set it up.





  She wouldn't have set up such a complex magical barrier for a daughter she had no affection for.





  Also, young Paranoy was very fond of her mother. I don't think Alcohol would have abandoned Paranoy like that.





  Alcohol answered my question.





  "I lost my way back. It was late at night after picking a lot of wild strawberries. While searching for the way back to the cave, I stumbled and fell. Then I was here-. I didn't abandon you on purpose."





  I understood. I, too, had once fallen into a manhole and lost my way back.





  "Then, you should have just said so-."





  "But. As a result, I left Paranoy alone, didn't I? It's just an excuse. So, I lived diligently here. To find my way back-. Because they said if I diligently spread the Chaos Cult, they'd give me a chance to return...."





  "Aha-."





  "That's why all of us work so hard. Me, Koris, Koronoy too. But-. I couldn't go back. And now, my grown daughter has come to find me herself. But now, I don't even understand my daughter's heart anymore. I've lost too many paths."





  I could understand.





  Alcohol was also a kind of lost child.





  A lost child who had lost many paths.





  "My daughter, I'm sorry. Actually, when we met, I always wanted to say it. But I felt I didn't have the right. I've become a terrible adult, haven't I? Just needlessly showing pride. An old Nymph, this is what it's like-."





  "It's not my place to interfere, but Paranoy missed you, her mother, very much. Enough to endure all sorts of hardships and come to this strange world to find you. Just know that."





  I ended the conversation with that.





  Alcohol, who had lit her cigarette with a chiik- and continuously exhaled white smoke, finally got up from the driver's seat and got out of the car, as if she had sorted out her thoughts after finishing one cigarette.





  "Indeed, I need to say what I have to say clearly."





  With that, Alcohol got out of the car and strode into our house. She then approached Paranoy, who was sitting at the kitchen table eating.





  "I have nothing more to say to you-ssit...! I am eating, so please leave at once-ssit...!"





  "Paranoy, I'm sorry-. It must have been very hard, being left alone."





  "Let go of me-ssit...! You smell like cigarettes-ssit...! It's extremely Nymph-phobic-ssit...! My lifespan is shortening-ssit...!"





  Alcohol embraced Paranoy's shoulders. Paranoy struggled wildly as if she disliked Alcohol, but then, she burst into tears again.





  "Mommy━━─!"





  The sorrow of those cold days, when she had to live a lonely life without family, without anyone on her side-.





  It seemed to pour out through Paranoy's mouth like melting glacier water. Of course, Alcohol also cried profusely, no less than Paranoy.





  "Paranoy, I'm sorry. For being a bad mother. I wanted to give you lots of wild strawberries. But I fell on the way, and lost them all. You said you wanted wild strawberries. I couldn't give you a single one-."





  The two, mother and daughter, similar yet dissimilar, hugged each other and cried for a long time.





  Doris, who had been watching the scene from a Massage chair, also dabbed away a few flowing tears with her fingertips.





  "It is a very touching reunion-! I, Doris, miss my mother too-! But, Doris doesn't even know who her mother is-!"





  So it seems.





  I turned my head and looked out the window.





  Our house was filled with cries from morning, but the sky outside was blue and clear.





  However, I know well that there was a cold winter before this warm spring arrived. And that only when the snow and ice of the cold winter melt do the sprouts that huddled beneath them finally bloom.





  In that sense, the melting of the snow and ice that had frozen between mother and daughter was a good thing.





  Now, a true spring will come even to the little Nymph of the ditch water, who used to sigh while looking at the blooming spring flowers.





  A warm and languid spring, so much so that it would be boring and make one yawn-.
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  My, Hassan's, mansion begins with the busy wake-up alarms of the Nymphs. 





  Usually, it feels like Doris, who comes to wake up Luna, stops by my room as an afterthought to wake me up too.





  "Hassan-nim, it is morning-ssu...! Hurry and wake up, and help me, Paranoy, with my driving practice-ssu...!"





  "What, is it you, Paranoy? Just a little more sleep-."





  Today, Paranoy had entered my room since early morning and was shouting energetically. Seeing as he was talking about driving practice or whatever, it seemed he was itching to drive a car since the crack of dawn.





  "Hurry and get up-ssu...! Behold the fantastic inertial drift of me, Speed Paranoy, the holder of a Type 1 Ordinary License-ssu...!"


  


  At Paranoy's noisy urging, I rubbed my eyes and sat up in bed.





  "Inertial what? What are you talking about-."





  "Are you saying you do not know what an inertial drift is...? If you do not know, I, Paranoy, shall show you-ssu...!"





  Leaving the babbling Paranoy aside, I briefly rinsed my face with water from a bowl placed on the shelf. As I washed my face, sleepiness vanished and vitality returned to my body.





  "Hurry and let us go-ssu...!"





  "Sure, sure."





  I stepped out of the room with Paranoy. Then, Doris, who was pushing a mechanical vacuum cleaner down the hallway, growled at me.





  "Black man-! I just finished cleaning there with all my might-! You must not step there-!"





  "Ah, I didn't know."





  "Be careful-!"





  With a hmph, Doris snorted and started running the whirring vacuum cleaner again. To think a Nymph is using a vacuum cleaner.





  A few days had passed since Paranoy met his mother, Alcohol. To be precise, about a week since the Nymphs went on a field trip to modern society.





  The Nymphs had quickly adapted to the latest civilizations brought from the 21st century, making life in the mansion even more affluent. 





  Most were products that used electricity, but we were able to supply power to the interior of the mansion through a Gaia Continent version of a generator made using Antiope, who can emit electricity, or my Mjolnir.





  Even if it wasn't just home appliances, we decided to stop by the 21st century about once a week from now on to purchase necessary items.





  Opening a portal between the two worlds was no longer a difficult task for me.





  Thanks to that, Paranoy's mother, Alcohol, and Coris, the branch manager of the Chaos Church in modern society, could now come and go from the Gaia Continent as they pleased.





  Coris had said this.
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  ━It is a tremendous power. However, we have many responsibilities here. Giving up our lives here entirely to return there permanently is a bit-.





  So it seems.





  Anyway, many days passed with Paranoy and Alcohol coming to my mansion together to drive cars and play games on the computers we brought in.





  "I, Paranoy, can now drive better than anyone else-ssu...!"





  During that time, Paranoy had taken up the hobby of driving a bright red sports car brought from the 21st century. Occasionally, he would take Keung-keung in the passenger seat and go for drives to the distant Callan Plains.





  After enjoying a drive in the garden with Keung-keung for a while, Paranoy got out of the car. The way he just parked it anywhere suggested that while he was good at driving, parking was a bother.





  "Now I am going to play games-ssu...! I lost to Keung-keung yesterday, but I will definitely win today-ssu...! I will not lose-ssu...!"





  ━Keung-keung-.





  "So, where on earth did you learn that mysterious cross-up block...?"





  ━Hiooong-.





  "As expected, having many legs makes operating the pad easy-ssu...!"





  ....





  I don't even know what they're saying anymore.





  Anyway, they were peaceful days. I'd crushed most of the Monsters, and there were no more villainous types plotting conspiracies.





  Days where we just had to enjoy the languidly passing time together. Someone might ask if one wouldn't get bored if days like this continued, but-.





  Not at all.





  It's so good.





  I wish every day was like this. Every single day is new. It's thrilling.





  A life of spending overflowing money and time, and eating delicious things to my heart's content. Power and money. Time. Dream-like days where everything overflows infinitely toward me-.





  ...I wish every day was like this, but that ended this morning. 





  Because a fucking terrible guest was scheduled to visit my mansion this afternoon.





  More of an uninvited guest than a guest, though.





  "I'm screwed."





  I decided to go around to the people in the mansion and give them warnings one by one to prepare for the accidents that might happen today.





  The first place I visited was the brewing and elixir manufacturing workshop built at the back of the mansion. When I opened the door and entered, a pink-haired girl welcomed me.





  "Hassan-! What's up? Isn't the morning your time to make hot chocolate for the Nymphs?"





  "Hippolyte-nim is doing it. More importantly, Luna-ya. How's work?"





  "It's going great-! This refrigerator Hassan brought, I can freeze elixirs and keep ingredients cold-! It's so good-!"





  Luna patted a giant refrigerator, the kind used in restaurants, with her palm. It seems modern civilization is indeed convenient and good.





  "That's a relief. I'll give you a catalog, so tell me if there's anything you need later. Or, you can go to the store with me later and pick it out yourself."





  "Then that blender, and an air fryer, and a microwave, and I need a lot of other things-."





  For a while, I had to write down the home appliances Luna said she needed in my notebook. 





  This is my daily routine lately. Writing down items others need and going shopping, or stopping by a department store together to buy things.





  "So, Hassan. Did you come to ask if I needed anything?"





  At Luna's question as she blinked her eyes, I took my attention away from the appliance catalog. I had come here today because I had something to say to Luna.





  "No, there's that too. Luna-ya, you know a guest is coming to the mansion today, right?"





  "Ah-! I know-! Hassan's younger sister-."





  "Yeah-. She might come and act a bit rude. If that happens, just don't deal with her and ignore her, or just leave the area."





  "Got it-!"





  Luna answered clearly, but I was worried nonetheless.





  In the end, my sister was coming to this mansion. 





  A week had passed since we raided the virus factory and defeated the global cold, but the 21st-century Earth was not yet safe enough for international travel.





  We hadn't found Coronoy, the culprit of the pandemic, either.





  So my sister ended up coming to this Gaia Continent instead of going to Europe for her graduation trip. She might have wanted to come here without any intention of going to Europe in the first place, though....





  Anyway, the week my sister would stay in this land starting from today was a state of emergency.











  *      *      *











  The mansion's garden. A girl wearing sunglasses appeared from a portal that opened with a shuuuuung. The girl pushed up her sunglasses and gaped as if she couldn't believe it.





  "Wow, is this a house? It's fucking huge. Man, you've made it? While me, Mom, and Dad were struggling in that cramped house, you were living comfortably in a huge place like this all by yourself?"





  I guess that means my mansion is that impressive. However, this mansion definitely didn't appear for free. It was the reward for that much effort, so I argued back fervently.





  "Do you think this appeared for free? I suffered like hell too."





  "Whatever. Anyway, take my luggage. There's all sorts of stuff in there, so you're dead if anything gets broken or cracked."





  My younger sister, Ha Seon-ah, tossed her heavy suitcases aside as if it were only natural. 





  Then, the Nymph Hoenoi, who had been nervous at my sister's appearance, trembled as she saw the suitcases flying toward her.





  "Hoeee...!"





  Of course, as a weak and naive Nymph of the stream, there was no way for Hoenoi to respond to this absurdity other than trembling.





  "Hoeeeee...!"





  "Hueee, hueee, so noisy. These kids didn't eat something wrong, did they?"





  "Nymphs are just like this. They're scared because you're acting scary."





  "I'm scary? Where else would you find someone as nice as me? Hey, you're making me look like a bad person by being scared for no reason. Fix your face-."





  And then she started pinching Hoenoi's cheeks.





  "Hoeee...! My cheeks, my cheeks are stretching-ssu-! At this rate, I'll become Hoeeeenoi-ssu-!"





  Hoenoi's reaction as she trembled in fear only served to further entertain my predator sister.





  "This one's pretty fun. Give her to me."





  "No, what do you mean 'give'? I told you, Nymphs aren't objects to be given and taken. Anyway-. I'll guide you to your room, so don't just touch random things. Some of the stuff in the mansion is cursed and all that."





  I tried to scare her a bit to make her behave.





  "Cursed objects-? That's hilarious-. What are they? Show me. What happens if I touch them? Come on-!"





  However, at the mention of cursed objects, my sister reacted as if she were interested instead. In this land, it's a golden rule not to touch or show interest in cursed objects recklessly.





  This world that I've lived through as a documentary.





  It was a moment where I clearly felt that this girl thought of it as nothing more than a beautiful resort to enjoy a week's rest.





  "Hurry up and show me to my room."





  As my sister poked my back with her finger, I momentarily even thought about leaving this brat in a place like the Forest of Monsters for half a day.





  If she were abandoned in this world without knowing anything, wouldn't this arrogant attitude subside a bit before even a day passed?





  Of course, if I did that, I might actually be disowned by Mom and Dad. 





  Unlike me, who was raised rough, my sister was raised like a flower in a greenhouse, pampered and spoiled. That's why she became so rude.





  Indeed, proper discipline is necessary when raising children.





  "Wow, it's totally huge. It's like Europe. I should take pictures and brag to my friends later. Should I just say I hung out at a Greek mansion?"





  Ha Seon-ah was busy taking pictures of the bedroom I guided her to and the high-end furniture displayed there with her phone.





  Click, click-.





  Not only that, she poked her head into every nook and cranny of the mansion without rest.





  ━Miooong-.





  "Wow, that spider is seriously fucking huge. What kind of spider like this even lives here?"





  Miong-i, the giant spirit spider crouching in the garden's flowerbed. Ha Seon-ah reached out her hand toward him without a second thought. 





  Even if Miong-i had a personality as gentle as a Golden Retriever, it wouldn't be strange to be scared and piss oneself upon seeing such a large spider for the first time.





  "This is fucking amazing. What does he eat?"





  "He eats flowers. He's a herbivorous spider."





  ━Miooong-.





  "He looks like he could swallow a whole cow, but he eats flowers-? That's fucking hilarious."





  Seueueuk-.





  Then, Miong-i, the giant spirit spider, lowered his head even further in front of my sister. It meant he would let her ride on his back. 





  Even Luna, who is close to spiders, can barely ride him once in a while, but it seems Miong-i, who was raised by our maternal grandmother, recognized that the owner's granddaughter had come and was trying to be hospitable.





  ━Miooong-.





  My sister asked about the spider's sudden strange behavior.





  "What is he saying?"





  "He says he'll let you ride on his back."





  "What? No way."





  ━Miooong....





  "Just kidding."





  ━Miooong-.





  At the giant spider's reactions that changed by the second, Ha Seon-ah laughed, revealing her sharp fangs.





  "Wow, this guy is fucking amazing. He understands human speech and everything. He must be fucking smart."





  "He's probably smarter than you."





  "What? Even so, that's not it. You wanna die?"





  "What do you mean it's not? I heard from Mom that you got all 8th grades on this CSAT. She said even if you just guessed everything, you'd do better than that."





  "Shut up-!"





  "Did you even get into a University? These days, even talented students need good grades to go to college-."





  "I, I got in-! Anyway, just shut up-!"


    


  My sister is not very bright. To be precise, her intelligence is average, but she hates studying immensely. To the point where she falls asleep as soon as she opens a book.





  She prefers moving her body over using her brain, so she learned various things in the physical education field, and then she hung out with delinquent-like friends and ruined her grades, I should say.


    


  An arrogant neighborhood delinquent.





  A source of worry for our parents for a different reason than I was.





  A tyrant outside the cage who thinks no one can challenge her. That was my sister's true identity. 





  I decided to take this opportunity to fix her habits during this week.





  "Be careful. No matter how much you fly and crawl on mats or in rings, this is the wild. Your strength or techniques are only at a kid's level here, you know?"





  Bul-ttuk.





  At my provocation, a vein popped on my sister's forehead. I must have touched her pride. My sister has a ton of pride.





  "Hassan, you brat, you haven't tasted my fist in a while since you've been rolling around outside. You've grown bold. Do you want to taste my fist?"





  For a moment, my body flinched. I remembered the experience of being subjected to all sorts of techniques by my sister since childhood under the pretext of playing wrestling. She had been fucking strong as a natural-born destroyer since she was young.





  Even in elementary school, she would get into fights with high school boys and win. The fear in my body, which had always been on the receiving end of her techniques, had reacted.





  "Ehem-."





  However, I have grown now too. I regained my composure and said with a relaxed smile.





  "You'll die if you fight me. If you want to challenge me, come back after you've hit level 50."





  "What level?"





  "I'm like a Demon King. The final boss. And since you're a beginner, there's a separate guy a beginner should face."





  I thought of a Goblin nest that had recently appeared near Sodomora. I'll drop her there for just ten minutes.





  I won't help her at all until she cries and begs for forgiveness.
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  Under normal circumstances, adults don't fight elementary schoolers with their fists.





  It's absurd for an adult to fight an elementary schooler, you see.





  It would only result in one-sided violence due to the overwhelming physical difference.





  However, the story changes a bit if that elementary schooler is wielding a weapon like a club or a sharp blade.





  What if a child wielding a weapon capable of injuring someone is directing endless hatred and rage towards a living creature?





  What if they charge at you with the intent to tear you to shreds?





  No matter how much of an adult you are, you'd have to be prepared to get injured somewhere and bleed.





  That's exactly the kind of fight a novice adventurer has with a goblin.





  Novice adventurers with little equipment or experience.





  Newbies who, having only bullied weaker folks in back alleys or neighborhoods, are nonetheless full of confidence.





  Goblins, whom such guys often face for the first time, are surprisingly strong and ferocious, often forcing novice adventurers to taste defeat and retreat.





  I still get the shivers whenever I see a goblin, remembering how I was beaten black and blue by them during my first quest cleaning the temple and was sick for days.





  So, yeah, I still get the shivers whenever I see a goblin.





  Even Hippolyte, who lived as a famous adventurer, said, "I also struggled to deal with those damn goblins at first. It was the first time I experienced retreat."





  So, what happens when a psycho goblin meets a 21st-century high school girl who lived in a comfortable world?





  Naturally, she'd be screaming, tearing her hair out, and getting beaten with clubs everywhere.





  And she was indeed screaming.





  ━Giiihhh-!





  ━Giiihhh-!





  "Don't run away-!"





  The goblins were screaming and running away from my sister. In a dark cave, half a day's journey from the east gate of Sodomora.





  My sister was rampaging through the goblins' home turf, smashing their heads with her fists and feet.





  "Jet Kick-!"





  Pakak-.





  ━Giiih-!





  "Wow, that was clean. I can't use that move on people, though. More importantly, you're really ugly-."





  The goblin whose neck was hit by the kick twisted unnaturally, foaming at the mouth. It wasn't dead, but it was definitely a fatal blow.





  Uttuk-.





  Perhaps angered by the injury to their comrade, a few green goblins who were showing their backs and trying to flee stopped in their tracks and bared their fangs.





  ━Grrr, Grrr-!





  ━Grrr-!





  They probably thought they couldn't run away anymore. It was a dead end anyway.





  Seureuk, seureuk-.





  So, the goblins drew daggers, similar to shards of glass, from their waists and surrounded my sister.





  Monsters willing to fight to the death are dangerous. Even a cornered mouse will bite a cat sometimes.





  But my sister, as if it didn't matter, shook the blood off her fists left and right.





  "Come on, you bastards-! Whoever charges first, I'll really kill them-!"





  Saying that, she charged forward herself.





  Ta-da-! With a light feeling, my sister charged out, and when her fist smashed into a goblin's head, knocking it down, I felt dizzy.





  Is this right?





  I knew my sister was violent, but I didn't know she was *this* violent.





  Even though her parents sent her to Taekwondo dojos and boxing gyms to burn off her abundant childhood energy, and she even won competitions and received awards as a specialized student.





  Still, is it okay for a girl who just graduated high school to be like this?





  There was a saying that a high school girl could take on two well-trained special forces soldiers. Was that true?





  Anyway, the important thing is that my sister's fist was shattering the goblins' heads.





  "Shit... I'm fucking strong! These guys aren't even a match for me! Hand over everything you've got-!"





  ━Giiih-!





  I cheered for the goblins.





  I sent her to the goblin cave to curb her arrogance. But if she just unleashes one-sided slaughter, my sister's ego will only soar higher.





  "All the stress from studying for the college entrance exams is gone-. It was the right decision to come here instead of Europe-! Hehe-!"





  You didn't study for the college entrance exams anyway-.





  I wanted to say that, but I held back and was fervently cheering for the goblin bastards in my mind.





  Jeobeok, jeobeok-.





  Amidst the goblins' screams, I heard heavy footsteps approaching my ears. At the same time, a strange, phlegmy voice could be heard.





  ━Human-. Invaded-. Comrades-. Injured-. I, Mukumba Mukele-. Great warrior of the green skins-. Home-, protect-.





  It sounded like a foreigner whose vocabulary was just starting to connect with human language.





  "What the hell is this-. Who's talking with such a horrible voice?"





  My sister, Hassan's Sister, who was beating the goblins in a mounted position, tore her gaze away from the darkness and shouted into the air.





  She was probably feeling tense seeing the appearance of Mukumba, the Hobgoblin, a strong goblin.





  "I don't know who you are, but come out here-!"





  I knew who was speaking, of course.





  But before I could explain, a green monster with a rather sturdy build, flashing red eyes in the darkness, revealed itself.





  It wore a crown made of feathers, like an Indian.





  Its height was about the same as my sister, Hassan's Sister, who is in her late 160s. Its muscles were bulging, and the iron plates layered over them looked rugged yet sturdy.





  The creature struck its shield with an old axe, seemingly made by humans, making a 'tung-tung-' sound.





  ━Mukumba-. Not hiding-. I, strong-. Against human woman-. Will not lose-.





  "What the hell is this-. You said they were only small elementary schoolers?"





  My sister, Hassan's Sister, who was distancing herself, flustered by its appearance.





  She only calls me 'Oppa' when she's in danger and needs help.





  It must be that she felt a bit tense seeing Mukumba, the Hobgoblin strongman, appear.





  I understand.





  Hobgoblins are considered strong, comparable to veteran Bronze-tier adventurers. Around level 10 to 20, I'd say. They're the nightmare of novice adventurers.





  Goblins aren't usually intelligent enough to speak human language, but goblins who have accumulated karma through battles with adventurers and other monsters evolve into Hobgoblins, or so I heard.





  Anyway, it's certain that it would be too much for my sister, Hassan's Sister, who was beating up green goblins like toddlers, to handle that guy.





  ━Challenger-. If you won't come-. I, Mukumba-. Will come first-.





  To-oh-.





  The sound of heavy footsteps stomping the ground echoed.





  At the same time, the Hobgoblin Mukumba, raising his axe high, brought it down with a clean war cry.





  ━Hah-!





  Kwaaah-.





  The axe, brought down like that, narrowly missed my sister's shoulder and gouged shallowly into the cave's stone floor. Seeing its power, my sister trembled slightly.





  "Whoa, what the hell-. That's no joke-."





  "What, scared now?"





  "No, I'm excited-."





  "What?"





  "I can finally use the skills I couldn't use on humans-. See?"





  Saying that like someone with a dull mind, my sister leaped into the air.





  Like a rhythmic gymnast using a vaulting horse, she soared into the air, spun around to build rotational momentum, and then extended her leg.





  A 1080-degree spin kick-.





  It struck the Hobgoblin Mukumba's head.





  ━Guaaak-!





  Hit by the attack, the Hobgoblin Mukumba flinched and stumbled backward. But that was only for a moment. Mukumba grabbed my sister's leg and slammed her onto the ground with all his might.





  Kwang-.





  ━Kuaaaak-!





  My sister, hitting the hard stone floor like laundry, naturally let out an undignified scream unbecoming of her age. She looked damn hurt.





  Is this... getting dangerous now-?





  I guess it was too much to handle a Hobgoblin.





  Just as I was thinking I needed to intervene, perhaps-.





  ━Grrr-.





  Surprisingly, it was the Hobgoblin Mukumba who fell to the ground. Spitting blood from his nose and mouth, it looked like he had suffered a critical head injury.





  It must have been because his brain shook from the kick he took from my sister.





  "Grrr, damn it-. So painful-. The floor is too hard-."





  My sister, who had been slammed down hard, surprisingly shook off the pain easily and got up. She had blood dripping from her nose, but she casually wiped it away as if it were nothing.





  She had a strong constitution since childhood, but I didn't expect her to be this tough.





  "I won-. That guy just now, he was like level 50, right? Yeah? He looked like a final boss-"





  ━Grrr-.





  ━Keuhheuk-.





  The goblins began to prostrate themselves before my sister, who was growling like a tiger.





  "Why are they doing this?"





  They didn't answer, but they seemed to view my sister, who had defeated their leader, as their queen.











  * * *











  "Ho-, so that's what happened. That's why the young lady's attitude is so arrogant-."





  When the sun set, I returned to the mansion and explained the day's events to Hippolyte.





  I had sent my sister to the goblin cave to humble her, but it seemed to have only inflated her ego further.





  Hippolyte nodded as if it were obvious after hearing my story.





  "If it's your sister, she must have inherited the blood of the gods. Of course, she'd be able to handle mere goblins. Still, defeating a Hobgoblin in her first fight-. That's quite impressive."





  "What should we do?"





  I looked at my sister, who was getting her shoulders massaged by nymphs in the mansion's garden. The nymphs couldn't say a word to my ferocious sister and were just trembling.





  "Hoo-ee...!"





  "Don't just massage, knead it there-."





  I worried that the nymphs' fatigue and stress might explode if things continued like this. As I was worrying, Hippolyte explained.





  "The confidence of young gods is naturally overflowing. It's the moment they test their strength and realize how strong they are."





  "Hmm-."





  At Hippolyte's words, I recalled the first time I performed necromancy.





  I was full of confidence in many ways back then. There was a time when I realized what I could do and how strong I was, and became overconfident.





  As I kept reminiscing about that time, Hippolyte subtly added a remark.





  "And those moments of overflowing confidence are also the moments when young gods and heroes die the most. They charge everywhere without thinking."





  "How about... is there no good way?"





  "It's simple. Let them be overwhelmingly defeated by someone stronger. Anyone who hits a wall will eventually become humble. Sometimes, humbling them like that was a role I often played."





  "I see."





  In fact, I had been severely beaten by Hippolyte during my novice adventurer days. She was teaching me to know my limits and not get ahead of myself.





  "However, I can't exert myself too much right now. Just sitting in this chair is a bit much for me."





  Hippolyte stroked her belly, and I nodded.





  "Of course, you shouldn't overdo it."





  "Instead, how about letting Antiope handle it? She's around the same age. Antiope will go easy on her appropriately."





  That was indeed an excellent suggestion.





  "What? Why should I do such a bothersome thing?"





  However, Antiope didn't seem pleased about taking on that role. Seeing Antiope showing obvious displeasure, I said to her.





  "I'll draw another tattoo for you this time. How about it?"





  "Hmm-. Then, draw it in the shape of a flame this time."





  "That's an easy task."





  "So, I just need to fight her with bare hands and go easy on her-. Is that it?"





  "Yeah. Just enough to knock her down a peg."





  "I don't know if that'll work."





  "Anyway, please do it for me."





  "Well, fine. I was also looking to blow off some steam against that Skull Knight-. It's about time."





  That concluded the persuasion of Antiope. Now, all that remained was to persuade my sister to spar with Antiope-.





  "Someone wants to fight me? I don't fight ordinary people, you know."





  Even as she said that, my sister rose from her seat.





  "Where is this training ground you speak of?"





  And so-.





  In the dark evening.





  In the mansion's training arena, brightly lit by torches and lamps as if it were daytime, two women stood side-by-side before many spectators.





  Women of similar height and age. Watching them, Somnia, arms crossed, snorted, "Heung-".





  "Trying to fight Antiope-. Who is that black Samaritan? Is she a new recruit? Looks like she's trying to have a rough initiation."





  Paranoy replied to her.





  "It seems to be Hassan-nim's sister-!"





  "Hyeok-. Really? Hassan's sister-. Can Antiope handle her? She's a god, isn't she? And probably incredibly strong."





  "It doesn't seem like it-! Anyway, place your bets with me, Paranoy, to see who wins-!"





  It's noisy.





  It's certain that it will be an interesting match.





  The only ones quiet are the two facing each other.





  Antiope, wearing a tight-fitting shirt and pants and stretching her body, spoke first.





  "Are you sure you don't need protective gear? I won't be responsible if you break something-."





  In response, my sister scoffed, not backing down.





  "Worrying about your opponent? Are you a bit cocky?"





  Pajit, pajit-. It felt like intense fighting spirit was clashing. Two thugs colliding. It was incredibly exciting just to watch. Meanwhile-.





  "Then, when the bell rings, we start-! All rules are allowed except killing the opponent-. Well then-."





  Daeng-.





  Finally, the bell rang, and the two women clashed.





  Hwik-.





  My sister attacked first with a jab, honed from years of boxing. But Antiope easily caught it and slammed her down onto the ground instead.





  "Eugh-!"





  As a result, my sister was pinned under Antiope, her arm twisted.





  "Wh-what is this-! Eugh-!"





  "Here, surrender before your arm breaks-."





  "Ugh-. What is this-!"





  Lying on the dirt floor, my sister struggled, unable to comprehend the situation.





  Antiope's limbs had already wrapped around my sister's body, applying a joint lock she couldn't resist.





  At the same time, she didn't forget to whisper mockingly in her ear.





  "What, you're nothing special-. Was the 'greenhouse girl' who only beat goblins getting cocky?"





  "Ugh...."





  My sister struggled in frustration, but she couldn't reverse the situation. The match was over.





  "How boring-. From now on, just behave and listen to your brother, okay? Understood?"





  Antiope, delivering the line I had instructed her with the tone of someone reading a textbook, got up and walked towards the sidelines.





  ━Hoo-ee, it didn't even take a minute-!





  ━Is Antiope strong, or is Hassan's sister weak?





  ━I don't know-! Compared to being Hassan's sister, she's weaker than expected?





  Amidst everyone's murmurs, only my sister remained lying on the ground.





  "Ugh, shit... I'm so embarrassed-. Should I just go home...."





  She seemed full of shame.





  But I was extremely satisfied.





  Because I thought this incident might finally make my sister want to go home quickly.
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 "Hoe-ee..., she's not eating, and she won't even open the Door...!"





 Paranoy, the Nymph of the ditch water, holding a tray of food, paced the mansion hallway, sounding worried.





 She knocked on the Door again, Kong-kong-, but-.





 "It's dinner...!"





 ....





 There was barely any sign of movement from inside the room.





 As those quick to notice might have already guessed, this was the Door to the suite room I had lent to Hassan's Sister.





 My sister, who had been utterly defeated by Antiope in front of everyone, had holed herself up in her room and was staging a sit-in, refusing to eat.





 The girl who loved eating the most (aside from resorting to violence and spouting rude remarks) was skipping meals, so she must have been incredibly embarrassed.





 Was I too harsh? That thought briefly crossed my mind, but I resolved to steel myself. My sister was far too arrogant.





 Mom and Dad had raised her dotingly as their only daughter. In the neighborhood and at school, no one ever scolded or reprimanded her; she was practically left to roam free.





 As a result, she had developed a stubborn and dogmatic set of values.





 Such a person is bound to get their comeuppance someday.





 Because the world isn't as easy as home or the neighborhood. Society isn't a place where the loudest voice wins.





 ...Or is it?





 Anyway, I decided not to regret humbling my sister's pride at this opportunity.





 It's better to think of it as getting a vaccination now, rather than facing something worse later.





 Of course, Paranoy didn't seem to feel the same way.





 "Hoe-ee...! The freshly toasted bread with jam is getting cold...! It tastes best when it's hot...!"





 On Paranoy's tray was a crispy toasted sandwich, with tangy strawberry jam spread between slices of bread, along with half-melted cheese, ham, tomatoes, and lettuce.





 It looked like a toast made by Hippolyte. Hippolyte's cooking skills were the best among us, so it was sure to be delicious.





 However, seeing such a warm dish getting cold in front of an unopened Door was a little disheartening.





 It must have been a toast Hippolyte specially made because my sister had arrived.





 How dare she let my wife's sincerity grow cold?





 Just as I was about to knock on the Door with a hint of indignation.





 ━If it's toast, is there honey milk too-?





 A small voice came from inside. It was a voice as tiny and weak as an ant's footsteps on a thin thread, but I clearly heard it.





 Paranoy must have heard it too, as she replied.





 "That's not available...!"





 ━Then, coffee?





 "Hoe-ee..., if it's something to drink, there's grape juice...!"





 ━Grape juice-.





 Gii-ik- and the Door creaked open.





 It was quite unexpected that my sister, who had been in sit-in mode, would open the Door so easily, so I looked at her with interest. When Hassan's Sister met my gaze, she flinched and trembled.





 "What the-! Why are you in my room-!"





 Then she suddenly started getting angry at me.





 There are people who fall silent when they have nothing to say and feel awkward, and then there are those who try to dispel the awkwardness by chattering loudly, wasn't that right?





 My sister was a third type of person, beyond those two options.





 Because she was the type to get angry when embarrassed or awkward.





 I said.





 "Why am I in your room? This is my house. Strictly speaking, that's my room, not yours."





 "..."





 My sister, who had parted her lips as if to say something, moved her hand to close the Door again, as if giving up in the face of my perfect logic.





 Seuk-.





 Of course, I held the Door with my hand to prevent it from closing.





 "Eat your food."





 "I'm not hungry-!"





 "Don't fucking lie. You get all irritable if you skip even one meal-. Besides, you're throwing a tantrum just because you lost once. Even elementary schoolers don't act like that."





 "Wh-who's throwing a tantrum-? That's totally absurd."





 My subtle psychological attack caught my sister off guard, and she fanned her face with her hand.





 Since she only continued to make strange breathing sounds like "Heo-na, Ha-", I decided to drive the point home with a few more words.





 "Aren't you sulking because you were thoroughly humiliated in front of everyone earlier? You said you wouldn't eat. And you even refused the dessert the Nymphs offered."





 "What are you talking about, I'm not sulking? I was just tired, and I took a nap. It was just one time, my first loss ever, it's nothing."





 They say strong denial is strong affirmation. This one is clearly agitated.





 It must have been quite a shock to fall from a life of constant victory to that of a loser. That's what adults are like, after all.





 She's still young.





 I thought about saying a few more words, but I decided to end the conversation, just in case the kid, whose mental state was shattered, might get angry or cause trouble.





 "Eat it with gratitude. It's dinner that was diligently prepared because you came. If you leave any, I'll really kick you out."





 "What are you talking about? When have you ever seen me leave food? Anyway, if you're done, you can go."





 "Alright then. If you're done with your business, go home. You know by now that this isn't an easy place to travel and such."





 With those words, I left the hallway.











 *     *     *











 The next day.





 I woke up from a long sleep to a murmuring commotion and got up. Heading towards where many presences were felt, I saw a considerable crowd gathered at the mansion's central training ground.





 Rubbing my sleepy eyes, I asked.





 "What, is it a fight? What's all this commotion so early in the morning?"





 Then Paranoy, who always loved to talk and chatter, handed me a glass of cold iced water and said.





 "Hassan-nim's sister, Seona-nim, has challenged Antiope again...! Today, there's even a rule that weapons can be used...!"





 "What?"





 My brow furrowed, wondering what the hell that meant. I hadn't even touched the iced water, but it felt like my sleep completely vanished.





 Now I saw Antiope, holding a short spear, lightly warming up in the center of the training ground. She met my gaze.





 Seureureuk-.





 "..."





 "..."





 Though we didn't speak, Antiope seemed to be complaining to me that things had escalated into a very troublesome matter. I even felt like she was glaring at me as if it was all my fault.





 My chest twinged.





 To think she would challenge Antiope again after such an overwhelming defeat. And this time, with a rule allowing weapons?





 Even if Hassan's Sister had joined the school fencing club in middle school and actively participated, that was still within the rules of modern sports.





 I could never say she was at a level to compete with Antiope, a true warrior in a world full of sharp blades.





 So, as I anxiously pushed through the crowd, my sister, holding a rapier, appeared from among the people.





 Antiope said to her.





 "It's a bother, so I'll finish it quickly. I have a lot of assignments to do today-."





 "..."





 My sister said nothing to Antiope's provocative words. However, her expression was so serious that a considerable tension hung in the air.





 Seureureuk-.





 My sister took her stance.





 Standing sideways and extending her sword forward, a typical rapier swordsman's stance. The sharp tip of the sword gleamed fiercely in the morning sun.





 However, Antiope yawned as if she hadn't fully woken up.





 "Ha, then, I'll give the signal. Start."





 The match began with that casual signal. Of course, the result of the match was decided in the blink of an eye.





 Chaeng-!





 Puk.





 The sword in my sister's hand had somehow spun Pinggeul-pinggeul- into the air and plunged into the ground.





 And a sharp spear tip was pointed at my sister's neck.





 Seureung-.





 "There, Hassan's Sister-. I won, didn't I?"





 "..."





 Hassan's Sister bit down hard on her lip, looking at the sword stuck in the ground.





 Just as I was worried she might get hurt by the spear if she resisted without admitting defeat-.





 An utterly unbelievable word came from Hassan's Sister's mouth.





 "...I lost."





 My goodness, that stubborn mule actually admitted defeat so readily. Even with such an overwhelming difference, this was quite a surprising story.





 Her expression was even somewhat detached.





 It was almost hard to believe she was the same person who had been so embarrassed by yesterday's humiliation that she had closed her Door.





 Antiope, perhaps sensing something in her attitude, withdrew the short spear from her neck and said lightly.





 "If you want to challenge me again, go ahead. I, Antiope, don't refuse challenges that come my way."





 With that, the result was final.





 ━What, it ended early again.





 ━Hassan's Sister seems really weak.





 ━Shh-. She's, she's looking this way-!





 Many people murmured again, as expected, but my sister simply picked up the rapier from the ground and put it back in its scabbard.





 Hippolyte, who had been watching, crossed her arms calmly and nodded.





 "She lost, but it was splendid. I don't know what happened, but she seems to have overcome the fear of defeat in just one day."





 "Is that so?"





 "Many people despair at overwhelming defeat and failure, and can no longer get up. Many are also afraid to challenge themselves-."





 Hippolyte said that the fear and frustration that defeat and failure bring are more terrifying than the results themselves. And that overcoming them is not an easy task.





 "However, that arrogant brat has developed into a fairly capable individual. If she trains under a good mentor, she will become a truly excellent warrior. I'd even want to teach her myself."





 Hippolyte seemed quite fond of my sister. As a daughter of struggle, she must have liked my sister's attitude of engaging in battle without breaking.





 However, I was rather worried.





 What if my sister says she's going to stay here until she beats Antiope? Such a worry naturally arose.





 However, it was a groundless fear.





 My sister, Hassan's Sister, never challenged Antiope again.





 "Hoe-ee-! This, this is Minerva Temple...!"





 "It's totally like Europe. Hey, take a picture of me-. Make it pretty."





 Hassan's Sister wandered around the city of Sodomora with Paranoy.





 She didn't pick fights with anyone; she just wandered around, looking at various things like a true tourist.





 "What the-, you took it when my eyes were closed-!"





 "Hoe-ee...! Her cheek, her cheek is getting bigger...!"





 Of course, Paranoy was currently having her cheek pinched by Hassan's Sister. Nymphs were inherently sensitive to people's good and evil.





 If Hassan's Sister had truly been hateful, Paranoy, the Nymph of the ditch water, would have run far away.





 "Tomorrow, I'm going to that waterfall or whatever, and the canyon in the north gate. If I take pictures there, everyone will think I took them at the Grand Canyon, right?"





 "Hoe-ee...!"





 "Can you stop making that Hoe-ee sound?"





 "This is my, Paranoy's, identity...! If I don't make this sound, everyone will forget me, Paranoy...!"





 Anyway, she got along better than I expected.





 For one to two days. From two to three, then four days-. She didn't cause the problems I worried about, wandering around the city and its surroundings until hundreds of photos piled up in her gallery.





 On a languid evening with a bonfire burning in the garden, everyone was grilling meat, laughing and chatting. My eyes, however, were anxiously watching my sister drink her glass of alcohol.





 "Ugh, this is alcohol-? Why the hell do people drink this-? It tastes fucking awful-!"





 My sister trembled her lips, "Ugh-."





 It seemed she hadn't consumed alcohol even when hanging out with her friends. Indeed, if she had, our mother wouldn't have stood idly by.





 Anyway, Paranoy laughed at her suffering expression after drinking alcohol.





 "To not know the taste of alcohol, Seona-nim is still a child...!"





 "What are you talking about, you look much younger than me-. You said your name was Paranoy? How old are you, anyway?"





 "I am a Nymph of the ditch water...!"





 "No, I asked how old you are, why are you talking about being a Nymph of the ditch water?"





 "A Nymph of the ditch water, this one, has reached the age of a small palm tree...! When I reach the age of a slightly larger tree, I will become a Nymph of the stream...."





 "What are you even saying?"





 My sister quickly became friendly with everyone else. Is this the power of an "insider"? Was she actually the goddess of "insiders"?





 "Unni, why is your hair pink? You didn't dye it, did you?"





 "No, I didn't-!"





 "There's silver hair, and blue, and red-. If I dyed my hair like this, Mom and Dad would surely try to kill me."





 "No way-! More importantly, it's amazing that Hassan really has a sister. She feels different from Gloria. She also felt like a sister."





 "Who's Gloria? What kind of kid is she? Her name sounds cool."





 "She exists! Black hair, a girl! But, Elfriede, why aren't you saying anything? Hassan's Sister is leaving tomorrow. Say something-!"





 At Luna's question, Elfriede, who had been staring at the bonfire, opened her slender eyes.





 "I don't really have anything to say-."





 "She always just poses like that. She's not a bad kid, but-. Elves are just like that sometimes."





 "She's an uncooperative kkanpu...! Don't mind her...!"





 "You, I told you not to call me kkanpu-!"





 "Hie-eek...!"





 It was a surprisingly peaceful time. As the bonfire's light dimmed slightly, and the Nymphs, who went to bed early, began to cover themselves with blankets and lie down by the fire.





 I approached my sister, Hassan's Sister, who was lying down and looking at the sky.





 Perhaps sensing my presence, she spoke.





 "There are so many stars. It seems like there are several times more here than when I visited you in Gangwon-do last time. It's a real Milky Way."





 "Stars, there are many. Now, I'm kind of tired of seeing them so much."





 "Lots of stars, good air. It seems like a good place to live. There are some home appliances too. And you have a lot of money-. Should I just settle down here?"





 "Don't say something so awful. If you come here too, what about Mom and Dad?"





 When I said it like a joke, she snorted, "Heung-."





 "They'll manage on their own. They're adults, after all."





 Her words carried a bit of weight. Tomorrow was the day my sister would leave this mansion after a week and return home. I decided to ask her something I had been feeling like déjà vu for several days.





 "Is something wrong?"





 "What?"





 "You ran away here, didn't you?"





 At my words, Hassan's Sister briefly replied, "What are you talking about?" But a few seconds later, she sat up and asked.





 "Was it that obvious?"





 "Yeah. You don't usually like traveling."





 "Was that it? I don't know. I just felt like leaving home. Because I'd been there for too long. Did I not like traveling-?"





 "So, what happened? Is something wrong?"





 "No, I don't know. It's just... I was a student until recently. Now that I'm twenty, I'm an adult. The fact that I have to take care of myself-. It feels a bit strange."





 "Really? I thought you'd like it when you became an adult. You can drink as much as you want. I thought you'd like it because you could do everything you couldn't do as a student."





 My sister frowned at my words.





 "What do you take me for?"





 "Aren't you?"





 "I don't know. Me neither. I don't know what I should do, or what I like. What am I going to do for a living from now on?"





 "Aren't you going to continue with sports? Enter the training village. Win medals. Have banners hung in the neighborhood. Wasn't that what you were going to do?"





 "Originally, I was going to. But I don't know anymore. For the past three years-. After you went out to buy ice cream and didn't come back-. A lot happened. Our family too."





 "Really?"





 I became a little interested in the story coming from my sister's mouth. The time I had been lost in another world. During that time, time had flowed equally in my hometown without me.





 I didn't know what had happened then.





 I had only vaguely heard from my father that the Shop had closed.





 My sister continued to speak.





 "Mom and Dad told me not to tell you. Mom had a really hard time. Because her son disappeared. She filed a missing person report. And went around looking for you everywhere-."





 "I see."





 "I also handed out flyers to my friends. And so on. Anyway, Mom became very sensitive. She wouldn't let me go anywhere. I don't know if she was scared I would disappear too."





 Many scenes vividly formed in my mind. While I was struggling, my family was also struggling in their own way.





 My sister continued to speak.





 "Why did you disappear of all times when I asked you to buy ice cream? I thought it was my fault."





 "I don't know either."





 "Anyway, after living under curfew for three years like that. I lost my way. I don't know what I should do with my life. What I'm good at. So, I came here. I thought I was good at fighting, at least. But that's not it either."





 At my sister's self-deprecating words, I scratched my nose and said awkwardly.





 "Well, they say you're not without talent."





 "I don't know. What am I going to do for a living? Now, tomorrow I have to go back to where I used to live. Will I be able to do well?"





 "..."





 "Ah, am I drunk? I don't know why I'm telling you all this. Alcohol, it's fucking awful and shitty."





 I could feel that my sister was gradually becoming an adult. I thought she was just a naive child forever, but she had been thinking things through in her heart.





 I thought she was just a child forever.





 I wanted to give her some encouragement, but I was somehow too embarrassed and awkward to open my mouth. Perhaps I was the one who hadn't become an adult yet.





 However, I wasn't particularly worried.





 Because my sister had been good at everything since she was young.





 "So, Hassan, are you going to keep living here?"





 My sister brushed her butt and asked. I had been staring at the bonfire for a long time, and I looked at the Nymphs and women lying covered in blankets here and there, and answered appropriately.





 "I guess so. My family is here now."





 My sister snorted, "Heung-."





 "Do whatever. But, come home sometimes. That's where your family is too. And when you come, be sure to bring ice cream."





 That was the end of our conversation. My sister's back, as she walked to her room, looked a little bigger.





































Chapter 618: Side Story - The Nest-Building Dragon # 1


Side Story - The Nest-Building Dragon # 1

















  A warm spring day.





  "The weather has finally warmed up enough that we really don't need to wear outer coats anymore-ssi...!"





  "This Doris-sama's honeybees are also flying around to make honey diligently now-!"





  The energetic voices of Nymphs admiring the blooming flowers signal the arrival of lunchtime. 





  Opening the balcony window of my room, I see Paranoy, Doris, and the quiet Ignoi sitting near the artificial pond in the garden below, dipping their bare feet in the water.





  "This is the second favorite, extremely Nymph-friendly weather of Paranoy...! On a day like this, playing in the water is the best-ssi...!"





  "That's right-! Ignoi, what do you think?"





  "It's cold-. I'm sleepy-."





  The fact that the Nymphs are enjoying such leisure means there's nothing special happening today. 





  An ordinary day with no unexpected guests dropping by and no noisy festivals to prepare for. A lazy daily routine where I just take a decent nap, eat dinner, play around a bit more, and go back to sleep-.





  Standing on the balcony, I gave a long, lazy stretch.





  "This is nice."





  Several weeks have already flown by since my younger sister returned to her own world. It's the middle of spring, and the weather, which was slightly chilly in the mornings and evenings, has completely mellowed out.





  "Aah-! Paranoy's giant ant is losing-ssi...!"





  "This Doris-sama is a honeybee genius-! Honeybees and ants are similar...! I have confidence when it comes to ant fighting-...!"





  "Ant 23rd Regiment-! Give it your all-ssi...! Paranoy's lunch today is riding on you guys-ssi...! This Constellation Paranoy shall bestow a blessing upon you-ssi...!"





  "Aah-! Splashing water on Doris's ants is a foul-!"





  The days are so peaceful that the Nymphs have gone as far as catching ants from the ground to open a fighting arena. 





  "Aah-! Paranoy's ant army is surrendering all at once-ssi...! You spineless fellows-ssi...! I told you to resist fiercely-ssi...!"





  "Chess and ant fighting are similar-! Once the Queen is captured, the momentum usually shifts-!"





  The honeybee genius Doris is supposedly driving back Paranoy's ant army with some mysterious tactics-. I'm curious about what she's actually doing. How can they have so much fun playing with ants like that?





  Sususususu-.





  Just then, a breeze blew in. A delicious scent carried on the wind tickled my nose, fully waking up every cell in my body. 





  I wonder what's for lunch-. It was just as I was taking off my robe to change clothes with that thought.





  -Dudadadadadadada-.





  "Mommy, you scared me-!"





  A tremendous noise, like a steel drill piercing through a stone wall, echoed through the peaceful garden of the mansion. 





  Since even I was startled, the Nymphs playing in the garden were, needless to say, flipped upside down. 





  What is it? An enemy raid? Did an ant army living in the underworld appear to conquer the world?





  "What is it? What's going on?"





  Wondering what on earth was happening, I stepped outside and saw Paranoy, covering her short ears with both hands, shouting with a furrowed brow.


  


  "It's a horrible noise-ssi...! It is truly a nature-destroying sound-ssi...! It's an extremely Nymph-hating, environmentally destructive sound-ssi...!"





  "This Doris-sama's honeybees were all startled and flew away-!"





  -Keong-keong-.





  "It seems Keong-keong-i was also startled and jumped out of the room-ssi...! Hassan-nim, please find out what's going on-ssi...! To think such a horrible noise exists...!"





  Deureureuk, deureureureuk-.





  Dudadadadadadada-.





  The Nymphs seemed to be overreacting a bit, but it was indeed a very loud noise. When was the last time I heard such a noisy sound?





  Anyway, we walked through the mansion's garden to find the source of this noise that didn't suit this spring day. 





  And soon, in a corner of the garden, we found a white-haired Elf drilling into the ground with a strange tool.





  "Elfriede, what on earth are you doing there?"





  "Ah, it's Hassan. What do you mean what am I doing? I'm drilling into the ground. I'm going to drill a hole in the ground and drive iron stakes into the solid foundation."





  -Deureureureureureureu-.





  The electric drill in Elfriede's hands. That was the identity of the noise. 





  Not only that, she had brought a grinder to cut rebar and was making all sorts of noise by cutting wood with a saw. 





  Wearing a pure white hard hat and coated gloves with red palms, she looked just like a laborer working at a construction site, which was somewhat comical.





  However, Paranoy shouted as if she were angry at that sight.





  "To think you're using mechanical civilization to cut trees and drill holes in the ground...! How can a fairy perform such nature-destroying acts-ssi...?"





  Of course, Elfriede just lightly ignored her, saying, "What are you talking about?" Paranoy, perhaps even more angered by that attitude, growled while covering her ears.





  "More importantly, have you obtained a construction license-ssi...? Making noise on such a warm spring day-! It's illegal if you don't have a permit issued by the city-ssi...!"





  "I've obviously already done all that. More importantly, what are you guys talking about? I posted on the mansion's pillars and the bulletin board days ago that construction would start today."





  Was that so?





  Come to think of it, I remember seeing things like posters stuck all over the mansion. I wondered what they were, but I didn't think much of it, assuming the Nymphs were planning another internal event.





  To think that was Elfriede's official notice of construction.





  "Stop this at once-ssi...! Such a nature-destroying act...! As a Nymph, I cannot stand by and watch-ssi...!"





  "No, don't you know the exhaust fumes from your Ferrari are even more foul? That red car thing-."





  "How dare you use Paranoy's weakness against me-ssi...! As expected, Kkanpeu are cowardly-ssi...! That level of exhaust doesn't destroy nature-ssi...!"





  "Invasive species-! Stop the construction at once-! This Doris-sama's honeybees are terrified by the loud noise and won't come out of their hive-!"





  Elfriede let out a small sigh, "Huu-," at the Nymphs' protests and stopped working for a moment. I wondered if the complaints from Paranoy and her friends had worked.





  But Elfriede, as if she didn't care, started cutting the rebars one by one again with the grinder.





  -Weeeeeeeeeeng-.





  "It's a scary sound-ssi...!"





  "Run away-!"





  At the sparks flying with the loud noise, the Nymphs eventually fled in all directions like hamsters that had seen rat poison. It must have been because they couldn't bear it.





  It was the same for me.





  Warm spring days were indeed a season when construction was active. But construction on this Gaia continent still had a bit of an analog feel to it.





  In the midst of that, hearing the sound of electric drills, grinders, and excavators running made me feel like I was reliving the nightmare of when I tried to take a nap at my old house and the neighbor started remodeling.





  However, such things soon became irrelevant due to my interest in Elfriede, who looked just like a construction worker.





  "They're finally gone, those damn Nymph brats. Maybe it's because it's spring, but they've been even noisier lately."





  I asked Elfriede, who was putting her earplugs back on to resume construction.





  "What are you doing? What are you trying to build?"





  "What did you say-?"





  Perhaps because of the running machine and the industrial earplugs she was wearing, Elfriede didn't seem to hear my question. 





  "I asked what you're trying to build right now-!"





  At my loud question, Elfriede stopped the grinder and took off her earplugs.





  "What do you mean what am I building? I'm building a house. I'm going to build a large material warehouse here. And then, I'll build an even larger house with the materials I've gathered there."





  "I see."





  I do remember Elfriede saying she wanted to build a house. I had seen her flipping through books related to architecture for a while recently. 





  I thought she had been quiet for a few days, but to think she would end up making such noisy sounds. I looked at the leveled ground and the bags of cement and asked casually.





  "You could just hire people to build it. It'll take a long time if you do it alone, won't it?"





  "Then there's no point. The point is for me to build it myself, alone. Anyway, I've already issued the notice, and I have a permit from the city, so I'm doing this legally. Don't go looking for faults."





  "No, I'm not trying to find fault. It's just, it's fucking hilarious."





  To see Elfriede frequenting a construction site with dust and black grease on her face. She looked like she would soon sit down on the ground and eat makkolli and snacks with gruff laborers.





  "What's this-! I heard a really loud noise-! Hassan, what did you do?"


  


  Just then, Luna, with her pink hair fluttering, approached from afar with her brow heavily furrowed. From further away, Hippolyte also approached, rubbing her ears.





  "Ah-. Did you say construction starts today? I had forgotten."





  "Ah, that's right-! Elfriede, you did say you were going to do construction-! It looks, like, really plausible-! What's this, what kind of machines are these?"





  Thanks to Hippolyte and Luna, who were snooping around with interest, Elfriede took off her hard hat and even the gloves she was wearing.





  "Damn it-. I can't get anything done because you keep coming here. I should just eat."
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  And so, we ate a decent meal near the wide construction site. 





  I hadn't shed a single drop of sweat, but sitting on the ground like this to eat snacks reminded me of the times I worked short-term part-time jobs at construction sites or moments from my military service.





  Luna, who gulped down ice water and wiped her mouth, asked.





  "So, what are you trying to build?"


  


  "A warehouse-."





  "A warehouse? You could just hire people to build it-. You have plenty of money now-!"





  Elfriede let out a sigh, "Ha-," at Luna's indifferent remark.





  "The way you talk and the things you ask are exactly like a certain someone. I'm so envious of how much you resemble each other-. Did you two plan this?"





  "I don't know-!"





  "Anyway, if you're done eating, everyone go away. I'm going to start construction again. I have to finish leveling today, and I want to finish spreading the lime on the ground. It's tight."





  At Elfriede's urging, we had no choice but to leave the construction site, leaving our interest behind. On the way back, Luna glanced back again and said a word.





  "I didn't think Elfriede was the type to do such rough work with her own hands. I think this is the first time I've seen her like that!"





  I nodded at Luna's words.





  "Me too. She's not good with her hands, so she's even terrible at setting up tents. I don't know how she's going to build a house."





  Elfriede is not good with her hands. She can't cook, and she's even bad at simple cat's cradle. 





  More than anything, she lacks patience, so she quickly gets fed up with things she's not good at, and thus there was no progress. 





  For such an Elfriede to build a house-. 





  I was worried that a grim haunted house, like an apartment that went bankrupt during construction, would appear in the mansion's garden. Just then, Hippolyte spoke as if she had realized something.





  "Come to think of it, I read an interesting newspaper article recently. I suspect this construction started because of that."





  When we entered the office, which was like a barracks at Hippolyte's training ground, she held out a scrapped article to us.





  Peulleok-.





  "It was an article I had cut out to give to Elfriede before. I had forgotten about it. It seems she knew about it even if I didn't give it to her."





  I slowly read the words.





  "Landlord Dragon Sibellos's competition-. Prize money 1,000 gold-. And, challenge the title of the Dragon of the era-?"





  It was a fairly interesting story.





  The story in the article was about a kind of architectural competition, where a fellow named Landlord Dragon Sibellos was holding a contest with his own large sum of money.





  It said that the winner would be awarded a large sum of 1,000 gold along with the title of 'Dragon'. Luna, who looked at the article with me, asked as if she didn't understand.





  "Then, if I win this competition, can I become a dragon too?"





  "I suppose so. The title of Dragon is also like a title given to those who reach a top-tier level in a certain field."





  In other words, the title of Dragon seemed to be something like a Human Cultural Asset or an Intangible Cultural Asset. Just then, Luna returned the scrapped article to Hippolyte and smiled sinisterly, just like Paranoy.





  "Hehe, if I become a dragon, Pink Dragon Luna-. I think it'll be totally cool-."





  Pink Dragon. I thought to myself that it didn't sound very cool, when Hippolyte stroked her chin and asked.





  "Nyx-dott-i, were you also interested in the title of Dragon?"





  "No-! I like spiders or honeybees better than dragons-!"





  "I see."





  Since Hippolyte nodded, I decided to just nod as well.





  Anyway, it's an architectural competition with the title of 'Dragon' as the prize.





  I felt like I knew the reason why Elfriede had been so passionate about architecture lately. 





  But whether or not it would be possible for Elfriede to win an architectural competition...
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  "So, what do you think?"





  A few days after the construction began.





  At Elfriede's question, we paused our words and merely blinked.





  "...."





  "...."





  "...."





  Perhaps feeling the awkwardness of Luna, Hippolyte, and I remaining silent without a word, Elfriede spoke, as if urging us.





  "Be honest. That way, if there are parts to fix, I can fix them."





  Although she spoke with a cool demeanor, Elfriede's voice held a mix of worry and anticipation, creating a tense atmosphere.





  As I pondered how best to phrase my thoughts, Luna, surprisingly, was the first to speak.





  "What a magnificent Cabin-! Back in Ideope, there used to be many Cabins like this. It has a very antique feel...! It even makes me feel nostalgic...!"





  It felt like Luna had really racked her brain. She must have suddenly thought of the word "antique" while searching for something to praise.





  I could almost hear Luna's brain whirring, but Elfriede frowned as if she wasn't pleased.





  "A Cabin? Where does this look like a Cabin?"





  "If not a Cabin, then, an adventurer's tent, perhaps...?"





  "Forget it, Luna. What would you know about architecture?"





  Elfriede abruptly turned her head away from the bewildered Luna and now looked at me. This made me flustered, as if I'd been struck by an arrow in the chest.





  As I hid my expression without showing it, she spoke.





  "Hassan, you said you've built houses before, so you'd know what style this is and what techniques were used, right?"





  "Hmm-."





  "Can you feel the aesthetics in it? Since I'm an Elf, I thought it would be good to make it as nature-friendly as possible. Highlighting the feel of the raw materials-."





  Elfriede spoke as if the structure before us held some profound meaning.





  However, all I could see was a pit dwelling covered with blankets and straw.





  Luna's description of it as a Cabin was so accurate it could be called intuitive. Even at best, it was merely a degraded version of a nomad's tent.





  If I told her the truth, Elfriede would probably get angry, saying, "What do you know-!" This was clearly a trap, asking a question with a predetermined answer.





  So, as I was carefully choosing my words, Paranoy next to me chuckled, "Mhuhu-."





  "This is trash, worse than Keongkeong's house-imnidat...! After using such good materials and disturbing the warm spring day with noisy sounds, you've created a truly terrible result-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy, a Nymph, delivered a merciless and harsh critique of Elfriede, an Elf's, creation. At that, Elfriede frowned, looking utterly flustered.





  "Wh-what did you say? What did you just say?"





  "You called it nature-friendly, but it's nothing more than raw straw and peonies placed on pillars and a frame-imnidat...!"





  "Grrr-."





  "Even wild Goblins would live in a better place than this-imnidat...!"





  "Hey-!"





  Unable to hold back, Elfriede grabbed Paranoy's ear and pulled it up hard.





  "Hieeeek...!"





  "Take that back-!"





  "I won't take it back-imnidat...! The damn Elf, she poured in materials and made trash-imnidat...!"





  "Elfriede-! Paranoy's ear is stretching-!"





  In the end, only after Luna, who cared for Nymphs, intervened did Elfriede release Paranoy's ear.





  Paranoy then rubbed his reddened ear and, hiding behind Luna's back, stuck out his tongue, "Beh-."





  When Elfriede clenched her fist, Paranoy quickly fled far away.





  "Damn Nymph bastard-."





  To Elfriede, who uttered a curse, Hippolyte, who had been quietly observing the situation, spoke.





  "Still, well, the Nymph of the ditch didn't say anything completely untrue. Didn't you clearly say you were making walls with lime? I don't see any lime anywhere."





  Hippolyte seemed to recall Elfriede hardening the walls and floor with cement.





  In fact, I also remembered Elfriede mixing gravel, lime powder, and sand to make a paste.





  I offered to help, but she refused, saying she'd handle it herself.





  But how could she build such a dilapidated pit dwelling with cement? As Hippolyte said, the cement-hardened walls were nowhere to be seen.





  To that, Elfriede replied, rubbing the sand with the tip of her shoe.





  "Don't be curious about such things."





  So it seemed.





  She probably didn't want to answer.





  However, Hippolyte's evaluation was also harsh.





  "At this rate, winning the competition is out of the question. You won't be able to receive the title of Dragon."





  "What are you talking about? How would you know that?"





  "It's not like we don't have eyes and ears."





  "...."





  I've always felt this, but Elfriede was unusually submissive only to Hippolyte. It was always like that, but even more so after Hippolyte became pregnant.





  So, Hippolyte alone played the role of a steering wheel, controlling the fiery Elfriede.





  "I hear that Landlord Dragon Sibellos's aesthetic sense is incredibly sharp, and his tongue is as sharp as an awl. If you submit a work like this, you'll be humiliated. Dragons have strong self-love, after all."





  "Hoo-. Is it that bad-."





  It seemed Elfriede was experiencing a situation where one's own creations or food always look somewhat decent and acceptable due to a slight bias.





  To that, Luna offered a word of encouragement.





  "Even if it's not a house, it looks good as a jar storage-! I've been needing a place to store the elixir jars I've been making lately-."





  "Quiet."





  "...Th-that's right-! I'll just put it in the fridge-."





  At Elfriede's firm words, Luna's shoulders slumped. Seeing that, I felt I had to say something too.





  "Elfriede, even so. Why do you discourage Luna? You did make it like a jar storage, didn't you? It's well-made for a first attempt-."





  "Grrrraaaah-!"





  "Th-that's right. Just take some time alone-."





  In the end, we had no choice but to flee, leaving Elfriede, whose head was boiling with anger, behind.











  *      *      *


 








  "It seems she won't be getting an award after all."





  Lunchtime. Hippolyte, sitting on a bench under a parasol, said this. The clinking sound of her ice teacup, which she was twirling, spread quite clearly.





  "I hear the Landlord Dragon is incredibly fastidious, and his tongue is as sharp as an awl. If she submits something like that to the competition, he might consider it an insult. Dragons have strong self-love, you know."





  It seemed Hippolyte wanted to convey that Elfriede's creation this time was quite poor.





  In fact, we all knew.





  That submitting something like that would never win-





  Indeed, Elfriede could be said to have no talent for architecture whatsoever. Even though I had gone to the trouble of getting her cement, aluminum, copper, clay, concrete, and all sorts of other materials.





  "It's just not working out, I guess."





  Even if Elfriede had acquired knowledge of architecture, it was purely theoretical.





  Theory and practice are different.





  That's only natural. No one is good at something from the start.





  Just as you can't get full from the first spoonful, isn't it a thief's mindset to expect to be good from the beginning?





  However, the problem was that Elfriede herself had high expectations for this competition.





  Indeed, an opportunity to earn the coveted title of 'Dragon,' an opportunity that might come once in a lifetime.





  Elfriede couldn't help but reach for it.





  Just then, Luna, who had finished her meal and was wiping her mouth with a handkerchief, spoke brightly and refreshingly.





  "Is there no way we can help? Like, building it together?"





  I shook my head, "Seuk seuk-."





  "The rules for this time state that the structure must be built by one's own efforts and submitted. If it's discovered that we helped, she'll be disqualified from the judging."





  "Then there's nothing we can do."





  All we could do was cheer her on.





  However, Paranoy, who was continuously rubbing his reddened ear, spoke as if something had occurred to him.





  "The Landlord Dragon Sibellos's construction competition-. Now that I think about it, this Paranoy seems to have heard some concerning news somewhere-imnidat...."





  "Concerning news?"





  "To be precise, it's about the Dragon who is the organizer, rather than the competition itself.... I feel like I'm about to remember...."





  Paranoy's words trailed off vaguely. I urged Paranoy, thinking there might be something useful for Elfriede.





  "Hurry and remember-."





  "Perhaps because my ear was pulled earlier, it feels like it's about to come to me, but it won't-imnidat...! If I eat some chocolate from that world, it might come to me-imnidat...!"





  This bastard, that was his goal all along.





  I took out a chocolate from my pocket and handed it to Paranoy. Paranoy tore open the wrapper, swallowed it whole, and only then spoke with a satisfied expression.





  "Landlord Dragon Sibellos is quite a famous Dragon-imnidat...! In the vicinity of Altmer City where he lives, he is also called Lord Sibellos-imnidat...!"





  After eating the chocolate, Paranoy meticulously explained about Lord Sibellos.





  That he was a Dragon with innate talent for architecture and sculpture.





  And that among the incredibly arrogant Dragons, he was so fastidious that he was ostracized by his own kind.





  "So, I heard he lives among humans, separated from Dragon society-imnidat...!"





  I see.





  It didn't seem like very helpful information. However, Paranoy's cunning scheme didn't end there.





  "According to the newspaper article, the headquarters overseeing the competition is located in Altmer City-imnidat...! Why don't you go there and check out the evaluation criteria-imnidat...?"





  "Check out the evaluation criteria? Isn't that illegal?"





  "If you don't get caught, it's not illegal-imnidat...!"





  True to his former Cultist nature, his way of thinking was different. But I was confident in not getting caught myself, so I nodded.





  "Indeed, Paranoy. You've truly mastered treachery. It's a good thing you're on our side."





  "Mhuhu..., not as much as Hassan-nim-imnidat...! Then, shall we depart immediately-imnidat...? The judges will be leaving each city tomorrow-. There's not much time-imnidat...!"





  "Yes, that's a good idea."





  However, I had no information or coordinates for Altmer City. Meaning, I couldn't open a portal near the city.





  As I was wondering whether we'd even arrive today by carriage, Luna suddenly unfurled her wings behind her with a ppyong and said.





  "Then I'll give you a ride-! I fly really well these days-!"





  And then, Luna flapped her wings, "Peolleok, peolleok-."





  I asked.





  "Can you carry multiple people?"





  "Up to ten people should be possible-! My strength is super strong these days-! I've been giving Nymphs rides often lately. Everyone, get into that basket-!"





  At Luna's words, we settled into the large basket that Nymphs often rode in.





  Luna wrapped the ropes connected to it around her shoulders and arms, then lifted herself into the air with a flap of her wings.





  "We're really floating in the air-imnidat...!"





  It felt like riding a hot air balloon.





  "Luna-nim is riding the wind-imnidat...! It's Luna-nim's true wind mode-imnidat...!"





  "Hey, when you say it like that, Luna sounds like she's having an affair."





  Anyway, thanks to Luna's wings, we quickly arrived at Altmer City.





  It wasn't quite as fast as my teleportation, but flying through the sky certainly seemed to cut down travel time significantly.





  "This is Altmer City. Indeed, there are many magnificent buildings."





  Hippolyte nodded as she landed on the ground.





  Before our eyes, beautiful Mediterranean-style houses adorned with white marble and crystal stretched out, dazzling to behold.





  Altmer, the city of beautiful houses.





  Paranoy pointed towards the highest hill in the city.





  "That seems to be Sibellos's Nest-imnidat...! Let's infiltrate there and quickly copy the evaluation criteria-imnidat...!"





  "I won't be involved in this. Instead, I'll look around the city."





  Excluding Hippolyte, who wouldn't participate, Luna, Paranoy, and I donned cloaks enchanted with perception-hindering voodoo magic and infiltrated the place called the Dragon's Nest.





  Although it bore the wild name 'Dragon's Nest,' it was actually a house grand enough to be called a huge castle or mansion.





  However, the Dragon-shaped decorations carved everywhere certainly made it look like a Dragon's mansion.





  "What a magnificent mansion...! There are so many gardens, and flowers too? It looks more like a princess's garden than a Dragon's dwelling-."





  Luna also murmured in admiration, looking at the warm garden scenery. However, her awe lasted only a moment.





  We discovered numerous structures filling this beautiful mansion's garden, quite out of place. What should I call them-?





  As I was choosing my words, Luna spoke.





  "They look exactly like the Cabin Elfriede made...? Why are so many of these lined up here?"
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  There are many legends about dragons.





  Dragons guarding treasures in caves and fighting thieves.





  Dragons kidnapping princesses rumored to be beautiful-.





  And so on.





  It is a well-known fact that dragons love treasures in general, including works of art. 





  It could even be said that a life of possessing, guarding, and cultivating precious things is the best for them.


  


  Among them, Landlord Dragon Sibellos was said to have an exceptionally keen aesthetic sense and a fastidious nature. 





  Indeed, Altmer City was beautifully adorned like a glass box, and Sibellos's mansion, perched atop a hill there, shone brightly like a strawberry in the center of a cake.





  This pursuit of beauty felt almost like a pathological obsession-. 





  "It looks exactly like the Cabin Elfriede made...? Why are these things lined up all over the place here?"





  Just as Luna said, crude Cabins, like those Elfriede made, were placed in the mansion, looking utterly strange and out of place.





  It was to the point where it felt like a sin, as if a Cat had walked all over a freshly laid cement floor.





  These crude Cabins were ruining the garden's perfection. 





  Even I, with no knowledge of architecture or interior design, could confidently assert that much.





  Why were such monstrosities lined up, several of them, in Lord Sibellos's mansion?





  As I felt this question, Luna cautiously began to speak, observing her surroundings.





  "Maybe Elfriede was just incredibly amazing? What if, it turns out, this is the latest architectural trend popular among sophisticated people these days...!"





  "What?"





  "Looking closely, it feels like natural materials, so it might actually be cool-! To think the old Ideope style is the latest trend...! Shit...!"





  "Luna-nim seems to be feeling pride for her hometown right now-imnidat...!"





  To summarize Luna's words, it was this:





  The crude Cabin Elfriede made actually turned out to be a sophisticated architectural trend that was all the rage.





  And that Elfriede might have grasped this and anticipated the judges' needs in advance.





  "No way," I thought, but then again, maybe it was true. After all, the Paris fashion shows I'd glimpsed because of my sister used to be overflowing with truly perplexing outfits.





  It's a kind of modern art.





  Modern art, by its very nature, often has many perplexing aspects because it transcends the understanding of simpletons like me. At least, that's what I thought.





  So, there's no need to worry about Elfriede's competition? To think something like these Goblin barracks would become a trend. Is this that retro style, or whatever it's called?





  Just as I was scanning the Cabins with a rather ambiguous feeling, I heard the *jeobeok-jeobeok-* footsteps of several people coming and going from somewhere.





  "Let's hide for a moment-!"





  I warned my companions of a potential danger. 





  Even with cloaks that hindered perception, if we chattered loudly, they might notice the intrusion of outsiders. 





  So we all quietly stopped talking and crouched in a corner.





  Then, in the distance, I saw a mustachioed Dwarf with a monocle and a young woman in neat attire with what looked like a safety helmet on her head approaching us.





  The woman looked at a chart with something scribbled all over it and clicked her tongue, *Tsk-*.





  "They've made terrible things again this time. It looks exactly like what the Master-nim chewed up and spat out, doesn't it?"





  At her displeased grumbling, the monocle-wearing Dwarf cautioned her.





  "Akite, watch your tongue. Those are the Young Master-nim's creations, which took him several days to make. This time, we just need to check if they meet the evaluation criteria. That's our role as judges."





  Master-nim, Young Master-nim. The keywords "judge" quickly registered in my mind. My dual-core brain, which hadn't had much use lately, whirred and soon drew a conclusion. 





  They were probably Lord Sibellos's employees, the owner of this mansion, weren't they? And they seemed to be acting as judges for the competition.





  But "Young Master-nim" was a somewhat unfamiliar term.





  Does Landlord Dragon Sibellos have a son who would be called Young Master-nim?





  If so, those Cabins were made by Sibellos's son-.





  As I silently stroked my chin, the helmeted woman, called Akite, drew lines on the chart with a pen and added a few more words.





  "Normally, it would be disqualified in the document review-. Honestly, to think we'd have to change the judging criteria because of the son. This, if others found out, it would be a huge problem. The Master-nim's reputation would hit rock bottom."





  "Akite, watch your words. What if someone hears?"





  "It's the Young Master-nim's practice ground, who else would come in besides the Young Master-nim? And right now, it's the Young Master-nim's nap time."





  "That's true, but-."





  "Father and son, how can they be so unalike? Look at these monstrosities. No one would think that Lord Sibellos's son could only make such abominations."





  "Can't be helped. He has no talent, what can you do? In that respect, he takes after the Lady-nim rather than the Master-nim."





  "Hoo, to have to make such a work win-. Our reputation will certainly take a hit. Of course, who in Altmer City would dare to question Lord Sibellos's decision-."





  "More importantly, something feels a bit off? Didn't someone else come in besides us? There are some footprints here, too. Is there an intruder who came to target the competition?"





  The monocle-wearing Dwarf looked around. He seemed to be a sharp one. 





  I tensed up a bit, wondering if he had noticed our stealth, but the woman spoke as if it were no big deal.





  "Who in their right mind would sneak into a dragon's nest? They'd be torn to shreds by the Master-nim's fangs. Let's just finish up and go eat."





  *Seuk seuk, seuk seuk-*.





  The Dwarf and the human woman scribbled something on the chart for a while, then left. Only after their presence completely vanished could we finally breathe.





  Luna let out a *Hwaaa-* sigh.





  Luna said.





  "Did you just hear that? It's total cheating-! Sibellos is trying to hand the competition win to his son-!"





  Luna's judgment was accurate. 





  Inferring from what we had just heard, it seemed certain that Landlord Dragon Sibellos, the owner of this mansion, was rigging the competition for his son.





  I had heard that competitions sometimes get tainted by cheating, like a prize money merry-go-round among acquaintances.





  Experiencing it firsthand like this made my head sting a little.





  So, even if Elfriede worked incredibly hard and built a proper house, winning the competition would have been impossible, wouldn't it?





  Even if the outcome was a bit... questionable, as someone who had watched Elfriede's recent efforts firsthand, it was only natural for me to feel indignant.





  Paranoy, too, seemed to have strong feelings about the situation and was extremely indignant.





  "To hand over a competition prize to one's own kin and acquaintances, this is an unacceptable act-imnidat...! This is the most despicable and petty competition I've ever seen-imnidat...!"





  Of course, we had also infiltrated to steal the judges' scorecards, but we decided to just overlook that for now.











  *      *      *











  First, we escaped from the glass-box-like mansion and rejoined Hippolyte. 





  Hippolyte was drinking coconut juice under a parasol among the white houses, and her appearance was so much like a newlywed on her honeymoon that it put my mind at ease.





  If you have long arms and legs, anything you do makes you look like a model.





  At that, Hippolyte, perhaps thinking I was looking at her coconut juice, awkwardly spoke.





  "I just bought it without much thought, but it's surprisingly tasty to drink. Even though it's 1 silver. I tried to set the mood as if we were on a trip. More importantly, was there any gain from the thievery?"





  "Well-! Listen to this story-!"





  At Hippolyte's question, Luna spoke first. Luna chattered away, explaining to Hippolyte what we had just seen and heard in the garden.





  Hippolyte listened for a while, then let out a *Hmm-* sound and nodded as if she understood.





  "Giving a competition prize to one's child or an acquaintance, while not frequent, does happen from time to time. So, what did you decide to do?"





  "I don't know-!"





  Luna seemed to have no thoughts at all.





  Honestly, I felt the same.





  Disrupting the competition or completely destroying it felt a bit like overkill. Just then, Paranoy added a word, as if something came to mind.





  "This Paranoy has a great idea to break down the cowardly Dragon and nepotism-imnidat...! I don't like picky Elves, but I dislike an unfair society even more-imnidat...!"





  It was a bit funny to hear Paranoy talk about a fair society, but hypocrisy is standard equipment for living beings.





  Just then, Hippolyte sucked her coconut juice through a straw with a *jjeuk-* sound and added a word.





  "Come to think of it, I also heard stories about Sibellos and his son in the city. They were quite interesting stories. And rather, sad ones too."





  "Sad stories, you say-imnidat?"





  "Yes. Do you know that this city, Altmer, originally started from a Cabin built on a Swamp? The city hasn't even been built for 20 years."





  To think this beautiful Mediterranean-style city wasn't even 20 years old. It was quite a surprising story. So, as I looked around anew, Hippolyte added an explanation.





  "Twenty years ago, a girl living in the Swamp treated an injured dragon, and in return, she wanted her Cabin's roof repaired, they say. So the dragon, in return, gave her gold."





  However, instead of using that gold to fix her own roof, the girl sold it and distributed the money to the homeless and poor.





  The dragon tried to give more of its treasures to the girl to keep its promise of fixing her roof, but the girl shook her head.





  "She said a mere span of gold couldn't fix the roof. So, the proud dragon had no choice but to repair the old Cabin's roof itself. That was the beginning of Sibellos, the Nest-Building Dragon, Lord Sibellos."





  Sibellos, who kept his promise to the girl, developed an interest in architecture and built houses for many people. 





  As befitting a dragon with an excellent aesthetic sense, beautiful, artistic houses increased on the streets every year. As a result, this city called Altmer was created.





  People began calling him 'Lord' as an honorable title to commemorate the dragon who built their houses, they say. So, he is Lord Sibellos, it seems.





  Up to this point, it sounded like a very humane story, but Hippolyte clicked her tongue, *Tsk-*, and added a few more words.





  "The girl was Lord Sibellos's wife. And that wife, she died giving birth to their son, they say. The son is a Half-Dragon, inheriting half human and half dragon blood-. I see. That's how it was."





  Luna asked Hippolyte, who was nodding as if she had understood it all by herself, as if something had piqued her curiosity.





  "What do you mean, 'that's how it was'? Don't pretend to know everything by yourself, tell us-! You're trying to act all high and mighty again, aren't you!"





  At Luna's firm words, Hippolyte twitched her brow, "High and mighty-?" But soon, she cleared her throat with an *Euhm-* as if it were nothing, and said.





  "Dragons have strong pride. They look down on everyone except their own kind. They don't even want to speak to those they haven't acknowledged."





  "I know that too-! Because they wouldn't even let me ride on their backs-!"





  "In such a dragon society, a Half-Dragon, you see, is a half-wit, neither human nor dragon. Like a failure that doesn't fit anywhere. So, Lord Sibellos wanted to officially pass on the title of Dragon to his only son."





  "Though the method doesn't seem good-," Hippolyte concluded.





  I understood Hippolyte's words.





  If the child in Hippolyte's belly were to be ostracized by society simply because they were a mixed-blood with my blood, I would surely cry my eyes out from sadness.





  It would also be natural to want to do anything for my child.





  I became thoughtful in many ways.





  It was the first time I had the chance to think about what the right path for a parent was. What would I have done? Could I really criticize Sibellos for rigging the competition?





  I might have done something even more wicked and bad.





  But if my father had done that for me, would I have been happy about it? Or would I have felt uncomfortable instead? 





  In reality, my father had done all sorts of wicked things for me.





  Because of that, I had clashed with my father.





  Having directly fought with my father, the memory of that time sometimes still resurfaced like a trauma just before I fell asleep. 





  Although I had reconciled well with my father, the fact that I had hit rock bottom that day was still vividly etched in my memory.





  Perhaps because of that, I understood both the child's and the parent's perspectives.





  What would I have done?





  Pondering such thoughts, we returned to Sodomora. 





  Looking around the mansion garden, I saw Elfriede still diligently building a house, even though it was almost dinner time. Somehow, the contents seemed to be regressing more and more. Now, there wasn't even a roof.





  Anyway, if I told that girl that this competition was rigged and she couldn't win, she would get angry and disappointed. 





  So, as I pondered for a long time what to do, Paranoy next to me poked my side with a sly voice and said.





  "This Paranoy has a brilliant plan to make the picky Elf win-imnidat...! We have about a week left, so we must move quickly-imnidat...!"





  "A brilliant plan?"





  After that, Paranoy whispered something into my ear.





  Indeed, it was quite a plausible idea. 





  "Alright, let's do it right away."





  Moving quickly, Paranoy's and my plan showed some results. However, Luna furrowed her brow as if she couldn't understand the situation.





  "No, so you kidnapped that kid, the Young Master-nim?"





  "Hieeek...! Wh-who are you people-! Do you even know who my, my dad is!?"





  In front of us, a boy with small horns on his head was tied with ropes and struggling. He looked about fifteen, perhaps? 





  He looked a little pitiful, but Paranoy punched him on the head.





  "Be quiet-imnidat...!"
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  We kidnapped the only son of the Landlord Dragon Sibellos and threw him into a cabin near the mansion.





  Having already acquired the fact that the young master of the glass mansion, Bellhouse, took a walk along a fixed route every day, kidnapping him wasn't even difficult.





  The only problem was that there was a bit of resistance from the person in question.





  "Who are you people-! Do you know who I am? If you knew who my father was, you'd realize how stupid it is to lay a hand on me-!"





  At a glance, he looked to be about elementary school age, but he was a very bold boy. Is this how smart kids grow up when they're raised as young masters?





  If I had been kidnapped as a child, I probably would have pissed myself while bawling my eyes out.





  Anyway, he's a clever-looking boy. A crisply ironed white shirt and jet-black shorts. If it weren't for the horns sprouting from his head, he would have looked like just an ordinary noble child.





  Quite the bourgeois.





  "Release me at once-! If you do it now, you might avoid the death penalty-! I'm saying this for your own sake-!"





  Young master Bellhouse even tried to negotiate with us. However, the target of his negotiation was the cold-blooded Cult follower Nymph, Paranoy.





  "If you don't want to get a noogie, you'd better be quiet-ssu...!"





  Paranoy raised his fist and whacked young master Bellhouse on the head.





  "Eeek-!"





  At that, Bellhouse flailed about with a tearful face.





  "E-even my dad has never hit me-!"





  Apparently so.





  "If you don't want another one, be quiet-ssu...! And, we are people sent by your father, Lord Sibellos-ssu...!"





  "M-my dad...?"





  "That's right-ssu...! We are professional builders hired to improve your skills for the upcoming construction competition-ssu...!"





  Paranoy told the lie smoothly without even blinking.





  It's certain that the triangle that once existed in Paranoy's heart has now been worn down into a circle, so his conscience doesn't even prick him anymore.





  At Paranoy's skillful lie, even young master Bellhouse, who had been suspicious until a moment ago, spoke as if he had let down his guard a little.





  "Liar! You're just trying to demand money after saying that-! I heard there are bad people who kidnap noble children and demand money-! It's you guys-!"





  "It's fine if you don't believe us-ssu...! We don't need money-ssu...! What we're going to do for young master Bellhouse is, as I said before, just training to improve your skills-ssu...!"





  As Paranoy shook his head, Dwarves holding hammers and plenty of lumber appeared from a distance.





  They were a crew of builders hired by Paranoy with extra pay, and they were actually highly skilled masters.





  I don't know who they are, but according to Paranoy, they're famous anyway.





  Perhaps because of that, Bellhouse, the son of the dragon, was startled when he saw them.





  "My goodness, aren't you the Joshua and Mosai brothers...? You're the brothers who built the Triumphal Arch in the Royal Capital, right...?"





  "It is a great honor to be recognized by the young master of the Landlord Dragon. Anyway, for the next week-. We will help you so that you can at least build a basic house by yourself. We've received plenty of money from the employer, after all."





  "Is it true that my father really hired you...? My father is so busy he doesn't even have time to eat with me...."





  "Let's just say that's the case for now. What's important is this one week. If you work hard, you'll be able to improve your skills enough to be recognized by your father."





  The famous builder Dwarf brothers untied the ropes binding young master Bellhouse's body.





  Bellhouse, who had been suspicious of a kidnapping crime until just now, was in a state of uncertainty due to the appearance of trustworthy masters.





  I understand.





  If I were suddenly kidnapped, and a very famous person who appears on TV every day greeted me saying, "This is all a hidden camera prank," I'd probably believe it too.





  However, I was worried that we were making this into too big of a deal.





  Then Paranoy gave me a tip.





  "Don't worry-ssu...! Our identities will never be exposed-ssu...! Sibellos also has a lot of shady business, so he won't want the incident to escalate-ssu...!"





  "I see."





  I turned my gaze toward the boy named Bellhouse.





  "Can I really improve my skills if I work hard?"





  "Hammering and effort never betray you. Every day, slip out of the mansion and come to the temporary practice area we brothers have set up-. Let's practice more in secret and raise your skills enough to surprise your father."





  "Skills enough to surprise Dad...."





  I don't know what's going on, but it seems like the conversation is going well.





  "Muhu-hu, it's proceeding smoothly according to Paranoy's plan-ssu...! I've also requested support from the Nymph Relief Foundation, so Sibellos won't be able to escape now-ssu...!"





  Paranoy was rubbing his hands together like a fly. I asked him.





  "This isn't illegal or anything, right?"





  "Except for this forced kidnapping, everything else is within the boundaries of the law-ssu...!"











  *      *      *











  When I returned to Sodomora, several people passing by on the street thanked me.





  "Hassan-nim, thank you. Thanks to you, I was able to fix the roof before the rainy season arrived."





  "Then, live diligently," I replied reflexively, but if you asked me if I had ever fixed that old man's roof, it was news to me.





  Did they hire carpenters with pocket change for a poverty relief project?





  While I was feeling that doubt, a few more people expressed their gratitude.





  "With the thing called cement you sent, I was able to repair the garden wall. Cold wind came in all winter and it was freezing. But I'll be able to spend this winter warmly."





  "The quality of the rebar you gave me to fix the fence was so good, could I know where you purchased it?"





  It's a good thing that someone is expressing gratitude to me, but because I didn't know the actions that led to that gratitude, I couldn't help but be a little bewildered.





  So I asked a middle-aged man who was repeatedly bowing his head toward me.





  "I gave you rebar?"





  "Yes, repair materials came in under Hassan-nim's name. I was almost out on the street after my house caught fire not long ago-."





  It seemed someone had distributed construction materials to people in my name. At first, I wondered if it was Paranoy, but I quickly changed my mind.





  If it were Paranoy, he would have definitely written his own name in large letters instead of mine.





  Then, while wondering if the priests of my temple had done such a thing-I soon came to realize the full story of the incident.





  Cement bags, elaborately made rebar, and various work tools-. Most of them were items that could be bought in the modern world.





  And the only one I had provided such items to was Friede.





  Thinking that putting such otherworldly items on the market carelessly might cause chaos in the world, I had only given them to those I could especially trust.





  Friede had been going around distributing construction tools everywhere in my name.





  When I returned to the mansion, Friede was still holding onto something like a hut, with sweat on her forehead.





  "Phew-. Damn Nymph bastards-."





  I don't know why she's cursing Nymphs, but I understood a little why her house was so shabby.





  Since she had given away all the construction materials to others, she could only build a primitive hut.





  Should I ask Friede? Why she did such a thing.





  "Hey, Friede. I heard from the people. You gave away all the materials I gave you to practice house building everywhere?"





  "Whatever."





  Of course, Friede just snorted.





  Thinking about it now, Friede was only vicious to me; she was originally someone who frequently donated to and volunteered at places like orphanages or poor medical facilities.





  But even so, if she gives away everything she has, winning the competition will be difficult.





  "If you give away all the materials like that, what are you going to build the house with? Aren't you going to fail to get the dragon title at this rate?"





  When I asked with concern, Friede frowned.





  "I don't know. Right now, I'm annoyed because the competition rules changed because of those Nymph bastards-, so don't just chatter beside me-."





  "The competition rules changed?"





  "I heard the Nymph Relief Foundation filed a protest against the judging rules of this competition. Saying it's Nymph-phobic-. So, the rules changed."





  According to Friede, instead of the judges traveling around the country to score buildings.





  It was changed so that the competition participants gather in a certain place to build a house for a day, and it's evaluated through a blind test in front of many people.





  "Something about how there might be biased judging. Anyway, in a few days, I'm going to a city called Altmer or something. Because there's a competition."





  "Go ahead-."





  If it's the Nymph Relief Foundation, did Paranoy have a hand in it?





  It's probably certain.





  Since the Nymph Relief Foundation is a very influential organization, even the Landlord Dragon Sibellos probably couldn't help it.











  *      *      *











  And so, time passed.





  The day of the competition arrived at Lord Sibellos's glass box-like mansion.





  Masters full of pride in construction, gathered from all over, arrived one by one at the mansion's spacious garden.





  Among them was Doris, a Nymph full of pride in construction.





  "This Doris is a master of beehive building...! A huge beehive made of beautiful regular hexagons is also edible, so it tastes good too...!"





  Apparently so.





  "This Doris will receive the dragon title and become Honey Dragon Doris, not the Nymph of Honey Water...!"





  "Doris-!"





  Toward such a Doris, Luna, sitting in the audience, waved her hand vigorously.





  "Doris, do your best-! I'll be waiting-!"





  After waving her hand until Doris was out of sight, Luna looked around.





  "So, where is this girl Friede? She didn't get scared and run away now that it's the day of the competition, did she?"





  Luna seemed to be looking for Friede, but I actually knew that Friede had already entered the competition's waiting area.





  One could even say she arrived first and entered first.


  


  Flap, flap-.





  Just then, the sound of something large flapping its wings was heard. Looking up, a dragon with a body sparkling like glass was seen flying over the mansion.





  ━Is that person Sibellos, the owner of this beautiful city-.
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  ━Splendid. Indeed, a presence befitting the mansion-.





  Apparently, he's a magnificent dragon.





  Friede would have liked it if she saw him.





  The dragon, which had been roaring noisily with a "Guaaaa-," finally landed in the mansion's garden.





  Soon, its body seemed to shine brightly like a light, and then a man with blond hair slicked back, wearing a black tuxedo and white gloves, appeared.





  He has a Dracula-like impression, looking a bit irritable because there's no color in his face.





  "Honored guests from afar-. Welcome. I am the owner of this mansion, the Landlord Dragon Sibellos."





  At his explanation, Hippolyte nodded and said a word.





  "Transformation magic-. Interesting-. It's not often that dragons transform into human form."





  Anyway, Sibellos welcomed the guests with a long-winded, formal speech.





  "I also express my gratitude to the great god Hassan-nim, who has come to this place."





  Suddenly, the spotlight was turned on me too, so I had to stand up and bow my head here and there, which was a bit embarrassing.





  Anyway, Lord Sibellos stood on a high platform and presented an hourglass as large as his torso to everyone.





  "What will be judged today are speed, accuracy, and artistry-. Only those who possess all three will inherit the dragon title from me, Sibellos. Now-."





  Soon, the participants of this competition emerged from everywhere.





  At the same time, the judge, Sibellos, spoke.





  "Hassan-nim-. If it's not too much trouble, could you certify this blindfold and earplugs containing a special spell?"





  "Ah-."





  I stepped forward in front of everyone and took the helmet-like thing Sibellos handed me. When I tried putting it on, a complete darkness where I could see and hear absolutely nothing set in.





  When I returned it, Sibellos said.





  "Everyone, you will know that unpleasant questions were raised by certain people. Whether I, Sibellos, had already decided the winner of the competition-. It's ridiculous. Since I will cover my face with this, I will not know who is making what."





  And then he pulled it over his face. He's trying to prove it's a perfect blind test.





  And so, the giant hourglass was flipped by the hands of the organizers.





  Tak-.





  Seureureureu-.





  Finally, it was placed upside down on the platform and began to drop sand.
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  As the sand fell, people moved in perfect unison.





  They moved their feet, their faces flushed, to be the first to use the limited time and materials.





  ━"I grabbed this first-! Why don't you use those pebbles or materials over there-!"





  ━"What, you bastard?"





  As I was carefully observing this chaotic construction process, Luna pointed at the people with her finger.


  


  "Hassan, look at that-. There are so many interesting people-! It looks like there are some from Ideope too-!"





  "Yeah."





  Amidst all that, my eyes searched for Elfriede. 





  Elfriede found a suitable empty lot, piled up all the prepared materials first, and then began construction.





  The audience sat comfortably and watched the process. Some might wonder what's so fun about watching construction, but-.





  ━"Wow, some guys already have their pillars up, huh? Who is it? That guy, is it Mario the Plumber?"





  ━"I don't know. But everyone's building a house in no time-!"


 


  Since this theme, along with the rule changes, emphasized the speed of house construction, there was a certain enjoyment in watching the structures go up so quickly.





  As many people were drawn to the various acrobatic-like techniques, Elfriede also garnered attention in several ways.





  ━"Look at that-. Is that a Goblin hut-?"





  ━"Well-. Whatever it is, it's not winning, that's for sure."





  Elfriede's shabby, hut-like house actually caught many people's eyes.





  I felt a bit embarrassed for some reason, but Elfriede's expression, as she busily hammered away and wiped the sweat from her brow, was quite serious.





  And so, half a day passed-.





  Seureureuk, ttuk-.





  When the sand in the hourglass had completely fallen, a woman wearing a monocle spoke.





  "Please stop working now. Any further touching of the works will result in disqualification."





  The noisy sounds that had been loudly spreading throughout the venue suddenly subsided.





  ━"Damn it-, I still haven't put the roof on."





  ━"I was just about to put the Door on and it would've been finished, but...."





  Only the faint sounds of artisans who couldn't complete their works within the allotted time expressing their regret could be heard.





  "Now, all participants, please exit to the special seating area."





  The people who had just been building houses rushed out towards the special seating area. 





  I looked for Elfriede's face, and Elfriede, with her bangs and face completely drenched in sweat, had a remarkably relieved expression.





  It seemed she liked the hut she had built.





  No matter how I looked at it, it didn't seem like it would win....





  Seuk-.





  Just then, Sibellos, who had been sitting in his chair, took off the helmet he was wearing.





  "Twenty-one thousand six hundred seconds. Six hours have passed, so I can take off my helmet now. Well then, shall we take a look at the works?"





  Sibellos, the judge of this competition, stood facing the houses that had sprung up everywhere. The first thing he saw was a beehive, where hexagons clustered together to form a spherical shape.





  "A beehive...? Interesting."





  It was a giant beehive made by Doris. Although there was no honey or bees, the man, smiling as if amused by the huge beehive, said.





  "However, only the outer part is complete. Disqualified. It seems you ran out of time-. It's kindergarten level."





  "Aah-! There wasn't enough time...."





  And so, the dream of Doris, the Honey Bee Dragon, flew away.





  "Is this a house made of sweets? Who on earth would want to live in a house like this? It's not practical-. It looks like a child's toy. If it rains, the house will melt away."





  Sibellos walked around, continuously pouring out harsh criticisms on the competition entries.





  "What on earth is this? It's not a house, it's trash. No Door, no windows. It would be much better to just live on the bare ground. I'll burn it for you-."





  He even breathed fire from his mouth, Kwaaaah-, to burn down the house. What received his praise was, surprisingly, an ordinary-looking Cabin.





  A Cabin built by stacking logs.





  Sibellos, who had been looking around in front of it as if deep in thought, said.





  "This, this is quite well-made in its own way. The Door, windows, and roof are all attached without flaws. The finish is excellent. There's furniture inside too. This, I'll reserve judgment for a bit. Now, finally-."





  The moment he stood in front of the truly shabby hut, everyone's breathing momentarily stopped.





  A hut that looked like a child's toy no matter who saw it.





  Everyone secretly anticipated what kind of harsh judgment that irritable judge would deliver towards it-.





  However, compared to his continuous harsh criticisms so far, Sibellos, who had looked around the hut, said nothing.





  People, feeling curious, began to whisper, and I could hear them.





  ━"Why isn't he saying anything?"





  ━"Isn't it because it's so poorly made that it's not even worth judging?"





  ━"Well, that's true."





  As I was watching Elfriede's face crumple with tension live, Sibellos, who had gone inside the hut, lay down, stood up, and then came out, opening his mouth.





  "I have decided on the winning entry of the competition."





  The decision of the winning entry.





  The moment everyone's attention focused on those words-.





  "The winner is this nature-friendly, material-friendly Hut house. It's very well-made. In the future, such natural, raw materials will be popular. You're ahead of the trend."
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  Sibellos planted the first-place flag on the hut, which looked old, shabby, and as if a child had hastily made it. Everyone gasped at the sight.





  ━"What on earth is he talking about? What's 'natural'?"





  ━"I don't know either. When you think about it, is that old, straw-like thing actually amazing?"





  ━"Ahem, actually, I knew it. That's the style that's popular in the royal capital."





  The reactions were utterly chaotic. Half were confused, as if they didn't understand, and half were pretending to know something, showing off-.





  As if not caring about the chaotic atmosphere, Sibellos said.





  "So, who is the architect who created this work of art? I will present you with the winner's trophy. Please, step forward to the podium-."





  At those words, someone slowly stood up.





  Walking awkwardly to the podium with hesitant steps, as if nervous, was the Elf with white, silvery hair, Elfriede.





  "Me, I won-. I mean, I was confident, but-."





  Elfriede was hesitant like that, but the judge Sibellos, who had called her out, visibly stiffened his expression in an instant.





  He asked.





  "You, who on earth are you? You're the one who made this? That can't be...."





  And then he even denied it, as if it wasn't reality. His eyes were busy looking at the audience seats and the special seating area where the competition participants sat.





  What his eyes were searching for was probably his son, Belhaus.





  I could almost hear the Mheuh-heu-heu- laughter of a Nymph in my ears.





  This was Paranoy's strategy.





  The art of substitution.





  Sibellos asked again, as if he truly couldn't believe it.





  "You, you really built this hut...? Using the materials here, spending all that time, you really made *this*...?"





  "Yes, I did."





  "Good heavens...."





  Sibellos ran his hand Seuk- across his forehead.





  I could tell what he was thinking.





  He must have thought that hut was the house his son, Belhaus, had built. 





  He probably never imagined there would be another architect besides his son who would spend so much time and effort to build such a hideous structure. 





  He must have confidently accepted the blind judging requested by the Nymph Relief Foundation because he was sure he could recognize the house his son built, even with his eyes and ears covered.





  But it wasn't his son Belhaus who built the hut, it was Elfriede.





  That's why he couldn't help but be flustered.





  Of course, only Elfriede, unaware of this fact, merely furrowed her brows.





  "What, is there a problem or something...."





  "No, it's not that-. What on earth-. Hmm, uh, anyway, I understand. Then, all participants, please stand in front of the works you have created."





  At Sibellos's words, after he had collected his thoughts, everyone stood in front of the structures they had built. Of course, the dragon's eyes were directed towards his son.





  A boy who looked about ten years old, Belhaus, stood in front of the Cabin. It was that ordinary Cabin that the judge had uniquely praised earlier.





  At that sight, Sibellos narrowed his brows.





  "Belhaus-. You're the one who built that Cabin...? I thought you didn't even know how to put up pillars-."





  "I practiced hard-. To be recognized by my father-. Even though I was disqualified, I still received some praise, so I feel good."





  "Ha...."





  The dragon let out a deep sigh. His eyes were looking at the boy's palms, which were so rough that calluses had torn and blood was visible. Then, he closed his eyes as if resigned.





  "Originally, I should have given the victory to that Cabin. But..., I tripped myself up. This shouldn't have happened. I fell for my own trick."





  The man, who had spoken with a growl, now turned his eyes towards me.





  "I wondered what kind of person you were, being quite well-known among dragons-. And you even put me in such a difficult position-. Indeed, it is Hassan-nim. This time, it is your victory."





  Suddenly, I became the victor.





  I didn't really do anything, but-.





  "The title of Dragon, I will bestow it upon you all."





  Anyway, winning the title of Dragon was a good thing. However, Elfriede, at this incomprehensible conversation, rather furrowed her brows as if displeased.





  "What, what are you talking about?"





  But in a competition where everyone had committed fraud.





  No one told the truth.











  *      *      *











  "Look here, Hassan-! What happened back then is in the newspaper-! Landlord Dragon Sibellos-. Competition rigging scandal-. He's going to return all his positions, titles, and peerages-! It seems most of his assets will be put up for auction-!"





  As I woke up in the morning and finished my meal, Luna burst open my Door, holding a newspaper article. 





  It detailed the incident where Sibellos manipulated the competition to pass on the title of Dragon to his son, and the inside story behind it.





  Nearly 3,000 Gold of his assets were going up for auction, they said-.





  "And look at this-! Hassan, it says Hassan preemptively grasped and shattered all those conspiracies, sounding an alarm against a society where wealth and assets are inherited-!"





  "...Really?"





  It seems the rumor in the world was that I had defeated the wicked Dragon Sibellos. 





  Me, breaking down the inheritance of wealth and assets. There probably aren't many guys on this Gaia continent who benefited from their parents as much as I did.





  Paranoy must have pulled some strings with the press.





  As I was making a slightly bitter face, Luna, who had chwarareuk closed the newspaper, said.





  "So Elfriede, that girl, decided to return the title of Dragon after all? She wanted to be a Dragon so badly. What a waste. Should I take it?"





  "I don't know. She gets angry when I talk about it. I couldn't even ask her."





  Anyway, in an official setting, Elfriede inherited Sibellos's title of 'Dragon'. Fairy Dragon Elfriede. 





  That was Elfriede's new title as a newly ascended Dragon, but Elfriede, seemingly displeased with the fact that there was some kind of conspiracy she was unaware of, and that she got caught up in it and inadvertently gained the title of Dragon, truly raged like fire.





  ━"Huh-? Did you think I'd be happy if I achieved my goal through such cowardly means? Huh?"





  It was almost enough to set the entire Altmer city ablaze. 





  Since I understood Elfriede's feelings, I couldn't even make excuses. 





  Thanks to that, for the past few days, I had to massage Elfriede's shoulders and go through all sorts of trouble to appease her anger.





  Even today, I have to help Elfriede with her market shopping.





  So I cleared my entire schedule for this afternoon.





  "Hassan-! Don't fall behind, come straight-!"





  "Yeah-."





  Being Elfriede's porter is tiring. She doesn't go out often, but when she does, she buys a ton of stuff, so it takes a long time.





  Why is waiting for women to shop so boring? 





  For me now, this boredom is a greater pain than the spears and swords of attacking bandits.





  "Hassan, what do you think? Which scarf suits me better here? This is crimson red, and this is garnet red."





  What's the difference? I don't know. To me, they both just looked red. So I racked my brain and gave a plausible answer.





  "Elfriede, you look pretty in anything. You can wear either."





  "Don't talk nonsense. Look properly, quickly."





  Damn it-.





  I just want to sit down and rest somewhere.





  Elfriede, looking at me like that, said as if she had no choice.





  "Alright, then let's just pick this and go sit down and rest somewhere."





  "Oh yeah. There's a park nearby. Let's go there."





  "Why are you so happy? Do you hate shopping with me that much?"





  "No, it's not that. Anyway, let's go to the park."





  Sitting on the bench like that, a cool breeze blew, and I felt really good. As I enjoyed the breeze for a while, watching the kids playing in the street, Elfriede said.





  "You, you're being punished today, so behave yourself."





  "Okay."





  "Did you think I'd be happy if I became a Dragon in such a cowardly way?"





  "...."





  "Even if you don't help, I'll manage it with my own strength. There's no need to cause trouble by pretending to help, that's what I mean."





  "Yeah, I get it. I was wrong."





  At times like this, it's better to just apologize and get it over with than to be proud. A quick apology. This is my ultimate technique as Hassan, the married man.





  As I offered a quick apology, Elfriede glanced at me Seuk with a displeased look. Then, with a small sigh, she said.





  "Yeah, well-. Still, I'll accept the sentiment gratefully. Thanks, ya-."





  "What?"





  "That, I said thanks-. Because it seems you're still thinking of me. Ah, I don't know. Anyway, I've said all I have to say."





  To think the day would come when Elfriede would thank me again. Had this girl grown in many ways too? As I was feeling a renewed sense of surprise, she added a few more words.





  "In the end, I couldn't become a Dragon. Well, building houses wasn't really my thing anyway. I prefer destroying things over creating them."





  "I figured as much. Since you're a Flame Wizard."





  "I don't know either-. More importantly, why are you looking around so much? Are you waiting for someone?"





  At Elfriede's question, my body trembled heumchit.





  "Waiting, for whom-."





  "I told you to clear your schedule to spend time only with me today. If Luna or Hippolyte butt in, you're really in for it."





  Elfriede said that and then stretched languidly. Towards us, someone was Seuk seuk approaching.





  "To meet again in a place like this-. What a coincidence."





  It was a handsome man with a rather stern impression and horns on his forehead. It was Sir Sibellos, whom I had met at the competition a while ago. 





  I wondered what business he had here in Sodomora. Beside him, his son Belhaus was seen holding cotton candy.





  However, unlike Sibellos, who greeted us cheerfully, I felt quite uneasy about this reunion. After all, we hadn't met under good circumstances.





  But Elfriede, who was closer to being a victim in this matter, spoke to them as if nothing was wrong.





  "What brings you to Sodomora?"





  "Tourism. Thanks to you esteemed individuals, I no longer have any positions or titles-. So I have nothing to do but enjoy myself like this...."





  The gaze jirit- glaring at me was a bit stinging. But the boy Belhaus, eating cotton candy beside him, was very innocent.





  "Sodomora's cotton candy, indeed, it's as delicious as the rumors say!"


  


  So it seems.





  "Well then, we'll be going now-."





  I thought there would be more conversation, but Sibellos simply bowed lightly and turned away from us. Well, what more was there to say to each other?





  However, Elfriede asked, speaking to his back.





  "If you give up the title of Dragon, what do you become? Just a big lizard?"





  It was a rather rude question, but Sibellos, who had paused for a moment, turned around and replied surprisingly lightly.





  "Well-. What am I now-. Just, an ordinary father, on his day off, buying cotton candy for his only son, perhaps-."





  "Hmph-."





  "There are things that only become visible once you let go. Your role is something you define yourself. Of course, the 'you' that others see is important too, but-."





  With those incomprehensible and abstruse words, the father and son distanced themselves from us. I don't know why, but that father and son looked surprisingly happy. So, did it turn out well?





  Anyway, that wasn't important to me right now.





  Today, I had something prepared for Elfriede. There were people I was supposed to meet around here at this time, but I don't know why they haven't shown up.





  Elfriede said.





  "Shall we get up now?"





  "Hmm, no, let's sit a little longer before we go. Just a little-."





  "Hassan, I don't have time. I have five more shops to visit this afternoon."





  "No, really, just a little-."





  So, as I was anxiously looking around in all directions-.





  In the distance, something began to appear. It was a group of people holding up something resembling a long banner.





  A diverse group of people, young and old, men and women, quickly surrounded us, holding placards filled with words.





  "What, what is this-."





  Elfriede trembled pareureu as if flustered. Just then, someone among the people said.





  "Long live Elfriede-nim, the Great Good Dragon of Sodomora...!"





  "Long live Elfriede-nim, the Most Beautiful and Strong Cool Dragon-!"





  "What, what kind of trick is this-. What are you doing? Hassan, what did you do again-!"





  Elfriede, her face flushed red with embarrassment and shame, grabbed me by the collar. Of course, I could only gasp for breath, keok keok, and make excuses.





  "I didn't do it-. Those people, they said they wanted to do it voluntarily. Because you, this time, distributed house-building materials and fixed things in my name-."


  


  "Guh-uh-uh... Good Dragon Elfriede, Cool Dragon Elfriede, what on earth is this-. Seriously, I can't even set them on fire-."





  Elfriede pressed her palm to her forehead as if truly embarrassed. However, she didn't seem entirely displeased with people revering her as a Dragon.





  As proof, those honest and cool ears were flushed red and twitching up and down.





  Umjjil umjjil-.





  To think that Elfriede, who had once been ostracized as an arsonist, would now receive thanks from the people she had shown kindness to.





  It's probably just her receiving thanks for the donations and volunteer work she did in my name all this time-. 





  Of course, I didn't say such words out loud.





  It was enough to simply enjoy this languid peacefulness.





  "Long live Elfriede-nim, the Strongest and Most Beautiful Dragon-!"
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Side Story - The Stranger # 1

















  Many people live in my mansion.





  ━Dorang-dorang, dorang-mul-.





  ━Gaeul-gaeul, gaeul-mul-.





  ━Hoeee, just when on earth will the new song be released...? 





  Starting from the tiny and noisy Nymphs-.





  ━Nothing unusual on watch-. I mean, who'd be crazy enough to sneak into this mansion anyway? Instead of standing guard, let's just sit back and shoot the shit-. Don't you think so, Anxious?





  ━Somnia, we should at least do enough work to earn our salary.





  The former priests from the Pluto Cult who are in charge of security-.





  ━Hiooong-.





  ━Miooong-.





  ━Keureureureu-.





  From Spiders with eight legs each to a large three-headed dog. 





  Regardless of species, race, or nationality, many individuals live side by side, going about their daily lives.





  They live quite diligently, experiencing various incidents and commotions every single day.





  Now, if I had to pick the person who lives the busiest life among them, it would be Paranoy, but-. 





  Among those excluding Paranoy, the person suffering under the most heavy workload is undoubtedly that person.





  Her name is Hippolyte Heavensinger.





  She is an active Gold-tier adventurer of the Mars Guild, the former leader of the Virgin Corps, and a female warrior of the era who has recently been active in numerous battlefields and continental crises.





  It is said that the tip of her sword is so fast it's invisible, earning her the nickname "The Absurdity of the Battlefield," but. 





  One of Hippolyte's greatest talents was actually her administrative ability at the table, rather than in field combat.





  "There is a mountain of documents to process by the afternoon."





  Because of that, Hippolyte suffered through piles of paperwork and overtime every day. I visited her private office and asked.





  "Did the Mars Guild leave you more work today as well...?"





  "Yeah. Those guild bastards-. I'm supposed to be on maternity leave. Can't they handle this level of work on their own?"





  Even as she grumbles like that, she breezes through more than twice the work of others, so from the perspective of those giving her the work, it saves time, the processing is certain, and it's a relief.





  In fact, when Paranoy is busy with things like the Nymph Grand Festival, Hippolyte takes charge of important items such as the household's finances, operations, and security.





  In the midst of all that, I, well-. I'm listed as the master of the house in name only, but I actually don't do anything. 





  So my daily routine consists of just wandering around the mansion and watching what people are doing under the pretext of "patrolling."





  "Hassan, did you come to play again today?"





  "I guess so."





  Lately, I've been coming to Hippolyte's office often. 





  Luna's workshop was crowded and noisy, so it wasn't fun to watch, and Friede has also been hooked on science books lately, reading all day long, so that wasn't fun either. 





  In the meantime, watching Hippolyte, who has a wide variety of reactions to many things, was quite entertaining.





  "Ugh-."





  Just then, Hippolyte narrowed her brow slightly while signing a document.





  "Are you feeling unwell somewhere?"





  "No, the child in my womb just kicked me. This little one, hitting their mother. They already seem to have plenty of parricidal violent tendencies. I wonder who they take after-."





  And then she glanced at me, making my heart skip a beat. Then Hippolyte laughed lightly, "Fufu-," and added, "It's a joke."





  Hippolyte isn't very good at joking.





  Anyway, the child was growing quite healthily and smoothly. Since the mother, Hippolyte, was such a healthy person.





  Actually, she's so healthy it's a problem.





  She's now in her 7th month of pregnancy.





  Even to me, a man, her belly had swollen enough that it looked quite difficult to move around, but Hippolyte went about her work and did the marketing as if it were nothing.





  I think it would be better for her to rest at home....





  "If I don't move my body, I feel like my life is rusting away. I prefer to be doing something."





  Hippolyte gave me the above refusal to my suggestion that she rest comfortably at home. Since she was someone whose usual activity level was enormous, it seems she simply cannot stay still.





  "Well, Ignoi is helping me a lot with the uncomfortable things."





  Saying so, Hippolyte gently stroked the head of Ignoi, who was sitting quietly in a chair. 





  Then Ignoi opened her narrow eyes like a sleepy cat and murmured softly.





  "Baby. I hope it's born soon. Polynoy."





  "Ignoi-ya, the baby's name isn't Polynoy. Since it's not a Nymph."





  It seems Polynoy is a fetal name created in the Nymph style by taking after Hippolyte's name. Anyway, to the people of the mansion, Hippolyte and my child were the most important subject of interest. 





  When the child would be born, whether it would be a son or a daughter-. What kind of child they would grow up to be, and so on-.





  While I was lost in thought, Hippolyte put down her pen and stretched lazily.





  "Uuuu, even if you don't get impatient, we'll meet when the time passes, Hassan."





  "I'm not particularly impatient. It's just that Hippolyte-nim seems to be having a hard time. You can't even move around freely and all...."





  "That is true. It's already been two months since I've held a sword. Not that I've had any reason to hold one-. Look at my palms. All the calluses have disappeared."





  Hippolyte's palms, which she held out, looked truly soft without a single callus. 





  But strictly speaking, even when she was holding a sword, she had soft palms without a single callus.





  Anyway, it was true that she hadn't held a sword for several months.





  The world was peaceful enough that Hippolyte had no reason to hold a sword, and most matters were handled by Antiope, who could be called her successor.





  Seuseuk, seuseuseuk-.





  Just then, light footsteps were heard from outside Hippolyte's office. There are few people I know who walk with such a light stride.





  "Melanippe, Auntie is here-!"





  Peulleok-.





  Someone entered, roughly pulling back the curtain used for the office. 





  The owner of this light voice, which sounded almost frivolous, is Antiope.





  "What, Hassan was here too?"





  "Hello."





  "Now, Auntie is here. Have you been doing well?"





  Antiope, who had casually accepted my greeting, approached Hippolyte and spoke toward her belly. 





  "Auntie missed you-."





  Antiope was the person among us who showed the most interest in Hippolyte's child, and she had already arbitrarily given it the name Melanippe and was calling it that by herself.





  "Auntie picked some flowers on the way here to give to her niece/nephew. Ta-da-."





  Antiope pulled out colorful spring flowers from between her half-open zipper and large breasts. Hippolyte took them and roughly stuck them into a water bottle sitting on the desk.





  "Flowers again. Bring something to eat instead. I want to eat fruit."





  The water bottle was already full of wildflowers that Antiope seemed to have picked.





  Hippolyte asked.





  "Did you handle the work well?"





  "It wasn't even worth calling 'handling.' I was bored to death. I had high hopes since they were said to be famous bandits these days. They weren't even good practice targets for testing my new ultimate move. My tattoos have increased after such a long time, though."





  Seuk-. Antiope unzipped her top and showed her back. On Antiope's back, shapes of lightning and fire were drawn like magic spells.





  "Is there no news about stronger guys? Intense fighting, struggle-! The battlefield calls to me, but the world is too peaceful. Won't some barbarians invade the kingdom from somewhere?"





  At Antiope's lament that she was bored to death, Hippolyte firmly shook her head.





  "That won't happen. It's a rare era of great peace. For at least a few years, it will be a very boring, golden age of not swords and spears."





  "Heng-. It's really dull. I wonder when my niece/nephew will be born-. Melanippe, Auntie will shower you with love, so let's see you soon-. Auntie will change your diapers and play with you-."





  "You'll have to wait at least three more months."





  In this way, Hippolyte's day draws to a close amidst the concerned care of many people.











  *      *      *











  Evening.





  After finishing a meal with everyone and strolling through the garden to get some cool air, a tingling-tingling- fighting spirit from somewhere vibrated against the back of my neck.





  The direction was toward the mansion's training ground.





  "What is it."





  Feeling suspicious, I went to the training ground and found a woman holding a sword standing alone in the middle of the brightly lit sparring area, pointing her blade toward the empty air.





  She was Hippolyte.





  Hippolyte was raising her tension as if sparring with something while pointing her sword into the empty air.





  Seuseu, seuseuseuseuseu-.





  Around the time the sand and gravel nearby began to tremble from the fighting spirit she emitted.





  Seueuk-.





  "Ha-!"





  With a short, single shout, Hippolyte vigorously swung down the sword she had raised to her head. The sound of the blade cutting through the air, "suaaak-," particularly pierces the ears.





  It's a flawless crown strike (Scheitelhau). It was a movement clean enough to be included in a swordsmanship manual, but Hippolyte murmured as if she wasn't satisfied.





  "Hmph, is this all-."





  "It looked perfect to me."





  "Eh?"





  When I intervened, Hippolyte turned her head and scratched the back of her neck as if embarrassed.





  "I didn't know anyone was watching. Your ability to suppress your presence has truly become close to a divine skill (shingi), Hassan."





  "I suppose so. You seemed focused, so I didn't want to disturb you. More importantly, it was a very clean movement. Are you not satisfied with it?"





  "No, it's not that. It's just that I held a sword for the first time in so long. I can definitely feel that my weight has changed from before."





  "Your weight?"





  "Yes, it's embarrassing to say, but I've gained some weight since I haven't been moving lately. Because my weight has increased, the movement is a bit different from what I wanted."





  It's natural for things like weight to change when one becomes pregnant. Because of that, there are many cases where it puts a strain on the mother's body.





  "I can really feel my body changing from a fighting warrior to something closer to a mother. I'm a bit anxious. I don't know when enemies might attack. With this weight gain...."





  Hippolyte was stroking her slightly rounded jawline. Of course, even if she had gained weight, she was still on the slender side compared to most ordinary people. 





  Men say as a joke that when they look at themselves in the mirror, they look more handsome than they actually are, while women say they look fat.





  Seeing this, it seemed quite credible.





  "You still look slender in my eyes."





  "No. My breasts have become too large."





  Hippolyte was grumbling, but I was very happy that her breasts had become larger. Will they naturally shrink again later? If so, I think I'll be damn sad.





  However, I didn't say such things. I simply wrapped my arm around her waist and led her into the mansion.





  "Let's go in-. You need to get plenty of sleep."





  "I see. You're being unusually sweet-."





  "I've always been sweet."





  It was the next morning after I had guided Hippolyte to her bedroom and also went to sleep in my own.





  "Kyaaaaaaaaaak-!"





  No, it was dawn, a bit too early to be called morning. I snapped awake at a scream that seemed to pierce my ears. 





  Living beings were instinctively tuned to immediately recognize a woman's scream.





  So I hurriedly got dressed and went out into the hallway. The scream had come from, presumably, Hippolyte's bedroom. 





  Did Hippolyte scream? 





  To think that the Hippolyte would scream. 





  It was a scene I couldn't even imagine, but the high, sharp scream was definitely hers, and the direction it came from was also toward her bedroom.





  "Are you alright...? What's going on...!?"





  Wondering if something had gone wrong, I threw open the door to Hippolyte's bedroom with a pounding heart.





  "Hassan, s-something terrible has happened-!"





  When I opened the door, Hippolyte, more flustered than ever before, grabbed my arm and spoke incoherently.





  "It's terrible-! It was stolen-. It must have been stolen-! Oh my god, it's a disaster-! A disaster-. Euuuu-."





  Hippolyte was half-crazed. 





  The only other time she had been this out of her mind was when the Mars Guild's stock was targeted by short-selling speculators and showed a massive downward trend.





  I pressed firmly on the pressure point in her palm to calm her down and asked.





  "What happened? Did you lose your stock certificates or something?"





  "No-. It's much worse-. It's gone-. The baby, the baby is gone-. The baby...."





  "The baby is gone?"





  I frowned at Hippolyte's nonsensical story. 





  Just then, Hippolyte lifted her loose maternity dress up. Then, I saw an astonishing sight.





  Her belly, which had been noticeably swollen until just last night, had become as slender as a model on a strict diet.





  "No, what on earth is this-."





  "The baby was stolen-! Otherwise, it's just impossible-."





  Because Hippolyte was shedding thick tears, my mind went blank. Checking the pulse at her wrist, it didn't seem like a miscarriage....





  It felt as if the very existence of the child had completely vanished overnight.





  Tadat, tadadadadat-.





  Right then, all the people of the mansion who had heard the scream came running and gathered one by one in Hippolyte's room, rubbing their sleepy eyes.





  "That was a very Nymph-hating scream-ssi.... What on earth is happening from early morning...? Has the Mars Guild's stock price become scrap paper-ssi...?"





  The first among them to notice the anomaly was Doris.





  "Aat-! The mother's belly has become hollow-! The baby, the baby is gone-!"





  At those words, the mansion was thrown into an uproar. Hippolyte incoherently explained the situation that had happened to her to all of them. Hearing it, everyone was greatly flustered.





  "Everyone, look for it-! If there's a baby thief, they surely haven't been able to leave this mansion yet-!"





  At Doris's growling, Luna stroked Hippolyte's belly with her palm as if she couldn't understand.





  "Is it some kind of curse? Is this possible? The child that was in the womb, their karma is completely-. How.... No, that's not it. Now is not the time to be like this-! We have to do something-!"





  Luna also quickly regained her senses. And then she spoke coldly toward Hippolyte, who was crying uncontrollably.





  "Hippolyte-! Now is not the time to be crying-! We have to find out what happened-! Is there anything you can think of? Just what on earth happened-!"





  "...I don't know."
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  It was the first time I had seen Hippolyte so helpless. So, while everyone was becoming extremely depressed, Friede, who had been standing with her arms crossed and a serious face, spoke up.





  "With Hassan's power-."





  Everyone's ears turned toward Friede's lips.





  "With Hassan's power, he can turn back time. What happened to the child-. It might work if he turns back time...."





  At Friede's words, we all fell into a brief silence. Just as Friede said, it might be a matter of simply rewinding time.





  However, rewinding time comes with a heavy price.





  But, if Hippolyte were to ask me to turn back time now, it was certain that I wouldn't be able to refuse. I was also quite shocked by the sudden disappearance of my child.





  So, it was at that moment when I was thinking of the watch I had sealed away a long time ago in my heart.





  ━Keong-keong-.





  "It's Keong-keong-! Keong-keong seems to have found something-!"





  Moving busily, we found a small girl in Keong-keong's luxurious private bedroom, which was plastered with gold.





  "Geureureureu-!"





  She was a girl who growled like a wild beast.
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Side Story - The Stranger # 2














  When we stepped into Keongkeong the Wolf Spider's golden bedroom, we could find a small girl among the golden silks.





  She was a girl with a small physique, her brownish hair with a blackish tinge tied back with a ribbon. 





  Her skin was on the pale side, but her clothes were just golden silks she had roughly wrapped around her body.





  Her face was very round, as a child's would be. 





  She must have been around five to seven years old. I'm not good at guessing ages because I'm not close with young children.





  『Geureueueu-.』





  Anyway, the girl lowered her stance and showed fierce wariness towards us, like a stray Cat caught hiding in a warehouse.





  『Geureureureureu-!』





  The growling sound was unmistakably that of a wild beast, rather than a child's. Just as I wondered who it was, Luna asked.





  "Keongkeong-a, what on earth happened? And who is that girl?"





  ━Keongkeong-.





  "You don't know either? You're saying when you came to your senses, she was in your room?"





  ━Hioong-.





  Thanks to the girl suddenly discovered in Keongkeong's bedroom, Keongkeong also seemed to be feeling awkward. I understand, as Keongkeong, like a Wolf Spider, is sensitive about his territory.





  "Hey, who are you? Where did you come from? First, come out here-."





  Luna extended her hand towards the girl crouching in the corner.





  "Geureureu-!"





  As if trying to refuse Luna's hand, the girl struggled fiercely. 





  However, Luna had recently undergone various trainings and chugged nectar, becoming as strong and fast as any formidable strong person. Grabbing a child's hand was, in other words, easy for her.





  "Jap-atda-!"





  "......!"





  When Luna subdued the girl as if embracing her, the unidentified wild girl struggled fiercely and hissed in all directions. 





  Watching that sight from beside, Antiope stroked her own chin as if something came to mind and said.





  "Hey, she's just like my old self. When I was abandoned in the jungle, I was exactly like this, like a wild beast. And, her appearance also really resembles someone-. But, she won't stay still, so I can't tell who."





  "Her resistance is incredibly strong-! She's just a child, why is she so strong-?"





  Luna breathed roughly, as if controlling the girl was difficult. 





  Then, when the girl bit Luna's wrist area, which was wrapped around her neck, with a *kak-* sound, Luna screamed and let go of her.





  "Apaa-! That kid, that kid bit me!"





  "She's a very violent child-imnidat...! She's definitely seven years old-imnidat...! She's in her terrible sevens-imnidat...! And, this Paranoy knows how to handle a seven-year-old child-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy took out something from the coin purse hanging from his waist, towards the girl who had hidden even deeper into the corner of the room.





  It was candy.





  "If there's candy, luring a child is as easy as eating cake-imnidat...!"





  Paranoy, who spoke confidently, slowly held out the candy placed on his palm to the jungle girl. 





  "......."





  Whether she was wary of the round thing held in Paranoy's palm, the girl gave an even sharper, axe-like gaze, but that was only for a moment.





  Pat-.





  The girl hit the candy held in Paranoy's hand with her palm, sending it to the floor. That was a clear refusal.





  Seeing the candy fallen to the floor and shattering into pieces, Paranoy was indignant.





  "She's a damn annoying brat-imnidat...! Since it's come to this, this Paranoy has no choice but to deploy the Black Brotherhood-imnidat...!"





  The Black Brotherhood was a covert operations unit personally selected and trained by Paranoy. So to speak, it could be said to be like a ninja thief assassin squad.





  To call out such ruthless guys, capable of stealing candy from a crying child's mouth. No matter how annoying that little kid was, that was a bit crossing the line.





  "Black Brotherhood, co-o-o-me-!"





  So I covered Paranoy's mouth, who was trying to summon his shadow unit.





  "I'll try."





  "Hassan-nim, what on earth are you trying to do-imnidat...?"
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  "Well, just watch first."





  Honestly, I wasn't confident in handling a child, but. 





  I felt like I somewhat understood why that kid was holed up in Keongkeong's room and didn't want to leave.





  Seueuk-.





  I put my hand into my pocket and pulled out a round, sparkling golden coin. It was a coin.





  1 Gold.





  It was a new gold coin, without a single scratch.





  "......."




  Seeing that, the child's eyes for a moment colored with a complex mix of emotions. I couldn't say for sure, but I could feel that what I had thought was slowly coming true.




  Moving the coin held in my hand slowly from left to right, and right to left, I spoke.




  "You like gold, don't you? That's why you're in this gold-filled room, right? Well then, this will be even better. This is real gold. If you behave, I might even give this to you...."




  Speaking in a soft, coaxing voice so she wouldn't be wary, I approached the girl. 




  Her gaze was fixed on the golden coin in my hand, and she moved her head left and right, so she didn't seem to pay much attention to me approaching.




  Four steps-.




  Three steps-.




  Two steps-.




  And so, finally, a situation where only one step's distance remained.




  In that tense moment, what moved first was the child. She reached out her hand as if to grab the gold coin held in my hand.




  "Caught you-."




  I grabbed that arm and pulled her towards me.




  "......!"




  Only then, whether she realized she had fallen into a trap, the child struggled vigorously. However, it was futile. 




  Even if she could escape Luna's embrace, there was no being in this world who could escape mine. But when I placed the gold coin held in my hand onto her palm-.




  "......."




  The child, who had been struggling until just now, surprisingly became quiet instantly.




  She just looked at the gold coin held in her hand here and there, or bit it with her small teeth, that's all she did. Watching that sight, Luna asked with her mouth wide open, as if it was amazing.




  "She became quiet-! Hassan, how did you do it? How did you know she likes money?"




  "No, it's just, Keongkeong's room has a lot of golden wallpaper and silks, right? She seemed like she didn't want to leave there-. So I figured she liked gold."




  Everyone likes gold.




  Me too.




  Though I didn't show it, I liked gold more than double others, and this child also seemed to be the same.




  "You like gold, don't you? That's why you came into Keongkeong's room here and didn't want to leave, right?"




  Jjalang, Jjalang.




  I took out even more gold coins from my pocket, captivating the child's mind. Watching the child thus quieted down, Elfriede opened her slender eyes.




  "So, where did this kid come from? Is she a lost child?"




  "The mansion's security is excellent-imnidat...! It's not a place where one can just enter as they please, simply because they want to-imnidat...!"




  As Paranoy said, the mansion's security was excellent.




  Various barriers were spread out overlappingly, and fearsome guards were patrolling the entrance and walls in shifts without gaps.




  Moreover, for a lost child to invade Keongkeong's room, which was used as a treasure vault even within the mansion, was an impossible story.




  But she did it.




  What kind of kid is she?




  It was when I was observing the situation with narrowed eyes, feeling that way.




  "......."




  The girl, who had been fondling the gold coin for a while, perhaps found the gazes directed at her burdensome, and soon hid herself behind someone's waist as if to cover her face. 




  That sight was exactly like a rabbit hidden between trees, avoiding a hunter.




  "Eum-?"




  Of course, here, the tree was Hippolyte.




  The girl hid herself behind Hippolyte's thigh. Watching that sight, Antiope drew out her words with a Hee-eh- sound.




  "This little kid, she seems to like unnie?"




  Hippolyte, whose mind had been clouded by the shock of her child suddenly disappearing from her belly, also seemed quite bewildered by this situation.




  "Strangely, I do feel a sense of familiarity."




  "Perhaps, isn't it the niece/nephew from unnie's belly?"




  "What nonsense...."




  At Antiope's reasonable question, Hippolyte shook her head as if it was nonsense. However, Antiope presented an additional opinion.




  "Originally, the births of demigods or pure-blooded gods are extraordinary, aren't they? Minerva, the Goddess of Wisdom, was even born by splitting Jupiter-nim's head."




  "So Antiope, you're saying my child was born a few months early and even grew up this much...?"




  Hippolyte, in turn, grabbed the waist of the girl who was holding onto her own waist, and lifted her into the air.




  "......."




  Whether she disliked her legs leaving the floor, the child whined a little, but when held in Hippolyte's hand, she surprisingly became quiet without struggling.




  Matching the girl's eye level with her own, Hippolyte parted her lips.




  "Surely not-."




  "Now that I think about it, she truly looks like Hippolyte-! Her hair tied back, and her eyes are brown too-!"




  It was as Luna said.




  Only then, when I carefully examined the girl's face, which neither growled nor struggled, did I see that they truly resembled each other enough to say she was a miniature version of Hippolyte.






  *     *     *










  What we did first was to wash this unidentified kid's body and dress her in proper clothes.  


  


  ━Keongkeong-.




  For clothes, using the golden silk thread Keongkeong possessed, we appropriately made a sleeveless dress and a cardigan. Keongkeong is as good with his hands as I am, so he makes clothes well.




  "......."




  Of course, the child frowned and pulled at her sleeves as if the clothes wrapping around her body were stifling, but soon, when Hippolyte warned her, saying, "You shouldn't do that," she surprisingly became quiet.




  Having washed and dressed the child like that, we decided to take her to the dining hall.




  Because there wasn't much better an act than serving food and dishes to ease wariness. 




  Dalgak-. A plate with Salisbury steak, a fried egg, and a few french fries, things a child would like, was placed on the table.




  "......!"




  At the food, from which hot steam was rising profusely, the child showed an easy-to-understand reaction. 




  Wagu, Wagu-.




  Whether she was extremely hungry, she was busy hurriedly picking up the food placed on the plate with her own hands and putting it into her mouth.




  Rather than a cultured human meal, wasn't it closer to a beast's hunt? 




  The sight of her eating food with bare hands, without even looking at the forks and knives, was exactly like the Samarians in the rumors.




  "To devour a Nymph's set meal in an instant, she must have been extremely hungry-imnidat...! She's exactly like someone who hasn't eaten for days-imnidat...!"




  Still, at the sight of her eating well, we felt a slight relief.


  


  "So, what should we do? Is she really Hippolyte's daughter? If we ask Mother, we might know."




  Luna crossed her arms as if feeling regret. As Luna said, if we asked Lady Nox-nim, the Great Mother of Night, the matter would likely be resolved quickly, but-. 




  As far as I know, Lady Nox-nim was recently taking intermittent long sleeps to regain her power. Once she falls asleep, we shouldn't carelessly wake her.




  Then what should we do?




  We first examined Hippolyte's complexion, as the child was following her well. 




  Hippolyte took out a handkerchief from her bosom and was wiping the sauce and such from the child's mouth with a *seukseuk* sound.




  "It seems you haven't learned manners about how to eat yet."




  "......."




  Her panicked state, which had made the entire mansion echo loudly with screams early in the morning, also seemed considerably stable.




  "Antiope's words might not be complete nonsense. For some reason, I feel a sense of familiarity. Is she really my daughter...?"




  Hippolyte also seemed uncertain about the girl's identity.




  In the end, we decided to keep the child with us until Lady Nox-nim woke from her sleep. 




  Even if we said we were keeping her, the child was just following closely behind Hippolyte, holding onto her waist. That sight was exactly like a chick following its mother.




  "Indeed, now that I see, despite being a young child, she possesses excellent divine power-imnidat...! It's certain that she is Hassan-nim's child-imnidat...!"




  "Even in this Doris's eyes, there are signs she will grow up to be a very excellent Kore-! Her features are distinct, and she will clearly become a pretty girl-!"




  The Nymphs were favorable towards the child. Even the quiet Ignoi went so far as to stroke the child's head and offer a greeting.




  "Polynoi-. Nice to meet you-."




  "The child's name is not Polynoi, it's Hassan the Junior-imnidat...!"




  "For a girl's name to be Hassan the Junior, this Doris cannot tolerate that-! In this Doris's opinion, the name Honeybee seems more fitting-!"




  "A girl's name is Honeybee, don't you think that's even stranger-imnidat...?"




  It's noisy.




  It was when I was digging in one ear.




  "Aen-."




  The girl, who until now had been uttering no words other than growling sounds, opened her mouth to say something. At that, all of us sent our gazes towards the girl hidden behind Hippolyte's waist.




  Hippolyte lifted the girl by her waist and asked.




  "What did you say-?"




  "Diane-."




  Diane.




  That seemed to be the girl's name.
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  The name of the girl who suddenly appeared is Diane.





  Thinking there might be a mother who lost a girl named Diane, I sent out inquiries throughout all of Sodomora.





  "It seems there are no missing children named Diane anywhere-ssi...!"





  "I see."





  In the end, we decided to take in this child named Diane. Though taking her in mostly meant Hippolyte taking her around, teaching her various things, and looking after her.





  "I am certain Diane is my daughter."





  Hippolyte said so as she wiped the dust off Diane's face with a handkerchief. 





  Besides, the name Diane was a name Hippolyte had already thought of as a sort of placeholder name for a daughter.





  "This is called a fork. This is a knife. With these, you can cut and eat fish or meat served on a plate like this."





  Hippolyte taught Diane everything starting from table manners. A young child is like a sponge, absorbing new knowledge like water.





  Seuk-seuk-seuk-.





  "...."





  "Good, you're doing well. Good job. You cut it well."





  "...."





  As Hippolyte gently stroked her head, Diane, seemingly in a good mood, sliced up all the meat on the plate with the knife. 





  Even though it was just cutting meat, seeing her clean, efficient knife work made it feel as if she had indeed inherited Hippolyte's skill.





  "Diane-. Come to your auntie-. I'll give you a gold coin-. A gold coin-."





  "......."





  "Gotcha-."





  Antiope, having lured her niece with a gold coin, grabbed Diane by the waist and repeatedly lifted her up and down in the air. 





  "...."





  "How is it? Fun, right! I'm playing with my niece!"





  The young girl's reaction was more lukewarm than expected, but Antiope cackled as if it were incredibly fun. In fact, rather than aunt and niece, they looked more like sisters with an age gap.





  Elfriede, who had been watching the scene from the side with a subtle gaze, finished her meal and spoke up.





  "It's noisy enough with just the Nymphs. I can't imagine how chaotic it'll be with a child too. Just look at the Nymphs. They're practically insane."





  Where Elfriede pointed with her chin, the Nymphs were indeed chattering noisily, looking half-crazed just as she said.





  "I, Doris, shall teach her every single thing a young Kore should learn-! I've already drawn up a full schedule until she's nineteen...! Honeybee-!"





  Wi-wing-wing-.





  As Doris shouted into the air, large honeybee assistants appeared carrying a fluttering dress. It was a garment shimmering in gold, quite dazzling to the eyes.





  Doris thrust the dress toward the young girl, Diane, and babbled on.





  "To become a perfect Kore, first, how to talk to animals-. How to sing at any time-. How to wear glass slippers-. How to eat a poisoned apple-. How to fall into an eternal sleep-. And you must learn how to be resurrected by a perfect kiss from a Prince-!" 





  Talking to animals, singing whenever, wearing glass slippers, eating poisoned apples, falling asleep, and kissing a Prince-.





  I felt like I was finally starting to understand the concept of the 'Kore' that Doris kept talking about. It was remarkably similar to the fairy tale princesses who are often made into dolls.





  "Special training begins today-! To become a perfect Kore, one needs practice upon practice every day without even sleeping-! First, we shall learn how to sing-!"





  Doris shouted confidently.





  Then, with a wi-wing-wing, Doris's honeybees grabbed little Diane by the waist and flew up into the air. It seemed Doris intended to take Diane somewhere.





  However, Paranoy raised an objection to that.





  "Eating a poisoned apple and waiting for a Prince-! That is a far too old-fashioned image of a Kore-ssi...!"





  "Are you saying my, Doris's, opinion is old-fashioned...?"





  "That is correct-ssi...! The world now desires an active Kore, not a passive one...! In that sense, my, Paranoy's, curriculum will educate Diane as a pioneer who achieves through a mix of leadership studies and political sociology-ssi...!"





  "That would make her a female warrior, not a Kore-!"





  "But that is the trend of the times-ssi...! They say honey water doesn't change no matter how long you leave it, but does the Nymph of honey water not know how to read the changes of the era...?"





  "I, Doris, have no idea what Paranoy of the ditch water is talking about-!"





  Chatter, chatter-.





  Doris and Paranoy made the mansion's dining room noisy with their debate over Diane's education method and direction. 





  They say Nymphs are originally friends, nannies, and teachers to young gods. It really seemed that way, as they appeared deeply interested in what kind of child Diane would grow up to be.





  However, both Doris and Paranoy were so assertive that the conversation showed no sign of ending.





  "Then we shall leave the choice to the child's mother, Hippolyte-ssi...! Between me, Paranoy, and Doris, who do you think is suitable as Diane's tutor...?"





  "Naturally, it is I, Doris-!"





  "If you choose me, Paranoy, the young girl Diane will become a ruler who governs glory and honor-ssi...! And I, Paranoy, shall become the Queen's Royal Preceptor-ssi...!"





  "Hmm-."





  Under the Nymphs' gazes, Hippolyte lowered Diane, who was held by the honeybees, to the floor and let out a light hum of contemplation.





  "Education-. She's a child who was just born, so we can think about that a bit later. The time one can simply be a child isn't as long as you'd think-."





  So it seemed. However, Paranoy and Doris did not give up.





  "Then let Diane choose for herself-ssi...!"





  "That is a good idea-!"





  In the end, Diane was placed in a situation where she had to choose either Paranoy or Doris as her teacher. 





  "...."





  I doubted whether the little kid, who had only just figured out how to hold a fork, understood the current situation. So, the Nymph that Diane, who was just blinking her round eyes blankly, chose was-.





  "Ignoi-. Good at cat's cradle-. With Keong-keong. Practiced a lot."





  It was Ignoi, who was holding a golden thread in her hand. 





  Diane chose to play with the golden thread with the gentle and quiet Nymph Ignoi rather than the noisily bickering Nymphs.





  "Agh-! I've been blindsided-ssi...!"





  "It is so-!"





  Paranoy and Doris trembled as if they had received an unexpected blow, but I realized that Diane was a smarter child than I thought.





  It seems she didn't take after me in that regard.


   








  *      *      *











  The mansion, where peaceful daily life used to repeat, changed a little.





  "Ho-eee-! You mustn't handle the vacuum cleaner so roughly-!"





  "Agh-! My, Ononoi's, precious jar has been broken-!"





  Because little Diane would wander around everywhere, watching what people were doing, or causing trouble.





  She didn't say much, but perhaps she couldn't hide the liveliness she inherited from Hippolyte; Diane roamed all over the mansion, under beds or into dark basement storerooms, increasing the workload for the nanny Nymphs.





  ━Keong-keong.





  "...."





  Of course, because Keong-keong kept a good eye on her, she didn't carelessly touch cursed objects or enter dangerous places like the dungeon. 





  "Keong-keong, you're surprisingly good at handling young children."





  ━Hiooong-. 


  


  "Muhu-hu-. I, Paranoy, shall give you a piggyback ride-ssi...! Carve the joy of standing above others into your heart from now on-ssi...!"





  "...."





  "This is the Paranoy Ferrari, inertia drift-ssi...!"





  And unexpectedly, Paranoy also played well with the child. 





  Even now, seeing him crawling on all fours with Diane on his back, roaming the hallways, it felt quite surprising.





  "I, Paranoy, am raising Diane on my back-ssi...! Hassan-nim's eldest daughter-. When you inherit a great legacy later, please be sure to remember the name of this Paranoy-ssi...!"





  It seems he has an ulterior motive, though.





  Anyway, with a young child around, the atmosphere of the mansion became much brighter, so there was nothing bad about it for me. If there was a problem, it was... a bit of awkwardness?





  "...."





  Diane would occasionally come up beside me as if to watch me while I was getting some fresh air in the garden. At those times, my feelings were a complex mix that I didn't know how to describe.


    


  Awkward, shy, yet not entirely a bad feeling-an uncertainty like that.
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  Is this child really my daughter?





  There certainly seemed to be parts of her that resembled me. But for me, suddenly having a large child about seven years old, there were parts that were hard to adjust to.





  "...."





  "Come here."





  I beckoned Diane, who was wandering around me with sidelong glances. Then she approached me hesitantly. If it were my father, how would he have treated his daughter?





  In my mind, the image of how my father treated my younger sister came to mind.





  "How much did you run around for your hair to get all tangled like this?"





  First, I decided to braid Diane's long hair. 





  Young children were difficult to deal with because you never knew when they might burst into tears or act out, but Diane was on the quiet side, and she felt strangely familiar, so it was okay.





  Did this child feel a sense of familiarity with me too?





  Suddenly, I became curious about the concept of being a father.





  From the perspective of a child who was just born, what kind of existence is a father? 





  Unlike a mother who carries the child for ten months, how do a father and daughter, who were separate from the beginning, build a bond with each other?


  


  Questions overflowed. They were questions I wouldn't have even thought of normally. Perhaps becoming a parent is a process of constantly encountering such question marks.





  "All tied up."





  "...."





  "It's tied up pretty."





  "...."





  Quite taciturn.





  It's probably because she doesn't know how to speak yet. Then, Diane pulled something out of a round pouch hanging at her waist and held it out to me.





  It was a Copper coin.





  "Are you giving this to me?"





  "...."





  "You're saying thank you for braiding your hair, right?"





  Nod, nod.





  Diane nodded her head. Even if she couldn't speak, she seemed to understand words. I accepted the coin from her and thanked her.





  "Thank you for the coin."





  At that, the taciturn child's expression brightened a little.





  Jal-geurang, jal-rang-.





  Apparently pleased with my thanks, Diane even held out the entire bundle of coins at her waist to me. 





  "Are you giving that to me too?"





  "...."





  It was quite heavy, filled with the pocket money Diane had received from the Nymphs or the Pluto Cultists while wandering around the mansion.





  To give me the coin pouch she considered precious.





  Is she doing this because she knows I'll be even more grateful?





  I hesitated for a moment, wondering if I should accept this and how much gratitude I should express if I did.





  However, seeing Diane's expression as she held out the coin bundle begin to tinge with a bit of worry, I stopped thinking and took the pouch.





  "Wow, there's so many-! Thank you-!"





  "...."





  Only after hearing my exaggerated thanks did the little child's expression brighten completely. 





  The first meeting was flustering, but she seems like a good kid. 





  Perhaps wanting to be recognized by me, Diane kept picking up shiny pebbles from the ground and handing them to me. Did she want to hear praise from me?





  Come to think of it, I had a time like this too. In my childhood when I went fishing with my father, he praised me immensely when I caught my first fish. 





  Feeling like I was being recognized by my father, I fished really hard that day and caught many fish.





  Diane is just like I was back then.





  A young child who loves being praised by her father.





  Thinking that way, the unfamiliar feeling I felt from this small girl gradually faded, and now only a soft, fuzzy feeling remained.





  "Agh-! That is my, Paranoy's, coin pouch-ssi...!"





  "...."





  Of course, I think I'll need to give her a bit of a warning about taking someone else's coin pouch and handing it to me. 





  No matter how much she wants praise, I'll clearly need to teach her about things she shouldn't do.





  So, I was just about to open my mouth.





  "Hassan-! Mother is awake-!"





  In the distance, I saw Luna waving her hand and running toward me in a hurry. It must mean Lady Nox has briefly awakened from her long restorative sleep.





  If we show Diane to Lady Nox, she will surely give us a clear explanation about this situation.





  Holding Diane's hand, we headed to the basement of the mansion where Lady Nox was. 





  In that realm of pitch-black night, a girl in a long black dress was sitting on the bed; that person is Luna's mother and my mother-in-law, Lady Nox.





  『What a curious child-.』





  Even before we could explain, Lady Nox spoke as she looked at Diane, who was holding my hand.





  『She is like an ice flower in summer-. Beautiful, yet fleeting-.』
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  Lady Nox-nim stood up and stroked Diane's head.





  『A child like an ice flower in summer-. Beautiful, but fleeting-.』





  An ice flower in summer.





  Beautiful but fleeting, she said.





  Feeling puzzled by the unfamiliar words, I asked honestly.





  "What does that mean?"





  『Imagine snow falling in summer. The snowflakes shining under the scorching sun would be very pretty and beautiful. But, they would quickly melt away.』





  "So, Lady Nox-nim, are you saying Diane will melt away like snow...?"





  I looked down at Diane's face, who was holding my hand. As if sensing my gaze, the young girl Diane also looked straight up at me without avoiding my eyes.


  "......?"


  She didn't seem to understand the difficult conversation Lady Nox-nim and I were having, but even so, she was a child with very clear brown eyes.


  To think such a child would melt and disappear.


  We all couldn't help but be shocked. Thanks to that, Hippolyte, steadying her trembling voice, asked Lady Nox-nim a few confirming questions.


  "Will she really melt like snow?"


  『No, she won't melt like snow. That is merely a metaphor. This one cannot explain it in detail. Such a peculiar child is a first for me.』


  Lady Nox-nim's explanation was this:


  Diane was a premature baby born too early-.


  Because she appeared in the world by rushing time too much, there was a high probability that she would gradually disappear due to that influence.


  Hippolyte, greatly shocked by the explanation, gripped Diane's shoulder and asked.


  "Then, can you tell us why she was born so early? Or a way to prevent her from disappearing...?"


  『This one has seen more children than anyone else. And this one says, this child Diane is a kind and clever child-.』


  Lady Nox-nim stroked Diane's chin and continued to speak.


  『For such a kind child to rush time to an unreasonable extent, this one believes it is because she wanted to meet people quickly.』


  "......"


  Hippolyte became noticeably quiet. Her face was tinged with various inexpressible emotions, as if she was about to burst into tears.


  Of course, it was the same for me.


  A child who rushed time because she wanted to meet people quickly. I recalled Hippolyte during her pregnancy.


  Everyone in the mansion was looking forward to meeting Hippolyte's child quickly, raising their expectations. I was too, and so was Hippolyte, the expectant mother.


  Perhaps those wishes made Diane overexert herself.


  The child ran without even putting on shoes, just to meet us who were waiting in the world.


  Perhaps she wanted to be praised?


  Thinking that, I felt a sense of pride, but also a slight pitifulness, as if she was craving parental affection.


  I turned my gaze from the various emotions and decided to ask Lady Nox-nim.


  "Then, what should we do? Is there a way to turn her back to normal...?"


  My heart pounded, wondering if she would say there was no way. But Lady Nox-nim showed a surprisingly bright expression, as if there was indeed a way.


  It was a smile so radiant that one wouldn't think she was the Goddess of Night.


  『Who do you think this one is? This one, as the Mother of Night covering the earth, has given birth to many children, and seen them become mothers to other children-.』


  Seuk seuk-.


  As Lady Nox-nim waved her hand in the air, a small scroll appeared. It was a basic summoning magic, but the summoned scroll looked quite old and worn.


  『A premature baby born early-. Such children have always been a source of worry for mothers. A method for such a child, let's see-.』


  Chwarareu-.


  Lady Nox-nim, who unfurled the scroll, seemed to have found something among the densely written characters.


  『It is written here. The secret art of Lucina, the Goddess of Childbirth, for premature babies.』








  *      *      *











  Chwararereu-.


  The languid sky of a spring afternoon split open, and a rainbow shone down towards the earth. The seven-colored radiant light looked like a bridge connecting heaven and earth.


  Literally, it was a bridge.


  A bridge connecting Highforce and the earth.


  What appeared from there was a golden-haired woman with a beige headscarf tied around her head.


  『I have come at the command of my mother, Goddess Juno-nim. You are my cousin Hassan, aren't you?』


  Her name was Lucina, the Goddess of Childbirth.


  『I'm sorry I couldn't attend your wedding, as I was so busy. They say it was as grand and splendid as my mother and father's wedding-! I'm so disappointed-!』


  She was said to be the goddess responsible for the birth of children and the health of mothers. She seemed very meddlesome and talkative, but not a bad friend.


  『So, where is the mischievous child who is worrying mothers-?』


  As Lucina's golden eyes darted around, Diane, who had been playing with dirt with Ignoi beside us, was startled.


  "......!"


  Diane then quickly stood up and hid behind Hippolyte's bottom. Her trembling seemed to indicate she was very afraid of Lucina, the Goddess of Childbirth.


  At that sight, Lucina nodded like a scholar who had discovered something interesting.


  『Hmm, I wouldn't have thought she was a child born by rushing her term at all-. However, she definitely has many immature parts.』


  "Then what should we do?"


  Lucina replied lightly to my question.


  『We must send her back. To where she belongs. To her mother-.』


  "Is that possible?"


  『I am the Goddess of Childbirth, you know. Such things are easy for me. If you wish, I can send her back right now.』


  Sueeuk-.


  The Goddess of Childbirth reached out her hand towards Hippolyte's back. At that, Diane, who was hiding, trembled like a deer cornered by a tiger, even letting out a whimper, "Euuugh-."


  It was clear to anyone that Diane was afraid of Lucina and felt a sense of rejection.


  『Come here, you little troublemaker-. The world is still too early for you-.』


  "Euuugh-."


  To others, she would look like a wicked teacher tormenting a child. Perhaps feeling her heart soften at that sight, Hippolyte swiftly blocked Goddess Lucina's arm.


  "W-wait-. The child is too scared-."


  『She must be feeling it instinctively. That if she is caught by me, she must return to a dark and gloomy place.』


  "You won't hurt the child, or accidentally injure her, will you...?"


  『Absolutely not. On the contrary, I am working for the sake of mother and daughter. So, quickly hand over that troublemaker to me-.』


  Sueeuk-.


  Lucina reaching out her hand, and Diane trying to hide from Lucina.


  And Hippolyte, spinning her hands in the middle as if to protect Diane, looked somewhat pitiful yet amusing.


  However, Lucina, the Goddess of Childbirth, was a professional enough to be called a God. She skillfully evaded the mother's hand and grabbed Diane's two arms, lifting her into the air.


  『Gotcha-. You little rascal-. You're giving me trouble. Now, stop worrying everyone, and let's go back to where you belong-.』


  "Euuugh-, euuugh-!"


  Diane struggled with all her might to escape Lucina's grasp. Her resistance was stronger than expected, and the Goddess of Childbirth stumbled and seemed quite flustered.


  『This, this child is stronger than I thought-. What, how can a premature baby have such strength-. Hey, just stay still-! Ssssh-! Stop it-!』


  Lucina scolded her, but Diane was desperate. She even looked at me with eyes pleading for help.


  Seeing that, I also felt very sorry and ended up blocking between them.


  "Um, Lady Lucina-nim-. I know it's a difficult request. But, how about giving us a little time?"


  『Time?』


  "Rather than sending the child back immediately, how about spending today together and slowly persuading her to return...?"


  『A day.... If possible, it's best to send her back quickly before anything happens. Well, I think I can manage for about a day with my power.』


  Tak-, Lucina released her grip. At that, Diane scurried away and hid behind my back.


  "......!"


  In the eyes looking up at me, I saw trust and reliance. She must have believed that I would save her.


  Because in this child's eyes, my back must have seemed as broad as a mountain, and I, like Superman, capable of anything.


  『I will try to block any misfortunes until tonight with my power, so parents, please prepare yourselves well. And, could I have a bottle of nectar?』


  We were able to get half a day's time from the Goddess of Childbirth for one bottle of nectar made by Luna. It was a short time.








  *      *      *











  "Shit...! Keongkeong found us...!"


  ━Hioong....


  "Aaah-! Now Keongkeong is 'it'-imnidat...! Before Keongkeong's eight miraculous eyes find us, let's quickly hide-imnidat...!"


  ━Keongkeong-!


  My mansion is spacious and has many rooms, making it good for hide-and-seek. There are many places to hide and many secret passages to sneak through.


  And such an environment became a good field for young children who love to crawl everywhere.


  Thanks to that, our mansion's family, the Nymphs, and Diane could run around the mansion energetically until the day ended and the moon rose.


  ━Keongkeong-!


  "Aaah-! This time, the damn Elf is 'it'-imnidat...!"


  "No, why does Keongkeong keep finding only me? Is he doing it on purpose?"


  "Isn't it because of the damn Elf's unique, unhideable smell-imnidat-?"


  "My, my smell? Seriously, I'll kill you-!"


  "Hieeek...!"


  When you play like a child, everyone becomes as simple as a child. Watching that was quite childish, but surprisingly fun.


  In fact, Paranoy and Elfriede usually bickered childishly anyway-.


  "Phwahaha-."


  Anyway, Diane laughed out loud for the first time, watching Paranoy getting his ear pulled. Diane seemed to enjoy Nymph-hating behavior.


  After several hours of playing, it was dinnertime. Diane, as if regretful that playtime was over, silently watched everyone head to the dining hall.


  I took Diane's shoulder and slowly led her to the dining hall. On the long, ornate table, various dishes prepared by professional staff were already laid out.


  The dinner banquet usually featured a high standard of food, but today, the chefs seemed to have put in extra effort and care.


  Among them, what caught the eye most was a three-tiered cake made of ice cream. A cake large enough for everyone to share.


  As Luna admired it, saying, "Wow, what a surprise. It's as big as a wedding cake-," Paranoy spoke.


  "Since we couldn't celebrate Lady Diane's birthday last time, we are commemorating it today-imnidat...! We made it in a hurry, but isn't it very Nymph-friendly...?"


  It was an excellent creation with various ice cream flavors mixed in. Even for me, who wasn't particularly fond of sweets, it looked incredibly delicious.


  "Does it have mint chocolate flavor?"


  At Luna's expectant question, Paranoy frowned.


  "We cannot put such a divisive flavor in Lady Diane's birthday cake-imnidat...! Anyway, today is Lady Diane's temporary birthday, everyone, let's celebrate-imnidat...!"


  Huge pheasants, turkeys, and whole roasted pigs were continuously placed on the table.


  Diane, who had been wide-eyed for a while, as if overwhelmed by the grandeur, then picked up a knife and personally carved large chunks of meat, placing them on plates in front of everyone.


  Seuk, seukseuk-.


  Her knife skills were as proficient as a chef's. It was a world of difference compared to when she first tore food with her bare hands.


  "Do you see...? The meat on this Paranoy's plate is larger than the damn Elf's meat-imnidat...! Doesn't this mean that Lady Diane has chosen this Paranoy as her guarantor and guardian-imnidat...?"


  At Paranoy's triumphant words, Elfriede turned her head away as if ignoring him.


  However, Diane glanced back and forth between the meat on Paranoy's plate and the chunk of meat on Elfriede's plate.


  Finally, she cut a piece of meat from Paranoy's plate and placed it on Elfriede's plate.


  She divided the size equally.


  "Aaah-! This Paranoy's portion has shrunk-imnidat...!"


  "Hmph, serves you right, Nymph bastard-."


  "......"


  Regardless of the two fairies bickering, Diane looked up at Hippolyte's face. Her eyes seemed to ask if she had done well. So Hippolyte stroked Diane's head and praised her.


  "Well done. Impeccable skill."


  "......!"


  She didn't say anything, but she looked very happy. At the same time, Hippolyte's face also seemed to be filled with some worry.


  After dinner, we spent time together until late at night, shooting fireworks into the sky from the mansion's garden.


  ━In the deep mountains, ditch water, who comes to drink it-? At dawn, a Nymph, rubbing her eyes, comes to wash her face, and gets a flick on the forehead-.


  The Nymphs sang, and the musicians strummed their instruments in a peaceful time. Hippolyte and I sat on a bench and watched Diane playing with everyone.


  After watching for a while, Hippolyte said.


  "She's such a gentle and kind child, it's hard to believe she came from me."


  "Is that so?"


  "But, we have to send her back, don't we? But she doesn't seem to want to go back-. What should we do if she doesn't listen...?"


  Hippolyte seemed worried about forcibly sending Diane back. I felt the same way. Could we successfully persuade a child who was throwing a tantrum?


  As I was deep in thought, Diane trotted towards us and grabbed my hand and Hippolyte's hand respectively.


  Diane, holding our hands as if connecting Hippolyte and me, walked energetically towards the brightly burning bonfire.


  "She wants to watch the fire with us, it seems."


  "It seems so. I wonder if watching a fire is too early for such a young child."


  It was when I gave an awkward laugh. Diane, who had been walking around the fire for a while, opened her mouth wide and yawned loudly. As a young child, she probably couldn't endure staying up late.


  It was a good thing for us.


  Once Diane fell asleep, we could perform the ritual with Lucina, the Goddess of Childbirth. I said to Diane.


  "Let's go to sleep now, Diane."


  "...."


  As I led Diane's hand, the strength with which she held our hands tightened. At that, Hippolyte smiled slightly.


  "Perhaps she wants to sleep with us?"


  "It seems so."


  In the end, Hippolyte and I headed to Diane's bedroom. Diane lay down on the large bed in the princess-like room, decorated with golden clothes and dolls.


  However, even then, she didn't let go of our hands.


  Eventually, Hippolyte and I lay down together on the spacious bed, and lying between the child, I truly began to feel that I had become a parent.


  "...."


  However, Diane kept shaking her face or rubbing her eyes, as if she didn't want to fall asleep. She was smarter than I thought, so she must have known that if she fell asleep, all of this would end.


  As Diane fought against sleep, Hippolyte softly opened her lips.


  "Good children go to sleep early, Diane-."


  "...."


  The small, delicate palm of Diane's hand, holding ours, tightened even more. She didn't say anything, but it was clear that Diane didn't want to be separated from us.


  There probably isn't a child in the world who wants to be separated from their parents.


  So, as I also felt a sense of regret, Hippolyte continued to speak in a quiet, gentle voice.


  "Diane, you don't have to worry. We will definitely be waiting right here. You can come slowly."


  "...."


  Hippolyte's voice, as she said that, also trembled slightly with regret. Since she couldn't speak anymore, I thought I should say something this time.


  "Yes-. Like Mom said, you can come little by little, one step at a time. We won't go anywhere. One second at a time. One second at a time, you come closer little by little."


  Calmly.


  It was when I finished speaking like that.


  "......Really?"


  Diane asked us in a clear voice. At that, Hippolyte turned her body to face Diane and said.


  "Yes. Really. I will also try to become a better mother during that time. Because Mom will be 'it' and will definitely find you. You can hide with peace of mind."


  "...."


  Diane closed her mouth again. But the emotions felt from our clasped hands were quite calm. As the strength slowly drained away-.


  ━─.


  A thin, melodic sound came from Hippolyte's lips. Soft and gentle, filled with affection, it was probably a lullaby.


  Diane eventually couldn't resist the sleep brought on by Hippolyte's lullaby and fell asleep.


  At the same time, I also couldn't resist the slowly creeping sleep and closed my eyes.


  ━It was nice to meet you, let's definitely meet again later-.


  Heundeul, heundeul-.


  Dreaming of someone waving enthusiastically, I woke up to the morning sunlight and the chirping of birds.


  When I came to my senses, the bed where three of us had been sleeping was as wide as the empty space, and there was a certain loneliness to it.


  "Eum-."


  Perhaps sensing my rustling, Hippolyte also got up from the bed.


  Her hair flowed like a waterfall, and the flowing hair gathered as if pooling around her bulging belly.


  "...."


  Hippolyte gently touched her belly with her palm. Then, with a wistful voice filled with longing, she said.


  "It was nice to meet you too-. Let's definitely meet again-."
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  What I'd been feeling recently was that raising a young child was harder than I had imagined.





  Figuring out why a babbling infant cried day and night was an incredibly difficult task for me, a rookie dad.





  "━─!"





  Diane, who was barely three months old, cried more than I expected.





  So she cried constantly, and whenever I heard her wails, my heart would sink and I'd feel as flustered as a raft drifting down a river.





  "Why are you crying-? I feel like crying myself-."





  Of course, it was only me who was merely flustered; the Nymphs were practically losing their minds.





  "Her diaper is clean and she just had formula, but I don't know why she's crying-!"





  "Quickly find out the cause-imnidat...! Or, bring Hippolyte or Keongkeong-imnidat...!"





  "Hippolyte just went out-! But I think I can bring Keongkeong-!"





  Doris hastily brought Keongkeong.





  Keongkeong then approached baby Diane, who was lying in her small cradle, and danced for her, alternately raising and lowering his front paws left and right.





  The way he swayed his body left and right, dancing dazzlingly, showed considerable experience.





  ━Hioong-.





  "Hee-heu-heu."





  Just like that, Diane, who had been crying loudly moments ago, began to smile brightly as if nothing had happened. Perhaps she just wanted to see Keongkeong.





  Just then, a girl with pink hair, braided into pigtails, approached with soft steps.





  "The baby was crying? Hassan, what's wrong?"





  "I don't know either. I want to know why she's crying."





  "Hippolyte went out, huh? Should I take a look? I'm good with babies-!"





  Luna lifted Diane's body high from the cradle.





  As she slowly swayed Diane left and right as if flying an airplane, Diane thrashed her arms and legs as if she was in a very good mood.





  Luna and Elfriede took care of Hippolyte's baby better than expected.





  They said Hippolyte had made a mutual aid promise, something like she would help Luna and Elfriede when they had children someday.





  "The princess has gotten a bit heavier in the meantime-! Ooh-roo-roo-roo, peek-a-boo-."





  "Hee-heu-heu-heu."





  "Hassan, look at this-! Diane smiled at me-!"





  "I know, right-? Now I can breathe a little. Why was she crying anyway?"





  "She just seemed to be crying because she was bored-!"





  Crying because she was bored. It was a relief that she wasn't sick or anything, but...





  "She's a baby who teases adults-imnidat...!"





  "You can say that again."





  I and the Nymphs, who had been exhausted from watching the baby until just now, leaned against the nearby furniture and slumped to the floor, leaving the child with Luna and Keongkeong for a moment.





  "This is tough."





  Watching a baby was harder than I expected.





  If I, who just lazed around at home, had to put in this much care and effort, I couldn't even imagine how tired parents who had to give birth and work must be.





  Did my father and mother also go through this process?





  What I've been realizing more and more as time passes and I get older is that my parents were actually even more amazing people.





  They must have also navigated the difficulties I, a rookie parent, was struggling with.





  My mother, Chunja-ssi, had been subtly humming about wanting to see her granddaughter, so it might not be a bad idea to pick a day and visit my parents' home with the family.





  I might even get some tips on raising a child.





  "Should I ask Mother to take a look, to see if the baby is growing well?"





  Luna asked me as she flew Diane around like an airplane. She had received a lot of help from Lady Nyx-nim since the baby was born.





  "Ah, Mother said she went out with Father. I forgot."





  "Really? Is it okay for them to go outside the mansion now?"





  "Because her karma has recovered quite a lot-!"





  Nyx, the Goddess of Night, and Erebor, the God of Darkness. The two powerful beings had suffered such a blow when the Underworld collapsed that their existence was almost extinguished.





  As a result of several months of recuperation in the basement of my mansion, they had now recovered enough vitality to go out for a stroll.





  The baby was also safely born and growing up healthy, and the people around us were living vibrant lives, making everything as peaceful as could be.





  Now, the only thing I needed to worry about was the whereabouts of my stepsister, Melinoe. But with Antiope and Gloria, masters of pursuit, searching the south, we'd surely meet her soon enough.





  ━Maem, maem, maem-, maem-.





  ━Jijeujeujeujeu-jijeujeujeujeu-.





  Just then, the noisy chirping of cicadas pulled me out of my thoughts. Outside the window, I could see Nymph gardeners toiling in the scorching sun and heat.





  ━Hoe-e-e-e-! That branch over there should be cut in a two-block style-!





  ━This one, Ononoi, thinks it's better to cut the back in a sanggo-meori style these days-! Anyway, after cutting just this, we should go rest in the shade-!





  Looking at the shimmering garden, my head felt a little dizzy. It was so hot that if you walked around outside in this weather, you might easily get heatstroke.





  Of course, our mansion was perfectly comfortable thanks to the air conditioning I had installed in advance. The indoor temperature was 23 degrees Celsius. It was cool enough to feel chilly if you didn't move too vigorously.





  Resting in an air-conditioned room in the middle of summer.





  Could there be any greater luxury? Just last year around this time, Luna, Keongkeong, and I were panting from the heat in a sweltering Cabin.





  Those were truly difficult times.





  But, looking back now, it was a time filled with many memories.





  As I was recalling old memories in the cool room, Luna, who had put the baby to sleep in the cradle, handed me a glass filled with ice.





  "Lemonade-. Drink it-. I mixed in a hint of mint scent to make it like a mojito-! They say sour things are good for you when you're tired-."





  "Thanks."





  I took the glass of ice, gulped down its contents, and even crunched and ate the ice. Biting ice is hard on your teeth, but that didn't matter to me.





  Luna said.





  "Biting and eating expensive ice like that. It reminds me of the old days. Last year around this time, it was so hot and didn't rain, we really suffered. Remember?"





  "Of course I remember. I was just thinking about living in the Cabin last year. It was incredibly hot. They even said many people in Sodomora collapsed from heatstroke."





  "That's right-! Back then, we bought a whole bucket of ice, which cost a fortune, filled a bucket with water, put the ice in, and took turns hugging it, remember?"





  "Yeah."





  I nodded in agreement. Those memories came flooding back.





  A scorching summer when my pockets were empty because there wasn't much work. We bought a bucket of ice, which cost a whopping 6 Copper, and used it like an air conditioner.





  Now, ice was common enough to put in drinks and chew on for fun, but back then, every single one of those thick ice chunks was precious.





  "Life has gotten better-."





  As I muttered, feeling a sense of the passage of time, Luna asked.





  "So Hassan-. How are things these days-."





  "How are things?"





  "Just, everything. Are you happy with life?"





  Luna's eyes were bright and clear. It seemed she was asking seriously. In that case, I should answer seriously.





  "Of course. I don't know if I've ever been this happy in my life."





  "Then that's good."





  "But why did you ask? Did I not seem very happy?"





  Although I had been a bit overwhelmed lately with the unfamiliar task of baby-sitting, it wasn't enough to complain. As I reflected on my own behavior, Luna explained.





  "No, Hassan. You used to go out and catch Monsters, and handle all sorts of big tasks. But now it's too peaceful. I was just wondering if you might be bored."





  "Ah, what, so that's it. Not at all."





  Honestly, I'm a bit lazy.





  I find joy just watching ants crawl around in the yard. But Luna seemed worried because I was always staying at home.





  Indeed, I had been cooped up at home too much lately. Outside was hot, home was cool, and there was nothing lacking, from food onwards.





  Perhaps because of that, I could see signs of a slight belly fat appearing.





  Heavens.





  Belly fat for me, who went through slavery. Was I becoming an old man? Of course, losing weight would be easy, but anyway...





  "......."





  Just then, I saw Luna fidgeting quite a lot. Luna only wiggled her toes in her sandals like that when she had something to say but was hesitating.





  "Luna, do you have something to say?"





  I mustered up the courage to ask. I thought Luna might also say something like, "I want to have a baby soon-."





  Elfriede had been subtly pestering me lately.





  Since Elfriede had her eldest daughter taken by Hippolyte, it seemed she wanted to give birth to the eldest son herself. Luna might be the same.





  However, what Luna said was a little different.





  "This time, I'm thinking of collecting some herbs, cockroaches, and mint leaves from the forest far to the east. Hassan, want to come with me-?"





  "Collecting?"





  "Uh-huh."





  Collecting in this scorching heat. Herbs and such could just be left to the many Ideope girls working under Luna's subcontract.





  I slowly looked out the window, where the scorching sun blazed.





  It wasn't good weather for collecting. As I said before, it would be extremely hot if we went outside in this weather.





  "Alright, fine."





  However, I never refuse Luna's requests.





  Just as Luna doesn't refuse my requests, I also readily grant hers.





  This was an unwritten rule between us. Only then did Luna clap her hands with a jjak- sound, her expression incredibly bright.





  "Really? Then, let's go together-!"





  Luna was incredibly happy. I've always felt this, but Luna knows how to be brightly happy about even small things.





  Thanks to that, even I, a novice in romance, often felt like I was some amazing man.





  "Then, I'll go get ready to go outside-! It might be hot out, so I should pack some salt water with ice, and other things."





  "Aren't you taking Doris with you?"





  I asked, looking at Luna's busy back. Luna thought for a "Hmm-" moment, then shook her head.





  "Doris tries to take care of me too much, so I'll leave her behind today-!"





  "That's true."





  Doris, the Nymph of Honey Water, is meddlesome. She was originally my mother's companion and fellow Nymph, but my mother seemed to think she could stand on her own now, so she decided to stick with Luna.





  ━Pink Kore still needs this one's help-!





  So it seemed.





  Anyway, Luna came out to the garden entrance, wearing a straw hat, carrying a dragonfly net, an insect collecting box, and a bag woven with various baskets. It suited her well.





  Luna said.





  "I've put in a request to renew my guild card, so I've issued a quest. Maybe some rookie adventurers will join our party."





  "Oh, you did? I don't mind."





  To maintain adventurer status, one must regularly issue or accept quests to update their records. It was almost my turn to renew, too. Luna had good sense.





  And so, we walked energetically towards the East Gate, the meeting place for quests. Luna's pink hair, as she strode bravely under the scorching sun, was quite dazzling.





  Suddenly-.





  I remembered Luna's question to me. The one about whether I was happy now. I had answered lightly at the time.





  Looking back now, I wondered if it wouldn't have been good for me to ask Luna the same question in return.





  Luna, are you happy now?





  Of course, there would be no need to ask for the answer. But between lovers and family, it seems good to ask even obvious questions sometimes.





  So, just as I was about to open my lips towards Luna, who was walking vigorously ahead.





  "Luna-."





  "Oh-. Look who it is-. Such esteemed individuals have come to a humble quest again. I had a propitious dream of riding a turtle. Is this thanks to that?"





  A rather familiar melodious voice reached my ears.





  Turning my head at the man's well-projected voice, I saw a hawk-nosed man with a conical hat and long, flowing red hair waving at us as he approached.





  "Wow, if it isn't Malko. It's been a fucking long time."





  "To be precise, it's been about five months and twelve days. I've been quite busy, you see. Anyway, brothers and sisters, it's been a long time."





  As Malko extended his hand, I also extended mine.





  "Is married life enjoyable-?"





  "Well, it's so enjoyable and happy it's a problem. Anyway, what is it? Are you the one for the herb collecting party?"





  "That's right. My, my, what a remarkable connection-. It's something to be grateful for to Mercury-nim. So, where is the other person? I heard it was a four-person quest-."
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  Although there are differences depending on the situation.





  Adventurer Guild party quests are usually undertaken by four people.





  I don't know why it's four people, but if I rack my brain, perhaps it's because it's the perfect size to guard all four directions: east, west, south, and north?





  Or maybe it's to avoid the number five, which inevitably means one trashy person has to be included.





  Anyway, currently our party had three members.





  Me. Luna. Malko.





  It was when I was slightly nervous about who the last person would be, approaching us.





  "Brother, waiting for a quest like this, it brings back old memories. We first met here, you know."





  "Hmm. That's right."





  Luna, Malko, and I were connected by an adventurer quest.





  It was my first quest. A time when I had just become a free man from slavery, full of confidence that I could do anything. Even when I kicked open the battalion gates on my discharge day, I was more humble than that.





  As I was recalling those memories, Luna said a word.





  "Perhaps Old Man Platan will be the last member? Just like when we went to clean the Temple together, the four of us could gather herbs!"





  Luna also seemed to be recalling the first quest she undertook with me. Back then, an old man with a doctorate named Platan was with us.





  However, Malko shook his head.





  "Sister, the guidance of Mercury-nim, the God of Fate, is always destined. But it probably won't be Old Man Platan."





  "What are you talking about, big nose?"





  "Old Man Platan retired as an adventurer, you see. He's quite old. Now he just rests at home, receiving his private school pension."





  I see.





  I thought it would be a really cool thing if all the original members happened to gather in one place. It's a shame.





  Just then, *tadak-* a small sound of footsteps was heard. I turned my head and saw someone waving their hand, approaching us.





  "Over here-!"





  How should I describe her? She was a woman slightly taller than a Nymph, with blonde hair braided into two pigtails, wearing a plain ash-colored robe.





  "You're the adventurers taking the gathering quest, right-? The one with quest acceptance number 45K 150-!"





  Even though she wore dusty glasses, a bandage was stuck horizontally across the bridge of her nose, making her look like a very lively girl.





  I don't know what was in the large bag slung over her back, but it was so big it looked just like a snail's shell.





  As for her first impression, to be honest, I couldn't really say she was pretty, but she was a girl with a healthy charm of her own. Her age was around early twenties?





  Her personality seemed kind.





  "I thought I'd be the first one here. But I'm the last. *Heu-*. My name is Aristella-. I'm an Iron Tier adventurer from Mars's Guild-."





  The woman introducing herself, Aristella.





  She clearly gave off the vibe of a novice adventurer with little quest experience.





  Malko, who was good at socializing, scanned Aristella from top to bottom and said.





  "Sister, if it's a rude question, you don't have to answer, but is this your first quest?"





  "Th-th-did it show? Yes, it is. Um..., it's my first quest as an adventurer...."





  Aristella's words trailed off as if she was very embarrassed and awkward. And rightly so, because taking a first-timer on a quest was generally considered quite undesirable among adventurers.





  It was like recruiting a party in a game to clear a dungeon and then hearing, "I'm a newbie."





  Because newbies often don't know the various precautions or things they need to be aware of, the other members have a lot more to worry about.





  Aristella said.





  "B-but it's okay-! I, I learned diligently from my grandfather, so I have a lot of knowledge about herbs. Even if Goblins pop out, I can handle one or two of them by myself-!"





  Appealing her usefulness certainly made her seem like a novice adventurer.





  Actually, our quest was to gather herbs. It was so easy and simple that it was often chosen as adventurers' first quest, so it didn't matter whether a newbie was mixed in or not.





  "I definitely won't hold you back-! I'll do my share-!"





  Watching Aristella steel her resolve, Luna muttered softly.





  "Eung-. I had days like that too."





  In Luna's clear eyes, a faint, tiny longing for the past seemed to be etched. That was only for a moment, then Luna, who was in charge of the party, shouted energetically.





  "Then, let's head to the forest-!"





  "Alright."





  We all walked to the forest together. It wasn't that far, about an hour's walk from Sodomora.





  However, the time spent heading to the quest location was quite important for a newly formed adventurer party. It was a time to raise intimacy by talking to each other, after all.





  "Ho, so you are the rumored Hassan-nim-? I never thought I'd meet the great god-nim on an Iron Tier adventurer quest-. Is it Mercury-nim's guidance?"





  "Well, I find it more amazing that you're Old Man Platan's granddaughter, you know."





  After talking, it was revealed that Aristella was Old Man Platan's granddaughter. Now that I look, she does seem to resemble him a bit-.





  This is quite an unexpected and amazing connection in its own way.





  "And this is Luna-nim, right? The Goddess of Free Love, from the Small Courtyard Tribe-. My grandfather told me a lot of stories about you two-."





  "Heu, my rumors have already spread, huh?"





  As Luna awkwardly scratched the back of her head, Malko asked a question from beside her.





  "From Old Man Platan, did you not hear stories about this body, Malko?"





  "Not really."





  "I see-!"











  *      *      *











  The gathering proceeded smoothly.





  Mushrooms and herbs that had grown profusely in the summer were abundant between tree stumps and in the shade of bushes, so all we had to do was reach out our hands.





  "Hassan, look at this-! It's a hornet-! A hornet has built a nest here-!"





  A hornet, that name I hadn't heard in ages made my whole body tingle.





  Luna had thrown that hornet to save me from those punks. But I also got stung along with them, and I remember being in pain for several days.





  Just then, Aristella, whose dusty glasses glinted beside us, spoke.





  "Hornet-. Worker bees are about 20mm, drones 30mm, and queen bees are a large species of hornet, 50mm. It's a terrifying species with a venomous stinger 5mm long, and there's a paper that says many people collapse each year from hornet stings-."





  Oh, she's a friend who knows a lot about hornets.





  Then, Aristella stopped talking with an "Ah-." She hesitated, then added a few more words.





  "I'm sorry. I, um, I have this disease of knowledge where I just *have* to show off what I know when it comes up-."





  "Sister, I understand. Your mouth and back must be itching if you don't speak."





  "Yes, that's right."





  "It seems you're receiving Mercury-nim's attention, after all. Most of Mercury-nim's Followers are like that, you see."





  "That's right-!"





  After that, Aristella continued to talk about the efficacy of the herbs she found and the ecology of animals, one by one.





  It was all the same to me, but in the end, the novice adventurer Aristella couldn't meet her quota, so the sun set and darkness fell upon the forest.





  It would have been fine to share what we had gathered, but that would make it unfair. It would be like hindering a novice adventurer's growth.





  "I-I'm sorry-. I said I wouldn't hold you back, but...."





  Aristella was extremely dejected. She had boasted that she would do her share well, but she seemed fidgety at the thought that her reputation might be tarnished from her very first quest.





  To that, Luna said.





  "It's okay-! It's fine to be clumsy-! Everyone's like that at first-! I was too-!"





  "R-really...?"





  "That's right-! When I was an Iron Tier adventurer at first, I made all sorts of mistakes and was bad at things, almost to the point of being expelled-."





  "...Nah, even so, that sounds like a lie. But thanks for the words."





  "It's true, though."





  Luna's words were probably meant to comfort Aristella, but they were true.





  During her Iron Tier adventurer days, Luna also had a low reputation due to the strange probabilities and effects of her voodoo magic, to the point where no one wanted to party with her.





  She even thought about quitting being an adventurer and returning to her hometown, they say.





  Then she met me. And after going through this and that, she came all the way here.





  It brings back old memories.





  At the time, I was completely out of my mind, but looking back now, they're fun memories.





  Luna said.





  "So, Aristella-. When night falls, what's the first thing adventurers should do-?"





  "Th-that would be-. Of course, setting up a campsite."





  "That's right-! First, let's make a campsite-! When night falls, beasts or Monsters hiding nearby might appear, so we'll light a fire to drive them away-!"





  "Indeed, I see!"





  To think Luna is teaching a newbie. It feels like just yesterday when she was attacked and beaten by Goblins in this very forest, only a year ago.





  The changes in the world are truly amazing.





  "How is it? I made it quite well, didn't I? It's an A-frame tent. I often made campsites when I went specimen collecting outdoors with my grandfather as a child."





  Aristella quickly put together her tent. Seeing that, Luna trembled *pareureu*, extremely flustered.





  "B-but already-? You made it well-! Not as well as me, but-!"





  Luna's tent, however, was shaped like an umbrella, with two wooden sticks stuck into the ground and a cloth draped over them.





  It was a tent that had miserably failed in the making. Even though she had become a Silver Tier adventurer and even a goddess, Luna's dexterity was terrible. That must be why Doris always took care of various things for her.





  However, Aristella's reaction was quite good.





  "Goddess-nim's tent is certainly different-! Did you perhaps model it after the yurt tents of the Black Wilderness? Even if it's a bit cramped, it's academically interesting to look at!"





  "Th-that's right-! A yurt. It's a yurt-! You, you know a thing or two! You're smarter than I thought-!"





  "Hehe-, r-really?"





  In my opinion, Luna clearly wouldn't even know what a yurt was. But since she seemed to want to show off in front of a newbie for once, I decided to just let it be.





  After finishing our tents, we sat in a circle around the campfire and placed a brass pot and mess kit over the fire.





  When we added freshly gathered mushrooms, and the jerky, butter, and cheese we had brought, to the vigorously boiling water inside, it quickly became a plausible outdoor meal.





  Bogleboglebogle-.





  It looked quite delicious.





  Watching that scene, Malko the bard, who was skewering mushrooms on a branch, said a word.





  "Food eaten out here tastes different, you know. On days like this, there must be a song-. This body, Malko, shall perform a song for this long-awaited reunion and new connection-."





  Then he picked up a guitar-like stringed instrument slung over his back and strummed it, *diriling-*, making a melody. At that sight, Aristella's glasses glinted with interest.





  "Malko-ssi seems to have been a bard?"





  "That's right-."





  "I once saw a paper about the role of bards in a party. It argued that if there's one bard in a party, the overall morale goes up. What do you think about that, Malko-ssi?"





  "This Malko, I don't know such difficult things. I just eat because I'm hungry. And sing because I want to sing-. That's what's important-."





  Diriling-.





  Malko finished his words and began to play the instrument. His hands moved quite dazzlingly, drawing out a melody, and his skill with the instrument was considerable.





  "━♬♪━♩─."





  After that, a rather plausible song came from his mouth. I don't know what country's language it was, but the unfamiliar foreign tongue had quite a bit of romance.





  Luna cautiously offered a word.





  "Did Malko sing this well?"





  "Well. I don't think so."





  Just as Luna and I had undergone many changes over the past year.





  The clumsy bard Malko also seemed to have improved his skills in various ways over the past days. With Malko's singing as background music, I looked up at the sky.





  Countless stars twinkled endlessly. The river of the Milky Way, one of the few things I liked while struggling on this land of Gaia.





  Preparing to camp with a campfire lit beneath it, I felt incredibly strange. Looking up at the sky, it felt like only recently that I had dreamed many dreams.





  Now I had achieved everything and reached a position where I could smile, watching the new sprouts grow.





  A life like a successful banker enjoying leisure before retirement. Suddenly, looking at my growing belly fat, I felt a slight-.





  ...a very slight regret.





  My life.





  Is this how it ends, with 'and they lived happily ever after'?





  No, there must be something more.





  Something that would make me feel that thrill again, not just spending time day by day like this, but like a very long time ago.





  As I was thinking about that for a long time, Luna, who had sprinkled salt and pepper *chakchak* on the last mushroom and eaten it, spoke to Aristella.





  "Aristella, what do you want to do? From the looks of it, you seem to have graduated from University-."





  "Goddess-nim, to be precise, it's a master's program at the graduate school-."





  "Graduate school-? Then you wouldn't really need to struggle as an Iron Tier adventurer. You have some kind of dream, don't you?"





  "A dream-."





  Aristella took out an old Copper coin from her pocket. Then, she held it up, overlapping it with the high moon in the sky, and said.





  "Although I'm currently working a job that pays 6 Copper an hour. As Goddess-nim said, I have a dream. A dream to one day reach that distant moon-."





  "You want to go to the moon?"





  "Yes-. As a result of observing with a recently made astronomical telescope, it seems strange structures were seen built on those two moons. Temples different from Diana's Temple-."





  "Heung, that's amazing."





  "I, I really want to go there someday. To learn what I don't know, to see what I haven't seen-. And, someday, to compile all of that into a book...."





  Aristella, who had been rambling on about something, soon let her words trail off.





  "It was too far-fetched, wasn't it?"





  "No-! Originally, goals, dreams, are better the bigger they are-! Wanting to go to the moon. Even though my name is Luna, it's a wonderful dream I never even thought of."





  "R-really...?"





  At Luna's praise, the novice adventurer awkwardly scratched the back of her head. Then, as if gathering courage, she asked.





  "Then, if it's not rude, may I ask? If Goddess-nim, Luna-nim, also has a dream or something-."





  "Me-?"





  Luna, who trembled slightly as if she had received an unexpected question. Luna also looked at the high-rising moon, then slowly opened her lips as if something had come to mind.





  "My dream is-."





  Ttuk-.





  It was right then.





  Malko's performance, which had been merrily playing just moments ago, stopped. At the same time, countless presences began to be felt around us.





  ━Kereureuk-.





  ━Gereureuk-.





  "Brother, it seems we're fucked-!"





  "I know, you fucking bastard. I knew this would happen."
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  Monsters usually inhabit deep forests, caves, canyons, or valleys where human presence is rare. Or perhaps deep underground dungeons.





  So, seeing monsters near a large city like Sodomora was more difficult than one might think-.





  "Wh-Why are there Goblins here!?"





  Hearing Aristella's cry, which felt like a strange sense of déjà vu, brought back vivid memories of the past. Why on earth would Goblins appear near a peaceful forest and an abandoned Temple?





  "I don't know. Maybe they heard Malko's music."





  "These guys are carrying weapons, even if they're just crude stone knives! Some are holding wooden sticks! There are... ten, no, tw-twenty of them...!"





  The novice adventurer Aristella quickly assessed the number and armament of the Goblins illuminated by the torchlight. 





  Such quick battlefield assessment is quite impressive for a novice adventurer.





  It would increase her survival rate by allowing her to quickly determine whether to fight or flee.





  At that moment, Luna pulled out a long, thick club she had been carrying on her back and shouted.





  "The time has come to take this out after a long while. Silence Totem, New Version!" 





  It was a menacing object, with nails and thorns embedded in the thick club, looking as if it would tear anything it touched to shreds. It truly lived up to the name 'Silence Totem.'





  "Goblin!"





  Luna let out a high-pitched cry filled with rage, "Arrrrgh!" The Goblins flinched and trembled at the sound.





  ━ Gereureuk-.





  ━ Geureugeu.





  "I won't forgive you!"





  Since Luna and I had been severely beaten, chased, and thrashed by Goblins since our novice adventurer days, I knew that seething rage all too well.





  Of course, the current Luna could easily handle about twenty Goblins like those on her own.





  "Hmm-."





  I let out a small hum and scanned the surroundings. Much like the rage-filled Luna, Malko and Aristella were also brandishing their torches in all directions, preparing for battle.





  It was going to be quite a commotion.





  "Ttahuyaaaat!"





  Finally, with her signature battle cry, Luna lunged at the Goblins. The spiked club, held high, traced an arc under the moonlight and slammed directly into one of the Goblins.





  "Silence Voodoo!" 





  ━ Gek-!





  The hideous and somewhat pitiful Goblin sprayed blood from its nose and mouth as its head was flattened.





  "Luna-ya, don't take care of all of them."





  "Goblin!"





  "Still, we have to give the beginner a chance."





  "Okay!"





  I asked her to leave a few Goblins appropriately. 





  The reason was for the combat experience and Karma acquisition of the novice adventurer Aristella, who had encountered unexpected monsters on her first quest.





  "Shadow Bind!"





  By the time Luna had single-handedly crushed most of the Goblins, only one remained, facing off against a tense-faced Aristella.





  ━ Kaeshisae, kaeshikae....





  The creature looked around hesitantly, as if flustered by how quickly the tide had turned. It seemed to be looking back and forth between Luna and me, plotting an escape. 





  When Luna and I stood in its escape route, it seemed to give up on fleeing and pulled a dagger from its waist.





  It was a hunting knife, completely different from the crude stone knives Goblins usually held. Was it its own trophy?





  "Wh-What should I do? The Goblin has a dagger!"





  Aristella's voice trembled wildly, as if she were nervous about the blade gleaming sharply under the moonlight. No matter how much Goblins are considered combat power measuring sticks, a monster is still a monster. 





  The inhabitants of Gaia know all too well what dangerous things can happen when a monster filled with malice is cornered.





  ━ Gereureureu-!





  The knife-wielding Goblin, perhaps sensing the tremors of fear starting to take hold of Aristella, moved slowly as if closing the distance toward the novice adventurer.





  One step-.





  One step-.





  "Wh-What should I do!?"





  Aristella flinched in panic as the distance closed. At that, I said while calmly crossing my arms.





  "You have to judge for yourself. If it seems dangerous, run away-. If you can fight, subdue it."





  "Will you help me if it gets dangerous?"





  "Well. Don't be too sure."





  "Uuuuuu-!"





  I could see Aristella's hands, gripping a large hand-hammer, trembling violently. Not missing that opening, the monster's red eyes drew a long red line as it closed the distance in an instant.





  ━ Geaaaak-!





  The Goblin, holding the dagger in a reverse grip, leaped toward Aristella's body. Consequently, Aristella, who was backing away, ended up tripping over a rock.





  "Gyat!"





  ━ Geiaaak-!





  Not missing the chance, the Goblin tried to climb onto the novice adventurer's body and stab down with the dagger. 





  Of course, Aristella, perhaps driven by survival instinct and desire, kicked out hard toward the Goblin that was lunging at her.





  "G-G-Go away!"





  Buduk-.





  ━ Geaaaek-!





  As the upward knee strike connected, the sound of ribs breaking followed, and the Goblin was sent flying, flailing about. It looked damn painful.





  "Ah-!? My clothes, my clothes are torn! You little shit, how dare you-!"





  Aristella, now lunging back at the incapacitated Goblin, picked up a large stone lying nearby and slammed it down with all her might.





  Kwajik.





  ━ Geuek-.





  With red blood forming a puddle on the ground, the brawl under the moonlit night came to an end.











  *      *      *











  Goblin teeth make for quite good trophies. There are many merchants who buy them for various purposes, and even if you don't sell them, bringing them to the guild increases your guild contribution.





  I have no idea what they'd use something like yellow Goblin teeth for, though.





  "About these Goblin teeth. I heard that if you grind them up and use them as fertilizer, things grow really well!"





  As if reading my thoughts, Aristella hummed a tune while fiddling with the Goblin teeth. It seemed the single Goblin she had caught herself had left a deep impression.





  "It lunged at me with a knife, but did you see me counter with my knee? And then I just slammed the gasping Goblin with a rock like this-."





  She was even chattering away, as if the adrenaline-fueled excitement hadn't worn off yet. I understand. I had times like that too.





  Paseuseuk, paseuseuk-.





  I covered the Goblin corpses with grass roots to return them to nature. In your next life, be born as something cute like a Cat and don't suffer-.





  Wishing them luck in the afterlife made me feel a bit better.





  "Hassan, look at this-. I got this many Goblin teeth!"





  At that moment, Luna held out a jingling pouch to me. It was likely filled with monster teeth.





  To think the day would come when Luna, who could barely defeat one or two monsters, would rejoice after taking down a whole swarm of them.





  "Good job."





  "Right! Hassan, what do you think? It feels like I'm finally pulling my weight now, doesn't it?"





  "You've been pulling your weight since a long time ago."





  "R-Really? If you say so, I'm grateful."





  Luna finished the cleanup while looking very bashful. As if the monster attack had never happened, we sat around the fire again, drinking the beverages we brought and chatting.





  "Wow, so Luna-nim and Hassan-nim were also attacked by Goblins here, in this very spot?"





  "I'm telling you! We got beaten up pretty good along with your grandfather. It was enough to make our bones ache. We even fought a deer, it was really tough."





  "A deer...?"





  "Th-There's something like that! Anyway."





  While I was just sitting there watching Luna and Aristella talk, someone held out a wooden cup to me. It was Malko.





  "What's this?"





  "It's water that makes you happy if you drink it. It's a mysterious alcohol."





  "I see."
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  As I took it and sipped it, it tasted better than I expected. It wasn't cold, but it was a drink with a somewhat sweet taste.





  As I was enjoying the taste, Malko spoke a few more words to me.





  "So brother, has the journey so far been fun?"





  "Journey?"





  "Yes, you must have seen this and that, and traveled here and there. How was the past year, looking back after returning to this place where you first started your adventure?"





  "Well-."





  Tadak, tadadadak-.





  Inside the burning hearth, images of my past self seemed to appear. Starting from here, going through all sorts of things, and finally returning here....





  There were hard times, but thinking about it now, it seems like there were more fun times. Of course, I didn't voice such embarrassing thoughts.





  Malko didn't say anything more to me either. He just took out his lute and started strumming, "Diring-diring-." Then Luna approached me.





  "Hassan, what are you thinking about?"





  "I wasn't really thinking about anything."





  "Really? But you have a wrinkle right here between your eyebrows."





  Luna frowned her own brow and gently rubbed the space between mine with her finger. At that, I relaxed my expression and asked.





  "Did Aristella go in to sleep?"





  "She seems sleepy. Since it was her first adventure, she must have been tense and tired from all sorts of things."





  "I see. Well, I was like that too in the past."





  "Right!"





  Luna sat right next to me and tossed some dry leaves into the campfire. 





  The chilly night air melted into a warm and fuzzy feeling against Luna's skin and warmth. Seureureuk-. Luna leaned her head on my shoulder.





  "Hassan-."





  "Yeah?"


  


  "You remember when we first met here, right?"





  "Of course. I'll probably never forget it. Everything started right here, at a campfire lit as brightly as this one."





  "That's right-."





  Tadak, tadadadak-. The flames of the campfire flickered greatly. 





  Luna and I remained silent for a while. Not knowing if Luna was deep in thought or just sleepy, I spoke first to break the light silence.





  "Luna-ya, you can sleep if you're tired. I'll take the night watch."





  "No, I'm not sleepy yet."





  "Really? You were quiet, so I thought you were sleepy."





  When I spoke playfully, Luna replied playfully as well.





  "Euuuung, I have something to say to Hassan. I was wondering if it's okay to say it now."





  "Something you want to say to me?"





  "I wanted to say thank you for staying with me until now-."





  "What's this? Where is this coming from all of a sudden?"





  Luna's unexpected expression of gratitude made me feel extremely bashful. 





  Thinking about it now, I realized that Luna and I weren't the types to express things like liking each other or being thankful.





  That's why opening up our hearts and talking honestly like this made me feel as restless as if my face were being tickled with a feather.





  Luna continued.





  "I was originally someone who struggled with even a single Goblin. I wasn't good at voodoo. I couldn't make totems well. I was clumsy at all sorts of things-."





  "Well, I was similar. I was clumsy at many things too."





  "Really?"





  "Yeah."





  "But Hassan, I was always anxious. Because you were more wonderful than me, I wondered what I'd do if other good women liked you and you left me behind."





  "That's strange. I had thoughts like that too. Since you were running a workshop, and I was just hanging out at your place."





  "I see-. I never thought that at all. So you were having those thoughts all by yourself, Hassan."





  "I wasn't trying to hide it. It's just an embarrassing thing to say honestly."





  "I knew that you would become such a great person one day, Hassan. So, I didn't think that way at all. It was my intuition as a woman."





  "I see."





  "Then why did you stay with me, Hassan?"





  "What do you mean?"





  "When we first met, I was a nuisance. I forced you into a party, I did a lot of bad things...."





  "That's because...."





  I paused for a moment to gather my thoughts. Why did I stay with Luna-? Such a question felt so redundant now. 





  Luna and I were like a pair of Lego pieces made for each other, fitting perfectly together. At some point, it became natural for Luna to be by my side and for me to be by hers. 





  So, I decided to gloss over it with half-truth and half-jest.





  "Well, because you were pretty, Luna."





  "R-Really? I'm just average for Ideope...."





  Luna trailed off bashfully. I shook my head.





  "When we went to Ideope, there were plenty of girls who looked like you. But among them, you were the prettiest, Luna."





  "That's probably just how it looks in your eyes, Hassan."





  She corrected me shyly, but Luna seemed to be in a quite good mood.





  "Even if you weren't the prettiest, even if you were ugly, I think I would have stayed with you, Luna. It's hard to explain in words, but there's something like that."





  "Like soulmates?"





  "Yeah. It's similar to that. As expected, you know my thoughts well, Luna."





  "Of course!"





  Luna chuckled, "Heuheu-."





  As her soulmate, I could sense a slight hint of lingering regret in Luna's laughter.





  "Luna-ya, is something bothering you?"





  "Bothering me...? Suddenly? Why?"





  "No, just. You asked me if I was happy lately. I was wondering the same about you. Luna-ya, are you happy?"





  "Of course I am." 





  Luna's answer was so fast it seemed to have bypassed her brain.





  "This happy and peaceful life is a first for me, so I'm living a life so full that I don't know what to do or how to act."





  "I see."





  "But sometimes-. Just sometimes. I think like this. Is all of this a dream? Maybe, when I close and open my eyes, all these colorful things will have disappeared...."





  "You mean you feel anxious?"





  "...."





  Luna didn't answer my question. However, I could naturally understand what she wanted to say. 





  Since peaceful days were continuing, she must be worried that such times might be shattered at any moment by unexpected events. 





  Also, Luna is quite sensitive in terms of spiritual intuition. Even when everyone is happy, she often has serious worries on her own without anyone knowing.





  While I was looking for a way to comfort Luna, she spoke.





  "Hassan, the times we spent together, the countless stories, all of it... it won't just vanish or disappear, will it? This isn't all just a dream being dreamt by the abandoned girl Luna of Ideope, is it?"





  "Of course not. If you're anxious, shall we go check?"





  "Check?"





  "All the things we did together. We can see with our own eyes if they're all true. We can go to the Mars guild-. Go to the deer forest-. Go to Delphi where we received the oracle...."





  "Then, Hassan, will you go with me?" 





  "Of course. You and I are a party bound by the waters of the Styx. We go everywhere together. Let's go starting tomorrow. When the day breaks tomorrow, all of us together. Let's go on a long journey."





  "A journey...."





  "We'll go on a long journey. For a few months. We'll look at the world we've lived in and the world we'll live in from now on. Experience things we haven't seen, and eat things we haven't tasted."





  "......."





  When Luna didn't respond, I glanced over and noticed that her emerald eyes, staring at the fire, were quite hazy.





  She's sleepy.





  It was past bedtime, after all.





  I thought about picking her up and moving her into the tent, but then I figured it would be nice to just let her sleep while leaning on my shoulder for once.





  It's going to be a rather long night.





  "Hassan."





  "Yeah? Weren't you about to fall asleep?"





  "The journey, we're definitely going together. I'm just going to close my eyes for a bit and wake up, so you can't go anywhere."





  "Of course. You can sleep without worrying. I'm not going anywhere, I'll be right by your side. Even if you disappear, Luna, I'll definitely find you. No matter how long it takes."





  "Hassan, let's live happily... together from now on too. Huaaam...."





  "Yeah."





  With that, Luna finally succumbed to her sleepiness and fell asleep. Listening to her soft breathing, "Saeegeun-saeegeun-," Malko, who had finished his performance, held out a blanket to me.





  I asked as I covered Luna's body with it.





  "Are you not going to play anymore?"





  "That's right. It's time to end it now. The songs, the instrument's performance. And, the story."





  "I see."





  "But, I'll have to sing hard again starting tomorrow. Well then, I shall go to sleep first for the sake of tomorrow."





  Seureureuk-.





  Malko disappeared into his tent.





  As the sound of the instrument faded, the chirping of insects and the sound of a trickling stream somewhere grew louder.





  If I listened closely, I could hear the sounds of the seasons changing here and there.





  The world is changing.





  I took a Copper coin out of my pocket. And I held it up to the sky, reflecting it against the moon. 





  In the past, both this Copper coin and those two moons were very unfamiliar, but now they've become so familiar that I don't think twice about them.





  It's probably because I've changed along with the world through many experiences.





  3 years.





  A time of over 1000 days.





  It was more than enough to transform the person known as Hassan. Then what about 10 years? 100 years? 1000 years?





  I pictured my future self in the distant time that would inevitably come. 





  Just as my self from three years ago couldn't have imagined my current self, I couldn't even begin to predict my self in the far future.





  However, one thing was certain.





  Even as time passes and several springs come and go, I'll have the small Luna by my side like this, along with Hippolyte and Friede, the noisy Nymphs, and my precious family and friends.





  It'll be noisy, complicated, and there won't be a boring day. Thinking that way, sleepiness and fatigue began to wash over me as well.





  Should I close my eyes for just a moment? Since I'll be busy preparing for the journey again starting tomorrow, it's not a bad idea to get some sleep now.





  Just for a moment.





  I'll close my eyes just until the dim light of dawn wakes me up.


  


  Tomorrow, the same sun as today will surely shine.





  The wind will blow from somewhere.





  Laughing, crying.





  That's how we'll live.





  So, I spoke in my heart to my precious people and connections somewhere under this black night sky.





  Good night, everyone-. 





  You've worked hard until now.





  See you tomorrow.
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  Hello everyone-imnidat...!!!





  As you all already know, I, Mitchuri, have finally completed the novel-imnidat...!!!





  This work, Otherworld Illegal Resident Cult, had many troubles and many stories in various ways...





  Honestly, I never imagined it would become such a long story...





  Thanks to many grateful individuals, and the immense interest, affection, and support from all the readers-nim, I feel like I've run this rather long road in one breath-imnidat...!!!





  First of all, I want to express my sincere gratitude for reading my work, Mitchuri's, until now, and for following Hassan and his friends' adventures-imnidat...!!!





  There were many clumsy parts, immature aspects to the point where a city burned down in the middle, and in the final part, I, Mitchuri, also felt a lot of shortcomings to the point of regret...





  Nevertheless, the story was able to flow because all the readers-nim watched it with interest-imnidat...!!!





  Thus, a story that had caught a fair wind flowed on, and after a year, thanks to the readers-nim's interest, it has reached this point-imnidat...!!!





  Looking back, there's a lot of lingering regret that I could have written it a bit better-, but I think that will be a task I carry forward-imnidat...





  In that sense, first, I will take some time to answer some of the comments left by the readers-nim-imnidat...!!!





  First, the most frequent questions-."





  1. What happened to the women Hassan didn't get involved with, such as Antiope, Nike, the snake woman from 100 years later, and so on-."





  This... I, Mitchuri, must first tell you that I was actually planning this story to be about a Zeus of the underworld, going around getting involved with this woman and that woman-imnidat...





  Originally, it was meant to be a full-fledged explicit fantasy, but... with the establishment of Luna and Hassan's awkward and fresh affection as the first heroines, it became quite difficult for something like debauchery to intrude-imnidat...





  Because as the story progressed, Hassan wasn't bold enough to carelessly get involved with other women while having Luna, Hippolyte, or Elfriede-nim...





  So, after vigorously pondering how to connect those female heroines I had prepared in advance with Hassan, it can be said that I, Mitchuri, failed to insert them well in between due to my lack of ability-imnidat...





  The unresolved plot threads are due to similar reasons...





  This is my, Mitchuri's, fault, for which I have no excuse... I apologize-imnidat...





  However, until the day I, Mitchuri, draw my last breath, I will somehow try my best to develop Antiope, for whom an illustration has already been made, even if it's just through free-form side stories-imnidat...!!!











  2. Was there any influence from the motif of the Good Samaritan, the game Hades, and so on?





  This story, honestly, began from the fact that I, Mitchuri, hadn't quite grasped the direction of the writing-imnidat...





  At a time when I, Mitchuri, was deeply contemplating what I was good at and what the readers-nim would like, due to the poor performance of my previous work, 'John of the Ruined World'.





  Suddenly, it just came to me like a devil's whisper-imnidat...





  "Since it's come to this, let's mix everything that others might like-."





  And so, what was completed was this very writing-imnidat!!! To put it bluntly, it's safe to say that this work was influenced by everything in the world-imnidat!!!"





  Therefore, one confession I cannot omit...





  I, Mitchuri, belatedly extend my greetings to Kim Galbi-ppyeo-nim, the author of 'Otherworld Black-Haired Foreigner', even if it's just through this final afterword-imnidat!!!"





  The content of my greeting is overwhelming gratitude... and an apology-imnidat...





  As everyone knows, this story is a genre derived from inspiration from an excellent work. It certainly deserved to be called plagiarism-imnidat...





  So, I, Mitchuri, was prepared to halt serialization and hand over all earnings accumulated until then, and personally asked for Kim Galbi-ppyeo-nim's opinion...





  Kim Galbi-ppyeo-nim, with a generous heart, readily permitted my, Mitchuri's, serialization without any compensation or conditions whatsoever-imnidat!!!"





  (This is just between us, but in my opinion, unlike the ruthless Kkatteu, Kim Galbi-ppyeo-nim is a very merciful person-imnidat...)





  However, I believe that this attitude of piecing things together to improve my own skills, Mitchuri's, is not a good one-imnidat...





  So, if I were to serialize a next work, I'm considering that it wouldn't be bad for me, Mitchuri, to try a unique challenge in my own way, come what may-imnidat!!!"











3. I heard there's a secret story behind Paranoy's birth?








Honestly, Paranoy is a character I, Mitchuri, hadn't even thought of-imnidat... Those who have read my works, Mitchuri's, quite a bit would know well that...





I actually like cute characters who get a playful tap on the head, like Raccoon Leaf, or Paranoy-nim...





Actually, in this work, Paranoy's role was entirely Luna's-imnidat...





In other words, Luna was in the position of spouting nonsense and getting a playful tap on the head from Hassan-imnidat!!!





However, when Paranoy appeared, Luna was quite a popular character, and I thought that if Hassan were to give such a Luna a playful tap on the head, I might receive tremendous protests...





So, I transferred the role of being good for a playful tap on the head to Paranoy, the Cultist at the time-imnidat!!! In other words, it's safe to say that Paranoy and Luna are sisters who share half of each other's souls-imnidat!!!"





That's why, in the story, Luna and Paranoy bicker, but they are close enough to be called sisters-imnidat...





As a side note, the name of the Cultist Nymph Paranoy was taken from 'paranoid', meaning delusion of persecution-imnidat...





Also, other Cultists, for example, Schizo, the greatsword warrior, from 'schizobreak', meaning schizophrenia.





Somnia, the Cultist voodoo practitioner, from 'insomnia', meaning sleeplessness-.





And Anxious, the Cultist dark magic user, from 'anxiety'-; Cultist Coma is literally 'coma', a state of unconsciousness-imnidat...














4. Wouldn't it have been okay to serialize another 100-200 chapters by slowing down the development a bit-?














This was also a frequently asked question-imnidat!!!





Honestly, the story I, Mitchuri, had planned was originally supposed to end with the collapse of Delphi or Hell-imnidat...





Hassan's final battle, the establishment of his identity, noble sacrifices and recollections, and so on.





It should have ended there, with a grand applause and exit, but as you all know, I couldn't-imnidat...





The reason being, I, Mitchuri, and the Nymph Foundation had to keep earning money-imnidat...





Therefore, I added more foreshadowing and story lines to make the story longer...





As a result, looking at the work as a whole, I feel that those elements were clumsily connected, causing awkward problems-imnidat...





This is a part where I, Mitchuri, should rather apologize to the readers-nim for forcibly extending the completeness of the story due to my greed-imnidat...





I apologize-imnidat... However, I still tried my best to write it entertainingly-imnidat...!!!





To summarize, I could have written it longer, but considering the rapidly changing Joara (platform) situation and the gradually decreasing number of readers...





Considering my, Mitchuri's, physical and mental strength, I thought that now was probably the right time to conclude, while there were still people applauding-at least, that's what I, Mitchuri, think-imnidat...











4.5 Unusual pets... What is the hierarchy between Keongkeong, Myeong, and Jeombak-i...???





The power hierarchy in Hassan's mansion is as follows-imnidat!!!





1. Keongkeong, the ant hunter of the stock market > 2. Myeong, who loves to play pranks > Jeombak-i, who occasionally pulls carriages > Antiope, who does nothing but play at home-imnidat!!!


 














5. What about Mitchuri's next work and future plans?














First of all, I, Mitchuri, am a novice author who has been indebted to Joara Noblesse for about 2 years-imnidat...





Regarding not being able to shed my novice status even after writing for 2 years, I, Mitchuri, deeply feel that my progress is quite slow-imnidat... I will only strive harder and dedicate myself further-imnidat...





To the main point, the title of my next work has not been definitively decided yet-imnidat...!! I have about two plots... To briefly explain-.





Firstly, an adventure action story where a villain-type boy wizard appears as the protagonist, going around touching older sisters-. 'The Mischievous Boy Wants to Live' (working title)





Secondly, I'm considering something like a 19+ academy story where a villain-type boy wizard, similar to the above, enrolls in an academy-imnidat...





The third is something similar to an infinite regression explicit fantasy...





If you ask why there are so many mischievous, handsome boy wizards, it's because after serializing a barbarian warrior-type protagonist for a year, I wanted to try the opposite-imnidat...





Of course, the above items may be withdrawn depending on the readers-nim's reactions and opinions, or my own plans, Mitchuri's, but anyway, that's how it is-imnidat!!!





What's certain is that it will improve upon the shortcomings of the previous work and refine its strengths, making it even lighter and more enjoyable to read...!!!





Since the character illustrations have been outsourced, you will be able to encounter my new work, Mitchuri's, by March, or at the latest, early April-imnidat!!!





Now, the important thing is the serialization platform, but...





Joara Noblesse...





For me, Mitchuri, it's a place filled with many moments in various ways-imnidat...





It's a place where I, Mitchuri, truly took a leap, with death behind me, a do-or-die new beginning that risked my life...





In other words, a 'Dragon Gate' (登龍門).





Although I started writing to earn money, one thing I, Mitchuri, promised myself was to reach #1 in Noblesse-.





That is, I thought I wouldn't leave this place until I became a Dragon, so I swam diligently-imnidat... I truly swam diligently in my own way-imnidat!!!





However, recently... the once rough currents are receding... and on that new continent, there are tigers as formidable as dragons... and many readers-nim who I've seen often are also leaving for various places...





So, I, Mitchuri, and the Nymph Foundation are starting to think it might be time to move to a new place-imnidat...





Although I, Mitchuri... haven't become a Dragon capable of catching fearsome tigers, I have at least become a lizard capable of catching squirrels-imnidat!!!





Anyway...





My rambling has gotten long-imnidat... To conclude, it seems you will be able to see me, Mitchuri, either through simultaneous serialization or exclusively on a new platform-imnidat!!!





The probability is about 30 : 70-imnidat!!!








Anyway, one year.





Because this was the first story I, Mitchuri, had written for so long in my life, I grew very attached to the characters and the readers-nim, so ending it was incredibly difficult-imnidat...





Because thinking that I wouldn't be able to see the characters I had grown fond of, the characters I had grown to love, and the readers-nim who liked them, made me, Mitchuri, feel very sad and lonely-imnidat...





Still, the story has ended.





Now, the time has come to face another farewell and a new beginning-imnidat...





Looking back, in the past year, 2020.





Around this time last year, my life, Mitchuri's, was truly at its worst, to the point where I was prepared for death-imnidat...





Economic conditions that felt truly unbearable, snowballing interest... principal... living expenses... family failures and divisions...





The hardest part was that there was simply no sign of improvement, and no hope of rising above it-imnidat...





People truly break when there is no hope.





They despair.





They just lie on the dirt floor, unable to find a reason to get up. Just days of dropping their head to the ground and waiting for death.





That is the most terrifying aspect of a hopeless life. It turns people into those who are merely dying, not living...





However, I now know that even amidst such circumstances, one must try to lift their head. Because the lifeline of hope does not come from below, but descends from above-.





In that sense, my hope, Mitchuri's, is.





That by 2021, I was able to at least rise enough to make a living, was thanks to the readers-nim and the beloved characters.





Thank you for giving me hope.





And, if there is anyone currently going through a difficult and painful time, I hope you will not give up and steadfastly look up at the sky-.





I hope I can share my overflowing luck with those who are still suffering in despair with no exit in sight.





Since even a foolish and slow-growing person like me has found hope, the excellent readers-nim will surely be able to do even better.





Hmm. Perhaps because I have so much to say, the writing has become disorganized-imnidat...!!!





Although I've already written several afterwords, writing afterwords or announcements is incredibly difficult-. I feel that other authors-nim who write such eloquent pieces so smoothly are truly amazing and enviable-imnidat...





Anyway, thank you very much-imnidat!!!





Although my inadequate writing may not have been the best for the readers-nim, I sincerely tell you that the readers-nim who always showed interest were the best to me-imnidat!!!





That is the summary of this long, rambling story, told without much eloquence-imnidat...





Thank you for everything so far, and I sincerely hope to meet many of you again in the future-imnidat!!!





It won't take long-imnidat!!!





We will definitely meet again-imnidat!!!





Therefore, I won't say goodbye as if we'll never meet again-imnidat!!!





Soon, let's definitely meet again in a good place, at a good time-imnidat!!!


























And, and I also extend my gratitude to Star741-nim, who drew the excellent illustrations, and to the many fans who drew fan art-imnidat!!!





They were illustrations that exceeded my expectations-imnidat!!!
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